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Dedicated to everyone who loves the bad boys with hearts of gold (and monster-sized cocks).


AUTHOR’S NOTE


I know, I know, I know—this isn’t realistic. Prisons don’t work this way. But who cares? Not me. If you’re good with that, then I should mention that there is other woman drama, which may be a dealbreaker for some readers. If that’s the case, then I hope to see you at my next release!

This book contains sensitive content and is intended for an 18+ audience. For a full list of sensitive content, tropes, and themes, please visit my website https://bit.ly/MayAlderTWs


CHAPTER
ONE



MIRABETH

“Please don’t be mad at me,” I say, clutching my small white purse to my chest as I plaster my back to the front door of my messy studio apartment. “I’ll only be gone for a few hours, but I promise I’ll be back in time to make your dinner, ok?”

He glares at me from the full-sized bed on the left, lazily lounging atop the three weeks’ worth of laundry that I dread having to fold and put away by myself, the corner of the fluffy pink comforter shredded to pieces during one of his fits of rage.

Just as I breathe a sigh of relief that I’ll be able to escape without him throwing another childish temper tantrum, he suddenly lunges at me. I scream and whip open the door, slamming it closed before my cat, Merlin—who was the saddest, most adorable orange kitten I found huddled for shelter from the rain under my car a year ago…and who grew up to be the loudest, bossiest, most spoiled little devil—can attack my legs for daring to leave him. I love him so much.

Merlin whines behind the door, crying out for me, breaking my heart. But I can’t go back inside to soothe him and give him more kisses and a million treats. If I do, I’ll be late for my volunteer gig at the nearby minimum-security prison. I don’t want to limp inside with fresh claw marks along the hem of my pale blue satin dress that falls just past my knees.

Turning left toward one of the two exterior concrete staircases, I hurry down and across the small parking lot to my pearlescent VW Beetle, praying I don’t twist an ankle in the white high-heeled sandals my mom convinced me to wear. From my time spent visiting my dad in prison when I was a kid, I know the rule about avoiding anything too cute or revealing, but this is different. Encouraged, even, or so Mom told me.

The thirty-five-minute commute is plenty of time for my hands to turn clammy and for my anxiety to ratchet up at the thought of meeting so many new people at once. I second—or tenth—guess letting my mom sign me up for the dance the prison is hosting. It’s supposed to be some kind of new outreach program the state concocted, bringing a little joy to an otherwise bleak atmosphere, allowing prisoners who have been locked away for at least five years to practice socializing with people not employed at the prison before they’re released.

I’ve been assured that those in attendance aren’t exactly hardened criminals, but rather men who made mistakes that they regret, like my dad, who was the kindest man I ever knew. Mom and Dad actually met during his first stint in prison. Mom has been working there as a nurse for almost thirty years now, and it was love at first sight for both of them. Not even going back to prison for a second time for two years after Dad unknowingly ended up working as a mechanic at a chop shop the next town over, which got busted when I was ten, could drive a wedge between them. I don’t think anyone has ever been loved as much as my mom and I were by my dad before he passed away four years ago.

After going on a string of disappointing hookups and crappy first dates that never turned into seconds throughout college, I’m not convinced I’ll ever find someone as wonderful as Dad was with Mom, which is why I stopped so much as even looking at guys. It’s really easy to do since I’m self-employed and work from home, and I’m mostly content with my life. And besides, Merlin is enough for me, so why even bother?

I grip the fuzzy white steering wheel with both hands when I pull into the familiar, vast parking lot. Gulping the late spring, humid air, I will my racing heart to slow as I watch a line of women and a few men dressed in their finest disappear into the intimidating, gray block and razor-wired compound. What I want most is to turn around and go back home so I can cuddle up with Merlin and beg his forgiveness, but my dad taught me the importance of keeping my promises. Since I promised Mom I would do this for her, I slip my ID from my wallet, leave my purse and phone in the car as instructed, and nervously make my way to the guarded entrance.

I’m the last to arrive at check-in, and when it’s finally my turn to be patted down, a guard with thick gray hair and a small paunch scans my ID. “Mirabeth Perkins? Nurse Perkins’s kid?” he asks.

He probably could have guessed simply by the fact that I’m the spitting image of Mom, with the same light blue eyes and wavy, ash-blonde hair that brushes my waist. I’ve chosen to wear it half up, half down, the top portion pulled up in a high, tight ponytail that I’ve teased to hang like curtains at the sides of my face. Now I’m questioning whether it looks too babyish compared to the shiny, styled curls of some of the other volunteers.

“That’s me,” I say, my fingers tingling with nerves as I pull the sweetheart collar of my dress away from my neck to slip my ID in my bra since my dress doesn’t have pockets.

The guard, whose badge reveals his last name to be Waller, respectfully averts his eyes. “I haven’t seen your mom in a week or so. Is she feeling alright?” he asks once I’m properly covered. “She didn’t quit, or anything?”

Being escorted toward another locked entrance by another guard, I tell Waller, “She’s on a girls’ trip with my aunt in Costa Rica right now, but she’ll be back in a few days.” I was invited on their last trip, but I could never leave Merlin for that long.

Waller blushes and sucks in his stomach, standing taller when he says, “Good, good, I’m glad to hear that. I’ve missed—” He coughs into his fist and looks away again.

Someone has a crush. Perfect. Now I’ll have something to tease Mom about the next time she gets onto me about dating and finally giving her a grandbaby. Finally. As if I’m some spinster at twenty-three years old.

“Bye, Mr. Waller,” I say, wiggling my fingers at him, my anxiety briefly abated by this potential new development in my mom’s love life. She deserves some happiness after four hard years. “Maybe we could have dinner with my mom when she gets back?”

Waller’s cheeks are blazing red when he says, “That would be lovely. And the name’s Garth.”

Right before the door closes, I say, “She loves peonies, pink Moscato, and gambling.”

Garth hurriedly jots the note down on a piece of paper and tucks it into the front pocket of his black uniform top.

Taking a deep breath, pleased by the prospect of my mom finding some companionship, especially when I’m always so worried about her traveling alone to the casino resorts in Louisiana and Mississippi, my nerves don’t start trickling back in until I’m led into a room emptied of furniture with the group of about thirty volunteers. With only one mesh-barred window, harsh fluorescent lighting, and zero decorations, food, or music, I’d say this program needs a lot of work if it’s joy the admins are trying to provide the inmates.

Hoping this is just a waiting area, I hug the wall beside an older woman who’s wearing a long, silky white dress that clings to her hour-glass figure with a bird’s cage veil clipped to her bright turquoise hair while she chews her French manicured nails. White attire seems to be popular with this crowd, with only a few others wearing pale shades of pink or yellow. Maybe there’s some kind of dress code Mom forgot to mention, but it’s too late for me to change now.

A door on the right opens, and in strides an intimidating woman dressed in heels and a black suit, her dark brown hair pulled back in a slick bun. She introduces herself only as Rosario in a booming voice. “Alright, folks, listen up,” she says, holding a clipboard in the air, waiting until a hush falls and she has everyone’s attention. She points to a yellow line painted on the concrete floor. “When I call your name, you’ll line up here.”

A few volunteers whoop and bounce excitedly on their toes.

Rosario cuts them all a stern look until they quiet down. “When it’s your turn, you’ll sign your name and initials along the Xs.” She taps her clipboard with a pen. “When you walk through this door, you’ll be assigned an inmate.”

The face of one of the volunteers falls, and the tiny woman around my age, with narrow shoulders, slumps. “We don’t get to pick?”

“I told you,” says a woman, who looks like she could be the girl’s mother. “You get what you get, and you don’t throw a fit,” she says from the side of her mouth, like my mom has a thousand times over, rubbing the girl’s arm encouragingly. “This is our chance to be happy.”

Weird to put so much pressure on one dance, but whatever.

“I don’t know about this,” says the girl hesitantly, picking at a pearl on her beaded, white cocktail dress, already backing away in her glittery white cowgirl boots. “Maybe…maybe next year, if they do it again.”

Rosario raises a brow. “If that doesn’t suit you, then there’s the door,” she says, nodding to the one we all came through.

The crestfallen volunteer shuffles out, giving her mother an apologetic look, as do three others, but the rest remain.

Ok. Even weirder. I have no idea why they would care who they danced with, since all the inmates have been vetted. Only those with nonviolent convictions and without a single mark on their records while incarcerated are allowed at the dance. Unless any of them turn out to secretly be creeps, it’s kinda sucky, if you ask me, to just walk out because you don’t get to pick your dance partner when the inmates have been looking forward to this for weeks now.

Rosario clicks her tongue and tugs on the bottom button of her suit jacket, squaring her shoulders. “Right. Let’s begin.”

One by one, she calls our names, and I end up the third in line behind a tall, slender man whose legs keep jiggling in his white trousers. I’d think he was just as nervous about interacting with a bunch of strangers as I am, but when he signs his paperwork with a flourish and beams at Rosario’s bored face, just like the woman ahead of him did, I figure whoever he gets partnered up with will be lucky to have such an enthusiastic dance partner.

When he’s let in next, and the heavy metal door shuts with a clang before I can see inside, Rosario shoves her pen in my hand and holds the clipboard flat. She quickly directs me to each X that I need to sign or initial without giving me a chance to read through what I assume is a waiver before I can attend the dance. Then she does so again on a second, identical copy. All I catch is the expected “agree to”, “release of liability”, and “I certify” before Rosario hands the papers I signed to an unseen guard on the other side of the door when it reopens. My knees knock together when Rosario pushes me into motion solely by her huff of impatience.

This situation keeps getting stranger. Instead of a dance hall, or at least a decorated cafeteria like my high school homecoming dances, I’m left standing in an even tinier room with yet another two guarded doors, not even a window this time, while a bald man sits behind a metal desk loaded with more paperwork. Wordlessly, my guard hands my papers to the bald man.

“Name,” the bald man says, only flashing me a glare while scribbling his signature.

I shift in my heels. There sure is a lot more red tape just to get to the dance than there had been when I was visiting my dad. “Um, it’s⁠—”

“Name,” he says louder in a brisk tone, splitting my paperwork between two separate stacks.

“Mirabeth Perkins.”

He talks so fast, I wonder if he’d be more suited to a career as an auctioneer. I can’t understand a word he’s saying. When he nods to the guard at the back door, a gorgeous man in a hideous beige jumpsuit is led inside, his large hands shackled in front by a short chain connecting the cuffs around his wrists.

The inmate is big. That’s the first thing I notice. Also, the second. And the third. Big everywhere and taller than all the guards. His biceps are as large around as my lower thighs, and they threaten to split the sleeves of his tight jumpsuit. His thick, dark hair is combed back on his aggressively handsome face, having surprisingly been allowed to grow out his beard, which is shot through with red.

The inmate doesn’t spare me a second glance when he shuffles on equally hideous canvas shoes that look too small for his feet, and he signs his name at the bottom of both stacks as the bald guy continues talking faster than I can process.

The bald guy grunts and motions me closer to the desk beside the prisoner, and it’s then that he stamps the top sheets of each stack like a judge does a gavel on his desk, making me jump. He mutters, “Congratulations, Mr. and Mrs. O’Byrne.” To me, he says, “You’ll receive your certificate and new social security card in the mail.”

I turn to ice. “What?”

“Next!” the bald guy calls out, handing me one of the stacks, and the third guard bodily moves me out the side door into…an exit? The inmate is hustled out next before the door slams shut behind him with a resounding clang.

I stare at my stack of papers, stamped with an official Texas state seal, as the inmate’s cuffs are removed, and he’s directed toward what looks like a receptionist’s desk. It’s enclosed by bulletproof glass with an opening large enough for the short, plump guard behind the counter to slide a large brown paper bag through.

“Wait…” I try to suck in a breath but can’t find any air as the inmate strips out of his jumpsuit in my periphery and pulls on a pair of light-wash jeans and a faded black T-shirt that were in the bag, both of which are way too small for him. With dawning horror, I finally read the license that says I certify that I’m here of my own free will and I agree to marry a Mr. Conrad O’Byrne. “It says…oh my…”

No wonder everyone was wearing white and those volunteers left.

I muscle the inmate aside and slap the paperwork down on the metal counter. “I thought this was a dance!” I yell hysterically at the guard with strikingly white, shoulder-length curls.

Sliding a plastic bin with a wallet, keys, and a wristwatch across the counter to my silent husband while he shoves his feet into worn, black work boots, the guard snorts and asks, “What dance?”

“My mom told me the prison was hosting a dance—some kind of new outreach program to bring the inmates joy!” Why is it only now that I hear how stupid that sounds? “I didn’t know I was volunteering to marry some random stranger!”

“Ha! I’m sure you’ll be giving plenty of joy to O’Byrne here.” Then, as if something clicks, the guard’s red lips part with a sly smile as she studies my face. “You’re Nurse Perkins’s daughter, right?”

“Yes,” I whine, feeling dizzy, my knees wanting to buckle beneath me.

“She told me she was waiting on some grandbabies. Should’ve known she’d put you up to something like this. You two will make some mighty cute babies,” she says, flicking her gaze back and forth between the inmate and me.

I heave in the thick air and yell, “I’m only twenty-three, and he’s, like, super old!”

“I’m thirty-seven,” the inmate says with a scoff under his breath, his voice so deep that it almost rattles my bones.

“I had a toddler and a baby on the way when I was your age,” the guard says unconcerned, and she shoos me with her hand toward the exit door. “I’ve got more than twenty of these to get through. Tell your mom I said hi, Mrs. O’Byrne.”

I glance at the inmate, who slides his black baseball cap with a frayed brim backwards on his head, somehow even hotter now and way out of my league. Why on earth would he ever agree to this? Was he tricked into it too?

He finally decides to grace me with his green-eyed, intense stare that scares the daylights out of me, looking at me like he can see right into my soul and finds it pitiful, his lips thinned and pressed tightly together.

With a gasp, I bolt, leaving behind the marriage agreement that includes links to helpful articles such as How to Help Your Felon Feel at Home and What to Expect When You’re Expecting a Felon’s Baby.


CHAPTER
TWO



CONRAD

“Better get going, O’Byrne. Good luck with your new mother-in-law,” the guard says with a cackle.

I click my tongue, slide our paperwork off the counter, and unhurriedly follow after my young wife, Mirabeth, out the double doors and down the sidewalk through the twenty-foot-tall metal fence that leads to my freedom. Ahead, she trips over a concrete bumper in the parking lot and falls to her knees with a pained cry. I jog to catch up, but she takes off like a shot without looking back, limping since her right heel has slipped from her foot like Cinderella, dangling by a strap still wrapped around her delicate ankle.

Well, I knew it wouldn’t be a love match. How could it be? But at least it’s not as bad as I feared, her running away from me as if her life depends on it. I knew there was a chance of being randomly matched with a swamp creature who has smoked three packs a day for the last five decades, so desperate for a shot at love that they’d willingly go through with marrying a prisoner, sight unseen. Yet I still agreed to this insane program—a bizarre answer to the overcrowding issue and a last-ditch attempt to reverse the nationwide plummeting birth rate—so I could be released a few years early. No matter who I ended up with, I’d have bitten my tongue and bided my time until the requisite three years were up, which is how long I have left on my sentence, before I ultimately filed for divorce.

I pass one of my fellow former inmates making out with his new bride, bending her backward over the hood of a gold sedan. His jeans are pooled at his skinny ankles, already pumping furiously between her long legs. I’d intervene if it weren’t for her clawing at his back, screaming, “Don’t stop…what’s your name again?”

“Burt,” he answers with a grunt. “You?”

“Ashley. Don’t stop, Burt!”

I look away and follow Mirabeth to a tiny white Beetle, finding her sitting in the driver’s seat, the key already turned in the ignition. She screams and drops her phone when I knock on her window. Thumbing through the stack of papers, I locate the one I want and press it against the glass, pointing to her initials next to the agreement she made to take full, legal responsibility for housing and feeding me.

“Open the door, princess,” I grit out, dropping my voice lower.

Mirabeth brings her phone back up to her ear, biting her bottom lip as she shakes her head fast enough to likely make her dizzy, her blonde ponytail whipping her face.

My eyes dart to the manual lock at the bottom of the window, and she’s a half-second too late in realizing she’d forgotten to push it down before I wrench the door open. It’s easy enough to pluck her up and sling her over my shoulder like a bag of rice, since she goes limp and doesn’t fight me, as I round the hood to deposit her on the passenger seat. Immediately, she jumps back into action and tries to scramble over the console, but I drop down into the driver’s seat right before she lands on my lap. I grunt with her squirming on my dick, my cock lengthening. I hit the jackpot with how drop-dead gorgeous she is, even if she is a terribly uncoordinated, screechy little creature.

As expected, she screams loud enough to burst my eardrums before she lurches back over the console onto her seat. I toss the papers behind me, put the gear in drive, then speed out of the parking lot before Mirabeth has a chance to throw herself out of the car. Lucky me, her Beetle has a manual transmission, so even though the car is likely as old as she is, I can really let loose as I switch between gears, opening the girl up on the interstate that directly neighbors the prison.

Mirabeth curls in on herself, facing her window. At first, I’m just happy to have a moment’s peace, but then flashing red and blue lights atop a large SUV appear in the rearview mirror. I pull over onto the shoulder as traffic whizzes by, my heart beating out of control. Don’t tell me I’m getting sent back to the can within minutes of being released because I was stupid enough to speed five miles over the limit. I can hear my brother laughing all the way from heaven.

A young male deputy raps the back of his knuckles along my window, motioning for me to roll it down.

“Oh, thank god,” my wife says with enormous relief, slumping lower in her seat. “Yes, he just pulled us over,” she says into her phone, which she’d had hidden beneath her hair at her right ear. “Thank you.”

I take my ball cap off, drop my head back, and drag my hands down my face. “You called the cops on me?”

Mirabeth’s flushed face goes stark white with terror when our eyes meet, and she tugs on her door handle to step out.

The deputy flicks his finger against the brim of his cowboy hat to push it farther up his forehead, over his short, tightly coiled black hair. He peers past me, his brows bunched together when he tells Mirabeth sternly, “Stay in the car, miss.” Ignoring me, he asks her, “Do you know why I pulled you over?”

The rock that had dropped low in my gut lifts. This is about her? Not me?

“Y-yeah,” she says, waving her phone with the call log pulled up on the screen. There are dozens of unanswered calls to her mother and one placed to 9-1-1. “He kidnapped me.” She tips her head twice my way as if the deputy doesn’t know who she’s referring to. “You’re here to rescue me.”

The officer’s stone-cold demeanor breaks when he laughs. “You should see the look on your face.” He goes so far as to pull his phone from his pocket, snap a quick photo of my wife gaping at him, then tap around on his screen. “I just sent it to your mom,” he says, putting his phone away. “She’s gonna die laughing when she sees it.”

Panicked, Mirabeth asks, “Is everyone in on the joke? How do you even know my mom?”

“My aunt works at the prison,” he says, pointing down the highway. “The guard with the bright white hair? She called me the moment you two left. Told me you ran screaming.” He slaps his knee and blows out a whistle, wiping tears from his dark brown eyes as he laughs. “Reminds me of my wife, Cookie.” Then he taps the car’s roof twice. “Y’all have a good day, now,” he says, tugging up his duty belt before sauntering back to his SUV while Mirabeth looks back helplessly.

I wait until the deputy pulls away from the shoulder, throwing his hand out his window to wave as he passes by. I wave back, and as soon as we’re out of his view, I lunge at Mirabeth.

She twists and screams, kicking her feet, the Beetle rocking side to side like a carriage traveling a rocky path, as I fight for her phone. As soon as I have it, I shove it under my butt, my jeans so tight that they’re liable to split right down my crack. I had nothing but time to work out, work out, and work out some more while I counted down the days until my release, and my old clothes no longer fit. I grab the lever beneath the seat, sliding as far back as I can so I’m not sitting with my knees practically jammed into my chest, giving me a little breathing room with the button on my waistband barely holding on. This car wasn’t made for a man my size, but it’s better than what I have now, which is diddly squat after I sold everything I own to pay for my expensive attorney, trying my best to stay out of prison so I could be by my brother’s side when he left this earth.

“No more cops,” I say, carefully rejoining traffic, keeping strictly under the speed limit. “I’m not going back to prison. Once was enough, you hear me?”

Mirabeth swallows and crosses her arms.

Grinding my teeth, I grip the steering wheel tighter. “I said, did. You. Hear. Me?”

“I heard you,” she says in a tiny, hitched voice as she shrinks.

I clear my throat and soften my tone. She’s scared enough as it is. “I know you didn’t sign up for this, metaphorically speaking, but you did, in fact, sign up for this,” I stress, “when you signed those forms.”

“They didn’t give me time to read them,” she says with a little pout, lifting her feet onto the seat to sit cross-legged, her sexy, baby blue dress riding up her sweet, sweet thighs with a curious amount of claw marks running the lengths of her shins. “My mom tricked me.”

“Then lesson learned—if someone is rushing you, it’s better to walk away than to blindly sign your life away.”

“No kidding,” she says, dropping her arms, toying with the hem of her dress.

“So, no more running or screaming in my face. The deal is three years, and we’ll make the best of it. You don’t have to worry about me. I’ll stay out of your way, and then we’ll call it quits. You’ll never have to hear from or see me again, got it?”

She drops her head forward, shielding her face with her hair, and nods. “Ok,” she squeaks.

Well. That was easier than I expected, and I tap my fingers on the steering wheel cover, relaxing back in my seat, enjoying the fresh air that isn’t laced with chemical disinfectant and a thousand men’s body odor. Mirabeth doesn’t speak for the remainder of the short drive until I pull into the narrow parking lot of the Castaway Paradise apartment complex.

“How did you know I live here?”

I ruffle my hair, then slip my ball cap back on. “Saw your address on the paperwork.” I make sure to grab it, since it’s my ticket to freedom, and I plan to hide it somewhere safe. “My brother used to live here.” It’s still hard talking about him, and I’m grateful she doesn’t ask me any questions.

Mirabeth is hesitant to step out of the Beetle when I open her door, but she does at least give me a tiny, “Thank you.”

“Now, where to?” I ask, scanning the two-story complex, which only houses a dozen units. With the sun starting to set, the sky is ablaze in oranges and pinks. It’s been ages since I’ve seen it without any bars or stainless steel mesh marring the view, and I can’t get enough of the sight.

“Number eleven.” She points up and trudges toward the stairs on the right side of the complex with her purse clutched to her chest like she’s afraid I’m going to mug her.

My eyes are glued to Mirabeth’s little round asscheeks as I follow her up the stairs. She’s still limping and dragging along her high heel, for which I feel partly responsible, having sent her running earlier. I’d like to help by hauling her up over my shoulder, but then I’d just end up rubbing myself against her legs. Since I’m wholly uninterested in accidentally knocking up a random woman, I firmly plan to keep my hands—and my dick—off of her.

The second unit to the left of the landing has a sky-blue door and a sunny yellow, half-circle doormat painted to look like a lemon. Beside it is a two-seater outdoor wicker couch with yellow cushions, along with a three-tiered planter of cacti, the gentle breeze stirring the colorful wind chimes hanging above. My heart squeezes in my chest at how homey it is, a complete one-eighty from the “home” I just spent the last five years surviving. It’s what I gave up when I went to prison for helping my brother, even knowing that my fiancée would end our engagement. She told me she wouldn’t wait around for me, and she meant it, heartlessly moving on in less than a month with someone I never thought I’d have to worry about.

Instead of handing Mirabeth her keys, I unlock the door and push it open for her.

“Wait!” she says, grabbing the doorknob to shut it quickly. “I need to talk to him first before I introduce you.”

“He who?” I demand, my hackles rising. “You have a man your mom doesn’t know about?” Wouldn’t it be just my luck if the wife I’m given turns out to already have a suitor? “You tell whoever he is to get lost, or I will,” I say dangerously, bending low to get in her face, crowding her against the door.

“You’re just going to have to deal with each other,” Mirabeth says impudently, though she’s quaking in her one heel.

“No.” I refuse to share space with another man so long as I live, unless it’s my future son moving back home if he ever falls on hard times. “I can’t and won’t stop you from dating, even though our marriage agreement includes an infidelity clause, but if he wants to stay here, then he’ll have to wait until I’m gone in three years.”

“You try telling him that and see how far you get.” She falls back into the apartment when she opens the door and calls out, “Merlin?”

Adrenaline surges through my veins when Mirabeth spins and is back to screaming with terror again. She jumps up and throws her arms over my shoulders, her knees gripping my sides as she tries to climb up my body to get away from the threat, knocking my hat off. I stumble backward against the wrought iron railing, supporting her with my hands on the backs of her thighs beneath her dress.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” she screams directly in my ear while twisting to look at the man at her back. “I promise I’ll never leave you again! Just don’t hurt me!”

The hell is going on?

This is the most human contact I’ve had with anyone other than a hug from my mother and sister during their visits, and my body responds accordingly. Apparently, going back to prison is something I’m willing to do, because I pull Mirabeth off, ready to step in and defend her.

Chest heaving, hands fisted, ready to grind someone into dust, I’m confronted by…a cat? The fat orange cat flicks his tail with annoyance as he sits like a good boy just inside the door.

“Aww, here kitty, kitty.” I’ve always wanted a cat, and I crouch as much as I’m able to without splitting my jeans so I can hold out my hand, letting him sniff my fingers.

Merlin, so the name tag hanging from his galaxy-printed collar says, purrs deeply when he rubs his furry cheek back and forth across my hand. He collapses on his side and rolls over onto his back, allowing me to scratch his soft, white belly.

“That is so not cool, Merlin,” Mirabeth says, her crystal blue eyes teary as she watches me scoop the cat into my arms, and he nuzzles against my chest. “I feed you everything you want, pet you whenever you want, even though you’re always biting me, but he’s the one who gets to scratch your belly?”

When Mirabeth’s small chin quivers, I gently drop Merlin on the floor, ignoring the bomb that apparently went off in her apartment, which is even smaller than my brother’s had been on the ground floor. After scooping my hat up and shaking it off, I hook an arm around Mirabeth’s shoulders, urging her inside.

The right side of the apartment is dedicated to what looks like a home office, complete with a drafting table, a rolling chair, and a metal bar screwed into the wall that serves as a makeshift closet above a rickety plastic dresser with fabric drawers. Above the drafting desk is a crookedly mounted TV that faces her platform bed on the left side of the apartment. The mattress is squeezed in between the exterior wall and a breakfast bar—no stools, no room—with a pass-through window into the off-white kitchen. Altogether, it’s hardly larger than my prison cell, but at least the lone glass window in her office is clear of a security screen. I picture myself sitting at the desk or out on the stoop on the wicker couch, watching every sunset, in total awe of being free again.

Mirabeth drops down on the bed, sitting atop a mountain of rumpled clothes and linens. The mess makes a muscle in my brow tick relentlessly, and I see it the second Merlin decides he’s going to lunge at her. I snap my fingers and point toward an open door to the side of the closet, and he twists his head, darting away.

“You just snap your fingers and he listens? He never listens to me,” she says, disbelieving.

I shrug, since I have no good explanation. “Sorry, princess.”

She looks up and up, her face in line with the straining button on my jeans when I stand before her. Color rises in her cheeks, and she tangles her fingers together on her lap. “Um…so what do we do now?”

I have to breathe in deeply a few times, willing my cock not to rise. I lean over her until she flops back on the bed to avoid our chests touching, her eyes going wide enough to show the whites. Oh, how lovely she is, flat on her back with her neck arched, lips parted, heart racing. I can sense it. See it in the way her breathing turns shallow, and I brace a hand on the mattress above her shoulder.

“Now, we put this laundry away,” I say, grabbing the upturned white basket from the head of the bed. “Come on,” I say, motioning for her to get up. “I’m beat, but I can’t sleep with all this mess.” I hate how she flinches, my voice unintentionally harsh, but I don’t apologize as I start sorting the laundry into piles.

“It’s not that messy,” she says, scooping up her bras and panties, snatching the sexy little pink boyshorts dangling on the crook of my finger. “And I can do it. You go…go somewhere else.”

Holding my hands up in surrender, I back away, following the sounds of Merlin yowling from the matchbox-sized kitchen. I stop and pinch the bridge of my nose. “Do you not have any concern for your health?”

“What?” she asks from the other side of the wall.

I grab the pot of congealed macaroni and cheese from the stove, the glass cover crooked by a large spoon glued to the mess inside, and I storm across the three feet it takes to get to her bedroom. “I hope you weren’t planning on saving this for later.”

She frowns, balling up her T-shirts. “I’m not going to throw out perfectly good food.”

“This is not—” I inhale deeply and lower my voice. “This is not ‘perfectly good food’. It’s spoiled, and you’ll make yourself sick eating it.”

“It’s fine. I have a stomach made of steel,” Mirabeth says when she swerves around me.

“It is not ‘fine’. Your digestion is probably—what are you doing?”

“Putting my laundry away, duh,” she says, shoving her shirts all willy nilly into the middle dresser drawer without a single regard to orderliness.

“How can you live like this?”

“Like what?” She appears genuinely clueless as she looks around her apartment.

“This,” I say, setting the pot on the breakfast bar so I can bump her out of the way, remove her T-shirts, and start folding them properly. “Like a—” I bite the word pig off before I can utter it and hurt her feelings.

“You were going to say ‘pig’, weren’t you?” she asks, her chin quivering again, making my stomach clench oddly.

I don’t know why I care enough about her feelings to lie when I say, “No. I was going to say…disorderly child.” Crap, that wasn’t any better.

Mirabeth slides her eyes away and hugs herself. “I’m not a child.”

Believe me, I know that, I think as I force my eyes to stay above her neck.

Still not facing me, she says, “And if you don’t like it, you can find somewhere else to live.”

“You know I can’t,” I say, wishing, for some reason, that she would look at me. “It’s you and me for the next three years, princess.” Trying to be gentle, I grab her shoulders and guide her toward the open bathroom door on the back wall. I’m loath to think what state it’s in. I’m surprised and supremely comforted by the fact that it’s the one space that’s clean and tidy in this place, as is the litter box tucked in the corner near the stackable washer and dryer.

Mirabeth grips the bathroom doorframe on either side. “What are you doing?”

“I need you to take a bath or…or…do whatever you need to do to get ready for bed.”

“Are you seriously implementing a bedtime routine like you’re my dad?”

I roll my lips and grit my teeth before I say, “No, like I’m your husband.”

“Fake husband.”

“Legal husband,” I emphasize, “even if neither of us wants me to be.” I give her a little push. “Now, stay out of my way and let me handle this.” I close the door on her scoffing, reassess the apartment, then get to work.

A sense of peace settles in as I put my own mark on what is now my home. Out of everything I find and organize, it’s the plastic tote hidden beneath Mirabeth’s bed that I find most interesting. I leave it where it is, though, since she hid it, even from herself, for a reason. I’ll keep this secret of hers, in case she’s embarrassed, but that doesn’t mean I’ll be able to forget it. Oh no, I definitely won’t.


CHAPTER
THREE



MIRABETH

I feel silly knocking on my own bathroom door to ask a stranger who has only lived here for approximately two hours and thirteen minutes if it’s ok to come out. It’s one reason why I haven’t apologized for basically climbing him like a rabid monkey. He doesn’t deserve it.

Conrad growls with irritation on the other side when I press my ear to the door. “Fourth time I’m telling you this, and I won’t repeat myself again”—which is what he said the last two times—“I’ll let you know when I’m finished, and not a second sooner.”

“But when?” I whine as I tighten my lemon-patterned towel around me. I soaked in the tub until my skin turned pruney, then filed and painted my fingernails and toenails. Embarrassingly, for absolutely no good reason, I even waxed my legs and intimate region, biting back howls of pain with each rip of the wax strips, tears streaming from my eyes.

“I’ll let you know!”

I inch the door open. “Can I at least get some clothes?”

Conrad growls again, and he shoves his hand through the crack, holding a neat stack of clothes: an oversized baby blue T-shirt, white pajama pants with little pastel rainbows, and—disconcertingly—my hot pink boyshorts. He closes the door with a bang.

It’s another mind-numbingly boring forty minutes later that he knocks on the door before pushing it open, sweeping his hand out in a ta-da manner. He’s smiling from ear to ear, all pleased with himself, showing off his handiwork. But then his brows drop along with his smile. “Why aren’t you wearing your pants?”

“They don’t fit.”

“Why not?”

“I was sick for, like, three weeks and⁠—”

“Let me guess. You left food out, ate it, and gave yourself such awful food poisoning that you unintentionally lost weight.”

“No. That’s not what happened.” That’s exactly what happened, I realize, and I did it week after week, but I’m not going to tell him that.

Conrad pushes the heels of his palms into his eyes with a groan. “I’m going to make you take a food-safety course.”

I roll my eyes and squeeze past him, shocked to see the apartment sparkling clean and clutter-free. He even found my cookie tin sewing kit and mended my comforter. “Ok, I’m keeping you forever if it means I never have to do laundry again.”

“Best I can do is three years,” he says.

“Deal.” I move to my drafting table, which he’s rearranged to face the window instead of the side wall. He’s also leveled the TV, steamed out my dresses hanging from my closet bar with the combo iron and steamer that I never took out of the box, and…yup, folded my underwear and bras.

When I turn around, his brows pinch together. “Have you been crying?”

I narrow my eyes to slits so he can’t see the bloodshot inner corners. “No.” I’m never waxing again.

He steps closer and lifts my chin with his first two fingers, his touch warm and unexpected. “Don’t lie to me.”

Fine, I won’t. I press my lips together in a thin lie and say nothing at all, turning away.

Conrad sighs. “I’m going to take a shower. Dinner’s on the stove,” he says as I continue my perusal. “Merlin has already eaten his, so don’t let him trick you into thinking he’s starving. He already tried that with me.”

I eye Merlin, who’s sitting on the kitchen’s linoleum floor. He meows as he stares up at me with those big, pitiful, green eyes that sucked me into bringing him inside in the first place. Five minutes after Conrad has disappeared into the bathroom, I can no longer listen to Merlin crying without my chest caving in. I tiptoe past him so he doesn’t spook and attack my feet, and I quietly rifle through my newly reorganized cabinets until I find his expensive cat treats that are a quarter of my monthly food budget. Only the best for my little devil.

Conrad suddenly barks over my shoulder, “What did I tell you, princess?”

I scream, making Merlin hiss and claw my already throbbing right ankle before he runs away. Princess this, and princess that. It’s been, like, four hours since we’ve met, and already I’m tired of the way he calls me princess—an insult laced with derision instead of some cute nickname to give me the warm and fuzzies. Not cool.

I spin and hide the green bag of treats behind my back. Whatever I was going to say gets lodged in my throat to see a lock of Conrad’s damp hair curling over his forehead, a bath towel wrapped low around his narrow hips. His broad chest is bare of hair—did he use my razor to shave or is he naturally that smooth?—his upper body deeply carved with bulging muscles. Even his lower legs peeking below the towel are thick and strong, and his towel twitches, parting slightly when he shifts his big, bare feet the longer I stare.

He snaps his fingers, making me look up sharply, his brow raised, having caught me appreciating his near-nakedness. Ugh. Smirking, he points to the stove while guarding the exit of the kitchen until I load a clean bowl with the Hamburger Helper sans hamburger meat that he found somewhere in my cabinets.

While Conrad finishes doing whatever it is that’s taking him so dang long in the bathroom, I turn off the overhead lights. Since I had to cut out of work early to volunteer and I have a deadline I need to meet, I bring my tablet and pen to bed with me, getting comfy in the middle. After putting my hair up in a bun, I hike my knees to prop my tablet against my thighs and open my illustration app. Testing a new digital blending brush, I smooth out the highlights I’ve added to the custom-commissioned portrait I’ve spent the last week drawing. I’ve really outdone myself this time, and my client is going to love seeing her great-grandmother’s creased, black-and-white, faded photograph brought to life in full color.

I startle and slash a line across the portrait when the mattress dips at the end of the bed. Tipping my knees to the side, I find Conrad crawling toward me, wearing the pajama pants that are too big for me but wayyyyyyyyyyy too small for him. He’s a hulking, shadowy monster. A nightmare brought to life, about to eat me in the dark like I used to be afraid one would do when I was a kid.

He even has the scary growl down pat when he says something too…growly…for me to understand.

“What?” I ask with a gulp.

Sitting up on his knees, he yanks the comforter away, and I press my tablet and pen to my chest, my heart beating fast against them. Oh, god, is he really going to eat me? Do I want him to eat me? No, that’s ridiculous.

“What?” I ask again impatiently when he growls out something else.

Conrad huffs and slides his hands beneath me. “I said, move over. You’re taking up the whole bed.” He lifts and deposits me on the edge, my left shoulder brushing the wall I share with the kitchen. He then flops over on his back, dragging my comforter up over himself, covering his huge, half-naked, beautiful body. Good.

Too stunned to speak for a few moments as I stare at him, I eventually find my voice and ask, “What are you doing?”

“Trying to sleep,” he grits.

“Right…but what are you doing here…in my bed?” I shove against his hard shoulder with a grunt, trying to get him to move.

He swats my hand away and wiggles lower until he gets comfier. “It’s my bed now too. ‘Night, wifey.”

Bewildered by his audacity to claim he has any right to my furniture, I spit, “Bro. Get up. You can sleep on the floor.”

“Not a chance, bro,” he snarks back, mocking me. “I haven’t slept on a real bed in five years, and I’m not passing on it now just because you’re a prude.”

I scoff. “I am not! I’ve just never slept with a man before.”

He lifts his head and quirks a brow.

Flustered, I rush to clarify. “I mean, I’ve slept with a man, like, a lot of men, a lot, in college—not that I kept count. But I haven’t, like, slept-slept with a man.”

Conrad grunts. “TMI, but good for you, I guess. Sounds like a blast.”

Internally, I cringe, and I run my hands down my heated face. Why did I tell him I’ve had sex before? It’s not like it matters to anyone but me what I do in private.

He frowns deeply as he watches me squirm until he finally breaks the sudden silence by asking rudely, “You don’t snore, do you?”

Grateful for the change of subject, I say, “No…I don’t think so.”

“I do,” he says with a laugh. “Sucks for you, princess. ‘Night.”

Since I have no plans of giving up my bed in my apartment to sleep on the floor so I don’t have to share with this freaking stranger, I lie there for a few minutes, trying to figure out how I can physically kick Conrad off when he’s so much bigger and stronger than me.

I can’t.

So after a few more minutes, I give up and distract myself, returning to my tablet. It doesn’t take me long to get sucked back into the portrait, first removing the erroneous line, then adding another layer on top for shadows.

“I can’t sleep with all that tapping you’re doing on the screen.”

“Sucks for you,” I mumble with a small smirk.

Aha! I did it, I think to myself, when Conrad wrenches back the comforter to get out of bed. My silent victory doesn’t last long, though, since he takes my tablet and pen out of my hands and sets them on my drafting table. I bounce on the mattress when he dives back onto my bed.

The sheer audacity of this man.

When I try to get up, planning to retrieve my tablet, Conrad strikes, wrapping an arm around my waist. He hauls me back down, then pushes me up against the wall and forcefully tucks the comforter tight around my body, trapping my arms next to my sides like a swaddled newborn baby.

“Go to sleep,” he says with a threatening edge, then rolls onto his opposite side, facing away from me.

“I’m not tired yet. And besides, I was going to work at my desk so I wouldn’t bother you, your highness,” I say sarcastically.

He snorts. “Your highness,” he says mockingly. “I’d have heard your tapping from all the way over there, so, no. You’re done for the night. Now. Go. To. Sleep.”

After hours of being pushed to my limits, I lose my temper as I wriggle to work my arms out from under the comforter. “Why are you so bossy!”

“Because I can be!” he snaps with frustration. “Finally, after years of having to ask if I can so much as use the restroom with privacy, I get to make the decisions.”

“That doesn’t mean you can boss me around.” I cross my newly freed arms over my chest, staring at the ledge of the breakfast bar above my head.

“You need someone to do it for you,” he says snidely, “since it’s obvious you can’t take care of yourself. And if I have to live with you for the next three years, I’m not doing so in a filthy apartment while allowing my wife to try killing herself by eating moldy mac and cheese.”

“It wasn’t moldy,” I insist.

“Yes. It. Was. Now, for the love of god, go to sleep!”

“Fine!” I stew in my anger, my hands and face growing hot while I wait and wait and wait for him to fall asleep so I can get back to work.

Rolling onto his back, Conrad suddenly slaps his hands against the mattress at his sides.

“What’s wrong now?” I ask tartly.

“It’s too quiet.”

“Are you kidding me?” I throw my hands up and let them fall with a thud. “First, my tapping was too loud, and now it’s too quiet in here? What do you want?”

He drags his hands down his face and scratches his jaw through his beard. “I don’t know. I think…I’m too used to all the noise from the other prisoners.”

Fine. He can’t sleep, I can’t sleep, so I ask the thing I’ve been too chicken to bring up before. Maybe pestering him to death will finally get him to leave. “Why were you in prison?”

“Do we really have to do this now?”

“Yes.” I almost tack on a please because I was raised with manners, but I’m feeling pretty petty right now since he’s had no problem not using his manners.

Conrad takes a long time to answer and only does so after I prod him again, reminding him that since we’re married and stuck with each other, it’s my right to know.

“Possession with the intent to distribute a Schedule One substance and transporting it across state lines.”

I lean away from him as far as I can. My voice is harsh when I ask, “You’re a drug dealer?” That’s not just a simple, regrettable mistake. It’s a premeditated crime. What the hell has my mom gotten me into?

“No.”

“Then what? An addict?” Is that better or worse? I don’t know.

“No,” he grits out. “Not that I’m against the weaker stuff, but I haven’t touched it since college.”

“Okay, then what?”

“It was my younger brother’s, but I was the one driving. He had—” Conrad’s voice is thick with emotion. “He had a glioblastoma. Inoperable.”

My anger toward him lessens at the heartache in his voice.

“He used weed to manage the pain and nausea from treatment. The legal stuff we could buy in Colorado was stronger and less likely to be laced than anything he could find down here.”

“So…what happened?” I ask softly.

“We got popped crossing the state line into Texas on our third trip there and back. Troopers searched my car. Found his stash. I was arrested, and the rest is history.”

I almost want to reach out and hold his hand as my heart clenches for him. Almost. “Just you? What about your brother?”

“I told them he had nothing to do with it. That he didn’t even know I had it. Since it was my car and they couldn’t prove any of it belonged to him, they let him go.”

“Why take all the responsibility?”

“I didn’t want his last few months alive spent in and out of a courthouse or in some institution. I took the blame, and I’d do it all over again, if I could go back.”

“That’s…sweet.” Though I don’t have any siblings, I think I would do the same for my mom if she were ill. “What was his name?”

“Andrew. He was my best friend. The youngest of four kids.” Conrad chuckles lowly, but it’s one of pain, not humor. “I told our older brother, Brad, once that I was going to name my firstborn son Drew in Andrew’s memory. Brad beat me to it.”

“That’s so not cool,” I say.

“Yeah. Not cool at all, princess.” There’s a heaviness to his silence afterward, ending any further conversation. At least until he says, “How is it I’m so fucking tired but still can’t sleep?”

“Would white noise help?” I suggest, since anything that helps him fall asleep faster means I’ll get time to myself to process the most bizarre day of my life without him bossing me around.

“Sure,” he says, his voice gentler now. “Let’s try that.”

Sitting up, I pat around the breakfast bar where I’d seen Conrad had placed my TV remote. Flopping backward, I turn on the TV and scroll to a streaming channel I use when I, myself, find it too quiet after being holed up in my apartment for too long. It’s full of self-recorded conversations and nature sounds, so it feels all the more real than if I was to put on a show or movie in the background. The tiny words on the screen are a blur from this far away, but I press play on a recording of people whispering, and the white screen fades into a variety of teal shades that gently swirl like oil in water.

“Better?” I ask, tossing the remote to the end of the bed where I normally keep it.

“Yes. Thank you.”

The whispering is so soothing that, after a time, I find myself yawning, sinking deeper into the mattress while Conrad’s breathing finally evens out.

“You’re taking me so good, babygirl. You love it, don’t you?”

“Yes, Daddy! I love it.”

What was that? I go still, straining my ears to make out the scratchy words, as if the conversation had been recorded through a door or wall.

“Cum on my cock, babygirl. I want to feel you squeeze Daddy’s dick and milk the cum from my balls.”

Oh my god! I lurch upward, narrowly missing cracking my forehead on the breakfast bar, and scramble to find the remote.

“I’ve already cum inside you twice now, and I’m gonna fill you up again.”

Where the hell is the remote! Then I hear it when I flip the edge of the comforter back, and the remote scrapes across the wall before falling on the floor.

“You gave yourself to me, and this pussy is mine now.”

I lunge forward, falling on my stomach, and reach as far as I can for the remote on the carpet until I’m half hanging off the bed.

“Mine to fuck, mine to fill, mine to breed.”

There, I got it now, and I smash the buttons, managing to at least mute the TV. I brace a hand on the mattress to lift myself when Conrad suddenly growls from behind, “Don’t move a muscle, princess.”


CHAPTER
FOUR



MIRABETH

Caught between fight or flight, I involuntarily go with a third option: freeze. “Why?” I ask, unable to make my body cooperate enough to flee to the bathroom, my heart hammering at the intensity of Conrad’s voice.

“If you move, I’ll be on you so fast it’ll make your head spin.” He groans, and my body lists to the side as he shifts closer to me on the bed. “And mine.”

By a fraction, I twist my head, my breath stuttering to see Conrad sitting on his knees, his hands fisted at his sides. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing,” he says, eyes locked somewhere on my backside in the teal light. “Yet.”

Oh god, that sounded ominous. And that’s what breaks my frozen spell, kicking me into flight mode. I try to lunge forward off the bed.

“I said, don’t move!” Suddenly, his breath is hot on my neck, his knees caging me in. His presence as he hovers above me pins me down as much as his big hand does when he presses firmly on my lower back. “Why can’t you just be a good girl and do what I say? Why is it always a fight with you?”

Flight finally gives way to the fight option, but to my horror, it’s only through my words, not my actions. “Because I don’t know you! And I’m a grown woman. I don’t have to listen to what you say!”

“You’re gonna know me soon enough.” Keeping his hand in place, he takes a drawn-out, deep breath, his chest rumbling like an animal. He skims his nose down my spine, mumbling something I can’t quite make out, moving lower and lower until, like a freak, he nuzzles his nose against my panties. “These fucking boy shorts,” he says. “I knew I should have picked something else for you to wear, but I thought they’d be hidden beneath your pajamas so I wouldn’t have to see them.” His breath fans lower across the backs of my upper thighs. “Just knowing you were wearing them was supposed to be enough for me.”

“Enough…” I pant as he drags his nose up and down between my asscheeks. “Enough for what?” I ask with the immediate urge to squeeze my thighs together against the ticklish sensation of his surprisingly soft beard rasping along my bare skin.

He shakes his head back and forth and doesn’t answer.

Still hanging off the bed, one hand braced on the carpet, blood rushes to my head, making it pound and swim. “I’m going to pass out if you don’t let me get up.”

Conrad grips my hips, and he yanks me backward, my T-shirt unintentionally wrenched upward. “Fuck me, princess.” Pushing his knees between my legs to kneel, he squeezes my hips and lifts them slightly off the bed as something wholly different from his nose rubs along my backside. “I told myself I’d keep my dick to myself.”

“Good! Keep doing that,” I squeal, balling the comforter in my hands, even as my body responds against my will, a pulsing, warm sensation gathering in my lower belly as he grinds harder.

“Yeah?” he asks with surprise, pushing me forward and yanking my ass back against his lap as if we’re having sex. “You like that?”

Huh? “I meant keep telling yourself you’ll keep your dick in your pants…not…not keep…humping me!”

“Fine.” His hands disappear as he shuffles backward so I’m no longer pinned.

I breathe a sigh of relief that it’s over.

I shouldn’t have.

Because Conrad suddenly yanks my panties down my thighs. Before my mind can process what’s happening, he circles an arm around my waist and shoves two pillows beneath my hips so I’m head down and ass up. Then his tongue is there, buried between my legs from behind, with my panties no longer in the way.

“Conrad! You can’t⁠—”

He grips the backs of my thighs, breathing hard against my center after licking me like I’m his favorite dessert. “You taste so good, princess, and it’s been so long since I’ve been with a woman. I’m fucking starved. Be a good girl and let me worship your pussy until you cum. I’ll leave you alone after that.”

Oh, well in that case…“No!” I say, even as I rock backward into his face like a wanton creature. It’s been a long time since I’ve been touched by a man, too, let alone by one as sexy as Conrad.

His tongue plunges inside me when I rock backward a second time, his fingers digging deliciously into my flesh. “That’s it, princess. Fuck my tongue.”

I moan, rocking back harder. “We can’t…can’t be doing this.” As embarrassing as it is knowing that my asscheeks are clapping against his face, I can’t stop. “We just met!” And also, he’s a huge dick. A hot one, though, who knows how to use his tongue just right, so there’s that.

“Doesn’t matter.” He digs his fingers deeper into my thighs, pulling them apart enough that he can slip a hand between them and find my clit. “We’re married.”

I kinda forgot that part.

“That doesn’t mean⁠—”

“Yes, it does,” he says, half moaning as he laps at me. “Now be a good girl and shut up so I can concentrate on making you cum all over my tongue.”

Oh, I do. I don’t think I could form another word of protest as Conrad concentrates on massaging my clit with his fingertips while curling his tongue inside me. He makes the sexiest moans of pleasure as if it was his dick plunging into me.

I gasp, and my toes curl as I almost tear my comforter to pieces when a tidal wave of heat flows through my body, my eyes rolling back in my head, my hips jerking up.

As soon as I slump, my body going lax, my head hazy with the afterglow of my climax, Conrad climbs up my body.

“You said you’d leave me alone,” I say hoarsely.

“I will, I will,” he says. “I promise. I just—fuck, you have no idea how badly I need you, princess.” He senses it when I tense, and there’s a wildly desperate edge to his voice when he begs, “Just a little bit. I won’t fuck you. I just need to cum, ok?”

I ask hesitantly, “How much is ‘a little’?”

Conrad drops his forehead onto my right shoulder as the fabric of his borrowed pajamas roughens my skin with each short thrust as he dry humps me. He groans deeply, the vibration traveling through my body, stirring more of my desire. “Just the tip.”

“What does that mean?” I know exactly what it means, but it’s so hot that I want to hear him say it.

He kisses my shoulder, and I wish my T-shirt weren’t in the way so I could feel his beard brushing across my back as it did my thighs.

“Just the tip, princess. Enough to feel how hot and wet you are, but I won’t go any deeper.”

I consider it. I crave sex and connection as much as the next person, and I’ve been stuck in a self-imposed dry spell long enough to have me throwing caution to the wind. Nervously, I say, “I don’t have any condoms.”

His shivers atop me, voice raspy. “I’ll pull out and cum on your back.”

“Is that safe? I won’t…won’t get pregnant?”

“Mmhmm,” he quickly agrees, the liar. He’s practically panting, perhaps sensing how close I am to giving in.

He doesn’t have to wait any longer, because I’m too far gone to care, too needy for a second orgasm. We aren’t a love match, but I can live with a lust match until we go our separate ways. “Ok,” I whisper. “If you’re sure.”

“Fuck, yes, princess. Thank you. Thank you!” He hurries to push down the pajamas that I’m sure were painfully tight against his erect cock, and we both gasp when he positions his thick crown at my entrance. “This won’t take long,” he warns in his deep, rumbly voice.

What is it about me having to learn my lessons the hard way? Because I immediately regret my decision when ‘just the tip’ splits me wide open, my pussy stretched to the limits around his girth. I should have at least taken a peek at his cock before agreeing to allow him to get anywhere near me.

“I know, I know. It’s big,” he says apologetically. “I’ll stop and wait until you’re ready.” He tugs my hair tie out, my long hair falling around my face until he combs it back with his fingertips in an effort to soothe me. “Take a deep breath.”

I do as he says, trying to breathe through the pain.

“Good girl,” he croons, bossy but attentive. “Again.”

In and out, I breathe in time with his direction until my muscles uncoil and my pussy relaxes. “I didn’t know you’d be so big.”

“You’ll learn to love it, princess, if you ever let me back in after this,” he says, turning my face up so he can kiss my temple tenderly, his voice lifted at the end like a question.

“Just the tip,” I remind him when he pulls out and pushes in a tiny bit deeper.

He hums his agreement, but after a few more shallow thrusts, his next is harder, splitting me deeper.

“Conrad?” I pant through the intrusion as I wiggle my hips with as much as my pussy aches. “Just the tip.”

“Yeah,” he says, his breath heavy on my brow as he drops his chest on my back. “I know.” But then he does it again.

“Conrad,” I say more firmly.

“It is just the tip.”

My lungs seize. “You’re lying.”

“I wish I were,” he says. “But, fuck, you’re taking it so well.” He holds my waist, blowing out a long breath when my pussy starts making a wet, sucking noise every time he pulls back. “Listen to that.” He groans, moving a little faster. “You’re so wet for me, you can take a little more.”

There’s no way his cock head is that big and long. No way. But if it is, then that means the rest of his cock is a monster, and I shake my head. “I can’t.”

“Yes, you can.” He kisses my cheek and thrusts harder, stuffing another inch inside me, making me suck in a pained yelp. “Fuck, I’m sorry. I’ll…I’ll stop,” he says, holding himself rigid above me, caressing my side lovingly.

And, dammit, I don’t want him to. “No, you can…keep going,” I say nervously, my tongue thick in my mouth. “But only a little. Don’t hurt me.”

Conrad peppers kisses all over my face in thanks. “I won’t ever hurt you,” he promises but then adds more power to his thrusts, stretching me wider than I’ve ever been before, and a tear falls from the corner of my eye.

“Oh, princess, no,” he says when I sniffle, and he pauses. “I’m only halfway in. Is that too much?”

I nod, sniffling again.

“I’ll…I’ll stop,” he says, bereft. “I will.”

“Don’t,” I whisper when his big body shakes, taking every drop of his willpower to withdraw until just his cock head remains in me.

“Really?” When I nod, he makes another promise. “I’ll go slow and make it feel so good, you’ll beg me to go deeper.”

I certainly hope so.

Conrad delivers when he lifts off my back, shoves another pillow beneath my hips so I’m bent at a better angle, and he snakes a hand under me to play with my clit. “Oh yeah, there you go,” he says, moaning loudly. “I can feel you opening up for me while I play with your sweet pussy. Such a good girl for me.”

“I am?” I mumble, letting go of all my tension, strangely trusting a criminal to deliver on his promises. I’m lightheaded again, but I don’t care, not when he’s making my body sing, driving me closer to a second orgasm.

Conrad drops back down over me, and I once again wish I weren’t wearing a shirt so I could feel his hot skin against mine. His voice is rough in my ear when he says, “Yes, you are. My good little princess.” His next thrust punctuates his words when he says, “The only one who’s ever taken me this deep, like your pussy was made for me.”

“Conrad!” I moan when his pelvis finally meets my ass, his cock buried fully within me. My toes curl once more as I cry out with the second wave of heat, forced over the edge of bliss with his fingers rubbing fast over my clit.

“I have to pull out,” he shouts in a strangled voice when my pussy pulses around him. “I have to…oh fuck. You’re going to make me cum. Have to…” He switches between grinding his teeth together and moaning as he fucks me faster, prolonging my pleasure. “One more,” he says with another thrust. “Maybe…maybe two.” He gives me two more quick thrusts, shifting me forward on the mattress while I limply take it. “Now. I’m going to pull out…now,” he says, as if he’s giving himself a little pep-talk, though he doesn’t follow through and continues thrusting while I slowly start to go under, my head pounding as hard as he is into me. “Shit, I’m cumming!”

He finally wrenches his cock out of me with a rumbling groan from deep in his chest, as if he’s in unbearable pain, and his hot cum paints my lower back and ass in spurts. His heat is the last thing I’m aware of before I become so dizzy that the teal-tinted world goes black.


CHAPTER
FIVE



CONRAD

“Mirabeth?” I tap her cheek, getting close to her slack face, seeing her eyes are closed, her mouth open. Shoving my arm under her ribs, I lift her upper half, and her head lolls to the side on her neck. My lungs constrict, my throat closing in. Tell me I didn’t accidentally fuck my brand new wife to death. “Mirabeth!” I shake her like a rag doll, shouting her name again and again. Fear that I’ve irreparably harmed her makes my chest want to crack open and bleed.

Turning her chin up, I put my cheek close to her mouth, and I go lightheaded with relief to feel her breath softly fanning my face. She’s fine. She’s only asleep. I didn’t go back on my promises.

Awkwardly turning us around and readjusting the pillows, I gently lay her on her stomach, her backside and my stomach sticky with my cum. My legs are Jello when I climb off the bed and kick off my ill-fitting pajamas, finding Merlin staring at me from his seat on the dresser.

He crouches as if readying to launch across the room onto the bed, but I snap my fingers. “You leave my princess alone,” I whisper harshly, giving Merlin a narrow-eyed look until he relaxes. He knows who the alpha is now, and it’s certainly not the one who keeps terrifying my wife…although…I guess I’ve done plenty of that too. The regret is swift.

After cleaning myself up in the restroom, I wet a washcloth and bring it to the bedroom. Except, once I climb onto the bed and straddle the backs of Mirabeth’s thighs, intending to wipe down her back and pert ass, I’m the one who now can’t move a muscle.

I whisper, “Mirabeth?”

I wait and wait for any sign that she’s conscious, and when nothing happens, I toss the washcloth onto the breakfast bar. I kiss the back of her neck and down the length of her T-shirt, my mouth watering at her feminine scent, then rub my cum into her skin like lotion. She really is as pretty as a princess with her silky hair and big, expressive eyes. I’d thought so the second I saw her standing in that baby blue dress she wore at our quick jailhouse wedding. An absolute, stunning vision that took all of my strength to pull my eyes away from.

Since I’ve organized this place from top to bottom, I know she’s not on birth control, and just because she has that secret tote beneath her bed, that doesn’t mean she plans on using it any time soon. Certainly not with someone like me. I need to check to see if I pulled out in time, for my own peace of mind, so I spread her cheeks and push my first two fingers into her pussy from behind, hoping she can forgive me for this.

She’s wetter than she should be, even after two orgasms, and when I pull my fingers out, examining them by the light of the TV, my suspicion is confirmed. I pinch my eyes shut, dropping my head forward while rubbing my wet fingers into her skin as well. If she wasn’t my princess before, she certainly is now, and I murmur out an apology.

With nothing I can do about it at this time of night, I lie down beside her and tuck the rumpled comforter around us. The silence is unbearably loud with Mirabeth fast asleep beside me, cradled in my arms like a lover. I almost miss arguing with her, which had been more fun than I’ve had in a long time. Lifting my head, I pspsps quietly to Merlin until he jumps on the bed. He plops down on my pillow, and I absently scratch his ear until his vibrating purrs lull me into the best sleep I swear I’ve ever had.
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I startle awake, surely on the brink of death, being suffocated by a fat ball of fur on top of my face. Merlin tries to climb right back on top of me so he can continue his efforts of killing me with love when I set him to the side, but I snap my fingers, and he rolls over on his back, letting me scratch his belly.

“Not freaking cool, Merlin,” Mirabeth says from her seat at her desk, her hand cupped over the bottom of her phone held to her ear. “I’m buying the cheap treats next—oh, sorry, yes, ten-thirty would be great. Thanks!” she says cheerily into the phone before ending the call.

Sitting up in bed, I rub the sleep from my eyes, relieved to see my wife doesn’t look worse for wear and isn’t holding last night against me. “Who was that?”

She glances my way, her eyes dropping to my bare chest, before she returns to tapping on her tablet, her laptop open in front of her. “My doctor. I have an appointment next week.”

“For what?”

“Birth control,” she says without looking at me, her cheeks growing increasingly pink to match the clean, oversized T-shirt she’s wearing.

“Oh,” I say, dropping my eyes to Merlin as I scratch his armpit, making him stretch out with a purr when I hit just the right spot. “Good.”

“Mmhmm. Coffee’s ready if you want some,” she says.

Since I personally cleaned out her ancient, crusty coffee machine yesterday, I’m not so hesitant about pouring myself a cup once I drag myself out of bed. “This is the best coffee I’ve had in years,” I say with genuine appreciation, even though it’s likely the cheapest off-brand available.

She looks up with a shy smile that strikes me right in the chest, but then she throws her hands up in front of her eyes. “Ew, oh my god, why are you naked?”

Never have I had a woman say ew while looking at me, and that was even before I packed on the pounds of muscle. “You weren’t saying ‘ew’ when I was deep⁠—”

“That’s different!”

Stunned, I ask, “How?”

She parts her fingers to peek between them, “I didn’t have to see it!”

My shaft lengthens as I take another sip of my coffee, then I set my cup aside. I stalk closer, my cock now hard and pointing up, and I take her wrists to pull her hands away from her beautiful face. She really is a stunner.

Mirabeth squeezes her eyes shut…only for her long lashes to flutter a second later to see through tiny slits.

I ask, “What’s wrong with the way it looks, hmm?”

“It’s monster-sized, all purple and veiny and…and…ridiculously huge,” she says breathily, then bites her bottom lip, her hair slightly damp from a recent shower.

It strangely doesn’t sit right with me to realize she must have scrubbed my cum from her skin. I wish she hadn’t. Immediately, I try to shake the thought off.

Leaning over, I brush my lips along the shell of her delicate ear and whisper, “You took my monster-sized cock so well last night, princess. Think you could do it again?” Please say yes. “Or are you too sore?”

“Too sore!” She squirms on her chair, no doubt feeling the ache in her pussy.

Damn. I place her hands on my abs and drag them down slowly as I flex my muscles, my cock twitching as precum beads at the tip. “So you don’t want me to bend you over this table and fuck an orgasm or two out of you?”

Her gorgeous blue eyes fly open and connect with mine. She stutters, “Yes! I-I meant, no! No. I—baby—birth control—wait?”

Right. Neither of us wants to have a baby with a random stranger. She could turn out to be an axe murderer after all. How would I know?

“That’s a shame,” I say, dropping her wrists and moving away. Truly, a shame. I would have loved replacing the missing cum on her skin.

“Where are you going?” she asks, leaning halfway out of her seat.

I chuckle and check the time on my outdated phone that I’d left charging on the kitchen countertop. “Disappointed, princess?”

“No,” she answers quickly, though her forehead wrinkles.

“My mom’s throwing a ‘welcome home’ party. Gotta shower and get ready.” I finish the last of my coffee, then head to the bathroom that smells strongly of Mirabeth’s sugary-sweet body wash. It’s happily a far cry from the B.O. that permeated the prison and the industrial-strength soap that left my skin itchy and dry. I don’t care how ‘girly’ the fragrance is; I’m going to slather it all over my skin with utter delight while I jerk off, fantasizing about Mirabeth, like I had last night.

Turning back to her task, Mirabeth says, “Ok. Let me know if you need me to drop you off or pick you up.”

I quirk a brow. “You’re going with me.”

She genuinely looks surprised when she asks, “Why would you want me to go?”

“Because you’re my wife.”

“Fake wife.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “We’ve been over this before.” She rolls her eyes. “Plus, my mom knew I’d signed up for the early release marriage program, and she’s expecting to meet you. Also…” I hesitate, feeling immature, but I go ahead and spit out. “My ex-fiancée will be there. It’ll be the first time I’ve seen her since she broke off our engagement, and I’d like an added buffer.”

Mirabeth sits up straighter. “Why would your mom invite your ex?”

My cock flags when I think of Alisa, and I twist my hips to hide it from Mirabeth’s view. “Because she’s married to my older brother.”

Mirabeth lets out a huff of displeasure on my behalf. “Wow. That’s so not cool.”

“Agreed.” With a strange vulnerability and a plea in my voice, I ask, “So, will you go with me?”

“If I don’t pass out thinking about how many strangers will be there, then sure.” She shuts her laptop with a snap, then jumps up to begin sorting through her dresses. Holding up two options with a sly grin, she asks, “Which one would piss off your brother or sister-in-law more?”

I nod to the one on the left, my cock swelling once more. Never did I think I’d like the idea of my partner giving me the choice of what they wear.

“Oh geez, it’s doing that thing again,” Mirabeth says, looking away with crimson cheeks.

“Doing what?”

She hangs up the dress I didn’t pick and gestures a hand toward my lap. “Getting all big and scary again.”

I laugh all the way into the bathroom and through my shower. My ribs ache by the time the laughter subsides, and I’m tugging on my cock all the faster to the thought of Mirabeth in that dress. That’s another thing I haven’t done in five years—laughing until tears well in my eyes—and it’s all thanks to my gorgeous, luck of the draw, legal wife.
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I jiggle the car keys in my hand after taking them out of the ignition, parked down the street from my childhood home that faces the baseball field where my siblings and I once spent every waking moment of our free time growing up. Vehicles line both sides of the wide street, while those with big trucks and SUVs have hopped the curb to park on the grass. I slouch in my seat when a few familiar faces stride past on the sidewalk toward Mom’s house.

“Are you ok?” Mirabeth asks from the passenger seat, twisted to the side to stare at me.

I should be the one to ask her that, since the closer we got here, the quieter she became, picking at her cuticles.

“Yeah, just…” I blow out a breath and comb my hair back on my head. “I haven’t seen most of them since I was arrested. I didn’t know there would be this many people.”

She rests her hand on my arm. “We can wait a little longer, if you’re not ready yet.”

I’ve already stalled long enough as it is, having dragged out our time at a clothing store on the way here so I wouldn’t have to wear my old clothes for the second day in a row. If I avoid going home any longer, Mom will be disappointed. She was my biggest supporter during my trial and the only one who regularly visited me in prison.

I jump out of the car before I can talk myself into leaving, and hurry to open the door for Mirabeth, giving her my hand to help her out. I don’t give her much room, though, and her body slides up along mine when she stands. Suddenly, it doesn’t matter who the hell has shown up at the party. All that matters is that she’s here. A stranger who feels less and less so by the minute.

“Ready?” Mirabeth asks, twisting her hands together, as equally nervous as I am.

It’s nice not to feel so alone, and I set a hand on her hip, scrunching up the slinky material of her light pink dress that’s tight and falls to her ankles, hugging all of her gentle curves. Because of the thin straps that go over her shoulders and crisscross her mostly bare back like a loose corset, she isn’t wearing a bra. I’m second-guessing the choice I made when it came to her dress selection, not only because I don’t want anyone to see how drop-dead sexy she is, but also because my new, correctly fitted blue jeans are starting to feel tight with my rising erection.

“You look beautiful,” I say, as I’ve already done no less than ten times since I got out of the shower and found her dressed.

“You too,” she says with a blush, ducking her head and tugging on the hem of my bright white T-shirt, the toes of her white sandals bumping against my fancy new sneakers. I’ll admit, the sneakers are pretty spiffy, if not pricey, and I promised to pay her back once I talk to my old boss. He had told me I’d be able to start back right where I had left off at work when I got out.

Mirabeth lets me hold her hand when we cross the street, as if we’re a real couple, and I slow my much longer stride so she doesn’t have to jog to keep up. On the porch of the German schmear brick rancher built some time in the late eighties, Mirabeth and I both take one last steadying breath before I knock three times as Mom instructed—our signal to let her know I’m here—then push through the freshly painted blue door.

“Welcome home, Conrad!” the crowd screams when I pull Mirabeth inside behind me.

Mom is the first to charge across the seashell-patterned living room rug to throw her arms over my shoulders, rocking me violently from left to right as she begins crying against my chest. “It’s been too long since I’ve seen you, baby,” she says, hugging my neck tight enough to choke me—longer than the guards ever allowed us to embrace. Such freedom.

I return her fierce hug and pat her back, trying to breathe through her puff of thick red hair in my face. “I saw you two weekends ago.”

“Too long!” she crows, then suddenly steps back, pushing her scalloped, blue eyeglasses up to swipe the tears falling from her kind, light brown eyes. “Now, tell me who this lucky lady is,” she says, taking Mirabeth’s right hand in between both of hers and shaking it vigorously. “My, my, you are beautiful. A little young, though. You’re not an axe murderer, or anything, are you?” Mom asks after I make introductions, and I snort.

“No?” Mirabeth answers, casting me a questioning look.

“No?” Mom asks with a growing smile. “You’re not sure if you’re⁠—”

“I am not an axe murderer, or, like, any kind of murderer.”

“Well, that’s good.” Mom leans in and says, “Because truthfully, I was thinking, what kind of person would sign up to marry someone sight unseen unless there was something seriously wrong with them?” She laughs it off, though I’m sure she’d been genuinely worried.

“I thought I was signing up for a dance,” Mirabeth says with a grimace. “Not getting married.”

“Oh, well, what a happy little accident!” Mom looks back and forth between us with a twinkle in her eye. She finally lets go of Mirabeth when I pull my wife into my side, if only so my mom will leave some feeling in Mirabeth’s hand. And also, if Mirabeth passes out, I’ll be able to catch her. “Not that it matters or anything, I’d still love them the same, but it’s nice to know more of my future grandbabies are going to be gorgeous. Just gorgeous.” Mom even claps her hands with a little squeal.

Mirabeth’s mouth falls open, the same as mine does.

“I’m only twenty-three,” Mirabeth says. “Why is everyone so obsessed with me getting pregnant?”

Mom tilts her head to the side, curious as she studies Mirabeth’s face. “You look familiar. Have we met?” She snaps her fingers. “You wouldn’t happen to be related to Nurse Perkins, would you?”

Mirabeth gapes. “You know my mom?”

“Oh my, yes! I ran into her several times at the prison.” Her eyes crinkle at the corners when she smiles. “She was the one who encouraged me to get Conrad to sign up for the marriage program. Lovely woman.”

The rest of the guests, who had waited patiently during my reunion with Mom, finally surge forward, cutting into what other revelations might have been made. They create a circle around us as congrats and well-wishes fly my way, hands patting my shoulders, while Mom moves on to hosting. It doesn’t escape my notice that many of them can’t hold eye contact with me for long.

I don’t realize I’m gripping Mirabeth’s waist too tightly until she pinches my side, then twines her clammy fingers between mine. From the side of her mouth, she whispers, “Relax. We got this.”

I squeeze her hand, finding myself even more grateful that she’s here, wondering how it is that this strange, argumentative woman is the one giving me the strength to keep going.

My older brother, Brad, is the first to yank me out of the inner circle into a hug, forcing me to let go of Mirabeth’s hand so she doesn’t stumble forward. He pounds my back while I loosely mimic his actions, reminding myself to lock down my expression.

“Glad you’re home.” He squeezes my upper arms and cuts his gaze to Mirabeth, who has stepped forward.

With Brad’s history, and the fact that he looks like me if I were to eat my weight in protein powder and shave my beard, I instinctively drop an arm over Mirabeth’s shoulders when they shake hands. It irks me, his eyes on my wife while he smiles with teeth that are straighter and unnaturally brighter than mine, wearing an outfit that is just as casual but likely costs twice as much. The only thing I’ve got over him is a felony and one inch in height.

I don’t look directly at Alisa beside Brad until she inches forward and says to Mirabeth, “Hi, I’m Alisa, Conrad’s—” She stops abruptly, smoothing out the nonexistent wrinkles of her short, white dress. I’m pretty sure it’s the same one she wore to our engagement party. “Sister-in-law.”

I think Brad and I both know she was, mistakenly, going to say fiancée, though neither of us reacts, other than when Brad slides his arm around Alisa’s back possessively. Alisa tips her chin up, shaking out her curled, long blonde hair, as she smiles serenely at Brad, whose jaw ticks. There’s genuine warmth between them, but I’m sure I’d be just as anxious right now about this little reunion if I had been the one to steal her from my brother.

“This is Drew,” Brad says, relaxing some and nodding to the little boy hugging his mother’s leg.

Just about to turn four years old, Drew is a carbon copy of his dad, me, and most heartbreakingly, his Uncle Andrew, too, with a touch of red in his brown hair. I can’t take my eyes off him; Mom’s pictures have never done him justice. I wish I could. I really do. But it’s like Andrew has come back to life. I would fall to my knees and weep after pulling my nephew in for a hug if it weren’t for Brad staring so hard at me, scrutinizing my reaction.

“Right. Alisa. I’m Mirabeth, Conrad’s wife,” Mirabeth says loudly. She curls into my side and rests her left palm on my stomach as if it’s the most natural thing in the world for her to do, giving me something other than little Drew to focus on. Gone is the shy, screechy creature from yesterday when Mirabeth says with a chuckle, “I guess I have you to thank, sis.”

Alisa asks, “For what?”

“Well, if it weren’t for you…” Mirabeth walks her fingertips up my stomach to lay her hand flat over my heart that’s still beating too fast as I try to curtail my emotions. “I wouldn’t have met my wonderful husband. So, thank you.”

If it weren’t for the crowd making small talk around us, we’d be able to hear a pin drop as the four of us go silent.

“Oh,” Alisa eventually says while Brad’s hand tightens around her ribs. Her laugh is as strained and weak as Brad’s smile when she says, “You’re welcome.”

Mom pops up at my side, saving us from any further awkwardness. “I’m afraid Bridget couldn’t make it, but your dad is outside grilling. Come on.”

“That was smooth,” I say to Mirabeth as Mom drags the two of us through the house painted in a variety of blues, decorated from wall to wall in seashells and pelicans, to the backyard. “Thanks for coming with me.”

“Of course,” she says simply. “Who’s Bridget?” she asks, trying to let go of my hand.

“My sister. She’s the oldest. Works at the Capitol in Austin,” I answer, holding tighter to Mirabeth’s hand. I can’t let it go when she’s my lifeline as Mom leads us past the rows of plastic picnic tables of seated guests to the left side of the expansive yard, where Dad is talking to my old little league coach while manning the grill.

Dad doesn’t look up when Mom says, “Tripp. Tripp, honey, look who’s here!”

He takes his time flipping the steaks and barbecue chicken thighs before he finally meets my eyes, staring down his strong nose at me, a few inches taller but just as fit. “Conrad,” Dad says, giving me a short nod.

I knew not to expect much, since he only visited me once to tell me it would be the one and only time he would, but it doesn’t hurt any less when he flicks his gaze away dismissively. “This the wife?” he asks, motioning to Mirabeth.

“Yes! Isn’t she just lovely?” Mom says, beaming twice as hard to make up for Dad’s lack of enthusiasm.

He grunts, his thinning brown hair cut to military precision, only a few years from retirement as a local recruiter for the Marines. “Sure.” He sucks his teeth, and though he’s speaking to Mirabeth, he finally looks straight at me when he says, “Be careful with this one.”

“Oh, Tripp,” Mom says softly.

“Why?” Mirabeth asks hesitantly.

Dad looks away, disgusted when he says, “Can’t trust a word that comes out of his mouth.”

“Tripp!” Mom exclaims, her face falling.

With my heart shredded to ribbons, as I knew it would be, I manage to keep from running when I drop Mirabeth's hand, turn back toward the house, and wind my way through the guests, past the open kitchen, and down the hall.


CHAPTER
SIX



MIRABETH

I slip inside the hall bathroom before Conrad can shut the door, then lock it and press my back to it as he turns from me, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Are you ok?” I ask, though, of course, I know the answer is no.

“Yeah. Just need to use the John.”

I push off the door, watching his profile in the wide vanity mirror. His back is hunched when I lay my hand on it. “Want to talk about it?”

“Nothing to talk about.” He finally turns and nods his head toward the door, unfastening his belt and rolling down his zipper. “Can you give me a minute?”

“Do you really need to use the restroom, or are you trying to get rid of me?”

It’s like the last bit of energy abandons him, and his hands drop to his sides, his chin tucked to his chest. At his first sniffle, I wrap my arms around his waist and hug him, squeezing him extra tight. I lived and breathed my dad’s love and approval, which always flowed freely in our house. I know how much it means to a kid, even if said kid is approaching forty years old.

“You haven’t told him that you took full responsibility to keep your brother out of prison?” I ask, rubbing his back.

“Worse,” Conrad says, laying his cheek on my shoulder while he crowds me against the scalloped-edge, white vanity, his arms wound around me like I’m a life preserver. “I did, but he didn’t believe me. He said he lost the last shred of respect for me when I tried to ‘shirk accountability and pin it all on my brother, who wasn’t here to defend himself against such vile accusations’.”

“That’s awful,” I say. “I’m so sorry.”

“I’ll learn to live with it,” he says with a shrug, even as he tightens his arms around me. “Eventually.”

“I wish there was something I could do or say or…”

“Mom’s tried, over the years, but he won’t hear a word of it.”

Since saying I’m sorry again won’t be of any help, I remain quiet, letting Conrad silently work through his feelings until he can gather himself.

“I really am glad you’re here,” he finally says, playing with the ends of my hair, sliding his fingertips beneath my crisscrossing straps to rest his warm hand at the small of my back. “Thank you.”

“You don’t have to keep thanking me. I would do it for any randomly-assigned husband I’ve only known for nineteen hours.”

Conrad snorts, and his chest shakes with laughter that grows stronger. “Best randomly-assigned wife ever,” he says next to my ear, now toying with the knot at the top of my ass where my straps are tied together.

“I really am, aren’t I?”

“You really are, princess.” His beard rasps along my cheek when he lightly kisses the edge of my jaw, bringing his large hands to my waist and down to grip my hips. With his jeans open at the fly, I can feel the ridge of his hardening cock against my belly.

Well, that’s one way to take a man’s thoughts off his father’s disappointment.

“Hello?” a woman says with a knock on the door, making me jump.

Conrad groans, grinding against my stomach as he scrunches the material of my dress up. “Just a minute!”

“Conrad?” The woman knocks again.

“Is that Alisa?” I ask Conrad with a whisper as I push my hands into his hair, pulling him closer as he draws the hem of my dress higher.

“Yes,” he answers with irritation.

Alisa knocks harder on the door.

“Just a minute!” I say before Conrad has a chance to, my lower thighs now exposed to the cool draft of the A/C.

“Mirabeth?” Alisa asks.

“Yup!” I answer, arching my back when Conrad kisses the spot on my neck just below my ear. “Conrad,” I moan, intentionally loud for Alisa’s benefit.

“Are y’all…what are y’all doing?” Alisa asks, her heels shifting on the hardwood on the other side of the door.

“Hey, Alisa? We could really use some privacy, thanks,” I say curtly.

“But…there’s a line for the other bathroom, and I really need to go,” she says, and I can hear the wince in her voice.

Conrad lets my dress fall when he removes his hands and steps back, breathing hard as he stares at me with a hungry look, his hair a mess. “Sorry. Got carried away.”

No kidding. I’ve never felt so out of control as when he has his hands on me.

My core clenches, and it’s only then I realize how close I just came to letting him fuck me in the bathroom of his mom’s house with a massive crowd of people waiting just outside the door where everyone would be able to hear us. Oh, and also that I’m not on birth control yet, and he’s already destroyed my pussy.

Suddenly grateful for the interruption, I wait until I no longer inadvisably want to jump Conrad’s bones, then finally move to open the door. “All yours,” I say to Alisa, who isn’t looking at me but at Conrad over my shoulder…the same as Brad does, standing behind Alisa.

I reach for Conrad’s hand behind me when we exit the bathroom. Intending to turn left toward the kitchen, Conrad crowds me to the right, making me nearly trip over my feet into a guest bedroom at the end of the hall.

“What are you doing?” I ask when he closes and locks the door.

“I can’t go out there until this goes away,” he says, motioning to the still hard bulge behind his unzipped jeans. He gives me his back and slides his hands through his hair. “Can you just…walk away.”

“Walk away where?” I ask, studying the beautifully carved ocean waves on the fancy wooden full-sized bed, dresser, and nightstand. “I can leave, if you want.”

“No.”

“All right…” I say slowly and take a seat on the end of the bed, the headboard positioned beneath the wide window on the back wall. “Can I at least have your phone?” I ask when I grow bored as the minutes drag on, having accidentally left mine in my purse in the car.

“Sure,” he says, finally turning around, his hand hovering midair when he reaches for his phone in his back pocket. “Fuck.”

“What?”

“You.”

“Huh?”

“I need you, princess,” he says, springing forward and pushing me back on the bed. He looks like a wild animal, ready to eat me like he did last night, and oh, how I want him to, when he shoves his jeans down to reveal his massive cock.

“We can’t!” I squeal, even as my blood starts running hot again when he wrestles the hem of my dress up to my waist.

He chokes when he sees that I’m bare. “Why aren’t you wearing the panties I picked out?”

“I didn’t want my panty lines to show,” I say breathily, crossing my hands over my mound with embarrassment.

“I hate the idea that you’ve been walking around all those people with your little pussy bare, but fuck, do I also love it. So hot,” he says, grabbing my knees and spreading them. “Move your hands. I want to see you.”

“No!”

He has my knees hiked up and pushed down to the sides in the blink of an eye. “Move. Your. Hands. Princess,” he says sternly. “The sooner you do, the sooner I’ll be done.” He grips his shaft, biting off a moan. “And the sooner you’ll get to eat that steak you were drooling over.”

My hands fly up to grip my hair. He’s right. I really want that steak, even if the man who was grilling it was a giant turd to his son.

“Good girl,” Conrad breathes out in a rush, stroking his cock with his eyes pinned to my most intimate region. “That’s the prettiest little pussy I’ve ever seen. Can’t believe I even fit in there. You took me so well.”

I preen at his praise, as silly as it is, and I shift my hips beneath his burning attention.

“You want me, don’t you?” he asks, gripping the back of my right thigh with his free hand, pushing my leg up higher, spreading me wider with my ass hanging off the edge of the bed.

I moan and arch my back, my clit pulsing. “We can’t,” I say weakly. “Even…even if I wanted to”—which I do—“we don’t have any protection. No birth control, no condom, no sex. No babies.”

“Ok, ok,” he says, pointing his cock down until his crown is only inches away from pushing inside me as he continues to stroke himself. “You’re right. No babies.” For a while, he seems content with simply masturbating while staring unblinkingly at my sore pussy, grunting with each jerk of his hand. But then he says, “Could I…just the tip of the tip…and I’ll cum on your stomach.”

“Ok,” I easily agree with a fast nod that further musses my hair, wanting him to touch me so badly, I’m afraid I’m going to combust if he doesn’t.

“Fuck, thank you, princess.” We both moan when he bends his knees and tries to push just his tip inside me. Even that has me sucking in a pained breath, my lower lips so tender and raw from the intense stretch last night.

“Ah, I’m sorry.” He jerks his cock up, his eyes rounded and wild, teeth gritted. “Gotta warm you up first.” He switches to sliding the head of his cock along my clit, and my tense muscles relax at the pleasure. “There it is,” he says, seeing my expression lighten. “That’s better, isn’t it?”

“Mmhmm,” I agree, my hips writhing as he starts grinding against me. “So good.”

“Ready?” he asks.

I fist his T-shirt and yank his upper half down on top of me. “Yes, Conrad, yes.”

For a second, I think he’s going to kiss me when he dips his head, but he twists to the side, and his lips land on the corner of my jaw while he angles the crown of his cock to press the tip to my entrance.

“So tight. So wet,” he moans, barely applying any pressure, just as he’s supposed to…the tip of the tip.

It’s not enough.

“Please, Conrad.” I lift my legs and hook my ankles around his back. “I can take a little more now.”

“Yes, yes, you can.” Conrad grabs my hips and lifts them, forcing himself deeper. “You feel fucking incredible,” he says as he pumps shallowly.

I lightly bite his shoulder to keep from crying out when I use my legs to pull him closer. Everything else fades—the house, the crowd, our responsibilities and promises—as we work in tandem until he’s buried as deep as he can go, his shaft sliding along every spot inside me that lights up my world. I loop my arms around him, feeling the muscles in his strong back flex when he picks up the pace, fucking in and out of me until I have to cum. I have no choice.

Conrad abandons my left hip and presses his palm flat over my mouth when I start to scream out his name with my climax, and that only makes our illicit tryst all the hotter.

“My princess,” he says gutturally, his eyes locked with mine. “Gonna make me cum so hard.”

“Pull out!” I scream behind his hand, but it comes out garbled as he rips more pleasure and moans out of me with his faster, harder thrusts. “Pull out, pull out.”

“Going to—” He finally removes his hand, slapping it against the mattress as a vein bulges in his forehead, his hair falling forward to shadow his brow as his hips jerk out of rhythm.

“You’re supposed to pull out,” I whine. “No babies.”

“I know. I’m…I’m trying.” He reaches behind him to grab my left ankle, which I still have locked around him.

Oh. Right. I have to let go.

As soon as I drop my legs, Conrad wrenches his hips back with a pained groan, cum spurting from his glistening tip to trail up from my mound to my lower belly. He grinds the underside of his shaft against my clit, his arms shaking with exertion to keep from collapsing on top of me. When he’s done, he drops his forehead onto my chest, his heavy breaths skating across my overheated skin and down the top of my dress.

“Thank you, princess,” he says, twisting his head to rest his cheek over my heart. “How did I get so lucky to be assigned a wife like you?”

I hum with delight at his praise and slip my fingers into his hair, combing it back as we both come down from the highs of our orgasms. Once he’s caught his breath, he straightens, and my hands fall to my sides.

“What a mess we made,” he says with a wicked smile, swirling the tip of his index finger in the puddle of his cum below my belly button.

I squirm at the ticklish sensation. “You pulled out in time, right?”

“Yeah.” His eyes trail down my body with a strange, pensive look on his face.

“Good,” I say, straightening my legs since my hips ache.

“Mmhmm,” he agrees, though his brows furrow.

As the outside world pushes in, his cum cooling on my skin, I say, “That was too close. Can you find something to clean me up?” I’d use the now rumpled, fluffy blue comforter I’m lying on, but then I’d have to figure out how to discreetly carry it through to wherever the laundry room is to wash it.

A slow smirk tugs at Conrad’s lips as he starts rubbing his cum into my skin.

I bat his hands away. “Ew, stop that. Go get a towel or something.”

“I will…in a minute.” He continues to spread it, lowering his hands until he’s rubbing it into my inner thighs, even pushing his fingers into me to gather my arousal and spread that as well.

“So not cool, bro,” I say breathily when he takes my hand and helps me off the bed. “Now I’m all sticky and smelly, and I still have to clean up.”

Conrad grins, and I scuttle behind him when he clears a path to the hall bathroom so I can wash up with a hand towel that he fetches for me from the linen closet. I shoo him away when he doesn’t leave.

“Can’t a girl get a little privacy?” I ask, soaping up the cloth and starting to hike my severely wrinkled dress up.

He shakes his head, crossing his arms as he leans his butt against the vanity, watching me wipe my thighs.

“Dude, seriously. You promised me steak. I want my steak.”

He finally relents and leans in to kiss the edge of my jaw. “Fine, but only because you’ve been such a good girl,” he whispers in my ear, my stomach fluttering.

An orgasm and a sexy man about to serve me up a juicy steak? I think I could get used to this kind of princess treatment.


CHAPTER
SEVEN



CONRAD

Two things compete for my attention—my wife, moaning with each bite of steak, seated beside me at one of the picnic tables; and my nephew, laughing as he chases Mom’s corgi around and around the new playground set Mom and Dad installed recently. My heartstrings tug at the thought of watching my future children playing in this yard. Merlin would never tolerate them running after him, though. In fact, he’d be the one doing the chasing.

I laugh to myself at the mental image, though it quickly fizzles out when I remember that Merlin won’t be in the picture if I ever am blessed enough to have children. I sneak a peek at Mirabeth, wondering what her children will look like, my thoughts turning sour as I imagine what kind of man she would actually want to be with, once I’m out of her way.

“He looks just like Andrew, doesn’t he?” Brad asks from across the table and chuckles, smiling from ear to ear as he watches his son play. “He’s a little terror, too, like his uncle, when he wants to be.”

“He is not. He’s an angel,” Alisa says, speaking for the first time since she and Brad joined us at the table. She stares at her plate as she cuts her chicken into smaller and smaller pieces, not really eating anything.

Brad gives her a come on, now look, disagreeing, and leans back in his metal folding chair.

“Why’d you name him Drew?” Mirabeth asks, cleaning some of the juice from the corner of her lips with the cloth napkin she has tucked into the front of her dress like a bib.

“After our younger brother,” Brad says, cutting his eyes to me and quickly away. “Hasn’t Conrad mentioned him yet?”

“Yeah. He also mentioned that he told you he wanted to name his first son after Andrew, which is why I want to know why you named your son Drew.”

I squeeze her left thigh under the table, surprised by the fierceness in her voice on my behalf.

Alisa looks back and forth between her husband and me. “I didn’t know that.”

Brad laughs instead of getting defensive, trying to ease the tension. “First come, first served. No hard feelings, I hope,” he says to me.

I clench my jaw to keep from unloading on him. Yelling won’t turn back time and have him pick a different name for his son.

“Seems kinda like a dick move, though,” Mirabeth says.

Brad sputters loud enough that Mom looks up from her seat beside Dad at the farthest table across the patio.

It seems Mirabeth isn’t done yet when she waves her sharp steak knife in the air, motioning to Alisa and Brad. “How long after Conrad went to prison did you two hook up? Probably not long, considering Drew’s age.”

“It’s ok,” I whisper, even though it’s not. I squeeze her thigh once more, hoping she’ll drop this line of questioning to keep the peace, though, in truth, I’d like to know the answer.

“What? I’m just making conversation with my new in-laws,” she says innocently, stabbing her steak. “We should get to know each other since we’re going to be family for the next three years.”

A rock sinks in my gut. Right. Three years. I need to remember that.

The color has drained from Alisa’s face when I look up, and she excuses herself from the table, claiming she heard Drew call for her. He hadn’t.

Brad’s smile is strained when he shrugs, “What does it matter? Conrad fumbled the ball. Figured I’d finally shoot my shot.”

“The hell does ‘finally’ mean?” I ask, careful not to raise my voice so I don’t upset Mom, who is still watching us, and Mirabeth lays her hand atop mine.

Brad chuckles, though it’s forced. “Come on. A woman as sweet and beautiful as her? She had a line of guys waiting out the door behind you, and you know it. Same as this one.” He winks at Mirabeth, and I want to pluck his eye right out of the socket. “Better watch your back in three years. First come, first served,” he says again.

I’m going to etch that into his gravestone as soon as I put him in the ground. It’ll be over my dead body that he “shoots his shot” with my wife. Him or anyone else. She’s mine.

Shit, shit. I have to stop thinking like that.

Mom and Mirabeth stand when I rise, and Mirabeth grabs the back of my T-shirt to stop me from rounding the table.

“Hey, Brad? Eat shit,” Mirabeth says quietly, throwing down her napkin. She shoves me ahead of her across the yard and around the right side of the house. As soon as we’re out of view, she suddenly doubles over, her whole body quaking so hard I’m afraid she’s going to lose her footing and collapse.

“Whoa, are you ok?” I ask, hoisting her up against me, my voice even deeper than normal.

“I’ve never talked to anyone like that before,” she says with choppy breaths. “I’m going to puke.”

I hug her close and stroke her hair, my fingers snagging on the tangles after all her writhing in bed. “You’re not going to puke.”

“I wanna,” she says, wrapping her arms tight around my back, her body vibrating with anxious adrenaline. She asks in a small voice, “Do you still have feelings for Alisa?”

“Not even a little bit,” I tell her truthfully. “Anything I felt toward her died the minute I found out she started dating Brad.”

“Really?” She tips her head back. Even in her heels, her chin rests between my pecs. “‘Cause it kinda looked like you wanted to murder your brother.”

With Mirabeth looking up at me, right into my eyes, it doesn’t feel like I met her just yesterday. If anything, I feel closer to her than I did to Alisa, even though Alisa and I lived together for the last year of our three-year-long relationship.

“Yeah, but not because of Alisa. Because of him. Exes are supposed to be off limits to family. But I’m more pissed that he took Andrew’s name, even though those two weren’t nearly as close.” And also for so much as looking at Mirabeth, though I don’t say that.

“So he wouldn’t have gone to prison for Andrew?”

“Doubt it. He loved Andrew, but never once sat with him during any of his treatments like Bridget and I did. Said it was too hard on him.”

“That’s really messed up.”

“Tell me about it.” It’s like we’re the only two people in the world when I palm the nape of Mirabeth’s slender neck and drop my chin, her lips so inviting.

“You two are just the cutest! Smile and say ‘newlyweds’,” Mom says from the side, holding her phone up, squinting as she taps around on the screen. “Oh shoot, my finger was in the way. Try again.” And so it goes that we end up having an impromptu photo shoot, Mom directing us to turn this way and that. She goes so far as to pluck a bouquet of yellow roses from a nearby bush for Mirabeth to hold, snapping pictures until she has enough without her finger blurring them to fill a wedding album.

“Wanna get out of here?” Mirabeth asks while I drag my feet back toward the crowd once we’ve patiently explained to Mom how to send a photo via text.

“Hell yeah, I do,” I say with relief. “Love you, Mom. Thanks for the party,” I shout over my shoulder, sweeping Mirabeth up into the cradle of my arms. “Call you soon!”

Mirabeth whoops and laughs as I jog back down the strip of grass on the side to the wooden gate before Mom can ask me to stay, and then I hightail it down the street to the Beetle. I’ve had more fun with Mirabeth in the past two days than I did in the five and a half years since Andrew first got his diagnosis, and I press a big, fat kiss to Mirabeth’s cheek before I drop her in the passenger seat.

“Where to, princess?” I ask, pushing her hair behind her ear, toying with her dangling, faux-diamond earring. Maybe one day I’ll be able to afford to give her real diamonds. She certainly deserves them after all she’s done for me in such a short amount of time.

“Home. I need a nap after that steak,” she says, rubbing her stomach, resting her bouquet on her lap.

“Coming right up,” I say, sneaking in a little pat on her lower belly before I lope around the car and head home, driving a whole three miles per hour above the speed limit.
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“How’d it go?” I ask Mirabeth from where I’m lying on the bed, petting Merlin, when she arrives home from her doctor’s appointment. I wanted to go with her, but she said that would be weird since she was due for her annual exam, whatever that entails. I was kind of hoping to find out, which she said was even weirder.

She hangs her purse on the hook I attached to the wall beside the front door and kicks off her sandals, lining them up with the rest of our shoes with an eye roll after I raise a brow. “Got it,” she says, holding up a small lunch sack-type bag with her new birth control prescription, then jumping onto the bed to lie beside me.

It’s a good thing she did, since we had another close call two nights ago when I had her on her back on the drafting table…and also last night, when I slipped into her from behind while she was taking off her makeup, having propped her right knee on the vanity. Her poor pussy has taken a beating over the course of our nine days of wedded bliss, but she hasn’t complained…much. And now I won’t have to pull out to finish cumming on her stomach or ass any longer. Although…I might from time to time, if only to rub it into her skin, which I’ve funnily enough come to anticipate.

I roll over on top of Mirabeth and flip her sexy pleated skirt up that she let me pick out for her this morning. I wiggle until she spreads her legs for me, grinding my growing erection against her panties. “You know what this means? I can cum deep, deep, deep inside you,” I say, pushing her white T-shirt up to nuzzle my nose between her breasts. Her tits are just the right size for my palms, her cute nipples already budding in her nude bra. I lightly nip one, giving it a little lick through the fabric.

When I try to unhook her bra, though, she pushes me away and says with a little giggle, “Hold your horses, mister. It doesn’t work that fast.”

I roll back over, and Merlin rudely walks across my stomach to plop down on Mirabeth’s, purring as he rubs his head on her lower belly. I’ve done the same, lying with my head on her stomach while we watch TV at night. She’s my favorite pillow.

“How’d the Zoom meeting go?” she asks while she pulls out the insert that comes with the prescription, unfolding it like an old-fashioned paper map.

“I finished my re-training, and Boss put me on the schedule come Monday. Same hours, a slight bump in pay, and now he offers benefits.”

Like Mirabeth, my boss, Sam, has an online store selling artisanal items, though he’s in the woodworking field, designing, building, and shipping custom, high-end furniture that will last for generations. His business has grown enough that we no longer have to work out of his backyard shed, but a spacious, rented warehouse. I’ll be responsible once more for helping his sketches come to life.

“That’s great!” Mirabeth says.

It is, since I can add Mirabeth to my new, better health insurance plan in case any of our close calls turn out to be a lot closer than we expected.

“Did you finally get ahold of your mom?” I ask.

“No, she’s still dodging my calls,” she says, grumbling. “I tried swinging by her place again on the way home, but she wasn’t there. Or at least, she’s pretending not to be. But one of these days, I’ll catch her, yes, I will, and I’ll give her a piece of my mind.”

And when you do, I’ll give her a piece of mine…by thanking her profusely.

I start to doze the longer Mirabeth goes on reading the prescription insert, enjoying my last three days of leisure before I go back to work, but it’s her softly muttered, “Oh geez,” that stirs me.

“What’s up?” I ask.

She points to a section. “It says side effects may include nausea, headaches, breast tenderness, weight gain, mood changes, and best of all, motherfrickin’ blood clots, liver disorders, and heart attacks.”

“Is that normal?” I take the insert from her, my brows lifting higher and higher as I read what is essentially an entire novel’s worth of potential side effects and warnings.

“I don’t know. I didn’t read it last time. I don’t think I felt anything different.”

“You were on birth control before? With who?”

She cocks her head at me. “None of your business.”

“Sure it is. I’m your husband.”

“Fake husband,” she challenges, ignoring my huff. “And besides, millions of people take birth control without issue. I’m sure Alisa did, too, unless you only used condoms.”

Her frown likely matches my own. Mirabeth and I tried using condoms, having picked some up from a corner store on the way back from my welcome home party. We both hated it the four times we tried using them, neither of us able to cum until I would, inevitably, rip them off. She only pretended to be mad about it once she figured out what I’d been doing. I think.

“Not that I care or anything about what you’ve done with other people,” Mirabeth says. “You shouldn’t either.”

But I do, for some reason.

I ball up the insert and toss it into the kitchen. “I don’t think I want you taking something like this. Too risky.”

Mirabeth rolls her eyes. “As if we’re not being even riskier with your weak pull-out game.”

“It’s not weak.” It is. “Your eyes are going to get stuck in the back of your head if you keep rolling them like that,” I say when she rolls them again.

“That’s what my Dad used to say, but guess what? They haven’t.” She rolls her eyes a third time for added effect and scoots to the end of the bed, taking her prescription with her.

“Where are you going?”

“To use the restroom, or do I need to ask permission for that too, your bossy highness?” She stands and tugs her shirt down, then fiddles with the plastic disc packaging of her birth control.

“Give it here, princess,” I say, sitting up on my knees and motioning for her to hand it over.

“No.” She focuses her gaze somewhere south of the waistband of her pajama pants that I’ve once again commandeered. I’ve since purchased quite a few new clothes, including sweatpants and flannel pajama pants, but I still prefer to wear her tight-ass PJs because she thinks it’s cute. “And you’re not getting anywhere near me with that thing until this takes effect or you figure out how to keep a condom on.”

Since the latter isn’t likely, I ask of the former, “How long will that take?”

“A full cycle,” she says with the wrinkle of her nose.

“You sure you can wait that long? Because I can barely go two minutes without wanting to touch you.” I grab her hips, push her shirt back up, and kiss her bare stomach as I would if it was rounded with my unborn child.

“We have to at least try,” she says, dancing out of my hold when I tug on the waistband of her skirt. “Because, seriously, we already got lucky that I finished my period a few days before we got married. Don’t want to take any more chances since I’m about to ovulate.”

“You are?” My cock lengthens at the thought, straining against my PJs, about to bust through the fabric. All I want to do is bury it deep inside my princess and tell her that I know about her secret tote. See how she’d react. “So you could, hypothetically, get pregnant right now.”

“Yep. So, I’m off limits, mister. No babies.” And before I know it, she’s swallowed the first pill dry.


CHAPTER
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CONRAD

It’s as if I never left, already feeling right at home at the new warehouse on my first day back at work. So far, the guys haven’t treated me all that differently, other than a few sidelong glances. I know they want to ask about my time in prison, but they won’t until after they’ve had a few drinks, when Mirabeth and I go out with them and their spouses tonight as a little celebration.

I hope Mirabeth lets me pick what she’s going to wear again. Definitely not the dress she wore to my welcome home party. That one is for me and me alone from now on.

“Is the client some kind of celebrity?” I ask Sam as I use the jig to drill pocket holes into the gorgeous maple board for the custom crib I’m building to match the dresser, bookshelf, rocking chair, rocking horse, bassinet, toy box, and high chair. A set this large would be expensive if purchased from a regular department store, but with Sam’s—justified—prices? It likely costs a third of my contractual annual salary.

With my experience, I’ll be able to build a custom set like this one myself once I have children. The more I think about all the “accidents” Mirabeth and I have had before her birth control pills can take effect, the more excited I get about the future, my thoughts straying to the potential tow-or-red-headed baby lying within a crib as beautiful as this one.

“Believe it or not, no. They’re a local,” Sam says, measuring and marking the holes on the next board. “Though I had a few big-name clients while you were…away.”

“Nice euphemism,” I mutter, moving the jig. “So who’s the client?”

He clicks his tongue, taking off his navy blue ball cap with a silver star to smooth back his thick, silvery locs from his sweaty forehead, giving me a curious look. “Let’s say she’s a friend of a friend.”

“All right…” I guess his client would rather remain anonymous, so I don’t push for an answer.

“So, how’s married life treating you?” he asks, taking the board I’m finished with and passing me the next.

“Not too shabby.” I cut Sam a grin that grows stronger as I think of Mirabeth and her adorable little snores when I left her in bed this morning. If I weren’t a better man, I’d have pulled her panties aside and gifted her pussy a little wet present when she climbed on top of me in her sleep last night. As it was, I only left it on her thighs, then rubbed it into her skin. She’s used to it by now.

I drop my drill with a clatter on the concrete floor and suck back a pained bellow, shaking out my left hand that throbs harder than my cock has for the past three days, now that Mirabeth has locked her pussy down with a figurative chastity belt.

“Let me see it.” Sam takes me by the wrist and carefully inspects the spot where I had missed the jig completely and drilled a shallow hole straight through the side of my hand. “Got yourself good. Need to get you to urgent care for a stitch or two.”

“Dammit. I’m sorry.” Injuring myself on the first day back on the job is a rookie move. I shouldn’t have let myself get distracted.

“Don’t be. Bound to happen sooner or later to everyone. Count yourself lucky it wasn’t worse.” Sam wiggles the fingers of his left hand, where he’s missing the top half of his middle finger from an accident he had some thirty years ago with a table saw.

At his desk in the corner of the warehouse, Sam does a quick wrap job with a sterile bandage around my wound and offers me the company credit card, trusting me with it just as Mirabeth has trusted me to drive her car. “We’ll fill out the paperwork later,” he says without a hint of grievance that my accident is going to cost him, since it happened on company time and property.

Though he offers to drive me, I insist on going by myself, still stewing over the stupid mistake I made by the time the urgent care nurse finishes patching me up, putting my hand out of commission for at least a week. At checkout, the receptionist not only slides a copy of my receipt across the counter but also a pink Post-it note with her name and phone number.

“I’m married,” I say with the curl of my upper lip, flicking the Post-it back toward her.

“That’s too bad,” she says, giving me a coy smile that might work on another man, but certainly doesn’t on me.

“No, it’s not.” Turns out, I quite enjoy being tied down to my randomly-assigned wife, regardless of the faithfulness that is mandated by the marriage program, even if Mirabeth is so distracting that I end up maiming myself at work.

The receptionist’s smile falls flat when I turn to walk out, and I do a double-take when I catch sight of a pamphlet stack at the edge of the counter with an advertisement for birth control options. I’m grumpy on the drive home, covered in sweat and sawdust. My resentment towards the pharmaceutical industry at large builds when I think of Mirabeth’s damn birth control pills and the lengths Andrew had to go to find pain relief. Might as well throw in the whole medical-industrial complex, too, since my visit to the clinic hadn’t come cheap.

I take a detour on the way home to pick up my prescribed antibiotics and a few other essentials, catching up with an old friend from college who works at the pharmacy. When I step inside the apartment, Mirabeth is sitting at her drafting table, her fingers flying over her laptop’s keyboard as she responds to a customer.

“Honey, you’re home,” she singsongs.

Ok, so that does lift my mood. A little.

“Hey, princess,” I say softly, dropping a kiss on top of her head, and I squeeze her shoulder with my working hand.

“How was your first day back? Did you make any new friends?”

I chuckle. “It was pretty great, ‘til I fucked it up.” I show her my bandaged hand, giving her the short version of the day’s events, though I hold back on telling her about the flirtatious receptionist.

Mirabeth gasps. “Why didn’t you call me? I would have come right away and sat with you.” She takes my hand and lightly places a kiss in the middle, like she can kiss the pain away.

“I had your car.”

“So? I would have found a ride.”

“Thanks,” I say, fully meaning it, touched that she’s so concerned. “I’m gonna take a shower, then get dinner ready before we go out.”

“With your hand all banged up? No, I’ll take care of that.” She quickly types out a message, then shuts her laptop. Stepping ahead of me into the bathroom, she gets the shower started, then helps me undress. Of course my cock is hard and aching for her at the first touch of her fingertips on my belt buckle.

She’s well aware of it, too, though she avoids looking at it when she surprises me by stripping out of her clothes, stretching languidly for my viewing pleasure as she twists her long hair up into a messy bun. When I try to back her against the vanity, though, cupping her breast with my good hand, stroking my thumb across her hardened nipple, she spins me around with a smirk.

“Keep your hand out of the water,” she says, climbing into the tub after me and lathering a washcloth with her body wash.

I stand stock still, watching her with rapt attention as she efficiently washes my body for me, even my cock, though she only gives it a brief tug before she tells me to turn around and starts on my back. I roll up on my tiptoes with a girlish squeal when she cleans between my cheeks, and I whirl on her.

“Sorry, princess, I’m not into that. But if you are…” I catch her around the waist, slipping my fingers between her asscheeks. “I’d be happy to oblige.”

She laughs at my expression and pushes me away, then says, “Get on your knees.”

“Your wish is my command, princess.” I immediately kneel, rest my left hand on the white square tiles so it doesn’t get wet, then bury my nose in my wife’s royal pussy.

“Oh my god, Conrad! I only meant so I could wash your hair!”

“You wash, I lick.” I push my tongue between her thighs, searching for her clit when she starts sliding her fingers into my hair, sudsing it with shampoo.

Mirabeth moans and doesn’t resist when I prop her left foot on the lip of the tub, giving me better access. I’m practically sitting between her legs, head tipped back all the way as I plunge in and out of her, fucking her from below. The pain in my hand is overshadowed by the ache in my cock, the veins running the length of my thick shaft bulging. The cum that’s been collecting in my balls begs to be spilled deep within her, precum leaking from my dark, swollen tip. A few more weeks, I remind myself, and then I’ll be able to do just that whenever I want without her putting up a fuss. And believe me, I will as often as she’ll let me.

By the time Mirabeth has finished shampooing and conditioning my hair, rinsing the last of the suds away, I have two fingers on my right hand pumping in and out of her while I massage her clit with my tongue, making her scream my name with her climax, her inner walls clamping around my fingers like they’re trying to suck them deeper. I’d eaten her pussy just about every day until she locked me out, and she tastes even better than before. Wetter, too, and I don’t think it’s from the shower. It’s a subtle difference that drives me wild.

Fuck the doctor’s instructions. I don’t care if I end up back in urgent care with an infection too gnarly for the antibiotics to fight. Grabbing Mirabeth’s hips, I kiss my way up her stomach, giving her belly button a little extra love to make her giggle, then turn her around to position her on her hands and knees.

“It’s been too long, hasn’t it, princess?” I ask as I part her lower lips with the head of my cock, her pussy warmer than I remembered.

“Y-yes,” she says breathily, turning to watch me over her shoulder, her messy bun wet and hanging limply to the side, water droplets racing along her smooth skin. “But we’re supposed to wait.”

I hide my grin and groan instead. “I know, but I’m desperate here…and so are you.” I lift my brows, and her cheeks pinken. Yeah, she is. “How ‘bout the tip of the tip of the tip?” I ask, dragging my cock head up and down her slit, spreading my precum all over her.

She gives me a knowing look. “It’s never just the tip.”

She’s so right.

Scrubbing the water from my face, I say, “Then you’ll have to stay like that while we take care of ourselves. Can you do that?” When she nods, her eyes hooded with desire, I choke my dick in my grip and say, “Thank fuck.” I didn’t have to use my bossy voice, as she calls it, to get her to give in, though I would have if I needed to—and she would have secretly loved it.

Mirabeth goes a step further as she watches me jerk my cock when she lowers her upper half, walking her knees out to the sides of the tub so I have a better view.

“That’s it, princess. I love it when you show me what’s mine. Such a good girl.”

Mirabeth whimpers, tilting her hips higher with a deeper arch of her back.

“Look how pretty and swollen you are after I fucked you with my tongue.”

“Conrad,” she moans, blinking the water out of her eyes when she slips a hand between her thighs, massaging her clit with the pads of her first two fingers.

“You’re feeling good, aren’t you? Spread that pussy for me.”

Mirabeth shivers, her mouth open as she moans long and loud for me.

My eyes are locked on the bull’s eye target of her pussy when she switches between spreading her lower lips, pausing so I can look my fill, before dipping her fingers inside herself, then bringing them back to her clit. She does so over and over again until her hips are jerking with another climax, her pussy swallowing her slender fingers.

The moment her eyes flutter shut and her fingers slip out, I finally let go of the orgasm I’d been fighting back. I don’t thrust inside her to the back of her channel and cum deep within her like I want to, but I do the next best thing—I inch closer on my knees, take aim when I angle my cock down, and paint her open pussy with my cum. I square my jaw, forcing my eyes to remain open instead of letting them roll back in my head with each spurt, ensuring all of my cum lands where I’ve intended.

Frowning when I see it begin to drip down, I pull Mirabeth up to sit on her knees with her back to my chest, caging her legs between mine so her thighs are pressed tight together. I kiss the corner of her jaw as I stroke her belly and then her breasts, tugging on her nipples, getting her worked up again.

She’s begging for a third climax, grinding her ass against my cock when I force my fingers between her thighs, trying to subtly push my cum into her channel while I play with her clit. It’s a no-go unless I let her spread her knees again, which I won’t in case any more leaks down her inner thighs, but I give it my best effort. So does she, working a second, smaller release out of me once she orgasms, making a mess when I come on my stomach and her lower back.

“Conrad,” she murmurs, pushing her hands up to slip her fingers into my hair.

“Hmm?”

“I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but…I’m so glad my mom tricked me.” She opens her eyes, smiling softly at me over her shoulder.

“Me too, princess,” I say with warmth in my chest, my lips brushing her ear as the water begins to cool. “Me too.” I give her one last, lingering kiss on her cheek before pulling away, needing to towel her off before she gets too cold.


CHAPTER
NINE



MIRABETH

My social battery is close to sputtering out by the time we’re seated outside at two wooden picnic tables that have been butted up against each other at Big Hart’s—a dance hall riding the county line. Between the prison outreach program, Conrad’s welcome home party, and now this night out with Conrad’s boss and coworkers, I’ve met and chatted with easily five times the number of strangers than I had in all of last year combined. I look forlornly across the concrete patio at my Beetle parked in the lot while live country western music spills out of the hall’s open garage-style doors.

It’s not that Sam, Jorge, Keagan, and the five other coworkers, plus all their spouses, aren’t good company. They are, with their boisterous laughter as they poke fun at Conrad’s hand, trading stories of “good times” they had that ended with a trip to urgent care or the ER with their own injuries since getting into the carpentry business, showing off their scars or, gruesomely, pictures.

I grimace.

Ok, so it’s not exactly fun, per se, but they’re a happy, lively crowd. It’s just that I’m running on empty as I wait for our waitress, Mckinley, to come back to our tables with another two iced buckets of beer. And when she does, I perk up a little when I lift my drained pint glass to get her attention.

“Another Dr. Pepper?” Mckinley asks, tucking a face-framing piece of her long, dark magenta dyed hair behind her ear.

Something gnaws at my stomach when I slide a look to Conrad, wondering if he’s checking out the tall, pretty waitress wearing teeny, tiny black jean shorts and thigh-high black western boots. Her itty-bitty, cropped uniform T-shirt shows off the kind of curves I’ve always been envious of. Conrad and I haven’t even been married a full two weeks, and it’s not like this is a real marriage, so really, I’d have no reason to care if he was. None at all. Absolutely nada…Or so I keep telling myself, afraid I’m getting too attached to a man who’s leaving in a few short years.

But Conrad isn’t looking at Mckinley, and I try not to think about how much that pleases me. He simply pops the cap on his second bottle of beer while listening to Jorge tell the story of the time he accidentally electrocuted himself while fiddling with the furniture warehouse’s breaker box. Wonderful. Something to look forward to.

“Can I please get a frozen margarita?” I ask Mckinley. I need to let loose a little if I have any hope of rejoining the conversation.

“Sure thing, hon,” she says, clearing the empty bottles and pint glasses from the table, about to walk off.

Conrad snaps his head up to Mckinley. “Make that a non-alcoholic margarita.”

I frown. “Uh, no, I want a regular one.”

Conrad lays his hand on my thigh under the table and gives me an imploring look. “Probably not a good idea, princess.”

“Why?” But then I shake my head. “Don’t care. One regular frozen margarita, please,” I tell Mckinley. “And make it strong.”

Conrad bounces his knee when Mckinley walks away after having raised her brow at his presumptuousness.

I lean in to ask, “What’s wrong with you?”

“I don’t think you should be drinking alcohol in your condition.”

“What condition?” I ask, bewildered.

“You could be pregnant.” Conrad squeezes me into his side on the bench seat with an arm around my back, snaking his re-bandaged hand around to rest it on my stomach.

Though we’d only been exchanging whispers, a few of the guys give us nosy looks, most notably, Sam, when I rear my head back and say too loudly, “Pregnant? I’m on the pill!”

“Which isn’t effective yet. And like you said, my pull-out game is weak.” He looks smug about it, too, though he quickly tries to hide it.

Sam coughs to cover a laugh, then asks me, “What’s your last name again?”

“Perkins,” I answer at the same time as Conrad says, “O’Byrne.”

“Really?” Sam clicks his tongue. “Small world.”

“Don’t tell me you know my mom too,” I groan.

Conrad tilts his head at Sam, and they seem to have a silent conversation—one that ends with Conrad’s grin turning downright wicked. Weirdo.

I pinch my lips, trying to peel Conrad’s hand off my stomach without injuring him further, and I tap the toe of my pointy brown cowgirl boots that Conrad picked out for me tonight.

Conrad snatches my margarita as soon as Mckinley sets it on the table in front of me, and he gives the drink a long sniff. His brow darkens when he hands it back to Mckinley and tells her, “She’s not drinking tonight.”

It’s my turn to be smug when Mckinley hands it straight to me and tells Conrad, “That shi–oot won’t fly around here.”

“What won’t?” Conrad asks.

“Thinking you can tell your woman what she can and can’t do.” She nods toward the back of the patio, where a motley group of women has just stepped out onto the patio.

The group stares daggers our way, all either crossing their arms or raising their brows. Just behind them lurks a group of giant men that could be mistaken for bears if it weren’t for their flannel shirts and work boots.

And would you look at that? A little of my energy comes back, and I sit up straighter, wiggling my fingers at them. “Hey, ladies.” I search their faces, looking for the one I’m most familiar with. “Is Aunt Faye with you?”

“She’s working tonight,” one of Aunt Faye’s best friends, Dolly, says. She flips her long, dark blonde hair behind her shoulder and takes a seat at the only available picnic table across from us at the corner of the patio.

“We’ll tell her you said ‘hi’ when we see her tomorrow, Mirabeth,” says Goldie, another of Aunt Faye’s besties.

“How do you know them?” Conrad asks as the rest of the women sit with Dolly and Goldie, still keeping an eye on us.

“My Aunt Faye—she’s actually my mom’s cousin—has worked with most of them at Granny’s Diner.” The gray double-wide trailer where the diner is located is one of those that you’d miss if you didn’t know it was there, tucked away on a back road, with only a small banner that says GRANNY’S. It’s a county gem where Mom, Dad, and I used to have breakfast every Saturday until he passed. Now it’s just the two of us—when Mom isn’t hiding from me, of course. “Remind me to take you there sometime.”

“Already been, once or twice. Best pancakes ever,” Conrad says, giving the Granny’s Girls a nod that they don’t return.

“One hundred percent,” I say, then lick the salty rim of my margarita glass. Yum.

“Princess,” Conrad growls, not at all concerned about the menacing group. “Don’t you dare.”

The largest, scariest of the men, Elliott, with a silver beard and tattoos creeping up his neck and over his brows, suddenly steps out of the darkest shadow beneath a broken exterior floodlight. I hadn’t known he was there, and an icy shiver runs down my spine. He’s the one I’m least familiar with, but he has a reputation that leaves everyone, including me, wary of him and his rumored collection of shovels and hellhounds.

Conrad’s body language doesn’t change as he eyes the silver giant. My husband might be a little shorter and much leaner than Elliott, but he’s stacked with muscles and has been to prison. He could probably hold his own in a fight if things were to turn ugly. But I only say probably, because Elliott has been to prison, too, and it certainly wasn’t as cozy as the one where Conrad and my dad did their time.

Thankfully, I don’t have to worry, since the woman with raven-black hair and platform combat boots steps in front of Elliott, redirecting her husband’s cold, predatory gaze. There’s a vibe about his wife, Teagan, that scares me more than Elliott, despite her being the shortest and newest of all the group. Elliott visibly softens, bending almost entirely in half to kiss her. Mission accomplished.

Several of my group’s jaws drop with shock, considering Elliott looks like he’s old enough to be his wife’s father, if not older.

“I’ve heard some crazy rumors about those big boys down at Berenson Trucking,” Keagan says, flicking his gaze to the terrifying giant and back again.

Conrad nods and cracks his neck. “So have I.”

“So you know not to get on their bad side,” Keagan warns. “Heard their wives are just as bad, if not worse.”

“Yep, so you need to behave,” I tell Conrad with a smirk. I tip my glass to take the first sip of my margarita, only to freeze before the alcohol ever touches my tongue. Conrad got into my head, and now I can’t enjoy my drink because, what if, by some freakish miracle, I am pregnant? “Godfreakingdammit, Conrad, you bossy, geriatric⁠—”

“Geriatric,” Conrad interrupts with a snort.

“Son of a biscuit and royal pain in my ass,” I finish saying, setting my margarita down hard on the table, crossing my arms, and sulking.

One of the bears with a bushy brown beard, Wyatt, booms with laughter, and Dolly giggles even as she covers her mouth, gently slapping her husband’s large stomach with the back of her hand.

“Whew, she’s got a mouth on her,” Jorge’s wife, Carmel, says, her two long, dark brown Dutch braids swinging forward as she leans toward me from across the table. “I knew I liked you the minute we met, girly.”

“Me too,” Conrad says, pushing my drink away, squeezing me extra tight to kiss my temple. “Thank you.”

“Yeah, well, I—” I start to say I don’t like you, but that would be a lie, even if I am miffed that I’ve ended up in this position, married and possibly impregnated by a total stranger who’s somehow even bossier than Merlin. Frickin’ gingers.

A woman inside whoops as a guard I recognize from the prison spins her around and around the U-shaped dance floor inside. I lean this way and that until the crowd parts briefly enough for me to get a good look at the couple, and then I see it—the big, ashy-blonde blowout waves that fly up around the woman’s face.

I shove up onto my feet and yell, “Mom!”

Mom and the guard, Garth, halt abruptly, dressed to the nines in coordinating black-and-turquoise western attire. So cute!

I point my finger at Mom as I step over the bench and yell, “You’ve got some explaining—Hey! Get back here!” I take off running as soon as Mom grabs Garth’s hand, and they sprint toward the exit at the front of the barn-turned-dance-hall. I make it through the hall and out the front just in time to see Mom at the wheel, gunning the engine of her bright yellow 1970 Ford Mustang.

“See ya, wouldn’t wanna be ya!” Mom yells with her hand thrown out the car window to wave. She flies by so fast that it ruffles the bottom of my short, floral sundress.

I spin around when Conrad asks from behind, “That the woman who bought the custom maple furniture?”

“Yup,” Sam answers from beside him. “That your new mother-in-law?”

“Yessiree,” my husband says, looking stupid sexy in his backwards baseball cap.

“What furniture?” I ask Sam with my hands on my hips. “How do you know my mom?”

Sam laughs instead of answering, and I turn on my heel, stomping my boots the whole way to the Beetle. When I get there, I throw my hands up with a growl and turn right back around, stomping even harder. “Keys,” I say to Conrad, holding my hand palm up.

Instead of giving them to me, he scoops me up and shouts a goodbye to his coworkers when we pass them on the way to my car. No one steps forward to intervene, the Granny’s Girls breaking out into raucous laughter. Apparently, Conrad thinking he can tell me what I can or cannot drink crosses their line, but when it comes to him kidnapping me, it’s totally fine, and no one bats an eye. Just great.

Conrad doesn’t hand my keys over until we’re both buckled in, with me in the driver’s seat, and I jam my key in the ignition. I pull out of the parking lot just as fast as Mom, speeding through the gears, headed toward her house. I mutter curses and grievances down the narrow, pitch-black, two-lane county roads until we get to one of only a few matchbox-sized suburbs in town. And of course she isn’t there. This I confirm by knocking on and trying to lift every dark window of the one-story white clapboard house since my key to the front and back doors no longer works, and the spare is missing from under the welcome door mat.

“Where does Garth live?” I ask Conrad, having called Mom thirty-two times, all of which have gone straight to her voicemail box.

“They don’t exactly give out that information upon release,” he says, sitting on Mom’s front porch swing, pushing it back and forth with the toes of his new boots.

Duh.

“We’d have a perfect view of the sunset out here,” Conrad says wistfully, staring off into the distance.

My frustration ebbs slightly as I picture the two of us out here with a blanket draped over our laps come winter, sipping non-alcoholic mulled cider. He’d wrap his arm around my waist, curling me into his side, his large, warm hand resting on my rounded baby bump.

Gah!

I jump off the porch and drop down into my driver’s side seat, hanging my head in my hands with exhaustion. I really wish I could have had that margarita.

Conrad slides his hand up my thigh, startling me, and he crouches before my open door. “It’s not so bad being married to me, is it?” he asks, his brows creased in the middle, all his smug attitude from earlier wiped from his handsome face.

I swing my legs out of the car and cup his cheeks, lightly scratching his beard. “No, of course not.”

“Even if I’m a bossy, royal pain in your ass?”

“You’re worse than that,” I grumble, looking back and forth between his intense green eyes in the warm, low light cast by the street lamps. “But…yes, even so. Sometimes. Just a little bit. Like, the teeniest, tiniest fraction of a fraction.”

Conrad chuckles. “Same.”

I pout and cross my arms.

Conrad stands and gently tugs at the end of my hair. “You can dish it out, but can’t take it, huh?”

I slip my hands under his new Henley, low over his stomach, and tease, “Oh, but I thought I was so good at taking it.”

A bulge grows larger behind his zipper, and he swipes his thumb across my bottom lip. “That you do, princess.” He cuts his eyes to the left when a car’s headlights grow brighter with their approach. When it’s clear it’s not my mom’s car, he says, “We need to go before I end up begging you to suck me off out here where anyone could see.”

“Classy,” I say sarcastically, swiveling fast in my seat and starting the engine. Although…my core heats at the thought of Conrad getting so hot for me that he’d fuck me anywhere he wanted, whenever he wanted. Up until right this very second, I’ve been too intimidated by the size of his cock to take him in my mouth, but I don’t think I would mind all that much trying to now, even out in the open.

Wait. Where did that thought come from? I’m a good girl. I shouldn’t want that. But it’s still on my mind when we get home fifteen minutes later. Before Conrad has a chance to unbuckle his seat belt, I lean over the middle console and work on unfastening his button and the zipper of his jeans.

“Right now?” he asks, his fingers fumbling to help me finish pulling his hard cock out. His hips jerk up, his head flying back against his headrest when I grip his thick shaft and attempt to take his crown in my mouth.

Fucking ow. The corners of my lips burn with the stretch, yet that doesn’t deter me. Neither does the fact that I’m mooning the parking lot, kneeling sideways on my seat with my face in my husband’s lap. So hot.

Conrad gathers my hair in his fist so he can see my face, and his mouth drops open with a little choked sound when I draw back enough to spit in my palm so his cock will be slick enough to jack. I circle his crown with my tongue before I pop it into my mouth and suck it like a straw. On and on, I squeeze and suck him while wiggling my ass with my own arousal growing stronger.

“Fuck, princess, just like that,” Conrad rasps. “I’m so close. Almost never felt anything so good.”

I snap upright before he climaxes. “Almost? Did you seriously just tell me you’ve had a better blow job while I’m actively blowing you?” The freaking nerve!

Conrad’s eyes flash dangerously in the glow from the parking lot’s new light poles, and he grips the nape of my neck, yanking me so close that our noses bump. “I said ‘almost’ because the only thing I’ve ever had better is your little princess pussy. No one comes close to you, Mirabeth,” he growls. “And no one ever will.”

Time stands still when Conrad drops his gaze to my lips, his right hand tangling in my hair, and he tilts his head. I wait…and wait…and wait for him to kiss me for the first time. He doesn’t.

Instead, he says in a deep, rumbling voice, “Now open your little mouth and finish giving me the best head of my life so I can return the favor.”

Geez. What a let down…almost. I’m still looking forward to him eating my pussy, preferably before we go inside the apartment, but I’m not as enthusiastic now. I doubt he can tell, though, since it only takes approximately thirteen seconds for him to cum.

As soon as he does—my god, there’s so much of it—he pulls me off his dick and commands, “Do not swallow.”

I screw up my face in question, even though I do what he wants, kinda grossed out the longer his cum lingers in my mouth. The taste isn’t bad, but I can’t say I’m a big fan of the feel of it. I almost choke on it, though, when he crowds me back against the driver’s side door, lifts my hips to arrange my ass on the console, and pulls down my panties.

Kneeling between my spread knees, he cups his right palm beneath my chin and says, “Spit it out.”

Gladly.

Oops, spoke too soon.

I should’ve seen it coming, but I’m too late to stop him from feeding his sticky, cum coated fingers into my pussy.

“Dammit, Conrad!” I yell, though my eyes roll back in my head, my hips swiveling as he pumps in and out of me while tonguing my clit. “Why did you do that?” I flex my hips, urging him to push his fingers deeper. “Are you trying to get me pregnant?” I ask breathily with a long, drawn-out moan.

He doesn’t answer because he’s too busy alternating between massaging my clit with the tip of his tongue and suctioning his lips around it. I’m too busy to care as I concentrate on the heat that’s building in my core, my pussy deliciously sore as he finger fucks me harder, trying to find the magical spot within me that makes my head spin.

With my hands on the backs of my thighs, I lift my knees toward my shoulders, changing the angle enough that he finally finds his target.

“Conrad, oh god, yes!” I pant for him, my eyes rolled back in my head with the intense pleasure.

“That’s it. Cum for me like a good girl,” he says with a low growl that makes me shiver.

Another two pumps of his fingers and his praise about what a good princess I am for him is all it takes for me to go hurtling into bliss, colors flashing behind my eyelids.

“That was amazing,” I say, trying to catch my breath when I let my legs drop.

“Mmhmm,” Conrad says. “You’re amazing.” He turns his cheek to kiss my inner thigh, murmuring that I’m his princess and such a good girl and the best wife.

As the aftershocks of pleasure fade, my heart drops, now that I’m back in my right mind. I push his head away, then climb out of the car with my keys, somehow managing not to collapse with my legs so unsteady. Tugging the hem of my dress down, I round the car to Conrad’s side.

“Did my mom put you up to this?” I ask, tipping my head all the way back when Conrad stands.

“Put me up to going down on you in the parking lot?” His chuckle is deep and oh so sexy, and he wipes his mouth, then circles my waist, his lips hovering over mine. “No. That was my—well, your—idea.”

“You know that’s not what I mean.” I sniffle and push him away when he turns his head and kisses the edge of my jaw instead. “I thought we agreed—no babies with randomly assigned spouses.”

“You’re not so random anymore, princess,” Conrad says, suddenly dropping to push his shoulder into my hips, lifting me in a fireman’s carry as he takes the stairs two at a time to our apartment.

“Doesn’t matter!” I yell to his back, slapping his firm butt, then squeezing it to apologize for slapping it, then slapping it again because I’m miffed at myself for even having the urge to apologize. “I’m not having kids with someone I’ve just met and who’s going to disappear in three years.”

“See, now I’ve been thinking…this whole three-years thing⁠—”

The world turns topsy-turvy when Conrad drops me to my feet on the landing, and I do a double-take after seeing who’s sitting on my wicker couch. With surprise tinged with annoyance, I ask, “What are you doing here?”


CHAPTER
TEN



CONRAD

Great, just what Mirabeth needs. More people expecting to chit-chat. Or more specifically, her of all people.

Alisa stands from the couch, having sat there and waited for who knows how long, interrupting the pressing conversation I need to have with Mirabeth. Even better—not—she’s shown up in a silky, black robe, the belt knotted tight at her waist, wearing slippers that I’m pretty sure I once gifted her.

“I need to talk to you,” Alisa says to me, chewing the inside of her cheek.

Mirabeth says low with agitation, “I’m going to bed. I’ll leave you two to it.”

I snag Mirabeth’s elbow when she tries to leave, pulling her into my side. “So talk,” I tell Alisa. Anything she needs to say to me can be said in front of my wife. Anything that can’t be said in front of my wife, I don’t want to hear.

Alisa darts her eyes to the side when one of our neighbors trudges up the stairs. “Can we go inside?”

“I guess,” Mirabeth mutters. This exhausted impatience is a new side of her, and it’s wholly understandable, given how far I’ve pushed her; how many people I’ve introduced her to in the short time we’ve known each other; and also the fact that my ex-fiancée has shown up to our apartment in the middle of the night, half-dressed.

I’ll have to do something to make it up to Mirabeth. An orgasm or two and a snack would be a good start. Preferably tonight. Like, within the next ten minutes. I might even finally tell her I know about her secret tote and that every day, it makes me even more excited about our future.

Mirabeth sighs as she unlocks the front door, and I step inside first to run interference in case Merlin is in a bad mood after we left him alone for so long. Sure enough, I have to catch him midair, though he purrs, tucking his head under my chin.

“I hope you’re as good with our kids as you are with Merlin if they turn out to be as spoiled as he is,” Mirabeth says. She jolts and looks up sharply. “I meant, your kids, like, way, way, way in the future with your real wife.”

“You are my real wife.” I yank her into me and drop a kiss on her forehead.

“For the next three years,” she says, looking off to the side.

“About that⁠—”

I’d already forgotten Alisa was here until she reminds me, loudly clearing her throat, interrupting me once again when she’s the last to step inside. Looking left and right, it takes her less than five seconds to check out the apartment, and then she stands there awkwardly, just inside the door. I’d tell her to take a seat at the drafting table—definitely not on my bed that I share with my real wife—but I’m hoping my ex won’t be here long enough to need one.

“What on earth did you need to tell me in the middle of the night that couldn’t have waited until morning?” I ask Alisa in a not-so-friendly manner.

She does exactly what I don’t want—she drops onto the edge of the bed, as if the weight of the world is heavy on her shoulders. I bite back the demand that she get up at once.

Alisa’s voice is only a step above a whisper when she says, “I know I should’ve waited, and that you probably don’t want to see me, but I couldn’t. It’s been eating at me nonstop since your party.”

I don’t particularly care what’s been eating at her, and I motion my hand for her to hurry up. It’s just our luck that tears well in her eyes, and Mirabeth disappears into the kitchen to get Alisa a paper towel. Alisa takes it with a twinge of a smile and dabs at her cheeks.

“Spit it out,” I tell Alisa, the longer she makes us wait, internally groaning when I’m reminded of uttering those same words to Mirabeth only a few minutes ago.

I’ve never been so short with Alisa before, and she’s surprised as she regards me. “I wanted to say how sorry I am for the way I left you when you were sentenced. Abandoned you like that when you needed people in your corner most.” She swallows, dropping her chin to her chest. “And then, to make it all worse—I’m so sorry—I didn’t know you wanted to name our son after Andrew,” Alisa finally says with a rush, flicking her eyes nervously to Mirabeth.

Mirabeth goes rigid beside me while I gag at the thought of having children with Alisa. “If you’re implying that Drew is mine, I hate to break it to you, but I know how to count.”

At this, Mirabeth lets out an audible exhale, and I tug her closer, wrapping an arm around her back to grip her waist that may or may not start expanding soon if I don’t get my urges under control. Which I won’t. Can’t, even if I wanted to.

“No. No, that’s not what I’m saying.” Alisa’s chin quivers, and she soaks the paper towel with her tears. “But he would’ve been yours. If I had known, back then, that you’d get out so soon, I wouldn’t have married Brad. But I’m so⁠—”

“Seriously? Right in front of me?” Mirabeth peels my hand off her waist and sweeps open the front door. “Get out.”

“That sounded bad. I promise I didn’t mean—I mean, I love Brad. He—” Alisa cringes away from Mirabeth’s low growl.

Huh. I quite like that, this possessive streak from Mirabeth, even as the sick feeling I got when Alisa said our son makes my stomach revolt.

“Brad was there for me when you went to prison, and he treats me like a queen.” Alisa worries her bottom lip with her teeth.

“Congratulations. I’m happy for you,” I say, shooing Alisa toward the door. “Tell my brother I said ‘hi’ when you get home.”

“I’m sorry,” Alisa says once again, standing and shuffling toward the front door. “I didn’t mean to upset anyone. I just…just needed to apologize, and I wanted to say⁠—”

“I don’t care what you want. Bye,” Mirabeth says, holding the door open wider for Alisa to step out. “I’m going to get ready for bed,” she says to me quietly, covering a yawn with the back of her hand.

I go to close the door, intent on following Mirabeth as she strides to the bathroom, wanting to pick back up where we left off with our conversation.

Alisa captures my wrist. “Please, Conrad, I don’t want to leave things like this again.”

I shake Alisa’s hand off. “What do you want?” I ask, none too kindly, though I don’t care any more than Mirabeth does. “Other than to come here and disrespect my wife and my marriage? Do you think I wanted to hear that you would have waited for me? That I wanted my wife to hear that shit? It’s fucked up.”

“I’m so sorry. I really didn’t think…This was a bad idea.” She sighs. “I just hope we can move on from the past and maybe even be friends. That’s all.”

“Not likely,” I say.

“Ok, then…I’ll settle for civil. For things not to be so tense, since we’re going to be seeing each other at family functions for the rest of our lives, ok?” Alisa looks up with a plea. “I want Drew to know and love his uncle. He really is an angel, and he deserves to grow up in a happy family, even if his parents messed up.”

I shove my hands in my pockets as I consider her request. Finally, I say without hostility, “I want that too.” After all, Drew will be my future kids’ cousin, and I want them all to get along and be as close as I was to my cousins before their family relocated all the way to Massachusetts.

“Good, I’m glad,” Alisa says, relaxing her shoulders with relief, pulling her robe tighter across her chest when a breeze sweeps across the balcony. “Will you apologize to Mirabeth on my behalf? I truly didn’t mean any disrespect.”

I shake my head. If she wants to apologize, she can do so herself.

She turns to go, but hesitates. “Can I at least give you one last hug?” When my upper lip curls, since I don’t particularly want to touch her ever again, she says, “It would mean a lot to me.”

Anything that’ll get you to finally leave, I think to myself. Though I lean a shoulder forward to accept Alisa’s hug around my neck, I leave my hands hovering in the air. I’m already pulling away half a second later when she cups the back of my head, turns her cheek, and pecks my lips.

Fury ignites in my blood, and I jerk away, my stomach in my throat. “What the fuck?” I hiss, wiping my mouth with disgust.

“I’m sorry, so sorry! I swear I didn’t mean to do that,” Alisa says in a rushed whisper, her eyes widening as she covers her mouth with both hands. “Stupid force of habit. I promise, it was an accident. Please don’t tell Brad. It would break his heart.”

Dropping my voice lower, I say, “Then figure out how to break the habit, because that shit cannot happen again. Ever.” Though I don’t know if the kiss, as accidental as it was, would break Mirabeth’s heart, I make Alisa promise not to tell her either. I can’t stand the thought of Mirabeth so much as feeling a flicker of hurt or distrust. “And this is the first and last time you show up at my apartment, you hear me?”

“I won’t, I promise.” Alisa grimaces as she backs away. Before she turns, she calls out, “Will I see you at your parents’ anniversary dinner?” When I nod reluctantly and ask for more details, she says, “Give me your new number, and I’ll text you.”

Mom had dropped my phone line while I was in prison, then activated a new one shortly before I was released, and I silently seethe over what’s happened as Alisa and I exchange numbers. Afterwards, I close the door, throw the lock, and say good riddance to one problem, needing to face another—Mirabeth’s mistaken assumption that I’m going to disappear in three years. As cliché as it is, as the saying goes, when you know, you know, and even just this short whirlwind with Mirabeth has been long and intense enough for me to know that there is no longer an expiration date on my marriage. Now, she’s the one who needs to know.

Mirabeth exits the bathroom just as I enter, and she ducks around me without a glance, her face red and raw after scrubbing off her makeup. Wearing one of my thick sweatpants, the drawstrings are double and triple-knotted, cinched tight around her waist.

Dammit, I was really hoping to get a repeat performance of her knee on the vanity. Double-dammit that she dives into bed and whips the comforter up over her head, scooting so close to the breakfast bar wall that she’s plastered her length against it. She’s still pissed at me, I see, pretending to be asleep when I finish getting myself ready for bed and climb in beside her.

Cuddling her, I bend my knees behind hers and snake my arm around her waist. Any attempts at conversation are met with more and more unconvincing snoring, her body rigid and tense when I lightly stroke my fingertips along her belly beneath her shirt. I finally get the hint—she’s not open to any discussion about our future. Not tonight. So I give up, for now, since she needs her rest. I kiss the back of her neck while Merlin curls into a ball on my pillow above my head.

Nuzzling my face into Mirabeth’s hair, I breathe in her sugary scent, like I will every night from now on, and murmur, “We’ll talk in the morning.”

Except, we never do.

And it’s not for lack of trying.
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After a brutal workout, one week later—anything to take my mind off Mirabeth, if even for a moment—and taking a long shower, I pick up the driftwood that Sam had left over from an old project and let me take home. I grab my new whittling knife and hover at Mirabeth’s shoulder where she’s sitting at her drafting table.

“Want to sit outside and watch the sunset with me?” I ask.

“You know I’m on a deadline,” she says quietly, slumped low in her chair as she moves her pen across her tablet, working on the portrait I’ve commissioned for my parents’ anniversary. Mirabeth is so talented, bringing the portrait to life. I can guarantee my mom and possibly even my dad will be moved to tears when they see it.

“Just for a few minutes?” Something cold settles in my bones when she goes stock still, tensing after I slip my fingers through the back of her hair, and I shakily pull my hand away, my heart lodged in my throat.

“Not tonight.”

“Tomorrow then?”

“Maybe,” she says with a shrug, but that’s what she said the last four times I’ve asked.

I took things too far that night we went to Big Hart’s dance hall. The old, feisty Mirabeth is gone, and in her place is this new, quiet Mirabeth who can hardly look at me. I’m only allowed to touch her when we’re in bed at night, though not in the way she used to let me. Long gone are the days when she would curl into my side while we watched the sun dip behind the horizon, then stroke my hair with my head on her lap as we watched TV. Sex has been completely off the table. Even if she did allow it, I wouldn’t want to with her being so closed off to me, emotionally.

Mirabeth is much like how Andrew had been—introverted and reserved when upset. My brother would isolate himself when working through something big internally. From my experience living with him, I know that if I keep trying to force the issue with Mirabeth, she’ll only shut down on me further, and I don’t want to repeat past mistakes by imposing my will.

So after continuing to hover for only a minute longer, hoping Mirabeth will change her mind and join me, I leave her be and take my sorry ass outside. Where once the beauty of watching the last of the sun casting vibrant hues of purples and reds would bring me to tears, it’s the thought that I may have irrevocably broken our marriage with my selfishness that does so now.


CHAPTER
ELEVEN



MIRABETH

I’ve often been grateful to my parents for all the love and comfort they gave me—my mom’s tricks and continued avoidance aside—but I’ve never been more so than when I have to sit at Conrad’s parents’ dining table, tension thick in the air. It’s been two weeks since that horrible, revelatory night, and I have to hide the fact that I’m once again on the verge of crying. Not even one of Tripp’s steaks can lift my spirits, my nose turning up at the charred-to-perfection scent as I pick at my food while Conrad’s Mom, Sondra, tries to cajole Tripp into conversation. She told me earlier that I could start calling her Mom, too, but I politely declined, since there’s no sense in getting attached to her or anyone else.

“I’ll be right back,” Conrad says to me, disappointment flashing across his face when I slightly turn my back to him as he excuses himself to the restroom.

As I suspected, Alisa pops up out of her seat across from Conrad, lifting the empty blown-glass water pitcher from the middle of the table. “This needs a refill. Does anyone else need anything while I’m up?” She skips over me as she looks around the table while taking various drink orders, probably because I’ve hardly said two words all night, and she hurries toward the kitchen around the corner, out of sight. Bet she’s been looking forward to this opportunity since we sat down.

Don’t you dare cry at this table, Mirabeth, I tell myself, sitting up straighter and forcing down creamy mashed potatoes that threaten to come right back up my throat.

Sondra points her fork at me from the left of Conrad’s empty chair. “I spoke to your mom yesterday. Ooh-wee, that woman is a hoot. Think of how much more fun the holidays will be with her. I can’t wait for Christmas. Hopefully, Santa will bring us a little present,” she says, winking before dropping her eyes to my stomach with a grin.

I shudder and look past Sondra as each second Conrad and Alisa are gone ticks louder in my head. “She’s still not picking up my calls,” I mumble.

“Just give her some time, hon,” Sondra says, the skin around her eyes crinkling with mirth behind her glasses. “She knows she’s in for an earful after the trick she pulled and is putting off the inevitable.”

“No kidding.” I want to set down my fork and cross my arms. Instead, I give my fake mother-in-law a half-hearted smile that I don’t feel. It must not be all that convincing, considering her own smile dips.

“She can’t be all that bright if she thought it was a good idea to volunteer you for that hairbrained marriage program,” Tripp rudely says to me from the head of the table.

My jaw drops, and Sondra hisses, “Tripp!”

Little Drew, lost in his own world as he swirls gravy into his mashed potatoes with his index finger, startles across from me in his booster seat, and Brad tousles his hair.

“What? If it was Bridget in Mirabeth’s shoes, would you have let her go through with marrying some random, convicted criminal?” Tripp asks Sondra, waving his fork around, since this family is big on talking with their hands like mine is. “No, you wouldn’t,” he says before she can respond. “Her mom ought to have more sense. Look who her daughter ended up with.” He can barely conceal his sneer, tipping his head toward the kitchen where Conrad is supposedly in the hall bathroom just past it.

“I’ve had just about enough out of you,” Sondra says while Brad chokes on a laugh, and she brandishes her steak knife at Tripp like a weapon. “And if anyone’s going to get an earful tonight, it’s going to be you.”

Tripp sucks his teeth, but his cheeks flush with what I hope is shame or embarrassment.

“You know my mom and dad met at the same prison Conrad was in, right?” I ask Tripp, stringing together more than ten words for the first time in weeks, letting my teeth scrape my fork when I force myself to take another bite of steak. “He was one of her patients…at the prison…where he was incarcerated.”

“Oh snap,” Brad says, now looking toward the kitchen, checking the time on his watch. “Didn’t see that coming.”

Tripp shifts his weight around, peering at me with more intensity. “No, I did not. No wonder your mom doesn’t care who you end up with. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. Your kids will likely end up in prison, too, which is the last thing this family needs.” He throws his cloth napkin down on the table and stomps out of the dining room.

As if I want to have kids with a cheater who’s still in love with his ex. Even though I’m mandated to house Conrad until this farce of a marriage comes to an end, I haven’t so much as let him do more than cuddle me at night since I saw him kiss Alisa. The gall of them to do it right there on my stoop, when they thought I was in the bathroom. I only allow the nightly cuddles simply so he won’t know I’m only pretending to be asleep when he gets into bed.

Whenever his warm breath fans across my neck, all I can think is, could she taste me on his lips after what he did to me in the car? Could he taste Brad on hers? Do they even care, so long as they get to sneak around? If only I could stop replaying that moment in my head—Alisa slipping her hand around the back of Conrad’s head, their lips meeting for a stolen kiss, the two of them whispering low to each other.

It took everything in me not to slam the bathroom door when I locked myself inside, tears bursting out of me. No matter how many times I splashed water on my face, they just kept falling, my face red and raw from crying so hard. I had to bury my head under the comforter when I went to bed so Conrad wouldn’t know how much he hurt me. Even my devil of a cat has been nice to me ever since, allowing me to scratch his belly sometimes.

Conrad shouldn’t have been able to hurt me, and that makes it all the worse—the fact that in just under two weeks, I had been caught up in a whirlwind romance that was wholly one-sided. I foolishly formed an instant connection with the man I came to think, maybe, just maybe, might have been picked for me by some divine source. I was on the fast track to falling in love, thinking I’d found my person. That he might have been the one.

How stupid I’ve been from the very beginning, utterly lacking in the common sense department, my mom and Conrad so easily able to trick me. It’s crushing.

Thank god I’m on birth control, my breasts tender and my stomach bloated with the telltale sign that I’m about to get my period, so it doesn’t matter what Conrad and I did before I froze him out in an effort to protect my foolish, naive, lonely heart.

I drop my fork on my plate, ready to go home and never see any of these people again. If only I could leave Conrad here with them.

Sondra reaches across to lay her hand on my arm, worry evident in the pinch of her red brows. “I don’t want it to sound like I’m making excuses for his behavior,” she says of Tripp, mistaking the pain I’m in as one in response to her jerk of a husband. “Just that things have been hard on him since Andrew passed and Conrad was arrested. He’s hurting, but he’ll come around, and you’ll see how wonderful he is, deep down inside. Just give it time.”

Not like I’ll be around that long. “Good luck,” I mutter, truly meaning it. I might not have to deal with these people for the rest of my life, but Conrad will. I have just enough empathy for him that I hope things will get better between him and his father.

I have the intense urge to slap my hand over my mouth, my stomach rebelling, when Alisa returns with the water pitcher on Conrad’s heels, quickly ducking her head to hide a little smile. She can’t hide the blush staining her cheeks, though.

“What took you so long?” Brad asks, holding his glass up for Alisa to fill.

“Sorry, babe.” Alisa rubs his shoulder. “I got sidelined talking to Conrad.”

Brad’s lips tighten on his brother, who takes his seat beside me.

“Sorry,” Conrad whispers, leaning closer to me. “She kind of cornered me.”

“I’m sure you hated that,” I say quietly with a hint of sarcasm, taking big gulps of water when Alisa fills my glass.

Conrad’s brows furrow. “Yeah, I did.”

I finish my glass, miserable within seconds when my stomach suddenly spasms, and a cold sweat breaks out on my forehead.

“Are you feeling ok?” Conrad asks, flicking his gaze to my arm when I wrap it around my stomach, then up to my eyes, which still feel swollen from holding back hot tears.

I hate how much I care that my stupid, fake husband was probably making out in the bathroom with his stupid, beautiful ex-fiancée while Brad and I sat here like stupid chumps.

“No. I want to go home,” I whisper, already moving out of my chair. I don’t give a flying fig how rude it is to just get up and walk out in the middle of dinner, since being rude seems to be the modus operandi around here, excluding Sondra and little Drew.

“You’re leaving already?” Alisa asks Conrad.

“I’m leaving,” I say. “Conrad can do whatever he wants.” And find his own way home, if he even wants to come home.

I hand Sondra the gold-wrapped gift Conrad and I brought. It’s a portrait of ten-year-old Andrew on Carolina Beach that I illustrated and printed, professionally matted, and framed with the scallop-edged driftwood that Conrad hand-carved. I wish I could watch her open it, but if I have to stay here one moment longer with Alisa making googly eyes at Conrad, I’m really going to be sick.

“Happy anniversary,” I tell Sondra over my shoulder, digging my keys out of my purse as I hurry out the front door. But when I get to my Beetle parked in the driveway behind Sondra’s shiny, silver Beamer, I have to sit sideways on my seat, bent over with my head between my knees, sucking in air to quell my nausea. When I finally get it somewhat under control, I look up, hurt all the more to find Conrad huddled with Alisa on the front porch to my left. They’re not even bothering to hide their canoodling from Sondra, who’s wringing her napkin in her hands as she looks back and forth between them and me.

“Want me to drive?” Conrad asks after jogging across the carefully kempt lawn when he can finally pull himself away from the woman he really wants to be with.

Since I still want to hurl, I nod quickly and switch to the passenger seat, waving weakly to Sondra, Alisa now nowhere to be seen.


CHAPTER
TWELVE



CONRAD

For as long as Mirabeth and I were happy in our marriage, we’ve been unhappy. Longer, still, now that Mirabeth has completely shut down on me following the tense anniversary dinner last week. I hardly get a peep out of her.

I’m not doing so hot at work as I miss drilling the side of my hand again by mere millimeters, distracted once more by thoughts of my wife as I continue building the furniture for my future baby’s nursery. Though who knows if or when we’ll ever be able to make use of it, since Mirabeth no longer lets me touch her—not even a little cuddle at night—and she’s unfortunately on her period, given the open box of tampons she left sitting on the toilet tank.

“Take a break before you lose a hand,” Sam says, shaking his head at my ineptitude. He points toward the warehouse’s open garage-style door. “Get some air and your head on straight.”

A text pops up on my phone as I make my way outside, my chin lifted toward the afternoon sun, enjoying its full force on my face whenever I want, instead of being relegated to only a few hours of yard time. The only thing that comes close to this feeling is when Mirabeth is shining down on me, and I miss her so much that my chest aches. If only we could go back to the beginning.

Cupping my hand over the phone to block the sun so I can see what’s on the screen, I huff to find the text is from Alisa. The woman has always been an excessive texter, by my standards, and five years haven’t changed her ways. She won’t leave me alone, and I have half a mind to block her. I would, if it weren’t for the fact that she keeps me up to date on my nephew, since my relationship with Brad is still rocky.

Despite Drew being a tad younger than the Tee Ball program’s minimum age requirement, Brad somehow managed to register him on the same team my brothers and I played on when we were younger. I love watching the videos Alisa sends of Drew bunching up his adorable face with all seriousness, squealing if he so much as taps the ball with his bat, then his sheer joy when he pumps his little legs toward first base. It’s everything I can’t wait to see when I sign my kids up to play ball.

Alisa


Reminder that Drew’s practice is at 7 tonight




The field across from your parents




Don’t forget to bring chairs




And sunscreen




Remember that time we forgot to bring it and got sun poisoning and those horrible blisters on South Padre?




I thought we were going to die when they started popping and oozing




Disgusting




You’re still coming tonight right?




Yes




Yay! Drew will be so excited!




Is Mirabeth coming with you?




Yes




Even if I have to get all bossy so she’ll finally leave the apartment and get some much-needed fresh air. With any luck, she might even argue with me a little, show me that spark and spunk of hers that I miss so much, and stop looking through me as if I’m not there. Because we can’t keep going like this. Something has to give.

Alisa


Oh ok




I don’t think she likes me much




I tried apologizing but my texts won’t go through




I think she blocked me




I don’t blame her




That makes two of us, I want to text back, but then Alisa might stop sending me pics and videos of Drew. I don’t bother to respond, ignoring the rest of her texts that keep popping up throughout my work day. I’m still fuming, no matter how many times Alisa has apologized to me. She might not have taken my marriage seriously at first when she decided to show up at my apartment, but I certainly did and still do, even if things aren’t going well between Mirabeth and me right now.

When I finally get home, managing, somehow, not to injure myself, Mirabeth doesn’t greet me with, “Honey, you’re home.”

I miss that as much as everything else, and so I tell her, “Honey, I’m home,” holding my breath to see how she’ll respond.

She only does so by lifting her palm up to the side, sitting at the drafting table. “Keys,” is all she says to me while scrolling through a pink calendar on her laptop with little symbols I don’t understand, counting and recounting the days under her breath.

Ouch. I’d feel less alone if I were actually alone. At least Merlin looks up from his perch on Mirabeth’s lap, though he doesn’t leap into my arms like he used to. I drop the keys in Mirabeth’s hand and dodge Merlin when he hisses and swipes his claws at me.

It’s the straw that breaks the camel’s back, and I cave, unable to bear Mirabeth’s stonewalling any longer. I bend and tip her chin up, forcing her to look at me. “Are you ready to talk about it yet?” Please, please, talk to me.

“About what?” she asks quietly, narrowing her curiously swollen eyes, pulling her chin from my grasp.

Finally! She might still be pissed, but at least she’s no longer avoiding the conversation. This is progress. Things are looking up!

I lean against the drafting table and cross my arms. “About what happened in the car.”

“Is that all you want to talk about?”

“Yes?” My stomach drops when she cuts her eyes to the side. “What else is there?”

“Then, no.” She swivels her chair around and darts up, kissing Merlin’s head before dropping him on the bed, then slings her purse over her shoulder.

“Hey, where are you going?” She’s halfway out the door when I finally catch up to her, my boots pounding the stairs as I follow her down.

“Errands,” she says curtly, picking up the pace, all but running from me.

“What errands?” I crowd her against the Beetle before she can climb inside. “Give me a sec to change, and I’ll come with you.”

“Fine,” she says, hugging herself, looking off to the side when one of the red and white Berenson Trucking eighteen-wheelers comes to a stop on the street.

The driver rolls down his window, poking his burly head out the window, the bottom half of his face obscured by a full, wild brown beard. “Hey, Mirabeth. Haven’t seen you at Granny’s in a while.”

“Hey, Wyatt,” Mirabeth says with a wave and a tiny flash of a smile, friendlier with him in their three-second interaction than she’s been with me for the past three weeks. So not cool. “Been busy, but I’ll be by soon to see Aunt Faye.”

I. She said I, not we.

“I’m not invited?” I ask, slipping an arm around her back to bring her into my chest. My heart leaps for joy to hold her, shattering one beat later when Mirabeth pushes me away.

“No,” she says, turning to unlock her door.

Double fucking ouch.

I can hear Wyatt’s growl from across the street, and I find him trying to pierce a hole in my chest with his glare alone. Since I don’t feel like getting into a fight, liable to piss Mirabeth off further, I step away, but only to jog around to the passenger side of the Beetle, tugging on the door handle. I give Wyatt a we’re fine, everything’s fine kind of wave, and he drives off when Mirabeth gives him a chin nod. He stares murderously at me through his side mirror until I’m too far out of his sight. Yeesh.

Mirabeth shifts on her feet. “I thought you wanted to get changed first.”

And risk her driving off while I’m in the apartment? No. “Changed my mind.” I give the handle another tug, and she finally relents, climbing into the car and reaching across to unlock my door. Dropping into my seat, I ask, “Where to, princess?”
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Since our town is too small to have a Walmart of our own, Mirabeth drives forty minutes to the one closest in a larger town nearby. Talk about an icy silence, where I question if I’m doing more harm than good by tagging along. Mirabeth says not one word to me until we arrive, and it’s only to send me off on my own.

Having walked each aisle of the grocery section three times already, I flag down a young employee shopping a curbside order and ask him, “Where would I find the goosepenny tipples?”

“Do you mean gooseberries? If we have them, they’re in the produce section,” he says in a duh voice, giving me a blank stare as he points down the main aisle toward the front of the store.

“No, my wife specifically asked for the goosepenny tipples. She repeated it several times.”

“You sure?”

“Can you just look it up?” I’d do it myself, but the internet is shit and won’t load inside the store.

“Don’t have it,” he says, showing me his handheld device with zero search results.

I square my jaw and pull my phone from my back pocket, tapping on Mirabeth’s contact. The call goes unanswered, as does the second. When the third does so as well, I begin to panic that she’s left me, and I jog around the store, drawing attention as I look for the woman who sent me on a wild goose chase.

“There you are,” I say with relief, finding her in the feminine hygiene section with a cart full of toiletries. “There’s no such thing as goosepenny tipples.”

“Oh. My bad. Must have gotten the name wrong.” She sniffles and turns the cart away, pushing it toward self-checkout.

I grit my teeth throughout checkout and all the way across the massive parking lot to the car, where the hot wind whips a few empty grocery sacks across the cracked pavement. As I load Mirabeth’s purchases into the trunk, sweat rolls down my back, mixing with the sawdust I wasn’t able to yet shower off, making my skin itch like the devil.

Still, I keep my lips shut, impatiently waiting until we get inside the apartment to ask, “Can we please talk now?”

“I need to use the restroom,” Mirabeth says, clutching her purse and her grocery sacks of toiletries.

“Fine, but afterward…” I walk circles around the apartment, steeling myself for what’s ahead. “We’re having this conversation, whether she wants to or not,” I tell Merlin, who’s licking a paw as he lounges on the bed.

He’s still fat and grumpy as he ever was, despite my putting him on a strict diet. I’m pretty sure Mirabeth has been sneaking him treats behind my back.

“This silent treatment gets resolved tonight. I want my screechy, argumentative, chaotic wife back,” I tell him.

Merlin stretches, then jumps from the bed onto Mirabeth’s drafting table, skidding across the smooth surface, accidentally knocking her laptop off. I dive and catch it in time before it hits the carpet, and the computer wakes up, the screen brightening. And what I find on it, finally able to make sense of the little symbols marking each day, thanks to the legend at the top, has my heart slamming against my ribs.


CHAPTER
THIRTEEN



MIRABETH

If there was ever a moment in my life when I needed my mom, it’s now. This past week in particular has been one of the most stressful of my life as I’ve double-checked what is possibly every calendar in existence, and I’ve never felt more alone.

“Please, Mom, pick up.” I sniffle into the phone while sitting on the closed toilet lid with the positive pregnancy test in my hand. I’m no longer angry at her for what she’s done. I simply need her now that I can no longer hope or wish that I’d hallucinated everything, and I’m facing a reality in which my dreams are coming true, but in the worst possible way.

I’ve never shoplifted before, and I thought I was going to pass out from the anxiety of being caught—either by an employee or Conrad—when I slipped the pregnancy test box into my purse. I hadn’t wanted to, but I couldn’t let Conrad see it before I was sure what the test would say, since I hadn’t been quick enough to check out without him hovering over my shoulder. Neither did I want him to know that I stopped taking my birth control as soon as I missed my period. At least that was one thing I could hide from my nosy liar of a husband.

When Conrad suddenly bursts into the bathroom, having silently picked the lock, I rear back with a scream. Both the pregnancy test and my phone go flying in the air.

“You’re pregnant?!” he shouts, wearing a brilliant smile that makes me want to lift and hurl the whole toilet and sink at him. I don’t know how he already knows that, since the test has landed face down in the tub.

My tears turn into a torrential downpour when I drop my head in my hands and scream, “Yes!”

“This is the best news ever,” Conrad says, sweeping me up to stand, his arms a vise around my back. “We’re having a baby, princess. A baby!”

I want to shove him away when he peppers my face with kisses that I’m sure would rankle his ex-fiancée-turned-current-mistress. Or am I the mistress? A pit stop for a little fun before he ultimately leaves me for Alisa? A baby isn’t enough to stop some men from leaving their wives, so why should I expect anything different from someone who is in love with another woman? It’s not like I want to be with someone who doesn’t want me, anyway, as hard as it will be on my own.

But truthfully, I need someone to hold me when my knees grow weak, and since Mom is still avoiding me, I have to settle for the very man who’s the cause of all my distress.

Conrad’s hands slide down to the backs of my thighs, and he lifts me onto the vanity, then cups my jaw, tears of his own beginning to stream from the corners of his eyes. “This is the best day of my life.”

“It’s the worst day of mine,” I say, the dam breaking on everything I’ve kept pent up inside, having tried desperately to work through it, and utterly failing.

“The worst?” Conrad strokes my cheek with his thumb, his expression crumbling as he studies the pain I’m sure is plain as day on my face. He takes my hand and places it on his chest with his heart hammering beneath my palm. “I know things haven’t been good for us recently,” he says, his voice cracking. “And that’s my fault, for being so selfish.” He brushes his lips against my forehead before tipping his head against mine. “But I was hoping, once you opened up to me and we talked through everything, that you would be happy.”

With an ugly bite of sarcasm, I ask, “What is there to be happy about, huh?” I rear back, shoving against his chest, wishing I had the strength to send him stumbling over his feet. “You think I’ll be happy raising a baby while pretending I don’t know my husband is sneaking around behind my back with the love of his life for the next three years?”

Conrad jerks away. “Say what now?”

I jump off the counter, putting as much distance between us as I can, and clutch my stomach. “Yeah, now you know that I know, you don’t have to bother hiding it anymore. At least not from me. Does Brad know?”

“Know what? Wait—you think—me and Alisa?” he asks, following me into the living room.

I whirl on him. “No shit, Sherlock. Or is there someone else you’ve been kissing when you think I’m not looking?”

Conrad freezes and swallows hard. “You saw,” he says despondently.

“Yes! I know this whole marriage is fake, but how do you think it made me feel to know the husband I’m stuck with for the next three years was kissing another woman after everything we did, when you wouldn’t even kiss me?”

Out of everything I said, he picks the least important point. “I kiss you all the time—or, I did, before you shut me out.”

I shake my finger at him as despair dominates my heart. “No, you didn’t. Not one single time.”

His brows crease in the middle, and he reaches for me with beseeching eyes. “Yes, I did. There isn’t a part of you I haven’t kissed and desperately want to kiss again and again and again.”

“You haven’t here!” I point to my lips, dodging his reach. “Oh, but the woman who left you for your own damn brother—you didn’t mind kissing her lips. Make it make sense!” I turn and shove my fingers through my hair, then spin back around. “Not that it matters. I don’t⁠—”

Conrad is suddenly there, cupping my face, his chest pressed against mine. “I’m so sorry, princess. I didn’t realize I skipped kissing the sweetest part of you.” He snakes an arm around me, tight enough that I can’t wriggle away, and crushes my lips with his own. His earlier tears mix with my own as the kiss lingers before he says with a rush, “I didn’t kiss Alisa—I never would. Never. She kissed me, and we were both horrified. I thought I was going to throw up all over her. I wish I had, so you never would have thought for even one second that I wanted her.”

“Bullshit,” I say against his lips, pulling at his wrists, my tender breasts aching all the worse. “If that were true, you would have told me.”

“I didn’t want to upset you, but I see now that was wrong. Please, please believe me when I tell you that never have I ever snuck around with Alisa or anyone else for that matter, and I never will. Never.”

“Stop lying to me,” I say a little lower, losing some of my steam, exhaustion pulling at me as my arms drop limply to my sides. “I saw the way you two were with each other after that.”

He pecks my lips again and again, his big body vibrating. “Saw us how?”

“You—ok, I didn’t see you, but I knew what you were doing. You’re always texting each other. I’ve seen your phone. There are hundreds of messages.”

“About my nephew.” He kisses one cheek, then the other. “Nothing else. Please, please, you gotta believe me when I say I hate it as much as you do.”

“But…you snuck off together at your parents’ house…”

He kisses my lips, swiping his tongue along the seam, backing me against the front door. “She cornered me in the kitchen.”

“Yeah, to make out,” I say, breathing hard, meeting the tip of his tongue with mine. My hands twitch with the urge to clutch his sides.

Conrad groans. “To talk about the huge surprise party she’s planning for Brad’s fortieth birthday, and the kitchen island was between us the whole time.”

“No,” I say, not as sure now, dropping my head back when he dips to kiss the corner of my jaw.

“Yes. Alisa means nothing to me other than that she’s Drew’s mother and Brad’s wife. If it weren’t for that, I’d never speak to her or look at her again. I have no reason to.”

“Even if that’s true⁠—”

Conrad stoops, making sure he has my full attention when he says, “It is, princess. It’s all true. You’re the only one I ever want to kiss for the rest of my life.”

I suck in a breath, wanting to believe with all my heart that he’s not lying, but repeat, “Even if that’s true, that doesn’t mean I want to have a baby with you. Not…not yet. I’m too young, and we’re so new. We’re still getting to know each other, and obviously we have trust issues to work through.”

Conrad kisses his way down my body until he’s kneeling, and he pushes my shirt up above the waistband of my long, ugly maxi skirt. I intentionally picked it simply because he’s never picked it.

“I’ll work every hour of every day to prove to you that you can trust me,” he says. “I know it didn’t happen the way you planned, but, please, this is a good thing, Mirabeth. You and me—this baby—our family—it was meant to be and more than I ever could have hoped for with you as my wife and the mother of our child.” He kisses my stomach tenderly. “You say you’re too young, but I found your secret stash of baby clothes and books in the tote beneath our bed,” he says with a look of awe, lightly caressing my stomach with his fingertips. “And you’ve been secretly adding more while I’m at work, even after you went quiet on me. You want this baby as much as I do.”

I gasp and hold my breath. He was never meant to find my stash, every article of clothing and children’s books lovingly picked out since I graduated college and stored for my future first child.

Conrad winds his arms around me, squeezing me tight. His eyes flash possessively when he says, “I particularly liked the green onesie with O’Byrne embroidered on the front.”

“That one just showed up in the mail,” I say with a strangled voice, my fingers fluttering when I lay my hands on his broad shoulders. “My mom must have sent it.”

Conrad smiles when he lifts me in the air, his watery eyes sparkling with joy. “I saw the packing slip, princess. It had the last four digits of your debit card. You ordered it the day after we met. So who’s the liar now?” he asks with a soft chuckle.

“Okay, fine,” I admit, biting my bottom lip. “But that was before I found out⁠—”

He lays me in the middle of the bed and climbs on top of me, kissing me for a long moment. “Before you mistakenly thought I was having an affair.” His voice is steeped with remorse when he says, “I was trying to build a relationship with my nephew, which I unfortunately have to do through my ex. I was only being nice, I promise.”

“Well…stop it,” I say with a whimper, having missed Conrad’s touch and affection more than I realized, and the crushing anguish I’d been carrying in my chest slowly starts to ease.

He leans on an elbow to tuck his fingers under the waistbands of my skirt and panties, then waits. When I don’t protest, he tugs them down to my ankles so that he can lie between my thighs. “Your wish is my command, princess,” he says, nuzzling his nose against mine. “I promise to be mean to her from now on.”

I squint at him as I lift my knees, my heart beating quicker. “How mean?”

“I’ll tell her that her shoes are ugly every time I see her.” I don’t stop him when he unbuttons his jeans and rolls his zipper down, sliding the underside of his huge, hard cock along my slit.

With a little hiccup and the arch of my back, I ask, “What else?”

“And that her roots are showing, and everyone knows she’s not a natural blonde.”

“Oooh, that’s really mean. I like it.”

“I have something else you’ll like,” Conrad says with a waggle of his brows, sitting up fast to pull his dirty T-shirt off, making me smile with his corny Dad joke.

I’ve seen him undressed plenty of times, but I had stuck to my guns and ignored him as much as I could to protect my heart. As much as I had been hurting, it hadn’t stopped me from occasionally taking a peek when he worked out every afternoon before the sun set, jumping rope and doing dozens of burpees in the parking lot. So many times, I wanted to grant myself permission to forget all about the illicit kiss for as long as it took to steal an orgasm before going back to freezing him out. I had refused to give in to temptation, though, when he’d come back inside all sweaty and tan and ridiculously hot and would strip naked before his showers, his massive, hard cock jutting up from his pelvis. Now, I can look my fill of the sexy, golden man who, apparently, has been faithful this whole time.

Oops.

Conrad slowly slides his hands along my sides, pushing the hem of my T-shirt up until I curl my shoulders off the bed enough that he can slip the material over my head. He sighs with longing when I lie back, his eyes on my chest as my heart beats ever faster.

“I swear they’re bigger already,” he says, slipping my bra straps off my shoulders, flipping my bra cups upside down. He gets cozy between my thighs and drags his tongue down my neck, tracing the lines of blue veins that have become more prominent—one of the early pregnancy symptoms I also tried to ignore.

“They’re sensitive, so be careful,” I say, cupping his cheek and lightly scratching his trimmed beard when he takes my left nipple into his mouth, his hot breath making goosebumps prickle along my arms.

He looks up, licking my nipple. “Should I stop?”

I bite my bottom lip. “No.”

His lashes flutter, and he dips back down, gently sucking on my nipples until I’m writhing for more. When he grinds his cock against me, bucking his hips, making me moan with deep-seated hunger, he says, “Before we do this, we need to get on the same page.”

“After,” I gasp. “We’ll talk after you make me cum.”

He shakes his head and kisses his way back up to my lips. “This is important.”

“Fine,” I say with a little pout, pressing on his lower back while I hike my knees up higher along his ribs. “But hurry up.”

“My needy little princess,” he says with a chuckle and kisses the tip of my nose.

“You’re needy, too, your highness,” I say, bucking my hips twice.

He grips my right hip, jerking my lower half up, positioning his cockhead at my entrance. “I’ve gone mental without you, Mirabeth. Of course I need you.”

“So fuck me already.”

“Not until you promise not to shut down on me the next time you’re upset. I’d rather you scream and sic Merlin on me than stonewall me. Your silence hurt.”

I look away from the pain in his eyes. “I’m sorry. I…I’m not the kind to rage. Shutting down when I’m really upset, going quiet, is what I’ve always done.”

“Then promise to at least try,” he says, turning my face back to him, his brows pulled down. “I want open and honest communication between us, instead of me going crazy, guessing at where your mind is at.”

“Then it’s a two-way street. You can’t hide the truth from me because you think it will upset me. I deserve to know everything, regardless of how you think I’ll react, even if you don’t like the consequences.”

He smiles softly and kisses me. “Deal. Look how much happier we already are.”

I pinch his firm, muscular butt, making him jerk. “I’ll be happier once you make me cum.”

Conrad eases his large crown inside me, his thrusts thoughtfully shallow as he waits for my pussy to stretch and adjust. “Two more things we need to get on the same page about,” he says, his breath turning choppy when I roll my hips and beg him to give me more than just the tip. “I love you, Mirabeth. And, maybe I shouldn’t, because we were strangers last month, but I hope, now that we’ve talked, that you⁠—”

“I think I love you too.” With my hands now circling his neck, I pull him closer, ignoring the tenderness in my breasts as he lies fully atop me.

“That’s enough for…for now.” The furling of his brows when he squeezes his eyes shut and the thickness of his voice bring a sharp pang to my chest. “I’ll work on making you fall in love with me every day too. Maybe by the time our baby is born…or…or…maybe by our third anniversary, you’ll know for sure. We could have a real ceremony and renew our vows, if you do.”

I relax my inner muscles, brace my feet on the mattress, and thrust up, taking the last of his length with a strangled gasp. I comb my fingers through his thick hair. “I’d like that. Somewhere on the beach or in the mountains.”

He nods and presses his face into my neck, sliding his hands up under my shoulders, his body vibrating as he rocks in and out of me with long, smooth strokes. My neck turns wet, and it’s not from the kisses he keeps pressing against my skin. My pang grows exponentially when I realize he’s silently crying. The intense connection I felt right away wasn’t one-sided. He really does love me.

I imagine a trip to the Great Smoky Mountains, standing beneath a wooden arch in a clearing in an old-growth forest. Or maybe on a crystal blue beach beneath an arch draped in sheer fabric that waves and snaps in the wind. I’d wear a wedding dress he helped me pick out. He’d be dressed sharply in a suit, holding my hands as he made his vows. I’d write my own, truly willing and wanting to marry him, and not because of some trick or bizarre overcrowding problem-solving program.

I don’t know that I’ve ever wanted anything more than I do our baby, and now this. Him.

I turn my face into his, searching for his soft lips, and murmur what I hadn’t wanted to acknowledge when I was in so much pain after that horrible night three weeks ago. “I don’t just think it. I know it. I love you too, Conrad.” It wouldn’t have hurt so much if I hadn’t.


CHAPTER
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CONRAD

Who knew I had so many tears inside me? I nearly choke on them and the love pouring off Mirabeth in waves, filling the emptiness that had been steadily carved out of my chest. It’s a powerful force to be reckoned with, and I grapple with my emotions as they, too, spill out of me.

“My princess,” I cry, yanking her right knee higher up my ribs to drive deeper inside her with my next thrust, her pussy more swollen than the last time I remember. “My princess forever.”

“Yes,” she says, breathing heavily against my lips, kissing me between each harsh exhale as our pleasure intensifies. “I hope our baby has streaks of red in their hair like you, Daddy.”

“Fuck.” I flex every muscle in my body, digging my fingers into her thigh and shoulder, trying not to cum already. “I think I like that more than ‘your highness’.”

“Yeah?”

“Almost as much as the idea of cumming deep inside you.” My dick swells as I increase my speed, stunned, as I am each time, that she’s so perfectly able to take all of me.

Mirabeth yanks my hair, arching her neck. “Only for the next nine months.”

A deep growl rumbles out of my chest, and I pinch her chin, stealing a kiss. “You already know I won’t be able to stop.” With a twinge of guilt, I confess, “I came a little inside you that first night before I could pull out, and when you passed out, I pushed it deeper with my fingers.” While that hadn’t been my intention, it became so each time we had sex afterward.

Mirabeth clutches my face, her eyes rounded. “Not cool…but so hot.”

My brows shoot up with surprise. “Damn right, it was. I did it at the party too.”

“I know. I didn’t want you to stop. That’s why I had to get on birth control.”

I let loose another growl. “That’s the second thing—no more birth control.”

“Until—”

“No. Never.”

“So bossy,” she says, locking her ankles around my back. “I love it when you act like you’re in charge.”

I laugh so hard that my stomach spasms, and I’m wholly unable to hold back my orgasm, forcing myself deeper, my spine bowing with pleasure that I no longer have to pull out to finish cumming on her skin. “Take it, princess. Take it all.”

Instead of luxuriating in the bliss of my orgasm, I tug her ankles until she unlocks them, then pull out and shimmy down the bed. I quickly plug her pussy with two fingers while I go to town on her clit with my tongue.

“Conrad,” she moans, her voice pitching higher as she threads her fingers in my hair, shoving my head down, her hips writhing.

“Cum for me, princess.”

The power of controlling when she orgasms is intoxicating. My softening dick springs back to life when, to my ire, her pulsating pussy pushes my cum out past my fingers. She may already be pregnant, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want it all stuffed inside her for as long as possible.

I rub what has dripped down her thighs into her skin, then tell her, “Get on your knees.”

She’s quick to do as she’s told, laboring to catch her breath. She even lifts her hips as soon as I grab our pillows. She knows where this is going. I shove the pillows beneath her, propping her ass in the air, then sit up and shuffle forward on my knees, pushing inside her in one hard thrust.

Mirabeth squeals, bucking her hips, and I grip them to keep her steady. “I know you’re sore already, so I’ll make it fast.”

“Wait!” She sits up, squeezing my dick painfully tight, wrenching it to the side when she pats around the breakfast bar until she finds the remote.

I look over my shoulder when she turns on the TV and brings up the same recording we heard that first night. She skips to the first of several bookmarks she must have added afterward, then tosses the remote aside, dropping her shoulders to the mattress.

“You forgot to turn the volume up,” I tell her, reaching for the remote. I’ve never had sex while listening to someone else having sex, but I’m up for trying just about anything my hot, pregnant wife wants.

“No, I didn’t, Daddy,” she says, turning her head so I can see her face while she bites her bottom lip. “Just giving you a hint.”

I had downloaded the streaming app and listened to this recording often enough on my lunch breaks at work, going back to the scene that had made Mirabeth shoot up in bed that first night and scramble for the remote. “You’re mine, princess,” I say instead of quoting the scene verbatim, putting my own touch on it. “My wife. Mine to love and mine to fill.” I brace my hands beside her shoulders and growl low in her ear, “And I’m going to breed you over and over and over again. We’re going to have to order more onesies for all the babies you’re going to give us. Enough to fill out our own baseball team.”

Her pussy is a vise around my cock, sucking me deeper. “Not, like, a whole team, right?”

I chuckle and kiss her shoulder. “You’re going to be a good girl and do what I say, when I say, and give me what I want, because it’s what you want too.”

She moans out, “Yes, Daddy.”

I’m so scared of cumming first again that I shove a hand under her hips and find her clit, massaging it with heavy pressure until she’s screaming out her second orgasm, forcing mine out of me.

“You’ll always be mine,” I whisper for what may be the thousandth time in the hour I’ve kept her propped up on the pillows with my cock plugging my cum inside her while she dozes in and out. And the only reason I can bring myself to pull out and wake her is that I need to feed her and my baby—the first of many—before we head to the baseball field.

The only consolation, when I frown at my cum starting to drip down her thighs, is that she tells me, “I want to try sleeping with it inside me for real.”

“My cum or my dick?” The dick in question swings like a heavy bat between my thighs, already hot and ready for a third round to make up for lost time.

“Both,” she says with a yawn, wincing and crossing her legs, though, when I help her up out of bed. “Um, actually, maybe we should wait until tomorrow night.”

“Sure,” I say, though I know what she really wants, given all her bookmarks. All I have to do is wait until she’s asleep. “Tomorrow,” I agree out loud, following her into the restroom to get cleaned up, my growing smirk unfortunately giving me away.

Mirabeth doesn’t call me out on the fib, but she does roll her eyes.

What a good girl.
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MIRABETH

“If I could, I would’ve taken a shot or two or five before we left the apartment,” I tell Conrad during our walk across the field.

He adjusts our two new camping chair carriers over his shoulder, squeezing my hand. “Me too.”

I eye the crowds gathered around each of the four fenced baseball diamonds. “How long do these games typically last?”

If I have to meet and chit-chat with any more new people, I’m going to lose my dinner. I drag my feet, causing Conrad to slow down to match my pace. It’s not that I don’t want to see his nephew play, but knowing Tripp, Brad, and Alisa will be there sucks what little energy I have left after fighting and making up. Plus, I’m embarrassed about the conclusions I jumped to about Alisa. I’ll never tell her that I thought she was a bottom-feeding hoe for hitting on a married man, but I sure do feel guilty for it. Kinda.

“Longer than you want. That’s what the snacks are for,” Conrad says, nodding to the insulated lunchbox of the safely stored peach cobbler and hand-whipped cream he made for dessert.

I make a face since I don’t even want to think about food for the next week after Conrad stuffed me full of homemade chicken and dumpling soup, even though I told him eating for two is a myth—or at least that’s what it said on the What to Expect When You’re Expecting a Felon’s Baby website that I read when curiosity had gotten the better of me.

Brad’s jaw tightens the same way Tripp’s does when we join the family at the farthest diamond from the street where we parked in front of Conrad’s parents’ house. Sondra hops up and pulls Conrad and me into a group hug, smothering me with her big hair, while Alisa waves from over Sondra’s shoulder, helping to set up our camping chairs beside theirs. When Alisa tries to sit in the middle, Brad motions her to the farthest chair from us on the left and takes her seat instead. He ignores the questioning look she gives him.

“Dad,” Conrad says, giving a chin nod to his turd-muffin father, who barely murmurs back a greeting.

Sondra sighs and pulls us down into our chairs on the right, offering up a selection of chips and dip she’d brought.

“Thank you, but no. I’m so full, I can barely breathe,” I say, the scent of hot dogs and popcorn in the air already churning my stomach.

I pinch the front of Conrad’s three-sizes-too-big, green, button-down jersey from his high school baseball days to pull it away from my torso. Discreetly, I slip a hand underneath to roll down the tight waistband of my white bike shorts so it’s no longer digging into my waist, and I rub my stomach with relief. It was much to Conrad’s delight to once more pick out my clothes, and his eyes had turned watery again as soon as I was dressed and had given him a little spin.

Sondra’s eyes light up when Conrad scoots his chair closer and lays his hand atop mine. The smirk he sports beneath his ball cap is prideful for what he’s done to me, and he’s been especially smug since he pulled the plastic tote of baby clothes from beneath the bed and cleared a drawer for them in our “closet” while I ate dinner. With so little space available, we’ll have to discuss moving into a bigger place before the baby comes, but we have plenty of time for that later.

Alisa leans forward to peer past her husband. “I’m glad y’all could make it.”

“Interesting shoes you’ve got there,” Conrad says in greeting, keeping his hand where it is on my stomach, giving Alisa a stink face to let her know what he really thinks of them—or at least pretending to think.

Alisa frowns, looking down at her popular brand of white sneakers.

I feel bad enough about my immature response to his promise of being mean to her that I silently shake my head at Conrad so he won’t go so far as to say anything about her recently highlighted hair that’s pulled back in a big, wavy ponytail.

Brad shoots up out of his chair, clapping his hands encouragingly when it’s Drew’s turn to bat. “Let’s go, O’Byrne! Keep your eye on the ball!”

The t-ball lands on the hard-packed dirt with a thud on Drew’s first swing, the lightweight bat just barely making contact with the top of it hard enough to knock it off the fixed stand. Some of the nearby parents groan and grumble unhappily, shooting our group a few scowls, when Drew completely misses the ball on his second swing.

“Nice try, nice try!” Brad threads his fingers through the tall chain link fence, pressing his face against it, and shouts, “Feet wider than your shoulders, son, just like we practiced! You’ve got this!”

Twisting his little face up with concentration beneath his large, maroon helmet, Drew sticks out his tongue and takes his third and final swing. You’d think he’d just knocked it out of the park with the way Brad pumps his fists in the air when the ball slowly rolls down the foul line and out of bounds four feet away.

“That’s my boy!” Brad yells, then sniffles and thumbs his nose. “The next Nolan Ryan!”

I’ll admit, I get a little swept up in the moment and follow the rest of my in-laws out of their chairs toward the fence, even letting out a small hoot while clapping my hands when Drew jumps up and down with excitement on his way back to the dugout, having struck out.

I even get a little teary when Conrad curls me under his arm and says, “In a few years, that’ll be our son or daughter up there.”

Though he’d said it quietly with his lips pressed to my temple, his hand snaking back to my stomach, Sondra’s eyes go even wider behind her glasses. She skip-hops back to her chair, pulling her phone from a side pocket, then scurries off with it held to her ear, looking back over her shoulder from time to time.

What an odd duck.

The whole family is. My family.

When Alisa approaches Brad with a wide smile, lifting her arms for a hug, Brad turns away and hugs his father instead. Tripp’s features have softened with pride for his grandson. I’ve never seen so much emotion from either of the two men—though, to be fair, I’ve only met them twice. Alisa sucks in her cheeks and tries again, finally settling for rubbing Brad’s back, before slumping in her chair silently, confused and crestfallen, until it’s Drew’s turn to bat again.
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As draining as it is to sit out in the evening heat and humidity beneath the still blazing sun, plied with cobbler until I’m about to burst, the noise reaching an ear-splitting level when one of the t-ballers actually hits the ball hard and far enough away that she’s able to make it to the first and then second base, I find myself enjoying the game. More so, I enjoy Conrad’s big, warm, thankfully healed hand stroking up and down my bare thigh. The icy silence from Conrad’s brother and father, not so much, but I do my best to ignore them as much as they ignore us.

At the end of the game, which Drew’s team lost by double-digits, our strange, strained little family makes our way across the field and street to Conrad’s parents’ house for a pit stop at the restroom before Conrad and I head home.

“Oh, I was hoping y’all would stay for a bit,” Sondra says, waving us away from the front door to sit at the dining table while the family digs into a post-game treat of root beer floats and popsicles. She hums and sits on the edge of her chair beside me, her smile growing broader by the minute, darting a look past me to the front door.

I nearly knock over my float that I’ve only barely sipped from when the front door opens with a crack against the wall. Sondra lights out of her chair, and high-pitched squeals ensue as Sondra and the new guest hold hands and jump around in a circle.

Before I can pick my jaw up off the floor, another woman, younger this time but with Sondra’s fiery hair, sprints inside the house, out of breath. “Got stuck in traffic. Tell me they haven’t left already.”

I push away from the table to stand, the same as Conrad does.

“Bridget!” Conrad laughs heartily and picks up his older sister, spinning her around while she hugs him tight around the neck. “How the hell have you been?”

Now there’s a proper greeting from a sibling you’ve only occasionally seen over the past five years. I hope my kids are like that with each other.

“Put me down, put me down. I want to meet her,” Bridget says, knuckling Conrad’s hair, standing as tall as her brother.

“Me first! I need to see my babygirl,” Mom says, dodging the siblings with the kind of smile on her face that I haven’t seen since Dad passed.

I immediately burst into tears—my new MO; they just keep coming out of me—and cover my face with my hands.

“Oh honey, oh sweetie, I know, I know,” Mom says, wrapping her arms around me, rubbing my back.

“You tricked me,” I choke out, probably snotting all over her vibrant pink tank top. Good.

“I know!” she exclaims happily with a laugh.

I curl my hands under her arms to hug her around the middle, needing her no matter how mad I am. “You left me!”

She strokes my hair. “Hmm, that, well, ok—that I am sorry for, but it was a necessary evil.”

“How?” I step away and turn my back, taking comfort in Conrad’s arms instead. “Why?”

“That,” she says, joined by Sondra as they bump shoulders with a shared grin.

“What?” I ask.

“That.” Mom points at us, and Sondra giggles.

“You need to use more than one word, cavewoman,” I say grumpily.

Mom clicks her tongue with a playful huff. “I left so you two would get to know each other. Otherwise, you’d have hidden out at the house instead of giving Conrad a chance and falling in love with your husband.”

All very true.

“Then I have you to thank, Nurse Perkins,” Conrad says, reaching past me to shake Mom’s hand.

“You can call me ‘Mom’ or ‘Kyra’ now that you’re no longer my patient.” Mom bobs her head side to side twice. “Well, I’d let you, even if you still were.”

My jaw hits the floor again. “Wait, you two know each other too?”

“Of course we do!” she says, like it should have been obvious. “How else do you think I was able to pick the right inmate for my babygirl?”

I blink. “So Conrad wasn’t randomly-assigned to me?”

Mom tuts. “As if I’d let you marry some random man. Pshaw.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you’ve met?” I ask Conrad with an accusatory tone.

He shrugs. “I figured you knew.”

Dangit. I should have.

“See? I knew it,” Tripp says from the head of the table, having remained seated. “No parent in their right mind would allow their kid to marry some random criminal.”

Bridget bursts out laughing, crossing the dining room in her sleek, wide-legged slacks and pointy red heels that match her shiny lipstick. “Try and stop me. Hi, Daddy,” she says, bending and giving Tripp a kiss on his cheek.

“I will. No child—uh, second child—of mine is signing up for this hairbrained, jailhouse marriage idea. I will not allow it,” Tripp says, his face turning red as his speech grows louder.

“I guess this is a bad time to tell you I was arrested last week for punching a guy who pinched my friend’s butt.” Bridget cocks a hip and sets her hand on it while Tripp sputters at her confession. “And that hairbrained idea was mine.”

“And mine!” Mom adds.

“How the fudge do y’all know each other?” I ask, looking back and forth.

“Mom introduced us during my first visit with Conrad,” Bridget says. “Now, we’re besties.” She slides a chair out to position it beside her father’s, sitting down and slinging an arm over Tripp’s shoulders that instantly makes him melt. “And I’m the one who pushed the program through legislation. It’s still too early to determine if it’s as successful as we projected, but so far it’s worked out so well that other wardens in the state have written to ask when they can implement the program in their prisons. A few from out of state too. We might even go national if the recidivism rate declines and the greedy assholes at the for-profit prisons don’t get in our way. So, I figure I might as well give it a shot. See if the reason I haven’t met my soulmate is because he’s behind bars.” Tripp grumbles at that, and Bridget laughs. “And if Mirabeth can end up with someone so selfless that he’d go to prison for his dying brother, then why not me?” This she says while looking directly at her father, challenging him to argue or dismiss her.

At a loss for words, Tripp’s face goes white when he looks at my husband with shame-filled eyes, perhaps finally accepting the truth about Conrad’s arrest. Conrad inhales sharply and holds it, never breaking eye contact, his body rigid beside mine until Tripp gives him a little nod—one that will change the course of their relationship for the better. It’s my hope that Tripp’s turd-muffin days are over for good.

Bridget tells Conrad, “So you can thank me too.” Palm up, she gestures for Conrad to hurry, then cups her hand at her ear. “Come on, I want to hear you say it.”

I do so before Conrad can when I jog around the table and give the sister-in-law I only met five minutes ago a hug around her slim shoulders. “Thank you so much. You’re my favorite in-law.”

While Sondra and Mom have a laugh, Brad huffs from the side, crossing his muscular arms when he leans back in his chair so it’s propped on its two back legs. “Enjoy it while it lasts,” he tells me. With his face going as red as his father’s had been, he asks Bridget, “Any plans to try it out at the women’s prisons? Let me know if they do.”

“Why?” Alisa asks with a pinch of her brows.

“I might as well try it, too, seeing as you and Conrad are planning to waltz off together when his three years are up. Hopefully, I’ll find a wife who isn’t still in love with her ex,” Brad says, barely glancing at his current wife, who gasps and clings to his arm. He shakes her off. “I really thought you were my soulmate, yet here we are.” He cuts his watery eyes to Drew. “But don’t think for a second that I’m going to let you take my son and let this cheating bastard”—he motions to my husband—“raise my son as his own.”

Oh.

Shit.

Looks like I’m not the only one who jumped to the same—fortunately wrong—conclusion. It makes me feel somewhat better, and I give Conrad a pointed look.


CHAPTER
SIXTEEN



CONRAD

My stomach sinks while I drop onto a chair with my wife beside me. Mirabeth grabs my hand and squeezes it under the table, even as she gives me haughty eyes.

“Brad—” I start.

“Save it!” Brad roars, interrupting me, slashing his hand in the air. “I don’t want to hear how this is payback for me marrying your ex when you decided to take the fall for Andrew. And you!” Brad yells at Alisa, his voice breaking and his strong chin beginning to wobble. “Did you pretend to fall in love with me so I would take care of you while he was in prison? Were you counting down the days until he was released so you could ride off into the sunset together?”

“No, Brad, never! I love you with my whole heart. Only you,” Alisa says with heartbreak in her voice, turning in her chair to hold Brad’s face, leaning closer. “How could you think I’d ever want to be with anyone else?”

He sniffs as he shakes his head. “I’ve seen your private calendar. July thirtieth, four-thirty at the same hotel where we got married. The hunting trip you planned for my birthday with my friends—that was just your excuse to get me out of town so you can sneak around all you want without getting caught.”

“No, baby, you’ve got it all wrong,” Alisa says sadly, stroking his face. “I can barely look at Conrad now without being disgusted that we used to be together. I want to throw up just thinking about it.”

I smother a laugh with my free hand. This is great news, and it seems Mirabeth thinks so, too, since she drops her head on my shoulder with a relieved sigh.

“Then why did you go to his apartment in the middle of the night? I saw your location after I woke up in bed alone,” Brad says, ducking his head to hide the tears in his eyes.

“To apologize for taking the name he wanted, and that’s only because I felt so guilty for the strain in your relationship. And I wanted to tell him that I felt terrible about the way things ended, but that I was so glad I didn’t wait for him to get out of prison or else I wouldn’t have been lucky enough to marry you,” Alisa says. “You, Bradley Jackson O’Byrne, are the love of my life. We are soulmates. If you went to prison, I’d wait a lifetime for you.”

“Wish she’d actually said that at the apartment,” Mirabeth whispers to me from the side of her mouth. “Would have saved me a lot of heartache.”

Fucking same. Mirabeth and I aren’t the only ones who need to work on our communication skills.

Brad sniffles several times, blinking quickly, his hands shaky when he lifts them to cup Alisa’s face gently. “But you text each other all the time, sending him pictures of our son. Our son,” he says, his voice raw with emotion.

“It’s not like I want to.” Alisa rises and bumps Brad’s nose with hers. “I’m only trying to be friendly so Drew can get to know his uncle.” She sighs heavily and says, “And the texts and calendar reminder about the hotel—I was planning a party for your birthday. You were supposed to go with your friends to pick up the ones who are flying in before you go hunting, and we’d all be waiting to surprise you.”

“Oh,” Brad says in a small voice. Then his face and tone transform, brightening like a kid on Christmas morning. “You said you wanted to try for another baby. Let’s do it. Now. Right now!”

“Finally!” Alisa tilts her head to kiss him, and he sweeps her onto his lap where they all but start having sex at the table.

It is both exceedingly awkward and encouraging, proving to both Mirabeth and Brad that Alisa and I in no way, shape, or form harbor feelings for each other. I’m nothing but exceptionally happy for my brother and his wife. Let bygones be bygones and move on with our lives.

Brad breaks the kiss, gasping for air, and says, “If it’s a girl, I want to name her⁠—”

I smack the table, making the glasses of root beer shake precariously, and I point at Brad. “I call dibs on ‘Andrea’, ‘Drea’, ‘Rea’, ‘Andy’, and ‘Mandy’.”

Brad cracks a grin, his hair a mess. “I was going to say ‘Tally’ after Alisa’s grandmother, but now that you’ve mentioned it…first come, first served.”

I stand up so fast that my head spins, knocking my chair back as I haul Mirabeth up with my arm around her, flattening my palm over her stomach. “We’re pregnant! First come, first served,” I mock, lifting a brow, feeling ten feet tall with Mirabeth back by my side, as I have been all night.

The room goes silent for a heartbeat and then explodes with noise.

“Didn’t I tell you?!” Mom squeals at Kyra, the two of them hopping around once more. “I knew it, I knew it, I knew it!”

“She tried, though, didn’t she?” Kyra cackles.

“Tried what?” Mirabeth asks, wrinkling her nose at her mom.

I would also like to know what other tricks my mother-in-law has been playing.

Kyra waggles her blonde brows. “I know the pharmacy tech who filled your birth control prescription. The pills are bogus.”

Mirabeth throws her hands up in exasperation. “Oh my god! I know this town is small, but it’s not that small. You can’t possibly rope everyone into your truly unhinged grandbaby scheme.”

I can’t help it. I start to laugh, then harder, bending over to slap my knee, my ribs aching. “This is too good.”

“What is? What’s so funny?” Mirabeth asks, steaming mad when she grabs my arm, trying to shake the truth out of me.

When I’ve caught my breath, I tell her, “I found your pills hidden in Merlin’s contraband cat treats and replaced them with fakes when I picked up my antibiotics. I probably got them from the same tech.”

“From Allie?” Kyra guesses.

“One and the same,” I confirm, pulling Mirabeth once more under my arm and kissing the top of her head, then tipping her chin up. “It’s why I stopped fighting you about taking them.”

Mirabeth crosses her arms and taps the toe of her shoes. “I’m going to sic the Berenson Boys on you. Just you wait.”

“Oh, please,” my mom says. “As if those boys are any better. They’ve got a football team of kids between them, and it didn’t happen by accident.” She should know, since she’s best friends with Yamuna, the gossipy receptionist at the trucking warehouse.

Mirabeth clutches the front of my shirt. “We’re moving far, far away from these crazy people.”

Kyra snaps her fingers. “About that…” She turns to rifle through a purse large enough to qualify as a suitcase. “Ah, here it is,” she says, handing Mirabeth a fancy card with a printed picture of her and Garth holding hands in front of a fake backdrop of a sunny day tacked to a cinder block wall.

When Mirabeth doesn’t take it, turning up her nose, I do and read the text printed beneath the photo. “You got married?” I ask. “Congratulations.”

“What?!” Mirabeth snatches the card from my hands. “When?”

Kyra twists her upper half back and forth while folding her hands like a shy schoolgirl with a crush. “Last week. Preston—the bald guy who married the two of you?—performed the ceremony. It was magical. Oh, and I moved in with Garth. Isn’t that exciting? And now I can sell the house⁠—”

Mirabeth screeches to everyone’s shocked wariness, and she speeds out the front door without a word. I scarcely make it across the street in time to sprint alongside the Beetle, wrench open the passenger side door, and jump inside before she really guns the engine.

“Where are we going?” I ask nervously.

“Home!”
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When Mirabeth said home, I assumed, of course, that she meant to stay there. Instead, she threw her empty luggage at me, demanded that I pack the essentials, somehow wrangled Merlin into a cat carrier with only a few bloody scratches down her arms, then stomped back to her car.

Keeping silent, I hold the cat carrier on my lap so Merlin doesn’t go careening around the car with every sharp turn made at warp speed, then brace a hand on the dashboard when Mirabeth comes to a screeching halt in her mom’s driveway, the tires skidding with a squeal.

“Princess…” I say cautiously, trying to catch up to her across the lawn—unfortunately, not in time to prevent her from picking up one of the ten plastic planters of peonies sitting on the porch, then hurling it through the window to the left of the front door with a warrior’s cry. I curse under my breath, hurrying to set the cat carrier down gently so I can wrap an arm around Mirabeth’s waist before she can climb through the broken window. “Let me,” I tell her while her chest heaves, doing my best not to cut myself so deeply on the jagged glass that it requires a trip to urgent care. I collide with a sturdy, oval table in the kitchen nook, feel my way in the dark, and unlock the front door from the inside.

Mirabeth strides inside with Merlin’s carrier that she sets on the coffee table to the right, unzipping the canvas bag to let Merlin out, and then she blows past me into the attached garage. The banging of metal tools being thrown around is loud enough to draw the entire neighborhood’s attention to our crime of breaking and entering, if they hadn’t already been aware.

I sigh, preparing myself to take the fall for someone else’s crime once again, should the cops show up, and I lean against the door jamb, already sweating in the stifling hot garage. Watching Mirabeth sort through a pile of old lumber and tree trunk cuttings along the back wall, I ask, “What are you doing?”

She jerks upright, hefting a few long boards over her shoulder, holding a hammer and a rusted tin coffee can of nails. Nudging me out of the way with determination, crossing to the front of the house, she says, “If Mom thinks she can sell my childhood home right out from under me, she can think again!” She drops the wood pile on the nook’s travertine tiles and braces a board across the broken window, hammering both ends into the wall, rattling the decorative plates from Kyra’s travels displayed on hanging shelves.

After a few more of my questions are met with grunts or shrieks, the drive of the hammer drowning out my voice, I give up trying to reason with her or talk her through her feelings. I set about helping her board up the front and back doors so she doesn’t overexert herself, then tack a quilt that had been folded atop the gingham couch over the broken window to keep the heat out until we can replace the glass.

Once done, Mirabeth turns, fire blazing in her eyes, sweat breaking out over her clammy skin. “I’m going to throw up.”

Thinking fast, I rip the sad pink peonies out of the planter and lift the pot in time to catch her dinner and dessert.

“Uh…feeling better?” I ask, avoiding looking into the pot.

“No.” She yanks the planter back toward her to finish emptying her stomach, then slumps down to lie across the cool tile, fanning her face.

“How about now?”

“A little.”

I discard the planter in the large trash bin in the garage, wet a tea towel to place it on Mirabeth’s forehead, then lie down beside her, pulling her into my chest.

“How can she do this to me?” she asks with a sniffle, tucking her head beneath my chin. “She’s gone too far this time.”

“I don’t know, princess.” I kiss the top of her head, combing the tangles out of her loose hair with my fingers.

“The marriage and baby are one thing, but to sell the house? It’s not right.”

I snort, and she rolls away, giving me the stink eye. “It’s not funny.”

I pull her back toward me. “I know, you’re right, it’s not.” Except I can’t stop my body from shaking with suppressed laughter.

“Why are you laughing at me?” She pinches and twists my left nipple through my shirt hard enough for me to jerk backward.

“Because, princess…out of everything she’s done, it’s the house you’re most upset about?”

“Yes,” she cries. “Last year, she said she wanted to move to Montana to find a hot rancher with lots of land so she could retire early, and she promised I could buy the house when she leaves. It’s why I hadn’t bothered looking for a bigger apartment yet. But guess what? She’s a big fat lying liar, and…and…” Mirabeth covers her mouth with a yawn wide enough to crack her jaw.

Since the cops haven’t shown up yet, I figure it’s safe enough to say they won’t be coming, and I roll up onto my knees to lift my worn-out, exhausted wife off the floor. Carrying her to the hallway past the airy living room, I ask, “Which bedroom is yours?”

“Second on the left,” she says through another yawn, burying her face in the crook of my neck.

Cradling her in one arm, I push open the bedroom door and stop short. “Princess, look.” I set her down when she gasps.


CHAPTER
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MIRABETH

“Where is all my furniture?” I murmur, slowly walking through the room. “She’d kept it just like I left it in case I ever needed to move home.” I slide my fingertips across the new, custom maple wood furniture. “What is all this?”

“This is our baby’s nursery furniture.” Conrad thumbs the ridges of the little fat kittens—which look suspiciously like Merlin—that are carved into the crib’s railing. “We finished them just yesterday.”

I nudge the old-fashioned rocking chair back and forth with my toes. “We?”

“It’s the set we’ve been building at work. I’m the one who carved the kittens. Your mom commissioned them.”

Tears form at the corners of my eyes as I take in the gorgeous furniture that must have cost a fortune…and is exactly what I would have picked out if I could afford it. “But why would she have it all delivered here if she’s going to sell the house?”

My brows lift when Conrad hands me an envelope that he found on the changing table with Mom’s name on it. Thinking Mom must have left it for me to find, I slide my index finger beneath the flap that’s lost most of its adhesive over time, but I jump when my phone rings from the pocket on the side of my hip before I can read what’s inside.

I put my phone on speaker when I grind my teeth and answer, “What do you want, mother?”

“Let me inside, honey,” Mom says sweetly. “I can’t fit between the boards.”

“No. Fudge you.” It’s the worst thing I’ve ever said to my mom, and I end the call, cutting off her cackle.

I skip after Conrad when he heads down the hallway and picks up the hammer to start pulling the nails from the boards blocking the entry. Though Mom had managed to tug the quilt down over the window and unlock the front door, I had nailed enough boards across the doorway to keep anyone but a small child from squeezing between them.

“Don’t you dare, Conrad, or I’ll never, ever, ever have sex with you again,” I tell him, pointing my finger to scold him. The nerve of this man to betray me at a time like this!

“Yes, you will,” he says with a sexy smirk, discarding the first, then the second of the four boards.

I shake my head so fast that my hair whips my face. “No way, José.”

Conrad yanks me toward him, causing me to stumble into his hard chest. “We both know you’ll do what I say because you’re a good girl who loves it when I make you take my⁠—”

“Lord knows I want a grandbaby, but I don’t want to think about how that baby was made.” Mom plugs her ears with her fingers, singing, “La la la,” while Garth pulls up and parks his rockabilly, cherry-red, 1950s pickup at the curb.

I stick my tongue out at my mom, really wishing she hadn’t cut Conrad off, my core fluttering, even though I’m still pissed that he’s taking down the boards. Conrad looks like he’d catch my tongue with his mouth if I hadn’t thrown up not too long ago. It’s a dang shame.

Once Conrad gets rid of the third board, Mom and Garth step over the fourth. “Well, that was all very dramatic,” Mom says, looking around at all the destruction with a sigh.

“You told me you were going to sell our house!” I yell, pushing in front of Conrad. “How did you think I’d react?”

“Certainly not by throwing Garth’s flowers through the window after storming out and driving like a bat out of hell before I could finish saying ‘now I can sell the house to you’,” Mom says.

Ok, so me either, since just a few days ago, I would have silently stewed and hidden. I had no plan when I told Conrad to pack up our apartment, other than that I was going to find some way inside the house before confronting Mom…through the barred door, of course. I still wanted to hide.

Mom grabs my hand and pulls me down onto the couch beside her and her freaking new husband—my new stepdad, I realize. With Conrad settling on the cushion to my right, Mom drops her large purse on the coffee table, straightens her spine, and pointedly looks at the envelope I’m still holding.

“Open it, honey,” she says.

With her knees pressed to mine, Mom looks on expectantly, her features softening as I slide the folded sheet of notebook paper and one-dollar bill that had been included from the envelope. I begin reading out loud through my tears:

Kyra,

My stunning, stubborn, hilarious Kyra. Every day, I’ve fallen more and more in love with you since you jammed that ridiculous, large IV needle in my arm three times before you finally found my vein after I accidentally slashed my calf on the chain link’s rusty metal wire. By now, I’m sure you’ve figured out that all my increasingly frequent “accidents” were in fact intentional, all so I could visit the pretty nurse who instantly captured my heart and soul. I’ll always be amazed and grateful that you chose to look past my prison uniform to see the man I was inside. You gave me a beautiful life and daughter, and the kind of love I thought a man like me didn’t deserve after the mistakes I made.

A part of me wants to be selfish and keep you all to myself long after I leave this world, but I love you too much to ask that of you. Instead, I ask that once you’ve grieved and healed, you find a partner you can give your whole heart to, just as you gave me, and who will, in turn, give you his whole heart, just as I gave you. And when you do, I request that you give our beautiful daughter and her future family the option to buy the house where we built a lifetime of happiness. $1 should be sufficient.

With all my love,

Forever yours,

Michael

I turn and tuck my face into Mom’s neck, both of us sobbing as we squeeze each other tight, and she rocks me side to side as she did when I was a kid. It’s exactly what I need. I’m not sure I’ve ever cried harder than when Dad passed.

“He loved you so much,” I say with a hiccup.

“He always will, even if he’s not here to show it,” Mom says, cradling my face and kissing my forehead. “That’s the kind of whirlwind love we both want for you.” She looks past me to nod at Conrad, who’s scooted closer and is rubbing my back. “And I think you’ve found it. So have I again,” she says, looking over her shoulder and lifting her chin to kiss Garth.

“But how did you know? Why Conrad?” I stroke Merlin’s fur when he jumps on my lap and purrs, rolling onto his back so I can scratch his belly.

Mom smiles. “It’s a sixth sense. I felt that same spark inside Conrad when we first met that I did in your dad and Garth, and I just knew, he’s the one for you.” She laughs softly. “Though I wasn’t going to take any chances and make you wait out the rest of his sentence until you could be together, hence the reason I worked with Bridget to get the marriage program up and running.”

Garth whispers with kind eyes pinned on Mom, “The wait is hard on a man, but so worth it.”

I melt at the look she and Garth share. It’s the same one, I now recognize, that I’ve seen on Conrad’s face, even when we were both hurting, and it was all my fault for being too stubborn to talk to him. I won’t make the same mistake again.

“Thank you,” Conrad says, reaching past me to hold Mom’s hand.

“You’re welcome. I wish you could have met Michael. He would have loved you too.” Mom sniffles, then uses my large jersey sleeve to wipe the tears from her cheeks and blow her nose. Gross. “Now that we have that settled, I have something else for you.” She digs through her purse and produces a business card. “That’s the number to the realtor your Aunt Faye recommended. She has all the documents ready to sign, so give her a call in the morning, and she’ll walk you through it.”

After Mom and Garth leave, having helped clean up the mess I created and instructed us to take a look around the house, Conrad and I slip past the nursery into the primary bedroom at the end of the hallway.

“So that’s where it went,” I say, finding my old, solid oak bed frame positioned beneath the wide window that faces the side yard. From the tall posters at the four corners of the bed hangs new, gauzy white fabric like the kind you’d find in a royal princess’s castle chambers. On the new mattress, still wrapped in protective plastic, sits a large bag containing a fluffy, frilly white comforter and sheet set, four new pillows, and two paperback versions of What to Expect When You’re Expecting a Felon’s Baby.

I laugh when I pick up the dog-eared book on top, the pages curling along the edges, and flip to the copyright page, seeing that it was printed the year before I was born. Inside are notes scribbled in the margins by both Mom and Dad, along with little love notes they had written to each other, so excited to meet their baby girl. The second copy is a newly revised and updated version, the pages pristine, ready for Conrad and me to read and study and leave little love notes of our own.

Conrad squeezes my arms from behind. “I’ll get the luggage…and your toothbrush.”

I let out a soft snort and finish poking around the rest of the house, which has been mostly emptied, ready for us to move in and turn our happy little “accident” into our lifetime of happiness.


EPILOGUE


MIRABETH - 3 YEARS LATER

“I’m getting motion sickness,” I tell Conrad, holding a hand over my mouth in the passenger seat of the souped-up minivan we bought last Christmas. It’s gorgeous, with heated leather seats, room for up to five car seats in the back, a moonroof, and SEVENTEEN whole cup holders! Best royal princess carriage ever. “I’m going to throw up.”

“You’re not going to throw up,” Conrad says, squeezing my thigh…before plopping the planter pot we keep in the vehicle for such occasions on my lap.

“How much longer?”

“Almost there,” he says with a smile in his voice.

He always sounds like that these days, even when I get mad and raise my voice instead of going quiet and stuffing my feelings down when he accidentally hurts them. I don’t always get it right, but I try, as I promised all those years ago. My days of jumping to conclusions are long behind us.

Leading me by the elbow once we’ve parked, careful that I don’t trip over the curb or run into a pole, since a fall this late in my pregnancy with our second child would be seriously dangerous, Conrad finally comes to a stop.

Huh. That sure was a short drive and walk. Too short.

“You can take your bandana off now,” Conrad says, brushing a kiss along my lips before he steps back.

I slide the green bandana up my forehead, smiling first at our red-headed, chubby-cheeked Andrea—Drea for short—holding her daddy’s hand and beaming up at me. As much as I looked forward to and loved my first pregnancy, nothing could have prepared me for how difficult and uncomfortable, to say the least, it would be after I developed preeclampsia. That and the bizarre out-of-body feeling of being numb from the waist down from my epidural when I had my C-section. But it was all worth it, and the day I gave birth to Drea was one of the happiest days of my life. Thankfully, it’s been so far, so good on the preeclampsia front with this pregnancy, since I’ve been one of the lucky ones—fingers crossed it continues this way—to not develop it a second time.

“Supwise,” Drea says, throwing a hand out like Vanna White in a rerun of Wheel of Fortune that Mom and Sondra like to watch when they babysit her, Drew, and Tally for the weekend.

Kidnapped, more like. A coordinated heist, with Sondra sneaking into our homes with the house keys she stole and copied while Mom distracts us with one of her tricks, all so they can steal our kids like jewelry thieves. It’s terrifying, but so sweet. But mostly terrifying.

My good mood starts to sink, and my smile slowly fades as I look up the wide concrete stairs to the double doors of our small county courthouse. I’d been dropping hints for the past three months that I wanted to return to the cabin in the mountains where we honeymooned after Conrad and I renewed our for-real vows soon after we found out we were pregnant with Drea.

This is so not the shuttle to the airport.

Conrad digs through the extra-large, green floral, quilted diaper bag with our last name embroidered in gold thread on the front. I can fit half the nursery in that bad boy and still have room left over!

He hands me a large manila folder with a twinkle in his eye and a wide, sexy as sin smile beneath his backwards ball cap. “Happy anniversary!”

I flip open the folder and am greeted with the worst thing imaginable. “You want a divorce?!” I cry out.

“God no,” Conrad says, taken aback.

“Then what the hell is this?” See how good I am at sharing my feelings now? I wave the folder in the air with the documents petitioning for a divorce now that our mandated three years are up, my cheeks burning as tears burst out of me.

“Daddy mean!” Drea starts to wail, shaking off Conrad’s hand to throw herself at my legs, which threaten to crumple beneath me as our world falls apart.

How many times has Conrad told me—lied straight to my face—that we were forever? That three years with me would never be long enough? Had he been hiding his true intentions all along so as not to hurt my feelings? He promised he wouldn’t.

“How could you do this to us?” I hurl the folder at him like a baseball with as much force as I can and bend to heft Drea up onto my hip. I sob into her hair, turning away and duck-shuffling down the sidewalk.

I still have some lumber left over in the garage that Conrad hasn’t gotten to yet, having started up whittling gorgeous frames to go with the custom portraits I illustrate and now offer to print and ship to our customers. I have just enough to board up the doors and windows to keep him out—and me in—for as long as it takes for the urge to murder him to pass. Sure, I could go to prison and try out being on the opposite side of things, a prisoner randomly assigned to marry some civilian. But then I might end up back at square one with another Lying McLiarson. I’d rather not.

“What did I tell you?!” Mom yells, flying through the courthouse doors and down the stairs with Garth on her heels. She slaps the back of her hand against Conrad’s shoulder before she grabs and turns me in her arms, since I hadn’t gotten very far. “I told you she would jump to conclusions like any sane person would!”

“Yeah, like any sane person would!” I echo, because this totally doesn’t count as a strike against my jumping-to-conclusions scoreboard.

“But no! You’re as stubborn as her,” Mom finishes, rubbing my back and turning her nose up at Conrad. “So not cool.”

“You just had to go and learn your lesson the hard way instead of learning it from me,” Alisa says, rising with Brad and my niece and nephew from behind a gigantic white dually parked on the street. She drops her hand with the phone she’d been using to record one of the worst moments of my life. “This family sucks at surprises.”

“I’m sorry!” Conrad drops the diaper bag on the sidewalk, then presses the heels of his palms into his eyes. “I thought it would be romantic.”

Mind boggled by his thought process, I yell, “To give me divorce papers?”

Sondra steps out from behind a fat trunk of an old pine tree and hustles closer, sandwiching Drea and me between her and Mom.

Conrad chases and catches the papers taking flight in the hot breeze blowing in from the west. Thumbing through them, he finds the one he wants and tries to hand it to me. He sighs, regret heavy in his eyes when I jerk away from his approach.

“I don’t want that!” I tuck my wet face into Mom’s neck.

“Please, princess, it’s not what you think.” He’s close to tears himself when he shakes the paper, then jams his finger at the section where we’re both supposed to sign the petition. “Read it.”

I turn up my nose but can’t help cutting my eyes to the signature that threatens to blow up my whole life.

Over my dead fucking body will we ever get a divorce. You’re mine for life, princess.

Your husband until the end of time,

Conrad O’Byrne

“Oh.” I clear my throat. “I’d rather have gone on vacation, but this ok, I guess. Thanks,” I say flatly, blowing Sondra’s bushy hair out of my face when she leans forward to read the paper.

“Happy anniversary!” Tripp yells excitedly, turning the corner at the side of the courthouse, and he pops the tube he’s carrying, spraying us with glittery paper confetti. He straightens his back, his face falling. “What happened? Did she actually sign it?” Tripp—the man who ended up being the sweetest and most doting father-in-law—points the empty tube at me. “If we have to choose, we’re keeping you in the divorce. You know my nephew, Derek, has always taken a shine to you and would happily pull a Brad move.”

Brad coughs into his hand, his cheeks turning pink, abashed.

Conrad growls, “No one is getting a divorce, and I will feed Derek his own eyeballs if he so much as looks at my wife again.”

“You’d go back to prison,” Tripp says, rolling his long sleeves up to his elbows like he’s itching for a fight with his son for upsetting me.

“She’d wait for me,” Conrad says, then flicks his gaze to me. “Right?” he asks in a low voice, vulnerability peeking through. He knows he royally fucked up.

“I don’t know,” I say haughtily, shifting Drea higher up my hip. “I might pull an Alisa move.”

“God, this family is never going to let us live this down,” Alisa says, throwing her hands up and slapping her jean-clad thighs when they drop. “I’ve said I’m sorry about a million times!”

“I haven’t. It was worth it, my love,” Brad says, yanking her to him and sweeping her into the kind of kiss you only see in movies…or in my bedroom, once upon a time. I can hardly catch my breath with Conrad’s monster-sized baby currently jammed up into my ribs, playing footsie with my lungs. I wouldn’t be surprised if Alisa ends up in the same condition within the next few months after the blazing-hot look Brad gives her when they come up for air.

“Dangit, we’re late again,” Bridget says, her hair a tangled mess, running stiltedly toward us from the parking lot. She’s dragging one red stiletto attached only by the ankle strap behind her, along with her husband, Harding. They met, married, and fell in love all on the same day at the second annual, wildly successful prison marriage release. “Traffic was terrible!”

“Sure, yeah, traffic in this one-horse town. That’s believable,” Harding says to her with a deep, bone-chilling chuckle. His tattooed muscles ripple when he yanks Bridget back into his chest, nipping her neck with his teeth, which have been shaved down to sharp points. As scary but nice as he is, I’m glad Mom handpicked Conrad for me instead of leaving it to chance, even if Conrad’s idea of “romantic” is seriously questionable.

“Ok, let’s start over.” Conrad tears off the strip of paper with his note and signature to stuff it in his pocket, jogs to a large trashcan positioned by the stairs, and discards the rest of the divorce petition. Back by our sides, he tugs Drea and me out of our mothers’ arms and circles my waist. “Mirabeth O’Byrne, I love you so much that I’d risk going to prison for the rest of my life for kidnapping and holding you hostage if you ever tried to divorce me.”

“Aw, that’s so sweet,” Aunt Faye says in her angelic voice from the courthouse’s stoop, startling me since I hadn’t known she and her husband, Harold, were there.

“I would, too, you know,” says Harold—Aunt Faye’s much older boss at Granny’s diner, where they met and fell in love after he hired her on as a waitress. He’s my favorite uncle, since he’s always slipping me extra pancakes and bacon. Hugging Aunt Faye from behind, he drops a kiss in her light blonde hair.

“Me too,” Garth says to Mom with hearts in his eyes.

“Same here,” Tripp adds, waggling his brows at Sondra as he spins her around, dipping her for a kiss.

Harding growls to Bridget in a dangerous voice, “So would I, my queen.”

I shiver and inch closer to Conrad.

“Can everyone just stop declaring what matching freaks they are for two seconds and let me finish!” Conrad yells with exasperation. “What is with this town?” He shakes his head, then swallows hard. “As I was saying, we’re in it for the long haul, princess. You’re stuck with me, whether you want to be or not.”

I swoon, and Mom quickly plucks Drea from my arms in time for Conrad to pull me as close as he can with my large belly in the way. He gives me the kind of kiss that would lead to yet another pregnancy if I weren’t already in the family way.

“I have something else for you,” Conrad says, unlocking his phone and pressing it into my hands.

“A whole week?” I squeal, looking at the Airbnb rental confirmation for a cabin located outside Gatlinburg, Tennessee. The mountain roads were scarier than anything I’d ever driven on, but the view is absolutely stunning and so not haunted or petrifying in the pitch-black of night.

“A whole week,” Conrad says with delight at having turned the day around, nuzzling my nose with his, his soft, sexy beard tickling my chin.

My smile drops, and I chew my bottom lip. “Without Drea?”

“Yup. A whole week all to ourselves.” He smiles, pleased with himself, as always.

I burst into a fresh round of tears. “I can’t leave her for a whole week! How can you?”

“Told you!” Sondra says, darting forward to flick Conrad’s ear over my shoulder. “But you never do listen.”

Conrad gives her a deadpan look while rubbing the sting out of his reddening earlobe. “Yes, I do.” He takes his phone and swipes to another confirmation. “I made a backup plan. Our parents are coming with us to watch Drea at the cabin next door so we can see her whenever we want. But the nights are ours.”

I slump with relief. “Ok. Then yes, please. When?”

“Now.” He checks his phone for the time. “Like, right now, or we won’t make it to the Dallas airport in time.” He drops a kiss on my lips, then claps his hands. “All right, people, we gotta hustle!”

I stop him when he tries to lead me back to our minivan. “Wait, what about Merlin?”

“Yes, Merlin is coming too.” Conrad turns his wrists up, showing off his new claw marks with flecks of dried blood that I hadn’t noticed—wounds he probably sustained while corralling our little devil into his cat carrier. So romantic.

—THE END⁠—

Want more “just the tip” accidents and why there are so many rumors swirling around the infamous Big Boys of Berenson Trucking? Start with Runaway Whirlwind here: https://mybook.to/RunawayWhirlwind

For more Accidental Marriages, be sure to check out the entire series here: https://geni.us/AccidentallyMarrying


RUNAWAY WHIRLWIND


A woman on the run.

After my dad forgets to set the house alarm, I grab the duffel bag I’ve had packed and hidden for months and sprint into the night to the closest truck stop. My future and safety rely on finding a trucker willing to let me hitch a ride out of town before my dad discovers I’ve run away. Legally, he can’t drag me back home if he finds me now that I’m eighteen, but the law has never stopped him from doing what he wants before.

Faced with one rejection after another, I become desperate…desperate enough to throw myself in front of an 18-wheeler pulling out of the lot, forcing the driver to slam on their brakes or run me over. Heart pounding and losing hope, I drop to my knees in front of the older mountain of a man who steps out of the truck. I’m willing to do anything he wants so long as he agrees to take me with him. At least, that’s what I tell myself…

A trucker who is her last hope.

I’ve never been tempted to pick up a hitchhiker before, but when the young woman risks her life running in front of my truck, then kneels in the dirty parking lot and begs me for a ride, I give in against my better judgment. She doesn’t have to follow through on her promise to do anything I want since I won’t touch her with a ten-foot pole. At least, that’s what I tell myself…

When I find out why she’s so desperate to get out of town, I make a promise of my own. A promise to take care of her and protect her until we go our separate ways. Except, I can’t let her go.

Not now.

Not after my monumental mistake.

Not after knowing she could be pregnant with my baby.

Runaway Whirlwind is the 1st book in the Big Boys of Berenson Trucking series, featuring Dolly & Wyatt, but can be read as a standalone with no cliff-hanger.
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