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     “Like magic, she felt him getting
nearer, felt it like a pull in the pit of her stomach. It felt like hunger but
deeper, heavier. Like the best kind of expectation.” -Sarah Addison Allen, The
Sugar Queen 


The bucket rocked as the Ferris wheel jerked to a
stop for the next couple to get on down below. Virginia could feel the cold
steel of the bar as she gripped it in a brief fleeting moment of fear. That
fear soon subsided and she leaned forward. She loved being on the top. On the
top she could see everything for miles and miles—the lazy movement of the crowd
surrounded by all the bright flashing colored lights. It was magical.
Hypnotizing and romantic. Anything was possible. 


Virginia searched the walkways down below for her
father’s tall statue shadowing her mother. She instantly located her brother by
the games surround by the hip kids from school. He wasn’t hard to spot wearing
his favorite New York Giants baseball cap. Their mother had snatched the hat
from his head on more than one occasion proclaiming Brandon would be bald by
the time he was thirty if he didn’t let his scalp breathe. Brandon would run a
hand through the hair creased and molded flat to his head. He would laugh and
drop the cap back in its permanent place. 


Virginia also saw her childhood friend, Ava, waiting
in the long line to get on the Ferris wheel. Ava smiled up, waving wildly. The
two girls had gone their separate ways once Virginia entered Jr. High. She
missed Ava and thought of her often. They’d spent many afternoons playing with
dolls and riding bikes. They’d never made it to the high heels and boys stage.
Virginia sat back and sighed for lost friendships. 


Summer air lightly brushed Virginia’s heated flesh,
warm like fluttering butterfly wings over dandelions. Rain was coming soon; she
could see the quick explosions of white on the horizon and hear a distant
rumble over the noise of the carnival. She closed her eyes and listened to the
grinding motors and pulleys of the nearby rides and the crowds roar laced with
laughter. 


She could sense his heavy gaze on the left side of
her face; she turned her head to welcome his attention. They were both quiet,
frozen staring in to each other’s eyes as the carnival proceeded on without
them. Six seconds. A minute. Three. The color of his eyes reminded her of a
never-ending field of green clover she could submerge her whole self in. 


He gave her a smile that made her heart skip a beat.
“If I don’t taste you soon I’ll go crazy,” he said. 


Her flesh tingled at his odd choice of words. Taste
her? She let long strands of her hair create a curtain between them. The right
side of his solid form pressed against hers making her belly flare with wonder
and excitement. He smelled different from her father, a combination of
cigarettes and spicy cologne, a scent she’d forever associate with him. 


He slipped the curtain of hair separating them
behind her ear. “I want to kiss you, Gin. I think about it all the time.
Sometimes it’s all I can think about.” His shoulder bumped hers. “You want to
know the truth?” 


She nodded, swallowing hard. 


“I think about doing more with you than kissing.”


Unlike most of her friends, Virginia had no
experience with sex. Her inexperienced mind could venture only so far before
her cheeks would flare crimson from shame. But, she’d fantasized about doing
things with him that she shouldn’t. She imagined her first time being with him.
The chemistry was there. The timing seemed right. She wanted his lips on hers
so bad she ached with it. But her parents were below, and her brother. Everyone
she knew and loved, watching what they assumed were two young friends. 


He leaned in, his warm breath caressing her neck.
“Tell your parents we’re going to stop to eat on the way back and we’ll find
someplace to be alone. You do want to be alone, don’t you?” 


“Yes,” she answered honestly, blushing. She felt his
fingers brush hers, a promise of what was to come. Her mind raced with the
possibilities. Could she? Lie to her parents and leave with him? She was
terrified and wide-awake-with-anticipation at the same time. Her teeth caught
her bottom lip and he groaned, his forehead thumping the metal bar. He exhaled
a frustrated breath. 


“Keep doing that and I’ll kiss you right here in
front of everyone.” 


“Brandon will want to leave with us,” Virginia
reasoned. Her brother and he were best friends after all. 


“You let me handle your brother.”


One


“I’ve been your roommate for two years and I have
never once met your family,” Lizzie stated, perched Indian style in the center
of Virginia’s bed. She watching as Virginia crammed the last of her folded
clothes in the open suitcase. 


“I know, I told you my family is different from
yours.”


“I don’t care how different they are … shouldn’t
your father at least care to see how his daughter is doing? It’s not like you
live hours away; you’re practically in his back yard. For all he knows you’re
jacked up on coke and having hardcore raunchy sex with tattooed bikers.” Lizzie
lips pressed into a glim line as she drew circles on a patch of the down
comforter. 


Virginia laughed. Sex with tattooed bikers. “Sounds
more like you, Liz.”


“Yeah, you’re right it does,” Lizzie wagged her
brows. Her attention shifted to a loose string on the bottom of her sock. She
pulled at it. “He should have at least called to check on you. My mom can’t go
a day without calling me.” Her gaze snapped up. “Shit, I’m sorry, Gin, you know
how it is once my mouth gets to moving.”


Virginia shrugged a shoulder, hands planted on her
hips she gave the contents of the suitcase one final sweep: makeup, tooth brush,
five pairs of jeans, ten shirts, three sun dresses, curling iron, hairdryer,
shoes, books for escape. It was all in there, the essentials. 


“Virginia, you know you can talk to me, right? Your
mom drove her car off a bridge into a lake and you never mention it. You act
like it never happened. I don’t think that’s normal.” 


“I hope I’ll be able to get this suit case closed.”
Virginia jabbed a knee on the top of the lid and tugged on the resistant
zipper.


“So, that’s it. Your dad contacts you after not speaking
to you in two years. He demands you rush home, your mother is in a coma, and
all you can think about is getting your damn suitcase closed? Virginia
something is not right with you.” Lizzie brushed chestnut colored hair off her
shoulder. “I’ll just don’t get it. You don’t date, and when you’re not working
you lock yourself away … reading.” Lizzie sniffed and shook her head. “Don’t
you want to experience life? Love? You can’t do that sitting in the
apartment.” 


“Okay, first of all: you don’t have to understand
me. All you have to do is pay your half of the bills. Second: I’ve watched you
cry every time some asshole stomps on your heart. How many times have you seen
me sobbing on the couch? I’ll tell you … zero times. You’re the one that
doesn’t make sense. Why put yourself through it?”


“Relationships are not all bad. They have their
highlights.”


Virginia chuckled at her delusional friend. “That’s
the best you’ve got? I was at least expecting to gag while you went in to
explicit detail about how great sex is.”


“What exactly did you think I was referring to when
I said highlights?” Lizzie’s chin came up. “Laugh at me all you want.
One day you’ll actually find yourself thinking about sex quite often. Sooner or
later some hot momma’s boy is going to make you wet between your legs and then
all you’ll be able to think about is his penis and all the places you’d like
him to stick it. ”


Feathers burst in to the air as Virginia slapped
Lizzie hard several times with a pillow. “You are nasty! I’m serious! I’m
shocked you don’t have some STD by now!”


Lizzie fell sideways in a fit of laughter. She
clutched her stomach and eventually her laughter gave way to snorts, and then
died off in to nothingness. She wiped tears from the corners of her eyes. “I
love messing with your head.” She drew a breath. “How long will you be gone?”


“A week, two at the most.” Virginia flopped down on
the side of the bed, her shoulders slumped with dread. “I don’t want to go
back. Would I be a horrible person if I didn’t?”


“Well—” Lizzie paused. “You could stay with me.
Nobody says you have to run as soon as your father calls, but if you don’t go
I’ll never get the chance to meet your family.” She picked up the small photo
lying on Virginia’s bedside table. “And your brother looks awful yummy. Why
don’t you ever invite him to visit us?” 


“Forget it. I’m not fixing you up with Brandon.”
Virginia made a face. “That would just be too weird.”


“Fine whatever. Your brother and I probably wouldn’t
have worked out anyways. He looks a little too anal for me. I like my men
dirty.” Her nail tapped the photo. “Now this other guy in the picture, Mr.
Sexy, he looks like he knows how to have some serious fun … my kind of
fun.”


“Give me that.” Virginia swiped the photo from
Lizzie’s hand. She held the photo in her lap, the corners bent in her tight
grip. She frowned, glaring down at the two guys with impressive fish dangling
from each of their poles. The algae-green lake was visible, stretched out
behind them. It had been a hot day, a happy day, and one Virginia remembered
well. She was the one who’d been behind the camera.


“You freak out over things that you shouldn’t freak
out over, and seem emotionally dead over the stuff that really matters. I don’t
get it,” Lizzie grumbled. 


“I told you. You don’t have to.”


Virginia stared at the photo, seeing the same
intense green eyes that haunted her for two years. There are just some things a
person can never forget. She’d avoided her past and avoided him. She should
have known sooner or later her demons would hunt her down wherever she hid. But
she was no longer the same thin-skinned frightened girl she once was. She was
stronger. A hell of a lot stronger. Her mind was clearer than it had been in a
long time. 


 


Two


The yellow glow from the porch light spilled down on
distressed wood, a bright, shinning beacon in the night calling Virginia home.
It had rained off and on all day. One of those cold rains that settles in
quick, dramatically cooling things off. Faint thunder rumbled far off in the
heavy grey. Water stood in puddles on the sidewalk and in the yard. 


Virginia swallowed hard the pit of her stomach doing
fickle somersaults as she sloshed her way up to the front door. Her rain boots
made squishy sounds up the wood steps. Even though she’d sheltered her body
under a black hefty garbage bag, soppy strands of her hair still spiked out,
making her look as if she had tentacles. She shook the beads of water off and
shivered griping the handle of the suitcase tight. 


This is it. 


Deep breath. Deep Breath.



The door swung opened and her brother stepped out.
His lips were pressed thin, his expression grim. “Here, I’ll take that.” He
reached for the suitcase. “Get inside before you come down with pneumonia. Why
didn’t you wait out the storm? I would’ve brought you out an umbrella.” He sat
her things in the foyer. 


“I’m fine.” Once inside where it was warm Virginia
wiped the dampness from her eyes with her palms. The house looked exactly the
same as it did two years ago. It was like she’d never left. Nothing had been
moved. The only thing different was the smell. Roses. She breathed in the
unmistakable floral scent heavy in the air. 


“How’s mom?”


“Sleeping.” Brandon’s eyebrows slopped with concern.
“It’ll probably be best if you wait to see her in the morning. Daytime drains
the strength from her.” He lifted his baseball cap, scratched his scalp and
dumped the cap back in place. “I should probably warn you … Chase is here.” 


Instinctively—always worried what she looked like
around him—Virginia’s hand went to her hair. She attempted to smooth the wet
stringy mess and ran a hand over her ratty T-shirt. She remembered how close
her brother and Chase were before she left. Now, Brandon said his name as if he
was his least favorite person. 


“What’s wrong? I thought you and he were best
friends?” asked Virginia. 


“Things change. You would know this if you’d stuck
around.” Brandon shot a glance over her shoulder. His face hardened, the
muscles along his jaw worked under the surface.


Chase. 


She knew he was looming in the doorway behind her.
The first dead giveaway was Brandon’s reaction. Second giveaway was how her
flesh felt a blaze. Hot. Her body betrayed her by waking up from a long hiatus
bounding with weird sensations she’d forgotten she could have. She turned to
see Chase for the first time in two years. She drew in a shuddering breath
through her teeth at the mature version of her childhood friend. He was wearing
a dark navy T-shirt and faded jeans. His forearms and chest were filled out. He
was always something to behold that much was certain, the same still held true.
Twenty suited him.


“Hey Gin,” he said, leaning a lazy shoulder against
the door jamb. Messy hair begged for her fingers to run through it. His arms
were crossed over his chest as he studied her with intensity and a grin that
made her legs feel wobbling underneath her. She felt the color rush to her
cheeks “Glad to see you made it home.” He stepped forward. “Here let me help
you take your things up to your room.”


Her hand came up. “That’s okay. Brandon will help
me.”


Chase stopped mid step, the grin slipping from his
face. His eyes closed. He inhaled a deep breath and shook his head. “Okay, Gin.
If that’s the way you want it.” He turned and went back into the kitchen
leaving her alone with her brother. She heard cabinet drawers slam shut. Chairs
clattered over as if they ‘d been kicked sideways.


The first time Virginia met Chase she was fourteen.
He was rudely blocking her path into the kitchen—a somewhat attractive nuisance
that made her stomach do crazy things. Virginia had just taken a shower and her
hair was matted to the sides of her face.


“Do you mind?” She motioned him aside eager to get
into the kitchen before her brother ate the entire box of Cocoa puffs. 


“Who’s the drowned mouse?” he asked her brother as
he allowed Virginia to duck under the arm he had braced in the doorway. Chase
was a lanky boy going through an awkward all-black phase, but he had nice eyes.



Brandon talked around a mouth full of cereal.
“That’s my sister … Virginia. Be careful what you say around her. She’ll squeal
on you in a heartbeat.” To put emphasis on his words he squealed like a little
pig. 


“When have I ever told on you?” Virginia snapped.
Her brother was molding and shaping her to be quite the secretive girl. Who
wants to be categorized as a tattletale? Not Virginia. 


“It’s okay, Gin, you don’t look like a rat to me.”
Chase playfully pinched the tip of her nose. She hated her nose being pinched;
it always caused her nose to run. She sniffed. But Chase won points for taking
up for her so she quickly forgave him and smirked at her brother, sticking out
her tongue at him. Brandon shrugged a shoulder and shoveled the last of the
cereal in his mouth with a smug grin. 


Chase was outgoing, always smiling and people
gravitated to him for it. Virginia thought his overly cheerful act was the
product of a broken home where neither of his parents was ever around and when
they were, he tried his best to make them like him by being funny. Somehow, she
couldn’t imagine how, Chase’s parents seemed to have forgotten him. Little by
little his visits to hang out with Brandon after school turned in to sleep
overs. Soon, feeling uttering sorry for their newly discovered stray,
Virginia’s parents purchased another twin bed for Brandon’s room, and that was
it … Chase Davenport was a constant variable in the Bennet household. 


Virginia didn’t complain. In fact, she grew fond of
the boy’s silly antics. She’d come to expect them. He made her giggle
endlessly. It was nothing for her to glance across the dinner table to find a
string bean dangling from Chase’s nostril, or a green olive obscuring his front
tooth. She liked it best when he pinned Brandon to the floor for teasing her.
His face would turn bright red, his usual grin would disappear and he’d have
Brandon on the floor in a matter of seconds, forcing him to say he was sorry.
The three of them were inseparable—the two boys and their Chase’s
groupie—enjoying summer days swimming and boating on the lake, and winters
watching newly released movies under a mound of heavy blankets. If Brandon and
Chase argued, it was over who was a better fisherman, who could score the most
touchdowns in football, or whose muscles were more defined. Virginia was always
the referee.


“Let’s ask Virginia,” they would say. 


But after Virginia celebrated her sixteenth
birthday—her presents unwrapped and her candles blown out—Chase cornered her in
the hallway. He forced her backwards until her shoulder blades bumped the wall.
He skimmed by her, his solid chest brushing hers as if there wasn’t enough room
for both of them to pass without touching. She inhaled his scent, seen
the flecks of gold in his green eyes. 


And that was when she realized she was in love with
Chase. 


“Sweet sixteen and never been touched … what are we
going to do about that?” he whispered next to her ear, the warmth of his words
and what they implied caused goose bumps to swamp her body. She drew a quick
sharp breath and held it. 


It was a comment that probably meant nothing to
Chase, her brother, but it had meant the world to Virginia. The possibility of
there being more between them was kick-started in her mind and there was no
taking it back. It had caused new feelings to ignite inside her. Sexual
feelings. She had wanted him to say more. Do more. 


From that moment on she found herself constantly
secretly watching Chase. She would lie in her bed late at night listening for
the sound of his footsteps or movement in the room next to hers. She would lay
awake, breathing heavy, imaging what it would be like to be his,
completely and totally his. It became all she really wanted—an
obsession. 


Until that night at the fair when everything changed
from an obsession to something very real. 


“You ready to take your stuff to your room?” Brandon
asked elbowing her side starling her out of her trance. She blinked. The rain
still fell outside and Chase was in the other room. She could feel him—the
tension coming from the kitchen as he continued to make it very clear he wasn’t
too excited about her being back. 


“Forget him. He’s in one of his moods,” her
brother said. 


She followed Brandon to her old bedroom, keeping her
gaze locked on the door to the kitchen thinking Chase would follow them. He
didn’t. 


Just like the rest of the house, nothing had changed
in her room. Her ratty stuffed animals were neatly placed on her perfectly made
bed. Her softball and soccer ribbons hung from a pin board by the desk. It was
a room for a much younger girl: fuchsia pink and white—candy land and Chutes
and ladders. There were white lace curtains with ruffles and shag carpet.
Virginia sank on a corner of the mattress with a sigh, her knees pressed
together. Her hands settled on top her lap. She was soaked and freezing. 


“So…what happened between you and Chase?” she asked.



Brandon settled a hip on her dresser and picked up a
figurine, eyeing it with interest. “Where did you get this?”


“It’s cupid and please don’t touch my things.”
Virginia hadn’t seen the figurine in two years. 


Brandon’s gaze connected with hers. He made a face.
“Did Chase give you this?”


“A long time ago. I think it was meant to be a
joke.”


“I’ll say. It’s ugly.”


“What happened between you and Chase?”


“First tell me what happened between you and Chase?”
Brandon returned in a sarcastic tone. 


“Never mind. I didn’t come home to fight with you.”


Brandon sat the figurine on the dresser with a
clunk. “It’s creepy how he kind of moved in and took over. He’s always playing
like he’s this perfect guy around everybody else, but when no one is around
he’s trying to convince … he is a total dick. Dad believes Chase is some kind
of saint because he sticks around to help. I say he’s a bum with no place to
go. I know it sounds like I’m jealous, but …”


“But what, Brandon?” When it seemed like he was
unwilling to say more, she added, “Please tell me?”


His gaze narrowed on her. “Why did you come back,
really? Tell me it’s not to finish what you started with him.”


“No! I came home because of mom’s accident! I can’t
believe you’d even think it has anything to do with Chase Davenport!”


“Look at the history between you two. How can I not
wonder? Neither one of you have ever been completely honest about what happened
before you left. ”


“Hey honey,” her father’s voice startled both of
them, their heads turned toward the doorway. He was ready for bed wearing navy
sweat pants and a white T-shirt. His dark hair was damp, sprinkled with gray,
and he appeared on edge, almost as if he was tip-toeing into a conversation
with her. She hated she made him feel so uncomfortable. 


“I’m out,” Brandon announced leaving the room. 


Virginia picked up her favorite stuffed bear and
hugged it close to her chest. Her father was quiet, awkwardly so. It had been
forever since she’d been alone with him. He watched her with an intense gaze
that rivaled Chase’s earlier one. 


“Are you okay?” he finally asked. “Chase said you
were soaked coming in. Maybe you should get out of those wet clothes and take a
nice hot bath. ”


“I’ll survive.”


Her father took a step closer, then another until he
was standing in touching range. He tilted her face up with the tip of his
finger. His blue eyes fixed on hers. He searched her face for something, but
she didn’t know what. 


“Virginia…” 


She pulled free. “I’m tired. Would it be okay if I
get some sleep? I’ll see mom in the morning.”


His hand dropped back to his side. “Of course.
There’s no rush.” He stopped in the doorway and glanced back. “I’m happy you’re
here.”


Later in the darkness, Virginia watched shadows that
seemed to scratch along her walls: snarled limbs making jerky movements outside
her window, catching the wind and moonlight. She could feel the soft down
comforter between her fingertips and drew the cover up to her chin, clasping it
snug there. Her old twin bed was comfortable enough, but she wasn’t. Inside she
was trembling. It was like watching a horror film and expecting the unexpected
at any moment, always on guard. She exhaled a breath and her rigid form
relaxed. 


You’re being silly.


Close your eyes and go to sleep, Virginia told
herself. 


Red numbers on the clock by
the bed flipped over: 12:30. 12:45. 1 a.m. Virginia’s eyes became so heavy she
could no longer fight sleep and she began to doze off, nestling deeper into the
covers. Her eyes fluttered as she slipped in to a heavy sleep, dreaming. 


1:30 am. She felt the mattress dip behind her. Her
eyes opened. Arms captured her waist. His chin dug into the tender muscle along
her shoulder causing her to draw up. She could hear his excited breaths coming
more rapid as he molded his body against her backside. 


He whispered, “Shh, I just want to be near you.”


Virginia sat straight up in the bed. She was alone.
Her heart sped, the only sound in the room. She pressed palms to her cheeks
slick with perspiration. Her white cotton gown clung to her flesh. 


The door knob to her room rattled. She held her
breath and clasped the covers to her chest. She listened. One beat. Two beats.
The door knob rattled again. Pressure was applied to wood from the other side,
but the lock held. There was a shake. A shove against wood. 


“Honey, are you okay? I heard you scream,” her
father called from the other side of the door.


“I’m okay.” Virginia’s words came out broken. “See
you in the morning.”


 


Three


Virginia had never seen her mother appear so
vulnerable and broken. The left side of her face was bruised and swollen until
her left eye was hardly visible in the folds of flesh. Her lips were chapped
and peeling, dried blood in the thin lacerations. A hissing sound came from her
mother’s mouth with every labored breath. 


The reality of her mother’s condition came rushing
in like arctic air slicing deep and painfully to the marrow of Virginia’s
bones. She squirmed in the chair by the bed, clasping her mother’s hand tight,
taking in the sight of her still body under the layers of blankets. The room
smelled of rubbing alcohol and roses. 


“I’m sorry I haven’t been home. I just couldn’t—”
Virginia streaked tears from her cheeks and tried again. Her voice was barely a
whisper, “I just couldn’t face … I know. I’m a horrible daughter. Will you ever
forgive me?” Her mother moaned and her head lolled to the opposite side. Her
mumbled words were incoherent—possibly a bad dream. She appeared feverish. Her
flesh was clammy. 


Virginia heard movement. She turned in the chair to
see her father pause in the doorway. She immediately dropped of her mother’s
hand and abruptly stood. A vein in her forehead throbbed matching the beat of
her speeding heart. She sniffed and forced back the tears, refusing to let him
see her cry. 


“Does she ever say anything? I don’t even think she
knows I’m here,” she said. 


He looked tortured and stepped forward, trying to
hug her. “Oh honey, I know you’re here. Isn’t that good enough? We can finally
be a family again.” 


“Dad, please don’t.” Virginia stepped back until her
legs bumping the bed. She touched her forehead with trembling fingers. The room
was closing in on her. She felt an overwhelming since of pressure, like a ton
of bricks stacked on her chest. “I can’t breathe!” She gasped. “Shit. I can’t
breathe!” Red blotches broke out all over her chest as she bent clutching her
knees. Inhale. Exhale. Her heart raced. It had to be a heart attack.
That’s what it was, a heart attack. Nobody’s heart beat that frantically
without them falling over dead. Her father advanced toward her again with a
hand out. 


“Let me help you,” his voice cracked. 


“I said don’t touch me!” 


Chase suddenly appeared in the doorway. He
immediately went to Virginia. The expression on his face was hard, determined.
There was no trace of a smile. Gone was the young boy whose infectious humor
used make others laugh. Gone was Chase Davenport—the young boy she’d shared so
many secrets with. All that was left was a stranger who’d let her slip away. 


Smack! The flat of Virginia’s
hand met Chase’s cheek. He stood there stunned for a moment, his mouth agape,
and then he grabbed her wrist stopping a repeat of the action. She shoved
against his chest. 


“Everything was fine before you got here,” she
screamed. “It’s your fault!” 


“Virginia! There’s no sense in that!” Her father
warned. 


Chase didn’t shy away as she continued to take her
anger out on him. Instead he scooped her up in his arms. He was stronger than
she was and refused to set her down, so she surrendered, giving in, curling
into his chest and inhaling the familiar scent of him, closing her eyes. 


“Shhh, it’s okay. Fresh air will make you feel
better. I promise.” He shoulder his way through the screen door to the outside
and gently placed her in the porch swing. 


“Don’t look at me like that,” she muttered, drawing
her legs up snug to her chest, hugging them tight with her arms. “You’re
looking at me as if I’m insane.”


“A little lost,” he shook his head, “but not
insane.” He sank down next her stopping the easy glide of the swing. “Gin,
you’ve had a rough time. It’s understandable for you to be frightened. But
you’re going to have to let us help you though it.”


“Us?”


“Yes. Your family,” he returned. 


Naturally Chase included himself as part of her
family. They had kind of made him a part of it, hadn’t they? The lonely boy
with no real home. But what Virginia felt for him was something completely
different from family. Tears came softly. Occasionally she dragged stray ones
away with a palm. Maybe if he’d never come to live with them things would be
different. Maybe they would’ve had a chance. 


“I was a wild mischievous child,” Virginia said. 


A corner of Chase’s mouth quirked up. “I can see
that.”


Virginia shot him a just-be-quiet-and-listen look.
“My mother had a time with me. I never wanted to listen. I used to have a pet
turtle, when I was five, I think. I warned my mother one day I was going to
disassemble the damn thing. She laughed. I don’t think she believed I could do
something so cruel. About a week later when she was in the kitchen getting
dinner ready I did exactly what I warned her I would do. I tore the turtle’s
shell from his body. I took him apart piece by piece. Not because I curious … I
had no reason for doing it. When my mother found the mess scattered across the
living room floor…” Virginia sniffed and cut her eyes away. “She said it wasn’t
my fault it was hers, because she should have been watching me. I can’t lose
her, Chase.” 


“I know.” He squeezed one of her knee caps, a corner
of his mouth rising. Chase had a great smile. It was one of the first things
she’d ever noticed about him. “Come here.” He draped an arm over her shoulders
and pulled her into the nook of his arm. He kissed her hair and then they were
swinging, a comfortable silence settling in around them. The last thing she
wanted was to get comfortable with Chase Davenport. 


Again.


 


Four


Virginia poured steaming coffee into her mug. She
inhaled deep. French roast. Her favorite. It was a beautiful morning. There
wasn’t a single cloud in the sky. The temperature was perfect and so was the
coffee. He’d made it just right. She smiled, pressing the rim of the mug to her
lips. 


“Is there fresh coffee?” Her father’s footsteps
approached her from behind.


She blew as she sipped careful not to burn the tip
of her tongue. “Yeah, Chase made a fresh pot. I think I’ll go enjoy it on the
front porch.” 


“I’ll join you? We can catch up. ” 


Virginia hesitated. “I don’t want to hurt your
feelings, but I’m still a little shaken from earlier. I was hoping for some
time alone. You know, just to clear my head.”


“Of course, I’m sure....” he paused and shook his
head. “You’re right. We’ll have plenty of time to talk. You are going to stay
for while I hope?”


She nodded and made her way to the front door. Her
bare feet padded over the wood floor in the foyer. She opted for a simple
cotton sundress that fell mid-thigh. Her hair was swept up in a messy bun. 


The screen door squealed on its hinges. The first
thing Virginia saw was tan flesh, slick and wet, gleaming in the bright sun.
She squinted out at the black pickup truck. Chase was bent over a bucket,
wringing water from a rag. The cords of muscles along his side flexed as he
came back up with a sudsy rag, which he sloshed up on the hood of the truck
smearing grime and dust in large circles. An image of him standing in the
shower plunging a sudsy wash cloth over his naked body brought a sudden rush of
heat to her flesh. She peered over the railing. 


“Hey beautiful, how are you feeling?” he smiled
wickedly up at her. 


“Great, what are you doing?” she asked taking a sip
from the coffee mug.


“What does it look like I’m doing?” he returned. 


“I know, but in the middle of the yard? You’re
making a muddy mess.”


Virginia couldn’t help but notice how fit Chase was.
He had matured nicely. He wasn’t wearing anything but a pair of faded jeans
that rode low on his narrow waist. His abs were well defined. Something about
seeing him walk around barefoot in the mud, and the way he crouched around the
trucks wheels, scrubbing chrome with a wire brush had Virginia’s head spinning.
She fanned herself without even realizing she was doing it. With lazy unsure
movements she went to sit on the porch swing. 


“No way.” Chase shook his head. “You’re not going to
watch me work. Get your ass down here and help.” 


“No.” 


He stopped, stood and leaned against the truck. One
of his brows went up. “Why not? You have something better to do?” 


“I thought about going shopping.”


“Liar. You hate shopping. You’d much rather help me.
Admit it.” His grin was smug, like the rest of him. Arrogant and full of
himself. That is what Chase Davenport had become. 


“You’ll get me wet.” She gestured at her cotton
summer dress, which was wrinkle free and spotless at the moment. 


He winced as if she’d wounded his pride for
expecting the worse of him. “I promise I won’t soak you.”


“You expect me to believe you?”


“Come on, stop being a big baby and get down here.”
The smile he offered reminded her of the silly boy. Any reservation she had
disappeared. What harm could it really do? Virginia sat the coffee mug on the
railing. She walked to the edge of the concrete. Two steps in to the mushy yard
and, “Oh gross, the mud is squishing up between my toes. How can you stand it?
It’s feels horrible.” 


He folded his arms across his chest, a lazy smile on
his face. He watched her awkward progression towards him. “You are such a
wimp.” He took her wrist, turned her hand up and dropped the wet rag into her
palm. “Do know how to wash a truck or do you need instructions?” 


“I probably know how to wash a truck better than
you. I have a brother. ” She went to work on the opposite side. Occasionally
their gazes met across the hood. 


“So, how are you?” he asked. 


“Do you mean … am I better than earlier when I lost
it and slapped you, or am I better in general?”


“Both?”


Virginia shrugged a shoulder as she continued to
wash. “I’m alright. How have you been? I expected you to be gone by now. Off at
college, married or something.”


He flashed his sexy grin. “Come on, you know you
can’t get rid of me that easily. Besides, I’m perfectly happy here. What about
you? Are you happy here?”


Her cloth stilled. She stared at him over the hood,
not knowing whether he genuinely cared or if he was being a smart ass. Her
sudsy hands went to her waist, damp spread across the cotton fabric of her
dress. “What do you mean… am I happy? I’m here, aren’t I?” Her eyes
narrowed as she noticed the shiny nozzle visible in the midst of his clutches.
“You wouldn’t dare—” 


She quickly turned her face as streams of cold water
pulverized her left shoulder. The freezing water soaked the front of her dress
and sent icy trickles down her bare legs. The ends of her hair was wet and
clumping together. First she gasped from the shock and then screamed. In the
process of attempting to make it to the steps leading to the porch before he
sprayed her again, Virginia’s feet flew out from underneath her. She landed on
her bottom in the mud. Not far behind her, the hose snapped when Chase reached
as far as it would stretch. He dropped it and went for Virginia with a hand
full of mud, laughing so hard he could barely breathe. It clumped on the top of
her head; the mushy sludge crawling down the strands of her hair to her shoulders.
She was horrified. Pissed beyond belief and did the only logical thing left to
do, she retaliated. Clawing into the soupy ground she got her own hand full.
Chase took a step backwards for every step she took forward. 


“Now Virginia, you don’t want to—”


“Oh yes, I do,” she replied, slinging a handful of
the mud. 


Chase’s hips shot to the side as he dodged her first
attempt. “Come on, you can throw better than that.” 


Her second attempt splattered him in the face,
wiping the smirk off of it. He tackled her and they both went down, resembling
two muddy pigs in a syrupy pen. Chase blocked any attempt she made of escape,
pinning her to the ground with his weight. Laughter erupted out of her,
partially because he was tickling her sides but it was also how the mud was
clinging to his eye lashes as he smiled down at her. 


She squirmed in his hold. “No. Stop! If you don’t
stop tickling me I’m going to throw up!”


His expression suddenly turned serious. “God, it’s
great to hear you laugh.” He adjusted himself over her and lifted his hand. She
flinched thinking she was about to taste dirt, instead he gently brushed hair
coated with filth out of her eyes. The way he stared down at her caused her to
hold her breath. 


“I’ve missed you,” he said. 


“Chase --”


“It’s the truth, Gin. I have missed you.”


Their gazes held. Her eyes fluttered closed as his
head dipped and his mouth came down over hers. He took her bottom lip in
between his teeth and applied sweet pressure, only to pull away leaving her
wanting more. He wanted her to come to him and she did. She whimpered coming up
to greedily claim his mouth. When his tongue slipped into her mouth, circling
hers, she completely gave in to the long buried lust with a groan, her fingers
digging into his hair. His weight rolled to her, as her right leg came up and
wrapped around his hip. Her heel dug in to his rear-end. She forgot about where
she was. She forgot about the wet mud, cold against her backside. She was just
a girl with the guy who’d stolen her heart years ago. They explored each other
mouths until she heard someone clear their throat nearby. 


Virginia broke the kiss. She tried to maneuver out
from under Chase, her fingers splayed on his solid chest. His heart raced under
her palm. She arched her neck and got an upside view of her brother standing on
the steps. Her cheeks heated when she saw the disgusted expression on her
brother’s face. 


Caught. 


Again. 


“I’m sorry, I can’t do this.” 


She twisted free from Chase and stood up,
straightening her dress. She darted up the steps, avoiding looking directly at
her brother. 


“You need to learn how to show a little
self-control,” Brandon snarled as she shot passed him. 


 


Five


“What are you thinking kissing him? Hasn’t your
little infatuation caused our family enough trouble?” Brandon asked her later
that evening. They were in the den watching Taxi Driver with Robert
De Niro—Brandon’s hands down all-time favorite movie. Brandon resembled the
typical male, sprawled out, assuming most of the room on the couch as his
domain. Virginia kept to her thin slither of what was leftover, her feet tucked
under her bottom, her lap draped with a light blanket. She chewed at an
inflamed hangnail on her thumb. 


“I know. I know. Trust me, I’m not allowing myself
to go there again.”


“That’s not what it looked like to me. It looked
like that was exactly where you were going. You’re falling for his bullshit,
like you always do.”


“Well I’m not. And he was your best friend,
remember?”


“EX best friend. Do you ever see me talking to the
A-hole? I wish he would leave and crawl back under whatever rock he crawled out
from under. We’d all be better off.”


“Brandon! That’s a horrible thing to say.”


“Is it? Don’t you ever wonder what our family would
have been like if he’d never been invited to live here?”


Yes, every second of every day, but mostly she
wondered what her life would have been like if Chase had never came
there. 


“In case you’ve forgotten, you’re the one who
introduced him to our family,” she said. 


“Yeah and our parents should have been like most
parents. They should have told me I wasn’t allowed to bring home strays. Really
Gin, It’s probably a good thing you left. Maybe you should have stayed gone.”


The hangnail she was torturing swelled with blood.
“Have you ever told mom or dad how you feel about Chase?”


“Why? You know they’ve always been blind when it
comes to him. You don’t know the shit that’s been going on since you’ve been
gone. Chase shot the neighbor’s dog.”


Virginia couldn’t stop the laughter that escaped.
One) Chase shot the neighbor’s dog was unexpected. Two) she found it hard to
believe. Yeah. Chase had issues, but she doubted he’d hurt an animal. 


“Go ahead, laugh.” Brandon sulked. 


“Are you sure?”


“Yes. I’m sure. He admitted to it. Well he cried and
said it was an accident. Guess who dad blamed? Me. He said I knew better than
to play with his rifles. Chase is the one that convinced me to take the rifle
out. He swore nobody would ever find out. I think he aimed for that old dog.
He’d bitched about it barking all night. I’m telling you … something is not
right with him and its only seems to be getting worse. Shh, dad’s coming. You
better not tell him anything I’ve told you.”


Virginia’s mouth snapped closed and she pretended to
focus on the movie. 


“You’re watching Taxi Driver? Isn’t that a little
too graphic for you?” her father inquired. A line formed between his brows, the
same one that appeared anytime he was concerned. 


“You know its Brandon’s favorite movie.”


Her father stepped in front of the television,
blocking both their views as he bent and rummaged through stacks of dvd’s. “We
have Steel Magnolias around here somewhere. If I remember correctly that was
you and your mother’s favorite, wasn’t it? ”


Brandon smirked and cupped his mouth so not be
heard, “He thinks babying you will make you stay.”


“Dad, its fine, I actually like this movie.”


He came up, buried his hands deep in the pockets of
his dress slacks and kind of rocked on his heels, blocking the best part of the
movie. “Well, okay.”


Her brother snickered behind a fist. 


She waved a hand. “We can’t see.” 


Her father gave a weak smile. “I was about to make
dinner. Any request?”


Brandon burped. Virginia shot him a disgusted look.
“We’ve both had way too much junk food to be hungry,” she explained. 


Later, after the credits rolled, Brandon stood up.
“Alright, I’m out of here.” He killed the television, gathered empty glasses
and the bowl of leftover popcorn from the coffee table in front of the couch. 


“Oh no, my foot’s asleep,” Virginia said standing.
She wobbled, while folding the blanket and draping it over the back of the
couch. 


“That’s what you get for sitting on your legs the
entire time the movie was on. I never could understand how you could sit like
that all the time. See you in the morning, sis.” 


Virginia carefully made her way to bed, smiling.
Tonight was good. Normal. She needed normal. Her fingers tips trailed along the
wall as she moved down the hallway. A night light plugged in the socket on the
baseboard lit her way. As soon as she opened her bedroom door, flipped the
light switch, there in front of her on the opposite wall was a collage of
words: SLUT, WHORE, TRADER, HARLOT, TRAMP, HUSSY, FLIRT, PRICK TEASE, BITCH… It
was all there, row after row of every nasty insult imaginable…red paint
bleeding from huge capital letters. 


She screamed, a hand covering to her mouth. 


Lights came on instantly in the other rooms down the
hall. Her father and Chase rushed into the room, her father fervently working
to tie the belt of his robe. Both men stopped, going rigid. 


Virginia whirled around directing all her anger at
Chase. “You did this!!!”


“What? Hell no, I was asleep.”


“Liar!” Her hands made fists by her sides. 


Her father shook his head. “Virginia honey, let’s
not go pointing fingers. Why don’t we go into the living room and sit down?” He
put a reassuring hand on her left shoulder and led her towards the door. He
paused and glanced back. “Chase do you mind cleaning that up?”


“No problem.” Chase scratched his jaw as he slowly
walked the length of the wall. He examined the display of insults, his head
tilted. Great. He was admiring his work. Tears stung her eyes. 


“You believe him? Brandon was right. You are brainwashed.”
Her eyes narrowed on Chase. “There’s been nothing but trouble since you came
here.” She spoke around her father. “Brandon was right … you are crazy!” 


“Virginia! THAT’S ENOUGH! It’s not Chase’s fault!”
Her father insisted. 


In the den, Virginia perched on the edge of the
couch leaning forward, the weight of her knobby elbows bleaching the color from
her skin. She felt tears rolling down her cheeks. Not tears of sadness, but
tears of betrayal. Her father sat beside her, quiet. A wire brush scratched over
sheet rock, the sound coming from her room down the hall as Chase tried to
erase what was written on her wall. 


“I don’t have proof, but I know he did it.”


Her father exhaled. “I think if you’d take a step
back and look at what you’re proposing you’d see how ridiculous it all sounds.”



Her back teeth hurt as she clenched her jaw. “Okay,
name someone else who could’ve wrote those degrading words on my wall. Come on
dad, don’t you see there is no one else to blame.”


“Is there anyone you’ve let down?” her father asked.


Me. Virginia thought. 


“Chase is …” she paused, and proceeded with caution.
“Do you know his dad used to beat him?”


“Virginia!”


“It’s the truth! Chase told me himself. Neither of
his parents wanted a small child around. He interfered with their wild parties.
They both argued over who was going to care for him when he was at home. His
father’s solution was to make Chase stay in his room all the time. If he came
out he would get the belt. I can’t believe you never knew. Why do you think he
started staying at our house all the time?” 


“Chase told you this?” Her father looked shocked. 


“Yes. Before I left. He told me all about the
abuse.” She shook her head. “You’re still not getting it. Chase has a dark
demented side, one he keeps hidden. He can be aggressive, cold, manipulating….”
Overwhelmed, Virginia felt her throat close up as the stories she’d never
revealed to anyone finally poured out of her. Years ago, it would have been too
difficult to talk with her father about such things, but she’d been around
Lizzie for so long she’d grown used to being blunt. And vulgar, well Lizzie
didn’t recognize the word. 


“Chase’s mother liked her sex rough. She’d have guys
over …” She paused, checking her father’s expression to see if he was really
ready for the truth. “She enjoyed being choked, whipped, painfully tortured ...
sometimes with more than one guy. Chase told me once he watched five guys force
his mother in to giving them all oral sex. Imagine the mental damage that would
have on a small child.”


Her father said nothing for the longest time, his
face pale. She remained silent as well, listening to Chase scuffle around down
the hall. Her belly reacted to the penned up stress, burning and churning. 


She continued, “All you’ve ever seen is his gentle
side, dad, the side that only wants to make others laugh.” Her voice dropped to
a whisper, she eyed the hallway. “What are we going to do to get rid of him?”


“Get rid of him?” her father laughed out. “I admire
Chase’s compassionate nature, especially after hearing all he’s been through.
He broke the cycle of abuse by getting out of it. Do you know how hard that is,
Virginia? Why don’t you cut the guy some slack? It takes a very strong person
to outrun a tragic childhood like that.”


“Why can’t you see he’s dangerous?” She sighed. 


“I think you’re a little paranoid.” Her father
chuckled causing her to seethe with anger. 


He laid a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Chase is
not dangerous, far from it. I agree the words on your wall are disturbing. ” 


She just stared at him, confused. 


“Chase is the only logical explanation, dad.”
Virginia said, eventually. She came to her feet. “I’m tired. Discussing this is
getting us nowhere. You refuse to hear anything negative about him.”


“Virginia, come back and sit down!” Her father
called as she stormed away. 


Two steps into her room and she froze at the sight
of Chase crouching in front of her suitcase. Dark hair fell forward in to his
eyes as he searched through the zipper pockets with his right hand. He dug
deep, searching—but for what? Her gaze narrowed as she stood quiet and watched,
hoping to be provided with some answer. Not finding anything he proceeded on,
going through her clothing. His fingers slowly slipped through her panties, her
bras. He paused, his fingertips enjoying the thin silk. 


“Want to tell me what you’re looking for in my bag?”


He made no quick startled movements, instead he
rocked back on his hunches and ran a hand along his jaw, muscles clenching
under the surface. She noticed the definition of his forearms as he stood up. 


“Curious … that’s all.”


“That’s it? That’s your only defense?” She mimicked
his deep tone and nonchalant attitude, “Curious … that’s all.”


Chase shrugged a shoulder and leaned a hip against
her dresser in a lazy sort of way. He dug a lighter out of his jean pocket and
lit a cigarette. His Zippo snapped closed in the silence. He took several long
draws before answering. “You’ve already convinced yourself I’m guilty.”


“You asshole! Wipe that damn smirk off your face.
There’s nothing funny about what’s going on around here.”


“I couldn’t agree more. It’s not funny at all.”


“Brandon’s figured you out and so have I? It’s only
a matter of time before my father sees it too.”


“And what about your mother, Gin?”


“Oh, she’ll see it too! Everyone will see it!” 


He shook his head and took a long pull off the
cigarette. He didn’t even have the balls to look her in the eye. 


 


Six


Chase hung his head, his arms rigid, his long
fingers splayed out against the slick walls of the shower. Streams of hot water
pulverized the muscles along his shoulders. He doubled over and gagged as clips
of disgusting memories came back to him in a sudden rush: the taste and
pressure of a man’s penis in his mouth, being forced to pleasure a man while
his mother lay passed out only a few feet away, how the same man had returned
the favor giving Chase his first orgasm at the hands of another. Ten years old
at the time, Chase begged the man, insisting over and over he had no interest
in being touched by a male. His shaft growing hard as the man worked it had
revealed the lie in his confession. As hard as he’d fought it, and he had
fought it, Chase had found the man’s mouth on him enjoyable. He stayed bent
over, gagging, but nothing would come up. 


Starting a long affair with his mother, the man came
to Chase often, in secret, late at night, in the dark while Chase lay sleeping.
Chase eventually learned to give in and no longer put up a struggle he knew
he’d never win. He’d willingly welcomed the man into his bed, but not into his
heart. He felt no attraction toward the man. Any man. Would his father have put
an end to his mother’s love affair, or the man’s obsession with his young son
if he’d known? Chase doubted it. His father spent most of his time trashed out
of his mind. Only one thing mattered to his father, and that was his next fix.
Truth be told, his father would have probably used his son’s experience to
score more drugs without needing the cash, which he often lacked. Some things
were just better left in the past and forgotten. 


Some things could never be forgotten.


Chase’s jaw tensed as he grew hard. Damn it. He
grabbed the bar of Irish Spring soap concreted in the corner of the shower. He
scrubbed his flesh until it stung, becoming inflamed and raw. She was right. He
was sick. Perverted and sick. He was the one that needed to be seeing a damn
shrink. 


Forget it. It’s the past. It wasn’t your fault.
Chase mumbled those words under his breath daily, ever so often to remind himself
he was just a young boy at the time and didn’t know any better. 


“It’s not your fault.”



He stepped out of the shower and toweled off, slid
on a pair of black nylon shorts and headed for his room. It was late and the
house was quite. Assuming everyone was already asleep he stopped by the thin
crack in Virginia’s bedroom door. Light spilled out into the dark hallway.
Hearing voices, Chase put an ear to the crack. He took a light step closer,
careful not to make the floor creak. 


“Brandon, I know, I tried to tell him. He didn’t
believe me.”


Chase inched closer. He held his breath and listened
hard as Virginia’s voice spiked. “No! I don’t want you getting in to it with
Chase.” 


His forehead thumped against the door. He felt like
beating his head against it. 


Wait, did you hear … shh.” Virginia voice was
muffled. 


Chase sensed her moving towards the door. He quickly
continued down the hallway toward his room, whistling like a guy that just
stepped out of the shower. He was almost inside his room when Virginia stepped
out in to the hall. He froze and turned, feeling her glare settle on him. 


“What excuse do you have for lurking outside
people’s doors? Let me guess … you’re curious?”


She stood with her back to the door she exited from,
her arm tucked behind her, her right hand still on the doorknob. Was she trying
to keep Brandon in or Chase out? He noticed the way her eyes dipped to his
naked chest, the white towel tied around his waist, and the way her cheeks
flared with color as he came toward her. He said nothing. Approached her with
all the attitude of a hypnotic predator. She nervously threw a glance over her
left shoulder at the door, obviously considering what would happen if her
brother stepped out in to the hall. 


Brandon was the least of Chase’s worries as he
gently reached around her and pulled the door the rest of the way closed where
it was only her and him. No distractions. His chest pressed against hers, still
damp. Her eyes widened never straying from his. He noticed the quick hitch in
her breath. He caught the smell of mint toothpaste as her breath warmed his
lips. His mouth hovered near hers, but never quite committed. He knew her well
enough to know she’d give in the same as she always did whenever he kissed her,
but he wasn’t about to kiss her. Not now. 


“I know you did it,” she growled. 


He grinned and tucked loose hair behind her left
ear. “You do have an active imagination I’ll give you that. Night.” 


Virginia sagged against the door as he released her.
He turned and walked away. She watched him go, exhaling a long breath when his
bedroom door shut and she felt safe again.


 


Seven


“Why don’t you wake up? It’s as if I can feel you
slipping away right in front of me.” Virginia grasped her mother’s hand tight.
Early morning light filtered through the nearby blinds warming the covers piled
on the bed. Her mother’s skin felt cold, her body lay motionless. Virginia
rested her forehead on the side of the mattress. “Please, I don’t want to be
here. I hate this house. I feel so alone all the time.” She lifted her head and
looked away, blinking away tears. “If you abandon me…” and then she saw it, the
prescription bottle under the dresser by the window. Something about it caused
a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. She crossed the room, went down on
her knees and felt her way through cobwebs until she bumped the cylinder bottle
with her fingertips. A little further. Almost. Her arm extended under the
dresser as far as it would reach, until her fingers wrapped around the bottle.
She dragged the dust covered bottle out. The typed print on the label read, Phenobarbital.


Phenobarbital? Why did that sound familiar? She
chewed on the inside of her cheek, searching her memory. She sat the
prescription bottle on the dresser and immediately went to her room to Google
the drug. She skimmed the page until she came across exactly what she was
searching for. 


She found her father sitting at the kitchen table.
His back was to her as she entered the room, across from him was Chase. The
room smelled of freshly brewed coffee and cigarettes an odd combination, like
peanut butter and jelly. Both she liked. 


Was Chase aware the game he was playing was near its
end? No one can juggle lies forever without eventually being caught in their
own web of deception—rules of the universe. 


“It may take a little time, but ….” Her father’s
words tapered off. “Morning honey, did you sleep well?” 


Chase crossed his arms over his chest, his grin just
as charming as always. No, he was clueless as sly fox staring down the barrel
of a loaded shot gun. He had no idea how his make-believe world was about to
get rocked. 


She came forward and sneered at him. It felt
wonderful to be right. In her hands she held the proof that would change
everything. She slapped the paper in her hands down on the table in front of
her father, all the while holding her enemies gaze. “Read it.” She ordered
tapping the page with a nail. “Read what’s highlighted.”


Her father took a slow swallow from the coffee mug
in his hand; he then leaned forward, squinting at the fine print. “Let’s see,
the main characteristic of phenobarbital overdose is a slowing of bodily
functions, including decreased consciousness (even coma).” Her father’s eyes
rose to meet hers, which finally left Chase’s to see the confusion washed over
her father’s face. “Okay, so, what about it?”


Virginia’s victorious expression took a sudden dive
towards a frown. “Isn’t it obvious? Mom’s not waking up, because he’s drugging
her with Phenobarbital. Make him leave and everything will go back to how it
was before he ever came here.”


The kitchen was silent, until she heard Chase’s
weight shift as he leaned forward and lit a cigarette. She tried her best to
ignore him. Inside, her anger smoldered. She didn’t have to turn her head to
know his gaze was on her. She could feel it, him leaching into her system like
a drug. 


Her father and Chase exchanged a concerned look. 


“Things can never go back to how they were, honey.
Some things are just irreversible,” her father said, laying a sympathetic hand
over hers. It was the patronizing tone he used that told her what she needed to
know. 


“You know what … I should have known. Forget it.
Pretend …” she waved a hand between the two of them. “Resume your poor Virginia
discussion. Because that’s it, right? I’m paranoid?”


She started backing away from the table. Chase
pushed up out of his seat. “Gin—” 


Virginia turned and ran from the room. 


 


Eight


Virginia enjoyed cooking, but she only cooked when
she was upset. Something about rolling her sleeves up and burying herself in a
counter full of ingredients was therapeutic. She baked cookies, threw together
cakes, rolled out pie crust and patted out meatballs for spaghetti
sauce—usually all in the same afternoon. Her mother always said when the kitchen
was steaming; a dozen different aromas blending together, that meant something
was bothering her girl. 


Bending, her hands cover with mittens, Virginia took
out a batch of homemade chocolate chip cookies. She felt his presence without
him saying a word. The faucet came on. He washed his hands, picked up the hand
towel from the counter and turned, leaning against the cabinet as he watched
her. Her pan clunked noisily down on the stove top. She ignored him. 


“Your wall is finally clean; it took some serious muscle
power to get that shit off.” 


“Is that what you came in here for, a thank you?”


“Nah, it’s not necessary.”


She spun around, forgot she was wearing potholders
on her hands and glared at him. “Good, because you’re not going to get one
since you’re the one who painted those words on there in the first place.”


He came toward her, reached around her stealing a
cookie from the pan. Warm chocolate dribbled on his chin as he bit into the
cookie. “Delicious,” he murmured close to her lips. His gaze dropped to the
potholders between them and he chuckled. “You. Baking. That’s a sight I won’t
soon forget. It’s kind of sexy. You’re kind of sexy.” 


“It’s not going to work.” She pulled the potholders
from her hands, tossed them on the counter, and turned, giving him her back.
“Wipe the chocolate from you chin and disappear. You’re not wanted.”


She couldn’t fight off a smile as she heard him
shift and she knew he was wiping his chin with a sleeve. Opening a drawer,
Virginia took out a knife and started slathering cream cheese icing on her
cake. Everywhere she moved Chase came to stand behind her. The knife clunked
against the counter top as she glared at him over her right shoulder. “Do you
mind? You’re crowding me.” 


A corner of his mouth lifted and then his finger was
in her icing. She watched in shock as the tip of his finger disappeared into
his mouth coming out clean. His hand shot out going for more icing. She slapped
his hand, her lips pressed in a hard line. “Don’t eat my icing!”


“Why not? It’s really good. But I wonder…” Before
she knew what was happening he’d globed frosting on her lips. He turned her to
face him, his head dipped and his tongue flicked out, licking the icing off. He
nipped at her bottom lip. “Yeah. I was right. It tastes better on you.”


A shiver ran down her spine. She wiped the remnants
of the icing off with the back of her hand, hating he could still cause such a
strong reaction in her.


“What can I do to help?” he offered. 


She froze, the knife covered with icing pointed
straight at Chase’s chest. “You want to help me cook?” His gaze stayed fixated
on the knife aimed at him, and the way she used it to enunciate her words.
“Why, Chase? Why do you want to help?”


His hand gently stilled the waving knife, and then
he was slipping it out of her hands placing it on the counter. “Why don’t we
put this down?” Virginia watched in confusion, her brows furrowed. Then Chase
took hold of the meaty part of upper arms, his thumbs caressing her skin. His
smile was racing-heart-worthy. “It would be nice to be around you, without you
yelling at me or blaming me for trying to kill you or your mother. If you’re
busy cooking you won’t have time to do either.”


 


Nine


One thirty a.m. The room was dark; the blinds were
drawn so no stray moonlight could find its way in. Blankets were kicked to the
foot of the bed. Chase tossed under a thin sheet, his flesh damp with
perspiration. 


Reds and gold’s flashed behind his eyelids. 


The sounds of the carnival echoed in his mind. 


Brandon was there in that stupid ball cap of his,
grinning. In his right hand was a baseball, which he lightly tossed in front of
Chase’s face. “Bet I can knock down more jugs than you.” 


“Virginia’s hungry. I thought I’d take her to get
something to eat on the way home,” Chase said.


“Man, just buy her a corndog or something.” Brandon
swung. Jugs scattered sending a group of nearby girls into giggling fits. 


Chase shrugged. “You know how picky she is … says
she doesn’t like any of the junk here.”


“Alright,” Brandon picked up another baseball. “Just
give me a second and I’ll go tell my parents we’re riding back with you.”


“Um, I was thinking … maybe it could just be Gin and
me this time.”


Brandon froze mid swing, his mouth gaping at Chase.
“Why?” He dropped the ball back on the counter without ever pitching it. He
forgot all about the giggly girls he’d been showing off for. He turned toward
Chase, his jaw working under the surface. “Dude, you better not be trying to
get with my little sister.” That’s just all kinds of wrong.” 


People were starting to stare. Chase said low, “You
act like Virginia’s still twelve, Brandon.” 


Brandon pressed a palm to his stomach as he
chuckled. “My parents will never go for it. They’ll make you move out.”


Chase found Virginia waiting right where he left
her, by the entrance gate. She stood with her feet crossed, her pocket book
held close to her right side as she eyed a couple of young guys a few feet
away. Virginia squirmed under their heavy gazes. She looked terrified and
anxious, until she saw Chase heading towards her, and then she lit with a smile
all the tension in her body seeming to dissipate. She trusted him. He liked
that about her. 


“Well, what did they say? Can I ride home with you?”



“Yeah, it’s cool.” He slipped his hand in hers and
led her toward the exit. 


She stumbled to keep up. “Is Brandon coming?”


“Nah, he says he’s going to catch a ride home with
your parents.”


“He didn’t put up a fuss?”


“No.” 


She put on the brakes, her shoes scratching over
dirt. “And my parents said that’s okay, if I go alone with you? I mean it’s
always been the three of us.”


He sighed. “Yeah Virginia, I guess they figure I’ve
been around you for so long if I was going try to get in your pants, I’d did it
already. If it makes you feel better we’ll go back so you can hear it directly
from your parents.” He spun around headed toward the inside the gate. 


She caught up with him and tugged on his arm until
he stopped. “Okay, I believe you.”


He knew exactly where to take her. He’d parked there
before, but he wasn’t about to divulged that information since it had been with
a different girl. Virginia already knew enough bad stuff about him. In fact,
she was the only one he’d ever told certain secrets. Sometimes he regretted
telling her about his lousy parents and what had happened. Especially, when he
realized his feelings for her were changing, morphing in to something he had
never expected. All he knew was he wanted to be with her, really be with her,
and to a teenager that was all that mattered. 


Tires crushed gravel as they took a long secluded
road. Train tracks ran parallel to the road on one side, and on the other side
were miles of dense, pitch black woods. No houses, no people, only quiet. Chase
killed the engine and nervously glanced over at Virginia. He adjusted the
driver’s seat, sliding it back. “Is this place okay?”


“How did you ever find it?” Her hands were settled
in her lap. She looked unsure staring out the windshield. Hell, he knew this
was too good to be true. 


“You want to go? I’ll take you home.” He went to
move the seat back up only to be stopped by her touch. 


“No. I want to stay?” Virginia practically yelled at
him and he smiled. She wanted to be with him. He was shaking inside. He’d done
a lot of shit, but he’d never been nervous about any of it like he was with
her.


They both sat quietly in the dark car; the only
sound was their breathing. He messed with the keys dangling from the ignition
while contemplating how to make the move without frightening her. He had never
been so freaked out in his entire life. His stomach was tied in knots. He was
confident in his skills, but not confident the kiss would live up to her
exceptions. He hated to disappoint her. 


Then Virginia did something completely out of
character: she leaned in and kissed him, accidently bumping her teeth against
his. She was horrified, that much was clear on her face as she pulled back and
placed a fingertip against her front teeth. She thought she’d done something
wrong, but that was the exact moment he realized what he felt was more than
infatuation. He was in love with Virginia—his best friend’s little sister. Her
parents were the closest thing to real parents he’d ever known. And all he
could think about was getting his hands on their daughter. His hand went to her
cheeks, a thumb rubbing her soft flushed skin. 


“It’s okay, Gin. It’s just me. Relax.” 


She turned her face into his touch and lightly
kissed his hand. Her eyes gleamed up at him and he couldn’t take it any longer.
He had to kiss her. His lips moved over hers, nothing wild and dominating, just
a sweet simple kiss. He pulled back and grinned, his fingers playing with a
strand of her hair. “Your lips taste like cherry cola chap stick.”


“Sorry.”


“Nah, don’t say you’re sorry, believe me, I like it.
You taste exactly like imagined you would.” His lips touched hers again, his
tongue slipping into her mouth this time. Fifteen minutes in and their tongues
were in sync with each other. It was as if they’d always been meant to kiss.
She fit in his arms. The windows fogged as their breathing became heavier. He’d
never enjoyed kissing someone so much. The way he was feeling, as if he could
combust at any moment, it was too much. His mind was going other places. Sexual
places he knew she was nowhere near ready to go. He had to slow things down.
Calm his raging lust for this girl. He broke the kiss and pressed his forehead
to hers. “Gin, we need to….”


“You want to get in the back seat?” She whispered
against his lips. 


He nearly choked. “No. That’s not what I was going
to say. I was going to say we need to slow down.” 


She appeared hurt, even though she tried to hide it.
“Okay.”


“I’m not saying I don’t want to, believe me, I want
to, but we shouldn’t.”


“Nobody has to know.” 


Oh man. He hadn’t expected that response. 


“Your parents are going to wonder where we are.”


“We’ll tell them we got lost.”


He couldn’t keep from smiling. He’d thought he would
be the one begging, not the other way around. Something about her having no
doubts made him like her even more. He lightly kissed her. “I don’t think your
parents will buy it.”


“Probably not, but I don’t want to stop, Chase.”


Stop. 


There it was again, the all-important word flashing
red in his mind. Stop Chase! Don’t take what’s not yours to have. She’s
innocent, too innocent to know she should have boundaries. Brandon will hate
you. Her parents will hate you. You will hate yourself. Chase knew he should
take her home untouched, but he wanted her more than he’d ever wanted anything
in his life. 


“Are you sure? Because if we go any further than
kissing I don’t think I’ll be able to stop if you change your mind.”


“Good. I don’t want you to stop.”


 


Chase sat straight up in the bed. He scrubbed both
hands over his face and blinked in the dark room, his vision adjusting. He
didn’t know how much more of this he could take before he cracked. 


 


Ten


Virginia pushed her cereal around in her bowl. She
was nauseated and the tension at the table wasn’t helping. No one said a word.
Finally, chair legs scraped over the floor. “I’m out. It’s been nice talking to
you all, but I got places to be,” Brandon said sarcastically. “See you later,
Vee.” 


Her eyes lifted from her soggy cereal to find
Brandon tugging at his baseball cap. It had been forever since her brother
called her that. 


“See you later,” she returned, with a weak smile. 


Once Brandon was gone her gaze found Chase’s. He was
staring at her, and there was misery in his expression. Good. He didn’t like
that for once she was on Brandon’s side. She didn’t care what he liked. He was
a cold hearted bastard that she regretted ever falling for. She should have
stayed gone. Coming back was a huge mistake. 


Her father folded the newspaper in his hands and
slapped it down on the table. He slid his chair back. “I’m going to be late for
work if I don’t get going. I plan on stopping by the store on my way home this
evening, either of you need anything?”


“No thanks,” Chase and Virginia said simultaneously.



One by one the kitchen was empting. If only Chase
would leave all would be right in the world. No such luck. Virginia pushed her
cereal around in her bowl obviously having no plans of eating it, but it was
better than focusing on the guy sitting across the table from her. 


Pulling a lighter from his pocket, he lit a
cigarette and blew a cloud of heavy smoke between them. 


“Why don’t you find some girl to date and move on?”
She bit out. 


He raised a brow, slouched in the kitchen chair in a
manner that displayed his arrogance. He watched her for a few moments, really
watched her. 


“I’m serious, Chase. I want you to leave.”


“I like it here.”


“You enjoy torturing me?”


“I think I’m the one who should be asking that. Do
you enjoy torturing me?”


His intense green eyes held hers. Everything about
Chase was intense. He also infuriated her. 


“Now I see why your parents didn’t want you around,”
she said, shoving her chair back from the table. She stood and placed a palm on
the table, leaning close enough to drive the message home. “You know what you
remind me of? A leech. You latch on and suck the life out of the people around
you.”


His body tensed. She could see it. The hurt in his
eyes. He snubbed out the cigarette. “Wow. That one stung, Gin.”


“Good. I’m glad.” She turned, carrying her bowl to
the sink. 


Suddenly he was there behind her, his arms circling
around her waist, his chin resting in the curve of her neck. She’d seen her
mother standing by the sink washing dishes and her father come up behind her
doing the same thing. It was sweet and affectionate. When Chase tightened his
arms around her waist it unearthed long suppressed memories. 


“This has never happened before,” he said staring
down at her. “I’ve never NOT been able to get it up.” 


He was raised up on an elbow stretched out beside
her in the back seat. They were both completely naked and she’d never been so
mortified in her life. It was the way he was staring at her as if he felt sorry
for her. She swallowed hard, her belly fluttering. She wanted to cry, but that
would only make her embarrassment worse. 


“But you have before.” She motioned between them,
imply he’d had sex. Of course he had. She wished she could forget the secrets
he’d shared with her. It only made their current situation even worse. 


He tensed. “Yeah. But it was different.” 


“Different how?” 


“Gentle wasn’t ever a word that was associated with
it. What if I hurt you?”


She reached up and placed a hand on his cheek. He
was trembling. “You won’t.”


Everything had been wonderful up until the moment
Chase went to put on a condom, and then things just stopped working. His
erection to be more exact. 


“Hey, it’s not that I don’t want you. I hope that’s
not what you’re thinking. It’s just … I’m nervous as hell, and you know all
that disgusting shit about me. Why do you even want to be with me, Virginia?”
He exhaled a ragged breath and laid his head on her chest. 


They were skin to skin from head to toe, wrapped
around each other. She wanted to inhale him and memorize his smell. She wanted
to consume him the way he’d consumed her. Her hands raked through his messy
hair and felt him shiver against her. “I want to be with you because you make
me laugh, because you’re my best friend and because I like how I feel whenever
you look at me, whenever you touch me or say my name … I want to be with you
because I love you.”


He lifted his head and choked out, “you love me?”


Tears stung her eyes, even though she laughed. It
was a happy moment, a once in a lifetime moment that required tears and
laughter at the same time. There weren’t many of those. “Yes. I’ve loved you
ever since Brandon brought you home.”


The bowl slipped from her hands. It shattered
against the floor, milk and cereal splattering up on the cabinet. Virginia took
a step, one of the shards of glass slicing the heel of her foot. “Ouch!” she
cried, jumping on one foot.


Chase bent, took hold of her ankle, lifting her
injured foot. “Let me see. Are you bleeding?” 


“It’s fine.” She tried to wrench her foot free. 


He looked up at her from under the sweep of dark
lashes. “It’s not fine. There could still be glass in it. Let me take care of
you.”


“I don’t won’t you to take care of me!” She
reclaimed her foot and sat it down, careful not to press against the heel. Her
head was spinning from the memory and the caring way he was behaving. He rose
to his full height, a head taller than her. 


“Okay. Just one thing … tell me where you went just
then, Gin, before you broke the bowl?” He boxed her in against the kitchen
cabinet, a hand gripping the counter on each side of her waist.


She was very aware of his hard body pressing into
hers. Her chin tilted up. “Nowhere.”


“Don’t lie. You were in the past, weren’t you?” He
moved closer, his head dipping dangerously close and she forgot all about the
pain in her foot. Other places were throbbing on her body now. Wanting
him. 


“I can’t breathe,” she murmured.


“Neither can I.” His eyes dropped to her lips. “What
are we going to do about that?”


“Here’s an easy solution. Move.”


“I like it here.”


“I don’t.”


He gave her a cocky grin. “Oh, I think you do.” To
prove his point he brushed his lips over hers. His lips moved slowly at first,
teasing hers with their familiarity. She tried with everything she had not to
respond, but she failed miserably. Trying not to kiss Chase was like trying to
live without chocolate or trashy romance novels. The temptation was always
there and way too strong. Her palms went to his chest, her fingers fisting in
the fabric of his T-shirt. Their tongues fell into perfect harmony and she
moaned, arching into him, giving in completely. He used his knee to force her
legs further apart, pressing his erection against the place that longed for him
the most. A hundred sensations spread throughout her body as she turned into
moist putty in his hands. Within seconds her sundress had been worked up, her
panties stepped out of, and his jeans were down around his thighs. He thrust
into her hard and with an intensity that made her gasp with pleasure as her
naked rear-end knocked against the cabinet. The size of him filling her up had
her muscles quivering. 


Sex was the one thing they did right. 


Always. 


His hands hooked under her bottom and her legs
wrapped around his waist. He shuffled across the kitchen with her holding onto
him. She chuckled knowing what they must look like with his pants around his
ankles and her clinging to the front of him. 


Her arms tightened around his neck and she buried
her face in his shoulder, giggly. “You know, someone could walk in.”


“I wouldn’t care if someone walked in. I’d take you
to my room, lock the door and face my punishment after.”


“Be careful!” She squealed as her shoulder blade
knocked against the hall wall. 


“Opps!” He chuckled, spinning around and kicking
open the door to his bedroom with a foot. Her back hit the bed. Chase gently
landed on top of her. They didn’t even bother undressing, picking up where
they’d left off in the kitchen. 


He rose up on an elbow. “Look at me.” He cupped her
face with his large hands, moving slowly inside of her. He kissed her between
the words. “You asked why I stay—”


“You really want to talk about this now?” One of her
hands gripped his rear-end, her fingers digging in flesh as she urged him
deeper. She arched her neck, feeling an orgasm building. 


He stopped moving completely. He forced her to look
him in the eye. She could feel the length of him throbbing inside her. 


“I need you to know the answer. I need you to know
why I stay.”


“Okay. Why do you stay?” She was breathless. 


“Because you’re worth the fight, Gin.” He brushed
his lips over hers. “You’re worth every minute of the pain.”


He kissed her cheek, her throat, the tender spot
beneath her ears… anywhere he had easy access to. Her arms tightened around his
shoulders, her nails digging into the muscles along his shoulder blades feeling
them move under the skin as he plunged deeper into her. Her legs wrapped around
his waist squeezing into his sides and she shattered around him. He buried
himself deep inside her and growled, shuddering as he came with her. 


 


“My body is sore. What did you do to me?” Virginia
moaned. She smiled remembering the past couple of hours as she stretched and
yawned between the sheets. Realizing she must of dosed off one of her arms
snaked out over the cool sheet to find the space next to her empty. Then the
reality of it all piled in on her. She’d had sex with Chase Davenport. Her
stomach dropped. She rose up on an elbow wondering exactly how long she’d slept.
Had her father come home? She suspected finding her in Chase’s bed wouldn’t set
well with him, no matter how much he liked Chase. 


Wrapping the sheet around her nude chest she started
to crawl from the bed when the bedroom door opened. 


“Hope you’re hungry,” Chase said. He sat on the side
of the mattress; a fast food bag in one hand, the other hand reached out to cup
her cheek. Leaning in he gave her a sweet simple kiss. He was completely
clothed, which made Virginia extra conscience of the fact that she wasn’t.
Shame for the sounds that’d poured freely out of her while they’d pleasured
each other multiple times colored her cheeks. She scooted up and rested her
shoulders against the headboard, the whole time making sure she was covered by
the sheet. 


He was wearing a baby blue button down (unbuttoned)
over a white T-shirt and faded jeans. Finding Chase attractive had never been a
problem. Wanting to jump straight back into having sex with him was. 


“I brought you an egg and cheese biscuit. You used
to like those, right?” He dug out one wrapped biscuit after another, placing a
wide variety in her lap. “Cause I went ahead and got a sausage biscuit, a ham
biscuit, and a cinnamon and raisin biscuit… in case you wanted something
different. But then I thought you might be going through an anti-biscuit phase,
so I also got some pancakes. Why are you looking at me like that?” 


“I … I don’t think I’ve ever been confronted with so
many choices.” The awkwardness of the entire situation intensified. Virginia
was confused and in a daze, not quite sure how she ended up in this bed with a
breakfast buffet lined up in her lap. 


“Well pick what you want.” He grinned, making her
stomach flip-flop. 


The yellow paper wrapped around the egg and cheese
biscuit made crackling sounds as she unfolded it and took a small bite, chewing
slowly as he intently watched her, grinning. 


“Can you please stop staring at me?”


He reached out and brushed hair out of her eyes.
“I’m sorry. I can’t help it. You’re beautiful.” 


Virginia felt like she shrank against the headboard.
The room suddenly felt hot and stuffy. She could feel her throat closing up.
“Did you happen to get a collection of sodas to go along with all this food?”


“No. Just water,” he answered, handing her a water
bottle. “I knew you don’t drink sodas, but if you really want one …” he aimed a
thumb at the door like he could run out and get one. 


“This is fine. I was kidding.” She took another
bite. Chewed. He continued to stare. This was a mistake. She could see the
hopeful expectation gleaming in his eyes. She’d made a difficult situation
worse. 


He bent, untied his laces. His shoes thumped against
the floor as he slid them off. He laid across her stomach on his side, holding
up most of his weight with an elbow on the mattress. His right hand reached out
and his fingertips trailed over parts of her body that were exposed: the sides
of her upper arms, the soft spot at the base of her throat, her collarbones. It
was as if he couldn’t keep from touching her.


“Don’t you work?” Virginia asked. 


“I’m taking online classes. Your fathers had a hard
time managing things around here.” He shrugged a shoulder. “I stick around so I
can help. Why do you ask?” 


She took a sip from the water bottle. “I thought
maybe you had somewhere you needed to be.”


“Are you trying to get rid of me?” He didn’t seem
too offended by it if she was, instead he was smirking. 


“No.” She capped the bottle. “I think my father
depends on you a little too much. You’re not his son, Chase.”


His eyes narrowed. “Is that what you think? I’m
trying to replace Brandon.”


“I don’t know. Are you?”


“No, Virginia, I’m not trying to replace your
brother.” 


Okay. Now she’d offended him. It seemed like the
perfect time to make some movement toward getting out of his bed. Chase took
the hint and sat up off of her, giving her freedom to move. Finally she could
breathe. 


She mumbled, “Dad could come home early. He wouldn’t
be happy if he found me in your room.” 


“Don’t you mean in my bed?” 


“Yeah. That too.”


“I don’t feel guilty about it.” he stated. The
seriousness that accompanied his words had her feeling as if she should run
from the room while there was still time. 


“This …” She motioned between the two of them.
“Whatever this was … it was...” She was in the process of dragging the sheet
with her to hide her nakedness (and shame) when, suddenly his hands were on
each side of her face stopping her, his face only inches from hers. 


“A mistake?” His breath warmed her skin. 


She could see the faint sign of stubble along his
jaw. Each individual long lash framing his green eyes. Being this close to him
always, always made her heart race. 


“I get it, Gin. It’s overwhelming. You feel like
it’s too much, but do me a favor, before you go bashing what we have, let me
make you happy, even if it’s only for a couple of hours?”


She swallowed hard and tears welled up in her eyes.
“Okay. I’m happy. See.” She forced a smile. 


He laughed, kissed her forehead and leapt from the
bed. “You’re about to be really happy. Stay here.” 


“Chase, what have you done?” Virginia called after
him. 


“You’ll see,” was yelled from another room. 


She could here shuffling about in some other part of
the house. Hopefully it wasn’t another biscuit or even chocolate. She couldn’t
eat anything if she tried. 


Chase came back with his button down shirt closed.
His arms were crossed over his chest and he was cheesing. Big time. He was
hiding something inside his shirt. Virginia wished she could say she wasn’t
excited. 


“When I went out for the biscuits …” He peeled
opened his shirt and held out a wiggling puppy. It looked no more than eight
weeks old. It was brown and black and fuzzy. And absolutely adorable. Her heart
swelled.


He continued, “I saw him in a cardboard box … some
guy was giving them away and well,” Chase held the puppy up to his face, cooing
at it. “This little guy begged me to bring him to you. He has German Sheppard
in him … not sure what else.” 


As he handed her the puppy, its coal black eyes
fixated on Virginia. “Chase, I don’t know what to say. I’ve never had a dog.”


He hooked his thumbs in the back pocket of his
jeans, looking a bit embarrassed. “I know. That’s why I thought he’d be extra
special.”


The puppy wouldn’t stay still in Virginia’s arms. He
crawled and squirmed up her chest, his pink tongue lapping at her chin. “He’s
going to poop all over everything. My father will never let me keep him. He
doesn’t like animals.”


Chase smiled, watching the puppy’s fondness of
Virginia. It was a match made in heaven. “I think your father will make an
exception this once.” 


He sat down on the side of the bed, lying sideways
over Virginia’s stomach on an elbow, just as he had earlier only this time she
seemed to not mind. She was giggling and cooing. Reaching out Chase scratched the
puppy under its neck. It was putting on quite a show. 


“You are too cute,” Chase said to the puppy. “But
your breath stinks.”


His gaze lifted to find Virginia watching him.
“What?”


“Nothing. I didn’t know you were such an animal
lover.”


“What’s not to love? They love unconditionally. What
are you going to name him?”


Virginia held the puppy up and stared at it for a
few moments. It was the stillest she’d seen him since he’d entered the room.
“How about Cooper?”


Chase smiled. “I like it.”


 


Eleven


Most of the afternoon was spent playing with the
newest addition to the family. 


“I have to admit he is cute,” her father announced
that evening, watching Cooper wiggle backwards on the floor with his bottom
hiked up in the air, his tiny tail wagging. Virginia was sitting Indian style
in front of Cooper running her hands along the floor. The puppy yapped several
times tossing his head, a sound not quite yet a bark. He pounced on her hand
and made a show of gnawing it with a viciousness he didn’t even come close to
possessing. Eventually he gave up and rolled to his back begging for a belly
rub instead. 


Virginia glanced up from the floor to find her
father closely watching her from his recliner. The usual deep line between his
brows was smooth and he was smiling, genuinely smiling, something she hadn’t
seen him do since she’d returned home. 


“So I can keep him?” Virginia pulled Cooper in her
lap. “Brandon’s not going to be happy. He’s going to think it’s because of …”
Her gaze slid to Chase leaning forward on the couch. 


Her father’s recliner glided, his dusty blue
slippers against the floor keeping it going. “Brandon will be fine. I’m willing
to admit I should have let you two have a pet growing up. I was wrong.” His
smile was gone and the deep line was back. 


Virginia dreaded Brandon finding out. Luckily, she
didn’t see Brandon that evening and she’d gone to bed happier than she’d been
in a while.


Chase made her happy. She didn’t know what to think
about that.


Snuggly down in her covers, Cooper curled up next to
her, Virginia couldn’t erase the smile from her face as she drifted off to
sleep. So many things were unsettled. She didn’t quite know how she felt
anymore. It was no wonder she dreamt:


“Virginia, have a seat,” the woman said, motioning
at the leather chair positioned in front of the desk. The woman was thin and
attractive in a professional sort of way. Her dark hair was twisted up in the
back, held in place by the pencil stab through the center of the bun. She
shuffled folders before reclining slightly in her chair giving Virginia her
full attention. “I thought we’d do something new today.”


Virginia did as she was told and sat in the chair,
her hands folded in her lap. 


The office was familiar: a handmade clock ticked on
one of the shelves that lined the walls and there was the smell of cinnamon,
reminding Virginia of the cinnamon candy canes her mother always brought home
around Christmas time. 


“I’m going to say a word and I want you to say the
first word that pops into your head. I don’t want you to explain why you chose
the word. There is no right or wrong. Then, I want you to use the relaxation
techniques we’ve been working on and then I’ll give you the same words and
you’ll give me one word, like before. Sound easy enough?”


“Is this kind of like hypnosis?” Virginia squirmed
in her seat, feeling uncomfortable about opening herself up in such
unpredictable manner. 


The woman sat forward, crossed her arms on her desk,
her pale lips curling. “I like to think of it more as an exercise for the
subconscious. Ready?” 


Virginia nodded. 


 


“Disappointment,” The woman threw out there. 


“Life, “Virginia returned. 


 


“Control” 


“Chase”


 


“Respect” 


“Parents”


 


“Family”


“Brother”


 


“Death”


“Empty”


 


“Guilt”


“Pointless”


 


“Loss”


“Mother”


 


“Dependable”


“Car.” 


 


“Strength” 


“Love”


 


“Okay, Virginia. Now close your eyes and practice
your breathing techniques. Listen to the silence, become comfortable with it.
Breathe it into your body. Exhale the tension from within…”


 


“Disappointment”


“Virginia”


 


“Control”


“Illness”


 


“Respect”


“Loss”


 


“Family”


“Tragic”


 


“Death”


“Permanent”


 


“Guilt”


“Lizzie”


 


“Loss”


“Grief”


 


“Dependable”


“Disappointment”


 


“Strength”


“Chase”


 


Virginia woke to a wet cheek. Cooper’s warm tongue
flicked out over her skin. He was whimpering, begging for attention. The clock
beside her bed said noon. She leapt from the bed and went straight to her
closet. 


 


“What are you doing?” Brandon asked.


Empty hangers swung on the rod that stretched the
length of her closet. Virginia jerked more of her clothes free, tossing them in
to the open suitcase balanced on top of her bed. Her bare feet squeaked over
hardwood floors as she moved quickly around the room gathering her belongings
in a fit of desperation. 


“I’m getting the hell out of here,” she answered. 


“What? No. You just came home.”


“I shouldn’t have. This place makes me insane.” She
paused in her packing. “I need to ask you something, Brandon … have I been
seeing a shrink?” 


Brandon chuckled. “Nah, but you probably need to.”


“It’s not funny. I’m being serious. Look at how bad
I’m shaking. I don’t like feeling this way.” She held her unsteady hands out
for him to see. 


Brandon collapsed down on the corner of her bed.
Cooper crawled into his lap. Brandon sighed and petted the puppy. ““What did
you do? Tell me you didn’t hook up with Chase. Will you ever learn?”


“He got me a puppy,” she announced with
out-stretched hands as if it were a surprise. The surprise had already gotten
comfortable on Brandon’s lap and was going to sleep. Virginia had no idea
puppies slept so much. Cooper napped more than her. 


“Let me guess. Dad let you keep him because of who
gave it to you. I warned you … Chase is messed up.”


“I know. Tell that to my heart, Brandon.” A cry
escaped before she could clamp a hand over her mouth. 


She could sense his disappointment and it killed
her. “There are two sides of him. There is the side that I know is
unpredictable … but there is also the sweet damaged side that makes me want to
protect him and make him feel loved.” Her fingers massaged her temples. “God,
he is making me crazy. I can’t stay here.” 


His gaze went to the suitcase. “So you’re just going
to abandon me … and mom?”


“I’m sorry. I can’t stay here. Maybe if you tell dad
how you feel he’ll finally listen. God knows I’ve tried.”


Brandon cast his eyes at the floor and frowned. “I
doubt it. I don’t even think he remembers he has an actual son. Do you still
believe me? About Chase Or has he brainwashed you too?” 


“Of course I believe you. I know what my head is
saying … I just can’t … I can’t be around him and not want him.”


He set Cooper on the bed and stood up, his hands
disappearing in the pockets of his khaki shorts. “I’m sorry, Vee, if choose to
be with him I can’t accept it.” 


“I’m not. That’s why I’m going. 


He lifted his cap and dropped it back in place as he
moved toward the door. Before leaving he paused in the doorway, never turning
around to look at her. “Call sometime. Don’t just disappear.”


Virginia could already feel the tension easing in
her body as she zipped the suitcase and gave her bedroom a final parting
glance. Home was where you felt safe. This was no longer home. She picked up
Cooper and backed her way out of the room dragging the suitcase along with her.
She killed the light only to feel her backside bump in to something solid. 


“Going somewhere?” 


Chase was like a solid brick wall blocking her path.
He stretched, his fingers hooking on the molding over the doorway. Turning her
head she saw the brief flicker of a smile. 


“Move.”


“Nope. How’s Cooper?” He smiled down, scratching the
puppy behind a floppy ear that stood up at the mention of his name. 


“I mean it Chase! Move out of the way.” She put
emphasis on her request by backing into him and shoving against him with her
bottom. It was a dumb move that put her butt against his crotch, but she was
desperate to leave. 


“Keep doing that and you’ll be stuck in this room
for hours and we won’t be talking,” he warned. 


Her suitcase thumped on the floor as she released
the handle with a frustrated sigh. It was pointless. It was like bargaining
with a small child. She went over to the bed, sat, and crossed her legs,
setting Cooper on her lap. Thank goodness he was sleepy. “Okay. I’m listening.”



Chase kind of hung from the molding, the strong
muscles in his arms demanding her attention. He used to do that silly move as a
young boy, always stretching and swinging from things. 


“Would you please stop?” She snarled. 


Virginia tried her best not to notice how his crisp
white button down hiked up revealing a strip of his lower stomach sprinkled
with dark hair. Or the way his jeans rode low on his hip bones. 


“Sorry.” He let go, thrummed his fingers on the
molding and walked in to the room. “Where are you going?”


“I’m moving back to my apartment.” As far away from
you as I can get.


“I can’t let you do that,” he said. 


She laughed, stood up and sauntered past him to
retrieve her suitcase. “You don’t have total control over everything in this
house, Chase.” 


His hand shot out and slammed the bedroom door. He
turned the lock. “I’m serious, Gin. You’re not going back there.”


Their faces were only inches apart. Her eyes
narrowed. “What are you going to do, kill me? My father and brother are close
enough to hear me scream. That would be a tough one to explain to daddy … if he
found you standing over my body with blood on your hands?”


Chase blinked and maintained eye contact and then he
burst out laughing. 


She glared at him for thinking this was funny. 


“I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t laugh, but…” His
expression turned serious. “You’ve really convinced yourself that you hate me,
haven’t you? Well, you don’t know shit about hate, Gin. I hate that I got dealt
shitty parents! I hate how you make me feel like scum! I hate that you’re
always running away from me! And I hate that I ever fucking gave you the power
to destroy me!” 


His fingers tightened into a fist. He punched the
wall, his fist going straight through the sheet rock. He clenched and
unclenched his fingers. Blood gathered in the swollen gashes across his
knuckles. Startled, Virginia jumped in reaction. That familiar pull was back.
She wanted to go to him. Make it better somehow. Thing was, Virginia didn’t
even know if Chase could help who he was. He hadn’t exactly been shown the
right kind of love from his parents. 


“I don’t hate you. I’m afraid of you,” she said. 


“And earlier? Were you afraid of me then?”


She didn’t answer. She couldn’t answer because she
was sobbing so ridiculously hard. Placing a palm over her mouth to quiet
herself and keep what little dignity she had left intact, she lifted the
suitcase and tried to move past him again. Her body jerked as the flat of his
palm smacked the door casing next to her head, blocking her. She trembled where
she stood, avoiding meeting his gaze head-on. His bicep flexed. She could smell
him, nicotine and spice, and feel his eyes running over her. 


“Please, just let me go,” came out strangled. 


“Is that really what you want?”


Her eyes lifted to his. “Yes.”


“Are you sure? Because I can’t keep doing this,
you’re killing me, Gin.” He dropped the arm, his eyes closing as his forehead
thumped against the door casing. He drew a deep breath and stepped back,
letting her pass. 


She got halfway down the hallway when he grabbed
hold of her arm. “I’ll do whatever it takes, just don’t do leave me. Tell me
what to do.” 


He was pleading, his hold on her arm desperate. If
she took a couple of steps he matched them with his own always staying one step
ahead of her, blocking her path. His green eyes glistened with tears and it
made it even harder. Virginia had never seen him cry. Her chest closed up. She
couldn’t look him in the eye. 


“I’m not saying it would be perfect, but what’s
wrong with giving love another chance. I need to know … do you feel the same
way or am I chasing memoires?”


“Please, Chase, I can’t….” she managed a few steps. 


“That wasn’t an answer.” He was back in front of
her. His hands were on her upper arms. His eyes focused on hers and nothing
else. He cleared his throat, “You know what I do every morning? I read my
horoscope, and then I always read yours. You’re the first thing I think about
when I wake up and the last thing I think about before I go to sleep. I’ve
tried to make myself hate you, but everything always comes back to you.” 


“I can’t,” she repeated. 


“It’s Brandon. He doesn’t want us to be together,
does he?”


“I don’t want us to be together!” She returned. 


“Liar. You love me. Say it! Say you love me!!” 


She twisted her arm from his grip and smeared the
tears that were falling from her cheeks. “I’m serious, Chase, let me by or I’m
going to call 911 and tell the cops you’re holding me against my will.”


His face turned to stone. He stepped aside, his arms
falling to his sides. She walked fast, never once looking back, feeling her
heart shatter into a million pieces. Again. 


 


Twelve


“So, are you ever going to tell me what happened?”
Lizzie asked pushing the wobbly grocery cart down the can goods aisle. 


Virginia led the way selecting soups from the shelf,
tossing them in the cart. “It’s nothing. Forget it.”


“It is obviously more than nothing. How about
you start with why we suddenly have a puppy pooping everywhere?”


“Cooper doesn’t poop everywhere.”


“Oh yeah, Cooper, does. I stepped in a pile
of it this morning.”


Virginia laughed for the first time in days. 


“Where did we get Cooper?” Lizzie
asked. 


“I really don’t want to talk about it.”


The cart came to a sudden stop; a box of Fruit Loops
missed the basket, clattering on the vinyl floor. Lizzie glared at Virginia.
“Seriously, you’re not going to tell me. Am I not your best friend?” 


“The guy in the photo…” Virginia started. 


“You mean Mr. Sexy?”


“Yeah.” Virginia felt sick to her stomach. She’d
barely eaten anything since she’d gotten back. She missed Chase. She missed his
intensity. She missed how he looked at her as if she was the only girl in the
world. Chase might be obsessive and crazy, but Virginia still crazy
loved him. Going home and seeing him had only deepened those feelings.
Sometimes she actually tried to convince herself she could change him. Mold him
into someone she could have a normal relationship with. “We kind of had a thing
when I was younger and he was there when I went home. End of story.”


“Wait. A thing? Is that you’re way of saying you had
sex with him?” Lizzie squealed. Her face lit with a huge smile. “You’re
blushing. You did, you nasty hoe! You had sex with Mr. Sexy. I AM impressed.”


People were staring. Virginia lowered her voice,
“You’re missing the point.”


“No I’m not. You had sex with him. You liked it. A
lot. And now the annual retentive side of you feels guilty for behaving like us
hoes who think sex is pretty damn amazing. Don’t look so miserable. You’ve
finally proven you’re actually normal. I was starting to worry.”


“He’s crazy, Lizzie.” 


“Crazy can be hot.”


“Not his kind of crazy.” Okay. That was a lie. 


Virginia told Lizzie about the prescription bottle
she’d found, about the words painted on her wall and the things her brother
told her. They’d reached the refrigerated section and Virginia was sick of
talking about it. Talking couldn’t fix anything. There was no easy fix. They
approached the check out and stood in line. 


“Hey, I know you,” the girl ringing them up said as
they started adding groceries to the belt. The girl was close to Virginia’s
age. Her blond hair was braided in a single braid, draped over one shoulder and
her eyes were a vibrant blue. Virginia wondered if they were contacts. No one
had eyes that blue. One word described the girl, pretty. And Virginia had no
idea who she was. 


“Chase Davenport,” the girl simply stated with a
smile as if the name should clear up any confusion. She continued to bleep off
groceries, her gaze never leaving Virginia. “I had a class with Chase before he
started doing the online thing. He lives with you, right? You’re Virginia. He
showed me a picture.”


“Uh oh! This would be Mr. Sexy she’s mooning over,
right? I smell a cat fight coming


on,” Lizzie murmured low behind Virginia.


“Shh,” Virginia hushed her. 


The girls perfectly arched brows shot up and
Virginia wondered if she’d heard Lizzie. 


“Anyway, he’s a really sweet guy. I wouldn’t have
passed Psychology without him,” the girl added. 


“Yeah. He is super sweet.” Virginia tried to
keep the sarcasm out of her tone, but failed miserably. 


“It was great you all let him stay with you. How is
he?”


“Fine.”


The girl cast her gaze down on her work. “I heard
about the accident.” 


He told her about her mother!! Ugh! 


The girl went on, “I’m really sorry. I bet it really
helped having Chase around. He is a good listener.” 


Virginia heard a snort behind her. “Oh wow. I think
peroxide-on-a-stick is after your guy. ”


“Shut up!” Virginia snarled under her breath. 


The girl’s eyes widened. “Excuse me?”


“It’s nothing. Ignore my friend. She has emotion
problems.”


“I have emotional problems! Isn’t that the pot calling
the kettle black?” Lizzie grumbled. 


The girl scanned the last item. Virginia slid her
card down through the machine and punched in her pin number, praying the
machine would hurry up and say approved so she could grab her receipt and go. 


The girl leaned in and whispered, “Are you okay?”


“Yeah. It was really nice meeting you.” Virginia
snatched her receipt and headed for the whoosh of the electric doors. 


“Tell him Mandy says hi!” The girl yelled. 


Lizzie and Virginia packed the trunk, and then
Virginia slid in the driver’s seat and stared out the window. Her hands were
trembling as she stuck the keys in the ignition. Lizzie dropped next to her in
the passenger side seat. 


“Oh. My. God. You’re one of those girls!” she
blurted out. 


Virginia jumped, startled. “Those girls?” 


“Yeah. The ones that attract losers.”


“Chase is not a loser. He’s … damaged.” 


“Well, hell, maybe you should return him and get a
refund.”


Virginia didn’t laugh. She couldn’t.


Lizzie didn’t a beat, “You know he was trying to hook
up with that girl, don’t you? It was so obvious what was going on there. I know
I’ve never met him, but I already don’t like him. I’m sorry. Are you crying?”
Lizzie laid her head on Virginia’s shoulder, which only made her cry worse. 


“I think about him constantly, Liz. I try not to,
but I can’t help it. It’s like there is this empty hole inside of me. I thought
I was over him.” 


“Apparently not.”


Virginia wiped the mascara out from under her eyes.
She knew the tip of her nose was an ugly red color. It got that way whenever
she was upset. “I mean, I hadn’t seen him in two years and I was okay with
that, but now … And that girl … ugh.” Her forehead thumped against the steering
wheel. “I think I’m going to throw up.” 


“Maybe your brother is right. This psycho could
kidnap you and disappear with you turning you into his sex slave, Gin. You
never know about people.”


The entire studio apartment was quiet; the only
sound was the occasional clacking of ice being dumped from the automatic ice
maker. As nighttime approached, Lizzie had gone overboard setting booby-traps
in every room: empty milk jugs towered in a pyramid blocking the pathway behind
the cream colored couch in the center of the room, fishing twine stretched
across doorways, tin cans tied to the front and back of doors. 


“If he tries some stupid shit … no way is he getting
past these babies without us knowing,” Lizzie stated tying the last knot in the
fishing twine. 


Virginia thought Lizzie had gone mad. “Where did you
learn how to do all of this?” 


“The internet. You can never be too careful.” 


Later Virginia lay submerged to the chin in a
steaming tub of water. Bubbles tickled her nose. Her toes caught hot drips from
the sweating faucet. She felt anxious. She drew a breath and disappeared under
the water, her hair floating out around her head. Her face rose to the surface,
her mouth and eyes just above the water. She relaxed her entire body. Even with
her ears submerged, there was no mistaking the muffled sound as the milk jugs
collapsed and scattered on the hardwood floor. She shot to her feet water
pouring from her naked body. Grabbing a towel from the hook on the back of the
door she dried off and slid on a pair of cut off shorts and a tank top. The
door creaked as she slowly opened it.


Her voice was nothing more than a whisper, “Lizzie?
Was that you?” 


No answer.


Her heart raced, her arms folding over her chest as
she leaned out into the hallway, looking up and down the dark hallway. There
was only silence. Taking a deep breath, Virginia darted across hallway to her
bedroom feeling odd sense as if someone was behind her. She moved quickly,
breathless, her body trembling as she pulled her bedroom door closed behind
her. She went over to the bed and dropped to her knees, her hand disappearing
between the mattress and box spring. The butcher knife glinted in her hands. 


“Just in case,” Lizzie had said when she
placed it there. 


Virginia tried to convince herself it was only her
over active imagination and that it was probably just Lizzie getting a midnight
snack and they’d laugh about it together in the morning. But then she
heard a plant stand being over turned and the unmistakable sound of a guy’s
voice muttering profanity.


Lizzie’s bobby traps…


He’d stumbled through the fishing twine. 


She crossed the room in several long strides. Her
fingers curled around the knife handle as she cracked open the door and peered
out in to the hallway. She heard footsteps coming towards her and yelped, not
sure whether to hide or fight. 


Fight. 


She would fight! 


Virginia raised the knife when Lizzie’s face took
shape out of the shadows. Seeing the knife in the air, the quick thrust missing
her right arm; Lizzie stifled a scream with the flat of her palm. 


“Shit! I almost stabbed you!” Virginia breathed out
in horror, lowering the blade. 


“For goodness sakes, you scared the shit out of me!”
Lizzie exclaimed, taking hold of Virginia’s arm dragging her towards the den.
Both girls—glued to each other’s side—stepped carefully, one light step at a
time. Neither stood to their full height as they neared the den, frightened.
The knife gleamed, held out in front of Virginia. 


“So you heard it too?” Lizzie murmured. 


Virginia nodded, the whites of her eyes flashing in
the dark.


“I told you my booby traps were awesome, did I not?
Now tell me how I over reacted. I only wish we had a huge beast instead of
Cooper watching our backs. You think this guy will do anything crazy?”


“How the hell would I know Liz? Do I look like a
crazy person?”


“Shit! No need to be so defensive I just asked. You
know this lunatic, I don’t.”


Both girls paused at the doorway to the den, staying
out of sight. Virginia considered going back to her room and hiding but that
was no longer an option the instant Lizzie shoved her into the room first, out
in the open, away from the safety the narrow hall had provided. 


“He’s your psycho boyfriend!” Lizzie reasoned.


Virginia was horrified. She could only make out
basic shapes in the room. Her vision adjusted to the light spilling in from the
window and the play of shadows on the far wall. The tip of the blade touched
Virginia’s lips as she glanced back at her roommate. 


“Shh…I think…” 


Virginia turned and saw him coming in low and fast.
She had little reaction time. An ear piercing scream erupted from her mouth.
She kind of ran in place. His head rammed in to her right side knocking the
knife free from her hand. Her back slammed into the wall, expelling the breath
from her lungs in a rush. The knife clattered over the hardwood floor until it
spun several times, coming to a dead stop across the room. 


“Get it, Lizzie! Get the knife!” She screamed. 


Chase pinned Virginia’s wrist together high above
her head. He held her to the wall with the weight of his body. 


“Stop fighting me!” He bit out. 


“No, you’re a psychotic asshole. Get your hands off
me!” She rammed her knee in the region of his nuts. 


He dodged her best attempts. One of his brows shot
up. “That’s the best you’ve got? Your defensive skills need some major work,
Gin.” 


“Let me go!” She fought to break free, but out of
breath she soon gave in going still held by his unshakeable hold. She glanced
over his shoulder and saw Lizzie approaching him slowly from behind. The knife
was high in the air and aimed toward the center of his shoulder blades.
Virginia had only a few minutes to regale the man who had been her first love,
her only love. She took time to memorize his handsome face caught by the stray
light forcing its way through the window. She closed her eyes, sad. The
nightmare would be over soon. 


Seconds passed, then minutes. 


“Open your eyes … look at me,” Chase ordered. His
grip tightened on her wrist. “Damn it … Lizzie is not real Virginia!”


Her eyes flew open. “You are insane! I feel sorry
for you!”


“If she’s really here … tell her to stab me with
this imaginary knife you’ve thought up.” When she did no more than gape at him,
he added, “go on …tell her to do it. I’m not afraid because Lizzie can’t be
behind me.” He removed one of his hands from Virginia’s wrist to tap a finger
on her temple. “She is only in your head.” 


Her gaze jerked to over his shoulder and he was
right, no one was there. 


Virginia blinked in a state of confusion. “You’re
wrong. Lizzie is my roommate.”


“No. You’ve been staying in the old apartment over
the garage behind your parent’s house.”


Realizing she was too stunned to fight he released
her wrist. He stepped back, shoved a hand through his hair with a long sigh. 


Virginia studied her surroundings truly seeing them
for the first time. 


“You’re lying. This is a sick joke.” She took three
steps and stumbled causing him to reach out to steady her. She was disoriented.
None of it made sense. 


He dug a lighter out of his jean pocket, his hands
visibly shaking as the blue flame licked at the end of the cigarette wedged
between his lips. “I wish I was lying, but I’m not. Gin, you’re the one sick,
not me.” 


The look on her face in that moment would torture
him for the rest of his life. He could visibly see the desperation, the pain. 


“You’re wrong! Lizzie and I went grocery shopping
together. Here I’ll show you!” She led him by the arm to the kitchen, anxiously
flipped on the overhead light, and started empting out her cabinets. 


“We bought soup, see.” Heavy cans clunked down on
the formica top. “And we bought meats for the freezer! Steak for the grill!”
She jerked open the refrigerator and jabbed a finger at the raw meat still in
its pack. 


Chase leaned in the doorway, mostly because he
needed something to hold him up. “You may have snuck off to the store, but not
with Lizzie.” 


When a palm slapped over her mouth to hide a sob he
dropped the cigarette in the sink and went to her. “Do you need to sit down?”
He choked out, laying a hand on her back to comfort her. 


“No! I don’t want to sit! I want to talk to Bandon!”



“Virginia, wait!” He yelled going after her. 


The door banged open. Her eager steps sounded on the
wooden stairs as she ran down them and towards the house shrouded by a black,
starlit sky. All the windows were darkened in the home. Crickets chirped over
by the swing set her father built for Brandon and Virginia when there were
little. Tears blurred Chase’s vision. Maybe telling her wasn’t the best idea. 


“Brandon!” Virginia called, bursting through the
back door. She flipped so lights as she went through the house, frantically
searching. Chase stayed a few feet back. Her mind was erratic, so were her
movements making it hard to predict which way she was headed next. She made her
way to her brother’s bedroom, slung open the door, and groped for the light
switch. Her heard her inhaled a sharp breath at what the light revealed. It
revealed a bare room and a made bed that hadn’t been slept in in years. 


“I don’t understand.” Dresser drawers banged open
and closed as Virginia rummaged through empty drawers. 


She turned and charged at Chase. Her balled fist
pounded his chest. “What did you do with his things? You’ve always wanted him
gone. You chased him away, didn’t you! I hate you! I wish you’d never come
here!”


Chase seized her wrist, looked deep into her eyes
feeling as if his heart was actually breaking. “Brandon’s dead, Virginia!!!”


“LIAR!”


“It’s not a lie … it’s the truth! Brandon and your
mother died in a car accident two years ago on the way home from the fair!”


Virginia sucked in a strangle breath. She might as
well have punched Chase in the gut for the pain he felt watching her fall
apart. 


She gazed up at him, tears pooling in her eyes. He
used a thumb to wipe them away as she yelled at him. “Why would you want to say
something so horrible, Chase! My mother is sick, not dead! I’ll prove it to
you!”


Greeted with another empty room all anger faded from
Virginia’s stature. All that was left was sadness. Despair. She sank to the
floor where she stood. 


“She’s can’t be gone,” she cried. 


Chase’s legs buckled under him and he went down next
to her, deflated. The heel of his hand inconspicuously wiped away tears that
escaped from his eyes. He sniffed. Guys aren’t supposed to cry, but dammit he
couldn’t help it. The girl in loved was so far away from him (not physically,
emotionally) he couldn’t reach her. 


“Gin, I’m sorry. I never wanted ….”


“What’s going on? I heard screaming.” Her father
rushed in the room tying his robe, his gaze immediately landing on Virginia and
Chase on the floor. 


“You told her? Why! You know the doctor said it
would be too traumatic for her. Why would you risk it?” he snapped. 


“I had no choice.” Chase mumbled, stroking the
length of Virginia’s hair. His eyes were fixated on her face. He wanted to take
care of this girl. He wanted her to be well. He wanted the old Virginia back.
He wanted to go back to that night in his car when he’d made love to her for
the first time. No, that wasn’t the truth … he wanted to go back and NOT be in
that car with her. He wanted to go back and make it so she left with her
parents that night and they went straight home instead of searching for their
daughter. 


He wanted to erase the accident. 


Virginia rushed forward, collapsing over father’s
hospital bed, gripping handfuls of his gown. He encased her shoulders with the
strength of his arms. 


“I’m sorry, Daddy!” she cried. 


“Shh...” Her father patted her back, his voice
breaking, “they told you about mom …and … and your brother?” 


“Yes.” Her answer was so soft Chase almost didn’t
hear it. He lingered over by the door, afraid to intrude on the heartache
sucking all the air out of the room. He massaged his throat, feeling very much
like he was suffocating. 


Her father clamped a wide palm over his eyes. “I’m
the one who should be sorry. It should have been me, instead of them. I was the
one driving and here I am minor cuts and bruises.”


“Don’t say that!” Virginia scolded.


“Where did you go? We looked for you.” Her father
said suddenly. 


Virginia stuttered out, “With Chase. You knew I left
with him. We told you!”


Her father shook his head. “Nobody told me anything.
Your mother was frantic with worry that something bad had happened to you.”


Virginia turned from her father, her eyes zeroing in
on Chase. “I thought you asked them?”


 


Chase pulled Virginia into his lap. He cupped her
face and forced her to look at him. The guilt was eating him from the inside
out. She blinked, staring up into his eyes. 


“That night Brandon and I got into it. He was pissed
that we were ditching him. So I convinced you that your brother and parents
said it was okay for us to go ahead without them. I just wanted a little time
alone with you. They searched for you. Your mom was upset. She yelled at your
father and distracted, he pulled out in front of a garbage truck.” 


“You lied?” Virginia choked out, her cheeks
compressed between his large hands. 


He pressed his forehead to hers, his green eyes
clamping shut. “God, don’t look at me like that, Gin. I wish I could reverse
time and fix everything.”


Chase pulled back and looked up at Virginia’s
father.


“I couldn’t let her go back to staying out in that
apartment talking to no one. She’s better off knowing the truth,” he explained
to him. 


Virginia’s father went to the dresser, picked up the
medicine bottle, the deep line appearing between his brow as he leaned down and
tucked the bottle in her hand. It was the same bottle she’d found days ago. 


“Here, this is yours. The doctor gave you Phenobarbital
after you had a couple of seizers. You’re also on Lexapro, Xanax, and high
dosages of vitamin D to stabilize your moods. You’ve shown signs of improving
... glimpses of the old Virginia.”


She shook her head. “I don’t remember taking any
pills.”


Chase told her, “You did, every day. That’s what I
was looking for in your suitcase. I wanted to make sure you were still taking
your medicine.” 


She pressed the flat of her shaking hand to her
forehead, studying the name on the bottle. 


Virginia Bennet. 


Chase tipped her chin up with a finger. “Don’t you
see? In your head Brandon is always angry because we ditched him that night, or
I ditched him. We snuck off to park leaving him no choice but to ride home with
your parents. When you and I got home, we had no idea about the accident until
the cops showed up on your doorstep. I’m so sorry, Gin.”


“What about Lizzie? Where did she come from?”


“Dr. Haines believes Lizzie is something similar to
your conscience. Lizzie helps you sort through what is jumbled inside your
head.”


“So I am seeing a shrink?”


Chase nodded. 


Virginia sagged in Chase’s arms. “So I have multiple
personalities. Wow, I really am screwed up.”


“Hey. Look at me. It’s not like that. You’ve blocked
out a painful tragic experience. That’s actually kind of normal if you think
about it, self-preservation. ”


Her eyes lifted to her father standing nearby. “And
you survived the accident? You’re really here and not some part of my
imagination too?”


He choked on a sob and came to crouch in front of
her. “I’m really here. I don’t know if I was spared for a reason or meant to
suffer the worst kind of hell. That’s what this has been, honey, hell, not
being able to help you. I lost more than my wife and son that night I also lost
my daughter.”


Virginia’s father stood and pinched the bridge of
his nose, regaining his composure. Chase’s arms tightened around her. He stared
down at her with all the love he felt in his heart. The time lost waiting on
her to come back to him was worth it. She was worth it. He’d gladly sacrifice
anything to be with her. She was his one and only. 


“I’m sorry. I don’t want to be a burden,” Virginia
murmured up at him. 


The corners of Chase’s mouth turned down. His eyes
bore into hers. “You’re not a burden! I don’t want to ever hear you say that!”
She broke eye contact, curling into his chest, her fingers twisting the fabric
of his T-shirt as she breathed him in. He pressed his lips to her hair doing
the same. 


“I love you, Gin,” he said. 


Chase’s gaze found her fathers as he embraced her tight,
the two of them exchanging a hopeful smile. They both knew this was the first
real step toward Virginia’s recovery. 


 


If you’re gonna be somebody’s heartbreak


If you’re gonna be somebody’s mistake


If you’re gonna be somebody’s first time, somebody’s
last, baby be mine –Hunter Hayes




          
Virginia kneeled, replacing the vase of roses by her mother’s headstone. 


“I love you.” She pulled grass forcing its way up
around the granite base. The coolness of the stone caused her to shiver or
maybe it was the reality of her new world, a world where no secrets were kept.
This new world had pain, but it also had love and forgiveness. 


She stood and took a step back. Chase’s arm slid
around her waist. He handed her the New York Giants baseball cap folded in his
hand. 


“Thanks.” She smiled up at him feeling the texture
of the worn out cap with her fingertips. She couldn’t ever remember seeing
Brandon without it. She moved to the grave next to her mothers and stooped,
gently placing the cap on the damp earth. 


“I know you never went anywhere without it. Goodbye,
Brandon.”


She pushed to feet her gaze traveling the length of
the grave yard and toward the sky. “It looks like it might rain soon. We should
probably head back.”


Chase’s arms circled her waist. He ran his nose
against her cheek. “Take all the time you need, baby. I’ll go get you an
umbrella if I need to.” 


Her hand trailed down his arm, a smile on her face.
He was strong and steady and it felt good to have him to lean on. “I’m glad
you’re here.”


“Me too,” he returned with a kiss. 


“I’m ready. Let’s go,” she said.


As they turned to leave Virginia noticed movement
over by a large pin oak, her stomach dropped, a chill running down her spine.
She froze mid-step, her body going ridged. There—leaning against the trunk of
the tree, arms folded over his chest—was Brandon with a scowl on his face. 


Chase followed the direction of Virginia’s gaze. He
frowned. The muscles in his jaw tensed. “What is it? Do you see something?”


She closed her eyes and slowly shook her head. “No.
There’s nothing there.”


“Then what are you staring at?”


Her eyes opened, finding Chase’s panicked
expression. She took a deep breath. “Are you always going to think the worst?
Am I not allowed to look at a tree?”


He grinned. His hands went up in surrender. “Yes,
you have permission to look at a tree. I’m sorry.” He pulled her to him. Their
lips touched. “I love you Virginia Bennet.” Her body tensed and he added, “You
don’t need to say it back. I just need you to know … I’m not going anywhere, no
matter how crazy things get.” 
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