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For Cade and Kresley...

"It wasn't love at first sight. It took a full five minutes."

~Lucille Ball~
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Introduction


Mercy Springs is a sweet, southern town in Georgia that is full of secrets, sass, laugh out loud moments and unique towns folk that you will love. In this first installment (Book 1) of the Mercy Springs Heroes Series, we meet our heroine Kresley and hero Cade, who don't start things off on the right foot when meeting for the first time. But soon sparks fly between then, murder happens, and Cade is introduced to the crazy world of the Anderson girls and Grace.
 

Kresley Anderson - a fiery red head who can slay someone with her sarcastic mouth and woo them with her southern charm. Kresley is next to the oldest member of the Anderson sisters, a group of four amazing, feisty, southern women. Along with their best friend Grace, they deal with life one sarcastic moment at a time. Kresley works as a wedding planner in her family’s event planning business, which caters to both small town folks and the big city of Atlanta. Yet she hasn't found her own version of Prince Charming to walk down the aisle toward. She isn’t really looking anyway. Her life is full of loving sisters, an amazing best friend, and work. She thought she had a full life, although boring, and didn’t think she was interested in a man sharing her time and energy. Then an ex-boyfriend dies at her business’ back door and life brings dark and dangerous looking Detective Cade Grantham to her rescue. But being a true red head, Kresley can't give up her feisty nature and truly plans to give Cade a run for his money.
 
Detective Cade Grantham - aka Big Sexy, a nickname given to him by Kresley’s sisters, has moved to Mercy Springs to escape from the highly stressful life he was living as a law enforcement officer in the larger city of Nashville. He needed a change for his stress level, but wasn’t in the market to change his status on social media from single to in a relationship. Then Kresley abruptly came into his life and now he can’t think of anything but her, in his bed, and in his heart. But can Kresley and Cade overcome the obstacles this southern town and their own internal issues, have put in their way? And can Cade protect Kresley when it matters the most?
 


 


*Big Sexy is the first book in the Mercy Springs Heroes Series. Each book is a stand-lone story, with no cliff hanger and a HEA.




Prologue


He was in serious denial. He knew it was a totally horrible idea. But knowing it and accepting it were two different things altogether. Maybe his brother Braxton was right. But don’t tell Mr. Captain that. He’d never let his big brother live that shit down. Ever. Maybe a fresh start outside of his hometown of Mercy Springs was what he needed. Get away from the past and especially the present. Claudia. Lord. What a mess. Why didn't he notice how much of an ice queen she was when they were dating?  He didn't have an answer. He just needed to get away from the small-town gossips, where everyone knows your business and they don’t mind speaking their opinion. Even when you didn’t ask for it. He stops and snorts at that thought. He never asks for anyone else’s opinion on who, what or how he does things. Because ultimately, it’s only important what he wants and needs. That’s it. And what he wanted was freedom. Freedom to choose what he wants to do with his life and who he wants to “do” it with. Yeah, he meant “do” like you’re thinking.
He knew he could be an ass. Some called him a sexist pig. He didn't deny it. But he would be kicking himself if he didn't at least try to grab back what he lost. Braxton told him to give it up, let it go and move on. But he couldn't move on without attempting the impossible. And the impossible was named Kresley Anderson. His sweet, red haired, first love. Red hair that was so many different shades twisted into flowing curls down her back that it often reminded him of a river of flames. Eyes so green that they made him think of fresh, summer grass still wet with morning dew. And lips. Hell, just like sweet berries, her lips were ripe, plump and delectable. Lips that you just want to smother in kisses and nibble on forever. She had three smokin’ hot sisters, as well as that blonde feme fatale Grace. He’d done his fair share of looking at all of them over the years, with Grace being the recent addition. He never acted on his impulse to try to score with any of them, or hell, all of them at once. What? He’s a guy. A man’s brain drifts that way sometimes. Go ahead, call him a pervy perv if you want, it doesn’t make it less true how attractive that whole family was.
Driving through the streets of Mercy Springs, he couldn't help but think back to his high school days. Everything was so much simpler back then. No worries beyond who to take to prom and what he and his buddies were going to do on the weekend. He and Kresley would hang out, go to the movies or ride around the town square, sipping on her favorite milkshake, banana pudding. They weren’t worried about the future beyond that moment. Too bad it ended so harshly and abruptly. And it was all his fault. Becoming an adult, with adult decisions and daily reminders of youth becoming a faint memory, well, it sucked. Being an adult sucked.  
He drove by the local ice cream place and decided to go through the small drive thru. Banana pudding milkshakes weren't his thing, but he knew Kresley still loved them, according to his sources, and he wanted to win a few points before tackling the hard subject he was going to bring up. He checked out the employee handing him the shake. She was pretty, but way too young. Nice body, nice hair, great smile, but he wasn't into jailbait. Well, not now, anyway. He had an important woman to see and wasn't about to screw anything up until he had his answer. He winked at the pretty girl with the pretty blue eyes, just in case. He was a lady’s man, for goodness sake. Can't mess up the reputation.
Banana pudding milkshake in hand, he turned into the small alley behind his destination. Good. The car was still here, which meant she was still at work, but she was alone. He didn’t see her sisters’ cars anywhere. He knew Francie sometimes drove her Harley around town, but he didn’t see that either. He had been here earlier today, but for way different circumstances. Thank God he had shut that down. Smartest decision he ever made. He shuddered at the memory of an earlier phone call he made. Some would call him chicken-shit for not doing it in person. Oh well. If only people came to him with a gigantic label that said, don't interact with me due to high levels of crazy.  He snorted at his own whit, while unfolding himself from his '69 Mustang. This same car got him a date long ago with the red-haired woman with curves so pronounced that they could make a man go deaf, dumb and blind. He figured driving his vintage mustang tonight might bring him some luck.  A few tugs at his black hair over his forehead, a collar adjustment, and Drake Harris was ready to make an impression. Trying to think positive, he thought of how excited she would be to see him standing there.
As he walked across the small alley, Drake thought he heard a muffled sound, but dismissed it quickly. With milkshake in hand, he held his fist up to knock on the back door.  He hoped she heard the knock, knowing Kresley’s office was more towards the front of the building. Had he known that he was about to die, he probably would not have passed up the opportunity of nailing the jailbait earlier at the Ice Cream Spot.  He would probably still be there, buttering up the cute girl to hang out with him after her shift.
They say your life can flash before your eyes in that moment before death, in an instant movie clip of every memory you have, every person that has been important to you. To Drake's disappoint, this didn't happen for him.  As he felt the whoosh of air at the back of his head and the blinding, numbing pain, he had one, mundane, irritating thought.  Don't drop the milkshake.  But he did. Son of a bitch! Then blackness took him.
∞∞∞
 
A dark figure, gloved hands resting at their sides, breathed heavily, assessing everything around them. The metal pipe, with blood glistening on the end, was resting next to the shadow’s leg. What a douche. Good riddance. He was honestly asking for it. Had been for years. Abruptly hearing noises from a street over, the shadow quickly eased into hiding, waiting and watching. The red-head would come out soon enough and then all bets were off. She was next. You can’t run from me, bitch.




Chapter One


Kresley Anderson was ready to explode. Southern women and rage did not mix well together, especially if you add the fact that she was a bona fide red head with an Irish ancestry. Grace was going to get an earful in the morning if she didn't have a good reason for trying to organize Kresley's well thought out disorganization. Picking up her smartphone, Kresley punched Grace's contact picture, maybe a little too hard. Putting the phone on speaker, she stared down at that silly smirk that Grace presented in her latest online profile. Kresley couldn't help but smile a little at the tiara on top of Grace's petite head of blond waves. What an epic birthday party that night was.
It was three years ago and her stomach still rolled at the thought of the massive hang over she had for two days after. She never could handle any type of alcohol and now she knew to just never touch the stuff again. Grace still hadn’t shown her all the pics she took to use as blackmail in the future. Kresley shuddered at what exactly those pics showed. Hopefully none with her sitting on the lap of the firefighter stripper that Grace had hired to entertain everyone. She had a vague recollection of how absolutely uncomfortable she had been sitting there, but did it to shut her sisters and Grace up. The poor stripper, who had hit on her the whole night, made the mistake of trying to show him her hose. After dodging him for several hours, Kresley finally put her foot in it, literally. Poor guy never did find that hose the rest of the night. Kresley wondered if he was able to have children. Shrugging off thoughts of infertile strippers, she waited for Grace to pick up.
Ring. Ring. Ring. "If she doesn't answer that phone, I promise I'm going to take that blond hair and...”, Kresley began to mutter. At that moment Grace decided to answer in her usual sing-song voice that she only used for work. 
"This is Grace. How can I help you this evening?"
"Grace, why in the world do you answer the phone like that when you know it's me", Kresley asked irritably. “You sound like a phone sex operator”.
"Well first of all, thank you. I didn’t know my voice had the power to seduce even you Kres. Let me know if you figure out how I can use it to find myself a good man one of these days, okay? And I thought you said you lost all sexual interest of any kind after your last failure at dating. What was his name again? Eugene? Whatever possessed you to click on his name on that dating app and agree to go out on a blind-ass date is beyond me. I also answered that way because I know it's you and I know why you're calling and no, I will not apologize for trying to clean up that dump you call a desk. You are a borderline hoarder. Not TV show worthy just yet, but you’re getting closer". Grace sounded both smug, loving and bitchy, all at the same time. God love her, she was perfect for what Kresley needed in her business and personal life as a friend.
Real.

Kresley opened her mouth to say something crass and not at all fit for children's ears, when Grace plowed right over her words like they were tissue paper under running water.
"What can't you find?" Grace asked.
"I can't find the Smith-Truett invoice for the flowers. The $24,000 invoice for flowers. What did you do with it?"
Grace gave a heavy sigh over the phone and then began to mumble under her breath. Kresley caught words like Jesus help me and Lord only you can keep me sane, realizing Grace was sending up a prayer for help. "Think for a sec, Kres. I have not had the pleasure, and I use that term loosely, to work any details of Lana Smith's wedding. Thank the Lord. You've kept those wedding plans a secret since you had them sign the contract and you had to sign that NDA. Your Cheeto stained fingers are the only ones who would have touched it. Did you check with Francie or Birdie?"
Kresley growled something under her breath and stated, "No, and no. They don’t do the wedding events so there isn’t a need. Where in the damn-hell would I have left it then?" Feeling totally stressed out, Kres picked up a stress ball and started to squeeze as hard as she could.
"Probably in that trash can you call a car," Grace sweetly chirped.  Yeah, sweet, as in saccharine. Kresley sighed, rubbing her head as a headache tried to sneak up on her.
After digging under tablecloth sample boards, Kresley finally located her keys. "I'm keeping you on speakerphone while I walk outside to check my car. That alley always gives me the creeps. Is that okay?", she asked already knowing the answer Grace would give her. Kresley was used to working after everyone else left for the day, but she didn’t venture out to her car by herself unless it was to get in and drive home.
"You don't even need to ask that question. I'm here," Grace stated.  
She may speak her mind too much and be too opinionated, but there was one thing Kresley knew for sure about Grace Puckett.  She could always be counted on.  
Kresley snickered to herself as she recalled the day that she met Grace. She had been interviewing people all day for the assistant position that had opened up abruptly, thanks to her sister, Birdie. Kresley and Birdie’s other two sisters, Francie and Gertie, all shared duties at their family’s event planning business. Kresley did 98% of the weddings and her sisters took on the other types of events that came to their business’ doorstep, like fundraisers, business luncheons, government parties, etc. Birdie was also the main photographer, taking pictures of the weddings as well as the other events when needed. Work was always an eventful day when all four of them graced the building at the same time, along with Grace.
Which is exactly why an assistant for Kres abruptly quit one morning when Birdie sarcastically told her to use less wind tunnel next time that she teased her hair and also told her the 80s were calling and wanted their hair do back. After many tears, cuss words and a flip of the bird finger, the frazzled assistant had marched out the front door and Kres found herself without an important part of her work life…organization and stress management. Birdie merely shrugged her shoulders at Kresley’s irritation and said that the girl shouldn’t be so sensitive about structured criticism. Birdie always led first with her mouth, then with her brain. She was born with no filter and said exactly what she thought, mostly at the time she thought it. Birdie was sarcastic, sharp as a tack, and didn’t take crap from anyone, man or woman. It was something Kres both admired and cringed daily about. Kresley was also a smart-ass when life called for it, but her temper could get the best of her if she allowed it, so she tried really hard to reign in her words and thought before speaking.
Birdie knew she had messed up later that afternoon when she found herself covered from head to toe in what she calls “Satan’s sparkles”. Kresley had rigged a glitter bomb to go off in Birdie’s car as soon as she sat down inside and closed the door. Kresley will never reveal her secret of how she rigged it to explode on its own, but Birdie swore that she would get her back one day when she least expected it. She was still finding glitter and confetti in places that it shouldn’t be. Glitter was the devil.
Kresley honestly couldn’t stay mad at Birdie though because it brought Grace into their lives. The day of interviews to find a new assistant wasn’t going well at all. And then enter into the mix one Ms. Grace Puckett. Grace was the next to last on Kresley’s list of candidates to interview and she was exhausted by the time Grace arrived. It was like this huge ball of energy had entered the room. Kresley shook her head as she remembered watching Grace walk in, with a box of office essentials in one arm and a potted plant in the other. She introduced herself in a very unique way.
"Hi. I'm Grace Puckett, your new assistant. Where's my desk located and how do you take your coffee? No coffee? Okay then, how do take your men? Hot, brooding and packin’?” After that statement, her lyrical laughter could be heard a few streets over and it seemed to fill holes in some cracks in Kresley’s heart. Grace became her assistant and best friend that very day. Adding the fact that Grace has a son named Jaxson, who is cute as a bug, only added to Grace’s allure.
Kresley had been no match for Grace then and she certainly wasn't now. Lord, that was five years ago. Time flies when you're having fun or trying really hard to keep from bailing your best friend out of jail. A loud snort erupted from her at that thought and Kresley guiltily looked around in case someone heard. She then remembered she was alone in the warehouse. Grace heard the snort and immediately asked what was so funny. Kresley innocently said she didn’t know what she was talking about.
Kres moved through the darkened building with ease. She knew every piece of furniture, every doorway, every wall like the back of her hand.  Being in business and located in this building for the past fourteen years had made it like a second home to the Anderson sisters and their parents. They knew every crevice and hiding place. Living, eating, and breathing it 24 hours a day, 6 days a week, had made Kresley very familiar with everything. Her parents, James and Denise Anderson, began doing event planning for just friends when Kresley was a young teenager. It soon expanded into a huge business that took on clients in their small town and even those outside of it in the Atlanta area. Kres, Birdie, Francie and Gertie all started working for their parents as teenagers and learned the business quickly. Kresley planned her first wedding event by herself at the age of 18. An overwhelming feeling of sadness and despair washed over Kresley as she continued to walk towards the back of the warehouse. Oh, mama and daddy. I miss y’all. Would it ever get easier? The pain in her heart seemed so heavy some days. Would the guilt ever ease?
Kres could hear Grace talking in the background with someone. She quickly figured out it was with Grace’s 6-year-old son Jaxson and the conversation was about him going to bed soon. Kresley looked at her watch.  Goodness gracious.  It was already after 8 PM and she had been there since sunrise that morning. Honestly though, did it really matter? She had no husband, no boyfriend, no pet, not even a potted plant to go home to. Whimsy Events, LLC was her home, her life, her prison even, at times.  Kresley could hear the sarcastic "bless your heart" mutterings now from her sisters. They weren’t the workaholic she was. None of them worked past 6 PM unless it was the day of an event. They knew how to balance life, right? None of them were attached to anyone. Birdie and Francie dated, but quietly. Gertie just stayed the hell away from men in general. With good reason. Gertie had been through something horrible and was finally in a better place now. Well Kresley guessed she was, since she didn’t talk about it much and hadn’t complained of any new nightmares lately. But Kresley knew trying to add a man to Gertie’s life would probably put her in a tail spin for sure.
It's not that Kresley wanted to be alone. She did want the fairy tale, the prince holding the glass slipper, leaning over her to kiss her back to life. Oh wait, those were two separate fairy tales. But the way her luck was going, if Mr. Charming showed up with a glass slipper for her, it would be two sizes too small and her toe nail polish would be peeling. Or if he tried kissing her awake he would have horrible breath.
Self-esteem issues weren't the problem. Kresley knew she was pretty. She didn't have a big head about it, but she was honest enough to admit that though she got her mother's good looks, she didn’t really feel beautiful enough for a man. Red hair, flowing down her back, a little above her waist, was a definite gift from her mama, along with the green eyes and peaches and cream skin.  But she was definitely not a bombshell, sex kitten, or pin-up model worthy of male attention. The guys she had encountered since high school mainly wanted the thinner, model type of women with not much curves or extra padding. And Kresley definitely had curves. She had the butt for twerking, if she were ever inclined to try it, and her waist dipped in to curve over hips that were a handful. Her breasts weren’t worthy of floatation devices, but they were a decent C cup and didn’t sag too much. She wasn’t a brickhouse and mighty, mighty, but she could give a guy a handful if any of the male species ever stopped to take a look. All of her sisters were built much alike, with different shades of the same red hair and green eyes. They were a sight to behold when they were all together in one room. Kresley had inherited her sass and smart mouth from her daddy. That seemed to get her more attention than anything else.
Dating in Mercy Springs was a joke. And she was the butt of most of the jokes said. Everyone in this small town tried their best to set Kresley up with the “perfect” guy. But she knew that “perfect” didn’t exist. At least for her it didn’t. The guys that had been pushed on her in the last few years were in no way princes. Kresley snorted again, softly this time. Hell, they weren’t even at the equivalent of frogs. Maybe slugs though. The date from hell that last happened was this past weekend. Kresley knew that it wasn’t going to end well when the guy, let’s call him Steve, sat down and proceeded to pull out the top 5 of his Pez dispenser collection to sit table top and have dinner with he and Kresley. The Pez characters were all of his favorite superheroes. Kres had no issues with Superman, Iron Man, Thor, Batman and Wonder Woman, but not on a first date. Thus, there was no second date.
Kresley had grown up with most of the men in her hometown, so they all knew her quite well and saw her more as a pseudo-sister or cousin than they did a potential love interest. So, when some new man arrived in Mercy Springs with intentions to stay more than a day or two, Kresley or one of her sisters always seemed to become a focal point for town gossip and the awkward “meeting” that would happen “by accident”. Just this morning she had been stopped by Ms. Mae Grantham so she could introduce Kresley to her nephew, who had just moved to Mercy Springs. Kresley had been standing near the edge of the curb in front of the police station, where she had just dropped off her weekly contribution of sugar and calories to the police department. They always appreciated the several boxes of fresh donuts she gifted them with to say thanks. As for Ms. Mae, Kresley held affection for the older adults in Mercy Springs. They had such wonderful stories to tell and seemed to all know her parents. Kresley had learned more about her mom and dad after they passed away from wonderful people like Ms. Grantham. So, when Ms. Mae asked her to stop for a moment so she could introduce her to her “wonderfully handsome” nephew, Kresley felt bound by good southern manners and a love for Ms. Mae to patiently take the time. As Ms. Mae explained that her nephew Cade had gone inside the post office for her and would be right out, Kresley took the time to talk to her about an upcoming wedding event she had on the books. She wanted to ask for a recipe for a punch that she knew Ms. Mae had served several hundred times in her life. The punch was so good and was perfect for a summer, outdoor wedding. But Kresley could not find the recipe anywhere in her notes. She knew Ms. Mae would have it and hopefully would share it with her to add to the menu. Kresley was in the midst of an animated conversation with Ms. Mae about lime and pineapple juices, gesturing with her hands about how frustrating this wedding couple she was helping plan for was, when a shadow came across both the women’s faces.
The sun was bright in the morning sky and as Kresley looked up, at first all she could see was a tall body and head, the face masked in shadow. The sun was shining brightly behind him like a halo. Wow, he was tall. He towered over Kres by at least 8 inches. The top of her head came to his broad and muscled shoulders. Seriously muscled shoulders. Those shoulders connected with powerful arms with big, bulging biceps and forearms that could make a woman weak in her knees. His sleeves were rolled up on a button-down shirt and Kresley couldn’t seem to tear her eyes away from his forearms. A light dusting of hair covered tanned skin that stretched over muscles and veins that rolled with every little movement. Kresley had never been a female who was into the “arm candy”, as her sister Francie had called it, but now she understood. She would love to see some tattoo sleeves on this man. She couldn’t help but imagine her lips tracing over those forearms, leaving small, soft kisses as she worked her way up to his biceps. Since Kresley was a good mannered, southern woman, she didn’t venture her eyes south to his legs and pelvic region. Kresley Anderson was no floosy. But maybe a little naughty. She grinned internally at that.
A deep, masculine clearing of the throat pulled her back to reality and pulled her eyes back up from his arms and chest to his face. Their bodies had shifted a bit during Kresley’s rude perusal and now she could see his face much more clearly than before. OH. MY. GOSH. If someone had told her that she would meet a man that could literally make her panties drop with just a look, she would call that person crazy. Well, let the record show, panties are dropping now. Literally. Kresley’s underwear that she had put on that morning were on their last piece of elastic to keep held up over her generous hips and butt. And as she stood there, gaping at the gorgeous man before her, Kres felt that last small piece of elastic pop against her waist and down her panties began to slide, a small unknown movement to anyone but Kresley. She knew it was only a matter of time before they would indeed slide down to the top of her thighs. Lucky for her she had chosen to dress in jeans and a sleeveless blouse today. So at least she knew that this man wasn’t going to see her panties drop to the ground and assume it was because of him.
This man, wow, this man was all man. Kresley had seen some gorgeous men in her life. Many of them were either grooms getting married or their groomsmen in the wedding party. Plus, the good-looking single guys that were scattered around Mercy Springs. But none of those men had caught Kres’ eye before nor made her want to fluff up her hair, pinch her cheeks for color and wet her lips in the hopes of receiving a lush and long kiss from such an Adonis. Kresley’s eyes traveled up his thick neck, watching him swallow harshly, past his chiseled chin and jaw that was covered in a heavy 5 o’clock shadow, and up his straight, broad nose to a pair of the most beautiful blue eyes she had ever seen. Eyes so blue and clear that they made her think of her favorite gemstone, a blue topaz. Kresley was then caught in his gaze and found herself held hostage there.
Whoo-hoo! And her panties were on the move. Sliding down just a little further. She could feel them begin to bunch around the tops of her thighs. Not the best feeling in the world, but certainly not the worst either. She could see amusement lurking in the gorgeous man’s eyes and groaned inwardly as she realized that he had been watching her check him out, having an internal conversation about her falling panties. Kresley silently giggled to herself. She’s losing her mind. She could understand his amusement, but she also saw interest there as well, along with some simmering heat and sexual awareness as she stared back at him. Kresley wondered if it would be too telling to start fanning herself with her hands to try to cool her inner sex kitten down, but calmed herself and told her inner goofball to keep it cool and not to show interest in this hunk of steel.
Kresley could hear Ms. Mae talking to her and tried to refocus her attention on the words that were coming out of the older woman’s mouth. “I’m sorry Ms. Mae, what did you say again?”, Kresley asked as she tried to gather what brains hadn’t turned to mush from all of this man’s hotness and the fact that her panties had slid even further down.
“I said I’d like you to meet my nephew Cade Grantham. He just moved here to Mercy Springs and is now a detective with the MSPD. I wanted to make sure he was introduced to one of the beautiful Anderson girls before this day was done and you were the first that I saw. Lucky you, right? Cade, this beautiful woman is Kresley Anderson, the wedding event planner of Georgia”, Ms. Mae gleefully said as she looked between Kresley and Cade.
“Hey there Kresley. It’s nice to meet you in person. I’ve already been told how beautiful and smart you and your sisters are, but to see it in person is even better”, Cade warmly stated.
Kresley could hear and see Cade’s beautiful mouth saying such nice things as her panties crept down her butt cheeks some more. His deep, gravelly voice shook her insides and made things that Kresley thought were dormant within suddenly come alive. She glanced down and saw Cade’s hand extended out towards her. Such long masculine fingers. Broad hands, clean and blunt nails. All pluses to Kresley. And being attached to those massive forearms and biceps were only making her shake internally with something she couldn’t name. Kresley reached her hand out to grasp his and when his fingers gently wrapped themselves around hers, an electrical charge could be felt by her from the tips of her toes to the top of her head. Kresley was so taken by surprise that she let out a small gasp and abruptly pulled her hand away. She took a small step back to distance herself from these unknown feelings, but clumsy Kresley, as her sisters liked to call her, showed up in a mighty way. She blamed her clumsiness on her panties inching down further on her butt and not on Cade’s handshake. Oh, and Cade’s handshake did NOT make her panties slide down further.
Kresley heard the words “hey, watch out” and “oh my” from her two observers, but it was too late. Kresley didn’t pay much attention to her immediate surroundings as much as she should. So, when she stopped to talk to Ms. Mae and then was struck mute by her hunky nephew, Kresley didn’t see that she was on the edge of the curb still. It had rained the night before, and puddles of water mixed with dirt and gravel sat on the sides of the streets, having not drained away during the night. Her foot teetered off the edge of the curb and caused Kresley to stumble backwards, falling down and landing her denim covered rear in a puddle of water and mud.
She could only sit there in mortification for a few moments, thinking that her day couldn’t get any worse than it was now. She didn’t dare look up at Ms. Mae or her nephew and instead began taking mental notes on how her body was doing since the fall. She heard Ms. Grantham’s gasp and an audible curse from her nephew at first, then that same deep male voice began a sultry, low bellied laugh somewhere above her. Well damn, that stings. Mrs. Grantham joined in softly and before she knew it, Kresley was laughing, too, but not because it was funny. It was just the polite thing to do when someone was making fun of her, right? But Kresley was more than just clumsy. Her hair color was true to her fiery nature and she could become pissy and angry rather quickly. Her fire never burned out of control and would usually only last for a few minutes, but those minutes could be lethal to the one on the receiving end of it. Kresley looked up to see Cade’s large, strong hand reaching down to help her up, but Kresley ignored it.
Kresley should have stopped to think. She shouldn’t have let her temper get the best of her. But she chose to make a statement of welcome instead to Cade. She did the only thing she knew to do in her circumstance. Kresley kicked out with her leg and hooked her foot behind the man’s long, blue-jean clad one, and pulled with all of her might until he came toppling down onto the sidewalk, opposite from her and out of range from hurting his Aunt Mae.
With a snort of revengeful humor, Kresley didn’t wait around to issue a less than sincere apology or hear his. Mumbling the word asshole under her breath, but loud enough for him to hear, Kres made excuses for having to go get cleaned up for work and told Ms. Grantham goodbye, running down the street to her vehicle, wet ass and all. Kresley could hear Cade calling after her, still laughing with that beautiful, deep, gravelly voice, but she didn’t stop. She was shaking too badly from humiliation, yes, but also from something that was so foreign to her and so new, that it scared her. Desire, want, need. Call it what you want, but Kresley Anderson knew that Cade Grantham was going to be very troubling to her life starting now. And for some reason she was looking forward to it.
Kresley made it back home and after one shower and change of clothes, she was feeling less embarrassed and more irritated at the gall of the man, laughing at her like that. No prince charming right there, that was for sure. Jerk!  He needed to attend Mrs. Easom’s Manners for Men. If Mrs. Easom was still alive. She was always able to put the fear of God into any man who took her class and they always graduated with impeccable manners and skills to woo any woman properly. That was what her brochure always stated any way.
Grace brought Kresley back to the present abruptly when she asked, “Haven’t you gotten to the door yet Kres?”             
“Almost there. Sorry I’m not walking as fast as you want me to, Gracie”, Kres said with her usual sass mixed with affection.
“Oh, don’t go there with me. You hurry me all the time at the office. I can hear your shrill voice now. Where are you Grace, I need you Grace, come tie my shoes Grace.”
“My voice is not shrill. Sultry. It’s sultry. And I have never, not once, asked you to tie my shoes, you witch. You’re going to start talkin’ around town and people are going to think I’m some sort of wedding planner Godzilla”, Kresley grumbled.
“Like that would stop people from using you for every wedding known to man. You can’t keep up with what you’ve got on the calendar right now, no less take on more events. I swear, I’m gonna take your calendars away from you, so you’ll stop piling on more than you can handle. Kresley you need to slow it down sister.”
Kresley chose to just roll her eyes at Grace as she came to the back door and entered the security code so the alarm wouldn’t sound as she opened it. She felt safe in her little town of Mercy Springs, but she wasn’t crazy either. Protection was always important for her, her sisters and Grace. No one else worked at the office, and at times, they were each alone in the big warehouse building. Adding in the fact that Kresley lived in the apartment on the 2nd floor, well, none of them needed to take chances. She couldn’t face anything happening to her sisters or Grace. Paying that extra cost for the security system gave them a sense of comfort.
The only sound in the alley was the squeak of the old door being opened. It was dark out. Crisp, early spring air that held the faint smells of smoked meat from her favorite BBQ joint blanketed her small town at this late hour. Pushing the door open further, a small piece of light spilled out onto the concrete stoop. Suddenly, the door stopped on something solid. Kresley had her smartphone in one hand, with Grace telling Jaxson that she was going to beat his butt if he didn’t get in bed. Kresley only had one hand and her body weight to try to get the door to open more fully, so she could have as much light as possible to shine on her car. 
Using her shoulder as a force, Kresley was finally able to use the door to shove the heavy bulk away. She could hear whatever it was scrape the pavement a foot or so, then come to a stop. As she pushed the door open another few inches, she could see part of the bulk that had stopped her at first. Rather, she saw the shoes. They were men’s shoes, basic leather loafers. White socks could be seen from the shining light coming through the wide crack in the door. Dark blue jeans with well-worn hems were next. But that’s all Kresley could see without venturing out further. What in the world?  Did someone pass out in the alley, a drunk looking for a place to rest?  Kresley paused for a moment to listen to what Grace was saying.
“Lord have mercy Kresley, aren’t you out there yet? You are taking forever, and I’ve got the Bachelor ready to play on my DVR. I’ve got to find out who he chooses so I can rub it in Francie’s face tomorrow”, Grace stated.
“Well just hang on a second. Something is blocking my door, or rather someone.”
“Someone? What are you talking about? Who’s out there at this time of night? Don’t you go out there Kresley, not knowing who’s beyond that door. Do you hear me?  Kresley. Kresley Anderson, I know you hear me”, Grace stated in her best mothering voice, becoming shriller by the moment.
“I hear you Grace, but if it’s someone who’s hurt, then I can’t just shut the door. I need to see what’s going on. Just stay on the phone with me a little bit longer. You have DVR for a reason, so you can watch something when you want to. Right Grace?”, Kresley smirked sarcastically.
Grace only gave an audible “pfffttttt” and then was quiet.
Kresley nervously ran her hands through her long ponytail that sat high on her head and backed up several feet. She grabbed her high-powered flashlight that her daddy gave to her many Christmases ago. He always loved giving practical gifts at Christmas to his girls. He said he left the frivolous gifts up to their mother to buy. Kresley moved back to the open door and shined the light through the opening. Seeing nothing, she told Grace she was moving outside and to stay on the line. Once she got past the door, she aimed the light on the man’s shoes again and began working her way up. The light bounced over the white socks and blue jeans, up over a tucked-in polo shirt and light weight jacket.  It came to rest on broad shoulders and the back of the man’s head. His hair was black, wavy and freshly combed.  Kresley saw something shine on the side of his head and a puddle on the pavement. Moving her light closer, she saw the shiny substance was dark with a tint of red against the pavement in her flashlight’s beam. It was blood. Confusion and fear gripped her. Nausea rolled through her stomach. Was he hurt? Knocked out? Unconscious and bleeding? Was whoever that did this to him still here?
Kresley began waving her light around frantically, shining on everything that she could. Grace was talking to her over the speakerphone, but she couldn’t understand what she was saying. Something about calling 911. There was a slight buzzing in her ears and suddenly she felt woozy. Down the alley Kresley could see a vintage ’69 Mustang. She knew the owner of that car, knew who was lying at her feet, whose blood was puddled on the ground. But why?
Suddenly the air felt heavy with fear and Kresley’s hair stood up at the back of her neck. She started to turn around to see what could be lurking behind her, but before she could take a step to turn, she felt herself being pushed on her left side. Kresley wasn’t sure if it was hands or what, but the momentum caused Kresley to lose her grip on her flashlight and her phone and stumble awkwardly into the brick wall of the warehouse building. Her head crashed against the hard bricks at her temple and cheek bone. She saw stars and only heard buzzing in her ears as her vision faded. And with Grace’s voice screeching over the speakerphone, Kresley Anderson fell to the ground for the second time that day, but this time everything went totally black.
∞∞∞
 
The dark shadow bent down to take a long look at Kresley laying there. She was just one of four women in this town that stood out with that hair. Red hair, curves to gain any man’s interest. Piece of trash. All of them, including that mouthy blonde friend. Just as the shadow raised a hand to handle this situation more, they heard the shrill voice over the speakerphone near Kresley’s hand. Grace, that was her name. She was talking to 911 from another phone while trying to get Kresley’s attention on this one. Good luck with that, blondie. But the shadow knew the PD was nearby, so an officer would be close by or here soon. Debating on what to do, the shadow decided to melt back into the darkness. Time was drawing near to finish this. Soon. Taking out the note that had been premade, the shadow slipped it inside the cracked back door and flung it up the hall, not worried about where it landed. Someone would see it soon enough. Let the games begin.




Chapter Two


Cade Grantham had only been in Mercy Springs for two days and already he loved it here. It was just what he needed; the necessary change that was going to help him get back on track. His Aunt Mae was instrumental in getting him here. When he heard there was an opening for lead detective at the Mercy Springs Police Department, he grabbed the chance to get out of Nashville. Mercy Springs was going to be a fresh start. Less crime, smaller neighborhoods and more normalcy. The perfect way to leave all the past stresses and negativity behind.
Once he made the decision to totally change his life, things started happening. New job, new town, and moving boxes covering the floors of his new house. Cade needed a slower pace, a calmer life and this was his chance to have it. He was done with excitement for a while. He longed for days like today where he woke up, ate breakfast, got in his morning run, then went off to work. He was able to quickly build some beginning relationships with his fellow law enforcement brothers and sisters, especially Officer Boomer Collins. Cade hoped they stayed on track to become stronger friends because he knew having a good friend or two would help him settle in that much faster. Cade just wanted to be one of the “guys”, no more, no less.
On second thought, there was a bit of excitement earlier today that threw him off balance and made his mind and heart jump to attention. It happened when his Aunt Mae decided to introduce him to what she called “the blazing fire of Mercy Springs”. Cade didn’t pay much attention to labels and didn’t think much about his aunt’s words until he was standing in front of Ms. Kresley Anderson at the post office.
Cade didn’t get as long of a lingering look at Kresley that she did of him when they were introduced, but he was able to form a first thought, and it was…wow. He tried to be a gentleman and not stare at her too long so it wouldn’t make her uncomfortable or get him a head slap from his Aunt Mae for gawking at a woman. From the red hair flaming down her back like silk rivers of fire, to the peaches and cream on her cheeks, Cade took notice.  But what he imagined could have been an electric spark when their hands touched quickly turned into a Three Stooges movie. Cade was a chivalrous person. He opened doors for those around him, pulled out chairs for his dates and always used his manners in the company of women. Oh, he could be devilish when it was called for. Cade was a 6’3, well-muscled package of sexy sweetness. Dark brown hair that was mostly styled short for convenience, light blue eyes that turned darker with his mood, and chiseled facial features that spoke of his small percentage of Native American ancestry, were all packaged together and ready to be shared with a woman. Not just any woman, but the right woman. He wasn’t a romantic per say. He didn’t believe in angels singing and birds flying overhead with heart emojis for when he met the woman that was supposed to be his to cherish. But Cade did believe in meeting someone and just knowing they were created for him. Call him an alpha male if you want to. That was fine with him. Cade just didn’t believe in wasting time when he saw something he wanted and needed.
And although he was a true gentleman, he also had a wicked sense of humor. When he saw that red-haired beauty fall from grace, off the sidewalk, and onto her shapely butt, Cade lost it. It was the funniest thing he had seen in quite some time. And he really needed that laugh. It was probably the first time he had really laughed at anything in months. And all thanks to a red-haired southern woman. He could recall the look on Kresley’s face as she fell. One minute she had been staring at Cade’s hand as it held hers, a look of wonder and fear on her face, and the next she was sprawled out in front of him, looking confused, hurt and then the beginnings of a fiery temper appeared. Cade knew it was bad manners and felt the pinch that his Aunt Mae gave him for laughing at a lady in distress. A head slap was one thing, but if Aunt Mae ever pinched you, you knew she was pissed. But he couldn’t help it and even Aunt Mae started laughing at the sight. Kresley soon joined in on the hilarity, but Cade could tell the laugh was forced. That sobered him up quickly. His chest ached a little at seeing the quickly veiled sadness on Kresley’s face as she sat in water.
Cade didn’t get a chance to apologize either because for the first time in his life, he was outsmarted. By a red-haired beauty with slick ninja skills. He didn’t see it coming when her foot and leg swept his feet out from underneath him. He can still feel the hard landing on the sidewalk now. He was surprised to hear the mumbled word asshole that his red-haired ninja chose to call him as she got up gracefully, fake-laughing at herself, and quickly ran down the street to her car. She never once looked up to meet his eyes. Oh, how he wished he could have seen her eyes again to know what color green they were at that moment. He imagined fire would be evident in them. He didn’t even get to see much of her face. But he remembered that laugh and husky tone of voice and the way it made his gut tighten and his blood pressure increase. His mission was to meet her for real tomorrow and apologize for being less than a gentleman. After the post office fiasco, he took his aunt back to her house and went on with his day, with thoughts of Kresley Anderson creeping in sporadically.
Cade was just leaving the department building for the night after finishing up some HR paperwork when he got the call of suspicious activity over at Whimsy Events on Bradford Avenue. He knew where that was and had driven by it several times in learning his way around Mercy Springs. He knew it was a warehouse building with a back alley, front parking lot and small employee count inside. As Cade sped up his unmarked vehicle, his mind wandered back again to Red, as he was choosing to call her now. He remembered her name. Kresley. The sound of it was lilting, like music spilling off the pages of a piece of sheet music. Cade snorted at that. When did he become so poetic? He didn’t even know what Red looked like totally. He had paid more attention to her hair and eyes when they met, but hadn’t gotten a great look at the rest of her before she fell on her ass in the street. Looks aren’t what he used to figure out if a woman is worth his time or not anyway. He wasn’t shallow. Personality, feistiness, intelligence and humor were largely important to him. But he definitely had a thing for freckles, so he was hoping that Red would wind up having them to look at and count, up close and personal.
Cade grinned at that thought and shifted in his seat. He quickly sobered as he eased down the entrance to the back alley, the noise of gravel shifting under tires the only sound. The 911 call that came in about the address in question was from a frantic woman named Grace. She said she worked at the business and her boss had gone outside after finding something blocking the door. When her boss said someone was blocking the door and wasn’t moving, Grace told the 911 operator that her “female antenna” went up and she knew something hinky was going down. After that she heard her boss’ voice become faint and she heard a thud, then dead silence on the line, even after screaming her boss’ name over and over. That’s when she dialed 911 on her house phone and kept her cell phone line open, just in case. As of just a few seconds ago, the line was still open and quiet with no communication. Cade relayed over the radio that he and two waiting officers were first responding and were about to investigate the situation. He had noticed two patrol vehicles parked in an empty parking lot across the street from the back alley with officers waiting beside them, guns drawn.
Cade quietly got out of his car with his weapon in his hand and silently motioned for the officers to follow him. He silently indicated with hand signals for them to work their way up the alley on the opposite side of him, weapons ready, since they didn’t know if the assailant was still in the area or not. A vintage ’69 Mustang sat near the back door. Cade could see light coming through a wide cracked door at the back of Whimsy Events. The light shone down on a pair of men’s shoes and pants. It also caused a river of red hair to shine brightly in the darkness. Red hair? He hadn’t seen that color of red on a person before this morning. His heart caught in his throat. Red. No, damn it!
Cade took off quickly, running and scouring the surrounding darkness for any persons or shadows moving. He didn’t see anything and was quickly beside Red, kneeling beside her upper body. She was crumpled on the pavement, laying on her side. Arms and legs at folded angles as if she buckled and dropped where she stood. A trickle of blood fell from her temple and scrapes were evident on her cheek bone. Cade ran his hand over her neck, finding a pulse, strong and pure. He let out a big breath that he didn’t even know he had been holding and tried to steady his shaky hands. This must be the boss from the 911 call then. So Red owns Whimsy Events. Interesting, but all of that can wait for a future conversation with Kresley. Cade looked up to see the two officers coming back up from the other end of the alley and indicated with his head for them to check out the body next to him. Officers Sloan Smith and Boomer Collins quickly took point and began assessing the other victim.
“Is there a pulse?”, Cade gruffly asked, continuously looking around at the alley and bouncing back to Red, who still had a strong pulse in her neck. Cade could see her shirt moving up and down, indicating that she was breathing. “Smith? Collins? Did you see anything suspicious?”, Cade asked the two officers.
“No. And no pulse. Looks to be head trauma at the back of the skull. I can see some brain matter”, said Officer Smith, placing his gun back in his holster and radioing for an ambulance and also the medical examiner to be dispatched quickly to the address. “Nothing seen or heard in the area by me.” Cade observed Officer Smith and how his eyes never quit moving, looking around for any changes or danger. “Isn’t that Kresley Anderson?”, Smith asked, indicating the woman laying on the pavement. “I haven’t seen her in a while, but she nor her sisters are hard to forget.”
Cade looked up at the man and scowled. “Not the time or place Smith”, he stated gruffly. He waited for Smith’s eyes to connect with his and Cade was surprised by the anger he saw there, just for a moment, then it disappeared. Smith quickly agreed with a nod and stated, “you’re right, Grantham. Not the time or place. Sorry about that.”
Officer Boomer Collins answered Cade’s question as well, his deep voice bouncing off the alley. “No activity that I can tell, Cade. No tire marks from down at this end, except for the ones made by the Mustang”, Boomer stated as he knelt beside the jean clad body, careful not to disturb anything so evidence wouldn’t be questioned down the line. Cade stated for him and Smith to make their way up and down the back alley and look for any evidence or possible witnesses, though Cade doubted they would find any witnesses back here at this time of night. After giving those requests, he turned his attention back to Kresley. Both officers immediately began slowly walking up the alley and separated from each other to cover more area.
Cade brushed hair away from Red’s face, taking inventory of her fine, delicate features. A cute button nose, light, arched brows in a gentler shade of red, and damnit if she didn’t have a scattering of freckles across her cheeks and bridge of her nose. Dark, long lashes lay against her peach skin like crescent moons. Her lips were plump and wickedly upturned at the corners naturally. Cade could just imagine what her mouth would look like when she was truly laughing or maybe giving a sarcastic smirk or grinning up at him before he would place his mouth on hers for a deep kiss. Woah, slow down slick, Cade thought to himself. Not the time or place for day dreaming.
Just then, Kresley began to stir. Her cute nose scrunched up and frown lines dented between her eye brows. Her eyelashes fluttered and her eyes opened and closed several times before finally staying open. A glazed look, as she looked around her, came first, with awareness creeping in as she noticed the vehicle there. The two police officers in the background were talking quietly to each other. Kresley then shifted her green eyes to Cade and frowned again in confusion, not understanding why she was seeing him kneeling over her, face over hers. Cade didn’t think twice about his reaction, he just went with what he was feeling, which was relief, concern and a good amount of desire. He leaned down until his face was a few inches above her own and looked into her beautiful green eyes.
“Hey baby, how are you feeling?”, Cade asked gruffly. He could see the glazed look in Kresley’s eyes evaporate a little as she took in his words.
“My head hurts like a bitch”, she mumbled quietly, as anything louder than that would have made her headache that much worse. “What’s going on? And why are you calling me baby? Where’s Mr. Asshole?”
Cade smiled devilishly at Kresley and stated, “I’m not sure what’s going on, only that I found you laying on the pavement outside your business and it scared me to death. First, I’m not an asshole. I laughed at your predicament earlier today. Get over it. Second, me calling you baby is the least of your concerns right now. I won’t apologize for saying it. I tend to say what I’m thinking and feeling, so just get used to it”, Cade’s deep voice stated clearly, but softly, as he ran his fingers over Kresley’s uninjured cheekbone and neck. Cade could hear the distant sound of the ambulance and saw out of the corner of his eye the two police officers walking around, away from where he was with Red, looking for any clues. He looked back at Kresley and found her staring up at him with wide, green eyes. But what floored him was the trust he saw there, even though they didn’t know each other and she had just called him an asshole for the second time today. He knew she was still confused and in pain. Yet she trusted him enough to stay still, and focus only him. It was an odd, but good feeling.
He didn’t think twice about what he was doing, only that he had to do it. Cade slowly lowered his head down until his lips were just an inch above Kresley’s mouth. He looked up at her eyes and saw the lids lower and a small sigh escaped her lips before his mouth covered hers. Cade muttered, “the asshole’s going to kiss you”, before slanting his mouth over Kresley’s full lips and kissed her as if his life depended on it. Her lips were so soft, so full, so wet. With just a hint of force, Cade had Red opening up and giving him access inside. His tongue rubbed over her upper and lower lip, wetting them more, before venturing inside to tangle with hers. He made a few swipes with his tongue and sucked her lower lip between his teeth when he heard a harshly cleared throat and cough coming from behind him. Officer Boomer Collins stood there, looking at Cade with definite amusement on his face.
“Don’t let me stop you, Cade. Getting ‘a feel’ for the witness is police work 101”, Boomer drawled, chuckling over how the gossip mill would be churning tomorrow morning over this new development. He glanced over to Kresley, but she had her eyes closed again and holding a hand to her forehead, a frown on her face. “I see how your kiss can effect the ladies”.
Cade scowled over at Boomer, an officer who he had admired and liked so far, up until about a minute ago. “Drop it Collins before I drop you”, he growled then ruined it with a slight grin at the man. “I can’t help but be smitten by Red’s beauty. But she thinks I’m an asshole.”
“So, you two know each other already? Sounds like she already has you figured out”, Boomer stated with a grin.
“Yeah, Red and I met earlier today when Aunt Mae introduced us”, Cade stated without looking up from Red’s still face. He gently pushed her hand away from her forehead and stroked her brow and cheek.
“Didn’t take you for being such a lady’s man, Grantham.”
“Not ladies, just one lady that matters right now Boomer, and she’s currently got a headache”, Cade quietly stated to his colleague while focusing on Kresley.
“Duly noted in case I get asked in the coming days and weeks about our town’s hot new man candy”, Boomer stated.
Cade rolled his eyes at the man candy statement. “Thanks man, way to help a brother out with a good-looking woman”, Cade said with sarcastically. “She’s probably still pissed at me, truth be told. I laughed at her this morning after she landed on her ass in a puddle outside the post office. It was funny, but her face said it kind of wasn’t. I’ll need to make up brownie points to win her over for that, so I don’t keep hearing her mumble asshole under her breath at me.” Hearing her female snort at his words, Cade looked down at Kresley. Her eyes were still closed, but her face and mouth held a rueful expression on it. He filed that away to revisit later, knowing that she had heard everything he just said.
“Maybe that kiss will do the trick”, drawled Boomer as he moved over and made room for the EMTs that had arrived and were pulling their rig into the alley.
“I’ll be with you in just a sec as soon as the EMTs check Kresley out and give me an update on her”, Cade stated.
“Will do. I’m ready to give you the 411 on our deceased victim before notifying family, when you get ready. Officer Smith is still canvasing the area for any evidence we can gather before too much traffic takes over”, Boomer stated before walking away. Cade noted that Boomer towered over the other police officials starting to fill the alleyway. He was at least 6’3 or taller, so Cade could look him in the eye when they talked. Boomer was an officer only at the moment, but Cade could tell that he was admired and taken seriously with anything he said by everyone in the department. Cade wouldn’t be shocked if Boomer made detective sooner rather than later. He didn’t know if the same could be said for Officer Smith. He didn’t know him yet, but the times they had spoken he seemed distant like he kept to himself a lot.
Cade turned back to Kresley and noticed her pale skin and how her freckles stood out against it. As an EMT gathered on one side to begin doing an assessment and taking vitals of Red, Cade gathered her hand in his and stroked her cheek once more. “Kresley, who do I need to call for you, who needs to meet you at the hospital?” He noticed Kresley looking around for something, but didn’t know what at first. Then he saw her cell phone a few feet away and grabbed it. He checked to see if it was working and it was. No damage that he could see on the screen or case. Several missed phone calls and text messages showed on the locked screen. The last one being from a woman named Grace who just text WTH. Cade handed the phone to her as she frowned at him still. “Let the EMTs look you over first, then call who you want to meet you at the hospital. I’ll be along as soon as I wrap things up here with the officers and will check on you.” Cade’s eyes moved over her face and made sure to keep eye contact with her as she looked up at him with both curiosity and wariness. He just smiled at her to confuse her. Bless her, she didn’t have a clue yet. The minute her lips touched his, Cade knew that everything had changed. Red may not realize it yet, but Cade knew without a doubt that Ms. Kresley “Red” Anderson was now his. Asshole remark or not.




Chapter Three


What in the blue blazes was that? Kresley was so totally confused at what was going on right now. She wakes up with a massive headache, blood on the side of her head, and Cade Grantham, hunk detective, peering down at her with a hot and totally confusing look. The last thing she remembered was walking outside the Whimsy Events warehouse. Did she fall? Get pushed? Did Grace call 911? Kresley didn’t have answers right now. The only thing she knew was that her lips would never be the same again. Cade kissing her did NOT help her blood pressure or pulse, which the EMTs were checking right now. And him calling her baby? Did Mr. Asshole seriously think he had a right to call her that? They didn’t even know each other, except for her humiliating fall earlier today. He had looked at her moments ago as if he hurt because she was hurt. Which made zero sense. Did it make her a little giddy? Maybe. Did it make her have butterflies inside? Possibly. Did it make her confused and unsure of herself? Yes, definitely. As hard as she could think, Kres couldn’t imagine what could attract a man like Cade to her. Possibly mental health issues in his family? She would be sure to ask his Aunt Mae soon. One thing she was grateful for right now is that her panties were in place. No popping elastic bands, no creeping down her butt cheeks.
The EMTs stated to Kresley that she needed to go to the ER to make sure she didn’t have a concussion, but they couldn’t find any other injuries besides the scrapes on her cheek and her head. They gently eased her on to a gurney and lifted it to stand tall, then propped her back to a reclining position while they talked for a second to Cade. He listened to what they had to say and looked over at her often, nodded, then left them to come to her side. Kresley watched him warily as he walked towards her, but decided to smile at him, just to throw him off.
Cade almost stopped mid stride at that small smile that lifted the corners of Red’s beautiful mouth. It was like pushing sunshine into a dark room. Wow at what this woman could do to him. If only she knew the power she possessed. And Cade didn’t think she had a clue. Not one clue. She seemed devilish enough to use it against him if she did. Cade laughed inside at that.
“Hey baby, the EMTs say you need to go to the ER to get checked out for a concussion. Who do you want to make sure is there to be with you? I would be glad to sit with you and hold your hand, but I need to finish up here first”, Cade gently stated as he stroked her hair, cheek and jaw. He looked on expectantly, waiting for her to answer him. He could see the wariness in her eyes, the confusion mixed with trust. He kept his eyes steady on hers, trying to relay that she could trust him.
Kresley thought for a moment and choked down a sarcastic retort. If she chose one sister over another, they would be mad. And if she chose her sister or sisters over Grace, then Gracie would be ticked as well. So, she decided to call all of them and let chaos ensue at the ER. Maybe they could help her figure things out about Cade while there. There was nothing like Anderson girl power when needed. Kresley began to open her mouth to reply when she heard screeching coming from inside the warehouse. Cade immediately stood in front of the gurney and Kres, weapon drawn and waiting for the threat coming from within. In another few moments, the screech became recognizable and Kres put her hand on Cade’s broad back and said in a firm voice, “that’s Grace, my best friend. She must have called 911 and came up here after, freaking out from what it sounds like”.
At that moment, Grace came barreling out of the back door and came face to chest with Cade, who was standing among the other police officers and EMTs who had gathered to see where the shrill screeching was coming from. Thank goodness they had loaded the deceased into a body bag and was in the process of getting the victim onto a gurney to take him over to the ME’s vehicle. But the blood stain on the pavement was still there, along with the yellow police tape. Kresley braced herself for Grace’s spastic comments and was shocked when all she heard was silence. Cade moved to the side at Kres’ hard nudge on his back and she finally saw Grace’s face. It was currently in a state of a bright blush, wide frightened eyes and a frantic pulse in her neck. Grace was looking up at Cade, speechless. Then her gaze bounced over to where Officer Boomer Collins was working and the blush only got brighter. Grace has had a crush on Boomer for nearly two years now and Kresley wished one of them would make a move already. Kres knew that Boomer noticed and crushed on Grace as well because he would sneak glances at her whenever they were in the same room together and he would also make excuses to come by on “patrol” at the office, just to drop in and visit with her for a few minutes each day.
“Grace, here I am. I’m okay sweetie. Stop screeching please. I’ve got a hell of a headache already and you aren’t helping”, Kresley stated as Grace finally looked over at her. Let the mothering begin.
“Oh, Kres, bless it. What in the world happened honey? Who did this to you? It was one of those stupid kids who hang back here. I knew it! I knew they would be trouble”, Grace stated, her voice getting louder and louder. She then noticed Cade standing by Kresley’s gurney with his hand on top of hers, fingers entwined. She and Kresley began silent communication with each other using only lifted eyebrows and squinting of the eyes. Kres basically told her to keep her mouth shut and she would tell her later.
“Grace, this is Detective Cade Grantham. Cade, this is my best friend, Grace Puckett. She can ride with me in the ambulance to the hospital and can pick up her car later. She will get in touch with my sisters and make sure I’m taken care of at the ER. Don’t worry about coming to check on me out of obligation”, Kresley said as the EMTs prepared to lift her into the ambulance. She was totally trying to dismiss the man.
Dismiss him? Cade couldn’t believe she was trying to get rid of him. Okay, Red, let’s play. “Wait guys, give us a minute please”, Cade asked as he eyed Kresley. He then looked at Grace and silently asked for the same. Grace raised her eyebrows sky high at that silent request and was about to snark back something to him when she caught a look from Kresley, asking her to back off. Grace gave in and easily moved away from them, walking over to where Boomer was standing.
Cade refocused on Red again and stated, “Kresley, baby, I’m going to be coming to the ER whether you think I need to or not. I want to see for myself that you’re okay and everything checks out fine with your head. I get that you’re confused and what’s happened tonight is strange and made you feel out of sorts, but let’s make something clear. I’m interested in you. Period. And not just for sex and not just because my aunt wants me to be interested. Something clicked when we shook hands this morning and I think you felt it, too. The electricity between us couldn’t be ignored and I still feel it now hours later. You do, too, sweetheart.”
It wasn’t a question that he asked her, it was a statement. But it was something she couldn’t deny. “You’re very sure of yourself, which I often admire in an asshole”, Kresley stated cheekily, but as she saw the look of irritation cross his face and his mouth begin to open to retort, Kresley decided to be honest. “You’re right, Cade, I did feel something and just now thinking about how you’ve tried to keep me calm and focused on anything but the fact that someone I know is dead at the back door to my business has me feeling not just grateful, but out of sorts as well.” She could see he was liking her honesty, but that’s all she was going to reveal right now. Kres gave him a real, genuine smile and said that she’d see him at the hospital and for him to get back to work. Cade gave her a small salute and quietly leaned down, planting a quick, but very firm kiss on her mouth before letting the EMTs load her into the ambulance. She watched him through the windows of the doors as they drove away with her and Gracie. Kres gave him a sweet, brief wave goodbye and then closed her eyes.
Cade watched the ambulance until it pulled completely out of the alley and out of his sight. Then he went back to his job, discussing with both police officers every detail about the deceased and any evidence gathered. He quickly learned the dead male was Drake Harris, a long-standing citizen of Mercy Springs. He was CEO of his family’s marketing business and owner of the ’69 Mustang parked close to the back door of the warehouse. The only injury that was found so far was a severe hit to the back of the head with some type of object. It wasn’t found on the scene so assumptions were made that the perp took off with it. No witnesses were found in the alley at the time of the assault on Mr. Harris or Red, so for right now, Cade and his fellow police officers had nothing. Nada. Zilch. Only a melted and spilled milkshake and cup were left on the pavement outside the building, along with a drying, dark, blood stain.
“Drake Harris was scheduled to be married in two weeks”, Boomer casually mentioned as they stood watching the ME load his bagged body into the back of the vehicle for transport.
“No kidding? So, you knew him well then”, Cade replied, fishing for more personal info on the victim and maybe why he was there at Red’s office after hours.
Boomer paused for a moment and then stated, “I went to school with Drake and Kresley. All of the Anderson sisters, except Birdie. I don’t or didn’t hang around Drake that much. He was kind of a tool. He thought he was the shit in high school and still did now. His fiancé is Claudia Nolan, Pete Nolan’s only daughter. His brother is Braxton Harris, Fire Captain of the MS Fire Department.”
Cade took mental notes on what Boomer just said, wincing about Harris having a fiancé and a brother who served the community, a fellow brother of MSFD. He was about to open his mouth to ask another question when Boomer’s next words stopped him cold.
“Drake also used to date Kresley.”
“Wait, what? Kresley? Red? My Kresley. How long ago?”, Cade questioned in rapid fire at Boomer, needing to know more info quickly.
“They dated back in high school. Haven’t been together since our senior year when Drake cheated on Kresley with one of the high school teachers. Kres took it pretty hard and was totally humiliated by it at the time. She never hung around him after that and didn’t even talk to him at all until recently when he and Claudia began planning their wedding. I’m guessing maybe they were using Kresley as their wedding planner or something”, Boomer talked and filled in gaps for Cade as they walked around to double check again for any clues before leaving the area.
“How do you know all of this, Boomer?”, Cade asked and found it hilarious when he could see the big, gruff cop start to blush.
“I hear things and see things out on my patrols. I usually visit Whimsy Events every day to check security there and check in on all of the females working in that place. There aren’t any male employees so I always want to make sure they are safe and secure. Just doing my job”, Boomer gruffly said. Still blushing, he looked up at Cade and narrowed his eyes. “What’s that look for, Grantham?”
“Nothing. Not a damn thing. I just find it interesting that you patrol by Kresley’s office every day. I’m betting you visit at the same time every day as well, right? Maybe lunch time. Or right after? Trying to time meeting up with someone? Maybe someone named Grace?”, Cade slyly stated, enjoying Boomer’s discomfort. He had seen how Boomer looked at Kresley’s friend when she was here. He thought he would get a punch in the arm from the big guy or another deep scowl from him, but instead he saw vulnerability.
“Man, am I that obvious? When she came through that back door tonight like a torpedo just launched, I couldn’t put two words together. Grace is something else and she wasn’t raised here, so she doesn’t know me like others do in this town. I get so totally tongue tied around her it’s not even funny. I think it’s all the blonde curls, bouncing boobs and big blue eyes. And I don’t think she knows I exist outside of being a good cop trying to protect and shit. I’m not good enough for her”, Boomer stated, ending on a quiet breath.
“Look man, I’ve only known you for a short time, but I call bullshit on that last statement. Unless you are an abuser, bully, prone to violence against anyone or a selfish jerk, then you are good enough for her. Trying to talk yourself out of happiness with a woman is just your way of fighting the inevitable. If she doesn’t know how you feel, tell her. What’s the worst that will happen? She’ll let you know she doesn’t feel the same way. But at least you can move on if you need to. I’ve learned a lot in my years. The most valuable lesson is that life isn’t always rainbows and storms can roll in on you before you realize it. But don’t let those storms keep you locked away. Sometimes the thunder and lightning that come with them are just what you need to make you live”, Cade passionately stated, wanting to help his new friend.
Boomer looked at Cade for a few moments, then nodded as if in agreement. He ruined it by stating, “I didn’t peg you for this mushy, Dear Abby, type crap, Cade. Where’s your man card hiding, dude?”, Boomer laughingly stated and broke the seriousness that hung in the air.
“It’s in the drawer along with yours apparently”, Cade sarcastically replied. “Maybe we were meant to meet and be good friends, Boomer. You’ve been pining away for one woman and I just met her best friend today. And both of us know we’re so gone for both of them that it isn’t funny. I see double dates in our future, but you’re buying the first round. I said it out loud, so it’s now in the universe. You can’t refuse”. Cade stared at Boomer’s expression and laughed. Wow, laughing felt good. He needed to do it more often. It seems he’d laughed more in the past few days than he had in the past year in Nashville. And that told him something important. He was where he was supposed to be. It felt good. “Let’s wrap this stuff up so I can get to the ER and check on Kresley before she leaves to go home”. Each man set out to secure the crime scene for bagging and cleanup by the night crew and leave for the night.
∞∞∞
 
From the shadows of a store’s back door and stoop down the alley, a dark shape stood silently without moving. They didn’t want to draw attention to themselves, but wanted to make sure to get all the info they could regarding the crime scene. They didn’t leave behind any evidence, they made sure of that. They always made sure of that. It had felt good to feel the way Drake’s head cracked and caved as the metal pipe made contact. The grunt of noise he made as he fell to the pavement, spilling that stupid milkshake still echoed in their head. The smell of blood, almost a copper smell had made them queasy, but it soon passed. They did the right thing. Drake deserved everything he got. Didn’t he? And that red-haired slut. She was part of the problem as well, right? Well, can’t question it now anyway. What’s done is done. Drake Harris had learned his lesson the hard way. And Kresley Anderson would be next. Hopefully no one else would have to learn.




Chapter Four


Kresley looked around the small cubicle she was put into at the ER. Only a curtain separated her from the views of the nurses and doctors at their central desk location. She was alone for right now and honestly needed it. Grace had stayed quiet in the ambulance and so far here at the ER. No questions had been asked from Grace yet and it was sort of freaking Kres out because Grace was never that quiet. Never. Not even during the prayer at church services.
Kresley had so much churning in her brain. Drake Harris was dead. At the back door of her business. Why? And why was he there at all? He and Claudia are scheduled to get married in a few weeks. Well, was scheduled. Poor Claudia. This will devastate her. Kres had met with she and Drake just this morning about last minute changes. She hadn’t noticed anything strange going on during their appointment. Not unless you counted Claudia’s father, who hovered just a little too much over his only daughter. Besides thinking of the horror of finding a dead body near her, Kres soon began thinking of the very much alive and smokin’ body of the man who confused the hell out of her. Cade wasn’t what she was used to in a man. Well, in a man that showed interest in her. He said that he would see her at the hospital, but Kres doubted it. Why would he bother? She was just Kresley. Nothing special. Red hair, freckles, green eyes, lover of 80s music, hated pickles and loved wearing the color pink. Oh, and a workaholic.
She was interrupted in her thoughts when her phone dinged the laugh of the Wicked Witch from The Wizard of Oz, which meant a text from one of her sisters or Grace had arrived. Oh, wonderful. It was a group chat. This should be good.
Birdie: Kres, what the hell’s going on? Do u have ur phone with u?

Kresley: yes. Don’t know what’s going on right now. Waiting. Grace is somewhere here. No doc yet.

Francie: I’m OMW now. Be there in 5. If doc is cute, hold him 4 me.

Kresley: I’ve had hit in the head. Don’t care about your flirt-on.

Grace: I'm stuck in the hall. Talking to pastor Fred. He's showing me pics of new grandbaby. Baby is not cute. Sad. Has mono brow.

Gertie: Sorry Kres. ILY but no hospitals. Can’t handle it. I sick as sister

Gertie: duck.

Gertie: *angry emoji*

Gertie: I SUCK. Suck as a sister. Damn auto correct

Kresley: you do NOT suck. Well as a sis anyway. As a texter yes. Turn off auto correct. I get it. No worries Gert. 

Grace: Kres kissed a boy

Birdie: WTH????

Francie: define boy please. Cougar Kres in the house?

Gertie: under age Kres? Really? You know better.

Kresley: No cougar. He isn’t a boy, he's all man. And HE kissed ME. Twice. Okay, so I didn’t stop the kisses. But I didn’t start it. WTG Grace. Stir that pot. Need a bigger spoon?

Grace: *GIF of witch stirring cauldron and laughing*

Francie: be there in 1 min then can get scoop. Don’t text any more info. It’ll piss off Birdie and Gertie since they aren’t there to hear it. Grace, meet me at Kres’ bed. Out.

Kresley: Doc here. Older dude. Ear and nose hair. Good luck Francie with that. I’m jelly. Later girls. Out.

Kresley silenced her phone and concentrated on the ER doctor standing by her bed. Dr. Davis asked her some questions and took a look at her head and face. He stated he would send her for a head CT to rule out a concussion, but didn’t think she would have one. Better to be safe than sorry he said with a fatherly pat on her hand. Kresley smiled and thanked him, just as Grace and Francie ripped the privacy curtain back with a flourish. Francie did everything with a flourish. And a wicked sense of humor as well. So, it was no surprise to Kresley when Francie started talking as if their text conversation were still going on.
“So, you kissed some boy. Okay, spill the tea”, Francie stated loudly as she walked by the doc, pausing to smile sweetly at him. Dr. Davis paused when he heard the words kiss and boy, but when he looked at Kres, confused, she shook her head quickly in a no answer and gave a weak smile. He nodded his head back and left the area, moving on to his next patient.
“No tea to spill. Lots of crap to clean up first. Then tea after.”
“I don’t know what any of that means Kres. I get a call from Grace, who is partly talking gibberish and partly saying something about a dead body at the warehouse and you sucking face with tall, dark and sexy. So, can we just start from the beginning and let me soak in what’s crap and what’s not?”, Francie wearily stated as she sat down in a chair by Kresley’s bed.
Kres went through all that happened tonight, leaving out no detail except the identity of the person who was dead. Kres loved her sister, but she also knew she was part of the fire storm gossip network in town. It would be horrible for a loved one or friend of Drake to find out about his death through gossip or social media. 
“Okay, so you’re here and police are at the office finishing up a crime scene where someone was killed outside our building. Oh my gosh. And Big Sexy is the detective who showed up?”, Francie stated with a mix of emotions on her face. 
“Yes. But who named him Big Sexy? I know I didn’t”, Kres asked. The nickname is definitely accurate, but she knew almost nothing about Cade right now. Well except for how soft his lips felt. How his tongue moved in her mouth so firmly and aggressively. Or what his eyes looked like so close to hers. Like the blue of a summer sky. Focus girl. He’s just a guy.
“Oh, that was Birdie. It’s a separate text convo the rest of us are having without you. They want all details without you being bothered with the dinging of your phone since you have a head injury”, stated Grace with a sly smile. She said this as her thumbs flew across her phone screen, obviously texting to Kresley’s other sisters.
Kresley opened her mouth to fire back a reply at her nosey sisters and best friend, but Cade, aka Big Sexy, chose that moment to pull back the privacy curtain. Both Francie and Grace let out a gasp at the sudden movement. Kres could only stare and blush. Cade stood there in all of his 6’3” glory, looking down on Kres intently. Biceps as thick as her thighs, forearm muscles rippling and a heavier beard scruff on his face than before, Cade silently demanded attention without even trying or asking for it. His gaze was so intense and focused that Kresley forgot her train of thought. Wow. Just. Wow.
“Woah.”
“Holy shit.”
Deep voice scratchy from the late-night hour, Cade took one of Kresley’s hands in his and stroked back her red hair from her forehead. “Hi baby. The nurses directed me here when I asked where the sexy red head was”, Cade said with a wicked grin. He looked around and saw Francie and Grace sitting on the opposite side of Kres’ bed. “Well, make that two sexy red heads and one blonde bombshell.”
“Yep, he gets my vote for Big Sexy”, Francie stated bluntly. “Grace, what’s your vote?”
“Same. He was a lot to view in the dark earlier, but under these harsh hospital lights, it’s almost too much to see at once, you know. He really needs a warning label, but where to put it?” Grace stated this as she made a photo frame box with her fingers, as if she were framing Cade in her memory for later.
“Kill me now”, Kresley mumbled as she leaned her head back against the pillow and closed her eyes. Mortified. That’s what she was. Confused as well. Why was he here?
“So, I’m guessing calling you an asshole wasn’t a deterrent?”, Kresley quietly asked, finally looking up into his gorgeous eyes. She thought she would see irritation there. Maybe resignation. Maybe amusement. But what she saw in his blue eyes was pure concern and a little simmering heat.
“Kresley James Anderson, how dare you call this man an asshole! He’s law enforcement dumbass”, Francie exclaimed from across the room. “Wait, why was he being an asshole. Sorry, no offense Big Sexy, but if my sister called you an asshole, I’m pretty sure you were being one. Do I need to get some shovels for digging your grave?”
Cade ignored Francie for the moment and bent down, caging in Kresley with his arms on either side of her head. “I told you I’d be here, asshole comment or not. I never say something I don’t mean or can’t back up. Wait. Big sexy? Why am I being called Big Sexy? I need introductions Red. I already know Grace over there”, Cade stated to Kres, standing back up, then resting his hip on the edge of her bed and taking her hand in his, looking around at the other women in the room. “Continue, Red’s sister.”
“I’m Francie Anderson, short for Francine. I’m Kresley’s oldest sister. There are two more of us down the line after Kres. And I’m assuming you’re the guy who kissed the mess out of my sister at an active crime scene earlier.” Francie held her hand out to Cade as a greeting. He shook it immediately, winking at her, then Kresley. “Three sisters to keep up with and win over. Got it. And I’m not an asshole, by the way.”
“As Kres told you before, I’m Grace Puckett, Kresley’s assistant and best friend of three years. The youngest sister, Birdie, nicknamed you Big Sexy. I agreed wholeheartedly. One, we didn’t know your name yet. Two, why not? You are big and sexy. Duh. I hold judgement on the asshole comment for now.”
Cade laughed out loud at both women’s introductions, telling them to just call him Cade. He then immediately apologized to Kresley, saying he didn’t think about her head hurting when he laughed. Kres smiled sweetly at him and said it was fine, then proceeded to try pushing him off the bed onto his butt. It wasn’t a lie. Her headache was tolerable. Kresley could see that Cade didn’t give much visual attention to the other women in the room, including the big chested nurse that came in to check Kresley’s vitals. Ms. Nurse, with the too tight scrub top and glossy cherry red lipstick, was trying every trick in the book to get Cade’s attention. He didn’t seem to be interested at all and kept his focus on Kresley or her girls. Brownie points for Cade. 
“Tell me what’s going on baby. How your head is feeling, what tests are they doing, everything.” Cade motioned with his hand for her to start talking.
Kresley raised her eyebrow, paused for a few moments and when Cade didn’t demand or show impatience, just sat quietly and waited for her to answer, Kresley felt impressed. Add another brownie point. “I’m waiting for them to come take me for a CT scan of my head, but Dr. Davis doesn’t think I have a concussion. My head is okay. Just a little ache going on and the scrapes on my cheek burn just a little. No other injuries.”
“Good. I was worried about you”, Cade quietly said as he squeezed her hand and brought her fingers to his mouth for a kiss.
Kresley could see the hand pops to the arms and side eyes going on between Grace and Francie. “Would you two knock it off and go get me a Chic-Fil-A original with waffle fries and a sweet tea please? Cade do you want anything?”
“Sure, I’ll have the same girls. Here, use this to pay and don’t forget the Polynesian sauce”, Cade said as he handed them a $20 bill. “I haven’t eaten tonight yet either.”
Polynesian was Kresley’s favorite. So, more brownie points were added to Cade’s building score.
“Gotcha Kresley. Alone time with Big Sexy trumps time with the girls. Nice”, Francie said with a big grin and wink. She and Grace left the area and then silence descended over Kres’ small cubicle.
Kresley took the opportunity and sat up in bed, the sheet falling to her waist. She let out a slight groan and she stretched her arms above her head and worked out a few kinks in her neck. Cade sat in silence, watching every move she made, still sitting hip to hip with her on the bed, but facing her this time. His hand now rested on her thigh near her knee. He gave it a small squeeze and rubbed his fingers up and down, over her knee and up her thigh before coming back down to do it all over again. His touch was soothing, but distracting. Sweet baby Jesus, you are in trouble Kresley, with a capital T. 
Both looking into each other’s eyes, bodies and lips beginning to drift towards each other like a magnet, Kresley pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and made a slight groan. Cade pulled her lip away and demanded, “Don’t do that”. As soon as he said it, Ms. Nurse Boobs came in with a wheelchair. She stated it was time to get the CT scan done.
Cade lifted Kres from the bed without an ounce of trouble, ignoring her protest and placed her in the wheelchair. He stated to the nurse to take good care of his girl and then stated to Kresley that he would be right here when she got back. 
As she was wheeled away, Kresley called out the only thing she could think at the moment. “Don’t eat my waffle fries, Cade. That’s asshole 101 stuff right there.” As she was wheeled away, Kresley grinned as she heard Cade’s deep laugh and a hearty “of course baby”. 
Sometimes the best surprises happened at the weirdest times.




Chapter Five


Cade sat and devoured his meal of a chicken sandwich and fries, and enjoyed the entertainment that came from Francie and Grace. They had been sitting in Kresley’s tiny cubicle for about 20 minutes or so, waiting on her to return from the CT scan. During his meal, he was bombarded with story after story of Kresley when she was a child and since Grace met her three years ago. He listened intently to the stories, but also to the obvious love and adoration both women had for Red. Cade was an only child, so growing up with siblings had always fascinated him. He couldn’t imagine having one sister, let alone three to deal with. And if he was a good judge of character, he assumed that all three of Kresley’s kept her on her toes daily. Plus, Grace. All of them would be a handful together at one time. Cade couldn’t wait to see this spectacle in person. He observed Francie for a few moments, taking in her sleek red hair, cut into a chic bob, librarian type rectangle glasses perched on her nose. Cade could tell she had alot of fire in her just because of her glasses. They weren't the standard black rim. Francie chose to wear teal colored frames, which seemed to accent her green eyes and make them appear almost as a sea green. She was definitely intriguing. Grace, on the other hand, was a blonde bombshell of curves, curly hair down her back, and the attitude of Mae West. Cade could definitely see why Boomer was so hung up on the woman. A pin up girl, Marilyn Monroe and an angel, all rolled into one.
“Before Kres gets back from her tests, let me go ahead and give the big sister speech now to you, Cade. I like you. You’re funny, charming, have a good job, protective for sure although you seem to have the alpha male for public viewing down to an art, and you seem to have a liking for my sister. So, I say this with only respect to you. If you hurt Kres in any way, shape, or form, I will personally take your nuts and cram them so far down your throat that you won’t be able to find them. Ever. Are we clear?”, Francie sweetly stated to Cade, pushing her glasses back up her nose, as he sat on the opposite side of Kres’ bed.
“Ditto to what she said”, Grace quickly inserted as she took a swallow of her vanilla milkshake and looked on.
“I hear what y’all are saying loud and clear. I have no intention of hurting Kresley. I may have just met her, but I’m excited to get to know her, figure her out, show her how good she can be treated with me, and hang out with her sisters and best friend. I get how important all of you are to each other, so that means you all are important to me now, too. And I promise not to be an asshole, even though I seriously wasn’t earlier today.”
Cade meant every word of what he said to the women and they seemed to take it to heart. The conversation steered back to Mercy Springs and the Anderson girls growing up. Cade asked where the girls’ parents lived now or if they still lived here in town. He saw a shadow move across Francie’s face and immediately regretted his question.
“Our parents died 8 years ago. They were killed in a head on collision by a drunk driver in Atlanta. Kresley was in the car with them. She was just 22 years old. I was 24, Gertie 20 and Birdie just 18”, Francie stated softly with a faraway look in her eyes.
Cade stiffened at this new information about Kresley and her parents, feeling pain for Kresley and her sisters at losing their parents so young and also for Kresley being in the wrecked vehicle. “Was Kresley seriously hurt?”, Cade softly asked Francie, needing to know how effected Kresley was by what happened.
“Kres had a broken leg and cuts from broken glass, but she was blessed to be alive, according to the officers on scene and the ER doctors after. The car was actually upside down and Kresley was trapped in the back seat in her seat belt. My parents were both up front and still alive after it happened. Kresley had a 60 second conversation with each of them before their injuries overtook them. First my dad, and then my mom. Both knew they were probably dying and Kresley sat there, hanging upside down, and listened to them say their final goodbyes to each other and to Kresley and us. By the time help arrived and cut Kresley out, it was too late. Kresley watched them both bleed out, holding hands. It haunts her still. She has nightmares sometimes. She often makes remarks that if she had done more, had changed this, done that, that our parents would still be alive. This time of year is always hardest for us because the anniversary of their death is in 5 days. Kresley always becomes a little more distant, sad, sullen. It’s hard to get her out of that kind of funk usually. She works longer hours and mostly keeps to herself on the day it happened. It was good to see a smile on her face when she saw you tonight. Maybe you can help her fight her way through another year of sadness, yeah?”
Cade walked over to Francie and pulled her out of her chair. He then hugged her tight to him and said quietly into the top of her head, “I promise that I will do my best to see her through any sadness that comes her way. Thank you for telling me all of that. I doubt she would have mentioned it to me right now. I’m right, aren’t I?” Francie nodded against his shoulder and squeezed him in return, then sat back down.
Grace broke up the solemn mood by stating to Francie that Jaxson had another girlfriend again. Francie snorted and said that boy was going to be the death of his mama. Cade wondered who Jaxson was and at his look of curiosity, Grace explained that Jaxson is her 6-year-old son and thought he was every girl’s dream in a man already at his age. Cade smiled at that and stated to Grace not to worry, that Jaxson would soon find out that wasn’t the case and the girls around him would be the one educating him. Grace laughed and agreed. She stated that it was hard to raise a boy without his dad around, but she was doing her best. Cade asked where Jaxson’s dad was and Grace bluntly stated that she had no idea. She explained that when she found out she was pregnant, her boyfriend of three years decided that he didn’t want to be a father or a boyfriend and took off with no way to reach him. Grace hadn’t been able to find him and had stopped looking after Jaxson turned one. Cade just shook his head. He couldn’t understand how a man could ignore his own child that way. Only cowards could ignore something as beautiful as a child.
They became quiet as the nurse wheeled Kresley back into the cubicle. Cade could look at her face and see that she was exhausted and hurting far worse than what she pretended for other’s benefit. She had dark circles under her eyes and when she smiled, it didn’t quite reach her eyes. She was pale.
“I hope you didn’t wait on me to eat, Cade. I’m sure you were starving”, Kresley stated to him as he picked her up and put her back into bed. No protest from her this time. Cade then turned around and asked the nurse if they had given Kresley any pain meds at all for her headache since she arrived. The nurse looked at the chart and stated no. He asked that the doctor prescribe something and bring it while Kresley ate.
“I can talk for myself Cade”, Kresley stated in a slightly agitated voice.
“Really? Then I’m guessing that you’ve already asked for some meds for the headache that is pretty harsh if I’m reading your face right.”
Kresley could hear the asshole creeping into his voice. “No, I haven’t. I didn’t think I needed any. The headache hasn’t been so bad. I didn’t want to worry anyone”, Kresley softly said as she laid her head back on the pillows.
“Being a martyr isn’t okay with me, baby. Which is exactly why I asked the nurse for some meds for you. If you aren’t going to take care of yourself and worry about everyone else instead, then it’s my job to put you first, even if that means me acting like some kind of alpha male in front of you. You are my priority, got it?”, Cade gruffly spoke to her as he looked at Kres intently.
“Damn. I like him”, Francie stated.
“Ditto sistah. Ditto. Uhmmm, Cade, do you have any brothers?”, Grace asked.
Kresley snorted. Francie looked on expectantly, as if she, too, needed to know that answer and Cade just snickered and sat behind Kresley’s head, propping her upper body up with his own chest and arms. He indicated for Francie to give him Kresley’s food and tea and stated that he was an only child. Kresley felt good laying against him like this. She was relaxed and seemed to like him taking care of her for now. She got her food situated in front of her on the linens and took a long swallow of her sweet tea. He watched her eat, making sure she was eating as much as she could. Kresley softly laughed at her sister and friend’s antics as she ate, but didn’t say much.
The nurse brought some pain meds for her and stated the doctor would be in shortly. Cade cleaned up her trash and helped her lay back down against the pillows, tucking in blankets around her. He sat on the side of the bed again, facing her and gently stroked her forehead over and over again. Kresley’s eyes soon closed and it seemed she drifted off to sleep. Dr. Davis soon came in and stated that Kresley had no concussion and could be released to go home. He would have paperwork ready in a few minutes and then they could leave. Kresley thanked the doctor and shifted on the bed to wait.
The discussion then began about who was going to take Kresley and Grace back to Whimsy Events. Francie stated that she would do it, but then Cade found out that Grace and Francie lived close to each other and on the opposite side of town from where Kresley lived. It would make more sense for Grace to ride home with Francie, then Francie could just drive her to work in the morning, where her car was still parked. It really worried Cade when he found out that Kresley actually lives at the warehouse. There was a furnished 2nd story apartment-flat over the main offices that Kresley lived in by herself. Cade needed to take her home and do a walk through of the warehouse and also her residence. It would make him feel better knowing she was safe.
Surprisingly, none of the women argued with his logic and soon the release papers had arrived and Cade was watching Kres hug both her sister and friend goodbye and getting into his unmarked sedan. He settled her inside and buckled her seat belt for her. His face was close to her own and he waited until her eyes rose to meet his and after hearing her quietly tell him thank you, Cade leaned in and gave her a sweet, soft kiss on her lips, her cheek, across her eye lids and last on her cute nose. “You’re very welcome, Kresley.” He then got into the driver’s seat and drove out of the parking lot towards Whimsy Events and Kresley’s apartment.




Chapter Six


Group chat titled “Kres and Big Sexy” with Anderson sisters and Grace, minus Kresley.    
Grace: OTWH, Kres is Big Sexy. Francie driving me home then to work in morning.
Birdie: So Kres is going home? Do I need to go to her, stay?
Gertie: Baby sis finding some compassion? I’m impressed.
Birdie: shut the hell up Gert. I feel things, have a heart, all that shit. I’m no Tin Man.
Gertie: Geez. Pushed a button there, huh? Sorry, didn’t mean to sound bitchy. You’d do anything for us, have done anything for us. Baby sis is spectacular.
Grace: Francie is driving, dictating to me what to type. Francie says grow the hell up to both of you and we have bigger fish to fry right now. Big Sexy is totally the package for Kres. She’s going to need pushing by sisters and me to seal the deal.
Birdie: Seal the deal? As in sex? Or as in ‘til death do us part?
Grace: Both. Francie says both as well. We found out he’s 34 years old, never married, no children. Both parents are deceased and no siblings. So, he’s older and wiser than Kres by a few years. We know Kres is going to drag and leave finger nail marks in any hard surface, but we both saw her and Big Sexy (aka Cade) at ER. And OMG, fireworks. He is definitely alpha material. And took care of her, but took no shit from her either. She was putty in his hands. Oh, and his aunt is Ms. Mae Grantham. Nice lady with amazing cheese straws at event functions. #cadewinning #cheesestrawsarelife
Gertie: Oh man, cheese straws. Now I want some. Note to self to call Ms. Mae soon. I have to meet this man. Like tomorrow. Anyone who can make Kres quiver and be putty needs have his pic in dictionary by the phrase “professional big sexy”.
Birdie: Agreed. All of the above. But if Kres knows we’re pushing, she’ll clam up. So, subtlety is name of the game. That means you need to keep your mouth shut Francie and Gertie. And Grace, you need to keep your snorts to yourself. No jokes at Kres’ expense. No kissy noises when Cade and Kres are near. Oh also, let’s not forget a dead body was found at our business. Phones will be ringing tomorrow when gossip catches fire. Do we know who died? Did Kres or Big Sexy say? I haven’t heard anything yet.
Grace: No idea who dead person was. Neither said, but I think Kres knows. But you know how she is, afraid Francie would Facebook it live or something. And as I typed that and read it out loud, Francie popped me hard as shit on the leg. Your oldest sister is a witch.
Birdie: And?
Gertie: And?
Grace: We are at my house. Have to pay baby sitter time and a half. See y’all at work at 9 AM. Let’s not wake Kres up until she gets up on her own. Her head will be killing her.
Birdie: Agreed. Night.
Gertie: Grace, take babysitting money out of work expenses account tomorrow. Was work related. No need in missing income. Agreed to let Kres sleep in tomorrow. Night. ILY guys.
∞∞∞
 
With her head resting against the passenger seat and eyes closed, Kresley took the opportunity to analyze her day. She would have called herself a big, fat liar if she had said her day would be what it’s turned out to be. And it was ending with a very large, very sexy, very sweet man escorting her home. And not just because he felt like he had to or social manners dictated it, but because he wanted to. She turned her head slightly and cracked her eyes open so she could look at him without him knowing. Cade Grantham was so good looking that it hurt to look at him for too long. Dark hair, heavy beard stubble over his mouth, chin and cheeks. Firm jaw and even dimples when he smiled big. Long, dark lashes and full brows accented his light blue eyes so well. And don’t forget his lips. Full, lush, and so kissable that it made her heart speed up just looking at him. She loved that he was tall, taller than her by many inches. It made her feel protected, petite, having him stand over her. His big hands holding hers made her all squirmy, like she was a teenager holding hands with a boy for the first time.
This was NOT Kresley. Not her at all. If anything, she was cynical when it came to the opposite sex. She had learned the hard way that love wasn’t for her and probably wouldn’t happen until much later in life, if at all. And the best thing about this day is that it seemed that Cade liked her. Genuinely liked her and wanted to let everyone know that he was with her. He must like her kisses since he keeps coming back for them. And the way she had seen him looking up and down her body this evening, she knew without a doubt that he appreciated her female form. His hands had grabbed on to her full hips when he was helping her into his car and the squeeze he gave her without words kind of said it all. Which freaked her out, but in a good way.
“What are you thinking about over there so hard, Kres?”, Cade asked as he looked over at her in the dark for a moment, then placed his eyes back on the road.
“Thinking about my day and how absolutely crazy it has been. I got up this morning thinking it would be another normal day, but it’s been a roller coaster ride of emotions. I took my weekly donuts to the MSPD, met a hot guy, had my panties drop upon meeting said hot guy, busted my ass in a puddle, lost my temper and pushed said hot guy who was laughing at me in the puddle, left humiliated and went back to work. Worked hard without stopping all day, felt sad and alone at times, tried to rein in my sisters and Grace from their craziness, worked late, forgot about dinner, lost a huge $24,000 receipt for flowers, went outside with Grace on the phone to find the receipt, found a dead body outside my door, discovered it was an ex-boyfriend, then either fell or was pushed into the brick wall and hit my head, fainted, then came awake to Prince Charming looking at me with beautiful blue eyes and had the best kiss of my life”. Kresley took deep breaths after that rambling, run on sentence of self-discovery. She looked over at Cade to see what he thought about her musings. He had a grin on his face.
“Panties dropped?”, Cade asked with a sly smile. “Did I make your panties drop Red? Please continue with that explanation.”
Face turning beet red, Kresley stayed quiet, fidgeting with her fingers and wishing that the floor would open up and swallow her whole. “Not literally. The pair I put on this morning were on their last usage and as I was standing there talking to you and Ms. Mae, the last elastic piece in the waist band popped. Scared me half to death. Then my underwear started to slide down my big butt until they gathered at my thighs, right before I landed in that water puddle.”
Cade began laughing. Hard. He laughed so hard that he soon lost his breath. He looked over at Kresley and stopped laughing so loud, changing it to soft snickers. He reached over and caressed Kresley’s hot, blushing cheek and told her he wasn’t laughing at her. He was laughing at the way she described everything. “It may make me sound like a pig or something, but it totally makes me want to frame those panties somewhere. I’ve never made a woman’s panties drop before.” Cade could hear Kresley’s snort at that and heard her murmur “Doubt that.” He just shook his head, dropped his hand from her cheek, and drove the rest of the way to Whimsy Events.
Cade and Kresley parked in the alley and found that it had been cleared, except for the yellow crime scene tape left behind. Cade noticed that the towing service had come to get the ’69 Mustang as well. “Okay Kres, let’s get you inside and let me take a look around downstairs and upstairs in your apartment. Then we can talk a little bit about what happened here tonight. Then I’ll leave so you can go to sleep.” Cade got out of his work sedan and came around to her side of the car. He pulled her up and out of the vehicle, careful not to jostle her. “Do you have your keys to open the back door?”
Kresley took out a set of keys out of her pants pocket and jiggled them so he could hear them. Cade shut the sedan door and pulled Kresley with him until they arrived at her back door. He waited for Red to open it with the keys, looking around for any kind of threat. He walked with her through the door, with his fingers on her lower back, urging her inside. He watched as she shut and locked the back door, putting the three separate locks into place and arming the security system. Both he and Kres turned to move further inside the building when a piece of paper on the floor caught his eye. Cade reach down for the piece of paper, placing a steadying hand around Kresley’s soft hip at the same time. He read what the note stated and went absolutely still.
You’re Next was written in all caps across a white piece of paper. Cade let out a deep, guttural curse. He immediately regretted reacting that way when he took a look at Kres’ face and saw the panic and fear there. But it was there for only a moment before she covered it up with a stoic expression, as if waiting for an explanation. Cade held up the piece of paper by the corner and showed it to Kres in the dim light. He waited while she read the two words over and over. He saw confusion lead to shock and then fear. But what he didn’t count on was anger. His Red was pissed. And now he was witness to that fiery temper first hand.
“You’re next. You’re next?”, Kresley stated a few times, her voice getting louder and louder as she said it. “What the hell does that mean? I haven’t done anything to anyone, least of all Drake”.
“Let’s look around down here then get you upstairs so we can talk and figure things out, okay? Baby, look at me. I promise you that no one is going to get to you and no one is going to hurt one hair on your head. I will protect you with my life.”
Hearing that seemed to help Kresley at the moment, but her mind was still reeling from this new information. She and Cade made their way around the warehouse, walking from room to room, going through displays, looking under tablecloths, looking in bathroom stalls, closets and behind counters. When Cade stated that it was clear, they moved up the stairs at the front of the warehouse to Kresley’s personal apartment. She could feel Cade’s hand on her back, fingers spread wide over her lower back and upper hips. His fingertips were resting at the top of her butt cheek. She didn’t move them because they felt too good right now. They felt calming. Kresley needed that.
Cade walked one step below Kresley as they went up the stairs to her apartment. They weren’t steep and not a long way up for Kresley to maneuver. Cade couldn’t help but stare at Red’s butt as it bounced back and forth. It was right there for viewing. He’d have to be a saint not to notice and appreciate its beauty. And he was no saint.
At the top of the stairs there was a door, much like you’d find in an apartment building. Kresley took her keys and unlocked two locks and opened it. As they entered, she disarmed a security keypad and walked inside. Cade took a look around and was surprised at how spacious it was. It was an open floor plan with a nice size kitchen and living room area. A door on the other side of the apartment was closed. Kresley indicated that was her bedroom and bathroom suite. Another door was just off the kitchen and she stated it was the laundry area. Cade went, without asking, to open the doors and look inside. His eyes never stopped moving as he assessed for anyone lurking.
After seeing no threats, Cade met Kresley back in the center of the large room and took a long look at her. She had the beginnings of a big bruise on her cheek, scrapes over the top of that. Her temple area had a small scratch where the bleeding came from earlier and she had some blood matted in her hair. Red had dark circles under her eyes and her skin was very pale. She needed to go to bed and sleep dreamless. He decided to wait until tomorrow to talk with her at length about what happened earlier tonight and her connection to Drake Harris. She just wasn’t up for it or anything else.
“Red, I think we should wait until tomorrow to officially talk about what happened earlier and also what’s going on between you and me. You are exhausted and barely standing on your own two feet right now. Do you feel safe here by yourself or do you want to call one of your sisters to stay with you? Or I’ll be glad to sleep on the couch if that will make you feel safe”, Cade innocently said.
“I’ll be fine, Cade. You’re right, I am exhausted. And I know I should be terrified of that note left downstairs, but honestly, I’m just too tired to care. I’ll lock all of the locks on the door and set the alarm. My security system also alerts and triggers a call to MSPD if the windows are opened or broken as well. So, no need to worry about me. I’m a big girl and have been taking care of myself for a long time.” Kresley didn’t mean for it to come out sounding less than grateful. She just wasn’t used to anyone worrying about her. She was the one who did the worrying and taking care of people. This was definitely new and a little uncomfortable.
“Oh, I know you’re a big girl Red. Nothing child like about you anywhere”, Cade gruffly stated, his eyes roaming over Kresley from head to toe. He put his hands on her waist above her hips and gave it a soft squeeze. “I just want to make sure you feel safe without someone here. If you do, great. I feel comfortable leaving you here with the alarm system and locks you have in place. But if you feel unsafe for any reason, then I’ll be glad to stay. It’s your call.” As Cade talked, he had been slowly drawing Kresley closer to him until they were an inch apart. “You need sleep baby, and I need to leave so you can get it. But before I go, I have a question. Can I hold you for a minute? Please?”
Kresley looked up at the handsome man that was so close to her that she could see the individual hairs that were making up his heavy 5 o’clock shadow. Instead of verbally answering, Kresley raised her arms and wrapped them around Cade’s waist. She took the extra steps until she was touching him from chest to knees. She felt Cade wrap his arms around her and draw her in further to his body, hugging her tightly and kissing the top of her head. Kresley lay against his chest, feeling the warmth oozing from him. This felt so right, so perfect. It felt like home. And that scared that bejeezus out of her.
“I no longer consider you an asshole”, Kresley quietly stated, hugging Cade tighter.
Cade was trying to gather his wits together as he tightly held Kresley in his arms. He let out a snort at the asshole comment and couldn’t remember ever feeling this complete before. He had relationships in the past with women. Some of them even lasted longer than a few months, but he had never had a closeness like this before with another female. They were a perfect fit together. His hardness to her softness. Her curves fit into his ridges like pieces of a puzzle. Her head fit right under his chin and her hair smelled like flowers and sunshine. How that was possible Cade didn’t know. He took a deep breath of that smell again and squeezed her tighter for a moment before letting go. He backed away a few inches and took his fingers, raising her chin up to his face. He waited until she opened her eyes and said the only thing he could. “Thank you Kresley”.
“Why are you thanking me? Because you’re not an asshole after all?”, Kresley asked with a dry, broken voice. She cleared it and waited for him to answer.
“I’m thanking you for trusting me to hold you. I’m thanking you for trusting me enough to let go and let someone else take care of you besides yourself. It means a lot. So, thank you baby.”
Kresley didn’t really know what to say to all of that so she softly stated, “in the words of all Chic-Fil-A employees, my pleasure” and then watched as he let out a loud laugh, his head thrown back for good measure. He then let her go and straightened to his full height once again. Cade checked his watch and groaned.
“It’s midnight already and I have to be at work at seven in the morning. What time is a good time to come here and talk tomorrow?”, Cade asked Red.
“Mornings are always better for me work-wise. What about 8 AM here and I’ll make us breakfast. We can eat while we talk. Sound good?”, Kresley asked hesitantly. She wasn’t really good at this whole pursuing a man thing.
“That sounds amazing. I haven’t had anyone cook me breakfast since the last time I visited Aunt Mae. That was four years ago. Count me in Red”, Cade happily stated.
Kresley grinned back and then took his cue, walking him to her apartment door. They walked downstairs together to the back door. Kresley noticed that Cade had the note in his hand, holding on to it by the corner. He opened the door and reminded Kresley about locking up tight. Cade turned around quickly as he was walking through the door and took Kresley by surprise, pushing her back against the wall. He placed his hands around her waist, against her back and the back of her head and quickly leaned in and took her mouth for his own. He didn’t kiss her softly or sweetly. No, this was a taking. He took what she eagerly offered. Mouths open, tongues soft and wet, teeth nipping at lower lips. This kiss was heavy and spoke volumes to anyone who dared to observe it. Cade slanted his head slightly to the side and took the kiss even deeper than before, slanting and moving his mouth side to side, pushing his tongue into Kresley’s and devouring her. The hot meter in Kresley’s brain rose to the extreme and then exploded. Big Sexy was accurate. At that thought, Kresley began to giggle softly.
“Please tell me you aren’t giggling at my kissing abilities, baby”, Cade gruffly spoke as he looked at the mark he’d left around her mouth with his heavy beard scruff. Her lips were swollen, soft, full, and wet from his kiss. He was definitely trying to make a statement with that kiss. He only hoped Red got the message. She was his. Period.
“No, of course not. I was giggling because I thought your new nickname from my girl tribe is definitely correct. Big Sexy shall forever be Cade Grantham’s call sign. So, when I want a kiss or need you to hold me or flirt, then I’ll call out for Big Sexy to show himself. And you best come running, Cade”, Kresley flirted in her best southern accent.
Cade hadn’t seen this flirty side of Red before now, but he was loving what he was seeing. He decided to play into it and leaned into her heavily. His chest, pelvis and legs were touching hers and he nudged her with his hips. Cade saw the widening of her eyes and knew she had felt his arousal. “Just to warn you baby, when you call out Big Sexy, you need to be ready for me. Because I will find you and have all my weapons ready to drive you wild.”
Kresley began fanning her face and stated “so noted. I’ll make sure I put that info into my brain for future reference. But for now, I really need to try to sleep some. But I want you to know, Cade, that I am so glad today happened. Not the way it happened, but I’m glad all the same. Because it allowed me to meet you. I like you and want to get to know you.” The blush on Kresley’s face was a tomato red. Cade’s knuckles rubbed over her blushing cheek.
“You have nothing to worry about Red. I’ll protect your heart while I’m doing all I can to capture it for my own. Now, give me your cell number so I can have it. Respond to the text I’ll send when you get locked up tight upstairs and the door has been locked and secured. I’ll call in the morning and let you know I’m on my way so you can watch for me to let me inside. Goodnight sweetheart, I can’t wait to see you tomorrow morning”, Cade sincerely stated.
Kresley gave him her cell number and heard the ding from her phone in her pocket right after. She looked and saw it was an unknown text from someone sending a kissing lips emoji. Kresley just shook her head and laughed. She responded back with Cade standing right there the bird finger emoji. Cade looked and laughed hard. He gave her a quick peck on the lips, told her to lock up tight and left without a backward glance. Kresley quickly shut and locked the door, setting the alarm. She eased through the dark warehouse and made it to her steps. She walked up them, noting how much darker they were. She hadn’t noticed that before.
Once inside her apartment, she locked the locks and alarmed the system. Kresley then took out her phone, took a picture of the locks and alarm and sent it to Cade with the words “see, I can follow orders”. Cade soon replied with “we’ll see how much you can follow orders later on” and added a wink emoji with it. Kres sent back an eye roll emoji and stated goodnight. She then walked to her bedroom, took off all of her clothes and got into bed naked, ready to fall asleep quickly. Her last thought before dozing off was of Cade, laying there with her, rubbing her back and looking into her eyes from his beautiful blue depths. He seemed to be such a wonderful man. And with that last thought, Kresley’s eyes closed and she slipped into a dreamless sleep.




Chapter Seven


What a jerk! Cade Grantham was a pain in the ass jerk. Kresley was irritated this morning and it was mostly because of Cade. It all started at 7:00 with a text.
Cade: Good morning beautiful. Hope you slept well. Won’t be there at 8. Have to take Aunt Mae to run an errand. How does 9 AM sound instead?
Kresley: Seriously? Don’t ever text me this early unless there is a big emergency, life and death and all that crap.
Cade: Uh oh. Sounds like someone’s a grumpy bear in the morning. Want me to bring breakfast instead and you go back to sleep?
Kresley: *thumbs up emoji*
Cade: glazed plain or chocolate glazed? Or cream filled? Maybe raspberry filled? I know! What about powdered sugar?
Kresley: I. DON’T. CARE. Going back to sleep now. Bye Cade. One more text and Big Sexy will be retired from the vocab.
Cade: Kres the Kranky is my new nickname for YOU. And since I was typing this as you sent your last, this doesn’t count as “one more text”. See you at 9 sharp baby.
Kresley: *turd emojis*
Kresley put her phone back after changing her alarm to 8:30 and went back to sleep. A banging on her door woke her up at 8:59 AM. Dang it! She had either slept through her alarm or didn’t actually turn it to active before going back to sleep. Cade would be here any minute and she probably had one or more of her sisters banging on her door. Great, just great. Good morning Kresley!
She sullenly got up from bed and put a long tshirt on with a pair of men’s boxer shorts, then moved through her bedroom across her apartment to the door. She looked through the peep hole and saw that it was in fact Francie, Gertie, Birdie and Grace. Oh, joy. Kresley turned off the alarm system and opened up the door without any greeting and turned around, heading to the kitchen. Coffee. She needed it as much as she needed oxygen to breathe.
“Well good morning to you, too, sunshine”, Francie stated, watching Kresley struggle to get her coffee maker set up. “All of us were worried about you and wanted to check on you first thing this morning. Grace told us to wait until you showed up down stairs, but we all know that wasn’t going to happen. So how ARE you doing?”
Kresley turned around as she waited on her first cup of coffee. All of her sisters and Grace were sitting at her kitchen granite counter, watching her silently. Kresley sighed. “I’m okay. Headache is gone and feeling a little sore from the push against the wall, I guess. I slept hard last night and would have slept longer if not for 7 AM text messages and sisters beating down my door.”
“Who text you at 7 this morning?”, Birdie asked, walking over to Kresley and giving her a tight hug and telling her to sit down. Birdie began making Kresley’s coffee just as she liked it, 3 sugars, 2 creamers and stirred with a cinnamon stick.
“Cade woke me up with a text at the ass crack of dawn”, Kresley grumbled as she looked at her phone. She missed the look her sisters and Grace all passed around to each other.
“Why would he text so early? I thought he was going to interview you last night”, Grace asked slyly. She raised her eye brows and waited for Kresley to answer.
“He brought me home, checked out downstairs and up here for intruders, then hugged me, kissed me downstairs and told me he would see me at 8 AM to talk to me since I looked so tired. But then he texts this morning and said he needed to change it to 9 AM since he was taking his Aunt Mae to run an errand instead”, Kresley said as she took her first sip of coffee and sighed happily.
“Okay, so he gets more brownie points when he ditches you, a woman he is liking, to take care of something his aunt needs instead. That’s really sweet”, Gertie stated with a hand over her heart.
“Yeah, well, I’m not much of a morning person when I wake up. Y’all all know that. And now Cade knows it, too, if our text convo was any indication.”
“Don’t be a rude heifer to him Kresley. Just because you aren’t Suzie Sunshine in the mornings doesn’t give you the right to be so harsh with everyone else. Now who’s acting like an asshole.”, Francie stated in her older sister way.
Kresley was about to rebuke her sister and remind her of her own bitchy ways, but was stopped by Birdie. “So, I hear an ex of yours got axed outside our building last night. What’s up with that Kres?”
Kresley put her face in her hands and let out a groan. Okay, so it was out this morning. She shouldn’t be surprised. The gossip mill in town was fast and furious. “I don’t have any answers of why, Birdie. I wish I did. But I don’t. But I’m not saying anything else until Cade gets here because I don’t feel like saying this over and over again.”
At that moment, a knock came at the partially open door and Cade walked in, looking like sex on a stick. He didn’t seem surprised that the room was full of women. He nodded his head toward the stairs and stated, “morning ladies. If the phones ringing downstairs are any indication, it’s going to be a busy day. You also have two people who came in behind me looking for some help”. At that statement, Grace took off downstairs.
Kresley took in a deep breath and held it, giving her a moment to take in just how beautiful this man looked. She took a look at her sisters and all three of them had similar looks on their faces of total shock and awe. Francie seemed the least effected, but she had seen Cade last night in action, so she knew what she would see today. Cade was dressed in khaki slacks, a white polo shirt with the MSPD logo on the pocket area. His brown loafers were clean and shining and he wore a heavy metal watch with all kinds of gadgets on the face. His dark brown hair was brushed and tamed and his blue eyes were sparkling as he took all of the red-haired women into his view. He was freshly shaven and Kresley had a thought that she missed his scruff. Standing at his full height, Cade was much taller than the Anderson girls, but that didn’t stop Birdie from sizing him up and walking up to him with a slight swagger of bravery.
“You Cade?”, Birdie asked. When Cade nodded in the affirmative, seeking out Kresley at the counter, Birdie took a deep breath and stated in only her way, “Well done, God. Well done on making this one. Cade, do you have any brothers?” Cade raised his eyebrows at that question and threw his head back and laughed.
Kresley’s three sisters all grinned at that laugh and immediately began fighting over who would give up their chair for Cade to sit at the bar. He carried with him a box of donuts and a carrier of coffee cups from the local bakery. He set both down on the counter and immediately walked to the end of the bar where Kresley sat, sipping on her coffee quietly.
Kresley wasn’t going to freak out. So, what if she had bed head, and wore ratty old pajamas that had seen better days. She hadn’t brushed her teeth yet and probably had a pillow crease on her cheek still. She wasn’t that girly-girl kind of woman who needed to vamp for her man all of the time. But a mint would be a good idea probably. She watched as Cade walked over to her and pulled her out of the chair. She stood before him, both hands held in his, looking up into his eyes intently.
“Good morning baby. Hope you were able to go back to sleep after I woke you this morning. Sorry for doing that, by the way”, Cade stated warmly, looking down at Kresley’s sleepy puffy face. He really wasn’t that sorry because it showed him another facet to Kresley’s personality. Not a morning person. Got it. Because he felt like confusing her and making a statement in front of her sisters, Cade leaned down and gave her a sweet, affectionate kiss on her lips. Mouths closed, hands still only holding each other’s, he wanted to show her that he wasn’t just about the passion. He was about the caring as well. Hearing her sigh, as well as her sisters, he took a step back and indicated for her to get a donut from the box on the counter. Kresley silently opened the lid and selected a chocolate iced donut and began eating, her eyes bouncing from person to person in the room.
Cade stood by her, watching her eat and sipping on his own coffee. Gertie, Birdie and Francie all stood quietly, watching Kres and Cade like they were objects under a microscope. Finally, Kresley couldn’t take it any longer and asked her sisters to give her and Cade some privacy so he could interview her. She told them that she would be down to work at lunch. She followed them to the door and shut it, securing one lock. Cade cocked one dark eye brow at that and Kresley quickly told him that her sisters are nosy nellies and she wouldn’t put it past them to come barging in and interrupting. Cade nodded once and motioned her to come back to him with his fingers.
Kresley sat back down and finished her donut, feeling Cade’s fingers slide over her long, red hair, over and over in a soothing motion.
“You have such beautiful hair, Red. It’s like a river of fire in my hand. I don’t think any company could replicate this exact shade of red. It’s so unique and so you. Beautiful and one of a kind”, Cade huskily stated, standing close to Kresley’s side. His fingers continued to stroke her hair and pass fingertips over her shoulder and arm.
Kresley took hold of his hand to end the distraction, but couldn’t find it possible to let go of Cade’s hand all together. So, she brought it to her lips, planted a sweet kiss in his palm, closed his fingers around it, then dropped his hand back to his side. She wiped her mouth with a napkin and stood up, indicating with an arm for him to move over to her L-shaped sectional couch on the other side of the apartment. “I’m ready to answer your questions, Cade. I just don’t know what info I could possibly have that would help you with what happened yesterday”, Kresley softly said, looking up at the big man standing near her.
Cade drew in a deep breath and shoved his personal emotions aside, concentrating on Kresley as a victim and possible witness and not as the woman that he wanted to see and feel beneath him on that couch. Detective switch turned on. Boyfriend-wanna-be switch turned off.
“Okay, Kresley. Let’s go ahead and get the questions over with so I can get a timeline of events for my chief and figure out motive. I’m going to be recording our interview, just to let you know. You’re going to see and hear me being a detective. Awesome Cade who wants to kiss your pants off will be absent for now”, Cade told Kres, ending with a sweet smile to reassure her that even though Cade would be all business in his questions, Big Sexy was still there, just waiting in the background.
Both adults sat down close together on the couch and Cade turned the recording app on his smartphone to record, indicating to Kresley silently with a finger that they were now being recorded. Cade’s interview style was easy, but thorough and he put Kresley at ease within the first few questions.
Cade: Today’s date is April 20th, 2019. Detective Cade Grantham with Mercy Springs Police Department is present, along with Ms. Kresley Anderson. Ms. Anderson can you state your full name, date of birth and current physical address for the record.
Kresley: My name is Kresley James Anderson. Date of birth is October 31st, 1988, age 30. I live at 2448 River Ave., Mercy Springs, Georgia.
Cade: This interview is being conducted in the home apartment of Ms. Kresley Anderson and she gives consent for it to be recorded. Ms. Anderson, will you give your verbal consent for this recording to be completed?
Kresley: I consent to recording our interview.
Cade: Ms. Anderson, do you personally know a man by the name of Drake Harris?
Kresley: Yes, I know Drake and his family. I’ve known them my entire life. I went to school with Drake and his brother, Braxton and graduated with Drake in the same year together.
Cade: How would you describe your relationship with Drake Harris, considering both past and present?
Kresley: Yesterday was the first day that I have been in close proximity to Drake since high school. Living in the same small town, we have been at the same events and even the same room before, but we haven’t spoken to each other or been within 20 feet of each other since school. Drake and I dated for a year in high school, our senior year, and I broke up with him a month before we graduated. That was my last personal encounter with him until yesterday, when he and his fiancé, Claudia, came in to my events business together. They were finalizing details about their upcoming wedding. I had a 30-minute meeting with both of them in the room with me and my sister Francie Anderson, some questions were asked and answered and then they left. I continued to work and didn’t hear anymore from either customer after that. I did not see Drake again yesterday until I opened my business back door and saw him laying on the pavement, with a blood stain around his head.
Cade: Just so we can have all pertinent information at the beginning, can you tell me why you broke up with Mr. Harris in high school. Did it end badly? Was there any hard feelings or animosity between you two? I’m asking so we can have a base of problems to look at and discard.
Kresley: *lengthy pause* *clear throat* I was the one to break off things with Drake a month before we graduated high school. We had plans to attend the same college, him on an academic scholarship. Drake was caught having sex with one of our senior teachers. I had no clue it was going on. I was humiliated since the whole school of faculty and students found out the next day and could watch the sex video online of Drake and the teacher….uhhhhh…..having intense sexual relations with each other in a classroom. And cafeteria. And football field. I broke up with him that day and told him to stay away from me. It was a difficult summer after that. I couldn’t wait to leave for college and escape the looks I would get or see whispering as I walked by.
Cade: *clears throat* So after the day you told him to leave you alone, you never heard from Drake Harris again? No phone calls, letters, emails, etc.? Did his family try to reach out to talk with you at all?
Kresley: No, I never heard from Drake or any of his family after that. I attended college and managed to avoid him and his family when I came home for breaks. I finished school and moved back here to help run my parent’s business. That was 8 years ago and I haven’t had a conversation with Drake in all of that time, until yesterday. And I wouldn’t call what we had yesterday as conversation. He mostly sat or stood in the office and let his fiancé talk. I could read his body language and see he was uncomfortable. Whether it was because of me or his impending wedding, I have no clue. He definitely didn’t look excited.
Cade: Okay, so walk me through the rest of your day yesterday. After Drake and his fiancé left, how did your day progress?
Kresley: I had several more meetings at the office that afternoon. I met with each of those clients. My assistant Grace Puckett can give you those names and contact info if you need them. My meetings ended at around 5:30 PM and by 6 PM I was alone at the office warehouse. All three of my sisters and Grace usually leave each day by 6 PM, but I stayed late to get some paperwork done for a big upcoming wedding I have scheduled in several weeks. I found myself looking for an invoice receipt for flowers that I needed for the wedding. It was a large receipt of $24,000 dollars and when I couldn’t find it, I called my assistant, Grace, at her home and asked her where the receipt was. She was on the phone with me by speaker as I walked from the warehouse to the back door and outside.
Cade: Did you hear any strange noises outside? Did something startle you or make you pause in what you were doing?
Kresley: No, I hadn’t heard any strange noise outside. But these walls are thick with brick and the warehouse itself is big. I’m not surprised that I didn’t hear anything.
Cade: When was it that you noticed something or someone in the alleyway outside your building?
Kresley: I had walked to the back door with Grace on speakerphone with me. I told her I was unlocking the door. I had a high-powered beam flashlight that I had grabbed and I shone it around the parking lot. I had noticed as I tried to push the door open that something seemed to be blocking the door from opening very far. After I pushed harder, it opened enough for me to squeeze through. When I got outside the door, I noticed the body on the ground and my flashlight was shining on the red blood stain near his head. I then noticed the ’69 Mustang parked in the alleyway and put it with the body in front of me and concluded that it was Drake Harris lying there.
Cade: What happened then?
Kresley: I began feeling faintish and could hear my assistant Grace on the speakerphone, screaming my name. I then felt a hard push in my side. My head hit the brick wall and I blacked out. When I came to, I was staring up at you and feeling confused.
Cade: We’ve already pulled your records with your alarm company. I know that the alarm was set at 5:55 PM yesterday and wasn’t deactivated or turned off until 8:17 PM when you went outside to try to find your receipt. That tells me that no one exited or entered your warehouse between those times so I know you didn’t leave for any reason, including to have a conversation with Drake Harris at your business. We know the ME estimates that Drake died around 7:50 PM, so he had only been dead for 25 minutes or so when you emerged.
Kresley: I’m glad you could get that info so quickly, but am I being looked at as a person of interest in this case?
Cade: No, not necessarily. We have to be meticulous in our methods so we can eliminate people who have motive and no concrete alibi.
Kresley: Oh, okay. I understand. Does Drake’s family know what happened yet?
Cade: Yes, they were informed late last night by law enforcement. I’ll be seeing them later this morning in my office to discuss what we know. Ms. Anderson, do you have any knowledge of anyone who would want to do harm to Drake Harris? Do you know of any circumstances that could have happened to instigate this?
Kresley: Honestly, no I don’t. I haven’t kept tabs on him at all and only knew he was engaged when his fiancé came into our business to hire us to plan their wedding. That was months ago. I feel bad for Drake’s brother, Braxton. I think they were close or were at one time. I see Braxton often around town and we speak and are on friendly terms. Braxton, being a fire captain at the MSFD, is more in the public eye. So, I see him more. Drake’s parents are still alive, but we don’t talk. If we see each other in public, we’re polite, but there isn’t any love lost there.
Cade: I think that’s all the questions I have now for you Ms. Anderson, I appreciate your time and answers. Mark this as end of recording.
Kresley watched as Cade turned off the recording on his phone. He immediately reached for her and pulled her across the couch to sit across his lap. Cade wrapped his massive arms around her and proceeded to just hold her without comment. After a few minutes, Cade cleared his throat and stated, “You did so freaking great, Red. I couldn’t have asked for better answers. You kept calm, answered what I asked and didn’t get emotional. Thank you, sweetheart.” He placed a soft, intimate kiss to her forehead.
“Although you are very sexy to look at, I wouldn’t call what just happened as fun”, Kresley wryly stated, looking up at Cade through the long lashes covering her green eyes. She looked into his and saw so many emotions going on within him. “What’s wrong, Cade?”, Kresley asked. “Did I do something wrong?”
Cade quickly reassured her, stating again how perfect her interview was. He then became serious and said, “I’m so sorry baby. I’m sorry you went through so much humiliation at the expense of that prick. I don’t talk ill of the dead, but he was a complete dumbass for doing that to you, even if you were both only high school age. It’s obvious he had no clue what it meant to have a dedicated girlfriend like I’m sure you were to him. His loss is my gain, though.” And with that, Cade leaned down and took Kresley’s face in both of his hands, placed his soft lips on hers and proceeded to kiss her. Kresley lost all train of thought.
Cade’s fingers pushed into her hair, holding her head captive as his mouth took hers. His tongue showed no mercy, moving into her mouth possessively and dueling with hers, wanting to gain dominance and only give her pleasure. His lips wrapped softly around her tongue, gently sucking when she allowed it, then retreating only to come back again and again. The kiss was a wet back and forth of mouths, lips, teeth and tongue. Needing more contact, Cade pulled Kresley until she was straddling his lap, knees on either side of his thighs on the couch. Fingers back in her hair, Cade tilted her head up to his and pulled his mouth back, looking deep into her green depths, as if he were memorizing this moment. Kresley groaned slightly and reached back up for Cade’s mouth, wrapping her arms around his neck, and pushing her fingers into his dark hair. Cade groaned low and guttural.
She tasted like coffee, chocolate and sugar. Cade soon moved his mouth from hers, leaving soft kisses along her jaw, chin, cheek and nose. Her eyes and forehead were next. Feeling her body relax more against his, Cade felt Kresley’s breasts flattening against his muscled chest and if he were a betting man, he would say that Red definitely wasn’t wearing a bra. Groaning silently, Cade tried to remember where he was, what he had been doing earlier and that it was still an active work day for him. It was working until Kresley moved her hips against his. Then all thoughts went out the window.
Kresley could not think of a single man in her past who could give her so much pleasure and also make her feel so safe, with only kisses. She felt her breasts flatten against Cade’s massive chest, and was very aware that she didn’t have a bra on. She had forgotten until right now that she was only in her pajamas and nothing else. She wondered if Cade could tell. Choosing not to worry about it, Kresley took her hips and wiggled herself on Cade’s lap to get more comfortable. She abruptly stopped and took notice of a growing fullness happening between herself and Big Sexy. She quietly eased herself back away from his arousal and chased down Cade’s mouth for another life-altering kiss. She couldn’t do anything about her hard nipples plastered against Cade’s chest right now.
Cade was thrilled when Kresley reached out to continue their kissing marathon. He took her hair and pulled it with both hands into a pony tail behind her head. This lifted it from her neck and shoulder, exposing them to Cade’s mouth. He began giving soft, wet kisses along Kresley’s throat and that sensitive spot between her shoulder and neck. Cade wanted to leave his mark on her skin so badly, wanted to give her a “hickie” so everyone could see it, announcing to the world that Kresley Anderson was his and no one else’s. But he didn’t because he didn’t want to have her embarrassed with her sisters or Grace or customers who came in to see her. Cade promised himself that he would mark her soon on a place on her body where no one would see it but him and her. He heard Kresley groan again and took her mouth one last time.
Kresley felt Cade begin to ease her back to reality. He ended his kiss with small ones on each of her eyelids and nose. Both opened their eyes, Kresley still straddling his lap and his hands under her shirt on her back, gently soothing her skin. Cade didn’t recall when his hands made it under her clothes, but he wasn’t complaining. Kresley didn’t seem to mind either. Cade waited to see what reaction Kresley would give after this make-out session and was rewarded with a sweet, flirty smile of approval. He saw the glimmer in her eye before she spoke and wiggled her hips again.
“Well, Big Sexy is living up to his name so far”, she stated with a grin. She actually looked like a cat who just ate a bowl of fresh cream. “I guess you’re retiring the whole asshole thing, right?”
“I was never an asshole, Kres. Come on. Your ass was sitting in water! It was funny, dang it! As for Big Sexy, I can only get better with these practice make-out sessions that we’re doing, so the nickname sticks”, Cade shot back with a grin.
“Well one can never have too much practice. I definitely want to be my best for the big game”, Kresley stated, tongue in cheek, her eyes shooting green fire at him.
“Just let me know when the big game is scheduled for and I’ll make sure my team shows up. Wouldn’t want to forfeit on you”, Cade drawled. He smiled bigger when Kresley threw back her head and laughed hard, her upper body and head arched back over Cade’s lap, hair falling down and swirling around his legs. Cade held on to her by her waist, letting her know that he would hold her safe.
Kresley raised herself back to a sitting position and gently smacked him on the chest, stating “you are so, so bad Mr. Grantham. What would Aunt Mae think?”, she asked with a look of amusement.
“She’d slap the back of my head for my less than chivalrous thoughts, then head slap me again if I didn’t create an excuse to see you or talk to you again.”
“As much as I want to continue to cuddle like this with you and forget about what’s going on outside of this building, I need to get up and grab a shower and get ready for my day. I’m dreading all of the phone calls I know we’re getting now and I’ll have to return soon.”
Cade nodded his understanding and picked Kresley up off his lap like she was a doll. He kept holding her as he stood up and had placed her back on her feet. He brushed her hair back from her face, straightened her shirt and wiped away some wetness glistening on her plump lips. Cade groaned loudly and bent down, kissing Kresley one more time. “Thank you for my morning kisses, baby. They will make my day more awesome, that’s for sure. Can I see you tonight? Not anything complicated. I can bring over dinner and we can watch a movie or something. That’s all, I promise.”
Kresley took a long moment to stare at Cade, which made Cade squirm like he was back in high school, asking a girl out on a first date. “I’d love to spend time with you tonight, Cade”, Kresley answered with a genuine smile. Cade felt like he had just won the lottery. He stroked his fingertip down her nose and bopped the tip. He then walked with her to her apartment door and told her he would text her later in the day to check on her. Kresley closed her apartment door back with a smile on her face and her heart skipping beats. She then grabbed her phone and text a group text to her sisters and Grace, who she knew would be clambering to come upstairs to see what happened,
Kresley: Cade left. Don’t come upstairs. Getting shower and getting ready for work. Will talk when I come downstairs. Field any calls and I will return those shortly. ILY guys.
Gertie: Get ready Kres and we’ll see you soon. We promise to be good and not shove questions down your throat. We are fielding calls and only sending through vital ones to your voice mail message.
Grace: Cade waved to us goodbye, but didn’t stop to talk. You know we’re all going to have to attend a “get to know you” dinner sooner rather than later. See you in about 30 sis by another miss.
Kresley locked her phone’s screen and went to shower to wash away the night before, mentally preparing and opening herself up for a new day today, one with endless possibilities and a man who was making her feel so many emotions that she could no longer name them all.




Chapter Eight


Cade left Kresley’s apartment and walked downstairs. He could feel the eyes of her sisters and Grace on him as he came into the warehouse front store area. He held up a hand in gesture of goodbye and left out the front door. He needed to get back to the office to write notes from his interview with Kresley. As he drove across town to the police department, Cade took in all that had happened to him in the past 24 hours. A hell of way to find “the one”.
He could almost picture the looks of disbelief that would be sent his way if he dared voice that thought. He could just hear the chirps of crickets from his fellow brothers in blue if he uttered any words of having feelings for a woman he had just met. Cade snorted to himself. Like he cared. His parents were long gone now. He laid them in the ground 5 years ago, 6 months a part. He knew what it looked like to die of a broken heart. His mom grieved for his dad so hard that it took her life. And Cade didn’t have any siblings, so now it was just him and his aunt Mae. She was all he had, until now. Now Kresley was in the picture. And she wasn’t just standing on the fringes. She was in the middle of the photo. 
Cade wanted a marriage like his parents had. One full of love and laughter. Oh, his mom and dad had fought, but at the end of the day loving each other and forgiving was more important than being the one who was right. Cade hadn’t been on the hunt to find a woman that fit what his parents had lived, but he never overlooked any woman he thought might could fit into the storyline he had in his head for his future. There had never been a woman who fit until Kresley. 
Cade parked his sedan and walked into the PD, greeted by the front desk clerk. He went through the locked doors, entering in the code. Once that door shut, Cade could hear the sounds of cops talking to each other or on the phone. He thought he’d miss the chaos and noise of his precinct in Nashville, but this was definitely more his speed. He worked his way through the maze of cubicles and offices. He walked into his and sat down at his desk. It was organized and clean since he had only been working for a few days. He hadn’t had time to make it messy yet, but he would. He pulled out his phone and opened it to his recording with Kresley. He sent the digital file to his work email so he could retrieve and save it in the PD’s database. He then logged in to his desktop PC and opened his emails, saving the recording and opening it up to listen while he typed out notes. He would send it for a full dictation report later, but for now he could look at his abbreviated notes while he spoke to others about the murder investigation.
For the next few hours, Cade spoke on the phone with several assets and got the same info about Drake Harris and his relationship with Kresley. The average opinion around town was that Drake screwed over Kresley in a big way and she never forgave him. It seemed that she broke up with him and then pretended he didn’t exist anymore. Cade couldn’t blame her for that, not really. What Drake Harris did to her, even if they were basically kids, was distasteful and showed his true character. Cade’s heart hurt for Kresley then and now. He rubbed his hand over his chest as if to ease the ache, then saved his typed notes and moved on to the next item on his to-do list.
Cade’s thoughts were interrupted at a knock on his open door. He looked up and saw Officer Boomer Collins and another man standing there expectantly.
“Hey Boomer, come in. I was just finishing up some notes”, Cade said as he looked at the other man standing there quietly. This man was tired, Cade determined. He had circles under his eyes like he hadn’t slept in days and his 5 o’clock shadow had already turned into dark beard scruff. He was tall, around Cade’s height, and had no emotions in his face or eyes. Boomer walked further in and took a chair closest to the wall, then gestured for the man to have a seat in the remaining chair across from Cade’s desk.
“Detective Cade Grantham, I’d like you to meet Braxton Harris, Fire Captain for the Mercy Springs Fire Department, Station 5. He is also brother to Drake Harris”, Boomer quietly stated.
Cade immediately sat up straighter in his chair and held out his hand. “Hello Braxton. I am so sorry for your loss. I’m working as hard as I can to follow any leads on what could have happened to your brother last night. Any info that you have would help as well. I didn’t want to bother you or your parents right now, nor Drake’s fiancé Claudia. I appreciate you coming down here anyway.”
Braxton took a deep breath and stated, “Thanks. I appreciate it. My family and I are just kind of baffled and numb by the whole thing. This comes out of nowhere right before Drake is to be married. It doesn’t make sense. And where he was killed doesn’t either. I have no clue why he would be at the back door of Whimsy Events at night. Alone. Well, except for some crazy reason that he talked to me about earlier yesterday. I told him he was nuts and to get that shit out of his head now. I’m guessing he didn’t listen to me. Like he ever did any way.” That last part was grumbled under his breath, but Cade heard him just the same.
“What crazy shit was he saying?”, Cade asked slowly.
“Drake called me up yesterday morning, right before lunch, and stated that he was rethinking this whole marriage thing to Claudia. He said after seeing Kresley yesterday, it made him think about what he was missing out on by anchoring himself to one woman. As soon as I heard him say Kres’ name, I tried to shut him down immediately, telling him to leave her alone and not to make waves. I mean, he humiliated her enough in high school with that stupid ass situation he got himself into.”
“Did Drake state he wanted to make advances towards Ms. Anderson?”, Cade asked. The man was dead, but Cade still wanted to beat the shit out of him.
Braxton paused for a moment, then stated, “Not in direct words, but he definitely insinuated it in things he said. Not that I blame him. Kresley is a fantastic person. All of the Anderson girls are. But she deserves better than what Drake could offer. I love my brother, but he was all about himself and no one else. I felt sorry for his fiancé at times because it seemed Drake was so focused on himself that he forgot about Claudia entirely. Which isn’t how a woman should be treated.”
Boomer agreed with that last statement with a grunt and nod of his head. He sipped on a large drink from a local eatery, reminding Cade that he hadn’t had lunch yet.
“We aren’t sure why your brother was at Kresley’s back door after work hours, but we do know that she didn’t invite him to her work place or apartment. She stated that she was surprised to find him there. We found a melted milkshake laying on the pavement beside him and the plastic top on top had written “banana pudding” on it. I’m not sure what significance that has to any of this, but I found it strange.”
Braxton gave his first smile in more than a few days. He looked at Cade, then at Boomer, and leaned in as if he was confiding a secret. “Drake must have stopped by the Ice Cream Spot to get a banana pudding milkshake. He knows that it’s Kresley’s favorite treat, even 10 years later. If he had that with him, then I know for sure that he wanted to talk to Kresley about the idea of getting back together with him or at least going out on a date. Maybe even just a booty call. Knowing my brother, he probably would have been fine with the last suggestion.” Braxton raked a hand over his face, scratching at his beard. “Man, I’m tired. I just got off a 72-hour shift at work and found out during the middle of the night about Drake. I haven’t had any sleep yet and can feel it in my bones.”
Boomer stated to him to go home and get some needed sleep. “At least you have quiet neighbors beside you so you can sleep without being disturbed," he stated with a wicked grin, like he knew differently.
Braxton snorted at that, stating “I live beside Gertie Anderson. It’s anything but quiet over there when all of her sisters come over, plus Grace. It’s like a huge hen party and anyone else that gets sucked in becomes just as loud and annoying. Boomer, remember that time the PD was called by my other neighbor, Mrs. Smith, about Gertie’s house? They were mud wrestling in the back yard in a mud puddle they had made themselves? Poor Gertie just sat there on the sidelines, watching her sisters mud wrestle with each other, trying to not get dirty and playing referee. Cutest thing I’ve ever seen. Seems that Gertie watches life more than she participates. She’s been that way for a few years now. It’s kind of sad.” Cade and Boomer exchanged looks at that insight into Gertie Anderson and Braxton.
Cade sat there silently, soaking in this new info about his Red. Good Lord, now he couldn’t get the image out of his head of Kresley wearing a bikini and mud wrestling with one of her sisters or Grace. Sweat formed on his forehead and he was drawn back into the conversation from Boomer, who was calling his name with a knowing grin.
“What are you thinking about so hard, Cade? Could it be a certain red head that starts with the letter K, in a bikini with mud on her ass?”, Boomer laughed and held up his hands as Cade cut a glare his way.
“Wait, you and Kresley Anderson? Are y’all dating? I thought you had just gotten here a few days ago?”, Braxton asked.
“Yeah, well, I met her yesterday morning when my Aunt Mae introduced us and watched her land ass first in a puddle on the street and ticked her off when I laughed. Then she tripped me into the same puddle and disappeared. I came on to the scene last night at her business, but had no clue it was her. I took a look at her laying in the alley and her green eyes locked on to mine. I was a goner after that. She knows I’m interested. I’ve already interviewed her this morning about the events yesterday, but she is as lost as everyone else about Drake’s reasons”, Cade stated evenly.
“Good luck man. I’m happy for you if you know what you want and can go after it. If you want to know the truth, I’ve been eyeing her sister Gertie for awhile now. But Gertie shuts that shit down every time we talk. I’m not sure what’s going on with her, but there’s something there behind her eyes that I know that I need to understand, but she can’t talk about it for some reason. I’ll solve that mystery one day, but not now. Gertie is one of a kind and a great neighbor. She’s easy on the eyes as well. Hell, all of those girls are, even their mother when she was alive. There’s just something about green eyed red heads.”
Boomer sat between the two men, listening intensely. “Unless their blondes with big curls and big blue eyes. All of the Anderson girls, Grace included by proxy, just have that something extra. I’m not sure where they get it from, but it’s a mix of southern and Irish that just hits you right in the heart.”
Cade saw that Braxton was surprised by Boomer’s words. “Braxton, Boomer here is infatuated with Grace. It seems all three of us are being influenced by the crook of a finger from the Anderson girl tribe. And it feels really good.” Cade laughed after that last statement and gained two big smiles from Boomer and Braxton. All three made a non-verbal agreement to have each other’s backs in their pursuit of love.
“Okay, I’ve got to go home and get some sleep before I honestly turn into a zombie. Thanks again for working hard on this case. My brother may have not been the best man in the world, but he was my bro. Always there for me and my parents. I haven’t spoken to Claudia yet. They had to sedate her last night after she heard the news. She and my parents are supposed to go to the funeral home later today to start making funeral plans. My chief has given me some time off, so if you need me, here’s my cell number. You can text or call. I always have it on me.” Braxton gave his number to Cade, gave Boomer a fist bump, then left out of the office with heavy shoulders carrying a heavy burden.
“I like him. He seems solid”, Cade stated. He waited for a reaction from Boomer and just got another of his nods. “I just wish we had met under better circumstances. I’m trying to find good friends here and I think Braxton could be one, along with you. Will you be my friend, Boomer?”, Cade asked in a jokingly, sweet way that reminded Boomer of how a woman would ask something to manipulate.
Boomer snorted at Cade and then stated, “I guess I don’t have a choice, douche bag. Without me you’re going to totally screw up any chance you have of landing Kresley Anderson as yours before summer gets here.”
Cade laughed and stated he was looking forward to teaming up with the big buy.
Just then Officer Sloan Smith walked by Cade’s door and stopped at the threshold. “Hey guys, how are things?”
Both men stated fine. Cade asked, “Sloan, what’s your take on Drake Harris. Any insights?”
Officer Smith paused for a moment, then stated, “the only thing I’ve heard in my years being here is that the guy is basically a loser. It seems people still like to talk about what he did to that Anderson girl. And honestly, if he did do that, then I agree, he’s a douche. Well was a douche. But that’s about all I know of the guy. We don’t hang in the same circles. I have met his fiancé a few times at different fundraising events. She’s as cold as they come. Ice is warmer than her. Oh, hey Boomer, I need to see the list sheet of all bagged and tagged evidence from the Harris murder. I want to compare it and make sure everything is accounted for.”
Boomer nodded his head, stating, “sure thing Sloan. I’ll email it to you in a few minutes.” At that, Officer Smith left with a nod at both men.
Boomer told Cade he had to get going. Cade reached for his phone as he watched Boomer walk out of his office with a wave over his shoulder. He decided to start getting to know Kresley now and what better way than to fire off quick questions and get answers by text.
Cade: Hey you. Gotta question. Favorite color?
Kresley: Hmmmmm… Fave color is hard to say. I guess I’d have to say pink.
Cade: Wow, okay. I thought red heads didn’t like pink. But that helps me for future reference.
Kresley: Pink is my signature color *GIF of Julia Roberts in Steel Magnolias*
Cade: You’ve got her beat by a mile with beauty and grace.
Kresley: *eye roll emoji*
Cade: Next question…favorite food type? Italian, Mexican, Chinese, vegan (please don’t say this word)
Kresley: Honestly pasta is my favorite food in the world, so Italian.
Cade: Brownie points for Kres. I love Italian. I just wanted to stop and say hello and tell you I’m thinking about you. Be sure to eat lunch and rest some so the headache doesn’t come back. I’ll check in with you later on.
Kresley: okay. I promise to not overdo it. I miss you, asshole.
Cade: I’m hard to miss. Big target. Aim above the waist please. Lol Later honey.
Cade put his phone back down on his desk and went back to work, with a big smile on his face.




Chapter Nine


Kresley answered phone call after phone call all afternoon. Many called just to ask if she was okay. Others called to dig for gossip so they could share it with others. And there were the few hang up phone calls as well. By now the whole town knew what had happened to Drake Harris. Kresley cringed at the thought of how she and her family’s business was now connected to a murder investigation. She couldn’t believe this was her life right now. One positive thought though was that it pushed her and Cade together. She was enjoying any time she spent with him and couldn’t wait to see where this could go. Her phone’s tone that she had an incoming text message brought her out of her inner thoughts.
Cade: Hey sweetie. Question. What’s your favorite candy?
Kresley: Hi. Favorite candy. Hmmm…. I’m going to go simple and say M&Ms. Plain, milk chocolate. Next would be a Reese’s peanut butter cup.
Cade: A girl after my own heart. Let’s set up time to spend together this evening. I’m bringing dinner with me and dessert. You find a good movie for us to watch. Sound good baby?
Kresley: That sounds perfect. I’ll be through with work by 5:30 PM and will head upstairs after. Just text me when you arrive and I’ll head down to unlock doors for you.
Cade: Can’t wait baby. Can’t freakin’ wait.
Kresley put her phone down and went back to work with a huge smile on her face. Grace chose that moment to walk in and saw her friend’s face. Not one to let good manners dictate what came out of her mouth, Grace stated, “so what put that shit eatin’ grin on your face Kres? Did Cade text you some sexy pics already? I didn’t take him for sending out photos of his junk.”
“Oh my gosh Grace, will you shut up? Please? I don’t have any racy pics from Cade or any other person. He was just texting me about us spending time with each other tonight. He’s bringing over dinner and dessert and we’re going to watch a movie together. I’m excited. Oh my gosh Gracie, I am so excited that I think I’m going to puke”, Kresley stated with huge, scared eyes on Grace, her chest starting to breathe in and out faster, her hands beginning to tingle.
Almost immediately Grace brought her hand out from her side and she shoved Kresley’s head down between her legs for a minute. “Just breathe Kres. Just breathe. That’s right, deep breath in, deep breath out. Slowly, breathe slowly. That’s good. Okay, bring your head back up to mine. Feel better now? Good.”
A noise from the doorway alerted Grace and Kresley that they weren’t alone. Grace smiled and greeted her 6-year-old son Jaxson. “Hey Jaxson, you and Sara decided to stop by before going home?”
Jaxson, with his big grin and dirty blonde hair sticking up all over his head, reminded Kresley of a blond version of Opie from The Andy Griffith Show. She heard him say as he looked over her way, “Mama, why is Aunt KK got her head between her legs? Is she smellin’ her fart like I do?”
Grace and Kresley laughed at that. “No baby, Aunt KK was just feeling kind of dizzy and it helps by putting your head down low like that. Now I’m guessing you want some money to get an ice cream before going home to do homework?” At Jaxson’s enthusiastic nod, Kresley dug in her purse and found a $10 bill and handed it to Grace. Grace thanked her and gave it to Jaxson, reminding him to eat ice cream quickly then get his homework done before she got home. He gave her a kiss goodbye, told Aunt KK thank you and goodbye with a kiss on her cheek, then ran out the door like he was never there.
“Gracie, you sure do have one awesome son”, Kresley stated quietly. Grace looked like tears may bleed over from her eyes for a few moments, then she gathered herself together and smiled agreeably.
She couldn’t believe that she just had the beginnings of a panic attack over a date with a guy. Jaxson could adapt better than her to things, Kres felt sure. But she knew this was more than just a date. It wasn’t just some guy. It was maybe THE guy. Kresley knew deep down that Cade could be the man she was meant to have in her life, to grow old with, have babies with, learn how to be part of a healthy relationship. And all of that scared her to death. For so long it’s been just her. Oh, Kresley knew she had her sisters and Grace always, but having the one that is meant to be your partner in life, your mate, your match in every way…well, it was special. And Cade being alpha Cade, Big Sexy and so sweet was almost too much for Kresley to understand. He was just too much it seemed at times.
Kres took a deep breath and said, “Thanks Grace, for the support. Just a lot going on in my brain right now. With what’s going on with Drake, the phone calls and gossip going around town, and now having a man to heavily pursue me that I barely know, well it just hit me hard all of a sudden. Thanks for having my back.”
“No need to thank me. I’m always here for you. Now, question. What are you going to wear for this date?”, Grace asked with a serious face. “I think we need sister services, don’t you? Francie, Gertie, Birdie, get your asses up front now.”
Kresley watched as her sisters came running up towards the front of the office, probably thinking the worst had happened. They soon found out that it was a clothing emergency for date night. That put them all in a tizzy and they headed upstairs to go through Kresley’s closet, leaving her downstairs to answer the phones. “Nothing low cut, y’all!”. Giggling women’s voices were the only answer Kresley received.
She found herself 30 minutes later walking downstairs to show her sisters what they had picked out for her to wear for her “date” with Cade. They had chosen a cute spring-like dress that Kresley had actually never worn before. The tags were still on it. It was a navy-blue cotton wrap dress, with a jaunty bow tied at her waist and a small V that dipped down towards her cleavage. The sleeves were cut at the shoulders, leaving her arms bare and the skirt was flirty and flared at her hips. It fell to just above her knee. They paired it with small, red flats and minimal jewelry. Kresley had taken a shower, being sure to shave and lotion every part of her body. She washed and dried her hair and put it up into a twist at the back, securing it with a hair clip. Small red tendrils fell around her temples and ears. Just a little mascara, lip gloss and blush to her face, and Kresley walked into the front lobby of Whimsy Events to get so many unwanted opinions.
“Wow, sweetie, smokin’ hot!”
“He won’t know what hit him.”
“You sure he’s good enough to see you in all this glory?”
“So pretty Kresley. So pretty.”
“Thanks, y’all. You make me feel actually beautiful. I needed that. Now, can y’all go ahead and clock out for the day and leave? Cade should be arriving any minute now. It’s already close to 6 PM.”
Gracie looked at Kres closely, then stated “sure thing buttercup. But let me ask before I leave, are we still on for Friday night to get together? I’ve got the babysitter ready to take care of Jaxson.”
“Yes, I’m still planning on going out with you. I wish you’d tell me what we’re doing or where we’re going.” Kresley knew that Friday would be a hard day for her and her sisters. Her especially. It was going to be the 8th anniversary of her parent’s passing away. Kresley still had nightmares about that night. The ache in her chest sat heavy as she thought of all she lost that day; all she would never have again. But for the first time in a long time, Kresley questioned if that were really true. She had a feeling that Cade wouldn’t be the type to let her wallow in self-pity. So maybe this year she would try hard to remember the good things about her parents and not focus on the bad ending.
After Grace informed her where they were going to remember her parents was a surprise that she would like, she and the sisters all packed up their stuff and headed out the back door, locking it behind and leaving Kresley in the quiet to wait for Cade. Oh, butterflies, I wish you’d fly away. She held a hand to her stomach to calm the flutter within and then heard her phone ding with a text just a few moments later.
Cade: Turn around baby, let me get a look at you through this window.
Kresley quickly turned around and found herself face to face with Cade Grantham, handsome in dark blue jeans, white button up shirt with the sleeves rolled back over his muscled forearms and a pair of leather loafers, holding up two bags. She could see Cade’s grin shining through the store front window and grinned in return. It was going to be a great night. She just knew it.




Chapter Ten


Francie pounced on Kresley as soon as she could, wanting to know all the details about her date. “So how did your date turn out last night Kres?”, she asked when all the girls were settled at the coffee bar in the office the next morning. Kres was honestly shocked that she hadn’t gotten bombarded with texts from any of them last night or early this morning. And she was so glad for that small reprieve from them. Maybe they were learning.
“It was fine.”
“It was fine?”, Grace asked with a note incredulity in her voice. “Just fine?”
“Okay, so it was amazing. Absolutely the best date I’ve ever had in my life. Does that work better?”, Kresley asked cheekily, with a huge smile on her face.
Last night had been amazing. Cade was amazing. He had been funny, sexy, and a true gentleman. The date had begun with him unloading the bags he had brought, revealing several different take out containers of Italian food from Dante’s across town. He had also pulled out two flameless candles and a box of Monster M&M cookies from Letty’s Bakery. He made Kresley sit at the bar and went about her kitchen, taking down plates, wine glasses, utensils and retrieving the bottle of red wine he had set aside to breathe. He set up the small dining room table in the corner with the candles and such, then poured them both wine and dished up wonderful smelling pasta dishes. Then Cade and Kresley sat and ate, telling stories and laughing a lot. Kresley still smiled at some of the stories he had told her of his childhood. After dinner, they had sat on the couch eating cookies and talking about his job. Kresley could tell that Cade was passionate about his work, especially working to help victims of domestic violence and hate crimes. 
“Tell me something no one else knows about you, well, with the exception of Grace and your sisters”, Cade had stated with a sweet smile. He seemed genuinely interested in what she had to say and gave her his full attention every time she had opened her mouth. Kresley had to stop and think for a few moments and finally thought of something.
“I’ve never slow danced with someone before.” She saw surprise in his eyes before he quickly stood up and found his phone. More curious than alarmed, Kresley waited to see what he was going to do next. He clicked a few times on his phone and then Kresley could hear the sounds of soft music coming from his phone speakers. He then held out his large, masculine hand to her and Kres took it without question. He pulled her up to stand and then looked deep into her green eyes.
“May I have this dance, baby?”, Cade tenderly asked Kres. A thrill went up her spine at the look on Cade’s face and the heat she could hear in his voice. Placing her hand in his, Kres allowed him to pull her into his body. Her head fit into the crook of his neck and shoulder perfectly. Cade wrapped his arms around her waist, crossing them over each other at her back. Kresley placed one hand on the nape of Cade’s neck, fingering the hairs there and placed the other on his chest, over his heart. Cade then began swaying with Kresley, dancing slow and seductively around her living room. Kresley could hear Adele singing To Make You Feel My Love in the background. Closing her eyes and just choosing to feel, Kresley burrowed in deeper to Cade’s body and let go. Soon the sounds of Tennessee Whiskey by Chris Stapleton came on and the couple swaying around the living room had eyes for only each other.
After dancing around her living room for nearly an hour, she and Cade had cuddled on the couch and watched a movie together, though they didn’t pay much attention to what was playing. Kresley had melted into Cade, laying her head on his chest and pulling her legs up on the couch, knees bent and feet tucked beneath her. Cade relaxed with his arm around Kresley, playing with her hair that was now down around her shoulders and back. He leaned over and kissed her forehead every few minutes. It was the perfect date. Kresley had walked him to the front door of the downstairs offices and Cade proceeded to give her the best goodnight kiss ever. His mouth was hot, his big hands wrapped around her ribs with thumbs rubbing the sides of her breasts. Kresley’s arms wrapped tightly around his neck and shoulders. He had softly said goodnight and with one last soft kiss to her nose, he had walked away toward his car parked down the street. 
Kresley came back to the present and stared around at her sisters. “What?”
“You know what”, Gertie stated, finger pointed at Kresley’s face, indicating that blush that Kresley just knew was there, bright and heated.
Birdie spoke up for the group and summarized in her dead-pan tone, “So Cade came to your home, bringing Dante’s Italian, monster cookies and all the romantic table decorations and after feeding you, he slow danced with you, bodies touching, for at least an hour. Then you cuddled and watched a movie together. Afterward he was a complete gentleman and kissed you at the door where you said goodnight. Am I missing anything?”
“Nope that’s about it.”
“I ask again, does the man have any siblings? I will take an adopted brother. Seriously”, Birdie states loudly. “What an amazing date it was for you Kres. I’m so happy for you.”
Kresley just smiled softly, put her hand over her heart and rubbed the ache there. Soon work called for all of them and they separated to their individual offices. Later that day, Grace called back to Kresley and stated that Claudia Nolan and her father Pete Nolan were there to see her. Kresley’s heart sped up in anxiety, but stated that they could come back. Claudia and her father walked into her office moments later and sat down without being asked.
“I am guessing that you’re aware of what’s going on, seeing as this is where my fiancé died”, Claudia stated without a greeting. She had always seemed to be so cold to Kresley. She didn’t know why she was, except maybe she knew the history behind she and Drake from long ago. But that wasn’t her problem to dwell on. Like her, don’t like her, Kresley really didn’t care.
“I am very well aware since I’m the first person to come upon Drake after the fact”, Kresley stated with no emotion in her voice. “I am so sorry this has happened and I wish I could help with any info of why it happened, but I don’t know anything. Please just let me know how you want details handled on cancelling wedding plans, and I’ll take care of those soon. The insurance you paid for, Mr. Nolan, will take care of any fees that can’t be refunded or down payments that aren’t returned. You won’t lose any money on things that aren’t in your control.”
“Thank you, Ms. Anderson. I appreciate you taking care of this for my daughter. She has enough to deal with right now. We’ll let you get back to your work. Please call me with any questions”, Pete Nolan stated, just as icy and emotionless as his daughter. Like father, like daughter Kresley guessed. She walked them out of her office to the front door. As soon as it closed behind them, she let out a long sigh, looked over at Grace talking with Officer Boomer Collins for their “daily afternoon safety meeting” and went back to work.
Kresley sat at her desk after her meeting with Claudia for a few minutes, thinking about how awkward that was for everyone, but Claudia handled it as well as she could under the circumstances. She then shook herself more alert and made phone call after phone call, trying to wrap up details for the upcoming wedding for the Smith-Truett couple. She also winced as she made phone calls to cancel plans for Drake Harris’ wedding. Throughout the day, she received several phone calls that would hang up as soon as she answered. She finally asked Grace about them, since Grace patched all calls through to the appropriate Anderson sister. Grace stated that all calls she had answered had someone on the line.
“How many hang up calls have you gotten lately, Kresley?”, Grace asked with curiosity.
“I’m not sure, but I’d guess I’ve gotten around ten or in the last few days.”
“Ten or so since Drake’s murder?”, Grace asked more carefully.
“Yes”, Kresley answered, confused with how Grace was looking at her.
“Kresley, I think you should let Cade know about the hang up calls, just in case. Boomer told me about the note they found here that night. I know he wasn’t supposed to tell, but he kind of let it slip when he was in earlier doing his patrol thing. Why haven’t you mentioned it to us?”
“I didn’t want to worry y’all. I really don’t think I’m a target or anything. Why would I be? I haven’t had anything to do with Drake or his family in a very long time. But yes, I’ll let Cade know, just in case. By the way, what time are we leaving to go do whatever you have planned tomorrow night? I need to make sure I have things wrapped up first”, Kresley stated to Grace as she took out her smartphone to text Cade.
“We’ll leave here around 6:00 PM or so. Wear clothes that are comfortable, but bangin’ at the same time. We may or not be dancing at some point”, Grace stated with a grin on her face. Kresley just nodded her head, her thumbs already flying across the screen of her phone.
Kresley: Hey Big Sexy. Just wanted to say what an amazing time I had last night. Oh, and Grace wanted me to bug you with something. Call me when you can on my cell. XOXO, Kres
Cade: Sure thing. Will call in a few. And you are very welcome. My pleasure baby
Kresley grinned at his reply and went back to work. Cade called her phone a few minutes later. She greeted him with a soft, “Hi Cade. Thanks for calling so quickly.”
“No worries sweetie. I always have time for you. So, what’s up with Grace?”, Cade asked warmly. Kresley could picture him sitting at his desk, chair tilted back and his feet propped up.
“I hadn’t really thought about it until she just said something to me, but I’ve gotten around ten or so hang up calls since Drake’s murder the other day. It’s just a coincidence, right?”
Cade was quiet on his end of the line for several moments. Kresley waited patiently for him to answer, but inside she began to have a sick feeling in her stomach.
“Kresley, are the phone calls transferred from Grace to your office, and then the hang up happens? Or are people hanging up on Grace at the front desk?”
“The hang ups don’t happen until I pick up my line in my office. Grace said that she hasn’t had any hang ups with her”, Kresley answered.
“Okay, baby, it’s probably nothing, but just to be sure, I’m going to put in a request for them to pull your phone records at the office for the last month or so. Don’t sit there and worry, okay? I’ve got this. You know I’ll protect you, right? I’m not going to let anything happen to you sweetheart”, Cade stated quietly, but with enough hardness that it caused shivers up Kresley’s spine.
“I know that and believe it, Cade. I trust you.” Kresley could hear Cade sigh heavily over the phone. “What’s that sigh for honey?”
“Well first, you saying you trust me just hits me hard in the chest. Every time. Damn near takes my breath away. Second, you just called me honey. And now I have the biggest smile on my face. Kresley Anderson, hot wedding planner, called me her honey. I guess that makes me your boyfriend, doesn’t it?”, Cade asked. Kresley could hear the smugness in his voice, but he also sounded really happy.
“So, we’re back in high school again?”, Kresley asked with a smirk. Her giggle gave her away and she could hear Cade grin through the phone.
“I guess we are baby. So, what do you say? Wanna go steady? Be my girlfriend?”, Cade asked.
“I can’t think of anything that makes me happier. Honey.”
“Oh, baby, you have no idea what you’ve gone and done. I can’t wait to see you tonight. And we can talk more about the phone calls. Does that work for you?”
“Works for me. I’ll see you around six?”
Cade answered, “Time can’t go fast enough baby. I’ll see you at six, definitely. And I’m taking you out to eat tonight, so be ready, however you want to dress, because I’m hungry.”
Kresley saluted to the room and ended her call with a “Yes sir, Cade sir.” She could hear his sexy laugh as she hung up. Life was damn good.
Cade hung up the phone with Kresley and sat staring at his office wall for a few moments, thinking back on the conversation. He was such a goner. He left his heart at Kresley’s place last night and didn’t even want it back. It was hers now. He kept thinking back to the moment when she admitted she had never slow danced before. Cade couldn’t help but be surprised. What was wrong with the men in Mercy Springs? Why hadn’t any of them been able to wrap Kresley Anderson up tight in their arms and slow dance with her? It honestly floored him that Kresley wasn’t married yet with babies surrounding her. But their loss was Cade’s gain because he wasn’t going to let her go now, not for anyone or anything. A voice clearing at his doorway had Cade looking up.
“Boomer! Dude, where have you been today? Haven’t seen you in the office yet”, Cade stated as he held out his hand to his friend. Boomer and he were getting pretty tight as buddies since he arrived. Boomer was funny, had an outgoing personality, but wasn’t afraid to talk about deep shit when he needed to.
“You know how it goes Cade, I got stopped a lot this morning while I was out patrolling. People are curious to know about the Drake Harris murder and don’t seem to mind asking nosy questions.” Boomer sat down across from Cade in one of his guest chairs and stretched out his long, muscular legs. “I wish we had more leads on this case, though. Something just doesn’t add up to me.”
“How do you figure? Tell me what you’re thinking and let’s go over timelines and motives."
At that moment, a knock at Cade's office door brought in their Captain, Gunnar Phillips. Gunnar was an upstanding man, a good cop and a young captain. Gunnar was only a few years older than Cade. So far Cade was enjoying his boss and how he handled his station.
"Hey Cade, Boomer. Are y'all discussing the Drake Harris murder?" Gunnar asked, leaning against the door jam with his muscled arms crossed over his chest.
"Hey Captain Phillips. Yes sir, Cade and I were talking over the points of the case so far. We both feel something is off with this one, but we can't put a finger on it, sir," Boomer stated, making room for Gunnar to come fully into the office.
"Yeah, Gunnar, there are many knowns at this point about people and their alibis, but there are so many missing pieces that it's hard to make an informed theory about what happened," Cade said to his boss, noting that Gunnar was quiet, seeming to mull things over.
Cade began again, stating, "We know Drake was killed at 7:53 PM, give or take a few minutes. He died of blunt force trauma to the head with a heavy object. More than likely a metal pipe of some kind. There were no finger prints on his vehicle except his own. No prints on the back door or surfaces around it. We didn’t find the weapon at the scene, nor any other forensic evidence. What else do we know?”, Cade summarized while looking at Boomer.
“Well, we know where Drake’s brother was at the time of the murder. Braxton was working an evening shift at the fire house and can be accounted for. We know Kresley was inside the building, but the alarm company records show the alarm wasn’t disarmed until after 8:00 PM for her to go outside. That was after Drake was killed. Drake’s parents were at home, having a small get together with friends and those friends vouch for them. His fiancé Claudia was out of town at her sister’s house in Atlanta. As for anyone else who might have had a motive, we haven’t found them yet. The thing that gets me is that this seems personal. There was emotion behind the hit in the head. But why leave that note for Kresley? What does she have to do with Drake Harris?”, Boomer stated while rubbing his fingers together.
"Who's to say that this is just about Kresley. And what would make her a target to do with Drake Harris. Something is pulling me towards the conclusion that Mr. Harris was an innocent bystander who got jumped when he wasn't aware. But if it was about Kresley only, the guy would have waited for her outside, to either take her somewhere else or abuse her there," Gunnar stated, effectively pulling both men's thoughts together to think of both sides of the coin.
“I don’t know, but you're definitely on to someting Captain. I intend to find out the reasons. Kresley and I talked earlier and she brought up that she is getting hang up phone calls at the office. Around ten or so now since Drake’s death. Can you make contact and get a print out of her office’s phone logs for the past 15 to 30 days? If we need a court order, that’s fine. You know, just in case, go ahead with a court order from the judge so we can make sure everything is solid with the case. Leave nothing to chance.”
“You got it. Oh, I was going to ask if you wanted to go out with Gunnar, me and a couple of other guys tomorrow night. Just a few friends from the FD. We get together about once a month, shoot the shit at a bar or club, drink a little and eat a great steak dinner. Braxton Harris usually goes, too, but I’m not going to bug him right now. I didn’t know if you could get away, but it would give you a chance to meet more upstanding men from Mercy Springs.”
"I'm not going to make it, Boomer. Sorry man. I had something pop up and it can't be avoided," Gunnar stated apologetically.  Boomer just waved in dismissal
Cade looked at Boomer, then Gunnar, paused for a minute and held up his finger. He sent a quick text to Kresley and waited for a response. Boomer looked on with amusement, but Cade ignored him.
Cade: Baby, Boomer wants to take me out tomorrow night to get to know some of the men folk here. I know you mentioned Grace doing something with you for your day of remembering your parents. Just wanted to make sure with you first.
Kresley: Hey. Yes, Grace and I are going out. Probably the sisters, too. Not sure where, but I’ll be safe. Birdie knows ninja skills. You don’t need my permission to go have fun, but thank you for thinking of me first. Kisses!
“Let me know where to meet up with y’all and we’ll have an eating competition to see who can eat the biggest steak”, Cade stated with a grin to Boomer.
“Dude, you have it so bad it’s not even funny. Did you just text Kresley to ask permission? What the hell?”, Boomer laughingly asked. “Where’s your man card?”
“Well, I could say something like my man card was left in your mama’s panties last night, but seeing as I now have a girlfriend, that would be really shitty of me to say. So, I’ll just give you the finger and tell you to mind your business”, Cade fired back with a huge smile on his face, and a middle finger high up in the air at Boomer.
Gunnar's body shook with laughter, but he was silent, almost as if he thought him laughing out loud was against the rules.
Boomer and Gunner walked out of Cade’s office laughing hysterically, drawing the eyes of those standing in the center of the station. Officer Sloan Smith walked by and gave Cade a wave and a grimace before continuing on. He was a hard one to get to know around here. Cade just waved back and went back to work. An email popped up from Boomer, stating that he and the guys would meet Cade at Club Vue tomorrow night at 7:00 PM. Cade looked up the club online and saw it was a newer club a little outside Mercy Springs. He replied back to Boomer with a simple “got it” and moved on with his day.
∞∞∞
 
Kresley sat for a few minutes after Cade’s text, thinking of what tomorrow would bring. Emptiness. Grief. Loss of her parents. But the guilt is what would be the worst. She hadn’t expected to see Cade tomorrow and now she knew she probably wouldn’t. But it was for the best. She didn’t want him to see her if her emotions got the best of her. Grace knew how to handle her that way. Cade did not. But she would miss him. And that scared the crap out of Kresley. Who knew she would wind up needing a man to help her feel whole? But her heart was telling her that she did. And it was bat-shit crazy how fast it had happened. Was Cade the one for her? She shouldn’t be thinking this, but honestly, yes. Cade Grantham was her beginning and end to finding love. Holy shit!




Chapter Eleven


Cade was late arriving to Kresley’s place later that evening. After texting her a change in plans, he had picked her up and wouldn’t tell her where they were going. Kresley sat in Cade’s black Ford F250 truck, after being boosted into it with Cade’s hands on her waist. She was looking out the windows curiously as they drove through the pecan tree lined streets. Her hand was firmly snuggled inside of Cade’s larger one. Every so often he would bring it to his mouth and give it soft kisses. Shivers ran up her arms and attacked her insides, making her jittery and on edge. 
“We’re almost there baby.”
“Where is there, Cade?”
“My house Kres. I wanted you to see my place and get a better introduction to your boyfriend.”
“So that’s why you were late, huh? You needed to come home and clean up”, Kresley stated with a grin.
“Not even close smartass. I came home to set everything up for a beautiful, delicious dinner for us, followed by some musical entertainment in my backyard.”
Kresley was definitely intrigued now and sat on the edge of the seat, as much as the seat belt allowed. She was almost bouncing with excitement. Cade just grinned over at her and chuckled, not caring one bit that he was enjoying the view of her tits as they bounced up and down within her bra. He inwardly groaned and tried to mentally calm the portion of his body that was physically reacting. To distract himself, Cade brought up the phone hang ups she had been receiving.
“I’ve put in a request for a court order to get your phone records. That way I can look at any phone numbers being used to place calls to your office. If I find anything strange or need to ask you something, I’ll let you know. Okay? I want to make sure you feel better knowing that I’m on top of the situation”, Cade stated seriously.
“I appreciate it Cade. It does make me feel better, but I truly don’t think those hang ups have anything to do with Drake’s death.” They arrived at Cade’s house at that moment, so the phone calls were forgotten.
Kresley’s opinion of Cade’s home was one of delight as they drove up to his two-story brick house. It was grey brick with black trim and shutters. A front porch ran across the front and followed along the side of the house. White painted rocking chairs and a white comfy looking porch swing with pillows completed the look. Cade took her by the hand as he helped her down from the truck and as they walked inside from the two-car garage, Kresley immediately felt at home. It was decorated in warm woods, mountain stone and shades of gray with splashes of color and neutrals throughout. His kitchen was a large, inviting space where she could picture herself cooking for them one day. The living room area was open and had a central staircase that led to the second level and an open bridge that connected one side of the upstairs to the other. The upstairs had 3 bedrooms and 2 baths. The master bedroom and bathroom were private on one side of the bridge, with a sliding barn door. The other side had two guest bedrooms and a full bath in-between.
Cade slid the door to the master bedroom to the side with one hand and held out his other as if to say for Kresley to enter first. A large king size sleigh bed decorated in all-white linens stood out against the gray walls. A stone fireplace was a focal point on one side of the room with a large TV mounted above the mantel on the wall. A sitting area with comfy recliners and inset book shelves took up the other part of the bedroom, the chairs pointed towards the TV for viewing. There was a door that Kresley wandered to next and found that it led into a large bathroom. It included a walk-in closet off to the side, a large jacuzzi tub and a shower big enough for several people. Kresley was in love. Cade walked around with her quietly, watching her reaction. Finally, Kresley looked closely at him and asked if anything was wrong.
Cade answered, “No. I just like to look at you while you see my home. What do you think?”
“Honestly it feels like home. I don’t have a simpler way of saying that. I walked in and it was as if it was telling me welcome home. Sounds silly, right?”
“It doesn’t sound silly at all. It’s exactly how I felt when I bought it and how I want others to see it when they visit. And now, with you, I want it to feel like that the most.” Cade looked at Kresley intently as he made that last statement. 
Kresley swallowed hard and put some space between she and Cade as she wandered the master bedroom. She felt completely at ease with Cade. That wasn’t the issue. It was her own emotions she couldn’t handle right now. Everything that Cade was feeling was always front and center in his eyes and in what he said. He didn’t play games with women. Kresley was sure of that. And she wasn’t used to that level of honesty. Even with herself. So, for her to stand in his bedroom and feel as if she had just walked into her home, well, it made her long for it so deeply and be so fearful of it, all at once. Her eyes darted around for the door leading to the living room when she felt Cade’s strong arms wrap around her from behind.
“Baby, what’s going on in that beautiful head of yours? You look like a deer caught in headlights.” One of Cade’s arms wrapped around Kresley’s waist while the other caught her chest diagonally with his arm between her breasts and his hand anchored firmly on her shoulder. Light kisses were gently brushed against her temple. She could feel Cade’s words as much as she could hear them, the vibrations instantly calming her.
Cade stood with her for several minutes, murmuring words into her temple that Kresley couldn’t understand, his hand at her waist gently stroking and the hand at her shoulder solidly holding her to him. She could feel his back against her, his hips pushed into her lower back and rear. She should have felt smothered. She should have felt trapped. But Kresley didn’t. She felt grounded, like she was being introduced to the one thing that she needed most in her life, a rock foundation. Cade was her rock. Kresley let out a sigh and relaxed totally in his embrace, leaning back against his chest and hips, hugging his arms to her and pushing her head into the notch of his neck and shoulder. She turned her head to the side and pushed her nose into the collar of his shirt, smelling the potency that was Cade. He didn’t use cologne. All she could smell was deodorant, sweat and man. It was a heady experience and was lethal to her hormones.
Cade turned Kresley in his arms and took her face into his hands, turning her head up to his. Their eyes met, blue clashing with green and Cade silently spoke to her, asking her if she was okay. When Kresley gently nodded, Cade lowered his mouth to hers and devoured her. Standing there in his bedroom, Kresley enjoyed his mouth on hers, grinding into her lips, his tongue soft and wet, lushness being pushed in and out of her mouth. Her hands came up to wrap around Cade’s neck and pushed her fingers into his hair, guiding his mouth in where she wanted it most as he continued to kiss her. The kiss felt like it lasted just moments, but it was more like long, potent minutes of mouths, teeth and tongues battling against each other for dominance.
Finally, Kresley pulled herself away from Cade, using her thumbs to wipe away wetness from his mouth, snorting as she saw how red and swollen his mouth was, knowing that she had done that to him. She loved marking him. “Honestly, after that kiss, I can’t remember what I had been thinking about earlier”, Kresley stated, going back to his earlier question.
Cade took a long, deep breath, tucked hair behind Kresley’s ears and stepped back a few. He decided to drop whatever had been going on in her head before and led her downstairs to the kitchen, holding her hand as they walked together. He squeezed it before letting go so he could walk over towards the butler’s pantry. Kresley took the opportunity to visually caress his hard, tight ass as it sauntered across the room.
“What can I do to help?”, Kresley asked, clearing her throat and trying to clear her mind from naughty thoughts.
“If you don’t mind, look in the fridge for two to-go containers from The Blue Café and a glass pitcher of lemonade. I’ll get down the mason jars, plates and utensils. Want to eat in here or outside? I was going to let you choose and then set up our dinner wherever you wanted. Oh, and there’s a cheesecake in there as well if you want to take it out and let it be sitting on the counter for later.”
“You had me at cheesecake”, Kresley jokingly stated as she did what he asked. She raised her head up out of the fridge when she didn’t hear a reply from Cade and found him watching her intently. She tried to smile jokingly, but Cade’s heated gaze held her captive, as it wandered from her hair, down her lips, caressing her breasts and all the way down to her feet.
Cade gruffly stated, “Don’t make promises unless you mean them baby. Because the idea of being able to say that you’re mine makes me want to go all primal on your ass and with any other man who dares look at you.”
In that moment, Kresley chose not to beat around the bush or play coy with her answers. She wasn’t going to play it safe any longer when it came to what she wanted. And she wanted Cade. All of him. Only for herself. “Fine, here it goes then. You’re mine. Only mine. If you want a relationship, to be boyfriend and girlfriend, hold hands in public, kiss, make out to annoy my sisters, grope each other in the movie theater, sit snuggled up in a booth at the diner, feeding each other between kisses…well…I’m all for that. But that means you’re mine. And we’re exclusive. I don’t share. And I sure as hell am not going to share you. So, if there are any other females texting you, emailing you, stopping by here or the police department and wanting anything other than police help, then that shit needs to stop as of right this moment. Because I know I seem docile and gentle, but I can beat a bitch if she even looks at my man with anything more than disinterest. So, decide right now if that’s what you want and I’ll be the best girlfriend you’ve ever had. I’ll ruin you for anyone else.” Kresley ended her speech, breathing deeply, heart in her throat and looking at Cade to see how he would react to such possessiveness.
The deep, gruff, almost growling voice that came from Cade sounded like a smooth shot of whiskey to Kresley. “Hell yeah, baby. That’s exactly what I wanted to hear coming out of your mouth. I just thought it was going to take longer to hear it. Kresley Anderson, you’ve been mine from the moment that you got knocked on your ass on the street outside the post office. I know this doesn’t mean we’re in love with each other yet, but I’m not running baby. I’m sitting beside you, ready to ride this roller coaster ride. And no worries about other women. I only have eyes for you. And just so you know, there is no one after you. You’re the end of the search. You have my permission to check my phone any time you like, my emails, have a key to my house so you can come and go as you please. I have nothing to hide and no one else that even compares to you. You’re mine and I’m yours. Life couldn’t be better right now even if we tried.” Cade stated this as he slowly advanced on Kresley across the kitchen, until she was backed up to the kitchen counter. He easily grabbed her waist and hoisted her onto the smooth granite surface.
Kresley soon found herself on the receiving end of one hell of a kiss, with Cade wedged between Kresley’s jean clad legs. His hands gripped her knees and then slowly caressed up her thighs until he was holding on to her hips. He roughly pulled her flush against him as his lips slid wetly down her throat. Kresley tilted her head to the side, giving Cade better access to her flesh. “Mine” was growled into her throat, then gentled with kisses and long licks of his tongue and it had Kresley’s sex clinching tight. She felt those licks deep inside her. “Cade, honey. We need to slow this down. I’m not ready for anything heavier. That’s not how I do relationships. I’m sorry.” Kresley let out a slow breath and looked up at Cade, waiting.
Cade took half a step back and a deep, cleansing breath. He had lost his head there for a few minutes with Kresley. He looked down into her dewy, green eyes, seeing the want, the need there, but he also saw the shyness and the pleading to understand what she just said. “Okay Red, I get it. And I’m fine with that. We’ll go at your pace with all of this. I’m a grown man, not some randy teenager that can’t control himself. You, my sweet, beautiful Kresley, are very much worth the wait. Come on baby, let’s get the food and other stuff and make a picnic outside at my outdoor table. We have a concert that starts in a while that I think you’re going to enjoy. But we need to hurry.”
Kresley jumped down from the counter after one more heated kiss she initiated with Cade, as if to help sooth both of them and to let Cade know how much she appreciated his patience. “Concert? In Mercy Springs? I hadn’t heard about anything going on.”
“No, the concert is in my backyard baby. A concert for just you and me. Some other musical delights before the concert even starts, as well. Oh, and there will be slow dances for sure later on”, Cade stated with a wink and a devilish grin.
Kresley smiled back with several curious questions in the back of her mind, but she chose to stay quiet and followed him outside into his enormous back yard. They set up their food and Kresley poured them both a mason jar mug full of ice-cold lemonade. She noticed a projector screen in one corner of the fenced in yard, several large fluffy pillows laying on top of a blanket on the grass. There was a small table that had a small projector and laptop. Cade saw where she was looking and just grinned shaking his head as if to say to her to wait. He looked like an excited teenage boy wanting to please his new girlfriend.
After they ate a delicious meal of chicken, pasta and fruit salads from The Blue Café, Cade pulled Kresley over to the large mass of pillows and blanket and told her to have a seat. Kresley did as he requested and sat among the pillows, deciding to recline on her side and propping her head on her hand, her other arm draped over her hips and stomach. “So, who are we going to hear in concert tonight honey?”
Cade held up a single finger as if to ask her to wait, then went to work on his laptop, turning on the projector. Kresley noted tears starting to well up in her eyes as images started playing across the projector screen and the sounds of music began playing from speakers in the yard. Kresley recognized the bright colors and lilting musical notes of one of her favorite Disney cartoons of all time. She looked back at Cade with surprise and found that he had sat down behind her, legs spread out. He pulled her easily up and into his arms, pulling her back against his hard, muscled chest. He wrapped both arms tightly around her chest and kissed her cheek, her ear, her throat before saying softly in her ear, “Are you surprised baby? In a good way?”
Kresley could only nod, huge tears caught in her throat and threatening to spill over her cheeks. Only her sisters and Grace knew that the cartoon that was playing on the projector screen, the beginning notes of the opening song, was her favorite in the entire world and reminded her most of her parents. As The Little Mermaid played in the background, Kresley turned in Cade’s arms and looked up into his eyes. “Thank you, Big Sexy. I have no clue how you knew to do this for me, but this is perfect. Truly.”
Cade gently wiped a few tears that had escaped down her cheeks and kissed Kresley gently on the lips. “It’s my pleasure to bring you happiness of any kind sweetheart. I wish I had known your parents, and I know that tomorrow is going to be hard for you. I wanted to do something to make it easier in some way. I hope I succeeded. And you can thank Grace for the inside info.” Cade gave her a cute grin and turned her back to the screen. “Oh, after this goes off, there is, indeed, a concert of my choice for us to slow dance to. I love me some Kenny Rogers and I found an awesome concert of his greatest hits. I can’t wait to hold you and dance to
She Believes in Me.” Cade squeezed her gently and turned his attention to the screen.
For the next hour or so, Kresley enjoyed the film and music in front of her and the man holding her up so solidly in back. It was a perfect night. Kresley looked up at the stars that were shining in the sky and said a silent greeting to her parents, asking if they had sent Cade to her. After a few moments, Kresley swore she saw a shooting star, but it was gone so quickly that she wasn’t sure. But she still took it at face value and as an answer from her mama and daddy, as if they were letting her know that, indeed, Cade was sent by them for her. She silent thanked them and blew them a kiss, then concentrated on the man whose arms were wrapped so tightly around her that she didn’t know where he began and she ended.
Kres smiled, then laughed quietly when Cade started humming, then singing along with Sebastian the Crab as he sang about kissing the girl. Kresley’s heart melted further into a puddle when Cade gently placed kisses all along her cheek and chin, singing softly in her ear, as if sharing some secret for them alone. After the cartoon finished, the concert starring one Mr. Kenny Rogers began and Kresley discovered that Cade, indeed, loved him some Kenny. They slow danced in the middle of Cade’s back yard to all of the slow songs, which were most of them. Body to body, heart to heart. What an amazing man Cade Grantham was. Mine.




Chapter Twelve


Group chat titled “Kres and Big Sexy” with Anderson sisters and Grace, minus Kresley.
Birdie: So, what do we know about what happened last night with Big Sexy and Big Red?
Grace: Well, I know that he set up a home theater in his back yard and played The Little Mermaid after dinner.
Francie: He did NOT! Lordie Bessie. I wonder how Kres dealt with that?
Gertie: We all know the word mermaid makes her eyes water. How did he get that info? One of y’all snitched. Bitches.
Grace: I did NOT snitch. He asked what he could do to help her remember her parents without intruding. I gave him the mermaid idea. And he freakin’ ran with it. He gets quadruple brownie points from me. And Gertie, I’m gonna wash your mouth out with soap soon. You taught Jaxson to say the word shit.
Francie: Yeah right Grace. Like Jaxson had NEVER heard that word before Gertie said it. Seriously?
Birdie: Can we focus people? Anyone betting Kres is running scared right now? Cade is coming on strong. Like Stretch Armstrong strong. I hope she can handle it. Big Sexy is bringing the big guns. And I don’t mean his arms.
Gertie: She can handle it. She just needs us to keep our mouths shut and our ears open. We don’t need to spout opinions unless she asks for them. Because we all know who in this group has an opinion about everything and everyone.
Grace: Francie
Birdie: Francie
Gertie: Francie
Francie: Francie. I agree. Geez.
Grace: So, are y’all meeting us at Club Vue tonight? I’m taking Kresley there and should be inside by 6:30 or so. It’s gonna be lit.
Birdie: So, your way of remembering our parents is to get our sister plastered?
Grace: Not plastered. We all know Kres hardly drinks. She just needs to loosen up and dance tonight. She won’t be around Cade so maybe we can all get some more inside info into her thoughts about him. Unless she winds up texting him all night, which is a good possibility.
Francie: Oh, Grace, by the way, Boomer Collins wanted me to double check on you and Jaxson. He didn’t get to see you yesterday but a few minutes, you saying you had to get back to work… and he asked if y’all were okay. *GIF of the word BOOM*
Grace: Seriously? Huh. Okay, thanks for telling me. What’s up with that? He came in and we talked for a few, but I was swamped.
Birdie: Oh my gosh, Gracie. Don’t be a dumbass. The dude likes you. Like, like likes you. Ask him out. Geez, woman.
Grace: I do NOT do the asking out. Ever. That’s the man’s job. And don’t give me any women’s lib shit either. That’s my opinion and the only one that counts. Maybe he’ll get the guts one day.
Gertie: Grace, don’t let opportunity pass you by. You never know what shit will come your way that will change your life forever. And sometimes the love you wanted so bad just becomes a distant memory.
Francie: Gertie, have you scheduled that counseling appointment yet?
Gertie: I have not. Back off. I’m out. See y’all later.
Birdie: ILY guys. Later.
Francie: Later




Chapter Thirteen


Kresley walked into Club Vue with Grace on Friday evening, with knots in her stomach and missing Cade. She loved hanging out with her best friend, but today was just a hard day all around. She had woken up that morning to a sweet text from Cade and then went downstairs to work to find two dozen pink, long stemmed roses, in a beautiful vase, sitting on her desk. Also sitting in her office were her three sisters and Grace, holding a box of her favorite cream cheese danish pastries and her coffee cup ready with her favorite blend. Kresley found the note attached to the flowers and read it silently. Tears formed and flowed from her eyes and wordlessly, she passed the note to Francie to read while she sat down in her office chair.
To my beautiful, lovely Red. I know today will be really difficult to handle, but please know that my heart aches for you and your sisters and I am thinking of you all the entire day. No amount of words, roses or kisses can replace your parents, but I will do all in my power to make sure the only thoughts you have today of your mom and dad are happy ones. Even if that means me singing Part of Your World from The Little Mermaid again. Talk later and I can’t wait to hold you in my arms. Kisses, Cade, aka Big Sexy.

Francie read the note out loud to the group and wiped a small tear away from her eye as well. “Well damn, Kres. You went and got yourself a man. Not just a man, but a man’s man who isn’t afraid to show his feelings. Well done sister. Well done.”
Gertie hugged Kresley and quickly walked outside her office, face pale and emotions churning in her eyes. Kresley wordlessly looked at Francie and told her to head out to see what that was all about. Birdie and Grace each gave her a hug as well and opened up the box of pastries to help her eat her feelings. Soon they left and the office was quiet. Kresley leaned over to smell the beautiful roses and got out her phone.
Kresley: Just got into my office. The roses are beautiful, but the note was so much more than that. How can I possibly top this later on? There’s only so much Kenny Rogers swag I can find to get you. Thank you, baby. Want to share some lunch together here? Name the time and I’ll make sure I’m free.
Cade: Glad you loved them sweetheart. The note came from the heart, which misses you right now. Lunch sounds great. I can do about 12:30. Want me to bring chicken sandwiches and Polynesian?
Kresley: Sounds like winner winner chicken dinner
Cade: Later alligator
Kresley: I’m not saying it.
Cade: Yes you will….come on. Do it. For me?
Kresley: *eye rolling emoji* Fine. After while, crocodile LOL Bye Big Sexy
Cade: *Selfie pic of Cade and Boomer, drinking coffee with thumbs up* Big Sexy and Boomer just chillin’.
Kresley: Idiots
Cade: Maybe. But I’m YOUR idiot.
Kresley: Yep
∞∞∞
 
Kresley looked around the lit-up club and then to Grace and decided to make the best of the rest of the day. She would text Cade a little later and figure out about seeing him before going to bed tonight. She had spent lunch time with him earlier, but she would miss not getting a good night kiss.
Grace found them a booth away from the section that had two separate bachelor parties going on and they sat together talking. A waitress soon came over to take their order and Grace ordered a Bahama Mama for her and Kresley ordered a strawberry daiquiri. Kresley loved spending time with Grace away from the office, but her heart was just not into it tonight. How could she be missing Cade so much when they hadn’t known each other that long?
“Wanna go dance with me, babe?”, a deep voice asked their table. Kresley looked up to see a guy asking Grace to dance. He was good looking and didn’t seem creepy, but Kresley was always cautious when it came to men she didn’t know and she knew Grace was the same. To her surprise, Grace readily agreed and told Kresley she’d be back in a few minutes. Kresley followed her with her eyes, making sure to know where Grace was at all times. They always looked out for one another when in situations like this and today was no exception. You couldn’t be too careful.
“Come dance with me beautiful”, Kresley heard from beside her. She looked and a nice-looking guy was standing there, holding out his hand for a dance. Kresley immediately thought of Cade and shook her head no.
“Sorry, but I have a boyfriend. No dancing except with him”, she stated apologetically. The guy looked mad for a few moments, but then shrugged and took off, looking for his next target. It felt strange for Kresley to turn down a guy, knowing she had someone more important to think about. Strange, but so exhilarating at the same time. Twice more she was asked to dance while waiting on Grace to return and each time she turned them down, stating that she was involved with someone.
Their drinks came at the same time that Francie, Gertie and Birdie arrived at their booth. The three remaining sisters all piled in and the five women sat and talked, trying to out do each other with funny stories or jokes. Kresley had just finished her first daiquiri when she noticed the waitress coming back with another on a tray. “Compliments from someone at the other end of the bar”, stated the waitress. “The bartender told me that it was meant for the pretty red head in the pink dress at this booth.” All of the women looked around and saw that Kresley was the only one wearing pink.
Kresley blushed furiously at the attention and told the waitress thank you. She hoped a man didn’t come over wanting to talk or dance. She was getting tired of turning everyone down. It would be so much easier if Cade were here. She started taking sips of her new drink and it tasted as fruity and delicious as the last. But Kresley knew two drinks were her limit, so she would sip water after this one. She was halfway done with her drink when she felt the hairs stand up on the back of her neck.
“Wait, seriously? I swear I’m not following you, Red”, Kresley heard the deep, gruff voice say, a voice that could only belong to Cade. Her man. He was here. She quickly looked up and saw him standing beside the booth, looking like sex on a stick. He was wearing dark denim jeans and a tight Henley shirt that hugged his massive biceps and pecs. His dark hair was combed back away from his face and his beard scruff hadn’t been shaved since that morning. His blue eyes were targeted only on her. She didn’t wait for him to say anything else, but stood up quickly and threw herself into his arms. He caught her to him and hugged her tight, giving her face and lips kisses. He was so much taller than anyone around him, with the exception of Boomer, who stood nearby, and Kresley felt so tiny next to him. She felt safe, protected, important.
“So funny that we wind up at the same place without knowing where the other was going”, Kresley mused as she hugged him. She took a step back and noticed the other men around them. She recognized Boomer and the other guys as firefighters at Station 5. “What time did y’all get here?”
“Just got here a few minutes ago. We were looking around for a table away from the bachelor parties and saw all of you. Hey everybody. It’s good to see you. Kisses only for my girl, though. Sorry”, Cade joked to the other women. Boomer laughed at that and waved hi to the group, winking at Grace. “You all know Boomer, but I’m not sure who knows who of these other guys. We just met earlier tonight, competing to see who could eat the biggest steak. FYI, Boomer won that challenge.”
Everyone laughed and Boomer slapped his flat, toned stomach with his large, open hand. “Still have room left.”
Cade went on with introductions. “The guy to my left is Boots and the guy to my right is Ash. Those are nicknames and not their actual names. They’ll have to clue you in on what those are.”
The man named Boots waved hi to the group of girls, looking intently towards Birdie for a moment, but stayed quiet, except to say that say his first name was actually Killian.
Ash was much more vocal, stating to the table, “My first name is Asher, so you see where Ash comes from. Be sure to let me know if the guys over at those bachelor parties give y’all any grief. They were real rowdy when we walked by earlier.” As he said this, Ash looked directly at Francie. When he caught her eye, he wiggled his eyebrows and winked. Francie just giggled and lowered her head, shyness taking over for the first time in her life.
Cade, sidetracked by the others for a few moments, soon swung all of his attention back to Kresley who had become a little quiet in the group. “Hey baby, you okay?”
Kresley had been quietly standing by Cade’s side, listening to his deep baritone voice talk and felt contentment along with some butterflies in her stomach. What she was nervous about she didn’t know. But those butterflies soon turned into nausea. “I’m not sure. I don’t feel good.” And she didn’t feel good at all. She had barely sipped half of her second drink, but she was feeling drunk and it seemed to be getting worse as the minutes went on. Abruptly she doubled over in pain and let out a startled cry, reaching out to Cade for help and balance. She felt his hands go around her waist and hip and grip her urgently.
“Baby, what the hell? What’s wrong? Talk to me”, Cade commanded.
Groaning in pain and with nausea, Kresley couldn’t really answer him in words. Cade took matters into his own hands and stated he was taking her to the ER. He didn’t say this to anyone in particular, but the group as a whole. He swung Kresley up into his arms and headed out of the club, with Boomer, Boots and Ash quickly following behind him. Cade didn’t glance back to see if the girls were doing the same. Something was very wrong with his woman and he needed to figure this shit out quickly.
“Oh garsk, I fweel so fwunly Sade”, Kresley drunkenly stated, slurring her words. Cade looked at her with concern because she wasn’t even slightly drunk a few minutes ago, but now couldn’t even say two words right.
“Kresley, how much alcohol did you drink?”, Cade asked her as they arrived at his truck, putting Red on her feet for a few moments so he could grab his keys out of his pocket.
“Twfoo dinks, Thafs it”, Kresley slurred. Suddenly she bent over at the back of the truck and vomited everywhere. She groaned afterward, clutching her stomach and swaying on her feet. Cade looked at the other guys and silently asked the question he was afraid to say out loud.
Boomer looked at him for a moment, looked at the other guys, who were both firefighters and medics at the FD. They nodded as well, with Ash stating flatly to Cade and Boomer, “yep, her drink was drugged. Probably GHB if I had to guess by how she’s acting. Toxicology tests at the ER will help.”
A roar erupted from Cade and startled Kresley, who began crying and quivering uncontrollably. “Son of a bitch!” Cade exclaimed as he swept Kresley back up into his arms and carried her to the passenger door. Boomer was ahead of him and opened it for him to put her inside. She sat on the edge of the seat, looking at Cade with eyes wet with tears, blood shot from vomiting and sadness.
“Ifm sho sowrry Sade.” Kresley looked so pitiful, so sickly as she sat there in front of Cade and the guys. And she was apologizing, which only made Cade that much more upset, but not at her. Cade was livid at whoever dared do this to her. He took a few deep breaths before trying to speak.
Voice gentle, Cade stated to Kresley, “Baby, stop. You haven’t done anything wrong. But someone did and I’m going to nail their ass to the wall for daring to drug my girlfriend. Ass. To. The. Wall. Come on sweetheart, I’m getting you to the hospital. Let me buckle you up. There you go. Now lay back and try to relax. I’ll get you a bag in a sec in case you need to throw up again.” Cade soothingly talked to Kresley, smoothing her hair away from her face and wiping her tears away.
He closed the truck door and his demeanor abruptly changed as he looked towards the men around him. He barked orders at Boomer as he jogged around to the other side of the truck. “Boomer, I want surveillance video of this place inside and out and I want every bartender and server interviewed NOW. You got this?” He waited for his friend to nod his agreement and take off back towards the club, with Ash and Boots beside him. Damn good friends he was being blessed with, Cade thought.
He saw the sisters and Grace huddled nearby his truck, watching silently, worry and fear evident on their faces. “You girls alright? None of the rest of you feel like Kresley does?” They all shook their heads no, which only made Cade more furious. That meant Kresley was targeted. Alone. Son of a bitch! “I’m taking your sister to the ER so doctors can do tests and find out what she was given. Then I’m taking her back to my place so I can watch over her tonight and tomorrow. Do y’all have her purse?”
Francie quickly came over and gave Cade Kresley’s small purse that contained her wallet and phone. “I promise to take good care of her for y’all. I swear on my life no one is going to touch her in any way, shape or form again.” Cade grabbed a shopping bag from the back seat of his truck and emptied it of the candy he had bought for Kresley earlier, and got into his truck.
“Here baby, take this bag and throw up in it if you need to. I’m taking you to the ER now to get help. Don’t worry Kres, I’ve got you baby. Let me take care of you.” Kresley took the bag from him and lay there against the seat, eyes closed, with a pained look on her face.
Cade tore out of the club’s parking lot and drove fast towards the ER back in Mercy Springs. Kresley didn’t talk much during the drive and would groan with stomach pains every few minutes. Cade held tight to her hand and stroked it with his thumb over and over, trying to reassure her. It was one of the last things Kresley remembered before she passed out cold.




Chapter Fourteen


Kresley woke up with a taste in her mouth like someone had shoved a pile of garbage inside of it and left it to rot. Her head was splitting with pain and she could barely open her eyes. Even cracking them a tiny bit open just about killed her with the amount of effort it took. She shifted her body a little bit and felt aching down deep in her bones. What happened? Did she have the flu? She felt of the sheets laying against her skin and didn’t recognize them as hers. Was she in a hospital? Kresley began to panic then, not remembering anything. She opened her eyes further and turned her head from side to side, hoping to see something familiar. She looked down as she became aware of a heavy object laying on top of her stomach and chest. She saw a very masculine hand with long, thick fingers, resting between her breasts. The arm attached was naked and laying against her abdomen. She noticed that she was wearing some type of soft tshirt with short sleeves. It seemed to be several sizes too big. She could also tell that her bra was not on her body and she only wore a pair of panties beneath the shirt. That made her eyes open all the way. Kresley scanned again to her left and saw the person attached to the hand and arm currently laying on her. Cade. She was in bed with Cade. Holy shit!
Kresley tried to stay quiet and still so she wouldn’t disturb him. She wanted to observe him as he slept, looking vulnerable and soft. His long, dark lashes lay against his cheeks and his mouth lay slightly open as soft snores escaped. His lips were slightly swollen and pink. His beard scruff was dark and covered his cheeks, jaw, chin, and above his upper lip. He looked so freakin’ sexy that it should be a sin. Kresley could tell his chest was bare and the sheet was at his waist, not showing what was below. Cade’s dark brown hair looked unkempt, as if his fingers had been running through it over and over during the night. A lock fell over his forehead, making him look vulnerable and so gorgeous.
Kresley could feel Cade nestled right against her, his thigh trapping her lower legs and his breath tickling her neck. Kresley slowly eased her body and turned on her side towards Cade. His arm shifted and he wrapped it around her waist instinctively and pulled her flush against him, hand splayed wide against her lower back. As he did this, his eyes fluttered open, revealing his beautiful light blue eyes. He went from soft, sultry confusion to being instantly awake and alert. A rough, deep rumble sounded from within his chest and he leaned down towards Kres. He kissed her closed mouth softly, lingering to lick at her lips with his tongue. He pulled back and said, “good morning baby.” He stretched and smiled when he caught Kresley staring down his broad, muscled chest to below his waist band under the sheet. “Naughty girl.” He laughed when Kresley blushed and then sobered as she gingerly sat up, wincing at the pain in her head and body.
“Cade what happened? I feel horrible. Did I get sick and Grace called you?”
“Baby, go in my bathroom and do your business and brush your teeth. There’s a spare toothbrush in the right drawer. I know it will make you feel better. Then come back to me here and we’ll snuggle. Then I’ll tell you what happened. Okay?”
Kresley simply nodded and did what Cade asked, not feeling like arguing. At least she wouldn’t have morning breath if Cade gave her anymore kisses. Finishing in the bathroom, she came back to the bedroom to find him exactly in the same place. She watched as he pulled back the covers and patted his chest. He was wearing boxer briefs that fit him snug in all the right places. “Come here Kres and cuddle on top of me. I need us heart to heart. Please?”
Well when he put it that way how could she refuse? Kres walked over and crawled onto Cade on the bed. Her hips lined up with his, her breasts laying against Cade’s upper abdomen and her head lay directly over his upper chest and heart, hearing it beat strong. He was so soft, yet so hard at the same time. His skin was stretched tight over bulging muscles. He was warm to the touch and his hands and fingers slowly massaged and stroked her upper and lower back over and over, as if to sooth her. One hand made its way to her her hair, massaging her scalp to help her headache.
“Do you remember anything about the club last night?”, Cade asked.
“I remember being there with Grace. She was dancing with some guy. My sisters showed up and I was drinking a daiquiri. What? Did I get super drunk?”
“Do you remember seeing me and Boomer and some other guys there?”
“No. You mean you were there? How could I forget that?” She sounded upset until his mouth on her forehead helped calm her down.
“Yeah baby, we discovered y’all there and joined you. But we’d only been there a few minutes when you started feeling sick.”
“Sick? Explain.”
“Sick as in doubled over with stomach cramps, slurring your words, vomiting and passing out on me as I raced you to the ER. And my suspicions were confirmed when the doctor told me that your drink was spiked with GHB, and not a little bit. A shit load. Some asshole spiked the second daiquiri that you started to drink and didn’t finish. I’m so glad I was there to help you. You scared the shit out of me, Red.” He made this last sentence impactful by squeezing Kresley hard until she squeaked. “Sorry sweetheart.”
“GHB? You’re joking, right? How did GHB get into my drink? I never left it unattended. It came straight from the bar by way of a waitress.” The more Kresley spoke, the higher her voice got and the more agitated she sounded. She was so confused and her head hurt so bad. She moaned in pain and put her hand to her head as if to push the headache away. She felt Cade’s hands go to her head and begin massaging it again, running his fingers gently through her hair, rubbing her scalp, her temple, her ears, the back of her neck. The pain immediately began to lessen until it was more tolerable.
“Baby, I know it will be hard to do, but you need to try to keep calm, okay? Getting upset while dealing with a hangover is only going to make you feel that much worse. Trust me to take care of you and to take care of this. Please? I need to know you trust me.”
“I trust you Cade Grantham. I trust you with everything.” Kresley stressed this statement with a long, soft and emotional kiss to Cade’s chest, right over his heart. She felt as much as heard Cade groan at the feeling of her lips on his body, but he made no move to push for more. “Did the doctor at the ER say I’ll be okay? No damage from the drug?”
“No damage. You’re going to experience a massive hangover today and more than likely won’t remember anything from last night at all. And to answer any questions about why you’re here at my house, I brought you here so I could look after you. Your sisters and Grace know you’re here with me. You were so out of it that I carried you into my bedroom and had to help you undress. Your clothes had vomit on them. I got you into one of my t-shirts and into bed to sleep it off. I woke up every hour or so to check on you and make sure you weren’t vomiting in your sleep. As for sleeping in the same bed, honestly, I couldn’t think of anywhere I’d rather be than here, cuddled next to you. But nothing happened between us baby. I was a perfect gentleman and treated you with only respect. But let the record show that I deserve a medal or something for my bravery in the face of such beauty and not able to touch you like I wanted to.” Cade looked toward Kresley’s face after making that humorous statement. He didn’t count on her raising her head and looking straight down at him, capturing his attention with her beautiful green eyes. Time stood still for a moment and then Cade reached up with his hands and pulled Kresley’s mouth down to his. She was his oxygen. He needed her to live. That’s what he felt deep inside at that moment.
Time stood still for Kresley as she waited for Cade’s lips to touch hers. Then fireworks exploded behind her eye lids and could be felt on her mouth as it came down on top of Cade’s. This is what Kresley had been wanting since she woke up in Cade’s arms earlier. To kiss him. But this was not just some kiss. This was everything. Kresley took control of the kiss, opening her mouth on Cade’s and pushing her tongue inside to meet his. Tongues touched, slid against each other in a hot, wet dance of need. Teeth nipped at lips and mouths slanted over each other, trying to find dominance. Kresley’s moans could be heard around the room as she lost herself in this kiss. Her fingers were cradling Cade’s face, tenderly stroking at his stubbled cheeks and chin. She could feel Cade’s groan in her chest as they ate at each other’s mouths. Too soon, Kresley pulled herself back from him and looked down. Cade’s mouth was swollen from their kisses, wet from her tongue and his eyes were smoldering hot, intensely looking up at her as if he were ready to devour her if she gave the all clear. Kresley’s hips moved over Cade’s without thought or her permission. Her only thought was to get closer to the man.
Cade suddenly sat up in the bed, with Kresley still in his lap, her legs straddling his hips, her arms wrapped around his shoulders, their chests pressed against each other tight. Cade’s arms were wrapped around her torso, hands spread out wide on her back, as if he needed to try to touch as much of her as he could. Kresley was trapped in his blue eyes, singed by the hot lava of desire she encountered there. She was painfully aware of her hips and how her heavy, wet sex was intimately pushing up against Cade’s hardening manhood. As if they had a mind of their own, Kresley’s hips began to slowly roll in a seductive move, back and forth, rubbing and shifting her sex over Cade in a seduction as old as time. She could see his eyes darken, his lips grow firmer and his nostrils flared. His jaw was like granite, hard and unmoving. A darkening flush was heavy on his cheeks, and Cade’s breathing bellowed out like a runaway train. His hands slid down her back and beneath the oversized tshirt, finding her round butt cheeks and cradled them in the palms of his hands. Cade took the opportunity and squeezed her, pulling her roughly against him and grinding her on his lap. Both of their breaths sped up, sounding harsh in the quiet of the morning.
“Cade, baby, please kiss me”, Kresley softly begged, looking longingly into his eyes. “I need your mouth”.
“Kresley. Holy hell woman, I’ll give you...”, Cade began with so much heat and need, that his deep voice was no more than a dark rumbling of thunder. That continued on after he spoke. And it got louder and more annoying.
Kresley suddenly realized what that thundering vibration was. Knocking. Downstairs. And with it came the annoying voices of Kresley’s sisters. Cade’s expression of lustful need rapidly changed to one of annoyance. Uh oh. The thunder was rumbling inside his chest, and through Kresley’s tightly aroused nipples, since they were squashed against him. Kres recognized the growl vibrating in his throat and winced as it came out of his mouth.
“Damnit! Shut up and wait a second”, Cade yelled. Kresley looked at him with wide eyes of concern before her mouth twitched and a giggle erupted out of her lips.
“It’s not funny, Red! Your sisters are a bunch PITA’s!” At her look of confusion, he stated “you know, pain in the ass”, he stated as he rolled his eyes.
“Ahhhh, well. Yes, yes they are.” Kresley leaned her forehead to Cade’s shoulder for a moment, then pushed him away from her so she could breathe a little easier. “We better let them in before Birdie gets out her megaphone, if she brought it. You don’t want the neighbors to call in a noise complaint.”
At the mention of a megaphone, Cade jumped out of bed and grabbed his jeans, hopping from one foot to another as he put them on. He ran out of the bedroom door to head downstairs, barefoot and bare chested, and feeling lethal. 
Kresley collapsed into the covers, her head pounding, her heart racing and her sex aching. She pulled the covers over her head and closed her eyes at the intrusion of reality. She remembered why she was there in Cade’s bed. Someone drugged her. But why? And who? All of a sudden Kresley felt the exhaustion weigh her down, physically and mentally. She chose to just close her eyes and escape back to three minutes ago when Cade’s arms were her own security blanket. She missed him. And he was just a few feet away downstairs. You’ve got it bad girl.
Cade stomped downstairs and yelled louder, “Stop that damn banging. I’m coming!”
“Yeah, that’s what she said”, a feminine voice could be heard replying through the heavy wooden door. Feminine cackling sounds of laughter quickly followed.
Cade snorted, shaking his head and tried to guess who popped off that bit of sarcasm. Probably Birdie. He yanked the door open and peered down at the faces of four beautiful women. Women who he now deemed crazy as hell and a pain in his ass. “What?”, Cade rudely asked, not caring in the least if they saw his annoyance.
He stood there shirtless, denim jeans hugging his lower body, no socks and no shoes. His heavy beard stubble prominent on his face, his blue eyes bright and piercing. His dark brown hair was disheveled and sticking up in places. Cade’s chest was heavily muscled, biceps, triceps and pec muscles bulging and rippling. A scattering of dark body hair covered his pecs and then came down into a single line that divided his six pack abs and stomach.
Francie, Birdie, Gertie and Grace all stood there, mute, speechless. All four pairs of eyes were staring at him like he had grown two additional heads.
“Uhmmm, hey Big Sexy. Where’s Kresley?”, Francie asked, clearing her throat and looking up into Cade’s face. A blush on her cheeks gave away the even, unaffected tone she tried to convey. “We need to make sure she’s okay. She’s not answering her phone and she’s not at her apartment.”
“See, I told you Francie. He does look like Thor in that latest movie, you know, before Thor got fat. Ask him where’s his hammer”, Birdie stated with a wicked grin on her face, eyebrows wiggling up and down at Cade.
“Birdie, shut the hell up. Geez woman, you need to find you a man, like, now.” Grace pushed Birdie’s shoulder, which resulted in a few hand slaps at each other.
Gertie took her hands and laid one on each of their faces, pushing them apart. “Seriously guys, Kresley. Let’s focus on our sister, please. Lead us to her, oh muscled one”, Gertie quietly said to Cade, with a small smile lifting her lips softly.
Cade silently gestured to the women to come inside and looking like one blob of female beauty, they shuffled inside Cade’s living room. “Come on in. Kresley is upstairs and hasn’t been awake long. The drug in her system knocked her out cold last night. She’s still groggy and feeling out of sorts. I won’t have y’all racing upstairs like a bunch of cackling chickens, bombarding her with questions. And no hammer jokes, Birdie.”
“First of all, we aren’t chickens. We’re more like sweet baby goats, cute as hell until you get within range. Then we’ll bite at what we can get to”, Birdie softly warned. Cade could see the battle cry coming off her in waves. “Second, you legit look a good bit like that Chris dude who plays Thor. I’d cash in on that if I were you.”
Cade snorted and let out a small laugh, but got serious quickly, thinking about why they were at his house. “Listen, I’m not here to argue with Red’s sisters and friend in any way. But that woman upstairs is mine. And she knows it, so don’t go thinking you’re going to snitch on my alpha male tendencies when it involves her. My job is to protect her and keep stress away from her, even from her tribe. She doesn’t remember anything from last night. Not even seeing me at the club. So, all I’m saying is, give her room to breathe. But show her love because that’s what she needs most.”
“Tell me this, how come you know our sister so well after so little time with her?”, Gertie softly asked. Cade could see the question was said from a deep, emotional place and was more curiosity than being nosy or belittling.
Cade took a deep breath and stated, “when that one person comes along that you know is meant for you, the recognition is there. I won’t pretend to know everything about your sister or to know what her needs are all the time. I’m a man. I screw up. I can be a dumb ass sometimes. But that woman upstairs is my moon and stars. I know that without a single ounce of doubt. So, I can take one look at her and just know what she needs from me. It’s my honor to be her anchor.”
As Cade expressed his emotions to the women, he reached out to enfold Gertie into a loose embrace. “It’s okay, Gert. I’m not gonna break your sister. I’m going to take good care of her because that’s what she needs. She’s tried to be such a rock for all of you these many years, I’m now here to handle her burden instead. So that means y’all can count on me to be your rock as well.” He could see Gertie struggling with his words, as if the thought of unloading her burdens on someone else was unthinkable.
“Seriously, no brothers in your family? Not even a cousin or something?”, Francie jokingly asked to lighten the mood.
Gertie gave Cade a small smile and pat on the chest as if to thank him. Cade took a deep breath and motioned for the women to follow him up the stairs. “Grace, I hope that coffee you’re carrying is for Kresley. She’s going to need it. Birdie, stopped staring at my ass please.”
Birdie snorted at the ass comment, but kept silent.
“Yep, her version of a super sweet, super milky coffee. I didn’t bring any donuts because I didn’t think you’d feel like cleaning up more vomit”, Grace sarcastically stated. 
Cade looked back at Grace and smiled, nodding his head in agreement. She winked at him and said, “Has anyone told you that you have an amazing ass that could drop panties with a sway of your hips? Well, not MY panties mind you. You’re not my type, no offense Big Sexy.”
“Yeah? So, what’s your type Gracie? Maybe someone with the word BOOM in his name?”, Cade asked with a lilt in his deep voice, head turned away from the women.
“Shut up, Sasquatch, with your killer blue eyes and kiss me smile”, Grace growled behind him. Francie and Birdie hooted.
“Target acquired and destroyed”, Francie said, laughter in her voice. 
“Don’t start with me Francine. I saw you checking that hot firefighter, Ash, out last night before we left the club. So, don’t go there with me”, Grace stated. She made a fanning motion with her hand in front of her face, then cut her eyes back at Francie, mimicking Francie swooning.
“Yeah, well....whatever. Let’s go see our sister, okay?”, Francie begged, a dark blush on her cheeks and neck. The other women cut eyes towards each other, but kept quiet. They knew not to push Francie or she’d clam up for the next year, hot firefighter or not.
Cade silently asked them to wait outside the sliding barn door to his bedroom. He peeked inside and saw Kresley laying in his bed, the covers over most of her except her red hair. “Be easy going in. Her head is still killing her.”
Cade watched all four women head inside, and then he turned to go back downstairs to the kitchen to start making breakfast for everyone. Lord those women were something else. He would need to definitely monitor any guy interested in any of the women and give them vital info before pursuing them. Especially anyone after Birdie.
Kresley was gently woken up by several soft female bodies, snuggled around her, hands gently stroking her hair and legs under the covers.
“Kres, sweetie, we’re here. Time for playing possum is over”, Kresley’s baby sister softly stated near her ear. Birdie usually wasn’t that gentle. Kresley sighed softly and pushed back the comforter from her face, peering up into the four concerned faces of the most important women in her life.
“Hey y’all.” Kresley let out a huge yawn and stretched her arms high above her head. Cade’s bed was the most comfortable thing she’d slept on in a while.
“Hey you. Big Sexy went back downstairs so we could check on you. I think he’s cooking breakfast. That big piece of sex candy really needs to put on a shirt before being around us next time”, Francie stated, laughing. “Birdie compared him to Thor and asked where he was hiding his hammer.”
Kresley looked at Birdie, shook her head, then cleared her throat. “It’s a lot to take in all at once, right?”, Kresley softly asked with wide eyes. “He kind of just smothers you with sexy and sweet at the same time. I’m such a pool of hormones when I’m around him.” Kresley put her hand to her forehead, absently rubbing it, as if that would make the ache go away.
“Head still hurting? Cade mentioned you had a headache”, Gertie asked. She took over for Kres, rubbing her head, fingering her hair at her temples to help ease the ache. “I remember the headache I had lasting for a while”, she softly stated. The other women looked at each other with silent communication, saying without words to be cautious not to stir up stuff for Gertie that would set her back.
“Yeah, it’s still there. Cade said that this would be just like a bad hangover. I just didn’t have the good time before hand”, Kres tried to joke.
“Trust me, there’s nothing fun about being drugged up and losing out on time and memory”, Gertie stated quietly. All of the women became still and quiet, allowing Gertie to talk about her inner demons that she fought on a daily basis.
“Gert, I’m so sorry. I haven’t forgotten you and what you went through. I would never do that. I think I just don’t ever say it out loud and try not to think about it because you don’t like to discuss or think about it yourself”, Kresley stated quietly, looking back at her sister’s face, trying to figure out how upset Gertie was.
“Well, I guess maybe I’m figuring out that it’s time to start talking about it. I made that appointment with the counselor. It’s for next week.”
Kresley sat up and twisted to give Gertie a tight hug and kiss on the cheek. “Gertie I’m so proud of you. Such a huge step to take. We’ll be there for you, every step of the way. I just wish that douchebag could be found that hurt you.”
From the doorway, the women could hear Cade before they saw him. “Who the hell hurt you Gert, and where do I sign up to beat his ass?”
This was the first time that any of the women had seen Cade as anything but friendly, sweet, protective or sexy. This Cade, a 6’3” massive man whose face was locked in rage, eyes narrowed, nostrils flared and hands fisted at his sides was intimidating to say the least. This Cade was a sight to behold. And they all thanked God that he wasn’t angry with them. All eyes cut from Cade to Gertie, who had backed up off the bed and was standing by herself across the room, arms wrapped tightly around herself, shaking and looking around for a means of escape.
Cade immediately changed his demeanor and if he could have, he would have kicked his own ass. “Hey, Gertie, it’s okay sweetie. Come here. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I’m just super aware of you girls since Kres is so important to me. I don’t like the idea that anyone has hurt you.” Cade held out his hand to her, arm extended, and held his breath to see if Gertie would take the invitation. Why had he not seen this side of Gertie before when he had been around her? It should have been noticeable to him before now. Great police work detective. Detective dumbass is more like it. She had true signs of a victim and if he was a betting man, it was of sexual assault. Kresley had never mentioned anything about it. That irritated Cade, but he reminded himself that they were just getting to know each other and it was her sister’s story to tell, not hers.
Gertie warily eyed Cade across the room for a few more long moments, then inched her way across to him. She stood before him, looking like a lost child, fear and weariness deeply embedded in her soul. Cade stood there firmly, gaze never wavering from hers, silently asking her to trust him. He felt Kresley’s hand reach out and twine itself around his, showing Cade that she put her trust in him. He also knew it was a way of showing her sister that she could do the same. Gertie took a deep breath and laid her head against Cade’s chest, over his protector’s heart, loosely wrapping her arms around his waist. He then felt Kresley’s arms wrapped around him as well, including Gertie in her hug.
Kresley understood the significance of this moment, even if Cade didn’t. This was the first time Gertie had touched a man in three years, had let a man hold her or support her. Kresley hoped Cade understood the importance of this to Gertie, but also to her. It was a turning point in Kresley’s acceptance of Cade in her life and the life of her sisters as well. Soon, Kresley felt the arms of her other two sisters and Grace wrap around the trio. It soon became a huge mass of Anderson love.
“Wow. Boomer would be so jealous of me right now”, Cade said jokingly, trying to lighten the mood. His anxiety eased when he heard five female’s soft laughter and giggles echo around the room.
“So, Cade. Seriously. No brothers. At all? Are you sure Kresley’s the right Anderson?”, Birdie asked with a note of wistfulness in her voice, along with a heavy amount of sarcasm.
Kresley slapped the back of Birdie’s hand and stated words that echoed in Cade’s heart and made it speed up. “Mine. So back off”. The girls giggled again and then one by one left the mass hug to sit back on the bed.
Gertie cleared her throat and looked up at Cade. “I think I’m going to give Kresley permission to answer any questions you have and we can talk later on if you want. I have my first appointment with a counselor this week and maybe I will be able to open up after that.” When Cade gave a nod and squeezed her shoulders in agreement, Gertie’s shoulders slumped in relief and she excused herself from the room.
Cade looked around at the other beautiful women and counted himself very lucky to be someone they were learning they could lean on. What was that saying? Feeling ten feet tall and bulletproof. Yeah, that was him right now.
An hour later had Cade began rethinking that whole feeling ten feet tall thing. He had led the Anderson tribe downstairs and had cooked breakfast for them all, watching them eat and interact with each other as though he were taking notes on a science experiment. Kresley was definitely one of the older sisters by the way she treated the others, especially Birdie, her being the youngest. Red tended to take on the mother role, making sure everyone had what they needed. She and Francie shared that role, swapping out in what Cade saw as a good cop, bad cop scenario. It worked for the most part. Except with Birdie. She kept taking everyone’s bacon off their plates, forcing Cade to cook another pan full, just for her. Birdie thanked him with a hug that was purely innocent. Kresley’s snarl at her sister showed Cade that Red was indeed possessive like he was. Kres had just rolled her eyes and walked away at Cade’s big grin and wink.
Soon Cade shut the front door after the women, saying goodbye and see you later. He turned around and not seeing Kresley, went looking for her. He found Red sitting in his kitchen, sipping on a glass of orange juice and staring off into space. “Penny for your thoughts”, he stated as he sat down next to her.
Kresley continued to stare into her OJ like it held all of the answers, only smiling slightly and stated, “you don’t have enough coins for all of this”.
Cade could see Kres was sad, but also angry about something. He just hoped he wasn’t to do with him. “You can talk to me Red. About anything you want. I’m here to listen.”
Kresley turned in her chair to face Cade, who sat quietly beside her. Her long pale legs peeked out from under the huge tshirt she wore of his. Cade could see the freckles scattered over her thighs and calves. He put a hand on each knee and gave a light squeeze, as if to encourage her to begin talking.
Taking a deep breath, Kresley began to speak. “Gertie is not the same person she was three years ago. The woman you’ve met and talked with is half the person she used to be. Gertie was a lot like Birdie, outgoing, funny and sarcastic as hell. Then a night out in Atlanta with some old college friends of hers broke her. It broke my little sister. And in some ways broke me. Broke us all. That sick bastard thought he could hurt my sister. Every day I wish for his death.”
Cade stayed quiet, saying nothing and just squeezing Kresley’s hands, which he now held between his own. Inside he was boiling with rage, but he kept it in check for Kresley’s sake. He nodded his head when Kresley’s eyes silently asked if she should continue.
“Gertie was out at a club in Atlanta with other girlfriends of hers. She went to the bathroom with one of them, and they thought the others would stay at the table to watch purses and drinks. But the others obviously didn’t and they found them dancing away from their table. Because of that stupid mistake, Gertie finished her drink and found herself drugged about 20 minutes later, leaning over a trash can outside and vomiting. She doesn’t remember anything after that. We can only piece things together from the bouncer who was standing nearby and some other people waiting to go in. Apparently, a well-dressed man was standing nearby to Gertie and stated to the bouncer that she was his girlfriend and she had too much to drink. Everyone watched him walk off with a drugged-up Gertie, wobbling beside him. That was the last time anyone there saw her for the rest of the night. The girls she had gone to the club with hadn’t bothered to follow her outside. Selfish cows. They figured she was okay and that the bouncer would see to her. They stayed inside, dancing and flirting their asses off while my little sister was outside, puking her guts out and being made vulnerable for some asshat to come along and take advantage.” Kresley abruptly stood and began to pace the kitchen, back and forth, looking at everything and nothing at the same time. Her eyes were unfocused and cloudy with emotional pain.
“This asshole then took her to Centennial Park, to what we guess he thought was a secluded spot, and then he dared to rough up my sister. Gertie had bruises on almost all of her body, especially her breasts, butt and thighs. Even her neck had fingerprint marks where he held her down roughly. Gertie has no memory of fighting him, but it was apparent from the way she was found that she had tried to put up a fight until she became unconscious. The only thing that saved her from being raped fully was a couple strolling nearby and their voices or laughter must have spooked the guy from finishing things. He took off and they happened upon Gertie a minute or so later. I can’t get the description they gave of how they found her out of my mind, even three years later. Her dress half torn off her body, her underwear ripped. Her shoes no where to be found. Vomit covered the front of her and she was in the fetal position, moaning and crying, begging for him to stop, even though she was so out of it that they couldn’t ever get her to respond to anything. That bastard broke my little sister. Thank God he didn’t get to finish what he started, but he did enough damage to last her a life time. She doesn’t trust men, Cade. She doesn’t let them touch her, hold her, even hardly talk to her much. She hasn’t been on a date since the incident and she wouldn’t even think about going to counseling of any kind or even a group for rape victims so she could hear other people’s stories. And the really shitty thing is that Atlanta PD hasn’t caught the guy. They have no clue who he is. They didn’t find any DNA on Gertie. No skin or anything under her nails, no semen, no saliva, nothing. The bouncer and other witnesses described him as an average looking guy, no outstanding features or birth marks. Dark hair, average height and weight. And no video of inside or outside the club. They had a maintenance company working on their system that week, so nothing recorded. So, my little sister lives her life every day, knowing that this douche is still out there and could be hurting other women. And now thanks to me and last night, she gets to relive every single emotion of being drugged three years ago, over again.” Kresley finished with a large inhale of breath. She slowly let it out and finally stopped pacing to look at Cade.
He sat there quietly, breathing heavily for what seemed like minutes. He kept a constant gaze on Kresley, letting her know he had heard her and wasn’t ignoring her. Gathering his thoughts together, Cade patted his thighs and held his hand out to Kresley, asking her silently to come to him. Kresley walked over and slid her legs over his, sitting sideways and resting her head and upper body along his chest. Cade pulled her more tightly to him, cradling her in his arms before beginning to speak.
“First of all, no matter how Gertie is feeling today, it is not your fault. You didn’t ask for someone to drug your drink last night and I know you would never willingly put yourself into a dangerous situation that would hurt you or your sisters or Grace. So, stop the guilty feelings. Now. Shut that shit down”, Cade stated in a hard voice, lifting Kresley’s face up to look at him. He needed to make sure she understood that he meant what he said. After she simply nodded without comment, Cade continued. “It hurts my heart so much to hear Gertie’s story. It also pisses me off. But my anger isn’t going to do anything to help her, help you or figure out both situations. Something has been working in the back of my mind for several days now and since hearing Gert’s story, it’s sounding off louder. I don’t think Drake was the main target of what happened at your place the other night. I think it was you. Drake was in the way of something else planned. And I find it hard to think its coincidence that two sisters, in the space of three years, were both drugged with GHB, both at a club. I don’t believe in coincidence.” As he stated all of this, he stroked Kresley’s side and hip, rocking her from side to side without thought.
“So, what are you saying Cade?”, Kresley asked. “Gertie and I were drugged by the same person? That Drake happened to come along and see something he shouldn’t have or got in the way somehow?”
“Yes baby. That’s what I’m saying. I’ve spoken to many people over the past week about Drake and his life. I was able to rule out different ones as potential suspects, including his fiancé and soon to be father in law. His own family was also ruled out. I do believe Drake was coming to the warehouse to talk to you, maybe ask you out on a date. I don’t know what his intentions were towards you, but I know he had told his fiancé earlier that day that he didn’t want to marry her any longer. Claudia had asked him to think about things before making a final decision. According to her, he stated his decision was final. His brother Braxton also said he had a similar conversation with him and he tried to talk his brother out of doing something stupid. Then before anyone else talked to him, he was at your alley, with a banana pudding milkshake for you and a couple of condoms in his wallet. The condoms may have been just his regular MO, but still. What I don’t know is if Drake came upon something in your alley that made him a target or he was targeted because he was there to see you specifically? Regardless, he’s now dead, you’ve been drugged and I still have no clue who this asshole is and what their plans are next. But I promise you this, I will figure this out. I swear to you baby, I will free you and Gertie from worrying about someone trying to hurt you again. And I’ll protect Grace and your other sisters the same.”
“I have no doubt about that last statement, honey. I trust you. And I know the girls trust you, too.” Kresley wrapped her arms around Cade’s neck and hugged him tight, kissing his jaw softly, hoping to ease his anger a little bit. “So, what do we do now? Use me as bait? I’ll do it if you want me to. Just tell me when and where.”
Cade looked at Kresley like she had grown three additional heads. “Bait? What the hell woman? Are you freakin’ crazy? I’m not going to use you for bait!”, Cade said, yelling that last bit rather loudly. “You listen to me, and you listen to me real good, Kresley James Anderson. In no way, shape or form are you to do anything dangerous. You hear me? Bait, my ass. God help me with stubborn as hell women.”
“Well hello there, Mr. Asshole, glad to see you again. I thought you had disappeared forever”, Kresley sweetly stated, looking up at Cade’s face. Her fingernails digging into his neck the only sign that she was not feeling very sweet at the moment.
“Claws in, woman. I’m not falling for your asshole comments and getting sucked in to a debate with you on how you think I’m being an asshole while I think I’m just showing you my protective side. I have bigger things to talk about.” Cade glared down at Kresley’s freckled face, losing himself in her green eyes. Damn the woman. Stubborn streak a mile wide.
“Look, it sounds idiotic to use me as bait. But what if it will draw out whoever is trying to hurt me or others I care about? Do you honestly think I’m going to sit around and wait for the other shoe to drop? That would be a hell no.”
Cade signed loud and long. “No, I don’t expect you to do that. But let me do my job, Kres. My job! I’m good at it. I promise. And now that I have new theories, I can begin looking into those and hopefully finding more evidence. In the meantime, you and your tribe will be under the watchful eye of me and some other protective people I know.”
Cade didn’t elaborate on who he was talking about, but Kresley simply nodded, choosing to appease him and filing away the idea of baiting herself to lure whoever was wanting to hurt her into the open. “Okay, you said your peace. And I agree with you. I promise not to do something stupid or rash and won’t choose to act upon anything without talking to you first. Trust goes both way and I want you to trust me.”
Kresley squealed as Cade hugged her against his chest tight, so tightly that she thought he may have popped a rib. She slid her fingers into Cade’s dark, soft hair, liking how it felt cool and silky against her skin.
Cade groaned loud at her actions, saying in a guttural voice, “Now that we’ve talked, tell me how you’re feeling. I’ve been worried about your headache all morning, baby.”
“I’m okay, honest. I know I’m going to feel crappy all day, so if it’s okay with you, I’d like to just hang out here, watch movies, nap, and just be near you”, Kresley softly said, cuddling into Cade’s chest deeper.
“Whatever you want baby. Whatever you want. Does a shower sound good? I’ve got a tshirt and a pair of gym shorts that I bought too small in a drawer. That way you don’t have to worry about getting any clothes from your place. You can use my cell phone charger if you need to charge your phone. I’ll take care of you Kres. It’s what I want to do. See, no asshole here. Only Big Sexy.” Cade winked down at her with that statement and chuckled.
Kresley’s answer was to lick him from his pec, up the tight cords of his neck, to his jaw line. Then ending with a soft suck of his neck right below his ear that would leave behind a slight red mark. “Sounds good honey. I’ll get a shower while you do the dishes.” Red left Cade in a state of heated agony, making sure her hips were swaying back and forth as she walked away from him and up the stairs. She heard his loud groan and curse and she giggled. This was so much fun, Kresley thought, as she headed off to find Cade’s clothes and get a shower.
∞∞∞
 
Later that night, in the seedy part of Atlanta’s downtown area, sitting in the shadows, they sat and stared at the wall. This whole thing was so screwed up. This isn’t how they normally did things. It wasn’t a part of their routine. Staring down at the unconscious woman on the floor at their feet, they admitted that she was a pale comparison to the red headed sisters they so desperately needed. Gertie was the first that got away. If only they had five more minutes with her, she would have been added to the book of trophies. But the interruption cost them. Cost them time and opportunity. The need was still there. And hopefully this tasty bit of flesh would help sate that need, if only for a little while. Kresley Anderson was next on the list to hunt. But not much was going to get through that behemoth of a boyfriend that she had. The other sisters were options to look at, as well as that blonde firecracker that answered the phones. So many choices. The when and where was the only thing holding them back. But soon. Very soon. Now, on to the rewards of the night. They carefully began advancing towards the drugged-up woman, making sure that she was still asleep. Time for some fun. They wondered if she would squeal like a pig when she felt the first sting of the knife.




Chapter Fifteen


One month. It had been one month since Cade Grantham met Kresley Anderson. And in that month, the time they spent together had been enlightening for sure. Trying to understand the mindset of a woman was a big enough task, but trying to figure out the mindset of an Anderson woman seemed to be the holy grail around here. And Cade not only had his woman to figure out, but her three sisters as well. Plus, Grace, who was another story all together. Cade was going to leave that one up to Boomer to decipher, if he would ever get off his ass and do something about it. Cade was only concerned with Kresley right now. And with good reason. Cade looked around the fairgrounds, trying to find his red headed woman in the crowd of booths. She had told him what color the banner was over the booth that she would be working in, but not which end of the field it would be. Cade looked over at Boomer, who has busy eating a BBQ rib as they walked. Cade wasn’t putting a thing in his mouth with the exception of a mint. Not until after he had kissed Kresley silly.
It had been two days since he had seen his girlfriend. Not by choice, but necessity. Kresley and her sisters, along with Grace, had been away since Tuesday at a wedding event that they had been planning for almost a year. The venue for the wedding was at a plantation in middle Georgia and although Kresley asked Cade if he wanted to go, he had to regretfully say no. He and Boomer had been called in to help with a special case that was based out of state and it meant they had to do surveillance work.
Wow, had he missed his girl. In the weeks following her GHB drugging, Cade and Kresley had grown closer to each other, with the occasional fight and asshole comment sprinkled in for good measure. Cade had reminded Red that he wasn’t perfect and made no promises to try to be. He would always end the argument with a kiss to confuse her and asking for forgiveness for anything that he might have done to upset her. It was easier just to ask for forgiveness, even when he’d done nothing. He had learned with an Anderson, there would always be something to ask forgiveness for eventually every day. Cade laughed quietly at that and how his life had changed so much.
“What’cha laughing at over there Cade?”, Boomer asked his good friend. “I wouldn’t think you’d be laughing at the thought of your girl kissing so many guys.”
Cade snapped his gaze to his best friend. “Huh? What the hell are you talking about Boomer? Kresley wouldn’t kiss any other man”, Cade exclaimed, a menacing look on his face, aimed at the police officer.
“Then, I’m guessing she didn’t tell you that the booth that she and her sisters and Gracie signed up to do was a Kissing Booth?”
“What?”, Cade asked, looking around in a panicked stated that quickly turned into hot rage. “Oh, hell no. She neglected to tell me that. No freakin’ way is my woman going to sit there and kiss guy after guy. Let’s go! Find me that booth now, Boomer”, Cade heatedly said as he scanned the booths up ahead. Fury was beginning to numb his insides, but it fueled him to walk faster and faster across the grass field.
“Kresley Anderson, where are you?”, Cade could be heard bellowing across the fairgrounds. “You better answer me, woman.”
“Over there, Cade”, Boomer called out as he indicated a booth off to Cade’s left. It was a red booth, with lots of glittered lips all over it with the word kiss in huge letters on the banner above.
Cade stalked over to the booth and broke through the line of men standing there, waiting, ready to light into Kresley about sharing her luscious lips with others. When Cade made it to the front, he was totally confused when he came upon four older women, lovely ladies with grey hair and sweet smiles. They were sitting side by side on stools, with an Anderson sister standing behind them. Cade was completely baffled when he noticed one of the ladies was his Aunt Mae. “Aunt Mae, what the hell are you doing here?”
“Cade Grantham, you better watch your mouth young man. I’m here for a good cause, to help raise money for our local firefighters. And what better way to help than to have handsome man after man kiss me on the lips”, Aunt Mae stated with a big wink. Cade watched as an older gentleman, named Alvin, put a $5 bill in the bucket on the side and lean in to his Aunt Mae for a kiss. Cade turned his huge, blue eyes away from the sight before him and turned his attention to Kresley, who stood behind his aunt. Lord, she was beautiful. Each time he saw her, she literally stole his breath. How can a woman do that to a man over and over, every day? Cade absently rubbed his chest, as he often did when he had warm thoughts about his girl. Kresley stared back at him, with a big smile on her face and a blush on her cheeks. She usually blushed at seeing him, no matter if it was hours after being together or a day or more. He would never get enough of it. Her red hair was extra curly today, flowing long down her back and brushing against her butt. He needed to touch its silky strands. Soon.
“Hey honey. I heard you calling out my name across the aisle. Everything okay? Like our booth?”, Kresley stated to him, the booth façade between them. She motioned for him to come around the back, and he and Boomer walked around the crowd there, taking in the amount of men waiting on a kiss.
“Hey Boomer. Get in line to get a kiss from Grace in a few minutes”, Kresley quietly stated to the giant man. “We’ll be taking our turns from Aunt Mae and them soon.” She looked up at Cade after that statement and was taken back at the raw emotion she saw there. Anger was evident, but jealousy was soon taking lead. “What? What did I do?”
“You didn’t tell me your booth was a kissing booth baby. I mean, what the hell?”, Cade asked irately. “I don’t want my girl kissing other men. Period. Shut this shit down now.” Cade was almost pouting, arms crossed, jaw firmly set. Which was hilarious to see in person. Big man Cade Grantham, Big Sexy, lead detective for the Mercy Springs PD, was jealous and throwing a tantrum.
“Hey, Big Sexy, get your panties out of your crack for a sec. Stop acting like a toddler who’s lost his toy”, Birdie stated next to Kresley. Red knew that Birdie wouldn’t know subtlety if it hit her in the face. She ignored Kresley’s elbow to the boob and Boomer’s outright snicker of laughter at Cade’s expense.
“Birdie, by all that’s holy, shut up. Please. This is between your sister and me”, Cade stated, putting his large hand over Birdie’s face and pushed it gently backwards. When he felt her lick his palm, he quickly let her go and stated with affection, “Brat. God help the man who claims you one day.” He ignored the eye roll she gave him.
“Kres, you’ve got five minutes to discuss this with your man before our time slot”, Francie quietly stated in Kres’ ear. Kres nodded her understanding and took Cade by the hand, intertwining their fingers and pulling him away to a quiet spot. Kresley observed that Cade was quiet and he was rarely quiet. She looked up at him concerned and noticed that he was looking down at her head intently. Kresley stopped in the middle of the midway and took both of Cade’s hands.
“Cade, honey, tell me what’s wrong. Are you upset about the kissing booth?”
“Well, Kres, of course I’m upset about the kissing booth. I can’t help but be upset. Can you blame me?”
“Honestly, I didn’t even know our booth was a kissing booth until about 30 minutes ago. I would have told you what it was if I had known. I figured I’d let you know when you got here. I wouldn’t keep anything from you Cade. Ever.”
Cade sighed heavily. “I’m sorry Red. I guess I have left over baggage from a past relationship that I haven’t thought of in years. A woman I dated for months would purposely use things to try to make me jealous while we dated. It drove me insane and is the reason I broke things off with her. I don’t like jealousy and don’t like feeling that way. At all. But thinking of you being kissed by another man, even if its just a quick peck on the lips for charity, makes me feel unhinged.” Shrugging his shoulders, trying to loosen the knot at his neck, Cade took a step back and raked his fingers through his hair. “Sorry about that Kres. I told you I’m a guy. And I’d act stupid sometimes. I’m really sorry. I’ll leave and just see you later?” He looked at Kresley then and searched her eyes, preparing to turn around to find somewhere quiet to lick his wounds.
Kresley took the few steps towards Cade and wrapped her arms around his neck, and pulled him down towards her. There in the midway of the local county fair, with people walking all around them, Kresley Anderson gave Cade Grantham a kiss like no other. One hand cradled the back of his head, while the other stroked up and down his back. Her mouth wrapped softly around his lips, waiting for them to open. Cade took in her tongue to twine with his. Neither tried to dominate the other. They each gently took what the other gave, which felt a lot like love. Cade cradled Kresley’s face with his hands, gently stroking her features with his fingertips. Small kisses were dropped on each other’s mouths, chins, cheeks and nose. Kresley had eyes only for Cade, locked into his blue depths, letting him know that he was the only person she saw in that moment, the only one she wanted, her everything.
Soft green eyes looked up at Cade, imploring him to stay put. “Don’t leave Big Sexy. I need you here for back up. Besides, your Aunt Mae already told me she would take my shift since I’m your girl. You may need to watch her close anyway. Ash stopped by earlier to lend his money to the FD fund, and your Aunt Mae caught him in a solid lip lock. I swear I think her tongue went down his throat. You should have seen Ash’s eyes. And Francie was about to have a cow either laughing or seizing in a fit.” Kresley grinned as Cade began to choke on air as he took in the mental picture of his aunt tonguing Ash the firefighter.
“Baby, when you put it like that, I think it’s my duty to stay close by. You’re okay? You’re not mad at me for going caveman on you back there? Boomer was having a ball watching me unravel. Can’t wait for him to watch Grace in lip action in a minute.”
“I’m not even a little mad. Honest. You’d know if I was. You’ve learned the signs by now”, Kresley joked. Closing her eyes as Cade kissed her forehead gently, she admitted how much she had missed him the past few days. Being away from him for even a day or two was torture. They spent all their free time with each other. Every day. And if they weren’t in the same place together, they were texting or calling each other. It’s was driving her sisters and Grace crazy. And Kresley loved that. “Uhmmm, honey, I know us kissing in the middle of the fair may make it seem like we’re okay with everyone knowing our business, but could you do me a solid and take your hands off my ass?”
Kresley felt Cade’s chuckle deep inside his chest, vibrating across hers. One more squeeze from his hands, and they dropped. She automatically missed them, but knew they needed to get back to the booth. As she turned with Cade’s hand on her back, she noticed that line had gotten longer at the booth. And her sisters were all up front and center at the stools, being kissed over and over. Grace was on the end at her own stool, with Boomer already in line, rocking back and forth on his sneakered feet. Kresley elbowed Cade and pointed to Boomer. Cade just grinned and snuck up behind Boomer.
“Need a mint there, brother?”, Cade whispered in Boomer’s ear. Boomer dodged his breathy comment and put him in a headlock. Cade just laughed and pulled away. He handed Boomer a mint from his pocket and gave him a wink. “Go get her dude. You deserve it.”
Kresley just shook her head and went back behind the booth with her sisters and Grace. Aunt Mae and the other older women had moved off to a nearby booth that was selling raffle tickets for one of those photo boudoir sessions. She kept meeting Cade’s gaze over and over, telling him without words that she wished she could be kissing him right now. If his heated blue eyes could speak, Kresley’s body would be laying down on his bed, no clothes between them and her back arching up for more of his physical attention. Kresley needed to cool off before she had a heat stroke. She and Cade had not taken their relationship any further physically than heavy kissing and petting. It was a mutual decision made to take things slow and if they were both in this for the long term, that it would make when they did decide to make love all that more special. It was at heavily desired times like this that Kresley regretted that decision.
She looked around and noticed the men who were lined up, ready for their kiss. Most were in regular plain clothes, but there were some in uniform. She saw firefighters, male nurses, EMTs and police officers lined up to get a chance to kiss an Anderson. She recognized some of them, but others she didn’t. Kresley looked over to her sister, Gertie. She couldn’t believe that Gert had volunteered to do this. Kres had decided that Gertie was doing it to push herself to get past the physical barrier she had put up between her and the opposite sex. Kresley didn’t know if this was the way to do it or not, but she wasn’t going to argue with Gertie now. She was going to watch and carefully wait if anything negative happened. Kresley could see that Cade followed her eyes to Gertie and he nodded at Kresley, telling her that he understood her thoughts and would be watching her sister as well. Kresley’s heart melted at that. He took such good care of her and her sisters and Grace. She blew him a kiss as a thank you. Cade just smiled and caught the kiss in the air, then took his fist down past his jeans waistband and opened it over his manhood. Kresley blushed furiously and laughed at his antics. He just wiggled his eyebrows and then went back to tormenting Boomer.
Cade laughed as he noticed Kresley’s blushing face at his flirtatious actions. He and Boomer continued to talk as he waited for his kiss with Grace. Cade noticed the guys who were in line for Gertie’s kiss. He recognized Braxton Harris, Drake’s brother. He and Braxton and Boomer had hung out several times in the past month. Braxton was a good guy and Cade approved for him to try his hand out wooing Gertie, if she wanted it. He had already warned Braxton to proceed with caution with anything to do with Gertie. He told him he couldn’t tell him why since it was her story to tell, but he did tell him that scars run deep and not to give up on her if he really wanted to get to know her. Braxton took his advice seriously it seemed. Cade also noticed Officer Sloan Smith in line to kiss Gertie. Cade was slightly surprised the quiet man would partake in something like this, but to each his own. Cade nudged Boomer and motioned to Officer Smith. Boomer just shrugged and said that Sloan was a loaner most of the time, but Boomer knew that he had noticed the red-haired sisters before.
Cade juggled his viewing time between the sisters and Kresley. She was manning the money bucket, avoiding any would-be kissers. He would catch her eye every few minutes and smile at her, loving how happy it seemed to make her when his attention was on her. Soon, Boomer’s turn came to the front of Grace’s line and Cade observed Grace looking up at Boomer nervously, as if she were holding her breath. Her big blue eyes were wide and she licked her lips. Boomer seemed to hesitate for a sec until Cade nudged him with his foot at the back of his leg. He propelled Boomer forward a little and then his mouth was on Gracie’s. As kisses went, it was gentle and brief, at least it was to Cade. But he could see how effected his friend was when he pulled back from the blonde bombshell. He watched Boomer push a lock of hair behind Grace’s ear, tweak her nose with his finger and give her a heavy, flirtatious smile. Boomer sauntered away from the booth, with Grace looking at him as if he was a piece of steak and she hadn’t eaten yet. Cade laughed at that and just shook his head.
Next up in the kissing line was Braxton, standing in front of Gertie expectantly. Cade saw how shyly Gertie smiled at Braxton, pushing her hair away from her face nervously. Braxton wasted no time and put his hands on either side of Gertie’s cheeks, thumbs resting beside her lips and pulled her across the booth to him. He kissed her heavily, his lips coming down hard on hers, nudging them open. Cade became a little concerned that Gertie would push Braxton away harshly, but she surprised him and Kresley it seemed when she just stood there, seeming to take Braxton in with surprise and obvious acceptance. When he pulled away from her, Gertie looked like lightning had struck her, like she had never seen Braxton before in her life. He said something to her and Cade could see her stutter for a second, then Braxton walked away with a big smile and left Gertie staring after him in a stupor. Good for him, Cade thought. If he had learned anything in his time spent with Kresley, is that if you wanted an Anderson sister, you just had to go for it. He was glad Braxton was taking his advice or he hoped he was.
Cade turned back to the kissing booth line and noticed that Officer Sloan Smith was looking angry. He was a few men behind Braxton in Gertie’s line, but as the firefighter captain had laid a kiss of epic proportions on Gertie, Sloan had almost violently torn himself out of the line and stalked off. What the hell was up with him? Cade would have to look into what that was all about later on.
The rest of the afternoon went by quickly and soon it was time to break down the kissing booth. Cade and Boomer helped the women box up everything and gather the money. Kresley was pleased to count out $1700 in kiss money. That was a lot of kisses, but at least they weren’t done by his Kres. Boomer seemed to hover around Grace, but when Cade overheard him ask Grace if she could go to dinner with him, he winced when she turned him down, saying that she had to go pick up her son from the babysitter and spend some time with him. He silently encouraged Boomer with a nod to not feel defeated. There would be a next time. He heard Boomer tell her he understood and could he have a rain check for later on. Cade was relieved when he saw Grace give him a smile and say yes. Watching those two dance around each other was damn painful to watch.
He and Kresley walked hand in hand towards the parking lot, making a move towards his truck. She had ridden with one of her sisters there that morning and chosen to ride home with him, wherever he wanted to take her. Cade chose for them to go back to his house to spend time with each other. They grabbed takeout on the way home at Dante’s Italian and then ate in front of the TV, watching a romantic comedy together, until the doorbell rang, intruding on their alone time. Kresley could see that Cade was upset at the intrusion and she hoped it wasn’t one of her sisters. Cade stood up and went to the door, opening it with a less than warm greeting ready to give to the person on the other side.
Cade was shocked by whoever was standing there, Kresley noticed from the couch. She couldn’t see who was there, but when she heard a feminine voice, she stood up and headed over to where her man stood. At the door was a beautiful, raven haired woman, with blue eyes and tanned skin.
The woman looked between Cade and Kresley and stated in a soft, sultry voice, “Well hello there. Cade, do you want to introduce us?” Kresley cocked one eyebrow, then looked expectantly at Cade and waited for him to answer.
Cade could only stare at the door like it was the portal to hell and Satan was on the other side.




Chapter Sixteen


What the hell are you doing here, Shelton?”, Cade asked, in shock. He opened the door wider and ushered the woman inside, sliding over to Kresley and wrapping his arm around her waist. He watched as Detective Stella Shelton walked into his home, uninvited, and not welcome if he had a choice. But if she was here, Cade knew it wasn’t on personal business, which worried him. He had closed any opportunity between he and Stella a long time ago and wanted no part of her now.
Kresley nudged Cade with her elbow, instigating introductions more quickly than what he would probably have done. “I got you Red. Stella, this is Kresley Anderson, my girlfriend. Kresley this is Detective Stella Shelton. She and I worked with each other in Nashville for a while and she’s moved to the Atlanta PD in the last several months from what I hear.”
“Hello Kresley, it’s nice to meet you. Come on Cade, you can introduce me better than that. We dated each other for many months back in Nashville, Kresley. Best months I had with a man”, Stella stated smugly, shooting looks at Kresley. Cade’s dark expression and low growl should have been an indication for her to stop talking, but she didn’t. “Cade, I wish I could say I’m here on a casual visit to check in and spend time with you, but unfortunately I’m here in an official capacity. You were my contact point for this visit, to my surprise. I hadn’t realized you were living here exactly.” As she spoke, she looked around Cade’s living room, taking in her surroundings, including Kresley being held tight by Cade.
Kresley was dressed in casual jeans and a v-neck tshirt, her red hair curly and flowing down her back. No makeup except mascara and probably smelling of sweat and the Georgia sunshine, Kresley felt inferior next to Stella. She didn’t feel like having a conversation with one of Cade’s ex-girlfriends. Were they lovers once upon a time? Had Cade loved her? Kresley didn’t like this feeling weighing her down right now, her imagination picturing Cade and this woman together. She slowly drew within herself and she heard Cade and Stella talk, hands in her back pockets and shoulders slouching. She kept her eyes downward and was lost in her own thoughts when she heard her sister’s name. “What was that?”
“I was telling Cade that a cold case involving your sister, Gertrude, was put on my desk this week. There have been several sexual assaults in the same area as hers in the last few months and they match the MO used in her case. Cade had called my captain the other day and asked for a copy of her file, which led to me coming here to see why he wanted to see her case”, Stella stated matter of fact.
Kresley looked worriedly from Cade to Stella, then back to Cade, where her gaze rested. Why had he wanted to see Gertie’s cold case from her assault? And why hadn’t he said anything to her? About Gertie or about Stella. Kresley looked at Cade with very apparent doubts in her eyes.
Cade stood patiently, watching Kresley think through everything, and waited for her to look at him. He knew her like the back of his hand, so he understood that she wanted to know why. And he knew she wouldn’t ask in front of Stella. “Baby, I wanted to see Gert’s cold case from the Atlanta PD because I wanted a clearer picture of the evidence that they had, the info from witnesses, the time frame it happened, all of it. I didn’t say anything to you because one, you were out of town with Gertie and I didn’t want to bring it up over the phone, and two, because I just requested it a few days ago. I would have told you tonight. So, no worries, okay? And as for Stella and I, we dated a few years ago for a few months. I ended things when I knew they weren’t going to work out between us. Remember what we talked about earlier at the Kissing Booth? Stella and I went our separate ways with no drama. Isn’t that right, Stella?” Cade held Red’s hand, kissing her fingers gently. He could feel when the tension left her. But she became rigid again at Stella’s next words.
“I remember things very differently than you do Cade. You left me with no explanation. And stopped all communication. So, I never knew why we ended. But hey, congrats on landing such a beautiful Georgia woman. I’m sure she’s a peach”, Stella stated with enough sarcasm in her voice to compete with Birdie for queen of sarcasm.
Cade opened his mouth to reply, but Kresley beat him to it. “Ms. Shelton is it? While I’m not privy to many of Cade’s past relationships before me, I am knowledgeable of the man who I see on a daily basis now. And I can assure you that Cade is a respectful, affectionate and very considerate man, who keeps me well satisfied in all ways. But any one, man or woman, who wants to come near me and say anything negative about him without evidence or merit is going to get the worst bitch slap of their life. So unless you want me to kick your ass, I would encourage you to speak on what you need to in reference to my sister’s cold case and any other police work you need to know, then get the hell out and hop you’re happy ass back on your broom back to Atlanta.” Kresley paused after this speech and then gave the sweetest, southern smile that her own mother would have been so proud of her for. She batted her green eyes at the woman and then stood there, waiting and watching. If she could take Birdie in mud wrestling, she could handle this chic.
Kresley then turned to look up at Cade. She could feel his arm around her waist and it was tight like a vise. He had his mouth open, then would close it, only to open it again, trying to find words to say. He looked like a damn goldfish. She took matters upon herself to get this visit wrapped up and this woman out of here.
Kresley turned back to Stella and asked, “Tell me what Gertie’s case has in connection to these other cases in Atlanta. Is it connected to my drugging last month, too?” Kresley looked at Cade as she asked that last question.
“You were drugged? That isn’t in any notes I was given about your sister.” Stella eyed Cade silently, telling him without words that she needed everything. Now. “Let’s finish up exchanging info and I’ll be out of your hair soon.” Kresley noticed that Stella kept a good distance between she and Kres. All three of them sat on the living room couches and Cade began to speak.
“Kresley was drugged about a month ago at Club Vue outside Mercy Springs. It was GHB according to the ER. I was lucky to be there when her symptoms started, so whoever drugged her wasn’t able to get her alone to carry out whatever plan they had. And before you ask the surveillance videos didn’t show the bar or bartenders fixing drinks that night. So, there isn’t footage of Kresley’s drinks being fixed or anything being put into them at her table. I thought it was a hell of a coincidence that she and her sister were both drugged with GHB, even though it was in two separate cities and a few years a part. Plus, a murder took place at the back of Kresley’s business with no clear motive and we have no evidence of who it could have been or why. It all just seems to tie together, but I’m not having luck in finding those strings that attach the events to each other.”
“The cases in Atlanta, including Gertrude Anderson, don’t have any physical evidence that we’ve been able to pick up on. No semen, no saliva, no condoms, no fingerprints. It’s like this guy is a ghost. They all were drugged and GHB was found in their systems afterward. This last victim, though, tells us that the perp is escalating in behavior. She was tortured, then murdered. So now we’re dealing with not only a serial rapist, but a murderer as well. We were wondering if Gertie could remember anything from her attack.”
“No, my sister doesn’t remember anything. She has avoided talking about it all together for years and just now started seeing a counselor. The counselor brought up hypnosis as a possibility, but Gertie is scared it will bring back memories that she would rather just forget exist.”
“While hypnosis is a helpful tool, not everyone can be put under and it doesn’t always help with details needed. Also, sometimes anything brought out in a hypnosis session is not admissible in court. So, if Gertie decided to try hypnosis, it is totally her decision and not something we will request.”
Cade spoke up at this point to wrap up the visit, feeling the tension in the air. “How about this? Leave me Gertie’s case file and I’ll send you a copy of what we have on what happened with both Drake Harris and Kresley’s drugging. Let’s talk more over the phone when we both have had a chance to look things over and see if we can find similarities, etc. Does that work?”
“Yes, that works for me. I’ll head on back to Atlanta then and will wait for the copies to get to me on Monday. Send to my email encrypted, okay?”
“Will do. Thanks for bringing the case file Stella. Kresley and her sisters mean the world to me. I’m trying to figure things out so they can be safe.”
“I can see that Cade and I’m sure they appreciate it. But I do believe from Kresley’s own words that they can handle themselves just fine. I’ll be leaving now to find my broom outside”, Stella stated sarcastically and left out the front door quietly. The door closed behind her and left a very quiet lull between Cade and Kresley.
Cade walked over to the front door and locked it, then went around the living room, shutting the plantation blinds so he and Kresley could have privacy. He turned back to Kresley, ready to see how she wanted to start their conversation, but she surprised him by turning around and walking up his stairs. Cade stood there and watched her walk away, butt swaying with each step she took to the bridge at the top.
“Are you coming up?”, Kresley called down to Cade and he didn’t think twice. He quickly headed up the stairs behind his woman. Life was never boring with an Anderson girl.




Chapter Seventeen


The shadow was back in Atlanta again. It wasn’t a city that he was fond of, but to find the right target, he knew he had to go where the most variety was in abundance. He didn’t care what size, color, or race the woman was. She just needed to be a warm body to take his aggressions out on and find some relief with. Why were women such whores? Why couldn’t they be virginal, pure play things that never got dirty? He tried to find the virgins, but after a few hours of play, they were then too dirty to keep. The last woman couldn’t keep her screams to herself, so he didn’t have a choice but to shut her up for good. Watching her life drain out of her eyes felt so amazing. It almost made him want to masturbate and come all over her. But that would have been a bad decision on his part. No evidence left behind for the cops to find. Maybe he’d find a red head tonight so he could get this fantasy out of his head of those stupid Anderson girls. It was almost too much today, watching them from afar at that stupid redneck fair. And that detective, Cade, with his nose so far up Kresley Anderson’s ass. Not much got by him it seemed. The shadow would have to be careful. At that moment, a pretty brunette walked by his table and he turned to watch her walk towards a group of friends. Well, hello there, Angel. Let’s play a game.




Chapter Eighteen


Cade walked through the doorway to find Kresley standing in his master bathroom, running water in his jacuzzi tub, with a small squirt of bubble bath added. Cade stood there without comment, waiting for Red to tell him what she was doing. Cade made no presumptions about her actions. He’d learned just to wait for her.
Kresley turned around as the water ran in the tub and started building warm, soapy water. She looked up at Cade and quietly took her hands and pushed his tshirt up his hard-muscled stomach and chest, asking without words for him to help her take it off. Cade bunched his shirt at the back of his neck and pulled it over his head, pulling it all the way off and tossing it to the floor in a manly, dominate way that turned her on that much more. He stood there quietly, trying to decipher what exactly Red wanted. Kresley’s hands came to rest on his broad, muscled chest. The flats of her hands rested on each of his nipples, slowly rubbing circles over them before spreading out warmth to his lower abdomen, around his sides, up his ribs and over his biceps and forearms. Her lips soon followed her hands as they moved over Cade’s upper body, leaving trails of kisses and licks of her tongue.
“How does a bath sound, Cade?”, Kresley asked softly. She looked up into his light blue eyes, speaking without words to him that she wanted him. Now.
“A bath sounds amazing right now, baby. But you know I have to ask this question. Do you want to take a bath with me? Because I’m not going to presume anything without you telling me in your own words. This has to be your decision, Kresley. Just know that if you step in that tub with me, buck ass naked, then you’re telling me that I can fill you up with me, make you mine in a way that will ruin you for anyone else.” Cade finished and held his breath, waiting for her answer.
“I plan to be in that tub with you naked and ready, Cade, if you think you’ll be okay with sharing your bubbles with me”, Kresley stated coyly, trailing her fingers in circles around Cade’s nipples, lightly raking her fingernails over them. Cade shuddered with heavy desire and trapped her hands between them.
“There is nothing that would make me happier than to be in that hot water with you, baby. Your body sliding against mine. I can finally show you how much you make me feel every time I’m with you.”
Kresley didn’t say anything else. She lifted her arms above her head and waited for Cade to help her take off her tshirt. He wasted no time and took the hem, working it up and over Kresley’s head, pulling her red hair out of the neck, letting it trail down her back in red, silky curls. Cade’s arms were wrapped around her like taut bands, with one large hand cradling her butt and the other possessively wrapped around the back of her neck and head, fingers entangled in her hair. His firm grip on her head wasn’t hurtful. No, it was passionate as he moved her mouth where he wanted it most, on his body.
Kresley trailed open mouthed kisses across his skin, her tongue tasting Cade’s saltiness as he dominated her, shifting her from side to side. In turn, Kresley’s hips pushed themselves into Cade, rolling and rocking her sex against his, showing him where she needed him the most. Cade let out a groan of want, pushing Kresley tighter against him. Her leg lifted to hug around his firm thigh and hip.
Kresley’s bra was a plain white cotton, but it held her full, luscious breasts firmly. Cade lightly ran his fingers over the tops of Kresley’s tits, causing her nipples to harden inside the cotton cups. He pulled them down so they hugged each tit underneath, pushing them up toward his fingers as if begging for his touch. Cade hungrily noticed the stiff, pink peaks, so tight and plump, ready for his mouth. He lowered his head and took a nipple inside, sucking it into his wet warmth, bathing it with his tongue. Kresley encouraged him by hugging his head to her chest, asking without words for him to continue his wet torture of sucking and licking.
Cade gave several more long, wet laps of his tongue on each nipple, sucking the firm mounds at the top of each breast, leaving a mark on each. He loved seeing his mark on her. The claim that she was his gave him a feeling of happiness and relief. Cade quickly remembered the bath water and shut it off before it overflowed onto the floor. He then turned back to his woman and her body of treasures.
Kresley had unclasped her bra and let it fall away from her arms to the floor. She stood there with her hands on the button and zipper of her jeans, waiting on him. Cade took over for her, unbuttoning and unzipping her, slowly sliding the jeans and her panties down her soft, silky hips and thighs. Kresley pushed them with her feet down her ankles and off to join the pile of clothing. She was left standing there, naked, in front of the man that meant the most in the world to her. She could see his chest working harshly to take in deep breaths, his nostrils flaring with the effort. His cheeks were reddened with desire and the heat in his eyes told Kresley that he loved what he saw.
Cade could find no words to describe how gorgeous Kresley Anderson looked to him, standing there naked, all of her luscious curves on display. Freckles scattered on her pale skin and the hair at the juncture of her thighs was as red as the hair on top of her head, trimmed short. Cade knelt down in front of Kresley and began at her ankles, leaving heavy, wet kisses there, trailing up her legs and thighs with his tongue, kissing as he went. Cade made sure to show Kresley how beautiful she was with his mouth and tongue, creating goose bumps of pleasure. Kresley wrapped her fingers in Cade’s beautiful dark hair and followed his head as it weaved back and forth across her body, leaving a wet trail of desire in its wake. She listened to his deep, growl as he spoke to her, saying sexy, lustful endearments to her, describing in detail what he wanted to do to her body and in her body. Kresley should have been blushing, but she wasn’t. She was overheated with desire, almost limp with it. She made a soft mewling sound as she looked down at Cade and his torturous mouth.
“Baby, you are so beautiful. So hot. So amazing to feel, to touch and taste. I love how you taste Kresley. Like sweet peaches and vanilla.” Cade’s mouth took a few moments to pause at Kresley’s sex, nuzzling her there and leaving gentle kisses that had her feeling hot, scalding with want and need. His tongue reached out to lick over her bundle of nerves at the center of her sex. Kresley cried out, holding on to Cade’s head and shoulders to keep her from falling over.
He rose to his feet and gently took a breast into each hand, squeezing them, massaging them, rubbing his thumbs over her nipples until Kresley was arching her back, begging him to suck her again. He did what she asked, and soon kissed his way up her chest and throat, leaving love bites as he went. He ended at her lips and kissed her hungrily. His tongue entered her mouth roughly, taking what he needed from her without asking. Kresley wrapped her arms around Cade’s shoulders, her hands in his hair and rubbed her breasts all along his chest, wanting the friction of skin to skin. She kissed him back just as hungrily, begging for him to suck her tongue, her bottom lip. They stood there for a few minutes, kissing and touching everywhere they could. Finally, Kresley pushed him back to place her hands at the waist band of Cade’s jeans.
Cade held his breath and watched as his Kresley made quick work of his zipper, pushing his jeans down his hips and legs, taking his boxers with them. She knelt down and helped him by pulling them off his legs. Her fingers trailed up each leg, leaving fire in their wake as Kresley slowly worked her way towards Cade’s erection. Kresley stood, looking her fill of Cade’s hardening length. She was quiet as she intently viewed him, and after a few moments, Cade became perplexed. “Baby?”
Kresley took a deep breath, eyes still on Cade’s rather large manhood. “Are we going to fit together?” She asked this, looking worriedly into his eyes, asking for reassurances. Cade smiled sweetly at her and took her in his arms. He stroked her back lovingly and kissed her face from forehead to chin.
“No worries, baby. We’ll fit just fine. Trust me?”, Cade asked, holding his breath until he heard her answer.
“Always.”
He let out the breath he had been holding and then took her hand, leading her toward the tub. Kresley paused for a moment and bent over at her waist, twisting her hair into a long rope. She twined it around until it made a heavy bun on top of her head. She secured it with some clips and then followed him to the tub. Cade stepped into the hot water first, and sat down with his back against one of the rounded corners. Still holding her hand, Cade guided Kresley to sit between his legs, with her back resting against his hard chest. When Kresley was still and secure in his arms, Cade turned the jets on in the tub, letting the water and bubbles begin to move and swirl around them.
Kresley let out a deep sigh of contentment and took Cade’s arms, wrapping them around her body, placing a hand on top of each breast. She could feel the hard muscles at her back, his light smattering of chest hair tickling her. Cade’s heavy sex lay firm at her lower back, pulsing with need. His heavily muscled thighs were on either side of her hips, knees slightly bent and squeezing her in between them, as if he needed to hold her there to make sure she wouldn’t disappear. Kresley placed a hand on each thigh and roughly stroked them, kneading the tight muscles. Moving her body against his, feeling a need for more, she moaned softly as Cade’s hands squeezed and stroked her breasts and nipples. Fingers pinching and pulling at the tight buds, Cade began kissing and licking the side of Kresley’s throat and jaw. Pausing to suck her flesh into his mouth, Cade trailed his fingers from her breasts, down her softly rounded stomach. He stopped at her belly button and playfully tickled her there, running a finger tip in and out of it gently. Kresley giggled, turning her head back to look at him.
Cade took the opportunity and looked deeply into Kresley’s beautiful green eyes. He leaned towards her and roughly took her mouth with his, pushing his tongue harshly inside, claiming it as his own and showing her that she was his. Their mouths moved over each other’s again and again, rocking from side to side, becoming more wet with each kiss.
“The things I want to do to you baby, the ways I want to pleasure you, make you mine, put my mark all over your body”, Cade murmured into Kresley’s mouth as they kissed, his hips gently rocking his sex against her lower back and butt.
“Then do it. Don’t’ tell me, Big Sexy. Show me. Now.”
Cade took a large, rough hand and pushed it down her chest and abdomen, fingers gliding against her wet flesh until it reached her sex. Without stopping, Cade pushed two fingers between her wet folds, rubbing over her bundle of nerves hidden at the top. The two fingers then slid deep inside of her, curving around her walls and making Kresley cry out in pleasure. Her legs fell open and her knees bent, giving Cade better access to her body. For long minutes the only sounds that could be heard were Cade’s heavy breathing and murmured words of arousal and desire, along with Kresley’s soft moaning and heavy pleading for more.
“Oh, Cade, please. More baby. More. Deeper. Please.”
Cade did what she asked and slid a third finger inside of her and pushed them deeper into her hot, wet depths. His thumb joined them and rubbed circles over her nub, causing Kresley’s body to start it’s fall into a sharp, sharp-edged orgasm. Shuddering with wave after wave of endless pleasure, the waterfall of feelings washed over Kresley, crashing her against Cade’s fingers as they continued to move on her in a soothing motion. Kresley’s deep breaths pushed her breasts up and down, quivering under Cade’s still massaging motion of his other hand. Her nipples were so tight, so sensitive that any small movement over them made her sex clinch with more ripples of her orgasm.
Cade scattered kisses over Kresley’s cheek and jaw, along her neck, her hairline and her shoulder. Soon his hand drifted up from her wet depths and joined his other at her waist. He roughly pulled her around until she was kneeling in the tub before him, looking flushed and aroused, breasts tight and green eyes on fire with need. Cade pulled her towards him until she straddled his lap, a knee on either side of his hips. He pulled her chest down to rest against his, her breasts against his muscled hardness. Twining her arms and hands around his head, Kresley nuzzled her face and lips into Cade’s neck and shoulder. Love bites and soothing licks of her tongue ignited Cade more. His hands at her hips, he nudged Kresley’s sex until it was pushing against his full erection.
“You are so beautiful Kres. So wet for me. So hot. And you’re mine. I still can’t believe it. I am the luckiest man on earth and do you know why? It’s because I am being given this gift right now. Of being close to you, holding you and feeling how much you want me. Trust me baby. I am never taking this feeling for granted. Ever. Come here baby, feel me. Let me show you.” Kresley felt soothed, almost in a trance at the roughly spoken words from Cade, feeling them as much as hearing them as they vibrated from within his chest.
Kresley abruptly stopped and looked up at Cade. Birth Control! She hadn’t thought of it until right then. It wasn’t the greatest time to bring it up, but she knew she needed to. “Protection, Cade. I’m on the pill, so I’m good. I’m clean since I haven’t been with anyone in many years. I just wanted to make sure you knew.”
“I’m clean, too, baby. There’s been no one in more than a year and I’ve been tested at my last check up for the department. So, we’re okay. Don’t ever feel uncomfortable with talking to me about this. Do I need to use a condom?” Kresley shook her head no silently and leaned in to give him a sweet kiss.
Cade took his manhood in his hand and stroked it once, twice, until he could feel it hardening even more and pulsing. He guided it to Kresley’s wet depths and helped her to lower herself down on to it. Kresley gasped at the feeling of fullness, like the missing piece of her had finally shown itself. Cade became still, waiting on Kresley to tell him she was ready for him to start moving, wanting to give her body time to get used to his size. Kres sat up more fully on top of Cade, bringing him inside her deeper, until Cade felt like he was nudging her inner most walls. He leaned back against the tub, water swirling all around them and pulled Kresley to rest against him, with her hands at his chest and pushing her arms straight out. She took his cue and as she leaned forward, she began to roll her hips up and down on top of Cade, pushing up and down further onto his erection. It slid in and out, her wetness helping with the friction that his large manhood caused inside her. Soon their breathing became heavier, almost in sync with each other as they groaned with the strong sensations of their bodies moving together.
Abruptly sitting upright, Cade roughly pulled Kresley against his chest, his arms wrapping tightly around her back and his fingers diving deep into her hair. He held her head so that he was looking deep into her eyes, as his hips began pounding his sex in and out of her, faster and faster, harder. He was being rough with her, he knew, but he couldn’t stop it. Kresley’s eyes flared wide with his rough treatment, but she groaned loudly and begged for more and him to give it to her harder. Her mouth open, panting with need, Kresley pushed her thumb into the edge of Cade’s lips. He licked and sucked the tip of it, racing with her towards one big orgasmic finish. Cade’s groans became louder, guttural, covering Kresley’s high pitched moans. The water sloshed over the edges of the tub as they moved faster and harder into each other.
“Cade”, Kresley softly said, emotion so heavy in that one word that he felt it deep within.
“Together baby. Let’s finish together. You ready? Come on baby, let me feel you grip around me tight. So good. So good. Ahhh, Kresley, now. Baby, now!”, Cade shouted as he and Kresley came together, wave after wave of sensation washing over them. Kresley threw back her head and shouted his name over and over, her hands holding and gripping her breasts as if to keep all of the feelings she was experiencing inside.
“Kresley. Oh, baby. I love you so much. Kresley I love you. Love you.”
Kresley abruptly stopped moving, her body jerking and pulsing still, her staring at Cade’s face with wide eyes. Say what? No, she couldn’t have heard him right. No way did those words come out of her man. Seriously? Cade’s eyes were held tightly shut, his chest inhaling air into his tight lungs. Slowly his eyes opened and he stared into her green depths.
As if he were trying to gentle a frightened animal, Cade stroked his hands up Kresley’s arms to her shoulders. “Come here baby.” He pulled her down onto his chest, resting their hearts against each other. He pulled her cheek to his muscled shoulder and wrapped his arms tightly around her. “Are you okay Kres?”
Kresley nodded her head, words not needed as she hugged him back just as tight. “You love me, Cade? Me? Kresley Anderson?”, she asked quietly, not wanting to trust what she heard before.
“With all of my heart, baby. I love you. I am so in love with you that it hurts when I’m not with you, can’t talk to you, can’t touch you. I’ve felt this way since right after we met. I couldn’t hold it in any more, not after what we just shared.” Cade heard sniffles and then felt hot tears falling onto his chest. “Baby? What’s wrong? Kresley!” He panicked, trying to peer down into her face that was laying over his chest. Finally, when he couldn’t tell what her face was saying, he pulled it up so he could look deep into her eyes. “Talk to me Kres. Use your words.”
“It’s taken me 30 years to find you, Cade. 30 years is a long time to a woman who is searching for the love of her life. And you are that for me. I love you. I love you with everything I have. It’s been fast, but I knew from the moment I looked up into your beautiful, blue eyes in that alley that you were the one for me. It was like I’d found home.” Kresley gave Cade a watery smile, tears rolling down her cheeks in fat droplets, her nose running and hiccups beginning in her chest. She began laughing softly, then louder as she gazed at her man. Cade looked at her like she’d lost her mind.
“Why are you laughing? Telling me you love me is funny?”, Cade pretended to be hurt by her attitude, but knowing Kresley, she had a good reason for laughing. It more than likely involved one or all of her sisters or Grace. He tugged her to him once again and held her tight, kissing her face, her hair, her lips. Over and over again, he touched her, showing her with his lips and hands how much he loved her.
“I’m happy. And I get to tell the Wicked Witches of Whimsy that I won the bet”, Kresley stated with a sly smile on her face, drying her tears with the back of her hand. “Actually, I won both bets. Come on, Big Sexy, get your pretty ass up. I’ve got some texts to send out.” Kresley eased up onto her knees, feeling Cade leave her body. She would definitely be sore tomorrow.
“Okay, I want to know about these bets since I’m thinking they somehow involve me, but first, let’s finish in the shower so we can bathe and get soap bubbles off of us. Come on Red”, Cade stated with a slap on her ass for good measure.
Both bathed each other in the shower, being sure to thoroughly wash and rinse everywhere. After some long-heated kisses and caresses, Cade shut off the water and dried both he and Kresley. He pulled over her head one of his soft t-shirts to wear, took the clips out of her hair and unraveled her gorgeous hair, letting it fall down her back in luscious curls and waves. As he pulled on pair of boxer briefs, Kresley was already typing on her phone. Cade just shook his head and walked over to where she reclined on his bed. He wished he was a part of this conversation about to happen. He eased down next to Kresley, putting his head down next to hers on the pillows. He leaned in and kissed her cheek, nuzzling her and breathing in her sweet scent. Kresley smiled lovingly towards him and winked.
Cade heard his phone ding and he went to retrieve it off the nightstand. He saw that he had been included in a group message with the Anderson girls and Grace. Lord help him. He was about to be bombarded with sarcasm six ways to Sunday. About a minute after getting Kresley’s initial message, the responses started rolling in and the avalanche of one liners began. Cade needed a beer.




Chapter Nineteen


Group chat titled “Cade and Kresley Part 2” with Kresley, Cade, the Anderson sisters and Grace
Kresley: So, just letting y’all know two things. One, Cade has been included in this conversation, so heads up before you talk about menstrual cycles and such (Birdie). Second, I won the bet. Well, both actually. Pay up bitches.
Cade: I’m just going to sit here and wait for the bedlam to begin babe.
Francie: holy hell fire and brimstone. You shut your mouth. Kresley, not Cade. Welcome by the way Big Sexy. The inner sanctum of our minds is a weird and wonderful place. Be prepared.
Kresley: Not even joking. Not even one iota.
Birdie: What’s an iota? Seriously. Googling now.
Birdie: Iota – noun; an extremely small amount. “nothing said made an iota of difference.” The more you know…. So does Big Sexy use an IOTA when naked?
Cade: Birdieeeeeeeeeeeeee. Stop. Brat.
Birdie: Wait. Back the hell up. Wait a minute sister. How could you win BOTH bets on the same day? Why you little hussy.
Cade: I’m missing a lot of info I think.
Gertie: Y’all. Seriously. Boundaries. Cade doesn’t need to be involved in every stupid thing y’all do. He’s not interested in wanting to know about some stupid bet.
Cade: I disagree, but…..
Kresley: Shut it Gert. You just don’t want to have to cough up the cash. And Birdie, Cade does not have an IOTA. He has a COLOSSAL. Lol
Cade: Wait, there’s money involved? How much we talkin’ Red? Enough so I can buy that new iPhone you’ve been wanting?
Kresley: Enough $$ baby. Aren’t you sweet for wanting to spend it on me? I love you.
Cade: Love you more.
Grace: I’m coming in to this convo late. Gotta catch up. BBL

Grace: Okay, that only took a few secs. So not one but both bets are now null and void? I want deets Kresley. Cade can chime in with visualizations.

Francie: Everybody hold up. Shut up. Kresley and Cade, did I just see the words “I Love You” involving both of you???????

Birdie: Gee Francie, you’ll make a detective yet. They wouldn’t have put them on the screen and Kresley wouldn’t have started this love fest text-a-thon by saying she had won the bet if they hadn’t exchanged love words and such.

Gertie: Oh wow. I’m so happy for you guys. Super excited. Yay Kresley, you found him. And his aunt makes the best cheese straws. So win win.

Cade: Okay, I’m officially stopping this train now and asking what the two bets are about. Kresley is sitting on my lap, not telling me and just giggling at y’all. Someone enlighten me please and I’ll buy you an iPhone, too.

Grace: I’ll do it! Mama needs a new phone and Whimsy Events doesn’t pay me shit. Just kidding…………

Grace: Bet #1 involved the five of us to see who could have a man say I love you to us first and we say it back in the same room, in front of each other. And it stick and mean something. This bet was made 2 years ago.
Grace: Bet #2 involved the five of us again to see which one of us girls would have sex first with a man we loved and planned to marry one day.
Francie: You’re forgetting an addendum to Bet #2 Grace.
Grace: Oh yeah I forgot. And the man we were going to have sex with needed to actually be in the same room when the deed was done.
Birdie: Basically, no phone sexting. It didn’t count.
Kresley: So, knowing the details of both bets, I can officially say I’m the winner of both! You each owe me $200. I accept cash or visa gift cards.
Cade: Wait a minute baby. Grace said Bet #2 was for a man that you were going to marry. So are you saying that’s me?
Kresley: Can we have a side conversation please?
Cade: No. I’m not going to look at you in real time until you answer here in text world. Your sisters would expect no less.
Francie: preach
Gertie: He’s snot you Kres.
Gertie: Grrrr…auto correct demon. I meant he’s GOT you Kres. GOT
Birdie: Score one for the Cade monster. But Gertie, what does Game of Thrones have to do with anything? #GOTrocks #johnsnowforever
Gertie: Shut up Birdie
Grace: Sasquatch found his backbone where it involves Kresley
Kresley: yes! Okay? I’m saying that’s definitely you. But not until you ask me. Appropriately. With jewelry. And a plan. And not tonight.
Francie: Ahhhh, my little sister is in love. I’m so happy.
Birdie: Well, this is all lovely and stuff, but all of us are at the Karaoke Bar right now singing “Like a Virgin” (just asked the DJ to announce it’s dedicated to Cade Grantham, Detective for MSPD) *laughing crying emoji* and need to get back to it. Can’t wait to hear details of how good Cade is in the sack. Later.
Cade: Brat. Virgin status became null and void about an hour ago. *smile halo emoji* Bye girls. Be safe. Do NOT drink anything you didn’t watch the bartender fix. Please.
Kresley: night everyone. Cade, come here.
Cade threw down his phone and pulled Kresley off his lap and onto her side so he could spoon against her in bed. “Seriously baby? Did you mean it about the marriage thing?”
“Yes. Not sure why that would be such a surprise to you. You do think I’m the marrying kind of woman, right?”, Kresley asked hesitantly, chewing on her thumb nail.
“Of course I do Red. Don’t piss me off right after making love to you. That’s not what I’m saying baby. Not at all. It just gives me a lot to think about. But in a good way. No, a great way. So, trust me. I’ve got this”, Cade stated, love in his eyes as he pulled her thumb away from her mouth and gnawing teeth.
Kresley’s phone dinged an incoming text and she and Cade watched a short video someone took of her sisters and Grace, all standing close together, clutching the two microphones on stage, looking into a TV screen in front of them, belting out “Like a Virgin”. Birdie leaned towards the phone camera and pointed a finger and said into the microphone, “This one’s for you Big Sexy! Cade and Kresley, forever.” The song ended and a new one began, which was Journey’s Don’t Stop Believin’. Cade and Kresley died laughing. “My family is completely nuts.”
Kresley snuggled back into Cade’s arms, loving the feel of his hands stroking her, his breath sweet and hot on her neck, his lips soft as they left a trail of kisses behind and his love, wonderfully wrapped around her heart. Thank you, mama and daddy, for sending this man to me. He came at just the right time. Not just for me, but for all of us. Your girls are going to be okay. I promise.




Chapter Twenty


Kresley drove her car through downtown Atlanta, on her way back from a meeting she had with a future vendor for some wedding events for the area. Kres was excited about this new vendor and the future of Whimsy Events. It meant that they would have a new outlet to house future weddings and other events in a unique, modern setting. Kresley hated driving on I-285 at this time of day. So much traffic and so many people who had no clue how to drive. She could hear Francie in her head saying, “always watch the other driver Kresley. Don’t trust them. Only trust your own driving.” All of that was very true, unless you were riding with Gertie, who couldn’t drive worth a darn. So, riding with Gertie anywhere besides through the McDonalds Drive Thru was a gamble.
The ringing of her cell phone came across the radio of her car. Kresley paused to answer the call on her steering wheel. “Hello?”
“Hey baby. Where are you at?”, Cade asked. Kresley smiled, loving the sound of his deep, soothing voice through the speakers of her car. She needed to record him reading her a book or something so she could listen to him on drives like this. Maybe he needed to get a job with that meditation app, Calm.
“I’m just now merging on to I-285, heading back toward home. Traffic is awful today. This is a time when I wish I had my own helicopter or something. But your voice helps make it more tolerable. Sing something for me.”
“Sing? Seriously? Not going to happen sweets. But I’ll talk to you all day long if that’s what you want. Tell me what you thought of the venue? Is it big enough for you to use?”
“I think so. It can house up to 400 people without exceeding fire marshal code limits. So that’s a lot of bodies that can be in the same place for any major event. The kitchen is commercial grade, so perfect for any incoming caterer to use and the outside garden area is perfect for the smaller events. I’m excited and nervous. I mean, taking on bigger events than what we do now is a little daunting. What if I’m not enough to handle it?”, Kresley stated hesitantly. She hated when she doubted herself or her abilities. But there it was, all the same. Big bad, Red was a big pile of mess inside.
“Baby. You’ve got this. You and your tribe of women can easily take on the large events just the same as any other event company. I believe in you Kresley. You just need to believe in you, too. What if Birdie sat in front of you right now and put herself down in the way she takes photos? Her saying she stinks at it, that she doesn’t capture anything worthwhile? Would you let her keep talking or would you have already slapped her in the back of the head? Yeah, I don’t have to see your face to know what the answer would be. You wouldn’t put up with her saying stupid stuff like that, so I’m not going to put up with you saying ridiculous things about yourself that aren’t true. You are so smart, baby. And funny. Let’s not forget sexy as hell. But most of all, you’re genuine in your creative talents and how you make other people feel with the weddings that you put together. I’ve seen it first hand now and I’m always wowed by your talent.”
“Thanks, Big Sexy. You just made my day. No, my week. Probably my whole year. I don’t care what Birdie says about you, you’re a keeper”, Kresley stated, grinning as she waited for what Cade would say next.
Cade grunted, murmuring something probably horrible about Birdie. “Your sister, well, she’s one of a kind. I went by her apartment building today like she asked me to. I have no clue why she thinks I’m some kind of handy man that can fix what her landlord can’t get to yet. Like I know how to rewire electrical stuff. I’m law enforcement, not an electrician.”
“Listen honey, what you need to understand is that Birdie is a very self-sufficient, independent woman. She doesn’t really need you doing anything for her. She’d hire it done if she wanted to. What she’s trying to do is get you involved with her and the rest of the tribe. She wants to be sure you feel included and that your needed by females who are, for the most part, Amazon women who can do most things on their own. She may be the youngest and a relentless smart-ass, but Birdie feels things much deeper than any of the rest of us. She was hit the hardest when our parents died. She was daddy’s girl, the baby and when she abruptly didn’t have that any more, it devastated her. She is always searching for someone to take care of, but more than that, she is craving to be taken care of herself. So, her asking you to come over and help her check out a wiring problem is her way of letting you know that she’s accepted you. Fully. You’re in the club now, baby. Aren’t you excited?”
“Honestly, I hadn’t thought of any of what you just said, especially when it comes to Birdie. She’s unique and a true brat. I guess bottom line is I think of her as my little sister. I want to protect her. I want to protect all of them, including Grace and Jaxson. Although, if he had his way, Boomer would be taking over that duty full time. Did you see the way he was around her and Jaxson the other day at your house? Egg shells. What’s the solution to get those two to actually see each other with blinders off? Because I’m getting tired of him moping in to my office, trying to ween off of me any bits of info I can give him regarding Grace.”
“I don’t know baby. Grace is stubborn. Especially about the opposite sex. She talks a lot of smack, but at the end of the day she is super vulnerable and is always second guessing herself. Her first priority is Jaxson. That’s not going to change. Ever. And the way Jaxson’s dad treated her and abandoned them really did a number on her. I think if Boomer keeps showing himself to be trustworthy and involved with wanting to make sure she and Jaxson are happy and taken care of, then I can see great things for them in the future. Unless Boomer does something to screw it up”, Kresley thoughtfully said to Cade, mentally wondering how much Grace notices of the gentle giant when he’s around her.
“We’ll leave that be for now. Hey, did Birdie tell you that Boots moved in next to her this week?”, Cade asked.
“Boots? You mean Killian, that hot firefighter that’s friends with Ash, who was your Aunt Mae’s French kissing partner?”, Kresley stated with a loud laugh.
“Baby, don’t remind me of that. Geez woman, I would rather forget my aunt was a part of a major kissing booth scandal involving a firefighter. And I don’t have an opinion on Killian’s hotness factor. Who calls him Killian anyway? He goes by Boots mostly. And don’t let me hear you describe him as hot again. I’m the only hottie in your life. Got it?”, Cade stated with a growl.
“Relax Big Sexy. You’re my only man candy. But I call him Killian because Boots is just a ridiculous nickname, right? I get firefighters have nicknames a lot, but Boots? Nope. Birdie calls him Killian, so that’s what I call him. And to answer your question, she did tell me she saw him moving in boxes the other day. But she failed to mention it was his boxes he was unloading. Wonder why she kept that quiet?”
“I’m not sure. I never have a clue to why your sister does the things she does. She told me earlier to tell you to call Gertie today. No excuses. What’s that all about? She wouldn’t tell me. She stated that I needed to ask you for details. So, what’s up with Gertie?”, Cade asked, sounding slightly alarmed as he asked about her sister. He was so protective of Gertie, especially after hearing her story of sexual assault and recovery.
“I haven’t called her yet, but I will. Tomorrow is the 10th counseling session that she’ll have with her therapist. The therapist had told Gertie that she needed to consider bringing in people in her support system so that we can counsel with her together. The therapist feels like Gertie can move through her healing if she has someone to hold her accountable to her feelings. Birdie thought it should be me. I think it should be Francie. Francie thinks it needs to be Birdie. And so on and so on. But Gertie hasn’t asked any of us to attend, so we’re all perplexed as to why she hasn’t. Honestly, I’m trying to not develop hurt feelings over it”, Kresley said with a shrug in her voice. But Cade could hear the note of concern there. He wished he could fix Gertie’s emotional issues because he knew that it would help Gertie and also Kresley.
“She’ll get there, baby. Gertie is a super strong woman. She shows that every day in choosing to live instead of curling into a ball in her home and letting life pass her by. She was part of a Kissing Booth for goodness sake. That took guts. Lots of guts. She kissed over 100 guys without regressing any. That’s huge for her. She even joked with me the other day and said that Braxton Harris was the best kisser out of any of them. You know Gertie is quiet enough that any joke coming out of her mouth is a gift of epic proportions, so it squeezed my heart when I heard her talking about someone of the opposite sex the other day, even if it was just to joke around. I don’t know if you realize this or not Kresley, but your sisters and Grace have me wrapped around their little finger.”
“Ha! Well if they have you around their finger, then you must be wrapped around my entire body. Because I had you at the moment my ass got tossed into a puddle of water in front of the post office”, Kresley stated with a big grin on her face. She knew Cade could hear the happiness radiating from her through the phone.
“Baby, you so had me. And you still have me. I love you Kresley James Anderson. So, so much. Boomer tells me that I am a shell of a man and have completely lost my man card. But that’s not true, is it sweetie? I’m a much better man now that you’re mine.”
“I love you, too. I’ve got your man card in my pocket. You can retrieve it whenever you wish”, Kresley giggled, loving when she and Cade could flirt and banter back and forth. It gave her all those butterflies and mushy feelings that she thought only teenagers felt.
“I’ll make sure to get it back tonight”, Cade silkily stated, heated intent heavy in his voice. “How far away are you now, baby? I seriously cannot wait until I can give your lips a proper kiss.”
“I’m about 30 minutes away from Mercy Springs. I need to stop at Fiona’s Fabrics on my way in to town. She got in those tablecloths that I ordered weeks ago. I have to make sure they’re the right color before she begins alterations. After that, I’ll be coming straight to your house. Will you be there by then?”
“I’m already here. I took off a few hours early so I could spend time with you.”
“That makes my day, Cade. I can’t wait to see you. Love you baby.”
“Love you more Kres. Be safe. See you in about an hour.”
Kresley ended the call, thankful that she met a man like Cade. He not only cared about her, but he cared about her sisters and Grace. He knew they were a package deal when he declared his love. And it hadn’t scared him away like it would other men. Cade was definitely a keeper and she intended to keep him for a very long time.
Kresley took the exit towards Mercy Springs and was soon pulling up in the parking lot for Fiona’s Fabrics. Kresley could see business was slow today, as there weren’t many cars in the parking lot. She turned off her ignition and got out of the car, locking the doors behind her. She walked through the entrance doors, only to find the shop quiet and empty at the front. Fiona or a store helper usually greeted her or any customer when they arrived, so the heavy quiet that was greeting Kresley now was a bit unnerving.
“Hello? Fiona? Anyone here?”, Kresley hesitantly asked.
The store was so still. Almost eerily so. Kresley’s fine hairs on the back of her neck stood up, as if fine-tuned to some sort of danger. Her eyes darted around, finding shadows everywhere. Tall rolls of fabrics stood in aisles, hiding other things from Kresley’s view. That only made her more nervous. 
With much trepidation, Kres advanced into the store, trying to disregard the negative feelings she had, calling herself an idiot and silly. Fiona’s store was always welcoming. She’s never had an issue here before. But there were usually more people in here and a greeting was almost always thrown her way as soon as she stepped over the threshold. What in the world was going on?
As she quietly advanced into the store, down the center aisle and walked by the front counter and cash register, Kres noticed a few drops of something next to the counter on the floor. Was that blood? No, probably not. Just something that spilled from lunch probably.  Yeah that has to be it. 
A noise turned Kresley’s head, as she heard a small squeak come from the back of the store. Everything within her was screaming for Kres to turn around and run. Don’t go any further. Call Cade. Call Cade. Call Cade! Run. Then call Cade. Did she mention that she’s hard headed? Yeah, for sure Kresley James Anderson was stubborn enough to think that she could handle what was beyond the stock room door. Her concern for Fiona and her workers was outweighing her concern for herself. And that was part of the problem. Kresley tended to ignore her own needs when anyone else was around. If Kres took time to analyze things, she would discover that she felt that way due to not being able to save her parents. The guilt drove her to rescue all that she could, hoping one day that she could absolve herself from feeling at fault.
As she eased closer to the stock room door, Kresley’s anxiety increased tremendously. She quietly pushed against the door, hoping it wouldn’t make any noise as it opened in front of her. She could see that the store room was dark, with a dim light coming from the back, far right corner of the room.
“Hello? Fiona? Gina? Anyone back here?”
A small scraping sound came from the very back of the room. Kresley could make out a dark shadow as it was easing out the back door. There wasn’t much light coming through the door since it was late afternoon. She couldn’t make out the size or shape. Hell, she couldn’t even tell if the shadow was even a human. Ignoring her racing heart, Kresley followed a path toward the dim light. As she neared it, she truly questioned her sanity. She should turn around now, go back out to her car and leave. But her curiosity was getting the best of her judgement. As she walked to the door opening, she could make out someone lying on the break room floor. 
Kresley went utterly still, disbelieving what she was seeing. Fiona. Dear God, Fiona. Sweet Fiona was laying on the floor, naked. Her eyes were open, glazed over and unseeing. Her wrists were awkwardly behind her back and cinched together with a zip tie, so tight that Kresley could see drops of blood where it was cutting into her skin.
She took a step toward Fiona’s body and reached down to feel at her neck and pulled her hand back quickly. She could now see a cut across Fiona’s throat and a large amount of blood pooling under her body. Kresley gingerly reached down to feel for a pulse. When she felt nothing, Kresley began to hyperventilate. Oh my God. Think, Kres. Think! 
“Oh my gah, oh my gah, oh my gah. What do I do?”
Cade! Call Cade. She should have done that way before now. Kresley rooted in the pocket of her purse for her cell phone, stumbling a few times with her hand. She finally got it unlocked and dialed Cade’s number in her favorites. She hurried out of the break room, leaving poor Fiona behind and walked swiftly through the stock room door and back towards the front. She listened to the ringing on the other end like it was a life preserver, bobbing in the water right in front of her.
“Hey baby, you heading this way?”, Cade asked warmly.
The other end was quiet except for her heavy breathing. Kresley was trying to get the words out, but it was like finding Fiona had made her mute.
“Baby? What’s going on? Kres? Kresley! Answer me baby. Where are you?”
“C-Ca-Cade?”
“Baby, what’s wrong? You’re freaking me out!” Cade yelled into the phone. Kresley could hear him moving frantically around as he talked and she knew she heard him grabbing his keys.
“Fiona. Oh God. Fiona. Cade, Fiona.”
“What about Fiona, baby? Is she hurt?”
“N-N-No. She’s dead. Naked. Dead, Cade. She’s dead. So much blood”, Kresley got out before she began to cry heavily. She could hear Cade talking to her, but she couldn’t understand anything he was saying.
Cade roared her name and it finally broke through. “I’m here. I’m listening. Are you coming?”
“Kresley. If you’re still in the store, get out now. Hold your keys in your hand like a weapon and walk out to your car and get in. Then lock the doors, baby. Sit there and wait for me. Do you understand me? Wait for me. Do not open the car door for anyone else until you see me at your car. I’m coming for you. I’m coming baby. Now walk and tell me when you’re locked in your car. I just text Boomer to call in a 911 and he’ll be there shortly, too. Are you there yet?” Cade’s heavy breathing filled her ear with noise, but helped Kres know she wasn’t alone. She could hear the rumble of his truck engine, telling her he was already driving.
“I’m at the car. Just opened the door. Okay, I’m inside. The doors are locked. Hurry Cade. Oh, please hurry. I need you.” Kresley sat in her car, keys gripped tight in her hand, her eyes moving over the parking lot for anything that looked evil. Tears trailed down her cheeks quietly as she pictured Fiona, lying on that floor, naked and bloody. 
“I’m on the way baby. Almost there. Two minutes away sweetheart. I’m so glad you called me baby. You know I won’t let anything happen to you, don’t you?”
“I know Cade. I should have called you when I first went into the store. I could feel something odd.”
“We’ll talk about that later, Red. Not now”, Kresley could hear Cade growl out the words, voice deep, but controlled.
“Okay. Cade? I hear sirens. Is that Boomer?” Sirens soon grew louder and louder and Kresley saw several police cars, a fire truck and an ambulance arrive in the parking lot. Kresley remained locked in her car.
“Baby, that’s responding officers and rescue coming to you. I’m pulling in right behind them. Do you see my truck?”
Kresley looked and saw Cade in his truck, racing towards her car. “I see you. Thank you, Jesus, I see you baby.” Kresley began to cry and hung up the phone, laying her head on the steering wheel. Cade was here. She didn’t have to be alone anymore.
She heard a knock on her car window and looked. Cade stood there, fingertips on the glass, silently begging her to open the door. She looked up into his eyes and saw the fear there. The love, the need to touch her. She also saw a severely imprisoned anger in the very back of his blue eyes. Oh boy. She was going to get it.
“Baby, open the door. Please.”
Kresley quickly unlocked and opened her car door and Cade was there. He roughly pulled her out of the car and tightly pulled her against him. 
Cade had no words for the fear he had inside of him. Seeing her, feeling her against him helped him some, but the fear was clawing at his insides still. The drive from his house to Kresley was an eternity.  He felt her sobs against his chest, felt her hot tears as they soaked his shirt. He stood, holding his woman and let her use him to lean on, anchor herself to. Finally, her sobs began to quiet and her tears diminished. Cade pushed Kresley back so he could look down at her face. Eyes puffy and swollen, nose red and runny. Kresley Anderson was beautiful no matter the circumstance. But it about killed him to see her this upset.
“Baby. Talk to me. Please. Tell me you aren’t hurt.” Cade breathed a sigh of relief when Kresley shook her head no and stated it softly. “Good. That’s good Red. Now tell me who did you see insi....”, Cade wasn’t able to finish that sentence because Boomer had walked up, his face grim, mouth in a hard line. Cade looked around at the other responding officers and emergency response. Officer Sloan Smith was across the parking lot, talking with the crew from Fire Station 5. Several other officers were taping off the front of the store and others were walking in and out of Fiona’s Fabric’s, with booties on their feet and gloves protecting any evidence inside.
“Cade, it’s not good in there. Female, Caucasian, dead, naked. Throat slit and hands bound. ME will have to let us know about evidence of rape, but there is significant bruising, scratches and……bites….on the inside of her thighs. Kresley needs to answer questions. Like right now. How do you want to run this since she’s with you?”, Boomer quietly stated over Kresley’s head. 
“Let’s take her over there where it’s quiet and I’ll sit and you ask the questions. Can you record it?”, Cade asked his friend and colleague, watching how Kresley reacted to Boomer’s clinical listing of the victim inside the store. She became very pale, losing her focus on the present. He could almost see Kresley’s mind wandering back to when she discovered Fiona’s broken body. Cade looked back to Boomer and waited.
“Yeah, I’ll record it.”
Cade saw as Ash ran up to them in his fireman’s uniform that included navy cargo pants and a red tshirt, with the MSFD station 5 logo on it. 
“Hey, man. Does she need any medical attention?”, Ash asked anxiously, looking Kresley over from head to toe.
“Thanks Ash, but I’m fine. No injuries. Just scared shitless is all. May need new underwear.”
Cade just shook his head at her attempt at a joke and Ash barely held in a small sound of laughter. He just nodded at her and then gave a jaunty salute to all three of them before starting back the way he came. He stopped suddenly and said to Kres, “Hey, be sure to tell your sister Francie that Ash said hey.”
“I sure will. She needs a fire lit under her”, Kresley stared with a slight grin.
“Got it. Just let me know if that’s her ass or her feet that needs igniting”, Ash said with a wink and jogged back towards his rig, not waiting for an answer.
Boomer led Cade and Kresley off to the side to stand at his squad car. He put his phone down on the hood and turned on the recording feature.
Officer Walker Collins: Today is June 12, 2019. This is an interview being conducted with Detective Cade Grantham and Ms. Kresley Anderson in reference to an unidentified victim at Fiona’s Fabrics. Ms. Kresley, can you tell me about your day today. Where did it start? What time did you arrive at Fiona’s Fabrics?
Kresley: I left Mercy Springs this morning at 9 AM for Atlanta. I had a meeting at 11 AM with a vendor that my event business was trying to hire to host weddings and such for us in the future. My meeting lasted until around 3 PM and I left to drive back to Mercy Springs.
Officer Collins: Were you alone on your trip Ms. Anderson? Did you have anyone with you at any time today.
Kresley: No. I drove alone to Atlanta. I didn’t pick up anyone or invite anyone to meet me there. I was alone in my vehicle the entire time.
Cade: Kresley, when you called me on your way home from Atlanta, you stated that you needed to stop at Fiona’s Fabrics to look at an order. Do you remember what time that was?
Kresley: [long pause] Can I look at my cell phone? It gives a time stamp of my phone calls, etc. It’ll help me figure out a timeline. I need to get it from my car.
Cade: I’ll go get it. Hang on.
[long pause in conversation]
Kresley: [opens smartphone] I had a long conversation with Cade, errrr, I mean Detective Grantham starting at 3:45 PM. I was driving through downtown Atlanta at the time and about to exit off on I-285. He and I continued to talk for another, hang on, let me look…..another 46.35 minutes. After we hung up, I pulled into the parking lot of Fiona’s Fabrics. That was about 4:35 PM. I glanced down and looked at the phone in my hand, then put it in my pocketbook.
Officer Collins: Do you remember anything from the parking lot as you parked, Kresley? Did you see anything? Anyone stand out? Any weird cars or trucks?
Kresley: No. I wish I had. I noticed the lot was mostly empty, but then figured it was because it was later in the afternoon on a usually slow day for Fiona. Her busiest times are the weekends. Well, were the busiest….I guess…oh gosh, Fiona. *quiet sobs in the background*
Officer Collins: It’s okay Kresley. I know this is hard, but we need as much info as we can get. So if you can hold off on the tears until the end, it would speed things up.
Cade: Kresley, when you got out of your car, what did you do next?
Kresley: I walked into the store and immediately noticed that it was very quiet. Usually Fiona or one of her employees yell out greetings to whoever walks inside, but there was nothing. There were no other customers there either. Just me. I walked back towards the store’s stock room, thinking they were in there and I would call out to them. I should have listened to my instinct. I should have known better. The hairs on my neck were standing straight up. They still are! See?!
Cade: Yeah, you should have listened and not walked back there. You should have call……
Officer Collins: Detective Grantham, let me continue the questions. Kresley when you went through the door of the store room, did you notice anything.
Kresley: When I went through the double doors, I saw a shadow move through the slightly open back door. I honestly couldn’t tell if it was a man or woman or if it was an adult or child. It was there and gone in just a second or two. I then noticed the lights on in the room at the back-right corner. I knew that was the break room.
Officer Collins: Okay, so when you got to the break room, then what?
Kresley: I walked inside and immediately saw….F-F-Fiona. *small sniffles* She had her hands tied behind her back with one of those zip tie thingies. There was blood there where it looked like it had rubbed her skin raw. Her eyes were open, blank. Like she was a lifeless doll. She was naked, Boomer! Naked! I could see her breasts, vagina, her damn belly button. What sick, twisted monster does that to a woman? Huh?! Her poor throat. It was slit open like some kind of gutted animal. Oh God, the blood. The blood was everywhere. I can still smell the smell, like dirty copper pennies.
Cade: Kres, calm down sweetie. Let’s just focus on the questions he asks.
Kresley: *nodding her agreement* I reached down and touched her at the side of her neck and felt for a pulse, even though I knew I was too late. I couldn’t find one. Then at that moment, it hit me that someone had killed her and my happy ass was just standing there, over a dead body, and I could be next. I could hear words that Cade has said before echoing in my brain as I quickly left. I made sure not to touch anything that I didn’t have to. I came out into the main store and called Cade to tell him what I saw. He told me what to do to keep me safe until he could get to me. Then officers and first responders arrived, and here we are.
Officer Collins: Can you think of any other detail that you’ve left out? No? Okay, so we will be investigating every tip or evidence we collect. If I need to ask you more, I know where to find you. Thank you Kresley for helping us with details. I know that wasn’t easy.
“See, that wasn’t so bad, was it, Kres?”, Boomer asked, with a small smile on his face. He had turned off the recording app on his phone and put it back in his pocket. “Cade, I’ll be seeing you first thing in the morning. I hate to say it, but you’ll probably need to call that detective in Atlanta, Detective Shelton. This fits the bastard’s MO. But in the daytime? At a public store? I don’t get it. He’s changing up his actions a lot lately. Anyway…..just get with me in the morning and we’ll start processing. I’ve got to wrap up stuff here, then go talk to her family, break the news.”
“Thanks man. I need to get Kresley home right now. She’s traumatized and not dealing.”
One thing that was sure to make her mad was for two or more people to talk about her like she didn’t even exist. Kresley wrapped her arms around herself and held herself tightly, trying to wobble to her feet and leave.
“Cade, will you take me home to your house please? I honestly don’t think I can drive myself. Maybe someone can help get my car later?”, Kresley anxiously asked her boyfriend, who was very quiet standing beside her.
“Sure, baby. It’s where I planned to take you as soon as you were done”, Cade walked Kresley over to his truck and helped boost her up on to the seat. He shut her door and came around to the driver’s side. Cade got in without comment and was soon driving Kresley back to his house.
Kresley counted the seconds, the minutes that Cade hadn’t talked to her since leaving Fiona’s. “Cade, talk. What’s going on honey?” Kresley reached out to push her fingers through the side of his hair, but Cade dodged her hand and didn’t look at her.
“Just, don’t…not right now. Wait until we get home, then we can...talk”, Cade stated tersely.
Kresley’s mind began to race, nervous about the tone of voice Cade used. He’d never sounded like that before with her. What in the world? Kresley began ringing her hands lightly, twisting her fingers.
Cade pulled in to his garage and parked the truck, lowering the door back before getting out on his side. Kresley didn’t wait for him to come around to help her. She hopped out on her own and waited for him to open the house door. Kresley immediately took off towards the stairs, hoping to make it to the master bath before Cade could stop her. Maybe she could get in there, close and lock the door and take a nice, hot bath. It would help her thoughts and let Cade have some space. That thought hurt. Cade had never needed space before. Was he getting tired of her? Of the things that had been going on with her? Before her thoughts could take her further down the rabbit hole, Kresley was abruptly hauled to a stop by Cade. She looked back at his hand that was wrapped around her upper arm. He wasn’t hurting her. But Kresley could see a controlled emotion going on in his eyes that told her that he could detain her without much thought or exertion.
Cade stood there, holding on to Kresley by her arm, not touching her anywhere else. Inside, he was seething. And the more time lapsed, the angrier he became. He didn’t know truly what he was angry at. Himself? For not being there for her? Mad at Kresley for making less than intelligent choices that could have gotten her killed? Cade couldn’t hold it in any longer and hauled Kresley to their bed, pushing her down to sit. He stood over her and he knew he did it on purpose to try to intimidate her. He’d used the tactic many times before and it seemed to always work on women.
“Honest to God, Kres, what the hell were you thinking? Why did you walk in that store after seeing how quiet it was, the hairs on your neck standing up? You’re smarter than that Kres! I mean, how could you be so reckless, so selfish. It was unsafe for sure. But it was just plain stupid. I just don’t understand. I’m right here. I’m right freakin’ here! All you had to do was call me immediately. I would have been there like that”, Cade snapped his fingers at the last sentence. He stopped for a moment to catch his breath and try to calm down. He needed to be calmer when he listened to her, when she apologized to him. Cade looked down at Kresley, whose head was bent down, hands in her lap, breaths even. “Well, Kresley?”
Kresley slowly raised her head up and the moment she did, Cade knew that he had gone too far. He had never spoken to her like that before. He had let his anger take over without thought. At first, he thought he was going see heavy tears and emotions. But what he hadn’t counted on was the intense fire that leapt out of her eyes at him. Kresley Anderson was furious. No, furious was too tame a word. Kres was in a rage. A red-haired, Irish, fiery temper rage.
“Back the hell away from me right now Cade Grantham, or you are going to get more than you bargained for from me. I get that you’re mad. I understand it. I accept your anger and know that it was my fault that’s caused you to be so upset. Am I shrugging off that responsibility? No! I’m not. I’m right freakin’ here, listening to you go on and on about my intelligence, how stupid I am, how selfish I was. Guess what asshole! I was the polar opposite of selfish! I walked through that store, knowing in my gut that something evil was lurking. I didn’t think about myself or anyone else in that moment. My only focus was for my friend and her employees, not knowing where they were. Were they hurt? Hiding? Closed up in a room that was locked, waiting to be set free? Should I have stopped, turned around and called the police first? Sure! I agree wholeheartedly. But hindsight is 20/20 and if I had to do it all over again, I would have definitely turned around and called you. Not 911. Called YOU, Cade. Because you are my rock. Always. My anchor. I can depend on you no matter what’s going on. You have become my everything and that is the scariest thing to me, even beyond the evil bastard that killed Fiona today. But do you know what is even scarier than all of that? How you just treated me! I refuse to be yelled at and demeaned that way. Calling me stupid really hurts. I’m far from stupid. Do I care about others more than myself? You bet! I’ve been that way for a long time and I don’t see that habit breaking any time soon. I thought that was one of the things that you loved about me. But today you’re raking me over the coals for it? Well, you can just go to hell, Cade. If you can’t accept me for who I am, flaws and all, selfless, misguided decisions, then I guess I’m not sure why we’re together. I need to get out of here. Do not follow me. I’m going outside to call an Uber and going back to my apartment. We can talk tomorrow after we’ve both cooled down. I’m not in the mood to spend time together tonight.”
Kresley pulled her arm out of Cade’s grasp after she finished spewing her frustrations and walked out, soaking in Cade’s gorgeous face as she walked by him. She could see the anguish in his eyes and she knew that she had hit home with her words. She hated to see the hurt there, but she hurt, too. She needed to cool down her fiery temper. Then she could regroup. She walked outside and requested an Uber to pick her up. Luckily, there was one on the street over and soon she was getting in, directing the driver to take her to her apartment at Whimsy Events. Kresley left, not noticing Cade standing at the front door, arms crossed over his chest, a lost and pained expression on his face.
∞∞∞
 
The dark shadow had watched, in hiding, across the parking lot at the fabric store. Oh, the police officers are always playing his game. He wanted the red head for himself. But no, he couldn’t do that right now. Why was she here? Probably some kind of female shit that was stupid and worthless. Women were worthless. Whores like his mother was. He hadn’t intended to kill Fiona. The older woman smiled at him when he walked in. She had invited him to their break room for some party food they had snacked on earlier to celebrate a birthday. Well, what a way to celebrate. Waiting until the others had left for her to lock up. Then feel her life draining through his hands when he slit her throat. It was amazing. The shadow didn’t think she’d mind if he partook of her body after she died. She wasn’t going to care by then. Maybe he shouldn’t have bit her, but it was almost more than he could take. The shadow couldn’t wait to find his next game partner. Who shall it be this time?




Chapter Twenty-One


Cade closed the front door and heavily sat down on the couch, wondering what in the hell had just happened? A heaviness that he had never felt in his life, even when his parents passed away, overtook him. He could do nothing more than sit with his face in his palms, and let the emotions take over. He had hurt her. He had promised never to do that. And with some careless words said out of fear and frustration, he may have just ruined the best thing that had ever happened to him. Shit! What to do? Go after her? Give her the space she asked for? Go buy her some jewelry or something to make it up to her? Cade had no clue. None of those things fit his Kresley. His Kresley. She was his. And she was staying his. He’d make this right. He’d make her understand and he would show her how much he loved her, even when he was acting like a complete asshole idiot. Cade pulled out his cell phone and sent off a text.
Cade: Help! 911……I screwed up so bad with Kresley. She’s mad. Super mad. And it’s all my fault. What do I do? I was an asshole.
Birdie: Hey bro. Okay, so we’ve established you messed up. At least you can say it was you. But I’m not pushing Kres away from any blame. I know how she can be. Did her Red hair finally make an appearance? That fiery temper that all us Anderson girls can show on occasion. It ain’t pretty. Did it singe the hairs on your ass?
Gertie: Oh Cade. I’m sorry. I’m not saying anything until I’ve talked to Kres. Not that I don’t want to root for you in this, but sister before mister.
Grace: I’m with Gertie. Can’t pick sides, which I will always pick Kresley BTW, until I know the facts. Sisters, who’s reaching out first? Covert Operation Fix It has commenced.
Francie: I’m here now. I was working on some figures for next week’s event and Kres walked in and didn’t say one word to me, just marched upstairs. But I could hear her sobbing all the way up. Sorry Cade, don’t mean to make you feel bad…oh wait. Yes, I do. You broke her, now we have to help you fix her. Grace and Sisters, come on over. I’m heading upstairs. You wait for my text Cade. You hear me? Do NOT come over right now. It would be a blood bath or river of tears.
Cade: Okay, Francie. I’m listening to you. I’m counting on you. All of you. You’re as important to me as Kresley is and I can’t lose you all either. I always wanted sisters. I can’t lose that, too. I can’t lose her. She’s everything. I can’t breathe without her. Please hurry.
Francie: Lordie Bessie…..you’re a good man Cade. Big Sexy is just really Big Softy.
Birdie: I could say something really bad right now about Big Softy, but I’m NOT, which tells you Cade how much I love ya!
Cade: Brat.
Kresley sat in her apartment, huddled into herself on her couch. Her knees drawn up to fit under her chin, her arms wrapped around her legs, shoulders hunched in emotional upheaval. She lost it. Her temper and possibly her boyfriend. Kresley was so mad with herself for letting her words spew out like that. She usually held that much emotion inside and waited before reacting, but something about today changed things. She felt raw, like every nerve was exposed and being aggravated over and over again. She knew within five minutes of leaving Cade that she shouldn’t have. She should have stayed, sat down and just waited for both of them to calm down and then tried to talk it out with him. What was she doing? Sabotaging the best relationship she has ever had in her life because he had vomited out frustrated words when he was angry and fearful. And he was fearful for her! Kresley knew deep down that everything Cade said was let out from a place of fear for her safety. If the roles were reversed and Cade had been the one to scare her to death for some reason, Kresley would have vented as well. She was sure of that.
So, what was she doing here, curled up on her couch and not with her boyfriend? Oh yeah, that’s right. Because she lost her cool, showed her ass, and stormed away like a cry baby. And possibly ruined any chance of having happily ever after with the man of her dreams. That thought brought fresh tears to Kresley’s eyes and she began crying in earnest. She was crying so hard that she didn’t hear the alarm disengaged and her door being opened. But all of a sudden Kresley felt many female hands around her, hugging her, stroking her hair and voices whispering words of comfort and assurance. Sisters. When needed, they were always there. Kresley looked up around her. “Hey guys. I messed up. Big time. Help me fix it?” She found it strange when all of them looked at each other and began laughing. Well damn, that wasn’t necessary!
Francie took ahold of Kresley’s face and made her look at her straight on. “We know Kres. We know what happened. We don’t know word for word that was said. We don’t know why y’all were arguing, but we know it was a blow up. And you have a man across town who is in agony. He’s sitting at his house, thinking that it’s over, that he totally screwed up so bad that you wouldn’t want him anymore. And yes, I was able to gather all of that from the group text that we had earlier with Big Sexy.”
“Cade text you? All of you? Even Birdie?”, Kresley asked incredulously.
“Hey, I’ll have you know that I can be helpful when I need to be. I’m not a bitch or weird all of the time. Just some times. When it’s warranted. Or fun”, Birdie stated, snacking on a Snickers candy bar.
“Tell us what happened, sweetie. Bring us up to the fight y’all just had and then we can help you and Cade better”, Gertie stated quietly. Kresley hesitated, not wanting to bring up anything hurtful for Gertie. But then she decided that Gert was much stronger than they gave her credit for. Kresley took a deep breath and spoke.
She slowly began to tell them what had gone on today. She talked about the vendor in Atlanta, the phone conversation on the way home, then what she found at Fiona’s. Kresley paused at that, letting it soak in with her sisters and Grace that Fiona was murdered. Their looks of disbelief and fear said it all. Gertie remained quiet, but her tight grip on Kresley’s hand made a silent, but strong statement. Then she went on to Cade being angry and seeming to hold it in on the drive home, then him gunning for her, emotionally. She ended with her storming out after spewing hot lava at him and winding up back here. “And now I’m scared to death that I’ve ruined everything. I haven’t, have I? Please tell me I haven’t! It scares me to death to say this and please don’t say anything smart ass or feminist about it, but I honestly don’t think I can live without him. If he isn’t here, then I’m not sure I want to be. It’s that kind of love that scares a woman shitless. Because it tosses out our control over our emotions. They become dependent on another human being for, well, everything. Am I crazy?”
Grace reached out and held Kres’ hand. “No, you aren’t crazy. Just the opposite. You’re human. We all screw up. We all lose our tempers. I’m not a red head, but I still have a temper on me that could rival y’all. You know, you’ve seen it. Kresley stop beating yourself up about it and talk to Cade. The man is miserable. Worried sick. Reaching out to us for help. Do you know many men who would have turned to his girlfriend’s sisters and best friend to help him figure out how to fix you two? He reached out to us. To us! We’re your besties, your sisters. No way are we going to side with anyone else besides you. But I can look at your face and know how completely devastated you are at the thought of not being with him ever again. So, fix it Kres. Do it. Don’t miss out because fear dictated that you do. Tell fear to go take a flying leap. Text him. He’s waiting.”
Kresley looked around at all of them, especially Birdie, who had been quiet for the most part. And she’s never quiet. All four women’s faces staring back at her had the same resolute look. It said “either you fix it or we will”. Kresley didn’t hesitate, anxious at the thought of them butting in more than they already do. Kresley picked up her phone and text Cade.


Kresley: Hey
Cade: Hey you. I miss your face
Kresley: Will you come over here? And before you answer, I’ll go ahead and say this now before you get here….I love you Cade. So much.
Cade: Thank you, God. I’m on my way. I love you too. More than words can say. Be right there baby.
Kresley: Be safe.
Kresley announced to her sisters and Grace, who all stood there with knowing, happy looks, that Cade was on his way over and for them to get gone. She wanted and needed a few moments to get her thoughts together before Cade arrived. She watched her tribe wave goodbye and head out the door. Francie, before closing her door, stated that she had finished up her work and was leaving. She’d wait for Cade and lock up and turn on the alarm afterwards. Kres nodded her thanks and closed the door behind her. While she waited, Kresley paced her living room, walking from one side to the other. Her stomach was a bundle of nerves. She looked skyward. Please let this go well. Please?
Within a few minutes a hard knock sounded at her door and she opened it quickly. There, standing quietly, was her man. Cade. Who could be an asshole at times. Who was sweet, caring, gorgeous to look at and was hard as a rock when she needed protection or stability. He kissed like nothing she had ever had before and the way he made her feel when he made love to her, it was special. He humbled her with his kindness. He was her everything. And she wasn’t letting that go. Ever. She opened her arms to the dark, dangerous looking man who stood so much taller than her. Cade didn’t hesitate. He fell towards her as if she was his only chance at breathing. She took him in to her arms and held on tight.
Cade lifted Kresley up by her butt and told her to hold on with her legs. Kresley wrapped her legs around Cade’s waist, cherishing the feel of his hands cradling her so close. He walked over to the couch and sat down, with Kresley straddling his lap. Her face, buried in his neck, her arms wrapped around his stomach and sides. She shoved her hands underneath him at his back, until they were wedged between him and the couch cushion. Kresley was holding on to him like a little monkey. And he loved it. “I’m so sorry baby. You have no idea how absolutely sorry I am for saying those things to you. And honestly, I didn’t mean what I said. I was so scared, and I let that fear feed my anger. It was the wrong thing to do and now I know better. And I also know you’ve really got a temper and can let loose, too, when needed. But I’m glad you called me on all of my shit. I needed you to fire back at me”, Cade stated, rubbing Kresley’s back, her butt, her thighs. He drove both hands into her hair, caressing her fiery red strands, pulling them through his fingers until they sifted softly through, to only repeat the process over and over.
Not once did he try to force her to raise her head to look at him. He let her be how she wanted to be, buried into him as much as she wanted, for as long as she wanted. He could feel her warm breath on his throat, her soft, wet lips, open there, not kissing him, not sucking on him, just slightly open, cradling him. Cade pulled her hips harder against his and adjusted her legs to be more comfortable. Kresley stirred at that, allowing her head to raise until she could look Cade into the eyes. What he saw there totally brought him to his knees, figuratively and he knew it would have been literally if he had been standing.
His Kresley, with tears streaming down her cheeks, had such a beautiful smile on her face. A smile just for him. He didn’t deserve it. But he’d take it. He’d take it and hoard it from anyone else to get to see. It was just for him. Kresley adjusted herself over Cade and her thigh rubbed against his, brushing against his pocket. It reminded Cade of what was in his pocket, what had been sitting in his pocket for weeks now. He’d been waiting for the right time to show it to her. Wanting to have the perfect moment. Just them. No one else. He wanted some grand plan, some hugely fantastic, over the top plan in place first, but now he knew that wasn’t what Kresley was about. That wasn’t her. This was her. Sitting on his lap in her tshirt, shorts and flip flops. Make up gone, hair in disarray around her face. Beautiful green eyes shining up at him. This was the perfect moment to show her what she means to him. If words weren’t enough, maybe this would be.
Kresley could see Cade’s demeanor shift. He suddenly became very quiet and focused. She began to worry for a moment, but that changed quickly as she listened to what he said next.
“Baby, I’ve lived my life for 30 plus years, wandering around, lost. And I didn’t even realize it. I thought I was living. I thought I had all of life’s answers. But the day I met you, the day I found you, was the day I breathed for the first time. I know I’m not perfect. I have flaws. I know you aren’t perfect. You have flaws, too. But together we are perfect. So perfect that it takes my breath away. I’ve known this for a while. Hell, we both said as much the first time we made love. But until the day that I picked this out for you, when I saw it for the first time and knew that it was yours, was meant to be yours, it hadn’t settled in my mind that you were going to be mine. And I would be yours.”
Cade pulled something from his pocket. It was a small navy-blue velvet bag. Kresley watched with an increasing heartbeat, as Cade pulled a beautiful ring out. Kresley looked up at him, staring into his gorgeous blue eyes, needing to see him and the love and need shining there.
“I chose this ring for you because it symbolizes how you and I have been separate entities for so long, but we now want to be fused together, forever. To be made into one solid force that no one can break apart”, Cade stated quietly. He took her left hand in his, and kissed her ring finger at the knuckle. He then took the ring and pushed it up over the tip of her finger then stopped. He looked at Kresley’s face, looked deep into her eyes and said with his deep, gruff voice, “Kresley James Anderson, you are the love of my life, my everything. You make me happier than anything or anyone else. I can’t live without you. I don’t want to. I want to picture you with me forever. Will you marry me?” Cade held his breath and waited for her answer.
Kresley looked at Cade’s face, his eyes, his mouth, his nose with the slight bump in it, his chin and his heavy whiskers. She could see dried tear tracks on his cheeks, but knew he would never admit to her that he had cried earlier. He was hers. Forever. “Cade, oh my beautiful Cade. Yes, I will marry you. Wait, let me rephrase that. Hell yeah I’ll marry you!”, Kresley stated with joy, yelling out that last sentence so loud that possibly the neighbors heard her across the street. She watched as Cade pushed the princess cut diamond onto her ring finger. Kresley looked down at it and it did represent she and Cade. It was rose gold and white gold, two bands twined around each other in a never-ending circle. On top was a large princess cut diamond, flawless. And on each side were two smaller diamonds with beautiful clusters of emeralds trailing down. It was so beautiful. Unique. Like them.
“Do you like it baby? I looked a good long while until I saw it. I took one look and knew it was yours”, Cade said softly, looking at her face to see how she liked the ring.
“Big Sexy, you know me so well. It’s beautiful baby. I don’t have the right words to describe how beautiful it is to me. But it could have been a simple band of gold with nothing else and it would have still been beautiful. Because it came from you. That’s all that matters. “Oh my gosh! We’re getting married Cade! Us! Getting married. To each other. Forever. We’re going to have so much sex and lots of babies!”, Kresley exclaimed, laughing with joy and teasing.
Cade pulled her closer to his body on the couch, her still in his lap with legs around him. “I guarantee all of that baby. Every damn bit. Oh, and you are not going to plan your own wedding. I forbid it. You’re going to enjoy it without the stress. And I don’t care how we get married. Big wedding. Small service. Vegas chapel, or a tiny, old church in the middle of Cade’s Cove, Tennessee with just us and your sisters and Grace. It doesn’t matter to me. As long as you’re mine at the end of our wedding day. That’s all I want. Well that and one of those kick-ass robot vacuum cleaners as a wedding gift”, Cade stated with a wink. “Now woman, you do realize that I have not kissed you today, not once. Can we seal this marriage agreement with a kiss already? I miss those lips on mine.”
Kresley grinned and leaned into him, her left hand going up to rest against his face, her ring shining out of the corner of her eye. Then her eyes closed as their mouths touched. Cade let out a hungry growl and then he was consuming her. He was taking her mouth how he wanted to, with no apologies. His tongue dove past her wet, lush lips, lashing at hers, battling with it for dominance. He pushed hers around until she followed him back as he retreated and her tongue soon tangled inside his mouth, sucking on his tongue, his bottom lip, licking and stroking him. Their mouths were voracious, turning and twisting over each other’s lips again and again. It was full of hunger and need. It was dirty. Hot. Wet. Crave worthy.
Soon their kiss gentled and became soft kisses of need, love, and adoration. Cade sprinkled gentle touches of his lips across every inch of Kresley’s face and throat. He was showing her love in the most unfiltered way. No huge displays of affection, no heated moves or stealth flirting. Just gentle brushes of his lips on her skin. But those small, butterfly touches showed her that he wanted her more than if he had kept kissing her roughly. Kresley loved both sides of Cade. His passionate, rough, alpha male side and also his soft, sweet, caring side. She was blessed to enjoy both.
“How long have you had this?”, Kresley asked, indicating the ring on her left hand. Cade turned his eyes away from her, a blush coming over his cheeks. “What? You can tell me anything.”
“I’ve visited the jewelers the day after our first date at my house. I knew that night when we had such a connection and you shared so much with me about your parents that you were meant for me. I was done. I knew you were the one.”
Kresley took his face into her hands and caressed his cheeks, his jaw and kissed him softly, tenderly, showing him every ounce of love she held in her heart for this man. “I know this is fast and some would say we’re crazy, but all I can think is that I’m so glad I found you sooner so I can love you longer.”
Cade pulled Kresley to his chest and they sat there like that for a long time, just holding each other tight. Finally, Cade shifted Kresley and stated, “Come on Red, we both know if you don’t contact your sisters soon, they’ll never let you forget it. Shall we do a group text? This one will probably be in the record books or something.”  Kresley’s snort of laughter was music to Cade as they both grabbed their phones. He watched as Kresley took a photo of their hands entwined together, resting against his face. He tilted his head down, kissing her hand next to her new ring and held it there for a lingering kiss. He heard the camera noise and then smiled as Kresley typed out a message to her sisters and Grace, attaching the photo. He told her to add him to it as well as Boomer. Cade knew including Boomer in the chat was important. In more ways than one.
Group chat titled “Kres and Big Sexy Say I Do” with Cade, the Anderson sisters, Grace and Boomer.
Kresley: Well first of all, Cade and I made up. We talked and things are good. How good do you ask? We’ll let this photo speak a thousand words.
[photo of Cade and Kresley’s engagement ring sent]
Grace: OH MY GAH! Liar!
Kresley: Am not. Am I Cade?
Cade: Nope baby. Not even.
Unknown (Boomer): Wait. First, I have no clue who all these people are. Second, Cade when did you and Kres fight? I just saw y’all a few hours ago. Get it together man.
Birdie: Shut the front door! Congratulations you guys! You go from zero to hero in a heart beat Cade. Glad you got your balls back.
Birdie: So who is Mr./Mrs. Unknown number?
Unknown (Boomer): It’s me, Boomer. I need everyone to ID yourself so I can save you in my phone. If I’m going to be in a group chat like this one, I need to know who, what and when.
Birdie: This is Birdie. By all means save my number. Just don’t call me. I won’t answer. I’ll text you though. I’m GIF queen
Grace: I thought you had my number Boomer. This is Grace. And congratulations to Kres and Cade! It’s a beautiful ring……
Boomer: I have your number now Grace. Finally.
Francie: Woohoo! I’m so happy for you guys. Beautiful ring, Cade. Good job on picking that out. This is Francie, Boomer. Don’t abuse my number with sweet talk. Lol
Boomer: Ahhh, Francie, I can’t help but be sweet around YOU. Lol
Grace: Moving on. Stop flirting with law enforcement Francine!
Gertie: What? Wow, so excited to welcome you to the family Cade!
Kresley: Thanks everyone. Cade and I talked and understand where each of us was coming from now. And I discovered that he’s been planning to propose since the day after our first date at his house! Meant to be…
Cade: So, as I know all of you pretty well by now, I’m sure everyone has an opinion on wedding choices for us? I’m asking not because your opinion would sway what Kres ultimately wants, I just want to be entertained by incessant group texts for the next 3 hours as you argue. And go…!
∞∞∞
 
Cade was wrong. The group chat didn’t go on for three hours to discuss wedding plans and dates. It lasted two whole days of going back and forth! The sarcasm was flying left and right, with Francie being the winner of the debate by finally stating for everyone to shut up and let Cade and Kresley make their choice. When they did, then they would let everyone else know. She ended her paragraph rant with a “mind your own business”. God love Francie. Practical, pragmatic, loyal and funny as hell. Cade told Kresley that he was gaining the most amazing sisters, including Grace. He was a blessed man. Kresley just smiled at him and cuddled into his side, content that he included her tribe into his idea of happiness.




Chapter Twenty-Two


Excited for their engagement, Cade and Kresley continued on with their daily routines, which included hot love making. Cade was such a wonderful lover for Kresley. He instinctively knew where to touch her, where to kiss her to make her feel the most. It floored Kresley that he was going to be hers to roll around in bed with for the rest of her life. Sometimes she would look over at him as they watched a movie, him sitting next to her, eating popcorn, with her feet cradled in his lap, and had to pinch herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming.
He was gorgeous, muscled and strong as an ox. He had cheekbones that could cut glass and abs that could crack walnuts. And he was hers. All hers. And it felt good. Really good. Cade would catch her staring at him with a daydream stare, and he would just catch her around her waist and pull her down onto the couch, under him. During those times, he would take her hard and fast, not even able to get all of their clothes off before entering her. Those times were Kresley’s favorite. She loved to witness Cade un-inhibited and wild. She liked to see him out of control once in a while. It was hot.
Kresley began planning events that would happen in the fall, including helping Francie get details nailed down about the Firefighter Hero Calendar and fundraiser happening before Thanksgiving. They had their work cut out for them with trying to convince firefighters to volunteer to get their chests oiled up, posing for photos and being featured as a month in next year’s calendar. Kresley knew it would be a huge hit and a way to raise lots of money for the Firefighter Survivor Support Fund. Her next plan was to contact the MSPD about doing their own calendar to help support the Law Enforcement Widow Fund. Kresley knew she could convince Cade to pose if she gave him enough incentive.
She and Cade needed to come up with a date for the wedding and where they wanted it to be. They were having a cookout at his house this evening and everyone would be there to help with decisions. With all of the events being planned out for fall, a date really needed to be decided on soon. Kresley didn’t want to wait until next year to tie Cade to her permanently. Maybe they could get everything figured out tonight with family and friends helping.
Cade had been so busy lately, trying to work jointly with Atlanta PD regarding the nut job who was raping and killing women. Fiona’s murder was still an active case and Kresley could tell that the longer it stayed unsolved, the more consumed Cade became. She wished she knew how to help him, but he told her that he wanted to keep her out of it. At first, Kresley was mad that he would say that. She felt that Cade was actively keeping things from her. Cade calmed her fears when he explained that this kind of case could be consuming and that when he left it for the day and came home to her, that he didn’t want to focus on anything but her, loving her, spending time with her, laughing with her. Kresley could see where he was coming from and only requested that if he got new info that he could share, to please include her. He agreed.
She and Cade spent every moment they could together, except when work pulled them away from each other. She and Cade would often eat dinner with his Aunt Mae and Kresley was entertained with stories of Cade’s childhood. He would just roll his eyes at his aunt, smile at the giggles Kresley would try to hold back, and tell his own stories of his parents and growing up in Tennessee.
Kresley looked down at her watch and winced. She was late leaving the office. She was supposed to be at Cade’s workplace five minutes ago. Kresley got out her cell phone and sent a quick text to Cade.
Kresley: Sorry! I’m running late. Got caught in a work conversation. Leaving now and will be there shortly.
Cade: No worries honey. I’ve got you. Be safe. See you in a few. Love you.
Kresley: Love you more.
Kresley called out to Grace that she was leaving for the afternoon and waved to her sisters and Grace, who were congregated around a table full of mini-cupcakes. It was samples from a new caterer who wanted to be added to their rotation of vendors. Kresley barely got a response from the girls besides a groan of delight as they popped another chicken salad lettuce cup into their mouth.
“Hey, don’t fill up on that stuff before coming over to Cade’s house. We’re going to feed y’all good in hopes you’ll help us plan the wedding. Oh, and Birdie, NO hunch punch is allowed. You know what happened last time.”
Birdie snorted at that. “What? I didn’t do anything. All I did was provide refreshment in the form of punch. Punch that maybe had some alcohol in it. I didn’t know that two 75-year-old women were going to drink more than a cup of it and get hammered. It’s not my fault they got arrested for public indecency! No matter what they say, I did NOT say anything to them about dancing naked in the town square’s fountain.”
Kresley just rolled her eyes and waved her hand as she walked out the door. She could hear her sisters and Grace laughing hysterically as she closed the front door. As she moved towards her car, Kres noticed Officer Sloan Smith parked across the street. He was looking over at Whimsy Events. He sat, propped against his car, with his arms crossed over his chest. His brow was furrowed and he looked upset or angry. He looked up and noticed her watching him. He gave a curt nod and wave, then got into his police cruiser and drove off. What a stand-offish man. Kresley would definitely not try to fix one of her sisters’ up on a date with that one.
Kresley arrived at Cade’s office soon after leaving Whimsy Events and walked in, just as he was finishing up a conversation with Officer Smith, who had obviously beat her back to the station. Kresley hung back outside the door, not wanting to interrupt, but she also wanted to stay out the men’s way. They both noticed her at the same time and Kresley was observant to note that Sloan Smith also had a hard, stoic look on his face around Cade. She briefly saw irritation in his eyes before he quickly masked it, and told Cade they could finish up later. He nodded to Kresley as he walked out of the office and quickly scurried down the hall. Kresley looked after where the man had disappeared around the corner. She shrugged the odd feeling away and sauntered into Cade’s office, giving him her most charming smile.
Cade came around his desk to greet Kresley properly. He closed his office door and made sure the blinds were closed. He then roughly pulled her into his arms and bent her over his arm, slamming his mouth down hard on hers. She eagerly opened for the thrust of his wonderful tongue, loving how he tried to fill all of her mouth, doing sweeps back and forth, staking his claim over every bit of her. “Hello, my beautiful fiancé”, Cade stated with a huge smile. “I’m glad to see you baby. I wish it wasn’t for case purposes, but still glad to be able to sit in the same room as you.”
“Ditto! But you saw me just this morning, over coffee and a donut. Which you fed to me, even though I argued. You do realize I can never eat a donut in the same way again, right? A bite of donut followed by a hot, wet French kiss isn’t the norm, baby. But it’s all I can think about, so let’s get business out of the way first so we can leave and go home. Maybe we can make-out before my sisters and Grace drop on top of us like the house in The Wizard of Oz. What did you need me for that involves the criminal cases?”
Cade grinned at his fiancé and just shook his head. Oh, the verbal tangents she goes on were priceless to him. He wished he could record her talking when she tells stories. “We’ve gotten footage of the parking lot at Fiona’s Fabrics from the day of the murder. We wanted you to take a look at it and let us know if you recognize anyone. It’s a long shot, but we need to try at least.”
Kresley wrinkled her nose at the thought of reliving that day, but she quickly nodded her head and stated, “Sure, I’m okay with that. Where do I need to go?”
“We’ve got a viewing room down the hall with a TV set up and have the video feed ready to play. We’ve already watched it ourselves, so don’t worry about any surprises or anything bad”, Cade stated, running his hand along Kresley’s arm. He reached down and took hold of her hand, feeling her ring pushing into his as he held her hand and walked her to the viewing room a few doors down from his.
“Here you go baby. It’s all ready to go. All you need to do is take the remote and click on play. If you see something or need to remember something, just pause the video and come get me. Okay?”
“Got it. Thanks honey”, Kresley warmly replied, kissing Cade on his mouth and watched him leave the room. She took the remote control and clicked on play.
She sat for several hours, viewing the different camera angles of the parking lot. As much as she wanted to notice something, she didn’t think she was going to be much help. She was about to give up when she noticed the section of buildings to the right side of the parking lot. It was several shop buildings placed next to each other, but between each there was a 3 to 4-foot gap, like a narrow alley. Kresley got a glimpse of a white vehicle parked behind one of the stores. Right after she drove up and went into Fiona’s Fabrics, a shadow could be seen running to the back of those stores. Then the white section of the vehicle moved. But the angle of the camera and feed quality prevented Kresley from seeing anything in detail. The shadow just looked like a dark blob with no discerning shape or size. She wrote down the time stamp at that moment in the video and then walked down to Cade’s office.
As she approached Cade’s office door, Kres could hear Cade talking to someone. Maybe he was on the phone. She recognized Boomer’s voice, too. They must be conferencing about the case. Then a feminine voice filled the silence and Kresley froze in the hall outside the door. She recognized that voice, as well. That bitch. She better be here in a professional capacity only, Kresley fumed silently. Then she straightened her back, thrust out her breasts just a little, and sashayed into Cade’s office, ready to do battle.
Kresley walked in the door of his office and Cade quickly stood up to greet her. It made her feel special for him to walk to where she was and give her a gentle kiss on her cheek. He reached for her hand, putting gentle pressure on her engagement ring. He then turned to Officer Shelton and Boomer, still holding Kresley’s hand in plain sight.
“Officer Shelton, I think you remember Kresley Anderson”, Cade stated in a firm voice. He brought Kresley’s hand to his lips and placed a gentle, loving kiss there. Cade was highly sensitive to Kresley right now, and remembering her last words with Stella, he knew she would be feeling uncomfortable. He wasn’t going to let anything get in the way of he and Kresley again.
“Yes, I seem to remember our last time together”, Officer Stella Shelton stated with a smirk. She held out her hand to Kresley. “Nice to see you again Ms. Anderson.”
Kresley reached out and shook the officer’s hand quickly, choosing to remain quiet. She stiffened and shot her eyes up to Cade with his next words.
“Actually, Stella, it won’t be Anderson for very much longer. Kresley and I are engaged.” Cade took their held hands and held out Kresley’s for Stella to see the ring he had put there. “We’re excited.”
Kresley peered up at Cade’s face and didn’t see anything there except happiness. He wasn’t trying to rub their engagement in Stella’s face. He genuinely was joyful about their engagement and wanted to share the news. Okay, so maybe he wanted to make it clear he was no longer available, but Kresley couldn’t fault him for that one. He was definitely a chic magnet no matter where they went. At least she wasn’t the jealous type. Much.
“Congratulations. I’m happy for you both”, Officer Shelton stated in voice that sounded like she was eating chalk. Boomer looked from her to Kresley and shook his head, trying not to laugh. Kresley cut her eyes to him, silently stating for him to shut it. Boomer winked at her and just continued to keep his mouth shut. He must not want to die today.
“So, what brings you back to Mercy Springs, Officer Shelton?”, Kresley asked. She hoped it wasn’t about a new case fitting the rapist’s MO. Kresley couldn’t stand the thought of another woman suffering at the sadistic bastard’s hands. She looked up at Cade, trying to decipher if he knew something and hadn’t told her.
“Unfortunately, there are three more rapes and murders that fit the behaviors of the man who attacked and killed Fiona Amaris. I’m here to look through any evidence that’s been found and tagged and to discuss with Detective Grantham and Officer Collins any new information or ideas on who this piece of shit could be.”
Kresley could hear the barely contained anger in the woman’s voice and knew she was more than a little agitated at the number of women who had been hurt or killed so far. She looked Kresley in the eye and stated, “I want to take this son of a bitch down so he can’t do again what he did to your sister and those other women.”
Putting her hand on the arm of Cade’s ex-girlfriend, Kresley stated with sincerity and certainty, “I believe you Stella. The APD is lucky to have you as an advocate for women.”
Officer Shelton looked taken aback for a moment, then took a deep breath, adjusted the sleeves of her shirt, and stated, “Well, I owe it to myself, to you, to your sister, to the women who have died or suffered at his hands, to women everywhere who could be his next target…I owe it to them to make him pay and never have the ability to do this again.”
Cade stated to the room at large, “Well, unless we have anything new to bring up from earlier, I’m heading out with my fiancé to a family get together for the rest of the day. Be careful heading back to Atlanta, Officer Shelton. Boomer, we’ll see you later on at my house? Dinner’s at 7:00 PM, but come earlier so you can help me on the grill.”
Boomer smirked at Cade and jokingly said, “What? You can’t handle your meat, Cade?”
"What's this about Cade, a grill and handling meat?" a new male voice asked from the doorway.
Kresley looked up and saw it was Captain Gunnar Phillips. She had met him previously when she was with Cade. She liked him and he was only two years older than Cade was. It was astonishing that he was a police captain at his age. But Cade had only praise for the man and it seemed they were fast becoming friends as well. Gunnar was the same height as Cade and Boomer, and being in a room with all three of them made her feel like some kind of woodland fairy surrounded by large, strong trees, towering over her. It was a fantastic fantasy that came into her head. She'd have to add a Woodland theme setting to her wedding choices for couples. 
"Hello Captain Phillips. It's nice to see you again," Kresley said with a smile on her face. He was as handsome as the other two men in the room, but Cade would always be the ultimate Big Sexy. Hail to the king.
"Happy to you see you, too, Kresley. Sorry we had to drag you in here to view video footage. We wouldn't unless we thought it could be important," Gunnar softly said, looking from Cade, to Boomer to Stella.
He changed topics and said, "Now, what's this I'm hearing about that Cade can't handle his meat? Do I want to know?" Gunnar asked with humor in his voice, his gaze landing on Cade with a suggestive eyebrow.
Cade looked from Gunnar to Boomer, then looked down at Kresley as if he had been waiting to deliver his next one liner. He stated in a dead-pan voice, “Since y'all asked, as far as if I can handle my meats, that’s something only Kresley can answer. Baby?” Cade’s eyes sparked with mischief and humor, watching to see how Kresley would react.
Kresley wasn’t one to backdown from challenges and met Cade’s gaze head on, stating sweetly, “You always serve up the best brats baby. I wonder if your brats now are as good as the ones you used to serve to Officer Shelton?” Kresley batted her eyelashes at Cade and watched his eyes widen, panic setting in to his features. She looked over at Boomer and Gunnar, whose faces had gone red. Boomer acted as if he were choking on his own spit, trying hard not to bellow with laughter. Gunnar just threw in some pretend whistling, staring up at the ceiling.
Cade couldn’t believe that came out of Kresley’s mouth. He looked over at Stella and started a rebuttal. “Baby, that’s not…….”
“I have to say, Cade’s grilling skills and his meats weren’t all they were stacked up to be. I’ve been served tastier things since”, Stella stated with an evil grin on her face.
Kresley lost it and started howling with laughter, leaning on Cade, holding on to his arms to hold her up. If she didn’t, she was going to fall over laughing. She made the mistake of looking up at Cade’s face, and he looked like he didn’t recognize her, that he had never seen her before in his life. Kresley leaned up, still laughing, and wrapped her arms around Cade’s neck and put her mouth near to his ear. “Baby, no worries. Your meat is the best I’ve ever had, the best I’ll ever had, and no one grills like you do. You’re the Master Griller in my life.” She ended her fake, higher-pitched, breathy and adoring words with a blow in his ear and a kiss to his ear lobe.
Cade let out a feral growl and bent over at the waist. The next thing Kresley knew, he had her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry, and had swatted a hand on her butt. Kresley laughed harder and held on tight as he walked out of his office door. She waved a silent goodbye to Boomer, Gunnar and Officer Shelton.
“Boomer, lock my office behind you. Gunnar, you're invited to our shindig at 7 PM at my house. Stella, talk to you later. Kres and I have a wedding to plan!”, Cade stated, walking down the hall in front of other officers and even the Police Chief. Everyone was laughing and waving at the couple as they passed by. Some called out rowdy jokes as they passed. One officer even held open the door for Cade to pass through, giving a wolf whistle as Kresley’s butt passed him by out the door. She reached and smacked at the officer’s arm, but missed.
Kresley could do nothing but try to look up as the cat calls continued behind them and she held on to Cade’s tight ass for dear life. She took the moment to get a good handful of his butt, caressing it as he held her. Her giggles floated up her body to Cade and he jostled her around at hearing them.
“Careful baby. Don’t start a fire you can’t put out right now”, Cade stated with a grin on his face and amusement in his voice. Gosh, he loved this woman. He would never have a dull moment with this fiery red head. And he loved it. He loved her. He popped his hand on her butt again, caressing her firm ass, before he deposited her into the driver’s seat of her car. “I’ll follow you to my house. No running red lights this time. I’ll have to ticket you.”
“That wasn’t my fault and you know it. Birdie held my foot on the gas when the light was yellow, so I had no choice. You already told me you had payback ready for her for that one.”
Cade just shook his head at her and leaned down to kiss her lips softly. Then he closed her door, motioned for her to buckle up and walked away to his own truck. He needed to mentally prepare himself for their dinner this evening. He always needed to be alert and ready for anything if the sisters and Grace were around. It never failed to be an entertaining time. Cade grinned the whole way home.




Chapter Twenty-Three


Sounding exasperated, Francie turned to her sister. “Kres, you plan weddings all of the time. Why are you stressing about your own? After all the prep work you’ve done for others, you should have your perfect wedding already planned in your head”, Francie stated, exasperated.
“That’s the thing. I plan everyone else’s perfect day. And it’s putting a lot of pressure to do the same for me. I don’t even know what kind of wedding I want or that Cade wants. Of course, he says that whatever I want is what he wants. He’s agreeable to anything I say. He’s just that sweet. And I really think he’s being honest. He doesn’t care how, he just cares about when and then getting it completed”, Kresley stated, looking across the patio to Cade, Boomer, Gunnar, Braxton and Ash as they stood at the grill. Cade looked so handsome there, deep in conversation with teh guys about something. Jaxson stood near them, playing with a toy airplane that Boomer had bought for him. Boomer, Gunnar and Ash would take turns helping him launch it across the yard. Kresley smiled adoringly, glad that Cade surrounded himself with good men. Cade looked up and found her gaze, winked at her and puckered his lips in a kiss. Boomer looked around at her, then back to Cade and with two fingers, thumped his forehead to get his attention once again. The men laughed when they saw where Cade's attention had disappeared to. Kresley thought she heard someone say something about him being whipped. Then more laughs. Cade scowled, put Boomer in a head lock for a moment, then went back to the grill as they started back with their discussion.
“If you’re this overwhelmed by the planning, don’t plan. Just do it. Don’t think, go by instinct”, Birdie stated abruptly, sitting on top of Kresley’s lap on the lounge chair she was on.
Kresley grunted at the extra weight and tried to push Birdie off, to no avail. “Get your jiggly butt off of me, Birdie!” She laughed and called out for help from her sisters nearby. “Gertie, Francie, help me! Grace, get the water hose.” She could see she had caught the attention of the men, but they did nothing more than smile at the hilarious scene across the yard and laugh at Birdie's antics. No rescue from first responders. How oxymoronic was that?
“I’m not getting up until you come up with a date to get married. Just a date. Then I’ll get up. Until then I’m going to sit and push and smash on your stomach and bladder so hard you’ll pee in your pants. In front of your fiancé”, Birdie stated smugly. Kresley continued to buck and roll to dislodge Birdie from being on top of her, but Birdie was stronger than she looked. 
“Don’t doubt her Kres! You know she’ll do it. Remember three years ago at that birthday party for Grace? Birdie sat on your lap then when you refused to sit and watch the stripper………errrrr………uhmmmmm……Kresley. I think Cade heard me. The other guys, too. Oh, boy. Red alert, red alert. They heard the code word stripper. Their coming this way. Everyone behave. Let Kres do the talking”, Francie hurriedly said, looking slightly panicked.
“I heard the word stripper come from this side of the yard. There will be no stripper anywhere near my woman, for any reason. Y’all hear me?”, Cade stated sternly, a grill spatula in his hand, pointed at each of the women standing there around Kresley. He then took a muscled arm and scooped Birdie up off Kresley’s lap and deposited her on another chair. “Why are you tormenting your sister?”
“When does she NOT torment me?”, Kresley mumbled, rubbing her stomach.
“Wow, that hurts Kres. Like, a lot. Right in here”, Birdie stated with fake sadness, rubbing at her chest where her heart should be. The men snorted at that, for all of them knew Birdie and her reputation for being the biggest bad ass woman in their city.
“Hey, what’s a stripper?” Jaxson had quietly walked up and hearing the adult conversation around him, picked up on the topic. He looked at his mama, waiting for her to elaborate.
“Uhhhhhh, well, you see Jaxson, it’s…”, Grace said, her voice trailing off in the middle of the answer. She had no clue what to say, it seemed. Kresley snickered and turned to the men, silently requesting back up with a magician's assistant style showing of her hands.
“Well, Jax, the thing is, a stripper is something that only adults can know about. It’s a secret that kids aren’t supposed to hear. So you have to forget that you heard that word so don’t repeat it to anyone. Can I count on you to keep it a secret? Pinky swear?”, Boomer stated to Jaxson, looking over at Grace to see if she thought he did it right. She nodded and smiled warmly at him.
“Well, okay, if it’s a pinky swear. That’s pretty sewious. I mean, I’ve only given one pinky swear and that was with Aunt Francie. She asked me not to repeat that the guy at the gym tried to kiss her in the parking lot the other day when I was with her. And I did a pinky swear not to tell. Awww, man, I just told. I’m sorry Aunt Francie.”
All adult eyes cut to Francie, who was trying to ignore everyone. Kresley shifted her eyes to Ash, who looked like a volcanoe that was about to erupt. Oh my, this was fun.
"Francie, may I have a word with you for a moment?" Ash asked her, sounding polite, but his face seemed anything but that.
She cleared her throat twice, ignoring Ash's request, then turned to Jaxson and stated “It’s okay Jax. I know you didn’t mean to. We’ll work on the pinky swear stuff another day, okay? Come give me a hug.” She drew Jaxson to her and hugged him tight, then left to walk into Cade’s kitchen and away from everyone. Ash followed with heavy, purposeful steps.
“Well, that was a nice little bit of information to talk with her about later on. Francie’s keeping secrets. Interesting. Anyway, back to the stripper story.” Birdie grinned and looked around to see who would start up the story again. She told Jaxson to go inside and help Aunt Francie out for a few minutes, but also knew it would be a buffer to whatever was going on with her and Ash.
Making sure her son was nowhere around, Grace stated, “Well back to what we were talking about. We’re not planning any strippers for Kresley, Cade. So, relax Sasquatch. We were talking about the time I had a stripper at my birthday party a few years ago. We were all having a great time watching the guy, but Kresley refused to sit there because the stripper tried to show her his “hose” before the actual entertainment. Birdie sat on her and made her watch with us. But the pressure on her bladder was too much and she accidentally peed in her pants”. Grace was laughing so hard that she had to wipe tears from her eyes. Gertie, Birdie and the men all joined in laughing except for Cade, who tried very hard to keep stoic.
“Ahhh, baby. You peed your pants?”, Cade tried to say with a solemn, regretful face. But he couldn’t hold it and he started laughing as well, joining the other adults.
Kresley looked sad and forlorn at all of them and even was able to come up with a tear or two to form on her eyelashes. Cade was about to scoop her up in his arms to apologize and admonish her sisters and Grace for upsetting her. That’s when Kresley grabbed the water hose that had been laying in the grass near her chair, the spray nozzle screwed on tight. Cade remembered that he had left the water on at the edge of the house and the spray nozzle was in the off position, holding in the water. He had a flash of awareness, right before his beautiful fiancé began spraying every last one of them with cold water and enough pressure to rival a fire hydrant. Her first aim was at Cade’s crotch because, well, why not? Then water pounded at Birdie’s face. Even Boomer and the other men were a victim to the water weapon, but Kresley did try her best to avoid Captain Phillips as much as possible. Never piss off the boss if you can help it. There was much yelling, gasping and laughing going on. Finally, Gertie found the turn off valve and twisted it until Kresley’s water ran out.
Kresley noticed the water was off a second before she noticed the gleam in Cade’s eyes as he wiped water off his face  and raked his dripping hair away from his forehead. She half screamed and tried to bolt from her chair to dodge him, but it was no use. She couldn’t out run Big Sexy or out muscle him. He caught her easily and tossed her up into his arms. Her shirt had pulled up to expose her stomach and Cade took advantage, burying his face into her soft tummy. He started blowing raspberries there, rubbing his heavy stubble across her skin, causing her to laugh and shriek as he tickled her.
“Careful Cade, She WILL pee on you if you make her laugh too hard. She really needs to get her bladder checked by a doctor”, Gertie stated, with a small laugh. Braxton stood next to her and laughed with her, cupping the back of her neck with his hand for a moment.
Cade took Gertie seriously and put Kresley on her feet quickly, but held on to her to keep her balanced and upright. “No strippers, Kresley. Repeat after me. I, Kresley Anderson, the hottest woman on the earth, promise my fiancé that I will not be in the presence of any strippers, male or female, again, for as long as I live.”
Kresley scrunched up her face, as if she were having to seriously think about it before making any promises. After some more tickling by Cade and hearing his alpha growls come from deep within his chest, Kresley repeated what Cade stated, missing a few words here and there. She kissed him with a loud smack on the lips to seal the deal.
“Sorry girls, unless you don’t want to have me come to any future parties, I can’t be there with a stripper. My man made me promise”, Kresley stated with a shrug and lift of her shoulders and arms. She wasn’t too broken up about it.
“Way to go, bowing down to your fiancé just because he gives you good lovin’.” Birdie smirked and winked at Cade. He flipped her the bird and went back to the grill.
Boomer followed him back over, slow to leave the space that Grace stood. “Grace, the next time you need a stripper, just call me. I’ve got the police uniform ready to go”, Boomer stated with a wink. He took his hand and stroked over her lower back and he walked behind her, heading back over to the grill. Kresley noticed that Grace didn’t say anything, but blushed furiously for several minutes after. Kresley just smiled slyly at Boomer when she caught his eye and nodded her approval to continue his flirting. The other men wandered back over to the grill as well.
“Okay, so sitting on you to get a date set didn’t work. So let’s just write down the months and the weekend dates left in this year in a bowl and you pick one of each. Whatever date it creates will be your wedding date. It’s that simple”, Gertie stated, always being the pragmatic one in the group. Kresley thought for a moment and decided to try it and see.
Birdie hollered to Francie to bring some paper, pen and a bowl. She and Jaxson came outside with all three. She wrote down the months in one color and the dates in another color of paper. She folded each piece of paper so Kresley couldn’t know which was which. They called Cade over to the group and explained what they were doing. Cade just nodded and stroked Kresley’s hair. He was truly fine with however they came up with the wedding date and details.
“Okay, so Cade, you pick the month and Kresley you pick the date. Don’t open them until you can together after picking.”
Kresley watched as Cade reached in with his giant hand and took out one of the colored pieces of paper that represented the months. Kresley followed his lead and did the same for the dates. They both looked at each other and nodded, opening up the pieces of paper together. They looked down and Kresley sucked in her breath. She looked up at Cade with wide eyes, silently asking him if the date was okay. He grinned at her and simply kissed her forehead.
“Well, what’s the date?”
“The date is July 13th, so next weekend! Oh my gosh, oh my gosh, oh my gosh! Next weekend? Seriously. No, baby, we can’t get everything together to marry by next weekend. That’s crazy! Cade……”, Kresley stated, sheer panic on her face and motions of her arms. Melt down shall commence in 3...2...1...
Cade took hold of Kresley’s arms and squeezed her to get her attention. She focused up at his beautiful blue eyes and immediately began calming down. “Listen baby. Are you listening? Okay, I. Do. Not. Care when our wedding is as long as it’s soon and non-stressful for you. So next weekend sounds great to me. We already agreed that we wouldn’t take off for a honey moon until these cases were solved or at least stopped. But we CAN get married. I’m so excited my love. Now we just need to figure out where to get married. Just put ideas in the bowl and draw another one out. It’s the easiest way to decide when you don’t feel like doing it.”
Francie, Gertie, Birdie and Grace gathered around them at the moment, all excited that a date had been set. Boomer and the guys had been watching from near the grill, all looking happy for Cade and Kres. Boomer walked over and casually stated a suggestion for the wedding.
“Hey, why don’t you guys just get married at that small chapel that sits on Lake Windsor. I know they let people get married in it for a small fee. And it’s air conditioned. But it’s small, not far from here, and it has beautiful lake views around it. There’s a reception building nearby to it if you wanted to have the after party nearby.” Boomer finished his opinion and looked around, perplexed. “What? Like I can’t have an opinion on something besides grilling meats? I notice things. I’m a cop. And I’m a guy. We think about stuff like this, for your information. Like where we want to get married. I’m not just a pretty face, you know.”
“Oh, Boomer we know that. We aren’t staring at you oddly as much as we’re standing here thinking that we are the event planners. WE should have thought about Lake Windsor. And we didn’t. We’re dorks”, Francie stated with a shake of her head and a snort of laughter. “Kresley, Cade? What do you say?”
Kresley looked at Cade excitedly and they communicated as they often do, with just their eyes, and nodded together. “That is definitely the golden ticket for marriage. Let’s do it!”, Kres stated happily. She was twirled around in Cade’s arms, with him bombarding her neck with sweet, wet kisses. He ended with a long kiss on the lips, then he smacked her ass and asked for the girls to grab the condiments and stuff in the kitchen and bring everything out to the table cloth lined table where the food would go.
Kresley walked towards the kitchen and as she passed by Grace, she observed that she was still looking at Boomer, with a thoughtful and pensive look on her face. What that was about, Kresley didn’t know, but she chose not to open that can of worms here, in front of Boomer. She would grill Grace later. She grabbed Grace’s hand and pulled her with her, shaking her from her daydream. “Snap out of it Gracie and help me.” Grace nodded and they went to gather up the stuff to enjoy a night of laughter and food with each other.
∞∞∞
 
Group chat titled “Cade and Kresley Wedding Prep” with Kresley, Cade, the Anderson sisters and Grace
Gertie: Okay, guys. I’ve got the church reserved and paid for, as well as the large reception barn they have events inside of near the church. Francie and I went out there and it’s gorgeous. Air conditioned at both places, thank you Jesus. And there’s a good size kitchen on site in the barn for the caterers to handle everything. We don’t have to worry about anything as far as flowers and decorations. They do it all. Kresley picked her colors and the flowers she wanted for everything. The menu was picked by Cade and the cake flavor as well. So the caterer is set to feed 100 people. The only things left to do is pick out wedding dress, bridesmaids, and suits/tuxes. That has to happen today or tomorrow.
Birdie: Yes mam, General Gertie mam. You’re on the ball sistah! I know Kresley is relieved for someone else to take over and just say “here, you do it”. I bet she says that to Big Sexy a lot, too.
Cade: Birdie, you’re such a brat. Lord I can’t wait til you find your man. I’m going to properly vet him and give him a crash course I’ve entitled “Birdie Anderson – Safety Goggles Required”
Birdie: Why safety goggles?
Cade: Because you’re so full of shit, that it’s going to hit the fan and splatter on your man. Thus, the goggles.
Francie: Awwww, look at Cade, holding his own with Birdie. So cute. Big Brother and Little Sis, annoying each other.
Kresley: Sorry guys, can’t talk much. Busy doing something with Cade right now.
Grace: Oh my gosh Kresley. Please tell me y’all aren’t having….S E X!
Cade: We aren’t having S E X….but we will be in T-minus 10, 9, 8, 7……..
Francie: I’m disinfecting my phone and leaving this convo now. Kres, let us know what time you want to hit the bridal store to look at dresses today. Later people.
Cade took both his and Kresley’s phones and put them in the bedside table drawer. “No more of that baby. Just more of me. Come here. Good morning sweetheart.” Cade leaned down to Kresley, kissing her gently. He increased the pressure of the kiss until her lips parted and his tongue entered softly. He kissed her like that for a few minutes, hearing her moans, feeling her hands grab on to his back muscles, his biceps, wrapping her arms around his neck and head. He pressed his heavy body into her, imprinting himself on her like she had with his heart.
Kissing Kresley was like eating his favorite candy. He craved her lips, her mouth, her tongue and when he had that first taste of her, it made his head explode. It was like drinking her in small bursts. The more she gave to him, the more her mouth reciprocated his kiss, the drunker he became on the taste of her. She tasted like vanilla and wild cherries and he was addicted. Minutes ticked by and Cade still lay on top of Kres, kissing her, stroking her hair, kissing her eye lashes, her nose, the freckles scattered there.
“The longer I’m with you, the more addicted I become. You are my drug, Kresley Anderson”, Cade softly stated, looking deep into her soft, sleepy eyes. Her green depths matched the emeralds that cascaded across the ring that encircled her ring finger. His ring. His woman. Cade wanted to roar out his joy at knowing she was his.
Cade trailed his lips down Kresley’s naked body. He softly kissed and nipped at her neck, bathing her pulse point with his wet tongue, pushing it down to her collar bone. Kresley moaned softly, digging her finger nails into Cade’s back and shoulder muscles. She urged him with her hands to move further down. He next came to Kresley’s breasts. Perky, pouty nipples called out to him, begging for his mouth and tongue. Cade obliged with long, slow licks, gentle sucks and intentional twists and tugs from his fingers. After he showed love for one breast, Kresley pushed his head towards the other. He definitely didn’t want to show favoritism.
Kresley began to rock her hips under Cade’s body, rolling them to try to ease the ache in between. She became firmer in vocally asking for what she wanted. She even demanded that he hurry things up, taking fistfuls of his hair and pulling him to where she needed him most. Cade indulged Kresley, wanting her to feel in control and the one calling the shots. They both knew that Cade could have her moaning in surrender with just a few licks of his tongue.
Cade’s fingers followed a trail down her stomach to the juncture of her thighs. He felt wetness there and heat. So much heat. He pushed two fingers inside of her gently, then harder, turning them until the fingers bent and angled up against her G-spot. Kresley cried out with the intensity of the sensations rocking her body. Cade began nudging his fingers against that sweet spot of sensation. His thumb came up and began to roughly shape circles over and around her clit, causing Kresley’s legs to shake, and tremors to run across her abdomen and nipples.
“Come for me baby. Show me how much you love this, love my fingers, love my mouth on you.”
“Cade, baby. Please, please. Help me. I need you. I need you inside me. More than anything.”
Cade reared up and back from Kresley, looking down at her and taking her in. Her body was flushed a rosy color. Her chest was heaving with rapid breaths, making her breasts bounce and her nipples super tight. There was a sheen of wetness between her legs that he knew he had put there. Her green eyes were like fire and Cade could feel the flames lick up his manhood like a tongue. Kresley held out her arms to him, asking him without words to take her that way, with him holding her down, melting their bodies into one.
He pushed her legs far apart, bending her knees and hooking his arms through them. This left Kresley vulnerable, but she knew the pleasure to come was worth it. She watched as this handsome man leaned over her and kissed her lips softly. She could feel him as he eased his manhood inside her, her wetness allowing him to slide his huge length into her without any discomfort. Oh wow, Cade felt so good inside of her. Kresley wrapped her arms around his shoulders, as if to hold on for the impending ride of her life. She leaned up and put her lips against Cade’s throat and sucked with her mouth, soothed with her tongue, then growled in his ear, “Take me hard baby. Now. Don’t hold back.”
Cade didn’t have to hear any more than that and he took Kresley savagely. Arousal hit them both hard and the pleasure they both experienced as Cade rocked his manhood inside of her, in and out, harder and faster with each thrust of his hips, was almost more than they could handle. Both of them breathed harshly, grasped onto flesh desperately. Cade took his hands and cupped Kresley’s butt cheeks, pulling her roughly up against him. His erection glided against her clit, causing Kresley to scream out in pleasure. The sounds she made when Cade’s body thrust into hers was like music drifting over him. Her body sang to his, drawing him in until he was chasing the tune to memorize for later.
Kresley wrapped both legs around Cade’s hips and began to rock herself back and forth on his manhood. She was close and wanted to share the explosion that was about to happen in her body with him. Soon, the sounds of bodies slapping against each other filled the bedroom. Wet sounds of sex and the smell of arousal filled the air. Cade grunted with the effort to hold back until he knew Kresley was there with him, ready to give in and come. “I’m almost there baby. Are you ready? I need you to be Kres. Please sweetheart.” Cade begged as his sex thrust in and out of her depths, harder, faster, deeper than he had ever had before.
Kresley opened her eyes to look up at her fiancé. “Yes Cade. Rub my clit, I’m ready baby. So ready. Help me.” Cade didn’t waste another second and took one hand, rubbing on Kresley’s clit until he felt the tremors begin inside and how her sex gripped his manhood so tight. Cade gave in and erupted inside of her, taking her with him as their bodies exploded together. Cade held on to her tightly for many moments, then rolled off of her onto his side, pulling her with him.
They lay there for a long time in each other’s arms, until their breaths were normal and the slow and deep kisses they shared began to stir things once again for Cade. “That’s the best way to wake up in the morning, I do have to say.” Cade grinned down at Kresley as he stated that. She giggled and let out a loud yawn. “Why don’t you go back to sleep for a little while, baby? We don’t have to be anywhere until later this afternoon. Rest for a bit while I hold you.”
Kresley kissed Cade’s chest lovingly and snuggled into him deeper. “I think I will. Sex with such a sexy, hot detective can definitely make a girl exhausted.” Cade slapped her on the ass for that comment, then held her tighter, kissing the top of her head.
“Love you baby”, Cade stated softly.
“Love you more.”
Cade smiled, thinking to himself at her reply, I highly doubt it.
∞∞∞
 
A few hours later, Kresley found herself in the middle of a bridal store, with her sisters, Grace and Jaxson sitting on a long white couch, sipping on champagne. Well all except for Jaxson, who had some sparkling white grape juice instead.
Kresley had already tried on four dresses and each one was turned down by her entourage. Even Jaxson got into it by holding up a sign with a thumbs up or down emoji. They had already picked out beautiful bridesmaid dresses in a vibrant peacock blue color. The dresses were knee length and strapless, wrapping around their bodies in tucks and ruching. Now all that was left was to find Kresley’s perfect dress. If that was possible.
“Okay, Kresley James, come on out so we can see the next contender. What about that one I picked out with the daring dip in back?”, Birdie asked.
“No, Birdie. That one will show off part of my ass crack and dimples. Cade would blow his top.” Kresley called out from the dressing room a few steps away from the couch.
“Well, yeah. But in a good way. A fun way.” Birdie snickered.
“I loved the first one on you Kresley. I just wished it came in a different material”, Grace interjected. “You honestly look beautiful in anything you try on, but you need to make sure that it’s the dress that makes you feel the most beautiful and also the one that you know is going to make Cade cry. The big baby.”
“He is not a big baby. He just loves me. Plus, finding a dress depends on finding one that won't have to be altered and I can pick up ready to wear the day before my wedding.”
“Yes, we know. Everyone knows. Cade loves you. He tells everyone. Every day. Multiple times a day. Are we sure he doesn’t have brothers?”, Francie asked with a grin.
“If he did, he probably wouldn’t subject them to any of us. We’d scare them too bad”, Gertie stated quietly. “I’m not sure there’s a guy out there who could handle all my craziness.”
“That’s not true and you know it Gertrude. Sometimes the one we need the most is right in front of our face. We’re just too blind to see it”, Kresley called out behind the door.
“What in the world does that mean?”, Gertie asked, perplexed.
“Never mind…..oh gosh, y’all. I think I may have just found the one. Y’all ready to see me?”
All four women and Jaxson called out a yes with enthusiasm. The women held their breath as they watched Kresley walked towards them to stand in front of the mirror. There were no sounds, no words spoken. Just an inhalation of breath by all of them as one. Kresley stood before the mirror and looked at herself critically. The dress was beautiful. She felt beautiful in it. She could see the look on Cade’s face when he saw her for the first time in it. The dress was a T-length formal gown that stopped a few inches below her knees, tulle with a flirty, flowing skirt and pockets for her to fiddle with. The bodice was an off the shoulder, sweetheart neckline with elbow length lace sleeves. It was a soft ivory color and had a belt with a crystal pin at the waist. It was gorgeous and just right for a small chapel service and after party in the big barn. With a twirl and a giggle, Kresley turned around to face her sisters and Grace, anxious to know what they thought.
With a tear trailing down her cheek, Francie stated softly, “Kresley, oh my word, you are the most gorgeous creature to ever get married. That dress…sweetie that dress is you. It’s you and Cade, in tulle and lace. He won’t know what hit him when he sees you in this, sweetie.”
“I’m literally speechless. Well not now, but I was when you walked out. Kresley James, this is the one. THE ONE. I can’t wait until you walk down the aisle to your man in this. He’s going to see fireworks and heart emojis everywhere”, Birdie exclaimed, her hands clasped together over her heart.
“I can’t believe my sister is getting married. And she’ll look like a red-haired mermaid, who’s left the ocean to find her true love on land. That dress is everything, Kres. Just everything”, Gertie stated, sniffing into her tissue she held on to for dear life. “With your hair curled and swept to the side with one of mom’s pearl combs and you holding a bunch of sunflowers and cat tails, it will be gorgeous.”
“Grace, what about you and Jaxson? What do y’all think?”
Grace looked over to Jaxson sitting beside her and they whispered together for a few moments. Grace looked back at Kresley and nodded her head at Jaxson and his sign. “Tell her Jaxson.” He held up his sign with the thumbs up emoji. Grace walked over to Kresley and held her hands between her own. “You are without a doubt, the most beautiful bride I’ve ever seen. The dress makes you look beautiful, but more than that, Cade’s love makes you feel and look beautiful. And that is what we see when we look at you in this dress. I love you Kresley.”
“I love all of y’all, too. I don’t know what I’d do without you. Any of you. Group hug time!”
All of the women and Jaxson gathered into one large group hug, surrounding Kresley.
“Okay, so now that the dress and bridesmaid dresses are picked out and we know no alterations need to be made on any of them, can we go to dinner now? I’m starving!”’, Birdie stated, her stomach growling. The others laughed and all agreed it was time to get some food in Birdie before she expired or turned hangry.
∞∞∞
 
Later that night, as Cade and Kresley got ready for bed at his house, Cade tried to bribe her into telling him about her wedding dress. She stated no firmly, then laughed and screamed when he threw her on the bed, demanding she tell him or he would tickle her to death. Kresley giggled and still stated no with a deep kiss. She ended the tussle by stating, “But I promise you that you’re going to hit your knees in wonder at how beautiful I look in it.” Another deep kiss to his lips and Kresley turned away to get ready for bed. Cade just smiled lovingly as he pulled back the covers. Sometimes he honestly couldn’t believe that he had been so blessed to find this woman. And her mouthy, snarky sisters. And Grace and Jaxson. He wouldn’t get any rest and his sanity would be tested until he could play matchmaker and find them all a good man of their own. He’d start with the easiest and work down the list. Grinning at his plan, Cade turned to Kresley.
“When do you want to start moving in your stuff here, sweetie?”
“Well, I’m guessing this weekend is going to have to be when. We won’t have any other time before the wedding and honestly, with us delaying a honeymoon, I don’t want to have to deal with moving boxes and furniture after just getting married.”
Cade nodded agreement at her thinking and got into bed, pulling her against him. As they cuddled together, Kresley’s hand stroked over his chest again and again, giving him comfort without realizing it. Cade kissed her forehead, then her lips softly. “Goodnight sweetheart. I know you’re tired and honestly, so am I. Let’s get some sleep. Tomorrow is a new day.”
Kresley closed her eyes, content in the knowledge that in a little over a week, she would be married to a gorgeous man, with a beautiful heart. She snuggled tighter into Cade’s hold and fell deeply asleep.




Chapter Twenty-Four


The moving of Kresley’s things into Cade’s house, well, now officially their house, was easier than she thought it would be. Leaving behind most of the furniture made it less hectic. Kres, Cade, her sisters, Grace, Jaxson and Boomer met at Kresley’s apartment early Saturday morning, with moving boxes, packing tape and sharpie markers to keep things organized.
Cade and Kresley supplied donuts and coffee to help motivate the troops. As they were packing up the kitchen, Kresley heard a knock on the apartment door. Cade walked out of her bedroom with a frown on his face. “I didn’t tell anyone else about moving you today. Wonder who it is? Let me answer, baby”, Cade stated, being the protective hubby-to-be that he was.
Kresley watched as Cade opened the door a few inches, then he smiled big and opened it fully.
“We heard you could use some extra big muscles to lug boxes down stairs and across town”, a deep voice stated. Kresley recognized Ash, Boots and Braxton from Station 5 FD standing in her doorway. They were all dressed in their fireman cargo pants and tshirt. She couldn’t help but notice the big muscles on all of them. She also noticed her sisters staring at the doorway in degrees of shyness, fascination and in Gertie’s case, mortification.
“Welcome guys! Thanks for helping, but how did you know?”, Kresley asked, already knowing the answer. She turned to Boomer even as Ash spoke up.
“Boomer stated that y’all may need some help and a free lunch was included. Who can pass up free food?”, Ash stated with a laugh. Boots just grunted, but smiled and Braxton was too busy staring at Gertie to notice.
“I promise to feed y’all and if we can clear out the apartment of boxes and any knickknacks or appliances Kres wants to move by lunch time, I’ll throw in free dessert!”, Cade stated with a grin.
“Boomer, you hear that? Grantham just promised dessert! Get your ass in gear man!”, Ash stated with a flourish, nodded to the ladies in the room, and headed off to the bedroom where Boomer had disappeared.
Kresley abruptly had a thought of all of those men in her bedroom, packing up her stuff. “Cade!”
“What baby?”
“Maybe you should go oversee the bedroom for a bit. My underwear drawer is vulnerable to other men’s hands.”
Kresley observed Cade’s face and when what she said dawned on him. “Holy shit, no, no, no. Guys! Don’t touch her clothes. I’m coming to take care of that stuff”.
Chuckling at Cade’s cute reaction, Kresley worked with her sisters on figuring out what to take with her and what to leave behind. Francie brought up the fact that the apartment would now be free.
Gertie spoke up at that and stated, “You know, I’ve been thinking about this since Cade and Kres got engaged. We all have our own homes and with no one living here, the apartment is going to be unused. Why don’t we turn this space into a studio for Birdie? It’s kind of perfect for having in-house photo sessions for brides, bridal parties, boudoir appointments, kids’ pics, etc. The kitchen can stay as is and the bathroom of course. Keep the couch and a chair or two for people to sit on while waiting, but the rest of the stuff can be taken out. You can turn the bedroom into a changing room and house changes of clothes, props, backgrounds, etc. It’s kind of perfect, right? What do you think Birdie?”
Kresley looked at Birdie and her facial expression. She looked surprised and a little in awe of Gertie’s comments. “Birdie, would it be a good place for you to spread your wings in taking pics? You’ve dreamed of becoming more established as a photographer. I think this is a great way to do it.”
“I agree Kres. I think Birdie could totally rock this and bring in so many new clients by doing it”, Francie stated with pride. Birdie looked over at Francine with a huge smile and went to hug her.
“You’ve always been such a huge cheerleader for me, big sis. I love the idea. It’ll take some investment in the right equipment, props, etc. But I think this is the perfect spot to expand. Oh wow, the ideas are starting to flood my brain. Aghhhhh, turn them off! My brain is starting to hurt!”, Birdie stated loudly. The girls laughed, but Birdie must have sounded louder than they thought because the guys came barreling from the bedroom.
“What’s wrong? Birdie, are you okay, boidheach?”, Boots asked harshly. He walked up to her, grasped her chin in his hand, and scowled down at her. It was the most Kresley had ever heard him say. He towered over Birdie, which was hard to do since she was only 5'2. She may be the loudest, but she was the most petite. Her head barely reached Killians' collar bone.
"Boidheach? What's that mean? Woman I want to kill? Oh my gosh...I’m fine, Killian. Don’t panic like a girl. I’m happy. We were talking about some expansion ideas for my photography, that’s all. Stop being hormonal or you'll get your period”, Birdie stated with a huge frown on her face. But her hand remained over his as he still held her chin in his hand, his thumb rubbing back and forth underneath it.
"You don't need to know what boidheach means right now. I'll tell you when I think you do." Killian continued to stare intently down at Birdie.
Kresley, Francie, Gertie and Grace’s jaws were gaping open at this display and they looked at each other, speechless. Francie mouthed, “what the hell?” while Grace elbowed her in the boob to hush her.
Cade, Boomer, Ash and Braxton stood there, hands in their pockets or arms crossed over their massive chests, grinning. They seemed to be enjoying the awkward moment.
Birdie cleared her throat, pushed Killian’s hand away from her and stated to the room at large, “I’m heading out to grab some packing tape. I think we’re about out. Jaxson, do you want to go with Auntie B? We won’t be gone long.”
Jaxson yelled yes from the bedroom, and walked out holding a red lace scrap of material in his hand. “Hey, I found this under the bed. What’s this mama? It’s gotta string in back.” All the adults stared at Jaxson with varying degrees of horror or hilarity as he tried to put the red material over his head and face.
Kresley ran across the room, grabbing it from Jaxson and pushed it in her pocket. “That’s Aunt KK’s, sweetie. Just a dust rag, nothing more. Where are your toys you brought? Didn’t you bring that coloring book that you and I were working in the other day? Why don’t you finish up that pretty picture you were coloring? I want to put it on Uncle Cade’s fridge so we can see it every day.” Kres had to speak louder during the last half since the guys were laughing hard and loudly. The girls were gasping for air, snorting and giggling.
“Oh my gosh, you should see your face, Kres. Oh my, where’s my phone. I need to take a pic!”, Grace stated, laughing so hard she fell down on the floor. Boomer immediately went over to her and picked her up right off the floor, holding her by her waist, propped on his side and hip. He held her just like a rag doll. “Put me down Walker! I’m not a prop!”
“Walker, huh? Interesting. Very interesting”, Francie purred, sliding looks to her sisters. Grace scowled at her and swished her legs back and forth, making it look like she was trying to run in the air. Jaxson could be heard laughing at his mama’s predicament from the other side of the room. Boomer continued to hold her for a second longer, then deposited her on one of the kitchen stools and walked back to the bedroom, without saying one word.
Taking a deep breath, Kresley stated, “Okay, everyone back to work. Birdie, we have plenty of packing tape, so no trips to abandon us. No lunch, no free dessert, and no anything later tonight if we don’t get this stuff done!” Kresley looked pointedly at Cade during that last statement. Cade looked at her for a few long seconds, and seeing her eyes narrowed, took her seriously and abruptly clapped his hands as if to get everyone back to work. He came by her on his way back to the bedroom, bent her over his arm, and kissed her roughly, deeply. His tongue entered her mouth and took possession, moving in and out as if he were making love to it. The kiss only lasted for a few long, heated moments, but Kresley felt like it was forever. Cade brought her back upright and pushed his fingers through her long hair, following the strands down to the tips where it rested on her butt. He murmured beautiful, then turned around to head back to packing.
Braxton called after Cade, laughing “Cade, man, you are so whipped.” As he followed behind Cade, Braxton paused to wink at Gertie for a second, asking, “Gertie, do you need a ride home after this? I’m off shift now and if you didn’t bring your car, I can drop you off.”
Kresley looked over at Gertie, wincing as she prepared for Gertie to awkwardly shove Braxton’s helpful suggestion back at him. She was shocked when she heard her say, “thanks Braxton, that would be kind of you. Do you mind stopping with me at the hardware store after? I want to replace the locks on my house and add an extra dead bolt. Figured I could buy everything there.”
“Sure Gert. I don’t mind stopping with you. I can even install them for you on one of my off days if you want.” Gertie nodded to him and then quietly went back to packing up the kitchen. Braxton headed back into the bedroom to help Cade pack boxes.
Ash was the only man left in the kitchen, but he was texting on his phone and didn’t notice at first. There was a frown on his face and he seemed oblivious to everything around him.
“You okay, Ash? You look annoyed over there”, Francie stated, looking at him from the corner of her eye as she packed a bubble wrapped picture frame. Kresley could tell that Francie was trying so hard not to look at Ash at all, to pretend that he wasn’t even there. “A girlfriend stood you up, or cancelled something?”
“What? Oh, no, that’s not it. I don’t have a girlfriend Francie Pants, but thanks for showing such interest in my personal life," Ash said with a wink and stunning smile. "It’s my sister. Just some family stuff going on. So, where are we eating lunch?”, Ash asked nonchalantly as he pocketed his cell phone and looked around at the women, trying to avoid staring too long at Francie.
“I believe Cade wants to try that new deli shop. I hear they have amazing cakes and pies. We’ll be heading that way soon I think”, Kresley stated with a smile. Ash smiled back warmly and left to head back to the bedroom.
Once all the testosterone left the room, it seemed all the women wilted in relief, except Kresley, who missed Cade even though he was near.
“Grown ups are so weird”, Jaxson stated in a way only a child could do. talking to no one in particular. Even at six years old, he had picked up on all of the vibes earlier from the different men and women.
“Yes, they are, sweetie. Indeed, they are”, Grace stated dryly, heading over to him where she gave him a big hug and commended him on his coloring abilities. A sudden shout from the bedroom had the women raising their heads to see what could be going on.
Cade and Boomer walked out of the bedroom quickly, with a scowling Braxton moving fast on their heels. “Baby, Boomer and I have to leave for a little while and go to the PD. I promise we’ll be back soon. It won’t take us long. It’s official police business. The guys are going to stay and help finish boxing up and start loading downstairs. Here’s the keys to the moving truck. I’m sorry. It’s important.” Cade spoke between deep breaths of urgency. Kresley stood on her tip toes and kissed his cheek lovingly.
“I understand Big Sexy. Go do whatever it is that needs doing and come back to me as soon as you can. Check your texts in case we’ve moved on to lunch.” With a final kiss and an I love you, Cade and Boomer headed out the door.
Braxton still stood there, looking upset, pensive and moody. Gertie walked up to him and put her hand on his arm. “Hey, everything okay Brax?”
Braxton brought his eyes down to hers and gave her a small smile and a nod, stating “yeah, it’s all good. Just anxious to see what Cade and Boomer find out. It has something to do with my brother’s death.”
Kresley stiffened at that bit of info, but didn’t ask for details. Cade would tell her all he knew once he saw her again. “Well, let’s get back to work to distract ourselves until they return.”
The rest of the packing went by quickly and soon they were standing in the living room with many boxes stacked around them. Ash, Boots and Braxton graciously took turns carrying down boxes to the moving truck that Cade had rented.
As Kresley was prepared to shuttle everyone out of the apartment and downstairs, Cade and Boomer arrived. She took one look at Cade’s face and knew something had happened. She silently asked him what was going on and without words he let her know that they would talk later. She noticed that Boomer motioned for Braxton to follow him out and down the stairs.
The apartment looked emptier and Kresley took a last look around at the place that she had lived in solitude for the last 8 years. It was a sweet, bitter feeling. But she knew where she was going would be the ultimate adventure. She looked over at Cade and found him watching her intently. She held out her hand to him, kissing his fingers when he grasped it tightly.
“Kres, are you sure this is everything? No shoes or clothes lingering? Nothing in the laundry room or bathroom?”, Cade asked, arms wrapped around her waist and his hands stroking up and down her back. He kissed her nose and looked longingly into her eyes. This was it. Her moving all of her stuff into his house, their house, was a monumental thing for him and he felt almost giddy with happiness.
“That’s all of it. I triple checked everything just in case. I can’t believe we got all of this done over here by 12:30 PM. Thank you everyone for your help. Now let’s go feed you some good food!”, Kresley stated joyfully. Cheers around the room could be heard and all of them moved towards the door. Cade held Kresley’s hand and held her back from leaving with the others.
“Kres, Boomer and I were called to the station because someone found what we think is the weapon that murdered Drake Harris. Some partial fingerprints were found on it and they’re running forensic tests on it as we speak.”
Kresley was flabbergasted at this new bit of info. “Where did they find it?”
Cade paused for a few moments, then stated with anger in his voice, “The person that found it, saw it hidden well under some trash in the alley behind here. It was buried under a good bit of cardboard collapsed boxes from that closed store a few doors down from you. I’m pissed that it wasn’t found the night of Drake’s murder. Boomer and I have already talked and Officer Sloan Smith dropped the ball on finding it, since he was canvasing that part of the alley.”
“Well, I’m just glad they found it. Maybe it will lead the way to the person responsible and we can all breathe a sigh of relief soon”, Kresley rested her head on Cade’s chest, wrapping her arms around his waist. She felt his arms come up and hug her tight.
“I hope so, Kres. I hope so. I want this done. Closed. So I can move on with you to more beautiful things without this cloud hanging over us.” Cade gave a small kiss to the top of her head and gently ushered her to the stairs. Cade closed the apartment door gently, with a finality to Kres that as one door closed on her past, one was about to open at their home, well, new home to her. One that included the man of her dreams, the one that put a smile on her face, love in heart, and many plans in her head for what was ahead. Life was good.




Chapter Twenty-Five


Wedding day began beautifully. The weather was perfect, sunny and breezy. Kresley had spent the night at Francie’s house, honoring the tradition of the bride not seeing the groom the day of until he saw her walking down the aisle toward him. She had woken up to the sweetest text message from him.
Cade:
Kresley James Anderson. Soon you will change your name to Kresley James Grantham. And just that thought makes my heart beat so hard and fast that it makes it difficult to think. It was hard not waking up beside you this morning, but it will make it that much sweeter when I get to carry you home tonight, our home, and walk inside with you as my wife. Don’t stress out and let your sisters and Grace take care of you. I can’t wait to hear from you that you’re awake and ready to get the show on the road. I’ve prepared a few surprises for you today to make it special and show you my love. Can’t wait to see you at the end of the aisle baby. I’ll be wearing the linen suit and peacock blue tie. See, I do know colors. Kisses, Cade.
Kresley: Good morning hubby-to-be! Thank you for the sweet message. I’m so excited for this day. We’ll belong to each other. Finally. It’s been a wild few months, but I wouldn’t have changed a thing if it got me to this day and marrying my best friend. Shhhh, don’t tell Grace I said that. Love you more than words can say. See you at the end of the aisle. I’ll be wearing Ivory.
Kresley smiled so big that she thought her face would break. Francie came in to the bedroom at that moment and rolled her eyes. “Lord, you and Big Sexy are such saps. I can see the love rolling off you in waves right now. He must have sent you a good morning text or something”. Kresley merely nodded her head and showed her the text. She saw Francie read it as her eyes misted a little.
“I wish mama and daddy could be here to see you walk down the aisle. I’m sorry daddy can’t walk with you. But I think it’s precious that Jaxson asked to do it since daddy isn’t here and is in heaven”, Francie stated, sniffing loudly as she wiped away tears.
“It definitely made me cry when he brought it up to his mama and me a few days ago. I wish mama and daddy were here, too. But Cade made sure they are in the best way by making sure their picture is on a table at the ceremony, along with his parents. I love that man”, Kresley stated wistfully.
“Okay, enough of all of that. We have a wedding venue to get to. Let’s load up after taking showers and get on the road. We’re following behind Birdie and she’ll have Gertie, Grace and Jaxson with her. I figured you would want some quiet time in the car and Birdie is a lot to take even on a non-stressful day.”
Kresley laughed at that and hugged her older sister tight. They stood there for a moment, then went their separate ways to shower and get ready to go. The drive to the wedding venue at Lake Windsor was uneventful except for Birdie needing to stop her vehicle a few times to take pictures.
The day flew by fast, everyone hurrying to get ready. The one positive thing about using this venue is that they really did take care of everything. Kresley hadn’t had one stressed out moment leading up to the ceremony. She knew that she and Cade’s guests, all 100 or so of them, would love the scenery, plus the air conditioning. Summer in Georgia was just plain hot. Cade had promised her some surprises during the day and he hadn’t disappointed. Two dozen pink roses were in her dressing room when she arrived, smelling heavenly. A sweet card saying, Meant to Be sat cradled within the buds. Next came a delivery from Boomer, a beautifully wrapped box that contained a beautiful pair of teardrop earrings with small diamonds and pearls. Kresley eagerly put them on and they were perfect with her dress. The last surprise was the best of all. It was a small silver broach with a locket type face on the front. Kresley opened the locket and cried. She was glad she hadn’t put on mascara yet. Inside the broach locket was a small picture of her parents and on the opposite side a picture of Cade’s mom and dad. A note came with it that lovingly told her the thought behind his gift.
My sweet Kresley, just a reminder to pin close to your heart, inside of your dress. It’s to remind you that both of our parents are with you and I today, no matter that they aren’t here in the flesh. I know my mom and dad would have loved you so much and your parents would have loved me, I think. Keep them close by as you say I do. You’ll feel them there in spirit. Love, Cade.
All the women got choked up at reading the note and looking at the broach. To try to lighten the mood, Birdie asked again, “Are we sure that Cade doesn’t have any brothers or cousins out there?” The females laughed loudly at that and went back to getting ready for the day.
Kresley got dressed, putting the final touches on her hair and makeup. She took one final look in the mirror and walked out of the inner dressing room to the main room where all the other girls and Jaxson were gathered. Kresley heard the women’s indrawn breaths as she emerged.
“Oh, Kres. You’re gorgeous!”, Birdie stated, fidgeting with Kresley’s flower bouquet she held in her hands. Kresley had decided to pull her hair up into a sophisticated twist, with her veil clipped to the back with crystal encrusted clips. The veil was short, and only trailed down her back midway. The dress was just as beautiful as she remembered.
“I agree with Birdie, I’ve never seen you look lovelier”, Francie stated, crying softly.
“None of that Francine, tears will ruin our makeup”, Grace quietly joked, blotting her own eyes.
Gertie came over to Kresley and held her hand. She stated very seriously, “Kres, today begins a new chapter in your life with Cade. The pages are blank, but you have the pen held in your hand and will begin writing your story the moment you say I do. Make this story book the best story that was ever written.” She kissed Kres on the cheek and walked away to the other side of the room and picked up her flowers.
“Well then, on that note, let’s get me hitched so I can start writing the best damn story ever told by a southern Irish woman!” Kresley loudly stated, laughing. Everyone else laughed with her and they all left the room to head to the chapel.
∞∞∞
 
The wedding was beautiful. Cade was so handsome and when he saw Kresley for the first time, walking down the aisle, holding Jaxson’s hand, Cade couldn’t help but feel tears well up in his eyes. Those tears soon changed to laughter when Jaxson stopped with Kresley in front of Cade and motioned him to bend down. He then proceeded to have a heart to heart with Cade before the ceremony continued.
“Uncle Cade, my mama told me that I was going to be giving away Aunt KK today, and she said it was something that I needed to take sewious. I love Aunt KK and I know you make her happy because she smiles a lot. I need to make sure before you marry her that you promise some things first.” After Cade nodded, very seriously, Jaxson continued on. “Okay, I need you to promise that Aunt KK will still spend time with me. She colors good and can play soldiers with me better than Aunt Birdie. She’s even good at playing Mario Cart on the Xbox, even though she’s a girl. And I need you to swear that you’ll never make her cry. Not on purpose anyway. I know girls cry, but I don’t like it. I don’t like to see my mama cry ever. So, no tears. Got it? Good. The next is easy. You need to make sure that if y’all have a baby that she doesn’t forget about me. Because I love her and don’t like not being able to see her when I want. And last, mama said that since you’re marrying Aunt KK, that makes you my uncle now. I need you to start doing all those uncle things with me. I need help with my baseball throws and then pee-wee football will start soon. Definitely money when I ask for it will be nice. So, if you can promise me all that, then I’ll shove her hand to you. Do you promise?”
Cade paused for a moment, then dropped down to his knees in front of Jaxson. He put his hands on his shoulders and very solemnly looked into his serious face and deep blue eyes. “Jaxson, I promise that I will try my best to never break any of those promises you just said. And I am very excited to be your uncle now. I promise to help you make Aunt KK happy. Now, can I marry her?”
Jaxson unceremoniously put Kresley’s hand into Cade’s and high fived him, then left to run to his seat at the front. Cade and Kresley laughed softly and walked together to where the minister was waiting.
The ceremony was simple and sweet, but Cade did slip in a surprise that Kresley didn't know anything about. She watched as Ash walked up with a guitar, sat on a stool, and proceeded to play a stripped down, acoustic version of blues singer Bonnie Raitt's Feels Like Home. His voice shocked Kresley, since she had no clue that Ash could sing like that. It was gruff, deep and soulful. She caught a glimpse of Francie's face as she stared at Ash. She was totally enraptured with him. Kresley brought her attention back to Cade's eyes and couldn't look away as the lyrics of the song played through her mind. Tears formed and threatened to spill over her lashes. Cade brought her hand to his lips and kissed it as Ash sang for them both.
Something in your eyes, makes me want to lose myself,
Makes me want to lose myself, in your arms.
There's something in your voice, makes my heart beat fast.
Hope this feeling lasts, the rest of my life.
If you knew how lonely my life has been,
And how low I've felt so long.
If you knew how I wanted someone to come along,
And change my life the way you've done.
Feels like home to me, feels like home to me,
Feels like I'm on my way back where I come from.
Feels like home to me, feels like home to me,
Feels like I'm on my way back where I belong.
Twenty minutes later, Cade and Kresley were officially married. Cade gave Kresley a very hot, wet and scandalous kiss after they both said I do and exchanged the traditional vows. Kresley even decided to leave the word obey in there, which shocked her sisters and Grace, if there faces were any indication. Cade just winked at her. Guests cheered as the couple walked back up the aisle together, husband and wife finally. They then moved on to the reception at the barn nearby to snack on appetizers and punch, while Cade and Kresley took pictures with their wedding party.
Once pictures were done, everyone moved towards the reception, ready to eat and drink and dance. Kresley and Cade held back from the others to have a private moment as they walked up to the barn. Cade wrapped his arms around Kresley, taking in her dress, her hair, her beautiful green eyes. “Hello, my beautiful wife. Tell me you’re happy.”
“I’m so happy that I feel like I’m living in a dream. I love you so, so much Cade. Thank you for the beautiful song Ash sang for us. You are definitely home for me. Now kiss me again before we walk into that crowded barn and eat cake.”
Cade leaned down and fit his mouth over hers. He kissed her deeply, with wet thrusts of his tongue, soft nips of his lips, all while cradling her head in his hands gently and lovingly. “Let’s go feed each other and dance our asses off baby.”
But as soon as they turned to walk up to the barn, Cade’s cell phone rang. He told Kres he had turned the ringer back on while taking pictures. Cade scowled at the number. It was Officer Shelton. She knew he was off duty for the wedding today. It must be important. “Hello? Hey Officer Shelton. What’s up? Oh, yes, the ceremony’s over. We’re heading up to the reception now. What’s that? Repeat what you just said, you’re breaking up on me.”
Kresley heard all of what Cade said, watching his face. She saw the panic and rage begin with in him as he listened to Officer Shelton’s words. His eyes moved back and forth between Kresley and the barn. “What in the hell? Are you kidding me right now? Where is he? Do we know his location? Why the hell not? If he comes near her, I will break him in half. How far out are you? Yeah, we’ll be in the barn when you get here. Come find me and Kresley when you get here and we will go from there. Okay. Bye.”
Kresley watched Cade take a few deep breaths and pocket his phone, then he fisted his hands and banged both of them on the side of the barn in a solid, united punch. “What was that about Cade? Tell me now. No more hitting things. Just tell me.”
Cade looked at Kresley, at her beautiful face and then down to her wedding band and engagement ring that he had put on her finger just a little while ago. “That was Officer Shelton. She’s on her way here. It seems that a partial print was found and identified from the weapon they found in the alley this past weekend. The partial print took a little while to go through the data base. They believe they know who the killer- rapist is that’s been terrorizing women and who killed Drake and Fiona.”
Kresley’s face went pale, and her hands shot out to grip Cade tightly. “Who, Cade? Tell me who.”
Cade looked angry, almost maniacal. “It’s Officer Sloan Smith. They believe he’s the killer. And he’s gone missing. That son of a bitch has been serving as an officer of the law, while raping and killing innocent women for years. And he knows the PD has identified him. So, now he’s on the run. And Officer Shelton is afraid he’s on his way here. They stormed his house and found a small room that had some disturbing stuff in it. Baby, I don’t know how to say this. I really don’t. I don’t think I can.”
Kresley took Cade’s face into her hands and brought his eyes down to hers. “Just tell me Cade. I can take it.”
Cade took a shuddering breath and stated starkly, “He has pictures of you and your sisters everywhere in that room. Also, of Grace. It’s like he’s obsessed with you all. Some pictures have red markings on them, like blood or cuts. Others it looks like he’s done other things to them, sexual things.” Cade breathed deeply and let it out slowly. “We need to get inside and let everyone know. I’ve got to inform Boomer. Then we need to corral all of y’all in the same place and keep an eye on you until we get through the reception. Then we’ll figure out things from there. I’ve got you baby. I’m not going to let anything or anyone hurt you. Ever.”
At that statement, the married couple walked through the doors of the barn, just as the music began playing for their walk through anyway. Kresley looked around, trying to smile for everyone, but she was actually hunting down her sisters and Grace and Jaxson to make sure they were okay. She could see that Cade was doing the same thing and saw him motion to Boomer to come to him at the end of their walk. The waiters began serving food to the guests at this time.
Hey, man, it took y’all long enough to come inside. I was just about to go and get y’all when I saw the barn doors open. Took a sec for a quickie?” Boomer asked with a knowing grin. Cade wished he could joke back with the man, but now wasn’t the time.
“Hang on one sec, Boomer," Cade stated softly. He looked up and motioned for Captain Gunnar Phillips to join them. When Captain Phillips walked over and stopped at their group, Cade gave a summary of what was going on. "We know who the killer rapist is, guys. I got a call from Shelton and she’s on her way here. It’s Smith. Officer Sloan Smith. He’s the bastard behind all of this. They found his partial on the weapon recovered from the alley. And he knows. He knows! Shelton thinks he’s on his way here. We’ve got to protect the girls. They found a room at his house full of pics of the girls and Grace. He’s obsessed it seems. Shelton thinks he’ll show up here. We need to get all of the girls in one place, one table and sit on top of them until it’s time to go home. I need you both.”
Cade could see the rage blooming across Boomer’s face. He couldn’t blame the man. He was feeling the same way. He looked over at his captain, stating, "I know this is my wedding day, but I want to be included in finding this son of a bitch." Cade looked at Kresley after saying that, silently asking for forgiveness for making a decision without her. They'd only been married an hour. Kresley put a hand on his face and lovingly nodded her head in understanding. Damn this woman could make his knees buckle. Lord help him when she gave him babies. He'd be toast. He then turned to Gunnar. Captain Phillips nodded his head as if saying he understood, but his tense face was saying that he was ready to blow his top that one of his own men could do something like this. Under his nose.
Boomer was in the middle of a major verbal rant. “That sorry piece of shit. He had access to all the info we gathered, all the evidence. I wish I could find him right now. I’d tear him apart limb by limb”, Boomer heatedly stated, rage boiling within. How dare this prick hurt and kill innocent people, women mostly, just to get his jollies. And to know that he is obsessed with Grace. His Grace. No, no way. No way is this douche getting any where near her or Jaxson. Or any of the other girls, either. This prick was going down and he was going to be the one to do it.
Kresley looked around the barn to locate all of her siblings and Grace. She saw them congregated over at one round table. She caught the eye of Gertie and mouthed the word Grace. She saw Gertie look around and then ask her sisters, indicating that Kresley was asking. Kresley felt panic began settling in, having looked around the room several times and also getting hand motions from her sisters that they couldn't see her. She tilted her head up to Cade. Worry and terror slowly forming on her face, she stated starkly to Cade, Boomer, and Gunnar, “We can’t find Grace. I don’t see her. Do you?”
All three men looked around and didn’t see Grace in the barn. Cade found Francie, Gertie and Birdie, all at one table together and hanging around with Ash, Boots and Braxton and some other firefighters that had come for the wedding. Jaxson sat next to Birdie, coloring on a pad of some kind. “Kresley come on, go sit with your sisters and Jaxson. Let me find her. She must have gone to the restroom or something. Let's not panic.”
Cade led Kresley over to her sisters and Jaxson. “Do y'all know where Grace went?” Cade asked casually, trying not to show any panic.
“She left to go to the restroom while waiting on Kresley to get here. I honestly thought she’d be back by now. She must have gotten held up by someone talking.”
“Kresley stay here. Francie, don’t let Jaxson out of your sight. And all of you stay here, together. Ash, Killian, Braxton, I’m leaving y’all in charge of the girls and Jaxson. They are to go NOWHERE without one of you with them. Do not let any one talk to them, or go off with them alone. Got it?” At the men’s confused looks and nods of understanding, Cade and Boomer took off towards the bathrooms. Captain Phillips headed outside to wait for Officer Shelton and her team to arrive.
“She better be here, Cade. I’m not kidding when I said I was going to tear him apart”, Boomer stated with a dangerous growl in his voice.
“I hope she is, Boomer. But if she isn’t, we’ll find her. I promise you we’ll find her.”
“I’m not losing her now. I don’t even really have her yet, but I know I want her. She’s mine. She can deny it all she wants to in her mind, but she and Jaxson…they’re mine.”
Cade and Boomer turned the corner and came upon the bathrooms. After calling out to see if anyone was in there, they both entered into the ladies’ restroom, looking in each stall and corner. There was no sign of Grace. “Damn it!”, Boomer yelled out. At that moment, a woman, who was dressed as a server, walked in with a small envelope in her hand. She eyed them hesitantly and stated, “Are one of you Cade?”
“That’s me.”
“A guy in the parking lot wanted me to give you this. He said that you’d probably be in the ladies’ bathroom by now”, the woman stated, handing over the envelope.
Cade tore it open and retrieved what was inside. “Son of a bitch!”
Boomer yelled out, “What? Show me!”
Cade handed him a polaroid picture. Boomer looked down and after one look at it, went to a stall and threw up. Cade stood there and looked down at a pic of Grace, tied up, a handkerchief shoved in her mouth. There was blood coming from the side of her head and she was laying in the trunk of a car, unconscious. Her bridesmaid dress was dirty and torn in places. Cade looked up at the woman and demanded, “Tell me what the guy looked like who gave you this. Describe him for me. Now.”
She stammered out a description that exactly matched Sloan Smith. Boomer had returned from throwing up by now and Cade asked the woman to wait out in the hall, but not to leave if he had more questions. Cade looked down at the remaining note in the envelope. He took it out and read out loud for he and Boomer.
So now you know my secret. Well one of my secrets any way. Since I can’t hide who I am anymore, I decided to hide this beautiful girl instead and have some fun with all of you at the same time. I’ll even give you a hint where we are. We haven’t gone far, we’re still within reach, come find us together, having some fun, right there on the beach. You have one hour to find her or she dies. And you know how I like to show my girls the ways of dying. So let’s play a game…
“That bastard wants to play games? Seriously? I can’t wait to play a game with him, with my fist shoved down his throat”, Boomer heatedly stated. “So where has he taken her? He said something about the beach. Are they down at the lake on the beach somewhere?”
“That’s what I think automatically, but it could be a misdirect to lead us off the scent. Do you have your weapon with you?”
“Yeah. On me actually. You?”
“Yep. Never go anywhere without it. I’m calling Shelton to see how far out they are. Then you and I are about to go hunting for this SOB”, Cade stated, rage burning in his eyes.
Cade got out his phone and made a call to Officer Shelton. He gave her the updates and asked how far out they were. She stated she and her team were about five minutes away. After agreeing to meet outside near the chapel, since it was closer to where the lake shore was located, Cade and Boomer walked back towards the girls. Cade pulled Kresley aside and took her off to talk to her by herself. Boomer stood at the sliding barn doors to the outside, seething quietly. He looked devastated.
“Kresley, baby. Grace is missing. And that SOB has her. I can’t say more than that right now, but Boomer and I are waiting on Shelton and her team to get here, then we’ll be canvasing the area to find Grace. Do not say anything to anyone about it. Don’t let on to Jaxson that anything is wrong. If he asks about his mama, tell him she got sick and is laying down for a short nap. Keep him occupied. If you have to, let Birdie or Francie take him home to their house and keep him there, but make sure one of the guys goes with them. Got it?” Cade could see the fear and panic in Kres, but he was in awe as he watched his strong wife take a deep breath and push the fear aside.
“I know you’ll find her. Just find her alive. That’s all I ask.”
“I will do everything in my power to bring her back safe. I love you baby. I’ve got to go now. I love you. I’ll be safe, too. I promise.” Cade leaned down and kissed Kresley’s lips, softly and tenderly telling her without words how much she meant to him.
“Be careful. I love you Big Sexy. Find Grace so I can hear her call you Sasquatch again.” Cade nodded to her and took off running towards Boomer. They went through the sliding barn doors and into the night, determined to find Grace and find her alive.




Chapter Twenty-Six


Her head was killin’ her. Wow, what in the world happened? Grace tried to crack her eyes open, but it seemed they wouldn’t work for some reason. She could hear water moving somewhere nearby. She then noticed her hands were tied behind her back with some sort of rope or cord. A napkin or piece of cloth was stuffed in her mouth, making her want to gag. Her brain felt like a fuzzy haze was blanketing it, keeping away important details. Her eyes drifted back closed. She struggled not to let the grogginess overtake her. She needed to stay awake. She instinctively knew that. She opened her eyes again and through the dark she could make out shadows only. Where was she? Why was she wearing a strapless dress? Grace could feel the top hugging below her breasts. It had obviously slid down at some point. Her strapless bra didn't offer much coverage. Big boobs weren't all they were cracked up to be.
Abruptly, it came flooding back to Grace. Bridesmaid dress. The wedding. Kresley and Cade walking down the aisle after saying I do. Jaxson’s sweet speech to Cade while giving Kres away. And Walker, looking so handsome standing up with Cade as his Best Man. She remembered going into the reception after pictures, talking with the sisters, laughing about how nervous Cade had been as he said his vows and had to start over. Their shock that Kresley had uttered the word obey in hers. Then she had needed to go to the bathroom and left Jaxson with Birdie, coloring in his book. What happened then? It was fuzzy after that.
Grace finally made her eyes open and she could see mostly darkness, but a little moon light was shining through a single window into some sort of building. She could see the outlines of kayaks and other water sports equipment. Was she near the lake? Grace struggled with her hands, the rope rubbing raw marks over her wrists. Who would put her here, tied up? Nothing was making sense. She moved her feet, finding them unbound and thanked God for that small miracle. If she couldn't move her hands, at least she could find her footing to stand up. That was something. But what dumbass would tie her hands and not her feet? It was obviously not a woman since women were smarter than that. Grace snorted at that and immediately regretted it as she felt like she swallowed half the wadded up material in her mouth down her throat.
Another flash of memory had her panicking. She remembered Officer Smith walking up to her as she left the bathroom. He asked her how her night was and how the wedding had been. She had looked at him strangely, wondering why he would have asked how the wedding was, when he should have been there himself. He and Cade did work together, so Grace was pretty sure he had been invited. Then she had felt a slight sting in her upper arm and looked over as Smith took a needle out of her flesh. Within seconds she was feeling woozy, barely able to stand up straight. The last thing she remembered was the evil smile on Smith's face as her sight waivered. Then nothing but blackness.
Oh my gosh! Jaxson! Was Jaxson alright? Who had her baby? Grace began to cry hard then, worrying about her son, her reason for existing. It had been her and Jaxson for years, just them living in this world. They were like peanut butter and jelly according to him. Or toast with Nutella. Lord she loved that boy. Maybe Boomer was taking care of him. He and Jaxson didn’t know each other very well, but Grace felt like Boomer would see about him if she wasn’t there. Make sure he was okay and safe. And Grace knew that any of the sisters would look after Jaxson as well.
Wait, now that she thought about it, she really hoped Boomer would be trying to find her! He and Cade were the ones that were more like peanut butter and jelly. They had made a tight friendship fast. Grace knew that both of those large, muscled men would be trying to find her right now. They better be or she'd have to kick their asses. She needed to get out of this storage shed or whatever it was. She had no clue how much time had gone by and she didn't want to be this vulnerable when Smith came back. Grace knew he would. She would die fighting before she'd let him rape her or worse. She would never allow a man to treat her abusively again. Never.
Grace looked around her, trying to figure out if anyone else was around her in the dark. She stilled herself for a few moments, trying to silence her breath so she could hear. She didn’t hear any noises, not even a peep. The only sound was the nearby water. She turned her head in every direction, but didn’t detect movement or any other shadows besides the kayaks.
She moved her tongue around as much as she could, pushing the material out little by little. Finally, the napkin fell from her mouth to the floor, freeing her to make noise if she needed to. She wasn’t going to scream just yet, just in case the douche Smith was anywhere around. With tears still rolling down her cheeks, Grace tried to think of how to get her hands free. She could feel the ends of a thinner rope of some kind dangling from her tied wrists. So, if she could find something sharp or something with a pointed end, maybe it would be enough to tear the rope up and free her hands. She was tied up pretty tight, though. So no way could she gain the leverage to untie herself.
Grace’s tears had dried up and she was pissed off now. How dare this guy think he could take her away from her family, away from her son. No one was going to do that. No one was going to separate her from Jaxson. She would get out of this and find help. She had been in worse messes than this in the past, she’d seen scarier things and had her dad and brothers treat her with the same insolence and inflicted pain.
No Grace, stop thinking about the past. No time for wallowing in self-pity. You’ve got shit to do. Now do it!
You're a bad ass woman with too much to lose. Grace took a deep, steadying breath. Nice pep talk.
Looking around more intently, Grace saw light reflect off of something metal across the room on the wall. Grace rose up on her knees, trying to get her legs to work right. Dizziness overtook her for a moment, then she resumed trying to get on her feet without being able to use her arms or hands to help. She leaned against the stack of kayaks for leverage, and slowly pushed to her feet. She stood there, continuing to lean against the high stack for a few moments until the dizziness passed some. She was glad that they were secure and didn’t lean. If they had, she’d be leaning with them and falling to the floor.
Grace prided herself on being a strong woman, even being described as a ball buster by more than one man. She really enjoyed that description. And she was strong because she had no choice but to be. For her. For her son. For her friends. And now, she was digging deep and finding that ball bustin’ witch because that’s who she needed right now. Otherwise, she would let her marshmallow demeanor take over and just sit on the floor and cry.
No crying today Grace! There’s no crying in kidnapping! Grace started laughing softly at her own joke. She made a mental note to watch the movie, A League of Their Own, soon. Wow, she was starting to lose it. She was finally able to stand up straight without falling over and started gingerly walking over to the wall where she had seen metal. Her feet and legs were mostly asleep, so they felt numb. She looked down and noticed she was barefoot. When she had made it to the other side, she saw a small axe hanging on the wall. It would be her luck that the edge of it was as dull as watching paint dry, but she had to try. But how to get it down to try?
A noise outside startled her, and she ducked down as much as she could. She had no coverage where she was and no weapon to help protect her. Fear, tasting like acid in her mouth, flowed through her, freezing her into place. She didn't want to die. After a few moments, no other noise sounded and no one bum rushed her or entered the building. She blew out a held breath and went back to her options.
Maybe her hands could act as a bolster to the bottom end of the handle? She could push the ax up off the pegs holding it in place on the wall. Maybe. She had to try. Grace turned around and got the handle of the ax cradled in her fingers, as much as she could use them. She slowly raised up with her entire body a few inches, holding on to the end of the axe. She could feel it sliding up the wall a little. Suddenly with a rush of movement, the head of the axe lost its secure holding with the pegs and it clanged out of her hands to the table underneath. She froze, praying to God that no one heard the noise, especially if that was Sloan Smith. When no one came running, Grace looked for the axe. Where did it go?
Grace turned around and squinted in the dark. There! It was lying precariously on the work table below the pegboard on the wall. She saw that the head of the axe was pointed towards her, hanging off the edge of the table by a few inches. It made the edge of the axe at an angle that she could use to try to cut away the rope at her wrists. Well, something was finally going right.
Grace turned around and did her best to position the rope around her wrists to rub against the edge of the axe. She wondered if the axe would be dull or…oh my gosh, holy shitake mushroom...yep, it’s sharp alright. Grace felt blood trickle down the side of her hand where she had just sliced it open. Let’s try this again. She rubbed the rope against the blade again, and it landed on the rope instead of her flesh. Brownie points for Grace.
As best as she could, Grace rubbed up and down, trying to cause enough friction to cut through the rope like a hot knife through butter…and just like that the rope broke and her hands were free. She stumbled back with the feeling of freedom of her hands and arms for the first time since waking up. Grace’s arms were killing her. They felt tingly and a little numb, but the pain shooting down both of them from being held at an awkward position for so long was excruciating. See, this is the perfect reason why I am not into bondage! Grace could picture the laughs she’d get from the girls after that statement and the eye rolls and flushed cheeks she’d get from the guys.
Since she was now free to move around better, she needed to figure out if she was trapped in here, or if the door was unlocked. Also, if Officer Smith was anywhere around here. She had no clue how far away from the reception she was. It couldn’t be too far, but she hadn’t noticed the storage building before when it had been daylight, so it may be on the other side of the lake or something. Grace peeked out of the small window and paled at what she saw.
Officer Sloan Smith was kneeling down in the grass, hidden behind some tall industrial barrels, with an automatic rifle, several shot guns, and .45 caliber hand gun in his hand. Grace could tell he was aiming at something beyond where Grace could see. He was ready for an ambush and whoever it was wouldn't stand a chance, especially with a trained cop with an automatic rifle. Grace couldn’t imagine anyone else besides Cade and Walker  being the subject of Smith's interest. They probably couldn't see him from the view point Smith had, being hidden behind the barrels like he was. They and anyone else coming to him were definitely targets to get picked off one by one. Grace felt her stomach roll and she honestly thought she was going to throw up. A deep breath helped slightly.
Grace couldn’t let an ambush happen. Time to be bad ass Gracie. She saw there was a door on the opposite side from where Smith was sitting outside the building, so she made her way there and silently checked to see if it was locked or not. Score! Not locked.
Now to find something to use as a weapon. She looked around and saw the axe, some chain, oars and heavy lawn care equipment. She almost picked up the axe, but thought better of it. She would be able to cut him, but probably not immobilize him if she needed to. She picked up an oar off the floor. It had been broken obviously and had a jagged edge to the end. She could hold it better this way than if it were whole. The wide oar part could be used to maybe stun Smith enough to get Walker's attention. Maybe. Grace sighed inwardly. This was all day dreaming if she couldn’t get out of the storage room silently and sneak up on him.
Grace looked around and her gaze quickly came back to another window that had been hidden in front of her until now. Propped up kayaks had partially blocked  it from her view. It pointed in the direction that Smith was looking. Grace peeked out the glass as best as she could. It showed a larger expanse of the shore and inland. She could actually see faint lights of the reception building. And there! She could see some pin points of light bouncing around, as if they were being walked and waved around over the expanse of the grounds. Flashlights! They were flashlights. And if she were a betting woman, she would say those flashlights were being held by a couple of gruff, handsome men.
Grace was so happy she could cry. Someone was coming to save her. Oh crap! Those saviors were about to get their butts fired upon by Smith unless they knew ahead of time or Smith couldn’t act out. Grace grabbed the broken oar and the axe, just in case. You never know! She slid out of the side door, without making noise at all. She could be a slick little monkey when she needed to. She didn’t have much light to help her find a good path to walk, but she was able to come around to the other side of the building where Sloan Smith was. She winced as her feet encountered glass or sharp pebbles. The bottoms of her feet felt like they were being shredded.
Grace could see Smith as he crouched behind the barrels, waiting in the darkness for an opportunity to open fire. Nope, not on her watch! Kidnap me and tie me up in a stinky boat storage shed and think you can get away with it? You can bet your ass you’re not Sloan Smith!

Grace crept closer to where he was hidden, trying to figure out if she should go for his head with the oar from the left or the right. Well, if she did it from the right, he’d collapse to the left and into the building, maybe hitting his head there. If she did it from the left, he’d keel over to the right and land on top of his own guns. So, hitting from the right-hand side is the winner. The closer she got to Smith, the harder her heart beat in her chest. The slower her breaths got until she didn’t even think she was breathing anymore. She was almost on top of him when he shifted just a little, reaching for his automatic rifle to prop up on one of the barrels.
Grace lay the axe down at her feet silently and lifted the oar up in both hands, using it like she would a golf club, she swung it from right to left across the back of Smith’s head. He fell to his left against the building, seemingly stunned with what just happened. Grace could see that his eyes were closed, body laying in an unnatural position. She backed up a few steps, thinking he was unconscious. She was wrong.
Smith's eyes opened abruptly and through a haze of hatred and anger, he lunged for Grace. She was unprepared for him to be alert so quickly, but she was already picking up the axe when he tried catching her around her waist. Grace was able to side step him for a second and she screamed bloody murder. She turned around with the intent of running towards those bobbing lights in the distance, but she didn't get far. Smith found his footing and obviously his police training kicked in. He tackled Grace to the ground, laying on top of her and knocking the wind out of her for a few moments.
In those moments, he was able to harshly and painfully turn her to her back, straddling her hips and stomach with his legs. His hands were around her throat, his face mottled red with exertion and anger. Grace would never forget the manic look in his eyes,  the dilated pupils, the glazed look of pure evil. He could have passed for an actual demon Grace thought, detached from the reality of what was happening to her. His fingers gripped her throat, becoming tighter and tighter. He held her down with one hand and reached into his pocket with the other. She saw the reflection of moonlight off the knife blade. The same knife that probably slit the throat of Fiona. The same knife that killed countless other women. The knife that could have easily killed Gertie or Kresley. But it wasn't going to kill her. Damned if she was going to let him take her out like that, away from her son, away from Walker, away from her sisters. 
Grace found some strength within her and took one of her hands off of where she gripped his, trying to get him to loosen his hold on her throat. She took her two first fingers and brought them up to his eyes. She dug as far deep as she could into his eye sockets with her nails, trying to at least gain leverage to get away from him. She must have hit her mark because his hold on her throat lessened so she could draw in breath again and he backed off her a little bit, crying out in pain. She could see blood running down both of his cheeks. She took the opportunity and kicked at his stomach as hard as she could with her now freed leg and foot. He skidded back a few feet from her, still upright, but not being able to open his eyes confused him on direction. Grace let out another blood curdling scream to get someone's attention, all the while trying to run as far from Smith as she could. He grabbed at where he thought her legs were, and Grace was able to dodge him, but she wasn't looking where she was going and tripped over something in the grass. She turned from her stomach and noticed Smith's knife in the dirt. She grabbed it as she felt his evil hands take hold of her waist. He flipped her again to her back, put his knee on top of her chest.
Smith's eyes were open, blood still running down. "You bitch! You'll pay for that."
Grace screamed again and as he leaned down towards her, Grace could see the intent in his eyes. He was  about to end her life. She knew it. She took the knife she had in her hand and plunged it towards Smith's head and face. He looked up a moment too late and the blade landed in his throat near his jugular. He tried to latch onto the knife with his hand to take control of it, but Grace tried to twist the blade at the last moment and saw the pain come across his face. In the same breath, Grace heard a gunshot and looked up at Smith. It all happened as if she were viewing things outside her body. One minute she was fighting for her life, the  next Smith was trying to take control of the knife. And the next a bullet hole had been created in Smith's forehead. Blood sprayed across Grace's face as she watched the impact of the bullet enter the front and exit the back of his skull. Smith's face went from rage to nothing in the space of a heart beat. His eyes open, staring blankly, he slumped over on top of Grace, laying on her and pushing her into the dirt and grass. She struggled to get him off of her. He was too heavy and she was too weak from shock by this point. She screamed again for help. The sobs began at this point. She couldn't stop them. She wanted Walker!
She began crying hard at the reality of all that had just happened to her. A man was laying on top of her, dead. A man who deserved it. She pushed harder against Smith's dead body. If she didn't move him soon she was going to vomit.
She looked around and saw lights coming fast towards her. Grace had one thought and that was to get to Walker, wherever he was. She started screaming at the top of her lungs, “Walker! Walker! Please, God, help me. Please Walker." Abruptly, she was freed of Smith's weight and she was yanked up by strong arms. She felt them wrap around her and then she knew nothing else as black stillness took her mind away.
∞∞∞
 
Cade and Boomer had been walking around with other officers for a good while, weapons drawn and at the ready. But in the dark, at an unfamiliar location, everything seemed to be a target to be suspicious. After several areas had been canvased Cade had suggested that they walk towards the storage shed that was down from the barn. No one had checked it out yet. Boomer, Cade and Captain Phillips were almost to the shed when they heard a female screaming into the night.
Boomer knew who that voice belonged to. He knew! “Grace”, he gasped to the men and then took off running, with Cade shouting at him from behind to use caution, but was quickly hot on his heels as they ran across the grass. Boomer couldn’t use his training in this moment, not when his heart was on the brink of breaking, not when she was screaming and could be hurt or was being hurt. He rounded a bend in the trees and his flashlight shone on a man, straddling a body laying in the grass, blue gown shining in the light. Blonde curls lay against the dark ground like a halo. His Grace.
He could make out Smith's face, blood running down from his eyes. He had evil intent as he looked down at Grace. Boomer could see that his hand was on her throat, squeezing. Heard him call her a bitch and saw Grace's hand come up, with what appeared to be a knife in her hand. Boomer raised his gun and aimed towards Smith at the same time he watched the knife she held plunge into Smith's neck. Boomer, his aim true, shot a bullet into Smith's forehead, taking him out quickly. He saw blood spray from the bullet entering his forehead and heard Grace scream. Smith's body slumped on top of hers and he heard Grace start screaming louder. His name. She was screaming his name over and over. His heart stopped.
“Grace! Gracie, baby”. Cade caught up to Boomer and they both ran over to where Grace lay on the wet grass. Smith's body lay on top of hers, unmoving. Boomer used little strength and tossed Smith's body unceremoniously away from hers, off the side on the grass. He cared about nothing other than Grace. He saw her pale face, eyes open, but unseeing. Heard her sobs, saying his name. He didn't think twice, but pulled her up and wrapped her in his arms. At that, Grace fainted. He pushed her hair away from her face, trying to see her in the dark. Moonlight caressed her beautiful features. But they were covered in a splatter of Smith's blood. Boomer's hatred for the man only grew more.
At Cade's urging, Boomer lay Grace back down to look her over for injuries. He tapped her cheek and gently called her name. She abruptly opened her eyes and looked up at him, as if she were seeing a ghost.
“Walker? Are you really here? Am I safe? Is he dead? Walker, please, get me the hell out of here. Please Walker. All I wanted to see was you and Jaxson. Please, help me. I killed him Walker. I killed the bastard. Well I guess I helped kill him along with that bullet. And I can’t stop crying.” Grace babbled non-stop, shock setting in and keeping her from making rational statements. Boomer smoothed her hair over and over and just let her talk, making hushing noises with his mouth. He couldn't really come up with more than that at the moment.
Cade knelt down next to Grace, as Boomer held her, and leaned over her, checking her out from head to toe. "Hey there Gracie. Let me take a look at you. Do you hurt anywhere?" Grace looked up at him like he was some sort of foreign object she didn't recognize. 
Boomer finally shook himself from his shock and placed a hand on either side of her face, gripping her firmly, but gently. “Baby, try to calm down. You’re rambling. Cade and I need to know where you’re hurt. I can’t move you until I know for sure I can. Are you hurt baby?”
When Grace kept crying and sobbing loudly, Walker took a different approach with her. “Grace Evelyn Puckett! You need to stop crying and calm your ass down. Now. Can you do that?” Boomer knew what would happen if he took that tone with her. And yep, it did its job.
Grace gasped and looked like she wanted to light him on fire. “You think I’m going to lay here and let you talk to me in that tone of voice? No way in hell am I going to….oh wait, I know what you’re doing. Okay, I’m drying up the tears. Fine. I won’t cry anymore.” She took large breaths to calm her down and focused everything on Walker’s face. Finally, she was calm enough to talk to them with no tears and less words and volume. “Okay, I’m better. Ask your questions.”
Cade cleared his throat and looked down at her, seeing how exhausted she was and that her pupils were still dilated from some type of drug Smith must have used to knock her out. “Grace, are you hurt?” He saw where she held up her hand and he saw a deep cut on the side of her palm, but it didn’t look like it was bleeding anymore. “Is that the only place you’re hurt? He didn’t hurt you in any way? Rape you? Cut you?”
“No, Sloan Smith didn’t rape me or cut me. I cut myself when I used a sharp axe to cut through the ropes on my hands.” Grace stated, her eyes not leaving Walker’s, not once. "I think my feet may be cut up from either sharp rock or glass when I snuck out of the shed, trying to sneak up on Smith with an oar. I hit him in the head, but didn't knock him out like I thought I would. That's when he attacked me."
Walker looked at Grace with astonishment. She stated all of that like it was a typical stroll through the park. He kept a tight grip on her head and stroked her hair back from her face. He looked over at Cade, who had begun to look at Grace's feet. “Baby, we’ll get your hand and feet looked at and the rest of you checked out at the ER soon. Don’t worry about anything. I’ll take care of it.” Boomer saw the moment Cade found something hidden behind the barrels nearby. "What is it Cade?"
"The bastard has several guns back here, including an automatic. He was going to ambush us and take us out one by one." The anger in Cade's voice was lethal.
Grace looked up at Walker for a moment before grabbing his hand in a vice like grip. “Oh my gosh! Jaxson, who has Jaxson? Tell me. Is he okay? Does he know I’m missing?”
“Grace, he’s fine. He’s with the girls and coloring on a notepad the last time I saw him. He’s good. I swear.” Boomer saw Grace relax at that.
Captain Phillips ran over towards them, gun drawn and began assessing the scene. He cursed loudly and demanded details of what went down. Cade explained to Gunnar what he had witnessed. Soon other officers arrived around them, checking on Grace and asking questions. She told them all that she knew since encountering Smith outside the ladies’ room. EMTs showed up as well and Grace was put on a gurney where her feet were checked out with flashlights shining on the bottoms. No cuts, just redness from walking over sharp gravel.
With Boomer right beside her, she was rolled up to the barn, where she could see Kresley and Francie waiting outside anxiously. Kres was still in her wedding gown, but her hair was undone, flowing down her back in curls. Grace could also see Ash standing beside Francie, his hands in his pockets, looking toward Cade and Boomer.
“Don’t you scare me like that again, you hear me Grace Evelyn! I’ve been sick with worry and not knowing what to do or what to say to Jaxson. It’s been so scary, the thought of losing you!” Kresley shouted, but it quickly turned into sobbing, with tears running down her face. Cade immediately went to her, hugging her close to his body, murmuring words of comfort in her hair.
Somehow Grace had found her sass. None of them needed to see her be a mess any more tonight. “I’m sorry Kres. It wasn’t my choice to be kidnapped, that’s for sure. Listen guys, I know you're EMTs and want me to go to the ER to get checked out to be sure, but honestly, I’m okay. You said yourself the cut on my hand isn’t that deep and could be sealed with liquid adhesive or with butterfly bandages. So that’s what I’ll do. If I need to sign an AMA form, then I will. I can’t let my son know that his mama was kidnapped or hurting. I don’t want to freak him out. So, I’m going to get in someone’s vehicle and be driven to my house and put my son into bed and tuck him in. I am NOT going to the hospital. End of story.” Grace looked over at Walker during this speech, making sure he understood that he wasn’t going to boss her around on this. She then looked at Cade, knowing he was going to protest heavily. Next was Kres, then Francie. Poor Ash just stood there and grinned, wiggling his eyebrows at her spunk.
Everyone had opened their mouths to protest, except Walker, Grace noticed. “Okay Grace, that’s fine. I get it. We don’t want Jaxson traumatized. But tomorrow if you act or feel differently, I expect you to be at the doctor or ER. Got me?” Boomer stated softly.
“I got you. Okay, so can I get up now? I need to go check on Jaxson before the police try to talk to me again.”
Grace was unbuckled and let up from the gurney. After making sure she could stand on her own without falling flat on her face, Grace looked down at her dress and gasped. "Walker! Why didn't you tell me my dress was still down around my waist. Lord, everyone take a look over here at Gracie's boobs!" Grace, severely flustered, yanked up her dress so it was put back in place and covered everything.
"I didn't know Grace. It was dark and the colors are kind of similar. Do you really think I'd let another man look at your breasts on purpose? That would be a hell no," Walker stated with heat in his voice.
Grace ignored him for the moment. "Do either of you have any clothes I can change into? If Jaxson sees me like this, he’s going to know something bad happened”, Grace said, looking at Kresley and Francie. Francie stated she had something and would bring it to the bathroom in the barn.
Grace began walking towards the other side of the reception barn, not wanting to go in where Jaxson could see her. Walker kept pace with her, holding on to her waist so she wouldn’t fall if she felt woozy. Little did he know that holding on to her waist and being so sweet was making her so weak in the knees that she was afraid she was going to turn into Gumby.
She made it to the bathroom and Francie met her with a change of clothes. Grace scrubbed with wet paper towels until she could see no splattered blood on her face, neck or chest. She washed her hands and arms with soap and water.  She ended by pulling her hair into a pony tail and dressing with Francie's clothes. She tried to hide the bandage on her hand by putting it in her pocket. She walked out of the bathroom and straight to Walker's side. He led her back into the barn to find her son. She could feel Walker near, silent and guarding her. Her protector.
Jaxson looked up from coloring. “Mama! Where have you been? Did you fall in the toilet?” Jaxson laughingly asked. He looked at her and said, “You changed your clothes. But why? I wanted to and you told me no. And now I’ve been sitting here coloring in this stupid outfit.”
Grace knelt down to Jaxson and softly stated to him, “I had some stomach stuff happen and had to go find some meds to help. Then I had to change my clothes because of it. I’m sorry you’re still in that stupid outfit. We’ll go get you changed in just a bit, I promise. Did you eat okay? Did you save a piece of cake for me, pumpkin?” Grace looked up at the faces around her. Birdie, Gertie, Francie, Kresley, Cade, Ash, Boots and Braxton were all standing there, staring at her like she was going to collapse any second. She cut her eyes at the group at large as if to say for them to knock it off and back up. And they did just that because they knew Grace well. She had a will of iron and a stubbornness that would rival any mule.
“I saved you some cake mama. Aunt KK said we had to or you’d get witchy.” Jaxson began to giggle at saying that and went off to find her piece of cake at their table. Grace rose back to her feet and wobbled back and forth to find her footing. Her head was spinning and she needed to sit down quickly. She didn’t have time to say anything or look at anyone before she felt big, strong arms picking her up. She looked at Walker as he carried her over to where her friends had sat and deposited her in a chair. Everyone took up seats around her for a little while longer and the guests began to thin out, coming by to congratulate Kresley and Cade. It seemed the majority of them didn't know of anything that had happened before. And didn't need to know. Soon, it was down to just their table. Jaxson was asleep in Francie’s lap.
“Okay, let’s let the elephant in the room die. I was kidnapped. I woke up. I was able to figure out a way to try to disarm him. He tried choking me and I'm sure I'll have fingerprint bruises by tomorrow. I might have killed him with that knife, but Boomer took care of it for me regardless. I cried in the grass, calling out for Walker and Cade to find me. They did. I’m back here with my family and son, safe. The end.” Grace summarized, more tired than she had ever felt.
“Grace, I’ve talked with Captain Phillips and we’re okay with waiting until tomorrow to get your official statement on what happened tonight. Boomer and I can come to your house tomorrow and maybe Kresley can keep Jaxson occupied so he won’t overhear. I think you’ll appreciate that better than coming down to the station”, Cade said with thick emotions in his voice. Lord what this woman had gone through tonight.
“Thanks Cade. I would appreciate that more than you know. Now, can we all go home so Kresley and Cade can get some sex and we can get some sleep?” Grace said with forced humor. Everyone laughed quietly and murmured agreement. She found herself standing up beside Walker again.
Boomer went over to Francie and took the heavy child from her arms, gathering Jaxson to his chest, making sure his head was securely on his shoulder. He then walked back over to Grace, took her hand in his large one and said goodnight to everyone, saying without words that he was taking Grace and Jaxson home.
Everyone looked on with huge eyes and waved goodbye. Grace looked back at Kresley, helpless to say no to Walker. Kresley gave her a thumbs up and nod of approval, ending with a big grin. Grace ignored that grin of hers and just concentrated on her hand, snuggled in Walker’s as he held her son. How can so much be said with just the touch of hands? She wasn't going to overthink it and just feel. She squeezed Walker's hand and snuggled into his side, her other hand laying over Jaxson's back as he slept on. Usually Grace liked to be someone's "hero", but it seemed tonight that Walker had taken on that role for her. But maybe in the future she could be "Boomer's saving Grace".




Chapter Twenty-Seven


Cade and Kresley pushed through their garage side door, already kissing each other wherever they could, pushing clothes off each other before they could fully enter their house. Kresley had been married less than twelve hours and the emotional roller coaster that she had been on was making her feel extra sensitive to everything, including her husband’s sexy, muscled looks and sweet demeanor. It was an explosive combination. She pushed his jacket off his shoulders and started pulling at his tie at the same time.
“Why does there have to be so many buttons on this dress!” Cade exclaimed as he struggled to undo the placket of buttons running down her back. He came to a screeching halt when Kresley stated in a whisper to look underneath for the zipper. He found it under the placket. Cade laughed at that and then unzipped her dress, letting it fall to a heap on the floor. Kresley had been telling Cade about her present to him for a week now and she told him on the drive that he could open it after they got home. But Cade didn’t realize that her present to him was herself, wrapped up in a pretty bow of white lace. Kresley’s body was so sexy and beautiful. Her breasts were encased in a white lace, demi cup bra that lifted her tits high and made them look so full and plump. Her panties were also white lace, but to his surprise they were a thong. He stood back a foot to admire Kresley’s round, beautiful back side. “Baby, that thong is about to make me collapse here in the hallway. Is this my present?” Cade asked as he caressed her butt cheeks, rubbing his hands over the rounded curves, slapping them both a little, watching her ass jiggle.
“Yes, Big Sexy, it’s your present to unwrap and enjoy. I just hope you’ll share that joy with me as well”, Kresley shyly asked.
“Oh baby, you know I will. I’m not selfish when it comes to you.” After that flirtatious statement, Kresley had enough and took Cade’s hand, leaving behind whatever clothes that were taken off there. She pulled him up the stairs to their bedroom. She closed the door and shoved Cade down on the bed, undressing him by pulling apart his shirt, letting the buttons fly off as she ripped it from his body. She undid his belt and unzipped him, careful not to injure his manhood. Kresley then took off his pants and boxer shorts, leaving Cade totally naked. She quickly straddled his lap and waited. Cade wasted no time, wrapping his arms around his wife and burying his face in between her breasts. He inhaled the sweet vanilla scent of her, spreading kisses on her collar bone, her neck and up to her lips. They kissed deeply for a few minutes, just enjoying the feel of each other.
Cade loved this woman so much and just by binding themselves to each other today, he felt even closer to her now when they made love. Cade pulled Kresley’s bra off of her and bared her breasts for his pleasure. He sucked each nipple into his mouth, voraciously sucking on both. He laved them with his tongue, wetting around the nipple, kissing the top and bottom of her breasts. Kresley cried out, clutching his head to her chest.
With no hint to her thoughts, Kresley pulled her thong to the side of her sex, then moved her hand down and grasped Cade’s erection. She positioned him where she wanted him and slid down on to him, still straddling his lap. She began to move, slowly at first, rocking her hips gently. Cade took over from there, holding her tightly to his chest, her breasts resting against him. He took her mouth possessively, kissing her the same as he moved inside her body. Using his tongue to mimic what he was doing below, Cade thrust hard into her wetness, over and over. Kresley gasped in pleasure, clutching Cade’s head in her hands, her fingers entangled in his dark hair. She had little to no words to describe how it felt to be making love to her husband right now, in their home. But she had one phrase come to mind.
“Mine, husband. You are mine, Mr. Grantham," She moaned into his mouth, gasping and crying out at the orgasm building inside of her.
Cade looked back lovingly to his wife, her beautiful green eyes glistening and burning with desire. He kissed her gently on the lips, a total opposite of the heavy, hard thrusts of his manhood inside of her. Cade, not stopping, took a deep breath and said lovingly, “And you are mine, wife. Mine forever, Mrs. Grantham.” He thrust once more, hard, taking he and his wife both over the edge. They both cried out together at the bliss coursing through their bodies. 
Life with Kresley would be an adventure that would never be dull. Big Sexy had found the love of his life and had gained a crazy family to keep him on his toes. God help him. But it was going to be so much fun.




Epilogue


It wasn't a great start to the day when nightmares woke her up screaming and begging. Not to mention waking up her 6 year old son. Demons rarely listen to pleading, so Grace wasn't sure why her subconscious state continued to beg for mercy each night. Having the nightmares was bad enough, but having them scare Jaxson to the point of waking him up, yelling was the tipping point.
Grace knew she needed to get some help. It had been a week since Cade and Kresley's wedding. A week since that sadistic piece of snot Smith had kidnapped her. A week since Officer Walker Collins had become her protector. Correction. Her bossy protector. And what a horrific week it had been. Almost zero sleep and trying to pretend that she was fine, her sleep was fine, everything was just hunky dory. Grace knew she wasn't fooling anyone, least of all Walker.
Now it was 5 o'clock in the morning on a Saturday and she was supposed to be at Kresley's old apartment at 9 AM. She knew there would be no going back to sleep. So the day was going to be a long one. Grace knew Walker was supposed to be there this morning, so at least she get some type of excitement, even if she kept it to herself. Trying to maintain the attitude that she had all of her shit together, especially around a man that made her feel anything but balanced was difficult. All she really wanted to do was crawl up into Walker's lap and let him hold her. And if she asked him, she knew he would say yes without thought. Something held her back, though. 
Walker had been maintaining contact with her all week, yet he hadn't pushed. Grace honestly thought after Saturday that he would have been all up in her business and life, but he hadn't. And that confused her even more. She wasn't the type to lean on a man or even have thoughts of doing that. Yet here she was, laying in her bed, and wishing for Walker. Which made her turn to her phone, which sat next to her bed. For the past week, every morning Grace woke to a text from him. It was just one of a thousand things about Walker that made her heart skip a beat. Sure enough, a text from Walker sat in her inbox.
Walker: When you read this, it will hopefully be after a long night’s sleep with no dreams. Or if you did dream, maybe those dreams were all good things. Text me when you wake up so I’ll know you’re good.
Grace: Hey. I’m awake. I’m good. Okay, so that’s a lie, but I’m not sure even what to say. Hope you have a good day.
Walker: Facetime me
Grace: Seriously? It’s not even 6 AM.
Walker: yes, seriously. Facetime me. Now.
Grace: Okay, but give me a sec. I look like trailer trash.
Walker: No you don’t. You’re beautiful no matter what. And I wouldn’t care.
Gulp. Grace took a deep breath, looked at Walker's photo on her screen and hit the Facetime button...
∞∞∞
 
Look for the next book in the Mercy Springs Heroes series, Boomer's Saving Grace, coming soon to ebook and paperback. Find out how Grace copes with the aftermath of her kidnapping and her feelings for Walker "Boomer" Collins. Watch Walker struggle with not being in total control like he's used to and be included in the crazy sarcasm and antics that the Anderson girls are notorious for.
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