
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Coming Home

    

    




      
        Liz Torri

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Liz Torri

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        1. Cassie

      

      
        2. Jake

      

      
        3. Cassie

      

      
        4. Jake

      

      
        5. Cassie

      

      
        6. Jake

      

      
        7. Cassie

      

      
        8. Jake

      

      
        9. Cassie

      

      
        10. Jake

      

      
        11. Cassie

      

      
        12. Jake

      

      
        13. Cassie

      

      
        14. Jake

      

      
        15. Cassie

      

      
        16. Jake

      

      
        17. Cassie

      

      
        18. Jake

      

      
        19. Cassie

      

      
        20. Jake

      

      
        21. Cassie

      

      
        22. Jake

      

      
        23. Cassie

      

      
        24. Jake

      

      
        25. Cassie

      

      
        26. Jake

      

      
        27. Cassie

      

      
        28. Jake

      

      
        29. Cassie

      

      
        30. Jake

      

      
        31. Cassie

      

      
        32. Jake

      

      
        33. Cassie

      

      
        34. Jake

      

      
        35. Cassie

      

      
        36. Jake

      

      
        37. Cassie

      

      
        38. Jake

      

      
        39. Cassie

      

      
        40. Jake

      

      
        41. Cassie

      

      
        42. Jake

      

      
        43. Cassie

      

      
        44. Jake

      

      
        Epilogue ~ Cassie

      

      
        Epilogue ~ Jake

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Cassie

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood outside the door and took a deep breath.  Always walking into this house where he lived for most of our lives was scary.   He didn’t live here anymore, hasn’t in over five years.  Not since the day he packed up and moved to Hollywood.  

      The memories of that day assaulted my senses, and suddenly, I was back in the airport again.  There was noise everywhere, not like the small sleepy town we came from.  Loud voices, loud laughter, and I felt so alone surrounded by people.   Jake held my hand as we walked towards the drop-off area where he’d go onto his future, and I’d be staying back here to face mine. 

      “This is not how I wanted this to go, Cass.”  He whispered to me, keeping his emotions in check.  

      “Me either.”  I felt the tears starting to pool in my eyes once again.   

      Saying goodbye to him sucked, but we promised that we’d stay in touch. The feeling of dread was still painful as I pictured him walking through that metal detector.   He didn’t look back at me as he went ahead with his dream, and I was trapped in the nightmare that I called my life.  

      Squaring my shoulders, I opened the door quietly.   “Donna, are you here? I brought cookies.”  I stopped just inside the door when I didn’t hear anything.  “I also came to show you the outfit. I’m on my way to work and wanted to make sure you saw it before you got there.”  I look around the hall but don’t see her.  I’m about to go search for her, but a deep rumbly voice from my past speaks up from the direction of the living room, and my blood runs cold as I whip my head towards it.  

       “Well, well, well, if it isn’t our own modern-day Red Riding Hood,” the voice says, running his eyes over my red cape, dress, and basket hanging off my arm. 

      I’m frozen in place, my past colliding with my present, and I’m feeling a bit dizzy and lightheaded.  “Jake,” I gasp as he moves toward me with the swagger of someone who knows who he is.  “What?  What are you doing here?”   

      I can’t believe it is him. We haven’t been in the same room together since the airport when we were eighteen. Now, five years later, he is standing here, eyes roaming over me, and I resist the urge to cover myself from his searching eyes. His eyes track me from my long brunette hair with the red hood over it, down my five-foot-six body covered by the blue dress I am wearing, all the way down to my shoes. My lips have suddenly gone dry, and I lick them.  

      I take him in too from those worn jeans and that grey t-shirt that does nothing to hide the bulging muscles underneath. I can feel the blush cover my face. I can’t look him in the eyes. I look down at the floor instead.   “It’s fairytale day in my classroom.” I hear my voice shake, and I clear my throat to hopefully help keep my emotions in check.  I peek up at him through my lashes, and his gaze is focused on me.  “Steph, you remember Steph, she’s my co-teacher now, she’s going as Goldilocks, and I’m Red Riding Hood.” I gesture to my outfit.   

      I feel him move closer to me, and I hold my breath waiting to see what he does next. “Tell me, Cass, is there a big bad wolf waiting to gobble you up?” he whispers in my ear before tilting my chin up toward him with two fingers. The feel of his hands on my face.  It's the best and the worst thing that could be happening at this moment.   I stare up into his dark chocolate eyes as he stares back at me. Just us in a bubble, like it, use to be.  I can feel myself swaying towards him. 

      “Jake,” I whisper again as our bodies are close to touching.    

      He smiles a tiny victory smile and starts to lean in closer to me too.  Being this close to him, with him touching me, it’s like the last five years were a bad dream that I was just waking up from.  I slide my hands up his crisp grey t-shirt up to his neck and wrap my fingers in his hair.  He’s tall, 6’1, and the years have been very kind to him.  He’s more solid than I remember, and my fingers itch to feel all those ridges and valleys of his body.

      “Well, I see the two of you have been chatting,” Donna says, coming from the stairs, and it feels like a bucket of ice water has been thrown on us as we jump apart guiltily. With a shuddered breath, I take one last look at Jake, shake my head, turn my back, and walk toward Donna as she heads towards the kitchen. I hear Jake clear his throat and step back toward the living room. 

      My cheeks feel like they are on fire as I force myself not to glance back towards Jake.  “Here,” I say, thrusting the plate of cookies towards her.  “I baked them last night.  I thought you might like some.”  I feel his eyes on me, and I suppress a shudder.  With Donna’s back towards me, I glance over my shoulder, and yep, he’s watching me, and when my eyes catch his, he gives me a slight smirk.  

       “So, what were you and Jakey talking about?” Donna asks, and I jump at being caught looking at her son.

      Panicking, I say the first thing that comes to mind. “Fairytale day in my classroom.”

      She gives me an amused look, and I take a seat and will myself not to look behind me.   I can feel him lingering, watching.  It’s making me nervous, and truthfully this wasn’t how I’d envision our first meeting in all this time going.   I swallow hard as I try to get myself under control.  

      “Steph is going to be Goldilocks, right?”  As if she didn’t already have this information. I am pretty sure she is humoring me and trying to help me with this awkward situation.  Thank you, Donna.  She stares at me in my outfit for a second and then smiles. “You make a beautiful Riding Hood. I bet the kids will love seeing you dressed up. I can’t wait to come to see them as Mother Goose. Are you hungry, dear? I was about to make Jakey’s favorite, eggs, and bacon. We need to fatten him up now that he is on break from his show. Who knows how long he will stay this time?” 

      I blinked a few times at the sudden change in topic. Wait, did she just say she didn’t know how long he’d stay this time?  What exactly does that mean? This is the first time he’s been home in five years, wasn’t it? So many questions, and I’m not about to ask them.   

      I smile and know I need to get out of there. “No thanks, I’m on my way to meet Matt for our weekly date. I’ll talk to you later.  For good measure, I yell, “Nice seeing you again, Jake,” and I run out the door as fast as I can.    

      Safely inside my car, I feel my whole-body tingle as I slump back against the seat and groan.  I look back and think of the man who’s standing inside there.  I am in so much trouble. When it comes to Jake Woods, I throw caution to the window and don’t listen to the warning bells, the ones that assure me I’m going to be in for a world of hurt again.  

      I sit there for a moment before I pull away.  I can’t believe that we almost kissed, that I got to touch him again. It was like a dream.  I drive the car away from the curb and only glance once in my rearview at the yellow house where the only man I have only love has returned to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Jake

          

        

      

    

    
      I walk to the living room window and lean against it as I watch Cassie drive away.  The warmth of the sun warms the window frame against my hands and yet I still feel cold.  There is something missing in my life, and I’m pretty sure that that something just walked out my door.  Even now all I can think about is how much I wanted to kiss her and bring her closer to me. I can feel myself getting hard. I shift to get more comfortable.  She is as beautiful as ever, and I can’t believe I messed the entire thing up. In my defense, I was just a stupid kid back then. Hurt that she wouldn’t come to Hollywood with me to pursue our dreams. Hurt that that kiss felt final as she put me on the plane. She never asked me to stay. I would have stayed if she’d asked. It is too late for what ifs though. I have to find a way to get her back in my life.

      I can see her sitting in her car, head thrown back against the seat. Is she as shaken as I am? Did seeing me again stir old feelings inside her as they did me? I’ve been restless of late out in LA. Needing and wanting a change. I thought my monthly visit to my mom would help some of my anxiety about being far from home, but it hasn’t.  No, that happened when I first saw who walked through the door. There was a calm that I haven’t felt in a very long time that settled over me when I first saw her. I could have easily avoided her as I had successfully done for the last five years, but something in me told me to approach her.  Claim her.  Right the fuck up that happened all those years ago.

      “She hasn’t changed much, has she?” I ask, turning toward Mom. She’s dressed in her familiar style of yoga pants and t-shirt. She says if she doesn’t get dressed as soon as she wakes up, she doesn’t consider herself ready for the day.  I do smile as I look down at her feet and see she’s barefoot.  She hates shoes and only wears them when it’s necessary. 

      Mom walks up to the window as Cassie drives off “Cassie has always been a lovely girl. I have met few people who are as strong as she is. Taking care of her mother, coming to check on me every day. She’s something special.”

      I can’t help but smile. “Yeah, that sounds just like her.” I try to be casual as I ask, “Is she dating anyone? I heard he mention a date with a Mark or something?”  

      Mom smiles at me in that same familiar way she used to when I was little and she knew I was bullshitting her, and I know she has me all figured out. Damn it. “You’re not fooling anyone, Jacob Michael Woods.  She was on her way to her weekly staff meeting with Principal Wheeler.” 

      “Wait, old man Wheeler? Our tenth-grade history teacher, Mr. Wheeler? I didn’t know he became a principal.”

      “Became principal about a year ago. Hired Cassie right out of college. The kids adore her.  He does these meetings every week. Says he wants to check in with his staff...”

      Mom keeps talking but I’m not listening. My thoughts are elsewhere. I am picturing the woman I had somehow convinced a few years back to go to the pond behind our houses and take a midnight swim with me.  She was perfect, her hair shining in the moonlight. Her beauty always captivated me, but her mind was next level. I pictured her today in that Little Red Riding Hood costume and how much I had wished at that moment that I could just strip it off her.  My lips were mere inches from hers, and I knew she would have let me kiss her.  I wanted to kiss her; I should have kissed her. I can still feel her arms around my neck. I loved the feel of them there, like old times but better, more.  I am so stupid.

      I stare out the window at where her car was. Yeah, I still love her and I’m not fooling myself. I never stopped loving her, never stopped thinking of her.  She’s the reason I don’t date and she’s the reason I’m barely seen with anyone.  Cassandra St. James is and always will be my one and only. 

      Now I have to figure out how to convince her I’m not your typical jackass.  That’ll be a bit harder, but if the fact that she didn’t turn around and run when we were close is any indication, I’d say she still has feelings for me too.  Sure, I saw pain, anger, and fear on her face when she first realized I was here, but I also saw lust, want, and--dare I say love--in her eyes too.   I’m glad Mom stepped in when she did or who knows what would have happened. I wouldn’t have minded where we were headed but until we talked and really talked, I can’t afford for anything to happen.  Cassie needs to know how I feel and how I’ve always felt.  We need to put the past and the hurt behind us. 

      Cassie becoming a preschool teacher isn’t surprising.  Her big dream was to always become a Hollywood writer, but teaching was something she was good at.  In high school she would spend her time volunteering with the younger kids, teaching them to read or help them with math.  I pause as I think about it. Was the only reason she wanted to be a big bad Hollywood writer is because I wanted to go to Hollywood? Maybe what I thought was our dream was really only mine. Maybe teaching was her real dream.  She loves children.  We used to lay at the pond and dream about our future together and how many kids we’d have. Then I went and screwed it all up.

      Not much time has passed since I fell into my daydream and my mom has wondered back into the kitchen.  I need to apologize and by the time on the clock, I have a few hours to practice and not fuck it up.  This is going to be the biggest task of my life.  Much bigger and harder than landing my first movie and so much more important.  Somehow, someway, I need to make her mine again. 

      The world I live in now is vastly different from the world she comes from, that I used to come from. I didn’t realize, when I first left, that within five years Jake Woods would become a known name.  I am now on a popular tv show and have five high profile movies and a few tv appearances under my belt.  I know I am lucky, and I am thankful every day, but it really isn’t enough anymore.   Right now, what I really want is Cassie to share it all with because nothing matters as much as winning her over.  I’m not sure how I can bring her into my life without overwhelming her.  I know there’ll be talk about us, about her.  None of it fair but while I am strong enough to withstand whatever bullshit is said, I’m not sure Cassie is.  She’s never really left the safety and comfort of this small town.  How can I ask her to become a part of my world, knowing the hate she is going to get from my fans, the scrutiny she will be under from the media, and all the rest that goes with being with someone as high profile as me?

      I am resolved to make us work, but I need to go work on my plan.  Step one is to apologize.  So, after school when she gets home, that’s what I’ll do. 

      “Hey, Mom,” I yell, heading toward the steps. “I’m going up to my room. What time did you say school let out?” I don’t care if she knows that I want her back, I kind of want the entire town to know. No, I want the entire world to know.  We belong together. I’ve just got to convince her of that.

      “I’m heading over around one; did you want to come with?” she calls back from the kitchen.

      Did I want to go? Yes. Was it a good idea? No. I didn’t want to show up and have all the attention focused on me. No, I couldn’t do that to Cass. I can’t risk doing anything that she would end up hating me more for, not if I want her back. 

      “I’m good; just want to know what time she’ll be home. I think it’s time for us to have a talk, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “I’m glad to hear you say that, Jake.  You don’t even know how much,” she said, coming out of the kitchen. “You finally coming to your senses about that girl then?” I know that look too, that ‘I’m glad you’re done being a dumbass’ look.   

      “Yeah, Mom, I do believe I am.  Just really upset that it took me so long to do it.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up.” She hugs me. “The most important thing is you realized it now.  Cassie usually gets home somewhere after three-thirty.  Depends on what she needs to do at the school or if she has errands to run. 

      I give her a kiss on the cheek before I head up the stairs.  Now to figure out how to make sure she sees me when she gets home. Will she avoid me given me the chance or will our orbits make it harder for her to resist me? I have no intentions of resisting her.  Not now, not ever again.  We need to talk, and the sooner the better.
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      I let out a shaky breath as I pull into my parking spot at the school. I sit, trying to get my body under control, but all I can think about is his body close to mine, his lips close to mine. I can’t believe he almost kissed me. I would have let him kiss me. I needed him to kiss me. I have to stop thinking about him, about what almost was. I let my mind wonder back to five years ago after we heard about my mother’s diagnosis and he convinced me to go to the pond with him. Our place; so many things had happened there. Kisses, late night talks, just sitting and being together. That broad chest naked as he was about to jump into the cool water.  He never knew how much that night meant to me. After hearing about mother, I was drowning, and Jake was my lifeline. At the time I wanted to hold onto him for dear life. I had never wanted to let go, but he and I weren’t meant to be.    

      I jump at the knock on the window. I draw a ragged breath and look up. Standing there is Steph. “Hey, Red Riding Hood, we’re going to be late,” she says, opening my car door. 

      I groan when she calls me Red Riding Hood. I will never be able to wear this outfit again or read the story without thinking about him.  Taking a deep breath, I get out of the car and look at Steph with her blonde hair in ringlets. 

      “You look beautiful, Goldilocks,” I say, looking her over. “I need to tell you something, but you can’t say anything to anyone. Come on, let’s get to our classroom.” I grab her arm and start to run. 

      As we approach the classroom, I see Matt come out of his office and give me a look. I smile, wave, and say, “We’ll be back in time for the meeting.” I keep pulling Steph behind me until we step into our room and shut our door, then I leave her and peeked out the window, checking to make sure no one can hear us.

      “Cassie, what is going on?  Oh no, is it your mom?” she asks with a look of fright on her face.

      “No, Mother’s last scan showed that there still isn’t any cancer. She’s good.  This is much more serious.” I hesitate. She has been with me not only through the good times with Jake, but also the horrible break up, if you could call it a breakup, and let me cry on her shoulder when I realized he was never coming back to me, that I had lost him. I can’t tell my mother, not with what she was going through and because she never liked him. Taking a deep breath, I say, “I ran into Jake this morning.”

      Steph stares at me with her mouth open for a minute and says, “Jake? You're Jake? What? Where? How?” 

      As I am about to tell Steph everything, we hear the secretary on the loudspeaker. “It’s time for the meeting. All staff should begin to make their way to the front of the building.” Steph gives me a tentative look and we walk to the front together.

      “After school, the shop?” I ask her before Matt begins to talk.  She shakes her head yes and squeezes my shoulder. This will be the last time we get to talk until after school.
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        * * *

      

      After school, Steph grabs me, and we go to our favorite tea shop, “Sweet Tea”, run by no other than Amelia Sweet, our other best friend.  We step inside and while Steph goes to order, I find a tiny booth to sit at in the back of the shop.  I hear the whispers around me.

      “I heard Jake is back,” the voice from my right says.

      “Oh my god, did you hear that Jake Woods is in town? He is to die for,” a teenager somewhere up front exclaims.

      “Did you see his last movie? It was great,” some guy near the counter who is attempting to be quiet says. 

      I smile to myself. This is typical. Most people are excited to have a celebrity in the town and really Jake is from here, so it is more exciting. They don’t know him like I do though. They don’t know what a low-down rotten asshole he truly is.  I’m not expecting the surge of anger, but I’m not surprised by it either. I have said those words multiple times over the years. I have meant them every time and refuse to take them back. Furthermore, I am really upset that when I saw him today, I was willing, okay, more than willing, to throw it all away for his touch. I am disgusted with myself. 

       “Here you go, one tea with two sugars and milk.” Steph shakes her head as she hands it to me.

      “So, sue me. I like the tea the way my grandma made it,” I say, taking a sip.

      “Okay, so he’s back obviously,” she says looking around at the murmurs. “What happened?”

      I tell her everything. How he watched me when I walked into his mom’s house, how he made me quiver with longing. The way he was devouring me with his eyes and that he was about to kiss me until Donna walked in and caught us, me with my arms around his neck and him with his arms around my waist, pulling me in.

      “How do you feel about it all?  Seeing him again? Being inches away from him?” she asks, taking a sip of her own tea with honey.    

      Taking a deep breath, I reply, “Truthfully, I would have let him do anything he wanted to me at that moment. I would have happily kissed him; I would have happily gone upstairs with him. My arms were already around him; I was putty in his hands.  All he would have had to do was ask. Right now, though, I’m angry.  How could he do this to me? He left me. He decided on his own that we were done. He decided that during one of the hardest times in my life that we were through. He was supposed to be my rock while my mother and I went through that; instead, he disappeared and ripped my heart out in the process. I understand he wanted to live out his dream and I could respect that, but he also killed mine or at least the part where he and I were together forever,” I finish on a whisper, looking down. It is the first time in five years that I’ve admitted to anyone how much his ghosting me had hurt me.  They saw me cry, but really the scars ran much deeper than that.  

      “That’s settled then; you just need to stay away from him. Maybe you are finally ready to move on,” Steph says, squeezing my hand. “I know a few nice men I could set you up with.” 

      “Yeah, maybe.” I doubt it, but I can’t really admit the feelings to myself or Steph. 

      It will be easy to stay away from him until he left. He is a movie star. He won’t want to go far from his mom’s and now that he is home, I don’t need to check in on her every day; he’ll be right there if she needs anything. Yeah, staying away will be easy.
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      I am sitting outside on our front porch just waiting, trying to look as casual as I can. I usually choose not to be so out in the open when I’m home, but I just want some fresh air. I can’t even convince myself of that lie, let alone anyone who knows me. I want to see Cassie. I know what time she usually gets home; Mom had told me. She hadn’t come home right after school, which means that she is probably stuck at the school or out with Steph. I know I have a window of about two hours, depending on what she is doing, and hour number two is about to be up when I hear her old car come down the road.   My heart lodges itself into my throat. I need to see her again. The only thing I have done today, except the odds and ends around the house for my mom, is think and dream about Cassie.

      I watch her pull up to the curb and I stand up, waiting for her to notice me.  I watch her climb out of her car and sigh, duck back in, and bring out multiple bags and that red cape. I lose focus for a second when I picture her in nothing else but that red cape, laying on the bed with me hovering over her.  I shake my head and wait for her to spot me.  She walks right into her house and doesn’t even give me a glance.  What the hell?  I don’t know what to do. I have not been ignored like this since, since… since Cassie was pissed at me for falling asleep during that movie marathon she really wanted to see at the park, and I snored through it, ruining the movie for her when we were eighteen. And if I remember correctly, she poured her lemonade over my head.  What I hadn’t told her was that I had been up most of the night before finding an apartment for us.  That was a month before we were to leave for California together.  That was the night I decided that I wanted to ask her to marry me instead of waiting like I had originally planned. That was never to be, and I have nothing but regrets about it.  I should have asked her. We could have made it work. Right now, I have more important things to take care of than to wallow in my regrets and self-pity. Damn it, that woman has a lot to answer for. Doesn’t she know who I am?  The fact that she does know who I am is more than likely the problem.

      I rush over to her house and pound on her door.  I start to speak before I see who even opens the door “Really, Cass, that’s…” My voice dies to a whisper when I see who it is. “I’m sorry, Mrs. St. James. I was looking to talk to Cassie.” I am shocked how small and frail Mrs. St. James looks. I know she had cancer, but at one point I forbade my mother from talking about her or Cassie. My heart couldn’t take it, and I hung up on my mom a few times when she tried to interject them into the conversation. 

      “Jake, it’s so good to see you,” she says with a smile that doesn’t meet her eyes.

      “How are you feeling, Mrs. St. James?” I ask politely.

      “Rebecca, please, and I’m doing fine. Doctor says that I’m still in remission, but I know Cassie worries. I love her but I wish she would worry less and go have more fun.  She has taken really good care of your mom and me though,” she says with a pointed look. “Anyway, if you want to talk to her, she is in the treehouse.”

      “Thank you, Mrs… Rebecca. I just want to talk to her and put things right,” I say, trying not to give too much away, at least not to her.  Never to her; I remember what she was like when we were younger.

      “You always were a sweet boy, but Cassie is strong and can take care of herself. Go talk to her though; maybe you two can be friends at least,” she says with almost a sneer.

      With that I walk around back to the big tree and look up.  The treehouse is massive. It has been there forever, the last thing her dad built for her before he passed away. A lot has happened in that treehouse; good things and bad things. What is one more?

      “Cass!!” I yell and wait; no answer. “I know you’re in there, your mom already ratted you out.” Still no answer. “Okay, I’m coming up.” I start to climb. When I get to the top, I see her sitting there, looking out the back window that faces the pond.  Is she thinking about the pond as fondly as I had earlier? Remembering what we were, what we meant to each other? “Damn it, Cass!” I start, but she puts up her hand.

      “Jake, I don’t want to talk to you.  Let’s just leave us in the past where we belong. Seeing you again brings it all back up. The hurt, the anger, all the other feelings,” she says, flipping her hand as if to bat those other feelings away. “I don’t want to relive it, and I can’t imagine you want to relive it either.” She stands up and starts to move toward the exit.  I panic; we can’t leave it like this.  I won’t let us leave it like this.

      I slide down the wall, blocking the only exit in the room unless she goes out the window.  With a sigh, I look at her. “I don’t blame you for hating me, Cass. Hell, I hate me enough for both of us.  I think we need to talk about it though. I’ll sit here and you can have the entire rest of the treehouse.” 

      I watch with fascination as she tries not to smile. “This seems very familiar and convenient. I remember you doing this back then too.  Blocking my way out so I have no choice but to listen. Sure, I get the entire treehouse, but you get what you want from me too. I can’t just storm off and am forced to listen until you decide I can go.”

      “No one ever said I didn’t know what I was doing. We need to talk, and this is an effective way to make you do that. We need to settle this between us so we can move on, whatever moving on looks like.”

      She sighs and slides down the wall on the other side of the room. “Fine, but I get to start.” She puts her head in her hands and I almost bolt. I’m not sure I am ready for what she is about to say but I have to stay, and I have to listen. She looks up, right into my eyes, and I was never more scared than at that moment. “First I want you to know I hate you. I have never said those words to anyone, but Jake Woods, I hate you more than anyone in this entire world.” 

      I close my eyes so the tears won’t come, and I let her have her say. It was a bad idea to start this, and now I have no choice but to sit here and listen.
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      I take a deep breath and look at him.  I see the pain in his eyes. I’m sure he can see the pain in mine. 

      “I have hated you for so long. When I saw you today in your mom’s house, all types of feelings came back. Some wonderful, some painful, most of them torturous.  I saw you on the porch when I got home. I knew you were waiting for me. I’m not sure why you were, but I knew you were there.  The thing is, I know whenever you are close, watching me with that smile on your lips, but right now I need to hate you. I realize that doesn’t sound rational and it makes even less sense, but it’s where I am right now, Jake.  You left, you left me, you left us, you were just gone during one the most heartbreaking times in my life. I had just found out about my mother and you decided to climb on that plane, and it was the last time I heard from you.  I needed you and you weren’t there.” A sob caught me unexpectedly. I watched him go to get up, but I put my hand up again. I looked up at the weather-worn roof of the treehouse and focused my eyes to stare at the plastic stars we had adorned it with until I could get myself back under control. He sat in silence, waiting for what I would say next. “I can’t have you near me right now. If I don’t get this out, then I will go on hating you forever, and I don’t want that. It’s such a toxic way to live and I need to move on from you, from us.  I want you to know how much you hurt me. I realize that I hurt you too. I’m not saying this is all your fault. We had plans and I just backed out. Years of planning down the drain.   I could have figured out a way to make us work. I could have tried harder to get into contact with you, but I gave up. My life was hard during that time. School, work, appointments for Mom. I couldn’t….” I stop to catch my breath again and to stop myself from crying. “I couldn’t be everything to everyone. I loved you and I just threw it all away, but you threw it all away too.  You didn’t try either.” I stop.

      He looks at me; his eyes have gone glassy sometime during my speech.  He turns his head toward the window that is beside him and looks out of it, at what I don’t know, but his eyes are no longer on me. “You had a good reason, Cass. Your mom was just diagnosed with cancer and I was mad at you for leaving me. I was selfish. I let you go, and I was wrong, so very wrong.  I forbade anyone to talk about you. I cut ties with everyone here and I threw myself into my work. Sure, I became some big shot movie star but where did that really leave me? I’ll tell you where. Without you.  I was a damn fool. I should have stayed. I could have stayed, there was nothing out there more important than you.” He turns to face me again. “I’m sorry, Cass. When you needed me the most, I just bailed and tried to forget you. It was easy to forget that I hurt you, it was easy to fall into work, it was way easier than it should have been.  I didn’t want to face your mom dying. I didn’t want to watch you become a shell of yourself as you watched your mom die. I couldn’t watch you go through that loss again, not after I watched what you went through with your dad. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad she’s doing well.  I need you to know I didn’t come back because your mom is doing better.” He holds up his hand as I take a breath.

      He sits up straighter and waits.  It takes me a few long moments as I am trying to steady myself.  I need to hear what he is about to tell me, but I am scared too. I don’t want what he is about to say affect me, but it is going to. No matter what he says at this moment, it is going to change my life somehow. I take another steadying breath, and my hazel eyes meet his brown ones.

       “There’s many reasons I came back, but there’s one important one that I will always come back for. You,” he says simply. “I came back because I missed you.  I can’t get you out of my head. There is no way I ever could or would want to. You were always my weakness, but I understand you hating me.  I hate me more than anyone will ever realize. If we could go back, I would do everything differently, but that’s not the case.  We can’t go back because we would be different now. What we can do is just move forward. I promise you I will be better from here on out.”  He stands up.  “There was another reason I stayed away.” He turns his back as he is about to leave “As I became a star out there, I didn’t want anyone to come here and find out about you and hound you while you were dealing with your mom; it wouldn’t have been fair to either of you.  I chose this life, you didn’t, so I didn’t want to drag you into it without your consent.  It’s why I didn’t come home to see my mom much and when I did, I would go about it so stealthy. I have been home once a month since I left, and no one knew. Mom and I decided to keep it a secret. You never wondered why she asked you to stay away one weekend a month? Why she would stay holed up in her house?  Didn’t you ever wonder? Getting home was an adventure. I would drive to an airport far from LA, get dropped off at a small airport about an hour from here, and then I’d drive the car I kept in long term parking home just so no one followed me or find out where I was going. That’s the life I live. That’s the life I signed up for.  I didn’t want you mixed up in that.  I need you to know, Cassie, I still love you and I hope one day you won’t hate me anymore.” With that, he climbs down the steps and I put my head down and start to cry. “But I will completely understand if you do.” 

      With those parting words he just gets up and leaves.  Walks right on me again.

      So many thoughts are going through my head.  I can’t tell what the truths or the lies were anymore. I don’t know how to feel or what to think.  What I want to do was curl up into a ball and just go back to how it was before him, how it’s been for the last five years. I was happy.  

      I have so many emotions swirling around in my head and I give into the tears.  Crying more now than I had back when he first left. I always thought we were meant to be together. Instead he stomped on my heart and walked away.

      I’m not going to give into his pleas.  I am going to forget Jake Woods ever existed.  I am going to forget that he ever meant anything to me. It is time to move on.   With everything settled in my mind, I look around the treehouse that once held so many dreams and memories and decide it is time to get someone to take it down. I’m not twelve anymore and life isn’t a fairytale.  With that, I sit on the makeshift bed and close my eyes.
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      As I get to the bottom of the treehouse, I hear her sobbing. I almost turn around and go back to her. I want to go back to her but now isn’t the right time. We each had ripped old wounds open and those wounds would now need time to heal.  It would have been easy to rush back to her, but we both need time.  Time to process everything that happened, everything that was said.  I reach my hand into my hair and give it a tug.  I did what I had to do. As I turn to head back to my mom’s house, I hear the desperation in her sobs. I can picture her body shaking as she cries. The ball is now in her corner.  Telling her how I felt, how I’d always felt, was good for my soul. I feel the demons that had sat on my chest this entire time retreat, never to be seen again. Now I have to wait and either I will die a slow death, she will come back, or I will be able to move on. I had to tell her though. I need her to know how I felt, how I feel.  I walk slowly back to my mom’s, hoping she will come chasing after me. By the time I make it to the back door, I have to force myself to walk into the kitchen.  She didn’t come chasing after me and I am pretty sure she isn’t going to.

      “Hey, Mom,” I say and heave a big sigh.

      “Rebecca said you were talking to Cassie. From the look on your face, I’m going to guess it didn’t go as you planned?” my mom says, looking out at the treehouse across the yard.

      “Actually, Mom, it went like I expected it to.  We said what needed to be said. Now, I either need a stiff drink or to go to bed,” I say, sitting down at the table. 

      “I’m sorry, Jake. It couldn’t have been easy for either of you to open up about your past,” my mom says, coming up behind me and putting her arms around my shoulders. “I’m glad you talked about it, but I love you both and I just want you both to be happy, no matter what that looks like.” 

      I smile and hug her arms. “I just want the best for both of us too, whatever that might look like in the future.  I just wish I could change the past. I was stupid.” 

      I feel my mom smile into my hair. “You can’t change the past and you really wouldn’t want to if you could. I don’t know where either of you would be if you both continued with your plans.  It’s better to live in the now and dream of the future you want.  You both are strong, and maybe being apart was what you needed.  After all you both are older now, you know what you want or don’t want; you’ll figure it out.  Sometimes we need to go through heartache to become the person we are meant to be.  I hope you get all your dreams but if you don’t, know you gave it your best shot.” She kisses my head like she did when I was a little kid and goes back to what she was doing.

      “Thanks, Mom.  Right now, I need to go get some sleep and I need to figure out when I’m going to leave.  I’m thinking of making this an extended stay.” I get up and go upstairs to the room I’ve had since I was a kid.

      As soon as I close my eyes, all I can see was Cass doubled over in pain and sobbing.  I don’t think that sound will ever leave me.  It isn’t the first time that I have ever seen her cry like that, but to know I am the one to cause her that amount of pain is unbearable for my soul.  What kind of a person am I to do that to someone, to do that to her? I am lower than low, and I hate myself more in that moment than I ever thought was possible.  Eventually, I fall asleep and I dream of Cassie. I always dream of Cassie, but this time the dream is different.  This time she walks away from me in the dream and never looks back. I see it so perfectly, her in a faceless guy’s arms, lips pressed to him, her in a white dress smiling at him, her stomach round with his child, and during it all I am just standing on the outside. Whoever the fucker is, I hate him.  That dream guts me and I sit up, dripping in sweat. Somehow, I need to win her back, and fuck if I know how I was going to do that, but I am going to give it my best try.  With that last thought in my head, I settle back onto my pillows and close my eyes once more. 

      The morning is brutal as I am jarred awake by the sun streaming into my bedroom window. There isn’t enough caffeine in the world to stop this sleep deprivation hangover I have from tossing and turning all night, thinking and dreaming about Cass.  I sit at the table as my mom puts piles of food in front of me. I can’t eat a single thing, I just want to know that Cass is okay, but I can’t just walk over there, not after last night. I can’t just wait out front again; by now the news that I am home will have spread and people will be looking for me. Thankfully, I have David, my friend and manager, already on his way to me. I have already given him the heads up that I have been spotted. He will be able to help me get ahead of this and make it safe for me to stay because I refuse to go anywhere until I win her over. 

      “Mom, I can’t eat this much.  I think I’m going to go up to my room and lay low for a bit. David and Devon are on their way.  The news that I’m home has hit the media,” I say when my phone starts pinging every few seconds with news stories, gossip, and--my favorite--“where’s Jake” segments. 
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      It’s mid-morning by the time I'm awake.  I didn’t mean to fall asleep in the treehouse.   It’s not something I normally do. Thinking back to last night, I feel the tears again, but I had to let him go.  If for nothing else than to save my own sanity.  I keep replaying his words in my head.  How dare he come back after five years and tell me he still loves me, how dare he decide that he is going to come back into my life like this?

      I let the tears slide down my face silently as I stare out the window toward the pond. Our pond. I haven’t been back there in five years, not since the night he left.  The sun warms my face as the memories assault me.  The first time when we were six and we discovered the pond, then when we were twelve and my father died, he had rushed to the pond to see me sitting there just looking out at it. He sat beside me and just held me; it was that moment I thought I had found my forever.  Sixteen when we sat there, and he confessed that he loved me, and we had our first kiss. The many kisses that followed.  When we were eighteen and it was graduation night, and I gave myself to him beside the pond.

      We dreamed of our future there.  Buying the house the pond belonged to, getting married, having a family.

      They are no longer dreams, they can’t be. Now they are just memories.  I bend my head down toward the worn floor of the treehouse.  Maybe it is time to consider tearing it down too.  I feel the tears start again.

      Lifting my head back up to the window to stare at the pond once more, I see a figure with a camera look around and sneak toward the back of Donna’s house. I watch the guy sneak to the bushes and duck low.  They must have found out he was home.  He was seen on his front porch waiting for me after work yesterday, I can almost guarantee it. Maybe I should call Donna and warn her?  I watch the guy lift his camera and point it to a curtained window and, as I am about to call Donna, I watch a guy crash into him.

       Before I can take a breath, my phone is ringing from a number I didn’t recognize. 

      “Hello,” I say into it.

      “Cass, thank god. Are you okay?”

      I look at my phone and then out the window again. Is he watching me? How does he have my number?

      “I’m fine.  I gotta go, bye.” I hang up the phone quickly.   I actually hang up the phone on Jake. Maybe now that everything is out in the open, I am finally moving on.

      I stare out the window for a bit longer, watching the blue and red lights come down the street, watching them handcuff the guy.

      I hear rustling of leaves to my right and I am confused and scared. Just then, I watch as Jake appears in the window.

       “What are you doing?” I whisper yell at him.   

      “You hung up so fast and I figured you were still out here, so I thought I’d come check on you.” He gives me that lopsided grin as he climbs through the window.  He looks around before he starts talking.  “This brings back some memories. How many nights did I climb through this window just to see you?” He sits beside me just out of the way of the window and looks out. I watch as his eyes get big as we watch another guy come from behind my house, tip toeing his with a camera. 

      “How did you not get noticed?” I whisper, realizing we are much too close and shifting back away from him. 

      He smiles as he reaches for me. “I’ve been climbing through that three and that window for a very long time, baby, and I know how to be quiet when I need to be.”

      I move away from him quickly before he can touch me. 

      “No, Jake. We can’t do this. I won’t do this.” I take a deep breath and look at him again.  “Last night we finally both cleared the air, and we were both in the wrong but I’m sorry, I need to move on,” I tell him, getting up and dusting myself off. Heading toward the trap door.

      “Cass…” He starts but I stop him.

      “No, now is not the time for this discussion. Maybe the next time you are in town we can maybe see each other, but right now I need time to think and be away from you.  Bye, Jake, have a great life” 

      There is a commotion outside the window, and I watch the big burly man take down the other photographer; off in the distance I hear the police sirens again.

      “Looks like they got them, and you can go back now. I mean it, Jake. I hope you find happiness,” I say, and I make my way to the ladder and back to my house.

       As I climb down the ladder to head back to the house, I can’t help it as I feel the tears silently fall again.  I don’t want to head back to the house still crying, as my mother will ask too many questions and demand too many answers.   I can hear her now. “I told you, Cassandra, that boy was no good for you. You were smart to stay here, you were smart to leave him. He would have brought you nothing but heartache.” 

      As much as I love my mother, I wish she would just butt out of my life, but she isn’t known to do that. I can’t help but think maybe she is right though.  Maybe staying here is the smart path. It is the safer option anyway. 

      I sigh as I wipe the tears away and head through the backdoor, hoping to not run into her as I head down the hall toward my bedroom. I am determined to forget about Jake Woods, at least for a little while.
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      I just stare as she crosses to the trap door, opens it, and disappears. I am completely and utterly stunned. How can she just casually walk away from me like that? That girl means everything to me, and she just walks away with her “maybe we can get together next time” speech. Well, fuck that. I’m not going to just give up like that. Somehow, someway I need to win her back. 

      I climb down from the tree house and go around back to my mom’s place. I walk into the room to see David and Devon standing in the kitchen.

      “Jake, I thought you were upstairs,” my mom says, turning around as I came in.

      “I went to check on Cassie,” I say, still feeling bewildered. “She was in the tree house when the two guys came onto the property and I wanted to make sure she was okay.

      My mind wonders back to the treehouse and to Cassie.  I am still bewildered and can’t get her words out of my head. “I hope you find happiness.”  I’m not going to find happiness without her. I need her back in my life. The realization of what to do hits me like a ton of bricks. 

      “How long do I have until I have to go back to the set?” I ask David as I turn toward him.

      “A few weeks at least.” He gives me a puzzled look. “Why?”

      “Good. Devon, how many men do you have with you?”  I ask, ignoring David’s question.

      “Enough to keep my eyes on you and someone with your mom at all times,”  he says, giving me a look.

       “I need someone on Cassie too.  She won’t need someone trailing her at all times, but I don’t want anyone to know any of you are there or that she is being followed or even that she knows me as more than “the neighbor.”  We can station someone at the back of the houses so that no one can get on the properties.” I say, laying out my plan.  Cassie will be safe when she is in her classroom.  I don’t have to worry about that. I need her to be safe though, and I have the two resources to make sure she is. “Boys,” I say, “welcome home, we’ll be here until I have to go back.”  Hopefully, I won’t be going back alone this time; hopefully a certain brunette with hazel eyes and a killer smile will be coming with me.  

      “Jake, who exactly is this Cassie woman if she’s not just your neighbor?” David asks, giving me a look I refuse to acknowledge.

      Devon has a big grin on his face.  These are the two closest people I trust in LA, but they still work for me. If we weren’t friends, I would have wiped that smug look off his face. “I saw her. Man, if you hadn’t claimed that, I would have given it a chance.”

      My mom looks shocked. “You can’t talk about Cassie that way,” she says. 

      I give Devon a hard look. No one talks about Cassie that way. “Talk like that about her again and I will fire your ass on the spot.”

      Devon gives me an even bigger grin and I realize he gave David exactly the information he wanted to know. I groan.  This is not how this was supposed to go.

      I give Devon a hard look before I sit down.

      “It doesn’t matter what we are or what we were, right now I just want her protected.  Her mom too.  I don’t want anyone on these properties who don’t belong here.  That includes and write this down.” I look at Devon. “Besides the four of us, Stephanie Carter and Amelia Sweet. Those are Cass’s best friends, and they are to have access to either house if they want. Is there anyone else you can think of mom?” 

      “No, I think that’ll cover it, but Jake, what if Cassie goes on a date?”  Mom askes, giving me a knowing look.

      Fuck that. I am seeing red and jealousy rears its ugly head.  No, that isn’t happening.  The only dates Cassie is going on for the next few weeks are ones with me, period.  I’m not going to let some guy try to swoop in and claim her for her own.  That is not happening, ever. She is fighting it, but she is mine and I’m not giving her up again. 

      “No one but the approved names.  I don’t want some guy trying to go through her to get to me.”

      “I thought people didn’t need to know anything but that she’s your neighbor,” David says, making air quotes.  “What if she doesn’t want your protection either? Maybe she just wants to be the neighbor.”

      Not going to happen. She was and always will be so much more than the neighbor.  “I don’t care, she’s getting a bodyguard on her except while in school.  No one is to get close to her house. No guy is to get close to her while she’s out. She’s going to be pissed at me but until I leave,” hopefully, with us figured out, “she will be protected, like it or not.” I saw with a finality that I didn’t feel.  Cass is going to kick my ass when she finds out what I have done, and she will find out eventually.  She is going to notice someone following her. 

      Me: Be prepared someone will be following you but no one will know but you.

      Cassie:  I don’t want or need your protection.

      Me: Look, humor me on this one, please.  I don’t want someone trying to use you because you know me.

      Cassie: Fine but I’m not going to like it. I don’t know why anyone would think anything about us besides we’re neighbors.

      Me: This is Andersonville.  People know we were together, and they might talk to the wrong person and that person would and could take advantage of that knowledge.

      Cassie: Ugh. I don’t like you but if you think it’ll help.

      Me: It’ll make me feel better.

      With that our conversation abruptly ends. She might hate me but at least I’ll be able to breathe easier knowing she is protected.
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      Me: Sweet Tea’s in twenty? I’ll buy. 

      I text her after sneaking into my house. 

      Steph: Saw the news, recognized your house.  See you soon. 

      I gather my things and walk toward the kitchen again.  It is old, it looks old, with its faded wallpaper and wood cabinets that can use a coat of paint. One day I will move out of this house but not yet. I see my mother sitting in her spot at the table. I blush. She knows. I don’t know what she knows, but she knows. 

      “So,” she says, tapping the rim of her coffee mug, “you spent all night in the treehouse. You haven’t done that since you were a teen.” 

      Still blushing and not liking what she is insinuating because of course she knows about it. “It wasn’t like that, Mother. I was alone most of the night”

      She gives me a look. “He came here first, you know. I never liked that boy, Cassandra. Have you forgotten that he broke your heart?”

      “He just wanted to talk. It’s over anyway.  It’s been over, you know that.” I sit down in my chair, feeling like a little kid again and not the grownup I pretend to be.

      I’m not prepared to tell her all of it. I know what she’ll say, and I don’t want to hear it from her this morning.

      “So that wasn’t him I just watched climb down the treehouse step?” She gives me a look; I know that look.  She isn’t a fan of Jake’s. I understand why but I don’t have to like it or agree. I am an adult. 

      Of course, he went out that way and not the way he came in.  I sigh and look at her.  “He came to make sure I was okay after two guys with cameras were waiting for him. They know he’s home now”

      “I will never forgive him for what he did to you, Cassie. He made us look like fools. Now the big bad Hollywood star is back and thinks he’s going to take you away from everything you have here. I won’t allow it,” she says, tapping her coffee cup again.  

       “I know, Mom, you don’t have to worry. I’m not going anywhere.  I have a good job and friends here. I don’t need anything else.” I say. I love my mom but sometimes it is easier if I just agree with her. I know she loves me too but ever since my dad died, it is harder for her to think about me leaving. So, it is best to agree with her than rock the boat; besides, where would I go?  “I’m meeting Steph at Sweet Tea; can I bring you anything back for lunch?” I get up and move down the hallway to get ready and hear her yell to bring her back her favorite sandwich and a tall iced tea. 

      When I step into Sweet Tea thirty minutes late, Steph and Amelia are waiting for me.  They have been with me through it all, best friends forever, the three musketeers. I love these two more than anything. 

      “So, everyone knows Jake is home,” Steph says tentatively. 

      I shake my head in the affirmative.

      “Want to tell us about it?” Amelia asks.

      A strange sound between a laugh and a cry comes out of my mouth. “No.”

       I watch as they laugh and shake their heads, knowing exactly why we’re here. I sigh and look at them. “He came to see me yesterday; actually, he cornered me in the treehouse.”

      “Didn’t he do that when you two were hot and heavy for each other before?” Amelia says.

       “Yes.” I sigh.  “It was as effective now as it was then. He told me he’s been back once a month to see his mom since he left and didn’t want me to know. Then he told me he still loves me and has left the ball in my court about us. I sort of told him I hate him.” I look down at the table.  Thinking about my life and my choices. I am happy, aren’t I? 

      Steph gives me a serious look. “What do you want from him, Cassie?”

      I think about her question. What do I want from Jake Woods? I know I want his friendship; I want his body over mine, under mine, all over me.  If I am truthful with myself, I want him to love me and me to love him. What I say is vastly different from my thoughts.  “I’m not clear yet what I want from him.  After all these years I really want peace between us, that’s as much as I know at this moment.” I look at them and they are staring at me with mouths open.   

      The bell over the door rings and I don’t think much of it. Sweet Tea is a favorite of all the locals.  Then I hear the unmistakable voice of the man we are discussing. I turn around and watch him walk to a table along with two big guys clad in all black. One has on a black shirt and pants. The other one is in a black suit.  I barely notice. My eyes are firmly on one man and I wait for him to turn around and find me because I know he will. Whenever we are in the same area he always does.  I’m not disappointed, his eyes search for me and then they lock onto me. At that moment I realize that forgetting him and moving on is going to be harder than I thought.  Secretly, and I will admit this to no one ever, I know what I want, and it is most definitely to be back in his arms.  He was always my rock; I love that man more than I thought possible.  I’m not ready to give in yet though.  I’m not ready to forgive our past. Maybe the next time he rolls through town I will be, but for now I am going to attempt to move on with my life and forget about him.  Then maybe we can start as friends again.

      I am startled when I hear, “Well, now.”

      Slowly I turn and see Steph watching me. “I think you have your answer,” she says, eyes flickering toward Jake.  “Question is, what are you going to do about it?” 

      I’m not sure and I don’t know yet, but I need to decide soon.
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      As soon as I step into Sweet Tea, I notice the trio in the back. Memories of them together when we were kids and then in high school assault me.  I am sure if Cass hates me so do her two best friends.  I smile as we find seats and David goes to give our order to the cashier.   

      There is no doubt in my mind that Cassie is pissed at me.  If looks could kill and all that.  I can’t turn away though and the guys take notice.  David glances over at the table were Amelia, Steph, and Cassie stand. He turns around to me with a smile on his face. “I understand why her now.”

      “Do you?  I wonder which of those three knock outs you are looking at because I’m going to guess that it’s not the one you think.  Those three girls have all been friends forever. When I was trying to get Cassie to notice me when we were younger, they made my life hell.” I smile at the memory. “The pretty blonde is Steph, that’s Cassie’s best friend in the entire world. Those two were always together and from what I’ve found out, still are. They met and became best friends when we were in third grade. They now work together as co-teachers in their preschool classroom.  The pretty library type with the glasses and red hair, she came along around fourth grade and those two welcomed her with open arms. That’s Amelia Sweet as in Sweet Tea the shop you are currently standing in.  The gorgeous brunette is Cassandra; everyone here knows we’ve dated practically our whole lives. Though it didn’t become official until we were in high school.” I steal another glance over at the trio and see the fury in Cassie’s eyes.  Shit, I am in some serious trouble. I need to figure out a plan quickly.

      David looks at the trio and says, “The brunette is stunning, but I figured the blonde was more your type.  She’s something else.” I watch as he clears his throat and turns away from everyone to study the sign next to the door. 

      There is something I am missing but I let it go.  Instead, I drop the bombshell I’ve been waiting to drop since I found out it was still for sale and decided to buy it. “I’m thinking of buying the house that borders my mom’s house in the back,” I say quietly. “I don’t want anyone to know it’s me buying it until it’s done. I figure that it’ll let me be close to Mom, but no one will disturb her anymore when I come home.” Or Cassie, I think. 

      “Jake, it wouldn’t be worth it.  You are hardly ever home, and it would be a waste,” David says, keeping his voice just as low. 

      I can’t tell him that it is for Cassie. She adores that house and if things go the way I want, it is something I can give her.  “I’m thinking about basing myself out of here after the next season is done. Besides, you said I have a month. I’m staying for the month.  I’ll go back to LA when I need to but for now, I’m staying here. This will give Mom some peace and me some room. This is my hometown, so why wouldn’t I have a house here?”  

      “Okay, it’s your money, but we’ll talk about basing yourself out of here. After this season of Prime, you have it made. We need to strike now before your star fades. This show blew up more than anyone realized it would and with you as the lead, people are already beating down the door to get to you.”  I listen to David tell me the same things he has been telling me for the last year. What I really want is to be done with Hollywood. I have plenty of money, I invested wisely, and I just want my simple life back, the life I am meant to live with Cassie.

        I like acting and I am good at it, but it isn’t my end goal.  I got lucky with Prime, it fell into my lap at the right time and the director wanted someone relatively unknown to the tv world. I had a few small projects and then three or four bigger leading roles but really until Knives of Steele I wasn’t much of anyone.  I got catapulted into stardom with that movie.  Got the spot on Prime and had to hire security after some scary break ins into my house. Once when I was there and twice when I wasn’t.  Now I have the pleasure of a shadow all the time.  I invest well and live modestly for an actor so really, I have plenty of money to build my dream and live off.

      Dropping what I am going to drop on the house won’t even make a dent in my bank account and I want it because it was our house. The house we dreamed about while laying by the pond, the one we dreamed of owning one day, raising our family in.  The dream that didn’t die just because I went off to be an actress and she stayed here. If anything will get her to stop hating me, it is buying that house.  At least I hope it will.   We talked about everything at that pond, it was our special place, and I’m not above using it to win her back. 

      “Look, David. I’m not asking for your opinion, your input, or your permission.  What I am asking you for is to buy it for me, have the bank’s lawyers come to the house, and I’ll sign whatever I need to.  I don’t want it getting out that I’m interested or buying it. At least not yet.” 

      David throws his hands up.  “Fine, that’s what I’ll do then.”

      “Good, I already talked to the owners. I know most of what’s wrong with the house and it’s livable.  We discussed and agreed on a price and I told them I’d be in touch.  Just do this for me, please.”

      “Why is this so important to you?” 

      I don’t say anything, but my eyes glide back to the table in the back.  I watch as Cassie gets up, whispers something to Steph and leaves.  She stops briefly outside the shop window but quickly moves on. 

      I hear the unmistakable sound of heels before Steph even gets to the table.  She looks at me and then the other two guys, but her words are low when she says, “If you hurt her again, I will kick your ass and make you cry like I did when we were nine.” 

      I chuckle and David and Devon look at her with mouths open. Devon looks at me, ready to move if I give any indication. I don’t doubt that Steph will kick my ass before my bodyguard can react and stop her.

      “I don’t plan to hurt her, Steph. I love her. I have always loved her and I’m pretty sure I always will,” I say seriously, looking into Steph’s eyes.  “If I do hurt her again, by all means kick my ass. I won’t stop you and neither will either of these guys,” I say, pointing gesturing with my thumb behind me at the two guys I am sure are still sitting with mouths agape. 

      Steph smiles. “I believe you, pond boy. Now who are these two?”

      I groan when she calls me pond boy. She has been calling me that since we were sixteen and she found out that I convinced Cass to meet me at the pond at midnight.  It was the first time I told Cassie I loved her and asked her to be my girlfriend.  It was awkward and cute, and I will always remember that night.    

      Clearing my throat and pushing the memories away, I introduce them, “This is David and Devon,” as I point to each one individually. 

      “Hi,” she says shyly, her face never leaving David’s.  I am curious about the shyness. Stephanie has never been shy around anyone and she never takes her eyes off David and he never takes his eyes off her.

      “Can you get a message to Cassie for me?” I ask her in a low voice so no one will overhear.  I wait until she nods her head. “Ask her to meet me in the tree house at eight. Please, Steph.” Again, I waited for her nod.  Then she walks away like she was just saying hello to an old friend.  We were friends once upon a time, but her loyalty would always be with Cassie and I can’t say that I blame her.  I ruined everything I had in this town, but I am determined to get it all back, to get her back.
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      At eight o’clock, I pace the inside of the treehouse.  I’m not sure if Cassie will come or not. I’m not sure what I am doing is right, but I at least know here I can be alone with her and we can talk.  There is so much I want to tell her and so much to apologize for. 

      I hear the trap door bang open before I see her. She is a vision. She is wearing a white dress with tiny blue flowers on the hem and her hair is up in a messy bun on top of her head.  All I want to do was kiss her and let down her hair.

      As she steps into the room, she lets out a long sigh, and if looks could kill I'm pretty sure I would drop dead right there.  She turns and shuts the door with a bang and so hard I watch the door bounce once when it hits the floor.

      She turns to me then. She sneers as she says, “Why would you tell Steph to tell me to meet you here? I was there too you know. You could have come over to ask me yourself. I don’t understand how you can be such a jerk. I figured you didn't want anyone to know about us and I can accept that, for now, but really you will be seen with her and not me.  You claim to love me but really you just want to play with my heart. I’m done with this. I’m done with you and I’m over all of it.  Get out of my treehouse, get out of my town and get out of my life!” She stomps her foot.    

      I stand, my mouth agape.  She really has no clue what was going on and why I talked to Steph, who had spent the entire time with her eyes on David, so I know no one would think she and I are an item and everyone in the town, at least, knows the history I share with Cassie. If they see us together then I can’t protect her anymore and that scares the shit out of me. 

      I’m not going to let her leave again and as I see her reach for the handle to the door on the floor, I hear myself growl and rush at her.  I have my hands on either side of her body, caging her in so she can’t escape. She isn’t going to leave like this, not without us talking. I am done playing these games where she just walks away.    I watch her shiver and lick her lips as she looks up at me.

      “Well, you have my attention,” she says, looking into my eyes.  The heat that radiates from her and the heat in her eyes have me catching my breath.  All I want to do isstare, but I know I need to talk to her first.  Ignoring the hard on in my pants is easier said than done but I need to talk to her first.

       “Cass,” I groan. “Come on, you know the answer to this.  Stephanie and I don’t have a history in this town, not like you and I do.  Things would be said about you and me that I couldn’t protect you from.  They wouldn’t be untrue things either.  The photographs of us would be everywhere and people would speculate. I’m not some small-town guy anymore and people hound me for my picture, for my autograph, and I don’t want them to do that to you. No one would ever suspect her and I were dating, her eyes were on my manager the entire time she was talking to me after you left, and this town knows that she and I were just friends. It has always been you Cass, and I know my face betrays me every time I look at you.” I look down at her mouth. “You on the other hand,” I whisper, “have owned my heart since we were six years old and my family moved next door and you told me to move out.”

      I am debating with myself about kissing her but before I can do anything, Cassie stands on tip toes and presses her mouth to mine.  I hear her groan and I answer with a low growl of my own as I snake my arms around her to pull her closer. This is where I need to be right here, right now.  I feel her hands move to the bottom of my shirt and I feel it start bunching it up. I press my lips to hers more firmly.

      “How many?” I hear her ask as I trail my lips down her throat.

      I know what she is asking even without her saying all the words “None. Not since you, Cass. There will never be anyone but you,” I mutter into her skin.

      I hear her sigh, then she says, “Me either, Jake.”

      My lips find hers again and soon my shirt is gone, and her hands are on my jeans.  I can’t stop my hands from roaming over her body. I turn her around and unzip the dress from her shoulders all the way down to the bottom of her back. When it falls open, I marvel at the white lace I get a peek of.  All I want to do is run my hands up her body and taste my way down. 

      Slowly I lead her to the makeshift bed that sits in the corner. We have made love on that bed so many times and we are there once again.

      I hear Cassie say yes as I push her down onto the bed and kneel over her. I peel off the dress and start living out my fantasies. 

      She looks up at me as I move my hands to her hair and pull out the elastic, letting her hair tumble over the pillow she is laying on.  I see the fire in her eyes as I run my hands down her body. She arches her back and squirms under me as my hands feel their way over her stomach. I start pressing kisses where my hands have been.  I can’t get enough of this woman and I don’t want to.

      I keep my eyes on her face as I pull the straps of white lace from her shoulders and push the cups down to reveal the most perfect breasts I have ever seen. She gasps as I dip my head to taste what I just uncovered.  My hand goes down to the triangle piece of fabric that covers her core that I most want to taste and explore again.  

      “Tell me you want this, Cassie, that you want me,” I rasp.

      She moans and I can feel her pushing toward me trying to get closer, but I won’t give in, not without the words. She finally gives in and bites out “I want this, Jake. I want you.” 

      With a sigh of relief, I give her a smile and go back to enjoying her. We're all limbs, tongues, and fire. 

      Soon my jeans are somewhere on the floor with her dress. She’s trailing her fingers up and down my chest, her nails biting into the flesh, and I shudder at her touch.  I’ve waited five years to be back in her arms and I am determined to take it slow.  There hasn’t been anyone for me but Cassie, she fits perfectly. 

      I hear her gasp as I press my lips to her nipple and suck it into my mouth.  My hand wander down over her stomach and lower to her thigh. I hear her moans and I growl in response. 

      Out of nowhere there is a noise outside and we both freeze.  Cassie pushes me away and grabs for her clothes.  She is back in her bra and dress before I can say anything, but she can’t find that little triangle of silk, that’s mine and I wasn’t going to tell her what I did with it.

      “Fuck, get dressed Jake.” Cassie tossed my clothes at me. “Hurry up, that’s my mother,” she says, fighting with the zipper in the back.  She gets it most of the way up as she rushes to the other side of the room. 

      “Fuck,” I say as I pull on my jeans and my t-shirt just as Rebecca St. James opens the trap door and gives Cassie and I both a look. I’m sure she knows what we were doing in here but she has no proof as Cassie and I are standing on opposite sides of the treehouse, but I know Cass’s face is bright red and I look just as guilty.
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      Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.

      “Mother," I say cheerfully. I’m still looking around for my damn panties and praying I don’t find them or that she doesn’t find them. I swear, whatever he did with them, I’m going to kill him. 

      “Cassie, you've been up here for a long time. I was afraid you fell asleep again,” my mother says with fake worry. 

      It has only been thirty minutes and she knows that, but she also knows he would be up here, and she is trying hard to keep us a part since she saw him climb down out of the treehouse this morning.   

      “We were talking and getting ready to have a meal together, Ms. St. James,” Jake says, pointing to the makeshift table in the middle of the floor. “Made it myself, roast chicken, rosemary roasted potatoes, and broccoli, steamed.” He continues to talk to my mother, but he smiles at me.  Damn him, he knows this was one of my favorite meals and it is a good way to grovel.  

      I don’t miss the look my mom gives the both of us, as if she is trying to figure out what is going on. Shit, shit, shit. I quickly look down at my dress.  Rumpled a little in places from being pushed down my body and tossed on the floor and the zipper isn’t all the way up but hopefully my hair covers it and oh shit my hair, what does my hair look like at the moment? 

      I steal a quick glance over to the table and see the very editable food sitting there. I didn’t know he cooked, and I didn’t know he had this here, I didn’t see it when I came into the treehouse and got distracted by other things after that.

      “When did you learn to cook?” I ask before I can stop myself.

      “They had me take classes when I did Knives of Steel. I liked it, so I kept taking classes,” Jake says with a shrug.

      He cooked for me.  That is hot and something no one has ever done for me before.  I can’t believe he’s done it.  If it wasn’t for my mother, that food would have been forgotten and I would have been under him or over him screaming his name.   My mother. She had seen how broken I was when he left, and I know she has always disapproved of him.

      I quickly look at the frown that is currently on her face.  She doesn’t believe for a second that all we were doing was talking and about to share a meal.  I’m sure that was the original plan, but I screwed that up the moment I walked into the treehouse and took one look at Jake.

      “Well, Cassandra, I’m sure Jake has better things to do why don’t we head back to the house,” she says and waits for me to go ahead of her.  Well, thankfully she isn’t going first where she will be able to see up my dress. Shit, what did he do with them? 

      Sitting in my room about an hour later, I keep replaying what happened before we were interrupted. What had I done? What was I thinking?  I almost slept with him. Who am I kidding? I want to sleep with him.  I love the feel of his lips on mine, on my body, everywhere.  

      After Mom and I left and we got into the house, she had me sit at the table like I was seven and just came back from the pond dripping wet. Jake and I thought it would be fun to try to catch a frog.  We didn’t succeed but we had both fallen in the pond laughing.  He told me later that his dad yelled at him too.

      “I don’t know what you two were doing up there, but I know it was something, young lady,” my mother was saying.

      With a heavy sigh, I looked at her and thought of how to frame my words. “I’m an adult, Mother, twenty-three almost twenty-four. Whatever we were doing up there was between two consensual adults, and I’m not saying we were doing anything. It was just dinner. He was apologizing for the last few years. We’re trying to become friends again.”

      She gave me an incredulous look. She didn’t believe a word I was saying. “He gets this hold on you, Cassie, and you become someone else, someone no one likes. You aren’t yourself when he’s around.” 

      Maybe I became myself when he and I were together.  I wasn’t going to say that to her though. “I want to be friends with Jake, Mother.  I know he broke my heart in the past. I know he’s a big, bad movie star, and I know eventually he will go back to that life and forget all about me again.  Right now, though, I just want to be friends with him so I can move on, date, find someone who loves me, and move on with my own life.” 

      What I really want is to love him and him to love me, but I will never admit that to her. I barely admit to myself. Besides, she hates him.

      “I’m going to go call Steph, I need to see if she remembered the stuff we need for Monday,” I said, getting up to escape. 

      “All right. Good night, Cassie,” Mom said sitting down and grabbing her cup of iced tea. 

      I ran to my room where I could call text Jake in peace and pretend it was Stephanie. 

      Me:  I’m sorry about her.

      Jake: It’s okay. I know she doesn’t like me. I’m pretty sure she has never liked me.

      I smile because he isn’t wrong.  My mother and Jake have a history too, and being caught in the treehouse again probably wasn’t a good thing for either of them. Though this time we were at least dressed; at eighteen we didn’t think we’d get caught. We were wrong. 

      Me: It’s not you she doesn’t like. It’s us she doesn’t like. I think she’d like you fine if I were never involved with you.

      Me: I’m sorry she ruined your dinner.  I’m sure it would have been lovely.

      Jake: I’m still in the tree house, want to come and join me so we can eat and talk? I warmed it up. 

      Jake: I promise just food, no repeat of earlier. 

      This was bad, I shouldn’t be doing this and yet I was checking around the corner and saw all the lights off and everything quiet.  My mother must have already gone to bed.

      Me:  I’ll be right out. 

      I hesitate.

      Me:  And Jake?  I didn’t mind the other stuff earlier, you know, and I would do it again. I’m just sorry we got interrupted.
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      I look down at my phone for longer than I probably should. I keep reading her words repeatedly. “I didn’t mind the other stuff earlier, and I would do it again. I’m just sorry we got interrupted.”  I am sorry we were interrupted too. She is my everything, I miss her, and she is on her way to me right now. How stupid I was all those years ago.  We wasted so much time and it is my fault.

      Moments later I hear her climbing back up the treehouse steps.  I put my hand into my pocket and feel the little piece of silk that is there. I can’t stop the smile that crosses my lips.  She isn’t getting them back and I’m not going to tell her I have them.  Now I’m wondering if she put on another pair or if they are still missing under that little dress she was wearing.   I am getting hard again, and I mean every word that we need to talk and no repeats of earlier, at least not yet. I have plans to repeat what was happening earlier but not now.   

      I turn as the trap door goes bang.  I watch Cassie wince as she is trying not to be too loud, which means that her mother has no idea she was out here, has no idea that I am still out here because I’m sure she would have locked Cassie up otherwise. 

      “Hey,” she says, dressed in yoga pants and a tank top without a bra.

      “Hey, yourself,” I say, raking my gaze down her body and stopping at her perky nipples that pebble under my gaze, down to her long legs.

      “Come sit down.” I motion to the table where hot food sits once again.

      We sit for a while, just eating in silence. I am trying to work up the courage to talk to her but I feel awkward and tongue tied just like I did when I was twelve and she had come back looking stunning after being away all summer visiting an aunt. I realized two things then. One was that I had missed Cassie like crazy and the other was that Cassie was more than just a friend, somewhere along the way I had developed feelings for her. 

      “She doesn’t know you’re out, here does she?” I ask, taking a bite of the chicken.

      “You know better than anyone the answer to that.” Cassie looks down at her food. “She was there through the last five years, Jake; what is she supposed to think and feel? She’s worried about me. Doesn’t think you are good for me,” she says with a shrug.   

      Taking a deep breath, I think back on everything that has happened the last five years. I mentally kick myself for everything I put her through. 

      “I love you, Cassie. That hasn’t changed,” I say, looking at her. “She never thought I was good enough for you.  I get that she’s all you have left but you have to see that what she’s doing to you, to us isn’t good.”  

      She looks at me for a moment, eyes going hard, and I know she is about to break my heart all over again. “I want to be friends with you, Jake. I’m just not sure there can ever be an us again.”

      I hate it when I’m right. Before she can leave, I grab her hand. “Hey, why don’t we just focus on getting to know each other again?  I have some time before I need to go back home, and I’d love to get to know the woman that is sitting in front of me now. You are so different from the girl you were when I left, and I’ve changed too.” The word home tastes weird on my tongue; LA doesn’t feel like home anymore.  I can’t wait to move back to this town, back to Cassie. I want to tell her about the house I bought. I want her to help me decide how I should fix it up. I want her to dream about living in that house with me with our moms living behind us in their houses, but I’m sure she isn’t ready for any of that yet.  I am going to have to take this slow. I don’t want to, but I will. 

      I look over at her and extend my hand. “Hi. I’m Jacob Michael Woods, and you are?”

      She slightly giggles and takes my hand and says, “Cassandra May St. James. Nice to meet you.” 

      I give her a smile “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Cassandra. I’m hoping you would feel comfortable to meet me after work tomorrow. I think I know a place where we can be alone. Mind if I text you?” 

      “Not at all.” She licks her lips and my eyes snap right back to her mouth as I slowly pull her toward me.  I bring her hand to my mouth and kiss her knuckles, but what I want to do is slam my mouth onto hers. But that will have to wait. If I want to get to know her and have her trust me again, and I do, I’m going to have to take this slow. I let her hand go and I see the desire in her eyes.  Her eyes have never lied to me, and they have always given me hope.

      We sit in silence for a spell and then I smile, remembering us getting caught in this treehouse at sixteen.

      “What?” she asks suspiciously.

      “Do you remember the time we got caught in here by my mom?” I give her a sheepish smile and massage the back of my neck.

      Cassie’s face breaks out into a grin. “You mean the time that you had your hands up my shirt while we were necking and in burst your mom…”

      “and she said ‘Jacob Woods, I taught you better than this.’”

      “Then she grabbed you off of me and marched you to the door with a “Cassie, dear, we won’t say anything to your mother.” We are both laughing by the time the story is done.

      Then there is silence.  Both of us, thinking back to that time, of what it meant that no one was going to tell Cassie’s mom. That I didn’t get past second base that night.

      “We have a lot of history, Cass.  Doesn’t that mean anything anymore?” I have to ask, knowing that she will shoot me down once again.

      “It means something, but a lot has happened in five years, Jake. I’m not the same Cassie anymore,” she says, looking around at anything but me.

      She might not be the same Cassie, but the main obstacle still stands in our way and I am just waiting for another appearance from her.

      After we finish eating and cleaning up, I bid her good night. She’s about to open the trap door but stops suddenly. She turns toward me and steps closer. I watch her lick her lips and I wait to see what she’s going to do.

      “Thank you, Jake. I’m glad we’re getting to know each other again.”  Then she raises up on her toes and presses her perfect lips to mine.  She puts her arms around my neck as I pull her closer and deepen the kiss. I trace her lips with my tongue and when she parts her lips slightly, I take that as my chance and sweep my tongue into her mouth. I have always loved kissing her.

      Before long I break our kiss and we’re both panting, trying to catch air.  “Good night, Cassie. I’ll text you.” 

      She climbs down the treehouse and I wait for her to go inside before I climb down in case Mrs. St. James is watching from a window and she probably is.

      I can’t believe I just got my second chance.
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      It's been three days since I last saw Jake. He texted like he promised but something came up and we couldn’t see each other the night after the treehouse.   I’ve caught glimpses of him here and there but mostly I go to work, spend time with Steph, and come home.  We have two weeks of school left until summer and frankly it takes all I have to keep the kids under control.  

      Me: I haven’t seen you in a while, everything okay?

      Jake: Yeah, just busy, contracts and all and a new side project that I’m working on.

      Me: I get it we have two weeks until summer break and the kids are keeping me busy.

      I watch for the little bubbles to pop up that he is texting me back but after a minute of staring at my phone and nothing happening, I put it down and stare out the window. Class is over but I have about an hour of work to do yet and with a sigh I get to it.

      He hasn’t texted me back by the time I leave work and head home.  I assume whatever project he is working on has kept him busy and unable to text me.  I can live with that. I don’t need him to text me. He’s a busy guy, I’m a busy girl, so I get it.  I miss him though. I miss him more than I am willing to admit to anyone, and I only just started admitting to myself.    

      By the time I get home I am restless, so I decide to go take a walk by the manor house, the large house that sits behind my mother’s and Donna’s houses.  The pond that we went to all the time growing up belongs to that property, but Jake and I always felt like it was ours…

      Eighteen-year-old Jake and Cassie

      “One day I’m going to buy you that house, Cass,” Jake said, turning to me as we lay in the grass by the pond.

      “That’s a lovely thought, but it will need so much work and we both plan to be in LA and not here? Right?”

      “When I become a big movie star and you are writing for some big show or movie or something else, let’s come back here and buy that house together. Then we’ll get married, fill it with babies and dogs, and our moms will be close by. It’ll be our own little slice of heaven. I want to raise our family here, Cass, not some cold city. Don’t you want that too?”

      “I’m good anywhere you are. I just want to be with you,” I said, turning to him and kissing him.  

      That fantasy never happened, but it makes me smile to remember it. I will never own that house, there will never be a marriage between Jake and myself, and there will never be babies for us. That thought is a little sad and sobering.  Here he is professing his love for me and it just brings up the painful memories that I will never be his again.  No matter how much I want to be, it will never happen.  

      He became the big movie star he always talked about. I’ve seen people going around town the last few days asking about him, asking about his ex-girlfriend. Thankfully, the bodyguard keeps them away from me, and my close friends who they try to talk to are tight lipped about everything.

      I don’t read the gossip papers on principle, but I know his name is in it more than ever right now.  He is home in a small town and that is big gossip. I hear people talking and everyone gushing about him.

      Walking down the road, my thoughts turn toward the house. I know I will never own that house but as I walk down the street and see the sold sign, I can’t help but let the tears fall. I want that fantasy more than anything and now there is no way I am going to ever get it.  

      I just stand and stare at the sold sign.  It feels like one more piece of my dream is breaking apart.  Someone has bought our house.  I can only hope that the person who bought it will be kind to it and let me sit by the pond when I need to.

      The pond had meant so much to me and still does.  What if the new owners put up a fence to keep everyone out?  What if they don’t allow me to visit?   So many things happened there.  Jake and I catching frogs.  Swimming in it, rowing a boat across it, and even falling in it.  As we got older there were shared kisses, heartache when my dad died and my mother and I were left all alone. When his dad left, running off with the secretary.  Jake never heard from him again, that I knew of. The day he confessed his love for me. Our first kiss and many more we shared there. All our memories, and they may be gone. 

      I try to remind myself that the house was just never meant to be, but it hurts more than I am willing to admit, and with tears streaming down my face, I start to walk faster away from the house. I will go home and head to the pond one last time before they ban me from it.  I need to just go sit on the grass and think and cry.

      I need to go get the tears out so I can finally start to heal.  Maybe this is a blessing. As long as that house sat empty, I would always wonder and hope that it was meant for me and Jake but now that someone else has bought it, it is a sign that he and I are meant to be nothing more than friends and it is time to move on with my life. Maybe find a nice guy to settle down with and get on with my life.  My heart aches at the thought of it being anyone but Jake, but I will be able to get over him eventually. I hope.
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      I hear James talking to me about the work that needs done on the house and there is a lot, but I don’t care what needed to be done. I will do it. This is for Cassie.  She deserves to have our house no matter what we end up as, but I am hoping against hope that we will end up together and raising a family in this house.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I notice movement on the vacant street, and I look up and out the window and see someone walking by. As the person gets closer to the sold sign on the gate, I know that it is Cassie. I watch her face break into a sob.  I am too far away to see the tears, but I know they were there.  She can’t see me, but I can see her, and my heart breaks for her.  She thinks that someone has finally bought this house, her house.  She has no clue that I bought it.  I wrestle with throwing open the door and telling her and wanting to wait until it is fixed up or when we don’t have an audience or never telling her. My mind is in a jumble about what to do. I want her help fixing it up and designing it, but I’m not entirely sure how to get that from her.  What if knowing I’m the one who bought it sends her walking away from me?  I can’t risk it. Not when I just got her back where I want her.  I fucking love her, and she will love me again, I am sure of it but right now we are not in a good place for anything. If I come on too strong she will bolt, and we’ll never get our second chance.   

      I turn around as James is giving me his full assessment of the damage to the property.   I have to get out of here.  I can’t stay here and watch her out there and talk about this house as if my heart isn’t being broken as I watch her.  I don’t know what I am going to do, but it isn’t this and it isn’t going to happen now.

      “I’m sorry, James,” I say when he pauses. “Something’s come up and I need to go.  Can we do this later?” 

      I don’t wait for his answer, I just walk out the back door.  I know she will go to the pond.  It’s her favorite place.  It’s why we called the house “Pond Manor ''. No one remembers if it was ever called anything but Manor House, but to her and I, it was an important name for the building we would hopefully one day own. 

      We made so many plans back then.  I can’t help but groan.  Where had we fucked up so bad?  I can’t go to the pond, not now.  I’m not ready to confess about the house.  I’m not ready for her to reject me.  I’m not ready to let her go.  I never want to let her go.   I make a beeline to my mom’s house.  I need to talk to someone, and my mom is the perfect person to talk to.

      I walk through the back door and sit down at the table.  Like always, my mother is standing near the counter making something. 

      “Mom, what am I doing?” I ask, dropping my head to my hands that rest on the table.

      “Oh, Jake.” I hear the scrape of the chair as she pulls it out and sits in it. “I don't want to get in the way on whatever this is between the two of you. It's obvious to everyone that you still love that girl. I can't say that she still loves you because I haven't seen her in more than a week, and I am guessing that has something to do with you as well.” She grows quiet and I look up at her. “It would be my guess that she does but she has spent the last five years pretending you didn’t exist and here you are home again to profess your love and expect her to just start loving you back? My boy, you need to slow down a little.”

      “I just want her and I together again. Why is that so wrong?” I ask, putting my head down on my arms.

      “I know this isn’t easy for you, and I don’t pretend to have all the answers, but think about if the situation was reversed. What would you do or want from her?” she asks, stroking my hair.

      “I’d want her to prove to me that she was worth taking another chance on.” I’m not sure how to do that though; I’m not sure how to make her believe I am in this forever. That she is my home, and I don’t want to be anywhere where she isn’t.

      I smirk because slow was never my style. “I bought the old manor behind your house, Mom. I bought Cassie’s house, well her dream house, our dream house.  I just saw her when I was over there, and she was crying.  You’re right, though, I love her. What I did to her when we were younger was shitty of me. Hell, asking you to stop talking about her when I knew she was looking out for you was really messed up too. Knowing she did the same thing hurts.”

      “I understood why you did, but I never agreed with it and you know that.”

      “I know why you did it too, Mom. I wanted to know what was going on with her even if I pretended I didn’t.  LA isn’t the same as here.” I sigh.  

      “Jake, I only ever talked about her because I knew you still cared.  You found love, I’d suspect you found your soulmate, and you never want to let go.  I don’t think you wanted to let go then either. I know about the ring, Jake. I know you bought it for her.  Then Rebecca got sick and both of your lives fell apart. I don’t know all the details, but I know you both were hurting,” Mom says, casting her eyes down.

      I still have that ring and one day I want to give it to Cassie, but we still have so much to figure out and to deal with.  Us, the house, our past, our future. I put my head down in my hands again.    

      “Cassie’s mom getting sick was one of the reasons I left.  I couldn’t do it again. I couldn’t watch Cassie go through losing another parent. I know her mom isn’t always the kindest, but I do believe she love Cassie in her own way.  I couldn’t watch Cassie fall apart if something had happened.”

      “Jake,” Mom starts but I stop her.

      “No, that was shitty of me more than I’d like to admit. She could have lost her mom and she would have had no one because I couldn’t handle it. I couldn’t handle the fact that her world was imploding, and I couldn’t do a damn thing about it for her.”

      “You could have just been there and maybe if something had happened you would have been, but instead here you are.”

      We sit in silence for a few moments.  Mom was all I had too once Dad left to who knows where, and if the roles had been reversed Cassie would have stayed by my side. I really am a shitty person, and she has no reason to decide to want to be with me.  I should just let her go. I’m not good enough for her and I never will be.

      “How do I tell her that I bought the house?” I ask, flipping palms up on the table with my head still down. “I don’t want her to hate me.  I just stole her dream, and she doesn’t know it was me yet. What if she wanted to buy it? What if she doesn’t want what I want? What did I do?”

      “Do you really believe you stole her dream? I suspect that there is more to it than that.  I’m pretty sure you bought that house knowing just what you were doing.  I think that property means a lot to the both of you and you want to keep it something between the two of you.  It helps I’m sure that her house and mine are right on the back of that property. I think you should tell her and maybe she’ll be mad at first but maybe, just maybe it’ll be more. Maybe it’s what you two need to move on.”

      Mom gets up and walks back to the counter to finish making whatever she is making.

       I get up and walk over to her at the counter. I drop a kiss on top of her head and with a ‘thank you’ I go to my room. I stare out my window at the treehouse. I am trying to think about what Mom just said.  I need to do this right.  I need to lay everything out on the table.  I need her to want to be with me forever. I think I need to go talk to her.
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      After leaving the house in tears, I head straight for the pond, with a quick stop to tell my mother I am not going to be home this afternoon. I really shouldn't be here; it belongs to the manor. It isn’t mine and now, now it never will be. Pond Manor, that name has stuck for so many years. Who knows what the new people will call, if they will call it anything. We named it when we were young, foolish, and so very much in love. We made promises to each other, and I think one of the reasons it's hurting so much right now is that… there is no hope anymore and it is truly time to move on and forget the love of my life.  It is like a dream being crushed. As long as the house stood empty then maybe he'd eventually find his way back to me, and I would be his again and we could finally make all those dreams come true. Now, that will never happen.  The dreams I held onto of us being together, overcoming our past, that dream is gone and if I don’t have my hopes then where does that leave us?

      I should go back home but I don’t want to face my mother and all her questions.  I’m not twelve anymore and the relentless “where are you, what are you doing, who are you with?” is getting to me more than I’d like to admit. I am twenty-three and not a child anymore. I let her lean on me too much after dad died, I let her control my life too much, and I let her take away all the good things because I knew she was afraid she’d lose me too.  It is the main reason she doesn’t like Jake. She is afraid he’ll take me away from her but I’m an adult now… and I want to like him.  I want to love him again. I don’t want her judgement, not right now.

      I can call Steph, but I don't really want to listen to her right now.  She'll either tell me to go for it or tell me to back off. I'm not sure which I would prefer right now.  I really have no one I can talk to about this with. Amelia is out, as she will one hundred percent tell me to go for it. I’ve known those girls most of my life and they just want me to be happy.  

      My mind is just spinning out of control so I do the only logical thing I can do. I cry.  It feels so good to just cry.  I sit and cry for all the loss I am experiencing. The house, Jake, and maybe a little of myself as well. I never got to follow my dreams.  Don't get me wrong; I love teaching and the preschoolers, but that wasn't my dream. That was my mother's dream. Looking back, I can see how I was always following her dream and not my own.  Why did I let that happen? I know how it happened. It was after Dad was killed. I couldn't bear to see my mother so hurt after his death that I would say and do anything to stop her from crying.  So, when she would talk about me staying home and becoming a teacher either here or in Lakeview, and I could just commute, I never said no.  Dad’s death was devastating to both of us.

      I was twelve when he was killed.  He was driving down the road, headed home from his job in Lakeview, when someone ran a red light and smashed into him.  The only good thing was he died instantly, no pain the police officer said.  As soon as my mother was taken care of by Donna and Rusty, I ran to the treehouse where Jake was waiting for me.  Even at twelve he realized that I didn’t need words, just to be hugged.  He just let me lean into him and cry all night.  I think that’s when I knew I loved him.

      I wonder what Dad would say to me now. He believed that I should always follow my dreams. That I shouldn't back down and become a shell of myself. Maybe it is time to start living again, to start chasing the dreams I want to chase.  I think he would be disappointed to see me now and I don’t think he would be happy that I ended up staying even after my mother started to get better.  I should have left but I didn’t.  I know who I want to talk to and who can make me feel better about it all.

      Pulling out my phone, I text Jake. No one will understand this pain like him.  I let the tears fall as I type. 

      Me: Have you heard? 

      Jake: About what?

      Me: They sold Pond Manor.

      I pause before I hit sent. Am I ready to tell him this? Am I ready to give up on us, on our dreams? 

      Me: I secretly held out hope that I would still own it one day. I still held out hope that if no one bought it maybe that meant something about us too. 

      I can’t send that; I’m not ready to be that raw yet.   I delete the last few lines back.

      Me: I secretly held out hope that I would still own it one day.

      Jake: I know baby. 

      I hear rustling behind me, but I don’t look up. I feel his presence even now, before he is there in the clearing. There's a feeling you get when you realize that that person is near, and I know he is near.  I turn around slowly from my spot on the grass beside the pond and my eyes meet his. I read sadness in them, fear, hope, and desire.  I close my eyes for a moment and then I feel his lips crash down on mine as he sits and pulls me into his lap.

      Nothing else matters at that moment but being in his arms. I am exactly where I was always meant to be and where I want to be. I want this. I want him.
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      I see her by the pond looking like a wounded bird.  The woman of my dreams has tears flowing down her cheeks and I’m not sure she realizes it or if she did, she doesn’t care.  The texts she had sent to me crushed me.  I can’t believe I am doing this to her, to us, again.  This entire thing is my fault because I can’t be man enough to tell her I bought her house. It is my fault her dream was stolen and because of that, she thinks it means we are done too.  She can’t be more wrong. This is us starting over and becoming something even greater.

      I am possessed when I slam my lips into hers.  I just want to take away her pain, but she is also just so alluring that I can’t help myself. I don’t remember pulling her into my lap and I certainly don’t remember laying her back on the grass, but I remember what she looks like laying there as I hover above her.  I’ve never wanted anyone more in my life. I continue to kiss her, ravishing her mouth.  I want her. I hear her moan and hear myself moan in response.

      Coming up for air, I look down at her as she lay in my arms. I have never seen someone more beautiful with her swollen, kissed lips. “Hi,” I say, looking into her eyes.

      She doesn’t say a word, just pulls me back to her. Her lips on mine is all the encouragement I need.  This place is magic for us.  There were many nights of sitting and talking, playing in the water, stolen kisses, and making love here too.  The pond will always be our special place, and it’s one of the reasons I bought it. This place will never be as dear to anyone else but us. No one else can ever do this magical place justice.

      I can smell the flowers surrounding us, I can smell the scent that was uniquely Cassie. You know that smell before it rains? Add that to the smell of honey and fresh linens, and you have my favorite smell in the entire world: Cassie.  The scents all mix and make me think of dreams and love, and that always makes me think of Cassie.

      I can’t believe we are here again. That this incredible woman is letting me touch her again.  It feels an awful lot like coming home. I don’t want to be anywhere else but in her arms.  I don’t care if the world implodes around us, I just want to be right here, right now, with her in my arms. With my cock inside her and bringing her nothing but pure pleasure. She is mine and she always will be.   

      I run my hands down her body until I touch her hips. I let my fingers skim the hem of her shirt and slowly work it up her body until I take it off over her head.  Her breasts are bound by a dark blue lace bra; I momentarily lose focus as I stare down at them.  She arches her back as I reach around to unhook it.  Then her breasts fall free of their constraint, and I can’t help dipping my head for a taste.  I lavish one with my mouth while my free hand finds the other and rolls the nipple between my thumb and forefinger.  I hear her gasp and feel her grab my hair to keep me against her. She moans and pulls me closer to her. I feel her hands run down my back as she bunches up the shirt I am wearing and starts pulling it up.  Eventually, I raise my head and help her take it off.  I look down at her again and take her in. The desire in her eyes makes her eyes look almost blue in this light.  Then I start to trail kisses down her throat, her chest, down her stomach, dipping my tongue into her bellybutton as I unsnap her pants.  As I slip them down her legs, my mouth follows first down one and then up the other until I reach the place we both want me. I can’t help but taste her.  She stops me with a tug of my hair. 

      “You are entirely too dressed for this,” she gasps, and I smile in response.  

      In an instant I have the rest of my clothes off as well. I am hopeless when it came to Cassie and I will do anything and everything she wants.  I don’t even care if there is someone with a camera right now snapping pictures.  Please don’t let there be someone with a camera. No one needs to see Cassie like this but me.    

      I grab the condom out of my wallet and then I’m pressing into Cassie. I want to take it slow, but she won’t let me.

      I hear her words as I feel her wet and slick around my cock.  “Please, Jake. Please.”

      It is all I need to hear and tilt her hips so I can slide in further.  I hear her gasps, moans and the continuing of “Yes, yes, yes.”  I feel her walls start to squeeze me as she gets closer to coming. I am losing control quickly and I need her to come first. 

      “Come for me, Cassie.” Letting my hand reach down between us and finding her clit, I start to move my hand. I feel her tense up and soon she’s screaming my name.  Her orgasm sets off one of my own; I come, pouring my seed into the latex between us as I groan her name. 

      Making sure I’m not crushing her, I lean back down and kiss her hard on her mouth. When her lips part, I deepen the kiss. Tongue against tongue, still as close to her as I can be.    

      I pull out and lay beside her on the grass. Both of us are breathing heavily, and my heart is pounding. Neither of us is talking.  I stand up, lean down, and grab her hand.  I pull her up beside me, still naked, and then I bend scoop her into my arms and walk into the water.  She gasps as the cold water touches her heated skin and I let her slip down my body, but I hold her close because I never want to let her go again.
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      As he slowly releases me and my body slides down his, I do the only thing I can think of when my feet hit the bottom of the pond, I dive under. I just need a minute away from him to get myself together. Maybe I’ll swim into the middle so I can collect myself; it sounds like a solid plan to my muddled brain. Unfortunately, before I get too far, I feel his arms come around me, hauling me back into his arms. 

      Slowly, I turn in his arms, naked, and feel his erection press against me once more.  

      “Cassie!” I hear the warning in his tone. I smile up at him. 

      I have no regrets about what we have just done. Given the chance, I will do it again. Hell, I’ll do it for the rest of my life with him, but I just need a minute. 

      “Yes, Jake?” I ask, my voice dripping with honey and a smoother voice than I thought I could pull off right now.

      I hear him sigh as he looks down at me. “I'm sorry" 

      Well, that isn’t what I was expecting.  What is he sorry for even? Now I am worried that he is sorry we had sex, or that I don’t mean anything to him.

      He sighs again and must read the uneasiness in my eyes. “No, Cassie, I’m not sorry that you and I just made love, and I’m not sorry that I love you. I'm sorry that I complicate your life.  That was never my intention when I came back here.” He pauses and takes another deep breath. “That's not true either. I came back for you because I want to give us a try again. A real try, where we’re all in and are going to try to make us work. Can we do that? Can we try?”

      I look up at him dumbfounded.  He is offering me everything I’ve ever wanted, but still I am hesitant.  I never really stopped loving him, but I don’t know if I am ready to take this leap either.  Do I want to spend the rest of my life with him? Yes. Do I want to love him? Already do, though I’m not ready to tell him that yet. Do I want him to love me? Hell, yes. I melt a little more inside whenever he says it. 

      “Can you give me some time?” I hear myself ask. Wait, what? I know I want this, but there are still so many uneasy feelings. 

      “Of course, Cassie.” I hear the strain in his voice. 

      I decide to lay it all on the line right then and there. “Jake, I want this. I want us, but I’m scared.  It ended so badly last time.  I… I don’t want to get my heart broken again, and I certainly don’t want to break yours again. So…” I take a deep breath and continue, “Let’s take it slowly for now.  I know you don’t want to be seen with me in public; we’ll figure it out. Date in secret and no one has to know.”

      I am waiting for him to balk at the idea. I don’t want to date him in secret, I want him to want to show me off.  I want him to fight for us.

      “In secret?” he asks, frowning. “If that’s what you want, Cassie, then that’s the way it will be.” 

      I’m not exactly sure what I want or why I proposed dating in secret, because it’s not what I want and the weariness I see in his eyes tells me he might not want it either. But he is following my lead. 

      “Come on, let’s swim a little,” he says, letting me go slowly.
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      I walk into Henry’s, the local bar in Andersonville, and look around for Steph and Amelia. Steph and I don’t like to go out much due to the nature of our jobs, but all three of us agreed that we need this and after the week I’ve had, they aren’t wrong.

      I sit in a dark corner booth waiting for them to join me.  My mind is still reeling on what happened with Jake. It has been a few days since the pond and though we are meeting up here and there, I’m still not sure how I feel about it. 

      “Hey, lady,” Steph says, walking up to me in jeans, cowboy boots, and a flannel shirt. On top her blond hair sits her favorite cowboy hat.

      ‘What are you wearing?” I ask, looking her up and down.

      “What? It’s my favorite and if we’re at Henry’s on a Friday night, then I’m dancing,” she says with a twirl and a laugh. “So, what’s been going on with you. Bang any hot movie stars lately?“ She sits down and looks at me. 

      I hold up a finger when I see the smile cross her lips.  “Wait until Amelia gets here and then we’ll talk, and I can explain it once to the both of you,”  I say before she can get a word in.

      “Holy shit, you didn’t, but clearly you did,” she says, mouth agape. “Good for you, girl” 

      “Steph, please,” I beg.  “No one knows and no one can know.  This is important to me and I’ll tell you all of it as soon as Amelia…” 

      “As soon as Amelia what?” Amelia asks as she comes up to us.

      “That she got some.” Steph points her finger at me.    

      “Oh, my god.” Amelia sits. “Okay, first we need beer. I already ordered so they should be here soon.” 

      As soon as the words leave her mouth, a waitress drops off the beers. I breathe a little easier, thankful for the interruption. 

      “Ok, spill.” Amelia says as soon as the waitress left.

      I take a deep breath.  This isn’t going to be easy.  “Earlier this week, I was walking by the old Manor and saw that it was recently sold.” They are about to say something, but I rush on. “Please, let me get it all out and then you can say something,” I say. “Anyway, Jake and I have been texting for a while now. I sent him a text and told him someone bought my house. We… We used to dream about buying that house one day and now it’s gone and someone else bought it.” I swipe away a few tears that are threatening to fall. “I went to the pond, figuring it would be one last time to do so before whoever bought it moved in. Suddenly, Jake came crashing through the bushes and the next thing I knew we were kissing.  When we stopped, he whispered “hi” to me and then I was kissing him and one thing led to another and then we were naked and we made love right there on the grass by the pond, again.  Then after he carried me to the water, and we swam naked. He asked me if we could try us again.  I told him if we only did it in secret.  He agreed. Didn’t fight it or anything but now I don’t know…  I feel… I’m just so confused.” 

      I chance a look at them after my confession.  They are both just staring at me, not saying anything.

      “You guys? Seriously?” I say, trying to break through the awkward.

      I hear them both sigh as I look at them.

      “Okay,” Steph begins. “What the hell?  You have been texting with him and you didn’t say anything?”

      I laugh; leave it up to Steph to latch onto the one normal thing in that entire confession.

      “I don’t think that was the important part, Steph,” Amelia says shaking her head.  She hedges and says, “Two things.  You didn’t call what you guys did, sex, fucking, or screwing, you called it making love and I’m thinking that means something different than just a once and done type deal.  Two…” She says it loudly so I can’t interrupt. “Seriously, you asked to be his dirty little secret and then you throw a fit about it because what do you want him to? Fight for something that you refuse to fight for yourself?”

      I glare at her.  I don’t like what she is implying about me, but these two are my best friends. If they don’t give it to me straight, who will?

      “It’s not that, Amelia.  I love him.  I want to be with him, but it’s hard. We hurt each other so very badly before, and I won’t survive if he hurts me again or I hurt him,” I say, trying to make it make sense.

      Steph looks at me and starts slowly. “So you love him.  You are shielding your heart from him? So, you can what, exactly?” 

      “I don’t know.  I never said I was being rational, just there is a lot going on right now. And Mother doesn’t like him, and that doesn’t help because she is making my life miserable about it all the time,” I say.

      “Oh, honey,” Steph says and hugs me.  “I don’t know what to say.  You need to talk to Jake though, lay it all on the line.  You say you love him; he has told you a thousand times he still loves you. I don’t see the problem here.  You need to talk to that boy though.” 

      I laugh though it sounds a bit choked.  She isn’t wrong but I’m not ready to talk to him yet about my feelings.  I’m not ready for either of us to have to walk away. 

      “I’m trying to protect myself because eventually, he will go back. It’ll kill me when he leaves, but he can’t stay here in my world forever. He’s freaking Jake Woods, he’s a movie star, and now he’s becoming a television star. I just read that they renewed the show for three more seasons.  He can’t give that up for me,” I say. “I won’t let him give up his dreams for me.” 

      When they both look at me with that look again, I sigh and suggest dancing. So we dance, and I forget a little of the heartache I’m already feeling of the thought of him going back and leaving me behind.
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      “Three years? They want me to sign a contract for three more years?” I sit back in my chair and just look at him.

      David nods and passes the paperwork to me.  We are sitting in what will eventually be my office. I am temporarily using the house as a home base while I figure out how I want to decorate it. The sign for out front is already being designed. It is the design Cassie and I came up with when we first started dreaming of this place. 

      “You understand that this is a good thing don't you, Jake?” David asks, looking at me.

      “I just thought that they only wanted me for one more season and then they would kill off my character. I am ready to be done and come home,” I say, putting my head on the desk.

      “You can't pass up this type of money. Think of your career,” David says. 

      I know he is right, but three more years. I need to figure out how it can work. Summers here, the week there, weekends here. I can make it work.  

      “There is one other thing.” David hesitates. “Filming is being moved to New York." 

      “What!” I explode.  That is going to be much harder to figure out.

      “I need time to think. Can you give me a few more days at least?” I ask.

      “Jake, we both know you need to sign it, but we can pretend for now that you can have time to think. Let me know in two days,” David says, getting up. “Two days, Jake, that’s it. I need to know in two days.” 

      “Of course,” I say, knowing that he's right and that eventually I will sign it.  I only have two weeks until I need to go back to shoot the second season anyway.  Then maybe I can figure out the rest.  I can’t walk away from being on this show.  It is everything I always dreamed of. On the other hand, I don’t want to walk away from Cassie again either.  

       

      Me: Can we talk? It’s about Cassie

      It is probably wrong to text Steph, but no one knows Cassie better than her.

      Steph: Sure, where do you want to meet up at?

      Me: Can you meet me at the manor? Say as soon as you can get here?

      Steph: Oh my god, you bought it. She doesn’t know does she.  Shit.

      Me: Don’t tell her, please.

      Steph: I’ll be there in ten.

      Then I wait.  I am hoping Steph will have some answers.  I want my dream, but I want Cassie to have hers too.  Is there a way that we both can have our dreams and each other?

      Fifteen minutes go by before I hear a knock on the door.  I get up to answer it.  Steph comes in like… well, like a tornado.   

      “Start talking and don’t stop,” she says as she came into the foyer. “How could you do this to her?  My god, I’ve been pulling for your dumb ass for years. I knew eventually you’d get your head out of your ass and come back and get her, but now you bought her damn house. God, Jake, what were you thinking?  She doesn’t even know you bought it.”

      “I know.” I’m not sure Steph even hears me.

      “Five years, you waited five years. Then you go and do this.  She told me she saw someone bought it and it was you.  Should have talked to her first. Should have come to me first.”

      When Steph gets on a rant it’s was best not to interrupt. She is merciless when it comes to Cassie and it’s how I ended up in the pond, the first time.  I had pulled Cassie’s ponytail and kissed her on the cheek, and Stephanie saw red and pushed me down into the cold water of the pond.

      “Why are you smiling?” She stops talking to look at me. “I don’t think you should be smiling at a time like this. You should be fixing it.” 

      I start to talk when she stops. “I know; it’s why I asked you over here. I need your help. What am I supposed to do?” I groan. “Of course, I bought the house, her house, our house.  I figured that after this season I’d be back permanently, and we could fill it with us and our children. I envisioned a whole life for us, but they just offered me a new contract for three more years. In New York.” I pause to look at the fury on her face; no doubt if we were back at the pond I’d be going in again. “I know I should have told her first, I thought… it doesn’t matter now. What’s done is done and she’s going to hate me.” 

      Steph gives me a doubtful look and shakes her head.

      “I know, I know, but I can’t turn it down. I would love to just walk away, but my future depends on me not doing that and the money they are offering will help too, but I don’t want to give Cassie up either.  This wasn’t supposed to happen this way.  I leave in two weeks to go back and start filming.  I’m at a loss here, Steph. You’re her oldest friend. Help me.” 

      “Oh, Jake, this is a mess,” Steph says sympathetically. 

      “Don’t I know it.” I sigh.   

      “You might have screwed this up more, but it’s Cassie and if I know anything about Cassie, and I do, she will eventually forgive you.  For some reason she’s always more than happy to forgive your dumb ass.” 

      I smile at that because she’s forgiven me some stupid stuff in the past.  “She’s my heart, and I don’t want to hurt her. I need you to understand why I did it.  I need her to know why I did it.”

      “Then be honest with her.  Honesty is something she values above everything else. Tell her you bought your house.  Tell her about the contract; she might be mad at first, but Cassie is a romantic at heart and will forgive you.” 

      I just nod, knowing she is right.  I will tell Cassie it all. I owe that much to her at least.

      “Come on, show me the house.  I’ve never been in it before,” she says excitedly. 

      Steph and I head toward the office as I hear the front door open. I turn toward it as David yells down the hall. “I’m back. I picked up some dinner. I hope you thought about those contracts and signed them.”

      Beside me, I see Steph stiffen but I also see the small curve of a smile threaten at the corner of her mouth.  Huh, that’s interesting.  At that moment, I watch as David comes into view and then freeze as he sees Steph. Even more interesting.  His face goes slightly red when he looks at her and she looks away.  

      “I’m sorry, am I interrupting something?” David asks, clearing his throat.

      “No.” I am taken back by the sudden pissed off look on his face. I can’t figure it out but feel the need to explain. “Steph is here about Cassie.”

      Right on cue, Steph looked at me and says, “Tell her everything, Jake. Make her believe it. That girl is stupid over you.  She loves you, but she’s scared.  You two have a history and it wasn’t all pleasant.  Figure out how to make it work with her and for god’s sake, tell her you bought the damn house.  I’m assuming the reason it still looks like this is because you want her to help you decorate it, and she can’t do that until she knows it belongs to you.” With a quick look at David and her face going pink again, she mumbles, “I got to go, I just remembered a date I need to get to,” and runs out the front door. 

      I look at David for a moment.  “Want to clue me in on what’s going on?”

      David shrugs, mumbles something, and heads toward the kitchen.

      Oh, there is something going on there but before I can figure out what that is, I need to talk to Cassie. 

      Me: We need to talk; can we get together soon? 

      Cassie: Sure, where, and when.

      I want to tell her to just come here but I’m not ready for that yet and I don’t want her to find out this way that I bought the house. I want to tell her that face to face.

      Me: How about the pond or the treehouse? 

      Cassie: The pond is fine. It’ll be easier to get away and mother won’t come looking for me like she would in the treehouse.

      Me: Can you meet me there at eight? 

      Cassie:  Sure, I’ll see you then.

      I put the phone down and smile.  My girl is going to meet me at the pond tonight.
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      Right before eight, I slip out of the house and head toward the pond.  My thoughts turn to who could have bought it.  Andersonville isn’t a big place, and the house isn’t in the greatest shape.  I begin to dream about what it would look like, about the dreams Jake and I had for it.

      The outside would be cream colored, the door a pretty blue, even though red was the current color for doors. I hate red doors and how they look, no it would be blue.  There would be a porch swing out front overlooking the flower beds that were in the front of the house. Lights lighting the walkway at night and out by the sidewalk a beautiful sign that had the pond on it and simple stated Pond Manor.  I wanted that dream, more than anything, and I wanted it with Jake. You would walk into the foyer of the house and it would be beautiful. The foyer and most of the house would be done in grey and no carpet, I hate carpet, and love hardwood.  I would return it to its former glory, and at the top of the stairs in the master bedroom there would be a king size bed for Jake and I, a master bath to enjoy big enough for the two of us in the tub or the shower, sinks side by side.  A walk-in closet around there somewhere.  A small office, a few kids’ rooms.

      It is time to let that dream go too.  It is fine, I am fine.  I can get through this and whoever owns the house now will love it as much as I did, I am sure.  I am so lost in my own thoughts that I didn’t hear Jake come out of the woods.

      I look up into his eyes when he crouches in front of me, blocking out the sun, and I suck in a breath at his nearness. His scent hits me: woods, the pond, and a unique smell that is just him.

       I look up at him, “I’m sorry, I was just thinking,” I say. 

      He leans down and kisses me. His mouth is soft against mine and neither of us are in a hurry to end it.   I feel him pull me closer.  I want nothing else to be here with him.

      All too soon he ends it, and we are both panting.   He doesn’t let me go though. 

      “We have some things to talk about, but not here.  Come back to my house with me, Cass?” he asks, still holding me.

      “If my mother sees me going into your mom’s house, she’ll come over and we won’t be able to talk, Jake,” I say into his shirt.

      I feel him hesitate. “No, Cassie. Not my mom’s house. My house. Pond Manor.”

      I want to look at him, but he tightens his hold on me like he is afraid that I will run from him.  A lot of things go through my head.  Pond Manor, my house? He bought my house.  He is planning to stay here.  No, he can’t do that. He has a dream to live. 

      The thoughts are racing through my mind. I must have agreed to go back to the manor because before I know it, we are walking toward it, his arm around my shoulder and my arms around his waist. My god, he bought the manor, he bought my house.  I can’t name the emotions going through me, but one thing is for sure. I am falling a little deeper for him.  I just can’t figure out if it is a good idea or not.   

      Soon we are at the house. He digs his keys out of his pocket and unlocks the door.  As soon as we step into the foyer, he kicks the door with his foot and leans over to lock it. He grabs me once more and before I know what is going on, he has me pushed up against the wall and is kissing all thoughts out of my head.   It doesn’t take me long to catch up and I am kissing him back. I throw my head back and gasp as he continues to kiss me, down my jawline, down my throat. I hear him groan.

      “Cass, I need you right now,” he says with his mouth still on my skin.

      “Yes!” I’m not sure if I whispered or yelled and I really don’t care. He scoops me up in his big arms, my arms wrapped around his neck, and we are moving up the steps.  To the door at the top of the stairs. The master bedroom.

      My lips find his again.  God, I love this man. 

      He steps into the room, shuts the door, and I detangle myself from him and slowly slide down his body, all of me touching all of him.  I feel myself getting wetter, my body on fire. 

      I take a step back, both of us trying to catch our breath. I look at the king size bed sitting in the middle of the room.  When I turn back toward him, he is leaning against the door, watching me. 

      “I bought our house, Cassie,”  he says in a low gravelly voice, not moving, just waiting, and watching me.

      “I figured that out, but why?” I ask him, taking a small step toward him, my body aching for him.

      He moves, pushing away from the wall, stalking toward me.  I read the desire in his eyes.   I am ready to give in. 

      “Two reasons, really.  I needed a place away from my mom and your mom.  They didn’t need to be swept into my world. The second reason, the main reason.” He takes another step toward me. “I bought it for you, Cass.  I wanted to make this dream come true for the both of us.” Before I know what was happening, he has his arms wrapped back around me again. 

      I want all of this. The house, the fire, the passion, him.  I really want all of him. 

      I can’t think anymore. I pull him toward me and press my lips to his. The rest of my thoughts are gone and all that matters is this man and our bodies coming together.

      Without any effort at all, he scoops me up and places me on the bed.  He comes down onto the bed after me. Leaning over me, resting his body on his arms, and looking down at me with a smile. He takes his time looking at me.  I start to squirm under his gaze. 

      Slowly, I lift my hands and find the hem of his shirt; my hands find their way under to feel the rigid muscles there.  I hear his sharp intake of breath as I slowly explore his chest and his stomach. He is built like a Greek god. I can’t keep my hands off him.  

      I ache to take his clothes off and slowly my hands move back down, until I found the buttons of his jeans and I work on undoing them, then the zipper, slowly.

      “Cassie,” he says through gritted teeth right before his mouth is on mine again. 

      “This is not talking,” he says, pulling us apart. 

      “We’ll talk later. Right now, I want you Jake.  Please,” I beg.

      With a deep shuddering breath, he pulls his shirt off and then looks back down at me.  He starts to peel my shirt off.  I lift to make it easier and as soon as I am on my elbows, he reaches behind me, and I feel the clasp give on my bra.  In one swell swoop my shirt and my bra are both off, disappearing to I don’t care where.  He leans down and starts kissing my too hot skin again, starting at my collar bone and working his way down. He is using feather light kisses and I feel each one right down to my core.  I won’t last long at this rate.  Soon he is kissing one of my breasts and flicking his tongue against one nipple and then the other. His lips continue kissing and sucking down my stomach. I hear the snap as he unbuttons my jeans and then I hear the zipper.  His tongue dips into my belly button as he starts working the jeans down my legs.  I hear his breath intake when I am only in my underwear.

      He looks up at me at that moment, and I look down at him, watching him. Then he leans forward and licks me over my panties.  It feels too good and my hips shoot up to meet his mouth.  He kisses me there again and I hear myself say “Yes” as he does it again.  

      My underwear follows my jeans, and I am bare to his gaze. 

      “Beautiful,” he whispers before his mouth wraps around my clit.  I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding, and my fingers tangle in his hair.  He doesn’t let up until I am begging him to end the sweet torture.  His mouth is licking, kissing, and sucking, and I start coming undone. His fingers find their way to my pussy. I feel him push a finger into me and then two.  I can’t do anything but hold on and moan. I start to feel myself tighten as he winds me up faster, tighter.

      I hear him whisper, “Come for me, Cassie,” and I do.  I feel my body explode around his fingers, but he doesn’t stop pumping into me and licking me.

      As I come down from the high, I feel the emptiness as he moves away from me. Sitting up on my elbows, I watch him whip off his jeans and boxers.  I watch as he climbs up my body.  He sits back between my legs with a condom in his hands and tears it open and rolls it down his shaft. His lips are on mine again; I can taste myself on him.  His dick is at my entrance and he’s pushing inch by incredible inch into me.

      Sinking into me, I hear his gravelly voice as he stops and waits. “You’re mine, Cassie.  Forever and always.” 

      I nod my head in agreement. “Yes, and you're mine.” 

      Then he blissfully starts to move. I’m joining him, and he drops his forehead on to mine and we’re lost to the feelings of our bodies coming together. I can’t keep my eyes off him as we pick up the pace, and I feel my body tighten once more. Suddenly everything goes white and I scream his name.  After two more pumps, he’s coming hard and groans my name as well.

      After we’re done, he goes to the bathroom to take care of the condom. When he comes back, he looks at me for a moment before he climbs back on the bed and gathers me in his arms.  My head finds its way to his chest, and I lay listening to his heartbeat. Enjoying the feeling of his arms around me and his lips in my hair. I don’t want to be anywhere else.
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      The sky outside is dark when I wake up; for a moment I don’t realize where I am. Then I feel something warm and soft curled up beside me and it all comes back.  Cassie in my arms, in my bed, fast asleep.  I look down and just watch her. Somehow in this moment all my fantasies have finally come true.  I have a very naked Cassie in my arms again. I could lay here for hours watching her.

      “You know it’s kind of creepy that you’re watching me sleep,” her drowsy voice says.

      I smile because she’s right. It is kind of creepy, but I’m not going to apologize for it.

      “Want to stay over?” I ask her, tightening my arms around her even more.

      She sighs a little and I can feel her start pulling away. I refuse to let her go, and she cocks her head up at me.  I just smile down into her eyes. 

      “I want to stay, Jake, but I’m not sure it’s the right thing to do.” 

      “I can respect that, but I really want you to stay,” I say, wishing and hoping she gives in and stays.

      With a coy smile she looks at me and picks up her phone. “Hi, Mom… No, I’m fine… I’m not going to be home tonight… I’m an adult and I just wanted you to know that I wasn’t coming home…  It doesn’t matter what I’m doing or who I’m with, just wanted you to have a heads up. Bye.” 

      Then she hangs up the phone.

      “Did she accuse you of being with me?” I ask, a little hurt. Her mom never liked me.

      “Doesn’t matter. What should matter to you, Mr. TV star, is I’m here, I’m staying, and we still need to talk,” she says, trailing a finger down my chest. 

      I smile because she agreed to stay the night, stay with me.  Before I can press my lips to hers, her phone buzzes. 

      “Text from Steph.  She says have a good night. Wonder how she knew I was here?” 

      Cassie and I turn to each other and smile.  I pull her back against me again and start to trace my lips up and down her neck.

      “Jake.”

      I love the way my name sounds falling off her lips.

      “How about something to eat first, Cass. We have all night for other things,” I say as I pull her on top of me and pull her head down for what is supposed to be a quick kiss, but I should have known better when it comes to Cassie.

      After a moment of lips meeting, tongues meeting, she sighs and sits up on the bed, with my sheet covering her body like a shield.  My hands are itching to rip it off her so I can see her gorgeous naked body underneath, but she gives me a look.

      “Shower, food, and talking,” she says.

      I laugh and grab my boxers from the floor.  “Fine, what would you like to eat?” I ask as I grab my phone to place an order.

      “Something hot. Oh, you can call that little Italian place, Alfred’s. They have the most amazing chicken fettuccine ever.” She jumps to her feet and drops the sheet as she claps her hands.

      I get treated with her naked body as she pads to the bathroom to take her shower.

      After I place the call and order the meal, I head into the bathroom too.

      “They said twenty minutes,” I tell Cassie as she stands under the hot spray. 

      “That’s just enough time then,” she says, opening the shower door and beckoning me in with a crook of her finger.

      No one needs to tell me twice as I strip out of my boxers and step into the shower with a very wet and very naked Cassie.

      As soon as I’m in, I pull her into my arms for another intoxicating kiss and back her into the tiles at the back of my shower, my body sheltering her from the spray. 

      “I thought we were going to get clean in here,” she says, trailing her hands down the front of my body, over my chest, stomach, and then lower until my cock is in her hand.

      I drop my head to the cool tile above hers. “I think we should get dirty first and then get clean.”

      “I like that idea very much.” She tilts her head up and I crush my lips down on her while she strokes me.

      Soon my lips on hers isn’t enough.  I need to be inside her.  I break our kiss and start trailing my lips down her neck.  Then I turn her around, so the palms of her hands are flat against the tile.   Then I’m trailing kisses down her back.  “Spread your legs for me, Cassie.”

      She spreads her legs a little further apart, and soon I’m sliding into her wet folds.  Then I’m thrusting hard and fast into her. She lays her head back on my shoulder and I kiss her. There is nothing like kissing Cassie, especially while she and I are chasing an orgasm together. I can feel her pussy clenching around my cock, and I reach down to play with her clit.  It’s just enough to push her over the edge as she comes undone around me, screaming my name as I’m groaning hers.

      I catch her before her knees buckle from under her and hold her against me as I kiss her again.  I will never get enough of her.  

      After we clean up, we head downstairs to wait on the delivery guy. Her in one of my t-shirts and me in a pair of pajama pants.  We sit in the living room on the couch that the old owners left here.  I will need to replace that. Neither of us are saying anything, but the silence is comforting, in a way. Like it should always be between us. 

      Cassie puts her head back on the cushion of the couch “I love this house. I always have. I’m glad you bought it. I’d hate to see what would happen if it fell into anyone else’s hands.”

      I study her for a moment, debating on what I want to say to her.  “I’m glad I bought it too.  There is no other house I ever wanted than this one.” Just like there is no one I want other than you, I say in my head because she’s not ready to believe that yet from me.
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      My eyes are closed as we talk about the house.  So many memories come flooding back. We talk about our dreams for this house, just like we did when we were younger.

      “You know you should put some flower boxes out front on the porch. A wreath on the door,” I say, eyes still closed.

         I feel him slide closer to me, feel his hands tangling in my hair.  “Yeah, I like that, I like that a lot,” he says as I feel his lips come closer to mine.  He brushes his lips over mine but before either of us deepen the kiss, the doorbell rings.

      “Damn it,” he swears, getting up as I giggle.

      I hear him answer the door and from his end of the conversation, the delivery guy must recognize him.  That makes me giggle again. I can’t believe where I am sitting and what I am doing at this moment. 

      Before, I can contemplate any further I hear my phone chime with a new message.

      Steph: Hoping I’m not interrupting, and you better not be answering this if I am.

      Steph: I left a bag of clothes on the steps out front.

      Steph: Have fun on that walk of no shame, tomorrow.

      I laugh as I read her texts.  I take the time to text her back.

      Me: Not interrupting anything but dinner and he’s getting that now.

      Me: Thank you for the clothes and I’ll see you tomorrow.

      Steph: Anytime.  Have fun but not too much <evil emoji>. 

      Me: Thank you and I gotta go, he’s coming back. I love you and all, but I want to spend time with him. 

      Steph:  Go get some. Talk to you tomorrow.

      I put down the phone when he comes back in the room and I smile at him.  He quirks an eyebrow at me as I put down my phone. 

      “Steph,” I say, answering the question he didn’t ask.  “She left a bag of clothes outside for me.  She wanted me to know.”

      “Ah, that explains this” He hands me the plastic bag full of clothes. “Guess she wanted to give you options,” he said, taking his seat back beside me on the couch and starting to pull the food out of the bag.

      My stomach rumbles as the smell of the fettuccine hits me. I look over at Jake, embarrassed. He just laughs as he hands me the container full of chicken and noodles.  I smile at him and feel like all's right with the world.

      We sit in silence for a while, eating, lost in our own thoughts, but it is a comforting sort of silence, not awkward like it can be sometimes.

      I look up meeting Jake's eyes as he is studying me.  I feel my breath catch as I look into his smoldering brown eyes. I see the heat there. I hear my breathing go a little shallower and I lick my suddenly dry lips. 

      It’s hard, but I force words past the lump in my throat “You said you wanted to talk. Is now a good time?”

      Still staring at me, I watch him swallow a few times. “I’d rather take you back to bed, but we did say we’d talk after a shower and food.” 

      I hold my breath and I can’t help that my mind wonders to us being back in bed together. I don’t really care what he wants to talk about; I’d rather go back to bed with him and live out some of our fantasies. 

      As though he could read my mind, he starts to shake his head.  “We have all night, Cassie, and I want to talk to you.   I love making love with you, but I love you for more than just the great sex between us.  I love spending time with you, talking with you, and just existing with you.”

      I swallow hard again. I’m falling deeper and deeper into this man, and I’m not sure I ever want to stop falling. He’s everything I always wanted and needed.

      He’s still staring, waiting for me to say something.  I don’t know what he wants from me, but I know what I want to give him. 

      I smile and say, “Okay, let’s talk.”

      He looks at me for a moment. I don’t know if he’s trying to figure out what to say to me or if he knows what he wants to say and is too afraid to say it.

      Suddenly he speaks and says, “I want you to know why I bought this house, but first I need to take you back to when we were eighteen and we talked about this place.  We used to sit by the pond and dream about our future.” He pauses and takes a deep breath. “I don’t know about you Cass, but I still dream about that future. You are still the star of that future.” He stops and smiles at me.  My heart is beating faster. “At eighteen I promised myself if I ever had the chance, I would buy this place and make those dreams come true. I had the means to do that three years ago.  I didn’t, I was trying to forget about the place, I was trying to forget about you, but I couldn’t.  You tortured my every waking moment and my every dream, and eventually I realized why.” 

      He is going red and rub at the back of his neck. He only does that when he is nervous or anxious about something.

      I start slowly, my voice barely a whisper, afraid it will break the bubble we are in “What are you trying to say to me, Jake?” 

      “Cassie, you know I love you. I don’t think you believe it yet, but I have never stopped loving you.  There is no one else for me but you. It’s the reason I couldn’t get you off my mind. I woke up one day and realized that I needed you in my life.  So, I need to confess it all to you and please no words until I’m done, please give me that.”

      I nod and wait.

       With a deep breath, he starts. “There is security following you most of the time.” He doesn’t give me time to speak and quickly moves on. “I wanted, no I needed, to make sure you were safe. Devon is usually on me, he’s the head of my security team.  He’s in charge of the guard who follows you, Laci.   It’s important to me that the people who mean the most to me are protected.” I nod as if I understand any of this. Right now, the only thing going through my head is there is someone following me. 

      Jake continues to talk. “I am currently under contract for season two of Primed for Revenge which means in two weeks, I need to go back to LA.”  He grabs my hands. “I want you to come with me, Cass. I just got you back, I don’t want to lose you again. I mean if you don’t want to come with me, we can make this work. I can fly home, to you, on the weekends and spend the weeks in LA.  You can come with me or stay here during the week. I want to make this work; we need to make this work.” He’s pleading with me and as I look in his eyes, I only see sincerity in them.  He really wants to make this work.

      I just sit and stare. I clear my throat. “I had heard that they asked you back for three additional years.  So, for the next four years you want us to deal with a long-distance relationship? Then what? What exactly do you want from me, Jake?”

      He looks down at our joined hands for a moment and sighs. I don’t want whatever this is between us to end, and if feels like there is no alternative to it ending. I don’t want to let him go again. I need space, air, something. I start to pull away a little, but his hand tightens on mine.

      His eyes snapped back to my face. “I don’t know, Cassie. I can’t answer any of those questions yet. You’re not entirely wrong either. I know this is screwed up but I wasn’t expecting any of this. When I came back this time, I had already decided that after this next season, I was going to move home. You weren’t the only reason I bought the house. I was looking for one anyway and it was the right one, but not without you. Then, then the contract came across my desk and I had to sign it, it was too good to pass up. It will set me up to be able to reach my dreams, our dreams. The remaining three years will be shot in New York, not LA, so I’ll be even further away.” 

      I feel something cold run through me. LA is one thing, that wasn’t so far from here, but New York? New York is much too far away. 

      “I don’t know what to do here, Jake.” I pull my hands from his and clasp them around me. “Tell me what I’m supposed to do,” I plead. 

      Jake moves our food off the couch and pulls me into his lap. “I wish I could tell you what to do, baby, but I don’t think that’s my place. I want to be with you, Cass, and only you but I also understand if you don’t want that.” I can tell that it kills him to say it; it kills me to hear it.

      This isn’t something I can answer now. I don’t know if I can take the chance I really want.  I don’t know if I can just upend my life like that.  I sit and just stare at him. 

      Jake takes pity on me and grips me tighter as he speaks. “I understand that you need time to process everything, but I have a thought. Stay with me here, for the next two weeks. Help me with the house. I want it to be what you and I dreamed of when we were just kids sitting by the pond. I already ordered the sign; it should be installed before I go. Pond Manor, like we always discussed. I don’t want this house unless you help me with it. It means too much to the both of us for that to happen.”

      I sit stunned. It dawns on me that not only is he making his dreams come true but also mine.  It is this exact moment that I not only and completely fall in love with him again, but that I completely believe he loves me.  I don’t want to think about the next four years; I just want to think about now, his body pressing against mine. Two weeks are all I am willing to think about at the moment.

      “Yes,” I whisper, and I kiss him with all the feelings I have been holding back. “We’ll discuss that later; right now we have tonight. Take me back to bed.”

      Before I know what is happening, Jake is once again lifting me into his arms and carrying me back up the stairs.  I throw my arms around his neck and kiss his jaw, his neck, and any part of him that my lips can reach.
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      Visions of last night replay in my head as I slowly wake up.  I can’t stop the smile as I look beside me and see my gorgeous girl lying next to me sound asleep.  I’m still unsure what we are going to do about us in the long term, but I am willing to give it a try if she is. I just want her by my side for the rest of our lives; we can work out the details as we go.  She has agreed to help me remodel the house into our dream house. I never actually told her I bought the house for us, for our future, but I have to believe that she was envisioning the same things I was when she said yes.

      Cassie stirs beside me and I feel her hand wrap around my stomach as she snuggles in closer. 

      “Good morning,” she whispers. 

      “Good morning to you too,” I say, kissing her brown hair.  “Breakfast?” I ask. 

      “Sure,” she says but didn’t move. 

      “Hey,” I ask, lifting her chin so my eyes will meet mine. “What’s going through that pretty head of yours?”

      With a sigh that was purely Cassie she says, “I’m not sure what to say or do in this situation, Jake.”

      For a moment I am confused “What situation is that, Cassie?”

      I can see the slight blush that skims her breasts and creeps up her neck and onto her face “Well, I’ve never slept over with someone before. I don’t know, this morning feels different than waking up did last night before dinner.”

      It hits me all at once.  This is something we have never done before. While this is a dream come true for me, it dawns on me that Cassie might be having some regrets about all of this.  I have been waiting five years, and I guess I just assumed she had been here waiting too.  An icy chill slinks down my back as I slowly turn to her.   

      I take a deep breath, trying to figure out how to express to her all I want her to know, but I don’t want to scare her off either. I decide to go for the truth, my truth at least. “I have no regrets.” I put my finger to her lips before she can say anything. “I hope you aren’t having any regrets either, Cassie. I realize this situation is new for the both of us but no regrets, not between you and me.”  

       I look into her hazel eyes and see the love in them, and it takes my breath away. The feelings I have for her are even stronger than they were five years ago. If she ever decides to end us, I’m sure I’d die. I’m nothing without her.  I lean down and kiss her, and I put everything I feel into that kiss. I want her to know how much I love her. To know I’m always here for her, that what happened in our past was a mistake but us together, that’s our future.    

      After we pull apart from our kiss, she looks at me and traces a finger down my arm “I was having regrets but I’m not anymore.  Let’s spend the next two weeks getting to know each other again, alone, just us. I want to see where this thing goes with you, Jake.”

      That is the closest she has come to admitting that she loves me. I can see it in her eyes, her very expressive eyes, that have never lied to me. But I want the words. I know she isn’t ready to give me what I want yet.  I just hope she will one day, and soon.

      “Okay, so breakfast before you have to go home or maybe another round in the shower?” I ask, wiggling my eyebrows, as she laughs and starts pushing me out of the bed, our bed. She just doesn’t know it yet.

      An hour after--we got waylaid in the shower, again, we finally make it downstairs to the kitchen where I make us eggs and bacon.  We eat in silence for a while and then start to discuss the stuff we want to do together.

      “We can’t go out like I would like, but we can do whatever here.  After all, I still want your help to design it.  James and Eric can come over to discuss it whenever you want,” I say. “I’d like to have the work started before I leave.”

      Cassie frowns and drops her head.  I don’t have to wait long to find out what is going on inside her head. “I’m not ready to think about you leaving yet.” 

      “Neither am I, Cass.  I still want you to come with me. I understand if you can’t yet, but I want you to. I’m ready to go all in with you.  I love you,” I say, putting my finger under her chin and lifting her head so that our eyes meet. 

      She sighs. “I know you do, Jake.  I’m still not ready. Let’s just get to know each other again. Okay?” 

      I sigh and move my hand away from her face. I’m not sure why she won’t give me the words I crave, the words I need, the words I know she has in her. I have no doubt that she loves me, but she just refuses to acknowledge it or even say it. It’s just so frustrating.  I’m trying to be patient and I get her reasoning, but I really need her to say it.

      “Okay, what do you want to do today?” I ask, grabbing our plates and heading toward the kitchen.

      I hear her sigh, so I know it’s going to be something I don’t like.

      “I need to go home. I want to pack.  Meet the girls, and I need to tell my mom something,” I hear her say as I put the dishes in the sink. 

      As I step back into the doorway of the dining room and the card table that is currently being used as the dining room table, I look at her. “Are you sure you don’t just want to tell her?  I’m not sure she’s going to buy that you are staying at Amelia’s or Steph’s for the next two weeks.” 

      “I don’t know. I’ll figure it out, but I need to get ready to go. Thank you for last night and thanks for breakfast. I’ll see you later.”  She gives me a quick peck on the lips and is headed upstairs to grab her stuff.  

      “I love you, Cass, I’ll see you later,”  I say as she heads down the walk, but I’m not sure if I will or not.
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      It’s after ten when I make my way home. I go out the back through the wooded area surrounding the pond. Our pond, the one place where Jake and I make the most sense. The pond belongs to Jake now; I can’t believe he bought our house. I can’t believe he wants me to help him design and decorate the house. I know what his real motives are. He is envisioning a future with us there together. So am I. I can’t and won’t confess that to him yet. He’s getting ready to leave me again.  Sure, he says he wants me to go with, but I don’t fit into that world.  He’s a big named actor and I’m just Cassandra. How long before he gets tired of me there?

      I sigh and pull the light jacket Steph left for me a little closer. I can smell Jake; his clean scent fills my nose and makes me wish for things.  I can’t help the smile that crosses my face.

      Me: I smell like Jake. 

      Steph: That’s a bad thing? 

      Me: Of course not, but my mother’s going to know.

      Steph:  You’re a grown ass woman Cassie, who cares.

       Steph isn’t wrong but after almost losing her, I try not to rock the boat too much. 

      Me: I know but she has been a mess since dad died. 

      Steph: Eleven years Cassie. Eleven years she has been manipulating you and making you feel small when you could have done so much more. 

      I know she’s right but yet part of me, a small part of me, knows that she just can’t face me leaving too. 

      Steph:  Fine, we won’t talk about it. We’ll avoid it like always.

      She types after I don’t answer her. 

      Steph: Ryan’s home. 

      Me: For good? Did he bring Lily? How is he doing after the divorce?

      Ryan is Steph’s older brother, a lot like an older brother to me too.  I’ve missed him but it looks like he and his five-year-old are finally moving home, now that his disaster of a marriage to Shannon is finally over.  She isn’t interested in a husband and a child and has better things to do with her time. Her words, not mine. I can’t be happier that he is finally home. 

      Steph: Ryan got home yesterday. Of course, he brought Lily, her mom wants nothing to do with her. He’s fine after the divorce, he's fine about the divorce.

      Me: Well, why didn’t you tell me when you were texting me last night. 

      Steph:  You were kind of busy.  I didn’t want to interrupt with that news. If you’re interested, I can let him know if you’re available. <thinking emoji> <evil emoji>

      Me: Ewww.  He’s like a big brother. I have no feelings like that for him whatsoever and he has none for me either.

      Steph: Trust me everyone knows you only have eyes for Jake. It’s always been Jake. I’m just messing with you. 

      It would always be Jake. Even when he left, he would take my heart with him.  I want to willingly give it to him. I want to get on that plane and go with him but I’m too afraid.  I believe that he loves me, I know that I love him, so why the hesitation?

      Me: I know you are, and you aren’t wrong about Jake either.  Meet up at Sweet Tea in an hour?

      Steph:  See you then my friend.

      I continue walking to my house.  I take a deep breath before I step into the kitchen.  I look around and realize my mother isn’t there.  I sigh.  Maybe I can get a shower quickly before she realizes I’m home.   I start down the hall to my room. I’m stepping into the shower when I hear the front door and my mother return.  I’ll have to remember to take some of my stuff over to Jake’s for future sleepovers.

      “Cassie, are you home, darling?” I hear her yell down the hall and I’m a little suspicious of how it sounds. “I was just over at Donna’s and heard the most wonderful news.” I could hear her coming closer to the bathroom door.

      “Shower, Mom, I’ll be out in a minute. I’m going to be meeting Steph and Amelia at Sweet Tea soon. Give me a second,” I say so she doesn’t come in.

      I hurry through my shower and get dressed.  I smell like me again but I kind of miss smelling like Jake.

      “So, what’s the big news” I ask as I step into the kitchen.

      “Donna just told me that Jake has been signed to three more years with his show. Isn’t that wonderful news?” she says with glee in her eyes.

      I stand, wondering what was making her so happy about that. Is it that he will be away from me for another four years or is it that she is generally happy for him? I know the answer but part of me needs her to say it. I need to hear her admit that she’s happy that he’ll be gone from my life again. 

      “Yes, that’s wonderful news. I heard about it yesterday. I’m sure he’ll sign the deal. He would be an idiot not to,” I say carefully.

      “Of course, but it’ll take him further away from home. I don’t think he’ll get back as much as he has been,” she says with a little laugh.

      There it is. Then the realization of my entire life comes crashing down on me, but I’m strong and not going to give into the crushing blow that my mom doesn’t want my happiness if it takes me away from her. 

      “Mother, I was with Jake. He bought the Manor House.”

      She just looks at me. “He’s going to hurt you again, Cassandra. What, do you think because he bought a house he’s not going to go away?  Eventually he won’t even come back. It’s time to give him up and move on with your life.”

      I sigh because even I realize that him not coming back is a very real possibility. “I’m twenty-three years old, Mother. I love him, have always loved him, have never stopped loving him. I realize he can break my heart all over again, but I can’t help myself. I want to be with him,” I say, sitting down. “I understand that you are disappointed in me. I can’t find it in myself to care. When I was little you would tell me the story of you and dad, and I want a love like that. I know you would have done anything for one more day with him. I feel like Jake and I are getting a second chance, and I don’t want to waste it.  He’s here for two more weeks and I want to see where it goes. Maybe all our dreams will come true or maybe it’ll be a disaster, but at least I’ll know.  He loves me, Mother.  We were just kids the last time, and we’ve both grown up, and I think we could be something.”

      I take a deep breath and clamp my mouth shut. My mom shakes her head and looks at me.

      “This is going to end badly for you. Just find a nice boy to settle down here with.”

      I shake my head sadly at her. She will never understand, and I don’t expect her to.    

      “I’m doing this,” I say and walk down the hall to my bedroom.  I just hope it’s not a bad idea.
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      Cassie: I just told mom about us spending the night together

      I keep reading those words again and again.  Part of me can’t believe she did it.  She has to love me. She would have never told her mom if she didn’t.  Why, then, won’t she tell me? Cassie is the love of my life and so very frustrating. 

      I hear the door open, and for a moment I hope it is Cassie. Though I doubt it, I haven’t really heard from her all day except for her to let me know she told her mom, and I am getting nervous. In case it isn’t her, I grab the papers off my desk.  Stepping out of my office to my utter disappointment, I see that it is only David standing there. 

      “Well, did you sign them?” he asks when he sees me.

      “The offer was more than far.  I signed them and they are ready to go.”

      “And Cassie?” he asks, taking the papers from me.

      I sigh.  I’m not sure exactly where I stand with Cassie.  I hope that she will come with me. It would make it much easier but if she doesn’t want to, I am willing to do whatever it takes to make sure we stay together.  “We may have to buy a private jet,” I say, only half kidding. 

      “You love her that much?” David asks me.

      “You have to understand our history. We’ve known each other forever. I was there when her dad died. She was there when my dad left. She was my everything. She still is my everything. The only time I fucked up was five years ago, when I left and didn’t look back. I couldn’t handle her mom getting cancer. I couldn’t handle Cass being here and facing the death of another parent. We have been through so much together.  She is my heart,” I say.

      “Well, okay.  If we need to buy a plane, then a plane we will buy,” David says and walks into the living room.

      I follow and sit down on the chair, while he takes a seat on the couch. “So,” I say, “what’s up with you and Steph?” 

      David gives me a “shut up, we’re not talking about it” look and I can’t help but smirk.

      “That bad, huh?” I ask. “You know, I’ve known her forever too.  She and Cassie have been best friends since third grade.  She terrified me then. Hell, she’s terrifying now.” 

      “She’s something. I’m sure she would love to put her little stiletto up my ass but then she’d have to think about my ass, and I can’t imagine it would be in anyway but kicking it,” he says and I chuckle. 

      “Sounds like her.” 

      “She threatened me when she found out I brought you the new contract. She cornered me and threatened my life if you signed those papers.  Apparently, she thinks you and Cassie are doomed if you accept this deal.  I told her it was done, and you’d be stupid not to take it, and then she took off the red shoes she was wearing and held it up like she was going to hit me.  Then some guy with a little girl came over and she glared at me but hugged him,” David says, looking dejected about her hugging someone else.

      “I heard Ryan and Lily were back. Mom called and told me. Her brother just got out of a bad marriage and decided to move back with his little girl. Shannon was a woman who wanted to be kept and she didn’t want to be a mom. That’s not the kind of person Ryan wanted or needed.  He was always a good guy,” I say and watch him start to smile when it sinks in that Ryan was Steph's brother and not someone vying for her attention.  

      “Okay, I have calls to make and texts to answer back. I also want to go to Sweet Tea; I’m getting hungry and going crazy from being in this house all the time.” I get up and leave David sitting there to go get ready. 

      When I get into the bedroom, I smile as I look at the disheveled bed. I let myself imagine Cassie there last night and this morning. I don’t know if I will be able to walk away from her if she decides not to come with me, but I have two weeks to change her mind. I know that she has work for the next week at least, but if I can get her back into this bed maybe everything could change in my favor. Maybe I could even get her to admit she loves me as much as I love her.

      Me: I’m happy you told your mom. I know that must have been hard on the both of you. I mean if you can’t stay, I would totally understand.

      I’m totally lying and don’t care. I’m pretty sure she’ll know it too.  Really, I just want to be close to her and her to be close to me. I want to woo her and convince her to give us a real chance at making a life together. I wait patiently to see what she’ll say.

      Cassie: I want to be there with you Jake. I’ll be over tonight. Want anything special for dinner? I can pick something up or cook.

      Cassie:  Thank you for inviting me to stay. I’m very much looking forward to it.

      If I weren’t already in love with this girl, I’m sure this would solidify it. There is no question in my mind. I am going to make Cassie St. James change her last name. I liked the sound of Cassandra Woods a lot.

      Me:  You don’t have to cook for me. 

      Cassie: I know but I want to. Actually… do you have a grill?

      I don’t but I can if she wants me to.

      Cassie: I was thinking maybe you could grill us some steaks, I’ll make the sides and then we can sit on the deck and talk about the backyard. I have an idea I think you’ll like.

      I don’t have any patio furniture either. I guess shopping for a grill and a patio set is on my list today. I can’t wait. Wish I had a deck but I’m sure that will be in the plans we discuss tonight. Soon, very soon, I am going to make that woman my wife.

      Me: That sounds amazing. What time should I expect you?

      Cassie: How about I come over around 6? I’m looking forward to seeing you tonight.

      Me: Me too, Cass. I love you. I’ll see you later.

      I put the phone down to get ready to get going.  I have a lot to get together before my girl comes over tonight.  I can’t wait.
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      I am sitting in the back-corner booth of Sweet Tea, waiting for Steph and Amelia, when Jake walks in. He doesn’t see me sitting there so I take the moment to just gaze at him. My eyes travel up and down his well-toned body, over the muscles that are hiding under his shirt that just hours ago I was running my hands over.  With a sly smile, I decide to do something that I would never have done before.

      Me: Your ass is looking good in those jeans Woods. 

      I watch, fascinated, as he takes his phone out of his pocket to read what I had just sent. Looking at his phone, his lips curl up into a smile and then his eyes roam over all the tables until he finds me. His eyes lock with mine. His eyes sparkles and he gives me a slow wink.  My heart stops for a moment and I put my head down, trying to contain my laughter. I hear my phone ding and I pick it up, waiting in anticipation for what he sent me.

      Jake:  That wasn’t the outfit you were wearing when you left the house this morning.

      Me: It’s not the outfit I will be wearing when I come over tonight either. 

      Jake:  Make sure you pack light. I have plans for us, St. James.

      I laugh again. Shaking my head. For a moment I thought he was going to make his way over to me but just at that moment, David walks through the door and right on his heels, throwing a fit, is Steph.

      “I don’t think you get it, Mr. Turner.” Steph is pissed, you could hear it in her voice. “She is not going to just accept this. I highly doubt he will just accept it.”

      David turns around and looks at her, hatred dripping from his voice. “I don’t know who you think you are, Ms. Carter, but I can assure you it’s already settled. Now please leave me and my client to eat in peace. Don’t you have a manicure to get or something?” 

      That wasn’t good. I am waiting for her to blow up at him, but Steph just turns with a huff and starts toward me. I can hear her grumbling as she gets closer. 

      Jake turns his full attention to David, but I catch him looking at me every so often.  I smile as Steph gets closer.

      “I swear that man is stupid, or an idiot. Maybe he’s a stupid idiot,” she says, sliding into the booth.

      I just look at her for a moment. Her skin is slightly pink as if she is blushing. She fans herself for a moment while she talks. 

      “Anyway,” she begins. “We’re not here about me, we’re here about you.”

      “Think of something else to say to him?” I ask as I catch her in the act of looking at David.

      “He’s just so fun to get worked up. I’ve never met someone I want to rile up as much as I do him. Make him lose some of that shine. Be almost human,” she says, still staring at him.

      “So, you like him?” I ask slowly.

      “Like him. I can’t stand that man. Any time we’re in the same room, it’s like pouring gasoline on an already lit fire.” She waves her hand at Amelia as she makes her way to our table with ice teas in hand.

      “Okay, you’re combustible. I don’t think that’s necessarily a bad thing,” I say.

      Amelia stops and gives each of us a tea. “Please, I saw the way you two looked at each other. I can see the challenge and I can see the heat.  They do say there is a thin line between love and hate.”

      Stephanie throws her head back and starts laughing. “I could never love that arrogant jerk, but hate him? Yeah, I do a pretty good job of that all on my own.

      We are getting nowhere fast with this questioning. Steph would keep talking around in circles and she isn’t going to give us any more details than what she wants to give us. 

      “I told Mother,” I say, taking a long drink of my tea.

      Stephanie and Amelia are quiet.  The shocked look on their faces would be hysterical if it wasn’t my life we are discussing.

      “How did that go” Stephanie hedges. 

      “As well as expected; she’s not happy,” I say. “I want to give us a try. I think I owe it to both of us to give it a try. I don’t think she understands it, all she sees is the guy who broke my heart and he’s going to do it again.” When I look at Amelia and Stephanie again, they both have a look I don’t recognize on their faces. It’s almost like I’m missing something.

      “What about his contract?  He’s going to be gone for what, four more years?” Amelia says.

      “He asked me to go with him.” I’m pretty sure I have just rendered them speechless. “I haven’t decided either way yet.”

      Steph blinks a few times and just stares. “I don’t think he’ll sign them. He wants you guys to be together too much and he just bought the house,” she says, gesturing to where Jake and David are ordering.

      I take a minute to rake my eyes over Jake again. I’m addicted to him in such a good way. I have always loved just looking at him but now as he’s gotten toned from those action movies and shows he’s done, I can’t tear my eyes off.  After a moment he glances back and winks at me.  

      “Wait, is that what you and David were fighting about as you were coming in?” I ask, looking at her again.

      “It’s not the first time. I threatened him with my shoe when I heard about it.” Stephanie looks down and pretends to pick a piece of lint off her top.

      I sigh. “He signed them, Steph. I know he did because I was there. It was too good of a deal to pass up. I would never ask him to do that for me.”

      “But, but, but, he just bought the house,” she whines.

      Amelia throws her hands up. “Yeah, because he wants to put down roots. He knows he can’t be an action star forever. He wants a place to call home. I’m sure he wants to be close to Cassie and his mom.  What better way than with the manor? That’s all they talked about growing up. What they wanted to do to it, how they wanted to rebuild it for the tons of kids they were going to have.” Amelia is teasing, but everyone knew we planned to buy the manor house one day.  It was our dream.

      “So, what are you going to do?” Steph asks, pouting.

      “Enjoy the time I have here with him.  I don’t know if I’m going to go with him or if I’ll stay. What I do know is I have two weeks before he leaves and I’m going to make the most of it,” I say, rubbing my hands together. 

      Oh yes, the next two weeks are going to be fun. It’s the last week of school and things are winding down for the year. The last conferences are done, there is the parent party on the last day, but we’ll be ready for that too, and there is the practice of our song that we’ll sing for our parents. Then my nights will be spent with Jake and then we’ll have the last week to do nothing but keep each other occupied.  I look up at him and catch him watching me. I throw him a wink and smile.  I can’t wait.
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      It’s quarter to six and the grill has been bought and built. So has the new patio set. My body and mind are buzzing as I hear her car in the drive.  I hear her soft knock on the door. Huh, I need to get her a key. The thought of her having a key to my place puts a buzz in my blood. 

      “It’s open,” I yell through the patio door. I hear the soft click, click, click of her shoes as she walks through the entry way and into the living room.  Peeking through the billowing curtains, I see she has a big duffle bag that looks overstuffed and two grocery bags in her hands. 

      I step through the door to help her with her bags. She waves me off and put the grocery bags on the table in the kitchen and takes her duffle bag and drops it by the stairs.

      “How long are you planning on staying?” I ask her, moving toward her for a hug and a quick kiss.

      “As long as you let me,” she says with a saucy wink.

      My heart does a double flip in my chest. I can’t believe that the girl of my dreams is moving in. If I get my way she’s never moving out. She’ll fly with me to LA to shoot the show and then we’ll fly to New York to finish out the next three seasons.

      She’s going through the bags she brought and hands me two steaks that are wrapped in butcher paper, and then she hands me two potatoes wrapped in tin foil.  “Go start cooking them, and I’ll make the salad and get the potato bar ready,”  she says, shooing me out of the kitchen. I hang back for a second, admiring her, admiring the way she looks standing in my kitchen. She has kicked off her shoes and made herself at home.  Home, yeah that’s what it feels like when she’s around. It feels like home. 
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      At around seven we are sitting in the yard at the new patio set as Cassie looks around. 

      “The patio set and the grill” She starts looking at each one. “You just bought them today, didn’t you?” 

      I feel my face starting to warm slightly. Then I put my hand at the back of my neck and massage it.  “Maybe. Maybe not. I’m not going to tell you.”

      She laughs and my heart starts to beat out a rhythm to that laughter. I could die a happy man right here, right now, if I could just hear her laugh like that all the time.  She is my everything.

      “Okay, but we both know you did. So, thank you. This patio set is exactly what I would have picked for back here.” She stops to look around. “I kind of wish you had a deck back here though.  Oh, a three layer one. One that comes off your room, down the steps to the back door and then steps down to the yard.” She claps her hands if she has figured it all out, and I admit it sounds nice.

      “What if we did a deck off the bedroom and kept it private? That way no unexpected visitors. Think about all the naked mornings that could be had up there,” I say, tracing her body with my eyes.  She is right; the outfit she is wearing now is neither of the outfits I saw her in earlier today. Tonight, she is wearing a blue sun dress that flares at her hips and all I have been thinking about is running my hands up her legs under that billowy skirt.

      Cassie blushes as she too is now thinking about a deck off the bedroom and how private we could make it. She clears her throat and says, “What if we cut back some of the trees so that we could see the pond?” She speaks quietly. So quietly that it takes me a minute to realize what she says.

      She wants to be able to see the pond from our room because damn it, it is our room rather she knows it yet or not. It’s our room, our bed, our house.

      I slide forward in the chair I’m sitting in and grab her hands in mine.  “I think that’s a magnificent idea. There is no place more special to me than the pond,” I tell her, leaning in. I hear her catch of breath before I place my lips against hers.  It is in no way a passionate kiss; no, that I am holding back for until later.  This is just a quick kiss before it got out of hand.  “How would you feel about a pool back here as well?”

      With eyes looking a little unfocused and a smile playing across her lips, she says, “I would love it, but I’d worry about the children being back here and something happening.”  She gasps over what she just said and continues in a rush as she always does when she can’t stop talking no matter how much she wants to. “I mean, you know it’s a liability and all. I’m not saying that we’ll ever have kids, I mean who knows what the future holds. Of course, we talked about kids but that was years ago and we’re just starting to rediscover… I mean get to know each other again and you know I’m not thinking about us having children anytime soon or ever… and I’m going to shut up now.” Her face is red, and I can see she is clamping her jaw shut so nothing else comes out of her mouth. I can’t help but laugh a little.

      “This isn’t funny, Jake,” she says with a bit of a sniff. “You know what I mean, and you know what I’m saying.”

      “Oh, baby, I do. I really do,” I say, dropping to my knees in front of her. I put my hands on her thighs just under her skirt and she gasps. “Cassie, I’ve already told you that you’re it for me. You were it for me when we were seven, when we were sixteen, eighteen, and now at twenty-three. You. Are. It. For. Me.” I punctuate each word. I want her to really feel what I am telling her because it is the truth.  She could leave me high and dry and I would die an old man because no one else will ever be right for me. I love this woman more than anything else.

      “So,” I say, inching my hands a little higher up her legs.  “Tell me about your conversation with your mom.”

      She is looking at me but she’s not. I see the desire burning in her eyes. “Hmmm?” she asks. 

      “Your mom, baby. What did she say?” I say on a chuckle.

      “My mom? Oh, about us?” She is pushing my hands away. “If we’re going to talk about that then I can’t have you distracting me.”

      I sigh and pout a little. “Fine, but we’re not done discussing that either,” I say, getting back up and sitting in my chair.  

      She gives me a gorgeous smile. “I don’t want to hear it. You asked about my mother and you touching me is distracting. We’ll talk about my mother, we’ll eat the dessert I made, and then we’ll get back to you and me touching.” 

      I perk up at that. I can’t wait to go back to the touching.  “How about we save the dessert for later, forget I asked about your mom, and go right back to the touching?” I growl at her.

      She’s already shaking her head at me. “We need to have this talk about my mother and then we’ll see where we’re at after.” 

      I can sense she’s nervous about this. However, she’s here and she brought a big duffle bag so she’s going to be spending at least a few nights here. She might have told her mom about us but what if she’s still lying about where she is and who… umm… what she’s doing?

      As I sit back in my chair she begins to talk. “After I left here, I realized I smelled like you.” I grin at her and a fierce possessiveness overtakes me. She continues before I can say anything. “So, realizing she wasn’t home, I hoped in the shower.  She then threw it in my face, with glee, mind you, that you signed on to do the extra three years of Prime. She wanted you away from me and that broke me. So, I told her that I wasn’t at Stephanie’s, that I was over here with you.  I told her you bought the manor and that you were planning to put down roots here.  That I wanted to give us a chance, that I realized my heart could get broken all over again but that I really wanted to give us a chance. I told her that I planned to spend the next two weeks over here with you.”

      I can’t wait any longer and swoop in, grab Cassie up, and have her in my lap on my chair, my lips on hers before she can even finish her sentence.  We are back to the touching and I am not going to let that stop anytime soon.

      As we come up for air, Cassie puts her hand on my cheek and looks deeply into my eyes.  “I love you, Jake. I’ve been in love with you for most of my life, and I don’t intend to stop any time soon.”

      I’ve been waiting forever to hear those words from her. I didn’t realize what a relief it would be when I finally heard them from her mouth. It is everything I want and more. 

       “Say it again,” I command her, running my lips up and down her throat.

      I hear her giggle and then I hear it, the sweetest words I’ve ever heard. “I love you, you big idiot.”  

      I’m cradling her in my arms looking down at her with a big stupid grin on my face. “I love you too.” I kiss her again.  Soon our kisses turn more passionate and much deeper. 

      I carry her into our house and up the stairs to our room. Laying her on the bed, I strip our clothes off.  I turn us so she’s on top.  I start running my hands up and down her naked body and she throws her head back and gasps.   I lean up and swirl my tongue around her nipple like I know she likes.

      She throws her head back and moans my name. I growl in response. This woman gets to me in the best possible way. My fingers snake down her body to find her wet and ready. Her gasps and moans spur me on, and I circle her clit with my thumb and push a finger into her wetness. Then I add two.

      “Please,” she moans. I keep going a little longer. I can feel myself getting harder, the pre-cum leaking from my cock.  I want to be inside her so badly, but I want us both to enjoy this.  She is writhing and moving above me.  Removing both hands from her sweet pussy, I grab her hips and shift her up slightly and bring her down onto my shaft.  She moans so loudly, I’m certain both our mothers hear it at their places, but I don’t care. I don’t care who hears us. I just want to be connected to her, mind, body, and soul. I don’t want anything else at this moment but to be hers. 

      “Your mine forever, Cassie,” I growl at her as I pump into her.

      She puts both hands on my chest as she rides me. It’s not enough. I want to hear her words. I grab her hips so she can’t move and look up into her lust filled eyes.  “You. Are. Mine,” I say again.

      She’s attempting to move and whimpering. She’s so close to falling over the edge but I want the words before I let her.  After a moment of trying to move but failing she breathes out and groans. “I’m yours forever, and your mine.” That is all I need to hear as I ease the pressure on her hips, flip us, and then I’m pounding into her hard from on top of her.  I reach between our bodies and I circle her clit once, and I feel her explode around me.  She screams my name as she comes and then I release into her.  Filling her up and giving her everything I got.

      I kiss her once more before pulling out of her and then I realize we forgot the condom. I look down at her in awe and horror. I know we’re not ready for any kids yet. 

      “What’s wrong?” she asks when she sees my face.

      “I’m so sorry, Cassie.  I didn’t mean to…  I would never do that to us. You have to know that,” I stutter. I haven’t stuttered since I was a kid.

      “You are scaring me; what’s wrong?” She is obviously still in a sexual haze if she hasn’t figured it out by now.

      “Cassie,” I breathe, gathering her closer. “We forgot to use protection, baby,” I say into her hair because I will not be able to look at her face and say it as I don’t want to see the look of betrayal that I’m sure is there.

      “It’s okay, Jake.” She eases herself back to the bed so she can look at me.  “I believe that there hasn’t been anyone else and I know you believe me that there hasn’t been anyone else.” 

      I stop her before she goes on. “Of course, I believe you and I know you believe me.  That’s not what I’m worried about.  Cassie, we didn’t use protection. I just came inside you. I’m more worried about a baby, darling.” 

      I look into her eyes. They go wide for a moment. “Oh.” She breathes. “There’s no need to worry about that,” she whispers. 

      I’m stunned into silence as she blushes. “What?” 

      “I’m on the pill still. I never stopped taking it after you left. So, no worries about pregnancy.”

      I breathe out but my heart hurts a little too. An accidental pregnancy wouldn’t have been the end of the world for us. I want to have kids with Cassie and to think we could have been there, way before we were ready, had me panicked a little but there was also excitement. I’m all in with her, but I’m still not sure she is all in with me. I can still see the fear that we’re going to be over in her eyes. My time here is coming quickly to an end, and I will have to go back to my life in LA and prepare for my move to New York in a few months.  The show takes around six months to shoot and then we get a month or two off and then back at it.  

      I don’t really want to think about it right now.  I want to just enjoy having Cassie for as long as I can until I leave, until we leave. I need to think positively about this. Somehow, I will convince her to come with me. I don’t have a choice; I need her with me. 

      I turn over to peek at her beautiful face to find her in a deep sleep. I sigh, gather her closer to me, and fall into a fitful sleep as I think about everything that I could lose.
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      I wake up to my alarm in the morning. This is the last week of classes. I only have three more days with the littles and then they are off to kindergarten next year.  It’s exciting and sad all at the same time. I’m going to miss them. I wonder where I’ll be next year. Here with a new class, or will I gather the courage to move with Jake to LA, then to New York? If I did move there what would I do? Would I try to write for a show or maybe teach?  I know Jake would be happy if I did nothing as long as we were together and I was happy, he would be happy.  Doing nothing wouldn’t make me happy, and I wouldn’t feel like I was contributing to our relationship. I get that no matter what he will always make more than me, but I need to feel like I was doing something for us.  I need to research, to figure out what I want to do if I make the leap.

      I’m sure I could find a preschool to teach at but really it would only be a year until we would move to New York, and I would hate to leave two places in the lurch like that after a year.  I sigh. It would be so easy to stay but it is so tempting to go. I’m all in with him, I want to be with him, but I’m scared too. This town is all I’ve ever known.

      I look over at a sleeping Jake. I love him more than I can put into words. I want to spend my life with him, but I’m not sure how I’ll fit into his world.  It was so much easier when we were both nobodies from a small town, but he’s now a movie/tv star and I’m just a preschool teacher. How long until he realizes that I’m not what he needs or what he wants?  How long until his head is turned by some super thin actress or model? I shake my head. I don’t know what to do. 

      Sighing, I get ready for work. I can’t give this headspace now. Now I need to go into teacher mode and spend the last three days with my littles and make the most of my time with them before they go off to summer break and then to a new class.

      I sneak off to the bathroom, trying not to disturb Jake as he sleeps.  I close the door before I turn on the light.  Sighing I turn on the shower and get to work on getting ready for my day.  I wish, though, that I was back in that bed with him, snuggled in his arms.  I don’t really want to be anywhere else.
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        * * *

      

      I pull into the parking lot five minutes before our daily meeting. I grab my work bag and the extra bag of fun stuff I brought with me today for the classroom and hightail it into the lobby.  I stand beside Steph, huffing and puffing. 

      “And what time did you go to bed this morning?” she asks, giving me a once over. 

      “Stop. We can’t talk about that here. No one knows, remember?” I whisper back to her.

      “I didn’t use names.” She huffs.   

      Everyone would know though; it’s not like it’s a leap, everyone knows we dated before he left and made a name for himself. 

      She uses her fingers and pulls an invisible zipper over her mouth.  No, Jake and I did not sign an NDA but that doesn’t mean I want the world to know everything about us. Especially that I’m staying over there or that we’re trying to make us work again. No one needs to know our private life.  If I go with him, they’ll know soon enough, but for now I just want it to be between him and me.

      The meeting finishes and as it does, I hear my phone chime. Crap; forgot to put it on silent again.

      I look down at a message from Jake.

      Jake: Good morning beautiful, I’m sorry I wasn’t awake to see you off to work this morning.

      Me: You looked like you could use your beauty sleep. 

      Jake: I wonder why that is? <Evil emoji>

      Me: Oh my god, you can’t type stuff like that to me.

      I look around to make sure no one is watching me because I know I’m blushing.  I don’t want anyone to see me so I quickly high tail it to my classroom and shut the door.

      Jake: I love you. I have James and Eric coming over after dinner.  They signed an NDA for me, so the work on the house can get started. I want them to hear your ideas.

      So other people have signed NDA’s for him, but he didn’t have me sign one. Which means I can go to the tabloids, any news outlets, or to anyone and tell all his secrets, like that he officially signed on to do the last three seasons of Prime, how much money he makes, or that he’s madly in love with me, a nobody from a nowhere town.  

      I would never do those things but technically I could, and so could Steph or Amelia.  As far as I know they haven’t signed anything either.

      Me: Before I get to work and ignore you for the rest of the day.

      Jake: <Sad face emoji>

      I bite back a grin.

      Me: How come you didn’t have Steph, Amelia, or me sign an NDA? 

      I watch the little bubbles form and go away, form and go away.

      Jake: Easy, I trust you.  You trust them and therefore I trust them.  I would never ask you to sign an NDA. We’re in this together baby. Just you and me and no one else.

      I think I just fell a little deeper for this man. 

      Me: I love you. I can’t wait to be home with you tonight.

      Me: Now I need to get to work, I’ll talk to you later. Don’t have too much fun without me. <Kissy face emoji>

      Jake: Love you baby. Hurry home to me.

      That conversation feels like something totally different.  I wonder if he feels it too.
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      I stretch and reach for Cassie, expecting to find a warm luscious body next to me. What I find instead are cold, smooth sheets.  I pick up my phone and look at the time. 8:03; she is probably at work already, shit. Why didn’t she wake me up?

      It is disappointing to wake up alone in this massive bed. Cassie has only been here for two nights and already it feels like home. She belongs in this bed beside me forever. There is no note or anything and that is disappointing, but I’m sure she figured she’d be back tonight so there was no need. 

      Realizing that Cassie is gone, I go into a bit of a panic. What if she decides that she can’t handle my fame or that we aren’t right for each other?  I jump out of bed quickly and notice her stuff is where she had left it last night when we brought it upstairs. The key I left to the house for her is now gone.

      Seeing her stuff here makes me breathe a little easier. I can’t really live my life like this, can I? Never knowing if she is just gone or if she is just done with us? I want her to be sure about us and I don’t want to push, but I am afraid, afraid that at any minute she will decide that she doesn’t want to be with me, afraid she doesn’t want to live my life, afraid that she made a mistake when she told me she loved me.

      I sit on the side of the bed, taking deep calming breaths.  I can’t think like that. Her stuff is here. She took the key; she is coming back. Reassuring myself helps to calm my racing heart.

      I need to get myself together and get some stuff done but first…  

      Me: Good morning beautiful, I’m sorry I wasn’t awake to see you off to work this morning.

      I know she had class, so I’m not expecting her to write back. I am pleasantly surprised when she does.   We chat for a bit. Talking about Eric and James coming over. I can’t wait to get started on the projects that are in her head.  God, I love her.  She asks about the NDA, but I am good with her not signing one.  I am planning to spend the rest of my life with her, she can know every secret she wants and I don’t believe for a second that she will run and tell anyone about anything that has to do with me or us. I feel the same way about Amelia and Stephanie. They are her sounding board and have been forever. They would not betray her like that.

      We end our texts with her sending me a kissy face emoji and me telling her to hurry home to me.  No matter what happened after today, this will always be her home. I love that thought. I love her.  I bought this house for us, knowing that it would always be our home, never mine and never hers alone. 
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        * * *

      

      I am standing in the kitchen, making her favorite meal of chicken parmesan over a bed of al dente spaghetti, a salad, and homemade garlic bread on the side, when I heard the front door open.

      “Hey, wow it smells wonderful in here,” I hear Cassie call as I hear her shoes on the hardwood floors. She wears flats or small heels because she works with preschoolers and man, you gotta move fast with children who are three, four, and five years old.

      “In the kitchen,” I call out to her.

      Soon she is standing in the doorway. She cocks her head to the side and smirks. “From the way it smells in here, I assumed.” 

      I throw the towel I have beside me at her. “Go freshen up, dinner will be done in about ten minutes.” 

      She walks over to where I’m standing at the stove and my eyes track her every movement. “You didn’t have to cook, you know,” she says, standing on tiptoes so she can give me a quick kiss. It isn’t enough. I grab her around the waist before she can escape. “I like cooking for you,” I say right before I press my mouth to hers firm, hard, deep.  She pulls back before we get carried away and I let her. I don’t want the food to burn. 

      She moves toward the doorway again; she stops and turns around. “I know you like to cook for me, and I really appreciate it, but you don’t have to do that to impress me. I’m not planning on going anywhere. I’m here… with you… and I plan to be for as long as you want me to be. I love you.” She walks out and I hear her on the steps.

      My heart thumps widely in my chest at her words. I have nothing to worry about, she has nothing to worry about because I will never get tired of her and one day, hopefully sooner than later, I am going to marry her.

      Fifteen minutes later I’m putting the food on the table in the dining room when I hear Cassie come back down the steps. 

      “Dining room,” I yell. I finish putting the plates on the table and look up at her standing in the doorway wearing a pair of sweatpants, a tank top, and her hair in a ponytail.  She’s beautiful and reminds me of the way she would dress when we were in high school. “I was such an idiot,” I whisper. 

      “Hmmm? What was that?” she says, taking a seat.

       “I was an idiot.” I take the seat across from here.

      She looks at her plate, picks up her fork and digs in. “Yeah, but so was I.” 

      I wasn’t expecting that.  I stop to stare at her with the fork in midair. “What do you mean?” 

      She sighs and puts her fork down. “I mean, I was an idiot five years ago, a rather big one. I should have never left you go, or we should have talked. I could have called. I knew, I knew the day that I put you on the plan that we were done.  I saw the hurt in your eyes, I saw the rejection that I had caused.  I knew you weren’t going to call me or see me again. I tried to be strong and brave, but I couldn’t be.  So much was going on in my life and I didn’t want to trap you here or with me. She was so sick and there was no one to help with her. Your mom would do what she could so I could take classes, but it wasn’t enough.” She closes her eyes for a few seconds. “I liked that you weren’t around to see me like that. I was broken, a shell of myself. I’m afraid I still might be.  I was so mad at you but really, I was also relieved.

      I’m not saying it didn’t hurt because losing you hurt worse than anything but at that time, at that moment, I was just glad you couldn’t be honest with me about the fact that you would never see me again.  Then when I saw you for the first time, I knew then that I was still in love with you and I kept fighting it.  I swore you were going to break my heart again or I was going to break yours. No more secrets, okay? Pure honesty between us because...” She looks up at me then and I can see it, I can see it all in her eyes. “I love you, Jake. I’m so very sorry for the time we lost, but I am looking forward to all the time we will have together.”

      I can’t stay in my seat anymore. Not with words like that. I’m down on my knees with her head between my hands, locking her in place so she can’t shy away from me as I talk to her. “I’m sorry too, Cassie. There is so much about our past that I would change, but I wouldn’t give anything up to be here where we are today.  I love you!  I have never stopped loving you and I want to spend the rest of my days proving that to you.”

      Then I’m kissing her. I’m kissing her to prove to both of us that what we have is real. Her arms snake around my neck and her hands are tangled in my hair and she’s pulling me closer.  I get lost in the taste of her, licking her bottom lip, and she takes the hint and opens for me. I kiss her deeper, tongue against tongue. I scoop her up in my arms and as we’re about to head toward the stairs, the doorbell rings.

      I curse under my breath and lift my heads from Cassie’s.  “That would be James and Eric,” I say as I lower her to the ground.

      Cassie takes a deep breath and chuckles. “What do you say we continue that later?” 

      I sigh, drop my forehead onto hers and chuckle. “Why are we always being interrupted?”

      She reaches up on tip toes and presses her lips against mine. She pulls away sooner than I want and when I went to grab her again, she sighs and said, “You better get that.”

      I growl and stalk toward the door. James and Eric are standing there, blueprints and notebooks in hand. 

      “Hey, Jake,” Eric says and then stops. I turn my head over my shoulder to where he’s looking and see Cassie standing in the doorway with a small smile on her face.  Her eyes lock with mine and I smile back. 

      “Come in,” I tell them without taking my eyes off my girl. God, I love her.  I’m not going to think about leaving, not right now. I am going to make this work, somehow.

      Ever the professional, James looks from me to Cassie and greets her like the friends they are. “Hi, Cassie, wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

      She smiles at him. “I was asked to help redesign the house.”

      Both the Park brothers’ eyes go wide for half a second but they both pull it under control quickly. 

      “Is that right?” Eric says. 

      I interrupt before it can get anymore awkward around here. “Should we get started? We can go to my office; I have some notes in there about what Cassie and I want.” Now, more than ever, I am glad for the non-disclosure agreement I had them sign because they would have spilled the news around town that Cassie and I are back together faster than it took for the town to realize that I was back for more than a visit.

      We walk toward my office in the back as Cassie talks to James and Eric.

      “How is Melissa?” she asks James.

      “Oh, you know, she’s due any minute with our little guy and I think she’s considering murdering me.” He smiles. I can see the love for Melissa in his eyes. They were high school sweethearts and got married right after graduation. He was two years ahead of us, but we all knew how much he and Melissa were in love.

      “What about you Eric? Anyone special in your life?” she asks him.

      “No, no one sweet enough to hold my attention at the moment,” he says with a secret smile. 

      Cassie gives him a suspicious look but turns her head to look at the plans that James has laid out. I stand in the doorway for a moment just taking her in. The only thought I can come up with at this moment is mine. That woman had stolen my heart all those years ago when she told me to leave her best friend’s house and as we grew older, I realized what that feeling was.

      I can’t help stealing glances at her. She’s wearing my sweats and she looks better than I do in them.  Her brown hair cascading around her face as she bends over the plans, arguing about the kitchen and how she wants to update in a way that will keep it looking like it belongs in the house but with more modern amenities.

      I lean back against the door frame and just watch her.

      “Jake?”

       My head snaps up from her ass and meet her eyes, sparkling as she catches me staring at her curves.

      “Hmmm?” I ask as a grin spreads across her face. 

      “What are your thoughts about the kitchen? It’s yours, after all.”

      What are my thoughts about the kitchen?  All I can think about is bending her over the table she wants to have in the corner, or having her on the counter, against a wall, eating chocolate sauce and whipped cream off her body and her licking mine.

      I clear my throat and step over to her and look down at the plans.  My eyes slowly lift to hers and that smirk that I love so much is back on her lips.
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      I know what he is thinking, I can see it in his eyes.  I can’t say that I don’t agree, but now is not the time. We have company and really, they could guess that we were together, but I’m ready to give it away, non-disclosure order or not.  These are people who live in my town and things really have a way of getting out around here anyway. 

      “I was wondering what you thought of my plans for the kitchen?” I say in a voice lower than I mean it to be. 

      I glance around and see Eric and James looking around the room, everywhere but at us. 

      I feel Jake’s arm snake around my waist as he pulls me to him.  This is the first time he and I have touched like this in front of anyone since we got back together. I am taken aback a moment. I like his arm around me, claiming me.  Letting the world know I am his, but I’m not sure I am ready for this step where we tell other people.   

      “I like whatever you want, Cassie. I asked for your help because I’m hopeless at stuff like this,” he says, looking down at me.

      He’s lying, I know he’s lying but I’m not going to put up much of a fight.  We’re fighting for the same things at this point.  A chance, a real chance to be together. I know he wants my input because he envisions us together in this house, and it’s easier to make the changes now than when I eventually give in and move in with him full time. 

      I’m still not sure what I’m going to do when he leaves.  I don’t really want to think about it because my life is here, but my life is also with him. I worry about my mom, I worry about my students, I worry about my friends.  This town is the only thing I have ever known. Even when I went to college, I commuted the hour each way so I could stay with mom.  I don’t know anything else.

      I push the thoughts out of my head and go back to enjoying the moment.  The feel of him against me, the slight woodsy smell of him, the sound of his heart beating.  I sigh. I’ve never been more content than at this moment. Right here, this is where I am supposed to be, in his arms, in his house, beside him forever.
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        * * *

      

      We wave goodbye from the doorway to Jake and Eric. It’s been three hours, and I think we finally got the downstairs figured out. 

      We agreed to make the kitchen more modern but keep the old-world charm. We fought over expanding the living room into the dining room to make it one room.  I lost that one. We agreed to split his office in two so we could have our own space.  I won that one, mostly.  We agreed to erect the wall to split the room. He wanted a huge arch so he could still talk to me and see me.  I compromised on a glass door that he could see me through, and it would stay open unless I had something I was working on that I needed silence for.   He and I had already agreed on the landscaping in the back so we could see the pond but just barely. I kind of like it being a secret getaway for us where no one could see us until they get closer. I can't be happier with the way the night went.

      “Come on; it's late and you have work in the morning,” he says, reaching for me.

      I smile up at him and take his hand.

      “Besides, I think we agreed to continue later, after we were so rudely interrupted?” His eyes gleam as he pulls me to him.

      “I vaguely remember that,” I say with a coy smile.

      He mutters, “Maybe this will jog your faulty memory,” and I smile just before his lips land on mine.  Yeah, we’re definitely picking right back up where we left off.

      Just as Jake grabs my hand to pull me up the stairs behind him, I hear my phone ring with Stephanie’s ringtone. 

      “Ignore it,” Jake said, peppering kisses down my neck.

      “Can’t. Might. Be. Important.” I get out each word between kisses. 

      With a long sigh and muttering under his breath something about being cock blocked again, Jake walks away and heads toward the kitchen.

      “I’ll make it up to you” I call after him as I answer the phone.

      Turning my attention to the phone I sigh and say, “What’s up? Is everything okay?”

      There is a teary response from the other end. “No,” I hear her say. 

      I go sit on the couch and Jake hands me a drink, gives me a quick kiss and says, “I’ll meet you in bed, when you’re done with that.” God, I love him.  

      Turning back around, I head to the living room to get comfortable. “So, what’s wrong?”

      I watch Jake walk toward the steps and give me a wink before he heads up.  I smile at him while I try to listen to what Stephanie is saying about a guy she’s seeing or not seeing.  The conversation is confusing and I’m trying to pay attention, but admittedly my attention keeps going to the stairs. 

      I’m picturing Jake getting naked before climbing into our bed and I’m biting my lip.

      “You aren’t listening, Cassie!” Stephanie cries.

      “I’m sorry, Steph.  There’s a guy who you realize you like but he doesn’t think love is worth it, right?” 

      I settle in as we talk about the guy that she won’t give me a name for and I’ve been so lost in Jake, I can’t even guess who it could be.

      She’s crying on my shoulder that he doesn’t want to find his person and that he doesn’t think he’s worth loving and that she doesn’t know how to help him or show him that she could be his person. That she could love him like he deserves.

      It’s late into the night before we hang up and I climb into bed beside an already sleeping Jake.
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      It’s nearly two in the morning when I feel Cassie slide into bed beside me. Feeling her warm body press against me wakes me up and I wrap my arms around her, pulling her close.  There is nothing like the feeling of a warm Cassie in my arms.

      “I didn’t mean to wake you,” she says, pulling the blanket more securely around her.

      I kiss her hair. “You can wake me up anytime. Everything okay with Steph?” 

      “She’s having problems with a guy but won’t tell me who he is and I’m not sure I understand what is really even going on. She kept crying about him not wanting her to be his person.”

      I feel her shrug. I have a sneaking idea I know who the guy is and possibly what the problem is, but I’ll keep it to myself for now.

      “So, tomorrow is the last day?” I ask her.

      “With the kids,” she confirms. “Then we’ll have a day to clean up and tear down and put it all away for next year.”

      I decide not to push this conversation any farther.  I don’t want to ask about next year or what her plans are.  I am too scared to hear what she might say. 

      So instead I say the only thing that matters at this moment. “I love you, Cassie.”

      I can hear her voice getting sleepy as she says, “I love you, Jake. From now until forever” 

      Then, as we cling to each other, we fall asleep.
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        * * *

      

      I feel her lean over and give me a kiss on the cheek. I reach up and pull her down into my arms and nuzzle her hair.

      “Stop,” she says with a giggle. “I just did my hair and makeup. I just wanted to let you know I was leaving and I’m picking up dinner tonight.” 

      I don’t let her go.  “Okay, you pick up dinner.” 

      I open my eyes and look at her. She’s stunning in her maroon dress and leggings and her hair pulled back in a ponytail.  “Gorgeous,” I breathe.  My dick is taking notice too and trying to get in on the action.

      She smiles. “None of that, I got to go.” 

      She reaches out a hand and strokes my cock up and down through the grey boxer briefs I’m wearing. 

      I groan low and playfully move to grab her again and pull her under me, but she’s quick.  Quicker than I anticipated. I grab air before I realize she’s already at the door. 

      “I really got to go,” she says.

      I jump off the bed and stalk her. I grab her and kiss her. “I’ll see you tonight.” I pull her in as close as I can so there is no mistake that I want her.

      She moans, grinds on me for a moment, and shit is that hot, and then puts her hands on my chest and after a quick stroke with both hands, she pushes me away. 

      “I’ll see you tonight,” she says, laughing as she walks through the door.  I stand stunned and turned on for a moment before I chased after her. I move to the top of the steps and call down to her “Hey, Cassie?”

      She looks up as she grabs her purse from the table by the stairs. 

      “I love you!” I yell.

      She laughs again and calls back, “I love you too, you weirdo.” Then she walks out the door laughing.

      I head back to the bedroom with a smile on my face and head toward the master bath to take a cold shower. 

      I have a meeting with David today and a few phone calls to return to people in LA in preparation for me return home.  I also want to start preparing to bring Cass back with me. I’m not going to take no for an answer. I am done with that. I am taking what I want, and I want nothing more than her. 

      By the time I get out of the shower and after taking myself into my own hands, so to speak, I am ready to tackle the day and head down to the office.  At some point last night while looking over the plans with James and Eric, she began to talk about this place as ours and she began to make her own plans to be here alongside me. We argued over making the living room and the dining room one big room.  She wanted it to be kept separate and I wanted it to be a great room.  Somewhere where we could watch what was going on from the kitchen, an open floor plan to make life with children easier.  Yep, I totally used the words children too, I wanted her to know that I was thinking about little Cassies and Jakes running around the house.  She laughed and finally conceded.  I believe James and Eric thought we had lost our minds, and maybe we had, but she was letting someone see the relationship we were building, and I was going to keep pushing it until she was comfortable being in my world.

      When we started talking about the office, that’s when she really began to acknowledge the truth about the house.  She argued that she wanted to build another room in the office so she could have her own place to work.  I would have rather shared the room, but she pointed out that sometimes she needed silence while she worked on lesson plans or inputted observations into the computer and she needed a place to keep the materials she bought.  Then I proposed the two rooms but an archway so I could see and talk to her.  She wasn’t okay with that either. Said I’d be too distracting, and she was probably right. I just didn’t want to spend any more time away from her. She finally agreed on glass doors that could stay open most of the time, but she could close when working on something important and needed the quiet. 

      Walking into the office, I find David behind my desk.  He is on the phone and holds up a finger when he sees me.

      “Uh huh. Are you sure? I don’t think… Fine, if that’s what you want,” he says and then hits the button on the phone to end the call.

      “Who was that?” I ask him, knocking his feet off my desk. 

      He flushes slightly and answers me while looking at the phone as if the name would pop up, “No one important.”

      At the slight flush of his face and the way he looks at his phone, I figure it was Steph.

      “How’s Steph?” I ask casually.

      David starts to stammer.  “I don’t know… Steph? I can’t stand… What are you talking about?”  He takes a deep breath as I try not to laugh “What on Earth would make you think I would ever talk to that infuriating woman?  She is nothing but a pain in my ass and I wouldn’t give her the time of day if she asked for it.”

      “Whatever, man,” I say.              

      He looks at me and hits me hard. “We have the rest of this week and next and then we have to go back to LA. What’s going on with you and the girl?”

      “You know damn well her name is Cassie, asshole,” I say through clenched teeth. “We haven’t really talked about it yet. You know that.”

      “Maybe it’s time to lock down some plans, Jake.  I have to make plans to get you home.”

      I sigh and run my hand through my hair.  “I’ll let you know by Monday; she’s about done with work and then we’ll talk,” I say. 

      “I know this is hard, but if she doesn't want what you want…” he starts.

      “First off, she wants what I want and that’s us together.  There is and never will be anyone for me but Cassie and I’m it for her and yes, I can say that with a hundred percent accuracy,” I say before he can interrupt. “I love her, and she absolutely loves me, but she’s scared. Our past, her mom, hell, who I am, even who she is. It’s not exactly a ringing endorsement that it’ll be an easy transition.” I look at him as I tell him the next part. “I’m prepared to leave the show and pay the fine if she decides at any time that she doesn’t want that life. Nothing, and I mean nothing, matters as much to me as she does. I refuse to be without her ever again.”

      He looks at me for a second and doesn’t blink. “I don’t think you understand what will happen if you break your contract. It’s not just a fine, it’s career suicide. No one will ever want to work with you again as an actor, not when you open your production studio. No one.  You can’t be stupid about this.  I realize that this is hard for you but fuck, man, think about you and your life and everything you’ve worked for.”

      “David, for the first time in five years I’m thinking about my fucking future and what I want in my life.  I love her and five years apart taught me just how much a part of my life she was and is. I was just going through the motions of a life for the past few years. Nothing has felt right until I came back here and saw her walk into my mom’s place. I could breathe easier, I could think clearer, and it was all because she was standing there. One day I hope you can find that kind of love, man,” I say truthfully to him.

      He throws his hands up and heaves a sigh, looks at his phone, smiles and says, “Whatever, man, let me know by Monday and I’ll make the arrangements, but dude, think about it, okay.  Don’t throw away everything you have ever wanted for this girl either. Make it work some other way if she says no, but don’t give it all up.” 

      With that he walks out the door, and I sit down to call the few people I need to call before Cassie gets home tonight.
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      There are tears. I’m not surprised about that; I knew I would cry. I can’t help myself, I’m a rather emotional person. They are happy tears though as I send the kids I spent the school year with into the wild unknown, or more accurately, summer.  They will be off to kindergarten in the fall. They will always hold a special place in my heart; they were my first class.

      I sit at the desk and just take it all in. The artwork is all off the walls, to be placed in the children’s houses, schoolbooks, or the trash. There are barely any toys out anymore as we spent the better part of the week cleaning them and storing them for next year. Everything looks stark and devoid of color, waiting for the kids of next year to fill it back up. Except, I’m not sure I will be here next year. My entire future is in the air and I still haven’t made any decisions.  

      I am madly, deeply, and totally in love with Jake, and I can’t and don't want to imagine my life without him, but he is a famous actor, and I am just me.  How can I live in his world with the backlash I know will come knocking at our door?  If it weren’t the woman who was mad at me for “taking him off the market” it would be all the comments about everything about me.  I’m not glamorous and I’m not a starlet, I am just me. Cassandra St. James, the preschool teacher from Andersonville.  I'm anything special, and I don’t know if I can deal with the pressure being Jake’s girlfriend would entail.

      “Okay, they’re all gone. The very last cherub has left the building,” Steph says, walking back into the classroom. 

      “I can’t believe it’s done.” I can feel the tears threatening to fall again.

      “I know this is sad, Cassie, but what’s really going on?” she asks, sitting down in the chair beside me.

      “Why does anything need to be wrong?  Also, tell me about that phone call earlier.”  I’m trying to take her attention off me.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. The only phone call I got was a wrong number.” She huffs.

      I sit and just watch her, waiting.  It’s a move I use on the preschoolers and I know it works on her too. 

        “I was kind of seeing someone but it’s over now. It wouldn’t have worked out anyway,” she says, shoulders sagging and a wishful note in her voice.

      I lean over in my chair and throw my arms around her shoulders. “I’m so sorry, Steph. Do you want to tell me who he is or why it won’t work out?” 

      She drops her head into her arms and leans forward onto the desk she’s sitting beside.  “No,” came the muffled response. “It doesn’t matter anyway. Him and I would never work out.” 

      “Oh, Steph.” I’m at a loss how to help her through this, but I can tell it’s not something she needs from me at this time.

      After a moment she puts her head up and takes a heavy sigh.  She looks at me and smiles. “Anyway, I’m okay. How are you and Jake doing?” 

      I hesitate for a moment because I don’t want to talk about it, I don’t want to think about it, and I definitely don’t want to feel anything about it.  I start to clean up the room.  Making sure to put things in bags so they stay dust free until the room gets set back up in the fall.

      “We want the same thing, Steph,” I say. “I’m afraid though. What if I decide to go with him and in a month, or three, or a year or whatever, he decides that he can do better? What if he decides I’m not enough anymore?” I huff out a breath. “He’s a famous actor and I’m just me. What happens when he decides that he wants to trade up?” 

      I stop what I’m doing and glance at her.  She blinks three times slowly.  I can see her mouth slowly drop open and give me a look. “Are you new here? He’s crazy about you. There is no trading up, Cassie, you two are soulmates, always meant to be together.”

      “You’re wrong, of course it’ll end. How could it not?  Have you seen the way actresses look? I can’t compete with that. My simple small-town upbringing can never compete with that.”

      “Are you even listening to yourself right now, Cassandra?”  Steph asks.

      “Don’t call me that. I hate it.” I jerk away. 

      “It’s your name and I realize it’s what your mom calls you, but get over yourself. You’re deliberately trying to find fault with this so you can guard your heart.  I get that but really? To assume he’s going to find someone else?” 

      I feel my hands clench and I can feel my blood simmering in my veins. She’s not wrong but… “I’ve seen the pictures, the tabloids linking him to so many beautiful, exotic women. He says there’s been no one else but have you seen him? Why wouldn’t he, why would he wait for someone like me?” 

      “Wake up, he loves you. Has always loved you, will always love you, and you’re trying to ruin whatever you guys have now because something might have happened when you weren’t together.  That’s the past and you weren’t together unless you have something to tell me.” 

      She doesn’t get it; she'll never get it. The feeling of loneliness, of pain.  The feeling that something in your soul is missing.  We did that to each other. I’m scared, and I know I’m looking for excuses, but the hurt runs deep still to this day. 

      If I don’t go with him this time is he going to just do it again? Get on that damn plane without a look back?  If I do get on that plane, how long before he decides we’re not meant to be, that our time was before we became who we were now?  He says he loves me now but the unknown feels like a vice gripping my heart, sucking me into a blackness that I can’t get out of, and that’s what worries me. 

      “Cassie, it’s been five years and he bought you the damn house.  I don’t care that it’s in his name and he owns it.  He did that for you. He asked you to help him decorate and redesign it. He asked you to move in with him and then to go with him to LA and then to New York. What did he used to tell you?” 

      I sigh because I know what she’s getting at. “I loved you then, I love you now, I’ll love you forever.”

      “Right,” she says. “That man is royally in love with you.” 

      “Yep, so much that he broke my heart five years ago,”  I spit out.

      “Just like you broke his?” 

      I hate when she’s the voice of reason.  I hate the waiting and wondering and the not knowing. I keep my mouth shut before I say something more.

      Stephanie stands up and comes toward me and wraps her arms around me. “Whatever happens, Cassie, I’m here for you just like I was last time.  I think you need to give you guys a chance at true happiness. I think it’s what you both deserve. If you crash and burn, then at least you’ll know and there won’t be any more what if’s hanging around. At least you’d have tired.”  

      I hug her back because she’s my best friend and she’ll always have my back. She didn’t walk away. I sigh in her embrace.  I can always count on Steph to be there, but can I count on Jake to be there, to be honest, to really make this work?  Deep inside I know what she is saying is true but something inside of me still has doubt. I want to believe. I just don’t know how.
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        Jake Woods seen with Mystery Girl, who is she? 

        Has Jake Woods finally fallen in love?

      

      

      I read the headline again, looking at the grainy picture on my phone that is clearly of me and Cassie. You can only see the back of her head. My hand is under her hair, around the back of her neck.  I am focused entirely on her and she’s entirely focused on me.  I know exactly when that picture was taken, I know exactly how it was taken, and I’m sure I know who took it.

      “FUCK!!” I yell to the empty room. Looking at my phone, I debate throwing it against the nearest wall.  It would make me feel better, but I also don’t want to get another phone today and it won’t make the picture go away. This can’t be happening right now.  I’m not ready for the world to be talking about us, to expose us. 

      Now what?  I can’t let Cass see this, not if I want to keep her in my life. I can only hope no one figures out who she is.  She not ready to tell the entire world about us and that’s exactly what the fuck is going to happen; as soon as we go somewhere together, the entire world is going to know.  I don’t want this to scare her off.  I just got her back, and I could lose her again. I won’t lose her again.

      Hitting the button on my phone, I growl into my phone as soon as I hear it connect on the other end. “I NEED YOU HERE NOW!”

      “Jake, what the fuck, man?”

      “Get over here now, David. We have a crisis, fucking paparazzi,” I say and hang up the phone.  The urge to throw it again hits me, but I toss it down on the desk instead.  I cannot break my phone right now, no matter how much I want to.

      An hour later, David strolls into the house with his phone on his ear.  “Yes, Devon, I know you have Lacie trailing her but maybe it should be someone else?  No, he’s freaked the fuck out…  I don’t know why; he’s a temperamental actor. What can I say.” 

      I glare at him as he makes his way to the bar in my office and pours himself a drink. He takes a sip before he turns to me.

      “Why exactly am I here?” he asks.

      “You saw the picture!  The tabloid has her picture,” I say trying to contain my voice, but I can still hear the growl in it.

      “You’ve been in pictures before, Jake. I mean, what did you expect? That they would never find you here?  That they’d never find out? You’re a famous actor. You couldn’t exactly hide forever.  Hell, they’ve been trailing you for weeks at least, or don’t you remember Devon tackling one of them at your mom’s?”

      “Look, asshole, I signed up for this life and she didn’t. They can have as many pictures of me as they want. This will scare her away.  I can’t…” I stop what I’m saying and shake my head. “No, she can never know about this,”  I finally say.

      “How do you expect her to not find out? You’re Jake Woods, action hero. Not like you can avoid these kinds of things,” he says waving a hand in my general direction.

      He’s not wrong. My life is a fishbowl, and I should have known that eventually they were going to find me.  It’s a small town and they offer a lot of money for people to talk. Not our inner circle, they’d never do that to Cassie, but other people would. “She and Steph are finishing cleaning up their classroom today, so unless you told Steph she probably doesn’t know yet.” 

      He gives me a menacing look. “I don’t know why you keep insisting there is something going on between Stephanie and me, but I can assure you there is not,” he grits out.

      “Sure, man, whatever you say.”  I hold up my hands. 

      “Cassie isn’t one to look at the tabloids or watch entertainment shows, so it’ll be easy to keep it away from here.  I just got to get her friends from telling her and keep her here for the next week and a half which is easy to do,” I say, loving this new plan.  “I’ll text Steph and tell her to let Amelia know not to tell Cassie. Devon can keep someone on her but mostly her and I will be here, not leaving this house.  I can’t and won’t let them get another picture of me.” 

      David is shaking his head. “I understand why you want to do this, but it’s not a good plan, Jake. Best course of action is to just ask for your privacy and let it go at that. Maybe stage a few pictures that they can get with you two going to dinner or something.  Let the commotion die down naturally,” he says.

      I pause for a moment because I’m not doing the right thing here and Cassie values honesty, but fuck if I care. I don’t want this yet. “Not going to happen.  If you need to, tell the press that we are the beginning of a new relationship and we kindly request that they respect our privacy at this time. Or some shit like that. I don’t care. They just need to stop taking pictures of her. She can never find out that this one exists.”

      David gives me a look.  He doesn’t realize what could happen if she finds out.  It would be the end of us.  I’m probably panicking more than I should be, but I’m not taking any chances.  She still hasn’t agreed to come with me when my time here is up and I don’t want anything to ruin it. This fucking picture could ruin everything.    

      “Whatever you say.  Let me go do my job that earns me those big bucks for you.  Then I’m going back to LA, so don’t go calling me shouting about coming over.  I’ll see you next week.  I’m coming back to make sure you get on that plane one way or another.” He then waves to me as he walks out the door.

      Some best friend he is.  I know I’m not his only client but man, I thought he’d stick around longer. Then again what manager goes on vacation with one of his clients? 

      I need to text Amelia and Stephanie.  I pull out my phone and shoot a quick message.

      Me: Whatever you three do today do not let Cassie on any social media where I’m concerned.

      Amelia: I saw it this morning, she is not going to like this.

      No shit she won’t like this. This probably isn’t my best plan, but I have no choice but to keep the picture from her.

      Me: I know okay, but I want to tell her about the photo not have someone tell her and freak her out.

      Steph: Sure, but you are going to tell her, right? We’ll help keep her distracted, but you know this town, make sure you tell her. I'm pretty sure she still has you blocked on social media.  She couldn’t stand to see anything about you. I think she was afraid that there would be pictures of you with another girl.

      I cringe because I know there are pictures out there with me and other women. Famous women. Women I had no interest in as more than friends but some of them definitely had other ideas, and others were just doing it to be tied to me. Still, Cassie was the only one I ever thought about.

      Me: So, you’ve been stalking me these past five years Steph?

      Steph:  Had to make sure that she didn’t get hurt worse than she was, asshole. 

      I sigh because I know she’s right.

      Amelia: We won’t say anything and you two need to stop bickering.  Jake has admitted he messed up. Cassie has done the same. Why can’t you two play nice?

      I don’t say it because I know why she’s not playing nice right now. At least I think I do, and I have a feeling that tonight will be another long gabfest.

      Me: Thank you both.  Got to go and get ready but I mean it. I want to tell her myself because I know it’s going to freak her the hell out.

      Steph: It will but she loves you so you can work it out together. 

      Amelia:  What she said. Talk to you guys later, I have a business to run. 

      We all say goodbye and I get to work waiting on Cassie.  I really have no plans to let her leave this property, hell I have no plans to let her leave this house. I also have no plans to tell her about the photo.  She doesn’t need to know about that.
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      I feel wrung out, like I’ve cried every single tear that was possible to cry.  This is it, my first year as a teacher done.  I can’t believe it is over.  I am going to miss my classroom, I am going to miss my students, and I am going to miss seeing Steph every day.  Sure, we will still talk and see each other, but it won’t be the same.  Parts of the insanity I won’t miss. I won’t miss little Kimberly Butler trying to bite me at every opportunity—and she tried at every opportunity.  I won’t miss little Shawn Hightower and the behavior reports I had to write for him.  Not either of their faults really, they are young and have a hard time communicating with words. We were working on it and hopefully they will continue to work on it over the summer. 

      I sigh a little. I know it is time.  I have a big decision to make and soon. We only have a little more than a week before he has to go back.  I can just go for the summer and then come back if it gets to be too much.  I can throw caution to the wind and do it.  I am a chicken though.  I want to be reassured that we are going to make it before I give up everything for him.

      What is he really going to give up for me?  Why am I the one to have to compromise one hundred percent? I don't care that he was a big-time star; shouldn’t he give a little in this relationship too?

      Taking a deep breath, I climb out of my car with it all too full of all my preschool possessions.  Sooner or later I will take them to Mom’s and store them in my old bedroom. I can’t imagine living there again. I’ve been over here for a week now and it has been the best week of my life. Grabbing the white take out bag from the passenger seat and my teacher bag, I head toward the door. I give Lacie, my still ever-present bodyguard, a quick wave, and head in.

      “I’m home,” I say as I step through the door.

      “Hey, babe,” Jake says, coming from the kitchen whipping his hands on a towel. 

      “Hey”

      “Uh oh, something's wrong,” he says, opening those big strong arms to me.  I rush at him and bury my nose into his shirt and take a big inhale of him.  Then I feel the tears come.

      “Hey, hey, what’s wrong, beautiful?” he asks, pulling me in tighter. I can hear his heart beating faster.

      Sighing, I look up at him through waterlogged eyes. “It’s silly really.” 

      “Nothing you feel is silly, Cass. Isn’t that what you tell those little munchkins you teach?” 

      I can’t help it when the water works start again. “I’m just going to miss them so much,” I cry into him again.

      He strokes my hair and holds me against him as I cry it out. 

      After a few minutes I laugh a little. “Sorry, I know you weren’t expecting that.  Like I said, I’m being silly.” 

      I back myself out of his arms a little, just enough so I can still look at him but not enough to lose contact with him.

      “Not silly.  You just spent an entire school year with those kiddos. I imagine you saw them accomplish so much in the time you were together. Of course, you’ll miss them and as it’s your first year, I also suspect that they will always hold a special place in your heart.” 

      No one gets me like him. I can’t help myself; I reach up on tip toe to press my lips against his. 

      Before we can get carried away, I end it.

      “Okay, enough of my pity party. Thank you though, Jake. You don’t know what those words mean to me.”

      “Anytime, gorgeous.” He winks at me.

      Blushing, I hold up the bag of Mexican food I grabbed on my way home.  We move to the dining room and I notice the table is different than the last one he had.  I look up at him and he smiles.

      “I knew how much you loved this one. I thought it would look good in here.” 

      “I love it. I could kiss you right now,” I say, sitting the bag on the table.

      “Don’t let me stop you.”  Damn him, he has me blushing again.
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        * * *

      

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” I ask Jake after the third time I catch him staring.

      “Just can’t believe you’re here.” He winks. 

      “I’ve been here all week. You’re just now realizing I’m here? Who do you think has been sleeping in your bed all week?” I put down the fork that I realize is hanging midair.

      “That’s not it.” He reaches across the table.  “I just haven’t let myself believe that this was all real, Cass. I never thought… I mean, sure I hoped, but I never thought we’d be here again.”

      I feel the tears welling up in my eyes again, not because of the kiddos but because of this man.  I never thought we’d be here again either.  I never even let myself dare to dream and that fact that he did really says something.

      “I love you, Jake.  I have loved you since I first met you in kindergarten when you moved into the house beside me. I was so mad at you for moving into Kelly Jean’s house.  I loved you when you pulled my pigtails out by the pond at nine and Steph and I pushed you in.  You were my dream at twelve, and you stole my heart at sixteen.  It killed me when you got on that plane five years ago without me.  I didn’t want to be left behind. Now, well now I just hope we have a future together.”  I squeeze the hand that is still holding mine. 

      His eyes look a bit watery but the way he looks at me, like he sees me.  It is that moment I know that his soul will always be intertwined with mine.  There will never be another man for me but Jake.

      “So, can we talk about the elephant in the room?” he asks, dropping my hand and rubbing at the back of his neck.

      I sigh and sit back.  Am I ready for this? Am I ready to take this leap of faith? 

      “What if we go slow? I want to be seen with you. I want people to know I’m yours and you’re mine.  I want it all, Jake, but I’m nervous.” 

      I peek up at him through my lashes and see his big, bright, gorgeous smile.

      He takes a quick breath in and asks the question he I know he really wants to ask. “And LA?”

      There is no way I could say no, but I am still scared.  I look at him a moment and nod my head. “I plan to join you.” 

      Jake slowly gets up from his place from the gorgeous table I know he bought for me and slowly makes his way to my chair, pulling me to my feet.  He cups my face and his lips descend on mine.   Yeah, I was a goner.

      “Cass, you’ve made me so happy. You are my everything,” he says when we come up for air, pressing his forehead to mine.

      I just smile at him and press up on tiptoes to capture his mouth again.  I can't talk, I don’t want to talk.

      We break apart and he holds me in his arms.  He looks down into my eyes and says, “Let me take you out, for a real date? Let’s make this real and let’s let people know.”

      I can’t deny him anything. I am still a little unsure about everything, but I love him. I want to make us official, but I know what it will cost us, and though I don’t want to leave our safe little bubble, I am ready, more than ready, to make that leap.

      “Let’s go out, Jake. Let’s make us official.”

      I am crushed against him and feel him smile into my hair. 

      “Not tonight though,” he says with a wicked grin. Tonight, I plan to take you to our room and not let you leave that bed until sometime tomorrow afternoon.

      “Yes, please,” I breathe, and he scoops me into his arms and carries me upstairs.
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      Cassie sleeps beside me on her stomach with one arm tucked under her pillow and one arm tucked under her head.  The cover surrounds her, pulled up to her waist.  Her back is bare, as is the rest of her below the covers.   I have never been more content than right at this moment. I lay on my back watching her back rise and fall as she slept, and I have never felt more at peace in my entire life.  I am a goner and I love every minute of it.  She is coming to LA.  I want to pinch myself. I can't believe I am getting everything I’ve ever dreamed of.  I still have some regrets about leaving the way I did, and I will never do that again, ever.  I wasn’t lying when I told Cassie she was my everything because she really is.  There will never be anyone but her for me.

      There is still a guilty feeling about not telling her about the pictures, but dammit she just agreed to move to LA with me, hell she just agreed to us going public. There was a moment of panic when she came in the door crying.  I was worried that Stephanie or Amelia told her, or she found out somehow.   I was worried that she was going to end it and instead she gave me my greatest dream. 

      I look at the clock and see that it is two-thirty in the morning.  I’m not ready to sleep but I am ready to have that gorgeous girl in my arms.  I turn over to face her and see that her eyes are open. I smile as I look at her.

      “Hey,” I whisper. 

      “Hey,” she says and stretches, and that cover pulls just a little lower, to the top of her ass.  I smile bigger, growing harder as my eyes rake over her body. 

      She turns toward me. I turn toward her.  She looks into my eyes and I see some sadness in hers. I can’t imagine she is still upset about the school year.  Maybe I am wrong, and she knows about the picture. I mean it was her and she agreed to go public, but would she be sad that we didn’t talk about it?

      “What’s up beautiful?” I ask, tucking a stray hair behind her ear.  

      She sighs, closes her eyes, and licks her lips.  I silently groan.  I love watching her do it but at the same time it isn’t doing anything to help the hard-on that I am currently pitching. 

      She opens her hazel eyes and looks at me.  My breath catches.  I don’t think she’s ever realized how gorgeous she is.  “I don’t know, I guess I’m still kind of scared that this is all a dream or when we’re together for a while, you’ll end up hating me and then what? I mean what will I do if you decide that I’m just not enough anymore?”

      This woman. I can’t, I just can’t.  I can’t believe that she would ever feel like that. I can’t help but think that some of it is one hundred percent my fault.  I can’t believe she would hold any fears like that. She’s everything I’ve ever wanted.

      “Cassie, you told me that you’ve loved me since kindergarten. I’ve loved you just as long.”  I gather her in my arms and bring her body closer to mine, ignoring the way my body is currently reacting to her. I look deep into those eyes that I’ve loved forever and tell her from the heart. “After the first day I met you I told my mom that I was going to marry you one day.  I still have plans for that.  I’ve spent the last five years not trying to get over you but counting down the days until I could come back to claim you.  After all that time away, I realized that I would never love anyone like I love you, I would never want anyone like I want you.  Yes, there are pictures out there of me with another woman, many who have become good friends, but they all knew that nothing would ever happen between us.  Kisses, if any were ever given, were on cheeks only, except for movies, but I’m an actor and kissing is part of it sometimes.  Every single time I was with them, all I could see is the betrayal in your eyes. I have never wanted to betray you.” 

      I can see her eyes getting cloudy and I know mentioning the other woman freaked her out a little because I felt her tense in my arms.  I tighten my arms around her a little more. She needs to hear this. 

      “I kept tabs on you, Cass.  I know you went out with a few guys in the last five years, but you never let them kiss you good night. You barely saw anyone more than once.  I know you told yourself it was because of your mom, but I also know it was really because you weren’t over me.  Sure, you were pissed at me, and rightfully so, but I believe you loved me as much as I loved you and our souls were just waiting to find their way back to one another.” 

      I feel her body relax in my arms and feel her press a kiss to my jaw. 

      “I feel like we’ve wasted so much time,” she says as she relaxes in my arms more.

      “Maybe we needed to go through that. Maybe we needed to go through the heartbreak to come out the other side with newer and bigger feelings. We’ll never take each other for granite ever again, and we know what’s important now.  A little older and a little wiser,” I say, kissing her. 

      Liar, I tell myself. You’re keeping things from her because you don’t want this feeling to end.  What kind of person does that to someone they claim to love?

      I ignore my inner voice and bury my nose in her hair.  The hair that smells like honey and something floral I can never place. I don’t know what kind of flower it is, but it’s the smell I always associate with her. 

      “I love you, Cass,” I say in her hair. 

      I feel the tears on my bare chest and feel her lips tick up in a smile.  “I love you too,” she says and snuggles into my arms closer. 

      This, this right here is heaven. I want to just stay here forever.
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      It’s been three days since our late-night talk and we’re going out tonight. I’m meeting Steph and Amelia for an emergency shopping trip.  Dress, shoes, the whole nine yards. I’m very nervous about being out publicly. I know there will be photographers and paparazzi because when it comes to Jake Woods dating, of course there will be.

      “My stomach is in knots,” I tell Steph after she picks me up. 

      “Maybe you’re pregnant,” she says flippantly.

      “Not funny!” I yell at her.  I am not pregnant.  I’ve been on birth control for years and even though I haven’t slept with anyone in five years, I still stayed on them and we’ve been very careful and use condoms almost every time, except that one time in the shower.

      “What, you don’t want little half Cassie and Jake’s running around?” she asks innocently.

      I can totally see that.  Half him and half me. A little girl with his deep brown hair and my hazel eyes.  Yes, I want that. Maybe not at this moment but in the future, yes, I want that very much. 

      “Not talking about that either.”

      “You are no fun.” 

      “I’m nervous enough and though I know no one knows who I am and who I’m going out with, I don’t want anyone overhearing anything and then I’m pregnant and we’re in the tabloids.  Isn’t there going to be enough at that once we make this official?” I ask desperately.

      “I’m sorry, Cassie.  I know how hard this is for you. How do you really feel about putting yourself out there?  Like, I realize you’re nervous but how do you really feel?” she asks, pulling in front of Amelia’s shop.

      “Happier than you can imagine.  I love him, Steph.  I want to spend my life with him. I want to have children with him. I want them to grow up here in Andersonville and become best friends with your spawn. I want it all and I want it with him.  When we’re together it feels like I’m home.  No matter where I’m at as long as he’s there, I’m home.”

      Amelia climbed into the back of the car.  “Okay, details.  Where are we going? Where are you two going tonight? While out I’m assuming we’re not using his name? Tell me all the things.”

      I laugh. Amelia is the goofy one in the group and I wouldn’t want her any other way.  She can make any situation into something fun and funny. I count on her for that. 

      “We’re heading to Antonio’s for a dress and shoes. I went to Mom’s this morning, but I didn’t like the shoes or dresses I had there.  I want something special and flowy,” I say, thinking.

      “Flowy for better access?” Stephanie says with a grin.

      “We’re not talking about my sex life. I have told you this repeatedly, but yes.”

      We all laugh. I won’t talk specifics about what Jake, but of course my best friends know we’re sleeping together. We’re living together after all.

      “He’s taking me to Lakeview tonight. We’re going to Cibo’s.  Upscale place. Hard to get reservations.  We can’t say his name, I don’t want any pictures of me before we do this thing tonight.  I asked for this but not before I’m ready. I’m sure you get it.” I say to them as Steph drives us to Antonio’s.

      “Okay, girls,” Steph says, climbing out of the car after she’s parked.  “Let’s go find a dress for this badass bitch, who owns who she is and what she wants.”

      That starts us all giggling and I relax a little more.
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        * * *

      

      I get ready to go out at Steph’s. I don’t want Jake to see me in the outfit before I am ready.  Reservations are for eight and at exactly seven-thirty there is a knock on the door. 

      “Don’t move,” Steph says, pointing at me as I start to head toward it. 

      I hear them exchange greetings and then with a deep breath, I step out from the dining room to see him.  He stands there in a pair of dark grey slacks and white button down.  Why are we going out again?  We could just stay in, snuggle on the couch, get up to no good.

      He stops talking when he saw me. I can’t help but smile. 

      “You look.” His gaze sweeps from the top of my head with my updo hair all the way down to my nude heels.  “Wow,” he breathes. 

      I look down at myself at the navy blue with white flower wrap dress I’m wearing with those nude pumps and smile at him. “I really was hoping you’d like it.”

      He looks me up and down again and I see the heat flare in his eyes.  “I really do.” He leans over to give me a kiss and whisper in my ear. “It’ll be easier to get you out of it tonight.”

      I feel my breath hitch and smile up at him coyly.

      “Okay, you two need to go or you’re going to miss your reservations,” Steph says, clapping her hands.

      Jake and I climb into the back of the limo he hired for the night. 

      “You really do look gorgeous, Cass,” he says, leaning over and pushing the button for the partition.  

      “Thank you,” I say as he leans into me and kisses me.   All thoughts of being nervous go out the window.

      We spend the rest of the trip to the restaurant touching, kissing, and talking about what is going to happen.  He tells me that there will be paparazzi there but when going in it will be the guys David tipped off, but coming out would be a different story.  He says by the time we leave there will be more because word would get around that we are there together.  He tells me Lacie and Devon are behind us in a car and they would be ready when he texts to help keep us safe.  He checks a few times to make sure I am up for this and that makes me melt even more. 

      “I can’t wait for everyone to know I’m yours,” I whisper to him.

      “You’ve always been mine and I’ve always yours, but I’m glad it’ll be out now too.” He kisses me on the cheek and prepares to step out when the car stops. 

      He explained to me that the driver would open the door. He’d get out first and then I was to wait to grab his hand and then I could get out.  Who knew getting out of a car was such a production? 

      As soon as he steps out, I can hear the voices.  They begin to yell his name and I freeze.  He’s leaning over with his hand out and I freeze.

      “Breathe, Cass,” he says under his breath so only I can hear him.

      I look up into his eyes and he smiles at me and I take a big breath. Keeping my knees together, because I’m not flashing anyone, I put my hand in his and slide gracefully out of the car into his waiting arms.   He holds me around the waist as we make our way to the door of Cibo’s.  I can see Devon and Lacie standing along the outside of the crowd just to make sure, and I was never so thankful to have any kind of security.

      Once we were seated and Jake ordered us a bottle of my favorite white wine, he takes both my hands in his and says, “You did great out there.” 

      “I froze. I don’t know what happened but that wasn’t great.” 

      “No one knew a thing.  Doesn’t matter if they did. I already told you I’m not giving you up no matter what happens or what they say.” He picks up my hands and kisses each one. I glance around and see people staring or pretending not to stare at us.  I don’t let go though. I’m not ashamed to be seen with him. He’s one of the hottest men in the world and he’s all mine.  Always has been, always will be.
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      Dinner was delicious I’m sure. I really didn’t taste it, but I’ve eaten here before, and I know it tastes good.  My entire focus has been on Cassie.  She’s pretending to ignore the people staring.  I’m ignoring everyone but her because fuck them, this is about her and me, no one else.

      Before we order dessert, I look at her and smile. “What is going through that pretty head of yours?”

      “Just trying to breath. I’m not used to people staring at me.” She whispers, leaning in a little closer.

      “Forget them Cass. It’s just you and me.” I tell her, casually looking around.

      After I survey the room, I see at least three people attempting to be discrete by taking pictures of us. I see a few people not being discrete and no less than five women have tried to approach me to talk to me.  I’m used to this, but Cassie isn’t. I smile at her, “Take a deep breath, you’re doing great.” 

      I grab her hand and hold it for a second. “What do you say we go back to town for dessert?” I ask her, signaling the waiter for the check.

      She smiles at me and for a moment I forget to breathe. We already had this planned. I’m going to drop her off at her mom’s house. A quick kiss on the front porch but keeping it family friendly. I’m going to walk to my mom’s house and then we’re both going to sneak out the back and make our way to each other and back to our house.

      “You ready?” I ask her, after paying and scooting out of the booth and reaching down for her hand. 

      She reaches for my hand with that heart stopping smile again.   “Always.” 

      I can’t wait another minute and so I pull her into my arms and kiss her.  I ignore the murmuring around us and the sounds of shutters clicking on cameras. My world shrinks down to just her and me.  Just the way I want it. I don’t care who’s watching or taking pictures or that they will end up in the tabloids. I want everyone to know she’s mine.

      On the way back to her mom’s I have the driver pull into the local ice cream place we used to go to when we were in high school.  We grab a chocolate milkshake for her and a scoop of vanilla in a waffle cone for me. It was our go to growing up and it’s our go to now even as adults. 

      “You okay?” I ask her as I watch her mouth wrap around the straw and take a drink.  My dick sits up and takes notice too.

      “Yeah, it was weird though.” She says watching me lick my ice cream. 

      “How so?”

      “Well I knew there would be people out there taking our picture but when we left, I just didn’t care anymore. I just cared that I was with you.”

      She’s giving me a smile. I know that smile too, that’s her flirty smile.  She’s not unaffected by the kiss or the ice cream.  I give it a long, slow lick just for her.

      “You remember the plan, right?”

      “Yep, say good night respectably.” There’s that flash of a naughty smile again. “Then after a quick hello to my mom, because she’ll kill me otherwise, I’ll meet you at the pond and we’ll go home from there, together.”

      I like that she called it home because that’s what it is. It’s our home.

      I sigh though because there is something we need to talk about and once again we’ve been avoiding it. We leave in three days. 

      As if she can read my mind, she puts her finger to my mouth. I can’t help myself and I kiss it. Instantly I see the heat flair in her eyes. The conversation I know we should have flies out the window in favor of kissing her.

      “I love you Cass.” I whisper as I trail a finger down her arm, feeling the goosebumps I caused.

      “I love you too, Jake.” We seal the declaration with a kiss.

      Sooner than either of us would like we’re back in front of our mom’s houses.  Just like promised. She lets me give her a quick kiss that doesn’t linger and a quick hug and then she slips into her house.

      Whistling, because I know they’re out there, I walk to my mom’s house and through the door. I say a quick hello to my mom, a quicker kiss on her cheek, a few words exchanged, and in less than fifteen minutes I am back out the door.  I make my way to the pond.  I am floating on cloud nine. I didn’t realize that that cloud was about to crash and burn.

      Instead I sit and wait for Cassie.  When I realize that it’s been awhile, I look back to the house in concern.  Something has had to happen but before I can go knock on her door.  She sends a text that her mom needs her.  I really hope that’s all it is, and my world didn’t just take a nosedive. 

      With a sigh I head back to my house to wait to hear from Cassie.  It feels strange to be here without her and I really, I don’t like it.  I also don’t like the feeling I have in my gut.  Should I go back over there?  Should I wait?  I think about texting her but I’m not sure she’d be able to text her.

      Me: Good night beautiful. 

      I stare at my phone for a full five minutes and nothing. There are no bubbles, there is no reply.  Something has gone wrong, I just know it, but I don’t know what it is.

      I go back to the house and knock on the door.  Rebecca opens it with a malicious smile. 

      “I’m sorry, Cassandra refuses to see you and I wouldn’t think she’ll be calling either.”

      I stop her before she can close the door. “At least tell me she’s okay?” I say to her trying to keep the waver out of my voice.

      “She’ll be perfectly fine once you go back to LA and let the poor girl move on from you.”

      “Ms. St. James…” I start. 

      She stops me before I can say more. “You really thought someone like her would end up with someone like you?  Go back to Hollywood, find a nice” she smirks, “girl to settle down with and let Cassandra alone.  You ruined her life. She’s going to be the talk of the town.  She’s a nice girl, just leave her be.” 

      With that she slammed the door in my face. 

      I was absolutely bewildered. What the fuck happened?  We had the perfect night, and we had a plan, and she changed the plan. What did this mean for our plans for LA? For our future? For our lives?

      With a deep breath I go to our room and get ready to sleep but it wouldn’t come. I laid there awake dreading what the next day will hold.
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      After our kiss at the door, I’m floating.  I couldn’t have asked for a more perfect date and I couldn’t ask for a more perfect guy.  I lean against the closed door for a moment while I think about meeting Jake at the pond before we head home.  Our home, us together` With a sigh, I push away from the door in search of my mother because if I don’t at least say hello she’ll throw a fit. 

      “Good evening, Mother,” I say when I see her sitting at the table.

      She gives me a glare. I sigh and take a seat. I know this is going to take some time.  I think about texting Jake to let him know that it is probably going to take longer than I thought it would, but something in the way my mother is staring at me stops me from taking out my phone.

      “Mother, I have to go.  We talked about this. I was coming to say good night and then I was going home, with Jake. He’s waiting on me,” I say, looking at her. 

      She looks at me with utter disgust on her face.  “This thing between you and Jake has been going on for a lot longer than I was led to believe, Cassandra.” 

      “What are you talking about? You knew that we’ve been together for the past two weeks.”  I’m confused and honestly getting a little scared.

      She shakes her head and throws the paper I didn’t realize that was sitting in front of her at me. I look down at it and see it’s a tabloid and I close my eyes.  I slowly scan the page. It’s from last week, and then I see it, the picture. I hear myself take in a sharp breath and quickly I read the headline:

      
        
        Jake Woods seen with Mystery Girl, who is she? 

        Has Jake Woods finally fallen in love?

      

      

      It was clearly Jake, there was no mistaking him and he had his hands under my hair and around the back of my neck.  I’m entirely focused on him and he’s entirely focused on me.  We look like we’re about to do more than kiss. There can’t be pictures like this out there. I’m a teacher this can’t be happening to me. 

      “Oh my god,” I whisper.

      “The entire town knows it’s you two. This makes you look like a tramp.  That you and he are about to…”  

      “Does it matter?” I cut her off. “It’s been going on for years. It’s not like I ever truly stopped loving him.”

      “What are the people of this town going to think? I’ll tell you what they’ll think. That you threw yourself at him because he has money now. That you slept with him and are probably going to have his baby so you can trap him.  Look at you, Cassandra. He’s a movie star and you, you’re a nobody.  What are my friends going to say? I’m not going to be able to show my face around this town for a long time. What would someone like him want with someone like you?” 

      She gets up and leaves the room as the tears fall from my eyes. I’m not sure how she could be so cruel. I’m not sure why I left her.  I need advice and not from Jake.   I text Steph.

      Me: Something happened. 

      Steph: Is everything alright? I saw the picture of you two coming out of Cibo. You both looked really happy.  Did he do or say something to upset you? 

      Me:  No. Yes.  Maybe. I don’t know.  There’s a picture of us from two and half weeks ago in a tabloid. 

      Steph:  Oh my god, he promised he’d tell you about that days ago. 

      Me:  He knew.

      Well, fucking fantastic. Of course, he knew and of course he hid it. Was this why he was pushing for more, always fucking more? Does he even really love me or was it to save face.  Put a name to the girl who he was caught holding like that.  How long did he know about those pictures? Maybe he is just playing me for a fool. Why the hell couldn’t he just have been honest with me?  What right did he have to keep this from me?

      Me: I don’t know what to do.  What am I supposed to do Steph? I’m supposed to go to LA with him in three days. Tell me what to do? 

      Steph: What do you want to do Cassie? 

      Me: I don’t know anymore. I can’t see him right now. I can’t think.

      Steph:  You at least need to talk to him.

       She isn’t wrong. I need time to think though. I need time to figure it out.    

      Steph: How did you find out?  He said he was going to tell you. Asked us not to.

      Another betrayal.  The tears slip down my face faster. How could she know and not say anything, and if he asked her not to tell then he also asked Amelia. Then to find out the way I did it is just too much.

      Me: He never said a word and you kept it from me too?

      His betrayal hurt a whole lot more than hers did.

      Me: I got to go. I’ll talk to you later.

      Steph:  Don’t do anything stupid Cassie. Talk to him, he loves you!

      I don’t respond. How can I when my entire world is falling apart.  I am nothing but a laughingstock to the man I love.  The man who says he loves me.  Is it all just a lie?

      With a sigh, I let the tears continue to fall. I am sure I won't see my mother for the rest of the night.  The damage is done, and she finally got her wish.  I send a text to Jake.

      Me: I’m not coming over tonight.  Mom needs me here.

      Jake: Is everything okay? Do you need me to come over there? 

      I sigh. I let the hurt and confusion settle in. I need to hear him out, but I don’t want to hear that it was all just a joke, that he never loved me. That it was all just a PR stunt. That I am just another in long line of girls or that I am just some fun for him while he is home. If he can't be honest with me about this, what else isn't he being honest with me about. I type at least fifteen different responses to him before I settle on four words. 

      Me: No. We’ll talk later.

      Jake: I love you Cass. 

      I can't take it anymore and turn off my phone and the tears continue to fall.  I get up quietly and go into my bedroom.  I am done with him and men. I will be the perfect daughter and just live with her forever and take care of my mom.  I can live with that.  So why then does it hurt so bad to think of never being with Jake again?
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      I kept replaying the night in my head over and over like a movie.  The perfect night.  Cassie looked gorgeous in that blue flowery dress I couldn’t wait to rip off her.  The food was good, I guess, I don’t remember much of the food. Cassie, Cassie was all I thought about and wanted to think about.  She let me kiss her in the restaurant. Then we went for ice cream at our favorite little ice cream spot. By the time we made it home, I already had texts from David the pictures were up everywhere.  There was no denying that we were together.  There was no denying how we felt.   I’ve seen the pictures.  They were perfect, we looked like a couple, happy and in love with eyes only for each other.  I thought we had the perfect night.  I thought we were going to have it all.  I was wrong, so very wrong.

      I spent the last two days wondering what had happened.  That night I sat by the pond and waited for her, smiling at all the memories we had made here.  Her pushing me into the pond, probably more than a dozen times throughout our lives together.  The heated make out sessions, the talking, the declaration of undying love.  Us together in the pond, out of the pond.  This place was something special and all ours.

      I sat waiting, knowing her mom would keep her there for as long as she could. As the thirty minutes turned into sixty and then ninety, I was getting worried. I hoped everything was okay.  What could have been keeping her? Just as I was about to get out my phone, I heard a ding.  Slowly, I lifted it and saw Cassie’s name. Something filled me with dread.

      Cassie: I’m not coming over tonight.  Mother needs me here.

      Shit, something happened.  Was her mom okay? Was she okay? Was she having second thoughts?  Shit. I needed to calm down.

      Me: Is everything okay? Do you need me to come over there? 

      I watched the bubbles appear and disappear only to reappear for a long time before those four simple words showed up on the screen. 

      Cassie: No.  We’ll talk later. 

      That was a punch to the fucking stomach.  No, I love you. Nothing.  

      Me:  I love you, Cass.

      There was no text back and god, it hurt.  Something had happened. I wasn’t sure what it was, but she was doubting us and I was at a loss on what to do.

      I tried calling her but got no answer. Then her mom, her fucking mom with that smile as she watched my world crumble before me, that she made crumble.  She wouldn’t let me talk to Cassie and I don’t know what exactly happened. 

      I heard my phone ping and I scooped it up hoping, praying it was Cassie. It wasn’t, it might never be again. 

      Steph: I told you not to hurt her.

      Me: What are you talking about?

      Steph:  Do you want to know what she found out tonight?  Do you want to know who told her because it sure wasn’t you!  You told me you were going to tell her.  Now she’s mad at both of us.

      Her fucking mother.  My world came to a screeching halt because she believed her mother. Except, this wasn’t all on her mother. I didn’t tell her. I wasn’t honest about it. It was just a picture… that I still lied about, worse I asked her best friends to lie about because I said I was going to tell her.  

      What was going through her mind right now?

      Steph:  you think pushing you into that pond was bad? Let me get ahold of you once and I will castrate you with my spiked heels. Then good luck getting her back without your balls, you are a dead man Woods.  

      Then after a moment I got another message. 

      Steph: You made her cry, Jake.  She's in tears right now and it's all your fault. Even worse she thinks I betrayed her. Stay away from her.  You screwed up and you’ve lost your chance with her. If you love her just let her go. Maybe this time she can move on and be happy.

       Well if that wasn’t a kick in the ass. I felt low, lower than low. I was pretty sure if Steph came after me with those spiked heels, I’d help her cut off my own balls and offer them as tribute to Cassie myself.  I didn't mean to make her cry.  I never want to see her beautiful face marred with tears.  Especially ones I cause her.  I’m not going to let her go either.  I can't, I love her too much for that and I am willing to fight and grovel.

      How the hell am I going to fix this when she won’t even listen to me? She claims she loves me and yet here we are, miles apart.  She believes whatever lies from her mother over me.  I would have thought by now she would have known better.  That she knew what that woman is like.  How can Cassie do this to us?

      I’ve tried everything but she hasn’t spoken to me for two days.  I tried going over, but Ms. St. James won’t let me in the house or Cassie out.  She isn’t answering my phone calls or my texts.

      She had Steph come get her stuff from our house.  The house I am beginning to hate. It feels cold, empty, and forgettable without Cassie.

      Every gift I send her, she sends back.  I don’t know what to do and I am losing my mind.  I am going back to LA tomorrow. With or without her. I have to go back, and it is slowly killing me. How will I be able to live without the light that is Cassie? 

      I’m not sleeping, barely eating, and not living, just merely existing. David keeps up on what the papers are saying about me. 

      “This one says, ‘The girl with Jake Woods’ and this one says, ‘Jake Woods shacking up in a cute little town’.  I think this one is my favorite ‘Jake Woods love child.” He reads them off for me.

      “Shut up.” I sneer at him. I’ve become a sneering, growling fool the last two days. “I’m not leaving, David.  Call and tell them something but I’m not going back, not yet.” 

      He sighs and puts down his phone. “You need to go back. I know you’re falling apart, but you are a professional so act like it.  You can figure this out there, but you don’t have a choice.  They want you back tomorrow.” 

      I’m pissed off at me, at Rebecca, and at Cassie.  How? How can she not talk to me about this? I thought I proved to her that I want this.  What lies is Rebecca filling her head with?  How can I do it?  How can I just leave like this?  Maybe getting out of this town is a good idea. Maybe going back to LA will help clear my mind. Maybe being away from Cassie will help me figure out what to do to win her back or help me let her go, for good this time.
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      “Come on,” Steph says, throwing the covers off me. “You are going to get up, go take a shower, and then we’re meeting Amelia for a girl’s night out.  We can bitch about boys, drink until we’re drunk, and you cry if you want because we got you, girl.” 

      I grab for the covers that are now on the bottom of the bed.  I throw them back over my head. “I’m not in the mood to go anywhere, thank you very much.” 

      “I don’t remember asking you. Get your ass out of that bed and into that shower or I’ll pick your ass up myself and put you there” She grabs the covers again and this time throws them on the floor where I can’t reach it.

      I grumble and get up because she will pick my ass up and throw me in the shower.

      “I’m doing this under extreme protest.” 

      “Noted. Don’t give a rat’s ass but, noted.” 

      Thirty minutes later we are on our way to Henry’s.

      I sit in utter silence. So many thoughts are going through my head.  How could he do this to me?  How could I do this to him?  It’s obvious that it’s me in that picture, at least to me. I don’t think anyone connected that me and well me as the same person yet, but they would, of course they would. They already know my name. I saw it in the tabloids; it was like a train wreck I couldn’t look away from.  

      “Why are we going out?” I ask Steph and Amelia as we make our way to the bar.

      “Girl, you are supposed to leave tomorrow. So, no matter what you decide tonight you need us, and you need some tough love,” Steph says gently. 

      “I’m not leaving tomorrow. I can’t do that to myself. Not after what happened,” I say quietly.

      Amelia pats my shoulder over the back of the seat. “I know this is hard, Cassie, but he loves you and you love him.” She takes a deep breath and looks at Stephanie in the mirror. “We’ve seen him. He’s not doing well. He looks like someone kicked his puppy.”

      Steph turns her head toward me for a quick look before looking back toward the road. “This is affecting him as hard as it is you.”

      I sit in silence once more because if I speak at this moment I’ll cry, and I don’t want to cry anymore.

      “You need to have a conversation with him,” Steph says, sitting down my beer. 

      “You’re not wrong,” I concede.

      “He leaves tomorrow. He doesn’t have a choice.” 

      I know that. I don’t want him to go though. I feel the tears welling up in my eyes.

      “I know,” I whisper.

      Amelia puts her arms around me.  “I know this is hard on you, Cassie. We’ve been here before but maybe this time it can be different. Maybe this time you’ll talk like adults.”

      I laugh; I don’t want to, but I do. “I’ve been acting like a brat, haven’t I? Here I’m supposed to be this mature twenty-three-year-old, soon to be twenty-four, and I’m acting no better than my eighteen-year-old self.”

      I take a moment to think about it all. Jake has been much more mature about this than me.  I look at my phone.  There’s a total of fifty-two texts, thirty-six voicemails, and he just sent more texts.

      Jake: Cass, please just call me. I need to know you’re alright. I don’t want to leave us like this.

      Jake: I don’t want leave at all, but I have to, I’m under contract and right now I can’t get out of it.  I tried. 

      Jake: Please, Cass. I love you.

      I let the tears fall as Steph and Amelia wrap their arms around me.

      “It’s Jake?” Amelia asks, pointing to my phone.

      I turn the phone toward her.

      “Don’t do this to either of you,” she whispers. “I know what it’s like to walk away and have regrets.” 

      I stare at her because obviously there’s a story there. 

      “Another time, Cassie. It’s not my heart break I’m worried about tonight.  Mine is in the past, yours is staring you in the face.”

      She turns the phone toward me. 

      Jake:  Please Cassie. I don’t want to leave us like this.

      I can hear the desperation loud and clear even through the text.  I need to talk to him. I want to hear his voice. Even after everything I still love him. 

       Me: I’ll take you to the airport tomorrow, we can talk. I’m not promising anything Jake, but we can talk.

      I watch the bubbles come and go and hold my breath.  I don’t know what the future hold for us, but I know if I don’t do this, I’ll regret it for the rest of my life. As it is, I’m not sure how I’m going to live without him. 

      Jake: I’d really like that. My plane is still leaving at the same time. I’ll see you tomorrow around eleven. I love you Cass.

      I can’t say it back, not yet, but I feel it deep in my soul.  When he leaves tomorrow, he’ll be taking my heart with him again.

      Steph and Amelia hand me another beer and hug me close as I sob.  

      With a deep breath, Steph speaks. “I’ve talked to him, Cass. I don’t think he told you because he was afraid.” 

      I look at her with tears streaming down my face.

      “He should have still told me, Steph. I get why he didn’t, but he should have.” 

      Steph sighs and doesn’t say another word. 

      “Okay, let’s lay off my love life and talk about one of yours,” I say with a shaky breath.

      I look at Amelia.

      She smiles. “What love life?  I’m too busy running Sweet Tea. I have no time for love or romance. I have no time for anything but the business.” 

      “There’s a story, Amelia. I know there is,” I say, looking at her. 

      “Of course, there’s a story, but tonight is not the night,” Amelia says with a wave of her hand.  “What about you, Steph? How’s your love life?” 

      Deflection, I get it, and I can see the hurt in her eyes. Whatever happened has absolutely devastated her. I’ll get the story out of her eventually.

      “What love life? He’s gone and not coming back,” Steph says, blushing. 

      Oh, there’s something there.   “Who is he?” I ask, taking another drink. I’m not driving tonight and though I don’t want to have a hangover tomorrow, I don’t want to stop drinking yet either. It’s helping to take away some of the pain. I just want to be numb for a little while. 

      “There is no he and before you ask, there is no she either. I’m totally into men.”  Her eyes go far away as if she’s picturing a very specific man. 

      “Who is he? Come on, my love life is in shambles. I need to be entertained by yours.” 

      She blushes again and shakes her head.

      We spend the night just talking about different things. Keeping it light and easy, none of us wanting to talk about our love lives.

      At two in the morning, after last call, Steph drops me off in my bed.  I hug my pillow and cry myself to sleep.  No matter what, this place isn’t home anymore.  Home is leaving tomorrow.
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      Empty, that’s what it is. It’s just empty.  There is no laughter, there is no warmth. Not right now. I can barely take a breath.  I feel her slipping away from me. I’m angry at myself. This is the exact thing I didn’t want to happen and here I am, living my own hell.

      There was nothing but elation when she finally texted me back. She agreed to see me tomorrow which is more than I could hope for. I know this doesn’t fix anything between us but it’s a start. I almost expected that we’d be having this conversation over a telephone with her still pissed at me in three months. 

      No matter what she thinks, I’m not just going to let her go. I can’t do that. I need her in my life. Without her everything is dark, there is no light.

      When she finally, finally answered my texts tonight I wasn’t sure what she was going to say, but it gave me hope. She hasn’t blocked me. She hasn’t written me or us off yet.

      I look at my phone as it buzzes again, hoping maybe it’s her.  It’s not and my heart shatters a little bit more.

      David: Everything is ready for tomorrow. It’s one ticket. I thought you’d be needing two tickets.

      Shit, I haven’t told him what happened yet. No one knows what happened yet. Well, except Cassie, Stephanie, Amelia, Rebecca, and I. I haven’t even told my mom yet. I’ve been avoiding her phone calls. 

      Me: Change of plans. Cassie isn’t coming. 

      David: What the hell happened? I thought you two were oh so in love.

      Me: I screwed up. I screwed up big time and now she’s not talking to me or rather she wasn’t.

      I frown down at my phone, searching for her text message again.

      Cassie: I’ll take you to the airport tomorrow, we can talk. I’m not promising anything Jake, but we can talk.

      I still want to fall to my knees. I can’t believe she finally texted me back. I am not above begging for this woman, and I will humiliate myself if that’s what it takes. So many things I want to say to her, and none are appropriate over text, not even a simple “I’m sorry.” No, I’ll tell her that tomorrow.

      I lay down in our bed. It’s been two days, but I can still smell her on the sheets. I grab her pillow and hug it close to me. I’m not sure how I fucked it up so colossally, but I will fix it.
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      I open my eyes to the sun shining through the window.  At some point I must have fallen asleep but like the last few nights, I don’t remember it and I sure don’t feel like I’ve rested.

      I look at the clock on the nightstand. Eight am. I have three hours before she gets here. 

      Cassie: Just confirming. Eleven you’ll be outside waiting to go. I’m not coming into your house.

      My house? I bought this house for us. I want to fill it with our love, with our laughter, with our children, and with our family. She doesn’t know I’ve been dreaming of the moment when there would be a little girl with her mother’s smile raising all kinds of hell as she races around the back yard.  Me and her mother yell to stay away from the pond but of course she’ll find herself there anyway just like we did.

      Maybe a little boy who had his mother’s laughter. We’d find him sitting in the library I was having done secretly for Cassie and his nose would be stuck in one of their favorite books. One that he would say I read differently than his mom did. 

      I am determined to make both of those dreams come true for us. I’m not just going to let her go.

      Me: If that’s what you want Cass. I’ll be outside waiting.

      Fuck it.  I have to say it in text and then I’d tell her in person later too. She needs to know.

      Me: I’m sorry Cass. I’m so fucking sorry. I should have told you and that will eat me up for the rest of our lives, but I still love you and I’m pretty sure you still love me so hold onto that because I’m not letting you go.

      There is nothing. I stare at the phone for what feels like hours and there is nothing. No answer, no bubbles, no nothing, and my heart cracks a little more.

      Three hours later I sit on the front porch when I hear her little car pull up in front of the house. I slowly get myself up and make my way toward her with just the duffle bag I take back and forth. 

      I watch her as she stares straight ahead not giving me an ounce of her attention.

      “Cass.” I hear my voice break.

      “No words, Jake. I can’t drive you the hour to the airport if we talk,” she says, still staring straight ahead and I can hear her holding back the tears that I know want to fall.

      She’s right though, she can’t drive if we fight or if she cries. So, we sit in absolute silence for an hour while I try to get my thoughts together.

      After we get to the parking lot and she parks the car, we both get out.  I must admit I’m a little surprised when she turns to me and looks me straight in the eyes. 

      “Okay” she says, “talk.”

      I take a deep breath, but she interrupts me.

      “Don’t start with I’m sorry.  Start somewhere else. I know you’re sorry, Jake.  For what it’s worth, I’m sorry too.” 

      I look at her for a moment and I see the sadness in her eyes. “I didn’t tell you because I was afraid.”

      “Afraid of what, Jake? What could you possibly have been afraid of?” 

      “We were so new, and you had just committed to taking us public and then I saw those pictures. I knew right away it was us at the pond. It was your last day of work. You were already so sad about that and you had just agreed to come with me to LA. What was I supposed to do?  So, I told Steph to let Amelia know that I would tell you.” 

      “You lied to them too? I hate lying. I hate that this is where we are right now.” She sighs. 

      We start walking toward the inside. I don’t really care who hears us. I don’t care about anything but getting us back to the happy bubble we were in before I lied… before I broke us. 

      “I lied. I was going to tell you, but it never seemed like the time.” I frown and start over. “No, that’s a lie. I was never planning on telling you.  Kind of stupid now. Didn’t help us out anyway.  I still lost you,” I say quietly. 

      She stops and looks at me. “I’m hurt. I haven’t decided what we are or where we stand.  I don’t know when I’ll know but right now, I’m hurt. I’m going to hang on to that hurt for a while longer.” 

      “I love you, Cass, and I don’t want to lose you again,” I say, taking her hands.

      We walk in silence for a while and then quietly she says. “So, we're right back to where we were five years ago.”

      “Damn it, Cass, this isn't what this is,” I thunder.

      “How is this different, Jake? Your life is there and mine is here"

      I just look at her like she just punched me in the gut. We aren't over, we will never be over. I just got her back and I’m not giving her up now. 

      “Come with me,” I beg. “You were going to anyway. We can work this out, I know we can.”

      “I can't. I just can’t." Then she walks away after a quick kiss on the cheek.

      Sure, it feels exactly the same as last time, but this time I’m not going to let her go. I am going to change this part of our present and it will be nothing like our past. She is my past, my present, and my future and she needs to realize it. 

      I chase her back through the airport and grab her arm before she goes out the door.

      “Are you kidding me right now? What about us? How can you just walk away from us? I get that you’re mad, but how can we fix us if we’re not even in the same state?”

      “What us? A few stolen moments, a few dirty secrets? That's all I’ll ever be in Jake Woods's world, or at least that’s what it feels like.”

      “That's not true!  I love you!  You are no one's dirty secret.”

      “Then why does it feel that way, Jake? I saw those pictures, my mother, god, my mother. I think she enjoyed showing me those pictures. I know she enjoyed showing me those pictures. Do you know what that felt like? To have her throw it all in my face?” She’s screaming now but she’s still talking so there’s at least hope. 

      I can't answer that for her.  I don’t ever want her to think she was a dirty little secret. Not when she's my everything.

      “What about you? When is it your turn to do what you want, Cass?” I ask her. “Your mom told you that so you’d stay.  You know that’s why she did it. How is any of this fair to you or to us?” 

      “She needs me, Jake.” 

      “Does she, or does she just want to keep you here? I want a future. We were so close once and now, now I don’t know what we are.” We’re yelling more than talking. “I don’t like where this leaves us.”

      “I know, but what happens if I do what I want, and I fail?” she asks in a quiet voice.

      “Oh, baby.” My voice goes gruff. I hate that she’s doubting herself. I hate that I helped put her here. Right now, I also strongly dislike Rebecca St. James. I get she’s afraid of losing Cassie, but it’s not fair to any of us to keep her here and not let her become the magnificent person I know she is.  “I got you. Even if you fail, I will always be here for you. We can do anything, you and me together.” I lift her chin with my hand, and she lets me, then our lips come together, and it feels like that first time all over again. Butterflies flying around and all.

      “We're not done, and this isn’t over. I have to go but we'll talk,” I say when the intercom calls my flight number and last boarding. 

      I don’t want to leave but I don’t have a choice, and she knows I don’t have a choice.  “We’re not done yet,” I yell as I run toward the terminal where my plane is. 

      I sit in the first-class seat and stare out the window. If there wasn’t so much riding on this, I wouldn’t have gone. I should say fuck it and get off the plane, but I can’t be blacked balled, not if I want to have the future I’ve been working so hard for. 

      I lean my head back and sigh as the plane takes off.

      Devastation. That is the only word that came to mind. I am devastated that she walked away again or maybe I walked away this time. Where had it all gone so wrong? I need a plan because I wasn't kidding when I said I would never let her go. Somehow, some way, I will make things right between us again.
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      As devastated as I am, I sit in the parking lot and I watch him leave. It is the end of us, how could it be anything else?  I reach for my phone and turn it off.  I’m not ready to hear from him. I just need time to think.

      I sit in the car for a while and let the tears I’ve been holding back fall.  I put my head on the steering wheel and sob. Where did it all go so wrong?  I thought, I thought we were doing so good. I thought we were finally where we were supposed to be.

      Now I am going to go back home to my mother’s house.  Back to the same old routine where I live with her, take care of her, go to work, come home, and repeat every day for the rest of my life. 

      I look up at the ceiling of my car.  Why can't I take that leap? Why can't I go with him?  Why can't I put my happiness first?

      With a sigh, I wipe my fingers under my eyes to get rid of the traces of tears and turn my car toward home.  No matter what, I am glad I brought him. I missed his voice and that kiss.  Man, that kiss.  It was not an “we’re through” kiss. No, that was a promise kiss. I don’t think he was kidding when he said, “we’re not done yet.” I don’t think we’re done yet either.

      I need to get some clarity and going back to my mother isn’t going to do that and neither is going to my friends.  No, only one person can help me.

      I pull in front of the little yellow house an hour later. I haven't been over here for a month now. Not since the first day I walked in and Jake was there.  It wasn’t that I was avoiding Donna; it’s just with Jake home she didn’t need me. 

      “I wondered when you’d stop by,” she said, standing in the living room as I walk through the door. 

      “Hi,” I say, shutting the door behind me. 

      “Okay, spill.” She leads me toward the kitchen. She always says she does her best thinking while she’s cooking.  I look at her and realize how much Jake looks like her. 

      “I know you two had a disagreement or he screwed up or something. He’s being very vague about what happened, but I get that the night of your date something happened and now you’re not together. Do I have the gist of it right?” She puts the tea kettle on and comes and takes a seat beside me. 

      “It’s stupid,” I mutter. 

      “Oh, honey when you get down to it, most things are. So, what happened?”

      “I don’t even want to say because it’s so stupid and I really screwed up.” I sigh and grab a cookie she placed on a plate in front of me.

      She stays quiet and I watch as she goes to get the tea.  She sits back down and just looks at me. I know she can outlast me. She used to when we were young and did something we weren’t supposed to do. I always cracked first.   

      “There was a picture of the two of us from when he first came back.  He didn’t tell me about it.  My mother did.  I kind of got mad and had Steph go get my stuff from the house. I didn’t talk to him for the last few days. Then I just went radio silent until last night when I asked if he still wanted a ride to the airport. I just dropped him off. We yelled and fought. He told me we weren’t done yet.  I couldn’t go home, so I came here.”

      She smiles.  “So why are you mad, because I don’t believe for a minute it has anything to do with a picture in a paper about you when no one would know it was you.  I saw the picture.  I saw his face. Though I knew it was you and I bet a lot of people did, does it matter? I mean the entire town knows you and him have a history together.” She stirs her tea before taking a sip. 

      She’s right. It’s not the picture I’m mad about, it’s not even him not telling me.

      “I’m scared,” I confess to the table because I can’t look her in the eyes right now. 

      “You two have had quite the time haven’t you.” She sighs.  “I know him. Why do you think he didn’t tell you?” 

      I’m an idiot.  Of course, he’d be too afraid to tell me. I was going on about keeping us a secret and not wanting anyone to know. That way when it all blew up and I decided not to go with him it wouldn’t be my fault.  I was trying to blame him for everything so that I’d have an out.

      “Oh my god. What have I done?” I ask her. 

      “Sweetheart, I know that being with him isn’t the easiest thing and it won’t be, but don’t you deserve a chance to be happy too?”

      I shake my head as soon as she starts to talk. She’s wrong, being with Jake is the easiest thing in the world. We’re stronger together, we always were. 

      She continues, ignoring my head shaking. “Your mother is afraid too, Cassie. I’m assuming she told you about the picture and told you it was somehow your fault entirely. That you’re an embarrassment?” 

      She didn’t even let me answer before she went on.

      “You’re all she had when your father passed. You’re all she had when she got cancer. You’re all she has now and what happens if you leave?” she asks me, looking over the rim of her teacup.

      I made the right decision coming to her.  She’s not wrong.  I need to think, and I need to go talk to my mother and I have plans to make. I have an apology to give.  First, I’m going to the pond, it’s been my special place for years and probably will be for years to come. 

      “I really do love him, and I don’t want to live without him. I realize that might be weird since he’s your son, but we belong together.” 

      She laughs “Oh honey, I’ve known that since you were six years old and ordered him to move out of your friend’s house.  He came home that day with hearts in his eyes and told me he was going to marry you someday.” 

      Now I’m laughing with tears sliding down my face again. Life was so much easier back then. I was going to marry that man someday too. I think my soul has known that forever and it’s the reason I haven’t moved on with my life because my life belonged intertwined with his. 

      “Thank you. I’m going to go figure out how to fix this. Then I’m going to go have a chat with my mother.  Then, then I’m going home.”  

      I give her a hug and kiss her cheek and I leave to go lay by the pond.

      As soon as I get to the pond, I call Stephanie.

      “Steph, I need David’s number.” 

       There’s a pause of silence on the other end of the line. “Why would I have his number?” 

      “Look, I love you, but I just need his number.” 

      “Why?”

      “I’m going to go see Jake. I was stupid, you were right. Please, Steph?”

      She sighs and gives me his number. With a deep breath, I call him next.

      “David Turner here.”

      “David it’s Cassie. I need your help.  I don’t know how much you know but I need to come to LA.”

      “It’s about fucking time,” he says and I smile.

      “Let me get everything set up, when can you get to the airport?” 

      “I need to go pack, talk to my mother, so I can be there tonight. I need a few hours.”

      “How about tomorrow morning? I can get you here by eleven.” I hear him clacking away on a keyboard. 

      “That would be perfect and thank you.” 

      “No problem, we’re not telling him you're coming, by the way, but I’ll text you the details.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to let him know? I mean, he might not want me there.”

      “Trust me, he wants you here, Cassie. Right now, no one can talk to him. I’m pretty sure he’s about ready to rip someone’s head off. I’ll text you.” 

      “Thank you,” I say as he grunts, and I hang up.

      I need to go get ready, pack my clothes, and talk to my mother. First, though I sit by the pond and look at the back of our house. Enough trees have been removed that I can see the second floor where the new deck off our room is going.  It’s going to be beautiful when it’s all done. I can’t wait to live there with Jake, but I can’t wait to explore LA and New York too. I just want to be with him.
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      After I spend some time at the pond and make my way back to the house, I steel myself before I step through the door.

      “Oh, look, you’re back,” my mother’s shrill voice says.  “You’ve been gone most of the day. Where did you go?”

      “I took Jake to the airport this morning and then had tea with Donna.” I go to step down the hall, but she blocks the doorway. I looked at her with cold indifference.  I can’t believe I let her manipulate me this long and in these ways. Everything she has ever done to keep me tied to her, to this town comes rushing back.

      “I thought you weren’t seeing him anymore. Your reputation is at stake here, Cassandra. My reputation is at stake here.”

      I just stare at her. This is the woman who is supposed to love me unconditionally, yet here she stands worried about her reputation. I shake my head at her, no longer under whatever hold she has had on me.  No longer worried that I’m not a good daughter if I don’t do what she wants.  No longer caring what she wants or says.

      “Let’s get it straight, Mother. This is about you. I’m fine with people knowing I’m with Jake. I’m fine if they see us together. Did you see the pictures from the other night? We both looked happy.  I was happy. I was happy until I let you get into my head. I don’t give a shit if people know we’re living together, if they know we’re screwing.” Her eyes get bigger as I keep talking. “I don’t care if they know that I love him and would do anything to be with him.”

      “Cassandra,” She snaps at me.

      I don’t let her continue because I let her have too much headspace already.  “NO!” I scream.  The emotions from my entire life are bubbling forward.  “I’m done. I’m leaving, Mother. I’m going to LA. When we come back it will be to our house.” I point toward the manor. “If I were you, I’d take this time to reflect on how you treat me, what you want our adult relationship to be, because I am an adult and I can make my own mistakes. You’re my mother and I love you, but you can’t keep me here any longer.”

      The time when I was six and she told me my best friend moved away and someone new was next door and I should stay away because boys and girls shouldn’t play together.  I just wanted someone to catch frogs with.   The time I was eight and she was upset that I didn’t want to wear the dress she picked out for me because everyone else on the field trip would be wearing pants so they could pet the animals at the zoo and I wasn’t allowed to get dirty, I did anyway and got in so much trouble.  When I was twelve and my father died, she really ramped it up then. How did I not see all this?

      “Cassandra May, you will not act like this, I raised you better.  Give up on him.  He’s too rich and too powerful anyway.  He’ll just throw you away when he gets bored!” She sneers at me. 

      I want to yell back but it’ll be no use, and I’ll just be stooping to her level. I look at her with as much disdain as I can muster and sit down in a chair at the table since she’s still blocking the hallway. The battle is nearly out of me and I decide to make one more plea to her. Somewhere in there has to be a woman who loves me, right? “Wouldn’t you give anything to have more time with Dad? It was heartbreaking for both of us when he died. You did a great job raising me, but it’s time to let me go.  It’s time I live my life. I want to be with Jake, wherever that take us, and I’ll be back. That man bought me a house. He plans to run his production company from here. Until I’m back, maybe find someone to talk to, a professional maybe. I can’t be the only reason for your happiness, not at the expense of mine. Call me when you’re ready to have a mature conversation because I really do want to fix us. I love you but I need to live my own life.” 

      With that I walk toward the hall and she moves so I can pass.  I can’t believe I said that to my mother, but I’m going to become the person I was always meant to be.

      “I’m not done with you, Cassandra.” She’s yelling but I’m done with her.  I mean what I said. Either she gets the help she needs, or she will never see me again. I’m done, it’s over, and it’s time I move on with my life.

      She’s still yelling and calling my name as I exit the house that I’ve called home for the last twenty-three years.  I can’t help but smile because I feel it. I’m free.
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      I feel like a caged animal. I can feel the blood pulsing through my veins. I’m pacing the living room of my fancy ass house and I feel like tearing something apart.  I’m trapped, in that contract, in this town, there’s no way out. If I break the contract, well, I don’t have enough money to pay that fine and I’ll be blackballed.  I can’t do it, but life is meaningless without Cassie.

      Cassie… Walking away from her to get on that plane was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done, and I didn’t have a choice. 

      There were a million ways for this to play out and I picked what was easiest for me.  I didn’t tell her, I lied, I didn’t trust her, which means I didn’t trust us.

      I grab my hair and pull and start pacing again.  

      What if she decided we’re not worth it? I feel my heart being ripped out because I need to just let her decide where I fit into her life.  Fuck. I hate this, I hate this so much.

      I continue to pace when I hear the front door open. Great, just what I needed to deal with right now, David.  He was already pissed at me and he isn’t about to get happier anytime soon because if I can’t get my head on straight, I’m not going to be any good on that set and then I might get fired.

      There’s a thought: what if I get fired?  Maybe then I could save it all or burn it all down trying.  I pull my hair again.  I need to get her back in my life, I can’t live without her, I don’t want to.     “Unless you have figured out how to get me out of that contract or you have a private plane for me, I don’t want to talk to you,” I yell out as I continue to pace up and down the living room.

      I hear nothing but the click, click, click of high heels on the tile floor in the entryway. 

      Wait, high heels?  There should be no one in my house with high heels. I’m mad and frustrated and a little scared. I don’t know who could be in my house wearing heels of any kind.

      Click, click, click. 

      “Dammit!” I yell. “I don’t know who you are but leave before I call security,” I say as I turn around. 

      My heart stops, my breathing stops. I just stare.  She can’t be real. I can’t be seeing her standing in front of me.  I start to reach out but pull my hand back because I don’t want to know if she’s real or not, not yet.  I tug on my hair again and take deep shallow breaths.  

      “I can’t get you out of your contract, I know nothing about private planes, and security let me in.”

      I fall to my knees.  I see the tears in her eyes. I feel the tears in mine. I must be hallucinating because there is no way that she’s standing here in front of me.   

      “Cassie?” I ask, voice breaking because I can’t stop it.

      “I’m so sorry, Jake, I was so stupid.”  She looks at me and moves closer. “You weren’t wrong. I was afraid but I’m not anymore.”

      “How… how did you get here? How did you get in?”  I’m obviously still in shock. 

      She smiles. “David and Devon helped me.” 

      She leans forward and puts her hand on my cheek. I lean into it. Having her hand on my skin makes her more real.

      “Why are you here?” I just need to shut up. I push my head into her stomach and just breath in the scent of her. Rain and honey and that floral scent. My favorite scent in the entire world.  She’s here and she’s real.

      I don’t know what she hears in my voice, but she frowns at me, removing her hand from my cheek. “I’m sorry, I’ll go,” she says as she starts to turn around.

      Shit!  Before she can move, I grab her.  There is no way I’m letting her go again. 

      We stare at each other as I grip her hand tightly.  There are so many things to say, so many ways to say it, but I start with the easy one.

      “Don’t go. I love you. I’m sorry too,” I tell her, grabbing her and pulling her down to me.   

      “I love you too,” she says and smooths the hair on my head back.

      Then we’re kissing. I don’t know who moved first. I don’t really care, I have her back in my arms and my heart feels like it could burst.

      When she breaks the kiss, she’s laughing and sobbing at the same time.  I dive back in and kiss her again. There is no way I am going to stop where this is leading. We can figure it all out later, right now I just need her. I need to know she’s real, and she’s here.  That by some miracle she came back to me.  That maybe we can get past it and we can make it work between us.  Maybe I am not a major fuck up and we can work it out. 

      I trail my fingers down her body and she arches her back.  In an instant I’m at the hem of her shirt.

      “Tell me you want this. Tell me you want me,” I whisper against her lips. 

      “I want this, I want you, I want everything,” she whispers back. 

      I’m pulling her shirt up and off and she’s working mine up.  I grin as I trail kisses down her neck. 

      “Entirely too many clothes on, Cassie,” I say between kisses.

      She groans, head thrown back. “We can’t do this here,” she says. 

      “Why not?  It’s our house. No one else lives here but you and me.”  I move my hands to her waist and around her back as I slide them up to unclasp her bra.

      “You thought I was David just a few minutes ago,” she says, leaning forward into my touch as I run my thumbs over her erect nipples.

      “If he knows you’re here, he’s not coming through that door and he’s not letting anyone else in either.”  I take her breast into my hands and lean down to suck on her nipple through her bra.  “Now, clothes off.”

      I’m not sure if she’s going to do it for a second but then I see the heat in her hazel eyes and her hand goes to her pants.  As she undresses so do I.

      Naked, we stare at each other. We’re letting the desire and lust build, and I know we’re not making it any further than the rug.  I pull her on top of me and line up my cock to her entrance.  She gives me a small smile and then takes me inch by agonizing inch into her tight chamber.

      When I’m all the way in she stops.  We’re staring into each other's eyes and not breaking contact. Then I grab her hips and start moving. 

      Head thrown back and eyes closed, I hear her moan my name. I reply with a groan of my own and pump faster. I can feel her tightening around me. I reach my hand between us and rub her clit. Before long she’s squeezing my cock deep inside her and yelling my name. I’m not far behind her with my own release. 

      We lay on the floor in the living room with her head on my shoulder and my arms wrapped around her, both of us still naked.  I don’t want to move or think or do anything but just bask in the afterglow of sex and her being here, in my arms.

      “We should talk,” I hear Cassie say. 

      “Okay, what would you like to talk about?” I ask her, kissing her head. 

      Cassie sighs and sits up. Immediately I feel the loss of her warmth. Slowly I sit up too.

      “What is it, Cass?” 

      “I don’t know… I mean…” She looks at me and sighs again. “Now what, Jake?” 

      She starts to pull her clothes back on and I smile at her as I pull on mine.

      “We have the entire rest of our lives to figure out ‘now what’. Tell me what happened at home and how you ended up here.

      “After I left you at the airport, I went to talk to your mom.”

      That woman is a saint and I’m going to need to thank her and buy her something for this. 

      “We talked about my mother, the real reason I was angry,” she continued. “I was an idiot.  I’m not mad about the pictures and yes you lied but really, I know why you did it. I just wanted a way out.”

      “I shouldn’t have lied to you, Cass. No matter what, I should never lie to you.  I was scared and I didn’t want it to end what we had going on, but I shouldn’t have lied.” 

      “I think we both screwed up.  My mother got into my head.” 

      “Does she know you’re here?” I ask, grabbing Cassie’s hands now that we’re both dressed again and pull her further into the living room and sit on one of the black leather couches in the room and pulling her into my lap.

      “Yes, I told her I was coming to you,” she says, putting her head on my shoulder. “I might have also told her to seek help.  I think I need to seek some help too. She has manipulated me for so long, ever since Dad died at least.”

      “I can understand that.” I start rubbing my hand up and down her arm in comfort. 

      “Really, Jake,” she says, looking at me. “What now?”

      “What do you mean?” 

      “Well,” she begins slowly. “I’m here, but what now? I mean I know you have your show and I guess I just don’t know what’s next.” 

      I smile at her and kiss her because I can’t keep my lips off her. 

      “That’s easy.  You stay here, this becomes our house for the rest of this year. Then we sell it and move to New York or we keep it for getaways.  We’ll go home to visit and stay in our house there. I’ll put David in charge of finding someone to check on the renovations to the house, to make sure they’re on schedule. I trust James and Eric though. You can work or not. I know you love what you do.  There’s always onset teaching if you want to investigate that.  I’m sure your degree covers more than just preschool, right?” 

      She nods in the affirmative. 

      “Or,” I continue, “you can just not work if that’s what you want. I’m behind you one hundred percent no matter what you decided. I love you and I’m not letting you walk out of my life again.”

      Then we’re kissing again.   We still have a lot to figure out but she’s here and I’m here and right now that’s all that matters.
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      It’s strange waking up in a place you’re not used to.  For one thing there is too much light coming in the windows. LA is different. There’s a strangeness about this place that’s not like home. I’m used to the openness of the small town we live in and here, it feels like you’re right on top of each other. As I lay in the massive bed and reflect, I think about what it was like to step off that plane yesterday and onto the tarmac, swept away in a car and taking hours to get to Jake’s house because the traffic was horrendous. The air here doesn’t smell as sweet as the air at home and the pace of life is different.  This place is all go, go, go and home, well, home is where you can say I’ll be there in fifteen and not show up for thirty and no one bats an eyelash. I wasn’t in Andersonville anymore and yet there’s a sort of magic about this place, his house, the oasis he created here. 

      I stretch as I turn over to Jake’s side of the bed and find it cold to the touch.  I touch his pillow and can’t keep the smile off my face. Finally, after so many years I’m where I was always meant to be.

      I stretch my arms over my head and get up. After I use the bathroom and get dressed, I wander through the house looking for Jake.  He’s not in any of the rooms upstairs or any of the rooms downstairs.  I’m a bit confused and as I turn around, I see movement on the deck outside. I’m not sure how I missed him or that view.  I’m stunned for a moment by the gorgeous view in front of me but more so by the gorgeous shirtless man standing there looking back at me.

      He opens the sliding glass door and beckons me with a crook of his finger. I eagerly go to him without giving it a second thought.

      “Good morning, beautiful,” he says, leaning in for a kiss. 

      “Good morning yourself. I wasn’t expecting to wake up to an empty bed,” I say, moving to the chair he has pulled out for me.

      “Couldn’t be helped.  I had to make a few phone calls and didn’t want to wake you.  Had a few things to smooth over.” He sighs. “The last few days with the read throughs have not been the greatest.”

       My heart breaks for him. I’m sure it was my fault. I did that to him. I jeopardized his career.  I can’t keep the tears from falling no matter how hard I try.

      “Hey, none of that,” he says, squatting in front of me and brushing the tears that are falling with his thumb. “It’s okay, Cassie. I took care of it. I promised it wouldn’t happen again and because I’ve never had any issues before. I’m fine.” 

      I take a shaky breath.  “I’m just so sorry. What if my stubborn ass wouldn’t have come out here? What if I stayed in Andersonville like last time?” 

      “I already told you we weren’t over. I usually get the weekends off, and if I’m lucky, one or two days during the week.  I was planning to come home,” he says, cupping my cheek.  “Anyway, they gave me the day off today to get my “shit” together,” he says, making air quotes and smiles.

      “What exactly did you tell them?”

      He gets up and takes the seat next to mine. “I told them the truth.  My girlfriend and I had a fight, I was going through some stuff because of it.  They told me they were going to shoot some other parts today and to get myself straight. So today I’m all yours.” He smiles at me and lifts my hand to his lips.

      “I’m all yours always,” I say, bringing him in for a kiss. 

      “I’m all yours always too, baby,” he says as his lips touch mine.

      As our lips break apart, I bite my lip as I look at him. “How about we go back to bed then?”

      Jake jumps up like a man of fire and grabs my hand.  I’m laughing as we’re racing through the house toward the stairs.

      “Hey, anyone home?” a voice calls from the hallway. 

      Jake sighs and mumbles “every time” under his breath. I can’t help but laugh.

      “We’re in here,” he yells and leans into me. “We’re not done with this discussion,” he says, his eyes traveling up and down my body.

      Hello, heat flash.  I clear my throat as David walks into the room.

      “There you are,” he says, opening his arms to indicate us.

      “Can we help you with something?” Jake asks with a stern look toward him. 

      I snicker behind my hand. 

      “Sorry, did I interrupt something?” David asks, stopping at the doorway. 

      “No more than anyone else.” I laugh out right now.

      David is standing looking at the sneer on Jake’s face and me laughing and it makes me laugh more. 

      Jake looks at me and it makes me laugh harder. 

      “I’m going to go,” I say as I point up the stairs as I’m still trying to get myself under control. 

      As I reach the top of the steps I hear “What the hell man” from Jake and I start laughing all over again as I enter our bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      We spend the entire day just driving around and talking. I have turned my phone off because I don’t want to hear from anyone and if something happens, they all have Jake’s number.  He can’t turn it off in case the studio or director calls him.

      “Are you going to be okay going out to lunch? There’s a good chance there will be paparazzi there,” Jake says quickly looking over at me before looking back at the road.

      “As long as I’m with you, it’ll be fine,” I say, putting my hand on his leg.

      It is cute how nervous he seems to be.  I know he’s still worried about what happened back in Andersonville but it’s fine. I’m not running away from us again. 

      He picks up my hand and kisses my knuckle.  “I know. I just worry.” 

      I squeeze his hand harder. “I’m ready, Jake. I can’t live without you either.  I will always be sorry for what happened but maybe we needed it all to happen to come out stronger on the other side.” 

      I know at least for a little while he will still be apprehensive about me… about us? I’m not sure, but I plan to do everything I can to alleviate those fears.

      We went through hell to get here and I truly believe we are stronger because of it. No more doubt and no more worry. For the first time in a very long time my world has color and I’m not giving it up for anything.

      I look over at Jake and see his smile as he drives us down the road. Yeah, the cameras are going to be a part of our lives now, but I wasn’t lying. As long as he is beside me, I’d be just fine.
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      It’s been three months since Cassie came and found me in LA. Our lives have been a dream.  She has decided to take the year and work on her Masters. Once we get to New York, she’ll finish that and who knows what’ll be next, a professor at a college, an onset educator, or maybe back to being a preschool teacher.  She didn’t want to work for a year here and then quit again because we were moving.  She didn’t want it to look bad on her resume.

      We’re home, back to our house in Andersonville. I’m staring at the pond from our upstairs balcony off our bedroom.  A lot has changed with the house of course but somethings will never change.  The fact that it’s our house will never change.  That fact that we finally, after all these years, we are back together, well that was more than I could have hoped for.

      I turn around and stare at her laying in our bed.  My eyes follow the curve of her exposed back as she sleeps on her stomach.  She has one hand tucked under the pillow and one under her head.  Her hair is fanned out over her pillow and I can see her lips in a small smile as she sleeps.

      She doesn’t know why we are home yet, but I feel the little velvet box with the small half carat princess cut diamond ring I bought her before we broke up the first time, back when we were still kids, back when we never thought anything bad was going to happen, back before we lost each other.  I wouldn’t want to propose any other way or with any other ring.

      I hear my phone buzz on the table beside me. I pick it up to look at the message that is displayed. 

      Stephanie:  We have everything ready down here. Don’t let her look out the windows. 

      Me: I’m going to try not to.

      Amelia: If you wouldn’t have cut down those trees or built that beautiful balcony this wouldn’t have been a problem.

      David: You sure you want to do this man?

      Stephanie: That isn’t even funny David. Don’t make me kick your ass today. Today is a special day for these two

      Me: I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life.

      Stephanie: I can’t believe this is happening. I think I’m going to cry.

      David: Who knew the she devil had feelings

      Me: Knock it off you two. If you want to fight do that on your own message system.  Like we all don’t know what’s really going on.

      Stephanie: I wouldn’t give my time to that asshole if you paid me.

      David: She devil

      Amelia: Knock it off and if either of you ruin this for them, I will hunt you both down and dunk you in the pond, I swear.

      I laugh a little and turn as I hear rustling from the bedroom.  I know I can't let her see what is going on down by the pond, not yet.

      “Hey, baby,” I say quietly as she looks up sleepily at me.

      “It’s too early, come back to bed,” Cassie says, closing her eyes again.

      I want nothing more, but I want to do this before anyone gets wind of it besides our friends and family.  I want them there for it but as soon as it gets out that we were engaged we’ll be all over the entertainment news again.  The excitement about us dating finally died down a little.  This is going to start it all over again and that scares me a little.

      I lay beside her for a moment and wrap my arms around her.  I breathe in her scent because nothing ever smells as good as her, nothing smells like home like her.  “Only for a minute, I need you to get up and get dressed. I want to show you something down by the pond.” 

      She looks up at me as I hold her and smile. “I love you,” she says, running her hands up and down my back where they were wrapped around me.

      “I love you more than you’ll ever know, Cassie,” I say as I press my lips to hers. I can't kiss her like I want not now or we won’t make it in time.  No, I had something much more urgent to do.   Then we’d come back here and celebrate later. 

      “Come on,” I say, pulling her off the bed and turning her toward the bathroom.

      “I miss our bathroom in LA.” She groans.

      “We will meet with Eric and James tomorrow to talk about the upstairs. We can argue over how we want to redo it and then after they leave, we can apologize for fighting with each other… in bed,” I say, wiggling my eyebrows at her. 

      She laughs as she makes her way to the bathroom in all her naked glory.  If I am lucky, we’ll be celebrating tonight too, multiple times. 

      It isn't long until we are making our way to the pond.  We still have some trees that if you are on the grounds you can’t see the pond until you get closer and I have succeeded in keeping her away from the upstairs windows.

      As we step into the clearing hand in hand, she stops short and takes a shaky breath.  

      “What’s going on?” she asks as her two best friends rush toward her to hug her. 

      As she is hugging them, I drop to one knee.  She turns around and places her hand to her mouth.

      “Cassie,” I start with a shaky breath of my own, “I have loved you since I moved into the house beside you at six years old. I knew as we grew older that I would never love anyone like I loved you and to find out you loved me just as much made my heart soar.  We spent many nights here talking about us and what we wanted for our future. We talked about getting married one day and spending our lives together.  I bought this ring then and had it with me the night before I left for LA the first time. I didn’t get to do this then, but I am doing it now. Cassie, I love you and that has never stopped. I can’t live without you and I don’t want to.  Cassandra May St. James, will you do me the great honor of becoming my wife?” 

      I watch as tears race down her cheeks as she stares at me.  My heart stops as I hold the ring and she isn’t saying anything.  

      Suddenly, she drops to her knees too and kisses me.

      “That’s not a clear answer, babe,” I say between kisses.

      She throws her head back and laughs and cries as she yells “Yes” and then I pull her into my arms, and I kiss her again. 

      We can hear all our friends and family, Stephanie, Amelia, David, Devon, Lacey, mom, and even Rebecca, clapping and cheering for us.

      All too soon they pull Cassie away from me, and we celebrate long into the night.   Then when we get back to the house, Cassie and I have our own private celebration. Life is good and I wouldn’t want it to be any other way.
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One Year Later

        

      

    

    
      We moved to New York a few months ago and the show was going stronger than ever.   We kept the place in LA because we loved it and it would make a great getaway for when we were out there for whatever reason.  Our house here in New York is beautiful, but it really is a concrete jungle. I much prefer our home in Andersonville. It took all year, but it was finally renovated.   I always love when we go back there; there really is no other place like home.

      A lot has changed in the year since Jake and I got back together.  We are more in love than ever. He is starting to get his production company up and running.  He has already produced a few projects, some he has starred in.  I spent the year working on my master’s degree.  I want to finish that before I take the next step, whatever it may be. 

      I’m standing in the living room of our apartment when my phone rings.  I smile as I answer it.

      “Hi Mom, to what do I owe the pleasure of a call?” 

      My mom has been seeing a professional since I left for LA, and so have I.  We even do sessions together sometimes.

      “Not much, baby girl. Just checking on you.  How are you, Cassie?” She sounds happier than she has in a long time. 

      “I’ve never been better, Mom.  I truly haven’t.” I turn as I hear the door unlock and I smile.  Jake’s home.

      “I just wanted to tell you, I met someone.”

      I gasp as Jake walks into the house.  He rushes toward me right away. I wave him off before he says anything. “That’s great, Mom, who is he?”

      She pauses for a moment, so I cover the mouthpiece and mouth mom to Jake.  He smiles and walks away” 

      “He’s an old friend.  We’ve known each other since high school. He recently moved back to town. His name is Chris… Christopher Wilhelm. We just started seeing each other, but I wanted to tell you before someone else did,” she says, and I hear the smile in her voice.

      “That’s great, Mom. Next time we’re in town, how about we get together so we can meet him?” I say as I turn to find Jake. “Jake just got home so I’ll talk to you later, okay?” 

      “Sure, baby.  He wants to meet you too so let me know when you two are back in town.” 

      “I will, Mom, love you.” 

      We hang up and I turn to Jake.  He smiles at me and hands me a glass of iced tea. 

      “How’s your mom?” he asks.

      “Dating someone.  His name is Christopher Wilhelm.  They knew each other in high school,” I say.

      “I’m going to have Devon check him out, if that’s okay with you?” 

      “Sure… and thank you, Jake.” I wrap my arms around his waist and lean into him “I don’t mean just for checking this guy out either. I’m so thankful for you and for us.  I love you.” 

      “I love you too,”  he says, looking down at me “I’m just glad you gave us a second chance.”

      “Me too,” I whisper against his lips.
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Three Years Later

        

      

    

    
      I have been waiting for this day forever, well, it feels that way.  I fell in love with Cassie when I was six and apparently told my mom I was going to marry her.  Then I almost proposed at eighteen and finally I got over myself and won her back and did propose at twenty-three.  Here we are finally, four years later, and finally about to say I do.  

      I look around at the pond and smile.  It is the perfect place to get married.  We’ve been living together for four years now but we didn’t want to get married until we could be back here.  The production company is doing well. I’m done with Primed and yes, I still act but only when I want to.

      I’m standing at the pond waiting, David beside me.  As I hear the music start, I turn toward the trees that Cassie will come out of.  First, I see Amelia smile as she walks up the runner and then Stephanie.  Then I see her. My breath catches as I see Cassie standing there in a white gown.  She has never looked more beautiful.  Our eyes lock as she starts toward me.  I’ve told myself I wasn’t going to cry today, I’m a big bad producer and action star.  Who am I kidding? There are tears. I wipe them away as I stare at the love of my life making her way to me.

      As she steps up to me, I take her hand into mine and hold on for dear life.  I mouth ‘I love you’ at her and she mouths it back. 

      I can’t stop looking at her.  When the priest asks us to read our vows to each other, I lock eyes with Cassie. 

      “Cassie, I have loved you my entire life. Since I was six years old, I knew I wanted to spend my life with you.   The day you pushed me into the pond the first time it sealed it for me.  No matter what happened in our lives I always knew I’d come back to you because my heart always has and always will belong to you.  I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life with you anywhere and everywhere you go. I loved you then, I love you now, and I will love you forever. You have my heart and I never want it back.”

      I can see the tears shining in her eyes as she begins to speak.

      “Jake, we’ve been through so much together.  At six you moved in next to me and I knew my life would never be the same. You have been there through all the ups and downs in my life and I am so grateful that we found our way back to each other. I promise to love you, cherish you, and make our lives happy together.  You have my heart, and I don’t want it back ever. I loved you then, I love you now, I will love you forever.” 

      Before I know it, the pastor is saying “you can kiss the bride.” And kiss her I do.
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        To my husband who has supported me through all the crazy, but I know will never read any of my books and that will be okay.

      

      

      
        
        To my children who will never know this is here since they are not allowed to even hold one of my books in their hands, if by chance you are reading this don’t tell me and bring me something to drink.

      

      

      
        
        To Lanie who encouraged me to keep going.  Couldn’t have done it without you girl.

      

      

      
        
        To Robin, Tamara, and Andrea thanks for reading Jake and Cassie first.  I adore you all.

      

      

      
        
        To all my writer friends who convinced me to keep going even when I want to give up again.

      

      

      
        
        It’s because of all of you that Jake and Cassie are out in the world.  I hope you enjoy them as much as I do.
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