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May, 20 Years Ago

The silver Honda Civic was parked near the outskirts of Lincoln Park. Its windows were foggy with internal steam. The two teenagers inside the car were a tangle of limbs and semi-discarded clothing. 

Olivia Collins leaned her head against the window, her auburn hair was a rumpled mess, her hazel eyes were hooded as her chest heaved. She ran her fingers through Brett’s hair as he kissed her breasts, a whimper escaped when he cupped one breast in his hand and sucked on the nipple of her other breast. Spears of pleasure jolted through her system. Lost in the moment, she pressed her body close to his. Her hips arched against him as his hand trailed down her stomach and cupped her intimately between her legs. When she felt the tug of her zipper, her eyes snapped open. She pushed Brett’s shoulders and squeezed her thighs together. 

“Brett, no,” she panted. 

“Come on, Liv,” he groaned. “You’re killing me.”

“Don’t push me,” she pleaded. “You promised you wouldn’t push.” 

Brett dropped his head to her shoulder and focused on taking slow, even breaths. She was right; he promised her he wouldn’t push her. He scooted away from her while she re-fastened her bra and tugged her t-shirt over her head. “I’m sorry,” he said sincerely. He leaned his head against the seat then turned his gaze to her and studied her features. “You’re so damn pretty, I hate sneaking around with you.”

Olivia rolled her eyes and nodded. “I’m not allowed to date until I’m sixteen. My mom would kill me if she found out.” She glanced at the dashboard display. “I have to go home now. If I’m late, my mom will worry.” She could sense Brett’s disappointment and it killed her inside. 

Brett Martin was four years older than her, a senior in high school, while she was just a freshman. Olivia was a young freshman. Through elementary school, she excelled in her classes. Her teachers noticed that she sailed through lessons and was often bored waiting for the other students to catch up. It was suggested to her mother that she test to see if she could move forward a grade. She passed with flying colors and advanced to seventh grade at the age of eleven. Starting junior high a year younger than the rest of her class wasn’t so bad, but starting high school when she was still thirteen had been daunting, to say the least. Just a few months ago, she’d turned fourteen. Finally the same age as most of her classmates, but still the youngest one, by far.

Brett was popular, a talented guitar player, and the most handsome boy she’d ever seen. Olivia was quiet, shy, and often perceived as unfriendly because of her timid nature. She never thought she’d get attention from someone like Brett Martin. When he started to tease her in art class after the new year, she looked forward to the final period of school every day. Once he was able to pull her out of her shell, she found he was easy to talk to. He was funny, witty, and kind. One day after school, he walked her home. Olivia didn’t protest when he held her hand. When he detoured into a nearby park and kissed her, she thought she might die from happiness. Since then, they’d stolen as many private moments as they could, but never had an official date. Her mother was trusting and lenient in most areas, but she stood firm when it came to boys. No boyfriends, and no dates until she was sixteen years old. 

Olivia had tried to resist Brett’s charms, but once her mother announced they would be moving to Casper, Wyoming after the school year ended, Olivia gave in. Her grandfather’s death had prompted the decision to move. She and her mother would move in with her grandmother to help. Since Olivia knew she would be starting over in a new state, a new town, and a new school, she decided to take every moment that she could with Brett, even though she knew they’d never be exclusive. She reached for Brett’s hand and scooted closer to him. “I’m sorry.”

Brett looked up at her. Desire was heavy in his blue eyes. His shaggy blonde hair was plastered against his forehead from sweat. He smiled at her when she reached up and brushed his hair away from his face. “It’s ok,” he assured her. He turned the key in the car and started the ignition. “Come on, I’ll take you home.” 

The ride home was silent and slightly awkward. Olivia didn’t want to disappoint Brett, but she was scared. How could she not be? She was only fourteen years old. Even though she had a fear of the unknown, Brett had awakened her senses enough for her to be curious. 

Brett pulled his car to a stop half a block away from her home, as was customary so her mother wouldn’t see her with a boy. Olivia reached for his hand. Her voice was timid and shy when she spoke up. “My mom’s friends are having an early going away party for her on Saturday. When she goes out, she’s usually out pretty late.” She lowered her eyes shyly, then forced herself to look at him. “Can you come over Saturday night?” When Brett didn’t respond right away, she bit her lip and smiled at him. “I won’t say no.”

Brett’s eyes flashed with interest. One corner of his mouth quirked into a grin. “Really?”

“Really,” Olivia whispered. “Think of it as my going away gift to you.”

He leaned forward and kissed her. “You’re sure?”

“Yes,” she answered. “I’m moving across the country, to a different state, a new school. I want to be able to take memories of my first time with me. But,” she said quickly. “You can’t park anywhere nearby. Our neighbors might see you, and I don’t want anything to get back to my mom.” 

Brett pulled her to him and kissed her. His lips were firm on hers, his tongue delved into her mouth as he thought about finally going there with her. There had been other girls in the past few years, but Olivia had driven him crazy from the first moment he had gotten a taste of her. He wanted to have all of her. “Wes lives close by,” he said. “I’ll plan on crashing at his place Saturday night, so I’ll park there and walk to your place.” 

“Ok,” she agreed. “She’s leaving at seven.”

Brett kissed her once more. “I’ll be there at seven-thirty.” 

––––––––
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Losing her virginity to Brett Martin was everything Olivia could have dreamed of. He was patient and gentle with her, he was also safe and insisted on wearing a condom. She’d never experienced the feelings he brought alive inside of her. After taking each other several times throughout the evening, they finally lay in each other’s arms, spent and sweaty. 

Brett kissed her forehead and tightened his arms around her. “Are you ok?”

“Yes,” she answered, then giggled. “You’ve asked me that after every time.”

“You said it hurt the first time,” he pointed out. 

“It did,” she stated. “But it didn’t hurt the other times.”

“Did you...” he trailed off, unsure how to ask her if he’d pleased her. 

“Yes,” she repeated. “At least I think I did.”

“How can you not know?” Brett asked. “Haven’t you touched yourself like that before?”

Olivia felt her skin turn bright red to talk so openly about such intimacies. “No,” she whispered, then looked at him. “Do you do that?”

Brett let out a snort of laughter. “I’m a guy, what do you think?” He pulled her close and kissed her, then jerked back, startled when she shoved him away. “What’s wrong, Liv?”

Olivia reached for her nightgown and yanked it over her head. She rushed to the window and glanced outside when she heard a car come to a stop and the garage door open. “It’s my mom!” 

“Shit!” Brett hissed. “I thought you said she gets home late when she goes out with her friends.” 

Olivia glanced at her clock, then at Brett. “It is late, it’s after midnight.” She tossed Brett’s jeans and t-shirt to him. “Get dressed. You have to go!” 

Brett hurried to get dressed. He hopped on one foot as he tugged a sneaker on. “How am I supposed to leave if your mom just got home?”

“I don’t know,” Olivia whispered. She quickly blew out the candles and let out a yelp when she heard her mother enter the house. “Oh, God. You have to leave. Now!” 

“The window,” Brett said decisively. 

“No!” Olivia protested. “You might get hurt.”

Brett pulled her close and kissed her. “It’s close to the tree out front, I’ll jump for the branches, then climb down.”

Olivia nodded simply because she knew there was no other way unless she wanted to risk getting caught. “Be careful.” 

“I will,” he promised. He smiled at her and kissed her once more. “Tonight was amazing. No regrets?”

“None at all,” she replied. 

Brett quietly opened her window, then stepped out onto the roof. He blew her a kiss, then turned and faced the tree. With a glance around the neighborhood, he decided most people would be in bed, therefore he wouldn’t be seen. He crept closer to the edge, turned, and waved to Olivia, then jumped. He let out a breathless laugh when his hands wrapped around a tree branch. With a few swings for momentum, he wrapped his legs around the branch and crawled toward the thick center where he could find his footing. His movements were swift as he shimmied down the tree branches, then hopped to the ground and took off as fast as he could. 

He slowed his sprint to a jog as he neared Wes’s house. When he reached the driveway, he unlocked his car and got his duffel bag out. Wes was aware of Brett’s plan and told him to come over when his date ended. Having been a permanent fixture in Wes’s family since he was a toddler, Brett had a key to their front door. He quietly unlocked the door and walked upstairs to Wes’s room. 

––––––––
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Wes was enjoying a steamy dream, starring Brett’s little sister, Tiffany. For two years now, he’d noticed the changes in Tiffany’s body, and she was a frequent fixture in his fantasies. He knew if Brett ever found out, he’d probably kill him, so Wes kept the attraction to himself. In his dream, Tiffany’s mouth was doing pleasant things to his body. He was right on the brink as he let out a moan, and cried out, “God, Tiff!” He jolted awake when a pillow smacked into his face. “What the?” Wes muttered as he sat up. He blinked Brett into focus, then squinted against the light when Brett turned the lights on.

Brett looked at Wes, disheveled from sleep, the blankets forming a tent over his lap. “What the hell are you doing yelling out my sister’s name, then waking up with a boner?” 

Wes reached for the pillow Brett threw at him and covered his lap. “I was having a nice little dream about Britney Spears.” He cleared his throat to compose himself as he quickly thought up the lie. “Your sister walked in just as I was about to score and ruined it for me. That’s why I yelled her name.” Wes covered his face with his hands and took a slow breath. “Give me a minute to calm down.” 

Brett made himself comfortable at the foot of Wes’s bed. “Do you need to go take care of that in the bathroom?” 

Wes tossed the pillow at Brett’s head. “Leave me the hell alone. You interrupted a good moment.” 

Brett reached into his duffel and pulled out a six pack of beer. He tossed a lukewarm can to Wes. “Have this to cool off. Sorry it’s not colder, it was in my car and it’s kind of warm tonight.” 

Wes opened the can and took a swig. “Where did you get this?”

Brett shrugged one shoulder and crossed his ankles as he stretched out. “My dad gets all kinds of booze for the restaurant from vendors and keeps it in our garage. He won’t notice a six-pack missing.” 

Fully awake, and now completely calm, Wes settled against the headboard and smirked at Brett. “How did the deflowering go?” 

Brett flipped Wes off, then shook his head. “Tonight was awesome. We lost track of time, and her mom came home. I had to sneak out the window and climb down a tree.” 

“You are playing with fire, man,” Wes muttered. “That girl is jailbait.” 

“It was consensual,” Brett defended his actions. 

“That only works if she’s at least sixteen,” Wes pointed out. “Which she’s not.” 

“It’s our secret,” Brett said. “Besides, she’s moving soon. It was a going away present for both of us.” 

“Were you safe?” Wes asked. 

“Always the boy scout,” Brett teased. “My dad gave me a lecture about safe sex after he caught you buying condoms,” Brett laughed. “Yeah, we were safe.”

Knowing Brett’s stamina from shared stories, Wes looked at him skeptically. “All night?” 

“Yeah,” Brett replied, then rolled his eyes. “Ok, I ran out of condoms, but the last two times we did it I was smart. I pulled out in time.” Brett chugged his beer then reached for another can. He kicked his shoes off and relaxed on Wes’s bed. They had been best friends their whole lives, they were always comfortable together. “So,” he said and changed the subject. “Tell me what Britney was doing to you when I ruined your dream.”

Wes also reached for another can of beer. He took a swig and smiled at his friend as he filled him in on his dream but left out the fact that Britney was actually Brett’s little sister. 

––––––––
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The halls of the high school were loud with laughter and teenage voices as the students exited the classrooms and headed toward their final period of the day. Tiffany stood at her locker, exchanging her biology textbook for her English textbook. She peeked into the mirror in her locker and applied a coat of pink gloss to her lips, then fluffed her hair. Final period of the day was her favorite. Not only because she breezed through her English classes, but because Steve Preston had the class with her, and she got to look at him as much as she wanted. She was about to close her locker and turned when she felt a tug on her backpack. 

Wes stood behind Tiffany and discreetly checked out her backside. Her low-rise jeans were snug around her bottom. The crop top she wore showed off a smooth band of her midriff. Since he couldn’t take the liberty to touch her, he needed to get as close to her as possible. He reached for the pocket on her backpack and unzipped it. 

“Hey!” Tiffany protested. “What are you doing?”

Wes rummaged around in the front pocket of her bag. “I’m hungry, and you always have snacks.” 

Tiffany smiled into his green eyes and shook her head. “You’re always hungry.”

Wes gave her a half grin. “What can I say? I’m a growing boy.” He reached for a Kit Kat and held it up. “This looks good.”

Tiffany snatched it out of his hand. “That’s for me.”

Wes playfully pouted. “You know that’s my favorite.” He sent her a smile. “Share?” 

“I guess,” Tiffany huffed. As she was about to snap the bar into equal halves, she glanced up when she heard her name called. Her heart beat erratically in her chest as Steve Preston walked toward her.

“Hey, Tiff,” he greeted. 

Tiffany suppressed a sigh. Steve Preston was tall, he had brown hair, and the most beautiful blue eyes she’d ever seen. Since the first day of school, she had a crush on him and hoped that one day he’d finally look at her. “Hi,” came her breathless reply. 

Steve glanced at Wes and jutted his chin in greeting. “Hey, man.”

“Hey,” Wes replied.

Steve turned his attention to Tiffany. “I’m headed to English. Want to walk with me?”

Tiffany slammed her locker shut and smiled at Steve. “Yeah, let’s go.” She handed Wes the entire candy bar with barely a second glance. “You can have it.”

“Gee thanks,” Wes mumbled as he watched them walk away. He wanted to hate Steve on principle. The previous summer, when Brett had a chance to travel and make music, Wes found himself hanging out with Steve regularly. Try as he might, he couldn’t hate him, Steve was too likable. Wes shrugged it off since any hope of a relationship with Tiffany was just that. Hope. He didn’t think it would ever happen. He tore open the Kit Kat and snapped a section off. As he took a bite, he glanced up and saw Olivia Collins headed his way. She looked skittish, nearly scared. Brett told him she was shy, so Wes made sure he was always kind to her. “Hey, Liv. What’s up?” 

Olivia adjusted her backpack on her shoulder as she looked around the halls. “Have you seen Brett?”

“Yeah,” Wes answered. “You have art with him, so I’m sure you’ll see him there.”

“I know,” she said. “But we always meet out front in the morning. I haven’t seen him all day, it’s like he’s avoiding me or something.” When Wes averted his eyes, Olivia felt her skin turn bright red. “He told you, didn’t he?”

“I... he...” Wes stammered. “We’re best friends, Liv. We tell each other everything.”

“Where is he?”

Wes shrugged one shoulder. “I’m not sure.”

“I don’t believe you. If you tell each other everything, you know where he is. Where is he?” she demanded. 

Wes didn’t want to get Brett into any kind of trouble, but he’d seen him flirting with one of their classmates earlier in the day. Wes loved Brett like a brother, but he didn’t always like how Brett basked in the attention of any girl who showed an interest. When Olivia didn’t budge, he shrugged his shoulder once more. “I think I saw him outside on the stairs.” He straightened up when he heard the first bell ring and was more than happy to get out of there. “Gotta go. See ya!” 

Olivia stared after Wes as he ran off. Her heart sunk in her chest. She recognized the fact that Wes was trying to protect Brett. The question was, what was Brett hiding?

Her footsteps were rushed as she wove through the crowd of students that was starting to thin as they all scattered to their last class. When she reached the front doors of the school, she stood frozen where she was. Brett stood on the front steps with a fellow senior, Amber, the captain of the cheerleading team. Olivia’s eyes filled with tears as she slowly opened the door and watched as Amber leaned in and kissed Brett. She stood only steps away from them and listened to their conversation. 

“So,” Amber said as she smiled at Brett. “I’ll see you on Saturday.”

Brett returned her smile and nodded. “I’ll pick you up at seven.” He waved goodbye to Amber and enjoyed the view as she walked off. When he turned to go back into the building, he stopped when he saw Olivia watching him with tears streaming down her face. “Liv... hey,” he greeted. 

“Hey?” Olivia questioned. “That’s all you have to say to me? I’ve been looking for you all day and it’s clear now why you’ve been avoiding me.” 

“Liv,” he began, then stopped as she spoke over him. 

“Look, I’m not stupid.” She made no move when she heard the final bell for class. “I know I’m moving soon and we’re not exclusive, but you could at least have the manners to not make it so obvious that you’re interested in other girls.”

“Come on, Liv,” Brett said. “You and I had to sneak around. I want to be able to date someone and not hide it.”

Olivia blinked the tears out of her eyes and willed them to stop. She vowed right then and there that she’d never shed another tear over Brett Martin. “So, that’s it, huh? I would think that after what I shared with you... no,” she corrected herself. “After what I gave you on Saturday night you would be enough of a gentleman to still respect me. Now I see I was nothing but a quest to you.” She held up her hand like it was a notepad and mimed a checkmark. “Get Olivia to give up her virginity. Check!” 

Brett started up the stairs and walked to the door. He held it open for her. “We’ll talk after school. Let’s go, we’re going to be late for art.”

Olivia stubbornly shook her head. “There is no we. I’m not going anywhere with you, and I’m never speaking to you again!” She ran past him and down the stairs.

“Liv!” Brett called after her. He gestured to the door. “Come on.”

“No!” she cried. “I’m not going to class. Brett Martin, you are nothing but a selfish asshole. I wish I never met you!” 

He tried one more time. “Liv!”

Her pace increased as her voice trailed behind her. “Go to hell!”  

––––––––
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Olivia ran the entire way home. She slowed her pace to a walk when she turned onto her street. Her mother’s car was in the driveway. Since they were moving in a few weeks, her mother had given her notice at work. The past Friday had been her final day, so Angie could spend the next few weeks packing up their home. Olivia took a moment to compose herself before she walked inside. As she opened the door, she heard her mother crying and quickly walked into the kitchen to see what was wrong. 

She dropped her backpack on the floor and walked to Angie, who was on the phone. She waited patiently until she hung up. “Mom, what’s wrong?”

Angie held her arms out and embraced Olivia. She sniffled and wiped away her tears. “It’s your grandmother.” 

Olivia gasped. “What happened?” 

“That was the hospital. Your grandmother fell and broke her hip.” 

“Oh, no!” Olivia cried. “Is she going to be ok?” 

“She is,” Angie answered. “But now I’m afraid she needs me there sooner and I don’t know what to do.” Angie glanced at the clock and noticed that her daughter was home earlier than normal. “Why did you leave school early?” She gently pushed the hair off Olivia’s forehead and saw the sadness in her daughter’s eyes. “What happened, honey? It’s not like you to skip class.” 

“I had a bad day. I didn’t want to go to the last period. I’m sorry, Mom.”

Angie waved Olivia’s apology away. She understood that sometimes one’s heart wasn’t in it to go to school. “You’re a good kid, it’s ok. Honey... I don’t know what to do. Grandma is in the hospital, but after she has surgery, she’ll be home and there’s no one to care for her.”

Olivia’s spirits soared. The last thing in the world she wanted to do was go back to school. If she had it her way, she’d never see Brett Martin again. She held onto her mother’s hands and gave her a reassuring smile. “Let’s go now.” 

Angie looked at her daughter, shocked. “What? We can’t leave now. You still have a few weeks left of school.”

“Who cares?” Olivia sneered. “I hate that place.”

“Honey,” Angie began. “High school is supposed to be the best years of your life. I know you’re shy and making friends can be difficult, but-”

“But what?” Olivia interrupted. “We’re moving. It’s not like I’m going to make lifelong friendships with anyone in the next few weeks.” When she saw that Angie was pondering what she was saying, she spoke quickly so her mother couldn’t say no. “We can find out how my grades can transfer to the new school and if I have to take a few weeks of summer school to test and pass freshman year, that’s fine. Why not go now? Grandma needs us. Come on, Mom,” she urged. “You always say it’s just me and you against the world. Call the school and tell them there’s a family emergency, which is true. Let’s pack what we can, throw it into the car, then have the rest sent to us.” She began to bubble with excitement when she saw her mother considering the possibility. “You and me. Road trip! We can be there by the time grandma is out of the hospital.”

Angie chewed nervously on her thumbnail. When she announced they would be moving, Olivia never protested. She knew Olivia’s freshman year had been a tough one. But what her daughter said was true; it was the two of them against the world. “Are you sure, honey?”

“Yes!” Olivia enthused. “We’ll work together tonight and make a list of what we need. Tomorrow we’ll start packing. Then we can leave by Friday. Let’s do it, Mom! Let’s start fresh and build a new life now!” 

Olivia’s enthusiasm was contagious. Angie pulled her in for another hug, then made a firm decision. “Ok. I’ll call the school right now. Then let’s start packing. We’ll order pizza for dinner and get organized.” She kissed Olivia on the cheek. “How did I get such a good, understanding daughter?”

Olivia hugged her mom once more, then gave a playful shrug. “Just lucky, I guess.” 

––––––––
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Olivia never returned to school. Brett chalked it up to her needing a few days to cool off, but when she didn’t show up the next Monday, he wondered at her absence. He couldn’t call her, because she wasn’t supposed to have a boyfriend, or date anyone until her mother allowed. Olivia’s anger confused him at first, but when he thought about it, he realized he’d been a jerk and should have handled the situation differently. 

Graduation for Brett and Wes came and went. Their families celebrated together and both he and Wes had plans for their futures. But Brett didn’t want to think about those plans until he cleared his conscience. He had to get to Olivia and at least apologize before she moved. 

He took a chance and drove by her house, only to find movers there. There was no sign of Olivia or her mother’s car. Not caring if he got her in trouble, or not, he got out of his car and approached the house. He stopped one of the men hefting furniture and inquired about the family who lived there.

“Gone,” the man answered. 

“Gone?” Brett asked, confused. 

“Yeah. They left a few weeks ago. The lady called me to tell me what to pack up and send.” 

“Thanks,” Brett mumbled, then got in his car and drove home. 

––––––––
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Wes and Brett were hanging out on the back deck at the Martin residence. Wes listened as Brett told him about Olivia. “So, she’s just gone?” 

“Yeah.” Brett shook his head and took a drink of his soda. “I guess so. No goodbye, nothing.” He looked up when Tiffany walked outside with a bowl of chips. “Do you know what happened to Olivia?” 

“Olivia?” Tiffany questioned as she munched on potato chips. She searched her mind to put a face to the name, then nodded when she got it. “Oh, yeah. She was moving after the school year ended, but something happened, and they left a few weeks ago.”

“What happened?” Brett insisted.

“No idea,” Tiffany answered. “All I know is she was there one day, and then a few days later, I saw her homeroom teacher cleaning out her locker. Word has it her mom sent for her transcripts because they had to go.” When Brett stood up and walked into the woods at the edge of their yard, Tiffany looked at Wes. She licked the salt off her fingers. “What’s his deal? Should one of us go after him?” 

Wes watched Brett disappear into the thick forest of trees. “He needs about ten minutes to cool off, then I’ll go hang with him.” 

“I saw those two talking sometimes before school, what was up with them?” 

“How well do you know her?” Wes asked.

“Barely at all,” Tiffany replied. “We didn’t go to elementary school or junior high together. She was in private school. I only met her this year.” When Wes simply nodded but didn’t elaborate on Brett’s connection with Olivia, she nudged him with her foot. “Answer me. What’s up with them?” 

Wes reached for some chips. “They’ve kind of gotten to know each other and were hanging out. They got close.” 

“What do you mean by close?” When Wes averted his eyes, Tiffany’s mouth jaw dropped. “He had sex with her?” When Wes still wouldn’t look at her, she let out a gasp. “Are you two having sex?” 

Wes looked over his shoulder to make sure no parents were suddenly in their presence. “Lower your voice,” he admonished. “And don’t say it like that, you make it sound like Brett and I are doing it together.” 

Tiffany rolled her eyes and let out an impatient huff. “You know I don’t mean it that way.” She nudged his shoulder; her voice was just above a whisper. “Wesley Aaron Steele are you no longer a virgin?”

Wes couldn’t fight the blush that crept up his neck and spread across his face. He shook his head and grinned. “No.” When a thought hit him, he reached for her ponytail and gave it a playful tug. “Tiffany Anne Martin, you better still be a virgin.” 

She leaned out of his grasp and swatted at his hand. “Yes, I’m still a virgin.” She tilted her head in thought. “I don’t think I’m ready yet. I honestly can’t imagine doing that with anyone.” She indulged in a shiver of delight. “But, if I ever get the attention of Steve Preston, I could change my mind.” 

Wes sat back in his chair and took a drink of his soda. “Preston?” he questioned. “Really? What’s so great about Steve Preston?” 

“You hung out with him a lot last summer when Brett was traveling,” Tiffany replied. She took the soda out of his hand and helped herself to a taste. “He’s nice, not to mention hot!” she gushed. “He’s the quarterback of the football team, he’s tall and muscular.” She let out an exaggerated sigh. “Have you seen his butt?”

“Can’t say that I have,” Wes grumbled. His attraction for Tiffany had been blossoming for a few years. He felt like it was wrong because their families were so close. He was also convinced if Brett or Ed, Tiffany’s father, found out he had a secret crush on Tiffany, they’d both kill him. His intent was to ignore it and hope it would go away one day. That didn’t seem to be happening, but he hoped that it would with time. Maybe eventually he’d become unattracted to her. As he studied Tiffany’s profile while she sat next to him, he knew that was going to be impossible. Tiffany Martin grew prettier every day. The more she grew up and transformed into a young woman, the more Wes wanted her. It was proving to be too much sitting next to her because he could smell her body lotion, a wonderful mixture of coconut and vanilla. He moved his soda toward her so she could finish it, then stood up. Her words stopped him. 

“What’s it like?” Tiffany asked. 

“What?” Wes questioned. 

Tiffany glanced over her shoulder to make sure her parents weren’t within earshot. “Sex,” she whispered. 

“Tiff!” Wes exclaimed. “I’m not telling you that.”

“Fine,” she huffed. “I’ll just find out for myself one day.” 

“I don’t want to think about that,” Wes muttered. “But you can do better than Preston.”

Tiffany laughed off his comment. She was used to Wes being as protective as Brett. “Why do I have a feeling you’d say that about any guy I chose?”

“Probably because it’s true,” Wes answered. He took a few steps away from the table and pointed toward the woods. “I’m going to find Brett.” He pointed a finger at Tiffany with a playful glare. “You behave.”

“Always,” Tiffany giggled. She stood up to clean the table, then glanced at Wes when he turned at the edge of the woods. 

Wes slipped his sunglasses on and gave himself a moment to stare at her. Tiffany’s legs were long and lean in her denim shorts. The tank top she wore hugged her torso and showed off her small, pert breasts. “One day,” he murmured to himself. “Maybe one day.” His heart skipped a beat when Tiffany smiled at him and sent him a friendly wave. 

Tiffany walked into the house and closed the door behind her. She set the bowl on the kitchen island, then walked to the door and peeked through the blinds. Since Wes started doing odd jobs around the neighborhood, he’d put on muscle. The previous summer he fixed their back deck, and she took every opportunity she could find to enjoy the view. As she watched Wes walk into the woods, her eyes settled on his backside. His jeans hugged the toned muscle just right. She let out another dreamy sigh, suddenly filled with curiosity about Wes and what it would be like to be with him. “One day,” she murmured to herself. “Maybe one day.” 
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Chapter 2
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Wes walked further into the woods and found Brett in a clearing they frequently came to when they wanted to be alone. Brett sat against the trunk of a large white pine tree. Wes stood in front of him with his thumbs hooked into the pockets of his jeans. 

“Want to talk about it?” Wes asked.

Brett shrugged one shoulder, and mumbled, “I guess.” When Wes sat next to him and didn’t speak, Brett took a moment to gather his thoughts. He appreciated the silence and the fact that Wes knew that was what he needed. He stared at the thick forest surrounding them, then looked at Wes. “I wasn’t trying to be a jerk to her. I swear, I wasn’t using her. She thinks she was a conquest and that really hurt her feelings. I hate that.”

Wes listened. He too took a moment to gather his thoughts. When Brett’s ego was bruised it was sometimes a challenge to give him the cold, hard truth, without Brett getting upset. “You were her first time, what did you expect? That happened on a Saturday. The next Monday at school she can’t find you all day. When she finally does, you’re getting a kiss from another girl and making a date for the weekend. I think anyone would be hurt.”

“I didn’t get the chance to apologize and at least try to make her not hate me.”

“You really can’t stand it when people don’t like you,” Wes muttered. 

Brett shrugged again. “It’s who I am. I always make things right, especially with girls. You know... assure them I’m not a jerk, promise we can be friends, then maybe one day revisit a fun night.”

“Yeah,” Wes snorted. “In a perfect world, but you know it’s not like that, especially when it comes to someone’s virginity.” He glanced at Brett and saw him roll his eyes. “Ok, so she didn’t give you the opportunity to make it seem like moving on was her idea-”

“Can you see through me that easily?” Brett interrupted. 

“Yeah,” Wes answered. “Not sure if it’s obvious to everyone, but I can.” He and Brett laughed together as they thought about Brett’s charming ways with girls. “Look, our parents are always saying that things like this are life lessons. So, chalk it up to a life lesson. Olivia is the first girl it didn’t work on. I seriously doubt she’ll be the last.” 

“Damn right she won’t be,” Brett declared. “I’m going to travel, make music, and never settle down.” He glanced at Wes and smirked. “Let me guess. You’re going to get married, have kids, and stay here, aren’t you?” 

Wes mirrored Brett’s movements and shrugged as he repeated Brett’s statement. “It’s who I am.” He pointed in the direction of the Martin residence. “I want to live in a house like this, have a beautiful wife, a couple of kids, and grow old together.”

“Sounds like prison to me,” Brett mumbled. 

“That’s where we’re different,” Wes stated. “Because it sounds like Heaven to me.” Especially if that happily ever after included Tiffany. He kept that thought to himself, stood up, and extended his hand to Brett. “Come on. Let’s go get a burger and forget about our problems. Your life will go on and so will Olivia’s.”

Brett stood with Wes. He nodded his head as he came to a decision. “From this day forward, I’m going to embrace my status as a player and I’m never going to change.” 

Even though Wes disagreed with that kind of lifestyle, he fully supported it for his best friend. He couldn’t imagine Brett ever settling down and having a family. He clapped Brett on the back and walked with him toward the house. “That’s the spirit! And even though I intend to be happily married with a family, I’ll always enjoy stories of your groupies.”

Brett punched Wes on the shoulder. “Brace yourself. I plan to have a lot of good stories.” 

––––––––
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Casper, Wyoming

The move across the country was relatively easy for Olivia and her mother. They made it in time to bring her grandmother, Marie, home from the hospital. It had been a few years since she’d been to Wyoming to visit her grandparents. Olivia had fond memories of elaborate Christmases and relaxed summers. 

Their home was large and inviting. It was the same home where Angie had grown up. Since the mortgage had been paid off years ago, and a nice sum was received from her grandfather’s life insurance, Angie was able to take the time to take care of her mother and find a part time job later.

The home was situated in an affluent neighborhood, on nearly an acre of land with groomed landscaping, including fruit trees in the backyard. Most of their neighbors were either retired, or families with older children and that was fine with Olivia. Her shy nature made it difficult for her to make friends. 

When they were settled in, Marie insisted Angie get Olivia a bicycle so she could ride around the neighborhood and get to know the area. The simple form of transportation also made it convenient for Olivia to make trips to the grocery store when Angie needed small items for their home. Olivia took every opportunity to ride her bike. She liked the silence and frequently preferred to be alone with her thoughts. When her thoughts drifted to their previous home, and Brett Martin, she shoved those memories aside and refused to ever think about him again.

Two months into their new life, things were going smoothly. Marie was on the road to recovery. Angie and Marie had a strong relationship, so there were no arguments. Olivia always heard about girls who had awful relationships with their mothers, and she was grateful that she and Angie got along so well. Having a mother who had been only sixteen years old when she had her, Olivia knew their age difference helped them find common ground. 

With another month to go before school started, Olivia was relieved to find out that all she had to do was take a placement test to make sure she could advance to her sophomore year. With the good grades Olivia made, she was confident she’d soon be a tenth grader. Though she wasn’t confident about starting over in a new school. The very thought of the first day in a new high school was making her sick. So sick, she’d been waking up nauseous in the mornings from bad dreams of trying to make new friends and fit in. 

On a warm afternoon in July, Olivia finally took the time to unpack her box from her previous school. When they had left, Angie had requested that Olivia’s locker items be shipped to them at their new residence. Olivia had simply taken the box upstairs to her bedroom and shoved it into her closet. Resigned to the fact that she couldn’t stop the first day of school from coming, Olivia decided it was time to face the memories of her freshman year, see if there was anything she wanted to save, then throw the rest away.

She sifted through her locker items. A cheap, flimsy mirror that reminded her of a fun house mirror since the reflection was always slightly warped. A few notes from Brett that he would slip through the slats of her locker, setting up secret times to meet. She promptly tore those up and tossed them into her wastebasket. Notebooks, pens, pencils, and lip gloss were among the random items that she had in her previous locker. She set aside the writing tools and a few notebooks, flipped through some past assignments, and nodded proudly at her good grades. It was only when she found her planner and flipped through the dates that she took notice of something very important. Or rather, the absence of something very important. 

They’d moved in May; it was now July. Always organized, Olivia kept track of things like her bank and savings accounts. She also kept track of her body’s cycle. Her last period had been logged in April. Kneeling next to the box, she flipped to May, then June, then July. Since her planner had been boxed up, she knew that was why nothing was logged in those months. But when she searched her mind and thought about the timing of the move, and then the time in their new home, she was confused. She’d had light spotting in May, then again in June. Her periods had always been light, something she knew she should be thankful for considering some of the horror stories she’d heard from other girls about heavy flows and intense cramps. 

She shifted to sit cross legged as her mind wandered. She had only had sex with Brett one time... well, one night, several times throughout the night. They’d used condoms, until the last two times they did it, but he’d pulled out in time. Hadn’t he? 

Olivia held a hand to her stomach as her heart started to race. Irregular spotting, nausea. Her hand trailed up her torso and over her breasts. Tender. But that was because she was going to start any day now... wasn’t she? 

She rushed to the bathroom that connected to her bedroom, and quickly took off her shirt and bra. Her eyes roamed over her torso as she studied her reflection in the mirror. She turned to the side; her stomach was perfectly flat. When she turned to face the front again, she studied her breasts. Her hands cupped their heavy weight, her nipples were darker, and she could see darker veins visible beneath her skin. 

“No,” she whispered as panic speared into her. “Oh, God, please no.” 

Olivia quickly dressed and rushed down the stairs and into the kitchen. She forced a bright smile when she saw her mother and grandmother sitting at the table and having iced tea. 

“There’s my sweet Livvie,” Marie said. “What are you up to dear?”

Olivia kissed Marie’s cheek and smiled between the two women. “I was finally going through my box from school and getting rid of old locker items.” 

“The first week in August you need to take your test,” Angie reminded her.

“I know,” Olivia replied. “I don’t want to think about school yet. I was going to go for a bike ride. Do you need anything from the store?” 

“You’re such a sweetheart,” Angie complimented. She stood up to get the list she had on the refrigerator. “Just a few small things that shouldn’t weigh down your backpack.”

“Here...” Marie reached into her purse and handed Olivia a twenty-dollar bill. “Get yourself some snacks and a couple of those fashion magazines you love so much.” 

Olivia took the money and thanked Marie, then took the cash her mother gave her. “You should have enough,” Angie said, then smiled at her daughter. “As always, keep the change.” 

––––––––
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Riding her bike to the store took less than ten minutes. Olivia locked up her bike, then got what her mother needed from the grocery list. She selected a few magazines she knew wouldn’t hold her attention and some favorite snacks that held no appeal to her taste buds. Not until she knew the truth.   

She slowly walked down the feminine hygiene aisle and glanced at the home pregnancy tests. Immediately, she was overwhelmed. There were so many to choose from, she was unsure what to do. Choose the least expensive? Go for the name brand she frequently saw on commercials? When a woman walked into the aisle with a baby seat attached to her cart, Olivia approached her. 

“Hi,” Olivia said timidly when the pretty blonde turned to her. She gestured to the row of tests and kept her voice hushed. “Do you know which one is the best?” She shifted on her feet and quickly lowered her eyes. “Um...it’s...” she stammered. “It’s for a friend.” 

The woman smiled softly at Olivia and reached for a name brand test that wasn’t too expensive. She discreetly placed it in Olivia’s cart and hid it beneath the magazines. “That one has always worked best for me.” She patted Olivia’s shoulder. “Tell your friend I wish her well, and if it’s positive, not to be too scared.” She looked at her baby and smiled. “They’re worth it, no matter how young you are, uh,” she corrected herself. “No matter how young your friend is.” 

“Thanks,” Olivia whispered. She blinked tears out of her eyes and pushed the cart to the front of the store to check out. 

Once outside, she tossed the receipt into a trash can and rummaged through the bags. She hid the test inside an internal zipper compartment of her bag, then put the groceries in her backpack and rode home. 

Later that night, after barely eating dinner, but insisting she was fine, Olivia did the dishes, then said goodnight to her mother and grandmother. She lay awake in the dark for hours thinking about the possibility of carrying a child. When she couldn’t stand it any longer, and when she was certain she was the only one awake in the house, she got out of bed and took the test out of her bag.

Five minutes later, Olivia sat on the side of the tub. Her knee bounced up and down as her foot twitched uncontrollably. She rocked herself back and forth with her hands clasped beneath her chin. The test sat on the counter next to the sink. She hadn’t looked at it yet. 

“Just look at it,” she whispered to herself. 

She forced her legs to move and take those few steps toward the sink. Those few steps that would confirm whether her life was going to change. With her eyes closed, she picked up the test. When she opened them, her face broke with sadness. Heavy tears filled her eyes, her chin trembled as her shoulders hitched with sobs. The test was positive. She was pregnant.  

“Oh, God, no,” she breathed. 

Her movements were jerky as she pulled the toilet paper roll and wrapped the test in it and buried it at the bottom of her wastebasket. With tears streaming down her face, she turned off her bedroom lights and curled up underneath the blankets on her bed. Thoughts of how to tell Angie made her sick to her stomach. She’d always been so obedient. How mad would her mother be? And her grandmother? She could already feel their disappointment. Would her mother push her to tell Brett? She didn’t want to do that for several reasons. The biggest reason being that she never wanted to see him or speak to him again. But now with his child growing inside of her... in a sense, she’d see him every day. Would she have a boy or a girl? Would the child look like Brett? Remind her of the young man she’d come to hate? And if she told her mother who the father was, would Angie press charges? Brett had told her several times that his best friend Wes warned him that Olivia was jailbait. Would Brett go to jail for having sex with her? As much as she hated him and never wanted to see him again, she didn’t have the heart to see him behind bars over something she willingly walked into. What about school? The very thought of being the new girl at a high school she wasn’t familiar with was enough to make her sick to her stomach. To be the new pregnant girl wasn’t something she could face.

Olivia didn’t know the answers. All she felt was scared and alone. She had no friends, and she refused to reach out to Brett and tell him the news. All she had was herself. Just then, the woman’s voice from the grocery store came to her. They’re worth it, no matter how young you are.

Olivia felt a calm come over her entire body. She pulled the covers tighter around herself, then placed her hand over her tummy as she whispered into the darkness. “I promise I’ll always take care of you. It’s just you and me, little one. It’s you and me against the world.” 

––––––––
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Two days later, Angie stood at the sliding door of the kitchen and watched Olivia as she sat on the bench in the backyard garden. For the past few days, her daughter had been quiet and withdrawn. Angie knew Olivia wasn’t looking forward to school starting in August and chalked Olivia’s silence up to that. When Angie was Olivia’s age, she had plenty of friends. She was outgoing and talkative and had no problem opening up to people. Her bubbly personality was both a blessing and a curse. It was a blessing because she made friends easily, but the downside of that was, she opened up to everyone easily... including boys. When she was fifteen years old, only a sophomore in high school, she snuck around with a senior who went off to college after graduation and found herself pregnant with Olivia. She refused to tell her parents who the boy was and set her mind to finishing what she could of school, then she got her GED. With the help of her parents, she was able to work part time and be a hands-on mother. 

Angie always wished Olivia had the confidence to be more outgoing and make friends. In her opinion, her daughter was the sweetest person and had so much love to give. She knew a close circle of friends could boost Olivia’s confidence, but Olivia seemed to be content with her thoughts. Especially since they’d moved. 

With a heavy sigh, Angie left Olivia to her thoughts and decided to gather up the household trash for the garbage pickup in the morning. After gathering the downstairs rooms, she headed upstairs to her room, then Olivia’s room. Her daughter’s bed was made neat and tidy. The entire room was organized and clean. She emptied the wastebasket from under Olivia’s desk, then walked into the connecting bathroom for the trash there. As she picked up the basket and emptied it, a coil of toilet paper fell onto the floor. Angie looked at it confused. It wasn’t like Olivia to waste so much toilet paper. As a mother, she’d seen it all, so she wasn’t afraid to unravel the mess. When she heard something clatter to the floor, her jaw dropped, her heart sunk in her chest as she recognized the home pregnancy test. And it was positive. 

“Oh, Livvie, no,” Angie whispered. 

Suddenly Olivia’s withdrawn mood made perfect sense. Angie’s first instinct, as a parent, was to yell, scream, chastise, and demand how this could happen. In her heart, she couldn’t do that. It wasn’t so long ago that she too hid a home pregnancy test in her bathroom trash. When she told her parents that she was pregnant at fifteen years of age, her father had handled the news with many loud protests. Angie had cried her eyes out when she endured his tirade and she had vowed to herself, then and there, that if the baby she suddenly found herself with ever found themselves in a situation like hers, she’d never yell. 

With a heavy exhale, she left Olivia’s bathroom and walked downstairs to the kitchen. She placed the test on the table, then sat down and thought about how to handle this new turn of events. The only immediate answer she could come up with was, one day at a time. First, she had to speak to Olivia. Her heart broke for her daughter because she knew the fear Olivia had to be feeling and it killed her to think of her baby girl in any kind of physical or emotional pain. 

Angie looked at Marie when she entered the kitchen and sat across from her. She smiled sadly at her mother. “Looks like we have to talk.”

Marie glanced at the test, then at her daughter. “I didn’t know you were seeing anyone.”

Angie simply shook her head. “I’m not. Even though I’m still young enough to have a baby.” She glanced outside. “This test isn’t mine. It’s Olivia’s. I found it in her bathroom.” 

Marie let out a gasp and held a hand to her mouth. “Oh, dear.” She also looked at Olivia outside, then back to Angie. “Well, this explains her silence the past few days.” Her brow furrowed in confusion. “I thought she wasn’t allowed to date until she’s sixteen.”

“She’s not,” Angie answered. Her brown eyes were full of concern for her daughter. “I guess I should have clarified that rule also included sex.” She stood up and selected two glasses from the cupboard, then looked at Marie over her shoulder. “Do you want to be a part of this conversation?” 

“How do you plan on handling it?” Marie asked. 

“One thing I’ll tell you that I’m not going to do, is yell,” Angie declared. “That won’t get us anywhere and I know how she’s feeling. Yelling didn’t help me.”

“I never yelled,” Marie pointed out.

“You didn’t,” Angie agreed. “Daddy did. Loudly. I was scared enough as it was, but his anger just made me cry more.”

Marie smiled as she thought about her deceased husband. “He showed his love in other ways. He was worried about your future. So was I.” She gestured toward the cupboard. “Pour three glasses of iced tea. I’m not going anywhere.” She sent Angie a reassuring smile. “We need to talk about the new addition to our family.”

Angie’s eyes filled with tears as she smiled at her mother. “Thank you, Mom. I want to support whatever Olivia wants to do and if that means another mouth to feed, I hope you’ll welcome them.”

Marie’s eyes widened. “You’re talking about my great grandchild. Of course, I’ll welcome them.” She pointed at the sliding door. “Tell Livvie to come inside.” 

––––––––
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Olivia sat on the bench in the backyard garden, thinking of ways she could break the news to both Angie and Marie. She ran all the scenarios through her head. There was abortion, which she was fiercely against. Adoption was another avenue she could take, but any time she thought of another woman raising her baby, she started to cry. She was smart, so she knew there were enormous responsibilities with raising a child. Time, effort, not to mention money were needed to bring a child up correctly. She also knew love was needed, and she already had an abundance of it for the baby growing inside of her. 

Her eyes scanned the yard, it was large and safe. A perfect place for a child to play. She should know; she’d played in the yard plenty of times as a child. When she thought about the house, she knew there was plenty of room. Since her grandmother’s hip surgery, Marie had moved into the downstairs bedroom that once served as an office for her grandfather. Her mother took the master bedroom upstairs and Olivia took the next largest room. There were still two additional bedrooms, so it wasn’t like they’d be busting at the seams. As she thought about ways to make this new shift in her life happen, she blinked to the present when she heard her mother calling her name.

Olivia stood up and faced her mother. Her heart began to beat erratically when Angie summoned her inside. She prayed for the courage to blurt it out so she could get it off her chest. She smoothed her blue sundress down and nodded at Angie. Barefoot, she walked across the warm lawn and opened the sliding door that led into the kitchen. Olivia watched as Angie sat at the table, filled three glasses with iced tea, then nodded at the counter. 

“Your grandmother and I would like to speak with you. Will you please bring that plate of cookies?”

“Sure,” Olivia answered. She picked up the plate and walked toward the table. When she set it down, she saw the positive pregnancy test on the table. Tears sprang to her eyes; her chest hitched with sobs as she faced her mother. “Oh, Mommy!” she wailed. Her heart filled with love and peace when Angie simply stood and pulled her into her arms. 

Angie ran her hand over Olivia’s hair as she rubbed her back and whispered soothing words to her. “Shh, honey, it’s going to be ok. Come on.” She pulled out a chair for Olivia and reached for her hand. “Clearly, we need to talk.” 

Olivia couldn’t form any words. Sobs were choking her throat. Tears kept streaming down her cheeks. She accepted the tissue that Marie handed to her and did her best to dry her eyes, but the tears kept coming. “I’m sorry,” she managed to whisper. “I’m so sorry, Mama.” She looked at Marie. “Grandma. I’m so sorry to both of you. I can only imagine how ashamed you are of me.” Now that she had found her voice, the words tumbled out. “I know I wasn’t supposed to date or have a boyfriend until I was sixteen. I’m so sorry. I never meant to break your rules. I thought we were safe, I didn’t think-”

“Are you going to tell me who he is?” Angie interrupted Olivia’s tangent. 

Olivia shook her head vehemently. “No. I don’t want anything to do with him, ever again. He used me. He wanted one thing from me, and he got it, then he treated me horribly the next time I saw him.”

Angie was calm, though her heart broke to hear Olivia say she was used. Once upon a time, she had experienced the same thing with the boy who got her pregnant. “He has a financial obligation to this child,” Angie pointed out. “Not to mention a legal right to know this baby.” 

“No,” Olivia insisted. “I want nothing to do with him, ever again. You can’t make me reach out to him, Mom, I won’t do it, I won’t!” Olivia’s face crumpled as the tears started once more. “Also, because he could get in big trouble.”

Angie shared a look with Marie, then looked at Olivia. “How old is he?” 

“Eighteen,” Olivia whispered. “He could go to jail, couldn’t he? Even though he didn’t force me, it’s considered rape by the law. Right?”

“Statutory,” Angie confirmed. 

“Would he go to jail?” Olivia asked. 

“I don’t know,” Angie answered honestly. “He might if I pressed charges against him, and given the fact that you’re a minor, and he’s a legal adult, I could get the authorities involved.”

“No, Mom!” Olivia cried. “No, please don’t.” 

“Honey, tell me who he is,” Angie insisted.

Marie had stayed silent while she watched the exchange between her daughter and her granddaughter. She was taken back to the moment when she found out Angie was expecting a child at the tender age of fifteen. She marveled at not only how much mother and daughter resembled one another in looks with their fair skin and auburn hair, but at how parallel their lives seemed to be. She decided to take a chance and butt in. “You never told me and your father who he was,” Marie stated. 

Angie’s eyes flickered to her mother, then back to Olivia. “That’s true.” She smiled and shook her head. “I refused to give up his name.”

“To this day, I still don’t know who my father is,” Olivia said. 

“Did that bother you?” Angie wondered. 

“Honestly, no. You always said it was me and you against the world and I loved it being just the two of us.”

“Oh, honey,” Angie breathed. “I never wanted you to go through this. I wanted a better life for you.”

“Do you regret having me?” Olivia asked. 

“No!” Angie assured her. “God, no. I loved you the minute I found out I was having you. I was terrified.” She reached for her tea and took a drink. “But once my father got over his tirade, my mother stepped in and assured me that they still loved me and that my baby would be accepted no matter what.”

“I want that,” Olivia responded. “I won’t get an abortion and I won’t consider adoption.”

“What about high school? Your teen years?” Angie asked. “You have your whole life ahead of you. I don’t want you to miss out on homecoming games, dances, and school events.”

“I’m not going to school,” Olivia declared. 

“I can’t let you drop out,” Angie said. 

“You got your GED,” Olivia countered. “Why can’t I get mine?”

“Because I was seventeen. I can’t let you do that at your age.”

“I can get a job,” Olivia offered. “I can help you with grandma and help out around the house. I’ll get a weekend job. I’ll do anything, Mom. But please don’t make me go to school.” When she saw Angie about to protest again, she continued to try. “Please, Mom, please,” Olivia begged. “It’s going to be bad enough being the new girl in high school. I can’t be the new pregnant girl. Please don’t make me go.”

“You need an education,” Angie insisted. “I got my GED, yes, but once I had that, I enrolled in college and got my degree to become a nurse. You need a path.”

“And I will have one, I promise,” Olivia said. She perked up when a thought hit her. “I can homeschool. I’ll do whatever I can to research it and make that easier on you. I’ll make phone calls. I’ll go to the library and see what I can find there. I can homeschool,” she said once more. “I know I can. I can keep up, and even try to move faster through grades so I can get a job to contribute to the family. Please.” She looked between Angie and Marie. “Please say yes. I know I let you down, but I won’t let you down with school. I make good grades; I’ll still make good grades. Please,” she implored. 

Angie rested her head in her hands, then looked at Marie. “Thoughts?” 

Marie reached for Olivia’s hand, then smiled at Angie. “I think Olivia makes some valid points here. While I agree with you that she needs an education, I also agree with Olivia that starting a new school is hard enough. Being pregnant on top of that would be torture. We have plenty of room here to not only make one of the upstairs bedrooms into a school room for her, but we have enough room to welcome a baby.” 

Olivia’s eyes filled with more tears, this time happy tears. “Grandma,” she breathed. “Do you mean it?”

“I’m ok with it if your mother is,” Marie answered. 

Olivia looked at Angie. “Mom?” 

Angie let out a lengthy exhale. Her shoulders drooped as she shook her head, then looked at Olivia. “Ok. We’ll give it a try.”

Olivia threw herself into Angie’s arms. “Oh, thank you!” She cried a fresh wave of tears, then looked at Angie with curiosity. “You didn’t yell at me. Why?”

Angie pushed a lock of hair off Olivia’s forehead. “Because yelling doesn’t change the fact that you are having a baby. Because I was once in your shoes and I know how scared you are, and I know what the road ahead of you is going to be like. You are wrong about one thing, though.”

“What’s that?” Olivia asked. 

“It’s no longer just you and me against the world. It’s you, me, and my grandchild.”

“Wait a minute!” Marie protested. She took a moment to stand and slightly winced at the pain in her hip that reminded her she was still healing. Her footsteps were slow as she walked to them and added herself to their embrace. “It’s me, my daughter, my granddaughter, and now my great grandchild against the world. The four of us are going to be unstoppable.”

“I love you both so much!” Olivia cried. 

Angie kissed Olivia’s forehead. “We love you, and we’re going to love your baby. We’re family, and this is what family does. I’ll never turn my back on you, honey. We’re going to raise this little one together and all of us are going to grow.” 

Olivia rested her head on Angie’s shoulder and closed her eyes when Marie kissed her cheek. She couldn’t have hoped for a better response to her news. She knew, in her heart, that she was loved unconditionally, and she vowed to pass that love onto her baby.
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Chapter 3
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Olivia followed through with her promises. Every single one of them. It took her less than two weeks to get all the information she needed to start homeschooling. She contacted the school district and took a placement test to assure that her learning met the level expected for her to be placed as a sophomore. 

She dove into school, and threw herself into her studies, while her baby grew inside of her. Regular doctor appointments showed she was on track to deliver a healthy baby. 

One of the additional upstairs bedrooms was transformed into a classroom for her. There was a desk with her computer, a sturdy chair, and bookshelves for textbooks and a printer. Angie and Marie were proud of her, and happy to help turn the final bedroom upstairs into a nursery for the new bundle of joy who would join their family. 

Come February of the next year, Olivia gave birth to a healthy baby boy just days after she turned fifteen years old. She named him Brandon. He was a good baby and only fussed when hungry or needed a diaper change. With his sleep schedule and his even temperament, she was able to continue with school and pass her classes with flying colors. 

Olivia not only thrived in her schooling, but she also excelled. She was determined to graduate early and get a good job so she could start earning her own money. It wasn’t out of the ordinary for Angie or Marie to find Olivia in the kitchen, making dinner for all of them while she held Brandon on her hip and studied from an open textbook on the counter that was splattered with random oils and sauces. Her auburn hair would be twisted into a bun on top of her head. She frequently wore flannel shirts with baggy jeans and read out loud to Brandon the current subject she was studying. 

Because of her determination to get through high school, Olivia made it happen ahead of schedule. She graduated one year early, then enrolled in a course for massage therapy. Since she was a little girl, Olivia had always wanted to work in a spa, and she felt a pull toward massage. It was a quiet, relaxing service, and it allowed her to do work she loved without having to make small talk.

Angie still made it clear to Olivia that she wished she experienced high school to its full extent. Olivia had no desire to be in that environment, but she knew her mother wanted her to learn social skills. Olivia was shy and reclusive by nature, but both her mother and grandmother were outgoing and frequently had friends over for dinner. She felt those experiences gave her enough know-how to grasp how to be social and make conversations with people. 

Another topic Angie seemed to frequently touch on was the identity of Brandon’s father. Brandon was an adorable baby, a cute boy, who grew into a handsome young man. With his blonde hair and blue eyes, it was obvious he didn’t take after anyone on Olivia’s side of the family and Angie couldn’t shake her curiosity. Who was the attractive fair-haired boy who fathered her grandson? Only Olivia knew, because no matter how hard Angie pressed, Olivia stayed tight lipped and refused to give away Brett Martin’s identity. 

When Olivia saw how much Brandon favored his father, at first, she took it as her penance to have a baby boy who reminded her daily of Brett. That quickly wore off because she was head over heels in love with her son. Thoughts of Brett no longer angered her or hurt her. She loved Brandon so much and harbored no resentment toward Brett. If anything, she was grateful for the experience because her son taught her to love on a level she never knew existed. 

Even though Olivia had begged and pleaded to do her studies at home, she insisted Brandon have a normal upbringing and attend regular school. When it came time for him to learn about the birds and the bees, Olivia handled it with maturity and was always honest with Brandon when he had questions. Her golden rule was, if Brandon was brave enough to ask the questions, she promised to be brave enough to answer them. It formed a tight bond between mother and son, and when he was old enough to start dating, Olivia embarrassed not only Brandon, but herself, when she gave him his first box of condoms. She told him she knew he would go there. How could he not? Brandon was smart, charming, and handsome. Young girls made fools out of themselves to get his attention. Olivia couldn’t stop the girls from falling over Brandon, nor could she stop her son from giving in to their advances. She was determined to teach him the importance of being safe and not becoming a parent as a teenager like his mother and grandmother. 

The four of them grew together and tightened their bond as a family over the years. Every day, Olivia said a prayer of thanks that the women in her life let her make the decision to raise her son and study at her own pace. 

During high school, Brandon showed an interest in Angie’s career as a nurse and decided he wanted to be a doctor. When he graduated from high school, he enrolled in school to become an EMT to see if a career in the medical field was for him. All three women were immensely proud of him and supported his goals.

Marie aged gracefully, but her health declined over time. When she showed signs of fading, Angie once again quit her job and took the time off to take care of her mother. She loved Marie and was always grateful for the relationship they had. Taking care of Marie in her final days was hard on Angie, and it was hard on Olivia and Brandon to see her withering away, but they stayed united as a family and were all there surrounding her bed when the time came to say goodbye. 

––––––––
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Present Day

Marie’s service was full of friends and former colleagues. There wasn’t a dry eye in the church as people reminisced about Marie and her husband, as well as her surviving family. After the funeral, there was the standard reception back at the house. Both Angie and Olivia made sure the guests felt welcomed, and had enough food and drinks supplied by various guests, and the caterer Olivia had hired. When the crowd dwindled down, Olivia stood at the front door, saying goodbye to her most recent boyfriend, whom she had broken up with one month prior. 

Michael was handsome and successful. He was also fifteen years older than her. They dated for two years, but over time, Olivia started to notice how very little they had in common. Where he was calm and patient, she craved someone with fire and passion. Michael was rarely up for an outing and preferred to stay in on weekends. Olivia had come to the realization that spending time together meant doing nothing while he watched sports or read the newspaper. 

Through the years, Olivia had had a handful of relationships. A few of them were casual, some of them were semiserious. She thought maybe she had found a lifelong partner in Michael but realized that he was looking for a partner to do nothing with. At thirty-four years of age, Olivia had plenty of life left within her. She wanted to have date nights, weekends away, deep conversations full of dreams and passion. Most of all she wanted a physical connection that left her breathless at least once a week. That rarely happened with Michael. She came to terms with the fact that wanting those criteria wasn’t out of the realm of possibility, so she decided she would be happier on her own and made the break with Michael. 

She placed her hand on Michael’s shoulder. “Thank you again for coming,” she said for the umpteenth time. “I appreciate your support.”

“Well,” he stated. “Marie was a lovely woman.” 

Olivia nodded. She shifted on her feet and wished he would get the hint so she could change out of her black dress and heels and into something more comfortable. “Yes, she was,” Olivia agreed. When an awkward silence came between them, she smiled at him and continued to nod. 

Brandon sat at the kitchen table with Angie. The two of them watched the uncomfortable goodbye. He shook his head and looked at his grandmother. “God,” he whispered. “She’s been trying to say goodbye to him for ten minutes now. Why won’t he get the hint?” 

“He wants her back,” Angie responded.

“And that’s how he’s going to get her?” Brandon rolled his eyes. “By hovering? Ugh,” he groaned, then reached for his phone. He dialed Olivia’s number. She had left her phone on the table. As it rang, he picked it up and walked toward the front door. “Hey, Mom.” He held her phone out to her. “It’s the caterer. They need your credit card for final payment.”

Olivia took the phone from Brandon. When she saw his name on the screen, she sent him a grateful smile. She held the phone to her chest and smiled at Michael. “I have to take this. Thanks again for coming.”

As Michael stood his ground and started to speak once more, Brandon smiled and sent him a friendly wave. “See ya, Mike.” Then closed the door in his face. 

“Oh, my God. Thank you. I thought he’d never leave.” Olivia hung up her phone, then walked into the kitchen and sat down with Angie. Under the table, she slipped her heels off and let out a lengthy sigh. “Oh, that feels good. God! Michael just kept going on and on and all I could think about was taking off my shoes and having a glass of wine.”

Angie stood up and selected a bottle of cabernet and two glasses. She smiled at Brandon. “I’d offer you a glass, but you’re going out.”

“And,” Olivia interjected. “He’s not of legal age yet.”

“A drink or two at home, under our supervision won’t hurt him,” Angie pointed out. “Plus, don’t tell me he’s not having a beer or two with his friends tonight.”

Olivia turned to her son and raised her brows. “Are you?”

“Maybe,” Brandon replied. “Zeke always has something there.” He stood up and kissed Olivia’s cheek. “I know the rules. No more than a few while I’m there and wait at least an hour after my last one before I drive. And...” he continued before Olivia could add to the rules. “I’ll be safe. In all areas of partying. No drugs, a few beers, and I have condoms.”

“Brandon!” Olivia cried, then shook her head and laughed. “You’re as bad as both of your grandmothers.” 

He laughed with Angie, then looked between the two women. “Are you both ok if I go now?” 

“Yes,” Olivia answered. “I know it’s been a heavy day. Go.” She shooed him away as he kissed Angie’s cheek. “Be young and have some fun.” 

Angie waved goodbye to Brandon, then turned to Olivia. “How about we both get out of these clothes, then come back here and enjoy this wine together?” 

“Sounds good to me,” Olivia replied. 

They went to their rooms to change into something more comfortable. After Olivia changed into lounge pants and a T-shirt, she met her mother in the kitchen. Angie had opted for pink pajama pants with a matching long sleeved top. She had poured the wine and was bringing leftover appetizers to the table when Olivia appeared. 

“This feels better,” Angie said. “More relaxed.”

“Definitely,” Olivia agreed. She accepted a glass of wine and closed her eyes with pleasure on the first sip. She looked at the spread of food Angie had on the table. “Wow, we have a lot left, don’t we?”

“We won’t have to wonder what’s for dinner for a few days,” Angie stated. 

When Angie sat down, Olivia looked at her mother, then placed her hand on her arm. “How are you holding up?” she asked sincerely. 

Angie patted Olivia’s hand and smiled sadly. “I miss her,” she whispered as her eyes filled with tears.

Olivia also blinked back tears. “I know you do. I miss her, too. We were all close, but I know you two were tight. I have that relationship with you, and the thought of you not being here tears me apart.” 

Angie dried her eyes. “Well, I’m sticking around until I’m ninety-three, so you’re not getting rid of me any time soon.” She cut a small slice of cake and added a few fresh berries to her plate. “While you were trying to get rid of Michael, I was telling Brandon that I think he wants you back.”

“He does,” Olivia confirmed. She held her plate out for a slice of cake, then took a bite. “I broke things off a month ago, and at least once a week, he tells me he’s going to wait for me to change my mind.”

“Pretty confident, isn’t he?” 

“I’ll say,” Olivia drawled. “Breaking things off isn’t code for ‘I’ll come around’. It’s annoying that he thinks I’m going to change my mind. I don’t find his unacceptance of our breakup cute, endearing, or sexy. It’s cloying and lame if you ask me.” She took a sip of wine and shook her head. “Besides, there are only two reasons you get back together with someone. You either still love them, or the sex was amazing, and you can’t stay away. I don’t love him. I don’t know that I ever loved him.” 

Angie took a sip of her wine, then tilted her head, and inquired, “And the sex?” 

Olivia shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t know... it was... I don’t...” she stammered. 

As Olivia tripped over her words, Angie offered a suggestion. “Just sum it up in the first word that pops into your head.”

“Gentle,” Olivia said.

Angie had her glass halfway to her mouth and froze. Her brows furrowed, her jaw dropped, and her eyes widened. “Gentle?” She shivered dramatically, then grimaced. “Ooh, why did you stay with him as long as you did? Gentle?” she repeated. “Gentle is as big of a deal breaker as no sex. Olivia, honey, why was that acceptable?”

“I don’t know,” Olivia groaned. “To be honest with you, Mom, I haven’t experienced this mind-blowing sex I hear everyone talk about. Any relationship I’ve been in, the sex has been mediocre, at best. I guess I started to think I was the problem. Some people aren’t good at it, and maybe I’m not.” 

“No,” Angie disagreed. “I don’t believe that for one second. I’ve seen fire, drive, and passion within you. You simply haven’t met the right man to bring that out in the bedroom.”

Olivia studied her mother, then started laughing. “I can’t believe I’m talking about this with you.”

“Why not?” Angie asked. “I had talks like this with grandma, it’s only natural to me that you and I talk about sex. There’s nothing wrong with being an independent woman with sexual needs.”

“Mom,” Olivia groaned once more. “Enough about my thrilling sex life. I’m not getting back with Michael and that’s final. But... can I ask you a question?” When Angie nodded, she continued. “Was I the reason you never got married? Did I hold you back from that?”

Angie reached for her hand. “Oh, Livvie, no. I had my share of relationships over the years. I just never found a man worthy of making a lifelong commitment.” She searched Olivia’s hazel eyes. “Did you grow up thinking that?”

“Not all the time, but yeah, some of the time,” Olivia answered. “I felt like I held you back, then I got pregnant, and I wondered if that was another reason you didn’t get married. I guess I always thought that the fact that you had a teenage daughter who became a single mother at fifteen years was old, was a man repellent.” 

“No,” Angie answered. “That was never the issue, so I want you to erase that from your mind immediately. My priorities didn’t include a man. I turned down two proposals.”

“What?” Olivia gasped. “I never knew that!” 

“They weren’t worth talking about. I don’t know,” she said. “I guess like you haven’t had a man bring out the passion in you, I haven’t had one that makes me want to promise a lifetime. Maybe one day, but if that’s not in the cards for me, I’ve been happy with my life, and I’m fine with that.”

“Wow,” Olivia breathed. She topped off their wine, then took another bite of cake. “Well, you’re still young, so maybe mister right is out there looking for you.”

“I may be young, but I’m not getting any younger,” Angie stated. Over the years, time had been kind to her. For being only sixteen years older than Olivia, Angie could easily pass for her older sister. Having turned fifty earlier in the year, Angie didn’t look a day over forty. 

In the past few weeks, as Marie’s health made it clear she wouldn’t be around much longer, she and Angie had shared many late-night talks. Now that Marie had passed and she had some alone time with Olivia, Angie thought there was no time like the present to bring up an important subject. 

“Honey,” Angie began. “There’s something serious I need to talk to you about.” 

Olivia looked at her mother cautiously. She tucked a lock of auburn hair behind her ear, then nodded. “Ok, go ahead.”

“Well, I had some private moments with my mom before she passed. Several times, late at night, I couldn’t sleep, so I’d go to her room and sit with her. If she was awake, we’d talk.”

Olivia smiled softly. “I’m glad you had those moments, they’re special.” 

“They are,” Angie agreed. “When I graduated from college with my nursing degree, my parents wanted to take me on a trip. Anywhere in the continental United States. I could have chosen California or Key West, or even somewhere fun and fast paced like New York City.” She smiled and laughed lightly. “I chose Maine. The Northeast has always called to me for some reason. We went and visited several cities; we did touristy things like boat tours, and lighthouse tours. But when we went to Portland, I felt like I was home. I can’t explain it.” She smiled at Olivia. “Do you remember that trip?” 

“I do,” Olivia answered. “It was the first time I tried lobster. I ate so much of it I almost got sick.”

Angie laughed with her at the memory. “We had a rental car, and one day while I was driving us through Old Port, I took a few random turns and started driving through the neighborhoods. Mom knew right then that I was leaving Wyoming because I had found my home.” 

“I always wondered what took us out there. I have the early memories, but I was too young to really understand what was happening.” She let out a sigh. “I always loved it there. I loved that we could see the water any time we wanted to, and it was a quick drive to see the lighthouses. I loved the feel of walking through Old Port with all the restaurants and shops. It was really beautiful.”

“Yeah,” Angie said softly. “It was.” She paused for a moment, then shared something with Olivia that she hadn’t shared over the years. “I never sold our house.” 

Olivia’s head jerked back in shock. “Seriously? I always figured that you had because you never mentioned it.”

“No, I kept it.” She reached for a few crackers on a platter and added some cheese slices. “My parents gave me the down payment for it, and when we moved back here, I kept it as a rental. I paid the mortgage off a few years ago.” 

“Are you going to sell it now?” Olivia asked. 

Angie took a deep breath. “That’s what I want to talk to you about. I want to go back.”

“Mom,” Olivia whispered. Her eyes filled with tears and her heart began to race. The very thought of living without Angie made her sick to her stomach. “I don’t want you to move.”

“I want you and Brandon to come with me.” When Olivia stared at her with her mouth agape, Angie laughed and nodded her head. “It was grandma’s suggestion. She knew how much I loved it there and that if I had it my way, I never would have come back here.” She looked around the spacious kitchen and thought about the home. “This home has been paid off since your grandfather passed. Prices in the area are soaring. Whatever we sell it for, we’ll get a nice sum.”

“We?” Olivia questioned. “It’s not my house.”

“No,” Angie corrected her. “It’s our house, grandma made sure of that.” She patted Olivia’s hand; her eyes sparkled with excitement. “We could all start over. The tenants in Portland are moving right after the first of the year. We could put this house up for sale and leave sometime in January. We might have to rent a smaller place for a few months because I want to make some changes, but that house is ours.”

“But, I have work... my clients... and Brandon...” she stammered. 

Angie waved Olivia’s protests away. “You hate your boss, she’s a stingy, greedy bitch. Half of your clients are her friends and you’re not too fond of them.”

“But,” Olivia interjected. “I’ve just finished my yoga instructor certification. I want to teach, I always have.”

“And you can still do that,” Angie pointed out. “You’d have to see what the requirements are in a different state.”

“And Brandon?” Olivia questioned. “What about his job? And he’s been planning on moving in with Zeke. I don’t know if I could leave him.” The very thought of leaving her son brought more tears to her eyes.

“We can talk to him.” Angie became quiet for a moment, then voiced a topic she knew would make Olivia bristle, but it had to be said. “He might want to come and make a fresh start. Who knows?” She shrugged. “Maybe you could finally tell him who his father is.” 

“Mom,” Olivia began, then stopped when Angie kept talking. 

“I’m not asking who he is because you always shut me down. But he deserves to know.”

“Seriously? You’re going there again?”

“He deserves to know,” Angie repeated.

Olivia let out an exasperated huff. “Like I deserved to know my father?”

“It’s my only regret, not telling you who he was.”

“I’ve never minded,” Olivia said. “Out of sight, out of mind.”

“Grant Thomas,” Angie blurted out. When Olivia stared at her wide-eyed, she nodded. “That’s his name. I Googled him. He’s a successful financial advisor and has a firm in New York.” 

Olivia covered her face with her hands, then stood up for another bottle of wine. “Wow,” she murmured. “That’s a lot of information to get in a matter of minutes.” 

Angie turned in her seat and watched as Olivia began to pace. “Have you Googled Brandon’s father?

“No,” Olivia replied. 

“Never?” Angie asked, shocked. “Ever? I mean, not a moment of curiosity has gone by where you’ve wondered what he’s up to, who he’s married to, you know... whatever happened with his life?”

“No,” Olivia repeated. She stopped pacing to uncork the wine, then brought it back to the table. “Sure, I’ve been tempted over the years, but I closed that door firmly behind me. I don’t know if I can open it again.” She shook her head, baffled with all the sudden thoughts swirling around. “To spring Brandon on him after all these years... what good would it do? He could be married with a houseful of kids, or maybe he's a successful musician and he’s on tour all the time.”

“Musician?” Angie asked. “That’s the first bit of information about him that you’ve ever given me.”

Olivia nodded. “He played guitar. Obviously, he never became known worldwide, or I’d have seen his name everywhere. I don’t want to suddenly turn his life upside down. Besides, he might not even live there anymore.”

“Well, that explains Brandon’s obsession with guitar and piano,” Angie mused. “Ok, what about his father’s family?”

Olivia wasn’t about to tell her mother that Brett’s family had owned one of the most popular restaurants in Old Port. She knew if she did that, Angie would be on her computer within minutes, tracking him down. “They might still be there.” She brought the wine to the table and sat down across from Angie. “I don’t know, Mom. I don’t know if I have the courage to go back and tell Brandon’s father.”

Angie nodded in understanding. “Ok, you don’t have to do that. We could still go back and start fresh. Find a little place to rent while some renovations are done on the house, then all of us settle in and live in what I think is the most beautiful place in the United States.”

“And if Brandon doesn’t want to go?”

“Then it’s up to you to decide if you want to go or stay here with him.” Angie stood up and started to clear the table. “But I want to make this change. Now come on.” She gestured for Olivia to help. “Pour us another glass and I’ll tell you all about your father while we clean up this mess.”  
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Later that night, as Olivia got ready for bed, her mind was spinning with all the new information she had. As they tidied up the house and put the food away and the kitchen back together, Angie told Olivia all about her father. Their situations were similar in that they both became mothers as teenagers, and the boys they had gotten involved with made it clear that they were after only one thing. It was the reason Angie never told Olivia about her father, and the sole reason Olivia kept Brandon in the dark. 

Olivia had always wondered if she was doing the right thing. Maybe she should have told Brett right away, but fear of him going to jail for statutory rape was what held her back. Through the years, she thought about it, but she remained stubborn, and any time Brandon inquired about his father, Olivia gave him vague answers, then told him it didn’t matter because what mattered was their family. The three generations of women who loved him unconditionally.

As Brandon grew up, he learned not to ask anymore, simply because he knew what Olivia’s response would be.

Olivia thought about Brett frequently. How could she not? Her son was the spitting image of his father. She wondered how Brett would receive the news. Would he think that she suddenly showed up out of nowhere because she wanted money? Would he be angry at her for keeping Brandon a secret for so long, or would he be thrilled to realize he had a son? Was he married? And if he was, what would his wife think? Would this news tear them apart? And what of her father, now that she suddenly had a name? If she looked him up and met with him to tell him who she was, would she usurp his life for the better, or for worse? 

Her mind was going a mile a minute on all the thoughts. With a heavy sigh, Olivia applied moisturizer to her skin. As she turned to leave her bathroom, she heard the front door slam, followed by her son’s voice trailing through the house as he muttered several expletives.

Olivia walked into the hallway to see Angie looking over the banister of the stairs. “I wonder what happened?”

“He sounds pissed,” Angie stated. 

Together, they both walked down the stairs and into the kitchen. Brandon stood at the refrigerator door and selected a beer. He popped the top, then chugged down half the can. When he heard footsteps, he turned to see his mother and his grandmother watching him. He selected another can, then plopped into a chair. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said of the two beers he placed on the table. “Both you and grandma say I can have these as long as I’m home.” 

Olivia glanced at the clock; it was barely past ten. “Yes, we do say that so you’re fine. You’re home early.”

“Yeah,” Brandon muttered and finished his first beer, then opened the second one. 

Angie made herself busy making a plate of snacks for the table. “What happened?” she asked, as she poured two glasses of wine.

Olivia took one of the glasses as she sat next to Brandon. She could feel the anger simmering off him. Her touch was motherly and soothing as she rubbed his back. “Why are you upset?” 

“Zeke’s a dick,” Brandon sneered at the mention of his friend’s name. “And Ashley is a bitch.”

“What?” Olivia gasped to hear such talk from her son about his best friend and his girlfriend. “I thought things were great. You’re moving in with Zeke soon and things have been good with Ashley.” 

“Ha!” Brandon scoffed. “Not anymore. I went to dinner with Ash, then we stopped by Zeke’s. I started talking about which room I’m taking, and then they both got really quiet.” He accepted a small plate from Angie and filled it with crackers, cheese, slices of salami, and prosciutto. “Ashley enjoyed the nice dinner I took her to, then when we got to Zeke’s, she...” He paused and blinked frustrated tears out of his eyes. “She broke up with me. Right in front of Zeke.” He chugged the remainder of the second beer, then stood up for a third. When he turned from the refrigerator, his blue eyes were glassy with tears. “Those two have been seeing each other behind my back.” 

“Oh, Brandon,” Olivia whispered. “Honey, I’m so sorry.”

“That little tramp,” Angie hissed. 

“Mom!” Olivia chastised. 

“I never trusted her,” Angie muttered. She leaned forward and kissed Brandon’s cheek when he sat back down. “You deserve better.” 

Brandon simply shook his head and shrugged one shoulder. “They suck. Everything sucks. My friends are fake, my girlfriend can go to hell. Wyoming sucks. Can we just move?” When he noticed his mom sitting up straighter and his grandmother raising her brows, he looked between the two of them. “What?”

“Nothing,” Olivia said quickly. 

“Something,” Brandon insisted. “What aren’t you two telling me?” 

Olivia snagged a piece of salami off Brandon’s plate, then looked at Angie. “Go ahead, Mom.” 

Angie filled Brandon in on the conversation she’d had with Olivia about going back to Maine. Respectfully, she left out any mention of not only Olivia’s father’s identity but also Brandon’s father. After she was done telling Brandon about the house and how beautiful she thought Portland was, she sipped her wine and studied her grandson. “Well, what do you think?”

“Let’s go!” Brandon replied. 

“Wait,” Olivia said. “Just because you’ve been let down by the person who you thought was your best friend, doesn’t mean you should run from your problems. Situations like this happen all the time in life, Brandon. You can’t run when things get tough.”

“It’s not running,” Brandon replied. “It’s an opportunity to start over. Go to a new state across the country and begin a new life. I’ve always felt landlocked here. The timing is perfect. Let’s have our last Christmas here in this house, then put it up for sale. Mom, you and I can figure out what we need to do to use our certifications in a new state and make it happen. Something about the East Coast has always appealed to me. I’m in.” He looked at Angie and nodded decisively. “All the way.” 

Angie looked at Olivia. “Livvie?”

Olivia looked at her son. “Things can change in a few months. You and Zeke could make amends, Ashley could apologize, and you could take her back-”

“Not happening,” Brandon interrupted. “I’m never speaking to either one of them again. Come on Mom,” he urged. “Let’s do it.”  

“Oh, God,” Olivia whispered. She looked at Angie across the table and could see the underlying message in her mother’s eyes. It could be the start of something new, yes. But it could also be an opportunity to let Brandon know who his father was. Could she do it? Did she have the courage to return? Deep down in her heart, she knew it was only fair to both Brandon and Brett Martin. When Angie reached for Brandon’s hand, then reached for Olivia, Olivia took the plunge, then held onto both of them to link the three of them together. “Ok,” she breathed. “Let’s do it.”

“Yeah!” Brandon exclaimed. He stood up from the table and pulled Olivia into his arms, then Angie. “This is going to be awesome. You always said it was us against the world. Now let’s get the hell out of Wyoming and off to the East Coast!” 

Angie rushed to the refrigerator for a bottle of champagne. She popped the cork and poured three glasses. When they were full and passed to Olivia and Brandon, she raised her glass in a toast. “To new beginnings!” 

“To new beginnings!” Brandon repeated. 

Olivia joined in the toast and in the celebration. A fresh start did sound nice, but she couldn’t shake the flutter of nerves in her tummy as she wondered what it would be like to face Brett Martin again after all these years. 
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Chapter 4
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Portland, Maine

“That meal was amazing, as usual, Val,” Tiffany complimented. “Thanks again for having us over.”

Val smiled at Tiffany as she began to clear the table. “Feeding you was the least I could do with you taking time on a Sunday to work on the wedding, and Wes offering to help Steve move his cousin.” 

“I don’t mind at all,” Wes replied. He eyed the dish of lasagna on the table. “Plus, there’s plenty for leftovers when we’re hungry from the move.” 

“Steve,” Tiffany said. “All these years we’ve all known each other, and I never knew you had a cousin.”

Steve nodded and helped Val clear the table. “Yeah. Connor is my uncle’s son on my dad’s side. We’d see each other over the years when I was a kid. Then my parents got divorced and that side of the family wasn’t in my life much anymore. We kept in touch once I was in California with my dad, but him being in Ohio and me being there... well, it was a bit of a trek. But occasionally he’d come to California, and we’d hang out.”

“And why did he decide to come here?” Wes asked. 

Steve shook his head. “No particular reason. He’s been wanting a change of pace. We started talking about him moving and he asked a lot of questions about Portland, so he thought he’d come here.”

“What does he do again?” Tiffany inquired. 

“He’s a woodworker,” Steve answered. “He designs and builds furniture, as well as creates custom moldings and wood design for homes and businesses.”

Val glanced at Wes. “He won’t be competition for you, will he?”

“Nope,” Wes answered. “We could actually help bring each other business. If I like what I see,” Wes stated. “And I do because I saw the website Steve designed for him. I can refer people to him and vice versa.” He leaned back in his chair and stretched. His green eyes were full of love as he looked at Tiffany. “I’m anxious to meet him.”

Tiffany leaned forward and kissed Wes. “And I am anxious to help Val stay organized with the wedding.” She looked at Val and smiled. “Two and a half months to go. How excited are you?”

Val placed her wedding binder on the table and returned Tiffany’s smile. “So excited,” she gushed.

Steve’s blue eyes widened when he saw the binder. “That’s our cue to leave,” he said to Wes. 

“Stop that,” Val laughed. “I haven’t been that bad.” She looked at Tiffany. “Have I?”

Tiffany chose her words carefully. When Steve and Val had gotten engaged six months prior, Val decided right away that she wanted a fancy wedding, and she wanted it on Christmas Eve. To pull off a soiree such as she envisioned was no easy feat. Tiffany and Jen, best friends with Val since high school, had happily accepted their roles as bridesmaids and had given Val as much time and energy as they could to help Val bring it to life. Through the planning, Val hadn’t been a difficult bride to be, but there had been a few stressful moments where they had had to talk Val off a ledge. “You haven’t been bad,” Tiffany assured her. “You’ve had a very clear vision about what you want, and you pay attention to detail.”

“See?” Val smiled smugly at Steve. “I’m not a bridezilla.” 

Steve kissed Val and winked at her. “I never said you were, honey.” Just then his phone rang, when he pulled it out of his pocket and saw Connor’s name on the display, his face broke into a smile as he answered. “Hey, man! Your storage container arrived a few hours ago. Where the heck are you?” 

Connor’s voice was smooth and easy as it came through the line. “I’m about twenty minutes away.” 

“Perfect,” Steve replied. “Come to my place once you get here. I’ll introduce you to my fiancé and some friends, then we’ll get started.”

“Sounds good,” Connor said. “I’ll see you shortly.” 

Steve hung up his phone and nodded at Wes. “Sounds like he should be here soon, but we have a little time.” He reached for Val’s hand. His thumb traced the outline of her engagement ring. “Why don’t you go ahead and tell them about Jason?”

Nearly two years ago, Valerie Truman went through a nasty divorce with her now ex-husband, Jason Russell. High school sweethearts and married for fifteen years with two kids, Jason shocked Val when he requested a divorce. Through it all, Val stayed as strong as she could, even though Jason was determined to make her life hell. He didn’t adhere to the schedule with the kids, and he treated Val awful every chance he got. When Steve came into her life, Jason got even nastier, filling their children’s heads with lies about Val and Steve. On the night Steve planned to propose to Val, she had been about to leave work at the spa, when Jason showed up, and asked Val to take him back. If that wasn’t enough of a shock, Jason’s girlfriend, Heather, walked into the spa to announce their engagement. Val didn’t keep quiet. She told Heather everything Jason had said, which resulted in Heather removing her ring and rushing out the door. Later that evening, Steve and Val got engaged. When Val told Jason, he took the news ok. At least Val thought he did, considering all she got from him was a nod and a murmur of acknowledgment. Since then, she knew Jason was doing everything he could to win Heather back. Because Val didn’t care about her ex-husband’s personal life, she hadn’t asked about Heather. She had heard through her children that Jason was trying to repair his broken relationship. 

Tiffany’s nose wrinkled in distaste to think about Jason Russell, but she was curious. “What did the asshole do now?”

Val let out a lengthy sigh. “Well, I wanted to wait until I had you and Jen together to tell you, but since Jen’s away on a romantic weekend with Neil, I’ll fill her in on Tuesday.”

“Ah,” Wes said and nodded. “So that’s how Neil weaseled out of being recruited to help Connor move and why Jen isn’t here fulfilling her bridesmaid duties.” 

“Yeah,” Val giggled. She shared a smile with Steve, then looked between Tiffany and Wes. “Brianna and Joey told us that Heather took Jason back. They’re officially engaged. Again.” 

“What?” Tiffany gasped. 

“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Wes muttered. “After you told her that Jason asked for a second chance, now Heather’s giving him one?” 

“Unbelievable, isn’t it?” Steve asked.

“Wow,” Tiffany breathed. “I don’t know whether to think she’s a brave woman, or an idiot.”

“I’m trying not to think either one,” Val admitted. “If she’s going to be their stepmother, then I have to pray that it’s not a volatile relationship with Jason and that Heather is good to them.”

“She will be,” Steve said. “You and I will see to that.”

Tiffany smiled to see the love between Steve and Val. When Jason left Val heartbroken and alone, Tiffany worried about her all the time. To see the happiness between the couple was heartwarming. “I have no doubt that you two will keep them both in line. Has Jason been behaving himself with the kids?”

“Yes,” Val answered. The past spring, Val had to take drastic measures against Jason and file for full custody to get his attention that he needed to stop using the children as pawns in his game of lies. “Since we reworked the schedule, he’s not only stayed on track, but he hasn’t been putting the kids in the middle of it all.”

Wes finished his beer and set the bottle aside. “How’s Jason been with you and Steve getting married soon?”

“Fine,” Val replied. “He doesn’t really ask, but he seems fine with everything. He knows Christmas Eve is the date and Joey and Brianna will be with us because they’re in the wedding.” 

“Aww,” Tiffany sighed. “They’re both going to be so cute as junior bridesmaid and groomsman.” She glanced at Steve. “I know Wes is your best man. Do you have anyone else to ask to stand up there with you or is it him and Joey?”

Steve slid his arm along the back of Val’s chair. “I’ve already asked Connor. He said he’d be honored to be part of the wedding team.”

“Well,” Tiffany said. “Looks like it’s all falling into place. We’ll go over the binder and before you know it, you’ll have your Christmas Eve wedding.”

Val rubbed her hands together in anticipation. “I can’t wait.”

Wes shook his head. “I’m surprised with your turnout, considering it’s on Christmas Eve.”

“I wondered about that,” Val said. “But I think people are looking at it as a reprieve from cooking for the holiday. They’ll be taken care of at our reception, then they can go home and focus on Christmas Day.”

“I think it’s perfect,” Tiffany praised. She glanced at Steve as a thought hit her. “This is a total change of subject, but why is Connor renting the house next door? Why didn’t you offer him the cottage?”

“We talked about it,” Steve replied. “But he needs the space in the garage to work and store his furniture. Until he can find retail space to lease.   

“Makes sense.” Tiffany nodded. “And how convenient that he’s right next door.”

“Yeah,” Steve said. “It all worked out perfectly. But speaking of the cottage... I listed it online to rent and had a call this week from someone relocating here from Wyoming. Or rather, coming back. I guess they lived here years ago, and they need temporary housing while they have their home remodeled. She’s filling out an application this weekend, and I’ll talk to them next week.”

“They’re coming back?” Tiffany questioned. “Anyone we know?” 

“Yeah,” Wes agreed, then raised a brow. “And if they’re needing a remodel...”

“I know to point them in your direction,” Steve promised, then answered Tiffany’s question. “The woman’s name is Angie Collins. She said it would be her and her daughter, as well as her grandson. I guess her daughter went to the same high school that we did, but she was only there for a year.”

“What’s her daughter’s name?” Tiffany asked. 

“I don’t know,” Steve said. “I’ll look at the application. She may not have been there when we were. The last name is common enough, but not familiar to me from who I knew in high school.” He glanced over his shoulder when he heard a car door close, then smiled when the doorbell rang. “That’s Connor.” 

As Steve stood up to let his cousin in the house, Val opened a bottle of wine to share with Tiffany while they went over wedding plans. Her movements paused when Steve entered the kitchen with Connor. Val’s eyes flickered to Tiffany, then back to her fiancé as she put on her best poker face. 

Connor Preston stood as tall as Steve. He had rich brown hair, and those pretty Preston blue eyes. He wore jeans and a jacket, but at first glance he looked trim and muscular. A muscle flexed in his jaw as he subtly chewed a piece of gum. His smile was friendly as he hugged Steve, then nodded around the room as introductions were made. 

“This is Wes,” Steve said, then waited while they shook hands. “Wes’s wife, Tiffany.” He pulled Val to his side and smiled proudly. “And this beautiful lady is my soon to be Mrs. Preston.”

“Nice to meet you all,” Connor said. His demeanor was friendly, his tone was teasing as he addressed Val. “What the hell you see in him, I’ll never know. He’s one lucky guy.” 

Val laughed and waved his joke aside. “We’re happy that you’re here. Anything you need while you’re getting settled in, don’t hesitate to come over. Steve and I are here for you.” 

Steve nodded at Wes. “Grab us each a beer?”

“Sure,” Wes answered, then reached into the refrigerator for three cold bottles. 

Steve looked at Connor. “You’ve got the keys?”

Connor held up a key ring. “Right here. Thank you both for your help.”

“Between the three of us, I think we can knock it out,” Steve said with confidence. “Then we can come back and have some of Val’s lasagna. Wes and I just ate, but I’m sure we’ll be hungry again.”

Connor rubbed his stomach and smiled at Val. “Is that what smells so good? I ate a few hours ago, but I know I’ll be hungry when we’re done.”

“Let’s go!” Steve said and led the way as Connor and Wes followed him. 

Tiffany and Val were silent until they heard the door shut and were certain the guys were gone. Tiffany looked at Val and her jaw dropped. “Oh. My. God,” she whispered. 

“I know,” Val breathed, then waved a hand in front of her face to cool off. “They sure do grow them nice in the Preston family, don’t they?” 

“He is hot,” Tiffany declared. “I mean, he is really, really hot.” 

Val giggled as she poured two glasses of wine. “Your husband and my fiancé better not hear us talking like this, but you’re right. He’s gorgeous.” 

“Don’t get me wrong,” Tiffany assured her. “I think Wes is just as hot, but wow...” She shook her head and blinked to clear her mind. 

“I agree,” Val replied and continued to laugh. “I feel the same way about Steve.”

Even though they were alone, Tiffany lowered her voice. “Should we feel guilty?”

“No,” Val stated. “We’re simply admiring a handsome man.” She gave Tiffany a glass of wine, then gestured for her to sit at the table. Val set her wine aside and placed her hand over the binder. “Before we dive in, I noticed you’re drinking wine today. Does that mean what I think it means?” 

A wave of frustration and sadness came over Tiffany as she let out a lengthy sigh and nodded her head. “Yes. Mother nature sent me a very clear message earlier in the week that I am not pregnant.” 

Val gave Tiffany a sad smile. “I’m so sorry. I know how frustrating this is getting. How long have you been trying?”

“Since last Christmas,” Tiffany answered. She remembered the moment they decided to try for a third baby, so clearly. “We were standing in the living room, and we just said goodbye to you and Steve.” She took a sip of wine and wiggled her brows at Val. “That was the first time you two-”

“Sealed the deal,” Val giggled, then shivered with delight. “That was an amazing night.” 

“I remember watching Steve hold the car door open for you and he kissed you.”

Val snickered and took a sip of wine. “Stalk much?” 

Tiffany joined in her laughter. “I was really excited for you two.” Her smile became dreamy. “Wes closed the blinds and told me that there was one gift I could give him that he didn’t have.” She blinked back sudden tears that stung her eyes. “A little girl. We decided right then that we were going to try.” She shrugged one shoulder. “But it hasn’t happened. We didn’t have any trouble getting pregnant the first two times. Why is this time so difficult?” 

“Ok,” Val said. “I’m going to get a little nosy. Are you paying attention to your cycle?”

“I keep track of it, but I’m not monitoring it obsessively.”

“Are you trying?” Val asked. “Actively trying? Like, screwing each other’s brains out all the time, trying?” 

Tiffany was grateful for Val. Her friend had a way of making her laugh and see the humor in things. “That’s a little difficult to do with two active little boys.” She exhaled slowly as she thought about their busy lives. A two- and four-year-old kept them hustling. “I’ve been busy with work, especially since the holidays are coming. Wes has been busy merging the lobbies of your place and the new building. Our sex life is good, but it’s not as frequent as it used to be. I’m not complaining, and I knew that part of our lives would change once we had kids, but... I don’t know...” She tripped over her words. It wasn’t that she felt like she was betraying Wes by confiding in Val, but it was hard to say the truth out loud. “I never thought I’d be the kind of person who schedules sex, but we’ve had to start planning it so we’re on the same page. The last two times we made that plan... we... ugh,” she groaned. 

“What, Tiff?” Val asked with concern. “You can tell me. I won’t tease or try to make light of the situation. I can see it’s bothering you. What happened the last two times?”

“We fell asleep,” Tiffany blurted out. 

“Thank God!” Val cried. 

Tiffany was confused. “Why do you say that?”

Val let out a sigh of relief. “I thought you were going to tell me that he couldn’t get it up.”

“No,” Tiffany insisted. “That’s not the problem.” She paused for a moment and thought about the concept of her husband not being able to perform. “I don’t want that to ever be the problem, I’d be devastated. We’re both so damn exhausted that sleep has become more important than sex.”

“Sleep is important,” Val pointed out. “I remember when Brianna and Joey were that age. It’s difficult to make that time with your partner because all you want to do is snuggle into the bed and drift off. Steve and I want to have a baby, but not for at least a year. When we start trying, we won’t have to worry about tucking kids in, or giving them baths, or any other toddler related task.” She patted Tiffany’s hand. “Wes is almost done with the work at the spa. I’ll stop bugging you with everything wedding once we’re married. Be patient and kind with yourself, Tiff. You’re a mom and a business owner. You have a lot going on, and so does Wes. Get through the holidays, then try again. And if sleep feels better than sex right now, just do that.” 

“Well,” Tiffany drawled. “I don’t know if anything feels better than sex, but sleep does feel so good.” She smiled softly. “And sleeping with Wes feels amazing. We planned on taking that time tonight.”

“Talk to him,” Val urged. “Tell him what we talked about. Well... except for the part where I thought he couldn’t rise to the occasion.” 

“Never,” Tiffany promised. “Thank you, Val. It always helps to talk to you.”

“Just being a friend,” Val replied. “And if sleep is more important tonight, snuggle into him and fall asleep with him. It will happen when it’s supposed to happen.” She took a drink of wine, then trailed her fingers under the cover of her wedding binder. “Ok, are we ready?” 

“More than ready.” Tiffany took a drink of her wine and nodded at Val. “Open that bad boy up and let’s see what we have coming up!” 

––––––––
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Tiffany and Val spent three hours going over wedding details. With Steve and Val’s nuptials only ten weeks away, there was still plenty to do. Follow up and confirmation calls, as well as Val’s final dress fitting. 

While Tiffany and Val immersed themselves in everything wedding, Wes and Steve got Connor’s storage unit unloaded. They took the time with the essential furniture and put together his bed, so he’d have a place to sleep for the night. 

After the move was complete, more lasagna was enjoyed by the group. By the time Tiffany and Wes got home, it was time to put the boys to bed. Tiffany offered to take care of the bedtime routine so Wes could shower from the move. While she got Brett and Michael dressed in their pajamas and then into bed, Tiffany’s thoughts wandered to the conversation she had with Val about trying to get pregnant. She felt a sense of relief to confide in her friend about her frustrations that they hadn’t conceived, as well as her concerns about choosing to sleep over sex. Deep down, she knew Val was right. Sleep was important, and Tiffany needed to be kinder to herself and realize that self-care wasn’t selfish. If she insisted that her sons take naps to recharge, she needed to learn the importance of it for herself. 

She read the boys a story, then kissed them both good night. When she walked into the bedroom, she laughed softly to see her husband, completely naked, laying on his stomach, fast asleep on top of the covers. His hair was damp and spiky from his shower. She studied his body and appreciated his form. Wes’s days consisted of hard labor and the payoff of that was a defined physique. His shoulders were strong, the ridges on his back were defined. Her eyes trailed lower and settled on his backside. She bit her lip because she had to resist biting him. He had worked hard today, and he obviously needed the rest, so she’d let him rest. 

After she washed her face and brushed her teeth, she shut off the lights, then slipped between the sheets naked. She nudged Wes softly and ran her hand up and down his back. 

“Huh?” Wes mumbled. 

“Get under the covers,” Tiffany instructed. She sighed softly when Wes slid beneath the blankets and spooned her. 
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