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Blurb
 
    
 
   In this sequel to Scarred for Life, Nicole Cardell and Dane Wolfe have been together for a year. They are doing their best to move forward with their relationship and open up to each other. It’s time to meet family members. Dane’s nervous about meeting Nicole’s family, but she’s even more nervous about Nicole meeting her family. Nicole is eager for both. Nicole thinks Dane should bond with her family while Dane thinks she needs to get as far away from them as possible. The Wolfe family seems to agree with Dane, but keep inviting her to things and Nicole keeps accepting the invites. Will family make or break Dane and Nicole?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Dedication
 
    
 
   I would like to thank and dedicate this book to my family, who supported my writing long before I thought it was worth anything, and to my online friends that helped me believe in myself and allowed themselves to be conscripted into betareading stories, whether they wanted to or not. You all know who you are, and lastly to the person who wanted to see this story published and helped make it happen.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Table of Contents
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
   Chapter Two
 
   Chapter Three
 
   Chapter Four
 
   Chapter Five
 
   Chapter Six
 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   Epilogue
 
   About S. L. Kassidy
 
   Other Books by S. L. Kassidy
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter One
 
    
 
   DANE WOLFE STOOD IN the den, staring out of the window. She had escaped inside, meaning to grab her guitar, but the light rays pouring into the tiny area distracted her. Her eyes locked on the outside and she stared for a moment. Birds fluttered and sang outside. Spring. A smile settled on her face. She couldn’t help being flooded by thoughts of the last time she noticed it was spring.
 
   The spring brought warmth and promise along with it. For the first time in a long time, Dane found she could feel that vibe, coursing through her with all of the bliss that music contained. For the first time she could understand why people enjoyed the spring. There was a sparkle and shine to the whole world as if everything was touched by a fond, loving hand. Love surged through everything and floated from all things. She could even feel that sparkle flow through her and there was no question to her why that was.
 
   She could hardly believe it had been a year since she first met Nicole Cardell. Her life had changed so much since then, but she wouldn’t change anything about it. She wouldn’t even change her ill-fated decision to leave Nicole several months ago, despite all of the pain it caused. That decision taught her and Nicole just how much they meant to each other. It made them stronger, individually and as a couple. And, now, spring brought them more enthusiasm and energy.
 
   Today they had decided to take a step forward as a couple: Nicole would introduce Dane to her mother’s side of her family. The very thought made Dane’s stomach flip and twist. Nicole’s mother, Kathleen, still detested her. She imagined the rest of Kathleen’s family would be the same. After all, they had raised Kathleen, so she had to get her personality from somewhere.
 
   “Come on, Danny, you can’t keep pretending that you forgot something. We need to go now,” Nicole ordered, standing by the front door. “I won’t go through this with every room in the house. I just got you out of the living room, searching for nothing and now I have to deal with this.” She sighed. “And I thought the fact that I got her downstairs in decent clothes would be the most difficult thing today. Shows how much I know,” she muttered.
 
   Dane had fled into the den after Nicole had managed to get her out of the living room, claiming she forgot something. She used the same excuse when she snuck into the living room. She peered out the door, biting her lip while watching Nicole. Nicole’s green eyes glanced down at her watch and one of her feet, covered in a stylish golden-rod pump, tapped against the floor.
 
   “I really forgot something this time!” Dane insisted.
 
   “Oh, yeah? I can’t imagine what you might’ve forgotten in the den that you absolutely need right now. What did you forget?” Nicole asked.
 
   Just as the question left her mouth, Dane grabbed her guitar and hobbled out of the room. Nicole arched a perfectly curved auburn eyebrow. Dane smiled. The only time she left the house with the guitar was to teach her music lessons.
 
   “Danny…?” Nicole’s frown said much more than anything else.
 
   “Trust me, it’s a good icebreaker,” Dane answered, her smile growing. “If all else fails, I play a few chords on my guitar. If I do that, I’m pretty sure your family won’t hate me so completely and totally like Kathleen does.” 
 
   Nicole’s agitated expression softened and she reached out a gentle hand to put on Dane’s shoulder. “You won’t need to do that, Danny. You’re the kindest and sweetest woman on the planet. My family will see that.” Nicole caressed Dane’s arm a little.
 
   Dane glanced down at Nicole with just about the most dubious look her grey eyes could muster. “Have you been missing these last few months? Your mother hates my guts and this is her family. I’d like someone with your similar genetic makeup to like me,” she replied. Never in her life had others opinions mattered so much to her until she started dating Nicole. No matter how daunting, she’d try her best. It’d help their relationship, after all.
 
   “Daddy likes you,” Nicole said.
 
   “No, he tolerates me. There’s a difference and you know it. Chem, just let me bring the guitar. It’ll make me feel better,” Dane replied, somewhat pleading. She figured her pet name for Nicole would help.
 
   Nicole sighed, but conceded with a slight nod. Dane grinned and took that as a great excuse to embrace her lover. Giggling, Nicole returned the embrace before stepping up a little to give Dane a kiss. Dane ran one hand through Nicole’s gorgeous auburn locks, earning a low moan from Nicole. Dane took that as an invitation to fondle Nicole, who was wearing a flowing, deep yellow sundress, so it made it easier for Dane to touch her bare skin. Nicole pulled away and shook a scolding finger at Danny.
 
   “We don’t have time for this, baby. We need to get moving right now,” Nicole said.
 
   “But, you look so hot!” Danny complained, reaching out and brushing her lover’s hair from her shoulder. She loved seeing Nicole in dresses. The cloth seemed to hug every inch of her luscious form in a way that made Dane envious of the fabric. Sleek, toned legs that went on for days made her almost drool. Plus, Nicole wore dresses that seemed to be made just to tease Dane’s senses.
 
   “Yes, but I’ll look just as hot when we get back home. Right now, we need to leave because my grandmother will not be happy if we’re late for Easter dinner,” Nicole said.
 
   Dane’s stomach clenched, for what felt like the umpteenth time today, and she practically flew out of the door, which was quite a feat considering her right leg was lame and she had a limp. Gotta be cool. I don’t want to mess this up. She slipped into the car and honked the horn in a playful manner while Nicole shut and locked the front door. 
 
   “You know, if you only sat on this side, you’d be halfway there by now,” Nicole teased as she, too, got into the car and hit the button to start the engine.
 
   Dane stuck her tongue out at her girlfriend. A year ago, such behavior would’ve been beyond unheard of for her, but Nicole brought it out of her. She didn’t mind it one bit. It felt freeing. Being with Nicole made her feel so right and at peace with herself. She never wanted to let that feeling go.
 
   “You’ve been cleared to drive if I recall,” Nicole said as she pulled out of the driveway.
 
   “I so much enjoy having a chauffeur,” Dane replied with a smile.
 
   Nicole snorted. “Stop smiling at me like that. It makes it so damn hard to be mad at you for being a smart ass.”
 
   Dane didn’t give Nicole much time to be even pretend-angry with her. After turning on some classic jazz, Dane leaned over and took Nicole’s right hand into both of hers. She caressed Nicole’s hand with her own and smiled at her.
 
   “I really want your family to like me,” Dane said. She knew how much family meant to Nicole. If she could make a good impression on half of Nicole’s family then it’d help their relationship. She wanted to minimize any problems she could cause between Nicole and her family. Dane hated that she caused trouble between Nicole and Kathleen. She knew how close the mother and daughter were, even if Kathleen got on Nicole’s nerves occasionally. She couldn’t bear the thought of being a reason for them to drift apart and didn’t want to do that with Nicole and anyone else in her family.
 
   “Danny, I promise, they will like you. My mother’s family isn’t that scary,” Nicole replied.
 
   “How can they not be? They raised your mom!” Dane laughed.
 
   Nicole chuckled, too, but quickly stopped. She felt bad for doing it. Dane’s shoulders tensed. Maybe she shouldn’t joke like that. But, Nicole’s mom had been extra-hard on Dane since the day they met. Nothing she did was good enough for Kathleen’s little girl. Of course, Nicole begged to differ. Kathleen was just set on making Dane’s life difficult and needed little prompting to do so. It touched Dane that Nicole always stood up for her.
 
   “Danny, you know I’d never knowingly subject you to anything bad,” Nicole said, glancing over at Dane.
 
   “What? Every freaking Saturday you do that!” Dane countered, teasing a bit, even though she honestly felt like her Saturday mornings could be considered a form of torture.
 
   Clicking her tongue, Nicole shook her head. “Baby, physical therapy doesn’t count.”
 
   Dane narrowed her eyes. It did count! She’d been in physical therapy for four months now, working on her injured hand, knee, and leg. It worked wonders for her hand, which meant a lot since music was her second favorite thing on Earth. Her leg wasn’t coming along as quickly, but Nicole told her to be patient and it’d work out. Still, Dane hated going and swore up and down that her therapist was a sadist. 
 
   “Baby, being serious, you do know I’d never knowingly subject you to something bad, right?” Nicole asked, worry coloring her emerald eyes.
 
   Dane smiled a little and kissed her lover’s knuckles. “Of course I know that, Chem. Just nervous and that’s why I’m being so difficult. I’m sorry for acting like this.”
 
   “I understand why you are, but I promise you, my family is pretty normal.”
 
   Hearing they were “pretty normal” didn’t help Dane feel better. For Dane, normal meant against same-sex relationships, like Kathleen. Normal also meant disliking the fact that Dane was pretty much unemployed, lacked a college education, and still dressed like a teenage bum more often than not. Well at least they wouldn’t see her “bum-gear.”
 
   Dane dressed in her Sunday best, as she jokingly referred to it. Nicole had to help her pick it out, but she was in black slacks, dark blue sweater vest, and a sky blue shirt underneath. She felt a bit preppy, but Nicole liked the outfit. Nicole liking something was just about the easiest way to get Dane to do something, except go to physical therapy. Plus, Dane wasn’t completely uncomfortable in the clothing, having dressed in such a way a few times when going out with her lover.
 
   Dane tried to take her mind off things by staring out of the window. The greens of the season had arrived. A smile worked its way on her lips as she felt that spring feeling again, reminding her that she had known Nicole for a year.
 
   “What’re you smiling at, Big Dog?” Nicole inquired.
 
   At the sound of one of her sobriquets, Dane’s smile grew and she glanced at Nicole. “Just thinking about how it’s been a hell of a year.”
 
   Nicole nodded. “It certainly has. I mean, this time last year I was just realizing what a bastard Tyler was and then you drifted into my life. Danny…” Nicole stopped for a moment. She took a deep breath then continued. “Danny, I want you to know that living with you has been one of the best times of my life. You have improved my life in so many ways. I’m happy you’re here.”
 
   Dane felt light at this news and knew her features brightened because of it. “Me, too, angel. Being with you is the best time of my life.” Those words earned her a smile from Nicole. 
 
   The ride took a little over thirty minutes, giving the butterflies time to return to Dane’s stomach and her heart sped up, thumping heavy against her ribs. Dane couldn’t believe it when they pulled into a middle class neighborhood not too different from their own. Wouldn’t Kathleen’s parents live in a gated community like Kathleen and Raymond did? And where was the massive house she’d imagined? 
 
   Nicole pointed out a house as she parked across the street from it. Dane stared at it from across the way and she could hardly believe her eyes. She couldn’t believe Nicole’s grandparents lived in a two-story house that was about the same size as Nicole’s. Toys even littered the front lawn.
 
   “Chem, you sure this is the place?” Dane asked, her eyebrow arching high in disbelief as she exited the car.
 
   Nicole giggled as she got out. “I think I know how to get to my grandparents’ house. Just like most people, my grandparents are regular people and they have a regular house in a regular neighborhood. Just because my mom is rich doesn’t mean her parents are.”
 
   Dane nodded as if she understood, but she really didn’t. “Sorry, Chem, but where I’m from riches are inherited, so I just assumed…” Of course, the assumption doesn’t make any sense now that I think about it. Still got a lot to learn about the regular world, I guess.
 
   Nicole shook her head, her hair swaying a little. She wrapped her arm around Dane’s and led her into the front yard. With each step, Dane felt a flutter in her stomach and she wasn’t sure how to quell it. Dane looked around, almost expecting everything to change at any moment. Nothing did.
 
   “Hello?” Nicole opened the front door and called into the house. Dane wasn’t surprised that the door opened for them. People didn’t lock their doors when they expected a lot of company. She never noticed it until she started going places with Nicole.
 
   “Nikki!” a couple of childish voices called.
 
   Two little kids charged into the small foyer, hugging Nicole around the waist and taking Dane by surprise. Dane mouthed “cousins?” to Nicole, who nodded. Nicole had explained to Dane only yesterday that on her mother’s side she was the oldest of her cousins by a decade. Her mother was the oldest of three girls, also by a decade.
 
   Nicole hugged the children back before directing their attention to Dane. “Guys, I would like you to meet my friend, Danny. Danny, these are my cousins I told you about, Sabrina and Eddie.”
 
   “Pleased to meet you,” Dane said, extending her hand to both children. Thanks to some prep time Dane knew Sabrina was eight and had dreams of being a dancer. She had the biggest brown eyes, just like Nicole had said. Dane actually thought the little girl was cute as a button and she looked downright adorable in her powder blue dress with a bow wrapped around her waist. Sabrina curtsied instead of shaking hands, her straight, shining black hair hiding her olive-toned face.
 
   “I’m gonna be ten,” Eddie boasted, shaking her hand with more force than necessary. Dane smiled. Nicole had told her that Eddie wanted to be like his older cousin, Philip, who was an athlete with a very strong handshake.
 
   “That’s amazing,” Dane said, as if really impressed. She was more impressed with his deep dimples and ruffled dark brown hair. He looked very much like a cherub and was too cute in his little black suit, complete with a vest and dark red tie. He puffed his little chest out.
 
   “You’re really tall,” Sabrina commented with awe in her voice, staring up at Dane.
 
   Dane shrugged and smiled a bit, not too sure what else to do. She ran her hand through her unruly hair and glanced off to the side. Nicole wrapped her arms around Dane’s arm once more.
 
   “Excuse me, guys. I want to introduce Danny to Grandma and Papa,” Nicole said to her young cousins.
 
   This plan made Dane short of breath for a moment longer than she liked. Be cool. Just because they’re Kathleen’s parents doesn’t mean they’ll hate you right away. But, even if they didn’t hate her right away, Dane trembled at the thought of doing something to upset them. She knew from discussions how much Nicole loved her grandparents. Dane had to do this right or she could ruin everything.
 
   “Okay!” The pair charged off.
 
   “Just to warn you, they’re going to bug you later,” Nicole said. “I’m surprised they didn’t have their little sidekick with them. Wayne’s adorable, but he’s probably sleeping. He takes a million naps during the day. It drives my Aunt Katrina insane because he’s up all night after.”
 
   Dane nodded for lack of a better thing to do. Mentally, she matched the names with things that Nicole already told her. Wayne was the youngest of the cousins, coming in at four years old. Nicole suspected he was a vampire from the way her aunt spoke about his sleeping habits; Dane had laughed long and hard when Nicole told her because she pictured a tiny four-year-old with fangs.
 
   Katrina was Nicole’s youngest aunt and Kathleen’s baby sister. Nicole and her aunt were very close in age, which didn’t shock Dane too much. Katrina was in her early thirties and the three younger children were hers. She recalled Nicole saying Katrina was in advertising, but she doubted that’d come up in a conversation, so she tried to think of some other relevant information. Had Nicole mentioned that Katrina was married? Dane couldn’t remember the husband’s name. Shaking it off, she figured it wasn’t a big deal since she was about to meet him anyway. Her nerves jumped just the same, fearful that forgetting the husband’s name might cost her somehow.
 
   Nicole led her deeper into the house. Sounds of conversation floated through the house, but it seemed like garbled noise to Dane. Things only got worse when they got to the kitchen and she spotted an elderly woman sitting at a table in the middle of the room. She knew that was Nicole’s grandmother and—worse still—she appeared to be speaking to one of Nicole’s aunts. I’d give my right leg for one-on-one intros with the adults, but then again, the right leg isn’t worth much.
 
   Dane anxiously tugged at the guitar strapped across her back while her eyes scanned the room but saw very little. Fear blurred her vision. Before Dane could process the level of fear, she stood before the two women. She blinked the haze away.
 
   “Hi, Grandma. Hi, Auntie,” Nicole said, leaning down to give her grandmother a hug and a kiss on the cheek. She then did the same with her aunt.
 
   “Hey, sweet-pea, glad you could make it,” her grandmother said with a smile. Dane had expected an accent for some reason, even though Nicole explained her grandparents both lacked accents. In fact, her grandparents didn’t even speak Spanish, despite their Puerto-Rican ancestry. Nicole joked her grandparents’ ancestors were probably rolling over in their graves because her grandparents were Puerto-Rican by blood and that was about it.
 
   “You know I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Last year was a fluke, I assure you,” Nicole replied. Dane rolled her eyes at the thought of Nicole trying to bring Tyler to this gathering. He would’ve ruined the meal for sure.
 
   Her grandmother smiled more and patted Nicole’s arm. “I know you were under a lot of stress. Now, who is this young lady with you?” the elderly woman inquired, eyeing Dane.
 
   Dane resisted the urge to gulp when twin sets of brown eyes turned to her. She wanted to study her feet or find an interesting tile, but that wouldn’t help her. She needed to appear strong and confident, even though she was so nervous she wouldn’t be surprised if her teeth started chattering. Her hand trembled, aching to go through her hair, but she managed to keep it at her side and ready for when she had to shake hands.
 
   “Grandma, Aunt Kimber, I’d like you to meet my girlfriend, Danny Wolfe,” Nicole introduced them with a smile. “Danny, this is my grandmother, Alicia Torrez, and my aunt, Kimber Johnson.”
 
   “Pleased to meet you. Nick has told me so much about you both,” Dane said, shaking both women’s hands. She hoped it didn’t sound like she rehearsed those lines, even though she had done just that. Some tension eased in her stomach. She hadn’t stammered or messed up. 
 
   “Nice to meet you, too, Danny. We’ve heard a little about you too,” Kimber replied, smirking.
 
   “Good things I hope,” Dane muttered.
 
   “Some,” Alicia replied, glancing at her granddaughter.
 
   Dane gulped. She had a deep inkling they heard about her more from Kathleen than from Nicole. Looking at them, she could almost see Kathleen looking down on her. In fact, Dane could see the strong resemblance between Kathleen, her sister, and her mother. The brown eyes, the similar facial structures, and full lips matched up almost perfectly between the three women. Kimber’s hair was longer and appeared more of a dark brown than a black like Kathleen’s hair. Alicia might’ve had black hair, but it was all white now.
 
   Dane hoped the resemblance stopped there. Despite the fact Nicole had tried to assure her everything would be fine, seeing how everyone looked like Kathleen just made her feel a sense of dread. Not only did they all look alike, but their names were similar, so in her nervous mind that meant they all thought alike. Great, now one side of her whole family will hate my guts.
 
   “Make sure you introduce her to Papa quickly, okay, Nikki?” Alicia patted Nicole on the arm again.
 
   “I was going to. I just wanted her to meet you first,” Nicole answered with a smile.
 
   “Okay, but you know that old man will complain if he thinks you’ve forgotten him,” Alicia said with a smile. She then turned her attention back to Dane, who looked down and off to the side because she wasn’t sure what else to do. The older woman laughed a little. “You’ve certainly picked yourself a pretty one, sweet-pea.” 
 
   “Grandma!” Nicole pretended to huff, glaring at the elderly woman and blushing.
 
   Shock ran through Dane. She didn’t expect Alicia to be so comfortable with Nicole being in a same-sex relationship. Alicia hadn’t even blinked when Nicole said the word “girlfriend.” Maybe Kathleen got her attitude about same-sex couples from her father. Well, she was about to find out.
 
   “Come on, you. You don’t want to hang around these two old ladies, anyway,” Nicole said, taking Dane by the hand and leading her out of the kitchen. Going into the living room, an elderly man sat in an armchair and three other guys lounged on the couch. All of them seemed focused on the television.
 
   Dane glanced over to see what they were watching. An old football game played across the screen, the fuzzy pictures blurring together. Nicole’s grandfather was a football fanatic and seemed grateful that two out of his three sons-in-law were the same. Raymond watched football, but not to the same degree as the others.
 
   “Papa, could you pause that for a second?” Nicole requested.
 
   “What?” the elderly man said and turned to see Nicole standing before him. A grin spread across his face. “Nikki! I’m so happy to see you.”
 
   Nicole’s grandfather slowly climbed to his feet and wrapped Nicole into a tight embrace. Dane hoped she wouldn’t be subjected to the same. She wanted him to like her, but that might be too much right away. Nicole didn’t warn her about him being a hugger.
 
   Dane took a moment to examine the old guy. She doubted he was ever tall, but he’d probably shrunk a bit as he aged to his seventy years. Like his wife, he had a head of white hair, his much shorter than hers. His tan skin was darker than his wife’s. His dark brown eyes glanced her way, but Dane didn’t feel as nervous as she did before.
 
   “Who’s this with you, Nikki girl?” her grandfather inquired.
 
   “Papa, I’d like you to meet my girlfriend, Danny Wolfe,” Nicole replied. “Danny, this is my grandfather, Benito Torrez.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, sir,” Dane said, holding out of her hand to shake his. He had a strong grip and hurt her hand a little when he shook it. If the glint in his eyes meant anything, he’d hurt her hand on purpose. Okay, so maybe Kathleen does get her attitude from him…or he could’ve just been warning me that he could break my head if I piss him off.
 
   “Nice to meet you, too. Feel free to call me Ben or Bennie,” he said and then he winked. “Nikki’s said good things about you.” 
 
   “Hey, I didn’t get to call you Ben until…” A muscular black man sharing the couch complained. He trailed off and rolled his eyes, as if trying to think of a number.
 
   “No, we still can’t call him Ben or Bennie,” the Hispanic man next to him commented.
 
   Benito chuckled. “Well, I don’t like you bums that much.” They laughed.
 
   “And these guys are my uncles,” Nicole said, motioning to the men. “This is Jarred. He’s Kimber’s husband.” She motioned to the black man. 
 
   Jarred leaned over and shook Dane’s hand. He had a strong grip. He wore a three-piece suit, tan with a black shirt underneath and a light blue tie. His face seemed handsome enough and his skin a rich chocolate. He didn’t look very tall, but he was sitting down, so Dane couldn’t be sure.
 
   Nicole then motioned to the man next to Jarred. “This is Eduardo. He’s Katrina’s husband.”
 
   The Hispanic male with very messy, short black hair and wearing a midnight blue suit leaned over next to shake Dane’s hand. He towered over Jarred by almost half-a-head, but again, they were sitting down. 
 
   Nicole then turned her attention to the last one. “And this is my cousin, Philip. He’s Jarred and Kimber’s son.” She motioned to the teenager.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Dane informed all three men, shaking Philip’s hand. He was just as well dressed as the others, wearing a fine tan suit. Dane guessed the family took Easter dinner seriously.
 
   Philip was a handsome teen, even with some acne. He had broad shoulders like his father. Nicole hadn’t told her what sport Philip played, but he was built like an athlete. He was clean cut and he smiled often. Maybe she had been nervous for no reason. Or they could just be being nice before they pounce. 
 
   “Philip’s got an older sister, Jodie, somewhere around here,” Nicole said, glancing around.
 
   “Probably in the other room, trying to get Papa’s ancient computer running again,” Philip said, nodding in the direction of a room across from the living room.
 
   Nicole chuckled a bit and pulled Dane away to introduce her to Jodie, who was tucked away in an office space. The teenage girl didn’t seem too interested in meeting Dane and she hardly turned her attention away from the old computer. Dane didn’t take it personally. Nicole warned her that Jodie tended to be a bit antisocial, especially compared to the rest of their family.
 
   With all of the introductions made, Nicole left Dane to fend for herself. Dane didn’t mind, thinking she might be able ease her way into things and carefully feel the family out without making a complete jackass out of herself. Besides, she’d rather Nicole enjoy her family instead of trying to babysit her. 
 
   She made her way back to the living room, figuring watching television with the guys would be easier than socializing with the women. Nicole had gone in the kitchen to chat, so Dane would allow her some privacy. Plus, when Kathleen finally arrived, Dane was sure the last place the powerful attorney would be was watching an old football game
 
   Dane didn’t socialize with the guys, mostly because she didn’t know enough about football to chime in the conversation. Her saving grace came in the form of Sabrina and Eddie. They trotted over to her, wanting to know what was in the pack she carried. Dane was all too happy to show them her guitar. Once they saw it, of course they wanted to know if she could play it.
 
   “I play a little,” Dane answered modestly.
 
   “Play it, play it!” Eddie commanded her with an eager grin.
 
   Dane ran her hand through her hair, not sure if she should. It could be seen as a disruption to game time. Glancing over at the adult men in the room she noticed them watching her. They were a little curious about her playing too. She played a short melody, earning looks of awe from her small audience. After the short concert, Eddie and Sabrina decided that Dane was “cool” and she’d hang out with them for the day. They took her by the wrist and pulled her off with them. No one stopped them and Dane didn’t resist.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole laughed when she noticed Danny had become the “hostage” of her two younger cousins. She didn’t move to help Danny beyond craning her neck to watch them go into the backyard, especially since the musician didn’t seem bothered by them. Nicole peered out the window. The children dragged Danny out into the middle of the yard. A beagle puppy bounded over to them and leapt on Danny at once, slobbering kissing onto Danny’s chin. 
 
   Laughter filtered into the house, so every now and then an adult had to go look outside. Nicole smiled whenever she glanced in the backyard. The kids and the puppy chased Danny around the yard, but Danny didn’t seem to be trying hard to get away. I told her she was nervous for nothing. Of course, Nicole had been a little anxious herself. While she was confident her family would like Danny, there was always a chance something could go wrong. It eased a knot in her chest to see her cousins getting along with Danny.
 
   Nicole’s parents arrived and her grandmother scolded the couple for being late. Nicole snickered, as did her aunt. They covered their mouths when Nicole’s mother glowered at them.
 
   “Mom, we had work,” Kate argued.
 
   “That’s no excuse. How do you have work on Easter?” Alicia demanded.
 
   “We have clients who need us, regardless of the holiday,” Kate answered.
 
   Alicia glared at them. “Your family needs you, especially during the holiday.” 
 
   After the family matriarch was done reprimanding the late couple, the kids were called in for the family tradition of painting Easter eggs. They gathered in the kitchen and Danny tried to move close to Nicole, but Eddie and Sabrina weren’t ready to let go of their new friend.
 
   “Come down here with us!” Eddie ordered while Sabrina yanked Danny down to the end of the table next to their mother.
 
   “Guys, don’t pull on Danny like that,” Katrina gently scolded her children. A warning look flashed in her brown eyes. She, like her other sisters, was a short brunette. They all seemed like clones of Alicia.
 
   Danny shot Katrina a smile. Nicole smiled, too. It was nice that Danny showed she appreciated the effort from Katrina. Nicole’s aunt had been watching Danny all day, but hadn’t said anything to Nicole about it. 
 
   “Okay, guys, I need you to take it easy on me. I’ve never made Easter eggs before,” Danny informed her two young companions. 
 
   Eddie and Sabrina gasped. That news not only shocked the children, but the adults, too. A few of her family members had to shut their mouths and blink away their wide looks. Of course Danny had never made Easter eggs. Nicole doubted Danny had much of a childhood at all. She hoped Danny enjoyed this.
 
   “You never made’em before?” Sabrina asked as if she thought that was totally and utterly impossible. Her large eyes gazed up at Danny.
 
   “No, I never did,” Danny replied.
 
   “You ever been on an Easter egg hunt?” Eddie asked.
 
   “I’ve seen ’em before,” Danny replied. 
 
   Nicole frowned. She’d have to ask Danny more about that. Danny shot her a nervous smile. A hand went through her short sable locks before  she turned her attention back to the children.
 
   “We’ll show you how, Danny!” Sabrina promised.
 
   That declaration got a large grin from the musician. “Thank you.”
 
   Nicole had to help Danny a little because Eddie and Sabrina weren’t the best of teachers; not to mention they had trouble with their own eggs. After everyone had finished, they went around and showed what they had done to the eggs. Danny took in the scene with a furrowed brow, especially when Nicole’s parents participated and enjoyed the activity.
 
   “My Honest Abe egg,” Raymond said with a laugh, displaying his egg that looked like Abraham Lincoln, if you squinted, and had an eye infection, and didn’t know what the sixteenth president looked like. He’d readily admit that after many years of participating in the family egg painting tradition, he never got any better, but it was fine. Doing this was just about having fun.
 
   “I think Danny’s egg looks more like Honest Abe than yours,” Jarred said, nodding toward Dane’s creation. All attention turned to her. Danny ducked her head a little, like she was trying to hide, and she covered her egg with her hands.
 
   “Dad, are you blind? That’s not Lincoln,” Philip commented, motioning to the egg in Danny’s hands.
 
   “Then who is it?” Kimber inquired, siding with her husband. Leaning closer over the small table, she tried to get a better look at Danny’s egg.
 
   Nicole put her hand on Danny’s right wrist, hoping she could get Danny to stop hiding her egg, but no luck. She assumed Danny was just embarrassed and thought her egg didn’t look very good. It wasn’t the best paint job, but considering her left hand shook the whole time she painted it, Danny had done a decent job and should show it off.
 
   “A blind man could tell that’s one of the rock gods—Slash,” Philip replied.
 
   Danny shot the young man an impressed look. “It is Slash!” she said with a grin. She puffed her chest out a little, clearly proud that she did pretty good for her first time. She even moved her hand, so everyone got a clear view of her egg.
 
   That moment seemed to help Danny get to know Philip because after that, they started talking about rock music. Danny, Philip, and Jarred walked off to the living room. Nicole hoped they’d bond over music. Maybe Danny would even offer to teach Philip. Nicole remained in the kitchen with her grandmother and aunts, clearing the table.
 
   “What do you think of her so far, Grandma?” Nicole asked. She had already checked with her grandmother a couple of times that day on Alicia’s opinion of her sweetheart, but she just wanted to make sure everything remained positive.
 
   “She seems very nice, polite, and trying to get along with everyone. It was great that she jumped right in on the egg painting, even though she’s never done it before. You clearly like her and she clearly likes you, which is a plus,” her grandmother said. She moved to clear the table, but Katrina and Kimber glared at her. This kept Alicia in her seat while her daughters and Nicole cleared away the mess.
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” Nicole asked, her forehead wrinkled as she tossed an empty egg carton away.
 
   “Your grandmother means that in the past when you’ve brought partners here, you seemed into them, but they didn’t seem so into you,” Kimber explained, moving the painted eggs to the counter.
 
   “Danny does seem very interested in you and in your family, which is also good,” Alicia added. “She’s also happy to mingle with the children. In the past, your partners act like they’re too good for the kids. Sometimes, they acted like they were too good for us altogether.”
 
   Nicole nodded, throwing away trash from the egg painting. “Danny was surprised you lived in this type of house, but not in a negative way like others have been. She’s not as materialistic as the people I’ve been with before.”
 
   “I can’t believe she’s never painted Easter eggs,” Katrina commented, shaking her head. She grabbed a dishcloth to wipe up the table.
 
   Nicole sighed a bit. “Danny’s had a very difficult life, but she’s sweet and kind and understanding.”
 
   “We also hear she’s the spawn of Satan, who has ruined your life,” Kimber said with a light laugh, looking off in the direction that her elder sister walked off not too long ago. Nicole’s mother had to take a call, which had earned her another glare from Nicole’s grandmother.
 
   Nicole shook her head. “Mommy will never forgive Danny for talking me into going back to school.”
 
   “How is school?” her grandmother asked, leaning forward, a bright smile on her face. 
 
   A spark went through her and a satisfied grin settled onto Nicole’s face. “I love it! I have a month to go before I’m finished with my first semester. I love the labs and the classes. The only thing that bothers me is that it takes away from my time with Danny, but she’s okay with it. She just keeps pushing me to stay the course and get my degree.”
 
   “Sounds like a keeper to me,” Alicia stated with a smile.
 
   “Me too, but don’t tell Mommy that,” Nicole said with a grin. Oh, wow. She hadn’t expected such sweeping approval and her stomach oddly enough flipped a bit from it. She ignored it and focused on the joy of having her family like Danny.
 
   “Don’t tell me what?” her mother asked, coming back into the kitchen and slipping her phone back into her bag.
 
   “We think Nikki should just marry Danny and call it a day,” Kimber said with a grin, teasing her older sister.
 
   Kate frowned. “Nikki will be doing nothing of the sort. Danny’s just a passing fancy, isn’t she?” 
 
   “No, ma’am.” Nicole continued to grin. “I told you, Mommy, you really should get use to her being around.”
 
   “Katie, you should let Nikki live her life,” Alicia urged. “Besides, Danny’s very different from anyone else Nikki has ever brought over here. She fits in and doesn’t act snobbish like most of Nikki’s partners. Think about giving Danny a chance.” 
 
   Kate sniffed and eyed Alicia. “I’m not giving her a chance, Mom. She’s out to ruin Nikki’s life and Nikki is all too happy to let her. As her mother, I have to make sure Nikki does the right thing and lives her life as best she can.” 
 
   “That’s a lot of bull,” Kimber chimed in and Katrina nodded. Knowing an argument was coming, Nicole shook her head and continued clearing the table.
 
   “You’re just trying to control Nikki. You’re always trying to do that. You always want things to go your way and if they don’t then everyone else on the planet is wrong and you think you’re right. Nikki’s a grown woman, Kate. Leave her alone and let her make her own decisions. Besides, Danny’s by far the best girlfriend or boyfriend we’ve met from Nikki and we haven’t even been around her that long,” Katrina said.
 
   “You three don’t know Danny, so don’t try to defend her,” Kate replied sharply, shaking her finger at them.
 
   “Can we not argue about this? It’s been so long since we’ve all been together. Let’s just enjoy each other and save the arguing for when it’s been less than a whole year since we’ve last seen each other,” Nicole requested. She was used to her mother arguing with her aunts and her grandmother, over a number of different things. She knew it could go on for a while and she didn’t want to sit through it right now.
 
   They all agreed, so there was no more discussing Danny…at least while Nicole’s mother was around. The rest of the day went smoothly and they sat down for a huge family dinner in the early evening. Nicole and Danny weren’t used to eating so early, but they pulled up to the table like everyone else.
 
   “All right, let’s say grace and then dig in,” Benito declared with a smile, rubbing his palms together. The children laughed while his daughters shook their heads.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane watched as the family all joined hands. She copied them, taking Nicole’s hand in hers and also Sabrina’s hand since the child sat next to her. Wait, why are they closing their eyes? It took her a second to realize the family seriously said grace. Nicole never seemed particularly religious and neither did Kathleen, so this was the first time she saw a hint of religion from them. But, Nicole’s family—at least her mother’s side—was Catholic. I didn’t see that coming. Dane bowed her head, going along as best she could, until her hands were released.
 
   Dinner was full of conversation with everyone speaking, even the youngest among them—Wayne. The toddler actually tried to dominate the conversation, which everyone seemed to think was cute, Dane included. But, in between Wayne’s four-year-old rambling, Dane was able to learn more about the family. Dane hoped she made a good impression on them, too.
 
   “Mommy, you shoulda seen Danny with Beanie! She could make him do a trick,” Sabrina reported.
 
   “A trick?” Katrina smiled, apparently to encourage her daughter to elaborate.
 
   “Yeah. She made him roll over. Right, Eddie?” Sabrina turned to her brother.
 
   “She did,” Eddie confirmed.
 
   “I wanna see Beanie do a trick,” Wayne pouted.
 
   “Well, maybe if you’re good and you eat everything all up, your brother and sister will take you outside to see Beanie and Danny will get him to do this trick again,” Katrina said.
 
   Wayne’s bright eyes shot over to Dane. “Yeah?”
 
   Dane felt on the spot, not sure how to react. She glanced over at Nicole, needing some direction. With the slightest of nods, Nicole let her know it was all right.
 
   “If your mom doesn’t mind, yeah,” Dane answered with a shrug. She wouldn’t mind going back out into the yard with the dog. The little beagle pup was very energetic. Thinking about him reminded her of other dogs from a lifetime ago, but she shook the memory away. It felt like acid was poured into her chest just from thinking about it. She was having a good time and she refused to spoil it with things she had done her best to bury and forget.
 
   After dinner, Dane excused herself with the children, and they charged back into the backyard. The puppy, Beanie, ran right to them. Dane wasted no time showing them the trick. Wayne even began doing it with Beanie.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was a very good holiday as far as Nicole was concerned. Nicole could tell her lover was having a good time and she could also tell that her family genuinely liked Danny. I knew this would work out, but it’s always wonderful to see a plan come together.
 
   It was a first for Nicole’s whole family to like someone that she brought over. Usually, only a particular group in her family liked someone she brought—if anyone liked the person at all. Perhaps her uncles would like her partner, then her aunts would like another partner, and on rare occasions her grandparents might like one. The children never liked her lovers and tended to complain before Nicole and her lover were even gone. But, this time, everyone seemed to find something they enjoyed about Danny. At the end of the night, her grandmother and grandfather ordered her to keep Danny happy because “that one is a keeper.”
 
   “I’m so glad you like her, Grandma, Papa,” Nicole said as she hugged them, trying to leave. Danny was still lost in the backyard with the kids, but Nicole didn’t mind. She had never seen Danny have so much childish fun.
 
   “She’s a doll, just like you promised,” Alicia replied.
 
   “She could stand to learn a bit more about football, but I’ll teach her the ropes,” Benito said, smiling.
 
   “I’d appreciate that, Papa. I know she’s happy everyone here accepted her. So, you hold those football lessons for one of the family Sunday dinners because we will be back,” Nicole promised.
 
   “You might never leave. I think Eddie and Sabrina have adopted your girlfriend,” Alicia joked.
 
   Nicole looked out into the backyard, but Danny came walking down the stairs with Philip and Jarred instead, explaining how she ended up learning other instruments aside from the guitar.
 
   “Hey, love, I’m sorry to cut your conversation short, but we need to get going,” Nicole said. I wonder who she spent more time with, Philip or the little ones and the puppy. Danny seemed fine with both.
 
   “Oh,” Danny said, glancing at Nicole and then turning her attention back to the two guys. “Guess I’m being abducted. Hope I can talk to you guys again. If you’re serious about the guitar lessons, I can give them or get you in touch with a lot of people that will, so you’re not paying for super expensive lessons.”
 
   “All right,” Jarred agreed. “Philip and I will talk it over and get back to you. You’re staying with Nicole, right?”
 
   “Yup and most days you’ll find me at home, no matter what time you call. My lessons schedule isn’t really a schedule,” Danny explained.
 
   Jarred nodded. “Okay. Well, Danny, it was great to meet you. You make sure you take care of Nicole.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ve got that all taken care of,” Danny replied, shaking his hand. She then turned her attention to Nicole. “Just let me go say bye to Eddie, Sabrina, Wayne, and Beanie, okay?”
 
   Nicole smiled and nodded. Danny left as quickly as she could, limping quite a bit because she had been moving around so much on her lame right leg. Nicole knew her family noticed the limp throughout the day and, like most people, they wondered if it was polite to ask about it. 
 
   “Hey, Nicole, what happened to Danny’s leg? Why does she limp like that?” Philip inquired, just barreling right into it.
 
   “A couple of years ago, she was involved in an accident,” Nicole answered. She figured that’d cover things without anyone asking for details.
 
   “Is that why her hand is messed up, too?” Philip asked, earning a glare from his father.
 
   “Yes. Did you notice it when she was playing the guitar?” Nicole asked.
 
   “Yeah, and she said she can’t play too long because of her hand. Plus, when she was making her Slash egg, I could see her hand shaking,” he replied.
 
   “It was all a part of the same accident,” Nicole answered.
 
   She didn’t have to go into detail as Danny returned and they were able to leave after some very long goodbyes. As they got into their car, Nicole couldn’t stop grinning. She felt confident and comfortable with keeping Danny around for a very long time, glad it wouldn’t cause any friction with her family. Still, Nicole felt a nervous flutter.
 
   Why am I nervous? I wanted her to like them and I wanted them to like her. It worked out wonderfully. But, along with that brought a sense of dread, like this was too much positive at once. She tried not to think about it, brushing it off as a weird paranoia.
 
   “Nick.” 
 
   “Hmm, baby?” Nicole kept her eyes on the road as she drove.
 
   Danny took her girlfriend’s hand. “You were right. I had a great time and I’m glad I went. I like your family a lot and I had a lot of fun with all of them. They seemed to accept me and that was really nice. I just have one question.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “How the hell is your mom related to them?” Danny asked with a giant grin.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   NIGHT BLANKETED OUTSIDE AND warm darkness covered the bedroom of Nicole and Dane. The couple snuggled together in bed. Nicole claimed she wanted to go to sleep since she had work in the morning, but her fingers told a different story. She traced lines around the paw print tattoos on Dane’s torso. Dane fought down a giggle, Nicole’s fingers tickling her skin.
 
   “Chem, for someone that has work in the morning you’re certainly acting like you don’t want to get any sleep at all tonight,” Dane commented, slowly dragging her knuckles down Nicole’s bare arm and knowingly driving the redhead crazy.
 
   “I rather spend time with you than sleep any day,” Nicole replied with a small smile.
 
   “I like the way you think,” Dane said with a laugh. 
 
   “I’m serious, baby,” the lawyer replied, moving closer to Dane. A deep exhale escaped Dane.
 
   Dane smiled. “You mean you’re not sick of me after a whole year?”
 
   Nicole tittered. “Never that, babe. You drive me crazy sometimes for sure, but more often than not, I enjoy every single moment with you. I love you so much.”
 
   “I love you too, Nick,” Dane said.
 
   In response, Nicole pushed herself up and planted a kiss to Dane’s mouth. Nicole tasted like perfection. Wrapping her arms around Nicole, Dane returned the kiss and slid her tongue against Nicole’s lips. Welcoming Dane’s tongue with the caress of her own, Nicole earned a pleased mew from Dane. Dane couldn’t help her hands, one slipping under Nicole’s pajama shirt and the other resting on Nicole’s ass, pressing Nicole closer. How’d I get so lucky to have this woman? She doubted she’d ever know.
 
   Nicole moved one hand under Dane’s t-shirt and dragged her nails lightly across Dane’s belly, sparking a flame that’d have to go out on its own. They only spent a few minutes kissing and petting before Nicole really needed to go to sleep. Dane didn’t mind because Nicole had work in the morning. Dane wouldn’t be responsible for taking sleep from her busy lover. The little activity was enough for Nicole and she fell asleep with a smile on her face. Dane stayed awake for a little bit longer.
 
   Meeting Nicole’s family had gone well. They were normal, as Nicole promised. Dane liked them quite a bit. They had even liked her. She hoped that gained her a lot of points in the girlfriend area. It’d be great to have nice in-laws and just about the most wonderful woman in the world as her spouse.
 
   Spouse? Planning the wedding a little early. The thought tickled Dane though. But, other thoughts pulled her away from the joy warming her soul. Things she had tried to forget, things she had forgotten and still couldn’t really recall. Echoes of memories bouncing through her mind, begging her to recollect, but she felt like she shouldn’t. I forgot things for a reason. Instead of letting faded dreams and nightmares drive her mad, she focused on the day again.
 
   Nicole opened her world to Dane and shared it with her wholeheartedly. The first few times still resonated with Dane. The time when Nicole had her parents over to meet Dane. Dane had never met anyone’s parents before, not as a girlfriend anyway. She had been very nervous, but lived through the night, even with Kathleen harping on her for no reason other than sheer and intense dislike.
 
   “I don’t have much of a world to share. Nick deserves better than coming down to some drug-filled club that I frequent just because it has good fucking music,” Dane huffed.
 
   Giving Nicole a gentle squeeze, Dane wondered if there was anything about her life worth sharing with her girlfriend. She didn’t have much outside of Nicole and she liked it that way. She liked waking up early to get breakfast going, doing the laundry, cleaning the house, and cooking dinner. She liked being domestic. She doubted anyone from her old life would ever understand. Plus, she didn’t want to subject Nicole to the people she used to know. Many of them were degenerates, just like she used to be. She had no doubt they’d offend Nicole. Still, she figured she needed to be more open with her lover, to show Nicole that she wanted Nicole to be a part of her world as well.
 
   “I guess I should try it out. See if she likes it or not,” Dane whispered.
 
   With that in mind, she felt safe to go to sleep. Leaning down, she kissed the top of Nicole’s head and then she closed her eyes. Sleep came easily.
 
   The next morning was business as usual for the couple. Dane got up first, making breakfast. Thoughts from last night still swirled around her mind, making her throat tight and her stomach turn. Fuck it. I need to do this. She let me in. I have to let her in, even though my in is nowhere near as nice as hers. Not to mention, she barely hung out in her world anymore. It didn’t have the same appeal it used to, after all.
 
   Nicole came downstairs in her work outfit, a simple cream pantsuit. She greeted Dane with a soft smile. Dane smiled back and put their plates down. They had bagels, scrambled eggs, and sausage for breakfast. Nicole poured orange juice for herself and apple juice for Dane. They sat down to eat at the table in the kitchen.
 
   “Hey,” Dane said. For all intents and purposes, she’d propose they go out next weekend. Usually, she never made such suggestions. She hated going out, but she thought it’d be a good time. She could stomach hanging out occasionally. She did it with Crow and sometimes she went to clubs by herself. She could do this. No problem. Yeah, so say something. She needed to do it now before she chickened out.
 
   “Yes?” Nicole asked.
 
   Suddenly, Dane felt shy and went with something else. “What do you think about getting a dog?” Fuck, why did I say that? Why else? You’re a chicken!
 
   Nicole blinked hard. “I haven’t thought of it at all. You had that much fun with Beanie?”
 
   “I did. I like dogs, if you haven’t noticed,” Dane remarked with a smile while silently cursing herself. Why couldn’t she ask Nicole out? They were dating for fuck’s sake! What if after I ask this, she starts wanting to go out more? The very thought made her gulp. Going out was no longer her thing, but she wouldn’t be able to turn Nicole down if the redhead wanted to go out on more dates or go to more of her old haunts.
 
   “No, I think I missed that one, Dane,” Nicole teased. “But, as I said with the dog, I hadn’t thought about it at all.”
 
   “You never wanted a dog as a kid?” Dane asked, her interest sparking. It was weird her lover never thought about having a dog. Even I had a dog…No, no, no. Don’t even go down that road or think about that. Before Dane could contemplate this, Nicole replied.
 
   “Well, of course. What child doesn’t? My parents never gave in to the desire because they didn’t have the time to take care of a dog.”
 
   “You could’ve done that.”
 
   Nicole laughed and shook her head. “I was a child, Danny. I couldn’t walk a dog on my own. I wouldn’t have been able to feed the dog on my own. What about trips to the vet? I couldn’t do that and my parents certainly were too busy to do it. I was lucky they made so much time for me.”
 
   Dane nodded. “I guess I get that.”
 
   “Do you want a dog?” Nicole asked.
 
   Dane shrugged and ran her hand through her hair. “Not sure. I had fun with the puppy and I had always wanted a dog before. When I was little, I played with the neighbors’ dogs, hence Dane, you know. When I got older…I dunno, things changed. Figured I was never responsible enough for one. I was sure after I got out of my parents’ house, I’d get one, but I quickly realized I could barely take care of myself. I damn sure couldn’t take care of a dog. I wasn’t mature enough and I doubted I’d care about a dog much anyway.”
 
   Nicole’s forehead creased and she pursed her lips. “You didn’t think you’d care about the dog?” 
 
   “Maybe I didn’t want to care.” Dane scratched her head. “Just wanted to forget, be free.”
 
   Nicole nodded, like she understood, but she didn’t add to the conversation. Dane didn’t think she could. Nicole might understand what it was like to want to be free, but she’d never understand what it was like to want to forget. It was only now that Dane began to wonder if she forgot the wrong things.
 
   “So, dog?” Dane asked with a smile.
 
   Nicole chuckled. “I’ll think about it. Right now, I need to get out of here.” She’d be late if she didn’t leave now. With breakfast done, Dane sent her lover on her way with a kiss, inhaling Nicole’s sweet scent and tasting her toothpaste still fresh on her tongue.
 
   “Love you,” Nicole said on her way out the door.
 
   “Love you, too,” Dane replied.
 
   Once Dane was alone, she flopped down onto the sofa and sighed. You’re a damn coward. She put her head in her hands and shook her head. Well, you know you’re not gonna get anywhere with Nick by running away. In fact, the last time she had run away, she had nearly ruined the best thing in her life. The very thought made her guts twist and grind against themselves.
 
   “Okay, no more running away,” Dane muttered. “Tonight I’ll talk to her about going out on Saturday. Maybe hit a few of the clubs and then just go home if she doesn’t like it. If she does like it, then we can go some other places. There are plenty of places to take her without having to worry about really crazy shit happening and we should just go.” With that decided, Dane got up to go about her day. She did the dishes and then had to go see her only client for the day. He was god-awful at the guitar, but was determined to improve, which Dane liked more than anything. She had met more than her fair share of arrogant musicians who thought talent alone was everything.
 
   After that, she went home and did the laundry. Making her noontime phone call to Nicole, they spoke for almost all of Nicole’s lunchtime. It warmed her, knowing she was the only personal call Nicole would take day in and day out. This is why I have to open up to her and share my world with her, even if she might not like it. Or if she does like it and we have to do it more often. Dane bid her farewell and then ended up falling asleep on the couch.
 
   Dane woke up with her head in Nicole’s lap. Nicole was quietly reading a packet for school. Dane snuggled into Nicole’s stomach to show that she was awake.
 
   “Welcome back to the land of the living, Big Dog,” Nicole remarked, caressing her Dane’s head.
 
   “Hey, Chem. When did you get in?” Dane inquired, letting loose a low yawn. She then wiggled her head a little, savoring the feel of Nicole’s fingers against her scalp.
 
   “Not too long ago.”
 
   Dane chuckled as she sat up and gave Nicole a quick kiss. Dane settled back down onto Nicole’s lap, sighing. Contentment flowed over her in this moment. Nicole smiled and went back to rubbing Dane’s head and reading. They stayed like that until Dane got up to make dinner. She moved confidently in the kitchen, treating it as her domain for the most part. She made it her business to cook most of their meals since Nicole had work and school to worry about. Over the evening meal of chicken and rice, Dane steeled herself and started the conversation she meant to have that morning.
 
   “So…I was thinking we could go out on Saturday,” she said, throwing it out there as if it was no big deal. Her stomach squeezed and a lump sprang up in her throat. She swallowed. It did nothing.
 
   Nicole blinked and turned her attention completely to her girlfriend. “You want to go out?” 
 
   Dane didn’t blame her for being so incredulous. Sometimes, it took all sorts of begging and promises of sexual favors to get Dane to go out. Most of the time, Dane teased about it and Nicole knew. Dane very rarely submitted plans to go out.
 
   Dane nodded. “Yes, I want to go out.”
 
   “Where?” Nicole inquired, leaning forward, her chicken seemingly ignored.
 
   Dane waved off the question. “A surprise.” Until she figured out which club would be the safest to introduce Nicole to her former life…that she still indulged in every now and then. She just couldn’t stay away from the music. She didn’t desire to take Nicole somewhere that might imply her few ventures out were depraved or dangerous, even though some of the clubs that she went to were rather wild.
 
   “All right. Just tell me what to wear,” the lawyer replied with a small smile.
 
   “Doesn’t matter.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole wanted to say something, but she let it go. She decided to just go with the flow. Danny offered to take her out on a date. On the inside, she was giddy, like a schoolgirl who was asked out by her crush. 
 
   Even if she doesn’t tell me what to wear, I’ve got to get something sexy. Nicole mentally went through her wardrobe, putting things together already, combinations to drive Danny wild. Glancing up from her plate, she noticed Danny watching her, so she dismissed her clothing dreams for the moment. She didn’t want to look too ebullient, but from the small smile Danny gave her, she knew she was busted.
 
   Nicole almost apologized, but decided against it. Danny looked a little uncomfortable and she guessed it took a lot of work for her girlfriend to make the suggestion. She didn’t want to make Danny any more self-conscious about it. So, she settled on finishing her food and tried to act normal.
 
   I wonder if this is a response to meeting my family. They got on so well, maybe Danny still feels good about it and that’s why she wants to take me out. Whatever the reason, she’d wanted to make the most of it. Maybe if she played things right, Danny would offer to take her out more often. Anything that allowed them to grow closer as a couple sat well with her, even though it sent a small frisson through her. She figured it was from the idea that they had a date, but underneath it all, she knew some of it originated from never being this close to someone outside of her family before. This feeling is amazing and I don’t want it to change. Still, her heart thumped hard in her chest. Ignoring it, she focused on the good feelings. She loved Danny and it felt good to love her. Danny felt the same. Life was good.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane paced in the living room. Saturday came all too quickly for her. While Nicole went to get ready for their night out, Dane had to talk herself into staying the course. She needed to convince herself that letting Nicole in wasn’t going to frighten her away. We’re both in this for the long haul. She loves me and I love her and I need to do this to show her that she’s part of my world like I’m part of hers.
 
   Despite those thoughts, Dane continued pacing as best she could, not thinking about her leg or knee at all. Her usual chain that hung from her shorts clanged against her thigh as she moved. She tried to calm down and convince herself that everything would be all right. It’s not like I do anything wrong, not anymore. It’s just about the music. It’s not about the scene and Nick knows that.
 
   “Big Dog, you trying to wear a path in the floor?” Nicole asked, sounding amused.
 
   Dane whipped around and focused on her girlfriend, standing on the stairs with an impish smirk. Her eyes went wide when they caught sight of Nicole. Oh, god, she’s wearing a dress! Look at those legs. Damn it, everybody’s gonna be looking at those legs! And her breasts! Why does that dress dip so low?
 
   “Ready to go?” Nicole asked, still smiling.
 
   “You sure you wanna wear that?” Dane inquired, as if she didn’t even hear the question. I mean, I want you to wear that, but not outside!
 
   Emerald eyes glanced down, taking in the sight of the black dress. Nicole’s brow furrowed. She turned her attention back to Dane.
 
   “Is there something wrong with it?” Nicole asked and then she studied Dane, squinting and tilting her head. “Am I overdressed?” Dane had on her usual clothing of dark jean shorts and a t-shirt.
 
   For a second, Dane considered saying there was something wrong with it. You are grossly underdressed! Everyone in the club would end up staring at her girlfriend! But, then she noticed the hurt expression clouding Nicole’s face. Walking over to Nicole, Dane embraced her. Nicole’s shoes put her at almost the same height as Dane.
 
   “No, there’s nothing wrong with it. Just got a little worried because I know everyone’s going to be checking you out later on,” Dane answered honestly.
 
   “Well, they can look all they want, but at the end of the night guess who gets to take me out of this dress?” Nicole commented with an almost wicked smile that made Dane’s knees feel weak. Dane had to swallow to keep her throat from going dry.
 
   Dane grinned, going so far as to point to herself. “Me?”
 
   “Yes, you, silly pup. But, you only get to take me out of it if you show me a very good time,” Nicole teased.
 
   “That’s damn good incentive to show you a good time. Warning though, this is gonna involve lots of music.”
 
   A laughing smile danced across her face. “I’d expect nothing less of you, Danny. You do know that most of the time I expect you to just break into song for no reason. If you were cut, I’m sure musical notes would pour out.”
 
   Dane laughed. Dane didn’t know she was capable of such laughter until she came to live with Nicole. Nicole’s done so much for me. She’s made me feel again, feel more than ever before, and she brought music back into my life. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole smiled as Danny slipped her jacket onto her shoulders. “Maybe you should just wear it like a shawl or something.”
 
   “It’s too cold for that,” Nicole replied, fighting down a teasing smile.
 
   Danny sighed and took her hand. Nicole knew better than to try to get Danny to put on a jacket, even though the nights were still chilly despite spring. They exited the house. She beamed, almost bouncing in jubilation. She wanted to look sexy for Danny and, for a moment, she was scared she missed her mark. But from the way grey eyes stared at her as they walked to the car, Nicole knew she hit her target dead center.
 
   The couple got into the car and Danny messed with the radio as expected. Nicole drove into the city. Danny directed Nicole to a club called Silversmith’s. Danny paid the cover and placed an arm around Nicole’s waist, leading her into the club. 
 
   Nicole didn’t expect the sight before her. The place seemed like a jazz club, small and intimate. There was a smoky haze in the low light and it wafted through the air, floating on the bass. The thump of the drums drowned out the low hum of conversation. Looking around, she saw pictures on the wall, musicians with their instruments and their signatures in the corner. Must be a jazz club. She wouldn’t be surprised if Danny spent time there. After all, Danny introduced her to jazz music.
 
   “I thought it was best if we start out small. I used to play here a lot.” Danny scanned the smoky area for a free table. They ended up in the corner, which suited Nicole just fine. She could have Danny all to herself while being out with her. A win-win as far as Nicole was concerned.
 
   “So, you really like this place?” Nicole asked as Danny eased her jacket off of her and hung it on the back of a chair. Danny then pulled out the chair for her.
 
   Danny eased the chair back once Nicole was down. “Sure did. Still do, actually. Guys here really know music and they appreciate good music. It’s always about the music here. I actually thought of this place as a little haven for a while.” Danny pulled the other chair close and sat down.
 
   Nicole couldn’t help her interest and leaned forward to make sure she didn’t miss anything her girlfriend said. “A haven?”
 
   Danny nodded, scratching the end of her nose and glancing away briefly. She’s cute when she’s nervous. There was no reason for Danny to be nervous. Nicole was fascinated by everything her lover shared. She hungered for more. If anything, she should be nervous, having never been invited so deeply into a lover’s life before.
 
   “I came here by myself, not with my band or anything. I used to play by myself. It wasn’t about women falling in my lap or people trying to party with me. It was just music. Here, I could feel the music, you know? I could be with other people that could feel the music. We vibed, you know?” Danny shrugged.
 
   Nicole smiled, mostly because she really didn’t know. She knew music was her lover’s passion and her escape. Music was everything to Danny and the club they were in seemed to be a big part of that music. She didn’t understand the experience Danny went through when it came to music, but she respected it. Maybe music for Danny was like chemistry to her. Music seemed almost spiritual for Danny and, while chemistry was Nicole’s love, she didn’t think it was spiritual. Nicole grinned at the thought. 
 
   “So, do you still come here often?” Nicole asked.
 
   “This is usually the place I end up when I can get away from Crow. She likes busier, louder places with lots of people,” Danny answered.
 
   Nicole nodded figuring that sounded more like Crow and her oddly eager, almost cheery personality. Sometimes, Nicole jokingly wondered if Crow understood what Gothic was because her demeanor rarely fit her fashion sense. Of course, she’d never say anything like that aloud.
 
   Crow was Danny’s friend, even though Danny didn’t like to admit it. Aside from Nicole, Crow was often the one person who could drag Danny out of the house. Even then it took a lot of patience, guilt tripping, and occasionally even blackmail. The funny thing was once Danny got out, she seemed to have fun with Crow. Crow put up with it, so she had to value Danny’s friendship. Nicole just hoped Danny showed Crow how much their friendship meant. When Nicole saw them, Danny acted like Crow annoyed her more often than not. The music swelled, pulling Nicole out of her thoughts to listen.
 
   “I like this,” Nicole said, tapping to the rhythm of the smooth jazz coming from the band on stage.
 
   “Jazz freak,” Danny teased.
 
   “It’s your own fault. You should’ve just left me to think that classical was the only form of music on the planet.”
 
   Danny chuckled, rolling her grey eyes. “Can’t do that. Wouldn’t’ve been able to bring you here if I did. I like that you like the music.”
 
   Nicole chuckled a bit and nodded. Jazz made her feel closer to Danny. It was one thing to enjoy the same music, but she felt like she understood Danny just a little bit more when they liked the same songs. She held onto Danny’s arm the whole time, never wanting to let go.
 
   Danny ordered them a couple of drinks, just soda for both. After all, Nicole had to drive and Dane had stopped drinking. They enjoyed the music for over an hour before Danny decided to try another club. 
 
   “Where are we going now?” Nicole asked, slipping her jacket back on as they came out into the cool night air. She then wrapped her arms around her girlfriend.
 
   “Another surprise. Just go with the flow, please, baby,” Danny requested, grinning.
 
   “How can I say no to a face like that? Besides, I’m enjoying myself so far. But, you’ll be in trouble the moment I stop having fun,” Nicole teased, putting on a mock angry face and shaking her index finger at her lover.
 
   Danny just let loose a lopsided grin, smoothly sliding her arm around Nicole’s waist. “Does it count as trouble if I make you walk a little?”
 
   “In these heels? Yes!” Nicole joked.
 
   “Definitely gonna owe you a foot massage at the end of this, then.”
 
   Nicole leaned over and kissed Danny’s slightly chubby cheek. The couple wandered down the street until they came to a long line. Danny eyed the line for a moment, as if taking the length into consideration, and then walked right to the front. Nicole almost objected to skipping, but she remembered she was in Danny’s element. Her girlfriend had to know what she was doing.
 
   “Hey, Ares!” Danny greeted the huge man at the door.
 
   “Dane!” the man let loose the most girly squeal that Nicole had ever heard. Surely the sound didn’t come from such a colossus.
 
   “Hey!” Danny put her hand out while the man opened his arms wide, like he was about to sweep her up into a crushing hug. “No inappropriate touching tonight, buddy. Got my girlfriend with me and I don’t want her to kick our butts,” she remarked, motioning to Nicole.
 
   “Girlfriend?” Ares echoed in a puzzled tone with an expression to match. He looked at Nicole over his sunglasses. “Wow, she’s not your type.”
 
   “Ares,” Danny growled and glared at the giant.
 
   Nicole wondered what type of girls Danny used to date. Who is he used to seeing her with? His attitude couldn’t help reminding her of when she first met Crow.
 
   “Sorry about that. Nice to meet you,” Ares said in an unsure manner, reaching out to shake her hand.
 
   “Nice to meet you too,” Nicole replied as politely as she could, returning the gesture.
 
   Ares still seemed bewildered, glancing at Danny a couple of times through the exchange. Nicole decided not to mention it. She was already very aware Danny’s friends thought she was some kind of anomaly in Danny’s life. Such opinions didn’t mean anything to her as long as Danny continued to love her. Besides, Danny’s friends didn’t know much about the new her and Danny didn’t rely on their acceptance for anything, especially her love life. They don’t matter, Nicole assured herself.
 
   “Dane, you certainly are moving up in the world, eh?” Ares teased after a long moment. He grinned.
 
   Nicole’s jaw tensed just a moment, even though she wasn’t sure what he meant by that. He could be commenting on her social class, as Crow had assumed when they first met. She didn’t want to think about it, though. She just wanted to enjoy her time out with Danny. But, she hoped they didn’t run into more people who had to say something about Danny having a girlfriend.
 
   “Shut up, you big queen, and let us in,” Danny huffed, but she smiled a little, like she expected the taunting.
 
   Ares pouted a little, as if his feelings were hurt. Danny ignored him and led Nicole into the club, checking Nicole’s jacket at the front. Nicole expected this type of club. The music thumped, pulsing through her bones, and Nicole understood immediately what her lover liked about the place. The bass from the live rock band assaulted her system and hummed through her body. It unsettled her, but glancing at Danny, she could tell her girlfriend was completely immersed in her element. Danny’s eyes changed, like something inside of her exploded, and her upper body moved to the beat of the music.
 
   “Want anything to drink or something?” Danny asked, leaning down to shout in Nicole’s ear.
 
   Nicole shivered, enjoying Danny’s closeness. For a few seconds, she got lost in that feeling and then she recalled Danny asked her a question. Shaking her head, she declined the drink.
 
   “Is it all right to dance?” Nicole asked.
 
   Danny grimaced. “You know how I am with dancing, Chem. I look like a monkey high on acid!”
 
   Nicole giggled from the image, even though it was close to the truth. Danny couldn’t dance much. “Please, Danny?” She then hit her lover with sad eyes and poked out her bottom lip.
 
   “That look should be against the law!” Dane complained with a frown, running her hand through her messy hair. “It should be noted I’m doing this under duress!”
 
   “It’s so noted!” Nicole grinned and dragged Danny out to the dance floor.
 
   Reluctantly, Danny moved along with Nicole, but nowhere near as lively as Nicole. Laughing, Nicole put her hands on Danny’s hips and tried to get her to move to the beat, but Danny was always too tight to sway like she needed to. Nicole thought it was strange that someone like Danny, who was so passionate about music, had almost no coordination at all when it came to her own body on the dance floor. But, Danny tried her best to dance from what Nicole could tell. At least that was what she took from the intense, tight expression of concentration on Danny’s caramel features.
 
   “Lighten up, Danny,” Nicole said, watching as a serious face overcame her girlfriend as they moved together.
 
   “Huh? Trying to keep up,” Danny replied, her voice tense.
 
   “Here, let me help,” Nicole said, taking Danny’s hand and placing it on her hip. She swayed close into her lover, trying to get Danny to move with her. Danny groaned.
 
   “Like this?” Danny asked, trying to move just like Nicole.
 
   “Not bad. We might have to practice at home before I’m comfortable with letting you do this in public again,” Nicole said with a teasing smile.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane laughed a bit before concentrating on the supple body pressed against her. She tried to keep up, but she couldn’t. Dancing had never been her thing before her leg and knee, but now it was difficult to sustain because of the needles shooting through her limb. She just wanted to sit down. Instead, she slowed her movements, but continued dancing. They danced for a while without any trouble, but Dane could see complications brewing. Other people on the dance floor were watching them. Well, more watched her very sexy girlfriend as if she was putting on a show just for them.
 
   In the past, if Dane had danced with a girl—something that was extremely rare—and she had an audience, she would’ve just started feeling the girl up. She would’ve put on a real show to entertain the masses, but that was in the past with a girl that she wouldn’t have cared about. This was her girlfriend, the love of her life, and she really didn’t want people checking out her girlfriend like they were watching porn.
 
   “Sit down?” Dane proposed, out of breath partially due to dancing, but mostly due to the fact that Nicole’s body felt so good against her. It drove her mad.
 
   “Already? Your leg hurt?” Nicole asked, reaching down to gently stroke her knee.
 
   She glanced away. She loathed admitting when her leg hurt, even a little bit. Beyond the fact that she was apparently not built for dancing, but her injury made it hard to just stay on her feet for long periods of time.
 
   “Not that bad,” Dane lied.
 
   “Come on, baby. Let’s find a table and sit down for a little while,” the redhead suggested with a tired smile.
 
   Dane nodded and searched for a table, but nothing seemed to be open. She took Nicole by the hand and led her to the bar, which had spots open. Dane settled on the barstool. Nicole reached over and kneaded Dane’s knee. Dane purred and closed her eyes momentarily, the pain ebbing from her leg.
 
   “Something to drink?” Dane asked, nodding toward the refreshments before them.
 
   “Just some water,” Nicole replied.
 
   Dane waved at the bartender, who smiled coquettishly at her. Dane rolled her eyes and ordered the water. Nicole had to notice the exchange, even though it was brief, but didn’t say anything. When the bartender returned, handing Dane the water, her fingers lingered for a little too long to be considered proper. Dane acted like nothing happened, firmly ignoring her.
 
   “Old girlfriend?” Nicole guessed as Danny opened the bottle of water and handed it to her.
 
   Dane gave her a look. “You know better than that. I never had a girlfriend until I started living with you. Weird, I’ve had three girlfriends in the past year, but none for the first twenty-four years of my life.”
 
   “Well, I’d better be the last one, Big Dog.”
 
   “That is my intent.” Dane grinned. “But, no, she isn’t an old girlfriend. Slept with her a few times, though.”
 
   “But didn’t you once say that pretty much made a woman your girlfriend back then?” Nicole asked, a smile lighting up her flushed face.
 
   Dane chuckled a bit. “I plead the fifth, your honor.”
 
   Nicole laughed, too. They quietly enjoyed the company and the music until someone wandered over. A young man openly flirted with Nicole, acting as if Dane wasn’t even there. For a moment, jealousy flared in Dane, but the gentle hand on her knee kept her from losing her temper at such disrespect. After all, Nicole knew who she was with, even if the guy didn’t.
 
   “Excuse me, sir, but you’re interrupting the conversation between myself and my girlfriend,” Nicole said with a smile. Dane smiled loving how easily Nicole called her girlfriend.
 
   The young man turned and looked at Dane. For a second, it seemed like he planned to dismiss her, but his expression changed quickly. His eyes widened and his mouth dropped open, going slack, as a group of women came out of nowhere and flocked to her back, pressing themselves against her and nudging each other into her. Their chatter and excitement over Dane’s presence perplexed him, but he decided against challenging her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole watched the women closely and saw how they tried to talk over each other, trying to get Danny’s attention. For a brief moment, she felt a burst of fire in her chest and her stomach twisted, jealousy wreaking havoc on her whole system. But, just as quickly, she knew there was nothing to be jealous over. Danny didn’t even look at them, even as they yanked on her, trying to get her to move in their direction, and practically hollered in her ear. Danny eyed the young man as he left rather than paying any attention to the women. When he was gone, Danny sighed and rubbed her eyes for a second.
 
   “Ladies, do you think you could leave? I’m with my girl,” Danny said in a semi-annoyed tone, motioning to Nicole, so they knew whom she meant. Danny pulled her shoulder from their grip.
 
   “Since when do you have a girl, Dane?” one of the women asked.
 
   Danny put a finger to her chin. “About seven months now.”
 
   Their faces fell and they then turned their attention to Nicole, wanting to size her up. She gathered they didn’t like what they saw as frowns conquered their faces. She resisted the urge to smirk. That’s right, ladies. Danny is all mine!
 
   Nicole could only guess she had an amusing glint in her eyes because Danny laughed a bit when she looked at her. With a shrug, Danny glanced back at her “fan club.” 
 
   “Come on, Dane. You know you can handle more than one woman,” one lady said, reaching over to fondle the musician. Nicole glared at the woman’s hand, wishing she could set it ablaze with her eyes. How dare this damn groupie touch her Danny?
 
   Danny shook her head and caught the sneaky hand before it could touch her. “Sorry, chicky. Only got eyes for my baby now. So, you guys are gonna have to go find another willing participant.”
 
   “Bye.” Nicole dared to taunt them, giving them a fake friendly smile and wave. Anger burned in her, but she kept her cool. They tried to touch Danny right in front of her, after all. But she didn’t want to cause a scene.
 
   The women glared at her and waited a moment, as if they expected Danny to object. When Danny didn’t, they stormed off. Danny laughed a little more and then turned her attention back to Nicole.
 
   “Should I start worrying about the Big Dog when she goes out to play?” Nicole teased. She ignored the little twinge inside of her, fear that she might not be enough for Danny, especially seeing all of these women after her. No, Danny was with her and wanted her.
 
   “Never that. You’re always on my mind, angel,” Dane said, taking hold of Nicole’s hand.
 
   “I know, baby. I can’t believe a group of women flocked to you like that, though.” Nicole had never seen anything like it, but she expected to see more of it before the night ended. Danny was the former goddess of sex and rock and roll to them, after all. She wasn’t sure if she’d be able to handle it again.
 
   Over the next hour women came over to Danny in waves, trying to feel her up or get her to feel them up. They seemed content to share her in any way, but she wouldn’t have any part of it. Danny made it perfectly clear that not only was she taken, but she was there with her girlfriend. They seemed shocked, but she never bothered to explain. She merely pointed to Nicole. The women left, disgruntled. 
 
   At first, Nicole burned on the inside, but whenever Danny turned the women away, the emotions lessened. Eventually, Nicole got bored with all the women trying to get to Danny, so she convinced Danny to dance again for a little while. That time, Danny smiled. 
 
   “You seem a bit more comfortable,” Nicole said.
 
   Danny shrugged. “Just happy the whole club knows you’re my girlfriend. I know they’re still watching you and everything, but the fact that they know is enough for me.”
 
   Nicole smiled a little, not really understanding why that pleased Danny so much. She was just glad Danny wanted people knowing they were together. Danny truly wanted Nicole in her world.
 
   They moved around a bit, Nicole rubbing on Danny occasionally to tease her. Danny retaliated by lightly caressing her every now and then, not enough to draw any attention, but enough to drive Nicole mad.
 
   “Ready to go?” Danny inquired, leaning down to Nicole’s ear.
 
   “To another club?” Nicole hoped. Now, she was having a good time. It had been such a long time since she had been out clubbing. She’d be able to deal with any other women coming onto Danny since Danny hadn’t shown any interest in them.
 
   “Maybe,” Danny answered with a playful smile. “There might a spot close by that I might want to take you. We could easily end the night there. You know, maybe.”
 
   “Lead the way,” Nicole replied.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane chuckled. Taking Nicole by the hand, she started making the trek to the front of the club. She was held up by quite possibly the last person she ever wanted to see. He ran right into her—literally.
 
   “Hey,” Dane grunted.
 
   “You should watch where you’re going,” Bryan had the nerve to respond, but she wasn’t surprised by that. He was always an entitled asshole, but she failed to see it until it was far too late. Glancing up, he jumped back in shock when he saw whom he had hit. 
 
   “Dane?” His voice broke from saying the short name. His deep brown eyes held a certain amount of fear. 
 
   Anger flashed through her. “Bryan,” she growled. Nicole gasped next to her, but didn’t say anything.
 
   Ever since she had started going out again, Dane had been able to avoid her former best friend. She wasn’t interested in going to jail for second-degree homicide. After all, what else could she do after he set her up, left her for dead, and then mocked her injuries when all she had tried to do was help him settle his debts? But, now that she saw him again and there wasn’t a stage between them, only space and opportunity, she found she didn’t care. The bitterness and fury of two years ago had vanished, a cold indifference to him left in its wake.
 
   “I heard you’ve been coming through these places, but I haven’t seen you. How you doing?” Bryan asked, acting like they were still friends. The look in his eyes told a different story, though. They glinted even now in the dim lighting. It seemed like he gloated, happy to have gotten the better of her.
 
   “I’ll be better when I get out of range of the lightning,” Dane said dryly. She could snipe with him, but didn’t feel like doing much more. Hell, she didn’t really want to talk to him and hoped to get away as quickly as she could with Nicole.
 
   Nicole’s mouth twitched, like she was about to laugh. She managed to keep it in. Dane was happy for that because she didn’t want Bryan to even notice Nicole. She couldn’t trust him, feeling like he could ruin Nicole’s life just by looking at her.
 
   “Don’t be that way, Dane,” he said, flashing a charming smile.
 
   As charming as a crocodile’s grin. Nah, I shouldn’t insult crocs like that. Nicole frowned and glared at him. I better get moving before Nick says something to him.
 
   “Bryan, got nothing to say to you.” Dane moved to push past him. She wouldn’t give him the power to ruin any more of her life.
 
   He scowled. “You know, I don’t know why you ever bother coming down here anymore. It’s not like you could keep up with even the most mediocre player.” A cruel smirk spread across his features.
 
   Dane didn’t even bother to turn around. “I don’t play to keep up. I play for the music, not the attention. Not that you know anything about it. But, then again, you don’t know anything about being good either.”
 
   A growl escaped him. “I know you’re not any good anymore.” 
 
   Nicole flinched beside her. “You don’t know that.” Dane shrugged. as if it was no big deal. Even with her lame hand, she could play circles around Bryan.
 
   “I know enough. I haven’t heard about you playing, so obviously you gave it up.”
 
   Dane waved him off. Nicole squeezed Dane’s hand, communicating her support. Dane glanced at her girlfriend and proceeded to leave. 
 
   “You found your lay of the night? I’m surprised women even give a cripple like you the time of day,” Bryan snapped.
 
   Dane stopped. Her shoulders squared and she turned to face him. 
 
   He smirked, a haughty look on his face. “Maybe you should just give her to me. She looks too classy for a punk like you anyway.”
 
   “Even if she wanted to date a low-life or a coward rat-bastard, she wouldn’t start with you. Now, why don’t you go find some mobster to be in debt to and get the fuck away from me.”
 
   Bryan had the nerve to look offended, but then suddenly his expression turned smug. “You know, if I ever did get into that kind of trouble again, I could always go to my father for help. I might even be able to go to your father. Russell seems to like me a lot nowadays. Like me enough to invite me to his house next weekend for a celebration for getting the nomination for governor. The whole Wolfe family and close friends should be there. What about you?”
 
   Dane chuckled and shrugged. “Bryan, you and my father can rot in hell for all I care. I could go to the Wolfe house anytime I want, but I don’t want to. So, fuck you, fuck him, and fuck the whole Wolfe family.” Why be bitter over it? She was the happiest she had ever been in her life and she didn’t need any of them to get there. She had all she needed, Nicole.
 
   Dane continued on her way, tugging Nicole with her. As soon as they hit the street, Nicole pressed her body into Dane and smiled.
 
   Dane’s eyebrows drew closer together. “Why are you so happy?” 
 
   “I like the way you handled that. You didn’t start a fight or anything. You hardly let that bastard bait you into anything. You handled that like an adult, which is rare for anyone,” Nicole answered.
 
   “Honestly, I don’t give a shit about what he has to say. He doesn’t mean anything to me, so nothing he says matters. He can think he got the better of me all he wants, but he’s wrong. Should probably thank that idiot,” Dane said.
 
   Nicole’s olive forehead creased slightly and she blinked. “Thank him?”
 
   “His actions eventually led me to your house a year ago. He led me to the best thing to ever happen to me,” Dane said quite seriously. Life works out in weird ways, after feeling the lowest I ever had in my whole miserable existence, I end up being the happiest I’ve ever been right after.
 
   Nicole’s eyes sparkled. “Okay, we have to get back to the car and get home.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because you just said the right thing to earn your reward of taking me out of this dress,” Nicole answered. Dane moved as fast as her leg would allow.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole settled her head on her favorite resting place—Danny’s shoulder. While the musician tried to catch her breath, Nicole’s tongue wandered closer to Danny’s breast. Danny put a hand up to stop her.
 
   “I can’t take anymore, Nick. I’m only human,” Danny sighed.
 
   “Really? I thought I was hanging out with the rock goddess of lesbian sex,” Nicole remarked, fingers caressing Danny’s soft abdomen.
 
   Danny smiled slightly. “I’m getting too old for this shit.”
 
   Nicole burst out laughing. “Hey! What’re you trying to say about me?” She was three years older than Danny, after all.
 
   “That you’re the sexiest old woman I’ve ever seen,” Danny joked.
 
   “And you had been so good tonight. You just had to ruin it. Bad, Danny, bad.” She swatted Danny’s hip.
 
   “Sorry, sorry, sorry! Gonna make me tell people how kinky you are in bed if you keep spanking me,” Danny said.
 
   Nicole laughed and settled down again. Danny wrapped her arm around Nicole’s shoulders, pressing her closer. They both sighed.
 
   “Thank you for the date tonight, Danny. I had a very good time,” Nicole said.
 
   “You did?” Danny asked, sounding a little surprised.
 
   “I very much enjoyed it. I hope we can do it again.” She wanted to connect to Danny and she wanted to see the wonders of Danny’s life, even if it included groupies. She hoped Danny still wanted to let her in, even if it involved going out more often.
 
   A half-smile worked its way onto Danny’s face. “We can. There’s still a lot of clubs I have to show you.”
 
   Nicole yawned a bit. “Good.”
 
   Danny’s half-smile grew into a broad smile. The smile wouldn’t stay there for long. Nicole wasn’t done showing she understood the whole significance of the night without Danny even telling her. She doubted Danny would be as easygoing about the next topic she wanted to broach.
 
   “Maybe one day you’ll be comfortable enough to take me home, like you were with taking me to your clubs,” Nicole said, her voice low as sleep tugged at her. Still, happiness infused her being. Danny was letting her into her life and it meant more to her than when any other lover had done so. Maybe because she felt genuinely included and not like an accessory as she did with other partners.
 
   “Chem, showing you my clubs means a lot more than you meeting my family.” 
 
   “I know,” Nicole replied, yawning again. Music was Danny’s life and her family was something else entirely, but meeting someone’s family was a benchmark in any relationship. That was when things were supposed to be serious, taking things to the next level.
 
   Besides, Danny had changed so much, maybe her family had too. Danny should see her family and find out what they were up to, try to reconnect with them if possible. No one should be without family, after all.
 
   “Meeting my family isn’t the same as meeting yours,” Danny said.
 
   “I know.” Nicole’s eyes drifted shut. “But, they’re still your family.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane held onto Nicole tightly and sighed. She knew that with Nicole meeting family meant a lot. It meant a lot to her when she met Nicole’s family, but her own family didn’t mean the same to her. Hell, they didn’t really mean anything to her. Still, for Nicole to feel the level of acceptance that she felt, she supposed the next thing she’d have to do was take Nicole home…not that “home” was her real home or had ever been. She glanced down at the woman in her arms. This is home.
 
   But, for Nicole, she’d do just about anything—including going to that hellhole. On the plus side, she might be able to get on her family’s nerves by showing up. It could be a win-win situation. She just had to survive the encounter.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   DANE SIGHED FOR THE umpteenth time that morning. Nicole had gone to work and she was all by herself. Well, not all by herself considering the way her brain was acting up. Her thoughts seemed like unwanted guests. 
 
   She would have to take Nicole to meet her family. She could see no way out of that. Nicole was a family person, close to her aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents. Nicole hadn’t introduced her to her father’s side, but Dane knew it would happen eventually.  It hadn’t happened yet because Raymond’s family lived rather far away.
 
   “Why couldn’t I just be born from a rock or something?” Dane huffed as she threw herself onto the couch.
 
   Family definitely didn’t mean the same to her as it did to Nicole, but she doubted she’d be able to make her lover understand. She didn’t have the energy to try either. Besides, she’d endure anything—including her whole family—if it meant Nicole would know just how much she meant to Dane. Hell, she’d endure her family every day if necessary.
 
   Damn it, Chem, I know you’ve bewitched me! Love had to be some form of magic or witchcraft. She’d do anything for Nicole. She had never felt that way about anyone in her whole life and sometimes it got a little overwhelming. Yeah, Chem, I’d do anything for you, so I guess we’re gonna meet my family this weekend. Fuck.
 
   Dane would have to mentally prepare for that little trip. Usually, she wouldn’t give a damn about her family or how they treated her. She took it and gave it back sometimes. She’d show up out of the blue, drunk or high with some woman she barely knew on her arm and drive her family crazy. They’d talk about her like she wasn’t there, but she mostly enjoyed the fact that she’d pissed them off just by being there.
 
   This was going to happen in front of her lover. The last thing she wanted was for Nicole to think less of her, which her family would try their best to do, especially when they found out how successful Nicole was and she used to date Tyler. They’d want to know why Nicole was with a bum like Dane and they’d ask her to her face. They’d want to know what kind of kinky things Nicole was into to leave Tyler for Dane. Or what awful things Dane had done to trick Nicole into leaving Tyler. They’d make up all sorts of things to tell Nicole or ask Nicole and it might leave Nicole with a bad impression of Dane. Oh, this is just a fuck-fest waiting to happen.
 
   Sitting on the sofa for who-knew-how-long, Dane tried to convince herself that meeting her family wouldn’t sway Nicole from wanting to be with her. Nicole had seen her through some hard times and stuck with her. Nicole never even listened to her own mother, so chances were slim that she’d listen to complete strangers when it came to her girlfriend. So, why the hell am I so worried about what damage my family might do? She knows they’re fuck-heads and she wouldn’t believe them. But, then again, anything could happen.
 
   Throwing her head back, she closed her eyes, letting her troubles and thoughts wander in her mind. Her hands positioned themselves on their own, as if she held a guitar. She then played her imaginary instrument, hoping it’d help.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole sighed as she entered the house, taking note of how quiet it was. Silence meant Danny either wasn’t home or had fallen asleep somewhere. She poked her head into the living room. Danny had fallen asleep sitting up. Odd, but she dismissed it for the moment. Danny could fall asleep almost anywhere anyway, a habit from living on the streets. Nicole shook the thought away, disliking reminders of her girlfriend out on the streets.
 
   After stripping off her work clothes and putting on a comfortable pair of shorts and a sleeveless t-shirt, Nicole went to the living room. A devilish smirk spread onto her face as she marched to the sofa and carefully sat down on her lover. Cautiously, she made sure her weight wasn’t resting on Danny’s right leg. Once she was settled, she leaned forward and started placing feather-light kisses on Danny’s face.
 
   The affection earned a cute whimper from Danny. As sweet lips touched her own, she returned the kisses before fully awake. Her arms went around Nicole’s waist and pulled Nicole closer, taking the time to cup Nicole’s behind while she was at it. Nicole squealed in surprise from the unexpected grope and pulled away just a little. Danny pulled her back. Smoke-colored eyes eased open at the sound while Nicole’s body heated up from the attention.
 
   “I like the wake-up calls in this joint. Do you provide any other services?” Danny quipped with a sleepy smile. 
 
   Nicole laughed. “I could be obliged.” She rocked her hips against Danny’s abdomen. Her stomach tightened. This might go beyond teasing very quickly.
 
   “You’re in a good mood,” Danny said, hands wandering up and down her girlfriend’s backside. Even with the shorts in the way, Danny’s hands on her body made Nicole’s heart speed up.
 
   “Why not? Great girlfriend, doing well in my classes, and not so much crap at work anymore. Hell, I think if work was this nice a few months ago, I wouldn’t have longed to go back to school so much,” she replied.
 
   “I doubt that, Chem. You know chemistry is in your blood. But, I’m glad work’s better for you,” Danny said.
 
   Nicole smiled. Her parents weren’t bombarding her with cases like they used to. Her father was especially careful in that and often reminded her mother they needed to lighten up because she had school to worry about. Her father also made sure others at the firm stopped taking advantage of Nicole and disrupting her own work. She was much more effective and efficient now than she had ever been. She found herself not loathing to go in anymore, but she still looked forward to the day when she was a chemist, not a lawyer.
 
   “How was your day?” Nicole inquired, pressing her forehead to Danny’s. She gave Danny a quick kiss before settling her head against Danny’s again. Inhaling, she took in the subtle scent of soap and cinnamon clinging to Danny’s skin. Danny didn’t wear perfume or cologne, but her cinnamon scented shampoo suited her. It was soothing, like the press of Danny’s body, telling Nicole everything was fine because Danny was here. She wished they could stay like this indefinitely.
 
   “Uh…” Danny looked around. “Believe it or not, this is my day.” She chuckled.
 
   Nicole’s eyebrows drew in closer together. “You couldn’t have possibly slept for the whole day. You didn’t have a lesson or anything?”
 
   Danny shook her head. “Nothing. Slept the whole day.”
 
   Nicole felt her brow furrow more as she pulled back, briefly studying her lover. Danny sighed and it sounded a little depressed to Nicole. Danny continued caressing Nicole’s smooth back, but Nicole waited for Danny to say something.
 
   “What happened?” Nicole’s voice pitched with mild concern.
 
   “I’ll tell you over dinner…” The musician trailed off and her eyes went wide. “Damn it, I didn’t make dinner yet!” One of her hands abandoned Nicole and slapped herself in the forehead.
 
   Nicole snickered. “Calm down, baby. You know this is nothing to panic over.” She gave Danny another brief kiss to reassure her.
 
   Danny pouted, looking quite like a hurt puppy. Danny always felt it was her duty to have things ready for Nicole when she came in from work. To cheer her up, Nicole leaned down and placed a lingering kiss to her pouting mouth. Danny returned the kiss and Nicole’s already racing heart picked up more. It took all of her willpower not to grind against Danny as Danny’s tongue requested entrance to Nicole’s mouth. Jolts shot through Nicole at the caress of Danny’s tongue and she bucked. Danny groaned and pulled Nicole closer with the hand on Nicole’s hip. Unfortunately, they had to breathe eventually. They panted as they pulled away from each other.
 
   “It’s okay, baby. I’m in the mood for junk food, anyway,” Nicole said. Anything that allowed Danny to stay with her right here was fine.
 
   Danny grinned, but arched an eyebrow. “Really?”
 
   “Really. I was going to ask if you wanted pizza. We haven’t had pizza in a long time.”
 
   “I’ll call for a pie.” 
 
   Nicole’s flat palm on her chest kept the former rocker from getting up. “You don’t move,” Nicole commanded. She didn’t know what was stressing Danny out, but she wanted Danny to relax.
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Danny replied with a lewd smile. “You know I like when you get all bossy.” She clutched her lover’s rear once more.
 
   Nicole chortled as she pulled out her cell phone from her pocket. She ordered a pizza for them and then decided to cuddle into Danny while they waited for their food. Danny didn’t say anything, but she pulled Nicole as close as possible. Danny rubbed Nicole’s back.
 
   The gentle caress against her spine made Nicole sigh. Any touch from Danny relaxed her, but things like this made it seem like clouds drifted through her body and she could float away if only Danny didn’t anchor her to the world as well. She never felt like this before with a lover. It was wholesome and wonderful. She wouldn’t trade it for the world.
 
   “I love you,” Danny said.
 
   “I love you, too, Danny,” Nicole replied. She didn’t find it odd for Danny to just blurt that out. Often one of them just said the phrase whenever there was a quiet moment. Sometimes, she thought it was insecurity, but more often than not, she just wanted to make sure her feelings were known. She felt sure Danny wanted the same.
 
   Danny smiled. The couple remained curled up together, kissing and caressing until the pizza arrived. Nicole was tempted to do more, but figured it would be best to wait until they weren’t waiting for a delivery person. Nicole went to pay for the pizza while Danny got up to get them something to drink with the food. They decided to eat in the living room, returning to the sofa.
 
   “Not even gonna get a plate?” Danny teased, sitting down with two large glasses of iced tea.
 
   “Plates? We don’t need no stinking plates.” Nicole giggled.
 
   “Do you want to watch a movie?” Nicole pulled a slice from the box. It was topped with peppers and sausage, her favorite. Pizza, a movie, and cuddling on the sofa would be the perfect end for the day.
 
   “If you want to,” Danny replied, taking a slice.
 
   Nicole rolled her eyes. “Please, don’t sound so enthused.”
 
   Danny laughed. “You know I’ll watch the movie with you.” She shoved a huge bite of pizza into her mouth.
 
   Nicole went to inspect the movies, but then remembered Danny’s earlier words. She turned back to Danny. “Oh, wait, you wanted to tell me something, correct?” 
 
   “Right…” The younger woman ran a hand through her hair. “Um…” She stopped, looked at the pizza in her hands and growled.
 
   Nicole went back to the sofa and put a hand on Danny’s thigh. “Danny, talk to me. It’s just me. You can talk to me. You’re safe.”
 
   “It’s just…well…I was wondering…um…do you want to go to that party my parents are hosting this weekend. It’s on Saturday and it’s in the afternoon, so it’s not really messing up the day or anything.” She shrugged and practically stuffed the rest of her pizza in her mouth.
 
   Nicole tried her best to not gasp, but Danny tensed, so she guessed she failed. Nicole never thought Danny would invite her to meet her family, never. She secretly hoped it would happen, but honestly, she thought she’d never even wave hello to someone in Danny’s family. 
 
   “Are you sure?” Nicole asked in a low, almost frightened voice. She didn’t want Danny to do something she didn’t want to. The last thing she needed was Danny to resent this gesture and for it to cause trouble in their obviously growing relationship. I don’t want her to get scared off.
 
   “I’m sure,” Danny mumbled. She took a deep breath. “I mean, I’m sure.” She grabbed another slice of pizza. 
 
   Nicole didn’t want Danny to revoke the offer, but she knew what Danny thought of her family…a little anyway. In the year they had lived together and the half-year that they had been a couple, Danny had said very few words about her family outside the fact that they all hated her guts. And she used to mooch off them for the year after her injuries. But, Nicole found out that wasn’t totally true. She found out that Danny actually had a few family members she at the very least could tolerate. Maybe the Wolfe family wasn’t completely bad. It seemed a little outrageous for her to even think they all could be horrible.
 
   “Then I’d love to meet your family!” Nicole said, unable to control her smile. Unimaginable joy bubbled up inside of her. She trusts me enough to meet her family! Underneath the giddiness, though, she felt nervousness twist inside her chest. This was a huge step, but she was ready. I want this. I want us.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole started a movie while Dane smiled, even though she didn’t feel like it. It hurt to breathe, thinking about Nicole meeting her family, and there was a sinking feeling bottoming out her stomach. She wished the whole matter could be dropped. But, the grin on Nicole’s face stopped Dane from backing out. It had to be the right decision.  It didn’t ease the churning feeling that worked its way into her stomach. She tried her best to ignore it.
 
   “Baby, are you okay?” Nicole asked, out of the blue. 
 
   Dane glanced at the television and realized she didn’t even know what movie they were watching. She had zoned out, dreading over her family.
 
   “Huh?” Dane blinked a couple of times, trying to focus. “Yeah, I’m fine. Why?” she countered.
 
   “Well, because you only ate two slices of pizza when you’re usually good for at least four…”
 
   Dane shrugged it off. “Wasn’t that hungry.” She might not be hungry again until they got the thing with her family out of the way.
 
   “And I’ve been keeping my friend company for almost a minute and haven’t gotten a response yet,” Nicole continued on.
 
   Dane glanced down and noticed her girlfriend leaning against her, one hand fondling her breast. Making matters worse, if the wet spot on her t-shirt around her right nipple meant anything, Nicole had done more than touch. Shit! She’s doing that and I didn’t even notice? 
 
   “Um…Sorry. Guess I’m distracted,” Dane admitted, running a hand through her hair. Her cheeks burned.
 
   “Oh…” Nicole glanced away.
 
   Again Dane’s hand went through her hair. She felt like such an ass. Moving, Dane pulled Nicole to her and rested the lawyer against her body. Nicole’s arms eventually went around Dane.
 
   “I’m so sorry, baby. It’s got nothing to do with you and if you accompany me upstairs, you’ll know you still have quite the effect on me,” Dane said in a low, sensual tone.
 
   A coy smile worked its way onto Nicole’s face. “You sure?”
 
   “Positive. If I could trust my leg to not give out halfway to the bedroom, we wouldn’t even be talking about it.”
 
   “If that’s the case, who needs the bedroom?”
 
   Dane let loose a growl that bordered on feral to her own ears. “I like the way you think, woman!” She then engulfed Nicole in a tight embrace with a burning hot kiss that made her blood boil and her body ignite. Any hurt feelings or conflicting emotions were completely forgotten.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole took a deep breath as she stared into her closet. She needed to pick an outfit to meet Danny’s family. She had already picked one last night, but now that she looked at it today, it might be too stuffy. It looked like something she might wear to work. She didn’t want it to seem like this was a job interview or something remotely impersonal.
 
   “This is massive. Danny is taking me to meet her family. You only can make a first impression once and I need to do this right,” Nicole muttered.
 
   Her stomach flipped and she felt like she had lead around her neck, weighing her down. Her pulse pounded in her neck. Her heart had yet to slow speed down, both from excitement and fear. She wasn’t sure which one would win out, but she hoped it was excitement. She didn’t want to make a fool out of herself.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Nicole turned to her vanity and looked at herself in the mirror. “It’ll be fine. Danny wants you to meet her family. This is great. I’m sure she didn’t bring any of her floozies to meet her family…well, seriously anyway. We’re moving forward and this is part of it, so everything has to be perfect.”
 
   She wanted everything to be perfect since she knew this was hard for Danny. She didn’t want to make it worse or more awkward. It had to take a lot for Danny to ask her to go. So, I need to play this right. Taking another breath, she turned her attention back to her closet. There had to be something worth wearing and she didn’t have much time to find it. She didn’t want to make them late.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Downstairs in the living room Dane ran her hand through her hair for what had to be the millionth time as she paced the floor. The churning in her gut from a few days ago had returned, accompanied by an acidic burn in her throat, and she hated to think the sensations were from fear rather than nervousness as she assumed. I’m not scared of my family. But, I am scared of the damage the bastards can do.
 
   Her father had screwed with her mind enough to make her leave Nicole once. It had been a dark moment in their young relationship and she was determined not to repeat that. She had already ordered herself countless times to ignore her father and whatever bullshit he happened to talk about. Unfortunately, she couldn’t convince Nicole of the same thing.
 
   She hadn’t tried much in explaining her family to Nicole. Nicole had already made her father’s acquaintance some months ago. Her mother was with him, but as usual, the woman kept silent as a grave. Her father had said more about himself in his actions than his words. Nicole had even witnessed him throw Dane to the ground, so nothing her father said would hold bearing with Nicole. Her mother might not have any credibility either since she hadn’t defended Dane that day. Besides, she wasn’t too sure her mother would bother to speak with Nicole anyway. Her mother never really paid much mind to the people she brought home, except maybe to try to convince them to leave once they got too rowdy. 
 
   She had hardly briefed Nicole on her siblings. It came out as whining and complaining. The same was true with her uncles, aunts, and cousins. She doubted Nicole would hold her cousins’ words in high esteem since Nicole worked with one of her cousins—Tyler. Most of her cousins were just like him. Hell, some of them were bigger snobs than he was.
 
   “Nick’s smart. She’ll know who’s bullshitting her and who’s not. She knows how I am, too,” Dane tried to assure herself, but as soon as those words left her mouth, she realized that could work against her.
 
   Her life before meeting Nicole had been wild and very crazy. Her family enjoyed embellishing that, just to make her seem more like the demon child they assumed she was. Hell, even if Nicole didn’t believe them, she’d be curious and want to talk about it later on. Unable to lie to her girlfriend, she’d end up telling the truth right out of her only meaningful relationship. Some things she’d done in the past had been…questionable. 
 
   Even if they managed to make it through that, there were other things about her family that Dane failed to mention. While she hated almost every one of them or held some lofty indifference, there were a couple she liked and who liked her. Nicole would want to know why she hid that from her, and Dane wouldn’t have much of an explanation beyond she wanted to forget them.
 
   “Damn it,” Dane growled. “Nick, are you coming down?” she called upstairs, wanting her lover to hurry up before she drove herself mad from waiting.
 
   “You can’t rush perfection, love!” Nicole replied.
 
   Dane sighed and folded her arms across her chest. She didn’t understand why it always took Nicole so long to get ready. Now, she had no complaints about the results, but it felt like it took forever and a day to get there.
 
   Minutes later Nicole stepped downstairs and looked as lovely as Danny expected. Nicole had dressed a little more conservative than Dane thought she would, wearing a dark tan skirt and beige blouse that showed a hint of cleavage. A matching set of beige heels clicked as she walked over to Dane. A necklace with a heart pendent dangled on her neck.
 
   “How do I look?” the redhead asked with an impish smile.
 
   Dane narrowed her gaze. “You know how you look. Tempting me to push that skirt up,” she grumbled, rubbing a hand behind her neck.
 
   Nicole laughed a bit. Leaning in, she placed a chaste, but wet kiss to Dane’s cheek. Dane groaned.
 
   “You are such a fucking tease,” Dane complained.
 
   Nicole gasped, like she was offended. “Such harsh words.”
 
   Dane frowned. “S’true.”
 
   “No, just giving you something to look forward to when we come back home. Now seriously, how do I look? I figured this was appropriate for a gathering with your family,” Nicole explained as she stepped back to model her outfit a bit, complete with turning all the way around.
 
   Dane shrugged, longing burning inside her. She had to work to keep her voice level. “It’s fine.”
 
   Nicole shot her a skeptical look. “Just fine? From the way you’re looking at me, I think I look much better than fine.”
 
   “But you didn’t want to know that. You wanted to know if this was appropriate for a gathering with my family. Probably. I don’t know who’s gonna be there aside from my family, who will all be dressed as pretentious as possible. Everybody’s gonna be trying to one up each other, after all.”
 
   “Except you, right?” Nicole smiled a bit, as she tugged on her lover’s vest.
 
   Dane felt like putting on a vest and a shirt with buttons meant that she had dressed formally enough. She had on black shorts with a matching long sleeve shirt. She had even tucked her shirt in, so she felt like this was very formal. Her grey vest had a black outline of a guitar over the breast pocket. A much larger image of the same guitar decorated the back. Nicole had gotten Dane the vest and even now, she wondered how Nicole found such things that just fit her personality so well.
 
   “Can we just go?” Dane sighed. She hadn’t taken her rings out of her eyebrow, but then again, she never did.
 
   Nicole pouted, and Dane knew instantly that she brought the mood down. Without warning, Nicole wrapped her arms around Dane. She placed a few soft pecks to Dane’s mouth with her moist lips. This didn’t help quell the flames in Dane, but it helped her feel a little better.
 
   “What’s wrong, baby? You seem cranky,” Nicole whispered.
 
   “I’m fine,” Dane lied. The last thing she wanted was for Nicole to think that she really was just a big baby. “I guess it’s going out two Saturdays in a row or something. Doesn’t help that I had to see the demon wench today.” Damn physical therapy does just add to the bullshit of the day.
 
   “Sweetheart, don’t call your physical therapist that,” Nicole slightly reprimanded her. “Now, come on, tell me the truth. I know you have problems with your family, but is it bothering you this much? Do you think they’ll make a big deal about your showing up with me?”
 
   Ha! Dane rolled her eyes. “They’re going to make a big deal about me showing up in general. There’ll be drama, but I don’t care about that shit. Just don’t want you to end up bothered.”
 
   Nicole smiled. “You don’t have to worry about me, Danny. I just want to meet your family. I won’t let them scare me or rile me up.”
 
   “Okay,” Dane said, not that she understood why Nicole wanted to meet her family. They had already been through that it wasn’t the same thing as meeting Nicole’s family. Nicole had even agreed with that, but still wanted to meet the rest of the Wolfe clan. I’ll never understand women.
 
   “Are you all right now?”
 
   “Um.” Dane took a deep breath. “Just do me a favor and take any and everything they say to you with a grain of salt, okay?”
 
   Nicole gave her another small, almost smug smile. “Danny, you’ve told me enough about your family and I’ve seen enough to know that I probably shouldn’t believe everything they say. But, if I do ask you questions about things, you’ll be honest and you won’t get mad?”
 
   “I won’t get mad at you, but at the bastard telling you stuff to mess with you. But, of course, I’ll be honest. I’m almost always honest, right?” Dane grinned.
 
   Nicole studied her for a moment, leaving Dane wondering if her face looked as awkward as she felt. “On most things, yes. I still can’t get you to be honest about your hand or your leg, but I can’t stop your honest opinion your physical therapist.”
 
   “Demon woman!” Dane threw up her hands. “The woman is a damn demon woman!”
 
   “See?” Nicole remarked with a smile. “I know this is hard for you, baby. If you really don’t want to go, we don’t have to. I just thought there was no way you disliked your whole family. Surely there’s someone there that you might want to see and would not mind introducing me to.”
 
   Dane sighed. She really didn’t want to confess that there was no one in her family she missed. And then she suddenly blinked as she realized Nicole was right. There was someone—a couple of someones actually—she wanted to see. She’d be pleased to introduce her girlfriend to those two. Sure, I might have some explaining to do after, but I’d love for her to meet Luke and Thomas. Hell, I’d just like to see them again.
 
   Dane smiled. “You’re right. There are two people I want to introduce you to.” 
 
   “Then let’s go see them,” Nicole replied.
 
   Dane nodded and with that, they were off. Dane didn’t really have any feelings one way or the other until they actually got into her parents’ neighborhood. The wealth on display didn’t faze her, huge homes and yards with huge trees set in rows, blocking the neighbors from view. But, there were neighbors, always had been. Dane’s eyes searched down the street, trying to catch a glimpse of one house in particular.
 
   No, no, no.  Don’t do this to yourself. Dane shook her thoughts away and managed to focus on the problem at hand. After all, she had to see her family. Worse than that, Nicole had to meet her family. She wouldn’t blame Nicole for leaving her after this little trip, even though Nicole pushed for it. She just knew how rude and awful the Wolfe family could be. But, Nick has tough skin. She should be able to take it. She just didn’t think Nicole should have to take it.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   NICOLE’S MOUTH DROPPED OPEN when they came up to the house. They had to drive up a private road to get there. That should’ve told her everything. But still, she couldn’t contain her shock as the house came into view. The place made her parents’ house look like a dollhouse. The mansion looked like an English manor house, sitting on more land than anyone would expect in an urban environment. A beautiful garden took up most of the yard, but beyond that even more open land spanned outward. Tall, thick spruce trees blocked the view of the nearby houses. 
 
   “Hey, angel, you have to hand over the keys if you want the car to get parked,” Danny said to her stunned lover.
 
   “Oh, right,” Nicole replied, glancing away from the house and eyeing the valet. The man, dressed in black pants, red vest, and a white shirt, stood next to her car, waiting. Nicole took a deep breath as she turned off the car and placed the keys in his gloved hand. Her attention focused more on the house than him.
 
   The couple exited the car and Danny took the lead, knowing where her parents would be holding the huge gathering. They wandered around the house, a green house, garden, tennis courts, and pool took up some of the backyard. Nicole had to admire the landscape of the backyard. The enormous garden had striking eye-catching and exotic flowers. It even had an elaborate fountain and little man-made pond with sculptured animals in it. 
 
   The party took up the rest of the backyard. There had to be almost a hundred people there and they fit the space easily. A string quartet played at the edge of the party, but conversation all but drowned out the music. Laughter and the subtle clink of glasses hummed underneath the other noise. A banner over a buffet table read: “Vote for Russell Wolfe.” No, I don’t think I will.
 
   “It’s not too late to leave,” Danny said.
 
   “Why would I want to?” Nicole asked.
 
   Danny chuckled a bit. “You look a bit shocked. I mean, if you wanna leave, I’m not gonna stop you. Just follow.”
 
   “No, no. I want to meet your family. I was just surprised by all of this,” Nicole replied, taking Danny’s hand. When Danny described her family as “wealthy” she didn’t think it was like this. She thought they couldn’t be that rich since Tyler still had to work.
 
   “Most of this is my mother’s stuff. She’s the really rich one,” Danny replied.
 
   “Oh, okay.” Nicole nodded. She got the underlying message that the Wolfe family didn’t have wealth, so they still had to work. And since she was meeting the Wolfe family today, there was no reason for her to feel overwhelmed. “Is anyone from your mother’s family still around?”
 
   Danny shook her head. “Not to my knowledge. I met her grandparents a couple of times when I was a kid, but they acted like I had the plague. I think they died a long time ago.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   Danny shrugged as the pair made their way into the party. It seemed like they were invisible. Nicole noticed people looked at them. Danny didn’t seem to notice, but more than likely didn’t care. Danny scanned the party, looking for the two people that mattered, but she didn’t seem to spot them.
 
   Nicole took in the scene while Danny searched. The party was a little more formal than she assumed. All of the men were in suits, but thankfully they weren’t wearing tuxedos. The women wore gowns and fine jewelry. Servers with trays of champagne and wine navigated the area making sure no one’s glass was empty. The air in the front of the house had been crisp, but in the crowd it was stuffy. Now that she was in it, the gathering wasn’t as overwhelming as the magnificence of the house made things seem. She had been to plenty of parties similar to this.
 
   “Are you going to introduce me to anyone or just wait for them to pull me aside to ask what club I met you at?” Nicole asked, teasing a bit, even though she suspected that might really happen. She only hoped no one assumed something even worse.
 
   Danny shrugged and then a person caught her eye. “Oh, I see someone you might like to meet,” she said, gently tugging Nicole.
 
   Scanning the crowd, Nicole tried to narrow it down to the several people in their path. After a moment, she figured it out. They approached a gentleman with graying hair and a strong resemblance to Tyler. The build was the same, his face had similar features, but the older man had warmer eyes. He was dressed a bit more relaxed than everyone in their tailored suits. He had on black slacks, a cream sweater vest, oxford shirt, and a light blue tie.
 
   “Hey, Unc,” Danny said as they reached the man.
 
   “Dane, what’re you doing here? How have you been? It’s been so long,” he declared, pulling Danny into a very weak one-armed hug. Nicole had a feeling it was because Danny wasn’t in favor of anyone in her family touching her. It was nice that he respected her wish, but also nice that he was comfortable enough with her to embrace her.
 
   “Been okay, Unc. Shocked Tyler hasn’t told you about me,” she replied, stepping away.
 
   “He has called and complained a few times. He’s also whined in person. He claims you stole his fiancée and has gotten the poor girl into drugs,” he replied before looking Danny over. “But, I have a feeling he was taking things way too far. You look rather well. Much better than the last time I saw you.” 
 
   Danny ran her hand through her hair. “Yeah…it’s cuz of her.” She presented Nicole with the wave of one hand while the other arm wrapped around Nicole’s waist. “This is Nicole Cardell. My girlfriend.” 
 
   “Pierce Wolfe.” He reached for Nicole’s hand and gave her a curious look. “You were dating Tyler, weren’t you?” 
 
   “Yes, sir, I was,” she replied. She felt a little guilty to have dated the man’s son and now stood with his niece, but she couldn’t help it. His son was a pain while his niece was a sweetheart.
 
   “Hmm…” He pondered that for a moment, putting a finger to his clean-shaven chin. Nicole almost expected him to ask a question about going through the family or something, but he didn’t take it there. “I’m sure you had a good reason for picking Dane.”
 
   “I don’t mean this as any disrespect or offense to you, but there was no contest,” Nicole replied. Butterflies sprang to life in her stomach. If he was offended, then she would feel like she ruined the day before it truly began. How would Danny take that?
 
   Pierce chortled. “None taken. From what I can see, you did the girl some good. She’s talking more than two sentences to me. She’s not drunk yet, doesn’t appear high, and has sleeves. You get her some pants and she might actually pass as human.” 
 
   Nicole laughed. “I am working on that. One step at a time though.” She felt good about him being able to say such a joke and Danny didn’t take offense and even smiled a little. So far, so good.
 
   Pierce nodded. “Then I suppose I shouldn’t even broach the subject of her going to school.”
 
   “Not gonna happen,” Danny muttered, twisting her mouth. 
 
   Nicole hadn’t even thought to mention school. Danny’s music flowed from her as natural as breathing. Nicole wasn’t sure any school could teach Danny more about music, but Pierce was a college professor, so she could see why he’d try to suggest it. 
 
   “Hey, you seen Adam yet?” Danny inquired, scanning the crowd once more.
 
   Adam? Nicole ran through the few family members Danny had mentioned over the year to remember who Adam was. Oh, right. He was Danny’s older brother. Danny stayed with him after her accident. As far as Nicole knew, they hadn’t spoken since, but she assumed Danny didn’t hate him since she stayed with him more than once.
 
   Pierce shook his head. “No, I haven’t seen him. If I do I’ll let him know you’re looking for him.”
 
   Danny nodded. “Thanks for that.”
 
   “So, I’m really surprised to see you here,” Pierce said, clearly trying to engage Danny. The musician only shrugged and didn’t seem to have any plans to respond beyond that. 
 
   “She’s letting me meet the family,” Nicole said. 
 
   Pierce nodded, his forehead creasing slightly, as if this confused him. Nicole wasn’t sure if she should explain or not. She decided not to since he didn’t ask any questions.
 
   They spoke for a few more minutes going through polite conversation about work. Nicole carried the conversation while Danny hardly said two words, which didn’t seem to surprise her uncle. The small smile on her face showed a bit of a surprise.
 
   Danny seemed to like Pierce, even if she wasn’t speaking with him and she had never mentioned him before today. Nicole eyed her girlfriend. Her relaxed body language seemed natural. I wonder how many other people here are like Pierce. Surely they can’t be as bad as Danny or my parents think.
 
   Nicole got along with Pierce. Eventually the couple drifted away from him and Danny didn’t pull Nicole to meet anyone else face to face. She wasn’t sure if it was because Danny didn’t care about anyone else or if Danny was put off by the nasty looks and sneers people gave them. Danny did take her time pointing people out and broadcasting their business if she knew them particularly well. And she knew quite a few of them rather well.
 
   “See her? That’s the mayor’s daughter, Angelica. Almost got me killed,” Danny said, pointing to the overly made-up woman a distance away.
 
   “How’d she almost get you killed?” Nicole sensed a theme with the people her lover knew. It made her a little uncomfortable to get a sense of how many people Danny had been with, but it helped her understand why so many people glared at Danny.
 
   “Well…her mother sorta found us with my hand up her skirt. They didn’t take too kindly to that sort of thing and she swore up and down it was all my doing. Never mind the fact that I was just looking for beer at the time and she shoved my hand in her crotch.” Danny snorted and rolled her eyes.
 
   “You little Casanova.” Nicole squirmed, but she kept a calm exterior.
 
   “Oh, that one, I almost got her killed.” The musician pointed out another woman.
 
   Nicole arched an eyebrow. “Hand up her skirt again?”
 
   Danny motioned to her chest. “Legs on my shoulders. Her husband didn’t buy the story she fell and then I tripped into her waist and we ended up in an awkward position while trying to get up.”
 
   “Have you slept with every rich woman at this party?” She was almost scared to find out. She knew Danny had many lovers before her, but she could’ve lived without a better idea of how many.
 
   “Uh…no. I’ve had a round or two with some of the servants, too,” Danny said. It sounded like a joke, but her smile seemed a little too awkward. 
 
   Nicole shook her head. “I think you’re being too honest with me now, honey.”
 
   “Really? Sorry.” Danny ran her hand through her hair. “You know they didn’t mean anything to me. Just some fun. Nothing like you. You’re my heart and soul.”
 
   “Oh, Danny.” Nicole melted into Danny’s warm body. She could tell her girlfriend was nervous, but Danny always knew just what to say to make her feel at ease, comforted, and important. “What about her? She looks like she might have tried you,” she said, pointing to another woman that walked by. She’d take this if it helped keep Danny calm.
 
   “Her and another girl at the same time believe it or not. These girls couldn’t get enough lesbian experiences. Plus, they love a rebel. I was never hurting for company in bed, but I might as well have been a dildo to them,” Dane replied.
 
   “I get the feeling you didn’t mind that the time.” Nicole managed a small, teasing smile. Oh, my, gosh. Danny was wild, but still aware they were using her. Nicole could barely imagine what Danny’s life was like. She could see why people thought the worst of Danny. She imagined if these people got to see Danny as she was now they’d understand she had changed and she wasn’t out to use anyone or be used anymore.
 
   Danny shrugged. “I dunno if I’d say I minded, but I was vaguely aware that my life was empty as far as personal interactions went. By the time I was bedding all these fake bi-curious chicks, I was already drinking and doing drugs, covering that emptiness up with whatever I could. All I had then was my music. Not that anyone cared.”
 
   “Is that why you haven’t introduced me to anyone else?” Nicole asked, gently rubbing her hand down Danny’s arm to remind her that someone did care about her.
 
   “No one worth introducing you to. Waiting for Adam to show up, but other than that, I got nothing,” Danny answered and then someone caught her eyes. “Oh, you see the bottle blond there?” She pointed ahead of them. There was a tall blond woman ahead of them in an expensive dress with glittering diamonds around her wrist and neck. She was lovely, looking almost like a model. But, there was something more to her that Nicole couldn’t put her finger on at first.
 
   “Uh-huh.” She hoped this wasn’t another lover. She feared she’d develop a complex at this rate.
 
   “That’s my sister, Rachel. She’s four years older than me, but considered the baby of the family. Hates me a lot. In fact, the second she spots me she’ll go tell my father I’m here and try to get me thrown out,” the musician explained.
 
   Nicole’s forehead wrinkled. How could Rachel hate Danny that much? They were sisters! And why would Rachel want to get Danny kicked out? It didn’t make any sense. “What? Why does she hate you?”
 
   Danny scratched the end of her nose. “Well, I think it’s part learned behavior, and she also thinks I tried to screw her butt-ugly husband, which I haven’t and never would. I don’t know why she thinks that when I never bothered to hide that I’m a lesbian. In fact, I slept with her best friend in high school. I don’t think she knows about that, though.”
 
   Nicole put her hand to her lips, scandalized. Not that Danny slept with Rachel’s best friend, which was horrible in its own way, but that Rachel would think so little of Danny. How could her sister think Danny slept with any man? In the time Nicole knew Danny, she never even heard Danny comment on a man’s looks or physique. Danny had zero attraction to men.
 
   Sure enough, as soon as Rachel glanced in their direction, she moved. Coming closer, she stopped before she made it to them. Dane suspected her sister just wanted to make sure it was Dane and not some mirage. After that, Rachel was off, undoubtedly going to find their parents.
 
   “Are we about to get thrown out?” Nicole asked, eyes tracking Rachel.
 
   “No, they might come over and ask us to leave. I’ll probably say something clever like, ‘fuck off’ or ‘make me’ and we’ll argue some, and then they’ll leave us alone,” Dane answered with a shrug.
 
   Nicole breathed a sigh of relief. “I’ve never been thrown out of a family gathering before.”
 
   Dane chuckled a bit. “You ever been thrown out of anything?”
 
   Shaking her head, Nicole smiled. “No. But definitely not a family get-together.”
 
   “Well they try with me all the time. It’s not a big deal.” Dane waved it off. “If it makes you feel any better, I don’t think this really is a family gathering. Yeah, half the people here are related, but it seems more like a campaign thing.”
 
   Nicole’s face tensed a bit, eyebrows knitting together slightly. She seemed troubled, like she didn’t understand how it wasn’t a big deal. Dane figured it’d be best for Nicole to see. This would give her a better understanding of why they should just avoid Dane’s family for the rest of their lives.
 
   Eventually, Rachel and Russell approached them. Nicole’s eyes went wide. Dane knew it was because Dane looked like her father. The man who refused to claim her as his child. There had been times when she was younger when she’d scratch at her face, trying to change it.
 
   “Dane, what are you doing here?” Russell demanded, yanking on the lapels of his immaculate, silky blue suit.
 
   “Minding my business. Pointing out bitches I’ve fucked,” Dane answered casually. 
 
   Nicole flinched. She lightly slapped Dane. Dane glanced at Nicole, but didn’t say anything in regards to the reprimand.
 
   “Well, perhaps you could go down your list with your next bitch somewhere else,” Russell said, sneering at Nicole.
 
   “Please, imply or say that she’s a bitch again, so I can have an excuse,” Dane said in a hard tone, her eyes narrowing.
 
   Russell bristled and looked a bit unnerved. Good. She had never looked at him in such a way. She had never verbally defended any of her girls before either, not to him anyway. He shook his shoulders, and continued to press Dane.
 
   “Look, is this about money? If you need money, you’re not going to get any,” Russell said, folding his arms across his chest, as if that made it final.
 
   “Believe it or not, Nicole just wanted to meet my family. Nothing to do with money or even me wanting something. I don’t give a shit about any of this stuff. Nick, meet my bastard father, Russell Wolfe and my sister, Rachel Lawrence.” Dane motioned to both of her relatives with a weak wave and then motioned to Nicole while pulling her closer. She wanted to protect Nicole from any vitriol from her family.
 
   “Hello,” Nicole said, holding out her hand for them to shake. 
 
   Neither father nor sister returned the gesture and Nicole’s hand fell by her side. Russell’s rude behavior was more than expected. She seemed to think Rachel would be different. She looked at Rachel with wide green eyes and a slight crease in her forehead, shocked that Rachel wouldn’t shake her hand. 
 
   “Dane, you really need to leave now. Daddy is throwing this party for a reason,” Rachel hissed, blue eyes glaring at Dane.
 
   Dane waved her off. “I know, I know. Running for governor. Whatever. Am I doing anything aside from standing here?” She pointed to the ground. She had been there for almost a half-hour and hadn’t offended a single soul, well beyond her presence anyway. Now, she knew with her track record that didn’t mean much, but she wasn’t doing anything and had no plans to do anything. So, why don’t they just leave me the fuck alone?
 
   “You’re making some of the guests uncomfortable,” Rachel said with a growl.
 
   Dane rolled her eyes. “Am I? Is it because they think I’m going to steal their valuables or fuck their daughters?” Nicole tensed against her. Dane glanced over, but didn’t say anything. She rubbed Nicole’s back, hoping she’d calm down. I need to cool it on mentioning how many of these chicks I’ve been with. What kind of nervous habit is it to talk about meaningless sex with my girlfriend? I wouldn’t want Nick telling me about people she’s been with like this.
 
   Russell scowled. “Dane, just leave.” He pointed back toward the front of the house.
 
   “Look, last I checked, this was a Wolfe family gathering and I think my last name is still Wolfe, like it or not. Trust me, I’m not a fan any more than you are, but I’m here and I’m not leaving. If you calmed down for a fucking minute, you’d see I’m not even doing anything, except standing here, minding my own damn business. Can I continue to do that?” Dane asked.
 
   “Why did you even come? You hate these sorts of things,” Rachel said.
 
   “I know. I just told you, my girlfriend wants to meet my family. So here we are, meeting family,” Dane replied.
 
   “What family? None of us are related to you,” Rachel said, her tone making it seem like she truly believed it. 
 
   Dane sighed. “I think a DNA test has said otherwise a couple of times, but whatever. Why don’t you both just leave me be? I’m not bothering anyone. I’m not drinking, so I won’t be wandering around seducing any women. Not to mention, my girlfriend will bust my chops as soon as she thinks I’m doing anything inappropriate.” 
 
   “That’s not the point. The point is you have no right to be here,” Russell informed her.
 
   Nicole stepped back slightly, obviously stunned by his words. Dane doubted her lover even knew how to process Dane’s father telling her that she didn’t have a right to be at a family gathering. For any other, normal family surely the comment was completely absurd, but her family was different.
 
   Dane rolled her eyes and suddenly pulled Nicole away, not wanting to bother with her father and sister anymore. Nicole glanced back to see if the pair would follow them. Russell and Rachel glared at them as they fled, but didn’t chase them. Dane found a shady spot for them to people-watch.
 
   “Hey, want something to drink? I’m sure they’ve got non-alcoholic stuff. I could also get you some cold fruit or something.” Dane gave Nicole a soft smile. 
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   Dane needed a moment, wanting to get herself together after her father and her sister pissed her off. She just hoped it was safe to leave her girlfriend. She knew some people at the party had no shame and would hit on Nicole no matter; forget the fact that she had a girlfriend, wasn’t interested in dating anyone aside from her girlfriend, or if she was much younger than the guy that’d most likely hit on her. Anything went with this lot.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   With Danny gone for a moment, Nicole time to process what just happened between Danny, Russell, and Rachel. It seemed so bizarre to her that it bordered on surreal. Okay, I knew her dad was like that, but her sister? Why was her sister so rude? She didn’t get much time to gather her thoughts before a familiar face wandered over to her. 
 
   Bryan flashed her a boy-next-door smile as he ambled his way over to her, looking to strike up a conversation. She had learned never to trust such an expression, especially when his dark brown eyes glinted with lust.
 
   “Hey, there, beautiful. What are you doing here?” Bryan asked, keeping a charming smile on his face. His voice seemed different from when he had spoken to Danny at the club, like he was trying to be smooth now. 
 
   “Waiting for Danny to come back with some drinks.”
 
   “Danny?” His face scrunched up and his brow furrowed.
 
   “Oh, excuse me, you know her better as Dane.” Nicole thought about it, she realized everyone so far had referred to Danny as Dane. It seemed odd to her that they’d all call her such a ridiculous sobriquet. Why had no one addressed Danny by her real name of Danielle? It was like they were distancing themselves from her, like she was an outsider and the name helped push the fact. They can’t all be this crazy. Tyler’s father seemed sane and Danny wanted to see Adam. Maybe Adam would prove sane as well. Nicole hoped so, because maybe Danny could build something with him.
 
   “So, you’re still with her? You do know she’s going to get bored with you soon enough and move onto the next hot chick,” Bryan said.
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I don’t think you know her well enough to make that claim and considering how you’re attempting to hit on me—which is pathetic by the way—doesn’t give your statements much credibility.”
 
   Bryan had the nerve to look offended. “You think pretty highly of yourself, huh? I wouldn’t waste my time on Dane’s sloppy seconds. I was just trying to be nice and warn you.”
 
   “Okay, well, I now consider myself warned. How about you go away?” She waved him off. Being in his presence made her skin crawl. He was one of the lowest people she had ever met and that said a lot since she practiced law.
 
   Bryan glared at her before stalking away. Nicole hoped Danny returned soon before some other lonely gentleman decided she looked like she needed some company. 
 
   “Nikki,” Tyler purred as he slithered up to her. The look in his deep brown eyes was one that she was used to from him, like a predator out to catch his prey. Well, she wouldn’t fall for that one again.
 
   “Tyler, I have constantly and consistently insisted you not call me that,” Nicole said dryly, folding her arms across her chest.
 
   “You know you love it.” Tyler’s words slurred a bit. He had been drinking, which explained his casual use of her nickname. He had been trying to curb the habit to get back on her good side. 
 
   It took quite a bit of willpower not to wince from the acrid smell of his breath. Instead of responding, she turned away from him. While ignoring him hadn’t worked in the past, it was still better than engaging him and getting fed up.
 
   Tyler frowned. “I’m sick of this game,” he hissed. “Whatever point you were trying to make by going out with Dane, fine, you’ve made it. Now, make the sensible decision of coming back to me. You know your mother wants you to. I doubt anyone in your family would accept Dane, anyway.”
 
   Her lip curled in disgust and she was insulted he would assume anyone in her family would think like him. “As a matter of fact, my family rather likes Danny. My mother will just have to deal with it, as will you. Now, get the hell away from me.”
 
   “Now, you listen here, Nikki.” 
 
   “This guy bothering you, Nick?” Danny inquired as she returned with a beverage and snack. She stood next to Nicole, looking down at Tyler with her shoulders squared. It made her look more muscular than she actually was and more intimidating.
 
   “Very much so.” 
 
   “You going to do something about it, Dane?” Tyler challenged his cousin. He squared his shoulders as well, but didn’t look nearly as threatening as Danny.
 
   Danny shrugged. “Nothing much. Just remember if we fight, people are gonna look at you as much as they do me. Now, I don’t care, but you, Mister Big-Dreams-of-Riding-Uncle-Russell’s-coat-tails-to-the-big-leagues, might have a bit of a problem there. Do you really think they’ll let you even hold a pen in his campaign if you get into a fist fight at the nomination celebration party?”
 
   Tyler sputtered and Danny rolled her eyes. Nicole frowned as she watched him slink away. Danny handed her a small plate with fruit on it, drawing her attention.
 
   “Oh, they have pineapple?” Nicole asked in surprise as she inspected the assorted fruit. “You know how I love it.” 
 
   “Yeah,” Danny answered. Her focus stayed on her fleeing cousin for a moment longer. “He hasn’t been bothering you at work, has he?” 
 
   Nicole hadn’t said anything about Tyler in months because there was really nothing to say. Danny didn’t bring him up either, but seeing him sniffing at Nicole now made Danny wonder.
 
   “He’s been on his best behavior at work because he knows one more slip-up would mean his job. My father caught him a couple of times making inappropriate advances toward female staff members. The firm doesn’t have a policy against coworkers dating, of course, but there is a sexual harassment policy in place. Tyler has been seen hitting on a couple of women who clearly were not happy for the attention. One more time and he’s out.”
 
   Chuckling lightly, Danny nodded. “That had to be a blow to the old Wolfe ego.”
 
   “Yeah, a Wolfe not God’s gift to women, imagine that,” Nicole teased, bumping her beloved with her hip.
 
   “I’ll have you know, I can get several sworn affidavits from people at this party to let you know that’s not true. I just happened to retire from the job after meeting the one woman I do want to be a gift to,” Danny remarked with a lopsided smile.
 
   Nicole fought down a smile. “You just think you’re too smooth, don’t you?”
 
   “I do try.”
 
   Nicole giggled a bit before taking a bite of her food and sharing a bite with Danny. They returned to people watching. Nicole kept an eye on Tyler, who watched her from afar. As long as he stayed far away, she wouldn’t say anything. 
 
   Danny continued to regal her girlfriend with tales that Nicole would rather not hear. The sheer number of women her lover had bedded shocked her, especially the number of straight women. Still, she let Danny talk because it seemed to be keeping her calm. Besides, Danny’s with me now, so I don’t have to worry. I’ve seen her ignore a horde of women just to focus on me.
 
   “Oh, see him?” Danny pointed a few feet ahead of them. There was a tall, statuesque brunette male shaking hands with several well-to-do gentlemen. The brunette had a familiar look to him.
 
   “Yes,” Nicole replied.
 
   “That is my big brother, Michael. The poor middle child and forgotten son, who tries his best to be recognized. He’s a lawyer, just like my dad. Wanted to impress him, I think. I’ve been led to believe my brother’s actually a pretty good lawyer. But, he doesn’t handle crime cases, so I’ll never know. In order to make himself useful to my dad, he became a tax attorney and he handles taxes and junk for everybody if they get into trouble, except me of course.”
 
   “Have you ever even paid taxes?” Nicole inquired, even though she could guess.
 
   “Uh…no. Seriously, up until a couple of years ago, I didn’t even know what taxes were,” Dane replied. There were some aspects of the world she was rather innocent of.
 
   “We’ll work on that and make sure the government won’t be coming after you in a few years. Now, are you going to introduce me to Michael?” Nicole asked with a small smile.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That was a request, a troubling one, but a request nonetheless. Dane hoped that after meeting Rachel, Nicole wouldn’t want to meet her other siblings. But, they were there and Michael was there, so what the hell? Sighing, she took Nicole by the hand and led her over to Michael. He sneered as soon as he noticed Dane and then proceeded to ignore her.
 
   “Michael, I want you to meet my girlfriend, Nicole,” Dane said, speaking to her brother’s back. Michael glanced over his shoulder, looking Nicole up and down with blue-grey eyes.
 
   “Reduced to hiring call girls now, Dane?” 
 
   A growl escaped Dane and she put her hand on the back of her brother’s neck. She applied a little pressure, giving him enough incentive to turn around. Somewhat familiar grey eyes greeted Nicole staring at her from behind brown locks. Aside from their complexion, Nicole could tell Dane and Michael were closely related. Apparently, Russell Wolfe had strong genes. So, being a bastard could be genetic, Dane figured. It’d explain a lot.
 
   “I think you owe my girlfriend an apology,” Dane said to her brother, tightening her grip a little for him to understand.
 
   Michael growled, more in pain than anger. “I am quite sorry, Nicole,” he said through gritted teeth. As soon as the words left his mouth, Dane released him.
 
   “Now was that so hard? I was just telling Nicole that you’re a tax attorney,” Dane commented, as if trying to start a conversation. 
 
   Dane really didn’t want her brother to engage her girlfriend, but she didn’t want Nicole to think she was trying to stop her from meeting the Wolfe family. 
 
   “Yeah, so?” Michael replied, rolling his shoulders and trying to fix his suit jacket.
 
   “She’s a corporate lawyer. She works at Tyler’s firm.” 
 
   Oddly enough, a discussion began between Nicole and Michael. Dane was bored about three sentences in and drifted out of the talk. Every now and then, she glanced at Nicole. Nicole seemed to be enjoying the conversation after a few minutes. Mentally groaning, Dane wondered if that meant that Nicole actually liked Michael. But, he’s such an asshole! Then again, Nick gives everyone a chance. One of the things I love about her.
 
   Watching more, she didn’t think Nicole actually enjoyed Michael’s presence. It was more like she enjoyed the talk. Dane decided to check back in attention-wise for just a moment and found out that they were debating social issues. Nicole was rather liberal in her views while Michael was very conservative. They seemed to be driving each other mad by making decent arguments.
 
   Michael stormed away and Dane smiled, glad to see him go. Turning her attention back to her lover, she noticed Nicole frowning at her brother’s back. Dane shrugged. Oh, I don’t think they got along. Nice. Maybe we won’t need to see these guys ever again.
 
   “Ready to go yet?” Dane asked since Nicole seemed to be getting along with the Wolfe family almost as well as she did.
 
   “No. I still want to meet people in your family. Besides, you haven’t seen who you want to see,” Nicole pointed out.
 
   “Oh, right. How could I forget that?” Dane muttered, rubbing her head. She just wanted to get out of here. Besides, Luke and Thomas wouldn’t didn’t remember who she was anyway.
 
   “Don’t worry, baby. You get like this when you want to get back to that couch you love so much,” the redhead teased.
 
   Dane gave her girlfriend a sheepish look. She supposed until she spotted Luke and Thomas, she could continue to introduce Nicole to her family. While they made the rounds, people stared and whispered. Dane ignored it all.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   CLOUDS DRIFTED THROUGH THE blue sky. Dane envied them. She wished she could go away—away from her family. The whispers and looks had increased and she was sick of them. Not because they were directed at her, but because they were directed toward Nicole. Dane was certain it wouldn’t take much to set her off and beat the crap out of someone if they said the wrong thing to Nicole. She had already been ready to strangle her brother, after all.
 
   Well, it didn’t take much for her to want to strangle Michael, really. She was certain he was the reason the glares and insults had increased. After Nicole ran him off, beating him in a debate about helping the homeless, Dane noticed him talking to people and pointing at them. Nicole didn’t notice or didn’t care.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Dane tried to let it go. Nicole wasn’t bothered. Besides, she only had two more family members to go and then they could leave. Well, four more if she counted Luke and Thomas. Of course, she couldn’t figure out why Nicole wanted to meet her mother and her other brother after being slighted by Russell and Rachel and affronted by Michael’s values, or lack thereof.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole didn’t mind what they said about her, but she was a bit troubled by all of the remarks she heard about Danny. Since Danny didn’t say anything or even seem to care, Nicole let it go. She held onto the hope that someone would recognize what a good person Danny was and accept the musician. They couldn’t all be stubborn and mean-spirited like Russell, right?
 
   “Danny, isn’t that your mother?” Nicole pointed at a woman watching them from across the lawn. 
 
   The blond woman wore just as much jewelry as Rachel. Her brown eyes seemed to watch the couple in a manner that Nicole couldn’t put her finger on. It didn’t seem hostile, but it didn’t seem friendly either. Maybe if they got closer, she’d be able to tell.
 
   “Yeah,” Danny answered, sparing her mother a bored glance.
 
   Nicole waited for a tick. “Well, are you going to introduce me?” 
 
   “Why? Not like she’ll say anything back. You’d have better luck introducing yourself than having me do it,” the musician commented.
 
   Nicole had heard some stories of how Danny’s mother ignored her. But, honestly, she didn’t think it was possible for a mother to truly ignore a child for her whole life. And a mother would want to know her child had gotten her life together. Danny had made such great strides, Nicole was certain her mother would be proud of her. After all, Nicole was proud of her.
 
   She took Danny by the hand and proceeded to lead her toward the older woman. Danny sighed and looked at the ground, but didn’t put up a struggle. Nicole wasted no time introducing herself to Danny’s mother—Christine Wolfe. Christine seemed at a loss, blinking when Nicole presented her hand. It took her a couple of seconds to even consider shaking Nicole’s offered hand.
 
   “Pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Wolfe. I have heard some about you,” Nicole said. It does me no good to point out that most of it was bad, but sources outside of Danny told me she at least contributes a lot to charity. She personally paid to keep a theater considered a local historical landmark opened, so there’s good in there. There has to be.
 
   “And I you, but they’ve rarely been in connection to anyone other than Tyler and your well-known parents,” Christine replied. Her tone and posture held a certain grace to it. She didn’t seem like the type to just abandon a child based on skin color, Nicole thought, but it seemed to be true.
 
   Nicole feigned shock. “My well-known parents?”
 
   “You may not know it, but my husband faced your mother in court several times many years ago. They had many fierce debates and I know they consider each other to be their arch nemesis. Surely, you were too young to remember.” 
 
   “Indeed. My parents’ careers weren’t very important to me during those years. They didn’t see any reason to include me in such business either.” Although, they did feel the need to inform her about Russell once she got into law. Her mother had a particular hatred for the man since she had gone up against him in court so many times. Nicole suspected her mother’s intense dislike of him influenced her opinion on Danny. It was odd since her mother didn’t hold Russell against Tyler, but then again Russell didn’t raise Tyler. Not that he raised Danny either, but her mother didn’t seem interested in knowing it.
 
   “Yet you are a lawyer yourself,” Christine said, a small, almost pleasant smile playing on her lips.
 
   Nicole shrugged. “I’m no longer a child.”
 
   Christine nodded. “As liberal as your parents are, I’m shocked to see you here.” Her eyes swept across the party before coming back to Nicole, seeming to purposely avoid Danny.
 
   “As you can see, I came with your daughter,” Nicole pointed out, motioning to the silent musician.
 
   Christine didn’t even glance Dane’s way. “Enjoy yourself,” she said to Nicole before walking away.
 
   Nicole wasn’t sure what to make of that behavior. She turned to Danny, thinking she might get an explanation, but Danny wasn’t paying attention. Nicole almost came right out and asked, but Danny beat her to speaking.
 
   “Oh, there’s Adam.” Danny grabbed for her hand and pulled toward Adam.
 
   Nicole smiled a bit to herself since Danny seemed eager to see her brother. Nicole turned her attention to the man named Adam. He looked older than she thought he’d be after meeting the other siblings. Adam was a brunette like Michael and Russell. Strands of blond wove through the brown. He had deep brown eyes, like Christine’s. Like all of the Wolfe children, Adam seemed to possess a predatory power within him that poured out just from the way he stood.
 
   “Hey, Adam,” Danny called, causing the man to turn.
 
   “Dane,” he greeted her with a small smile. Nicole smiled, too. It would seem that someone in the family was happy to see Danny
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Hey, Adam. I want you to meet my girlfriend, Nicole Cardell.” Dane introduced the pair, motioning to her lover. “Nick, this is my eldest brother, Adam.” She looked around for Luke and Thomas. She didn’t see them, but they could be hidden in the crowd, hanging around other family members.
 
   “Pleasure to meet you,” Adam said, putting his hand out to shake Nicole’s.
 
   “The feeling is mutual,” Nicole replied. She couldn’t say Dane had told her much about him. There was nothing much to say.
 
   “I didn’t expect to see you here, Dane,” Adam said, shock evident in his eyes.
 
   “Well, not every day when your dad runs for governor, is it?” Dane replied, as if that made any sense. She didn’t give a good goddamn about her father and his life and everyone knew that.
 
   “No, it’s not, but still, you usually don’t come to these things, especially lately. It’s been a while since anyone’s seen you aside from Tyler. I have heard some things about that situation, too,” Adam said, glancing over at Nicole.
 
   Dane waved it off. “Like I once said in a song, rumors don’t do the truth justice. Besides, Tyler likes to spend his time talking out of his ass.”
 
   Adam chuckled. “Makes sense since his head spends much of its time up there.”
 
   Dane rolled her eyes while Nicole smiled. So, Adam had won over Nicole. It wasn’t a surprise. Her brothers had that power. Her sister might have been able to do it, too, if she hadn’t been a bitch throughout the whole conversation. Of course, Michael hadn’t done much better, but more often than not, he could be charming.
 
   “But, I can guess there’s some truth to the rumor about you stealing a girl named Nicole from Tyler if you’re introducing this pretty lady as your girlfriend. I have to admit, from the way I heard it, I’m surprised you both appear to be healthy for drug addicts.” 
 
   Dane frowned. Has Tyler been spreading shit about Nick? What the hell is wrong with him? She was used to being described in vile terms, but she didn’t want them to say things like that about Nicole. Nicole sometimes moved in similar circles as the Wolfe family thanks to her career. Spreading lies about her could hurt her career, even if she planned to leave as soon as she finished with school.
 
   “Yeah, I’ve always done drugs that are bad for you as far as these guys are considered, even when I don’t,” Dane said. “I don’t do that anymore. Besides, even if I still used, Nicole would’ve cracked her whip and broke me of that habit really fast, which I guess is something else you could relate to.” She didn’t care if her remark crossed the line.
 
   Adam laughed and nodded, but didn’t comment on the tail end of her statement. “I don’t think I’ve ever met a girlfriend of yours and don’t take this the wrong way, but she isn’t what I expected from you.”
 
   “There haven’t been many and this one is definitely the last. I was lucky to find her and I plan to keep her,” Dane said. Nicole smiled and squared her shoulders.
 
   “Planning the wedding already? That’s good. Make sure you invite Thomas and Luke. You know they’re very upset with you,” Adam replied.
 
   “I’ll bet. I’ve got to be the worst aunt in the history of aunts.” Dane sighed, running her hand through her hair. Not that they know that. “Did you bring them by any chance?” Hope inched its way into her voice for the first time during the party.
 
   “No, I didn’t. This seemed like it would be too adult-orientated for them. Could you imagine them here? They’d be crying to leave ten minutes in,” Adam replied with a light laugh.
 
   Nicole gave Dane a look. “That sounds like someone else I know.” 
 
   Dane frowned, not wanting Nicole to connect with Adam or try to form some kind of bond with him. She wanted Nicole to meet Luke and Thomas. They were the ones worth bonding over.
 
   Adam smiled. “I can imagine. Dane, it would be better to see you under less populated circumstances. I doubt Dad told you, but we’re having a family dinner Friday to celebrate this together. Do you think you could make it? Thomas and Luke will be there and you could bring Nicole.”
 
   “I dunno,” Dane muttered, scratching the end of her nose. She’d really prefer not seeing her family again, but she’d love to see her brother’s two boys. They were the only reason she showed up today, after all. Well, that and Nicole wanted to meet the family.
 
   “We’d love to attend,” Nicole chimed in, earning a lingering look from Dane.
 
   “That’s great. Everyone should be there for something like this. How often does one’s father run for governor, after all?” Adam smiled. Dane rolled her eyes, even though she had just uttered the same phrase not too long ago. Adam was serious about it, though.
 
   “You’re right. That is something special. Thank you for inviting us,” Nicole said graciously.
 
   “Thank you for taking care of my little sister. She can be such a handful.” Adam chuckled and he reached out, like he was going to ruffle Dane’s hair. Dane shot him a look that halted him. His hand fell to his side and he chuckled a bit again, sounding slightly uncomfortable.
 
   “A handful, right,” Dane grumbled. Like you’d know anything beyond the stories you hear.
 
   “Well, I have to get back to my wife before she realizes I slipped away when she was speaking to her gardening friends,” Adam said. “Nicole, it was a pleasure. Dane, it was good to see you.”
 
   Dane grunted. “Yeah.” Liar.
 
   “It was a pleasure,” Nicole said with a smile, shaking Adam’s hand again.
 
   Dane wanted to leave now, but she doubted mentioning that to Nicole would’ve been a good idea. While she had no doubt Nicole would’ve agreed with her, she didn’t want to ruin the day for her girlfriend. The woman could shame a butterfly in her social habits. Nicole pretty much took the reins and introduced herself to people, letting them know that she was there with “Danny.” Dane stood back while Nicole chatted, getting into debates with some, and seemingly making friends with others.
 
   Hours that seemed like an eternity to Dane passed before Nicole tugged her to the front of the house, so they could get in the car and go home. Dane sighed when she hit the plush leather passenger seat. Relief coursed through her. She planned to just curl up in her seat and go to sleep, but Nicole still buzzed and apparently wished to compare notes about the day.
 
   “That was quite entertaining,” Nicole said, her tone neutral. It was like she didn’t want to offend Dane, who would prefer Nicole just hate her family right along with her rather than pretend the party was fine.
 
   “Yeah,” Dane sniffed. She kept looking up the street. Something tugged on her insides. Shaking it away, she focused on her girlfriend.
 
   Nicole glanced at Dane and kept pushing. Maybe it was Nicole’s way of coping to make it seem like the trip wasn’t a waste. But then again, Dane wasn’t sure Nicole saw the whole thing as a waste. Christine hadn’t been bad to Nicole either, but the event still wasn’t some great victory.
 
   “So, it’s kind of cute that you and your siblings are all named after people in the Bible.” 
 
   “Cute? I think it’s creepy and maybe even a little blasphemous,” Dane replied with a small smirk. Virtuous we are not.
 
   “Who was the religious one, your mother or your father?”. 
 
   Dane was tempted to ask Nicole the same thing to tease Nicole and change the subject, but she doubted either of them were religious since Nicole wasn’t. Dane didn’t even have much of a philosophy when it came to life, aside from “don’t die.” 
 
   Dane chuckled. “My mother, of course. Do you really think my father has even looked at a holy book?”
 
   “Possibly by accident,” Nicole joked.
 
   A grin slid across Dane’s face, feeling a little more relaxed. “Yeah, it probably burned his retinas.” 
 
   Nicole laughed a little. “So, your mother? Is she still religious?”
 
   “Nah. Used to be Lutheran or something like that. I imagine she gave up after realizing who she was married to, but I don’t think that’s it.”
 
   “Then what do you think it is?”
 
   Dane glanced over at Nicole and then turned her attention back outside. “Me.”
 
   “You?” Her puzzled voice made Dane look at her again. Nicole’s forehead creased.
 
   “Yeah, me. Michael told me they stopped going to church a lot after I was born. Rachel said Mom lost faith a few years after she had me. Apparently, she was praying for God to turn me white or some bullshit and it didn’t happen. They do say God answers all prayers, but most of the time the answer is no.”
 
   Nicole pursed her lips and let out a long sigh. “Danny, they were just being mean-spirited children. You know how kids can be. Hell, sometimes Philip picks on Sabrina and Eddie because he’s bored. Perhaps your brother and sister were doing that.”
 
   “Doubt it,” Dane replied. Her stomach plummeted. They might’ve been mean, as they had that tendency. Unfortunately, she felt like evidence told her they were being truthful in that regard. Her mother lost her faith because of her. “But, I don’t remember us ever going to church, not together anyway. I know a couple of times, they got all dressed up, but I didn’t go for whatever reason.”
 
   “Danny.” Nicole took a moment to take that in. “It was a long time ago. They weren’t so terrible today.”
 
   “No, my father and sister only tried to throw us out, my mother ignored my presence, and my brother called you a whore. Nothing terrible about that.” Dane rolled her eyes. I wish Nick would just accept that sometimes there’s no silver lining or bright side to a thing. Sometimes, shit is just bad.
 
   “Danny, it wasn’t that terrible. Your father and sister didn’t throw us out. Your mother, yes, ignored you, but she didn’t say anything horrible. I thought Michael was only joking, but I guess you’d know him better than I do. Adam invited us to that dinner. Maybe if you spend time with your family and show them how you’ve changed, they’ll change, too. You’ve said it yourself that you’ve matured. Perhaps they’ll recognize that and open up to you.”
 
   “They don’t see me, Nick. They have a picture of me from my past etched into their heads and I will always be like that. Nothing changes that,” Dane said. I really wish Nicole would let this go. There’s not that much good in my family.
 
   Nicole shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’m sure things can change. I mean, look at how much we’ve both changed in the year we’ve known each other. If they get to know you, the same could happen to them.”
 
   Dane only looked at her lover, not too sure how to argue that one. She supposed anything was possible, but in all honesty, she didn’t think anything would change between her and her family. Not to mention, she really didn’t give a damn. She had gotten along for twenty-five years without them and was sure she could continue on without them.
 
   “I wish your nephews were there. I’m sure they’re adorable,” Nicole said.
 
   Dane’s mouth dropped open. “How do you know about them?” She hadn’t mentioned Luke and Thomas to Nicole directly.
 
   “You forget I’ve seen inside your wallet and you asked Adam about them. I figured it out.”
 
   A small smile worked its way onto Dane’s lips. She had a picture of Luke and Thomas in the front pocket of her wallet. “They are adorable. I haven’t seen them in over a year, though. Haven’t talked to them either. They won’t remember me.”
 
   “Isn’t that reason enough to go to the dinner then?”
 
   The reasoning practically slapped her in the face. Nicole had her there. And the boys never failed to put a smile on her face. Dane reached over, taking Nicole’s hand in her own. “You’re right about that, Nick. Thanks for setting me straight there.”
 
   “I don’t want to set you too straight,” Nicole joked.
 
   Dane couldn’t help laughing. “You are so corny.”
 
   Nicole smiled. “You like me corny.” Dane couldn’t argue that point.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole stretched as she pushed away from her desk. She sat in her office and now prepared to go to lunch. She became much more agreeable about going to lunch with her friends lately. It had to do with the fact that her workload wasn’t as heavy as it was in the past. They enjoyed having her out, seeing how lively she was now.
 
   Grabbing her jacket, she headed out to the lobby to wait for her two friends. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Tyler watching her. He didn’t approach her, though. She had noticed him watching her Saturday when she was at Danny’s family’s party, even after Danny basically shooed him away. The anger in his eyes and the envy on his face still burned in her mind.
 
   Right now, she supposed he had some anger in his gaze. She didn’t stop to contemplate the look. She didn’t care.
 
   “Since when do you beat me down here?” Nicole’s best and oldest friend called to her. A bright smile lit up Mina’s chocolate face as she approached Nicole.
 
   “I thought I’d surprise you. Where’s Clara?” Nicole asked.
 
   “She’s coming. She’s got a client on the phone that seems to think the more he bugs her, the better things will go for his trial. The way she tells it, he’s enough to drive her to become a prosecutor.” Mina laughed.
 
   Nicole laughed as well. They only had to wait half-a-minute before Clara showed up. Clara looked a little worse for wear with lines under her eyes. Clara typically enjoyed being a defense attorney. She always spoke about how she was defending the wronged “little guy.” But, there were a few cases that rubbed her the wrong way, like when her client was a pest and liked to play lawyer.
 
   “God, I needed this break.” Clara groaned as she fell into her seat at their favorite café.
 
   “You sound like this one used to,” Mina said, nodding toward Nicole.
 
   “I never said that,” Nicole argued with a faux scowl. “Unless you can cite evidence on occasions those words have left my mouth, I’d thank you not to say it again,” she joked.
 
   “Nicole, you know I’m not Danny. I’ll argue you into the ground over this issue and bring several items to the table, even if my statement is false,” Mina remarked with a smile.
 
   “Speaking of Danny, how is she? You said you guys were going to visit her family this Saturday and you didn’t think she really wanted to go,” Clara said. She and Mina smiled broadly, recalling how excited she had been last week to meet the Wolfe family.
 
   “Danny’s fine. We did go to her parents’ house on Saturday,” Nicole replied. A waiter wandered over and took their orders, the usual. He hurried away.
 
   Mina snorted. “Did you have to bribe her with all the world to go?”
 
   “Not really. They had a huge gathering for her father, who’s running for governor. I doubt I’ll be voting for him, but I met most of her family. They weren’t very kind to her, but they weren’t completely evil toward her either. Her oldest brother, Adam, invited us to dinner. He seemed all right. I think the rest of her family might warm up to her if they get to know her and I think she might like them, too,” Nicole replied.
 
   Mina nodded. “Be careful with that, Nicole. I haven’t spent a lot of time with Danny, but I get the feeling she’ll do just about anything for you, even if it gets on her nerves. You might be pushing her into something that she doesn’t want.”
 
   “Why would she not want her family?” Nicole asked, eyebrows drawing knitting together. How could someone not want a family, their family?
 
   “She just might not. Has she expressed any desire to see or be with her family?” Mina inquired.
 
   “No, but I’m sure if she spent some time around them, they’d see just how amazing she is and she can get some of the attention that she should’ve gotten as a child,” Nicole replied. People changed for the better. She had seen it herself, gone through it herself. It was possible, but some work had to go into it.
 
   “That’s a dangerous assumption,” Clara said. “Tyler doesn’t seem to like her much and I’ve gotten the idea that he’s a better representation of the family than she is.” 
 
   “Yes, and Danny doesn’t seem too keen on her family, never really mentioning them,” Mina added. “I mean, we all know you have a close relationship with your family, Nicole, and they’re great. Not everyone is blessed with such a swell family.” 
 
   “No, but if they give her a chance, they’d be able to see how great she is. Things won’t ever change if they all just keep avoiding each other,” Nicole said.
 
   “Look, not everyone wants to be around their family, especially if they don’t get along,” Mina replied.
 
   “Couldn’t you be setting her up for something bad?” Clara asked. The waiter returned their drinks.
 
   “I don’t think so. I mean, her father and sister might be lost causes, but there’s her mother and brothers. I’m sure they’ll get better with time. Plus, she has nephews she likes, but she never sees them because she avoids her family. Danny needs contact. She’s very closed off. You’ve seen her. She huddles into herself in crowds and at gatherings,” Nicole pointed out. She truly believed deep down Danny wasn’t like that. “Besides, if you saw her with my family, you’d know how much she’d like to have one. She was so good with my little cousins.”
 
   “Well, then again, you might be right,” Mina conceded with a shrug. She added an obscene amount of sugar to her raspberry iced tea. “I just hope you’re letting her decide these things and not just jumping on it because you want to do it. You know Danny’s not going to disagree with you.”
 
   Nicole thought about it while putting a straw in her lemonade. “Well, I sort of jumped on dinner. But, she agreed after I explained why I did it. Her nephews will be at the dinner and she loves the little guys. She has their baby pictures in her wallet. The pictures are rumpled from where she’s pulled them out. She wants to see them, but she wasn’t going to speak up about it to her brother.” If nothing else, Danny should see her nephews. Nicole figured it would mean a lot to Danny and she couldn’t in good conscious let the opportunity pass Danny by.
 
   “Sounds like you did the right thing then.” Clara gulped down half of her soda, still tense from her earlier client.
 
   “I hope so. She hasn’t seen her nephews in a while. I’m guessing more than a year. Plus, she seemed like she didn’t mind her eldest brother,” Nicole said.
 
   “How much older is he?” Mina asked as the waiter returned and set down their food. She wasted no time drowning her fries in ketchup and hot sauce.
 
   “I think Danny said he’s about eight or nine years older,” Nicole replied, taking a sip from her lemonade while moving her chicken wrap away from the salad on her plate. “She doesn’t talk much about any of her siblings. Actually, Adam is the only one she’s ever mentioned. But, like I said, I get the feeling she doesn’t mind him much. He might be the one to get close to her.” 
 
   “That’s good. So, how did Tyler take seeing you on Danny’s arm, mingling with the blue-bloods and working the crowd?” Mina smiled, teasing before popping a couple of drenched fries into her mouth.
 
   Nicole chuckled at the memory. “He was jealous, yes. Danny threatened to start a fight with him because he wouldn’t leave me alone. She knew he would since it was such an important party. Tyler has hopes of working the campaign for his uncle, you know? So, getting into a fight wouldn’t have helped in that.” 
 
   “That was smart of her. Does she know he wants to work on the campaign?” Mina asked.
 
   “She knows a lot more about him than he knows about her.” 
 
   “How’s school going?” Clara inquired. Her drink was already gone and she had eaten half of her grilled cheese sandwich.
 
   Nicole welcomed the sudden shift in conversation. She beamed and bit into her wrap. “Going good. I can’t believe I’m about to be done with my first semester. It feels so great.” 
 
   “That’s good. It shows,” Clara said, as she always did. “You know, no matter what, I’ll always thank Danny for pretty much forcing you to go back to school. It’s the best thing—outside of dating Danny—that you’ve done in a long time. You just light up whenever you talk about it.”
 
   Nicole smiled again because she couldn’t help it. Talking about school always made her feel light and happy. She felt better, as if she was becoming whole and enjoying life. Danny gave that to her, gave her the chance to really live. She hoped she could do the same for her girlfriend. Maybe trying to patch things up with her family could be one of them.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane sat on the couch staring down at a well-worn photo in her hand. It was a tiny, wallet-sized picture. Her eyes focused on the cherubic smiling faces of two very young boys. Luke and Thomas, her nephews, the only ones she had as far as she knew. She had met them pretty late in their lives. Thomas was five now and she had met him when he was three. She met Luke when he was six and now he was already eight.  Looking into their bright, innocent blue eyes had touched something inside of her that none of her family members had ever tried to encounter. It was something she never knew was there, until those two wonderful boys. They were love at first sight for her and for the first time in a very long time she had allowed herself to think “family.” She didn’t understand it, didn’t try.
 
   “They’re worth going,” Dane told herself. 
 
   Her nephews were worth putting up with any and everything her family could throw at her. It’ll be worth it…unless of course they hate my fucking guts now. She considered the very high possibility that her nephews forgot or hated her by now. They didn’t know she was their aunt, after all. There was no connection beyond their couple of meetings when she was homeless. As scary as it seemed to her, she’d rather know than speculate. So she was now very much in favor of going to dinner with her family. She’d see them, find out how they felt about her, and then hopefully be able to get out of the house as soon as possible with her sanity intact. She had to do one more thing, figure out the outfit she’d wear.
 
   Shorts were the easiest choice. Nicole never bothered her about the shorts as along as they were below her knee, accepting it as part of her style even for formal events.
 
   After the shorts, she had to pick out a sweater vest. The more she wore the vests, the more she liked them; the type of vest didn’t really matter. She was pretty sure that soon enough they’d work their way into her everyday casual wear. Nicole would like that. It would mean no more ratty t-shirts.
 
   She chose a purple vest with an argyle pattern. She picked a lavender colored short-sleeve shirt to go underneath it. Dressing quickly, she went to the mirror and ran her hand through her hair a couple of times. She considered that action just as good—if not better—than actually combing her unruly mop. Of course, when Nicole came in, if it didn’t pass inspection, she’d come under fire.
 
   Doing the best she could without supervision, Dane left the bedroom and made her way to the living room. She listened to music until Nicole came in. The lawyer sat down next to her and sighed as Dane wrapped her in a warm embrace. They were silent for a long moment.
 
   “You’re kind of eager to go to this dinner, huh? You’re all dressed and ready to go,” Nicole said.
 
   “You know this way I get to huff at you for taking so long.” Dane smiled.
 
   “You’re not getting off that easily, silly pup,” Nicole replied, running one hand through her Dane’s hair. “We have to do something about this, first and foremost. Can I style it?” 
 
   Nicole sounded a bit too eager, but Dane smiled. “You know you can do whatever you want to do with it and any other part of me.” She hoped her gaze matched her tone.
 
   “I know that’s true. So, let’s go make you presentable and then I can get myself ready. Hopefully, we’ll get there fashionably late.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was a rare day where Nicole was allowed to play in Danny’s hair aside from running her fingers through it. Most of the time, it didn’t occur to her to do it. She liked the wild look that her lover tended to sport. Danny tended to only let Nicole do her hair when they were going some place where she didn’t want to embarrass Nicole, like an office party. Other than that, Danny let her hair fall how it may.
 
   “Come to the bedroom,” Nicole requested.
 
   Danny silently obeyed. Nicole knew her lover wanted to make a good impression on her nephews considering how easy she went along with this plan. Surely this meant suffering through her family was worth it to Danny. After all, she wouldn’t have known about the dinner if she hadn’t gone to the party.
 
   “You sure we have time for this?” Danny asked as she sat down in front the vanity.
 
   “We’ve got plenty of time,” Nicole promised.
 
   Thankfully, as far as time concerns went, there was no need to wash Danny’s untamed mane. Ever since she started living with Nicole, she had been taking very good care of herself and her personal hygiene; she had come along way from when she first showed up at the house smelling like a cross between a sewage plant and sulfur. Her transformation from something that’d choke a skunk to something slightly sweet and fresh was immediate. 
 
   Now, Nicole loved the way that Dane smelled, very subtle and comforting. She couldn’t get enough of Dane. Nicole often expressed that in words, but also in actions, snuggling against Dane and blatantly inhaling her aroma whenever she could.
 
   Danny purred as Nicole worked her hands through her thick, soft hair. Gentle combing and brushing along with oil for her scalp made her eyes flutter shut. Nicole resisted the urge to kiss her.
 
   “One day, we’re going to get you into a salon and then get them to draw out your highlights, which I so love,” Nicole cooed into her girlfriend’s ear. She thought the light blond highlights that ran through Danny’s hair were sexy.
 
   “Never,” Danny answered in a whisper.
 
   “But, I love them,” Nicole persisted, giving Dane a gentle kiss to her cheek.
 
   Danny shook her head. She had never been to a salon and she was never going to. Nicole was the only person allowed to touch her head aside from herself. I’m sure none of her other women were given this privilege, this amount of trust. I’m the only one. She finished her task and smiled.
 
   “Not one to pat myself on the back, I feel like I did a very good job here,” Nicole said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Opening her eyes, Dane looked in the mirror. Looking back at her was a woman with shining ebony locks swept to the side with a few strands falling into her face. Nothing fancy, but just like her. She smiled, enjoying just how well her lover knew her. Dane could get used to the treatment. I might have to let her play with my hair whenever she wants to. I forgot how good it feels.
 
   “Like it?” Nicole asked.
 
   Dane nodded, turning and giving Nicole a kiss on the cheek. The lawyer smiled and put her hands on Dane’s cheeks, tenderly dragging her fingers down to Dane’s chin.
 
   “A little makeup?” Nicole proposed, teasing of course.
 
   “Get on!” Dane barked with a laugh, lightly swatting her lover on the butt.
 
   Nicole chuckled and went to get ready. Dane returned to mentally prepping herself for the dinner while Nicole took a shower and got dressed in an alluring, teal dress that fell to her knees. 
 
   “Do you own a dress that doesn’t make me want to rip you out of it?” Dane inquired, eyes glued to the torso-hugging material. She was serious about that. Every time Nicole slid on a dress, all Dane wanted to do was take it off of her.
 
   Nicole giggled. “I hope it stays that way. I love that hungry look you get in your eyes when you see me. It lets me know you still want me.”
 
   “I’ll always want you, angel,” Dane declared, getting up from her seat and walking over to Nicole for a closer look. Running her hands up and down the soft material drew a groan from Nicole. She leaned in for a kiss.
 
   “You’re so sweet, honey. Now, let’s get going, so I can meet your nephews,” Nicole commented with a grin.
 
   Dane shrugged and dragged her out the door. She really did want to see her nephews, but she’d prefer it without the headache that came along with it. Who knew what her family might say to Nicole while they were there. She tried not to even think about it.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The drive was spent in comfortable silence. They arrived at the house and didn’t have a problem getting in. The servants looked quite surprised with Danny’s appearance. They received lingering looks, but no one said anything.
 
   “Where’s everyone?” Danny asked. Her eyes wandered the mansion as if it was a garbage dump.
 
   The servants pointed them in the right direction and Nicole walked off with Danny at her side. As disinterested as Danny seemed, the place amazed Nicole. The foyer had an ivory grand staircase. Everything looked too expensive to touch, like an old palace. Rich paintings, vases, and even statues lined the walls. Everything shone, spotless. The floor tiles even shimmered. Nicole wished she had wiped off her heels before entering. My shoes feel too dirty to be in here.
 
   The smell of cigar smoke reached her nose as they approached a room. Danny slipped inside, Nicole followed.
 
   The sight of Russell sharing cigars with his two sons and his son-in-law greeted the couple. Danny didn’t seem fazed by it and turned to leave the room. Her nephews weren’t there, but Adam sat in an armchair, so they were somewhere in the house.
 
   “Dane,” Russell and Michael sort of growled her name.
 
   Rachel’s husband, an average-sized blond man named Duncan, sneered in Danny’s direction. His ice blue eyes tried to cut into Danny, but she ignored it altogether. When Danny mentioned him at the party last Saturday, she commented that she always thought he was such a follower, trying his best to fit in with the Wolfe men, wanting to leech off of them like so many others. Oddly enough, Nicole thought that was rather Wolfe-like behavior, wanting to take advantage of others and use them. Danny didn’t even waste time introducing him to Nicole, not now and not when they were at the party before. She had only spoken about him at the party because he had glared at them.
 
   “Hello,” Nicole greeted them, trying her best to ignore the sharp stares. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing here?” Michael took a step toward his sister. Danny pointed to Adam as her answer. Okay, so, it might take a lot of work for Danny’s family to see that she was worthwhile. Well, if they ever made it out of this room anyway.
 
   “I invited her,” Adam admitted with a light shrug. “Nothing wrong with her being here. Plus, she wants to see Luke and Thomas.”
 
   “You’re actually going to let her around your children? Are you insane?” Michael inquired, turning to face Adam.
 
   The eldest shrugged again. “They like her. And she’s good with them. Besides, she’s never done anything wrong with them before.” 
 
   Nicole held in a flinch, but felt odd about him saying “she’s never done anything wrong with them.” Why should Adam have to assure anyone that Danny hadn’t done anything to the boys? Does Michael really think Danny could hurt children? They clearly didn’t know Danny well. 
 
   Adam turned his attention back to Danny. “They’re with the women folk in the sitting room.” He smiled, amused by his own words.
 
   Danny nodded and left, holding onto Nicole’s hand towing her along. The lawyer lingered for a moment, just in time to hear Russell and Michael barking at Adam for inviting Dane. If Dane heard the noise, she ignored it, continuing on her journey to the room that held her nephews. Danny had a lot of practice ignoring things from her family.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Coming to the room door Dane leaned against the wall. She heard a small male voice speaking. Her eyes fell to the back of a young boy and an even smaller boy standing next to him. The boy recited a poem and the smaller one seemed to be acting it out. A smile spread on Dane’s face and pride swelled in her chest. Nicole squeezed her hand.
 
   “Thomas is such a ham,” Dane muttered, shaking her head. Suddenly, she started clapping, calling attention to herself.
 
   All eyes went to the applauding musician. Dane didn’t even bother looking at the three adult women in the room, focusing on the two boys. They were adorable little blonds with chubby cheeks. The older one—Luke—wore a blue suit with a silky red tie. Thomas was dressed similar to Dane, wearing a red vest, white long-sleeve shirt, and black pants.
 
   “Dane!” the boys squealed and charged her. They latched onto her legs and hugged her tight. A grin spread across her face. They hadn’t forgotten her after all!
 
   “Hey, how are my band mates doing?” Dane asked, reaching down to pat them both on the back.
 
   “Where have you been? You missed my birthday!” Luke complained in just about the cutest voice.
 
   “So sorry, little man,” Dane said sincerely. She and Luke almost had the same birthday. When he found that out, he thought it was the greatest thing ever and looked forward to celebrating with her. She had let him down.
 
   “S’okay. Cool that you’re here. You gonna sing with us?” Luke requested with a bright grin and Thomas nodded.
 
   Dane blinked. How can they even remember that I sing? That was so long ago. Her heart soared knowing they remembered, though.
 
   “I could sing with you guys later,” Dane answered. “I want you guys to meet a friend of mine,” she said and then turned her attention to Nicole. She put her arm around the redhead. “Luke, Thomas, this is my best friend, Nicole Cardell. Nicole, these are two of the most amazing kids I have ever met, Luke and Thomas,” she said, pointing to the boys as she said their names.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you,” Nicole said, reaching down to shake their hands.
 
   “Dane, your friend is really pretty,” Luke said openly, giving a handshake and nod.
 
   “I know she is,” Dane concurred with a smile.
 
   “Thank you very much,” Nicole said to the little boy. She turned her attention to Thomas. “You don’t talk much, do you, sir?” 
 
   “I talk just fine,” he proclaimed in a proud tone, holding his chin up. She laughed. So did Dane.
 
   “Thomas could probably do the State of the Union address at this point,” Rachel said, bragging about the child while snapping at Nicole.
 
   “I didn’t mean anything by it,” Nicole replied, holding up her hands.
 
   “Don’t pay her any mind, Nick,” Dane said. She turned her attention to her mother, sister, and sister-in-law for a moment. “Nick, you know Christine and Rachel already. The other lady is Sharon Wolfe, Adam’s wife.”
 
   The blond woman with curled tresses nodded. She looked graceful. Her blue eyes appeared cold, though. Her stiff and frosty demeanor was directed at Dane. Sharon seemed fine with Rachel and Christine, but always acted like Dane was the devil incarnate.
 
   Dane ignored her sister-in-law, along with the other members of her family. Her attention returned to her nephews, who were easily awed by her. Sharon seemed to have a problem with it and continuously tried to get the boys away from her, but somehow they always made it back next to her. Even at dinner the boys somehow shifted from their seats next to their mother down the table where Dane was purposely being isolated.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole made conversation with the Wolfe family. It wasn’t that difficult, especially since Adam tried to engage her. Most of the family seemed quite shocked she was intelligent and articulate, staring at her like some kind of oddity whenever she said something. Every now and then, they’d say something biting, but Nicole didn’t let that bother her. She never snapped back, but used it as route to another topic of conversation. Eventually they just spoke to her like they would any other person.
 
   She didn’t want to alienate any of them. Even if they didn’t want to see Danny, Danny wanted to be around her nephews. Nicole knew she shouldn’t antagonize anyone to make sure Danny could continue to see Luke and Thomas. 
 
   Danny was silent the entire time and walked away from the table as soon as she finished eating. Her nephews followed her, even when their mother scolded them for leaving the table without permission. The reprimands didn’t stop the boys from going. Nicole smiled. It’s amazing to see her with them, to see how much they like her.
 
   “Luke! Thomas,” Sharon called to the retreating children.
 
   “Let them go, Sharon. You know they weren’t going to be able to sit there much longer anyway,” Adam pointed out.
 
   Sharon didn’t reply, but she didn’t call for the children again. Why had she done it in the first place? Yes, she clearly didn’t like Danny, but the boys should be able to spend time with their aunt, especially when they so clearly liked Danny.
 
   Dinner didn’t last too much longer and Sharon went in search for her sons. Nicole went along, figuring the day went well enough for she and Danny to leave before they wore out their welcome…which she liked to believe they did have since the Wolfe family was speaking to her. She might be able to help them start talking to Danny.
 
   Nicole couldn’t help smiling when they found Danny singing with the boys, doing the air-guitar too. The boys seemed to love every second of it. Sheer delight shone on their flushed faces, sporting grins and eyes sparkling. Apparently being in even a make-believe band was energy consuming and a workout.
 
   “I hate to break up your concert, Danny, we should get going,” Nicole said, drawing attention to herself and the other adults standing behind her.
 
   “Go? No, Dane, you can’t go yet!” Thomas grabbed Danny by the hand. 
 
   “You still have to do the rap for us!” Luke said.
 
   “Guys, you heard Nicole, Dane has to leave now,” Sharon said. 
 
   Nicole winced, feeling like she was being blamed for the fun ending. Was that relief on Sharon’s face? No, she had to imagine it.
 
   “Yeah, you guys heard Nicole. She drove us here, so I gotta go,” Danny said with a slight pout. She gently pulled her hand out of Thomas’s grip.
 
   “You’ll come again, right?” Luke implored her while Thomas just looked up at her with big, watery eyes.
 
   “Um…” Danny ran a hand through her hair.
 
   “Of course she’ll come around again,” Adam chimed in, walking into the room and kneeling beside the boys. “Maybe even next weekend she’d be willing to come and play with you guys in the garden,” he added, directing that bit toward Danny.
 
   Again, Danny’s hand went through her hair. Nicole answered for her, “Danny would love it.” Of course she would, but Danny couldn’t say it out loud. Nicole wasn’t sure why that was, but she wouldn’t let Danny lose this chance, not when she could see the delight in Danny’s eyes.
 
   Goodbyes were said, most of them coming from Nicole, but Danny bid her nephews and eldest brother farewell. 
 
   “Thanks for this, Adam,” Danny muttered. 
 
   His eyes went wide, as if shocked. “No problem,” Adam replied, sounding awkward.
 
   The couple drove off to the chubby waves of Danny’s nephews. Danny rolled down the window to wave back.
 
   Nicole beamed. After a few more visits Danny might at least warm up to Adam. Maybe he’d be able to get the other adults to see how wonderful Danny was and help set things right. Everyone deserved to have a loving family.
 
   “Those boys are too adorable!” Nicole declared on the ride home.
 
   “They are that.” 
 
   She enjoyed her time with her nephews, but she knew if she returned next week, it’d be a supervised visit with Sharon breathing down her neck to make sure she didn’t eat the boys or something. Still, she didn’t object to Nicole agreeing. She might even look forward to it.
 
   “And you’re good with them.”
 
   “Only because they like music. Luke really likes poetry, so he actually prefers to hear me rap. Taught him how to freestyle the last time I saw him,” Dane said, pride infusing her voice.
 
   Nicole’s eyes widened. “Wow, I wish you would’ve told him to freestyle. Hell, I’d like to hear you freestyle.”
 
   “Some other time. I do wanna thank you for agreeing not just to next week, but to this week, too. It was great seeing Luke and Thomas again,” Dane said.
 
   “I told you,” Nicole replied, smiling. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   NICOLE SAT AT THE table reading the paper while Danny worked on breakfast. Nicole had tried to help, but Danny insisted on doing everything. She wouldn’t even let Nicole set the table or pour the juice, which was something Nicole usually did. She said she wanted to make up for her bad attitude about the invitation to dinner.
 
   “Danny, you know, you’re very good with kids,” Nicole commented as her girlfriend sat down their breakfast plates. Hash browns, eggs, sausage, and perfectly brown toast greeted her.
 
   “Nah, just Luke and Thomas. And they’re easy because they like music,” Danny replied with a shrug.
 
   Nicole speared a scrambled egg piece and jabbed it at her. “Untrue. You were good with my cousins, too.”
 
   Danny thought on it and then shrugged again. “They liked music, too. Just like the couple of kid students I have. Plus, they had a puppy. I’m not that great with kids.”
 
   “How often do you encounter children to make that statement?”
 
   “Uh…” Danny opened her mouth and then closed it. “Doesn’t matter,” she replied, then shoved eggs and sausage into her mouth, as if to escape talking. 
 
   Nicole smiled. “It does matter and you know it. You’re very good with children. Have you ever thought about having one of your own?”
 
   Danny eyed her girlfriend carefully, trying to gauge what the conversation was truly about. Nicole took a sip of her juice. She didn’t intend on steering the conversation on possible children between them. She just wanted to know if Danny ever considered kids. Danny ate a little more. 
 
   Nicole waited. She hoped she hadn’t freaked Danny out with her observation. She didn’t want it to seem like she was pushing for anything either. I don’t want her to think I want more after already asking to meet her family…even though she did get to see her nephews because of that. Still, I don’t want to overwhelm her.
 
   “It never occurred to me to have kids,” Danny replied. “I always thought one of the great things about me being completely and utterly gay was that I wouldn’t have to worry about any accidental pregnancies. I mean, remember I told you I wasn’t responsible enough to take care of a dog? I knew I wasn’t responsible enough to take care of a kid.” 
 
   Nicole nodded at the acceptable answer. “Well, as I said, you’re good with them.”
 
   “I don’t think so. I don’t think I’ve got what it takes to have a kid. I had a very screwed up childhood and I think I’d just screw my kid up.”
 
   Nicole smiled a little, but shook her head. “I disagree. I think you’re a decent human being and you’d take your negative experiences and turn them into something positive for your child. You know what hurts, so you’d go out of your way to make sure that didn’t happen to your child.”
 
   Danny nodded. “That doesn’t mean I know the limits. I could always go in the total opposite direction of what happened to me, which would be just as bad. Could end up spoiling the child or smothering the kid with too much attention. It works out best for me if at the end of the night, I don’t have to take the kid home.”
 
   Nicole chewed on her eggs, thinking. She could understand Danny’s hesitancy toward children, but she also felt Danny didn’t quite understand how good she was with them. “I guess you make a point. Do you think that maybe you’ll grow and be capable of knowing when you’re smothering the child?” I’m sure with time Danny would be a great mother, but she has to believe in herself.
 
   Danny’s brow wrinkled. “Nick, you going somewhere with this? Do you want to have a baby? If so, I don’t think I’m ready for that.” She ran a hand through her hair.
 
   A chuckle escaped Nicole. I love her honesty. “No, Danny, that’s not what I’m trying to say at all. I think it’s much too early in our relationship to discuss having a child.” She hoped they got there one day, though. Danny was the first lover she actually saw herself having a family with. She wanted Danny to see it and believe it, too. I want us to get there. Although, the idea of them getting to that point caused a tiny frisson to go through her.
 
   Danny sighed. “Oh, okay. Um…do you want kids?”
 
   Nicole chewed on some of her hash browns. “Eventually, I’d love one or two. But, like I said, it’s too early in our relationship to discuss a child. We can revisit the topic in a year or two. How’s that?”
 
   A small smile worked its way on to Danny’s face. “Okay, but I can’t make you any promises that I’ll be better in a year or two.” The fact Danny still saw them together in a year or two was more than worth it. It also made Nicole feel a little silly for being nervous.
 
   “Danny, you’re good now, but you just don’t have the faith in yourself. Besides, you wouldn’t be doing it alone. I’d be here with you every step of the way. This would be our child and I’d like to think as a team we would do rather well together,” Nicole said with a smile of her own. She ate a bit more of her eggs.
 
   Danny played with her hash browns and scrunched up her face. “You maybe, but I’d mess up all your good work.”
 
   Nicole’s eyes widened with disbelief. “Danny! I don’t want you thinking like that. I can’t believe the Great Dane is sitting here with such low self-esteem!” I need her to have faith in herself, so we can move forward.
 
   “Nick, I told you what kind of parent I think I’d be.”
 
   Shaking her head, Nicole cupped her chin in her hand. “I disagree. Listen to me, sweetheart, you might not recognize it, but you are more than capable of caring for another life. Look at how well you take care of me. Now, I know I’m far from a child, but think of all of the things you do for me. You always make sure I get enough attention, a hearty meal, and most importantly you make sure I know I am loved. I’m more than certain you’d do the same for a child. Please don’t think about it for now. We’re not in the best shape for a child.”
 
   Danny glanced away. “You think there are problems with us?” The question was asked in a low, almost scared tone.
 
   “No, baby!” Nicole swiftly reached across the table and took her beloved’s hand in her own. “I think we’re doing just fine. More than fine, but at the moment, I’m in school and trying to get another degree while you’re still picking up clients and trying to establish a schedule with your music lessons. Once we settle down we can start thinking about children.”
 
   Danny nodded. “I get it. I get it. But, I’m not sure if I’ll ever be ready for it.”
 
   “I told you, Danny, it’s not going to happen tomorrow. You don’t know how you might feel a year from now. After all, a year ago you didn’t think you’d be living with your girlfriend who you are madly in love with and teaching people music, did you?” Nicole smirked. I know I didn’t think that, but I couldn’t be happier that things turned out this way. I hope she feels the same.
 
   The younger woman laughed and put her hands up. “Okay, okay, you’re right. If you have faith in me, I guess I could try. I’ll take time to wrap my mind around it.”
 
   Nicole smiled and they ate the rest of their breakfast in peace. Before Danny could get up to clear the table, Nicole came over to her side and eased into her lap. Nicole made herself comfortable.
 
   “Honey, I want you to know that you are very responsible. I’m not sure what I’d have to do to prove it to you, but you’ve grown so much from the person you used to be,” Nicole said.
 
   Danny sighed, wrapping her hand around her lover’s waist. “There’s nothing for you to prove. I do understand I’m not the same person, but I’m not sure if I’m ready for something like that. Most of the time I still feel like a big kid. Maybe that’s why I get along with kids so much.”
 
   “We all have our childish qualities about us, baby. You are responsible, and I will make you see that one day.”
 
   Danny arched an eyebrow. “You’re being so forceful with me lately.” Her tone was light yet the observation rang true.
 
   Nicole blinked, surprised. “Am I? Is it bothering you?” I don’t want to run her off. It’s not like she doesn’t have options. Her stomach sank, remembering the girls at the club and the women at the party. She thought she had done all right since Danny got to see her nephews.
 
   “No, I guess not. I mean, I didn’t like going to that party, but I was happy that you were happy, though.”
 
   Nicole wrinkled her forehead and she searched Dane’s face. “Is the party the only thing I’ve been forceful about?” 
 
   Danny scratched the end of her nose. “I guess. And even that sorta worked out since we found out about the dinner and I got to see Thomas and Luke. I was so surprised they remembered me.”
 
   A light laugh escaped Nicole. “You’re hardly forgettable, baby. Where’s all this low self-esteem coming from?”
 
   “Dunno.” Danny rolled her shoulders and then shrugged. “I guess just seeing them judge me bothers me. Sure, nobody came right out and said I was a fuck-up, but I felt like their eyes were saying it. Like I could read their minds as they watched me. And…it bothers me, ” she admitted in a low, somewhat frustrated tone. She frowned. “It bothers me that they don’t like me and I have to see it. I mean, seeing it seems to fuck my head up and then it bothers me that it bothers me.”
 
   For a moment, Nicole was lost in what she should do. She couldn’t relate to Danny, couldn’t understand how someone’s family could psychologically mess a person up. Family just wasn’t supposed to be like that. She hoped Danny would heal a little from being around her nephews. Adam seemed open to the idea of a relationship with Danny and that might help. But she didn’t want to think everyone else was a lost cause just yet. Family should be there for each other.
 
   Nicole leaned in for a brief kiss. “Well, I don’t like that one bit. I honestly feel like if you give them some time and give them a chance to see the real you they’ll start to change. They’ll know what a great person you are, Big Dog.” 
 
   Danny remained silent on this point, which was good because she rarely won arguments between them. Nicole, ever the optimist, hoped it’d rub off on Danny a bit to give her a more positive attitude about her family. Instead of continuing the conversation, Danny kissed her deeply, immediately easing her tongue into Nicole’s mouth and sending fire throughout her entire being. Nicole moaned slightly, happiness flowing through her underneath the passion. Pulling away, they rested their foreheads against each other.
 
   “Cuddling on the couch today?” 
 
   “I do love cuddling, especially with my pup,” Nicole teased, poking around her lover’s soft abdomen. Danny actually giggled. Nicole would have to tease her about it later on.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane sat on the front porch of the house, eating out a carton of takeout Chinese food. Crow sat with her, also eating Chinese food. They watched cars go by, not really saying anything. Time spent like this became normal for them. Dane liked it.
 
   “I finally figured out why I always think this place seems familiar,” Crow said. 
 
   Dane noticed a long time ago the Goth woman had trouble with silence and would start a conversation after a couple of minutes. Once upon a time, Dane hadn’t noticed because she hadn’t cared. But now she enjoyed Crow’s talkative, inquisitive nature. She learned more about Crow while Crow learned more about her as their young friendship grew. 
 
   “Why?” Dane asked, surprised she was truly curious. Ever since she admitted to herself that Crow was at the least trying to be her friend, she found herself actually caring about someone other than Nicole. She hoped their friendship continued to flourish, but she knew for that to happen, she’d have to be more open.
 
   “I grew up in a neighborhood just like this,” Crow answered, waving her hand a bit. Dane shot her a skeptical look that caused her to chuckle. “Hey, don’t look at me like that, Miss Inheritance!”
 
   Dane pursed her lips. “For that to happen, I’d actually need to inherit something, which we both know I’m not.”
 
   “If you say so. But, no, I grew up in a regular middle-class family. They live in the next state over, though. I try to drive out there every couple of months and see how everybody’s doing. They’re pretty nice people. My style still freaks my mother out some, but they all accept me and we’re all happy.” A small smile settled on Crow’s face.
 
   Dane nodded. “Cool. I just saw my family the past couple of weekends.”
 
   “Yeah? How did that work out?” Crow asked. 
 
   Dane usually never talked about her family. There was nothing to discuss. Usually she didn’t think about them, but now Nicole was on this family thing.
 
   “As expected. I was talked about as if I rode in on a black steed and planned to kill everybody. They didn’t seem to totally hate Nick, though.” Dane sighed.
 
   “Oh, you took the princess?” An amused smile spread across Crow’s pale features. “I bet she fit right in.”
 
   A shrug. “She knows how to work a party, but I wouldn’t say she fit in. She engaged people and talked to them with no real problem. My family was mostly rude to her the first time. The second time was a little harder to gauge. I didn’t really care, as long as they didn’t try to lie to her about me.”
 
   “Yeah. Well that’s good. Everybody should have a family, even a lone wolf like you,” Crow joked.
 
   Dane shook her head. “Doing fine on my own.”
 
   Crow rolled her eyes. “Not really, when you think about it anyway.”
 
   Dane gave her a sidelong glance. “Huh?”
 
   “Well, you got the princess and, uh, you know, me.” Crow messed with her chopsticks in the food carton.
 
   Chuckling, Dane nodded. “I guess.”
 
   They fell back into the silence of before. Crow shifted in her seat, seemingly restless.  Dane considered it might be Crow feared somehow in the silence their friendship would vanish and go back to the way it was a couple of years ago. Back then most of their interactions had been at clubs or concerts. Dane was always aloof, but Crow never seemed to mind it. The last few months, they were engaging each other and learning how wrong they both were back then.
 
   Dane had made the wrong assumptions about Crow. Only when sitting alone together, at some place with virtually no distractions, Dane saw the layers and the loyalty. Now, Dane wanted to take the time to peel them back. Crow seemed just as interested in doing the same. Hopefully they’d trust each other wholly and be truly close.
 
   One of the things Dane had opened up about was the trouble with her family. She didn’t say much before, but since Nicole’s decision of bringing them into her life again, they’d come up. Before that, Dane had only told Crow she came from a wealthy lot that didn’t care for her and Dane didn’t care for in return. The reason it came up was that Crow mentioned Bryan. Dane still hadn’t fully told her that story, but Crow knew Bryan hung around the Wolfe family. There were also hints of child abuse, but she couldn’t bring herself to confirm yet. Crow wasn’t stupid and she would eventually piece it together. Dane didn’t think her childhood was worth sharing. Dane’s thoughts strayed to her and Nicole’s earlier conversation.
 
   “Crow, if a girl starts talking about children and shit, do you think that means anything?” Dane’s conversation with Nicole still bothered her. She kept thinking that she missed something in that discussion, even though it didn’t seem like she did.
 
   “Huh?” Crow blinked, caught off-guard. “What do you mean, just randomly out of nowhere?” 
 
   “Naw, like after spending time with some little kids.”
 
   Crow nodded and shoved some shrimp into her mouth. She swallowed. “I guess it’d make sense, especially if the kids were cute. The princess talking about babies with you already?” Crow let loose a teasing grin.
 
   Before, Dane would’ve thought Crow mocked her. She shifted in her seat and glanced at the gravel. “Not really, but she left me with something to think about. I mean, eventually, she’ll probably want one or two. Trying to figure out if I should panic.” Dane gave Crow an uncomfortable half smile.
 
   Crow stared at her. “Don’t panic, especially if she’s not talking about having one now. I doubt you’d be a terrible parent.”
 
   Dane gave her friend a sidelong glance. “Thank you, that’s very encouraging. You’re better at this pep talk crap when you try to get me to pick up my guitar.”
 
   “I don’t know what else to say. I could see you with a little one. A little you or even a little princess,” Crow said, nodding.
 
   Dane blinked. “Really?” I’m sure no one else on Earth thinks of me with kids.
 
   Crow nodded even more vigorously. “I totally see it. Now, the old you, I couldn’t see it, but the Dane I know now, I can see it.”
 
   “How?” Dane asked, beyond bewildered. She couldn’t picture herself taking care of a houseplant, let alone a child. Never mind the fact that she sort of took care of houseplants already since Nicole owned several of them. Most of the time Nicole liked to care for the plants, because it gave her a sense of peace.
 
   “Well, you’re a lot calmer now. I mean, you were always laidback everything, but you used to be pretty selfish. If it wasn’t about you or your band, you could give a fuck back then. Hell, sometimes, it didn’t even seem like you gave a shit about the band. You’re definitely not that anymore. You just do stuff now that I see moms do, like going grocery shopping and making dinner and junk. You like kids too, you know?”
 
   Dane shot her friend a look. “I do?” News to me!
 
   “Yeah, you do. You watch ’em when we sit together like this or in the park. It kinda surprised me when I noticed, but you didn’t think anything of it, so I didn’t mention it.”
 
   Dane nodded to show she was paying attention. Searching her memory, she quickly realized Crow was correct. Whenever she went to the park, she watched the children. Much of the time she thought it was out of envy, thinking about the happiness she rarely experienced as a child and maybe trying to live vicariously through them. Now that she really took the time to analyze her feelings, she knew that wasn’t the case.
 
   “They’re cute, like puppies.” Dane liked the way that children did things wholeheartedly and with innocent curiosity or a tame mischievousness. She loved how everything seemed so new to them and how they seemed like they were trying to understand the world, but not really. They found joy in simple pleasures. They wished for the moon while thinking they could achieve it.
 
   Crow burst out laughing. “Only you’d compare kids to puppies.”
 
   “No, no, think about it. They both have all this energy and if they’re taken care of they both have this love of life. Even when they do something bad, it’s not for the sake of being hurtful. It’s like a prank, but they don’t totally understand it as bad. They have all this heart to love with and be loved in return. They feel love unconditionally, return it in the same light, and trust wholeheartedly if they’re properly cared for. I can’t even imagine what that must feel like,” Dane explained.
 
   Crow smiled. “You do still have a way with words, but you’re such a romantic now!” 
 
   Dane smiled a little, making it clear that she was amused. The silence returned and they finished off their meals. Dane felt a bit better about herself.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Nick, you ready to go yet?” Danny smiled as she walked into the library. 
 
   Nicole was at her desk reading a book and making notes in her notebook. Studying and still dressed in her pajamas, she glanced up at her lover and smiled. The musician was clearly looking forward to seeing her nephews again, having gotten ready hours earlier. In fact, by noon, she was dressed in her usual shorts and a t-shirt. She had her guitar on her back already. 
 
   Danny blinked and frowned. “Hey, angel, did you forget we’re going to see Thomas and Luke today?” 
 
   “I haven’t forgotten. I merely have finals to study for. I got caught up in everything and completely forgot until I checked my schedule,” Nicole admitted, looking a bit sheepish at her absentmindedness. She had been so pleased to see Danny happy about her nephews that she forgot her semester was ending. She needed to prepare for exams.
 
   “Oh…” Danny glanced away and gnawed her bottom lip briefly. “Not going then?” 
 
   Nicole turned her full attention to Danny, putting her book down and smiling a bit when she noticed the slightly sulking expression. Pushing away from the desk, she got up and approached her girlfriend. Danny didn’t move as Nicole pulled her into an embrace, but she eventually melted into it. 
 
   “Didn’t really want to go anyway,” Danny mumbled, tucking herself against Nicole’s shoulder.
 
   “Baby, since when do you tell such stories to me?” Nicole sounded a little melodramatic on purpose. If Danny could do it, then so could she.
 
   Danny pulled back and twisted her mouth up. “Well, I mean…if you don’t want to go.”
 
   “I need to study for my finals, but you can still go. I’ll drive you there, even pop in for a moment to say hello to whoever’s there, but I think I’d study best while you’re there.” After all, I don’t want to fail and then hear my mother and her ‘I told you so.’ Besides, Danny should spend sometime with her nephews without having to worry about Nicole and she would get to study without feeling guilty over costing Danny time with her nephews.
 
   “What do you mean? I wouldn’t bother you when we got back home, so you could study,” Danny said.
 
   Nicole smiled a little, but her shoulders sagged. Sadness welled inside her. “Oh, honey, it’s not about you bothering me. I’m going to be tempted with you, like I always am. Sitting in here, knowing you’re right out there in the living room, listening to music, watching TV, or even sleeping beckons me to be close to you. So, I’d work better if that temptation were out having fun while I study for my final Monday.”
 
   The pout persisted. “But, I thought you’d come along…” Danny shifted from side to side. 
 
   “Danny, you don’t need me along to supervise you!” Nicole chided her. She hadn’t done anything when they saw the boys before after all. It was Danny’s show then, so she didn’t see the problem with it being Danny’s show now.
 
   “Yeah, I do! I don’t know what to do with them except for pretending to play in a band.” 
 
   Nicole laughed, even though she could tell her lover was seriously distressed. “You’ll be fine, sweetheart. They’re children. They’re not too hard to entertain.”
 
   Danny sighed. “How can you be so sure?”
 
   “I have small cousins. If you spend more time with them, you’ll be just as comfortable with your nephews and you’ll be more sure of yourself,” Nicole replied, but noticed Danny arched an eyebrow. “Baby, if you want to get to know your nephews better, you have to be able to get along with them without a buffer around.” 
 
   Sighing, Danny scratched the end of her nose and then nodded. “I guess you’re right.”
 
   “Of course I’m right. You just need to get your confidence up around your nephews and you’ll see there’s nothing to be nervous about. Now, let me go get dressed and I’ll drive you there. How long do you think you’ll stay?” she asked, starting toward the door.
 
   Dane shrugged, following. “I don’t know. Like an hour?” She sounded rather unsure about that. 
 
   Nicole whipped around. “An hour?”
 
   Danny blinked. “You think that’s too much? It seemed like too much to me, too, but I wanna see them.”
 
   “Too much? Danny, how much playing do you think you’ll get done in an hour?” Why is she acting so nervous? She’s seen her nephews without me. 
 
   Danny scratched the end of her nose. “More than an hour?”
 
   Nicole laughed. “Yes, more than an hour. They’ll want to run, jump, talk, and play. They’re going to want to be around you and an hour will seem like nothing. You know that since you didn’t want to leave when we were at dinner.”
 
   “See, Chem, this is why I need you to come. I don’t think of this stuff. I don’t have a clue about how children really work and how they spend their time and junk like that.”
 
   “You do know this stuff, but you’re trying to get me to come. You don’t need me. You’ve spent time with them.”
 
   Danny sighed. “I know, but I’m just more comfortable with you being around. You know how to talk to my family to get them to leave me alone. Plus, I don’t do much with them. What do I do when they get bored playing band?”
 
   “Look, baby, do you really want a relationship with those boys?” Nicole asked and Danny nodded without hesitation. Nicole smiled. “Good. If you do, then you’re going to need to open yourself up and things will come to you. It’s like when you opened up to me. Once you did that, you took an interest in me. Then we were able to connect. Correct?”
 
   Danny nodded. “I guess.” 
 
   Nicole smiled and gave Danny a small peck on the side of the mouth. “It started with a little step. One small step.”
 
   “I thought it started because Tyler’s a dipshit.”
 
   Nicole laughed. “Well, yes, there was that. But the small step was trusting me enough to stay at my house. Just like my small step was inviting you to stay in the first place. A year later, look at us.” She motioned between the two of us. “We didn’t imagine this that first day, but this is where we ended up. If you take a small step toward your nephews, imagine the possibilities.”
 
   Danny nodded. “Okay. I’ll try for an afternoon, but I can’t make any promises if my father’s going to be around. He goes out of his way for me sometimes and it never turns into a good thing.”
 
   “Try to ignore him if necessary, sweetheart. Don’t let him take this gift from you.”
 
   The musician nodded again. “So, you gonna get dressed or what?” 
 
   Nicole chuckled and dashed off to get dressed. They were off less than ten minutes later. Nicole was pleased that her lover seemed to be in a rush.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane wasn’t sure how long she’d stay, but she was determined to stay as long as she wanted to and not leave just because her father ran her off. She had taken the time to think of new rhymes she could tell the little ones and she wanted to know what they’d been up to in the past year. She wouldn’t let her father ruin her time with them. She’d like to be around them as much as possible. 
 
   They arrived in the neighborhood, Dane’s eyes drifted again as thoughts of kids flowed through her mind. She looked down the way from her parents’ house. For a very brief moment, but still longer than she liked, she felt a longing. She shook it from her mind as Nicole pulled up to her parents’ house and a servant came out to park it for them.
 
   “It’s all right. You can leave it here because Nicole isn’t staying,” Dane told the servant. 
 
   The young man nodded and the couple moved to the backyard without bothering to go into the mansion. Childish laughter quickly caught Dane’s ears and the source rapidly came into view. Thomas and Luke ran around chasing bubbles. Nicole hesitated as if she were trying to comprehend the scene.
 
   “Are they wearing their Sunday best to chase bubbles?” Nicole muttered, a smile on her face while her brow wrinkled a little.
 
   Dane chuckled. Both kids were in dark slacks and oxford shirts. Hell, they were even wearing fancy shoes. Luke had on a tie! Dane was kind of used to how they dressed for everything, but Nicole looked like she couldn’t figure out what was going on.
 
   “They have to look presentable,” Dane said.
 
   “My parents would’ve put me in play clothes, so sure I’d get dirty or tear something while running around in the backyard.” 
 
   Dane chuckled and nodded toward Adam as he was blew the bubbles. He actually wore a suit and tie to stand in the backyard and blow bubbles with his children. Nicole’s mouth dropped open and her eyebrows curled up.
 
   “I’ve seen it all,” Nicole said. Dane laughed.
 
   “Dane!” the boys cheered as soon as they noticed their aunt. Their attention went from the bubbles to the limping woman in less than a second. Charging her, they hugged her around the legs. To her credit, Dane wasn’t uncomfortable with their actions. Also, she didn’t grimace when they hit her bad leg.
 
   Adam turned, seeing his sons wrap Dane in their tiny arms. She watched him, to see if he’d react. He let them be.
 
   “Dane, glad you made it. And you brought the lovely Nicole,” Adam said with a smile, approaching the couple. He shook Nicole’s hand, but didn’t bother with Dane. He never was big on touching her.
 
   “Nice to see you again, Adam,” Nicole said. “Unfortunately I can’t stay. I have so much work to get done. I’m only dropping this one off.” She patted Danny on the shoulder.
 
   “Oh, that’s too bad. Maybe next time?” Adam asked with a smile.
 
   For a moment, Dane actually considered her brother might be hitting on her girl. Thankfully, she dismissed the thought as ridiculous before she said something stupid. Adam didn’t have the balls to do something like that.
 
   “I’m sure of it,” Nicole answered. 
 
   Nicole took a few minutes to engage in conversation with the boys, mostly about schoolwork. It was something they had in common, which amazed the boys. This was their first time hearing about an adult going to school. But, after just a few minutes, Nicole checked her watch and announced she had to get back home to study. Dane walked her girlfriend back to her car. 
 
   “I wish you’d stay,” Dane admitted. Nicole made her strong.
 
   “I’d like to because I really want to get to know your nephews, but I can’t right now,” Nicole replied.
 
   “I know, angel. I know.”
 
   Nicole smiled impishly. “But if they are a part of your life, they’ll become part of mine, and we can do things together.”
 
   Dane beamed and stood up a little straighter. “Yeah. That’d be awesome.”
 
   Nicole smiled and leaned in for a brief kiss. “Call me when you want me to come back for you, okay?”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Nicole drove off. Dane went back to the backyard with the hope of enjoying the warm, sunny day and that things would go as well as Nicole seemed to think. The boys were chasing bubbles again.
 
   How could anyone find that fun? Dane shook the thought away. She had witnessed children in the park enjoy the game. Sometimes she thought kids just liked destroying things because they always seemed so happy when they popped bubbles, her nephews included. She wouldn’t know since she had never done such a thing. Not that I want to remember anyway.
 
   “Hey, you want to do this for a while? My lips feel like they’re going to fall off,” Adam said, looking to pass the bubble bottle and wand to her.
 
   “Uh…” She had never blown bubbles in her life either. “What do I do?”
 
   Adam arched a perfect eyebrow, baffled by the question. “You blow, what else?”
 
   Dane snorted, but took the bottle. She decided against cursing her brother out for trying to make it seem like she was an idiot. It wasn’t her fault she had never touched bubbles in her life.
 
   Blowing the bubbles proved to be a simple task and Dane enjoyed it. Before long, she blew them to the left and then quickly to the right. The boys giggled as they chased their soapy prey. Dane would’ve giggled, too, if her brother weren’t standing a few feet from her.
 
   “So how are things going, Dane?” Adam asked.
 
   Dane glanced at her brother before turning her attention back to the bubbles. Why the hell is he acting like he wants to talk to me? “Fine.”
 
   “So I’m guessing you settled down with Nicole. No one’s talked about seeing you for a long time. You sure you’re okay?”
 
   “Better than ever.”
 
   Adam nodded and she hoped to God he was done with trying to talk to her. He had tried before, but she wasn’t in the mood for it and hadn’t been for her entire adult life. Besides, they didn’t have anything to talk about. They didn’t know each other. Adam had made sure of that growing up.
 
   He was almost ten years older than she was. By the time she grew up, he had already had a life of his own and like most teens didn’t have time for a younger—a very younger—sibling. Of course, she noticed he didn’t seem to care about her when she was younger. She considered it a standing emotion. He didn’t care, so she didn’t care. She wished he’d stop pretending.
 
   “Do you live with Nicole?” 
 
   “Yeah.” Nicole would be mad if I ignored Adam’s dumbass for the rest of the visit. He’s the one who invited me over and I should be nice to him to be sure to see the boys more. She hated that this made sense to her.
 
   “Do you like it?”
 
   She glanced over, briefly questioning his sanity. “Yeah.”
 
   “Are you going to give me more than one word answers at any point in time?”
 
   “Dunno.”
 
   Adam sighed and gave up, as Dane expected. Why the hell does he bother feigning interest in me? It’s goddamn annoying. She already knew where she stood with him. He made that loud and clear when they were younger.
 
   Eventually, the boys got tired with the bubbles and wanted to know what Dane had attached to her back. She smiled and swung her guitar around for them to see. They seemed in awe of it, reaching out tiny hands.
 
   “May we touch it?” Luke requested while Thomas nodded eagerly.
 
   Dane laughed and nodded. Her students touched her guitar all the time, so she doubted the boys could hurt it. She handed it over to them and they both wasted no time posing with it. She smiled. The brothers took turns plucking the strings and strumming it. They laughed as they tried to produce something that sounded vaguely like “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.” Luke came close, but all he did was brush his fingers across the strings to that rhythm.
 
   “Play it, Dane, please.” Luke handed the instrument back to her.
 
   “Yeah, play it, please!” Thomas gave her a cherubic smile. She doubted she would ever be able to deny him.
 
   Dane smiled; she could definitely play the guitar. Luke and Thomas stared as she strummed the simple song Luke had just tried to play. Even with something like this, pins shot through her left hand and it tightened with each movement. 
 
   Dane figured her left hand would always plague her, but she could play for over a minute before that started to bother her. Less than six months ago, she would’ve been lucky to get over thirty seconds out of her hand. If she really forced herself, she could play through a whole song, especially if she placed clever pauses in the song by singing for a few seconds. Her nephews didn’t seem to notice her hand and her brother didn’t say anything. Adam was aware that her hand had been injured in that horrible incident that put her in the hospital for weeks.
 
   She doubted Adam knew many details about the accident, and what he did know couldn’t be trusted to be the truth. He hadn’t seen Dane while she was in the hospital and barely said anything to her the first time she wandered to his home, needing a place to stay. He hadn’t even seemed very concerned then, beyond the fact he let her stay. She wondered why he had.
 
   “Okay, free style now, Dane. Please!” Luke clasped his hand together like a beggar.
 
   Dane smiled and nodded, happy for a moment to put her guitar down. She loved playing, but her fingers needed a break. She started off simple, doing her own versions of nursery rhymes. Adam chuckled and shook his head. Dane didn’t pay him much mind since the boys sat in front of her, entranced. Adam slipped away at some point and Dane doubted the boys even noticed.
 
   “Lemme try, lemme try!” Luke implored her with delight shining in his eyes.
 
   “Okay, no problem. Let me give you a beat,” Dane replied. She started doing a beat-box for him, making noise with her mouth. She found it a bit funny that this “talent” of hers was something that only her nephews knew about. She had never even told Nicole that she dabbled in making her own hip-hop music.
 
   “Hi, my name is Luke, people treat me like a duke,” he started and Dane just wanted to laugh. She knew he liked rapping and he was good at it, as good as one could expect of an eight-year-old.
 
   The session didn’t last long. From inside, the trio could hear Sharon barking at Adam. They couldn’t hear the whole argument, but it sounded something like “How dare you leave,” “that damned hooligan!” and “get our boys!” Dane actually laughed a little before her eldest brother returned to the backyard.
 
   “Here, guys, your mom wants you for a moment. She has goodies for you,” Adam told the boys, waving them into the house.
 
   “Dad…” the boys whined in identical voices. Should I find this cute?
 
   “Go on inside and use that tone with her. It might actually work.” Adam gave his sons a teasing smile. They grumbled and stomped into the house. Adam turned his attention to Dane. “We’ll be right back. Sharon just wanted to give the kids some candy or something.” 
 
   Adam disappeared back into the house before Dane could respond, not that she was going to bother with that. He lied, after all. Shaking her head, she frowned. She hated being lied to and it was a constant with Adam whenever they interacted. He didn’t have the guts to just tell her that Sharon disliked her and didn’t trust her—with anything. Sharon certainly didn’t make it a secret.
 
   “So, you are here,” Russell said as he stepped out onto the veranda. Dane glanced at him. He looked around. “You didn’t bring Nicole with you?”
 
   “She had business,” Dane replied, glaring at him. Part of her wondered if her father actually liked Nicole. That bothered her because it meant he might try to break them up thinking he was doing Nicole a favor. Hell, he might try anyway if Tyler whined enough to him about it.
 
   “Business?” He nodded. “I could believe that. I hear her parents keep her very busy. As much as her parents annoy me, especially that mother of hers, I’m surprised they’d allow her to date a scoundrel like you. I know they’re bleeding hearts and all, but they can’t possibly approve of you even touching their daughter.”
 
   “Her parents have no more control over her than you do me.” 
 
   Russell laughed, a hearty sound straight from his gut. He even put his hand on his stomach as he chuckled. “Dane, Dane, Dane, you and I both know who’s in charge between the two of us.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “You want something?” 
 
   “I’m just curious as to how you feel about stealing Tyler’s fiancée? Could you be any more immoral and disgusting?” His lip curled.
 
   “It’s inherited.” She smirked. He was trying to intimidate her, scare her, but she was over him. The last time she let him in her head he almost cost her everything. Never again.
 
   Russell stared her down. “You think you’re so clever and so intelligent. So intelligent that you landed yourself a nice rich girl.”
 
   “It always comes back to money with you. You stay with your wife for the money?” 
 
   He frowned and cuffed her upside the head. Dane jerked to the side from the blow. Pain radiated down her neck, but she managed to keep a neutral expression. She straightened up pretty quickly, accustomed to being hit. Seconds later, it didn’t even seem like she had been slapped at all.
 
   Her father folded his arms across his chest. “You stand here and try to act so cool, but we both know how worthless you are. There never has been a bigger waste of oxygen and space than you. You might say it always comes back to money with me, but we both know that’s merely another one of your shortcomings. You hemorrhage money, a rich girlfriend is just what you need to keep all of your foolishness up.”
 
   “My foolishness?” she echoed, frowning. Does he really think those trips to the hospital were mere folly? Fuck him. He’s not gonna make me mess things up again.
 
   “Of course.” He smirked. “You need someone to bank roll your habits and get you out of trouble, just as you’ve used me and Christine.” 
 
   “Used who?” The fuck kind of bullshit does this man get on? I used him? What, to bust my teeth out of my head? The fuck?
 
   Russell narrowed his eyes. “Used us. You’ve done nothing but take from us, been a burden, especially when you went into the hospital. Do you know how much that hospital visit alone cost and you haven’t even attempted to pay any of that back,” he huffed, anger sharpening his tone.
 
   “You want me to pay you back?” Dane shook as rage burned hot in her stomach. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. He wanted her to give him money for the hospital stay? She knew most other parents would never say such a thing, especially not since she’d been beaten and broken. Most parents would never ask for that money back. Most parents would’ve just been happy their daughter lived. 
 
   “Yes. Do you think money grows on trees? You think you can just leech off of everyone?” He growled at her. His eyes blazed blaming her for things she could never understand, hating her for things she could never grasp.
 
   Trembling, Dane tried to hold in all of the raw, caustic emotions raging through her. This was the one drawback to finding her soul mate. Nicole brought feeling back into her body and just as she experienced pleasure from Nicole and her nephews, she experienced pain from her brother and now her father. How could this man—her own father—stand there and make it seem like her being beaten and left for dead was a burden? Why not just tell her he wished she died back in that warehouse?
 
   She bit her lip. “You’re serious, aren’t you? While I was lying in that hospital bed, all you were thinking about was how much it cost. Not that that shit cost you much since I was still on your fucking insurance. You did the bare minimum when I lived here, if you could call it living here. You’re a heartless fucking bastard, you know that?” 
 
   He smacked her again, harder than before. A ring on his hand scratched the side of her face. The impact left a buzzing in her ear for a moment. She didn’t move, didn’t even wince.
 
   Snarling, he put his finger in her face. “You watch your mouth. You’re only still alive because I paid for it. Now do the decent thing and pay the money back, you wretch.”
 
   Slowly nodding, she swallowed. “You want your fucking money? Send me a fucking bill. I’ll give you back everything I owe you. Everything.”
 
   “How? By begging your whore for money?” 
 
   Growling, Dane turned and did something she had never done before. She slapped her father. She almost knocked him to the ground. She glared down at the sorry excuse for a man as he crouched over in agony. “You don’t fucking talk about her like that. Now, I’ll get your damn money and then you can consider my debt paid in full. After that, we don’t have any business left to ever discuss.”
 
   Dane marched away shouldering her guitar as she left. She doubted her father would call the police on her which he would’ve done in the past. She showed signs of his assault. Plus, she could get some pretty good lawyers to defend her if he wanted to play that way.
 
   Marching off of the property she regretted not telling her nephews goodbye, but she needed to get away from there before Russell hurt her any more. Who the fuck tells his daughter she owes him for being in the fucking hospital? The feeling of being unwanted and despised for simply being born devoured her insides like rabid wolves. She felt like she might actually throw up. They don’t care. They never cared. Why the fuck should I care? No one in the family wanted her, so why even bother? Because they have Luke and Thomas.
 
   At the end of the private road, Dane glanced up the street. It’s beyond my family. No one wants me point blank. But, why the fuck would they? Always been damaged goods.
 
   She walked on exiting the posh neighborhood. Her father was an asshole, and it hurt Dane. Finding a bench she sat down and tried her best to compose herself. Taking several breaths she managed to settle her rolling stomach. She cracked her knuckles to keep her hands from shaking which worked well. After several long minutes, she felt under control enough to call Nicole, needing a ride if she wanted to get home sometime this week. First, she needed to find a pay phone, which was almost as hard as walking so far on her throbbing knee. There was one at a small neighborhood store not too far away.
 
   “Hello?” Nicole sounded puzzled not recognizing the caller ID.
 
   “Hey, angel,” Dane said, leaning against a nearby wall.
 
   “Hey, baby!” Nicole’s voice perked up considerably. “You must’ve had a good time. You made it almost the whole afternoon. Where are you calling from? This isn’t the number you left with me.”
 
   What would she do if she knew I spent most of my time walking to this damn corner store? “I know. Chem, I’m at a corner store close to the mall. Come get me, please.” Dane let loose a tired sigh.
 
   “Honey…”
 
   “Please, Nick, just come get me.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” Nicole said. 
 
   Dane gave her directions and then hung up. When Dane got in the car, she knew her face was as tense as it felt because Nicole didn’t ask any questions. She doubted it helped she had a scratch on her face that she didn’t have when Nicole dropped her off. Dane stared out of the window, but focused on nothing for the entire ride. Dane knew the fury radiated off of her. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   NICOLE WATCHED DANNY FOR a while after they got home but she left Danny alone, thinking it might be best to let her deal with whatever weighed down on her mind. Nicole tried to continue studying, but couldn’t stop tracking Danny. Eventually, she gave up and grabbed another book, but still watched her girlfriend in favor of reading. 
 
   Danny tried to organize their DVDs, but ended up just stacking them by the TV. She went to start dinner, but only took things out of the refrigerator and then put them back in. When she finally set ingredients out, Danny basically just stared at them and then abandoned them in favor of wiping the counter off. She only wet the rag, though. She wandered back into the living room, looking as lost as ever.
 
   What happened at the Wolfe residence to trouble Danny so much? Nicole wasn’t sure she wanted to know considering Danny had a scratch on her face. It hadn’t been there when Nicole dropped her off. Was it her father? Did he do that? When it was clear Danny wasn’t as much dealing it as she was allowing it to fester and darken her smoke-colored eyes, Nicole decided it was time to step in.
 
   “Sweetheart, come sit with me, please.” Nicole tucked up her legs underneath her and put the book down. She patted the empty space on the sofa.
 
   “Nah, you’re studying. I’m not going to bother you now,” Danny replied, waving her off and went back to arranging their video library incorrectly.
 
   “I’m not studying. This is a leisure book,” she said, holding the tome up a little to show her lover.
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Danny sighed and marched over to the couch. Her limp was much more pronounced. Nicole made it a point to avoid staring at the scarred leg and injured knee. She didn’t want to make Danny self-conscious about that while something else was on her mind.
 
   Danny lowered herself to the sofa. As soon as she was down, Nicole moved closer and pulled Danny’s legs into her lap. Danny didn’t object. In fact, a smile worked its way onto her face as Nicole massaged her calf. Before long, she purred, letting Nicole know her leg felt better.
 
   “How do you feel?” Nicole asked in a soft tone, wanting her voice to be as soothing as her touch.
 
   “You want to know why I was at a convenience store at the mall instead of at my parents’ house?” 
 
   “I do, but I understand if you’re not ready to talk about it yet. I can see you’re troubled, but I don’t want to push you.” Danny had commented on her being forceful lately, so she was trying to calm that down. If she were too pushy, she’d scare Danny off.
 
   Danny nodded. “Just had a little round with my father. Nothing to worry about. Just how things are.”
 
   A shock jolted through Nicole, but she swallowed it down. She suspected, but the confirmation still made her insides grind against each other. The mention of Danny’s father made terrible memories flash through her mind, like him flinging Danny down the stairs. Like Danny leaving. 
 
   “Oh, okay. Are you all right from this little round?” 
 
   The molten look in Danny’s eyes betrayed she was far from fine, but again, Nicole wouldn’t push. Even though the scratch marring Danny’s cheek made her want to push and have answers. Danny will tell me when the time feels right to her. 
 
   Fear ran through Nicole. What if Danny didn’t tell her? What if this cost her Danny’s trust? Swallowing hard, she focused on Danny. Her love needed her.
 
   Danny glanced away. “Yeah. He doesn’t faze me none.”
 
   A beat of silence passed between them before Nicole tackled the other elephant in the room. “He did that one time.” She referred to the time Danny left her with no explanation and utter heartache for almost a month.
 
   “I’m still sorry about that, Nick. This is why I can’t let him bother me now. I refuse to do something that stupid again.” Danny put her hand under Nicole’s chin and caressed her cheek with her thumb. Her eyes seemed to bore into Nicole, as if Danny could see every part of her. “Listen to me, angel, I’m not going anywhere. I don’t care what he says or what he does. I’m not going to let him affect me. You’re the greatest thing to happen to me. I won’t let him come between us again.” The intensity of her words crept through Nicole like a liquid warming her soul.
 
   “Danny…” Nicole leaned over, careful of her lover’s leg, and kissed Danny on the lips, hoping this would make Danny feel better and show Danny she cared.
 
   The kiss got a small smile out of Danny. She caressed Nicole’s cheek once more. A flush rushed to Nicole’s face as her body relaxed and reveled in the simple touch. She actually liked that her girlfriend still had such an affect on her. 
 
   Danny smiled. “I know you’re worried about me walking away from the house and everything, but it got to a point with my father that I needed to leave or it was gonna go really bad really quickly. I had a lot of fun with my nephews, though.”
 
   Nicole grinned. “I had a feeling you would. Did you panic when you were alone with them?”
 
   “Adam stayed out there the whole time, so I wasn’t really alone with them,” Danny answered. A frown graced her features for a moment. 
 
   “Why?” Nicole had to ask. It seemed strange to her that he’d invite Danny out there and then loom over her.
 
   Danny shook her head. “After a while, I didn’t notice that he was there and I don’t think they did either.”
 
   “So, you didn’t panic? That’s good.”
 
   “I didn’t and it was fun. We blew bubbles for a while. I’d never blown bubbles before.” Danny smiled.
 
   For a moment, sorrow rushed through Nicole. My baby has never blown bubbles before? Danny had never painted or hunted Easter eggs either. It was so tragic. What else had her lover missed out on? She shook that away since Danny was happy to have finally done such thing. Danny might be able to catch up on childhood things by spending time with her nephews. Maybe even spending more time with Nicole’s younger cousins.
 
   “See, sweetheart, I knew you had it in you. Did you make another play-date?” Nicole asked, a teasing smile dancing across her lips. She wanted Danny to keep seeing the boys, but she hoped there was a way for her to do it without having to be around her father.
 
   Dane chuckled, but shook her head. “No, the moment me and my father had our round, I left. The boys weren’t out there at the time, so I didn’t even get to say bye to them. I’m glad they weren’t out there to see that crappy moment, though.”
 
   Nicole nodded. “Do you have a phone number to reach your brother? I know you want to keep up with your nephews.”
 
   “I don’t have a phone number,” the musician answered with a sigh. 
 
   Nicole’s eyes widened. “It seems like you and Adam are close and you don’t have a phone number?” 
 
   Danny’s brow furrowed. “Close? What gave you that impression?” 
 
   Nicole opened her mouth to answer, but realized she didn’t know. She had assumed Danny was close to Adam because she was looking for him at the party and Danny did willingly introduce her to him. He and Danny didn’t seem to have the same tension as her other siblings. But, it was because he had Luke and Thomas and not because of Adam.
 
   “I guess I thought you were close because there didn’t seem to be any visible animosity. You guys even conversed politely with each other,” Nicole said.
 
   “Nick, we talk like two people who see each other on the bus every now and then. You didn’t notice that?” Danny leaned away.
 
    “I just thought…” Trailing off, she put her hand over her face. She felt like an idiot.
 
   “Hey, it’s okay, Chem,” Danny said. “You didn’t know and it’s no big deal. Me and Adam aren’t friends and never will be, but he’s got the nephews. Hafta go through him to get to them.”
 
   Nicole nodded. She wasn’t sure why Danny and Adam didn’t get along, though. He seemed all right and didn’t seem to hold the same animosity as others toward Danny. Is it stupid of me to hope something can grow between them? She still wanted Danny to have some kind of connection to her family.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Nicole sighed. “I figured since you like his sons so much that you would spend enough time around him to like him. You didn’t seem put off talking to him like you did with your other siblings.”
 
   Danny shrugged. “Adam isn’t so bad, but he’s also nine years older than I am, Chem. By the time I grew up he had a life and was about to get ready to be out of the house. He never paid me any mind. I mean, he completely ignored my existence and then he was gone.”
 
   Nicole nodded. “I guess I get that a little. I just figure with my little cousins, I’m always involved and have always been like that. I love being around them.”
 
   Danny settled back on the couch, draping her arm over the top. “I know, but you’ve got a huge heart and understand the world extends beyond you. Adam wasn’t like that. Like everybody else in the Wolfe family, he used to think the world revolved around him. In fact, I don’t think he realized that wasn’t true until Sharon had Luke. We’re not close.”
 
   “Do you think you could become close?” Nicole hoped that was the case.
 
   Danny shrugged again. “Who’s to say? You’re the one that likes to imply I don’t know what the future holds. I’ll concede Adam isn’t a complete and total fuck-head like my other siblings, but right now, we’re not that close. I just happen to get along well with his kids. I’m not even sure if I want to be close to him, but who knows what could happen.”
 
   Nicole nodded. I suppose that’s a start. “Okay. I’m sorry again that I assumed.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. You got me some time in with Luke and Thomas. You’re just looking out for me,” Danny said. She kissed Nicole’s forehead. Nicole, for the first time that evening, felt like everything had settled down.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane had a brief revelation that night as she stared at the dark ceiling, unable to sleep. Her father had plagued her thoughts the moment Nicole fell asleep and she had nothing to distract her from recalling the day. Despite his actions, she still considered the day good. She realized she’d do a lot of things and put up with a lot of crap if she could spend time with her nephews. She’d put up with their mother not trusting her alone with them, her brother kowtowing to whatever Sharon thought she’d do to the boys, and her father being a complete ass. She just wanted to spend time with them.
 
   This also led her to think about her father. She had to figure out how to raise a bunch of money as rapidly as possible without doing anything illegal or totally embarrassing in order to get him off her back. While she would put up with him, she’d rather not. So, once she paid him, he couldn’t say anything else to her. He would undoubtedly come up with some insane figure of how much she owed him, but she didn’t care. She’d pay it and be done with him. How can I make some real money, though? A couple of things came to mind. A-busking we will go.
 
   The next morning Dane headed to the park and found a location frequented by joggers, dog-walkers, and young children. There was a bench by a path, which cut through an open meadow, so she set up there. Tossing her worn, heavy guitar case on the ground, she leaned down to open it, pulling out her guitar. After flexing her fingers a bit, she started to play.
 
   “Is this legal?” Crow asked as she made herself comfortable under a shady tree a couple of feet away.
 
   Dane shrugged. “Fuck if I know. I see people do it often enough to figure it can’t be that illegal if it is.” She brought Crow along for another set of eyes in case someone considered robbing her, not that she expected that to happen in the rather safe neighborhood. Better safe than sorry, though. She needed every nickel she could earn.
 
   “Why don’t you just work a club if you need money?” Crow asked. 
 
   “Don’t worry about that. I already made a couple of calls. Now the problem is telling Nick that I actually have a show on Thursday.” She had worked hard that morning to get a quick gig.
 
   Crow’s face fell. “A fucking Thursday? They booked you, the Great Dane, on a Thursday?” she asked. “Blasphemy! You should be playing on Friday and Saturday nights, rocking throngs of people, intoxicating them with your awesome fucking music.”
 
   Dane rolled her eyes. Right now, she’d play any and everywhere she could whatever time she could. “Look, I’ll take what I can get. I need to get my fucking father off my back. Bitching at me about money that’s not even his.”
 
   “You mean your mom paid for your hospital stay?” Crow’s brow furrowed and she squinted in bewilderment.
 
   Dane wasn’t willing to share what happened and Crow didn’t speculate out loud. She imagined Crow just didn’t want to embarrass her by pointing out an angry husband, boyfriend, or some kind of significant other could’ve easily found her while she was intoxicated and ruined her life. Or maybe not so much. Nicole flashed through her mind.
 
   “Don’t know, honestly,” Dane replied. She never cared or thought about who paid before. Usually, she just assumed expensive things came out of her mother’s pocket, even though her father was rich in his own right, just not to the extent of her mother and he never seemed to care if Dane lived or died anyway. Not from the way he beat her anyway. 
 
   Dane didn’t understand why either of them would pay for anything in regards to her. Her parents weren’t normal. The cut in her cheek ached. Why the hell am I thinking about this? I just wanna get this monkey off my back and never have to bother with him again.
 
   Crow nodded. “Does it matter?”
 
   Rolling her eyes, Dane scoffed. “Hell, no. He’ll get his money and I don’t want to hear a fucking thing from him or about him again. Learned the other day that listening to his bullshit now might force me to an edge I don’t wanna fall over.” 
 
   Ever since she had hit a former fuck-buddy, Dane had found violence left a bad taste in her mouth. She wasn’t proud of hitting her father, even if he had asked for it. If she could hit him without thinking things might get worse, especially since he had diarrhea of the mouth. For her it was best to sever all ties to the man and save herself from trouble lurking in the future.
 
   Crow shrugged, as she had no idea what Dane meant and Dane would keep things that way. Dane began playing and noticed Crow settle in, a blanket on the grass and her backpack acting as a pillow against the tree. Her friend was in for the long haul.
 
   “How much money do you think you can make doing this shit?” Crow made no bones she thought this was beneath Dane. 
 
   Dane shrugged. It seemed like even now she was still popular in the music scene of the city, even though she didn’t play in a band anymore. Hell, even though she didn’t play anymore! People still talked about her, the Great Dane and longed for her unique, passionate, fiery, and fierce style of music. She had touched people through her songs, her lyrics, her voice, and her guitar. She had earned her title of goddess of rock-n-roll around here.
 
   “We’ll see,” Dane said, continuing to play. She didn’t care. Money was money.
 
   Watching Crow out of the corner of her eye, Dane could swear she still had it. Crow looked like she was under a spell. Dane wondered if she could still control a crowd with her music alone. Crow swayed with the tune. Soon, Dane began singing softly and passersby dropped money into the case. Do I still have it? Could I still be the Great Dane, goddess of rock-n-roll? Even if she did, she found she didn’t care.
 
   Crow stuck around for a couple of hours, but eventually had to get back to the city for her job. It surprised Dane when she first found out that Crow had a job. It never occurred to her that anyone who used to hang out with her might work for a living. They never seemed like the type. But, Crow worked hard at a local bookstore in the city. Dane had promised to go check it out one day. It could prove to be a good place to buy books for Nicole. She considered there might even be a book or two in there for herself.
 
   “Thanks for hanging out.” 
 
   “No problem. I liked it.” 
 
   “Because it was like old times?”
 
   A small, half-smile tugged at Crow’s lip and she laughed. “It’s actually nothing like old times. I mean, I think you still got it and you could be a star, even with your hand, but this was more. You can actually fucking sing, Dane!”
 
   Dane laughed. “I sang before.”
 
   “No, no, no! This is different. I mean, yeah, you could sing, but you sound like I could take you to church.”
 
   Dane laughed again. “No one’s ever said that about my voice before.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I like your rock best. Nothing will ever top you screaming like a heavy metal star,” Crow teased.
 
   Dane rolled her eyes and Crow patted her on the shoulder before taking her leave. Dane went back to her show. Her soothing voice got many compliments and awed whispers from passersby. She preferred their money, though.
 
   Eventually, Dane had to pack up and go. She had a lesson to get to. When she had a spare moment, she counted how much she made that day. It was a little over fifty dollars. Maybe earning money might be a bit harder than she anticipated. But, she’d keep on earning. She’d pay her parents back.
 
   “Gonna hafta to explain some of this to Nick,” Dane muttered as she worked on dinner. She wasn’t sure what she wanted to say to the lawyer, but she didn’t want it to seem like she was doing anything out of the ordinary. She didn’t want Nicole to know she was up her eyeballs in debt…and to her father no less. She didn’t want Nicole to end up being disappointed in her. Not like I can help that Russell is an asshole or that I was hospitalized, though. Nick knows that. Still, this might be too much.
 
   Dane didn’t want to shake Nicole’s faith in people either. Her lover was happy to give people the benefit of the doubt, even though that mindset had come to bite her back in the ass numerous times. She liked that about Nicole, though. The world needed people like her, so Dane didn’t want to add one more thing to rattle her.
 
   Not to mention Nicole had her big belief that family should be close. She could see how Nicole reached that point; her family was very nice together. They were downright wonderful. Dane didn’t want to shake that belief either. If Nicole knew Dane had hit her father Nicole might think she wasn’t so family-oriented. It could cause trouble in their relationship.
 
   “He deserved that shit, though. Not gonna let him talk shit about Nick,” Dane growled, anger igniting. Okay, hitting Russell wouldn’t solve anything and like she told Crow, it scared her a bit, even though he hit her first. She definitely didn’t want to get into the practice of hitting people, no matter what the circumstances.
 
   Willing herself to forget about the whole thing she finished making dinner, chicken breasts, rice, beans, and broccoli. Her stomach growled in anticipation as the smell hung in the air. She flopped down on the sofa, waiting for Nicole. Nicole had one of her finals today. Dane had planned to go into the city and surprise her lover, wanting to take her out to dinner, but she figured it’d be better to do on Wednesday when Nicole had her last final.
 
   “Maybe I’ll call Mina and Clara and invite them to celebrate. Nick would love to have them there,” she muttered, deciding to make the call while she was still alone.
 
   Mina and Clara loved the idea so that made Dane happy and she felt like she did something good. By the time the phone calls were up, Nicole walked through the door. She staggered into the living room and collapsed on Dane, being careful of her leg of course. Dane smiled as her lips were peppered with short, but sweet kisses.
 
   “We gotta keep meeting like this,” Dane joked, enjoying Nicole’s weight on her. The kisses were an added bonus.
 
   Nicole smiled. “I’ll do my best to make it happen.”
 
   “I take it your final went well,” Dane commented.
 
   “Well, first off, I am just glad to be home with you. The day is so long when I have school and I miss you so much,” Nicole replied, putting her arms around Dane’s neck. She snuggled closer.
 
   “I missed you too,” Dane whispered, hand pressed against Nicole’s back and her fingers sliding along Nicole’s spine. Her other hand rested on Nicole’s hip. “How did the final go.” 
 
   “It was fair. I think I did very well. I’m very certain that this is the start of a good school career,” Nicole said, coming in for another kiss, setting Dane’s heart aflutter. As she pulled away, she inhaled, taking in the delightful smell in the air. “Baby, dinner smells wonderful!”
 
   “I aim to please. I hope it tastes as good as it smells.” Dane let a cheesy grin settle on her face
 
   “I’m sure it will. Let’s go eat, please. I hadn’t had anything to eat since lunch.”
 
   Dane nodded. It was past eight now. Nicole eased off of Dane and walked over to the bathroom. Dane went to go setup the finishing touches to dinner and then waited for Nicole to return. They wandered over to the table.
 
   “Oh, Danny,” Nicole muttered. Dane had set up a candle-lit meal with a small bouquet of flowers waiting.
 
   “Congratulations on this huge step toward your goal, love,” Dane whispered, leaning down to kiss her girlfriend’s cheek.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole was at a loss for words at this wonderfully romantic gesture. Speech didn’t return to her as Danny pulled her chair out for her. Sliding into her seat, Nicole settled and Danny moved across from her. How many girls has Danny done this for? Just me I’m sure. She smiled, feeling light and special.
 
   “This is too much,” Nicole breathed. She wasn’t expecting to come home to a romantic dinner.
 
   “It’s never too much for you, angel,” Danny replied.
 
   Nicole beamed and scanned the hearty meal, already set up on their plates. Seasoned chicken breast with rice and beans, broccoli with melted cheese (a favorite of hers), and even a salad on the side. A flute of what Nicole suspected was sparkling cider flanked the plates. Hot biscuits sat in a basket between the pair and the dim lighting of the two candles. It was like being in a restaurant made for two.
 
   “You are amazing, Danny,” Nicole whispered. Her heart thumped hard and fast in her chest. Has anyone ever died from being romanced? She thought she might. She’d go with a smile, but she’d rather stay and be with Danny for many more years. What did I do to deserve her? She doubted she’d ever know.
 
   “You deserve this and more,” Danny replied.
 
   “Smooth talker,” Nicole muttered with a blush.
 
   Danny smiled, sitting up tall. She looked proud and she had reason to be. She made Nicole feel like the luckiest woman on Earth in this moment.
 
   “Danny, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to thank you for this,” Nicole said.
 
   Danny scoffed. “Chem, you don’t need to thank me for this. I wanted to do it. Like I said, you deserve this and more.”
 
   They ate dinner in silence, but Nicole threw smoldering glances her lover’s way, who responded the same. Again, she thought about how Danny could have any woman she wanted, but Danny was with her. She had set Danny up for that fail with her father, yet here Danny was, doing things like this for her. I want to do something for Danny like this, something grand, and wonderful. Something that leaves Danny feeling lucky.
 
   I’ve given so much to other partners, but she’s the first one I want to give everything to. She just didn’t know how to go about that. This scared her a bit. She felt like she didn’t know what to do and this was a rare thing for her. Danny was the only person who could make her feel this way.
 
   “A penny for your thoughts?” Danny asked.
 
   “I’m just thinking about how great you are,” Nicole answered.
 
   Danny scoffed. “You’re too easily impressed, Nick.”
 
   “And you’re modest, but I won’t hold it against you.” She smiled a bit.
 
   When the food was gone, Nicole blew the candles out and Danny walked their empty dishes to the sink. As Danny was about to start washing them, Nicole pressed up against her back, wanting her to understand there were better things to do than the dishes. A sharp inhale from Danny echoed through the house as Nicole played with the hem of her shirt.
 
   “I need to go wash up and get ready for bed. Do you think you could help me?” Nicole asked in a seductive whisper. She placed a soft kiss to the back of Danny’s neck and enjoyed the shudder she felt race through Danny.
 
   Danny nodded. “Think I could manage that.” 
 
   “Good girl.” Nicole pulled Danny away. The musician smiled all the away up to the bathroom.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next day, while making breakfast, Dane decided to tell Nicole about her show on Thursday since everything had gone so well yesterday. As they sat down for breakfast, she went over what she’d say. Nerves clenched her stomach. Her hand practically flew through her hair. Nicole had never seen her play in front of an audience and she had never played with a girlfriend watching. Added to that, she wasn’t too sure if her hand would be able to hold together. Yes, she knew a few tricks to get through a show, but she wasn’t sure if she’d be able to remember them due to nervousness. Especially if Nicole sat in the audience.
 
   “Hey, Nick,” Dane said, running her hand through her hair.
 
   “Yes?” Nicole replied, looking up from her plate. 
 
   Damn it, I’ve already messed this up. They had never had a conversation over breakfast that started with her going “hey, Nick.” Maybe she didn’t notice. 
 
   “Uh…” Dane stopped her fingers before they slid through her hair again. Maybe Nicole wouldn’t notice.
 
   “Tell me, please.” Nicole stared at her. “It’s too early in the morning for you to keep going through your hair like that and we haven’t been up long enough for you to have a problem.”
 
   Dane laughed. Of course she noticed. She notices everything. “What do you think about me playing my guitar in front of an audience? And you know, singing and stuff, too?”
 
   Nicole grinned and sat up straighter. “I think it would be an amazing thing, especially since your hand is stronger now. I think it’s wonderful if you’re ready to play in front of people again.”
 
   Dane nodded, a small smile working its way onto her face. “So, you’d think it’s a good thing if I took a gig?”
 
   Nicole’s eyebrow arched and a smirk appeared on her face. “Why, Danny, have you?”
 
   Dane outright smiled now. “Maybe.”
 
   “So, if you may have taken a gig, what day might it be on?”
 
   “Thursday night. About eight.”
 
   “Good. I might be there, if you do happen to play a gig,” Nicole replied.
 
   Dane laughed. “Good! You can bring Mina and Clara if you want. Wouldn’t mind a little cheering section in case something goes horribly wrong,” she joked. Like I forget all the words to my songs because I haven’t done this in so long!
 
   “You’ll be fine, honey. It’ll be so good to see you on stage, playing your heart out. Thank you for saying I could bring Mina and Clara. They haven’t heard you play and they think I’m making things up when I tell them how good you are.”
 
   Dane just smiled, pleased that her girlfriend was confident in her. Dane sent Nicole on her way to work with the usual goodbye kiss. When she was alone, Dane went to wash up the dishes from last night and that morning.
 
   The phone ringing took her from her task. Checking the caller ID, she didn’t recognize the number, but answered anyway. Sometimes, Nicole’s family or friends called her and Dane took messages. Nicole would leave her home voicemail unchecked for days at a time. The curse of being busy.
 
   “Hello,” Dane greeted the caller.
 
   “Dane,” the cold tone of her father spoke back.
 
   She wanted to demand how he got the house number, but she knew he had resources. It would take him less effort to order lunch than it did to find her. 
 
   “Yes? What do you want?” she asked.
 
   “The money you owe after leeching off of this family.”
 
   Dane scoffed. “Leeching off the family? Most people call it growing up and you didn’t fucking take care of me growing up.”
 
   “You ate at the house, did you not? Wore clothes provided by the house, yes?”
 
   Rolling her eyes, Dane snorted. “You’re fucking kidding me, aren’t you?” Who the hell charged a kid for growing up? Especially considering he didn’t even take care of her. She had been pawned off until she was about twelve, which was when she just roamed on her own.
 
   “I expect fifty-five thousand dollars from you by the close of the business week,” he stated.
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?” she screamed. Where the hell was she supposed to get that type of money?
 
   “I can have a receipt totaled out for you. In all honesty you’re getting off easy. I expect the money by the end of the week.” He then hung up.
 
   Dane had to resist the urge to bash the phone against the wall. Swallowing hard, she found herself holding back tears. Taking a deep breath, she gritted her teeth together, wanting to get herself under control.
 
   “Stupid motherfucker. Fine, you want your fucking money? I’ll give you your precious money and then I don’t have to worry about dealing with you ever again!” Dane hollered.
 
   But, that did pose a problem. She didn’t have close to the amount of money he demanded. She definitely wouldn’t be able to collect it by the close of the business week either.
 
   Her hand went through her hair as she tried to figure out what her next move was. Really, there was only one thing that she could do and she hated to do it. But, she’d rather be in debt to Nicole for the rest of her life than to her parents.
 
   “Damn it. How pathetic am I? Begging Nick for money. So fucking worthless,” she growled. And then she caught herself, shaking that off. “No, that’s what that bastard wants me to think and the last time I listened to him I fucked my life up! I will not let him get in my head again. I’ll get that money and then put all of this shit behind me. I’ll work my ass off to pay Nick back as soon as possible. If she loans me the money, anyway.”
 
   Dane was pretty sure the money wouldn’t be a problem. Between her salary and investments, Nicole had plenty of money as far as Dane knew. What would be a problem was Nicole would want to know what she needed it for. She imagined saying, “Oh, just need to pay back my father for being born and having the nerve to stay alive all these years” would lead to an intense discussion she didn’t want to have. Not to mention it might take a little of the twinkle that she adored out of those emerald eyes because it’d lead Nicole to realize not all fathers were warm and caring like her own. She’d be damned if she’d let that happen!
 
   No, she needed time to think of a way to explain the money without harming Nicole. She supposed that’d have to wait. First, she needed to get the money.
 
   “Move on with my life, my life with the greatest woman on Earth,” Dane said. She waited for Nicole. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole cuddled on the sofa with Danny, watching a game show. She had started one of their trivia contests, but it was clear Danny wasn’t as into it as she usually was. Eventually, Nicole turned the television off.
 
   “Hey, why’d you do that? Mad I was kicking your butt?” Danny smiled. Her face was so tense, the smile looked more like a grimace.
 
   “You’d have to be playing to be kicking my butt. You weren’t playing. You’re a million miles away tonight, baby. What’s wrong?” Nicole asked, her voice lowering. 
 
   She didn’t like these moments when Danny seemed so distracted and nearly brooding. Doubt crept into her mind and she wondered if Danny was getting bored with her or upset with her over something. Her stomach rolled. No, no, no. She’s not. She’s with me because she wants to be.
 
   “Have I done something?” she added.
 
   “You? What? No!” Danny wrapped her arms around Nicole and held her tight. “No, no, angel, you haven’t done anything wrong. I love you.”
 
   Nicole smirked. “Just because you love me doesn’t keep me from doing something wrong.”
 
   “No, it’s nothing to do with you.”
 
   “Are you nervous about your show?” It had been a couple of years since Danny had been on stage.
 
   Danny waved that suggestion away. “Nah, that isn’t bothering me. Doing a show is like riding a bike for me.”
 
   Nicole’s brow wrinkled as she studied Danny’s face. “Then what is it?”
 
   Danny sighed. “Nick, I need to ask a huge favor of you and I need you to know it’s not something bad. I can’t explain it very well right now, but I promise you it’s nothing bad.”
 
   “Okay…” Nicole said. She didn’t like where this was going. The frown Danny sported didn’t help matters. Her heart sped up, hurting her chest as it hammered against her ribs.
 
   “Nick, I need to borrow some money from you,” Danny said with an awkward shift of her body.
 
   Nicole smiled. “Is that all? I thought it was something bad!” She had expected the worse. Her heart made its way out of her throat.
 
   “Uh, babe, you have to let me finish. It’s not small change. It’s a lot of money,” Sighing, Danny shook her head. “I hate that I can ask you this, hate knowing you have the money to loan me.”
 
   Nicole rubbed Danny’s knee. “I want you to have access to my accounts, love.” She felt secure knowing Danny had access to money in case of emergencies and every day things. Besides, she trusted Danny, much more than any other lover she ever had as they definitely wouldn’t have access to her accounts. 
 
   “I know, I know. No one on Earth has ever had such trust in me,” Danny muttered, shaking her head again.
 
   “Danny, my money is your money. Take what you need.”
 
   “Can I at least tell you how much I need?”
 
   Nicole nodded and Danny took a deep breath. It looked like Danny needed to wrap her mind around the amount that she was about to say. When she finally got it out, it came out as a whisper, but sounded like an eruption to Nicole when it reached her ears.
 
   “Oh, my god, Danny, why do you need fifty-five thousand dollars?” Nicole gasped. Tension tugged at her neck and made it hard to breath. She could feel the vein in her forehead poking up as it tended to do when she was upset, even though she was more shocked and frightened now than anything else.
 
   “Angel, calm down!” Danny held onto Nicole tightly. “I promise you, it’s nothing bad. It is nothing bad.”
 
   “Then what? Why?” Nicole practically sobbed, her mouth trembling. She was surprised she even got the words out. Oh, god, is someone going to hurt Danny again? She could feel her body shaking, but Danny held her tighter.
 
   Danny kissed the side of her head. “It’s nothing bad. I’m not in trouble, angel. I’m not in danger and neither are you. I won’t end up in the hospital again. I promise,” Danny whispered.
 
   Danny’s long-lasting injuries to her hand and leg were because of money. Danny had vouched for Bryan, who was in debt to some gangsters. Bryan had abandoned Danny on the day they were supposed to pay those gangsters off, left her without his half of the money, even though she only got involved and collected the money to help him. The hoodlums had beaten her and then Bryan poured salt in her wounds by not caring what happened. She knew Danny suspected that Bryon had set her up, not just to take the fall, but to buy him time and also to make sure her music career was over. Danny had lost the will to live and Nicole didn’t want to witness it, having seen the tail of the first event was more than enough.
 
   “Are you sure?” Nicole asked.
 
   “I’m sure. No one will hurt us. I’d never get caught up in something that bad again. Please, don’t worry,” Danny replied, nuzzling her. This eased her nerves a bit.
 
   “You promise?”
 
   “I promise, Chem.”
 
   “Are you going to tell me what it’s for?”
 
   “Eventually. It’s not going to make much sense right now. Hell, it barely makes sense to me.” 
 
   “Okay, but I’m holding you to that. I need to know why you need that money as soon as possible,” Nicole said in a stern tone. What the hell could be going on in her life to need that much money?
 
   Danny chuckled a bit, but she didn’t sound very mirthful. The sound kept Nicole’s questions at bay for now. Danny was going through something and she wanted to ask, but she didn’t want to press. She didn’t want to overwhelm her girlfriend. Besides, Danny promised to explain. Eventually. She could accept that, provided eventually came soon.
 
   “Nick, I am sorry I cause you so much trouble,” Dane whispered.
 
   “Nonsense, baby. I am happy to help you and I want to keep you safe. If this is what it takes, then so be it,” Nicole answered, wrapping her arms around her beloved. She hugged Danny close. But, still, what the hell was going on?
 
   “I will pay you back.” 
 
   Nicole smiled a bit. “I wish you would stop thinking like that. I can make it back. I just want you to be safe and sound, okay?”
 
   “I know, but it’s a lot to make back…”
 
   Nicole kissed the side of Danny’s head. “But, not impossible. There’s tons of money to be made in this world, but only one Danny.”
 
   Danny nodded, but Nicole wasn’t sure her lover completely believed her. It was a lot of money, but she’d do anything to help Danny. She’d do anything to make sure she didn’t have to see Danny in a hospital bed. Her heart clenched at the thought.
 
   “Are you sure it’s nothing bad?” Nicole swallowed to ease an ache in her throat.
 
   Danny rubbed her side. “It’s nothing bad. I’ll tell you all about it soon, like within the week. I promise.”
 
   Sighing, Nicole decided to accept this for now, especially since Danny vowed to tell her what was going on soon. It’ll be fine. She’s not going to get hurt. 
 
   “You ready to play now?” Nicole asked, picking up the remote. She needed something to take her mind off of this. Danny forced out a smile that looked almost genuine and turned her attention back to the television.
 
   The game was back on. By the end of it, Danny declared herself the winner, even though they didn’t keep track of such a thing. They never kept up with who won. Everything seemed quite normal between them. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   While lying in bed that night with Nicole curled up next to her, Dane felt better about herself. Not by much, but enough to sleep easy that night. I’ll pay you back, angel. It might take a few lifetimes, but I’ll at least pay the money back. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to pay you back for the freedom.
 
   In the morning the couple decided to meet up at the bank when Nicole was free, so they could get the money. Dane felt better about moving the money with Nicole there. She also thought it’d give Nicole a chance to see just how much money she was parting with and give her a chance to change her mind. 
 
   Dane had her father’s account number in order to transfer the money, even though she was tempted to just take the money out and deliver it to him. But she didn’t want to take that chance. It’d be her luck she’d get robbed on the way to him or something just as horrible. Besides, it was better to be the adult in the matter. It made things easier on her by getting him out of her life.
 
   Nicole was already in the bank when Dane arrived and they sat at one of the desks. Watching Nicole, Dane wondered what went through Nicole’s mind. She was quiet, almost pensive, sitting next to Dane with rigid posture. Her clear unease made Dane feel worse than she had when she asked for the money. She felt like such a deadbeat.
 
   “It’s nothing bad, I promise,” Dane whispered, resisting the urge to lean down and kiss Nicole’s temple. Nicole had no problems with public displays, but she doubted a bank was the right place. Honestly, she tended to take Nicole’s lead on public displays.
 
   “I know, I know,” Nicole answered, but her low voice and furrowed brow didn’t say she believed it.
 
   The whole process took more time than Dane expected and Nicole didn’t actually get a chance to see the fifty-five grand in tangible bills. Nicole didn’t change her mind, but she was quiet throughout the whole exchange. Despite feeling terrible about the whole thing, Dane was so happy to get it out of the way. Nicole still seemed a little off. Dane pulled her close as they exited the building.
 
   “You okay, love?” Dane whispered.
 
   Nicole nodded and opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Taking a deep breath, she tried again. “Are you sure…?”
 
   Dane smiled. “I think I’m rubbing off on you as that’s barely a sentence. It’s nothing bad. I’m not in danger and you’re not. I’d never put you in danger, angel. Give me time and I’ll find the words to explain.”
 
   Nicole nodded. “Okay. Come on, I’ll drive you home.”
 
   “No, actually. Ride me to work with you and then I’ve got to go see about other stuff.”
 
   Nicole arched an eyebrow. “Other stuff?” 
 
   Dane gulped from the suspicious tone. She grinned, hoping to set Nicole at ease. “Just meeting up with Crow, who will undoubtedly drive me back home for the right price.”
 
   Smiling, Nicole nodded. They went to the car and Nicole drove back to work. Dane even walked her in. 
 
   “Okay, baby, be good.” Nicole shamelessly planted a kiss to Dane’s lips in the middle of the lobby.
 
   The kiss left Dane in a shocked daze, still needing to get used to Nicole’s ease with showing affection in public. With a dopey grin on her face, Dane staggered out of the building. High on love from her girlfriend and the joy of newfound freedom, she marched to the nearest payphone. Chuckling to herself, she dialed her father’s cell number going so far as to call collect. She didn’t expect him to accept and only said “we’re done” when she was supposed to say her name. They were done. He was out of her life.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   NICOLE MADE HER WAY to her office, trying not to think about the strange “lunch” she just had. She couldn’t not think about it, though. Out almost sixty grand to help Danny, her stomach trembled. It wasn’t about the money, but about the purpose, which she still hadn’t been privy to. What is going on? What isn’t Danny telling me? 
 
   Nicole didn’t know whose account the money had transferred to, but she felt better knowing that things were going to a bank, especially one in the country, which Danny had assured her was what happened. Things felt less sketchy that way. No criminal would want a large lump sum of money transferred to an account so obvious as they were doing. But what is the money for? She hoped she’d get an explanation soon or she’d drive herself crazy thinking about it, imagining different scenarios. Oh, my god, what if she’s using again? No, no, no, why the hell would she be using again? Taking a breath, she tried to calm her mind before she imagined anything else.
 
   “Danny’s not doing anything dangerous. She has no reason to do anything dangerous. She’s looking forward to life. She’s got a show coming up. She’s trying to get to know her nephews and be a part of their lives. She wouldn’t get mixed up in anything,” Nicole quietly assured herself.
 
   Danny had been a little stressed recently with whatever happened with her father and the fact that most of her family was still abrasive toward her. Shaking her head, Nicole refused to think about it. She needed something to occupy her mind to get rid of any nightmare situations that tried to work their way into her head. Nicole got back to work. She had her last final that night, and she needed to get something done. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane wandered back into the firm sure the coast was clear. She didn’t want to happen into Nicole. She needed to see the others, so she checked the office board to find where Mina was. Once she knew where she had to go, she signed in with the front desk and made her way to Mina’s office. She scoped out the hallway when she got off the elevator because her girlfriend’s office was nearby. Of course, if she catches me, I can just act like I was here to see her, even though I only just saw her. Dane practically ran to Mina’s office. Knocking, she went in before there was an answer.
 
   “Excuse me,” Mina barked before she realized who entered. “Oh, hey, Danny.”
 
   Dane smiled at the name. Everyone she met through Nicole called her that and they said it with warmth, except Kathleen of course. It made her feel like she belonged. More than I ever did at my own scene.
 
   “Hey, I’m just checking to make sure we’re on for tonight,” Dane replied.
 
   “Yeah, we’re still on. I’ll pick you up, okay?”
 
   Dane nodded. “Sure. Can you remind Clara? I don’t want to linger around here and end up caught. Or worse, have Nick’s mom see me.”
 
   “I’m sure that would be messy. Of course, you could always tell Nicole or her mom that you’re here for a work fantasy of Nicole’s. I’m sure it’ll stop at least one of them from asking questions,” Mina joked.
 
   “Please, I say that to Nick’s mom and I’ll be dead at the end of the sentence. Do you mind if I use your phone? Need to get a ride back home.”
 
   Mina motioned to her phone and then turned her attention back to her computer. “Knock yourself out there.”
 
   Smiling to herself, she called Crow, requesting a ride home. Crow happily obliged. Dane smiled and hung up. Bidding Mina farewell, Dane left the firm and waited outside.
 
   “Hey there! Need a ride?” Crow called from her tiny black Yaris as she pulled up to the curb.
 
   “Don’t I always?” Dane replied as she hopped into the passenger seat.
 
   “You’re lucky I don’t mind.”
 
   “’Course not. Makes it easier for you to kidnap me and bargain me down.”
 
   Crow laughed. “Yes, it does!”
 
   They made small talk for the trip. Crow dropped Dane off and had to go right back to the city to go back to work. Dane went to get ready for dinner.
 
   She wanted to dress nicely, something to make Nicole think about peeling her out of the clothes later. Starting off, she put on pants. She only wore pants for Nicole and generally that was upon request.
 
   “She likes when I wear light colors,” Dane muttered to herself, going through her half of the closet. Well more like her quarter of the closet, because she didn’t have that many clothes.
 
   A pair of cream-colored slacks caught her eyes and she yanked those out. There was a matching vest with it. Lastly, she pulled out a black shirt and thought that she did pretty good at picking out her outfit without any help. Wouldn’t my angel be proud of me?
 
   After a hot shower she brushed her hair a bit and massaged some oil into her scalp and her hair. It ended up as wild as always, but it had a shine and it smelled nice. She threw on her clothes after that and picked up her shoes. Checking herself out in a body-length mirror she smiled. Not bad at all. A beep came from out front and she rushed to meet the car waiting for her.
 
   “Oh my, oh my, Danny girl, you are looking too fine,” Mina called out, going so far as to whistle when she climbed into her car.
 
   She gave an exaggerated eye roll. “Please, don’t ogle me. My girlfriend’s the jealous type.” She offered Mina an amused smile.
 
   “I know she is!” Mina laughed as she shifted gears and pulled away from the block. Dane was jerked back and Mina laughed again. “Did you forget I live for speed?” 
 
   Dane reached for her seat belt. “This is why I never ride with you. Why didn’t Clara come get me?”
 
   “She had to get her son from soccer practice. He’s getting pretty good and she wants us at his games. And, yes, you are included in the ‘us,’ so don’t even ask that,” Mina said.
 
   “How am I included in the ‘us’ but I know your husband isn’t?”
 
   “Because he’s good at figuring out how to get out of these things. Typically, he points out that he’s a guy and doesn’t want to be around a bunch of women that don’t want him. Besides, anything that involves Clara’s son, I wiggle him out of it. The man sees the boy and then I have to hear how we need a son for weeks on end,” Mina griped, but she smiled as she did so.
 
   “You don’t want kids?” Dane asked.
 
   “I wouldn’t mind them at all. I just love teasing him.”
 
   Dane chuckled because of the devilish smile on Mina’s face. Dane liked Mina, especially since she stopped taking advantage of Nicole once she realized she was doing it. Mina tended to look out for Nicole as best as could and Mina was all for Nicole dating Dane.
 
   “Now, you want me to drop you off at her school?” Mina asked.
 
   “Yeah. I’ll find her and then bring her to the restaurant. Okay?”
 
   Mina grinned. “I know you will, Danny. I’m so happy you thought about this and celebrating her first term. She made it! I wish you knew her in college. Chemistry was her favorite subject hands down. I love that you talked her into going back.”
 
   Dane smiled. “I just want her to be happy.”
 
   “Me, too. Oh, I want to thank you for the invitation to your show tomorrow. I can’t wait to hear you play.”
 
   “I’ll try to make it worth your while.”
 
   “I’m sure you will.”
 
   They pulled up to the parking lot of Nicole’s college. Dane glanced around the campus. It wasn’t huge, but it extended a few square blocks. Dane figured one day she’d explore it, but right now, she needed to find Nicole’s car. Having radar for many of Nicole’s things, Dane easily spotted the sedan and opened the trunk with her key. She had to move a couple of things, but found what she was looking for. A single red rose she stored there.
 
   After that she started figuring out poses against the car. She didn’t have much time because Nicole would be out about two hours after the test started. Dane arrived at about that two-hour mark, too. Snickering behind her let her know she used up too much time trying to find the perfect pose.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Baby, what are you doing up here?” Nicole asked as Danny spun around. Her breath hitched when she noticed how gussied up Danny was. Oh, what is going on here?
 
   “Waiting for you,” Dane answered, holding out the rose in presentation.
 
   Nicole accepted the flower with a smile. Her heart felt light, like she could float off into space. This is so sweet! “And what is this for, smooth operator?”
 
   “You’ll see. Now I know this is going to kill the romance just a little, but I need you to follow my directions instead of going home.”
 
   “I’ll follow you anywhere looking like that. I mean, you even wore pants for me!” Nicole squealed, clasping her hands together. 
 
   Danny laughed. “Hope there’s no one in the parking lot to hear that.”
 
   Nicole chuckled, too. They entered the car and Dane gave Nicole directions to a nice little Greek restaurant. Nicole remembered mentioning this place to Danny, about how she liked the food. And Danny remembered she wanted to go there. I love her a little more each day.
 
   Danny slipped her arm around Nicole’s waist and held her close. Nicole couldn’t stop smiling when they walked in. Nicole was ready to burst from excitement when she saw her friends waiting for them at the table.
 
   “Danny…” Nicole breathed, clutching her sweetheart’s arm. She takes such excellent care of me. She wants no one else. Her heart raced. She couldn’t remember any other lover making her feel special almost every single day with small gestures.
 
   “Come on, we want to celebrate your first term of graduate school,” Danny replied. She pulled out Nicole’s chair for her and then sat down.
 
   “Nicole, you have one smart girlfriend. You better watch out before I add her to my harem.” Mina grinned, her dark brown eyes shining.
 
   “Harem?” Danny echoed, forehead wrinkling. 
 
   “You know you shouldn’t be surprised or confused by anything Mina utters at this point,” Clara remarked.
 
   “I collect people to help my husband along. He’s not great in the romance area, so that would be your job,” Mina said with a playful smile.
 
   “To hell with that. My slipshod romantic gestures are all for Nick,” Danny replied with a wide grin. Nicole hugged and kissed her.
 
   “You two disgust me so much,” Clara said, wrinkling her nose and pretending to be offended by their open affection.
 
   Nicole shot her friend a mock sneer. They then ordered some champagne to toast Nicole’s first term of graduate school. Danny ordered water. The dinner was lively with plenty of smiling and laughing. Through it all, Nicole shot Danny some heavy glances. 
 
   “Stop it,” Danny hissed into Nicole’s ear. Mina was busy texting on her phone and Clara had gone to the restroom, so the couple was practically alone.
 
   Nicole gave her an innocent smile. “Stop what?”
 
   “You know what,” she growled. 
 
   “Do you really want me to stop?” Nicole asked, stroking Danny’s thigh lightly. 
 
   Another deeper growl escaped Danny. “I’m burning up over here. Won’t be responsible for my actions if you keep it up.” She nipped Nicole’s earlobe, sending sparks through her.
 
   Nicole was about to retort, but Clara sat back down. “Are you two all right? You look a bit flushed.” 
 
   “Little hot. We should get ice cream for dessert,” Danny suggested. Nicole smirked at her and Danny flinched, realizing her mistake. Nicole would make every second they spent eating dessert pure torture. When the dessert came, the torture began. She wrapped her tongue and lips around her spoon, pretending to enjoy the ice cream, but tasting none of it. Her eyes locked onto Danny’s.
 
   “Nicole, do you and the spoon need a goddamn room?” Mina asked, nibbling on her own dessert of strawberry cheesecake.
 
   “Or a porn track?” Clara added.
 
   Danny spit out the little ice cream she’d somehow managed to eat in between staring at Nicole. 
 
   “Clara! I expect such crass things from Mina, but not you,” Nicole scolded her friend. They all laughed.
 
   After that, everyone decided it was time to get home. Clara wanted to know how Danny knew about the restaurant and Danny smiled.
 
   “I know how to eat, Clara,” the musician remarked. She then glanced at Nicole, who easily got the message there. Danny certainly did know how to eat.
 
   “She’ll give you a list of places later, Clara. Goodbye and see you tomorrow,” Nicole said to her friends. She gave them quick hugs and Danny offered them a wave before they hustled over to the car.
 
   “That was subtle,” Danny remarked sarcastically, but Nicole gave her a simple smothering look. “Okay, seriously, stop that.”
 
   Shaking her head, Nicole just poured it on thicker and Danny groaned. Danny didn’t seem to know how serious Nicole was until they crossed the threshold of the house. Nicole kicked the front door shut, her hands tugging at Danny’s vest. She attacked Danny’s perfect, wet mouth.
 
   “Do you have any idea how good you look right now?” Nicole hissed, hands working the buttons on the vest. She took a juicy nip at Danny’s bottom lip, preventing her from answering for a moment. She needed to feel Danny now, if not sooner.
 
   “Can’t be too good. You’re tearing me out of my clothes,” Danny quipped, somehow managing a teasing smile.
 
   “Damn right I am, because you look so good.” All she could think about was touching Danny and being touched in return. Her body longed for Danny, skin tingling in remembrance and heart already pounding with desire. I’ve never wanted someone this much. I need her. She doubted this was healthy, but she didn’t care.
 
   “Should dress up more often,” the younger woman said before her words were swallowed by Nicole’s hungry mouth. She could still taste the ice cream from dessert, but as her tongue caressed and stroked Danny’s own, she savored the tangy flavor that was all Danny. She craved more, groaning as her body burned for the brilliant woman before her. 
 
   Danny moaned as Nicole’s tongue took control, devouring her. Her hands roamed Nicole’s body, trying to take more and get more. Even through her clothes, Nicole’s skin ignited, needing to feel Danny’s calloused fingertips. Nicole finished the vest buttons and yanked the cloth from Danny’s form. Her hands then worked the shirt buttons and pulled the shirt off almost violently. When Danny started reaching for Nicole’s shirt that brought a halt to things for a moment.
 
   Nicole pulled away and smirked. “Uh-huh, baby. You keep your hands to yourself tonight.” She wanted to make this just as special as the dinner had been and show her appreciation for all of Danny’s fine work.
 
   “But, I thought we were celebrating. Shouldn’t I be the one doing things to you?” Danny inquired with a very naughty smile.
 
   “No, my celebration, so we do it my way. Tonight I want you to keep those talented, heavenly hands to yourself. I have plans for you. Will you comply?” she asked in a seductive whisper.
 
   Danny nodded. Nicole backed her lover into the stairs. Nicole smirked like a happy cat, gently shoving Danny down on the stairs. She then leaned over Danny, coming in for another smoking hot kiss. It burned with the heat of the sun, making Nicole melt. Pressing herself against Danny, strong hands clutched her hips, trying to pull her impossibly closer. Nicole wanted nothing more than to give in, give herself to Danny, burn their passion brighter until they exhausted themselves, but she also wanted to draw this out more. She wanted Danny to burn like she did and give Danny a night to remember.
 
   Nicole pulled away a bit, just to let Danny catch her breath. As the musician continued panting, Nicole moved on placing open-mouth kisses to Danny’s now exposed torso. She wanted to put her lips everywhere, taste every bit of Danny’s flushed body, and savor every drop of her love. When she got to the swell of Dane’s right breast, she caressed the heaving mound through the plain, black bra Danny was wearing.
 
   “Oh, you’re paying attention to me today,” Nicole said as the center of Dane’s bra started puckering up. Nicole leaned in and ran her tongue along the cloth-covered gem.
 
   “Nick,” Dane hissed, arching her back for more contact.
 
   “Hey, Big Dog, this is my show tonight,” Nicole replied.
 
   Before Danny could say another word, Nicole pushed the troublesome material out of her way and took ownership of the jewel. She wrapped her lips around the gem and swirled her tongue around it. Danny writhed beneath her, panting and pleading nonsense words.
 
   Danny moved her arms, wrapped them around Nicole, wanting to pull her infinitely closer. Nicole responded by taking as much of Danny in her mouth as she could and caressing the other breast, teasing the other gem into a rock-hard stone. Danny held on for dear life, clutching Nicole, fingers gripping her hips to the point where Nicole thought there might be marks later on. She didn’t mind. They would be evidence of their connection, their closeness, and her ability to take care of Danny.
 
   While thoroughly enjoying loving Danny’s breasts with her mouth, Nicole dragged her hands up and down Danny’s abdomen. The soft skin hot under her touch, made flames dance on her own flesh. Lightly scratching Danny’s sides, Danny cried out.
 
   Small mewing noises filled the air and Nicole wondered how Danny would react if she was even vaguely aware she could make such cute noises. Nicole wanted more adorable sounds. She wanted more of Danny. She wanted them to mix, combine, and then she wanted Danny to erupt.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “God, baby,” Dane sighed, running a hand through Nicole’s lovely auburn locks.
 
   It felt like Dane would spontaneously combust as her love worked wonders with her skillful tongue. A nip to her sensitive flesh got a louder moan from her. Heavy breaths escaped her heaving chest as she delighted in Nicole’s fingers mapping her body, leaving heat and desire in their wake.
 
   Nicole eventually switched sides, making sure to pay the opposite nipple the same attention. Her lips and tongue worked the sensitive flesh as if it was a piece of candy. Her hands tenderly kneaded both of Dane’s breasts, massaging and caressing. Dane thought she might explode if Nicole teased her body anymore.
 
   “Nick…” Dane hissed. Dane wasn’t sure how she stayed on the stairs…or how her head was still attached to her shoulders as she felt dizzy with pleasure.
 
   Eventually, her mouth sought more delicious skin. Soon, Nicole covered Dane’s body in steamy, wet kisses. Dane’s body ached for more, pulsing at any feather light touch and quivering at anything more than that. Whenever a kiss fell upon her skin, the spot thumped and begged for more.
 
   Nicole’s fingers danced around Dane’s navel and traced one of her many tattoos before resting against the fly of Dane’s slacks. Dane let out a long whine and bucked her hips against the teasing touch. Nicole continued her exploration with kisses while her fingers lightly brushed up against Dane again and again. After a while, Dane was fairly certain wetness seeped through the material of her pants and she wouldn’t care if only it didn’t count as a form of torture considering the way her body was ready to implode.
 
   “Nick, please, now,” Dane begged, dying for the intimate attention. She had to put a hand on the stairs to make sure she didn’t fall down and she was pretty sure she’d crush the step if Nicole continued.
 
   “Now? Here on the stairs?” Nicole pretended to be scandalized.
 
   Dane ignored that, not wanting to point out that she had done it in some pretty foul places before. But, that had been about fucking, about getting off. This was different. It was always different with Nicole. She made love with Nicole and that was something to be respected. But, she was pretty sure it was still respected if they did it on the stairs.
 
   “Here, the bedroom, anywhere with you, anywhere you want,” Dane answered in a breath. She doubted Nicole would actually do it on the stairs, but she certainly didn’t mind.
 
   Nicole smiled. Moving a bit, Nicole rested her knees on the stairs and worked her way out of her shirt in an agonizing slow manner. Dane’s eyes went wide and she couldn’t blink, not wanting to miss a thing, as Nicole stripped off her shirt right there. Dane locked onto Nicole’s cream lace bra. Dane whimpered.
 
   Dane’s hands reached out, having a mind and desire of their own, wanting to touch every inch of her love. Nicole playfully slapped them away before getting rid of her shirt. When the hands came out a second time, they were once again knocked away. Dane huffed and Nicole smiled, leaning down to give Dane a soft peck. 
 
   “Patience, baby,” Nicole purred.
 
   “Been patient,” Dane grumbled.
 
   Nicole reached behind her back, unclasping her bra. Dane reached for her again and Nicole allowed it. Dane groaned as she reveled in the weight of Nicole’s breasts pressed against her palms.
 
   “You feel so good,” Dane said in awe while Nicole growled from the pleasure. The growls got deeper when Dane’s hands kneaded her breasts. She doubted holding a million dollars would ever feel as good.
 
   Dane’s lips joined in the mix and Nicole collapsed against her, pushing herself further into Dane’s mouth. A long, drawn out moan escaped Nicole’s throat as Danny’s tongue and lips pulled at her nipple, savoring the salty taste of her skin and sweat.
 
   “Yes, Danny,” Nicole panted.
 
   Since she seemed to have the upper hand, Dane tried to gain more control of the situation. Shifting her body as best she could without sliding down the stairs or throwing Nicole off of her, she moved her left leg in between Nicole’s thighs. She then brought her leg up to Nicole’s center, causing the attorney to moan loudly. The dizzy feeling returned when Dane felt Nicole against her. Nicole slipped down a stair and Danny almost fell over, but she managed to keep her balance, not wanting to miss even a moment of Nicole’s hot, welcoming body.
 
   Catching herself on one hand, Nicole clutched Dane’s shoulder with the other. She managed to push herself away enough to give Dane a glare. Dane shot back an innocent smile. Well, as innocent as she could muster anyway with raw lust seeping through her.
 
   “Bad, Danny. You’re supposed to keep your hands to yourself,” Nicole scolded her in a whisper.
 
   Nicole moved Dane’s hands and pinned them over Dane’s head. Dane allowed it. She was enjoying this uncharacteristic session with her rather conservative girlfriend. Dane had been under the impression Nicole thought sex happened in the bedroom or the shower, or on very rare occasions in the living room, not that Dane was complaining. She always enjoyed making love with Nicole, and now was no different.
 
   With Dane’s hands secured, Nicole moved herself off of Danny’s thigh before she undid Dane’s pants and then unzipped the fly—with her teeth. Dane cried out from the sight alone. Those pants were definitely ruined.
 
   A light slap to her side, which sent even more pleasure through her senses, told Dane to lift her hips. She did so and Nicole released Dane’s hands to remove Dane’s trousers along with some very soaked bikini briefs. While she was down there, she pulled off the shoes and socks of her lover, too.
 
   Dane didn’t even have time to realize she was nude before Nicole’s enthusiastic mouth was on her. When that eager, loving tongue hit her, Dane could only holler Nicole’s name, not caring if the heavens heard it. Pleasure shot from her groin to the top of her head. Forgetting the commands to keep her hands to herself, Dane’s hands wandered into Nicole’s hair. Suddenly, all of the sweet attention ended.
 
   “No, Chem, no!” Dane cried out, lungs burning as her chest heaved and her body throbbed.
 
   “Hands,” Nicole reminded her.
 
   Quickly Dane’s hands retreated and the attention was back. Not sure what to do with her hands, Dane clutched the stairs as her hips rocked on their own, moving in time with Nicole’s mouth. She had never felt anything as incredible as being loved by Nicole. Her hips started moving faster, ecstasy humming through her body.
 
   Nicole upped the ante by introducing her fingers. Dane’s head snapped to the side and she moaned. Nicole’s fingers caused more pleasure than anything else. Waves of it crashed over her trembling body. Dane’s hands held onto the stairs even tighter as Nicole worked her inside and out, turning her around and making her world converge into one key point. Delicious tension built, coiling right in her belly, and Dane’s chest heaved. And then, it all exploded so hard that Dane bit her lip to keep from screaming and broke the skin while her body convulsed.
 
   Once Dane calmed down, Nicole kissed her way up Dane’s body, settling her weight on Dane’s chest. When she and her lover were face to face, she kissed Dane’s bleeding lip.
 
   “How was that?” Nicole asked with an impish smile.
 
   “Can I subscribe to your newsletter if that’s the type of service you give?” Dane joked, still catching her breath.
 
   Nicole laughed while Dane pulled her close, reveling in skin-to-skin contact. Dane sighed, feeling very good. Eventually, they worked their way upstairs to start another session. Dane couldn’t be happier. Yes, she was in debt once again, but it was to Nicole, someone she was more than determined to pay back. And her father was off her back. Her whole life was ahead of her. A life with Nicole spanned ahead of her. Life was good.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Dane practiced for her show, her good mood permeating the music. She easily planned out how she’d make it through an hour set, even though her hand still bothered her. She could play for a few minutes even through the pain of her hand, thanks to that damned physical therapist. It was nice to know all of the torment and torture was not for naught. She’d sing unaccompanied for a while to rest her hand.
 
   She reclined in what used to be the den, but gradually transformed into her music room. There wasn’t much in there to show that it would be a music room, except for her guitar. Her legal pad next to her couch had new song lyrics that she had written, though. A few magazines she had picked up over the last few months rested on the floor because she and Nicole tossed out the broken coffee table. The light had also been fixed, but the lack of a door hadn’t.
 
   The couch had been replaced, so the one that Dane sat on had no chance of attacking her with dust like the old one. She liked the sofa, especially since she could fit on it she decided to lie down. It wasn’t the best piece of furniture on the planet, but she had bought it with her meager earnings, so it had sentimental value to her. 
 
   Maybe one day Nick will want to christen this thing like we did the stairs last night. Dane smiled. She doubted something like that would happen anytime soon. She was still surprised Nicole took her on the stairs last night. That was crazy! A great crazy, but still crazy for Chem. Although when we finally made it to the bed, she didn’t slow down any.
 
   Dane shook those thoughts off, trying to concentrate on practicing guitar. She worked out what songs she wanted to sing, reminding herself of the lyrics and the notes in each song since it had been a while. She had to calculate what songs she could sing in between playing the guitar. Plus, she really wanted to show off to Nicole and her friends.
 
   Deep down Dane had always been quite the showman. She loved to impress and hear praise, even if it was from people she didn’t know. Even without ever looking up the word psychology, Dane knew her desire for attention went back to her screwed up childhood. But, then again, most parts of her psyche could be chalked up to not getting enough attention at home or the abuse she suffered back then.
 
   Don’t think about that anymore. I just need to keep my focus on today and tomorrow and forget that there ever was a past. I have a future and that’s the important thing. A future with Nick. 
 
   Spending the day in the den, Dane worked out exactly how she wanted to spend her hour on stage. Despite everything she told Crow, she felt a little insulted, even though an hour was about all she could handle with her hand right now. But the club managers didn’t know that and they did know her. The Great Dane should’ve been offered more. But, she had to build a new reputation. And this was a good opportunity to do so. To build her new life.
 
   “I should’ve bought that man out of my life a long time ago,” Dane said, thinking about her father as she packed up her guitar. Honestly, she felt like a whole new person, knowing now if he popped up in her life it had nothing to do with her.
 
   Nicole came into the house. Dane met Nicole at the door and before any words were spoken, they kissed. A small “smack” noise escaped their mouths, which made Nicole laugh.
 
   “That was you,” Dane blamed her girlfriend, not wanting to believe she’d ever make such a weird sound.
 
   “I think that was you, but you just want to keep thinking you’re the tough girl,” Nicole teased.
 
   “I am way tough.” Dane grinned, flexing her bicep. She had pretty good muscle definition in her arm, especially compared to when she first arrived at the house a year ago. Of course, she was far from actually muscular. In fact, she’d describe herself as rather pudgy.
 
   “I will say you have more muscle there, than you do here.” Nicole poked her lover in the belly.
 
   Dane giggled, but quickly stopped. The Great Dane wasn’t a giggler. “Hey, I thought you liked my soft, chocolaty center!”
 
   Nicole shot Dane a look that made her knees wobble. “It’s the other soft, chocolaty center that I like.” 
 
   “Nick…” Dane whimpered. God, how can she affect me like this? Not that she really cared to know the answer. 
 
   “I think I have figured out your weakness, my dear Danny. You like it when I talk dirty and when I take control,” Nicole declared.
 
   Dane grinned. She couldn’t dispute that. In fact, she hoped her silence was taken as an admission and Nicole did it more often. Nicole shook her head and laughed.
 
   “You are so bad. Are you ready for your big show?” Nicole asked as she started toward the stairs. She paused for a moment and Dane wondered if she was thinking about last night. Her cheeks flushed and her chest rose and fell a little faster. Dane could even hear her exhale through her nose several times.
 
   Would Nicole ever be able to use the stairs again without thinking about that night? Dane hoped she wanted to do it again. Gotta figure out a way to encourage her to be more daring like that.
 
   “I am. Driving me?” Dane replied, following right behind her lover. She teased Nicole a little by pressing up against Nicole’s back. Nicole closed her eyes and Dane could feel her tremble.
 
   Nicole let out a long breath. “Of course. I need to change. Maybe have a shower.”
 
   “Do you think you’ll need help in the shower or maybe before the shower?” Dane asked, smirking.
 
   Nicole let out another long breath. “Unfortunately, no. We don’t have time for that if we want to get you there on time.”
 
   Dane let loose a loud, pretend huff, forcing out an exaggerated pout. Nicole ignored her and went to get ready. Dane paced outside the bathroom for a while as Nicole showered. Eventually, she got bored and went to wait on the couch. She fell asleep. Even through the haze of her nap, she could hear Nicole laughing.
 
   “Baby, I think you need to wake up if you really want to make it to your gig,” Nicole pointed out, massaging Dane’s scalp.
 
   Gig? Holy shit, the gig! Dane jumped up, not even fully awake. Her head swam for a second and she rubbed her eyes. Blinking hard several times, Dane tried to get her head together. 
 
   As soon as her vision cleared, Dane’s mouth dropped open and she sat up straight. Her arms then went out wanting to grab a hold of Nicole, who was wearing another sexy dress. Nicole stepped out of reach very swiftly, leaving her sweetheart to take hold of air.
 
   “Damn it, Chem, why do you always do this to me? We need time for me to get you out of this damn thing and put you back in it later on,” Dane said.
 
   “Baby, we seriously don’t have time for this right now.” Nicole hurried her out of the door, so they could get to the small club on time. 
 
   Dane groaned, but followed along, an unexpected sensation of nervousness bubbling in her stomach. Once upon a time, she lived for the stage, lived to perform her art, lived to share her emotions with the world. Now, her hands shook in fear rather than anticipation. What if she wasn’t good anymore? Yeah, she had touched a few people in the park, but that wasn’t the same as playing a club. 
 
   She tried to distract herself. She focused on Nicole, more precisely what Nicole wore. Her eyes stayed pinned to the form-fitting, body-hugging black dress Nicole wore. For a brief moment, her hand even went out, ready to keep Nicole’s breasts company, but thankfully her mind caught her and pulled her hand back. She doubted Nicole would be happy to be groped while focusing on her driving.
 
   Instead of concentrating on how the dress showed off Nicole’s body, Dane turned her attention to her lover’s face. The redhead had on subtle makeup, bringing out her eyes even more than usual. Realizing the vision before her was all for her, Dane was ready to melt into a puddle for the goddess across from her.
 
   The nervousness hit her again as she remembered this goddess would be watching her perform. Nicole would see her, so she had to do her best. It was one thing to embarrass herself, but it was another thing entirely to do it in front of the woman she loved, the woman she always wanted to impress.
 
   By the time they got to the club, Dane did her best to just breathe in and out. She went to set up, leaving Nicole with a kiss. On her way to the stage she noticed most of the tables in the club were occupied. Did they know I was playing or do they just like this place? She got her answer as people shook her hand or patted her on the back as soon as they noticed her. The stage was blocked by a curtain, which she went around. She checked the mic as well as exchanged the stool for a chair. She took a deep breath as she was introduced.
 
   “Everybody, put your hands together for a wonderful talent, the Great Dane!” The place exploded with cheers and Dane sighed.
 
   The curtain opened and Dane’s eyes immediately searched the crowd for Nicole as she strummed her guitar. She found Nicole just as she started singing. Nicole pressed her hands together and smiled. The simple expression bolstered Dane and those butterflies disappeared. Nicole became her audience. No one else mattered. Things weren’t quite so normal, but it made her want to do her best more than playing to a thousand people could. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole kept her eyes on Danny as she crooned through an R&B style song. When she was done, the crowd cheered and clapped. Nicole was amazed and proud, just like seeing all of those people greet Danny when she walked to the stage. So many people recognized Danny’s ability.
 
   Nicole smiled at her friends as they made their way over. Danny was already on her second song. She looked much more comfortable on stage than she had in the car. With her performance anxiety out of the way, Danny’s beautiful voice filled the room, wrapped around Nicole, and soothed any ill feelings. Her music was like being wrapped in a cloud, soft and warm.
 
   “She’s not playing the guitar?” Mina asked as she and Clara said down next to Nicole. They looked around, taking in the crowd. She wished they saw the crowd when Danny came in.
 
   “She’ll either start playing it soon or into the next song. She needs to give her hand a break every few minutes,” Nicole answered in a whisper.
 
   The late pair ordered drinks and then turned their attention to Danny. Mina’s eyes went wide. Clara appeared just as surprised, but she managed to hide it a little better…even though her mouth parted. 
 
   “This song is beautiful,” Mina muttered with awe in her voice. Nicole nodded, while trying to listen to the lyrics as well the tone.
 
   “It really is. Did she write this herself?” Clara asked Nicole.
 
   “Everything she does is original,” Nicole replied, her pride coming through in her voice. She sat up just a little taller.
 
   The friends turned their attention back to Dane, who strummed her guitar now. She started a new song, accompanying herself with the guitar. Mina rested her chin in her hand and leaned forward. Clara’s eyes glimmered with tears. Nicole glanced around and noticed most of the audience was just like her friends.
 
   My baby has such talent. The song had a touch of jazz, but it was mostly soul and R&B. Nicole didn’t really listen to those styles, but she wanted to now, feeling rhythm cruise through her. She closed her eyes briefly, letting somber tones carry her away, only to be brought back by something a little more upbeat. 
 
   Danny’s emotions pounded through as she played and sang, going through several songs like this was a professional concert. Nicole could feel them. The melody reached everyone there. Was Danny able to do this with her rock music, too? If so, she understood why she was considered a goddess at the clubs.
 
   “Nicole, is this song about you?” Clara inquired in a low voice.
 
   Nicole shrugged. “I don’t ask Danny if I inspire her music. Sometimes, she shares and other times she doesn’t. It could always just be a regular love song. It doesn’t have to be about me.”
 
   “Come on, Nick, cut the crap. You know she writes for you.” Mina smiled. “That girl’s a keeper. Writing beautiful music in your honor, cooking and cleaning, making you go back to school, and best of all, not getting in a twist when you hang out with us. I suggest you propose and put a leash on her before I take her.”
 
   Nicole smiled, chuckling. It was tempting, what Mina said, but she was sure that she and Danny needed more time before she entertained the thought of proposing. Proposing was something for down the line when she finished school and Danny was happy with where she was in life. Right now, they were both still growing as individuals and she didn’t think that was the time to put pressure on Danny for marriage.
 
   The music continued for an hour. Most of the songs did seem to be directed toward Nicole sending pulses through her body. It didn’t help that Danny watched her for most of the show with misty grey eyes. The warm looks alone called to her.
 
   The closing song practically left Nicole feeling like her insides had turned into warm goo. Danny made it clear that she was singing and playing to Nicole, openly professing her love in each bit of the song. Danny locked eyes with Nicole throughout the entire song, too. 
 
   “It was a chilly autumn night, but you were hotter than a summer day. Your touch was like a warm caress of the night and you warmed me all the way to my soul, and it all turned into spring magic where you gave me life and carried me away. You showed me the sun, moon, stars, and set the heavens apart before you made me whole…” Danny seemed to pour her everything into this last song.
 
   In the middle of the song, Danny stepped off stage and with each line, moved closer to Nicole. “Never has someone kept me so warm and safe, keeping my winter at bay, loving me like it’s the last thing we’ll ever do as the seasons change, carrying me away to hold me in a sweet embrace while you let my song reply…” 
 
   By the end of the song, she stood in front of Nicole and placed a small kiss to glistening lips. The audience erupted from the show of affection and then the lights turned down, so Danny could make a quick escape.
 
   “Whoa…” Nicole whispered. Her whole body felt more like it was on fire than anything else.
 
   Mina laughed, clapping. “That girl knows how to close a show!”
 
   “That she does,” Nicole agreed, licking her lips, wanting to taste Danny, but tasting her strawberry lip-gloss more than anything else.
 
   “Well, what should we do now? Take Danny out to dinner to celebrate?” Mina suggested.
 
   “I actually have to get Richie from his father’s house, so I’ll have to pass on that,” Clara said, referring to her son.
 
   “He didn’t give you any problems about watching Richie two nights in a row, did he?” Nicole asked, even though she was ready to grab Danny and run home. Concern filled her, especially since she knew how troublesome Clara’s ex used to be with taking care of their child.
 
   “No, believe it or not, as soon as Richie learned how to go to the bathroom on his own, Pedro turned into his best friend. I guess it wasn’t so much that he didn’t want a child, but he didn’t think he’d be able to take care of Richie. He has no problem with watching Richie now and they have loads of fun together,” Clara said with a smile.
 
   “That’s good. He used to be such a butthead, especially about Richie,” Mina said.
 
   Clara nodded. She said farewell to her friends and took her leave. Nicole glanced at Mina, seeing the smile playing on her lips.
 
   “Say it,” Nicole sighed.
 
   “I really want to tease you about being a groupie, but I’m going to be nice today. Danny deserves her work to remain intact and untouched by any commentary,” Mina replied, holding her hands up in surrender. 
 
   Nicole chuckled. “Thanks.” She’d undoubtedly taunt Nicole about it tomorrow at work during lunchtime.
 
   “I’ll see you later, girly. I have a husband that wants to see me sometime this week.” Mina gave Nicole a quick hug.
 
   Nicole barely noticed Mina leave as she waited for Danny. She felt the musician behind her. Danny wrapped her arms around Nicole and placed a soft kiss to her neck. Nicole purred.
 
   “What do you say we go home for an encore?” Danny whispered before kissing the back of Nicole’s ear.
 
   “Sounds wonderful. You’re clear to leave?” Nicole asked. She didn’t want to steal Danny away too early. All of these people had come to see Danny and she deserved the attention.
 
   “Indeed I am. So, let’s get home.”
 
   The couple got into the car. Danny seemed to be trying to cause an accident, stroking Nicole’s thigh, teasing and tempting her. Nicole swallowed hard as her dress slowly crept up her leg and Danny’s fingers touched skin. Calloused fingers skimmed the apex of Nicole’s thighs, making her nerves jump. Nicole had to exhale while squirming in her seat, not sure if she was trying to escape those wonderful fingers or catch more of them. Honestly, Nicole didn’t know how they made it home in one piece.
 
   Nicole rushed to the door, opening it in record time. Danny walked at a pace so slow and Nicole glared at her for taking so long. Danny pretended to not notice, but a small smirk lingered on her lips.
 
   “Danny,” Nicole whined. “Will you get in here?”
 
   “I’m coming, I’m coming,” she replied. 
 
   Nicole shook her head. “No, but you will be when you get in here, though.”
 
   Danny chuckled, obviously very pleased Nicole took it there. Still, she took her time getting inside of the house and she turned to close the door, so that Nicole stared at her back. As soon as she turned around, Nicole crushed into her, giving her a blazing hot kiss. A moan echoed through the house as Nicole tried to turn up the heat, needing to slide her tongue into Danny’s mouth, needing to taste Danny. Danny pulled away ever so slightly, taking in air.
 
   “It’s my turn,” Danny muttered. Nicole’s mind was too hazy to figure out what that meant.
 
   “That show was phenomenal…” Nicole whispered against her lover’s lips. It needed to be said and now she could show Danny just how much she enjoyed it.
 
   “It was all for you, Nick. Every song, every note, everything was for you,” Danny replied, wrapping her arms around Nicole. Her embrace went beyond a usual hug, like she held Nicole for all eternity and beyond.
 
   “Danny…” Nicole whispered in a low breath. She understood. Everything Danny did showed her affection and Nicole wanted to do the same, wanted Danny to understand she was the world to Nicole. God, I’ve never felt this way about anyone and it’s frightening, but it’s also exhilarating.
 
   Danny ran her hand through Nicole’s hair and placed a sweet kiss to Nicole’s temple. “Chem, I was so glad you came tonight. I was so glad you saw me and liked the show.”
 
   “You’re talented, baby. So very talented. Can you do me a favor?”
 
   “Anything,” Danny replied.
 
   “Sing to me as you take me upstairs.”
 
   Danny grinned and nodded. Clearing her throat and taking Nicole’s hand, she made her way to the stairs while starting her song. She made sure to keep her voice low, giving her an excuse to sing into Nicole’s ear. Nicole shivered as Danny’s hands lightly wandered her body and sweet lyrics caressed her.
 
   The bedroom seemed like it was a million miles away, but Danny refused to pick up speed. Nicole didn’t mind. As much as she liked last night’s spontaneous lovemaking session and she knew Danny did as well, apparently Danny also enjoyed when they took their time. By the time they got to the bedroom, Nicole’s skin was flushed from the tender stroking and divine singing. Her heart raced to the point where she thought it might give out and her nerves ached for Danny’s body.
 
   “Sit down, babe,” Danny said, turning Nicole to the bed.
 
   Nicole didn’t say anything, merely obeyed the order. Her body tingled with thoughts of what was to come. Danny obviously wanted to be in control, which Nicole had no problem with. Usually, when they made love, there weren’t many verbal commands or cues. They just moved on instinct and desire. Last night, being in control had been fun, so taking orders could be the same.
 
   Danny leaned down, running her index fingers over both of Nicole’s cheeks. Nicole trembled from the gentle touch and then Danny captured her lips into a kiss. As they lost themselves in the kiss, Danny’s hands rubbed Nicole’s bare shoulders. Nicole whimpered against her mouth. Pulling away for a moment of air, Danny unzipped the dress at a very leisurely pace.
 
   “You okay?” Danny asked in a whisper before kissing Nicole’s jaw.
 
   For a moment Nicole wondered why Danny would ask and then she realized she wasn’t breathing. Her body burned in anticipation and her brain had shut down, taking in nothing beyond her desire. She released a long, low sigh and then looked up at Danny.
 
   “I’m fine. I just need to get out of this dress,” Nicole panted.
 
   “In due time,” Danny replied with a smirk. Her silver eyes danced with a devilish spark.
 
   Danny eased the dress down to Nicole’s waist. The cold prickled Nicole’s skin. A heady exhale escaped Danny. Nicole had purposefully left out wearing a bra and Danny couldn’t resist. They kissed again, their tongues dancing together while Danny’s hands explored Nicole’s torso. Everywhere Danny touched burned, yearning for more.
 
   Nicole moaned and Danny pulled away again. Another whimper escaped Nicole as she missed the taste of Danny’s mouth. They caught their breath, but Nicole had some trouble with it as Danny’s fingertips grazed her hard nipples. 
 
   “You know, every time I do this, I’m almost sorry I don’t have larger hands,” Danny said, taking Nicole’s breasts into her palms, earning a deep sigh from Nicole. 
 
   “You’re perfect,” Nicole replied.
 
   Danny smiled and kissed Nicole once more. Danny rolled and lightly pinched Nicole’s nipples, making her cry out. Arching her back, she tried to get Danny to do more, but Danny continued on. Slowly.
 
   Nicole couldn’t take it anymore. She needed more contact and grabbed at the back of Danny’s shirt. She pulled it up in bunches and Danny had to step away in order to get out of it. Nicole whined at the loss as Danny yanked her shirt off over her head and tossed it behind her. 
 
   As Danny stepped back, she tapped Nicole on the thigh. “Open for me.”
 
   For some reason, those three words made Nicole’s heart speed up more and she throbbed. She obeyed the command and Danny settled herself in between her legs. Leaning down, she placed hot, wet kisses on Nicole’s neck as her hands went back to her breasts. Surprising Nicole, Danny nipped Nicole’s earlobe. Adding to that surprise, she began singing. There was no way her heart would make it through this. It would only beat so fast before it exploded.
 
   “Hold on tightly,” she instructed Nicole in her low, mellow tone, dragging out the last word. Nicole obeyed, clutching onto Danny’s broad shoulders. “And I will take you back to heaven, angel.”
 
   Oh, god, she’s singing to me again! The sound of Danny’s voice made it feel like Nicole would burst into flames. It made her desire increase exponentially, and she hadn’t thought that was possible. She wasn’t sure how long she would last if Danny sang to her while loving her.
 
   “Please…” Nicole pressed herself deeper into Danny’s hands.
 
   Danny continued to take it slow and continued to sing. “You know I won’t let you fall, but take you to the highest high.”
 
   Nicole nodded, liking that idea. She began placing kisses to whatever part of Danny she could reach as Danny’s hands moved further down to her waist. Danny nipped her earlobe again, sending hot jolts down her body.
 
   “Move back, angel,” Danny whispered.
 
   She did so, easing back onto the bed. Danny held onto the dress, so it peeled away the more Nicole moved. I forgot that was even there. She would’ve made love with it on, which would’ve been a first. Eventually, Nicole reached the middle of the bed and the dress lay on the floor. Danny had left her heels on her and she didn’t care.
 
   The musician crawled onto the bed, but halted at Nicole’s feet. She placed a sweet kiss to Nicole’s left ankle before running her tongue along the toned calf. Nicole squirmed from the attention, eager for more, but let Danny continue on without begging. She liked it when things were done leisurely and, even though it was pure, sweet torture, she wanted Danny to stay at the speed she was going now.
 
   Danny placed a tender kiss to Nicole’s knee before dragging her tongue up Nicole’s thigh. She placed another kiss to the inner thigh and her hands moved up Nicole’s form, going back to play with her breasts. Kisses showered down onto Nicole’s tense abdomen. Nicole moaned. Wanting more, Nicole’s hips moved, but did little for her increasing desire.
 
   Subtly, Danny’s fingers moved from her breasts, edging their way back down. She placed her hands on those rocking hips and stopped their movement. Nicole let loose a disappointed mew, which turned into a moan as Danny caressed her thighs for a few seconds. Nicole quivered.
 
   Danny’s amorous hands eventually moved on. Her thumbs hooked onto the inside of Nicole’s black, lacy thong and began nonchalantly moving the piece down Nicole’s legs. Once those were gone, Danny turned her attention to Nicole’s right ankle and gave it a soft kiss. Nicole sighed and it turned into a whine. From there, she made her way back up the limb with her lips and tongue. Nicole’s hips started up again and Danny halted her journey in order to stop the grinding.
 
   “Please, Danny, please,” Nicole implored her sweetheart as Danny hovered right where she wanted her the most, but the musician just stared at her.
 
   “Angel, even when you fall, I will make you fly,” Danny sang to calm her girlfriend down, right before vigorously kissing her lover’s core with fond eagerness.
 
   “Oh, yes, baby!” Nicole moaned as a hungry mouth feasted upon her. “I love you, I love you, I love you,” she breathed as bliss rocketed through every piece of her.
 
   Soon, all words escaped Nicole as her hands lost themselves in Danny’s hair. Her hips rocked forward, trying to take in more. Soon, the slow, almost methodical passes of Danny’s tongue were driving Nicole to the brink of madness. Her hips surged with greater purpose, wanting to go over the edge. Danny refused her with each caress becoming lighter the more demanding her hips became. Understanding that the more she pursued her end, the more likely she’d go insane, she did her best to calm herself. As soon as she ceased moving, Danny gave her exactly what she wanted. Danny’s beautiful tongue and demanding fingers offered Nicole everything.
 
   “Oh! Danny!” Nicole gasped, arching up off of the bed. Pleasure rocked through her, pulse after pulse. She collapsed back on the mattress, wanting rest. Her lover had other plans.
 
   Suddenly, Danny left Nicole, but she didn’t have time to inquire what was going on. Danny moved up Nicole’s body, pressing their nude forms together. Nicole purred from the delightful contact and forgot she wanted to rest. Soon, they were face to face and Nicole smiled, knowing the night was far from over.
 
   “Sorry. I wanted to be up here tonight for the rest of this,” Danny explained.
 
   “No problem. I don’t think you’ll ever know how much I like feeling your body against mine,” Nicole replied. “This is actually one of my favorite positions,” she admitted. It was rare, because Danny couldn’t support herself on her leg for long and then she’d start to favor her left leg, merely tiring it out too.
 
   Danny nodded and Nicole could tell her lover stored that information away for later. Of course, Nicole wouldn’t complain…much. She couldn’t let Danny hurt herself, even if she loved the press of Danny’s weight on her. Clutching Danny’s bicep, Nicole felt contentment just underneath the fiery lust still coursing through her.
 
   Leaning down, careful of putting her whole weight on Nicole, Danny started a prolonged, soul-stirring kiss. Nicole savored it, tasting herself all over Dane’s mouth. The familiar tang mixed with Danny and Nicole inhaled sharply through her nose, taking in Danny’s subtle scent. As usual, she smelled like a summer night. They kissed as if they had all night.
 
   Nicole opened her legs wider as Danny straddled her thigh. One hand stroked her chest, moving down her body. She let out a long moan into Danny’s mouth when she felt long, blessed fingers parting and caressing her once more. Slowly, she moved her hips in time with the strokes. Danny swallowed another moan as her fingers sunk into Nicole’s soul. Nicole broke the kiss, whining.
 
   “Yes, baby, just like that,” Nicole groaned, trying to pull Danny closer while her body tried to take the musician deeper.
 
   Danny didn’t respond, just starting a fresh kiss. The next time Nicole let loose a loud moan, Danny kissed her throat. Nicole whined and tilted her head, giving Danny better access. In her pleasure-fueled haze, Nicole realized she could be touching Danny, too.
 
   One hand had to stay on Danny’s shoulder or Nicole was sure she’d fly off the bed and crash into the ceiling. Her other hand slithered in between their bodies, first playing with Danny’s swaying breasts. She wanted to caress the swells and run her tongue all over them. But, as she was drawn higher and higher, she’d need to work fast or she’d be too far-gone to do anything. Her hand reached its destination, feeling hot, sleek heaven.
 
   With no preamble, Nicole pushed into Danny with a single finger and her palm pressed against Danny’s clit, earning a seemingly endless moan from the guitarist. Once the moan died down, Nicole added another finger and a long, guttural moan escaped Danny. Her pace was faster than Danny, wanting to get Danny to the same point before she fell over the edge again. Danny moved her head close to Nicole’s ear.
 
   “Go slow. It’s okay,” she promised Nicole.
 
   Nicole followed those instructions and they were soon moving together at the same pace. The room then filled with their cries of pleasure and the sounds of their bodies meeting. Danny then curled her fingers and Nicole screamed, digging her nails into Danny’s back. Danny groaned. Nicole’s reality shifted, but she still managed to bring Danny over the edge with her. 
 
   They slid out of each other as Danny collapsed onto Nicole. Nicole welcomed the weight. It took Danny over a minute to figure out she might be crushing her girlfriend.
 
   “Sorry,” Danny said, pushing herself up.
 
   “Don’t you dare apologize and don’t you dare go anywhere, you love machine,” Nicole whispered, wrapping her exhausted arms around her lover to keep her in place.
 
   “Not hurting you, am I?” Danny asked.
 
   “No. You really have no idea how much I like feeling you against me, especially like this. I love this solid weight,” Nicole said, massaging Danny’s shoulders.
 
   Danny smiled. “I aim to please.”
 
   “Then you always achieve your goal.”
 
   Eventually, Danny rolled off of Nicole, as if knowing her weight was getting too much. Nicole realized she still wore her shoes. She gave Danny a curious look, but decided not to bring up the shoes for the moment. I honestly don’t mind. The fact that she didn’t mind caused a slither of fear to race through her, but she shook it off. No, she had never had sex with her shoes on and would’ve looked at any partner that dared to ask as if they were crazy, but it wasn’t a big deal here. She kicked off her heels while Danny pulled back the comforter.
 
    They crawled under the covers. Vague thoughts of changing the covers in the morning and washing them went through Nicole’s mind. Curling up close, Nicole practically used Danny’s left side as a mattress. Danny wrapped her left arm around Nicole to keep her in place, and Nicole fell asleep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The shrill ringing of the house phone cut through the silence of the night and disturbed Dane’s peaceful slumber. Her eyes fluttered opened but Nicole whimpered, keeping her eyes closed in the hope of staying asleep. 
 
   “Shh, I’ve got it,” Dane whispered to Nicole, kissing the top of Nicole’s head.
 
   Dane grabbed the bothersome phone. Wanting to hurry up and cease the ringing, she didn’t bother to check the number to see who was calling. 
 
   “Yeah?” Dane greeted whomever it was that was calling at…2:30 in the morning according to the clock. Damn, who the hell is calling here at fucking two in the morning? In another time, another place, in another life, she wouldn’t have thought anything of it, but she knew in a normal life most people didn’t get phone calls at two in the morning. 
 
   “Dane…?” a quiet, almost familiar voice questioned her.
 
   “Yeah. Who’s it and whad daya want?” She frowned as she spoke. She wanted to go back to sleep before she woke up Nicole.
 
   “Dane…I need your help… It’s your father…”
 
   “What about the bastard? And once again, who the fuck is this?” Dane woke up a little more. Damn it, just when I thought I was free of this bastard, he manages to interrupt my new life two days in!
 
   “It’s Christine…”
 
   “Mom? What the hell? Why’re you calling me and what the hell do you need my help with?” Dane demanded, forgetting that Nicole was curled against her and trying—unsuccessfully—to get some sleep.
 
   “Russell…” Her mother sniffled. “He got up to get water and when he didn’t come back to bed, I got worried. I looked for him.”
 
   “Mom, can you tell this story just a little faster?” Dane inquired with impatience overflowing from her voice. It earned her a pinch to the side from her girlfriend. She glared down at Nicole, who wiggled a reprimanding finger at Danny.
 
   “He’s lying on the floor and he’s bleeding so much!”
 
   Oh, goddamn it! “Well, did you call the fucking police? Or a goddamn ambulance? Do you know if someone’s in the house?”
 
   “I didn’t…I couldn’t…” Christine sounded so lost and confused that Dane almost felt sympathy.
 
   “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Hold on, Mom,” Dane sighed and she clicked over, dialing the police. She explained the situation as best she could and then clicked back over to her mother. “Mom, an ambulance is on the way. The police, too. Just cool out. Don’t make a bunch of noise in case someone is in the house. You don’t want to attract attention to yourself. The police should be there in a couple of minutes.”
 
   “Are you sure? I didn’t know what to do and I didn’t know who to call!”
 
   Obviously, which explains why the hell you’re on the phone with me. “Just be easy. They’re on their way. All you have to do is stand there and be quiet.”
 
   “Rachel is on vacation and Michael is away at a business conference! I couldn’t call Adam that would’ve frightened the children,” Christine ranted, apparently missing Dane’s order of being quiet in case someone was in the house.
 
   Oh, yeah, so call me in the middle of the night when there are no other options left. Fuck you so hard. Despite those thoughts, Dane found herself unable to say the words to her mother. She wasn’t sure why. If it were her father on the phone, she would’ve been able to curse him out six ways to Sunday, but not her mother. They didn’t have that type of relationship. They didn’t have any relationship.
 
   “Mom, you don’t have to explain this shit to me. Help’s coming, so you can hang up now.” I really need to hang up. But I can’t. Because you want her to talk to you, some weird voice in her head offered. Shut the fuck up.
 
   “What do I do when they get here? What if he’s dead?” Christine screeched.
 
   Dane groaned. “Oh, God. And what if someone’s in the house that did this to him and can hear you screaming like that? You need to calm down. Is he lying on his back?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Is his chest rising and falling?”
 
   “I…I can’t tell!”
 
   “Damn it, Mom! Are you really this fucking helpless?” Dane roared, hating that it took something like this for her mother to have the nerve to talk to her. These two people had treated her like shit for her entire life and now she was supposed to play the concerned daughter? To hell with that!
 
   “Danny, give me the phone,” Nicole ordered. She didn’t have to say it twice since Dane would’ve sold her soul to get off the phone now. “Hello, Mrs. Wolfe, this is Nicole, Danny’s girlfriend,” she reintroduced herself in case the hysterical woman didn’t recall her.
 
   Dane watched as Nicole spoke to her mother in a soft tone. Honestly, Dane could care less. She settled down to try to go back to sleep, which didn’t work because Nicole was talking too loud for her. After a few minutes, the call ended. Nicole put the phone down and then moved to get out of the bed.
 
   “Where are you going?” 
 
   “Come on, get up and get dressed.” 
 
   “What? Why? It’s two in the morning!” Dane leaned away.
 
   “Danny, your mother just called because your father was hurt and she was scared. She was so panicked, so we’re going to meet her at the hospital.”
 
   Dane arched an eyebrow. “What the hell for?”
 
   “Because they need you. That’s why she called you.”
 
   “She called because she didn’t have any other options! Everybody else is out of town or have kids that she didn’t want to freak out. Hell, she probably isn’t even in her right mind.”
 
   “That’s even more of a reason. She needs your support.”
 
   “So the fuck what?” Dane said, scrunching up her face in frustration. “Where the fuck was this woman when I needed support? Now, she snaps her finger and I’m supposed to jump? Fuck that. Not her goddamn genie. Fuck her.”
 
   “Danny,” Nicole yelled, half in horror and half as an order.
 
   “What,” Dane shouted back in a voice she was certain wasn’t hers. The anger she hollered with couldn’t have been directed toward her Nicole. It scared her so much that she could raise her voice to Nicole that she didn’t need to hear anything else from her lover. 
 
   “How can you be so cold-hearted? These are your parents!” Nicole huffed, eyes blazing.
 
   Dane didn’t respond because her reply was very close to being “what the fuck?” Instead, she stomped out of bed, hoping doing things Nicole’s way would keep Nicole from saying anything else and keep Dane from saying something mean. She got dressed, shorts and a shirt, like normal. Nicole went into the bathroom.
 
   “You want to wash your face or anything?” Nicole asked as Dane marched to the doorway. Nicole pulled on yoga pants and a shirt that had been slung over the hamper.
 
   Shaking her head, Dane moved toward the door. She didn’t give a damn how she looked and she wouldn’t care if anyone smelled Nicole’s essence all over her. Nicole shrugged, grabbing the keys. 
 
   When they pulled into the hospital parking lot, Dane shuddered. She remembered the lot, the building, the smell of disinfectant, the way her stomach turned as she listened to them set her broken bones, the way she vomited from the pain, and how she shed tears when they told her that her left hand was close to unsalvageable.
 
   “Danny, come on. Why are you just sitting there? We should get to your mother and find out what happened to your father.” Nicole grabbed Dane by the hand.
 
   A snarl tugged at Dane’s lip, but she didn’t say anything. She followed behind Nicole like a lost puppy. Russell was in surgery and they went to the waiting room. Christine sat there, still in her pajamas and robe, her head bowed and her hands clutched as if praying. Nicole sat down next to her while Dane stood behind a chair, needing a barrier from the whole scene.
 
   “How are you holding up, Mrs. Wolfe?” Nicole patted Christine’s knee.
 
   Her mother glanced over at Nicole with tired eyes. “You’re Nicole, right?”
 
   “Yes, I am. Are you all right? You sounded all out of sorts earlier,” Nicole said in a gentle tone. She then gave Dane a glance as if scolding her for her actions when her mother was in need.
 
   Dane rolled her eyes. She was pissed that Nicole would judge her for how she treated a woman who pretended she never existed until the woman needed her help. But, she was also touched that Nicole could feel compassion for a woman she barely knew and deep down in a pit that she hated existed, she felt sorry for her mother. She had been concerned about her mother’s safety, thinking someone could have broken into the house, attacked Russell, and might have harmed her mother, too. That was why she had continuously ordered her mother to be quiet over the phone, but Christine was too far gone to heed that simple advice. Or maybe she just thought I’m not worth paying attention to when it came to advice, just like I’m not worth it any other time either. She began to long for those days where she was numb, the day she walked out of this very hospital, not caring what happened to her or the rest of the world.
 
   Underneath it all, Dane hated she could understand why Nicole was upset with her. Nicole sided with her mother. Nicole felt that Dane should put the past aside because Christine was her mother. Well, fuck that. Christine wasn’t Kathleen. Sure, they both hated her guts, but Kathleen seemed like a decent mother who gave a damn about her daughter. Christine, sure she gave a damn about her daughter, just not the one that she called.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Do you want me to call anyone for you? Your other children maybe?” Nicole offered, her tone gentle and kind. She put her other hand on Christine’s shoulder, believing the contact calmed her down.
 
   “Thank you…but…” Christine sniffled and swallowed an objection since all of her children were busy. “I shouldn’t bother them, but maybe they should be here, just in case.”
 
   “I’m sure everything will turn out fine. They should all be made aware that their father is in the hospital,” Nicole said.
 
   Christine nodded and handed Nicole her cell phone, so Nicole could make the calls. Nicole scrolled through the phone, seeing Adam was first. He was the easiest to speak with, needing only the barest of information before declaring that he was on his way. She smiled a bit and glanced back at Danny, eyes saying what she didn’t, wishing Danny’s response had been like her brother’s. Family was supposed to be like that.
 
   Danny rolled her eyes, but Nicole didn’t say anything. Right now, Christine needed her complete attention. “Adam says he’ll be here in less than ten minutes.” She patted Christine’s knee again.
 
   “Did he tell the boys anything?” Christine’s voice cracked.
 
   “No, they were asleep. I’m sure he explained to Sharon what was going on, but you can get the details from him soon enough,” Nicole replied.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “It’s no problem.” Nicole glanced at Danny again, nodding toward the empty seat on the other side of Christine. She was met with another eye roll and Danny turned away. Nicole shook her head, feeling a twist in her stomach. Danny should be here for her mother, especially seeing how distressed Christine was. 
 
   Nicole then went back to the contacts in the phone to make the next call. She noticed Danny glancing at her, over her shoulder. Scrolling through the names, she paused on Danny’s name there with their home number. Danny rolled her eyes again while Nicole smiled a bit before continuing on her way and coming to Michael’s name. He was grumpy about being woken up so early in the morning and cursed a bit, loud enough for Nicole to wince. Nicole reported he’d try to be there in an hour.
 
   “But, he’s in a city that’s a two-hour drive away,” her mother said.
 
   Nicole shook her head. “He said it didn’t matter.” Again she looked at Danny, who turned away again.
 
   Nicole knew Russell wasn’t kind to Danny, but the rest of her family was coming together for support. Danny should be a part of that, but clearly Danny had no interest. How can she not want to support her mother through this? Not wanting to travel down that road yet, she turned her attention back to the phone, needing to call the last Wolfe child.
 
   “Mom, what is it?” Rachel asked in a groggy tone.
 
   “Rachel, this isn’t your mother. This is Nicole, I’m calling on behalf of your mother. Your father is in the hospital,” Nicole reported.
 
   “Hospital? Why didn’t my mother call?” Rachel demanded.
 
   Nicole glanced at Christine. “She’s quite distressed, but uninjured.”
 
   “And my father’s in the hospital?”
 
   “Yes.” Nicole’s brow furrowed a little. She didn’t think this was such a hard thing to grasp.
 
   “Is he okay?”
 
   “He’s in surgery.”
 
   “Okay, okay, okay.” Rachel panted into the phone. “I don’t know how I’m going to get home. How am I going to get home?”
 
   Nicole didn’t have the answer for that and didn’t need to provide one as Rachel hung up on her. Nicole wasn’t offended, feeling it was actually an appropriate response for an emergency. She handed Christine her phone again and then rubbed her shoulder. Christine sighed.
 
   “Any word on Mr. Wolfe?” Nicole asked.
 
   “They said he had a stroke, but that was about all. The reason for all of the blood was because he hit his head on the corner of his desk and knocked himself unconscious. He had a huge gash. There was so much blood.” Christine shuddered.
 
   “It’s okay. He’ll be okay,” Nicole assured her, putting her arm around the distressed woman. She glanced at Danny again, but Danny was still turned away. Nicole shook her head and, for the first time, felt disappointed in her lover.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It seemed like an eternity that they were there, but Dane was happy when the cavalry arrived—Adam. She thought with the entrance of the first son, she and Nicole would be allowed to be on their way. She wouldn’t have to stomach watching her girlfriend comfort her mother or have Nicole try to beckon her over with her eyes anymore. Freedom. But, when Nicole didn’t move, she knew that wasn’t the case. Instead, Nicole continued comforting Christine, who sat there praying the entire time. Guess she found God again and for her douche bag of a husband. How surprising.
 
   Dane seethed, but she couldn’t figure out why. The more she watched her lover with her mother, the more she wanted to put her foot through a wall. Not usually one to analyze herself too deeply, she figured it was jealousy that her mother would pay attention to someone else. Some anger lingered that Nicole would side with this bitch of a woman who hated her. She just wanted to forget the moment, but it only got worse.
 
   Michael showed up in less than an hour, explaining he had caught a flight to get home. He had obviously been in a rush, his clothing wrinkled and his hair wild. He noticed Dane in the corner and glared at her. She could practically feel him burning a hole in her with his eyes. He opened his mouth, as if about to say something, but glanced over and saw Nicole.
 
   “You know, you can go home now and get some sleep. I’m sure you have work in a few hours,” Michael said, speaking to Nicole. His voice wasn’t harsh and his eyes weren’t hard, but still, he might as well have said, ‘get the hell out.’
 
   Nicole glanced at him. Dane hoped like hell Nicole would take him up on the offer, but then she turned to Christine. Considering her mother’s pathetic state, Dane was certain she’d be trapped in this nightmare for a little while longer.
 
   “Mrs. Wolfe, are you going to be all right? Your sons are here and Danny is standing over there. They’re here for you,” Nicole said.
 
   “Actually, you should take Danny with you,” Michael chimed in before his mother had a chance to answer. “Don’t want her to do anything to upset Mom.” He sneered at Dane. Dane sneered right back. 
 
   “Michael, you can’t force Nicole or Dane to leave. She has as much of a right to be here as we do,” Adam said.
 
   “Why would she even want to be here? No one cares if she is,” Michael replied.
 
   Dane nodded. She damn sure didn’t want to be here. But, she’d stay as long as Nicole did. Her brothers paced for a while before joining Nicole in coddling Christine. Dane remained off to the side, somehow managing to not throw up from their tripe. 
 
   It seemed like an eternity passed and then Rachel rushed in with her husband. They had chartered a plane to get back. Dane rolled her eyes. Her sister announced it like it was an accomplishment. 
 
   “Is Daddy all right?” Rachel turned back and forth from her brothers. Her mother’s sullen expression didn’t help her anxiety.
 
   “He’s still in surgery. The doctor came out to give us an update a few minutes ago. Apparently, he had a bunch of mini-strokes or something like that,” Adam replied. “The doctor says everything is going fine and they should be done with him in a little while.”
 
   Rachel nodded. The important thing was that their father was still alive and everything would be fine. Dane sighed. Fine for them anyway. I don’t give a shit about this shit. Rachel glanced over to Dane. 
 
   “What the hell is she doing here?” She pointed at Dane as if she were some foul creature.
 
   “He’s her father, too,” Nicole said.
 
   Dane wanted to tell Nicole to stop trying to defend her. She didn’t care if the man was her father or not. Truthfully, she didn’t think of him as her father. She didn’t care what her so-called siblings thought either, but she wasn’t in the mood to talk to Nicole right now, either. She wasn’t in the mood to deal with anything at the moment. God, she really wished she could just walk away right now and never look back. Unfortunately, she just couldn’t leave Nicole, no matter how upset she was. The argument was halted when the doctor returned. He was smiling slightly. Dane moved, waiting to grab Nicole as soon as she could, so they could go home.
 
   “The surgery was a success. He’s still unconscious right now. Now, there is one problem that we’d like to address,” the doctor informed them.
 
   “What?” Christine asked, near tears once more.
 
   “His blood pressure is very low,” the doctor replied. “He lost a lot of blood and it could cause complications. We’d like to do a blood transfusion and it’s always best to try a family member first. We were wondering if any of his children are a match.”
 
   Everyone was silent. The siblings turned to Christine. She would know if they were matches. None of them knew their father’s blood type. Christine looked up at the doctor and then glanced over to the side.
 
   “Dane’s a match.” Christine pointed over to Dane.
 
   All eyes went to Dane. She rolled her eyes. This is such bullshit!
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   DANE SHOOK HER HEAD. Her siblings gawked at her. What? Did they expect her to jump up and offer her arm to the doctor? To hell with that!
 
   “Are you sure that Dane is a match?” Rachel asked her mother. 
 
   Dane sighed. Her sister believed their father’s lies that Dane wasn’t part of the family. 
 
   “I am quite sure. We ran into a similar problem when Dane was in the hospital,” Christine shrugged. “Several times when Dane was in the hospital.” 
 
   Dane had gotten active during her adolescence and spent more than her fair share of time in the hospital. Usually, it was this very hospital. The memories weren’t fond. A couple of trips had even been because her father had beaten her so severely, she had to go to the hospital or her parents would’ve had to explain why they had a dead child in the parlor. 
 
   She was ten when she had been brought in for drinking bleach after Michael’s dare. At eleven, she broke her arm after falling down the stairs, but she had only herself to blame for that one. The next time she broke her arm, it was because Russell had been chasing her down the same stairs. At fourteen, she had OD’ed on her first taste of cocaine and they just barely saved her life. Having no learning curve apparently, she did cocaine, and other drugs, all the way up until her next visit after that horrible beating, almost every bone in her body broken or bruised. They saved her life again. At the moment, she really wished they hadn’t.
 
   “Dad gave blood to Dane?” Adam asked.
 
   “No,” Christine answered, shaking her head. “Even though I begged him,” she muttered, as if to herself. She then had the nerve to turn her tear-filled eyes to Dane. Like she was supposed to be moved, like she was supposed to react different to Russell. Christine couldn’t even bring herself to ask Dane and she found it hard to believe Christine ever begged Russell to help her. 
 
   Dane snorted, sneaking a sidelong glance at Nicole. Her girlfriend frowned and Dane wasn’t sure why. Was Nicole upset to find out Russell didn’t help her when he had a chance or was Nicole upset that she hadn’t jumped in to help him? Nicole being upset and her mother pretending to care didn’t move Dane to make her want to help Russell, though. Why help him? What good had he ever done for her? Grinding her teeth together to the point it made her head ache, she realized she didn’t want to help him.
 
   “Well, that doesn’t matter. The point is that Dane and Dad are a match. Dane, give blood.” Michael pointed at her as if that’d make her suddenly give a damn about what he said.
 
   “Excuse me?” Dane asked, backing away. Her chest tightened and her head pounded.
 
   “Dane, now is not the time to act like a bitch. Daddy needs you, so give blood,” Rachel said.
 
   “Come on, Dane, you’re not just going to leave your father to possibly die, are you? This is our father. The man needs blood,” Adam said, even putting some force in his tone. 
 
   Shaking her head a little to try to alleviate the pain, Dane arched an eyebrow. “Yeah, and people in hell need ice water. Maybe you should take up a fucking collection for him.” 
 
   Nicole gasped. The sound made Dane look at her and she could practically feel Nicole’s disappointment. Her head felt like it was in a vise, but her heart ached.
 
   “Dane, stop being a fucking bitch and give Dad your damn blood,” Michael said.
 
   “Well, if you guys are all concerned, why don’t you give your fucking blood?” Dane glared at them all.
 
   “Danny,” Nicole whispered. Dane growled, taking it as a reprimand. She ignored her lover, too pissed to focus on anything except being pissed. Nicole didn’t get a chance to say anything else.
 
   Rachel stepped forward, hands on her hips. “We would if we matched, but we don’t! You do, so stop being the mega bitch you are and help Daddy!” 
 
   Dane couldn’t take it anymore. Something inside her snapped like a twig. She twisted her lips into a snarl. “Oh, you mean all of a sudden I should jump when you all snap your fingers for me? Not even five minutes ago, you wanted me to fucking leave. Well, you know what? That’s what I wanted to do for the last four fucking hours. All of a sudden we’re such a close and concerned family and I should be a good little girl when barely a week ago this man would sooner spit on me than save my life? Fuck all of you for everything. Eat me.” She took one look at their shocked expressions and rushed off, unable to run because of her injured leg.
 
   No one followed her. They shouldn’t be shocked by her outburst. They should’ve known better. She didn’t care enough about any of them to go out of her way for a man whose leisure activities once involved punching her in the chest.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole’s heart sunk. This was a lot to take in and it was rough on Danny. I know this is a lot to ask her, but she should do the right thing. She wanted to go calm Danny down and help her through it all, but she thought Danny might need the space to calm herself down.
 
   Her eyes tracked Danny’s movements all the way out of sight. Nicole glanced at Christine. The stricken look on the older woman’s face was more than enough to crack Nicole’s heart. She walked over to the doctor.
 
   “I’ll bring her back,” Nicole said. “When do you need the blood?” 
 
   “As soon as possible. His body is weak,” the doctor replied.
 
   Nicole nodded and she went off to track down her girlfriend. Anger surged through her. She couldn’t believe Danny would say such things and then run off rather than helping her father. Granted he’d never win father of the year and he hadn’t helped Danny through a similar situation, but he was still a human being that needed Danny’s help. It wasn’t right to just leave him to suffer.
 
   Nicole shook her head, trying to dislodge the anger. I know she doesn’t like him, but she can’t just leave someone to die. How could Danny do this? Danny was one of the kindest people Nicole knew. She’d never expect Danny to do something like this. Her heart thumped heavy and rapidly as fear wrapped around her stomach. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane growled as she wandered outside into the cold, pre-dawn morning. Her feelings boiled out of control and popped just underneath her skin, making her itch. She wanted to kick something. Her stomach twisted and her lungs burned, unable to take in enough air. She wasn’t even sure what she was most furious with. The world seemed like an adequate target.
 
   Only in a screwed up world like this one would she be ordered to give blood to help save a man who had taken great pleasure in making her feel three-inches tall her entire life. Only in a world like this one could she be called up to recognize Russell as her father because they had the same blood type and the hospital didn’t have enough to spare for that bastard. God, she didn’t even really consider him her father. She only called him that because she knew he despised it. No real father would’ve abused her like he did. No real father would deny her just because of the color of her skin. No real father would demand money from her for living in his home.
 
   “He could die without you,” she mumbled and growled. 
 
   She had just walked away from helping someone in need. Forget the fact that it was Russell. He needed help. He actually needed her to survive and she’d run off. She didn’t think she’d do that for anyone else. Hell, if that had been Kathleen in there, she would’ve offered her arm with no problem and Kathleen openly hated her just like Russell. Well, not just like, but she definitely hates me. Had that been a stranger she didn’t know from the next faceless person on the street, she would’ve given, but not him. How is that even possible? 
 
   She knew why, though. She was poison. He had made her poison. He was toxic and he had seeped so far into her that she could do something so heinous as to leave when a person needed her to live. Is that why he hates me? Because I am him? Poison just like him? The thought hit her like a punch to the stomach and she hunched over, leaning against the building wall to support herself. She dry heaved, which made her head feel a little better.
 
   “This is bullshit. It’s all bullshit,” Dane snarled.
 
   “Danny!” Nicole’s voice floated around her.
 
   Dane growled when she heard her name again. She had no desire to see Nicole at the moment and she didn’t want to hear anything from her either. Unfortunately, she couldn’t flee fast enough. She took a deep breath and assured herself she’d calm down. No sense in making this worse.
 
   “Danny.” Nicole drew up beside her.
 
   Dane pushed herself off the wall, trying her best to stand on her own. She was only partially successful. Cramping in her stomach kept her hunched over and she really wanted to vomit. Nothing came up, though, just a burning sensation stuck in her throat.
 
   “Danny, baby, how could you just run off like that?” Nicole inquired, her voice soft, but her tone bordered on scolding.
 
   “It was easier than you think.” Dane shifted her body, falling against the wall again. Grey eyes searched the dark sky for a sign of any kind. None came. It was too easy. It was easy to leave when he needed me. Just like he did to me.
 
   “Danny, sweetheart, I know how you feel about your father—” Nicole started, but Dane cut her off with a loud scoff.
 
   “No, I don’t think you do if you’re really about to stand here and lecture me on giving blood to the man. You really need to just back away from the whole situation.” Dane was trying very hard to avoid speaking through gritted teeth. She knew if they had to talk about what happened, she’d say something she wouldn’t be able to take back.
 
   “Baby, you really need to be the bigger person right now—”
 
   “I don’t want to be the bigger person. I want to be a fucking dickhead right now. I want to be spiteful and vengeful and hate him so much that he could die and I wouldn’t even want to know the details of the funeral,” Dane roared, eyes wide, fury and sadness constricting her chest.
 
   “Danny…” Nicole whispered, clearly at a loss for words.
 
   “I want to…I want to forget I ever knew that man. Forget he ever bothered me,” Dane said, her voice much lower now. “I want to just be able to let him die.” So, why the hell am I not walking away? It was so easy to run before!
 
   “But, you can’t, can you?” Nicole asked, reaching out and touching Dane’s shoulder.
 
   “I want to…” Tears welled in Dane’s eyes.
 
   “But, you can’t, baby, because you’re not like that,” Nicole whispered. She pulled Dane closer. “You might not do this for him, but you would do this because you’re a good person. You could do this because deep down you know it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
   To her horror, Dane burst into gut-wrenching sobs as soon as she felt Nicole’s arms around her. “I feel so horrible, Nick. I just want to throw up. I hate that they did this to me, that he did this to me.”
 
   “What did they do, honey? What did he do?” Nicole held onto Dane and rubbed her back. It didn’t do much beyond keep the dam of emotions overflowing.
 
   “They made me like this. They made me someone capable of walking away, even if it means my father might die…even if it means a person might die. It shouldn’t be like this.” Dane paused to hiccup and then went right back to crying, burying her head in Nicole’s shoulder as if that would make everything better. She wished Nicole could make the world right, could take away this toxic feeling gnawing at her.
 
   “You’re not like this, baby. All you have to do is go back in there—”
 
   “No, I don’t! Aren’t you listening?” Dane hollered, moving away from her lover.
 
   “Sweetheart, please, calm down and just talk to me,” Nicole said, putting her hands out.
 
   “Don’t you get it? I’m disgusted my first reaction to this was to run. Disgusted I can stand here and seriously consider not going back in there. What kind of monster am I? I’m actually capable of standing out here to spite him and let him die. I can stand here and let a man die.” Pointing to herself, Dane hit herself hard in the chest. 
 
   “Danny, you’re far from a monster. You say I’m not listening, but I think you’re the one not listening. If you were this monster you think you are, you’d be gone right now. You’re not. Baby, you don’t have to do this for them. You don’t even have to do this for Russell. You need to do this for you.” 
 
   “Me?” Dane croaked, wiping her face with the back of her hand.
 
   “Danny, look at yourself. Do you think you’d really be able to deal with anything if your father got seriously ill or even died because you didn’t want to give him blood? You’re practically ripping your hair out just because you feel bad for running out just to gather your thoughts,” Nicole whispered.
 
   Coughing from such heavy bawling, Dane gazed at the sky, tears still falling, searching it for any kind of answers. How would I react if Russell ended up worse off than he was? I liked to think I’d dance a jig on his grave, or maybe throw a party to celebrate. But as her anger ebbed away, she started to think a little more clearly. It isn’t about him. It is about me. Can I really live with myself if something happened to him that I could’ve prevented? 
 
   Inhaling, Dane tried to calm herself down. It took all of her willpower to force herself to stop crying. It caused a huge hiccup and then she coughed some, but the sobbing was done. Her head hurt worse than before, but she ignored it. Rubbing her face, she let loose a long exhale as she marched back toward the entrance. Nicole trailed behind her.
 
   Dane didn’t bother to make eye contact with anyone in her family. She made a beeline for the doctor, who still stood in the corner. She took a deep breath, eyes on the white, tiled floor. She put her head up and offered a weak smile to the medical professional.
 
   “Take what you need, doc. Just leave me enough to make it back home,” Dane said, tapping the inside of her elbow. She tried to make it seem like a joke, but her voice cracked.
 
   The doctor laughed and clapped Dane on the back. He led her away, but before she was totally out of earshot, she heard Michael make a comment about testing her blood for drugs first. She turned to the doctor.
 
   “They were telling me about your drug history,” the doctor said.
 
   “I’m clean. I promise. I’d never do this if I was still on drugs. Hell, I wouldn’t have been here if I was still on drugs. They wouldn’t have known where to find me and my dumb mother would still be crying in the study about how Russell fell and hit his head.” 
 
   The doctor nodded. “You do seem to have quite the family.”
 
   “Wait until the guy in charge wakes up.”
 
   Dane doubted he looked forward to her father regaining consciousness if he thought her siblings were something else. She suspected security would end up having to escort at least one of the Wolfes out. She hoped to be gone, a few pints of blood lighter, but out of harm’s way.
 
   “Hey, Doc, do you guys give money to people that donate blood?” Dane asked.
 
   He frowned. “Yes, but not much.”
 
   “Figured. I just need every little bit I can get. Tutoring people in music doesn’t pay well.”
 
   The doctor smiled. Dane didn’t plan to ask for money now, but she figured she could come back later and donate blood. Every cent counted for her to pay Nicole back as soon as she possibly could.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole smiled a bit as Danny went off. She was proud of Danny, not just for being the bigger person, but also for coming through in a family emergency. She was still a bit worried, though. This whole ordeal brought out a side of Danny foreign to Nicole. She understood Danny wasn’t close to her parents or her siblings, but she also ignored any gestures from Adam and even Christine when they reached out.
 
   Adam hadn’t been rude to Danny and had even stood up for her to Michael, but Danny didn’t seem to recognize it. Christine called Danny for help and Danny didn’t want to even do that. This troubled Nicole, keeping her heart pounding irregularly against her ribs. Why is she fighting them? This is her family.
 
   Nicole didn’t have any answers, which just bothered her more. Maybe I don’t know Danny as well as I think. Or maybe she’s just so used to fighting that she doesn’t realize she doesn’t need to fight everyone. Maybe once Danny calmed down, she would see that just like she saw she needed to help Russell. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The hospital floor had the same sickening smell Dane remembered. Standing outside of her father’s room, she could almost see herself in there, lying in bed, bandaged and broken. She could almost feel the isolation and despair that coated a similar room over two years ago. And in the back of her mind, she could hear Bryan laughing at her misery and Russell asking how much longer he had to be there because he had a golf game. 
 
   Ridding herself of the thoughts, Dane stepped into the room. Inside, her mother, brothers, and sister crowded around the bed. Her father rested there, IV in his arm, bandage on his head, looking drawn, piqued, and weak. And for a second—a second longer than she liked—she saw herself in that bed. The very idea caused her stomach to flip. I don’t want anything to link us, even flashes of nothing.
 
   Suddenly, Nicole was at her side. “How do you feel?” 
 
   “A few pints short, but otherwise fine,” Dane replied, rubbing the bandage on her arm. Her head still ached a bit, but it was much better than it had been earlier.
 
   Nicole glanced down to check the wound and noticed the bandage. She smiled. “Nice choice.” The bandage had puppies on it.
 
   “Thought you’d like it.” The anger, almost fury, she felt toward Nicole drained out of her. 
 
   “Come, sit,” Nicole urged, guiding Dane to one of the chairs in the room, but it was too close to the bed.
 
   Dane eased away from Nicole, going to a chair on the other side of the small room. Nicole sighed, shaking her head. Nothing would get her close to that man. Dane ignored the words of encouragement from her family to her father to get well, wake up, and all other kinds of things.
 
   “Danny, don’t you want to say a few words to him?” Nicole asked, nodding toward the unconscious Russell.
 
   “Other than ‘fuck you in the ass,’ no,” Dane answered. In all honesty, she just wanted to go home, but it was clear Nicole wasn’t in the mood to make that happen. Nicole wanted to keep her trapped there with people who hadn’t even bothered to thank her for her blood or the fact that she had been the one to call for help. Her mother hadn’t even said a word to her in person.
 
   “Danny,” Nicole whispered.
 
   Dane ignored the reprimand and closed her eyes. She just wanted to escape. Darkness called, and she fell asleep within seconds. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole was tempted to wake her lover up, but decided against it. She feared it’d only cause a fight between them. After all, so far everything about this morning seemed to be cause for a fight. It troubled Nicole that she and Danny were on their way to their first real fight. Danny’s attitude rubbed her the wrong way and it seemed everything that came out of her mouth suddenly irritated Danny. It wasn’t like she was telling Danny to forgive her father. She just wanted Danny to support her family while they needed her. It just so happened they needed her because of her father and Danny seemed to think everything was about him, but it wasn’t.
 
   She couldn’t believe Danny could be so callous. Despite Danny believing her mother ignored her for her entire life, there had to be times when Christine was there for her, like when Danny herself was in the hospital. Danny didn’t want to recognize the effort, it seemed. 
 
   The Wolfe family didn’t pay Nicole much mind. She could understand that. They were worried about Russell, after all. She knew if it was her father, she wouldn’t know there were other people even in the room. But, every now and then Adam or Christine glanced over, as if checking on Danny. Occasionally, Nicole glanced at Danny and tried to will her to wake up and join them. Danny slept for several hours, awaking only when her stomach started grumbling.
 
   “Breakfast…” Danny mumbled, pushing herself out of her chair and wandering off without glancing at anyone.
 
   Nicole wasn’t too sure what to make of her girlfriend’s bizarre actions. Minutes later, Danny returned with two cups of tea. She handed one to Nicole. The generous action took Nicole by surprise. 
 
   “Thank you,” Nicole muttered.
 
   Danny shrugged and flopped back into her chair. She didn’t even cast her family a look. Sipping her tea, she pulled out a granola bar from her pocket and handed it to Nicole. Once again Nicole expressed thanks. Going into her pocket, Danny pulled out another bar and pretty much swallowed it. Famished, Nicole practically did the same. 
 
   This was the Danny she knew and loved. The kind and caring Danny who took care of her. So, where was this Danny for Christine? Where was this Danny for Adam? Nicole didn’t understand.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The day stayed quiet for a while. Dane wanted to ask Nicole if she called in, letting her job know she wouldn’t be in today, but wasn’t in the mood to talk to her just yet. Nicole was responsible and anal to a certain degree, so she was sure Nicole handled her business properly. If anything, she should worry about herself. Should she cancel her afternoon lessons? She didn’t want to since she really needed the fifty dollars the two lessons would generate, but if Nicole wasn’t ready to leave by then, she’d be out of luck.
 
   She also wanted to leave, but she had a feeling Nicole wouldn’t be ready until Russell responded in some way. Why the hell does Nick even care? She knows he’s a bastard. She hoped he woke up soon just so she could get out of there. Of course, she got her wish.
 
   Russell groaned, groggy and sedate. His wife and three acknowledged children pepped up, going as far as to grin. He groaned again, eyes fluttering open. Christine took hold of his hand with both of hers. Turning his attention to her, he smiled.
 
   “You had me so scared, Russ,” Christine muttered, leaning down to kiss his knuckles. Weakly, he reached over and patted her hands. 
 
   Dane remembered what it was like, just waking up in the hospital, being vaguely aware of the pain, just under the surface and fuzzy on what was going on, but knowing it was bad. The quiet was always the first sign of horror. Silence had been her only companion in the hospital.
 
   He turned his attention to the others by his bedside and smiled a little more. His eyes met hers. A fire ignited his gaze that Dane could’ve spotted from down the street. Rolling her eyes, she sighed, knowing what was coming.
 
   “Get out!” Russell’s voice thundered, but also sounded scratchy and low. 
 
   “Russell,” Christine said, patting his hand again. “You really shouldn’t get so worked up.” 
 
   “Get her out!” His voice sounded thick, almost like he didn’t know how to talk, but the message was loud and clear. Dane smirked; the man was so predictable. Now, maybe she could get out of there.
 
   “Dane, just leave,” Rachel said with a weary sigh. “He shouldn’t get worked up and he obviously doesn’t want you here anyway.”
 
   Figures. Dane scowled. She didn’t say anything, though. Shrugging, she shoved her hands in her pockets and started for the door. Nicole, however, stilled.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole couldn’t believe it. Everything is so wrong. She couldn’t believe no one stood up for Danny or explained what happened. Why don’t Adam and Christine say something? She turned and left. Catching Danny was no problem, figuring out what to say to her was another matter entirely. The stormy look in those Danny’s eyes told her it was a wise decision. Danny didn’t seem to have any desire to talk to her right now.
 
   The quiet leaked into the ride home. When they got home, Danny went straight for the shower. She got into bed after getting clean and fell asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow. They hadn’t said a word to each other yet and for a long moment, Nicole stared at Danny’s sleeping form.
 
   Nicole made herself some tea and sat alone. Before letting her thoughts wander, she called into work, just to make sure her message was received that she wouldn’t be in. She had called earlier, but no one was in the office yet, and she hated leaving messages on the machine. With that out of the way, she tried to figure out what had happened that morning, but she was too exhausted to make sense of it all. 
 
   For a moment, it looked like Christine and Adam wanted Danny to be included, and then suddenly they dropped her as soon as Russell said something. Maybe it was for his comfort. He was the one who just suffered the stroke, after all. But, shouldn’t someone have told him Danny was the reason he made it to the hospital? Danny was the reason he was alive. Why didn’t anyone tell him? Maybe he would’ve reacted differently. They certainly should’ve reacted different. It didn’t quite add up.
 
   Danny’s behavior didn’t add up either. Danny acted like it was some great burden to just support people while they were in need. Nicole’s throat tightened, making it more difficult to drink her tea. Eventually, she gave up and just finished her tea. She took a shower and curled up into the bed, too. She pressed herself into Danny’s back, wanting to feel some closeness to the musician.
 
   “How did we get like this?” she whispered. 
 
   Nicole closed her eyes, hoping she’d fall right to sleep. Her mind wandered and her stomach turned, feeling like it caved in on itself. She wasn’t sure what troubled her more, Danny’s running out on her family or the fact that her father threw her out the second he came to. I don’t understand. Nothing helped and eventually exhaustion took her in a dreamless oblivion.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane wasn’t surprised to find Nicole tucked against her when she woke up. Carefully, she eased away from her girlfriend, making sure not to wake her up. She wasn’t too sure what to do after that. She didn’t want to do anything, really, but figured making something to eat would be a good idea. Undoubtedly Nicole would be hungry when she woke up.
 
   Dane made tuna sandwiches, knowing how much Nicole loved them. Afterwards, she sat at the table, the weight of the world pressing down on her shoulders. Eyes focused on her sandwich, she didn’t eat. Nicole’s disappointed in me. Part of her didn’t care. Nicole was disappointed because of how she acted with her family and they were awful as far as Dane was concerned. This also angered her as it felt like Nicole sided with her crappy family. But, part of her hurt, disliking these negative feelings and disliking that Nicole judged her over her family, like she didn’t matter.
 
   Nicole seemed to appear before Dane. She was so dazed she hadn’t noticed Nicole enter the kitchen. The older woman eyed the sandwich waiting for her, Dane forgot to put it in the refrigerator. Nicole’s stomach growled, but she froze, glancing at the door. Nicole looked like she might eat or bolt out of the room. It turned out, hunger won. As she ate, Dane took the hint and did the same.
 
   While eating, Dane feared Nicole would say something and reignite the fury she felt at the hospital. She tried not to look at Nicole, scared it might spark a conversation or she might just see condemnation in those eyes. She couldn’t help herself, though. Nicole didn’t look angry, maybe a little worried, confused. There were lines under her eyes and her eyebrows drew close together, creasing her forehead.
 
   Nicole finished first for once. “Baby…” 
 
   Dane ignored her, eyes focused on the table. She didn’t want to have a discussion. She didn’t want any more judgment or anger. Tension pressed down on her and coiled around her torso, breathing became hard labor.
 
   The world seemed just beyond Dane’s reach, like everything was slipping away. She didn’t understand. It was just one visit to a hospital. Nothing changed, but it felt like something shifted. She wanted the world to sit balanced again, but didn’t know where to start.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole sighed. She needed to do something. Moving quickly and without much thought, she got up and made herself comfortable on Danny’s lap. She easily adjusted her body to avoid putting any serious weight on her lover’s leg. Thanks to the move, Danny turned and looked at Nicole. Blinking several times, Danny stared at her.
 
   “Baby, are we fighting?” Nicole didn’t want to be fighting over this, especially when she didn’t truly understand what “this” was. Despite her disagreeing with the way Danny handled the hospital situation, she didn’t like any distance between them.
 
   “Fighting?” Danny echoed, her hands going automatically around Nicole’s waist, but she didn’t hold Nicole as tight as she usually would.
 
   “Yes, fighting. And if we are, please, explain to me why. I don’t like this at all,” Nicole said, hugging Danny close to her. It still felt like they were a million miles apart.
 
   “I don’t think we’re fighting. We’re just taking a cooling down moment.”
 
   What does that even mean? “And why do we need to cool down?”
 
   Danny gave her lover a rather wide-eyed look complete with an open mouth and wrinkled brow. “You haven’t been paying very good attention and that’s a feat for you. Details are usually your bread-and-butter.”
 
   Pain spiked through Nicole’s chest. “Danny, that’s just hurtful!” Danny was supposed to be her safe place.
 
   “Angel, you asked and I answered. This has been a long fucking day and you and I haven’t seen eye to eye on it much. I’m having a bit of a crisis here and all I’ve gotten from you were a scolding and judgmental looks from the moment this bullshit began. You practically condemned me as the devil when I was on the phone with that woman. Do you realize I was seriously tempted not to give blood?” Danny leaned forward, almost desperately.
 
   Nicole forced out a smile, wanting to salvage things before they really did fight. “You did the right thing in the end, though. You didn’t condemn him or punish him. You stepped up and did the right thing.” That was important, but not as important as they both wished to make it. At least Danny showed remorse there, so she wasn’t acting like a complete stranger to Nicole.
 
   “I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to bother with any of this crap. Do you know how that feels? Wanting to just walk away when you know someone’s counting on you?”
 
   The idea made Nicole’s stomach squeeze. Past relationships ran through her head, people insulting her or people ignoring the needs of others around them, like Danny had done with her mother. Danny was supposed to be different, but right now, it didn’t seem like that. She needed Danny to be different.
 
   “Danny, you did the right thing in the end. You didn’t just walk away.” Nicole sounded as firm as she could with the hope that she got through to her lover. Maybe they weren’t fighting, but Danny was having a crisis and Nicole hadn’t helped much. And I won’t be of much help if I keep thinking about myself instead of Danny.
 
   “But, I didn’t want to do the right thing!” Danny swatted Nicole on the rear as a signal for her to get up. 
 
   Nicole swallowed feeling rejected, but did as requested. Trying her best to keep the hurt out of her eyes, she stood in front of her sweetheart, hoping to mend whatever rift was barging in between them. And whatever trouble ate away at Danny.
 
   “I didn’t even want to be there,” Danny sneered.
 
   “I know, but you were, baby. You’re a good person. You were the bigger person. You did the right thing. You wanted to do it, even if you don’t think so. I know you did. It’s in your nature. I understand that the man put you through torment when you were younger, but he is still a person. He’s your father and you recognized that,” Nicole insisted. 
 
   “It’s not in my nature. I didn’t recognize a damn thing,” Dane hollered, standing up and starting to pace. “Didn’t and still don’t give a damn actually.”
 
   “Danny, he’s your father.” She didn’t even want to be arguing this point, but this was one of the reasons why what Danny did was so extraordinary. Danny had been able to look past what he did to her and saved him anyway.
 
   Danny’s voice roared through the house. “No, he’s not. Sure, we have that blood relation and he provided fifty percent of my DNA, but outside of that, he’s done nothing for me. From the moment I took my first breath, he saw me as a blight on his fucking life. So, don’t tell me I did this for him.”
 
   “Danny, he’s your father and you did the right thing,” Nicole repeated. 
 
   “No, you know who’s a father? Raymond’s a father and had that been him, I’d have happily given blood without thought. No one would’ve had to asked or ordered. Same with Kathleen, because despite her feelings toward me, she’s a damn good mother to you. But, it wasn’t them. It was Russell and he’s not the same goddamn person, so stop acting like he is.”
 
   Nicole blinked. “Danny, I wasn’t. I know he hurt you.”
 
   Danny spun away. “You know he hurt me? You’re not listening. You haven’t been listening. Russell’s a monster and he turned me into one, but you just want to put him on this fucking pedestal because he happened to accidentally get Christine pregnant twenty-five years ago. Being a father doesn’t wipe away your sins. If anything, it enhances them considering what that fucking animal did to me. He’s a jackass.” Danny headed out of the kitchen.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole fell back into her chair, not sure what to make of what just happened. She cried. It hurt her so much that Danny had spoken to her like that, with such venom. The look in Danny’s eyes had been furious, directed at her. She didn’t know how to even begin solving the problem. Maybe if she let Danny calm down, she’d listen to reason, she’d understand Nicole hadn’t been siding with Russell. She’d only wanted to help.
 
   Eventually, she pushed herself away from the table, thinking she and Danny might be able to try talking again. She found Danny in the den, ears covered with her huge headphones and head-banging to whatever was playing loudly in her ears. This would be Danny’s retreat until she had to go teach her lessons in a couple of hours. Nicole turned around and retreated to her own space—the library.
 
   Nicole tried her best to read a book, but that didn’t ease her mind. She gave up and threw the book at the wall. Crying again, she grabbed the phone and dialed the one person that she thought could help.
 
   “What’s up, Nicole?” Mina asked as she answered her phone.
 
   “Danny and I are fighting.” 
 
   “Fighting?” Mina echoed. “Is it bad?” 
 
   “I…I think so. She sort of screamed at me and then ran off.”
 
   Mina was quiet for a moment. “Danny actually screamed? I can’t even imagine that. I mean, damn, she’s so laidback and mellow, sometimes I think she’s asleep when she’s hanging out with us. She really screamed?”
 
   “Several times.” Nicole’s lip trembled.
 
   “Oh, sweetie, you don’t sound good at all.” 
 
   “I don’t feel good…” Nicole admitted. In fact, she felt sick to her stomach.
 
   “Get out of the house for a while. Meet me somewhere.”
 
   “I’ve just had lunch and you’re at work.” Nicole gasped at this. Right, Mina was at work. “I shouldn’t have even called you.” She was horrified that she had done something so unprofessional. 
 
   Mina snorted. “Nonsense! My best friend is in pain and needs help. I’ll meet you at the park. You like walking through there, right?”
 
   Nicole muttered, “Yes.” She liked walking through there with Danny, though. She shook that away and agreed to meet Mina at the park in about an hour. 
 
   She went and took a long, hot shower, relaxing her. She checked in on Danny. Danny still listened to music and played the air-guitar to whatever banged in her ears. Nicole decided to leave her a note, just in case and walked down to the park.
 
   The fresh air helped calm her down and by the time she made it to the park, she at least knew she wouldn’t cry again. Finding a quite spot by the field that people usually played with their dogs, Nicole sat down on a park bench. She watched some of the dogs and owners run around. A smile worked its way onto her face. She watched them until Mina sat down next to her. Nicole sighed, knowing Mina was waiting for her to start talking.
 
   “I’m sorry I called you at work,” Nicole said.
 
   “I’m not. It lets me know just how serious this is. If you’re this distressed, you should be able to come to your best friend. The time doesn’t matter.” 
 
   Nicole nodded. “Thank you for being here. I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “Okay, so explain to me what the problem is.”
 
   Nicole ran through the events of the terrible, long morning. “I’m not sure why Danny’s so upset with me. I wanted her to support her mother, who was so heartbroken over what happened to her father. I didn’t expect her to add to the stress by running off when told he needed blood.”
 
   Mina nodded. “The same father you’ve seen physically abuse her with your own eyes?” 
 
   “I know, but this wasn’t about her father.”
 
   Mina arched an eyebrow. “So says you. So, this led to the argument?”
 
   “Danny accused me of scolding her for the whole time and being judgmental. She was acting childish, though. She was being rude to her mother and her mother needed her. Like I said, it wasn’t about her father. It was about being there for her mother.”
 
   Mina shook her head. “And what type of mother has she been to Danny?”
 
   Nicole blinked. “Excuse me?”
 
   “Maybe her mother’s just as bad as her father. Maybe her mother was just as abusive. You don’t know. Maybe her mother never helped her.”
 
   “Her mother is the one that made sure Danny got help when she needed it.”
 
   Mina chuckled. “Oh, la dee da. That’s a mother’s job. And what type of help? You don’t have to support someone just because they’re your parents, just because they’re your mother.”
 
   Nicole’s brow furrowed. “Her mother needed her. Her father needed her. If it was my father—” 
 
   “But, it wasn’t your father. They are two different men. Has your father ever raised a hand to you in anger?”
 
   “Of course not!”
 
   Mina nodded. “Doesn’t sound like Danny’s father follows those same guidelines. And her mother isn’t your mother. You don’t know what her mother might’ve put her through. Imagine the things that you don’t know about. Imagine what she doesn’t want to talk about, but influences her reaction. It sounds like you were being a little judgmental.”
 
   “Hey!” 
 
   “Nicole, I think you’re being very unfair to Danny if you’re upset with her over this. This wasn’t your father needing something from her. This wasn’t your mother needing something. She has a long history with these people that you know little about. But, I think I know why you’re upset with it.”
 
   Nicole gave her friend a sidelong glance. “Why?”
 
   “Whenever you talk about Danny it’s in very glowing terms. You almost always say she’s the kindest, gentlest, sweetest person you’ve ever dated.”
 
   “She is. Or at least I thought so,” Nicole muttered. 
 
   “Now, most people you date start off with moderate expectations, which you lower as time goes by because they always turn into jackasses. Danny hasn’t offered you such a problem, so your expectations went up. You have high standards for Danny. And you, little Miss Perfect, have decided Danny needs to be just as immaculate as you are.”
 
   Nicole’s eyes went wide. “What? No!”
 
   “Yeah, you have. You would’ve given your father blood without a problem and you’re perfect. Well, you think that Danny’s perfect, too, so she should’ve given her father blood with no problem.” 
 
   Nicole shook her head. “I told you that’s not what this is about.” 
 
   “Okay, it’s about her not supporting her mother. Maybe she’s an ass. You don’t know what was going through Danny’s mind. You don’t know what they could’ve put her through.”
 
   Nicole leaned back. “You know, she was screaming when I caught her. Not really screaming at me, but screaming because of her frustration. She said he was a monster and he turned her into a monster.”
 
   Mina let out a long breath and stared ahead of them for a moment before patting Nicole’s knee. “Nicole, I think you might want to step away from this. It’s something she needs to sort out with her parents and you coming in, chiming in on whatever isn’t going to help. This is her issue and something she may want to carry alone.” 
 
   She gave Mina another sidelong glance. “But, we’re partners. We should be in this together and work things out together.”
 
   “Sadly, some things you need to work out alone. You pulling her around, trying to get her to accept this family, isn’t helping any.”
 
   Nicole sighed. “But, she deserves a family and her mother and her brother were sort of reaching out to her, like they want her.”
 
   Mina nodded and took Nicole’s hand, holding it tight. “I think she deserves a family that doesn’t make her think she’s a monster. This is beyond you, Nicole. Step away from it.”
 
   Nicole nodded, just to show that she heard, but everything seemed so topsy-turvy to her. She squeezed Mina’s hand, acknowledging the comfort and friendship. Her eyes went back out to the pet owners and dogs. There wasn’t much activity, but enough to keep her attention.
 
   “I don’t understand how they could treat her like that. Throw her out and ignore her after what she did,” Nicole muttered.
 
   “Nick. May I call you Nick?” Mina asked with a smile, obviously teasing since only Danny used that nickname. She was doing her best to lighten the mood. “Some people are just assholes. You should know this by now. Look at who the hell we work with. Danny seems to have a family full of them, her father especially. It’s not your family, so don’t push her. She gets along with your family, so be thankful for that. Obviously, it’s them, not her. Do you really want your first fight to be about Danny not getting along with her own family, her own father? It’s really not your business, is it?”
 
   Nicole sighed, ducking her head for a moment. “No, I suppose not. I just wanted her to have a family. I mean, she seemed to get along so well with mine. She deserves that with her own.”
 
   “That’s not your decision, Nicole. It’s hers and she doesn’t seem to agree with you. Let it go. It’ll save you both some stress.”
 
   Nicole nodded. She had to step away from things if it was going to cause so much stress in their relationship. Losing Danny isn’t worth all of that crap.
 
   “Thanks, Mina. You know the right thing to say most of the time,” Nicole said, smiling a bit.
 
   “Aw, why’d you have to add that last bit? I was feeling really good for a second,” Mina replied, chuckling.
 
   Nicole smiled wider. “Seriously, thank you. You’re a great friend.”
 
   “Hey, considering all the times you’ve saved my ass and talked me down from the ledge, I need to return the favor once in a while.” Mina grinned. “You’re always there for me, so it’s only fair for me to return the favor. Now, before I head back to work and make up a lie as to why I left, I do want you to know that as far as your relationship goes, you should continue to hold Danny to high standards. You deserve the best.”
 
   “Understood.” I haven’t been fair to Danny and maybe I was just scared, like somehow she was the same as everyone I dated before her. Danny was different and special. She just needed a reminder.
 
   The pair of friends hugged farewell and Nicole made her way back to the house. Swallowing hard, she considered Danny might not even be home anymore. Her heart beat increased as she shut the door and peered into the den before anything else. There was no sign of Danny.
 
   Next, she checked in the living room. Danny had relocated there, taking a nap on the couch. Nicole did as she would always do in such a situation, sitting down on the sofa and putting Danny’s head in her lap. She caressed Danny’s head.
 
   “Nick…” Dane mewed.
 
   “Baby, I don’t want to fight anymore,” Nicole whispered before leaning down and placing a gentle kiss to Danny lips. Warmth raced through her when the kiss was returned.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Not fighting. Just disagreeing,” Dane muttered before going in for another kiss. It was difficult to stay upset with such sweet kisses being showered on her lips. 
 
   “Whatever the case may be, I don’t want to anymore. I’m sorry,” Nicole said.
 
   Dane nodded. “I’m sorry, too.” She wondered what changed for Nicole. But, if Nicole was willing to admit fault, she’d take it. Dane didn’t think she was wrong, she was sorry for yelling. She shouldn’t have raised her voice like that and it scared her when she stopped and thought about it. She didn’t want to go through it anymore. She hoped this meant the whole thing was behind them and Nicole would be done with pushing her family on her. She didn’t need them and they didn’t want her. She just wanted to move forward in life, forward with Nicole.
 
   “I love you. Please, don’t doubt that.” 
 
   “Love you, too, and I don’t doubt it. Don’t doubt my love for you,” Dane replied. “You mean everything to me. I don’t need anyone else.” She was happy with what she had. 
 
   Nicole smiled and kissed Dane again.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   LIFE SEEMED TO BE back to normal for Nicole and Dane. Well, almost normal. A bit of tension still lingered between them. There were times when they were in bed or relaxing on the couch and the air just seemed thick. They had nothing to say and just glanced at each other, almost suspiciously. Then, they’d smile at each other and everything seemed all right. Still, there seemed to be an elephant in the room. Unfortunately, neither of them could figure out exactly what that elephant was. So, for the moment, they let it be. Dane often joked that they were feeding the damn thing peanuts since they weren’t addressing it.
 
   “When does your summer class start up?” Dane meandered over to the table, two plates full of eggs, bacon, and toast in her hands. 
 
   Nicole glanced up, putting down a textbook. “At the beginning of June.” She had signed up for a summer course when she registered for her fall classes. “I was thinking about dropping the class…” 
 
   Dane tilted her head. “Why?” She put Nicole’s plate down in front of her. She recalled how happy Nicole was to secure her summer course, one step closer toward her chemistry degree.
 
   “I’d like to spend some time with my girlfriend, I’ll have you know,” Nicole teased, going so far as to show mock outrage. She even shook her fist. 
 
   There were times during their “normalcy” where they were clearly forcing something or going above and beyond, as if to prove how normal they were. These were the peanuts for that elephant. The antics got the desired laugh out of Dane. 
 
   “Yes, but I hear she’s very high maintenance and such a bore.”
 
   “That’s the love of my life you’re insulting, woman. She is the most wonderful woman ever and that’s why I think I should spend sometime this summer with her.”
 
   Dane smiled. “That’s nice, but you don’t have to. Your class is only for a month.”
 
   “Yes, but in that month, I could take vacation time and we could go on a trip.”
 
   Dane arched her eyebrow. “And just how are we going to take a vacation after I bankrupted you?” Bitterness directed toward herself seeped out into her words.
 
   “Hey, baby, you didn’t bankrupt me.” Nicole reached over and caressed Dane’s hand. “You know you didn’t.” 
 
   “Damn near.” This was an exaggeration, but the amount of money she took from Nicole would always bother her, even if she managed to pay it back.
 
   “But, you didn’t and I can make more money. That’s not hard.” Nicole smiled, as if that made her words truer, but it didn’t help. 
 
   Dane knew it would take a while to build back up. Hell, it might even hold Nicole up from leaving her job when she graduated like she wanted to or make her have to put off school. Dane sucked her teeth, disgusted she could’ve cost Nicole something she craved so badly.
 
   “No, you shouldn’t be the only one making money, though!” Dane argued. It drove Dane nuts that she made so little and Nicole brought in so much money. She felt like a moocher, just like her father accused her of being. I won’t let that bastard be right about me and I won’t let Nick down.
 
   “Baby,” Nicole said, patting her Dane’s hand again. “We have two totally different lines of work. You do bring in money. No, it’s not as much as I do, but we’re not about money. Are we?”
 
   Dane was about to argue, but decided against it. Money was her father’s thing. It was always about money with him. She wouldn’t make things about money between her and Nicole.
 
   Dane took a deep breath, calming herself down, and smiled. “I’m sorry I make such a big deal about this. You’re right, we’re not about money.” It’s time to let it go.
 
   Nicole’s smile appeared easy for the first time. “I hope you mean that.”
 
   “I completely agree with it. I’ll pull my weight, but I’m not going to argue with you about money anymore. You make more than I do. You always will. It’s that simple and I accept it,” Dane replied. I still have to figure out a way to pay her back, though.
 
   “Baby, you don’t know if I’ll always be making more money than you. You are a musical genius. You might get back to your clubs and everything. Before you know it, everyone might think I’m your groupie.” Nicole winked.
 
   “Nah, groupies are boring. You could be a roadie. You’re strong and in good shape.”
 
   Nicole laughed again and some weight lifted off of Dane’s shoulders. The banter back and forth felt really good. It seemed like they hadn’t done that in forever, but really it had only been a few days. Whatever this thing was between her and Nicole ate away at Dane’s stomach. She hoped things were truly on their way back to normal.
 
   “But, seriously, do you think I should keep the summer class?” Nicole asked.
 
   “Yes, you should. It’ll be fine. You know I want you to get your degree and whatever else you might want beyond that.” Danny hinting she thought Nicole should go for the doctorate.
 
   “You’re so supportive, Danny. What did I ever do to deserve you?” Nicole’s fingers gently massaged the back of Dane’s hand.
 
   “Threaten me repeatedly while throwing in some sexual favors to keep me off balance.” Dane grinned widely.
 
   “It’s the only way to get you to do anything!”
 
   Dane threw her lover another giant grin and Nicole left for work with a smile. The day was pretty normal. Dane taught a couple of lessons, and then went back home to get dinner together. When Nicole got home, food was ready and they ate together. Cuddling on the couch, they watched a movie before retiring to bed.
 
   “Danny, you know I mean it whenever I say you’re supportive, right?” Nicole snuggled against Dane’s body as they settled in for sleep.
 
   “I know.” Dane would always be there for Nicole.
 
   “You are supportive,” Nicole repeated, hooking a leg around Dane’s leg and putting an arm around Dane.
 
   Dane’s core throbbed, but she doubted they’d be intimate for a few more days, not until things were absolutely normal. Still, she felt comfortable with Nicole cuddling against her and was happy Nicole felt safe to do such a thing. Eventually, they’d have to address that elephant in the room, though. 
 
   “Never doubt you, Nick.” Dane yawned a little. She always believed Nicole and knew that no matter what the lawyer said or did, Nicole was trying to do the best for her. Too bad things didn’t always work out how they planned.
 
   “Good.”
 
   Nicole sighed and put her arms tight around Dane. Dane did the same, caressing Nicole’s shoulder. Within minutes, they both fell asleep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole lounged on the sofa in the living room. Water running and dishes clanking drifted from the kitchen where Danny washed the dinner plates. The phone rang, breaking through the peaceful silence of the house. Nicole put down her book and answered the phone.
 
   “Hello?” 
 
   “Hello, this is Christine Wolfe.” 
 
   Nicole gulped and glanced over to the doorway that led to the kitchen. She was glad she didn’t see Danny there. Hearing the sink still running, she figured Danny was still clearing up their dinner. 
 
   “Danny’s busy for the moment. I could get her to call you back in a few minutes.” 
 
   “I think it would be best if I spoke to you.”
 
   “I’m sure you have business with your daughter and if you have something to say to her, then you should say it to her.” 
 
   “I know I should, but I doubt that she’d listen. I’m sure if you delivered the message, she’d be more inclined to hear it and maybe even accept a bit of a truce.” 
 
   Nicole thought on it, keeping silent for a moment. “I think it would be best if you just spoke to Danny.” 
 
   “I don’t want to be hung up on before I can say that Russell is home and recovering,” Christine pushed on, speaking quickly now. “He has limited mobility and his speech isn’t very clear. He’ll need some therapy, but the doctors believe he should almost completely recover. He did drop out of the governor’s race, which has lowered his spirits a bit. Anyway, to celebrate his homecoming, we’re going to have a family dinner on Friday. It’s just immediate family, our children and grandchildren. It would be excellent if Dane could come.”
 
   Nicole’s mouth dropped open. “You’re inviting Danny?” Maybe Christine and the Wolfe family might be looking to turn a corner and accept Danny into their flock. Danny can have her family back! The thought made her smile.
 
   “Yes, Dane’s invited. Of course, you are, too.” 
 
   “I’m not sure Danny will accept.” In fact, I’m pretty sure she’ll say something about ‘fuck them up the ass’ again or something along those lines. This was such a huge thing, though, and her heart hummed with hope.
 
   “I understand that, but she is invited and I hope she comes.”
 
   “I’ll discuss that with her.” 
 
   There was a moment of silence and Nicole was about to bid the other woman farewell when Christine chimed in with something else. “How is she?” 
 
   “Who? Danny? Fine.” Nicole glanced up and her stomach clenched. Danny stood in the doorway, watching her.
 
   “That’s good.”
 
   “Yes, she’s good. Listen, I have to go, but I’ll discuss matters with her. Goodbye,” Nicole said and she disconnected the call after Christine bid her farewell.
 
   “Who was that?” 
 
   Nicole cursed herself for ending the phone call so quickly, which undoubtedly seemed odd. “Your mother.” 
 
   Danny’s jaw tensed. “My mother, huh? What did she want now? Did she fall down and break her hip and not know who to call?”
 
   “What would you say if I told you that she called to see how you were?” 
 
   Shrugging, Danny scoffed. “She’d never do that and even if she did, I don’t care.”
 
   “She did ask how you were.” 
 
   Danny shrugged again. “And?”
 
   Nicole had hoped for more of a positive reaction. “Your father’s out of the hospital. She said he has problems with his movement, but she didn’t explain what that meant. There also seems to be trouble with his speech, which she also didn’t explain much. The doctors said with enough therapy, he should be fine. He had to drop out of the race for governor.”
 
   “And I was so looking forward to voting against him!” Danny pretended to pout.
 
   Nicole shook her head. “You’re not even registered, my little juvenile delinquent.” She waved Danny over to her, thinking that the next bit of news would be better received with physical contact. 
 
   Danny smiled as she made her way over to the couch. Danny reclined on the sofa. Nicole cupped Dane’s face with gentle hands, putting Danny’s head in her lap. A lazy smile spread across Danny’s face before the head rub even started, but once Nicole started the scalp massage, Danny was purring.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    “There’s more, isn’t there?” Dane felt that she had only gotten part of her mother’s call.
 
   Nicole took a deep breath before replying. “Your mother…she invited you to a family dinner. She called it a truce.”
 
   Dane rolled her eyes. “To hell with them.”
 
   “Only your immediate family will be there.” 
 
   “So the hell what? I’m not bothering with them anymore.” Fuck the lot of them.
 
   “All right,” Nicole said, glancing away.
 
   Suspicion drowned Dane’s relaxed mood and she narrowed her gaze on her lover. “Why’d you say it like that?” I’m so sick of this family bullshit!
 
   “What do you mean? I was just agreeing with your decision.”
 
   “Yeah, but you were agreeing as if you thought I should’ve made a different decision. What’s on your mind, Chem?” Has she not seen me in enough fucked up situations with these people?
 
   Nicole winced. “I just thought things might be different since your mother invited you. Obviously, she wants you there and she said it was a truce, so I would think your siblings would be civil toward you in that case. Luke and Thomas might be there. Maybe your father will be different, too. Facing his mortality might’ve changed him.”
 
   Dane almost asked her lover what the hell Nicole smoked and where Nicole bought it, so they both could have crazy fantasies together. But, that died on her tongue when she recalled the shattered, almost crippled look Nicole gave her whenever she said something intentionally hurtful. She wasn’t interested in seeing that wounded expression at the moment…or ever if it was at all possible. She had to keep her jackass behavior in check.
 
   Dane shifted to a more comfortable position on the couch, keeping her head in Nicole’s lap but stretching her legs out. She turned to avoid looking at Nicole. This is all so beyond crazy. Mother invited me to a dinner? So what? It didn’t make any sense to her. But, then again, nothing about my mother ever makes any sense to me. “Nothing is going to change my father. His behavior is a rule of nature. He’s a bastard today, he was one yesterday, and he’ll be one tomorrow,” Dane muttered. It was the most consistency she had ever had in her life.
 
   “And your mother inviting you? What do you make of that?” 
 
   “Hell if I know and I don’t really care.” She glanced at Nicole, just wanting to make sure she hadn’t said anything over the line yet.
 
   Nicole scoffed and rolled her eyes. 
 
   Why doesn’t she get that Christine isn’t like Kathleen?
 
   “Danny, your mother invited you. That should mean something. I mean, the woman hasn’t spoken to you before recently and now she’s inviting you to dinner. This could be an olive branch.” 
 
   “Or it could be more Wolfe family bullshit. Not interested in it.” 
 
   “Danny, I find it interesting that Christine would go out of her way to invite you. She could’ve just left it alone.”
 
   “Yes, so interesting she didn’t want to talk to me again.”
 
   “She was afraid you’d hang up on her.” 
 
   “Damn right! I don’t want to hear from her anymore. Never been so disappointed in my whole life,” Dane grumbled, folding her arms across her chest. Of course, she looked like an angry child.
 
   Nicole tilted her head and scratched Dane’s scalp. “Disappointed? Do you mean to tell me that you might have some emotions toward your mother after all?”
 
   A tense frown slammed on Dane’s face to the point that it hurt. “No. I think it’s fair to feel disappointed when the woman that gave birth to you makes it her business to ignore you for twenty-five years and then calls you in the middle of the night out of the blue because she’s too fucking stupid to realize she should’ve dialed 911 instead.” 
 
   Nicole looked at her for a long time, causing her stomach to bubble and it felt like acid climbed up her throat. Dane consciously made sure she didn’t squirm. 
 
   Nicole caressed Dane’s scalp. “Danny, you’re carrying a lot of baggage. Maybe this could be a chance to drop it. She’s reaching out to you.”
 
   “She let me go a long time ago, Nick,” Dane sighed, putting her hand through her hair, only for her fingers to run against Nicole’s hand, which refused to give way. Dane sighed again and let her hand drop to her side. “I told you about the piano when I was little, right?” 
 
   “Your mother’s piano?”
 
   “That’s the one. To this day, it’s the most beautiful piano I have ever seen. It had excellent sound and she played it like she was possessed. She doesn’t know it, but I used to watch her all the time. Adored the sound. One day, she caught me watching. I think I was six. Caught me watching and stopped playing immediately. She never played when she thought I was around again.”
 
   Nicole gasped. 
 
   “I still caught peeks of her. That’s when I had my first brilliant idea,” Dane said, chuckling a bit. Even to her ears, the laughter sounded hollow.
 
   “You would play the piano for her,” Nicole chimed in. 
 
   Dane nodded, remembering how horror stricken her lover appeared when she first told her. She sat up to continue, wanting to be level with Nicole. “Sat down and played. I remember it felt natural, but I doubt it sounded as good as I thought it did. Eventually, he came. I turned, proud because I knew it was good. My first time touching it and I knew it was fucking sweet. He closed the lid, nearly broke my fingers. The piano was worth more than I was and I was to never touch it again, he warned me.” This was the most Dane had ever told Nicole.
 
   Nicole nodded. “But, you touched it again.”
 
   “She heard that time. I smiled when I realized she was standing there. I told her I was gonna be just like her. Utter disgust filled her eyes and she turned and walked away. Now, ask me which one of those hurt more? My father’s scolding and almost taking my fingers off or her blindness and deafness toward me?” 
 
   Nicole sniffed and rubbed Danny’s head. “Baby, maybe she sees and hears you now. She called and asked for you.” 
 
   Why the hell does Nick have to hope? “And maybe she wants to walk away from me again.”
 
   “Do you really think she would call you to do that?”
 
   Dane shook her head. The phone call and invitation were against her mother’s usual MO. Her mother never went out of the way of getting her hopes up only to shatter them. Her mother was constantly and consistently ignorant of her existence. The level of indifference itself stung.
 
   “Why now?” Dane’s voice cracked. 
 
   “You helped save her husband’s life. Perhaps that was the breaking point.” 
 
   Dane hated that it made sense. No, Christine would never make this much sense. It didn’t matter. “And you’re sure Luke and Thomas are going to be there?” 
 
   “They are her only grandchildren, correct?”
 
   “Yeah,” Dane whispered. 
 
   “She said her grandchildren would be there. I can only assume she means Luke and Thomas. Unless there are others you don’t know about.”
 
   Dane sighed. “Anything is possible with that crew. At least I could get to see them again.” The idea of seeing her nephews again gave her a spark, but it didn’t serve to put out the fire and burning sensation in her stomach.
 
   Nicole smiled. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Danny dressed for the dinner in a t-shirt with a sleeveless shirt over it and some shorts. Her ever-present chain hung from her hip, connecting her empty wallet with her pants.
 
   Nicole didn’t want to stress Danny out by trying to make her put more of an effort into her clothing. Danny’s story about her parents still haunted her. Why were they so cruel? I don’t understand! But, maybe Christine sees the error of her ways and she wants to start over. That’s why Christine invited her. That has to be why. She convinced herself this dinner would make things better. Christine might be ready to be a mother and Nicole knew Danny craved that. Hell, Christine was the reason that Danny got into her passion in life—music.
 
   Nicole dressed in burgundy slacks with a cream-colored sweater. It was something she would’ve grabbed out of the closet if she needed to run an errand. She followed Danny’s lead, trying her best not to make a big deal out of the dinner.
 
   Nicole drove to the mansion, soft music playing to keep the quiet from driving them both mad. Nicole didn’t know what to say. She didn’t want to do anything that might make Danny change her mind and turn back. She also didn’t want to give away how much she thought the dinner was a good idea. It would just piss Danny off. As they came to the tree-lined street, Nicole noticed Danny focused ahead of them, but her eyes were off to the left. Danny’s parents’ house was on the right. What was Danny looking at? She was scared to ask as she didn’t want to upset Danny in any way right now.
 
   Nicole pulled into the driveway of the house as the sun was setting. A maid opened the door for the couple as a servant seemed to come out of nowhere and took the keys from her to park the car. They entered the house, waiting for directions to the rest of the family.
 
   The Wolfe family, minus the alpha male, gathered in the sitting room. Luke and Thomas were performing again. Danny and Nicole stood in the doorway and watched the show. Luke recited a poem while Thomas “danced” to it. The adults watched as if it was the most fascinating thing they’d ever seen. It was all fine and well until Michael noticed his baby sister.
 
   “Did someone forget to take out the trash?” Michael said, sneering in Danny’s direction.
 
   Danny rolled her eyes. “Oh, yes, that’s terribly clever.” 
 
   Nicole gulped. So much for a truce. If the evening got any worse, Danny would never agree to do anything with her family ever again. And while that might not be a great loss as far as Michael and Rachel were concerned, Danny should see her nephews and she might never do that if it meant seeing anyone else in the Wolfe clan.
 
   “Dane,” the young boys yelled with joy and charged over to their aunt.
 
   Danny chuckled as the boys hugged her around the legs. Watching Danny with them, it wouldn’t be right to keep them apart. They deserved each other. Nicole wondered if she could run some kind of interference if things truly got bad, if only to keep Danny from noticing any snide things from her family. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane patted her nephews on their backs, not wanting to bend down to hug them in front her family. She didn’t want them to see her struggle to get back up.
 
   “Are you going to freestyle today?” Luke asked. 
 
   “Maybe later,” Dane replied.
 
   “Play band?” Thomas asked with more interest than his brother. He loved banging on imaginary drums. He hoped to own an actual set, but his parents weren’t ready for the noise, or so they claimed. 
 
   “Later on. I’m not too good with an audience,” Dane glanced over at her family.
 
   The boys nodded, even though she knew they didn’t get it. She remembered one of her first interactions with them, they thought she was shy and told her it was okay because a lot of girls were shy. Of course, the girls they spoke of tended to be their age.
 
   Dane and Nicole took seats away from the family. Luke and Thomas went back to their performance. No one spoke over the show, but there were some words exchanged among the Wolfe family, whispered and secretive. Nicole watched them, eyes mostly on Christine. Dane wondered if her love was stunned Christine didn’t make some move to speak with Dane or at least interact with her. After all, this was all Christine’s idea and she was the one to call it a truce. Dane wasn’t surprised, but the night was young. 
 
   Dane considered the night to be good so far. No one said anything to her, except for Michael’s opening remark. Everyone kept their opinions about her and Nicole to themselves. There were the occasional glares from Michael, Rachel, Duncan, and Sharon, but nothing that Dane couldn’t handle. Nicole didn’t even seem to notice because her attention stayed on Luke and Thomas when she wasn’t trying to will Christine to do something. Despite the forced civility, Dane refused to believe anyone was really trying to mend any bridges.
 
   The show didn’t go on for much longer after a servant informed them that dinner was ready. They marched into the dining room, situating themselves at the long table. Dane sat at the end furthest from her family and Nicole frowned as soon as Dane was situated in a chair.
 
   “Danny, if this is an attempt to get close to you, you should meet them halfway, which means sitting closer and trying to start a conversation,” Nicole said in a low tone.
 
   “You seriously think they want to get close to me? Yeah, that’s why they just spent the last ten minutes looking at me like something smelled bad,” Dane snapped, wondering if she and Nicole existed in two different realities. No one wanted to be close to her, save her nephews. If the boys weren’t there, she would’ve walked back home to get away from her family.
 
   Nicole nodded, conceding the point. “Okay, well, what about Adam?”
 
   Dane arched an eyebrow. “What about Adam?” 
 
   “Baby,” Nicole said in a soothing tone. 
 
   Luke and Thomas charged down the table. They stood before Dane, smiling up at her. She arched an eyebrow, but smiled back all the same.
 
   “Dane, may we sit with you?” Luke requested with a cherubic grin.
 
   “Luke, Thomas, you have to sit down here,” Sharon ordered, trying her best to make it sound gentle. She patted the seats next to her, very far away from Dane.
 
   Luke glanced over at his mother. Pouting for a moment, he turned back to Dane. “Dane, will you join us?” He bowed to her.
 
   Nicole chuckled a bit. It was a little amusing to see Luke displaying Wolfe charm at such a young age and Dane had to fight down a smile of her own. Dane looked up the table. Sharon didn’t seem very pleased with the request. 
 
   “Please, Dane!” Thomas added in, throwing in some big, begging eyes.
 
   Dane sighed. How can I say no to those eyes? Glancing over at her lover, she could see that Nicole was tickled by the whole situation. Shaking her head, she sighed again.
 
   “I’d be delighted to sit with you.” 
 
   Sharon growled and glared at Dane. Luke and Thomas sat in between their mother and Dane, unknowingly acting as a buffer. Dane wasn’t too sure if it would work well, but she was willing to try. Nicole sat down by Dane.
 
   Thankfully, Dane found she wasn’t sitting across from anyone since she was in the fifth seat on the right side. There were only four people on the other side; Christine, Michael, Rachel, and Duncan. On Dane’s side, the line started with Adam, Sharon, the two boys, Dane, and Nicole. The head of the table would be left for their father, whenever he showed up.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So, Mrs. Wolfe, how does it feel to have your husband back home?” Nicole asked. It was strange that Christine hadn’t tried to talk to Danny. 
 
   Christine smiled. “I’m happy and he’s doing well.”
 
   “That’s good. Is he going to do physical therapy?”
 
   “Yes, but not for a little while now. He’s still very weak and expected to rest. In fact, he’s resting now.”
 
   “Well, if you need any recommendations, the physical therapist Danny sees has been lovely,” Nicole said. She left it wide open for Danny to at least complain about her therapist and engage with her mother a little. Danny didn’t take the bait.
 
   “You see a physical therapist?” Adam asked.
 
   “Of course, she’s a cripple,” Michael said.
 
   “No, she’s not,” Nicole hissed, glaring at him. 
 
   “Can we just eat dinner? No one cares about Dane or how she managed to mess herself up,” Rachel said. 
 
   “We have to wait for your father,” Christine said.
 
   No one objected to that. Nicole waited to see if maybe Christine would come back to their conversation, but she didn’t. Nicole’s eyebrows knitted close together as she tried to figure out why Christine stopped talking. 
 
   Nicole glanced at Danny, thinking she might have some insight. Danny wasn’t even paying attention, making strange hand gestures with her nephews. Nicole sighed. Danny wasn’t even trying. This might end up being a wasted opportunity.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Eventually, Russell appeared in the dining room in a wheelchair pushed by a servant. His grey gaze wasn’t as sharp as before and flared out over the table as soon as he was in his proper place. He noticed Dane and glared hot daggers at her. She puffed out her chest a little, like a proud soldier awaiting her execution.
 
   “What…” Russell started and had to pause, gritting his teeth as he did so. “She doing here?” His speech, so forced, made Dane arch an eyebrow.
 
   “Russell, Dane is here to celebrate your recovery with us,” Christine said, putting her hand on his and caressing his fingers with her own. Dane had witnessed the move many times from afar.
 
   “Celebrate my recovery?” He gritted his teeth. He seemed to be trying to control his speech by using as little of his mouth as possible. He jerked his head a bit before continuing. “More like celebrating my disability.”
 
   “Russ, I invited her,” Christine insisted. 
 
   Everyone’s eyes widened. Nicole’s brow wrinkled, bewildered by their reactions. Dane wasn’t sure if the confusion was because Nicole still believed this truce garbage or just Nicole couldn’t believe how easily they threw Christine under the bus, like this whole thing was her fault.
 
   “And she probably came running.” Russell jerked his head to the side again. “Smelled money and sniffed at it like a horny dog.” 
 
   Dane snorted and rolled her eyes, but didn’t say anything. She was sick of arguing with the man. No reason to argue with someone who wouldn’t listen. Besides, ever since she paid him his money, she counted him out of her life. He’s persona-non-grata.
 
   “Sounds just like Dane,” Michael chimed in. 
 
   Nicole glared at him and opened her mouth, as if she was about to respond, but Dane beat her to it.
 
   “Oh yeah? What the fuck do you know about me?” Dane forgot her stance on arguing with people who didn’t listen. The slander from people who didn’t know a damn thing about her and didn’t care to know wore on her. 
 
   “Hey, can you watch your language? There are children present,” Sharon huffed, frowning at Dane.
 
   “Dane comes back, sniffing for inheritance money. You think the old man is going to die? Is that why you suddenly jumped up to help Mom that night and tricked her into inviting you here? You thought you could ooze your way back into his will?” Michael glared.
 
   “So very much like you, Dane,” Rachel added, looking down her nose.
 
   “Yes, because you all know me so well,” Dane huffed. “Don’t need this shit. I just came here to see Thomas and Luke.”
 
   “Can we please just eat dinner?” Christine sighed, sounding tired and shaking her head. Dane didn’t see why she was so exhausted considering the fact she didn’t do anything, like always.
 
   Glares came her way throughout dinner and snide remarks muttered under their breath. Dane pretended not to notice, eating her food as quickly as possible. She never tasted a bit. Nicole hardly touched her food, frowning the whole time. This actually vexed Dane more than the other stuff. Her stupid family had to go and show Nicole that she was wrong to hope. Pushing away from the table, Dane left without saying anything.
 
   “May we be excused, too?” Luke requested, leaving the table before he even got an answer. Thomas followed his brother, who chased after Dane. 
 
   Nicole silently followed behind the trio. Dane glanced back. Nicole’s shoulders slumped and her lips pulled into a frown. Dane wanted nothing more than to grab her in a tight embrace and assure her everything was fine. After all, they got to see Luke and Thomas. 
 
   As soon as they were away from the table, the insults came a little louder than they had been before. The accusations that Dane was after money flowed like water. Even the declarations that she was just waiting for Russell to die came as if they were the stone-cold truth. Dane had heard them all before and she also heard the silent agreement that came with them before.
 
   Despite the fact that her mother had called her for help, everyone had ordered her to give blood, and her mother had invited her to the dinner, Dane wasn’t surprised that the woman was silent. Christine said nothing on Dane’s behalf after her initial protest that she had invited Dane. Adam also remained quiet, which Dane expected. 
 
   Dane tried to ignore all of the fuss and instead hung out with her nephews. She could still hear some of the insults and terrible accusations from the dining room. She drowned it out, pretending to be in a rock band with her nephews. She became the air-guitarist and Thomas took over the air-drums while Luke sang. Being with them actually made the trip worth it. Glancing at Nicole, seeing warmth in those emerald eyes as she watched them, maybe that made it worth it, too.
 
   Dane could hear things getting even more heated in the dining room. Sharon was raising her voice over something. A few minutes later, Adam inched into the room and called for the boys. Dane could guess why. Sometimes, she wondered what Sharon thought she’d do to the boys. She’d hate to find out what depravities her sister-in-law thought she was capable of.
 
   “Boys, come, your mother wants you for dessert,” Adam said.
 
   “We don’t need dessert,” Luke answered and Thomas nodded.
 
   Adam sighed and rubbed the back of his neck, at a loss as to what he should do now apparently. 
 
   “Come, you’ll like the dessert,” Adam said, waving them over.
 
   “We don’t want any dessert, unless Dane’s going to have some,” Luke declared, taking Dane by the hand.
 
   “Dessert?” Dane glanced back at Nicole. 
 
   The lawyer shrugged, confusion evident on her face.
 
   Dane turned to Adam, wondering if she should make his life easier. Thomas rushed over and took Dane’s free hand, which answered the scenario for her. The boys wanted the treat, but they were apparently worried about her leaving while they had it. She had run out on them often enough.
 
   They moved back to the dining room, Sharon looked like she was about to have a heart attack. Shooting up from her seat, she snatched her boys’ hands out of Dane’s and pulled them to her. Dane began to understand what Sharon feared she might do to the boys if touching them was a problem. The hell? Does she really think I’m going to molest them? Or maybe the gay will rub off? Turning to Adam, he looked away and marched back to his seat, saying nothing to Dane. 
 
   “Dane, don’t you have some place to go? Drugs to buy?” Rachel asked.  
 
   Dane chuckled and smiled. “You know, I had been planning to shoot up later on tonight, but I thought I’d put that on hold for dinner with my wonderful family.” She eased back into her seat. 
 
   Sharon pulled Luke and Thomas away from Dane as soon as those words left her mouth. Nicole sighed as she sat down. Dane hoped the sound meant Nicole finally got it and would stop trying to push her to see these people anymore.
 
   “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? You need money for drugs,” Michael accused her.
 
   “Of course she needs money for drugs. What else does she do in life? Well, that and steal women from people,” Rachel chimed in.
 
   Dane smiled. “I see you’re taking after your father quite nicely. Now, if you could only have a stroke like him and lose your ability to speak and walk that would be great.” Nicole gasped and Dane knew she had crossed the line, but she didn’t care. Fuck the line and fuck them.
 
   “Danny, I think it’s time for us to go,” Nicole said, standing.
 
   “Yes, I think that would be a good idea,” Christine said.
 
   “Of course,” Dane sighed, climbing to her feet. She turned her attention to her nephews. “Hopefully, I’ll see you guys around. High-fives?” She leaned down and got high-fives from both boys.
 
   Dane walked off with Nicole by her side. Of course Nicole wanted to scold her for her behavior, but Dane really didn’t care. This wasn’t her idea, after all.
 
   “How could you say something like that, Danny? The man just had a stroke and you mock him and your sister by saying she should have one, too?” Nicole’s grip on the steering wheel tightened.
 
   “Oh, so you just missed all of the shit they said to me, huh?” 
 
   “No, I heard all of that, but you didn’t have to rise to the occasion and try to beat them. Why didn’t you try reaching out to your mother? Like I said, she invited you and she might have appreciated hearing from you.”
 
   “Fuck her! This is the same bitch that sat there quietly while they accused me of being after Russell’s money when she was the one that called me. She didn’t try to say a goddamn thing to me. Not gonna make a move toward her so she can drop me on my face. Fuck her.” With the last two words, Dane hit her fist into her palm.
 
   “Danny…” Nicole sighed, shaking her head. “She wants to know you.”
 
   “Fuck her,” Dane repeated in a hard, cold tone.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole wasn’t in the mood for an argument, but she was upset with Danny’s actions. To her, Danny handled the whole situation incorrectly, which really surprised her. Usually, Danny was great with acting mature and like an adult.
 
   The stroke remark had been over the top. The whole night was a nightmare and she didn’t know where to begin making sense of it. She just wanted Danny to have a family. Danny could’ve at least tried talking to her mother or even Adam. Maybe Christine wasn’t ignoring Danny, but just didn’t know how to initiate a conversation with Danny at this point.
 
   But then again, Christine hadn’t stepped in for Danny when they started saying those awful things to her. Adam was silent as well. She couldn’t figure out why they would step in sometimes and not others. They wanted Danny around, right? This was going to develop into a headache. The Wolfe family made absolutely no sense and Danny devolved right along with them.
 
   Nicole drove in silence. When they got home, Danny disappeared into the den. She remained there for the rest of the night without any disturbances from Nicole, who had work to keep her occupied until bedtime. She crawled into an empty bed and wondered if Danny would sleep in the den. She got her answer a little while later when Danny came to bed, but she barely whispered a “good night.” Nicole’s response was just as curt as Danny turned to sleep on her side, leaving Nicole to look at her back.  Tension filled their bed for the first time in their relationship. Apparently, that elephant in the room now slept in their bed, too.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   NICOLE HAD NEVER BEEN so happy to go to work in all of her life. The tension from dinner with the Wolfe family had stayed with them for the entire weekend. It crushed her and she had no idea how to mend it, especially since Danny didn’t want to talk about it. She hoped Mina or Clara could help.
 
   Sitting at her desk, she found it difficult to focus on her work. None of the words on her computer or in her files made sense to her. Her mind kept settling on Danny and the weekend—the horrible, horrible weekend.
 
   “She barely spoke to me…” Nicole whispered, lip trembling with sorrow.
 
   Ever since the dinner, Danny had barely said ten words to her. It never happened to them before. In fact, Danny had barely looked her way, even when she had come into the bedroom last night fresh from a shower. She had worn only a towel and Danny hadn’t spared her a glance. Rejection stung more than anything. Danny usually went wild if she showed a little leg.
 
   “It seems like forever since we’ve made love and now she doesn’t even want to touch me.” Nicole’s eyes filled with fresh tears.
 
   They hadn’t made love since the night Christine called about Russell. At least after that she had been able to cuddle into Danny’s body when they slept. She dared not try that over the weekend. Danny had slept with her back to Nicole, as if putting up a wall between them in the bed. It could’ve been worse. Danny could have always slept in the den, which Nicole had feared since Danny spent much of her weekend hiding in there.
 
   “What should I do? It’s like Danny’s blaming me for what happened.” Nicole sighed, shaking her head. I never thought Danny could mock anyone’s misfortune, especially something so serious. That isn’t the mark of a good person. 
 
   “Have I been mistaken about Danny all of this time? Is Danny abusive to everyone who disagrees with her?” Fear coursed through Nicole once more. She shook her head and swallowed down the thoughts. She needed to talk things over with Mina and Clara. They’ll help. They always help with things like this.
 
   Never before had Nicole been so happy that lunch had arrived. She rushed off, nearly running to Mina’s office. People in the hallway stared at her, but didn’t say anything as she went by, bursting into her friend’s office. Mina still worked at her desk. She jerked her head up as Nicole skidded to a stop in front of her desk.
 
   “Someone’s eager to have lunch with me,” Mina said with an arched eyebrow and teasing smile. She didn’t get a smile out of Nicole.
 
   “I need your help.” 
 
   “I figured as much if you’re beating me out of the office. Let me finish this sentence, we can get Clara, and you can tell us both why you look like you’re about to go out of your mind.” 
 
   Nicole twisted a lock of her hair and gnawed on her bottom lip as Mina finished her sentence. Then Mina climbed to her feet and grabbed her jacket. They were off, collecting the final member of their trio before going off to their usual café. They ordered food and drinks. Afterwards Mina eyed Nicole.
 
   “What’s wrong now, Nicole?” Mina asked.
 
   “Danny and I are fighting again.” Nicole sighed, covering her face with her hands for a moment. She put them down and frowned.
 
   “Again?” Clara echoed. She hadn’t been privy to the first time.
 
   “I hope the cause isn’t the same,” Mina said while glancing at Clara, quietly assuring her that she’d explain it all later. Clara nodded.
 
   “I think that Danny might be a little less…than I thought,” Nicole said, not quite sure how to fill in the part that she trailed off.
 
   “A little less what?” Clara asked, her forehead wrinkling.
 
   Mina sighed, sounding almost exhausted. “Does this have something to do with her family again?”
 
   “She mocked her dad’s condition,” Nicole growled. “Her mother invited her to a family dinner and she spent the time arguing with her idiotic siblings rather than taking the attention from her mother that she has been craving her whole life. What is wrong with her?” She threw her hands out in frustration.
 
   “More family stuff. I told you to step away from this crap. Danny’s family is Danny’s business.” Mina shook her head.
 
   “It’s not her family that concerns me. It was her behavior toward them. I mean, what kind of person wishes her sister has a stroke right after their father had a stroke?” 
 
   “Maybe a person with a shitty father and an equally shitty sister,” Mina said, shrugging.
 
   “Wait, wait, wait, what is going on?” Clara asked, leaning forward.
 
   “Nicole’s having trouble minding her own business. Danny seems to have issues with her family and Nicole’s taking it upon herself to try to unite parties that seem to have no desire in getting along,” Mina said.
 
   “Issues? Wishing ill on your own sister isn’t an issue. It’s cruel, especially if your father just had a stroke,” Nicole argued.
 
   Clara pursed her lips. “I’ll say it is a harsh thing to let slip from your mouth, especially when you’ve seen it happen, but what did her father and sister say to her to bring her to that point?”
 
   “That’s not the point!” Nicole glared at her friends. Why are they acting like that wasn’t over the line?
 
   Clara tilted her head and studied Nicole as the waiter placed their food on the table. They didn’t bother to look at their meals and Clara didn’t skip a beat. “How’s that not the point? I know I’ve only been around Danny a handful of times, but she doesn’t strike me as the type that let’s words fly for no reason at all.”
 
   “The point is that she wished serious illness on her sister and she meant it,” Nicole said, tapping the table hard with her index finger.
 
   “And this is something that the great, all-mighty Nicole would never do,” Mina remarked, sounding tired and bored now. “I told you not to try holding Danny up to your standards. Her family is not yours.” She tapped the table to emphasis her point, almost putting her finger in her salad.
 
   “I’m not comparing her family to mine anymore. You don’t think there’s something wrong when Danny mocked someone that was seriously hurt and wished the same thing on another human being? And she was serious. How does a decent human being wish harm on another?” Pain spiked through Nicole's heart, constricting her chest. Her eyes drifted down to the table and she had to take a moment to gather herself before looking up again.
 
   “I do it all the time,” Mina admitted with a shrug before taking a bite of her salad. “In fact, I used to do it almost daily when those lazy bastards at the firm used to take advantage of you. Sure, I never went so far as wishing one of them had a stroke, but I guess I made up for the severity with the quantity of how often I used to do it.”
 
   “Did you say it to their faces?” Nicole picked up her sandwich. Yes, Mina said things to people, but she never considered she might really mean it. I know Danny meant her words, though. 
 
   Mina shrugged. “At first, but I’ve found telling our coworkers that I hope they fall down a flight of stairs doesn’t faze them much and it only served to frustrate me when I finally noticed I wasn’t getting to them. Not to mention, I was getting a lot of complaints from Human Resources. I’m sure Danny just needed to vent to her father and sister. If it came true, she’d feel bad, but since it won’t come true, she was just letting her sister know how she felt about her at the moment. Is this seriously what the fight is about?” she asked with wide eyes.
 
   “It’s part of it and it disturbs me that she’d say such things,” Nicole said. She bit her sandwich and chewed slowly, not sure she’d be able to keep anything down if the conversation continued.
 
   “I don’t think it’s that serious,” Mina said.
 
   Clara motioned to Mina and nodded. “I have to agree with her. This doesn’t sound like something you’d want to fight with your partner about.” She sipped her soda.
 
   “Especially when it’s none of your business,” Mina added with a loaded glance.
 
   Nicole sighed. “Well, I already told her I didn’t like it. She got all huffy and has been avoiding me ever since. She hasn’t spoken to me since Friday. She spent the whole weekend in the den, listening to music from her headphones and strumming her guitar. She wouldn’t even touch me this weekend. I don’t even mean in a sexual way, just in general.”
 
   “She might be a little pissed with your holier-than-thou attitude,” Mina said, her voice light.
 
   Nicole frowned, putting down her sandwich. “I’m not being holier-than-thou.”
 
   “It seems like a silly thing to fight over. Danny’s a peach and you shouldn’t be ready to throw your relationship away with her just because she doesn’t get along with her family,” Clara said. 
 
   “Yeah,” Mina chimed in. “It’s a rather crazy reason to ruin the best thing that’s ever happened to you.”
 
   “Why is this even an issue?” Clara asked.
 
   “Her treatment of her family is so harsh.” Nicole finally voiced her innermost concern. “How can I be with someone like that?”
 
   Mina’s mouth fell open. “Are you fucking serious? Nicole, I will personally kick your ass if you break up with her. You’ve never been with someone who makes you light up like Danny does, someone who encourages you every step of the way, someone who so clearly loves you that it makes me sick to my stomach sometimes to see you together.” 
 
   “All of that and more,” Clara said. “She takes care of you when you’re sick and she pushed you to follow your dream. She’s eager to be the housewife for you instead of expecting you to be one for her. She does things for you no partner I’ve heard about ever doing for you.”
 
   Mina waved her fork around. “Now, you listen to me, how Danny gets on with her family is none of your goddamn business. Her family has no bearing on you or how she treats you. Hell, it doesn’t even have a bearing on how she treats your family. So, step away from this shit and stop acting like this is the make-or-break moment in your relationship. If you think Danny deserves a loving family, stop trying to push her toward a family that doesn’t seem to care for her and be the family she deserves to have.”
 
   “But—” Nicole tried to argue, but Mina didn’t let her.
 
   “No, okay? No. Are you trying to sabotage the best relationship you’ve ever had? Is that it? Well, I’m not going to let you do it. I don’t know why you’d even engage in such self-destructive behavior, but it’s not happening. You love Danny and she loves you. Leave it at that.”
 
   “I’m not trying to sabotage my relationship!” As far as Nicole was concerned, this wasn’t about her like Mina made it seem. “Why would I even do that?” I’m not doing that, am I? That would be crazy. I don’t want to be without Danny, so why would I do that?
 
   “Did you really just ask her that?” Clara shook her head.
 
   Mina didn’t miss a beat. “Well, you don’t know how to have a loving relationship, considering all of your past relationships. You’re scared and now you’re looking for a way out. Or you think your dream relationship is going to come to an end anyway, so you might as well speed up the process, so it’ll hurt less. Either way, it’s madness and I’m not going to stand for it. Neither is Clara.”
 
   “She’s right,” Clara muttered and then ate her food.
 
   Nicole was speechless. She would never sabotage her relationship with Danny. She wanted things to work with Danny because she loved her so very deeply. Have I been scared? Thinking about it, she didn’t think scared was the right label. Something was there, though, thoughts about how Danny could easily be with anyone else, like she wasn’t good enough. Am I now trying to make it seem like Danny isn’t good enough? She wasn’t sure.
 
   “You know,” Clara paused, her hand on her chin.
 
   Nicole sighed, feeling a bit overwhelmed and double-teamed. But then again, she brought it on herself. She had just hoped that they’d either tell her how to fix her problem or at least side with her. Instead, she felt like Mina attacked her and Clara backed it up.
 
   “If you think Danny deserves a family so much, why can’t that be you?” Clara asked.
 
   “Me?” Nicole pointed to herself.
 
   “You. Danny obviously cares for you very deeply, much more than it sounds like she cares for her family. You are her life. You’re partners. Why not be the family you want her to have? The support you think she needs? I know you do that anyway, so just accept being her family and end it there.” 
 
   Nicole sighed again. “It’s not the same thing. I can’t be her mother or her sister or anything like that. Danny should have that, but she’s throwing it all away.”
 
   Mina sighed, rubbing her face with her hands. “Nicole, not everyone wants the same things you want. You can’t force these things on her. If you would just leave her alone, I am willing to bet everything would smooth over.”
 
   “So, it’s all my fault? Nothing Danny did was wrong?” Nicole asked, hurt pitching her voice.
 
   Mina took a forkful of her salad. “Nicole, she got upset, she said something. She didn’t say it to you, so why does it matter? You’re just going to keep pushing her until she does say something to you, and then hurt both of you?” 
 
   Clara reached over and patted Nicole on the hand. “Nicole, Mina’s right. Not everyone is going to get along with their family. I can vouch for that. My relationship with my mother is awful. I prefer not to see her because I know we’re going to have a fight.” 
 
   Nicole leaned back, shocked. “You don’t get along with your mother?” 
 
   “Not in the slightest. She’s a miserable woman, who only wants to make others miserable. She was always jealous of how close I was with my father and she treated me like a redheaded stepchild.” Clara ruffled Nicole’s hair a bit.
 
   “Well, what if she had a change of heart and decided she wanted to get to know you?” Nicole asked.
 
   Clara winced. “I most likely wouldn’t trust her. I’ve had too many problems with her to think she can suddenly change. I don’t think she’s the type of person I’d want to know. Now, maybe it’s like that for Danny. You wouldn’t understand. Your family is close and even though Kate is overbearing, she’s not spiteful toward you. She’d never hurt you on purpose. Your parents treasure you and you treasure them. The same with your extended family. Not everyone’s like that and not everyone can be like that.”
 
   Nicole sighed for what felt like the billionth time and stared at her plate, sandwich barely touched. She didn’t understand and she didn’t like that one bit. Family was loving, kind, affectionate, and supportive. Yes, there were disagreements, but that deep, familial love overcame everything. Nicole nodded to show that she was listening, but she couldn’t get over Danny’s behavior. It wasn’t just the way that she treated her family. The way Danny was treating her hurt. A lot.
 
   “She’s avoiding me,” Nicole mumbled, glancing away briefly.
 
   “Maybe because she doesn’t want you to judge her anymore,” Mina replied.
 
   Nicole nodded. “I didn’t mean to.”
 
   “You should tell her that,” Mina said.
 
   Sighing, Nicole wondered if things could go back to the way they were. She had to try. She hated fighting with Danny, especially since Danny seemed to prefer the silent treatment. She’d rather they scream at each other until they were both spent and everything got out in the open. She could handle an argument, provided it was somewhat civil. She couldn’t do anything with the silent treatment, except agonize over it.
 
   “Nicole, do the right thing,” Mina said, clapping her friend on the back.
 
   Nicole nodded again. “Do you think…Do you think things will be all right?” She almost asked if they thought Danny might leave her over this. Her stomach rolled and she feared her little bite of sandwich would make a second appearance. Danny had so many options.
 
   Clara smiled. “Of course. You two will be back to head-over-heels in love in no time.”
 
   Mina nodded and this made Nicole feel a bit better. After that, they had a pretty decent lunch. But, Nicole’s stomach didn’t settle enough for her to finish her sandwich. When they went back to work, Nicole thought about her friends’ advice. She judged Danny by her relationship or lack thereof with the Wolfe family, even though she knew the Wolfe family was nothing to write home about. She had heard enough stories and dealt with Tyler enough. She had seen their behavior during dinner, as well as the gathering that started it all. Still, they were Danny’s family. It’d heal Danny a little if she could make peace with them at least. Danny loved being with her nephews. Adam seemed perfectly normal and he had tried to engage her. Nicole grabbed the phone and dialed the house. It rang for a while and she worried Danny didn’t pick up because of the caller ID. Her heart clenched in her chest.
 
   “Maybe she’s just out, teaching a lesson,” she muttered.
 
   “Hello?” 
 
   “Danny?” Nicole yelped, surprised.
 
   “Yeah, you expected someone else?” Danny asked in a bemused tone.
 
   “No, no, no. It’s just that…well, we haven’t been talking much lately, so I thought you might not answer when you saw it was me calling.”
 
   Danny sighed. “Chem,” she said the nickname with such disappointment it hurt.
 
   “I know, I know, I’m being silly. I just thought since we haven’t spoken much in the past couple of days that you wouldn’t want to talk to me. It’s nice to hear your voice again,” Nicole said, smiling.
 
   Danny made a noise, something related to a grunt. “How you doing? Don’t sound too good.”
 
   Nicole bit her lip before deciding to just admit her problem. “We’re fighting again and I don’t like it.” She sniffled as she felt tears trying to gather in her eyes. Shaking her head, she hoped to get rid of tears before she ended up weeping. The office was no place to having a crying fit, even though she had done it before. She just wasn’t proud of herself for it.
 
   “We’re not fighting,” Danny insisted.
 
   “Yes, we are! How can you even deny it? You’ve hardly looked my way since Friday night and you actually want me to believe that we’re not fighting? What do you call it then?” Nicole envisioned Danny running her hand through her hair. 
 
   “It’s just a difference of opinion. We’ll sort it out eventually,” Danny answered, sounding a bit unsure about that. 
 
   The uncertainty in her voice made Nicole gulp. What if things wouldn’t be all right? What if she had sabotaged the relationship? She fought down a sick feeling. “Danny, how is this a difference of opinion? You’re not even talking to me for us to sort anything out.”
 
   “We will. I have to go. Lesson in ten minutes. Love you.”
 
   “I love you, too,” Nicole said, but Danny hung up before she even finished the phrase. Nicole put down the phone and muttered, “This is just one big mess and I don’t even know where to begin fixing it. Hell, should I even fix it?” I have to fix it. I fix things. I can fix this. I can.
 
   Nicole shook her head, not feeling as confident as she’d like. Danny had been nothing but good to her until the thing with her family started. Danny was a good woman and she wasn’t going to let her go. They had to work through this.
 
   “I’ve been without her before. I will not do it again,” Nicole vowed. 
 
   Deciding to bite the bullet, Nicole made a stop on her way home after her class. She brought Danny a small bouquet of roses, knowing that despite her lover’s tough rocker image, Danny appreciated such gifts. She also picked up a small chocolate cake, hoping that they’d share it and make up.
 
   “Danny, are you home?” Nicole called, stepping into the house. Everything was quiet, which wasn’t unusual. Danny could be asleep on the couch or in the bedroom. Or she could’ve beaten Danny home. She glanced toward the den. Or she could be...
 
   Going toward the den, Nicole sighed when she saw Danny sitting on the floor with her guitar in her hands and her headphones covering her ears. Danny bobbed her head slightly while playing her favorite instrument.
 
   Instead of trying to shout over the music, Nicole walked over, crouched down, and kissed Danny. Danny returned the kiss. Nothing felt different about the show of affection, as sweet, loving, and passionate as any other kiss that they shared. Maybe everything will be all right between us.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane was surprised when Nicole kissed her, but she wouldn’t turn Nicole away, even if she was a bit upset with Nicole. Does this mean I’m actually going to figure out what to say to her? How to explain all of this crap? Hope I don’t yell anymore. I should be able to handle it.
 
   “Just got in?” Dane asked as they pulled away for air. She took her headphones off of her head and stopped her MP3 player.
 
   “Yes, my classes started today.” 
 
   “I wasn’t sure when you were coming in, so I didn’t start dinner yet.”
 
   “It’s fine. I got these for you,” Nicole said, presenting the flowers.
 
   “Oh.” Dane moved her guitar out of the way and accepted them. It was only the second time she had ever gotten such a present and she smiled. “Thank you. They’re beautiful.” She locked eyes with Nicole. “Just like the woman that gave them to me.” I have missed her. Guess she missed me, too. I didn’t know you could miss a person who was right there, but this stupid disagreement is messing stuff up.
 
   Nicole blushed and chuckled a bit. “Flatterer.”
 
   Dane smiled. “Can’t be flattery if it’s the truth.”
 
   “It’s part of my apology. As I said, I don’t want to fight anymore, Danny.”
 
   “Then can we just bury this crap with my family? I mean, the tension that’s with us is because we have different opinions about my family. Can we just leave it alone and move on?” 
 
   “If that’s what it takes to end this, then yes.” 
 
   Dane nodded, even though she felt like she had heard it before. For her, the last thing she wanted was something she didn’t care about—her family and their opinions—to wreck her shot with the woman she so desperately loved.
 
   “What’s this other thing you got there?” Dane glanced at the box that her lover held.
 
   “Chocolate cake. I was hoping we could share some of it after dinner.” Nicole grinned. She seemed happy. 
 
   “Sounds good. As soon as we figure out what dinner is.”
 
   “Something simple and quick. How about spaghetti?”
 
   Dane nodded and got up to make pasta while Nicole went to take a shower. Dane was glad for the moment alone. “She didn’t even say what she was apologizing for.” Dane sighed as she put her flowers in some water. “She just wants to stop fighting. Stopping just because she’s tired isn’t going to solve anything.” But, then again, her way of not talking about things at all wasn’t helping much either. They had to do something about their lack of communication. She had completely shut down over the weekend. She didn’t want to say anything hurtful, and now Nicole was apologizing for the sake of apologizing. That was no way to build a healthy relationship.
 
   “But, if this thing with my family goes away, maybe it won’t matter. But something else might come up and if we treat it just like we’ve done with this, we’re as good as finished. We really need to talk this over and get everything out in the open. After dinner, we’ll sit down and really talk.”
 
   She liked the sound of that plan. Finishing dinner, she only had to wait a few minutes before Nicole joined her at the table. They had a quiet dinner, and then Nicole cut them a slice of cake. They went to eat the dessert in the living room and attempted to find a movie to watch, but the phone rang. Dane answered it since Nicole was busy with the cake.
 
   “Hello,” Dane said before noticing the caller ID. When she did register the numbers, Dane winced. Hopefully, the ID was wrong or her nephews had miraculously found her phone number. She hoped like hell that it was the latter.
 
   “Hello, may I please speak with Dane?” Adam asked. 
 
   The caller ID was very accurate.
 
   “Speaking,” she grunted.
 
   “Hey, Dane, it’s Adam.”
 
   “I know.” Unlike him, she could remember a voice.
 
   “I was wondering if I could come over and maybe talk with you. Apologize for everything that’s happened lately.”
 
   “You just did and I’m not interested. Goodbye,” Dane said, hanging up the phone and flopping down on the couch.
 
   “Baby, who was that?” Nicole asked as she entered the living room with their cake. It was one big slice and one fork. She had suggested they take turns feeding each other. That certainly appealed to Dane.
 
   “Nobody,” Dane grunted, trying not to let her brother sour her mood. She and Nicole were about to share cake. Then, they could have their serious discussion and hopefully move forward.
 
   “All right,” Nicole said.
 
   Nicole cut the first bit of cake and went to feed it to Dane, but the phone rang again, distracting her. Nicole was closer to the phone now, so she grabbed it and checked the display.
 
   “It’s your brother, Adam.” 
 
   “Don’t answer,” Dane replied. God, even when I don’t see them, my family ruins things.
 
   “Why not? It could be important. Something might be up with you nephews.”
 
   “Nothing is. He just called. It’s nothing important. Probably pissed that I hung up on him.”
 
   Nicole’s forehead wrinkled. “Hung up on him? Why?”
 
   “Because he said what he had to say and what I had to hear. No reason to drag it out.”
 
   Nicole opened her mouth, and then closed it. She put the phone back in the cradle and fed Dane the cake on the end of the fork. Dane took the fork from Nicole's hand and did the same. They barely made it through half of the cake before there was a knock at the door.
 
   “I got it,” Dane said.
 
   “You sure?” Nicole asked.
 
   “Just don’t eat the rest of the cake while I’m gone and I don’t mean just that slice either,” Dane teased.
 
   Nicole grinned and Dane went to get the door. Dane risked a quick glance outside through the peephole. Adam waited outside. Dane wanted to return to the couch, but the knocking persisted. She opened the door.
 
   “Forgot you live like fifteen minutes from here,” Dane grumbled.
 
   “Dane, I really want to talk to you. Hanging up doesn’t help,” Adam said.
 
   “It helps me not have to listen to you,” Dane countered.
 
   “I guess I deserve that. Can I come in and we talk?” 
 
   She glanced into the house toward the living room. Nicole would eventually find out that Adam was at the door. Dane should invite him in, avoiding the reprimand that would surely come otherwise. Besides, Nicole looked like she might stay out of it considering she didn’t press the issue about Dane hanging up on him.
 
   “Come on in,” Dane sighed, motioning into the house.
 
   “Thanks,” Adam said, walking inside. Dane pointed him in the direction of the living room. 
 
   “Adam,” Nicole said in surprise as she climbed to her feet. “Nice to see you.” She reached out a hand for him to shake, which he did.
 
   “Nice to see you too, Nicole. Sorry for just popping up on you like this.” 
 
   “No problem." Nicole smiled at Dane, who used all of her willpower to avoid rolling her eyes.
 
   “More like grovel at her feet and apologize for being an ass,” he answered.
 
   “Then I’ll leave you two alone,” Nicole said, retreating into the kitchen. Dane could tell she was close to grinning.
 
   Shaking her head, she wondered what it would take for Nicole to give up this desire for her to be close to her jackass brother. Letting that go for now, she turned her attention to Adam. The two of them stood in the middle of the living room.
 
   “So, you wanted to apologize?” Dane prompted him.
 
   “Not just for me, but for Mom too.” 
 
   “Oh, she’s got you acting as her messenger. Funny how she can talk to me when there are no other options, but now she’s strangely silent.” 
 
   He balked, as if that was the most outrageous thing he had ever heard. “Her? You’re the one that won’t talk to her. You’re hanging up on people.”
 
   She snorted and rolled her eyes. “Oh, yes, it’s all Dane’s fault. Brilliant apology.”
 
   Adam ran his hand through his hair. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant Mom can’t talk to you because you won’t talk to her.”
 
   “Yeah, just like Dad never starts with me until I fuck up, right? Just like Sharon didn’t worry about the boys being around me until I molested them, right?” Dane asked in a baffled tone, throwing her hands out. “Why the fuck does anyone ever bother if it’s always me?”
 
   “Damn it, Dane, you’re putting words in my mouth. I wanted to apologize for not standing up for you at the hospital. You did a good thing and Dad kicked you out without knowing everything you did for him. I didn’t know you knew about the thing with Sharon, though,” he muttered, running his hand through his hair again.
 
   She scoffed. “Ah, yes, and because I don’t know that makes it all right. Look, I’m tired of the family drama that comes along with being near the Wolfe family. Not gonna do it anymore. So, you don’t need to apologize, because it doesn’t mean anything to me.”
 
   Adam stepped closer. “You can’t do that! The boys would be crushed if they never saw you again!” 
 
   “Like Sharon will let me see them much anymore. It doesn’t matter. When she barks, you move. She tells you to take the boys from me, you take them. Russell labels me worthless, must be worthless. Christine cries that I’m not to talk to her, then it must be so. I can’t deal with this shit anymore. Like you once told me, ‘I’ve got my own life to live, kid. Deal with it.’”
 
   “Dane, I was an immature kid when I said that. I didn’t mean it. Don’t close yourself off to all of us because I was a jackass fifteen years ago,” he huffed, his voice a bit louder than it was a moment ago.
 
   “No, it’s because you all continue to be jackasses. Don’t need the stress and bullshit.” Dane waved him off.
 
   Adam took a deep breath and looked at her. “Dane, I understand you want to distance yourself from us. We haven’t been the best people to you. I finally realized that after Sharon and I had a fight this weekend over you being around the boys. She’d love nothing more than for you to stop seeing them, but I know you’re good for them. You get them in a way that we can’t, because we don’t get the poetry and music and all that stuff that they think is cool. I can’t punish you for something that never happened. I know you’d never do anything to hurt them.”
 
   She scoffed. “Oh, really? You know that?” After all, he didn’t know her, didn’t want to know her. He made that plain when she was a child.
 
   He pressed on, almost as if she hadn’t said anything at all. “I know you’re not the horrible person they all make you out to be and I’m sorry for never speaking up for you. After all the crap we put you through, you still came through and we let you down after that. What you did for Dad was incredible and I know you’d do even more for my boys.”
 
   Folding her arms across her chest, Dane arched an eyebrow. “Could you be any more full of shit?”
 
   “Dane, I know you’re not the person you once were. You’re someone better, someone amazing. You’re a good person and I know you love the boys. I can’t just let you walk out on them and I can’t go on pretending that the way everyone treats you is all right.” 
 
   Dane sighed. “Now all of sudden you give a shit? Spare me the bullshit that Christine cares, too. I know she wouldn’t apologize. Fuck you,” she shouted. She couldn’t trust him, never would trust him.
 
   “Dane,” he pleaded.
 
   “Fuck you,” she said slower since he didn’t seem to comprehend it the first time. “I’m not interested in what you have to say. You should be familiar with that. Now, get the hell out.”
 
   Adam frowned. “I had hoped you would’ve grown up some by now.” 
 
   “I had hoped you’d be walking through the fucking door by now. You don’t go twenty-five some odd years not caring about what happens to someone and then suddenly give two fucks about them because they helped your father and get along with your sons. I’m not interested. So, get out.”
 
   “Look, Dane, I’m trying to be upfront with you.” He pointed to the floor with his index finger.
 
   “And I don’t buy it. Now, get out before I throw you out. I might be a crippled fuck, but I can still kick ass when necessary.” 
 
   Adam sighed. “Okay, I’ll give you a little time to cool off. I understand you not believing me. I just don’t want you to punish the boys because of me.”
 
   Dane didn’t say anything and Adam marched back to the door. She shut the door as soon as he was over the threshold. As she walked back to the living room, she saw Nicole watching her from the kitchen entrance. Dane and Nicole stared at each other.
 
   “Why didn’t you hear him—” Nicole stopped talking when Danny turned around and went right to the den. “Damn it,” Nicole whispered. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   DANE PUT HER HEADPHONES on and cranked up the volume. Heavy metal screamed into her ears. Just in case Nicole wanted to talk, she wanted to make sure she didn’t hear. She wasn’t in the mood for more judgment about how she should give her brother—or anyone else in her family—a chance. 
 
   She didn’t care Adam was reaching out. She didn’t care about Adam. No amount of apologizing or sweet words would make her believe he cared. He wasn’t some great guy like Nicole believed. She wanted him and the rest of the Wolfe clan to go away before they did any more damage. She wouldn’t let them ruin her relationship with Nicole.
 
   Crazy, since she was now avoiding Nicole—again. But, she and Nicole would eventually get things worked out. That wouldn’t happen if her family kept popping up at inappropriate moments and doing things that made her seem like the stubborn jackass. No, severing all ties with her family and calling it a day would be best. 
 
   Yes, she had stayed with Adam after being beaten by those gangsters, but he hadn’t been incredibly warm and she’d been desperate. It wasn’t like she went to him because he was her awesome, loving big brother. Maybe he’d been those things to Michael and Rachel, but never to her.
 
   He hadn’t even inquired about her condition when she limped into his house. He had given her the same couple of days as anyone else in their family had given her. He hadn’t even let her bid farewell to the boys, even though she connected with them so well. She stayed with him again a couple of months after that and even though the boys seemed more attached to her, her brother continued to treat her like a stranger. He wouldn’t even tell the boys that she was his sister or their aunt. He couldn’t have suddenly changed.
 
   Having faith in Adam had gotten her nowhere in life, except for heartache at a young age Maybe he matured as the years went by, but he showed no signs of caring about her. Hell, he seemed to notice she was even a human being only recently. She refused to believe he gave a damn about her just because she called an ambulance for his father and gave a little bit of blood. And she couldn’t take Nicole trying to say something contrary.
 
   Nicole didn’t know what her family had put her through. Nicole didn’t know anything, and she wished the lawyer would just accept that, so they could move on. But, she didn’t want to have to tell Nicole, either. She couldn’t shake her lover any more than she had.
 
   If her family was anything like Nicole’s, she’d try to hold onto them with both hands, firm and tight. But, she hadn’t come from a family like that. Resentment flowed through her, burning all the way to her soul. Nicole didn’t seem to comprehend that. Instead, Nicole burdened her with people who didn’t want her, who she didn’t want in return, and smothered her with a guilt she shouldn’t feel just because she couldn’t get along with those bastards.
 
   Dane gnashed her teeth briefly. “I never wanted them.” She’d just hide out in the music room until she cooled down. If she and Nicole discussed anything, she’d say things in a tone that wouldn’t be appreciated and in a manner that would be hurtful. She might throw in a few insults for the hell of it, too. So, she definitely needed to calm down before anything else.
 
   Unfortunately, as time ticked by, fury festered inside her, tearing at her. Thinking it might be the music feeding into her emotions, she changed from the metal to some smooth R&B. Tapping her good foot to the beat, and she sang each song under her breath. It didn’t work. In fact, it felt like her heart broke as she listened to each of the love and breakup songs. Her throat tightened. Maybe she had a lifetime of breakup songs ahead of her. If Nicole left her, her muse would forever be her despair of losing her angel.
 
   “I can’t…” Dane whispered, wiping her eyes. She couldn’t lose Nicole. There’d be no reason to go on. She’d become numb again. She’d become a phantom again. She’d be without pride or dignity again. Nothing would matter. She couldn’t lose Nicole.
 
   She’d just wait until she felt comfortable talking to Nicole. Once she calmed down, she’d talk to Nicole and they’d start moving forward, instead of stagnating. Dane stayed parked on that floor, waiting for her emotions to calm. She fell asleep with trouble churning in her belly and music blaring in her ears. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole sat on the edge of the bed, thinking about how she couldn’t let things go over Danny and Adam. She’d been able to fight it down until she saw Adam basically pleading with Danny and how Danny just turned him away. She couldn’t understand why Danny would do that and she couldn’t keep her damned opinion to herself.
 
   “I’m not trying to ruin this. I don’t want to push Danny away. I’m not scared of this,” Nicole said aloud, needing to hear the words. But, if I’m not, then why the hell did I do exactly what Mina and Clara told me not to do?
 
   The problem was, despite everything, she still believed Danny deserved a family. Yes, she could be a part of that, but Danny had a brother who wanted to be there for her as well. She couldn’t understand why Danny just threw it away. Building a relationship with Adam could allow her to build a better relationship with her nephews, but Danny didn’t even seem to consider that.
 
   She glanced at the clock. “Where is Danny?”
 
   She wandered downstairs since Danny had not come to bed. She found Danny in the den, leaned up against the wall. She had her headphones on, music playing loud. She’d never understand how Danny could sleep with such noise.
 
   “All she needs is a sign ‘will hold guitar for money’ and a cup,” Nicole murmured. She couldn’t believe Danny actually fell asleep in the den with her guitar in her hands.
 
   It tore at her insides to see Danny sleeping on the floor in the den. Things seemed to have gotten so bad that Danny preferred the floor to their bed. 
 
   “Well, if this is where she wants to be. I should respect that,” Nicole said, speaking aloud as if the words would make the hurting cease. 
 
   Going to the closet, she retrieved a blanket and covered Danny. She also removed Danny’s guitar from her lap and took her headphones off. After a gentle kiss to Danny’s forehead, Nicole left her girlfriend and returned to the bedroom with a heavy heart. She and Danny were drifting apart so quickly it felt like she was literally being torn in half.
 
   Nicole tried not to think too much on it. She’d try her best not to say anything else to Danny in regards to her family. It wasn’t worth losing her partner. It’s her family. I have to let her deal with them as she sees fit. It’s like Mina said, it’s none of my business, especially if I want to keep Danny and I damn sure do. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane groaned as she woke up. Her lower back had a dull ache in it. A crick in her neck flared. Opening her eyes, she groaned again. She had fallen asleep against the den’s back wall. "That explains it. Can’t believe I fell asleep here,” she muttered, throwing out her arms to stretch. A long yawn escaped her. Her blanket fell into her lap. Wait, blanket?
 
   For a moment, she smiled, thinking her angel took care of her once again. Her smile eased off her lips. If her angel really wanted to take care of her, then Nicole would’ve woken her up and took her to bed. No, putting a blanket over her when she fell asleep on the floor told her to keep her sorry ass in the den.
 
   “Damn it,” she growled. And now, she was upset all over again. Humming to herself to try to stay calm, she folded the blanket and returned it to the linen closet. She hoped she wouldn’t need it again. After that, she decided on a nice, hot shower, thinking that might it be what she needed to face Nicole. If nothing else, it might help ease the tension out of her neck and back.
 
   Ascending the stairs, she went to the bedroom and did her best to ignore her sleeping girlfriend in their comfortable bed. She tiptoed, making less noise than a cat on a carpet. Grabbing fresh clothing, she left the room, not glancing at Nicole again. She used the bathroom at the end of the hall for her morning routine. Thankfully, she kept a toothbrush in there.
 
   Despite the terrible feeling coursing through her, Dane went about her typical chores. Doing her routine kept her from thinking, so she started on breakfast. By the time Nicole came down, Dane had waffles and scrambled eggs made. She figured the waffles might help, as they were her favorite breakfast food and it might make her feel better.
 
   They ate breakfast silent as a grave. Dane hoped they wouldn’t bury their relationship in that grave. She needed to say something, but she wasn’t sure she was ready. She wanted to be able to speak her mind without being snippy or hurtful. She also wanted to be sure things came out right and not a jumbled mess of past insanity. Nicole looked the same, glancing at her every few seconds, but never opening her mouth until all of her food was gone.
 
   “Baby…” Nicole started out.
 
   “Please, can we not do this right now? I don’t trust myself just yet,” Dane replied, her tone fatigued, almost trembling. She didn’t want to hear Nicole say something just for the sake of saying it like before.
 
   Emerald eyes glanced down at the table, searching it for something. “Oh…Okay…” she agreed in a small voice. Her shoulders dropped and her mouth turned down in a sorrowful moue.
 
   The pout on Nicole’s face tugged at Dane’s heart a little. She didn’t want Nicole to leave thinking they’d be beaten by their current troubles. She grabbed Nicole into a tight hug, cradling Nicole’s head to her shoulder. Nicole sobbed into Dane’s shoulder. The sound rippled through Dane’s body. She held Nicole tighter.
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Nicole muttered.
 
   Dane’s heart clinched. Maybe she’ll never figure it out. And Dane realized she was all right with that. It was enough to see Nicole wanted them to work.
 
   “It’s okay,” Dane whispered, kissing soft, auburn locks. She wasn’t too sure what Nicole was apologizing for, but Nicole seemed overwhelmed and possibly even unaware she was even talking.
 
   “I hate this,” Nicole mumbled.
 
   “I do, too.”
 
   “Will we work through it?” Nicole drew herself back, but her voice seemed so frightened.
 
   “Of course we will, angel. Told you plenty of times, I’m not going anywhere unless you want me to. We’ll work through it,” Dane promised.
 
   Nicole sniffled. “When?”
 
   “Soon.” Dane glanced at the clock. “We could talk about it, but you have work.”
 
   “And you’re not ready.”
 
   “Right.” I do need to figure out how to state this plainly enough for Nicole to just leave it alone forever.
 
   “You’ll be ready soon?” Nicole frowned.
 
   “Later tonight maybe.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   Dane sent Nicole on her way. Dane didn’t feel much better, but at least Nicole had stopped crying. If Nicole had such a hard time with everything, why had she left her sleeping on the floor? Well, she could be punishing me for hurting her. It was plausible, but she doubted that was the case. Nicole wasn’t like that, after all.
 
   “Maybe she thought I wanted to sleep there. Not like I haven’t slept in the den before,” Dane muttered, running her hand through her hair. She wasn’t sure what to make of last night. “Just let it go. Talk about it tonight and move the fuck on. I hate this. It really fucking sucks.”
 
   Sighing, Dane moved to go wash the breakfast dishes. With that out of the way, she collected the laundry for the wash. Afterwards, she sat down to make a shopping list. She made sure to put chocolate-chip cookies on the list as a peace offering. The phone rang, distracting her. She picked it up without bothering to check the caller ID.
 
   “Yeah?” Some of the manners she showed when Nicole was around went right out the window when her girlfriend left.
 
   “Dane?”
 
   “Damn it, Adam, what the fuck do you want from my life now?” Dane huffed. 
 
   “Dane, I’m trying once again to apologize,” Adam replied, his aggravation so clear she wouldn’t have been surprised if it slapped her through the phone.
 
   “Didn’t we go through this already?” She snorted.
 
   “I know we did, but you’re being unfair! I don’t want the boys to lose a good friend, because I’ve been an ass to you.”
 
   Dane sighed. “A good friend?” He couldn’t even call her their aunt. She frowned, close to hanging up already.
 
   “Dane…” he sighed now; almost like he figured out he had done something wrong. 
 
   “So, you want me to stick around, so you and your wife can be more of an ass to me? Not to mention the rest of your family?” 
 
   Adam sighed again. “Dane, I’m trying to stop being an ass. Yes, Sharon doesn’t want the boys around you for a lot of stupid reasons, but I am willing to put my foot down because I think they need someone like you in their lives. They adore you and I can tell you’d never hurt them.”
 
   “Oh, thanks for that vote of confidence.” She rolled her eyes.
 
   “Dane, are you going to stay so bitter?” Adam’s voice got harder, louder. “Are you going to punish Luke and Thomas for my actions?”
 
   Dane paced around the room, her grip tightening on the phone. “It’s not a punishment. You’re still being an ass for using them. I know if I try to let them in, it’s going to be the same bullshit as always. I’ll get some time with them before Sharon starts barking about whatever-the-hell she thinks I’m going to do to those kids and then you’ll drag them away from me like the henpecked bastard you are.”
 
   “Dane, I think that’s uncalled for.”
 
   Dane stopped pacing. “No, it’s uncalled for to drag the boys away from me every time we’re alone for three seconds. It’s uncalled for to lie to them and to me about why you’re doing it. It’s uncalled for that every time Sharon has one of these little paranoid fantasies you back it up. Don’t talk to me about uncalled for. You say you want me in their lives? For how long? A couple of hours? A couple of days? You, sir, are full of shit.” 
 
   Adam blew out a breath. “Okay, I guess you have a point…several actually.”
 
   “I know I do.” 
 
   “Okay, so how about I concede that I can’t make up for what I did or didn’t do for you, but I do want you to be there for the boys. Like I said, they adore you. Thomas runs around here all the time talking about how he wants to play the drums. Luke wants to grow up and be a singer. You have an influence on them and I can tell you want it to be a positive one.”
 
   Dane quieted for a moment. She’d love to share music with her nephews. She’d be so happy if they learned to love music the way she did. She didn’t want to punish them because of what the rest of the Wolfe clan had done. “I’d like to be in their lives and if they want to play or sing, I’d love to teach them.” 
 
   “They’d really like that, Dane.”
 
   “But, I can’t do that if you’re not going to trust me around them.”
 
   “I do trust you. I’ll work it out with Sharon. They were asking about you since the dinner. They heard everybody saying some negative things about you. Well, everyone except Mom. Dane, you should really talk to Mom,” he pleaded with her.
 
   “She has the number. It’s a proven fact.” 
 
   A long sigh echoed through the phone. “Dane, you really should—” 
 
   Dane cut him off. “Adam, I won’t travel down this road with you. That woman has my number. If she wants to talk, she can call. She’s done it before. Now, let’s get back to the matter at hand before I hang up.” 
 
   “All right, all right. I’ll let Mom fight her own battles. So, are you willing to be around for the boys?”
 
   “The boys, yes.”
 
   “And do you think there’s a chance for us to be okay one day?” 
 
   She wondered what would make him ask that question. I guess because he likes to believe he’s a decent man. It was hard to be decent, though, with some of the things he had allowed to happen to her. He hadn’t done anything to stop them.
 
   “Does it matter?” she countered.
 
   “If I say yes?”
 
   “Don’t know about it, Adam. Right now, I don’t mind how things are with you. Sharon gets on my nerves, but I don’t mind you.” Being familiar strangers was better than any other relationship she had with a family member. Hell, the only adult family member she had a better relationship with was their Uncle Pierce and that was only because Pierce tried to get to know her. Well, and she liked to think her uncle wasn’t an asshole.
 
   “You don’t mind? Dane, we’re like two people who take the same bus every day.”
 
   “Better than two people that want to take a knife to each other.”
 
   Adam sighed again. “Can’t argue that. Do you think that it’ll get better?”
 
   Dane frowned. “Don’t know, but maybe it can if you don’t feed Sharon’s paranoia.” 
 
   “That makes sense. Look, I’m going to take the boys out today. They want to go to the park. Think you could meet us there?”
 
   “Don’t they have school today?”
 
   Adam laughed. “They’re not in school all day, Dane. They have to get out eventually. After school, I’m taking them to the park. I think you know which one.”
 
   Dane nodded, figuring out her brother meant the one closest to her. “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Oh.” Adam didn’t hide the disappointment in his voice. “Okay, well, if it helps, we’ll be there at about three-thirty, okay? Sharon won’t be there. She works until five.”
 
   “Okay.” Dane hung up and ran her hand through her hair. Did she want to go to the park? It would be great to see her nephews. “Does this mean I’m going then?” But, then, she considered the cons of going. It could be a trick of some kind from her brother, but Adam was never that sort of person. He had always preferred to ignore Dane than anything else, like their mother. So it might not be a trick. She hoped he was telling the truth that Sharon wouldn’t be there.
 
   Sharon was the problem between her and Adam right now. Adam didn’t mind her being with the boys. As long as Sharon wasn’t there, she’d be able to have a good time with them. Grabbing the phone, Dane dialed Nicole’s number.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Hey, baby,” Nicole said, smiling brightly since Danny took the time to call her. 
 
   “Hey, Nick.” 
 
   “It’s nice to hear from you, love.” Nicole smiled. 
 
   Danny chuckled a little. The low, amused sound washed over Nicole. “Glad I could make your day. How you feeling so far?”
 
   “I’m fine. Work is work, you know. To what do I owe the honor of this call?”
 
   “Oh, I wanted you to know I’m going to the park in the afternoon and then I have a couple of lessons, so if you call the house and I’m not there, it’s because I’m out.” 
 
   Nicole smiled even more at this news. She panicked and worried easily when it came to Danny and her whereabouts and Danny knew this. She liked to keep Nicole posted to make sure Nicole didn’t stress herself out over nothing. So, she clearly still cared.
 
   “The park? How long are you going to be there?” Nicole asked. She wished Danny would wait for her and they could take a nice stroll, maybe even have that discussion.
 
   “Don’t know. I’m hanging out with Luke and Thomas. Adam’s gonna bring them over there.”
 
   Nicole’s eyebrows knitted together. “Adam? I thought you two just had an argument.” 
 
   “We did, but he still wants me to see the boys and he wants them to see I’m all right. Apparently, they’ve been worried about me since the dinner. So, I’m gonna hang out with them and do stuff. Maybe I should bring bread. They might want to feed the ducks.”
 
   Nicole laughed, knowing Danny loved to feed the ducks. No one had ever bothered to let her do it when she was a child. But, Danny seemed to be making steps and at least Adam seemed to be trying, too, despite their spat. Maybe the pair could emerge from things looking more like brother and sister than uneasy acquaintances.
 
   “Okay, have a good time with them.” 
 
   “I will. I’ll be home by the time you’re out of class, okay?”
 
   “Good. Do you think that maybe if it’s still warm, you’d like to go back to the park? We could walk around a little and talk?”
 
   Danny sighed, a pleasant sound. “I’d like that. It’s about time we talk, huh?”
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   “Then we’ll do that.”
 
   Nicole grinned. “Good. So, when did you speak with your brother?” 
 
   “Few minutes ago. I’m gonna let you go now, Nick, so you can finish up your work. Make sure you eat the snack I packed for you, okay?”
 
   “You know I will. If not, your attack dog Mina will badger me for you.”
 
   “I like Mina so much.” Danny laughed. 
 
   “Careful, she has been talking about adding you to her harem.”
 
   “She’d have to take you to get me.”
 
   Nicole chuckled. “She might.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   They bid each other farewell and Nicole went back to work, breezing through it. She wasn’t surprised when Mina entered her office.
 
   “Ready for lunch? Danny already called me and told me it was my job to make sure you ate today.” 
 
   This had started a couple of months ago. Apparently Danny had called Mina and asked for a favor, to have Mina make sure Nicole took care of herself. Ever since, Mina followed Danny’s advice, even going as far as taking Nicole out for lunch if Danny hadn’t packed her something, especially if Nicole had class. Nicole couldn’t remember the last time she dated someone Mina actually liked.
 
   Nicole nodded. “I had a feeling she would.”
 
   “She didn’t pack you lunch?” Mina asked with an arched eyebrow. It was known to happen. It was one of the things that led to Danny calling Mina that first time.
 
   “No, she packed me a snack.”
 
   Mina smirked. “You distracted her again?” The leading cause for Nicole not getting a homemade lunch had to do with her and Danny going at it like bunnies most of the time.
 
   “I wish,” Nicole muttered. It felt like eons since she and Danny made love. She missed having that long body pressed against her.
 
   “Oh?” Mina’s forehead creased. “Oh, God, are you two still fighting?” She threw her hands up.
 
   “Um…sort of,” Nicole answered with a half-shrug. She wasn’t totally sure what they were doing anymore. “Last night, we had a little problem. I’m not entirely sure what it was, but Danny was talking to her brother and she had an argument with him. He was trying to apologize from what I could tell and Danny spoke very rudely to him. I was about to say something to her, but she just walked away and ended up sleeping in the den.”
 
   “God, Nicole, you’ve got to stop this!” 
 
   “Well, I was right about her wanting family. She spoke to him again today and apparently she’s meeting up with him and his sons at the park.” Nicole smiled.
 
   “His sons?”
 
   “His adorable little boys. Danny’s nephews. She loves them,” Nicole said.
 
   “So, maybe she’s going to the park for them and not for her brother. You need to stop. You know what they say about the road to hell.” 
 
   Nicole sighed and nodded. Even though Danny was meeting up with Adam, it wasn’t a very sweet victory. Being able to tell Danny “I told you so” seemed meaningless, especially if she lost Danny to this whole mess. “But, she’s meeting with her brother…”
 
   Mina patted her shoulder, softly and supportive. “Then leave it at that. Let them build from there, but you need to step away. Okay?”
 
   Nicole fought down the urge to argue and just took in her friend’s words. She knew Mina and Clara had been right all along. She had been blinded by her desires for Danny. Her wants clouded her judgment. No more. She just wanted things to go back to how they were before.
 
   “It would be nice to be that support for Danny,” Nicole whispered.
 
   “You were already that. You just didn’t recognize it. Now that you do, all you have to do is step up and do the right thing,” Mina replied.
 
   “When did you get so wise?” Nicole teased, trying to get herself together. Taking a deep breath, she pulled away.
 
   Mina grinned. “I minored in wisdom in college.”
 
   A small giggle escaped Nicole. “Yet you never used it back then.”
 
   “I never used those philosophy courses back then either and that was my damn major, so I don’t think usage is a good judge of things.”
 
   Nicole laughed and stood. They left the office and went to lunch. Nicole had a renewed sense of duty. She would set things right with Danny.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was the perfect day for the park, warm with puffy white clouds in the blue sky. Dane stood at the edge of the park. Adam stood in the center. Luke and Thomas ran around in the playground. She scanned the area, but didn’t see Sharon. Adam was on the level, so she approached the trio.
 
   “Dane!” Luke spotted her first and tackled her before she even set foot in the playground. Thomas was right behind him and he hit her at about the same force. Air shot out of her lungs. Her knee ached.
 
   “You guys should play football,” she said with a smile, trying to catch her breath. She suspected she’d be icing her knee when she got back home after spending some time with her nephews. It’ll be worth it, though.
 
   “Hey, are you gonna play with us? Are you gonna stay?” Luke asked with a grin, bouncing up and down on his heels.
 
   “And not leave?” Thomas added in.
 
   “I’m gonna stay and play with you guys.” 
 
   Luke and Thomas gave a loud cheer before yanking her toward the playground. She noticed a few moms and babysitters watched her carefully as she entered the sacred children’s area. But, they seemed at ease since the two boys were pulling her around. Luke and Thomas had to direct Dane on what to do. Other kids joined in. She figured it was all right since those kids seemed to know her nephews.
 
   They made a game of it, seeing how much they could get Dane to do. She walked up the slide, did pull-ups on the monkey bars, and almost broke her neck attempting to flip over a parallel bar. Dane did her best to keep up with the requests, enjoying the smiles and laughter of the children. Thankfully, none of the children asked anything truly dangerous, but the activities started adding up.
 
   After a while, Dane had to escape because her leg wasn’t up to the task anymore. The children protested, but that didn’t keep her in the playground any longer. She bid them all farewell. Hobbling away from the playground, Luke and Thomas followed her like two faithful sidekicks. Adam trailed behind, apparently not wanting to disturb their moment. They ended up by the pond, where the boys wanted to feed the ducks. Dane grinned. She loved feeding the ducks. 
 
   “Crap, I was supposed to bring bread,” Dane winced. She had been so excited about seeing Luke and Thomas she forgot.
 
   They had to go buy something to feed the ducks. A hot dog stand stood close by, so Dane went over and brought three hot dogs. She and the boys ate the hot dogs, but saved the buns for the ducks. Dane glanced back over her shoulder, looking for her brother. Adam stood back while they picked their buns apart and tossed the bread to the ducks. They ran out of bread quickly, but then Thomas noticed the dogs running around not too far from the pond.
 
   “Oh, puppies!” the boy shouted with joy as he took off toward the dogs. Dane grabbed him before he charged into a potentially dangerous situation.
 
   “Hold on there, dog whisperer. You can’t just run into a field of dogs,” Dane cautioned him and Luke as they calmly walked toward the meadow.
 
   “Why not?” Thomas asked, tugging on Dane’s hand a bit, trying to get her to speed up. Too bad she wasn’t built for speed.
 
   “Dogs can get scared easily. If you scare ‘em, they might attack you. You don’t want a dog to bite you. Even if you don’t scare them, you might surprise them and that could get you bit, too. So, you have to be careful.” 
 
   The boys nodded, eyes on her like she had dispelled serious knowledge. Dane scanned the area, searching for people who looked familiar. She didn’t have any friends, but there were people who’d recognized her as someone who frequented the park. Dane wandered over to a familiar young woman with blond hair.
 
   “Hey, do you mind if my two twisters pet your dog?” Dane asked, pointing to her nephews.
 
   The woman smiled and nodded. It started out with the boys petting her energetic husky. Before long, the boys were running and tumbling with the canine. Dane smiled and only joined in when the boys and dog ran over to her. She petted the dog and laughed with the boys before they ran off again.
 
   “They’re going to want a dog after this,” Adam sighed. 
 
   Dane started, she had forgotten he was even there. To cover it, she said, “Ah well. Dogs are cool.” 
 
   “Yeah, but it’s like having another kid. You have to feed it, bathe it, train it, take it to the doctor, and all of the stuff,” he argued.
 
   Dane shrugged. “I think it’d be nice.” I miss dogs.
 
   Adam laughed. “You say that because you don’t have one.”
 
   Giving her brother a sidelong glance, she snorted. “I think I could handle it. Nick would be there, too. We could handle it.” Part of her wondered if she meant they could handle having a dog or a child, but then again, if Adam was saying one was like the other she meant both. Surprise rippled through her. She and Nicole could handle it. 
 
   Adam arched an eyebrow, but Dane didn’t address it. She was used to the condescending attitude from her family. Adam thought he knew her fairly well, even though he already admitted they were barely acquaintances.
 
   “Sharon’ll be pissed over this, huh?” Dane said.
 
   Shaking his head, Adam shrugged. “She’s already pissed. I can’t do anything about that. We argued about you spending time with the kids already. It’s just something we’re going to disagree on.”
 
   “And you’re going to go behind her back.” Dane shoved her hands into her pockets and scuffed the dirt with her boot.
 
   “Yes. It’s not like something like this is going to break us up or something. We’ll argue, say some things, and then cool off. After a while, it’ll turn into one of those things we don’t even argue about anymore. She’ll just get pissed whenever you see them, but she’ll accept it.”
 
   Dane raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure?”
 
   Adam nodded. “It was like that when you stayed with us a couple of times. First, she was pissed and we argued a lot. The second time, yeah, we argued, but not as long and she accepted it. The third time, she didn’t even argue.”
 
   “It was the last time.”
 
   Adam glanced over at her. “She didn’t know that, though. It was just something she knew we wouldn’t see eye to eye on. It’s happened a few times with us. You have to pick your battles. She does things that get on my nerves, but we don’t argue about it anymore. They still annoy me, but I don’t cause fights over them. That’s marriage and that’s raising kids. You fight, you argue, you compromise, and sometimes you just bite the bullet.”
 
   Dane nodded and hated to admit, even to herself, that she had just learned something from her brother. A warm breeze kicked around her legs. “Are you sure?”
 
   “The fighting is sometimes worse depending on the issue. This thing with you around the boys is a bit tough. She says some hurtful things, but I know it’s because she’s worried about them. The last argument we had over the weekend was so bad, I had to go out to a bar for a couple of hours and cool my head. Her heart’s in the right place, but her mouth makes it hard to understand.”
 
   Dane nodded again. “Never figured married life could be so complicated.”
 
   Adam’s mouth twitched and he shrugged. “Yeah, well, you don’t know anything about it, so I guess that makes sense.”
 
   Dane rolled her eyes; once again, her brother was being condescending. She let it go, though, and turned her attention back to the boys. She didn’t try to talk to Adam much after that. At one point, she glanced behind them and noticed a figure in the distance.
 
   For a moment, Dane thought Sharon had found them, but the figure didn’t approach. It took Dane a few more glances to recognize the person—Christine Wolfe. Since her mother kept her distance, Dane decided to pretend she wasn’t there. She didn’t look at her mother when she passed within ten feet of the woman on her way back home. As she approached Christine, Christine reached out, but pulled her hand back. She opened her mouth, but didn’t say a word. Dane kept on walking.
 
   All in all, it was a good day. The boys enjoyed themselves, begging to see Dane again, and she felt good. She hoped she’d be able to stay in their lives. They were worth having to be around her brother and possibly interacting with him. And she might even learn a thing or two about deep relationships if she listened to her brother. If he can stop being a pompous ass anyway.
 
   The one thing she didn’t want to think about was her mother’s sudden appearance. From the way Christine had reached out and then pulled away, Dane assumed she wasn’t there as a spy. Christine might’ve actually been there to see her. The very idea was confusing and she didn’t want to dwell on it. She guessed Adam called their mother, but she wasn’t sure why. Could he be trying to push them together? Or he could’ve just invited Christine to be around the boys, like he had done with her. She shouldn’t care why Christine appeared and decided to brush off as just a concerned grandmother, who assumed she’d hurt the boys, too. Nothing to get worked up about and nothing to ruin her day.
 
   Smiling, Dane figured now it was time to set things right with Nicole. If she could do that, the day would be perfect. Her smile broadened. Today would be perfect.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   NICOLE ENTERED THE HOUSE, feeling pretty optimistic about things…again. She hoped it wasn’t another false start. She reminded herself what she needed to say and how she needed to act. She had to stop acting like she knew what was best for Danny, even if she only had Danny’s best intentions in mind. 
 
   The silent house didn’t surprise her. She checked the den. Her heart pounded in her chest, it wouldn’t be a good sign if Danny were in the den. Thankfully, an empty room greeted her. Breathing a sigh of relief, Nicole checked the living room. Danny lay prone on the couch, arm and leg dangling over the side. Nicole smiled and left Danny on the sofa while she went to take her shower. When she came back down, Danny was up and making dinner.
 
   “You started dinner already?” Nicole asked with an arched eyebrow. The fact that Danny was peeling potatoes actually answered that. But, they were supposed go for a walk in the park to talk.
 
   “Figured I’d get it out of the way and then we can go for our walk. We can eat when we come back. Cool?” Danny proposed. With this plan, they could take all the time they needed, not having to worry about any chores back at home.
 
   “Sounds good. What are we having tonight?” Nicole asked, wanting to keep her lover talking. She missed the sound of Danny’s voice. The serious talk could wait for the stroll they had planned.
 
   “Beef stew with rice, black beans, and whatever vegetable you’d like to go with it.” 
 
   “Yum!” Nicole smiled. “Can you put carrots in the stew? I like when you do that.” Danny somehow always managed to perfectly cook carrots. Nicole always found they got too mushy whenever she made them.
 
   “Carrots in the stew, no problem. Actually planned to do that already.”
 
   Nicole nodded. “You know me too well, sweetheart.” Her spirits lifted. Maybe their serious talk wouldn’t be too tough and they’d be able to go back to normal. “So, how was your day?”
 
   Danny grinned. “My day’s still going quite well.”
 
   Nicole nodded. Danny wasn’t upset she was around. The tension from before vanished for the moment, and then the phone rang. Danny growled. Nicole chuckled before going to answer the phone. Seeing Adam’s name and number coming up, she thought it was safe to answer since Danny seemed to have made some kind of peace with her eldest brother. Well, she assumed Danny made peace with him since she went out with him and his sons earlier and Danny’s day had gone so well.
 
   “Hello?” Nicole answered the phone.
 
   “Damn it, Dane, you son of a bitch,” a female voice screeched.
 
   Nicole yelped and yanked the phone away from her ear. “Excuse me?” 
 
   “Dane, I swear—” Nicole didn’t hear the rest of the message. Danny sidled over and took the phone out of her hand. Nicole turned questionably to her lover.
 
   “Heard her screaming. I don’t think it’s for you,” Danny commented, smiling. She then put the phone to her ear, interrupting whomever was hollering. “Hello, sunshine,” she said in a mockingly cheerful voice.
 
   “Goddamn it, Dane, you listen to me,” Sharon yelled. 
 
   Dane guessed her afternoon with the boys hadn’t stayed a secret meeting for very long. For a moment, she considered Christine had said something, but it was likely Luke and Thomas spilled the beans as soon as they got home. Well, she wouldn’t let Sharon being an asshole ruin her day.
 
   “I’m listening,” Dane sighed, rolling her eyes.
 
   “You stay the fuck away from my children and you tell your cowardly brother to get his ass back here right now,” Sharon commanded in a shriek.
 
   Dane scratched the end of her nose. “The hell are you going on about? You act like I stalked Luke and Thomas and suddenly showed up.”
 
   “I know that stupid idiot Adam brought them to you, now you tell him to bring his ass home and own up to his mistakes before I change the goddamn locks.”
 
   “What?” Dane said again, confused. She was tempted to just hang up, but glancing at Nicole, she resisted that urge. She recalled the last look she got when she hung up a phone in Nicole’s presence. 
 
   “Adam! I know you’re hiding him. He’s not answering his cell phone, but you two seem to be peas-in-a-goddamn-pod lately. I know you know where the hell he is,” Sharon barked.
 
   “Sharon, I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about and I didn’t know about Adam being gone until ten seconds ago when you told me. Adam is a grown-ass man. He can take care of himself.” 
 
   “He’s never done anything like this before. He’d at least answer his phone. He’s been acting different since being around you. Now, tell me where the hell he is,” she yelled, loud enough to make Dane wince.
 
   “Don’t know, don’t care. Stop screaming at me,” Dane said, not sure if her ears would survive much more abuse.
 
   “I know you know.”
 
   Dane rolled her eyes. “I’m hanging up now.” She decided she was sick of panicky females.
 
   “Dane, don’t you dare!” 
 
   Dane disconnected the call and put the phone down, watching Nicole. The lawyer stayed quiet, but her teeth ground against each other. She dared Nicole to say something with her gaze. You either want to fix this Nick or you want to control me. It’s up to you.
 
   Dane still looked forward to their walk, clearing the air around them, and then having a very good dinner. She had already imagined cuddling up to Nicole, missing that immensely. And even more so, she missed when things were good between them. When they enjoyed being with each other instead of having disagreements over practically everything. She missed when it didn’t seem like they were perpetually annoyed with each other.
 
   It would be so great when everything was back to normal. She’d be able to hold Nicole and just delight in the feel of the redhead pressed against her. They’d be able to do things again. They’d be able to make love again. That’d be wonderful. So, she needed Nicole to make the right decision here and show she learned to stop pushing anything about Adam.
 
   “Um…what was that about?” Nicole asked, wringing her hands together.
 
   “Sharon’s looking for Adam. I suspect they had a fight and he ran out. She’s worried because he’s not answering his phone,” Dane answered in a measured tone.
 
   “Does he usually do things like this?” Nicole asked, concern clouding her eyes.
 
   “Relax, Chem. Adam’s a big boy.” Besides, she had no clue what her brother did 'usually.' She didn’t keep up with him or his habits.
 
   “Well, that’s true. But, she sounded terribly worried.” Nicole rubbed her palms together.
 
   Dane shrugged. “She sounded more pissed than worried.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, Nicole nodded. “Yes, but, maybe this isn’t something that he usually does. If it’s something out of the ordinary, then I can see why she would be so concerned.”
 
   “Adam said the last time they had a fight, he went to a bar for a while. That probably happened again. Nothing to get bent out of shape about.” 
 
   “Are you sure? I mean, it could be serious if she called here. I know she just yelled at you and everything, but that could be worry setting in.” 
 
   “Babe, stop trying to stress yourself out. My brother’s a grown man.”
 
   “I know, but his wife is worried. I know if you vanished and I couldn’t get in touch with you, I wouldn’t think about you being a grown woman. I’d be scared that something happened to you,” Nicole said, a tremble in her voice. 
 
   Dane sighed because this example showed how close this hit home for Nicole. She had gone missing and knew what it had done to Nicole. Now, even the mere idea of Dane going missing clearly made her nervous. But, this had nothing to do with her brother and his wife. Dane didn’t know what type of relationship those two had, but he left Dane with the impression he had done this before.
 
   Dane shrugged. “Okay.” 
 
   “Maybe we can do something for her. Call around and try to find him,” Nicole suggested.
 
   “No, and hell no,” Dane replied, sharper than intended. She understood why Nicole would say this, but she didn’t want to bother with Sharon. Adam was fine. “We’re going to sit down, eat dinner, and mind our own damn business. They’re fighting over their own problems and getting involved just means trouble.”
 
   “This isn’t about fighting. This about Adam missing.”
 
   Dane rolled her eyes. “You’re being a little dramatic, Chem. It’s not that serious.” Shit, I shouldn’t have said it like that. I’m not pissed with her, just annoyed with Sharon.
 
   “It could be, though.”
 
   “Nick, really. Now, can we just forget about it and do our day as planned?” Dane almost begged, but she caught herself. She didn’t want it to seem like she was the one who was wrong by even changing her tone.
 
   “But—”
 
   Dane sighed, cutting her lover off. Goddamn it, why the hell can’t she let anything go? “Look, they probably just argued, he ran off to blow off some steam. Do you always assume something bad happened because you can’t reach someone for an hour?” 
 
   Nicole opened her mouth, but then closed it. Apparently, she conceded the argument. They were about to get back on track with their night when the phone rang again. Dane glanced at it and assumed that her sister-in-law was calling back for round two. She ignored it, but Nicole answered. Dane rolled her eyes, hard.
 
   “It could be important. Something could have happened.” 
 
   “Between the last minute and now? Doubt it.” Dane frowned.
 
   “Hello?” Nicole answered the phone.
 
   “Damn it, how dare you hang up on me,” Sharon hollered.
 
   “How dare you call in such a manner,” Nicole replied, her hand tightened on the receiver. “Now, I understand that you’re upset—”
 
   “This isn’t upset. This is livid! Now, where the hell is Adam?” Sharon demanded.
 
   “Screaming isn’t going to help. Has he ever done anything like this before?”
 
   “Don’t play games—” Dane reached over and hit the “end” button, cutting Sharon off. She refused to stand there while Nicole went back and forth with Sharon, trying to help a woman who obviously only wanted to scream. 
 
   “Danny!” Nicole huffed.
 
   “What? I’m not going to let some bitch scream at you over the phone, especially if you’re trying to help her. Fuck Sharon. I can see why Adam took off if he has to put up with that bullshit just because they’re fighting.”
 
   Nicole snorted. “At least they’re talking.”
 
   Dane knew that crack was aimed at her. Instead of responding to the snap, she turned her attention back to dinner. The phone rang again and Nicole answered it. Did she do that to spite me? She’d rather believe the do-gooder in Nicole couldn’t possibly walk away from a situation where there was a tiny possibility someone could be in trouble. When the hollering reached her ears once more, she reached over and disconnected the call again. She ignored the glare cast her way.
 
   “It could be important,” Nicole said.
 
   “Or it could be bullshit. Considering who’s calling, I’ll go with the second choice. You do know that she’s just going to keep calling and screaming, despite the fact that we have no clue where Adam is, right?” It gave Dane a headache just thinking about it, but it’d irritate her even more if Nicole kept playing into Sharon’s hands by answering the phone.
 
   “One of the calls might be something important. What if something happened to your brother? It’s possible something serious could’ve happened.”
 
   Dane ran her hand through her hair. “What does it matter? What does it have to do with you?” she asked, even though she knew why it mattered. Nicole’s bleeding heart basically spilled out on the kitchen floor. I know this is one of the many reasons I love her, but damn it, this is working my freaking nerves.
 
   “Your brother could be in trouble! Imagine if you ignored the call when your mother called about your father.” 
 
   Yes, there was a chance that the calls would just be Sharon screaming, but Nicole did have a point. One of the calls could hold news about where Adam was and if he was all right. Dane shook her head. “My life would be much better,” Dane muttered and wanted to bite her tongue completely off after the words left her mouth. 
 
   Nicole’s eye filled with tears. “How can you say that? Your father could have died!”
 
   For a moment, Dane remained silent. Her hand went through her hair as she considered what she should say next, if she should say anything. They were going to argue. They needed to just get it out of the way. They needed to get everything said, so they could find some middle ground and move on with their lives. She was just too sick of the tug of war, so she shrugged as the answer to her father dying.
 
   “So what?” Dane said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole gagged, almost as if she was choking. She certainly hadn’t expected such indifference to human life. “How can you say that?” Nicole stomped her foot and made tight fists with her hands to avoid pulling out her hair.
 
   Dane shrugged again. “Because I don’t care,” she admitted. 
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you, Danny?” Heat crept over her neck, anger pursing her lips. She could feel the vein in her forehead throb.
 
   Danny stepped back and snorted. She pointed to herself. “What the hell is wrong with me?”
 
   “Clearly something is wrong with you to act this way. He could’ve died. A man could’ve died.”
 
   Danny frowned. “Yeah, so what? He’s a man. A man who hasn’t claimed me since I was born. Do you know the space where it says ‘father’ on the birth certificate? Mine is empty. He’s nothing to me. There’s not one picture of us together, not one good memory between us, and definitely no love. Stop trying to make me feel something for him because I frankly don’t give two shits about the man,” she bellowed, raising her voice much louder than her lover had ever heard.
 
   “Danny…” Nicole whimpered, reeling back a little. Danny seemed to have gone from zero to sixty in no time.
 
   “What! Oh, now, you’re upset! You wanna know what’s upsetting?” Danny continued to explode, throwing her hands out to her sides. In the background, the phone rang again, but no one moved to answer it this time. “The fact that you keep hitting me with this bullshit about my stupid fucking family. Fuck Adam and fuck my father. I don’t care. Just because the man can reproduce does not give him some certain sacred place in my fucking heart. Having a child doesn’t make you a father! Loving the child and caring for it does. He doesn’t love me. He’s told me to my face that I mean nothing to him. Nothing! Do you think those little taps you witnessed were anything? Yeah, he grabbed me and pulled me to the ground. That shit was nothing” 
 
   “Danny,” Nicole whimpered. She didn’t want to hear what Danny was going to say. She didn’t want to know. Yet she had pushed too far, prodded too much, and this was Danny, revealing her uttermost pain to her, her dark secret—revealing her childhood.
 
   Danny ticked things off of a list. “Let’s start young, he always batted me away like a bad puppy if I was anywhere near him. Seriously, anywhere within arm’s reach of him meant I was gonna get smacked. A nice swat to the head got little Dane out of his way. He used to throw bottles at me and chuckled when they landed. Can you imagine being a little fucking kid hit with a goddamn bottle? Doubt it. He’s strangled me to the point of blacking out a number of times. God forbid I was in his fucking way after he lost a case or a client didn’t do what he said or a fly just flew in the house because then he’d really kick my ass.
 
   “He’s punched me in the face more times than I can count. Lost my first teeth thanks to him. My first few trips to the fucking hospital that saved his wretched life were thanks to him. And you know, my last trip to the hospital, he actually made me pay him the money back for that? He said I owed him and he wanted that money back. Money that he knew I didn’t have and I had to borrow from you because I’d rather owe you my life than owe him a single cent. That’s what I needed all that fucking money for, to pay him back for having the nerve to fucking live. The man is scum, pure scum!” Her face turned bright scarlet.
 
   “Baby, I’m sorry you went through that…” Nicole said in a low voice. She wasn’t too sure what else to say. A large lump grew in her throat and her stomach twisted. The worst part was she knew Danny had more to say. 
 
   Danny snarled. “I didn’t tell you that for your fucking pity! I’m telling you, so you can get this stupid fucking idea out of your head. Just because someone’s your family, you need to feel something for them. I don’t. Those people aren’t my fucking family. I don’t need to care about these people because they don’t care about me. Why don’t you ask me to get along with all the strangers of the fucking world while you’re at it? And why don’t you ask me to care about the gangsters that broke my legs when Bryan ran out on me? Hell, why don’t you ask me to care about Bryan while I’m at?”
 
   “Baby—” She wanted to calm Danny down, wanted to explain she wasn’t asking Danny to care about Russell as a father, but it wasn’t meant to be.
 
   “No, you don’t get to talk anymore. You get to fucking listen,” Danny hollered, marching over to her girlfriend, backing Nicole up into a wall.
 
   Nicole gulped, the blazing look in Danny’s steel eyes paralyzed her. Her heart pounded in her chest, feeling like it knocked against her ribs.
 
   Danny breathed through her nose, breath actually hitting Nicole in the face, and then she continued on in a dangerously low voice. “Let me tell you about this precious fucking family you’re so eager to make me take on. This family you want me to fucking love and care about. Let’s start with the guy you’re so concerned about—Adam. One day, Adam saw his father beating the living shit out of me and when I say beating, I mean fucking beating, like I was a mule that refused to move. Was on the floor bleeding and crying, reaching out for him. And do you know what he did? He turned and walked away. He told me I didn’t matter, he had his own life, and he didn’t care what happened to me because I wasn’t his problem. He said those words to me. Actually said that to me, a fucking crying kid. He ignored me almost as well as his mother did because he didn’t have time for me. He could walk away with the best of ‘em. Proud gait, head held high, baby sister bleeding and crying in his wake. He was good at that, real fucking good.” Danny’s lip curled up.
 
   Nicole whimpered. “Babe—”
 
   “No. I’m still talking,” Danny roared, her eyes wild. She pressed a little closer, trapping Nicole between her body and the wall. “Wonder why Luke and Thomas call me ‘Dane’? Because they don’t know I’m their aunt. Sharon didn’t want them to know and Adam rolled over like the dog he is and went with it. They think I’m just their dad’s weird friend and he’s okay with that.” 
 
   “Danny, baby…” Nicole reached out, wanting to comfort Danny, but Danny pushed her hands away. Was this why Danny wasn’t ready to talk this morning? She had so much inside of her.
 
   “No, stop it, I’m not finished yet! Do you know for most of her life Rachel didn’t even know I was her sister? Thought I was just some random kid living at the house because Russell didn’t acknowledge me as his child and made it a point to let everyone know he only had three children. A story Christine backed up with silence. Sometimes, Rachel would look at me and tell me to go home. And, sometimes, I really wanted to. You have no idea how many times she tried to send me off with one of the servants, first thinking I really belonged to one of them and then later on she’d do it just to be cruel and be rid of me because she thought I was the reason that her precious father was upset.”
 
   “Baby, I didn’t know…” Tears gathered and quickly fell down Nicole cheeks.
 
   “Damn right you didn’t know, yet you still wanted me to be with them. Pushing your values because you think they’re right. Michael—he’s the worst of them all. Fucker actually tried to kill me! I was so starved for attention from these people that one day when that fucking monster started talking to me I just ate it up. He smiled at me, gave me some goddamn candy, and then dared me to drink bleach. I was ten, I didn’t know what it did, but he was sixteen! And he stood there and watched.”
 
   Nicole almost vomited, but she managed to keep it down. She knew child abuse existed and that sometimes siblings got involved in it for various reasons, too, but she had never been this close to it before. She didn’t know what to do, what to say.
 
   Danny glared down at her. “What did you think? It was just a few slaps around and they never remembered my birthday? So, they left me with the cook much of the time just because we were both black. They abandoned me with neighbors before that. That’s no big deal, right?” Danny grinned now, a twisted version. “Just because your family on both fucking sides is wonderful and brilliant and just plain goddamn awesome doesn’t make your opinion more valid than mine when it comes to my fucked up family, okay?”
 
   “I know…” Nicole said.
 
   Danny moved to the side sharply in an almost feline-like manner. “You know shit.” She grabbed Nicole by the jaw, forcing her chin up. “You don’t know a goddamn thing.” She brought her fist up, punching the wall. 
 
   The wall shook, and Nicole felt the vibrations against her back. A whimper escaped Nicole and the sound seemed to knock Danny’s anger away. Danny focused on her hand on Nicole’s jaw and then her eyes widened. Quickly, Danny let go of Nicole. She turned around and ran out of the kitchen.
 
   “Danny, wait!” Nicole yelled, knowing that her girlfriend bolted out of fear that Danny had actually hurt her. No, that whimper hadn’t been one for physical pain or even fright that Danny might hit her, but sorrow over her lover’s childhood.
 
   Nicole chased after Danny, thinking she’d easily be able to catch her. After all, Danny only had one good leg, even after months of physical therapy. Still, Danny made it to the porch first and got on her bike, riding off on the rusted, squeaky cycle. 
 
   “Danny, please, you didn’t hurt me!” Nicole tried to tell her as she ran down the porch steps, but Danny just kept riding.
 
   For a second, Nicole stood there. And then she remembered she had a car and it was certainly faster than Danny’s bike. Running back into the house, she grabbed her keys, ran back outside and hopped into her car. She peeled out of the driveway, figuring Danny couldn’t have gotten far. She quickly learned that even if Danny hadn’t gotten far, the musician knew how to disappear.
 
   “Damn it,” Nicole screamed at the top of her lungs, banging on the steering wheel.
 
   Not ready to give up yet, Nicole drove around for a while; she wasn’t sure how long. It was like Danny vanished into thin air. That did not surprise Nicole. She would bet Danny learned how to disappear from when she was living on the streets. She doubted she’d be able to find Danny if the younger woman didn’t want to be found. So, she returned home, the phone shrilling loudly as she opened the door.
 
   A snarl torn out of Nicole’s mouth as she went to the phone, knowing it wouldn’t be Danny calling her. Her lover still didn’t have a cell phone, so she wouldn’t call until she was good and ready, and there was a pay phone nearby. No, the caller ID told her it was the same person that had been calling for the last half-hour.
 
   Nicole grabbed the phone and yanked it—along with the cradle—out of the wall. She flung it across the living room before throwing herself on the couch, bawling. “I ruined everything!”
 
   Danny had just ridden her bike out of her life, she was sure of it. Nicole couldn’t believe things had really come to the point where she doubted she’d ever see Danny again. Sure, the musician had left her stuff behind, but she knew that Danny didn’t need much to move on.
 
   “Why couldn’t I just leave it alone? I knew her family was horrible. I knew they didn’t really want her, so why did I push?” Nicole cried.
 
   Looking back on it, everything she did seemed so utterly stupid. Yes, she wanted Danny to have a family, especially a sibling relationship with her brother. Adam seemed all right, but she should’ve known there was more to him just from Danny’s treatment of him. Okay, Danny got to enjoy the company of her nephews thanks to Adam, but she should’ve noticed even that was strange. And, yes, he had spoken up for Danny a couple of times, but he mostly stayed silent when vitriol was tossed her way by his siblings, his wife, and his father. Christine had done the same.  
 
   She knew she was blinded by what she wanted for her lover and she couldn’t see beyond that, even when her friends were telling her to back off. Danny didn’t want those people and she had every right to not want them. I should’ve known better. She just didn’t want to accept it. Well, she accepted it now. 
 
   Now, she had allowed her stubbornness on the matter to drive Danny away. First, she had made Danny madder than she had ever seen her. Of all the people on the world, she had caused Danny enough pain and suffering that Danny snapped at her. To the point where Danny had scared herself, and ran off.
 
   “Danny thinks she hurt me when really I hurt her. More than I thought possible if that look in her eyes meant anything,” she muttered. She loved Danny more than anyone else on Earth. She was supposed to support and protect Danny, not betray her.
 
   “Danny feels the same way and that’s why she left,” Nicole hollered, clutching her stomach. Agony ripped through her. The love of her life had left her—again.
 
   It used to be she had lovers that were so annoying and obnoxious that she was all too happy to see them leave when she finally tired of them using her. But, of course, Danny was nothing like that and she already knew she wished to spend her life with Danny.
 
   “Did I do this on purpose? Subconsciously sabotage this relationship because I don’t know how to be in a healthy relationship?” Nicole wondered aloud, remembering what Mina had said. She couldn’t possibly be so self-destructive, right? “Of course not! I’d never purposely push Danny away. I love her.”
 
   Nicole flailed around on the couch, not knowing how else to vent her frustration beyond crying, beating the couch, and screaming. She couldn’t do much else, especially since she didn’t know where Danny was in order to talk things over with her. She promised herself if everything ended in some favorable manner, she’d never push things onto Danny again. She’d never act like she knew better than the musician about what Danny wanted and deserved in life. She’d never act in a condescending manner toward Danny either. She’d just step away, like Mina told her to do.
 
   She should’ve listened to her friends. They knew about relationships better than she did. Hell, Mina had been married for almost half the time they had known each other and the marriage seemed to be going strong. 
 
   Clara told her to be the family that Danny needed. She hadn’t even considered that advice when it was given to her. She kind of thought it was silly. She couldn’t be a mother, father, brother, and sister to Danny. That was ridiculous. But, now, she was starting to think about it seriously, which she knew she should have done when Clara first said it. Hell, when Mina first said it.
 
   “I should be her family. I want to be her family,” Nicole muttered, some strength returning to her voice. She sat up. She wanted to be all of those things Danny deserved. She just needed to let Danny know that. “I need her to come back.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The scenery whipped by Danny as she pushed herself as far from the house as she possibly could, as far away from Nicole and from that monster in her skin. “Fucking monster. Can’t even live with the woman I love without hurting her. Can see why my fucking family never wanted me! I am just worthless! And Nick knows that now, too!” Dane muttered, air cutting past her face.
 
   Taking the bike through a small patch of grass, she jumped it down some stairs while trying her best to not think about how she grabbed Nicole. Her mind replayed the scene over and over again in her head. She was certain her tough grip had left a bruise. She doubted she’d be able to live with herself, knowing she had physically harmed Nicole.
 
   Added to that, she had thrown a punch. She didn’t even know what she was doing until her knuckles impacted the wall. It wasn’t directed at Nicole, but Nicole grimaced, like she thought it was. Nicole thought Danny would hit her. What if one day she got to the point where she did hit Nicole? The very idea caused her to have stomach cramps.
 
   Her mind flashed to almost ten years ago when she punched a girl in the face. They had been arguing and the girl called her a monkey. Having been called a monkey all her life by family members, she snapped when the girl said it. She had never forgiven herself for such a disgusting display. The girl hadn’t meant it the way she took it. Dane considered it domestic violence—even though the girl hadn’t been her girlfriend or even living with her. And she had always feared it might happen again.
 
   Soon, Nicole’s face replaced the girl’s and Dane saw herself punching Nicole. The vision made her feel sick to her stomach, causing her to dry-heave. Her entire body shook and the front wheel wobbled. She nearly slammed into a thick tree. Catching herself just in time, she dodged the tree and paused for a second to try to gather herself. Underneath the panic, her knee throbbed and her leg screamed. Her hand even hurt from hitting the wall, she ignored it all.
 
   Breathing hard, she righted herself on the bike and peddled off. Well, the near collision at least got the haunting image of hitting Nicole out of her head. Instead, her thoughts wandered to her family. Seeing them lately reminded her they were actually a good family unit to each other. It was just her they couldn’t stand.
 
   Her father provided for all of his children—the ones he acknowledged. He even spoiled Rachel. In contrast, he treated Dane worse than one would treat an unwanted animal. It wasn’t even about the color of her skin, something else about her had to be different. Whatever it was, it made him hate her. Seriously hate her from the moment she was born.
 
   “Is there something so wrong with me?” At that point, Danny had no doubt that there was something wrong with her, a normal person wouldn’t hurt their girlfriends, after all. But, there couldn’t have been something wrong with her when she was born. Of course, she had no way of knowing since there were no baby pictures of her. None the Wolfe family had anyway. She’d never seen herself or moments she wouldn’t remember from when she was younger to figure out what was wrong with her then. But, what evil could a baby do?
 
   Once upon a time, Dane longed to be accepted and she wondered why they didn’t like her. She dealt with abuse from her siblings. Often as a child, she had tried to get Rachel or Michael to notice her and spend time with her. That desperation had led her to actually drink bleach on a dare. Everything was such a blur after that. She didn’t even remember who took her to the hospital. She did remember Michael laughing, up until the point she swallowed. It seemed he realized that his little prank had gone too far then. He was evil, like their father.
 
    “And I let that bullshit seep into me like poison.”
 
   That’s what was wrong with me. She let the poison corrupt her and let it make her who she was, not just as a child, but as an adolescent, as a teen, and even now as an adult. It affected her relationships. It was why people abandoned her or ignored her. It was why she couldn’t get close to people before Nicole and now it was why Nicole would never want her again.
 
   “I’ve taken the worst parts of everything they taught me and kept them close to me like a good poker hand,” Dane whispered. She held onto all of the wrong things.
 
   She held onto the anger and fury that her father, Michael, and Rachel had instilled in her. She brandished those as her weapons. She had taken her mother’s indifference and Adam’s disinterest with her and used it as a shield, forcing herself to stay away from people. It led her to think the worst in people and not care about them in the slightest. It led her to use people and to let them use her. It made her discard people like objects and made them invisible to her, made their emotions invisible to her. It made her view all people—including herself—as mere things.
 
   “I let them turn me in this monster, into this thing and I walked around so proud of it for so long. Too stupid to realize they won,” Dane whispered, furious with herself for being such an ignorant asshole for so long. She had never felt more disgusted and outraged with herself than at this very moment—her moment of defeat.
 
   The urge to vomit rose hot and heavy in her throat as the thoughts thundered around her mind over and over again. She was just some monster that Russell and Christine managed to create and her siblings helped cultivate the evil inside of her. She managed to hurt the one person who cared about her. She had let her family win, let them turn her into what they thought she was all along, and then she merrily went along to ruin her own life. 
 
   “I should just—” Dane’s disgusted words were cut off as she rode off a curb. A horn blared. Tires screeched. The sound of metal twisting echoed through the air. Dane remembered the sound of glass breaking and searing pain before everything went black.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   OW. AN INTENSE ACHE throbbed through Dane’s body. Everything hurt, including her eyelashes. Even her hair seemed to be in agony. She dared not open her eyes, knowing any light would only intensify the torment. “What happened?” a voice croaked, Dane barely recognized as her own. She was dazed. Her throat was dry, making her voice sound much coarser than she thought possible. Pain pierced through her lip. 
 
   “Oh, thank God you’re awake. I’m so sorry I hit you! I didn’t see you until too late. You just came out of nowhere,” a female voice cried in a panic.
 
   The voice didn’t sound familiar. What was the voice talking about anyway? All she could think about was the torment coursing through her body.
 
   “Shhh…” Dane begged, feeling each tiny sound smash against her brain like a flung brick to her forehead. “Headache…” 
 
   “Oh, sorry. That’s my fault, too.” The voice spoke much lower this time.
 
   Her eyes fluttered open, making her head pounding even more. Her eyesight blurred. She couldn’t tell where she was. But, the light felt like a thousand needles in her eyes. Underneath the headache, she smelled antiseptic. All hospitals held that odor. Just what I need, another hospital bill.
 
   She took a moment to try to remember what happened. Blackness. Pain. But, nothing more.
 
   “Water?” Dane requested in a breath. She tried to turn her head, but she couldn’t even manage that small movement. 
 
   “Oh, yes, of course,” the female voice squeaked.
 
   Dane could barely make out the person standing over her, but she could feel the straw at her lip. Once she captured it, she took a seemingly endless gulp from the cup. She didn’t pull away from the straw until no liquid remained. She coughed, swallowed. 
 
   “Why am I in the hospital?” Dane’s throat felt better now, but her voice still sounded foreign. Hopefully, it wasn’t something permanent. Her final connection to music was the fact that she could still sing.
 
   “Like I said…that was my fault. I hit you with my car. You just came out of nowhere on that bike! I’m sorry. I tried to stop, I really did, but you were just too close.” The woman was sounding much calmer than before. She also made sure to keep her voice low.
 
   Dane could see the woman now. Tall with blond hair cut very short and stylish brushed to the side, Dane suspected they had almost the same hair length. The thick woman looked powerful. She wore a plain black t-shirt and well-worn jeans. Kind and concerned sky-blue eyes stared down on her, making Dane feel almost guilty for getting hit.
 
   Dane groaned. “Damn.”
 
   “How are you feeling?” 
 
   “Pretty much like I just got hit with a car.” 
 
   There was a yelp. “Stupid question, I guess. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Got that the first time, but it’s not your fault.” 
 
   Bits and pieces of what happened slowly came back to Dane. She couldn’t remember the accident, but a little of what she was doing before the accident filtered into her head. She had been riding her bike, thinking about Nicole. She recalled almost crashing into a tree. She guessed that happened before she stepped up her game and crashed into a car.
 
   “Of course it’s my fault. I hit you.”
 
   “Wasn’t paying attention. Lot on my mind,” Dane replied with a groan. I have certainly made a mess of things.
 
   “Okay, how about we just agree that it’s both our faults and move on?” the woman proposed, sounding a little happy with that arrangement.
 
   Dane forced out a laugh, making her whole head throb and her body ache. “Sounds like a good idea.”
 
   “I called the ambulance for you and followed you here after I spoke with the police. I wanted to make sure you were all right. The doctors said I broke your leg when I hit you.”
 
   Dane chuckled on the inside. My poor legs. How much more abuse could they take?
 
   “Why does my shoulder hurt?” Dane wondered aloud. “And my side…” Really, everything hurt, but those things hurt much more than everything else.
 
   “You landed on the windshield. Busted it up pretty good,” the woman let out a dry, emotionless laugh. “You dislocated your shoulder and cracked two ribs.”
 
   “They sure are disclosing a lot of my medical problems to you.”
 
   There was a nervous laugh. “I told them I knew you, so they wouldn’t throw me out and you’d have someone with you when you woke up. No one knew who to call since your wallet only had a driver’s license and a picture of two kids in it. The address on the license was contacted, but whoever answered hung up.”
 
   Dane snorted. Her license held the Wolfe family address. “My family. They don’t care. Had you told them I was dead they might’ve stayed on the line a little longer.” Her voice was groggy and weak.
 
   “Is there anyone I should call? The father of those two boys maybe?” She looked concerned and eager to help, hands clasped together and bouncing slightly on her heels.
 
   “Nah, those aren’t my kids. My nephews. Cute little buggers, huh?” Who was there to call? Crow, maybe. Crow would come and get me.
 
   “They are cute,” the woman agreed. “Who should I call? The doctors are going to want a lot of information on you I don’t know and your wallet certainly isn’t offering.” Yeah, like money. I need to call Nicole. I have no choice. I hope she ignores me. It’d serve me right 
 
   “Nicole Cardell.” She ran off the number for the woman and tried not to think the different ways that call could go.
 
   “All right. I’ll be right back.”
 
   Dane sighed and decided to dwell on the agony tearing through her body to keep her from thinking about Nicole. Briefly, she wondered if her bike made it. Well, the bike led a full life. Better to have died than get pawned as she knew she would have eventually had to do considering her mounting debt. I might have to fake my own death to get out of this. Although with my luck, I’d end up dead trying to fake it. But, then again, I don’t have life insurance anyway.
 
   For the moment, she decided to just be happy that she was alive. Not that being alive was much of an accomplishment. She had made a beautiful mess of her life, after all. Shaking those thoughts off, she tried to not go down that path.
 
   “I made the call,” the woman reported.
 
   “I wish you would’ve said she was your girlfriend. I would’ve tried to phrase things more gently. Not that I’m too good with that,” the woman admitted with a sheepish expression. Her bright blue eyes showed her embarrassment more so than any of her other features.
 
   “I didn’t know if she still was my girlfriend,” Dane replied, feeling subdued.
 
   “And it would’ve helped to know she calls you Danny,” the blond continued. It was obvious she had a tough time with the phone call, but Dane appreciated it.
 
   “And it would’ve helped if I was watching where I was going,” Dane chimed in with a smile. She had to force the expression out and it hurt. “But, I think you can gather I’m not the best at managing things correctly.”
 
   The woman chuckled, at ease since Dane seemed to have a sense of humor about everything that happened. “I’m Terri, by the way.”
 
   “Danny. I’d shake your hand, but moving right now doesn’t seem like the best idea and I’d like to think I’ve wasted all my bonehead moves for today.”
 
   Terri smiled. “Do you mind if I stay and wait until Nicole shows up? I don’t want to leave you alone.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Between you and me, I don’t trust hospitals too much.” 
 
   Dane nodded just a little. “Appreciate it. I know how you feel. In one of my many hospital stays, an overeager doctor tried taking out my tonsils when I was just there for a tetanus shot.”
 
   Terri snorted. “Damn hacks.”
 
   “Yeah. So, how did Nicole sound? Mad?” Dane’s eyes drifted down to the scratchy blanket covering her. 
 
   Terri shook her head. “No, she sounded really concerned. I had to assure her that you’re not dead and you’re up and talking. Still, she promised she’d be up here as quick as she can. I’m sure she’ll be happy to know I didn’t knock your sense of humor loose and your face should heal okay.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, because she’s definitely with me for my good looks,” Dane replied, sarcasm dripping from the remark. Is there something wrong with my face? Since everything hurt, Dane wasn’t sure.
 
   “She has to be since your biking skills suck.”
 
   Dane laughed and Terri smiled again. Terri was pretty helpful, Dane noted. Great, actually, especially considering she was talking to a person that she had just hit with a car. Hell, Dane was pretty sure it was her fault and from the way Terri sounded when she first woke up, Dane thought she might’ve traumatized the blond. 
 
   They started a conversation, surprised to find how easily they got along. Apparently, they had similar senses of humor, making fun of each other and themselves for their current predicament. It helped take the edge off for Dane, forgetting about the pain. And the fact that Nicole would be there any minute and Dane would have to own up to the fact that she had hurt her girlfriend. It was nice to laugh before having to go through that.
 
   Terri suddenly looked up. Dane followed Terri’s gaze and saw Nicole, standing right on the opposite end of her bed. Nicole’s eyes were wide and she seemed almost froze in place. 
 
   “That’s your girlfriend?” Terri asked in a whisper. Dane could only nod and the blond smiled. “You lucky devil.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole stood still for a moment, taking in the sight of her lover laid up in a bed in the emergency room. She knew Danny would be moved soon to a proper room in the hospital. She wanted to burst into tears of joy to see that Danny was alive and apparently well enough to laugh with some strange woman. Nicole felt odd, a tremble went through her chest and stomach thanks to the sight.
 
   “Danny, baby,” Nicole said, walking over to the bed. Tears gathered in her eyes as they scanned her sweetheart.
 
   “I’m okay,” Danny said, a small smile crossing her lips. She was trying to look fine, but the pain danced in her eyes. 
 
   “I’ve seen you okay. This isn’t okay,” Nicole replied, voice edging on quiet panic. She struggled to keep the tears at bay. To keep from crying, she turned her attention to the blond woman. “Were you the one who called?”
 
   The woman nodded. “Yes, I’m Terri. I’m sorry about this.”
 
   “I hit her car with my bike.” Dane pointed to Terri as best she could. “Damn cocky bike thought it could take on the car.” 
 
   The jokes didn’t sit right with Nicole, though. Danny looked terrible, broken, so how could she joke about it? She blinked, confused, before turning her attention to Terri. “You hit her?” She couldn’t help wondering why the person who hit Danny now stood at her bed and shared laughs with the musician.
 
   “Yeah, she and my car had a disagreement,” Terri answered, a blush colored her creamy cheeks. She rubbed the back of her neck. “She came out of nowhere and I didn’t have time to stop. I broke her up pretty good and I think I knocked her brain out.” Terri teasing Danny about this amazed Nicole, even though Terri’s voice showed her anxiety over the accident. Terri sighed as soon as she stopped speaking, glancing away.
 
   Danny scoffed, rolling her eyes. “Stop acting like you almost killed me. Was my fault. And I’ll have you know my brain’s been knocked around a lot harder than that and hasn’t oozed out of my ear yet.” 
 
   Nicole arched an eyebrow at Danny’s false cheerful voice. She’d recognize it anywhere. But, was Danny putting on this front for her or for Terri? The humor seemed to work on the blond, but Nicole didn’t buy it. Nicole couldn’t believe the camaraderie shared between Danny and Terri. She would have to tread carefully, not wanting to offend Danny’s new friend. Still, Terri hit Danny with a car. A car! She was relived Danny could joke around and smile, but she was lying in a hospital bed with a broken leg. 
 
   “So, Nick, you gonna spring me from this joint?” Danny asked.
 
   “Sorry, baby. You’re going to be moved to a room and you’re here for a couple of days.” Nicole reached over and brushed Danny’s hair out of her face.
 
   “Damn.” Danny pouted and then turned, giving Terri a mock-glare. “This is all your fault.”
 
   “Weren’t you just swearing up and down this wasn’t my fault?” Terri frowned.
 
   “That was before I found out I was trapped here. Now, it’s all your fault,” Danny said, smiling.
 
   Terri grinned. “Turncoat.” Terri turned her nose up at the bedridden woman. Under her breath, she sighed and a small smile settled on her face.
 
   Nicole swallowed, pushing down a burning sensation in her chest from seeing Terri smile at her girlfriend. To keep herself from dwelling on the strange friendship, she sprang into action, making sure Danny got the best treatment possible. By the time Danny moved into the other hospital room, Terri had to leave, but was comfortable enough with Danny to say she’d be back tomorrow. Danny hadn’t been awake when the statement was made, but Nicole didn’t feel right telling the woman no. After all, she seemed to be Danny’s friend.
 
   Nicole pulled up a chair to Danny’s bed and then glanced out the window beside them. A curtain split the room in half and the other bed was by the door. Nicole took Danny’s hand and squeezed. The action earned a smile from the musician. 
 
   “Baby, I am so sorry for everything,” Nicole said, leaning down to kiss Danny’s knuckles.
 
   “You don’t need to apologize,” the younger woman said in a quiet voice and her eyes barely open. 
 
   “Yes, I do. Did I wake you?” She felt awful enough as it was. If she managed to disturb Danny’s sleep, she wouldn’t be able to handle it.
 
   “No, and you don’t.”
 
   Nicole sighed. “Yes, I do. I have so much to apologize for.”
 
   “I blew a fuse and totally lost it. I don’t remember everything that happened, but I know I hurt you. I didn’t…” Danny swallowed. Her voice quivered. “I didn’t hit you, did I?” 
 
   “No,” Nicole quickly replied, her eyes widening. “Why would you even think that?” She clutched Danny’s hand a little tighter, as if that’d help convey the truth.
 
   “I remember a punch and grabbing you or something, but my mind is kinda jumbled. It’s making me think that I hit you, but I don’t really remember. Are you sure I didn’t?” Her gaze, clouded but troubled, implored Nicole for the truth. 
 
   “Baby, I promise you didn’t hit me. You screamed a lot and you punched the wall. You were angry with me and you took me by the chin, but you didn’t hurt me. I know you’d never do anything like that,” Nicole insisted, lightly stroking the musician’s abdomen.
 
   Danny’s brow furrowed and she swallowed hard. “Took you by the chin?”
 
   “Yeah, you wanted me to look at you.”
 
   Danny’s eyes went from side to side, as if she were trying to gather her thoughts. “Why does it seem like I hit you then? I remember feeling like I was going to throw up. My heart hurts.” She groaned a little, head lulling to the side.
 
   “You just suffered a traumatic event, Danny. You have various injuries, which includes a concussion. So, excuse your memory for a moment, okay?” Nicole patted Danny’s hand.
 
   Danny turned her head and looked at Nicole. “Okay, didn’t hit you. I screamed at you, though. Sorry about that.”
 
   Nicole shook her head. “No need to be sorry. You needed to scream at me and I needed to be screamed at. I haven’t been fair to you these past few weeks. I just wanted so badly for your family to see you and accept you and for you to have that sort of family bond that I have. I wanted you to have siblings and a mother and so many other things.” 
 
   Danny blinked, slowly. “You were trying to do what you thought was best for me.”
 
   “Not anymore, though.” Nicole held her lover’s hand tighter. “I’m not going to push this family issue anymore. I see how this all gets on your nerves and how it’s all connected. I don’t want to go through that ever again. I don’t want you to have to go through it again. I don’t want to lose you over something like this either.” 
 
   “You weren’t going to lose me over this.” Danny looked away. “Hell, I thought you were going to leave me because I hurt you.”
 
   Nicole gasped, drawing Danny’s gaze. “I told you, you didn’t hurt me, sweetheart. You got my attention, which you needed to do. I’m not going to hold that against you.”
 
   “Good…” Danny let out a long sigh.
 
   “Still sleepy?” Nicole asked with a smile on her face. She caressed Danny’s knuckles again.
 
   “Yeah. Did the doctors say anything while I was out? How long I’ll be here and crap like that?” 
 
   “At least a couple of days. You’re really banged up. And they wanted to talk to you about your leg.”
 
   Danny nodded and frowned a bit. “Probably never gonna be able to use my right leg again.”
 
   “They didn’t say anything like that. A doctor just wants to talk to you about it.” 
 
   “Do you know why?” Danny’s gaze drifting down to her lower limbs. Her face paled.
 
   “Something to do with the way your leg healed the first time around.” 
 
   Danny nodded again. “Okay.” 
 
   Nicole settled back into her seat while Danny drifted back off to sleep. When she was certain Danny was out for the night, she went home to get Danny some clothes, ate something, and took a shower. She returned to the hospital, not wanting to leave her lover alone for too long in case she woke up. 
 
   Sleeping in the hospital chair proved difficult. She woke up, yawned, stretched and began rolling her shoulders, trying to work out a crick in her neck. Suddenly, she took in a familiar face in the doorway. Christine stood at the threshold, hesitating and rubbing her hands on her pants.
 
   “Good morning, Christine,” Nicole said. The sound of her voice seemed to snap Christine out of her conflicted reverie.
 
   “Oh, good morning, Nicole,” Christine replied.
 
   “Are you here to see Danny?” Nicole asked and then she realized that in all of her worry, she hadn’t called anyone last night to tell them that Danny was in the hospital. She also hadn’t made the call that she wouldn’t be in to work that day. She’d have to do both as soon as possible.
 
   “I am.” Christine chuckled. “I know you must think I am the worst mother on earth as far as Dane’s upbringing went and you’re right.” 
 
   Nicole schooled her features into a more neutral expression. “My opinion on the matter doesn’t matter one way or the other.” Inwardly, she smiled, finally finding it easy to take her first step away the Wolfe family. 
 
   Christine nodded before glancing over at the unconscious Danny. “Would you believe me if I said I’ve always been at her bedside when she was in the hospital?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter what I believe either. How did you know about this, though? It didn’t even occur to me to call anybody.” 
 
   “One of the doctors here recognized her and let me know. She’s graced the halls of these hospitals a few times.” 
 
   Nicole scowled, recalling why she’d been in the hospital. “How many of those times were caused by your husband beating the shit out of her?” Christine wasn’t the weeping woman she saw in the hospital not too long ago, not to Danny anyway. Christine was the woman who never stepped in, who never stopped the abuse.
 
   Christine turned away, lip trembling. “More times than I care to admit.” Her eyes then went to Danny. “How is she?”
 
   “Broken leg, cracked ribs, bruised shoulder, but she’ll live,” Nicole answered. Thank God for that. 
 
   Christine nodded and smiled briefly. “This child. If nothing else, she is resilient.”
 
   A moment of silence passed before Nicole decided to speak up. “You know, she won’t be happy to wake up and see you here.” Danny didn’t need the stress right now and if Christine needed to hear just those words to leave before Danny woke up, Nicole would tell her.
 
   “No, I don’t suppose she would,” Christine agreed, but didn’t make any move to leave the room. “The last time she was in the hospital she wasn’t too happy to see me when she regained consciousness.”
 
   “Can you blame her? You’ve ignored her for her entire life and you only show up when something bad happens. I doubt you ever say anything to help her get through the bad times either. Don’t you think it would be a bit easier if you just apologized for being a spineless bitch and then told her that you cared?” Internally, Nicole winced at calling Danny’s mother a bitch 
 
   Christine sighed. “I suppose you make a point, but things are complicated.”
 
   “How?” Nicole demanded. “She’s your daughter. All she ever wanted from you was a sign that you knew she was there.” It took all of her self-control to not yell at the older woman. 
 
   “You wouldn’t understand.”
 
   Nicole frowned, a dull fury pulling at her now that she had more information about the Wolfe family. “I should hope not. I’d never want to be able to comprehend how a person could ignore her own daughter just because of the way she looks. Okay, Danny’s black, but then again, so are you.”
 
   “Is that what Dane thinks?” Christine let out a hollow chuckle. “I suppose once upon a time I had disliked how dark she came out. I’m sure that was initially what bothered Russell so much also.”
 
   “And things just progressed from there, huh?” Nicole rolled her eyes.
 
   “I suppose they did. It became a habit to not see her.” Her tone seemed oddly remorseful, but something in it told Nicole that she wasn’t telling the entire truth.
 
   “Or maybe it was easier to pretend that you had the habit of not seeing her.” 
 
   Christine ducked her head. “You’re perceptive, I’ll give you that. Honestly, I didn’t know what to do with her. I still don’t know what to do with her.”
 
   “I guess loving her and helping her would’ve been too easy,” Nicole spat. Now that she could let go of her foolish wants for Danny and accept Danny’s feelings, she could see how disgusting Danny’s family truly was, how much they hurt her lover physically, mentally, emotionally, hell, even spiritually. How can this woman consider herself a mother? How could I consider her a mother? I was a fool.
 
   “Your opinion has certainly changed since last we saw each other,” Christine said, regarding Nicole with an arched eyebrow and slight frown.
 
   Nicole nodded. “I was blinded before. I thought you were reaching out, that you saw how wonderful Danny was and you’d accept her, love her even, but that’s not what was going on at all. You were toying with her, teasing her. You don’t deserve her because you won’t fight for her.” Shaking her head, Nicole narrowed her gaze. “Why? Why do you hate her so?” 
 
   Christine glanced at Danny and her eyes widened as if she had an epiphany. “I can’t explain what happened. It’s complex. I never knew how to deal with her, how to approach her, or what to do. Acting like she wasn’t there seemed like the best thing.”
 
   Nicole couldn’t control the disgust in her face. “For you. It helped save your marriage, didn’t it? Russell wouldn’t have liked it much if you actually cared for the girl that he’s so sure isn’t his daughter, despite what two paternity tests say.” 
 
   “She certainly keeps you informed,” Christine said with an angry curl to her lip. “Despite the monster she’d lead you to think I am, I was the one that got her all of her precious music lessons. I purchased her first guitar for her.”
 
   “And do you know why she wanted music lessons? Because she wanted to connect with you. She saw you playing the piano and thought you played beautifully. She wanted to be like you,” Nicole said harshly, standing and pointing a finger at Christine.
 
   Again, Christine’s eyes sought refuge anywhere around the room. Her eyes fell back to Danny. She swallowed so hard Nicole could see her throat move. Her eyes shone, like there were tears, tears Nicole knew would never fall.
 
   “I can almost recall a tiny child, sitting at my piano, smiling at me before I walked away. The music. The music was heavenly, like nothing I’d ever heard and I knew,” Christine whispered, like she wasn’t even talking to Nicole. “Dane was most likely a musical prodigy. I decided to get her lessons.”
 
   “I bet you never even went to a recital.” 
 
   Christine’s gaze shot back to Nicole. “What do you want me to say? Yes, I admit I was a horrible mother to Dane, if I can even be called that.”
 
   Nicole was actually stunned to hear this. 
 
   “You know, I didn’t want her. The pregnancy was an accident.”
 
   Nicole frowned. “An accident how?” How many times did Danny overhear Christine saying this to someone if she can just blurt it out to me?
 
   Christine nodded. “I thought I could easily cast her out of my heart. I spent much of my life trying and every time I thought I succeeded in that something happened that reminded me I still cared for this child. She’d be gone, out of sight and out of mind for days, and then my heart would cry out for her until she was back in the house. She’d end up in the hospital and I’d worry myself sick until she was released. When I first found out that she was on drugs and she nearly overdosed on cocaine, I cried, thinking she’d die. When she left the house for good, I worried every day, wondering when some police officer would call the house to let me know she had died. Yet, none of this moved me to stop what was happening to her or to try to pull her closer to me,” Christine said, letting out a long and heavy breath. She shook her head and stricken eyes dared to glance at Danny.
 
   Nicole couldn’t believe what she just heard. Christine made it seem like it had always been hopeless, like she never had plans to be Danny’s mother and yet also never had plans to completely lose Danny. It was absurd in its tragedy. 
 
   “Do you want things to always be this way? How you can only be there for her when she doesn’t know it? Do you enjoy that?” Nicole asked, narrowing her eyes.
 
   “Of course I don’t,!” Christine huffed. A glare from Nicole reminded her that Danny slept not even five feet away from them. A contrite expression coated Christine’s face. “What else am I supposed to do at this point?”
 
   Nicole sighed, shaking her head. “I don’t have any advice for you. At this point, I doubt Danny cares much about how you feel one way or the other. Neglect isn’t easily forgiven.”
 
   Christine opened her mouth, like she wanted to say something, but seemed to think better of it. Her mouth closed and her eyes drifted to the floor. She wrung her hands together. 
 
   Nicole looked at Christine. A sad woman. Sad in that she would continue treating Danny the way she did. Sad because she didn’t want to be the one to step up, but liked to pretend she would.
 
   “Regret is tough to live with,” Christine whispered. “I feel hollow knowing nothing I do will ever make up for what I did. But, I still must do this for her when she absolutely needs it.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Nicole said, narrowing her eyes. 
 
   “Well, for one, the hospital stay.” Christine motioned around the room with a lazy sweep of the hand. “While Dane has changed much while living with you, I know she still doesn’t have health coverage. I can pay for it.”
 
   “Why? So you can stick Danny with another monstrous bill that you know she’ll never be able to pay back?” Nicole sneered.
 
   Christine stared at her. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Danny was forced to pay Russell back the money for her last hospital stay as well as the cost of housing her when she was younger,” Nicole replied.
 
   “He made her pay him back?” Christine said, completely baffled. Her voice almost sounded as if she didn’t comprehend the language Nicole spoke.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Christine’s face lost all of its color. “Oh, god.” Taking a couple of breaths, she had to try three times before something actually came out. “That will never do. Listen, Russell has no say over that money. I will give Danny back every cent.”
 
   Nicole wanted to argue and tell her to stuff the money up her ass, but manners prevented that. Also, it would be nice to have that money back and Christine seemed sincere. Spending time with Christine made her feel sorry for her. Not because she had squandered a chance to get to know her daughter, but because she was foolish enough to continue to do so. 
 
   “I don’t have to tell you that Danny isn’t going to want the money. I can tell you that you don’t have to worry about medical costs this time around. Danny is covered,” Nicole said, unable to keep the little haughtiness out of her tone. She had made sure of that after Danny returned from her drunken sojourn six months ago.
 
   “Oh,” Christine yelped, wringing her hands together again. She didn’t seem to be sure what to make of that. A frown slowly settled on her face
 
   Silence reigned over the room. They both turned their attention to Danny. As soon as it seemed like she was waking up, Christine made an excuse to leave. Danny wasn’t even aware her mother had been there and Nicole saw no reason to upset her with the news. For now, anyway.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Morning.” Dane greeted Nicole with a smile. She’s still here.
 
   “Afternoon, actually,” Nicole corrected her with a grin.
 
   “Either way, it’s nice. For a moment there yesterday, I thought I screwed everything up.”
 
   Nicole shook her head. “It wasn’t your fault, Danny. It was mine. It was all mine. I was the one pushing for something I hadn’t even considered and didn’t understand. But, can we not dwell on that for now? Let’s focus on getting you out of here and getting you healthy.” 
 
   Dane nodded. Nicole went to ask a nurse to get Dane some breakfast. Dane had to use four pillows to prop herself up, and even then she winced. She wished she had never been so happy to see food before, but there were plenty of times she was. She practically inhaled the hospital food. After she ate, her doctor showed up, wanting to ask her a few questions.
 
   “Good afternoon, Danny,” the doctor said, showing that he had spoken with Nicole before by using Nicole’s name for her.
 
   “Good afternoon. So, come to tell me I can leave as long as I take care of myself and blah, blah, blah?” 
 
   “Actually, I have some questions for you that Nicole was unable to answer,” he informed her, motioning to Nicole.
 
   “Oh,” Dane pouted. “What would you like to know?”
 
   The doctor checked his clipboard. “Your leg. Going through your medical records, I know you’ve broken it before. I also know your knee was injured at the time and had surgery. You should have recovered. Nicole tells me you walk with a limp, even though it should’ve healed well. She also tells me that the leg and the knee are very weak, even after months of physical therapy.”
 
   “Yeah.” Dane answered, glancing over at Nicole, wondering where he was going with that list.
 
   “I wanted to know if you might have started walking on it before you should have and didn’t let it heal properly.”
 
   “Uh…” Dane looked down. “I might have done that, yeah.”
 
   “I thought as much. You have nerve damage in your leg and in your knee. Surgery would be able to correct some of it. I’m afraid you might always have the limp now, but it would strengthen your leg.”
 
   “Surgery?” she echoed. “Sorry, can’t afford it right now.” She couldn’t afford much right now. Hell, I might have to sell my soul thanks to this stay.
 
   “Baby, you’re covered, so you wouldn’t have to pay for all of it,” Nicole chimed in.
 
   Dane’s brow wrinkled. “Covered? Since when am I covered?” She wasn’t covered through her job since she was self-employed and had never filled out any paperwork to be insured through anything else. Well, she never knowingly filled out any paperwork about insurance, but she recalled a few months ago Nicole certainly needed her signature on a lot of stuff.
 
   “Ever since you showed up lying on my front lawn looking half dead. You wouldn’t let me take you to the hospital because you weren’t covered and that worried me. As soon as I went to work, I put in paperwork to include you in my plan.” 
 
   “You could do that?”
 
   “My firm covers domestic partners. All we had to do was live together for six months and I could include you.”
 
   Dane smiled and turned her attention back to the doctor. “She takes such good care of me, except when I wander out of her sight.” She had a feeling the domestic partnership thing required more than Nicole told her, but she had no doubt Nicole had taken care of it. She was doubly suspicious about all that stuff she signed, but not in a bad way.
 
   “I’m guessing this is one of those times you wandered out of her sight,” the doctor replied. “You don’t have to have the surgery today. It’s just something to think about. I also wanted to make sure that with this broken leg, you take it seriously and let it heal properly.”
 
   “I’ll be seeing to that,” Nicole informed them both.
 
   Dane chuckled, which hurt her ribs a bit, but thanks to her pain medication, it was a fuzzy pain. “Guess I’ll be letting it heal properly this time.”
 
   The doctor smiled. “All right. You’re going to be here for at least a couple of days for observation. We’d like to make sure the healing process begins correctly and watch your concussion. Make sure you don’t do anything to make matters worse, even though I’m sure those busted ribs will trouble you enough to stay in bed.” 
 
   Dane nodded. Every single inhale and exhale reminded her of how she almost killed herself by not paying attention. Each breath also reminded her of how she screamed at Nicole and treated her rather poorly. Dane turned to Nicole, eyes begging to talk once they were alone. Nicole noticed and nodded.
 
   “I’ll be back to check on you as soon as I can,” the doctor said as he left the room. 
 
   “Thanks for all of this, Chem.” 
 
   “No need to thank me, baby. We are partners. We take care of each other,” Nicole smiled and moved to take Dane’s hand in hers. 
 
   A warmth settled into Dane, leaving her feeling both adored and guilty. Her gaze wandered down to empty tray. “I haven’t been doing a very good job of that.”
 
   “No.” Nicole squeezed Dane’s hand. “I was the one pushing you to be around your family. I know you didn’t want to, but I acted like I knew better than you. I’m sorry for that.” 
 
   “No, I should’ve told you, but I didn’t want to upset you or make you uncomfortable,” Dane muttered, shame heating her cheeks. “I just kept taking what you were giving, even though I didn’t want it. I should’ve spoken to you about it, honestly spoken to you. Told you about what I’d gone through. I’m learning about being in a relationship as we go, so I’m going to make a few mistakes. Think you can bear with me while I make ‘em?” If nothing else, she learned from this. She wouldn’t employ the silent treatment anymore and she wouldn’t let things build up the way they had. She’d also have to let Nicole completely in, no more shielding Nicole from the darkness she lived through.
 
   Nicole stroked Dane’s knuckles with her thumb. “I know you’re going to make mistakes, sweetheart. It happens. We’re humans. I made mistakes, too, and I’m going to make others. You have to remember, before you, all my relationships were with people who didn’t respect me or didn’t even care about me. People I eventually stopped caring for. You’re not like that. For a while, I think subconsciously I ruined us on purpose. I was scared of us, of you leaving, you finding someone better. I’m just so in love with you, Danny.” She kissed Dane’s hand to drive home her point.
 
   Dane smiled. “That’s why I let you pull me through all that with my family. I love you and I was scared to lose you by saying anything about it. I didn’t want to ruin your idea about family either. I love the fact that you see all of this hope in the world and I didn’t want to make you jaded.”
 
   “Danny, relationships are about compromise and communication. If we want to stay together, we have to talk. You can’t just follow me because you think saying something will cause a problem. Not saying something causes a problem, too. You could end up resenting me too, which I really don’t want. So, please, tell me if I ever get like this again.”
 
   Dane nodded, feeling relieved they’d come out of this relatively all right. They’d learned things about themselves and each other, scary things to be sure, but things that would help them survive. She’d take it. “Will do my best.”
 
   “And I’ll do mine. I want us to make it, Danny. I want us to look back on this ten, twenty, thirty, hell, fifty years from now.” 
 
   “I’d love that, too.” Dane grinned. “Very much.” 
 
   “Then we have to be willing to work at it. Okay?” Nicole said with a nod.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   The elephant in the room was out of peanuts and gone. The sun that shone through the window seemed a little be brighter. Nicole kissed Dane’s knuckles again. Dane settled into her bed. Even though she was stuck in the hospital, she felt at peace for the first time in a long time.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   DANE RESTED IN HER hospital bed with her eyes closed feeling someone watch her. She knew is wasn't Nicole, as she had run home with the desire to take a shower and promising to bring back some goodies. Dane’s stomach looked forward to the goodies, but being watched bothered the rest of her. As she felt the person come closer, she opened her eyes. Her mother sat down beside Dane’s bedside. Dane frowned and focused on the ceiling. She was surprised to see her mother. Not because her mother never came when she was hospitalized, but because her mother hadn’t come to see her this time around.
 
   Christine always came to see her when she ended up in the hospital. Her presence always felt like salt on Dane’s wounds. Sometimes, she wondered if Christine came to check and see if she had died. I won’t give her the satisfaction any time soon. Christine licked her lips and opened her mouth, but quickly shut it. Dane narrowed her eyes. Is it too much for her to just leave me in peace?
 
   “I am glad to see that you’re awake,” Christine whispered, her voice cracking. She cleared her throat.
 
   Dane blinked, stunned that her mother spoke. She looked around the room, thinking they weren’t alone. They were. 
 
   “Are you all right? You look confused,” Christine said, even though she, too, looked confused. “Dane, just to be clear, I am speaking to you.”
 
   Dane snorted. “Since when and so what?” That panicked phone call had been the most words her mother said to her in her entire life.
 
   Christine took a deep breath. “I want to try…I just want to try,” she sighed, running her hand through her perfect blond hair.
 
   “In all honesty, I don’t.” 
 
   “Please, just hear me out,” Christine begged, going so far as to pressing her hands together. 
 
   Dane shook her head, unmoved. “No.”
 
   “Dane, please,” Christine implored her. “I’m begging you here. Begging you to hear me out.”
 
   “No, I won’t hear you out. I don’t want to hear a damn thing and I don’t care what you have to say. It’s cowardly of you to come here and try to talk to me when I can’t leave. Everything is not going to be done on your terms.” I’ve been thrown away too much and I’ll be damned if this is the person I let in.
 
   Christine sat quietly, eyes focused on the floor. Slowly she looked up, tilting her head, studying Dane. 
 
   Dane watched as Christine sat there, eyes down, searching the floor for something. 
 
   Sighing, Christine spoke. “I understand your father took a large sum of money from you that he had no business taking. The money is now in a bank account under your name. I will give you the numbers and you can decide what to do with it.” 
 
   Dane’s eyes widened. Why the hell Christine would do something like that. The words “shove it up your ass” were on the tip of Dane’s tongue, but those were words for her father. “Keep your money. I don’t want it.” She’d never be in debt to her parents ever again.
 
   Christine inhaled deeply and kept her composure, even though a small frown settled on her lips. Like it amazed her that Dane resented her so much to turn away money. Her mother would never understand the depth of her negative emotions, too many to even name.
 
   “Then give it away. I will not take it back because it’s not mine. It’s not your father’s either. It certainly wasn’t his to demand from you.” 
 
   “Oh, so now all of sudden you give a shit about what that bastard does to me?” Dane let loose a mocking laugh. “What a fucking joke. Really, Christine, what the fuck do you care about me? I’m supposed to be grateful now? Do you know what I’d be grateful for? You getting the hell out.” She nodded toward the door.
 
   “Dane, I want you to know—” 
 
   “Want me to know what? We both know you’re not going to say anything of substance. You don’t have it in you.”
 
   Christine flinched. “You do not know what I have in me.”
 
   “Same here. So, get the hell out.”
 
   “Dane, I know you might not believe it. But, I have always felt a connection to you,” Christine said, her voice low.
 
   Dane scoffed. “A connection to me? A maternal connection?” Come on, woman. What shit are you trying to pull?
 
   Christine glanced away, hesitating. “Well, you are my child.”
 
   “Please, stop blowing smoke up my ass. You’re wasting both of our time.”
 
   Christine opened her mouth, ready to argue, but she decided against it. She rose elegantly to her feet and bid Dane farewell. Dane didn’t say anything as Christine left.
 
   “Fuck her,” Dane proclaimed, even though a part of her ached that her mother had left her yet again. Confusion ate at her mind. Why would Christine act to oddly? What was in it for her? The confusion just pissed her off more. 
 
   Deciding to just let it go, she waited for Nicole and news for when she could leave. She hoped this was her last day in the hospital. At least at home, she knew she wouldn’t get any surprise visits from her mother and even if she did, she wouldn’t have to let her mother in.
 
   “I just want to go home,” she groaned.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole set the living room up as Danny’s temporary space since she had a cast on her leg. It would be best if Danny had to do as little as possible, including climb the stairs. It was a lot of work since she had to move the coffee table, which was fairly heavy, and find new places for her plants to get them out of Danny’s way. She went so far as to put a cooler there for Danny to have snacks close by for when she was at work. With that out of the way, she trotted back to the car and drove back to the hospital to pick up her lover.
 
   “How are you feeling, sweetheart?” Nicole asked as she entered Danny’s room. 
 
   The musician’s face lit up. “Fine and very ready to go home,” Danny grinned. Her grey eyes shone. 
 
   “Then I shall take you home,” Nicole replied with a small smile. With the paperwork completed, she just needed to get Danny down to her car.
 
   Danny grinned, going so far as to thrust her fist in the air. Nicole giggled a bit at the celebration. A nurse assisted Danny into a wheelchair while Nicole took charge of the crutches Danny would need for almost two months. She wouldn’t be able to use them much until her shoulder fully healed. Nicole had to drive her car around. Danny clambered into the backseat and rested her leg on the seat.
 
   “I’m going to drive slow, so you don’t have to worry about your arm or your ribs, okay?” Nicole said, turning to look at her lover before pulling away from the hospital.
 
   “I don’t care, Nick. I’m just so happy to be out of that place. Never gonna get hit by a car again.” Danny replied.
 
   “I certainly hope so. I don’t think I could take getting another phone call like that.”
 
   Danny winced. “Sorry. Terri said she’s not good with that sort of thing and wasn’t entirely sure how to put it. She thought it was just enough for you to know I was alive.”
 
   “That was enough,” Nicole assured her. She couldn’t blame Terri; there was no positive way to deliver such news. It was better than getting a phone call from a police officer.
 
   “Well, make sure you tell her. All she does is apologize. It’s kinda annoying for her to come up everyday just to apologize over and over again. Finally got her to stop saying how sorry she was for hitting me. We already agreed it wasn’t her fault, but she kept going and going,” Dane muttered. 
 
   Terri had come to visit Danny every day while she was in the hospital. Yesterday was Terri’s last visit since she had work today, but they had exchanged phone numbers. Nicole had watched with knots gathering in her stomach, but she hadn’t said anything. 
 
   Nicole nodded. “I do hope you learned to pay attention when you ride your bike again.”
 
   Danny snorted. “What bike?” 
 
   She had a point. Terri had assured Nicole that Danny’s bike had turned into a weird piece of modern art. Terri said her car didn’t fare much better, but that had a lot more to do with Danny landing her “fat ass” on the windshield than anything else. Nicole hadn’t like that, but Danny laughed, so she had remained silent.
 
   “Baby, we’ll get you a new bike.” 
 
   “No need to rush. Not like I’ll be going anywhere, right?” Danny nodded toward her leg.
 
   “Danny,” Nicole sighed.
 
   Danny flashed Nicole a smile. “I’m not bitter or anything. It’s a little upsetting that I have to put my life on hold for this. I mean no lessons or anything. I was going to try to get some more shows and everything, but now I can’t do that until I get this cast off.”
 
   “You can still do the lessons. Your arm won’t be in a sling for long, just until your shoulder is better. You can have your students come to the house.” 
 
   Danny’s smile widened at that. “You wouldn’t mind?”
 
   “Not really. I mean, I’m always at work or class when you do lessons.” Besides, she doubted Danny would allow anyone unsavory into the house, not after the debacle with that party.
 
   “Oh, speaking of class, I noticed you haven’t been there since you’ve been with me,” Danny commented.
 
   “Don’t worry about it, baby. I spoke with the professor. As long as I do well on my tests, I’m fine. And if not that, he’s willing to let me make up a grade if necessary. He was very nice about things when I explained the situation to him.”
 
   “That’s good.” Danny let a beat of silence pass before she started a new topic. “My mother came to see me this morning.”
 
   Nicole’s eyes went wide and then she gave Danny a sidelong glance. “Did she now?”
 
   “Yeah. Not totally sure why she did, but she spoke to me. I was kinda rude to her.” 
 
   “It’s understandable that you would be.” 
 
   Danny smiled a little, pleased she hadn’t been reprimanded. “I didn’t hear her out to find out what she wanted to talk about, except she said she’s connected to me.”
 
   “Isn’t that true, though?” Nicole tried to keep her voice as neutral as possible. 
 
   “It is in the sense that she gave birth to me, but I’ve never felt a real connection.”
 
   Nicole frowned. “Haven’t you?” 
 
   Danny gnawed her lower lip for a second. “She said she put the money I gave Russell into a bank account and won’t take it back. Do you think I should keep it?”
 
   Nicole shrugged. “It’s your money, baby.”
 
   “Technically, it’s your money.” Danny frowned. “Do you want it? If not, maybe I can withdraw it and just leave it on their doorstep.”
 
   Nicole laughed, even though her sweetheart was dead serious. “How about we leave it there for the moment? It’s not going anywhere. We have other things to worry about. How did having Christine speak to you feel?” How awful is that? How the hell do you go twenty-five years without addressing your child? 
 
   Sighing, Danny pouted. “Mostly pissed. How dare this bitch talk to me now? But, underneath, I felt sad. Why’d it take her so long? Why does she have to wait until I actually don’t give a damn now? Where was she twenty years ago? Ten years ago? One year ago?” 
 
   “I wish I knew, sweetheart. Hell, I can’t even form a theory really because your mother is just a strange sort. What do you think you’re going to do?” 
 
   Danny glanced at her leg. “Nothing for right now. Might’ve been a fluke. If not, I’ll deal with it later. I doubt it means anything anyway. I’ll tell you one thing that woman has taught me in life, Nick. Never get your hopes up when someone has already dropped you a bunch of times in the past.”
 
   Nicole nodded, mostly because she didn’t know what to say. She felt that was awful, but not Danny’s fault. Christine had neglected Danny for too long. It was entirely possible that Christine wouldn’t try or she might just get Danny’s hopes up only to dash them. It was depressing. All she knew was that she wouldn’t get in the middle of it unless Danny asked her to.
 
   “Well, if you want to talk about it anymore. I’m here.” 
 
   Danny nodded. “I know. I will.”
 
   The couple was silent for the rest of the short ride. Nicole parked in the driveway and grabbed the crutches before helping Danny out of the car. Thankfully, Danny didn’t put up a struggle, wanting to do things herself. They had a little trouble getting the one crutch underneath Danny, but they managed without hurting her. She held the crutch under her healthy arm. Nicole tucked herself under the other.
 
   “I’ve got you, baby,” Nicole assured Danny, as she supported the side with Dane’s injured shoulder.
 
   “I know,” Dane replied.
 
   As they entered the house, Danny’s eyes went to the stairs. She groaned and winced. 
 
   Nicole chuckled at. “Honey, you know I would never be so cruel as to make you climb those stairs. I’ve got the living room made up for you. If you don’t like it there, I’ll fix up the den for you.” 
 
   “I’m sure the living room will be fine.”
 
   Nicole helped Danny into the living room. Danny’s mouth dropped open as soon as she saw how the living room was arranged. She placed a quick peck to Nicole’s lips.
 
   “What was that for?” Nicole asked, smiling.
 
   “You being so good to me.” 
 
   Nicole smiled wider. She hoped she could continue that. She had a lot to make up for in her opinion and she knew even though she and Danny claimed they were all right, that could easily change. Over the past few weeks, they had fought and made up multiple times. 
 
   Easing down onto the sofa, Danny sighed. Nicole placed the crutches off to the side. Danny rolled her shoulders, working the stiffness out of her joints. The rotation got a wince out of her and Nicole flinched. 
 
   “Baby, you okay?” 
 
   “Yeah. I just really needed that.”
 
   “Do you need me to do anything? I could give you a massage.”
 
   Danny chuckled. “No thanks, Chem. You’re not going to give me the kind I want.”
 
   Nicole laughed. “Well, can I get you anything?”
 
   “Some water and then some company.” Danny smiled.
 
   Nicole nodded, finding that to be a simple request. Fetching the water, she put it on the coffee table before curling up at Danny’s left side—her uninjured side. They were quiet for a while. The quiet was nice and easy, none of the old tension. For the first time in what felt like forever, nothing inside of Nicole felt sick, weak, or confused. Just sitting with Danny, taking in her presence, soothed Nicole. She wanted things to always be this way.
 
   “You know, if I keep on like this, my whole body’ll be able to tell when it’s going to rain,” Danny said in a low tone, her fingers brushing over Nicole’s hips.
 
   “I don’t think that’s very funny, love,” Nicole replied, her hands minding their manners. She didn’t want to get Danny worked up since they wouldn’t be able to do anything.
 
   “I want you to be comfortable, Chem. I’m no worse for wear.”
 
   “Says the woman in a cast, sling, and crutches by her side.”
 
   “All right, all right. I’ll stop talking about it, okay?”
 
   Nicole nodded. “I would appreciate that greatly.”
 
   A knock broke them apart. Nicole went to answer it as Danny shifted on the couch, trying her best to see who was at the door without having to stand up. Nicole opened the door and gasped.
 
   “Adam, what are you going here?” Nicole asked, confusion muddling her voice. I don’t want him to upset Danny.
 
   “I have it on good authority that you brought Dane home today,” Adam answered, smiling. His two sons stood slightly behind him.
 
   “I did, but we’ve only been here for like a half-hour. How did you know we’d be here by now?” 
 
   “My mother. Her friend at the hospital called her the second you left. She passed it along, thinking her grandsons would like to see Dane.” 
 
   “I’m sure she’d be very happy to see them,” Nicole said, a grin teasing her lips as she turned her attention to the two boys. Dressed almost formally, Luke held a bouquet of flowers and Thomas had a white teddy bear dressed like a doctor and holding a sign that said “get well.”
 
   “Hello, Miss Nicole,” the boys chorused together.
 
   “Hello, boys. Are you here to help cheer up Danny?” Danny will feel better just from seeing them. The idea warmed her heart. “We’re here to see Dane,” Luke answered, looking a bit perplexed.
 
   “I’ll take you to her then.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane couldn’t believe it. Her nephews were here and Adam, too. The three entered the house and Nicole shut the door behind them. She lead them into the living room with the trio right behind her. The boys noticed Dane and rushed over.
 
   “Whoa!” Dane put her good hand—funny enough, her left hand—up to get the boys to stop. “I’m in no shape for you guys to cling to.” 
 
   “What happened to you?” Luke inquired as he and Thomas stood slightly back. They squinted as they studied her.
 
   “I sort of fell out of the sky onto someone’s car,” Dane answered, hoping that would keep them from getting hysterical. She didn’t want to worry the boys, especially since she was all right.
 
   “Why’d you do that?” Luke asked. 
 
   Thomas nodded. “Seems like a silly thing to do.” 
 
   “I was being silly and not looking where I was going.” 
 
   “That is silly. Daddy said you should always look where you’re going,” Thomas said, almost as if he was chastising her, complete with shaking his index finger at her.
 
   Dane laughed. It hurt, but she didn’t care. The brothers presented her with their gifts, which she thanked them for. They went on to tell her how they spent their day and what they planned on doing for the summer. Adam inched in and took a seat in one of the armchairs. Nicole, ever the dutiful hostess, went to the kitchen to get some refreshments for the unexpected guests.
 
   “You don’t have to do all of this,” Adam protested as Nicole brought out a tray that had cookies and nacho chips on it along with some juice boxes. 
 
   Dane stared at the juice boxes, thinking it odd that they even had any, but then she noticed the cooler in the living room, which she knew was for her. Nicole had planned to put the juice boxes in the cooler for Dane to use when she was away. This woman…she’s just plain awesome. From what she could tell, Nicole had thought of everything to help make her comfortable while she healed. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I don’t mind. I want them to be comfortable,” Nicole said to Adam. She also wanted the boys to have a good impression of the house, so they’d want to come back and visit Danny.
 
   Danny certainly seemed to be enjoying the visit. Nicole sat down after the kids noticed the treats. After a few minutes, she figured she could give Adam a tour of the house, so Danny didn’t have to feel like her older brother was monitoring her with the boys.
 
   “Would you like to see the rest of the house?” Nicole offered.
 
   “That would be great,” Adam replied.
 
   The tour was quiet and tense. Adam kept glancing at her. Nicole couldn’t be the same as when he first met her, not after what Danny told her. By the time they got to the upstairs of the house—the second half of the tour—he spoke up.
 
   “You know, I’m not the dick I used to be,” Adam said.
 
   “I haven’t said anything,” she replied, putting on her diplomatic tone.
 
   “No, but you’re not as friendly as before. I figure Dane finally filled you in how we used to be. Look, I’m not proud of the way I treated her, but I’m trying to mend that.” 
 
   Nicole sighed. “Don’t you think trying to mend what you did would mean letting your sons know that Danny is their aunt? Don’t you think mending it would involve you standing up to your father after he kicks her out when she’s the reason he’s still alive? I was never trying to be your friend. I was hoping to give you a chance to get to know your sister because she’s a gem, but as much as you claim to want to mend how you treat her, you’re not treating her much better.” 
 
   Adam nodded and ran a hand over his hair. He stared the floor. Guilt gnawed at her for thinking there was more to him. How could I have been so blind, so stupid?
 
   “I can only get as close to Dane as she’ll let me,” he mumbled. 
 
   “What’s so bad about her? I understand you were practically grown by the time she could do anything, but what pushed you to the point where your sons don’t even know that’s your sister?” Nicole couldn’t fathom such a thing and she couldn’t think of an excuse for it either.
 
   “She’s not my sister. That’s the point you don’t get. Up until two years ago, I didn’t even know her. Admittedly, I didn’t want to know her, but we’re at least acquaintances now.”
 
   Nicole nodded, but disgust joined her guilt. No matter what they had gone through, no matter what he told himself, Danny was his sister. He had merely dropped all of his responsibilities in regards to her. That didn’t make them any less related. And because he dropped his responsibilities, he shouldn’t be allowed to banish claim. 
 
   “That’s your business, but I don’t see how it’s your call to say she’s not your sister. It should be her call.” 
 
   Adam nodded. “I suppose you’re right about that. I don’t have anything against her, which is why I don’t mind her seeing the boys. They love her. One day, I’ll let them know just who she is and it’ll be up to them to decide if they want to call her ‘aunt,’ but I know it won’t change how they feel about her. They love her.”
 
   “She loves them, too.” 
 
   “I know. That’s the other reason I don’t mind her seeing them.”
 
   The pair finished off the tour. The tension dispelled after their talk, even though Nicole still didn’t comprehend him or his relationship with Danny. If Danny wanted to try for something with Adam, she could. If not, then so be it. When they returned to Danny and the boys, they found the boys performing for Danny. Adam and Nicole watched, but Nicole couldn’t figure out what the boys were doing. Danny seemed quite aware and clapped when they were done.
 
   After the show, Adam told the boys that it was time to go; after all, he had to get home and get yelled at by Sharon. He promised to bring them back in a couple of days, after Danny settled in. Luke and Thomas hugged Danny before Adam ushered them out of the door. The house grew silent again.
 
   “Wow, that was fun. I’m glad they came over!” Danny grinned.
 
   “I could tell.” Nicole started cleaning up what was left of the snacks. Pretty much everything was gone, except some crumbs and the tray. “Did you eat everything or did the boys
 
   “I think it was about even.”
 
   Nicole nodded. “Do you want something real to eat?”
 
   “Not right now. The snacks were good. I hope Adam brings the kids back. But, then again, I guess it’s a good chance since he brought them today. He even told them to be careful around me because of what happened,” Danny ran a hand through her hair and shrugged. 
 
   “That is good. Very considerate.” 
 
   “Yeah. I wonder how he knew.”
 
   “He said Christine told him.”
 
   Danny grunted, but she didn’t say anything further and Nicole let the subject drop. Returning to the sofa, she curled up with Danny. She made sure Danny took her medication. They turned the television on, ready to relax for a little while, but a knock at the door stopped that.
 
   “Popular today, eh?” Danny said.
 
   “You are,” Nicole replied, having a feeling that the next visitor was for Danny, too. Getting up, she went to the door. She opened the door. Her parents stood there. Shocked, Nicole murmured a welcome. “Hey, Daddy, Mommy.” 
 
   “Hey, is the invincible one in yet?” Raymond asked. He held a box of candy.
 
   “She’s on the couch. Looking a lot better than she looked when you saw her in the hospital,” Nicole replied.
 
   “Hell, her being conscious would make that happen,” he said with a smile. He and Kate had gone to see Danny in the hospital the day after the accident. Danny hadn’t been awake for the visit. First, he winced just from the sight and then he vowed to sue “the bastard that hit her.” After his little rant, Nicole told him how ‘the bastard’ and Danny had become friends. 
 
   “Well, then I guess you’re all set,” Nicole said, motioning them inside.
 
   Her parents went into the living room. “Nikki was right, you almost don’t look like shit,” Raymond teased. 
 
   Danny laughed. “At least I have an excuse. I was hit by a car. What about you?”
 
   He chuckled. “I brought you some chocolate since I know you like it almost as much as Nikki does. Don’t let her eat the whole thing.” He handed over the box.
 
   “Daddy!” Nicole feigned shock. She’d eat the whole box, but then again, Danny would feed it to her. If she was lucky, anyway.
 
   Raymond flopped down next to Danny. Kate didn’t say anything to her, but there might have been relief in her usually hard eyes whenever she chanced a glance at Danny. Raymond took charge of the television and flipped to baseball. 
 
   Things really took off when Mina and Clara showed up out of the blue…or so it seemed. Raymond had given them a call to let them know Danny was home. They showed up with pizza. At that point, it looked like a party, so Danny called Crow to let her know that she was fine and invited her over. Nicole couldn’t be happier by the turn of events.
 
   Crow seemed all too happy to show up, grinning from ear to ear. They had pizza and sodas while deciding what to watch on television. The five lawyers in the room jokingly argued over programs for almost an hour. By the time everyone left, Danny looked ready to pass out, lying halfway on the couch with her eyes almost closed.  Nicole was right there with her.
 
   “Never thought there’d be a time when I’m partied out, but I’m done for the night. I am ready to sleep for the rest of the week.” Danny laughed. Her medication might’ve had something to do with it, but the great company had to help.
 
   “Well, my dear, your bed awaits,” Nicole said, dragging out the air mattress and using the pump to fill it.  As it hummed, she grabbed blankets and pillows from the closet nearby. She picked the softest blankest she could find. When the mattress was finally full, she made the bed. It looked rather comfortable.
 
   “Um…are you going to sleep down here, too?” Danny asked.
 
   Nicole blinked, stunned by the question. It seemed like a no-brainer until she realized they hadn’t shared a bed before Danny was in the hospital. 
 
   “Do you want me to?” she countered in an unsure tone. 
 
   “Of course I want you to,” she said.
 
   Nicole nodded, heart pounding in her chest and butterflies fluttering in her belly. Will Danny really going to talk things over with me if we start having problems? Or will Danny just become quiet like before and endure my presence? Still she settled down beside Danny all the same.
 
   While Danny slept soundly, exhausted from the day and the fact that her pain pills knocked her out, Nicole was left to her worries. She thought about all that she put Danny through and the more that she thought about it, the more she found it hard to believe that everything was fine just like that. Things had been too screwed up lately for everything to so easily be fine, especially after Danny had her meet-and-greet with a car.
 
   “I need to trust that this is going to work. Danny and I will keep going.” Nicole promised herself, saying the words aloud as if that made them all the more true. Still, her heartbeat never slowed and the butterflies never settled.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   IN THE MORNING, NICOLE made breakfast. She enjoyed it, especially when she got to serve Danny for once. Danny can see that I can take care of her, too. She wanted to give Danny as much happiness as she could with the hope it would help the healing process, both for Danny’s broken body and their relationship. 
 
   “I probably shouldn’t be putting such hope into a plate of waffles,” Nicole muttered. Still, she put care into it, making two golden waffles and some scrambled eggs. A tall glass of apple juice completed the breakfast.
 
   Nicole put everything on a tray, but didn’t move for a long moment, just staring at the food. She had nearly lost Danny again, over something so silly. Nerves crashed in her stomach. I could still lose her. I hurt her so much. Danny might one day consider Nicole’s actions too much and go after all those other women.
 
   “No, no, no. Danny loves me. She knows I wasn’t trying to hurt her. We’ll make it through this.” Taking a deep breath, Nicole gathered the tray and went into the living room.
 
   Danny grinned when Nicole placed the tray over Danny's lap. Nicole’s heart fluttered softly. Maybe the power is in the waffles.
 
   “I need to get hit by—” Danny started to say, but then stopped. “Thanks for the waffles, angel.” 
 
   “Think nothing of it.” Nicole smiled proudly. “Now, you make sure you stay here and keep off that leg.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I will,” Danny promised. 
 
   “Good.” Nicole leaned down, going in for a kiss. She was about to kiss Danny’s lips, but changed her mind at the last moment. The kiss landed on her cheek. She wasn’t sure about their physical relationship yet and she wanted to take her cues from Danny, lest she do something else to mess things up. “I’ll call to check up on you.” She started toward the door.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Danny pouted from the rather disappointing goodbye kiss, but fixed her face, figuring Nicole just didn’t want to get her worked up since it wasn’t like they could do anything when her entire right side was out of commission. Teasing wouldn’t be good for her right now, she supposed. Still, she would’ve liked a better goodbye kiss. She guessed she’d have to wait for later since she wouldn’t call Nicole on her way to work complaining about the kiss.
 
   “I’ll call you,” Dane replied right before Nicole left. 
 
   After a couple of hours, Dane got bored. She wanted to call Nicole and just talk, but that would be bad form. Nicole made exceptions to her rule of having only business at the office when she took calls from her. She couldn’t call Nicole because deep ennui had set in and the only friend that she had was Crow, who she knew was also working.
 
   “Damn it,” she groaned. The phone rang. Dane jumped on it, hoping it would free her from boredom. “Hey,” Dane answered the phone.
 
   “Hi, I’m looking for Danny.” 
 
   “That’s me.”
 
   “Hey, how you doing? This is Terri.” 
 
   “Better every day. Bored out of my mind, though.”
 
   Laughed filtered through the phone. “Want company? I was actually calling because I’ve got some spare time to fill and I wouldn’t mind seeing how your recovery’s going.”
 
   “Shit, come on over and save me before I start figuring out how to play tunes on the damn carpet.” She liked being around Terri. They had some weird connection, possibly through using humor to cope with their trauma. Plus, it was nice to have a second friend.
 
   “Okay,” Terri said. “Do you play video games?”
 
   “Yeah, but you’ll have to bring your system. Don’t have one over here.”
 
   “No problem. I’ll need an address, though.”
 
   Terri arrived pretty quickly with her video game system. It took a lot of work for Dane to get up and answer the door, but the chance of having fun company motivated her. Terri grinned when the door swung open.
 
   “Wow, you do look a lot better. Or maybe it’s just the lighting,” she teased. Her smile and eyes showed relief, though. 
 
   Dane snorted and motioned for her new friend to come in. She nodded in the direction of the living room where Terri went and set up the gaming system. Ten minutes later, they battled each other in an epic racing game to the death. Thankfully, Dane could hold the controller in her right hand despite the sling.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole came into the house to the sound of someone grunting and whooping. Furrowing her brow, she marched into the living room. Surprise rippled through her. Terri sat on the couch with Danny. They were focused on the television. Nicole turned to see what was so fascinating, some fighting video game.
 
   “Hey, Chem. How was your day?” Danny asked, leaning over a little, offering her cheek to Nicole. She was rewarded with a kiss on the cheek.
 
   “It was normal,” Nicole answered before swallowing hard. It bothered her that Danny had offered her cheek to her. She guessed she had done the right thing by kissing Danny that way that morning.
 
   “Cool,” Danny said and then she yelped. “Oh, damn it. You’re a cheater, Terri!” She glared at Terri.
 
   “No, you’re just not paying attention. And you got your ass kicked,” Terri teased, smiling. She then turned her attention to Nicole. “Hey, Nicole, I’ve been keeping this clown company. I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   “No, if you keep her out of trouble, I don’t mind at all,” Nicole lied. She was just a little disturbed to find Terri in the house, sitting so close to Danny, but she knew she’d sound out of her mind if she brought that up. Still, her heart beat a little faster and her chest tightened.
 
   “I’ll keep her out of trouble by kicking her butt!” Terri chuckled and suddenly yelled as she realized a new round had started. One of the characters on the screen wailed on the other. “Hey, you’re cheating!”
 
   “No, you’re just not paying attention,” Danny replied with a smirk.
 
   Nicole, having no interest in video games, decided to leave the duo alone. She went to handle some schoolwork in the library. After a couple of hours, she could still hear the pair, barking and taunting each other over the game. Dinnertime rolled around, and Nicole found herself a bit annoyed that Terri was still there. Doesn’t this woman have a home of her own?
 
   “Terri, will you be staying for dinner?” Nicole inquired, managing to sound civil. It caused her stomach to roll.
 
   “Dinner?” Terri glanced at the time. “Holy shit, I didn’t realize it was that late. I’ll check you later, Danny.” She stood up for the sofa to pack her things.
 
   “All right. Get home safe,” Danny said.
 
   Nicole saw Terri to the door and then went to make dinner, glancing in the living room every now and then to make sure her girlfriend was all right. I’m out of mind and paranoid now. Danny yawned and stretched as best she could. Nicole returned to the living room once everything was on the stove cooking. Danny quickly put her arm around Nicole and pulled her close. For the first time, Nicole felt comfortable that night.
 
   “I missed you today,” Danny said, nuzzling Nicole’s hair.
 
   “Really?” Nicole asked. If she was so missed, why didn’t Danny call? Of course, she now knew why Danny hadn’t called her that day. Danny had been having so much fun with Terri.
 
   “Yeah, was gonna call you a bunch of times, but I knew I’d just sound like I was whining.”
 
   That’s a decent explanation. “Is that why you called Terri instead?” Nicole asked, pleased with herself for not sounding pathetic or snappish.
 
   “I actually didn’t call Terri. She called here. It was her day off and she was bored. We decided to be bored together.”
 
   “You guys are getting close,” Nicole noted, hoping she didn’t sound as unsure as she felt.
 
   “Terri’s cool. I know most of the time, she pops up to make sure she didn’t really kill me or permanently injure me, but she’s still cool. I didn’t know she was cool enough to hang out with for hours like that, but it flew by thanks to the video games. It’s been a long time since I felt all right being around a person that long, besides Crow anyway. I think you deserve the credit for that,” Danny said with a smile.
 
   Nicole blinked. “What do you mean?”
 
   Danny kissed the side of her head. “It’s because of you I know everyone isn’t an asshole, and I don’t have to be suspicious of every single person I meet. I mean, had Terri hit me a couple of years ago, I would’ve been screaming my head off at her. But, thanks to you, I was able to see that she was sorry for hitting me and she’s really worried about me. I got to know her and found out that she’s kinda cool. You made that possible, Chem.”
 
   “Yay me,” Nicole grumbled under her breath. “So, you two are getting along all right, huh?”
 
   “We get along all right, yeah. Her sense of humor really gets to me. And it’s nice to have someone I can see eye to eye with.” 
 
   Nicole nodded, missing the joke. Nicole shifted the conversation, not wanting to hear any more about Terri. Nicole hoped the fact she decided to back away from the family issue would be enough to save their relationship. She hoped Danny honestly still wanted her and wanted them to make it. If that were the case, she was just being idiotic about Terri.
 
   Eventually, the couple had dinner and watched a movie together. Afterward, Nicole helped Danny to the bathroom and assisted her in bathing. Danny went to bed, wearing basketball shorts and a plain sleeveless t-shirt. Nicole took her own shower and prepared for bed. Crawling onto the air mattress, she cuddled into Danny, who wrapped her healthy arm around her. Danny kissed the top of Nicole’s soft auburn locks.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next day saw pretty much the same thing. Terri came over, wanting to check on Dane and cutting into Dane’s tedium. When Nicole came in, she didn’t stick around for too long, retreating to her library after making sure Dane had everything that she needed and semi-playing hostess to Terri by asking if she needed anything. Terri requested something to drink, which she got, and then Nicole was gone.
 
   “Nicole’s cool,” Terri said.
 
   “Damn right she is. That’s my angel,” Dane replied, grinning. That and so much more.
 
   “Lucky ass,” Terri replied.
 
   Dane nodded. She did notice something odd about Nicole, though. She noted her lover stayed in her library—her sanctuary—for quite a while. It wasn’t like Nicole to hide away and be antisocial. Unfortunately, she couldn’t check on Nicole thanks to her injuries. She’d have to wait.
 
   “Terri, are you staying for dinner?” Nicole asked as she made her way out of the library to go into the kitchen.
 
   “Nah, I should get a move on.” 
 
   “Later,” Dane said, reaching out her good hand.
 
   “If I can, I’ll come back tomorrow for a little while and keep you company,” Terri said. “If nothing else, keeping the boredom away should help you heal up.”
 
   Dane snorted. “You wanna come over because you like my company.”
 
   Terri rolled her eyes. “Please, I don’t see how anyone can like a cheater like you. Anyway, I’ll try to come by tomorrow.”
 
   “Sounds good. I’ll whip your ass at some more games. Can’t do much else yet,” Dane chuckled. She was thankful for Terri. Crow could fill her time with phone calls, but she couldn’t chat for the whole day since she had work. Dane got so bored being immobile, so Terri was really a godsend to her. Unfortunately, Terri worked tomorrow, so Dane wasn’t sure what she’d do if Terri couldn’t make it over. 
 
   Terri nodded. “See you later, Nicole. Thanks for offering food.”
 
   “No problem.” Nicole walked Terri to the door. Dane craned her neck to watch the two interact, hoping to figure out why Nicole had stayed in the library for Terri’s entire visit. Nicole was polite and Terri was, too, so nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Dane decided to ask just in case, though. She didn’t want Nicole to be uncomfortable in her own home. 
 
   Nicole went to make dinner and Dane asked plenty of questions about her day, getting Nicole talking. Nicole had glowing reports about school. Joining Dane in the living room, Nicole sat next to her, two plates full of chicken stew.
 
   “Chem, do you have a problem with Terri by any chance?” 
 
   The way Nicole’s eyes went wide, it was clear the question caught her by surprise. “What? No. Why do you ask?” 
 
   That wasn’t her normal voice. Dane shrugged. “Because you don’t stick around when she’s here. You’re not usually like that. You tend to be very friendly and a great hostess. When Terri’s here, you hide out in the library.” 
 
   Nicole nodded. “I just want to give you space with your friend.”
 
   “Really?” Dane turned up her mouth and craned one eyebrow. “Are you sure you’re not still blaming her for my accident? It was really my fault. I came out of nowhere on that bike and she was really freaked out by it.”
 
   “I know, I know. It might just take me some time to get used to Terri,” she said, making a slightly sour face.
 
   “Okay. She likes you, you know,” Dane said, thinking that’d help Nicole warm up to Terri.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole nodded, not too sure what else to do. She somehow doubted Terri actually like her. Terri certainly liked her girlfriend, though.
 
   Nicole was very aware that Terri was scared by the accident, but that didn’t explain why she spent so much time with Danny now. Danny didn’t need someone checking on her every day, Nicole provided that. Besides, there was something bizarre to her about an accident victim and the person who hit her forming a friendship.
 
   No, I just really need to get used to them. She felt like she was being honest, but she wasn’t too sure. She wanted to get used to Danny’s friendship. After all, Danny only had one friend and she should have more, but this felt threatening to her.
 
   Danny didn’t make friends easily, after all. She and Crow had to struggle for their places in Danny’s life. Why did Terri get an easy in after almost killing Danny? She shook the thought away, wanting to just move on.
 
   The couple worked up a routine. Nicole noticed the routine lacked serious physical affection, though. Nicole always kissed Danny on the cheek when she left for work and they only shared a peck on the lips at night before going to sleep. Something was wrong and Nicole wasn’t sure how to fix it. It took all of her willpower to avoid bursting into tears.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Terri, if I was your girlfriend do you think you would kiss me passionately?” Dane asked, leaning back on the couch. They were taking a break from kicking each other’s butts at video games and relaxing. She couldn’t get over the fact that Nicole hadn’t given her a proper kiss in a long time.
 
   Terri gave her a sidelong glance. “I dunno. You’re not really my type.” She gave Dane a teasing grin. “Now, Nicole…” she added, clicking her tongue and wiggling her eyebrows.
 
   Dane pointed a finger at her. “You keep your hands to yourself and stop eyeballing my angel. I’ll break my cast over your forehead.”
 
   “Don’t worry, not like Nicole’s giving me a second thought. As for you, there’s not much she can do with you. You’re like half a person, even without the sling. Your ribs are still busted and your leg is, too. What do you want from the girl?” 
 
   Dane shrugged. “I guess you’re right.” She sighed, still missing sweet affection from Nicole.
 
   “Of course I’m right! Look, you couldn’t even fend me off and you want your girl to possibly break you,” Terri teased and then she attacked, tickling Dane. 
 
   Dane had never been tickled before. It took her by surprise and she didn’t know how to react. Dane screamed as Terri assaulted her. They made so much noise they didn’t hear the door open, but Dane immediately noticed her girlfriend. Nicole walked in on the scene and her mouth dropped open. Nicole’s eyes locked with Dane’s and, there, Dane saw it. In an instant, Dane knew what the problem was.
 
   “Hey, Nicole,” Terri said as she pulled away from Dane. “I was just teaching your ingrate of a girlfriend to appreciate you.”
 
   “Yes, I’m sure,” Nicole muttered. “Um…can I get either of you anything?” She glanced down the hall, clearly wanting to run and hide in the library.
 
   “No, we’re good,” Dane answered. “In fact, Terri has to go. She needs to be somewhere.” 
 
   “I do?” Terri looked surprised.
 
   “Yeah, you do. See you later,” Dane said, trying to rush her friend out of the house, so she and Nicole could have a long talk.
 
   “Uh…okay. Later, Nicole. I can see myself out.” Terri rushed to the door before Nicole could walk her out.
 
   “Chem, please, sit down,” Dane implored her lover.
 
   “Danny, you didn’t need to do that,” Nicole said, motioning to the door.
 
   “Do what?”
 
   Nicole frowned. “Run Terri off.”
 
   “Yes, I did have to do it. Now, please, sit down.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole sighed, knowing the time had come. I won’t cry. I won’t make this hard on her. She eased down on the sofa, still warm from Terri’s body. The thought of Terri so close to Danny caused a lump to rise in her throat.
 
   Danny moved next to Nicole. Reaching over, Danny took Nicole in her arms. She had gotten the sling off yesterday. Nicole whimpered from the tender touch and started to cry. I can’t help it! 
 
   “Baby, what’s wrong?” Danny asked in a soft tone.
 
   “I’m sorry. I thought things were going to be normal between us after I backed off from your family, but I know it hasn’t and I know I blew it,” Nicole wept into Danny’s good shoulder.
 
   “Nick, what the hell are you talking about? How did you blow anything?” Danny asked, sounding more than a little bemused.
 
   “I didn’t back off soon enough. I know you’re still upset. You’re going to leave me for Terri, aren’t you?”
 
   “Hell, no. I’d never do something that stupid! Contrary to what Terri says, she didn’t really knock my brain out of my head when we had that accident.” Danny gently took Nicole by the chin and lifted her head, so they were looking eye to eye. “Nick, baby, you are now and will always be my angel, my everything. I don’t want anybody else and I never will. Now, we agreed that we were going to talk about things, but you’re walking around here silently suffering and afraid that something’s going to happen. What happened to talking?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I got so scared that I blew it and I was scared you’d confirm that if I said anything.” Nicole sniffled. Danny wants me. I have to believe her, trust her. I didn’t ruin us. I just need to get my confidence back.
 
   Danny nodded. “You didn’t, but it’s like you said, we have to have communication. This isn’t going to work if we say we’re going to do one thing and then do something else. No more running away for us and no more just taking it on the chin. If there is a problem, we talk it out, starting right now, okay?” 
 
   “Okay,” Nicole agreed. I told her that. This only works if we talk and stop trying to be martyrs. Taking a deep breath, she did her best to internalize these words. 
 
   Danny’s tender fingers wiped away Nicole’s tears. “No, this one has to be serious. It can’t be like last time. We have to mean it.” 
 
   “I do mean it, Danny. I never want to lose you. You mean so much to me. I promise I will talk things out with you,” Nicole vowed, her voice strong and her eyes sincere. 
 
   “And I promise to talk things out with you, starting with right now. I like Terri as a friend. She’s just like Crow, a friend. And it’s because of you that I’m able to make friends. You gave me that strength.” 
 
   Nicole nodded. “You give me strength, too, Danny. It’s because of you that I can go to school every day and I can finally put up with work. I love you so much and this has just been driving me crazy. I don’t want this to end.”
 
   “I don’t want it to end either. I’m here for you and I know you’re here for me. Hell, you got me on your insurance and you’ve been taking care of me through all of this. We’re in this together.”
 
   “It’s the least I could do. And you’re not upset over the insurance thing, are you?” 
 
   Danny smiled a bit. “Of course not. So, talk to me, and I’ll talk to you, too.” 
 
   “I’m just so worried about you getting better. I can’t spend the same amount of time with you as Terri can and when you’re with her you’re always playing games, which I have no interest in. You look like you’re having such a good time with her all the time.”
 
   Danny chuckled. “Terri can spend so much time over here because she doesn’t have a real job. Well, it is a real job, but she can get everything done early and apparently just vanish for a while. Now, I doubt you want to suddenly become a delivery person just to spend time with me, so don’t think anything of it. I don’t hold it against you. She’s just keeping me from going stir crazy. But, she’s just a friend. You are my lover, my partner. I want it to stay like that, like this.” Danny took Nicole’s hand in her own and held it tight.
 
   “I want it to stay like this, too,” Nicole said, giving Danny’s hand a firm squeeze.
 
   “So, we’re agreed that we’re stuck with each other?” Danny smiled.
 
   Nicole smiled too and nodded. “Agreed.”
 
   “Then kiss me like you mean it, woman!”
 
   Nicole grinned and complied eagerly. Danny moaned as soon as Nicole touched her lips. And in the first time in what felt like forever for them, they exchanged a passionate, beautiful show of their affection. The kiss held their promise and asserted their love for each other. When they pulled away, Nicole felt like she was in heaven. From the grin on Danny’s face, she knew the feeling was reciprocated.
 
   “I missed that so much,” Danny whispered.
 
   “I did, too.” 
 
   “Love you so much.”
 
   “I love you, too, Danny.”
 
   The words felt like they were etched in Nicole’s heart, flowing through her blood. She’d hold onto that. They were partners and she’d fight for Danny. Danny would fight for her. They made it through this rough patch and they’d make it through others. Yes, it might take some time for Nicole to regain her confidence, but she knew it was there, holding on to her love for Danny and to Danny’s love for her. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   NICOLE GRINNED AS SHE made the final arrangements for tomorrow. Putting away her cell phone, she wanted to click her heels. She called for Danny as she entered the house. Danny slept on the couch with her leg up to elevate her casted leg. It would be there for at least another two weeks. Her ribs were healing nicely, but also wouldn’t be completely healed for another couple of weeks.
 
   She couldn’t wait for those two weeks to be up, not wanting to see the cast anymore. She hated remembering how she had come so close to losing Danny, and not just their relationship. Making matters worse, their last moments together would’ve been an argument and over something ridiculous. At least something good came out of it.
 
   She and Danny were learning to communicate better. Their relationship was stronger than ever. As happy as Nicole felt, she wished it hadn’t taken Danny almost dying for things to come to that. Shaking her head, she stopped thinking about those things.
 
   Nicole leaned down and placed a kiss to Danny’s slightly parted lips before walking into the kitchen and placing a large box in the refrigerator. She slowly climbed the stairs to get into comfortable clothes waking Danny. Nicole sat down beside her and rubbed her head. Smiling, Danny purred before opening her eyes.
 
   “Hello, baby,” Nicole greeted her.
 
   “A better hello is said right here,” Danny remarked, pointing to her lips.
 
   Nicole chuckled and leaned down to give Danny the kiss that she wanted. Danny started to rise up, wanting to make the kiss deeper. A moan escaped Nicole as Danny’s tongue stroked her own. She began pulling away, needing air and not wanting Danny to get carried away, as she had a habit of trying now.
 
   “Baby, calm down,” Nicole said in a breath, managing to escape her amorous partner.
 
   “Why? No pressure on my ribs or leg, so why calm down?” Danny teased. She and Nicole hadn’t really been intimate, now mostly because of her injuries. Nicole didn’t want to risk damaging Danny’s body, which Danny said was sweet, even if it forced celibacy on her, which she continued to complain was cruel and unusual punishment. Nicole had made her promise that she’d be very careful from now on, so she wouldn’t have to abstain again.
 
   “Don’t try to reason your way into my pants, young lady. Now, tomorrow is someone’s special day. Is there anything that she wants? Aside from me naked anyway,” Nicole inquired, going back to stroking Dane’s head.
 
   “You don’t have to be naked. I’ll take a bow,” Danny quipped, wiggling her eyebrows.
 
   Nicole rolled her eyes. “You can have that present when the cast comes off and the doctor clears you for such activities.”
 
   “What?” Danny huffed. 
 
   “You know we have discussed this before. So, what else do you want?”
 
   Danny scratched the end of her nose. “Nothing really. I’ll be happy with just a nice night with you.”
 
   Nicole didn’t believe that. “You don’t want to go out for dinner or anything?” She knew Danny wouldn’t want to do that, but she hoped Danny would volunteer something she actually wanted to do.
 
   “Nah. Can we watch some movies and just cool out?” Danny glanced down at her leg and frowned at the cast.
 
   “We always do that. Honey, I know this cast has you hung up and everything, but you don’t have to live on the couch.” 
 
   Since Danny seemed content to just laze around because of her leg, Nicole had actually taken steps to get her to move around the house at least. She had put the air mattress away, so now Danny had to sleep upstairs, which Danny thanked her for. Apparently, nothing beat the bed for sleeping.
 
   “Don’t really know what to do. We can’t go to any of my clubs with my leg like this. I wish we could celebrate my birthday like last year, but I have this stupid cast on. We can’t do much thanks to it.”
 
   Nicole sighed. “You’re right about that.” She now knew what to do for Danny the second she got her cast off.
 
   “I really don’t know what I want to do. I liked it last year when you surprised me. I never really thought about my birthday much before that. So, I don’t know what to do.” Danny shrugged.
 
   Nicole nodded. “All right. I can accept that.” She would just have to think of a great surprise for Danny, beyond what she already had in the works.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane smiled, happy to be cuddling on the sofa with her lover and for everything to be all right. Her birthday was the next day, but she really didn’t want anything beyond Nicole’s company. 
 
   Nicole took the day off and made Dane breakfast in bed. They took turns feeding each other strawberry waffles with powdered sugar. Waffles always made her happy, but waffles with Nicole took it to another level. They stayed in the bed for most of the day, kissing and cuddling, before Nicole suddenly got dressed.
 
   “Chem, you going somewhere?” Dane inquired as she watched her girlfriend slip into one of her many sundresses.
 
   “Just downstairs, and so are you. Get dressed, darling,” Nicole gently insisted, fixing her dress.
 
   Nicole wore one of Dane’s favorite dresses, distracting her. Because of that, Dane had not really heard what her girlfriend said. Nicole didn’t say anything else, but pulled out some clothing for Dane. She helped Dane into a pair of her favorite black shorts, a short-sleeve blue shirt, and a black vest. Dane looked down at the clothing.
 
   “You sure we’re not going somewhere?” Dane asked, a tiny bit confused. She felt a little formal for just going downstairs.
 
   “I am very sure we’re not. I just want you to look nice for our lunch date.” 
 
   Dane blinked a couple of times. “We have a lunch date?” This was the first she heard of it.
 
   Nicole giggled and smiled. “We do now. In the kitchen. Will you accompany me?”
 
   “You don’t have to ask me twice!”
 
   The couple made their way downstairs and Nicole made them tuna sandwiches and fries. Everything seemed normal, but the doorbell interrupted their lunch. Nicole went to answer it and returned with a large bouquet of flowers.
 
   “Happy birthday, baby,” Nicole said, presenting Dane with the lovely floral decoration.
 
   “Thank you, Nick,” Dane replied, accepting the roses and lilies with a happy grin. She had gotten bouquets of flowers a few times since her accident, but Nicole had been the first person to ever give her flowers on her birthday last year. Was Nicole trying to make birthday flowers a tradition?
 
   Nicole smiled and leaned down for a kiss. Dane’s heart raced, as it did with every caress of Nicole’s lips. Her body always yearned for more, heating up at the briefest and most minor touches. The kiss didn’t last as long as either of them would’ve liked because the doorbell interrupted them again. Nicole left to answer it, pulling away rather suddenly and leaving Dane in a daze. She felt rather then heard two of her favorite boys—they thumped quite suddenly into her arms.
 
   “Happy birthday, Dane!” Luke and Thomas chimed in together, hugging her.
 
   “Hey, guys,” she grinned, leaning down to return the embraces. The boys pulled away and stood before her.
 
   “We brought you a gift,” Luke announced, presenting her with a wrapped box.
 
   “And a card,” Thomas added, holding up his bounty of an envelope.
 
   Danny didn’t get to make any inquires because right after the boys, Crow showed up, also bearing a gift. Minutes later, Mina and Clara arrived. Clara brought her son along since she knew Luke and Thomas would be there. The boys hit it off right away. Raymond and Kate entered the house right soon after. Even Terri showed up within a half-hour of everyone else. When Nicole entered with balloons and party hats, Dane finally realized what this was—her first ever birthday party.
 
   They did everything Dane suspected happened at a normal birthday party. They played games. Most of the games, Dane had never heard of, but had a lot of fun. They all talked and had food. They even got Dane to sing a bit for them. Adam actually looked like he might cry.
 
   “Dane, I didn’t know…” Adam trailed off.
 
   “You didn’t know this girl could blow?” Mina asked in disbelief, pointing her thumb at Dane. 
 
   Adam looked away in shame. “I didn’t know she was so gifted.” 
 
   “There are many things you don’t know about me, Adam. Try to remember that,” Dane informed him, maintaining a civil tone, but there was some bite underneath that.
 
   Adam opened his mouth, ready to hit her with a smart remark, but he thought better of it. Dane turned her attention back to everyone else and they moved onto another game. Dane doubted she’d get pin-the-tall-on-the-donkey even if she weren’t in a cast. After making a fool of herself, and watching the children win, Dane decided to go get something to drink.
 
   “Hey, Dane,” Adam approached her when she was relatively alone.
 
   “What?” Dane replied, leaning on her crutch to keep her balance, pouring some lemonade.
 
   “You sing beautifully. I never knew.”
 
   “Hard to know if you never cared to find out.” 
 
   Adam hadn't known she played an instrument until she showed his sons a couple of years ago. He nodded. “This is true. I’m glad I know now. You know some good people, too. They’re all very nice. I mean, it’s a bit funny to see them all at what’s essentially a kiddie party.”
 
   Dane frowned. Was he was making fun of my party? “Some of us never had stuff like this.”
 
   He blinked. “Never had stuff like what?”
 
   “Adam, is there a point in here? I’m not good with small talk.” In fact, she had never been good at small talk. It didn’t help that her annoyance level rose whenever he appeared, acting as if he had no idea her childhood didn’t consist of any normal “kiddie” things.
 
   He blew out a breath. “Obviously. Fine, I’ll take the hint and stop trying to get you to open up through pointless conversation. How about I start with an invite? Come to my house on Saturday. We’re going to have a little birthday party for Luke. You know he’d love that.”
 
   She raised an eyebrow. “And Sharon?”
 
   “Will have to take it. The boys love you and you’re their aunt. She has to deal with it.” 
 
   Dane chuckled at the blunt way her brother put it. “You say I’m their aunt. When do you think you’re going to tell them that?”
 
   “Dane, whenever you want to. Look, I know you’re angry. You have a right to be. But, at what point are you going to let it go? We’re going to be seeing each other a lot because of Luke and Thomas. It’d be best if we could at least get along.”
 
   Dane shrugged. “You make a point. It’s just going to take a while. You ignoring me my whole life, my feelings on it won’t disappear in a day just because you’re trying. I don’t know why you expect it all to go away just because you say it should. That’s just arrogant.” 
 
   Adam nodded and regarded her with perhaps the most remorseful expression she had ever seen on someone in her family. He took a deep breath. “Sorry. I understand what you mean. We both need to get used to each other. I’d like to apologize again, Dane. I was a horrible brother. I don’t know if we’ll ever get to the point where you accept me as a brother, but I’d like us to at least be friends.” He went so far as to hold his hand out for her.
 
   Dane glanced down at his hand and shook her head. “It’ll take time. More time than a couple of birthday parties.”
 
   “I’m willing to try,” he vowed, putting his hand in his pocket.
 
   “Then only time will tell.”
 
   He nodded again and their conversation was cut short as the boys charged into the kitchen, begging for juice to help cool them down. Adam took care of filling cups for them before they ran off, going back to the backyard to enjoy the warm weather. Dane and Adam rejoined the party in the living room.
 
   Dane’s favorite part of the day was when Nicole brought out the birthday cake, even though the party hats came in a close second. It was a huge cake, beautifully decorated, with a simple ‘Happy Birthday, Love.’ Two candles sat atop the cake; they were shaped in the forms of the numbers two and six. She actually cried when they sang to her and she blew out the candles, making the wish that things remained as they were. No one questioned her tears; most knew about her never having a proper birthday party.
 
   “Okay, now it’s time for the best part!” Mina announced, shoving her gift into Dane’s lap.
 
   Dane didn’t contradict her, even though she disagreed. “There are children around. Is this something appropriate?” She arched her eyebrow.
 
   Mina smirked. “Don’t worry, I figure the inappropriate things should go to Nicole for her birthday.”
 
   “Well, if you’re shopping, I really like how satin feels on her,” Dane said, wiggling her eyebrows.
 
   “Danny!” Nicole gasped, glaring at her for saying such a thing with her parents and children present.
 
   Dane just gave her an innocent smile before opening her gift. Mina had given her some perfume, which was not really something she wore, but it would come in handy. Nicole liked the aroma and she could wear it to formal affairs.
 
   As the gifts rolled in, Dane noticed a theme. Opening one of the gifts from Raymond and Kate, she received the video game called Guitar Maven. Terri’s gift ended up being the guitar controller used to play Guitar Maven. And lastly, one of Nicole’s gifts was the game system for Dane to play the games on. Once the kids saw that, they wanted to play. Giving them cake placated the children for the moment.
 
   Dane got through her other gifts without the children bugging anyone. Raymond had gotten her more than one gift, which surprised her. The second present was a keyboard, which she grinned about. Already compositions formed in her mind. Crow had been kind enough to get her two tickets to a jazz festival. Clara had gotten Dane a new MP3 player, which she very much needed.
 
   “You guys are the best!” Dane grinned. She doubted there were words to express her happiness, so she just hoped her expression did her emotions justice. From the way the partygoers regarded her, she believed they understood.
 
   Everyone had cake while Dane thanked them all over and over again for the presents. After having cake, the party separated, kids needing to go to bed and adults having work.
 
   “Dane, don’t forget about Saturday,” Adam reminded her as he grabbed Luke and Thomas to head out.
 
   “I won’t,” she promised.
 
   Nicole saw everyone out while Dane hobbled into the living room. The couple met on the couch. Nicole then pulled Danny to her and Danny snuggled into Nicole for once. Contentment flowed through her. Life was wonderful.
 
   “Chem, you are the sweetest person on earth to throw all of this together for me,” Dane whispered.
 
   “Birthdays are a time for family to get together. I realized that this is the making of your family, baby. These are the people who love you.” 
 
   “I hope you didn’t tell Kathleen that,” Dane joked.
 
   “I’ll break the news gently to Mommy when she’s already figured it out. But, you can’t tell me Daddy isn’t your family now.” Nicole smiled and patted her back.
 
   “Are you kidding me? That was about the greatest keyboard I have ever seen. I can’t believe he spent so much money on me.” Dane was simply amazed. Raymond had given her an expensive keyboard, knowing she played the piano, but didn’t have an instrument to play. He did inform her that he expected a concert when she had completely recovered. How long has he actually liked me and not just tolerated me?
 
   “I think he upset Clara because she thought she had the perfect gift until that point,” Nicole said.
 
   “She did! I needed a new MP3 player. I can’t believe she spent so much money on me either.” It wasn’t like Clara was her friend or knew her very closely.
 
   “She likes you. They all like you,” Nicole assured the birthday girl, caressing Dane’s arm as she spoke.
 
   Dane nodded and nuzzled her partner’s neck. “You gave me an extended family, angel. You are the greatest gift I could ever receive,” she whispered before placing a gentle kiss behind Nicole’s ear.
 
   Nicole’s breath hitched. “I want to give you so much more than that, though, Danny. Do you think you could wait here for a moment while I go get my other gift?”
 
   “You got me something else? More than the fact that you bought me an expensive game system, just threw me my first birthday party, offered me an extended family, and can speak to my brother enough to get him to let the boys come over? Oh, speaking of the boys, Luke’s having a birthday party Saturday and I said I’d go, but I want you to come too, okay?”
 
   Nicole smiled and nodded. “I have so much more and, yes, I will go with you on Saturday. Wait here, okay?”
 
   “Can’t go many places with my leg still done up like this.” Dane motioned to her cast.
 
   Nicole smiled and got up, walking toward the door that led to the basement. That caused Dane to arch an eyebrow because during the party she had noticed Nicole go down there several times. The stairs were too steep for her to follow, so she suspected it was a great place to hide her present.
 
   A strange sound caught her ear as she waited. It was like the patter of little feet, but not like a person’s feet. A little ball of nearly white fluff padded into the living room followed by Nicole. Dane grinned.
 
   “A puppy!” Dane reached for her crutches, wanting to get up and scoop up the dog.
 
   “Danny, wait there. Don’t get up and hurt yourself.” Nicole picked up the puppy and carried him over to Dane. As soon as she was within distance, she passed the pup to Dane, who hugged him tightly.
 
   “Oh, my God, Nick. Oh, my God!” Dane just held the dog underneath her chin, hugging him so close, and grinned like never before. He wiggled and nuzzled her, his wet nose pressing against her neck. Holding him, feeling him lick her chin, Dane laughed. She hardly noticed Nicole sit down next to her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I take it you like the gift,” Nicole said. Pride swelled in her chest at being able to put such an expression on her girlfriend’s face.
 
   “I do, I do! He’s so adorable!”
 
   Nicole smiled. “That’s what I thought when I saw him.”
 
   “Where did you get him? When did you get him?” Danny inquired, obviously unable to keep her enthusiasm down as she petted and scratched the puppy’s head.
 
   “One of my more friendly coworkers’ dog had puppies. A lot of puppies. He couldn’t afford them. As soon as they were old enough to part with their mother, he was telling any and every one that he had puppies for sale. He actually gave me first pick.”
 
   Danny looked down at the puppy in her hands, trying to figure out what made Nicole pick him. He was rather small, but certainly happy. He licked the end of her nose while she studied him and she giggled—yes, Danny giggled like a schoolgirl.
 
   “If you want to know, I waited until all the puppies were gone. He was the last one and it seemed like no one wanted him.” 
 
   “Of course you’d do that, Nick. I think he’s perfect, though.” Danny smiled.
 
   “Yeah. That’s what I thought when I saw him and I couldn’t figure out why no one wanted him. My coworker said the little guy wasn’t friendly to anyone else. He certainly seemed friendly to me. And to you, too, apparently.” 
 
   The pup cuddled underneath Danny’s chin. “How did you hide a whole dog from me?” 
 
   Nicole smiled. “Mina brought him over here for me today. She held onto him for a few days, so he wouldn’t end up being an early birthday gift for you. I think she might end up getting a dog from the way she was with him. She took the time to explain to me that he’s not really just a gift for you.”
 
   “No?” Danny tilted her head and turned her attention completely to Nicole.
 
   “No.” Nicole shook her head and put her hands on Danny’s and met her gaze. “He’s my promise to you that I’m going to be here for you, to help you care for him, and to be your family, Danny. We’re a family. I’m here to support you in every way possible. I am committed to you, forever and always.”
 
   Danny kissed her with fire and love and Nicole returned it. She had to stop it once Danny pressed for more, even though Danny knew that she was not in any position to do more.
 
   “Just for the record, I think the fact that you made us domestic partners told me you were committed,” Danny said with a smile.
 
   Nicole couldn’t help smiling back. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I didn’t want it to seem like I was rushing us into anything. It’s just…you need health care, baby.”
 
   Danny laughed. “I know, I know.”
 
   “Now, what should we name our proud son?” Nicole laughed as she rubbed the pup’s head.
 
   “Hmm…we should name him something that reflects both of us. Something that we both have in common.”
 
   Nicole nodded and it seemed easy enough. They liked music, well classical and jazz for her anyway, and since that was really Danny’s passion, she thought that they should name the pup something to do with music. It took a while, but they named him Haydn, after the classical composer. Before the couple could get any further with the newest member of their household, the phone rang. Nicole grabbed it. A private number appeared on the caller ID. Shrugging, she answered.
 
   “Hello?” Nicole watched Dane continue to hug Haydn close. The sight warmed her heart. Danny loved him, which was great because Nicole loved little Haydn from the first moment she saw him. We’ll make a great family.
 
   “Hello, may I please speak to Dane?” the caller requested.
 
   Nicole recognized the voice. “Hold on,” she replied, covering the mouthpiece. “Danny, sweetie, it’s your mother on the phone.”
 
   “So?” Dane replied, confused as to why she should care.
 
   “Baby, she wants to talk to you. Do you want to talk to her or not?” 
 
   “Not really. It probably has to do with that stupid account or something.” Dane and Nicole still hadn’t touched the money that Christine put in the bank for Dane. They weren’t sure if they ever would touch it. She really wished Nicole would just take the money back, but she insisted it was up to Dane to do something with it.
 
   “Should I take a message?”
 
   Dane thought on it for a moment and then shook her head. She put her hand out and Nicole handed her the phone. “What?” she asked, a little frustrated. Her mother took away time that she could be using to play with their new puppy. Our son. She liked the sound of that.
 
   “Dane, I was just calling to wish you a happy birthday,” Christine said, her voice small and trembling.
 
   “Why? You never have before. I’m surprised you know what day I born.” 
 
   “Dane, I am trying,” Christine sighed, sounding exhausted already.
 
   “Yeah, well, good luck with that.” Dane ended the call and passed the phone back to Nicole.
 
   “You okay?” Nicole asked as she placed the phone back on the cradle.
 
   “Called to wish me a happy birthday. She’s got nerve.” Dane scowled.
 
   “Are you okay?” Nicole repeated, wrapping her arms around her girlfriend.
 
   She glanced down at Nicole and smiled. “Of course, I’m okay. I’m sitting here with my family. Why wouldn’t I be okay?” 
 
   The couple turned their attention back to Haydn. He was a tiny white shepherd and did little aside from sniff and lick the two women for the rest of the night. He seemed quite content to be cuddled and petted. Nicole wasn’t sure if she would be able to part the pair, especially when Dane carried him up to their bedroom, incredible considering her crutches.
 
   “He is not sleeping in the bed. Yes, he is adorable and everything, but he is an adorable ball of fur and will shed all over the bedspread. 
 
   “But, why? He’ll be lonely on the floor!” Dane clutched the pup to her chest. She could clean the sheets tomorrow if that was what Nicole was worried about.
 
   “He’ll be fine, honey. He has to get used to it and we need to train him as early as possible, not just with the sleeping arrangements, but with everything. Sleeping arrangements especially, though. I mean it, he’s not sleeping in the bed with us,” Nicole said in her strongest voice.
 
   “But, he’s our son!” Dane grinned. Never in her life did she think that she’d utter such words, especially about a dog. But, then again, she never expected to have a dog. It was a great feeling. Only now did she realize how much she had always wanted a dog. This feels so familiar, so right.
 
   “He’s on the floor, babe. I’m not changing that. I’ll get him a pet bed tomorrow if it makes you feel any better. We have to be firm with him and like I said we have to start training immediately without pampering him too much.”
 
   Dane pouted, but for once it didn’t get her anywhere. Nicole made Haydn a bed with a blanket. It seemed to be enough for the dog because he curled up in the fabric as soon as Nicole put him down. Once the puppy fell asleep, the couple went about their usual nighttime rituals. Dane needed some help because of the cast, but having to live with it for so long, she could do most things on her own. As they settled down into bed, Dane pulled Nicole as close to her as possible.
 
   “Thank you for a wonderful birthday, angel,” Dane whispered before placing a gentle kiss to Nicole’s forehead.
 
   “Get used to those, Big Dog.”
 
   “Then you get used to these.” Dane leaned down, giving her lover a heated kiss. Her tongue slid against Nicole’s lips. Nicole pulled away when she started getting overzealous.
 
   “Sweetheart, you know we’re not going there until the cast comes off and you’re completely healed, so don’t tease yourself. Besides, didn’t you just point out our son is in the room?” A teasing smile played on Nicole’s beautiful features.
 
   Dane laughed, but she backed off. She cast the puppy a glance and grinned. She felt giddy just looking at Haydn. She held Nicole close to her. 
 
   Nicole smiled. “I’m glad you so openly appreciate the gift. It felt like the right thing.”
 
   “It was the right thing, Nick. This feels so right, so warm, like family.” Dane fell asleep feeling complete.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dane grinned as she moved about the house, working as quickly as she could. She moved about with ease, glad to have her cast off. Her ribs and leg had healed. All the bones had mended perfectly. She had to give Nicole credit for that since she had been a dutiful nurse. Dane was the picture of health now. She had even agreed to get the surgery to fix her knee and leg. She just wasn’t sure when and it was far from her thoughts. Right now, she only had one thing on her mind—preparing the bedroom.
 
   She had to be done by the time Nicole came in. The only thing that proved problematic was Haydn. She needed to get him out of the house, but with no car and no bike anymore, it became an issue. But, Crow saved her ass, agreeing to take the puppy for a short time. What would I do without Crow? 
 
   Now that she didn’t have to worry about Haydn, she could finish up her labor of love. By the time Nicole came home from work, Dane was there to greet her at the door. Leaning down, she welcomed Nicole home with a deep kiss. For once, Dane pulled away first.
 
   “Happy anniversary,” Dane whispered against Nicole’s soft lips.
 
   “It certainly is. If you’d step outside, I’d like to show you your gift,” Nicole replied in a low tone of her own.
 
   Dane grinned; she liked getting presents. Nicole tugged her outside and in the front yard Dane saw her anniversary gift—a brand new bike. Her mouth was pretty much on the floor.
 
   “You got me a bike?” Dane's eyes looked between Nicole and the bike.
 
   “You need the exercise, baby. As much as I like this.” She paused to grab Dane’s slightly pudgy sides. “I don’t want it to get too out of control. And your leg needs the workout, too. I know how much you love biking.” 
 
   Dane nodded. “Yes, I’ll ride it tomorrow when I take Haydn for a walk. See if his little short legs can keep up with me.” She grinned.
 
   “You better not overwork our precious pup,” Nicole pretended to scold her, wagging a finger at her.
 
   Dane smiled before going over to the bike. It sat pretty in the driveway with a bright, shiny red bow around it and she circled a few times. Nicole watched as Dane mounted the bike, testing it out by peddling only a couple of times.
 
   “It’s perfect!” Dane grinned.
 
   “I’m glad you like it.” 
 
   “Like it? I love it!” Dane hopped off of the bike and rushed back over to Nicole, taking her girlfriend in her arms. “And I love you,” she whispered, before dipping her head and taking Nicole into a kiss.
 
   “Danny, baby,” Nicole said, pulling back a little. “As much as I love you, I don’t like sharing it this much out on the front lawn.”
 
   Dane chuckled and took Nicole by the hand, leading Nicole back into the house and directing Nicole into den. Dane smiled at Nicole’s gasp. A dress was draped across the couch.
 
   “You change into that for an early dinner,” Dane instructed. “I gotta get my own clothes on.” Nicole nodded and Dane limped out of the room, giddy. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole changed quickly, even though she wished that she’d been able to take a shower before doing so. She always felt more relaxed after having a shower when she came in. But, if Danny wanted an early dinner, then they’d have it. She could always have her shower later. She’d probably need it.
 
   Nicole waited in the den, just in case Danny had surprises around the house. She’d prefer they stay surprises. Danny returned looking quite dashing. It was almost hard to believe that she had prepared herself on her own.
 
   “My, my, my, our anniversary actually warranted a brush,” Nicole said with a smile, running her fingers lightly through Danny’s brushed and combed hair. Her usually wild mane was managed and shining, her natural blond highlights popping out.
 
   “I needed a quick tutorial from Terri on how to use the damn thing.” Danny and Terri had almost the same hair length.
 
   Nicole laughed. Danny had done wonderfully. Nicole would spend a great deal of time playing in the soft, short locks. She took the time to take in Danny’s outfit, cream pants with a matching vest and a long-sleeve lilac shirt. The aroma wafting from her seemed to be the scent of lilac.
 
   “You’re wearing the perfume that Mina bought you.” She put on perfume for me. Nicole felt a little lightheaded at the thought.
 
   “I know you like how it smells.” Danny blushed just a little.
 
   “It is intoxicating.” Nicole moved closer and buried her face in Danny’s neck. When the sniffing turned to kissing, Danny pulled away.
 
   Danny wagged her index finger. “Tsk, tsk. There’ll be plenty of time for that later. Right now, we need to have our anniversary dinner. Well, actually we need to do something before that.”
 
   “Something before dinner?” Nicole raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Come.”
 
   Nicole nodded in agreement. She offered Danny her arm, which Danny readily took. Stepping into the living room, Nicole noticed that things had been rearranged, so there was a large empty space in the middle of the floor. Danny grabbed a small remote and pressed a button. Soft music invaded the cozy area, causing Nicole to turn to Danny.
 
   “May I have this dance?” Danny requested, leaning down to kiss Nicole’s fingers.
 
   Nicole smiled. “Of course.”
 
   Danny grinned and moved her hand to Nicole’s hip. They glided through the open space as much as it would allow as the music played. Nicole pressed herself into Danny, resting her head against her girlfriend’s shoulder. A content sigh escaped Nicole as her eyes drifted shut.
 
   “Danny, this is wonderful,” Nicole said, swaying.
 
   “I figured you’d like dancing and I don’t mind it when people can’t see how bad I am at it.” Her voice was cheeky, so Nicole could just imagine her expression.
 
   A snort escaped Nicole. “Okay, you stop talking now. You’re ruining the moment and I want it to last for as long as possible.”
 
   Danny chuckled, but did as ordered. She seemed to savor the moment as well, resting her cheek against Nicole’s hair. Nicole opened her eyes for a second, just to see Danny’s eyes closed and a peaceful expression on her face. Her eyes slid shut again. They moved together for the whole song, holding each other close and taking each other in. 
 
   “Danny,” Nicole whispered.
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “I think the music stopped.”
 
   Danny’s head popped up. “So, it has. I suppose we should stop dancing then.”
 
   Nicole cuddled closer. “Only if you want to.”
 
   “Well, dinner will get cold if we just stay out here, dancing to nothing.”
 
   Nicole unleashed a long sigh. “I guess we can stop. You know, for the sake of dinner.”
 
   “You’ll enjoy dinner,” Danny promised. “Come on.”
 
   Nicole nodded and once again allowed her sweetheart to lead her into the kitchen, both of them smiling like two happy teenagers. Dinner was set on the table. All Danny had to do was light a candle for the right atmosphere and motion for Nicole to sit down. The couple smiled at each other from across the table, eating and feeding each other the rich meal that Danny had prepared.
 
   “Baby, you outdid yourself with this,” Nicole moaned as she swallowed down a juicy piece of chicken breast.
 
   “I wanted to tantalize your taste buds,” Danny replied with a wicked smirk.
 
   Nicole smiled. She tried her best not to hurry through dinner, but paced herself in the same manner as Danny. They went back to feeding each other until the meal was all gone. Nicole stood and moved over to sit on Danny’s lap, but Danny stopped her.
 
   “You should go take a shower while I get these dishes and things up,” Danny suggested, a happy glint in her eyes.
 
   Nicole pouted. “You mean there’s no dessert?”
 
   Snickering through her nose, Danny smiled and rubbed her hands together. “You’ll get it once you get out of the shower. Oh, and use the bathroom at the end of the hall, not the one in the bedroom.”
 
   Nicole nodded instead of arguing, wanting to see what Danny planned next. She marched off, swaying her hips as she moved because she knew Danny clocked her as she left. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole saw what waited for her in the bathroom and she couldn’t believe her eyes. Danny had laid out the gown that she wished for Nicole to wear after her shower—white lace and ivory silk. Nicole shivered in anticipation. She wanted to give Danny time to set up whatever she needed, but she could not stay in the shower for long. Once she was done, she strolled down to the bedroom, the door slightly ajar.
 
   Around the edge of the door, she could tell the room was bathed in the expected candlelight. Taking a deep breath, she opened the door and turned her attention to the bed covered in scattered rose petals. Resting on top of the linen like some kind of big cat, Danny reclined, hands across the pillows at the head of the bed, in all of her naked glory. She beckoned Nicole closer with a simple crook of her finger.
 
   Nicole moved, swaying all the way, teasing her lover’s senses. She moved to the bed and climbed up, crawling on all fours toward Danny, not stopping until she was astride Danny’s body and they were face to face. Unable to resist each other, their mouths drew together like opposite ends of a magnet and they stole each other’s breath away. 
 
   Nicole pulled away, took a breath and leaned in for another kiss, but Danny halted her, presenting a ruby red strawberry covered in whipped cream. So that’s dessert. Nicole made a show out of licking the cream off before taking the fruit into her mouth, twirling her tongue around it and sucking on it. Danny groaned when Nicole finally ate the strawberry.
 
   “I hope you don’t have many of these. I’m in the mood for a different sort of dessert,” Nicole said with a purposeful smoldering gaze.
 
   In response, a sexy smirk slid across Danny’s face. “No one said we had to eat them now.”
 
   “Then let’s save that for later and get to the real treat.”
 
   Danny nodded and Nicole’s lips returned to hers. As they explored each other, Danny leisurely caressed Nicole’s body. Her hands ran up and down Nicole’s side, over her back, and eventually inside her silk gown. Nicole shuddered as soon as her lover’s tender hands were on her heated flesh.
 
   “Take it off,” Nicole begged, voice quivering, lips hovering right above her beloved’s mouth.
 
   “Your wish is my command, but for that to happen, you need to roll over.” 
 
   Nicole nodded and switched positions on the bed. It had been months since they had been able to be with each other like this. Danny’s leg had been able to support her only recently and she loomed over Nicole in a way that made Nicole shiver with anticipation. She couldn’t wait to feel Danny against her, skin to skin. Just the thought made her breathing speed up.
 
   Danny peeled Nicole out of her gown and flung it somewhere at the foot of the bed while leaning in for another kiss. Nicole wrapped her arms around Danny and tried her best to touch her everywhere. Danny purred from the attention, but moved a bit every time Nicole touched her shoulder. Nicole didn’t think too much of it. Danny returned the attention by stroking Nicole’s breast.
 
   Nicole moaned, trying her best to press herself as much as she could into Danny’s hands. The movement made Danny groan. It felt like it had been an eternity since they felt their bodies together. If a simple kiss made Nicole see stars, how could she last a whole session? Of course, that wasn’t going to stop her from trying.
 
   She wiggled as Danny rolled her nipple. The movement was slow and the pressure light, but it made Nicole’s whole body shudder. She ran her nails down Danny’s side, causing a rasp to escape Dane’s throat. The noise made Nicole’s body ache more.
 
   Before long, Danny kissed and licked her way down Nicole’s body. Nicole hissed and arched her body into Danny’s when the musician nipped at her neck. There’d be a mark there later. Danny growled when Nicole’s body rubbed up against hers, reminding them that she still had clothing to take Nicole out of.
 
   “While you do look incredibly sexy in this, you’re wearing too many clothes,” Danny whispered.
 
   “You wanted me to put them on,” Nicole reminded her, panting already.
 
   “Silly me.”
 
   Danny moved to correct her mistake, reaching around Nicole to unclasp the bra. She smoothly removed the piece and flung that behind them. Nicole arched her body as soon as she was free, causing them both to moan. 
 
   “God, I’ve missed this,” Nicole sighed.
 
   “Me, too.” They took a moment to enjoy the feeling of their naked torsos touching before Danny went back to kissing Nicole.
 
   Nicole clung to Danny. Throwing her head back, she howled when Danny’s lips attached to her left nipple, sending jolts through her. Danny applied more pressure while her right hand went to occupy the other sensitive gem. Nicole bucked against her, her center pressing against Danny’s thigh. 
 
   “Oh, angel,” Danny whispered.
 
   “You know your body against me like this drives me wild. And it’s been so long.” Too long
 
   “Maybe I should just take the edge off for you. I want this to last.” 
 
   “Just keep going, baby. Don’t worry.” Nicole ran her fingers through Danny’s hair before gripping her broad shoulders. Danny wiggled until Nicole’s hands fell to her sides, causing Nicole to whine.
 
   Danny responded by switching breasts and rolling Nicole’s nipple around with her tongue. Nicole mewed and wiggled, making sure to keep her grip on Danny, silently letting Danny know to stay close. The only time Danny left her was to slide her panties down her legs. Danny kissed her way back up Nicole’s body, each kiss feeling like heaven. Danny paused at the apex of her thighs.
 
   “Don’t tease me, baby. Please, don’t tease,” Nicole implored, pushing herself into Danny’s face.
 
   Danny kissed Nicole’s most intimate area and placed an almost shy lick to the same space. Nicole whined, which turned into a long moan as Danny’s tongue stayed with her, explored her, mapped her center with tender care. Nicole encouraged Danny, gently running her fingers through Danny’s hair.
 
   Nicole’s body moved with Danny’s mouth and Danny needed to hold onto Nicole’s leg to keep her steady. A long, almost-wail like moan escaped Nicole as Danny worked her tongue in, out, and around her core. Danny had to know she was doing everything right thanks to that strange noise.
 
   “Danny, up!” Nicole ordered, knowing she wouldn’t last long with this attention, but she wanted to feel Danny’s body against her when she climaxed.
 
   Danny complied with one final nip, kissing her way up Nicole’s body. Their lips met in a feverish kiss as Danny slipped two deft fingers into Nicole, making her breath hitch. Danny groaned as she moved passed the second knuckle. Nicole arched and whimpered into Danny’s mouth, waiting for her lover to do something. But, for a long moment, Danny grew still. Nicole took that moment to slid her leg in between Danny’s and the sudden presence jumped started Danny’s brain. Danny moved within Nicole, kissing her.
 
   Nicole eventually broke the kiss. “That feels so good, baby,” she panted, moving to keep pace.
 
   Danny didn’t respond. She kept her mouth occupied by nipping at Nicole’s neck and collarbone. Nicole threw her head back, screaming in pure ecstasy as her body was swept away in pleasure. As muscles clamped down on her fingers, Danny didn’t stop, didn’t want to stop.
 
   “Oh, God, Chem,” Danny whispered.
 
   Danny moved against Nicole’s thigh, falling off the edge herself. Even as she reached that apex, her fingers didn’t cease. Nicole cried out again, tears dipping down the corners of her eyes.
 
   “No more,” Nicole begged in a small voice. Surely any more pleasure and she’d melt into the mattress, never to be found again. But, damn, I really don’t care.
 
   “One more,” Danny countered. “I need to stay…You feel so good…One more.”
 
   Nicole felt like she’d give Danny the moon if she implored her for it in that silky, panting voice. She locked eyes with Danny and nodded. As Danny picked up where she left off, Nicole leaned forward wanting another kiss. The kiss didn’t last long as Nicole tossed her head again, calling Danny’s name as it felt like her body exploded in complete and total bliss. She clutched Danny tightly, forcing the younger woman harder onto her thigh and Danny joined her in that explosion. Clinging to Danny, Nicole tried to get her breathing under control as she felt Danny ease out of her. She whimpered a bit, almost feeling lonely without Danny’s fingers.
 
   The loneliness vanished as Danny brought her fingers to her mouth and sucked them clean. She grabbed Danny’s hand, pulling the fingers away. Nicole slipped Danny’s fingers into her mouth. Danny made a noise between a moan and gasp as Nicole’s tongue ran up and down her digits.
 
   “All clean,” Nicole purred as she released Danny’s hand.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “That was intense,” Dane muttered, wiping a bit of sweat from her brow. She had almost forgotten that making love could be like that.
 
   “That was only half of it,” Nicole said, her fingers lightly trailing down Dane’s body.
 
   Dane chuckled a bit and glanced down, trying to see what her lover’s busy fingers were up to. “I can’t wait for the other half then.”
 
   Nicole smiled before pulling Dane down onto her, initiating another kiss. Dane gave in all too eagerly. One of Nicole’s hands trailed up and down Dane’s torso while her other swirled around Dane’s bellybutton, purposely teasing her. The taunting stopped when Dane rocked her hips against Nicole, earning a groan.
 
   Nicole moved her free hand to Dane’s breast. Kneading with great care, Dane let loose a long moan into Nicole’s mouth. Nicole’s other hand slid to where it was wanted the most. Dane had to break the kiss and a moan mixed with a deep growl tore out of her throat. She bucked faster than Nicole, wanting more, wanting everything, and Nicole eased back, slowing the pace.
 
   “Slow down, baby. We’re here all night,” Nicole said in a hushed down. 
 
   All Dane could do was nod, thinking about how Nicole’s fingers were so much better than her thigh. With each stroke, Dane felt like she was falling apart and being pieced back together with any cracks being filled in. She moved to kiss Nicole again, but Nicole twisted and crossed her fingers. Dane’s head dropped to Nicole’s shoulder and a voice that couldn’t be hers groaned as euphoria rushed through her. Nicole seemed to take the heavy breathing as a plea for more and moved faster, curling her fingers and massaging Dane from the inside out, sending a new rush of bliss through her. A strangled bellow accompanied Dane’s fall over the edge that time and she collapsed on top of Nicole, no longer able to hold herself up.
 
   “I give. You win,” Dane whispered as she caught her breath.
 
   “I always win, baby,” Nicole teased.
 
   “That you do,” Dane agreed. 
 
   They were silent for a while before she had the strength to roll over. Nicole stared at Dane's back and Dane smiled. 
 
   “Honey, when did you go out and get a new tattoo?” 
 
   “A couple weeks ago.” Dane had hoped, but hadn’t thought, she’d be able to keep it a secret that long. She managed to pull it off.
 
   Nicole made a curious noise. “That explains why you kept wearing shirts with sleeves and wouldn’t let me take a shower with you. May I see?”
 
   “Of course.” Dane sat up and turned her back to Nicole. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nicole couldn’t speak as she looked at the intricate artwork decorating her lover’s back. Danny had gotten angel wings tattooed on her shoulders. They were detailed with shadows and thick lines and curves. She wanted to trace the feathers, but she wasn’t sure if it was all right to touch. The ink still looked fresh.
 
   The wings flanked Danny’s other tattoo of the word “demon” down her spine. Inside of the wings at the top, on the right was the word “chem” and on the left were words “love forever.” Her hand reached out on its own, lightly caressing just over the wings. She couldn’t believe Danny had permanently marked their love on her body. This is forever. We’re forever.
 
   “Danny, you didn’t have to do this,” Nicole whispered, voice mixed with awe and disbelief.
 
   “No, I did have to. Just like I had to do this,” Danny replied and she turned around, giving Nicole a final surprise—a ring.
 
   “Danny?” Nicole said, voice trembling as she looked down at the jewelry, a simple ring of a gold band and a row of small diamonds. Her body started to shake a little and her eyes watered. Her lower lip trembled. She didn’t know what to make of this.
 
   Danny reached out and stroked Nicole’s cheek, calming her down. “This isn’t a proposal, Chem. I don’t think I’m in the best place to propose to you just yet. I have growing to do and you have growing to do, but this is a promise that I will forever be committed to you, to our relationship, and to our family. This is a promise that I will be ready to marry you soon. I promise that I will always be there and I promise that I will always love you,” she vowed as she slipped the ring on Nicole’s left ring finger.
 
   Tears welled up in Nicole’s eyes and slid down her cheeks. Danny reached up and wiped away the tears before leaning in for a kiss. 
 
   “I have to go out and get you one of these,” Nicole said as they broke apart for air. She wanted to promise all of those things to Danny as well. Tears still slid down her face as she held up the ring to admire it. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt so overjoyed in my whole life, love.”
 
   “Since I know I can’t say anything to stop you, I’ll just accept whatever you give me and I think I’ll be just as overjoyed as you,” Dane replied with a small smile. 
 
   “I promise to always be there for you, Danny. I will always be your support and your shoulder. I will always talk things out with you, the good and the bad. I will always love you, too,” Nicole vowed. “And you never know, I might propose to you.” 
 
   Dane remained silent. She sealed the pledge with another kiss. 
 
    
 
   The End
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