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			Chapter 1

			It was hard to get motivated that morning. Ashley just wanted to stay in bed. The radio said the temperature outside was negative fifteen with a windchill of thirty-five below. She knew she had to get up and get going, but had absolutely no motivation to step out into the frigid morning. She was too comfortable and warm wrapped in her special blanket. Her mother had given her that blanket on her wedding day, and she had kept and cherished it ever since.

			Her father had died in an industrial accident when she was only three, and she had no memory of him. Her mother, Sonja, had raised her until she was thirteen. That is when she met Garry. They dated for a while and got married when Ashley was sixteen. He was a great stepfather. Over time, she even felt he was a great father. He took her fishing at the park and taught her to dance and how to stand up for herself. He hunted, fished, enjoyed sports, and helped teach her those. The only two things that she excelled in and enjoyed was the fishing and watching baseball. She could gut a deer and process the meat, but felt they were too pretty to eat. He got her into softball, in which her team got state championship. He would interview and interrogate the boys she would bring home throughout high school.

			Her freshman year of college, she met Sarah in one of her classes, and they quickly became friends. After a month or so, Sarah introduced her to her brother, Mark. They hit it off great, just like old friends. They had coffee at the Quad, sodas at dinner on campus, and had even fallen asleep together in the library, before Mark had been taken home for Garry’s approval. Even though it was a mere formality, she trusted Garry’s opinion, and she loved him as a father. She warned Mark about Garry before getting his approval to date.

			As the alarm sounded for the third time, she finally turned it off, wishing she had hit snooze again. She knew the day had to start; people were depending on her. As she got up, she thought a nice hot bath would be the best way to start her day.

			As she lay soaking in the tub, relaxing, her phone rang. She knew it was probably Tim calling, making sure she was awake on such a blistery morning. She had prepared for this inevitability and had placed her cell phone on the rim of her soaker tub.

			“Good morning, Tim.” She spoke in a hushed tone.

			“Good morning, Beautiful. Are you up and at ‘em?” he asked in a heavy southern accent.

			“Just stepping out of the bath,” she replied knowing how crazy that would make him.

			She had been dating Tim for about three years now, but knew him before the accident took her husband’s life three years ago. It had been another cold wintry day in January. Her husband Mark had gotten a call from his sister telling him she was in labor; he had rushed to get to the hospital in time to see his newborn nephew. He wanted to be the first in the family to see him. On his way there, he lost control of his car and crossed into oncoming traffic. He was killed instantly. They had only been married for six months.

			“Have mercy on the fly on the wall,” he said with a laugh, “I wish I was that fly. Seeing you in the tub. . .”

			“Tim,” she interrupted, “I will see you tonight, I have to get dried off and dressed so I can get to work on time. It is already six o’clock.” 

			After she hung up the phone, she drained the tub and dried off. She dressed and went down stairs to make her breakfast. That morning, she made two scrambled eggs and toast. After a glance at her kitchen clock, she knew she had to hurry; it was already seven in the morning.

			She arrived at work with only minutes to spare, thankful she had gotten a new battery in the car only the day before. This was going to be a good Monday, she thought to herself as she walked in the doors. Her day went pretty much as she thought it would: meetings, expense reports, and shuffling papers—enough to make her glad when five o’clock came around. She was looking forward to dinner with Tim as she clocked out and headed towards her car.

			The words Tim had spoken to her that morning had helped her get through her boring day. She kept imagining the look on his face when she could finally wake up to him lying next to her in bed.

			“I wish he had been a fly on the wall this morning,” she spoke aloud as she started her car and exited the parking garage.

			The two had made plans to meet for dinner and drinks that night at Rusty’s Restaurant over the weekend, and she relished seeing him. Tonight was their three-year anniversary. She knew he would be waiting at their favorite table and she spotted him immediately as she entered. He was dressed in a black business suit and held a dozen red roses. He looked up and smiled as she entered the establishment.

			“You look ravishing,” he said as she arrived at the table. “And you’re late.”

			“I had to go home and change. I couldn’t see such a dashing hunk in my work attire,” she responded as he pulled out her chair.

			She had dressed her petite, 135-pound, five-foot-six frame, with a green velvety dress that stopped just short of her knees. Her long, strawberry-blonde hair was set free and fell to the middle of her back. She had a hard time pretending other men didn’t notice her. Tim had never seen the dress before and would definitely remember it from now on. It was tight in all the right places and enhanced her bosom.

			“Did you paint it on yourself or did someone help you?” he asked with a slight chuckle.

			“You don’t like it?” she replied. “I can take it off, you know.”

			“I would love to see that.” 

			His spoken word was soft and sexy, making her blush. The sexual tension between them was obvious to everyone in the restaurant that night. After dinner, he walked her to her car and kissed her goodnight and asked her to call him when she made it home, using the weather as an excuse.

			After an hour drive to her house, she pulled off the road. She saw a deer run through the woods, across her driveway. Her house sat about one thousand feet off the road, surrounded by dense trees. It was a large house, two story, and just shy of five thousand square feet of living space with a wraparound porch and a finished basement. She always felt guilty coming home. Guilty, because Mark’s life insurance money had paid for his dream house she solely now occupied. Their dreams of hearing the pitter patter of little feet obliterated on that fateful day. She felt guilty about not having children herself and guilty because she lived on the one hundred acres of land. Mark had come from money and had a great job, so he could afford the $2 million life insurance policy that bought her all of this. She missed Mark, but was sure she was falling in love with Tim.

			Upon entering the house, she called Sarah and told her about their date.

			Sarah and Ashley remained best friends since the passing of Mark. Then, she did as she had been asked and called Tim. He answered on the first ring.

			“I was starting to get worried about you,” he stated.

			“You know it takes me a while to get home from town,” she said.

			“Yeppers, about an hour from town, up in the hills. All alone. Maybe a strapping young man should come out and make sure the house is safe and no vermin got in there for you,” he said, allowing his accent to thicken as he spoke. 

			He had been to her house before but not since they started dating. She felt it would be wrong for him to come over to what she still thought of as her and Mark’s house. They always met up at their destination, and never at either one’s home. In fact, she didn’t even know where he was living and that is the way she wanted it to remain. All she knew was he had a two-bedroom apartment and if she wanted to stay the night, she could always use the second bedroom. He had offered many times, always to a polite refusal. 

			They chatted on the phone for about an hour. Then she finally told him goodnight. She curled up in her favorite blanket and drifted off to sleep.

			The next few months went pretty much the same. They usually saw each other on Friday and Saturday nights. He would call in the mornings. Then came a spring day when she awoke before her alarm went off. She decided to break with tradition and call him for a change. The phone rang six times before going to voicemail. She hung up and decided he would see her number and return her call. When he had not called back in thirty minutes, she tried again. This time he answered on the third ring.

			“Good morning, Beautiful,” he said sleepily. “What time is it?”

			“A quarter to six,” she responded, grateful to hear his voice.

			“Is everything okay?” he asked as he started to clear his foggy head.

			“Yes, I just wanted to catch you in the shower for once,” she said trying to hide a giggle in her voice. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you and would like to break a few ground rules. Instead of going out this weekend, I want you to come over here and let me cook for you.” 

			Her mother had been an awesome cook and had taught her all she knew. Sonja, her mother, had loved cooking and so had her mother, Ashley’s grandmother, and her mother before that. Cooking had become a family tradition in Ashley’s family and the recipes were passed down for generations. Sonja’s specialty had always been lasagna.  Her great aunt had passed the recipe down to her when she came over from Italy. This, too, was Ashley’s go-to favorite, and she had never had any complaints.

			Her mother was overjoyed when Ashley told her Mark had proposed in the second semester of their junior year. She advised her daughter not to rush into it until after her learning was completed. They set a date of July 23rd the next year. After they graduated, they married and then her life changed.

			That first night, they gave themselves to each other for the first time. They got little sleep, but had a lot of laughs and made love three times. The next morning, they both turned their cell phones back on and Ashley saw she had several missed calls from Garry. He had not left a voicemail. She remembered how thankful she had been the previous day since he had been able to give her away, and how dashing he looked in his good suit. She returned his call.

			“Garry, the honeymoon is going great. Do you miss me already?” she asked in a playful tone.

			“Ash, I have some bad news. When your mother was leaving the reception last night, she was broadsided by a drunk driver. She was taken to the hospital, but passed away in route,” he said breaking down. “Your mother is gone.” 

			Garry died a year later of a heart attack. A year to the day.

			Tim agreed to be at her house by 7 p.m. and said he would bring the wine. They got off the phone, and she started her day with a bath, as usual. The week seemed to drag on for both of them, everyday getting longer and longer until finally it was Thursday night. She decided to take Friday off, so she could make the dinner plans, get the groceries, and prepare herself for the next step. She was nervous all day in anticipation of sharing the house, but the day seemed to fly by. As she was pulling the lasagna out of the oven, her doorbell rang. She could see it was a tall handsome man, about six-foot, with coal-black hair under his Stetson cowboy hat. He was dressed in a black suit and was holding a bouquet in his right hand. As she opened the door, she leaned in for a kiss.

			He didn’t know what to expect that night, but was ready for anything she could throw at him. All she had said was it was going to be a quiet evening, dinner, and they could get comfortable on the couch and watch a movie on the big screen. It turned out to be a romantic movie, although neither one of them was able to see much due to the kissing and caressing they did. As the credits rolled, she broke the ice by telling him she was falling in love with him. She hadn’t felt this way about anyone else except Mark.

			“You loved him very much, didn’t you?” he asked.

			She nodded with a tear in her eye and said, “He was a lot like you. A true gentleman, strong, and caring. I feel like I am cheating on him when I am with you. I loved him so much and now he is gone.”

			“I didn’t know him as well or as long as you, but I know he would want you to be happy. I only met him in our senior year of college. When I moved out here for my job and education. He was a great friend and introduced me to so many people, including you. I miss him a lot as well.” He whispered as he held her against his chest, “You have to move on with your life. You have to realize this is a new chapter.”

			He took her by the hand and led her upstairs to her bedroom. Laying her on the bed, he kissed her one more time before telling her to get some sleep. He knew she had drunk a little too much wine that night and showed himself to the door, locking it as he closed it behind himself.

			The next morning, she was awakened to her phone ringing. He was calling to check up on her. The ringing continued through the entire phone call and as she hung up, she realized it was just another hangover.

			“What happened last night? All I can remember is moving to the couch and now waking up in bed. Did anything happen. . . Did we. . .?” she asked in a panicked tone. 

			He explained he had remained a gentleman, and that her honor was still intact. He also explained it was one of the hardest things he had ever done and told her he loved her for the first time. She invited him over again that day, and he accepted with the stipulation the next date had to be at his place. She agreed.

			He arrived at her house around noon. They went into town for lunch at Rusty’s Restaurant and then to the park. Holding hands, he recapped the previous evening as they walked in the spring air. The flowers were blooming and the world felt right. They made plans for the next weekend’s date night to be at his home, and he would pick her up at 6:30 p.m. on Friday night.

			That week flew by as he prepared for her visit. He was busier than normal at work and did not get everything set up the way he wanted for the date. Then, Friday came. They had already taken vacation time for the next 10 days and would try to spend it with each other as much as possible. That night he made steak and baked potatoes for dinner. He knew it was one of her favorites. The steak was cooked to a perfect medium rare and the potatoes had all the fixings. After dinner, he put on some slow, romantic music, took her by the hand, and asked her to dance. As they danced, she seemed to slip into his arms tighter and tighter. After a few slow songs he sat her on his love seat, knelt before her and proposed. She immediately began to cry, hiding her face in his chest.  She said yes. That is when he woke up Friday at 6 a.m. as usual.

			“A dream. . . that’s all it was. Just a damn dream,” he spoke in anger. “Soon I will make it become reality.” He muttered as he glanced at the little jewelry box next to his bed. 

			He did have a date with Ashley that night at his place. He had started a two-week vacation that day, and he knew he loved her. The rest had been so vivid and felt right. He couldn’t believe it was just a dream.

			He grabbed his phone and called her. She was already in the bath and ready for the call. They talked for a few minutes and confirmed he would pick her up at 6:30 p.m.. As they got off the phone call, he looked around and thought about all the stuff he had to do to get ready for her visit. Before getting out of bed, he looked at the ring box one more time and knew she was not ready yet. With a sigh, he placed it into his bedside drawer.

			Dinner went as planned. Like in his dream, they ate, danced, and snuggled on the love seat, but that is where the similarities ended. He drove her home that night about 11:00 p.m. He walked her to the door, kissed her, and told her again he loved her. She blushed and turned away. As she entered her humble abode, she told him to call her when he got home, just to make sure he was safe. As she heard his truck leaving, she leaned against the door and whispered that she, too, loved him. This was the first time she had consciously allowed herself to forget about Mark. She knew he would make a great husband. That night she told him out loud she loved him and quickly blushed again.

			She felt like a school girl with her first crush, all tingly inside. She then curled up in her favorite blanket and drifted off to sleep. She dreamed about him as usual that night. She dreamt he was kissing her, allowing his hands to slowly caress her back. He then caressed her naked stomach up to her breast as he laid her on the bed. She dreamt they were about to make love when she was awakened by the ringing of her alarm clock.

			Then came July. The second hardest month for Ashley. As the month progressed, so did her depression. She loved and missed her mother. She spent the whole day of the 23rd at Tim’s place, in his arms, crying on his shoulder. She hardly ate anything, but they talked about the loss of her parents and Mark. Tim had gone to Mark’s funeral and consoled her there. Her dad had suggested Ashley, Tim, and Sarah go for coffee and talk, remembering the man Mark had been.

			Over coffee, they exchanged numbers, and he had told her he would do anything, anytime she needed it. A week later, she called him and asked him to meet up somewhere for a little companionship. She was lost without Mark. That went on for a while, and then they officially started dating. Their first date was awkward. She had cried and kept calling him by her late husband’s name. Each date got a little easier for her as she got more and more comfortable with Tim. Each time they went out, she felt like she was cheating on Mark.

			That night, she drank wine to try to numb herself, as did he. His heart was breaking seeing her in this pain. As the night rolled on and the bottles emptied, he suggested she stay the night. They both had too much to drink to be driving; for their safety, she agreed. He made up the bed in the second bedroom and led her to the room. With a kiss goodnight and the promise he would not leave her, she drifted off to sleep. After watching her sleep for about a half an hour, he got up from the lounge chair and retired to his room. Saturday morning, she awoke to find him sitting in the same chair.

			“Have you been there all night?” she asked surprise.

			“No, I came in about five minutes ago,” he said as he kissed her good morning. After breakfast, they sat around and talked.

			That was twice he had gotten her in bed, and nothing happened either time. Twice he had been a total gentleman and not taken advantage of her. “That was twice,” she thought to herself, “he could have had sex with me, but he didn’t even try. Twice I would not have resisted. Damn, he’s a gentleman!”

			It was more than twice she had wanted him to make a move, but she had laid down ground rules on their first date; no sex until marriage, no going to the other’s house, and no kissing until the third date. She had already broken two of the three and was longing for the third. She actually kissed him on the second date. It was just a little peck goodnight, but it was still a small kiss. She did not know how much longer she could keep the third rule. Every time he looked at her, she felt warm and fuzzy inside. He turned her on every time he touched her. She had strong urges to make love to him.

			They called it a day around 10 p.m., and he drove her home. The next few months went like all the rest with only one exception. They visited each other’s place more frequently. By the time September arrived, they were seeing each other’s homes every other weekend. Occasionally, she would sleep over at his place, but nothing ever happened, and he never stayed at hers.

			In September, she had an idea and invited him over. She told him to not bring any wine, but instead to bring some giant marshmallows, wear jeans, and dress down, informing him that tonight they would have a quiet and relaxing date. This, of course, raised his curiosity, but he did as requested. When he arrived at her house, she was waiting for him at the door.

			“It took you long enough to get here,” she spoke through a smile.

			“It is an hour from town and the deer are running rampant,” he said laughing back.

			She was dressed in jeans he swore had to have been sewn on and a white cotton T-shirt that emphasized her breasts. She was holding two large bags and two wire sticks. He was dressed in jeans and a shirt he had obviously had since college. He was holding the marshmallows she had requested in one hand and a dozen roses in the other. She took the flowers, putting them in a vase, while telling him to follow her. They went through the kitchen and out the backdoor. After a few minutes’ walk down the path, he saw the campsite as they emerged through the woods. He saw the lit fire down by the pond in the early twilight, a tent, a picnic basket, and a large downed tree for them to sit on.

			“Tonight, our date is going to be out here,” she said slyly, “under the stars.”

			The night was beautiful, all the stars were out. The fire kept them warm throughout the evening. They talked about nothing, ate, and cuddled by the fire. They roasted marshmallows, feeding them to each other. The night cooled down as they let the fire die. Around midnight, she turned to him, informing him that it was time for bed. He rose first and immediately knelt before her.

			“I have been holding on to something for about a year now and thought it might be a good time to give it to you,” he said as he held an engagement ring in front of her. “Ashley Renee Brown, will you make me the happiest man in the world. Will you marry me?”

			“Yes,”  she said as the tears of joy slowly ran down her cheeks.

			They were going to sleep together in the tent in separate sleeping bags. That was until he suggested they lay on one and cover themselves with the other. She smiled at the idea of sharing a bed with him, her husband-to-be, and agreed. They snuggled in the tent, kissing each other for another hour or so, then fell asleep in each other’s arms.

			He awoke the next morning to the smell of fish frying. Ashley had already caught and cleaned breakfast, built a fire, and started cooking. He knew she was an early riser, but not an overachiever. He told her this as he walked up behind her to give her a kiss.

			“Last night was magical,” he spoke as he ate the bass. “I haven’t been camping since I was a child in the Boy Scouts. Where did you learn to do all this?”

			“Girl Scouts. And Garry,” she said sheepishly.

			“Well, I loved it and I love you,” he spoke.

			“I love you too, Tim. I really do,” she said with a catch in her voice.

			After breakfast, they packed up the campsite, making sure the fire was out, and headed for the house. Once inside the house, they put the sleeping bags and tent into the storage room.

			“I need to go home and clean up; I still have marshmallows on my shirt and I think I need a nap. I will see you tonight. How about 6 p.m. at my place?” he said sleepily.

			“That sounds good. I think I will get a nap in as well,” she spoke through a yawn.

			They kissed one more time before Tim headed for his truck and left. It was only 7:30 p.m., but she knew she had to call Sarah, as she had after each of their dates. She had to make sure Sarah would be okay with everything. She wanted to make sure Mark would have been okay with the current situation.

			“Sarah, I have to talk to you. Can I come over? It’s kind of important,” Ashley stated as soon as Sarah answered the phone.

			“Sure, are you at your house or at Tim’s?” Sarah asked knowing that she was probably at Tim’s. She knew that Ashley had been spending the night over there and assumed she had last night.

			“Mine,” Ashley responded to Sarah’s surprise. “It will take me about an hour and a half to get there. I need to shower first.”

			“Come on over. I’ll see you when you get here,” Sarah said with a joyful tone in her voice. Sarah always loved seeing Ashley and treasured their friendship. It had been almost two weeks since they had seen each other. The last time had been at Ashley’s place. Sarah had brought Brandon, her son, over to see his Aunt Ashley.

			“He is getting big,” Ashley had stated, and he was. Over the last three years, he had grown from a tiny baby to the curious child he now was.

			Ashley loved Brandon and he loved his aunt. As they played, he would giggle, making Ashley laugh.

			This morning, Ashley just took a fast shower instead of her normal bath. She dressed conservatively and headed towards town. When Ashley arrived at Sarah’s house, she was met by Brandon. He came running out of the front door as she pulled into the driveway. He gave her a big hug and a kiss on the cheek. As they entered the house, Sarah asked Brandon to go to his room while they talked.

			Ashley recounted the previous night’s events, and waited for Sarah’s response. She had prepared herself for everything on the hour ride over. As Ashley got to the proposal and showed the ring, Sarah began to cry.

			“It’s about time he asked,” Sarah said in a gleeful tone as she hugged Ashley. “Congratulations. I assume you said yes.”

			They talked for about an hour and Sarah reassured Ashley Mark would want this, telling Ashley that she knew all Mark had ever wanted was for her to be happy. After a few more hugs, Ashley left saying she needed to get home and get ready for the night. With her worst fears vanquished, she drove home for a light lunch and a much-needed nap.

			She got to Tim’s at 5:45 p.m., parked in the garage, and sat in her car for 15 minutes trying to calm herself for the date. She was so nervous and scared that she would break her last rule. She finally decided if it happens then it happens. She was a grown woman; she could sleep with Tim if she wanted to, and she did want to. Upon reaching his apartment door, she had decided tonight was the night she would give herself to him completely. She was actually turned on about the decision when she knocked. He answered the door and greeted her with a kiss.

			“Something smells good,” she stated.

			“I am making us a couple of steaks and baked potatoes for dinner. They should be ready in about five minutes,” he said with a smile.

			They ate dinner and talked about whom they had told the good news to. Ashley told him about her trip to Sarah’s and how happy she had been. After dinner, they sat on the love seat to watch a movie. She snuggled close to him, and he covered them with a blanket. About 10 minutes into the movie, she laid her head on his shoulder and drifted off to sleep. After the movie he picked her up and took her to the spare bedroom, placing her gently on the bed and tucked her in for the night. With a light kiss he let her sleep.

			The next morning, she awoke at 5 a.m. with disappointment in her heart. She couldn’t believe nothing had happened again. She got out of bed and went into his room, waking him with a kiss. She kept her disappointment to herself as they made breakfast and ate. Around 9 a.m., she left for her house, so she could get ready for the work week ahead.

			When she got home, she called Sarah again, asking her to help plan the wedding and to be her maid of honor. Sarah was delighted with this offer and accepted right away and informed her the wedding would be paid for in total by her. Ashley informed her they were thinking of a spring wedding sometime in May.

			Over the next few months, all three of them decided the best place to have the wedding would be by the pond at Ashley’s house. There would be plenty of room for all the guests. Tim thought this was especially a good idea, knowing that this was a way for Mark to still be at the wedding.

			“I want you to stay the weekend at my place, next weekend,” she said knowing what that might mean. 

			She had spent the week excited and as the weekend approached, she got more and more turned on. She was downright horny when he arrived at her house Friday night at 6:30 p.m. He brought an overnight bag and a pillow, not exactly sure what to expect. Like usual, they ate dinner and watched a movie on the big screen. They cuddled on the couch and made out throughout the evening. When it was time for bed, she told him to grab his bag and showed him to his room, hoping he would balk at the idea. His room was large with a queen-sized bed. His room had an en suite in which she had placed fresh towels that afternoon. They both longed to share the same bed, but neither would break the rule.

			She awoke at 5 a.m. the next morning, took her normal hour long bath, dressed, and headed towards the kitchen to make them breakfast. She had the coffee ready and the pancakes were almost done when Tim walked in.

			“Good morning handsome, how did you sleep?” she asked while flipping the last pancake.

			“It would have been better if you were in bed with me, but then I probably would not have slept at all,” he spoke through a yawn.

			“I know what you mean, and you are a bad boy for talking that way so early in the morning,” she scolded him jokingly as she kissed him. “Maybe I should just spank you.”

			“Yes, please do, I am a bad boy,” he laughed as he returned the kiss.

			Tim and Ashley still saw each other on the weekends. Sometimes she would sleep over at Tim’s place, always hoping he would make the first move. He never did and she always took the second bedroom. The only thing that really changed was the fact that Tim started sleeping in one of the extra bedrooms at her house. The first time he did this, he felt awkward and wanted to make the first move but always remembered the ground rules.

			Ashley spent a lot of time at Sarah’s house the next few months, and learned more about her family as they planned the wedding. They’d spent so much time together that Ashley decided to quit her job so she could focus on the task at hand. Sarah enjoyed the company and Brandon loved seeing his Aunt Ashley damn near every day.

			Sarah had remained single during her pregnancy with Brandon. The one-night stand never called her again. She had decided she would raise her child alone. She had planned on having her brother Mark be the “man” in Brandon’s life but that dream was cut short. She could not get help from her parents since they had died when she was a child. Her aunts and uncles helped raise the two children since Sarah and Mark were both 10 years old at the time of their parents’ demise. When they turned eighteen, the college of their choice was paid for in full by the trust their parents had set up in case of an emergency. The day they turned 21, the trust released another $21 million to each of them. The remainder would be issued to them upon their 30th birthday, for a grand total of $100 million each. Since Mark had died before he reached this age, the trust gave it to his widow, setting Ashley up for life.

			Sarah’s aunts and uncles loved Brandon and had already set up a trust for him. They also spoiled the shit out of him. His great-aunt Martha was so wrapped around his little finger. The family all agreed that he looked like his uncle Mark. At three, he was already reading and doing simple addition problems like his uncle, and they knew he was highly intelligent. Sarah had him in daycare throughout the mornings and had a private tutor for him three days a week. He loved to learn; she knew he would become a doctor or lawyer someday. He also loved to play and was given every opportunity to do so. He was not forced to learn, although he enjoyed it. When Brandon had been two, he had already begun to read “Dick and Jane” by himself, his favorite book, sounding out some words and asking for help on others. He was a child prodigy, and everyone who knew him knew he would go far.

			Sarah had two uncles and one aunt on her father’s side and one uncle and aunt on her mother’s. Aunt Martha was her mother’s sister and had been closest to Sarah as she grew up, being the primary adult in their lives. She had never married and had no children of her own, although, Sarah and Mark thought she was a great mother.

			Ashley had talked to Sarah one day about quitting her job. Sarah had explained that the money she had gotten from the trust was okay to live on. The family had given it to her to do with as she wanted. She did not have to work. The next day she gave her two weeks’ notice.

			Sarah also talked to her about getting a wedding dress. Ashley did not want to wear the one she had worn for Mark.

			“When you come over tomorrow, we will go to a tailor and pick something that will be beautiful and stunning,” Sarah stated in a matter-of-fact tone.

			The next day, they looked at hundreds of dress designs and agreed on one. It was a strapless dress, crafted in soft tulle and delicate layers of lace petals that fluttered about the sweetheart bodice and floated down an elegant princess skirt. Ashley asked to get it in an Ivory color. She felt white would be a lie since she was not a virgin. She had been married to a wonderful man, whom she loved and always would. She did not want to disrespect that side of the family, or her beloved Mark. The tailor took her measurements and they ordered the dress.

			That night she called Tim and told him about quitting her job, and that they had found a dress and it would be ready some time in December. They talked for about an hour about the previous days’ events and how much they loved each other. As they chatted, she explained Mark’s family would be at the wedding, and Tim loved the idea. He had met Sarah a couple of times and liked her. He thought she was a great friend and an even better mother. He and Ashley had taken Brandon to the zoo over the summer, and he thought Brandon was a wonderful kid. He hoped to have a child half as good as Brandon one day and told Ashley so many times since. As the got off the phone, he told her again he loved her and sent her a kiss.

			The next day, as Tim was getting ready for work, someone knocked on his door. It was Ashley holding a caramel macchiato. She was wearing a pink chiffon blouse and a tight black miniskirt.

			“This is a surprise,” he stated as she handed him the drink.

			“I have another surprise for you,” she said with a smile. “May I come in?”

			“Of course,” he said, “Mi casa es su casa.”

			“I am glad you feel that way,” she said as she sat on his loveseat. “I feel the same way and have decided to give you this,” handing him a key to her house. “Now you can come and go whenever you want. And if you want to start ‘accidentally’ leaving clothing or stuff there, that would be okay, too.” 

			She was trying to make the first move, hoping it would lead to the breaking of the third rule. He knew what this meant and fought hard to suppress the urge to take her to his room. Looking at the clock, he saw he needed to leave for work or else he would be late. He informed her of this and told her she could stay as long as she wanted. He would get a key for her and drop it by her house that evening.

			While sitting on her couch that day, she felt discouraged. She had wanted to give him another gift that morning, but he must not have gotten the message, she thought. She was ready to break her third rule, but instead curled up with her special blanket and fell asleep right there on the couch.

			He came over at 6:30 p.m. as promised with her key to his place. Even though it was a weekday, they had a date. After dinner, she told him she wanted to talk to him about something serious. As they sat on the couch, she recounted the three rules and how she had been the one to break the first two. She told him she was ready to break the third and asked him if he was willing to do so that night.

			“Honey, I love you and respect your urges. I too, would like to make love with you, but I don’t think the timing is right tonight. I had a hard day at work and I want to be able to give you my complete best. Besides that, I don’t think Mark would want you to give yourself away, out of wedlock. I am sorry but I think we should wait the next few months until our wedding.” He said nervously.

			They talked about their feelings for each other well into the night. At 1:15 a.m., he finally said he would head home. She objected and told him he was being silly. He would sleep in the guest room he had stayed in before. She knew he woke about 6 a.m. and promised she would get him up.

			“You already have,” he stated as they headed to their rooms and said their goodnights. She blushed at the thought and kissed him.

			“You’re being dirty. . . I thought we just talked about that,” she said through a stifled laugh.

			Even though they had agreed to wait, the desire in her groin was running rampant. That night, she satisfied herself with him sleeping in the next room.

			The next morning, she woke him as promised by climbing into the opposite side of the bed and giving him a kiss and a hug.

			“You don’t really need to go to work today, do you?” she pleaded. “You could take the day off and spend it with me.” She gently began to rub his chest.

			“Okay, I will call in sick today,” he said as they began to wrestle on the bed.

			Knowing that he was a senior distribution manager at the delivery hub he worked at, she knew he had a little extra freedom to take time off. He had been transferred there from Texas four and a half years ago. He had actually began working for the headquarters when he was sixteen and quickly moved up in the ranks. He started as a line man and worked his way up to manager until the summer between his junior and senior years in college. He was offered a promotion to senior manager of distribution affairs but had to move north. After some time of thinking and talking to his parents about it, he accepted the offer. He now knew that it had been his best move ever.

			Laying there in bed with her made him want her even more, but his will was good, for now at least. He kissed her again, grabbed his phone, and made the call. After he hung up his cell phone, he rolled over and playfully attacked Ashley, pinning her to the bed and tickling her. She, in turn, started tickling him back. They both were laughing when her stomach began to growl. She decided to make breakfast for them both.

			After breakfast, they took a walk down to the pond and fished for a couple of hours. They caught and released six fish. Although Tim swore she was cheating somehow, she’d caught four of them and he told her two of them were the same fish. After fishing, they walked around the woods hand-in-hand, discussing their future living arrangements. They decided that since his lease would be up at the end of January that he would just move in then. Her house had plenty of room for his stuff, and she relished the idea of having a man in the house. After lunch, they both went to see Sarah and Brandon.

			They informed Sarah of their decision, and she thought it was a good thing, too. Tim and Brandon got along great and loved to play together. Brandon started calling him Uncle Tim and this made Tim’s heart swell. Sarah saw how they played together and told Ashley that she thought Tim was going to be a great father one day. This made Ashley blush, and she recounted the previous evening’s discussion. Sarah had mixed feelings on the subject. Being a single mother, she had sex out of wedlock and understood the urges. She also respected Ashley’s decision to wait, both for herself and for Mark.

			“This must be driving Tim nuts,” Sarah stated.

			“He is taking it very well; I have made the first move several times, and he still has not gone there,” Ashley said a little begrudgingly.

			“You really want to do it, don’t you?” Sarah asked quietly, so that the boys could not hear, already knowing the answer.

			Over the last seven years of knowing each other, the two ladies had become like sisters and could talk openly about anything, and usually did. Ashley knew about the dates Sarah went on, and Sarah knew about the dates between Ashley and Tim. Ashley also knew that Sarah for the most part was not waiting for marriage to have sex, but rarely had sex on the first date. Ashley informed her about touching herself last night and how she felt guilty and aroused with him in the next room. She also told Sarah that it was getting harder and harder ever day to abstain from sex and masturbation. That’s when the boys came close again and the conversation changed.
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