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      When I was a little girl, I planned my fairytale wedding to my future prince.

      Every time I thought about my dream wedding, I imagined it would be during the summer at night while the stars glistened above us. The reception would be in a white tent draped in white lights and red roses. My prince and I would dance with our family and friends until our feet hurt, and then he’d whisk me off to our castle where I’d be his princess and we’d have a lot of babies. And, of course, my prince would become king and me his queen.

      But not once in my dream wedding was my plan to get married in Las Vegas.

      Granted, I didn’t know then what Vegas was or that you could get married at a drive-thru chapel by Elvis. However, I put my foot down when it came to getting married in a car. And because Avery and I tended to not wait for anything, we were getting married by Elvis. Okay, maybe not Elvis, but since we were more or less rushing to get married, I found a small outdoor venue that had a pretty gazebo and would provide us with the minister, the marriage license, and decorations. Our December wedding was going to be in the early evening, and there would be twinkling white lights like I’d always dreamed about.

      I’d realized that marrying the right person meant I didn’t need to put on a show with a lavish tent or a wedding that cost more than a house. I just wanted to celebrate with our close friends and family.

      Being with Avery and losing a baby had made me appreciate the little things. In a world filled with A-list celebrities, lavish vacations, and rent payments that cost more than my yearly salary, I’d come to the conclusion that my dream wasn’t to find a prince so he could provide the high life for me. My dream was to be happy, and Avery made me happy. Losing a baby was traumatic, and I’d spent months depressed—it still hurt to think about it—but I needed him.

      Avery was my one.

      Avery was all that mattered.

      Most of our guests were flying to Las Vegas the day after us, but the day we got to Sin City would be our bachelor and bachelorette parties with just a few friends. Brooke was in charge of planning my little party and wasn’t telling me much of anything, but did we really need a plan for partying in Vegas?

      When we booked our destination wedding, Avery left a message on his mother’s voicemail that we were getting married and when. “They won’t show,” he’d said after he ended his call.

      “What? Why not? They’re your parents.” They lived closer to Vegas than we did, and if anything, could drive.

      “Are they?”

      Avery hadn’t seen his family in over five years. I couldn’t imagine not having the loving parents that I had. We no longer lived in the same town or state, but they’d always be there for me, and I knew that. When I’d had my miscarriage, I didn’t hesitate to show up on their doorstep. But Avery? He’d flown across the country to go on a cruise and had time to meet up with his parents, but they didn’t answer his call or call him back.

      “Of course they are,” I’d replied. They were Avery’s parents, and I couldn’t imagine they wouldn’t attend their one and only son’s wedding.

      “They might have conceived me, but it takes more than blood to be a parent, Nic.”

      He had a point. Avery had never told me that his relationship with his parents upset him or hurt him, but I could tell by the way he interacted with Easton’s parents that Avery wished they were his. Jimmy and Jane were good people and had welcomed me in as their family too.

      I’d moved to where Avery sat at the dining room table, and when he scooted his chair back, I took a seat on his lap and wrapped my arms around his neck. “If they don’t show, then I will never utter another word about them. We live on the other side of the country anyway. But, I want you to be happy.”

      He’d smiled. “I am happy. You make me happy.”

      “And you make me happy, too.”

      His grin had widened, and he gazed back at me with his blue eyes. “Good, because we’re getting married.”

      I’d smiled in return and kissed his lips softly. “That we are. Want to practice for our wedding night?”

      “Like I’d ever turn you down.” Avery had picked me up, causing me to squeal, and carried me to our bedroom.

      We’d practiced multiple times.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Vegas. The City of Sin.

      Or in my case, the city that would make me an honest woman.

      Avery, Brooke, Easton and I landed at McCarran Airport, and to say I was excited would have been an understatement. “Vegas baby!” I shouted as we walked toward baggage claim.

      “Excited?” Avery asked.

      I rolled my eyes. “Um, yeah.”

      “And why’s that?”

      I grinned. “Not sure. Might just get myself married.”

      He smirked. “Me, too.”

      Avery grabbed my hand as the four of us continued to walk. I looked over to see that Easton had Brooke’s hand and, without a word, he kissed the back of it. She smiled up at him, and it hit me that a year ago our lives were entirely different. Brooke was living with that asshole Jared, and I had the hots for her co-worker, who only wanted to get in my pants. Plus, I was dating a guy off and on who had a girlfriend the entire time—asshole. Little did I know then that booking a singles cruise would bring our future husbands into our lives. Easton and Brooke were getting married in four months, and I couldn’t wait for all of us to experience wedded bliss, start our families, and live happily ever after.

      “So, everyone remembers the plan, right?” I asked as we waited for our bags.

      Avery pulled me to him and wrapped an arm around my shoulders before kissing the top of my head. “Yes, we all know the plan.”

      “I just want to make sure because we won’t see each other after we check in until I walk down the aisle.” I looked up into his ocean eyes. “You will be there when I walk down the aisle, right?”

      He grinned. “Babe, we just flew across almost the entire country. You think I’d miss it?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve heard stories about cold feet.”

      “I don’t have cold feet.”

      “Don’t worry, Nic,” Easton spoke. “We’ll be on our best behavior tonight, and we won’t be late tomorrow.”

      The buzzer for the luggage carousel sounded, and the belt started to turn. “Just promise me you won’t get a black eye. I don’t want that to be in our wedding photos,” I warned.

      Avery threw his head back and roared with laughter. “You think Easton and I are the ones who will get into a bar fight? Correct me if I’m wrong, but you two”—he motioned with his finger between Brooke and me—“are the ones who get into bar fights.”

      I snorted. “You’re wrong. It was just me.” I looked at Brooke, and she shrugged with a grin. Avery was partially right. I’d almost gotten into a fistfight before my miscarriage because Avery had given me a drink on the house when I bet a woman that I could get him to take my phone number and not hers. Brooke had bet a chick that she could get Easton into the back room at Halo. That bet hadn’t led to a fight, but the girl had stormed off.

      “Then you better not get a black eye,” Avery countered.

      “No one’s getting into a fight,” Brooke stated. “Now, let’s get our bags and get this party started. We could all use a drink—or five.”
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      Before we headed to the hotel, we did a walk-through of the venue. In the light of day, it was gorgeous, and I knew I’d made the right decision. It was a small location, perfect for our intimate wedding. The garden area had two rows of four park-styled benches that led to a gazebo at the end. There were white lights draped in the bushes and along the gazebo giving me a little of what I’d always envisioned my wedding to have. We did a quick run through and then went to the hotel to check-in.

      The four of us were staying at the Aria Resort & Casino on the Strip. The first night, Brooke and I were sharing a room, and Avery and Easton were in another because even though we’d all traveled together, we were treating it as a separate bachelor and bachelorette night. Tomorrow we’d meet at the wedding venue, and after I officially became Mrs. Scott, Avery and I would stay in a suite together.

      The elevator stopped on the level where my and Brooke’s room was. All four of us stepped out. My soon-to-be husband pulled me to him, wrapped his arms around me and squeezed. “The next time I see you, you’ll become my wife,” he said into my ear.

      I looked up into his azure eyes. “I can’t wait.”

      He captured my lips with his, kissing me long, deep, and passionate. It was the type of kiss that said goodbye, but also held so many promises. Tomorrow would change our lives forever. Tomorrow I would become Mrs. Avery Scott, and I was over the moon. I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to sleep tonight because the excitement was racing through my veins.

      Easton cleared his throat, and Avery and I pulled our lips apart. He hugged me again. “The next time I kiss those lips will be when you’re my wife.”

      I grinned against his hard chest. “I love when you say wife.”

      Avery kissed the top of my head, and we pulled apart again. The guys got into the elevator, and I waved goodbye to my fiancé, who would be turning into my husband in twenty-seven hours.

      As soon as Brooke and I entered the room, I immediately took my dress out of the suitcase to hang it up. “I can’t believe you’re getting married tomorrow,” Brooke stated as she watched me unzip the white garment bag.

      “I know.” I grinned and hung the floral lace, maxi-style dress on the mirror across from one of the beds. The ivory dress was simple and sleek with a V-neckline, a beaded waist, and a tulle overlay. I loved it. It couldn’t be more perfect for my intimate wedding.

      “Nervous?”

      I raised my eyebrows in confusion. “Should I be?”

      “No.” Brooke smiled. “You talked about cold feet at the airport, and I just want to make sure you’re okay with this.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      She shrugged. “It’s just fast, and I want to make sure you’re ready.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Okay.” Brooke smiled again as she started to unzip her luggage.

      “Stop trying to freak me out.” I continued unpacking.

      “Not trying to freak you out. Marriage is huge, and a lot has happened this year.”

      “Did you forget you’re engaged to Avery’s best friend?”

      Brooke chuckled slightly. “Nope. Didn’t forget that.”

      “We have good men, B.”

      “I know. I’m just doing my maid of honor due diligence.”

      “Thank you. Now, can we get ready to get me drunk?”

      She grinned. “Yep. Tonight, I’m paying you back from my birthday.”
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      Brooke and I were almost ready to go when there was a knock on the door. The moment it swung open, I knew my friends from Boston had arrived.

      “Let’s get this party started!” Kym shouted.

      “We’re almost ready,” Brooke replied and stepped back, letting Kym and Jenna enter.

      “Are you ready to have a final night as a single woman?” Jenna asked, stopping at the bathroom where I was putting on the final touches of my makeup.

      I turned to face Jenna. Kym was standing next to her. “No. I think I’m just going to cancel the whole thing.”

      Their faces fell. “What?” Kym asked.

      I couldn’t contain my smile any longer. “Kidding! Let’s do this.”

      “Then you better put this on,” Brooke stated. She was holding out a bride-to-be sash. I took it from her and slipped it across my chest.

      “Well, now I’m official,” I teased.

      “Yeah, you are!” Kym hooked her arm through mine. “Let’s go get wasted.”

      We cheered and walked out of the room.

      My last night out as a single woman.
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      Dressed in jeans and sparkly tops, the girls and I ate at Javier’s inside the Aria hotel. Afterward, as we waited for the bill, Brooke let us know the next stop.

      “I know this is Vegas, but I figured we wouldn’t want to walk all over the Strip in heels, so I thought we could go to the club here in the hotel and see if it’s fun.”

      She was right. This was our first trip to Vegas, and I wanted to see it all, but we didn’t have time. Plus, what could make one club better than the other? The girls and I looked at each other and shrugged. “I’m okay with whatever,” I stated. I was just excited to be in Vegas and getting married.

      “Great.” Brooke paid the bill, and we followed her out of the restaurant. “From what I saw online, JEWEL looks like fun.”

      After we paid to get inside, we entered the main club and headed to the packed bar. It was nothing like Halo. Of course, Halo was a bar and not a booming nightclub, but the actual main bar of JEWEL was at least double the size of the bar top at Halo. The massive space was dimly lit with black lights casting a dark purple glow. Bodies were everywhere, and the music pumped loudly. It was everything I’d imagined the Vegas party life would be like, and I loved it.

      “Shots?” Brooke yelled over the beat of the music.

      “Shots!” I grinned, agreeing.

      Once she caught the bartender’s eye, I watched her order four redheaded sluts. After they were poured, Brooke handed each of us the red liquor. She held her shot glass up, and we followed suit. “May your wedding night be like a kitchen table: four legs and no drawers.”

      “Hell yeah!” I cheered, and we all downed our shots.

      “Let’s dance.” Kym grabbed my hand and started to drag me to the dance floor.

      It had been a while since we’d gone out dancing. In fact, the last time was before Brooke’s birthday. A guy had asked me to sit on his jacket for him and I was certain I’d never forget that scenario. Plus, I still had the leather jacket the idiot practically gave me.

      As we danced to song after song, I thought about how my life had changed in less than a year. What if that guy had asked for my number? What if he’d asked for a dance? Would I have booked the cruise where I’d met Avery? I looked over at Brooke and smiled. If I wouldn’t have booked that trip, she wouldn’t have met Easton, and we wouldn’t have moved to New York. And now, while I danced with my best friends, I fully understood what it meant when people said things happened for a reason. Everything eventually had a connection.

      I still wasn’t sure why I’d lost my baby. Maybe it wasn’t the right time? But then why did I become pregnant in the first place? Of course, I knew the answer: broken condom. But why? Why wasn’t I pregnant right now?

      “We need more drinks,” Jenna stated over the loud music. We all nodded and followed her back to the bar.

      “More shots?” Brooke asked. Shots were easy, and exactly what we needed to get drunk—fast.

      “Yeah. Let’s just do Fireball now,” I suggested. You could never go wrong with a shot of alcohol that also freshened your breath.

      “Yes, Fireball,” Kym agreed.

      Brooke turned toward the bar and ordered us the shots. I wrapped my arm around her shoulders, giving her a hug. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.” It had been six months since she’d had her last radiation treatment. It had taken her some time to recover and get her energy back, and it hadn’t helped that I’d been going through my own ordeal after losing my baby, but we’d both pulled through.

      “Me, too,” she replied and hugged me back.

      The bartender placed the four shots in front of us, and I grabbed two, handing one of them to Kym as I turned around. Brooke handed one to Jenna after she’d paid for the shots.

      “Who’s toasting now?” I asked.

      Kym smiled and held up her glass of the amber liquid. “May the best of your past be the worst of your future. Cheers.”

      We clinked our shot glasses together and then downed the cinnamon whisky. “We need another,” I suggested.

      Brooke started to turn back around to the bar but stopped to stare at the person standing next to me. I looked up into the stranger’s eyes and smiled tightly, trying to be polite but not interested.

      “Trying to drink your mistake away?” he asked.

      I arched a brow as I hissed, “Excuse me?”

      “Vegas. Drinking.” He ran his fingers along my sash. “Getting married.”

      “You think getting married is a mistake?” Who the fuck was this guy?

      “It was for me. Best night of my life wasn’t my wedding night. It was the night the divorce papers were finalized.”

      “Good for you,” I replied sarcastically.

      He smirked. “Why don’t you come up to my room and enjoy one final night before you make your fiancé miserable?”

      “Look, dude. You need to go,” Kym interjected.

      “I’m not speaking to you,” he snapped.

      Kym took a step forward. “Well, I’m speaking to you. We don’t want you here.”

      “Let me get this straight. You came to Vegas—to a club—and you don’t want to get laid?” He motioned around the bar as though to prove his point. “Haven’t you heard Vegas’s slogan?”

      What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas. “Yeah, but you know what doesn’t stay in Vegas?” I jeered. I was done with this guy.

      He cocked a brow and grinned. “What’s that?”

      “An STD. Now get the fuck out of here.” I started to walk away, hoping my friends would follow, but before I could take more than two steps, a hand wrapped around my wrist, halting me. I was spun back around and into the stranger’s arms. “Let me go!” I ordered, pushing at his chest with my free hand.

      “No,” he replied.

      “I suggest you let her go before we have a problem,” someone I didn’t know interrupted. I was thankful she was trying to help. She was in perfect shape, had long brown hair, and looked like a badass by the death glare she was giving this guy. I wouldn’t want to mess with her.

      “No one’s talking to you,” the man replied. He was strong and not letting go of my wrist.

      “I’m talking to you. If you don’t let her go, I will have you removed.”

      The guy grinned. “I know the owner. He’d never throw me out.”

      The badass women took a step closer to him and got in his face. “And I know almost every cop in this city. I suggest you let her go before I arrest you.”

      “You’re a cop?” His hand loosened a little at his own question.

      “Something like that.”

      “Prove it,” he stated, and his eyes looked down as though he was looking for her gun. She didn’t have one that I could see.

      The woman grinned and dug into her small silver clutch, pulling out what looked like a man’s black wallet. She flipped it open and thrust the inside view into the guy’s face. “I’m not going to warn you again.”

      His gaze flicked to the contents of the wallet, and he finally released my wrist. I rubbed at the area that slightly hurt from his grip. Without a word, he turned and left.

      “Thank you,” I stated, still rubbing my wrist.

      “You’re welcome. Are you okay?” I nodded. “Sorry to interject, but a guy should never put his hands on a woman, and it looked as though you needed a little help.”

      “Thank you. We didn’t know that guy at all,” Brooke stated.

      “Hopefully he won’t be back. If he does, come find me.”

      “Thank you,” I said again. “I’m Nicole. This is Brooke, Kym, and Jenna.”

      She smiled. “Joss.”

      “Are you really a cop?” Kym asked.

      “FBI,” Joss replied.

      “Wow. You’re an FBI agent?” Jenna asked.

      Joss smiled. “I am.”

      “That’s really cool,” Kym gushed. We all nodded in agreement.

      “Yeah, it can be,” Joss replied.

      “Thank you again.” I wasn’t sure what would have happened if she hadn’t stepped in. My luck, I would have punched him in the face and had to call Avery to bail me out of jail the morning of our wedding.

      “No problem, and congrats on getting married. I got married a few months ago, and I’m actually here celebrating my best friend’s bachelorette party.”

      “Oh, that’s cool. Maybe we’ll see you all out on the dance floor.”

      “Maybe.” Joss smiled. “Actually, why don’t the four of you join us? We have a table.”

      “Really?” I beamed.

      “Yeah. Let me just use the ladies’ room and then we can walk over together.”

      “We don’t want to impose,” Brooke chimed in.

      “Not imposing. It will be fun having a bigger group.”

      “Okay.” I grinned wider. We all used the restroom and freshened up before following our new friend to a red leather booth.

      “Ladies, I made some new friends,” Joss stated, and three other women looked up.

      I smiled. “Hi. I’m Nicole, and this is Brooke, Kym, and Jenna.”

      “The bride-to-be is Cat,” Joss introduced us. “This is Autumn, and this is the very pregnant Tessa.”

      We all waved awkwardly, and then somehow managed to fit into the moon shaped booth. “When are you getting married?” I asked Cat.

      She smiled. “Next week. You?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Congrats.” She reached for a bottle of vodka on the table. “Let’s do a shot to celebrate.”

      I grinned. “Sounds good.”

      “Do you live in Vegas or just here to get married?” Autumn asked me as Cat poured us the shots.

      “Brooke and I live in New York, and Jenna and Kym live in Boston.”

      “East coasters? I used to live in D.C.,” Joss stated.

      “And Florida. We grew up together in Miami.” Cat slid each of us a shot of the clear liquid.

      “I’m born and raised here in Sin City, and this one”—Autumn hooked her thumb toward Tessa—“is from California.”

      “How do you know each other if you’re all from different places?” Brooke asked.

      Our new friends looked at each other and smirked. Autumn raised her shot glass. “Let’s take our shots and then I’ll tell you how all of us—except Cat—got the male escorts of Saddles & Racks to commit.”
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      I couldn’t believe I was getting married. You’d think that after watching my best friend go through a nasty divorce, I’d be a bachelor my entire life, scared of going down the same path. But I’d always wanted to find the one who made me happy and accepted me for me and not for my looks, and I’d found the perfect woman to marry. Getting divorced wasn’t in my thoughts. Nicole had been my light in the darkness even when we were going through our miscarriage. We were both depressed for months after we found out she lost the baby. But every time I looked at her, I knew she was my one and only—the one who would bring me happiness. Nicole was the one I wanted to spend forever with. Hell, she was exactly the woman I was looking for. She was the reason why I’d booked the singles cruise that had changed my and Easton’s lives.

      I smiled to myself as I ironed my button-up, long-sleeved, blue shirt. Who would have thought that getting Easton to go on a singles cruise with me would lead that man, who had no intention of ever settling down again, to find the perfect woman—a woman who had caused his heart to open again? We sure the hell hadn’t. But now, he was engaged too.

      “What are you smiling about?” Easton asked, shrugging on his own button-up, long-sleeved shirt. His was black, though.

      I glanced up at him and then back down to the ironing board. “Who would have thought that the next time we would share a room together, I’d be getting married?”

      He chuckled slightly. “At least we have bigger beds in this room.”

      “Yeah.” My grin widened as I remembered the twin beds on the cruise. When Nicole and I had gone to the tiny room, we’d had to push the beds together. Of course, we fell through them because we were going at it hard, which also made the condom break.

      And then she got pregnant.

      Would we still be getting married if she were pregnant, or would we have waited until after the baby was born? Who knew? What I did know was that I couldn’t wait to tell her in front of our friends and family that I was going to love her until my last breath. However, I didn’t expect my parents to be there. I’d called and left my mother a voicemail message, but she’d never returned my call. She didn’t even send a fucking pigeon to tell me that they were coming to see their one and only son get married.

      I glanced up to see Easton staring at me. “What the fuck are you frowning about now?” he asked.

      I shrugged and then set the iron right side up. “My parents never called me back.” I grabbed my shirt off the ironing board. “I was hoping they’d at least come to my fucking wedding.”

      “They still might.”

      My gaze met Easton’s as I stared into the full-length mirror, buttoning my shirt. “They won’t.” I never understood why my parents hated me so much. Looking back, I was a good kid. I even got a scholarship to Florida State for baseball and graduated with a business degree. My father wanted me to turn pro, but that was never in my cards because I didn’t want that life, and over the years, we slowly lost touch. It had been over five years since I’d seen them, and that was the night Easton and I opened Halo.

      Over the car horns and the hustle and bustle of New York City, I heard my heart pounding in my chest. I wasn’t sure why I was nervous. Tonight was our soft opening for Halo, and only our friends and family were coming. But Easton and I had put everything into this bar, and we needed to succeed. I’d invested more money than Easton, but I was okay with that because he had to take care of his daughter, Cheyenne, and needed all the extra money he could get. I also knew that in time, he’d pay me back. We’d been friends since we could talk, and I trusted him with my life.

      “Ready to open the doors?” Easton asked, coming into the upstairs office we shared.

      “Yeah. Do you know who’s here already?”

      He shook his head. “Didn’t want to look. I want to open the doors and watch the people rush in.”

      I grinned. “Like Black Friday?”

      “Like they’re so fucking thirsty they need a drink—stat.”

      We chuckled. We’d invited everyone we knew. I’d met a few people when I’d moved to New York from Florida and worked at a high-end clothing store after college. When I chose to move to the outskirts of New York City, where Easton and his family were, and not back to California, I did it because that was where my family was. Of course, I had my parents in Cali, but Easton and his folks treated me like a son, and honestly, I wanted to live close to my best friend.

      “Do you think my parents came?” I asked.

      “Why wouldn’t they?”

      I shrugged. “You know my father has been weird since I wasn’t scouted to play pro.”

      Playing professional baseball would have been a dream, but it wasn’t my dream. It was my dad’s dream to have his son play for the Angels or whoever. My dream was to have a life not on the road. I didn’t care that I could make thousands of dollars playing a game. I wanted a family like Easton had—kids I could teach to be a good people and help them follow their dreams. That was why, when I played baseball in college, I didn’t try to outshine anyone. I just wanted to graduate and find the one woman to spend my life with.

      That had yet to happen, but I was working on it.

      “I don’t know why you weren’t scouted. You’re almost as good as me,” Easton teased.

      I rolled my eyes. “Baseball wasn’t for me. Doesn’t mean I don’t miss it.”

      “I know.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “I miss it too, but now we need to get in the black, or we’re fucked.”

      “Bars have a high markup on alcohol. As long as people are coming in through the door and ordering drinks, we should be good.”

      “And that’s why you’re the business brain in this, and I’m the looks.”

      I shrugged him off as we both chuckled. “I might have never modeled, but I can get any woman I want.”

      “Women always hit on bartenders. We’re about to be in a sea of pussy.”

      “Not if we don’t go open the fucking doors.”

      “Right,” Easton agreed and turned for the stairs. “Tonight, we’re going to get our feet wet. Tomorrow night, the real fun will begin.”

      We walked down the stairs and into the main bar. We’d hired a few barbacks and two other bartenders to rotate with us. Tonight we had everyone here getting the hang of things and testing a few cocktails we’d created.

      “Everyone ready?” I asked as we stopped in front of the wood door.

      “Hell yeah,” Easton exclaimed while the others cheered.

      I swung the door open to see a crowd of people standing on the sidewalk. Cheers immediately erupted, and my mouth hurt from smiling so wide. This was it. We’d officially opened the doors to Halo, and there was no turning back.

      Easton greeted everyone. “Tonight, the drinks are on the house. In exchange, we ask that you fill out a comment card at the end of the night. There are snacks and shit for you to enjoy, so please come in, listen to some music, and get tipsy.” Everyone clapped and praised us as Easton and I stepped to the side, letting everyone in.

      The last two people to enter were my parents. A part of me had felt as though they wouldn’t show since my father more or less hadn’t spoken to me since I’d graduated from FSU. To be here, they'd had to fly in from California, and I’d offered for them to stay with me, but they’d declined.

      “Avery,” my father greeted with a curt nod.

      My mother hugged me. “I’m so proud of you,” she whispered, still embracing me.

      “Thank you for coming.”

      “I had to see it for myself—see how you threw away a good opportunity to play baseball so you could waste your life as a bartender,” Dad mocked.

      I balked. “Waste my life?”

      Easton stepped forward, ceasing the conversation that was about to turn into a fire. “Doug, tonight’s supposed to be a celebration, not the two of you rehashing the same damn argument. Come inside, and we’ll get you a drink.”

      Dad scoffed. “I only drink Macallan.” That wasn’t true. I’d seen my father drink beer and other alcohol before. He was clearly being an asshole.

      “Well, lucky for you, your son made sure to stock a bottle of Macallan 12,” Easton replied.

      Dad’s brown eyes turned to me. “At least you did something right.”

      I looked to my mother, who was looking down at the concrete sidewalk. She never stepped in when Dad was in one of his moods, and he was always in one of his moods. Even when I played the game he loved so much, he still treated me as a burden. That was probably another reason I hadn’t gone back to live in California. I honestly hated being around him. Didn’t mean I didn’t love him, though. He was my father.

      “Let’s step inside, and Avery will get you that whisky.”

      I had no idea that the night of our soft open would be the last time I’d see my parents. And they were very much alive. I tell everyone that they’ve never visited me in New York because that was better than saying they didn’t want anything to do with me after they realized I was more or less a bartender and not a professional baseball player.

      “They’ll come,” Easton stated as we continued to get dressed in our Vegas hotel room.

      “It’s been over five years since they walked out the doors of Halo and never looked back.”

      “If they don’t show, I’ll never mention them again.”

      “If they don’t show, I’m having your parents officially adopt me.”

      Easton grinned. “They’d like that.”
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      We took an Uber to the Royal Resort just off the Strip, and after indulging in a steak dinner at The Barrymore, Easton and I took an Uber to the Palms Casino Resort.

      “You really want to go to the Palms and not just drink on the Strip?” I asked Easton, who was sitting next to me in the backseat of the stranger’s car.

      “I’ve heard celebrities like to go there, so I thought we could check it out and then work our way back to the Strip.”

      “You want to meet a celebrity?”

      He shrugged. “I mean, who doesn’t? I thought it would be cool to maybe run into one.”

      “And what?”

      Easton shrugged a shoulder again. “Tell them you’re getting married.”

      I chuckled. “And invite whomever to be a guest?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Nah. I just figured that you wouldn’t want to go to a strip joint or a club, and this was a good way to get free drinks.”

      “So we’re gambling?”

      “When in Vegas, right?”

      “Right,” I agreed. “But we could have done that on the Strip.”

      “We’ve done the Strip before.”

      It wasn’t our first time in Sin City. Before Easton moved to New York, and while I was in college, we’d take a weekend or two to party every summer. Hence, why he got divorced—he did whatever the fuck he wanted to do, and Dana got sick of it. I knew he was older and wiser now and would never do anything to hurt Brooke. If he did, he’d have to answer to Nicole, and that wouldn’t be pretty.

      The driver pulled up to the front doors of the hotel, and we slid out and walked into the smoky casino.

      “What do you want to play first?” I asked.

      “It’s your night, man. I’ll just do whatever you want to do.”

      “Slots? We can play a penny slot and wait for a waitress to come around with our drinks.”

      “Cool,” Easton agreed.

      We walked around, looking at the multi-colored lights and machines. I was trying to find a spot that didn’t have someone smoking right next to me and where a waitress was taking orders.

      “Is that … Is that a shark?”

      “What?” I asked, looking at Easton.

      He pointed toward a bar to our left, and in the center of that bar, it looked as though a shark was encased in a tank. It wasn’t moving, and the tank wasn’t much wider than the head of the beast that had its mouth open.

      “Yeah, that’s cool.” We walked closer to the sleek, white, marble bar, both of us taking in what I assumed was meant to be art.

      “Maybe we should get one for Halo?” Easton joked. At least I hoped he was joking.

      “Right. We’re just going to go out into the Atlantic Ocean and catch one?”

      “I’m sure that shark, Mary Lee, is still swimming around out there.”

      “Mary Lee?” I chuckled. “You want to go catch a sixteen-foot great white?” Currently, Mary Lee was the most famous shark. Researchers had captured her so they could put a tracker on her and follow her whereabouts. The last I’d heard, she’d gone silent, but they assumed it was because the battery in the tracker died.

      “I’m teasing, man, but it does look sick in the middle of the bar.”

      We continued to slowly walk along the side. The shark was cut up into three pieces, and each piece was in a giant glass box. The bar was in a circle, and from every angle you could see all of the beast.

      “We should get a drink here,” I suggested. “Maybe we can pick up some new drinks to serve back at Halo.”

      Easton nodded. “I like your thinking.”
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      We didn’t really see anything new and exciting on the menu at Unknown—with a thirteen-foot tiger shark as a focal point, the place didn't need a standout name because people were drawn to the giant ass shark—so Easton suggested the slots again.

      I nodded. “Yeah. I didn’t come to Vegas to pay for overpriced drinks when I own a bar.”

      “Agree.”

      We walked back toward the center of the casino floor, trying to find a good spot to sit. The machines were tighter than jeans after Thanksgiving dinner, but slots were one of those games we could pretend to play, only hitting the button when a waitress walked by.

      “I’ve yet to see a celebrity,” I mentioned.

      “We were sitting at a bar for a half hour. Not like we were scouting the place.”

      “By the way you were talking, I’d assumed the place would be crawling with A-listers.”

      “They’re probably in the high roller room.”

      I bobbed my head slightly. “They probably are.”

      “Should we check that room out?”

      “Do you have money to play there?”

      “Do you?” Easton countered.

      I didn’t have a lot of money on me because I’d left most of it in the safe in the hotel room. After Nic and I said I do, we would spend one more day and night in Vegas and then I was taking her on our honeymoon. She didn’t know where we were going. It was going to be a surprise, and I was excited to see the smile on her face when she found out.

      “I have some money,” I stated.

      “Me too.”

      “Then let’s walk over there and see if anyone is there. If not, we go back to the plan of drinking by the slots.”

      Without hesitation, we walked in the direction of the high roller room. Apparently, some guys go to Vegas for the strip clubs or to get drunk at clubs. But Easton and I? We had other plans. I had no desire to go to a titty bar or spend twenty bucks for drinks at a club. I just wanted to hang with my best friend and then tomorrow marry the love of my life. The girls, on the other hand, were clubbing. Girls could do that. They could go into a club, dance with each other and have a good time. I couldn’t picture Easton and me dancing together.

      We walked into the dark room that had black walls, crown molding, and an elaborate chandelier hanging over four blackjack tables. Adjacent was a room with slots, and to the back of the room was a private bar. For some reason, I felt as though I didn’t belong in the room. It wasn’t because I was poor—far from it. Halo was thriving, but betting an enormous amount on a single hand wasn’t me. And because Easton had been my best friend our entire lives, I knew it wasn’t him either.

      As I scanned the tables, I realized no one looked familiar. “I think it’s just you and me tonight,” I stated to Easton.

      He nodded. “Looks like it. Let’s do this the cheap way.”

      I chuckled, and we both exited the glamorous room. The older I got, the more I just wanted to relax. Maybe it was because of the year I’d had. I felt as though Nic and I had both grown as people over the last few months. Losing a baby had taken a lot out of me. That was why Nicole was my light at the end of my tunnel. To some, the light reflected death, but to me, the light was my forever.

      A cheer erupted near the card tables, and I turned to see a group of people standing near the craps table. “What’s going on there?” Easton asked.

      We moved closer, and I saw the craps shooter. “Is that …?” Jason Black, the star of Nicole’s favorite show, How to Get the Girl, was playing craps.

      Nic was going to be so jealous.

      “See.” Easton slapped me on the arm. “Told you celebrities hang out at The Palms.”

      “The girls are going to hate us.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, they are.”

      I dug into my pocket and pulled out my phone. After taking a quick picture, I hesitated. Should I send Nic a picture of her celebrity crush now or should I show her after we were officially married? I decided not to send it.

      “Shall we?”

      “What? Play craps with him?” I asked.

      “Sure. Why not? We’re in Vegas, right?”

      I bobbed my head. “Yeah.”

      We walked closer to the table. Jason was still the shooter, and some guy who’d had one too many was betting against him as he slurred his jabs at Jason. I didn’t fully understand craps, but the way the guy was talking to Jason, it was apparent there was some sort of rivalry between them.

      I opened my wallet and pulled out a hundred dollar bill.

      “You’re going to bet?” Easton asked.

      I shrugged. “Sure, might as well.”

      Easton pulled out his wallet and did the same. Before Jason threw the dice, one of the dealers exchanged the bills for chips. We each placed minimum bets on the Pass Line.

      “You two know betting with the shooter is the worst possible way to win money, right? You need to bet on the Don’t Pass Line,” the drunk guy said.

      I shrugged. “Maybe, but it’s not as fun when we win.”

      “Exactly!” Jason boomed. “These guys know what to do.”

      “The odds are with the house,” the guy argued.

      “Don’t listen to him.” Jason leaned over. “He’s pissed I’m on a winning streak.”

      I smiled. “Then I guess it’s good I’m betting with you.”

      “Damn straight.”

      We played for a few hours, and Easton and I both walked away with a wad of money. Not a bad way to start the rest of my life with Nicole. Now, I was going to give her the world, starting with the best honeymoon possible.
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      I couldn’t believe it was my wedding day.

      The only reason I was able to sleep the night before was because I got drunk and passed out as soon as Brooke and I got back to our room. When I woke up, I still had my jeans on, but my top was gone, and I was sleeping in my bra. I knew we’d had a good night.

      I heard Brooke step out of the bathroom and crawl into her bed. “I need a cheeseburger stat,” I groaned.

      “And fries,” Brooke grumbled.

      Yep, we were hungover. “What time is it?”

      There was a slight pause before she replied, “Eleven.”

      We didn’t need to be at the venue until three. That was when a hairstylist and makeup artist were arriving to get me ready for my big night. The wedding was to start at six, followed by a small reception at the location. The final headcount was fifteen and that included Avery’s parents if they showed.

      “I wanted to see a little of Vegas before the wedding, but since it’s already eleven, how about we order room service and just relax before we need to head over?” I suggested.

      “It’s your big day,” Brooke replied. “I’ll do whatever you want to do.”

      “What I want is for my headache to go away.”

      She got out of her bed, walked into the bathroom, and then returned. “Take these.” She held out her hand.

      I sat up and took the pills from her. I threw them into my mouth and tossed them back with a swig of water from the bottle on the nightstand. “What if I feel like shit when I’m saying my vows?”

      Brooke walked over to the desk and grabbed the room service menu. “We better get grease into you so there’s less of a chance.”

      “Yes,” I agreed and fell back against the pillow.

      “You want me to order you a cheeseburger or do you want to look at the menu?”

      “Bacon cheeseburger, fries, and a chocolate milkshake. I need all the grease and carbs I can get to soak up the booze.”
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      By the time Brooke and I made it to the venue, my hangover wasn’t subsiding. In fact, I felt worse.

      “Hey, Nicole. Ready for your big day?” Jessica, my wedding coordinator, asked.

      “Yep.” I tried to put on a happy face, but I also wanted to puke. When in Vegas, right? Sigh.

      She frowned slightly. “Are you okay?”

      I looked at Brooke, sighed, and then back to Jessica. “Just hungover.”

      Jessica smiled. “Party a little too hard last night?”

      “I don’t remember,” I admitted with a shrug.

      “We tried to soak it up with grease and aspirin, but it didn’t work,” Brooke groaned.

      Jessica chuckled. “Grease doesn’t work like people think. You need a banana and water, or eggs, salmon, or avocados.”

      “Had your fair share of hangovers?” I asked.

      Jessica smiled. “Had my fair share of brides with hangovers.”

      “I can go find us bananas and guacamole,” Brooke suggested.

      “How about you go into the bridal suite and start getting ready? I’ll get our chef to whip you up something, or I’ll find you those bananas,” Jessica proposed instead.

      I blew out a breath. “Thank you.”

      Jessica escorted Brooke and me to the suite. The hair stylist and makeup artists were waiting, and while they did their thing to make me look like the princess I’d always wanted to be, Jessica brought us chips and guac. After we scarfed it down, I started to feel better.

      “All set,” Laney, the hair stylist, said.

      I looked in the mirror and saw the elegant updo that made me feel almost like a bride. “Time to put on my dress?”

      She smiled. “I’d say so.”

      I turned to see Brooke holding it up on the hanger. “Yep, it’s time.”

      As I reached to take the dress from her, there was a knock at the door. She handed me the dress and then went to see who was at the door.

      “Oh, hey.”

      “Is Nic ready?” I heard my mom ask. She walked into the small room, and we smiled at each other. “You look so beautiful, honey.” She reached out her arms, and I stepped into them.

      “But I don’t even have my dress on.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” She waved me off as we broke apart. “You’re already radiant and the most beautiful bride I’ve ever seen.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled.

      “Avery looks handsome too.”

      I silently chuckled. “I guess that means he’s here.”

      “Of course he is.”

      Slipping the sleek, lace dress from the hanger, I handed it back to Brooke and then stripped out of the robe I was wearing. “Are his parents here?”

      Mom scrunched her brows. “I don’t recall seeing them, but I met Easton’s parents.”

      My heart fell. I was seriously hoping they’d show. Their son was a good man—the best man. I didn’t understand how parents could turn a blind eye all because he didn’t fulfill their dreams for him. That was the thing: it was their dream, not his. And did it really matter that he wasn’t a professional baseball player? He was a successful bar owner in New York City—a city that had over ten thousand bars.

      “Let’s get you in your dress,” Brooke spoke up. “Today is your day, and you don’t need to worry about Avery’s parents.”

      “Brooke’s right, honey. If his parents don’t show, don’t let that bring you down. No one likes their in-laws anyway.”

      That wasn’t necessarily true because we all loved Easton’s parents, but I understood what my mother was saying. I nodded, took a deep breath, and stepped into my dress. I slipped the ivory lace on and let everything clear my mind except for the fact that I was about to become Mrs. Avery Scott.
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      The sun had fully set by the time I stepped out of the bridal suite. It was a crisp night, but I was on cloud nine and the cold wasn’t phasing me. The white lights illuminated the courtyard, and I knew that just beyond the trees blocking my view of the gazebo, Avery was waiting for me.

      Avery.

      The man who I’d met on a cruise ship. The man who had fallen in love with me. The man who had cared for me through everything we’d been through in the short amount of time we’d been together.

      The man who I loved more than anything.

      “Are you sure about this?” Dad asked from beside me.

      I looked up into his blue eyes that were like mine. “Never been this sure about anything else.”

      “It’s not too late.”

      “I know. But Avery’s the one. My one. The one who makes everything better.”

      Dad stuck out his arm for me to hook mine in. “Then we better get you married.”

      “Thanks, Daddy.”

      He kissed the top of my head, and I caught Jessica’s eye. I nodded to her and a few seconds later, “A Thousand Years” by Christina Perri started to filter in from the speakers. Then I took my first step toward the man who I knew I would love for more than a thousand years.

      The moment Avery came into view, dressed in a black tux with a white dress shirt, everything around me disappeared. I thought that only happened in romance novels, but it was true. It was him and me and no one else. The smile he gave me was the one I knew I could count on for the rest of my life. He made me happy, made me strong, and while I didn’t understand why we’d lost our baby, I knew that no matter what, we’d always have each other. He was my prince, and I knew that we’d eventually fill our castle.

      Maybe we weren’t meant to start our family yet. Life was weird like that. Maybe God was waiting to give us one when Brooke and Easton decided to grow their family. Maybe I would get pregnant tonight. Maybe. I didn’t know the answers other than Avery Scott was my soulmate. He was the reason I got up each morning. The reason I breathed. We’d fought for this moment through the ups and the one down that still crushed me every time I thought about what we’d lost. But I knew there was a reason, and I was excited to find out what our future held.

      Today was the first day of the rest of our lives.

      I’d heard that saying before, but now, I understood what it meant. We were becoming man and wife. We were becoming Mr. and Mrs. Avery Scott. We were becoming one.

      Dad gave me to Avery, and as I turned to look up into Avery’s azure eyes, he wiped a tear from my cheek. I hadn’t realized that I was crying.

      “Don’t cry,” he whispered.

      “These are happy tears,” I assured him. Anyone could make me smile, and people could make me cry, but it was Avery who made me smile with tears of joy in my eyes.

      “Good, because I didn’t get cold feet,” he teased.

      I smiled. “I didn’t either.”

      The minister, who was not Elvis, began the ceremony. I wasn’t sure what he said because as far as I was concerned, Avery and I were the only ones in the courtyard. I stared into his blue eyes the entire time.

      Avery cleared his throat and began to speak. “Nic, my beautiful bride, my one and only, today and every day I promise to love you, to honor you, to make you laugh. May the way I look at you and treat you reflect the truth that I’ve loved you since the first time I ever laid eyes on you in the middle of the ocean. You’re the light to my darkness, and I never truly understood what love was until I found you. You make me the happiest man in the entire universe, and today I vow that I will love you until my dying breath.”

      More tears streamed down my face as all of his words sank in. I swallowed, trying to remember what I wanted to tell him. Finally, as I looked into the eyes I wanted to bare my soul to, I was able to find my words. “Avery, I searched for you my entire life. While I always wanted the fairytale that most girls wish for, I’ve realized that life isn’t always unicorns and rainbows, and I know that love isn’t always perfect. Love is overcoming obstacles, facing challenges, fighting to be together, and holding on and never letting go. Love is realizing that every hour, every minute, and every second was worth it because we did it together. We’ve had our heartbreak, but we made it through, and today I vow to you that I will love you through the good times and the bad. I will love you until the day after forever.”

      The minister spoke again and we said our “I do’s.”

      “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.”

      Avery grinned, and the moment his lips touched mine, I felt the love, the passion, the desire. I was so thankful that we’d chosen to get married at a venue where the wedding wouldn’t last hours. I wanted to run down the aisle, hand in hand, and go directly to our suite where we wouldn’t leave until it was time for our week-long honeymoon. However, we had an hour to eat, drink, and be merry.

      “I missed you,” Avery whispered into my ear as we stood near the gazebo to take pictures.

      I smiled warmly up at him. “I missed you too.”

      “Did you girls have a fun night?”

      “Met some ladies who got male escorts to marry them.”

      Avery balked. “No shit?”

      I nodded. “Fascinating stories, and made for a fun night.”

      “Easton and I partied with Jason Black.”

      I drew my head back. “You’re joking, right?”

      He smiled as the photographer continued to take candid pictures of us. “Not joking. He signed a bar napkin for you.”

      “And you couldn’t call me?”

      Avery shrugged. “We were doing our own thing.”

      “But … But that’s Jason Black. You know I have a hall pass for him.”

      “And that’s why I didn’t call you.”

      I took a deep breath. “I can’t believe you didn’t text me.”

      “In all fairness, you didn’t miss much. We played craps and won some money. The end.”

      “I’m still bummed you met him,” I admitted.

      “Just shut up and kiss me.”

      And I did because he was my husband and not some celebrity crush. Sure, I thought Jason Black was hot, but so was the man I’d just vowed to love until the day after forever.
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      An hour later as we were sitting at the head of a long table, eating cake, Avery leaned over and whispered into my ear, “Is it time to be alone now?”

      We’d eaten dinner, cut our cake, and drank a few glasses of champagne. There would be no dancing, no throwing of the bouquet and garter, and I was okay with that.

      “Did you get the key for our room?” I asked. I wanted to be alone as much as he did.

      “Yes, and it’s burning a hole in my pocket.”

      I giggled. “Then we better go.”

      We said our goodbyes to everyone and climbed into a limo that was taking us back to the Aria. “I can’t believe we’re married.” I smiled, looking over at my husband.

      “Believe it, baby.”

      I stared down at my left hand. I was a married woman and couldn’t be happier. I didn’t know what was in store for us, but I felt lucky to experience it with Avery. He was everything I’d always wanted and more.

      A few minutes later, the limo pulled up to the front doors of the hotel. Before the limo driver could open the door for us, I saw Brooke and Easton running through the lobby doors.

      “I take it Easton missed Brooke too?” I laughed.

      “I guess he did,” Avery replied.

      We got out of the limo and started for the entrance. People smiled at us as Avery and I waited for an elevator to descend to take us up to our room. When it did open, we entered and were finally alone—just me and my husband in a box.

      “Fuck the paperwork,” I mumbled to myself as I shoved Avery against the wall of the car.

      “What?” he asked against my lips.

      I grinned. “Nothing. Just do naughty things to me while we’re alone.”

      “You know they have cameras in elevators, right?”

      I sighed. I did know that, but at the moment, I’d forgotten. “Yes.”

      Avery grinned as I pulled my head back. “Trust me. When we’re behind closed doors and are truly all alone, I will do naughty things to you.”

      “Promise?” I bit my lip.

      “Promise.”

      The elevator dinged, stopping on what I assumed was our floor. Avery led me down the hallway, and as we walked, Brooke and Easton passed by us without a word. I turned my head, wondering what was going on. Brooke winked, and then they turned a corner and were gone just as we stopped at a door. Avery unlocked it with the keycard.

      “What was that all about?” I asked.

      He didn’t respond. Instead, he opened the door then picked me up into his arms and carried me over the threshold. I didn’t get to look at the suite or take in the décor because Avery was on a mission as he carried me through the living room, through a kitchen, and into a glowing room. Candles were lit around the space, and red rose petals were scattered on the king-sized bed. I knew that our best friends hadn’t run off to be together. They’d run ahead of us to make this night even more special.

      “Dang. Our friends work fast.”

      “They do, but I had this set up when I’d checked in earlier.”

      I drew my head back as Avery still held me in his arms. “You did?”

      “We have our own private concierges.”

      “Then why—”

      “They were just lighting the candles.”

      “Oh.”

      He tossed me onto the bed, and I squealed as he dragged me to the edge, my lace dress rising to expose me. “Now, I’m going to make you come with your dress on. Then again and again and again.”

      “And you?”

      Avery grinned. “Trust me. I’ll come so hard while I’m buried deep inside of you.”

      I spread my legs, inviting him to do as he promised. “Then what are you waiting for?”

      He shrugged out of his tux jacket and dropped to his knees. He removed my panties and then he teased his way up the inside of my thigh with feather-light kisses. My hands clenched the bedding as I melted into the mattress, allowing my husband to work his way up to devour me.

      “Nic,” Avery whispered against my skin.

      I lifted my head, looking down on him. “Yeah?”

      His blue gaze was heated with desire. “I’m about to eat my wife’s pussy.”

      I grinned. I knew I’d never get tired of hearing Avery refer to me as his wife. “Yeah, you are.”

      My husband returned to his trail of kisses, moving higher and higher to my center. Once there, he spread me and took his first swipe with his tongue, making me arch off the bed. Avery took his time, savoring this first intimate moment as husband and wife. Slow, firm licks worked my folds, my clit, making me wetter and wetter.

      “I’m a lucky man, Mrs. Scott,” he said against me. “My wife has the sweetest pussy.”

      I moaned my response, feeling his tongue move a little faster on my clit. While Avery rubbed the bud of nerves, he inserted two fingers, working me from the inside out. My body heat rose, and I got closer and closer to tipping over the edge into pure bliss. Needing to rid myself of my dress, I worked it to slip over my head and then threw it onto the floor. My hands began to work my breasts, feeling the hard peaks of my nipples. I was on fire, chasing the orgasm my husband was bringing my body to.

      “So wet,” he murmured, removing his mouth from between my legs and using his other hand to work the swollen nub. “So fucking wet, and all mine.”

      And then I broke. The wave of the orgasm encased me, the sensation racing from my core and down to my toes. As I came down from my high, Avery began to strip himself of his tux. “Don’t move,” he ordered.

      Like I could.

      Instead, I rose onto my elbows and watched my husband remove his shirt one button at a time. His rock-hard chest and eight-pack abs stared me in the face, making my mouth water.

      “Have I ever told you that you’re hot?” I asked.

      Avery threw his head back, laughing as he let his white dress shirt fall to the floor. “I don’t recall a specific time.” He started to work his pants open and down.

      “Well, you are.”

      “And so are you.” He stepped out of his pants and crawled on top of me, kissing my lips. “See how good you taste?” he questioned. Avery silenced me with his mouth, his tongue dipping into my mouth again, and I moaned my response. I could taste myself on his lips, and I loved it.

      We kissed for a long time, savoring each other as our naked bodies pressed together. This man was my forever, and I felt grateful to be married to the perfect man for me. Avery broke the kiss, and without another word, slid into me.

      I was still on the pill, but I was ready. I loved this man so much that I wanted to create another human life with him. I wanted to watch my husband play with our kids, teach them right from wrong, and be there for them when there were good times and bad. I wanted to see him dance with our daughter at her wedding and teach our son sports. I still didn’t understand why his parents treated him the way they did—maybe we’d never know—but whatever happened with his parents, I knew that we’d love our children with our entire hearts.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, bringing him down so our chests were pressed together. I needed his whole body against mine as though we were one—because we were. Avery picked up his speed, and before I knew it, I was tipping over the edge again. He followed after a few more strokes, and my heart was smiling. Not because I’d just had sex with my new husband, but because I was happy.

      Everything about Avery Scott made me happy.
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      When I woke up the next morning, I had no idea what time it was. Maybe it wasn’t even morning. What I did know was that I married.

      I was married to the love of my life, and my parents didn’t love me enough to come to my wedding.

      When I’d realized they weren’t going to show, I chose to write them off and never think about them again. I knew that would be easier said than done, but I was going to try. I was going to start a family with Nicole and be the best father I could be, and I’d make sure our children knew I loved them. I’d do everything my father never did.

      I looked over at my wife. The white sheet was down around her waist as she lay on her back, her tits bare. God, I was a lucky man. There was a week when I thought this day would never come. A week when Nic had left me. A week when my world stopped. It was the worst time of my life, but it was also a turning point. Nic and I were closer than ever now. Our hearts had bled into one, and we had our entire lives to figure out what was next.

      My hand reached up, circling each nipple, getting them both hard. Nicole sighed, and I wasn’t sure if she was awake or just in a blissful state as I continued down her stomach with my light touches. I slipped my hand under the sheet, feeling her coarse hair, and not stopping until I found what I was looking for. Her leg was already bent, granting me access to her sweet pussy. Two fingers started to work her clit, ever so slowly, building her arousal. She moaned, and again I wasn’t sure if she were still asleep. I didn’t stop though.

      My fingers continued to rub her clit as I moved closer, kissing her neck. I trailed the kisses down the slope to her hard, puckered nipples and sucked them into my mouth. Nic moaned again, a smile spread across her face, and I knew for sure that she was awake.

      “Morning, Wife.”

      “Morning, Husband.”

      And I made love to my wife because happy wife, happy life, right?
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      Nic and I spent the day on the Strip. She’d never been to Vegas, so she had a lot to see. By the time we made it back to our room that night, our feet were killing us from all the walking.

      “I hope wherever we’re going tomorrow, I can get a massage,” Nic stated as she plopped onto the couch in the suite’s living room.

      “Maybe.” I smiled because she had no idea where we were going. I’d wanted it to be a surprise. “How about we take a bath and soak our feet and our bodies?”

      She grinned and stood. “My husband’s a smart man.”

      The round tub was big enough for both of us. It was encased in the same white marble that covered the floor and counter. As I soaked with Nic against my chest, we had a view of the Strip’s multi-colored lights twinkling in the distance.

      “Are you still not going to tell me where we’re going for our honeymoon?” Nic asked.

      “Don’t you want it to be a surprise?”

      She shrugged a little. “I’d like to know something. Brooke packed the honeymoon bag for me, you know? And I don’t even have that suitcase to see if we’re going somewhere warm or cold or what.”

      Nicole didn’t know, but the suitcase she was referring to was the one I was using. Brooke and Easton were taking our wedding stuff back with them, but everything else we’d need for the honeymoon was in my one suitcase because where we were going, we wouldn’t need a lot of clothes. Well, at least I wasn’t planning on needing a lot more than our birthday suits.

      “You want to know one thing then?”

      She turned sideways, the water sloshing slightly. “Yes.”

      “You’ll be naked most of the time.”

      Nic snorted. “Gee, thanks.”

      “It’s true.”

      “So I’ll be in a hotel room the entire time?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Not exactly?”

      I pulled her so her back was against my chest again. “I can’t tell you anything else. It’s a surprise.”

      Our bath soon turned into something more, and we didn’t get out of the water until it was cold.
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      The Vegas Strip shined brightly outside our suite window. My hands ran through Nicole’s blonde hair as her head rested against my bare chest. I didn’t want to think about them, but I couldn’t help it. I had wanted my parents to show up for my fucking wedding.

      “What’s wrong?” Nic asked.

      I sighed, not realizing my thoughts were radiating off of me. “Just thinking about last night.”

      She rose onto her elbow. “And your body got all tense because of it?”

      Closing my eyes briefly, I sighed again before responding, “Not the good parts. The—”

      “Your parents?”

      I opened my eyes and looked into hers. “Yeah.”

      “Do you want to call them?”

      “Hell no.”

      She kissed me lightly. “We can talk about it if you want.”

      “What is there to talk about? They didn’t show. End of fucking story.”

      “You know my heart breaks for you—”

      “Why?” I rose, and we both sat facing each other. “Because I don’t have parents who love me like yours love you?”

      She swallowed and frowned before whispering, “Yes.”

      “Nic”—I cupped her cheek—“you’re my family. You’re all that I need.”

      “But—”

      “No buts.” I dropped my hand. “It’s been like this practically my entire life. The only functions my parents ever attended while I was growing up were my baseball games, and that was so my father could tell me everything I did wrong. Now that I’m a bartender, they want nothing to do with me.”

      “You’re more than a bartender. You co-own a successful bar.”

      I shrugged. “They don’t know that. I haven’t seen or heard from them since the night of Halo’s soft opening over five years ago.”

      “And how did that go?”

      I looked away from her, searching for the words. Nic and I hadn’t been together for even a year yet, and though we didn’t have secrets with each other, I’d never told her much about my parents other than we were estranged. “My dad was his usual self—grumpy and shit. My mother seemed to be happy for Easton and me, but she also seemed sad.”

      “So, maybe your father’s the reason?”

      My gaze moved back to Nicole. “For what? My mom not returning my calls?”

      “It’s possible.”

      “Then why hasn’t she called me? It’s not like they’re together 24/7. My dad is a plastic surgeon for the stars and shit.”

      “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “What would happen if we showed up at their house?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t even know where they live. They didn’t give me their new address when they moved.”

      “But you know where they live in California?”

      “Yeah, but I’m not going to fly across the country to show up in their city. It would be a wasted trip.”

      “But—”

      “Let’s just forget them. We’re on our honeymoon. We don’t need to talk about my parents.”

      “Okay.” We slid back under the covers. “Are you going to tell me where we’re going tomorrow?”

      I grinned. “No.”
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      The next morning started like the one before, which wasn’t a bad way to wake up each morning if I said so myself. The only difference was we couldn’t lie around in bed all day because we had a flight to catch.

      As the limo drove us to the airport, I couldn’t stop the smile spreading across my face. “You look like the Cheshire Cat,” Nicole stated next to me.

      I shrugged, and my grin widened. “Just excited.”

      “Because I’m about to find out where we’re going?”

      “Something like that.”

      “What do you mean ‘something like that’?”

      The limo pulled up to the departure terminal. “You’ll see.” I kissed my wife’s cheek and opened the door, not waiting for the driver. The longer Nic and I sat waiting, the more she’d grill me. Her relentlessness was one of the things I loved about her, but I needed to keep this surprise.

      The driver pulled our luggage out of the trunk, and I tipped him before grabbing Nicole’s hand. I wheeled our luggage behind us as we walked inside, and spotted our ticket counter and led Nic over to wait in line to check our bags. She looked up at the departure board, and I knew she was trying to determine where we were going.

      “The next flight goes to Orlando. Is that where we’re going?” she asked.

      “Yep,” I replied matter-of-factly.

      “We’re going on our honeymoon to Orlando?”

      The agent called for the next in line, and instead of answering Nicole, I stepped forward and handed the ticket agent my I.D. Nicole slid hers forward as well. “Your final destination?” the agent inquired.

      “Orlando,” I answered.

      I felt Nicole staring at me as though she couldn’t believe that we were going to sunny Florida for our honeymoon. What was wrong with sun, sand, and the ocean in December? Nothing. Though, Florida wasn’t going to be our final destination.

      A part of me felt bad for not telling my wife where we were going. The other part knew that it would be worth it.
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      The plane touched down in Orlando a little after seven that night. Nicole ignored me and watched a few movies while we were in the air. She could pretend to be mad all she wanted, but when she found out why I was being secretive, she’d understand.

      “Are we seriously spending a week here?” she asked as we made our way to baggage claim.

      “Don’t you like Disney World?” I teased.

      She stopped walking. “Are you serious?”

      Instead of answering her question, I asked one of my own over my shoulder as I continued walking, “I thought every girl loved Disney?”

      Nic started to walk again. “Avery Scott! I love Disney, but not for my honeymoon. You said I wouldn’t need that many clothes, and now you’re talking about a week at an amusement park?”

      I stopped, letting her catch up with me before I wrapped my arm around her shoulder before we started to walk again. “You’re so easy to rile up. I’m gonna love being married to you, baby.”
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      The next morning, the ruse was still in full force. We didn’t need to check in to our next stop until the afternoon, so once again, I woke my wife up with my body.

      “You know, if you keep waking me up like this, I’m going to expect it every morning,” she sighed blissfully.

      “And that’s a problem? I mean, I would love to wake up every morning with sex.” What man wouldn’t—especially with my hot wife like mine?

      She smirked and looked up at me with her azure eyes. “Nope.”

      We kissed for a few moments, savoring each other in fucking wedded bliss. We were definitely in the honeymoon phase, and I wasn’t complaining.

      “What time does the park open?” Nic asked after we came up for breath.

      I grinned. “Does it matter?”

      Nicole’s eyes narrowed. “I guess not. We have a whole week.”

      “That we do. Let’s shower and then get some breakfast.”

      God, I was good at keeping a secret. I even surprised myself as I skated around her questions. I never once actually said we were going to see Mickey, and she totally thought we were, but I knew my wife better than that.

      I had the perfect honeymoon planned.
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      A part of me questioned if I’d married the right man. Did Avery not know me at all? My idea for a honeymoon wasn’t standing in lines, kids crying for no reason, and my feet hurting every night. I wanted the sun, the sand, and a cold drink in my hand.

      But then, after breakfast and another round in the sheets, Avery confused me even more.

      “Pack your bag, baby. It’s time to leave.”

      “Time to leave?” I’d furrowed my brow as I looked over at him.

      He’d walked to me and cupped my cheeks. His lips brushed mine, and I sighed contentedly. “While I think going to Disney would be fun, I’d rather see you in a bikini for a week.”

      I’d sucked in a breath. I was instantly hopeful that we were going to spend our time in the sand and water. “We’re going to the beach?”

      Avery kissed me again. “Just go with it, Nic. You’ll know soon enough.”

      I didn’t question him further. Instead, I packed my bag like he’d instructed. Avery used his phone to call for an Uber, and then we checked out of the hotel that I didn’t think was anywhere near Disney World—we were still near the airport, and I didn’t see kids running around with Mickey ears or anything.

      The driver drove for at least an hour, and the entire time I wanted to ask Avery where we were going. The suspense and curiosity of not knowing were killing me. I was a planner, and going with the flow was hard, but I kept my mouth shut because he obviously wanted to surprise me. No matter what he chose, I knew I’d love it because my husband was the most romantic man I’d ever known. He brought me flowers just because, cooked me dinner when I had a long day, drew me hot baths, and he even cleaned the house sometimes. Those things were romantic. Of course, there were also the massages, or the multiple candles lit in the bedroom—that always led to sex.

      When a ship came into view, I knew exactly what we were doing. My eyes lit up, and I turned to my husband. “We’re going on a cruise?”

      He smirked. “We are.”

      “To where?”

      “You don’t want each port to be a surprise?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m over this surprise shit. Just tell me where we’re going.” A planner could only be patient for so long.

      “Not even a please?” he teased.

      I grabbed Avery by his T-shirt and pulled his chest toward me. I planted a kiss on his lips with a smack. “Please?”

      The car pulled to a stop, and Avery pulled back. “I’ll tell you as we walk through customs.”

      We hurried out of the car, grabbed our bags and walked toward the giant ship. “Well?” I asked impatiently. I was dying.

      He dug a piece of paper out of his pocket and unfolded it. “Tomorrow we’ll spend the day at a private island in the Bahamas. Then a day at sea followed by a day in Jamaica, a day in the Grand Caymans, and a day in Cozumel, Mexico. We’ll have another day at sea as we make our way back here.”

      “The Bahamas, Jamaica, and the Grand Caymans? You really do know me!” I wrapped my arms around his neck and hugged him as we stopped walking, letting people continue toward customs so they could board.

      “Of course, I do, baby. You’re my wife after all.”

      “Say that again.”

      He crooked a brow. “What? Wife?”

      I bit my lip. “Yeah.”

      “Come on, Mrs. Scott. We have a boat to catch.” His lips pressed against mine again.

      We pulled apart, and I grinned. “I like that better.”

      Avery chuckled and laced our fingers together. “I knew you would.”
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      We left our bags when we checked in for the cruise. A staffer would deliver the luggage to each cabin. Once we were on the ship, a steward escorted us to our room. I thought for sure we’d go down to a port room where the hallways were tiny and the rooms just the same, but we were taken to an area near the spa. My husband definitely knew me.

      When we walked into the room, I fell in love. In one room was a loveseat, a couch, a small table for two, and a desk. A king-size bed and Jacuzzi tub were in another room. This time, there would be no pushing beds together, and no falling through the crack. There would be more bath time and stretching out on the bed while we went to all of my dream destinations. We even had our own balcony, a balcony I could picture myself reading on each morning with a cup of coffee, my husband across from me, and the sea breeze blowing in my hair.

      “Is this real life?” I beamed, twirling around and not believing where we were. It was surreal.

      Avery tipped the guy, and after the steward left, he walked over to me. “Yes, baby, it is.”

      I threw my arms around his neck. “This totally beats Disney.”

      He grinned. “Yeah, I’d say so.”

      I kissed him.

      I kissed him hard.

      I loved this man with everything in me. He was my prince, and I was his princess. I didn’t need the castle—even the one at Disney—to feel like I was living a fairytale because I was. Together we’d build our own empire. It may be just him and me forever, or we might someday have the family we both wanted. Time would tell. We had the rest of our lives.

      “While I want to test out the bed in the next room, I read that we need to go get our tender tickets early for the private island,” Avery stated against my lips.

      I pulled back. “What else can we do there?”

      “Tan, swim, snorkel, jet ski. Let’s go see.”

      We left our cabin and went in search of the excursion booth. Once we found it, we grabbed our passes for the private island, and we booked a swim with pigs.

      Yes, pigs.

      I’d seen it on TV, but I never thought I’d be in the Caribbean swimming with pigs myself. The swim would only last for a fraction of the time, and Avery and I decided the rest of the time we’d soak up some sun and just enjoy the private island. Like on the cruise, all the food would be included. What more could I ask for? In Jamaica, we’d zip-line and take in the historic town. In the Grand Caymans, we’d swim with stingrays. Since we weren’t going to be long in Cozumel before taking the trip back to Florida, we decided to play it by ear. Plus, the ship had so much to offer, including an Aqua Park with five multi-story waterslides, shows, the spa, a rock wall to climb, miniature golf and so much more. We could also walk the plank while doing a ropes course, which I had to admit sounded scary. Of course, we’d be strapped to a harness and couldn’t fall in, but it was high up and made my heart race a little as I thought about doing it.

      By the time we made it back to our room, our bags had been delivered, the ship had left Florida, and it was time to get ready for our scheduled dinner time. “You know, we could skip dinner and just go to dessert.” Avery wiggled his eyebrows at me suggestively.

      I chuckled. “We have all day at sea tomorrow. I’m sure a lot of that time will be spent right there.” I pointed at the king-size bed.

      He wrapped me in his arms. “Maybe I should have booked us a cabin in the snow and made it so we were snowed in for a week.”

      I shook my head slightly and laughed. “First of all, you can’t just make us get snowed in. Second of all, we have snow at home. I need a tan.”

      “You going to tan naked on our balcony?” He smirked.

      I looked over at it. It was secluded as far as I could tell, especially when we were in the middle of the ocean. “Maybe.” I bit my lip.

      He groaned, looking at my mouth. I knew biting my lip turned him on. “Then I don’t think you’ll get much of a tan.”

      “There’s always the upper deck.”

      “No, no. You can lay out there naked.” Avery pointed at our balcony. “I’ll just enjoy the view.”

      A slow smile spread across my face. “Or you could join me, and we could kill two birds with one stone.”

      He grinned. “Now that sounds like a plan.”
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      The ship pulled into the port at eight the next morning, and a tender boat took us from the ship to the island. The sun was already hot as our feet hit the exclusive property, and it was what I’d always imagined an island would look like. Palm trees were everywhere, and white, sandy beaches butted against turquoise water. It was heaven. Avery and I stopped to take a picture near a giant rock that had the island’s name on it before we took a speedboat to a different island to swim with the pigs. We were led up a wooden dock to tables where we had to listen to a safety briefing. Apparently, pigs were smarter than dogs—I had no idea. But the instructor stated as such, reminding us that pigs have hard hooves and we have soft feet and to be careful while feeding them because they might step on our feet and it would hurt.

      “Excited?” Avery asked as we started to walk toward the sand. We’d stripped down to our swimsuits and put our belongings into a locker.

      “Um, yeah. How could I not be? Who would have ever thought that we’d be in the Bahamas swimming with and feeding pigs? This is amazing.”

      He grinned. “It is pretty cool, huh?”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but stopped when I saw a giant pink pig walking toward us. It was clear that these animals were used to people swimming with them and feeding them chunks of apples on a stick. The pig sniffed me as we stopped walking and then looked up at me and smiled.

      I blinked. “Is the pig smiling at us?”

      “He’s smiling at you,” Avery corrected.

      I reached down to rub the pig’s head. He was soft and hairy and adorable. “Great, now I want a pig.”

      Avery laughed. “You want to get a pig? Where would he live?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know, but look how cute he is.” The pig rolled over and I kneeled, rubbing his belly. “They’re apparently smarter than dogs. I bet we could potty train it.”

      “We don’t live on a farm, Nic.”

      “Haven’t you ever heard of teacup pigs?”

      “They don’t stay that size forever.”

      “Sure they do.”

      Avery chuckled and rolled his eyes. “No, they don’t.”

      “Then why are they called teacup pigs?”

      “False advertisement. Once they grow, it’s too late to return them.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.”

      “Wow, I never knew that.”

      “Come on, wifey. Let’s get your piggy fill here.” I fed the cute pig a few pieces of apple and then stood.

      Avery and I walked out into the crystal blue water. We fed the pigs until it was time to go, and then we took a speedboat back to the private island where we feasted on tacos and margaritas, and soaked up the sun.

      Exactly how a honeymoon should be.
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      The following morning, the ship was already on its way to our next destination, and Avery and I ordered room service instead of going to the dining room for breakfast. Even though there was so much to do on the boat, I wanted to spend the day in bed with my husband, or at least live out the plan of sex on the balcony since we were surrounded by nothing except water. Today was a day at sea while we made our way to Jamaica, and what better way to spend a day at sea than relaxing.

      I stepped out of the bathroom naked. Instead of crawling back into bed where Avery lay watching TV, I opened the glass balcony door and stepped outside. The fresh sea air engulfed me, the breeze sending a slight chill across my skin. Having a balcony was so much better than the little round window Brooke and I’d had in our room.

      The ocean was dark blue for as far as I could see. I peered to my right and then my left, checking to see if I could see the balconies next to me. I couldn’t, so I leaned against the railing—with a Plexiglas bottom across the entire length of the balcony—and waited for my husband to take the hint. I knew it wouldn’t take him long. I’d felt his eyes on me the entire time from when I’d walked out of the bathroom and out the sliding door. I was right. A few moments later a strong, naked body wrapped around me from the back and nuzzled my neck.

      “What do you see?” Avery asked.

      “Water. The sun.”

      “You know what I see?”

      I swallowed. “What?”

      He rested his chin on my bare shoulder as he spoke. “My beautiful wife, my partner, my future. I see the sun, the moon, and the stars. I see the one I was meant to be with. The one who makes me happy. The one I’d do anything for. My one. My one and only. My one I’ll spend forever with.”

      I’d always known Avery to be a hopeless romantic. He had a way with words, and that was one of the reasons I loved him. Every woman wanted romance, and my husband didn’t have to work to try and do it for me. He just did.

      Avery started to kiss down the slope of my neck, sending shivers through me once again, only this time it wasn’t from the ocean breeze. It was from his lips brushing lightly over my skin as he made his way down the curve of my back. I heard the legs of the chair drag on the deck as he sat, and I stepped back, not breaking the contact of his mouth against me. He continued his kisses along the curve of my ass, to each butt cheek, and then he spread them, and the breeze whispered across the place that never got sun. The moment his tongue hit the puckered ring, I sucked in a breath. I’d never had anyone pleasure the tight muscle before, but it felt good. Really good.

      “Oh, god,” I moaned as his tongue flicked around the area.

      “You like that?”

      “Yes,” I panted, and Avery returned his mouth to my ass, squeezing my butt cheeks as his tongue worked the darkened ring.

      I placed my hands on the small table beside the chair, balancing myself and giving him a better angle. I didn’t know what was going to come next, but I was all for it. I was putty in his hands, and I wanted all the pleasure my husband was willing to give me. He started to stroke my pussy, slipping a few fingers inside of me as he continued to work the tight muscle.

      “Jesus, baby. This is turning you on.” It wasn’t a question. I knew he could tell by the amount of arousal building between my legs.

      I squirmed. “More,” I breathed. I needed more to find that release. More tongue. More fingers. More. More. More.

      Avery took the fingers that had been working inside of me and pressed one against my tight hole. I bucked, not sure I was ready but also burning at the same time. “You want this?” he asked.

      I hesitated, still not sure. Then, I went with it. “Yes,” I panted.

      He coated his finger again with my arousal and then returned it to my ass, pressing slightly on the tight muscle. I looked out at the vast ocean, feeling as though we were the only ones for miles. I knew we had neighbors on either side of us because we’d heard them coming and going a few times over the last couple of days. But at that moment, I didn’t care if they could hear Avery and me. All I cared about was the pleasure building in my core as my husband slowly inched his finger inside at the same time he worked my clit with his other hand. Each push of his finger into my ass, along with each circle of his finger on my clit, brought me closer and closer to finding my release. Once his finger was all the way in, he began moving it in and out, the pleasure building faster and stronger as though there were a thousand nerves in my body all receiving pleasure at the same time. As though every cell in my body became alive.

      “Oh, God,” I moaned again.

      “Fuck, this is the hottest thing I’ve ever seen,” Avery admitted. “I want to see my dick stretching your asshole while I fuck you from behind.”

      I swallowed. I wanted that too. Before that moment, I’d never really thought about it. I’d read about it, and talked with friends who had done anal, but I was satisfied with every position Avery and I had tried.

      Until now.

      Now, my body was craving to be filled more. To know what it would feel like with my husband’s cock in me. Stretching and filling me completely.

      “We can save that for another day,” Avery went on. “I’m so fucking hard right now; I need to be inside of you.”

      “Yes,” I agreed, still panting as he worked my ass with his finger.

      The hand that was rubbing my clit stopped, and Avery lifted me upright, his arm across my breasts and my back facing his chest. He guided me back onto his lap and nudged his cock against my pussy, and I rose slightly before sinking down onto him. His finger was still inside of my tight hole. Never had I been filled in both holes until now. And I was enjoying it. My body was on fire.

      Once his cock was in to the hilt, I started to ride him backward, bracing myself on the table again and lifting up and down on his shaft while he continued to use his finger inside me to make me moan. Pleasure coursed through my body, the ecstasy building and building with each drive.

      “Fuck,” he groaned.

      Reaching with my hand, I started to rub my clit, causing a shot of pleasure to vibrate through me instantly.

      “I’m gonna come,” I panted.

      Avery groaned again, and I picked up my speed, driving onto his dick faster and faster until I climaxed. I cried out, still not caring if the neighbors were there, or if they could hear us. All I knew was I’d just had the best fucking orgasm of my life. My body pulsed, twitched, and my legs shook, riding out the wave I was on. A few moments later, Avery removed his finger from my ass, held me against him and filled me with his cum. He kissed my bare back, and I sighed, happy and satisfied.

      “Think the neighbors heard?” Avery asked as he leaned his cheek against my back.

      I shrugged. “If they did, they’re probably jealous.”

      I felt him smile against my back. “Hell yeah, they are.”
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      Our honeymoon was flawless. And when we returned home and back to our day-to-day routines, our married life was impeccable because I had the best husband a girl could ask for.
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        Twenty Months Later …

      

      

      A lot had happened since we got married.

      Our honeymoon was amazing and everything I’d imagined it to be. Nic and I both got good tans, spent a lot of time naked, and were in wedded bliss.

      As soon as we were back in New York, I’d decided to give my parents a final call, to offer them one last chance to be in my life. After my mother’s voicemail beeped, I’d left her a message. “This is your son. You remember me, right? The one you gave birth to? The one you made sure didn’t die before I could fend for myself? The one you sent off to college? The one who owns a successful bar? Oh and”—I’d chuckled—“the one who got married about a week ago? Thanks for showing up, by the way. I truly appreciate it.” I’d paused. “You know what? I don’t appreciate it. It fucking hurts, Mom. I’d understand if I was a felon or some shit, but I’m a good man, and I married a good woman. It breaks my heart that you don’t want to meet her. She’s a nurse and takes care of people for a living. It’s in her soul to take care of people. Actually”—I’d sighed—“forget it. I don’t need to explain my life to you since you don’t want any part of it.”

      I’d hung up without saying goodbye, and made a promise to myself that I’d never call them again.

      Getting back into the routine, I’d met Easton at the gym before heading into Halo that following Monday. “Hey,” Easton had greeted as he came into the locker room.

      “Hey.” I’d smiled at him.

      “So, how was it?”

      My grin had widened. “Amazing.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, besides the fact that Nic wants a pig now.”

      Easton had slammed his locker shut. “A pig?”

      I’d shook my head, and we started to walk out of the locker room. “Yeah. We went swimming with pigs in the Bahamas, and now she wants a fucking teacup pig or some shit.”

      “Are you going to get her one?”

      “Fuck no. If I get her a pig, she’ll want a goat, and before I know it, we’re living upstate in a fucking barn.”

      Easton had chuckled. “Ah. The married life.”

      We’d stepped onto two treadmills next to each other. “Yeah, you’re next.”

      “Shit. I’m not taking Brooke to the Caribbean. She’ll want a farm.”

      “No?” We both sped up our machines. “Where are you planning on going?”

      “I’m thinking Paris.”

      “France?” I questioned.

      “No, Texas.” He’d given me a side eye as we’d started to jog to warm up. “Yes. France.”

      “Damn. That’s gonna be sweet.”

      “Yeah.” He’d smiled. “I figured I couldn’t do a cruise since you did one, and while Hawaii is alluring, I thought to myself, this is Brooke. This is the woman who had a fucking tumor and who has never been treated like a queen. Figured I’d take her to see all that Paris has to offer. Stuff ourselves with pastries and wine and shit.”

      “Yeah, sounds amazing. But first, we have to have your bachelor party.”

      Easton had looked over at me. “And what do you have planned?”

      I’d grinned. “I’m not telling you, and you know I can keep a secret.”

      Easton had known about the cruise since the week after I’d proposed to Nic. I’d held that secret for months. At the time, I had no idea what we would be doing for his bachelor party. Back in the day, Easton and I used to shoot pool to have fun, so I’d thought we could have a low-key bachelor party for him like I’d had for mine. We were in our thirties. Getting drunk and dancing with random chicks just wasn’t our thing anymore. Little did we know, that night of pool would become known as the night we were almost scammed by a pool shark. That shit was crazy.

      Over the last several months, I still hadn’t heard from my parents. Christmas had come and gone, birthdays, and my and Nic’s one-year anniversary, but no call.

      Fuck. Them.

      My wife, Easton, his parents, Brooke, and Cheyenne were my family. If my blood family didn’t want to acknowledge me, then I would focus on the people who actually wanted me in their lives.

      Nic and I had decided to put starting a family on the back burner for now. We wanted to enjoy married life, and she’d stay on birth control. If she got pregnant again, it was meant to be.

      Easton and Brooke got married and went off to Paris as Easton had planned. Halo was booming. Even my man Gary seemed happier, and I thought that had to do with Brooke’s sister, Bailee. Both of them denied having any sort of relationship, and Bailee was living in Boston. Even Cheyenne was excited about starting high school and hoping to make the varsity softball team.

      Life was good for all of us.

      Though that quickly changed.

      Two months after Brooke and Easton got married, Brooke got the news that she had another tumor. This time was far worse than the time before, and there was a moment when we weren’t sure if she’d lose her arm. Luckily, the doctors were able to remove the tumor and save her arm. They did, however, have to remove some ribs and cut a nerve and shit. She wasn’t doing well with the pain, so Easton got her some weed, which seemed to help. Over the months of her recovery, we didn’t spend much time together. Brooke needed rest, so I caught up with Easton at Halo and during our weekly dinners at the Crawfords’.

      Easton and I were even playing ball again, though this time it wasn’t hardball. We played for co-ed slow pitch softball teams—one in the spring and one in the fall.

      Everything was amazing. I had my beautiful wife, the love of the game, and Halo. Easton had set up a date night and I took full advantage to have one with my wife as well. He’d asked if he could borrow my truck for the night. I was confused at first, but then he explained …

      “You know Brooke’s scan came back clear,” Easton had stated as we sat in the office at Halo.

      “Yeah,” I’d agreed. The last two had been clear and only showed scar tissue.

      “I want to take her on a date.”

      “And you need my truck?”

      “I want to do something she’s not expecting.”

      “And it involves my truck?”

      “Are you going to let me borrow it or not?”

      “Of course, but what are you doing?” I’d questioned.

      Easton grinned. “I found this barn upstate that you can rent out for a private dinner. I want to do that and spend time with my wife—alone. Without Chey running in and ruining the mood. I want to do something special, and getting her flowers that glow in the dark like I did after her radiation a few years back isn’t going to do.”

      I’d smiled, thinking about the pigs Nic and I swam with on our honeymoon. “She’s gonna want a pig now.”

      He’d chuckled sarcastically. “No, she isn’t. That’s your wife.”

      “Could you imagine me with a fucking pot-belly pig running around my townhouse? Thank God, I squashed that shit.”

      “Yeah,” Easton had agreed. “So, can I borrow your truck?”

      “You know you don’t need a truck to go to a barn, right?”

      Easton had groaned. “Of course I know that, but I have this idea, and I need your truck.”

      “What idea?”

      “Dressing up.”

      I had blinked, confused that Easton Crawford wanted to play dress up. “Dressing up?”

      “Yeah. I want to make it a mystery, and if I have Brooke wear cowboy boots and I drive your truck, she won’t think we’re going to dinner and a movie. This will be different.”

      I’d stared at him for a beat. “Are you really Easton Crawford?”

      He’d balked. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “You sound like me.”

      He’d arched a brow. “And what does that mean?”

      “You know what they call this, right?” He hadn’t responded as he’d glared at me. I’d grinned. “It’s called romance, man. Easton Crawford is being romantic, and I never thought I’d see the day.”

      He’d thrown his pen at me, and I’d caught it. “I’ve been romantic before.”

      I’d shaken my head. “Not like this.”

      Easton had sighed. “So what? I want to surprise my wife with a night away.”

      “It’s cool. Maybe I’ll take your car for a night on the town with Nic.”

      “Do whatever you want to do, but does that mean you’ll loan me your truck?”

      I’d rolled my eyes. Easton was my brother and my best friend. “Of course, I will. Now, let me figure out what I’m going to do for my wife so she’s not jealous of your honky-tonk date.”

      We’d laughed, but we’d both known I was right. My wife would be jealous, but that was one reason I loved her. She wanted the best out of life, and I was determined to give it to her.
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      Dressed in a gray suit, a white, button-down shirt, a pink tie (real men wear pink), and black dress shoes, I pulled up to my townhouse. Before I left Halo, I’d texted Nicole that I was on my way to pick her up. As I cut the engine of Easton’s car, Nic stepped out and stood on the front stoop waiting for me. She was dressed in a smokin’ hot, floor-length, red dress, her blonde hair was down and styled to the side, and I knew, because I’d picked them out, that under the dress were sparkly, strappy, silver heels.

      I got out of the car and went around to the passenger side as I waited for Nic to walk over.

      “I got your note,” she stated.

      “Yeah?” I grinned.

      
        
        Dear Mrs. Scott,

        Tonight, we’re painting the town red. Or at least you will be in the dress I bought for you. The shoes? When I saw them, I knew I wanted to see you in them and nothing else. But that will come later. First, put all of this on, and I’ll pick you up at seven.

        Yours forever,

        Mr. Scott

      

      

      “We’re painting the town red?” Nicole asked as she stepped up to me.

      I kissed her lips softly and then looked down at how the red dress curved around every inch of her. “Well, you definitely are.”

      “What’s the special occasion?” she asked as she slipped into the car. “And why do you have Easton’s car?”

      I leaned in slightly, bending at the waist to be eye level with her. “Did you not learn anything from our honeymoon? I can keep a secret, baby.”

      Nic chuckled. “Our honeymoon was a while ago.”

      “And yet, it’s like you don’t even know me at all,” I teased and closed the door. I rounded the hood before sliding into the driver’s side.

      “I know what the surprise is,” Nic stated, shocking me. Even if she’d talked to Brooke and found out that Easton had bought Brooke cowboy boots and was driving my truck, there was no way she knew what I had planned. Easton didn’t even know.

      “You do?” I cranked the engine.

      “We’re going to prom.”

      I laughed. I laughed hard because my wife was too cute. “It’s not prom, but it is a night that will end in a hotel room.” I winked and backed out of the driveway.
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      I drove us forty-five minutes to the Upper East Side to a friend’s building where he owned a condo. I’d known Devin for several years because he’d frequented Halo often for drinks with co-workers. He was a cool guy. Single. And he’d offered to help me pull off this plan in exchange for a month of free drinks. It wasn’t like he couldn’t afford drinks. After all, I was sure his one-bedroom condo with parking had cost him just shy of a mil. That was why Easton and I lived forty-five minutes away. The farther you got out of the city, the cheaper it was.

      The sun had almost fully set by the time we arrived. Devin had given me all the info to park in his garage under his building. I pulled in and cut the engine.

      “I thought we were going to a hotel?” Nic questioned.

      “The night’s still young, baby.”

      “What are we doing here?” She looked around the concrete room.

      “Stop asking so many questions. You know they don’t get you anywhere.”

      She sighed, causing me to laugh. Some things never changed, and I secretly loved the way my wife had to know everything. I knew that if anything were to happen that needed to be investigated, she wouldn’t stop until she found out all the details.

      I got out of the car, ran around to her side and opened the door for her. “The city awaits.” I held out my hand, and she took it, sliding out of the car. “Hungry?”

      “Starving.”

      “Then let’s go.” We walked hand in hand toward the elevator. Once inside, I hit the button for the floor my buddy had told me to go to.

      “Is there a restaurant here?”

      I looked over at my wife and gave her a stern look that said to stop asking questions. We rode the rest of the way up in silence. The lift dinged, and the doors opened before we stepped out. Lacing our fingers, I led Nic down to the very end of the hall where we took a few stairs up and out a heavy metal door.

      The mid-August evening breeze blew around us as we stepped out onto the rooftop. That was one thing I loved about New York. The rooftops in California were for helicopters, but the roofs in NYC were for pools and parties and surprising your wife with a romantic candlelight dinner.

      Nicole gasped the moment she saw the votive candles spread across the ground, illuminating a path to a small table for two against the railing. “How?”

      “How?”

      “How’d you do all this?”

      “A man needs to have his secrets.”

      “What other secrets are you keeping?”

      I chuckled. “It was a joke, baby.”

      We started to walk down the flickering path. “Then you’re going to tell me how you pulled this off?”

      “Nope.” I pulled out her chair for her.

      “Okay, I won’t ask you anything else because I love romantic Avery.”

      I smirked as I took my seat across from her. “I’m always romantic.”

      She shrugged a shoulder. “Most of the time.”

      “Are you saying I need to up my game?”

      “Well, it’s clear we’re not in the honeymoon phase anymore.”

      Nicole was right. We still had sex a few times a week, spent all of our free time together, but when we were on our honeymoon, I was all over her like a cat in heat. But over the last year or so, life had turned into life. I used to cook her dinner, draw her baths, bring her flowers as a surprise. Life was hectic with the bar, and Brooke’s illness took Easton away from Halo. Nic and I just got comfortable. I still cooked dinner or at least helped, but it wasn’t the same.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I stated.

      She smiled. “Okay. So, what’s for—”

      I laughed, knowing she’d caught herself asking another question. Before I could tease her, Devin walked out of the metal door dressed as a waiter and carrying two plates with silver domes over them. He placed them in front of us, not saying anything, and then turned to a champagne bucket that had a bottle of Dom Perignon chilling. I’d ordered it wholesale—one of the perks of owning a bar—so it hadn’t cost me an arm and a leg. This one cost me a nice hundred, but it was worth it. Nic was worth it.

      As I watched Devin pour the bubbly liquid, I let Nicole’s words sink in. After tonight, I was upping my game. Just because we were married didn’t mean I couldn’t make our life special.

      After Devin filled the two flutes, he lifted the domes before walking away. Nicole looked up at me with a grin. “Cheeseburger and fries?”

      I smirked and reached for my glass. “We may be dressed up to paint the town, baby, but I still know what you like to eat.”

      “Shake Shack?”

      “Of course.” I tilted my head slightly toward her flute, wanting her to lift it. She did. “Here’s to a night when we’ll both be naked by the end.” We clicked our glasses together, and both took a sip.

      “I’m sure it will, and if I weren’t starving, I’d say we should do it right here.”

      I choked a little on the champagne. “Yeah?”

      “It’s date night, right?” Nicole asked.

      I wiped my mouth. “Yeah, it is. Eat your burger before it gets cold. We have a town to paint.” We didn’t necessarily have a town to paint. Going clubbing wasn’t something that struck me as exciting anymore, but I did have plans. Plans that continued on this rooftop.

      After we finished our burgers and two glasses of the champagne, Devin brought out dessert, still not saying a word as he placed the plate between us and took the two burger plates with him.

      “Does he talk?” Nicole questioned.

      I chuckled. “Yeah, but he’s role-playing.”

      She furrowed her brows. “He’s not a waiter?”

      “Banker or some shit,” I replied.

      “Does he owe you a favor or something?”

      “Are you going to eat your lava cake? I know it’s your favorite, and hopefully, it’s deliciously warm and gooey.”

      “You’re not going to answer me?”

      I reached over and grabbed her hand. “Secrets, baby. Secrets.”

      Nicole grinned and cut into the cake with the spoon in her free hand. “Fine. I have secrets of my own too, you know?”

      “Oh yeah?”

      She shook her head and stuck the chocolate cake into her mouth. Around a mouthful, she said, “I’m not telling.”

      I smirked. “All right. I won’t press you. But we can’t keep big secrets from each other.”

      “Have we ever?”

      “Not that I know of.” I took a bite of the warm cake. It was gooey and perfect. I had to hand it to Devin for following all the instructions I’d left him.

      We finished the cake, and I reached out my hand for Nicole to take as I stood. “We’re leaving?” she questioned as she slipped her soft hand in mine and stood.

      “We’re dancing.” I grabbed the small, black remote that was sitting near the candle on the table. Some rap song started to filter in through the speakers. Apparently, Devin didn’t finish reading the entire memo, or he was fucking with me.

      “I didn’t know you liked Cardi B.”

      I pressed several buttons on the remote, not knowing what I was doing. Finally, the song switched to the country song I’d instructed Devin to cue.

      Nicole smiled. “Ah, Jason Aldean. This is more the man I know.”

      “You mean me, not Jason, right?”

      She threw her head back, laughing. “Yes, of course.”

      Taking her in my arms, we started to sway to the song. Jason sang about how she made everything easy, and how she was his better half and made him a better man. The first time I’d heard it, I pictured my wife immediately. I knew this was the song I wanted playing while I danced with her under the stars, the moon, and the sun that was on the other side of the world at that moment.

      “You know,” she spoke up. “We never got our first dance as husband and wife.”

      “This is true.” I grinned. The only time we’d ever danced together was the night on the singles cruise. I hadn’t thought about how we’d never had a dance as husband and wife until now. “Do you wish we’d gotten married differently?”

      She balked. “No, of course not. I was just saying this could be like our first dance.”

      “I like that idea,” I admitted and kissed her lips softly.

      We danced to song after song. Some I didn’t know, but I assumed Devin had added music to my playlist. He had the makings of a romantic guy, even if he was a bachelor.

      “Ready to call it a night?” I asked.

      “I thought we were painting the town red?” Nicole tilted her head slightly as she questioned me.

      “Do you want to, or would you like to go to the hotel room I got for the night?”

      “You got us a hotel room?”

      “I did. It’s our night out, and we don’t want to drive all the way home, do we?”

      “But I don’t have a change of clothes.”

      I chuckled. “Do you need one?”

      “For tomorrow, yeah.”

      “Then lucky for you, I packed a bag, and it’s in the trunk.”

      Nicole stared at me for a beat as we stood, the music in the background still playing. “You really are perfect.”

      “I wouldn’t say that. I just …”

      “You just what?”

      I sighed and stepped over to the table and downed the rest of the champagne in my flute.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” I turned around to face her. “Ready to go?”

      “Avery,” she sighed and wrapped her arms around me. “You know you can tell me anything. What’s going on? I thought we were having a nice night.”

      “We are.”

      “Then what the hell?”

      I stared into her blue eyes, the light from the candles flickering inside her irises. “I just know what not to do.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My parents never really showed affection while I was growing up, but I can’t even imagine not kissing you or holding your hand, or even hugging you after a long day.”

      “Yeah? That’s a good thing.”

      I looked down at the candles on the ground. “What if I turn out like my father?”

      “Your parents have nothing to do with the man you are, Av.”

      I met her gaze again. “But your parents shaped you, no?”

      Nic shrugged. “I guess.”

      “See?”

      “See what?”

      “What if we have a child and …” I paused, a horrid thought crossing my mind.

      “If we have a child what?”

      “What if I hate him like my parents hate me?”

      “That’s not possible.”

      “How can you know?”

      Nic gave me a weak smile. “Because I know you. You’re the most loving person I know. Look at how you treat Cheyenne. Why do you think you’d treat our kid differently?”

      I shrugged.

      “See? Your parents did shape you, but they shaped you to be the opposite of them because you know what not to do.”

      “You think that’s true?”

      “I know that’s true. You’ll see when we have a kid.”

      “When we have a kid?” I questioned. We’d been together for over two and a half years, but I didn’t want to press her about it because I knew it had been harder on Nicole when we lost the baby.

      She shrugged timidly. “I think I should get off the pill.”

      “Yeah?” I grinned.

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay? Just like that?”

      “Just like that.”

      I grabbed her hand and walked across the roof and through the metal door. Without stopping, I knocked twice on Devin’s door to let him know we were leaving. After we took the elevator down to the garage, we slid into the car, and I drove us to the hotel I’d booked for the night where we recreated our wedding night all over again.

      And then some.
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      “So, how was your night?” I asked Brooke as we ate dinner at her place. Both Easton and Avery were working because it was Saturday night and someone had called in.

      She smirked around a mouthful of salad.

      “Okay, spill. I’ll tell you about mine if you tell me about yours.”

      Brooke took a sip of her water. “We went to a barn upstate for dinner—”

      “A barn?”

      “Well, it wasn’t like a barn inside. It was like the ones we see on TV that are redone for weddings and stuff. It was beautiful. We had dinner and then sat on a blanket under the stars. It was a nice night. How was yours?”

      “We went to some rooftop in Manhattan and had dinner and danced under the stars with candles scattered around before going to a hotel for the night.”

      “Sounds like both of our nights were romantic.”

      I smiled. “Yeah, sounds like it. How’d we get so lucky?”

      “I have no idea,” Brooke admitted.

      We took a few bites of our pasta, and then Cheyenne stormed through the front door, slamming it and stomping to her room where she slammed that door too.

      “What was that about?” I looked back at Brooke.

      “Pre-teen.”

      Cheyenne was almost thirteen and giving Easton gray hair. I couldn’t imagine having a teenager yet, let alone a pre-teen daughter who was becoming a woman.

      “Has Aunt Flo made a visit?”

      “Yep.” Brooke nodded. “Last month.”

      “How’d that go?”

      She waved her hand in the direction of Cheyenne’s bedroom. “Just like that. Easton thought my PMS was bad.” She chuckled. “He had no clue.”

      We both laughed. Over the years, women learned how to tame PMS with chocolate, chips, and not to talk to anyone because we’d bite their heads off. But a new woman was like a baby vampire and couldn’t control themselves.

      “Speaking of kids,” I stated. “Avery and I were talking about maybe trying to conceive …” It was on the tip of my tongue to say ‘again’ instead of trailing off, but it wouldn’t be again. We hadn’t tried before. It just happened.

      “That’s exciting. Easton and I talked about it last night too.”

      “Really?” I beamed. I’d love to live out that dream of best friends having babies together and then the babies grow up to be best friends.

      “Well, just in general. I need to get off my meds again before I even think about that.” Brooke was still taking medication for her nerve pain. I didn’t blame her. They cut the T1 nerve at the root, and it was a miracle she still had a functioning hand.

      “Eventually you will.”

      “Yeah.” She sighed and stabbed at her pasta.

      I forked my salad, and before sticking it into my mouth replied, “The nerves will calm down soon.”

      “Yeah, but what about my shoulder? It’s been a year, and acupuncture is barely doing anything.”

      “Think about what they removed, B. Your body needs to heal, and that will happen slowly. It’s more than just a cut on your finger.”

      “I know.” She took another deep breath. “I just want to stop hurting.”

      “What about going back on—”

      Brooke shook her head. “No. No way am I going back on oxy and going through withdrawals again. I will live in pain forever before I do that.”

      I wanted to tell her that I understood, but I didn’t. I had no clue what kind of pain she was in, though I could imagine it. What I couldn’t imagine was missing ribs and having a winged scapula that hindered full range of motion in her dominant arm. “Maybe smoke more weed?”

      She laughed. “No, thank you. I have nothing against marijuana, but it wasn’t for me.”

      “It was funny when you were high that night on purple cheese.” I grinned.

      “I felt happy, but I was also tired. No way can I function like that daily.”

      “They have some that won’t make you sleepy.”

      “How do you know?”

      I shrugged. “I’m a nurse. I know things.”

      “For now, I’ll just stick to acupuncture and relaxing.”

      “Have Easton give you massages.”

      “Oh, he does.” She smirked.

      We were silent for a few minutes while we ate the rest of our food. It was nice having dinner together. We used to do it all the time in Boston before we moved, but now we were two married ladies who spent more time with our husbands than each other.

      “When are you and Avery going to start trying?” Brooke asked as she washed the saucepan after dinner.

      I shrugged. “I need to stop taking the pill and then we’ll see what happens.”

      “I’m surprised you haven’t gotten preggo again while on the pill.”

      “I guess life is weird that way. The whole experience brought Av and me closer, and maybe that was the reason we knew we wanted to be together and get married?”

      “Probably.”

      I handed her the large salad bowl to clean and then put the dishes that fit into the dishwasher.

      “Brooke!” Cheyenne shouted as I heard her door open. “Can you take me—” She stopped talking as she turned the corner into the kitchen and saw me standing there. “Oh, hi, Aunt Nicole.”

      “Hey, C,” I replied. “Everything okay?”

      Cheyenne’s light blue gaze flicked to Brooke. “Can you take me to the mall tomorrow and drop me off—”

      “No,” Brooke simply replied.

      “No?” Cheyenne whined. “Why not?”

      “Do you think your father would approve of that?” Brooke questioned as she dried her hands on a dishtowel.

      “Don’t tell him,” Cheyenne countered.

      Brooke chuckled. “Right. Where do you want me to tell him you are?”

      Cheyenne shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “You know,” I spoke up. “I need to go to the mall. What if you come with us, and then just meet us somewhere when it’s time to leave?” I looked over at Brooke, and she nodded slightly in agreement.

      Cheyenne puffed out a breath. “Fiiiiine.”

      When Brooke and I were growing up, the mall was the place to hang out, and our parents would drop us off. But, times were different and scarier. I knew that Easton wouldn’t be okay with Brooke just dropping Cheyenne off, and it would be good for Brooke to get out of the house.

      Plus, retail therapy was always needed.
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      I felt off, and I didn’t know why. For the past week, I felt as though something was wrong. Everything with Nic seemed to be fine. Everything with Halo was the way it should be, and I felt healthy.

      Maybe I wasn’t.

      I couldn’t pinpoint what I was feeling. It was just a weird sensation in my body that something wasn’t right.

      “I think I need to go to the doctor,” I stated to Easton as we lifted at the gym.

      “You’re sick?”

      I shrugged. “Just don’t feel like me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know.” I blew out a breath and did my remaining reps before putting the incline bench down. “I feel like a shoe is going to drop or something.”

      Easton arched a brow. “What shoe?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied as we switched places. “It’s just a feeling I have.”

      “And you think you need to go to the doctor?”

      I lifted a shoulder. “Maybe I’m coming down with something?”

      He did his reps and set the weight down to the resting position. “Maybe just take a few days off. You’ve been working non-stop for almost two years.”

      Easton was right. I hadn’t been on a vacation since my honeymoon, and that was because of everything that happened with Brooke. I wasn’t faulting him at all. I was happy to cover for him while he took care of her, but he was right. It had been a long time since I’d had a break. Maybe it was also stress. The summer was always busy for us, and I felt like I needed a week away with my wife. Plus, since the night on the roof last week, I’d been trying to think of ways to put more romance into our marriage.

      “Would you cover for me if I took a weekend to take Nic out of town?”

      “Of course.” Easton did another set of reps. “I owe you anyway.”

      “Nah,” I stated. “It’s what friends do.” We moved to the bench press, and I switched the weights to the amount I wanted.

      “Where are you thinking of going?” Easton asked.

      “I don’t know. The thought just came to me.”

      “A weekend away will be good. Once Brooke is feeling better, I’ll probably do the same thing.”

      “Nice. Any suggestions?” I laid back onto the bench, reached up, and grabbed the bar. Easton was behind me, spotting me as he spoke.

      “Jersey Shore, Montauk, Ocean City, the Hamptons, Boston for some reminiscing on her part.” He paused, thinking. “Ghost hunting in Salem or what about the Poconos?”

      “You just pull all those places out of your ass?” We set the bar back in place, and I sat up.

      He grinned. “Just thought of places within driving distance.”

      We switched places so I could spot him. “I’ll research those places and see what’s available.”

      “Well, school will be starting soon, so people are probably getting all their last minute vacations in.”

      “Shit. Speaking of school, how’s my niece doing?”

      Easton grunted and put the bar back in place. “Hormonal.”

      “Hormonal?” I laughed.

      “Can we not talk about that shit?” He glared at me as though I’d done something wrong.

      “Wait.” I chuckled. “She started her period?”

      Easton groaned and stood. “Not going there.”

      “Whatever happened to that boy she liked?” I asked to rile him up. I had to admit that talking to him was making me feel slightly better. Or maybe it was the endorphins from working out.

      “Are you trying to give me a stroke?”

      I threw my head back and laughed. “It’s an honest question. I want to know more about my niece.”

      “No,” he retorted and started to walk toward the locker room. “You already know the answer.”

      I did know the answer. Every Sunday at the Crawfords’ we all got the updated drama on Cheyenne’s life. Drama with girls, boy drama, softball drama. There was always something with her, even during her summer vacation. “Remind me,” I pressed.

      “Fuck off. Your time will come.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed with a smile.

      “Wait.” Easton stopped walking. “Yeah?”

      I shrugged slightly. “Nic and I recently discussed having a kid.”

      “That’s great, man.”

      We entered the locker room and went to our lockers. “I don’t want to jinx it. Whatever happens, happens, you know?”

      He slapped me on the back. “Yep, I get it. For Brooke and me too.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, not yet. She’s still on meds, but I think it will happen eventually.”

      “I think so too.”

      After everything the four of us had been through, together and separately, I knew that things happened for a reason, and all the pieces would fall into place.
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      “Pack your bags, baby. We’re going out of town for the weekend,” Avery boomed as he came into the house.

      I turned from my place on the sofa. “We’re what?”

      “I booked us a hotel for the weekend. Just you, me, and no clothes.”

      “We’re going on a mini vacay?” I beamed.

      “Yep.” He moved into our bedroom. “Thought we needed to get away.”

      I followed after him. “Where are we going?”

      Avery peeked his head out of the closet and smirked at me. “Now you should know me better than to ask me that.”

      “Another surprise?”

      “Just pack a bag for the weekend.”

      “Will I need the red dress?”

      “No.”

      “Will I need a bikini?”

      “Probably.”

      “Will I need—”

      “Nic, pack a fucking bag. If you don’t pack something you’ll need, we’ll buy it there.”

      I smiled. “So, there will be shopping?”

      Avery blew out a breath as he tossed a bag and clothing onto the bed. He glared at me.

      I held up my hands. “Okay, I’ll pack a bag.”
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      I should have known not to question my husband. He’d planned our honeymoon perfectly, and he’d planned the night out on the town flawlessly. I had no doubt that our weekend in Montauk would be impeccable too.

      Avery checked us into a small hotel on the beach. The room had a rustic beach feel with teal walls, a driftwood headboard for the king-size bed, and a balcony.

      “You know what balconies are good for?” I asked as I looked around the room.

      He stepped behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist, resting his chin on my shoulder. “I do.”

      “Is that going to be a requirement for all future hotel rooms?”

      “Probably.”

      “But this time, people walking on the beach can see us.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      I turned in Avery’s arms. “Um, yeah. I don’t want someone seeing us.”

      He smirked. “I’m teasing you, baby. But we can go skinny dipping tonight in the ocean.”

      I chuckled. “Is that why you booked a room on the beach?”

      “Nope. That thought just came to me. Are you game?”

      “Maybe.” I grinned. “I guess it all depends on how much I drink tonight.”

      “Noted.”

      “What do you want to do first?”

      Avery cocked a brow and looked over at the white bed.

      “No, no. We could have stayed home for that.”

      “All right. Let’s go walk on the beach. The sun will be setting soon, and Google told me that there’s a lighthouse not too far from here.”

      I smiled. “That sounds perfect.”

      We left our shoes and walked down to the beach, hand in hand. The sand was soft, and the ocean was slightly warm as we strolled along, waves crashing against our feet.

      “Thank you for this,” I gushed.

      “I figured we could use time away. While we both love our jobs, it’s nice to have a change in atmosphere.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      “Plus,” Avery sighed, “I feel rundown or something.”

      “Are you getting sick?”

      “Not sure.”

      I reached over and touched his forehead as we stopped. “You don’t feel warm.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Monday you can come into my work, and we’ll run some blood tests.”

      “Blood tests?” We started walking again, our fingers locked.

      “Maybe you’re low on iron or something. A blood panel workup will be good for you.”

      “I guess it’s good I married a nurse.”

      I grinned. “I guess so.”

      “I should have told you sooner.”

      “What?” I yanked on his arm, stopping him from moving forward.

      “I’ve been feeling like this for a week or so.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I was just waiting to get sick, and nothing came.”

      “And now you feel the same?”

      Avery shrugged. “Not too much, but the feeling comes and goes, I guess.”

      I scrunched my brows in confusion. “Comes and goes?”

      “When I’m concentrating on stuff, I don’t think about it, and I guess I feel fine.” He shrugged a shoulder.

      I stared into his azure eyes that reflected the setting sun. “Monday, first thing, we’re taking your blood.”

      He smirked. “You sound like a vampire.”

      “If I were a vampire, I’d cure you by turning you so we could live together forever.”

      “You think I’m—sick?”

      “Sick as in a cold?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “Sick as in cancer sick or something.”

      “What?” I drew my head back. “Why would you think that?”

      “You said cure.”

      “Let’s not think about this until we run the blood work, okay?”

      Avery nodded slowly and took a deep breath. “Okay.”

      “We should plan that trip to Dublin,” I suggested.

      He balked slightly. “Dublin?”

      I shrugged. “We talked about it a few years ago.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Maybe help to take longer than a weekend away.”

      Avery nodded. “Yeah, Dublin sounds good.”

      We walked down the beach toward where Avery thought the lighthouse was, but the farther we walked, the more apparent it became that the lighthouse wasn’t walkable. The shore started to get rocky, and finally, we’d walked as far as we could. The lighthouse was still in the distance, but since we didn’t have our shoes, we decided to walk back to the hotel.

      “We can drive there tomorrow,” Avery suggested.

      “Sounds good to me. It’s getting dark, and we need to eat before our swim.”

      He pulled me to him as we kept walking. “So, sex in public is okay as long as people can’t see?”

      I bit my bottom lip, thinking about being promiscuous by having sex in public. “I guess there’s only one way to find out.”

      We walked along the shore, enjoying the warm breeze and the quiet that wasn’t the hustle and bustle of New York City. Avery pulled his phone out of his pocket and glanced at the screen. “A California number is calling me.”

      “Oh?” I asked. “Are you going to answer it?”

      His gaze flicked to mine as we stopped walking. “It’s probably a telemarketer or something.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe or it’s—”

      “I don’t want to talk to them,” he answered, already knowing who I was referring to. Avery’s parents lived in California, but he hadn’t heard from them for years. The phone continued to buzz on silent in his hand.

      “We don’t know for sure.”

      “Then the person can leave a voicemail.” Avery grabbed my hand again, and we continued down the beach. A few seconds later, he stopped and pulled the phone from his pocket again. “It’s the same number.”

      “Just answer it. You can always hang up,” I suggested.

      He slid his finger across the screen and then held the phone up to his ear. “Hello?” Avery was silent for a few moments as he listened to the other end. I couldn’t hear who it was or what was being said, except for his words. “Yes, this is he.” A pause. “What?” I watched all the color drain from his face, and my heart rate picked up. “Are you sure?” Another pause. “How?” He nodded, a blank look on his face. “Yeah. Can you call back and leave the address on my voicemail? I don’t have a pen and paper handy at the moment.” There was another pause. “The soonest will be Monday.” A final pause. “Thank you.”

      He hung up the phone.

      “Who was it?” I asked.

      Pain I never wanted to see in my husband’s eyes looked back at me. “My parents ... They ... My parents were in a car accident. They ... They died.”
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      After I uttered the words out loud that my parents were dead, I crumpled to the sand. I wasn’t sure how long Nicole and I sat on the beach, but she held me while I cried. Even after the way my parents treated me my entire life, my heart still broke to know that I would never ever hear from them or see them again. A part of me thought that I would eventually get answers from them, find out why they hated me so much, but now that would never happen.

      Because they were dead.

      My parents had fucking died.

      “Can I ask you a question?” Nicole asked as I opened the door to our hotel room.

      “Of course.”

      “What’s happening on Monday?”

      I sighed and shut the door behind us. “I have to go identify the bodies.”

      Nic gasped. “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah. I need to fly there on Monday once we’re back in the city.”

      She walked over and wrapped her arms around my neck. “Do you want me to go with you?”

      “Can you?”

      “Of course. I’ll call my boss in the morning and let her know. I’ll also book our flight if you want.”

      “Yes,” I whispered on another sigh.

      “Okay. Let’s grab dinner, and I’ll do that when we come back to the room.”

      As we sat at a nearby restaurant, eating local seafood, the shoe-dropping feeling had returned. Maybe deep down I’d known all along that something life changing was going to happen.

      Although, should the death of my estranged parents really be that life changing?

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      We made it to the Crawfords’ on Sunday in time for dinner. I didn’t want to go, but I knew I needed to tell them what happened, especially Easton since I needed to take more than the weekend off from Halo.

      “What’s wrong?” Jane, Easton’s mom, asked the moment she saw Nic and me walk into the kitchen where she was cooking dinner.

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “I need to wait until everyone is here.”

      “Are you pregnant?” she asked Nic as she sucked in a hopeful breath.

      “No.” My wife smiled. “I’m not pregnant.”

      “Then what is it?” Jane inquired.

      “It’s better if we wait for everyone,” I replied.

      She studied my face. “Are you sick?”

      I looked over at Nic and then back at Jane. “Don’t think so.”

      “Okay.” She patted my cheek. “We don’t need another one of you getting sick.”

      “I agree.” I tried to smile, but I could barely get my mouth to curve.

      The front door opened, and I heard Easton somewhat yelling, “I don’t care what Erin’s parents let her do. I said no.”

      “God!” Cheyenne shouted. “You’re so unfair.”

      I looked at Nic as if she knew what was going on. She shrugged, and Brooke and Easton walked into the kitchen.

      “What’s wrong with C.C.?” I asked as I sat at the kitchen table. Cheyenne had apparently gone up to her room.

      “Stupid high school shit,” Easton replied, giving Jane a hug. “School hasn’t even started, and already she’s giving me gray hair.”

      We all looked to Brooke for clarification. “Homecoming dance is two weeks after school starts, and Erin’s parents are getting the girls and their dates a limo. Chey wants to go,” Brooke replied as she hugged Jane.

      Easton went to the fridge and grabbed four beers, handing them to us. Everyone except Jane sat with me at the table. I had no idea where Jimmy was.

      “Let her go to the dance,” Jane chimed in, stirring something on the stove.

      “It’s not the dance I’m concerned about. It’s the limo,” Easton stated.

      “What’s wrong with a limo?” Nic asked.

      Easton glared at her. “Kids alone in a limo? What could go wrong?”

      “Yeah, what could go wrong?” Nic continued to question, either not hearing the sarcastic tone of Easton or not understanding.

      “East thinks they will have booze and it will lead to an”—Brooke dropped her voice to a whisper—“orgy.”

      I choked slightly on the big gulp of beer I’d just taken as I laughed. It was the first time I had laughed in days. “I needed that laugh. Thank you.”

      “It’s not funny,” Easton groaned and then took a long pull of his Fat Tire.

      “They’re what? Thirteen and fourteen?” Nic asked. “I’m sure nothing will happen.”

      Easton cut his gaze to me. “What were we doing at thirteen?”

      My own gaze moved to Jane as she still stood at the stove. Did he really want me to answer that while she stood there?

      “Shit.” He rolled his eyes and chuckled. “Mom knows we weren’t angels.”

      My gaze moved back to him. “And you think that C.C. wants to—”

      “If you finish that sentence, I will beat the shit out of you,” Easton warned.

      I held up my hands in surrender. “I won’t utter another word.”

      “Now, if you boys are finished, dinner will be ready in ten minutes,” Jane stated. “Avery, do you want to tell us what you need to tell us now or after dinner?”

      Easton and Brooke both turned their attention on me and I downed the rest of my beer. “Where’s Jimmy?” I asked.

      “Upstairs in his office,” Jane replied. “Jimmy! Get your ass down here! The kids are here!”

      A few seconds later, footsteps could be heard coming down the stairs. “Dinner better be ready,” Jimmy stated.

      “Almost,” Jane answered. “But Av has something he needs to tell us first.”

      All eyes turned to me.

      I guess I was telling them before dinner.

      Under the table, Nic squeezed my knee, and I smiled tightly at her. I wasn’t nervous to tell them. They all knew my parents—except, of course, Nicole and Brooke—and needed to know. It just sucked that it was my reality because, deep down, I wanted those answers from my parents that I would never get now.

      “What about Chey?” Brooke asked.

      “No.” I shook my head. “She doesn’t need to hear this.”

      Easton leaned forward. “What is it?”

      I laced my fingers with Nicole’s and gave her hand a little squeeze as I watched Jimmy grab a beer from the fridge. I needed another one. I needed ten. Hell, I needed the strongest alcohol there was because so many emotions were running through my body. A part of me felt as though I shouldn’t care that they died since they didn’t care about me. The other part felt as if a piece of me was gone. It was silly since all I’d ever wanted was to be accepted by them, but I never had been. Maybe I should have tried harder to live out their dream of their son playing in the Major League. Maybe I should have tried harder to gain their love. Maybe I should have actually gone to visit them instead of only calling. Maybe. But now I’d never know if that would have changed things.

      Taking a deep breath, I answered Easton as I looked down, not meeting anyone’s stare. “My parents died on Friday.”

      Jane dropped the utensil she was using on the stove, the only sound in the room being her gasp as my words sank into each person. It felt like minutes before someone spoke, but I knew it was only a few seconds.

      “How?” Easton asked, concern in his voice.

      I took a deep breath and met his gaze. “Car accident.”

      I heard Jane suck in another breath and my gaze moved to see Jimmy wrap her in his arms. Jane pulled back slightly to look into Jimmy’s eyes, and I thought I saw a silent question move between them. Jimmy shook his head slightly and pulled his wife against him again. Back in the day, they would come over to my parents’ place for barbecues and let Easton and I play together, so they had to be friends, but I wasn’t sure because it seemed as though no one had talked to my parents in over seven years.

      Brooke reached out and patted my free hand while Nic squeezed the hand she was holding.

      “I’m sorry,” Easton responded. He knew how I felt about my parents. “What can we do?”

      “Cover my shifts for a few days. Tomorrow, Nic and I are flying to Santa Barbara to see what all needs to be done.”

      “Whatever you need,” Easton assured me. Easton and I both stood and engulfed each other in a hug. I hugged Jane and Jimmy next and then Brooke.

      “This breaks my heart.” Jane gave me a sad smile. “But they’re in a better place now.”

      I didn’t know what that meant. To me, when people said those words, it was because the person who died was sick or in pain. Did they know something I didn’t? Surely if my parents had cancer or something, and Jimmy and Jane knew, they would have told me.

      “Sorry to drop this on you all before dinner,” I stated.

      “Nonsense. We’re family,” Jane said.

      I gave a solemn smile. “Yeah. Yeah, we are.”
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      The next morning, Nic and I flew to California. After a layover in Phoenix, we flew into Santa Barbara where we took a cab straight to the coroner’s office—the sheriff had given me the address when he called back. I didn’t have my parents’ address. They’d moved just north of where Easton and I had grown up in Ventura. I had no idea what their house looked like, where it was located, nothing. Growing up, my mother was a housewife, and my father was a top plastic surgeon in Beverly Hills, but they were strangers to me.

      The taxi pulled up to the coroner’s office. After getting out of the car, I grabbed our bags and followed Nicole into the white building. I’d never had to identify a body before, and now I was going to confirm that two were my parents.

      “Can I help you?” the woman behind the desk asked after hanging up the phone.

      “I’m here to …” I rubbed the back of my neck. “I’m here to identify my parents.”

      “And your name?”

      “Avery Scott.”

      “Have a seat. It will be a few minutes.”

      “Thank you.” I turned to sit in the chair next to Nicole.

      “Do you want me to stay here with our bags?” Nic asked.

      I looked over at her. “What? No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I need you.”

      She squeezed my knee. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      A few minutes later, a guy in a white lab coat came into view. “Mr. Scott?”

      I stood and stuck out my hand. “Avery’s fine.” We shook. “This is my wife, Nicole.”

      They greeted each other. “I’m Arnold Keaton, the coroner. Right this way.”

      I grabbed our bags before we followed him to his office. I was expecting to go to the morgue or something like I’d seen on TV.

      “Please have a seat.” Arnold motioned to two chairs in front of his desk. We sat, and my hand slipped into Nic’s for support. Arnold took a seat and opened a folder. “This may be tough, but I just need you to confirm these are your parents.”

      He handed me two photos face down. I’d assumed I would have to actually see the bodies, like on television. I took a deep breath before I flipped them over. The first picture was of my father’s face with a white sheet just below his neck. He looked lifeless and pale and he had some cuts and bruises on what I could see of him. I swallowed and looked at the other photo. It was my mother, and she looked the same as him. The moment I saw her, a lump formed in my throat.

      “Yeah, that’s them.” I handed Arnold back the photos.

      “Okay, that’s all—”

      “Do you know how they got into an accident?” I asked. Nicole squeezed my hand, and I smiled tightly at her. I wanted to know. Something told me I needed to know.

      “The investigation is ongoing, but from what the sheriff’s office told me, a car was driving the wrong way on the highway and hit them head-on.”

      Nicole sucked in a breath and squeezed my hand again.

      “Did they ...” I cleared my throat. “Did they suffer?”

      “I don’t believe so. I’m almost certain they died on impact.”

      I nodded and took a deep breath. “Okay. Now what?”

      Arnold grabbed a clear bag that was on his desk and handed it to me. “These were their belongings. Next step, unfortunately, is to plan their funerals. The funeral home you choose will contact us once you have all the details sorted out, and we’ll release your parents to them.”

      “Right,” I breathed. “Thank you.” I’d never had to plan a funeral before, let alone a double one. Thankfully, I had my wife, my rock, to help me figure out what to do.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Arnold said as he walked us out of his office. “I didn’t know your father well, but your mother was in a book club with my wife. Your mother seemed like a wonderful woman.”

      I chuckled slightly. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him that I wouldn’t know. Instead, I just told him thank you again.
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      As soon as we walked out of the door of the coroner’s office, I called a taxi to take us to the hotel Nic had booked for us. I hadn’t thought to rent a car, but then again my brain wasn’t really processing everything. Besides, I’d assumed taxis were driving up and down the street like in New York City. Calling for an Uber wasn’t much better because Santa Barbara was a coastal town and not a huge city.

      After we checked in, I dropped the bags on the floor and sat on the edge of the bed. The feeling of something being off had returned, and I was starting to think that it was from not relaxing as Easton had mentioned. At least I hoped that was it. Unfortunately, the weekend away that I’d thought would rejuvenate me hadn’t, and now I was even more stressed. I had no idea what to do in my situation. Should I call a random funeral home and tell them I need to plan a joint funeral? Would people show? How would I tell strangers that my parents were dead? Did I need to plan a funeral for the people who didn’t care about me? Could Nic and I just go home now?

      So many fucking questions were swirling in my head, making my neck and back tense as the stress radiated through my body.

      “I’m going to go back downstairs and see if someone at the front desk can help me rent a car,” Nic stated.

      “What?” I asked even though I’d heard what she’d said.

      “We need a car, baby. I’m going to take care—”

      “Nic—”

      “It’s okay.” She wrapped her arms around my neck, and I rested my head against her stomach. “Take a long, hot shower, and I’ll take care of the car. It will be easier than always having to call a taxi around here.”

      “I can—”

      “It’s okay. The front desk should be able to help me. I’m hoping I can get a place that will deliver the car to us.”

      “I love you.”

      “I know.” She bent and grabbed my cheeks, bringing her lips to mine. “I’ll be back. Once I get a car, I can go to that burger place you and Easton have talked about.”

      “In-N-Out?”

      Nic smiled. “Yeah. I’m in Cali, so I need to see what the fuss is all about.”

      “I’ll go with you,” I offered.

      “No. I can do this. Tomorrow we have an even bigger day. Just relax.”

      “Tomorrow we have an even bigger day?” I questioned.

      “We need to figure out what to do with their bodies, right?”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. Nic was right. I couldn’t just leave them even though a part of me wanted to because, essentially, they’d left me. I stood and kissed her again. “Thank you. I’ll take a number one with a chocolate milkshake.”

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a double-double cheeseburger, fries, and a shake from In-N-Out. Nic was in for a real treat because now I was going to show her what a real burger tasted like and not that one she loved from Shake Shack.
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      Avery was the strong one when we were going through our miscarriage. Now, I knew I needed to be the one he could lean on. That was what love and marriage were all about. Marriage wasn’t a fairytale like I’d thought it would be. It was to love the other person through the good and the bad times. It was to have patience and tolerance when you didn’t see eye to eye. It was enduring the hard times together, and this—Avery losing both of his parents—was his hard time.

      Even though I’d never been to Santa Barbara before, I adulted my way through renting a car and getting us In-N-Out as planned. If I could manage the craziness that was NYC, I could manage the California coast. And it was beautiful. The sun was starting to set across the Pacific Ocean, palm trees were scattered everywhere, and the weather was warm but not too hot. One word to describe California would be paradise. I’m sure it didn’t compare to Hawaii or Fiji, and it was nothing like the Bahamas, Jamaica, or any other place Avery and I went on our honeymoon, but California was still like heaven on earth.

      I was able to find the burger place that seemed to be centered between the ocean and the vast mountain backdrop. From what I could tell as I drove toward the restaurant, most of the buildings had terra cotta style roofs that gave the entire town a Spanish mission vibe. The town was beautiful, to say the least.

      After going through the drive-thru, I headed back to the hotel where we were staying. When I entered the room, Avery was on the phone.

      “Yes, Friday afternoon.” He looked over at me from where he paced near the window. “I will. Thank you.” He hung up.

      “Who was that?”

      “My dad’s office. They didn’t know.” Avery had on a pair of basketball shorts and nothing else. He smelled like the mountain spring scent of his body wash, and I knew he’d taken my suggestion of a shower. I hoped it helped to relax him.

      “Oh, wow,” I breathed. “Do we need to call other people?”

      He shrugged and plugged the phone into a charging cord on the nightstand. “I don’t know who to call. I know nothing about my parents, and I was only able to tell his work because they called his phone and I answered it.”

      I handed him his chocolate shake and started to pull the burgers from the bag. Avery took the double cheeseburger I handed him and walked to the bed. He sat cross-legged on one side while I salt and peppered the fries and slid the white and red container in front of him.

      “Tomorrow we can go through their phones and just call people,” I suggested.

      “Don’t know their passwords,” he said around a mouthful of his burger.

      I took my single cheeseburger, fries, and chocolate shake and sat next to him, matching the way he was sitting. “We have their licenses. We should go to their house tomorrow. What if they have a dog or something?”

      Avery laughed. “No way would they have had any pets. My dad hated everything except baseball and making people look pretty.”

      “And your mom,” I pointed out.

      “And my mom,” he agreed. “I suppose he loved my mother.”

      I took a few fries and stuck them into my mouth. They were salty, crisp, and pure perfection. “These are really good fries.”

      “Told you.” Avery ate a few of his.

      I grinned. “Okay, the fries are definitely better than Shake Shack. I think those are frozen, and I saw the workers at In-N-Out slicing the potatoes while I went through the drive-thru.”

      “Burger’s better too. Try it.”

      I took a bit of it and was surprised at how flavorful it was. “Okay, it’s good, but I’m not saying it’s better just yet.”

      “It’s better,” he stated. “Easton’s going to be so jealous. I should text him a picture.” Avery reached for his phone that was on the nightstand next to him and took a picture of his spread. He typed something on his phone and then set it down. A few seconds later, it buzzed with an incoming text, and he picked it up. After reading the message, he laughed. “Yep. Pissed.”

      “I didn’t know you had such a thing for cheeseburgers.”

      “No.” Avery shook his head and then took another bite. “I can’t eat like this now, but growing up, E and I used to hang out every Friday night at the one where we grew up. I could eat two double-doubles, fries, and a shake, and not gain weight.”

      “Because you were an athlete.”

      “I guess, but I wouldn’t mind being able to get this whenever I wanted.”

      “You want to move back to California?” I questioned.

      “No.” He frowned. “Our life is in New York. Being back is making me a little nostalgic.”

      I ate another bite of my cheeseburger. “When Brooke and I flew into LAX and took the bus to Long Beach, I hadn’t realized how beautiful California is.”

      “That’s because you only saw the city. Cali has a lot of beautiful places.” Avery took a sip of his shake.

      “Then we’re going to have to come back. I wouldn’t mind coming every year so you can get your burger fix, and I can see more of California.”

      “I’d like that.” Avery kissed my cheek and then got off the bed to throw his trash away.

      My phone buzzed with a text, and I grabbed it.

      Brooke: How’s Avery doing?

      Me: I think he’s okay. He hasn’t really said much about the deaths.

      Brooke: I’m sure it’s tough for him.

      Me: I think he cares, but he’s trying to pretend he doesn’t since they wrote him off 7 years ago.

      After I sent Brooke the last text, I looked over to see Avery going through the clear bag of his parents’ belongings. I knew that I was right. Avery cared, but was trying to pretend their deaths weren’t affecting him. From everything I’d been through, I knew it was only a matter of time before it hit him again. Just like on the beach in Montauk.
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      The next morning, we drove to the address listed on both of his parents’ driver’s licenses. Avery pulled the car into a pavered-stone driveway behind huge hedges that were obviously there for privacy.

      “This is it?” I asked, taking in the two-story home with a red tiled roof that seemed to be the norm in the coastal town.

      “GPS says it is.”

      Avery put the car into park, and we exited. It was apparent that the property was well taken care of. The bushes were trimmed, hedges shaped in rectangles, and various flowers were in bloom. I took in everything while we walked to the front door. Avery got the keys from his pocket and tried each one until, finally, one of the keys worked, and the French double doors with glass panes opened.

      There were no signs of animals, like Avery had said. There were no signs of life at all. Everything appeared to be white: a white couch, white chairs, white walls. The only color was in the hardwood floors and the wood coffee table that sat between the couch and the chairs. Even the wilting flowers on the coffee table were white roses.

      “They really liked white, huh?” I questioned.

      “I … I don’t remember.”

      “Well, it seems like it.”

      I moved into the kitchen. It too was white except for the dark gray granite countertops and the stainless steel appliances. But what made the room beautiful was the view of the backyard from the window above the sink. A giant pool, at least fifty feet long, sat not too far from the window, followed by a manicured yard. Bushes with pink flowers lined the back of the yard.

      Before we could take in more of the house, there was a knock on the door. Avery and I looked at each other, confused as to who it could be, and then we both moved back into the living room. He answered the door.

      “Hello, I’m sorry to bother you,” an older woman with shoulder-length gray hair said. She was dressed in a purple, velvet tracksuit. “I live across the street and saw you pull up.”

      “Oh, well, I’m sorry, but—”

      She cut Avery off. “I know. Doug and Denise were in a horrible accident Friday evening.”

      “Yes,” Avery whispered, agreeing with her.

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      I stepped up to Avery, and he wrapped an arm around my shoulder. “Thank you.”

      “You’re Avery, right?” the lady asked.

      Avery blinked and turned his head slightly. “Yes.”

      “That’s what I thought.” She reached out with an envelope in her hand. “Your mother asked me to keep this and give it to you if anything were to ever happen to her.”

      Avery took the envelope. “What is it?”

      “It’s better if you open it after I leave,” she answered.

      “Okay. Thank you, Mrs. …?”

      “Edna. Edna is fine.”

      “Edna, thank you. This is my wife, Nicole.”

      I stuck out my hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise. If you two kids need anything from me, I’m the blue house across the street.”

      “Thank you,” Avery replied. “Before you go, how’d you hear about the accident?”

      Edna frowned. “I saw it on the news Friday night. At the time, they didn’t release any names, but I recognized the car, and I know the coroner, so I called his wife, Elise, and she confirmed it.”

      “You’re in their book club?” I asked.

      She smiled kindly. “I am, but it’s more of an excuse to drink wine.”

      I chuckled. “My kind of book club.”

      “Well, I’ll let you two get settled. I’m sure you have a lot to do. Again, if you need me, I’m just right across the street.”

      “Thank you,” Avery responded.

      Edna turned to leave, and Avery shut the door as I took a few steps back. “Want me to open that?” I offered, motioning to the envelope.

      He looked down at it. “No, I can do it.”

      “Okay.”

      We moved and sat on the white, leather couch. Avery opened the unsealed envelope, and I waited, a little nervous of what it was. Everything these past few days had been nerve-racking. One minute I thought we were having a nice weekend away, and the next we were jetting off to the other side of the country due to tragedy. Now Avery was reading some document that a neighbor had dropped off as we sat in a stark-white house.

      His gaze lifted and moved back to me. “It’s a will and a letter from my mother.”
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        Dear Avery,

        If you’re reading this letter, it means that I have passed. Edna is the only person who knows about the enclosed will. There is so much that you don’t know, and I’ve hidden too much from you.

        The main thing you need to know is that I do love you. I always have, and I always will. You’re my son, and I apologize for the way Doug and I have treated you. That wasn’t my doing. I only did as he said to keep the peace—and to protect you from him.

        Hopefully, the enclosed will can make up for some things. I know money doesn’t buy happiness or love, but this was all I could think to do for you. Doug will never leave you anything, and I had to do something. I know he will put up a fight. He’s a horrible man and has taken so much from us.

        You might wonder why I stayed married to a mean man. Just know that keeping the peace and doing as he said was a way to keep you and me alive.

        Please be the strong man I know you are and don’t let him continue to run our lives. I wish I could have done something before my death, but I couldn’t beat him at his own game.

        What you need to do now is contact Shawn Slade. He’s an attorney here in Santa Barbara. He will know what to do next.

        Stay strong.

        All my love,

        Mom

      

      

      I read the letter three times, trying to figure out what my mother was trying to tell me. Protect me? Keep me alive? The letter didn’t make any sense. I would have protected her, provided for her. Why could she not tell me what was going on?

      I handed Nicole the letter, and as she read it, I read the will. I had no idea if I was reading it correctly because I’d never seen one before.

      “Babe,” she breathed. “Your mother loved you.”

      My gaze met hers. “Yeah, but I don’t understand why she had to stay away from me.”

      “It says she was protecting you. Was your father abusive?”

      My stomach sank. “Not that I know of. I don’t recall seeing or hearing anything other than a few arguments, but I thought that was normal.”

      She shrugged on a sigh. “I don’t know, but this letter proves that you were loved by her.”

      “Yeah.” I swallowed. “But why not him too?”

      Nic shook her head slowly. “I don’t know.”

      I read the will again, seeing bank account numbers, and various other accounts listed. “I think my mom is giving me half of everything.”

      “Really?”

      “Well, I think we need to figure out if my dad has a will, and see what it says.”

      “How do we do that?” my wife questioned.

      “I guess we need to find a number for that Mr. Slade.”
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      I found Mr. Slade’s number when I searched for it on my phone. When I called, I explained to his secretary who I was, and they had Nic and me come in after lunch.

      We sat in the waiting room, waiting for Mr. Slade, my leg bouncing up and down. I wasn’t sure why I was nervous. I never thought this moment would happen. I didn’t need their money, their house, their cars. I needed their love, and now I would never have it.

      “Avery?” An older man came into view, dressed in black slacks and a white dress shirt with a red striped tie.

      “Yes.” I stood and took his outstretched hand. “This is my wife, Nicole.”

      They shook. “Right this way.”

      We followed him into his main office and took our seats in the two maroon chairs in front of his heavy wood desk. He opened a folder in front of him. “Let’s just get to it.”

      I nodded in agreement.

      “My office didn’t prepare your father’s will,” Slade stated. “But given that your parents were well off, I’m sure he did and another attorney drafted it for him.”

      “How do we find out?” My palms began to sweat. Everything was slowly starting to hit me. What if he had a will and gave everything to someone else? Who would that be? Would I put up a fight? Was it worth it? I’d never wanted his money before, but my mother wanted me to have at least half to make up for the way they had treated me.

      “The trustee has thirty days to contact the attorney who prepared the will. In that time, they need to file the will with the probate court. I will file your mother’s this afternoon, and we wait.”

      “And if he does have a will?” Nicole questioned.

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. Hopefully, everything is willed to you, Avery, and it’s smooth sailing.”

      “And if he willed everything to someone else?” I asked.

      “Again, let’s worry about that when we know,” Slade answered.

      “And if he didn’t have a will?” I inquired further.

      “Given that they died together, and you’re their son, you’re the heir and would get everything.”

      “Everything?” I asked, making sure I’d heard him correctly.

      “Your mother listed all of their assets in her will. After any and all debts are paid, you would get everything they had in their estate.”

      When I’d read the will, I also read the attachment that listed everything she was willing to me. I needed to look at the list again. But should I wait the thirty days instead of worrying about it now? I had no idea what to do. I knew I couldn’t sit around in California for thirty days.

      “What do we do with their house and stuff?” Nicole asked.

      “Their house and cars are paid off. Go through their bills to make sure there’s nothing outstanding, and don’t take anything until we know for sure. In twenty-five days, or when the will is filed, I’ll give you a call, and we’ll go from there.”
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      Nic and I went back to my parents’ house—or was it my house?

      “Do you want to go talk to Edna? She might know if your dad had a will, or if there was anyone else he could have made his benefactor?” Nicole asked.

      I knew of no one. Absolutely no one. Growing up, he never mentioned having brothers or sisters. My grandparents had lived in Wyoming and passed fifteen or so years ago. It was as though he wasn’t my dad because I knew nothing except the basics about the man.

      “Yeah,” I agreed, and instead of walking into the foreign home, we walked up the slight incline of the driveway and across the street to the blue house. I knocked on the door, and a few seconds later, Edna opened it.

      “Hey, Edna. We were wondering if you had a few minutes to chat more? We went to see Mr. Slade.”

      “Yes, of course. Please come in.” She stepped back and motioned for us to enter. The house was the complete opposite of my parents’ place. It felt like a home with all the warm colors and paintings and various pictures around. Edna took us into her kitchen, and Nic and I sat at the wood kitchen table. Without asking, Edna poured us each a glass of lemonade.

      I smiled at her. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Edna sat across from me. “I hate to say this, but I didn’t even know Denise and Doug had a son before Denise came over with the will.”

      I nodded. “That doesn’t surprise me. I hadn’t seen them in over seven years.”

      “That’s about as long as they’ve lived across the street from me.”

      “It’s not a coincidence.”

      She gave a tight smile. “I know. When your mother gave me the will to give to you, she told me a lot.”

      “What did she tell you?” Nicole questioned.

      “I think this might call for something stronger than lemonade.” Edna laughed and then stood. She went to a cabinet by the fridge and pulled a bottle of vodka from it. After pouring a few ounces into her lemonade, I pushed my glass forward, asking for some too. I definitely needed something to take the edge off. Nicole did the same.

      “I don’t think I know the entire story,” Edna said as she slid into her seat again.

      “Whatever you can tell me would be more than I know,” I admitted. “As you can guess, I wasn’t close with my parents.”

      She nodded and gave me a thin smile. “About two years ago, Denise came to see me. Your father was at work, and it wasn’t unusual for her to pop by. But this day wasn’t like our normal weekly chats or when we would carpool to book club. She had the envelope with her, and she looked scared.”

      “Scared?” Nic asked.

      “Well, as it turned out, she had the will drawn up without Doug knowing.”

      I nodded and took a sip of my drink. “That’s what I gathered from her note.”

      “Right. She told me that you two were getting married and she wanted to go—”

      “She did?” I jerked my gaze up to her.

      Edna nodded her head slightly. “Doug wouldn’t allow it.”

      “Wouldn’t allow it?” Nic asked. “Their son was getting married.”

      “I know.” Edna sighed. “She told me that after you opened your bar, Doug told her that they weren’t to have anything to do with you.”

      “Why?” I questioned.

      “Denise explained to me that running a bar was beneath him.”

      “That makes no sense,” Nicole stated. “The bar does amazingly well and is profitable.”

      “Denise knew that.”

      “She did?” I questioned.

      Edna nodded. “She said she used to secretly look up you and your bar on that Facebook all you kids are on.”

      “She did?” I asked again.

      “It was the only way for her to know what her son was up to.”

      “She could have called me,” I stated.

      Edna shook her head. “Doug wouldn’t allow that either.”

      “What about while he was at work?” Nic inquired. “Couldn’t she have secretly called him?”

      “I don’t know why she didn’t. Denise only told me that she had to be estranged from you two because if Doug ever found out, he’d hurt her.”

      “Why didn’t she go to the police?” I questioned, starting to become pissed off. My mother was fearful of my father and didn’t do anything about it. I would have done something. I would have protected her.

      “Well, Doug knew almost everyone who matters in this town. He donated a lot of money to local law enforcement.” She took a sip of her spiked lemonade. “If you ask me, I think he just did it in case he needed them for anything.”

      “Why?” my wife asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Edna admitted. “But your parents were really big in the community, and I imagine your father wanted to keep up a good front.”

      “So, he cared about his image more than my mother and me?”

      “Sadly, I think so.”

      “Why did she stay with him?” Nicole asked. “She didn’t need to stay in California. She could have called us, and we would have helped her.”

      Edna leaned forward and placed her hand over Nicole’s. “I asked her the same question, but when you get to be our age, it’s hard to start over. She knew that if she could make the will and give you what she could, then it would all be worth it. She wanted you to have at least half of what she’d sacrificed her life for.”

      My throat started to close. “I would have loved a relationship with my mother more than any amount of money.”

      “She knew that, honey.” Edna patted my hand. “But leaving would have caused more pain, and your father wouldn’t have let her have anything.”

      “Except they were married. There has to be some law or something that ensures he couldn’t have hung her out to dry,” Nic stated.

      “Yes, but Doug would have prolonged the divorce for years, and since Denise was getting older, she felt it was easier to stay.”

      “I would have provided for her,” I whispered.

      “She knew that too, but she wanted to protect you.”

      “Protect me from what?”

      “She told me there are things you don’t know,” Edna replied.

      “What things?” I asked.

      Edna shrugged. “She wouldn’t tell me.”

      “She mentioned something about hiding things from me in her letter.” I looked over at Nicole, and she arched a brow.

      “How do we find out what she was hiding?” Nic asked.

      “Some things people take to their graves, honey,” Edna replied.
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      We finished our drinks with Edna, and Nic and I walked back across the street. We’d gone to Edna’s for clarity, and now I was even more confused. My entire life, I knew my father wore the pants in the family, but I thought that was because he was the breadwinner. My mother never worked a day in her life that I knew of. I never realized that the control had gone as far as it apparently had. What father would prevent a mother from going to her son’s wedding?

      So many more questions swirled in my head as I opened the door to my parents’ house. The moment I took in the stark-white living room, I crumpled to the floor, tears streaming down my face. For so long I didn’t feel love from my parents, but in reality, it was my father alone who didn’t love me.

      My last message to my mother came flooding back to me. I was angry, pissed, and fuming. I was hurting. And I’d had no idea that my mother was hurting too.

      And I would never be able to fix it.
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      I shut the door behind me. When I turned around, I saw Avery crouched on the hardwood floor, sobbing. I moved to him, wrapping my arms around his shoulders as his sobs shook his entire body.

      “I’m here,” I whispered.

      No words came from Avery’s lips, just more weeping. I’d had a feeling that it was only a matter of time before he broke.

      “Just let it out.”

      I didn’t know what else to say. His father had apparently prevented his mother from being in his life. I couldn’t even imagine. My parents were like my best friends. My father was the one who helped me realize that Avery was the man for me. How could Avery’s dad be so cruel? And why? I was glad I’d never met the guy. If I had, I probably would have given him a piece of my mind.

      We stayed on the floor for a long time. I didn’t know how long, but by the time his tears stopped, my knees were sore from kneeling on the hardwood floor. “Do you want me to drive us back to the room?” I offered.

      “I just need time to think,” Avery replied, wiping his tears.

      “Let’s get you off the floor and onto the couch then.”

      “What the fuck is up with all the white?” he snapped as he stood.

      “I don’t know, baby.” I really didn’t. Based on what I’d recently learned about his mother, maybe it was the way she viewed life without her son. The thought crushed me. My life had brightened the moment I met Avery on our first cruise, and I couldn’t imagine him not in it.

      Avery sighed and fell backward onto the couch. “I’m just going to stay here.”

      “Okay. I’m going to see if there’s water or something in the fridge.”

      I left Avery and went into the kitchen. Doug Scott was probably rolling in his grave at the sight of his son laying on his couch—touching his property—in his house. I was actually smiling at the thought as I opened the fridge. Fuck his dad. I’d assumed I was going to get us bottles of water, but then I saw a bottle of Stella and decided that my husband needed a beer. We’d both had a drink with Edna, and I knew Avery needed more than a beer, but that would come later when we were back in the hotel room.

      When I walked back into the living room, Avery had his arm across his face as though he was shielding the light from his eyes.

      “Are you sleeping?” I whispered.

      “No,” he mumbled against his arm.

      “I brought you a beer.”

      “Thanks.”

      I set the bottle on the table. “It’s here if you want it. I’m going to check out the backyard.”

      “Okay.”

      When I got outside, I realized there was a view of the ocean from a part of the yard. It was amazing. The backyard was even more spectacular than I thought it was from the little I saw through the kitchen window. I loved the landscape, the dry heat hitting my skin, and all the flowers I’d assumed his mother had planted.

      I took a few sips of my own beer and took in the view. When I turned around to go back into the house, I realized there was a big rectangular box of dirt—like a large platform for a vegetable garden. I stared at it for a moment, trying to determine if that was it or not. Were there dead bodies buried under the dirt? Denise obviously feared him. Was it there because Doug was some sort of killer? I clearly watched too many true crime TV shows.

      Reaching into my back pocket, I pulled out my phone to Google what the dirt box could be, but saw that I had a missed text from Brooke:

      How’s it going?

      I replied back: Met with an attorney today. His mom’s will left him her assets. I’ll call you tomorrow. Avery’s having a hard time right now.

      I opened up the browser on my phone and typed in dirt box. Nothing looked like what I was looking at. Most of it was boxes for gardens.

      Brooke: We’re thinking about you guys. Please let us know if we can do anything.

      Me: I will. Thank you.

      Brooke: When’s the funeral?

      Me: We haven’t talked about it.

      Brooke: Okay. Keep us updated. Jimmy and Jane have been asking.

      Me: I will.

      Just as I was about to enter the house, a thought came to me, and I quickly searched for what I thought the dirt box might be. I smiled when I realized I was correct. It was a bocce ball court. I’d never known a person to have that in their backyard. Maybe they played to unwind. It made me feel a little better as I got the thought of Avery’s father being a murderer out of my head.

      I walked into the living room and heard a soft snore coming from the couch. Letting Avery be, I decided to check out the upstairs since we hadn’t done so earlier. I quietly went up the staircase. The first room I went in seemed to be a guest bedroom. The bedding was white, and again, there were no pictures. If Edna hadn’t come over, I would question if his parents even lived in this house.

      The next room was a bathroom. There were two more guest bedrooms and then the master. Every room seemed to have the same décor style: white. White. White. White. I didn’t get it. Curiosity got to me, and I opened the closet. I expected to see more white. Instead, there was every color on the color wheel in various clothing styles. Dresses, tops, and pants filled the huge walk-in closet. It was apparent this was his mother’s closet.

      Was looking in a dead woman’s closet snooping? Eventually, we would have to go through everything, so I figured it wasn’t snooping. I wasn’t planning on taking anything like Mr. Slade had said, but I still wanted to look at all the pretty things I would never be able to afford.

      I grabbed a few dresses and realized that they were designer brands: Prada, Gucci, Valentino. I had no clue what the dresses were worth, but I recognized the names. I held a few up in front of a full-length mirror, imagining what they would look like on me. They were beautiful. There were diamond earrings, bracelets, necklaces, trays upon trays of stunning jewelry, and the wannabe princess in me understood why Denise stayed with a man like Doug Scott. I didn’t know all the details, or who his mother truly was, but I figured that if you lived a life with that much wealth, it would be hard to leave and start over like Edna had said.

      Looking at everything in the closet, I realized all the color didn’t match the rest of the house, and Denise clearly had taste. Even her shoes were designer: Chanel, Prada, Gucci, the infamous Louboutins. Same with the handbags: Chanel, Louis Vuitton, Kate Spade.

      I’d always wanted a Louis Vuitton, and that was what tempted me to open the bag. I opened it, wanting to smell the expensive leather. The satchel appeared to be empty until I opened the inside zipper and found a piece of paper wrapped around a key.

      
        
        Chase - #273

      

      

      The key was long and slender. Was it a key to a safety deposit box at a bank? Was Avery’s mother hiding this from his father? I felt like a detective, or like I was about to go on a scavenger hunt.

      I decided to put my snooping to rest. Avery should be the one to do it or at least be with me while we went through their stuff. If I’d found a key in his mom’s closet, what might be in his dad’s office?

      When I got back downstairs, Avery was still asleep. The sun hadn’t set, but I knew it was getting late because my stomach had started to growl. I didn’t want to wake him up, but it was time to grab dinner and head back to the hotel.

      Crouching beside my husband, I shook his arm. “Hey, let’s go grab some dinner.”

      He woke right away. “What time is it?”

      “Not sure, but I’m hungry.”

      Avery sat up. “Yeah, let’s go.”

      I grabbed his full beer. “Want to take this with us?”

      “Don’t think that’s legal.”

      “I’ll figure it out. No sense in wasting a good beer.”

      There were no cups or tumblers with lids in sight, but I was able to find a bowl with a lid. I poured the beer into it while Avery grabbed the others from the fridge.

      “We should ask Edna what day trash day is, so we can toss all this food,” he suggested.

      “Yeah, we can do that tomorrow. We should talk to her about the funeral too.”

      “Right. The funeral. Thank God my mom had a friend across the street. I would have even more questions than I do now.”

      I nodded. “I know. I bet they were best friends.”

      Avery smiled. “I hope so. I like Edna.”

      “Me too.”

      I couldn’t pinpoint it, but Edna reminded me of someone. I didn’t know who, but I liked her a lot. I was sad to think that she’d lost her best friend. I would be devastated if anything were to happen to Brooke.
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      Out of the top ten restaurants listed on the internet in Santa Barbara, we chose a taco stand that looked like it had killer tacos by all the good reviews and pictures. When we pulled up to the address, it was at a batting cage.

      “What the—?” I questioned.

      “There’s a line,” Avery advised.

      “That’s a good sign. Just wasn’t expecting it to be at a batting cage.”

      “Kill two birds with one stone.” Avery winked and chuckled.

      “You want to hit a few rounds?”

      Avery opened his door. “Wouldn’t hurt to let some frustration out with a bat.”

      “For sure.” I smiled and opened my door. I’d never swung a bat before, but if Avery said it would help, it probably would.

      Avery and I both ordered the Triple Play. It was three tacos of our choice. I got a chicken, a fried shrimp, and a fried cod taco, and Avery got a carne asada, a grilled shrimp, and a fried cod taco.

      “California has the best tacos,” he stated around a bite.

      I had to agree. I didn’t know why, but the tacos were the tastiest I’d ever had. “Even the cod. I was hesitant about a fish taco.”

      My husband grinned at me.

      “What?” I asked before taking another bite.

      “I’d rather have your pink taco.”

      I laughed. It was good Avery was making a joke. We needed it. “That can be arranged.”

      He took another bite of his taco. “Good.”

      While Avery took a few turns inside the cage, I watched as the stress rolled off of his body and into the bat and ball. Observing him made me wonder why he hadn’t wanted to go pro. I knew he loved the game. When Avery and Easton started playing softball, it was as though a piece of Avery’s puzzle was put back into place. He radiated happiness, and he was good. Really good.

      Hit after hit, Avery’s smile grew. So did mine. I hoped that swinging the bat would allow him to temporarily forget why we were here. If I could have, I would’ve taken his pain away, but I had a feeling that this wouldn’t be our only trip to Santa Barbara. I just hoped it wasn’t to go to court and fight some unknown person for what Avery’s mother had left him. That thought reminded me that I had a mystery key in my handbag, but seeing my husband’s smiling face stopped me from bringing it up. I wasn’t sure if he’d be pissed, and I couldn’t take that moment of joy away from him. Still, I hated keeping a secret from him, even if it was small.

      “That felt good,” Avery stated as he came up to where I stood behind the batting cage, watching him.

      I smiled. “Good.”

      He wrapped a sweaty arm across my shoulders, and we started to walk toward the car. “You know, the beach is about a block away. You wanna take an evening stroll in the sand before I feast on your pink taco?”

      I giggled. “I’d love to do both.”

      We got into the car, and then Avery drove us to the beach. After parking, we got out of the car and walked to the sand. There was a slight breeze, and the temperature had dropped a few degrees. It was still nice though. Not humid, not cold, but perfect, and the complete opposite of New York City this time of year.

      If only all of this were under better circumstances.
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      I woke up to a text from Easton: How’s it going?

      I stared at the text, not sure what to reply. My mother really did love me, and I wasn’t able to tell her goodbye. My father was even worse than I thought he was because he’d prevented my mother from doing anything.

      Me: Mom left a will. We have to wait to see if my father had one. It must be filed with the court within thirty days by the trustee, whoever the fuck that is. But first, we’re planning the funeral today.

      Easton: Let me know if you need anything. We’re all here for you.

      Me: Thank you, and I know you all are.

      Nic was still sleeping, so I crawled out of bed, took a leak, and then came back. Not wanting to face reality, I climbed back into the bed and snuggled close to my wife. My lips brushed against her neck, working my way down to the top of her bare shoulder.

      “Mmmm,” she moaned. “It’s like our honeymoon all over again.”

      I grinned against her skin. “Yeah, it is, and you’re naked,” I pointed out.

      “What are you going to do about it?”

      Reaching down, I ran my fingers between the lips of her pussy, feeling her arousal as it coated my fingers. “You’re already ready for me?”

      She moaned her response and spread her legs. Without hesitation, I flung the covers off of us and positioned myself behind her, slid my bottom arm under her neck and lifted her leg slightly as I sank into my wife. Our mouths moved together as though we were starving for each other. My thrusts quickened as I held her open, not wasting any time as we both raced for the orgasms we were chasing. Nic panted as our mouths stayed together and I began kneading her breast, feeling her rock hard nipple as I rubbed the peak. Her hand went between her legs, and I broke our kiss to see that she’d started to rub her clit.

      “Fuck,” I groaned.

      I rocked into her, feeling her fingers rubbing the side of my cock with each thrust as she circled her clit. As I picked up speed, the hand that was rubbing her clit wrapped around my neck and held on. I took over, working her clit with my fingers and kneading her breast with the other hand that was still under her. Nic brought her mouth to mine again, and my hips slowed for only a moment while I savored the taste of my wife.

      Nic broke our mouths apart as she panted in pleasure, and I began thrusting hard again. She turned more onto her side, and I held onto her butt cheek, pumping and groaning as I got closer and closer to coming. Sex with Nicole was a high I never wanted to come down from. She was made for me. Every fucking inch.

      “I’m close,” I groaned.

      “Me, too,” Nic panted.

      “Hold on, baby,” I instructed.

      Right away, Nic grabbed the side of the bed as I ran my hands over every inch of her. My mouth was on her skin, kissing her neck, her shoulder, anything I could reach. I was in a frenzy, wanting to consume every delicious inch of my wife. She turned onto her back slightly and reached down to her clit, rubbing in circles to match my thrusts.

      Nic shook, her orgasm squeezing my dick, and I lost myself in her, spilling my seed deep inside her. As we came down from our climaxes, we kissed, her arms around my neck and me on top of her.

      “I love you,” I told her against her lips. “More than anything.”

      “I love you too. More than yesterday.”
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      “I have something to tell you,” Nicole stated as we ate breakfast at a local diner.

      “Okay?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Don’t be mad.”

      I tilted my head slightly and glared. “Nic …”

      “It’s not bad, but I didn’t want to tell you last night.”

      I sighed. “Nic …”

      “Promise you won’t be mad?”

      How could I promise her that? “Yeah.”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      “When you were sleeping yesterday”—she grabbed what looked like a key out of her purse—“I found this in your mom’s closet. I think it’s a key for a safety deposit box at Chase because there was a slip of paper with the box number.”

      I grabbed it from her. “Chase?”

      “You know, the bank.”

      I stared at the silver key for another moment. “Should we go see if it opens one?”

      “We can do that after we figure out the funeral situation. That should be our priority today.”

      “Right,” I agreed. “So, do you think we should do a double funeral?”

      “As opposed to what?” Nic took a bite of omelet.

      “Well, I’ve been thinking …”

      “You have?” She arched a brow.

      I took a sip of my coffee. “Kinda hard not to.”

      “True.”

      “So anyway, I was thinking that we get them cremated and have a viewing of the urns at their house. Edna can tell her book club or something.”

      “If that’s what you want to do, I fully support you.” We ate more of our breakfast and then Nic asked, “What are you going to do with their ashes?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged around a mouthful of bacon.

      “We have time to think about that.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed.

      But what was I going to do with their ashes? What the hell did people do with their families ashes? Spread them? Keep them? Bury them? What did I want to do with them? I knew I wanted to throw my father over a cliff, but my luck he had a will that stated to spread his ashes at Angels Stadium.

      Hell. No.

      I would never grant him the satisfaction of being laid to rest at one of his favorite places. But my mother? I wanted to take her to New York and spread her in a garden in my backyard. I didn’t have a garden, but I’d make one just so I could have her close.

      Sliding out of the booth, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out, seeing that it was a Beverly Hills number. “Hello?”

      “Mr. Scott?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m Andrea Johnston, an attorney in Beverly Hills.”

      “Okay?” I questioned as Nic and I walked out of the building and toward the rental car.

      “I was advised by your father’s office manager that he’s passed.”

      “Yes,” I replied, and slid into the car. “And my mother.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I was calling because your father had a will.” My eyes cut toward Nicole, and she furrowed her brows in question. Fuck. “Would it be possible for you to come in and meet with me?”

      “Yes, but it needs to be soon. I’m in California, but heading back to New York where I live on Sunday.”

      “I can meet now,” she advised.

      “My wife and I can be there in about two hours. We’re coming from Santa Barbara.”

      “I’ll let my secretary know.”

      Andrea gave me her address, and I hung up the phone before turning to Nic. “My father had a will.”

      “Shit,” she breathed.

      “I guess it’s better to know now before we go to the funeral home.”

      “Yeah,” Nic agreed with a slight nod. She reached over and grabbed my knee, giving it a squeeze as I put the address for Andrea’s office into the GPS. “I’m sorry all of this is happening.”

      “Would have eventually, right?”

      “Not like this.”

      I put the car into reverse and pulled out of the parking spot. “I know. At least now I can show you where I grew up.”

      “We’re going there?”

      “Well, we’re driving through on the way to Beverly Hills, but on the way back, if we have time, we’ll stop in Ventura.” I turned the car in the direction of the highway.

      “Beverly Hills? Like 90210 Beverly Hills?”

      I chuckled. “Yeah.”

      “Like Rodeo Drive Beverly Hills?”

      My grin widened. “Yeah, baby.”

      “There’s not enough days to do everything I want to do in this state.”

      “There’s always next year.”

      “Unless we have a baby.”

      My gaze cut to her. “People travel with babies.”

      “I’m not traveling with a newborn.” Nicole crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Then we’ll come back when we can take the little one to Disneyland.”

      “You just want to go to Disney.” She chuckled.

      “Maybe. It is the most magical place on Earth.”

      “The Bahamas was better.”

      I laughed. “Touché.”
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      Two hours later, we were pulling into Ms. Johnston’s garage at her building.

      “Your dad drove all this way to his practice daily?”

      I shrugged. “When we lived in Ventura, we were closer. I have no idea what he did since moving to Santa Barbara. Maybe he only worked a few days a week?”

      “I would hate to drive all this way daily.”

      “You’d get good audiobook time in.”

      “True.”

      Once we were up in Ms. Johnston’s office, we sat in the waiting room like we had in Slade’s office. This one was fancier with floor to ceiling windows and what looked to be expensive art on the wall. If I had to see one more attorney, I might lose my mind, and that just might be the case depending on what my father’s will said.

      “Mr. Scott?” a lady with short brown hair said, coming from around a corner.

      “Avery’s fine.” I stood.

      She stuck out her hand. “I’m Andrea Johnston.”

      We shook hands. “This is my wife, Nicole.”

      “Pleasure.” She nodded her greeting. “Right this way.”

      Nicole and I followed her into her corner office and sat in the chairs in front of her desk. “Again, I’m sorry to hear about your parents,” Ms. Johnston stated. “Your father’s office manager had a copy of his will and contacted me yesterday. It’s just tragic.”

      I smiled tightly. “Thank you.”

      “I didn’t know him that well, but this town is small, and he had a reputation for being one of the best plastic surgeons in California.”

      I almost snorted at her comment. He might be the best at changing people’s appearances, but he wasn’t the best father. He never played catch with me. Never told me I played well. Never rewarded me when I hit a home run. It was always: “You can do better.” “You were dropping your shoulder. Keep it up and follow through with your swing.” “You can run faster than that.” Blah. Blah. Blah. I didn’t reply to Andrea because I wasn’t going to confirm or deny anything about that man.

      “So,” Ms. Johnston continued as she grabbed a manila folder from the corner of her desk—just like Slade had done. “This is going to be short and to the point.”

      I blinked, not understanding what that meant. How could it be short? They had a lot of property and money.

      “Your father prepared his will fifteen years ago.”

      “Okay …”

      “He bequeathed everything to your mother.”

      “But, she was in the accident, too,” Nicole reminded her.

      “And that was why I called you. You’re next of kin, Avery. That means you’re the beneficiary now.”

      “My mom had a will too,” I stated.

      “Oh?” Ms. Johnston cocked her head to the side.

      “She left me her half of everything.”

      “Oh.” Ms. Johnston exhaled, understanding. “Then everything comes full circle more or less. You inherit it all.”

      Was it that simple? I couldn’t believe my father hadn’t updated his will to make sure I didn’t get a dime. Hell, I couldn’t believe he hadn’t changed his will the moment he wrote me off when I’d opened Halo with Easton. I’m sure he assumed he’d have a long life to live.

      We all thought that until there wasn’t any time left.
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      After we left Ms. Johnston’s office, I drove Nic down Rodeo Drive. The coroner’s office had called and asked me if I’d decided what to do with my parents, which prompted us to head back to Santa Barbara right away and go to the funeral home. We picked out urns and called it a day.

      How was this my life? I wanted to start having a family, not bury them.

      “I’m going to wash the sheets,” Nicole stated, setting her purse on the kitchen island. Now that we knew the house was mine, Nic and I had checked out of the hotel and decided to stay in the place where my parents once lived. It still felt weird when we entered the lifeless house—probably because all the white gave it a hospital feel. “We can stay in one of the guest rooms since I don’t think you want to sleep in the same bed your parents did, right?”

      I knew it was silly, but I really didn’t. It was weird enough being in a house that I knew my father would have never welcomed me into. “Yeah, I don’t want to.”

      “Okay. I’ll be doing that.”

      “All right. I’m going to … What the hell am I going to do?”

      Nic wrapped her arms around me. “You can help me. Or maybe play bocce ball?”

      “Bocce ball?”

      “There’s a court in the backyard.”

      “There is?”

      “Yep.”

      “Oh.” I paused, thinking. “Yeah, I’ll check it out.” It wasn’t that I didn’t want to help Nic with stripping the sheets from the beds—okay, maybe it was. I hadn’t been upstairs yet, and I wasn’t sure I was ready.

      When I stepped into the backyard, I saw my mother—not her exactly, but her presence. Perfectly trimmed shrubs of dark pink azaleas lined the far end of the yard, and the little I remembered about my mother was that she loved azaleas. I remembered she had them in both the front and the backyard at the house in Ventura. Seeing the colorful bushes put me slightly at ease. I wouldn’t say I felt at home, but I didn’t feel as though I was trespassing anymore. My mother had wanted me. She’d actually wanted me, and my father didn’t.

      Fuck. Him.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket.

      Easton: How’s it going?

      Instead of texting back, I decided to call him while I walked around the yard, enjoying the fresh air and the sun.

      “Hey,” Easton answered.

      “Hey. Figured I’d call and give you an update.”

      “Cool. I’m just leaving Halo.”

      “So, it’s still standing?”

      “Of course it is.” I heard him chuckle on the other end, and I smiled. That joke never got old for me.

      “Good. I’ll be back Monday.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I sat in a lounge chair by the pool. “Yeah. Doesn’t look like I’ll have to deal with probate now.”

      “So, your dad didn’t have a will?”

      “No, he did.”

      “Oh?”

      “He left everything to my mom, and since they died together, it transferred to me.”

      “I bet he’s kicking himself now.”

      “Probably,” I agreed and smiled. I actually smiled at the thought of my father down in hell, angry and pissed that I’d won. It had never been a competition, but knowing I was getting everything he never wanted me to have made me feel good. He deserved it for keeping my mother away from me.

      “But don’t you need time to deal with all their stuff and the house and shit?”

      “I was thinking of just coming back home for a few weeks and then flying back out here and dealing with it. Nic needs to return to work.”

      “Whatever you need to do, you know I have your back.”

      “Thanks.” I nodded to myself. “Nic and I are staying here tonight.”

      “At their house?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s it like?”

      “White.”

      “White?”

      “Everything inside is white: furniture, walls, cabinets. I’ve yet to go upstairs, but I’m sure that’s all white too.”

      “Weird. Is it close to the beach?”

      I looked over to where the view of the ocean was. “No, but you can see it from their backyard.”

      “Nice.” We were silent for a beat, then Easton spoke again. “Hopefully your dad doesn’t haunt you tonight.”

      I chuckled and rolled my eyes. “He probably will. Nic said there are three guest rooms, so we’re staying in one of those until Sunday. Hopefully not sleeping in his bed won’t piss him off more.” I couldn’t believe we were talking as though my dad was still here. Maybe he was and his spirit hadn’t crossed over yet. If he did haunt me tonight, I’d give him a piece of my mind for keeping my mother from me.

      “Yeah, let’s hope,” Easton agreed. “I gotta run now though. Need to get home—”

      “Yeah.” I stood. “I’ll call you Sunday when I get in.”

      “Yeah. Cool.”

      We said our goodbyes, and instead of trying to figure out how to play bocce ball by myself, I went upstairs, figuring it was time if I was going to be sleeping there. Nic was still stripping all the beds. I went to help her but stopped when I saw the door to what looked like my father’s office opened.

      Numerous books lined a bookshelf wall behind his desk, and all of them were medical related. There was a picture of my mother from when she was younger on his glass desk, and it struck me that it was the only picture I’d seen in the entire house. I stared at it. She looked joyful as she smiled back at whoever was taking the picture. Was it my father? A friend? I didn’t know how old she was in the photo, but she looked cheerful, and that made me feel a little better to know that at some point she’d been happy.

      I just wished I had known her then.
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      Sleeping in Avery’s parents’ house was weird. I woke up multiple times during the night scared I would see them standing in the corner watching us. Of course, we didn’t sleep in their room, but still. Avery didn’t sleep much either, and the entire night we were glued to each other as if a monster might crawl out from under the bed.

      In the morning, we went to breakfast and then back to Edna’s to see if the Scotts had any more friends and to let her know we were having the viewing Saturday afternoon. She opened the door, and Avery held a latte from Starbucks for her. “We brought you coffee.”

      Edna smiled and took the hot coffee. “Thank you. This is sweet of you two.”

      “We came to give you an update,” I advised her.

      “Please come in.” She motioned for us to enter and we went to the kitchen table again. “I was wondering what’s been happening, but I wanted to let you two have some time to grieve.”

      “Thank you. We’ve found out quite a bit actually,” Avery stated, and we all sat at the table.

      “Oh?” Edna took a sip of her coffee.

      Avery told Edna about his father’s will and that his parents were being cremated. “Would you be able to let the book club know about the viewing?” he asked her.

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Did they have any other friends?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I know they did, but I don’t know them. Your parents went to a lot of functions and charities.”

      “We can just text everyone in their phones,” I suggested. Did older people text? Surely if they got one, they’d know how to read it.

      “I guess that would be the only way, but I don’t know the passcodes,” Avery replied.

      “Have you tried?” I asked.

      “No.” He shook his head. The phones were turned off and left in the clear bag we got from the coroner.

      I thought for a moment. “I bet your mom’s passcode is your birthday.”

      Avery stared at me for a beat. “I could try it.”

      “Either way, you can count on me to be there. Just let me know what I should bring,” Edna chimed in.

      “Bring?” Avery asked.

      “Usually there are refreshments and finger foods,” she replied.

      “Really?” he questioned. “So, it’s a party?”

      Edna smiled. “It’s a celebration of life, honey.”

      My gaze turned to Avery. I knew he wouldn’t admit it, but celebrating his father was probably the last thing he wanted to do. Unfortunately, even though people probably didn’t know about him, he would have to put on a brave face and go with it, and I would be by his side every step of the way.

      “You don’t need to bring anything, Edna. We’ll take care of it,” he stated. “Let’s say three o’clock?”

      “I’ll be there,” she replied. “And I’ll let the book club know.”

      “Great. And one more thing,” Avery went on. “We found a safety deposit box key in my mother’s purse. Any idea what could be in it?”

      She frowned. “No, I’m sorry. I have no idea.”

      There was only one way to find out.
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      We left Edna’s and went to the closest Chase Bank. As we pulled up, Brooke called me.

      “Hello?” I answered as we sat in the parking lot of the bank.

      “Hey! Where are you?”

      I furrowed my brows in confusion. Why would she be asking me that? “A bank.”

      “Which one? Easton and I will come to you.”

      “Um, what?” I looked over to Avery as he sat patiently in the driver’s seat.

      “We just flew in.”

      My eyes widened. “You what?”

      Avery mouthed, “What?”

      I shrugged.

      “We came to help you guys out. Text me the address, and we’ll be there soon.”

      “You’re here? In Santa Barbara?” I questioned, still confused.

      “Yes, Nic.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Nicole Scott! Hang up the damn phone and text which bank you’re at so Easton can start driving us away from the fucking airport.”

      “Okay, bye.” I hung up the phone and opened my text messages. As I typed which bank we were at, I said, “So, our friends flew here.”

      “Really?” Avery asked.

      “Yep. I had no idea they were coming.”

      “Me neither.”

      Twenty minutes later, our friends pulled into the parking lot. Avery and I slid out of our car and three doors in the other opened. I wasn’t expecting Cheyenne to come—even though I had no idea they were coming at all—but I’d assumed it would only be Easton and Brooke given the circumstances.

      “C.C.!” Avery boomed and rushed to her with open arms.

      Cheyenne rolled her eyes. “Don’t call me that.”

      “Shut up,” Avery stated and pulled her into his arms. “Your pre-teen shit isn’t going to work on me.”

      “Uncle A!” she protested and pushed at his chest. He didn’t budge. “I’m almost thirteen. You can call me Chey.”

      “I’ll call you whatever I want.” He gave her one final squeeze and released her. She rolled her eyes and pulled her phone from her back pocket.

      “Teenagers,” Brooke said and opened her arms. We hugged while the guys greeted each other.

      After pulling away from a hug with Brooke, I whispered, “Thank you.” Avery and I were married, loved each other, and knew we were there for the other, but I also knew that having his lifelong friend to help would be a blessing.

      “So why are you guys at a bank?” Brooke asked.

      “Nic found a safety deposit box key among my mom’s belongings, so we’re going to see what’s in it,” Avery replied.

      “You don’t know?” Easton asked.

      “Nope. That’s why we’re here.”

      “You guys go ahead. We’re going to wait for Cheyenne’s grandfather out here,” Brooke advised.

      “Oh, he’s coming to get her?” I asked, looking over at Chey who was still on her phone.

      “Figured if we were coming all this way, I’d let Bill take her to see her mom,” Easton clarified.

      It took me a second to understand what Easton meant. Avery had told me that when she visits her grandparents, she also visits her mom’s grave. It was sweet and sad all at the same time. Just like I couldn’t imagine losing my parents like Avery had less than a week ago, I couldn’t imagine growing up without my mother either.

      “All right, we’ll be back.” Avery grabbed my hand, and we walked into the bank. We waited a few minutes for a banker to be available, and once one came over to us, Avery let him know what we needed. “We’d like to access a safety deposit box.”

      “Sure, right this way.” We walked to his desk in a small cubicle and took a seat in the two chairs. “Let me just look up the account. Can I see your I.D.?”

      “Sure.” Avery pulled out his wallet and then slid his driver’s license across the desk with the slip of paper that had the box number on it.

      The banker typed something on his computer. “I’m sorry, Mr. Scott. This box isn’t under your name.”

      “It’s my mother’s,” Avery advised him.

      “Then she’ll need to come in with her I.D.”

      “Unfortunately, she passed last Friday.”

      The banker frowned slightly. “I’m sorry to hear that. To access the box, you’ll need a copy of her will—”

      “Oh,” I piped up. “I have that.”

      “And a copy of the death certificate,” the banker went on.

      “We don’t have that,” Avery advised.

      “Then I’m sorry. I can’t let you access it.”

      “There’s nothing you can do?” I questioned.

      The guy sat back in his chair, thinking. “Well, the only other thing would be if you have a note from the coroner.”

      “Really?” Avery asked.

      “Yeah. I’ll accept that if you can get it.”

      Avery stood. “We’ll be back. Thank you.”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      We told Brooke and Easton what was going on, and they decided to drive down to the beach to give us some time to sort things out. After running to the coroner’s office, we were able to get a signed letter from Arnold. He was more than happy to do it right away, given that he knew Denise.

      “All right. Everything looks good,” the banker said once we returned with the letter. “Mr. Scott, if you’ll follow me.” I stood as well, ready to go with my husband. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Scott. I can only allow the person who’s willed the box into the back room.”

      My gaze moved to Avery. “I’ll just grab whatever’s in there and bring it out for us to go through together,” he suggested.

      “Okay,” I agreed with a smile. They were his belongings, and he could go through it without me, but my heart swelled when he suggested we go through it together. “I’ll text B and let her know we’re almost done.”

      Avery turned and walked with the banker to what looked like a vault. I grabbed my phone out of my handbag and sent a text to Brooke: We’re almost done. Let’s do lunch. Come back to the bank, and we’ll take you guys to this taco stand that’s to die for.

      I waited in the lobby area for Avery thinking about the tacos and what could be in the box. He wasn’t gone long, but the moment I saw a crestfallen look on his face, I sucked in a breath.

      What the hell was in the box?
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      The banker took the key from me and opened the locked box before pulling the safety deposit box out of the slot and setting it on the table they had in the center of the vault. “Go ahead,” he instructed.

      My plan was to grab whatever was inside and go out to look at it with Nicole. That was still my plan, but when I opened the lid, I was thrown off for a second by what I was looking at. I was expecting jewelry or money. Hell, a part of me thought it would be empty.

      “Can I take everything?” I asked.

      “Of course. It’s legally yours.”

      I reached in to grab everything. “Did she have a bank account here?” I had yet to go over the entire will in detail. I knew there were bank accounts listed, but I had no clue if she had one here. I assumed she did since she had the safety deposit box.

      “She did.”

      “I’ll go ahead and close it and the safety deposit box.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Scott. While we know there’s a will naming you the sole beneficiary, we have to wait for a judge to grant you beneficiary status before you can close anything.”

      “Really?” He nodded. “But I can take everything in a safety deposit box?”

      “Yes.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      He smiled. “I know, but that’s the law.”

      “Weird. How long does it take to grant me beneficiary status?”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know.”

      “Okay. Well, then I’m ready to go.”

      The banker put the box back and then gave me back the key to the now empty box. I put it in my pocket and turned to exit the vault.

      “What’s wrong?” Nic asked.

      I didn’t respond. I just held up the VHS tape and the stack of folded papers.

      “What the—?”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      “Mr. Scott, please let me know if you need anything else and when you have the letter from the judge,” the banker stated.

      “Thank you.”

      We shook hands, and then Nic and I walked outside. Easton and Brooke were sitting in their rental car waiting for us. “So?” Easton asked as we walked up to the driver’s side window that was already down.

      I held up the tape and papers again.

      “What is it?” Easton asked the million dollar question.

      “I don’t know. I just grabbed the stuff and left.”

      “Can we see what the papers are?” Nic asked.

      I wasn’t sure if I was ready to see what was on the papers. The last note from my mother was eye-opening, to say the least. “Let’s go grab beers and open them while I’m drinking.”

      “Nic, you said we were going to get tacos. Can we do that there?” Brooke asked from the passenger’s seat.

      “You did?” I questioned. It would be perfect because the taco joint had beers.

      “I’ve been thinking about those tacos since we had them.” Nic shrugged.

      Those tacos were amazing, and it would be fun to take some more rounds in the cage, especially with Easton. “Yeah, let’s go there. You guys are in for some epic tacos.”

      “Follow us,” Nic said and started to walk toward our car.

      I tapped the hood of Easton’s rental car and went to my own, placing the VHS and folded papers in the backseat and away from Nic who I knew couldn’t wait to see what was on the papers. I was anxious too. It felt as though we were on some quest for me to learn who my parents really were.

      I started the engine and pulled out of the driveway. Easton followed us toward the water. “You know I can’t wait,” Nic stated, reaching toward the backseat.

      I slapped her arm playfully. “You can wait five minutes.”

      “It’s only five minutes to the taco stand?”

      It was probably ten or so. “About that.”

      “You’re lying.”

      I grinned. “You can wait.”

      “What if it’s something private?”

      I stopped at a red light and turned my gaze on her. “This is Easton and Brooke.”

      “I know, but what if?”

      “We’ve been friends with those two practically our entire lives. We don’t have secrets, right?”

      “I know we have, and you’re right, but this is about your mom. I just want to make sure.”

      “Whatever it is, I would tell Easton anyway. And I assume you’d tell Brooke too.” The light turned green.

      “You’re right. I’m just anxious and want to know what it is already.”

      I chuckled. “Me too, baby. But we can wait another few minutes.”

      Having Nicole by my side through all of this was really what kept me sane. She had always been my breath of fresh air, the one to make me smile when everything around me felt as though it was crashing down. Since being together, we’d had a great life, an even better marriage, but there were days when the stress of running a business, or drama at work for her, would make us feel as though the odds were against us. She was the one who could get me through anything. This time in California was no different, and I fucking loved her.

      Staring at her for a moment, I hoped and prayed that I wouldn’t turn out like my father. At some point, he had to have been a decent man for my mother to have fallen in love with him. Maybe I was a mistake. Maybe they never planned to have me. I didn’t know, but that thought made me nervous. Was there a switch waiting to be flipped when I became a father? Everyone more or less becomes their parents, right? Or take on some of their traits? What if this was a Scott trait?

      I pulled into the parking lot of the batting cages and taco stand and Easton pulled in behind me. Just like the other day, there was a line. It made me think that we needed to open a taco stand/batting cage back in New York. That would be epic.

      “You didn’t tell us it was at a batting cage,” Easton stated as he walked up to where Nic and I were getting out of the car.

      “Surprise?” I laughed.

      “Are they really good?” Brooke asked.

      “Ah-maz-ing,” Nicole confirmed and opened the backseat door to grab the safety deposit box contents.

      “Well, let’s go. I’m starving,” Brooke stated.

      Nic tilted her head as she stared at B. “Are you pregnant?”

      Brooke balked. “No. Why?”

      Nic shrugged. “Just asking.”

      I looked at Easton, and he shrugged too. Last I’d heard, B was still on her medications. I slapped Easton on the back. “Let’s go. They have beer too. After we eat, we can hit a few rounds in the cage.”

      “Hell yeah,” he agreed.

      Nicole put the papers into her purse, and I knew it was killing her to stand in line as we waited to place our order. “You want to go find us a seat?” I asked her.

      She hesitated for a few moments. “Sure. B, want to go look at the menu and then just tell E what you want?”

      “Sure,” Brooke agreed.

      “Thank you for coming,” I said to Easton as our women walked away.

      “Of course. I knew you’d do it for me,” he replied.

      “Yeah, but Jimmy and Jane are like my parents. Circumstances would be different.”

      “Still.” He shrugged. “You’re my best friend.”

      I smiled warmly at him and slapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks, man.”

      Our women came back and told us what they wanted before going to grab a table under the covered patio area.

      “So, give me all the details,” Easton prodded.

      I did. While we waited in the line, I told him about the wills and what Edna had told us about my mother wanting to come to my wedding. I told him about the stark white house, the guest bedrooms that I was never offered a chance to stay in, and I told him how all of it made me hate my father. I’d never hated my dad before now, and I wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was because I just wanted his love. Most kids want that from their parents, and I was no different. I thought neither one loved me, but it appeared it was only my father who didn’t love me back.

      “I’m sorry,” Easton said when I was done. “I can’t imagine what you’re feeling.”

      We stepped up to the window and ordered our food. I wasn’t exactly sure what I was feeling. It seemed as though every emotion was coursing through my veins—even happiness. I was happy my friends were there to help, and I was also happy my father was dead and not controlling my mother any longer. Hopefully, she was up in heaven living her best afterlife, and my father was burning in hell.

      After we ordered, Easton and I went to the girls and gave them their beers. “Can we read one?” Nic asked.

      I took a big gulp of my beer. It was time to see what was on the folded papers. “Yeah.”

      She reached into her purse and pulled out one of the folded pieces of white paper. She handed it to me, and I took a deep breath and then opened it.

      

      
        
        Dee Dee,

        When I think of you, my heart hurts.

        When I think of you, my heart breaks.

        When I think of you, my heart bleeds.

        You’re all I think about.

        All my love,

        Avery

      

      

      

      I dropped the paper, my eyes going wide.

      “What is it?” Nicole asked.

      I couldn’t get any words out. It wasn’t the words of the letter that left me speechless, but the name of the person who signed the handwritten note.

      Nic grabbed the paper from my hands and gasped. “It’s a—”

      “A what?” Brooke reached for it, and she and Easton read it at the same time as Easton leaned over her shoulder.

      “Holy shit,” Easton muttered.

      “You’re named after someone,” Nic stated, looking over at me with meaningful eyes.

      I didn’t respond. Instead, I finished my beer in one gulp then stood and went to the machine to get tokens for an open cage. I wasn’t hungry any longer.
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      The guys went to the batting cage while Brooke and I continued to read the love letters.

      

      
        
        Dee Dee,

        When I think of you, I think about the day we met.

        When I think of you, I think about the day I fell in love with you.

        When I think of you, I think about the day you told me you loved me.

        When I think of you, I think about the day you left me.

        You’re all I think about.

        All my love,

        Avery

      

      

      

      
        
        Dee Dee,

        When I think of you, I think of your smile.

        When I think of you, I think of your laugh.

        When I think of you, I think of your beauty.

        You’re all I think about.

        All my love,

        Avery

      

      

      

      
        
        Dee Dee,

        When I think of you, I think of our nights under the stars.

        When I think of you, I think of our nights at the lake.

        When I think of you, I think of the night when I told you to leave him.

        You’re all I think about.

        All my love,

        Avery

      

      

      

      My heart broke with each note I read. It seemed that Avery’s mom was with another man at some point. But why did she stay with Doug? Was it because of Avery? I’d heard of women wanting to stay with their children’s fathers because they didn’t want a broken home, but wasn’t love better? I mean, who was to say this guy—who Avery was clearly named after—wouldn’t have loved Avery?

      “Is this real life?” Brooke asked.

      I looked up at her. “What?”

      “How could a woman not stay with a man who pours his heart out like this?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “None of us know who these people were, and they’re my husband’s parents. It’s crazy.”

      Avery was in the cage, letting off steam. He wasn’t smiling like the other day. This time, I knew he was pouring all of his anger and confusion into every swing. Thank god he now had Easton to do manly shit with and let out all of his frustration. I could only do so much.

      “Do his parents have a VCR?”

      “What?” I asked, looking back at Brooke.

      She held up the tape. “Maybe the answers are on this tape.”

      I thought for a moment. “I don’t recall even seeing a TV.”

      “Really?”

      “It’s weird, B. They have this nice house, but it’s stark white with no personal belongings except clothes and medical books.”

      “No computer?” I shook my head. “Maybe some answers are on her phone then?”

      “Shit. We need to head back to the house and see about cracking their phone passcodes.” I’d forgotten we needed to text people about the viewing.

      “How are we going to do that?”

      “I have no idea.”
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      When our tacos were ready, Avery was still in the cage, hitting round after round after round, so I got his to go. The entire drive back to the house, Avery was quiet. We both had a lot of questions with no answers.

      “How about you and Easton grab some beers and play bocce ball while Brooke and I try to get into your mom’s phone?” I suggested, thinking he needed more stress relief.

      Avery looked over at me as he put the car into park. “No, I can’t let you do that.”

      I patted his knee. “I’m your wife. Let me do this for you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” We got out of the car. “Plus, Brooke and I are women. We kinda live for this thing.”

      “What thing?”

      I shut my door. “Finding shit out.”

      Avery stared at me for a moment and then glanced at Easton, who was grabbing his and Brooke’s bags out of the trunk of the car. Avery looked back at me. “Okay.”

      “Okay?” I asked, making sure I’d heard him correctly as I made my way around the hood of the car.

      “Yeah. My heart can’t take all of this anymore. I thought we were coming to California to identify my parents and then bury them. I had no idea they were living some sort of a secret life.”

      “Okay. We’ll go to Edna’s and see if she has a VCR. You and E—”

      Avery walked to the front door, but then stopped and spun around. “Don’t watch the tape without me.”

      “But you just said—”

      “I know what I said.” He turned back and slipped the key into the lock, unlocking and opening the door with a groan. “My head’s fucked up. I don’t know what I want.”

      I glanced back at our friends real quick and then back at Avery before walking into the house. “Okay. Brooke and I will see if Edna has a VCR, and ask her about the mystery man. But first we’ll try to get into your mom’s phone so we can text people about the viewing.”

      “And bring us back In-N-Out?”

      I balked. “You’re hungry?”

      “No, but we will be,” he clarified.

      “You have tacos.” I held up the bag.

      He took it from me. “I’ll eat them now, but I’ll still be hungry for In-N-Out in a few hours.”

      I smiled and wrapped my arms around his neck. “Fine, we’ll get you your In-N-Out after we find out all the info.”

      “Good.”

      My lips met his for a quick kiss. “We’ll be back.”

      “Where are we going?” Brooke asked as I grabbed her wrist and started to go up the stairs.

      “We have a mission.”

      “A mission?” Brooke followed as I dropped her wrist.

      I went to the end of the hall and grabbed Avery’s mom’s cell phone. “First, we have a phone to crack.”

      “And then?”

      “Then we’re going across the street to Edna’s because if anyone were to have a VCR, it has to be her.”

      “And then?”

      I looked up from the phone as it turned on. “And then hopefully we have answers and not more questions.”

      Brooke stepped closer and lowered her voice. “I hate to say this, but this is kinda fun. I thought we’d be sitting around crying the whole time.”

      “Avery’s only cried once since we’ve been here,” I whispered back.

      Her brown eyes widened. “Really?”

      “Would you cry if your mother died?”

      She blinked and thought for a moment. “Now I would.”

      “But before you made amends?”

      “I …” Brooke hesitated. “I don’t know.”

      “We all grieve in our own way, right?”

      “Yeah,” she agreed. “I can tell he’s grieving just from the aggressive swings in the batting cage.”

      “I know.” I sighed. “We’ll get through this.”

      “Yes, you will.”

      I sat on the edge of the bed. “Okay, so if Avery’s birthdate doesn’t work to unlock her phone, I have no idea what to do.”

      “I’m sure we can find out on Google how to jailbreak a phone.”

      I looked up at her. “Let’s hope this works though.”

      “Well, try it.”

      After taking a deep breath, I put in Avery’s birthday as the six digit code. It worked. “Oh, thank fuck.”

      “Oh good. Now you’re just going to text all of her contacts?”

      “Do you have a better idea on how to tell their friends about their viewing?”

      “Nope.”

      I started to compose a text to the last person she sent one to. It was a woman named Martha.

      “Are any of them to Avery Senior?”

      My gaze darted up to Brooke. “Shit.”

      “What?”

      “What if he shows?”

      Brooke shrugged. “Then Avery Junior might get some answers.”

      “Right.” I sent the text and looked through Denise’s contacts.

      “Anything?”

      “No, unless she has him as a code name.”

      She sat beside me. “Then just send a text to everyone, and if some guy shows up named Avery, we’ll hold him hostage until we get answers.”

      We both laughed. “I’m glad you guys came.”

      “Me, too.” Brooke smiled.

      I sent the text to everyone in Denise’s contacts, excluding Doug. There weren’t that many people, maybe fifteen or twenty. Just as I was about to set the phone down on the nightstand, it occurred to me that there wasn’t an entry for my Avery.

      “All right. We have a movie to watch.”

      The house was quiet when Brooke and I walked down the stairs. I took that to mean the guys were in the backyard, but we didn’t bother to check. Instead, Brooke followed me out the front door, and we walked across the street. It might be weird to go to a stranger’s house and ask to use their out-of-date VCR, but if Denise trusted Edna enough to be the only one who knew about her will, then we could trust her too. Plus, we had no clue what was even on the tape.

      “This is the lady who brought you Avery’s mom’s will?”

      “Yep.” I knocked on the door.

      Edna answered a few moments later. “Nic—ole,” she stuttered when she saw I was with Brooke and not Avery.

      “Hey, Edna. This is my friend Brooke from New York.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Brooke greeted and stuck out her hand.

      “You too, dear,” Edna replied, and they shook hands.

      “We just came over to see if you had a VCR,” I explained.

      “A VCR?” Edna questioned.

      “We found a VHS tape in Denise’s safety deposit box.”

      “Oh?”

      “Doug and Denise didn’t even have a TV, let alone a VCR,” I went on.

      “I think I might have one in the garage, but I have no clue where it would be.”

      “Would you mind if we take a look?” I asked.

      “No, not at all. Let me open the garage door for you.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled.

      Brooke and I stepped off the steps and walked over to the two-car garage. A few seconds later the big white door started to roll up.

      “Take as long as you two need. Would you like some lemonade?” Edna asked from the door that I assumed led into the house.

      “Sure, but just lemonade this time,” I replied. Brooke looked over at me with her eyebrows furrowed. “She put vodka in them last time.”

      “Oh.” Brooke chuckled. “Yes, just lemonade. We have to go on a burger run soon.”

      “Lemonade it is.” Edna walked back inside, leaving Brooke and me in the garage. There was a Mercedes on one side and boxes upon boxes on the other.

      “Shit, we have our work cut out for us,” I indicated.

      “You know, when we were flying here this morning, I had no idea I’d be put to work.”

      We laughed. “Think of it like a scavenger hunt.”

      “It totally is a scavenger hunt.”

      At least the boxes were labeled.

      Edna came back a few minutes later, gave us each a glass of lemonade and a pair of scissors, and then left us to continue rummaging through the boxes. The more we looked, the more I thought Edna needed to have a garage sale or donate all of this stuff to charity. She had a ton of boxes, and I was starting to worry we wouldn’t find what we were looking for.

      “I found one labeled electronics,” Brooke finally stated.

      “Oh!” I exclaimed and went to her. “Open it.”

      She grabbed the scissors and ran the blade across the tape. I opened the flaps and peered inside. Right on top was a VCR as well as the cords needed to hook it up to a TV. It honestly felt as though we’d found a treasure chest filled with gold.

      “Now, let’s get the guys and make them set it up while we do a burger run.”

      “Set it up here, right?” Brooke questioned.

      “Yep. Easier than bringing a TV across the street,” I joked. Seriously, what did Doug and Denise do at night? They didn’t even have books or an e-reader around.

      So fucking weird.
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      I was nervous.

      Fuck, I was so nervous.

      Easton and I had set up the VCR Nic and B found in Edna’s garage, and now we were waiting for them to get back with our dinner.

      “Here.” Edna put a shot glass in front of my face. “You look like you could use this.”

      I smiled up at her from where I sat on her couch. “I do?”

      “From the way your leg is bouncing up and down, I’d say you do.”

      I reached for the glass with a clear liquid—probably vodka. “Is it that obvious?”

      “Yes,” she stated a matter-of-factly. “Would you like one too?” she asked Easton.

      He smiled at her. “Sure.”

      Edna went into the kitchen and came back with a shot for both Easton and herself.

      “Here’s to answers,” I toasted, and we clinked glasses before downing our shots. Yep, it was vodka. “You know, I didn’t take you for a shots kinda gal, Ed.”

      She grabbed the shot glasses from us and walked into the kitchen, calling over her shoulder, “When you get to be my age, you just don’t give a fuck anymore.”

      We all chuckled. Hearing her drop an F-bomb actually didn’t surprise me because she did seem like the type to not give a fuck. I mean, she was making sure to liquor me up every chance she got. Hell, maybe she was some sort of alcoholic. She didn’t look like one, though, and I knew my fair share from being a bar owner over the years. I wanted to know more about her. She seemed cool and actually, she reminded me of someone, but I couldn’t place her. Edna was the one my mother had trusted with a secret will, and that was maybe why I trusted her too.

      “And how old are you?” I asked.

      She came back into the living room. “Avery, you never ask a girl that question.”

      “Well, you don’t look a day over thirty.” I grinned.

      “Does that mean you want to go clubbing with me tonight?” Edna teased.

      “Santa Barbara have any good clubbing spots?” I inquired, joking as well.

      “I see you get your humor from your mother,” she replied, patting me on the shoulder.

      I looked at Easton and then over at Edna. “I do?”

      She smiled and sat in her recliner next to the couch. “You do.”

      “I don’t really remember her being funny,” I stated.

      “What do you remember?” she asked.

      I sighed. “Honestly, not a whole lot.”

      “That breaks my heart.” Edna leaned forward and touched my knee. “Your mother was an amazing woman.”

      “Breaks my heart too,” I admitted.

      “If it makes you feel any better, Edna,” Easton said, “Avery’s like a brother to me, and my parents consider him like a son.”

      “That does make me feel better,” she replied. “But I wish you would have had a relationship with Denise.”

      “Me, too,” I whispered.

      There was a knock at the door. “I’ll get it.” Easton stood, moving to the front door. As soon as the ladies entered, I could instantly smell the burgers and fries coming from the greasy bag. “Still smells the same,” Easton stated.

      I grinned. “And tastes the same too.”

      “Everyone ready for dinner and a movie?” Nic asked.

      I glanced over at Edna to see her smiling. “This makes me happy,” she beamed.

      “Yeah?”

      “I never had kids.”

      “You didn’t want them?” Nic asked.

      Edna’s smile slipped slightly. “Just wasn’t in the cards. What about you four?”

      “I have a daughter,” Easton replied.

      “Oh?”

      “From a previous marriage,” he clarified.

      “And will you two have any together?” Edna looked between him and Brooke, who was handing him his double cheeseburger and fries.

      “Maybe,” Brooke answered. “I’ve had cancer twice, so we’re not sure if it’s in our cards either.”

      Edna frowned. “I’m sorry to hear that. Are you …” She trailed off.

      Brooke smiled and handed Edna her food. “I get a scan every year to check to see if the tumor has regrown. So far so good.”

      “I’ll keep you in my prayers,” Edna stated.

      “Thank you,” Brooke replied.

      “And you two?” Edna took a sip of her vanilla shake.

      I let Nic answer as I unwrapped part of my double-double and took a bite. “We lost our first one,” Nic said solemnly.

      Edna gasped. “Oh my. I’m so sorry.”

      “It was a miscarriage, and the baby was unplanned,” Nic went on.

      I squeezed Nic’s knee, briefly thinking about everything we’d been through. I didn’t know what our cards held either, but I wouldn’t want to be with anyone else.

      “You four have been through a lot,” Edna stated.

      We all looked at each other and smiled tightly. Life had dealt us a shit load of heartache, but that was what had bonded us and made our friendships and relationships stronger. I just hoped it was all in the past and we could move forward with whatever we wanted to do in life. I wanted Nic pregnant with my baby, and I wanted her to carry it to term. I wanted to be a father and prove to myself that I wasn’t like Douglas Scott.

      “All right.” Nic stood. “Who’s ready to see what’s on this?” She held up the tape, twisting it for show.

      I wasn’t sure if I was ready. After reading just one love note from a guy with my name, I wasn’t sure what would be on the tape. Then a horrid thought came to me. “What if it’s a sex tape?”

      Easton choked on the fries he’d just put into his mouth. “Dude!”

      “Oh shit,” Brooke breathed.

      “Oh my,” Edna sucked in a breath.

      “What if?” Nic asked as she stared at me.

      “If I see a bed, I’m out,” I stated, shaking my head and rolling my shoulders as the thought alone was enough to send a shiver through me.

      Nicole put the tape into the waiting VCR. My palms started to sweat, my leg bounced up and down again, and my heart felt as though it was going to beat out of my fucking chest. If I saw my mom’s boob, I would die here on sweet Edna’s couch, and tomorrow they’d have to have a viewing for me too. But as Easton pressed play on the remote, the screen changed, and there was no bed in sight. Children were playing in my childhood backyard, and there were multiple colors of balloons tied to trees, a cake on a table in the distance, and Easton’s dad, Jimmy, was manning the grill to the side.

      “Is that you?” Nic asked, pointing at the boy that was me. Back then, my blond hair was long like a surfer’s even though I was anything but.

      “Yep.”

      “You were so cute.” My wife beamed.

      “And that’s me.” Easton pointed to where he was running next to me, both of us with Super Soakers. “I don’t know who the other kids are though.”

      “Probably Jake and Matt, if I recall.” More kids came running into view with water guns.

      “Whose birthday is it?” Brooke asked.

      “Mine,” I stated. “That’s my old yard.”

      “And your dad is barbecuing, E?” Nic asked.

      “Yeah, but I don’t know why,” he replied. My friends and I were still running around, shooting each other with water. “I don’t get it. Why was this in the safety deposit box?” Easton asked.

      Then we heard it.

      They weren't on screen, but my parents must have been standing behind the rolling camera …

      “I don’t give a shit, Denise. He’s not even my son.”

      “You were there when he was born. You’ve been—”

      “That doesn’t make me his father.”

      “You are his father.” It sounded as if she were crying.

      “He doesn’t have my blood flowing through his veins.”

      “You two need to stop,” Easton’s mom clipped. “This is Avery’s birthday.”

      All of us in the room looked at Easton as though he knew all the answers because it was his mom. He shrugged, and our attention went back to the TV.

      “Avery.” My dad laughed. “If I had known you were a whore and got knocked up by another man, I would never have agreed to name him after his real father.”

      There was the sound of someone being slapped. I felt everyone in the room look at me, but I couldn’t look away from the screen. It was as though everything around me stopped and my only focus was this one piece of the puzzle. I wasn’t sure I’d heard correctly. I wasn’t sure about anything anymore.

      “See what you did?” Jane hissed. “Now your wife is crying and running off at her son’s birthday party. This is supposed to be a fun afternoon.”

      “I don’t give a shit,” my dad spat.

      “You two need to get it together,” Jane ordered. “That sweet boy knows nothing, and you two made it that way. You chose to stay together because of your little society bubble you live in. You need to either cut the shit or tell that boy the truth.”

      “He’ll never know the truth.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because—”

      “Because you care what other people think, and you’re willing to live a lie to keep up the image that you have a perfect marriage?”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I know more than you think. We’ve been friends—”

      “Fuck off, Jane. Go deal with Denise, and leave me the hell alone.”

      “Fine, but know this.” There was a slight pause, and she lowered her voice slightly. “That sweet boy will find out one day who his father really is.”

      “Are you going to tell him?”

      “No, but secrets can only stay buried for so long, Doug.”

      My dad chuckled sarcastically. “And so can Avery Moore.”

      The living room was silent as I watched my dad walk in front of the camera and toward Jimmy at the grill. Jimmy said something, and they both laughed. Dad grabbed a beer and twisted off the cap before taking a swig as though he didn’t just have an altercation with Jimmy’s wife and my mom. But …

      He wasn’t my dad.

      “Babe?” Nicole whispered.

      I didn’t reply. Instead, I stood and walked out the front door, leaving my half-eaten burger and fries behind. I wasn’t hungry—again. I wasn’t sure what I was anymore because I sure as shit wasn’t Douglas Scott’s son.

      Footsteps pounded behind me, and without looking back, I knew the heavy footfalls were Easton’s. He jogged to where I was walking down the street, no destination in mind.

      “Not now,” I clipped.

      “Just walking with you,” he replied.

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

      “All right. Then where are we going?”

      Crazy. “Who the fuck knows anymore?” I groaned in frustration.

      “I’m sure Edna has more vodka. Let’s get fucked up.”

      I didn’t respond. I just kept walking down the street. Drowning everything with vodka sounded like the best idea, but then I knew I’d wake up in the morning and nothing would be different. I wouldn’t wake up to a week ago when all I wanted was to spend the weekend away with my wife. No, I would wake up in the same position, knowing that the man who I called dad wasn’t actually my father at all.

      Easton didn’t offer to do anything else or say anything else. Instead, we walked and walked and walked. We walked up and down numerous streets until the sun was no longer shining and the street lights were on. What kind of world was I living in where I didn’t realize that the man that I thought was my father wasn’t? And did my dad—Doug—whoever he was—kill the first Avery?

      “No, but secrets can only stay buried for so long, Doug.”

      “And so can Avery Moore.”

      I stopped. Easton stopped. Once again my head was spinning. “Why is this happening?” I asked, looking at Easton as though he knew more than I did. “Have your parents ever said anything to you?”

      “Of course not.”

      “How could they know all this time and not tell me?”

      “I don’t know.” Easton shrugged.

      “They know how he used to treat me. Why not tell me?”

      “Probably because it’s not their secret to tell.”

      “Well, whose is it now? Everyone’s dead!”

      He thought for a moment. “Maybe that means it’s time for my parents to tell you what they know.”

      Easton better be right because I was tired of feeling as though I knew nothing.

      Abso-fucken-lutely nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Avery and Easton had been gone for over an hour, and I was starting to worry. But Easton had texted not long after Avery stormed out of Edna’s house saying that he and Avery were walking around. What could I say to make it all better? How could I take the pain away? I wished there was something I could do to help.

      But there wasn’t.

      “Tomorrow Easton and I can go to the store and get stuff for the viewing,” Brooke suggested as we sat at the island in the kitchen at Avery’s parents’.

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I want to. Plus, you’ll need to pick up the urns. You have a busy day.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled warmly at her. Thank god they’d shown up. I knew that Avery and I would be lost without them. I heard the front door open, and I slid off the barstool and hurried into the living room. “Hey.”

      Avery started for the stairs. “I’m just going to shower and go to bed.”

      I looked toward Easton, and he shrugged.

      “A shower and bed sound amazing,” Brooke agreed. “It’s been a long day.”

      That night, I held my husband as tight as I could while he cried himself to sleep.
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      The next day, we all went to breakfast, and then while Avery and I picked up the urns, Brooke and Easton went to the store as planned. No one mentioned the tape. I was waiting for Avery to speak about it first, but he never did.

      At three o’clock, Edna came over, and we all sat around, dressed in whatever black we had in our suitcases, and waited for people to show. Some people from Avery’s dad’s office showed up. Apparently, I’d texted his secretary from his mom’s phone. There were some more people who told us they were friends and some from Denise’s book club. Even Arnold and his wife, Elise, showed up, but none of the handful of people who came—except Arnold and his wife—knew that Doug and Denise had a son. The entire situation was hurting my husband even more, and I felt as though I couldn’t talk to him about it. What could I say or do other than be there for him? Nothing. I had no clue what he was going through. No words would be enough.

      And I hated it.

      That night we spent time with Edna. We were leaving in the morning to head home, and I was going to miss her. We told her that if she ever wanted to come to New York, our doors would always be open for her. The bright side of it all was when the judge granted Avery official beneficiary status, we would be back to deal with his parents’ assets and belongings, and we’d get to see Edna again.

      I’d never tell Avery this, but I was going to miss In-N-Out too.

      And especially those batting cage tacos.
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      Our plane touched down the next night in New York. By the time we made it home, I was exhausted both mentally and physically. Avery was quiet most of the trip back. I didn’t blame him. We’d left his parents’ ashes and everything back in California because we figured in just a few weeks we would need to return.

      “You okay?” I asked as we pulled the covers back on our bed. I needed to know.

      “No,” he admitted.

      “Are you ready to talk about it?” He and I slid under the covers.

      “What’s there to talk about?”

      “Babe …”

      “You know as much as I do. We can talk to Jimmy and Jane tomorrow at dinner.”

      Since we’d missed Sunday dinner, we’d rescheduled for Monday. Little did they know that it would probably be an interrogation, but I thought it was safe to say that everyone needed to know the answers. Easton deserved to know what his parents knew about his best friend. And, of course, Avery needed to know it all.

      “I want to know what you’re feeling,” I explained, placing my head on his bare chest.

      Avery thought for a moment and then finally answered, “Lost.”

      I lifted my head and placed my chin on his chest, looking up into his blue eyes. “You have me.”

      He smiled tightly. “I know, and I love you. That will never change.”

      “I love you too.” He kissed the top of my head. “I just want you to know you can talk to me.”

      “I know. I’m just confused. I never knew my parents were living some secret life.”

      “Yeah, it’s crazy.” We were quiet for a moment. I thought about work and what—if anything—I would tell them. I knew I would need to take at least another week off soon. Then a thought occurred to me. I raised up onto my elbow. “Are you still feeling sick?”

      Avery blinked. “What?”

      “Before we left for California you thought you might be sick or something.”

      “Oh.” He sighed. “Yeah, I feel the same, but dealing with all this shit isn’t helping.”

      “Come into my work at noon tomorrow, and I’ll draw your blood.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

      I wanted to talk to him more about everything that we’d discovered the past week, but instead, I snuggled closer, and we both fell asleep.
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      I woke before the alarm.

      I woke, and it was still dark outside.

      I woke to hands tugging my panties down.

      “Babe …?” I questioned, still groggy.

      “Shh,” he responded. “We have a long day ahead of us again, and I just want to love on my wife.”

      I wasn’t going to stop him. I loved waking up with him bringing pleasure to my body. Avery didn’t waste any time. He was already naked, and once he got my panties off, his mouth was on me like he was starving. He licked, he sucked, he got me ready, and then he rose up onto his knees and slid inside me with one thrust. There were no words spoken, no dirty talk. It was pure, raw fucking.

      And I let him.

      My husband needed this. He needed to get off quick. He needed to feel some sort of pleasure, and I was willing to be the one he turned to. Plus, even though it was fast and not like the romantic man I’d married, it was still unbelievable. I came hard, Avery followed, and then we laid in bed panting as our breathing returned to normal.

      Now, we could start our day.
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      Easton was right. Halo was still standing. I hadn’t really doubted him, but it was still amusing to bust his balls when it came to him running things when I wasn’t around. Plus, when we went on the cruise that changed our lives, the bar was still standing when we returned home. Easton had left it in Bethany’s hands for three days and nights, even though they were our busiest days and nights out of the week, so when I needed to go back to California to deal with my parents’ estate, everyone could handle Halo, I knew I wouldn’t need to stress about it.

      I had to admit that Halo was one of the last things I’d thought about while we were in California.

      Parents died in car crash–check.

      My father not really my father–check.

      Mom left a secret will–check.

      Dad killed my real father–sounds like it.

      Jimmy and Jane knew all the answers–I fucking hope so.

      During the day, I tried to not think about what was going to happen tonight—easier said than done because I had so many unanswered questions. At noon, I met Nic at her office, and she took my blood. She said by tonight we’d have the results. I just hoped it was nothing serious because I wasn’t sure how much more I could handle.

      The moment the clock struck five, I left Halo and headed home to get Nicole. We were driving over to the Crawfords’ together.

      She was already waiting outside for me as I pulled into the driveway of our townhouse. She kissed me as she slid into the car, and then I backed out of the driveway. “So, I have news.”

      “Yeah?” I questioned.

      “Your lab results came back just before I left.”

      I took a deep breath. “And?”

      She smiled as I looked over at her and instantly it felt as if some of my tension subsided. “Everything came back normal.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.” Her grin widened. “You’re healthy as a horse as they say.”

      “Thank god.” I took a deep breath. “So, it’s safe to say it’s stress?”

      “More than likely.”

      “Doesn’t help that we’re about to go confront Jimmy and Jane.”

      Nicole squeezed my knee lightly. “No matter what they tell you tonight, just know that I’m here. We’re family. We’ll start our own soon, and all of this will be behind us.”

      “I know.” I sighed. “Just fucking sucks my life before you was a lie.”

      “You can’t change the past, baby. All we can do is make better decisions about our future.”

      My wife was right. We couldn’t change the past, but we could provide a loving life for our children when the time came. And I was determined to do that.

      When Nic and I pulled up to the Crawfords’ house, Easton, Brooke, and C.C. were already there. Did they give Jimmy and Jane the heads up about what tonight would be about, or did they think it would be like most Crawford dinner nights this time of year when we would talk about who the Angels were playing and how they were doing? They weren’t doing that bad this year, but they weren’t headed to the World Series either.

      “Ready?” Nic asked.

      “Yeah,” I responded and opened my car door.

      Nic slid out of the car, and we moved to walk together up the driveway. “Whatever happens, whatever you find out tonight, know that I’m always here for you.”

      I wrapped an arm across her shoulder, bringing her against me. “I know. You’re my rock.”

      “And you’re mine.”

      “I love you.” I kissed her temple just before opening the door.

      “I love you too.”

      I opened the door as I always did. This was the Crawfords, the people who treated me more like a son than my own parents, and I never knocked when they knew we were coming over.

      “Avery!” Jane beamed the moment she saw me walk into the living room. I’d expected her to be in the kitchen like she always was, but instead, she was standing next to Jimmy, who was in his recliner while Easton, Brooke, and Cheyenne sat across from them on one of the couches.

      “Hey,” I greeted back with a slight smile.

      She rushed to me and wrapped me in her arms. “How are you doing? How was California?”

      My gaze moved to Easton’s over his mom’s shoulder, and he shook his head slightly. I took that to mean he hadn’t told them anything. “I’m tired, and California was—California.”

      “Do you want a cup of coffee?” Jane asked, pulling away from our hug.

      “Sure. Thank you.”

      Jane moved and gave Nicole a hug too. “Hey, honey. Do you want a cup of coffee too?”

      “No, that’s okay. I’ll wait for wine with dinner.”

      Jane went into the kitchen and Jimmy spoke as Nic and I sat on the loveseat next to the long sofa. “Easton was just telling us that you kids had In-N-Out.”

      “A few times,” I answered.

      “So?” Jimmy asked, looking at my wife. “What did you think?”

      Her blue eyes moved to me and then back to Jimmy. “Don’t tell Avery, but I loved it.”

      We all chuckled, and Jimmy asked, “Better than Shake Shack?”

      Nicole nodded. “Yes, but never tell my husband that.”

      I snorted because I was sitting right next to her. “Yeah, let’s not tell him.”

      Jane returned with coffee for me. “Dinner will be ready shortly.”

      “So, C.C., what’s the deal with homecoming?” I asked Cheyenne as she stared at her phone, messing with the screen and probably texting eighty of her friends at the same time.

      She looked up from her device and glared at Easton. “Why don’t you ask my dad?”

      “I said you could go,” Easton stated.

      “But not in the limo,” Cheyenne whined.

      I understood why Easton was so protective of Cheyenne. She was his little girl, but there had to come a time when he realized she was going to grow up and have a life out of his control.

      “I said I’m still thinking about it,” Easton retorted.

      They glared at each other and then Jane asked, “How was—how was California really?”

      I rubbed the back of my neck as I looked at Easton, knowing she wasn’t actually referring to the state but what had happened while we were there. “It was—interesting.”

      “Oh?” Jane asked.

      My gaze darted to Cheyenne, and even though she was in her own world—back to texting or whatever—I also knew that she was listening. “Maybe a conversation after dinner?”

      Jimmy and Jane shared a look, and I wanted to jump up and scream at them that I knew—that for twenty plus years they’d known my dad wasn’t my real father and they never told me. If they had, maybe I could have had more time with my mother. I could have told my parents that I knew and there was no reason to hate me. Fuck, I just needed to scream.

      Instead, I stood, set my coffee cup on the table and walked to the front door. “Avery!” I heard my name but didn’t stop.

      Easton followed me out the door. “Hey!” he called and ran up beside me as I walked down the driveway. “Come talk to them.”

      “I will,” I admitted. “But I don’t want to ruin dinner, and I need some air.”

      He stopped me by grabbing my arm. “I know you’re pissed at them for keeping this from you, but you’ve known them forever. They care about you.”

      “Do they?” I knew they did, but I was pissed and questioning everything.

      “Of course they do.”

      I sighed and stared up at the sunset. “I know.”

      “I’m sure they’re grilling your wife right now. You need to get back in there. Let’s get this over with.”

      “But dinner—”

      “Fuck dinner.”

      “It sounds like you want to know more than I do,” I stated.

      “I want to know what they’ve been hiding too. When I say you’re like my brother, I mean it.”

      I took another deep breath. “Okay. You’re right.”

      He clapped me on the shoulder. “Let’s rip the Band-Aid off.”

      “It just fucking sucks.” We started walking back toward the house.

      “I know, but we don’t know what they know.”

      Easton was right. We didn’t know what they knew. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      We walked back into the house. Everyone was still in the living room except Cheyenne, which was probably for the best. I didn’t know what was going to happen. The vibe in the room was tense as I returned to my seat next to Nicole. She moved closer to me, so there was no space between us. I needed that. I needed to know she was there for me. Being glued to my side meant we were one. She had always been my one, and I knew that whatever Jimmy and Jane admitted, Nicole would make me feel better.

      Jimmy cleared his throat. “Nicole told us that you found a VHS tape?” I nodded. “She wouldn’t tell us what was on it though.”

      I sighed and closed my eyes. Before I could respond, a timer in the kitchen went off. Everyone looked at Jane. “Dinner’s ready.” She shrugged.

      All gazes moved back to me as though asking if I wanted to continue. “We can wait.”

      “Okay.” Jane stood. “Everyone move to the table.”

      The entire time we ate the miso-glazed salmon and fried rice, no one spoke. The tension was thick, and it was the quickest meal we’d ever had as a family.

      As a family.

      I had to keep reminding myself that Jimmy and Jane had never done anything to hurt me. They’d taken me in numerous times when I hadn’t wanted to go home and deal with my father hounding me about how to improve in baseball.

      “Peanut,” Easton said to his daughter. “Can you go up to your room again? I’ll call you when it’s time to leave.”

      Cheyenne looked around the table, and then shrugged because she probably didn’t care about anything that had to do with us old people. “Okay.”

      She started to pick up her plate, but Jane stopped her. “It’s okay. I’ll get it.” Cheyenne looked around the table again, and without another word, turned and went up the stairs.

      “I’m just going to say it,” I said as soon as C.C. was out of earshot. “The tape was of some birthday of mine, and you”—I looked at Jane—“were arguing with my dad.” Jane looked at Jimmy. She didn’t seem too surprised by what I’d said. “It was about him not being my real father.”

      Jane closed her eyes, not saying anything.

      “There’s no sense in keeping this from him any longer,” Jimmy stated to Jane.

      “Please,” I begged. Nic squeezed my knee to tell me she was there. “Just tell me.”

      Jane nodded, still not meeting my gaze, but it was Jimmy who spoke. “You know we’ve known your parents a long time.” I nodded. “We’ve known them since we were all in college together.” I knew that they’d been friends forever, but I didn’t realize it went back that far.

      “Doug and Denise were college sweethearts, just like Jane and I were. We all attended UCLA before Doug went to medical school. Everything was perfect. We were the best of friends. When we graduated, Doug and Denise were engaged to get married, so were Jane and I, but instead of going through UCLA’s medical program, Doug got into Harvard. Your mom didn’t want to move to where it snowed, but they worked it out so that she’d stay in California. All was well until your mom met a man named Avery Moore.”

      “We know about him too,” Nicole indicated.

      Jimmy continued. “They fell madly in love, and she got pregnant with you. Doug had no idea that she was seeing another man. Denise didn’t know what to do because she was already engaged to Doug. They’d been together for so long, that she decided to end the relationship with Avery. Doug wasn’t the wiser about her being pregnant.”

      “But he found out,” I stated.

      Jimmy nodded. “It wasn’t until he found a letter from Avery when you were a kid that everything went down.”

      “Why didn’t Denise stay with the man who got her pregnant?” Easton asked.

      Jimmy shrugged and looked at Jane. “We don’t really know,” Jane admitted. “I know she loved Avery more than Doug, but something made her stay. I always thought it was because of money and giving young Avery a good life. The other Avery lived in Thousand Oaks, and maybe Denise thought if he were out of sight, she wouldn’t pine for him. But she did. I saw it in her all the time.”

      “Okay, but why did Doug stay with Denise after finding out she cheated on him?” Nic asked.

      “Because he’s an asshole,” Jane whispered as she rolled her eyes.

      “I don’t understand,” I admitted. “My mom cheated on him, and he’s the asshole?”

      Jimmy took a deep breath. “He was an up and coming plastic surgeon in Beverly Hills and cared more about what people would say about him than just getting a divorce.”

      “But Avery died?” Easton asked.

      “Ironically, Avery died in a car accident,” Jimmy advised.

      My mouth fell open, and our friends sucked in a breath. “Really?” Brooke questioned.

      A tear slid down Jane’s face. “We think Doug killed him.”

      “Why do you think that?” Easton queried.

      “Because the night Doug found out about Avery, was the same night Avery Senior died in the crash,” Jimmy stated.

      “But the police said there was no foul play,” Jane clarified.

      “Maybe it was just a coincidence?” I suggested, looking around the table to gain everyone’s assessment.

      Jane shook her head. “At the time of the accident, Doug was nowhere to be found.”

      “Still could have been a coincidence,” Brooke said.

      “We thought that at first,” Jimmy explained. “But each day Doug became angrier and angrier. One night he threatened Denise and told her that he’d do the same to her that he’d done to Avery.”

      My chest tightened. “Why did she stay with him after that?”

      “Fear,” Jane stated. “She stayed because she wasn’t sure what he’d do to you if something were to happen to her.”

      “So he started to resent me because I wasn’t his?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Jimmy confirmed.

      “Why didn’t you two do something?” Easton questioned.

      “What could we do?” Jane countered. “It wasn’t like we could hide Denise and Avery.”

      “Why not go to the cops? Get a restraining order?” Brooke probed.

      “Because a piece a paper can’t prevent a bullet or a knife from killing or hurting someone.” Jane looked at me. “She wanted to stay because you were getting older and would be in college and out of the house in a few years.”

      “But she stayed after I went off to college,” I added as though they didn’t know.

      “We don’t know why,” Jimmy confessed. “When you went off to college and Easton married Dana, we moved here for my job. We asked her to come with us, but she refused.”

      “I thought you didn’t talk to her anymore?” Easton asked.

      “After we moved, we slowly lost touch.” Jane choked on a sob. “Now, it’s too late.”

      “I don’t think it’s too late,” Nicole stated. “Denise is with Avery Senior now. The one she wanted to be with.”

      Everyone looked at my wife. We were so focused on the past and what had happened to not realize that my mother was up in heaven with the man she loved. The one she truly loved. Her one.

      “That’s a nice way to think about it.” Jane smiled and wiped a tear from her face.

      “Will you tell us what the police said about Doug and Denise’s car accident?” Jimmy asked.

      I shrugged slightly. “Just that a car was driving the wrong way and hit them head-on.”

      “So there was no foul play?” Jimmy inquired further.

      I shook my head. “No. Why do you ask? They died together.”

      “It’s just odd it was a car accident too.”

      “Or karma,” Brooke snorted almost sarcastically.

      “Was Avery Senior’s accident a head-on collision too?” Easton asked.

      “No.” Jimmy shook his head. “The cops think he fell asleep at the wheel and hit a tree.”

      “And you think Doug drugged him or something?” Nicole questioned.

      “It only makes sense that he did,” Jane responded.

      If it were true, and my dad killed my biological father, Douglas Scott was the devil.
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      Over the next few weeks, things seemed to return to normal. The judge in California finally granted Avery beneficiary status in his parents’ estates. We did what we could from New York, closing accounts and transferring assets. The only thing left was to sell their house and either sell or donate their cars and belongings, which is what we’d do while we were back in California for the next week.

      “In-N-Out or tacos?” Avery asked as we grabbed our bags at baggage claim.

      I thought for a moment. Ever since I’d admitted to Jimmy that I loved California’s staple burger place, Avery teased that we were going to eat it the entire time we were back in Santa Barbara. I even had Shake Shack for lunch one day to make sure that I did, in fact, like In-N-Out more. What was I going to do when we had no reason to come back to the West Coast? Also, the batting cage tacos were what dreams were made of. How was I to choose?

      I pulled my phone out of my handbag, looking at the time. “Tacos for lunch and In-N-Out for dinner?”

      Avery grinned. “I knew you were my one for a reason.”

      I bit my lip. “Is that the only reason? Because I’ve abandoned the Shack?”

      “And other reasons.” He kissed the side of my head. “Reasons I’ll show you later.”

      I stopped walking toward the rental car booth. “In your parents’ house?”

      “It’s our house now.”

      This was true, but if it were truly my house, there would be color. There would be pictures. There would be love. “Maybe we can start in the pool,” I suggested.

      Avery chuckled and leaned in, whispering into my ear, “I’ll fuck you on the bocce ball court if you want.”

      We pulled our heads back, staring into each other’s eyes, and then burst into laughter. That shit would hurt. “Yeah, okay,” I replied, and we started walking again.

      As we walked to get the car, I beamed because my husband was finally smiling again. The last time we were here sucked. It was still a shitty situation, but each day was getting easier.
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      “Mmmm,” I moaned around my bite of taco. I couldn’t even explain why these tacos were so good. New York had tacos, but they didn’t compare. Avery stared at me, mid-bite. “What?” I asked.

      He shook his head and chuckled. “Nothing,” he said and then took another bite.

      “I’m excited to see Edna,” I admitted.

      “Me too.”

      “I hope she’s doing okay.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you going to tell her what Jimmy and Jane told us?”

      Avery thought for a few moments. “Yeah, I think I am.”

      “Good,” I replied. “I know we barely know her, but she was there when we watched the tape.”

      “I know. I don’t mind telling her.”

      We finished our tacos and then headed to the house. If we didn’t have a life in New York, I would have suggested moving into it. It was perfect to start a family in, and I loved being on the West Coast. But I would miss my family and all of the Crawfords, plus Avery had the bar.

      The very first thing we did when we got inside was open all the windows. It was a nice September afternoon, and the house had been locked up for a few weeks. Once the air was flowing, we walked across the street to say hello to Edna and to let her know we would be staying until Sunday.

      Avery knocked, and a few moments later Edna opened the door. Her eyes widened. “What are you two doing back?” she asked.

      “We’re dealing with all the loose ends and selling the house,” Avery answered. Tomorrow he would be meeting with a real estate agent about selling the house. We knew that the house wouldn’t sell before we headed back to the East Coast, but at least it would be on the market and out of our hands until we needed to sign papers when it sold.

      “Well, come in.” She stepped back and gestured for us to enter.

      “We actually were just coming to tell you hello. We have a lot of things to do across the street. We’re going to have an estate sale on Friday and Saturday,” I advised her.

      “Oh, well it’s good to see you two again.”

      “You too, Ed.” Avery stepped forward and gave her a hug. I did the same. “Tomorrow we’ll stop by for some of your lemonade.”

      She smiled. “I’d like that.”

      We walked back across the street. “I’m going to mow the backyard,” Avery stated.

      “Is there a lawnmower?” I asked because even though I didn’t know Doug Scott, I didn’t peg him for a guy who would mow his own grass.

      “Oh,” Avery stammered. “I’ll check the garage.”

      “Okay. I’m going to go upstairs and sort out your mom’s closet.”

      When we’d talked about what we were going to keep and what to get rid of, I made the decision to keep only her jewelry and a few designer handbags I had my eye on. If Avery and I ever had a daughter, at least we could give her the jewelry from her grandmother that was sentimental.
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      After we ate our burgers at the packed burger joint, Avery drove us to the beach. We’d spent hours going through stuff and needed a break. Avery wasn’t able to mow the yard like he’d wanted to, so instead, we went through the house deciding what price everything we were selling should be.

      Avery parked in the lot, and we walked down to the sand. We took off our shoes, carrying them in our hands as we walked hand in hand along the coastline. The sun was starting to set, and the ocean breeze played with my blonde hair. Life was beginning to feel normal again.

      “What are winters like here?” I asked, realizing that in a few short months it would be snowing in New York.

      “Mild, from what I remember when I lived here.”

      “No snow, obviously.”

      “Not here, unless it’s a fluke. But up in the mountains there is.”

      “Do you miss living here?”

      Avery thought for a moment. “Yes, but there is nothing here for me except nice weather.”

      “We have a house here,” I reminded him. “A house we don’t have to sell.”

      “A house that my mother didn’t feel welcome in,” he countered.

      At least that was what we assumed given the lack of personal belongings and keepsakes. “So, you for sure don’t want to keep the house?”

      “Why would I?”

      I shrugged. “Because it’s a house.”

      “It may be a house, but it’s not our home.” He stopped us and cupped my face with his hand. “Unless you want to make it our home?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I just want to make sure before we sell it.”

      “I’m sure, but we can always come back for In-N-Out and tacos.”

      I grinned. “Well, that was actually the point I was trying to make.”

      Avery chuckled. “And that is why I love you.”

      He leaned forward pressing his lips to mine. Every kiss was like the first—the one on the cruise ship that got interrupted by drunks. I’d never get tired of his lips, his tongue, the way he made my heart skip a beat with just a press of his mouth to mine. It also wasn’t bad that we were kissing on the beach while the sun was going down.

      “I love you too,” I told him when we pulled apart.

      “Now, let’s go see if the pool at the house is heated.”
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      The pool was heated.

      And so was the shower we took after we took our swim.

      The next morning, Avery left to meet with the realtor while I continued going through the house. I was still sorting Denise’s closet, making sure to write down everything we were selling, and packing the jewelry we were taking back.

      I was on the last drawer in the huge walk-in closet when I pulled too hard on the bottom drawer to open it. The damn thing flew out and landed on my toe, making me squeal. “Fuck!” I shouted and looked down at my big toe. Part of my skin had been scraped off, and the drawer’s contents had fallen out onto the carpeted floor.

      At first, I thought it was Doug messing with me from the dead, but as I was putting the now empty drawer back into its slot, I saw that it wasn’t Doug punishing me, but Denise making me find what she wanted me to find just like the safety deposit box key. Putting the drawer to the side, I crouched and pulled the stack of pictures out of its hiding spot. I sat against the drawers and flipped through them, one by one. They were of Avery—not Avery Senior, but my Avery. They ranged from when he was a baby to a picture of us we took on our honeymoon cruise. Tears slid down my face as I realized that she did Facebook stalk her son, and my heart broke again at the realization that she’d wanted to be in his life but couldn’t.

      “Nic!” I heard Avery shout, coming up the stairs.

      There was no hiding my tears as I called out, “I’m in your mom’s closet.”

      “Hey,” he said a few seconds later as he came into the closet. I looked up at him. “Are you crying?” He squatted beside me.

      I handed him the stack of photos. “I found these.” He took them and sat next to me, flipping through each one and smiling as he did so.

      “You were so cute,” I cooed, looking at one of him with shaggy blond hair peeking out of a baseball cap, and him in a baseball uniform, smiling with a bat in his hand. He couldn’t have been older than ten.

      “And I’m not now?” he teased.

      “Well, you’re even cuter now.” I kissed his cheek. He flipped through more of the pictures, stopping on one of him and Easton. They were a little older (maybe thirteen or fourteen), laughing on some sofa with video game controllers in their hands. More tears streamed down my face as my heart hurt a little more knowing that even though Doug and Denise kept secrets from my husband, everyone except Doug tried to keep Avery happy.

      “Why are you crying?”

      I shrugged. “Just sad. Your mom had to hide so much from Doug, and she did want a relationship with you.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed with a mournful sigh.

      We were silent while he flipped through more pictures.

      “Do you think if we have a son, he’ll look like you?” I asked.

      Avery looked over at me and lifted a shoulder. “Maybe.”

      For the past few months, Avery and I hadn’t used any sort of protection. I was off the pill, and we were leaving it up to chance. So far, fate hadn’t blessed us with another baby, but I knew that if we had a son, he would look like his daddy with blond hair and blue eyes. And he’d be happy.

      I’d make sure of it.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Over the next few days, we accomplished everything we set out to do. We had the estate sale and sold everything. Apparently, white furniture was bougie, and the coastal people of Santa Barbara dug it. That was good for us. Now we just needed to sell the house, and our ties with California would be severed.

      I wasn’t sure if I wanted that to happen. California was wonderful. Avery had taken me to Ventura where he grew up and given me a tour of all of his old haunts. We went to Malibu and Venice Beach and saw the Hollywood Walk of Fame. While we were in the L.A. area, we went to Doug’s former medical practice and settled everything there. The staff had moved on to employment elsewhere, but the office manager—the one who gave Doug’s will to the attorney—was the last to go. She gave us all of the business information and taxes, and in turn, Avery gave her three months of pay as a severance package.

      We found the cemetery in Thousand Oaks where Avery Senior was buried and took an hour to visit him. He was laid to rest next to his parents, and it made me a little sad to think that my Avery didn’t have any blood relatives that we knew of.

      “I met an FBI agent in Vegas. Maybe I can get her to find out if you have any family?” I’d suggested as we stared down at the tombstone.

      

      
        
        Avery Moore

        Taken Too Soon

        But Never Forgotten.

      

      

      

      The dates of his life were at the bottom. He died at thirty-one. Avery Junior was thirty-three now and had outlived his biological father.

      “We don’t need to get the FBI involved,” he’d chuckled.

      “Do you want to find your family?”

      Avery had thought for a few seconds, still staring at the headstone. “Nope.”

      My gaze moved up to look at him. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah,” he’d sighed. “They probably don’t know about me, and I just want to move on. We’ll start our own family and do it right. I’ll be the father Doug never was, and the lover Avery was.”

      I’d smiled thinking of the love notes Avery Senior had written to Denise. “You do seem to have the romantic gene from Avery Senior.”

      “It all makes sense now.” He’d wrapped an arm around me, and we stayed until our bellies were hungry.

      Then we went and got California tacos one last time.
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      We decided to take Edna to dinner to thank her for everything. We didn’t know when we’d see her again, and we really appreciated everything she did for Denise and us. Denise’s secret will didn’t matter in the end, but no one knew that, and Edna kept Avery’s mom’s secret until it was time. That showed me that Edna was an amazing woman. I just wished we knew more of her story. When we’d asked her on several occasions, she’d smile and tell us it was a story for another time. Avery and I took that to mean she didn’t want to tell us, so we’d change the subject, drink our lemonade, and tell her about us.

      “I know we told you this last time,” Avery said as we waited for our food at a local Mexican restaurant, having our last meal in California with Edna. “But if you want to come to NYC, our door is open.”

      Edna smiled. “Thank you. I haven’t been to New York in many, many years.”

      “Then come,” I suggested.

      “I’ll wait until after winter. Cold weather isn’t good for my bones.”

      Avery and I nodded. “Just call us when you’re ready, and we’ll get you there,” Avery said.

      “You two told me you went on a cruise to the Bahamas for your honeymoon,” Edna asked.

      “We did,” I confirmed.

      “Since the last month has been stressful for you”—she reached into her handbag sitting next to her in the booth—“I got you two something.”

      “You didn’t need to get us anything,” Avery stated.

      “I wanted to. I care about you two, and I want you to take a vacation and not be stressed.”

      “A vacation?” I questioned.

      She handed Avery an envelope. “Go back to the Bahamas and have a second honeymoon. Make a baby. Then when I come to visit, I can spoil it.”

      “Edna …” I reached for her frail hand as Avery opened the envelope. I looked over his shoulder to see that it was a print out of what looked like a travel confirmation, and then it made sense.

      “You shouldn’t have,” he stated.

      She waved him off with her free hand. “I can’t take my money with me when I die.”

      “But we don’t need your money,” Avery admitted. “This is too much.”

      “Nonsense. I want to. As you know, I don’t have children, and I’ve taken a liking to the two of you.”

      I stood and rushed to where she sat on the opposite side of the booth and engulfed her in a hug. “Thank you, but you really shouldn’t have.”

      “You two go, but there’s one catch.”

      I pulled my head back. “What’s that?”

      Edna smiled and looked between Avery and me as she spoke. “There’s a bar on the island where you’re staying. It’s called Zelly’s, and you two need to have at least one drink there for me.”

      “Why’s that?” Avery asked.

      Her grin widened as though she was thinking of something good—a memory of something or someone. “Back in my day, there was a man—”

      “Edna, you minx, you.” I smirked.

      She laughed. “I’ll leave it at that, but just promise you’ll go and then tell me what you think.”

      I smiled. “We will. Thank you so much.”

      “Yes, thank you,” Avery expressed.

      “The pleasure is all mine.”
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      We stared at the two urns sitting on the kitchen island. One was plain silver, and the other that held my mother’s ashes was silver with some sort of swirly design engraved in it. Besides the jewelry Nicole had kept of my mother’s, these urns were the last things I had of them.

      “We can take them back on the plane tomorrow,” Nic stated for the twentieth time.

      There was no question I was taking my mother back. The problem was, what did I do with Doug? For the past few days, I’d stopped referring to him as my father. He was the man who kept a roof over my head and gave me money, but he wasn’t my dad.

      “I’m not taking Doug,” I clipped.

      “What do you want to do with him?”

      Burn him, but that was already done. “I don’t know. Just leave him here?” We kept staring at the urns as though they would give us the answers.

      “I have an idea,” Nic said.

      “What?” I asked.

      My wife turned to face me. “What if we spread some of your mom’s ashes at Avery Senior’s gravesite? Then it can be like they’re together.”

      My heart smiled. “I’d like that, but what about Doug?”

      “I think we should dump him on the side of the road where he died,” Nic stated honestly.

      I was silent as I thought about her suggestion. What did Douglas Scott deserve? The answer: Nothing.

      “Okay,” I finally agreed and twisted my head to look at her.

      “Really?”

      I lifted a shoulder. “What else are we going to do with him?”

      She thought for a moment. “Okay. Let’s do it.”
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      We went to the location where the police report said my parents were hit head-on. It was in the foothills on a part of a highway where the three-lane road merged into two. My parents had been driving on the side that had two lanes, and the driver who hit them might have thought one of the lanes was his because it was right before the merge. I’d never know for sure since all of them had died, but that was what the police report said, and the investigation was now closed.

      I pulled the rental over onto the shoulder, turned on the hazard lights, and took a deep breath. “Ready?” my wife asked.

      “Yep.”

      She got out of the car, the silver urn in her hands. After I came around to her side, Nic handed me the container. Doug’s final resting place was perfect because it had nothing except dead weeds and bushes.

      “Should I say something?”

      “If you want.” She shrugged.

      Did I want to say something? There was so much that I’d wanted to say when he was alive. I’d tried. I’d called and called them until I gave up after they didn’t show for my wedding—the wedding my mom did want to attend. That thought alone was enough to fuel my rage for this man—this self-centered asshole.

      So I spoke as though he were there. “I’ve learned a lot about you over the last two months. I learned that you cared more about yourself than the love of a mother for her son. I learned that your hatred toward me wasn’t my fault at all. For as long as I can remember, I knew you hated me. I just didn’t know why. Now I do, and while some might think you’re an honorable man to raise a child that wasn’t your own, you’re not. You could have let my mom go, let her be happy, and let her show me that she did care for me. But you didn’t. I didn’t tell your staff, your colleagues, or anyone who came to your viewing who you really were.” I chuckled. “Of course, no one knew about me, but I didn’t explain anything to them. So, you can live in hell knowing you were the devil in disguise.”

      I opened the urn. “But I will live my life being the man you never were. I will live my life feeling love, showing love, being loved. I will live my life knowing that I will never be like you.” I turned the container over just as the wind kicked up a little, blowing the scattered ashes farther along the dead roadside—exactly where Douglas Scott deserved to be forever.

      Thrown on the side of the road like garbage.
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        Two Months Later …

      

      

      The house in Santa Barbara sold. We got enough from the sale to buy a bigger home in New York—a home to start our family. We found a place in Sands Point that was perfect. It had a large backyard, updated kitchen, a two-car garage, and a master closet that was the size of my bedroom at my parents’ house. It was also not too far from Brooke and Easton. We were currently in escrow for the five-bedroom home, but it was closing in the dead of winter, and I wasn’t looking forward to moving in the snow no matter how perfect our new house was.

      Before we moved, we took the second honeymoon that Edna gave us. It was already scheduled and paid for, and we weren’t going to let it go to waste. Thinking about the beach, the sun, and the ocean made me miss California. Or, more specifically, In-N-Out and those damn tacos. I couldn’t recreate the tacos, but I’d found a copycat recipe online for an In-N-Out cheeseburger and decided to surprise Avery and Easton. Brooke and Easton were coming over for dinner and had no clue I was about to bring the West Coast to the East Coast.

      “Honey! I’m home,” Avery called out as he walked in through the garage.

      I was in the kitchen making burger patties. “I hope you’re hungry.”

      “Starving,” he admitted and walked up, kissing me on the side of my head.

      “Good. You can make yours a double.”

      “Think we can talk our friends into helping us pack?” he asked as he grabbed a beer from the fridge.

      “Yes.” I laughed. “They’re helping us move anyway.”

      “We’re going to have to owe them for the rest of our lives.”

      “Maybe we should transfer the flight and hotel for the Bahamas into their names?” I suggested.

      “You don’t want to go?” Avery took a pull of his Fat Tire.

      “I want to go. I so want to go.”

      “Then we’ll think of something. Maybe after we get back, we’ll send them on a second honeymoon.”

      I smiled, working some of the beef into a ball. “They’d like that. Plus, by then, Brooke will have had her yearly scan, and when it’s clear, it will be a celebration.”

      “Hell yeah.”

      There was a quick knock on the front door, and then our friends entered without Cheyenne. “Where’s C.C.?” Avery asked.

      “She went to the mall with Courtney and then she’s staying the night,” Easton replied.

      “Ah, so you two are making a baby tonight?” Avery wiggled his brows.

      I stopped shaping the burgers and turned to look at Brooke and Easton. “Not yet,” Brooke replied. “Almost off the meds though.”

      “Are you two?” Easton questioned.

      “Maybe.” Avery smirked and looked at me over the mouth of his beer bottle.

      “Well, you two better get the burgers on so we can eat and then get to business,” I suggested, handing Avery the plate of burgers.

      “I’m glad we’re all so close we can discuss our fucking sex lives,” Easton muttered, opening the fridge and pulling out a beer.

      “Says the man who just walked into their house and is now going through their fridge,” Brooke teased.

      “What?” Easton shrugged. “I knocked.”

      Brooke rolled her eyes as Avery and Easton went out into the cold to start the grill. It apparently took two men. “Are you excited for your trip?”

      I reached into the fridge, grabbing the cheese, sweet pickle relish, mayo, and ketchup. “So excited.” Brooke took a seat at the island while I also grabbed white vinegar and sugar from the cupboard. “If you and Easton were to go on a second honeymoon, where would you want to go?”

      “Probably the Bahamas like you.” Noted. “Let us know what you think of the place where you stay,” Brooke went on.

      “For sure.”

      “What’s the vinegar for?” she asked as I started to measure out the ingredients.

      I grinned. “I looked up how to make In-N-Out’s sauce that they put on their burgers.”

      “Really?” Her brown eyes widened.

      I lifted a shoulder. “I was craving the burgers, and this was the best I could do, given we’re hundreds of miles from the closest restaurant.”

      “They were really good burgers,” Brooke agreed.

      “Yep. Don’t tell the guys. I want to see if they say anything.”

      She took two of her fingers and twisted them in front of her mouth. “My lips are sealed.”

      I mixed the ingredients, stuck the bowl into the fridge, and then put the fries into the oven. “What kind of cheese do you want on your burger?”

      “Whatever.” She shrugged.

      “Then you get what they put on the In-N-Out burgers.” I opened the package of American cheese and instantly gagged from the smell. My eyes flared, and I looked toward Brooke.

      “What?”

      “Cheese,” I whispered.

      “Yeah?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “Cheese,” I said again.

      Avery walked in through the back door. “Cheese?” My gaze cut to him because I wasn’t sure if he’d heard my revelation. He scrunched his eyebrows as I stood still. “Nic? Where’s the cheese?” I handed him the slices that were still mostly in their wrappers. “American?” I nodded, my heart going crazy in my chest, my stomach queasy. He shrugged and, without another word, turned and walked back outside where Easton was.

      “Nic …?” Brooke questioned as soon as Avery closed the door. “What the hell? You’re acting like you saw the face of Jesus in the cheese.”

      “Cheese,” I whispered again. We stared at each other. The words were on the tip of my tongue to answer, but I couldn’t. Could it be?

      Brooke sucked in a breath.  “Cheese!”

      I nodded, and she slid off the stool. “Holy shit. Cheese!” I nodded again. “When?”

      “Right now.”

      “You had no idea?”

      I shook my head. “Nope, just like last time.”

      “Let’s go get a test.”

      “No!” I shouted.

      “Why not?”

      I leaned against the counter. “Because we’re leaving next week for the Bahamas.”

      “Nic.” She smiled. “That’s not going to change the fact that you may be pregnant.”

      “I know, but I don’t want to say anything to Avery until I know for sure.”

      “Then let’s go get a home pregnancy test,” Brooke suggested again.

      “No, I’ll do it tomorrow at work.”

      “You better tell me as soon as you know.”

      I sighed and then smiled, thinking about having a baby. “I will.”

      The guys came inside when the burgers were cooked. I had them prepare each one with the spread I made, plus lettuce, tomato, and onion—just like In-N-Out. While we ate our cheeseburgers, I forced myself to eat one because once the guys realized they tasted like their favorite burger, I had to pretend everything was okay. I had to pretend it was the best burger I’d ever had. I had to pretend that I was happy when, in fact, I was freaking out.

      What if I lost this baby too?
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      Nic had been acting weird for the past few days.

      When I would ask her what was wrong, she would smile and tell me that she was just stressed at work and getting ready for our week-long vacation. Luckily, she had three weeks of vacation time from work, and Edna’s gift wasn’t going to waste since she’d booked the dates herself.

      I had to admit that after everything was said and done with my parents’ estate, I felt better. I was no longer feeling as though the world was going to crash around me. It more or less had, but Nicole and I got through it. But now it was my wife who seemed worried about something.

      “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?” I asked as we waited for the ferry on the main island of the Bahamas to take us to the island we were staying on.

      “Nothing’s wrong.”

      “Nic …” I sighed.

      She smiled and wrapped her arms around my neck. “Nothing’s wrong. We’re in the Bahamas. We’re no longer in the snow, and I’m going to get a tan this week.”

      I stared at her, looking into her blue eyes for any sign that she was lying. She was definitely hiding something. “Okay. What do you say that after we check in, we check out that bar Edna told us to have a drink at?” Something was definitely wrong, and if anyone would tell me, it would be drunk Nicole.

      Her smile faltered for a split second. “Sounds like a plan.”
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      We checked into the hotel that Edna booked for us. It was a British Colonial style villa that faced the marina and felt more like a home than a hotel because we had our own kitchen, two floors, and a private balcony—though this private balcony wasn’t secluded. I would have to get creative if I wanted to pleasure my wife on another balcony.

      “This is amazing,” Nic stated as she twirled around, looking at where we would call home for the next week.

      “Edna did good,” I replied, opening the balcony door and stepping out into the eighty-degree weather. We’d left the mid-forties and were now in what felt like summer in December. Fucking nirvana.

      “I can’t wait to lay by the pool, walk on the beach, and do absolutely nothing for a week.”

      I couldn’t have agreed more. “Then are you going to tell me what’s wrong so we can have a good time?”

      She sighed and sat on the small couch, and I stepped back inside to talk to her. “Nothing’s wrong. I’m just scared.”

      I balked because I wasn’t prepared for her to say she was afraid of something. “Scared about what?” I sat next to her.

      Nic turned, her knee resting against my thigh. “You know I would never keep something from you unless it was for a good reason, right?”

      “I’m not in the mood to play one of your mind games, Nic. Just tell me.”

      She let out a long breath, paused, and then said, “I’m pregnant.”

      My gaze snapped to her eyes, and I sucked in a breath. “What?”

      Nicole bit her lip and lifted a shoulder. “I’m pregnant,” she repeated.

      “Since when?”

      She lowered her gaze as though she were shameful. “I’m not sure how far along, but I’ve known for a week.”

      “A week?” I shouted.

      “I didn’t keep it from you because I didn’t want you to know—”

      I stood. “Then why did you keep it from me at all?”

      She stood and reached for my hands, clasping them in her soft ones. “Because we were coming here, and I wanted to have a good time and not really think about it.”

      I blinked. “What? Why?”

      Nic sighed again. “Because what if I lose this one too?”

      My heart cracked a little, and I reached up, cupping her cheek with my palm. “Oh, baby, we can’t think about that each time. We just need to take each one as a gift, and whatever happens, happens.”

      “I know, but I don’t think I can get through another miscarriage. It broke me.”

      “It broke me too, but if it were to happen again, I know we can get through it—together.”

      “I know,” she said again. “I’m just terrified the same thing will happen.”

      I wrapped her in my arms. “Everything will be okay. And if it’s just us in our five-bedroom house when we’re old and gray, then we’ll make it a mini Playboy mansion.”

      She snorted and pushed at my chest. “In your dreams.”

      I grinned at her, knowing that I just needed to make her smile. “Yeah, but we’ll figure it out.”

      “Okay.”

      I brought her to me again, kissing her forehead before engulfing her in my arms. I held her for a few minutes as the worry I’d had about what she was hiding from me lifted. Finding out she was pregnant again was the best kind of secret.
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      We walked to Zelly’s, the place where Edna told us to have a drink. It was a hut-style bar on the beach with fire pits in the sand and a view that I wouldn’t mind seeing every day. Halo was my baby, but when it was time to retire, I could see myself opening a bar on the beach and living in paradise with Nicole.

      Sitting at the wood bar, we waited for the bartender to finish with a few customers. I looked around, blissful we were in the Bahamas. “See that bush right there.” I pointed to the dark pink flowers. Different colors of the same bush seemed to surround the bar.

      “Yeah,” Nic replied. “Aren’t those the same ones that were at the house in Santa Barbara?”

      I nodded. “Azaleas. They were my mom’s favorite.” Then the name of the bar clicked. I grinned.

      “What?” Nic asked, looking at my smile.

      “The bar is called Zelly’s. I get it.”

      “We should plant some at our new house and spread your mom’s ashes around them.”

      “I’d like that.” We hadn’t done anything with my mother’s ashes yet since we knew we would be moving. I wanted to wait until it was our forever home because once I scattered Mom’s ashes, I wouldn’t be able to take her with me.

      One of the bartenders approached. He was older—maybe in late fifties—and it made me picture owning a bar in the sand even more. He had a dark tan, a surfer haircut like I used to have, and blue eyes like myself. If this guy could work at an island bar, so could I in thirty-something years. “What will it be?”

      “I’ll take whatever’s on tap,” I replied.

      “Water for me, thanks,” Nic answered.

      “Water?” The bartender balked. “You’re in paradise, sweetie. Don’t you want a drink with an umbrella in it?”

      Nicole smiled and looked over at me. “I can’t. We’re having a baby.” I wrapped my arm around her. We were having a baby!

      “Well, congratulations,” the bartender regarded. “I’ll make you a virgin strawberry margarita to celebrate.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Where are you kids from?” he asked as he got to work getting our drinks.

      “New York,” I responded.

      “New York? New York City?” he mocked like that old salsa commercial with the cowboys.

      “Well, I’m from Boston, and he’s from California originally,” Nicole clarified.

      “Cali? I’m from Cali too.” He set my beer in front of me.

      “Oh yeah? Which part?”

      “Outskirts of L.A.”

      “I grew up in Ventura,” I replied, which was also the outskirts of Los Angeles.

      “Oh, then you’ll know where I grew up too. Thousand Oaks.”

      “Sure do.” I smiled.

      “His father’s from Thousand Oaks.”

      “Oh yeah?” he asked, his finger on the blend button on the blender, waiting to crush the ice and make a loud noise.

      “I didn’t know him,” I stated, not sure why I was telling this man my life story, but then people came to Halo all the time and told me theirs, so I kind of understood.

      “That’s too bad.” He pressed the button to turn on the blender and blended Nicole’s drink. When he was done, he placed it in front of her, gave her a pink umbrella, and wiped his hands on a bar towel. He stuck out his hand to me. “Name’s Avery.”

      Nic choked on the sip of her drink she’d just taken, and my hand stilled mid-air. “Avery?” I questioned.

      He grinned. “Well, there was a time I went by Mike, but that just didn’t work for me.” We shook hands.

      “My …” I stammered. “My name’s Avery too.”

      “No shit?” And then I watched as his face fell and something occurred to him. He held up a finger. “Hold that thought.” He turned and left the bar, walking toward the street, and leaving me confused as fuck once again.

      I looked toward my wife. “What the fuck?”

      She shrugged. “That’s one hell of a coincidence.”

      I took a long gulp of my beer, so many thoughts going through my mind. What were the odds? Did Edna know and that was why she sent us here? But she had to know that it wasn’t my father because he’d died in a car crash, so why would she tell us to come to a bar that was named after my mother’s favorite flower and where the bartender was named Avery?

      When I heard the voice from behind me, I got my answer. “Avery?”

      I turned around and saw an angel, her graying-blonde hair blowing in the wind. I blinked. “Mom?”

      “Mom?” Nicole whispered as she turned.

      My mother smiled and rushed to me, wrapping her arms around my neck. “You came.”

      “I … What?”

      My mother pulled back, kissed my cheek and then hugged my wife. “And you must be Nicole.”

      Nic looked over my mom’s shoulder toward me, her blue eyes the size of silver dollars, and just as speechless as I was. What was happening? Did we die on the way here and this was heaven? My version of the afterlife would be with my wife on a beach but …

      What. The. Actual. Fuck?

      Mother let go of Nic, a beaming smile spread across her face. “There’s someone I’d like you to meet.” She turned to Avery, who was standing in the sand a few feet from us. “This is your father—your real father.”

      Avery stepped forward and stuck out his hand. “It’s good to finally meet you, son.”

      Still speechless, I took his hand and shook it for a second time in five minutes. I looked at Nicole, and she had her mouth open in shock.

      “Mom?” I questioned.

      “I know,” Mother responded. “You’re confused. There’s so much to tell you.”

      “You can start by telling me what the fuck?” I clipped.

      Mom turned to Avery—my dad—my real dad—and grabbed his hand. “We live across the street. Let’s go over there and talk. I’m making dinner, and there’s enough for all of us.”

      Who was this woman? She looked like my mom, sounded like my mom, but wasn’t acting like my mom. My mother was always quiet, letting Doug speak for her and shit.

      “Bring your drinks,” Avery suggested, and he and my mom started to walk away.

      I looked toward my silent wife, and she shrugged, clearly puzzled, and grabbed her strawberry drink. I grabbed my pint of beer and followed my parents as though this was normal. As if we were going to their house for dinner like we did every week. However, eating was the furthest thing from my mind.

      We walked across the street and into what seemed like a one-bedroom cottage. It was the exact opposite of the house in Santa Barbara. It was quaint with blues, greens, yellows, pinks, reds, and every imaginable color spread across the living room in the furniture, pictures, and décor. It felt like a home, a home surrounded with love and not that hospital feel the Santa Barbara house had.

      “Have a seat.” Mom motioned for Nic and me to sit on the blue couch.

      We did, and I drained the rest of my beer. Avery Senior handed me a fresh Corona in a bottle. “Thank you.”

      He nodded and took a seat on the loveseat next to us. My mother sat beside him. She took a deep breath. “So, we’re alive.”

      I snorted. “Or we’re dead.”

      Mom smiled. “You’re not dead.”

      “How?” Nic asked.

      “Well, let me start at the beginning.” Mom looked to Avery and then smiled back at Nic and me. “Avery told me that you know that your biological father is from Thousand Oaks, so I’m assuming you know Doug wasn’t your father?”

      “I mean, yeah,” I responded. “You just introduced Avery as my real father,” I reminded her.

      “Maybe you should tell me what you know then, and I’ll answer any questions.”

      I took a pull of the Corona. Nic was still quiet and probably in shock like I was. “Jimmy and Jane told us the story about college, and Doug going off to Harvard. They said you got pregnant by”—I waved my hand toward Avery—“Avery, and you decided to still get married to Doug and pretended I was his.”

      “Yes,” Mother agreed. “But do you know why?”

      I stared at her for a beat. “Honestly, I don’t know why.”

      “Because I was married,” Avery stated.

      My eyes widened, my wife sucked in a breath, and I felt as though I was in the twilight zone again.

      “He was married, I was engaged, and we thought it would be best to call things off before Doug or Avery’s wife found out. I didn’t know I was pregnant at the time,” Mom clarified.

      “When did you find out that Doug wasn’t Avery’s father?” Nicole finally asked.

      “The older Avery got, the more I saw Avery in him and not Doug. Can’t you tell the resemblance?” Mother asked.

      I stared at Avery. We had the same blond hair, blue eyes, and nose. “How did Da—Doug find out?” I asked.

      Mom sighed and looked off as if thinking about it hurt. “Doug found the letters from Avery. I’m assuming you found them too?” I nodded. “Right. He found them, it caused a huge fight, and I threatened to leave.”

      “Why didn’t you?” Nic asked.

      “I tried. Words were said—I don’t recall what—and then I was so angry that I told him Avery wasn’t his son. We yelled, he hit, and I told him who Avery’s father really was, thinking it would hurt him. Then he stormed out of the house, and the next thing I knew, he came home and told me the problem was dealt with.”

      “The car accident?” I asked.

      Mom nodded and looked at my dad. “At first I didn’t know how he found Avery, but I came to learn that he had a cop friend in Beverly Hills. They were able to track Avery down. This was before the internet was as big as it is now.”

      “But you died,” Nic stated to Avery with a wave of her hand.

      “Yeah, he tried to kill me,” Avery admitted.

      “You’re buried in a cemetery,” I added, still confused. Who the fuck was buried in that grave?

      “That was clearly a hoax,” he replied.

      “Why?” I asked. “How?”

      “Doug found me. When he did, I was divorced and living in turmoil. The one I truly loved was married, had a kid, and was living a life I couldn’t provide for her because I was a bar owner, a lousy one at that—my business was going under. Doug threatened me, we fought, and he left. I didn’t know he would follow me that night when I went to get beer before heading home. He forced me off the road, and I hit a tree. He thought I was dead and called his cop friend for help. When the cop showed up, he told Doug to leave and he’d take care of it. As soon as he did, the cop felt for a pulse and realized I was alive.” Dad took a deep breath. “So, I made a split-second decision and asked him to pretend I was dead. I thought it would be easier that way.”

      “Why would the cop go along with that?” I asked.

      “Because he was the reason Doug found me in the first place. He was covering his ass too.”

      “But we saw your grave,” Nic informed him.

      “Favors run deep in the City of Angels, and people will do anything for money, so the cop paid off the medical examiner to falsify a death certificate. Everyone thought I was dead.”

      “No one had to identify your body?” I questioned.

      “That’s the beauty of fabricating a death certificate. I just died quietly.”

      “But your bar. Your ex-wife. Someone had to have cared,” I said, trying to make everything add up.

      “I did,” my mom said. “I found out that he’d apparently died, and contacted his family. We had a burial for him and everything.”

      “It was better that way to make everyone think I was dead, so Doug wouldn’t know the truth.”

      “And you came out here to the Bahamas?” Nic asked. “Started a new life?”

      Avery Senior smiled tightly at my mom. “I did, but I never remarried.”

      “Doug died thinking he killed you?” Nic inquired.

      “He did,” Avery confirmed.

      “So, Doug’s really dead?” I probed. After everything that I’d learned in the last thirty minutes, I wasn’t sure what to believe anymore. I still needed to know how my mother was sitting on the opposite couch.

      “Yes.” Mom sighed.

      “But I had to identify your bodies,” I explained.

      “Arnold did me a favor.”

      “But the pictures,” I went on.

      Mom nodded. “Exactly. It was only a picture. We did my makeup to make it look like I was dead.”

      “But, how aren’t you dead?” I questioned. “I mean, I’m happy you’re still alive. I’m just confused. And how did you know he”—I point to Avery Senior—“was alive?”

      My mom and Avery looked at each other and smiled. “I thought Avery was dead for over twenty years, then he found me on Facebook.”

      I snorted. “Of course.”

      “Aw, the power of social media,” Nic chimed in.

      “Yes,” Mom replied. “He sent me a message, but I didn’t think it was him at first.”

      “It took some persuasion.” Avery Senior smiled at her, and I saw the look on his face. It was the same way I looked at Nicole.

      “Can you blame me? You were supposed to be dead,” Mom countered.

      “No, of course not,” he replied.

      “So, you decided you wanted revenge on Doug?” I accused.

      Mother gasped, bringing her hand to her chest. “What? Of course not.”

      “Then how did he die and you’re here?” I asked.

      “Avery told me what happened the night he supposedly died, and when Doug and I got into the accident, he died on impact. I was banged up, but still lucid, and I made a quick decision to fake my death so I could be with Avery. I knew the sheriff, and luckily, he was the first on the scene. He made it happen with Arnold too.”

      “But if Doug died, then it wouldn’t matter who you were dating,” Nicole countered.

      Mom smiled warmly at my wife. “Doug wouldn’t matter anymore, but the world thought Avery Moore was dead. I wouldn’t be able to have him come to California or anything.”

      “But you could have just moved here,” I contradicted. “Like you did.”

      “But you see”—she leaned forward and placed her hand on my knee—“it’s not just about me. You deserved it all.”

      “Then why not just pay me?” I wasn’t upset that she faked her death, I was just confused. It didn’t make sense to me.

      She shrugged. “I wanted a new life. I didn’t want people to look at me, sad that my husband died. And I wanted you to find out the truth.”

      I took a pull of the warming beer. “You could have just told me instead of sending me on a wild goose chase.”

      “Maybe, but I did what I thought was best.”

      “So you’re just going to live here for the rest of your life?” I questioned.

      She smiled at Avery Senior. “Yes.”

      “Under what name?” Nicole asked. “Because you introduced yourself as Avery.” She pointed a finger at him.

      “My I.D. says Michael Moore, but I still tell people Avery.”

      “What if someone were to find out?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I live in paradise and just serve drinks. No one is looking for a no-name guy who’s been dead for over twenty years. I wasn’t a criminal or anything. I just died when I hit a tree.”

      “And your family?” Nic questioned.

      “All who matter are dead—really dead,” he replied.

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “This is some crazy shit, Mom.”

      She smiled. “I know, but now I’m happy.”

      My heart swelled. “Good.”

      We were all silent for a few moments as I processed everything—and I mean everything. What the fuck would be next? I hoped fucking nothing because I was just now feeling like myself again, and I wanted it to be that way. I wanted to move into the house Nic and I bought, I wanted Nic to give birth to our baby, and then I wanted her to get pregnant right away again. I wanted to fill up the five-bedroom house and grow old with my wife and kids.

      “So, whose ashes do we have at our house?” I asked.

      “You mean in my urn?” Mom wondered.

      “Yes.”

      She shrugged. “Probably something Arnold took from his fireplace or something.”

      “What about Edna?” Nicole finally asked. “Does she know?”

      Mom grinned. “She knows. I called her to ask if you’d shown, and she told me that you had. We came up with the plan to get you two here so I could explain everything to you.”

      “So, she doesn’t have an old flame who she created hot memories with here?” Nic questioned.

      Mom laughed. “I’m sure there might be. She was quite the catch in her day.”

      “You knew her then?” my wife probed.

      “No.” Mom chuckled. “But she was a famous actress when I was a young girl.”

      “Really?”

      “Do you remember the movie, Whiskey Dreams? The one about the girl who ran the tables at Speakeasies?”

      “Yes,” Nic and I answered at the same time.

      “That was Edna.”

      “No shit?” The movie was old, but I still thought the chick who played the lead was hot. I had no idea it was sweet little Edna. Now I loved her even more.

      “Sure is,” Mom affirmed.

      “Now we need to watch that movie again,” Nicole suggested. “I knew she looked familiar. I just couldn’t place her.”

      “Me, too,” I agreed. We were silent again until I asked, “Anything else?”

      “I have a question I’m dying to know,” Nic stated.

      “What’s that?” Mom asked.

      “Why was your house all white inside?”

      “Yeah?” I questioned. “I don’t remember the Ventura house being like a hospital.”

      Mother chuckled. “Spite.”

      “Spite?” I balked.

      “When Doug found out that you weren’t his, he changed. He became angry and unbearable to be around, but I stayed because he told me that he’d killed Avery, and I was scared. That night was actually the first night he’d ever laid a hand on me.”

      “Where was I?” I asked because I had no clue that Doug had hit my mom.

      “Where else? You were with the Crawfords.”

      “Jimmy and Jane would have helped you,” I stated.

      “I didn’t want them to be in danger.”

      “God, Mom,” I groaned. “You could have gotten help. Could have gotten Doug arrested or something.”

      She looked down at her lap. “I didn’t want to take that chance. I knew he had a cop friend and I was scared.”

      “So, what did you do? Why was the house white?” I asked, bringing the question back to the original one my wife had asked.

      “Well, he took away so much from me once he forbid me to keep in touch with you, so I started selling our shit. I refused to paint the walls, or have anything to make Doug happy.”

      I chuckled sarcastically. “And he didn’t care?”

      “He cared, but at that point, I didn’t care. You were in New York living your life, and I thought Avery was dead.”

      “When did you find out he wasn’t dead?” Nicole asked.

      “About a month before I supposedly died,” Mom answered.

      “What took you so long to contact her, Avery?” Nic questioned.

      “Because I wasn’t sure what would happen. It had been too long, and I didn’t know how she felt for Doug after all this time. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore, and one night while I was drunk, I sent her a message on Facebook.”

      “How did you prove it was you if she didn’t believe you at first?” I asked.

      “I got her with one of my love notes like I used to leave her, and it took a little bit more proof to prove to her that it was me.”

      “Like, you two Facetimed each other?” Nic wondered.

      “Actually, yes,” Mom agreed. We were silent again until my mom spoke. “So, that’s the story.”

      “It’s still surreal to me.” I gulped the rest of the beer before it got warm.

      “Me too,” my wife agreed.

      “There are a few more things that need to be said,” Dad stated.

      “Oh?” Mom questioned as though she didn’t know.

      “First,” he said. “We’re going to be grandparents.”

      Mother sucked in a breath and looked at Nicole and me. “You’re pregnant?”

      Nic smiled and nodded her head. I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and kissed the side of her head. “Yep, and something tells me this time will turn out differently.” Mom frowned. “We’ll tell you later. What’s the other thing?” I asked my dad.

      The father that I’d just met—the hopeless romantic like myself—slid off the blue couch and onto one knee. I smiled, watching him reach into the pocket of his khaki shorts. Nic and my mother both sucked in a breath, and my mom covered her mouth with her hands.

      “Denise Marie Kirkland”—he used her maiden name as he withdrew a diamond ring—“when I think of you, I think of going to bed each night with you in my arms. When I think of you, I think of waking up next to you each morning. When I think of you, I think of us growing older together. When I think of you, I think of all the time we’ve lost and know we will never get back. But you’re here now—with me—and I’m never letting you go. So, Denise Marie Kirkland, would you do me the honor of finally becoming my wife?”

      Without hesitation, my mother wrapped her arms around his neck and shouted, “Yes!”

      Nic and I congratulated the happy couple, and as I hugged my real father, I finally knew where I got the romance gene from.

      Avery Moore was definitely my father.
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      Two days later, Easton, Brooke, Jimmy, and Jane flew to the Bahamas. I’d called them to tell them they needed to come. Of course, they questioned me, but I explained it was a surprise. They all objected, so I told them the flights were already booked and paid for, and if they didn’t show, Nic and I were moving to California, and they’d never see us again. It was a lie, of course—except I had bought the plane tickets and rented two villas for them. All of them except Cheyenne were coming because she couldn’t miss school, so she was staying with her friend Courtney. She was also dress shopping or some shit for winter formal. Easton wasn’t happy, but C.C. was home by ten the night of her first dance and we all thought that made E feel a little better. He’d even let her go in the limo—though he followed it—and nothing bad had happened.

      My parents wanted to get married before Nic and I left to go back to New York. My mom also wanted to tell Jimmy and Jane she was alive and about everything that had happened, and we thought it was best to have them come in person, so I made it happen. Mother also called Edna to tell her the news, and she was on her way too.

      But, first, we had a surprise for all of the Crawfords because they were the first to arrive.

      Nicole and I were waiting at the ferry when their boat arrived. “Thanks for the free vacation,” Easton stated as he walked off the boat.

      I chuckled. “Just shut the fuck up.”

      “What is this all about?” Jimmy asked.

      “All of you haven’t had a vacation in a long time, right?” I questioned.

      “So you wanted us to encroach on yours?” Brooke asked.

      Nic and I smiled. “Not exactly,” I replied.

      “So, tell us what the surprise is,” Jane demanded.

      “First, let’s get you checked into your villas, and then we’re going for a drink.”
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      After we got the Crawfords situated, Nicole and I took everyone to Zelly’s where my parents would be.

      “Are you going to tell us what’s going on?” Jimmy asked as we walked down the sidewalk.

      “You’ll find out soon enough,” I replied.

      “Why are you being secretive?” Jane questioned.

      I wanted to reply about them keeping secrets from me, but that was over and everything had worked out the way it should. “Because I want to see your face when it’s revealed.”

      “Did you buy a bar or something?” Easton inquired.

      I chuckled. “While I would love to move down here, no, I didn’t.”

      “Then what’s the big surprise?” Brooke probed.

      I didn’t respond as I led them into the open bar and to the fire pit area reserved for us. The pit wasn’t lit, but it had enough seating for all of us.

      “It’s beautiful here,” Jane gushed as she looked toward the turquoise water.

      “Look, if you’re buying a bar here, just tell me,” Easton clipped.

      I chuckled. “I’m not buying a bar here.”

      Jimmy looked over at me. “Then—”

      “I asked him to get you four here,” my mother said from behind them.

      I smiled wide, stealing a quick glance at a grinning Nicole before I watched the Crawfords all turn to look toward where my parents were walking around the chairs to stand in front of the fire pit.

      Jane gasped, covering her mouth as Jimmy’s mouth dropped open. Easton and Brooke looked confused, and I didn’t blame them. Brooke had no clue who my mother was, and Easton might not remember what she looked like.

      “How?” Jimmy asked, looking at my parents.

      Jane broke out in sobs as she rushed to wrap her arms around my mom. “Come with us. We can talk,” Mother suggested. She laced her fingers with my father’s after she and Jane had a long hug.

      Dad stepped toward Jimmy and stuck out his hand. “It’s good to see you again, Jim.”

      Jimmy took his hand. “Likewise.”

      “This is my bar, but I keep the good stuff across the street at our house. How about Denise and I clear everything up?” Dad proposed.

      Jimmy stood. “Yeah, but I’m going to need something strong. I think I’m dreaming.”

      Mom chuckled. “You’re not dreaming.”

      “Lead the way.” Jane wiped the tears from her cheeks and we watched as the four of them walked across the street to where I assumed the conversation would be similar to the one Nic and I had with them.

      “So, your parents are alive?” Easton asked.

      I turned my attention to our best friends. “Yep.”

      “That’s … That’s amazing,” Brooke stated.

      “It’s crazy how it all went down,” Nic replied.

      “How did it?” Easton asked.

      I stood. “Let’s go up to the bar, grab a few drinks, and I’ll tell you what I know.”

      We stood, and I laced my fingers with my wife’s, giving her hand a little squeeze. Everything in my life finally felt right.

      After we ordered a round of drinks, I told Easton and Brooke everything, and we ordered another round of drinks. Our friends didn’t realize that Nic’s drinks were virgin daiquiris until she finally let them know that we had more good news.

      “So, we have more news,” Nicole said. Brooke smiled as though she already knew, and my wife continued as she looked at me with the biggest smile spread across her face. “We’re pregnant again.”

      Easton grinned and slapped me on the back. “Congrats, man.”

      “Thanks.” I smiled back.

      Yep, everything was right in the world.
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      Two days later, we were down on the beach in front of Zelly’s again—named after my mother’s favorite flower, of course—waiting for the bride and groom to arrive. “I can’t believe your mom and biological father are alive and getting married,” Easton said as we stood at the altar, waiting and sipping beers. It was slowly starting to sink in for me as well.

      “I know. I thought I was in heaven or some shit,” I admitted. “Like I fucking died and was seeing ghosts and shit.”

      Easton chuckled. “I would have thought that too.”

      “It makes sense,” I stated.

      “What’s that?” Easton took a pull of his beer.

      “Why Doug hated me. Why he stopped talking to me after we opened Halo.”

      “Because of Avery Senior?”

      “Yes, but also he realized I was turning into the man he’d never be.”

      “Thank fuck you’ll never be like that man.”

      We laughed. It was good to finally laugh. It just felt good to finally know the truth too.

      The whole fucking truth.

      Avery Senior walked toward us, shook our hands and waited for his bride. My mother came into view, dressed in short, light pink dress. As she walked down the white runner in the sand, a bouquet of azaleas in her hand, I smiled and looked at our small group. I looked at my family—including Edna, who I now considered family, too.

      The family who loved me for being a bartender and not a professional baseball player.

      The family who loved me for me and not who they needed me to be.

      I was a son.

      I was a bar owner.

      I was a husband.

      I was going to be a father.

      And I was going to be the best fucking dad I could be.
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        Eight Months Later …

      

      

      A lot had happened since Avery discovered his mother’s secret.

      Brooke’s sister, Bailee, moved into our townhouse. She and Gary continued to deny they had a relationship even though all of us believed differently. Whenever they were both at Halo, their attraction was off the charts. Maybe one day she’d tell her story.

      Cheyenne still gave Easton slight heart attacks daily. She had her first boyfriend, and Easton wasn’t happy about it. Everyone found it hilarious, and we had a bet on if he’d let her go to the senior prom. Avery already had plans to get Easton drunk that night. It was still a few years away, so time would tell.

      Brooke and Easton still lived in married bliss like Avery and me. They had yet to have a baby, or even get pregnant, but Brooke felt better each day. She went to acupuncture monthly, and she was still tumor free. She was off all of her pain medications and trying to live her best life. Easton, of course, made it easy for her because like Avery loves me and would do anything for me, I knew Easton would do the same for Brooke. We’d definitely found our Prince Charmings, and it was all thanks to a vacation.

      As far as Avery and me, we welcomed baby Morris into the world. We decided to name our son Morris after Avery Senior. Even though my Avery wasn’t a Scott by blood, he didn’t want to go through the hassle of changing his name, and I didn’t want to change mine either. So, to pay tribute to Avery Moore, we named our firstborn more or less after him. It was the least we could do. We also gave Denise her jewelry that I’d kept and she sold it all so her and Avery Senior could go on a honeymoon. Somehow—and I didn’t ask questions—they were able to get fake passports and identification so they could travel. For the most part, they stayed in the Bahamas and worked at Zelly’s.

      Now, I sat in our living room, watching my parents, Avery’s parents, Easton’s parents, and Edna coo over Morris. Brooke, Easton, Cheyenne, Bailee, and Gary were here too.

      “Do you need anything?” Avery asked, crouching next to me.

      “Nope. Just taking it all in.”

      “Me, too.” Avery kissed me lightly and held out his hand. “Come with me for a second.”

      I arched a brow. “To where?”

      “Just come with me.”

      I took his hand and he led me up the stairs and into our bedroom. “We have a house full of people, and the doctor said we can’t have sex for six weeks,” I protested.

      He chuckled. “We’re not having sex.”

      “Oh,” I breathed.

      He opened his nightstand drawer and pulled out a wrapped rectangular box. “I have a present for you.”

      I grinned. “You do?” He held out the box to me and I took it. “What is it?”

      He gave me a stern look. “Just open it.”

      I smiled wider and ripped the silver paper off of the box. When I opened it, there was a necklace with what looked to be a tree on it. Inside the tree were three birthstones, one for Morris, Avery and me.

      Avery took the box from me and slid the silver necklace out. I turned for him to put it on me. “With each baby, we can add more stones.”

      “I love it.” I touched the pendent as I turned to face my husband.

      Avery cupped my cheek and pressed his lips to mine. “And I love you.”

      “I love you too.” We kissed again. Slow, sweet, and perfect. God, I was so lucky.

      We walked back down the stairs and as we rounded the corner, I stopped to take in the scene of everyone gathered with Morris again.

      This was my royal family.

      I had my king, my prince, my family, and my castle. It was the first time our entire family was under one roof, and my heart was grateful because this was it.

      This was forever.

      

      
        
        The End.

      

      

      

      
        
        *The Halo series might be over(keep reading for a note about Brooke and Easton), but Kimberly has more characters for you to fall in love with. Sign-up for her newsletter on her website, and get a FREE short story of Watch Me.

        If you’ve already signed up, email Kimberly at authorkknight@gmail.com and she’ll send you a copy!
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      Dear Reader,

      

      I hope you’ve enjoyed My One. Please take a moment to spread the word so everyone can discover Avery and Nicole. The entire Halo series holds a special place in my heart and I would love for more readers to fall in love with Brooke, Easton, Nicole, and Avery. Even Cheyenne and Bailee too!

      I know that a lot of you have asked if Brooke and Easton have a child of their own. The answer is: I don’t know yet. I say that because Brooke is based on me (as you can image, given her medical stuff is my medical stuff), and well, I don’t have a child yet I wanted to keep her character true to me. So, there might be a short story in their future. You never know!

      Please sign up for my newsletter so you can stay up to date on all the Knight news (including the future baby Knight). You can find the link on my website at www.authorkimberlyknight.com.

      You can also follow me on Facebook at www.facebook.com/AuthorKKnight.

      Thank you again. You can really help me out by leaving a review where you bought the book as well as on Goodreads and Bookbub. Your love and support mean everything to me, and I cherish you all!
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      I always start with my husband because he’s the one who has supported me through this journey. So, Mr. Knight, thank you for being my one. Thank you for working hard so I can have my dream job. I love you, you know?

      To my editor, Jennifer Roberts-Hall: Thank you once again for being the one to make my words sound better. Also, for always being there to bounce ideas off of. You’re an amazing friend, and I’m so happy we met all those years ago.

      To Laura Hull, The Red Pen Princess: Thank you for proofreading this baby and making it perfect!

      To my alphas: Stephanie Brown, Leanne Tuley, Kerri Mirabella, Stacy Nickleson, and Carrie Waltenbaugh. Thank you for always being there to be a sounding board and willing to take your free time to help me create story after story. I truly appreciate all of you and what you bring to my tribe.

      To Andrea Johnston: Even though we’re the same person (inside joke), thank you for being there to let me vent, stress, and talk all things Bravo. I can’t wait to finally meet you in June and eat all the queso! Oh and drink all the booze!

      To my Knight Keepers: Thank you for all your pimping every day. Your continued support and effort to help get my name out there more is appreciated wholeheartedly.

      To my Steamy Knights: Thank you for your continued love and support. You all rock and I love how I can share my personal life with you as well as all things Knight News!

      To all the bloggers and authors who participated in my cover reveal, release day blitz, review tour, and release day party, thank you! I can’t tell you how much I appreciate each and every one of you who are willing to help me spread the word about my books. Without you, I wouldn’t be living my dream.

      And finally, to my readers: Thank you for believing in me and taking a chance on my books again and again. Without you guys, I wouldn’t still be writing and bringing you all the stories that captivate my brain on a daily basis.
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        Club 24 Series – Romantic Suspense

        Perfect Together – The Club 24 Series Box Set

        Halo Series – Contemporary Romance

        Saddles & Racks Series – Romantic Suspense

        By Invitation Only – Erotic Romance Standalone

        Use Me – Romantic Suspense Standalone

        Burn Falls – Paranormal Romance Standalone

        And more …
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      Kimberly Knight is a USA Today Bestselling Author who lives in the mountains near a lake with her loving husband and spoiled cat, Precious.

      In her spare time, she enjoys watching her favorite reality TV shows, watching the San Francisco Giants win World Series and the San Jose Sharks kick butt. She’s also a two time desmoid tumor/cancer fighter, which has made her stronger and an inspiration to her fans. Now that she lives near a lake, she’s working on her tan and doing more outdoor stuff like watching hot guys waterski. However, the bulk of her time is dedicated to writing and reading romance and erotic fiction.
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