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   Dedication
 
    
 
   It might have appeared to go unnoticed 
 
   But I've got it all here in my heart I want you to know, 
 
   I know the truth, I would be nothing without you 
 
    
 
   Did you ever know that you're my hero? 
 
   You're everything I wish I could be 
 
   I could fly higher than an eagle, 
 
   For you are the wind beneath my wings 
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   I Made You My First
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Thank goodness I was near the front of the plane.  My purse was securely on my shoulder and my shoes were back on.  I was ready.  I was standing up, moving into the aisle just as the Fasten Your Seatbelts light faded.  I wanted to exit this plane.  I didn’t do well in confined areas for long periods of time.  I walked through the crowded terminal and followed the signs to baggage claim.  As I made my way down the escalator, I saw several well-dressed men holding signs with names of passengers promised rides to their final destinations. One older white-haired gentleman in an impressively tailored suit was holding a sign that read Pepper. Now that’s a real canoe-tipper, I thought to myself.  I smiled and shook my head, grateful for my simple, boring last name.  I breezed by the groups of people who were greeting each other or waiting for their bags.  My flight had arrived fifteen minutes early and I didn’t see my flight number lit up on any of the carousels, so I strategically angled myself in the middle of all three. 
 
    I searched my purse for my phone and turned it on. “Three missed messages,” I muttered under my breath. My attention quickly returned to the flight-arrival signs and I saw my flight number lit up.  I was in the right place. I must have missed my bag’s initial arrival while messing with the phone because now it was on what must have been its second go-round.  I reached in and hefted the bag and headed straight for the outside smoking area.  Dropping my exhausted body and purse onto a bench outside, I closed my eyes, raising my face to the warm California sun. I really missed San Diego’s perfect weather. As I looked out through the clusters of waiting passengers, I smoked the first cigarette I’d had in hours.   
 
    I noticed a couple hurrying across the street from the parking area against the blinking red traffic light. The guy was carrying a Mary-Poppins-type carpet bag, in his right hand while almost dragging a small-framed, dark-haired woman with his left.  She was also carrying a bag and in her very high-heeled shoes, struggled to keep up.  When they reached the glass doors of the baggage claim area, he stopped, and while she collected herself, I felt his eyes, wide and sincere, almost melt into mine.  At first it felt a bit uncomfortable, but then oddly serene. The hair on my arms had risen and a sudden chill ran down my spine.  I sat there feeling perplexed.
 
   Within seconds he looked away and I watched them disappear into the building. Did I know him?  I scoffed at the thought, shaking my head and continued smoking my cigarette; I reached into my purse for my phone. 
 
   I jumped when it rang in my hand.  It was my friend, and her timing actually scared the bejeebers out of me.  “Hey girl, I’m here,” I said with a giggle as I yanked myself back into the moment.  Why am I so jumpy?  
 
   “Did you get my messages?  I left two,” she said as I extinguished my cigarette on the ground in front of me.
 
    “Yeah Jude, I got three messages but I haven’t been here long enough to check them.   What’s up?” 
 
   She told me she was on the 8 freeway, stuck waiting on AAA to come change her tire.  I was going to have to hang where I was until she could have the tire repaired. 
 
   “Not a problem.  I’ll amuse myself people-watching and smoke another cigarette until you get here.”  I paused, “Hey, be careful.  Love ya.” 
 
   I heard her say, “I love you too and I’m sorry” as I flipped the phone closed.  I searched my purse for my sunglasses and the pack of smokes.  
 
   As I sat enjoying the warmth of the sun without the thick humidity, I watched as several city taxis flew by, giving me a brilliant idea.  Finished with my second cigarette, I fished for my phone and punched in Judy’s number.
 
   I looked up to see that guy crossing the street, heading back to the parking garage alone.  As I watched him disappear, my call went straight to Judy’s voicemail.  Great! 
 
   “Hey Jude, I’m thinking about just taking a cab, I guess you must be busy, so call me back when you get this” and I disconnected.  I pulled out another cigarette and dug around in my purse for a lighter. I didn’t really want the cigarette, my stomach was growling,   I’d much rather have something to eat but the smoke would have to do for now. I touched my cigarette to the tiny blue flame as I pictured myself flagging down a cab as I’d seen it done in the movies.  I’d never actually done it. 
 
   My phone rang.  Again I jumped, startled out of my deep theatrical cab-hailing thoughts.  “Hey you,” and I smiled as I took a long drag of my cigarette, giving her my full attention.  
 
   “J.C., I’m at the mechanic’s now with my car. It’s not looking good. He’s saying I have to leave it,” and I felt my tired eyes close tightly, helping me to concentrate.   
 
   Before I could get any words out, she continued. “I’m thinking about going across the street to Sunshine Auto and renting a car, or we’re going to be stuck at home with no wheels all weekend, and then I’d probably have to miss a whole day of work on Monday, too.” 
 
   I shook my head in agreement, waiting for her to take a breath so I could speak. 
 
   “You can just wait for me there or you can catch a cab and meet me at the house; the key is under the gardenia plant on the back patio.” 
 
   I smiled, pushing my sunglasses up from my face until they rested on top of my head, and dropped my cigarette butt to the ground, and smashing it flat with my shoe.  She was finally quiet.  Out of the corner of my eye I watched as a classic brown Ford Mustang pulled up to the curb and the engine shut off.  I nonchalantly looked around for any waiting passengers and when I saw none, I returned my attention to Judy. 
 
   “J.C., are you there?” she asked before I could respond. 
 
   “Yes, I’m here and I’m going to flag a cab and meet you at the house.  And I’ll split the car rental with you,” I added before she could object. 
 
   “I’m really sorry about this mess, J.C.  I feel like the worst friend ever.” 
 
   I bent over and reached down to pick up the two cigarette butts before responding to her ridiculous apology. “Jude, that’s nonsense.  I’ll see you in a bit for a glass of wine, okay? I love you,” and I paused to let my last words register. 
 
   “Me too,” and I felt her silly, goofy smile creep through the phone.  I closed the cell and dropped it into my purse while standing with the foul-smelling butts in my right hand.  I jumped, startled, and my feet did a quick march step as my eyes settled on the person standing directly in front of me.  The butts fell from my hand and landed back on the ground between us. 
 
   As my eyes went from his and back to the ground, I watched as he rolled slightly back on his heels.  “I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said with a slight frown.  As I reached down to retrieve the butts, I could feel the blood rushing to my cheeks.  What the hell?  His expression of concern had disappeared.  He was smiling as he slipped both hands into his pants pockets, nervously rocking slowly back and forth. We just stared at each other in awkward silence. 
 
   “My name’s Irish, and before you ask, no, I’m not Irish,” he paused with a guarded grin and a roll of his gorgeous blue eyes.  I stood paralyzed and felt my head unconsciously begin to shake, and my mouth become frozen, unable to speak. He was, no doubt, the most physically beautiful man I’d ever seen.  
 
   “My Mom has always wanted to visit Ireland, and to date, she still hasn’t.  That’s why I’m Irish,” he added. His hands moved from his pockets and nervously fell to the sides of his nicely proportioned body. 
 
   His white wife-beater clung to his golden-brown torso, and nicely matched his muscular arms, exposed each ripple of his six-pack abs, and clung like a tight-fitting glove. The faded blue jeans could have been sprayed on.  Is that his natural scent? He smells like the ocean, I thought. He was only inches away from me, and I smiled at him, but in an appropriately subdued way.  
 
   I took a deep animated breath and asked, “What can I do for you, Irish?” and headed for the trash can to deposit the butts.  
 
   “Oh, there’s nothing you can do for me.  I saw you were still sitting here when I pulled out so I thought that maybe you could use a ride was all.”
 
   I walked back to my bag, pulled out the handle, and began rolling it toward the curb.  I could feel him following closely behind me, so at the curb I quickly turned my body toward him.
 
   He flashed me a beautiful ear-to-ear smile, and I could only stare.  I’d honestly never seen eyes that blue before.
 
   “So, can I give you a ride?  I’d be more than happy to do that,” he said bubbling with enthusiasm.
 
   “No, Irish, but thank you.  I think I’ll just catch a cab,” and I reached for my wallet while I stood at the curb, one eye watching for a cab, and the other on him.  He slapped the trunk of the mustang with his open hand and I jumped, all of my muscles tightened in response to the sudden loud noise. I glared at him, frustrated.  Seriously?  He snickered to himself as his eyes flashed up and met mine.  I narrowed my eyes on him, knowing that he was secretly amused by my fraidy-cat demeanor.  For a nanosecond, I really wanted to slap him upside his head. Instead, I kept my expression warm, but I felt some annoyance growing inside me.  I reached for my sunglasses, perched on my head and slid them to the bridge of my nose so I could hide my discomfort. 
 
   He chuckled again, nervously.  His hand resting on the trunk of the car, he continued, “Look, my car’s already here, no waiting, and cab fares are sky high with the gas prices what they are.”  The look on his face was sincere I thought, and I could always try my taxi-hailing another time. 
 
   “You don’t mind taking me to the college area?” and I felt my eyes narrow for the second time as I watched his face.  
 
   He stepped closer and whispered softly, close to my ear, “I’d love to take you anywhere,” grinning sweetly at me as he reached for my bag. I hesitated, but allowed him to take it.  
 
   In that moment, with a million butterflies in my stomach, I considered how truly spontaneous and dangerous it was.  How many times had I seen news stories that ended badly for stupid women getting into cars with strangers? At the same time just the prospect of going with him gave me a sort of electrifying chill through my entire body. He is pretty flipping gorgeous for a dude, I thought to myself.  What could happen? I was on my way to finding out. Every woman on earth has her own interpretation of the perfect man, and for me, he totally fit it in the looks category. Could I pass this opportunity up? How pathetic am I?  What must this act say about me?  For some odd reason I didn’t care.  Even a broken clock gets to be right twice a day and as my dad had always said, to win the lottery, you have to buy a ticket.
 
   Irish opened the trunk and deposited my bag.  I climbed inside the passenger’s side, and shut the door. Irish slid into his seat next to me and started the car.  He looked over at me with a devilish little grin and asked, “Where to, Miss Daisy?” as he slowly pulled away from the curb. 
 
    “Cute,” I muttered, giving him a glib smile. He then looked back at the road. I stared at Irish for a very long minute. He let me.
 
   “La Mesa, we’re going to La Mesa,” I finally said, just as my phone beeped.  I bent over to dig it from my purse on the floor, almost welcoming the distraction from what might be the stupidest decision ever.  
 
   It was a text from Judy:  Scored us a car.  Meet you at the house.  Love you.  
 
    I tossed the phone back into my purse. Once I was sure that we were heading in the right direction, I turned my attention back to my newly-found hero, the savior of female travelers.  I smiled to myself.
 
   “So are you ever going to tell me your name?” he said with a flirty, little smirk that was actually looking pretty delicious.  I stared back at him, his eyes were spearing me to silence. Then he flashed me that killer smile, and I realized I’d never actually told him.  
 
   Hmm, “Well, Irish, my name is, um, Pepper,” and I instantly turned my head and looked out the side window.  A wicked little smile crept over my face, and a warm tingly rush washed over my entire body as I felt his eyes all over me. I wanted so badly to giggle.
 
   “First or last?” my eyes automatically gravitated back to his, in curiosity.  “Is Pepper your first or last name?” he persisted, looking at me almost seriously. 
 
   I smiled sheepishly before answering.  “Both. You know, like Madonna or Prince,” and I watched his right eyebrow rise a little before his gaze went back to the road.
 
   “Okay, Pepper,” he teased, as he struggled to keep from laughing.  I smiled broadly in appreciation for his obvious constraint.
 
   “We’re going to take the exit after the college, and then make a left at the light,” I said, looking ahead. 
 
   “So, are you up for stopping at a drive-through and picking up a burger before I take you home? It’ll only take a few extra minutes and I haven’t eaten. I’m starving, actually. What about you?”  Great! Burgers for breakfast, something else I’d never done.  I looked back into his ocean-blue eyes. No, they weren’t ocean blue I argued with myself; they were more a bluish-green; a deeper, bluer color than I’d ever seen.  And his shoulder-length, dishwater-blonde hair framed them perfectly. I made myself stop staring.  My heart fluttered a little, maybe in embarrassment, and I felt my face fill with color.  He grinned at me.  I do want some extra time with him, don’t I? Yes, a lot of time actually.
 
   “A drive-through? Sure.”  I sat back in my seat so he could see the mirror as he changed lanes to exit the freeway.  The engine was louder than most, so I waited until the car came to a stop at the light to continue our conversation.
 
   “So, was that your sister or a friend,” I paused, but emphasized the word friend purposely “that you were dropping off at the airport?  I watched his face anxiously.  He surprised me by looking me straight in the eye for what seemed a long minute, as if he were struggling with himself for the best way to answer.  I felt myself swallow hard and slid my hands, one to each side, under my thighs. 
 
   He finally answered, “She is a girl I barely know.  I guess you could call her a friend,” and he rolled his eyes and looked back out the front windshield. All-righty then that didn’t tell me much. Translated, it could mean that she is a mere rung on my personal ladder of player tail, I sighed thoughtfully. I didn’t give up.
 
   “Okay, so would you say in the broad scheme of things that she is a girl-friend or an acquaintance?” and I patiently waited with my eyes riveted on him to see if my reality check was about to bounce.  He’s not going to tell you the truth, and honestly, why should he? My inner voice questioned. Just then the light changed and I felt the car almost jump in response to his sudden leaden foot.  Mr. Tom-Catting-Around kept his eyes forward as he pulled into the In ‘N’ Out food-stop and merged into the long line to the drive-through window.  When it was our turn to order, I quickly scanned the menu, announced my choice, and bent down to search for my wallet. 
 
   “Forget about it, really, it’s my treat,” he said with a wave of his hand as he lifted his body from the car seat to retrieve his wallet. As the Mustang came to a stop at the pick-up window, we sat staring ahead as we waited for our food.
 
   “Listen I haven’t really ever had a steady girlfriend, so to speak. I actually met someone special several years ago, but it didn’t work out. It was just bad timing really. So I don’t date but,” he said with a pause. Neither of us moved, our eyes still fixed forward. My gut told me I wasn’t going to like what he had to say next and my gut was right.
 
   “If you’re asking me if I slept with her, the answer would be yes.  So…” and he paused again. I turned and watched as he inhaled deeply. “Now you know everything there is to know about that.”  His tone wasn’t in the least indicating shame and almost matter-of-fact about the last part. I wondered if I was getting the entire story, he didn’t owe me anything, much less a detailed, blow-by-blow explanation.  I wasn’t sure why that gnawed at me so much. 
 
   “Do you regret coming with me now?” and his voice trailed off as he turned and accepted the bag of food being offered to him from the open window.  My eyes were plastered on the bag rather than on him; I reached for it.  I really didn’t know exactly how I felt, but I could feel his eyes on me, waiting for a response.  I reached into the bag and handed him a burger. His eyes locked with mine and I could tell that he needed an answer. I worded my reply carefully. 
 
   “No, I don’t regret anything.  I had a choice and I made it,” I insisted, still looking at him. I gave him a quick reassuring smile and after a second of thought, he looked away, clearly satisfied with my words.
 
   The ride to Judy’s was quiet as we both ate the burgers.  He pulled up to the sidewalk and   I grabbed my purse, meeting him at the trunk of the car to take my bag. 
 
   “I bet you want a smoke right about now, huh? I know when I smoked, that’s the first thing I wanted after a meal.” he said, slipping his right hand partially into his front jeans pocket. I caught myself looking at the ground and nodding at him. Great, he’s a reformed smoker. Let’s hope that doesn’t include a holier-than-thou attitude about smokers. I will quit, when I’m good and ready.  Judy quit several years ago with nothing but sunflower seeds.  Nobody likes a quitter.
 
   “Yeah, I really do,” I answered truthfully.  “Um, I’m not sure if my friend’s even here yet, I don’t see a car in her spot, but would you like to come in for a few minutes?”  I looked at him. He nodded.  
 
   “Sure, I was going to ask if I could get your number, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
   “Sure.”  I felt strangely adamant about wanting to see him again.  I walked with him and my bag to the front of the house and left him there while I went around back to find the key.  It had been moved since my last visit.  I unlocked the glass door, sliding it open.  Heading for the front door, I quickly inventoried the front room.  Everything was exactly the way it had been when I visited last time.  It felt familiar and safe, and I felt at home. I finally opened the door and invited Irish into the house.  I took my bag and left him standing in the front room.  I headed for my room and threw my bag on my bed, along with my purse.  It wasn’t really my bed, but it always was while I stayed at Judy’s.  
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
   Judy often teased me, by saying, “If that bed could only talk....”  But we both knew it wouldn’t be talking about me.  Unless it said that I snore, really loud.  I grabbed my phone and cigarettes and headed back into the front room.  The glass door was still wide open and Irish was sitting in a patio chair.  
 
   “Hey, can I get you something to drink?”  I yelled, while hustling to the kitchen to see what we had to offer. 
 
   “Just a glass of water for me, thanks,” I heard him answer. 
 
   Hmm, Judy, what do we have?  I nosed around in the fridge and found an open bottle of wine.  Okay, wine and water coming up.  With both hands full, I headed to the patio.  Irish stood up and took both glasses from me and set them on the small round table between our chairs.  I plopped down with a heavy sigh.
 
   “Is the time difference catching up to you yet?” he asked in a whisper.  I stifled a yawn, quickly covering my mouth before answering.
 
   “Yes, I believe it is.”  I set the phone down next to my glass and banged my pack until a cigarette popped out.  Irish stood, retrieving a lighter from his front pocket, and offered me a light.  “Oh, thank you,” I said as I exhaled.  I crossed my legs, Indian-style, in my chair and suddenly felt the effects of my six-hour flight, completely taking over my body. I was sure that if Irish wasn’t here, I’d be curled up in my queen-size bed right now. That thought produced a vivid picture of me, with Irish, curled up in my queen-sized bed, naked.  Whoa girl, pull back on those reigns. Before I could go any further with my indecent thoughts, I made myself snap out of it. I suddenly felt warm and secretly giggled to myself. 
 
   “Oh,” I reached my arm out toward him, “let me see your phone.”  He looked surprised, or maybe I just caught him off guard, but he said, “Sure” and stood up to retrieve it from his pocket.  While he stood there, I couldn’t help ogling his physique.  Yes, inviting Mr. Irish blue eyes in was a great choice.  
 
   He handed me his phone...reluctantly. “You’re just adding your number, right?” and he paused, “Pepper,” finishing with a hint of laughter as he sat back down.  I gave him an eye-roll and cupped his phone to my chest with one hand.  He laughed again, appreciating my feistiness, and I noticed for the first time what a pleasant, attractive, almost come-hither laugh he had.  I punched in my number and handed the phone back.  
 
   “So, Irish, tell me, do you often save stranded women at the airport?”  I avoided eye contact and reached for my glass, smiling devilishly.  I enjoyed the feel of his eyes on me.
 
    “No, actually you’re my first.” And I felt my heart flip flop, just hearing this man say  I was his first anything.  Twisting a strand of my hair around my finger, I continued my selfish interrogation.  My eyes shot straight to his deliciously tanned arms and slowly made a trail that ended at his long, sexy fingers.  
 
   “So what are you doing when you’re not coming to the aid of marooned maidens?” 
 
   “Well I like to play around with different types of music, and hike, and um, just about anything outdoors.” he paused a moment and reached for his glass.  “I’m 25, single, although I’ve just met this really beautiful woman, so I’ll have to check with her before I can say for sure whether I’m available,” he said calmly, placing his glass on the table.
 
   Wow, that came out of nowhere.  I could only stare at him. It was becoming a frequent occurrence with me today.  I took a sip of my wine, and he sat there smiling at me.  My heart was melting as I mentally replayed his words.    
 
   He reached for his water and now we were staring at each other.  Not the same intense stare we shared at the airport.  Not my crazy, dumbfounded ogle; this was more of a sexual stare.  I could actually feel the heat floating from my face, surrounding me. What I was feeling now wasn’t normal for me; in fact, it was actually scaring the hell out of me.  He took another sip from his glass and quickly set it back on the table.  We continued to stare, both of us almost seeing inside the other, taking our own private inventory.  I made myself break our stare, oddly pleased with the way this was playing out between us.
 
   “Do you know how beautiful you really are?” he asked in a low, sensuous voice. My eyes flew back to his.
 
   W-w-what the flipping hell, I thought.  I wasn’t sure what picture the look on my face was painting, but I was sure it wasn’t the picture I wanted him to see. If I hadn’t been the only other person here, and he hadn’t been staring directly into my eyes, I might have been tempted to look behind me.  “Wow, Irish, thank you. That’s really very sweet of you,” and my eyes dropped to my lap without my permission.  My insides were screaming and my heartbeat was beginning to speed up like a motorboat with too much horsepower.  I only hoped my exterior wasn’t radiating my feelings in big bold letters across my very red face.
 
   “Well it’s the truth; probably why I couldn’t help staring at you when I saw you sitting out front at the airport,” he said in a velvet-sounding whisper.
 
                  I looked at my glass, feeling an uncomfortable embarrassment. I’d been called cute before, but was only told I was beautiful by one other man in my life, my dad. I took another gulp and reached for my cigarette pack, but I watched him from the corner of my eye.  
 
   “I know you took a huge risk coming with me today,” and he inhaled slowly before continuing, “And you have no idea how happy I am that you did,” and he paused as he moved forward in his chair.  I watched as his fingers intertwined, and with his forearms resting on his thighs, he became quiet, as if he were selecting his words.  We stared down at his hands in silence. I felt myself inhale deeply and the blood rush back to my face.
 
   I finally looked up at him and he was smiling sweetly, contentedly, and seemed strangely confident.  For me, the world had stopped completely.  No one else existed except us.  He suddenly stood up and shoved his hand into his front pocket. As he pulled out his lighter and reached over the table toward me, I also stood...only I moved around the table, to him.  I placed my glass and cigarette on the table, watching his face and saw one eyebrow rise. I gave him my sexiest smile.  He reciprocated, only I’m sure his smile was far sexier than mine. He was in the big leagues and I was still in t-ball.  He dropped the lighter on the table.  I stepped in as close as I could and took in his beautiful full lips. My lips parted and my tongue rested patiently between my lips.  I felt his strong arms encircle my waist and his hands gently but firmly hold my hips.  I followed his lead and I slipped my hands deeply into his back pockets and gave his butt cheek a gentle squeeze.  I closed my eyes and leaned slowly into him.  
 
   At first, our kiss was butterfly soft, our lips barely brushed against the others; I was tingling in places I’d never tingled before.  As the seconds ticked by, the momentum picked up and I knew that stopping was not in the equation.  Not in my equation.  This was way better than any article in Cosmos magazine had said it would be, and this gal just might make it all the way to home plate. We slowly pressed even harder into each other, touching everywhere, until I could actually feel the heat radiating from his body.  My knees weakened at the sudden sensation that was pulsing through my body with the same rhythm of a forgotten turn signal. I tasted his tongue in my mouth.  I tried to slow myself down, to savor each new feeling.  I felt myself shifting my body against him side to side, the combined heat seemed to almost melt us together.  God, he felt so good; this felt so electric that my heart began racing.  Every inch of my body was on fire as his hands moved up and down my back.  Just when I felt I might pass out, I opened my eyes and gently pushed away, breaking our passionate embrace.  
 
   I wasn’t sure if it was the wine, or just him.  I grabbed my shirt and while he held my hips firmly, I lifted it over my head and tossed it into the air.  He quickly followed suit, nimbly lifting his shirt off and tossing it on the ground.  He kissed me again, but this time he stopped, took my face in his hands, searching my eyes, almost asking me if I was sure I wanted something more.  I nodded and quickly found his lips. 
 
   I felt his hands slide up and down my back, and then while unfastening my bra, he gently whispered in my ear, “Let’s go in the house and do everything that we’ve thought about doing to each other since we met,” his hot, sweet breath blanketed my ear.  My mouth dropped open as I felt him breathing me in.  He kissed my naked chest while I ran my fingers slowly up and down his rock-hard bulge, deliberately teasing him through his jeans. He groaned but suddenly pulled away slightly, his hands dropped from my body instantly, and our eyes locked.
 
   “Hello, J.C., I’m back, anyone home?”
 
   Irish and I froze.  Then we scattered in different directions, collecting our shirts, and my heart was pounding out of my chest.  When we had our shirts back on, I headed for the front room, leaving Irish standing on the patio.  When I glanced back, I saw him stuffing my bra down the front of his pants, making me giggle. 
 
   With my arms open wide, I started my ridiculous squealing, like a girl. “Judy, finally we meet!”  
 
   We hugged like we hadn’t seen each other in years although it had been only four months.  I grabbed the grocery bag from her and followed her to the kitchen.  We both stopped and smiled at each other.  “I’ve really missed you,” I sang.  She smacked me on the shoulder and took the bag from me.  When our eyes met again, I gave her my crazy, googly eyes and began silently bopping and nodding my head toward the patio.  She gave me a kind of blank stare and then peeked out the kitchen window when she finally realized what I was doing.  
 
   With big eyes and a bigger smile she whispered, “Who’s that?” 
 
   I smiled, putting on my best silent, crazy-girl face.  “That’s Irish…like the whiskey,” I whispered.  We both laughed.  I helped her put the groceries away and pulled her arm toward the patio door.  Poor Irish was still standing where I’d left him holding his glass of water. 
 
   “Judy, this is Irish.  I met him at the airport and he was kind enough to give me a ride home.”  Judy reached for his hand.  Irish met her hand and they shook politely. 
 
   “Thanks so much, Irish, for rescuing my friend.” 
 
   He replied, “It was no problem really.”  
 
   We stood there for the next several moments just looking at Irish.  It was becoming a bit awkward.  
 
   “May I use the restroom?” he asked, looking at Judy. 
 
   “Sure, follow me.  I’ll point you in the right direction,” and Irish disappeared down the hallway.  
 
   I eased over to the chair and reached for my cigarette and lighter.  I saw Judy through the kitchen window, so I stood by the pane to talk to her, “So what happened to your car?”  When I got no response, I peeked in the window, cupping my hand to the glass to see if she was still there. 
 
   “Boo!”  I jumped.  She laughed at me and headed for a patio chair.  I followed her and sat down.  “Irish huh?” she said, smiling ear to ear.  When Judy smiles, it’s big and slides across her entire face.  It’s infectious and makes everyone smile. 
 
   I smirked and then smiled.  “Yeah, but with my luck, it’s going to end up being just like a country song with a bad ending.” 
 
   She laughed.  “Well when God was handing out good looks, Irish was definitely at the front of the line.” 
 
   I sat up in my chair.  “You really think so?”  I grabbed my glass and tipped it toward hers.  I drank my last swallow of wine.  “He reminds me of one of those rugged, outdoor male model dudes, you know, the ones pictured on a magazine cover with a bike, no shirt, and a bottle of some new sports drink or energy bar.”  We laughed. 
 
   Just then we looked up to see Irish standing at the patio door.  How long had he been there?  
 
   He was grinning handsomely.  
 
   “Hey, I was just getting ready to come looking for you.”  I smiled, watching his face for any indication that he overheard us.  He didn’t move.  It was clear he’d heard some of our conversation.  I stood up.  
 
   “I’m going to take off now.  I need to get home and take my dog for a run.  And I also need to do some laundry.”  His eyes moved from mine to Judy’s.  “It was really nice meeting you.  I hope to see you again soon.”
 
   Did he say soon?  That sounded good to me.  Judy also stood up. “That sounds great, Irish.  Thanks again.”  
 
   I walked with him to the door, and gave his hand a squeeze as he stepped outside.  “Thanks again, Irish, for everything.”  He gave me a sexy little wink, turned and walked away.  
 
   Before he was five feet away from the door, he turned half his body around and said with that big beautiful smile, “Your bra is under your pillow.”  
 
   I laughed as I watched him walk to his car.  I closed the door and plastered myself to the back of it, my arms straight out against the wood.  I had a wide grin on my face.  I knew it was the biggest I’d had in a long time.  
 
   I headed back to the patio and before I could make it through the doorway, Judy asked, “What would a guy named Irish name his dog?”  We both cracked up laughing. 
 
   “More wine?” I asked.  
 
   While I was in the kitchen pouring our wine, I heard Judy yell, “Your phone’s beeping.” 
 
   I walked out, sat down, and picked up my cell.  It was a text: Your real name is almost as beautiful as you are.  I closed the phone. 
 
   “What a day,” I whispered to myself.
 
   * * *
 
   Irish and I sat on a blanket on the grassy bank and we could see the moon shining over the calm water.  He was strumming his guitar, singing Ambrosia’s “Biggest Part of Me.”  I stared at his beautiful face, letting myself melt deeply into his eyes, taking in every word, as if he’d written them just for me.  “Well make a wish, baby, and I’ll make it come true,” he sang softly.  I leaned forward slowly, searching for his lips.  He stopped playing and set his guitar behind him, then leaned in to kiss me.  He whispered, “Tell me what you wish for, Jurnee.”  I smiled at him and leaned back slowly, then swiftly pulled my shirt over my head, quickly unclasping my bra, I could hear his breathing speed up.  He sat there staring at me, watching for my next move.  
 
   “Is there something I can do for you, Jurnee?” he smiled devilishly, giving me the slightest hint of a wink, and then focused on my breasts.  I pointed to my nipple, and before I could move my finger away, he was there consuming, and kissing it as I moaned softly.  
 
   “Your every wish is my pleasure, girl,” he said, and pressed his lips on mine.  His skin was warm and silky against me; a sudden warm wave of arousal pulsed through my entire body.  I arched my back a little, allowing his soft butterfly kisses to move back and forth between my neck and chest.  His hair tickled my nipples as his soft warm lips continued to move up and down my body.  I was a beautiful, desirable princess and he was my accommodating prince.  I didn’t want my fairytale to end.
 
   “Please don’t stop. Kiss me, baby,” I moaned.   I said it again, only now I was begging, “Kiss me, Irish....” 
 
   “Where do you want me to kiss you, Jurnee?” he asked sweetly. 
 
   * * *
 
   “J.C., you awake?”  A soft voice asked.  
 
   My eyes popped open.  Are you serious?  It was all a dream, I thought.  “Well isn’t that a real dog’s dinner?” I whispered under my breath.  “Yeppers, I’m awake,” I answered my dear friend.
 
   We made breakfast together as we had since we were teenagers.  I sat on the counter popping English muffins into the toaster as she made our hot chocolate.  We then moved to the couch, sharing a blanket while we watched a taped episode of True Blood.  It felt good to be here.  Out of nowhere, a loud thump came from the front door.  We jumped. 
 
   “Do you think it could be Igor the vampire or a werewolf coming for us?”  I laughed. 
 
   Judy put the program on pause and headed for the front door.  “No.  I think we’re safe.  It’s only the paper boy and he’s late again, third time this month.”   
 
   I took my last bite of muffin and said, “Maybe someone isn’t tipping enough?” giving her my best googly eyes.  
 
   I stood up to take my plate to the kitchen when I heard Judy yell, “We have flowers.”  She smiled at me as she walked through the doorway, carrying the paper and a beautiful floral arrangement.  
 
   “Wow.  Those are pretty.  Who’s sweet on you now, Jude?” I asked, following her to the kitchen.  She set the arrangement down and opened the card.  I hopped up on the counter anticipating a really juicy story.   
 
   “Hmm, they’re for you, and he’d like to continue whatever it was you started.”  She smiled with curiosity in her eyes, handing me the card.  
 
   What time was it anyway?  I searched the room.  Seven o’clock?   Someone was up early.  
 
   I finally looked at the card.  Jurnee, my dreams were filled with everything about you last night. Thank you for that.  I hope we can pick up where we left off.  
 
   Okay, now I could feel myself blushing. 
 
   “Are those from Irish?” Judy asked with narrowed eyes.
 
   “Yes, it seems they are,” I smiled.
 
   Judy left me sitting on the counter to go take her shower, and for some odd reason, I couldn’t take my eyes off the flowers. Normally I was less than thrilled with any kind of arrangement.  They’d always stirred up bad memories.  But these flowers...well, I couldn’t stop staring at them.  I held the card to my chest and whispered, “I guess these are okay.” 
 
   I sat on the commode, watching Judy finish her hair.  I told her everything that had happened with Irish and me at the airport and then at the drive-thru.  After she’d said no way and really a hundred times, I stopped myself, wondering if I should tell her about what had happened on the patio.  She’s my best friend but she’ll probably just laugh at me.  
 
   Before I even had a chance to decide, Judy asked, “So what did you do to make Irish dream about you?”  She had a smart-aleck grin on her face.  
 
   I smiled and shook my head.  “Well nothing really…” 
 
   Before I could finish the sentence, she added, “J.C., the door wasn’t closed tightly when I got home yesterday.  Don’t tell me nothing happened.
 
   Of course she’d seen something.  She grinned from ear to ear, waiting for me to spill the beans.  Feeling a little like I’d just been busted by my mother, I looked at her with big eyes and a frozen smile. 
 
   “Come on, J.C., you know that truth is self-medicating, right?” she smiled.
 
   Sure, easy for her to say.  She wasn’t the one making out with a guy she’d met only hours earlier.  I took a deep breath, and then spilled every last juicy detail about what had happened on the patio.  Her eyes never left my face.  
 
   She kept saying, “Oh my.”  
 
   I decided then that I’d gladly tell her about our escapade on the patio, but I would keep my erotic dream to myself.  Grabbing my phone and cigarettes, I walked out to the patio, and settled down in a chair.  I pulled my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around my legs.  Everything I’d just told Judy was swirling inside my head.  Was I embarrassed about my behavior yesterday?  I hadn’t thought so, but now I wasn’t so sure. 
 
   Judy joined me.  “So, what would you like to do today, girl?”  She asked, holding a bottle of clear fingernail polish.  She began uncapping the bottle, waiting patiently for my reply. 
 
   “I really need a shower, so that’s what I’m going to do first.”   As I reached for my cigarette pack, I continued, “and after that, I’m not sure.  Whadda you want to do?” 
 
   Head down, stroking her fingernails with the brush, she asked with some motherliness, “Did you call Irish and thank him for the flowers?”  
 
   “Not yet,” I said, exhaling.  I focused on my cigarette because I knew what was coming next, and I was right. 
 
   “Well if you don’t want to talk to him, you should at least text him a thank you. That was a sweet thing he did.”  She was right.  It was sweet and I did love the flowers.  Judy was only three months older than me, but sometimes it felt more like three years.  She’d always mothered me and quite honestly I’d always appreciated it.  I counted on her advice, trusted her opinion even more than my own, as I had my mother’s.  Judy really cared about me, that I was sure of.  I gave her an agreeable nod and continued to smoke. 
 
   “We’re not having make-out remorse, are we?” she asked, looking up at me with a silly grin.  
 
   I had to laugh.  “I’ll call him after my shower, I really will,” I assured her.  Judy, feeling proud that she’d parented me appropriately, went back to painting her nails.  
 
   What the hell was I going to say to him?  Hope we did more in your dream than we actually did before getting busted...like a couple of high school teens.  Or maybe, thanks for not laughing at my drunken efforts to jump your bones after having met you mere hours earlier?  After telling Judy all the juicy details of our patio encounter, I was feeling like I may have come off a little too easy or even loose with Irish.  He had basically told me that he didn’t date, only had casual sex, and now maybe I appeared to be coming off even cheaper than he had in the relationship department.  
 
   As I felt Judy’s eyes on me, she said quite seriously, “Do you think if I hadn’t come home when I did, that you would have...done it?” 
 
   Was she a mind-reader now?  I pulled away from her stare and looked at the sky, focusing on a beautiful cluster of clouds shaped like circus animals. 
 
   “I don’t know, Judy, I really...don’t know.  I might have.”  That was all I could think to say.  I wasn’t feeling good about myself at that moment, and I sure couldn’t blame it on the alcohol.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
                       As the water pounded on my skin in the shower, I tried to justify my actions with Irish on the patio yesterday.  He was the type of guy that all women were attracted to like magnets to iron filings.  He was a perfect picture: golden brown hair with sun-kissed blond highlights, honest blue eyes, and soft full lips.  He also had the face of an angel, one that any woman would trust.  It was as if his smile spoke directly to my heart.  He could surly make any girl want to take off her clothes.  And it wasn’t only his looks, but something special and almost mysterious, that I couldn’t yet put my finger on, but it was there.  As I wiped the fog from the mirror, I stared, looking at myself, judging. I grabbed my brush, still thinking about Irish. I was sure that if such a thing were achievable, he’d have a black belt in womanizing. He’d as much as warned me. He didn’t do girlfriends.  If I was smart, I wouldn’t let myself become emotionally involved. My heart would be broken.  He’d said so in a few words.
 
   I was here on vacation but I’d been a native, I’d moved to North Carolina two and a half years before to help take care of my aunt.  She’d been my mother’s favorite sister and best friend for as long as I could remember.  They’d spoken on the phone everyday at least once, sometimes more often. I can still picture my mother’s face, her laughing and giggling while talking to her sister on the phone.  When my parents were killed in an automobile accident three years ago, my aunt was the only family member who helped my brother and me.  
 
   When she’d had to return home, I promised her I’d call every day, and I did; only it was more like every other day.  During one of my calls, Uncle Clay had answered the phone and announced that my aunt Jean couldn’t come to the phone because she was too ill.  When I pressed the issue a little, he explained that she’d been sick off and on for a month or so and they were going to request nursing care because he was no longer able to tend to her by himself.  After that phone call, I decided I needed to be there.  It was something I knew my mother would want me to do.  Judy and another friend, Kerry, helped me box my belongings and I rented a local storage unit.  I could put my life on hold for a while, I’d told myself, but how long that would be was anyone’s guess.  I flew east within a week of my phone conversation with Uncle Clay.  It was the right thing to do. 
 
   My brother had decided, for both of us, to sell my parents’ house, my house.  He justified it by saying I could never afford to pay the bills for its upkeep.  He just didn’t want to be bothered.  He had his life and didn’t want to be responsible for watching over me, or a big house, and all the upkeep that came along with it.  John was ten years older and moved out of our family home when I was eight.  We didn’t really know each other.  When we were forced to deal with something together, he seemed to go out of his way to remind me he saw me as nothing more than a child.  That attitude got old for me fast.  
 
   I’d barely turned twenty-two when my parents were killed.  I was now twenty-four and my brother and I were still no closer.  While making our parents’ funeral arrangements, we disagreed about everything.  I felt I knew what they’d want way more than he would.  After all, I’d lived with them; he’d barely called or visited.  When it came to the music or the clothes my mother would wear, I dug my heels in and didn’t allow him to dismiss me like a child.  Thank goodness Aunt Jean came to my rescue.  When John lost patience with me, he’d point his finger and preach like a minister during a hell-fire and brimstone sermon, “You’re a spoiled child, Jurnee, and stubborn.  Those two combined do not make you an adult.” 
 
   I must’ve heard that speech a hundred times, and I always knew when it was coming.  Overhearing it one day as we argued about the funeral details, my aunt piped up, and standing smack in the middle of John and me, said, “John, she isn’t stubborn.  She’s just passionately adhering to her opinion.  That’s definitely an adult trait.”  He stopped his finger pointing and walked away.  I smiled at her, thinking to myself, I must remember that, and I have.
 
   “Everything happens for a reason, Jurnee, although we may not understand it at the time; if you hang in there, all the pieces eventually fall into place” was her advice.  
 
   I appreciated her positive message, but if she meant my relationship with John would somehow mend itself, I had strong doubts.  We were just too far apart.  I’d chosen my friends and they were my family now.  Other than my aunt, my friends were really all I had.  It was sometimes unsettling and even scary when my thoughts wandered to what would become of me when something happened to Aunt Jean.  I’d be alone and homeless.  Living with my brother wasn’t an option.  He’d never offer and I’d sure as hell never ask. 
 
   Jude told me when I first left California to help Auntie that best friends are always there for you whenever, wherever, however, and most important, forever.  They’d understand you and not pass judgment.  She swore an oath that when the time came for me to return to California, I’d have a home with her.  I loved her like a sister.  Whether or not it ever came to that, it had felt good hearing her say those words.  It got me through many homesick days.  After my first six months in North Carolina, Auntie began encouraging me to visit my friends.  She knew how close we were.  After that first trip, she encouraged me to go again, every few months.  I gladly took her up on it but usually waited about four months before I actually went.  These get-away trips were called my sanity vacations.  Leaving her this time was difficult. I knew this trip might be my last before she passed away. While I was sitting on the plane, waiting to take off and thinking about something really happening to her scared me, maybe more than I could admit. I decided not to think about it.  Not until it was necessary.  That was my way.  I hadn’t even called her since I’d arrived at Judy’s.  I opened my phone to find three missed messages from yesterday.  Two were from Judy and one was from Aunt Jean’s house.  I quickly dialed the number.  What was wrong with me? 
 
               “Hello,” I heard an unfamiliar older voice say.  
 
   “Hello, this is Jurnee.  May I speak to Aunt Jean or Uncle Clay, please?”  It had to be a new nurse who’d answered.  Four nurses were coming throughout the day, all of whom I dearly loved.
 
   “This is Hazel, dear, and both your aunt and uncle are resting right now, but your aunt has been asking about you.”  
 
   My thoughts drifted as I figured out the best thing to do.  “Please tell her that I arrived safely and I’ll call her tomorrow.”  Seconds ticked by while I waited for her reply.  “Yes, child, I’ll tell her you called as soon as she’s awake.  Bye now.”  Click! 
 
   Nice talking to you too, Hazel.  She’d hung up.  I was disappointed in myself. No matter what’s going on here, I’ll call her tomorrow.  I tied my hair back quickly and headed for the living room to find Judy.  She was in the kitchen dropping chicken breasts into a large casserole dish that was filled with herbs and spices. 
 
   “What’re you doing?” I asked with a hint of sarcasm that she ignored.  
 
   “Well, I thought we’d have chicken and salad for dinner tonight.  Sound good?” 
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Did you call Irish?” she asked, sliding the casserole dish into the refrigerator.
 
   “Um, not yet, but I was just about to,” I lied.  
 
   “I’m just not really sure what to say,” I confessed, sitting on the counter.  She gathered salad veggies from the fridge and began setting them in the sink to be washed.
 
   “Just start with thank you for the flowers and let him take the conversation from there.  Remember, less is more, J.C., or something like that,” she grinned.  
 
   I laughed at her, even though she was right. But if this conversation with Irish was going to get at all awkward as I thought it might, I’d rather do it outside, without an audience.  I jumped off the counter, leaving Judy to prepare the salad.  I sat down in a patio chair and with a deep breath punched in his number.  It was ringing and already I was starting to feel anxious and warm. 
 
   After four rings his voicemail started, “Hey, this is Irish.  Leave a message and I’ll get back with ya.”  
 
   Okay.  Now what?  Beep.  I hung up.  Well you handled that really well, Jurnee, I thought. Deep breath. I can do this and punched re-dial.  One ring, two rings.
 
   “Hello.”  Son of a gun, he answered. 
 
   “Hello?”  I took another deep breath.  “Hello, Irish?”
 
   “Yes, speaking,” he stifled a giggle.
 
   “Thank you for the flowers.”  Silence, then more silence. Now it was just plain awkward.
 
   “Jurnee, hi, did you say something about flowers?”  I contemplated closing the phone. 
 
   “Ugh,” I groaned. 
 
   “Really, you’re going to pretend you didn’t send flowers this morning?” I asked, icicles dangling from my words.  I was now feeling really irritated.  This was difficult enough without him making a game of it too.  Please, please don’t let him bring up anything that happened on the patio.
 
   “Oh, Jurnee,” and I swear I could picture him smirking.  “Is this the girl I picked up at the airport yesterday?” 
 
   “Dude, seriously?” I scoffed as I felt my eyes close.  “No, I’m sorry.  You know, sir, I’m sorry to have bothered you.  I must have dialed the wrong number.”  Click!  I disconnected the call, smiled, and lit a cigarette.  
 
   Seconds later my phone beeped.  It was a text: I love the way you say my name. 
 
   What did that mean?  How do I say his name?  I listened to myself as I said his name.  What does that mean?  I replied, with another text.  With phone in hand, I waited.  
 
   Beep.   With that little southern drawl, he said. 
 
   I don’t have a southern drawl, I assured myself.  Do I?  Where are you?  I typed quickly.
 
    A couple of seconds passed and my phone beeped. 
 
   The text read: Call me, please. 
 
   Okay I’d call him.  He did say please.  He picked up after the first ring. 
 
   “I’m so glad you got the flowers.  So do you like them?”  His voice was sweet and sincere this time. 
 
   “Yes, they’re beautiful.  What’s the occasion?  It’s not my birthday, or wait, is it?” I teased. 
 
   “No, they weren’t for your birthday.  That’s not for another ten days now, isn’t it?” 
 
   Shut up, I thought.  How could he know that?  My mind searched every conversation we’d had so far. There was just no way.  My birth date had never come up.  He hadn’t even known my name until I put it in his phone.  I couldn’t move. I was unconsciously holding my breath and finally let it out.
 
   “Are you still there?” he asked.  
 
   My mind wouldn’t focus.  Finally I found my words, “Yeah, I’m still here.”  I wasn’t sure what else to say.  My mind was still searching for any explanation.  
 
   “So what’re you doing today?  Any plans?”  I barely heard him.
 
   “Um, I’m not really sure yet.  Why?”
 
   “No reason really, I was hoping to see you again, that’s all.” 
 
   I pulled the phone from my ear as if it would somehow help me concentrate better as I searched the living room for Judy.  
 
   “Hey Irish, can I call you back in a few minutes?” I finally asked.
 
   “Sure,” he said.  “Oh, and I sent the flowers so that hopefully they’d make you think about me as much as I’ve been thinking about you.  I just wanted you to know. Give me a call later if you want.” Then we were disconnected.  
 
   I jumped out of my chair and headed for the house.  Judy must have spoken to Irish while I was in the shower, I thought.  Now I was becoming obsessed. Less freaked out than when I first heard him say my birth date, but still obsessed.  I really needed to know how he knew.  Judy was in her room making the bed.  I stood in the doorway, watching her tuck the sheets neatly under the mattress.  I noticed she was lost in her own thoughts.  
 
   “Judy,” I said softly.  She jumped. 
 
   “Oh, did you call him?” she asked, continuing to make her bed. 
 
   “Yes, but I have a question for you,” and I slid my hands slowly into my back pant pockets, my eyes focused on her face.
 
   She stopped what she was doing and turned to look at me.  “Did you speak to Irish while I was in the shower?”  Her look went to a confused stare.  
 
   “No, why would I talk to him?” she asked curiously.  
 
   “Well, when I thanked him for the flowers, I asked him what the occasion was and he somehow knew that my birthday was ten days away.  Judy, I never told him my birthday.”  I stared at her, waiting to see if I could read her body language, her guilty, blabber-mouth body language.  She gave me nothing. 
 
   She actually looked as surprised at the information as I was.  “J.C., I didn’t talk to Irish other than yesterday when he was here.  I swear to you, I didn’t.” 
 
   I could tell she was being truthful.  “Did you ever leave your purse alone with him?” she asked. 
 
   I searched through the steps in my head: airport, no; car ride, no; drive-through, no.  “Here he went to the bathroom,” I remembered.  “He put my bra under my pillow and my purse was on my bed,” I almost shouted.  Judy smiled with narrowed eyes.  I hadn’t told her about him putting my bra down his pants.  “So he opened my purse and looked in my wallet, really?”  I flew into my room to find my purse.  It was creepy.  I began searching through the items in my purse, meticulously inventorying everything.  Nothing was missing and everything looked the way I’d left it.  I felt confused and violated at the same time.   
 
   Judy stood at the foot of my bed, her arms crossed in a typical motherly fashion.  “Anything missing?” she asked. Her soft voice actually stopped my mind from racing so fast.  I was beginning to have crazy stalker thoughts.  
 
   “No, everything seems to be here,” I answered.  I took my wallet and opened it.  Everything was in its place.  “Why would he go in my purse?  It doesn’t make any sense.”  I looked up at her puzzled face and felt goose bumps cover my arms and a chill run through me. 
 
   “I don’t know, sweetie, maybe you should ask him?”  
 
   Now I was starting to feel angry.  “Oh, I’m going to ask him, all right,” I muttered.  I was thoroughly upset and ready for a fight.  
 
   “Maybe you should calm down before you call him.  You’re just guessing that he went into your purse at this point.  At least give him a chance to explain,” she spoke calmly in her warm, mothering voice. 
 
   “Oh I’ll let him explain, all right,” I replied.  Let’s see him explain this one away, I thought as I placed my wallet back in its designated place in my purse.    
 
   “So, whadda you want to do tonight?” she asked, attempting to change my mood. It worked. 
 
   “Dinner and a game of rummy sounds good,” I faked a smile for her.  
 
   Judy had taught me to play rummy when we were teenagers.  After that first game, which she won, I’d never lost to her again.  She hated that, so I teased her after each game I won reminding her she shouldn’t have been such a great teacher. 
 
   “Why don’t you call Irish and invite him to dinner and our card game.  He’d be here on your turf and you could feel him out about the way he knew your birthday instead of just getting angry at him over the phone.”   She was right.  Knowing my birthday wasn’t an unforgivable sin, but the way he acquired that information might very well be.  I grabbed my phone and punched in his number.
 
   * * *
 
   Dinner was delicious as always.  Judy was a much better cook than I.  She took the time to plan and follow directions whereas I was less patient and rarely read the step-by-step instructions.  And my cooking revealed as much.  More times than not, my creations were not edible.  Since Auntie had gotten sick, meals were never an issue in North Carolina.  Almost every day someone brought platters or casserole dishes filled with everything imaginable.  If it happened to be something I didn’t particularly like, I made a sandwich.  I’d eaten a lot of them in the last two years.  After dinner, Irish helped me with the dishes.  I’d almost forgotten I was upset with him, almost.  When Judy conveniently disappeared, I planned to talk to Irish and bring up the birthday issue.
 
   “So Irish,” I said, trying at first to avoid those beautiful blue eyes.  “How’d you know that my birthday is in ten days?”  I looked him straight in the eye, hoping to catch him off guard.  I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to tell if he was lying, but I was sure going to try.  Our eyes met.  Damn, how could I be strong, and serious, and as gooey as a marshmallow at the same time?  He didn’t look guilty or surprised; in fact, he just turned and went back to drying the dish in his hand. 
 
   “I have my ways,” he replied, with little emotion, but his body language was definitely screaming “uncomfortable.” 
 
   “Those ways wouldn’t include going through my purse, would they?”  I grabbed a handful of silverware and began placing it piece by piece into the drawer.  I could feel his stare, so I didn’t look at him. 
 
   “I know we don’t know each other that well, Jurnee, but I’d never go through your purse.  Do you really think I’d do that?” 
 
   I looked at him.  His face was sincere; he was visibly hurt.  I stared into his face, searching for anything that would tell me I could believe him.  He finally broke our stare and turned away.
 
   He tossed the towel on the counter.  I watched closely for his next move.  Had I insulted him?  Was he angry?  The silence was heavy.  He finally turned slowly around, faced me and leaned on the counter, his arms crossed in front of him.  He was serious, staring directly into my eyes.  “I did not go through your purse; I can assure you of that.  I’d never do that, but….”  I hate buts.  I could feel my face getting warm.  “I haven’t been completely honest with you either,” he continued.  “We’ve met before, briefly; but it’s clearly evident you don’t remember.  I was at your parents’ funeral with my brother London.”  I continued to stare at him with suspicious eyes, and my mouth was probably gaping as wide as the Grand Canyon.
 
   London, why does that name sound so familiar?  I thought back to my parents’ burial.  I didn’t remember seeing Irish there.  Honestly, I couldn’t remember anyone there, other than my aunt and brother.  I stared at Irish, waiting for him to continue.  What was he trying to tell me?  What he was telling me wasn’t making any sense.  “So..,” and I watched his arms unfold and he held up his right hand stopping me abruptly.
 
   “I knew you were flying in.  I overheard John telling my brother the details and so it wasn’t an accident that I was there.”  I couldn’t read the look on his face. My mind was desperately trying to digest his words.  As the moments ticked by, I began to feel worse, even more violated than I had when I thought he’d gone through my purse.  
 
   “London is my brother’s best friend,” I finally managed to say.  He stood there, staring at me, waiting for me to finish putting it all together.  “So, you knew who I was this whole time?  You knew my name.  You knew that I’d be at the airport, and you let me believe you were some do-good stranger?”   I could hear my voice getting louder.  
 
   His expression turned sheepish.  “I wanted to tell you when we stopped for burgers, and I was ready but I guess I was just really having fun being your mysterious admirer, and then I realized I’d let it go on too long.” 
 
   I was at a loss.  I didn’t have any words to express my feelings.  I’d friggin’ made out with him and he’d known who I was the whole time.  I turned and walked out to the patio. I reached for a chair, and dragged it behind me to the edge of the cement, turning it toward the sunset.  I sat there staring into the sky.  What had just happened?  I wasn’t sure if I could explain my emotions to myself coherently, let alone to anyone else.  Should I feel insulted or flattered?  Was it all a wild ambush or a huge compliment?  I heard footsteps behind me. Irish was setting a chair down beside me.  We were silent.  I continued to stare at the sky, lit a cigarette and waited patiently for something, anything logical, to come to me so I could explain to him, rationally, what I was feeling.  Absolutely nothing came. 
 
   “I’m really sorry I wasn’t honest with you yesterday at the airport.  If it’s okay with you, I’d like to start over,” he said in a soft whisper. 
 
   I looked into his face.  “Why weren’t you?”  I stopped when I heard the tone of my voice.  I wanted him to be honest with me, but losing my temper wasn’t the way to achieve that.
 
     “Why didn’t you just tell me who you are?”  I said, keeping my voice level and calm.                He must have thought I was crying because there was a hint of emergency in his voice when he answered me. 
 
   “When I realized you didn’t recognize or remember me, I thought maybe it was because I wasn’t your type, and I really, really wanted to get to know you.  This may sound stupid, but I’ve thought about you so many times since the funeral.”  He took a long breath while I processed what he’d just said.  
 
   “And I knew you’d eventually find out who I am on your birthday, so I decided to enjoy being your mysterious gentleman caller until then.”  I saw him smile a little. 
 
   “Why would I find that out on my birthday?” 
 
   “Aw, Jurnee, I can’t tell you that.  I’ve said too much already.  Please just leave that part alone,” he seemed to be begging. 
 
   “Okay, I won’t ask about that, but please just nod your head yes if it has anything to do with my brother.”  Reluctantly he nodded.  Okay, where do I go with this conversation?  He’s opened up to me and is now being honest, I thought.  He said he’d thought about me for years.  He’d also said I was beautiful and had kissed my chest.  I had a dream about this guy that I couldn’t get out of my head.  Looking at him now, with all that’d happened within forty-eight hours, did I really want to, as he’d said, start over?  Yes, yes I really did.  
 
   From the kitchen I heard Judy yell, “Does anyone want a glass of wine?” 
 
   “I do,” I said, getting out of my chair.  “Do you want anything, Irish?”  
 
   “No thanks, I’ll be driving,” he said, looking up at me. 
 
   “Well if you’re up for it, I think we’re still planning to play rummy,” I reminded him.  “One glass wouldn’t hurt, would it?”  
 
   “Jurnee thanks, but I’m not a big drinker. I tend to lose my inhibitions and can usually be talked into things I wouldn’t ordinarily do.  Maybe we should wait awhile before you see that side of me.  I really want to start over, remember?”  I stared at him in total confusion. 
 
   “Okay, but now I’m curious about what that really means,” and I narrowed my eyes.
 
   He winked at me.  I smiled back and walked toward the kitchen.  
 
   Judy was standing out of Irish’s view, holding a glass of wine in each hand.  In a whisper she asked, “So, did he go through your purse?”  
 
   I took a glass from her hand and whispered back, “No, it’s even better than that.”  I gave her my famous, I’ll-tell-you-later head bob and loudly asked her, “Are you ready to get your butt beaten in rummy?”  I was sure Irish had heard me.  She caught on quickly, rolled her eyes and slapped my shoulder.  I knew it was killing her not to know.  Hell, it was killing me not to tell.  
 
   Out of five hands, Judy won two and Irish two. I could’ve played better but my mind kept wandering back to things that Irish had told me.  After the fifth hand, I caught Judy looking at the clock.  It was eleven-thirty and I knew she must be tired; I knew I was.  
 
   She stood up, lifted her wine glass and said, “Well you two can battle it out next game.  I’m going to bed.”  
 
   Irish stood up and thanked her for dinner; she was gone before he’d sat back down. 
 
   “Do you want to play another game or are you rummied out too?”  I reached for my glass, waiting for his response.  His blue eyes pierced mine. 
 
   “I’d really like to talk some more, if it’s all right with you?  I want to leave here tonight knowing everything’s okay between us.  Then I’ll let you get to bed.”  He was serious and sincere.  I hesitated with my reply for a long moment, using the opportunity to take in his handsome face.  He didn’t seem to mind.
 
   “Okay, I’m going to get another glass of wine and I’ll meet you out on the patio.  Are you sure you don’t want anything?”  
 
   “No, I’m fine, thanks.”  
 
   You’re fine all right, I thought and headed for the kitchen.  I’d been gone only two minutes but when I stepped onto the patio, Irish wasn’t there.  I set my wine glass down and went to the sofa where I’d left him.  No Irish.  I was on my way to check the bathroom when I heard a faint knocking on the front door. Confused, I slowly and quietly opened the door.  Irish was standing on the doormat smiling.  
 
   Before I could say anything, he said in a whisper, “Hello, I’m Irish.  You must be Jurnee.  You probably don’t remember me, but we met several years ago, and I haven’t been able to get you out of my mind since then.  I know it’s really late to be calling on a young lady, but I was hoping we could chat awhile.  I’d really like to get to know you,” he grinned.  I tugged at his shirt and pulled him into the house. 
 
   We sat on the patio for a long time, just staring at the sky. I’m really glad he’s here, I thought.  “I’m sorry I didn’t remember you Irish, but it was really an emotional time for me,” I admitted.  Neither of us moved. 
 
   Finally he said, in just above a whisper, “I know.”
 
   “I’d really like to start over,” and I turned to look at him.  “But I’d also like to know what you knew about me before we met yesterday.”  I watched his expression turn serious.  I could tell he was really going to make this a fresh start. 
 
   “All right, most of my information obviously came from your brother.  He was at our house a lot after your parent’s funeral, and I overheard them talk about a lot of different things.  But whenever he talked about you or your parents or your aunt, I sometimes asked him questions, and he’d answer them.”  He looked into my eyes.  
 
   “I wasn’t joking when I told you I’d thought about you more than a guy should ever admit to.  But I really have.  At first I thought it was because of how sad you looked at the funeral, but whenever I thought about you, it wasn’t you looking sad. It was you looking hot,” he blurted out. I suppressed a smile that was just begging to slither across my face. 
 
   He smiled at me and continued, “You know, John thinks that you...” and he seemed a little uncomfortable.  “Well, he thinks that you don’t like him.” I nodded, encouraging him to continue.  I personally believed it was the other way around with John, but at this point I wanted Irish to get to the good stuff. 
 
   “I also think he’s really proud of you and has felt guilty that you’ve been so far away with your aunt, and he hasn’t done anything to help.”  Even though I heard everything Irish had said, my mind was stuck on the really-proud-of-you part. 
 
   “John said he was really proud of me?” I had to ask. 
 
   “Yes, he’s said it several times.”  Wow, I wished I could’ve heard him say that just once. 
 
   Irish turned his body around in his chair until he was leaning toward me and said, “I also know that your full name is Jurnee Ciara Sampson, you’re twenty-four, but will be twenty-five in ten days.  Well nine days now.  You’re going to have a big party.” 
 
   My eyes grew huge and my mouth flew open, “What party?” 
 
   He quickly raised his eyebrows and did some fancy back pedaling before I realized he was even doing it.  “Whew…can we just rewind back to what I was saying before I mentioned the party?” I closed my eyes and shook my head.  
 
   “Okay, sure. Keep going,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm.
 
   “You’ve had a couple boyfriends, but you’ve always dumped them when the relationship got serious,” and now I sensed an uncertainty in his voice.
 
   That had to have come from John.  Irish didn’t know anyone I’d dated.  I doubted John even knew the color of my eyes.  What a jerk.  “So did John send you to help his poor pathetic sister?”  I was serious, but I threw in a laugh to keep him on track.
 
   “No, he didn’t know I was going to meet you,” he admitted.
 
   I guessed he was finished with his big reveal because he turned, looking up at the sky. 
 
   “Hmm, so you thought you’d go meet your brother’s best friend’s younger sister at the airport, take her somewhere, and sex her up?”  I kept my eyes straight ahead, but I could feel the wind from Irish’s head whipping around to look at me.  I wanted to turn and look at the expression on his face, but I didn’t.
 
   “You’re the one who started it yesterday.  I was only trying to give you a light.” 
 
   I looked at him and grinned, “I know, Irish, I’m just messing with you. Really, it was all in good fun.”  His eyes narrowed and he shook his head but he didn’t smile.  It was getting late, and I was feeling exhausted.  I leaned over my chair and whispered softly and seductively in his ear, “It’s getting late, and unless you want to finish what I started yesterday, I think you’d better go.”  The look on his face was priceless.  I wanted to giggle but I stayed straight-faced.  I stood up, and so did he. I took his hand and headed for the front door. He followed willingly.  Standing outside the door, I hesitated for a moment, looked into those blue eyes and pressed my body close to his.  He gently leaned in, kissing me. His lips left my mouth and began slowly traveling up my neck.  I didn’t realize I was doing it but Irish caught me with my eyes closed, smiling. 
 
   “What’re you smiling about?” he asked, releasing his sweet breath into my ear. 
 
   “I’m smiling because this feels really good.  And because I’m afraid if you don’t leave right now, I’m going to tie you up and drag you into my room and for sure finish what I started yesterday.”  I grinned to myself just for having that thought, never mind sharing.  He pulled me close and wrapped his arms around me.  My hands worked their way around his waist and I gave him a tight, I-don’t-ever-want-to-let-you-go squeeze.  After a long minute, he gently pushed me and leaned his chest out away from mine. 
 
   Looking at me with sweetness in his eyes he said, “See Jurnee, we can do this,” and he gave me that wonderful Irish smile I liked so much.  I buried my face in his chest.
 
   “So, this starting over means you don’t want to finish what we started on the patio yesterday?”  I held my eyes tightly closed my head firm on his chest as I waited for his answer.  I felt him hug my whole body before softly pushing me away. 
 
   He planted a soft, sweet kiss on my forehead. With a sexy, smug expression he said, 
 
   “Oh I very much want to finish what we started yesterday.  Don’t you worry your little cotton panties about that. But I’m going to get it right this time; we’re starting over, remember?” I felt my heart flutter, I loved hearing those words; and then I felt a disappointing chill run through me when he suddenly released his embrace.  He turned and left me standing at the door. I watched him drive away. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
   Yes, it’s Sunday, I thought, as I opened my eyes to the glorious sunlight shining through my bedroom window.  Sundays were reserved for our traditional bonfires at Fiesta Island.  Every Sunday I was in California on vacation, we’d had a girls-only bonfire.  All the ladies in our pack,as Judy and I called it, celebrated with wine, chocolate, and fire.  Men were our main conversation topic, but collectively, we’d deny it if ever asked.  
 
   I could hear Judy in the shower, so I lay in my bed stretching and wiggling myself awake.  No dreams last night.  That truly was a bummer.  
 
   I finally rolled my butt out of bed and headed for the kitchen.  I heard the water in the shower stop, so I knew Judy would be out soon.  The coffee pot was still on so she must not have been up long.  I poured myself a cup of coffee and opened the refrigerator looking for the whipped cream.  Judy knew I love it in my coffee, so I could always count on some being in there, especially for me.  Standing at the counter, coffee in hand, I heard my phone beep.  I could barely hear it.  Where did I leave it?  I gave the room a quick once-over, and then went to the glass slider.  
 
   I spotted it on the patio table. Way ta’ go, Jurnee, I said to myself.  Setting my cup down, I plopped into a chair and picked up my phone.  
 
   I had four messages.  
 
   First message, three am: Just wanted to thank you for a wonderful evening.  
 
   Second message, five am: I know you’re sleeping but I can’t stop thinking about you.  
 
   Third message, seven am: I’d really like to take you somewhere today.  
 
   Fourth message, seven-forty-five in the morning: Please call me when you get this message.  
 
   When had this guy slept?  I looked at my phone: eight-o-five.  I punched in his number.  
 
   One ring, two rings, “Hello, this is Irish.”  
 
   I sat there a second and listened to his soothing voice. 
 
   “Hello, Jurnee?” he asked. 
 
   “Irish, I’m sorry I missed your calls.  I left my phone out on the patio last night.”   
 
   “No problem, I just wanted to see what you were doing today, hoping I could steal you away for a day.  Maybe have you all to myself.  I’d really like to take you somewhere special, if you’re free?”  
 
   I wanted to tell him to come get me, but I couldn’t betray my pack.  Not on a Sunday anyway.  “Irish” and it really pained me to say this, “I’d love to go with you, I really would.  But Sundays are our traditional bonfire days, gals only, I’m afraid.”  I could feel my face scrunch up waiting for his reply.  I really wanted to see him.  More than that, I wanted to get past first base with him.  That wasn’t a valid reason to abandon my pack.  I had to stay loyal.
 
   “Where are you going for the bonfire?”  In that moment I really had to do some soul-searching.  I shouldn’t tell him.  It was a rule.  Before I could talk myself out of it, I blurted, “Fiesta Island.”  God, I’m such a coward. 
 
   “Okay, I run my dog there every other day.  What time will you be there?” 
 
   Holy cow, Jurnee, be strong.  Tell him the rules.  “Irish, it’s kind of a gal’s thing. We don’t bring guys.”  Thank goodness I hadn’t said boys.  
 
   Just when I was feeling proud of myself for getting that out, he said, “So it’s a girls-only event, huh?”  My eyes slid shut and I felt myself holding my breath.
 
   “Yeah, pretty much,” I finally answered. 
 
   “Okay.  Will you call me when you get home?”  He asked so sweetly, my eyes popped open and I almost shed a tear.  What was thisguy doing to me? 
 
   “Yes, I’ll call when I get home.” My voice was composed.
 
   “Okay, talk to you then,” and he hung up.  
 
   I sat there with the phone to my ear.  What was it?  What was it about him that was making me fall so hard?  This wasn’t at all like me.  I felt like such a stupid ninny.  
 
   Judy and I headed out for the grocery store.  I’d missed shopping with her.  We always played our game of boxers-or-briefs, trying to guess what the men in the store were wearing.  The older men were all obvious briefs, and we always ended up giggling about it to the point of embarrassment.  We were almost ready to check out and Judy was choosing the chips when I saw the bottles of alcohol.  Irish had turned down the wine I’d offered him at dinner and remembering the comment he’d made on the patio, I grabbed my phone and punched in his number.  
 
   “Hey,” he sounded winded, “Jurnee.” 
 
   “Yeah, it’s me.  We’re at the store and I remembered that you said when you drank, you sometimes lost all your inhibitions and could be talked into things you wouldn’t ordinarily do.  I was just wondering, because I’m standing here in the liquor aisle, what it is that you drink that makes you do that.”  A smiled covered my face as I waited for him to answer.
 
   He laughed.  “Jurnee, I don’t need any alcohol with you, girl.” 
 
    “Okay, but just for shits and giggles, if you were to order a drink, what would it be?”   I held my breath. 
 
   “Jurnee, my drink is kinda’ pricey.  I don’t want you to spend your money.”   
 
   “Irish, I’m standing here in the store, so please just tell me so I can go home.” 
 
   After a long pause, “Okay, but I wish you wouldn’t do this.  I drink Grand Marnier, it’s a liqueur.  It’s in a brown bottle, red cap.”   
 
   I searched the shelf.  Yes, I see it.  Great, it’s locked up in a case. 
 
    “Okay Irish, thanks so much for the info.  Now I have a secret weapon,” I muffled a snicker.
 
    “Girl, you are the secret weapon.  I wish you’d believe me.”   
 
   “Thanks, Irish, have to go.  Later,” I said and closed my cell.  Grand Marnier it was. 
 
   During the ride to and from the store I filled Judy in on everything that had happened and what Irish had said.  Sometimes I’d blurt out something random that I’d forgotten or hadn’t classified as important.  I told her how strong I’d been when Irish had wanted to get together on bonfire day.  She took it all in, and she never once said anything judgmental or negative.  I appreciated that.  I’d been doing enough judging for the both of us.  When we got home, we put things away and began building our pile of things that were going to the Island. 
 
   “Don’t forget to call your aunt,” Judy reminded me.  
 
   I went to the patio to make the call.  When the phone was passed to her, I told her all about our girls-only bonfire and the wonderful chicken dinner Judy had made.  She told me about all her visitors and what she and Uncle Clay had eaten for lunch.  Everything was pretty much sounding the same as when I’d left them, so I decided to wind up the call and help Judy get things ready. 
 
    “Auntie, I’m going to sign off now so we can get down to the bay.”  I waited for her to respond with her usual I love you and stay safe but only silence came from her end.  
 
   “Auntie, are you there?” I asked, checking the phone to see if we’d been disconnected.  Nope, she should be there, I thought.
 
   “Jurnee,” she said, very seriously.  
 
   “I’m here, Auntie.”  Confusion floated in, clouding my mind; her sudden determination had my attention.
 
   “Jurnee, you’re an adult now, and even though it’s sometimes difficult to do, it’s time for you to mend your fences.  People we love make mistakes, and it’s our job to do what we can to help them fix them, and then we move on.  You know what I’m trying to say here, right, Hummingbird?”  I knew very well what she was trying to say.  I was afraid to hang up.  The reality of my life situation went straight to my heart.  My eyes were filling and I was biting down hard on my bottom lip.
 
   “Love your family and friends every second of every minute of every day because you don’t know who’s going to be there tomorrow,” and she paused.
 
   Tears streamed down my face. My chest tightened and I couldn’t stop myself from holding my breath.  I knew it would stop me from bawling. 
 
   “Jurnee, dear, are you there?”  
 
   “Yes, Auntie, I’m here.  I heard you.”  I really didn’t want to hang up.  I wanted to listen to her voice as long as possible.  “I love you, Auntie, and I’ll be home soon,” I said in the most normal voice I could muster.  
 
   “I know you will, dear.  Have fun today and give Miss Judy a kiss for me.”   
 
   “Okay, Auntie, and I’ll call again very soon.” My eyes tightly closed. 
 
   “I love you, too, Hummingbird,” and she hung up.  
 
   I threw the phone down on the table, covered my face with my hands, and wept.  At times like this, I really wanted my mom.  I missed her hugs and kisses; she could make me laugh no matter how lousy I was feeling.  Suddenly, I could feel Judy standing at the doorway. 
 
   “J.C., is everything all right?”  
 
   I shook my head yes, kept my hands over my face, muffling random sobs. 
 
   “What’s wrong then, sweetie?” she said, moving toward me.  I felt her hand on my shoulder and I don’t know why, but I started crying even harder.  I finally dropped my hands and looked into her face, into her eyes.
 
     “I think something’s really wrong.  Auntie told me to mend my fences.  I’m sure she meant with John.”  
 
   She was silent.  She’d been there when my parents passed and she knew as well as I did the meaning of auntie’s words.  She held her arms out and I immediately stood and accepted her hug.  I needed it more than I could say.  I started crying again. 
 
   “It’s going to be okay.”  She may have said more, I wasn’t sure.  After what seemed to be forever, she broke our hug and looked into my eyes.
 
    “It’s going to be okay. Now get your butt into the bathroom and wash your face.  We need to go.”  At that moment, she knew best.
 
   We loaded the car and left for the Island.  The mood in the car was solemn compared to our morning shopping trip.  I caught her looking at me several times from the corner of her eye.  I was hoping I hadn’t ruined her mood for the bonfire.  I was really looking forward to seeing everyone.  I wanted to laugh and be a Silly Sally for a few hours.  I needed that freedom. We pulled up to our usual spot but it was deserted.
 
    “Looks like we’re the first ones here, huh?” I said. 
 
   She turned off the ignition and looked at me.  I’d opened my door and waited for her to give me instructions.  She paused thoughtfully, then she reached into her purse and handed me my phone.  I’d left it on the patio after talking to auntie.  
 
   Before I could thank her, she said, “Jurnee,” and she never called me that, always J.C.  It had been a personal joke between her and my father.  Whenever either of them knew I was angry about something, they would say, “Oh no, now who went and made J.C. mad?”  
 
   And that was always followed by, “There’ll be hell to pay now.”  This all started when Judy and I were ninth-graders, but my dad and Judy were the only ones I allowed to call me that.  Her using my first name there at the beach was a little upsetting.  I tried to refocus.  I was visibly confused and she took my wrist and gently comforted me. 
 
   “Nothing’s wrong, I promise.”  No silly smile, she was serious.  I watched her face, waiting to hear what was going down.  “While you were in the bathroom, I called Irish.”  She smiled apologetically. I was completely confused, but also curious and continued to listen.  
 
   “I hope you won’t be mad at me, but I really felt like after the call today from your aunt, you might need some space, maybe I was putting myself in your position, I don’t know.”  Her eyes broke from mine and she was looking out the front window.  I just stared at her in utter amazement.
 
   “Why did you call Irish?” I asked, hoping she’d look at me so I could better understand what was going on.  She just continued staring out the front window.  I’m not sure if it was her silence or my curiosity that made me turn around, but I looked out the front window too.  In the distance I saw a man throwing a ball out into the water and a dog retrieving it.  I squinted a little.  Was that Irish and his dog? Seriously? I was thoroughly confused.  
 
   Still looking out the front window, she said, “I called everyone and we’re going to have our bonfire sometime next week before you go back,” her expression unreadable.
 
   “Judy, please look at me,” I asked.  “What’s going on here?  We aren’t having a bonfire tonight?”   She shook her head no and gave me a slight smile.  I looked back out the front window.  Irish was throwing the ball into the water and the dog was chasing it, over and over again.  “Wow,” was all I could think of to say.  I was perplexed.
 
   “Go spend some time with him, J.C.  I think it’ll do you good.  He promised me he’d bring you back later tonight.”  
 
   I looked down at the phone in my hand.  I was feeling many emotions but couldn’t focus on any one of them long enough to know whether I was happy or sad.  
 
   “Take your jacket and walk down there.  You know where I’ll be and you can call, for any reason, and I’ll come get you.  It doesn’t matter what time it is, J.C.  I will come get you.”   Our eyes held and I’m sure I still looked puzzled, but I nodded with a half-hearted smile.  She finally reached her arms out for me.  We hugged and she said, “Go on now, he’s waiting for you.”  I hesitated.
 
   I kept my eyes on her the whole time I was exiting the car.  This felt so weird.  I grabbed my coat and as I was closing the car door, I thought, she just shooed me?  I stood there, staring toward the beach.  Judy watched as I walked slowly forward.  
 
   As I moved closer to Irish, I looked back and Judy’s car hadn’t moved.  Irish stopped throwing the ball and started walking toward me.  It felt like some strange dream.  When he was about five feet away, he suddenly picked up his pace and actually picked me up off the ground when we met.  As we turned and turned, in a circle, I saw Judy’s car pulling away.  I watched the tail lights disappear while Irish was spinning me around.  In that second, I thought I might wake up.  Everything had happened so fast, it had to be one of my bizarre dreams.  I looked at Irish.  It wasn’t a dream.  
 
   “I’m so happy to see you,” he said, and continued the hug as he stood me on my feet.  He took my hand and pulled me gingerly toward his dog, who was sitting on the beach holding a blue ball in his mouth.  “Jurnee meet Levi.”  I looked at Irish, then at the dog, and I couldn’t contain my smile. 
 
   “Nice to meet you, Levi,” I said.  He just sat there with his ball clenched tightly between his teeth.  Irish laughed.  I’d wanted to see him that night, and there we were.  We stood there, holding hands.  Jude had been right.  I did need whatever this was.  A rush of emotion flowed over me; I was definitely happy. 
 
   Irish and I had walked a good mile around the Island, Levi happily running ahead before either of us spoke.  It was peaceful.  I couldn’t have been more comfortable with anyone else right then.  
 
   Still holding his hand, I asked, “Irish, did you park your car nearby?”  
 
   He laughed and his eyes were warm and happy as they met mine.  “It’s up there a bit.  When Judy called, she said you might be a little angry and to be sure to walk you a while before getting into the close quarters of a car.    
 
   “She really said that,” I asked, surprised.  He smiled and nodded.
 
   “I’m not upset, really” I assured him.  We continued walking down the beach. The smell of salt water in the air reminded me of the day we’d met.  He’d smelled like the ocean. When we reached the car, he opened the trunk and removed a towel.  He called Levi and wiped him down.  He opened the passenger door and Levi jumped into the back seat.  I climbed in front.  When Irish got into the car, we looked at each other.  I was curious about what the plan was.  Our long walk on the beach had relaxed me and I was ready for just about anything.  I looked him straight in the eye and said, “So what’s the plan?”  
 
   He hesitated, one hand on the steering wheel, then turning the key he said, “Well it’s too late for me to take you to the special place I wanted to; we really need a full day for that so we’ll go there another time.”  The engine roared and he drove slowly toward the road.  I took a deep breath and relaxed.  Wherever he took me, I’d be content.  I smiled at him and decided just to sit back and enjoy the ride.  We weren’t on the freeway long before he took an exit.  I should’ve been paying attention to the signs, but I’d actually gotten lost listening to the song on the radio.  We hadn’t spoken in what must have been twenty minutes.  I popped out of my song coma and began looking at the surrounding landscape.  We were in La Jolla, that much I knew.  I looked at Irish; he was tapping his finger on the steering wheel to the beat of the music.  He noticed me staring and looked at me.  “Do you have any idea how happy I am right now to be with you?” 
 
   I beamed at him.  Wow, what girl doesn’t want to hear that, I thought.  I looked at his handsome face. “Ummmm, where are we going exactly?”  I managed to ask.  Just then he turned off the main road. Then we drove a bit farther and onto a private driveway.  A huge iron gate crossed the entrance ahead. It looked freshly painted and ivy grew along the gates edges. He pressed the button on a box clipped to the visor, and the gate opened.  I watched and then slowly turned to him.  “Where are we?”  
 
   I heard my voice almost ring with a low level of desperation followed closely by curiosity. I didn’t much like the desperation part.
 
   Without looking at me, he pointed a finger toward a huge house and calmly replied, “That’s my parents’ house.”  I couldn’t do anything but stare.  It was a rock, or maybe more of a stone structure, that had to be three stories high.  We drove past the house and started down a winding road. The ocean seemed close enough to jump into my lap.  Irish didn’t look at me, which made me nervous.  I began to focus on the steep road.  We were literally going downhill, and then climbing steeply in spots. I grabbed the dashboard reflexively, and the road finally evened out.  We didn’t go far after that, but my eyes were focused straight ahead.  He pulled into a small driveway and parked.  I didn’t see any sign of a building, or a house, so I turned and looked at him. He just grinned.
 
   “We’re here,” he said, and opened his door, letting Levi jump from the back to his seat and out the door.  We watched as the dog ran up a path, back toward his parent’s house and up the hill we’d just came from.  I sat there, wondering where the hell he’d taken me.  My door opened.  Irish was standing there with his hand extended.  I took it and reached for my coat and got out of the car.  
 
   “So, is this where you plan to chop me up into little pieces and feed me to the sharks?  I’m pretty sure Judy won’t approve,” a giddy smile spreading across my face.  Irish shook his head and grinned at me, thoroughly amused.
 
   “We have a little walk, but not far,” he said. 
 
   I didn’t say anything more, just followed his lead.  The woods were thick, like virgin land.  There was a path, but it was narrow; no one would recognize it as a path unless they knew it was there.  We finally came to what looked like a two-story log cabin.  It was small but quaint.  Irish didn’t say a word, continuing to lead me forward.  He opened the door of the cabin and welcomed me inside.  It was homey but almost glamorous too. What I’d pictured a New York City apartment to look like.  Everything matched perfectly and the design of the décor seemed professional.  From the inside, one would never know the woods were just outside the door.  It was amazing.  Irish took my coat and led me to the kitchen.  The whole ceiling was glass and we could see the sky and the tree tops.  My eyes shifted to his.
 
    “So this is your house?”   
 
   He looked at me reluctantly, “For now,” he said, almost disapprovingly, and then quickly added, “What can I get you to drink?  Are you hungry?”   I couldn’t keep myself from looking at all the objects around me.  I stared at everything before looking back at Irish, remembering he was waiting for an answer. 
 
   “What do you have to drink?”  I asked.  
 
   He opened the refrigerator door and just stood there, holding the door open, with a condescending smile.  “Jurnee, I asked you what drink you’d like?”  
 
   “What are you having?”  I answered.  That was a safe answer, I thought.  
 
   “Well it’s already six o’clock and I promised Judy that I’d have you home in one piece and at a reasonable hour, so I believe that I’m going to have juice.”
 
   “How long is the drive to Judy’s?”  He rolled his eyes at me.  
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “Don’t ask why,” I said zestfully.  “Please answer my question.” 
 
   “It’s a thirty- or forty-minute drive.  “Why?”  He couldn’t stand it. 
 
   “Well then, do you have any wine?” I asked politely.  
 
   His head dropped forward but then he smiled.  “No, I don’t have any here, but I know where I can get some.”  His blue eyes were now wide and excited as he stared into mine with curious enthusiasm.
 
   “Really,” I smiled, scrutinizing his eyes.  
 
   He took my hand, playfully leading me to the living room, seating me carefully in an overstuffed chair.  He pointed his finger at me and said, “Sit, I’ll be right back.” 
 
   I laughed.  “Okay.”   And he disappeared.  
 
   I sat in the chair looking around the room.  This is not the room of a player, I thought, which is what I’d assumed Irish was.  This was a homey, down-to-earth abode.  Awards hung on one brightly-painted wall, and fluffy pillows rested on the matching sofa.  Maybe I’d been totally wrong about him. Maybe I wouldn’t get hurt as I’d first thought I would. I was positive there was no way to describe what he was doing to me.  No way to explain the way he made me feel. I’d decided in that moment to ditch my worries about Irish. I was embarrassed to admit that after my behavior on Judy’s patio, I was actually beginning to look more like a player than he had been.  I laughed out loud at that.
 
   Just then he came through the door.  “I wasn’t sure if you wanted red or white,” two bottles were tucked under his arm, “so I brought both.”  I smiled.  
 
   “Where’d you get those?” I asked. 
 
   He gave me an evil grin and said, “You have to promise never to tell.”  I smiled and nodded.  “My brother’s house is just up the hill, and he has a cellar.  But you can’t tell,” he said, giving me a broad grin and a chuckle. 
 
   “This is from London’s house?” I asked.  
 
   “No, actually it’s from Hayden’s.  He’s the only one with a wine cellar.” 
 
   Okay, I really didn’t know how many siblings Irish had.  He’d left the door wide open for me to be nosey.
 
   “How many brothers and sisters do you have?”  I asked, turning toward him, hoping for more details about him and his family.  Instead, he stood in front of me, holding the two bottles, trying to get me to pick one.  “White’s good,” I finally said. 
 
   He started digging in a drawer, looking for a corkscrew, and then finally answered my question.  “I have two brothers and one sister.”  I sighed in defeat. He clearly wasn’t ready to share. 
 
   “That’s cool,” I said quickly.  He was struggling with the corkscrew, so I walked into the kitchen to help. 
 
   I pressed my body up against his back and whispered softly, “I can help you with that if you’ll let me.”  I felt his body go limp.  I smiled teasingly and took the bottle from him.  He gladly gave it up and watched me as I twisted the screw into the cork, and popped it out.  I handed the bottle back to him.  While he was pouring the wine into my glass, I discreetly stared at his face; no, I admired all of him really, secretly reevaluating the Irish I’d first met at the airport.  He no longer seemed like a playful challenge, an intriguing piece to a game I’d never played; now he felt almost like a reward, like a trip to the ice cream shop after winning a softball game.  Suddenly without warning, his eyes shifted from the glass to mine and I felt myself blush with the realization that I’d been caught ogling him.  He just stood staring back at me for a long moment, in complete silence, as if he knew exactly what I’d been thinking.  I felt embarrassed and extremely warm.  I decided I liked it. I liked him knowing the way I felt.
 
   He handed me the glass and held out his hand, leading me back into the living room.  My eyes were all over him as I tried to maintain some self-restraint.  I watched the way he moved, studying his gestures.  He guided me back to the chair I’d first sat in, and then sat down on the sofa across from me.  At first we stared at each other.  I finally gave him a sexy little smile and took a sip of my wine. 
 
   “So, what do you want to do?” he asked.  My eyebrows went up and he smirked, but didn’t turn away.  He held my stare and repeated his earlier remark, “We can’t really do what I’d planned now, it’s too late, but I’m up for anything you want to do.” 
 
   “Did you say anything?” I asked. 
 
    He grinned nervously but quickly looked away, circling the room with his eyes.  “I have games and a deck of cards somewhere,” he said, rubbing his hands up and down his thighs.  His smile was relaxed, “Or, we can just talk.”   I watched his expression change.  He was a good host but he was on his turf and he was much more confident than he’d been at Judy’s.  He looked very sure of himself.  He seemed to be announcing to me, through his body language, that he was now in charge.  It was somehow turning me on, so I just stared at him.
 
   Staring back, he stood up slowly and said, “Since we’re going to get comfortable now, may I take your shoes?”  I watched him slide his shoes off and I reached down and stepped out of mine.  He took them from me and set them by the front door.  I took a sip of wine, watching him bend over as he set them down.  He plopped back down on the sofa.  I knew we had only hours before he’d be taking me back to Judy’s, so in that moment I decided to suggest a game Judy and I had created years ago.  
 
   I wanted to know more about him.  “Would you be up for a question game?”  I asked.  His eyebrows went up and he cocked his head, giving me a devilish grin. 
 
   “Sure, what’re the rules of this game?” 
 
   I smiled back at him.  “The rules are easy.  I ask a question and you answer truthfully.  Then it’s your turn.  And I answer truthfully.” 
 
   He smiled, “How do I know if you’re answering truthfully?” 
 
   I lifted the glass to my lips, taking a long sip before answering, “If you don’t want to be honest, just say you don’t want to play.  We can play rummy,” I retorted. He looked at me suspiciously, and with an intense stare, accepted the terms.  “Okay, we’ll both be honest, no matter what?”  
 
   “Yep,” I agreed.   
 
   “Who’s first?” he asked. 
 
   “I’ll go first,” I grinned.  “I’ll start off easy.  What’s your full name?” I smiled, watching his face.  
 
   He leaned back on the sofa, crossing his hands behind his head.  “This is pretty easy, huh?  I thought this would be tough.” He winked at me.
 
    “My full name is Irish Bryce Thompson and I’m twenty-five,” he added sarcastically.  I smiled.  It was my turn now and I knew he wasn’t going to be asking me my name, he already knew it so I prepared myself.  
 
   “Okay,” he said, sitting straight up, leaning in toward me.  Several feet lay between us, but he lowered his voice to just above a whisper.  “Where did you learn to kiss like you do?” His eyes burned deeply into mine and his face became serious. My eyebrows rose. 
 
    “Really, that’s your first question?”  I rolled my eyes and smiled. 
 
   “Well I could tell you my blood type now and spare myself question number two,” he added with a smart-aleck grin.  
 
   I sat back in my chair and thought about my answer, just to mess with him a little.  “Okay, I learned to kiss, mouth open, from Keith Okonski in the sixth grade.  He also taught me how to play spin-the-bottle.” 
 
   He smiled.  It was my turn again and I wanted to ask something I really wanted to know, rather than embarrassing him.  I leaned forward this time and stared him right in the eye.  “How many women, and you can round it off if you need to, have you brought here before me?”  I gave him my best sarcastic grin.  To my surprise, he didn’t look flustered or uncomfortable.  He actually looked calm. 
 
   Looking me square in the face, he said, “Well, Jurnee, I can honestly and truthfully say that you’re the first woman I’ve ever brought here, excluding my mom and sister, that is.”  His expression was honest and sincere.
 
   That wasn’t at all what I was expecting.  I continued staring at his face for tell-tale signs.  He looked like he was being honest.  
 
   “Why?”  I asked quickly before giving him any time to think about it. 
 
   “Because this is my home and I consider it my sanctuary, not my playground,” he said.
 
   I was completely floored.  I had to look away from him because I wasn’t sure what my face was showing.  I was beginning to feel warm. 
 
   “My turn,” I heard him say.  I took a drink from my glass and looked back at him head on.  “If you could be anywhere in the world right this very minute, where would you be?” he asked, sitting back in his seat.  I thought he was fishing, wanting me to say here, but I wasn’t sure.  After my emotional day, I had to look away. The emotions of Aunt Jean’s call registered on my face, and I could feel my throat swelling up. My eyes were beginning to fill.  
 
   “Whoa,” I heard him say.  “I didn’t mean to make you cry.”  He must have thought I was crying, because he was sitting on the arm of my chair before I knew it. 
 
   “I’m not crying, Irish.”  As I finished saying that, I felt an incriminating tear drop run down my cheek.  He looked into my eyes, held my face, and gently kissed my forehead. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” he said, pulling me tenderly into his chest.  I was caught off guard by his caring gesture, maybe because it all happened so fast.  I pushed into his body and relaxed every muscle, surrendering to his embrace.  
 
   This feels so good, I thought.  I remained there, staying very still in his arms, my face buried in his chest.  We stayed that way for several minutes, gently rocking back and forth.  I wasn’t sure of the time.  
 
   He lifted my face gently.  “I’m so sorry, Jurnee, I could’ve picked a hundred different questions and that was the stupidest one of all.  Can we take a break from the game and go for a walk?”  I nodded.  “I’d like to show you something.”  We stood up and he grabbed my coat as we headed for the front door.  He held his hand out and we walked down the same path we’d come in on.
 
   I could see colorful lights ahead, through the trees.  It was dark and they looked so bright they reminded me of the lights on a Ferris wheel.  As we moved closer, I could see it was a huge fountain sitting in the middle of a pool, or a pond.  The lights then looked more like a rainbow stretching out over the length of the water.  We stopped at the edge of the pool and admired the colors. 
 
   “What’s this?” I asked. 
 
   “It’s a fountain and pool made for my grandmother.  She was very colorful,” he said, looking at me with his handsome smile. 
 
   “It’s lovely.” 
 
   He bent down, feeling and splashing the water with his fingers, “It’s warm, feel.” 
 
   I sat down Indian style, with my jacket in my lap.  He sat beside me.  I leaned in toward the water and could feel the heat drifting up toward my face.  I dipped my hand in the fountain.  It was as warm as bath water.  
 
   “This is amazing,” I admitted.  I wondered if it was the place he’d said he wanted to take me earlier, but I didn’t ask, I just sat quietly next to him.  I felt his arm move across my back and his hand rested on my shoulder.  I didn’t move, but just let myself enjoy his touch.  
 
   Snuggling in closer to him, I asked, “Irish, may I ask you something?” 
 
   He put his head on the side of my face.  “Jurnee, you can ask me anything.”  I couldn’t see it but I felt his smile.  After a few seconds, he lifted his head and looked at me, letting me know I had his full attention.  I took a deep breath.  
 
   I wasn’t sure if I was going to like his answer, so I prepared myself.  “What did Judy tell you when she called you today?  I guess I’m really asking why you went to the bay to get me.  Was it because you felt sorry for me?”  I exhaled.  There, I’d said it.  I watched his face.  He turned his whole body toward me and stared.  
 
   I know it was only seconds, but it felt like minutes before he said anything.  “Jurnee, I didn’t feel sorry for you,” he held my hands and continued staring at me.  “I wanted to spend time with you today and honestly, when you said you were going with your girlfriends to the bay, I was really bummed.  I started questioning whether you were really going with your friends or you just didn’t want to see me.” 
 
   I wondered in that instant how he could not know I was crazy about him.  Hadn’t I given him plenty of signs?  I wanted to stop him.  I wanted to explain what he was doing to me.  I really wanted to apologize for not being any good at relationships. But I didn’t.  I wasn’t sure how to start.
 
   “When Judy called me, she sounded upset.  I was really worried about you, Jurnee.  I hated thinking you were hurting.  If I felt anything, it was concern for you, and I wanted to know what I could do to help.”  He smiled at me and I smiled back, giving his hand a soft squeeze.  
 
   I remained still for several moments and then I reached out for his shoulders, and slowly pulled him down on top of me.  He complied gladly and was on his hands and knees, hovering over me.  “Thank you for coming for me today,” I whispered.  He looked into my eyes and smiled.  I could feel my heart melting inside my chest.  
 
   He leaned down, kissed me on the forehead and said, “Anytime, Miss Sampson, anytime.”  I lifted my head up for a kiss on the lips, but he rolled me over, pulling me until we were both on our sides.  We lay there, staring at each other for a long time. 
 
   “Tell me about your dream,” I finally said.  
 
   His eyebrow rose and he sat up on his arm and gave me a sexy grin. “Um, I’m not sure that now is a good time to be talking about that.  It could very well get us into trouble.”  He smiled, touching my nose lightly with his finger. 
 
   “Well I had a dream of my own and I’ll gladly tell you mine if you’ll tell me yours,” I giggled. 
 
   “You had a dream?” he asked.  I could tell that I had his interest.  “What was your dream about exactly?”  He was looking at me in anticipation. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Irish, I could show you but I’m unable to tell you.  It’s rated X and with me being a lady and all,” I gave him a naughty grin just to mess with him.  In reality, my dream would have been lucky to get a GP rating, but he didn’t know that.  He rolled over on his back, crossing his arms above his head.  I stayed on my side but scooted up against him, leaning over him.  He looked frustrated, but not the same frustrated I was going for.  I kissed the side of his face lightly, and then lifted up to look at him.  He lay there staring at me.  I leaned back in and kissed his neck, slowly, lingering, leaving a trail of wet kisses from top to bottom.  Again I lifted myself up and his eyes instantly flicked up to meet mine.  
 
   A smile formed on his lips and he said, “You’re so incredibly sexy.”  
 
   “Why thank you, sir, you aren’t so bad yourself,” I whispered.  He looked like he was going to say something, but I really wanted to be the one to initiate what might happen then.  I wanted to be the aggressor.  “Irish, please,” I begged, “I want you.”  
 
   Instantly he was up on his elbows, turning his body toward me.  “Jurnee, you have no idea what you’re doing to me.”   His face was suddenly serious, and with a sense of urgency he carefully pushed me onto my back.  He was on me in an instant, pressing himself against me.  He took my arms and pinned them above my head and attacked my mouth.  Adrenaline or passion, I’m not sure which, pulsed hard through my veins.  I kissed him back roughly, and began thrusting my tongue in and out of his mouth, trying to show him what I wanted.  I wanted him to take me and I wanted him to do it right then.  Suddenly he released my arms; he slowly and unexpectedly sat up, and realizing the position we were in, became silent.  
 
   Looking into my eyes he said, “Jurnee, I can’t do this.  Not like this.”  I felt him crumble down next to me.  I tried to catch my breath.  My heart was pounding fiercely.  
 
   Looking at the sky, I tried to find words, “Is it that you can’t do it here at your house or do you mean with me?”  I heard the pathetic tone in my words.
 
   He rolled onto his side and I felt his hand searching for mine.  “Jurnee, I want to make love to you and hold you in my arms all night.  I’ve thought about nothing else for more than two years.  You’re the only person that I would make love to, here, but I want to make love to you when we don’t have someone waiting for us or listening to us.  I want to wake up next to you.   I want it to be special, something that we’ll look back on as one of the best days of our lives.  This isn’t just a hook-up, Jurnee, not for me anyway.”  I couldn’t speak; I had no words. I really wanted to apologize for my behavior.
 
   I felt a warm tear roll down my cheek, then his finger on my face.  I lay there mentally playing back his words.  He wasn’t judging my behavior and he’d said the L word three times; I’d counted.  
 
   He was leaning his face into mine and I could see his eyes looking sweetly at me.
 
   “You don’t have any idea how incredibly difficult it was to make myself stop, do you?”  His smile was apologetic.  I reached for his hand and placed it between my legs.  Irish’s eyebrow flew up and he gave me the most puzzled look.  
 
   “Just leave it there for a minute,” I warned. He was not only confused but began rubbing the inside of my thigh, softly up and down.  I smiled at him.  “Now maybe I’ll be able to get past first base in my dreams, at least.”  I laughed with him.  
 
   He kissed my lips.  “I promised to get you home,” he whispered.  
 
   “I know.” 
 
   Judy had already gone to bed when I got home the night before.  She was working three days a week for a law firm downtown.  She wanted to be a paralegal when she grew up.  She’d already graduated and was doing an internship.  
 
   I envied her for knowing what she wanted to do.  I still had no clue.  I’d graduated from college when my parents passed, and I was in North Carolina six months after that.  Other than some sporadic babysitting jobs, I’d pretty much just hung out with my aunt and uncle.  Aunt Jean loved to sew and make patchwork quilts.  That was one of the few things she could still do.  We spent a good amount of time just talking and sewing.  When the weather was agreeable, she sat on the porch in her wheelchair and instructed me on the way to tend to her flowers and garden.  Because she had several nurses to help her with the biggest part of her day-to-day care, I felt as if I got the best part of her.  I loved to sit and listen to stories about her and my mom when they’d been young.  I’d heard many of her stories several times but I never tired of hearing them again.  My aunt was a great storyteller.  She could never replace my mom, but she held a special place in my heart and I loved her dearly.  
 
   A note was propped up against the coffee pot.  I poured a cup, grabbed the note and went out to the patio.  Need to pick up my car after work today. Call me if you need anything.  Love ya, Judy, and P.S. You still snore! 
 
   I laughed.  My mind wandered while I sat quietly, drinking my coffee.  I thought about everything that had happened yesterday, but kept going back to the fountain with Irish.  I’d almost begged him to take me right then and there and he’d turned me down.  Either I wasn’t good at throwing myself at a man or he wasn’t a good player.  I replayed again what he’d said to me, “I want it to be special; something we look back on as one of the best days of our lives.”  
 
   Of all the things he’d said, this was the one thing I kept hearing.  I wished I’d asked him what he meant.  Before meeting Irish at the airport last Friday, I hadn’t known he even existed, yet last night it almost seemed as if he were waiting to consummate our two-year relationship the right way.  Could a person really care about or love someone he didn’t even know two years ago?  Is that what Irish had been doing?  Maybe those talks about me with my brother were really more detailed than Irish had admitted.  If he’d been having these feelings for me since my parents’ funeral, why had he waited until this trip to reveal them to me?  I’d been to San Diego many times before.  What made him wait until now?  What had been different? 
 
   Just then my phone beeped, breaking my concentration.  My phone is in my jacket, I thought.  I jumped up to find it.  With phone and cigarettes in hand I went back to the patio.  I opened my cell.  Four missed messages.  I’d need another cup of coffee first, I laughed to myself.  
 
   First message: eight-thirty pm. This is your brother.  Give me a call when you get this message.  I hadn’t heard my phone go off last night.  He must have called while I was at the fountain with Irish.  Oh great.  
 
   Second message: eleven-thirty pm. I miss you already.  
 
   Third call: six-thirty in the morning.  Jurnee, this is John. Please call me.  I really need to talk to you about something.  
 
   Fourth message: seven-fifteen in the morning.  J.C., I just wanted to say good morning and let you know that I should be home at about three-thirty.  Love you.    
 
   John had called twice.  That was unusual.  I’d made several vacation trips without hearing a word from him.  He knew when I was there because my aunt always called and told him.  I’d asked her many times not to, but I knew she would.  I wondered if John was calling about Auntie.  I opened my phone and punched in his number.  
 
   It only rang twice before I heard him answer, “Hello, this is John.”   I felt relieved hearing his casual tone. 
 
   “John, this is Jurnee.  You called?”  I’m not sure why, maybe habit, but I felt my face scrunch up waiting for him to answer. 
 
   “Yeah, so when did you get in?  Auntie called me last night and said that you were out here.”  What a liar.  He knew I was there, and he knew when I’d arrived.  I bit my lip, thinking of what I should say to that.  “Jurnee, are you there?”  
 
   “Yep, I’m here,” I said.  I took a deep breath.  “What did you need, John?  I was just getting ready to get in the shower,” I lied. 
 
   A long pause and then he said, “Well yeah, hey I was wondering if I could take you out to dinner Saturday, for your birthday.  My friend’s the head cook at George’s at the Cave so it’s pretty good food.  Would you like to go?” I instantly  felt my whole body cringe.
 
   He’d caught me off guard, but I remembered what Irish had said about a party.  “Um, John, you know that my birthday’s not until next Tuesday, right?”  I waited.  I wanted him to work a little.  I wished I could’ve seen him squirming.  
 
   
  
 
“Yeah, I know when your birthday is, Jurnee, but Auntie said you’d be leaving this Sunday.  I wanted to take you out before you headed back to North Carolina.”
 
   I waited a few seconds before answering.  I didn’t want to sound too excited. “Yeah, that’d be great John, thanks.  What time?” 
 
   He said, “Eight o’clock” way too quickly and then there was a change in his tone. “Hey, did you meet London’s baby brother at the airport?”  I’m certain John knew that Irish and I are the same age, so he just couldn’t resist referring to him as London’s baby brother.  He never let me down.  If my brother was anything, he was consistent. 
 
   “Yeah, I did meet him at the airport,” I said.  
 
   “Well would you want me to invite him to dinner, too?”  
 
   Now that was a very non-John thing to do, I thought, asking me if I wanted something.  I was floored.  “Sure,” I tried to say casually, “that’d be cool.”   
 
   “Okay then, I’ll see you at eight Saturday night.  Take care, Jurnee.”  Click. 
 
   I was glad that it hadn’t been bad news about my aunt, but now I had all week to worry myself about this so-called party.  I’d pump Irish for more information.  I didn’t want to walk into this party blind.  I was sitting in the chair with the cell in my hand when out of the blue I remembered Irish telling me that John didn’t know he was going to meet me at the airport.  Yes, Irish had said that. And John had just asked me if I’d met Irish at the airport.  What the hell was going on? 
 
   That shower I’d lied to John about sounded pretty good right then.  Still dripping, I stood in front of the mirror brushing my hair straight down so that it framed my face.  It’s getting long, I thought.  I hadn’t cut it in a long while. Maybe I’d get Judy to trim it for me before I left.  I put my wet hair up in a towel and slipped on my robe.  
 
   One cup of coffee was left.  I reached into the refrigerator and grabbed the whipped cream.  As I heaped a small mountain of it on top of my coffee, I thought I heard a knock on the front door.  
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
   My eyes flashed straight for the clock.  It wasn’t really all that early, I thought.  I went to the front door to investigate.  Peeking through the eyehole, I could see someone in some type of uniform.  I couldn’t see a face, yet I said, “Hello.”  Just then the person turned toward the door.  It was Irish.  Wearing a uniform?  I quickly unlocked the door.  “Hey,” I said trying to steady the towel on my wet head.  He looked at me, snickered and with one eyebrow up he gave me the most devilish grin. 
 
   “Hey back.” His eyes moved down to my knees and then up to my eyes.  I was still holding the can of whipped cream.  “God it’s never easy with you, is it?” Our eyes held for a moment and we both smiled nervously. 
 
   I grabbed the top of my robe and pulled it together with one hand, and I felt my stomach tighten in a noticeable knot.  I keep forgetting how incredibly gorgeous he is.  “Irish, what’re you doing here?”  I barely got the words out when I realized I was staring back at him.  
 
   Those blue eyes were piercing holes in me now.  “I had to go to work for a few hours, and the job was a few miles from here, so I wanted to stop by and make sure you weren’t upset with me.”  His voice was sweet and sincere.
 
   I gave him a little impish smile.  “Irish, I’m not angry at you, but maybe you should come in before Judy’s neighbors start to talk,” I opened the door.  He came in, standing in the front entrance.  Maybe he was afraid if he came any farther, I’d try to molest him.  “Do you want a cup of coffee or some juice or something?” I asked walking to the kitchen. 
 
   “No thanks,” I heard him say. 
 
   “Sit down on the sofa, Irish, I promise not to bite.”  I laughed, reaching for my coffee and putting the whipped cream back in the fridge.  I was now grinning ridiculously, one he couldn’t see.  When I returned from the kitchen, he was still standing by the door.  I sat down on the sofa with my coffee.  He stared at me and I stared back.  He finally moved toward the sofa, and I grinned to myself.  It was almost like a spider welcoming the fly into her web, I thought.  
 
   I needed to say something now before Irish could hear my heart pounding in my chest.  “So, where do you work?” I asked.  His eyes moved from mine to my tiny little robe, then back up to my eyes.  He smiled and suddenly looked down at the floor in front of him, shaking his head slowly.  
 
   “What?”  I giggled.  He still wouldn’t look at me but he was smiling from ear to ear.  “You could’ve called and I would’ve gotten dressed,” I said feeling like I needed to justify my appearance.  
 
   He looked up at me now, smiling, but a bit more serious, and said, “Jurnee, The biggest reason I’m here is to explain about last night.  I didn’t say anything then because I thought it might make you feel more uncomfortable than you already were, but there are cameras on our property.”  
 
   “There were cameras by the fountain?”  My eyebrows rose and I felt my lips press together tightly.  I stared into his face.  “Really” was all I could think to say.  
 
   He nodded his head.  Maybe it was nerves, but all I could do was laugh.  He looked at me, tilting his head in confusion.  
 
   “So now I’m a porn star?”  I threw my hand over my eyes. 
 
   “Jurnee,” Irish said sounding a little panicked by my behavior.  “I erased the tape when I got home last night so no one is ever going to see it.”  I dropped my hand and looked at his face.  He smiled at me.  “Promise,” he said.  
 
   I set my coffee on the table and grabbed the top of my robe tightly.  “Thanks,” I said.  He looked at me with an apologetic face.  
 
   He placed his finger under my chin, lifting my eyes to his.  “No problem, Pepper,” his smile gentle.  I laughed.  Pepper the Porn Star, that was kinda funny, I thought.  He moved his finger from my face and sat back on the sofa.  I watched him sit all the way back, as if he planned to stay awhile.  Releasing my robe with my hand, I pushed myself back into the sofa too and turned toward him.  
 
   I decided that maybe I’d ask him what he meant last night, maybe let him explain what he’d said by the fountain.  “Irish, last night, after well, you know…what almost happened.”  He focused on my face now and though his lips were turned up a little, he wasn’t smiling anymore. He was giving me his full attention.  
 
   “You said that you wanted it to be special, something that we’d look back on…”  I nervously looked down in front of me “…as one of the best days of our lives.”  Neither of us moved.  
 
   I looked up and into his eyes, “What did you mean by that, exactly?”  
 
   He had a sweet smile on his face now, almost as if he knew how hard that must’ve been for me to get out.  “Jurnee, I just want it to be something you want to remember because of the incredible way you make me feel.  I want you to have those same feelings for me; I want you to feel the same way that you make me feel when I’m with you, or I’m thinking about you, or seeing you.”  He turned his body toward me.  “I don’t want to do it, as you said.”  And he paused thoughtfully, “and then you go away.  Jurnee, the last thing I want to do is freak you out, but I know I have it bad for you, and sometimes it scares the crap out of me.  I realize that I don’t want you ever not to be in my life.  Just the thought of that ever happening physically hurts me.”  
 
   I couldn’t imagine what my face looked like at that moment, but I felt a huge chill go through my body and I felt the goose bumps on my arms.  He reached over and playfully pulled the towel down from my head and I felt my wet hair fall around my face.  We were meant to be together, at least in his assessment.
 
   He smiled at me.  “I don’t think I’ve ever known anyone like you, Miss Jurnee Ciara, and I don’t…no I absolutely won’t mess this up.”  His voice was warm and alluring at the same time.  He was going to make me cry.  His expectations of me now somehow felt like some kind of pressure.  An expectation that I was sure I couldn’t live up to.  He reached his hand out, palm up on the sofa between us.  
 
   I reached for his hand.  “You know, Irish, I haven’t had anything that even resembled a real date in probably...” and my eyes darted to the ceiling trying to think, “…more than three years now.”  He looked me in the face so sweetly like I’d just proposed to him or something, “and so I’m probably going to let you down, hard, whenever we do get the opportunity to do it.”  With some difficulty I gave him a half smile.  The reality of my words was shredding my confidence. He perked up.  
 
   “I really doubt that, Jurnee,” he said, giving me a little wink.  “You really don’t understand, do you?  Of the millions of women in this world, my heart only loves you.  I can’t find anyone out there like you,” he paused and my eyes stared anxiously into his as I tried to absorb this unearned respect he held for me.  “And believe me, I’ve looked.  I don’t want to look anymore.  I want to do this the right way.  I want to date you.  I want you to fall as ardently for me as I have for you.”   I pulled his hand, gently placing it on my bare knee.  He tilted his head and gave me a sly grin.  “Jurnee, this isn’t fair, you know that, don’t you?”  I smiled back and he squirmed a little, gently pulling his hand back to his lap.  
 
   Looking up at the clock and away from me, he said, “I really have to get the truck back.  Someone needs to take it out in a few hours.”  I kept my stare on his face.  He was struggling with himself, and for some odd reason I was deriving some pleasure from watching it.  Quickly and without warning he stood up, running his right hand over the back of his neck before looking down at me with a faint smile and apologetic eyes.  I almost bounced myself up and off the sofa.  We stood there silently assessing each other.  
 
   I knew what he said; I even appreciated what he wanted to do for us, but it was as if I had this angel on one shoulder and a little devil sitting on the other.  I was naked under this robe.  I couldn’t think of anything in this moment that I wanted or needed more than to be with him.  I wanted to be selfish.  I wanted my way with him.  I wanted him to hold me, feeling his warm body.  Irish’s face was looking even more uncomfortable now.  I took one step toward him and continued staring.  He quickly looked away toward the front door.  Within a second or two he turned back to me, now staring just as seriously as I was.  Any smile he’d had disappeared.  
 
   He took my shoulders with both hands and shook his head a little, “Jurnee, I’ve tried to explain my feelings and my wishes, but I’m not walking out of this house if this is something you really want.  Just tell me, help me do the right thing for you,” his face looked stressed. 
 
   I listened to his words and pushed myself into his chest.  Hiding my face from him, I was smiling so much I could feel every muscle in my face tense up.  I took a deep breath and pressed myself further into his body.  I wanted to squeal.  In that moment I was so incredibly happy.  He hugged me tightly, gently rocking me in his arms.  I felt his chin on the top of my head.  Why was I feeling as though I’d just won the lottery?  I finally pushed myself from his chest and looked up into his face.  I could tell that he was somewhat confused and waiting to see or hear something from me to help him understand what I wanted from him.  
 
   I reached for my robe and slowly untied it.  I reached up lifting it off my shoulders.  It dropped to the floor.  He continued to stare into my eyes.  I felt beautiful standing there in front of him and reached for his hand, which he immediately gave to me.  He took a slow guarded step toward me and with his other hand stroked my wet hair behind my ear.  He leaned toward my exposed neck, slowly planting a gentle kiss before tenderly pulling my naked body toward him. He hugged me tightly in his arms but I quickly pushed back and turned from him, provocatively pulling him toward my room.  With no words spoken he’d accepted my decision and I wanted this to happen.  I didn’t want to give either of us time to change our minds.  
 
   In silence he followed.  At the foot of the bed, I released his hand and lay back naked on my bed watching his every movement.  He stood there staring at me while slowly unbuttoning his jeans, pushing them and his boxers over his hips thoughtfully.  He pushed them to the ground and then lifted his shirt off slowly.  He stood there completely naked.  The look in his eyes literally took my breath away.  I watched him take me all in and my heart raced in my chest until I felt overwhelmed with a type of need I’d never felt before.  I held my hand out to him and he slowly crawled up my body.  On his hands and knees above me, he lowered himself down resting his body lightly on top of mine and began gently and tenderly kissing my cheek.  He slowed, then broke his kisses long enough to look deep into my eyes.  The smell of him so close made me lick my lips in anticipation.  The fire I felt inside of me was evident in my expression as I patiently waited.  
 
   His breathing deepened, his bare chest pressing into mine.  “Are you sure about this, Jurnee?” he asked keeping his voice sweet and level.  There was nothing in this world that I was surer of at this moment.  I’d dreamed of this, of him, and now he was really here.
 
   I’m not sure of the way I sounded, but I heard “yes,” somehow squeaked out of my lips and my eyes bore deep into his, demanding his full attention.
 
   “I need you to be my first, Irish. I want a do-over; no, I need a do-over” and he had an understandably confused look on his face.  I reached for his neck and pulled him closer to me, his soft lips finding mine.  He was slow and gentle.  No words could describe my feelings; I only knew for sure that I wanted my body to melt into his. I traced along his jaw with my finger tip as he watched me, his eyes almost apologetic. 
 
   “Jurnee,” he breathed, “I’m the last person who wants to ruin this now, but what about protection?”  
 
   “I’m on the pill,” I quickly answered.  With that he lowered himself down while staring deep into my eyes.  He didn’t have to say another word.  In that moment he felt better than I ever could have imagined him.  His thoughtful eyes spoke directly to my heart.  Where I was soft and wet, he was hard and strong, and I could feel the heat steaming off both of our bodies, a warmth building, anticipating the coming attractions.  I knew he could feel it, too.  I’d waited for this moment, for him, for what seemed like forever.  His head finally dropped, his face was buried in my neck and hair as he moved gracefully in and out of me.  It felt genuinely as if he was making love to me.  I softly moaned as I gripped my arms around him, pulling my body closer, allowing him deeper into me.  He held back but I wanted it all.
 
   “Please don’t stop,” I whispered as my eyes slid closed.  The sound of his labored breaths lustily intensified the act for me.  
 
   He cradled my thigh up and anchored it with his arm while looking into my open eyes and began thrusting faster and harder. 
 
   “You girl are a bad, bad little putty tat” and his eyes were filled with nothing but genuine raw lust.  Our breathing became jagged as he lowered his hand and tenderly touched my spot. His playful, deliberate moves made me jolt reflexively as he finally lowered himself all the way into me.  Finally, he was totally mine.  He started kissing my face and his mouth moved steadily along my jaw.  I could tell from the look on his face that he was nearing release and then began the overwhelming sensations, an unbelievable intensity in me as I watched Irish, his eyes tightly closed, reach his peak.  I felt every pulse of him inside me.  His eyes were still closed and he held his head above me.  When he opened his eyes, I couldn’t help but smile at him.  
 
   He gave me that sexy blue-eyed smile.  “I love you” suddenly and unexpectedly slipped from his mouth before he had time to think about it.  We both froze and just stared at each other for several moments.  
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered back.  He leaned forward placing a slow, gentle kiss on my lips.  I reached up, gently pulling him back down onto me.  I wanted to lie there with him just a bit longer.  He obliged, gently laying himself beside me.  My pent-up feelings of being an inadequate woman floated up and out of my now limp body.  He had changed my perspective.  I was so relaxed.  This felt good and absolutely right.   
 
   The chirping sound coming from the bedroom floor startled us.  Irish sat up now, “That’s my phone,” he said.  He rolled off the bed and bent down to retrieve his pants.  I stared at his bare backside.  “Yeah, this is Irish,” he said, holding the phone to his ear.  “Okay, I’m on my way.”  He closed his phone and looked at me with an apologetic face.  His voice was soft now as he climbed back into the bed next to me.  “I have to go.”  
 
   I pulled the covers loosely over me and sat up on my elbows.  “Who was that?” 
 
   “It was my dad,” he answered, looking at me. 
 
   “You work for your dad?” I asked. 
 
   “Yes,” he said, lifting himself to kiss my face.  He paused above me for a long moment.  “I really have to go.”
 
   I reached my arms out for him and we lay there like limp washcloths, hugging each other in silence.  With my face buried in his soft hairy chest, I whispered, “Thank you, Irish; you’ll never know what this meant to me.” 
 
   He remained still for a moment, then lifted himself up and looked at me.  He didn’t act rushed, he just smiled and touched my nose lightly with his finger.  “That was something that I’ll always remember, Jurnee.” 
 
   I looked deep into his eyes and I could see he meant it.  “I love you, too, Irish.”
 
   He crumpled his naked body back down gently onto me, burying his face in my neck.  We lay there holding each other.  In that moment, I hadn’t lied to him.  In that space of time I really loved him back. 
 
   * * *
 
    It was two o’clock and I’d polished every piece of furniture and vacuumed all of the carpeting in the townhouse.  I was energized and made myself a sandwich, plopping down on the sofa to watch some mindless television show.  As I sat there with the sound muted, I smiled.  Irish was right.  I was glad to be able to think about what’d happened between us as something special.  I had no regrets.  I couldn’t stop smiling when I played it all back in my head.  I honestly couldn’t remember the last time I felt this genuinely happy.  Was I in love or in lust?  I wasn’t really sure.  
 
   I don’t think that I’d ever had more than a girl-crush on any guy before.  I’d had sex twice in my life, both times when I was eighteen, but it wasn’t anything like the intimacy that happened with Irish today.  I’d felt like a beautiful and desirable woman with him.  I didn’t feel dirty or ashamed as I had my first two times.  I’d been with Irish because I wanted it, not because I felt pressured or forced into it by guilt.  This had been a totally different experience, I thought, a consensual one.  I was absolutely sure of one thing and it was definitely going to happen again before I left for North Carolina.
 
   When Judy finally got home, she told me all about her day and what the mechanic had done to her car.  I followed her from room to room as she changed from her work clothes and put away things that she’d carried in with her.  She didn’t come right out and ask me what had happened after she’d dropped me off at the bay with Irish yesterday. 
 
               After pouring us both a glass of wine, we headed for the patio and sat down.  “So,” she finally said to me, “how was your day?”  
 
   I looked at her and smiled.  “My day has been great, and I really missed you.”  
 
   She stared at my face as if waiting for me to continue.  I sat there smiling back at her.  For some odd reason I wanted her to ask me what’d happened with Irish.  I continued looking at her but now I was sure that my smile had changed to a stupid grin.
 
   “You didn’t,” she said.  Her eyes grew large as she watched my face, waiting for an answer. 
 
   “Yes, we did,” I squealed.  I could feel my body almost rising out of the chair. 
 
   “And?” she encouraged. “Are you going to tell me what happened or am I supposed to guess?” 
 
   I began by telling her everything that had happened at the bay and then at Irish’s house.  She smiled and listened to me with anticipation.  When I began telling her about what happened this morning, I watched her face change.  Instead of looking excited and interested, she wore a concerned motherly expression.  When she heard that Irish and I had exchanged the words I love you, she turned away and took a long sip of her wine.  I watched her closely.  Did she think that I’d done something wrong?  I stopped sharing and sat there quietly. 
 
   After a few moments she turned to me, and with the sweetest, most caring face said, “Jurnee, I’m so afraid you’re going to get hurt.”  I could feel my eyebrows rise and my lips press tightly together.  We continued to look at each other, no words exchanged.  I took a drink from my glass to break our stare.  I could understand why she was worried, but getting hurt was the last thing I was thinking about.  
 
   “Judy, I leave Sunday,” and I looked at her so that she could see I’d be okay, “and Irish will go back to what Irish does and I’ll go back to being a city girl living in the country,” I leaned forward a little so that she could see my eyes.  “For two years I’ve buried myself in love novels and read relationship articles in Cosmos, just to stay sane.  If I love someone dangerously for nine or ten days, what’s the problem?  My eyes are wide open here.”  
 
   She broke away from my stare and took another drink of her wine as if trying to find a way to agree with my words, a way to believe me.  Still looking away from me, she said, “J.C., I’m not judging you, please believe me.  When I called Irish yesterday, I’d watched you go through the loss of both parents.  You were a rock.”  She turned to me and I could see her eyes were red and brimming with tears.  “I’m not sure I know the way to help you through this with your aunt.  I’m so afraid I’m going to let you down.”  A tear ran down her cheek.  “I was a chicken shit for calling him,” she said in almost a whisper. 
 
   I stood up and opened my arms to her.  We stood there and hugged.  I felt like the adult in this friendship for the first time.  “You made the right choice calling Irish.  I’ve had more fun, excitement, and mystery in the last three days than I’ve had in the last two years.”   She pulled away and smiled at me, smacking my shoulder before going to pour more wine.
 
   We decided to order a pizza for dinner and watch a movie on television.  I sat on the patio smoking a cigarette while Judy called in the order.  Phone in hand, she came to the door and pointed toward the living room.  I stood up and followed her finger.  It was my phone chirping.  I followed the sound to my room.  It was Irish. 
 
   “Hello,” I said, trying not to act like an excited child on Christmas morning. 
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t call sooner.  I wanted to call hours ago, but there was no reception in that area.”   I smiled, listening to his voice.  “Jurnee, are you there?” 
 
   “I’m here,” I said. “I love hearing you say my name.”  I could feel his warm smile coming from his end of the phone. 
 
   “Really,” he laughed.  
 
   “Yep, with that little Cali-drawl,” I said.  Now I had that quirky smile on my face I’d been wearing all day. 
 
   “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
   “I guess you must have spoken to your brother today because he called me and said I was invited to dinner Saturday.  He told me you didn’t know about the party yet, so thanks for that.”  
 
   “No problem, Irish, I meant to tell you I talked to him this morning, but something unexpectedly came up.”  
 
   He laughed.  “Something came up, did it?” 
 
   “Yep, and it took all of my attention, that something, so my brother’s call just slipped my mind.” 
 
   “You have no idea how hard it was leaving you this morning.  I meant what I said, Jurnee.  I want to spend the entire night with you.  I want to wake up next to you.  I still want to take you somewhere, if you’ll go with me.”  
 
   “Irish, I’d love to go anywhere with you,” I said in my sexiest voice.
 
   “Well, pick a day.  We only have five left before you return to your aunt in North Carolina.  Any day is fine with me,” he said.
 
   “Don’t you have to work?” I asked.
 
   “When your family owns the company, you’re allowed to take days off, Jurnee.  Just let me know what day works best for you.”
 
   “Okay, let’s plan on tomorrow, and I’ll talk to Judy when we hang up.  If that’s not good, I’ll call you right back.” 
 
   “That’d be great.  And I get to keep you until at least noon on Wednesday, right?”
 
   “I don’t see why not.  You might want to bring me back before then, though.  I’m pretty needy,” I laughed.
 
   “I can handle that, Jurnee,” and he sounded kinda sexy.  “Call me back either way, okay?”
 
   “Okay, talk to you soon, Irish,” and I hung up. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
   Judy and I sat on the patio eating our pizza.  “John sent me a text today while I was at work,” she announced as if she’d just remembered. 
 
   “Really,” I acknowledged. “He called me today and invited me to a birthday dinner,” I sighed. 
 
   “He asked me to call him so I did on my way home from work.”
 
   “What did he tell you?  I asked.
 
   “Well,” still chewing a bite of her pizza.  “He asked me to be at George’s  at seven sharp.  He said to tell you that I had to be somewhere by that time.”  She took another bite of her pizza. 
 
   “Hmm, he told me to be there by eight.  This all seems a little elaborate for my brother, don’t you think?  How does he think I’m going to get there?”  
 
   Waving her hand and chewing fiercely, she said, “He said he’d be sure you had a ride to the restaurant.”
 
   I knew better than to say anything negative about John to Judy.  She’d had a crush on him since we were sixth graders.  John could do no wrong in her eyes.  She’d justify anything he did, so I gave up years ago. 
 
   “He asked me if I wanted him to invite Irish to dinner and that really surprised me.”
 
   “Well maybe he knows that you and Irish have been hanging out,” she said.
 
   “I don’t know what he knows, Judy,” dropping it and returning to my pizza.
 
   “Hey J.C., you had protection when you and Irish…you know?”  She rolled her eyes.
 
   “Yep, I’ve been on the pill since I was sixteen, remember?  My mom took me to a specialist to regulate my monthly flow,” I reminded her.
 
   She shook her head in approval. 
 
   “Hey, I almost forgot.  Irish wants to take me somewhere tomorrow and I think that it’s going to be a sleepover.”
 
   She looked curious now. “Where are you going?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  He hasn’t said yet, but he’s mentioned this somewhere several times,” I grinned.
 
   “Sure, call me if you need me.  I have to work tomorrow and Wednesday, but I have Thursday and Friday off.”
 
   “I will,” I said and we finished the whole pizza.  I called my aunt before getting into my pajamas and heading to bed.  Lying there under the covers, I called Irish to say goodnight and tell him we were on for tomorrow.  After five rings his phone went to voicemail.  
 
   I left him a message: “Hey Irish, it’s Pepper,” I giggled, “I wanted to confirm our date for tomorrow.  Call me when you can and let me know what I need to bring and what time you’ll be here so I can be ready.  Later.”  I punched the off button and lay there with the phone in my hand on my chest, waiting for his call.  I must’ve fallen asleep.    
 
   I woke up to the sun shining in my window, my hand still clutching the phone.  I squinted, looking to see if I had any missed calls.  No calls.  I lay there, listening to what sounded like music.  I looked at my phone again, seven-thirty-five in the morning; Judy should be gone already, I thought.  I rolled out of bed, deciding I’d call Irish again after I had coffee.  The radio was playing in the bathroom, but no Judy.  She must’ve forgotten to turn it off.  Coffee and phone in hand, I headed for the patio.  No notes from Judy this morning.  That’s odd, I thought.  I plopped down in a chair and punched in Irish’s number.  It sent me straight to voicemail.  I hung up.  Could he have changed his mind?  I thought he was excited about going to this somewhere he’d spoken of several times now.  Just then my phone rang. 
 
   “Hello,” I said too loudly. 
 
   “Hey it’s me, sorry I missed your call, I was a little involved in something,” and his voice became a soft murmur. 
 
   “No problem, Irish,” I began…. He was quiet while he waited for me to continue.
 
   “I wondered what to bring and when you’d be here,” I said.
 
   “Go to the front door and I’ll be happy to answer your questions.” 
 
   I closed my phone, skipping to the front door, opening it and there stood Irish in a very tight tee shirt and jeans.  No work uniform.  He looked at me and I couldn’t help staring at his face.  He had a huge swollen black-and-blue eye.  I covered my mouth with my hand, trying to silence the scream.  Without saying anything, I stepped back from the door so he could enter.  I lowered my hand from my mouth, now offering it to him.  He accepted it and we clung to each other in silence for several minutes.  I finally broke away and leaned back to see his face.  I touched his cheek lightly. 
 
   “What happened, Irish?”
 
   “My face was in the wrong place at the wrong time,” was all he said.  I pulled his hand, leading him to the sofa and we both sat down.  
 
   I asked one more time, “What happened?” 
 
   He just stared at me as if he were struggling with telling me the truth.  
 
   I stared back, “Spill it, and I want the truth.” 
 
   “You’re not going to like the truth, Jurnee,” he whispered.
 
   “There’re many things I don’t like Irish, but I can deal with them,” I told him.  “How’d you get the shiner?”  
 
   He sighed, “I got the black eye from John.”
 
   “You got it from my brother?”  I asked confused and surprised.
 
   “Yes, that’s the John I’m talking about,” he scoffed.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “First he told me to stay away from you.  Second, he found out that I went to the airport the day you arrived when he told me not to.”  He looked down and continued... “And when you hear the whole story, I’m sure you’re going to be upset and probably not want to go anywhere with me today.”   I felt my eyebrows wrinkle together and my lips press together tightly.  I reached for his face and lifted his chin gently so he could look at me. 
 
   “What are you talking about?”  I demanded.   “Irish, why would I be angry at you?  Stop worrying and spit it out.”  I reached for both of his hands.  
 
   He reluctantly gave them to me.  At least thirty seconds passed and he finally began, “Okay, John gave me the black eye last night when I got off work.  Brandy, that girl you saw me with, had a ride to the airport, but when I found out it was the same day you were arriving, I called and offered to take her to get around John’s order.”  He pulled his hands back from me and placed them on his thighs, like the bottom was falling out of his confession.  “I guess he hadn’t known that I’d gone until yesterday.”  
 
   I suddenly got a sick feeling in my stomach. “He asked me yesterday when he called if I’d met you at the airport, Irish, and I told him I had.  I’m so sorry.  I didn’t know I wasn’t supposed to say anything.”
 
   “It’s not your fault, Jurnee.  It’s mine,” he said.  “Anyway this all started a year ago when my father asked my brother Hayden and me what company we wanted to straighten out for him.  He owns twelve construction companies, but he has three he’s concerned about.  He’s been showing us both the ins and outs of the way he wanted things to be run and he asked us each to pick one.  Hayden picked Virginia Beach.  I knew that was just a six-hour drive from you in North Carolina, so I asked Hayden to let me have it, and he was more than happy to go to Colorado.”   He seemed to be relaxing a little and I watched his face like it held the answer to why the world was round.  
 
   “When John found out where I was going, he spoke to my dad and somehow convinced him to send someone else to Virginia Beach, so I stayed here.”
 
   I looked at him and felt totally lost.  “So what does this have to do with John hitting you?” I asked.
 
   “Well, I’d told London that Virginia Beach was close to your aunt and uncle’s place and that I wanted to start spending time with you, and he told John.”  He stopped and was studying my face.  “Anyway, I should’ve known better than to say anything to London because he told your brother, and then John went to my father and said who knows what,” and he rolled his eyes. 
 
   Extremely puzzled, I asked, “So why does my brother have pull with your dad?”
 
   He looked surprised that I’d even asked that question.  As if I should’ve known the answer already.  “Jurnee, after your parents passed away, John sold their house and now owns part of our family business.  You didn’t know that?”
 
   “No, well I mean, I knew John was going to sell the house, but I didn’t know where John worked or for whom.  I don’t even know where John lives,” I admitted.
 
   “John lives in a house on our property...where I took you on Sunday,” he said in a whisper.  I sat back and tried to collect my thoughts and make sense of this information.  I could feel Irish looking at me, so I looked back into his face. 
 
   “Why did John hit you, Irish?” I finally asked.  “What reason did he have to hit you?”  I raised my hand and touched his chin turning his swollen eye toward my face. 
 
   He looked at me directly.  “He said he wanted me to stay away from you because I’d only end up hurting you, but I’m thinking that it was more than that,” he noted.
 
   “Well, he had no right to hit you, Irish.”  I moved my hand back down to my lap.
 
   “Now why am I supposed to be upset with you?”  
 
   He looked away from me for several seconds as if he were getting ready to blurt it out, and then he turned back to me and with the most apologetic face said, “He knows I slept with you.” 
 
   I felt so sorry for him in that moment.  He looked beaten as though he’d confessed to some great sin.  I sighed, looking him straight in his eyes, smiling comfortingly.  He didn’t return the favor.  He just watched me.  I held my hand back out for his.  He gave it to me slowly as if it might be some kind of a trick. I needed him to understand that there was no romance between John and me. 
 
   “Irish, I don’t care what John thinks or knows.”  I almost said I didn’t care if he’d watched but stopped myself, thank goodness.  “John and I are related by blood, but I’m closer to Judy’s neighbor than I am to him.  Is that why you thought I’d cancel our plans today? Because John knows that we did it?” I asked.  He looked at me with a blank stare. 
 
   I smiled and slapped his knee.  “Let me get some ice for your eye.”  I left him sitting there and went to get an ice pack.  When I returned to the living room, Irish was standing.  When I looked at him, he looked serious.  I quickly felt panic shoot through my body, maybe there was more than what he’d just told me, I thought.  My sense of relief quickly returned to fear and confusion.
 
   “Please put that on the table,” he said, looking at me.  I set the pack down.  He held his hands out for mine.  I slowly stepped forward, watching for any change of expression on his face.  Maybe he was just messing with me.  He took my hands and pulled me into his body.  
 
   We stood there for a moment and I said, “Irish, you’re scaring me.” 
 
   He pulled me closer into him and his hands were now gripping my hips as he held me in place.  He leaned back to look at me and the awkwardness intensified.  This moment reminded me of the way I’d felt when I’d gotten the news about my parents.  Before I had a chance to say anything, he leaned forward with that special look, the one that says prepare yourself because I’m going to kiss you.  He took my face cautiously in his hands, asking permission with his eyes.  Now I was totally confused.  He was giving me so many different signals.
 
   “Irish, is there something you haven’t told me?”
 
   “Yes, there’s something important I haven’t told you.”  His voice was a whisper.  My body stiffened.  I felt a lump in my throat as I waited for him to continue.  
 
   He leaned in and gently kissed my lips.  Leaning back and in a soft whisper, he said, “I haven’t told you I love you today.” 
 
   I felt my whole body relax as I placed my head on his chest.  He stood there, holding me tightly, rocking me gently.
 
   Irish sat on the sofa while I went to my room to gather my clothes for our sleep-over.  He suggested I bring a swimsuit, but he did so with a wink, so I highly doubted I was really going to wear it.  While in my room I spotted the bottle of Grand Marnier I’d bought.  “Um, Irish, will I need my secret weapon?”  I giggled.  I didn’t hear him answer so I popped my head out of the room.  Before I had a chance to look up, Irish was standing in front of me.  “Oh, there you are,” I said, startled.  
 
   Looking at me with his beautiful swollen face he answered, “No, we’ll have everything there we want, save it.”   
 
   I looked at him. “Well aren’t you having fun being the mysterious one?”  I reached for his hand and led him to the bed.  I gently pushed him to a sitting position and returned to my packing. “Irish, what are you bringing exactly?”  I asked while looking through my closet.  
 
   “I only have what I’m wearing.  I have clothes already there,” he answered. 
 
   Turning around and facing him in my flannel rose pajamas, I gave him my best look of desperation. “When are you going to tell me where we’re going?  This would be so much easier if I knew.” 
 
   He smiled at me.  Then the smile became an evil grin, “I’m not telling.”
 
   “All right, then move your butt and pick out what I should bring.”  He raised an eyebrow at me, but walked to my closet. 
 
   “I have my bathing suit so far, but that’s all.” 
 
   He gave me a quick smile and grabbed a pair of jeans off a hanger and held them out to me.  Then he pulled a blue tank top off another one and tossed it my way.  “Find some shoes and we should be good to go,” he said with the most delicious smile.  “I remember you telling me on the phone yesterday that you’d go anywhere with me, no questions asked.”
 
   “Um, no, I don’t believe I said no questions asked.  That’s totally not me,” I grinned. 
 
   “Well the pilot’s going to be at the plane and ready to go at noon so we should be getting ready if we want to be there on time.”  He reached his finger to my chin, giving me a smile as he turned and left my room.  I stood there for a couple of seconds and then popped my head out of the doorway.
 
   “Pilot?” I asked but he didn’t turn around.  I shut my door and got dressed.  I shoved my bathing suit in my purse and headed for the bathroom to finish packing.
 
   * * *
 
   We pulled up to what looked like the smallest airport I’d ever seen.  A sign read Gillespie Field.  Irish parked the car and took a deep breath.  “Well we’re here,” he said.  “Are you ready?”  
 
   I watched his face.  This had to be a joke, I thought.  “You own a plane?”
 
   “Of course not, Jurnee, but my dad does.  He owns several for his business,” he grinned.
 
   “Okay, now will you tell me where we’re going?” 
 
   He watched my expression and reached his finger to my nose, lightly touching it.
 
   “No, not yet,” he smiled.
 
   We boarded the tiniest plane I’d ever seen and Irish must have known the pilot because they spoke for several minutes while I sat alone in my seat.  When he popped up in the doorway he announced, “The weather’s good and we should be there in about an hour and a half.” 
 
   “Be where?” I mumbled to myself.  Within minutes we were in the air.  I avoided looking out the window.  Irish kept grinning to himself as if he was thoroughly enjoying the fact that I had no idea of our destination. 
 
   “I haven’t eaten, have you?”  I asked hoping to end the smiling session he was enjoying at my expense.
 
   “No, I did have a box of raisins at midnight,” he said with a chuckle, “but we’ll get something when we arrive, I promise,” and he winked at me.  Before long the plane was jumping up and down on the runway, while I dug my fingers into both of my thighs.  Finally it stopped, pulling up to a huge metal hangar.  Irish announced, “We’re here,” and within minutes the door opened. 
 
   “Mr. Thompson, your car is right over there waiting for you and your guest,” the pilot announced. 
 
   “Thanks, Sam, and we’ll see you back here at eleven sharp.”  
 
   “I’ll be here sir,” he said looking at me. 
 
   I wondered if he’d flown a lot of gals in this aircraft.  I smiled at him and gathered my purse to exit the plane.  Parked right in front of us was a white limousine with tinted windows.  Irish opened the door and I climbed in.  I tried my best to look for familiar landmarks to tell where I was, but all I could see were freeways and regular city buildings.  Sitting next to Irish, I put my hand on his knee.  
 
   He looked at me and smiled sweetly, “This is really wonderful.”  
 
   I smiled back.  I decided then not to ask where we were going.  I’d come this far without knowing, what was it going to hurt for a little longer?  We pulled up to what looked like a huge hotel, but when the car finally stopped, I changed my mind.  It was more of an apartment or maybe a condo-type building.  Irish got out and held the door open for me.  I smelled the ocean when I stepped out.  Irish walked to the front of the car and spoke to the driver who then drove away.  He reached for my hand and we walked to the building’s front doorway.  
 
   A man opened the door for us and said, “Hello, Mr. Thompson,” calling him by name.  We walked straight to the elevators and they opened for us.  I was actually becoming a little excited.  He reached for my hand and we stood there until Irish realized that he hadn’t pushed the button.  He pressed the button next to Millennium Tower, and the elevator began its upward climb.  When the doors opened, I followed Irish, still holding his hand.  We came to a door marked twenty-seven.  He swiped a card and opened it.  The room was dark when we entered, the curtains closed.  Irish released my hand and headed toward the huge window.  As he began opening the drapes, a huge bridge came into view.  
 
   I looked at Irish, “We’re in San Francisco?”
 
   He grinned and nodded.  
 
   “Oh hell,” was all I could say.  I walked to the huge picture window with its breathtaking view.  
 
   Irish came up behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist, whispering to me while resting his chin on my shoulder, “Just to clear this question up before you even ask, no, I’ve never brought another female here.”  I smiled and we stood there staring at the beautiful picture-postcard of San Francisco.  Only moments passed when my stomach began to growl loudly.  Irish laughed.  Turning me around he asked, “Would you like to go out or have a meal brought to our room?”  
 
   I didn’t want to make that decision, so I asked him, “What do you want to do?” 
 
   He raised an eyebrow, giving me a wonderful Irish grin, “My vote would be to order in.”  
 
   “Sounds good to me,” I said turning back to look at the Golden Gate Bridge.
 
   Before I realized Irish was gone, I heard his voice calling me from the other room.  “Coming,” I said. 
 
   Irish was sitting on the sofa so I sat next to him.  He was holding a menu from what I guessed was a restaurant here in the building.  He handed it to me.  “I’m going to have a cheeseburger and fries,” he said.  “Get whatever looks good and I’ll call it in.”  
 
   I nodded, looking at the many choices.  “I’m going to have what you’re having only with extra pickles.” 
 
   “Really?” he chuckled with the cutest grin, “you’re one of those people.”
 
   “What people?” I smiled, rolling my eyes at him. 
 
   “Pickle junkies,” he said.  “My sister orders so many pickles with her burgers she ends up having more pickles than beef.”   
 
   I realized that this was the first time Irish had mentioned his sister.  “What’s her name?” 
 
   “Paris,” he told me as he headed toward the phone to call in our order. 
 
   Paris, I thought.  So it must be Paris, London, Hayden, and Irish?  I wasn’t sure if I had them in the right order, but at least I knew all of their names.  
 
   When Irish returned, standing in front of me, he held out his hand.  “May I show you around, Miss Sampson?”   I laughed at him but took his hand.  He showed me the kitchen and the library, then the extra powder room, as he called it.  Then he led me to the master bedroom.  We walked into a totally dark room.  Irish left me standing in the doorway as he went to open the drapes.  As they slowly opened, the view was amazing.  I silently walked to the window, looking out at the city.
 
    “What is this place, Irish?”  
 
   He plopped down on the bed while I stood at the window.  “Well we’re leasing this condo until I can find a house.” 
 
   I looked at him.  “Live here in San Francisco?” 
 
   “Yes, I’m going to move here for at least a year to help straighten out my dad’s company.”  He lay back now crossing his arms behind his head.  “I’ve looked at several houses in the last month but picked two down by the water.  I’m just waiting for my dad to pick one.  Then I’ll be moving here permanently, or for a year anyway.” 
 
   My focus returned to the city.  This sure wasn’t North Carolina, I thought.  I heard Irish pat the bed several times so I turned to see him lying on his side smiling.  
 
   “Come lie down with me for a few minutes.  Our food will be here soon,” he said. I lay down beside him and we were face to face.  He played with my hair pushing it off my face and behind my ear.  “Jurnee,” and he was speaking above a whisper, “I didn’t bring you here to sex you up as you call it,” and he chuckled, “I brought you here to spend time, so I didn’t have to share you with anyone else.”  He looked at me sincerely.  “I’ve dreamed of this moment for the last two years.”  
 
   I smiled back at him.  He’d dreamed of me for years, yet I didn’t know he existed until last Friday, I thought.  We lay there looking at each other until we heard the doorbell ring. 
 
   “That’s our food,” he said rolling off the bed.  I followed him and we sat on the sofa eating burgers.  He left his burger for a moment and turned on some soft jazz.  Before sitting down, he asked, “Do you approve of my music choice, Miss Sampson?” 
 
   I smiled, still chewing a French fry.  “Please call me Jurnee, Mr. Thompson,” I said, bending my hand toward him like a coy southern belle. 
 
   He chuckled.  “Why thank you, ma’am.”  Sitting there eating was really enjoyable, peaceful, and relaxing.  
 
   I could get used to this, I thought.  Our burgers had been delivered on a cart, on china with real silverware.  When we finished, Irish pushed the cart into the hallway as I returned to the picture window, gazing at the water.  It was mesmerizing.  
 
   From the other room I heard Irish doing something in the kitchen and then he popped his head around the corner.  “Jurnee, please don’t take this the wrong way.  I’m not trying to get you all liquored up,” and I pictured his smile without actually seeing it, “but could I get you a glass of wine?” 
 
   Turning and smiling at him, I stared for a moment.  “That would be wonderful, Irish, but I’d like it better if you’d join me.  I hate to drink alone.” 
 
   He grinned and stood there looking at me for a moment.  I watched him ball his fist and openly cover it with his other hand, looking nervous for a second, “What if I join you after I take a shower?”  
 
   I slowly walked toward him.  “A shower sounds refreshing.  Is it a roomy one?”  
 
   “Well Jurnee, it is a pretty good-sized shower,” and he lost his grin.  
 
   Placing both of my hands flat on his chest and leaning my face as close to his as I could while still keeping eye contact, I asked, “Could two people fit comfortably in that shower, do you think?”   
 
   The look on his face made my heart speed up and I held my stare, waiting for him to answer.  He reached for my hand.  In his sexiest voice he said, “Maybe you should follow me and determine that for yourself.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Irish left me in the bathroom to blow dry my hair while he went to get his robe for me to wear.  When he returned, he wore a pair of cut-off sweat pants, no shirt.  He gently kissed my forehead, while wrapping his robe around me.  I dropped my towel and placed my arms in the sleeves.  “Are you ready for that drink?” He asked with the sweetest smile. 
 
   “That would be great.”  
 
   As he left the room, I pressed my face into the sleeve of his robe carrying his scent.  When I walked into the living room, Irish was sitting on the floor with his guitar in his lap, playing a song I didn’t recognize.  Two glasses of Grand Marnier were sitting on the coffee table. 
 
   “What’re you playing?” I asked as I sat down facing him. 
 
   “Just playing around,” he said.  For a moment my mind wandered to the dream I’d had and although I remembered Irish wearing a shirt, he now looked the way he had in my dream.  I sat back and watched, marveling on how really great it felt to be here.  “Any requests?” he asked.  In that moment he caught me off guard and I hoped I didn’t have some girl-crush look on my face, or worse, drool running down my chin. 
 
   “Play your favorite song,” hoping to cover my incoherent moment. 
 
   “Okay, let’s see,” he said gazing off.  “This would have to be one of my favorites,” as he began strumming his guitar.  I listened closely watching his every move.  I recognized “Wind beneath My Wings.”  I’d chosen it to be played at my parents’ funeral.  Irish played it beautifully.  If I’d heard that song played even a year after my parents passed away, it would’ve made me break down and cry.  In this moment it made me remember them both with respect and honor. They’d really been my heroes, and like my aunt so often reminded me, I was lucky to have them both in my life for twenty-one years.  Irish finished the song and looked at me.  
 
   “That was beautiful, thank you,” I whispered.  I moved from the sofa to the floor next to him.  He rested his guitar on the sofa and wrapped one arm around me, putting his hand on my shoulder. 
 
   “Thank you for coming here with me, Jurnee,” and he gently kissed my forehead. He reached forward, took one of the glasses from the table and handed it to me. Then he reached for the other one, now turning his body toward me.  He raised his glass and said, “I am...right now, the happiest man in San Francisco,” and he winked. 
 
   I raised my glass and tilted it toward his.  “I’m pretty happy myself,” and gave him my best smile.  We took a drink and I was surprised at its pleasing taste.
 
    Irish took a sip and set his glass back on the table.
 
   We had both sat together staring out at the beautiful view of the city.  Irish broke the silence by saying, “Jurnee, may I ask you something personal?” 
 
   I felt a smile cover my face, thinking about our sexual encounters over the past few days.  What could he possibly want to know, I thought.  I didn’t want to look at him until I was able to erase my smile.  “Ask me anything, Irish,” turning to face him.  His expression was serious and caught me a little off guard. After moments of continued silence, I said, “Yes, I’ll make mad passionate love to you all night long if you insist,” giving him my sexiest wink. 
 
   He smiled at me for a few seconds before looking almost troubled about what he was going to say.  I watched his face.  His black eye looked much worse when he was serious.  “I know this isn’t a subject either of us wants to think about but…” 
 
   Oh no, not a but, I thought.  I felt myself wiggle a little, preparing myself.  
 
   He laid his hand on my knee and looked out the window before continuing. “When something does happen to your aunt,” and he paused, “Have you given any thought about what you’ll do or where you’ll go?” 
 
   I looked out the window.  It was a valid question, one I should be able to answer.  I took the hand he had on my knee and gave it a little squeeze.  “I know I won’t stay in North Carolina.  I want to move back to California, but I haven’t gotten any farther than that, honestly.”  
 
   He turned and looked at me.  I could feel his eyes.  “Would you consider coming here with me?” 
 
   He was so sincere, and I could tell from the way he was looking at me that he’d thought about this question before.  
 
   “Irish, we hardly know each other,” and I felt the need to drop my eyes from his face to my lap.  
 
   “You have a life plan, and it’s a good one.  You know what you want to do,” he squeezed my hand tightly.  “Jurnee, I can change my plans, I would change my plans, if it meant being close to you.”  He reached for my face and put his finger under my chin, pulling my face back to his.  “I know in my heart that you’re the one I want to be with.  I’ll wait however long it takes until you know it too.” 
 
   I smiled at him.  “How do you know that, Irish?”  I was serious.  I wanted to hear how he could possibly know something so permanent.  
 
   “I knew from the moment I saw you.  You were someone I admired, someone who’d always make me want to be a better person, someone I’d be proud to be with.  You were someone who I’d always respect and never want to hurt or disappoint.  That’s what I’ve been waiting for.  That’s what I need to be truly happy.” 
 
   I squeezed his hand and turned to gaze out the window.  I felt him turn his body and sit back, no longer facing me.
 
   “I love you, Jurnee, and I know that doesn’t make any sense to anyone but me, but that’s the one thing in this world that I am one hundred percent certain of,” he said.  A minute or so passed and Irish leaned forward releasing my hand.  He took both of our glasses, stood up, and left the room.  I sat there staring out at the water, thinking about what he’d just said.  
 
   He was soon back, handing me my glass and scooting close to me.  Sounding stronger, more confident than he had before leaving the room, he said, “Listen, I know that all of this might sound a bit strange to you, hell I don’t talk to anyone about it because I know the way it sounds outside my head.”  
 
   He leaned forward and set his glass down, then turning his body to me, “Jurnee, I know that this won’t ever work if you don’t love me back.  And I don’t mean just making love, either.  I know that you’re going to have to feel the same kind of love for me that I do for you.  All I’m asking is that you give me a chance.  Give us a chance.  If you don’t feel the same way in time, I’ll walk away.  I promise you.”  
 
   I turned and looked at him; I couldn’t help myself.  I wanted to hear his words and watch his face as he said them.  
 
   “I know that we were meant to be together; having no idea how I know, but I swear I do.”  He smiled at me.  “Please, just trust me.  I can’t think of doing anything without you at my side.”  
 
   I could feel my eyes filling, and I blinked trying to stop them from overflowing.  How could he sit there and say these sweet words about me after the way I’d behaved with him.  I’d been less than ladylike, and I know that he had to wonder what was wrong with me several times since we met.  
 
   I decided to ask him; I really wanted to know.  “Irish, how can you feel this way about me after the way I behaved with you?  What about the time on Judy’s patio, the very same day we met?”
 
   His face went from serious to sweet.  “Jurnee, I knew more about you than you thought.  I knew you hadn’t dated anyone since that guy Joe-Lee something.”  
 
   I felt my face change instantly when he said that name.  I waited for him to finish.  “I felt honored that you chose to be with  me.”  
 
   I calmed myself before I spoke, taking a deep breath.  “How do you know about Joe-Lee Murphy?” 
 
   He could tell I was upset and his face totally changed.  “Your brother’s been looking for him for months and he finally found him about three weeks ago.  I overheard him tell London that Joe-Lee’s coming to pick you up for the party Saturday.” 
 
   I gasped and things went fuzzy for a few seconds.  “That’s just great.”  Irish sat still watching me.  I reached for my drink and guzzled it down. Irish reached for my hand.  
 
   “Irish, I really need to go somewhere and smoke.”  I could feel tears coming to my eyes. 
 
   “Stay here,” he released my hand and headed for the other room.  He had the most confused look on his face when he returned, but he handed me an ashtray and my purse.  I fumbled in my purse until I found my cigarettes.  He took them from me and lit one, handing it to me.  I inhaled deeply and looked out the window.  I took a deep breath so that I could get my words out correctly.  “Joe-Lee raped me when I was eighteen.  I haven’t been with anyone besides you, Irish, because of it.”  I felt him adjust himself in his seat, waiting to see if I was finished.  I couldn’t turn to look at him; it all came flooding back.  Everything that I’d tried to bury. 
 
   “Does John know this?” he asked. 
 
   I waited a moment until I could speak without sobbing.  I reached for his drink now and guzzled it, putting the glass back on the table.  “No, John met Joe-Lee once and liked him because they were both jocks,” I managed to say.  “Judy’s the only one who knows because she came and got me.”  I took a long drag from my cigarette.  Suddenly I felt like a jerk.  Irish didn’t know a thing and I was dumping on him. 
 
   At that moment, Irish held my hand with both of his.  Without any words he just held my hand to his face.  I felt soft little kisses from his lips up and down my hands.  I took a deep breath and turned to him. 
 
   “You’re the first man I’ve ever told,” I admitted.  He reached for my face and wiped the tears from my cheeks.  I looked at him.  “I’m not a sex-crazed woman.”  
 
   He pulled my body into his.  “Jurnee, I never thought that, ever.”  I hugged him back.  “I was so honored you chose me.”  We sat there holding each other quietly.
 
   I lifted my body weight off him and sat up.  The room was dark now, and the city lights were visible through our window.  It looked like Christmas, I thought.  We sat in silence with the outside lights as our candles.  Maybe this was love, I thought. 
 
   * * *
 
   My eyes opened and I tried to focus.  The room was dark.  Where was I?   I jumped.  I felt Irish’s arm wrapped around my waist.  I lay back down.  I didn’t remember going to bed.  I didn’t remember anything from last evening.  I took his arm and pulled it up to my chest.  I closed my eyes and lay there in the dark.  
 
   “Good morning, sunshine,” I heard coming from behind me.
 
   “Good morning, Irish,” I whispered.  “How did we get here?”
 
   “Um, you came to bed when I asked you,” he chuckled.  “You mind very well.”  
 
   I smiled and squeezed his arm.  “You know I don’t drink at all at my aunt’s house, right?”  
 
   He reached for me and rolled me over to him. “I guessed that,” he smiled.  
 
   “Thank you for taking care of me.”  I pulled him closer, kissing his cheek. 
 
   “I’d like to sign a contract agreeing to take responsibility for you the rest of my life, Miss Sampson.”  
 
    I smiled at him. “You’re crazy, you know that, right?” 
 
   He smiled at me.  “Yeah, I’m aware of that,” he said. 
 
   “What time do you think it is?” I asked.  
 
   “Well the alarm’s set to go off at nine o’clock, so it must be earlier than that.” 
 
   I lay my head on his chest and breathed in his scent.  He smelled wonderful.  Like a sexy man, I thought.  I’d never have guessed in a million years that I’d be here with him.  Funny how things work out, I thought, the way puzzle pieces fit together.  Just then the alarm started buzzing.  Irish shut it off.  When he rolled back to me, I wrapped my arm around his chest.  A chill ran through my body.  
 
   “Are you cold?” Irish asked, looking into my face. 
 
   “No, I’m happy,” I smiled. 
 
   “So am I,” he whispered.  Several quiet minutes went by and I tapped his chest with my finger.  He lifted his head from the pillow and raised an eyebrow.  “Can I help you, Miss Sampson?” 
 
   “Well,” I said, and he lay back down.  “I thought about what you said last night, about coming to live here in San Francisco with you and I might like to give it a try, if your offer is still good?” 
 
   His head lifted from the pillow and he stared at me, his face serious.  He rolled me over on top of him.  I looked down at his face as he brushed my hair back with his finger.  “Are you serious, Jurnee?” 
 
   I leaned in and kissed his lips gently.  “Yes, Mr. Thompson, dead serious.” 
 
   He held my shoulders and rolled me onto my back.  Inches from my face he whispered, “I won’t let you down, I promise.”  His lips were on mine and in that moment we both made a non-verbal commitment to each other.  We were going into this relationship thinking that maybe we were the right choice for each other.  I did feel a love for Irish, maybe more than I wanted to admit.  He loved me for what he thought he saw on the outside.  It would be up to me now to share who I was on the inside.  Somehow I trusted and believed everything that he shared with me last night.  I genuinely believed that he’d never purposely hurt me.  That’s got to be worth something big, I thought.  
 
   When Irish dropped me off at Judy’s, it was after one o’clock.  She wouldn’t be home for another few hours.  I decided to make some coffee.  I fished my cigarettes and phone from my purse and opened the glass doors to the patio.  I decided to call my aunt while I waited for my coffee to finish brewing.  I lit a cigarette and punched in her number.  
 
   After only two rings, my uncle answered, “Hello.”
 
   “Hey Uncle Clay, this is Jurnee.  How are you?” 
 
   There was a pause for a few seconds, “Hey Jurnee, are you having a good time?” 
 
   I smiled.  He was such a sweet man, I thought.  “Yes, I’m having a super visit,” I said.  “How’s Auntie?” 
 
   “Oh she’s mean as ever,” he laughed. 
 
   “May I speak with her?” I asked. 
 
   “Oh sure, let me take the phone to her, sweet girl.” 
 
   It was several minutes, before she spoke.  “Hummingbird, how are you?  Did you have a nice party?” 
 
   I paused for a second, reminding her that the party wasn’t until Saturday. 
 
   “So are you and John speaking?”
 
   “Yes, Auntie, everything is great with John and me,” I lied. 
 
   She wanted so much for us to be close as she and my mom had been. “What’ve you been up to?” I asked her. 
 
   “Your uncle bought me a new chair for the front porch and the men delivering it trampled the daisies in my flowerbed.”  
 
   I sighed.  “Oh no,” I said. “I can fix that when I get home.”  Now the line was quiet on her end.  “Auntie, are you still there?” 
 
   “Oh yes, child, I’m here, just a little tired.  Please call back again tomorrow.  I love you.”  
 
   “I will, I promise,” and I heard the line go dead.  I closed my phone and tossed it on the table.  I took a drag from my cigarette and set it in the ashtray while I went to get coffee.  While in the kitchen, I heard my cell ring.  Grabbing the whipped cream from the fridge, I ran for my phone.  I plopped down in the chair, setting my coffee and whipped cream on the table.  I looked at the number on my phone.  It was John.  I let it ring.  He was the last person I wanted to talk to right now.  I squirted whipped cream into my coffee and my phone beeped.  John must have left a message.  I leaned back in my chair holding my coffee and cigarette, just staring at my phone.  What could he possibly want? I thought.  And who the hell does he think he is anyway?  I sat there thinking about what Irish had said last night, trying to figure out what I was going to do.  What should I do?  My phone rang again.  I leaned forward to see the number.  It was John.  What the hell was wrong with him, I thought. 
 
                  After the fifth ring I answered it, “Hello?”  
 
                  There was only silence.  Then John spoke.  “Jurnee, where are you?”  
 
   I paused a few seconds.  I’m at Judy’s...why?”  Silence again. 
 
   “Well I just got a call from Memphis Thompson saying that Irish took someone out of town yesterday and I got worried is all.”  Yeah sure, that was John, always anxious to share a human moment with me. Not.
 
   I didn’t respond right away.  I tried to read between the lines.  John always meant something different from the words he actually said, “What are you asking me, John?” 
 
                  “I just wanted to be sure that you were safe, Jurnee, that’s all.” 
 
   “Well I’m just fine, John, and actually I’m glad you called,” I lied.  “I’m not going to be able to make that dinner this Saturday.  Something’s come up.”  I caught myself holding my breath, waiting for his response as I did so often when I spoke to him. 
 
                  “Okay.  Is everything all right?”  He asked sounding a little confused. 
 
   “Yes, everything’s great, John.”  And I waited for what I knew was coming next.  
 
   “Jurnee, I went to a great deal of trouble planning this dinner for you.  What could’ve possibly come up that would make you cancel?” 
 
   I took a deep breath and leaned forward into my thighs, looking for the strength to say the words I really wanted to tell him right now. 
 
   “John, I know you’re my brother, and I do love you, but...” and I paused while I sat up straight in my chair, “…you need to stop telling me how things are and start asking me how I feel before you make decisions for me. You do it without even thinking or considering my feelings.  I’d like to be treated like an adult; I am an adult, John,” I felt my eyes close as I waited for him to start yelling. 
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean, Jurnee?  Is this about Irish?”
 
   “No, it’s not about Irish, John, but I’d sure appreciate your explaining that to me now that you brought it up.”  I could feel my face growing warm.  
 
   “Jurnee, if you saw the number of women Irish goes through in a month, you’d be thanking me for telling him to stay away from you.  Trust me, little girl.”  
 
   Oh no, he didn’t.  I took a deep breath.  “John, I’m not a little girl, and you’re not my father.  Dad treated people with respect; I’m not sure you know the meaning of the word.”  I stopped to take another breath and could feel my hands shaking.  
 
   “Did you go out of town with Irish, Jurnee?”  
 
   I ignored his question.   “John, do you know what Joe-Lee is to me?” 
 
   “He’s the only guy you ever really had a thing for.  I think that’s what mom told me.  Why?  Did Irish tell you that I talked to him?”  And he seemed to be angry. 
 
                  “Yes, Irish told me you were sending Joe-Lee to pick me up for the dinner Saturday.”  
 
   “He just couldn’t leave it alone.  He’s determined to make you another notch on his belt, Jurnee.  Irish is a nice guy, but you don’t want him for a boyfriend, trust me.”  
 
   I gave him a second to finish patting himself on the back before I responded. “John, I need to tell you something that you had no way of knowing because, well, we aren’t even remotely close and you don’t talk to me, just at me.  
 
   When I was eighteen, I started dating Joe-Lee Murphy.  He was popular and all the girls in my class were super jealous because he wanted to date me.  Three months into that relationship, he started pressuring me to sleep with him.  After six months he forced me to have sex by making me feel guilty.  At the time it was the worst experience of my life.  Three months later, after I avoided being alone with him, he invited me to a big party at a hotel in downtown San Diego.  I went because a lot of my friends were going. 
 
   Well I didn’t know it then, but Joe-Lee had gotten a room on the same floor as the party, and after putting something in my drink, he took me to that room and raped me.  When I woke up alone, I got dressed and called Judy to come get me.  I told mom when I got home that I wasn’t going to see Joe-Lee anymore because he’d started using drugs.  That’s the guy you gave Judy’s address to.  That’s who you’re sending here to pick me up for your dinner.  Now what were you saying to me about trust, John?”  I took a breath and closed my eyes so tight I could see white dots.  My heart was pounding like a metronome on amphetamines.
 
   “Jurnee..,” he paused as if he were checking to see if I was still on the phone. 
 
   “I’m here, John,” I said, fumbling with my cigarette pack.
 
   “I had no idea.  I’ll get hold of him and straighten it out.  I apologize.  You’re right,” he said, actually sounding sorry.
 
   “Thank you.  I’d appreciate that.  I’d also like you to apologize to Irish.  I’m almost twenty-five, and I don’t appreciate you punching someone because you don’t approve of him dating me.  If I choose to date Irish...that’s my choice, not yours.  I did go out of town with Irish and I do plan on dating him, so now that we have that all cleared up, I need to go...I have a call on my other line,” I lied and hung up. Deep breaths Jurnee. Screw it, I really need a glass of wine, I thought. 
 
   When Judy got home, I ran from the patio to greet her.  
 
   “Honey, I’m home,” she yelled, smiling her perfect Judy-smile.  “I have some wonderful news,” she said slipping off her pumps.  I followed her down the hall and sat on the bed while she changed clothes.  “My boss came to me today and asked if I wanted a full-time position when my internship ends,” she smiled like the cat that had just eaten the canary.  
 
   “That will be so awesome; I won’t have to job hunt and I get a parking space in the garage, so no more huffing three blocks to my car every day,” she said now heading for the bathroom.  I sat listening to her day as she removed her makeup.  Things felt normal.  “Is that your phone I hear?” she asked, and I ran for the patio. 
 
   “Hello,” I said much too loudly.  
 
   “Well hello, sunshine,” he chuckled, and I swear I could feel his wonderful smile through the phone line.  “Hey, I’m at home and John left here about ten minutes ago.”  I didn’t say a word.  I waited for him to continue.  “Anyway, Jurnee, are you there?”
 
   “Yes, baby, I’m here,” and he went silent for a moment. 
 
   “Say that again please.”
 
   “What, that I’m here?” I asked. 
 
   “No, you know what I mean.”   
 
   “Oh, do you mean when I referred to you as baby?”   I smiled and waited.  
 
   “That’s exactly what I mean.  I like it,” he said.  “John gave me an envelope and asked me to give it to you.  He also said that the party was canceled.  Did you speak to him?” 
 
   “Yes, he called me when I got home.” 
 
                  “Well he didn’t mention that he’d talked to you but when he apologized for being overprotective of his sister and for punching me, I figured that he had.  Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine, thanks.  So what’s in the envelope?”  I was curious.   
 
   “I don’t know, Jurnee; It’s a plain, legal-sized, white envelope.”
 
   “Will you open it for me?” I asked, hoping to unravel the mystery.
 
   “Um, Jurnee, this might be private family stuff.  I don’t feel comfortable,” and I could tell that he really didn’t want to.
 
   “Would you do it if we were married?”  I covered my mouth to stop myself from laughing. 
 
   “Well maybe you could ask me again when we are married and I’d be happy to answer that for you.” 
 
   Touché Irish, I thought.
 
   “What if I run it over to you?”
 
   “No, I don’t want you to do that,” I lied.  “What are your plans tonight?” I clamped my teeth together waiting for his answer.
 
   “I have to do some laundry and be in Rancho San Diego at eight o’clock tomorrow.”
 
                  “Would you be interested in spending the night here with me, baby?” I covered my mouth so he wouldn’t hear me giggle.
 
   “What does Judy think about that, Jurnee?” he asked seriously.
 
   “I’m not sure, let me go ask,” I said heading to the living room to look for her. She was outside watering her plants.  “Mom, can Irish sleep over?” holding the phone away from my ear so he could hear.
 
   “Yes, dear, just muffle any loud noises with your pillows; I really need my beauty sleep.”  She gave me a thumbs-up sign and a bright Judy-smile.
 
   “Irish, I asked and it’s okay,” I laughed. 
 
   “Give me an hour and I’ll be there.  Do you need me to pick up anything?”
 
   “No, I’m pretty sure I only need you, baby,” I giggled.
 
   When Irish arrived we joined Judy on the sofa and relaxed, watching television.  At a little after ten, Judy said good night and headed for bed.  I shut the television off and took Irish’s hand, walking him to the patio with me.  He had a bottle of water with him and I went to get a glass of wine.  Sitting on the patio, Irish remembered the envelope from John.  He stood up and pulled the folded envelope from his back pocket. 
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
   “I’m nervous,” I admitted, taking the letter from his hand.  He smiled comfortingly.  I opened the flap and pulled out the piece of paper.  When I unfolded it, a check fell out.  
 
   Irish bent down and retrieved it.  
 
   “It’s a check?”  I asked as he handed it to me.  “It’s a check from John,” I said, looking at his signature.  Without even examining it closer, I set it on my knee and opened the letter.
 
   Jurnee,
 
              When Mom and Dad passed away, they left a will asking that we split everything evenly between us.  I did sell the house, but I invested the money and am now able to give you almost double what their house was worth.  I hope that you’ll be able to make your own place in this world without any worries. You deserve it.  Please let me know if you ever need my help.    
 
   Love, John
 
   I closed the letter and felt my eyes brimming and my bottom lip quivering.  I could feel Irish’s eyes on me, maybe waiting for me to look at him.  I lifted the check to my face and wiped my eyes with the back of my hand.  There were more zeroes than I’d ever seen before.  I finally handed the letter to Irish.  “Please read it.”
 
   He took it from me and I watched him.  He folded it closed and handed it back.  “He’s right, you know, you do deserve it.”  He stood up holding his arms out to me.  Within seconds I was in his arms, and we held each other in silence.  I must send John a thank you note , I thought.  
 
   With my head buried in his chest, I asked, “Are you ready for bed?”  
 
   He touched my nose with his finger. “I am,” he said smiling sweetly.  We closed and locked the doors, turning out the lights.  I left Irish in the bedroom while I went to brush my teeth.  When I returned, he was already in bed and under the covers.  I undressed and crawled in to join him. 
 
   “Thanks for coming, Irish,” I whispered.  
 
   His arms wrapped tightly around me, “Thanks for inviting me.  I love you, Jurnee.”  I closed my eyes and snuggled into his chest.  I don’t remember anything after that so I must have fallen asleep.
 
   I felt my body rocking back and forth gently and then I thought I heard someone’s voice.  One eye opened, I saw Irish sitting on the side of the bed, his back to me.  It was dark but enough light coming in the window to see his outline.  He was talking to someone.  I could see that he was on his phone talking quietly.  I opened both eyes now trying to make them focus.  Lying on one elbow, I listened.  
 
   Irish wasn’t talking; he was quiet as if listening to someone.  He turned his body toward me.  Holding the phone out to me, he said, “Jurnee, its John.”  I sat straight up and took the phone. 
 
   “Jurnee,” I heard him say. 
 
   “Yes, I’m here.”  
 
   “Uncle Clay called me about an hour ago.  He said if we wanted to see Auntie, we needed to get back there soon.”   I looked at Irish and he was standing now, putting on his clothes.  I took a breath and tried to comprehend what John was saying. 
 
   “I just spoke to Auntie today and she was fine.”  
 
   “Jurnee, I need you to get dressed.  Irish is going to drive you to the airport.” 
 
   I looked up at Irish. He stood there looking at me. 
 
   “Okay, I’m getting dressed right now,” I told him. 
 
   “I’ll see you in an hour, Jurnee; we have to leave as soon as possible.”
 
   I agreed, “Irish is here with me.”
 
   “I know, Jurnee, I drove by Judy’s on my way to the airport.  I saw his car.  That’s the reason I called him when you didn’t answer your phone.” 
 
   “John, I want him to come along,” I whispered.
 
   “He’s coming, Jurnee.  I called his dad.  It’s okay.  See you soon.”  He hung up.
 
   I handed the phone back to Irish and sat there for a moment trying to compute what had just happened.  I was not a morning person and Irish was about to find out.
 
   “Irish,” I said climbing out of bed, “What time is it?”
 
   “It’s three-thirty, Jurnee,” he said walking around the bed to me.  
 
   “So my aunt’s really bad?”  I asked, wanting him to corroborate John’s words.
 
   “We need to get you back there, Jurnee,” he said.
 
                  I walked to my closet and pulled the light cord, standing there looking at my wardrobe.
 
   “Irish, remember how you did this for me once before?  Please pick something out while I brew some coffee.”
 
   He reached for my hand and wrapped his shirt around my shoulders.
 
   “Jurnee, I’ll go make the coffee,” and he pulled a pair of jeans and a red top from my closet, handing them to me.  “Put these on, and I’ll be right back with coffee,” he kissed my forehead and was gone.
 
   I slid on my jeans while still thinking about John’s words.  I knew I wasn’t fully awake yet but he had to be wrong.  I’d just spoken to my aunt and uncle.  They were fine, I thought.  I finished getting dressed and went to the bathroom, turning on the water and splashing my face.  How did John get airline tickets this time of the morning?  I lifted my head from the water and looked at myself in the mirror.  I wasn’t dreaming.  I was really standing here.  I reached for a towel and jumped when I saw Irish standing in the doorway.  He handed me half a cup of coffee.  
 
   “I didn’t wait but took this little bit from the pot before turning it off,” he smiled.
 
   “Thank you,” I said putting the cup to my lips.  There was whipped cream floating on top.  I smiled at him. 
 
   “Judy...I have to tell Judy,” I said. 
 
   Irish looked at me sweetly, “I wrote her a note, Jurnee; we really have to go.”
 
   I followed him to the living room.  I need my purse and my phone, I thought...and my shoes.  They were all neatly setting on the coffee table.  I grabbed everything Irish had set out for me and followed him out the front door.  Maybe it was the cold air, I’m not sure, but realization finally dawned on me.  We climbed into Irish’s car, the motor already running.  I smiled at him.  It took about twenty minutes to pull into the same airport Irish and I had been at the day before.  I saw John’s truck as Irish pulled up beside it.  He exited the car and came around, opening my door for me.  When I stepped out, we were beside a much bigger plane than the one Irish and I had been on.  I looked at him.  
 
   He looked at me and winked. “This is your brother’s plane.”  
 
   I watched his face.  He had to be joking. “My brother has a plane?”
 
   Before answering me, John walked toward us.  His hair was a mess and he looked like he’d gotten dressed in the dark.  He walked to me with his arms open, hugging me tightly.  He didn’t release me but continued to hold me tightly for a minute or two. 
 
   “Jurnee, even if we leave right now, Uncle Clay said there’s still a chance we’ll be too late.  I’m going to try my damnedest to get you there, okay?”  
 
   I nodded my head.  I wondered if he didn’t want me to see his face.  Maybe he was crying?  He released me and looking toward Irish said, “We’re clear to leave, you both get settled.  We’re airborne in ten minutes.”  
 
   Irish nodded to John, walking over and taking my hand.  I stood there and watched my brother walk into a building.  We climbed the stairs to the plane, and when I reached the top, I stopped.  This didn’t look like the inside of any plane I’d ever been in. Irish gently pushed me in laughing at me as he kept me moving forward.  There were two sofas, one on each side of the plane plus two overstuffed chairs, a huge television, and a galley in the back.  The windows had fancy little curtains and the floor was carpeted.  
 
   Irish tapped me on the shoulder.  “The bathroom’s right there,” he pointed to a door.  I stood there and stared. 
 
   “Jurnee, are you with me here?” he said, laughing. 
 
   “Yeah, I’m here,” I said.
 
   “I’m going to help John and when I return, I’ll get you some coffee, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” I said, walking toward one of the sofas.  When I turned around, Irish was gone.  It was still dark outside and after a few minutes, I lay down to rest.  The sofa was long enough for me to stretch out completely.  I’ll just lay here until Irish comes back, I thought.  I must have fallen sound asleep because the next thing I knew, the plane was airborne and it was dark.  I saw Irish lying on the sofa across from me.  I was covered up with a blanket and had a pillow under my head.  Where was John, I thought?  I got up quietly, trying not to wake Irish, and went to the restroom.  When I came out I smelled coffee.  Irish was standing in the back area.  The curtains had been opened and daylight shone in the plane.  
 
   When Irish turned around he had an apologetic look on his face. “There’s no whipped cream.” 
 
   I laughed at him, making my way to the kitchen. “You’re an angel,” I said, giving him my best smile.  “Where’s John?”  
 
   He handed me a cup, raising an eyebrow. “He’s flying the plane, Jurnee,” he chuckled.  I just stared, waiting for him to tell me where John really was.  When he realized I didn’t believe him, he took my hand and slowly walked me to the front of the plane.  He pushed a curtain open and looked back at my face.  John was our pilot.  I stared out the front window and then back at my brother. 
 
   “Good morning,” John said. 
 
   “Good morning,” I said turning around and heading back to the sofa. 
 
   “Irish, if she’s awake, we can leave that curtain open,” I heard John say.  When Irish had told me that this was John’s plane, I assumed there was a pilot.  
 
   Irish sat down next to me, smiling now. “It’s going to be okay, Jurnee,” he said tapping my nose with his finger. 
 
   “When did John start flying planes?” I asked in a whisper.  
 
   “He’s been flying for two years now, but just over a year on his own.” 
 
   I took a deep breath and then a sip of coffee. “What time is it?” I asked. 
 
   He reached into his pocket for his phone.  “No service,” he said. “I’ll go check.  Don’t go anywhere.” 
 
   “Not a problem, Irish,” I said sarcastically.  He headed for the front of the plane. He didn’t seem worried, I thought.  Maybe I shouldn’t be either?  I saw Irish walking toward me now, relaxed and smiling.  That was comforting.  
 
   He sat down beside me and brushed my hair behind my ear.  “It’s eight-thirty California time, eleven-thirty North Carolina time.  We’ll be landing in an hour.”  
 
   I looked at his sweet face, reminding myself how lucky I was to have him at my side.  I fully expected John to fly to North Carolina when something happened to my aunt, but before this past Friday, I never envisioned wanting someone to be with me as much as I did at this moment.  This guy sitting next to me was stepping up to the plate, no questions asked, and flying three thousand miles to be with someone Irish barely knew. 
 
   “Irish, I love you,” and reached out to hug him.  He took my cup and set it on the table, pulling me into his body.  We sat there for the longest time, quietly hugging.  
 
   He finally disengaged himself and lifted his finger to my chin, turning my face to his, “Someday we’re going to celebrate our fiftieth wedding anniversary together; do you want to make a bet?”
 
   I smiled and shook my head. “No, you might be right about that.” He pulled me back into his body.  I had that feeling again as if I’d just won the lottery. 
 
   “Thanks for taking care of me,” I said pulling him closer and kissing him on the cheek. 
 
   When we arrived in Charlotte, a limo was waiting for us, just like the one that met us in San Francisco.  What was up with the limousines, I thought?  I wondered if John had known the driver because he rode up front while Irish and I climbed in back.  We had an hour’s drive to my aunt’s house and we sat quietly, side by side, with our bodies firmly touching.  
 
   I tried to prepare myself for the many different scenarios I might encounter when we arrived.  John had said that we might not make it soon enough, but that didn’t feel right to me.  I told myself that she’d wait for me if at all possible.  When we pulled up to the two-story white house, several people I didn’t recognize were standing on the front porch.  There were too many cars, I thought.  Before the car had even come to a complete stop, I felt my stomach churn.  Irish reached for my hand, squeezing it gently.  When we stopped, John jumped out and opened our door.  Irish and I climbed out and stood there looking at the house for a moment.
 
   “Jurnee, you go find Auntie and I’m going to find Uncle Clay,” John said.  
 
   I turned to Irish and he leaned back against the limo.   “I’ll wait here.”  
 
   I gave him a smile and ran up the front steps to the door.  When I entered the living room, everyone turned and looked at me.  It was the most unsettling feeling I’d ever experienced.  Maybe ten folks were scattered throughout the room, half looked at me as if my aunt had already passed and half looked relieved that I’d arrived at last.  
 
   John must’ve called ahead because I heard Miss Joplin call me from the kitchen. “Jurnee, is that you, dear?”  She had been the first nurse hired to care for my aunt and I was probably closest to her.  I tried to avoid all of the uncomfortable stares as I moved closer to the kitchen and Miss Joplin’s voice. 
 
   “Yes, John and I are both here,” I answered.  
 
   When I finally reached her, she took me by my arms and pulled me into her tiny little frame.  “Girl, your aunt’s upstairs waiting for you.  I’m so glad you’re here.  She won’t stop talking about you fixing that flowerbed for her.”  I pulled back and smiled at her.  She’d been crying, her eyes a puffy red.  I turned and headed for the stairs.  With each step, I felt my chest tighten and my stomach churn.  By the time I reached the top of the stairs, I had to stop and wipe my hands on my jeans.  They felt clammy and numb.  I took a deep breath and walked to my aunt’s bedroom door.  When I peeked in, I saw her lying peacefully in bed with just a sheet pulled over her.  She must have heard me because she was smiling.  I stood there for a moment and smiled back.  
 
   She patted the bed with her hand and I moved to her side.  “Hummingbird, I knew that you’d come home,” she said as I sat on the edge of the bed where her hand was patting the cover. 
 
   “John’s here with me,” I said, knowing she already knew.  
 
   “I know, and I’m so happy that you’re both here with me,” she said.  She held her small frail hand out for me to take and when I held it, she squeezed it a little.  She looked around the room as if she were trying to remember something before I realized she was just struggling to begin her story. 
 
   “You know that your mom and I were both born in this room,” she looked at me and smiled.  I smiled back and nodded.  Watching her now, she looked so fragile to me, her gray hair somehow lighter than I remembered it just days ago.  Her face was thinner and her lips looked chapped.  
 
   I squeezed her hand and looked into her eyes, “I remember you telling me that, Auntie.”  
 
   “You remind me so much of your mother, Hummingbird; having you here with me is almost like having her here too,” she smiled sweetly.  
 
   “I miss her too, Auntie,” I said lightly squeezing her hand.
 
   “You know, when your mom went away to school and met your dad, I always hoped they’d move back here one day so I’d be closer to you and John.”  She took a deep breath before continuing.  “Your coming here to stay with me was the best gift I’ve ever received, Jurnee,” and her smile disappeared.  She’d only called me Jurnee twice before when she was upset with me but this time she wasn’t upset.  Letting go of my hand, she pointed to a bowl with a wet washcloth in it setting on her night table.  I reached for it and set the bowl on her chest.  
 
   She stared at the wash cloth, not looking at me, and said, “When God comes to take me home I want you to go back to California and your life.”  She reached for the washcloth and slowly struggled to move it to her lips.  I turned and looked away to wipe my eyes now beginning to fill.  When I turned back, I saw the washcloth fall from her hands and I quickly removed it and the bowl.  She settled back into her pillow. 
 
   “I mean this, Hummingbird; I don’t want you staying here with your Uncle.  He’ll be fine.  I want you to do something wonderful in this great world.”  I reached for her hand but didn’t have the words right, so I looked at her and smiled. 
 
   “You get John now,” she said, “and see what those men did to my daisies.”  I didn’t move.  I merely looked at her face memorizing every line I could.  I finally stood, leaned in, and kissed her forehead.  She patted me gently as I tried to hold back my tears.  I didn’t want her to see that. 
 
   “I love you, Hummingbird,” she said in a whisper.  
 
   My eyes were brimming now and it was all I could do to hold my breath to keep from collapsing on the bed and crying my heart out.  When I arose, she had her eyes closed and I took her hand again, “I love you too, Auntie...I love you, too.”  I turned, releasing her hand and heading for the door.
 
                  I stepped from the room and silently let myself cry.  I felt hot tears while I stood frozen, letting the pain release itself from my body.  I stood against the wall slowly letting myself slide down to a crouch.  I needed to get John but I couldn’t walk yet.  I couldn’t look at those people’s faces looking the way I did now.  I took a deep breath that sounded like a gulp, wiped my face with my shirt, and tucked my hair behind my ears.  Slowly lifting myself, I took another deep breath and made myself move.  
 
   When I reached the top of the stairs, I looked down into the empty living room.  I took each stair one by one looking around the room.  When I reached the bottom, I heard voices coming from the front of the house and I looked out the picture window.  John and Irish were standing on the porch, maybe five feet from each other and John was yelling at him.  I froze, trying to hear what my brother was saying.  I couldn’t make out any words, so I moved closer to the door staying out of John’s sight.
 
   “That little blue book that you’re so damn proud of had better get burned, and that’s not a request, Irish,” was all I heard.  
 
   After a moment of silence I opened the door.  John looked at me and I knew he must have thought the worst about Auntie.  “No, she wants to see you,” I said trying to keep my composure.  
 
   John turned and raced passed me, taking the stairs two at a time.  The door slammed behind him and I jumped.  Irish stood still, looking at me. After studying my face, he held his hands out to me and I ran to him, burying my face in his chest and letting the flood gates open.  He held me tightly, gently rocking me with his whole body.  I’m not sure how much time passed, but the slamming of the front door jolted me back to reality.  When I pushed myself from Irish’s body, I saw John standing in the doorway.  
 
   His eyes were red but no tears.  “Uncle Clay’s with her.  She just passed.”  
 
   When I heard his words, I could only think about checking the flowerbed.  I was numb.  I turned and ran down the six steps and stood in front of the daisies as if they held the solution to all of my problems.  Standing there, I realized the flowers were perfect.  Nothing was trampled.  The daisies looked exactly as they did before I’d left for California.  I dropped to my knees and began to sob uncontrollably.  She’d tried to distract me.  She used the flowerbed to let me think about something other than losing her.  That was her gift to me, I thought.  
 
   I soon felt Irish’s hands lift me to my feet.  I didn’t resist but let him melt into me.  I finally composed myself and we just stood there in silence.  I turned into his body and wrapped my arms around him.  I was well aware of John’s presence but I didn’t care. 
 
   Looking into Irish’s eyes and speaking loud enough for my brother to hear, I said, “Irish, I’m asking you to marry me.  I want to spend the rest of my life exploring this big world with you.  I want us to take care of each other every day and celebrate our fiftieth anniversary together.”  I dropped my face into his chest, hiding maybe, but waiting to hear his response.  I felt his finger move gently under my chin, pulling my face to his.  
 
   He smiled but looked away from me to John for a moment, and then back to me and said, “Jurnee, it would be my honor to marry and take care of you for the rest of our lives.  You don’t know how happy you’ve just made me.”  He pulled my body into his and I could feel his warm breath under my hair.  
 
   In my ear he softly said, “I love you more than you’ll ever know.”  
 
   I squeezed him and whispered back, “Irish, I love you just as much.”   
 
   I didn’t hear John.  I didn’t hear anything.  I stood there holding Irish in front of Auntie’s daisies.  A chapter of my life had just ended and another was about to begin.  Standing in front of the house in which they were both born, I knew my mom and aunt were smiling down. 
 
   The funeral was beautiful.  Unknown to me, my aunt and uncle had taken care of everything months before, probably during one of my vacations.  Everything was done exactly the way she wanted it.  John and I actually managed to get along better than ever before, and I was so grateful I had Irish there for moral support.
 
   * * *
 
   We were leaving North Carolina tonight so I’d been up in my room packing my belongings.  Everything that I’d accumulated over the past two years easily fit into three suitcases.  As I was sitting on my bed looking at my luggage, it suddenly made everything feel so real.  My life in this moment was a giant question mark.  I took a deep breath and covered my eyes with both hands.  I could feel myself getting ready to have a moment.  First my face froze with a silent cry and then my eyes began to water.  Taking a deep breath and letting it all pass through my body allowed me to get it all out in the privacy of my bedroom.  It usually lasted only a few minutes, and then came the air gulps along with the last of my tears to finish up what I called my cry-cleansing.  
 
   As I sat with my head in my hands, I heard a gentle knock on the door.  I wiped my eyes with my shirt and tried to pull myself together.  Sitting straight up, I was ready.  “Come in.”  I watched the door open slowly and smiled when I saw Irish standing there.  He stood in the doorway and cautiously took several steps into my room.  
 
   He studied my face for a few moments and finally said, “So, this is your room?” 
 
   I smiled, “Yep, this is it.”  
 
   Smiling back at me, he began looking around as if it would tell him my intimate story. I jumped up and walked to the bay window with an old oak bench and a quilted pillow my aunt had made for me.  When I was with her, I used to sit here looking outside or reading almost every day.  I sat down and patted the bench, inviting Irish to sit with me.  We stared out at the beautiful trees that grew alongside the meadow.  They seemed to go forever without another house or building in sight.  I felt him reach for my hand and sandwich it between both of his.  
 
   Not looking at me he said, “You know, you’re going to be happy...I promise.” 
 
   I smiled and continued looking out the window, sitting quietly.  “When we get back, you and I will go to San Francisco and get settled there.  We can have all of your things in our new house within a couple of weeks.”  He set my hand on his knee.  I felt him looking at me, so I turned his way and waited for him to continue.  He released my hand and reached for my body, gently pulling me into his and began kissing my head.  The gentle kisses felt comforting.  
 
   In a whisper he said, “I know that this all feels like it’s happening so quickly, but if you can trust me and let me take care of you for just a little while, everything will fall into place.  You’ll see.”  I didn’t move, staying safely in his arms and enjoying my feeling in that moment.  Suddenly I felt his chest take two simultaneous breaths and I pushed myself from his hold and looked at him.  His eyes were red and glazed. 
 
   “Irish, what’s wrong?”  I reached my hand to his face and turned it, seeing his tears. 
 
   His wasn’t like one of my moment cries, but more like many moments.  He neither smiled nor changed his expression.  He just stared at me and I knew that look so well.  It was the look one held onto because he knew if he changed it even just a little bit, he’d be crying.  I didn’t understand why Irish had that look.  Before I saw it coming, he dropped his face into my shoulder.  We both froze there, wrapping our arms around each other.  I didn’t say a word sitting quietly.  I was confused.  Minutes passed and he slowly raised his head.  I looked at him, trying to read his face.  He wiped his eyes and cleared his throat as I waited.
 
   “John’s right, you know,” and he took a deep breath.  “I’ve been a real jerk to many women, and so his not trusting me, well I deserve that,” he said still looking in my eyes.  “You won’t ever have to worry about other women, or me cheating on you, Jurnee, I promise you that.  John doesn’t trust me but, I need you to trust me; I need you to believe that I’d never hurt you...and I need to hear you say it before we board that plane tonight.  I need to know you trust me.  Then I’ll be able to ignore what anyone else thinks.”  And he turned and looked out the window.  I saw a tear roll down his cheek.  I reached over and gently wiped it away. 
 
   “Irish, I trusted you the moment you told me you wanted to start over.  I decided then that I believed you, and you haven’t let me down.”  He turned and looked at me.  I saw a smile.  He took a deep breath and reached out to hug me.  I hugged him back, nestling my face into his soft stubble.  I did trust him, I thought, maybe more than I trusted myself right now. 
 
   “We’re going to be okay, Irish,” I whispered.  I felt him run his fingers under my hair, gently massaging my head. 
 
   
“So it’s agreed then,” he finally said. “When we board that plane tonight, we’re Jurnee and Irish, in a solid relationship forever.”  I lifted my head from his chest and raised an eyebrow at him.  He stared and gave me his cutest “what” face. 
 
   “So does that mean you have no intention of marrying me after I almost threw myself at you in front of my brother?” 
 
   He gave me the biggest smile and hugged me into his body.  “Oh yeah..,” and he snickered, “I did accept, didn’t I?” 
 
   I laughed and slapped his arm, “Yes, Mr. Thompson, you did.”  
 
   We held each other, both feeling a little better and maybe stronger about what was going to happen to us as a brand new couple. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   When we landed at Gillespie Field it was close to four in the morning.  Irish and I had slept the entire five hours it took to fly home.  We said goodbye to John.  Then Irish and I headed for his car with all three of my suitcases.  Once they were packed in the trunk, we climbed in and sat there for a moment.  
 
   “I could really use a cup of coffee and a cigarette.”
 
    He reached for the ignition but stopped.  “How about you come to my house and stay with me and I’ll drive you back to Judy’s later today?  That way we don’t have to wake her.”  I thought about that for a moment.  I’d spoken to Judy several times while we were in North Carolina, and she knew that I’d be coming home today, just not when I’d arrive.  
 
   “Is that what you want to do, Irish?  You must be tired; I know I am.”  
 
   “I’d love for you to come home with me and get a couple hours of sleep.”  And he gave me a devilish smile. 
 
   I smiled too. “Okay, I’ll call Judy when we wake up.”  
 
   He winked at me and started the ignition.  Irish stopped at the first 7-11 we came to and while he went to buy coffee, I stepped out of the car to smoke.  I tossed the butt in an ashtray when I saw him coming out of the store.  He carried a can of whipped cream tucked under his arm and was holding a cup of coffee.  I rushed to meet him.  He sprayed a mountain of whipped cream on top of the coffee while we headed back to the car.  During our ride to his house, we listened to the radio and Irish sang along to several songs.  Looking at him, it felt as if I’d known him forever, instead of a little over a week.  Why was that?  When we finally pulled off the main road and onto the private drive, the big gate that was closed on our first visit now stood open. 
 
   “Well this can’t be good,” Irish said as he drove slowly through the wrought-iron fence.  He stopped for a moment, looking at the house that he’d pointed out before as his parents’ home.  All of the house lights were on.  The sky was just starting to get light, but the glow from the house lights was still clearly visible.  He stared at the house, apparently deciding what he should do.  “Let’s go to my house first and I’ll call my dad from there.”
 
   When we arrived at the house, we headed for the kitchen.  Irish reached for his phone, dialing his parents’ number.  I put the whipped cream in the refrigerator and snooped around, looking for something to eat.  Irish walked into the living room and I heard him talking quietly.  Besides some bottled water, six yogurts, a loaf of bread, and a small tub of margarine, it was clear that Irish didn’t eat here often.  I closed the refrigerator door and turned around to see him staring at me.  
 
   He motioned with one finger to come to him.  He had a devilish grin on his face and I smiled impishly.  “There’s something I’ve wanted to do to you for days now,” he said in his sexiest voice.  I stood frozen, but I could feel myself blushing.  I took a step toward him, moving closer.  His eyebrow went up and he said, “I can’t possibly do what I want to do to you from there,” and I grinned. 
 
   “So what exactly is it that you want to do to me, Irish?”
 
   He crossed his arms now, still smiling deliciously.  I felt my heart beat a little faster and took another step closer.  He stood looking me up and down, slowly unfolding his arms and dropping them to his sides.  When I finally reached him, he gently pulled my face toward his.  Irish’s lips crushed against mine and his tongue danced across my lower lip, seeking entrance.  Our kisses were different than before, as if we were each a puzzle piece and somehow fit together perfectly.  He wasn’t kissing to please me; he was kissing me with raw passion.  I felt dizzy for a moment and still holding my face, he broke our kiss and smiled one of the happiest I’d ever seen.
 
   “I’ve wanted to do that for days,” he sighed.  
 
   Smiling at his handsome features, I said, “Is that all you wanted to do?” 
 
   He chuckled, planting a trail of soft kisses from my chin to my ear and back again.  “No, that was just the appetizer, Jurnee,” and his smile faded.  He held my jaws with both of his hands and gently kissed my lips.  “I have a five-course meal planned for you, girl, and that’s not even counting dessert.” 
 
   Irish’s hot breath on my skin made my body tingle and I suddenly became lightheaded.  I grabbed him to hold myself up.  He caught me and held my weight with his arms.  “I think we need to get you to bed,” he said, pulling me squarely up against his body and rock-hard erection.  Whew, it was getting really warm in here.  I looked up at his face, and he smiled down at me. 
 
   “As you can see, kissing you was not the only thing I’ve wanted to do.”  And he winked. 
 
   “Well what are we waiting for?” I gasped.  
 
   He moved his lips close to my ear.  “I want to take you upstairs and have my way with you.”  He pushed me away from him gently, checking to see if I was steady and leading me to the staircase.  He wrapped his arm around my waist gently walking me up the stairs, while being certain that he could support me if I crumbled again.  
 
   His sudden strong authoritative behavior was really kind of sexy, I thought.  He was being the aggressor and I liked the way it felt.
 
   When we reached his room, I stood in the doorway while Irish moved hurriedly around gathering clothes and shoes from the floor and tossing them in his open closet.  I smiled at him, remembering his telling me that I was the only woman he’d ever brought here.  Now finished cleaning up, he gave me an apologetic smile and sat on the edge of his bed as I walked toward him, staring into his eyes, and then past him, leaping crossways onto his unmade bed.  
 
   Lying on my stomach, I threw my arms above my head and let out a squeal. “Irish, this is a wonderful bed,” I giggled.  I felt him turn his body and crawl up to me, pulling up against me and lightly kissing my ear.  His prominent erection was pressing firmly against my thigh. 
 
   “Jurnee,” he whispered in my ear.  “I’m going to roll you over and take your clothes off.”  I turned and looked at him, helping him roll me onto my back.  He had a look I’d never seen before.  Slipping his hand underneath my shirt and up my stomach, he stopped at my right breast.  His finger moved the fabric of my bra until his hand was cupping my bare breast.  His fingers skimmed over my erect nipple and I could feel his breathing speed up and become heavy.  I lifted myself up and pushed my jeans from my waist, until my leg was able to push them all the way off.  He stared at me, his eyes demanding my attention.  He removed his hand from my breast and helped me out of my shirt and bra.  I lay there in nothing but my black panties.  His eyes finally left my face and traveled down my body to the black lace.  He pushed himself off the bed and tugged at them, each hand on one side of my waist, removing them slowly.  When he had them completely off, he slowly unbuckled his belt and unbuttoned his jeans.  I reached over placing a pillow under my head, never letting my eyes leave him.  When he removed his black tee shirt, I had a perfect view of his sculpted shoulders and perfectly tapered waist.  
 
   My heart was pumping erratically in my chest and feeling a warm rush flow over me.  I pushed my head back hard into the pillow and closed my eyes, soon feeling the weight of his body crawling up on me and felt moisture.  Irish gently parted my legs giving him room to kneel while his lips slowly moved up my body, latching onto my shoulder kissing and suckling my skin, making my hips move in search of him.  “Please,” I said, searching his face.  
 
   He lifted me up and looked at me, gently kissing my forehead.  “Tell me what you want, Jurnee, and I’ll do it.”  I moved my hand down searching and gently fondled his erection, wrapping my hand around it while moving my hips, desperate for him to fill me completely.  He put his finger on my spot and began rubbing it rhythmically, the sensation making me moan out loud. 
 
   “So you want me in here?”  He whispered.   I watched his face and he truly enjoyed teasing me, now pinching my spot between his fingers.  Finally he moved himself inside me while lowering his mouth gently nibbling on my breasts.  I could feel him moving slowly in and out, so completely it was overwhelming.  He was pushing himself down almost leaving my body, then pulling himself up with his arms and completely filling me.  
 
   “Irriiissshhhh,” I could only drag his name out.  I felt my whole body seize up. 
 
   “Holy mother of pearl, Jurnee, you feel so good,” and I felt his body start to tremble.  Irish was holding onto my hips and with force pulling me against him.  I arched my back, pushing myself up and allowing him to enter deeper.  Finally I felt him slow almost to a stop.  Still holding my hips, he gently collapsed, molding himself to my body.  I felt my body pull a breath deep inside me.  I wrapped my arms around him and began rubbing light, gentle circles on his back.  I couldn’t stop smiling.  
 
   He finally lifted himself up and gave me a wicked little grin. “Don’t you ever leave me, girl,” he said in a soft panting voice. 
 
   I smiled, stretching to meet his lips.  A soft romantic light was shining in the room and I felt genuine happiness. “I thought we made an agreement at my aunt’s house?” 
 
   “We did, and after what just happened, what we just did, I am one hundred and ten percent certain that we’re going to make that fifty-year anniversary together, no problem,” and he smiled contentedly. 
 
   I looked at him, staring into those big blues.  “Why is doing it with me any different from anyone else?”  I asked, slowly moving my finger and gently tracing the outside of his face. 
 
   “I’ve never loved anyone before you came into my life.  I’ve liked a few but never loved them.  That makes all the difference in the world, Jurnee.”  His face was sincere, and I felt as though I were seeing inside the man.  He was being honest. 
 
   “I’ve never felt this way about anyone else either,” I admitted.  “When I slept with Joe-Lee that first time, it was because I thought I had to.  If I didn’t, he’d break up with me.  I now know that I was being stupid.”  
 
   Irish stared at me, laying his hand on mine.  “Guys can be real jerks, Jurnee,” he said, giving my hand a squeeze.  “Believe me, I’m ashamed of things I’ve done in the past.  That’s the reason I know I’ll never ruin this relationship.  I don’t deserve you.  I know that.” 
 
   This man thinks I’m a prize.  I never thought of myself that way.  Maybe I’m the one who better not mess this up, I thought.  He lay his head down now, lying quietly beside me and held my hand. 
 
   “Can I ask you something, Jurnee?”  And his voice was so sweet I had to smile. 
 
   “Yes, you can ask me anything, Irish.”  He took a minute, maybe struggling with the way he wanted to word his question, so I squeezed his hand, hoping to encourage him to continue. “Would you be okay with letting me do…other stuff to you than what we’ve already done in bed?”   
 
   I was so glad that we weren’t looking at each other because I might’ve laughed, I’m not sure.  We were both silent, but I couldn’t stop smiling.  “Do you mean oral sex, Irish?”  I immediately felt him squeeze my hand as though he was relieved that I’d said it for him.  
 
   “Yeah,” he said.  
 
   I took a deep breath to gain my confidence.  This was something I’d never done before, but I had read enough about it that I thought if the time ever came, I could muddle through it.  “I think that I’d like to try it sometime with you, Irish, if you don’t mind teaching me?” 
 
   He rolled up on his elbow now, looking directly into my eyes.  He was smiling at me with my I-won-the-lottery look.  I wasn’t at all sure how it was going to go the first time because I was apprehensive of large objects in my mouth, but I was willing to try.  
 
   Irish seemed pleased and we cuddled my back to his chest and his arm firmly holding my body against his.  I’m not sure who fell asleep first, but I thought I heard Irish whisper, “I love you,” and I believed we were a solid couple as Irish had called us, and I drifted off to dreamland.
 
   When I woke up, I was alone.  The curtains had all been closed but I could see one straight beam of light coming in the window farthest from me.  Everything was absolutely quiet.  I lay still listening for sounds.  I could hear the ticking clock on the nightstand and lifted myself up to see that it was five-thirty.  That must be late afternoon.  How could I have slept so long?  Where was Irish?  I sat up in bed, my eyes trying to focus.  I used the beam of light coming in the room to find my clothes.  They were folded neatly at the bottom of the bed.  My black lace panties were folded on top of my jeans and shirt.  I quickly dressed and made my way to the bathroom.  I flicked on the light and saw a note by the sink.  I walked over and turned on the faucet, cupping my hands and splashing water on my face.  Reaching for the towel hanging over the shower stall, I dried myself.  I picked up a bottle of mouthwash, taking a swig and swishing it in my mouth.
 
   I picked up the note:  Jurnee, I didn’t want to wake you.  You looked so peaceful.  I’m still at my parent’s house if you’re reading this note, and I’ll be back soon.  I called Judy and told her that you were with me and you were safe.  I love you.  Call me if you need me - Irish.  
 
   I spit the mouthwash in the sink and sat down to pee.  He called Judy?  That was sweet, I thought.  I washed my hands and headed for the bedroom door, making my way down the stairs, spotting my purse on the sofa.  My phone was setting on top.  How long had Irish been gone?  I sat down on the couch and dug through my purse looking for my brush and a scrunchy to put my hair up out of my face.  I was holding my hair with one hand, when the front door flew open and a dark-haired woman stormed into the house.  I dropped my hand and jumped to my feet.  
 
   It was clear that she’d been crying and loudly said, “Hi, I’m Paris, Irish’s sister,” and passed me as she headed to the kitchen.  She yanked the refrigerator door open for a bottle of water.  Slamming the door, she turned and threw herself up against the counter.  She stood there, watching the front door.  I stood there with what must have been an unattractive, confused expression. 
 
   At that moment Irish came through the open front door and stopped dead in his tracks when he saw me.  I looked at him and then at her.  No one said anything for several moments.  
 
   Finally Irish walked over and took my hand, cupping it with both of his. “Jurnee, this is my sister Paris.  Paris, this is Jurnee.”  He looked at me with an apologetic face.  Paris didn’t say a word.  I continued to stare at him.  
 
   He released my hand and walked to the kitchen, leaning back on the counter next to his sister.  They stood there in silence.  I sat down on the couch and tried to give them some privacy.  I looked out the front door while still able to see them from the corner of my eye.  For the first time in my life I understood the quote: You could cut the tension with a knife, and it actually made sense.  
 
   Irish spoke. “Paris, you know they’re just angry, give them time.  A month from now, everyone will have had time to accept things and it’ll all work out.  I promise.”  
 
   She flew into his arms so quickly I had to look.  I heard the thud of her pushing herself into Irish.  His phone chirped.  Without releasing her, he dug in his pocket.  Gently pushing his sister back from him, he answered it.  He looked at me, phone to his ear, listening to the caller.  “All right, I’m on my way,” and closed his phone. 
 
   He turned to his sister and said, “I’m going to get some of your things and you’re staying here tonight.”   
 
   She threw her hands over her eyes, “Fine.”  
 
   Irish left her standing in the kitchen and headed for the front door, taking my hand and pulling me with him.  When we were outside, he turned me around and moved his body up against mine.  With a desperate look, he turned my face to his with his fingers.  “Let me deal with this and I promise I’ll get you out of here and back to Judy’s.”  Looking in his eyes, I could tell he was frazzled. 
 
   “Okay,” I said. 
 
   He released my face and left me standing while he took a path I didn’t recognize.  I went inside to the sofa and sat down.  What’s going on? I thought. 
 
   Paris was still standing where Irish had left her, sobbing.  Torn, I wasn’t sure what to do.  
 
   Finally I stood up, looking at her and asked, “Is there anything I can get you?” She looked up at me.  Her eyes had dark trails of mascara running from them.  She has the same blue eyes as Irish, but she doesn’t share the same facial features, I thought. 
 
   “Who are you again?” She asked.  
 
   I stared at her for a moment and suddenly felt uncomfortable.  I gulped, “I’m Jurnee Sampson.”  
 
   She turned away from me reaching for a paper towel to wipe her face.  With her back to me she said, “What number are you?  It’s got to be in the hundreds by now,” and she blew her nose. 
 
    I took a deep breath that caught me off guard.  There were so many things I could say to her right now, but I stopped myself and tried to remember.  One, I didn’t know her and two, she was obviously upset. 
 
   “I’m not sure what you’re talking about, but I’m pretty sure that I’m number one to Irish.”  I could feel the heat flowing into my face. 
 
   She turned to me and I watched her wad the paper towel in her hand.  “Sampson? You’re John’s sister?”  
 
   I’d rather be a number in Irish’s book than John’s sister, I thought.  “Yes, I’m John’s sister,” I admitted.  She looked at me differently now, as if she’d somehow decided that she’d treat me like a person rather than one of her brother’s hook-ups.  I stared at her face, waiting to see if I’d have to verbally defend myself. 
 
   “You’re cute,” she said, turning to take her water bottle. 
 
   I refused to respond.  
 
   Before I knew it, she was plopping herself down on the end of the sofa.  “Sorry for being such a bitch.”  She uncapped the bottle, “I’m not having the best of days.” 
 
   That was an understatement, I thought.  I sat back and reached for my purse.  I wanted a cigarette but quickly decided to look for a piece of gum instead.
 
   “Sorry about your aunt,” she said and we looked at each other. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said.  She sounded sincere.  I went back to looking for my gum. 
 
   “So you’re John’s little sister.  That explains why Irish has you here,” and she took a sip from the bottle.  
 
   I had that uncomfortable feeling again.  I could feel her eyes on me.  I didn’t like it, so I looked at her.  
 
   “Are you hot for my baby brother too?”  
 
   What’s this chick’s problem? I thought.  I felt a look of confusion cross my face.  I hoped that she didn’t see it as I continued to stare at her.  
 
   “I’m just asking because I make it a habit not to get close to the girls he’s dating.  I did that a few times and they were gone within a week.”  She wasn’t smiling but waiting for an answer.  I looked away and reached for my cigarettes and lighter. 
 
   I stood up, “I’m going outside to smoke a cigarette,” and walked to the door. 
 
   “Can I have one?” I heard her ask.  
 
   I just kept walking.  Where in the hell is Irish? I thought.  Before I could light a cigarette, Paris was standing next to me.  I handed her the lit cigarette and lighted another.  We both stood there on the porch looking at the trees.
 
   Out of nowhere Paris finally blurted, “I’m pregnant,” and I felt myself freeze.  I know my eyes grew big but I managed to keep my mouth from falling open.  I didn’t want to look at her, but I felt I had to after hearing her words.  
 
   Before I had a chance to move, she continued. “My Dad’s rule, well one of them anyway, is no children out of wedlock.  Stupid rule, but he pays the bills.”  
 
   I turned to look at her.  “So what’re you going to do?” was all I could say.  I was at a loss for anything else to say.  The way she’d been acting in the house didn’t warrant gushing buckets of comfort.  
 
   “Well I was going to have an abortion because even if I did know the father, I’m not marriage material, and definitely not mother material.” 
 
   I continued to look at her and listen.  My life was sounding more golden with each word from her mouth. 
 
   “My Mom’s looking forward to a huge wedding one day and this unfortunate situation screws up everything.  My Dad’s worried about what everyone’s going to think, and if my doctor hadn’t called him, I’d have had an abortion and my life wouldn’t suck like it does now.”  She dropped her cigarette and stepped on it, reaching down and picking it up.  I stood there trying to process what she’d just said.  Without a word, she turned and walked into the house carrying the butt.  I took a long drag and my eyes caught a glimpse of movement on the side of the house.               
 
   Irish was carrying a blue-flowered tote bag and smiling at me.  I returned the smile.  He went straight into the house, and I put my cigarette out and followed him.  I closed the door and stood waiting for Irish to let me know what we were doing.  I was ready to go.  I saw Paris take the bag and give him a hug but couldn’t hear anything they were saying.  Irish walked toward me, picked up my purse, and joined me at the door. “You ready?” 
 
   “I was born ready,” I said with a nervous laugh, taking my purse from him.  “It was nice meeting you, Paris,” I said as I followed him outside. 
 
   “Me too,” was all I heard.  
 
   When we got to the car, Irish opened the passenger door.  I climbed in the car and he looked at me. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” he said.  
 
   I looked at him, really wanting to kiss him.  “You don’t have anything to be sorry about, Irish.  My brother hit you, remember?  Families are sometimes messy,” and I smiled at him.  When we were only five minutes into our ride, Irish reached for the radio knob and turned off the music.  
 
   Both hands on the steering wheel and his eyes straight ahead, he said, “Paris is three years older than me.  For the last year, she’s been to rehab three separate times for crystal and coke, and maybe other stuff, I really don’t know.”  He stopped for a moment, looking over his shoulder while he changed lanes.  I waited for him to continue, trying to look sympathetic.  
 
   This couldn’t be easy for him, I thought. 
 
   “Before rehab she worked for my dad’s company and attended classes.  She was going to college and doing fine, but right before she was supposed to graduate, she changed her major, meaning she needed more classes.  My dad put his foot down about her remaining in college and so she dropped out.  She didn’t have the responsibility of school, so she partied.  Then she quit coming to work.  My dad blew a gasket, and my mom got her into rehab.  Paris would do really well for a couple of months and then she’d regress into drugs.  Finally my dad set it up that Paris had to take a urine test every week and if she didn’t pass it, he wouldn’t give her money for her bills.  She has a house on our property, but she moved in with some friend of hers about a year ago.”  He finally looked at me, maybe to gauge my reaction to what he was telling me.  I gave him an encouraging smile.  
 
   “Anyway, I guess the doctor called my dad to give him the test results and told him she was pregnant.”  Irish stared out the window. 
 
   “Was she at least clean?” I asked.  
 
   “I guess not,” he barely said.  We were both looking out the front window, Irish dropping his hand to mine.  I squeezed tightly.  
 
   “I’ve done everything there is to do, Jurnee, but when I found out that Paris had to get help and that she couldn’t stop on her own, I quit everything, even smoking cigarettes.  I didn’t want to see that look of disappointment in my mother’s eyes.”  He squeezed my hand. 
 
   “So that’s what’s going on at my house,” he turned and looked at me.  
 
   I mouthed, I love you, and he smiled back.  “I’m starving, are you?”  I asked. 
 
   He released my hand and began changing lanes.  “Yes.  I’m going to take you to one of my favorite places.”  He reached for my hand again.  It was eight o’clock already as Irish pulled into the parking lot of an unfamiliar restaurant.  The sign read Bully’s East.  
 
   After he parked, I reached to the floorboard for my purse.  When I sat up, Irish hadn’t moved and was staring at me, waiting for me to look at him.  “Before we go in here, I need to tell you something.”  I watched his face.  After my talk with his sister, I was sure I knew what he was going to say.  
 
   My stomach tightened and I took a deep breath.  “Irish, I know you’ve dated women up and down the coast.  I know that we’re going to run into them now and again.  If that’s what you’re worried about, don’t be.”  And I reached for my door handle.  
 
   He chuckled.  “Jurnee, thanks for being so understanding,” and he gave me a silly grin, “but I was going to say that John’s girlfriend works here, and I dated her before John did.  I just wanted you to know before we went in there.” 
 
   Now I did stare at him.  That’s something I definitely wanted to know, I thought.  Irish came around the car and opened my door.  I was still processing that my brother had a girlfriend that was Irish’s ex. 
 
   “Jurnee, you coming?” he said, laughing at me.  I took his hand and stepped out of the car.  Irish pulled me to him and folded me into his body tightly.  “No matter what, please remember that I love you, okay?” 
 
   I looked up at his face.  “Okay” and we headed for the restaurant.
 
   When Irish opened the restaurant door, I took a couple of steps inside and had to slow my pace to let my eyes adjust.  Irish stepped in front of me now and reached for my hand, gently pulling me to the hostess station. A blonde with oodles of makeup stood in front of us smiling, holding a stack of menus. “Hello, Irish.  I haven’t seen you in a while,” she said gushingly. 
 
   “Yeah, I’ve been pretty busy,” he said smiling back at her.  “Can we have a booth in the back, please?” and he pulled me in a little closer. 
 
   “Sure, let me check and see what’s open.  I’ll be right back.” 
 
   I looked up at Irish, wanting to know if she was the one, and he smiled, nodding.  “Her name’s Jennifer,” he said in a whisper. 
 
   “Of course,” rolling my eyes.  “At least it’s not Tiffany,” I said under my breath.  
 
   At that moment the hostess returned, “Follow me, Irish,” she said, with a perky little smile.  We followed her to the back of the restaurant, and she placed two menus on the table.  
 
   After Irish and I were seated, she held her hands together in front of her and looked at him. “So who’s this?” she asked. 
 
   “Jennifer, I’d like you to meet my wife, Jurnee,” and he held his hand out pointing to me.  I stared at his face.  I could feel myself growing warm, and I hesitated but finally looked up at her and smiled, lifting my foot under the table and kicking him.  
 
   She smiled back at me now, at a loss for words.  “Congratulations, Irish,” she finally said.  “Debbie will be your waitress tonight.  Enjoy your meal,” and she walked away.  Irish smiled at me and reached in his pocket for his phone.  
 
   He looked at it and turned it toward me. “What time is it?” he asked.  
 
   I squinted using the light from the table candle.  “It’s eight-seventeen.” 
 
   He smiled devilishly as he set his phone on the table.  I looked at him confused. 
 
   “Your wife?”  And I rolled my eyes at him.  
 
   Just then Debbie our waitress was standing at our table.  “What can I get ya’ll to drink tonight?” 
 
   Irish looked at me and grinned.  “I’ll have an iced tea, please,” and he turned his eyes to me.  
 
   I grinned back at him. “I’ll have a glass of your house white wine, please,” never taking my eyes off his.  
 
   Beep and I turned to find my phone.  I fished it out of my purse and it stopped before I could see who’d called. 
 
   Now Irish’s phone rang.  He reached for it and turned it toward me. 
 
   “Who is it?” I squinted. 
 
   “It’s John.”  He leaned back and smiled but didn’t answer it.  “What time is it now?” he asked.  I looked at my phone.  It was eight-nineteen.  My head flew up and he was chuckling.  
 
   It was funny, I thought.  “You know that was mean, don’t you?” and he grinned back at me.  He was so flipping adorable, I thought, looking at him.  This was the first time I’d ever felt as if I had someone on my side when it came to John and I liked it.  
 
   The waitress brought us drinks and took our orders.  While we ate dinner, both of our phones went off multiple times.  We let them take messages.  When the waitress came for our plates, Irish excused himself and went to the restroom.  I finished my glass of wine and tossed the phone in my purse.  We left as soon as he returned.  Jennifer didn’t say a word as we walked out into the night.
 
   When we pulled up to Judy’s, her car wasn’t there. “Irish, when you told me in your note that you spoke to Judy, did you mean spoke or sent her a text?”  
 
   He parked the car and looked at me. “I called her with your phone,” he said, looking a little sheepish.  
 
   I smacked his arm and smiled at him.  “I don’t care that you went in my purse, I just want to know what she said.”  
 
   He looked up and off to the side as if trying to remember the conversation word for word.  “She said she had a date,” and he turned his face to me.  “With someone from work, yeah, and that you knew where the key was.”  He smiled, pleased with himself.  I bent down and fished for my phone.  Seven messages total, six from John.  
 
   I scrolled up to the first voice message from Judy.  Hey, J.C., I spoke to Irish.  I guess you were sleeping. I’m glad that everything went okay with John at the funeral.  I told Irish that I might not be home when you get here.  I actually have a date with a really cute guy from the office.  Don’t worry, he’s not in my department, but I’m not sure what time I’ll be home.  But I will be home.  Love you.
 
   I closed my phone.  “It looks like we’re going to be unsupervised,” I laughed.
 
   Irish helped me get all three suitcases into the house and to my room.  I reached for my cigarettes and phone, with Irish following me to the patio.  We sat down in chairs, both satisfyingly full. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    “What do you want to do tomorrow,” Irish asked, tilting his head to the side, smiling handsomely. 
 
   “I’m not sure, but I could really use a shower right now,” and I grinned at him.  I was trying to reference our shower in San Francisco, but he didn’t give me the right response.  
 
   Looking serious he said, “No really, Jurnee, what do you want to do tomorrow?  It’s your birthday.”  
 
   Tomorrow was Tuesday, June 10th?  I stared at him trying to account for the last several days.  He was right…tomorrow was my birthday.  I sat back in my chair, pulling a cigarette from my pack.  Irish stood up and fished his lighter from his pants.  We smiled at each other, remembering our first day out here on the patio. 
 
   “Well, I don’t really know,” I said.  “Don’t you have to work?” 
 
   He sat back down after he lit my cigarette and leaned all the way back in his chair.  “We could get up early, go downtown, get licenses, drive to Vegas, and get married,” he said grinning.
 
   I shook my head.  “You’re crazy, but you know that already, right?”  I stared at the sky, trying to separate myself from his piercing stare and that silly grin. 
 
   “I think your mom would be a little upset if we did that Irish, don’t you agree?”  He didn’t answer.  I looked and he was holding up his phone, scrolling through numbers. 
 
   He looked at me.  “I could ask her,” and he flipped his phone open.  
 
   I felt my eyebrows pinch together and my mouth fly open.  “You’d better not, Irish,” and I sat straight up in my chair. 
 
   He stood up.  I could hear it ringing.  I took a deep breath hoping that he was messing with me.  With his back to me I heard him say, “Hey Mom,” and he turned around and smiled at me.  I froze.  He wouldn’t tell his mom something like that over the phone, I assured myself.  I felt the heat rising in my body.  
 
   Irish looked away from me and continued talking.  “I wanted to call you first, and give you some good news.”  He looked into the sky.   “Remember I told you all about Jurnee?” and he began rocking back and forth, still looking at the sky.  “Yeah, John’s sister,” he said.  “Well she asked me to marry her.”  My mouth fell open.  I didn’t even feel myself stand up.  “Yes, I know, it surprised me too,” he said, looking at the ground.  “Well, I said yes, Mom, and we were thinking about going to Vegas tomorrow.”  He turned and looked at me with a serious expression.
 
   I have no idea what my face looked like.  I was speechless.  “I know that she is, Mom, I’d bet my heart on it.”  We stared at each other. 
 
   “No, we’d come straight home tomorrow night; Dad mentioned I have to get up to San Francisco and sign papers on the house.  This will be a quick trip” and he winked at me, smiling.  What the hell was he doing?  I was silently screaming inside.  
 
   “No, Mom, you’re the only one we’re telling.  Would you keep it to yourself until we get home tomorrow night?”  He looked away from me.  I sat back down. 
 
   “I love you too, Mom, see you tomorrow,” and he closed his phone.
 
   I stared at him until he turned and looked at me.  He wasn’t smiling and looked way too serious.  “I want this more than anything, Jurnee, and now it’s up to you.”  
 
   I didn’t know what to say.  We stared at each other until finally I took a deep breath, my hands covering my face.  “You’re sure, Irish, this isn’t a stupid mistake?  I don’t even know your parents’ names.”  I heard his steps coming toward me.  
 
   He bent down and reached his hand to my face and I looked up at him.  With his finger under my chin, he said, “I’m one hundred and ten percent sure, Jurnee.  This isn’t a mistake, I assure you.”  I could feel my eyes filling up and I was pulling at the fabric of my jeans.  “Please trust me,” he said and stood up, pulling my body with him.  He hugged me tightly and I took another deep breath. 
 
   “Do you swear that was your mom?” 
 
   He chuckled. “Yes, I swear that was my mom, and she was surprised but also happy for us.”  Pushing me back just enough so that he could see my face, he said, “We need to get birth certificates and make a plan.  You need to tell me if we’re going to do this, and we need to leave early.”  I was looking at him and I did hear him, but I needed a few minutes to process it in my head.  I put my face into his chest and he held me in his arms.  
 
   Married?  Was I going to be any good at marriage?  I felt Irish squeeze me gently, and I pushed back and looked into his face.  “Okay” and I wiped the tears from my eyes.  “Let’s get married,” I announced.  
 
   Irish smiled at me and touched my nose with his finger.  “Let’s go tie the knot,” he whispered. 
 
   Irish drove to his house to get his birth certificate and some clothes.  I looked through the paperwork in my room and picked out some clothes, folding them all neatly in a stack on my bed and putting my birth certificate on top and then went to take a shower.  With a towel still wrapped around my head, I sat on my bed and went through my purse, making sure that I had everything I needed for tomorrow’s trip.  When I picked up my birth control package, I only had three pills left, so I reached for another pack from my suitcase.  I needed to make an appointment before I could get another refill.  
 
   When I was sure I had everything, I picked up my phone and went through my messages from John.  
 
   First message: Hang up.  
 
   Second message: Another hang up.  
 
   Third message: Hang up.  
 
   I decided to delete them all, tossing my phone on the bed.  It had to be after eleven o’clock, I thought, and I was really hoping to talk to Judy before we left town.  Just then I heard the front door open.  I jumped up and waltzed to the living room.  When Judy saw me, she smiled graciously.  She was wearing the cutest little black dress and pumps with her blonde hair pulled back on the sides. 
 
   “Don’t you look hot,” I sang.  
 
   She laughed at me.  “Is Irish here?” she asked.
 
   “Not yet,” I said following her to the kitchen.  
 
   Stopping to look at my face, she asked “Is everything okay?” 
 
   “Yes, in fact...wait right here,” I said, running to my room.  I brought back the bottle of Grand Marnier I’d bought for Irish and held it up, smiling from ear to ear.  “We have to celebrate,” I squealed, dancing to the cupboard for two glasses. 
 
   Judy leaned back on the counter, taking off her shoes.  “Someone’s happy,” she giggled.  “What are we celebrating, J.C.?”  
 
   I continued smiling while I poured, handing her a glass and holding mine up in the air to toast.  She just smiled staring at me.  “I asked Irish to marry me, well kind of, and he said yes.”  
 
   Her eyes became huge and she threw her hand over her mouth.  “For real, are you kidding?”  She watched my face now. 
 
   “Yes, we’re leaving for Las Vegas first thing in the morning,” I smiled.  Without a word she tipped her glass to mine and then took a big sip.  I took a drink too and we both stood in the kitchen staring at each other.  I knew what she had to say and was going to say.  
 
   She was Momma Judy, so I waited for her comment.  “You’re sure about this, J.C.?” and I threw my arms around her.  
 
   We hugged. “I’m one hundred and ten percent sure,” I said. 
 
   She gave me a smile.  “Okay, I’m really happy for you.”  And I knew she was.  I sat on her bed while she changed clothes and told me all about Rodney.  We were heading back to the kitchen to refill our glasses when we heard a light knock on the door. 
 
   “That must be Irish,” I said skipping to the door.  When I opened it, it wasn’t Irish but John.  My eyes got huge as I quickly looked past him for Irish. 
 
   “Jurnee, can I talk to you for a minute?”  I stepped back, staring at him. 
 
   “Sure, come in,” I said, opening the door wider.  
 
   I’m sure he saw the disappointment on my face, so he quickly said, “Irish will be here in a few minutes.  He had to get the original copy of his birth certificate from his parents’ house.  I left before him.”  I just nodded and walked over to the sofa.  
 
   Judy popped her head in from the kitchen and then ran over to John and hugged him.  “It’s so good to see you,” John said. 
 
   Judy just gave him her silly-Judy smile. 
 
   “What’d you need to talk to me about, John?”  I said, searching for my cigarettes. 
 
   “I have something I think you’d like to have for tomorrow,” and he spoke with a serious voice.  I looked him in the face and sat down on the sofa.  He followed me over and sat down too, reaching in his coat pocket and handing me a folded handkerchief.  I looked at him and accepted it, setting it on my lap and opening it.  When I got to the middle, I saw two rings.  
 
   I looked up at John.  “These belonged to mom and dad,” and he nodded. 
 
   “If you’re really serious about this marriage, Jurnee, I know they’d want you to have them.”  I looked at the rings, my eyes tearing.  I set them down on the table and stood up holding my arms out to John.  He stood and held me tighter than ever before.  I did my silent cry into his shoulder.  I didn’t hear a knock but Judy must have.  When I finally composed myself and pushed away from John, I saw Irish standing by the front door, smiling at me. 
 
   John stepped away and walked over to Irish, hugging him too.  When they finally separated, Irish pulled what looked like a blue address book from his coat pocket and handed it to my brother.  Neither one said a word.  
 
   John walked to the front door, turning to me, “Be safe and I’ll see you when I do.  I love you, Jurnee,” and he closed the door behind him.  
 
   Judy, Irish, and I stared at one another.  I went to the table and picked up my parents’ rings.  I smiled at Irish and he walked over and kissed me on my forehead.  I reached for Irish’s hand and slipped my dad’s ring on his finger.  We both looked at it.  He took my mom’s ring and slipped it on my finger.  It fit, and I began to cry.  It wasn’t my moment cry.  It was an overwhelmingly happy one.  I reached out for Irish, then Judy, and we group-hugged.  Tomorrow was going to be a good day, I thought.    
 
   Irish and I were at the court house at eight o’clock and on the road to Vegas by ten.  We didn’t turn on the radio once during our six-hour drive.  He answered all the questions I had about his family, the blue book he’d given John, his bad habits, and our plan for moving to San Francisco.  It seemed he already knew way more about me than I did about him.  We laughed so hard we shed tears about some things and grew sad about sensitive subjects as well.  When we realized we were only two exits from the Vegas Strip, we grew quiet.  Maybe it was the excitement, mixed with a little nervousness, but we stared straight ahead at the tall buildings.  Irish finally pulled off an exit, promising to take us to the Strip.  We had both agreed that we only wanted to make our marriage legal right now.  We could always have a real ceremony later if we wanted it.  Passing several chapels with signs offering every type of wedding imaginable, Irish and I continued down the Strip, smiling expectantly. 
 
   “Tell me when to stop,” he said. 
 
   I smacked his shoulder and laughed.  “No, this was your idea, Buster, you pick.  I just decided to come today to get out of the house,” and we laughed.  He pulled into the parking lot of a little white chapel called Wedding Bells and we stared at it.  
 
   The car parked, he turned and looked at me, smiling sweetly.  “This is your last chance to run like hell, Jurnee.” 
 
   I touched his nose with my finger.  “I did mention that I snore, right?” 
 
   He laughed.  “I’ve heard you, believe me, and I’m still here.”  He came around, opening my door and we stood looking at the chapel door.  “We aren’t going to get hitched standing here in the parking lot, now are we?” and we headed for the front door.
 
   When we walked inside several other couples were already there.  Some wore wedding dresses and tuxedos.  One couple even wore silly costumes.  A woman approached and held her hand out to me.  I looked at her and took a step behind Irish, allowing him to handle this matter.  I was definitely feeling very much out of my comfort zone, and Irish explained to the consultant that we were only interested in a quick ceremony as we needed to return to San Diego this evening.  She led us to a room off the main foyer.  It was empty and looked like a miniature version of a traditional church.  The woman left us, promising to return shortly.  We smiled at each other when she left the room, giving each other big animated silly eyes. 
 
   “This is probably when I should reveal to you that I’m really a man, huh?” 
 
   He began tickling me.  I was laughing so hard the room became silent between my gasps for air.  “You shouldn’t have told me you were ticklish, now should you?”  
 
   The consultant returned and we tried to look serious.  “If you two want to fill out this form, we should be able to get you married and on your way back home,” she said smiling at us.  
 
   When she left, we sat down like adults and began answering the questions on the single-paged form.  I held the clipboard and asked Irish questions I was unsure about.  When the woman returned, she was accompanied by a man I guessed was going to perform the ceremony.  He took the clipboard and our certificate, and we were legally married ten minutes later. 
 
   After we kissed, Irish whispered in my ear, “We’ll do this right later,” and I hugged him.  
 
   When we got back to the car, neither of us spoke; we wore ridiculous I-can’t-believe-we-did-it smiles.  
 
   When we were on the freeway heading home, Irish turned to me, reaching for my hand.  “You belong to me, Jurnee Ciara,” and he wore a devilish grin.  
 
   I squeezed his hand and smiled back. “Um no, we belong to each other.”  
 
   He shook his head no.  His smile grew huge and looking into my eyes he said, “Today I get to say that you belong to me, all day, at least until midnight.  It’s a guy thing, Jurnee.”  
 
   I giggled at him.  “Okay, if that makes you happy” and I squeezed his hand again. 
 
   He turned and looked at the road now.  “It does, very much,” he said, smiling.  
 
   We stopped once on the way home to buy fuel and eat a meal.  I counted eight times that Irish found ways to work my wife into his conversations.  
 
   I smiled and laughed. He’d really turned out to be my prize, I thought, and maybe the best birthday present I’d ever received.  
 
   We exited the road for Irish’s property, even though we thought Paris was probably there.  Irish had to fly to San Francisco the next day to sign papers and take care of business for his dad.  When we pulled off the main road and onto the private drive, a huge paper sign was hanging on the closed gate.  Irish stopped the car and we both stared.  Welcome Home Irish and Jurnee was printed in huge purple letters.  Pictures of wedding bells hung on either end of the sign.  
 
   We looked at each other and laughed. “I’m guessing everyone knows,” Irish said.  
 
   Much to our surprise Paris wasn’t there when we drove to the house.  We dropped our bags on the sofa and headed for the kitchen.  On the counter was a coffeemaker I was sure had not been there earlier.  I looked at Irish.  
 
   “My wife likes her coffee in the morning,” he said smiling.
 
   I shook my head and grinned at him.  We’re now at number ten with the wife references, I thought.  I opened the refrigerator and saw food.  And wine!  I turned to Irish, holding the door open, “How...when...who put food in here?” 
 
   He grinned at me, leaning his elbows on the counter.  “I figured that we’d be busy with our honeymoon celebration but we’d still have to eat.”  
 
   I shut the door and stared at him.  Any past moments I’d once thought were my happiest didn’t hold a candle to the way I felt right now.  I didn’t feel lost or scared or unsure.  I felt safe and loved, but mostly certain that trusting him was probably the best decision I ever made.  
 
   He stood there, watching me with a sexy little grin and said, “Your husband would greatly appreciate your company upstairs” and he couldn’t keep a straight face.  I walked into his open arms.  
 
   Pulling back from his chest to see his gorgeous blues, I said, “Hey Mister, would you give my husband a message?”  And I batted my eyes for added effect. 
 
   “I sure will, Mrs. Thompson,” he said, giving me a silly grin. 
 
   “Will you tell him that when we were in my bedroom in North Carolina and he told me I’d be happy with him, that he was correct one hundred percent plus ten.  Oh and please tell him that I love him more than words can say.”  
 
   He pressed his lips to mine and I felt myself melting into his body.  He was holding me so tightly, I could hardly breathe.  He finally released his hold on me, slowly covering me with gentle kisses.  He took my hand, leading me upstairs.  After a romantic candle-lit shower together, our honeymoon officially began.
 
   Irish had to be at the airport at two o’clock Wednesday afternoon.  His plan included flying out, taking care of business, and returning home by seven that evening.  On his way home he was going to stop by Judy’s and pick up my suitcases.  
 
   I was finally going to meet his mother while he was away on business.  She’d invited me to dinner.  Nervous wasn’t even an adequate word to describe my feelings, but when Irish told me that it would be only the two of us, I was relieved.  She was going to pick me up at five o’clock, so I was adamant about being ready when she arrived.
 
   At four-fifty in late afternoon, I heard a soft knock on the front door.  When I opened it, Irish’s mom stood there with the sweetest smile.  “You must be my new daughter-in-law,” she said.  I smiled back at her trying to get used to that title.  “I think that you and I have a dinner date, Jurnee” and she held her hands out to give me a hug.  She barely came to my collar bone and I caught myself bending my knees a little in the middle of our hug.  She smelled so good, I thought, just like my mother.  
 
   I closed the door and walked to her car.  I watched as she climbed into the driver’s side and I’d have bet she wouldn’t be able to reach the pedals.  We drove up the winding road and into her garage.  I followed her through a door that led straight into a huge kitchen.  She pointed to an island that must have had ten chairs encircling it.  I sat down and watched her put her keys away, then disappear from view. 
 
   After a few moments she returned carrying a medium-sized box wrapped in silver wedding paper, setting it on the opposite side of the island.  “This is from me for you and Irish,” she said, “but I want you two to open it together.”  I smiled politely.  She sat in a chair beside me.  When I looked into her face, I saw her son.  He’d inherited all of her beautiful features, I thought.  I had to smile when I looked into her eyes.  She took a deep breath and reached for my hand. 
 
   We sat there looking at each other, and she finally gave me the sweetest smile, reminding me of my Aunt Jean.  “I know you don’t know this, Jurnee,” and she leaned in like we might be overheard by someone.  “My son has loved you for a very long time.”  
 
   I smiled, giving her hand a gentle squeeze. “I love all of my children equally of course, but my Irish, well he has the softest heart of all,” and my eyes were fixed on hers.  
 
   She sat back in her chair and her face became serious, “Do you know that when Irish came home from your parents’ funeral with London, he told me he was going to marry you?”  I registered surprise, but I was more curious at what else she might be able to tell me about my new husband. 
 
   I looked at her, waiting for her to continue.  “A few months after your parents’ funeral, John nearly beat the tar out of Irish for taking a picture of you from his house.”  
 
   She looked down at her hands, “Irish came to me and said he knew John wouldn’t allow him to have it so he took it.  He knows better than to take things that aren’t his, but it’s my guess he really wanted to have something to remind him of you.”  
 
   She smiled, and I guessed she was thinking of Irish.  “He dated so many girls, trying to find one that would make him feel the same way that he did for you. But I think that feelings really complicated things for him and Irish didn’t want complicated, he really just wanted you.” 
 
   She looked at me, and her voice was much softer now.  “I told him if he felt that strongly about you that he shouldn’t settle for anything less.”  
 
   She smiled and moved closer to me, “Irish is happier than I’ve ever seen him, Jurnee, and that’s a gift.  I’m so happy you two found each other.  I want you to know I can never begin to replace your parent, dear, but I love my Irish and if he loves you, then I love you too.  You can always come to me for anything, dear.” 
 
   I felt my eyes filling but couldn’t look away.  Now I knew where Irish got his strength.  She was sitting in the chair right in front of me, holding my hand.  Tears rolled down my cheeks.  She lifted her hand to my face and wiped a cheek and then touched my nose with her finger.  “Those had better be happy tears,” and she smiled. 
 
   “You both had better take care of each other like you are the only two people on earth.  That’s all that should ever be important.  Never let anyone come between your bond with each other and you’ll always be happy.”  I smiled back at her, trying to get my crying in check. 
 
   “I don’t know what your favorite foods are yet, Jurnee, so you’re going to have to forgive me this time.  I did pick some of Irish’s favorite foods, hoping that you’d let me slide.”  I nodded and wiped my eyes.  She jumped down from her chair and walked to the refrigerator, bringing plates of cut-up vegetables and cheeses, smoked salmon, fruit, and some dips.  We picked at the plates while she talked about Irish when he was a boy.  I felt honored she’d accepted me as her daughter-in-law.
 
   Before I realized it, Irish arrived.  I beamed when I saw him.  He walked up behind me and wrapped his whole body around me.  He kissed my neck and then looked at his mother, “So Mom, how many embarrassing stories did you tell my wife about me?” And he smiled sweetly.  
 
   She returned his smile and laughed.  “I’m saving all those stories and going to string them out one at a time so I don’t scare the poor girl away.” 
 
   He laughed, looking at me now.  “Are you ready to go home?” 
 
   I looked at his mom and all of the food.  “Yes, but let me help put all of this wonderful food away first.” 
 
   She turned to me and laid her hand on my arm, squeezing it tightly.  “Jurnee, I don’t ever want to ask you to do anything that would make you feel uncomfortable, but you’re family now, and I’d love it, dear, if you’d call me mom.” 
 
   “I’d be honored.”  
 
   I felt Irish squeeze my shoulders. 
 
   “You two go home; dad won’t be here until after ten.  I have plenty of time to put this food away.  Irish, be sure to take that gift home with you.”  She smiled at us and I jumped down from my chair, following my husband. 
 
   At home, I got comfortable on the sofa while Irish ran upstairs.  I sat there thinking about how well the get-together had gone with his mom, and how silly I’d been about being so nervous.  I also thought about what she’d told me.  And about what Irish had told her.  I wasn’t sure how much time had passed but when I looked up, Irish was coming down the stairs.  His hair was wet, and he’d changed clothes.  
 
   He sat down beside me.  “What would my wife like to do?”  He asked, tilting his head and giving me a devilish smile.  
 
   He was relentless with this wife thing, I thought.  I smiled back at him wondering if I wasn’t the luckiest woman in the world.  I raised an eyebrow at him, “The fair opened yesterday, didn’t it?” 
 
   He thought about it for a moment.  “I believe it did,” he said reaching for my hand.  Pulling it to his face, he asked, “Would my wife like to go to the fair?” 
 
   I punched his arm.  “Yes, your wife would very much like to ride the Ferris wheel with her husband,” he leaned in and tackled me, rolling me flat on my back. 
 
   “Then let’s do it,” he said gently kissing my lips.  “I do owe you a proper birthday dinner and maybe even a cake.”
 
   “Shut up and kiss me,” I said with a splash of sassy.
 
   He was straddling my body, hovering over me with his hands framing my face and his lips came down fiercely on mine, a much more demanding move to which I immediately responded.  I felt every nerve in my body stand on edge when his teeth nibbled along my lip, his tongue swiping over it immediately afterward to soothe the sweet sting.  He’d never done that before.  My hands pulled at his shirt until I tugged it loose from his waistband and slipped my hands up under it, sliding them smoothly over his skin.  His breathing grew heavy and his lips stilled for a second as my fingers trailed up over the lean hard muscles of his abdomen, running over his ribs, and then up to his masculine chest.  I could feel his heart pounding as my fingertips skated over him and then grabbed hands full of his chest hair.
 
   “Jurnee,” he gasped, his face dropping so that his cheek was pressed against mine and his mouth was burning against my ear.  “I want you.  I want you right now.  Please either tell me to stop or tell me to make love to you.  I need you to tell me what you want.”
 
   “I want you,” I whispered, bringing up my hand to wrap around his neck and pulling his face to mine. 
 
   I turned my head so that we were face to face, my nose bumping against his.  The heat coming from his skin was overwhelming, and I felt every bit of lust rise to the surface, just under my skin, following the path his fingers traced over my body.  
 
   His forehead dropped to my shoulder, “Tell me again.”
 
   “I want you,” I managed, my voice breaking on the last word.  It was so inadequate, but it was all I could say at the moment.  I only knew I needed this man, and I needed him now.
 
   He stood suddenly and reached down to grasp my hands, pulling me up against his body.  When I was steady on my feet his lips pressed to mine again, his hands sweeping down my back to settle on my hips.  I whimpered and reflexively moved tightly against him, feeling his hard arousal straining against me.  A dizzying sensation shot through me, from the tips of my toes all the way up to my lips pressed against his.  My body instinctively responded and I moved against him before I could stop myself, getting lost in the hard presence of his body over mine, lips demanding even as they gave, and his breath coming in shorter pants as I moved against him. 
 
   “Jurnee….”
 
   “You promised you’d teach me,” I whispered, before swiping at his earlobe with my tongue.  His resulting groan made me brave and I ran my fingers through his hair as I spoke again.  “I want you to be my teacher tonight....I want you.”
 
   He jerked at my words and before I realized what he was doing, he bent slightly and hitched me up against him so that my feet were no longer touching the floor.  I automatically wrapped my legs around his waist, my arms tightened around his shoulders, and I buried my face in the smooth skin of his neck, kissing him as he carried me to the bedroom. 
 
   A few lit candles were already glowing.  He’d counted on me being submissive, I thought.  He sat me on the bed gently pushing me back and climbing up on me until he was stretched over my body.  I groaned quietly in pleasure at the renewed contact, letting my legs slid apart so that he was truly cradled between my thighs.  I could feel the delicious pressure of him pushing up against me even more firmly then, but it still wasn’t enough.  I unfastened the first two buttons of his shirt and then yanked impatiently at it until he reached back to pull it up and over his head, exposing his naked torso.  It looked as good as it felt, and I couldn’t help but run my fingers over him again, learning the smooth hard dips and curves of his abdomen, clenching at my touch.  
 
   When my fingers dropped to the button of my pants, he reached down and caught my hand, then brought it up to his lips and kissed it.  “Let me.”
 
   He undressed me slowly, placing a kiss over every inch of skin he exposed.  He was in no hurry as he slid the straps of my shirt down off my shoulders to kiss the upper slopes of my breasts.  He gently removed my shirt and bra while nuzzling at my stomach, watching me squirm under him.  I lay before him in just my panties.  He stopped and let his eyes tell me that I was his.  “Jurnee, you‘re so beautiful, so perfect, and you’re mine.”
 
   Before I knew it, he was kissing my hipbones before hooking his fingers into the waistband of my panties, easing them down over my thighs as he continued to kiss the new areas he exposed.  I gasped when his lips brushed briefly over me there, pressing a soft kiss against my spot, but not going any further. 
 
   “You’ll tell me to stop, if you want me to?”  I could feel his hot breath driving me crazy.  I didn’t say a word.  The panties were slipping over my ankles as he kissed his way down the inside of my thigh, over my knee and calf, and then back up the other leg.
 
   “I love you so much,” he whispered when he reached my face again.  I could feel the fabric of his pants rasping against my skin and I reached impatiently for the button and zipper.  This time he let me, and I unfastened everything quickly.  He trembled when my knuckles rubbed over his erection and then he quickly pulled his pants and boxers the rest of the way down his legs.  When he settled back between my legs again, nothing lay between us, just skin against skin.
 
   He slowed again, stilling my eager movements under him, letting his lips make their way back down over my sternum before settling between my breasts.  He placed several kisses there and then skimmed up over one, and kissed around my nipple before slowly licking it and then pulling it firmly into his mouth.  I gasped immediately at the sudden increase in sensation as his teeth grazed lightly over the sensitive flesh, following it with several slow strokes of his tongue.  When he’d worked it into a hard throbbing peak, he let his tongue trail down and over, repeating the action on the other side.
 
   I was on fire burning hotly, already exploding into a million pieces.  When his fingers stroked me lightly, I could feel my wetness.  I went rigid and quivered against him as he slipped a finger inside me and then let his thumb rub against my spot at the same time.  When he pulled his finger out of me, his thumb moved down only to push back up when his finger sank in again.  He repeated the sweet push and pull until I was gasping and ready to shatter.  I was already aching and desperate to feel him inside me.  He was so hot and hard, and everything I needed was right there, and my patience was rapidly evaporating.  I wrapped my hand around him, and he immediately flexed his hips forward, pushing into my fist. 
 
   “Is this what you want?” he moaned, making me shiver.  “I missed you so much today; I want to slow down and make this last but I can’t.”
 
   “I don’t want you to wait,” I said, reaching down to cup his hips in my hands, trying to angle him firmly between my legs.
 
   Settling his weight onto his forearms on either side of me, his lips found mine.  I bent my knees and felt the very tip of him slide over me.  I was so unbelievably aroused that even that slight contact made my lower abdomen clench and my body feel like it was going to explode.  It wouldn’t take much now and he knew it.
 
   When he settled and began a long slow push inside me, the sensations became too much.  The thick drag of him as he slowly entered me was the last spark I needed.  I couldn’t have stopped my reaction for the world, and my hips jerked as I felt him watching me now.  I threw my head back as he continued pushing steadily into me through my throbbing walls around him, the pleasure stealing my breath away.
 
   “You feel so good,” he groaned, fully surrounded by me as the last pulses of my body gripped him tight.  “Jurnee, I believe that this class is just about over, my love.”
 
   My back came up off the bed as I arched under him, hot tingles already bubbling to the surface.  He repeated the action several more times and then captured my lips, sliding his tongue in and out of my mouth to the same rhythm that his body set in motion.  I was moaning nonstop.
 
   “I love you,” he muttered, before increasing the speed of his hips, rubbing firmly against my spot with each thrust.  I stiffened against him and dug my fingernails into his shoulders as he dipped down without ceasing his movements.  He pressed his forehead against mine.  
 
   “I can feel how close you are, Jurnee, and I want to watch you come this time.  Keep your eyes open and look at me while you climax.”  It took only a few more firm strokes as his fingers and lips also moved over my body, and I exploded around him, tiny firecrackers popping inside.  He kept moving as long as he could, his eyes locked on mine, before his eyes finally closed and he let out a strangled moan.  He thrust harder and faster, and then jerked, and I watched his face now as he came.  He held still for a moment, panting against me and then pressed another passionate kiss against my lips.  He crumbled down, and we were lying beside each other on the bed, panting and sighing. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I gently kissed his shoulder, looking into his face. “I’m probably going to have to retake that class, maybe again and again until I’m able to ace it.”  
 
   He smiled still breathing heavily and said, “Oh you aced that one, Jurnee.  You’re a very enthusiastic student.  I just need to find a way to slow down my lesson plans.”  
 
   I smiled and lay my head on his chest.  “I love you, Irish.” 
 
   When I woke up, I looked over to see him sleeping soundly.  Looking at the clock, I eased myself out of bed.  It was seven am, so I quietly made my way to the bathroom to shower.  
 
   When I finished and opened the bathroom door, Irish wasn’t there.  As I made my way down the stairs, the smell of coffee floated in the air with each step.  With Irish’s back to me, I was hoping that he hadn’t heard me enter the room.  He wore a robe similar to the one I’d worn in San Francisco, and trying to be sneaky, I tiptoed up and tapped him on the shoulder gently. 
 
   “Good morning, sunshine,” he said, turning his face to me and looking for my lips.  I guess he’d heard me coming, I thought.  He wasn’t at all surprised. 
 
   “Good morning, teacher.”  He handed me a cup of coffee and moved to the refrigerator to get the whipped cream.  I stood leaning against the counter watching him.  He looked like he was deep in thought.  After topping my coffee with cream, he took my cup and the can, setting them on the counter beside me.  Pushing his body directly in front of me, he pushed his weight into me, holding me against the counter.  
 
   Looking into my eyes he said, “These last two days I’ve gotten to fall asleep next to you have been incredibly amazing.  When I woke up this morning and you weren’t there, it was the worst feeling in the world.  I finally heard the shower, so I realized where you were, but I missed seeing your face next to me.  I still can’t believe you’re really mine.  Please don’t sneak out of bed again.  Wake me up and kiss me before you go.”  He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me against his chest.  I could feel his heart beating he was holding me so tightly.  I closed my eyes, and tried to take a breath.  I could actually feel how genuinely upset he was.  
 
   I opened my eyes and gently pushed him forward.  “Irish, I’m sorry if I worried you.  Let’s promise each other right now that we’ll always wake the other before leaving our bed,” I smiled consolingly.  “I’m not going anywhere without you, I promise.”  I held up my hand, showing him my ring.  His eyes smiled warmly.  
 
   He put his hands on each side of my face.  “Thanks,” and he kissed my forehead with petal softness.  I realized at that moment I’d never seen him angry.  Was this Irish when he became irate?  If this was his angry side, it sure would take some getting used to, especially since he hadn’t seen me angry yet, and it wasn’t pretty.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Irish had the entire day off and wanted to make plans for our move.  Almost ten days remained until he was supposed to relieve the person in charge at the construction company in San Francisco.  He arranged to have my storage unit packed and moved by truck to our new house.  I decided I wanted to get my driver’s license renewed and my name changed before we left the area.  We agreed to use his La Jolla address rather than the San Francisco one because we only planned to be there a year.  As I lay on the sofa looking at my driver’s license picture, Irish sneaked up and pulled the license from my hand.  I jumped, trying unsuccessfully to snatch it back.  
 
   He plopped down on the other end of the sofa smiling his devilish little grin. “Jurnee-Ciara-Sampson,” he sang.  “Five-eight, brown hair, beautiful green eyes,” and I batted them for him, giving him a generous smile. 
 
   “Why thank you, sir.  I got these eyes from my daddy.” 
 
   “I think we might need to leave this instant to go feed you,” he snickered. 
 
   “What does that mean?”  I huffed, throwing a pillow at him.
 
   “Well, one hundred and ten pounds is awfully thin,” and he reached for my thigh, pulling himself up my body until he was hugging my hips.  We lay there enjoying each other’s touch.  
 
    “Irish,” I said but he didn’t move.  His head was lying right below my belly button. 
 
   “Yes, Mrs. Thompson.” 
 
   “Maybe I should ask Judy to take me to renew my license today,” I smiled and looked at the ceiling.  
 
   He raised his head and I could feel his stare.  “I’d love to accompany you.  Why would you ask Judy?” and I could almost hear the hurt in his voice. 
 
   I popped up.  “Your mom told me when you were nineteen you managed to get three speeding tickets in one day,” and I threw the last pillow at him.  “I figure there must be some sort of wanted poster of you in the DMV,” giving him a mocking grin.  “I’d hate to be put on the no drive list just because I married you,” and I plopped down on my back smiling at my cleverness.  
 
   He climbed up my body now, tickling me as he did.  “I’m pretty sure they won’t hold that against you, Jurnee,” and he lowered himself to kiss my lips. 
 
   I wrapped my arms around his neck, holding him close enough to whisper, “I won’t last a day without you, Irish,” and I softly kissed his ear. 
 
   He lifted himself up on his arms above me, giving me a sincere smile.  I took it in and studied every inch of his handsome face.  Within moments he was no longer smiling and looked me in the eyes as he became serious. “Jurnee, I don’t ever want to live a day without you either.  I know the song you’re quoting; I love playing it on my guitar, but I don’t ever want to go anywhere overnight again without you.  If you can’t come with me, I won’t go.  We’re a team, and you’re important to me.”  He leaned down and kissed me lightly on the lips.  
 
   It was a few hours later than we had initially planned, but we did eventually make it to the DMV.  My temporary driver’s license now read Jurnee Ciara Thompson.  Irish was beaming and talked me into driving the Mustang home.  We hadn’t accomplished everything that we’d wanted to but it still turned out to be a great day.   
 
   The next several days flew by and we managed to cross almost everything off our to-do list.  We were going to make a quick trip to San Francisco tomorrow morning so I could see the house he’d purchased, and we could start selecting furniture.  My excitement was growing.  
 
   Judy had texted me from work telling me I had some mail at her house and come by to pick it up anytime, using her spare key if she wasn’t home.  Irish suggested that I go visit her before our trip tomorrow.  
 
   I left Judy a voicemail.  
 
   Within minutes I received a text back:  I get off at four o’clock today.  Can we do dinner?  I’ll pick up a pizza.  Let me know.  Love you. 
 
   I sent her a text confirming our dinner date and went upstairs for a quick shower.  Irish was downstairs on the phone discussing some work matters with his dad.  Showered, dressed, and ready to go in twenty minutes, I was excited about seeing my friend.  Hoping to beat the traffic, I grabbed water from the fridge, plunked my phone in my purse, and threw it over my shoulder.  Irish, watching me, quickly ended his call and stood up.  This was the first time we were separated in days and because of his many heartfelt requests never to be apart, I was actually a little nervous about leaving.  Irish held out his arms and I quickly moved into them. 
 
   “I won’t be long,” and I lifted my face from his chest to find his lips.  
 
   He gently took both sides of my face in his hands and passionately kissed me. “Take your time and have fun,” he said.  “I’ll take the truck to visit my mom, but I’ll be here waiting when you get home.”  He winked and pulled me in for another quick hug.  He walked me to the door and watched me climb into the car.  
 
   This feels like some sappy movie where the child goes off to her first day of school, I thought.  I waved goodbye and made my way to the main thoroughfare.  I hit traffic just right as I screamed the words to the songs blaring on the radio.  
 
   When I arrived at Judy’s, her car wasn’t there yet so I went around back to get the key.  When I opened the glass door, I threw my purse on the sofa and sat down to send Judy a text that I’d arrived and was waiting for her and that yummy pizza.  I wanted a smoke, so I picked up my cigarettes and phone, heading for the open patio door.  I’d barely lit up when I heard a loud knock.  I stared at the front door, considering whether or not to answer it.  Judy wouldn’t knock and anyone could clearly see her car wasn’t here, so I decided to ignore it.  Only seconds elapsed when I heard another set of loud raps.  
 
   Maybe Judy ordered the pizza to be delivered, I thought?  I crushed my cigarette in the ashtray and slowly headed for the door.  I peeked through the peep hole into blackness.  I leaned back and waited, trying to listen for any sounds or voices.  Knock, Knock, Knock.  I jumped and my heart pounded.  I slowly leaned toward the peep hole again, still black.  I slowly stepped toward the patio door.  My pace to the door exaggerated the pounding of my heart.  I wasn’t even halfway to the door when three more loud knocks sounded.  I was almost running now.  I closed the patio door and locked it.  I took a deep breath, releasing some of the adrenaline racing through my body, standing there frozen, waiting to decide my next move.  More loud knocks.  
 
   Whoever was out there knows that someone’s here, I thought.  That person must have seen me arrive and I was creeping myself out.  My mind was all over the place.  I slowly walked to the front door.  Standing flush with the frame, I listened for a noise.  Moments seemed like minutes but I finally talked myself into looking out the peep hole again.  This time there was light.  No one was there.  I took a deep breath and exhaled, allowing my muscles to relax.  My stomach felt nauseous as I slowly returned to the patio door.  I could see my phone sitting on the outdoor table and I rushed my pace a bit to get to it.  Before I was halfway through the living room, the front door opened.  
 
   Judy stood there and a feeling of relief flowed over me.  When our eyes met, she wasn’t smiling but wore a panicked look.  I froze.  As the door opened wider, I could see someone behind her.  I couldn’t make out anything about the person because Judy was standing directly in front of him.  She had a pizza box and keys in her hands.  Her expression never changed and I was starting to panic all over again.  
 
   Finally the person pushed her forward and Judy took two giant steps toward me.  I could see that it was a man but I couldn’t see his face.  I could tell by Judy’s expression that she didn’t know him.  I felt my body take two steps forward hoping to understand what was going on.  The man behind Judy looked me in the face.  I felt my eyebrows push together and my mouth fall open.  His glare was the most horrible image I’d ever seen.  He pushed Judy again and she took two more guarded steps toward me.  It was then that I saw the light hit the knife at just the right angle and flash from the blade onto the wall.
 
   I couldn’t take my eyes off the knife.  “Jurnee, long time no see,” suddenly came from his mouth.  I couldn’t look at him because I was still staring at the knife and replaying in my head what he’d just said.  I was confused.  I didn’t know this man.  He had long black hair and a scruffy beard.  Looking at him now, I couldn’t see his build because he wore some sort of green army coat.  He turned and closed the door.  Judy didn’t move and neither did I.  We were stuck in a time warp. 
 
   With the front door closed he seemed to have more confidence and turned his body toward me.  He walked past Judy and was only steps from me before he stopped.  I stared at him.  He was dirty and looked older than he probably was, and I only thought that because of his voice.  I watched him slip the knife into his coat pocket.  I looked over at Judy and she had a frozen blank expression.  I turned back to the man and looking him in the face, I raised my hands laying them palms down across my chest. 
 
   “What is it that you want?” I asked.                
 
   He looked at Judy before looking back at me.  “Jurnee, you really don’t recognize me, do you?”  He laughed.  
 
   I looked again but I couldn’t picture him.  I tried looking in his eyes, hoping to get some spark of recognition.  He looked like he’d been in the desert for years, he had so many wrinkles, and I couldn’t even tell the color of his eyes.  He suddenly took a giant step forward.  His hand disappeared into his pocket and I flinched. 
 
   “Tell me who you are,” I said.  At that moment, he turned just the right way and it clicked.  It was Joe-Lee.  My heart jumped.  I felt a warm rush flow over my body and I was paralyzed.  It was him.  I looked at Judy and wanted to apologize.  This was my fault.  This crazy person was here because of me.  I looked back at him and for some odd reason, knowing who he was now made me feel like I had some control.  
 
   I needed to figure out why he was here.  “What do you want Joe-Lee?”  I asked.  He looked at me, then turned and spit on the floor.  My eyes didn’t leave his face. 
 
   “Your brother called me a while back and said you were looking for me ‘cause I was the love of your life,” and he gave me a sick smile.  
 
   My nausea returned.  I took a deep breath but didn’t break eye contact.  He took another step toward me.  I stood firm.  “Judy, could you put that pizza in the kitchen for me?” and I could feel her stare, but I didn’t look at her.  “Go,” I said still looking at Joe-Lee.  He continued his stare-down.  Judy moved quickly to the kitchen, while I took a step toward him.  He looked like a homeless person standing there, but I knew he wasn’t.  John had said he found him living with a sibling, that’s the way he’d finally contacted him.  I was hoping now to get all of his attention so that Judy could get out the patio door. 
 
   “So what do you want to talk about, Joe-Lee?”  I tried moving my hands to my hips to distract him, all the while keeping my eyes directly on his.  My stomach was roiling and I could feel my hands starting to shake.  He continued to stare at me, his eyes never leaving my face.  It was as if he were trying to read me, to see if I was really pleased to see him or not.  I finally smiled.  He watched my face for another few seconds before smiling back.  I tried to give him a look of compassion, all the while hoping that Judy was miles away from here, running as fast as she could.  
 
   All of a sudden he started laughing at me.  I froze, knowing I must have looked confused.  I had no idea what to make of his outburst.  “Are you married?” he scoffed, looking at my hand. 
 
   I continued to stare into his eyes, “Yes, Joe-Lee, I’m married,” was all I could manage in response and I watched his face.  His laughter stopped and his face turned solemn. 
 
   “John didn’t say you were married.  He said you wanted to see me that you thought about me all these years and wanted to be with me.”  His hand in his coat pocket, he took a step closer.  Before he could move nearer, I noticed the patio door open.  
 
   I took a deep breath and turned back to him.  “John knew that you were my first boyfriend and he was trying to make me happy.  My aunt just passed away and I think he was really worried about me, thinking you’d console me.  I’m really glad to see you.” I sincerely tried to show some enthusiasm while taking a deep breath to bring my voice back to normal.  
 
   He stood there looking at me.  I smiled to buy more time before continuing.  He took his hand out of his pocket and before I realized it, he took a final step toward me only inches from my face.  I pressed my hands on my thighs to keep them from shaking.  His hands reached for my hips.  Before he made contact, we heard sirens. His eyes quickly shifted straight to mine.
 
   Joe-Lee’s hands dropped and he looked at me questioningly.  We both knew what was going to happen next; I just wasn’t sure what he was going to do.  Within seconds the front door flew open and Joe-Lee froze.  I stepped back, watching his hands with each tiny step backward.  Before I knew it at least eight police officers were in the room. The intruder was up against the wall, his hands cuffed behind his back.  I took a deep breath, throwing my hands over my face.  
 
   I didn’t care about what had just happened.  I only wanted Irish here with me.  
 
   I felt Judy’s arms around my shoulders.  “J.C., are you okay?  I called Irish and John after I called nine-one-one,” she calmly said in just above a whisper.
 
   “Yes, I’m fine,” I answered.  An officer approached and asked me to follow him.  Sitting down, I stared at the flashing lights blinking on every wall in the room.  I watched as they led Joe-Lee from the living room and out the front door.  There were now people everywhere.  I put my hands between my knees and rocked while answering the officer’s questions but my mind kept floating back to Irish. The minutes ticked by as I patiently waited. Just then I saw him come through the front door.  I jumped to my feet and ran across the room.  He reached for me and buried me in his body.  I let myself melt into him and began to cry.  I trembled uncontrollably but I was safe and secure.   
 
   I barely heard Irish tell someone, “Not now.”  I remained quiet, being sheltered in his arms.  I could hear voices around me but I didn’t pay attention to what was being said.  Minutes passed and I felt Irish guiding me outside, pulling my face up toward his.  When I was able to focus on his eyes, it was obvious he’d been crying and that frightened me.  
 
   Why would Irish be crying? I thought.   
 
   Satisfied that I was okay, he pulled me back into his chest.  I gladly stayed in his warm embrace.  Soon the commotion lessened and I didn’t hear as many voices.  Irish never let go.  I could hear him answering questions from several different people, but he shielded and comforted me with his body.  
 
   Suddenly I heard John’s voice and I felt Irish’s hold on me tighten.  I thought my brother was talking to Judy because I could hear him apologizing.  Irish’s hold tightened even more and I felt him begin to tremble.  I wanted to look at his face but he was holding me tightly against his chest, making it difficult to move.
 
   “John, I’m asking you politely to get the fuck away from me.  I don’t even want to look at you right now.”  Irish loosened his hold on me.  I took a deep breath,  guessing that this was Irish angry.  John must not have listened because I felt Irish’s hold loosen more.  He took a step backward, bringing me with him, but guiding my body to his side.  John was two feet from us and he wasn’t backing away.  
 
   Judy was standing behind John coaxing him to come with her.  I think my brother wanted to see that I was okay, but I wasn’t sure of anything at that moment.  Within a split second, Irish released me and was on John before anyone could prevent it.  My husband was visibly irate.  He started punching John’s face until blood appeared.  John wasn’t fighting back.  
 
   Standing there frozen, I watched this one-sided confrontation happen and finally jumped to Irish’s side grabbing his arm, trying to stop him from severely hurting John.  He struggled, but when he realized I was holding his arm, he finally halted.  His whole body shook and when his eyes met mine, I knew he could see my frightened look.  
 
   He dropped his arms and I wrapped myself around his body.  “That’s enough,” I whispered.  He stopped fighting me and I felt his body begin to relax.  I held him, searching his face.  “It’s all right, everyone’s okay,” I whispered soothingly.  
 
   I looked at John, and Judy had gotten him a wet cloth, helping him wipe the blood from his face.  He stared at the ground but wouldn’t look at me.  I’m not sure how much time had passed but when I looked around, everyone had left.  Judy walked John to his truck while Irish and I stood on the patio hugging each other. 
 
   “Do you want to go home now?”  I asked.  
 
   He squeezed my arm.  “Yes,” and he smiled, the first since coming into the house.
 
   As we walked into the living room, I grabbed my purse, remembering my phone was still on the table.  Irish reluctantly let go of my hand so I could retrieve it.  When we got to the car, Irish’s truck was parked next to it.  “I’ll get the truck tomorrow,” he said and we both climbed into the Mustang.  I saw Judy talking to John and waved goodbye. 
 
   Irish didn’t say a word the whole drive home.  I wasn’t sure if he was still upset about what had happened to me or ashamed of what he’d done to my brother.  Either way, I held his hand and watched the cars whiz by in a blur of color.  
 
   I didn’t want to think about what could have happened to Judy and me.  I only wanted it to be tomorrow and have today’s confrontation a distant memory.  Maybe there was something to Irish’s strange yearning for us never to be apart.  What happened tonight at Judy’s would never have happened if Irish had been there with me, I thought.
 
   * * *
 
   I heard the alarm buzzing and I sat straight up in bed.  Irish was lying flat on his back next to me sound asleep with a slight smile on his face.  I tried gently reaching over him to turn off the alarm when he grabbed and held me to his chest. 
 
   “I heard it,” he smiled.  “I was just waiting for you to climb on me” and I smacked his shoulder and reached for the button. 
 
   “We’d better get up, Rocky,” I smiled.  I rolled back over to my side of the bed and felt Irish roll over on his side facing me. 
 
   “I’m really sorry about last night, Jurnee; I was totally wrong and I’ll apologize to John when I see him.”  
 
   Looking at the ceiling, I asked, “Why do you think he stood there letting you pummel him?”  I didn’t look at his face but waited for his response. 
 
   “I thought about that all the way home last night and my best guess is he felt he had it coming.  I know I’d have felt the same way.”   He raised his finger to my face and touched my nose. 
 
   I took his hand and clutched it to my chest.  “Tell me something,” and I continued to look at the ceiling.  “Why were you crying last night?” 
 
   I’m sure it was only moments but seemed like minutes before he finally answered.  “When Judy called my cell, I was at my mom’s, thirty minutes away from you.  She said she left you with the guy who’d raped you and he had a knife.  She was crying, Jurnee, and I wasn’t sure what I was going to see when I got there.”  
 
   We looked at each other for a moment. His blue eyes were big and intense, almost anxious and I had to look away.  “Well it’s over now, everyone’s okay, and we have lots to do, so let’s get this party started, buddy,” I finally said.
 
   We both rolled out of bed and I raced him to the bathroom.  We both showered and ate breakfast before heading to the airport.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                    Chapter Twelve
 
   As we passed Judy’s exit, I fished in my purse for my cell.  It went straight to her voicemail: Judy, just calling to check on you.  I love you and I’ll call you again when I get home tonight.
 
   We were in San Francisco in no time at all, going straight to the condo that we’d previously shared, so Irish could retrieve some paperwork and make some calls.  
 
   He opened a laptop and pulled up a picture of a little white house sitting right on the beach. “That’s it,” he said.  “Scroll through and you can see all of the rooms plus the backyard and garage.  I’m going to make some calls and then we’ll be on our way.”  He kissed me and disappeared into another room.  
 
   I sat there looking at the little white house.  It was adorable, I thought.  I scrolled through, counting the rooms and gasping at the kitchen.  Irish will make some awesome meals in that room, I thought pleasantly with a grin.  I could hear him still talking on the phone, so I picked up my purse and headed for the bathroom.  
 
   I brushed my hair and fished a scrunchy from my purse to put it up out of my face.  My packet of birth control pills fell to the floor.  I had three left.  I hadn’t taken a pill since my birthday, which certainly wasn’t like me.  I quickly popped one in my mouth and bent down under the faucet to drink some water.  It will be fine, Jurnee, I assured myself.  I saw Irish standing behind me now.  I quickly tossed the pills back in my purse and turned around smiling at him.  
 
   “So, what do you think of the house?” he smiled.  
 
   “It has great architecture.  I can’t wait to see it,” I said, reaching out to hug him.  He stopped me, gently holding me back to look at my hair. 
 
   “This is the first time I’ve seen you wear your hair in a ponytail,” he said. “I really like it,” he added and gave me a sexy grin. 
 
   “You don’t think my ears look too small when my hair’s up?” and I giggled at him, feeling a little embarrassed. He chuckled and stared at me for a long moment with a frozen grin. 
 
   He pulled me in for a hug and whispered in my ear, “Jurnee, you’re perfect to me” as he wrapped me in protectiveness.  Irish had rented a car to use for the day and although it wasn’t a Mustang, it was still a very cool, brand-new BMW.  I felt like a kid checking out all of the buttons as well as opening and closing the sunroof.  
 
   When we finally arrived at the house, it looked huge compared to the pictures that I’d seen on the laptop.  I followed Irish around to the back as he unlocked the door.  It was a small room, separate from the house, almost resembling my aunt’s wet room, for hanging up damp clothes and peeling off soggy shoes. 
 
   “This was built for surfers’ wet clothes,” Irish announced.  We walked through all of the rooms and finally sat down on the living room floor.  He had a measuring tape and a small pocket-sized notepad in his hands.  We sat there looking around the room.  All of the windows and doorways were trimmed in oak and the carpet was dark beige.  The windows looked right out onto the beach and presented a breath-taking view.  It’s perfect, I thought.  Irish drew a floor plan of each room and we decided where we wanted to place the furniture.  He measured the spaces where we wanted the sofa and other big items.  When we were both satisfied with our plan, we took a walk on the beach.  
 
   This was so relaxing walking in the sun, down our beach holding hands with my husband, I thought.  
 
   Sticking with Irish’s schedule, we were on our way to some furniture stores.  He’d googled five places in advance and we found everything we needed in the first two stores.  I’d never bought furniture before, so I pointed to things that I liked but was more than happy to let Irish make the final call on our choices.  He was great, and I could tell that he’d done this before and I was comfortable letting him take charge.  As we walked out of the second furniture store, Irish announced that we had to make a quick stop at the company he’d soon be managing.  I was excited to see his workplace, so we piled in the car and headed that way.
 
   Irish said the distance from our new house to the construction company was about five miles, so I anxiously studied the landscape hoping to familiarize myself.  Soon we pulled into a parking lot with a big sign on top of the building that read Thompsons’ Construction.  Irish parked the car and turned off the engine.  Staring at the building, he began nervously rubbing his thighs with both hands.  Finally he turned to me and said, “Jurnee, before we go in I need to explain something,” and I felt myself freeze.  He watched my face and began shaking his head no. He laughed at me, his eyes warm, almost oddly apologetic.
 
   “No, I haven’t dated anyone in here,” and he gave me a little smile.  I turned my body toward him, giving him my full attention and waited for him to continue.  “I’m coming here to work because in the last six months this company has lost thousands of dollars in materials.  I flew up here two months ago and installed hidden cameras while the site was closed,” he looked back at the building.  I followed his stare.  “Everyone in this office is going to see me as the bad guy because the thief thinks he has a good thing going right now.  I’m not going to be well liked,” and he turned back to me.  “I guess I’m trying to say that when we go in there and get less than a welcoming greeting, it’s not personal but purely business.  Steve, the one I’m replacing isn’t the thief, but he’s had three months to find out who’s stealing and hasn’t been successful.”  
 
   I smiled at him.  “I can handle it, Irish.  Let’s do this,” I told him and he finally beamed.  Irish held the door open and I walked into the well-lit room.  There were eight desks, four on each side of the room with employees who appeared to be working.  Irish pointed me toward a small waiting area and told me that he’d be right back.  Curiosity made me scan the room looking for the hidden cameras.  I could feel eyes on me and rather than look at anyone, I let myself follow Irish as he walked into a room with glass walls near the back of the office.  I saw a man stand, extending his hand to Irish when we entered.  
 
   While he was standing, arms crossed, talking, I looked to the left side of the room and the four females were now huddled together looking toward the office.  I guessed they weren’t any older than eighteen, maybe twenty, and were all giggling and whispering.  It was obvious they were admiring my husband.  The employees on the right side of the room appeared to be older and either talked on the phone or worked on their computers.  I scanned the walls again looking for any sign of a camera, seeing nothing.  It wasn’t long before Irish and Steve exited the office.  
 
   Standing in the middle of the room, Steve looked around the area. “Can I get everyone’s attention,” he asked, turning to both sides of the room before looking back at Irish.  “I’d like you all to meet Mr. Thompson.  He’s going to be replacing me next week and will need your help and consideration to make this transition a smooth one.” Everyone’s eyes focused on Irish.  
 
   Acting professional, he looked around the room at each face and said, “Thank you, Steve, I look forward to working with all of you and I’ll see you first thing next week,” and he turned and followed Steve back into the glassed-in office.  I looked at Irish now, and his tight white tee shirt, faded blue jeans, and flip flops didn’t make him look much like a boss.  He was standing with his arms crossed and one stem of his sunglasses in his mouth while he listened to what Steve was saying.  His gorgeous blue eyes, sandy hair, and awesome physique made him yummy-looking to any woman staring at him.
 
                  I sat there basking in my secret thoughts of what he and I had shared.  Just then Irish turned and gave a slight wave to Steve and started toward me.  Before he even took six steps out of the office, two of the girls from the huddle scurried over, standing directly in front of him leaving him no other option but to stop.  I watched him push his sunglasses through his hair, resting them on top of his head.  
 
   He turned his face to them a little, appearing to be listening to one of the gals who must have been talking quietly.  I saw him smile and answer yes to whatever question the girl must have asked. I groaned internally and I crossed my legs, watching the gals flirt with their new boss.  I felt my foot start bouncing as they continued talking.  Now the other girl was laughing and I watched Irish take a small step back from them as they’d slyly moved closer to him while talking.  This was difficult to watch, but I wasn’t looking away for one second. I felt a sharp tinge of jealousy course through my veins. This was the first time I had even really thought about Irish with other women since I’d met him at the airport. Finally one of the girls walked back to her desk and wrote something on a piece of paper.  When she returned to Irish, she handed the paper to him and he accepted it.  I was now feeling hot under the collar.  
 
   I could feel an ugly expression flowing over my face and I quickly tried to change it.  “Smile, Jurnee, they’re just silly teens,” I whispered under my breath.  At that moment Irish pointed at me.  Both female heads whipped around, looking at me as if they’d totally forgotten I was there.  I smiled and prayed Irish was finishing up.  Touching one gal on the shoulder attempting to get by her, he finally headed toward me.  I stood up and quickly moved toward the door.  Irish followed me out to the car, opening my door before going around to his side.  One of the girls actually came to the front door and waved to him as he climbed into the driver’s seat.  I stared at her in disbelief.  I didn’t look at him as he turned the key and started the ignition. 
 
   I pulled my seatbelt harder and faster than I needed to and looked out the front window.  “I guess they all liked you?” I finally huffed.  Irish had begun to back out but stopped the car. 
 
   “Jurnee,” but I still wasn’t looking at him, “is something wrong?”
 
   “Nope, nothing’s wrong, Irish,” and I reached down to the floorboard to grab my purse.  From the corner of my eye, I saw him put the car in park.  
 
   He put his hand on my knee. “Jurnee, please look at me,” he asked confused and although I didn’t mean to, I felt myself roll my eyes before turning to face him. 
 
   ”Yes,” I said, focusing on the steering wheel rather than him. 
 
   “Please tell me that you’re not jealous,” he said sarcastically and I heard him almost snicker.  His tone made me look.
 
   I flashed my eyes to his face and staring into his said, “Heavens no, why would I be jealous?”  He looked at me and I held his eyes.  His face was confused and almost frozen, but after several moments of holding my stare, he began to smile slowly.  I watched his face change. 
 
   “You’re not jealous of those girls, are you?  Tell me you you’re not” and he squeezed my leg, leaning toward me.  I turned away from his smirking face and looked back out the front window.  He squeezed my leg again.  “Jurnee, please look at me,” but I couldn’t.  He took his hand from my knee and unlatched his seatbelt. 
 
   Before I realized what he was doing, he was out his door and came around to my side, opening the door and holding his hand out for mine.  I looked up at him.  We were still in the parking lot and right in front of an office window.  I could see several people standing there watching us.  I looked back at him and reluctantly reached for his hand.  He helped me out of the car and backed me up against the passenger door.  I searched his face, waiting to understand what he was doing.  
 
   He reached for my hips and lined himself in front of me, holding me in place with his body.  He then touched each side of my face and forcefully pressed his lips to mine.  My mouth opened involuntarily and he slowed his intensity to a more passionate pace.  I felt my hands grab both sides of his chest and squeeze him hard in reaction to his kiss.  He finally stopped and pulled away, looking in my face and gently kissing my cheek.  Then he kissed my other cheek and my forehead.  I took a deep breath, trying to compose myself and slow my breathing.  
 
   Taking my face into his hands, he whispered calmly, “Jurnee, I love you.  I told you that you’d never have to worry about another woman.  I promised you that, remember?” and I nodded my head affirmatively.  
 
   “I meant it; I am so in love with you I could never let anything ruin our relationship.  Please don’t ever forget that,” and I reached out to hug him, but mostly to hide my face in his chest.  I didn’t want to start crying.  I stood there trying to straighten myself up before leaving his embrace. 
 
   “Let’s go home now,” I heard him say.  I slowly released my hold and gave him a little smile before climbing back into the car, avoiding the front of the building, afraid to see how many people might be watching.  Irish started the car and pulled out of the parking lot.  At the first stop sign, he reached for my knee and gently squeezed it.  
 
   I looked at him sheepishly. “Was everyone looking?” I asked. 
 
   He raised an eyebrow and gave me a devilish grin but paused before answering.  “I don’t think Steve was there, but everyone else was,” and he laughed.  I threw my hands up over my face, but also smiled a little, taking great pleasure in knowing those girls were watching.
 
    When we arrived in La Jolla, I left Irish in the living room talking on his cell and went upstairs to take a shower.  I’d pretty much silently beaten myself up the entire ride home about how stupid I’d acted about those gals.  That wasn’t like me and I knew that Irish loved me.  I had been jealous and I didn’t like the way it made me feel or look.  Deciding never to let myself go there again, I released the energy. 
 
   Standing in the bathroom, I glanced at the tub and decided to take a bath rather than a shower.  I hadn’t taken a bubble bath since before my vacation while still living in North Carolina.  I turned the knobs and regulated the temperature before plugging the tub.  I walked back into the bedroom and opened my suitcase, grabbing my bubble bath and a baby doll nightgown. Stripping off my clothes, I poured the remainder of the bubble bath under the cascading water.   I slowly dipped my right foot into the steaming bath, letting it adjust to the temperature.  Once I felt I could handle the heat, I placed my other foot in and eased my body down into the tub.  I let the bubbles completely cover my body, allowing the water to soothe me and let my jealous-female actions from today disappear.  My eyes were closed and I was about to drift off when I heard a soft tap on the door. 
 
   “Jurnee, can I come in?” I heard Irish ask quietly. 
 
   “Yes, baby,” I said shaking myself out of a relaxing coma. 
 
   He opened the door and stood there smiling at me.  I smiled back, realizing that this was really the first time anyone had ever come in while I was taking a bath.  I sat up a little, unconsciously, using some bubbles to cover my breasts.  
 
   Irish continued to stare at me.  “You don’t know how awesome it is to see you in the bathtub, do you?  I’ve had so many dreams about you, Jurnee, but this is better than anything I ever imagined.  You’re so flipping beautiful.  I could stand here and stare at you for hours,” and he had a serious look on his face. 
 
   “I’d be a shriveled-up prune if you did that, Irish,” and I blew some bubbles at him.  He smiled and gave me the sweetest look.  It continuously felt as though he had me up on some pedestal on which I didn’t feel I belonged.
 
                  He sat down on the toilet seat and with both hands under his chin asked, “What do you want to do for dinner?”  And his eyes never left the bubbles in the tub.  
 
   I smiled and giggled, “Is there something that you’d like?  Aren’t you hungry?” I looked at his face.  
 
   He quickly brought his eyes to mine and smiled.  “Yes, as a matter of fact, I am hungry but not for food,” he said.  “There’s actually something else I’d really like to eat right now.”  I felt my whole body quiver.  He looked so serious that his words made everything about him feel sexier. 
 
   “Well maybe you could order something for us to eat...you know, for dessert,” and I gave him my sexiest grin.  “I’ll meet you downstairs in ten minutes for dinner” and I stared dreamily into his eyes.  He stood up and raised an eyebrow with his mischievous grin on his face.  When the door closed, I lowered myself down into the water until my hair was completely covered.  I quickly finished bathing and shaved my legs.  
 
   Remembering an article in Cosmos, I decided to try something new.  I quickly shaved an area I’d never shaved before.  I smiled to myself thinking about Irish’s reaction to my adventurousness.  I rinsed myself and wrapped a towel around me.  I towel-dried my hair and left it down to dry.  
 
   I pulled my baby blue nightie on and slipped on the matching panties.  This would be the first time Irish ever saw me in a nightie, and I was a little nervous because I knew that my introduction to oral sex was absolutely going to happen.  I had butterflies in my stomach thinking about it.  Finally satisfied that I was as sexy as I was going to be, I headed down the stairs.  Sitting on the kitchen counter was a glass of wine and a note, “Please sip this glass of wine slowly, and I’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
   As I finished my wine I heard the front door open.  “Jurnee, love, where...” and his words stopped as soon as his eyes met mine.  I watched his glazed eyes slowly roam up and down my bare skin. 
 
   “See something you like?” I teased, letting the wine do the talking.  He was holding a bag, but I watched his right hand rake through his golden brown hair as he stared at me.  He slowly approached, setting the bag on the counter.  I felt a warm rush flow through my body from the look he was giving me.  Irish placed his hands on my hips and began slowly to run his long fingers up and down my sides.  He then placed his hand on the ribbon of my baby dolls.  I felt my heart begin to quicken as he traced the pattern of the bow with his fingertips. 
 
   “I picked up dessert,” he said.  He had a look on his face I’d never seen before.  It was one hundred degrees above any look that he’d ever given me.  I felt his hands roam down my back before landing straight on my backside.  Irish gave my butt a soft squeeze, getting a little jump from me.  I gazed in his eyes as his tongue began licking his lips.  He leaned in, painfully slow, before he finally touched mine.  I let out a quiet whimper and my hands involuntarily wound themselves into his soft, thick hair.  Finally releasing my lip, I felt his tongue ease into my mouth, running it smoothly against mine.  I pushed my hips into his erection and let out a moan as he continued to devour my lips.  When I felt him begin to pull away, I tried to take his tongue into my mouth, but he pulled it back from me.  
 
   Irish leaned back and grinned at me.  “I believe its dinner time, Jurnee,” and the look in his eyes made my heart pound uncontrollably. I was nervous but also excited about experiencing this part of lovemaking. Reading about this hadn’t prepared me for the way this would really feel.  Irish reached for my hips firmly and lifted me up onto the cold granite counter.  He stood directly between my legs and I wrapped them around his back, causing him to push firmly into me.  My nightie had ridden up, leaving my panties as the only barrier.  His face was so close to mine I could feel his warm breath washing over me.  I looked up at his gorgeous face.  I was finally that woman I read about. He was really mine.
 
   He leaned back and began running his hands up and down the back of my calves, gently rubbing and massaging them. They slowly he migrated around and lingered inside my thighs.  His finger grazed across my panties and he raised an eyebrow to me along with an approving grin when he felt my moistness.   Leaning in and kissing my neck, I felt him take both sides of my panties, pulling them down my legs and completely off.  My anxiety was increasing with every passing second.  He was going to see what I had done in the bath earlier and I was anxious to see his reaction. 
 
   The coolness of the counter touching my bare skin was such an exhilarating contrast to the heat now emanating from my body.  He eased me back onto the countertop, while pushing my nightie up, leaving me completely bare from the stomach down.  He placed his hands along my sides and leaned down softly kissing my stomach.  I could feel the muscles in my stomach tighten with anticipation as his hot breath washed over my skin. I had dreamed of this moment. He was making his way slowly down toward my hips and I squirmed when he swirled his tongue along the outside of my belly button.  I lifted my head and watched as he kissed a trail along my hipbone moving closer to my wet spot.  I finally laid all the way back letting my long hair fan out onto the cold counter.  My dreams were just about to come true.
 
   I felt him place soft kisses along my invisible panty line and I felt his hot breath whisper, “Jurnee, you’re so sensuous, girl.”  I let my eyes close and my hands gripped the hard stone and I smiled as I felt his mouth touch exactly the spot I wanted.  Suddenly he lifted my calves, placing the soles of my feet onto the edge of the cool granite counter.  Sliding his hands back down my legs, he let them rest alongside my ankles.  Once I felt his tongue slide gently up my spot, I thought I was going to die.  I wiggled, not being able to stop myself.  The second time he applied a little more pressure, causing a whimper to escape my lips.  I bit down on my bottom lip trying to contain myself.  Irish started moving his tongue at a faster pace, applying more pressure with each lick. God I loved this man. He moved his hand around to my thigh and gripped it tightly, now with his face directly on my spot.  He ran his tongue up and down, now lightly nibbling, causing me to squirm and buck my hips toward him.  As he suckled my spot and noticed he had eased one of his long fingers slowly into me, causing a soft moan.  
 
   I was ready to explode and beg.  “Irish...please, please give it to me” and I blindly reached for his hand hoping to pull him up to me.  He gently worked his finger in and out of me slowly, as his tongue continued to suckle my spot.  With each thrust of his finger, he would turn his hand clockwise sliding it into me and then turn it in the opposite direction as he slid it back out. When he added a second finger, I couldn’t take it anymore and my hands latched onto his head as I weaved my fingers through his hair, pulling him closer to me. “Irish, please I want you so badly,” and I finally propped myself up, hoping to lock eyes with him to beg him to give me what I wanted.  He began working his fingers faster into me, adding slightly more force.  I watched his tongue tease my swollen spot, flicking it back and forth.  That was it.  I saw Irish glance up at me as I threw my head back and moaned.  He took my spot in his mouth and roughly suckled it.  I felt my arms give out and I tried to catch myself as I fell back on the counter.  Irish was over me within seconds kissing my neck and whispering “I love you,” over and over again. 
 
    I reached for his neck as he hitched my body around his waist lifting me effortlessly off the counter and holding me to his chest. I watched his eyes as he carried me to the sofa and gently put me down.  Standing over me, I watched him undress until he was standing naked.  This man was everything I’d ever dreamed of.
 
   He climbed up my body and lowered himself down to kiss my lips. “What is it that you want, Jurnee?” and he gave me his sexy little grin.  I felt my heart rate quicken with the anticipation of what was about to come.  He lowered himself down, allowing just his tip to touch me.  I stared at him and he smiled. I wanted him and he knew it.
 
   “So, you want this?” and he pushed himself down a little harder now, making my body quiver.  I nodded.  “Then I want you to repeat what I am about to say to you,” and he gave me a devilish grin. 
 
   “You’re going to make me beg?” and I tried not to smile at him. 
 
   “Not beg,” he said and he ran his body up to my belly button and back down to my spot.  
 
   I looked at him as he said, “Irish, I’ll never doubt your love for me because I know that you love only me,” and he was dead serious.  Looking in his eyes, I repeated, “Irish, I’ll never doubt your love for me because I know that you love only me.”  
 
   He smiled and pulled my lower body close to him.  He took a deep breath before firmly reaching for my hips and thrusting into me.  In that brief moment no words were spoken, I felt my body explode as we both climaxed at the same time.  His eyes locked onto mine and he mouthed I love you.  I softly moaned and pushed into him.  Once he was completely inside me, all of his movement suddenly stopped.  We both relaxed and he crumbled down on top of me.  
 
   I wrapped my arms around him and quietly whispered, “I’m the luckiest woman on this planet and you’d better never leave me.”  
 
   He smiled so sweetly and mouthed I love you.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    I sat straight up and felt myself gasp.  I looked around the dark room and I saw Irish lying next to me.  It had been a dream so I dropped back down on my pillow.  
 
   At that moment I felt Irish’s hand touch my stomach.  “What was your dream about?” I heard him whisper so sweetly. 
 
   I touched his hand, “It was stupid, really,” I sighed.  
 
   “Tell me,” he insisted. 
 
   “I was trying to get a puppy from underneath my aunt’s house.”
 
   “Hmm, do you think that means you want a puppy?” he asked. 
 
   I squeezed his hand.  “No, I don’t need a puppy right now,” and closed my eyes and smiled.  
 
   Moments passed and I felt Irish turn over on his side facing me.  “What about kids?  Do you want any?” and I froze.  I really didn’t want children but this was a subject we’d never discussed.  We had known each other about three weeks, giving me serious pause.  
 
   It was pitch dark but I felt his hand rub gently up and down my stomach.  “Do you want kids, Irish?” and I almost held my breath waiting for his answer. 
 
   “Maybe someday, but I’d like to see the world with you first,” and I took a deep breath of relief. 
 
   “That sounds good to me,” I said.  
 
   Moments passed and neither of us said anything until I felt Irish sit up on his side.  I couldn’t see his face so I wasn’t sure of his expression but he felt around for my hand and when he found it he asked, “Jurnee, are you pregnant?”  
 
   I gulped, “No.  Why would you say that?”  I lay there waiting for his answer.
 
   “Well, I know you should have a period once a month and we haven’t had to worry about it so far.”   He had a valid point.  I hadn’t been on top of anything since I’d arrived in San Diego.  I lay there trying to think when I’d had my last one.  I knew it’d be marked on the calendar I brought from my aunt’s house. 
 
   “Irish, this is going to sound really irresponsible, but I’d have to check the calendar in my suitcase to be able to give you an answer.”  I was so glad he couldn’t see my face because I was embarrassed. 
 
   “Jurnee, if you’re pregnant, we’ll deal with it.  As long as we’re together I’m really not afraid of anything.”  I felt myself tearing up.  Neither one of us was ready for a baby, but he’d deal with anything that came our way.  I questioned how lucky I was to meet someone like him. I was in awe of him but I also couldn’t stop wondering now. 
 
   “Irish, I’m afraid to look at my calendar, would you?”  I felt him roll out of the bed and turn on the lamp.  He was naked and I loved the view.  
 
   He smiled and threw up his hands.  “Where is it?”  He really was adorable. 
 
   “Medium-sized suitcase, green, I think,” and covered my eyes waiting for him to find it.  The suitcase snapped open and then I heard pages turning.  Irish placed the calendar on the bed.  
 
   “Well?” 
 
   He didn’t respond, so I dropped my hand from my eyes.  He was bent over looking at May.  “Is the dot on this calendar suggesting the first or last day,” and he looked at me seriously. 
 
   I lifted up and looked at the page.  “First day,” I said. 
 
   He looked at me now and I could tell he was calculating numbers in his head.  “Well,” he said, “if you started on the second of May and ended on the eighth, then you were due for a period on about the sixth of this month.  
 
   I took the calendar from him.  “That has to be wrong,” I insisted.  “That would mean I got pregnant the first time I slept with you, Irish, and I was taking the pill.”
 
   “Where are your pills, Jurnee?” and I gave him a confused look. 
 
   “In my purse over there,” I pointed.  Irish brought it to me.  I fished my pill package out and handed it to him.  He sat down and opened the new package finding the instruction page.  
 
   He sat there reading for what seemed forever and then finally he looked me in the eye. “Jurnee, read this line,” he said handing me the paper. This medication strength is to help regulate menstruation schedules only, not to prevent pregnancy.
 
   My eyes grew huge and I stared at Irish. “I’ve been taking this pill since I was sixteen.” I threw my head in my hands now. “So how many days am I late?” I stopped freaking out long enough to count. 
 
   “Can it happen that quickly?” I stared at him helplessly. 
 
    
 
   He crawled up on the bed now and wrapped his arms around me. “How about we do this,” he said as he gently kissed my forehead. “Let’s not get upset yet. Let’s give it more time. 
 
   You’ve been on an emotional roller coaster this month, Jurnee. Who knows if that doesn’t have something to do with this?” Sighing, he held me in an embrace. 
 
   I agreed with him but the fact that I’d never been late was gnawing at me. 
 
    
 
   
“Are you ready to lie down yet?” He asked brushing his hand along my cheek. 
 
    
 
   “We could try,” and he rolled over to turn off the lamp. We both lay in bed quietly now, my head on his chest while his arms were wrapped snugly around me. I was sure I knew what we were both thinking about.  Silent moments passed and I felt his hand run through my hair. 
 
   “Have you given any thought to what you want to do when we get all settled in our new house?” he whispered. 
 
   “No, I haven’t gotten that far,” I sighed. 
 
    
 
   “You can do anything you want, Jurnee. You could work or go to school. You could also stay home if you want to. I just want you to be happy.” His hand gently took a handful of my hair, giving it a light squeeze. 
 
   “I need to get a car, Irish,” I said thinking out loud. 
 
    
 
   “We’ll get you a car, Jurnee. That’s not a problem.” 
 
    
 
   “I’ll buy it. I have money and it’s time I learn to research and purchase a car on my own.” 
 
    
 
   I took a deep breath and scooted up closer to Irish’s body. “I really liked that car we rented yesterday.” 
 
   He chuckled. “That was a cool car.”  I lay there smiling until we both fell asleep. 
 
    
 
   The next morning, I felt my body rocking. Then I thought I felt someone whisper in my ear and I 
 
    
 
   closed my eyes and hugged the pillow, trying to listen. 
 
    
 
   “Jurnee, you need to wake up.” 
 
    
 
   Lying on my side, I rolled over onto my back and opened my eyes. Irish was looking at me. I smiled at his handsome face. “What time is it?” 
 
   “It’s time to rise and shine.” Kissing my forehead he gave me the sweetest smile. 
 
    
 
   “Would you like a cup of coffee?” 
 
    
 
   “I’d kill a herd of two-headed dragons for a cup,” I cooed. 
 
    
 
   His eyebrow shot up, giving me a confused smile. “My dad used to say that.” He rolled off the bed and reached for my hand, pulling me up and guiding me to the bathroom, leaving me at the door. “I’ll start the coffee so the dragons will be safe.” 
 
   I’d just finished drying my face when I heard Irish singing as he returned to the room. He stood in the doorway with coffee and a silly smile that was just wrong so early in the morning. 
 
   I took the coffee and looked sideways at him. “What are you smiling about?” 
 
    
 
   Irish bounced down the stairs instead of walking. As I sat down on the sofa he jumped in front of me, still smiling and said, “I just found out something that’s going to rock your world.” 
 
   My eyebrows went up and I stared at him. Who says that? I thought and giggled. I’d never seen Irish act this way. He was being so “me” right now. 
 
   “Okay, spill it before you explode,” I finally said. 
 
    
 
   “You’ll never guess who called my dad last night and asked for ten days off?” He looked like the cat that just swallowed the canary. 
 
   I thought for a minute and realized it could only be John. “You’re kidding me, no way. Why?” 
 
    
 
   He finally flopped down next to me and his eyes were huge. “That’s not the best part.” He threw his head back on the sofa looking at the ceiling. “Judy’s with him and John asked if he could manage the site in Hawaii.” He turned and looked at me. “He said he wants to work there for a year or so.”  I took a gulp of coffee and was confused but I was stuck on what he’d said about Judy. 
 
   “Judy’s with him? How do you know that? She just started a new job. She wouldn’t go with my brother to Hawaii.” I knew he had to be wrong. 
 
   “My dad said they left last night,” he said seriously. 
 
    
 
   “I’m going to call her after I drink my coffee.” I sat there tossing the information around in my head. Judy would have told me something like that. I set my cup down and headed upstairs to get my phone. 
 
   Irish watched me until we both heard his phone chirp. I 
 
    
 
   stopped, watching him pick it up. With the phone to his 
 
    
 
   ear,  he looked at me, “She’s right here, Judy.” 
 
    
 
   I turned and flew down the stairs. Irish handed me his phone and then quickly passed me, taking two stairs at a time. 
 
   I held the phone to my ear and walked to the sofa. “Judy, where are you?” I sat down. Our connection was terrible so I didn’t ask questions but tried to listen to the words I heard. “Are you with John?” I finally asked. Just then I saw Irish coming down the stairs with my purse and phone. “Okay, I’ll listen to my messages, Judy, love you and talk to you soon,” and we both disconnected. 
 
   Irish handed me my phone and dropped my purse on the floor. “She said she called and left three messages yesterday.” 
 
   “She must’ve called while we were in the air, Jurnee,” sitting down next to me. 
 
    
 
   I played the messages and reached in my purse for my cigarettes while I listened to each one. 
 
    
 
   After the last message, I closed my phone and looked at Irish. “Judy’s with John. She took ten days off from work to spend time with him in Hawaii. She said that he’s still upset about what happened and she’ll call me when she gets home.” 
 
   Irish reached for my cigarette pack and now staring me in the face he said, “Would you do something for me if I asked?” I watched him as he held the pack of cigarettes in his hand. 
 
   “I already know what you’re going to say,” I said, sticking my tongue out at him. 
 
    
 
   “The wine too until we know for sure?” Now he wasn’t smiling. 
 
    
 
   I took a deep breath and smiled, “Of course, but you’re going to have to substitute something else in their place if I have to give up both.” 
 
   He grinned, “I’m positive we can figure out something you’ll find a fair trade.” 
 
    
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “What about dinner for breakfast?” Giggling, I ran for the stairs. Irish was right behind me, tickling me all the way to the bedroom.
 
   Irish’s mom had planned a going-away dinner for us the night before our trip.  Irish said he’d seen some fifty wedding presents in the living room during his last visit.  He added that they were wedding gifts from all of his parents’ friends and his mom would send out thank-you cards after we opened them.  That felt weird to me but Irish assured me that’s what his mother wanted to do.  He said it’d be easier if we had the gifts moved into the truck that was already packed so we could open them in our new house.  I guess that was his mother’s suggestion.  I was a little nervous about finally meeting his dad.  London and Paris were also going to be there.  Hayden was still in Colorado, but his job there was ending next month and he’d spoken to Irish about visiting San Francisco.  I liked the thought of one-at-a-time meetings.  
 
   Irish had told me on our trip to Las Vegas that Hayden was gay, and also admitted that he was also his favorite sibling.  I was both curious and excited to find out the reason.
 
   While he was talking on the phone with his dad, I decided to go upstairs and start packing.  I pulled out one of Irish’s suitcases from the closet and brought it to his dresser.  I began with his bottom drawer and worked my way up.  When I got to the top drawer, I found a five-by-seven-inch picture frame tucked neatly under his socks.  Aha!  The picture he took from John’s house and earned himself a black eye. 
 
   It was a picture of me taken when I was seventeen at a barbecue in my parents’ backyard.  I held the picture and smiled.  I look happy I thought and remembered that day.  Mom and dad had pitched five tents and nine of my girlfriends came to camp outside with me.  Dad had hooked up a stereo system with speakers hanging from the trees.  We’d had so much fun that night.  I set the picture upright on the dresser and continued removing Irish’s clothes.  I heard him humming to himself as he came up the stairs.  He stood in the doorway and looked at the picture, then at me, not saying a word.  He looked embarrassed, but gave me a nervous smile. 
 
   “So where did you have this picture before you hid it in your sock drawer?” I asked.  He slowly walked over to the dresser and picked it up.  I watched him carry it to his nightstand and proudly set it upright.  He turned and smiled.  
 
    “So I sat there for the last two years?”  I smiled. 
 
   “You know that you’re crazy, right?” and I threw a balled-up sock at him.  He ducked, throwing himself on the bed.  I walked over and lay down beside him.  Irish was lying flat on his back across the bed, so I scooted up beside him. 
 
   “I’ve been out here so many times since my parents’ funeral, Irish.  Why’d you wait so long to talk to me?”  
 
   He folded his arms behind his head and looked at the ceiling.  “I wanted to so many times, but I wasn’t ready yet.  I knew that you were going to stay with your aunt until she passed, so I gave myself that time to get my act together.”  
 
   He looked at me.  “I knew when I finally got the opportunity to have you I’d only get one shot.  I couldn’t risk messing it up, so I waited for just the right moment.”  I could see in his eyes he’d thought about our meeting quite a bit.  
 
   I touched his cheek with the back of my hand.  “What were you going to do if I thought you were some jerk and told you to get lost?” and I lifted my eyebrows biting on my bottom lip waiting for his response. 
 
   He rolled his eyes and grinned.  “I wasn’t going to let that happen.  I was determined to make you fall in love with me, no matter how long it took,” and he winked.
 
   “Awful sure of yourself, weren’t you, buddy?” and I smacked him with my hand.  Just then I felt it. I froze, searching the room for my purse. I slowly inched off the bed grabbing my purse while I ran for the bathroom. Irish watched me as he sat up on his elbow with a confused look on his face.  I shut the door and smiled at the heavens. “Irish, would you put a dot on today’s date for me?” I wanted to squeal with joy. “And a glass of wine sounds wonderful,” I added as I giggled.  
 
   I heard Irish gently knock on the door. “You’re sure?” 
 
   “I am,” I said. I was sure he was just as relieved as I was. “I’ll meet you downstairs, love?”  I breathed deeply before answering him, “It’s a date, Irish. I love you,” I said, wiping the ridiculous smile from my face. Life just became a bit easier and a doctor’s appointment for some big-girl birth control pills was totally happening in the near future. 
 
   I must have looked like a kid running down the stairs on Christmas morning when I saw Irish with his back to me folding laundry. I saw a glass of wine and my cigarette pack sitting on the counter. I didn’t wait for Irish to turn around. I simply walked to the counter and took a sip of wine. I picked up the pack of cigarettes and walked over to the trash. I closed my eyes, giving them a peaceful send-off. When I turned around Irish was standing there smiling at me. I set my glass down and threw myself into his arms. I’m not sure which one of us had the biggest smile of relief but we’d both just shed several pounds of worry.
 
   * * *
 
   I decided to wear a dress to dinner.  This would be another first for Irish.  I hung all three dresses on the bedroom door frame so I could sit and view them individually.  As I sat on the bed deciding, Irish put his head in the room, covering himself with one of the dresses.  I laughed at him as he came and sat down by me. 
 
   “What’s going on here?” and he gave me a goofy smile. 
 
   “I’m trying to decide which one to wear tonight.”   Now we were both sitting and staring at the three dresses. 
 
   “Which is your favorite?” he asked. 
 
   Bringing my finger to my mouth and tapping it on my lip, I replied, “Well that’s a tough question.  I love the pink one my mom bought for me,” I dropped my hand and stood up.  Walking to the dresses, I reached for the green one and held it in front.  Turning to Irish and giving my hips a little shake, I said, “But my aunt got this one for me about a year ago and she said it made me look like a hummingbird to her,” I purred.  Irish continued to watch me and I think he was hoping I’d continue shaking my hips. 
 
   “Why did your aunt call you a hummingbird?”  
 
   “Two weeks after I was born, my mom got really sick, and I can’t remember now what she had. Anyway my aunt came to help my mom care for me.  Because of my mom’s illness, she had to stop breastfeeding me so when my aunt held me in her arms to bottle-feed me, I’d flutter around her chest like a hummingbird.  She’s always called me that for as long as I can remember.”  I hung the dress back up, pulling the last one down.  
 
   “This dress my dad bought and gave to me the morning of my twenty-first birthday.”   I held it out in front of me fondly remembering the day.  “His favorite color was blue and he said when he saw it hanging in a store window, he broke all of his man rules and bought it.” I giggled, remembering his words.
 
   “Each of these dresses has a special memory for you. That’s really awesome, Jurnee,” Irish said and lay down on the bed. 
 
   “Yeah, I hadn’t thought about it before now, but I guess they do,” I said before hanging the last dress back up, walking over and lying down beside him.  Lying on our sides face to face, he put his finger on my chin.  Pulling my face gently up, he looked into my eyes.  
 
   “You’ll look beautiful in whichever dress you wear,” and winked. 
 
   “Thanks,” I whispered. He stuck his tongue out and slowly moved it around his lips. I stared at the wet trail on his shimmering lips. I quickly locked my eyes onto his, trying to stop my body from responding to his erotic display. 
 
   “That’s not fair, Irish. Until I see a doctor for another prescription, we can’t risk doing any of that. Stop it, please.” He reached for my face, gently rubbing my cheek with his hand. “Jurnee, we can work around that. We can do other things.” I must have had a blank stare but was too embarrassed to ask what he meant. Luckily he continued so I didn’t have to ask. 
 
   “We’ll try different types of protection until we find one that suits us.  You don’t have to go on the pill, Jurnee.” My eyebrows slowly squeezed together when he spoke. He sat up on his elbow and smiled at me. Birth control had never been an issue for me because I wasn’t as sexually active as Irish but I had pretty much thought that all girls went on the pill to avoid pregnancy. “I can make sure we don’t get you pregnant, Jurnee.” 
 
   “Do you mean you’d use a condom?” Dear God he was serious. I didn’t give him a chance to answer. “Because I thought guys hated them and only used them when they were sleeping with questionable ladies? Maybe I need a twelve-step program for idiots but I read somewhere that guys referred to condoms as taking a bath with their socks on.” Irish’s head fell to the bed, laughing. 
 
   “What?” I slapped his shoulder. “Are you saying that’s not right?” 
 
   Looking down at my face, he smiled. “You, girl, are worth every minute of my long wait,” as he pulled me down onto his body and hugged me. I wasn’t sure but I thought I heard him giggle to himself before finally rolling me over onto my back. Now leaning over me he touched his finger to my nose. “When we do decide to have kids, I want a little girl who looks just like you.” 
 
   “I want a little girl too only I want her to look just like her daddy. I want to sit back and watch you sweat when all the boys start hanging outside our house wanting to date her.” I gave him an evil grin. 
 
   “Well both my mom and dad are twins so maybe we’ll get both of those girls our first try” and he returned his own evil grin. 
 
   My eyes suddenly widened and my mouth dropped open in surprise at this information.
 
   * * *
 
   When we walked into his parents’ house, the smell was tantalizing.  The garlic bread in the oven made my mouth water.  Irish and I both hugged his mom and then he pulled me out into the living room where everyone was sitting.  Irish’s dad stood up and slowly walked toward us with one arm extended.  He grabbed Irish’s hand, pulling him in for a hug.  He then reached for my hand and kissed the back of it.  I smiled and waited for him to release it but he didn’t, he just held it while looking me up and down. 
 
   “I’m Irish’s dad and it’s so nice to meet you, Jurnee,” he said.  “Irish has told me so much I feel as if I already know you.”  He released my hand and Irish pulled me over to an empty loveseat and we sat down.  
 
   Across the room Paris was sitting with a young guy I guessed couldn’t have been more than eighteen or nineteen.  He was talking to her but watching us at the same time. 
 
   London was watching some sports program on television and threw up his hand with a “hey, guys” as we sat down.  Irish’s dad continued to watch the program with him.  I looked around the room at all of the beautiful paintings and family pictures hanging on the walls.  His mother must have decorated Irish’s house, I thought.  Only moments passed and Irish’s mom called us all for dinner. 
 
   Memphis pulled out the chair for Mary and Irish did the same for me.  His dad began passing the plates of food around the table and everyone began helping themselves. London started the conversation by asking his mom if this was her mother’s spaghetti recipe or hers.  Mary smiled that it was hers.  Everyone was chatting so I sat back and listened, pretending to chew when anyone’s eyes landed on me. 
 
   Paris was giggling about everything said and never did introduce us to her male companion.  Finally Irish’s mom said, “Paul, are your parents close by?” and everyone turned to look at the young man. 
 
   “No, they live in Utah; my dad got transferred there about a year ago,” and he reached for his glass. 
 
   “Where did you live before your parents moved,” she continued. 
 
   “My parents have a house in Spring Valley.  They’re renting it until they move back,” and he took a sip from his glass. 
 
   “Paul’s going to take me to meet his folks next weekend,” Paris added. 
 
   Irish asked Paul where he worked.  Looking at me, Paul answered Irish and then looked back down at his plate.  I ignored the uncomfortable moment and glanced over at London.  He was eating but still watching the television program between bites. 
 
   “Has anyone heard from John today?” London asked, never looking away from the sports channel.  
 
   Everyone’s eyes turned to me.  I was in the middle of a bite of spaghetti so I looked up holding my fork and shook my head no.  
 
   Then everyone turned to Memphis.  “He called me today and said he was relaxing and taking in the sites with his lady-friend,” and he wiped his mouth with a napkin. 
 
   I turned and looked at him, knowing full well that his lady-friend was Judy.  Paul was staring at me again and I avoided him. 
 
   Paris stood up and tossed her napkin on the plate and left the room without any explanation.  I watched as she left, still feeling Paul’s eyes on me.  Irish must have noticed too because he was eyeing Paul. 
 
   “This is delicious,” I said turning to Irish’s mom. 
 
   “Thank you, dear, I hope that you enjoyed eating it as much as I enjoyed making it for you all,” she said smiling back. 
 
   Paris came prancing back and plopped down in her chair.  Paul was still staring at me and it was obvious that Paris was oblivious to any of it.  I looked down at my plate and stabbed the remaining two tomatoes from my salad.  
 
   Without any warning Irish muttered in a less friendly tone, “Paris, would you please ask your boyfriend to stop staring at my wife; it’s very rude.” 
 
   Paris sat up in her chair and spouted back, “Irish, you really need to chill out.  No one’s staring at your precious Jurnee.” 
 
   I coughed and felt the heat rise to my face.  
 
   Irish’s mother looked at Memphis and said, “Dad, will you take Jurnee out to the patio to look at those new orange roses you planted yesterday?  I’d like to speak to Irish if you don’t mind.” 
 
   I looked at Mary and then at Memphis.  He folded his napkin and pushed himself away from the table.  Without saying a word, I stood up and looked at Irish.  He was still staring at Paris and so I turned and followed his father.  I could tell that Irish’s dad was feeling as uncomfortable as I was but I stepped through the door as he held it open for me.  We walked around the house on a stone path until we came to a little covered patio.  Little white lights glittered and a swing was facing the ocean. 
 
   Memphis sat down and tapped his hand on the seat inviting me to sit beside him.  Moments passed and neither of us said a word.  We merely stared at the ocean.  Finally I heard Memphis clear his voice and adjust himself in the swing.  
 
   “I met Mary when I was fifteen at a camp organized for twins.”   He didn’t look at me but continued his story.  “It was a ten-day program and I saw Irish’s mom my second day there.  She didn’t think much of me.  She was actually smitten with a guy named Barry Marsh and so I was determined to do something to gain her attention.  For days I sat and watched until I saw an opportunity, weaseling my way in, trying to sweep her off her feet.”
 
   I didn’t look at his face but his tone of voice made me feel as if he were smiling. “She only saw me as a friend, so I pretended to help her with Barry.  Luckily for me he was already smitten with another gal, so Mary and I became friends.  After camp we wrote to each other for about a year and then we didn’t speak again for many months.  I always had a thing for her and couldn’t get her off my mind.  My prom dance was coming up and I wrote Mary a letter asking her if she’d go with me.  I figured that by then she already had herself a fellow but I didn’t let myself give up hope.  Days went by and I watched that mailbox like a hawk until finally Mary’s letter arrived.  She accepted my invitation and even sent a school picture.  I was walking on cloud nine.  A couple of days before the dance, though, she’d fallen and twisted her ankle really bad and she called me to say she wouldn’t be able to go to the dance after all. 
 
   “Of course I didn’t believe her and thought maybe she’d just changed her mind about going with me.  I drove over to her house and secretly waited for a glimpse of her to see if what she had told me was true.  My second day of waiting I saw her come out of the house on a pair of crutches and I was the happiest lad on the planet to know that she wasn’t fibbing about refusing to go to the dance.  I took all of my money and sent her the biggest bunch of roses I could afford.  Her mom cooked us dinner on prom night and that was probably the best day of my life.”  He now turned and looked at me.  I turned my body to face him and continued to listen.
 
   “Then she agreed to marry me and it was the greatest day of my life.  I was so happy I didn’t leave her side unless it was necessary.  I didn’t want any Barry Marsh swooping in to mess with what I had.  It was about a year later and Mary finally put her foot down, telling me that she wasn’t going anywhere and that I needed to give her a little room to breathe.  I listened, and she was right.  I did step back and she didn’t disappear from my life.  I still pinch myself sometimes when I look at her and see that she’s still with me after all these years,” and he looked away now and gave a little chuckle, “especially when I’m having a bad day and strike out at everyone like a damn rattlesnake.  I know that Irish feels like he’s finally found his happiness and is scared to death of losing it.  Give him time, Jurnee, and then put your foot down too,” and he looked at me with a sincere smile.  I nodded and we both returned to gazing at the ocean.  Sitting there in silence, I replayed his father’s words in my mind.  Only moments passed and we heard footsteps coming our way.  
 
   Memphis turned and I saw his face light up.  “Well there’s Momma now,” he said.  She reached over the back of the bench and took the hand he held out for her. 
 
   “The kids are cleaning up the kitchen, and Paul went home,” she smiled, looking at Memphis. “Jurnee, are you ready for dessert, dear,” and I turned to look at her face. 
 
   “I’d love some,” and I smiled as I stood up.
 
   As I turned to her, she stood there holding Memphis’s hand.  
 
   “When the kids were young, they all looked forward to Christmas.  When The Day finally arrived, all of them ripped into their presents like there was no tomorrow, except Irish.  He opened one present at a time, closely examining each gift, before moving on to the next one.  The other three kids all finished opening presents and there sat Irish with a stack of unopened ones.  I always thought that he wanted the day to last, so he’d tried to stretch it out as long as he could.  I believe Irish is so happy with you that he’s afraid to let his Christmas end but he’ll get over that, Jurnee.  Just be patient with him.”  
 
    I watched Memphis nod his head and then stand up.  We all walked back to the house in silence.  London was still watching television and Irish was sitting in a chair beside his brother.  He smiled at me when our eyes met and walked toward me.  I was almost to the table when he reached for me and gave me a guarded little hug as if he was unsure whether or not I was angry with him.  
 
   He looked into my eyes, whispering, “I’m sorry.”  
 
   I reached for him and hugged him tightly.  “I love you, Irish,” was all I said. 
 
   * * *
 
   When we got home, Irish began gathering all of our things that were going with the moving truck.  It was going to be here at six am and Irish’s dad was going to take us to the airport at nine o’clock.  We decided that the Mustang would be towed by the moving truck, rather than be driven to San Francisco.  Furniture deliveries were going to start at our new house after twelve noon and everything was precisely worked out almost to the minute.  Irish was good at planning, me, not so much.  I was more spontaneous and always seemed to work best under a little pressure as long as it didn’t happen before my morning coffee.  Maybe that’s what makes us a good team, I thought.  I gave Irish a kiss and went upstairs to change my clothes, throwing on a long button-down night shirt and brushing my teeth.  When I reached the top step of the staircase, I heard Irish’s voice.  He was singing the words to a familiar song I hadn’t heard him sing, only play on his guitar.  I quietly sat down and listened to his voice. 
 
   Ain’t no sunshine when she’s gone.
It’s not warm when she’s away.
Ain’t no sunshine when she’s gone,
And she’s always gone too long
Anytime she goes away.
 
   I stood up and took a few extra slow steps down the stairs so I could see him.  He didn’t look up, and I could tell he was lost in the lyrics of the song.  I was catching him in a rare moment and he looked so vulnerable.  He was sitting there shirtless, wearing only his jeans.  He also looked very sexy, I thought.  I gazed at him and from where I was standing he still hadn’t noticed I was watching him.  I tried slowly to make my way down the stairs as I watched him continue to sing.
 
   Wonder this time where she’s gone
Wonder if she’s gone to stay.
Ain’t no sunshine when she’s gone,
And this house just ain’t no home
Anytime she goes away.
And I know, I know, I know, I know, I know,
I know, I know, I know, I know, I know, I know…
 
   I finally made my way over to the sofa and knelt down on the floor next to his leg and continued to listen.  He gave me a little smile but continued singing.  Now he was looking down at me, staring at me with those beautiful blue eyes, and I felt myself blush. Watching him sing to me triggered a feeling that I’d never before experienced.  I felt hot tingles run up and down my body.  When he closed his eyes, lost in the words, the tingling worsened.  I slid from where I was sitting and onto my knees directly in front of him.  He didn’t stop....
 
   Hey, I ought to leave the young thing alone,
But ain’t no sunshine when she’s gone,
Ain’t no sunshine when she’s gone,
Only darkness every day.
Ain’t no sunshine when she’s gone,
And this house just ain’t no home
Anytime she goes away,
 
   Anytime she goes away,
Anytime she goes away.
 
   I watched his face and when I was sure he’d finished, I lifted myself up, moving in between his legs and tilted my head up to kiss him.  I could hear his breath catch as he returned my kiss.  He set the guitar down next to him and I rested my hands on his thighs.  He stared at me with nothing but passion in his eyes.  I slowly moved my hands up his legs rubbing him on the outside of his pants.  He leaned forward kissing me lightly on the lips while also making a low moan into my mouth.  My mouth left his and wandered down his neck and shoulder.  His taste and smell together were making my head spin and a throbbing ache was building in my center.  I moved one hand up his bare chest and then back down to the top of his jeans.  I pushed two fingers in, lightly rubbing back and forth between the top of his pants and his stomach.  
 
   I looked at his face to see his expression. “Please help me take them off,” I whispered.  I felt his hand move over mine and he tilted his head back, looking at me seriously. 
 
   “Jurnee, if you’re asking to do what I think you are, you don’t have to do that,” giving me a little smile.  
 
   “You don’t want me to?” and I watched his face, waiting for his answer. 
 
   “Oh I want you to, believe me, but I just want you to know that you don’t have to; I can wait as long as it takes until you’re ready,” and he wasn’t smiling.  Looking him directly in the eyes, I slowly began unbuttoning his pants with both hands, pulling at the front of them.  Never breaking our stare, he lifted up allowing me to pull them down further.  He wasn’t wearing boxers.  When his pants lay on the floor, I lifted myself up and began kissing his bare stomach, leaving a trail of wet marks as I finally reached his hard nipple.  I felt him recline as he reached for both sides of my head, weaving his fingers in my hair.  I began slowly kissing my way back down his stomach and wrapped my hand around his length.  I felt him wiggle a little when my mouth took him in at the tip and slowly slide down his length.  I had to stop halfway, scared that taking anymore would cause me to gag, so I wrapped both of my hands around the bottom of his shaft, gently moving them in an up-and-down motion.  I felt myself slowly able to take more of him and go a little deeper with each try.  
 
   I heard Irish moan and then felt him grab my shoulders trying to pull me toward him.  “Jurnee, love, it is okay for you to stop now.  Jurnee you might want to stop, but I ignored him.  I knew what was about to happen, so I continued my rhythm and braced myself determined to finish what I’d started.  “God, Jurnee, girl...” and I felt him explode in my mouth.  I tried to relax and let my pace slow, allowing me to take him in.  Taking the tip of my tongue now I ran it up his shaft before releasing him from my mouth.  
 
   I felt Irish roll forward, pulling me into his chest wrapping his arms around my body.  “Jurnee, that was amazing.  I love you so much, you’ll never know,” and he kissed the top of my head.  With my face buried in his chest, I smiled to myself. 
 
   Irish set the alarm for five am and turning off the lamp, he climbed into bed.  I scooted up next to him and lay my head on his chest.  He wrapped his arms around me.  I was silently thinking of everything I needed to do in the morning, and I wasn’t sure what Irish was thinking about so I tapped his chest lightly.  
 
   “Whatcha thinking about?” and he gently squeezed me. 
 
   “Something my mom said tonight.” 
 
   “Can you tell me?” I asked, rubbing the middle of his bare chest with my finger. 
 
   “She said I had to stop putting you in the backseat of our relationship and let you sit up front with me.”  My eyebrows pressed together as I repeated the words to myself. “I think she was saying that I need to step back and let you stand up for yourself?”
 
   We both lay there in the dark and thought about what he’d just said.  Only minutes passed and Irish squeezed me again.  “Why, after how I acted at dinner tonight, did you offer to do what you did downstairs?” and I smiled knowing that he had been thinking about that.  He didn’t move; he just waited for my response. 
 
   “What happened at dinner had nothing to do with what happened downstairs. When I heard you singing tonight, it really touched me.  You’re really good by the way,” and I rubbed his chest again.  “If you don’t mind, I think I’d like to be your number one groupie, or at least the president of your fan club.”
 
   “Paul was rudely staring at me throughout dinner, but your mom’s right.  I should’ve said something to him, not you.  I’m as much to blame here as you are because I actually like your protectiveness.  Maybe I’ve let myself depend on it.  I guess it makes me feel really safe,” and I felt another squeeze from him. 
 
   “I want you to feel safe with me, Jurnee,” he said seriously.  
 
   “I know you do, Irish, but he was only staring; that’s not really threatening and I rolled away from him onto my side, pulling his arm with me. 
 
   He scooted up behind me and got comfortable.  “Well I absolutely want you to...” and I felt him take a deep breath.  
 
   I waited a few moments and then asked, “Want me to do what?” and I froze, waiting for his answer. 
 
   “I want you to be my number one groupie,” he chuckled. 
 
   I closed my eyes and squeezed his arm.  Five o’clock would be here soon, so we both drifted off to sleep.
 
   * * *
 
   Irish protectively watched the truck driver load his car on the trailer, and then he loaded our suitcases and boxes into the back of the truck.  I sat on the sofa with my coffee, trying to wake up.  With my eyes closed clutching my cup as if it was going to get away from me, I heard a phone beep.  I opened my eyes to see it was Irish’s cell on the table in front of me. 
 
   Maybe it’s his dad, I thought.  I reached for it and looked at the name on the screen.  It was Paris.  I set it back down on the table. I’m not sure I’m ready for that, I thought.  
 
   At that moment Irish came through the front door.  “They’re on their way,” he said, giving me his wonderful Irish smile.  “Do you want anything to eat before I empty the refrigerator?” and I shook my head no.  “It’s going to be a long stretch before we get there, but if you’re sure that you can wait, we can eat in San Francisco,” he said disappearing into the kitchen. 
 
   “Did you rent a car?” I said loudly.  
 
   Irish appeared holding a plastic bag of food in his hand, “No the limo’s going to drop us off at our new house,” he said, smiling at the reference to our house.  
 
   “So we won’t have a car until the Mustang arrives then, right?” 
 
   “Oh we’ll have wheels; don’t worry,” and he went back to unloading the refrigerator.  I scrunched up my face, wondering what that meant, as I stood up to help him.  
 
   Memphis arrived at nine am on the dot, and we were soon on our way to the airport.  In the limousine on our way to the house, Irish took my hand and pulled it to his face.  I gave him a suspicious little smile and waited to hear what he was about to say. 
 
   “I never did get you anything for your birthday, and after beating myself up over what to get you, I finally came up with the perfect gift.”  I looked at him.  
 
   He made me curious.  “So, what did you decide on?” and I watched his face, waiting for him to let me in on the secret. 
 
   “You’ll see when we get to the house,” and he grinned like a Cheshire cat.  
 
   “Really, you’re not going to tell me?” and I smacked his knee with my hand. When we pulled up to the driveway of the house, I had to squint to see through the tinted windows at what was sitting in our driveway, a car, with something red on top.  Finally it clicked and my head whipped around to Irish.  He had the most satisfying grin on his face.  I turned back to the driveway.  Thank God I hadn’t asked him for an elephant, I thought smiling.  We both hopped out of the limo to look at my new car.
 
   Irish had to be at work first thing in the morning, so we plowed through the afternoon trying to get everything hooked up or put together as it was delivered.  We stopped to open the gift from his mother.  It was a large glass globe, almost the size of a basketball, with a man and a woman walking hand in hand along a sandy beach.  The inscription on the base read: “Walk together into the future side by side.”  We knew his mom and dad wanted us to be happy and this globe symbolized our equal partnership.   
 
   He finally ordered a pizza and when it arrived, we sat down to eat.  Looking around the house we both smiled at the progress we’d made and at the gift from his mom.  It was beginning to look like a real home, I thought.  As we stuffed our mouths with the first meal eaten all day, Irish’s phone beeped with a text. 
 
   Picking up his phone and looking at me, he said, “It’s from Paris,” and punched in his code.  I looked back at my pizza, remembering that she’d tried to call him earlier today.  When it seemed that he’d been on the line forever, I looked to see him repeatedly roll his eyes while still reading what had to be several messages.  As he set it down on our new coffee table, it chirped.  
 
   Irish bent down and answered it.  “Hello, Paris,” he said, looking at the floor. “Yes, I got your three text messages and your voice mails, but I haven’t had a chance to talk to Jurnee yet.  I will say now that I doubt we’re going to be able to do that Paris, but I appreciate your thinking of us first” and his eyes flashed to mine.  
 
   My curiosity was aroused.  What would she possibly want him to talk to me about?
 
   After a minute of silence he said, “Okay, I love you too,” setting his phone on the table.  He leaned back and crossed his arms behind his head and looked at the ceiling.  
 
   “She and Paul want to move in with us and you had to get my permission first?”  I said teasingly.  He didn’t look at me or smile.  
 
   Just then we saw our moving truck pull up front and Irish jumped up.  “If you want to read the messages she sent, go ahead,” he said, looking down at his phone, “Then we can talk about NOT doing it after I finish with the driver.”  He gave me a pathetic excuse for a smile and headed out the front door. 
 
   I wiped my hands on my napkin and picked up his phone.  
 
   First message: Irish, I guess I messed up on my dates but the doctor says I’m four and a half months.  I can’t take care of a baby, so I thought maybe since you and Jurnee are settled and content, you could take it and raise it as your own.”  
 
   Second message: Mom didn’t think it was a good idea but I told her that I was going to ask anyway.  I’ve been clean since I found out I was pregnant and the doctor says that if I eat right everything should be fine. 
 
   Third message: I’m going to stay here with mom and dad until the baby’s born so I won’t be tempted to do anything stupid.  Please talk to Jurnee and let me know your decision. 
 
   My mouth hung open, but I couldn’t guess what the look on my face resembled. She talked about her child like it was a puppy she was trying to find a good home for.  Oh hell, I thought.  No wonder Irish had acted the way he did during her call.  I sat back on the sofa and picked up my slice of pizza.  
 
   I looked up to see Irish holding the front door open for one of the movers.  “Love, do you want these to go in the empty room or out here in the living room?” and his question had caught me in the middle of a bite of pizza.  I waved my hand toward the back, and Irish, smiling at me and watching me chewing a mouthful, showed the man to the empty room. 
 
   That must have been a pretty picture, Jurnee, I thought.  I jumped up and held the door so Irish could help the two men finish and get on their way.  When the car was safely in the driveway and all the boxes had been moved, we sat down to relax and unwind from our long day of labor.  It was dark outside and our beautiful view of the water was obscured by nightfall. 
 
   “I really need to find the sheets I washed for the bed,” and leaned forward to go find them.  Irish leaned forward too but gently pushed me back on the sofa. 
 
   “I’ll help you in a minute.  Did you listen to the messages?” and I could tell this had been on his mind, maybe the whole time he was moving boxes. 
 
   “Yes.  I honestly don’t know what to think about it Irish.  What are you thinking?” and I was apprehensive, trying to read his face. 
 
   “I think that my sister is trying to get herself out of another jam, and I doubt that she’s thinking about what she’s asking in terms of the future.  I think she feels that this would clean things up all neat and tidy for her, but she isn’t looking ahead ten or fifteen years.”   I waited for him to finish and could tell he’d done some deliberating.  “I know we’re both relieved about the bullet we’d just dodged, but I also know we’d have handled it responsibly if things had worked out differently.  Paris is just thinking about Paris, but I do feel sorry for her child.”   
 
   I could feel my eyebrows creep together and I bit my bottom lip, holding it between my teeth.  I looked at him trying to figure out his thoughts before I made a comment. 
 
   “She said it was a girl, by the way, when she called.” 
 
   “Do you think we’re in a position to adopt and raise her child?  Is that something you think we can handle right now?”  I was staring at his face and holding my breath, waiting for his response. 
 
   “I don’t know, Jurnee, that’s why I’m discussing it with you.  I know I couldn’t and wouldn’t attempt it by myself because I’d be working.  I‘d be putting most of the responsibility on you.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and let myself fall back in my seat.  When I looked at Irish, he had a calm look on his face.  
 
   He sat there waiting for me to say something. 
 
   “What if we did this and a year from now Paris decided she’d changed her mind?” 
 
   He answered way too quickly.  “I’ll call my mom and have her talk to Paris.  We’ll have the papers all written legally so that would never be an issue; she’d be our child, Jurnee,” and he leaned over and reached for my hand.  Pulling it up to his mouth, he gently kissed it.  
 
   I watched him now, trying to picture him as a dad.  He’d turned out to be an amazing husband, so being a dad might be easy for him too.  
 
   I lifted myself up and gently pulled my hand from him so that I could stand.  His eyes followed me and watched as I left the room.  He was behind me in seconds, following me to the spare room filled with boxes.  I walked in as far as I was able and turned toward him standing in the doorway.  “So, pink or yellow for the walls?” and I smiled at him, throwing my arms to my sides.  He lifted me up holding my body off the ground.  
 
   That night, lying in our new bed in our new room, my mind wouldn’t stop racing.  Irish had already fallen asleep and had his arm hanging over my waist.  I could feel his warm breath on my neck as I lay there thinking about my life.  I’d never thought of myself as a lucky person; exceptionally good things never happened to me.  I was, however, grateful for the good things I found myself lucky enough to have.  In less than a month I had a wonderful new husband and confidant, a new house, and a new car in a new city.  In less than five months we were going to be a brand new family.  Right now, in this moment, although I felt I’d lost some in my twenty-five years, I also felt as though I’d just won the lottery.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Jewel Marie Thompson was the name Irish and I had chosen.  November was here before we knew it and we had comfortably settled into our life in San Francisco.  We both loved being married.  Every day I found myself falling more in love with him and feeling so ridiculously excited when I knew he was on his way home from work. Without him I felt like a plane with no wings. He still looked at me like I was the most beautiful woman in the world.  Thompson Construction Company was back on track and the stolen material incidents stopped when Irish let Jorga go.  He feared some kind of retaliation but things were quiet when she left and went to work in her parents’ restaurant. 
 
   The address she’d written on the paper given to Irish was actually her parents’ business and not her home as I had first thought.  Irish was on edge about things for the first week of her leaving but relaxed when nothing out of the ordinary happened.  I’d finally familiarized myself with our surroundings and enjoyed staying at home, preparing for our new baby.  I spoke to Mary almost every day and of course because Paris was there, I usually spoke to her as well.  The baby was due November 19th and for Paris, the delivery date couldn’t come soon enough.  
 
   Irish’s birthday was on the twentieth of November, so of course he was hoping that Paris would be a day late in delivering Jewel Marie.  I’d been to the book store and bought every new parenting book available and even found myself stopping new mothers at the grocery store asking them all sorts of questions about raising a child.  I was ready.  I was pretty sure.  Irish and I had agreed we’d wait a year, giving us time to learn as much as we could from our new little girl before we tried to have our own child.  Two children close in age was our agreement.  That meant one for each us in any situation, and together we could handle anything that arose.  Irish wanted two girls.  I just wanted to be good at parenting.  
 
   All of the legal stuff was in order and Paris had decided that she didn’t want to see or hold the baby the day of delivery.  She wanted to meet her when she was happily adjusted with us, probably her mom’s suggestion Irish thought.  His mother was going to be in the delivery room with her and we’d fly down to pick up Jewel the next day.  
 
   Judy had planned a small baby shower for us and so we were going to stay overnight with her. I was excited about that and to my surprise so was Irish.  I had spoken to Judy a few times since our move and when we did talk, I couldn’t help feeling that she was holding something back.  
 
   She changed the subject if I mentioned my brother John, which was really unlike her.  Irish had found out from his dad that John had moved back from Hawaii two weeks after we moved to San Francisco but wouldn’t give him any solid details about what John was doing.  Irish and I both thought that he and Judy were probably together and they thought that it would upset me somehow.  It was a little weird to think of Judy with John, but mostly it was the awful picture in my head of them naked. That simply wasn’t right, I thought.
 
   Along with my parenting books, I had been using several of the cookbooks Irish and I had received as wedding gifts from the friends of Irish’s parents.  I’d burned my share of meals but I didn’t give up; I always tried the meal again until I mastered it, making sure I read the directions more than once.  Irish was patient and we managed to have a few really good food fights with some of my more awful creations.  I was now the Panini sandwich queen, and I often made them when Irish came home for lunch.  Sometimes he’d offer to pick something up on his way home, but most of the time I had one of my new creations waiting for him.  
 
   After lunch he had started teaching me to play his guitar, and again his patience was praiseworthy.  I had learned to play the ‘90s tunes “Breakfast at Tiffany’s” and “Lay Lady Lay” by Bob Dylan, and was currently learning to play “Harvest Moon” by Neil Young.  Once I was able to get myself past ogling over Irish playing, and the emotions he stirred when watching him strum, I was able to get serious about learning the chords.  Irish was a great teacher, and I was a dedicated student as long as he was wearing a shirt.  
 
   Shirtless, I couldn’t do anything but concentrate on his chest and abs.  His naked body always looked so remarkable I stared at every muscle on his body.  All I wanted to do was touch him and he never denied me.  I quickly learned that a shirt and pants for Irish were mandatory for guitar lessons.  Irish often brought home paperwork at lunchtime that needed to be completed and if I helped him, he didn’t have to return to the office for the rest of the day.  That didn’t happen often enough for me, but when it did, I really enjoyed having him home.  I was slowly but surely learning the way jobs were organized and the way the company operated. 
 
   Saturday was date night.  We hadn’t really dated before we got married, so we tried to make up for it by surprising each other, trading off each week letting the other choose our date destination.  When it was Irish’s night to pick, he always walked out the back door and went around to the front door, ringing the bell.  When I opened it he’d have his wonderful Irish smile or better yet a sexy grin while he looked me up and down. We realized early on that we had to leave the house physically for at least two hours before we could return home, or we’d never make it out on our date.  
 
   Sundays were spent pretty much the same every week.  Irish and I went to the beach; he surfed while I doodled on a pad of paper or read a book.  We took a bike ride after lunch and piddled around the house for the rest of the day.  Lately our days were filled with finishing Jewel’s room and getting ready for her arrival.  Irish had picked out a really sweet rag doll on one of our shopping trips to the baby store and I’d caught him practicing his diapering skills, which were actually way better than mine.  We had picked the colors of her room together and decided on pink with a warm teddy bear brown as the accent color.  Brown bears sat everywhere in the room and the different shades of pink were beautiful and girlish.  We were excited about meeting our little Jewel. 
 
   It was November seventeenth, two days before Paris was due to deliver the baby. Irish had gone to work early to arrange everything for his ten-day vacation.  He’d been training an employee, Travis, to handle things for him while he was on paternity leave.  He’d said that he felt good about leaving Travis in charge as he was one of the employees working there the longest.  I was grateful to have Irish to myself for ten whole days.  I’d accidentally dropped the washing machine top with the last load of baby clothes when I heard a knock on the front door.  My eyes flew to the clock on the wall.  It was still too early for Irish to be home and he wouldn’t knock. 
 
   I cautiously opened the front door.  A stocky man, medium height with a heavy blue coat was standing on the porch staring back at me. 
 
                  “Hello,” I barely said. 
 
   “I’m looking for a Mr. Thompson,” the man said with a nervous smile.  
 
   My eyes quickly went up and down his body, and when I was sure that I didn’t know him, I asked, “May I ask who you are?”  Holding the door firmly now, I only allowed him to see me and not the inside of the house.  
 
   “I’m an old friend of his, in the neighborhood so I thought I’d look him up is all,” and he nervously rocked from foot to foot.  I looked him square in the face, knowing for a fact that he wasn’t a friend of Irish’s and that he was lying to me. 
 
   I quickly answered, “The senior is here and the junior will be along in about twenty minutes.”   He just looked at me with a blank stare.  
 
   “You know, I might have the wrong house.  I’m really sorry to have bothered you, miss,” and before I could respond he turned and headed for a black van parked on the street.  I shut the door and took a deep breath.  Who the hell was that?  I hurried to the window and peeked out to the street, being careful not to be seen.  The van was still parked there, and I tried to look for the license plate, but there was none.  This is just too weird, I thought.  Seconds went by and the van finally pulled away and disappeared down the street. 
 
   He’d asked for Mr. Thompson, so he had the right house, I thought.  I grabbed my phone ready to call Irish when I noticed the van slowly pass by the house again.  I punched in Irish’s number and it went straight to his voicemail.  I closed my phone, jumped up, and hurried to the back door, double checking that it was locked.  When I was satisfied that it was secure, I returned to the front window and watched the road now.  Only minutes had passed and I saw the van slowly begin to pass the house again, going the other way.  Standing behind the curtain, I tried to make out the person in the passenger’s seat.  I thought I saw red hair but I couldn’t be completely sure.  Just then my phone rang and I jumped. 
 
   “Hello, baby,” I said. 
 
   “Hey love, sorry I missed your call, I had to go outside and left my phone on the desk.  What’s up?”  The sound of his voice was really comforting.
 
   “Not much, when do you think you’ll be home?”  I tried to keep my voice calm but I wasn’t able to pull it off.
 
   “Jurnee, what’s wrong?  Are you okay?”  I could hear the urgency in his voice.
 
   “Yeah, I’m okay but a man stopped by and asked for you and has passed our house four times in his black van, and he’s passing again right now.”  I stood frozen watching out the window.
 
   “Jurnee, I’m on my way, call nine-one-one when we hang up and don’t open the door...you hear me?” 
 
   “I hear you, bye.”
 
   I dialed nine-one-one and just as they answered, the van stopped in front of the house.  I slipped away from the window and stood against the wall, giving the operator all of the information I could remember about the man’s description and told her the van he was driving was now parked outside my house.  She insisted I stay on the phone with her and continues to ask me questions. I heard her but I now saw Irish’s Mustang coming up our street.  
 
   I watched the van.  It had been parked for several minutes and I was growing anxious as Irish’s car moved closer to the van. 
 
   “Jurnee, is the van still out there?”  I finally heard her say. 
 
   “Yes, my husband’s driving up the street right now.  Are the officers on their way?”  I was beginning to panic. 
 
   “They should be there any moment, stay on the line with me until they get there, okay?” 
 
   I didn’t answer her but stared as Irish pulled into our driveway.  I closed my phone and ran to the front door.  As I turned the knob and opened the door, I heard what sounded like fire crackers going off.  My eyes went straight to the Mustang and then back to the van, running out onto the porch and looking into the car for Irish.  He wasn’t sitting up straight in the driver’s seat.  Just then the van sped off down the street.  I heard a police car race by following the van.  
 
   My heart was racing and I had to make myself run to the car.  Before I could reach Irish, another police car pulled up.  I glanced at it but ran harder until I had my fingers on the passenger door handle.  I could see Irish now.  The door was locked, so I ran around and pulled his door open.  Irish was slumped over the side console holding his side.  Blood was all over his hand and pants. 
 
   “Irish...Irish,” but he didn’t move.  “My husband’s been shot,” I yelled loudly while making myself breathe.  I reached in, touching his shoulder.  “Baby, can you hear me?  Irish, please say something,” and now an officer was leading me away from the car.  
 
   I swung at him, trying to get him to let go of me.  He had both hands on me and almost picked me up while still taking me away from the car.  An ambulance arrived and sirens sounded in every direction.  The officer holding me was not letting go. 
 
   I burst out crying when I saw the paramedics pull Irish from the car.  “Let me go... please, I’m begging you.” 
 
   He held me tighter as they put Irish on a stretcher and whisked him away to the ambulance before I felt the officer release me. 
 
   “I’m his wife and I want to ride with him,” I yelled at the top of my lungs to the paramedics.  I saw one attendant drop back and lean in to say something to an officer walking toward me.  
 
   He reached out his hand to me and tried to get me to listen.  “Your husband has lost a lot of blood and they’re going to need all the room they have to help him during the ride to the hospital.  I’ll take you to the hospital.  Do you need to get your purse and lock your door?” 
 
   I stared into his eyes and I could tell he was trying to help me.  I wiped my eyes and ran to the house, grabbing my purse and phone, locking the door behind me.  The ride to the hospital took forever.  I heard a call come over the radio that an officer had apprehended the suspect in the black van.  I looked at the officer driving.  He didn’t say a word but replied to the dispatcher.  
 
   I was numb and frightened.  This was not happening.  My mind started screaming because my vocal chords couldn’t.  My parents, then my aunt, and now Irish, what was happening? I thought.  Tears streamed down my cheeks and I couldn’t stop the flow.  I kept wiping my face until I finally saw the emergency sign for the hospital.  I unsnapped my seat belt and launched myself out the door as soon as the car stopped.  I ran but I couldn’t feel anything until I reached the woman at the counter. 
 
   “I’m here for Irish Thompson; I’m his wife.  They brought him here not long ago,” and I wiped my eyes to see her expression. 
 
   “Sweetie, you’re going to have to take a seat for a few minutes until the doctors can finish working on him.  We’ll get you back to see him as soon as we can, okay?”   I felt my face do its moment thing and I couldn’t stop it. 
 
   “No...I want to see him now, please, please, don’t make me sit out here,” and I felt myself start to crumble to the floor. 
 
   A door opened and an older nurse walked toward me.  She took me by the shoulders and walked me back through the door.  She guided me into a room with a sofa, chair, and small table.  I reached for her arm and begged her to take me to Irish.  
 
   She sat me down on the sofa and reached for my face.  “I can’t take you back there, sweetie, you’re going to have to let the doctors do their job.  Your husband’s in good hands and I’ll bet if you just give them a little more time, you’ll be able to go see him soon.  Can I call someone to stay here with you?” 
 
   I looked her in the eyes and started sobbing.  I couldn’t answer her.  I reached in my purse and grabbed my phone, trying to find Mary and Memphis’s number.  I handed it to her and dropped my wet face into my hands covering my eyes.  
 
   The nurse stood up and walked several feet from me. I heard her talking to someone but she was talking so quietly, I couldn’t make out the person on the other end.  After talking to someone on the cell, she sat down next to me.  “Jurnee, I’m going to leave you here for a few minutes and go check on your husband for you, okay?” 
 
   I took her hand and shook my head yes.  I couldn’t stop the tears.  As she left, my phone rang.  It was sitting next to me where she’d left it.  I wiped my face and tried to see the caller ID.  After a few seconds I opened the phone. 
 
   “Jurnee, this is Mom.  Are you there, dear?”  
 
   I tried to answer but air was all that would come out. 
 
   “Dad and I are on our way, you just sit tight until we get there, okay, Jurnee?” 
 
   “Okay,” I answered and closed the phone.  My mind was racing.  I tried to remember the last thing Irish said to me and if I’d told him I love you.  I threw my scrunched-up face back into my hands and moaned.  My breathing was like giant hiccups between each sob and my eyes were swollen.  I heard the door open and dropped my hands to look.  A doctor walked toward me and I sat up straight, searching his face for any unspoken words he might have about Irish.  I wiped my eyes and looked in his for any hope. 
 
   “Mrs. Thompson” and he held out his hand for mine. 
 
   I stood.  “Yes, I’m Mrs. Thompson,” as I quickly stepped toward him.  He walked over with me to the sofa and sat down.  All I could think now was that sit down news couldn’t be good news. 
 
   “Your husband is going to be okay, although we’re going to have to get him into surgery to repair a bleeding artery.  He’s lost a great deal of blood, but we can repair the damage and he should be fine.  I’m going to need you to sign some paperwork...” 
 
   I cut him off.  “Is he awake?” and I grabbed his arm ready to start begging. 
 
   “He’s in and out, so I’d rather you wait until we get him out of surgery and stabilized.”  
 
   “I can’t wait,” and the tears fell.  I stared at him and felt my grip tighten on his arm.  “I have to see him before you take him, please.”   
 
   He put his hand on mine and began to stand.  “Let me see what I can do.  I’ll have a nurse come get you, okay?  Wait right here,” and he left the room.  I took a deep breath and stared at the wall.  God I want a cigarette right now, I thought.  He said that Irish is going to be okay.  I squeezed my knees, trying to make myself believe what the doctor had just said.  The look of Irish in the car with blood everywhere was the only picture I had swirling in my head.  I tried to replace it with the smile he gave me this morning before he left.  I pictured him brushing his teeth and searching his drawer for socks.  
 
   Just then the door opened.  It was the first nurse who’d brought me in here.  I jumped up, waiting for her to say she’d take me to see my husband.  Instead, she had some papers on a clipboard, handing it to me for my signature.  “Be patient, dear, I’ll come and get you as soon as they say it’s all right, I promise,” and she smiled at me before she left. 
 
   Why can’t I see him now?  I walked from one side of the little room to the other a dozen times before the door opened. 
 
   “Let’s go see him,” the nurse said waving her hand at me.  I reached for my purse and raced to follow her.  We walked through several different rooms until we came to a row of curtains.  “He’s all prepped and ready for surgery so you can only spend a few minutes with him,” and I nodded as she turned and left.  
 
   I pushed the curtain open just enough to see him.  His eyes were closed but he looked like he was resting.  I stepped up to his face and leaned down to kiss his lips, watching his eyes as they slowly opened and looked at me.  He reached for my hand and I encircled mine around his, squeezing it gently.  “Irish, I love you so very much,” and tears fell, so I dropped my face onto his shoulder trying to hide them. 
 
   “I love you too,” he whispered.  I lifted my face and wiped my eyes, smiling at him and kissing his cheek. 
 
   “I’ll be right here waiting for you to come out of surgery and then I’ll spend the night in your room.”  
 
   I felt him make a ball with his hand and I squeezed back. 
 
   “It’s time to go Mrs. Thompson, your husband has a date in the OR,” and she gave me a sympathetic smile. 
 
   I reached down and kissed Irish again as I released his hand.  He gave me a smile and mouthed I love you.  
 
   I followed the nurse back to the waiting room and thanked her at least twenty times for helping me to see my husband before his surgery. 
 
   “I’ll let you know when I hear anything, dear,” and she left me in the little room.  It wasn’t long before Memphis and Mary arrived.  I threw myself at Mary and started crying all over again. She hugged and rocked me back and forth for what seemed like forever. 
 
   “He’s going to all right, Jurnee,” and I lifted my head from her petite framed shoulder. 
 
   “Did you talk to the doctors?  Who told you he was going to be all right?” and I’m sure that I looked confused. 
 
   “Dad called when we landed and a nurse told him that Irish went in for surgery but he was expected to be just fine.”  She gave me her sweet Irish smile.  
 
   “That guy stealing from the company shot him, I just know it was him,” I announced with a matter-of-fact attitude and walked over to the sofa and sat down.  Mary followed and sat down beside me.  Memphis sat in the chair across from us and just looked at us and listened. 
 
   “Well when Irish gets better, you two will have to decide if you want to stay here or come back home, so you two have a lot to think about, dear,” and I looked at her as I felt my mind wander away to her spoken words. 
 
   Maybe leaving here would be best.  That guy could have his friends come after us and maybe we’d never be safe here again, I thought.  Memphis’s phone chirped, breaking my train of thought. 
 
   Looking at Mary now, I asked her, “What do you think we should do?” and I paused wiping the tears from my eyes. “Can Irish just leave the company here if he wants to?”  I sat and waited, looking into her eyes. 
 
   “Of course he can, dear.  He’s finished his work here and if you two want to leave, that’s exactly what you’ll do.”  
 
   I smiled at her and took a deep breath.  We had a choice.  If Irish said that he wanted to leave, we could move back to La Jolla and that thought made me feel enormously better.
 
   Before I’d ever realized he was gone, Memphis came back into the room.  Looking at Mary he said, “I’m going to take care of Irish’s car; they’re finished with it. Then I’ll run by the office.  Can I bring you anything while I’m out?” 
 
   I smiled and shook my head no. 
 
   “Would you bring us something to eat, Dad, and stop and get Irish some of those donuts he likes?  He might just want one later,” she said, looking at me. 
 
   He reached down and kissed her head and gave me a smile. “I’ll be back in a bit,” and he left the room.  The next hour seemed like ten, but finally the door opened and it was the doctor who’d been here before.  I smiled at him as Mary and I stood to greet him. 
 
   He stood in front of us and returned my smile.  “Well, he’s out of surgery and in recovery.  I think he’ll be just fine.  He’s a lucky young man.  The bullet went through without damaging any organs and we’d like to keep him until tomorrow evening just to keep an eye on the bleeding, but he should be able to go home soon after that.  Do you have any questions for me besides when you can see him?” and he smiled, looking directly at me now. 
 
   I looked at Mary and she stood smiling at the doctor.  “Can he have a donut if he wants one?” and her face was somewhat serious.  I looked at the ground and smiled.  Always a thoughtful mother, it crossed my mind. Please let it be that easy for me.
 
   “I don’t see why not,” and I looked up and watched him smile at Mary.  After he left Mary reached out and opened her arms for a hug.  We stood there several minutes embracing each other and smiling. Things were much better with her here.
 
   A nurse came in and asked, “Family for Irish Thompson?” and we both reached for our things and followed her.  I had goose bumps I was so excited about seeing him. 
 
   He was in a private room sitting up at a slight angle reaching for a cup with a straw in it when I finally set eyes on him.  He smiled when he saw us walk in.  I hurried my pace to get the first kiss from him.  Maybe it was selfish, but I didn’t care in that moment.  When I bent over to kiss him, I could smell the anesthetic they used to put him under.  It made my stomach suddenly feel very upset, but I smiled and gave him a peck anyway.  
 
   He reached for my arm and held me so that he could look into my eyes.  “I’m so sorry, Jurnee,” and I felt my face scrunch up and my mouth fall open in response to his soft spoken words. 
 
   “You have nothing to be sorry about, Irish, that’s a ridiculous thought,” and I stood straight up breaking from his hold. 
 
   “Mom, please come talk some sense into him, I’m going to the ladies room and I’ll be right back.” 
 
   She smiled and took my place by Irish’s bed.  
 
   I scurried from the room.  On my way to the restroom, I could feel the nausea building in my stomach and I hurried myself a bit faster, afraid that I might not make it.  Once in a stall my fears of throwing up became a reality.  I hadn’t eaten enough today to be throwing up this much, I thought with my head hanging over the toilet.  Maybe it was my body releasing all of the stress from this horrible day.  I rinsed my mouth and splashed some water on my face.  I needed to get back to Irish, but I still felt sick to my stomach.  Deep breaths, Jurnee, and I watched myself in the mirror.  On number five I began to feel faint, so I stopped and held onto the sink with both hands.  Looking into my own eyes now, I tried to pull myself together to make myself stop this foolishness.  
 
   Looking in the mirror at me suddenly pulled everything that had happened today back up emotionally.  I watched as my eyes began filling with water and a single tear ran down my cheek.  “That’s quite enough, Jurnee,” I said out loud as I turned on the cold water.  “Let’s try this again,” I mumbled and began splashing water on my face.  I slapped my cheeks for some color, put on some lip gloss, and headed back to see Irish. 
 
   As I approached the room I could see Irish’s parents sitting close to his bed, casually talking as if nothing had happened.  They couldn’t see me yet, so I stood and watched Irish interact with them sweetly.  In that moment, I really missed my parents and a twinge of jealousy ran through me, catching me off guard.
 
   A nurse was now heading for the room so I quickly followed her in. While she checked Irish’s vitals, he sat staring at me, but at the same time smiling a smart-alecky grin.  At first it was sweet, maybe even cute but now it was beginning to feel awkward. 
 
   “Do you need me to get you something, Irish?” I took the nurse’s place when she turned and left the room.  He reached for my hand and I quickly gave it to him. 
 
   “I missed you terribly.  Do you know how beautiful you are, Jurnee?” and I felt myself automatically begin to blush.  Irish’s parents were now staring at me, too, and I looked into his face, trying to avoid looking at them. 
 
   “Well someone needs to tell the doctor that your pain medication is working,” and I bent down and kissed his lips.  When I pulled myself back up to look into his eyes, both of his arms encircled my body and pulled me tightly into his.  I held myself up trying to avoid the bandages on his lower stomach, but he was holding me tightly. 
 
   “We’re going to go get some coffee and make a few calls.  We’ll see you two in a little while,” I heard Mary say and her voice faded as she left the room. 
 
   “Irish, you have to let go...I’m afraid that I’m going to hurt you,” and he slowly released me.  When I looked into his face, he was still smiling.  I walked over to the chair his mom had vacated and his eyes followed me every step of the way.  This must be Irish drunk, I thought with a giggle. Talking about anything serious now was probably pointless, so I looked at him and relished the idea that he was really here and all right.  It could’ve ended differently and I was grateful to be sitting here with him in all of his present silliness.
 
   “Are you hungry?” I asked reaching for his hand. 
 
   “No, I just want you,” and he slowly raised an eyebrow.  Sexy and medicated, I thought.  I had to laugh. There, lying in that hospital bed was the man I loved. He was my world.
 
   “I want you too, baby,” and I tried to take my smile down a notch.  “I guess I don’t have to ask how you feel now, do I?” and I chuckled at him. His smile remained almost frozen on his face and his hand reached out for mine.
 
   “Come up here and take a nap with me,” and his face was now serious.  
 
   I looked toward the door and then at the curtain.  “Well, let me close the curtain and the door.  Scoot over some,” and I walked to the door peeking out before closing it.  I pulled the curtain and lowered the outside bed rail.  I hadn’t been in the bed three seconds and he was molded around me.  I felt his arm fall over my waist and his sweet hot breath on the back of my neck.  I couldn’t have moved if I’d wanted to.  We hadn’t been resting more than a minute and Irish began to snore.  He was out.  I closed my eyes and smiled, feeling yet again happier then I’d ever felt before.  
 
   Irish’s parents left that evening, Mary needing to get back for Paris and Memphis having work-related matters to tend to.  I spent the night in the hospital with Irish, and the next day he was cleared by his doctor to go home.  When the taxi dropped us off in front of our house, I got a chill when I stepped out into the driveway.  
 
   Irish’s dad had taken the Mustang to be repaired and I was grateful to have the visual absent from my memory.  When we got in the house, it was clear Mary had been there. A card leaned up against a birthday cake in the refrigerator and several wrapped gifts sat on the kitchen counter.  Irish sat down in his chair while I fetched a sheet and blanket to make him a place on the sofa to rest, doctor’s orders. 
 
   “Do you want to watch a movie?” I asked fanning the sheet over the sofa.  When he didn’t answer, I turned and looked at him.  He was staring out the window, lost in thought.  I wondered if he was thinking about that van. 
 
   “Irish” and I was standing directly in front of him now. 
 
   He finally turned and looked at me.   “They should never have had our address; I messed up big time, Jurnee,” and the look on his face was totally serious. 
 
   I knelt and rested my hands on his knees.  “Irish, they could have followed you home from work for all we know.  This was in no way your fault.  Tell me you know that,” I pleaded. He just stared at me. 
 
   “So you think this was your fault?  Because if that’s the case, then I need to get you back to the hospital so they can take out the crazy ideas floating around in your head.” 
 
   We both stared at each other.  Before I could even think of a relevant example of how ridiculous his guilt feelings were, I felt my stomach flip-flop and nausea begin to move slowly up into my throat.  I turned and ran for the bathroom.  I hadn’t closed the door when I heard steps behind me and wished I had.  I felt Irish take my hair and twirl in into a pony tail.  He sat down beside me and his free hand rubbed my back. 
 
   “Jurnee, can I get you anything?”  I shook my head no and raised my hand, trying to wave him away, but he didn’t move. This was the fifth time this week, I thought. 
 
   My head still in the toilet bowl, I finally asked. “Irish, would you get me a washcloth, please?”  He slowly lifted up from me and disappeared into the other room.  I jumped up and bent down under the sink facet to rinse my mouth.  When I turned around, Irish was standing behind me with a curious grin on his face. I swear I saw a little light bulb flicker brightly above his head. 
 
   “I don’t know what you’re grinning about, daddy,” and I grabbed the washcloth from his hand and headed for the kitchen.  He was right behind me.  I flipped up the calendar and looked for a dot.  I dropped the page and leaned back against the counter crossing my arms in front of me. 
 
   “Well isn’t this a fine Howdy Doody,” and I looked at Irish.  He was standing there trying to read my face.  “You said we could do this without me being on the pill, Irish,” and I felt my eyes brim and my bottom lip quiver.  The last couple of days were finally taking their toll on me.
 
   Before I could wipe the tear from my cheek, Irish was pulling me into his body.  “Jurnee, it’s okay.  We planned on doing this anyway and I’m actually so happy right now I could explode,” and he gently kissed the top of my head. 
 
   “That’s because you’re on drugs and it hasn’t hit you yet,” I spouted sarcastically. 
 
   “No, I’m genuinely happy” and he squeezed me tightly.  I felt his body jolt a little and I stepped back.  He was hurting.  I took his hand walking him to the sofa and with wifely authority demanded he lay down. 
 
   I knelt down next to him on the floor.  “I really wanted some time with Jewel first.  I wanted to know that I could do a good job with her,” and I rested my forehead in my hand. 
 
   “And I wanted to be closer to your mom before we had a second child, Irish.  What if I’m terrible at being a mom?” My voice now just above a whisper.
 
   He raised an eyebrow and chuckled, but also grabbed his stomach.  Now taking a small strand of my hair, he twirled it in his fingers.  “You’re going to be an amazing mom, Jurnee, I have no doubt about that,” and I rolled my eyes at him. 
 
   Then with a huge smile on his face he added, “We’re going to have a baby,” and I slapped his arm. 
 
   “No, we’re going to have two babies at one time,” and I stared into his excited blue eyes. 
 
   “Want some cake?”   
 
   “I’d really rather make love to you and then have cake later.”  
 
   “Um, no,” and I gave him my best apologetic face.  “The doctor said if you don’t let those stitches heal, we’ll be right back in the hospital for another surgery” and I jumped up smiling at him and headed for the kitchen.  We ended up eating cake for dinner and watching the Western Unforgiven before finally heading for bed. 
 
   Tomorrow our daughter Jewel was due to enter the world and we were excited about receiving the news that she was finally here.  Irish was also excited about telling his mom our good news, as I digested it all.  In the back of my mind I couldn’t help but worry about the whole twin thing in Irish’s family.  Maybe when I knew it was only one baby, I’d be less nervous and allow myself to become more excited.  
 
   Irish and I had already picked names; he wanted to name the girl, so I chose the boy name.  When Irish decided on his name, he never wavered; it was absolutely going to be Jypsy Ciara.  I was more fickle and jumped back and forth, depending on my mood. Jayden Bryce and Jaxon Bryce were my two favorites and I’d pretty much decided that when I saw him, I’d be better able to pick the right name.  
 
   We’d picked Jewel’s name from both of our mothers’ names. My mom’s name was Samantha Marie and his mom’s name is Mary Ann Jewel.  The easy part was decided.  Now I hoped all the authors of those parenting books knew what the hell they were talking about.  We were getting really close to finding out. 
 
   On the nineteenth of November, Irish and I had our phones setting on the coffee table while we ate Lucky Charms and watched cartoons.  “You know when Jewel gets here, we can’t eat this shit anymore, right?” and I threw a marshmallow at him. 
 
   “Um, you know that you can’t say shit around the kids either,” and he threw five marshmallows back at me. 
 
   “Shit isn’t a bad word,” and I gave him my most serious face. 
 
   He rolled his eyes, shook his head, and smiled at me before taking a bite of his cereal.  Just then his phone rang.  We both froze with cereal-filled mouths.  Irish started chewing like crazy while reaching for his phone. “It’s mom,” he finally mumbled.  I sat up and leaned against his shoulder hoping to hear her exciting news. 
 
   “Irish, your sister and I are at the hospital but the doctors are saying that she’s not dilated enough to deliver, so we’re heading back home to give it some more time.  Did your dad call you?”  Irish looked at me and I shook my head no. 
 
   “No, Mom, you’re the first to call.  We’ll be home all day so call us when you know something, and tell Paris we love her.”  I rubbed his arm with my hand and mouthed tell her thank you for the cake.  He scrunched his face a little until he finally figured out what I said. 
 
   “Thanks so much for the card and the cake, Mom.  I’m saving the presents to open tomorrow.”  
 
   “You’re welcome, dear.  I wish we could all be together.  You get better and I’ll talk to you soon.” 
 
   He closed the phone and we both sat down on the sofa with our cereal.  As the morning turned into afternoon, Irish and I played cards, practiced guitar, and finally ordered a pizza. It was now eight in the evening and Irish bet that Jewel would be born on his birthday.  Staying competitive, I said she’d still slide in before midnight.  Now we had to agree on the stakes.  I always knew what Irish would say he wanted, so I tried to shake it up a little and ask him to do something I found extremely funny.  
 
   He wanted me to play his flute if I lost and if he was the loser, I wanted him to answer the door for the pizza guy wearing my underwear on his head the next time we ordered out.  I laughed thinking about the look on the delivery guy’s face.  The game was on.  It was nine o’clock and since we both had a stake in Jewel’s delivery time, we were watching the clock like our lives depended on it.  We were going to be great parents, I thought.  Ten o’clock and I helped Irish put saran wrap and tape over his stitches so that we could take an almost non-sexual shower.  Eleven-thirty and Irish was getting rather confident and shouting out the time in ten-minute intervals.  I was preparing myself ready to accept defeat.  At 12:01, Irish jumped to his feet and did a really embarrassing victory dance.  It was now his birthday and he had legitimately won our bet.  
 
   “Happy birthday, dork,” I said to him.  Taking pity, he sat down next to me and kissed the top of my head, but never lost his ear-to-ear grin.  Jewel Marie was born at 4:16 am on that day.  Her mom and dad were there to meet her for the first time at one in the afternoon on a sunny day in San Diego.                
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                         Chapter Fifteen 
 
    
 
   Just looking at her sleeping in her crib, anyone would think Irish was her biological father. Jewel had sapphire-blue eyes that twinkled when she smiled. Her dishwater blonde hair strongly resembled Irish’s during the summer when his hair lightened from the sun. She was a wonderful baby and nothing at all like my baby books described newborns. She was happy and healthy. She woke up once during the night, usually between two and three o’clock but went right back to sleep after a bottle and a diaper change. She slept well past eight o’clock if Irish didn’t insist on waking her before he left for work. December 20th was her one-month birthday and we’d made an appointment at a professional photographer’s to have our first family photos taken. Irish was going to come home at lunch, change clothes, and we’d drive to the studio together.
 
   The sitting had gone well. Jewel had smiled in every shot but the last one. Irish the protective father quickly ended our session when he saw she was fussing. I had to smile at his protective papa-bear nature. It came so easily to him. Jewel was a lucky little girl. On our way home from the studio, Irish called the office, telling Travis that he wouldn’t be back in today and would see him in the morning. I watched his face as he closed his phone. This was a surprise. He finally turned to me and with a devilish little grin announced, “We have to celebrate.” 
 
   I smiled back reluctantly, not understanding what his statement really meant. When we pulled into our driveway, Irish parked the car and came around to help me with Jewel’s things while I removed her from the car seat. Once in the house he changed the baby while I made her a bottle. As I sat holding her in my arms, Irish gave me that devilish grin again and kissed me on the forehead. 
 
    “I’ll be gone about an hour and when I get back, our party will begin,” he announced.
 
    
 
   I rolled my eyes but smiled curiously at him. 
 
   As I watched the door close behind him, I turned my eyes to my daughter. “Your Daddy is plumb crazy,” I giggled as I spoke to her. She just gazed up at me as if she already knew.  My fears of bonding with Jewel ended on our plane ride home. Irish and I had both held her in the hospital nursery before being released to us, but unlike Irish, I had trouble mastering the whole floppy-head situation of a newborn. Afraid of dropping her outweighed my concern for supporting her less-than-stable, wobbly head. Without a word Irish gently reminded me to watch her head with a little tap on my arm. How he could catch on so quickly to all of this new information astonished and amazed this new mother. No genuine book on being a mother was ever published. Each situation felt new and unique, one of a kind. One had to play it by ear.
 
    It also gnawed at my competitive side but at the same time I was grateful he was there to help. 
 
    
 
   After safely placing her in the car seat for our long ride home, Irish stepped back and left me to maneuver Jewel for the last leg of our journey. 
 
   On the plane, he disappeared up front with the pilot while I took charge of our daughter. 
 
    
 
   When she began to cry, I did look around for Irish, but decided then I’d better step up to the plate.  Suck it up, buttercup, I told myself.
 
   Irish was going to leave us during the day so I’d better figure this mothering business out quickly. I unbuckled Jewel from her car seat and carefully supported her head as I lifted her into my arms. I reached into the insulated bag for an already prepared bottle and cuddled her in my arms.  Piece of cake!                                                      
 
   * * *
 
   “I wonder what your daddy’s got up his sleeve,” I whispered to Jewel. 
 
   She watched my face with wonder. After she burped, I placed her sleeping little body in the cradle and returned to the living room to clean up. 
 
   Irish had only been gone thirty minutes when I heard my phone chirp. It was my OB/GYN’s office. 
 
   “Hello,” I answered. 
 
    
 
   “Hello. Is this Jurnee Thompson?” she asked. 
 
    
 
   “Yep, that would be me.” Silence prevailed. 
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry I was just double-checking the doctor’s notes. We have you scheduled for an ultrasound on December 24th at one o’clock. The doctor would like both you and your husband to arrive at least thirty minutes before your appointment, as the notes states, because he’d like to talk to both of you.” 
 
   “Okay, thanks,” and I felt my face scrunch up in curiosity. I closed the phone setting it on the table. 
 
    
 
   What would the doctor want to talk to us both about? I’d only been in to see him once. Oh hell, I wish that she’d given me more information. Now I have four days to worry about it. Just then I heard the back door open. 
 
   “Where are my two favorite girls in the world?” I heard Irish say almost singing. 
 
    
 
   “Well one girl is sleeping so I guess you have to settle for me.” I hurried over to give him a hug. He carefully set the grocery bags and welcomed me into his arms. I let myself forget the worries from the call and melted into his protective embrace. 
 
   Sensing my urgency, he squeezed me tightly. “Jurnee, is everything all right?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes, everything’s perfect now,” I whispered as I leaned back to look into his face. 
 
    
 
   Irish looked a little puzzled but lightly kissed my forehead before reaching down to pick up the bags. He moved straight to the kitchen and began emptying them while announcing, “I’m going to cook dinner for you tonight.” 
 
   I had the perfect man standing big as life in my kitchen. He was sweet and thoughtful, sexy and handsome, funny and clever, not to mention devoted and honorable. I had what every woman wanted. I wasn’t going to ruin this perfect moment or this evening with my silly invalid fears from the earlier phone call. I was going to enjoy our celebration. I gave him my sexiest wink and said, “You’re going to follow dinner with some good loving, right?” and I couldn’t have stopped the smile I had slithering across my face if I had wanted to. Making love to Irish sounded pretty delicious right now.
 
   He stopped unloading groceries and raised an eyebrow. “Love, I have your dessert all planned and ready.”  During dinner Irish’s mom called to wish Jewel a happy one-month birthday and to check on the way things were going. She also announced that she and Memphis would visit the day after Christmas with our gifts and that she was also bringing a big surprise. I wasn’t sure why but that last part made me nervous. Irish and I still hadn’t gotten a tree so that was put on his to-do list for tomorrow. I had a box of my family’s ornaments stored away in a box, so my job was to find them. That night while Irish and I snuggled in bed, I finally decided to share my call with him. 
 
   “I love you,” I whispered. 
 
    
 
   “I love you too, Jurnee, more than you’ll ever know,” he answered sweetly. I squeezed his arm as it rested on my body. “The doctor’s office called today and said that he’d like to see us both before a scheduled ultra sound.” I lay still waiting for him to answer. 
 
   “Okay, when?” he nonchalantly asked. 
 
    
 
   “December 24th.” 
 
    
 
   “Not a problem, love. We’ll be there with bells on,” he giggled. 
 
    
 
   “They actually asked for both of us, Irish, as if it was something important that we needed to hear.” I froze listening for his response. 
 
   “Jurnee, they all do that. There’s nothing to worry about. We’re the parents. It makes sense that the doctor would want to speak to both mom and dad, right?” He hugged me around my waist tightly. 
 
   “Okay, you’re probably right. I just found it odd that he wanted to talk to both of us after only one visit. I just hope that nothing’s wrong,” I took a deep breath. 
 
   “Jurnee, please trust me here. You’re healthy, I’m healthy, and he’s going to tell us that our baby’s healthy too.” 
 
   I closed my eyes at his last words. He’d never let me down. There was that whole rhythm-method thing that didn’t work out so well, but everything else he’d been right about. 
 
   “Maybe I’m just being silly,” I whispered as he lightly rubbed my belly and we both drifted off to sleep. 
 
   On Christmas Eve day at twelve-thirty in the afternoon, we were the only couple in the waiting room. Just as Irish and I sat down, the door opened and a nurse called, “Jurnee Thompson.” Irish lifted Jewel’s car seat and placed his other hand on my hip and guided us through the door. She showed us to an empty room and left us as soon as we both sat down. I could feel myself growing warm. I hated doctors’ exam rooms, especially when I was the patient. Irish reached for my hand and I knew that he could feel my anxiety, so I tried to put on a happy face. I jumped at the sudden knock on the door as the doctor entered the room. I wiggled in my chair but watched his face, trying to read him. 
 
   “How are we doing today?” he smiled while opening a folder. He then turned away from Irish and me as if he was reading his notes rather than really waiting for a reply. 
 
   “We’re doing great,” Irish quickly replied. 
 
   As if in response to hearing Irish’s voice, Jewel let out a playful coo. The doctor’s head whipped around and his eyes focused on the baby. He smiled at her and then gave a puzzled look at Irish and me. His smile disappeared. Looking at me briefly, he dropped his eyes back to the chart as if to double-check his information. It made me feel very uncomfortable. 
 
   “Jurnee, has your nausea subsided? Are you able to keep food down?” And he actually looked at me and waited for my answer. 
 
   “I’m still nauseous every other day but it’s slowly getting better.” 
 
   Irish looked at me with an apologetic face. I hadn’t told him about my discomfort keeping food down because it didn’t seem necessary to worry him at the time. 
 
   “Well I’m worried about your calorie intake and I want to make sure that you’re eating enough for both you and the babies.” 
 
   I froze. “Did you say babies?” I asked with a crackle in my voice. 
 
   “Well, right now I’m guessing but with your husband’s family history, there’s a great possibility that you’re carrying more than one baby. That’s what we’re going to find out today,” he said and he smiled. “You’ve only gained one pound since your last visit but because of your unusually large belly measurements, I’m concerned that twins might not even be in the equation anymore.” I just stared at him. “Mr. Thompson, you can stay here or go back to the waiting room but we’re going to take your wife for an ultrasound.” 
 
   Irish didn’t move as the doctor held his hand out to me, directing me out of the examining room. I turned and looked at Irish and Jewel. Before I had even turned to pass the doctor, 
 
   Irish stood up. Looking at the doctor, his eyebrows pressed together and his expression looking worried, he asked, “So, are you saying that you think my wife might be pregnant with more than two babies?”  I felt my heart stop and my eyes flew to the doctor’s face. I froze. 
 
   Everything seemed to change into slow motion. My eyes lowered to Jewel and even her hand seemed to be flailing in slow motion. I couldn’t hear anything but a buzzing noise. 
 
   No voices. My legs began to fail me and I could tell that I was going down. I felt my eyes close and everything went black. 
 
   “Jurnee, can you hear me?” My eyes popped open focusing on the sound of Irish’s voice. 
 
   “Where’s Jewel?” I knew I was panicking. 
 
   “She’s right here, Jurnee.” His eyes never leaving mine, looking scared. 
 
   Finally my eyes fully focused and I tried to piece together what had happened. I was looking up at Irish, so I must be lying down. I looked around the room and the doctor stood behind Irish. 
 
   “Jurnee, we’re going to take you for that ultrasound now. Do you feel up to that?” 
 
   I nodded my head and started to lift myself up and both Irish’s and the doctor’s hands were on me. 
 
   “No, you just lie still. We’re going to wheel you to the room.” 
 
   Again I nodded. Seconds passed and I felt the bed moving underneath me. I watched as Irish’s face slowly disappeared from sight and I watched the ceiling change as I was trundled down a long hall and into a dark room. The whole time the nurse pushed a slimy object over my stomach, I noticed that the screen she was looking at was strategically turned away from me. Did they think I’d freak out again if I saw it? Jurnee, get a grip. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. The nurse helped me wipe off the gel from my stomach and another nurse wheeled me back to the exam room. Irish was standing there to welcome me. I immediately searched the room for my little girl. Seeing her safely sleeping in her car seat, I looked back at Irish. He looked troubled and that scared me for a moment. The nurse lowered the bar on the bed and left the room, closing the door behind her. 
 
   Irish reached for me, pulling me into his chest. “You scared the hell out of me, Jurnee,” he whispered. I melted into his embrace. 
 
   My worst fears had come true, only worse than I’d first imagined. I didn’t need the doctor to tell me the ultrasound results. I already knew. Irish helped me down and we both took our seats and waited in silence for the doctor. As I started to calm down, I heard a knock on the door. 
 
   The doctor entered carrying a large brown x-ray. He smiled at us and turned to clip the film on a light box. He turned the light on and with his finger he slowly began to circle, “Baby number one,” then his finger moved to another blob, “Baby number two,” and then again, “here’s baby number three.” He turned and looked at us. 
 
   My stomach churned and I made myself take a deep breath. “Three?” I quickly looked at 
 
   Irish and then back at the doctor. 
 
   “Yes, and it looks like, and I’m just guessing here, that there are two boys and a girl,” he smiled. I don’t remember a thing after that. When I woke up, I saw Irish rocking Jewel in his arms and I was lying in a hospital bed. I wore a short cotton gown and it was apparent by the plastic bracelet on my wrist that I’d been admitted, maybe as a precaution? I searched my memory for the last thing I remembered and the doctor’s voice saying, “Two boys and a girl.” 
 
   I looked desperately to Irish and he smiled back at me. With his one free hand he reached for my hand and gave it a squeeze. The look on his face was a mixture of anxiety, befuddlement, and concern but he was trying to pretend everything was fine. I closed my eyes hoping to get myself together before opening them again when I heard Mary’s voice. 
 
   My eyes flew open. Why was his mother here? My eyes flew to Irish now, silently begging for an explanation. 
 
   “Jurnee, mom’s going to stay at our house for a few days with Jewel while we stay a few nights here at the hospital. They want to make sure that you’re strong enough to carry our triplets to term.” I saw him cower as he said that last part. 
 
   “Triplets, are you sure?” I had to ask. 
 
   Irish squeezed my hand. “Yes, love, triplets.” 
 
   So it wasn’t a bad dream. Oh-my-God, I thought. Okay, these were the cards we were dealt although I knew we weren’t playing poker. Jurnee, you have everything every woman wants, well minus the three-babies-at-one-time part, but hey, suck it up, cup-cake.  It’ll be okay. Will I ever want to have sex again? Will I ever have time for sex again? I haven’t had enough yet. It’s not fair. I have to get my tubes tied. I started to panic. 
 
   “Irish, we have to get spayed,” I whispered before I realized that Mary had taken Jewel and we were the only ones in the room. 
 
   He laughed. “Jurnee, love, that’s what the vet does.”  I knew that but my thoughts were all scrambled. I just stared at him. “No, Irish, we can have this family of four children,” and I paused and quickly took in a deep breath to stop myself from crying, “but this can’t ever happen again.” I reached for his arm tightly and squeezed it with all of my might. “Promise me.” 
 
   “I promise, love,” Irish whispered and leaned in to kiss me. 
 
   “I won’t ever feel good about sex again if you don’t promise me,” and I loosened my grip on his arm.
 
   “Well we can’t have that happen, Jurnee. I’m so sorry. We will get through this, I promise.” 
 
   I felt a tear puddle in my eye. “I know we will.” And I touched his face with my finger. I knew that my shock needed to end. I needed to get on board with the fact that along with my good luck in meeting the right man that accompanied the responsibility of the family we’d created. I finally sat straight up and with a deep breath, smiled at my extremely handsome husband. 
 
    * * *
 
   It was the day after Christmas when I was released from the hospital. Before my in-laws left for home, Memphis sat us down and provided some comforting news. 
 
   “I’m counting on my two male grandchildren.” 
 
   Mary gave him a quick glare at his choice of words. “I’m counting on all of my grandchildren.” He looked up at Mary with a slight cowering smile, “to carry on our family business. Mary and I talked about it and I want you to know that at least for the first year of the triplets’ lives, they’ll have both mom and dad at home to take care of them. Irish will be on the payroll but his job will be to care for the future of the Thompson business.” 
 
   Irish and I both smiled at him. Memphis held his hand out to Irish and they hugged. Together, I knew that we could overcome any obstacles. Separated, I wasn’t so sure. That was the best gift anyone could ever have given us and we were grateful. Irish turned and hugged me. 
 
   After seeing Mary and Memphis off, Irish reached for me and pulled me into his body. I took a deep breath and smiled as I replayed the magnitude of Memphis’s words. 
 
   I could feel Irish’s hot breath in my ear and heard him whisper, “I’m so sorry.” My face scrunched up and I could feel the wrinkles in my forehead like they were twined ropes. 
 
   I gently pushed away from him, so I could see his eyes. “Irish, you are the best thing that’s ever happened to me. This isn’t something either of us should be sorry about. It’s our life. It’s our custom-made miracle. I love you and I am so unbelievably lucky to have you love me in return. I owe you.” My eyes filled with tears and although I couldn’t see his face through my tears, I finished, “I’m the luckiest person on the planet, and I don’t tell you that nearly enough. You’re way more than I ever dreamed of and I thank the heavens above that you waited and picked me to love.” And I paused to wipe the tears from my cheeks. 
 
   “So you close your mouth. You say not another word and let me try as hard as I can to be good enough for you,” I wiped my eyes and tried to focus on his face. 
 
   He was smiling and leaned in, kissing my cheek. “I think you have that backwards, Jurnee. 
 
   I’m the lucky one here.” 
 
   I smacked his shoulder. “No, you aren’t Irish.” 
 
   “Is this our first fight?” he whispered sweetly.
 
   “I guess it is. I win by the way.” We reached for each 
 
   other and hugged tightly. 
 
   That night after Jewel was safely tucked into bed, Irish and I lay quietly in bed with the lights off. My mind was bouncing off the walls. I heard Irish take a deep animated breath. 
 
   “What are ya’ thinking about?” I asked. 
 
   “Well I can’t stop thinking about the pictures and whether or not we should frame them.” 
 
   After a few moments, I asked curiously. “Do you mean the family pictures? Cuz we’ll definitely frame a couple for us and send the rest to family.” I waited patiently in the dark, my body perfectly still as if I wouldn’t hear him if I moved. He didn’t answer. “Irish,” I whispered.
 
   I felt his arm wrap around my body and his mouth move close to my ear. “I mean the two pictures the nurse gave me today of the babies.” 
 
   I whipped over to the lamp on my side of the bed and turned it on. “What pictures?” 
 
   I watched Irish move over to his nightstand and open the drawer. After a moment he rolled back over to me holding two black-and-white Polaroid pictures of our babies. He handed them to me. I stared at the three distinct globs that were only in their early stages of growth. I felt Irish’s arm slide over me, resting on my far side almost protecting my stomach. 
 
   “God they’re ugly,” I laughed and threw my hand over my mouth ashamed for letting those words escape. Irish nestled his head into my neck and began nibbling up and down, tickling me until I screamed out in laughter to make him stop. When he did we were staring at each other. 
 
   “It’s going to be okay, Jurnee, I promise.” The look on his face told me that it really was going to work out well. His eyes twinkled and he had the sweetest smile and I reached out my arms to pull him over on me. 
 
   “Trust me,” he said and I squeezed him gently but loved 
 
   him hard. 
 
   “I do,” I whispered. 
 
   We turned out the lights for the last time before we both 
 
   fell into a dreamy asleep.
 
   

                      Chapter Sixteen 
 
   My due date was June but the doctor stated that an exact date would all depend on the way the pregnancy progressed. For me, June seemed like years away rather than months, and I tried seriously to focus my time on Jewel and her needs. Her quiet little world was about to be rocked and somehow it didn’t seem fair. Everything had returned to normal, namely, Irish was back at work while I was happily at home taking care of our precious Jewel. Besides paying a little more attention to my body and protecting my unborn children, things were no different than they were before we’d found out about the triplets.  I was carrying. Irish was much gentler in the bedroom, which bothered me some but I understood. He made up for it in other ways, so I certainly couldn’t complain. We planned to move back to La Jolla in April to be closer to his family. Memphis was having a room built on our house for the babies before we returned. Things were pretty much perfect until the morning of March 10th. 
 
   Irish had brought paperwork home the night before and planned on spending the day with Jewel and me. The baby was dry, fed, and happily sitting in her swing in the living room with Irish when we heard a knock on the door. I left the laundry and headed to the living room while Irish pushed the pause button for the program he was watching on television. When he opened the door, I saw a young man standing on the porch wearing a backpack. Irish said hello and the boy responded nervously. I was standing directly behind Irish, letting my belly stay protected securely behind him. 
 
   “I don’t mean to bother you so early but I’ve come a long way and, well, I’m just really excited to finally meet Jewel,” he announced sheepishly.
 
   I felt Irish’s body tense up at that last word. I gently grabbed both sides of Irish’s waist with my hands while I leaned around his back. 
 
   “Excuse me.  Who are you?” I asked. 
 
    
 
   Irish and I just stared at the teen. He didn’t look threatening or angry. He just seemed genuinely nervous. 
 
   “My name’s Wyatt Zachary, ma’am, and I got this letter from Paris telling me I had a daughter living with her brother in San Francisco,” he said as he fumbled in his pocket until he retrieved a folded-up piece of paper. Irish and I stood frozen and continued to stare at the boy. He slowly held out the folded note to Irish. I stepped in front of Irish now and took the paper from the boy. Irish watched our visitor while also watching me unfold the note. We both began reading it and when we finished, Irish and I just looked at each other, then back at the young lad. He couldn’t have been more than eighteen or nineteen years old. This age seemed to be Paris’s boyfriend preference, just a bit older than jailbait. He had sandy-brown, curly hair shoulder length. He had Jewel’s blue eyes and looking at him standing in front of me, I could see her features in him. 
 
   Irish took the paper from my hand and looking at Wyatt, 
 
    
 
   he asked, “Can I keep this?” 
 
    
 
   The boy shrugged his shoulders and nodded yes. 
 
    
 
   Looking at Wyatt, I took a step closer to the door. “Wyatt, this note from Paris didn’t mention that we legally adopted Jewel and she is our daughter. You don’t have any claim to her.” I tried to be sympathetic while also keeping my words firm and confident to convey the truth of the situation. 
 
   He looked at my face and then up to Irish’s. “I’m not trying to cause any problems, I promise. I just want to see her for myself. That’s all.” His blue eyes skipped back to mine. I felt Irish’s arm straighten out in front of my body and pull me back gently but firmly. 
 
   He took a step forward after placing me carefully behind him. “Buddy, I understand your situation, I do, but you’re going to have to understand ours as well. I can’t let you into our home to see our daughter. I don’t know you. How about giving me a phone number and letting me figure this all out. Maybe we can meet you somewhere and discuss the matter but you can’t come back here ever again. I will discuss all of this with my sister and my wife but until then, you’re going to have to leave,” his voice dripping with authority.
 
   Wyatt looked at Irish and nodded before looking at the ground. “That sounds fair.” He dropped his backpack on the ground and began unzipping the outside pocket. He removed a pen and a piece of paper and began jotting down the requested information, handing it to Irish. 
 
   “I’m staying in a hotel for two days before heading home 
 
   to Oregon,” he barely muttered. 
 
    
 
   “Okay, Wyatt, I’ll contact you soon. I give you my word on that.” Irish nodded to the teen before stepping back and closing the door. We both looked at Jewel smiling at us even though her swing was motionless. 
 
   I looked at Irish and his eyes flew from Jewel’s to mine. He shrugged his shoulders as if he was trying to shake it all away, and I watched him squeeze the note into a ball in his fist. 
 
   “I’d like to kill her right now,” he whispered. 
 
    
 
   “No, you don’t,” I said. “We’re going to figure out the right thing to do here. You know that if either of us were in his situation, we’d be curious too.” 
 
   Irish’s face softened. “You’re right,” he admitted. We both sat down on the sofa and I unfolded the letter. 
 
   Dear Wyatt, 
 
   I’m writing you today because I’m trying to get my life together and that means doing the right thing. I gave birth to a little girl in November, and I didn’t believe there was any possibility that she was your child until I realized that I’d gotten my dates wrong. I recently saw a picture of her and now I’m sure you’re the father. I’m not asking for anything from you; I just wanted to be honest and let you know. Her name is Jewel and she’s living with my brother, Irish and his wife, Jurnee, in San Francisco. She’s happy, healthy, and loved. I needed to tell you so I can move on with my life. You were important to me and I’ll always smile when I think of you. 
 
   Love, Paris
 
                  Although Paris often came across as flibbertigibbet, I found her letter to be meticulously and honestly written.
 
   “So what should we do?” and Irish’s hand moved to rest on my belly. While he waited for me to answer, my eyes remained focused on the letter. I couldn’t stop concentrating on one sentence Paris had written, “You were very important to me and I’ll always smile when I think of you.” 
 
   “Well, I don’t think that any of this was meant to threaten or challenge us as Jewel’s parents, do you? Maybe Paris was only trying to clear her conscience so that she could get past this situation.” I laid my hand over his. Looking at him, I continued, “This isn't really his fault and after meeting him today I don’t feel that he wants any more than to see her once, do you?” 
 
   “I’m not sure, Jurnee. A part of me feels sorry for him but 
 
   the other part says to protect 
 
    
 
   Jewel with all of my strength.” Irish became so sensitive and 
 
    
 
   sweet. 
 
    
 
   “You’re such a good daddy,” I smiled into his beautiful blues. “What if we meet him tomorrow after Jewel’s appointment with the pediatrician? We could go to that Mexican restaurant on the corner. Let him see her and visit for a few minutes, and then he’ll be on his way to Oregon.” I watched my husband’s face start to scrunch up as if he was going to give me that I don’t think so look, but halfway through it his face changed.
 
   “Okay, but we’ll insist on a thirty-minute limit and we don’t give him any personal information about our plans to move back home. Let him think that he knows where to find us.” 
 
   My eyebrows rose and I nodded, “Agreed. Should we 
 
   mention any of this to Paris?” 
 
   He shook his head no. “Let’s just leave that alone. I’m still unhappy about being blindsided today. Paris could have mentioned this to us but that just shows me that my sister is still thinking only of Paris.” Shaking his head Irish leaned in and kissed my cheek. 
 
   After feeding and burping Jewel, Irish handed the baby to me for a diaper change. We played puppets got your nose before she went down for her nap. I started lunch while Irish finished his paperwork. Humming a nursery song to myself and cutting up tomatoes for our grilled chicken salad I heard Irish’s phone chirp. I smiled at him as he picked it up and I went back to preparing lunch. 
 
   When I turned around, I almost jumped out of my skin. Irish was standing a few steps from me and I could tell by his expression that something was terribly wrong. I wiped my hands on the dish towel and rested them on my bulging stomach, waiting for him to speak. It looked like he was struggling with his words. 
 
   “That was Mom. Paris was just served with a custody petition from Wyatt Zachary’s lawyer. He’s claiming he wasn’t told he had a child and therefore didn’t agree to any adoption.” My mouth dropped open. Irish stood there with a frozen blank stare. 
 
   “It gets better,” he muttered. “He wants sole custody because Paris is a habitual drug-user and shouldn’t be allowed around children.” 
 
   I watched as he squeezed the bridge of his nose. Eyes closed, he slowly began shaking his head back and forth. I suddenly felt the need to grab onto the counter to steady myself. This couldn’t be happening. That young kid at our door this morning was petitioning for custody? Something didn’t seem right to me. I watched as Irish finally dropped his hand and quickly moved toward Jewel’s room. I followed but stopped in the doorway as I watched Irish stand beside our daughter’s crib and stare down at her with fatherly love. I headed back to the living room searching for that piece of paper Wyatt had given us this morning with his hotel name and phone number. Irish was still in Jewel’s room as I gathered my purse and car keys, quietly opening the front door. I hurried to my car and as I turned the key in the ignition; I glanced up at the front door. I didn’t see Irish so I backed out onto the road. My hands began shaking and I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. 
 
   One more glance at the front door but still no one. I headed down the street to find a place to park and call this guy. When I pulled to the side of the road my hands were still shaking, I held the paper steady against the steering wheel. I recognized the name of the hotel, no more than a mile away, so I decided just to drive there and then decide on a plan of action. As I pulled into the hotel driveway my phone chirped. I knew the caller and wasn’t going to answer it, not yet. With no room number on the paper, I headed for the front office. An older man at the desk looked me up and down before giving me a sympathetic smile. 
 
   “Hello,” I said before deciding to use my condition to my advantage. I sweetly smiled like a southern belle and leaned on the counter meeting his eyes head on. “Could you please help me, sir?” He moved close to the counter smiling back curiously. 
 
   “How may I help you, young lady?” 
 
   I let my eyes move to the paper I was holding and then back to the clerk’s. “I’m looking for Wyatt Zachary’s room. He asked me to meet him here but I hadn’t noticed that he forgot to add his room number. Could you please help me with that?” I asked politely.
 
   He gave me a slight smile before turning and moving toward a computer screen behind him. After punching the keyboard for a moment, he looked at me. “That’s #136, young lady,” meeting my eyes before continuing, “That’s around the back of the building and to your right.” 
 
   “Thanks so much.” I quickly headed back to my car. If I hadn’t felt like an overstuffed, bulging water balloon, I’d have attempted to walk it but the car seemed like a smarter choice for my ambush. Looking down at my phone I could see that I had three missed calls. I switched my phone to vibrate and started the ignition. When I pulled up to the parking space directly in front of #136, I shut off the engine. I could feel my heart rate speed up again as I sat there staring at the door. What was I going to say? I needed to make him understand that what he was doing was wrong. Jewel was not going to be taken away from us. I’d have to explain to him how much we loved our precious Jewel. 
 
   I watched my phone vibrate on the seat. I picked it up and placed it with the piece of paper in my shirt pocket. I took in a deep breath and stepped out of the car. Standing at the door I held my fist up ready to knock but froze. I took another breath to settle my nerves and then I knocked hard three times. After a few moments I took a few steps from the door and glanced down the long cement hallway. It was quiet, maybe too quiet. As I turned to look in the opposite direction, the door opened. There stood Wyatt. The surprise in his eyes caught me off guard. Neither one of us moved. We just stared at each other for what seemed like an awkward forever.  He finally broke our stare to look past me, probably checking to see if I was alone. Comfortable that no one else accompanied me, his eyes narrowed as they returned to my face. 
 
   “What’re you doing here?” he asked. “I thought you were going to call and bring Jewel?” 
 
   I watched his expression, searching for any answer to his pretense of this harmless visit from him. I gave him nothing. 
 
   “Well, Wyatt, I decided that I’d like to talk with you first, get to know you a little before bringing Jewel to meet you. Can I come in?” and I dug deep within myself to sound as authoritative as I could. He was clearly just a boy. I didn’t feel threatened by him physically. Even six months pregnant with triplets, I knew I could take him. What I sensed from him at the moment was deceit, as if he were trying to pretend to be someone he really wasn’t, trying to take advantage of my family. I wanted to know the reason. 
 
   “Um, yeah, I guess so.” Shrugging his shoulders he took a step back, allowing me to enter. My eyes flashed around the room and fell on a wooden chair pushed into a desk standing in the middle of the room. I quickly moved toward it and pulled out the chair. All I could think to do was pounce quickly before he could make up answers to my questions. I sat down and searched the room. Empty potato chip bags and soda cans filled every counter and tabletop. He’d been here most of the day, I thought. He nervously sat on the one unmade bed in the room. 
 
   “So Wyatt, how long have you known about our daughter?” I gave him a fake smile. 
 
   “I got the note from Paris about a month ago,” he quickly said. 
 
   “So have you always wanted kids of your own or are you planning to wait until you’re settled down and married?” I watched him cringe a little at the word married. I stared into his eyes, almost challenging him to look away from me. Feeling uncomfortable, he intertwined his fingers, letting his eyes drop to the floor in front of him. 
 
   “Wyatt, how old are you?” leaning forward trying to recapture eye contact. 
 
   “I’m eighteen,” he whispered. 
 
   I didn’t even have to do the math to realize he had to have been late sixteen or early seventeen when he had sex with Paris. Now I was feeling uncomfortable. I suddenly felt a whole new set of problems about to face Irish and me. I had nothing to lose here, so I decided to find out his ulterior motive. I repositioned myself in the chair and blurted out, “Why are you suing Paris for custody of our daughter, Wyatt?” 
 
   His head flew up and his face changed from nervous and uncomfortable to scared and upset. I felt my face change from confident to confused. 
 
   I quickly leaned back in toward him. “Why are you doing this to my family, Wyatt? Why do you want to take Jewel away from the only parents she knows?” I sat back up and kept my eyes on him. 
 
   “I’m not,” he snapped. I stood up. 
 
   “Well someone is, Wyatt. Someone sent legal papers to my family saying you wanted to take our daughter away from us.” 
 
   I watched as his eyes dropped to the floor. “It wasn’t me, I swear,” he scoffed loudly.
 
   “Could you please tell me who so I can talk to them. I’d have to ask them why, Wyatt.” 
 
   He looked at me now. “It’s my brother, Wayne. He hired a lawyer and drove me here. He was mad when he found out that I’d slept with Paris. They were dating until she caught him with another lady. When he read her note, he went off like a firecracker.” 
 
   I stood up almost face to face with him and could feel myself getting angrier each second, maybe not so much at him as at the slimy situation that was clearly unfolding. “He can’t sue for parental custody, Wyatt, only you can.” I took a deep breath. “Where’s your brother now?” I asked as I took another quick look around the room. It didn’t look as if two people were staying here. Maybe I was wrong. 
 
   “He’s at the store but he’s staying in another room two doors down. He wanted me to have my own room in case you agreed to bring Jewel here,” he admitted. 
 
   “Okay.” Grimacing, I walked over to the window and pushed the curtain back only to see 
 
   a blue car parked next to mine. “What kind of car does your brother drive, Wyatt?” 
 
   “A blue Toyota,” he quickly answered. 
 
   “Okay, you said your brother’s staying two doors down?” and he nervously nodded yes. 
 
   “Do I look like a nice lady to you, Wyatt? I mean, do you trust me enough to help you do the right thing here?” I peeked back out the window. 
 
   “Well yeah, I guess.” For some reason I believed him. 
 
   “Do you trust me enough to get you out of this whole baby mess that your brother’s gotten you into?” I didn’t wait for his answer but grabbed his arm and walked him toward the front door. 
 
   “Where’re we going?” he asked as I slowly opened the front door. 
 
   “We’re going to clear up all the lies and let everyone live happily ever after. Sound good?” I pulled him to my car, opening the driver’s side rear door and guiding Wyatt inside. “Bend your head down, Wyatt” and I closed the door. Just as I opened my door and slid into my seat, I saw a man come out of his room and start walking to #136. I started the car and pulled out just as I saw him open Wyatt’s door. I stepped on the gas. When I was safely on the main road, I pulled the phone from my pocket and punched in Irish’s number. 
 
   He picked up on the first ring. “Jurnee” and that was all I let him say before I interrupted him. 
 
   “Baby, is Martha at the office now?” 
 
   “Jurnee, what’s going on?” 
 
   “Baby, please, is Martha there now?” 
 
   “Yes, she’s there but she leaves in another forty-five minutes, why?” 
 
   I cut him off again. “Okay. I’m going to the office now. I’ll call you when I get there, okay?” My heart was pumping fast. 
 
   “Jurnee, tell me what’s going on.” he snapped sharply.
 
   “Irish, do you trust me?” 
 
   “Of course I do, Jurnee.” his voice softer now.
 
   “Then you have to let me tell you later. I love you,” I said closing my phone. The adrenaline I felt was now bubbling over.
 
   When we pulled up to the construction company’s parking lot and I stopped the car, Wyatt finally sat up in the seat. I couldn’t turn around in my seat, not with my growing belly, so I just exited the car. I opened his door and he looked up at me as if I were some crazy person. I reached out for his hand and he nervously and reluctantly gave it to me. I grabbed the inside of his elbow and tucked my arm in his. We walked side by side up to the entrance. 
 
   “Okay, Wyatt, I need you to reach down deep into your soul and do the right thing. I need you to be the man that Jewel would be proud to call her biological father. I need you to write it all down before your brother makes you ruin her life.” I kept him moving, opening the door and holding it for him to move inside. I pointed back to Irish’s office and followed him inside. When he was seated I went back out, as all employee eyes stared at me and I waved at Martha, our notary, now hanging up her phone. She quickly followed me into the office. When she was seated I grabbed a pad of paper and laid it in front of Wyatt. He just looked at me with confused eyes.  I sat down and from across the desk, I looked into his eyes. 
 
   “Wyatt, I need you to write down in your own words what I tell you to okay?” I saw Martha look at me with some concern. 
 
   “Wyatt, I’m going to ask you if something is true and if it is, you’re going to write that down for me, okay?” I looked at Martha. Her look was still confused but now she was objecting less. Wyatt picked up the pen. 
 
   “Okay, did you have consensual sex with Paris?” and he looked at me as I would’ve if my mother had asked me that question. I took a deep breath in and blew the hair from my face as 
 
   I exhaled.
 
   “Wyatt, this is really important, so let me word it differently. Did you want to have sex with Paris?” Now he looked totally embarrassed. Oh hell, this wasn’t going very well. I looked at Martha. Finally it looked as if she had a better understanding of what was going on here. I smiled thankfully at her. 
 
   “Wyatt did you agree to be romantic with Paris?” Martha asked. She was old enough to be this kid’s grandmother, so I cringed a little waiting to see his face after she’d asked her question.
 
                  “Yes, ma’am,” he finally said. 
 
   “Great, then write that down.” She gave him an approving look. 
 
   When he was clearly finished, I asked, “Do you want custody of Jewel?” and I paused a moment. 
 
   “Or would you rather see her stay with her mom and dad, her mom being me?” 
 
   “With you,” he said firmly. 
 
   “Okay, please write that down.” He did. 
 
   “Now is your brother Wayne making you file this custody suit against your will?” and I stared right into his eyes. He looked back at me as if he wanted to say something. 
 
   “What, Wyatt?” 
 
   “Yes he is, but...” He looked away from me and down at the pad of paper. “But he said he’d buy me a new car with the money we got from the Thompson Construction 
 
   Company,” Wyatt kept his eyes down. 
 
   I flashed a look at Martha and then back to Wyatt. “So, you’re saying if I gave you a car 
 
   You’d be satisfied and happy to see this custody nonsense end?” He quickly looked up at me. 
 
   “Well, yeah,” and I felt myself grow warm. The word extortion had excited me a little until I had to follow it closely with bribery. 
 
   “Okay, write down that your brother promised you a new car if you agreed to file for custody of Jewel,” and I looked at Martha. Wasn’t she sitting there wondering if I hadn’t just done the same thing his brother had by suggesting I might give him a car? I took a deep breath, wanting to get this wrapped up before I crossed any more lines. 
 
   “Wyatt, I really need you to write down in your own words what your brother said about the whole plan. Everything he asked you to do.” He looked at me and nodded. When he began writing, I sat back and tried to figure out the way I might fix this car thing I was sure he felt I’d offered. As I looked over at Martha, I saw Irish come through the front door with Jewel in his arms. 
 
   Whew, did he ever look furious. I slowly stood up from his chair and smiled as he approached the office. I decided then to meet him at the door before he could get to Wyatt. I stopped him with my body right outside the office door.  “Hey, baby, guess what? Wyatt’s here to give us a statement, a notarized statement that his brother put him up to this whole custody suit. He wants to do the right thing,” and I stood in front of him now and tightly squeezed his arm, trying to get him to look at me rather than Wyatt.  “Isn’t that great?” and my words sounded more like an attempt at a song rather than a question.
 
   He was livid, I could tell by his body language and that cold look in his eyes, but he slowly began to calm down when he realized what was going on. 
 
   “That’s great,” he said in an unconvincing tone. I left him standing in the doorway holding Jewel and hurried back to the desk to read what Wyatt had written. While I was reading, Wyatt turned and nervously looked at Irish and Jewel. It was the first time he’d seen her so his eyes were fixed on her rather than on Irish’s unpleasant face. 
 
   “Martha, can you do your notary magic and make this all legal and court-worthy?” I asked in a stupid high-pitched voice. I wasn’t clear where those words came from but the tension in this room probably contributed to it.  
 
   “Sure,” she said and busied herself with the stamp while I glanced up at Irish. When she finished having Wyatt sign, I took the paper from them. 
 
   “Okay, Martha, you’ve been a real dear. I appreciate you dropping everything to come help me out here.” I smiled at her with my oh-boy frozen face and she hurried from the room. I reached for Jewel as I watched Wyatt slowly rise from his chair. 
 
   “Baby,” I said bouncing Jewel on my hip. “Wyatt’s going to need a ride back to his hotel. His brother, the one that drove him to San Francisco, is waiting for him. I can take him...” but Irish gave me a look that had I don’t think so written all over it. 
 
   “You take my car and I’ll drive Wyatt back to his hotel,” he said with an evil-looking grin. I took a deep breath before leaning into his body and gently reminding him of the whole parental custody court thing and he smiled back at me. It wasn’t a comforting smile. With the paper in my hand, I turned to Wyatt. 
 
   “Thank you for stepping up and being a man, Wyatt.” I turned and focused my eyes on my husband. “Real men know when to step back from their egos and do what’s right for their families,” and I squinted my eyebrow at Irish as I headed for the car. 
 
   When I arrived home, I changed my daughter and set her in the baby swing while I made her a bottle. I picked up the letter that Wyatt had written and held it to my chest. This was going to solve the problem. I finished heating Jewel’s bottle and settled into my chair with her safely in my arms. I heard Irish open the back door. With a quick inventory of his clothes, I was pleased not to see any blood.  “You need to fax that letter to your mom,” I whispered, pointing to the counter.
 
   After looking at me and Jewel, he slowly moved over to the counter and briefly scanned the paper. Still looking at it, he set it back on the counter in silence. He finally walked over to my chair and slowly lifted Jewel from my arms. She was sound asleep and he disappeared into the hall lightly patting her back. Once he was gone, I pressed my body into the chair and closed my eyes. It was dark outside and my body was spent; the stress of the day was catching up with me. I jumped when I felt Irish’s hand wrap around mine. I must have drifted off. 
 
   Irish gently pulled me forward and steered me toward our bedroom. He helped me remove my clothes and guided me into bed. Once I was settled and had laid still he crawled next to me. I watched the light in the room disappear and I felt Irish’s body cuddle up to mine, molding his body around my swollen pregnant one. As I was drifting off to sleep, I felt his warm breath in my ear. 
 
   I moved because it tickled and then heard him say, “Jurnee, if you ever pull something like you did today, if you ever put me through what you did today, I’ll never forgive you.” I waited, holding my breath trying to process his words. I felt his hand take mine and pull it to his mouth. He gently kissed it and I waited to see if he was going to continue. “I’m not going to ask you please; that isn’t even an option anymore. I’m telling you now that you cannot ever put me through the ordeal you did today. Do you understand that?” His voice was cold, hard, and carried a tone of don’t you ever forget this. 
 
   His tone was too serious and didn’t sound like Irish. I lay still, waiting to see if there was more. Was he finished? 
 
   I waited for him to follow his words with, I was so worried or scared, but he didn’t say that. After several minutes of silence, I rolled toward my side of the bed, gently pulling and releasing myself from his hold. I carefully navigated myself through the dark to the bathroom and closed the door behind me, turning the night light on, sitting on the toilet seat and dropping my head into my hands. Maybe it was my hormones flaming but this was the first time Irish’s words had ever frightened me. His words didn’t arise from the shock of the moment; he’d carefully thought them out, almost like the morning when I’d left the bed to shower and he was downstairs waiting on me. 
 
   I’d totally disregarded him as just being overprotective, not controlling. His tone tonight was upsetting. I didn’t like it. Right at this moment I was tired and my body exhausted, but I was sure that my Irish, the man I had fell so madly in love with would never purposely upset me or threaten me with his words. My head still resting in my hands, I heard a light knock on the door but continued to sit quietly. 
 
   I heard the door slowly open but I didn’t move. I felt his warm body curl over mine until he was all around me. I sat unresponsive until he finally unfolded himself from me and melted onto the floor directly in front of me. I didn’t move as his hand took mine, pulling it to his face. I finally looked up at him and saw that he’d been crying. That caught me off guard and I stared at him confused. He looked so broken sitting in front of me, all of his handsome features bruised and tattered. 
 
   He didn’t say a word. He merely looked into my eyes. I could see the man I’d fallen in love with and not the man who’d just demanded I never disobey him. 
 
   Without warning he stood, pulling my hand with him. “Jurnee, please come sit with me. I need to talk to you.” I followed him to the bed. He turned my naked body around and sat with me on the bed. 
 
   Looking down at the floor he finally said, “Jurnee, I’m sorry for the way I spoke to you earlier. I was wrong.” He lifted his face and turned toward me. “When you disappeared, I didn’t know your frame of mind. I knew the way I felt, so assuming that you were also feeling that way, I became really scared. I wanted to hug and assure you that it would all be okay. Then my imagination ran rampant. When I repeatedly called you and you didn’t answer, it only got worse. I didn’t know if you were hurt or had been in an accident. I felt one hundred times worse than the time I knew you were held hostage by Jo-Lee and I couldn’t protect you. I know that you don’t think about this as I do but you’re six months pregnant carrying three tiny babies I’m anxiously waiting to meet. You and our family are everything I’ve always wanted. I can’t even put into words the agony I suffered today.” And he looked away wiping a tear that had rolled down his cheek.
 
    I had to look away. I was suddenly ashamed, even embarrassed about my thoughts of him trying to control me. He wasn’t controlling me and he wasn’t being overprotective. He was asking me to be thoughtful of his feelings as a person, as a husband, as a father, as someone who truly loved and cared for me. I felt like a total and complete jerk. Telling me never to put him through what I did today wasn’t something that he should have had to say. I hadn’t thought about anything except what would make things right. I’d thought I was doing what was right, but I’d forgotten we were a team. There is no “I” in team. I reached my hand for his and he smiled as he gave it to me. I knew that it was my turn to do some apologizing, maybe even some begging for forgiveness. As I opened my mouth to search for the words to begin, Irish lifted his finger to my lips. 
 
   Looking me in the eyes, he whispered, “Jurnee, It is okay.” His eyes were soft and his expression sweet. He gently pushed me back on the bed. As he gently cupped my oversized breasts he brushed his lips across mine. Now looking into my eyes, he whispered, “Jurnee, I love you so very much.” With that said, he leaned in and our kiss turned heated from the moment our lips touched. 
 
   I was on fire by the time our tongues finally met. I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him as close to my body as my pregnant bulge would allow. Looking into his eyes, I whispered, “I’m so sorry.” 
 
   In an instant his lips were back on mine. With the light from the bathroom shining softly, he made love to me, but it wasn’t like any other time before. It was as if it were the first time, only each touch we shared was like a simple word we were exchanging. I’d learned a great deal about myself today. I knew I’d be a better person, a better wife, and a better mother for it.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   “What’s the difference between school and life? In school, you’re taught a lesson and then given a test. In life, you’re given a test that teaches you a lesson.” I can still hear my dad’s voice as he often quoted one of his favorite radio personalities and author, Tom Bodett. Until this moment that quote was just a lot of words lacking any true significance. 
 
   Now I actually understand them. My biggest test was just around the corner. With each week that passed, my doctor was amazed at how well my pregnancy was progressing. He said it was unlikely that a triplet pregnancy would go so smoothly and uneventfully. He set an appointment with a Perinatologist (a maternal fetal medicine specialist) in San Diego for the following week. 
 
   Coincidentally my appointment was on the first day of April. April Fools’ Day had been my father’s favorite day of the year and mine. Christmas was good but having one day a year set aside to play tricks on friends and loved ones was awesome. Every year my dad and I planned some mischievous prank to pull on my mother. Many times my friends were also involved. Each year she acted surprised and always appeared visibly upset with dad and me, or so I thought. A couple of years before my parents passed away and after one of our best April fool’s tricks ever, I sensed mom wasn’t as naive as she’d acted. A sparkle in her eyes told me she was allowing us to take pleasure in our well planned plots. I wondered if my dad had seen it too. 
 
   * * *
 
   There was a knock on the door and I heard Irish yell, “I got it” as I sat on the side of the bathtub attempting to shave my legs. I knew the person coming to visit and he’d arrived early. I was finally going to meet Irish’s favorite brother, Hayden. Great, I thought, looking at my half-shaven legs. I overheard laughter as I hiked my legs out of the tub. I gave myself a quick look in the mirror and headed to the living room. Still standing at the front door, Irish and Hayden were slapping and hugging each other, not noticing they now had an audience. Hayden was taller than Irish and his muscular physique very noticeable in his tight clothing. His brown curly hair, boyish dimples, and clean-shaven face definitely screamed handsome and would surely turn any gal’s head. After several moments they turned and their playfulness came to a halt, both staring at me. 
 
   “Jurnee, sista, you’re as big as a house, girl.” I felt the smile slide right off my face. Irish smacked him hard on the shoulder and looked at me with an apologetic smile. 
 
   “Come and give me some love, girl,” he chuckled and he almost danced himself into my arms. His hug was energetic as he squeezed me while also patting my back with both hands. I looked over his shoulder at Irish with big eyes and a frozen smile. He finally released me and both of his hands found their way to my bulging belly. 
 
   “So I hear you’re naming one of them after me, right?” Hayden’s face turned suddenly serious. I felt my eyebrows push together and my eyes flash from his face to Irish’s. 
 
   “Um, well...” was all I could think to say. 
 
   “He’s joking, Jurnee,” Irish commented. 
 
   “I know,” and when I looked back at Hayden, he was smiling too. Hayden’s the jokester, I thought. Of all the other alternatives, that wasn’t such a bad one. Irish and I had decided early on to pick “J” names for our children and it was merely a coincidence that I’d picked Jayden. I hoped he’d find some satisfaction in my choice. I left the men to catch up while I checked on Jewel. She must’ve just awakened because she was lying there quietly smiling, staring at her mobile. I quickly changed her diaper and cuddled her little body to my chest, kissing her fragrant head as I went back out to her daddy. Irish, still talking to Hayden, held out his arms wide when he saw me coming toward him. 
 
   His smile was a big grin as he cuddled his daughter and quickly turned the conversation to Jewel. I smiled, shaking my head at the proud papa bear, almost feeling sorry for Hayden and went to warm a bottle.  We ended up ordering pizza and once Jewel was tucked into bed, we all settled in the living room to listen to Hayden’s Colorado adventures. At nine o’clock, he announced that he wanted to check out a few local bars and he tried his best to talk Irish into joining him. 
 
   “No, I don’t want to leave Jurnee here alone. I’m done with all that, bro. I have no interest in the bar scene,” he said while I was pouring myself some juice in the kitchen. 
 
   “Then she can come too,” Hayden said. 
 
   “What about Jewel? We can’t leave the baby and party all night; my life’s different now. You go.” And then I heard silence. 
 
   “Well can I take Jurnee with me?” 
 
   Not a second passed before Irish said, “Not in this lifetime, Hayden.” I think a sofa pillow might have been thrown. 
 
   When I returned to the living room, Hayden was standing. “Jurnee, I know Irish won’t lend me his car, or should I say, his other woman,” and he gave me a quirky smirk. “Can I borrow yours? I promise I won’t drive if I’m wasted.” I quickly looked at Irish. He rolled his eyes, giving me nothing to grab onto. 
 
   “Sure, if you promise not to lose it, all of Jewel’s things are in the trunk,” I said as I grabbed the keys from my purse. Irish followed him to the door. I headed for the bedroom. I was feeling unusually amorous and I looked forward to spending some quality time with Irish. 
 
   As I was brushing my teeth, I felt Irish grab my waist with his both his hands. “Do you want to watch a movie or go to bed?” he whispered. 
 
                 I spit out toothpaste and rinsed before answering, “I have another idea” and I grabbed his arm, pulling him to the bed. “I bought some cocoa butter today,” and I kissed him on the cheek. 
 
                 “Okay, what’s it for?” he asked, curious about where this conversation might lead. 
 
   “It helps with stretch marks. I know I’m going to have them no matter what I do but I thought maybe you could rub it on me anyway?” I said licking my bottom lip and then sucking it, doing my best to tease him. His face suddenly brightened with understanding. 
 
   I pulled the jar out of my nightstand and set it on our bed. I pulled my dress off. Irish reached up and from behind unhooked my bra. I slid out of my panties and turned standing completely naked, facing him. Giving me the once-over with his eyes, he reached for my hand and gently guided me onto the bed, and I rolled over on my back. 
 
   “Look at the instructions, babe,” I said, handing him the jar. “I think it says you have to be naked before you can apply it,” I smiled. I watched him quickly undress and I felt my body quiver and goose bumps appear at the sight of his naked body. I watched as he dipped two fingers into the jar and slathered some just above my belly button. 
 
   “It’s cold!” Jumping, I squealed grabbing the covers with both hands and trying to lie still. 
 
   With a sympathetic look he whispered, “I’m so sorry, love.” It quickly warmed up under his hand as he gently rubbed it into my skin. He put one hand at the top of my stomach and another at the bottom, slowly moving them both clockwise. It felt wonderful. He dipped his fingers in the jar again and cupped his palms together to warm up the lotion in his hands. Now rubbing it into my sides, going in slow circles with his fingers spread wide, we both felt a hard kick. My eyes flew to his. We froze and then smiled at each other. This was the first time that Irish had felt a kick and his face was full of excitement. 
 
   “I believe they really like it,” he said, grinning from ear to ear. He bent down and gently kissed the spot where the baby’s foot had been. This time the kick was more pronounced. 
 
   “Jurnee, I saw it. I just saw a foot,” and his face glowed in total amazement. 
 
   I looked down and waited for it to happen again. “Come on, little ones,” I encouraged. 
 
   This time the outline was faint, but it looked more like a fist. Irish touched my belly, gently rubbing me and hoping the movement hadn’t ended. Leaving one hand on my side he took his index finger and started tracing short patterns on my belly, short little lines, and quick circles. 
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked lying quietly, unable to be serious. 
 
   “Writing a note to our babies,” he said with twinkling eyes and beautiful smile. 
 
   I took a deep breath and lay back closing my eyes, trying to feel the letters he was tracing on my belly. 
 
   D-a-d-d-y l-o-v-e-s y-o-u. “Daddy loves mommy, too,” he whispered. After kissing my belly again he eased all of his weight onto the bed next to me. When I opened my eyes, his face was inches from mine and for some reason his smell was especially enticing. I felt his long finger slowly circle my enlarged nipple as it quickly hardened under his touch. I lifted my head to find his lips and I felt his hardness as he leaned closer to me. I was bubbling with anticipation. After a gentle kiss he pulled back, looking into my eyes. “Jurnee, are you sure we should do this? I mean after...” And he stopped and analyzed my face. I quickly nodded, trying to reassure him that it was fine but he continued. “What if I hurt one of them, Jurnee?” and from his expression, I could tell this was all going terribly wrong. I shook my head no, more in disbelief than anything else. 
 
   Suddenly, his smile turned mischievous. 
 
   “Love, I’m hungry.” 
 
   I lifted my head up and looked at him confused. “What?” 
 
   “We can do other things, remember?” 
 
   I turned myself away from him to roll onto my side. It must have looked pathetic, but I was given no other choice. I scooted myself off the bed and disappeared into the bathroom. Irish lay still and watched as I closed the door. I grabbed my nightgown from the door hook, slipped it on and plopped down on the throne. He didn’t just choose them over me, did he? Before I knew it, my hands covered my eyes and they wouldn’t stop tearing, my face was all wet, and I was hiccupping. What was wrong with me? This was more than one of my moments. I felt wounded. When I realized that at least twenty minutes had passed, I took a deep breath and held it, hoping maybe to hear noises or movement from the bedroom.
 
    Irish hadn’t come to check on me and that was unusual. Now my wounded feelings were being replaced with anger. Did he just see me as a human incubator? Were the days of making me feel like a beautiful, sexy woman over? I wiped my face with a towel. Slowly turning the knob, I quietly pulled the door open. The bed was empty. Where was he? I made my way down the hall and stood back before entering the living room. Irish was sitting in the dark with the phone on the table in front of him. Enough light was shining in from the streetlamp that I could see him cradling his head in his hands staring at the phone. It rang and my heart jumped. Irish grabbed it as if he were trying to catch it on the first ring. I stepped back to stay out of his view in case he turned, and I listened. 
 
   “Yes, Dr. Thomas, thank you for returning my call,” and now I was really curious. “No, she’s fine but I was calling to ask you about…er…sex. We saw the babies moving and I was wondering...” It must have been a minute or two before Irish continued. “Well I appreciate you calling me back and I will share what you’ve told me with Jurnee. Thanks again. Good night” and he punched the off button. I watched him set the phone on the table and stare out the front window. I walked into the room and he turned, looking up at me. 
 
   “Is everything all right, Irish?” and he turned and looked back out the window. 
 
   “Evidently not, Jurnee, because it’s obvious I’ve hurt you.” I watched him clinch one hand into a ball while folding his other hand over it. His eyes dropped back down to the table. 
 
   “Who was on the phone?” I asked, hoping he hadn’t known I was eavesdropping. 
 
   “I called your doctor. I needed to hear from him that making love to you wouldn’t hurt you or the babies.” He didn’t look at me. It was as if he were punishing me with his tone. Finally after several long moments he turned and looked at me his face soft and voice gentle. “Because you’re carrying triplets, ordinarily he wouldn’t advise it. He said that if I were to come in contact with your cervix, it could start contractions. I think he said you having an orgasm could start them. I’m not really sure. But because your pregnancy was going so well, he’d only suggest that we stop immediately if it became at all uncomfortable. He’s going to talk to us next visit and suggest that we refrain from intercourse until you deliver and heal.” He shrugged his shoulders, dropping his eyes and turning away from me. We both sat in silence for what seemed like forever. 
 
   Now staring out the window, he said, “Jurnee, this isn’t anything like the first time you asked me to make love to you. Then, it was more about me wanting to wait until you fell in love with me, or at least felt half of what I felt for you. I was afraid if you didn’t feel something for me, then you wouldn’t care if you ever saw me again as if I were just a hook-up.”  I dropped my eyes from him and thought about his words. 
 
   He continued, “This is about me being genuinely worried about hurting you or our babies. I want to give you what you want, but I also want to do what’s right here too, Jurnee. I’m not a machine. If I’m genuinely worried about the act, it isn’t going to work. 
 
   Do you understand what I’m saying, love?” And now we looked at each other. He was saying that he couldn’t perform if he was worried about hurting us. This was a first for me. Irish had always been able to make love to me. I hadn’t ever considered it an issue. I could feel a look of stupidity wash over my face, feeling like a jerk. I wanted to run back to the bathroom and cry all over again. I felt myself take a deep breath and slowly let it out to calm my selfish desires. I moved to the sofa and sat down beside him. I reached for his hand and although I thought he hesitated, he gave it to me. 
 
   “I think I understand what you’re saying, Irish,” I whispered as I cupped my hands around his. “I know you’d do anything for me and except for that one time, you’ve never said no to me.” I watched as his head flew up, his eyes on mine. 
 
   I smiled, “Remember at your house the day you picked me up from the island?” He pressed his lips together while barely shaking his head and then turned from me and dropped his eyes to the floor.  “Maybe I was selfish that first time, maybe I was being selfish tonight. I honestly didn’t consider that maybe you couldn’t do it, just that I needed you to do it. 
 
   When I’m with you in that way, everything else in the world melts away. It’s a feeling that I’ve only ever had with you. I feel safe, loved, and special. Nothing else can touch the way I feel when I’m with you, Irish, and when you said no, I was hurt and scared. I’m so sorry.” I could feel my eyes brimming and he finally looked at me. 
 
   He was smiling and leaned in tilting his head against mine and placed his free hand on top of mine. “That’s exactly the way it is for me, Jurnee. You have no idea how happy it makes me to hear you say those words. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. You loving me and feeling the same way I feel about you. I could never purposely hurt you,” and I watched him drop his head. My tears spilled out and I felt them pouring down my cheeks. I freed my hands and reached out to hug his body. When Irish looked at me I saw his wet cheeks. Well don’t we make a great pair, I thought and smiled, feeling his strong arms wrap around me. 
 
   His warm breath on my neck, I heard him whisper, “I promise to make it up to you, Jurnee. For now I promise I will do my best to make you feel special.” 
 
   Now I was crying, my face scrunching up and trying to hide it while leaning into his chest. I gulped a mouthful of air, trying to stop it. The tighter he hugged me trying to comfort me the wider the floodgates opened. He was trying to pull me into his body, but my belly prevented him from getting any closer. 
 
   I lifted my head searching for his eyes. His face was fuzzy and my face scrunched up as I made my words audible, “I’m so fat, Irish,” and now I was having a full-blown pity-party. I didn’t blame him, but I heard him chuckle and reach for my face, frantically kissing me over and over. 
 
   “Jurnee, you’re pregnant, love. You are and have always been perfect to me. When will you believe me?” He leaned his nose against mine, still firmly holding my face, making me look into his eyes. 
 
   “You’re just as beautiful to me now as the day I first set eyes on you,” and he wiped his finger across my cheek. “Come to bed with me and I’ll play you any song you want.” I stared into his eyes. 
 
   “Any song?” and he nodded. “Naked?” and now he laughed. 
 
   “Absolutely,” and I stood, holding his hand and following him to our room. 
 
   * * *
 
   On June 8th, we were overjoyed and overwhelmed to become parents again. The babies were born, at thirty-eight weeks gestation, by cesarean section. All three were beautiful and healthy. Jypsy Ciara weighed 4.14 pounds, Jayden Bryce weighed five, and Jaxon Memphis was 5.6 pounds. They required no incubation and were all strong as any single-birth baby. 
 
   * * *
 
   Today I’m celebrating my fiftieth birthday and my twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. I’m still madly in love with my husband and best friend. I’m not sure if it was angels that brought Irish and me together, but I have my own theories. I hadn’t picked him; he had chosen me, but I had been naïve enough to trust him. If I’d stopped to think everything through as some might have, I probably wouldn’t be enjoying this wonderful relationship today. Sometimes life calls for innocence. At times life is fair. When we stop and make ourselves justify our inner feelings, we end up in trouble. My father was a mason and my mother worked in an elementary school cafeteria. They didn’t fly around in private planes or have limousines drive them; however, they did know a lot about love and life. They knew enough to teach me to grab the brass ring when I saw it. 
 
   Some people might feel I’ve made poor decisions and they have every right to judge me. 
 
   That’s okay with me. I’ve chosen to live by a quote my mother instilled in me when the situation called for it. “Don’t judge a person till you’ve walked a mile in their moccasins” and although it was a Native American saying and not hers, I feel blessed that she had the insight to teach me the importance of these words. My four children have heard me say it many times. Yes, from the outside looking in, some might say I’ve been reckless and just plain lucky. To them I’d have to say I agree. I took a great many gambles but I succeeded in winning the lottery. Every day I see a twinkle in our children’s eyes, and it reminds me how lucky I really am. My life is better than I could ever have dreamed it. I dare anyone to be so happy. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Look for the second book in this series: 
 
               “The First Child,”  
 
                   Coming soon.
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