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  Chapter 1




  





  My life was perfect.




  My path forward was secure.




  That was a big deal to me.




  I was a few weeks short of my 22nd birthday and I loved my life.




  I really really did. I knew I loved it because it seemed like everyone around me wanted what I had.




  My fiance Matt was the quarterback at our local Junior College team. He was a couple inches over six foot with a slender, chiseled and solid 220 lb. body. And he had thick brown hair with hazel eyes. He was one of those guys that looked cute or hot either cleaned up wearing a suit, or if hadn't shaved in three days.




  He was tasty. And I knew he could have any woman he wanted.




  He had this look in his eyes like he knew he was hot. They gazed off sort of spacey. The always oozed fun and mischief.




  Beside being gorgeous, he was kind. Not syrupy nice, but nice enough. He came from a family that owned a big medical supply sales company. His plan when he finished Junior College was to go right into management of the family business.




  As his wife to be, our future was set and secure. My friends, if they even had boyfriends, didn't have one like Matt.




  He was the biggest reason why I felt great about life. I returned home to him every night. He put his hands on me and made love to me often. I remember at first thinking it was a dream. There were all these other women. Taller, blonder, and more American, but he chose me.




  I felt like I was walking a tightrope and could fall off at any moment because he was so hot.




  It was late April in Northern San Diego County. I think it was Monday. It was the middle of final exams, but I just had one left later in the week.




  I was at my parents place, where I grew up. It was located in a town quite few miles inland in the hills. From their small backyard on high ground on a clear day you could see the Pacific Ocean in the far off distance.




  I loved my mom dearly. Her name was Deb. It was an Americanized shortened nickname of a foreign name that I had a hard time saying. My dad met her and married her while he was in the Navy in the Philippines. She was a poor girl with lots of brothers and sisters. I know it wasn't long after they met that they got engaged and got married. One month Deb Faustino was carrying well water hundreds of yards in buckets for her family so they could drink and bathe. The next month she is living in a middle- class area of beautiful San Diego, California, USA.




  I picked up on the moral of that story: I learned the importance of security and living solid life with plenty of money. I am sure she loved my dad, but every once in a while she'd look so lonely sitting in the back yard under this big lemon tree we had. She stared west with a sadness in her face. Towards her home thousands of miles away out in the ocean.




  She never said a negative word. But then again she didn't have to.




  I remember that day and how it all started.




  





  *




  





  It was splendid and sun kissed. But I couldn't get comfortable laying out in the sun in my parent's backyard.




  I knew my mom was the only who would be around and she never cared how I dressed. I wore the smallest two-piece I had in my closet. Our yard was on the highest ground so even though there was no privacy fence, the neighbors on either side couldn't creep me. To the west just beyond the backyard was nothing but brown brush hills with wild animals and pretty flowers dotting the land. I don't know why, but it never go developed. Usually every inch of land gets built up in So Cal.




  Whatever. I wasn't big into doing any investigating or asking questions about land development in San Diego County.




  My life was about doing what I loved. I had Twitter, Facebook and my favorite of favorites: Instagram. I used all of them for posting pictures and random thoughts. I did it all day, everyday.




  I lifted my head up and felt around for the sunglasses I had perched in my slightly wet hair.




  I missed and knocked them off my right ear and onto the concrete.




  “Damn it.”




  I ran my hand along the concrete and knocked over my spray bottle full of mineral water.




  I needed cooling but more than that I needed comments and likes on the selfie I posted on Instagram a few minutes ago. It was of my dark little legs and feet with the rolling hills and ocean far off in the background.




  “Huh.”




  My stomache churned a little from nerves as I looked at my new I Phone. Ten minutes, only one like and no comments.




  “What the hell?” I mumbled.




  Yeah sure. I knew it was Monday and people were at work, but that never mattered before. Weekdays during work hours were always my prime time. Those lonely guys ogling me in swimsuits or mirror selfies. They loved all those pictures.




  I loved knowing I could flirt with them and get their attention when I wanted.




  Ding.




  A notification on my phone. Yes!




  When I got the notice, I was spraying myself down, fighting the heat of the sun on my body. I wasn't sweating too much until I found out I wasn't getting my likes and comments. Then I got nervous.




  I snapped my phone from under my bikini bottom and glued my eyes like I was opening my first gift on Christmas morning as a five-year-old.




  “Looking Good Girly”




  It was my best friend Liz. I thanked her but my teeth grinded in frustration.




  I couldn't believe it. I hopped off my lounger and approached the sliding glass window in front of the family room.




  I sized myself up, looking for cellulite.




  The worry about why I wasn't getting online attention, was sending me into a mental fog.




  While I put my hands into my upper thighs and hips for the tenth time, two cars drove up and two car doors slammed shut at just about the same time. It brought me back to the moment.




  I guessed that one was mom. I was hoping the other wasn't dad.




  My self-evaluation session in the glass door complete, I retreated quickly back to the lounger for a tanning session on my belly.




  “Starling! It's momma!”




  Crackling noises of paper bags, turned my thoughts toward snagging some free food later.




  Just then I heard a loud slam next door at the Murdoch's.




  “Fuck you! You crazy fucking whore!”




  I propped myself up on my elbows and looked right.




  Mr. Murdoch was struggling up the walkway toward the street with a huge box with all kinds of stuff falling out of it.




  He looked like a guy moving out, which fit with his screaming. I knew it was his wife he was calling a whore. Mrs. Murdoch had never worked, so she was likely home.




  There was a slow whizzing noise followed by a loud almost violent snap. It was the porch screen door.




  “Starling. We shouldn't be concerned with witnessing the sadness in the lives of others. If you don't care to help, you shouldn't care to snoop.”




  Her face conveyed more disapproval than anger. But she never did much ordering me around. Especially not since I left the house.




  “You're right Momma. What did you bring me?”




  Instead of laughing at my attempt at humor, her face again became serious.




  “Oh. oh. I have seen that look before. Like I am back dating Noah.”




  “We need to talk. Your father. He is concerned.”




  “Concerned?”




  I shifted my body back and forth on my lounger. I was finishing my tanning cycle on my tummy no matter what. It was super important my back and legs looked the same on both sides.




  She paused, turned to the porch table, and pulled out a chair. The grinding of the metal legs on the concrete made me wince.




  It was odd and it made me nervous. Mom was hyper type. She was always on her feet. She lived life in short quick statements. Going quiet and sitting down for a serious talk was dad's way, not hers.




  I got up, but before I could get my own chair, she placed her little index finger on my bare hip. I looked down for a moment and it rolled out of her.




  “It's about the wedding. There's been a change of plans. I know from listening to your father, you don't have any choice but to go along.”




  I felt something I hadn't felt since I knew I needed to dump Noah. I felt part of my world dying.




  





  *




  





  “Girl, you need to get over it!”




  My friend Liz was always the positive one. I always wondered if it was always an act the way she never seemed down or nervous. I never asked because I didn't want her thinking she had something I didn't have. Things were perfect with me and that's how I wanted everyone seeing it.




  I was so distracted at work that night. Liz knew it and was trying to give me a pep talk.




  To start with, I forgot my selfie post before going in that night. I normally got tons of likes and comments from people, especially guys. The uniform was short shorts, flip flops, and a size-too-tight t- shirt which I rolled up above my belly button.




  “Coeds” was the northwestern San Diego County local answer to the mother of all sexy young waitress joints: “Hooters”.




  I figured we were growing. We were always busy. Even on that average Monday night in late April with nothing but the Padres, Angels, and Dodgers on TV.




  I was hustling five packed tables. But even that frenzy of drink orders coupled with flirtatious talking and touching, couldn't take my mind away from my latest problem. Thank heaven for Liz being one of my coworkers. We'd share gossip for five or ten second bits at the bar while getting drinks or picking up orders from the kitchen.




  “If I had the chance to go to Europe for three months for almost no money, I'd be super excited.” She bubbled.




  We were leaning against the bar waiting for our tray of drafts. An older skinny guy who always looked like he was falling over when he walked, struggled by and smacked Liz on the butt on his way to the door.




  “You sure have some loyal customers,” I said smirking.




  I was fighting back laughter. It felt good being worry-free for a moment.




  “He's so cute. I don't mind. He's harmless. He's a great tipper and he only comes in when I am working.”




  “You say that every time. I have to hand it to you. If one of these guys tried to touch me, I'd slap them but it wouldn't be playful. I have my man and he's a big guy. No one touches his woman.”




  Liz ignored me when I brought up Matt. She just smiled. I never realized how annoying that was. I was so full of myself and constantly telling the world how great it all was.




  “I don't know. What gives my parents the right? They promised. Now they are putting conditions on it. I get great grades. I cheer lead. I am nice to people. I work and make my own money. I am going to be a teacher. My boyfriend is religious, handsome, and rich.”




  Liz looked at me. She squinted her eyes and pursed her lips. Her eyelids lifted again and again and her head popped up, then up, then up. Then up some more. She was telling me someone was behind me.




  Kelly.




  Shit.




  “I can take your drinks over for you Star. It looks like you are busy. It sure sounds like you are way too busy for this doing your job thing,” Kelly said sarcastically.




  I didn't turn around. I closed my eyes for a three count and dropped my head. I hoped it might make her go away.




  “I got it Kelly thanks. Tend to your tables. They look like they could use some actual service.”




  I heard her confident laugh and it made me even more pissed. She circled around the front of Liz and I and pulled a trey of tall draft beers from the side of the bar ledge.




  “I think I'll go meet that one over there. Says he's a movie production assistant.”




  When she said it, she gestured with her hand back over my shoulder.




  Without a moment's hesitation I leaned against the bar and looked left.




  Oh no.




  I turned my head, again facing Liz and Kelly. Liz knew, but like a good friend, she said nothing.




  If Kelly found out, I'd never live it down.




  Plus as much as I had long despised the bitch, Kelly was smoking beautiful. Acorn and blonde hair, over five-and-a-half feet tall with athletic legs, and some enhanced but well done D-cups. She was California girl next door meets model glam. Christie Brinkley in her hey day.




  Of course she knew it and she liked flaunting it.




  “Well good. Now maybe can do better than being a cheesy ball girl at minor league baseball games over in Temecula. This could be your career launcher.” I shot back.




  I was shaking inside but holding it together. My eyes kept shifting away from Kelly, who thankfully wasn't looking at me. Instead she was sizing up her prey.




  The prey was Noah. My ex-boyfriend. My first of a lot of firsts.




  It had been over year since I last saw him. He looked way different.




  In the glace before I turned away, I could tell he'd changed. As if the day couldn't get any more rotten, he looked way better then when we were together.




  He'd cut his hair, but it wasn't business cut short either. It had style and edge. He had on a sport coat and denims with some leather boots. He also looked bigger and more masculine than I remembered. He still had that assured smile and those perfect white teeth. Those always surprised me because he was a rebel kid from a poorer background.




  Suddenly I smelled his scent over the french fry and chicken wing grease. I knew he would always be in my soul, but I always had the upper hand. I was always the girl from the better family who had options. He was the rock and roll dreamer with the reckless approach to life.




  I had grown up and outgrown him. Matt, school, and the ideal Southern California life in the safe suburbs were all mapped out and in a lock box. It was all guaranteed.




  I wondered if he knew I was there working? He didn't look my way.




  I felt beaten and outgunned by the Kelly's model beauty and his apparent success.




  Kelly bounced away with her drinks heading straight for Noah's table. Meanwhile my orders were backing up fast. I was frozen. Paralyzed with indecision.




  Liz saw the look of disbelief and self-doubt that hung across my face. Almost like I wore giant goofy hat on that said “kick me while I am down” and I could't muster the energy to remove the hat.




  For someone who had it all together, I sure felt like a colossal failure.




  I knew my feelings still lingered for Noah. I knew it the moment I turned and saw him.




  Without thinking, I jumped back into the fray of my work. I immediately butchered two orders of drinks by taking both trays to the wrong table. I was still in a total fog.




  I walked away from the second table and went back to the drink station by the bar. Thankfully no managers were in the area and I could hide out. Double thankfully, Noah's back was turned to me.




  I was still smelling him and it was getting worse. I started to sweat. I looked down at my light denim cut-offs, certain I was perspiring through them.




  I also tingled all over. To top it off, my heart was beating rapidly.




  “When's the last time?”




  “Huh?”




  I turned to Liz who had come behind me. Adding to my fright, I only half-recognized her voice.




  “Oh. About two years. Since we broke up.”




  “You mean, you broke up with him.”




  Liz sounded serious. More serious than I could remember.




  “Star, I am your friend. We'll always be friends. Can I be blunt?”




  I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. I didn't know if I had it in me to listen to much more. I just really wanted to run out the door. I didn't give a damn if they terminated me.




  “I guess. Can you be gentle?”




  “No. I have to be honest. You have a huge blindspot going on about things,” she said, sounding concerned.




  “Things? What things?”




  “You don't seem happy. I mean, not nearly as happy as you should be considering everything you have in your favor.”




  My feelings turned from borderline panic attack to defensively depressed. It felt like everyone was seeking revenge. My parents, Kelly, Noah, and then Liz.




  She'd never said anything negative or critical to me in our many years of friendship. She wasn't into serious topics when there were clothes, smart phones, boys, and more clothes to talk about.




  “I think I am happy.”




  I pushed it out, but with doubt oozing from my voice. It was so meek and so wimpy sounding that if it would have tried arguing my position, I would have folded right away.




  “You get to go to Europe and don't have to pay a dime for it and you worry about being away from Matt. I don't think you love Matt. I think you love that hunk sitting over in Kelly's section. The guy you dumped. You remember why you did that?”




  I did. But it hurt like hell facing it.




  It hurt far worse when Kelly came bouncing by with Noah's business card in her hand.




  She was twirling it in her fingers, and smiling. Obviously taunting me.




  Oh God.




  “Noah said hi by the way. You can call him. Just use my phone. His private number is programmed. Too bad, so sad it didn't work out Star. He seems like quite the catch. And a Hollywood producer.”




  I felt my temperature rise. I was so out-of-control mad, I cried when I spoke.




  “I think he's full of shit and I think you're a whore. How about that?”




  I was really loud. A string of seven guys all hunched over the bar turned their eyes from the Angels' game and looked directly at me.




  Dark forces consumed me. Like if I hadn't finish my tirade, I wouldn't have felt right.




  I doubled down in our emotional blackjack game of who could behave like a crazier, snottier bitch.




  “Here. Go have a drink with your producer.”




  Off a waiting order tray, I took a bottle of Heinekan in my left and a bottle of Killian's in my right and tipped them over Kelly's perfect hair.




  Before I could get the bottles back on the tray and make my next move, Liz stepped between us.




  Amazingly, Kelly, even though she was a good five inches taller than me, didn't give any indication she was interested in fighting back. She didn't even act mad.




  She probably knew she had won our long-running feud.




  I lost my job ten minutes later.




  But not before I embarrassed myself in front of my first true love.




  He was the guy I dumped because I finally bought my parent's line. They convinced me I was better than him and he was taking me nowhere but hardship.




  But he had hit the big time. And I was working at a restaurant where the object as a server was exposing enough of my butt cheeks through my ridiculous short shorts.




  That day, I began losing my grip. I didn't feel like I had any control anymore




  One by one all the things I held important we're crumbling at my feet.




  My parents we're forcing me to leave Matt and our wedding preparation for two whole months. All so I could save a few bucks on my tuition. My social media following was acting like I didn't matter anymore. I lost my job that got me even more attention from guys. I loved that attention as much as the money.




  Nothing made sense anymore.




  Partying in Spain for a couple months began looking more appetizing. I still didn't know the particulars of the trip. But mom said I had no choice if I wanted that fantastic wedding I had dreamed up.




  I still had to tell Matt. We had never been apart since we started going out three days after I ended it with Noah.




  Actually it was more than going out. I slept with Matt right away. I had him lined up as Noah's replacement even earlier.




  Noah never knew what hit him.




  But things had come full circle. Now I felt like the victim




  As I turned right out of the employee break room for the last time as a “Coed”, I glanced left for a brief moment. I couldn't not look.




  Noah was rubbing Kelly's back. It was soaking wet with beer. They were both laughing.




  One last kick in the face.




  Why me? I was following the rules and Noah was living by the seat of his pants. He had only his unfocused passion and wild dreams sustaining him.




  Some guys have all the luck. And it looked like the same luck was visiting that bitch Kelly.




  Oh well. I was confident they would crash eventually. I was hoping for it.




  I still had one idea where I could skip the Spain trip and still get the wedding I wanted.




  It had to work. I felt like I was losing control of my life and I hated it.




  





   




  Chapter 2




  





  I couldn't disagree with Matt.




  Plus it made him look more sexy in my eyes when he would disagree with me. Normally he was always so nice.




  What attracted me in the first place was his general hotness. If I didn't grab for him and hold on tight, the next girl would have.




  He was too much of a hunk to pass up.




  Noah had hurt me for the last time. He always had to be the rebel. He always did things his way.




  He didn't do college. Said it was a waste of time. He didn't care if I was pleased or not. But the way Noah touched me. Oh my.




  Having Noah inside me was like being thrown into another universe where everything was perfection and bliss. The ultimate escape.




  I hoped Matt would get there. Eventually. He had everything else going for him. When I'd see him naked it always turned me on. He had that ripped torso and those powerful legs.




  Still, even after two years, the fireworks weren't there.




  But he was improving.




  Too bad It wasn't good enough that morning. I had Noah on the brain and apparently still inside all the pleasure points of my body.




  Matt had these really annoying habits where he made us feel guilty about having sex. He would never go down on me or play with me. He wouldn't let me take him orally. He wouldn't touch me in the backside.




  If I made an issue of wanting any of that, he moped around. I quit saying anything a few months into the relationship because I never wanted him feeling insecure.




  I attended church with him, but I had a hard time getting into it. My folks never pushed religion on me.




  So I laid there thinking of another man while Matt was in the bathroom getting ready for class. I was on top of the bed with my short legs scrunched up into my chest checking my messages. There was just one. It was from Liz.




  I expected an apology for her brutal assessment of my life. But she didn't offer one.




  “He is in the bathroom. My god his BODY. His hair is all messed up and he looks so hot.”




  “LOL. See. You got it good girly. Matt loves you. Any woman would kill to be you.”




  “I know. We went at it this morning. I see he is more into it in the morning. He looks so amazing. He picks me up and tosses me around a little now.”




  “Want some advice?”




  I looked up because it was impossible to ignore. His giant member was bouncing proudly back and forth with each step. It was hanging down from the perfect eight pack and V shape of his torso.




  I bit my lip but didn't stare. It wasn't like him to just take me without planning. I always had to things up.




  Despite how hot he looked and how much I wanted him, I knew nothing was going to happen. It made me feel empty.




  Matt was no Noah between the sheets. I knew it, but I hated thinking about it. All the sudden, after everything that happened at work the previous night, Matt's failings as a lover mattered.




  My body cried out for it. Even though we had already done it once that morning. Noah and I would have stayed in bed all morning, blowing off everything we needed to do out in the real world.




  Matt snapped on some boxer briefs while I played around on my phone.




  I wondered if it was me? Was I gaining weight? Was I too short for him? Was I too foreign looking and not “All-American” enough?




  I sighed as he popped out of the walk-in closet fully dressed. He approached the left side of the bed and sat beside me. I felt my sex tingle and moisten.




  He wanted a quick roll with me?




  I put the phone down on the bed and started my shy act. My heart began to beat quickly. I had never tried it on Matt. But it always made Noah really aggressive.




  “I gotta go babe.”




  Matt bent over and kissed me on the cheek.




  It felt like a peck a couple married for fifty years might share.




  He smiled and I faked one back at him.




  He exited our bedroom so fast I felt like an afterthought. I grabbed my phone and started back up with Liz.




  “Sorry. Matt.”




  “So did you?”




  “No. He was late. He would have though.”




  That was a total lie.




  “Aweeeeee Sorry.”




  “Tonight for sure. I am going to get waxed. Now that I have nothing going at night, I can take my time during the day. Ha, ha.”




  “OMG. Noah came by to me at a table on his way out the door last night. He said hi. I told him you were engaged.”




  “And?”




  I briefly caught my breath. There was no denying what I was hoping to hear.




  “He seemed happy for you. I would tell you if he was pouting or p'oed. I think he's moved on.”




  I wasn't going to admit to Liz that him not caring made me sad. He had moved on and I knew I hadn't.




  But I also knew there was no choice. All signs we're that the trip was happening. But maybe getting away would help me get over Noah finally and completely.




  Liz knew when I paused texting it was her cue to take over and start it up again.




  “Did you have the talk with Matt. Spain?”




  “Yeah. He was fine with it. It pissed me off when I brought up that we could do a small wedding and just have his folks pay for it. He didn't go for it.”




  “So he thinks you should do what your parents want?”




  “He always does. He is that way with his parents. He has to be Mr. Popular. Noah would have told them to fuck off.”




  “Noah is old news. My advice: Move on. You are so caught in the “what if” game girl.”




  “I think you telling me about your talk with him really helped. He was a loser. How was I ever going to predict he'd be a success?”




  “Why does it matter? Matt is a hottie and he loves you. He'll have all the money you'll ever need. Now he's cool with the trip.”




  “Fuck my parents. He thinks I need to honor them and let them pay for the wedding. So I have to go. I want the whole thing to be perfect.”




  “It's going to be awesome. I am so excited.”




  “Thanks. I don't know why my parents insist. I won't need to work. Mr. Tolner will happily pay for everything. But my dad is such a stubborn prick.”




  “Do you think he is uncomfortable because the Tolner's are loaded?”




  “Who knows? I guess I'll do the trip. Matt is loyal as hell. I don't think he has enough game to go get a girl as hot as me. LOL. He still fumbles around and I have to tell him to calm down when he goes for my bra hinge. Plus it's only for two or three months.”




  “SMH. Send me lots of pictures from Europe!”




  “Well I still have a few days. We'll hook up. Fuck that job anyways. I am heading over to the parental's today. It's looking like a tanning love fest today. Even nicer than yesterday. They'll be chill because I am on board with the trip. Maybe me leaving will even bring out Matt's inner beast.”
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