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        Stop and Stare ~ One Republic

        So What ~ Pink

        Super Freak ~ Rick James

        Don't You Forget About Me ~ Simple Minds

        If You Leave ~ O.M.D.

        Born This Way ~ Lady Gaga
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      I wiped the sweat from my brow with the back of my hand, capturing a stray lock of brown hair that had escaped from my ponytail. Angrily, I twisted it behind my ear as I had countless times today.

      It was only two in the afternoon, and I had to endure two more hours in this sweltering stable. Sweeping my pitchfork the length of the stall, I studied the piles of manure and chunks of straw that reeked of horse urine, fantasizing about the cold shower that awaited me back at my cottage when my shift ended.

      Just then, Luke Winslow came into the stable leading Ariel, a gray dappled mare, down the aisle between the stalls. I noticed him taking off his wide-brimmed straw hat and wiping sweat from his brow with his forearm. Luke was tall, strawberry-blonde, and leanly built.

      “Hey, Tylar, looks like you could use a beer about now,” he remarked, bringing Ariel to a halt outside the stall. I glanced in his direction briefly.

      “Sounds tempting, Luke. All I can think about now is finishing up here and getting a cold shower back at my place. My shift ends at four.”

      “Oh, that’s right. Well, I get off at three. I got a keg at the cottage. Some of the others are coming over later. We’re going to have a bonfire. Why don’t you stop by? It's Friday, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know. Maybe. Is Jenna going to be there?”

      He smiled wickedly. “Sure thing. You know Jenna. She doesn’t miss a chance to party," he winked.

      He flashed me a grin, pulling on Ariel’s halter and clicking his tongue as she finished her business. “It’s cottage number eight on the end,” he called out as he led the horse down to her stall. “Hope to see you later.”

      “We’ll see,” I called out after him.

      I was the new kid on staff, and among the youngest at age twenty. The others had worked at Sinclair Stables on weekends and summers since high school. Most were in college and one was even in grad school; they came back to work summers to pay for college.

      I wasn't a local, having been born and raised in Kentucky and now attended nearby Virginia Intermont College. My major was equine studies. My dream was to work with quarter horses and warm bloods in breeding science.

      My parents divorced when I was a baby; I'd never known my father. I knew that he had financially supported me over the years and I was using the trust he’d established to pay for college. Mom was a part-time secretary at the law firm that handled my trust. She often came to me for help especially after the child support payments stopped. She couldn't afford the lease payments any longer on her new Mustang; I'd given her my old Jeep. She'd bitched about how the Jeep wasn't sexy like her 'Stang had been.

      I'd attended a local college my freshman year, but living at home wasn’t working out well. I figured my being at home put a cramp in her style. At age forty-one, she still had the looks to land plenty of guys. I felt uncomfortable living with her after high school with the constant parade of men in her life. So, I transferred to Virginia Intermont my sophomore year and lived near campus in Bristol.

      A loud snort and whinny caught my attention. Derringer was the most beautiful black Lipizzaner I'd ever seen. He was skittish and spirited and he intimidated most of the other help here.

      “Easy, boy,” I said quietly, unlatching the gate to his stall. I entered slowly; pulled a carrot from the back pocket of my jeans, and held my open palm out to him to take it. He snorted loudly, eyeing me. Then he slowly lowered his head, and nuzzled my palm with his nose. Soon he was chomping happily as I rubbed his sleek, shiny neck.

      “Ahh, I get it. You want to walk, don't you boy? I don't know," I said, rubbing his mane. “It didn't go so well last time, did it? You promise you'll behave today if I take you out? You embarrassed the hell out of me the other day over at The Belle."

      He whinnied, moving his hindquarters almost in a dancing motion. I had to giggle; he was a show-off, if nothing else.

      "Okay," I clicked my tongue as I led him out of the stables, "but remember your promise. No showing off for the pretty little fillies over at the Belle this time."

      I led him out to the pasture and then over to the gate that opened to the trail leading to the Sinclair plantation on the other side of the woods. The estate was called “La Vie Belle,” which meant “The Life Beautiful.” We all called it 'The Belle' for short.

      The Sinclairs owned and operated a horse farm, a summer horse track, a winery, and a tourist attraction, which was an immaculately restored antebellum mansion. There was a turf racetrack where horseracing events were held on weekends during the summer months, attracting hundreds of tourists. The mansion and winery hosted tours all year round.

      Leading Derringer through the woods offered some relief from the sun and presented a more pleasant, slightly cooler atmosphere than the stable had for sure.

      "Hey, wanna go by the mansion and make fun of Jenna in her hoop skirt and prissy little bonnet?" I laughed.

      Jenna lived a few cabins down from mine; she worked at The Belle as a tour guide in the mansion, wearing Civil War era costumes and absolutely hated the hoop skirts, frilly undergarments, and button-up leather boots required. When she was in character, she wore her bleached blonde hair in a tight bun, and no make-up.

      Then there was Rodney, who came from Mississippi. Along with helping Jenna with the tours, he also provided horse and buggy rides for the tourists. He was a serious guy with a fun-loving side.

      I led the horse up the brick, half-circle drive in front of the colonial mansion. I saw Jenna in her southern belle costume. She had a frilly parasol opened and positioned over her head, tilted at an angle to shade her face from the sun while she talked to someone I’d never seen before.

      He was leaning up against one of the massive columns on the front veranda, muscular arms crossed in front of him as Jenna was peering up at him smiling and talking; she occasionally pointed over towards the brick smokehouse off to the side, fanning her face vigorously. Ah-ha, I bet she was bitching about the fumes whenever they roasted a pig over at the smokehouse. I'd heard her yapping about it the other day to Clint, who by far was my favorite co-worker, complaining about how it made her nauseous day after day having to breathe in the stench of roasting pork.

      I shook my head wondering how long she would've lasted shoveling horse shit. I continued leading the horse and noticed that Jenna had caught a glimpse of me and Derringer as we'd started up the stone driveway. It seemed that she was working even harder at trying to keep the guy's attention. I could now see why.

      "Hottie tomattie," I whispered to Derringer. He looked a bit older than the usual college workers employed during the summers. Probably a local who worked full-time year round. He was over six feet tall, with dark brown hair that was thick and tousled at the moment; his white tee shirt hugged his muscular chest and broad shoulders in all the right places. It was my turn to fan myself and Jenna caught it. I heard her flirtatious giggle float down the drive as we closed in.

      "Well, well," she called out, "I see you're out with the beast again, Tylar! Ever going to get enough nerve to put a saddle on him and ride over?" she asked, feigning a Southern Belle drawl.

      She's probably convinced she's Scarlet O'Hara and is being courted by Rhett Butler. Ha!

      The guy turned his attention to me; immediately a dark look crossed over his face. I was close enough now to see the color of his eyes and they were blue. No, that's an understatement; they were more than blue, they were piercing sapphire blue and, at that very moment, they were an extremely pissed-off blue.

      He immediately excused himself from Jenna and jumped down from the porch, taking long, angry strides towards me.

      What the hell?

      He stopped in front of me and immediately looked me over top to bottom, then bottom to top. His hands rested on his hips, standing in a half-slouch that was really, really hot, and I noticed his chin dimple.

      My first instinct was to flinch because, beneath my street-smart demeanor, I was actually quite passive and tried to avoid confrontation whenever possible. The fact that Jenna was standing on the porch observing us and probably expecting me to hightail it out of there was just enough to spark a bit of courage in me so as to hang on to the cocky attitude I was trying to pull off.

      "Why do you have Derringer over here?" he asked abruptly.

      "I work here. I'm just taking him out for some exercise is all."

      "What's wrong with letting him out in the fenced pasture?" he pressed.

      "Well, there's nothing wrong with it, I guess," I faltered. "I mean sometimes he just likes it when I lead him, you know, to different places for a change of scenery."

      "I see," he said, regarding me beneath his thick lashes, his anger dissipating somewhat.

      "I mean, if you're worried I'm going to let him loose around the pigs or the smokehouse, you don't have to worry about that; I keep his line firmly in my grasp. I don't allow him to wander without me."

      "That's good to know," he replied tersely, his eyes flickering over the horse as if I'd allow some harm to come to him.

      "So, if you'll excuse me, I'm going to take him over to the barns so he can visit with some of his buds," I said, clicking my tongue to get him moving. Derringer didn't budge.

      "Come on, boy," I urged, tugging a bit harder on his lead, clicking my tongue again.

      Nothing.

      I saw a smile flicker over the guy's face, a cheek dimple now appearing.

      "Yes, I see the control you have over the beast," he said. "I can't imagine that animal would give you any problems at all."

      This was no time for Derringer to morph into a stubborn mule, and yet he had. From the porch, I heard Jenna's delighted cackle as she observed the horse's refusal to comply with my commands.

      I was irritated that I was providing comic relief to this guy who seemed a bit arrogant for just another employee here.

      "Don't you have a pig or…something to roast, Rhett?" I lashed out at him, tugging harder on Derringer's lead, forcing the horse to take a step.

      "Derringer, halt," his smooth and silky voice called, as he took the rope from my hands, and dropped them to the ground.

      Derringer didn't budge, dropping his head to graze on the grassy patch beside the drive. My eyes immediately flew back to look at Rhett, who was now smiling at me wickedly.

      "The name's Trey," he said. "And yours?"

      "Tylar Preston," I replied. "Umm . . . I take it you don't work over at the smokehouse?"

      "No, I don't. At the moment, I'm overseeing the entire operation here while my parents are in Europe."

      "Ah, so then your last name must be…Sinclair." I mumbled.

      "We can't keep a thing from you, can we?" he teased.

      "And that means Derringer is uh…your horse?"

      “He is. How is it that you were able to get him out like this?” he asked.

      "Frankly, no one else wants to mess with him. I guess I liked the challenge of getting him to trust me. We’re friends now. I bribe him with carrots, groom him, and talk to him. I was hoping to start exercising him over in the arena at The Belle. He's had some dressage training, right?"

      Trey's face darkened in anger. "You misunderstood the question, Ms. Preston. I'm asking why you would disregard the orders I've given with respect to this horse by bringing him out of the pasture?"

      "I'm not sure that I've disregarded any orders, Mr. Sinclair. I'm being paid to take care of the horses and that's what I'm doing. Derringer needs to be ponied right along with the quarters and jumpers daily. I'm simply working to gain his trust so that I can mount him."

      He took a step closer to me, to the point where I was pretty sure it would have thrilled Jenna if she were in my place, and I forced myself not to take a nervous step backwards.

      “My instructions were specific to Ray regarding this horse,” he said in a gravel-low monotone. “But maybe they weren’t clear enough. No one mounts Derringer, the only exception being me. He’s an expensive piece of horseflesh, and I won’t have some novice equestrian-wannabe taking risks with him, is that understood?”

      I could feel my eyes widening to the point where my eyelashes were probably spreading out as he continued to look down at me.

      “Is that understood?” he repeated, his voice now carrying a steely edge to it.

      I nodded and took a step back from him. "Yes, perfectly."

      "Good," he said, bending down to grab Derringer's reins from the ground. He looped them around his hand, and with one swift and lithe movement, Trey swung himself up and onto the horse's back, turning to peer down at me, as Derringer did a side step. "Because, Ms. Preston, if this happens again, your ass will be fired."

      He pressed his calves into the horse's sides, taking off, leaving me standing there feeling humiliated and idiotic in front of Jenna.

      I seethed the whole way back through the woods to the stables. I hoped like hell he was gone by the time I got there. I had no desire to be at the receiving end of his wrath again.

      Once I reached the stables, I peeked in the window to make sure he was gone. I saw that Derringer was back in his stall. What a screwed up end to my day. Jenna was probably broadcasting to everyone that I'd had my ass ripped by Trey Sinclair.

      Jenna had done her share of gossiping about him. Something about him being a high-powered attorney somewhere, owning shares of the family business, and a scandalous broken engagement in his past.

      I tried to put it all out of my mind as I crossed the pasture toward the bank of cottages and the cold shower that awaited me. Suddenly, the loud roar of an engine caught my attention as I spotted a black Lamborghini convertible speeding down the Sinclair estate driveway. There was no mistaking the burnished brown hair flying back from that sinfully handsome face. As the car passed me, the driver glanced over. For a split second, I thought I could actually make out his smile. Despite his assholiness with me, there was no denying Trey Sinclair was smokin' hot.

      Ah yes, that shower's going to cool me off nicely.-
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      A bank of eight identical cottages was spread across two acres of land on the estate. Two housed year-round hands who’ve been employed by the Sinclair family for years.

      The first cottage was Ray Gillespie's. Ray was awesome. He was gray-haired, with soft green eyes, a bushy moustache, and a kind smile. He had a girlfriend in town named Denise.

      The second cottage belonged to Charlie Roberts, also in his fifties, and full-time like Ray. A quiet man who kept mostly to himself, no one knew much about his past. Charlie was thin, with close-set small eyes, graying auburn hair, and a weak chin.

      The rest of the cottages housed the seasonal help. There was Clint who helped Luke and me at the stables at the main estate where the Sinclairs lived, and also at The Belle. Clint was tall, blonde, and lean. He had a great sense of humor, and was sort of protective over me. He was very patient and not hesitant to share his knowledge.

      My cottage was the fifth one down. Jenna's cottage was next to mine and I laughed to myself as I passed it seeing a clothesline strung across her front porch with all of her fine delicates dancing in the summer breeze. Friday was her day to hang her thongs out on the line to display. She claimed she'd never dream of machine-washing such fine silk.

      I entered my cottage, hooking the screen door behind me to allow some air inside. The main room was L-shaped, combining a small living area with a kitchenette and breakfast bar. The breakfast bar was on the other side of the countertop and had three stools. The small bedroom was off of the kitchen and, thankfully, the window in the bedroom held an air conditioner.

      Switching it on to full blast, I stripped to my bra and panties and sprawled out on the bed. Grabbing a Cosmo from my nightstand, I flipped the pages while the cool air washed over me. Cosmo was reporting on yet another type of female orgasm. I'd be happy just to know what one (non-self-induced) felt like. I was so curious about sex, and especially about good sex, yet my experience with guys had amounted to nothing more than making out and some "no-risk" petting.

      I liked guys, but I hadn’t been with one yet and I wasn’t sure why.

      Maybe being around my mom and her array of boyfriends had turned me into a prude. She had certainly learned to hate men as a result, telling me over and over again how none of them could be trusted, and that they wanted only one thing from a woman.

      I remembered something that had happened around the time I was ten. Something had startled me from my sleep one night. There were strange noises coming from my mom’s room. It sounded like she was in pain. She was moaning and it scared me. As I approached her bedroom door, I heard her bed creaking rhythmically and a man’s voice. At the time, I thought someone was hurting her until I heard his voice.

      There was no mistaking the voice. It was my best friend Jenny Marcotti's dad!

      I'd covered my ears and ran back to my room.

      Shaking the thought out of my head, I fixed my focus on the present, unsure what had made me think about Jenny Marcotti’s dad and my mom? My thoughts scattered when I heard a knock at the door.

      Jumping from my bed, I grabbed the robe that hung on my bathroom door and shrugged it on, tying the belt around my waist. I padded through the bedroom and saw Clint standing at the front door with his boyish grin.

      “Hey, sorry,” he apologized, “didn’t mean to catch you at a bad time.”

      “No worries,” I responded, smiling. “What’s up?”

      Clint turned momentarily shy then. “Just wondered if you're going down for a beer with us at Luke’s? If you feel like going…we can walk down together, I mean, that's if you want to go.” He was starting to stumble over his words. That was kind of cute.

      “Sounds like a plan to me." I smiled. “What time?”

      “I’m going to clean up and grab a sandwich. Be back around seven?”

      “That works for me. Thanks, Clint. See you in a bit.”

      I finally got my nice, cool shower. Afterward, standing in front of the bathroom mirror, I analyzed my face. My eyes were tawny brown. I didn’t wear a lot of eye make-up, but tonight for some reason, I wanted to look more sophisticated, so I went for it.

      I decided to wear my favorite jean skirt and a white cotton tank. I glanced at the clock on my microwave and saw that it was about ten till seven. Opening the fridge, I grabbed a handful of seedless grapes to hold me over since I'd skipped lunch.

      Minutes later, there was a knock on my front door, and there stood a smiling Clint.
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      When we arrived at Luke’s, the party was well underway. There were lawn chairs set up around in the side yard and a fire pit ready to go as soon as the sun went down. There was a keg and a couple of coolers sitting side-by-side, stocked with other kinds of booze.

      I waved to Ray and his girlfriend, Denise, who were sitting together on a log. I'd met Denise earlier in the week when Ray brought her by the stables. She was in her forties and she owned a salon in town. She was warm and friendly. I really liked her.

      “Hey, Denise.”

      “Hey, sweetie,” she called out. "You're looking real pretty this evening."

      "You too," I countered giving her a smile.

      Clint was talking with Luke and Rodney by the keg. He caught my eye and came over to offer me a wine cooler. I wasn't a drinker and only had a little experience with alcohol.

      “I thought maybe you'd prefer this to a beer,” he said, twisting the cap off and handing it to me.

      “Thank you, Clint,” I replied, accepting the cold bottle. I tipped it to my lips and, because I was parched, drank the whole thing down at once.

      “Easy, girl,” Clint warned, “I know it’s not whiskey, but if you don’t drink very often, anything can have a kick to it.”

      “Tasted like punch to me,” I remarked. “Can I have another?” I smiled coquettishly up at him. He shook his head, making his way over to the ice chest for another wine cooler. He handed me the ice-cold bottle.

      “Slower this time, and I mean it, okay?” He raised his bottle of Bud and took a lengthy swallow. Just then, Jenna’s shrill voice filled the air. I quickly downed half of the wine cooler, grateful that Clint had turned to watch her approach us.

      “Well, well, well, what’s goin’ on with you two, huh? Tylar, hey girl, look at you! I really like your skirt. Generally, short girls can’t pull that off.”

      Jenna was probably three inches taller than me. I was 5'4" and she was no more than 5'7", at best.

      “You here alone?” I asked, ignoring her barb.

      "Not hardly," she replied as she glanced over to where a tall, black-haired man came down over the hill toward her. He was lean, nice-looking, and obviously fond of tats. He had a white wife-beater on that highlighted his muscular shoulders, tight black jeans, and pointy boots. He was at least 6'4", with dark, almost black eyes, and long sideburns.

      “There you are, darlin',” Jenna squealed. “I was beginning to think you got lost.” She grabbed his tanned arm and pulled him close. “I want y’all to meet my friend, Stuart. Stuart, this is Clint, and this is Tylar,” she said, throwing her free arm out as if displaying prizes on a game show. Stuart nodded to each of us, and finally noticed that Clint had his right hand extended for a handshake. Stuart reluctantly took it as if he wasn’t used to being introduced. I gave him a quick wave, saying “Hey.” He nodded in return.

      “Baby,” Jenna gushed, “why don’t you go on over there and get us a couple of beers, okay? Keg is fine.” Stuart nodded, again, and went off to do as instructed.

      “Is he not a gorgeous god?” she mused, whether to Clint or me I wasn’t sure.

      “Uh, yeah, quite the package, Jenna,” I responded, trying to sound sincere.

      “He manages the best body shop in town. Yeah, I know, what am I doing with a guy with so little ambition? But I gotta tell you, what that man can do with his tongue and with his dick is something else."

      I drained the rest of my wine cooler as she yammered on and then sweetly asked Clint if he'd get me another one. He raised an eyebrow, shook his head again, and was off.

      Thankfully, she shut up once Stuart appeared with two large plastic cups brimming with the draft beer. “Thanks, baby,” she crooned, accepting one and taking a deep swallow.

      Something about Jenna appealed to men who had a penchant for taking a walk on the wild side. I was envious of her in a way.

      Clint returned with my third wine cooler. “Hey,” he said, “they’re grilling some hot dogs over there. Are you hungry?”

      “I could eat," I smiled.

      He became more relaxed as we walked over to where Luke was rolling hot dogs around on the grill, making sure that all sides were equally charred. I grabbed a bun out of the bag and a paper plate.

      “Hey Tylar,” Luke said, grinning. “Having fun, girl?”

      “Luke—” I started, hiccupped and then giggled. “This is the best damned party I’ve been to in a very, very, very long time!”

      “Glad to hear it, little lady,” he responded. “Hold your bun out so I can put the weenie in it.”

      This brought a fresh fit of giggles from me, and I doubled over laughing. Clint was right there, grabbing my paper plate and the bun out of my fingers.

      “I got it, I got it, sweetie, go sit down.” He filled my plate with potato chips and baked beans, put mustard and relish on my hot dog, and brought it over to me.

      “Thank you, Clint. Would you mind getting me another wine cooler?”

      “Not until you eat,” he said firmly. The tone of his voice convinced me not to argue, so I took a big bite out of the hot dog, and groaned at how good it tasted. Once I'd finished, Clint finally relented, and brought another wine cooler for me.

      Later, we all told stories and drank by the fire pit. It was going on midnight when Jenna got the idea of going swimming in the Sinclairs’ pool.

      “Whoa, wait a second,” Clint said. “I enjoy a nighttime swim as much as the next person but, hey, it's getting late and we might wake up the Sinclairs. I, for one, appreciate my job here.”

      “Chill out, Clint,” Jenna chirped. “Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair are over in Europe. They have their prodigal son, the lawyer, checking up on things while they are gone. I saw him leave in his hot little sports car late this afternoon. He's probably hooking up, so no worries!”

      I looked at Clint. He shrugged his shoulders and winked.

      "Okay, everyone grab your suits and see you in the pool!” Jenna hollered.

      It was a far trek, but Clint said he'd wait for me to change and walk me down.

      The guys and Jenna were already in the water when we arrived at the pool. Luke, Rodney, and Stuart were throwing Jenna from one to the other as she giggled and shrieked with delight. Ray and Denise had left to go back to Denise’s apartment in town for the night.

      “Shhh, you guys, keep it down,” Clint warned, eyeing the darkened mansion. “I meant what I said earlier. I’m not looking to get fired.” He took off his tee shirt and slipped into the water at the shallow end of the pool. “You coming in, Tylar?” he called.

      I finished off my wine cooler, kicked my flip-flops aside, and pulled my tee shirt over my head. I waded down to Clint, a bit anxious. I wasn't a swimmer and I had no clue how deep the pool was at other end.

      Jenna was on Stuart’s shoulders and wanted to play a game in the water to see who could knock who off someone’s shoulders. “C’mon, Clint, get Tylar up there on your shoulders and let’s see which chick is the strongest. ’Course, it’s up to the guys to hold on tight to their legs, which shouldn’t be a problem for you, I guess,” she snickered.

      Clint turned and looked at me questioningly, “Do you want to play?”

      “I’m game,” I answered, feeling bold since the last wine cooler. I scrambled onto Clint’s broad shoulders. He waded to the middle of the pool. Rodney was appointed line judge so we waited for him to give us the signal to start. I noticed Jenna leaning down and whispering something to Stuart. Clint and I approached them in the middle of the pool.

      “Ready, set, go!” Rodney yelled, backing out of the way.

      Immediately, Jenna and Stuart made their way quickly over to Clint and me, splashing us to the point that I was blinded by the water in my eyes; I squeezed them shut. The chlorine stung like hell. I was flailing my arms about wildly hoping to make contact with Jenna to knock her off.

      Just then Jenna launched a pre-emptive strike. Stuart had maneuvered into a position where they were in the shallower water. Clint and I were on the down slope to the diving area. Suddenly, Jenna went underwater and grabbed my right foot while Stuart grabbed my left foot. In unison, they pushed up with all their might and launched me off of Clint’s back.

      I flew airborne out of the water and felt myself sailing backward. My head slammed into something hard. I felt a blinding pain, and then I hit the water face down. I felt myself sinking and sinking. Everything was a blur.

      Bubbles escaped from my mouth as I sank and futilely waved my hands in the water. I drifted slowly toward the bottom of the pool.

      I thought about kicking my legs, but I was probably doing it all wrong. The best I could do was to keep my mouth shut and try not to inhale water. It was then that I finally saw something. It was a bright light. It was shining for me. This must be it for me. I read about the bright light people saw as they crossed over into death. But then, someone was in the water next to me. He was in all black.

      He grabbed me around the waist with strong arms, propelling me upward along his side. I tried to hold my breath longer, but I couldn’t. Everything went blessedly dark.

      The first thing I felt was something pressing heavily on my chest. There was pressure again and again. A mouth was on mine. Then more pressure.

      I was hacking up water then sputtering as I was rolled over onto my side where I proceeded to vomit up wine coolers and chewed-up hot dog. Then I heard a voice, a semi-familiar voice.

      “That’s it, sweetheart. Good girl, let it out, let it all out."

      I groaned. My chest ached, my throat burned, and my head throbbed. I heard someone else talking now.

      “I think she’s coming around.”

      That's Clint's voice; I'm sure of it.

      Silence followed. “Who the hell is responsible for this?” a voice asked, clearly furious.

      I know that voice.

      I tried to say something, but all that came out was a squeaky croak. Strong arms turned me over onto my back. I was being lifted as if I weighed nothing. I could feel a heartbeat pounding, mine fluttering. Some other voice was talking, a woman’s voice I didn’t recognize, asking if I should be taken to the hospital. Then it was Clint’s voice again.

      “Here’s a blanket, sir.” Clint sounded scared.

      I immediately felt warmer as the blanket was wrapped closely around me and tucked under my chin. I willed myself to open my eyes. Slowly, my lids opened and my vision was clear enough that I could see sapphire eyes staring into mine.

      Trey was carrying me somewhere, I could feel his strides eating some major ground. When he looked down at me, immediately he slowed and then pulled a hard frown.

      “Trey?” a voice croaked. I realized the voice was mine.

      “You’re okay,” he said softly and soothingly. “Everything’s okay. We just need to get you to the hospital.”

      I nodded gingerly--I had one craptastic headache working through my skull--and when my eyes drifted shut, he picked up his pace without a word as a siren wailed somewhere in the distance.
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      My dreams had haunted me for as long as I could remember. They didn’t seem like normal dreams. In my freshman year at college, I'd taken Psychology 101 as part of my degree curriculum. We studied a chapter describing body rhythms and mental states covering dreams. There were so many theories. I wasn't sure which theory I supported, but I definitely felt that my dreams were an expression of something from my past that frightened me.

      It seemed like I'd been dreaming for days. My dreams had been interrupted routinely by voices, lights, and people checking on me, prodding me, lifting me. I heard buzzers and beeping, phones ringing and footsteps, even someone snoring. Even now, I drifted through a dream I’d had before.

      It's my senior prom. I'd begged my mom for a strapless dress. She told me that I'd have to pay for it myself, because she couldn’t afford it. I worked every day after school to save up enough money for a form-fitting peach satin sheath that hit above the knees. It was strapless and the bodice was cut straight across. It was the most money that I'd ever spent on clothes, but it was prom, the first and only one I'd ever have.

      By my side that night will be my steady boyfriend, Daniel Henderson. We've been dating through my entire senior year. He's nearly nineteen, comes from a good family, and has a scholarship to attend Purdue University in the fall. He is good looking, with dark brown eyes and sandy blonde hair. He is built, too. He'd played football all four years of high school, and would play in the fall for Purdue. Daniel means a lot to me and God knows he has been patient. We hadn’t done much more than make out. I'd let him feel me up inside my top and finger me a couple of times. But now I'm ready; I want to give him a prom night he will remember.

      I slip my freshly bathed and waxed body into my new silk underwear and bra. My mom helps me zip my peach satin sheath in the back.

      “I want you to have these earrings, Ty,” Mom says as she hands me a blue velvet box. I open the box and there are two glistening pearl drop earrings nestled on a pink satin pillow.

      “These are beautiful, Mom, thank you!”

      She smiles as I fasten them into my ears. “They are perfect,” I say, looking at my reflection in the mirror. Mom fusses with my hair a bit more. It's piled up loosely on top of my head. She releases a few tendrils from each side and frames them around my face.

      “There now, that’s better, gives you a little bit of a ‘tousled’ look, now don’t it?” she says with satisfaction. Mom spins me around to take a full look. Her forehead creases a bit as she taps her index finger several times against her bottom lip.

      “Needs one more thing,” she says, hurrying off to her room and returning a moment later with another blue velvet box. She opens it and presents me with a gold necklace that has a single teardrop pearl pendant. She tosses the box over onto my bed, and fastens the necklace around my neck, checking the clasp.

      “Your daddy gave me this, along with those earrings, Ty,” she explains. “About the only things he ever did give me, besides you of course. Seems only right that you should have them. There now, baby girl, you look gorgeous.”

      I study myself in the mirror again, and I feel pretty. My make-up is subtle, my dress allows a bit of cleavage to show, but nothing overly daring. My hair looks shiny and playful. It’s the earrings and necklace that make it all perfect.

      “Thanks, Mom,” I say, putting my arms around her and hugging her tightly. Mom gets that uncomfortable look like always when I show her affection. Our doorbell chimes, interrupting our rare tender moment. I grab my clutch from the bed and start for the door. Mom stops me with her hand.

      “Tylar, honey, listen and don’t get mad, okay?”

      “What is it Mom?” I'm puzzled.

      “Honey, wasn’t that long ago that I went to prom, you know? Now, I just wanted to let you know that I stuck a couple of condoms in your purse there.”

      “Mom!” I gasp, shocked.

      “Now, don’t ‘mom’ me. I've given you permission to go to those after-prom parties. You think I don’t know what goes on after prom? Well, honey, I do. I just want to make sure that you have protection in case Daniel doesn’t, okay? You have fun, now, you hear? This is your night, baby.”

      I turn and descend the stairs, still blushing as I reach the landing and open the front door for Daniel. He's handsome in his black tuxedo, with peach cummerbund and tie. He places a gorgeous wrist corsage with peach colored roses and white baby’s breath on me and whistles.

      “You're hot, baby!” he laughs. “Are you ready?”

      I nod, swallowing nervously. “I am, Daniel,” I say softly, smiling at him.

      I'd been ready, too.

      I'd wanted to lose my virginity; it hung around my neck like an albatross. The prom had gone by so fast and the after-party was a whirl. I remembered dancing with Daniel and kissing him as we swayed to the music. I remembered arriving at the after-party, where my friends handed me drinks.

      I am laughing, stumbling, and totally wrecked! I can barely manage to stand, so Daniel is holding me up. He has one arm around my waist, half holding, half dragging me up the walkway to my front door. My heels and clutch purse are in his other hand. I look like a pathetic rag doll; my hair hangs down my back. My sheath is torn from when I stumbled out of his car. The satin is stained with rainbow vomit. That's from the Jell-O shots. My mom's standing on the porch with the front door wide open. She has her skimpy black nightie on, the one with spaghetti straps that's cut low, really low. Mom motions Daniel into the front hallway, and closes the door behind him.

      “What in the world happened to her, Daniel?”

      Daniel gives her his best attempt at a sober grin. He doesn’t pull it off very well. “I’m so sorry, Ms. Preston, I really am,” he says. “I didn’t know that they were feeding her Jell-O shots. She’s small and, well, I think she didn’t know her limit. But that’s no excuse. It's totally my fault, ma’am. I take full responsibility.”

      “Now, you call me Maggie just like everyone else does.”

      “Ms., I mean, Maggie? I think it might be best if we made a bed for her in the bathroom if that’s all right. I’m not sure she’s done tossing yet,” Daniel is smiling at my mom now.

      “Okay, sweetie, let me get a couple pillows for her. Can you get her upstairs by yourself, Daniel?"

      “Sure thing, Maggie,” he winks.

      I can’t believe that Mom is flirting with Daniel…my Daniel. I pass out.
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      I'm not sure how much later I awake and see that I'm sprawled across the bathroom floor. Someone has taken my prom dress off and dressed me in my nightgown. There is a pillow and blanket next to me. I'm no longer feeling nauseated. I'm just tired and my head is pounding. I just want my bed. I head down the carpeted hallway toward my room, stopping at my mom’s bedroom to see if she's sleeping or waiting up to yell at me. She's not in there. Her bedside clock reads 3:47 a.m.

      From downstairs, I hear voices. Oh God, I hope Daniel's not waiting to see if I want to go back out. I pad down the stairway, and the hall and living room are dark. I see a dim light coming from the den off of the kitchen. I tiptoe across the kitchen linoleum, noticing a couple of half-empty wine glasses, and an empty bottle of Pinot Noir on the table. The door to the den is ajar, and my mom’s back is to me. I can’t see Daniel’s face because my mom is kneeling in front of him as he reclines on the couch. I can see that his tuxedo trousers are down around his ankles.

      As my mom moves, I get a glimpse of Daniel’s face. His eyes are closed and his mouth is slightly open and he keeps rolling his tongue over his parted lips. My mom’s one hand is wrapped around his erection, making a fist, and sliding it up and down, while her other hand is down her own panties. I want to look away, but I can’t. I want to wake up from this dream, but I can’t.

      I hear a soft moan escape from Daniel. I open my eyes and see my mom taking the full length of his erection into her mouth. Daniel's hips start moving and his face is flushed. His breathing is ragged as he moans, swiveling his hips around and around.

      “Does Tylar do this for you, baby? It’s okay, you can tell me.”

      “No, ma’am…I mean no, Maggie, I swear,” he breathes.

      Mom shrugs off her black nightie and panties. She leans down and removes Daniel’s shoes and socks, pulling off his trousers, and tossing them aside. His tie is already off, and he peels off the shirt, tossing it in the pile with the rest of their clothes. I see my clutch purse next to the pile of clothes. Mom reaches for it, opens the flap, and removes the condoms she gave me before prom.

      “It’s a shame letting these go to waste, don’t you think Daniel?” she giggles, tossing one over to him. He catches it and smiles at her. He bites the corner off of the foil condom wrapper and spits it out, removing the ring from its package. My mom stops him.

      “Here, let me, baby,” she says. Daniel watches as my mom expertly rolls the condom onto his full length. She then lies back against the cushions, propping a pillow underneath her hips. He lowers himself down, slowly pressing into her. He positions his arms underneath her shoulders and, once again, searches for her mouth with his own. He presses completely into her. Mom moans with pleasure.

      “You’ve done this before I can tell,” she purrs at him as he continues sliding his dick in and out of her, his tight buttocks now going in circular motions.

      “Not with anyone you know,,” he says, his tongue now tracing along her neck. His mouth moves to her lips, as he plunges and thrusts his tongue into her mouth. My mom giggles, and rakes her nails gently over his bare ass.

      “I’ve decided that I want you for myself. You can't be messing with my daughter if you want to be with me. Do you understand? I won’t share you with my daughter. I want you again after tonight.”

      “Oh, Maggie,” Daniel whispers huskily, pressing into her, “you have my promise. You're the one I want.”

      They continue on; I'm horrified as I watch every time Daniel plunges himself into her.

      “Oh yeah, baby,” Daniel groans, increasing his rhythm. Mom moans loudly, grabbing his hair, as she climaxes.

      At that moment her eyes lock with mine. She knows I've been watching. She's delighted with the show she has provided me. She smiles knowingly at me for a brief second, and then turns her attention back to Daniel.

      “Try me from behind, sweetie, that will get you off,” she instructs. She turns and arches her back to allow Daniel access to her. Daniel is ringing with sweat; his erection is still full and hard. He gently guides himself back inside of her with his right hand, exhaling deeply as he does. His hips begin to gyrate, and his hands are planted firmly on each of her butt cheeks. He moans loudly chasing his release, and then collapses back, pulling her on top of him, kissing her face.

      “What a fuck,” he breathes heavily into her ear. The picture is freeze-framed…

      “Stop, Mom!”

      Beep.

      “He’s my boyfriend!”

      Beep.

      “STOP!”

      Beep-beep.

      I was at war with a thin material settled around my upper body, my fingernails threatening to tear straight through. It felt like my chest was trying to push a hurricane through my lungs.

      I pried my eyes open, and was greeted by the dim lighting of a hospital room. There was a long minute of some hazy confusion and nightmare-disorientation, before I began to remember the events from last night (at least, I hope that it was from last night. God, please don’t let this be something from a Lifetime movie where my trying to pretty much drink the entire Sinclair pool ended me up in a six-year coma!).

      The party.

      The wine coolers.

      The pool.

      The only thing that I could remember with clarity though, was when I was completely submerged under water. The way my lungs were trying to steal air from every possible organ, and coming up with nothing. And when my body finally sunk to the very bottom, there was this huge bright light. And then…yeah, I couldn’t recall anything after that. Except someone in black.

      Trey Sinclair.

      And then that dream. I’ve always been prone to bad dreams, but they were hardly ever like that; with so much detail marbled through them that everything was pretty much in high definition.

      “Tylar,” a smooth, masculine voice said from my left.

      That startled the crap out of me. “God,” I nearly shouted. Well, kind of. It actually came out more like something Demi Moore would have whispered in Ghost, but sure, let’s call it nearly shouting.

      “Careful,” the voice was much nearer this time, and I was soon face to face with…Trey Sinclair?

      I blinked. “What are you doing here?”

      His eyebrows slowly glided up his face. “You don’t remember?”

      “Yeah, I…” I bit my lip, “I remember what happened, just not so much what happened after…”

      “After you’d been drinking and decided to go for a midnight swim in my pool?” He supplied, tilting his head with only one eyebrow raised now. Wow. Impressive combo. It only made the guy look that much sexier, if that were even possible. It also didn’t help that the sunlight streaming in through the window was highlighting his entire face.

      I took that moment to subtly check him out. I don’t know why I thought it was subtle, being that Trey was still studying me, but it was at that time I noticed that at some point he must have changed after--

      “You saved me,” I blurted in my new Demi voice, remembering the person in black and the fact that he was the one that carried me, in his wet tux and all, to the ambulance.

      And stayed.

      “Wait, how long have you been here?”

      He dug his hands into his denim pockets before answering. “I brought you here last night, and made sure that you were all right. And then I got here shortly before you woke up.”

      Which meant that he’d seen me wake up.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked softly, interrupting my train of thought. His jewel-toned gaze was fixed on mine when I looked back up at him, and what I saw there was something that I really didn’t want to see--pity and concern with a good dose of curiosity.

      “Okay,” I shrugged, aiming for nonchalance.

      “Your heart monitor didn’t seem to think so a couple of minutes ago.” He turned to go sit back down in the uncomfy-looking chair against the wall.

      I nodded my head, as if I were weighing the options. “Just one of my nightmares. I get them sometimes.”

      He crossed his leg over the opposite and leaned into the chair. “What were you dreaming about?” He asked, in an almost relaxed manner.

      "I don't remember," I lied, looking away from him.

      He didn’t get the chance to press me on the issue, seeing as how his cell phone chose that precise moment to ring, seeming much louder than it actually was in the suddenly silent room.

      I glanced over at Trey, seeing him swiftly rise out of the chair while pressing a button on the phone that was now being held up to his ear. “Charlotte,” he drawled as he made his way to the open door leading to the hallway.

      God, that phone couldn’t have chirped at a better time. I watched as he disappeared around the threshold saying, “Yeah, I just came back to check on her…”

      Charlotte.

      I remembered a vague and unfamiliar female voice from last night. The date he brought to his tuxedo affair perhaps? I didn’t have too much time to wonder about her however, because as soon as Trey strolled out, a nurse swiftly made an entrance.

      I read her nametag: “Florence.”

      “Ms. Preston,” she addressed me, and her formal tone already had me trying to sit up straighter. She made a beeline to my heart monitor, pressing buttons here and there. “I see that you’re awake,” she stated while jotting down important hospital stuff onto her chart. I tried to sneak a peek at my chart, but she might as well have been writing in Morse code.

      I gingerly nodded my head, then realizing that she wasn’t even looking at me, answered, “Yep.”

      She glanced up from the chart, her glasses slipping further down her nose. “You had quite the concussion,” she informed me.

      Slowly, I took a breath, “How long was I out?”

      “For awhile."

      That wasn't really an answer.

      "What day is it?"

      "Sunday," came the answer. "You're friend's been here nearly the whole time, watching over you like some mother hen," she finished with a sly wink.

      Friend?

      Trey Sinclair?

      “Also,” Florence continued, having the decency to ignore the slight blush I could feel taking over my cheeks. “Your ribs and throat are going to be mildly sore for a while, okay? We’ve given you pain medication to help with your headache, but the best thing for your throat and abdomen is time and plenty of rest. If you have any more questions, the doctor shouldn’t be too long.”

      “Actually, can I have some water please?” I asked before she made her exit.

      “Oh sure, hun,” came Florence’s swift reply. I watched her walk back over to the bed, reaching for a dull pink pitcher. She gave me another smile as she poured some water into a paper cup before unwrapping one of those accordion-looking straws. “Be careful of your sore throat.”

      I delicately raised the cup to my lips, and took a hesitant gulp.

      Jeez!! She wasn’t kidding! ‘Mildly sore’… Ha. I think Nurse Florence was putting it mildly.

      I forced myself to swallow it down and hoped like heck I could do so without spraying it across the roo—

      “Hey there, girl! How ya doing?”

      I swear the water I was trying to swallow hit the wall seven feet away as it all came back up in sputtering fits. I was still coughing when I turned to see Denise and Ray standing near my bed. Denise was wide-eyed, and Ray’s lips were twitching and threatening to let a laugh break through.

      Florence looked like she was nearly about to hit the “Code Blue” button.

      “Jesus, ‘Nise! The poor girl is just recovering from the last time she almost drowned,” Ray teased, throwing an arm over Denise’s shoulders with a smile that gave the late afternoon sun a run for its money.

      Denise’s eyes widened even more, her face paling, “Oh, Tylar! I-I’m so sorry, hun! Are you okay?” She quickly began fishing into her purse for God knew what. “Here, let me get you something to clean you up…”

      “It’s okay, Denise. I’m fine,” I tried to reassure her with a straight face.

      “Well here, let’s at least find you a comb for that rat’s nest hair of yours that you got going.” She produced a wide-toothed comb from one of the side pockets.

      Seriously, what wasn’t in that purse?

      I tried not to grimace at the thought of what I must've looked like at that moment or have a vanity breakdown at what Trey must have been staring at while he was in here.

      “Oh, wow,” Denise murmured while trying to get through a tangle. “Will she be able to shower anytime soon?”

      “Actually,” Florence replied in a formal medical tone, “she can whenever she feels up to it. She’ll need someone to help her, I’m sure, if she plans on doing so today. Would you like me to send another staff member, or—”

      “Oh, it’s no big deal. I’ll help her,” Denise offered. She was still working the dreaded comb through my hair, when Ray finally asked the million-dollar question.

      “So, pretty girl, what happened?”

      That’s what I loved about Ray. No judgment, no condescending tone, or scolding looks. Just concern, pure and simple.

      “That’s what I’d like to know, as well,” I heard Trey’s voice. I quickly turned to find him leaning against the doorframe, while I was probably becoming bald in the process of beautification as the friggin’ comb snagged on a particular nasty snarl.

      “Ouch!” I winced as Denise mumbled a very unladylike curse.

      “Shit, Tylar, are you okay?”

      “It’s okay,” I told Denise, before looking back over at Trey who wasn’t quite in the room and not quite out either. “Where’d you go?” I blurted.

      He totally did the sexy eyebrow thing. Okay, this concussion thing was seriously starting to annoy me what with taking away my ability to converse like a normal person and all.

      Trey took a couple of steps into the room. “I was talking to your doctor just now."

      “What’d he say?” Ray asked.

      Trey looked over at the man, like he was just now seeing that we weren’t the only ones in the room. Sticking his hands in his pockets, he looked back over at me.

      Denise piped in, “Well, the nurse already told us that she can shower. So she can’t be that worse for the wear. Thank God.” She sauntered over to where she left her purse, and tossed that devil comb back inside.

      “Well, she said that they’re going to keep you for one more night,” Trey informed us.

      “And that your blood-alcohol level wasn’t as high as I’d originally thought,” he continued.

      Okay, that one irked me. “Well, yeah,” I said. “I only had a few wine coolers, and I’m pretty sure those things are more sugar than anything.”

      “So, swimming in my family’s pool late at night was a sober thought?” Trey parried.

      I fidgeted with my fingers. “Well, no. But it wasn’t my thought.”

      That got his attention. He took a step closer, “And whose thought was it?”

      I shrugged, glancing over at Ray who was watching me. “Does it matter? I mean it’s not like we can change what happened, right?”

      “Wrong, Ms. Preston,” Trey quipped, going from zero to sixty in a quick second. “Because you're my employee. As was everyone else who was standing around the pool last night. And as my employee, you nearly drowned.”

      I think I preferred him standing at least seven feet away. He was now using the same voice from when he saw me with Derringer.

      “So, yeah, it matters,” he finished sharply.“What happened?” Trey asked, using a lofty monotone. His arms were now crossed, drawing my attention yet again to the skin his shirt didn’t cover.

      “We weren’t at the pool for very long,” I told him, shifting uncomfortably in the bed. “We were just having a barbeque, and sure, there was alcohol around but just beer and wine coolers. And after we ate, we went swimming.” I looked up at him, with nervous hands and a brave face. “In your pool. We were playing some stupid game where…” I made some kind of indicating hand gesture, “You do this…thing where you get on each other’s shoulders to try to make the other person lose their balance. Or something.” This was where I expected him to smirk and once again remark on the fact that we were in his pool.

      But Trey didn’t smirk. He didn’t fire me. He didn’t roll his eyes at the naïve girl who couldn’t even drink out of one of those stupid accordion-looking death straws.

      He started laughing.

      Not a barrel-laugh or anything. I couldn’t even tell that he was laughing at first; I just saw that he clamped his lips shut. But when he bowed his head down, and his shoulders began to shake with his arms still crossed, I could see it. Then he looked back up with probably the most gorgeous smile on the face of this planet.

      “You almost drowned while Chicken Fighting?”

      Wow. Seriously, it wasn’t that I was ignoring the question so much as I was downright fascinated with what that smile did to Trey. He went from being this super sexy Versace-ad-looking employer with a temper to just a guy who was completely mesmerizing with this riveting smile.

      Blinking a couple of times, I murmured, “No, I didn’t almost drown while Chicken Fighting…I hit my head on the side of the pool when Jenna shoved me.”

      Gone was the smile. Saying that it disappeared would be a vast understatement, because Rhett my Boss was back in full swing within the next nanosecond. “Had she been drinking?” Trey asked.

      I bit my lip, because I really hated shoving someone in front a bus. And I wasn’t going to do that. Even with Jenna, the girl with a pair of Victoria’s biggest Secrets. Nope. Not gonna happen, Mr. Sinclair. He could sit there and penetrate me with those gorgeous eyes all day. I wasn’t going to slip this time. Nope!

      “Jenna pushed you?” Denise’s hiss was accessorized with one of those narrowed-eyed looks that most girls have down to perfection.

      “Yeah, she did,” I said more to Denise than to Trey, followed by a quick, “but that’s part of the game, right? She really hadn’t been drinking any more than I had.” I shot Ray a quick look that practically screamed Help me, dammit!

      Before Ray could rescue me, I heard Trey’s deep breath.

      “Alright,” Trey started. “It doesn’t matter if she was drinking. I just wanted to know what happened. Now, if you all will excuse me, I gotta go do some things.”

      Denise edged herself into the conversation again.

      “Well, no worries. I think Tylar here will be good as new in a couple days. You practically won’t even know that she’s gone!” She confettied that last statement with a false laugh, which sobered up the second Trey gifted her with a dark look. Still, the woman soldiered right on through. “We’re just goin’ to get her cleaned up, and she’ll be nearly sparklin’.”

      “Thank you,” Trey tossed at her before he threw a last glance my way. “Make sure she stays in the shallow end.”

      And then he was gone. Just like that.
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      Trey had just left when Ray spoke up, concern lacing his voice.

      "Ty, we've been trying like crazy to contact your mom. We wanted to let her know what happened. Have you spoken with her?”

      “No, not since she drove me to the bus station in Louisville to come here,” I answered.

      “Maybe you wrote the wrong number on your emergency contact form.”

      “Doubtful, but I’d have to see it to be sure. I have her number programmed into my cell though.”

      “Where’s your cell?”

      “Back at my cottage.”

      “Okay,” he said, “I'm gonna fetch it and bring it to you this evening, okay? You need to let your mom know where you are and that you're okay.”

      “Sure, okay, Ray.”

      Boy, he did not know my mom; that was certain.

      “Ray?” I said, letting my curiosity get the best of me.

      “Yes, darlin’?”

      “You know there are rumors floating around the place about Trey and some scandal with his former fiancée. I wondered—”

      “Damn gossip,” Ray interrupted, frowning. “Ty, that's all it is. I don’t know the particulars of what you’ve heard; all I know is that Trey's someone that I trust completely."

      Denise came bouncing back into my hospital room at that moment, smiling and carrying some type of cosmetic case.

      “Good news for you, girlie,” she said with a broad smile. “I'm cleared to help you with a shower. We’ll get your hair washed and conditioned, and who knows, maybe add a pinch of my magic dust to it to give you a bit of a new look, that’s if you’re game and trust me with it.”

      “Oh my God yes, Denise!” I laughed.

      “Great!” she chirped. “Okay, Ray outta here, baby. We girls have some magic to work. I'll call you later to pick me up. And let Jenna in Ty's cottage to get her some proper sleepwear and bring it with you when you come back, darlin'."

      “Yes, dear” he replied, trying his best to sound like the over burdened boyfriend.

      The shower felt exquisite. I lathered my hair with shampoo, twice, then rinsed and conditioned. Once I’d toweled off, Denise had me sit on the bedside chair while she combed out my wet locks. “Now, I’m going to spray on a little detangler here, hun,” she explained. “And I gotta ask, are you particularly fond of wearing your hair this long?" she asked me, wrinkling her nose slightly.

      “Why?” I asked, eying her suspiciously, noting she wasn't fond of my current hairstyle.

      My thoughts strayed back to my freshman year of high school, two days before class pictures were being taken. Mom decided that my hair needed a bit of a trim before picture day. My hair fell to my shoulders and I loved the way it swung softly about.

      “Just an inch or so, Ty,” Mom prods. “Just let me get the split ends off. It will lay better and look much healthier for your pictures. If I’m paying for those pictures then you can damn well make sure you look your best in them, hear?”

      An hour later, I look at the pile of hair laying on the bathroom floor in shock. I grab the hand mirror off the vanity. I see the look of horror that appears on my face as I see my own reflection. My hair is in a short, butch cut. My mom's beside me, watching my reaction. I turn and face her incredulously.

      “Now don’t blame me!” she says, holding her hands up defensively. “You got that funny shaped head and it makes it hard when I’m trying to even up both sides of it. Had to keep taking more off so I could get it evened up, but I think it’s cute. You ought to see the back. I think they call this a bob.”

      When she sees I’m not buying it she gets more flustered with me. “It’s just hair, dammit! It’s not like it won’t grow back. I swear, I try and do something nice for my girl and do you think she appreciates it? Hell no - no way."

      “I’m sorry, Mom. I’m sure once I wash and style it myself it will be fine."

      “Hello? Earth to Tylar?” I shook off my memories and focused at Denise. “How about it? I've a really cute cut in mind. I’ll mostly just put it in long layers to frame around that beautiful face of yours. Maybe add a few highlights?” she coaxed eagerly. “Nothing major, mind you, just to soften the look and highlights will give this gorgeous hair of yours more depth. What do you think?"

      “Go for it, Denise,” I allowed.

      Forty-five minutes later Denise had finished.

      “All done,” she announced pleased with the look. We hurried into the bathroom so she could show me the results. Flipping on the light, she spread out her arms. “Voila!”

      “Wow,” I said, then another “Wow!”

      “You like?” she beamed proudly.

      “Uh, Denise, actually, it looks…I look like—”

      “—Rachel!” she squealed, delighted that I recognized the cut.

      I swung my head from side to side. The layers bounced. I stared at my reflection. How could I not love looking like Jennifer Aniston’s hair double?

      Denise was pleased with her workmanship. My hair was now an exact replica of Jennifer Aniston’s style from, oh, what? Like fifteen...twenty years ago? As long as it was still long enough to pull up into a ponytail when I worked I could hang with it. I knew Denise was waiting for more.

      “Denise,” I said, turning to her and smiling, “I love it!”

      I gave her a big hug and watched as she beamed proudly.

      I'd just finished eating and Denise was watching the news when Ray arrived. He carried a wrapped box along with my cell phone and charger. He placed the items down on my bed.

      “What’s this?” I asked peering at the gift-wrapped box.

      “Oh,” he shrugged, “I think maybe Jenna felt guilty about what happened. Instead of going into your cottage, she went out shopping. She said that this would fit you fine, and to give you her best wishes.”

      “Open it,” Denise directed excitedly.

      I complied, tearing the wrapping paper off.

      The box contained a black silk thong and matching bustier camisole. I doubted that it would cover my belly button.

      Ray blushed for the first time ever. Denise gave a startled, “Oh My God!”

      I was in shock. I turned the box over to see what kind of store sold such skimpy lingerie. The print on the box read, Fred-X of Follywood. I felt my cheeks redden with embarrassment.

      Ray cleared his throat, trying to change the subject, “By the way Ty, I really do like your new hairstyle and, believe me, and I’m not just saying that because I love Denise."

      “Thanks, Ray. Denise is awesome. I love it, too.”

      “Tell you what,” Ray continued, “’Neecie and I'll get out of your way. It’s been a long day for you, I know. We’ll see you when you get back to the ranch, okay? You get some rest.”

      “Thank you both. It means a lot to me what you’ve done.”

      They both gave me a warm hug and kiss. I heard them giggling as they left my room. I giggled too, putting the lid back on the box.
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      I was alone in my hospital room for the first time all day. I figured I might as well get dressed for bed. I was bored, so I decided to try on my new “outfit.” I pulled the tags off the thong and the bustier camisole and took them to my bathroom to try on.

      My God, I loved the feel of the silk, but it appeared Jenna had selected a top that was much too small for me. My breasts practically spilled out over the lace-trimmed bodice. I studied my new hairdo, admiring my reflection. I was satisfied with my new look, despite the tacky underwear that Jenna had sent. Maybe I'd buzz the nurse’s station for a clean gown after all. I switched off the bathroom light and headed back to my bed. I didn’t see him as I leaned over my bed to flip the light switch. As I reached over the bed for the nurse call button, the sound of his smooth, silky voice startled me.

      “Well, Ms. Preston, I see hospital garb suits you well.”

      “Oh!” I exclaimed, startled. Trey was sitting in the only cushioned chair in the room. He'd taken his suit jacket off and tossed it over the back of the chair. His white dress shirt was unbuttoned at the neck, his tie was loosened. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled up to just below his elbows. His sapphire blue eyes seemed even darker as they flickered appreciatively over my body, coming to rest on the generous cleavage created by the too-small bustier. I scrambled into my bed, pulling the covers up to my chin. I could feel the blush coloring my face and I glared at him. He chuckled, displaying that magnificent dimple.

      “That kind of defeats the purpose, doesn’t it?”

      “What purpose is that?"

      “Showing off your sexy lingerie for everyone."

      “Why would I want to do that?"

      "Trolling for doctors, perhaps?”

      “Isn’t that your job counselor?” I replied smugly.

      “I don’t practice that kind of law,” he snapped, but I noticed a hint of amusement flicker across his scrumptious face. He stood and approached the side of my bed. He lifted a lock of my newly highlighted, layered hair, thoughtfully rubbing it between his thumb and forefinger.

      “I like it,” he said thoughtfully. “Denise did a very nice job on your hair.”

      “Thank you,” I managed a smile.

      “I’m curious to know where you got your, uh, ‘pajamas’ for lack of a better word?”

      “Jenna…who else? I guess this was her idea of a conciliatory gesture.”

      “I see,” he said softly, “and you don’t like the olive branch she offered?”

      “It’s not exactly my style, plus it’s too small at the top. Probably Jenna’s way of letting me know she thinks I’m built like a boy or something,” I replied, shrugging.

      “I hardly think so,” he said a bit derisively. “You’re extremely beautiful, but I suspect you knew that already."

      I blushed at the compliment, not quite sure how to respond to this unfamiliar territory. I was more comfortable when Trey was berating me for something. Maybe a change of subject would take those piercing blue eyes off of me.

      “Tre…I mean Mr. Sinclair?” I started.

      “Please, let’s dispense with this ‘Mr. Sinclair’ stuff once and for all,” he said, laughing and waving his hand dismissively. “After all, I’ve seen parts of you over the course of the past few days that clothes would never cover if it were up to me. It’s Trey, okay?”

      I felt my cheeks heat when I tried to imagine the extent of what he'd seen, but he was waiting for me to finish what I'd started.

      "Oh, um, would you mind getting my hospital gown off the hook in the bathroom? I think I'd be more comfortable in it.”

      “I’m sure you would, but I wouldn’t,” he teased. "I think I've got something here that will be comfortable and give you some modesty as well,” he said.

      He retrieved a shopping bag from the chair and placed it next to me on the bed, indicating for me to look inside. I opened it and removed a tissue-wrapped bundle. The tissue was sealed with the scrolled “VS” gold seal. I opened the seal and lifted a pink terrycloth bathrobe from the tissue. It was soft and fluffy as I rubbed it up against my cheek. There was a “VS” silk embroidered emblem on the front panel.

      “Thank you. I totally love it,” I clutched it appreciatively.

      “There’s more,” he said with amusement. “Keep going.”

      I tilted the bag and found a matching pair of pink fluffy slippers inside, and another tissue-wrapped package at the bottom. I opened the package and pulled out a pink satin nightie. It had spaghetti straps and was full length, with a slit up one side to just above the knee. It was sexy, yet soft and classy. There was also a pair of bikini panties that matched.

      "These are beautiful,” I breathed, brushing the satin nightgown against my cheek. “Thank you.”

      He was pleased that I was pleased. “Why don’t you change into them?” he suggested.

      Okay I was down with that except there was no way I was parading my thonged ass past him to get to the bathroom.

      He realized my dilemma, but made no attempt to move. He cocked his eyebrow at me, sporting a devilish grin. I realized I was inadvertently presenting him with a view of my ready-to-spill-over breasts.

      “Do you mind?” I asked, pulling the sheets up to my chin again. “Some privacy would be nice.”

      Trey was still grinning like a cad, but finally stood up and sauntered to the door. “I’ll be back in three minutes, ready or not.”

      I flew into action, knowing that he meant what he said. A couple of minutes later, fully dressed with my new robe cinched tightly around me, I climbed back onto my hospital bed, stretching out on top of the covers. I finger combed my hair again nervously, pulling the shawl collar of the robe up so that my neck was covered.

      In a few seconds, Trey re-entered the room. He stopped short, giving me a frown when he saw that I was fully covered and safe from his bold stare and lingering perusal.

      “Comfortable?” he asked.

      “Absolutely. You chose well and everything fits perfectly.”

      “Ok then,” he continued, “you and I need to discuss a few matters, if you’re not too tired?”

      “I’m fine,” I answered. “In fact, I feel almost back to normal. I get to go home tomorrow."

      “Actually, I insisted they keep you over at least another day or two so that arrangements can be made.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean about arrangements.”

      “Several of the staff members have attempted to reach your mother on the number listed in your personnel file. It's no longer a valid cell phone number. It could've been put into our computer system in error. I'd like for you to call her now, please.”

      “I've no problem calling my mom,” I replied, “but wouldn’t she be a little late to the party since I’m fine now?”

      “My point is that your mother will probably want you to come home for a couple of weeks to fully recover. Any type of concussion can have lingering effects; it’s important to minimize the risk of further complications. Your work here with the horses is the type of risk I'm talking about.”

      I cut him off abruptly. “So, you’re firing me?”

      “Calm down,” he warned. The edge in his voice told me he meant business. “You're not fired…yet,” he responded slowly. “I'm simply concerned about your recovery. I guess I figured you'd want to be home with your family. You can't return to work, at any rate, until a doctor clears you.”

      “First off,” I croaked… “my family's just my mom. It’s always been just Mom and me.”

      “Your father's totally out of the picture?”

      “I don’t remember him, if that's what you’re asking. He left us when I was about a year old. They divorced.”

      “What kind of a man doesn’t contact his daughter?” Trey asked more to himself than to me, shaking his head in disapproval.

      “He did send money, though,” I offered. “About the hospital bill, I have some money in my college trust. There was almost $50,000 the last time I checked the balance. I can pay my hospital bill out of that. I really don’t want you to feel responsible for picking up the tab on something caused by my own poor judgment.”

      “Not necessary," he replied, “We have liability insurance for this sort of thing. I don’t want you to worry about the hospital bill.”

      “But I feel responsible,” I interrupted.

      He raked both hands through his thick hair as he looked at me with blue eyes blazing. “And just what does that accomplish? So you don’t finish college, then what? You find some nice good ol’ boy to share his trailer with you?”

      That was a low blow. I turned my face away from him totally pissed off. He was at the side of my bed in a flash, turning my chin, forcing me to look at him.

      “That was out of line. I'm used to not being questioned or challenged on things. I’m sorry, Tylar.”

      I wasn't sure why he affected me this way. His apology was sincere. The sob that I'd been holding back finally escaped. He leaned into me, his face now very close to mine. Close enough that I could feel his warm breath near my lips. I closed my eyes, tilting my face up a bit, waiting to feel his lips on mine and wanting to feel them more than I'd ever wanted anything else.

      Then nothing happened.

      I opened one eye and then the other; he'd moved back from me, his eyes still studying mine with obvious indecision. He stood up abruptly, his brow furrowed in confusion.

      I scooted away from him on the bed, running my fingers through my hair nervously. "No probs. Apology accepted."

      He handed my cell phone to me, his eyes now searching my face.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Call your mother,” he instructed. “She needs to know what’s going on and I need to know what your plans are so that I can schedule adjustments with the staff.”

      I took my phone from him and pulled up my mom’s number. It didn’t ring. There was a three-tone signal followed by a digital recording stating that the number dialed was either out of service or had been disconnected. No further information was available. I snapped the phone shut and let it fall onto my bed.

      Trey looked at me expectantly, “Well?”

      “It’s either out of service or has been disconnected. You had the right number after all.”

      “Is this typical of your mom?” he questioned.

      “Nothing's typical about my mom.”

      "Look," he continued, "there must be a friend, a neighbor, someone you can call to get word to your mom about your accident.”

      “Nobody.” I replied. "Maybe she hasn’t paid her cell phone bill. It happens. If you think for one minute that my mother wants me back in her house to make sure I recover to your expectations, well then you're delusional. She has her own life to live and apparently, that's what she's doing. That phone works both ways you know. It’s not as if she has called me in the last three weeks. If you don’t believe me, check the call log for yourself.”

      Trey was momentarily taken aback by my outburst. “What about a job? Does she work somewhere that we can call?”

      “She works Tuesday, Thursday, and Friday for Findley, Morris & Sneed. It’s a law firm in Louisville.”

      He sighed audibly, walking over to the side of the bed where I could see him.

      “I'll have someone here Tuesday morning to take you back to your cottage, okay?”

      “Thank you,” I replied. “Could you please have them bring something for me to wear?”

      “Sure,” he responded politely. “Ray and I'll review the staffing schedule to see who we can move around to cover your duties and where we might put you in the interim.”

      “I appreciate that, Trey.” And then he was gone.
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      At nine-thirty Tuesday morning, Denise barreled through my hospital door, carrying a bag of clothes with her. “Ray let me into your cottage sweetie. I got you a pair of jeans, bra, panties, tee shirt, and these sneakers. Will that do?”

      “Denise, you’re an angel,” I said.

      As Denise drove us back to Sinclair Stables, I quizzed her. “Have I missed anything good since I’ve been out of commission?”

      “Well, honey, I’m not sure what you consider good. Let’s see. I did hear Ray say that Derringer is eating well again. He was on a little bit of a hunger strike from missing you and all. Oh and the races will start over at the track Saturday evening. Everybody’s excited about that. Ray said you're to take it easy today and he'll stop over later to fill you in on your revised schedule.”

      “I can hardly wait to get back to work. I feel perfectly fine, you know. I hope Trey didn’t tell Ray to schedule me somewhere boring, like over at The Belle.”

      “Well, whatever you're instructed to do, it’s for your own good. Keep that in mind, you hear?”

      “Yes, Mom,” I teased.

      Later, as we drove down the long drive at the Sinclair estate, I spotted Clint and Luke out in the pasture, exercising Ariel and the brown chestnut, Socrates. Both horses were being worked to race at the track over at The Belle. Denise tapped her horn, getting Luke and Clint’s attention. I waved eagerly at them from the passenger seat. Clint recognized me immediately, pulling off his hat and waving it back and forth while Socrates, startled by the car horn, pranced.

      “I want to help them get the quarters ready for this coming weekend’s races.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t count on doing that, hun.”

      “What do you mean?” I turned to look at her.

      “It’s just that when Trey came by early this morning to speak with Ray, uhh, I did hear a few things.”

      “Spill it, Denise! I mean it.”

      “He instructed Ray that under no circumstances were you to be working in the stables, exercising the horses, or even pleasure riding until further notice.”

      “What?” I exclaimed. “What will I do, then?”

      “I think maybe you'll be working over at The Belle,” she said, almost inaudibly.

      “Dressing up and giving tours? No way, no freaking way!”

      “No, no,” she assured me.

      I felt some relief.

      “I think you're scheduled to work in the main building.”

      Oh great! There were just old ladies in that building working the gift shop, restaurant, and special events planning. I looked over at Denise.

      “It won’t be forever, hun. He’s just worried about you after what you’ve been through and all. I heard him tell Ray about your nightmare. I really do think it shook Trey up. I’ve never seen him so concerned about anyone like he is with you. Seems to me he’s quite protective of you, sweetie.”

      I gave her a sidelong glance, with an unspoken Puleeze.

      “I don’t care if you believe me or not, you’ll see in time.”

      “I had a concussion, Denise. Of course I was having dreams, nightmares, whatever. But there was nothing on those discharge papers saying anything about me not riding or working around horses.”

      “He’s just being a bit overprotective, sweetie, you know after that accident back there in—” She stopped abruptly, realizing that she'd said too much.

      “C’mon Denise, finish what you started. I’ve already heard some rumors about him and a fiancée that ditched him. Tell me what you know.”

      “Listen here, if you want to know what happened, you need to ask Trey. I don't like to talk out of turn."

      That was the end of the conversation.

      My cottage was stuffy from being closed up. I immediately opened the large front window to circulate the air. Ray had put my pay envelope on the breakfast bar, along with some mail that had arrived for me over the course of the last few days. I had to make my pay last since there wouldn’t be a check coming next Monday for this week.

      I relaxed on the couch, reminiscing about our house in Kentucky and what it had been like growing up there. I'd always been given chores. By the time I turned seven years old my chores included doing the dishes, taking the trash out, cleaning my room, and folding my own laundry. By the time I was thirteen, I was responsible for cleaning the whole house on Saturdays, earning twenty dollars a week.

      I liked Saturdays because Mom would allow me to have my new best friend, Laurie, over on Friday nights to spend the night with me. Laurie’s mom, Mona, and my mom were good friends. Mona was about the only female friend that I remembered Mom having. They lived five blocks from us. Laurie would come home from school with me on Fridays. After Mom got off work, she'd bring a pizza home for us and let us stay up until midnight.

      On Saturday, Mona would come by and pick Laurie up at noon. That's when my chores began. I'd put clean sheets on the beds, then start cleaning the rest of the house. Mom left right at 1 p.m. for her weekly appointment at the spa. She'd get a facial, pedicure, manicure, and her hair styled. She'd stop at the grocery to get stuff for dinner.

      Saturday was Mom’s date night so that's when I would stay overnight at Laurie's. Mona would come by with Laurie around five-thirty to pick me up, just as Mom was starting dinner for her date. It was always a fancy candlelit meal. Laurie said her mom was the same way on her Friday date nights. I guess that’s why Laurie slept over at my house on her mom’s date nights. It was more romantic without kids around. Laurie said that she didn’t remember her dad either; he'd died before she was born. She said that except for her mom, she had no other family. We had a lot in common. My mom’s parents had died before I was born; my dad’s parents didn’t want anything to do with me she told me.

      I was startled from my memories by the sound of my cell phone ringing. I jumped up to answer it. “Hello?”

      “I trust you got home and settled okay.”

      It was Trey’s “business” voice and my stomach did a flip-flop. I wanted his smooth and silky voice back.

      “Yes,” I answered softly. “Everything went fine. I feel fine. I'm ready to go back to work and dig in.”

      I was curious as to whether he was going to divulge my new assignment, or leave the dirty work to Ray when he came by later.

      “Ray was supposed to stop by this evening after his shift to discuss the schedule we worked out for you for the next couple of weeks. Unfortunately, when I just now called him, he has been delayed by an early delivery of a foal over at The Belle. He's staying there waiting for the vet. Since he hasn’t had the opportunity to discuss the specifics with you, I wanted to give you a call to let you know to just take it easy for the rest of the week until Ray can get with you about next week’s schedule.”

      “I see,” I replied. My voice was sharp now. “Why don’t you go ahead and fill me in? I already know I’m scheduled to work over at The Belle. Are you punishing me for some reason?”

      “Not that I owe you an explanation, but to answer your question, you're not being punished. I simply must make appropriate decisions in the best interest of the business and minimize any risk of re-injury to you.”

      "I'm sorry I snapped," I replied. “It’s just that I know that with the races starting this weekend and all, the rest of the group can probably use all of the help they can get prepping the horses. I can be of more assistance at the stables than anywhere else. I can make sure that I don’t over-do it.” My voice was soft and sweet. “Please, Trey?”

      “I know what you're trying to do,” he said, firmly. “It isn’t working. You'll start your assignment over at the La Vie Belle on Monday. Ray will fill you in on the details sometime before then. This is non-negotiable, understood?"

      “Yeah, yeah,” I replied rolling my eyes and not bothering to hide my irritation. “What about Derringer?”

      “What about him?”

      “Can I at least take care of him when I’m off the clock?”

      “No,” he answered. “I want you to distance yourself from the horses until your follow-up appointment with the doctor.”

      “My discharge papers don’t say anything about my not being allowed around horses.” There was silence on the other end. I heard soft music in the background.

      “Hello? Are you there?” I asked.

      “Ah yes, I’m sorry. This really isn't a good time to discuss the details of your schedule. I’ve made myself clear from the company's standpoint, and I believe that you're clear on what's to take place on Monday, correct?”

      Just then, I heard a female voice speaking to Trey. His attempt to cover the mouthpiece was less than perfect. The voice sounded like the same one I remembered from the hospital. Charlotte. It sounded as if she was saying something to him about dinner being served, and did she just say: “Don’t keep me waiting, baby?”

      Trey shifted his voice back to me, “Are you there?”

      “I am,” I replied coolly.

      “As to the matter we were discussing, I want to make sure that you're clear on what I expect and that you'll adhere to your schedule on Monday.”

      “Right. Monday,” I repeated. “Yep, I'm clear about Monday. No worries.”

      “Okay, then,” he said. “Please rest up until then?”

      “Sure thing,” I said succinctly.

      I had no plans to “take it easy.” I needed to busy myself with the horses. Since I wasn't officially assigned to The Belle until Monday, I was still technically following the rules. I'd get a good night's rest and be back in action tomorrow.

      Unfortunately, a restful sleep wasn't going to happen for me tonight. My earlier reflections of my former best friend Laurie, her mother, Mona, and my mom would come back to haunt me complete with details that I'd long since forgotten. I'd not be forgetting those details anytime soon.
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      The phone call with Trey had left me with a cluttered mind, so I spent the rest of the evening scrubbing my cottage. I vacuumed the carpet, shook out all of the area rugs, and Windexed every possible surface. I liked keeping myself busy. I still had a stack of mail piled neatly on the counter. It would have to wait. Finally, exhaustion had won out. I was determined to sleep.

      Tossing and turning in my bed, my dream was familiar. It spawned from a memory of when I was fourteen years old.

      It's Saturday. Mona and Laurie have picked me up from my house to spend the usual Saturday night with Laurie. I had just turned fourteen the month before. Laurie is older than me by about six months, but it might as well be six years on this weekend.

      We've been hanging out at a video arcade about a block from her house the past few Saturday evenings. Mona lets us walk down there and then she picks us up promptly at 9 p.m. Laurie and I are both interested in boys, but the problem is, we both like the same boy. His name is Kyle; he is fifteen years old and, to us, he seems practically all grown up. He lives in the same neighborhood as Laurie, which I feel gives her an unfair advantage over me. I'm okay with competition, but it has to be fair.

      Laurie goes into the kitchen after we eat and gives her mom a hug, and then innocently asks if Mona minds if we go to the Video Palace to meet another one of her friends from school, Vanessa. She tells her mom that Vanessa is having her birthday party at Video Palace, and that she wants both of us to be there. The only problem is that Vanessa’s birthday party won’t be over until about eleven. Laurie's good, she even digs into the pocket of her shorts and produces a birthday party invitation that confirms a birthday party is being held this evening, from 8 p.m. to 11 p.m. for Vanessa Goldman at the Video Palace.

      “Well, Jesus Christ,” Mona admonishes. “Why didn’t you let me know before now?”

      “I’m sorry, Mom.” Laurie says, looking contrite. “I just wasn’t sure that Tylar would want to go, but she does. We both do, please?”

      “Honey, we haven’t bought Vanessa a gift or card or anything. I won’t have folks thinking that we're white trash. You know how I feel about that.”

      “Mom, that’s not a problem. Kids our age, they just want money, you know? Besides that, I already bought her a birthday card. All we need to do is slip some money into it.”

      Laurie produces what appears to be a brand new birthday card with an envelope.

      “Well, I guess it’ll be all right,” Mona acquiesces. “You two go get ready while I finish up these dishes. I’ll run you over then.”

      Laurie and I run up to her room. I'm elated.

      “How easy was that?” Laurie laughs.

      “Is there really a Vanessa?” I ask.

      “Of course there is,” Laurie replies. “You always use a real name with something like this. And the good part is Vanessa is going to be at Video Palace when we get there. She has used the same story with her parents.” I'm amazed at Laurie’s skillful manipulation.

      “Is Kyle going to be there, too?” I question nervously.

      “Of course he is, dummy,” she answers. She sees the look of despair on my face.

      “Look Ty,” she says, “I know that we both like him. We're best friends, too. There is no way that we should let a boy come between us, right?”

      I nod, not sure where this is going.

      “Here's what I suggest,” Laurie continues, in her most grown-up voice. “Let’s just see how things shake out. I mean, other guys will be there too. Vanessa’s boyfriend is bringing some of his friends. Maybe I'll meet someone better than Kyle. Maybe you will. Either way, no boy is worth ruining a friendship over.”

      “I agree, Laurie.”

      “Pinky promise?” she asks, offering her pinky up.

      “Pinky promise,” I reply, linking my right pinky with hers.

      Mona put a twenty dollar bill in the envelope with the faux birthday card for Vanessa. Laurie has already told me that this will be our spending money. We're wearing mini jean skirts and halter-tops.

      Mona drops us off at Video Palace, telling us she will be back at eleven sharp to pick us up. Once inside, the music is blasting. A taller, blonde girl approaches us almost immediately--Vanessa. She has more make-up on than even Laurie. I would put her at sixteen at least. They click immediately, giggling at what they pulled off. Laurie introduces me to Vanessa, and then quickly asks if the guys are here yet.

      “They’re out in the car waiting for us,” Vanessa answers, smiling mischievously.

      “Cool,” Laurie says, turning to me. “C’mon Ty, we be partying!”

      “You mean we aren’t staying here?” I ask.

      “No way,” Laurie replies. “You heard Vanessa; the guys are out back in the car waiting for us."

      “But who's old enough to drive?” I ask.

      “Vanessa's boyfriend, Justin,” she responds.

      “Oh Laurie, I don’t know. I don’t think this is a good idea. Your mom might find out. She’ll tell my mom. We’d both be in a lot of trouble.”

      Laurie looks at me as if I've grown two heads.

      “What are you worried about?” she demands, incredulous that I'm not gung-ho on the whole idea.

      “Do you really think either of our moms gives a damn about where we are or what we're doing?”

      “Why wouldn’t they?” I ask.

      Immediately her whole demeanor shifts. I feel like I'm from another planet by the way Laurie is staring at me. She lashes out. “What exactly do you think DATE night is?”

      “Look,” I hiss, embarrassed because it's obvious that Vanessa can hear everything we say. “I know that both of our moms have their dates over. I don’t think about the sex part. That's their business.”

      “You're really clueless aren’t you, Tylar?” she asks without venom in her voice this time. It’s as if she suddenly feels sorry for me. I’m not sure which is worse. “Here’s the deal,” she continues, “what we have waiting for us in a car are several really, really hot guys, including Kyle. Vanessa’s guy, Justin, is driving. They are willing to take us to a house where we can get a buzz going, and then you know, whatever happens, happens. Are you in?"

      “I don’t think so, Laurie,” I answer firmly.

      “Well, now what?” she asks, throwing her arms up, totally exasperated with my ignorance and my unwillingness to follow.

      “Hey, not to worry,” I respond lightly. "My house is four blocks from here. I'll go on home. Just tell your mom I didn’t feel well and left Vanessa’s party early and went home when she picks you up tonight.”

      “But it’s your mom’s DATE night,” she whines, emphatically. “My mom will bust my ass if she finds out.”

      “That’s too bad,” I reply. “I just know that my mom wouldn't appreciate my going with you and this group and getting involved in that kind of stuff.”

      “Oh really?” she snickers, not attempting to hide her amusement. “Let me know how that works out for you, Tylar,” she snaps. She turns on her heel and walks out with Vanessa. I can’t believe that Laurie just put me in this position. What's happened to her?

      I walk home and quietly let myself in. It's only 8:30; not even dark yet. The dining room is dark. I can see that the dinner dishes are still on the table, left exactly as they were when Mom and her boyfriend finished dinner. I step into the kitchen and switch the lights on. An empty bottle of wine is on the counter. It looks like Mom cooked her infamous roasted veal with baby red potatoes and spinach salad. All the candles are snuffed out.

      I go ahead and fill the kitchen sink with soapy water. I can kill some time downstairs by doing the dishes. Hopefully it will also serve to soften the blow when Mom finds out I came home.

      By the time I finish, it's shortly after nine. I decide to watch some television in the den off of the kitchen. By ten p.m. I really need to pee and go to bed. There's no getting around it. Hopefully, mom and her boyfriend are now asleep. I haven’t heard them upstairs. I make my way quietly up the thickly carpeted stairs.

      I go into my room, careful to be quiet, discarding my jean skirt and halter-top, putting on my favorite silk plum shorts and matching camisole pajama set. I really need to wash all of the make-up off of my face so that Mom doesn’t see it in the morning, but my first priority is the bathroom. I pad quietly down the hall, past the closed door to my mom’s room. All quiet so far.

      I go into the bathroom, softly closing the door behind me and switching on the light. Deciding that it's just too gross not to flush the toilet even though it might wake Mom, I do it. I go over to the sink and wash my hands. As I'm lathering up with soap to scrub my face, the bathroom door opens abruptly. It's Mom, dressed only in a red corset and panties. She slips into the bathroom, closing the door behind her softly. She is livid.

      “What the hell are you doing home?” she whispers loudly. “Why aren’t you with Laurie?”

      “I’m sorry,” I stammer. “I just didn’t feel well and I left Video Palace to walk home.”

      “Does Mona know you did this?”

      “Yeah,” I lie, “she wanted to drive me but I told her I needed the air.” I can tell that Mom doesn’t believe me. She glares at me.

      “Look,” I say, “I’m sorry. I can fill you in on it tomorrow. I'm just getting ready to go to bed.”

      “Forget all of that, just get down to your room now and get to bed,” she hisses.

      I’m not about to argue with her. She's definitely pissed. As I pass her open bedroom door I hear a man’s voice call out.

      “Maggie, what the hell's going on out there?”

      “Nothing sugar,” she croons, “just my sissy coming home earlier than expected.”

      “Well get your tight little ass back to bed,” he orders. “Or have Sissy come in and join us."

      A look of pure hatred crosses my mom’s face in that moment. I scurry down the hallway, shutting my door and climbing swiftly beneath my covers. Within a few minutes, I can hear Mom’s bed squeaking in the familiar rhythm, followed by her moans, and skin slapping skin. I drift to sleep much later, having blocked out the noises from the next room by putting my stereo headset on.

      I’m not sure how much later it is when I abruptly awaken to the presence of someone else in my room. My first thought is that Mom is ready to lay into me because her date had gotten angry and left. I realize that's not the case when I feel someone kneel down on the bed beside me and breathe whiskey-laden breath into my face. It’s Mom’s boyfriend. I don’t even know his name. He’s new.

      My eyes widen in horror. I try to scream. He anticipates my reaction, clamping a meaty hand across my mouth tightly.

      “Now, now, little sister,” he says thickly. His breath smells like something rotting in a trashcan. “No need for you to start making a fuss, you hear? I just want to spend a little time with you now.” I struggle against him with all of my strength. He does not move his hand from across my mouth. He's strong, pinning my upper body down with his forearm and elbow. His free hand lifts the sheet that's covering my lower extremities, leaving my bare legs up to my silk plum shorts exposed to his lecherous gaze. In the dark, I can only see that he has a thin face. His hair is light, maybe blonde or reddish blonde. It looks stringy. The rest of his features are indistinguishable with no light in the room with the exception of moonlight sifting through the blinds.

      "Oooh, that’s nice.” He pulls my shorts down viewing my private area. “I see little sissy has some hair on her pussy.”

      I feel like I'm going to suffocate. I squirm and thrash, while trying my best to bite his hand.

      “Oh shit! You little bitch,” he snarls as I manage to draw blood from his hand with my teeth. I pull my legs up far enough to slam into his chest as he is leaning over me. His fist slams into my face full force. I see stars. My body falls back. I'm disoriented; I can’t move.

      I feel his fingers reach into my silk shorts ripping them off of me with one swift motion. I'm paralyzed with fear. I pray to pass out. His rough fingers move to my private area savagely pressing his fingers within the folds, pinching the center so that I jump as if an electrical volt has shocked me. He rips the silk camisole top from me, his hands roughly pressing against my breasts.

      I'm frozen with fear unable to move. Where the hell is my mom? He puts one of his fingers up inside of me; it hurts. He is running it in and out, in and out. His fingernail scratches me. I whimper in pain.

      I'm sick with fright. From somewhere in the depths of my being, I find the strength and power to draw my knee up with all of the force I can muster and plant it firmly into his crotch and abdomen.

      “Holy fucking shit!” he screams, rolling out of my bed, onto the floor of my room. I find my voice and scream bloody murder.

      “Mom! Mom!” I scream hysterically, “Help me!”

      Mom rushes in, screeching at him.

      “You fucking son of a bitch! What'd you do to my girl?” The man on the floor isn't capable of speaking coherently, still writhing in pain. I think I hear him vomit.

      “She's not part of our deal, you mother fucker! This is going to cost you an extra hundred.”
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      I sprang up in my bed, beads of sweat covering my forehead. My heart raced in my chest; I struggled for air, scrambling to get my bearings. I realized I was no longer tangled up in that nightmare. I was in my room at my cottage. The familiar hum of my window air conditioner was soothing. This was the first horrible dream I'd had since the hospital. I wanted to be done with them. This nightmare had left me more anxious than the other. It was different. I wasn't the observer in this one; I was a full participant. It was more like a re-living of a situation I didn't remember.

      I climbed from my bed and went into the kitchenette. The clock on the microwave read 5:48 a.m. No point going back to bed. I made myself a light breakfast and set about getting dressed for the day. I located my empty laundry bag and dumped the contents of my dirty clothes basket into it, cinching it closed. I needed to leave a note for Ray who would be stopping by sometime today.

      Hi Ray!

      Trey phoned me last night and generally filled me in as to my revised duties starting next week. I’ll get with you sometime soon and you can fill me in on the details. Heading over to The Belle to do laundry before the machines are all taken. After that, I’ll just hang out and try to stay out of everyone’s way.

      Talk to you later!

      Tylar

      This would put his mind to rest, at least for now. I taped it on the front door and gathered up my purse, phone, laundry bag, and the last of the carrots for Derringer.

      I walked quietly down the path to the stables, relieved to see that no one had yet reported in for work. I couldn’t pass the barn without visiting Derringer. I walked over to his stall and rubbed my hand gently up and down his beautiful black muzzle.

      “Here you go, handsome,” I crooned, offering him the carrots; he ate them from my palm happily. I continued rubbing his neck until he finished. He nuzzled my hand for more.

      “Sorry, handsome,” I said. “I don’t have any more carrots but how about if I come back tonight for another visit? Would you like that, huh?” His massive black head bobbed up and down as if confirming our date. I left the barn and made my way to the laundry room, which was next door to the banquet hall over at The Belle. I got the washers loaded and had an hour to kill.. I was curious to see the stables at the Belle so I headed that way.

      The stables and paddock area at The Belle were much larger than those over at the Sinclair estate. The Belle boarded a lot of horses that were not owned by the Sinclair family. The track held races for quarter horses, paints, and appaloosas. No thoroughbred racing was done here. The straight track was turf instead of dirt. I was glad because turf was much safer for the horses than a dirt track.

      I strolled through the paddock area to see some of the horses that would be competing in this weekend’s race. I found a preliminary line-up sheet posted on the bulletin board for the eight races that were scheduled for the Kick-Off Stakes on Saturday evening. This marked the official opening of race season for La Vie Belle track. I glanced through the line-up and saw that between Sinclair Stables and The Belle, the Sinclair's had a horse competing in each of the eight races. Ariel, Socrates, Witches’ Streak, and Runaway Jessie were entered from Sinclair Stables; Eyewear, Hail to Patsy, Junebug, and Jezebel were the entrants from La Vie Belle.

      As I continued scanning, I noticed Jezebel didn’t have a jockey assigned. I was unfamiliar with Jezebel but the sheet listed Andy Graham as her trainer. I'd seen Andy around with Jenna. Maybe it was time to pull in a favor from Jenna; the trashy underwear was small compensation for my stint in the hospital.

      I went back over to the laundry and transferred my clothes to the dryer. I got my phone out and called Jenna.

      “Hey Ty! How are you doing, girl?” she asked almost too cheerfully.

      I decided to work the guilt; she owed me not only for the near-death experience, but that awful slut underwear from Fred-X of Follywood had added insult to injury.

      “Cut the crap,” I replied dryly.

      I heard a gasp at the other end of the phone. Before she could utter another word, I got to the point.

      “Hey aren't you friends with Andy Graham, Jezebel’s trainer?”

      “Yeah, why?” she countered.

      “Well this is how you're going to make it up to me for missing a whole week’s pay.”

      “Go on,” she replied, piqued.

      “I noticed that there wasn’t a jockey listed for tomorrow evening’s fourth race for Jezebel. What’s the story?”

      “All I know is that Andy’s ex-girlfriend was the jockey and once they broke up she told him to go flip shit. As of yesterday, he believed they'd have to scratch Jezebel from the race because she won't reconsider. It’s no big deal; the horse is a long shot. Andy’s only worried the Sinclairs will be pissed because he didn’t have a back-up plan.”

      “He does now,” I said. “Jenna, you call your friend Andy. Tell him he has his jockey for Saturday night.”

      “Who?” Jenna asked.

      “Me!”

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” she exclaimed. “You're not a jockey. Besides, don’t you have to be certified or something?”

      “I’ve jockeyed, don’t worry about my credentials. Worst case scenario is, even if Jezebel finishes last, I still get the $75 jockey fee, which only recoups a small portion of the money I lost because of your stupid stunt last week.”

      “I don’t know,” she hesitated.

      “Look, let Andy know that I’m within the weight requirement. If he wants to see me practice with Jezebel today, have him call me. But call me back one way or another, alright?”

      “Oh, I guess,” she finally agreed.

      I was still in the laundry room folding up my clean laundry when my cell phone rang. It was Jenna.

      “Andy said to be at the practice track around two this afternoon. He'll spend no more than an hour with you to see if you and Jezebel can clock some decent times on the quarter. Then he'll decide whether you ride or he scratches her. Best I could do."

      “Good enough, thanks.”

      Two o’clock couldn't come fast enough for me. I'd taken my laundry back to the cottage then walked to the market. I bought fresh carrots for Derringer. I planned to keep my date with him later. I went to my cabin and sorted through the small trunk in my bedroom. I pulled several ribbons, a couple of trophies, and some news clippings off the top of the pile. I located a pair of nylon riding pants, patent leather riding boots, safety vest, and my cap and goggles. It had been awhile, but everything was still in good shape. At 108 pounds, everything would fit me just fine. I placed it all into my backpack and made the trek back over to the racetrack.

      I spotted Andy in the infield with Jezebel, a three-year-old bay. I'd only been around Andy a few times this summer. He was a personable guy, a little green as a trainer, but that worked to my advantage. We spent an hour going through the paces. It didn’t take long for me to build a rapport with Jezebel. Andy explained her racing history along with her strengths and weaknesses. He handed me a DVD of her races from last season to review.

      Andy explained that in the Kick-Off Stakes Saturday, a bonus race was scheduled about forty-five minutes after the last race concluded. This was a special incentive purse that Sinclair Stables had put up for $75,000. Each winner of the eight previous races would contend for the purse in the bonus race. The jockeys would get a twenty-percent cut of the purse instead of the usual ten. The purse in the other races was only $10,000 each. If Jezebel won the fourth race, I'd get my $75 riding fee, plus ten percent of the purse, ten thousand bucks to boot. If Jezebel went on to win the bonus race—that would mean another fifteen grand in my pocket!

      Andy and I worked with Jezebel for another hour, timing her sprints. She was consistently clocking in at thirty to thirty-three seconds. I let Andy know that I'd work with her again in the morning after I had a chance to review the DVD. He agreed. I'd not been back at my cottage for more than an hour when Ray was tapping at my door.

      “Hi Ray,” I smiled opening the door for him.

      “How ya feeling?” he asked, concerned. “I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to stop by. I know Trey will be pissed when he calls later.”

      “Then don’t tell him,” I said with a grin. “I’ve been fine. Got my laundry caught up today, cleaned the cottage, and took a walk. Just kind of, hung out, ya know?”

      “So, you know that you start Monday at The Belle, right?”

      “Yeah, that's what I hear.”

      “Now, that’s just a temporary assignment,” he explained.

      “I know. Don’t worry about it. I can survive for a couple of weeks over there. Who do I report to and when?”

      “Report at nine a.m. to Mrs. Johnson over in the main office. She'll give you the rundown okay?”

      “Sure enough,” I replied pleasantly.

      “Okay, I won’t keep you then. You take it easy ya’ hear?”

      “You got it. Bye Ray,”

      I kept my promise to Derringer, taking some carrots to him at the stables. As I passed Jenna’s cottage, I noticed she'd done her laundry early this week. Her lingerie show was in full display on her porch. I could hear some music blasting inside from her stereo. Distracted, I hadn’t noticed someone closing in behind me on the path. Suddenly from behind, a body lunged at me.

      “Gotcha!”

      I nearly had a coronary right then and there. Instinct took over. I whirled around, my right arm rigid and extended and landed my fist across his broad chest.

      “Ummph,” Luke moaned as I knocked the wind out of him.

      “Good Lord, Luke!” I yelled, “What were you thinking coming up on me like that?”

      “Christ, Tylar! You pack a punch for a little gal,” he laughed. “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to catch you off guard like that."

      “Gonna help Jenna take in her laundry?” I asked nonchalantly, presenting him with a devilish grin.

      “Maybe,” he replied with a guilty smile. “Hey, how ya feeling? Hear they got you scheduled over at The Belle with the old ladies next week. Drag, right?”

      “I’m feeling back to normal and to answer your second question, ‘yes’ and ‘definitely’ on the third one. I’m hoping to shorten that assignment some when Trey gets back.”

      “I wouldn’t count on that too much.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “He's been a royal pain in our asses ever since what happened last Friday with you and all. That man, for all we’ve seen of him in the last three years, has outdone himself this last week, giving us all extra projects. But, most of his time was spent at the hospital with you. How did he find the time?”

      “Well, you don’t look any worse for the wear."

      “Yeah, I got the stamina,” he grinned, flexing his muscles for me. “I can take anything the rich boy dishes out. Poor Clint though, he has him working 12-hour days between here and The Belle. Clint’s busting his ass getting ready for this weekend. Oh, just so you know, his royal highness didn’t permit any of us to go see you in the hospital. He felt it might be upsetting to you. He made that damn clear to all of us.”

      “Yeah? What was that about?” I murmured, clearly puzzled about Trey’s motives.

      “Who knows? We all felt bad and were worried. We wanted to come up.”

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s all good.” I smiled at him.

      “You’re headed to the barn, I see.”

      “I’m late for my date with Derringer. Have fun Luke.”

      I smiled and nodded in the direction of Jenna’s cottage as I half turned away to continue down the path.

      “Be careful,” he warned.

      “You too.”

      It was nice to spend some time with Derringer. Someone had been taking good care of him. His stall was clean and he'd been brushed to a glossy sheen. I talked with him and rubbed his neck. I felt content having visited him.

      Once back at my cottage, I made some microwave popcorn and sat down to watch Jezebel’s race DVD. My cell phone rang. I snatched it off the kitchen counter, noting the same phone number as the previous night.

      “Yes?” I answered in a clipped tone.

      “Bad time?”

      His soft, silky voice always unnerved me. I could handle his ‘mad’ voice and his ‘attorney’ voice, but this one made me melt.

      “No, not really,” I responded coolly. “I was just popping some corn, getting ready to watch a DVD.”

      “What did you do today? Did you rest like you were supposed to?"

      “If you're asking me if I sat tight as ordered, then the answer's no, I didn't. I spoke with Ray, got my assignment for next week. Let’s see, I did a couple of loads of laundry and cleaned the cottage. Oh and I took some carrots down to Derringer. There, satisfied?”

      “Do you have enough food to last in your fridge until I get back?” he questioned.

      “Oh, that was you? Yes, thanks,” I replied. I could feel his smile over the phone. I was betting that his dimple was showing. He liked it when I used his first name.

      "Are you still there?” he asked smooth and silky. “Our connection seems much better tonight, don’t you agree?”

      “Hmm. Yeah…I mean, yes.”

      “Is there anything you need?”

      “I’m good, for now.”

      “Well, all right then. Please get your rest. And I'll see you soon.”

      I spent the next three hours studying last season’s races with Jezebel. I had her moves down to a science by the time I finally collapsed into bed.
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      On Friday, the day was full of preparations for opening day at La Vie Belle racetrack. I worked out with Jezebel early in the morning. Her time was improving steadily.

      Since most of the jockeys were men, on race day I dressed in the ladies’ restroom over in the paddock area. Most of them were riding in a couple of the races this evening on different horses; I only had to focus on Jezebel in the fourth. Andy had given me the jockey silks for Jezebel; the Sinclair Stable colors were purple and gold. I changed my cap cover to purple to match the silks. I made my way into the paddock area where Andy was tacking up Jezebel.

      The post positions were in, we drew number eight. I’d been keeping my fingers crossed that Jezebel would get an outside position. She tended to do better with fewer distractions, which was hard to manage with a middle post position. Jezebel was a late breaker, which meant an outside position would be to her advantage.

      “Yes!” I screamed, hugging Andy as he spun me around. Jezebel would race one spot in from far outside, ideal for this horse.

      “Tylar?” someone called out behind me.

      I was afraid to turn until he repeated my name. It was Clint's voice and he sounded pissed.

      “Hey, Clint,” I said going over to him and giving him a hug.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he asked, his voice now having more than just an edge to it.

      I stated the obvious, “Riding Jezebel in the fourth.”

      “Are you nuts?” he yelled at me. “Do you know how much more trouble I'll be in with him if I allow you to do this?”

      “Seriously, Clint? I'm on personal time, and I don't think you or anyone else for that matter can decide what I'm allowed or not allowed to do.”

      Clint was fuming. At any moment I fully expected smoke to curl out of his ears; they were beet red. Andy had walked away from our argument and for that I was grateful.

      “He sure as hell does if you’re riding a Sinclair horse.”

      I tried another approach. “Clint, look,” I said quietly to him, “nobody has to know that you saw me, right? And hey, they have me listed under a different variation of my name, so it'll be easy enough to say that you didn’t recognize it on the roster if you have to, right?"

      Clint pulled a program from his back pocket. He skimmed down through it, and then looked back up. “Jockey: T.J. Preston?”

      I smiled proudly. “I know, right?”

      “Oh yeah. That'll throw somebody off for, gee, like a full ten seconds?” He was quickly becoming more exasperated with me. Trey must’ve really made his life miserable this past week. It was clear that I wasn't going to win Clint over.

      “Do what you have to do, Clint; I guess our friendship means very little to you. Besides that, Trey’s out of town so there's really nothing you can do about it anyway.”

      I turned my back to him and walked back over to help Andy finish saddling up Jezebel. When we finished, I turned back around, relieved that Clint was nowhere in sight.
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      I loved the pageantry of horse racing as much as anything else. I loved jockeying. It had always been a part of my life, starting as far back as junior high school. I was fortunate that, during my years in college, I'd been afforded opportunities to ride and train in racing and dressage.

      The announcer’s voice boomed over the loudspeaker, introducing the horses, their owner, trainer, and jockey in that order. Socrates was scheduled in this race in the number four post position. The bugle sounded the familiar chords in three successions.

      “And the horses are entering the track for this evening’s featured first race in the Annual Kick-off Stakes Amateur Challenge here at the beautiful La Vie Belle Race Track!’

      I saw Socrates wearing the Sinclair Stables’ signature purple and gold colors, jockey astride in matching silks. Clint rode the escort horse, Trafalgar, as was customary for the trainer as the horses were introduced onto the track.

      “In the number four position, we have Socrates, owned by Sinclair Stables, trained by Clint Cavanaugh, piloted by Luis Cappezio.”

      I looked over at Clint. He was busy trying to get Socrates maneuvered into step using Trafalgar. Socrates was skittish and not handling the excitement of the track well. Nine horses took their places at the gate. Clint and Luis were struggling to get Socrates into his post position inside the gate. That was never a good sign.

      Once all of the horses were secured in their post positions, the trainers left the track on the escort horses. After a few minutes, the buzzer rang out and the gates opened with the loud pounding of quarter horse hooves sprinting onto the turf track.

      The announcer talked faster than an auctioneer, which was no easy task with some of the names given these horses. Socrates came in second; no shame there. A horse from Alexandria, Virginia took the purse, clocking in at thirty-two seconds.

      There was a ten minute break between each race, giving people time to place their bets. Clint would be busy for a little while, getting Socrates back to the paddock and rubbing him down. Maybe my luck would hold out and he wouldn’t come back out before my race.

      The third race finished. Andy and I checked and rechecked the saddle to make sure everything was tight and secure. Jezebel was calmer than either of us, it seemed.

      “Good Luck, T.J.,” Andy teased. “Don't get overly concerned if she’s not first out of the gate, she works into her stride in about eight or nine seconds when she’s on the outside post.”

      “I know, I got it,” I laughed, “I watched her race DVD, remember?” He was making me more nervous with his fussing.

      “Oh, the horse to beat is Lucky Lulu; she’s number three on the inside.”

      The announcer started the introductions for the fourth race in the series for this evening. I lowered my goggles as we were being announced onto the track. Andy rode his buckskin horse, Jubilee, escorting Jezebel and me onto the turf.

      “Jezebel is number eight out of the nine horses competing in the fourth leg of tonight’s Amateur Kick-off Stakes Challenge. She races for Sinclair Stables, trained by Andy Graham, and in the irons, T.J. Preston.”

      We had no problem getting Jezebel into her post position. Once the last horse was in, there was a minute’s pause before the buzzer sounded and the gate lifted. True to Andy’s prediction, Jezebel wasn't quick to break out of the gate. I decided to do what I was trained to do and let the announcer play it back to me.

      “And runners away in the challenge!” I heard him yell into the microphone, echoing across the track. “Lucky Lulu broke well on the inside; Cosmos is quickly out in the middle of the pack. Here comes Jezebel well into stride from the outside! Now just to the inside, it’s Lucky Lulu; Jezebel is gaining on the outside! Now it’s Lucky Lulu! Cosmos drops to the back. It’s Jezebel and Lucky Lulu nose to nose! And it is…Jezebel across the finish! Jezebel has won the Kick-off Stakes Amateur Challenge in race number four!”

      The best part was a chance to earn another fifteen grand in the bonus race. I checked Jezebel’s clocked time: twenty-nine seconds, the fastest so far. Andy ran over to me and lifted me off of Jezebel, twirling me around in a circle.

      “You did it T.J.!”

      “We all did it, Andy. Thank you so much for taking a chance on me.”

      “You're a natural for this. Jezebel knows it too.” He slapped me lightly on the back a couple of times as we led Jezebel back to the paddock. Jezebel was the first winner’s purse taken by a Sinclair horse so far this evening. There were only four more races to go.

      “I’ll see you back here in about an hour okay, Andy? I have some things to take care of.”

      “Sure thing,” he answered. “Take a break and get psyched for the next one, hear?”

      I went to the locker room and pulled my gear off, placing it in my locker. Part of me secretly hoped that none of the other Sinclair-sponsored horses took a purse tonight, but that was kind of selfish, not to mention unsportsmanlike, so I chastised myself for thinking like that.

      I pulled out my phone and noticed I had a text message and several missed calls. I stared at the screen. It was Trey. I was afraid to read the text. I realized now that Clint had probably been in touch with him, telling him that I’d planned to race Jezebel. I gathered courage and opened the text message:

      What in the hell do u think u r doing?? I'll deal w/u as soon as I get back.

      Trey had clearly found out about tonight’s races. No mystery there.

      Thanks Clint.

      Andy was pacing when I returned to the paddock. For a moment I worried that he'd received orders from “mission control” to strike me from the race. “Where have you been?” he asked, panicked. “I was scared you had slipped out on me.”

      “I wouldn’t do that,” I replied. “What'd I miss?”

      “Two of the eight horses in the bonus race represent Sinclair Stables,” he said proudly. A pang of disappointment shot through me and I reminded myself once again to stop thinking like that and to be happy for the Sinclair team.

      “Really? That’s great!” I lied. “Who else?”

      “Ariel,” he replied.

      That was good news. Luke was Ariel’s trainer. “I’m really glad; I still want Jezebel to beat them all though,” I admitted.

      “No argument from me on that,” Andy said as he helped me up into the racing saddle. He mounted Jubilee and we rode out to the infield. Andy explained that the post selections were determined by best times clocked. Jezebel had the second best time in the earlier series, so we would get second choice on post positions.

      “Who has first pick?” I asked.

      “The winner of the sixth race, Paradox,” Andy replied.

      Paradox’s trainer made first selection and wanted the third spot from the end. Andy selected the same spot that Jezebel held during the first race. As it turned out Ariel was in the position just outside of Jezebel. I didn’t know the jockey, but it would certainly make it interesting to be neck and neck with Ariel on one side and Paradox on the other.

      The announcer started the introductions again, going through the line-up, horse, owner, trainer, and jockey. Andy escorted Jezebel and me back out onto the track. I wanted to giggle as we were announced this time as “Rookie Jockey, T.J. Preston.” Within minutes all of the horses were at the gate; the escorts had cleared the track. I pulled my goggles down and took position ready for the sound of the buzzer and the lifting of the gate. There seemed to be some sort of a delay in raising the gates. The announcer had stopped his banter as well. What now?

      “Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention please? There has been an adjustment made to the bonus race line-up this evening. The owner has scratched the number seven horse, Jezebel, from the competition. According to racing rules, the horse finishing with the next best time as the horse currently in the gates with the least best time of all the feature race winners this evening is eligible to take the number seven slot. That horse is Socrates. At this time, we ask that Trainer Graham and Jockey T.J. Preston remove Jezebel from the track.”

      I was not only freaked, I was humiliated. Andy was back at my side within seconds, getting Jezebel backed out of the gate, leading us toward the paddock. I ripped my cap and goggles off as we passed Clint escorting Socrates and his jockey up onto the infield area beside the track. I threw him the most hateful look I could muster, too angry to say anything.

      Andy was eerily quiet as he took the reins from me and walked Jezebel into the stables off of the paddock. And then my questions were answered…all of them. Andy handed off Jezebel’s reins to one furiously angry, blue-eyes-blazing Trey.

      Holy Shit.

      Trey lifted me from the saddle and then dismissed Andy. “I’ll take it from here.”

      Trey quickly untacked Jezebel and led her to her stall. He turned and addressed me, leaning in. I was mere inches from his beautiful, but very angry face. “What do you have to say for yourself T.J.?” he seethed, putting emphasis on my jockey name.

      I was so embarrassed that it had come to this. How could I have been so stupid? Part of me actually thought he might've been pleased about my win. But he'd crushed me with that one show of power.

      “Why did you do that, Trey? How could you do that?”

      I looked up at him, searching his eyes for a clue as to why he would humiliate me like this. He clearly didn’t care. He gazed down at me, the anger completely gone from his face. It was replaced by something else that was unreadable. It wasn’t pity, regret, or compassion even; it was something I didn’t recognize.

      He put his arms around me and pulled me close. This was no answer. I pushed away from him, pulling off the jockey silks that belonged to Sinclair Stables, holding them out to him. He was confused. He didn’t move.

      “Here, take them,” I said, tossing the silks at him. “These belong to you, but nothing else here does."

      He caught the silks; his eyes not moving from mine. I turned and ran to the jockey’s lounge, grateful it was empty. I got out of my gear, shoving it all into my backpack and slamming the locker shut. I went to the sink and splashed cold water on my face. I finally took a deep, calming breath and decided I could make my exit.

      The trail back to the cabins was dark; I stumbled several times on the path through the wooded area. Behind me, the racetrack was lit up with a fireworks show, signaling the end of the racing events for this evening.

      Ahead of me, I could finally see porch lights on the bank of cottages. They were all lit except for mine. There was an interior light on inside my cottage that I didn't remember leaving on. As I climbed the steps to my porch, I scanned the row of cabins. Everyone else was out at the track, or partying, or on dates. It was eerily quiet around the row of cottages.

      I reached for my doorknob and it turned freely. I knew for sure that I'd locked it when I left. Fumbling inside on the wall for the light switch, my throat lurched; the bulb in my porch light had been removed. I peered through the front window but saw that nothing seemed out of place inside. I considered going around to the side of the cottage to check the bedroom window.

      Just as I turned around to leave the porch I collided with a hard chest. My heart raced as I started to scream. Strong arms reached for me as I started to struggle. It was Trey.

      “Oh my God, " I gasped. "What are you doing here?”

      "I needed to talk to you," he replied.

      “So you come over here and lurk around so that you can scare the shit out of me? How'd you get in my cottage?'

      “I didn't go inside,” he stated, flatly. “I wanted to talk to you so I came here. I saw you peeking in your own window so I figured maybe you were locked out."

      “As a matter of fact, my door is unlocked and lights are on that weren’t on when I left,” I stated sharply.

      His brows furrowed with concern. “Let me at least make sure you get settled inside safely,” he offered.

      I didn’t need his constant oversight into my safety and protection, and I was a bit creeped out by the current situation. I nodded my head. He opened the door and went in first. I followed closely behind him. I stayed in the living area while he went on into the bedroom then the bathroom. I heard him open the closet doors, then swing the bathroom door shut making sure no one was lurking. He came back out, giving me a sheepish smile.

      “Everything’s clear,” he said, “no one’s hiding in the closet or behind the shower curtain. Only things under your bed were a couple of dust bunnies.”

      “Very funny,” I replied sarcastically.

      His charming manner wasn't going to melt me so easily this time.

      He came over to where I was standing. Despite my skepticism, I couldn't help being attracted to him. He had his dress pants on, a white shirt, and a gorgeous tie that very closely matched his eyes. His sleeves were rolled back a bit and he smelled great.

      I didn’t want to look up at him because I didn't know what to think about his being here. He pulled me into his strong arms. I didn’t push back this time. He held me close and I melted. He put one of his hands behind my neck, capturing my ponytail and twisting it around his fingers gently. His other hand was on my back, gently rubbing and pressing me close to his heart.

      “Tylar,” his voice was gentle but a little husky, and I knew he was going to say something that would stir up my emotions. I wasn't real sure that I wanted him to, but I needed to figure out what this man wanted from me. “I’m sorry that I had to scratch Jezebel from the race this evening. But I'll tell you this, if I had it to do over again, I'd do nothing differently.”

      I looked up at him, confused.

      “Come here,” he said, softly, as he moved over to the small sofa and sat down, stretching his long, well-muscled legs. He pulled me down next to him. I didn’t object; I didn’t want to look at him while he explained his weirdness to me. I knew that was what this was about.

      “I have a legal and fiduciary responsibility to this business we call Sinclair Stables,” he started.  “You were injured a little more than a week ago, and it was significant. As your employer, I have a responsibility to make sure that your working environment is safe and relatively risk-free. There is a matter of liability involved. Apart from that, I can’t get you out of my mind for whatever reason. I guess this overwhelming concern that I have for your safety has been causing me to behave in a sort of overprotective way.”

      “So why'd you scratch me from the race?” I questioned.

      He shifted me around a little, so that I was forced to look at his gorgeous face. “Out of concern. What if you'd fallen or been thrown? Jockey helmets offer very little protection. Please agree to pacify me when I make these requests that are only meant to keep you safe. It won’t be forever, I promise.”

      “Okay, so what do I get in return?” I asked, smiling devilishly.

      He grinned, dimpling me. “Hmm, let me think about that…how about you stay on my good side?”

      “And why's that important?” I countered.

      “Oh Ms. Preston, or is it T.J.?” he grinned, “Being on my good side has all kinds of rewards.”

      “Show me,” I dared.

      Did I really just say that?

      I felt myself blush.

      He pulled me into his lap; God, I remembered how it had felt to have his arms around me the night at the pool. This was better. He rested his chin on the top of my head.

      “I’ve missed you for some reason," he replied. "God knows why that is, but I feel this urge to make sure you're kept safe…and near."

      "Is that bad?" I whispered, looking up into his sexy blue eyes.

      "It's distracting for me," he replied, which told me nothing. All I knew was that whenever he was near, my heart beat faster and my stomach felt queasy and his looks drove me to distraction.

      “Trey,” I whispered hoarsely and then my lips mouthed the unthinkable, “will you stay over with me?”
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      Dear God! What in the world had possessed me to utter those words? The words were out before I realized just how vulgar I sounded.

      It was something that Jenna would have said; it's something that my mother had likely said many times. It seemed like an eternity since I'd asked the question and had yet to receive a response. Trey hadn't responded to my request. I was afraid to look at him. I was now totally humiliated and ashamed of myself.

      “Tylar,” he said softly, “look at me.”

      I didn’t want to. If I did, I knew that he would see what I already knew. I was a mess, incapable of being what he wanted, or what any man would ever want for that matter. I was damaged goods, even though I was still a virgin.

      “Look at me,” he said more firmly this time.

      I was still on his lap. I'd buried my head against his chest when more than thirty seconds had passed after the invitation for Trey to basically bed me had gone unanswered. I reluctantly raised my head from his chest, wiping the tears that had welled up. I looked at him. He gently brushed my cheek with his hand.

      “Do you want to tell me what’s going on with you?” he asked gently.

      “I really don’t know,” I answered honestly. “Please forget what I just said. I know how trashy that sounded, and I can’t understand what made me behave like that with you.” I felt my face flush.

      “I see,” he replied. “I’m not insulted by your proposition, just caught off guard by your bluntness, I suppose.”

      “I’ve never said anything like that to anyone before,” I admitted sheepishly.

      “I guessed that,” he replied with a slight smile.

      "Can I ask you a personal question?"

      "Ask away. If it's none of your business, I'll let you know."

      "Are you and Charlotte…involved?"

      "Why would you ask that?"

      "Well, I mean, she was with you the night of my…accident. She blew your phone up the next day. I'm just curious, that's all."

      "We are not involved, though I have a feeling that's not the question you really wanted to ask," he replied, quirking a brow.

      “Didn't mean to get too personal," I replied, shifting away from him. "How about we forget any of this happened? The truth is I’ve really not been myself since the pool, not to make an excuse for my behavior.”

      He cocked an eyebrow, considering whether I was genuinely contrite, or simply trying to save face since it was obvious he’d shot down my brazen request.

      “I’ll tell you what,” he said smoothly, “why don’t we both forget it, just for now?” He smoothed my ponytail, gently tugging on it a couple of times, kissing my forehead. “Okay?”

      I nodded. I appreciated that he'd left me with some pride. And the feel of his lips on my forehead had sent the butterflies into swarm-mode.

      “Now, why don’t you get ready for bed? I’ll stay out here and watch television until you’re ready. I want to make sure that you're safely put to bed.” I started to protest, but he held up his hand to stifle any response I was considering. “Ah,” he cautioned, “just humor me. I want to be sure you’re okay."

      Once showered, I toweled off and put on the nightie Trey had given me. I went from the bathroom into the bedroom, turning on the window A/C to cool the room. I'd made my bed up with fresh sheets from the laundry before I left for the race. As I folded the quilt back my stomach lurched—there was no doubt that someone had been in my cottage. I screamed.

      Trey was instantly by my side. “What is it?” he demanded, spinning me around to face him.

      “On the bed,” I choked, pointing.

      He turned to look and picked up the two blue velvet boxes, opening one that contained a pair of pearl drop earrings, and the other one that held a gold necklace with a single tear-drop pearl pendant.

      “I don’t understand,” he turned to look at me, a puzzled expression on his face. “This jewelry's not yours?”

      I shook my head, but my response didn’t match. “They were mine,” I explained. “I lost them a long time ago."

      His brow furrowed in confusion. Of course it would.

      “I wore them to my senior prom the night Daniel…" I couldn't finish the thought as the memory of that horrible hospital dream came back to me. I noticed Trey’s head snap up when I mentioned Daniel’s name.

      “I don’t remember a lot about that night because I got drunk and kind of passed out. I never saw the necklace or earrings after that. I was afraid to tell Mom that I'd lost them. These are even the same velvet boxes she had them in when she gave them to me.”

      “This makes no sense to me,” Trey said. “I mean I understand about prom parties, getting drunk, and losing things, but are you sure that these might not have been stowed away? Maybe in that trunk over there that’s hanging open?” He pointed to the trunk I'd sorted through earlier for my riding clothes.

      “Well, even if that were true,” I argued, “how would they have ended up under the quilt and not just on top of the bed? Trust me I know these were not in the trunk.” I grew more upset.

      He sat down on my bed and pulled me down next to him. I knew that he wanted to provide a reasonable explanation for the appearance of the jewelry boxes from my past. He wanted me to consider all of the possibilities. I knew that there was only one. “Tylar, are you absolutely sure that there is no other way the jewelry could have gotten in your cottage than by someone other than you?”

      His eyes searched mine.

      “I can’t be sure of anything these days. I feel like I'm going crazy. It scares me.” In two seconds I was enfolded in his strong arms, feeling his warmth around me, keeping me safe.

      “How about it I crash here on your sofa tonight?" he offered.

      Relief flooded over me. I knew that I could sleep if he was nearby.

      "That's fine with me," I replied.

      “Tomorrow morning I'm having the locks on your cottage re-keyed.”

      He'd get no argument from me on that score. I climbed into my bed, and snuggled beneath the covers. I sighed. “Good night then,” I said to him. “There are blankets and an extra pillow in the closet.”

      He pulled the bedding down from the top shelf, turned out my overhead light, and closed the door softly behind him. I heard the low voices from the television and Trey trying to settle in on the couch for the night. He wasn’t going to be too comfortable on that couch, I realized. It was made for a shorter person. A smile formed on my lips as I drifted off to sleep.
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      A thunderstorm blew in during the night. I heard the loud clapping of thunder, and heavy rain pelting the cottage from all directions. It appeared that the electricity had gone out because my A/C unit sat silent and my digital alarm clock was dark. I could only see flashes of lightning outside the bedroom window. Loud thunderous clapping followed within seconds of each flash.

      I was scared and I wasn't sure why. Thunderstorms had never been a particular fear of mine before. I crawled tentatively out from beneath my covers, trying to adjust my eyes to the dark. The only light to guide me was the sporadic flash of lightning that came through the bedroom window. It was enough. I was going out into the living room to climb on that couch with Trey. I didn’t give a damn how much he protested. I did not want to be alone during this storm. I needed his strong arms around me. I felt around for my bathrobe that had been lying across the bed. I found it and shrugged it on. The next flash of lightning guided me toward the door.

      I felt my way through the kitchenette, groping cautiously into the living room. Another flash of lightning served to illuminate the room. The couch was empty. No blanket, no pillow, no Trey. What the hell? I hurried to open the front door. I peered out from behind the screen door to see if perhaps he was out on my porch. Nothing there either.

      I noticed that the other cottages still had electricity. I could see their porch lights illuminated. Where had Trey gone? Why had he left me alone in this darkened cottage? I wasn't going to stay here by myself, not with this storm raging all around me. I tied my robe tighter with the belt, and felt for my flip-flops just inside the door. I slipped them on and went out onto the porch.

      The storm was raging full force. I knew it wasn't safe to be outside in an electrical storm. I couldn't figure out why all the other cottages had power except for mine. I had a sick feeling that my power lines had been cut. Who would do that? I could see down over the hill to the horse barn. It was fairly well lit. Maybe Trey had been called down to the barn for some type of an emergency. Maybe something was going on with one of the horses. I needed to find him.

      I ran from the porch into the pelting wind and rain. Lightning still flashed all around me. The thunder was deafening to my ears. I struggled against the wet wind to reach the barn. I knew I'd find an answer to all of this once I got to the barn. It seemed to be taking forever to get there. My flip-flops were soaking up the water from puddles like two sponges. My feet felt heavy now. Some of the puddles held water that was ankle deep. How long had it been storming? There hadn’t been a cloud in the sky earlier. I remembered the stars being out when I'd returned from the track. Things could change at a moment’s notice. Nothing was predictable. I needed to find Trey. Something had to be terribly wrong.

      I finally managed to make it to the horse barn. I was drenched; my robe and my long silk nightgown clung to my body. I shivered as I pulled the heavy door open and entered the stable. Once inside, I frantically looked around as rivulets of water dripped from my hair onto my face. The stalls were empty. The doors to the stable were closed. There was no way they could have left the barn with the doors shut, unless someone had deliberately let them out. My God, was Trey out there now, trying to get them rounded up and back into the barn?

      I raced down the aisle, my soaked flip-flops squeaking with every step. Every stall was empty. This had to have been done on purpose. There was no other possible explanation. Just then I heard a noise from behind me. It was Trey. He was completely dry; I wasn’t sure how he'd managed to stay dry in this torrential storm.

      “Tylar,” he said angrily, “what are you doing out in this storm? Look at you, you're soaked.” He grabbed one of the horse blankets that hung outside a stall. He handed it to me, instructing me to start drying myself off while he went to get more. He was back in an instant with several more blankets. He laid one out on a pile of straw over in the corner by the door to the tack room.

      “Here,” he coaxed softly, “come over here where it's more comfortable.” I did as he instructed. "Tylar, we have to get these wet clothes off of you.”

      He left no room for argument, untying my robe, and removing it from me. He peeled my silk nightgown off followed by my panties. He gave me a blanket to wrap myself in. I felt warm and safe once again.

      “How'd it get so cold out?” I asked him. “And why aren’t you wet?” He didn’t answer me; he just continued to rub the blanket against my skin to get my entire body dry and warm. Finally my shivering stopped. I stretched out on the blanketed straw. He gazed down at me with those gorgeous sapphire eyes. I was safe with Trey. I discarded the blanket that had been wrapped around me. I wanted Trey to see me as I was. His eyes studied every inch of my body. I saw the hunger in his eyes.

      “What are you thinking?” I asked feeling emboldened.

      “I’m thinking how good it would feel to make love to you,” he said pointedly.

      “What’s stopping you, then?”

      I was so bold now.

      He lowered himself down next to me. He reached over and pulled me up into his lap. My legs straddled each side of him. He pulled my face toward his, until our lips met in a searing, hot kiss. I could feel his erection beneath his jeans and reached for it, rubbing my hand against his jeans, feeling it getting larger.

      Suddenly he stopped. He lifted me off of his lap and stood.

      “We can’t do this, Ty,” he said abruptly. I'd never heard him call me Ty before.

      “Why not?”

      “I belong to someone else," he said, walking away.

      I was consumed with humiliation and shame. What an idiot I'd made of myself. I was suddenly alone, sitting on a blanket, totally naked and rejected. I stood up and wrapped the blanket around my body. I found my flip-flops and slipped them on. Rain or not, I was going back to my cottage and, darkness or not, I was leaving this place.

      I stumbled past the door to the tack room. There was a small window in the door, and I could see that Trey wasn't alone. Did I want to know who was in there with him? Did I want to know who he'd left my cottage to meet? I barreled through the door. Trey looked back at me then turned his attention back to the woman standing there in front of him. It was my mother! She looked over at me and smiled. “Hey, baby girl.”

      “Mom!” I shrieked, horrified. “What are you doing here?”

      “Well now what do you think?” she purred.

      Mom looked at me as Trey stepped in front of her. She had the necklace and pearl drop earrings on. They were in this together! She wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling his handsome face down to hers. She kissed him long and passionately.

      “Pay attention Tylar,” she instructed. “I’m going to show you something that you’ve never managed to learn. I’m going to show you how to please a man.”

      She dropped to her knees in front of Trey. I heard the sound of his zipper being lowered. I saw my mom tug at him and I heard her soft moans as she began her sensual rhythm of licking his erection.

      “No!” I screamed. “Can’t you see what she's doing? Why are you letting her use you to hurt me? I can do those things--I can be what you want!”

      Trey’s face was suddenly right in front of mine. He looked angry. I'd really pissed him off this time. Maybe he was still angry with me for racing Jezebel. He started shaking me roughly.

      “I promise I won’t ride anymore. Just stop, please. Trey please just stop…”

      “Tylar!” He was shaking my shoulders. His hands moved to my face, running his fingers along my jaw line. They felt wet. The room was light. The electricity had come back on. My A/C unit was humming again; the air was cool. The thunder and lightning had stopped.

      “Did the rain stop?” I asked. “Why are your hands wet?”

      I realized then that my face had tears running down both cheeks. His hands were wet from my tears. He looked totally concerned.

      “Jesus Christ," he said, taking his place beside me on the bed. He pulled me out from under my covers, and onto his lap. His hands gently stroked locks of my hair. "What did she do to you? Tell me what she did to you."
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      I awoke and saw the sun streaming in through my bedroom window. I stretched and realized that Trey’s arm was wrapped around my waist. I foggily remembered a tumultuous dream; I was glad he was here. My mind turned to the break-in and confusion of the night before. I glanced over to my dresser and the two blue velvet boxes were still there, quite real. The reality of the jewelry wasn't part of the nightmare, that puzzle still required solving, but I now knew those disconcerting moments in the barn with Trey and my mother had been nothing but a trauma-inspired bad dream

      I gently rolled over, careful not to wake Trey. I wanted to watch him in all his gorgeousness and try to remember pieces of the night before. As I watched Trey sleep, I was amazed that this beautiful man cared about me. I wasn't sure of his motivation.

      My mom had always repeated to me that men simply weren’t to be trusted. She'd once told me that she'd held on to her virginity until her wedding night with my dad. She'd confided to me that I was conceived the very first time she had marital relations. She explained that was the reason she was fanatical about practicing safe sex. She claimed my father had lost interest in her after I was born and went elsewhere for romance.

      Trey’s hair was mussed from sleep. I reached my hand up and brushed some hair back off of his brow. He evoked feelings in me that I'd never known.

      I exited noiselessly from the bed, and slipped into my robe and slippers. I quietly opened the bedroom door and went out to the kitchen, shutting the door softly behind me. I put the coffee on figuring Trey to be a coffee drinker. I checked the fridge and got out the eggs, milk, and cheese for an omelet. I could hear Trey stirring in the bedroom, then the bathroom sink running.

      When Trey emerged I had to giggle. He was wearing my older shabby blue bathrobe. It was pretty tight on him and the sleeves went only to his elbows. “You look nice this morning,” I greeted him cheerily. He cocked one eyebrow, scratching the back of his head and immediately grumbled for coffee. My man wasn't a morning person.

      “Sit down,” I instructed, and filled one of the mugs with steaming coffee. “Cream or sugar?” I asked sweetly.

      “Black is fine,” he said, yawning, as I handed him the mug.

      He took a sip of coffee and then another. I handed him a plate with toast and an omelet and sat down across from him with my plate.

      “This looks great,” he said as he started digging in, “Umm…it's good.”

      “I’m glad you like it,” I said.

      We ate in silence for a few minutes, but I knew he was going to start pressing me about my dreams. I was pleasantly surprised when the first thing he said had nothing to do with my dreams.

      “What do you have planned for today?” he asked, looking up from his plate, chewing thoughtfully.

      "I really hadn’t planned anything. Just playing it by ear I guess.”

      “Do you want to take Derringer out for a ride?”

      I was shocked. What happened to, “Nobody mounts my horse but me?” I wasn’t about to throw that out to him now though.

      “Well sure, you mean together?”

      He frowned at me. “That's the idea. I mean if you want to start exercising him in the arena, you need to get used to him. I thought maybe we'd ride him together.”

      “It sounds great to me. When do you want to go?”

      He glanced down at his Rolex. “I’ve got to get back to my house and clean up. I have a few e-mails to answer. Let’s meet at the stables in a couple of hours, around noon?”

      “It’s a date,” I answered smiling.
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      It was just past eleven-thirty when I headed down to the barn, making absolutely sure that my cottage was locked. It felt unstable in there now since I knew that someone had let themselves in, leaving those boxes in my bed. Someone from my past.

      I entered the barn and walked down the aisle between the horse stalls to the tack room. Opening my locker, I grabbed my hunt cap and riding gloves and zipped my half-chaps up over my jeans. I heard a man’s voice. Peeking out the tack room door, I was relieved to see it was Trey. I was more skittish these days than any horse in the stable.

      My stomach had butterflies as I watched Trey get Derringer saddled up. He knew what he was doing. He'd put an all-purpose saddle on him for today. It made sense being that he wanted the Lipizzaner to get accustomed to me riding him, but I wasn't worried that it would take long. Trey was dressed impeccably in English riding garb. He was wearing a white linen shirt, with fawn colored breeches that clung to his well-muscled thighs and tight ass. His black field boots shone. I was already taking pleasure watching his sinewy moves as he readied the horse. He put his riding gloves on after he finished adjusting Derringer’s bridle, having been assured the fit was gentle.

      As I gazed at him, in the back of my mind my mom’s nagging voice was harping on my subconscious convincing me that Trey was too handsome, too rich, too polished, and too classy for trash like me. I pushed the thoughts down.

      Trey smiled when he saw I had arrived and I joined him in the aisle. Together we led Derringer out of the stable, halting at the mounting block on the lawn. Trey mounted Derringer expertly and I looked up at him.

      “Where do you want me?” I asked cautiously.

      “Well for now, how about up on the horse with me?” He grinned mischievously as he lowered his left arm down and, with little effort, swung me up, placing me right in front of him. I was encircled by his arms, my head resting comfortably against his chest. With a squeeze of his calves against the horse’s sides, we were off at a walk.

      After a few moments of walking, we'd left the stable far behind us and came to an open meadow. He leaned down and whispered in my ear.

      “Ready to pick up the pace?”

      I nodded. Pressing his calves against Derringer’s sides again, Trey asked the horse to trot. Behind me in the saddle, I felt his hips rise to post. I leaned into him and matched his rhythm. Since Trey and I were virtually sharing a saddle at the moment, it was a bit difficult for me to do anything but remain close within his arms. As the horse trotted, our bodies moved up and down in the saddle in unison. Although I had no idea what lovemaking felt like, I suspected the rhythm was similar to this.

      At the far end of the meadow, there was a crystal clear stream and plenty of shade trees. He reined the horse over to a large tree that offered ample shade. A couple of yards away, there was a large log lying horizontally on the ground that bordered the stream. Trey slid down off of the horse, taking me with him. I was puzzled by the short ride, but my instincts told me that we were going to have a discussion first. Play later. He dropped Derringer’s reins to the ground. The horse happily stayed close, eating grass.

      “Come with me,” he held out his hand and I slipped mine into it. We walked over to the log, and Trey straddled it, pulling me down once again in front of him. This time I was facing him. I looked up at him questioningly.

      He smiled and held out his hands, pulling me close to him, cupping my chin gently with his hand, and tipping my face up to meet his eyes. Those shiny sapphires were so intense and yet tender at the same time. He gazed at me from beneath his dark lashes and I knew it was time. It was time for me to feel his full lips on mine and, God, I wanted to!

      He pulled me closer, his arms wrapped around my back and shoulders. I could feel the strong beat of his heart against mine.

      Damn…

      He lowered his mouth to mine, his lips warm and soft. He took his time, claiming this first kiss softly. I warmed against his touch--everywhere. His tongue traced my lower lip, teasingly; my belly tingled as I felt his hands cupping my face, and his thumbs rubbing gentle caresses on my neck, just beneath my earlobes. His tongue found mine and it was as if they found perfect sync, dancing gently, exploring tentatively. I felt a soft moan of pleasure escape from my throat as I pushed my breasts against his chest, wondering what it might feel like to have his mouth on them, and his magical tongue circling the peaks over and over again.

      Too soon, he pulled back just a bit, bringing the kiss to closure with soft butterfly kisses on my lips and face. My eyes fluttered open and were immediately captured by his. They were intense, totally sexy and damn if they weren't kind of smoldering, too.

      “I need you to know something,” his tone now serious. “I'll never go beyond what you permit me to do as far as touching you. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “I think so,” I whispered, studying his expression closely. Wanting to get right back to what we'd been doing just a few seconds ago.

      He continued, “I'll never let our relationship get physical beyond what you're ready for, regardless as to whether you communicate otherwise, okay?”

      I felt myself turn beet red. I pulled my legs up, folding them in front of me like a fort of protection. I wrapped both arms around my bent legs and lowered my face so that my chin was resting on my knees. I avoided his stare. I suspected he had guessed that I was a virgin. Trey reached out with his hand, tilting my chin back up, forcing me to look into his eyes. Eyes that now seemed to be searching mine for… something.

      “You've nothing to be ashamed of, do you understand me? We're going to make this right, damn it, I promise you that.”

      Obviously, he had figured out that I was a virgin. I wondered if it had been in the way I kissed. It wasn't like I hadn't kissed before, but I loved that he was telling me that I'd no reason to be ashamed of my virginity. What I totally wasn't getting though was his promise that “we” were going to make it right. He sensed my confusion.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked softly.

      “I do,” I answered, “but I'm a little bit embarrassed and a tad confused.”

      “Just tell me what confuses you, and remember that there's no need to be embarrassed about anything. It's not your fault.”

      “Okay, here goes. I'm going to just blurt it out because I don't candy-coat stuff. That's just not my style.”

      He nodded, ready for it.

      “I mean I love that you're okay with the fact that I'm still a virgin and all,” I blurted, “but what I don’t understand is your promise to make that right when you refuse…uhhh…you are reluctant to touch me, because I guess you think that I’m not ready. So, I guess my question is how much longer do you think my virginity needs to stay intact?”

      I looked at him and suddenly realized I'd totally blown his mind. He couldn’t say that I hadn’t warned him about my bluntness. I continued to watch him closely, waiting for a response. His expression was that of shock or confusion. Maybe a little bit of both.

      “You’re a virgin?” he finally sputtered. “I had no idea. My God, are you sure?”

      What? I mean…WHAT?

      “Am I sure? I think I'd know, don’t you?" I asked incredulously.

      He looked stunned.

      "What the hell did you mean when you said that I had nothing to be ashamed of and that we would make it right then if you weren’t referring to my virginity?”

      “I was referring to what I presumed to be some sort of…sexual abuse from your past. I mean…the dreams, or nightmares or whatever you want to call them and then there's your aversion to discussing them. I guess I just assumed it was some type of abuse from years ago."

      “Are you serious?" I asked, totally blown away by his assumption. "I mean don’t you think that I'd know it if I had been sexually abused?”

      He was thoughtful for a moment. “How do you explain the dream last night?”

      “It was a nightmare. I’ve had a few since my concussion. They're weird and a little scary, I admit that, but to think they indicate I've been raped or abused? I don't see how you got there."

      “In last night’s dream you were screaming things at me. You were asking me why I was letting ‘her’ use me to hurt you. You then screamed that you could do those things, and that you could be I want.”

      “So?” I asked, defensively. “None of that sounds like I was raped does it?”

      “Who is she?” Trey demanded. He didn't wait for an answer. "She is your mother, isn't it?"

      I didn’t answer him. I turned away not wanting to look at him. I didn't want to have this conversation, but Trey pressed on.

      “I heard you shout things when you were dreaming in the hospital too. You were trying to get out of bed. At one point I had to restrain you. You were talking somewhat incoherently, but you said you wanted to slap her and call her a whore. You mentioned someone named Daniel. Did he hurt you?”

      His eyes were searching mine for an answer. I was afraid to trust him with this secret. I didn't want to believe it was true. Hell, even I wasn't sure if it was real or not.

      “Daniel was my high school boyfriend who took me to prom,” I replied, not daring to look Trey in the eye. “I guess I must've dreamt about my prom while I was in the hospital. Daniel and I were going to make love for the first time after prom, but it never happened.”

      “Why didn’t it happen?” he pressed.

      “I’m not sure,” I mumbled. “Probably because I got drunk and then sick, and then passed out. Like I said last night, remember?"

      “Is that all that happened?” he asked softly.

      “Yes,” I lied.

      “Your nightmares seem to be focused around your mother,” he commented. “Are you sure that there isn’t more you’re not telling me?”

      His questions were starting to make me feel defensive. “What if it is my mother in those dreams? What does that prove? It doesn’t prove that I was sexually molested or raped, or that I’m…frigid.”

      “Who said anything about you being frigid?” he asked, his eyes flashing. “Is that what frightens you? Because I don't think you have a thing to worry about there. No, there's something else you’re not telling me. Why won’t you trust me?” he prodded.

      “There's nothing to tell,” I replied, not hiding my irritation. “I have a shitty mother, so what? A lot of kids grow up with shitty mothers and absent fathers. I guess we can’t all be brought up with perfect parents, perfect educations, and perfect lives. Some of us simply do the best we can with the cards we're dealt.”

      “Don’t go there with me,” he warned. “Don’t turn this around as if I'm flaunting my upbringing in your face. This isn't about me at the moment. Trust me, I've had my share of drama and heartache in my thirty years, but right now, we're talking about you."

      “Maybe both of us are presuming too much about the other. I want to know what your life has been like. You want to know everything about me, yet you share nothing about yourself. Why?"

      “Tylar,” he sighed, raking a hand through his hair, “I'll tell you whatever you want to know when the conversation is about me. Right now it's about you and you're skirting the issue. I want to know what happened that makes you have these nightmares."

      I realized that Trey was sincere and, for whatever reason, he cared.

      “I can’t explain the nightmares because when I dream, I'm not sure what is reality and what is fantasy—or at the very least, symbolism. I can tell you that if anyone has the answers, it’s probably my mom.”

      “Good,” he answered. “Then maybe it's time to find your mother and get those answers. Do it for yourself. I'll be right with you if you'd like."

      “I’m afraid to have you meet my mother,” I said hesitantly.

      “Why?” he asked, reaching for my hand. I hesitated. He was waiting for an answer.

      “Because…” I said, burying my head into his clean linen shirt, smelling his intoxicating scent. “Because if it turns out my dreams are based on reality and not fantasy, then she's a fucking monster.”

      I felt tears well up, and I refused to let them out. I turned away from him to get some composure. I knew men like Trey, and they didn't like weak women. He continued to hold me while stroking my hair. He asked me to trust him. Trust had never come easy for me.

      Trey did his best to change the mood after our discussion. He talked about growing up here and now living in Atlanta and how much he still missed Bristol. We walked back over to the horse and put our helmets back on. He lifted me astride Derringer, and for the next twenty minutes led me down a path that opened up into a perfect riding arena. It was circular, fenced in, and private.

      Sliding down off the horse, he handed Derringer’s reins to me and cautioned me to trot for a while, letting Derringer get used to the feel of my reining him. The horse and I moved around the perimeter of the arena, practicing our halt-walk-trot transitions. He yielded effortlessly to my leg signals and slowed to a walk when I sank low in the saddle. I let out an exaggerated exhale and the horse halted. I knew then that he was an expertly trained dressage horse. I only hoped to do him justice. He smiled at us from the center of the arena, watching our movements. Derringer moved like he'd been carrying me forever. Trey was clearly impressed. He encouraged me to ask Derringer for a canter. With an almost imperceptible squeeze of my calves, the horse lifted into a canter, carrying us around the arena as though we were on a cloud.

      Around two, Trey asked if I was hungry. I was famished. He climbed up behind me once again, taking the reins, which allowed me to settle back against him. I was getting my ‘Trey-fix’ two days in a row and I loved it.

      Once we were back at the stables, Charlie Roberts was inside feeding the horses and cleaning their stalls. He seemed surprised to see me with Trey. He eyed me a bit warily and, again, I got a creepy feeling. Trey appeared not to notice. He dismounted then turned and lifted me off the horse. Trey called Charlie over, handing him Derringer’s reins.

      “Will you untack and rub him down?” Trey asked. A dark look passed over Charlie, as if he felt put out for having to care for Trey’s horse. It did not go unnoticed by Trey.

      “Do you have a problem with that, Mr. Roberts?”

      “Not one bit,” Charlie replied, his face expressionless. He turned away and led Derringer down the aisle toward his stall. Trey gazed after him for a moment, his face unreadable. He turned back to me, all signs of irritation gone, and smiled.

      “Let’s go eat, Ms. Preston. I’ve got just the place in mind.”

      He took my hand and we turned to leave the stable. Behind us, I heard Charlie mutter something. I couldn’t be certain, but it sounded like, “uppity bitch.” I looked over at Trey, but he was reaching for his phone, having been beeped with an e-mail message. He scanned it, and then shut the phone off. He'd not heard the muttered remark.
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      “Trey,” I whined as he tugged me across the lawn toward his car, “shouldn’t I change if we're going out for lunch?”

      He laughed playfully, displaying his glorious dimple. “It’s just lunch and you look great,” he said. “Trust me, it’s nothing fancy.” He held open the door for me on the passenger side of his intimidating black sports car. It was impeccably clean inside; I only hoped any horsehair I may have accumulated this afternoon would not mar the immaculate interior. Trey slid into the driver’s seat, fastening his seat belt and instructing me to do the same.

      “Ready?” he grinned like a kid showing off his toy.

      “Sure,” I responded. “Kick in the afterburners, Sinclair, let’s see what this machine can do.”

      That was all the encouragement Trey needed. He fired up the engine, and within seconds we were peeling out onto the highway, my hair blowing in the wind. It truly rode like a dream; a very swift dream as Trey put the car through all of the gears.

      “Zero to sixty in three point two seconds,” he bragged.

      “There you have it,” I said. “That alone makes the $250K price tag a steal!”

      He laughed good-naturedly. “Smart ass,” he teased.

      We passed through Bristol where most everything in the small town was closed on this Sunday afternoon. Just outside of town, Trey downshifted into the parking lot of a lone brick building with a neon sign in the window blinking “Open.” The door read “Morelli’s Fine Italian Dining.” Trey parked, got out, and opened my door, helping me up from the low-ride seat. As soon as we walked in, the aroma of Italian cuisine enveloped me. I was ravenous. A smiling matron came over to greet us. It was obvious that she knew Trey.

      “Signor Sinclair,” she greeted heartily, “it’s nice to see you! How long has it been mio figlio?”

      “Saluto, Carmelita!” Trey greeted the woman, embracing her, “Come stai?”

      “È questa vostra bella moglie?” asked Carmelita.

      Is this your beautiful wife?

      “No, non ancora, un giorno forse,” Trey said.

      No, not yet, someday maybe.

      The restaurant was filled with patrons eating an early Sunday supper. Carmelita led us to a table for two in a quiet area of the restaurant. It was quaint with red and white checkered tablecloths. Soft Italian music played. Trey ordered a bottle of Chianti for us. I raised an eyebrow at him from over my menu.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” I said, smirking, “I just recall how pissed you were with Clint because I was drinking at Luke’s bonfire the night of my accident.”

      “Who said anything about you drinking tonight?” he replied giving me his cocky smile.

      “Well, I suppose then that I'm the designated driver?” I inquired sweetly.

      “No way,” he laughed, “I don’t think you can handle the horsepower.”

      “What's good here?” I asked, ignoring the last jab.

      “Really there's nothing bad here. I like the baked ziti.”

      “That sounds fine to me.”

      Trey ordered for both of us: baked ziti and salads. Carmelita brought fresh bread on a cutting board to the table and filled our water goblets. Trey poured two glasses of Chianti, handing me one.

      “This is your one and only glass,” he advised. I rolled my eyes mockingly.

      “Cheers,” I said, raising my glass and taking a sip. Trey sliced the bread, putting a thick warm slice on a small plate and passing it over to me. “You might want to try this with the house olive oil, it's really good.”

      I took the olive oil dispenser that had a small spray nozzle and lightly spritzed my warm bread. Taking a bite I moaned audibly, catching Trey’s attention in an instant. “Ohh, this is sooooo good,” I said, in a very sultry tone. I licked my lips, and took another bite, teasing him with my sensual enjoyment of the bread, licking my fingers when I finished. He rearranged himself in his seat a bit and pretended not to be affected. I sipped some more Chianti, enjoying the slight buzz I was getting. Our salads came and, as we started in, Trey brought up the subject of Clint.

      “You know,” he said, “you were right about one thing. I had no right to be so hard on Clint over the incident at the pool that night. I suspect I may have had more of an issue with him than your inebriated state.”

      I eyed him warily; what was he up to with this? “Oh I get it,” I said, smirking. “You’ve made nice with Clint now that you’ve turned him into your own personal nark.”

      Laughing, I refilled my glass with more Chianti, watching Trey give me a slightly reprimanding look.

      “I don’t have a clue what you're talking about,” he replied.

      “Well, let's see. I know that it was Clint that called you and told you that I was riding Jezebel in the fourth, so you've managed to put some fear in him, obviously. But you see, I don’t have any desire to remain friends with someone who would nark me out like that.”

      “I see,” Trey responded. “Did it ever occur to you that maybe Clint was worried about you racing so soon after you were released from the hospital?”

      “Maybe,” I said, a bit snidely, “but answer me this; if Clint had not called you in Atlanta to let you know so that you could bust ass back to Bristol and scratch me out of that race, who would you have been more pissed at when you discovered on your own that I had raced--me or Clint?”

      Trey was thoughtful for a moment before answering. “I suppose I would've been equally pissed at the both of you,” he muttered.

      “I get that you don’t want me to get hurt again, but in the process, you're kind of alienating me from my co-workers and friends. That could make it very lonely here for me.”

      “Well I won’t be second-guessed. I did what I did because, as I've explained, I won’t allow you or anyone else to put you in harm’s way.”

      It appeared that I wasn't the only one with issues. I knew Trey’s motivation now that he had a snitch in hand. He wanted to continue using Clint to keep tabs on me. Trey started to say something, but stopped when Carmelita arrived at our table with the baked ziti.

      Trey was right; it was delicious. I cleaned my plate while polishing off another glass of Chianti, which irritated Trey. We ate in silence, partially because we were both so hungry, and partially because it was a bit strained after the topic of Clint came up. Carmelita came over to clear our empty plates, noticing the silence between us.

      “Signor Trey, credo che voi e la vostra amore avete bisogno di dolcezza, no?” Carmelita said.

      Mr. Trey, I think you and your love need some sweetness, no?

      “Concordo Carmelita. Cosa suggeriresti?” Trey asked.

      I agree Carmelita. What would you suggest?

      “Vi faro qualche Tiramisu Signor Trey. Ti alimenti al vostra amante. Ha bisogno di un po 'ingrasso.”

      I'll bring you some Tiramisu Mr. Trey. You feed it to your lover. She needs a little fattening up, eh?

      “It seems we’re having dessert Tylar,” Trey said, his eyes dancing. The tension lifted. He pulled my hands into his, gazing into my eyes.

      “I’ve had a really nice afternoon with you. I have to leave on a flight to Atlanta tomorrow morning. Our firm has a class action trial starting on Tuesday, so I have to go. Will you be all right?”

      “Of course I will,” I replied nonchalantly.

      “Ray should have the locks on your cottage changed by now. He is going to make sure that the key he has is not hung on the hooks with the other master keys to the cottages. Does that make you feel any safer?”

      “I never really felt unsafe. It’s just been creepy in the cottage since then, you know? I mean it’s not like anyone has threatened me directly or anything like that…”

      “You don’t have to stay there you know.”

      “Where else would I stay?”

      “Well, you can stay up at the main house if you wish.”

      Give me a minute to pack…

      “Oh and that would look real good, wouldn’t it? I can just imagine the comments from the rest of the staff on that one,” I replied with an eye roll.

      “Tylar,” he said impatiently, “I don’t care how it looks or what people think. The fact of the matter is I'll be gone for the week and I don’t want the additional stress of worrying about your safety. There’s staff at the house. No one would bother you there.”

      “I’m a big girl,” I asserted. “I can take care of myself. If something starts creeping me out, I’ll call Ray or Denise. How’s that?”

      I could tell he felt a little relieved, but I was certain that having me stay at the manor would have made him feel totally better. Carmelita brought over a plate with a large piece of tiramisu and two forks. She winked at Trey and removed his dinner plate, hurrying off. I reached for one of the forks, but Trey stopped me.

      “Here, let me,” he said in his soft, silky voice.

      He lifted a fork, and cut a bite-sized piece of the cake, dipping it into the small cup of warm chocolate sauce. He raised it slowly, teasingly up to my lips, cupping his other hand underneath it to catch any drips. His eyes never left mine. I parted my lips slightly, and felt the warm cake as it brushed past my lips and reached my tongue. A small drop of chocolate dripped onto my bottom lip; Trey leaned over and wiped it from my lip with the pad of his thumb, smiling as his eyes locked with mine. He licked the chocolate from the tip of his thumb, circling it provocatively on his bottom lip. We continued this ritual until the cake was gone, taking turns feeding each other. It was the most erotic of my life.

      When the last of the dessert had been enjoyed, Carmelita cleared our plates. She paused at the table and gave my cheek a pinch.

      “Prendersi cura del cuore dolce di Signor Trey, assicurarsi che vi riporta presto!”

      Take care of Mr. Trey’s heart sweet one; have him bring you back soon!

      “What did she say?” I asked.

      “She said to take care and that she hopes you come back soon,” he interpreted for me.

      As if I needed it. Eventually, I might share my grasp of Italian with Trey…but not today.

      "Thank you,” I responded, smiling. I gave Carmelita a quick hug.

      She beamed and turned to Trey.

      “Ah questa è molto meglio di femmina Charlotte, amico mio!”

      This one is so much better than Charlotte, my friend!

      Trey quickly gave Carmelita a hug and a peck on her cheek and we were out the door.

      “Thank you for lunch, Trey, that was really delicious,” I said, smiling over at him as we got settled in the car.

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it. Carmelita's quite the character, and very fond of you I can tell.”

      “I'm impressed by your command of Italian. I had no idea you spoke so fluently.”

      “I studied abroad during high school and college.”

      “I see, so what does ‘Charlotte’ translate to in English?” I asked, batting my eyelashes at him.

      “Oh, you caught that, huh?”

      “Well…yes.”

      For all of his denial of having any type of relationship with Charlotte, it appeared that they had made their rounds as a couple. “Carmelita reads too much into things,” he said impatiently. “I took Charlotte to Morelli’s one time, weeks back, for dinner. Carmelita thought she was a royal bitch, which she can be. Charlotte insulted the Carpineta Fontalpino wine we were served. She told Carmelita it tasted like Tuscan vinegar spiked with battery acid. You can imagine how that went over.”

      “How'd it go over with you?” I asked.

      He slowed for a traffic light and looked over at me, taking my left hand into his right one, raising it to his lips. “I’ve told you before, Tylar, there's no relationship whatsoever between Charlotte and me. As far as that particular incident, it was embarrassing for me.”

      The light turned green. He kissed my hand before setting it back in my lap, shifting gears and accelerating onto the highway. I leaned back into the seat and sighed. We were back at the estate in no time. As we pulled into the winding drive leading up to the mansion, Ray’s truck was parked near the pool. No one was swimming, but Ray looked to be checking the chemical levels, probably waiting for Trey to get back. I hopped out of the car, not waiting for Trey to open my door. I felt a little uncomfortable with Ray seeing me on a date with, well, our boss. I cared about what Ray thought of me. He was probably the closest thing to a father figure I had, even though I'd only known him for a few weeks.

      “Hey Ray,” I said smiling.

      “Hey, Ty. You doing all right?”

      I nodded.

      Trey walked over to Ray. “Did you take care of what I asked?”

      “Sure thing,” Ray answered. “Here you go,” he said, handing something to Trey. “I’ll keep the other key on my personal key ring. No one else will have access to it—as you requested.”

      “Thanks Ray.”

      Ray turned back to me. “Mrs. Johnson is expecting you tomorrow morning at nine, Ty, in the main office. I think she has a special assignment for you. Hopefully, you won’t be too bored.”

      “Got it,” I said. “I’ll be there, don’t worry.”

      We exchanged smiles and Ray took off to his truck.

      “You’ll like Rebecca,” Trey commented. “She and Ray are probably my two most trusted employees. I know my parents feel the same way.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Rebecca—Mrs. Johnson,” Trey clarified. “If I know her, you won’t be calling her ‘Mrs. Johnson’ for long. She doesn’t go in for a lot of formality and pretense. That’s why I know you'll like her.” He gave me another one of his award-winning grins, and placed his right arm around my shoulders.

      “C’mon you,” he said, softly. “Let me walk you to your cottage. I want to make sure everything is secure and that you get settled in for the night.”

      “It’s not even dark yet,” I protested. “I’m not ready to call it a day.”

      “I don’t want to either,” he said gently, “but I’ve got work to do this evening, reviewing the case before the trial starts on Tuesday. Then I have to pack, shower, and all that good stuff. Plus,” he continued, squeezing me closer as we made our way up the path to the cottages, “I want a few minutes alone with you before I go. I want to make sure I give you a proper goodbye.”

      My stomach butterflies were swarming again. My cheeks were warm and flushed. We arrived at the cottage and Trey fished in his pocket pulling out the two keys that Ray had given him. He handed one of the keys to me. “Put this on your key chain,” he instructed, “and pitch the old one.”

      I nodded. “What about the extra key?” I asked, nodding toward the one in his hand.

      He grinned at me. “I thought you might feel safer if I held onto it, just in case.”

      “In case what?” I asked, eyeing him suspiciously.

      “In case you lose yours or something,” he frowned at me, feigning insult that I could think anything other than honorable thoughts about him. He was a complicated man, I thought. It didn't bother me a bit, him having a key. He owned the place. As far as I was concerned, Trey had a right to anything here, with the exception of any other woman apart from me. I looped my arms around his neck and stood on my tiptoes, kissing his mouth.

      “Oh no—you can and will do better than that, Ms. Preston,” he laughed, chasing me up the couple of steps onto the porch. I struggled from his grasp, playfully, and then saw that a small shopping bag had been hung on my doorknob.

      “Hmm, looks like someone left me a gift,” I teased. “Is that why you wanted to escort me to my cottage Mr. Sinclair? You do spoil me, don’t you?”

      Trey’s facial expression had lost the amusement of just a moment ago.

      “That’s not from me,” he said, his tone serious.

      I tried to lighten the mood; I didn’t want to get creeped out again after having spent such a wonderful, calm day with my man. “I’m sure it’s probably just some tacky Fred-X of Follywood underwear from Jenna.”

      I opened the screen door, and lifted the shopping bag off of the doorknob. I held the bag open and saw a small pile of plum silk material. I unfolded the articles of clothing, holding them up. Suddenly I recognized them. The realization hit me hard. Oh my God. I remembered them from my dream. It was the silk plum-colored pajama shorts that were ripped off of my fourteen-year-old body; the matching camisole was in the bag too. It had been cut in half. That part wasn't in my dream. There was a typed note on a piece of paper pinned to the camisole. It read:

      I believe these belong to you, Sissy.

      “Oh God!” I screamed, immediately dropping the bag. Trey’s arms were around me in an instant. The hysterical voice that was yelling “don’t touch me, let me go” couldn’t possibly be mine could it? I felt strong arms around me, lifting me, trying to calm me. Suddenly, Clint came running up on the porch. Did Clint think that I needed help? Trey’s voice was in my ear.

      “Stop fighting me. For Christ’s sake, it’s me. It’s Trey.” He handed Clint my key. “Open the door so I can get her inside,” Trey instructed.

      Clint made no move to do it. He was sizing up the situation.

      “Clint for Christ’s sake, it’s not me she’s afraid of. Open the damn door before we have the whole compound down on us.”

      Clint cautiously complied. In seconds, Trey carried me inside and placed me gently on my couch. Clint carried in my purse and the shopping bag. Trey snatched the silk pajamas and shoved them back into the bag so that they were out of my sight. Clint brought me a glass of water from the kitchenette. I accepted it, taking a sip, then another. Some calmness was starting to seep in. The swirling and shrieking had subsided. Trey sat next to me, looking at me, clutching my free hand as if he expected me to shatter into a million pieces at any moment.

      “Can Clint go ahead and leave?” he asked me gently. I was confused. “Clint thinks you were screaming because of me. He wants to make sure that you aren’t afraid of me, and that it wasn’t me that made you start screaming just now.”

      I understood now. Clint was going to protect me against Trey, if necessary. He was a friend to me. I saw that now.

      “Oh yes,” I said. “I’m sorry, Clint. I’m sorry for that out there.” They were both staring at me now. “It's okay, Clint. I received a shock, but Trey's not responsible.”

      “Are you sure?” Clint asked quietly, moving in front of Trey, blocking his view of me for a moment while I answered him. He apparently wanted to make absolutely sure that I wasn't being forced to say this to him. I knew that this was really pissing Trey off. I heard Trey’s heavy sigh, as he mumbled, “Oh for Christ’s sake,” from behind Clint.

      “No really. I’m fine. Talk to you tomorrow?”

      “Sure thing. I’m right next door. You just holler if you need me,” he assured me as he moved away.

      As soon as Clint left, Trey closed the door abruptly behind him, mumbling something inaudible. He returned to the couch, pulling me into his lap and cradling me against his strong chest. I rested my head against his chest; the sound of his heartbeat made me feel safe and secure.

      As my pulse returned to normal, I leaned over pulling off my paddock boots and socks so that my feet were bare. I curled back up into Trey’s lap, sitting sideways in it. I pulled my bare feet up to rest flatly on his muscular left thigh. I liked the way his fawn riding pants felt underneath my toes. His right hand rubbed my back gently, reassuringly, and then moved up to my neck, rubbing and caressing me there. He cupped his fingers underneath my chin, tilting my face up so that I was looking into the depths of his sapphire eyes that were burning with something right then; I wasn't sure what until he lowered his mouth to mine.

      I closed my eyes and felt his warm, sensual lips on my mouth. They moved slowly, caressingly over my lips; his hands now framed my face on each side. His tongue softly slid over my lips, parting them gently and expertly, and I could feel my heart quicken. Our tongues met in a sensual, playful exploration, and we found a perfect rhythm. I turned to jelly, placing my hands up on his face, wanting to feel every inch of it while my eyes were closed.

      The silk pajamas and note were momentarily forgotten as I drank in the taste, feel, and pleasure of Trey. He moaned, concluding our kiss once again by placing soft kisses on my lips and my face, and bringing my hands up, kissing each one tenderly.

      I opened my eyes, enjoying the calming effect of our kiss. His eyes were a deeper blue than before. He was watching me; what was he looking for?

      “Hmmm,” he breathed against me, “do you know how much I've wanted to do that again since this afternoon? Hell, ever since I first laid eyes on you, if you want to know the truth."

      I was dumbfounded. I shook my head. He lifted an errant lock away from my face, and then brushed his thumb lightly against my still moist lips.

      He pulled me in, and kissed my brow. My head rested against his chest again, as I listened to his steady heartbeat. His hand traveled up to my ponytail, twirling it around his fingers absently.

      “Are we going to talk about it?” he asked softly.

      “I don’t want to,” I replied quietly. “But I will.”
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      “Go ahead,” Trey urged gently, “please tell me what these clothes mean to you.”

      “Okay,” I began, shakily. “The other night, when you were in Atlanta, I cleaned this cottage like crazy. It brought back some memories. Memories of when I was growing up in Radcliff—Radcliff, Kentucky, where I’m from.”

      He nodded for me to continue.

      “In our house, Saturday was special to my mom because that was the only night out of the whole week that she had a date. By that, I mean a date with her boyfriend.”

      “And what was his name?” Trey asked.

      “Well,” I answered, “I’m not really sure.”

      Trey looked confused.

      “It seems like maybe there were a few of them.” I paused, gathering my thoughts. “So anyway, my best friend was Laurie and her mom was Mona, my mom’s friend. On Friday nights, Laurie would spend the night with me, and then on Saturday nights, I'd spend the night at Laurie’s.”

      “Okay,” Trey commented, “so how does this tie into the purple pajamas?”

      “I’m getting to that. The dream involved a particular weekend at Laurie's house when we were both around thirteen. Laurie had made up a story so that we could stay out late that night."

      He nodded for me to continue.

      “When we got to the video arcade, Laurie told me that we were all going out in a car with some older boys and I refused. Laurie got pissed and they left without me. I walked home and let myself in. Mom and her boyfriend were upstairs. When I got ready for bed I put those plum silk pajamas on.”

      Trey glanced at the shopping bag while I continued.

      “My mom heard me in the bathroom and was pissed that I was home on her date night. I heard her boyfriend ask who I was and she told him I was her younger sister. That’s pretty much it. I went to bed.”

      “Tylar,” Trey said in a very serious tone, “that can’t be it. That doesn’t explain the ripped pajamas. That doesn’t explain the note about Sissy.” He rubbed my back, comfortingly, consolingly.

      “In the dream I had, it got into more detail. But I’m not sure that part really happened.”

      “What part?” he asked. “You need to tell me everything, babe. We'll sort it out together.”

      I swallowed nervously, afraid that I might be sick. I snuggled closer to him, as if that would help my memory be less despicable.

      “After I went to my room that night, I couldn’t sleep so I put my headphones on and listened to music. Later, I woke up when I felt Mom's boyfriend on top of me, touching me. He was calling me “Sissy,” and telling me the things he liked doing to my “older sister.” He smelled bad, like whiskey and garbage. He looked at me under my clothes and ripped my pajama shorts right off of me.” My voice started cracking. I was so ashamed. Trey held me tight and kissed my forehead.

      “Tell me what he did to you.” The tone of his voice frightened me.

      “Don’t you see? I’m not sure.”

      “Tell me what he did to you in your dream.”

      “In my dream, he put his fingers in and around my private parts. He told me that I had a clit that was working perfectly fine. He put his mouth and tongue down there and asked if I liked it.”

      I could feel Trey’s body turn to stone underneath me.

      I disgust him.

      “Go on,” he said.

      I told him the rest, ending with me kicking him in the crotch and screaming for my mother.

      "Didn't your mother help you?" he asked tersely.

      “I thought she would when she finally heard me screaming and came into my room. All she told him was that I wasn't part of the deal and he owed her another hundred for touching me. Those are the pajamas I was wearing," I finished, nodding towards them. "Those are the proof that my nightmare wasn't just a dream."

      "That's it," he said, lifting me from him and heading to my room.

      I followed and watched as he collected clothing from my dresser drawers and closet, putting them in a pile on my bed, searching for a suitcase. He found the one under my bed and packed what he'd gathered inside. He went into the bathroom, gathering up my toothbrush, razor, and the rest of my toiletries. He found my phone charger and purse, shoving it all into my suitcase.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, finally shaking myself out of my daze.

      “You're not staying here,” he stated. “And it's not up for debate. You're staying at the house tonight with me.”

      I noticed the pile of mail still on the counter. He grabbed it, shoving it into the zippered flap on the outside of my suitcase.

      “I think we’re ready,” he said, guiding me to the front door.

      It was dark now, which provided a cloak of privacy. Trey held my hand, leading me up the path that led to his home. The mansion stood in peaceful and safe serenity. There were a few lights on inside. He led me around to the front door, reaching into his pocket for his key. The door was opened before he needed his key. A tall, slender man who looked to be in his mid-sixties greeted us. He wore a uniform.

      “Good evening, Thatcher,” Trey greeted him, pulling me behind him into a large entry hall. “This is Ms. Preston. She is my houseguest this week. Please see to her every comfort.”

      Trey set my suitcase down.

      “Of course, sir,” Thatcher responded. “Where would you have me take Ms. Preston’s things?”

      “To my suite,” Trey directed without hesitation.

      Thatcher didn’t bat an eye, as he lifted my suitcase and ascended the wide staircase just off of the entrance hall to deposit my things in Trey’s suite.

      “I’m not sure about this," I murmured.

      “About what?” he asked, looking surprised.

      “About staying here, without you being here. It’s going to make me feel really uncomfortable,” I said quietly.

      “I see no reason why it should,” he replied nonchalantly. “You heard me ask Thatcher to see to your every comfort. He'll inform the rest of the staff to do the same.”

      “I know,” I replied, “but what about when I’m off work? I mean, it’s sort of like I’ve been separated from the group.”

      “You're not seriously thinking about going to work tomorrow are you?” he asked, incredulously.

      “Well, yeah,” I answered. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “You're not to leave the manor, do you understand?”

      “Whoa, Trey, I don’t understand.”

      “I’ve already explained to you how I feel about you. If the first message you received with the jewelry left under your bed covers wasn’t clear enough, this latest one certainly was. No—I’m afraid I can’t allow you to put yourself at risk until we find out who's behind this.”

      “I appreciate your concern for me and I no more want to stay in that cottage by myself than you want me to, but we have to draw the line somewhere. I still need to work. I could go behind your back and go in anyway tomorrow, you know that. So let’s please find a way to make it happen, okay? I want to work tomorrow.”

      I saw a flicker of amusement cross his handsome features.

      “Tell you what,” he offered, “why don’t I take you upstairs to my suite, and let you draw yourself a nice relaxing bubble bath? How does that sound?”

      “I’d really like that,” I answered.

      “Good, and while you're doing that, I'll make a couple of phone calls, and get myself packed for tomorrow’s trip. Then we’ll meet up and discuss tomorrow, sound fair?”

      “Absolutely,” I agreed, flashing him a smile.

      Trey led me upstairs through his suite of rooms to the large bathroom. There was a double marble shower at one end. In the center was a sunken bathtub with jets. The double vanity was against the adjacent wall. The bathroom was marble tile throughout, with brass fixtures, ceiling fans, and one completely mirrored wall. He gathered some clean towels and washcloths for me.

      “Your suitcase is on the bed. You can unpack the rest of your things after your bath. I shouldn’t be more than an hour.”

      I nodded and smiled. I filled the sunken tub with vanilla bath oil. It felt so relaxing. After I finished my bath I wrapped one of the large bath towels around me and returned to the bedroom. Trey wasn't back yet so I found a short silk nightgown to wear to bed. I brushed my teeth, placing my toothbrush in the holder next to Trey’s. I was so tired and Trey's king-sized bed was so inviting. I crawled beneath the sheets feeling safe and secure for the first time in weeks.

      I woke up to a dark room and was momentarily alarmed until I remembered where I was. I heard the shower going in the bathroom. The clock on Trey’s nightstand read eleven-thirty. Trey and I still needed to have our talk. The shower stopped; I could hear him moving around in the bathroom, closing drawers, and brushing his teeth. The bathroom door opened and he flipped the light off as he came into the bedroom. He climbed into bed next to me and leaned over to set his alarm. I moved over to him and kissed him.

      “Did I wake you?” he asked, turning over and pulling me close.

      “I expected you to wake me. We're supposed to discuss tomorrow, remember?”

      “It’s all taken care of,” he announced. “I called Rebecca and she will swing by here about a quarter to nine in the morning to pick you up for work, okay?”

      “Great,” I said, happily.

      “She will drop you back off here at a little after four when your shift ends..”

      “I don’t really think I’m comfortable staying here without you being here. I feel weird about it.”

      “Nonsense. This is where I want you this week, understood?”

      “Fine,” I replied pulling the covers up to my chin. I dozed off again briefly, waking a bit later, feeling Trey’s warmth right next to me. I snuggled closer, pressing my backside against his front to see if anything stirred.

      “What are you doing?” he asked calmly.

      “Nothing,” I answered, continuing now to swivel my hips ever so slowly against his crotch. "Go back to sleep."

      “Not possible,” he whispered, rolling me over onto my back and positioning himself above me. He clasped my hands, our fingers interlocking above my head. I had goose bumps. He lowered his head and his mouth found mine in an instant. His kiss was gentle and hungry and mine matched his with intensity. I covered his lips and his face with kisses. I couldn’t get enough of him. I eased upward into his warm flesh, wanting to feel his full weight, his hardness and needing him closer.

      He quickly moved off of me and pulled himself up into a sitting position. His breathing was heavy and ragged.

      “We talked about this earlier, remember?”

      “No. You talked and I listened."

      “Tylar,” he said, “do you know how much I want to touch you? Do you know how much I want to make love to you?”

      “Then why aren’t you?” I asked. “What are you afraid of?”

      His eyes darkened. “I'll tell you what I'm afraid of. I’m afraid of starting something that we can’t finish. I’m afraid that I may do something that will send you reeling back in time to some sick childhood memory. I don’t want to be the person that evokes some deep dark memory or painful experience you’ve tucked away in your subconscious. I want to be the person that's there for you once you have found the answers, and works with you to chase those demons away.”

      “So, you want me to find the answers somehow, someway, and then you’ll be there for me to help sort them out, right? Isn’t that kind of like sending me down into the coal mine alone, but being there for me if and when I come out, to help me weigh the coal?

      “That’s a total misrepresentation of what I said and you damn well know it," he shot back.

      “Oh, is it? The fact that you won’t touch me makes me feel all that much more damaged and undesirable. I’ll never be good enough for you, will I, Trey?”

      “What?” he choked. "All I'm saying is that we need to take this slower." He continued to stare at me with those exquisite, blue eyes that totally drove me to distraction and riddled me with thoughts of moving things further…right this minute. I shrugged my pink robe on and headed to the bedroom door.

      "Where are you going?" he asked.

      “To find another bedroom.”

      I'll be damned if I'm going to lay next to him all night and do nothing but… sleep!

      I located a small empty bedroom around the corner from Trey’s suite. The wall switch activated the light on the nightstand next to the made-up double bed. It was a pleasant enough room, definitely free of distractions. I climbed between the sheets and surrendered to sleep.
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      Trey came to my “new” bedroom at around six-thirty the next morning, waking me as he sat down on the bed beside me. He was dressed impeccably in a pale blue oxford button-down dress shirt that brought out the intensity of his sapphire eyes. His gray, tailored trousers accentuated his lean, muscular build. The gray and blue Repp striped silk tie made his Armani traveling executive look complete.

      “Hey,” he said, sounding business-like, “I’m getting ready to take off for the airport. I just wanted to make sure you're settled in.” He looked around the room as if seeing it for the first time. “There are larger rooms available—”

      “This one's fine.”

      “Okay then. Well, you have some time to get your things from my suite and get situated in here before you leave for work. Thatcher will get you anything you need if you let him know.”

      “Fine,” I answered, not meeting his gaze.

      “Don’t forget, Rebecca will be by to pick you up for work this morning around before your shift and bring you back here as well.,” he reminded me again. “I want you to stay here all week. I'll give you a call when I can, but my schedule with the trial is fairly brutal. You can always leave a message for me on my cell and I’ll get back to you as soon as possible. I left my business card with all of my contact information in Atlanta on top of your suitcase back in my room.”

      At that point, I was merely nodding my head each time I received an instruction from him, only half-listening.

      “I guess that’s it, unless you have any questions for me?”

      “Nope,” I answered rolling over so that my back was to him. “Have a safe trip.”

      “Have a good week,” he said. I felt the bed shift as he stood. My eyes welled up with tears. I closed them tightly, trying to get the image of him out of my mind.

      “There's one other thing,” I heard him say softly. He'd come around to the other side of the bed, and was down on his haunches in front of me. He leaned over, his thumb brushing a tear that had spilled onto my cheek. He kissed me softly on my lips, stroking my hair.

      “Will you promise to be good and just stay here while I’m gone, please? I don’t want to be worried about you during this trial.”

      “Yes, I promise.”

      He kissed the top of my head. I lifted my face to his. We kissed again, this time our lips moved in passionate unison. I pressed myself to him briefly until he slowly parted us. And then he was gone. I heard the heavy front doors downstairs open and close a few moments later.

      I felt lonely and empty.

      I padded down to his room to get my belongings. I felt closer to him just being around his things. I looked at the rumpled sheets and covers on his bed. I suspected he'd slept restlessly last night; the sheets were un-tucked at the end of the bed, the blanket and duvet twisted around each other. His boxers were on the bathroom floor where he'd stepped out of them. The bathroom still smelled of toothpaste, mouthwash, and his delicious aftershave. His navy blue terry robe was on the hook of the bathroom door.

      I decided that, although I wasn't going to sleep in his room this week, there was no reason not to enjoy his amazing bathroom. I shut the bathroom door and stripped off my clothes. I wanted to take a shower where he'd been just an hour before. I shampooed my hair with his shampoo and conditioned it with his conditioner. I rubbed his body wash all over me, and shaved my legs with his razor.

      Once dressed, I realized I'd need to return to my cottage to get more of the essentials. I'd have someone go along with me later after work. I went downstairs and nearly collided with Thatcher as he came into the entrance hall from the dining area.

      “Good morning, Ms. Preston,” he greeted me. “I trust you rested well last night?”

      “Very well thank you. Please call me Tylar, won’t you?”

      “As you wish. May I get you some breakfast?”

      "Don't go to any trouble on my account, Thatcher."

      "It's no trouble, I assure you," he replied, smiling.

      He went to the kitchen and returned with my breakfast asking if there was anything else I needed. I assured him I was fine. I was anxious to go to work. I couldn’t imagine spending the day here having nothing to do. I ate my food and started to clear the table when Thatcher returned, taking over. I guess I wasn't to lift a finger here.

      I went upstairs to collect my purse. I noticed that my bed had already been made up. Trey’s robe was hanging on a hook on the back of my bedroom door. I'd be pissed if someone moved it back to his room or, heaven forbid, laundered it. I heard the sound of a car horn outside. Glancing at the clock on the dresser, I saw that Mrs. Johnson was right on time. Trey was right, two minutes into the drive over to The Belle; Mrs. Johnson insisted I call her “Becky.”

      She told me I'd be busy all week helping in the winery. She’d provided an employee nametag for me, instructing me it was mandatory to wear at this location because of tourists. It was primarily a security measure.

      We arrived at the winery, which looked like a regular barn from the outside but was entirely refurbished inside. There was a door leading to the wine cellar, the site of my new assignment. I followed her down the narrow wooden steps to the cool dampness of the cellar. This wasn't too bad after all. I was going to like this. If nothing else, it was a great way to beat the heat outside. She led me through a narrow corridor, and then opened a wooden door to a large room that held the corking machine. It was fairly loud, and Becky shouted for the girl that was operating it to shut it off.

      “Here’s your help, Gina,” Becky said to the girl.

      “Tylar, this is my niece, Gina,” she said. “Gina, this is Tylar Preston, your help for the week.”

      Gina cracked a dazzling smile as she walked over to me, wiping her hands on her pants and smoothing her short-cropped strawberry blonde hair. “A fellow ‘cellar rat,’ welcome,” she said, holding her hand out to greet me. I shook her hand, confused by the job title. Gina laughed at my confusion.

      “Don’t take offense; that's just what everyone in the wine business calls this entry-level position.”

      “I’ll leave you to the training, Gina,” Becky said, making her way to the door.

      “Don’t worry, Aunt Becky,” Gina replied, still smiling. “I’ll have her up to speed in no time.”

      “Just behave while you do,” Becky replied, shaking her head. I got the impression that Gina was a handful for her aunt.

      “First off, we need to get you the proper uniform,” Gina said, selecting a clean apron from a stack on a shelf. “Tie this around you because it does get dusty down here, amongst other things.” Gina’s accent didn’t sound Southern.

      “Have you worked here long?” I asked, putting my head through the apron and tying it in the back.

      “Only since I was a kid,” she answered.

      “You don’t sound like you’re from around here.”

      “That’s because I’m not,” Gina said, taking a shop rag and wiping off the tool on the machine that lowered the cork into the bottle. The machine did not look high-tech whatsoever but, then again, this wasn't a major winery.

      “I’m originally from New Jersey,” she explained. “Aunt Becky's my mom’s sister. I used to spend nearly every summer here. This is not my real job. I just came over to help my aunt out with this bumper crop. In return, she's cutting me a sweet deal on fifty cases of wine for our club.”

      “You have a club?”

      “Sure do,” she said, cracking her chewing gum. “My husband, Ian, and I opened it last year in Atlanta. That’s where we live now. It's a kickin’ place.”

      Throughout the rest of the morning, Gina trained me in the art of being a cellar rat at a winery. It mostly consisted of tasks such as “hold this” or “clean that.” She instructed me on how to affix the labels onto the wine bottles. It wasn't rocket science, but it was nice having someone like Gina to talk to while doing redundant tasks. After spending just a couple of hours around her I felt like I'd known her forever; direct and unpretentious, I liked her immediately.

      As it turned out, Gina’s Aunt Becky lived about a quarter of a mile down the road from the Sinclair Manor. I told Gina about staying at the main house. I noticed the raised eyebrow and soft little smirk that escaped from her after I mentioned it.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” she replied, getting a shit-eating grin on her face. “How do you like Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair?” she asked innocently enough.

      “I haven’t met them,” I replied honestly. “They're traveling in Europe.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” she said. “Just like they do every July and August. So I guess it’s just you and Trey holed up there, huh?”

      “No, actually it’s just me there for now.” I didn’t want to get into the long story about the drama in the pool, nightmares, my crazy mother, or the rest. I figured I would get there soon enough. I had no clue as to how I could explain my relationship, or non-relationship, with Trey. I wanted to shift the conversation away without being too obvious.

      “So, you know Trey?” I asked.

      “Well yeah, I guess,” she answered, snapping her gum. “I mean as well as anyone could know him I suppose. He’s like three or four years older than me, but yeah, I remember summers back when I was in high school. He was away at school most of the time. Oxford, I think. He has two older brothers too, but they are like way older. In their late thirties or early forties, if I had to guess. They operate wineries out on the west coast. Napa Valley. I think Trey was maybe a surprise when he came along. He’s not like his brothers from what I know. Kind of weird, isn’t it?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Well, the Sinclairs have all of this money and they set the two older boys up in Napa Valley with vineyards that made them multi-millionaires. Then along came Trey, and with him, it’s like he didn’t want that kind of life. He gets the schooling abroad and all of that, but being a lawyer sure doesn’t pay what his brothers are making out in Napa. I heard he simply told his parents he didn’t want it. Then all that stuff happened with him getting hurt real bad by his fiancée.”

      “What happened?” I asked, trying to sound like I wasn’t all that interested.

      “She broke his heart. I know it had something to do with his horse. She wanted him to put the horse down; he wouldn’t do it. I just heard bits and pieces from Aunt Becky, so I don’t know the whole story.”

      Oh my God, I thought, why would someone want to have Derringer put down? I couldn't imagine such a thing.

      “When did all of this happen?” I asked.

      “I dunno, maybe three or four years ago? Hey, for being his bitch, you sure don’t know much about his deep dark secrets do you?”

      “Did you just say his bitch?” I asked, eyes widening.

      “Relax, it’s just an East Coast term,” she laughed, taking the water hose that was used to clean the wine bottles before filling and spraying it across my back. I shrieked in surprise when the water hit.

      “Lunch break!” Gina announced. We climbed the stairs and emerged outside into the early afternoon sun. “Do you want to eat up at the restaurant? We get our lunch for free.”

      It hadn't occurred to me what I'd do for lunch when I left this morning. I was used to eating at my cottage while working over at the stables. Since lunch was free, problem solved.

      “Sounds good to me, wine bitch,” I said, laughing. Gina actually looked shocked when I said that and then we both dissolved into giggles. I was so glad I had someone like Gina to work with.

      We headed into the main visitor’s center. The restaurant was up on the second level. It was twelve-thirty so there was a crowd. Gina weaved her way through to the back of the room where a single table was located next to the kitchen. “For Employees Only,” a small tabletop sign read. Jenna and Rodney were already sitting there.

      “Hey Ty. Hey Gina,” Rodney greeted as we joined them.

      Jenna spoke to Gina, and then turned to me as if I was her long lost friend. “Tylar, how are you?” she asked, as if she was sincerely concerned.

      “Umm, you’ve seen me since I’ve been out of the hospital. I’m doing fine.”

      “Oh,” she said, pausing, “I really wasn’t talking about the concussion, I was referring to your, uh, well, for lack of a better word, ‘humiliation’ at the race last weekend. I mean you and your Jezebel being scratched like that when you were so close to winning the high stakes. It’s just a shame! I suppose that comes with the territory.”

      Gina and I exchanged glances with one another.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “It’s no secret what everyone's saying. I mean, surely, you know?”

      “Know what?” I demanded, my voice taking on an edge.

      “You’re Trey’s Twinkie.”

      “What the hell's a Twinkie?” Gina blurted out, laughing at Jenna.

      Jenna rolled her eyes, and then acted as if she was reciting the definition from Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary:

      “Twinkie: (n) young, innocent beautiful female that has no nutritional value; a snack to tide one over until the real thing comes along.”

      I resisted the urge to jump over the table and slap her. I’ll see you back in the cellar, Gina. I've got a phone call to make.”

      I hurried outside, pulling my phone out of my pocket and called Trey’s phone. Of course, I got his voicemail. I didn’t care. At the moment, he was responsible for my being cast into “Twinkiedom,” and he was going to get his fair share of the crap.

      “Trey, it’s me Tylar. You have my number. My message will be extremely brief. Please note, I'm not your twinkie." I pushed the end button and strode back to the wine cellar, still seething.

      Twinkie my ass!

      I reported back to the wine cellar, putting my apron on and starting back to work. Gina came in just a few minutes later.

      “Hey,” she said, “don’t worry about that bitch Jenna. She's just jealous. You know that right?”

      “What could she possibly be jealous about?” I asked, putting a new roll of labels onto the round spindle.

      “Uhh, hello? You landed the second most gorgeous, sexiest man in the western hemisphere?”

      “Who’s the first?” I asked.

      “Why, my Ian, of course!”

      We both laughed.

      “No really,” I said, “it’s not what you think with Trey and me. I've not landed him at all. He’s just got this sort of protective older brother kind of thing going on with me, you know?”

      “Sure, I understand,” she replied, smiling. “It’s not all that unusual. I think they call it incest?”

      “No seriously,” I explained, “it's not like that. He feels totally protective of me on account of something that occurred recently. If you don't believe it, stay at the manor with me this week. You'll see that I have my own room, and there's nothing going on. I won’t hear from him because of a big trial starting tomorrow. Now is that really how a guy treats his Twinkie?”

      We both started laughing. The rest of the afternoon went quickly. Gina took me up on my offer to stay at the manor, saying that wealth had its advantages. I was eager to find out. We decided it would be fun to go swimming and maybe have a barbeque outside. Gina and I decided to walk back to the manor after our shift. I let her know that I needed to stop off at my cottage to get some more clothes, since it was on the way. We took the trail and walked through the woods, coming out at the bank of cottages on the Sinclair estate.

      I didn’t go into much detail about why I wasn't staying at my cottage, only telling her that someone had left a menacing item there. Once we were inside, everything looked to be in place. I located my backpack and emptied the rest of my underwear and sleepwear drawers into it. I packed my swimsuits and the rest of my toiletries and make-up.

      Gina was looking through my stack of CDs in the living room. “You have some good music here,” she said. “Here open your backpack, let’s take these with us.”

      We headed out the door. Gina stooped to pick up a piece of paper on the floor we hadn't seen coming in.

      “This must be yours,” she said, handing the folded piece of paper to me. I opened it and read the note, written in inky, block letters:

      SISSY, I MISS THE SWEET TASTE OF YOUR CUNT. WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN? DON’T WORRY, I'LL FIND YOU.

      “Let me see,” Gina said. I handed her the folded paper.

      “Shit,” she said, handing it back to me. “Is this the reason you don’t stay here?” I nodded. “Aw jeez, I’m sorry about nosing into your business like I did this morning. I totally understand why you can’t stay here with some maniac stalker messing with you like this. It’s good of Trey to worry about you and make sure that you’re safe. He’s a good guy, ya know?”

      I nodded, still numbly holding the paper. This latest communication was clearly meant to terrorize me. Who did this? Mom might know. But where was Mom?

      “Listen,” Gina said, as we locked the cabin behind us, “I’ll ask Aunt Becky to bring my clothes over. We’ll hang out; find something fun to do to take your mind off of this, okay?”

      I nodded again.

      Arriving at the manor, Gina got settled into a guest room in the “east wing.” She did have her own bathroom, but it wasn't nearly as luxurious as Trey’s badass bathroom. I retrieved Trey’s bathrobe and went over to his suite to take a shower. Everything was clean and orderly. I was disappointed that the room didn’t smell like his aftershave anymore. I needed my Trey fix and nothing in there provided that now. I showered, brushed my teeth, and went back to my room wearing Trey’s bathrobe, I heard my cell phone ringing. It was Trey.

      “Hello,” I answered, bracing myself for his anger over the message I'd left on his phone earlier.

      “Hey there,” smooth and silky said.

      “Hey,” I replied, now suddenly shy. I sat on my bed, knees up under my chin, wondering what I could say if he mentioned my immature message. Maybe he wouldn’t ask.

      “Tylar?”

      “Uh huh,” I answered.

      “You're many things to me. When I think of you, I think of the way you make me laugh at times; other times how you make me crazy. I think of your gorgeous eyes, and how you affect me when I least expect it. But I swear to God, I've never, ever thought of you as a Twinkie. I don’t even know what that means!”

      “It’s something that Jenna's spreading around about me. I’m your Twinkie, which I guess is some younger, more attractive version of a bimbo.” I answered, in a small voice. “It’s not important,” I said.

      “It was important enough for you to leave a message on my phone this afternoon. You’re neither a “Twinkie” nor a "Bimbo" to me, got it? I’m surprised that you let Jenna get to you like that anyway,” he said.

      I didn't answer him because he was right; I shouldn't have let the bitch get under my skin.

      “Are you there? Is something else bothering you?"

      “There was another note left for me at my cottage.”

      “What were you doing back at your cottage?”

      “I needed to pick up some more clothes and stuff. Gina—you remember Gina, Becky’s niece?”

      “Vaguely,” he responded, still very irritated with me.

      “She went with me so I was safe. It’s just kind of creepy, you know?”

      “What did the note say?” he asked.

      “Something vulgar and that he missed me and would find me.” I could hear Trey catch his breath. “Anyway, I invited Gina to stay here with me this week. Is that okay with you?”

      “No problem,” he replied, his tone now gentle and soft. “I'll let Thatcher know to keep an eye out for anyone lurking around as well."

      “Thank you,” I said. I still had Trey’s robe on, but the scent of him was starting to diminish. I had his voice, but only for another couple of minutes.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked again, sensing my despair.

      “I’m fine,” I squeaked.

      “Obviously you're not,” he said. “What can I do to make you feel better?”

      “I don't know. I guess I didn’t like the way we parted this morning,” I admitted.

      There was a long silence from the other end of the phone.

      “Hey, I've been thinking about you today. You don't totally fall off my radar while I'm gone."

      That was something. He'd given me something; I felt a connection again. “I’m getting ready for bed. Are you?” I asked him softly.

      “Well, I have some depositions to review before I turn in, but I’m in for the night if that’s what you mean.”

      “Can we sleep together tonight?” I asked. “By phone?”

      “How does that work exactly?” He seemed genuinely interested.

      “We just put our phones on our pillows or beside us in bed and go to sleep.”

      “Let’s do it, then. I'll leave my phone on; you do the same. You go to sleep. When I’m ready to go to sleep, I'll kiss you good night over the phone, how's that?”

      I smiled into the phone and nodded. “Okay, Trey. Good night.”

      “Sleep well.”
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