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Author’s note

This story takes place in the early 1990’s. Film cameras are prevalent, laptops and easy internet access aren’t really a thing, and very few people have cell phones.

It contains adult themes, some sex scenes, plenty of angst, and epic levels of miscommunication to the point of absurdity. There is also repeated mention of abortion, and a really shitty dad.


PROLOGUE
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“I can’t believe you picked communications!”

“Of course she’s picked communications. How does this surprise you? She’s very good at it.”

“I just thought she’d pick something more sensible, that’s all. You’re not even that good of a writer. How do you expect to be good at communications?”

My parents argued back and forth over the dinner table about my future. I sat in silence. It never did any good to argue with them.

“You can do so much more than that.” My dad took another sip of his wine. It was some kind of expensive Zinfandel made from highly rare and specially cultivated grapes that only grew in one very secret part of some tiny country. I think. All his wine was fancy and overpriced, and it all tasted like sour milk to me.

He continued his rant. “You’re smart, Maria. And you could do anything you wanted to do. Why would you want to do that?”

“Do you know all the things I could do with a communications degree?” I started, prepared to defend my choice.

“Don’t interrupt me, young lady.”

“You asked me a question! I was answering!”

“With another question? It was rude. Now listen to me.” He took another sip of his wine.

I sat, listened, and seethed. I cannot wait to get out of here.

“Your mother and I have agreed to help you pay for your college education.”

Great. So helpful. Thanks.

“But we want to make sure that if we’re paying for it, it’s a degree that will help you. We want to invest in your future, not funnel that money down the drain.”

“Don’t you think that’s logical, dear?” My mother asked as she leaned forward, as if begging me to see reason. Or begging me to agree with dad so this argument could be over. I think she only agreed with him because he was so frustrating when he didn’t get his way.

I nodded, still clenching my jaw and refusing to speak since I’d been so absurdly shut down. One of these days they’ll respect me as an equal… and I may or may not have any respect left for them by that point.

My father continued, swirling his wine as he spoke. “So we think something more fiscally forthcoming would be a better choice. Medicine, or law, or something in the sciences. Not a glorified English degree. You speak English, you don’t need to learn how to communicate.” He rolled his eyes.

It would be nice to have my voice heard every once in a while, I thought. It would be nice to be respected. It would be nice to be allowed to do anything, since apparently I’m capable of it.

“Okay, Dad. I’ll think through some other ideas.” I gave him the answer I wanted to end the conversation.

I knew in the end it didn’t matter too much what I majored in. There were three things I wanted in the world: to be respected by my peers, to make my own way in the world independent of handouts and favors, and to get out of this house. I was over my parents questioning every choice I made and scorning me for every word I uttered.

Besides… even if they didn’t help with college, it wasn’t like they could force me to major in something. Once I moved out, I was never moving back. I could work, get scholarships, and even go part time if I needed to. But I knew college was my ticket and my future. I just had to get out of this house.

“Maria, turn on the news, it’s seven o’clock.” My dad turned his seat slightly so he could watch the TV from the kitchen table.

I stood and did as he asked, choosing not to comment that he could very easily do it himself, since he was closer to the TV than me. That was an argument I didn’t feel like having.

“Oh, wow, Andrea looks nice tonight,” my mom said, commenting on the news anchor’s appearance. “I love her hair. I wish I could get mine to look like that. And she always wears such pretty dresses.”

My dad shoveled more casserole into his mouth. “You think they hire girls like that for the news just because they’re pretty? Or do they have to be smart, too?”

I rolled my eyes and tried to block them out, but then a few moments later, I noticed they were sitting quietly, hanging on every word Andrea the Seven O’clock News Anchor said.

I stood and started on the dishes in silence, a subtle smile on my face. Maybe that’s what I’d do after college. I wasn’t totally sure what being a news anchor entailed… but it couldn’t be that bad of a job. Right?

One of these days, they’ll sit there silently and listen to me. Or at the very least, I won’t have to listen to them shout.

“Maria, make sure not to put that bowl in the dishwasher,” my mom said suddenly, startling me. “It has real gold on it. It was your grandmother’s.”

I opened my mouth before I had the sense to stay quiet. “Yes, I know, you say that literally every time you use this bowl.”

“Maria Steel, don’t you disrespect your mother.”

I snapped my jaw shut, put the bowl in the sink, and left the kitchen, my shoulders tight and my blood boiling.

I cannot wait to go to college.

“Where are you going!”

I cannot wait until I don’t need to deal with them anymore.

“Maria, you’re not finished, get back here!”

I cannot wait to get the hell out of this house. And I am never, ever moving back.


CHAPTER ONE
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Several months later

It was supposed to be a nice relaxing weekend. It was my last weekend working a month-long job with AC Builders, and tomorrow, I was supposed to head back to the little rural town where I’d lived my whole life, taking my new-found knowledge with me. I’d hoped to enjoy my last weekend in town, but I should have stayed in my hotel room. Atlantic City was always busy, but this weekend was worse than normal. And the worst part? College students everywhere. 

There was some kind of conference happening downtown. The convention center was packed, the traffic was a whole new level of miserable, and all the bars were bustling with kids barely old enough to drink. 

The evening in question, I was sitting alone in the far corner of a bar nursing a Yuengling and watching a boxing match. Wayne McCullough was absolutely demolishing his opponent on the screen, some new up-and-comer who was big and strong but didn’t have a damn chance against the speed and the skill of the Irishman. 

My spot in the corner was quiet enough, and I finally started to relax from the stress of the week, when a group of college kids bumbled in. The seven of them piled into a booth right behind me. How they all fit in the single booth I will never understand. They were snickering and laughing like assholes, looking over their shoulders like they were waiting for something. 

“Look, there she is!” one of them hissed. 

“Shut up or she’ll hear you.”

“God she’s such a dork. I can’t believe she wants to be a news anchor. Who actually sets out wanting to do that?”

“What did you tell her?”

“Told her I’d meet her at the bar at six,” a guy’s voice cut through the giggles and chatter of the girls.  “I figure she’ll either give up, be waiting on me all night, or she’ll find us back here. Either way it’ll be fun to watch.”

I snuck a look over my shoulder to take a peek at the table. Yep. Fucking college students. Girls wearing tops too low and shorts too short, and pretty little rich boys in their khaki shorts, polo shirts, and boat shoes with haircuts that cost more than my wristwatch. 

I turned my attention back to the fight and tried to block out their snotty voices.

“Hah, she’s just sitting there. The bartender is going to make her buy something.” 

“She’s not even old enough to drink yet, and she doesn’t have a fake ID. She’s too much of a goody two-shoes to get one. Mike was selling them for, like, ten dollars.”

“What a little princess. ‘I got a scholarship and my daddy pays the rest,’” one girl said in a mocking tone.

Their conversation was starting to annoy me. I risked a glance to my left to the other end of the bar where the object of their harassment sat by herself. The tall, average looking brunette was awkwardly sipping a soda, looking around like she was waiting for someone. 

Poor girl needed some new friends. 

I turned back to the match and tried to pay attention. I managed to block them out when the third round started, but when the commercials came on, I couldn’t help but listen in again. 

“Damn, she ordered cheese fries, like a fat-ass.”

“Guess she’s done waiting on you, Brandon.”

I glanced over to the girl. Sure enough, she was happily munching on a plate of cheese fries and watching the news on the screen in front of her. Her face was a mask of indifference, but there was a tightness in her shoulders that hadn’t been there before. She knew she’d been stood up.

She was trying to make the best of a shitty situation. Being stood up by a boy she liked, and being shamed into buying something from the bartender, she was putting on a brave face. She’d probably finish her fries and drink and escape as soon as she was done. 

I downed the rest of my beer and decided to bail on my own shitty situation. I’d probably have better luck relaxing in my hotel room and paying for the match on pay-per-view than if I continued to sit here, stressed and pissed off by kids who were clearly still too young to be out on their own. 

“Look, she’s checking out that hot guy at the end of the bar.”

“Which one, there’s like, six.”

“The one in front of us with the ball cap.” 

“Shut up, Angie, he’ll hear you. He’s right there.”

Oh great. Now they’re talking about me. I raised my hand for my check. 

“He is pretty hot though.”

“Eh… I guess… he looks pretty built. Maybe he’s an athlete.”

“Is he a Mexican?”

“I think so.”

“I don’t do Mexicans.”

It took a tremendous amount of self-control not to turn around and give them a piece of my mind about proper etiquette in a restaurant, and a history lesson on Native American tribes, but I kept my mouth shut. It wasn’t their fault anyway. All they could see was my back. 

“Well, Maria does, apparently. She keeps checking him out.” Another obnoxious giggle, and I gave up with the bartender. I tucked a bill under my empty glass and headed for the exit. 

I had to walk past the girl, Maria, in order to get to the door, and I couldn’t help but look at her. As I neared, I slowed, taking her in fully. 

She was tall, athletically built, with long wavy brunette hair. Her skin was tanned, and freckles scattered across her cheeks. Cute, but no prettier than the average brunette. But there was something about the curve of her jaw, the flush of her cheeks, and the fire in her warm brown eyes that made me slow, then stop, and then lean against the bar. 

I studied her shamelessly. When had she looked up at me? She blinked twice, and a tentative smile pulled at her lips as she met my gaze.  I listened for the obnoxious squabbling behind me, but they were silent. Well, maybe I could redeem a little bit of Maria’s dignity for her tonight. 

“You need better friends, Sugar.”

Her eyes widened and darted over my shoulder.

“No, don’t look at them… they’re not worth your time.”

She kept my gaze, but rolled her lips into her mouth like she was holding back a snarky response.

“Go ahead. Say it.”

When she spoke, I couldn’t help but notice her soft, pink, plump lips. “He seemed nice.”

“Well,” I said, letting my eyes roam her figure. “His loss.” Her jeans showed off firm but curvy legs, and she wore a cute blouse that was just short enough to reach the waistband, and showed the smallest hint of cleavage. My eyes got stuck there a moment too long.  

She blushed and her eyes darted awkwardly to the side, and then back at me again. There was something intense in her eyes that told me this girl was not easily put down. 

“I’m Maria,” she said, and offered a hand. 

I took her hand to shake it, and I was impressed with the strength of her grip and the confidence of her stance. This was not a little girl. Sure, she looked young as hell and just out of high school… but the expression and the confidence in her body, and the strength of her hand told me she did not like to be fucked with. 

And that was… kind of sexy. 

She raised an eyebrow at my silence. 

“Andrew,” I said. “My friends call me… Drew.” That was a lie. Nobody called me Drew. But she didn’t need to know that. 

Something flashed in her eyes and she gave me a quick smile, and turned back to the TV in front of her. “My friends are laughing at me in the back of the bar right now,” she muttered. 

“They’re not your friends.”

“No kidding.” 

“You here for the convention?”

“Yeah, we drove up from New Jersey City,” she named the university about two hours away. 

Another burst of giggles from the back, and then a lot of shushing interrupted our conversation. 

Maria sighed, closed her eyes for a moment, and reached for her purse, digging through her wallet to find some bills. Her jaw was clenched in frustration and embarrassment. 

“Maria,” I said, and she looked up at me. 

I took a step forward, not really knowing what I was doing until I was there; I reached out and caught her chin in my hand, tilted my head towards her, and brushed a soft kiss across her lips. 

She froze under my touch, and when I pulled back, I was met with wide eyes and pink cheeks.

Pretty.

My lips tingled from the kiss. The tension and chemistry was unexpected, and I didn’t want to let it fade yet. 

Maria’s eyelashes fluttered slightly, and her tongue darted out and wet her lips a little. It was an innocent gesture that didn’t seem to match the confidence with which she’d spoken and held herself a moment ago. The juxtaposition of the two attributes had me curious. Fiery and innocent. Feisty with a hint of submission under the surface. 

“Listen,” I said as quietly as I could. “I’ll back off right now if you want me to. But you’re going to have to be clear about it. Otherwise…” 

“Otherwise?” There was a hint of playfulness in her voice that I didn’t expect. She seemed like such an innocent little thing. Maybe because her friends had called her a “goody two-shoes.” But that glimmer in her eye was back, and it made me wonder what would happen if she let it out. 

“Well, beautiful… if you let me have my way, you’ll never be the same,” I said, leaning against the bar with one elbow and raising my eyebrows. We were close enough that her knees were almost touching my legs. 

“Is that right?” she laughed, and her whole face lit up. She looked like an angel when she laughed.

Well fuck, I’d make a fool of myself to get her to do that again. What did I have to lose?

I sighed dramatically and shrugged. “You’ll never be happy again… I’ll ruin you for other men.”

She tossed her head back and laughed with a big smile that seemed to take up her whole face. It was loud, and energetic, and bubbling, and it made me want to hear more. There was a cheekiness in her expression, like she was daring me to make a move. “Empty promises,” she smiled as she cocked her head. 

I kept her gaze and gave her a slow smile, and reached out for her again. I caught a strand of her hair and twisted it around my fingers, feeling the silky texture.

The more I looked at Maria, the prettier she became. Her eyes were brighter, and her freckles were endearing. Her breasts shifted as she moved her arm, and they looked firm and luscious. She crossed one leg over the other, and I saw pink nail polish on her toes peek out from her sandals. 

I spoke a little sarcastically as I said, “You better be careful. A man like me might take advantage of you if you keep smiling like that.” It was halfway true.

Her smile grew, and she slid off her stool and onto her feet, standing directly in front of me. Close enough to touch. Close enough to kiss. Close enough that the sounds around me started to fade away as I studied her face and her eyes and that beautiful wide, cheeky smile. 

At the same time, we moved towards each other, but she turned her head right before our lips touched, and whispered in my ear instead. 

“Ruin me, Drew.” 

Well if that wasn’t an invitation, I didn’t know what was. I took her face in both of my hands, and kissed her hard. 

She was so soft, and so sweet. She tasted like strawberries and her lips were like velvet against mine. I reveled in her hitching breath, and the taste of her lips, and the way her hands delicately set on my chest to steady herself, slowly fisting the material of my shirt. I moved one of my hands to her waist, gently wrapping my arm around her and pulling her against me so her hips pressed into mine. I couldn’t get enough of her.

“Maria,” I whispered against her mouth as she rocked against me. 

“Drew.”

“Let’s get out of here.” 

“Okay.”

I pulled my mouth away from hers. Shuffling through my back pocket to find another bill, I put my arm around Maria’s waist and escorted her out of the bar. 


CHAPTER TWO
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My mother always told me, “When you have two things you’re trying to decide between, pick the one you know you’ll regret if you don’t.”

That was the only reason I threw caution to the wind and left the bar with the tall handsome stranger who introduced himself as Drew. Because I knew I’d always wonder, for the rest of my life, what would have happened the night I said no to the quiet man with the gorgeous face and the deep, gruff voice. 

I’d heard Brandon’s laugh from the other side of the room and found him sitting with some of the girls from our group. Tearing my eyes away from the boy who had led me on, I focused on Drew instead. He stared up at the TV in front of him, a frown on his chiseled features. Thick straight eyebrows framed his dark, glittering eyes, looking irritated. His nose and cheekbones looked like they were carved out of stone. His skin was a beautiful light brown that seemed to glow, and he wore a ball cap that covered his hair. Dark jeans clung to his well-defined backside, and he wore a black button-down shirt with a tree embroidered on the breast pocket that looked like it had seen better days. Through his shirt, I could see the broadness of his shoulders and the toned muscles of his arms and chest. 

When he fixed his eyes on me and sauntered my way, all rational thought left my mind. And now, Drew and I were in a parking lot outside the bar by his truck, and he was offering me his hand. 

I hesitated for a split second. I didn’t know this guy. He was clearly older than me, stronger than me, and could be taking me anywhere. 

“I’ll walk you back to your hotel if you’d rather not get in the car, Sugar.” 

Will I regret it? No, my gut told me I’d regret walking away right now. I shook my head and took his hand, and he helped me up. 

I expected him to flirt with me in the car, but instead, we made small-talk that was surprisingly not awkward. 

“What are you studying?” he asked. 

“Communications. Are you a student?”

“No.” He laughed once. “I own a construction company in Cherokee, North Carolina. Just here to pick up some new skills before I take ‘em back home.”

“Are you Cherokee?”

“Yes ma’am. Grew up on the Res.” He took his ball cap off, and a long black braid tumbled out from under it. His hair was longer than mine, and was shiny and slick. 

“Oh. Wow. I’ve never been to North Carolina… but I did a research project in high school about the Appalachian Trail and its influence on current Native American art. It’s what got me my scholarship at school.” 

“Pretty and smart… You should visit sometime.”

“Yeah… maybe I will.”

“How old are you? I should have asked that first…”

“I’m nineteen.” 

He let out a sigh. “You’re just a baby,” he muttered. 

“I am not a baby.”

“You are absolutely a baby,” his voice was gruff. It made me shiver. 

“How old are you?” I countered. 

“Be thirty next month.” 

Oh, if my mother could see me now. In the car with a man ten years my senior, planning to let him do who-knows-what to me. 

We arrived at a run-down Holiday Inn at the edge of town. It was a far cry from the hotel at the convention center, but I didn’t care. My hands were sweaty and I tried not to fidget. Butterflies danced in my belly. I’d hooked up before, but something about Drew felt like more than a casual hookup. He wasn’t a cute frat boy or another student.

Drew parked and hopped out of the car, walking briskly to the other side to help me out. He held me by the waist and lifted me down like I barely weighed a thing, and I laughed. Placing a finger under my chin, he tilted my face up. 

“Last chance, Sugar.” Drew brushed a thumb across my bottom lip. “Last chance to walk away and keep whatever innocence you have left. Because I guaran-damn-tee you won’t have a shred of it left by the time I’m done with you.”

My stomach flipped. “Promise?”

His answer was a deep, rumbling growl. He took my hand and led me towards his room. 

Inside, I set my purse on the little desk by the door, and began to shrug off my jacket, but Drew came up from behind me, and caught my hands. I looked down at our hands, mine dwarfed in his. They were warm and rough from years of work. Standing directly behind me, he held me against his body, and I felt his firm chest and the hardness in his jeans. He dipped his head and pressed his lips firmly right under my ear, slowly kissing down my neck. His breath tickled my skin and the firmness of his kiss made my stomach clench in excitement. 

He took over the task of removing my jacket, setting it on the table beside my purse. His hands dropped to my waist where he edged his fingers under the hem of my t-shirt, barely touching my skin. His lips moved, and he left a trail of kisses down my shoulder and towards my arm. 

I couldn’t help but move against him. My hips rocked and shifted as he gently brushed his fingers against my skin, and I lifted my arms as he began to pull my shirt up. I felt like we were performing some secret dance that we both knew, but hadn’t remembered until now. 

Drew lifted my shirt one inch at a time. I could feel the heat of his breath on the back of my neck as he slowly pulled it off and let it fall to the floor. He sighed in satisfaction as he looked down at my breasts. 

“Maria… you’re gorgeous, Sugar.” 

I opened my mouth to answer but it came out as a sigh as his hands tightened around my waist. One of them inched up towards my breast, and he squeezed it gently. 

“Let’s take this off… let’s take this all off.” 

His hands came away from me and unsnapped my bra. I practically shook the thing off me, and then dropped my hands to my jeans, struggling out of them. I needed his hands back on me again as soon as possible. I was momentarily distracted by the sight of him unbuttoning his shirt, but I hurried to kick off my pants. He was still fighting with the buttons on his shirt, unfocused and unable to make much progress because his eyes were glued to me. Finally freeing myself from my pants, I grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him against me, crushing my mouth against his. 

Drew made love to my mouth with his lips and his tongue. He was firm, slow, and demanding. We breathed together, tasted together. He dragged a soft moan from my mouth with a caress of his lips, tenderly exploring me, letting his tongue run along the roof of my mouth. Our teeth clashed against each other as he opened his mouth wider, and he sucked on my tongue. My stomach clenched, letting out an embarrassingly desperate sound. 

I’d never been kissed like this. This one kiss was more intimate and more sensual than anything I’d ever experienced in my life. 

Suddenly I felt like a virgin all over again. The boys I’d hooked up with before were sloppy, rushed, and selfish with their touches. Drew was worshiping me with his mouth, and we’d barely even started.

I finally won the battle against the buttons on his shirt. My hands ran up and down his chest, exploring the mountains and valleys of his toned body. I relished his low groan as my fingers dipped lower. All the while, he was relentless in his kiss. His arms wrapped around me, one hand pressing into the small of my back and the other working his fingers into my hair. 

Tugging at my hair, he pulled my face away from him. “Woman,” he growled. “Let me get my damn pants off. Get on the bed.” 

“I could kiss you all day,” I whispered. 

“Let me inside you, and I’ll kiss you all night.” 

I snaked my arms around his neck and kissed him while he walked us back towards the bed and he fought with his belt and his pants. We shuffled awkwardly backwards until the backs of my knees hit the bed, forcing me to sit down. I kept my arms behind me to prop myself up, smiling as I watched him finish undressing. He was just as gorgeous as I’d imagined. 

He pushed his pants down, kicking them off his ankles and standing in front of me completely naked, and… Sweet. Baby. Jesus. 

“Oh,” I breathed. “That… that’s what you meant.” 

He said he’d ruin me for other men. I took that to mean he was a good lover, not that he would literally break my body with the monstrosity hanging off his hips. 

I met his eyes. That terrifying intense stare was back, and he looked like he was going to eat me alive. For all I knew, he would. 

Drew kept my eyes as he went to his knees at the foot of the bed. Grabbing my ankles, he pulled me to the edge of the bed, spreading my knees wide as he did so. 

“Lay back, Sugar.” 

“What… what are you going to do to me?” 

He was still staring at me. A slow smile graced his face. “Lay back and find out.” 

“You’re going to… kiss me?” I whispered. “There?”

He nodded. The idea of his face between my legs made my breath catch. 

“You… have done this before, right Sugar?” 

“Well, yeah… just, not that.”

He let go of one of my legs and put a hand on my shoulder. He pushed me back as he said, “Well, I did warn you.” Then he lowered his lips to me. 

Sweet bliss washed over me in an instant. I gasped, all my focus on the pleasure his tongue was drawing from me. Drew lapped at me like I was the sweetest treasure he’d ever put in his mouth. A slow, deep rumble from his chest traveled straight into my body, shaking me to my core. His tongue dove inside me, exploring me. He sucked on the lips of my sex and circled his tongue around my clit, sending powerful shocks of pleasure straight to my center. I couldn’t help but rock my hips against his face as he devoured me.

He eased off right before I exploded, and I cried out. “Drew, don’t stop, please,” but he stood, pushing me further onto the bed. 

From his bedside table, he pulled out a condom and rolled it on. It didn’t quite go to the base. I tried to reconcile how that massive thing was going to fit inside my body, but I was too worked up to worry too much about it. Whatever he’d done with his tongue, it had worked. I’d never experienced anything as delicious as that.

“You ready for me?” he grunted as he climbed onto the bed. He crawled towards me like a wolf stalking his prey. I could only nod and hope he wouldn’t tear me in half.

He spread my legs wide and pressed the head against my slit, gently working the tip in and out. He was thick, and just the tip was enough to make me feel like I couldn’t possibly take him all. I bit my lip nervously.

“Relax, beautiful,” he whispered, and leaned forward so his arms were on either side of my face. “Put your hands on my shoulders. Look at me. God, you are the prettiest little thing, aren’t you?” 

I felt him push a little deeper into me. Holy hell he was thick. I gasped and winced. 

Drew tilted his head and took my mouth with his, kissing me slowly as he rocked in and out. His lips and tongue matched the pace of his thrusts, and I felt myself relax as he slid deeper and deeper inside of me. “It’s okay,” he murmured against my mouth. “You okay?”

“Yeah—”

“Just breathe, Sugar. Nice and slow… That’s it… Mmhh…”

He took his time, stretching me and pushing in slowly until he was all the way inside. I’d never felt so full in my life… and I’d never felt so needy. With a final push, he bottomed out and we both moaned through our kiss. He pulled his mouth away from mine just long enough to let out a string of curses before he took my mouth again. 

Then he began to move.

He rocked into me, slowly and steadily increasing his pace, still holding my mouth captive with his lips. Every thrust stroked some deep spot inside me that sent hot shivers of need down my spine. He ground himself against my clit as he thrust, making me cry out in pleasure.

I couldn’t do anything but lay there and melt at his every movement. Everything about him was too big, too much. He held my head firmly in place as he kissed me, thrusting into me and grinding his hips so that he hit every single spot I didn’t even know I had. Right as I was nearing my climax, he pulled all the way out and pushed himself off me, pausing to catch his breath. 

“No,” I whimpered. 

“Hush,” he gasped. “I’m not ready to be done with you yet.” He hesitated a few more moments before he slid back inside me, resuming his relentless pace. I was so close that with only a few careful movements of his hips, I exploded in pleasure around him. Waves of heat crashed through me, and I fought to breathe. Moments later, he groaned and collapsed forward. I could feel him pulsing inside me. His breath was hot against my neck, and he kissed my neck as he pulled back, giving me a chance to breathe. 

“Drew,” I whispered, barely able to speak. I’d had my fair share of orgasms, both self-induced and courtesy of partners, but nothing like what I’d just experienced. 

“Beautiful girl,” he said, and moved slightly so he could wrap his lips around my nipple. He sucked and tongued at it, and nipped at it with his teeth. 

“Careful,” I laughed, and shifted under him slightly. “I’m sensitive.” 

“I certainly hope so,” he murmured. “I’m not done with you yet.” 

“Oh really?”  

His hips rocked into me again. I grunted. I was sensitive from the orgasm I’d just had. But somehow, he was still hard. 

“Maria, Sugar…”

“Drew?”

“We are not even close to done.”

He slid out of me, grabbed me by the hips, and rolled me onto my stomach, spreading my legs and crouching behind me. He lined himself up with my entrance. 

“Greenwoods don’t quit until they decide they’re done.” He filled me with a snap of his hips, and I was once more thrust into bliss. 


CHAPTER THREE
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I woke up with an arm thrown over me. My eyes adjusted to the light, and I turned my head and looked over at Drew, letting at a long, deep sigh. 

Andrew Greenwood was a machine. 

After doing me from behind and dragging a few more orgasms out of me, he’d hauled me up into his lap and made love to me with his arms around me and our foreheads pressed together. I watched his eyes widen and roll back in his head as he came, followed by him holding my face in his hands and staring at me like I was the missing piece of his soul he’d spent his whole life looking for. He kissed me as he slowly shrank out of me, and then carried me in his arms like a bride into the bathroom where he showered me, washed my hair and my body, and treated me to another mind-blowing orgasm with his fingers. 

I knew I would never regret this. 

Drew woke with a snort and rolled over, pressing his body against mine and wrapping his arms around me. “Mmmm,” he grunted, squeezing my breast with one hand. The other hand inched down towards my sex. 

“Oh,” I laughed. “Don’t you dare get me started again!” 

I felt him smile into my neck. “Or what?” 

“Or I’m going to be late for the book signing at the conference. And I really want that book signed.” 

“What book is it?” He nibbled at my neck and sucked at my earlobe.

“It’s called Deep Nutrition… it’s about… uh…”

“Hm?”

His fingers were slowly sliding down towards the apex of my legs. “What’s it about?”

“Well, it’s about nutrition… and different indigenous people groups, and… their health and diets… and…”

His fingers found my clit.

“Drew…”

My will weakened and he pulled my legs a little farther apart. Making small circles with the pad of his fingers, he dipped his head forward and licked at my nipple until I was soaking wet and whimpering.

“Better get up and get to that book signing,” he said as he pulled away, but I could hear the humor in his voice.

I caught his wrist and pulled him back down to me, and I saw a flash of a cheeky smile on his face before he slid his hands under my butt, pulling me close and dropping his mouth into my sex. 

“Oh, God yes.”

He chuckled darkly at my moans, coming up for air. “I still can’t believe you’d never had your pussy eaten before, Sugar.” 

“I’ve never… Oh… Nobody has ever… I’m going to… Drew, don’t stop…”

This time he didn’t stop; his tongue flicked lightly against my nub until I shattered around him, and he kept going until I begged him to stop. 

He reached for the condoms on the bedside table, and I knew I was definitely going to be late to that book signing. 
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“You like college?”

“Yeah, it’s okay so far.”

We were laying on our backs, staring up at the ceiling, covered in sweat. My heart rate was just starting to come down. He wrapped an arm around me, idly running a finger up and down my torso. He toyed with my body in a comfortable, casual way, circling my nipple, then trailing his fingers down to circle my belly button, and coming back up to play with my nipple again. He seemed to be doing it unconsciously.

“Just okay?”

“I guess I had high hopes for college. It hasn’t quite lived up to my expectations.”

“What did you hope for?”

He was easy to talk to like this. We were strangers, and we’d probably never see each other again. I’d shared hours of physical intimacy with him. The honesty was easy.

“I wanted to make some friends who I could trust… who would be real friends to me. Not dumbasses who wanted to be in the ‘in-crowd,’ you know?”

“College is just as cliquey as high school, is that what you’re saying?”

“Yeah. My professors are pretty cool, though. Classes are much better and totally different. Less drama. But I’m wondering if I’m the weird one, because all my peers are idiots.”

“You find that everywhere, Sugar.”

“I just want…” I sighed and let my sentence go. Why was I even saying any of this? Drew didn’t care about my drama.

“What do you want, Sugar?”

I hesitated for a few moments.

“Don’t make me drag it out of you,” he warned. I glanced down. His cock was hardening. Again.

I couldn’t help but laugh. “How, Andrew? How?”

“Your pussy tastes like honey. That’s how. Now tell me what you want, or I’m going to edge you and not let you finish.”

“If I tell you, will you make me finish?” I looked up at him.

He sat up and rolled another condom on. I think we’ve gone through a whole box of those.

Pulling me up and into his lap, he guided me onto him. I let out a gasp. I was sore, and wasn’t going to walk straight for a week after this. But I took a deep breath and tried to relax, locking my ankles together behind his back.

He didn’t move or thrust. He held me close and tilted my chin up, looking me in the eye. The light coming through the window cast a shadow on his sharp cheekbones and chiseled lips. His dark eyes glittered. 

“If you could have anything in the world, what would it be?”

“Freedom,” I answered softly. “That’s all I want.”

“Do you not have it?”

“I want to make my own choices. I want to be respected by my peers. I don’t want to be told what I can and can’t do by people who want to use me and control me.”

“Your folks,” he guessed.

I nodded. Then I shrugged. Suddenly I didn’t feel sexy at all. A hint of frustration, sadness, and a little bit of irritation welled up in my chest.

“Spit it out.”

My voice rose as I spoke. “My dad constantly tells me what I can and can’t do. He made me choose biology as my major, but I switched to communications my first day of classes. He was livid when he found out. He threatened to cut me off, but I called his bluff. I told him it was my life, and he couldn’t force me, and then I sent him a printout of all the jobs I could get with a communications degree. He dropped it, but he never apologized. And I don’t think he’ll ever really respect that I’m an adult and can make my own choices!”

Andrew smirked.

“What?”

“You’re sexy when you’re mad.”

I rolled my eyes. “You’re only saying that because you’re bottomed out inside me.”

He gripped my hips hard enough for my eyes to widen, and pulled me hard against him, giving me a hard thrust as he did so.

“It is your life, Maria.”

Another deep thrust. I gasped.

“Your dad can’t control you.”

Thrust.

“And if he can’t learn to respect you, that’s his loss.”

Thrust.

“Stop talking about my dad,” I mumbled, threading my hands into his hair and pulling his mouth to mine. “Make me come again.”

After several rounds and too many orgasms later, we both showered and dressed. I smelled like his soap, and I couldn’t stop sniffing my hair. He drove me back to the convention center and dropped me off at the front door with a kiss on the cheek and a wink. 

I hated the idea that I’d probably never see him again. And it wasn’t just the phenomenal sex. There was something so easy and casual about our chemistry. It had appeared out of nowhere, and he was a good listener. I got the feeling that Andrew respected me, even though we barely knew each other.

I wanted to ask for his number… but I felt like that would be weird. Hey, can I have your number, even though I’m ten years younger than you and live in a different state and we’ll probably never see each other again?

“If you’re ever in Cherokee, North Carolina…” 

“Oh, I’ll find you, Andrew Greenwood.” 

A subtle smile graced his perfect lips, and I leaned in for one more kiss before I made my escape. My eyes followed the dark green tree decal on his truck until he was out of sight. 
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I played nice with my “friends” for the rest of the weekend, but the first thing I did when we arrived back on campus was tell them they could screw themselves, and that I refused to be made a laughingstock. I threw myself into my studies and my projects, and managed to find myself a few friends who seemed less inclined to mock me. Betty was a girl from my degree program who was eager to study with me, and Anna was a junior in the writing department who I related to over our mutual frustration for our parents. We ate lunch together and spent our Saturdays visiting the local shops and museums, and I felt like I’d finally found a few people I could relate to.

I fell asleep every night with the fond memories of Drew. Everything was going wonderfully… until things got a little too weird to ignore.

It started with exhaustion. I was always tired, even when I got a good night’s sleep. Then it was my appetite. I was always hungry, I was gaining weight despite my best efforts, and the things I used to hate to eat – specifically, pickles, and peanut butter – were the things I craved. Anna and Bet joked that I was pregnant; but that wasn’t possible, because I still had my period that month. It was just weird freshman stuff, and stress… 

Until my period seemed oddly light. And by light, I mean it lasted two days, and there really wasn’t much blood. 

When I woke up one morning and couldn’t leave my room because I couldn’t stop throwing up, I called Bet. She brought over pregnancy tests, and after one negative and one positive, I made an appointment to see a doctor.

We used condoms, I kept telling myself. He was so careful. Every single time, we used a condom, and I’m on birth control. Two kinds of birth control at the same time, it’s impossible for me to be pregnant. 

I tried not to stress. It had to be a series of coincidences, right? 

Nope. 

I lay there on the clinic bed while the ultrasound machine whirred and thumped, the cold jelly not helping cool the heat from my nerves. 

“When was your last period?” the doctor asked. 

“Last week, but it was oddly light,” I said for the fourth time that day. I felt like a broken record. 

“And before that?”

“A month before that, right on schedule with my pills, but it was also light, but… not as light as this month.”

“But not anything like your previous periods.”

“No, all my others have been heavy. I wrote it off as stress…”

As I said the words, the sound in the room changed. Tha-thump. Tha-thump. Tha-thump. 

My heart sped up and my stomach dropped. There was no way I could mistake that sound. 

“Well…” the doctor said, looking at the screen in front of us. “That’s a heartbeat. Congratulations, Miss Steel. You’re having a baby.” 

You’re having a baby. Those words echoed on repeat through my head like the tha-thump of the heartbeat I was hearing. 

“But… but… but how…” I managed to get out. Oh my God, I’m going to be sick. No wait, I’m going to pass out. No wait… 

I laid my head on the pillow behind me and closed my eyes. Taking slow, deep breaths, I tried to control the rush of adrenaline and fear that was coursing through my body. 

Tha-thump. Tha-thump. Tha-thump. 

“Well, usually, when two people have sex—”

“But we used condoms, and I’m on birth control!” I shouted, louder and more harshly than I meant to. The nurse beside me jumped. The doctor, seemingly unphased at my outburst, continued to move the remote of the ultrasound machine around on my belly. The heartbeat faded away, and then reappeared. 

“Yes, but your chart says you had a round of antibiotics a few months ago, for a minor infection. Is that correct?”

“Yes, so what?”

“Antibiotics render your birth control useless. Your pharmacist should have mentioned that when you picked it up.” 

Tha-thump. Tha-thump. Tha-thump. 

I listened to the heartbeat in shock. 

I was pregnant.

What was I going to do? I was still a freshman in college. My parents were going to kill me. Hadn’t that been the last thing my dad told me when he’d dropped me off? Try not to fuck this up, Maria. Like he was issuing me a challenge.

A challenge I failed.

I am so screwed. Tears burned my eyes. I took a deep, shaking breath and tried to steady myself.

“It’s totally up to you how to move forward,” the doctor shrugged, his whole demeanor nonchalant. “You’re at about eight or nine weeks right now, it looks like. You have a few more weeks to decide if you want to terminate.” 

Terminate. There was something about the word that made me wince, despite my situation. Still, the doctor had a point. I had my whole life ahead of me. My parents would murder me. I could use my scholarship money for the semester to pay for the treatment, work some extra hours at my part time job to make ends meet, and this would all be behind me before I had time to really suffer the consequences. 

“Yeah… I—”

The doctor turned the screen of the machine around, and my eyes fell on the tiny blobs in front of me. 

Plural. 

“Looks like there’s two,” the doctor said. “Same amniotic sac. Identical twins.” 

I stared at the blobs, the sound of the heartbeat filling the room. The weight of it hit me like a brick wall. 

“I can’t,” I whispered. 

“You have a lot of options, Miss Steel. You can terminate, but you’d have to terminate both. You could also carry to term and put them up for adoption. It wouldn’t be hard to find someone to adopt two babies from a healthy mom, and you could return to your life with some normalcy, save a nine-month hiccup.”

Tha-thump. Tha-thump. 

“I can’t.” 

“It’s okay,” the nurse said. “Like the doctor said, you have options—”

“I can’t.” I laughed, shaking my head. 

Always make the choice you know you’ll regret if you don’t. 

Would I regret keeping the children I was carrying? Maybe. But I knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that I would regret ending their little heartbeats even more. That sound would haunt me forever if I knew my own decision caused those heartbeats to stop.

“I… I’m going to carry. I don’t know if I can keep them… but I’m not going to terminate. I can’t.” 

The doctor said something about scheduling appointments, and prenatal vitamins, and regular checkups, and some other stuff that I didn’t really hear. The only thing I could hear was the sound of those two little heartbeats, strong and slightly syncopated against each other, echoing through my head for the rest of the night. 


CHAPTER FOUR
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Being pregnant sucked.

I was always tired. My feet hurt. My boobs hurt. I was horny and emotional all the time.

And the menial amount of respect I’d accumulated over the semester? Gone. I was as close to an outcast on campus as I could be. The tutoring center where I was editing papers part time avoided giving me work, my job at the bookstore cut my hours, and my teachers were unforgiving in their deadlines. They all looked down their noses at me. I was the stupid freshman who got pregnant. 

The exceptions were my only two friends, Bet and Anna, a professor from last semester who didn’t count my missed classes, and my guidance counselor. Bet and Anna supported me, encouraged me, and brought me ice packs when my feet hurt. My guidance counselor asked me how I planned to return in the fall semester when I had two babies who were four months old. 

I didn’t have an answer. I was still trying to decide if I was going to put them up for adoption, or keep them. 

I knew the right thing was to give them up. I could find a family who wanted children and couldn’t have them, and to let the twins go to a family that would love them and raise them, and have the resources to care for them. They could stay together. Maybe I could even visit them and be a part of their lives.

I kept putting off filling out the paperwork and reaching out to the social worker, going over and over it in my head and trying to decide if that’s really what I wanted to do. I still hadn’t told my parents, feigning being overworked and too busy, and ignoring most of their calls. I knew all I’d get from them was judgment. And I didn’t want to admit that I’d failed my dad’s challenge.

And then one evening, I was in our dorm kitchen with Anna, and we were listening to one of her old ABBA records. My favorite song came on and I started dancing slightly while we both belted the lyrics. Honey I’m still free, take a chance on me...

I felt an onslaught of kicks, and I grabbed at my swollen belly and gasped. 

“What! What is it?” Anna came running to my rescue. 

“No, it’s okay,” I laughed. “Here.” I put her hand over the spot. She smiled as she felt them. 

“They’re strong.” 

“They’re dancing. They like the music.” 

We laughed and stood there, four little feet pushing and stretching against my skin, and I felt my throat grow thick. 

Take a chance on me. 

I honestly thought, for the first time, about going to the hospital with these babies in my belly and leaving without them, and my eyes welled up. I clasped my hand over my mouth. “Anna,” I stuttered through my tears. “I… I’m going to keep them.” 

“I know, Maria.” She smiled. “You’re almost six months along. If you didn’t want them, you would have found a family by now.”

“What am I… how am I going to do this?”

“Okay so I’ve been thinking about this. I have a plan. We’re going to help. It’ll be okay.” 
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By early May, I had moved out of my dorm and into the little one-room apartment with the lowest rent in town. I’d gotten another part-time job off campus at a diner, had saved as much money as I could, and I had enough for several months rent. Anna and Bet and I made sure our schedules worked out so that when I was in class next semester, one of them was free to watch the twins. I’d just have to work hard, apply for loans and scholarships, and I could pull this off. 

My mom came by one afternoon unexpectedly. I hid behind the door, only letting her see my face.

“I’m worried about you, Maria,” she said. “You’ve been avoiding us.”

Yeah, I’m avoiding you, because I don’t want to see the look on your face when you realize I’ve gotten pregnant my first semester of college.

“I’m enjoying my freedom,” I said. “I’m sorry, mom. I have people over. Can you come by another time, and call me first?”

“Okay, honey. Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m just busy. I’m working two jobs and getting ready for the fall semester.”

My mother studied me, suspicion on her face. She knew I was hiding something. It didn’t go unnoticed that I was hiding behind the door, not letting her see my body.

“Maria… are you okay?”

I nodded. I’m fine. I can do this. That was what I’d been telling myself for the past few months. I can do it. I’m capable, I can pull this off.

Part of me wanted to tell her the truth, to let her in and tell her everything. Because I knew my mom didn’t hate me, and probably wouldn’t judge me too harshly. But the thought of the phone call or the rampage I’d get from my dad afterwards… it wasn’t worth it.

Would I keep it a secret forever? Probably not. It wasn’t realistic, and it wouldn’t be fair to them. But for now, I didn’t want to hear all the reasons I was going to fail before I’d even given myself a chance to succeed. I wanted to prove that I could do this. When I told them I had two little boys, I wanted to tell them that I was doing okay, and that I was making it.

“I’m okay, mom.”

“Do you need anything?” she asked softly. “Anything at all?”

It was a weird question, and it made me wonder if she knew. But that was extremely unlikely.

“Nope. I’ve got everything handled.”

“Okay… please call me if that changes, honey. I love you. Remember that.” She gave me a tight smile that didn’t reach her eyes, and turned back down the hall.
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About a week later, Anna and Bet and I were dancing and singing in the kitchen of my little apartment, and I felt the boys kicking a lot. Then there was some cramping. Then the cramping was a lot stronger. When a sharp pang made me gasp and drop my glass of orange juice, my friends rushed me to the hospital.

My boys did not waste time. Anna and Bet were with me the whole time, encouraging me and holding my hands while I cried and tried to breathe. I felt like I was dying, but I didn’t have a choice but to live, because my babies were ready for me.

And then suddenly, impossibly, I was holding my sons in my arms. 

Watching them breathe, yawn, and reach for each other’s fingers made my heart explode with joy. They were so small, with an impossible innocence about them that made me want to shelter them from the world, even from the nurses.

I barely let them out of my sight. I found myself anxious when the doctor came in to look at them, knowing they were going to leave my arms. They started screaming as soon as they were separated from me, and I burst out in tears, throwing a fit until the nurses brought them back.

They were so small. So precious. So beautiful. They were pink and flushed with a hint of color that I didn’t have in my own skin, and a light scattering of black hair on top of their heads. I stared down at them wondering how the hell I got lucky enough to have not one, but two perfect sons. I felt my heart squeeze, and I was almost high off love and adoration for them.

I would do anything for you.

What would they be like as they grew up? Who would they turn into? What would their voices sound like? How would they laugh? Would they like toy trains and cars, or bugs and mud, or music and movies?

I want to know everything about you.

They slept in my arms, their hands still intertwined. Matthew was born first, Jacob only a few moments later, his hand clasping at his brother’s ankle with a surprising amount of strength. They were exact copies of each other. Identical in every way.

The doctor came in to check on me again. He studied them, then asked if he could take a photo of us.

“Sure, I guess,” I said softly. “But I look horrible.”

“I want to get a photo of the tops of their heads. It’s extremely rare, but you’ve actually had mirror twins. They’re identical, but they’re not carbon copies. They’re mirror images. I’d like to document it, if that’s okay.”

He threw around some other statistics, but I couldn’t really grasp what he was saying. I was staring down at my boys, watching their eyelashes flutter as they opened their eyes. Two perfect sons, special, rare, and somehow still unique even though they were identical.

Jacob looked at me first. His eyes were chocolate brown, like mine.

I closed my eyes and laid my head back against the pillow.

I knew this was going to be the hardest thing I ever did. But I knew we would be okay, because I would do literally anything to make that happen. 
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When I got back to my apartment several days later, the trouble started. 

The boys both had colic, and they screamed from four in the afternoon until nine at night like clockwork. A week into our stay at home, I was about to pull my hair out, and Bet and Anna were less than enthusiastic to come over and give me relief. They made copious excuses in the evenings, though they seemed fine to help in the mornings. I couldn’t really blame them; they were my friends, not my hired help, and it wasn’t like I was that great of a friend over the past few weeks since I was useless with newborns.

But it was a struggle. Their coverage was a major part of my survival plan. I started missing the few shifts I was scheduled to work because I couldn’t find coverage, and my manager at the bookstore called me one day and told me not to come back in. 

Then the landlord arrived, banging on my door and demanding I pay a fee for having children in my room. “They aren’t on your lease,” he snapped. “It’s an extra hundred a month for each child!” 

“It is not!”

“Check the lease!” 

He was correct. I hadn’t read it thoroughly. 

Then Jacob got sick. It was just a fever, but when I came home from a shift one day and Bet was pacing, and the boys were screaming, and Jacob’s little face was red and flushed, I rushed us all to the hospital, not caring how much it would cost. 

It turned out to be a cold, and within a few days, he was fine. But my bank account took a hit. 

I watched with dismay as my account decreased more rapidly than it increased. June passed and July came, and I bathed them in cool water because the air conditioning didn’t keep up. Bet stopped answering my calls. Anna came by sometimes, but I was running out of money and couldn’t get enough coverage for my shifts at the café. 

And I was so. bloody. tired. 

How am I going to sustain this through next semester, I wondered. I barely had time to care for the boys and work enough to pay my bills and eat, let alone go to school. I did the only thing I knew to do; I pulled out of my classes for next semester. Maybe I could pick them up in the spring. But how would I afford to live here until then?

I had no choice. I had to, because I had two, living, breathing, tiny, helpless boys counting on me. 

A few days into the month of August, my landlord banged on my door again and told me my rent was late. I checked my account; I was short by several hundred dollars, and I needed groceries. 

I was scared. 

With a sinking realization, I concluded that I had no other choice but to call my parents and ask them for help. I already knew I couldn’t go to school next semester, but if I could find some coverage for my shifts, I could work, and I could survive. 

Could I go home?

I knew my parents loved me in their own way, but I could not live under my father’s thumb, or subject myself to my mother’s ridicule and self-centered fantasies, especially while I was taking care of my sons. I swore I’d never go back there, I told myself. They’ll mock me and lecture me.

But what if I had no choice? Mom could watch the boys while I worked, and maybe I would actually get some sleep every once in a while. Nursing the two of them made me hungry constantly, and even though I felt like I ate my weight in food, they boys were big eaters, and I still had to supplement with formula to keep them full. 

I hated the idea of calling my parents and asking for help, let alone a refuge. They’d always drilled into me that I was smart, and talented, and strong… though sometimes I think they were trying to convince themselves. My dad’s warning, and challenge not to fail, came back into my mind.  

But I didn’t have a choice. Whether I failed or not, I was broke, and was going to get kicked out if I didn’t do something, and my babies were relying on me to do hard things so they could survive. I swallowed my pride a few days later, and called my father to tell him the truth. 

“I got pregnant,” I said. 

“You… ugh.” A long pause. I could visualize him pinching the bridge of his nose between his fingers. “How far along are you?”

“I… gave birth in May.” 

“Maria Jennifer Steel. You… idiot.”

I winced, waiting for the shouting and the lecture… but it never came. I heard him sigh heavily. “What do you need?”

His words were like a glass of cold water. Maybe, in a way, I’d called my dad’s bluff. I did fuck up, and he was still going to help me out.

“I… I’m short on my rent,” I stammered. “I have a job at a diner nearby, and I’m working some shifts when Anna can watch the boys, but… sometimes she can’t. And… well, I got fired from my other job. I can’t leave them alone. They’re only barely twelve weeks old!”

“They?”

“Twins. I had twins.”

He cut me off before I could tell him their names. “This was very stupid of you, Maria. You should not have had those babies.”

My throat closed up and I choked. 

“You should have done the responsible thing, and had an abortion. Or given them up. Now look at you; you can’t work, you can’t pay your rent, and you’re a single mom of two boys. What happened to you?”

How dare he. 

My vision went red, and I couldn’t speak. I knew if I opened my mouth, I would scream at him, and he would hang up. Hot tears rolled down my face and I struggled to breathe. How dare he question my decision to keep my children? How dare he even consider that his opinion held any weight in what should have happened to their lives?

But I knew my dad. If I snapped at him, he’d hang up the phone and leave me on my own for disrespecting him, to ‘teach me a lesson,’ and then mock me when I showed up at his door. Oh, he’d let me in, but he’d make sure I felt thoroughly humiliated in the process. 

And I didn’t need a lesson; I needed money. 

“I’m sorry, dad. We used a condom and I was on birth control; it shouldn’t have happened.” 

He sighed again. “Well… it did. And now you’re stuck with them.” 

Stuck with them, like they were a nasty virus, or a disability, or some kind of disease I now had to learn to live with. 

I wonder if that’s how they thought of me. I wonder if they got pregnant and they got stuck dealing with me. 

“I’ll bring some money over, and your mother will make you some casseroles you can cook when you need to. If you need coverage for a shift, I’m sure she’ll help out.” He sounded so tired and so disdainful that he had to stoop to my level to help me that it made me nauseous. 

“Thanks, dad,” I choked out, and told him the address. 

He did exactly what he said. He drove over and brought a few thousand dollars in cash, several bags of groceries, some diapers, and laundry detergent. Mom came in, dropped the box of casseroles on the counter, and went straight for the boys. She held one and then the other, sighing and fawning over them, trying to get them to stop crying. 

“Well, they’re as stubborn as you were,” she said, holding Matthew against her chest and bouncing him more enthusiastically than I would have liked. “You cried all the time as a baby too,” she murmured with the hint of a side-eye. 

“They’re not stubborn, mom. They’re babies.” 

“Are they half Mexican? They don’t look white.”

“Cherokee.”

“What?” She drew back. “Really? Like, the Indians?”

“Yeah,” I sighed, too tired to argue the semantics of the word choice. I collapsed on the couch and pulled Jacob into my arms. He settled a little but still fussed. 

“Is he around? Does he know? Is he giving you any money?” 

“He was a stranger I met in AC, and he lives in North Carolina. I don’t even remember his name,” I lied. I needed to find Andrew Greenwood’s number, but I doubted he would take my call once I told him what happened. I was sure I could fight for child support, but I didn’t have the mental energy to even think about that process right now. Anna had suggested I call him, and had started looking and asking around for phone books from the Appalachian area of North Carolina so I could get in touch with him.

And to be honest, I was a little embarrassed to call Andrew Greenwood and admit what had happened. We’d shared a few hours of no-strings-attached sex, and somehow, I’d gotten stuck with the strings. He hadn’t signed up for that.

I dreaded the call. I’d told him the one thing I wanted was freedom… and now, I was the exact opposite of free, because I had his children.

I shook Andrew Greenwood from my head. I’d have to call him eventually, because he deserved to know the truth. And I knew the child support could make a huge difference.

My mother stared at Matthew, looking into the beautiful brown eyes that I knew came from me and my side of the family. His dark lashes clumped together from his tears. 

“Do you regret it,” she asked softly, so my father wouldn’t hear as he stacked casseroles in my freezer. 

I didn’t hesitate. “No.”

Even now, with two crying children, and an impossible journey ahead of me, I knew I didn’t regret my night with Drew, or the sons he’d given me. In the few hours I spent with him, he made me feel more treasured and loved than I ever had before. He listened to me, saw me as an equal, and treated me with more affection and regard than I’d ever experienced, and not just sexually. Our small talk in the car and post-orgasm came back to me, and I remembered the casual way we’d spoken. And the easy way we’d flirted at the bar.

That was all I’d ever wanted.

And he gave me the two most beautiful boys in the world. I knew I would make it, one way or another, and I’d make sure my sons were kind, and loving, and brave, and strong, and everything a good man should be. I’d love them with my whole heart, and do whatever I could do to make their lives wonderful. Even if that was the only thing I ever did with my life, I would raise Matthew and Jacob Steel to be good men. 

I tried to imagine what my life would be like, in this very moment, if instead of whispering my plea of seduction, I’d told Drew, ‘maybe another time.’ I liked to think he would have kissed me, winked, and left me to fend for myself at the bar. Then I would have gone home, and… 

And what? Finished classes? Wrote more papers? Hooked up with more frat boys?  

And did I really regret getting pregnant? Did I regret having my sons? I looked at their little bodies curled up against each of us. My little humans that belonged to me, that were my own flesh and blood. 

I’d always envisioned having children… I just didn’t think it would be so soon, and on my own.

“No,” I said again. “I don’t regret it. I don’t think I ever will.” 

Jacob chose that moment to let out a piercing scream. I kissed his head and rubbed his tummy, praying he would relax and go to sleep. 

“Well, it gets easier,” mom said. “Once they are old enough to be put into daycare, you can get back to your life.”

The thought of dropping them off at daycare in the morning, leaving them all day, and picking them up in the evening made my heart ache. I looked at the little boy in my arms, his face all crumpled up, his hands clenched into fists. I took his hand in my fingers and kissed it until his fingers stretched. 

How will I ever make this work?

“Jared,” my mother called. “Come meet your grandsons.”

My father, who had busied himself stocking my fridge like he was gearing me up for an apocalypse, froze at my mother’s words. He looked up, a guarded expression in his eyes, and finally shut the fridge door, walking our way.

He stared down at the tiny child in my arms, and then at his brother on my mother’s chest. He didn’t say a word.

“What are their names?” His voice had a weird tone to it, like he didn’t want to know.

I didn’t want to tell him. I didn’t want to hear their names come out of his mouth. And suddenly, I wished I hadn’t given them my last name. Because I felt like my boys deserved a better name than the steel-hearted cruel man in front of me who had told me I shouldn’t have kept them.

I didn’t answer him. I just stared back, jaw clenched, wondering what would happen if I refused to answer.

Somehow, he didn’t argue or push me. He stared down at Matthew who was nuzzling my mother’s neck, still whimpering slightly. Dad’s hand twitched like he wanted to reach out and touch him… but he didn’t.

My mother answered my father’s question. “Matthew and Jacob. Aren’t they precious?” she said, turning so he could see Matthew’s face.

“They’re beautiful, Maria.” He turned and went back to the kitchen.

My parents left after a few hours, and I was alone with the boys again. They finally settled down, a little earlier today than normal, and I sighed in relief as I put a lasagna in the oven for my own dinner. It was enough food for three days, but I planned to eat as much of it as I wanted. 

I can do this. I might have to stoop to begging my condescending parents for help… but I can do this. 

After dinner, I nursed the boys again and put them to sleep. I lay down on my mattress on the floor. The boys were in a crib I’d bought at a thrift store. It was slightly damaged, and I’d had to duct-tape it back together, but it was sturdy, and the mattress and bedding were clean. I watched the boys sleep, trying to figure out what to do next. 

As far as my classes, those were dropped for the fall semester, and I was unsure about the spring term. The university understood, and put a temporary hold on my account due to personal reasons. I had an invitation to return, but I had to pay back my scholarship if I didn’t re-enroll within one year. 

Can I do one year? Can I work, save money, stay home for one year, and then put the boys in daycare while I go back to school? 

Alone in my apartment with my babies sleeping in a broken crib on the floor, I found myself crying again. I wanted the world for them. I never wanted to leave them for more than a few hours, let alone full days. But I knew I didn’t really have a choice. I had to get a degree, and a real job with decent benefits if I wanted to take care of them myself. As much as I’d like to stay with them all the time and care for them, daycare and public school were my only options for our future. Especially if I was alone.
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The very next day, my landlord knocked on the door again. 

I told him I had his rent, but he said it didn’t matter “Keep it,” he shrugged. “I don’t care. The owner has sold the place. You have thirty days to move out.”

“What?” I shouted. 

He jumped back from me. “I’m sorry, hon, I really am.” But he wouldn’t meet my eye. 

“I want proof!”

He pulled out a memo on the company letterhead that detailed the transfer of ownership, and the plan to “update” the building to create luxury apartments. 

“I can’t move out! I have nowhere else to go! Nowhere else I can afford! You can’t do this!” I shouted. I didn’t always let my anger out, but now I was furious and I couldn’t stop it. My whole body buzzed with adrenaline and anger, and my arms felt numb. 

“Hon, calm down—”

“Calm down? Oh, what did you expect? You tell me I have thirty days to move out and you tell me to calm down?” I don’t remember what else I said, but by the time I was done yelling at him, he had backed away and was walking down the hall, trying to get away from me. Other neighbors had opened their doors, and they were all yelling now. At least I wasn’t the only one who was mad. 

I slammed the door shut and leaned my back against it, sliding down until my butt hit the floor. Wrapping my arms around my knees, I sobbed, and for the first time, I let myself admit how completely helpless I felt. 

I cried for an hour, but the sound of the twins crying forced me to my feet. Swallowing gulps of cold water from the sink, I splashed my face and pulled Matthew into my arms. 

What am I going to do?

He cried and hiccupped and kicked his legs. I saw him reach his hand down for his brother. With some difficulty, I adjusted him over one shoulder and pulled Jacob into the other arm, holding them both against my chest so they were side by side. 

Almost instantly, their hands found each other, and they settled. 

“Oh, okay,” I sighed, looking at the boys. “Only now after weeks of screaming I find out the secret. You want mommy and your brother.” 

My stomach growled. 

The yelling outside continued. 

I held my boys. 

What am I going to do? 


CHAPTER FIVE
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It was a typical day at the office. My Pitbull, Brutus, was curled up at my feet, snoring loudly and letting the cool air from the air vent below blow over him. I had a cup of coffee on my desk that was getting cold, and I was shuffling through the work orders for the upcoming jobs in the next month. 

In front of me, the letter from the private detective, along with the invoice for his time, sat on my desk.

Andy,

There are a lot of Suttons in the area, but I didn’t find anyone with that surname matching the description you provided. Happy to keep looking for a single mom named Ruth, and a half-native daughter, but people aren’t forthcoming. Your best bet may be to place an ad in the paper and rely on busy bodies to fess up or feast on drama.

Good luck

Frank

I sighed as I put the letter in my desk drawer and the invoice in the basket. It had been almost six years since I’d seen Ruth Sutton and the little girl. It was hard not to lose hope.

I can’t stop looking, I told myself. It’s not fair to either of them. Somewhere out there, I had a little girl who didn’t know her daddy, who didn’t know her last name and what it meant, who would grow up without her people. And it hurt every time I thought about it.

The phone rang, and I picked it up. “Greenwood Construction.”

“Hi Andy, it’s Marybeth.”

“What’s up, Marybeth.” 

“There’s a girl on the line for you.”

“A girl?” I said. The way Marybeth had said girl implied something important. My heart rate tripled and my hands broke out in a sweat. I hoped to hell I’d hear Ruth on the other end. Maybe all my searching had paid off.

“Okay, put her through.”

There was a beep, and then a click.

“Hello?” A soft, sweet voice filled my ear. It definitely wasn’t Ruth.

“This is Andy,” I said, trying to hide my disappointment. “How can I help you?”

“Drew?” 

I froze. There weren’t many people who called me that. 

“Andrew Greenwood, right?”

“Yes,” I hesitated. I didn’t want to hope too hard that it was her. 

“It’s Maria…” 

My whole body buzzed with excitement. I forced myself to breathe as the image of Maria’s wide, vivacious smile and phenomenal body came to mind. I had told Maria if she was ever in my area to call me. Maybe she’d taken me up on the offer?

She continued. “Maria Steel? We met in Atlantic City...” 

I cleared my throat. “Marybeth, will you get off the line, please,” I said. The other office phone clicked as Marybeth disconnected.

“Maria, it’s good to hear from you. How are you, Sugar?” 

“Uh, well… I’ve been better,” she said hesitantly. Behind her, I heard a piercing scream, and then a wail. 

“Shit,” she muttered. “Hold on.” There was a rustling and a thump, and I heard the sound of crying, but then it stopped. 

“Maria,” I said hesitantly. “What was that?”

“That would be Matthew.” 

Oh no. 

Another wail, and then a second voice joined in. 

“And… there's Jacob. Hold on.” 

Shit shit shit. I knew with absolute certainty that this call was not about Maria wanting to hook up. After more thumping and rattling of the phone being moved around, the screaming stopped. 

“Drew?”

“Um.”

“So… Yeah.”

“How… old?”

“A little over twelve weeks.” 

I did the math. The timeline made sense. 

“Shit,” I muttered. 

“I—”

“What do you need?”

She was quiet on the other end. I could hear her breathing, and the babies fussing.

“Maria?”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. She sounded choked up. Taking a deep breath, she let it out and said, “Uh. I’m sorry. I don’t really know… I’m low on cash. I have to move. I’m about to lose my job… I… I’m sorry. I don’t know why I called.”

I felt like I was in a weird trance, like nothing was real.

Matthew. Jacob. Two little boys.

“Maria, don’t go. Don’t hang up.”

I could hear her heavy breathing on the other end.

“You said you had to move… Are you in any danger?”

“No.”

“Give me your address. I can take a few days off and I’ll come by and see how I can help you out, okay?”
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A day later, I arrived at the address Maria had given me. The whole drive up, my mind raced.

Jacob. Matthew. Their names were seared into my mind the instant she’d said them. My two sons who lived in Atlantic City. Two sons I didn’t know about until a brave mother called me.

The place was in bad condition. I would bet my next paycheck that even with air conditioning, it didn’t stay cool. The floors and walls were decrepit, and there were tripping hazards and exposed beams everywhere. Her door was slanted on its hinges, and there were speckles of mold on the doorframe.

She can’t stay here. Nobody should stay here.

I could hear muffled music coming from her apartment, and it clarified when she opened the door. ABBA filled the room with cheerful happy melodies. Maria looked up at me with her big sad brown eyes rimmed with red, her hair tied up in a messy knot on the top of her head, her skirt rumpled and a suspicious stain on her shirt. She looked thin, and her skin was paler than last year when I’d seen her. Her tan was gone. 

Behind her, one of the boys screamed. The corner of her right eye twitched, and then she shut them, her already haggard form deflating under the weight of her predicament. 

I put a hand on her shoulder, kissed her forehead, and stepped into the apartment. 

It was no more than a single room; a kitchen and bathroom on one side, a mattress and a crib far too small for two babies on the other. There were piles of laundry pushed up against one wall, dishes in the sink, and a box of diapers next to the crib. She had almost no furniture save a small chair, and a threadbare futon. I couldn't tell the difference between clean laundry and dirty. Everything smelled like poop. 

She cannot not stay here. She will never make it like this. 

“You should have called me right away, Sugar,” I whispered, walking over to the crib. Hesitating, I looked down at my sons. 

They were wailing, holding each other’s hands, their faces crumpled up and their heads thrown back in frustration. But they were, beyond a shadow of a doubt, my boys. A tiny bit of color to their skin, my nose, and the littlest bit of black fuzz on the top of their heads. They were a spitting image of my kid brother when he was born.

And Greenwood lungs for damn sure. 

I felt like I couldn’t breathe. It was the strangest thing to look at them, to know they were part of me. I put a hand on each one of them. My hands were almost as big as they were. 

Could I even pick them up? Was that my right? She was the one who had given birth to them. She was the one who nursed them, who kept them alive. I was just… here.

Do I even know how to hold a baby anymore?

“Looks like you guys are struggling,” I mumbled, not knowing what else to say.

“I… it wasn’t this bad last month.” Her voice was rough and defensive. 

“I would have helped you.”

“I don’t even know you.” 

“Then why did you call,” I asked, turning to look at her. She was standing in the middle of the room, looking at the laundry, glaring at it resolutely and refusing to let herself be brought down. She seemed so defensive. 

“I don't know. I just felt like I needed to call you… I’m being evicted. I’ll probably have to move home…”

“Probably a good thing,” I muttered, picking up one of the boys and holding him against my chest. He was so small, and he weighed nothing. What was his name? Who would he become? This was a person I was holding. He was mine… and I didn’t know him.  

“What?” She snapped at my comment, looking up at me with a ferocity I hadn’t expected. “What did you just say?” 

“You guys can’t stay here. This place is a shithole.” 

“Like I had so many other options,” she snarled, throwing her hands up in the air and letting them drop against her legs. “What was I supposed to do? Give them up? Go back to school and live my little carefree life like I hadn’t just abandoned my children!”

I hadn’t seen her in almost a year. I hadn’t forgotten her, not by a longshot, but I had forgotten the ferocity that lived behind her eyes.

She’s still so fucking gorgeous. Skinny, exhausted, and at the end of her rope… but gorgeous. There was strength and gumption behind those eyes.

“No, Maria,” I said, resisting her ferocity with my calm. “All I’m saying is… you should have called me right away. I would have helped you sooner.”

She pursed her lips, her tears finally spilling over. Whirling away from me, she threw herself at the mess in the sink to work off some of her frustration. I watched her scrub a plate, stop, take a deep breath, and then scrub at her eye with the back of her hand. Her skin was flushed from shouting, but I could still see how pale she looked, and the bags under her eyes. 

“What is your plan for next year? What are you going to do?”

“I need to find somewhere else to live. And I need another job. When they can go to daycare I’ll go back to school, or maybe… get a full-time job. I don’t know.”

“Daycare is expensive,” I said. “By the time you pay for it, your whole paycheck will be gone.”

She shook her head. “I don’t have another choice. I could go home to my parents but…” her eyes flashed and she snapped her mouth shut.

But all she’d ever wanted was freedom from her parents.

And I took that from her.

The babies wailed louder. 

“They want each other,” she said, hurrying over to me. She took the other child from the crib and helped position them in my arms so I could hold both. They grasped at each other’s hands and their cries diminished, though they didn’t dissipate completely. She patted their bottoms.

“I need to change them,” she mumbled. 

“You need to take a shower, and then climb into bed for a few hours,” I said, holding the two of them firm against my chest. 

“No, Drew, they’re wet, I—”

“I’ll change them. You go take a shower, put on something comfortable, and go to bed. You need a nap.”

She finally looked away from the boys and met my gaze. Her expression seemed guarded, like she didn’t quite want to believe a nap was in her future. 

“Go on. We have work to do when you wake up.”

She nodded, dropped her head, and headed for the bathroom. 

I headed over to the sorry excuse for a couch that separated the sleeping area from the eating area and set the boys down. After cleaning them up, I lay back on the couch and placed them against my chest, holding them firmly in place with my hands. I felt like they’d slip out of my grasp at any moment.

I thought back to the days when I used to watch my own mother sing to my little brother, and how it would calm him before he went to sleep. 

The ABBA record stopped spinning. A quiet, scratching static filled the room. The boys started crying again, but I started humming whatever songs I could think of to keep them occupied. 

After a few minutes, they quieted and fell asleep. 

I was almost asleep myself when Maria came out of the bathroom. She was wrapped in a light blue towel that had a hole in it, and she crouched by one of the piles of laundry to find something to wear. She chose a pair of sweatpants and a baggy t-shirt, and threw them on right there in front of me, not caring in the least if I saw her. Her legs looked thin and less plump than before, and her arms and back were toned. Her breasts were heavy and huge, and I tried not to ogle them. 

I am never having sex again. Not until I’m married. This is ridiculous.

She climbed into bed and stared at me lying on the couch for a few minutes, her eyes glued to the boys on my chest. 

“They’re asleep,” she whispered. 

“Your turn.”

“They never sleep from four to nine.” 

“Kansas and The Grateful Dead will do that to you.” 

Her mouth quirked. “They like your voice.”

I made a noncommittal sound. 

It was bizarre, holding these little things. They were tiny humans, alive, breathing, screaming, because of me. Me and her, we made these. They were ours. 

“Which one is which?”

“Matthew is the one whose hair swirls to the right. Jacob’s swirls to the left. They’re mirror twins.”

“Never heard of that.”

“It’s rare, I guess.” Her eyes grew heavy. 

“Go to sleep, Maria.”

She passed out almost immediately. 

Maria slept until almost six o’clock, and she woke when the boys woke. Still half-asleep, she hauled herself out of bed, took Jacob off my chest, and climbed back onto the mattress to let him nurse. After they’d both drained her, and taken a bottle, she went to the freezer and pulled out a pan. 

“Is tuna noodle casserole okay?”

“Sure.”

Over our dinner, I tried to figure out what I was going to do with Maria. She was being evicted anyway, so she had to move out of this horrible apartment. But how she was going to make it on her own was a mystery to me. 

And the thought of driving back out to the mountains of North Carolina, almost twelve hours away if she needed help, was weighing on me. She ate silently, and together we polished off the entire casserole. She looked at the empty aluminum pan with a faraway look in her eyes. 

I could give her some money. I’d give her whatever the courts said she was owed, plus whatever else I could spare, to make her life easier. But that didn’t solve the problem; she was still on her own. She still needed help. 

And I had a chance to make sure I didn’t fuck this up. 

“You could come back with me.” The words were out of my mouth before I even thought them through. I seemed to have a habit of doing that when it came to her, I realized. 

She looked up from the pan and studied me, her expression wary. 

“I know you don’t know me very well but… you can come back with me, if you want. I have space. I have a three-bedroom apartment to myself. It’s small but… You could stay home with them, and I can help you with them in the evenings.”

And there wouldn't be mold on the floors and walls. 

And you wouldn't have to sleep on a mattress on the floor.

And my boys would have a father.

I bit back the words I thought would antagonize her and watched her consider my offer.

She didn’t answer, so I continued. “My parents… I’m sure they’d be thrilled to meet the boys. They’d help.” After all, they were always pestering me to settle down and give them some grandbabies. 

She looked away from me and to the crib in the corner of the room. It was small, sitting on the floor with no feet, and barely fit the both of them. She’d duct taped one side thoroughly, assumedly because it was broken. 

“You could transfer to Western Carolina, if you still want to go to school. It’s twenty minutes from the reservation… and the boys are part native. You can get support and medical coverage from the doctor’s office on the reservation if they ever get hurt or sick. We’d just need to update their paperwork.”

And I might have a chance to do right by you. Make it up to you. Right my wrongs. Not let a single mom hate me forever because I destroyed her life and stole her future. 

Something told me if I mentioned custody, she’d freak out and think I was trying to take them away from her. So I focused on what I could give her, offering her the one thing she wanted more than anything… freedom.

“You can stay as long as you need to, and when they’re old enough, head back here, or go wherever you want… but for now, I can help you. Maria, I don’t want you to give up on your life, or give up on your dreams because you had my children. You still deserve… let me help you get back on your feet.”

She stared at the broken crib for a long time, and then nodded. “Okay,” she whispered, looking up at me. “I'll go with you.” 

What the hell am I doing? We were both crazy. But I had my reasons for offering, and she had her reasons for accepting… and no matter what those reasons were, I was going to do my best to help her out, and make this right. 


CHAPTER SIX
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Drew and I spent the next two days cleaning and packing. Before I left town, I called my parents to let them know I was leaving to go live with a friend. My father asked me copious questions, even asking if I was going to live with the father of my children, but I lied and told him it was a college friend. I didn’t want to listen to him harass me any more about my choices regarding my children. 

My mother wasn’t happy about it either. “When will I get to see the babies again?”

“I’ll call you when I get there so you can have my new number. We can set something up… I love you, goodbye.” I hung up, disconnected the phone, and sighed in relief. 

“They sound nice,” Drew said quietly. 

I laughed. Drew seemed like a fairly serious person, but his occasional dry joke surprised me. 

“Yeah… they’re lovely.”

“Maria…” he was holding a trash bag full of clothing in each hand, looking like he was trying to find the words to say something. “Why are you coming back with me instead of moving back with your folks?”

I felt a pang of something sharp in my gut. Anger? Rage? Or maybe something else… it felt like loss. Loss of whatever respect I’d had for my parents, or maybe loss of the relationship they could have had with me or my sons. Because I would always remember my father telling me you should not have had those babies.

“I get it, if you don’t want to talk about it,” Drew added. “And I’m not taking back my offer.”

I nodded. “I don’t want to talk about it.” If I did, I’d start shouting. I didn’t have the energy for any more anger today.

He stared at me for another moment, and then said, “Okay.”

He didn’t bring it up again.
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The drive back to the mountains of North Carolina was long and tedious. I had to pull over every few hours to feed and change the boys, and we ended up getting a hotel somewhere in Virginia because we couldn’t make the twelve-hour trip in one day. 

Two comfortable, clean, queen-sized beds greeted us, and Drew asked the hotel to bring up a crib as well. I stared at it, running my hands over the wood after I set the boys down inside. It wasn’t fancy, but it was in one piece. The lovely dark brown wood shone in the low light. Maybe one day I’ll get them a nicer crib, I thought. Something like this. 

Every time the boys woke up to eat, or cried to be changed, or cried because they felt they needed to, I felt a twinge of embarrassment. Would Drew tell me to turn around and go home after a few days of dealing with this? What was I thinking, moving in with a complete stranger? Sure, he was their father, but what did that really mean? We weren’t married, I had no right to his resources. He could kick me to the curb anytime he wanted.

I wondered, briefly, if he was hoping we would hook up again once we got back to his place. I was too tired to decide how I felt about that.

I was too tired for a lot of things. I didn’t have answers for why I’d decided to go with him. But it was convenient, and it felt like the right choice, and maybe it would work out for us all.

Worst case scenario, it would buy me a few weeks before I had to turn around and go crawling back to my parents. But that was the absolute worst-case scenario. Because even if they let me in, I’d still feel like a failure.

At two in the morning, I’d just finished feeding the boys again when Matthew had a blowout. I sighed and got up to change him, but Drew rolled over and climbed out of bed. “Sleep, Maria. Let me. You have to drive tomorrow.”

I let him take a shift without complaint, and fell asleep.

[image: Shape  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Drew’s apartment felt like a palace compared to the tiny room I’d been living in for the past few months. Every room featured big, beautiful windows, sunlight streaming through the drawn-back curtains. The living room had a comfortable couch and a few chairs, family photos hanging on the walls. His kitchen was small but tidy, and the dining room featured a beautiful heavy wooden table carved with intricate designs. It was clean. It didn’t have a cloud of filth hanging in the air when you walked in. It felt like a home was supposed to feel. Instantly, I felt some tension lift from me.

Drew helped me move my few items in, and then he told me to stay home with the boys while he ran out for a few things. He came back a few hours later with a new crib, some bedding, and a small chest of drawers. It wasn’t much, but it was something. 

He was building the new crib when four o’clock hit, and the boys started wailing.  I headed their way to try to comfort my screaming sons for the next few hours, but before I got to the door of the small nursery, they stopped. 

Quietly, I snuck around the corner and poked my head in. Drew was on the ground with screws and a screwdriver lying beside him, instructions discarded in a pile of trash by the corner. The boys were lying on their backs on a blanket, snuggled up with each other. Drew was singing quietly. 

His voice was gruff and low, and he wasn’t exactly in key, but I wouldn’t care if he were yodeling at this point. The boys were quiet, kicking their legs and listening to him singing; and if I claim to be a wise man, well, it surely means that I don't know… 

I felt myself smile for the first time in… who knows how long. Watching him sing softly to my boys made my eyes well up with tears. I tip-toed back into the kitchen with a full heart, and then tried to come up with something to make for dinner. 
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Over dinner, we didn’t talk much. I had no idea what to expect from him; the one night we’d shared, we’d had a ton of sex and some pillow-talk, but nothing of substance. I barely knew him, and from what I could tell, we had nothing in common.

“I… uh… I put some fresh sheets and towels in the other bedroom,” he said, struggling to look me in the eye as he spoke. He seemed extremely uncomfortable about the sleeping arrangement. Was he awkward about it because he wanted me in the guest room? Or because he didn’t?

“Drew, what are you expecting from me with this arrangement?”

“Just… the boys,” he said, gesturing vaguely with his fork.

I was exhausted, too tired to care much about phrasing my question politely, and he seemed so incredibly uncomfortable about the whole thing, so I spat it out. “Are you hoping I’ll sleep with you again?”

He dropped his fork. It clattered against the plate, and he scrambled to pick it up. I wasn’t sure how to take that response.

“Because I’ll be honest, I’m a little worse for wear right now, and I don’t think it’s a good idea—”

“Maria,” his voice was gruff. “I’d never assume or pressure you into that.” He almost sounded offended that I would insinuate such a thing.

“Well, I was just asking, because I don’t actually know you very well, do I?”

We were both quiet for a few moments. He finally said, “No ma’am, I guess you don’t.”

His tone was respectful and withdrawn. Almost too polite. Great, now I’ll never get him talking to me.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap.”

“It’s okay. I get it. Besides, I’d hate to…” he worked his mouth, and gave up on his sentence.

“Hate to what?”

Still staring down at his bowl, he stabbed his fork in a little aggressively. “Get you pregnant again.”

“Yeah, not really on my to-do list any time soon.”

“I bet.”

Well there’s that, I guess.

His statement was a relief. I’d certainly enjoyed every second I spent in bed with Andrew, but honestly, with how tired I was, sex wasn’t even on my radar. Drew was just as handsome as he’d always been… but the idea of him expecting it from me in exchange for help was a turnoff.

Still, part of me was a little hurt. He sounded shocked and a little disgusted at the thought. But maybe I was reading too much into it, and he was just surprised at my question.

It didn’t matter. He was right, getting pregnant again would be a disaster, and it was certainly not something I wanted to risk. I knew the only reason he was helping me was because he felt guilty. And that was fine. I’d accept his help until I could make it on my own, and then I’d be on my way.

We continued to eat in silence. He was still staring down at his bowl, shoulders tight, chewing slowly. The tension in the room was thicker than a brick wall. Had it been this hard to talk to him last September? He’d seemed so open, so easy. But then, this was a completely different situation. This was reality and consequences, not flirting and sex.

I truly don’t know him at all. And now I live with him.

Even though I sat across from him and my sons were in the other room, I suddenly felt so completely and utterly alone. Like I was in the middle of the ocean, and there wasn’t another soul as far as the eye could see. Sure, Drew was going to let me live in his house. But talking to him was like pulling hen’s teeth.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly, surprising me.

I took a steadying breath and tried not to let my voice shake. “For what?”

“You know what.”

“Knocking me up?”

“Stealing that freedom you wanted so badly.”

My eyes welled with tears and I sipped at my water to hide it, taking a deep breath and trying to keep from crying. All I’d ever wanted… freedom, respect, and a future… gone in one night.

But he hadn’t stolen anything from me, not really. We’d both made our choices. And when it came down to the truth… I’d rather be here with him instead of at home.

“You know what, Drew?” I straightened in my chair and looked him straight on, refusing to be ashamed of my bloodshot eyes. “I’m here with you instead of listening to my dad lecture me about how I should have aborted the twins. So no, you didn’t steal my future. Just my sophomore year of college. And I can live with that.”

His eyes widened at my statement, and then darted to the nursery where the boys slept. “That’s what you didn’t want to talk about.”

“That’s what I didn’t want to talk about.”

He stood up and went to the fridge, pulling out a bottle of beer and popping the lid open with his thumb. Settling back down across from me, he took a long swig and said, “Then we won’t talk about it.”


CHAPTER SEVEN
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Maria’s words rang in my head for the rest of the night, and for the next few days. She looked so different now than she had the night I’d ruined her innocence. She looked so tired, she’d lost a lot of weight, and there was a heaviness in her eyes that made me want to go to protect her.

But the fire was still there. That bright fiery nature I’d seen last year when we’d spent too many hours in a hotel room together, that strength I’d seen a glimpse of at the bar where I’d picked her up… it was still there, burning behind her eyes. It didn’t always show itself, but when she straightened and looked me in the eye, letting me see how her father’s statement had hurt her, I saw it.

She’d go to war for those boys. My boys.

I saw the way she took care of them with selfless sacrifice. She was so in tune with every movement they made, every sound that came out of their mouths, every subtle thing they did. Sometimes I didn’t understand how she could possibly be so good at knowing what they needed. She was such a good mother.

And our sons… our sons were flawless.

It was hard not to get attached to them. I knew in a few months, or maybe a year, she’d be ready to go back to school. She’d drive back up to New Jersey and get herself a job and an apartment, and I’d have to move her back into a new place, and leave her there all on her own.

Maybe I could convince her to stick around. Even if she didn’t want me, we could make this work, and I would have my sons around. The missing, nameless little girl I’d been searching for didn’t quite take up as much space in my mind. And although I still wanted to find her, and I felt a little guilty that she was no longer in the forefront of my mind, having the boys here was a balm to the ache.

One afternoon I came home and Maria was trying to rig up a harness with some swaddling cloths. It wasn’t going to work, and I worried they’d fall. “Just buy a harness, I’m sure they make them.”

“They do, I saw it in the store the other day. But it was almost fifty dollars! I’m sure I can figure out how to—”

“Buy the damn harness, Maria,” I said.

She drew back at my language.

“Sorry. I don’t mean… just… it’s fine. Don’t worry about the cost, just buy it.”

“I don’t want to overspend your money, that’s all.” She studied me warily.

“Buy what you need for the boys. It’s fine.”

She looked like she wanted to argue. I almost wanted her to. I needed a little more of that bright fierceness. But she’d had a long day and I didn’t want to antagonize her.

After a few weeks living in my apartment, Maria looked a little better. She gained some weight back, there was more color in her skin, and she seemed to have a little more energy. She hummed to herself while she cooked, and she talked to the boys and told them stories, as if they could understand the things she was saying.

“When your great uncle Mark was a kid, he lived on a farm. He loved to chase the chickens around, and always tried to catch them. He wasn’t afraid of them. His little sister, your great aunt Penny, she was scared of them.”

She chopped an onion and threw it in the pan, and then looked back over at the boys as she stirred the onion in the oil. “She was so scared, she never wanted to collect the eggs. I think it’s because they pecked at her ankles.”

“You know they can’t understand you,” I said.

“No, but they know my voice.” She smiled at me. “And they’re listening, not screaming. So if I have to talk myself silly to teach them to listen to my voice, that’s what I’ll do.”

“You’re such a good mom,” I said softly. These boys were so lucky to have her as their mamma.

She bit her lip and looked away. I saw her lips move but didn’t hear what she said.

“Didn’t catch that.”

“Nothing.”

I stood, holding Matthew against my chest, and walked towards the kitchen. He waved his arms around when he saw her and ended up smacking me in the face. Maria giggled, her eyes lighting up.

I keep forgetting she’s only nineteen. Or maybe she’s twenty now. She’s so damn young. Just a child herself.

And I was the asshole who got her pregnant her freshman year of college.

“What did you say,” I asked again.

She pursed her lips, then looked up at me with a dare in her eyes, like she was challenging me. Keep looking at me like that, Sugar. See where it gets you.  

“I said, ‘I’m trying my best.’”

“Well… your best is enough. You’re a good mom and I’m sticking with that. Don’t argue with me.”

She worked her mouth and her cheeks flushed ever so slightly. “Or what?”

Keep your damn hands, mouth, and dick to yourself, Greenwood. But fuck me if the look in her eye didn’t bring me right the hell back to Holiday Inn in Atlantic City when she grinned and challenged me to make her come again.

Her facial expression and comment about not wanting to get pregnant again popped into my mind, and I shoved the memory away. Nope. Not rising to that challenge.

I reached around her, opened the fridge, and pulled out a beer, popping the top and making the cap fly into the trashcan with ease. Taking a swig, I tried to think of a response, but everything that came to mind sounded sexual, so I shook my head and walked back to the couch, refusing to let myself flirt back.

Sitting on the couch with a beer in one hand and my son in the other, I let something come into my mind I hadn’t let myself think about before. I thought about Maria pregnant.

What would she look like, her belly round and her breasts swollen? How big had she been with the twins? Maria wasn’t exactly skinny, and I remembered her being curvy with wide hips, but surely she had to have been huge with both of them in her womb, right?

What the hell was going on with me? I tried to focus on the boxing match in front of me. Why was I getting turned on at the thought of feisty little Maria round with my children?

My thoughts shifted back to the present. Why hadn’t she called me right away when she’d gotten pregnant? She’d clearly found my number somehow. I would have helped her through it. I could have been there for the birth at least.

But I didn’t say any of that, because Maria considered herself a failure if she couldn’t do things on her own with no help, and I didn’t want to start an argument, or worse, make her feel small or unhappy, by bringing up the past.

There’s nothing I can do about it now.

Sure there is. Take such damn good care of them they never want to leave.

I hoped to hell that would be the case, but I was prepared for the worst. She and the boys would be out of here as soon as she was back on her feet. Back and ready to pursue those dreams of hers, fight for that freedom and respect that she wanted so badly.

You didn’t steal my future, just my sophomore year of college.

She’d always have my respect, and a piece of my heart. Because when she left, she’d take those boys with her.

Will they even remember me?

Maybe when they left, Maria would tell them stories about our time together. Maybe they’d come see me as they got older, or I could visit for holidays. I didn’t let myself imagine any other future, because it was far too tempting, and would be far too hard to give up.

I could fight for shared custody. We had already done a paternity test and put me on their birth certificates, and made sure all their paperwork was ready in case they got sick or hurt. But with Maria and her family so far away, what would that look like for the boys? Constantly going back and forth between states?

I didn’t have answers right now, and I didn’t push for them. I would figure it out with Maria when they were a little less helpless, and she was a little less defensive. Instead, I held Matthew tighter against my chest, pressing my nose to the top of his head.


CHAPTER EIGHT

[image: Text  Description automatically generated]

When I told Drew I didn’t want to talk about what my father had said, he took me seriously. It felt like all our conversation was cut down to a few routine sentences that never changed.

“How was work?”

“Long.”

“Dinner will be ready at seven.”

“Great, thanks.” 

It was almost a ritual by now. I’d been staying with Drew for a little over two weeks. The boys were getting big, much faster than before, and I’d gained back some of the weight I’d lost during my summer alone in a ratty apartment. Their regularly scheduled screaming had all but stopped. We had all fallen into a routine. Part of that routine was the same conversation when he came home from work. 

Sometimes, work was long. Sometimes it was rough. Sometimes it was hot. Sometimes it was boring. But we always had the same conversation when he came in the door. He would kick off his dirty, steel-toed boots, hang his cap on a hook by the door, pull out the elastic band holding his braid in place, and run his fingers through his long, shiny black hair before heading back to his bedroom to shower and change. 

Over dinner, he would ask me about the boys, but we didn’t usually speak much. Often, he’d have the TV on behind us so he could see it from the table, and he’d watch a football game, or boxing or something. He always cleared the table and loaded the dishwasher for me, thanked me for dinner, and then tried to entertain the boys while I did whatever needed to be done around the house, like folding laundry or finishing the dishes. 

I felt like we cohabitated, but that we were living the same day repeatedly. Nothing changed, and time didn’t really seem to mean anything. He’d hold the boys while the tv was on, or fetch one of the few toys they accidentally tossed across the room with their vigorous attempts to stretch their arm muscles. 

It was lonely. But most of the time, I was too tired to care.

Then one day, several weeks in, something small changed. 

“Maria, look.”

I looked up and saw Drew holding Jacob in the crook of his arm. He tickled his tummy with a finger, and Jacob kicked and flailed his arms, a wide gummy smile covering his face. Drew looked up at me and smiled. 

I walked over to them both, my heart full, and kissed both of Jacob’s tiny feet. 

“Thank you,” Drew said so softly I almost didn’t hear him. 

“For what?” 

He didn’t answer right away, so I met his gaze. 

“For being brave enough to keep them.” 

I swallowed and took a deep breath, refusing to let that statement burst through the carefully erected emotional wall I held in place. My hormones were bad enough; the last thing I needed to do was burst out in tears at a simple statement. 

But my eyes welled, because my dad’s words came back to me. You should have done the responsible thing and had an abortion. 

And that was why I would rather cohabitate with a stranger than crawl home to my dad. It felt like running back to the enemy.  

“Thank you,” I whispered back. 

“For what?”

“For taking a chance on us.” 

I walked away before he could see my crying. 
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“My parents are coming over on Saturday.”

It was not one of our better evenings. My roast had cooked too long and the meat was dry. The boys would not settle down and cried fitfully in their crib. Laundry was stacked up on the couch in the living room. It was all clean, but I hadn’t had a chance to fold it. 

It was Friday night. They were coming over tomorrow? 

“Uh… What time?” I asked, hoping I’d have time to at least hide the laundry.

“I told them a little after three in the afternoon. Is that okay?”

“Sure.” That gave me time to tidy up, and maybe get some crackers and cheese and make some sweet tea as a snack. “Are they staying for dinner?”

“I can ask… but I thought we’d take it slow.” He cut off a piece of beef and chewed it silently. 

“Okay. What can I expect?”

He peered up at me from his plate, an unspoken question on his face. 

“I don’t know anything about your parents. What are they like?” Are they anything like you?

“Uh.” He swallowed and wiped his mouth on the paper napkin. “They’re… nice?”

“You’re really talkative, aren’t you, Andrew.” 

He shrugged and went back to his roast. “This is good.” 

“It’s not, but I appreciate it.” 

“What do you mean?”

“It’s dry.”

“A little. But it tastes good.” He speared a potato and a carrot and seemed to swallow them whole, and chased it down with a glass of water. 

“Well… thank you.”

We were silent while we listened to the boys fuss in the other room. Please don’t start screaming again, I prayed. 

“My parents are excited,” he said after a minute. He stared at his bowl, then stood and went to the kitchen. He returned with a bottle of ketchup and a beer. I’d seen the beers in the fridge, but Drew didn’t drink that much. Maybe one beer a night, a few nights a week. “They’ve been pressuring me to settle down. So they’re excited to meet you and the boys.”

“Do they know our… situation?” I asked. 

He squeezed a dollop of ketchup on the roast and took another bite. “Hm?”

“Do they know we’re not together.” 

He chewed, swallowed, and took another swig of beer. “Yes.” 

“Are you always this chatty?” I muttered. 

He snorted and coughed on his beer, sputtering and holding a napkin to his face. 

“Sorry, Drew I—”

“You really get to me, Sugar,” he said, coughing and clearing his throat. He wiped the beer from his face, and then dabbed at the tears in his eyes. Is he laughing at me?

“What does that mean?” I found myself laughing. This man didn’t appear to be able to have a conversation that we hadn’t rehearsed. I thought back to the man I’d met in AC who smooth-talked me into his hotel room. Where had he gone off to? 

“You’re really something. That’s all I’m saying.” 

I laughed again at the absurdity of our situation. The man barely spoke, but he’d brought me into his house. He hadn’t once tried to have a conversation with me other than what I needed for the boys. He’d given me a credit card to buy groceries and supplies, but hadn’t given me a budget. We were perfect strangers living together, and there seemed to be an impossible wall between us. 

Why is he doing this for us? What does he get out of this? It can’t just be guilt.

I knew Drew had some love for the twins; sometimes I caught him looking at them with wonder, and when he held them or changed them, or sang to them, it made my heart ache to see someone else care for my children as much as I did. But I still couldn’t fathom why Drew would do all this for us, especially when he didn’t seem to be interested in developing any kind of relationship with me at all, friendship or otherwise.  

“Well you’re really something too, Andrew Greenwood.” 

“That’s what they keep telling me.” 

I shook my head and laughed again, and tried putting ketchup on my roast. 
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“Oh look at their little faces. Bob, look. They’re looking at you.” 

“Hey buddy.” 

“Look at his little feet.” 

“How do you tell them apart?”

Mr. and Mrs. Greenwood were completely charmed by my boys. Drew sat in one of his chairs in the corner of the living room sipping a beer, and I sat on the floor in the middle of the room with Drew’s parents. They oohed and awwed over the twins, trying to get them to smile. 

The boys seemed happy. After about an hour, they got fussy, so I fed them and put them down to nap. Mrs. Greenwood opened the blinds in the living room while she got herself some more cheese and crackers. 

“You need some sun, dear,” she said. 

“I know. But I don’t really have a way to take the boys out unless it’s in the car.” 

“I may still have our old stroller, the double one I used when the kids were young. I’ll see if I have it.” 

“Why haven’t you bought one,” Drew piped up from his chair. 

“They’re so expensive.”

Drew gave me an eyebrow raise like he was saying, we’ve had this conversation.

“Don’t buy anything yet,” his mother jumped in. “Let me check my things. Besides; I can ask around for you. I have plenty of friends who may have some things you need. Do you need anything else? Clothes? I have all our old baby clothes.” 

“Oh… wow… well, I—”

“She doesn’t want that stuff, Sarah. It’s thirty years old,” Bob jumped in. 

“Well, maybe we can ask around at church. What size do they wear now?”

“They’re in six-month clothes. They’re only four months though.” 

“Greenwoods are always big boys. Big girls, too. It’s in our bones,” Sarah nodded with conviction. “I’ll ask around for you and see what we find. Our church is so nice, and there are lots of young moms there, maybe you can make some friends. Do you have any friends here, Maria?”

“Not really. I haven’t left the house except to get groceries.” 

“Well, that’s why you look so pale,” she said. “We’ll find you a stroller and some friends and you’ll liven right up.” 

I chose not to take that as an insult, and only smiled in response. 

“So how about the Bulls game last night,” Bob said softly to Drew. 

Drew nodded. “It was something.” 

Neither of them spoke again. Do the men in this family never talk?

Sarah continued as if it were just the two of us. “There’s a music class in the park on Tuesdays, maybe you could take them to that. They’re too young to participate I’m sure, but you must let them listen to music when they’re young. It makes them smarter! Do you have a radio?”

“Well, actually—”

“I have an old radio with a cassette player. I’ll bring you some of my classical music cassettes. They’re great for little kids.”

“They seem to like rock music,” I said. “Drew sings Kansas and Grateful Dead to them. Sometimes Guns N’ Roses.”

“Oh dear,” Sarah sighed. “That’s not appropriate for little boys.”

I bit my tongue as she went on about what genres of music were appropriate for four-month-olds. I glanced at Drew, who gave me the subtlest eyebrow raise in history, and took another sip of beer. I fought a smile.

Why was it that one brief moment meant more to me than any word he’d said over the past few weeks? I wish he’d talk to me once in a while… but an eyebrow raise will have to work.

Sarah Greenwood reissued her invitation to visit their church multiple times before they left. “They’re all so nice. I know you’ll love it. You’ll find some friends.” They left us both with hugs and kisses on the cheek. 

Drew was quiet while I put chicken in the oven and cut up broccoli for dinner. The boys were sleeping hard from the exciting afternoon they’d had, and I was thinking. 

The idea of making friends seemed so… daunting. Sure I’d love to meet some people around here, have some connections… but friends? 

I thought back to college and the friends I’d made there. I’d tried to keep up with Anna and Bet after I’d moved, but they didn’t really return my calls. I couldn’t really blame them, since the entire last four months of our relationship I’d been needy and useless. But I hated that they wouldn’t even call me back.

Friends were great, but betrayal stung. I wasn’t sure if I really wanted to put in the effort, especially when I wasn’t going to stay here forever. 

But how long would I stay? A year? Two years? And then what? If I waited too long to leave, I’d be taking the boys away from their father. How much of him would they remember? Where would I go? What would I do? What was my life really going to look like a year from now? Were friends even worth it?

I stopped thinking about it, shook my head, and dumped the pasta into the boiling water in front of me. 

“Was that alright?” Drew’s voice came from behind me, and I jumped. “Sorry,” he said, putting a hand on my shoulder to steady me.

I grabbed the counter for support. “I didn’t hear you come up. You’re so quiet!” He squeezed my shoulder once before exiting the kitchen and going to set the table, proving my point and not saying a word. 

Over dinner, I felt like we finally had a real conversation for the first time in weeks. 

“Do you want to visit that church tomorrow?” he asked. 

“Maybe,” I hesitated. “I don’t want them to cry in service. Are they old enough for the nursery?” 

“I don’t know,” he said. “But if they cry, I can take them out for you. Give you a break.” 

“Really?” 

“Sure. You’ve been working hard, Maria. You deserve it. If you want to go, let’s go. Mom’s right, you need some friends. You’re isolated. It’s not good for you.” 

“Okay,” I shrugged. “I don’t see why not. If anything, it’ll get us out of the house.” 
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The church was every bit as friendly as Sarah Greenwood had insisted. Women came up to me and greeted me, asked about the boys, and showed me to the nursery. There were two kind older women sitting in rocking chairs, and they eagerly held out their arms when they saw me come in. The boys were swept away from me before I knew what was going on. 

It was a little surreal. I kept looking down at my feet expecting to see their carrier seats. My arms felt empty and my hands fidgeted. I almost went back to the nursery to get them, but a chipper woman about my age found me, introduced herself as Julie, and dragged me around to meet people. 

Sarah Greenwood had made some phone calls to her friends, and by the time I left the church that day, I had a list of people who promised to stop by our apartment with their hand-me-downs. There was a prayer group that met on Tuesday mornings for young moms, and they had somehow convinced me to agree to visit. 

I felt overwhelmed, but strangely encouraged. 

Back at the house, Drew asked me, “Was that okay?”

“Yes,” I said, nursing the boys. “I think you were right. It wasn’t good for me to be so isolated.” I felt like the fog on my brain had cleared, and I could think about something other than keeping my children alive. When had I forgotten I was an extrovert? 

“You don’t have to do everything on your own to be a good mother, Maria. It’s okay to need help. Remember that.” His large hand cupped my shoulder, and his thumb brushed against my cheek. Then he pulled on his boots and headed for the door. “I’m going to run out and grab a few things. Do you need anything from the store?”

“I think we’re good… I planned pasta for dinner, is that okay?” 

He studied me silently with his dark, deep-set eyes. For the first time in months, I really looked at Drew and saw him as more than the guy who was giving me favors. I’d forgotten how gorgeous he was; tall, commanding, broad shouldered and muscular, tanned from his hours of labor in the sun every day. Today, his hair was down, and it shone in the light that came through the open door. And there was kindness in his eyes that warmed my heart. It was the same expression he wore when he held the boys.

“Why don’t you take a break from cooking dinner tonight? I’ll grab a pizza or something.” 

I smiled at the thought. “Oh… I haven’t had pizza in…” I laughed. “A year. It’s been a year.” 

He nodded once. “Well, let’s fix that.” He pulled his ball cap on, tilting it and nodding at me once before he left the apartment.

I smiled and my mouth watered at the idea of pizza, and I relaxed at the thought of not having to cook. 

While Drew was gone getting whatever he needed, a few of the ladies from church came over with bags of clothes and a few boxes of toys. They sat and held the twins while I went through the bags and took what I wanted to keep. I gave noncommittal answers about mine and Drew’s relationship, and after a few redirected comments, they seemed to realize I didn’t want to talk about it. But they seemed nice and made me promise to come to the Tuesday group at the café outside the library. 

Drew came back with a pizza and a six-pack of his favorite beer, and we ate while he watched the boxing match on the TV. After we ate, he went outside and I heard the thunk of the tailgate of his truck. A minute later, he came inside carrying something large and bulky.

I opened the door for him and stepped back, my eyes widening as I watched. He had a rocking chair sitting on his shoulder like it weighed nothing, his strong arms flexing as he carefully navigated his way back into the apartment. 

He walked right past me without a word and set the chair down effortlessly in the corner of the living room. Positioning it delicately, he stood back to examine his work. 

“Needs a cushion,” he grunted, not looking at me. 

I stared at the chair in shock. “Where did you get this?”

“Do you like it?” 

“Drew, it’s beautiful.” The wood was stained a dark rich tone with hints of yellow and red, and the glossy finish almost made it glow. 

He nodded once. “Good.” 

I approached the chair and ran a finger across the wood, feeling the smooth slickness. It was in perfect condition, and had beautiful carvings on top of the backrest. 

“This is beautiful, Drew, but—”

“Maria, don’t worry about it. You need a rocking chair. And you need a stroller,” he added, pointing a finger at me seriously. He took a step towards me. “If the women from church don’t give you one, I want you to buy one.” 

I touched the carvings at the top of the chair. They looked like ornate swirls of flowers or waves, or something abstract, and they matched the rings of the wood. 

“Andrew,” I said, “That’s very generous, but I don’t want to go overboard. You never did give me a budget to work with.”

He cocked his head at me and tucked his thumbs into his pockets, stalking towards me slowly. There was something in his expression and in the way he walked that reminded me of that night over a year ago. I could finally see a glimpse of that same man. Flashes of our night together crossed my mind, and I felt my breath catch as his eyes seemed to drill into mine. 

“Don’t Andrew me, Maria. I’m serious about this. You get what you need to take care of our boys. And yourself,” he said, and his gaze dropped down to look at my body before he met my eye again. “Mom was right. You need sun… you’re fading.” 

I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from snapping back a retort about him having no right to say shit about what I needed, but… he was right. I did feel like I was fading away. 

I missed my walks in the morning sunlight. I missed finding a pretty park and enjoying a sandwich while I watched butterflies. I missed laughing with a group of friends out by a river or a sandy beach. I missed lying outside on a blanket and feeling my body tingle from the sun. 

“Okay,” I said.

He nodded, and then went to the fridge to grab his nightly beer. 

I sat down in my rocking chair. It didn’t even need a cushion. The shape of the seat and the curve of the bars on the back were comfortable, and I found myself rocking gently, imagining taking Jacob and Matthew on a walk in the morning light. 


CHAPTER NINE
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The café near the library was a tiny little place with a few bistro tables, some armchairs, and a few couches in one corner. Jacob and Matthew were passed around the circle, the ladies in the prayer group fighting for their chance to hold them. I sipped a decaf cappuccino and let my arms rest. Sunlight poured through the window, and my legs were tingling from the warmth. Around me, women smiled and laughed and gossiped, shooing their own children over to the play corner. 

Just being here made me feel like a human again. I listened to the conversations around me in silence.

“So I told him, ‘I know you think I’m pretty, but if I don’t feel pretty, I don’t want you to touch me.’ I haven’t had another complaint about my monthly spa day since! Unfortunately that means I owe him sex once a week.” 

“I wish he would help out once in a while. He won’t even take out the trash without me begging him to do so, let alone mow the lawn. But then he gets snippy about me hiring the neighbor boy to do it.” 

“He seems convinced my goal in life is to shop us out of house and home. I only want the place to look acceptable, so his parents don’t mock my homemaking when they come over every Sunday afternoon.”

“So Maria,” Julie asked me, cutting off the husband gossip. “How are you doing?”

“Good,” I smiled. “Busy. Tired. Always tired.” The eyes of the women around the circle went to me. 

“Does Andy help you with the boys?” The woman who asked was bouncing Jacob in her arms and he was smiling at her. 

“Oh, yeah. He takes care of them when he gets home. He’s very helpful.”

“That’s so sweet,” another woman asked. “Does he help around the house?”

“Yeah, well… it is his house I’m living in. He helps clean a lot on the weekends. Or when it rains. He doesn’t go to work when it rains.” 

“How did you guys meet?” Julie asked, furthering my interrogation. 

“Well… we met at a bar, actually. In Atlantic City, New Jersey.”

“So you guys are dating? Or engaged? Or...?”

None of your business, I wanted to say. But I swallowed my retort. “Actually… he’s offered to help me out until I can get back on my feet.” I thought back to those first few months by myself. I couldn’t remember much of it. “I was living in a run-down apartment with mold in the walls and I was basically on my own. I called him and he picked me up and moved me down here.”

The questions continued.

“So you guys were friends, then.”

“But they're his boys, right?”

“Is he your ex?”

I took another big, luscious sip of my cappuccino. Why did I think they were going to be any different from the superficial, gossip-filled girls at college? I was going to have to tell this story the way it happened if I wanted them to stop prying. And it was going to be embarrassing, but I was going to do it anyway. 

“No,” I said, putting my cup down and meeting the eye of the woman who had asked. “We were strangers, and hooked up for one night. Our birth control failed. I didn’t want to burden him with kids he didn’t sign up for, but I called him when I realized I couldn’t swing it on my own. He drove to New Jersey to pick me up and move me back here with him.”

I was met with silence and a few raised eyebrows. One woman pulled her lips into her mouth and looked at her hands. Based on the reactions around the room, they were more embarrassed than I was. 

Well, that’s what you get for prying, I guess. 

“I’ll go back to school when the boys are old enough to go to daycare,” I continued, taking my coffee cup again, refusing to be embarrassed. Maybe they were judging me, but it didn’t really matter. Maybe I'd come here looking for friends, but these weren't the ones I would be spending time with. I could feel my defenses going up. 

“You… were in college?”

“freshman,” I said. “The boys were born a week after my last final ended. So at least I have a year under my belt.”

“So, you guys didn’t know each other at all, and he just… let you move in with him?”

“Yes.”

“And he’s taking care of you and the twins.”

“Yes.”

“And you two aren’t… together?”

“You mean, are we having sex? No. I cook and keep the house and care for the boys. He works, and he gave me a credit card to buy what I need to take care of the four of us. We’re more like… roommates.”

“Wow,” one of the older women said, raising an eyebrow. “He helps around the house and deals with the kids after work? Your not-husband sounds like a better deal than my actual husband.”

A few people laughed or nodded in agreement, and I watched her as she rocked her own baby. She seemed serious about her comment. 

With some surprise, I realized she meant it. And that was disconcerting, and a little depressing. It reminded me of what my father had said, about being stuck with someone. 

My parents may have been in love when they married, but now they barely tolerated each other. Growing up, I'd always hoped I'd find a partner in life who would be a friend to me, and a loving father to my future children. But how many people kept that spark alive? Was it even worth hoping to find it? Based on the gossip and complaints I'd heard from the other ladies today, it seemed to be the norm to get hitched, and then find yourself stuck and unhappy. 

But in my current situation, I didn't have that. Andrew and I were a mostly functional team. We did our jobs, we filled our roles, and we were both taken care of with help and support from each other. Wasn't that more than most of these other women had in their seemingly love-based marriages? 

Was it wrong that I still wanted to find someone who would fall in love with me? Even if one day I was one of them, frustrated with my husband, or at least pretending to be for the attention, I still wanted to meet someone who would love me, and my boys, enough to give me their heart and their last name.

The gossip shifted to another victim. I settled back in my chair and tried to relax, wondering when I could make my escape. There still seemed to be some tension floating in the air, and some people wouldn’t look at me. Especially Julie, who was being very careful to look at the girl a few seats from me, but not let her eyes flick my way. After another twenty minutes, people started to disperse, and I gathered the boys in their carrier car seats, getting ready to leave. 

A young woman approached me, offering to help carry one of the boys so I could carry the other. “I'm Elizabeth,” she smiled. “Here, I have an extra hand. Bradley, come here,” she called to one of her children. “Come carry the blanket.” 

Outside the café, she sighed in relief. “I always hate when they whine about their men,” she said. “Not all husbands are useless, you know.” 

“Oh yeah?” I smiled. 

“Nope. Mine is a trooper. Brad is our third, and Phil has been amazing.” 

Well at least some of us get happy endings, I thought. 

I started the car and pumped up the heat while I buckled the car seats in. I wasn't sure what made me open up, but Elizabeth's rebuttal to the other women's gossip seemed authentic. And I appreciated honesty. 

“I guess… I always hoped I'd find someone I could be in love with for the rest of my life. And hearing them say that stuff made me wonder if that's even possible.” 

Elizabeth smiled as she handed me the second car seat. “I guess that depends on your definition of love… being in love is nice, but the trust and the devotion and the security that comes with really loving someone and not quitting on them? That's the real magic.” She waved her sons over. One of them was about six, the other maybe three. “Maybe when yours get older, they can all play together. See you next week?” 

I smiled politely. “Yeah. I guess so.” 

The more I thought about what Elizabeth said, the more it stuck in my head. What was my definition of love? Did I really want chemistry and fireworks? Or did I want someone I could rely on? Someone I could trust? 

Could I trust Andrew? We had lived together for a little over a month. He had proven himself trustworthy. 

Andrew and I hadn't had sex since our hookup that fated night, and he hadn't made any effort to reinitiate anything with me. If he wasn't trying to sleep with me, what exactly did he want out of this arrangement? How did this benefit him? Why was he being so generous with me? Was he hoping we would stay together and be a family? I knew he felt guilty, but my gut told me there was more to it than that. Did he want the boys to be part of his life? If he did, why did he keep mentioning me going back to New Jersey when I was ready?

I don’t know, because he barely says a word to me. I sighed and put in one of the Vivaldi cassettes that Sarah Greenwood had dropped off. 

I took the boys to the grocery store, picking up what I needed to make a stir-fry for dinner, and tried to figure out how I was going to drag answers out of Andrew Greenwood.


CHAPTER TEN
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The next few months passed in a blur. The boys got bigger and louder, and I continued taking them to church and coffee with the young mothers in the community. My evening ritual with Andrew continued as it had before. Time moved impossibly fast; I blinked, and one day they were crawling and sitting up on their own. 

When I woke up on one Monday morning, something felt strange. There was a quiet weight in the air. I rolled over and looked at the little clock on the wall—

And jumped out of bed. It was nearly ten o’clock. Why haven’t the boys woken me up yet? I scrambled out of bed and nearly crashed into the twin’s bedroom, my brain instantly going to the worst possible scenario, but I stopped in the doorway to see the room was empty. 

Had they climbed out of the crib? Impossible. They just started crawling, but weren’t standing up yet. 

I hurried out of the nursery to the living room to find Andrew sitting in the middle of the floor, Jacob in his lap chewing on a plastic spoon, and Matthew on his back holding a small stuffed wolf. Andrew was attempting to read a picture book to the boys, who were pointedly ignoring him. 

He paused in his recitation of the three little pigs when he saw me. His dark eyes slowly traveled up my body, his observation so intense I could almost feel it. 

It also reminded me I was wearing panties and a long t-shirt, and nothing else. I refused to shift or hide myself under his scrutiny. I mean, he’d seen me naked and in all kinds of compromising positions, right? 

His eyes met mine. “Good morning, Sugar.” 

I swallowed and exhaled steadily as I tried to get my heart rate back under control. The way he was staring at me a minute ago did not help my adrenaline fade any.

“You scared me,” I said, and took a step closer. “You should have woken me up.”

“We were fine,” he answered. “They ate their cereal. I figured I’d let you sleep.”

“You’re staying home today?”

“We were supposed to pour cement today, but…” Outside, a crack of thunder illustrated his point. 

The adrenaline started to fade, and I suddenly felt tired. I sat down beside Matthew, who grinned at me and threw his wolf at my face. I tried to catch it, but he had pretty bad aim considering he was barely six months old, and it flew over my shoulder. 

“Be careful, son,” Andrew scolded quietly, and I turned and crawled over to get the wolf. “You respect your history and your namesake.” 

“What do you mean by that?” I fetched the stuffed animal and handed it back to Matthew, who put the wolf’s nose in his mouth and chewed happily. 

“We’re Wolf clan,” he said softly. “Leaders, protectors, alphas, and providers.” 

“Wow,” I said, but wasn’t sure what else to say. I didn’t know anything about the tribe or the clans, or anything like that. I studied him as he watched Matthew chew his stuffed wolf. Andrew had his hair tied back in a long black braid today. He wore it that way most days, and took it down when he got home from work. 

“Do you ever cut your hair?” I asked. 

“No.” He answered immediately.

“You’ve never cut it?”

“Never. I have the privilege and the right to keep it long. My ancestors did not. I keep it long out of respect for those who had no choice. Our braids hold our lives and our stories. Our ancestors believed our soul lived in our hair. When they were forced to cut it… well.” He looked down at Jacob, running his hand gently over the shock of black hair on the top of his head that was quickly thickening.

I couldn’t imagine watching or feeling that kind of displacement. The belief that your soul was being stolen from your body by a stranger? “It must have been devastating.”

He nodded, but didn’t speak. 

“Do you believe that?” I asked. “About the soul?” 

He didn't answer right away, just stared at Jacob, who waved his spoon around a little before putting the handle end back in his mouth. Andrew took it out and flipped it around, but Jacob was insistent on what end he wanted to chew on. 

“I’ve seen things I don’t understand, and I’ve heard things that I don’t know if I believe or not. I don’t think it’s my place to cast judgment on something I don't understand. But for me, it’s less about the belief, and more that I have the autonomy owed to me as a human being.”  

We sat for a few more minutes, listening to the rain, playing with the boys. I wished he would keep talking, but I didn’t want to be annoying.

“You hungry,” Andrew asked. 

“Yeah.”

“Go get dressed, I’ll make you some eggs.” He stood up and held Jacob on his hip as he went into the kitchen and began pulling things out of the fridge. Matthew crawled after them.

As I dressed, I tried to sort through everything going through my head at once. The look in Andrew’s eye when he’d looked at my body and called me Sugar. What he’d told me about his hair. The way he’d spoken to the boys, and how he looked at them so thoughtfully. How handsome he looked holding my son on his hip. 

And he let me sleep in, and was making me breakfast. 

Your not-husband sounds like a better deal than my actual husband. 

Something sweet and warm bloomed in my chest. Hope? Affection? Maybe some combination of the two? Was it possible that maybe… Andrew still had a little bit of interest towards me? 

I thought back to the few times we’d touched in the past few months. It was usually him putting a hand on my shoulder or my arm, and I thought it was his attempt to comfort me nonverbally, since that seemed to be his preferred style of communication. And the last time he’d attempted to do anything else was when he kissed my forehead the day he came to New Jersey to pick us up. I’d thought whatever spark we’d had died that day, the day he was forced to deal with the consequences of our one-night stand. 

But he had been so good to me and the boys. And there was that one day in the kitchen where he’d challenged me to argue with him, and seemed to want to say or do something, but held himself back… Maybe there was still something there. 

I found myself wearing my only cute top with my boring but decently fitting jeans, and I tossed my hair up in a ponytail, pulling a few pieces out at the side. I looked in the mirror before I went out. 

Nope, I still look like a tired mom. I gave up messing with my hair and went out to the kitchen to find two eggs and two pieces of toast sitting on the table waiting for me. Andrew put the boys in their highchairs and gave them a few cheerios to keep them occupied, and was scrubbing the pan he’d just used. 

He did the dishes. He helped with the boys. He clearly thought I was still at least moderately attractive.

Wasn’t there a university around here?

Maybe, if I was brave enough to consider it, sending the boys to daycare while I went back to college wasn’t my only option after all. 
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The rain stopped around one o’clock in the afternoon. The boys were down for a nap but would probably wake up soon. Andrew sat on the couch, glancing up at the tv occasionally while he helped me catch up on the laundry. He glowered at the screen where the current stars of a reality TV show were discussing their budget for their dream home. 

“How do you watch this shit,” he muttered. 

“It’s not that bad,” I laughed. 

He muttered a few choice words under his breath. “I’ll probably go into the office in a bit, catch up on paperwork.” 

“Okay. Thank you for this morning, Drew.” 

He nodded, but didn’t answer. He hadn’t so much as glanced at me since breakfast, and it kind of stung. 

“You buy that stroller yet?” 

I pursed my lips. I’d been putting it off, because all the double strollers were very expensive.

“Get it today or I’m going by the store on the way home, Maria. And I won’t pick out the one you like.”

“You need to give me a budget or something,” I sighed. “I always feel like I'm spending too much of your money.”

“You barely buy anything. I told you, buy what you need.”

“Drew, that means something different to everyone.” 

“If you aren’t sure, ask. Otherwise, buy what you need. How much is the stroller?” 

I winced. “About three hundred.” 

He shrugged. “Buy the one you want.” The pager on his belt buzzed. He glared at it but hit a button. “I have to go into the office. I’ll see you later.” He put a hand on my shoulder as he walked away. Just a simple touch, for a fraction of a moment, but after our morning, it felt like a kiss.

He pulled his shoes on, threw his cap on his head, and gave me a quick nod before he hurried out the door. 

I finished the laundry and put it away, wondering what I could do to get Andrew to be a little more open with me. What if I was misreading him? It seemed unlikely. He was clearly going out of his way to take care of me and the boys, and he wanted us to be happy. Maybe he was starting to love the boys. Maybe he’d always wanted kids, and he’d just needed some time to readjust to the new path life decided to throw at him.

In the nursery, I put the folded clothes in the dresser drawers as quietly as I could so I wouldn’t wake up the boys, running my hands over the scrollwork and the stained patterns in the side of the wood. It was beautiful, and it looked like an antique. Something about it looked familiar, but I couldn’t put my finger on where I’d seen it before. Maybe If I could find the name of the maker, I could look for their other designs and figure out where I’d seen it before.

Curious, I pulled out one of the drawers, looking on the back or the underside of the wood for a maker’s mark. There didn't seem to be anything recognizable. I put the drawer away and checked another. Finally, I gently tipped the dresser back from the wall and looked on the backside of it. 

There, etched in the back of the wood, was an elegant carving of a tree. And I knew that tree; it was the same one on each of Andrew’s work shirts, and the decal on his truck, and the patch on his cap… 

I hitched the laundry basket on my hip and walked out of the nursery, and my eyes fell on the dining room table and the chairs tucked into it. The scrollwork was different, but close enough that I could recognize it. I checked the bottom of one of the chairs. 

It was the same tree. 

“Huh.” I knew Andrew worked construction, but I hadn’t realized he was a carpenter, and that he did such beautiful work. I went though the other rooms of the house, looking for other items that stood out and matched. The bed frame and the nightstands in his bedroom, the coffee table, a small stool in the kitchen. 

Then I realized the other item in the house where I’d seen that pattern before. Slowly, I made my way to the living room, standing in front of the beautiful rocking chair that Andrew had gifted me a few months after I’d moved in with him. 

He made this for me. 

I sat down in the chair, and it felt like a hug. Tears pricked at my eyes as I thought about the secret beauty hiding in this man. I rocked in silence, letting myself slowly come to terms with the fact that I was dangerously close to falling in love with Andrew, and that I had no idea what I wanted to do about it.

If I held myself together and kept myself emotionally distant through this, I could leave with the boys in another six months or so, go back to school in August, and have a fighting chance at a career, a good life, and falling in love the right way around. 

But what if I stayed? All I’d ever wanted was freedom and respect. What if I got that from something other than a college degree?

What if the boys grew up with their father, who I knew was a good, honest, hardworking man? What if they had a chance to learn about their history and their heritage? What if I did have a fighting chance at a good life and romance, just not the way I’d envisioned it? 

I tried to think about going back to school, what that would be like. I loved school; I always had. But as I visualized dropping the boys off in the morning, going to school, or going to work, and trying to care for them and do homework at the same time, I felt stress start to weigh on my shoulders and a knot form in my stomach. 

But what if I stayed here, and fell in love with Andrew, and he didn’t feel the same way? Was he only taking care of us because he felt obligated? Or did he truly care for them? Would he fight to stay in their lives as they got older? How long would this seemingly endless generosity last?

One day at a time, I told myself. For now, I had a stroller to buy. On a whim, before I left the house, I rang Sarah Greenwood and picked her brain about a few of Andrew’s favorite things. I may not have all the answers, but I knew not to underestimate the connection between the heart and the stomach.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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I wasn’t sure how Maria had figured out my favorite meal was fettuccini alfredo, but she made a hell of a dish. My plate was piled high with perfectly cooked pasta, creamy alfredo sauce, juicy grilled chicken with flecks of rosemary and black pepper, and a sprinkling of freshly grated cheese. She’d made asparagus on the side, something I’d never really enjoyed before, but she somehow managed to turn it into something delectable. Wrapping a thin piece of bacon around it probably contributed to that, but what did I know? 

“This is delicious,” I said. 

“I’m glad you like it.” She smiled sweetly.

“The boys started that music class at the library today, right?”

“Yes, they loved it; they didn’t stop moving the whole time.”

I smiled at the thought of Maria trying to hold the both of them in her lap at the same time. It would be tricky, especially since they were now mobile, and so big. 

The boys had just started crawling. They were a little over six months old and were bumping into everything. We’d childproofed the entire house one weekend when they’d finally figured out the mechanics of movement. Currently, their favorite game was to chase each other around the living room, and chew on the legs of the dining room chairs. 

“Any big plans this weekend?” I asked. 

“No, I thought I’d have Marcy and Elizabeth over for coffee and a playdate. The boys really like Bradley and Mark.” 

Maria somehow fit into my life perfectly, like she and the boys were the missing puzzle pieces I’d never expected to have. Watching them gain awareness of their surroundings, seeing them learn to crawl and try to stand up, and watching their eyes light up when they saw me became the highlight of my day. 

What had my daily highlights been before this? I couldn’t remember. Going hunting with my brother and my dog? Watching football games? Having a Yuengling on Saturday nights? What was that compared to a little boy with warm brown eyes laughing when you sang a song, or grinning when you handed them their favorite stuffed animal? 

It soothed the hurt from my lost little girl. Instead of imagining her without me, I started to pray she had her own daddy and her own friends who loved her and took care of her. I prayed she had something as good as what my boys had. I prayed she was happy.

Bringing my attention back to the woman in front of me, I said, “I thought I’d spend a morning with my brother, if that’s okay.” 

Maria put her fork down and steepled her fingers, giving me that look. 

Shit. That was the look that said, we’re having this conversation and you’re not getting out of it. I’d seen it quite a few times over the past week. And she was nothing if not persistent. Somehow, even though I got the distinct vibe that I was in trouble, she was still gorgeous as fuck with that look on her face.

“What?”

“You have a brother?”

I shrugged. 

“Andrew. I’ve been living with you for almost four months and you’ve never once mentioned a brother.” 

I shrugged again. Jonah and I didn’t talk much, but we used to hunt and camp all the time. When Maria came to live with me, I’d asked Jonah to take care of Brutus, not wanting the dog around the babies. Honestly, I was looking forward to seeing Brutus more than my brother. 

“Okay, tell me about him.” 

“I don’t know what to tell you,” I said. “He’s my annoying younger brother, and we go hunting sometimes.” 

“You hunt?” 

“Sure. Sometimes.” I shoved another forkful of pasta in my mouth before she could bombard me with any more questions. 

She rolled her eyes, a smile pulling at the corner of her mouth. “Is he as talkative and forthcoming as you are?”

I chewed my pasta, avoiding answering her question. She snickered. 

“He never shuts up, actually.” 

“Figures.” 

I speared two asparagus and managed to somehow shove them into my mouth without getting butter and bacon all over my face. 

“How long will you be hunting?”

“I’ll just go for the day. Leave in the morning, be home by supper.” I hesitated. “If that’s okay.” 

“Of course,” she said, her expression full of conviction. “I survive full days without you all the time. I can manage a Saturday on my own.”

Of course she could. Because she was so dead set on being independent that she’d rather suffer than ask for help. 

“Maria,” I sighed. “You have nothing to prove to me. I already know that you’re super-mom.” 

Her expression softened and she got that sweet glimmer in her eye… the one she got when I did something she thought was sweet. 

I hated that expression. I looked away. 

I reached forward and scooped some more asparagus onto my plate. Beside me, Jacob was shoveling mashed sweet potatoes into his mouth like they were going out of style, and Matthew was attempting – and failing – to grab the cut-up pieces of buttered noodles on his tray. They slipped through his fingers every time he brought them up to his mouth. He kicked his feet in frustration, but tried again. 

“What will you hunt?” she asked. Her voice had softened. 

I stared at my plate and stabbed my asparagus with more effort than necessary. “Deer.”

“Do you eat it?”

“If you’re going to kill something for sport, you’d better damn well use it,” I muttered. 

“Language, Andrew.” 

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes, but barely. “They can’t understand curse words,” I muttered. 

“You’d be amazed what they understand,” she quipped back. 

“Oh?” I looked up at her. That was a mistake. 

She had one elbow on the table, her chin resting in her hand, staring at the boys in their matching highchairs. She had that wonder-filled expression she got whenever she watched my sons. 

I stood and took my empty plate up to the sink, grabbing hers on the way past her. I washed them both and loaded them in the dishwasher so she’d have no reason to come into the kitchen yet. 

I needed a break from her, and that sweet look in her eye. Because she kept getting prettier every time I looked at her, and it was about to drive me insane. 

What kind of damn witch magic was that, anyway? Her eyes seemed brighter than ever, and I loved watching the little crinkles at the corner of her eyes and lips when she smiled. I loved the plumpness of her cheeks and the hollow at the base of her neck, and the graceful wisp of hair right by her ear that always fell out of her ponytail and curled up around itself. I loved the way her eyebrows weren’t quite the same shape, and how one seemed to be naturally higher than the other at all times. I loved that sweet, tender look she got when I went out of my way to serve her, and the wonder and joy that filled her face when she held or played with my sons.

She’s just here until she can be on her own, I had to remind myself. Her words came back to me. You didn’t steal my future, just my sophomore year. I was reminding myself of that more and more, multiple times a day, but it had stopped sinking in. And against my better judgment, I’d started to envision what life would be like if Maria didn’t leave. 

It was a beautiful vision. Almost as beautiful as her. I could watch the boys grow up. Teach them to hunt and fish, take them camping or rafting up the river. They could go to school on the reservation and learn their history and their heritage and their language. We could have Christmas dinners at my parent’s house with the whole family. I’d have someone to teach the family business, and maybe pass it down to one day.

But that meant Maria giving up her dreams and her future. Was I willing to ask her for that? 

I couldn’t ask her to stay up here. Our rural little town was barely a town, and all the surrounding areas were just as poverty-stricken. The university twenty minutes away was the only thing keeping the economy in place. There was no future for her here. Not with a mind as brave and bright as hers. 

Maybe she would let me visit the boys as they got older? Or come and stay with me over their summer vacations?

But then I didn’t get her. 

Part of the reason I wanted to go hunting this weekend was to get some distance from them all and see if it helped clear my head. Because right now, the thought of her leaving and taking my sons away made me want to puke. And the thought of coming home to an empty apartment, with no smiling Maria singing to herself in the kitchen made my heart ache in ways I didn’t have words for. 
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That Saturday morning I got up right before six. Jonah told me he would meet me at sunrise, so I had an hour to get to the valley where I was supposed to meet him. In the kitchen, I brewed a pot of coffee and kept it on warm so it would be ready for Maria when she woke up. While I waited for it to brew, I snuck back down the hallway and poked my head into her room, where the door was cracked open slightly. 

I knew I shouldn't have, but part of me was a glutton for punishment. She was sprawled out on the small bed, her hair a tangled mess around her face. She had the blanket pulled up to her chin, but I could see the curves of her naked shoulder and back. Her face was relaxed and she looked utterly peaceful, and I could once again see the evidence of her age. She’s only twenty years old, I reminded myself. She isn’t here because she wants to be. She’s here because she has no choice. And when the time comes… you’re going to have to let her go, and not be a dick. 

Creeping quietly away from her room, I made my way to the front door to find a note taped to the door. Lunch in the fridge, it said. Sure enough, on the top shelf of the fridge was a brown paper bag with my name on it. I grabbed the bag and left the house.

I met Jonah about thirty minutes later. It was a drive to get to where we wanted to go, but it was worth it. The property was privately owned, but I knew the guy who owned it, and he let us hunt there as much as we wanted. Mark Sullivan was a great guy, and he had respect for his land… And he had a deer problem. 

When I got out of the car, Brutus came barreling towards me, slobbering all over my jeans and chewing playfully on my shoes. I rubbed and hugged my dog, patting his hips. 

“He’s gotten fat.” 

“You don’t feed him enough.” Jonah grinned at me. “You’ve gotten fat, too. That woman treating you well?”

“We are not talking about the woman.”

“Oh come on,” Jonah said as I went around to the back of my truck and started unloading my gear. “You haven’t liked a girl in a decade.”

“I’m doing her a favor,” I said. 

“Right… your penance. What is it with you and getting your one-night-stands pregnant?”

“Drop it.” 

“I hear she’s pretty,” he said, raising his eyebrows roguishly. 

“I said, drop it,” I snapped. 

He lifted a hand in acknowledgement and didn’t say another word. 

We had good luck that day, and I enjoyed my time out in the woods and the crisp air, stalking and tracking a huge buck with my brother and my dog. We made our shots and brought the animal back to my truck, then washed our hands and sat down for lunch. 

“So how are the boys?”

“Amazing.”

“Oh. You got baby fever yet?” 

“I don’t know what that is, but the boys are so fucking smart it’s ridiculous. Jacob’s favorite game is to turn the light switch off and on, and Matthew can recognize which cassette I’m putting in the radio by the markings on the front of the sticker.”

“So that’s a yes on the baby fever,” he laughed at me. 

Brutus barked. Jonah threw him the crust of his sandwich. 

“You can’t give dogs bread,” I growled. “It makes them stink.” 

“Eh, he’s a stinky boy anyway. Whatever makes him happy.” Jonah rubbed the top of Brutus’s head. 

I finished my sandwich and peered into my lunch pack. Maria had snuck in chocolate chip cookies. Hesitantly, I took a bite. 

“Well I’ll be damned,” I said softly. They were exactly like the ones my mom used to make for my birthday, and my first day of school. Exactly the same, I’d swear on it. So much for getting her out of my mind. 

“I’m taking a job in Georgia,” Jonah said. “Won’t be for a few more weeks, but I’ll be out there for a year at least.”

“Damn. What job is it?”

“Rich little daddy’s girl, wants to learn to ride horses. Family inherited a bunch of land and some animals from a relative, and the horses are neglected and skittish as hell. Apparently one of them is really aggressive.” He reached over and stole one of my cookies before I had the wherewithal to stop him.

“So you’re going out there for a year?”

“Or however long it takes to get them under control, safe, and healthy, and teach daddy’s little princess how to ride without killing herself.” He rolled his eyes.

“Why’d you become a horse trainer if you hate rich kids so much?”

“I hate kids, I love horses.”

“Well… I’m sure you’ll have a grand ol’ time.”

“I can take Brutus… or leave him here with you.”

At his name, Brutus looked up at me from his spot by my feet. He’d been happy stalking that buck with us, and now he was contentedly chewing on a bone.

I was quiet for a minute. “I think Brutus will be ok with the kids. Not when they were screaming all the time, but they’re better now. He’ll have to learn that he’s an outside dog now.”

“He’s great with the neighbor’s kids. They run around and crawl all over him, he just drools on them.”

I nodded. “Okay. Good to know. I’ll talk to Maria, see how she feels. If it worries her, maybe I’ll let you take him to Georgia. When are you leaving?”

“Two, maybe three weeks. I need to finalize the sale for that Bay. Man, you should see how fast that baby runs. She’s like smoke in the wind, brother.”

“I bet.”

“Would you mind swinging by my house after storms or floods, keep an eye on the place?”

“I’ve got you.”

“Let’s go catch that other big buck and go back to my place to clean these guys,” Jonah said. 

“You know what,” I found myself saying, “I’m going to call it a day. You go if you want.”

“You sure?” He reached for another cookie but I smacked his hand away, shoving the last one in my mouth.   

“Yeah,” I said around the cookie. “One is good for me. We can come back up here another weekend.” 

“Come spring, let’s take your girl and the kids up to the waterfall,” he said. 

The thought of the boys watching the rainbows shoot from the waterfall at the edge of Mark Sullivan’s property made me smile. 

“Yeah, they’d love that,” I said. Then hesitantly added, “If they’re still around by spring.”

“’Course they will be,” Jonah laughed. “You’re giving that girl free room and board, live-in childcare, and an on-call handyman. Not to mention whatever else you’re giving her,” he winked. 

“It’s not like that,” I muttered. As much as I’d love to take pleasure in indulging in Maria and her beauty, I knew it was a bad idea. 

Because I’d learned the hard way that apparently, I got people pregnant really damn easily. And getting her pregnant again with another child, as tempting as it was to force her to stick around, would probably make her resent me even more. And then there was the fact that she didn’t seem interested, which stung more than I’d like to admit. 

“Well maybe it should be,” he said. “I mean, she hooked up with you once, right? So she must think you’re at least semi-attractive.” 

“She’s a twenty-year-old with hopes and dreams, Jonah. She doesn’t want to hook up with an old man.” I stood up and crumpled up the paper bag, tossing it into the back seat of my truck. “Have a great rest of your weekend, brother. Try not to get eaten by a bear.” 

Jonah laughed, undeterred by my mood, and waved at me as I drove back to my apartment to see what my sons had discovered today. 


CHAPTER TWELVE
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“These cookies are pretty good for pre-made refrigerated dough,” Elizabeth said. 

“And so much less work,” I laughed. I’d called Mrs. Greenwood last week to ask about Andrew’s preferences on food and desserts, and I’d laughed when she’d confessed that her famous cookies came from the refrigerated section of the grocery store. “Don’t tell Drew. Apparently he thinks they’re homemade.”

“I think it’s adorable that you call him Drew,” Marcy drawled in her accent, a strange combination of southern and country. “I’ve always known him as Andy. Never heard him go by anything else.”

“That’s how he introduced himself,” I shrugged. 

“And you two met at a bar, right?” Marcy broke off a piece of her cookie for her son. 

“Yep. I got stood up by my friends and he took me home.” 

“Rich and I met at a bar, too. Sophomore year, the condom broke.” She ruffled Mark’s hair and told him to go play with the twins. 

Mark ran off with his half a cookie, which was probably too much sugar for the two-year-old considering how chaotic he was acting. But he kept the twins entertained, so I couldn't complain.

We sat outside by the creek in the middle of the park on the reservation. Mark scampered to a large tree, and the twins crawled after him as fast as they could. Then he ran back to the other tree a few paces away and laughed as they turned around and chased him again. I loved watching them laugh and play. 

“Yeah, I beat you by a year,” I said. “I was a freshman.” 

Elizabeth shifted uncomfortably. Marcy laughed and pointed a thumb at her. “Golden girl over here met her beau during his freshman year, too. They waited.” She raised an eyebrow and laughed, like it was a bad thing. 

“Barely,” Elizabeth rolled her eyes, her sweet, bell-like voice holding back a giggle. “He walked off the graduation stage, and we went straight to the church. Harrison was born exactly nine months later. Oh, shoot,” Elizabeth stood up and set baby Garrett on the blanket on the ground, digging around in her diaper bag. The smell hit me a moment later. 

Elizabeth swaddled him quickly and tucked him into his car seat. “I’ll have to take him home, this was the change of clothes.” She said goodbye and Marcy and I were left alone. 

Marcy cleared her throat and dug through her purse. “I swear, I love Mark, I really do, but I wished I’d waited a few more years to have him. My whole future is gone, you know?” She pulled out a packet of cigarettes and placed one between her lips. 

“Can you not smoke near my kids?”

She hesitated, shrugged, and put the cigarette back in the pack. “I’m downwind,” she murmured. 

“I don’t care.”

She put the smokes away and took another cookie from the plastic bag. “It’s stupid, you know? Like, I work at the factory in the valley. I make two bucks an hour less than my co-workers who have a lower position than I do. Only because I didn’t finish my degree. And for what? Ten minutes of mediocre sex?” She tossed one leg over the other. 

“I don’t know…” I said. “I don’t regret it. I sure wish I’d finished school first… or that I could have had more help so I could have stayed and gone part time... but I can go back. I can still finish.”

“You gonna transfer to Western?”

I opened my mouth to answer, and then shut it. I’d always assumed I’d go back to Jersey. Sure, I’d forfeit my scholarship by transferring to Western, but I’d probably lose it anyway if I went part time, which I'd have to do if I was going to work and care for the boys. 

And… I wouldn’t have to leave the area. I could stick around. Even if I didn't end up living with Andrew forever, he’d still be around, and the boys could grow up with their father in their lives, who clearly loved them. 

“Maybe,” I whispered. 

“It’s a good school. And pretty cheap. A lot cheaper than most of the other big city schools. ’Cause it means you have to live out here, in this wasteland.” Marcy waved her hand in front of us, like she was proving her point. 

It was late November, but it was sunny and crisp. Right now, it was warm enough to wear a jacket, since the sun was beating down in the valley. 

In front of me, I saw a bubbling creek cutting through rich, thick grass. A wall of trees encased the quaint little park, the trees still thick and green, yellow, and orange. In the distance, the mountains cut up into the sky, some of them covered in green foliage and giving them a sloping look, while others were more jagged with a little bit of white at the very tip. 

“I think it’s beautiful.”

“Mark!” Marcy shouted at her son. “Come on, honey, we need to get going. Daddy’s going to come home in an hour.”

“Basketti?” Mark shouted as he ran our way. 

“No, we had spaghetti last night. And the night before. I think it’s time for something else or your dad really will leave me.” She rolled her eyes. 

“Basketti!” he whined. 

“Whatever,” she muttered. “Okay. Yes. Okay. Put your hat on. Never should have married him to begin with.” She looked up at me as she re-tied one of Mark’s baby-sized tennis shoes. “Word of warning, Maria. Don’t marry Andy just because he’s the father of your kids.” She took Mark’s hand and waved at me as she dragged him through the grass to the parking lot.  

I collected my boys and put them into their new stroller I’d finally bought last week, walking slowly back to my car. Marcy’s warning seemed ominous considering my feelings towards Andrew lately. Still, I wasn’t sure I could trust everything Marcy said; she had a tendency to exaggerate things, and she was a little bit of a drama queen. 

I’d need to feel Andrew out a little more to see if he even wanted me to stick around. For all I knew, he was counting the days until we left. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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“I just think it would be a good idea for you to come home for Christmas. We haven’t seen the boys in months! We’re missing their whole lives!”

I’d been on the phone with my mother for almost an hour going back and forth with her about our plans. Andrew was playing with the boys who were fussing for me instead of him, but I had blocked myself into the kitchen with chairs so I could finish cooking dinner. 

I’d only spoken to my mom a few times over the past few months, mostly because I didn’t want her to call the police and report me and the twins as kidnapped because, knowing her, she’d have done exactly that. So I kept calling at least once a month to let her know I was okay. 

And since Christmas was only a few days away, all she wanted was to get her way. As per usual.

“You know how hard it is to drive through three states with two screaming twin boys who hate the car? Mom, you can come and visit. You don’t work. You have our address.”

“I’ve been really busy, sweetheart. And you know I couldn’t make the trip without your father. That wouldn’t be fair.”

I bit my tongue about dad’s comment on how I should have aborted the twins and let her ramble a little longer.

“Now, as far as next week, you could drive down for a few days, we can look at apartments for you and the boys. You know… for when you come back.”

“No, Mom. Drew and I already have plans for Christmas, I told you that. We’re going to see his parents. And…” I added the second part softly, since I hadn’t had a chance to talk to Drew about it yet. “I’m not really sure if I’m going to move back.”

“What do you mean? You’re going to stay up there?” She sounded suspicious.

“Maybe. I don’t know. We haven’t talked about it. But…” I looked up to see Drew reading to Matthew. Jacob was trying to chew the book. Matthew whacked his hand out and hit Jacob in the face, and Jacob started crying. 

I sighed. “It’s been really great to have Drew’s help, and the boys deserve to have their father around.”

My mother’s comment must have attracted my dad, because his voice came on the line next.

His voice was harsh and grated on my nerves even before I processed what he was saying. “Maria Steel, if you don’t return to school and finish that damn degree, you’ll owe us the money from your first year.” 

My stomach dropped. My parents had pitched some of my tuition, since my scholarship only covered about half of it. 

“And you know if you don't finish, the school will make you pay back your scholarship money.”

“I know, dad, but there’s a college up here. I could transfer and—”

“Absolutely not. I’ll hear no such thing.”

“Dad,” I snapped. “What the hell makes you think I care about what you want?”

They were quiet on the other side. 

“I haven’t decided anything yet. But I do know I'm staying here for Christmas.”

“Maria,” my father started. He had a warning in his tone. I cut him off. He was three states away and had zero control over me, and he hated that.

And I didn’t give a fuck. What was he going to do? Hang up?

I felt my control slipping and let them hear the brunt of my frustration. “This is my life, and my son’s futures, and you don’t get to dictate it. If you want to visit the boys, make the trip and come visit. There are plenty of hotels around,” I added, making it clear they would not be staying with us. “We’d love to have you. And I’d love the boys to get to know you. But I have a right to make this decision on my own, and you and your whims are not going to have any part in what I choose! Now, if you’ll excuse me, dinner is ready, and I need to take care of my boys. Goodnight.” 

Smothering a growl, I tried not to slam the phone back on the receiver. Something heavy landed on my shoulder.

“Oh!” I shouted and whirled around, but it was just Drew. I held my hand to my chest. “Andrew, my God you scared me.” 

“Sorry, Sugar, I was worried about you.” 

I leaned against the counter and covered my face in my hands and took a deep breath. My talks with my parents always left me flustered, but today was worse than normal. 

“If you think it’s the right thing to go see your parents for Christmas, we—”

“No! Absolutely not. No way, no sir,” I said, laughing to try to hide my emotional distress. I let my hands fall from my face. “We are staying here, we are having a lovely dinner at your parent’s house, and I’m going to meet your brother, and spoil my children with too many battery-operated toys that are going to drive me insane, and we’re going to have a great time!” 

By the time I’d let out the last of my energetic rant, I felt tears prickling at my eyes. I covered my face again. 

I was so tired. I was exhausted, stressed, hormonal. I hadn’t had any kind of real physical affection in over a year, my parents were being entitled pricks, and I had no idea what lay ahead of me in my life. I felt like I was trying to catch my balance on sinking sand. 

I held my breath and tried to stop the tears, but the damn burst when Drew wrapped his huge, strong arms around me, and crushed me to his chest. He smoothed one hand down my hair as I sobbed into his shoulder, feeling completely embarrassed and relieved at the same time.

When was the last time I got a hug? God, this feels amazing.

Even if Andrew didn’t feel the same affection I felt for him, at least he recognized me as human. His comfort may have been a courtesy from him, but it felt like the world to me. 

Ask me to stay, I thought to myself. Ask me to stay here, and not go back. Did he hear my comment about not returning to school, and coming to Western Carolina instead? Did he even want that? 

Would he tell me the truth if I asked? Or would he tell me what he felt like he had to say? 

After a few minutes, I settled down, feeling more tired than before. I was drained, and with it went the tension that had sat in my chest all afternoon. 

“Come on, Sugar, go clean up and I’ll set the table.”

I nodded, unable to say anything. He gave my shoulders another quick squeeze before he let me go. 

Over dinner, Andrew kept looking up at me, like he wanted to say something. He waited until I finished eating, and he folded his hands in front of himself and looked at me.

“Maria… Can I point something out to you without you getting defensive?”

“Maybe,” I shrugged. “I’ll try.”

“Every time you call your folks, they upset you.”

He wasn’t wrong. I hadn’t called that often, for that exact reason.

“I’m not saying you should cut them out or anything. But… you’re not obligated to communicate with someone who regularly hurts you and disrespects you, and who doesn’t respect your boundaries.” He looked down at his plate, busying himself by pushing the remainders of his meal around his plate, as if he were restless and needed to do something with his hands. “And I don’t like the way they talk to you,” he added. “Especially your dad.”

I sighed. “I know you’re right. My mom’s not bad… I think she goes along with him because she doesn’t want to antagonize him. And I don’t really blame her, because he can be a nightmare.”

He nodded, not saying anything.

“I guess… I don’t know,” I shrugged, deciding not to say anything else on the matter. “Whatever.”

“Tell me.”

I looked up and met his gaze. His dark eyes were focused on me, boring into me like I was about to reveal some super important secret that he was desperate to know.

“It’s nothing. I just wish he was more like he was when I was a kid.” I felt my eyes burn a little and I took a sip of water, exhaling to calm myself. Not able to meet his eye, I continued. “He used to be different. He’d take me places, tell me stories, teach me things. He had me help him with the yard, or hold his tools while he did stuff on the house… Like he was trying to connect with me.

“And then right around middle school, when I was twelve or thirteen… I don’t know. Something changed. He grew cold against me, and became demanding. Suddenly it was like no matter what I did, nothing was good enough.”

I sat up straighter and held my chin high, refusing to let myself get down about this whole scenario. “I don’t understand. He has such high expectations of me, but it’s like he wants me to fail so he doesn’t have to be proud of me.”

“Well then he’s a damn fool.”

“Andrew—”

“Maria, my father doesn’t talk much because he always believed that every word out of your mouth should matter. But he made me memorize these three things.” He stood up and began clearing the table. “One, you bend a dry twig, it snaps. You bend one that’s attached to a root or a plant? One that has water in it, one that has nutrients and resources keeping it alive? Green wood bends but doesn’t break.

“Two. You don’t quit until you decide you’re done.” 

He gave me a side-eye. I felt my cheeks heat and attempted to keep his gaze. He stacked the dishes in the dishwasher, and then came back out, surprising me by crouching directly in front of me and forcing me to look him in the eye. He clutched his hands in front of him, like he was afraid he might touch me.

“And three… if you’re going to swear, you don’t do it for fun, do it because the situation calls for it. And your daddy treating you like a failure just because he wants an excuse not to feel like a shit dad, that damn well calls for it.”

I clenched my jaw and took a deep breath, trying to steady myself.

Andrew’s voice was soft as he spoke. “You may not understand why your dad is acting like a jerk, but I can tell you he’s a damn fool if he ain’t proud of you. And I know a part of you will always want his approval. I know it’s not the same… but I’m damn proud of you. So if he’s gonna be an asshole to you, don’t feel obligated to talk to him. Because every time you call him, you step away from the phone hurt. And he has no right to do that to you. You’re worth more than that, Sugar.”

He reached out a hand and brushed his thumb against my cheek, wiping a tear that escaped before I could stop it.

“I’ll put the boys to bed. You take yourself a hot shower, and we can watch a movie and polish off that eggnog that Elizabeth Cooper brought over. Alright?”

There is no way I’m going to be able to resist falling for this man. I stared down at him, crouched by my feet and staring up at me with near reverence in his eyes, and felt my heart slip right into the palm of his hands.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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On Christmas morning, we sat around the tree at Sarah and Bob’s house drinking coffee and eating chocolates and watching the boys play. They were too young to understand that wonderful things came out of gift bags, so they spent the first thirty minutes touching the shiny bags and glittery paper. Eventually, we started pulling out one toy after another, trying to get them to open the gifts, but they didn’t quite make the connection. Eleven o’clock rolled around and they were too overwhelmed and exhausted to play anymore, so I put them down in their little portable crib and went back out to spend more time with the grown-ups. 

Sarah was a doting grandma. She bought several sets of matching everything, and even knit them matching sweaters with J and M embroidered on the front. There were a few gifts for me as well. A pretty bead necklace, a few cute t-shirts, a pair of hiking boots, and a scarf. They’d given us a gift certificate to the only restaurant in the area that wasn’t a sports bar or a fast-food chain, and told us they’d babysit so we could have a night out. It sounded suspiciously like a date, but it was a free meal with no babies, so Drew and I accepted with excitement. He had a subtle smile on his face as he tucked the certificate into his wallet.

I found a sweet-smelling oil designed to strengthen hair at a local shop in Franklin one afternoon, and had picked that up for Andrew, thinking he might use it in his hair. He stared at it for a few beats longer than I expected, and set it in his little pile with a thoughtful expression. Thank you, he mouthed to me. 

He gave me a camera. My jaw fell open when I unwrapped it.

“Drew, oh my goodness, this is…” 

“Don’t you say a damn thing about it costing too much, Maria, I swear.” 

It was a beautiful camera, and he’d given me a few rolls of film to start off with as well. Playfully, I snapped a photo of him giving me his customary “now listen here” expression, and he rolled his eyes. I couldn’t help but laugh. 

There was something I’d learned about Drew recently. He wasn’t always glum or in a bad mood. He just had a face that looked serious all the time. 

His brother, Jonah, was astoundingly late. He arrived around twelve-thirty when we were all settling down with sandwiches and more coffee. He waltzed in like he owned the place and grinned, his eyes sparkling when they fell on me. He had a roguish expression about him and wore a worn-out plaid t-shirt, a pair of blue jeans and a cowboy hat. His long black hair fell down past his shoulders. He looked a little younger than Andrew, but not by much. 

“Well, there she is, the pretty lady.” He tipped his hat at me before he removed it, setting it on the back of a chair in the kitchen. “How do you do, ma’am.” 

“Don’t ma’am me, please,” I laughed. “I’m twenty.” 

“I’m Jonah.” He offered a hand. I took it, expecting a shake, but he kissed my knuckles. 

“Maria.” I drew my hand back awkwardly. The way he was looking at me was disarming, and felt horribly like the way Drew had that night in the bar. Like he wanted a taste to see if it was really as good as he thought. 

“Jonah,” Andrew snapped from the other room. He muttered something incoherent under his breath. Jonah winked at me and sauntered towards his brother. 

The rest of the afternoon was spent playing with the boys, eating far too many sweets, and telling stories. Drew was right about Jonah; he was quite a bit chattier than I expected. He livened up the room and led the conversation, and told plenty of stories about their childhood. Drew seemed more chatty than usual, and I could tell he was in a good mood. I even caught him smiling a few times. I took my fair share of photos with my new camera, excited to have the film developed. 

We got home fairly late and put the boys to bed. They passed out almost immediately and we snuck out of the nursery together. Drew walked close behind me on our way out.

Part of me wanted to say goodnight and go to bed. But the other part wondered if I could get some answers out of Drew tonight, since he seemed to be in such a good mood all day. 

“I love my camera,” I said softly as I turned around. “Thank you so much.”

“I want you to take lots of pictures of the boys as they grow up,” he said, looking me in the eye, but then looking away. 

He was expecting me to leave, I realized. The camera was a request for photos for when I left. 

Ask me to stay. 

Then he said, “My parents would love some photos, and… I’m sure yours would too.”

“Yeah.”

“That hair oil was…” he trailed off as he met my eyes again, looking from one side of my face to the other. He swallowed hard, his eyebrows lowering slightly, making him look a little more intimidating than usual. 

I raised an eyebrow, waiting for him to finish his sentence. 

“Thoughtful. And kind. Thank you.” 

“It’s nothing compared to what you’ve done for me, Drew. I can’t thank you enough. I don’t know where I’d be right now if it wasn’t for your kindness.” 

“Flattery will get you nowhere, Sugar,” he said, and he lifted a hand. He caught a piece of my hair that had fallen from my ponytail and tucked it behind my ear. 

My stomach flipped, and I felt my mouth pop open the smallest bit. 

“I heard what you said,” he whispered softly. “To your mom. About going to school up here.” 

I swallowed hard, not trusting my voice. “Yeah,” I whispered back. “I was thinking about it.” 

“You know, you… all three of you… you can stay as long as you want.” 

I was pretty sure that was as good as I was going to get tonight. “I’d like that.” 

“Okay,” he whispered, and leaned forward towards me. I lifted my chin to meet him, but he turned his face and whispered in my ear. “Merry Christmas, Maria.” He placed the smallest kiss on the side of my cheek, hesitating for a moment and inhaling, like he was smelling me. Then he pulled away and looked at the ground as he went back down the hall to the master bedroom. 

My heart was pounding and my stomach felt fluttery as I leaned against the hallway for a moment, and then snuck back into my own room, leaving the door cracked. Just in case. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

[image: A black and white logo  Description automatically generated with low confidence]

“I heard what you said.”

Don’t do this. Don’t push.

“To your mom. About going to school up here.”

You’re being stupid. You’re a complete fool. 

“You can stay as long as you want.”

I’m not sure what else I said that night, because the fire behind Maria’s eyes was back, and it dragged me kicking and screaming back through that door I’d slammed shut in my brain. Back to the night where it had been so easy to let go of everything and be with her; be honest, be open, be who I needed to be, and take what I needed. 

What I needed was her. I was sure of it. But it was so wrong.

No, not wrong. Selfish. That was the word. 

Sitting around my childhood home opening Christmas gifts and watching the boys laugh and smile, laughing with my brother, watching my family play with my sons… this was something big, and precious, and no matter what my motivations were going into this, I wanted it. It felt right. 

It’ll never happen. Maria was almost ten years younger than me, and needed to get back to her life. She needed a chance to meet and fall in love with someone her own age who she actually liked. 

But the thought of someone else holding her at night, making her smile, stepping into my place as the father of my sons made me want to throw her over my shoulder and get her pregnant again. 

“Merry Christmas, Maria.” Her skin was like velvet under my lips, and I heard her breath catch as I touched her. I couldn't help but relish the feeling and the smell of her skin, hot and heady with a hint of spice. 

Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. 

I practically ran down the hall to get away from her before I scooped her up to take her to my bed. 
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The next few months went by in a blur. At work, we finished the project for the community pool, and got two new housing projects started. January and February were dry, but brutally cold. March rolled around and we were met with almost constant rain, which essentially kept me home and unable to do much more than paperwork. 

I didn’t push Maria again. I couldn’t stomach the idea of manipulating her into something she didn’t want.

That glitter in her eye was back, though. I thought maybe she wanted me to make a move. Still, I wasn’t going to cross that line unless I knew she was sticking around. And this time, I was going to make her take the lead. I could not put her in a compromising position, and I certainly didn’t want her to resent me because she felt pressured.

One afternoon while the boys slept, I saw she’d spread out some flyers and documents at the kitchen table. She was reading through brochures and pamphlets and didn’t even notice me approaching. 

As quietly as possible, I leaned over and got close enough to her ear that I could whisper. “And what are you up to over here?” I watched the hair rise on the back of her neck and goosebumps appear on her arms. 

“I, uh…” she flipped the brochure over. “I’m comparing class requirements between NJC and Western Carolina, to see what I can transfer…” she turned her head a smidge and her eyes widened as she realized I was closer to her than she’d expected. Her eyes dropped to my lips for a moment, and the most delicious blush spread over her cheeks. 

“Oh yeah?” 

“Yeah.”

Tell me you’ll stay. 

“And how’s that going?” 

I barely heard her answer. Something about credit hours. It sounded positive. I was stuck staring at her mouth. Watching those beautiful lips and tongue move was a level of eroticism that I’d never noticed before. Was watching her speak always this sexy? Or just when I was up in her face?

She bit her lip, waiting for a response. I tore my gaze from her mouth and stood straight, forcing some space between us, and gave a non-committal grunt. 

“You didn’t hear a word I said, did you Andrew?” She grinned widely, a mischievous sparkle in her eye. She playfully smacked my arm. 

Oh, Sugar, you are pushing me today. “Maria… you be careful playing that game,” I nodded to her hand. I shut my mouth and forced myself to walk away before I did something stupid, like pull her over my knee and spank her plump little ass.

She’s going to have to make the first move if we do this again, I told myself. I’d thought about it constantly over the past few weeks. If Maria stayed, and she wanted more from me, if she wanted to give us a chance, I would be more than happy to reciprocate. But it had to be on her. I refused to be that person who took advantage of her and roped her into something she didn’t truly want, or that made her situation worse. 

She grinned and tossed her hair over her shoulder, and turned back to her pamphlets. 

Damn it, woman. She was trying to force my hand. 

If there was one thing I could have changed, looking back, that would have been the moment. I should have taken her face in my hands and kissed her senseless, and told her exactly how I felt about her, taken her to my bed, and made sure she believed me beyond a shadow of a doubt. 

Because the very next day, I lost her. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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The following afternoon, Andrew was keeping the boys entertained while I was sewing some buttons back onto his work shirts when the phone rang. 

“Hello! Hello! Hello!” Jacob started chiming, although it sounded more like screaming than actual words. Still, I could tell he was trying. 

Andrew chuckled once as he stood to answer it. “Hello Mark… No, really?... Hm… Hm…” More grunts and affirmative sounds followed over the next fifteen minutes. “Okay. I’ll head down to the bank... Yes. Let’s do it.” 

He hung up and hurried down the hall to his room. He came back a minute later looking phenomenal in a pair of black dress slacks and a white button-down shirt. He pulled his hair into a fast braid as he said, “I have to run to the bank.”

“Alright,” I said, concerned at his eagerness. “Is everything okay?”

“You know that little church we visit sometimes?”

“Sure.”

Words poured from Andrew, and I could hear the excitement in his voice. “If you keep going down that road, all the way up the mountain, it opens into a valley. Right in the middle is a luxury hotel. Incredible architecture. At least a hundred years old. Well maintained.” He tied up his braid and grabbed his wallet and keys. “The owners are sick and want to retire, so they’re trying to sell. The only buyer right now is a company that wants to level it, and build a manufacturing plant. It’s right on the edge of Mark Sullivan’s land, where Jonah and I hunt, and Mark’s been wanting to sell for a while, but he won’t sell to the manufacturers. They want to clear part of the forest, and it’ll destroy the ecosystem of the surrounding ten miles of wildlife if they do that.”

“So you’re going to buy it?” I said, standing up to look at him straight on. I don’t think I’d ever heard so many words come out of his mouth at once. 

“You bet I am… I’m going to buy both,” he said, taking a step towards me, gesturing vaguely. “It’s stunning, Maria. We can turn it into something beautiful. A bed and breakfast, or a resort, or a museum, or something. The business has the capital, and I know the owners will sell to me instead if I get there fast enough with a good offer. Mark and I can work together to get a grant and preserve the surrounding wildlife.”

We can turn it into something beautiful. Those words kept running over and over in my head, and I wanted to dance at the sound of them. Because I was part of his vision for his future.  

I took another step towards him and leaned in, planting a kiss on his cheek. “Good luck.” 

He froze and stared at me, his dark eyes holding something ominous in them. A low growl seemed to reverberate through his chest and my stomach clenched at the sound. 

“Of all the damn worst timing, woman…” he took a step back, flipping his keys in his hand. He lifted a finger and pointed at me. “I’ll deal with you when I get back.” He turned and left, shutting the door firmly and jogging out to his truck. 

I bit my lip. My whole body tingled, and he hadn’t even touched me. 

“When do you think daddy will be back, boys?” I asked quietly. “Hopefully during nap time.” 

I spent the next few hours on cloud nine, imagining my fate when Andrew returned. What was the process for going to the bank and buying a hotel and a forest, I wondered. How long did that take? 

Around four in the afternoon there was a knock at the door. I opened it to see two police officers, standing shoulder to shoulder, taking up the entire landing outside. My hackles rose.

“Mrs. Greenwood?” one of them asked. 

I liked the sound of that more than I liked to admit. I swallowed. “Uh… no, but I live here with Andrew.”

“Is he around?”

“He’s working. Can I help you?”

One of the officers looked over my shoulder into the apartment, the other looked down at a notepad. “Can you tell us where he was on March third and fourth?”

“Today is the ninth…” I thought back to last week. “Oh, that was last Tuesday and Wednesday. It was raining all that week, he couldn’t do any jobs. He was here with me almost the entire time, except once when we went to his parents’ house, and once when we went to church over the weekend.”

The cops looked at each other, then back at me. “He spent the whole time here with you?” One asked. 

The boys chose that exact moment to start screaming at each other, but it dissolved into a fit of giggles. I opened the door a little wider. “I’ll give you two guesses about what kept us occupied.” 

The cops looked relieved and accepted my story. The man holding the notepad flipped it closed and put it in his back pocket. “Thanks for your time, ma’am.”

“Is everything okay, officer?”

“Yes ma’am, everything is fine. We got a complaint of a broken restraining order in Texas, but if he was here with you…”

Restraining order? What the actual hell?

“Yes, and you can ask the pastor of Mountainside Baptist church. We went on Wednesday night for a kid’s play night, and Drew and the pastor spoke for some time.” 

They nodded. “We will. Thanks again for your time, ma’am.” They turned and left, and I watched them get in their car and drive away towards Cullowhee and the little church that held Drew’s alibi. 

Why on earth did Andrew have a restraining order? I paced, listening to the boys playing, trying to figure out what to do next. Reality seemed to slam into place. 

I knew hardly anything about this man. I’d been living with him for over half a year and barely knew him, and he didn’t really talk. 

I called the first person who popped into my head. Marcy Baker, as much as I didn’t prefer her company, seemed to have the scoop on everything going on around town. And I didn’t want to come right out and ask his parents, because I was sure they’d assume I knew already. 

“Hey Marcy, it’s Maria. Do you have a minute?”

“As much as I’m gonna get with a three-year-old lunatic child. What’s up, Maria?”

I took a deep breath and forced the words out as bluntly as possible. “Do you know why Andrew would have a restraining order?”

A hesitation for a moment, and then a long sigh. “Yep,” she said. I heard a flick of a lighter and I held my breath while she lit up. 

“Marcy. Any day now.”

“Sorry. It’s a long story. I don’t know all the details.”

“Tell me what you know.”

“I’m surprised he hasn’t told you about it.”

“You’re surprised that Andrew didn’t talk to me?”

“Eh… fair enough. Okay, here’s what I know. A few years ago, four or five maybe? He was fuckin’ this girl.” 

I rolled my eyes. Marcy, always so eloquent with her words. 

“She lied and told him she was single, but she was actually married. Ruth? Ruby? I can’t remember…  Sutton. Ruth Sutton. That was it. Anyway, he got her pregnant but they didn’t know until the baby came out and it wasn’t white. Her husband kicks her out of the house, tells her he wants nothing to do with her and the bastard kid, right?” She took another long pull on her cigarette and exhaled slowly. 

My whole body felt numb. I didn’t answer. 

“So Ruth moves in with Andy and he’s taking care of her and the kid, but after a few days, she disappears. Just vanishes. He has no idea where she’s gone, and she took the kid with her. A few weeks later, he gets a restraining order put on him from out west somewhere in Kansas, or Texas or something. Turns out Ruth’s old man is Chief of Police, and she made up some tale about how he was hitting her. I think she was worried he was gonna try to get the kid, so she lied and said he had hurt her. And since her daddy was in charge, he went with it. Put a restraining order on him, sent him a letter warning him to stay away. How’d you find out about it all?”

“Cops showed up asking where he was last week.”

“Probably at home with you, considering all that rain. You workin’ on your third yet?” 

“Thanks for the details, Marcy.” I hung up the phone, my tongue feeling like a foreign object in my mouth. 

I couldn’t think. I couldn’t feel anything. I kept running through the story Marcy told me, trying to see things differently than how they looked. Maybe there was more to the story. Maybe, like Marcy had said, Ruth was a liar. Andrew had never shown any level of violence towards me or the boys whatsoever. I’d always felt safe with him. That had to be a lie.

So why had she run?

But that wasn’t the part I was stuck on. The part that bothered me was that I finally knew the answer to my question. I knew why Andrew was being so nice to me, why he’d taken the boys and I into his home to begin with. 

It wasn’t only guilt for getting me pregnant. It was some kind of pay-your-debt-to-karma crap. I was the second chance. I was the one he could do right by. I was his shot at redemption. My boys were… replacements.

And I’d interpreted his guilt as affection, and his effort at redemption as generosity. 

I couldn’t hate him too much for it, but it sure stung. I wished he’d just told me. And the fact that he hadn’t made me think maybe there was even more to it… maybe there was something about it all that he didn’t want me to know.

So what didn’t he want me to know?

I sat for a long time, unsure of what to do or how to feel, other than betrayed and a little scared. Does he even want the boys, or is he just taking care of them because he feels like he has to? Does he even want me around? I thought about his Christmas gift… a camera. A going away present.

What could I do? Where could I go? Could I stomach staying here any longer? How badly would it hurt to hear his voice and sit in that rocking chair every afternoon, he didn’t actually want us around?

I can’t stay here. I’m going to have to leave eventually. The longer I stay, the harder it will be to go. And I had to go eventually. Because I was in love with Andrew Greenwood, and he was keeping me around like a stray puppy to right his past wrongs, not because he actually wanted anything to do with me. 

I didn’t notice my feet moving until I was in front of the phone. My heart racing in my chest, I dialed my mom’s number.  Why was I even calling her? I needed to talk to someone.

“Hello?”

“Hey mom. Um… how are you?”

She seemed surprised to hear me, and her voice was full of concern. “I’m fine, sweetheart, is everything okay?”

“I just… I think I need to leave,” I said, trying not to cry. Even now, the idea of leaving made my heart ache and my throat swell up. “There’s a lot going on and I think it’s best I leave while I still can.”

My mother hesitated and then said, “I see. You have feelings for him, don’t you.”

“Yeah.” My voice broke. “And he doesn’t… really want me here.”

“I’m sorry, sweetie. I’d hoped… well. It doesn’t matter. Hold on, let me get Gretchen’s number. I was talking to her the other day about jobs for you…”

I heard her rustling through papers, probably digging through her purse. “You were?”

“Of course, honey. You know I miss you.”

Anger churned in my gut like sour milk. “Then how come you never visit?”

She didn’t answer.

“Dad doesn’t want you to, does he?”

It was silent on the other end.

“What is it with him?” I said, my voice harsher than I meant it to be. “You guys have told me for years that I’m a super-hero, that I’m strong, that I can do anything, and then High School rolls around and suddenly nothing I do is good enough!”

She hiccupped on the other end.

“Mom?”

I waited, my heart in my throat. My mom was the epitome of put together. She was fiercely independent, brave, and was the only one I knew who never let herself get overemotional. But I could have sworn she sobbed.

Finally, she said in a very soft voice, “There’s a lot you don’t know about your father’s and my relationship, Maria. You are strong. You are good enough… but I’m not.”

“I… I don’t understand.”

“Your father has always wanted sons. You know that. Well… we got pregnant with you, and I was very high risk. The doctor told me I couldn’t have another child.”

I felt my hand cover my lips as I listened, her voice low and almost monotone as she made her confession.

“Your father has been seeing another woman for several years. He has three sons with her. I don’t know why he hasn’t divorced me, honestly,” she said harshly. “I think it’s because my father is still in office, and it would look bad on him. I think he’s paying him to stay married to me.”

I was completely speechless. I had half-brothers out there somewhere? My dad was having an affair with my mom? I knew my grandpa was a rich businessman and mayor, but we didn’t have much of a relationship other than him sending me birthday money and Christmas presents once a year.

The revelation about my father didn’t make sense. “But… you know what he said about my sons, right? He told me I should have aborted them, mom. That’s what he said to me.”

“He said that?”

“Yeah. If he always wanted sons, why does he hate his grandsons so much?”

“I don’t know, sweetie. I really don’t know anymore.”

We were both quiet for a few moments, the mutual hurt seeming to tie us together more than any of the hugs or pep-talks she’d ever given me in the past.

“Do you regret it,” I asked softly.

“Regret what?”

I could barely whisper. “Me.”

She answered immediately. “No.”

I swallowed a few gulps of air, and stood up straight, wiping my eyes. “Okay, mom. I have an idea.”
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My mother and I spoke for another hour. I confessed everything that had happened between Andrew and me, and about the recent revelation I’d had after Marcy’s explanation. As much as I wanted to stay, I knew if I didn’t get out when I had the chance, I’d never leave. And this was the right chance—the right excuse—for me to take. 

We decided she would start looking for an apartment under the guise of me moving back home, and that she would help me look for jobs. Then when I moved back, she would move in with me and help me care for the boys. We could both work part time, I could start going back to school, and eventually, we’d land on our feet.

My dad was going to be livid. We’d have to figure out how to move her out when he was out of town or busy. Maybe we could do it while he was with his other family.

Because neither of us deserved to be living with people who didn’t actually want us around.

I was cleaning when Andrew got home. I knew I looked horrible. My eyes were bloodshot and my face was blotchy. They boys were in their play pen screaming for milk. I heard Andrew come inside, the door shutting softly behind him. Jacob and Matthew’s screams turned to cries of delight, and I felt my eyes burn.

How much would they miss him? How much would I miss him?

I could see Andrew in my mind’s eye. He would unlace his boots and throw his wallet and keys in the basket by the door like he did every evening when he returned.

“Now boys, you have to be good tonight.” I could barely hear his quiet voice.

I was torn. Part of me wanted to let him come up behind me, wrap his arms around me, and let him “deal with me” the way he’d threatened earlier in the day. But the other part of me hated that it felt superficial.

The phone rang and I picked up right away. “Hello?”

“Honey, I found something. Melanie and her husband want to rent out their vacation home in AC. They’d let us rent it for a good price. It’s close to campus.”

“Their house is really nice, isn’t it? I worry the boys will break something…”

I heard Andrew’s slow, steady footsteps behind me. My heart turned over painfully. Please don’t touch me, I thought. Please don’t make this harder than it needs to be.

“I’m sure we’d pack up all their nice things. It’s four bedrooms. Plenty of space.”

“Okay. I heard from Gretchen, too. She said she was putting feelers out for me for jobs.”

Andrew’s footsteps stopped.

“We’re going to make this work, honey. And… thank you. Thank you for… well.” She took a deep breath and exhaled shakily.

I rubbed at my eyes as well. “I think it’ll work. We’ll be okay. I’ll see you soon?”

“I have to go,” she said. “Your father is home.”

“I’ll call you when I have a plan for getting home.”

“Is Andrew home?”

“…yes.”

“Okay. Good luck, sweetie. See you soon.”

“Thanks, mom.” I hung up the phone.

Standing tall and still as stone, I struggled to take deep breaths. I didn’t want to turn and look at Andrew. I could hear him, standing a few paces behind me, unmoving, watching me. He stood frozen for a few moments before he quietly turned back to the door, shoving his shoes back on his feet, and leaving the apartment without even tying them. 

When I heard the crunch of gravel outside as he drove away, I dropped my face into my hands, and let myself cry again. Just for a few minutes, to get it out. I sobbed and cried and clenched my fists, letting the betrayal and the confusion run through me. 

Part of me wished he had confronted me, forced me to look at him and demanded an answer. He would tell me the truth, that everything that Marcy said was a lie, that he loved me and the boys and wanted me to stay, and then…

But that hadn’t happened. He’d put his shoes back on, and walked out the door.

He didn’t care. He didn’t want to deal with my crying, and my annoying screaming children if he wasn’t going to get anything out of it. And now he knew his purgatory was coming to an end.

This is exactly why I’m leaving, I told myself. Because I don’t want to stay here and fall in love with a man who doesn’t want me back.

I gulped down some water, washed my face, and started making dinner.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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I sat in my workshop, staring at the beams and slabs of beautiful dark stained wood filling most of the space. My gut churned and I felt lightheaded. 

What the hell happened? When I’d left that morning, Maria was grinning with sparkling eyes and had kissed me on the cheek. When I’d come back, ready to claim her as mine, she’d looked betrayed, and was calling her mom to find jobs in New Jersey. 

She was leaving. She was leaving, with my sons, and going back across three state lines, and I’d probably never see them again. And I had no idea what I did wrong. 

I looked at my watch. It was seven o’clock and I needed to go home. But I couldn't stand up. I couldn't move. 

What did I do? 

“Fuck!” I threw myself to my feet and launched a kick at one of the slabs of wood. It flew across the room, splintering as it hit the opposite wall. 

I couldn’t make the same mistake again. I couldn’t let them go without a fight… unless she really truly wanted to leave. I needed to talk to her.

I did finally get home that night. The boys were already in bed. There were two little bowls and spoons in the sink, and the pot from the spaghetti, but no plate.

She hadn’t eaten. I felt like I couldn't eat either. 

I found her in the nursery tucking them in. Inching into the room and standing beside her, I watched her rub her fingers over Matthew’s hand. He smiled when he saw me, and I felt my throat close up. 

What did I do wrong? How could I make this right? Could I change her mind?

Maria left the nursery, not speaking a word. I stared at the boys a little longer, and then moved to follow her. She was switching a load of laundry. 

“Maria,” I started. 

“Cops came by today.” 

Shit. Was this about Ruth? I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “What did they tell you?”

“Something about a daughter a few years ago, and a restraining order.” She very carefully set the lid of the washing machine down so it wouldn't slam, and somehow, it was worse than if she’d let it bang shut. 

“Andrew, please, fill me in. I’m sure I don’t know both sides here.” She refused to look me in the eye, instead folding the freshly dried clothes right there on top of the dryer. 

I summarized the story as best I could. “Ruth lied. She told me she was single, and she never told me she was pregnant. She showed up on my doorstep after she’d been kicked out.

“She moved in with me… she was an addict, Maria. High off her ass all the damn time. I took time off work to take care of her and the kid, but I came back from the grocery store one day and she was gone.

“I’ve been looking for them for years. Hired a PI, tried to call the cops up there… they said they’d arrest me if I kept snooping around and trying to find her. She changed her name and disappeared. My PI can’t find them.” 

She was quiet, staring at the shirt in front of her, and then she shook it out, snapping it to pull the wrinkles out. 

“Thank you,” she whispered. “That does make me feel better about what I heard.”

I waited, my throat still thick, my blood rushing in my ears. She didn’t say anything else, she just took the folded clothes and the shirts on the hanger and snuck past me, heading to my room to set the clothes on my bed, before taking hers to her bedroom. 

She was still planning to leave, then. 

What else was I supposed to do? What else could I have done? I wanted to shout. But Maria’s face had turned to stone, and she wouldn't look me in the eye.

“You’re… leaving?”

“I have to.”

I followed her into her bedroom, standing outside the door.

“Why?”

“My mom is leaving my dad.”

“…I’m sorry to hear that.”

“He has another family with another woman.”

“That must have been a lot to take in.”

She closed her eyes, halting her chores and steadying herself before she continued. “We both need jobs and a place to stay, so we’re going to live together. She already found a place that will work. We can get out of your hair.”

So this isn’t about me? Or it is?

“You’re welcome to come visit the boys, if you want to.” There was a harshness in her voice that cut me to the core.

I didn’t know what else to say or do, so I went back to my room, took a shower, and climbed into bed. Maybe when I woke up, all this would be a bad dream, and I’d wake up to find her in my bed with me. 
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The next day, Maria was quiet. Civil, polite, but quiet. She didn’t look at me, only speaking to me when she had to, and she kept it professional and closed off. The only time she met my eye was when I came home and Matthew pulled himself to his feet. I watched as Matthew let out a delighted cry and took several staggering steps forward before falling to his hands and knees, only to crawl as fast as he could over to me, sitting right in front of my feet. I looked from him to her, and saw a well of sadness behind her eyes and I choked at how beautiful and how hurt she looked. 

“Maria,” I started, but she looked away, and then rushed to her feet, scooping Matthew up from the ground and carrying him away into the other room, her eyes red around the rim. 

I clenched my fist and almost put it through the wall. I wasn't just upset anymore. I was furious. And I didn’t want to be around my sons when I was this angry. It wasn’t fair to them. 

But I didn’t want to lose a second, because in a few hours, they’d be gone. 

I swore, and went to the kitchen, downing a full glass of water, and then an entire beer in quick succession. It didn’t help. 

And no matter how hard I wanted to be angry at her, to hate her, to erase the awful feeling of the impending loss, I couldn’t. I could never hate her. She was too wonderful, and I knew I didn’t deserve her to begin with. 

This was just… Karma. 

And Karma was a real bitch. 

The day she planned to leave, I took off so I could help her pack. She had almost everything shoved into her tiny car, and I loaded the bags and suitcases and stray toys into every nook and cranny I could find. The one thing she couldn’t take with her was the one thing I never wanted to look at again: that damn rocking chair. It sat in the corner of the room, neither of us willing to acknowledge that it was up to me to dispose of the thing. 

The boys were fussy and were kicking and crying as she buckled them in. I stood in the driveway, mute, numb, unable to process what was going on. I understood she was leaving to help her mom and get back on her feet—like she always said she would—but I didn’t understand why my former relationship with Ruth Sutton, and the daughter I wasn’t allowed to take care of, had anything to do with us.

I watched her push her hair out of her face for the umpteenth time that morning, trying to get Matthew to stop wiggling while she buckled him into his car seat. 

“Sit still!” she snapped. He froze, and then started to cry. She dropped her head in shame. 

My eyes burned. My throat was so thick I couldn’t swallow. I felt completely paralyzed.

Maria took a deep breath, buckled Matthew in, and kissed him on the forehead, wiping away his tears. “I’m sorry, baby,” she whispered. “Momma loves you.” 

I clenched my jaw. She was so fucking perfect, so good to our boys, and she loved them so much. She was such a good mom, and such a sweet, strong, brave person. What the actual fuck was I going to do without her? I started to feel panicky, like there were fire ants crawling all over my back and arms. No, there’s no way this is happening. I can’t be losing them. This is a joke.

She finally finished, and she shut the door, standing tall and taking a deep breath. She looked up at the sky. Then she faced me for the first time in what felt like a decade. 

“Thank you, Drew.”

Don’t leave. 

“I’ll… send you photos.” 

Please stay. Don’t take them away. Don’t leave me. 

“You’re welcome to visit, just call me.” 

I’m in love with you. 

My stomach dropped out as she turned away. Her eyes flashed with that incredible strength that couldn’t be beat out of her, even at her lowest moments, and she climbed into her car with her chin held high. I heard the engine start. The radio turned on. Your time has come to shine, all your dreams are on their way. 

I choked and my hand flew to my mouth as the car started moving. Then she pulled out of the driveway, and I wasn’t sure what was happening to me, because it felt like I was falling. The only thing I could see were Jacob’s hands stretching up in the back window, and the flutter of Maria’s hair moving from the air conditioning. My throat burned. My chest ached. My legs hurt. I felt like I was dying. So I did the only thing I could think of, even though it was too little too late. 

I took off running.

No way, Greenwood, I thought. No fucking way. Greenwoods don’t quit until they decide they’re done. And we are not done here.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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The hardest day of my life so far was just beginning, and it was off to a shit start. Drew stood there, blank faced, unmoving, while I buckled the boys in. He didn’t even come around to say goodbye to them. I snapped at Matthew, which made me feel like a total asshole. 

Last chance, I thought to myself. Because once I leave here, I’m not coming back like a dog with my tail between my legs. 

“Thank you, Drew,” I said, forcing myself to look at him. I would be a grown-up about this. 

“I’ll send you photos… You’re welcome to visit, just call me.” 

Ask me to stay. Tell me you hate me. Do something. Don’t just stand there like a damn statue. 

He looked like he wasn’t even breathing. 

This is why I’m leaving, I reminded myself. This. Right here. Because Andrew clearly didn’t care. He’d paid his debt, he’d earned his points, he’d cleared his conscience. I was getting out of his home and leaving him to his life, and would no longer be a burden to him. 

Maybe I wasn’t a good enough replacement.

Without even a goodbye, I turned and got into my car, feeling like I was ripping my heart in half. Simon and Garfunkel wailed about dreams and friendship while I drove down the street and pulled onto the highway. 

Jacob started crying. I started crying too, because damn if I didn’t despise Andrew Greenwood at that moment. My heart was aching, I was scared, without a job, and about to move in with my mom and earn some real true wrath from my father.

But damn it, I deserved more than Andrew’s pity. If I was going to accept help from someone, it was going to be because they wanted to give it to me, because they loved me and my sons. Because they wanted to be with me.

Maybe one day I would fall in love the right way around.

“Jacob, hush baby,” I said around my tears. I caught a glimpse of him waving his hand in the rear view mirror—

And choked on my tears at the sight behind me. Andrew Greenwood was sprinting down the side of the highway, waving his arms like a madman. 

Had I left something important? With the way my memory was these days, and the way my head wasn’t in the game today, it was totally possible. “I’m going to regret this, aren’t I,” I muttered, pulling over to the side of the road. 

I threw the car in park and rolled down the window, waiting for Andrew to catch up. He slammed his hands on the open windowsill of my car and gasped, breathing hard from his sprint. 

“What the heck, Andrew?”

“Fuck no, Maria, we are not done.” He grabbed the door of the car and threw it open and fell to his knees in front of me, taking my shoulders in his hands. He panted, sweat dripping down the side of his face, and his cheeks… No. He was crying. 

“Drew, I—”

“Maria, I’m begging you baby, for the love of God, don’t leave.” 

I struggled to catch my breath as the words tumbled from his mouth. My hand flew to my mouth to cover my own choking sobs. Damn this man. 

“I’ll give you whatever you want. I’ll make you happy. I’ll build us a house. You want a house, Sugar? With a big yard for our boys, and a huge kitchen, and a skylight to watch the stars? I’ll give it to you. You can have it all, you can have the world.” 

“Drew,” I choked out, shaking my head. “I can’t do this.” 

“I need you.” 

“I need someone—” I choked again, and forced myself to breathe. I felt laughter bubbling up from me, like my body couldn't quite believe what was going on around me, and laughter was the only way I could deal with the tension and the confusion inside me.

“I am not going to stick around and let you use us to clear your conscience. I’m sorry, but I’ll never replace your little girl.”

“You and those boys are not replacing my little girl. I’ll find her one day and I’ll love the shit out of her, but until then, why won’t you let me keep you too?”

“Because I know this isn’t about me! It isn’t about us!” I snapped, letting the words pour out. “It’s about what you lost, and that’s not fair to us! You’ve never wanted us around, you just feel guilty! And it’s killing me, because I love you, and I know you don’t—”

He cut me off by grabbing my face and crushing his mouth against mine. He pulled at my lips, sucking and biting, his tongue sliding into my mouth and claiming me. Every time I opened my mouth to speak, he kissed me harder, stealing the breath right out of my lungs. 

When he pulled away, we were both openly crying, gasping for air, our foreheads pressed together. He brushed his thumbs across my cheeks, wiping away my tears as they fell. 

“You think I don’t love you?” he whispered as he caught his breath. “Baby. Sugar.” A kiss on my cheek. Then my forehead. Then my neck, where he sucked hard for a minute before he let go, my skin popping out of his mouth as he released me. 

He held my face and looked me straight in the eyes. “Maria Steel, I’m completely in love with you, and I swear to God if you leave me, it will kill me.” 

I was speechless, sitting there as the cold March wind whipped into the car, the boys babbling behind us, an occasional car rushing by and honking loudly. Because Drew was on his knees in front of me, begging me to stay, and he loved me. 

I felt like the whole world tilted. “You… you do?”

He pulled me to my feet and pressed me against the side of the car. His body seemed to envelop me as he wrapped his arms around me. Placing one hand on the small of my back and the other on the back of my neck, he pulled me into him. He dropped his face into my hair and I pressed myself into the firm strength of his body. I felt like I was flying. 

“I do,” he whispered. He fisted my hair and tugged gently, forcing me to tilt my face up to meet him. “And I’ll give you everything I have. I’ll give you my whole damn life. Maria I swear, when I met you, when I first invited you over, you’re right, I felt bad. And yeah, maybe at first, I felt like this was my second chance… but it wasn’t because… I didn’t… you just… Damnit.” He tilted his head and kissed me again.

“But you were never a chore. You were never a second-hand replacement for someone else. You and those boys… I couldn’t help but fall in love with you. Can you blame me?” He kissed me again, coaxing a sigh from my lips. He spoke against my mouth. “Can you forgive me?” Another kiss. “Will you stay?”

Warmth and joy bloomed in my chest, and I felt that familiar bubbling of laughter erupt from me. I was so damn happy I couldn’t even speak. I hugged him as hard as I could and let him kiss me over and over. 

“Maria, Sugar, answer me,” he said around another kiss. “Stay with me. Marry me. Don’t you ever leave me again.” 

I pulled back at that. “What?”

Drew looked like he just came up with a brilliant idea. His eyes widened and seemed to glow. “Marry me. Be my wife. So you’ll never leave. I swear to God, I’ll marry you right now. Today. Let’s go. I’ll adopt the boys. You guys belong to me. I will fight to keep you. I am not going to quit on you.” Another kiss, and then he nibbled across my jaw and nipped at my ear. “I warned you. Greenwoods don’t quit. I’ll chase you back to New Jersey if you try to leave.” 

My head was swimming, and I felt euphoric, like I was high. All the anguish I’d experienced over the past few days seemed like the stupidest waste of time. I cried a little more and he kept kissing me, kept whispering to me, begging me. “Please. Please stay. Don’t go. Don’t take my boys away from me.” 

“Okay.” I whispered. “I’ll stay… on one condition.”

“Anything.”

“You really need to get better at talking to me.” 

He threw his arms around me and crushed me to his chest, breathing against my neck. I felt the dampness from his eyes against my skin.

“I mean it, Andrew,” I said against his neck. “You don’t have to be good at talking, you just have to fricking try.”

“Oh damn, she’s cursing. You are serious, aren’t you, Sugar.”

“Dead serious.” I looked up at him and reached for his face to thumb away the few tears on his cheeks.

“Stop that,” he muttered, batting my hands away and rubbing his eyes on his sleeve. “Come on, you crazy woman, get in the car.” 

“Oh, I’m crazy,” I laughed, as he moved me around to the passenger side of the car. It was currently stuffed full of diaper bags and snacks, but I managed to fit in around the mess. 

He climbed into the driver's side. “Yes, you’re crazy,” he muttered under his breath. “Hooking up with a man ten years older than you and then making him fall in love with you. Damn it.” 

I laughed again. Nothing felt real, but I knew it was. It had to be. I felt like I could breathe again. 

Andrew checked behind him carefully, reaching back for a second to squeeze the boy's feet, and then pulled out onto the highway again, switching lanes.

“When we get home, you’ll have to call your mom, let her know you’re not coming home.”

“Oh my god, Drew… I promised to help her.”

“What’s going on with her? Why does she need your help?”

As we drove, I explained the entire situation to him; about my dad being controlling, about him not letting her visit me, and about how she hasn’t worked in years because he wanted to keep her in the house. She needed to get out. She deserved someone who didn’t resent her.

“Okay,” he nodded. “I’ve got an idea. Don’t you worry your head over it, I’ll take care of it. I promise.”

“You know, I could get used to you communicating with me.”

He rolled his eyes and turned the music up. ABBA came on and I felt myself laugh as the familiar tune brought me back to that day in the dining room, dancing with my unborn twins.

We drove for a few minutes before I realized he hadn’t yet turned around. “Drew, where are we going?” 

He turned the radio up, singing loudly – and badly – as he ignored my question. If you change your mind, I’m the first in line. Honey I’m still free, take a chance on me…  


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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It didn’t take long to figure out where we were going. Drew was still singing under his breath when we arrived at the courthouse, completely ignoring my demands to take me home.

“Not a chance, Maria,” he said finally, catching me by the wrist. “You’re beautiful, you’re perfect, and I’m not going to give you an extra moment to second-guess yourself. Let’s go, boys,” he said, hitching Jacob on his hip and basically throwing Matthew over his shoulder. He kicked the car door shut and walked confidently towards the courthouse, not even looking back to make sure I was following him. 

I shook my head in astonishment at my situation, and then jogged after him. 

“Andrew, this is ridiculous!”

“I told you, you were a crazy woman.”

“Well that makes you a crazy man.”

“Well, at least you know what you’re getting yourself into.” He stopped in front of one of the clerks. Andrew was sweating and holding two infant children practically upside down. The boys thought it was a game, and giggled hysterically.

He looked at the clerk. “Hi, we’d like to get married, please. Right now.” 

The clerk worked her mouth in an attempt to remain stoic at the scene unfolding in front of her. “Okay… I need a driver's license, social security, and a witness. We’re pretty empty today so you’re in luck.”

Andrew handed Jacob to me, still holding Matthew over his shoulder by his ankle. He dug into his jeans for his wallet, giving me a side-eye. 

“You’re serious.” 

“Maria, you and the boys are not leaving this building without my last name. And then I’m going to spend the rest of my life bending over backwards to make you happy. Now give the lady your paperwork.” 

I froze. This was serious. This wasn’t just me moving in with him, living with him anymore. This was us, as a family, forever. 

My mind raced. 

Word of advice, Maria. Don’t marry Andy just because he’s the father of your kids.

Drew must have seen the panic on my face. He set Matthew down on his feet, and dropped to his knee right in the middle of the court office, holding my hands firmly in his. 

“I’m never going to quit on you, Maria.” I swallowed hard at his words. “You know I’m shit at this,” he added, mumbling, but cleared his throat. “I didn’t even know how badly I needed you until I started to think about life without you. I didn’t know I wanted a family until you gave me one. I didn’t know how much I could love those boys until—”

“Da da da da da da,” Matthew said, tugging on Andrew’s hair. 

I gasped. “Is he… he’s talking.”

People around us snickered. Andrew coughed. “Excellent timing, son.” 

I guess that depends on your definition of love… being in love is nice, but the trust and the devotion and the security that comes with really loving someone and not quitting on them? That’s the real magic.

“Andrew, this is forever.”

“You better damn well believe it is.”

“Language, Andrew.”

“Marry me, Maria.”

This was stupid. Really, truly thoughtless, and stupid, and we should move back in together and wait.

Jacob giggled and threw his arms around Drew’s neck.

Pick the one you know you’ll regret if you don’t. 

“Okay.” 

Around us, people cheered and clapped, and Andrew stood up and pulled me into his arms again. I hadn’t even noticed people had stopped to watch or listen. I dug through my pocketbook to find the requested paperwork, sliding it across the desk to the clerk, my hands shaking with giddy energy.

What is even happening in my life right now? 

“Did you bring a witness?” the clerk asked. 

We looked at each other, and then turned around to the room around us. Andrew spoke up. “Uh… anyone want to witness a wedding?” 
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The whole thing was absolutely ridiculous. Two random strangers held our sons in the pews of the small chapel, a man and a woman I didn’t know stood by and signed as witnesses. Andrew and I stumbled through the most chaotic, unplanned vows ever exchanged. But when it was over, he kissed me and put a gold band on my finger he’d bought for fifty dollars at the front desk, and we posed for a few pictures. My hair was a mess and both of our eyes were red from crying, but we couldn’t stop smiling. On our way out, we filled out the paperwork to get mine and the boys’ name changed. 

Back at Andrew’s apartment, he helped me unload and unpack all the stuff we’d packed that morning, and we laughed the whole time. I’d never seen him smile so hard. 

He kissed my cheek as he walked past me with my suitcase, winking at me as he brought it into the master bedroom. 

I shivered in excitement. I loved Andrew, but I craved him even more than I had when I’d first met him, even more than I had when I realized I was in love with him. Because now, he was mine. Like it had so many times before, our night in the grungy little inn came back to mind and I felt myself tingle in excitement.

When we were done unpacking, we let the boys play on the floor of their bedroom while Drew and I stood in the kitchen, and we called our parents. 

He went first, and the conversation went about as expected. His folks were ecstatic, and I could hear his mother crying on the other end of the line. He pulled me close to his face so I could hear through the phone.

“How dare you get married without letting us be there!” I heard her say through her tears.

“We’ll have another one later, with flowers and cake. But I had to lock her down.” He winked at me. “It was that or get her pregnant again.”

My eyes widened and I felt my face flush. “Andrew,” I whispered, pulling back slightly.

“Hey, is Jonah there?... Great, put him on… Hey brother. When do you leave? Okay. Listen, I have a situation. Maria’s mom needs a place to stay for a while.”

He was going to have my mom stay with his brother? I started to speak but he placed a finger over my lips. “I don’t know how long it’ll be, but with you being gone for the year, I figure she can take care of your place and she’ll have a chance to get herself situated up here during that time. That okay?... Okay. Great… Hunting? No, not this weekend. We’re going to be kind of busy. Say hi to Sully for me.” 

He finally hung up.

“Your brother?” I asked.

“He’s taking a job out of state for a year, maybe longer. He asked if I would look out for his place… but since your mom needs an out…”

I kissed him. “Andrew, that’s perfect.”

“You’re perfect,” he said, taking my chin in his hand and pulling my mouth back to meet his. His tongue pressed against the seam of my lips, and I sighed as he slid it inside. He groaned into my mouth. “So fucking perfect.”

I pulled back slightly. “You know, I love that your verbal dam has broken… but we’re going to need to work on your swearing.” I grinned at my pun while he glared at me. 

“Oh, we can work on my swearing,” he growled, grasping my hips and pulling me tight against him. I laughed as he pushed his face into my neck and kissed his way down to the neckline of my shirt. “I’ll show you some great swearing.” 

“Andrew, get off me…” I laughed, and then sobered. “It’s my turn.” 

He sighed and pulled back. I had no clue which parent would answer, or how my mom would react. I could only hope she’d be happy for me.

Neither of them answered. I got the answering machine. Startled, I struggled to leave a message. “Hey!... uh, mom, call me, I have some news. There’s been a slight change of plans. And by slight, I mean major. Anyway. Talk to you soon. Love you. Bye.”

I hung up the phone and sighed. “I hope she’s not too disappointed in me,” I said softly.

“Why would she be?”

“I don’t know… I guess that’s still the first thing I feel when I think about either of my parents. Knowing what I know now, my mom was probably trying to keep the peace in the house, and took my dad’s side out of self-preservation.”

“When you say self-preservation… is he hurting her?”

I bit my lip and shrugged. “She didn’t say. I don’t think so… not physically, at least. But Drew, I’ve never, ever heard her cry. I’ve never heard that tone in her voice. I had to help her. I have to.” I felt my eyes well with tears as I remembered the sound that my mother had made when she’d choked on her sobs over the phone.

“We’re going to help her, Sugar. I promise.”

“Thank you, Drew.”

“I love you so damn much, Maria Greenwood.” 

I bit my lip and sighed. I really liked the sound of that.  

He took my face in his hands and kissed me passionately, walking me back towards the kitchen counter as he lapped at my mouth. His hands went down to my waist and he picked me up, and I laughed in surprise as he sat me down on the counter, spreading my knees and pressing himself against me. 

“How long do you think they’ll stay busy in there,” Drew growled into my mouth. 

“Not long enough,” I purred back. 

The phone rang and I jumped. He sighed heavily and pulled away, handing me the phone and holding my knees while I brought it to my face. 

“Greenwoods,” I smiled, keeping my eyes on Andrew. His gaze intensified. He was definitely coming up with all kinds of ideas, and it made me shift on the counter. 

“Maria, I got your message. Is everything okay?” She sounded so concerned.

“Yes, everything is fine… is dad there?”

“He’s at the dinner table.”

“Okay, listen… I’m not coming home.”

She didn’t answer.

“But…” I turned to look at Drew. “We’re coming to get you.” Drew nodded at me, and I smiled.

“We?”

“I… I married him.”

“You… you did what?”

“I love him, mom.”

“I know that, honey. But I thought you said—”

“He told me the truth. He loves me too.” I smiled around the words. They still felt so surreal.

“So you’re getting married?”

“Uh… no. We eloped.”

“Oh… Maria.”

I could hear my father shout from the other side of the room. “Did the little slut get pregnant again?”

I gasped and clenched my jaw to avoid shouting back. Keep your cool, I told myself. It’ll be worth it when I show up with Drew to come get my mom and bring her up here.

“Don’t tell dad… or do, whatever. I don’t care. Listen, we have somewhere for you to stay, your own private place. We’re going to come get you and take you back here.”

She seemed to consider, then she spoke softly. “Okay.”

“You’re going to love it up here, mom. It’s beautiful. I know it’s scary… you can do it. You won’t be alone. The boys are just starting to walk… and they’re trying so hard to talk. It’s so sweet.”

“Thank you, sweetie. I can’t wait to see them… and you. I’ll see you soon.”

“Hang in there.”

I handed the phone back to Drew, and he set it down on the receiver as he spoke. “We can go sometime next week. Does that work? Maybe we can have my folks watch the boys for a few days so we can leave them here and go get your mom?”

“That would be great. But won’t you have to take off work? Why don’t we go this weekend?”

“Because… we’re going to be very busy this weekend.” His eyes traced my figure as he spoke, reminding me of the night I fell for his easy flirting and smooth-talking.

He picked up the phone receiver again, laying it on the counter so it wouldn’t ring. “Now where were we?”

Just as he took a step towards me, Matthew started screaming, and Jacob followed suit. 

I rolled my eyes. He shook his head again and whispered, “Little cockblocks.” 

“Andrew Greenwood!” 

“Sugar…” he leaned in and kissed my neck. “Don’t give me shit. I’ve been thinking about the next time I get to be inside you since the last time I was inside you.” 

I blushed and slid off the counter. “I think we should order pizza tonight.”

“I think that’s a great idea.” 
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The boys were finally in bed. I’d showered, shaved, and put on my favorite floral scented lotion that I only broke out for special occasions. I wish I had something sexy to wear, I thought. But all my underwear was practical, worn out, and slightly stained.

Andrew was pacing in his bedroom when I came out of the bathroom. He still had his jeans on, and his shirt was unbuttoned and open, displaying his incredible body. Since I didn’t have a single sexy thing to my name, I wore a pair of panties and one of his button-down shirts I’d snatched from the clean laundry, knotting it above my belly button. His eyes went down my legs and then back up, resting on my chest for a beat before he met my eyes. 

He clenched his fists. He’d brushed his hair and it hung long and straight, falling to the middle of his back. His dark, deeply browned skin seemed to glow in the low light in his room. 

“Sugar, get that sweet ass over here right now.” 

I cocked my head playfully, wondering exactly what it would take to make him snap. Memories of our last experience together kept flitting through my mind, and I was already wet with excitement. 

I put my hands on my hips, as if I were actually going to resist him. “Andrew, you and your filthy mouth… what have I told you about swearing?” 

He stalked towards me like he was a predator, and I was his dinner, and he. was. starving. “Oh I’ll show you a filthy mouth, you little tease… come here.”

He grabbed me by the waist and crushed me against him, taking my mouth and yanking open the shirt I wore. I heard the fabric tear. 

“Drew!”

“Maria,” he groaned, and I couldn’t be mad anymore, because his hands were finally on my skin again, touching me, stroking me, relishing me.

He pushed the ruined shirt off my shoulders and cupped my breasts, moaning as he dropped his face into them. I felt his lips on my nipple, sucking and licking and flicking his tongue until I could barely stand up.

“Drew,” I mumbled. I needed to be naked and in bed with him as quickly as possible.

“Do you have any idea how incredibly sexy your tits are?” He squeezed them again, nipping at one of my nipples and then flicking it with his tongue. 

He dragged me up onto the bed and worked to get his own pants off. He was still just as gorgeous, and just as intimidating as I remembered. He reached for me and I climbed closer to him, throwing a leg over and grinding on his lap. He groaned and his eyes rolled back for a moment before he took my mouth, kissing me with fervor. We danced against each other, grinding and teasing and feeling. 

I reached down and took his length in my hand and he let out a strained sound. We both froze as we heard a sound from the other room. One of the boys was fussing. 

Neither of us moved, waiting for him to quiet down. Instead of another cry, there was a giggle, and then a burst of wild laughter. 

Drew and I snickered quietly, trying to get the moment back. “Second best sound in the world,” he smiled. 

“Oh yeah,” I said, kissing his neck as I slowly pumped him. “What’s the first?”

“I’ll point it out to you when it comes out of your mouth.” Then he rolled me onto my back and looked down at me in warning. “You’d better be quiet. Don’t you wake up those boys.”

“I’ll try, I promise.”

“If you fail, you’re going to be in trouble,” he whispered, kissing my neck and slowly making his way down my body.

Oh, please do that thing again…

“Oh yeah?” My voice was breathy. “You going to punish me?”

He was nibbling down my belly. He tore his eyes away from my skin and looked up at me, and I realized he’d taken my statement as a challenge.

In a flash, he’d rolled me over onto my belly, then grabbed my hips and pulled me up onto my knees. I gasped in embarrassment, knowing I was completely exposed to him.

“Stay quiet, Sugar… if you can.”

I dropped my face into the mattress as he gave me a long, slow lick. He growled and pulled my ass up closer to his face, shoving his nose and mouth into my sex and devouring me.

“Oh…”

His tongue flicked against my clit and then dove into me, lapping and sucking like I was his favorite meal. Then he ate me hungrily, alternating between my pussy and my clit until I was drenched and desperate.

“Andrew, I’m so close,” I whispered, desperate to finish.

“I know, Sugar, but I’m not done yet. Now be good and be quiet.”

“Are you teasing me on purpose?”

I felt him snicker against me.

I pulled away, which was harder than I expected it to be. He reached out to pull me back to him, but I crawled out of his grip. He caught my ankle and dragged me back, knotting his hand in my hair and pinning me down to the bed.

Leaning forward he panted in my ear. “I fucking told you to be good. I am not done with your sweet little pussy yet.”

“I need you inside me, Drew.”

He hesitated and then dropped his lips to my shoulder, groaning slightly. I could feel his cock pressing into the seam of my thighs, dripping from his excitement.

“Condom?”

“Don’t move.”

He pulled away and rummaged through his bedside table, yanking out a box. He stopped and looked at me, somewhat panicked.

“What?”

“Um… well, these didn’t work so well last time.”

“My pills failed last time. I’m back on them.”

He still looked concerned. “Maria… will you hate me if you get pregnant again?”

I shook my head and bit back a smile. “No, Andrew, I won’t hate you. Now please, I’m begging you—“

He had the condom on before I could even finish my sentence. Rolling me onto my back, he pressed my knees to my chest and pressed the head of his cock inside me.

Our eyes locked and I swear for a minute we were connected in some way we hadn’t been, even the last time. It felt like our bodies were the same body. I melted under him as I felt him move inside me, biting my lip from the tight stretch and the pure relief of being filled so completely.

“You’re mine,” he whispered as he started to thrust. He moved slowly, kissing me and squeezing me and working me up. “You’re mine and I’m never going to let you leave.”

I threw my arms around his neck as I got closer and more frantic, rocking my hips to meet his thrusts.

“That’s right, Sugar… that’s right. Oh, yeah, baby, let me feel you come on my cock.”

Pleasure roared through me and I shuddered. He kissed me through my orgasm and I felt him pulse inside me, finding his own relief. I could barely breathe by the time he pulled away.

“How many rounds do you think we can go before we both pass out?” He spoke against my neck.

“Oh… I think I have one or two more in me.”

“One or two?” he chuckled. “Last time we were up in double digits.”

“Last time I wasn’t this tired!”

“Well…” he nibbled at my neck, his fingers trailing down my body. “How about I make you come until you fall asleep, okay, Sugar? You just lay back and relax and let me take care of you.”


CHAPTER TWENTY
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My parents had the boys for the weekend. Jonah had already left for his job, and we’d spent yesterday getting the house ready for Maria’s mom.

The drive up to the Steel’s house was a lot faster than the last time we’d made the trip. I took the truck so we’d have space for anything she wanted to bring, and Maria rode with me in the front seat. While we drove, she told me stories about her childhood and her mother.

“She made me Halloween costumes every year until I realized it wasn’t cool to have a homemade Halloween costume,” she said.

“What kinds of costumes did she make you?”

“Oh, I was always a superhero. Pretty much every year.”

“Of course you were. Which one?”

“Me. I was Super-Steel.”

I smiled at that. Hopefully her mom had photos of that somewhere. “You still are, Sugar.”

“Do you think my dad will throw a fit?” There was tension in her voice.

“I think if he does, he’ll be up against the wrath of Maria Greenwood, and that’s not something to fuck with.”

She didn’t correct my language. She smiled instead.

“Let me tell you something…” I said as we pulled into the driveway. I parked the truck and turned to face her, cupping her chin in my hands. “You’re the strongest, bravest woman I know, and I bet you got that from somewhere. Let’s go get your momma out of here and get a fresh start, regardless of your old man, okay? And maybe if he’s sensible, you’ll get to see him grovel and ask for forgiveness.”

“I do love me some groveling,” she smirked, leaning forward to kiss me.

Her lips were like silk. I could never get tired of kissing her.

She pulled away first, climbing out of the car with a resolute look on her face. But she walked to the door slowly, like she didn’t quite want to be one to get to the door first. So I took her hand in mine and we went together, and I knocked on the door.

A middle-aged man with brown eyes and a receding hairline opened the door, glaring suspiciously. He saw Maria and his eyes widened.

“Maria… honey. You’re home.”

“Just passing through,” she said. She stood taller and lifted her chin.

I squeezed her hand and then let go, and she pushed past her dad and went into the house to find her mom. Mr. Steel tore his gaze off his daughter and looked at me.

I offered my hand and he took it on instinct. “Andrew Greenwood,” I said.

“Hm.” He gave my hand a single shake and withdrew as quickly as possible. “What are you doing here? Where are the boys?”

“The boys are at my parent’s house. We didn’t want them in the way, or upset during the move.”

“Move?”

A moment later, Maria came out with two rolling suitcases and a backpack, followed by a tall woman who looked so much like Maria it was like looking at my wife in the future. She was thinner than Maria, almost a little gaunt, but she had the same warm brown eyes, the same wavy hair, and the same confident set in her jaw. She had a suitcase in one hand, and a box hitched on her hip.

I reached out and took the box from her, and she met my eyes for a moment. I saw a timid twitch of her lips, a grateful half-smile, and I nodded at her.

“What the hell are you doing?” Mr. Steel was now fully flabbergasted and began to shout, waving his arms around and stomping after his wife. She ignored him and loaded the suitcase into my truck. She and Maria headed back into the house, attempting to ignore him as he shouted.

I set the box in the bed of the truck and went to follow them in. There was a single moment when Mr. Steel reached out towards them. I wasn’t sure which woman he was aiming to grab, but there was aggression in his movement and I didn’t like it.

I grabbed his arm and had him pinned against the side of his house before he even knew what happened.

Both women turned and gawked, nervous that the situation would escalate. Mr. Steel looked terrified.

“You have anything you want to say to either of these women?”

He shook his head, staring at me.

“Then I suggest you leave for a few hours and come back when you’re ready to keep your hands to yourself.”

I let him go and he slunk away like a damn coward.

There were only a few other things Mrs. Steel wanted to take, and we loaded them up quickly. When we finished, she stood in the driveway of her old home, staring at it with a strange look on her face.

Maria put her hand on her mother’s shoulder, and her mom turned to her and hugged her. “I never knew how hard it was,” she whispered. Maria hugged her tighter. “You’re stronger than I ever gave you credit for, Maria.”

“Mom… you are too. You’ll be okay, you’ll see. I promise.”

As we were getting in our cars, Mr. Steel returned to the house. He walked slowly, his shoulders slumped forward, looking dejected. Maria saw him and glared, then climbed into the front passenger seat of her mom’s car and shut the door before he even had a chance to talk to her.

He turned to his wife. I turned around and stepped a little ways away to give them some privacy.

“Are you sure you won’t… reconsider?”

“And do what? Stay here and let myself rot away, be verbally berated every day, disrespected and made a fool of?”

“Your father and I—“

“My father cares more about his career and his reputation than he does about me.”

“We’ll lose the house, Margaret.”

“I’ve already lost everything I cared about. Now I’m going to go find it.” She straightened and lifted her chin, like a queen. Then she turned on her heel without so much as a goodbye, climbed into her car, and started the engine. She stared straight ahead, waiting for me to lead her home.

I glanced over at Mr. Steel, who still looked confused and embarrassed. He wouldn’t meet my eye. I chose not to speak to him either, and turned to get in the truck.

“What are they like,” he said softly.

He’s talking about the boys, I realized. He’s just now realizing that he probably never has a chance to meet them, to be a part of their lives.

“They’re amazing,” I said softly. “Their legacy will be kindness, strength, and respect… it’s a damn shame you won’t be a part of it.” Then I climbed into my truck and took my family home.


EPILOGUE
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Six years later

The screen door to the back porch slammed – again – and I rolled my eyes. “Boys, what’s the rule about the door!”

“Sorry mom,” they both said at the same time. 

“Sorry mom isn’t the rule, what’s the rule?” 

Twin voices echoed back to me. “No slamming the door.”

I looked up from my knitting to see Jake and Matt standing side by side, horrendously dirty and covered in sweat, mud, and grass. Their hair was down to their shoulders now, and they mostly wore it in ponytails or tied up and shoved under ball caps. But today, it was wild and free, with wood chips stuck through it. It wasn’t black like we’d expected, but rather a dark brown a lot like mine, thick with a little bit of a wave to it. Their warm brown eyes were full of questions and excitement and their tanned skin was flushed from their play in the sun. 

“Wrestling again?” 

“We were working on wrist-grab takedowns,” Matt said, standing up taller. 

“We did really good, wanna see?” Jake added. 

“No,” Andrew and I both answered. Last time they’d showed us a “takedown,” they’d taken down two lamps and a coffee cup with them. 

They looked defeated, so I added, “Outside only, please. We’ll come see later. Do you guys need water or a snack or something?” 

Jake and Matt looked at each other, their weird psychic-twin-communication-thing passing between them. Jake nudged Matt with the toe of his sneaker a little, and Matt gave the smallest nod. They both turned to face us. 

“We were talking about what we want for our birthday…” Matt started. He shifted and shoved his thumbs in his pockets, looking exactly like his father for a split second. 

“Okay,” I said. 

Andrew sat up straighter. He’d been looking through financial reports for the business while I sat in my rocker and worked on the boys’ sweaters for Christmas next year. He set the pencil down and gave them his full attention. 

Matt looked back to Jake for reassurance, and must have found whatever he was looking for in his brother’s eyes. He looked back to us and said the absolute last thing I ever expected to come out of his mouth. 

“We really want a little sister.” 

Andrew coughed. My heart stopped for a split second.

“And we know dad’s still looking for our big sister.”

“Yeah but big sisters aren’t as much fun. We want a little sister.”

“Well it doesn’t matter because he can’t find her. But… you guys can have another baby, right?” 

“Uh,” stammered, trying to figure out what to say to all this. Glancing over at Andrew, I saw he had an amused look on his face.

The boys did know their father was looking for the daughter who had been stolen from him years ago, but it never seemed to phase them. I also knew Andrew had mentioned having more kids… several times.

I set my knitting down and folded my hands, trying to keep my reaction at a minimum. “Well. Your father and I can… talk about that. But boys, your birthday is a month away, and you have to understand, we can’t just… go get you a sister.”

“Oh, we know that,” Jake nodded. “You have to have sex first.” 

I opened my mouth, speechless. Beside me, Andrew put his elbow on the table, covering his mouth with his hand. 

They were seven. We had not had this conversation. We did not want to have this conversation. 

Matt raised his shoulders a little, looking anxious. “But you guys have sex all the time, so that should be fine, right?”

“Hey, wait a minute… ” Jake’s face filled with concern, and he turned to his brother. “If they have sex all the time, why don’t we have a sister?”

“Yeah…” Matt’s face fell, making a complete mirror image of Jake’s. They turned back to us in confusion. 

I glanced at Andrew. His hand was still covering his mouth, but his eyes twinkled. The bastard was laughing at me. 

I gave him a look that said, deal with your sons. 

He gave me a look that said, no way, this is too much fun to watch. 

Fine. I straightened and looked at my boys. They needed to know this eventually anyway, and the sooner we dealt with it, the less awkward it would be. Right? 

“Well… your father and I are responsible adults,” I started. My beloved husband shook from a single repressed laugh that he turned into another cough, but I ignored him. “So we use birth control.”

“What’s that?” they asked at the same time. 

“I take a pill… and he wears a condom.”

“What’s a condom?” Matt cocked his head. 

“Uh… it’s like a plastic sack. It goes around your penis and catches… everything.” 

Matt wrinkled his nose. “Sounds uncomfortable.”

“It’s not,” Andrew said. 

Oh, now you jump in. 

Jake sighed dramatically. “Well, can you please have sex without a condom so we can have a sister.” 

Andrew lost it, standing from his recliner and rubbing at his jaw to swallow his laughter. He went to the fridge to grab a beer. 

This conversation needed to end before my husband made promises we couldn't keep. “Boys, you know if I do get pregnant, we can’t choose a sister. You might end up with a brother.”

“But we want a sister!”

“It doesn’t work that way,” I said. “You get what you get.” 

“Why do you want a little sister?” Andrew asked as he sat back down with his beer. 

They shrugged, mirror images of each other. Jake jumped in. “They’re pretty, and fun, and Anna is pretty cool, and Brad had a little sister and she’s really fun to play with.” 

“She won’t come out fun to play with, you know,” I sighed, leaning forward in my rocker and putting my elbows on my knees so I could look them in the eye. I remembered four months of colic, a house that smelled like poop, and never being able to get enough food or sleep. “You’ll have a baby sister for quite a few years before she’s any fun to play with.”

“Oh, we know,” Matt said. 

“Yeah. We’ll wait. It’ll be worth it.” 

My heart swelled a little. 

To be honest, Andrew and I had only barely talked about having more kids. I loved the boys, but I had four more classes left to finish my degree, and I doubted I could do that with a baby and twins who never stopped moving. But he was always the one who started the conversation, and he’d brought it up a few times over the past few years… more than a few times.

I glanced at him again. My gut told me to shut this conversation down and have a heart to heart with my husband.

Andrew was staring at me like he wanted to beg right alongside the boys.  

I tore my gaze away. “Kids are pretty expensive, you know,” I said. 

“Oh, we already talked about that,” Jake said. “We decided we would quit football, so our sister could do something fun too.”

“Yeah we don’t need to do football and hapkido.”

“Yeah but we need to do hapkido.”

“Yeah ’cause we have to protect her.” 

Well, that about did it for my heart. I glanced at Andrew, and he was staring at the boys with a new kind of respect, or adoration. He set his beer down, stood up, and tucked his hands in his pockets. “Go outside,” he said quietly, nodding to the back door. 

“What?” I said. “Wait. Why?”

“Why?” they asked, too much hope in their faces. 

“Go outside,” he said again, and fixed his eyes on me. He took a few steps my way. 

“Andrew,” I muttered. 

“Yes,” Jake pumped his fist. 

Matt nearly jumped up in the air. “Are you guys going to have sex without a condom?” 

“Go outside,” Andrew and I said at the same time. 

They grinned, grabbed each other’s hands, and whooped as they ran for the back door. 

Wait for it… slam. 

I groaned and dropped my head in defeat, whispering quietly to myself. “Three doors since we’ve moved in. We’ve gone through… three doors.” 

Andrew reached for my hand and pulled me from my chair. 

“Andrew.”

“Sugar.” He kissed my neck and nibbled that spot right below my ear that he knew made me wet immediately. 

“Andrew, we should talk about this.”

“Okay,” he said, pulling me back towards the bedroom. “Let’s talk about it. Naked. While I'm inside your sweet pussy.” 

“Andrew Greenwood, that mouth of yours.”

“That mouth of mine is going to make you scream here in a minute.” 

And it did. He shoved me to the bed, not even bothering to remove my dress. He bunched it up around my hips, tore off my panties, spread my knees wide, and dove into me. I choked back a moan as his tongue glided in and out of me, flicking against all the spots he knew I loved. 

“It’s okay, Sugar,” he mumbled against my sex. “They’re outside. Let it out… let it all out for me.” 

Twenty minutes and three orgasms later, Andrew looked me in the eye as he pressed my knees into my chest and slid deep inside me. I watched his eyes go wide. He swore loudly and leaned forward, sliding his hands under my back so he could hold my shoulders in place as he drilled into me. He was lost in my body in a way he had never been before, and he came in under a minute. He collapsed against me, kissing my neck and collarbone as he slowly shrank out of me. 

I wrapped my arms around his neck, hugging him close. “You okay?” I smiled. It was record time for him. I don’t think he’d ever lost control that fast in the entire time we’d been together.

He whispered in my ear. “We are never having sex with a condom again.” 

I laughed and threw my head back. As my heart rate slowed, and Andrew’s breathing deepened, I stared at the packet of pills on my bedside table. I could hear the boys yelling and laughing with each other outside. Maybe adding a third voice to that mix would be something even more beautiful than we already had. 

“Andrew,” I said. 

“Hmm,” he murmured. He had rolled off me and was twirling my nipples between his fingers, staring at me in fascination like it was our first time. 

“What are you doing?”

“Do you know how I got you pregnant last time?”

“Antibiotics and a broken condom,” I said. 

He chuckled, and it was a sinister sound. He trailed his fingers down from my breasts towards my clit, brushing it gently just the way I liked. 

His voice was rough. “Giving you multiple orgasms while you were filled with my cum.” 

“Sweet Jesus,” I shivered at his tone. “You and your wicked tongue.” 

“Oh, Sugar. I’ll show you wicked.” 

-The End-


Thank you!

Thank you so much for reading Maria and Andrew’s story! It started as a fun little short story based on an off-hand comment that Matt made to one of his girlfriends, and their story took me by surprise. (If you want ore of the boys when they’re all grown up, be sure to check out the Greenwood Valley series! Info on my website.)

Want an extra scene with Maria and Andrew? Subscribe to my mailing list for access to all my extra content. (And yes, it is steamy!)

What happened to Andy Greenwood’s missing daughter? Don’t worry, she makes her appearance in the Greenwood Valley series. (You’ll have to be patient, though, it’s not for a while).

If you like my work, please share a link, leave a review, or share in your favorite reader group. For indie authors, shares and reviews make a huge difference, even if it’s just a few words.

All my social links and all the extra content is at tinyurl.com/lindsaymurray
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