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As Brock woke, he pulled Charli closer to him and kissed her neck. He held her tight against him, and began rubbing his morning erection against her ass. He paused to frown. Something was wrong. This wasn’t his Charli. Her smell wasn’t the same. The woman in his arms was too skinny. He opened his eyes slowly and saw he was in a room at the club. He noticed that only a couple of hours had passed since he came into the room. He sat up, swung his legs over the side of the bed, and stared down at Candice lying in the bed.

“Fuck,” he said, not bothering to lower his voice. He got up, grabbed his clothes and started dressing.

“You’re leaving?” Candice’s voice slurred from the bed.

“Yeah, sorry, but thanks for the fuck,” he said as he stormed out of the room. He finished dressing in the hall and made his way down to the main floor.

“Got a minute?” came a voice from behind him. He whipped around and stared at Aaron and Gary, the club owners and his friends.

“What?” he demanded sourly.

“Come to the office.” Gary’s voice brooked no argument, and with Aaron still behind him he had no other option.

When they entered the office, Gary sat behind his desk. Brock noticed Aaron stayed close to the door. Gary sat heavily in his chair, sighed deeply, rubbed his face. He looked Brock in the eye as he said, “You’re out of control.”

“Excuse me?” 

“I don’t know what happened between you and Charli. I don’t care, it’s none of our business.” Gary indicated his friend. “But I’ve had several complaints from the subs about your behavior.

“Like what?” Brock demanded.

“The biggest one is they feel you are punishing them when you do a scene with them. You are demanding they aren’t allowed to orgasm, but you have your release and leave them lacking. They said if you continue to treat them like that, they won’t come back. You’re not the only Dom here, Brock. Why should your actions against my subs hurt the other Doms? Your drinking is out of control. Aaron and I have known you since you were sixteen, too young to even be in a place like this. But we took you on with Gwen’s recommendation. We never regretted it until now.”

“So, what are you trying to tell me, Gary?” 

“I’m revoking your privileges to this club for six months.” He held up his hand when Brock jumped to his feet. “If I allow you back after the six months, you will be on probation. You will only be able to take one sub a weekend, but only after proving you can control yourself for three months. You will not take the three or four you do a day now. It’s like you’re trying to fuck Charli out of your system, and you’re scaring my subs. I won’t have it.”

Brock hung his head and swore. “Fine.” He stormed to the door, jerked it open and didn’t bother or care when it slammed against the wall as he strode through it. Gwen stood out in the hall with his play bag. She passed it to him without a word.

“Call me if you need anything.”

“Yeah, right,” he said over his shoulder as he slammed out of the club.

Gwen shook her head in sadness and knocked on the door jamb to Gary’s office. “He’s gone.”

“Come in and shut the door.” She did and sat before the desk. She thanked Aaron when he passed her a glass of bourbon.

“How did he take it?” 

“You saw the way he left, all he said was fine, then stormed out of here.”

“Do you think we did the right thing?” She was beginning to regret coming to them with her concerns, but something had to be done about Brock.

“Yes and no. Yes, because we’re protecting the subs here, no, because he’s a loose cannon. I don’t know what he’ll do or where he’ll go.”

“Can you put the word out?” Aaron asked as he settled in the chair next to Gwen.

“Already did. If he wants to get into a club, he’d have to go underground, over the border or drive to Syracuse or over into Ohio.”

“What do we do now?” 

“Nothing we can do. In the past he’d come to us once he couldn’t work out a problem. Maybe he’ll slow down on his drinking and come to his senses in order to contact one of us. You’ve known him the longest, Gwen, so maybe he’ll come to you. Until he gets his head out of his ass, we can’t help him.” Gary sighed.

*****
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BROCK SWORE WHEN THE red lights flashed behind him, he pulled over and shut the car off. He reached for his wallet, to get his information. He turned to the cop to hand over his paperwork without being asked.

“Going a little fast there, don’t you think?” 

“Just give me the goddamn fucking ticket.” Brock snarled.

The officer shined his light down on him and looked closely. “Have you been drinking?” 

“Yes, but my last one was hours ago,” Brock snarled.

“Step out of the car,” the officer said, and stepped back with his hand on his gun.

“Fuck!” Brock threw the door open, and as he exited his car he stumbled. He looked at the officer and scowled.

“Okay, were going to do a field sobriety test.” The officer talked him through it, and Brock knew he was fucked when he lifted one leg and fell on his ass. The officer helped him to his feet and cuffed him. “You’re under arrest for driving while intoxicated.” Then he read him his rights.

Three hours later, Brock looked up at the officer as his name was called, and he followed the man out. He sighed when he saw his uncle and father standing off to one side.

His father held up his hand and pointed to the officer who handed him his personal effects. He didn’t say anything until they were out in the parking lot, and Brody asked, “Are you okay?” 

“No,” Brock said, and rubbed his face hard. “What’s Uncle Tony doing here?” 

“He’s a lawyer. I called him after you called me to come bail your sorry ass out of jail,” Brody told his son coldly. “I’m grateful you called me, but what the hell were you thinking?” his father yelled at him. “I could understand when you were younger, I was expecting it, but Christ, Brock you’re twenty-seven fucking years old!”

“Brody,” Tony said as he came up, and put his hand on his brother’s arm. “Yelling at him isn’t going to do any good, now. We can take him out to the wood shed later, right now we need answers.” Tony turned and looked at Brock. “I’ll represent you. You have a couple of good things going for you. You only blew a zero point three, you’ve never been arrested for anything, so you have no record. Because this is your first offense, we can get it reduced.

“Now, your Dad and I went and got your car from the impound before we came here, you’ll ride with me to your parents’ house. We’ll talk on the way. Your father will take your car home.”

Brock sighed, turned and followed his uncle, but his father stopped him and stared at him. “I love you, son, but you’re getting out of control.”

“I know, you aren’t the first one to tell me that tonight. I’ll see you at the house.”

Brock buckled his seatbelt in the front of his uncle’s car, and watched as his father got into his and pulled out of the police station parking lot. He scowled at his uncle when he didn’t start his car right away.

“What you tell me stays between us. Lawyer-client privilege and all that. But I need to know what happened.”

Brock looked out the windshield, thought hard, then made a decision. “You have to promise me that Dad, Mom, Mimi, and Aunt Henry don’t find out. I mean it, Uncle Tony. No one. What I’m about to tell you doesn’t leave this car, or I’ll go to court and plead guilty.”

Tony studied him for several minutes before he agreed.

“Okay, do you know what BDSM is?” 

“Yes, but what does that have to do with anything?” 

“It’s why I was arrested for DWI tonight. Someone I dated when I was sixteen turned me onto it. She introduced me to someone who owns a club. I started training with them before I went to Penn State. They gave me a contact while I was in college. I went there to continue my training. Before you ask, I’m a Dom. Which stands for dominant. When I moved back here, I gained a membership to the club I started training in before I left for college.”

“In a nutshell how does it work?” 

“I’d go in, and pick a single sub, do a scene with her, have safe, protected sex with her, then it is done and over with. There are rules to follow, first and foremost is that the sub must be protected at all costs. That the scene is agreed upon by both parties. It has to be a safe, sane, and consensual environment. I never dated outside the club. I had everything I needed there. Then I met Charli.” He sighed and looked at his uncle sadly.

“I didn’t meet her at the club. She knew what BDSM was, but only through the romance books she read. I introduced her to the lifestyle and took her to the club. One thing you have to know about the club is that there are couples there as well as single subs and single Doms. The number one rule is that you never, ever touch another Dom’s sub.

“When Charli and I became a couple. We were at the club, it was just us. No one approached her and I didn’t approach any other sub, or she any Dom. Before Charli and I hooked up, I was, I guess the word to use here would be selective. I’d only do scenes with certain subs. Since we broke up, I haven’t been so selective, I’d use any sub that was available. To be honest, I’ve been drinking a lot. I guess to dull the ache since the breakup.

“One thing a Dom loves to do with his sub is withhold an orgasm from them. When you give them permission to have one, it’s more intense, more mind blowing. A good sub can do this and won’t orgasm until they have permission. Since the breakup I’ve been denying the subs I used, the right to orgasm. I did the scene, fucked them, then walked away. Tonight I passed out after a scene, when I woke up I found myself in one of the playrooms with a sub that I vowed ten years ago to never do a scene with.” Brock drew in a deep breath, held it, and let it out in a rush, all the time both shaking his head and rubbing the back of his neck in frustration.

“As I was leaving, Gary, the club owner asked me to come into his office. He told me in a nutshell that my membership was being revoked. I’ve been banned from the club for six months. That is the only reputable club within a two-hundred-mile radius from here. If I ever want to play in a club again, I have to go over the border, to Syracuse, or over into Ohio to be in a reputable one. Sure, there are other clubs, but I find them lacking. They don’t take care of the subs properly, they don’t clean thoroughly, there are a lot of posers there.

“I stormed out of the club after Gary told me that I’ve been banned for the next six months, and peeled out of the parking lot as I sped away from the club. I wasn’t watching my speed. That’s when I got pulled over. The officer didn’t say anything, but by the time he came to the window, I had my paperwork ready. He asked if I was in a hurry and I snapped at him. I told him to just give me the fucking ticket. He shined his light on me. He must have smelled the booze, or seen something in my eyes, he gave me the road-side sobriety test. I failed. He cuffed me and stuffed me, then you know the rest.

“Question.” Tony sighed and Brock just looked at him. “Do you know a man by the name of Sheldon Watts?” 

“Yes, he’s a Dom in the club, why?” Brock looked at his uncle with wide eyes. “But you can’t tell him I told you that. Not only do we keep the subs safe, but we do not reveal the names of other members of the club. If he found out I told you, my ass is grass.” 

“You friends with him?” 

“I wouldn’t say best friends, but we hang out when we’re there, why?” 

“I’ll try to get your case in front of him, he might throw it out.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“He’s a judge.”

“Christ. We never talk about our outside lives at the club.”

“It’ll be worth a shot. Thank you for being honest with me.”

“You’re welcome.” He settled back in the seat. He stared ahead as his uncle finally started the car to pull away from the station.
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Chapter Two
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Charli sat in her doctor’s office in pure shock. She didn’t know what to think, say, or do. Her doctor looked across her desk at her in concern. “Charli, are you okay?” 

“No, how could this have happened? I was so careful. I took your advice when you recommended I switch to the pill. I took the pill every day at the same time. I even took what you call the sugar pills. How the fucking hell can I be pregnant?” Charli’s voice had risen several octaves by the end of her rant.

“This is an unplanned and unwanted pregnancy?” 

“Unplanned, you bet your ass it is, unwanted is a different story. I broke up with my boyfriend two months ago. Even if I was still with him, he’d drop me like a fucking hot potato if he found out I was pregnant. He was adamant that he didn’t want kids. Ever, not his own or anyone else’s. That’s why I took your advice and switched to the pill. There was only one time well, two times we forgot a condom.

“The first time he freaked out so badly that I made sure they were stocked all over the house. I took the shot on time. But you told me that I was on the shot for too long and needed to switch to the pill. What the fuck happened?” She yelled and jumped to her feet to pace. She whipped back around, and said, “I even took the pill this morning, I still get my period for Christ’s sake!”

Her doctor sighed as she opened her drawer and pulled out several brochures along with a business card and pushed them across the desk.

“Are you thinking of abortion or adoption?” 

“Hell no, this baby is mine!” she yelled with conviction, then sat down and sighed. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know how this could have happened. I can’t think of abortion or adoption because this might be my only chance to have a baby. I don’t know whether it’s hereditary or not, but my mother was told she could never have children. When they were ready to adopt, she got pregnant with me.

“I don’t know whether something will happen or not. While I dated the baby’s father, I loved him with all my heart. It just didn’t work out. So no, this baby is mine. I plan on keeping it.”

“Alright then.” The doctor pushed the brochures forward again. “When I recommended the pill to you, it’s something that I’ve recommended to thousands of patients over the years. There have never been any problems, until now.”

“What’s that mean?” 

“It means that you aren’t my only patient in this predicament. It seems that the pill manufacturer messed up a few batches. They forgot to put the number one ingredient in it. The one to actually prevent pregnancy. I received an e-mail from several colleagues that were encountering the same problem with their patients ending up pregnant.

“One colleague had some pills from the patients tested and found the mistake. He contacted the FDA. They recalled several hundred million pills. This is the list of batch numbers that were recalled.” She indicated a brochure. “I don’t know whether you kept the packets, but your pharmacist should have the batch number on file. There are several lawsuits against the manufacturer. Here’s a card for a lawyer locally that is handling the cases. I can write up a report for you. You can take it to them as evidence for your case.”

Charli stared at her in shock. “So, it’s not just me?” 

“No, dear.” She sighed. “Just in my practice alone, we have eight doctors here, but we have fourteen, now fifteen cases against the manufacturer.”

“Just in this office?” 

“Yes. As I’m sure you know, there are hundreds of doctors in the Buffalo area. It’s been on the national news for the last couple of days.” The doctor paused, then looked at Charli. “Now that you know you’re pregnant, why don’t we go back to an examination room and see just how far along you are.”

“I’d say nine weeks. The last time we had unprotected sex was the day we broke up back in September. I’ve had my period in September and October. It wasn’t as heavy or long as normal, just spotting.”

“Any spotting between periods?” 

“No. I have no morning sickness or anything.”

“Any unusual cravings?” 

“Actually, that’s why I came here today. It’s weird really. I wanted to talk to you about it.”

“What’s that?” the doctor asked as she pointed to the exam table. She had Charli lie down, lower her jeans, and raise her shirt to expose her belly. The doctor squirted warm gel on her and began moving a wand.

“Yep, you’re pregnant all right.” The doctor didn’t know whether to be sad or happy. This was such a nightmare for everyone involved. Doctors and patients. Charli looked over at the screen and saw nothing but a blob. “Spine, arms, head, legs,” the doctor said as she focused on each part she named as she took a picture of them. Suddenly there was a sound filling the room.

“What’s that?” Charli asked in awe and confusion.

“Heartbeat.” She looked at Charli to see joy and tears in her eyes.

“Can you tell what it is?” 

“Not yet. According to your calculations, you’re right. You’re nine weeks and three days. So, that would make you due around the tenth of June. I can better tell the due date the further along you get.” She removed the wand and wiped her belly. “You’ll want to come back in a month, I’ll give you a prescription for pre-natal vitamins. Now you were saying you have unusual cravings.”

“Yes. You know about my allergy, right?” 

“Shellfish, all forms?” 

“Yes. I’ve been craving shrimp. Like the big, huge ones that are served ice cold with cocktail sauce. I even went so far as to read every word on a package of imitation stuff in the freezer at the store. They said imitation on the package three times, and not one ingredient has real shrimp. But I’m too scared to try it.”

“I’d refrain from doing it. You can never be too careful. When the cravings hit, why don’t you drink a glass of water or juice or eat a piece of fruit. Maybe you can trick your body into not wanting the shellfish.”

“I’ll try. Thanks, Doctor. I’ll contact the lawyer later this week.”

“I’m so sorry that this happened.”

“Nothing you can do. But I know if something happens and I win, the money will go into an account for the baby.”

“Are you going to let the father know?” 

“Yes, but on a scale of one to ten that he’d be happy, I’m thinking about a negative bazillion.” Charli sighed. She left after getting her prescription. Stopped at the desk and made another appointment. She looked at the receptionist in shock. “I have a quick question for the doctor and it can’t wait.”

The receptionist got up, went in the back, then called her back. She met the doctor in the hall. “What’s wrong?” 

“I play volleyball, but it’s not your typical volleyball.”

“I’ve seen some of your games, remember.” The doctor laughed. Then as she grasped what was being asked, she sadly shook her head. “No, you can’t play.”

“I thought so. Thanks, Doctor. See you next month.”

On the way home she filled the pre-natal vitamins. Once home she took a long hot shower, sat on her bed and wrote a letter. Before she chickened out, she went into the hall and dropped it down the mail chute. With that done, she looked at her schedule, made some phone calls. She was asleep and didn’t hear when Jen and Fred had come home.

*****
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THREE DAYS LATER SHE looked at her three best friends and teammates, and sighed as they sipped wine. She had spoken to the doctor too early when she said she didn’t have morning sickness. It had hit the same day she went to the doctor, and it hit at night, not the morning. The only thing that settled her stomach was ice water with lemon. So, she was drinking that, when her friends were drinking white wine.

“I want to thank all of you for being here on such short notice. I know it’s all in confusion, but I know this place is private.” She indicated her and Jen’s apartment. “Before I tell you why you’re all here, I need to ask a favor of you.”

She sat forward, reached under the chair she was sitting on and pulled a bible out, put it in the center of the table amongst the wine bottles and tray of snack foods. Her friends stared at Jen, then Charli.

“No clue,” Jen said as she stared at the bible.

Charli scooted forward in her chair and placed her left hand on the bible, then Charli raised her right. “I’d like you to repeat after me.” She waited until they set their glasses down and did as she did with their hands, grinning.

“We’re game.”

“I, say your own name here.” She grinned, then got serious. “I, Charli Rose Elizabeth Everest do solemnly swear...” She waited as the others said their whole name and looked at her. “...that the news I am about to receive does not leave this room in any way, shape or form.” She paused. “I swear that I will never, ever tell another living soul, so help me god.” When they all said what she said, “Amen.” When they repeated the vow, she looked each friend in the eye, breathed deep, and said, “I’m pregnant.” When they stared at her open-mouthed, she continued, “Brock is the father.”

“Holy fucking hell.” Nikki was the first to break the tense silence.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Jen demanded.

Emily, aka Shaq crossed herself, and said, “What do you need from us?” 

That brought tears to her eyes. She was hugged by her three friends. When they sat back down, picked up their wine, Jen blurted out, “You can’t be. We take the pill every morning at the same time. We never miss a morning. Brock is so against having children that you told me he always, always wore a condom, especially after that one time.”

“I know. But when we were in Iowa, he drove the truck on the track for the first lap, he got excited, very excited. When he went for the second lap, he pulled off just around the second sharp bend, pulled into the trees and we did it in the cab of the truck. I didn’t think about not using the condom because I was on the pill.

“The first time he forgot it I was on the shot and got my period. So I thought I was safe. Two days ago, I went to the doctor because I was feeling off. I’ve had unusual cravings and wanted to talk to her about them.”

“What?” Emily asked.

“Shrimp.”

“Oh Christ, no!” They all leaned forward and yelled.

“I know. The doctor suggested I drink a glass of water, or juice, or eat some fruit to try to trick my body into thinking it’s shellfish. I don’t want to take any chances. I’ve written a letter to Brock and mailed it to inform him, because I don’t want him to blame me for anything. I’ll either get a response by letter, or him banging on my door. In the letter I told him that I want nothing from him. No child support, nothing, I will take care of it. I just wanted him to know what happened.

“I want you to see something now.” She picked up the remote and aimed it at the TV. The three turned as one as several news clips that Charli had recorded started playing. Five minutes later the three turned and swore.

“I’m on the pill,” Nikki said.

“So am I,” Jen said.

“Me too,” Emily said. “Morris and I want children, but not now, we want to wait at least two years. I’m going to make an appointment with my doctor tomorrow.”

“Here.” Charli handed a photocopy of the list of numbers the doctor gave her. “This is the list of prescription numbers that were associated with the defective batches.” She pulled her packet of pills and showed them. “It’s right here. But the pharmacist has a list also.”

She watched as all three jump up grabbed their purses and pulled their packets. “Not me,” Emily said. “But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t last month’s or the months prior. I’ll be going to the pharmacy and doctor as soon as I can call tomorrow.”

“Oh god,” Nikki said, and looked at Charli in shock. “It’s me. What do I tell Gary and Aaron?” 

“The truth. Take the video I made with you, sit them down and talk to them. I’ve seen the three of you together. I know they’ll be there for you no matter what. Unlike Brock.”

“You have us,” Jen said. She got up and hugged her.

“Thank you. Now for the bad news.” She grinned at them. When she had their attention she sobered. “I’m off the team. Doctor says I can’t play when I’m pregnant. She’s been to some of our games and she knows how we play.”

“I’m so glad we decided to bring on the two alternates last winter,” Emily said.

“I’m glad we’ve allowed them to play a few games.” Jen grinned as she held up her hand that had a cast on it. They all grinned and enjoyed the next few hours of girl time.
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Brock was sorting the mail for the residents of the house he shared with Bryan, Fred, and Scot when he saw one envelope. His immediate response was to throw it in the trash or burn it. Instead he opened a drawer grabbed a pen and wrote, ‘return to sender’ on the front. He went back out to put it in the mailbox. With that done he went back in the house, up to his room, showered, changed into a suit and tie. He had to meet his uncle in an hour for his court for the DWI he’d gotten a couple of weeks ago.

In the last couple of months, Charli had lied to him all weekend and broke up with him. Since returning from Iowa, his life has been spiraling out of control. Because Charli had left early, she had left everybody in a lurch, Jen had flown home with them, and Brock’s seat had been bumped. He waited in the Des Moines airport for six hours before getting a flight, then he’d missed his connecting flight in Chicago, and had to wait for another six hours there.

When he’d finally arrived in Buffalo, his luggage had ended up in Los Angeles, and after filing a claim, he hadn’t had a hope in hell of getting it back. It’d been ten weeks and still no word. He’d arrived home in time to shower and change. While he was in a very important meeting, he’d been served eviction papers from the office he rented from her.

He wasn’t the only one either. Scot had received a set of walking papers also. They had to scramble around to find an office. He ended up finding a cheap office on the edge of a bad part of town, and had to meet with his clients a few blocks away.

Two weeks after leaving his dream office with a prime location, he was again served with papers that Charli had dropped him as her financial advisor. If she hadn’t lied to him the entire time they had been in Iowa, none of this would have happened. Every time he thought of the lies she’d told him, he’d picked up the bottle and filled a glass.

It was her lies and deceit that had sent him on this downward spiral. Now she had the fucking nerve to send him a letter. Fuck that. He went to his bedside and grabbed the ever-ready bottle, then caught sight of himself in the mirror. He put the bottle down. He glanced at the clock, turned on his heel and headed out the door.

*****
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“COUNSELOR, I’D LIKE a word with your client in my chambers,” Judge Watts said, when Brock and his uncle were called to the bench. Tony had told him it would be a quick in and out. By the looks of it, his case had been saved for last.

In the judge’s chambers, Brock remained standing, along with his lawyer, and the assistant DA. Once he removed his robe, the judge sat behind his desk and stared hard between Brock and Tony. “He knows.” Brock looked directly at the judge as he said this.

The judge nodded, then sighed, with direct eye contact, he blurted out. “Are you fucking nuts? You live twelve blocks away, why the fuck didn’t you walk, or grab one of the guys to drive you home. Hell, even I would have driven you home. You don’t fucking do that shit. You fucking know better.”

“Sorry, your honor.”

“Fuck that, I’m talking to you as a friend and fellow Dom now.” He looked over at the Assistant DA. “Say your piece.”

“Rock, what the fuck? I don’t know whether to throw the fucking book at you, kick your ass, or take a fucking flogger to you.”

Tony Hamilton snorted out a laugh and quickly covered his mouth. “Sorry.”

“What do you know about this lifestyle?”  the DA asked.

“Nothing personally. When Brock told me what had happened when he was kicked out of the club, I interviewed Aaron and Gary. They were very informative.

“What?” Brock stared at him. “Uncle Tony, what the hell.”

“Uncle?” the judge asked. “Christ, I never connected the last name. What did you think after talking to Aaron and Gary?” 

“This stays between us, right?” 

“Yes, it’s all private.”

“Don’t tell my nephew, but it was interesting. It gave me some ideas.”

“TMI, TMI,” Brock groaned and covered his ears.

“You hear about stuff like this portrayed badly in the news and on TV shows, but after talking to Aaron and Gary, it’s like Brock described. Safe.”

The judge nodded and sighed. “I just wanted to get that off my chest before you came before me out there.” He stood, grabbed his robe before they all went back into the court room.

Brock was called before the judge. After the charges were read, he was asked how he pleaded.

“Guilty.” Brock stood tall and proud as he said this.

“Your honor.” The DA spoke then, “Since Mr. Hamilton admitted to his guilt, he has no record of ever being in trouble, in adulthood or as a juvenile. This is his first offense, and he blew only point zero three, my office is prepared to drop all charges, but the acknowledgement that if he’s in this court again in the next six months on the same charges, we won’t be so easy on him.”

“Agreed. Hear that, Mr. Hamilton, and do you understand it?”

“Yes, your honor.”

“Case dismissed,” the judge said, and slammed his gavel down.

Out in the hall Brock sighed heavily as he turned to his uncle. “You were damn lucky, Brock. I have to admit when the judge called us into chambers the shit was going to hit the fan. Like I told you, you could have done six months, or had to go to probation, but it was dismissed. It’ll be on your record now, but there are no felony charges. Don’t be surprised that you might lose some clients over this.”

“How?” Brock demanded.

“Clients check you out before they hire you, don’t they?” 

“Yes.”

“With the internet today, they can find out anything they want about you. I know I’m not your father, but I’m the next in line. There’s only one way to say this, and know that I’m saying this with nothing but love.”

“Okay. Just spit it out.”

“Get your fucking shit together. I suggest you go home and throw out all your bottles of booze. I don’t want to lay any more guilt on you, but my son idolizes the ground you walk on and the air you breathe. What is this going to do to him? A DUI isn’t a single person’s crime, it has a ripple effect. What if Matt thinks because you got off, it’s okay to go out and do it himself? What if you do it again and kill someone the next time, or Matt does? I suggest you get whatever bug crawled up your ass out and get your life straightened out fast.”

Brock went to say something, then snapped his mouth shut so hard his teeth snapped.

“What? Talk to me.”

“It’s just that if Charli hadn’t broken up with me, then I wouldn’t be where I am now.”

“You don’t think you had any part in her breaking up with you?” If Brock was paying attention to his uncle, he wouldn’t have continued on his tirade. 

“No, I had every reason to do what I did. It was her, she’s the one that lied to me repeatedly, kept lying. I only asked for the truth and she kept saying the same thing over and over again.”

“Maybe what she was saying was the truth.”

“Bullshit. I know what I heard and saw. No, this is all her fault.”

“There’s no chance of you two getting back together?” 

“You talked to Aaron and Gary, right?” 

“Yes.”

“Did they tell you what the word red means?” 

“Yes, everything stops and then it’s discussed as to why it was stopped.”

“I’ve had experience with subs who have lied to me, I read their paperwork so I knew what they’ve done, or wanted to try, when we discussed the scene we were going to do, they agreed with everything and even had suggestions. When I did what they requested they said red. When I talked to them about it, they had admitted that they had lied on their paperwork. Don’t worry they’re no longer with the club.

“But after the second sub called red and admitted lying on her paperwork also, a more thorough screening process had to be put in place. I made a personal vow to myself. If any sub said red to me at any time, I’d wash my hands of her and walk away, never looking back. When I called her in Iowa, when she left me at a party, and probably ran off with someone else, she said red. So no, we will never get back together.”

“Then can I make a suggestion?” 

“What?” 

“Move. Isn’t her best friend dating one of your housemates? What if you run into her there? Isn’t your office in her building? If you are absolutely positive you’ll never get back with her, then move on. Literally. How many years have you wanted to move to New York City? Do it. Get her out of your system and move on with your life. Because I can’t watch you spiral out of control like you are doing now.” Tony stared hard at him. “I also can’t allow you to bring Matt down with you. Not that he would do something stupid like you did, but I can’t take that chance with him, Brock.”

“I’ll think about it,” Brock said, then shook his uncle’s hand and left the courthouse. He sat in his car for a long time thinking about what his uncle had said. He pulled his phone and thumbed through his contacts. He studied the number for at least five minutes before he took a deep breath, closed his eyes as he dialed.

“Samson,” came a gruff voice over the phone.

Brock grinned as soon as he heard the voice. “Hamilton.”

“Hey, great minds think alike.”

“How so?” 

“I was thinking about giving you a call a couple weeks back and put it on my to-do list, but I lost the damn list.”

Brock laughed and relaxed in his seat. “I’m calling to see what’s available where you are?” 

“Still in finance?” 

“Yes. I’m on my own, but small. I mean, if I have ten clients I’m lucky. Had to cut my hours back and it’s getting hard to make ends meet.”

“I hear you, man. Same reason I was calling you, but opposite. My two partners and I are so swamped that we need to hire another person or six. I immediately thought of you, but am so busy that I can’t seem to make the call, especially with the time difference. I think it’s two hours.”

“If you’re mountain time, then yes, you’re two hours behind me. It’s three in the afternoon now.”

“It’s one here. Every time I remember to call you it’s around midnight and I didn’t think you’d appreciate a call at two in the morning.”

“No, I probably would have hung up on you.” Brock laughed for the first time in over two months. “How about I make plans to fly out this weekend and stay a week, would that be okay with you?” 

“Great. We can show you around. Only one thing, do you ski?” 

“I’ve been known to travel a few slopes.”

“Good. Because if you move here, skiing is a pastime here. The snow bunnies aren’t bad either.” Samson, a former college classmate laughed.

Brock laughed, but didn’t know if he’d check out the scene. He needed to get serious about his career. “So, I’ll check out flights to be there on Friday afternoon. Want me to call or text the details?” 

“I’m in meetings all day Friday, so text me your flight information.”

Brock hung up and felt a lot better so he headed home. When he arrived, he went into his room with a garbage bag. It shocked him that there were so many empty bourbon bottles under his bed. He tossed them all, and made sure none were in his room. He didn’t bother with anything in their liquor cabinet, because that was his housemates’. He spent the next three hours finalizing flights and rental cars to leave the next morning for Denver.
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Chapter Four
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Charli looked around the table at her parents, grandfather, Galen, his fiancée, Patti, his brother, Cole, his wife, Beck. Their three-year-old twin daughters. It was Thanksgiving and her grandfather was in his glory. He had spent the week with them and had started cooking early this morning. Not to mention all the pies and cakes he’d baked the day before.

“Hey, grandpa, why don’t you go apply for a job as a cook at the diner?” Charli asked as she looked at all the food he’d prepared. She hadn’t planned on coming back to Iowa anytime soon, but Jen, Nikki, and Emily had convinced her to go home and talk to her parents in person about her pregnancy. She had arrived late last night and had taken it easy today. It had been easy when her grandpa had kicked her out of the kitchen.

“Now, why would I want to do that?” her grandfather asked with a grin.

“Because you love to cook. You’re good at it. You could see all your friends on a daily basis.”

“There is that.” He laughed. “What would all my friends think seeing me cooking?” 

“Since when does an Everest care what others think?” She laughed and received several weird looks from the people around the table.

“What?” 

“I didn’t want to bring it up, but it has to be discussed,” her friend Galen said. “So, I’ll be my normal blunt self and ask anyway. If it bothers you, let me know.”

“What?” 

“What happened in September?” 

Charli knew what he was asking, and had never beat around the bush so she didn’t now. “He saw me jump in your arms and kiss your forehead when you told me you were going to ask Patti to marry you. Then we were in the parking lot looking at Stanley. The others joined us and we went to Max’s bar. He accused me of sleeping with you every time I came back here. I denied it, of course, because ‘sorry, but been there done that’ type of thing.”

“I agree. We dated in high school. When we broke up it was mutual, we felt better as friends than as boyfriend girlfriend.” He looked at his fiancée. “Do you have a problem with me giving Charli a hug or a kiss on the forehead or cheek?” 

“Not at all. You forget, I was here when you dated Charli and when you two broke up. There was no drama or messy stuff you always read about.”

“So, what else?” Galen asked.

“He accused me of sleeping with every man that came up and either hugged me or talked to me that night. I ignored him. When I left that first night, he was in the parking lot and I had two choices to make. I could have run him over or allowed him in the car to bring here for the night.” She sighed. “Apparently, I made the wrong choice.”

Everyone burst out in laughter at that comment. “We got here around one in the morning. I never said anything to him on the ride home. I got out, left him in the car. He caught up with me at the top of the stairs. I pointed him to the blue guest room. I went to my room and locked the door behind me. I didn’t see him again until the next morning.

“Grandpa showed up, we saw Stanley Jr.” She grinned at the name she’d given the truck. “He was the one that suggested that I contact someone to see if grandpa could cook at the party. I asked if he’d get a bug up his ass if I called you. He got pissy and said if I only called you on the phone, not meet you somewhere to...”  She stopped and looked at the girls. “Do the nasty with you,” she amended.

“That’s when I saw him,” Charles admitted. “I jokingly asked what he did to piss you off. He started spewing crap that you slept with a lot of men and lied about it. Then he told me that he was only with you until your baby clock started ticking, then he was gone.”

“Yeah, well, he should have left then and there.” Charli sighed.

“What does that mean?” Charles demanded.

“When we took the truck out to the bogs, I told him that I had only slept with one man here in Iowa and he had been my boyfriend at the time. I told him it was you, Galen. Then I said that if he didn’t believe me, then we would have no relationship anymore. He got pissed, slammed out of the truck, and walked over to the track. He jumped on a bog and sunk into his knees. I laughed.” She giggled as she remembered it.

“Once he finally got out, we called mom. Everything seemed to be fine. I let him drive the first lap. On the second we both had adrenaline pumping, he pulled into the trees we had explosive sex on the track, but in the cab of the truck, we went back to doing the second lap.

“When we left the truck, Ralph, I think that was his name, came up to say hi to me. When he walked away we heard him brag to his friends that he knew me. Brock started accusing me of being the town whore. I told him if he kept it up, then we were done. I was called away. I didn’t see him again until ten that night when I found him with Lydia.

“He was drunk and she was all over him. He even had his shirt off and she was running her hands over his chest. He again accused me of spending the day doing every man in the state, I turned and left. I came back here, packed, and sent the text. Just before I was out of town he called me. He was swearing at me, calling me names, I ended it. I drove until I was just outside of Chicago, pulled over, slept in a motel, cleaned up and left the next day.” Charli didn’t want to spill her secrets to everyone there, but if she wanted to have support when she told her family of her predicament, then she needed to tell them exactly what had taken place when she’d broken it off with Brock.

“When I got home, on Tuesday, I called my lawyer. I had Brock and Scot evicted from the offices they rented from me. Luckily there was a provision in the lease that if after six months, if I wanted them out I could evict them, and they couldn’t fight it. Thanks for that, Dad. About two weeks later, I went to the lawyer and had him send a letter that I was terminating my contract with him for being my financial advisor. The last time I laid eyes on him was when he had Lydia wrapped in his arms, with their tongues down each other’s throats.”

“What else?” her grandfather asked gently.

“A lot, where do I start?” 

“Least crushing,” her mother said, and she reached over and took her hand in hers.

“I’m off the team. Doctor’s orders.”

“What’s wrong?” everyone demanded.

Charli studied everyone at the table, took a deep breath, and said, “I’m pregnant.” At their stunned looks, she admitted, “Yes, it’s Brock’s. See, when we stopped on the track to do it, he didn’t use a condom. I was on the pill. I took it religiously every day. Jen and I made a point of taking them at the same time every day.” She shook her head sadly. “On that note. Dad, I have some paperwork I need you to look over.”

“About?” 

“I’m suing the drug manufacturer of the pill I was on. Did you hear in the news about the ineffective batches and the complaints against unwanted pregnancies?” 

“Yes, it’s in the news all over the place, but what does that have to do with anything?” 

“I was on that pill and got pregnant.”

“Are you going to tell that bastard?” Charles demanded, then looked at the girls. They were playing with their whip cream, not paying attention to him.

“I sent him a letter, but it was sent back, return to sender. I know he won’t want to see me personally. I knew he didn’t want children ever. His or anyone else’s. That’s why when my doctor recommended I switch to the pill after being on the shot for more than seven years, I did. I found it easier to take the pill every day than trying to find the time to schedule a visit every three months for the shot.”

Everyone was silent, lost in their own thoughts.

“What’s your relationship with the three stooges?” Cole asked suddenly.

Charli frowned, and sighed. “Strained.” She shook her head sadly. “Extremely strained.”

“Even though you live in the same town or area, you don’t hang out like you did when you were here?” 

“No.” She sighed again and admitted, “I think they resent me.”

“How so?” Cole asked.

“It’s like we were inseparable when we were growing up. They went to Penn State. I went to U of B. I became a woman and they didn’t witness it. It’s almost like they resent me because I am a woman. Over a year ago, my volleyball team played against theirs. That’s where I met Brock. You’ve seen us play before, right?” At their nods she continued, “I messed up and misjudged my jump to block a spike a split second too late. As I was going up, the ball was already on the downward spiral and it was followed by a fist. It was Brock’s. I was taken to the hospital with two black eyes and a broken nose.

“But just before the game started, Brock asked how come he didn’t know that their friend Charli that they always talked about was a girl and not a guy. He demanded to know why they called me Charli, Mt. Everest or Mountain Man.”

“Because of your last name,” Cole said. He was four years older than them.

“No, because of my boobs. I quote, ‘Man did you see those mountains growing on top of Everest’. Scot was the one who admitted he first said something to the other two. Bryan said he ran with it. It stuck. I was known by Mountain Man or Mt. Everest for years. I got pissed because they said that story loudly in front of about fifty people. Later at the hospital, Bryan got in my face and told me to stop being such a freaking girl and grow a set.” She shook her head and clenched her teeth as she remembered that confrontation from months ago. It still made her blood boil as she remembered it.

“He said it was nothing to get mad about. He yelled at the top of his lungs, in my face no less, at the hospital that when I decided to stop being a girl, then to call him. I still haven’t called him. I’ve seen him and I’m cordial, but the friendship isn’t there anymore.”

“So, that explains it.”

“What?” 

“I heard him talking to Brock if that’s his name. They were standing at the edge of the ceremony. Bryan, Scot, and Fred would point to some random guy, and say, ‘she did him, him, and him’. Brock became more pissed, angry, and drunk with every admission from your so-called friends. Later when I saw Brock and Lydia together, I went and found Bryan. I confronted him on what he’d said.” He looked around the table before he looked at Charli sadly.

“Bryan said that he was talking about Lydia. When I told him that Brock might have taken it that he was talking about you, he laughed it off, and I quote, ‘oops, looks like she might have a problem on her hands then. Oh well, she can just get over herself, not that she will, she’s turned into such a fucking girl’.”

Everyone was shocked by that news, Charli didn’t know what to say, so Rose changed the subject. “When are you due?” 

“Around the tenth of June.” She looked at Galen Charli Patti. “Sorry, I won’t be to your wedding.”

“Yes, you will.” Patty laughed.

“No, you’re getting married that day.”

“Nope, we’re getting married tomorrow.” Galen grinned as everyone reacted and started discussing the whys and began getting details.
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Chapter Five
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Brock studied the stunned expressions of his parents, sister, aunt, uncle, and cousin after he’d made his announcement. He especially paid attention to his sister, since she still worked with Charli, he was curious to see what she had to say. To say he was shocked by her response was the understatement of the year.

“Hope you can make it work for you. Have a good life.” She stared him directly in the eye as she said it and shrugged at his frown.

“When are you leaving?” his father asked.

“Monday. Since it’s the holiday weekend now, I’ll wait until traffic dies down and leave here Monday morning. I’ll finish packing this weekend to head out early.”

“So, you’re going to move to Denver?” Anita asked. Brock couldn’t tell whether it was in confusion, shock, or sadness.

“Why?” his Aunt Henry asked.

Brock sighed. “For the last two months my life seems to be spiraling out of control. I need to get away for a while. Get my head screwed on straight. I went out there two weeks ago and stayed a few days. I liked it.”

“Do you have a job lined up?” Uncle Tony asked.

“Yes, Samson, a guy I played college ball with and became friends with, opened an office. He left school a year before I did. He and his two partners are so busy they need to hire possibly six more analysts. When I was there, they offered me a job, but I don’t know if I’ll be working in Denver. They’re thinking of opening another office in Aspen. That’s where most of the big-money clients are. They go down there and stay for a week to work with the clients. It would be more beneficial to open an office there.

“Because I had my own office here, know what’s at stake, they suggested I could head up that office. Nothing is definite until after the first of the year.”

“Will you be home for Christmas?” Anita asked as she looked down the table at their Thanksgiving feast.

“No, as much as it pains you, Mom, I probably won’t be back for over a year, if that. I know this won’t sound right, but I can’t keep running home for every holiday. My funds are extremely limited now, but I have enough to make the move and to live on for a year. I hope to have my career established within the next year, maybe two. Until I become established I can’t come home for even a short visit.”

They were all silent for a few minutes, then continued their meal. When Brock brought an armload of dishes into the kitchen, he saw that his sister, Mimi, was alone.

“What do you think of my moving?” 

“Whatever.” She shrugged as she put the food into smaller dishes and covered them.

Brock frowned at her, crossed his arms over his chest, leaned his hips against the counter as he stared at her. This was the first time in his life, Mimi wasn’t all up in his face with her opinions.

“Talk to me, Mimi.”

“Nothing to talk about.” She stopped what she was doing to look directly at him. “I think it’s a good idea. I really hope it works out for you.”

“But?” 

Mimi sighed deeply as she hung her head. When she lifted it and looked at him, she said, “But nothing.” They stared at each other for a long time. Anita came into the kitchen, but paused when she saw her two children in a staring contest. She backed out and stopped Henry and Brody from entering by just shaking her head. She put a finger to her lips. They paused and listened with her.

Brock was the first one to break the silence. “You’re taking her side in this?” 

Mimi glared at him. “There is no ‘this’, Brock. I told you months ago that if you fucked up, I’d take her side. I see her six days a week. I’m thankful that she hasn’t fired my ass yet because of my association with you. When I asked her if she was going to fire me, she sat me down and said no, that was it. The only thing she asked of me was to not mention your name in her presence. I love my job, Brock. I don’t plan on leaving it anytime soon. It’s the least I could do what she asked.” She scrubbed her forehead in frustration and looked him dead in the eye at her next statement.

“I don’t know what happened and it’s none of my business, but ever since you got back from Iowa, you’ve turned into a worse egotistical maniac than you were before. Before, we all thought your pissy moods were kind of cute, now it’s just downright disgusting. Quite frankly, I’m glad I don’t see you that often, because I don’t like the person you’ve turned into. You’re snide, critical, and just downright rude most of the time, but it’s worse now. Go, leave, get your fucking head out of your ass, and get on with your life. Personally, I could care less, I’m more concerned about her than I am you. Call me heartless, but you brought this all on yourself.” She went back to doing what she had been doing and ignored him after that.

Anita walked in then, and said, “Here’s the last of the leftovers.” The tension was so thick she could cut it with a knife. “Brock, do you want me to fix some of these to take home with you?” 

“Sure,” he said as he continued to stare at Mimi, surprised she dropped the subject.

“What about the others? Should I send some leftovers home for them?” 

“Naw, they all went back to their families this weekend. They’ll be back sometime on Sunday. So it’ll be just me.” He watched as his mother packed up leftovers for the next few days. Once it was done, he saw no reason to stick around, so he said his goodbyes and left.

Back at his house, he put the leftovers away and just stood there looking around. He decided that now was the best time to start packing, since his roommates were gone for another three days. First thing he did was clean up the dirty dishes. With that task complete, he threw a pad and pen on the island and began going through each cupboard. He put his items on the island. When it was full, he went out to the back shed, brought in a stack of boxes. He stacked the boxes by the back door and frowned. He hadn’t realized he had accumulated so much over the years.

He next moved into the living room. Around midnight he called it a night, showered and fell into bed, exhausted. The next morning when he woke he was sitting at the island, looking at all the stacked boxes, and sighed. He pulled the morning paper toward him and began reading it. A few hours later he had a list formed. He dressed and hit the road.

He had forgotten that it was the day after Thanksgiving. The streets would be crowded. On a sudden thought, he finished his personal running around and decided to hit a couple of stores for his Christmas shopping. First time in his life he wasn’t shopping on Christmas Eve. He figured if he wouldn’t be here physically, at least his friends and family could have some gifts from him.

When he arrived home later, he immediately wrapped everything and made a stack to take to his parents. He left the others in the corner of his room. One gift that he hadn’t even realized he bought he stared at for several minutes, then locked it in his safe. Why he had bought an engagement ring he had no idea. Maybe if he came on hard times in Denver or Aspen he could pawn it or sell it. He sure as hell wasn’t going to give it to the person he had pictured in his mind when he’d purchased it.

Sunday afternoon, Brock carried several boxes out to put them in the small U-Haul he’d rented when his roommates pulled into the driveway. He studied them as they all got out, stretched, moaned, and groaned.

“God, it’s good to be back here,” Bryan said as he stretched, looked up and stopped when he saw Brock. “What’s up?” 

“Packing up, that’s all.” He hadn’t said anything to them before they left last Wednesday, so he knew his news would be a surprise to them.

“What you packing?” Scot asked as he walked over and looked into the back of the truck. “Is that your bedroom furniture?” 

“Let’s go into the house and talk, less likely to freeze our balls off in there than out here,” Brock said as he jumped down as he put the boxes that were in the drive in the truck so they didn’t get covered with snow.

They went inside, Bryan went to the refrigerator, and demanded, “Where the fuck is all the beer?” 

“You guys drank it before you left.” Brock laughed at him, reached around Bryan, and grabbed a water.

“You didn’t fucking buy any more?” he demanded as he also grabbed a water.

“Nope, I’ve quit drinking for a while,” he said as he finished his water, and sat at the island.

“What the fuck man, you turning into a pussy?” 

“No, let’s just say I had a wake-up call that could have been costly. It’s not worth it.”

“Talk to us. It seems like ever since we got back in September we haven’t seen you at all. You were either at work or the club. I don’t know about Bryan and Fred, but I miss the talks we used to have. Seems we stopped having them when you started dating Charli.”

They didn’t notice his wince, or if they did, they ignored it. “Since we’re not dating anymore, I’ve made some changes in my life. I am footloose and fancy free to make my own rules again, no more living my life around her schedule.” He shook his head and decided to come clean with them as to why he had stopped drinking.

“On the night I was kicked out of the club, I was pulled over for DUI.” He paused and noticed that not one of them said anything about him being kicked out of the club. As far as he knew, this was the first time they’d heard about it. “I went to court, it was dismissed. It was a close call, but because I had no priors, this was the first time, and no one else was involved, the judge threw it out. But not before taking me back to his chambers. He and the assistant DA reamed my ass but good.”

“Can they do that?” 

“It was Sheldon Watts and Jeremy Bates.”

“Oh.” They recognized the names.

“When I left the courthouse, I sat in my car for a long time and made a decision. I made a phone call. Remember when I went away for a few days a couple weeks back?” 

“Yeah, we just thought you’d hooked up with some piece and worked your frustrations out on her.” Fred laughed.

“Nope, I went to Denver. I had a nice sit-down chat with Samson.”

“That guy that was on your football team in college?” Scot asked.

“Yes, I went out there and checked out their office, the scenery, and locale. Samson and his partner’s offered me a job with their firm. The opportunity is too good to pass up. I’ll be in Denver at first, and if that works out, I’ll be opening another branch in Aspen in about six months. I’m leaving early tomorrow morning to head out there. I don’t have to be there until next Monday, but I’m going to take my time on the way out, in case I run into bad weather.”

“You gonna stop in Iowa to see Lydia?” Bryan grinned at him.

“No, why would I do that?” 

“You were pretty tight with her when you were there in September.” Bryan waggled his brows at him.

“Everyone’s entitled to one mistake in their life.”

“And yet you’ve made two,” Fred said with a grin.

“How do you figure?” 

“Charli and Lydia. Lydia, I can understand, what I could never figure out was why you ever hooked up with Charli in the first place. She’s nothing but bad news, always fucking up people’s lives.”

“I’m not talking about this shit.” Brock quickly dismissed what Bryan was saying. “Now, I need your help with the rest of my stuff to load in the truck. You can help me or not. But I refuse to talk about this.” He stood, threw his water bottle in the sink before he turned and stormed out.

“Should we tell him nothing happened between him and Lydia?” Scot asked.

“Nope. Let him figure it out. If Charli believes it, sucks to be her. This is all her fault anyway, she fucked up our lives, so we’re just paying her back,” Bryan said as he walked away to go help.

Later that night, Brock was at his parents’ house having one last home-cooked meal by his mother. It’ll be a long time before he had another one, and his mother must have thought that because she’d made all his favorites.

“Are you all packed for your move?” Brody asked him after they finished the meal and were sitting around the table.

“Yes. I’m sleeping on the couch tonight because my bed is already packed. I ended up renting a small truck. I’ll tow my car behind. Samson said I can stay with him, he has a huge four-bedroom house. It’s only him and his girlfriend. I’ll stay with him until I can get my own place. Most of what I’m taking can go right into storage. I loaded my car with my clothes and bathroom items. Things I’ll need every day.”
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