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Lizzy

I’ve had less than one hour to enjoy my triumph, and here comes my arch nemesis trying to screw it all up.

I’m on the boardwalk in front of a long row of old beach cottages, waiting for my contractor to arrive so we can discuss renovations. There are twenty-three cottages in total, two-story clapboard structures that vary considerably from one another but which all provide an unobstructed view of the ocean. The beach comes almost up to their back steps, with only an old, wooden boardwalk serving as a sand break. 

I was already feeling a little anxious, mainly about how the town will react to my plan for these cottages. 

The Cottages, as they’ve been so simply called in Swan Pointe for decades, have been part of the town’s landscape since they were built in the 1950s, and part of the community’s heart for nearly as long. It’s a quiet central California destination for tourists, as well as a popular retreat for local Monterey County residents. 

And I’m about to change it all.

As of this afternoon, The Cottages—which are on a narrow strip of land at the base of a high bluff—now belong to the Rivers Paradise Resort—which sits atop said bluff. As relatively recent heirs of the resort, my brothers and I own these cottages jointly, but this project? She’s my baby.

It’s my chance to prove I’m worthy of the Rivers family name, that my late parents weren’t the only ones who could envision something bold and new, and that I’m not the horrible person I’ve recently been made out to be.

Though I’m expecting my contractor, the car crunching up the gravel drives that runs behind the cottages does not belong to him. No, that little blue Subaru belongs to one Marcia Carmichael, President of the Swan Pointe Historical Preservation Committee. Because apparently she hasn’t had enough of making my life a living hell.

Well, I’ve got her this time. I’ve already closed on this property, so it’s too late for her to try to stop me.

I came here straight from closing, so I tuck the manila envelope full of keys under my left arm and march through the open space between two of the cottages and toward the drive. She’s parking and hasn’t seen me yet. 

Even though we officially own these properties now, I’m more than a little nervous she’ll find some way to create another problem for me. Just one month ago, I tried to purchase another property located between the resort and a well-known conservation area. I was so excited about it. The land would’ve been perfect for the casitas I wanted to build for long-term vacationers, and I would have kept the remaining space pristine without any further development. 

What I didn’t know when we put in an offer was the conservation group wanted the land, too. They decided to try to block the sale, in spite of lacking sufficient funds to purchase it themselves.

The woman who delivered this news was, of course, Marcia Carmichael. Conservation land has nothing to do with her jurisdiction, but that didn’t stop her. She has no problem sticking her nose into other people’s business. 

At first, I dug in my heels, determined not to let her interfere. In response, she took the matter to the papers and it quickly became a local media sensation. In addition to painting me as a “greedy, profit-hungry corporate skirt with no regard for basic values or the environment,” she managed to quickly organize a few dozen protestors who parked themselves just at the border of our property so they could wave hand-painted signs at our guests. 

Meanwhile, I was not blind to what else the papers had to say about the situation. The Westridge Conservation Refuge was legitimately smaller than it needed to be, and they wanted the additional land to help alleviate some of the encroachment issues they were facing. 

I quietly called the head of the Refuge to see if a compromise could be reached. Turns out, he’s a much more reasonable person than Marcia. After a heartfelt, three-hour conversation, I knew what I had to do. I withdrew my bid on the land and donated the money they needed to make their bid competitive. 

Though the papers did quote Marcia Carmichael’s declaration that the resort’s donation of funding was “nothing more than a publicity stunt to save face,” I wouldn’t let that take away from the one good thing that came out of the entire mess. I happen to care about the environment, no matter what she says.  My mother, at least, would’ve been proud of my decision.

I was still licking my wounds when I heard through the grapevine that these cottages were going up for sale. I almost let them go, still feeling too raw from the encounter to want to try anything again. Then I walked the boardwalk, just nine short days ago, and a vision of what these beloved but dilapidated old cottages could be took hold of me and wouldn’t let go.

I consulted with my brothers and we acted fast. As of two o’clock this afternoon, these cottages are ours. Now here comes that wretched woman looking like she wants more trouble. I don’t know why she’s here, but I’m pretty sure it’s not to congratulate me.

As she climbs out of her car, my skin crawls with trepidation. I linger in front of the nearest cottage and square my shoulders. I’ve never yet cowered in the presence of Marcia Carmichael and I’m not about to begin now, no matter our past dealings or what she might think she has on me. 

She’s pulling a massive purse out of the car and hefting it onto one broad shoulder. She’s tall, probably pushing six feet, and has thick arms and legs. She’s not overweight; she’s just a big woman, and knows it too. I think she uses it to her advantage. She has smooth brown hair with a hint of auburn, and it comes to her chin in one large, decisive wave. Even her hair is commanding and sensible. She’s wearing slacks, a button-down blouse, and smart, black shoes.

I pull down the hem of the loose, satin top I’m wearing over my knee-length pencil skirt. I had heels on earlier, for work and signing papers at the title company, but changed into my denim docksides when I arrived so it’d be easier to walk the property with Rod. Now I wish I hadn’t. Normally I wouldn’t care if someone found my shoes inappropriate, but this woman is so good at judging me. I’ve yet to figure out how to truly keep her from getting under my skin. 

She finally spots me and puts on that smug grin of hers. Lord, she’s aggravating. 

“Ms. Rivers,” she says, approaching. She always says “Ms.” like Mizz and “Rivers” like it’s the aftertaste of a particularly bitter medicine. I don’t know what I did to get on her hit list, but by this point, I’m not too fond of her either. “Your hand is already in another pot, I see.” 

My parents trained us well, so I give a professional smile, even though I want to smack her. “What do you mean?”

“I hear you just closed on these cottages.” God, how does she know this stuff? “I hadn’t realized they were for sale.”

Well, at least I had that up on her. I want to point and say, Ha! Too late! even though I’m not entirely sure she is. I don’t like that confident smirk she’s wearing, like she knows something I don’t. Still, I keep my composure. “I didn’t realize anyone was supposed to notify you that they were for sale.” 

She narrows her eyes slightly and gives me an acid smile. “I should think I would be notified of anything going on the market that is of historical value.” As preservation committee president, she pretty much thinks she owns the entire town from what I can tell. “Did you know most of these cottages were built in the 1950s?”

“From 1954 to 1955, to be exact.”

“That is correct. As such, they have been a significant part of Swan Point’s history for many decades.”

Now I know where she’s going with this. And this is within her jurisdiction. 

Fuck me. 

“It is in the best interest of the community,” she continues, “for these structures to be properly preserved for future generations.”

A crawling sensation creeps down the back of my legs. Dammit if this woman isn’t going to try to strong arm me again... “Well then,” I continue calmly, maintaining my well-trained demeanor, “it should please you to know I have every intention of renovating them.”

“I said properly preserved, Ms. Rivers, which is an entirely different matter than mere renovations. Proper preservation is best assured, of course, when structures such as these are placed on the National Register.”

Shit, I knew it. But can she do that? After I’ve already bought them? Would that take the consent of the current owner? I wish Rod were already here. He might know the answer to that question. Although, whether she can legally make that happen or not is almost a moot point. This woman is adept at stirring up public protest. The last thing I need is another media frenzy. 

But I don’t want these properties on the National Register of Historic Places either. While part of what I love about these cottages is their historic character, and I want to preserve as much of that as I can, I definitely want to modernize. Being on the register would more than tie my hands. It would change everything.

Marcia Carmichael has a little glint in her eye. It only pisses me off and strengthens my resolve. 

“I’m not interested in placing these on the Historic Register,” I say with more certainty than I feel. I’m operating under the assumption she can’t force my hand in this, whether that’s the case or not. Judging by her reaction, I’m wondering if I’m correct. Is that a chink in her armor I see? “We are, however, going to honor the historic feel of—”

“Pardon me for interrupting,” she says curtly, “but who is ‘we’? Do you have a qualified contractor?”

It’s taking every bit of my mother’s training to keep my cool with this insufferable woman. “My contractor is Rod Gilbert.” We were going to use him to build the casitas.

“Still?” Marcia starts digging in her bag. “You’re rather fond of him, aren’t you? However, Rod is a general contractor and has no experience with historical structures.” 

I stiffen. Rod Gilbert is more than just a general contractor. He holds an LEED credential, and has been recognized several times for his sustainable building practices. “He—”

“Nevertheless,” she continues, talking over me and pulling a card out of her purse and handing it over. “I would agree to keeping these structures off the registry so long as you subcontract a qualified historical expert.” 

I’ve taken the card—out of polite habit more than anything—but haven’t even looked at it. I’m too incensed that she has the nerve to presume it’s her right to “agree” to anything. All the while, I’m well aware she may be offering me an avenue that doesn’t involve yet another media circus and the potential threat of a legal battle. 

“That’s an excellent historical contractor with ample experience.” She gestures to the card. “You can call him at that number.” 

Suddenly, I’ve had enough. I have had enough of her demands and her bullying and her stupid, little smirk. A deadly calm settles over me and I look this pain-in-the-ass woman right in the eye. Gone is my mother’s charm. “I agree that your suggestion to bring on an expert is a reasonable one, which I may or may not take into consideration. But this is my property. Who I hire is up to me.”

A half smile works its way onto her face, as if she’s pleased I stood up to her, though I can’t imagine why. “Well, so long as the expert you hire really is an expert, I’ll consider the matter settled.” 

Oh, thank you, your Royal Highness.

Without so much as a ‘goodbye’ or a ‘fuck off’, she turns and heads to her car. I don’t wait to see her go. I roll my eyes and head back between the cottages, tearing the card in half without looking at it. I shove it in the pocket of my purse that I reserve for gum wrappers and used Kleenex. I’m not hiring anyone she recommends. 

“Obnoxious woman,” I mutter. 

By the time Rod shows up five minutes later, I’ve Googled the issue at hand and determined that, as the owner, I could block any movement to put the property on the register if I wanted to. Still, if it keeps her from making trouble, there’s no harm in bringing on a specialist. Honestly, it’s probably a good idea anyway. It still makes me grit my teeth. I’d really rather tell her to go hang. 

Rod approaches with a wave of one hand and a “Hello, Elizabeth.” He’s a hearty man in his upper fifties. He has short, salt and pepper hair, weathered skin, and a friendly countenance. He’s worked with the resort before, and was the contractor my parents preferred. The last time I saw him was at their funeral. He wore a dark suit, a navy tie, and took my hand between both of his when he came to greet me. He kept my hand tucked warmly in his when he expressed his sorrow over our loss in such a way that made it clear to me that it was his loss as well. I didn’t know him as well as my parents did, but that simple, sincere gesture warmed my heart to him.

We’ve only spoken on the phone as we’ve gone through the process of securing him as the contractor for this project, so this is the first we’ve met in person since the funeral ten months ago. 

I don’t bother telling Rod about my confrontation with Marcia Carmichael—mainly to save my pride—but when I suggest he subcontracts an historical expert as part of his team, he readily agrees. 

“I was going to ask you about that anyway, since these buildings are so old. I’ve worked with Renaissance Restoration several times before. They’re generally considered the best in the business.”

“Perfect.” Marcia Carmichael can’t complain about that. “I’ll let you handle it.” Trying to shake off all this unpleasantness, I dig through the keys in the manila envelope and nod toward the pink-colored cottage on the end. “Let’s start with that one.” 
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Chapter 2
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Lizzy

The following Wednesday morning I’m walking along the boardwalk in front of the cottages, just as I did when I was deciding whether or not to place an offer. I looked at each cottage as I passed, and instead of faded paint and slightly-sagging front porches with their cheap plastic chairs, I saw brightly-colored cottages, solid-wood patio furniture with thick cushions, and interiors so luxurious and comforting they’d compel everyone who entered to leave their troubles at the door. 

The details came in rapid-fire fashion. We could expand the resort’s services so guests at the Cottages would enjoy the benefit of housekeeping, in-room dining options, and regular shuttle services to the resort and its activity hubs. We could add private, outdoor showers to each structure, giving guests a place to rinse off the beach before going inside. I saw improved landscaping here, the rebuilding of wooden staircases there.

The details of my vision were so clear, they were like a shimmering overlay to reality. It was a familiar, invigorating, reckless thing. I had felt the same thing when I envisioned the Casitas next to that conservation property, and I feared this could become another astounding failure.

But the lure of my vision was too enticing, and now here I am. The truth is, I’ve never done anything like this on my own before, and have no idea if I can really pull it off. What if I’ve bitten off more than I can chew, or the community doesn’t like the changes I bring to their long-beloved institution? 

I wonder if this is how my father felt when, twenty-six years ago, he bought a neglected and sprawling grand hotel and converted it—almost magically—into the luxury resort that’s now famous around the world. My parents didn’t just renovate that old hotel, they transformed it. They didn’t just resurface the pool, as some might have done. They tore it out and put a modern, luxurious one in its place. When my father first saw the old hotel, he envisioned elevators with glass backs that gave occupants a sweeping view of the resort’s grounds and the sea beyond. Even though the original hotel had interior elevator bays, my father found a way to make it happen. The formerly one-story, rather straightforward lobby became a two-story domed space so magnificent it takes the breath away. 

I turn up the path to the first cottage and a soft burst of wind tugs my long, dark hair past my face. I tuck it behind my ear, and smile. God, I love these little cottages. I love this stretch of beach, sheltered by the tall bluff behind it and kissed by the ocean in front. 

Yes my plans could get dragged through the papers and stomped all over until it’s tossed back at me like so much garbage, but I’m in this now. There’s no going back. And in spite of my fears, there’s also this persistent fluttering of excitement. I walk through the front door, determined to be my parents’ daughter.

I meet Rod in the kitchen and we spend some time chatting and waiting for the guy from Renaissance Restoration to arrive so we can walk the cottages together. Fortunately, Rod had no trouble bringing him on board and was able to set things up pretty quickly. 

We’re at the kitchen’s little bar, which is a dated pale yellow Formica laminate. In front of me is a manila folder containing some specs and other documents, and my fresh Moleskine notebook, which will be a dedicated notebook for this project. 

Rod opens his metal clipboard. “Here’s Brett’s card, in case you ever need to contact him directly.” The historical contractor is technically under Rod’s umbrella—in fact, it’s the first I’ve even heard his name—but since he’s a contractor, too, it makes sense I might need to communicate with him myself from time to time.

I scan the card Rod just handed me: 

Renaissance Restoration
Bringing the Past into the Present
Brett Carmichael
Owner and Licensed Historical Contractor

A chill drops through me.

“Wait.” In addition to the name catching my attention, the card looks vaguely familiar. “Carmichael?” I ask urgently, digging through an inner pocket in my purse. “Any relation to Marcia Carmichael?”

“I think he’s her son. Why?”

“Her s—” I pull out half a torn card—the one Marcia Carmichael so arrogantly handed me last week. It matches the card in front of me. 

I throw my hands up. “Great, Rod. Why don’t you hire the son of the devil while you’re at it?”

“Better than a son of a bitch,” I hear behind me. I spin around to see a man coming into the kitchen. He’s an inch or two over six foot, has thick brown hair that’s just long enough to suggest some natural curl, and has nicely tanned skin. He’s wearing the casual slacks and collared shirt so typical of contractors, but wears it better than most, being broad-shouldered as he is. He comes forward, clipboard in one hand, and as he draws near, I’m struck by his dark blue eyes, which are rimmed with light blue. 

“Brett Carmichael.” He extends his hand. 

Well, shit. 

He’s wearing an amused grin, clearly pleased he’s caught me off guard. Geez, just like his damned mother.

I take his hand and offer him a firm, curt handshake. “Elizabeth Rivers.”

“I know who you are.” It’s all I can do not to scowl at him. Still grinning, he nods his head in greeting to Rod and sets his clipboard on the counter. 

Rod glances between us uneasily, but I say, “Rod, may I speak with you for a moment? Please excuse us.”

Blood pounding, I lead him out the front door and off the porch. Glancing behind us to make sure Brett freaking Carmichael hasn’t followed us out, I say, calmly as I can manage (which isn’t as calmly as I’d like), “Why on earth would you hire him?”

Rod looks genuinely confused. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“Haven’t you been reading the newspapers?” He gives me a blank look, so I continue. “The whole hoo-hah over the conservation land?”

“Oh sure.” He nods. “I heard some about that.”

“Well, Marcia Carmichael was behind that whole thing.”

“Oh dear. I didn’t realize that. I heard people were slandering you kids in the paper and I didn’t care for that so I didn’t read much. I know your family too well. I didn’t want to read that nonsense. Sorry. I didn’t know he’d be a problem.”

His loyalty softens me, but I’m still a little shook up, wondering what on earth I’m going to do now. I sigh. “No. You don’t have anything to be sorry for. You didn’t know.” 

“He’s considered the best in the area.”

“Yeah, you mentioned that.”

“Do you want me to find someone else?” 

I exhale. I can just imagine what Marcia Carmichael would do with that turn of events. But is her son going to insist—as his mother would—that we treat this like a historical renovation? Because, while I’d like to preserve the character of these cottages, I want to modernize and update them as well. I’d like a blend between past and present, not just one or the other. “He’s aware of my vision for these cottages, isn’t he?”

“Yes. We discussed it.”

“And he’s not going to try to roadblock it?”

Rod shakes his head. “I don’t see why he would. He’s worked on some projects that are on the Register, but he’s done plenty of projects like this one. He’s got a nice, clean style, Elizabeth. I think you’ll like his work. Here.”

He pulls out his phone and brings up the website for Renaissance Restoration. We lean in together and go through the online portfolio. It does calm me down some. He really has done nice work, and I do like his style. If it weren’t for the connection to his mother, I’d probably be excited to have him on board. 

However, even if Rod didn’t know about my connection to Marcia Carmichael, I’m sure her son knows who I am and all about his mother’s history with the resort. I have to wonder what his motivations are for taking this job. 

“Let me talk to him,” I say. 

We go back inside to find the kitchen vacant, but follow some soft banging to the upper floor. Brett Carmichael’s in the master bedroom, if a room that’s only a foot longer in each direction than the others can be called a master. He’s knocking on the wall, looking for studs, apparently. Other than his height, he doesn’t bear much resemblance to his cursed mother. In fact, he’d be rather easy on the eyes if I didn’t know who he was. 

Since I do know, however, I have only one priority. I want to know what Marcia Carmichael’s son will think about the renovations I have in mind. They’re surely what she would consider drastic changes to a historical property. 

“At least some of these walls are likely to come down.” There’s just the slightest hint of an attitude in my voice, I admit that. But I really don’t know if I trust this man being here. Better to figure out his motives sooner rather than later. “I’d like to make two or three bigger rooms up here, instead of four small ones, and update the bathroom too. What do you think about that idea?” 

I say it like it’s a challenge, and it is. 

He appraises me. I hold my ground. “Well,” he gestures toward the wall he was just examining. “The studs aren’t to code. They’re not spaced properly. If you leave the walls where they are, you can let that lie because it gets grandfathered in. But if you start moving things around like that, you’ll have to replace some studs to get everything up to code.”

Rod nods in agreement. 

“That’s going to cost more money,” Brett says. 

“That’s not a problem.”

“No, I thought not.”

That sounds like a challenge too, but I don’t respond. 

“It’d be nice, though, if we can keep this window frame,” he continues. “It’s a good-sized opening, so it lets in plenty of light, and the frame is in good shape. It just needs refinishing.”

The frame does have a nice, substantial feel to it, and lends some of the historical character to this particular room. “There’s a crack.” I gesture to the upper corner.

He nods, running his hand along the side and examining the whole thing. “This isn’t a standard size window, so we’d have to get custom glass to fit this old frame. But,” he looks at me, “if money’s no object—” yet another challenge in his voice, “—it would be a great way to preserve the historical integrity of the room.” 

“Mr. Carmichael—” 

“Brett.”

“You should know, I fully expect my contractors to do their jobs while staying on budget.” 

We have plenty in the budget for these cottages, and will pitch in more for good enough reason, but I get the feeling he’s challenging me about money somehow, and it’s irritating.

“I’m more than willing to work within your budget.” He gives me an amused grin. 

For a moment neither of us speaks as we just look at one another. Honestly, I’d love to tell him to go jump off the bluff. But since he’s clearly qualified and, so far, seems to want to be here, I couldn’t do it without it being obvious his mother is the reason. “Mr. Carmichael—”

“Brett.”

“Is this job going to represent a conflict of interest for you?”

“Why would it?”

“Your mother and I have been on opposite sides of the fence before. I want to know if that’s a problem.”

“Not really.”

“All plans discussed here will be considered confidential.”

He cocks his head at me. “No running home to mommy. Got it.”

I narrow my eyes slightly, but he only widens his grin, which irritates me even more. “Let me lay out my vision for these cottages, Mr. Carmichael.” 

“Brett. Please.”

I exhale. “Brett. One of the things I love about these cottages is their historical character. I have every intention of preserving as much of that as I can, but I also intend to elevate the standard of these cottages to the level people have come to expect from the resort. Our guests come from every walk of life, but no matter who they are, we give them top-level luxury. People come to the resort to forget. They come to play. They come to remember what it’s like to slow down and breathe.” 

My heart is beating faster than normal, like it usually does when I let my passions get away from me. I continue on anyway. 

“At the resort, we operate under the belief that those moments in life actually matter. In order for us to deliver such unforgettable moments, we pay attention to the smallest detail. I’ll be frank. I don’t think your mother would approve of my plans for these buildings. I want to respect the history of these buildings as much as I can, but my first loyalty is to the people who will be staying here. That’s going to mean some pretty significant changes. If that’s not something you can get on board with, then maybe this isn’t the job for you.”

“I see.” He glances at Rod, who’s been looking between us uncomfortably. “Well, I assure you, Miss Rivers—may I call you Elizabeth?”

I hesitate just for a moment, then give the slightest inclination of my head. He presses on. 

“I am not my mother. I have my own ideas about the treatment of older buildings. If these had been inhabited by, say, the founders of Swan Pointe, or the general of a famous battle, or the first Chinese immigrants of central California, I would have different thoughts about what should be done to preserve the history of these structures. But they’ve been used for just the sort of escape you’re talking about for many decades now. I think your vision fits just fine with what these cottages are meant to be. I took this job,” he nods toward Rod, “because I think it’s a fantastic project and I’d love to work on it. I understand it needs to fit in with the resort’s brand, and I think I can help you do that, while highlighting the best historically significant elements these buildings provide. Projects like this work best when there’s a seamless blend between past and present. I want people to step inside these cottages and feel they’ve been given the best of both worlds.”

“Well said,” Rod says, glancing at me.

I’ve softened a bit at Brett Carmichael’s little speech, I have to admit. Aside from being slightly reassured that he’s actually here for the right reasons, I felt his own passion coming through. There’s something captivating about another person’s passions, even if that person is Brett freaking Carmichael. 

“I’m not here to cause trouble,” he says, “if that’s what you’re worried about.” 

Too late. He’s already causing me trouble. 

“No, I don’t have a problem with your plans,” he adds. “But if you have a problem with me, and would rather I leave, I can certainly do that.” And there’s that damn grin again.

“I don’t have a problem with you,” I say, still with an edge in my voice. 

“Well then, I’m looking forward to being part of the team.”

Well, shit. 
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Chapter 3
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Brett

Elizabeth Rivers is everything I imagined her to be. Stubborn, intriguing, arrogant, beautiful. 

My sister would disagree. She secretly thinks the Rivers family walks on water. As for me, working for Elizabeth Rivers was the one downside to taking this job. But I couldn’t pass up the chance to work on the Cottages. They’re practically a Swan Pointe institution. And regardless of what I think of the Rivers family, I have to admit, they know what they’re doing. I have no doubt the entire project will be carried out to the highest standard, so it should be rewarding to be part of it in that respect. 

After our walkthrough, I returned to my truck to make a few quick notes before heading to my office downtown. I have the windows rolled down, so the cab is filled with the refreshing scent of sea air and the soothing sound of the ocean’s waves. I’m parked near cottage one, the row of old buildings stretching away from me in a slight semi-circle, following the gentle curve of the bluff and the beach. 

They’re going to look a hell of a lot different by the time we’re though with them, that’s for sure. But I meant what I said. I have no issues with Ms. Rivers’ plan for these cottages. In fact, I think she’s going to give them the chance at a much longer life in this community than they would’ve otherwise had. I was impressed by her passion and, frankly, a little surprised. I didn’t expect that from her.

When I first took this job, I figured I’d be working more directly with the contractor than her, and considered that a plus. Now that I’ve met her, it’s clear she’s going to be more than just the checkbook. That’s all right. I think I can handle her. 

As for my mother, well, I’ll be the first to admit she can be a pill at times. I can’t blame Elizabeth Rivers for having some hesitation about me, being her son and the two of them so recently having a run-in over the conservation property. It’s no fun being on Mom’s shit list. (Having once been an ornery teenaged boy living in her house, I should know.) I’ve been too overwhelmed with my own problems over the past year to pay much attention to what my mom’s been up to, but I do know this. She’s a bulldog in her field, and most the time, that’s a good thing. I’m proud of the work she does, actually. Never more so than when she stands up to the big guys and wins. My love for history comes from my mother, no question. 

That said, I haven’t always agreed with her opinions of other people or the perceived moral imperative of the battles she fights. Sometimes I think she gets a little high on her own power and goes overboard. I never did agree with her when she was battling the city over that old apartment building downtown, and wasn’t all that upset when she lost the fight, though I’d never say that to her. I’m more moderate, just as I explained to Elizabeth Rivers. I’m less of the firecracker my mom is and more cool-tempered, like my dad.

Regardless, like I said, over the past year or so I haven’t paid as much attention to my mom’s professional activities as I usually do, including the go-round with the Rivers Paradise Resort and its young heiress. I’ve been too consumed by the long, drawn-out custody battle with my ex. It’s been a nightmare of legal red tape, child protective service visits, motions, and hearings. It’s all I can do to deal with that, take care of little Max when I have him, and do my work. 

Actually, my work has saved my sanity on a pretty regular basis. I love what I do, and when I have the right project (like what I think these cottages will be), I’m able to slip into that work zone and forget about my troubles for a while. On the days Max is with his mother I still worry. There’s no making that go away. But work has the magic ability to take that worry down to a dull gnawing instead of the sharp panic it sometimes turns into. 

I finish my notes, toss my clipboard onto the seat next to me, and start the truck. My phone rings and I look at the caller ID. It’s Mom. Hands still on the keys, the truck’s engine humming, I hesitate. She and I typically talk several times a week, but it’s been several days. Four? Five?

Yes, five. 

She called two days ago and left a message indicating she wanted to talk about the upcoming hearing at family court. As if I didn’t know. It’s the exact same thing she wanted to discuss when we talked five days ago. I realize she’s only worried about little Max, like we all are, but she’s been fixating on the hearing, repeatedly reviewing every little detail, and it’s making me crazy. I’m just trying to keep it together over here.

That’s why I never called her back, and why I’m hesitating right now. Still, it’s not really my standard MO to ignore my mother for days on end, so I turn off the truck, take a deep breath, and answer the call. 

“Ah,” she says by way of greeting, “you are alive.”

“Ha ha.”

“Did you get my message?”

“Yeah, sorry. I’ve just been busy.”

“Did you forward your lawyer that article I sent you?”

I suppress a groan, which she’d be able to hear, and roll my eyes instead. She can’t hear that.

“Mom, I’m sure he knows all that already. He’s the one who told me about the likelihood she’d contest the test results in the first place, remember?”

“Well, it can’t hurt. You have to be your own advocate, Brett.”

I sigh silently and lean my elbow on the truck door, firmly rubbing my forehead with my fingers. “Yes, I know. But he’s got it covered. He’s doing a good job, Mom. We just have to wait and see what happens. Besides, let’s take it a step at a time. We have to get the judge to order the test first.”

She sighs audibly and I know she’s gearing up for more. 

“Can we talk about something else, please?” I try cutting her off at the pass because I can’t do this right now. Today’s Wednesday, which means today’s the day Jessica picks up Max from daycare, and I get to start the four-day countdown until he’s back safe with me. Trying not to think too much about it is my go-to coping strategy, so my mother wanting to rehash the same shit over and over again is just not something I can do right now. 

Anyway, what does she expect me to do beyond what I’m already doing? It’s bad enough my hands are tied. All I can do is take this one step at a time and hope it all turns out in the end.

Though I have to say, for all the frustration my mom can cause at times, she’s been with me through every court appearance and she’ll be there for the next one. Even though she tends to fret and admonish beforehand, she’s steady as a rock during, and for that I’m grateful. Those court appearances have been grueling and leave me gutted. Every time. 

“Well, alright. But send him the article.”

“I will,” I lie, just to get her to be quiet about it. 

“I just worry about little Max,” she says gently.

I take a deep breath. “I know, Mom. Me, too.” I never sleep well when Max is with his mother. 

I’m ready to change the subject. “Hey, I’ve filled the gap left by the Redwood project.” This was for a client who ran into unforeseen delays, leaving me with some pretty significant open time to fill in my schedule. On the rare occasion something like that occurs, I can usually bring in new work, but it still makes me nervous. Between the debt my ex-wife ran up the last year we were married and my current, hefty legal fees, there’s not as much wiggle room in my cash flow as I would like. 

“Ah,” my mother says. “Elizabeth Rivers called you after all. I didn’t know if she would.”

“What? How’d you know it’s for her?”

“Well, if you ever picked up your phone, you’d know the answer to that question.”

“Ha ha.”

“Last Friday I found out the Rivers family was at it again so I went over to see what I could do about it.”

“What do you mean? Do about what?” 

“Who knows what those Rivers kids were planning on doing with those cottages.” She’s convinced the Rivers heirs have fallen pretty far from the tree, and based on what I’ve heard, I’m not sure she’s wrong. “I made it clear those buildings require skilled, historic restorations. She already knows I’m not afraid to fight for what’s right, and I sure wasn’t going to stand by while they tore them all down.”

“Did she say she was going to tear them down?” I ask, surprised.

“No. But they may have just been after the beachfront property. Anyway, I gave her your card and told her to hire you. I’m glad she did.” 

“Mother,” I say sharply, “I told you, you can’t do stuff like that.” Shit, is that why Rod hired me? But Elizabeth Rivers clearly wasn’t sold on the situation at first, so maybe not. How did this all go down? I’ll call Rod and find out if he was pressured to hire me. He and I have worked together before, so hopefully that was the reason he contacted me. If not...

“Oh, there’s no harm,” she says dismissively. “It’s not my fault my son happens to be the best in the business.” 

I groan. 

“What?”

“I wish you would please stop doing that.” She’s done this before. “You’re going to get one or both of us into trouble. I can find my own work.”

“Of course you can, son.” She says this in the same tone she used to encourage me to tie my shoes.

I roll my eyes. I’d go for another subject change, but between her fussing about the court thing and interfering with my career, I’m zero for two. It’s time to bring the conversation to an end. 

Not long after, I’m pulling up to the Alexander Building in downtown Swan Pointe. It’s a beautiful white brick building that was the Jacob Alexander Department store when it was built back in 1902. It’s been through various incarnations since then, but has been beautifully maintained and restored (thanks to one of my mother’s predecessors some thirty years ago) and now houses several offices. Other occupants include an accounting office, a husband and wife real estate team, an interior design firm, and an investment company. 

I climb the stairs to my company’s offices, which are on the third floor, and use my keys to let myself in. It’s past five so my office manager is gone for the day. 

It’s always so quiet here after hours. Every sound is amplified, the air conditioning when it kicks in, the ding of the microwave telling me my buck-and-a-half burrito is ready. 

I pick up the messages on my desk and try to settle in. I’ll most likely be here until late. I don’t really have to. I just will. I do like my work, but the truth is, I’m only working late because it’s better than facing what’s at home.

Which is absolutely nothing. 
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Chapter 4
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Lizzy

I leave the Cottages not sure what to think about what just transpired. As I head back to the resort, the uncertainty of it trails after me like a spider web I can’t shake. I drive my little BMW i3 hybrid up the road that climbs the bluff, and the magnificent, sweeping Rivers Paradise Resort comes into view. The long approach is surrounded by the resort’s wide front grounds, sculpted with graceful Cyprus, twisting Monterey pine, and blooming flowerbeds of fuchsias, iris, and lavender. The bluff’s edge is to my left, and gives a broad view of the sparkling Pacific Ocean. 

Straight ahead, the resort itself consists of a long, ten-story building in the center and two, seven-story wings angling back on either side. Behind this is what my father called the resort’s “playground.” Manicured grounds dotted with several different pools, a teen game lounge, courts for basketball, volleyball, racquetball and others, and of course the award-winning golf course.

This sight of my father’s grand vision made real only increases my unease. Are the cottages going to be a worthy addition to the legacy my parents left behind?

The end of the drive circles a shallow pond, which is ringed with colorful ground flowers and occupied by our white swans, Rhett and Scarlett. I pull under the sweeping portico, drive past smartly-uniformed bellhops, and descend the ramp that leads to the underground valet and employee parking. My spot is between my brothers’ vehicles. 

I take the elevator to the first floor and head toward the executive offices, passing the cluster of cubicles in the center of the large room, which is circled by doors leading to our managers’ offices. I head straight for my older brother Rayce’s office, which is at the far end and flanked by my office on one side and my younger brother Connor’s office on the other. 

Rayce is at his desk and Connor is standing opposite him. They’re going over some papers, but look up when I enter. We’re often told how we resemble each other, and it’s not hard to see why. We have dark hair and similar facial structures, which look strikingly handsome on them and (I’m told) pretty on me. The shape of our eyes are the same, but I’m the only one who inherited grandma’s green eyes. Both my brothers have blue. In spite of the surface similarities, I’ve always thought my brothers still look different because their personalities are so different. 

Rayce looks commanding and impressive in his dark suit, as he always does. He’s only a year older than me, but he’s always seemed much older than the rest of us. That used to irk me when we were growing up and I sometimes felt he was too damned bossy, but things are different now. I’ve often questioned my own ability to follow in our parents’ footsteps, but never his ability to do so. I swear, he’s been destined for this from the day he was born.

Connor, by contrast, has always exuded a youthful, free spirit—the same spirit that prompted him to leave the family business and live on his boat so he could travel the world unimpeded. He did that for four years with no intention of slowing down, until our parents died and he had to come back to help out. For nine long months we didn’t know if he was back temporarily or if we’d get to keep him long term, as we all desperately hoped we could. Then that blessed girl Whitney came along, captured his heart, and somehow planted his wandering feet firmly in one place. I will forever and ever love her for that alone.

Still, even though my younger brother doesn’t have the same countenance Rayce does (which some people define as “intimidating”), Connor’s always had this way about him when he puts on his business hat. He’s still friendly and inviting, but manages to wear an unmistakable authority with ease. 

I envy and admire both of them, and sometimes wonder how people see me in my role here. I honestly don’t know. Before our parents died, I was still in executive management training, something I figured I’d carry on with for a while. But when our parents’ boat sank at sea and the three of us were suddenly faced with trying to keep the family business from sinking right along with it, Connor and I were thrust unexpectedly into much heavier roles. There were moments when we damn-near cracked under the pressure. Rayce was the one who kept us steady on. 

And he’s the one I need now.

I close the door behind me. “You’re never going to believe what just happened.”

As I tell them about the situation with Brett freaking Carmichael, Rayce gets up and slowly comes around his desk, listening carefully. By the time I’m done, he’s leaning against it with his arms crossed, wearing a thoughtful expression.

“Well? Did I just make a big mistake?” 

Before Rayce can answer, Connor says, “He does nice work.” He’s pulled up the Renaissance Restoration website on his phone and hands it over.

I fiddle with the hem of my shirt as Rayce scrolls through the online portfolio, still having said nothing. Judging by the expression on his face however, he seems pleased.

He starts to hand me the phone, but I raise my hand in refusal, my agitation reaching a peak. “I’ve seen it already.”

Rayce returns Connor’s phone. “Don’t you like it?” 

“Yes, I like it. It’s great. I don’t like that he’s Brett freaking Carmichael.”

Connor laughs. “I can’t say I blame you there.” 

Rayce continues to scrutinize me. “Do you think he’s there to cause trouble?” 

I shake my head. “No. He doesn’t seem to be.”

“Do you think he’ll do a good job?”

I gesture toward Connor’s phone. “He’s more than qualified. I like his style. He doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy to screw up a job just to spite me. So, yes.”

“Do you think you can work with him?”

I sigh. “Yes. I’m sure I can manage.”

“So what’s really bothering you?” He says this softer, not like an executive, but like my big brother. It draws the answer out of me almost before I realize it myself.

“What if this is the beginning of things going wrong? What if it’s a sign?”

He smiles softly. “Yeah, I thought so.” He stands up, puts his hands on my shoulders, and looks me in the eye. “You’ve got this, Lizzy. Your plan for these cottages is a good one. Stop doubting yourself.”

I swallow past an unexpected lump in my throat. He’s quietly taken on the role of patriarch in our family, and his vote of confidence is almost as good as getting it from Dad. Almost.

I give him a grateful smile and a hug. He gives me a strong hug back. “Thank you. I love you.”

“I love you too.” He pulls away and nips my chin between his thumb and forefinger. “Now get back to work.”
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That Sunday, Rayce and my cousin Corrine and I are sitting on my parents’ couch—now my couch—in the family room of my parents’ house—now my house—waiting for Connor and Whitney to arrive for our monthly dinner. 

My brothers and I jointly inherited the house, but I was the only one who wanted to keep it, so I bought out their shares. Corrine stays here while on school breaks, like she did when my parents were still alive.

She’s the youngest of the four of us, three years younger than me, but we’re more like sisters than cousins. I like having her around enough that I’m not looking forward to when the next semester starts two weeks from now. Fortunately, it’s her last semester. 

Finally. 

She’s been attending Hartman College off and on for six years now, thanks to not one but two rounds of chemotherapy. She’s always been of slight build, but she came out of the other side of those treatments looking just this side of fragile. People tend to be surprised when they see her in action, because she’s more energetic and tougher than she looks, but I saw her at her lowest and know how close we came to losing her. I try not to dwell on the possibility of the cancer coming back, but ever since Mom and Dad died so suddenly, I know there are no guarantees, and worry more than I used to. 

My dog, Montana, is sitting on the floor at Corrine’s feet, his massive head resting on her lap. He’s a tan and white hound with a sweet, pouty dog face most people find hard to resist. Corrine adores animals and spoils him silly, so he’s bonded with her as much as he has with me. 

My mother never used to allow animals in her house. She was kind of a neat freak and couldn’t stomach the fur all over everything. When I moved in I installed a doggie door that let into the utility room where I have a massive pillow set up for him. He used to be an outside dog, so that was it. But more and more I let him into the rest of the house too. I even let him up on the couch from time to time, and in spite of regular vacuuming, the upholstery has the occasional stray hair to prove it. My mother would never approve. 

Other than the doggie door and, you know, the actual dog, the place looks pretty much the same as it has for years, though. Most of my stuff’s still over at my old house, where Connor’s been staying ever since Mom and Dad died, since all he had for a home was a boat. He didn’t want to get a place of his own until he knew if he was staying for sure. Now that he is, I suppose the whole issue of housing is going to change eventually. I don’t know what’s going to happen then, but slow as he’s being about it, I’m not too worried yet.

Rayce is reviewing a financial report on his phone, but I have my Surface Pro 4 on my lap so Corrine and I can comb Pinterest for ideas for the cottages. Her slender hand swipes past images on the screen as we hunt for possible design concepts. It will be a challenge to balance pampered luxury with the casual feel I want the Cottages to embody. I’m not quite the polished designer my mother was, so I should probably hire a professional, but I’m having too much fun playing with my own ideas for now. Besides, it’s still early stages. There’s a shitload of remodeling to do before the decorating can begin. 

Over the past few days, I’ve had to go down to the site several times. I only saw Brett Carmichael once, thank God. He was talking with one of his workers, in a room adjacent to the one Rod and I were in. Our eyes met for a moment, then he gave me a lazy salute. It wasn’t exactly mocking, but I could tell he was trying to get a rise out of me. I rolled my eyes and he smiled a bit, but other than that, we let one another be. 

The sound of the garage door announces the arrival of the rest of our party. Connor and Whitney come in hand in hand, of course, and she’s laughing at something he said. We exchange hellos and they give some attention to Montana, who’s gone to greet them. These two have all the glowing exuberance of a couple in love. It makes me happy just seeing them together. I like Whitney, too. She’s blended in with Corinne and me so easily.

She lives in San Francisco, technically, but for the past couple months she’s been down here for the weekend as much as she’s been home. When she’s not down here, Connor’s up there. Their commuting days are just about over though. Friday is her last day of work, then she’ll be here for good. She’ll stay with Connor until they find their own place. They’ve been house hunting for a while now, which is fine by me. I’m not in any hurry to figure out what to do with my old place. I’d be fine if they just stayed there, actually. 

Slow as they are in the house-hunting department, it took Connor no time at all to pick out a plane once he finally decided to break down and buy one. A small Learjet. It didn’t surprise me. He’s always had itchy feet, so it makes sense that he needed a plane to give him more reach once he decided to settle down. They’re putting it to use right away. He’s flying up to San Francisco on Friday to pick Whitney up for the last time, then they’ll jet off to who-knows-where (wherever the wind takes him, I’d guess) for a full two weeks. 

It’s Corrine’s turn to cook dinner, so now that everyone’s here she heads into the kitchen to start the rice to go with the Hawaiian haystacks that are still cooking in the crockpot. As we gather around the large kitchen island to keep Corrine company while she works, Connor says with an air of triumph, “We think we finally found our house.” 

My heart sinks a bit at this news, which surprises me.

They’re both grinning ear to ear, though, and Corrine grins too, measuring out the rice to add to the rice cooker. “Really? That’s great.”

Yeah, it is, I tell myself, wondering why I’m feeling so weird about it. Disappointed, almost.

Connor nods. “It has a pool and a sand volleyball court in the back.”

“Oooh.” Corrine elbows me. I give what I hope is an appropriately excited smile.

“Once I saw that, I didn’t even care about the rest.”

Whitney extracts her phone from her back pocket. “He really didn’t. But lucky for him the rest of the house is great, too.”

“Lucky for us,” Connor corrects her.

Whitney recently confided to both Corrine and me that she’s been a little uncomfortable with the imbalance of their financial situation. From what I can tell, she’s done a great job managing her money and has enough put away that she can afford to take her time looking for a job once she moves here. She’s more than just changing jobs, anyway. She’s been working with orphan refugees for several years and it’s gotten to be too much for her. She’s needed a career change in general and Connor’s encouraged her not to rush into anything so she can figure out what she really wants to do. 

She’s on board with all that since she can afford to pay her own way, but house hunting has been a challenge for her. She’s just not in the same financial realm as Connor (or the rest of us). He doesn’t care, of course, but he’s looking for houses he can afford. That’s damn near anything in this area, so the relatively modest homes he’s been looking at instead aren’t going to stretch his budget much. He intends to buy outright. Even though this is really Connor’s purchase, he’s been insistent Whitney be happy with it too, since she’ll be living there. She told us girls that she promised to be honest with him about what she likes, and she’s tried to, but still feels her opinion shouldn’t matter as much. “It’s his house,” she keeps saying. 

“Okay, lucky for us,” she says, responding to Connors’ correction. Corrine and I exchange glances. “Here, let me pull up the listing.” 

“Did you already put in a bid?” Rayce asks.

“Yeah,” Connor says, “but we haven’t heard back yet. It hasn’t been on the market long but there’s been a lot of interest. We actually put in a little over their asking price.”

Rayce raises his eyebrows and we all lean into Whitney’s phone as she shows us the pictures. It really is a beautiful house, with a great open floor plan. The family room has a gorgeous bay of windows that gives a nice view of the coast, and the kitchen is top notch. It has five bedrooms, so there’s room to grow, if that’s what they’re planning. Photo after photo demonstrates what a find the house is, but as Connor and Rayce talk specs and price—Rayce, of course, acting like this is a financial investment instead of a home—I get more and more uneasy. 

It’s strange. I don’t know why I’m feeling this way and I don’t like it. 

When Connor and Whitney start talking about furniture, I get up to help Corrine. I need something to do. She’s pulled out the fixings for the haystacks, and there really isn’t that much to prep, but I start working on dicing the tomatoes anyway. 

“If we get it, we’ll have to figure out furniture,” Connor says. 

I frown a bit. Connor has absolutely no furniture, so he’s a blank slate. Whitney has her furniture, but, as she’s now telling us, “My stuff isn’t quite fit for a house like that. It’d be like the Beverly Hillbillies moving in.”  

“No, it wouldn’t.” Connor gives her a nudge with his shoulder. 

“It totally would.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Connor shrugs. “We’ll get new so it’s all stuff we picked out together. Then you’ll finally have your own furniture back, Lizzy.”

He winks at me and I give a weak smile. 

“I bet it’ll be nice to have your own things in here,” Rayce says. 

I frown and scoop the tomatoes up with my hand and the knife, depositing them into a bowl. “You don’t even know if you’re getting it yet.” I’m trying to sound casual and really hating how icky I feel. I grab the chives and start slicing them next. “We should stop talking about it so we don’t curse your luck.”

I’m not exactly the superstitious type, I’m just going for any excuse to change the subject, but Whitney clamps her phone to her chest and looks at Connor. “That’s true.”

He laughs and puts his arm around her. “We’ll get it. It felt like our house didn’t it?”

“Yeah.” She softens against him. “It really did.”

“Alright.” Rayce slaps his hand on the counter and glances at the timer for the rice. “We have just enough time for one round,” he says to Connor. 

I roll my eyes, but smile. For all the high-powered suit stuff that composes most of Rayce’s life, this is the one thing he’s never outgrown: vintage video games. He keeps it mum from people outside our little family circle, not wanting to tarnish his executive image, I guess. But I think it’s good for him. He and Connor really get into it—of course, Connor’s always been a kid at heart anyway—and it gives Rayce a chance to let loose a bit. 

Connor gives Whitney a kiss and the boys disappear into my parents’ game room. 

“So are you really happy with the house?” Corrine asks Whitney. She’s finished grating the cheese and dumps some chow mein noodles into a bowl. I’m done with the chives, so that pretty much wraps up the prep for this meal. 

“What’s not to love?” Whitney says.

“I noticed there’s no Jacuzzi with the pool,” Corrine presses, knowing that was on Whitney’s wish list, which we had to drag out of her. 

“That wasn’t really a deal breaker,” Whitney says, and seems to mean it. “Besides, Connor says we can put one in.”

“So you did tell him you wanted that?” Corrine leans on the counter, toward Whitney.

“Yes. I told him what I wanted. Don’t worry.” 

“You shouldn’t feel guilty,” I say, wanting to reassure her, but still wishing we were talking about something else. Why is this bothering me so much?  

“Well, I know. But... it’s really been weird giving input on the house he’s going to buy. I mean, it’s not like we’re married or anything.” 

Sometimes I forget Connor hasn’t asked Whitney to marry him yet. True, they haven’t been together long, but we all see the handwriting on the wall. They already seem like a married couple. My brother’s love for her is so obvious, and so sweet. 

I want to reassure her that a ring is bound to come her way eventually, but something stops me. The truth is, Connor hasn’t mentioned anything to me about it either. Who knows what he really has in mind. I don’t doubt he wants to keep this girl forever, but he walks his own road. It may not have even occurred to him to do something as conventional as making things official. Still, I trust they’ll work it out in the end. 

In the meantime, I really need to get off the topic of their potential house purchase. Fortunately, these days I always have a ready topic at hand. While the rice finishes cooking, the three of us end up surfing Pinterest for more ideas for the Cottages. Whitney’s into it as much as I am, actually, so we have fun pinning things and talking about ideas. My unease disappears and I start to forget about my reaction to their news and the puzzling way it made me feel. 
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Chapter 5
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Brett

After confirming with Rod that he didn’t hire me to work on the Cottages because of my mother, I made her promise not to show up on site. I don’t know that she would have anyway, but better to be safe. You never know with her. 

Over the past couple weeks, I’ve only grown more and more happy that I took this job. It’s a great project and has been absorbing enough to give me a semi-decent distraction from the problems with my ex (we’re a mere four days from our next hearing, thank God). Other than when I have little Max with me, I’ve been putting in plenty of hours and we’re clipping right along. Rod and I have finished drawing up the first draft plans for most of the cottages, save those that have been occupied this entire time by long-term renters. It’ll be awhile before we can get inside them, so we’re going over the plans we have now so we can get started on the actual work. 

Rod, Elizabeth Rivers, and I are gathered around a big, lacquered table in cottage six. The table’s in a state of organized chaos, stacked full of preliminary plans, photos, and detailed price quotes. Each cottage is a little different from the others, so the plans for each are necessarily unique. Plus, Elizabeth wants a variety of offerings. Some cottages will have enough rooms to be suitable for groups, while others will be spacious romantic getaways for two. Regardless, because the layout of these structures are so outdated, they’re all getting gutted to one degree or another and rebuilt from the shell up. 

“I want to assure you,” I say as we spread out the plans for cottage one, “we’ve kept these documents top secret. No conspiratorial madwomen have been allowed to look at them.” For some reason, the few times I’ve seen Elizabeth, I’ve felt the need to poke at her a bit. I maybe shouldn’t, except that underneath her straight-faced reactions, she doesn’t seem too ruffled by it. In fact, she usually returns my serve with a lob of her own. 

“I’m more concerned with the conspiratorial madman who drew them up,” she says.

“You’re not including me in that, are you?” Rod asks dryly. 

“She definitely meant you,” I say, and Elizabeth rolls her eyes. 

“Are you done,” she asks, “or can we go over this now?”

I smile, but in short order we get down to business. There’s plenty to discuss, and I don’t forget that Elizabeth Rivers is our client and we need to make sure she’s happy with our work. We spread everything out on the table, showing her plans and photos for one cottage at a time. She sinks into focused concentration. With all the self-assurance you’d expect from a Rivers, she gives clear indications of what she does and does not like. 

For the most part, she approves of things, and even praises us for doing good work at one point, but we get hung up on cottage seventeen. It has a funky layout and some other strange things going on, so the necessary remodeling is more or less going to wipe out much of the historical character it had on the interior. 

“What about the alcove?” she asks. “I thought we’d agreed to keep it.”

Rod explains all the complications we ran into and why the alcove has to go. He and I had discussed it at length. She doesn’t look any happier about it than we are. 

“There has to be something we can do.” She’s pressing her fingers to one temple and scanning the blueprint more closely. 

Even as she’s saying it, I get an idea. “Wait.” I cock my head a bit. I put both hands on the plans and turn them a bit, starting to visualize an adjustment to what’s on the paper. God, could it be that simple? How did we not see this before? “What if we rotate all this?”

“How do you mean?” Rod asks. 

My idea is crystallizing more with each passing second. “What if we put that wall here instead of there?” I draw my finger along the plans to indicate. “That would enable us to save the alcove and expand the bathroom.” It’s really more of a closet than a bathroom, so expansion has been a must all along and one source of our frustrations. 

They both lean in, taking a closer look. 

“Huh,” he says, as if to say, Well, I’ll be damned. 

“Um... where would the other two bedrooms go?” she asks, tilting her head, apparently struggling to envision the rotation of the layout I’m suggesting. 

I pull out a drafting pencil and draw straight, neat lines to indicate. 

“Oh.” She sits back a bit and nods at the paper. “I see. Rod, what do you think?”

“The supporting wall is over here,” he says pointing, “so it would still work.” I nod in agreement. He glances at me. “Then all we’d have to do is scoot the electrical over a foot or so right here.”

“Exactly. And we could keep the alcove,” I tell Elizabeth. 

She smiles. “I love that about this cottage.”

“Me too.”

“Though, the plumbing for the bathroom would get a little tricky,” Rod says. He explains what he’d have to do differently from the plan that’s in front of us.

“So it’s not tricky as much as it is costly,” she says when he’s finished. “Is that about right?”

She’s pretty astute, I’ve noticed. 

He nods. “Yeah. About.”

She grabs the price quote for this particular cottage and looks it over. Because of all the strange things about cottage seventeen, the cost for getting it up to code and functional for the resort’s purposes is already high. This is one of the more expensive quotes. Much higher than Rod or I would’ve liked. 

“Anything else about this change that would drive up costs?”

“No.” He looks to me for confirmation and I shake my head.

“What would the price difference be?”

Rod punches out some numbers on his calculator, then gives her an estimate.

“Well.” She looks over the plans and considers things for longer than I would’ve thought. If the rumors are to be believed, money really isn’t an object for this family. At the same time, I’ve yet to see her do anything to waste it. She doesn’t seem to throw it around like I’ve seen some wealthy people do, as if they’re trying to make a point about something. It’s not what I’d previously expected from her, to be honest. 

“The layout itself works either way,” she says, seeming to think aloud. “The only reason we’d be switching things around would be to try to save some of the historical character, is that correct?”

Rod and I both nod.

She sighs, then looks between the two of us with those bright, green eyes of hers. “That definitely puts me outside the margins for this particular cottage. It was already pushing it, but...still. I think it’s worth it in the long run. That alcove has such great personality, and I’d really hate to lose all that history.”

I’m relieved to hear her say it. I’d hate to lose that history, too. 

“You sure?” Rod asks. 

She nods. “Yes. Let’s do it. Good thinking,” she says to me. 

I smile, pleased. “I figure I need to earn my keep. I can’t just sit around annoying you all the time.”

“But you’re so good at it,” she says, without missing a beat. She just might mean it too, but I grin at Rod, who shakes his head at both of us. 
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It’s supposed to be Jessica’s weekend with little Max, but she called at 2:15 on Saturday afternoon to tell me to come get him because she’s had an “emergency” come up. I was forty minutes into a movie matinee at The Flicks, an old theatre that shows a mix of mainstream and Indie films. Watching a movie solo is one of those pleasures I discovered back in my single days, and it used to be one of my favorite things to do when there’s not a soccer game on. I haven’t been here in months and Jessica is the reason why. Half the time when I make plans, she finds a way to screw them up. I think that’s why it’s easier to just keep myself occupied with work. I can leave at any time and it’s not a big deal. 

I’m standing at the front door to her boyfriend’s house, trying to comfort Max, who’s upset because his mother promised him a trip to the park today. He’s young enough that he still gets his hopes up over her promises, no matter how many times she’s broken them. 

Hell, I did the same thing when we were married, there at the end. I was a lot older and should’ve known better, so I can’t fault this little guy for wanting to trust her. He should be able to trust her, just like I should’ve been able to. 

No, the person I fault is Jessica. She’s in jeans and a worn Queen t-shirt. She’s always loved Queen (but who doesn’t?). Her hair, which is currently purple with blue streaks, is pulled back in a messy ponytail. Her asshole boyfriend is lounging on the couch, the TV blaring the Packers game. He looks annoyed, as he usually does. 

When she called, she spun me a rather entertaining yarn detailing her supposed “emergency.” She’s gotten better at lying over the past few years, thanks to her frequent practice, but I’ve gotten better at spotting it too. My guess is her boyfriend doesn’t want to “deal with” Max today and she’s giving in. Hell, maybe she doesn’t want to deal with Max either. She looks worn and flustered. 

I always have mixed emotions when she pulls stunts like this. On the one hand, I’m more than happy to have Max with me because then I know he’s being properly looked after. I never know what the fuck might be going on when he’s with her. And all she’s doing is giving me even more ammunition. I have a long list of scenarios where she’s bailed on her parenting schedule, and having another incident just three days before she’s facing the judge can only work in my favor. 

But on the other hand, it kills me to see Max get the raw end of the deal. He’s a pretty energetic, easy-to-please kid, but stuff like this is really hard on him. That, too, works in my favor when we’re standing in the courtroom arguing that it’s better for him to be with me, but when I’m here, with my crying boy clinging to my leg, it just sucks. 

“We can still go to the park, Max,” I tell him. Still hiding behind my thigh, he shakes his head hard, his mop of thick, curly hair shuffling too. “We can kick your soccer ball around. How does that sound?” 

“It’s broken,” he says. 

“It got a nail in it and went flat,” Jessica says dispassionately. 

“I told him to keep it out of the weeds,” Kurt pipes up from the couch, eyes still on the screen. 

“It was an accident,” Max says. 

I’ve seen that backyard and it’s damn near all weeds. I don’t know how they expect a four-and-a-half year old to keep a ball out of it. I try to be careful about what I let him bring over here, because of the number of items that have been damaged or lost while he’s in their care, but balls are inexpensive to replace and he really wanted to be able to take his to the park. 

“Flats happen sometimes, buddy.” I rub his shoulder. “No worries. If we can’t fix it, we’ll get another one.”

This has only a marginal effect on his mood, which is still pretty distraught. I’ve learned through long experience that if I can’t distract him to get him to calm down, there’s usually another reason why. “Has he had lunch?” 

“We haven’t gotten to that yet,” she says defensively. 

It’s damn-near three o’clock. “Jesus,” I mutter, but not loud enough for Max to hear. It takes an epic amount of willpower sometimes, but I try not to argue with his mother in front of him, or say anything negative about her when he’s in earshot.

“Fine,” I say. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Can we get McDonald’s?” He looks up at me with his round, blue eyes, starting to settle a bit.

I try to keep the fast food to a minimum, and over the past several months finally started keeping a few quick meals on hand at home precisely because she doesn’t always feed him Sunday dinner like she’s supposed to. But as far past lunch as it is, I’m not inclined to make him wait the twenty minutes it’ll take to get back to my place. There’s a McDonald’s just a few minutes from here.

“Sure,” I answer.

“See?” she says. “Problem solved.” I narrow my eyes at her but she kneels down and opens her arms. “Come here, Maxey. Give momma a hug.” 

He does go to her, and her hug is warm enough that it gives me a glimpse of the mother she used to be. God, where in the hell did that woman go? Sometimes I can’t believe how much she’s changed.

“We’ll go to the park next time, okay?” She pulls him back and looks him right in the eye. “I promise.”

And there she is again, that lying mess we’ve become all too familiar with. 

“Alright, Max. Let’s go.” 

We spend the next couple hours getting Max some food and a new soccer ball, which we kick around at the park down the street from my house as promised. He felt better once he got some food in his tummy, but he’s been a little off all afternoon, getting upset over small things that wouldn’t normally bother him. 

Once we’re back to the house, I’m determined to get this kid to sleep. He still needs afternoon naps, but resists them, so I more or less have to trick him into it. 

I put Finding Nemo in the DVD player, and tell him he can choose to lie down on either the floor or the couch to watch. He settles onto the couch cushions next to me, resting his head on my lap, and is out like a light in three minutes flat. 

I put my hand on his warm little shoulders, lean my head on the back of the couch, and take a deep breath. This stuff with Jessica always takes something out of me. I’m so worn out, I feel like I’ve been running top speed all day, instead of just kicking the ball around with my boy. Still, it’s not long before I’m indulging in a nap of my own. 
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Chapter 6
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Lizzy

I’m finally giving Whitney a thorough tour of the cottages, which we haven’t had a chance to do yet. She and Connor are back from vacation, and with her living in Swan Pointe now, I’ve quickly discovered I’m enjoying having her around more. Especially since Corrine is now back at Hartman College. She had considered commuting for her final semester. Hartman is only an hour and a half inland from here, and Rayce did that when he was getting his master’s in business there so he could keep working at the resort. But ultimately she decided against it. She left on Sunday and I already miss her. 

Likewise, Corrine missed Connor and Whitney’s big announcement. They came back from their vacation engaged. Apparently Connor knocked it out of the park, too. He took her on a private helicopter tour of Mount McKinley that included an on-foot excursion to these beautiful blue glacial streams—where he got down on one knee and proposed. I gotta hand it to that little brother of mine. He knows how to treat the woman in his life. They haven’t set a date yet, but are talking next spring or summer.

As for Whitney, that girl’s on fire. This seems to be just what she needed. She’s no longer hesitant about feeling part of the house they’re buying (their bid was accepted and they close in a month) and keeps talking about how they plan to decorate it. I’m glad for them, but still feeling uneasy about things for some reason. Connor’s asked me a couple of times what I’m going to do with my old house and all the stuff in it, but I don’t know and don’t really want to think about it yet. 

I’d rather think about the Cottages, and for that, Whitney’s fantastic company. Turns out, she has a great eye. As we go through one cottage after another, trying to stay out of the way of the workers, I describe what the layout’s going to be like when we’re all done. She keeps tossing out ideas about how furniture could be laid out to maximize the feel of the space. 

“You’re really good at this,” I tell her as we climb the steps to cottage nine. 

“I used to love looking through design magazines when I was younger. I kind of forgot about that until recently.” Yesterday, she bought a whole stack of magazines now that they have a new house to decorate. 

As we approach the front door, Brett Carmichael is coming out. He’s with an older gentleman who I know works for him, as I’ve met him once before. He has to be in his late fifties, but has a full head of gray hair. 

“Elizabeth,” Brett says, nodding his head at me and glancing at Whitney with polite curiosity. I could allow him to keep moving, and we could do the same ourselves, but seeing that he’s one of my contractors I decide an introduction is in order. 

“This is my sister, well, soon-to-be sister Whitney Spencer. Whitney, this is Brett Carmichael. He’s our historical contractor.” Whitney already knows this, since she and Corrine both got to hear my rant about him when he was first hired, but I don’t want it to be obvious I’ve been talking about him. 

They shake hands amicably. “Pleased to meet you,” she says.

“Likewise.”

“And this is Isaac.” I indicate his employee. I believe he specializes in wood refinishing, but I don’t remember that as well as I remember his name, so I keep quiet about it in case I’m wrong. He shakes her hand as well and Whitney commences with some friendly chatter. 

Within minutes I’ve learned how long everyone’s been in Swan Pointe (only Brett and I are natives, though Isaac has been here longer than either of us) and who they think makes the best Philly Cheesesteak in town. That, I’ve come to learn, is an obsession of Whitney’s. 

“Well, we won’t keep you,” I say, partly because I really don’t want them to feel obligated to talk to us, me being the owner, when they probably have work to do, and partly because I don’t want to give Brett any opportunities to try to get my goat in front of Whitney. How we got to teasing each other so much, I don’t know, but I wouldn’t put it past him to say something smart-aleck right here and now. 

We all continue on our way, and once we’re in the kitchen and out of ear shot, Whitney says, “Wow. You didn’t mention how handsome Brett Carmichael is.” She says this like she’s surprised more than personally affected by him. 

I give her a mock-stern look anyway. “I wonder how Connor would feel about that comment.”

“Pish. I didn’t say he’s as hot as Connor, because he’s totally not.” 

Though I do realize my brothers are pretty good-looking, I make an icky face and Whitney laughs. “I can’t say that I’d agree with that, but that’s probably because Connor’s my brother.” 

Connor is my brother, but that’s not the reason I disagree with Whitney’s take on which guy would win the cute contest. Truth be told, I’ve noticed Brett’s hot as hell. I have eyes, don’t I? Not that it matters. I mean, come on. It’s Brett freaking Carmichael. 
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The next day at work, after I finish reviewing the off-season booking plan our Marketing Director turned in yesterday, I open an email from Whitney. She says she got an idea in the middle of the night, and suggests we create a plant shelf in one of the bedrooms in cottage nine. She includes some links, which are photos illustrating different aspects of her idea. 

“Damn,” I say, looking it over and getting excited. “She really is good.”

Hell, between Whitney and me, maybe I won’t need to hire a designer after all. “You should do this for a living,” I shoot back. She really could, I think, but somehow I doubt she will. She’s only ever done humanitarian-type work and everything she’s come up with as an alternative is still in the same vein of helping people. Personally, I think she needs to avoid another helping profession, because she gets too attached to people and too heartbroken over their problems. Hell, that’s what’s forcing her to reconsider careers in the first place. But it’s not really for me to say, so I stay mum. 

Meanwhile, I’m so jazzed about her idea that during the lunch hour, I head over to cottage nine to see if we’d be able to reframe things like she suggests to build a plant shelf above the closet. It’s a room that could really benefit from an architectural element of interest.

When I arrive, there are signs of work in progress in that cottage, but no one seems to be here at the moment. I consider finding Rod or Brett to ask about the space above the closet, but decide to investigate myself first. The room in question has a closet on the same long wall as the door and a window on the other side of the room. Under the window, a long board balanced across two saw horses is bathed in the afternoon sun. On top is a huge circular saw, a silver tape measure, a few bits of wood that had been cut off of something or other, and soft piles of sawdust. The whole arrangement is infusing the room with the scent of freshly-cut wood.

The long wall with the closet has been torn apart a bit, about halfway down. There was some old water damage on part of the wall and in the closet, so right now it’s nothing but wood framing. Whitney probably would’ve overlooked the space above the closet had it not been stripped down clear up to the attic. 

I’d like to get a closer look at that space and take some measurements. I find a large, A-frame ladder in the next room and haul it over, glad no one’s here to watch me struggle with it. I set it up next to the closet, grab the tape measure off the board on the saw horses, and start to climb. 

It only takes a couple steps to realize this would’ve been a lot easier if I’d changed into my denim docksides, but they’re clear out in the car. Grateful once more for my privacy, I kick off my heels and they fall to the hardwood floor with two dull thuds. Naturally, that’s when I hear someone come in the front door. 

I pause for a moment, then decide if whoever it is happens to come into this room, there are worse things in the world than them seeing me barefoot on a ladder. I climb the rest of the way and here I see some black pipes that might get in the way of a plant shelf. They might be far back enough, though. Are they?

Low, steady thuds indicate someone’s coming up the stairs. I groan, but persist. 

I extend the tape measure a couple feet, lock it, then reach over to measure the distance between the front of the closet back to the nearest black pipe. I’m reaching to the side more than I’m really comfortable with. It’d probably be better to move the ladder over a touch, but I just need this one measurement, so I hang on to the closet framing to steady myself as I stretch. 

“Careful.”

I jolt, the ladder shakes a bit, and I quickly grab the framing with both hands. Having regained my balance, I glance down at Brett Carmichael, who’s just come in the door and is looking up at me.

“Were you trying to knock me off the ladder?”

He gives me that cocky grin of his and I roll my eyes, going back to what I was doing. I reposition myself so I can try getting the measurement again. 

He comes closer. “What are you doing?” 

“Getting a measurement.”

“Yes, I see that.” He grabs the ladder with one hand but is still watching me. “The plans have measurements, you know.”

I roll my eyes again. “I’m aware of that Mr. Carmichael.”

He laughs. “I can always tell I’m irritating you a little bit extra when you refuse to call me Brett.”

“I’m not refusing anything. I’m seeing if we can put a plant shelf up here.”

“Huh.” He’s eyeing the space above the closet more carefully now. “That’s not a bad idea.”

“Thank you, but it’s not mine. Do you think there’s room? Can we go all the way back to that pipe?”

“Hop on down. Let me see.”

I hit the lever on the tape measure and it slides back in with a satisfying thwwwak. I pass it to him and descend the ladder. He hooks the tape measure on the waistband of his jeans and climbs up. 

I move toward my heels, but before I can get there, he says, “Aren’t you going to hold the ladder for me?”

I look up at him with narrowed eyes. Is he being serious or is he just messing with me? He’s giving me a straight face, but I still can’t shake the feeling he’s pulling my chain. These guys climb ladders without spotters all the freaking time, don’t they? I step back and hold it anyway. 

He chuckles and I narrow my eyes again as he climbs the last step. Being taller than me, he’s a step lower than I was and still reaching things a lot easier. “Do you enjoy tormenting me, Mr. Carmichael?”

“Actually, yes, I do,” he says easily. 

I roll my eyes again. “Well, at least you’re honest about it.”

He laughs again. 

“So? Can we put a plant shelf up there or not?”

“Hang on.” He takes another measurement, reaching in the opposite direction. This has the effect of drawing my eyes to his ass which is, naturally, as good-looking as the rest of him. Seeing as how he’s Marcia Carmichael’s son, I really haven’t taken to checking out his ass before. There’s no avoiding it now. I don’t realize my gaze has been lingering until he turns back toward me and I snap my eyes to his, trying to look casual. 

He was saying, “We should be—” but freezes when he sees me. God, did he catch me eyeing his rear? He gets an amused look on his face and I huff, abandoning the ladder and going for my shoes. I’m so out of here.

“Hey,” he says, laughing a bit. “You’re supposed to hold the ladder.”

“I think you can manage.” I slip on the first heel and walk unevenly toward the other, which is upside down not too far away. 

He chuckles again, but lets it slide. “Well, I think we can add in your shelf, and we can take it as far as right there, if you’d like.” 

I’ve just slipped on my second heel, one hand hanging on to the closet frame for balance, and look up to see where he’s tapped above me with the end of the tape measure. 

I’m getting ready to say that’d be perfect, but something gets in my eye and I swing my head back down, wanting to blink against the burning in my eye. Shit. It’s actually bad enough that blinking isn’t even possible. My fingers go to my closed eye and I press, wishing there was a mirror or something so I could see what the hell’s in my eye. Shit, it really hurts. 

“You okay?” I hear him coming down the ladder but turn my back to him and step blindly toward the door, head still down and fingers still on my burning eye. 

“Fine,” I lie, resting one hand on the drywall I’ve now drawn up against. “I think I got saw dust or something in my eye.” 

“Let me see.” He’s come around to the front of me now.

I shake my head, but still can’t open my eye. 

His hands, firm and warm, go to either side of my jaw and he gently turns my face up to him. “Hang on, hang on.” He’s trying to get me to settle, I guess, but shit this hurts. 

He blows a firm puff of air on my eye once, twice, then softly rubs my lashes from corner to corner. 

He releases me and I instantly tip my head down again, able to blink now. That definitely helped, and I’m blinking rapidly, finally getting some relief. 

“Better?” 

I nod curtly, inexplicably irritated with him. I should be thanking him, but instead I give a short, “I’m fine,” and look up at him to prove it.

His eyes sharpen on my lashes; at the same time I register that something is still stuck on them. “Wait,” he says firmly, coming close again. 

I was raising one hand to wipe across my lashes, but I respond to his authoritative tone immediately and stop moving. 

“Don’t blink.” He braces my face between his two hands again. “There’s a sliver on your lashes.” My eyes are watering a bit and I feel a strong urge to blink, but resist.

He carefully pinches at the sliver. Not moving, I watch his eyes as he stays focused on his task. He’s so close, I’m seeing all the little details in that rim of light blue around his eyes. Tiny flecks of crystalline blue cut into the darker cobalt they’re surrounding, a hundred luminous shards. It’s enchanting. 

His eyes flick to mine. When our gaze meets, it’s as if someone took hold of me by the shoulders and shook. The sliver is gone now, and other than a few watery blinks on my part, we’re both frozen in place. His hands are still cupping my face. I’m still standing here, my body mere inches from his. And I can’t look away. 

Heat is climbing through my chest and over my face. I’m barely breathing. A voice in my head wonders, What in the hell is happening? but the rest of me is too caught in the grips of it to think. My lips part slightly in surprise—or is it something else?—and his eyes dip to them.

I know the heated look of desire when I see it. Still, he looks as confused as I am. If I had to interpret the expression on his face, it would say, What IS this? 

I’m thinking the same damn thing. 

Then, as if there’s nothing to do but find out, he comes in and kisses me. 

My eyebrows shoot up and I intake a breath. 

I’ll tell you what this is. Lightning. The kind that burns up everything in its path.

We hold just like that, with Brett Carmichael’s hands on my face and his lips pressing against mine. Utterly frozen on the outside, I’m a brilliant storm of activity on the inside. Light and heat are dashing through my body and mystifying my brain. 

For just a second our lips move, a kiss that wanted more and took it of its own volition. A sudden, burning moment of exploration. Then we freeze again, confused, hesitating, our breaths shallow and erratic, and our lips still pressing together. When did my hands go to his back? 

In the next moment, something else takes over. We kiss again, and again. More eagerly. Breathing hard. Our mouths parting only slightly, the soft, moist heat of our inner lips pressing together. 

Then, just the tip of the tongue.

The second our tongues touch, something jolts through me and I gasp. We break apart, each taking a step back. Mouths still slightly parted, we’re just standing here gaping at one another, all while my heart tries to gallop right out of my chest.

The expression on his face is a cross between, what the fuck just happened, and give me more of that. 

I can’t believe we just did that. He can’t seem to believe it either. The sound of the front door opening causes him to look quickly around the door jamb onto the landing. Thus released from his gaze, I start to move. 

Still feeling whatever just passed between us pumping madly through my body, I take one step back and then another. Eyes wide on him, I’m backing up quickly, needing to put space between myself and this force I did not know Brett Carmichael had. 

He looks back to me, and in the next second several things happen. His eyes go wide and he reaches toward me—though I’m now well out of reach—and says, “Wait!”

In that same second, I feel something cold and hard against the back of my calf. Too late, I realize I’ve backed into the ladder. I’m going too quickly to stop. I try to catch myself anyway. Clinging to the metal in desperation doesn’t keep me from losing my balance beyond all recovery. It seems to go in slow motion, my horribly disorienting and embarrassing fall, but I can’t stop myself from tumbling to the ground. 

I pull the ladder down with me. I hit the floor on my side with a bone-jarring thud, and at the same time, the ladder’s heavy frame crashes hard against my hip bone. I crumple inward and cry out. The other part of the frame lands behind me, having just missed hitting my head, which is inside its A-frame shape. 

There’s more terrible crashing on the floor above me and all I can think is, What in the hell? I think I let out some sort of expletive. In fact, I may have said, “Fuck!” I think he said it, too. 

In the next instant, he’s lifting the ladder off me. My hip responds with sharp, painful throbbing. As much as I want to play it cool and act like I’m not hurt, I am. Not seriously. I realize right away that I don’t have a broken bone or anything, at least I don’t think. But my hip is screaming in hot pain, and I can’t stop myself from clutching it and curling inward. 

“God, are you alright?”

“Fine,” I say through gritted teeth, pinching my eyes closed. “I’m fine.”

Having set the ladder upright, he gets down on one knee next to me, clearly getting ready to inspect my hip. “Let’s see.” He reaches for the hand that’s on my hip, but the second he touches me, an electric current shoots through me and I jolt away from him. 

“No!” I’m struggling to get up. “It’s fine.”

He hops to his feet so he can hook his hands under my arms and help me get up. Oh my god, everywhere he touches me is like fire. My hip is still screaming with pain, but his touch is breaking through it all. I have to get out of here, but I’m having a hard time putting weight on that leg. He’s supporting me, keeping my heart pumping.

“I’m okay,” I lie, almost desperately.

“Elizabeth...”

Lizzy, I think, but glance around the room and discover the source of all the confusing crashing. The long piece of wood that had been resting on the two saw horses is flat on the ground, along with the circular saw, which is upside down. The ladder must have hit the board and knocked the whole thing over. Come to think of it, it looks like that saw landed dangerously close to my head. 

“Did I break it?”

“I’m more concerned about you being broken.” Face full of concern, he’s back to looking at my hip, which I’m still clutching, and reaching toward it as if he’s going to tend to me somehow. But I already can’t handle his hand on my arm and the thought of him touching my hip again is too much. 

I yank my arm away, trying to get myself together. “I’m fine. I’m fine.” I have to get out of here.

I just register the heavy steps that have been rushing up the stairs, and in the next second one of the workers hurries into the room, eyes scanning the situation in alarm. “What happened?”

God, this is embarrassing. I force myself to disregard the pain, straighten into somewhat normal of a stand, and try to salvage my pride. “Sorry about the saw,” I say, hoping to divert the attention away from me. 

It works on the man who just came in the door—he hurries to it and picks it up to examine it—but Brett’s eyes are examining me. Our eyes meet for the first time since I fell and dammit if that’s not like a jolt of fucking lightning, too.

Holy hell.

“Seems okay,” the man says, turning the heavy saw in his hands, but I don’t have room in my brain to worry about the saw. I break eye contact with Brett and hustle toward the door, my hip protesting. “I have to go,” I say firmly, holding up my hand as if to force him to stay and not follow me. 

I make a quick exit and manage to do it without limping, but as soon as I’m around the corner and out of everyone’s sight, my hand goes back to my hip. Quick as I can, I hobble down the stairs and toward the front door. 

Shit. Between attacking myself with the damn ladder, and Brett freaking Carmichael kissing me like that... A flood of heat washes through me at the memory. 

Hell, with me kissing him! 

I honestly don’t know if I’m in a fit state to drive. 

I grab my keys with fumbling hands anyway and hurry to my car. My hip feels like it wants to fall clean off, but I start the car and back away. I don’t look to see if he’s coming after me. I just have to get the hell out of here.
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Chapter 7
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Brett

What in the hell did I just do? I kissed Elizabeth Rivers. Kissed. Her. It wasn’t any timid kiss either. Once I got past the initial shock of it all, I kissed that woman like a man taking a long, tall drink after a lifetime of dying of thirst. That’s what it felt like, too. I don’t know where in the hell it all came from, but once I got going, I didn’t want to stop. 

I don’t blame her for running away. Once we finally broke that kiss, I kind of wanted to run too. 

Because I just kissed Elizabeth fucking Rivers. 

And because with everything else that’s going on in my life, kissing Elizabeth Rivers, or anyone, is the last thing I need.

I stay at the scene of the crime long enough to confirm the saw isn’t broken, then leave cottage nine with my head feeling like it’s caught in a whirlwind. My thoughts dart from one thing to the next, alternately worrying about how hurt she is, wondering if that kiss affected her the way it seemed to (meaning, the way it affected me), and trying not to relive the whole thing so I’m not walking around the work site with a massive hard on. 

Between cottage fifteen and sixteen, I stop dead in my tracks, having finally thought about the thing that should have been my first thought. She’s my client.

I pinch my eyes shut and mutter “Fuck me.” I turn and head straight to my truck so I can make the call in private. 
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Chapter 8
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Lizzy

If it weren’t for the meeting I have this afternoon, I would have gone straight home. I pull into my spot in the parking garage, turn off the car, and sit there for a moment clutching my hip again. The pain is lessening, thank god, but it’s still pulsing angrily. I pull my skirt down just enough to confirm I’m not bleeding. I’m not, but my hip is red and scratched. There’s already a dark bruise developing. “Fuck.” 

God, I still can’t believe that just happened. Why does Corrine have to be at Hartman when I need her? Why, why, why? 

I send her a text with still-trembling fingers: Brett Carmichael just kissed me.

I drop my phone on my lap and press my hands to my temples, pinching my eyes shut. Within seconds my phone plays Corrine’s ringtone.

I grab it. “Hi.”

“He did what?” 

“He kissed me. He just.... kissed me.”

“Did you kick him in the balls?”

Good lord. “No.” Now that I’m thinking about his balls, I’m getting a mental image of what I could do to them. Clutching the phone to one ear and pressing my hand against the other, I pinch my eyes shut and shake my head. Stop it, stop it, stop it. 

“Well what did you do to him?” Corrine asks gleefully. “I want all the gory details.”

“Uh...” I drop my hand and lean my head back against the seat with my eyes closed. “Well...” 

Actually, maybe it’s good Corrine’s not here because I feel my cheeks burning up. I don’t want her, or anyone, to see me blushing over Brett freaking Carmichael.  

“Wait,” she says after I continue to stall. I know just by the tone of her voice that she’s onto me. “Don’t tell me. Did you kiss him back?” 

“Weeeell,” I say weakly.

Her laughter dances through the phone line and I groan. 

“Holy shit. Are you serious?”

Now that she knows, I really have to come out with it. I sit up straighter. “It was so amazing.” 

“Oh my god. Really?”

“God, yes. It was so fucking amazing. I don’t think my heart’s started beating again yet.”

“Okay, you have to tell me how this happened.” 

So I do. When I get to the end of my story, she breathes out a simple, “Wow.”

“I just kissed Marcia Carmichael’s son,” I say desperately.

“Well... yeah. But is that really the worst thing? I mean, he’s not a drug dealer or anything.”

“Gee, I didn’t realize the standard by which I should measure guys is ‘not a drug dealer’.”

Corrine laughs. 

“You’re enjoying this way too much.”

“Sorry.” She doesn’t sound sorry at all. “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know, I don’t know,” I say pitifully. “That’s why I texted you.”

I wait as Corrine apparently thinks about it. “I’m sorry, but if a guy kisses that good, you should definitely try to kiss him again. I don’t care who he is.”

“I can’t do that,” I say automatically, but my entire body heats up at the thought of kissing him again. Putting my hands on him and letting him put his hands on me. I readjust in my seat.

“Sure you could. Who knows? You could end up marrying him and then you’d be Lizzy Carmichael, and Marcia Carmichael would be your mother-in-law.”

“Oh, no, no, no, no, no,” I say sitting up straight. “Hell to the no.”

She sighs. “All right. I don’t think it’s that big of a deal, but if you feel that strongly about it, you should probably stop things right here.” 

I nod mutely. Yes, that’s right. Stop it right here. No need to take things any further. “Okay. Right.”

“Just, you know, make sure you don’t go around kissing him again.”

“I didn’t... he kissed me!”

“Right, I know. I meant, you know, try to keep your distance.”

Hell. I don’t know if I can do that either. Plus, he’s my freaking contractor. I’m going to see him. A lot. For months. My body starts humming.

No, no, no, no, no. 

Okay, the effects of that kiss are bound to wear off eventually. Surely. Then I’ll make sure we’re never alone and keep it really professional. Super, duper professional. Professional with a capital “P.”

“Right,” I tell Corrine, firmly, more for my benefit than hers. “I’ll just keep my distance.”

We wrap things up and as soon as we get off the phone, I get another call. This one from Brett freaking Carmichael. 

I freeze, staring at the screen, not knowing if I should swipe to answer or swipe to reject. Eventually my paralysis makes the decision for me and it goes to voicemail. I let out a shaky breath and my heart starts pounding like I just ran a sprint. 

My phone dings with a voicemail notification. After a few seconds’ hesitation, I play the message:

“Hi, Elizabeth,” he begins. 

I wonder why it suddenly feels strange for him to call me Elizabeth instead of Lizzy, which is what the people who know me best call me. Maybe it feels strange because last time I saw him he kissed me like the damned devil. 

“I, uh, just wanted to apologize for... earlier. It wasn’t appropriate and I’m sorry if I made you...”

Hot? Bothered? Out of my fucking mind?

“...uncomfortable.”

In spite of our history of goading one another, I know this apology is sincere. But the way he said ‘uncomfortable’ makes the heat rise to my cheeks again. It’s like he knows ‘uncomfortable’ is not the right word to describe how he made me feel.

There’s a long pause, where all I hear is the beating of my heart. I’m lost in the memories of lips and hands and the tip of his tongue.

“All right, then,” he says thickly. I wonder if he got as lost in the memory of our kiss as I did. “Goodbye.”

And that’s it. 
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I never call back, and I take to avoiding the job site. It’s not like me to avoid things. I’ve handled all sorts of tough situations, especially over the last year, but with just one kiss (one hell of a damned kiss) Brett Carmichael has rendered me completely unarmed and I’m nowhere near ready to see him again.  

I stick to email communication with Rod, even when I otherwise would’ve gone down there, and focus on other aspects of the project. Over the next many months, there’ll be plenty to do with our various managers to work out the logistics of room service, housekeeping, maintenance and grounds upkeep, and activities. It’ll likely dominate the monthly meeting my brothers and I hold as well, as we work together to make sure everything’s on track and the bigger vision is coming together properly. Even though I’m managing the budget for this myself, Rayce will keep an eye on the financials. He has a gift for numbers and we all willingly lean on his insights.

Then there’s the marketing campaign to think about, which has served as my primary distraction from Kisses That Shall Not Be Named. I’ve been working closely with our Marketing Director to draw up some initial ideas. We’ll need three campaigns: preopening to build anticipation, another for the Grand Reopening event, and another for the first full year of active bookings. The Cottages will also need their own logo branding that’s complimentary to, but different from, the resort’s branding. 

I’m handling that myself. The resort has used The Adelman Group for many years, and we have our preferred designer there, but the portfolio of one of their relatively new designers, Samantha Lawson, has caught my eye. I’m breaking with tradition, trusting my gut, and going with her instead. We have our first meeting in a couple weeks. 

Engaging as the project has been—which has all been on top of my regular work load—that hasn’t been enough. His kiss still haunts me. It’ll come out of nowhere, too. Before I know what’s happening, I’m overwhelmed by the memory of it and my heart is pounding thickly and my cheeks are getting warm. Other parts of me get pretty damned warm, too.   

There’s just so much avoiding I can realistically do, though. Five days after The Kiss, I’m heading down the hill to meet Rod at cottage thirteen. Apparently there’s something he needs to show me, and it doesn’t sound like good news. 

I wonder if Brett’s going to be there too. Gripping the wheel of my car, my skin tingles in anticipation. 
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Chapter 9


[image: image]


Brett

Elizabeth Rivers hasn’t cancelled my contract, so I guess that’s a good thing, but she never called back either, which is not good. She hasn’t been on site for the past five days, as far as I can tell. I don’t think that’s good either.

What’s really not good is the fact that I can’t stop thinking about her. Inspecting the restoration work on the octagon window in cottage two? Thinking about Elizabeth Rivers. Signing purchase orders in my office? Thinking about Elizabeth Rivers. Sitting in a fucking courtroom waiting for the judge to come out so the hearing can get started?

Yep. Even then. The feel of her lips on mine, the smell of vanilla on her skin, the sound of her breathing. It was all right there with me.

This is why I don’t need this. Aside from not knowing what I think about this Rivers girl in general, I don’t have room for this kind of thing in my life. I need to concentrate on taking care of little Max. And that has been an uphill battle the entire way. 

Our latest hearing was four days ago and the judge, thank God, finally ordered Jessica to get a drug test. California law isn’t as straightforward in this matter as a person might think, and getting the judge to order testing required much more than me just asking for it. We’d been laying the groundwork for some time, and finally established sufficient cause. 

We’re hoping this will ultimately be the nail in her coffin, but it could take a while. The judge gave her a week to get the test done, but even if it comes back positive, my lawyer said her lawyer will “almost certainly” contest it. That will mean another test and yet more delays. 

I’m not looking forward to any of this, not at all, but I’m to the point where I don’t care how many more legal hoops I have to jump through so long as I have Max safe with me by the time I’m done. 

I’m a little concerned she’ll try to clean up long enough to take the test, but I don’t think she can. I really don’t. If she could control it like that, we wouldn’t be where we are today. Things would be so different. Our family might still be together. 

But once she got going on that shit, she couldn’t stop it, and the woman she was when I first met her was destroyed. The woman she is now bears almost no resemblance. 

Unfortunately, our next hearing isn’t until next week. Which means she picks him up from daycare on Wednesday for her half of the week and has him all the way until Sunday, this being her weekend with him. Unless she cuts it short again. I never know. If she doesn’t, I’ll have four and a half long days of worrying about him. 

That’s one thing I can count on. The worry. 

Meanwhile, I work. I’m climbing the steps to cottage ten, looking for Isaac. He’s been with my company almost since the beginning, and we’ve become friends over the years. I’m curious how he’s coming along with his current refinishing project. This cottage has some amazing solid oak doors with carved panels. They were in pretty rough shape, and most people probably would’ve considered them too far gone to salvage. But most people don’t have Isaac on their crew. Those doors will be better than new by the time he’s done with them. 

He’s set up a work area in one of the bedrooms upstairs, and has several doors stacked on the far wall. One door is flat on a work table, two long clamps compressing it width-wise. A quick glance tells me it’s probably setting after his repairs on a minor, non-structural crack. 

At first, I don’t think he’s in here, but when I come farther into the room to inspect his handiwork, I spy him on the floor on the other side, eyes barely open, his skin pale and clammy. 

“Isaac!” I say, and rush to his side.
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By the time the EMTs arrive, I’ve tracked down a Snickers bar and managed to get Isaac feeling slightly better. Being diabetic, he usually has small candies or something in his pocket in case his blood sugar drops, but for some reason he didn’t today. I’d scold him for it, but I’m too worried about him. He hasn’t fully stabilized yet. The paramedics decided to take him to the hospital so they can finish treating him in the ER. 

I’ve contacted his wife and am walking alongside the stretcher toward the ambulance parked behind the cottage. They already inserted a saline IV—the clear bag of fluid on the stretcher next to him—and have an oxygen mask on him. One side of the stretcher is raised so he’s propped in a sitting position, looking pale and drawn. As we near the rear parking, I do a double take when I see Elizabeth Rivers hurrying up with a concerned expression on her face. 

My body reacts immediately. God, even at a time like this, she has the power to distract me. 

I had put an end to the other employees gawking over the drama and sent them all back to work, but of course I can’t send her away. Not that I want to all that much. 

Shit. I need to stop thinking of her as a possibility.

She hurries over just as we’ve reached the ambulance, those green eyes of her taking in the scene. “What’s going on?”

Isaac gives her an apologetic look as they start to load him in. “Sorry to trouble you, ma’am.” His voice is muted a bit until he pulls the oxygen mask away.

“You’re no trouble,” I say firmly. Isaac may be in his fifties, but he’s one who never misses a day of work. I know it’s already killing him to be off the job, for however short a time, but to go through this in front of our big client is probably only making it worse. 

“It’s my blood sugar,” he says with that same apologetic tone. The stretcher’s legs fold up with a solid click, first one set, then another, and he’s firmly inside. “It got a little out of hand is all.” 

She seems to relax a bit, but still turns to me as one of the EMTs climbs in next to Isaac, puts the mask back on him, and grabs an IV bag. It’s confusing, being so concerned about Isaac and so keenly aware of the woman next to me all at the same time. “Is he going to be alright?” she asks.

“We just need to get him rehydrated and stabilize his blood sugar,” the other EMT replies, drawing her eyes to him. 

Released from her gaze, I take a determined breath and focus on Isaac. “Sorry for the trouble,” he says again, his voice muffled behind the mask. This is overtaken by the ripping sound of Velcro as the medic next to him unfolds a blood pressure cuff and starts wrapping it around his arm. 

“No, not at all.” She reaches out to reassure him. “You just focus on getting better.”

As the EMT starts to close the doors, I say, “I’ll be right behind you.” 

The doors close with a thud and the medic goes around to climb into the driver’s seat. Then Elizabeth Rivers and I are left alone. My eyes are drawn to hers. There’s that buzzing energy between us again as we look at one another, unsure. 

“Will you let me know how he is?” she asks, but she looks like that’s not the only thing on her mind. It’s not the only thing on mine either. 

I nod in answer to her question. I should probably apologize again, now that I have her in person, but that same powerful draw I felt five days ago starts to swirl around inside me. Based on the expression on her face, I’m not the only one. 

Damn. What exactly did I start when I kissed this woman?

The ambulance pulls out, the tires crunching on the gravel. Now we’re really alone. 

I don’t know what it is about her, but I don’t trust myself not to start kissing her again. I take a step back. She does as well. In fact, our eyes still on one another, she backs up another quick two steps.

“Watch out for ladders,” I say. 

Like. An. Idiot. 

She stops abruptly and gives me a wry look. “Very funny.”

“Sorry.” God, I’m an idiot. “I really didn’t mean to tease you. Are you alright?” I gesture to her hip. She’s wearing a straight skirt that showcases her long, shapely legs and hugs those hips of hers perfectly. 

She takes a deep breath. “Fine. Yes. I’m fine.”

That non-answer tells me nothing, since she was saying the same damn thing seconds after that ladder crashed on top of her and she was writhing on the floor in pain. 

But the ambulance is leaving the scene and I want to make sure I’m there to meet Isaac’s wife, so I just say, “That’s good,” and leave it at that. I’m glad to have a reason to go, because even with several steps separating us, it’s not enough. 

I walk away with a sinking feeling that even though I’m fighting to resist this woman, sooner or later it’s a fight I’m destined to lose. 
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Chapter 10
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Lizzy

I should’ve left the second the medic closed the ambulance doors. Don’t be alone with him. That’s the rule. It’s obvious I need that rule too, because being within arms’ reach of him was not good. Not good at all. 

On my way to cottage thirteen to meet with Rod, I mentally list all the reasons why I don’t need to be kissing Marcia Carmichael’s son. 

I’m not able to come up with as many reasons as I thought I would. 

Rod comes out of the cottage wearing a white breathing mask and carrying a second one, which he hands to me. “What’s this?” I ask. 

“We found black mold in the kitchen.”

Great. I put the mask on and follow him into the cottage, smelling the clean papery smell of the mask. As soon as we reach the kitchen, which has been gutted to the framing, I see right where he’s taking me. 

“Lord, how did anyone miss this before?” There’s a massive black mold stain on the wooden flooring, where the kitchen sink used to be. 

“There must have been a burst pipe or something once,” he says. “The base of the cabinet had been replaced, but they either ignored the floor or didn’t check it well enough for moisture and the mold grew after. Here, look at this.”

We crouch down and he points to the base of the wooden framing nearest the sink. The mold has climbed the wood by a few inches. “Lovely. So what does this mean?”

We straighten up and he tells me everything they have to tear out and replace. All the while, I’m thinking about the additional costs. Rayce feels strongly that we need to stay within certain margins, and I agree we should if we can. But at the same time, Dad didn’t transform that old hotel into the resort it is now by being timid. I mean, he moved the fucking elevator bays. I don’t think paying to remove a little black mold would freak him out. Would it? 

Rod has already worked up the cost, which is actually higher than I would’ve guessed. “All right,” I say. “It needs to be done. Keep me posted.”

“I will.”

My day doesn’t improve much when I get back to the office. Not surprisingly, Rayce doesn’t like what the mold removal is doing to our margins, but doesn’t ask me to find a way to make up the costs elsewhere and I don’t offer. He might think I should, and maybe he’d be right, but I don’t want to cut corners. What we’re doing to the Cottages now is an investment, isn’t it? We have to make sure they measure up to the same exacting standards as the rest of the resort or what’s the point?

Connor wanders into my office shortly after I come in from Rayce’s office and sits in the chair opposite me. His face is all lit up and he’s grinning broadly. In the past, I’d know just from looking at him that he’s grinning because he just took a group down the zip line or worked the teen center for a while or something. It’s been one of his coping strategies for when his itchy feet get to be too much for him. He’ll go get his energy out, then stay late in the office to make up for it. But these days, he seems to do it more because he likes it and less because he’s restless. 

And he’s just as likely to be grinning like that because Whitney just sent him a mushy text or something. I never know.

“You just getting in?” I ask.

“Yeah. Took the Donner party down the zip line.”

“Seriously?” The Donner party is a group of little old ladies who’ve been in a quilting group for decades. I don’t think a single one of them is under sixty. “How many went?”

“Seven.”

“Wow.”

“Mabel’s my favorite. You should’ve seen her. She even started spinning around the last few runs. I told her she needs to move in with us and be grandma to our kids.”

I laugh. “Sounds like you made a new friend.”

“Oh yeah. Mabel’s my buddy. So, do you need anything before I get to work?” We tend to check in with each other at the beginning of the day. Course, his day’s starting significantly later than mine did. 

“No, I’m good.”

“All right. Is Rayce in? I didn’t see him in his office.”

“He’s making rounds.” Several times a week, Rayce will randomly walk different areas of the resort just to “put his eyes on things” as he says. Management and employees never know where or when he’s going to show up. I don’t think he does it specifically to keep people on their toes or anything. We’ve got a good crew and he knows it. But keep them on their toes it does. 

“Ah.” Connor nods and gets up, but before he leaves he says, “Oh. Do you know if you want that armoire or not?”

Apparently the one piece of furniture in my old house that Connor and Whitney have their eye on is the armoire I have in the master bedroom. If I keep Mom and Dad’s furniture, which I’ve said I might, I don’t need it. Or have a place for it. And it doesn’t go with everything else anyway. But I found that armoire down the coast in this fabulous antique shop and spent an entire weekend sanding it down and repainting it. I love that armoire, probably more than a person should reasonably love an armoire. But I do. It’s so pretty. But I’d have to get rid of something in Mom and Dad’s house to make room, and... I don’t know.

The whole thing’s stressing me out. 

“Um... I’ll let you know.”

“No pressure. It’s no big deal if you want to keep it.”

“I know. I’m just still deciding. There’s so much furniture to figure out.” 

I really wish they were just staying in my old house and I could stay in our parents’ house and it’d be easy.

Connor’s giving me an appraising look. “Are you okay?”

“Fine.” I don’t want to talk about this. Fortunately, I know how to take care of that. “Don’t you have work to do, kiddo?”

He rolls his eyes and turns to leave, like I knew he would. “Don’t call me kiddo.”

I go back to the report I was working on. I don’t want to think about houses and furniture. I can think about it later. 

Unfortunately, my mind goes straight to Brett Carmichael. I try not to think about him either, with zero success. 

Freaking Brett Carmichael.

I’m worried about his employee, Isaac, too. I’m tempted to contact Brett to see how he is, but I don’t want to have to, you know, actually contact Brett. I could call Rod and ask him to find out for me, but that feels kind of juvenile. And chicken shit. 

I give myself an exasperated sigh and pick up my phone. What am I worried about? He can’t kiss me over the phone.

Still, at the last second I chicken out on calling him and end up sending a text instead: Is Isaac all right?

I’m typing an email when, a minute later, I hear the ding that indicates I’ve received a text. I halt, glancing over at my phone’s screen. My fingers are still resting on the keys. Brett’s text is in the preview window: Yes. They’re releasing him now. Thanks for asking.

Hands still on the keyboard, I look at the screen a moment longer, then go back to my email. I pretend I’m not afraid to pick up my own damn phone. I also pretend my heartbeat isn’t beating as quickly as it is. 
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Three days later, I’m in the kitchen of cottage five, leaning on the center island and making notes about a possible addition to our marketing campaign. I had a brainstorm during my quick meeting with Rod, which just ended, and want to capture my ideas before I lose them. 

Cottage five is next in line to get stripped on the inside and work is set to start sometime today, but for the moment I’m here alone. It’s quiet and peaceful. The sound of the ocean drifts in through the open front door. The only other sound is the scratching of my pen on the cream-colored paper in my Moleskine notebook, which is nearly full already. 

I’m almost finished with my notes when I hear the sound of heavy boots coming through the front door—a worker finally arriving to begin demolition, no doubt—and hurry to finish my thought so I can get out of the way. Too late, I realize who else it might be and, sure enough, I raise my head to find Brett Carmichael coming around the corner and into the kitchen. 

He stops when he sees me and I straighten, pen still in hand. 

Crap. We’ll be working together on this project for months, and yet here it is only a few days since the last time I saw him and already I’m alone with him again. Even though he’s clear across the room, my senses heighten at the sight of him. 

I try to maintain my cool. “Mr. Carmichael.”

“Elizabeth.” 

Lizzy.

“I think I owe you an apology.” He starts to slowly come around the island.

Matching his pace, I begin circling the island as well, in the opposite direction. Because he needs to stay over there. Because all he has on is slacks and a collared shirt, nothing fancy, but God, he looks delectable. His broad chest fills out his shirt nicely and the hard knots of his biceps look perfectly squeezable. Plus those eyes. I really love those eyes. 

So, yeah, over there.

“You already apologized.”

He stops and I stop too. I realize I’ve left my notebook and bag on the countertop. They’re now closer to him. Over there.

“It wasn’t appropriate. I didn’t mean to... attack you like that.”

I furrow my brows. Attack me? It’s not like I didn’t want him to kiss me. You know, in that moment. 

Okay, maybe a little in this moment too. But, no, no, no. I just have to keep him over there so the energy that’s already passing between us doesn’t become unbearable. If he gets too close, I’m afraid I won’t be able to resist him. And I do want to resist him. I’ve already decided that.

“You didn’t,” I say, as he takes a step, this time going in the other direction. I also take a step in the other direction, maintaining the distance between us. 

He stops and I stop too. 

He cocks his head and holds my eyes. “What are you doing?” He sounds both curious and amused, as if he’s suddenly realized what I’m doing. And why.

“Hmm?” I say, because my muddled brain can’t seem to come up with a better response then, I’m keeping you and your dangerous body the fuck over there.

His gaze gets more intense. Without him moving the slightest bit closer to me, the space between us heats up and shrinks. Oh, shit. I’m in trouble now. 

He takes another step toward me, then another, holding my eyes. I only manage half a step back, toward the counter behind me. 

“Are you afraid of me?”

“No.”

The honest answer, in case you’re having trouble following along, is yes. 

“Then why,” he asks, coming yet closer, rounding the corner of the island, “are you once again backing away from me?” There’s nothing between us now and the air is starting to crackle.

“I’m not.” My rear hits the counter behind me and I grab it with both hands, the pen clicking against the surface, my eyes locked on his. 

“Elizabeth.” 

“Lizzy.”

He stops his advance, cocking his head again. “Lizzy?”

Oh shit. I did not mean to say that. But it’s hard to think with my blood pounding the way it is. “People close to me call me Lizzy,” I offer, as if that’s some sort of explanation. 

Well, that didn’t help matters at all.

His eyes sharpen with heat and oh, here he comes again. “You want me to get close to you?” 

“No, I...” God, he’s right here. “I don’t know why I said that.”

“I think you do,” he says quietly. He’s stopped moving, but he’s in front of me now, mere inches separating us. My eyes dart from his eyes to his lips. 

“I don’t...” my voice is barely audible.

His eyes hold mine and my whole body is pulsing. This electricity between us is so overpowering. It’s taking over everything. I had decided I didn’t want this and yet once again my gaze falls—dammit—from his eyes to his lips. 

I realize mine are parted slightly. I lick them and press them closed determinedly. He watches me do it. “I don’t...” I try again. I don’t like feeling so out of control. I gather what little scraps of willpower I have left. “...like you.”

I said it to try to push him away, but the words out of my mouth feel terrible. In fact, they feel like a wicked little lie.

He doesn’t move one whit. In fact, his only reaction is to blink, twice. 

I want to take it back. But I don’t. Because then he’ll kiss me, I know he will. And I had decided I don’t want him to kiss me. This is so not going according to plan.

He straightens slightly, looking me in the eye with such intensity I forget all about his lips. “Is that so?” he asks quietly.

I stand there frozen, hands still gripping the counter behind me, as he slowly lifts his hand toward my face. I don’t move at all. I don’t take my eyes off his. His fingertips touch my skin—like a crack of lightning in a stormy sky—and he runs them down my cheek, leaving fire in their wake. My entire body weakens. My arms slowly go slack. 

My eyes still held by his, his fingers move to my neck. My vein pulses hard against him and my breath catches in my chest. His fingers continue their downward path, his sharp eyes observing my every reaction. When he rests the tip of his fingers at the tender base of my neck, I exhale shakily. 

“I think you like me fine.” 

At last his eyes drop from mine and he follows the track his fingers are burning along my exposed collar bone. His fingers trace the curve of my shoulder, tucking underneath my long hair. My pulse is reverberating thickly through my entire body. I’m barely breathing. 

I want him to kiss me. I want him to kiss me like the fucking devil I know he is. 

“I think you don’t want to like me.” He lightly plays with my hair, still watching his hand, sending shivers through me. “If you want to know the truth, I don’t want to like you either,” but his voice is full of heat, and when he looks back at me I’m gripped in the thunderstorm. “At least... not like this.”

Fuck. I would lean in and kiss him myself, but I’m caught in the intensity of his gaze and can’t move. Can’t think. Can’t breathe. 

His hand brushes the base of my neck and his fingers curl into my hair. His other hand runs along my hip then curls around my lower back. Our chests touch lightly at first, then more firmly. My arms have circled around him too, but his mouth still hovers just over mine. His gaze is reaching somewhere deep inside me, sparking and popping. 

His grip on my hair tightens. His grip on my body tightens. My stomach presses against his. I let out a slow, heated breath, my lips parting. My fingers curl on his firm back, the other hand still loosely holding the pen. 

He leans in smoothly and the gap between our mouths disappears. His lips claim mine. My eyes flutter shut. He squeezes me tighter, little prickles of pleasure exploding where he’s pulling on the roots of my hair. I release the pen and it drops to the floor as I squeeze him back. 

Our mouths open and his tongue demands entrance. A little whimper escapes the back of my throat. I kiss him back, tasting him, giving in. 

He becomes, in that moment, his own entity in my mind. No longer tied to his family, it is only him, the man I’ve started to know myself: a man who’s intelligent, playful, kind, and apparently—Lord help me—passionate.

I kiss him back, sinking with weak knees, all while something within me rises with desire. I run my hands into his hair and break our kiss long enough to say breathlessly, “I lied.”

He takes me again. Kissing me more and making me dizzy, stopping just long enough to say, “I know.”

We continue to exchange heated kisses, but I say the words I so need to say. “I do like you.”

He pulls back slightly. Our hot breaths merge together as we look at one another, and grow still. His eyes soften and take me in—eyes, forehead, cheeks, lips. “Yeah,” he says softly. “I like you too.”

Warmth blooms in my chest, and a faint smile emerges on my face. 

Sounds outside draw my attention and I drop my arms quickly, realizing people are coming up the steps to the cottage. He releases me more slowly, so slowly I have to give him a quizzical look. If it were up to me, we’d be clear across the room from each other right now, but even after he drops his arms, he’s still holding me in place with those eyes of his. 

There’s that amused look I’ve become so familiar with. 

“Wha?” I protest weakly. But he’s not flustered by the oncoming workers at all—they’re talking and laughing and in the living room now. He seems to be, in fact, keeping me from bolting on purpose.

When they enter the kitchen, nodding at us as they go through to the back, Brett and I are not quite arm’s length apart and I’m trying to look casual, nodding my greetings back as if this were a perfectly normal day and didn’t tilt my world off its axis at all. Brett’s still watching me, grinning and leaning against the counter behind us. 

Four workers pass through, boots clopping, a couple carrying massive sledgehammers, but the fifth and final—who’s pushing a wheel barrel—is coming to a stop in the kitchen. 

“So,” Brett says, still grinning at me, “do you have plans on Saturday?”

My eyebrows shoot up and I cast a quick glance back at the worker. He’s been scooting the wheel barrow alongside the far wall, but freezes at Brett’s question, apparently not wanting to look over here but peeking at us out of the corner of his eye anyway.

“Uh...” I look back to Brett, who’s acting like this is the most normal thing in the world. I can’t help but smile a bit. The scoundrel. “No.”

“I was thinking of going to the Concert Under the Stars. Want to come?”

Abandoning the wheel barrel right where it is, the worker hustles out of the room and I blink after him. I can’t help but laugh at the situation. I look back to Brett, who’s watching me, amused.

I smile and take a breath. “Sure.” 

He smiles broadly then, and there’s that heat all over my body again. Oh yes. I definitely like Mr. Brett Carmichael. 

I roll my eyes, but I’m still smiling. “I mean, I guess.” 

He laughs. “Good. Pick you up at six?”

I nod, but am startled into stillness again when he scoops my pen off the floor, hands it to me, and hooks his arm around my waist, pulling me close. He gives me a short kiss, practically a peck, but it’s infused with heat and filled with the promise of more to come. 

With that, he heads into the back where the workers are and leaves me standing there, feeling all tingly. I get my wits about me quick enough to call out just as he’s left the room, “Oh, Brett?”

I take a step forward and he comes back, hovering in the doorway. God, he’s so striking, with those beautiful eyes, that handsome face, and that earnest expression. 

“Don’t you want to know where I live?”

“Uh...” He almost looks guilty. “I know where you live.” 

I raise my brows. “You do?”

He shrugs apologetically. “My aunt’s just down the street from you. She’s kind of a Rivers fan.”

I smile and cross my arms, leaning one hip against the counter. “Well, at least someone is.”

He grins. “See you Saturday, Lizzy.”

Oh, it’s a good thing he turned his back to me, because I damn near melted right into the floor.
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Chapter 11
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Brett

For the first time ever, I’m hoping Jessica keeps little Max through Saturday night, at least. Which just goes to show how out of my head Elizabeth Rivers is making me. 

Lizzy. 

God, that’s cute as hell. 

Makes me want to eat her all up. 

But I’m not used to a woman competing for Max’s space in my heart. Anyone, really. I have no small amount of guilt for hoping Jessica sticks with her visitation this weekend. As questionable as things get over there, that’s not what I should be hoping for at all. 

But I want time with Lizzy, too. I need to find out why she affects me so much. I’ve never been a guy to swoop in on a woman so suddenly like that. I usually prefer a little more finesse. But I could tell she wanted it too and, damn, I can’t deny swooping in was hot as hell. 

In fact, the memory of it has gotten me burning enough to require a little release. For our date, I’m determined to keep things under control and not go after her like an animal. Elizabeth Rivers is no ordinary woman and she deserves a respectful date... in spite of the fact that I’ve practically mouth fucked her on the job site, not once but twice now. 

As I pull into the long drive of her house—which I know used to belong to her parents only because my aunt goes to the same church they used to attend—I take a deep breath. My mind is still pulled in two directions, with Max in one corner and Lizzy in the other, but I’ve at least fixed things so it’s okay if Max comes back early. The last thing I want to do is dread a call like that. While I figure Jessica is more likely to keep him the entire weekend since she bailed on him the last time she had him, you never know. I called my sister and arranged for her to pick Max up if needed, just in case. 

We haven’t mentioned this date to our mother yet. It’s not that I think I need to hide it from her, exactly, but I don’t know what she’ll think about this and I don’t want to hear it just yet.

I turn off my black Acura and climb out. I’m wearing tan pants and two layers of shirts, solid blue over white. My soft leather jacket is open in the front, and I readjust it so it’s sitting square on my shoulders. Feeling appropriately put together, I swing the car door shut, the thud softly floating out into the quiet night. Of course, this neighborhood is probably quiet all the time. It’s one of Swan Pointe’s most premiere communities, which is saying something in a town like this. The subdivision is on a rise, and offers a stunning view of Swan Pointe and the ocean beyond. The sun is low in the sky, maybe half an hour from setting.

Elizabeth’s house is an impressive Spanish-style home with Mediterranean influences. I take in its beautiful brickwork, iron trim, and the Spanish-style courtyard complete with a gorgeous, running fountain. From the architectural style, I’d guess it was built sometime in the 1970s, and has been kept in superb shape. So many times, the homes of the ultra-wealthy strike me as ostentatious and void of any of the emotions that suggest it might be someone’s home. This is one of the good ones, though, and is warm and inviting. The front door is imposing, made of a gorgeous carved oak, but a large wreath of fall colors gives it a homey feel. Rich done right, I think. 

I ring the bell and am waiting only a few seconds before Lizzy opens the door. She’s wearing black, skinny jeans, a flowing maroon top with a wide band that hugs her at the waist, and black, flat strappy sandals that go up to her slender ankles. The perfect blend of casual and class. Her long, brown hair is flowing half-way down her back, and as usual, those green eyes of hers are striking. 

In fact, at the sight of her opening the door and smiling at me, I’m feeling struck in general. 

In one hand, she’s carrying a tiny picnic basket with silver handles, her offering for our evening’s activity. The Concert Under the Stars series is a long-standing Swan Pointe tradition, rivaled only by our local Shakespeare Festival, which puts on outdoor performances from April to October. In both cases, it’s custom for attendees to bring blankets, chairs, dinner, and wine to enjoy beforehand. Since I didn’t see Lizzy on the job site yesterday, I texted her to let her know I’d provide everything we need. She insisted on bringing dessert though. Thus, the little basket. 

We exchange hellos as she locks up, and as we walk back through the courtyard I ask, “What do you have there?” I’m eyeing it, mostly to keep from swooping in on her right off the bat. I’m certain she would taste far better than anything she’s got in that little box, but I’m determined to be a gentleman. 

“Streusel apple pie bars.” 

“Ooh.” I reach for the basket, but she switches it to her other side. 

“Uh uh. Dinner first.”

“If you insist.” I take the hand that is now free. She rewards me with a smile and I resist the urge to pull her into a kiss right now. Instead I lead her to the passenger side. 

“I was expecting to see your truck,” she says, stepping back as I open the door. I get a whiff of that vanilla scent I’m coming to associate with her.

“No truck. I’m not your contractor tonight.”

“That’s good, because I probably shouldn’t be sleeping with my contractor.” I blink in shock and her eyes go wide. Her hand flies to her mouth. “Oh my god.” I’m trying not to laugh, but I guess I’m not trying too hard. That was damned funny. 

Her hand momentarily covers her pinched eyes. “I didn’t mean...” She reaches her hand out in earnest. “I’m not expecting...”

But her adorable flustering is really getting me laughing and she’s starting to laugh too. “It’s all right, Lizzy. Talk about breaking the ice.”

She exhales and shakes her head good-naturedly. “I say the stupidest things around you.”

“Do you? I haven’t noticed.” I take the little basket from her so she can get in. “Maybe because I’m too busy trying not to launch myself at you again.” Because I wouldn’t mind making out with her right freaking now. Wouldn’t mind one bit. 

Her body grows still and her cheeks flush. She gives me a sly look. “Well, isn’t that a damned shame.” Then she slides herself into the passenger seat so smoothly, it wouldn’t have been any sexier if she were wearing lingerie. 

Fuck. Me.

I go to the trunk to put the basket next to the rest of the stuff I have stashed back here for our dinner tonight. Before I close the lid, I rearrange my dick so it doesn’t totally give me away when I get into the driver’s seat. Down boy.

Soon, we’re pulling out of the driveway and making our way out of her neighborhood. “I want to apologize for something in advance. I need to keep my phone on in case I get a call about my son.” A twinge of nerves tugs at my stomach, hoping she doesn’t consider the fact that I have a kid a deal breaker. “He’s with his mother this weekend and sometimes she needs to send him home early.”

“Oh, I didn’t know you had children,” she says with a genuine smile. 

I nod, relieved she doesn’t seem bothered. In fact, she seems interested.

“One child. If he has to come home, my sister will pick him up. Don’t worry.”

“It’s fine.” She smiles warmly. “How old is he?”

“Four and a half.”

“Oh, he’s just a little guy.”

I nod. “Actually, we call him little Max. He’s named after my dad, so Dad is big Max and my son is little Max.”

“How cute.” We pass through the elaborate entrance to her neighborhood and start to descend the hill toward town. “How long have you been divorced?”

“Who says I’m divorced?”

This time she’s the one gaping at me in shock, but I’m still the one laughing. “Just kidding. Two years.”

She narrows her eyes at me, but she’s smiling. “You do like tormenting me, don’t you?”

“Sorry. It’s hard to resist. You’re so damned cute when you get flustered.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere, Mr. Carmichael.”

I laugh, and she laughs too, settling deeper into the seat. I take the hill’s broad turn with one hand on the wheel and put my free hand on her knee. So much for being a gentleman, but I didn’t really think about it before I did it. In addition to the physical draw between us, which is substantial and all the time, it feels ridiculously comfortable being with her. Like we’ve known each other much longer than we have.

She angles her legs toward me, crossing her feet at the ankles, and tucks her hand over mine. “So what did you bring us for dinner?”

God, this is almost too easy. 
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The seating on the broad lawn in front of the open-air band shell is first come, first served. We pick a spot about halfway back and to the right of center. The lawn rises slightly as it goes toward the rear, so there’s not really a bad spot. I spread out the big denim quilt first, marking our territory so no one else comes too close. I’m not the only one. Like most people at these concerts, I want to make sure we have plenty of room to sit or lie down, which plenty of people tend to do as the concerts get on later in the evening. 

There’s a group of people not far from us who are looking this way and covertly pointing in our direction, apparently recognizing local celebrity Elizabeth Rivers. She doesn’t seem to notice though, and we continue to set up, putting our chairs on the back edge of the blanket. They’re the kind that sit just above the ground, so you can stretch your legs out in front of you, and angle back slightly, so you can sit partially reclined. 

They’re pretty funky looking and Lizzy is eyeing them suspiciously. 

“They look strange, but they’re comfortable as hell,” I say. I grab her chair, which she set up, and scoot it over so it’s right up next to mine, raising one eyebrow and giving her a mock serious look. She laughs and retrieves the dinner basket, bringing it onto the quilt. 

I get the remainder of our supplies—the portable wine bucket and second blanket in case we need it for warmth—and start laying out our meal. Soon we’re sitting cross-legged on the blanket with an impressive spread of food in front of us, if I do say so myself. There’s antipasto skewers, goat cheese pesto chicken mini sandwiches, cucumber honeydew salad, and a chilled soft huckleberry wine to go with it. 

“This all looks amazing,” she says, placing a mini sandwich on her plate. I brought real plates and silverware. While it’s just as socially acceptable to show up to the Concert Under the Stars with a bag of In-and-Out, it’s also not uncommon to see people going in style. Obviously, I wasn’t going to hold back with this girl. I actually enjoyed getting everything ready for her. 

“I don’t get to do much cooking these days. Max really isn’t into goat cheese and pesto.”

She laughs. “I’ll bet not. Is he more of a hot dog and chicken nuggets kid?”

I roll my eyes. “Unfortunately, yes. I try to give him real food, but I have to keep it simple or he won’t touch it. It’s ironic though, when I do something like spaghetti and meatballs with some sort of veggie, I feel like I’m at least trying to be a good parent, but you know when he tells me I’m the best dad ever?”

“McDonald’s night?”

I laugh. “Bingo. We’ve had our fair share of frozen dinosaur nuggets and tater tots, too. That’s when he thinks I’m being a good dad.”

“Kids just don’t know how to reward good parenting.”

“True. He never thanks me for putting him in time out, no matter how much he deserves it.”

She chuckles, the sky behind her glowing with yellows and oranges as the sun continues to set. The grassy amphitheater is still bright for now, though. They won’t dim the lights until the concert starts. “How often do you get to see him?”

“I get Sunday night to Wednesday morning, plus every other Friday night and Saturday.”

She raises her brows. “That’s great. So many dads just get the every other weekend thing.”

“I’d have him all the time if it were up to me.” I don’t offer any more details than that. I’m tempted, which surprises me actually, since I don’t talk to people about what’s going on with Max’s mom. But even though I’m feeling comfortable with her, it’s too much to go into all that. It’s not just about me, it’s about my kid, and I guess I’m a little protective of him. 

“You need more,” I say, putting one of the last two mini sandwiches on her plate and taking the other for myself. 

I don’t know if she realizes I’m changing the subject, but she rolls with it. “My mom used to make something like this.” She holds up one of the sandwiches. “Chicken and goat cheese. But instead of pesto she’d use a balsamic reduction.” 

She takes a bite and I grab my own sandwich. “I’ve never tried it with a balsamic reduction.”

“Urmm?” she asks, still chewing.

“Nope. So, does it measure up?”

She nods, taking another bite. “Mm-hmm.” She puts two fingers to her lips as she chews and swallows her bite. “Damn good pesto, too. Mom would’ve loved that.”

Her mention of her mother gets me wondering how she’s doing with the loss of her parents. Their sudden deaths shook a lot of people in the community, myself included, but I was too absorbed with my own dramas to linger there long. Aside from the occasional things I’d hear about the Rivers heirs reveling in their new-found fortunes and living loose—if the papers and grapevines are to be believed—I didn’t give it much thought. 

But Elizabeth Rivers is not the person I’d expected. She hasn’t been all along. I’m starting to see if I really want to know something about her, I have to ask her myself. 

I hesitate for just a moment. “Do you miss them?” This may be too personal for a first date, not to mention too depressing, but this already doesn’t feel like any other first date I’ve ever been on. 

She offers me a soft smile and nods. “Yeah. Every day.”

“It’s gotta be hard.” My mom’s a pain sometimes, but I love her and she’s always been there for me. It’d be terrible to lose her so suddenly like that. I honestly can’t imagine not having her around.

“It is, but it’s getting easier. I can’t believe it’s almost been a year.”

“When was it again?”

“October 7.”

“Wow. That’s next month.”

“Yeah. But I’m hoping the holidays are better this year. We’re going to try to do all the traditions. Last year all we did was the employee Christmas party, the Christmas Tree Angels, and that’s it. We flew to my grandfather’s house down in Hollywood and spent a couple days with him for Christmas. I don’t even remember Thanksgiving, honestly.” 

She frowns, then picks up a skewer.  It’s layered with grape tomatoes, stacked and folded slices of Provolone cheese and Genoa salami, large black olives, and mini mozzarella balls, among other things. She shrugs and slides off the black olive on the end. “It was just too hard to try to do everything. We felt guilty about not holding the Bash but... the thought of someone else doing the toast...” She pops the olive into her mouth and gracefully licks her fingers. 

There was plenty of buzz last year about the fact that there was no New Year’s Eve Bash at the resort. Most people figured, correctly it turns out, that it was too soon after the accident and the family was still grieving. Others thought the new Rivers heirs just didn’t want to open their pocketbooks the way their parents had, and that the almost twenty-year tradition was gone for good. It was always such a lavish affair, open to the community and free of charge. I went a few times, and was always impressed by Sharon River’s traditional toast to the community. She had a way with words, and was famous for her touching, funny, inspiring little speeches.

“Who’s doing it this year?”

“Rayce.” She shrugs again. “He’ll do a good job.” She doesn’t sound too enthusiastic.

“But it’s not your mom?”

She nods and slides off a tomato.

I consider asking about the Christmas Tree Angels—since I think I know something about that, and that’s the primary source of the grudge my mom holds against the Rivers heirs—but Lizzy goes on and I don’t want to interrupt her. 

She sighs. “But it’ll be okay. I’m glad we’re doing it. I actually think it’ll be nice to... kind of celebrate after surviving the last year, you know? Does that sound terrible?”

“Why would that sound terrible?”

“Just...” she pinches the salami between her fingers and starts to slide if off the skewer. “...because we’re celebrating without them? But...” 

She glances around as if aware, for the first time, that there are other people here. People who might be listening, though no one really seems to be. She looks back to me, drops her hand from the half-removed salami, and leans in a little closer. I lean in closer too. 

She lowers her voice. “I’m just so glad we didn’t screw up their business, you know? It was insane, there at the beginning. It felt like we were scrambling all the time, those first few months. We all knew a lot about how things were run. Connor too, even though he’d been mostly gone for a while. But there was soooo much we didn’t know. We were just terrified the whole damn thing was going to go under.”

“Did it come close to that?”

She finishes pulling off the salami and takes a bite. She chews thoughtfully. “Looking back, no. Not as close as we’d feared. It just felt like it. Things are going along fine now, but...”

She frowns and sits back slightly, her wrists resting on her knees and her half-eaten skewer hanging loosely from one hand. The sky behind her is slowly darkening, the colors of the sunset bleeding away. She cocks her head at me, eyes thoughtful. She leans back in. “So, the Cottages. Sometimes I’m really excited about them...”

I nod. “They’re going to be great.”

“Do you think so?” she asks, with a vulnerability that surprises me. 

“Absolutely. Don’t you?”

“Well... I think they’ll be nice. But, I keep asking myself, is this how Mom and Dad would do it? Is it good enough?”

This is the last thing I expected her to say, because everything I’ve seen from her suggests she knows exactly what she wants. She’s been nothing but the picture of perfect confidence, and with good reason. She’s got a good eye and great business sense, from what I can tell.

“I think you’re doing a spectacular job.” Her big green eyes watch me with earnestness. I’m surprised to see she needs this reassurance, but now that I do, I want to give it to her. I take her hand in mine. “I’ve been impressed with how it’s all coming together. I think your plans for those cottages are wonderful. And one day, when people think about the resort, it’s going to seem weird that there was a time when they weren’t part of it.”

She smiles. “I hope so. I really love them.”

“Me too. And so will everyone else. I think your parents would’ve been proud.”

Her eyes start to glisten with sudden tears, and she blinks them back rapidly offering me a grateful smile. “I told you, Mr. Carmichael, flattery will get you nowhere.”

I squeeze her hand and want to kiss her right here, but I don’t want to make a public spectacle of her, or me.

I’ve been keeping the Christmas Tree Angels in the back of my mind, waiting for an opportunity to circle back to it, but decide to let it go. It’s inside information I shouldn’t have had to start with, and after listening to her it’s probably not what we assumed anyway. In fact, as we continue to eat in easy silence, I feel a little shamed for my past opinions of her. 

“You know,” I say slowly, pulling the last olive off my own skewer and setting the slender stick on my plate. “I think I owe you an apology.”

“Another one?” She winks.

I smile. “I’m actually not sorry for that anymore.”

She comes in closer, leaning her chin on her hand and tilting her face at me seductively. “Me either.” 

My heart starts pumping thickly. It’s stimulating enough sitting right here next to her, but once she turns things on like that. Damn. 

“So what are you sorry for?”

I’d love to stay playful, but I don’t think this will come across right if I do. I rub my thumb along the back of her hand, and say in a more serious tone, “I don’t know what it’s like to be someone who’s so visible in the community. But, I know what it’s like to be on the outside looking in.”

I hesitate, not sure how I want to say this.

She’s slowly dropped her hand and is watching me with a somber expression, waiting. 

“I think people think they know you and your family better than they do. I think people make a lot of assumptions. Good and bad. Some right, some wrong.”

Her eyes fall to our entwined hands, her brows drawn down in thought. After a moment, she takes a deep breath, then looks me in the eye. “So, you’re apologizing about assumptions you’ve made? Bad ones?”

“Something like that. Just stupid stuff I shouldn’t have been listening to in the first place.”

“You mean like our animal sacrifices on Midsummer’s Eve?”

Her face is dead serious, but I crack a smile, pleased and relieved she’s handling this with grace. “No. I’m all behind those.”

She smiles briefly, but then is serious again, still holding my eyes. “Well, I made some assumptions about you, too.”

“Based on what?” My company and I have garnered passing mention in a few articles about my more high-profile projects, but I haven’t been in the media in any sort of personal way. I’ve sure never been the subject of the local gossip column, like the Rivers family has been.

She shrugs and gives a guilty grin. “You know. Marcia Carmichael’s son.”

“Oh right.” I laugh. “Well, who can fault you for that?”

“Oh hush. I’m sure she’s perfectly... nice.”

I laugh harder.

“Cut it out.” She grins and takes a sip of her wine.

“She actually is nice. Don’t get me wrong. She can be a real pill sometimes, but she has her good qualities. You just got in her crosshairs.” 

“I don’t know why.”

I do, but I won’t say it. It’s not important, anyway. “Because she’s not paying close enough attention, or she’d probably love you.”

She gives me a skeptical look, but I see the heat rising in her cheeks as our gaze settles into something different. Something burning hot. Would she care if I kissed her in public? Maybe a tame kiss would be alright, but I’m not sure I could keep from getting more carried away than I should. 

I haven’t been able to yet. 

Because I don’t just want to kiss her. I want to taste her. I want to devour her. I want to pull her into my arms and claim her right here on this blanket. God, this woman. No one’s ever managed to capture my attention quite like her. 
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Chapter 12
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Lizzy

It’s a good thing we’re in a public place, because I want to climb all over this man. Even when we’re only talking, it seems like there’s this heat simmering just under the surface all the time. It doesn’t take much to get it boiling either. A touch. A look. 

We finally have our dessert, which he raves over, and clean up our dinner. He pours me another glass of wine and we settle into those weird chairs of his. He was right. They’re strangely comfortable. I’m glad he moved them closer together, too, because our shoulders and arms are touching and I like it. I sink lower a bit and rest my head on the high seatback, watching him as we continue to talk. 

I learn he’s a huge soccer fan, and played all the way through college. He follows the international scene even more than the American one, has two teams he never misses even if he has to record their games—Brazil and Argentina—and considers the World Cup “better than fucking Christmas.” His two favorite things to do with his son are kick a soccer ball back and forth and watch games together. 

“He doesn’t understand all the rules yet, but he gets into it and yells at the TV with me like a good boy.”

I laugh. I have to admit, I find the idea of him having a kid a little intimidating. I’ve never gone on a date with anyone with children, which seems strange now that I think about it. There are certainly other single people my age with kids. It just hasn’t happened before, I guess. 

I don’t want to make assumptions, but... I realize things with Brett and I could progress to the point that I get to meet his son. I don’t have a lot of experience with kids. What if I don’t know how to act, or his son doesn’t like me?

These concerns are mostly in the back of my mind though, because it’s too soon to worry about that, first of all. Second, I really enjoy listening to him talk about his son. His eyes get all lit up and he smiles even more. He seems like a good dad, and that’s as sexy as anything else about him. 

In fact, his sexiness is pretty overwhelming, being as close together as we are. We’ve been holding hands, but nothing more. Even though I’d love to just rub my hands all over him, climb onto his lap and straddle his hips, wrap my arms around him and press my breasts against his chest...

It’s a good thing the concert is finally beginning, because I need a distraction. We listen politely to the emcee’s various concert announcements and obligatory acknowledgment of sponsorships. When he gets to the Rivers Paradise Resort, I learn just how many people have been aware of my presence here when several heads spin in our direction. Brett is clapping with the rest of the audience, but I give a modest smile as our mother taught us to do. 

The spotlight is mercifully brief and soon on the musicians on stage, where it belongs. As the concert begins, the lights in the amphitheater go down. The sun set a good half hour ago, so the sky above us is a deep, Prussian blue with just a few dark strips of cloud streaking across an otherwise starry view. The light from the stage reaches into the amphitheater just enough that someone could exit without tripping over anything, but for the most part, our place in the audience is dark and cozy. 

Halfway through the first piece, I glance over at Brett. My eyes have adjusted to the dark, so even though his profile is shadowy, I’m still able to make out the details of his handsome face and strong jawline. 

He looks at me too, squeezes my hand, and gives me a smile. “Are you cold?” 

I should be, but I’m plenty warm being as close to him as I am. I nod anyway. He grabs the extra blanket that’s been folded up next to him. I sit up slightly and together we spread it over our laps and tuck back in. 

I try paying more attention to the concert after that, but it’s distracting the way his hand is now playing with mine. He’s rubbing his fingers gently over the back of my hand, down the length of my fingers on the inside, and over the sensitive skin on my palm before starting over again. 

My hand is light and loose, following the movement of his and tingling at his touch. I lean my head on his warm shoulder and keep my eyes on stage, but I’m not seeing it much. The music flows over us, but it’s not enough to disrupt my attention.

My fingertips are brushing over his hand and fingers too, caressing gently. I angle my legs slightly under the blanket so my knee is now resting against his. The way I’m sitting is putting a bit more pressure than is comfortable on my left hipbone, which is still a bit bruised from the ladder incident, but I ignore the discomfort. 

It’s not hard to do. With every stroke of his fingertips, he stokes the fire in me higher. My heart is beating thickly and my core is starting to ache. It really is a good thing we’re in public, because I have a rule about how far I’ll go on first dates and I have a feeling Brett Carmichael could just caress that rule right out of my head if he had a mind to. 

His thumb traces over the outer flesh of my palm, then up to the tender skin inside my wrist. My lips part slightly and my breath shallows. My racing pulse flutters against his fingertips, and he dips back down to my palm, circling it before caressing the inside of my wrist again. 

I tilt my face toward him. His eyes meet mine, glittering darkly with desire. I glance at his lips, then hold his eyes, inviting him to come to me. He leans in slowly and puts his lips on mine. My heartbeat accelerates and our hands tighten around one another. Our lips part slightly and our tongues touch, then explore a little deeper. 

I fall into his kiss, not wanting it to end. 

Applause from the audience pulls us back into the world and we break apart regretfully, letting go of one another long enough to clap too. When the next song begins, I tug the blanket up so it’s draped over our shoulders, leaving our hands hidden underneath. 

We exchange brief, hot glances, then I keep my eyes on the stage like a good girl. Our hands have started their little dance again, and soon I trace my fingertips up the inside of his arm before sliding back down to his palm. He lets out a tight, short breath. I do it again, and this time he responds by caressing the inside of my arm from the crook of my elbow to my wrist and back again.

I face him again and this time his mouth comes to mine quickly. As his tongue slides inside me, he releases my wrist and his broad hand runs up the outside of my thigh. I let out a tiny, low moan. Not meaning to. I put my hand on his thigh too, and open to him wider, no longer caring if the way we’re angled together is subtle enough anymore. It’s dark, and even if it weren’t, I don’t care who sees. Let them talk. Let them cream their panties with jealousy, because this man is making me so damned hot I’m practically envious of myself. 

This time when the audience bursts into applause, we don’t stop right away. Even when we do stop, we don’t clap. We keep our eyes on one another, breathing hard, staying close.

“I will never make it through this concert,” he says heatedly, “if we don’t knock it off.”

I smile with satisfaction. Even though I’m burning myself, I rest my head on his shoulder and entwine my arms around his. He rests his head on mine, one hand interlaced with mine and the other resting on my knee.

We kind of watch the concert after that, but more than once he kisses me so well it’s all I can do not to squirm in my seat and give myself away. In between, I do my best to firmly remind myself about my first date rule, and why I have it. 

But, oh God, do I wish this were our second date. 
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The drive home is tame compared to the concert. From the time we started packing up the chairs to the moment he’s pulling into my driveway, our conversation has flowed easily from one topic to the next: his college career in soccer, favorite vacations, movies, and the Cottages.

That last one actually keeps us talking for some time, long after he’s turned off his car and the air inside starts to get nippy. We talk about the aspects of the project that go beyond his part in it, and discuss everything from the marketing campaigns to my plans for the Grand Re-Opening to the complex logistics of folding the Cottages into the overall operations of the resort. 

It’s as that conversation winds down that the atmosphere inside the car begins to change. This is the part of any date that gets tricky, when it comes to my rule. I usually know how to handle it and am sure to keep any good night kiss under control, but Brett is an exception. Before I know what’s happened, what was supposed to be a short goodnight kiss has turned into so much more. His hand’s in my hair and he’s kissing me deeply and I’m kissing him right back. I’ve never let a first date get so heated at any time, let alone at this point, when I know he has to be wondering if there’s going to be more. 

Our kiss goes on, getting more intense. His hand travels up the outside of my thigh. I’ve never been so at war with myself. No small part of me wants to throw my rule out the damn window. But I can’t. I know I can’t. I learned the painful lesson a long time ago that it’s not good for me to go too fast. 

It takes all the willpower I have to pull away. We linger close together, and both take deep, heated breaths. I have to come out with it, before I lose my nerve. “I, uh, would invite you in for coffee or... something—” we both know what the ‘something’ would be, “—but I actually... I kind of have a rule about first dates.” 

In addition to being tempted as hell to pretend no such rule ever existed, I’m feeling a little guilty. As intense as I’ve let things get tonight, I’d hate for him to think I’ve led him on somehow. 

Maybe he senses my concerns, because he says reassuringly, “That’s not a problem. I’m not expecting anything from you.” He squeezes my hand as I relax a little bit, though I’m still horny as fuck. “Even if I were, you certainly don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.” 

“I know, but... I’m awfully tempted,” I confess.

A slow, sexy grin emerges on his face. “I’ll take that as the compliment I think it is. And believe me,” he says leaning closer, ratcheting my temperature right back up, “I find you plenty tempting.”

His lips slowly come to mine, and I meet him halfway, wanting it too. Our kiss starts slow, but it’s oh so sensual, and I’m sinking deep into it. Even though I’ve just said I’m not going any further, I’m arguing with myself already. I want to just climb onto his lap and wrap myself around him. Maybe it would be okay this time. Maybe?

But the lessons that came with this rule of mine were hard-learned, and painful as hell. I don’t want to make a mistake with Brett. I really, really like this man and I want to give us a chance to grow. 

My body is weaker than my mind, though, and soon my hands are wandering over his body, and I’m allowing his to wander over mine. I rub his hard chest, his firm stomach, his muscular back, his thighs. I deliberately avoid touching his cock, feeling that would be unfair to us both, but I take the rest of him.  

He’s careful with me too. For though he’s burning a path along my arms and neck and stomach and legs, he does no more than edge the side of my breasts with his thumb, leaving my nipples hard and aching. I’m throbbing and wet. I manage to keep myself from grabbing his cock or opening my knees in invitation, but I can’t stop groping him everywhere else or kissing his perfect lips.

When I’m damn near out of my mind with longing, he puts an end to it. Holding on to my face with both hands, he pulls away determinedly, breathing hard and looking at me with fire in his eyes. 

I give a whimper of protest, betraying myself.

“I think it’s time for you to get on inside,” he says thickly, “before we do something we regret.”

Would I regret it? Would I?

Ever since I made this rule for myself, I’ve never wanted so badly to break it. The thought of ending our date here is almost painful. It feels incomplete somehow. 

His eyes drop to my lips. “Yeah,” he says, eyeing them hungrily. “Definitely time to stop.”

“You are so tempting,” I breathe. I want it. I want him. I don’t know if I want to keep resisting. 

“Well then,” he loosens his hold on my face and caresses his hands gently down my cheeks, “I guess I’d better stop tempting you.” He releases me and sits back just slightly. Taking my hand, he brings it gently to his mouth and plants a soft kiss on the back. 

This chaste little kiss only makes my heart want him more. I’m wavering, but before I know it, he’s got out of the car, retrieved the little basket from the trunk, and is opening my door.

When I climb out, alternately praising my willpower and kicking myself, he takes my hand and walks me through the courtyard. We proceed in silence and squeeze each other’s hands tight all the way to my front door. 

I could just pull him inside. I could so easily bring him inside and say, Never mind. Forget what I said. 

He turns me toward him, still not touching me anywhere except my hand. He leans in just slightly, smiling and holding my eyes. “I’ve enjoyed every minute.”

I nod, his presence swirling around me. “Me too.”

I wonder if he has the will power to follow through, but I have my answer much sooner than I wanted it. He says goodnight, puts his hand on one cheek, his lips gently on the other, hands me the basket, and takes a determined step back, waiting for me to unlock my door. 

I do what I’m supposed to do, and let myself in, giving him a smile and a wave before closing the door and falling against it, my forehead against the hard wood. 

I wait like this until I hear him drive away. Even then, I linger, my heartbeat still elevated, still reacting to him. Not just to what he did either, but to what he didn’t do. Every last bit of it won me over. 

Damn, that man. 

Once I’m able to peel myself off the door, I drop the basket on the entryway table and head straight upstairs to my old room, where I still sleep. I’m stripped down and under the covers in moments, my fingers dipping into the substantial wetness between my legs. It only takes a few seconds of working my hard bud to release the climax that’s been lingering under the surface of my body for the last hour.  

Intense as that Brett-induced orgasm was, it’s not enough to really satisfy me. Not when he’s what I want. By the time I’ve put on my nightshirt, checked on the dog, and turned out the lights, I’m already throbbing again. I can’t stop thinking about Brett, his kisses and his hands running over me. 

My capacity to resist is at its limit for the night and I indulge again. This time it’s a little more effective, and when I’m done I feel slightly less agitated. I lie in bed, trying to sleep but replaying our date in my mind instead. I’m not sure how much time goes by while I lay here pondering our conversations, smiling again at those moments when we laughed together, and eventually feeling the heat creep back into my body as I remember the rest. 

I can’t believe what I already need to do again. I’ve never been so worked up before. This time I do try to resist, telling myself I’ve had enough already. But in the end, I imagine being with him as I bring myself to another desperate climax. My mind and body truly release at last, and I’m asleep before my heart rate has fully returned to normal. 
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Chapter 13
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Brett

Three. That’s the number of times I had to take care of business before I finally let off enough tension to be able to sleep. All it took was fifteen minutes of thinking about her and my dick was standing at attention again, ready to go, wanting her. My hand was a poor substitute, but a guy has to make do. 

It was disappointing not to be with her last night, I’m not going to lie. I was telling the truth when I said I wasn’t expecting anything from her, but with the draw between us as powerful as it was, I’ll admit I was hoping.

When she mentioned her first date rule, though, I could see she meant it or she wouldn’t have said anything. That was all it took. Other than, you know, kissing the fuck out of her, I certainly wasn’t going to push her. I might be wrong, but I had a feeling that rule was important to her. Why else would she have been so clearly torn?

It was a line I couldn’t risk crossing. As much as I wanted to be with her, I definitely didn’t want her to regret it afterward. That’s a sure way to let a good woman slip through your fingers. 

I fell asleep thinking about her, and wake up thinking about her too. A long run and a cold shower later, I’m still thinking about her. In fact, even though I’m going through my day as normally as I can, I don’t feel normal. I feel... shaken. She’s lingering on me, for sure. 

But it isn’t just that. This may be strange to say, but the thing that gets me most is this: thanks to my date with Lizzy, I’m starting to wonder about what might have been missing in my first marriage, even in the good days. 

And I loved my wife then. 

Things weren’t perfect, and yes her getting pregnant with Max was the thing that took us from just living together to finally getting hitched, but I’m sure I’d still be with her if she hadn’t suddenly gone down such a dark, destructive road. That was one of the more difficult things about our divorce. I wanted the woman I first married back, and was pissed off that I’d never have it. 

But Lizzy. Lizzy is something else. It’s... startling. I can’t stop thinking about the connection I felt with Lizzy last night.

Maybe that’s why in spite of the fact that it’s not even noon yet, I can’t resist calling her. I’m a little nervous she’ll think I’m overeager—even more nervous that I am overeager—but the sound of her voice when she answers the phone puts me at ease. She’s either really glad to hear from me, or a damned good actress. 

“What are you up to today?” Her voice sounds amazing over the phone, for the record. “Do you have little Max back now?”

“No, not until eight. Unless his mom calls beforehand.” I’m throwing a load of sheets into the dryer, trying to resist hiding at the office until it’s time for Max to come home. “I’m just putzing around. Chores and stuff. What are you doing?”

“I’m at the resort, actually.”

“Damn, woman. Do you work all weekend long?” Maybe I’m not the only one.

“No, not usually. We got a call earlier informing us that Katherine Camillo will be in tomorrow afternoon, so we’re down here checking her room.” 

I pull the final damp, twisted tail of sheet from the washer and shake it loose a bit before tossing it in the dryer. “Shouldn’t the maids be doing that?” 

“Housekeeping will take care of their part in the morning, but my brothers and I like to do a walkthrough before her visits to make sure everything else is in order. We’ll open the closet doors to make sure they’re not squeaking. Stuff like that.”

I knew the famous authoress stays at the resort pretty regularly. I didn’t realize she got such special treatment from the owners. 

“I guess I should let you get back to it, then.” I don’t want to end the conversation so soon but don’t want to impose upon her either. 

“Actually, we’re about finishing up. We’re giving Whitney a tour of the room because she hadn’t seen it yet.”

The scent of fabric softener whiffs up as I grab a dryer sheet from the box on the shelf and toss it in. “Is the room tour worthy? Do you have the original Lucky Purple manuscript on display or something?”

She laughs. Her laugh sounds amazing over the phone, too. Okay, I need to get a grip or I’m really going to be in trouble. “No, but when Katherine dies, the resort will probably have to make her room into a museum or something. She did write The Bridge in there, after all.” The book that put her on the map, way back at the beginning of her long and prestigious career. 

I close the dryer door, hit start, and head back toward the living room. “That’s not just a rumor? Something the papers made up?”

“Oh no. That one’s true. The papers are right sometimes.”

“Huh.” I grin. “What do you know?” 

“You wanna come see it?”

I stop midstride, ridiculously excited by the prospect of seeing her again so soon. I try not to sound like the eager puppy I feel like. “See what? The famous hotel room?”

“Yep. Room 701. It’s full of family lore and cool literary mojo. It’s the one room in the hotel my parents never renovated. So yes, it’s very exciting. It has all the thrilling things you’d expect to see in a hotel room. A couch. Lamps. Drapes.”

I smile at her teasing. “How titillating.”

“Don’t feel obligated.”

“No, no. I’d love to see it. And you. I’d love to see you, too.”

“Well, then,” she says, a smile in her voice. “Let me know when you get here and I’ll meet you in the lobby.”
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Chapter 14
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Lizzy

Brett’s been on my mind from the moment I woke up this morning. He’s been on my lips a lot, too. I spent a good hour on the phone with Corrine this morning, telling her every last detail as I sat in the backyard, tossing a ball for Montana. My cousin’s a good listener and swooned in all the right parts. 

She did think it was smart that I didn’t break my rule, which I’m still kind of regretting. I confessed how badly I want to be with him, but she remembers well enough why I have this rule and encouraged me not to let my body rush me into sex before it’s time. I teased her about being a traitor for not telling me to go for it. She laughed but didn’t reverse her advice, like I secretly hoped she would. 

Earlier today, I gave Rayce and Connor the clean, “brother version” of my date, but divulged the rest to Whitney once we had a chance to be alone. She swore not to tell Connor the “girlfriend version” and gave me a hug, telling me she’d never seen me so lit up.

The second I see Brett crossing the polished marble floor of the resort’s lobby, I feel all lit up. He’s in dark slacks, a checked Oxford shirt with the top button undone, and a casual dress jacket that’s open in the front. He cuts a rather suave figure that’s the perfect blend of relaxed and hot. Oh, I could definitely take a bite out of that. 

I can’t imagine this is his normal weekend attire and wonder if he dressed up knowing I’d be here in my work clothes. Dad always said there are very few occasions that justify not being properly dressed at work, and Sunday is not one of those occasions. As owners, we’re the face of this resort whether it’s supposed to be our day off or not. For that reason, I’m in heels, a straight purple skirt that almost reaches my knees, and a fitted white top with an open collar and no sleeves. The silky scarf around my neck matches the skirt. 

I go toward him and we meet near the middle of the intricate tile medallion that’s centered under the domed ceiling two stories above us. 

“Hi, Lizzy.” He gives me a smile that lights me up even more. 

“Hi, Brett.” I’d love to give him a hug and a kiss (okay, and more than that too, but not here), but I shake his hand instead. I’d rather not be too open about such a personal relationship on property, not while we’re still unofficial. It feels weird to just be shaking his hand though, so while maintaining my smile, I lower my voice to explain. “Sorry. I don’t want to start wild rumors...”

He glances around easily, his eyes pausing for the briefest moment on our staff behind the front desk. “So I shouldn’t pull you into my arms, bury my hands in your hair, and suck on that beautiful neck of yours until your knees go weak?”

My cheeks get warm and my smile falters as I struggle to maintain my professional composure after such a remark. “Well,” I lead us back toward the elevators. “Not here, anyway.” 

“Somewhere else perhaps,” he says, in a semi-serious, semi-teasing voice.

Let’s hope.

There are some guests waiting for the elevator too, so with one last meaningful look Brett’s way, I lead the conversation in a direction that’s safe to be overheard. We start talking about the Cottages, and that takes us all the way to the seventh floor. 

“Have you stayed in the resort before?” I ask as we step out of the elevator.

“No, I haven’t. Sorry.”

“Oh, no need to be sorry.” I glance down the hall first to the right, then to the left, in search of a housekeeping cart. There’s one halfway down the left hall. “I just wanted to know if I should show you one of our regular rooms first,” I say, leading us to the left, “so you can fully appreciate the contrast that is Room 701.”

When we get to the cart, young Olivia Walsh comes out in her gray and white housekeeping uniform. “Oh, hello Ms. Rivers.” She nods at me, then mutely at Brett. I try not to laugh at the sudden love-struck expression on her face. She’s been with us just over a year and has spent the better part of that year giving that same expression to my brother Connor. I’ve decided she’s too afraid of Rayce to have a crush on him, even though he’s just as good-looking.

I glance in the room, which looks as if she’s just about done with it. There’s no luggage or other signs of guests currently using the room either, but that can be harder to tell with the suites because suitcases are usually kept in the bedrooms, not in the common living areas. 

“Is this room a checkout?” I ask, just to be sure. 

“Yes, ma’am.” Her eyes are still wide on Brett. “I’m just finished.”

“Thank you. Leave the door propped open. I’ll close up after I show Mr. Carmichael the room.”

She nods and dips her head to him nervously. He gives her a kind smile and she looks about to fall over. I’ll have to tell Connor he has some competition. 

I lead Brett into the lush and inviting sitting area that’s filled with light from the double French doors leading out to the stone balcony. There’s a mahogany fireplace and office nook on one side of the room, and a large flat screen TV and entertainment system on the other. I sweep my hand loosely around. “This is one of our Bronze Suites.” 

Noticing that Olivia’s still lingering in the hall outside, I plant my feet on the plush area rug in the center of the room and continue with a pretty standard speech as Brett strolls around the outer path of the room. I’m staying in sight and keeping things professional until she leaves. “There are three bedrooms. Two off to this side, each with a queen bed and private bath. The master’s through there.” I point to the closed double doors on the other side of the room. “It has a king-sized bed, sitting area, and full en suite with a glass-enclosed shower and Jacuzzi tub for two.”

Brett has wandered into the breakfast nook and out of Olivia’s line of vision. At the mention of a tub for two, he gives me a meaningful look and raises his eyebrows. Feeling the heat rush to my cheeks yet again, I glance once more to Oliva. She’s still there, fussing with the shampoo bottles in the bottom cubby of her cart, so she’s not looking at me. I give him a warning look and he laughs, continuing into the generously-sized kitchen. 

“In the original hotel, this suite was four standard rooms.”

Brett nods, looking impressed. 

I smile. “My father had different plans.” 

“I see where you get it.” 

Oh, I could kiss him for that remark alone, but I don’t. Instead I watch as his trained eyes sweep over the ceiling and walls, apparently looking for signs of the walls that were torn down. There’s no sign of them, as they weren’t load bearing walls, but he points his finger in a line down the ceiling. 

“Was the wall right there?”

I nod. 

“Hmm... smart. You’d never know walking in.”

He heads toward the balcony, drawing near to me on his way, and glancing over his shoulder toward the door. Olivia is still there, glancing toward us as well. Brett and I exchange brief looks before he passes me by and goes to the balcony. 

“Are you having difficulties with your cart, Olivia?”

She startles and grabs the handle. “No, ma’am.” She gives the massive cart a shove and shuffles out of sight. 

Brett chuckles behind me and I turn to face him, rolling my eyes and smiling. “Never a dull moment.”

I walk over to join him. He opens the door and together we step onto the balcony. This is the rear side of the east wing, so we’re overlooking the sprawling and luxurious central grounds below, with the pools, teen center, and various playing courts. The center section of the resort is to the left, and the west wing angles away from it on the opposite side from us. To the right of that, we have a clear view of the Pacific, which is glinting in the afternoon sun. 

“I see I’ve been missing out.” He leans on the thick stone bannister. “It really is beautiful here. It’s making me long for a vacation.”

“That’s what it’s supposed to do. Lure relaxation out of you without you even trying.” 

He turns so he’s facing me, still leaning on one side on the balcony, and cocks his head. “I love the way you talk about that.”

“What?”

“What you guys do here. It’s like all this...” he nods at the grounds and gestures toward the room. “It’s all part of a spell you’re weaving.”

“Ooh, I like that.” I draw up in front of him, closer than I should really, and lean my hip on the bannister. “It kind of is like a spell, isn’t it?”

His eyes draw down the length of my body, then up again. He regards me with the kind of look that heats me up from the inside out. I remain in place, giving him permission to admire me.

“Is that what it is? You’re a witch casting a spell on me?”

A slow smile emerges on my face. “Do you feel enchanted, Mr. Carmichael?”

“Oh, yes.” He straightens and comes to his full height. I look up at him, my knees weakening. He’s casting a few spells of his own. “Yes, that’s exactly how I feel.” He glances through the open balcony door and to the hall. 

I don’t look myself. I’m inspecting those enchanting blue eyes of his and breathing in his scent. I assume the hall is still empty, because his eyes lock on mine and his fingertips brush down the inside of my elbow and to my inner wrist, stealing my breath. He curls his hand around mine, squeezes, then goes back into the living room. 

It was so subtle, anyone who might happen to observe us from the outside would not have seen anything. His fiery touch is a secret for us to keep, a secret that’s still lingering on my skin.

When we make our way into the hall, the warmth of his touch is there still. We pass Olivia’s cart and an open door but do not see her. The tale-tell snapping of sheet linens means she’s inside changing a bed. 

I lead him down the opposite wing, which is empty. When we get to the end of the hall, I approach he door with the gold numbers “701” on front, and insert my master keycard into the slot. 

The heavy click of the lock and green light signals a go, so I swing the door open. “After you, sir. Behold, Room 701.”

He grins at my dramatics and goes in as commanded. 

There’s a silent war going on in my head. Probably the best way to avoid temptation would be to prop this door open, just like the other one. 

But after he passes by, I glance down the hall to be sure no one’s watching, then step inside and close the door behind me. 
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Brett comes to a slow stop as he glances around the room, slack-jawed. “Uh... wow.”

I laugh. “Yep.”

Room 701 is one of the original three-room suites—a living area and two bedrooms—and has the original green-flowered carpeting, gold linen wallpaper, and hideous seventies furniture to prove it. 

“Just... wow.”

I come in a few paces and stop, watching him take it all in. He’s apparently preoccupied with the room—and who could blame him—but my blood is pumping thickly as my awareness of the fact that we’re alone in this room increases. I haven’t had my hello kiss yet, and I want it. 

His eyes land on the fringe-covered lamp shade and he raises his eyebrows at me. 

“It’s an ode to tackiness, isn’t it?” I clasp my hands behind me, then tilt my head and smile at him. 

I have his attention now. His eyes brush down my body again before locking on mine. I soften my smile, letting him see what I want, hoping to lure him closer. 

“Well,” he says, smiling too and taking slow, seductive strides toward me. “You’re definitely the best-looking thing in this room.”

“Flattery,” I say in mock dismissal, but I don’t mind his compliments and keep smiling so he knows it. As he closes the gap between us, my body heats up and my skin starts to buzz, anticipating his touch. 

“Of course, you’re the best-looking thing in any room.” He circles his broad hand around my waist and pulls me tight against him. 

My lips part slightly and I exhale hotly. My thighs clench, already wanting him. Course, I’ve not really stopped wanting him since last night. My next words are low, almost a whisper. “Flattery will get you nowhere.”

“Then how about this?”

He cradles my face in one hand and presses his soft mouth to mine. His tongue darts against my lower lip, sucking it gently, before demanding entrance and claiming me more completely. I invite him in, staking my own claim, increasing my hold on him as we sink into a tight embrace.

I give a soft moan, feeling immense relief to be in his arms again, yet gearing up for more. His hand snakes into my hair and grips firmly. He tugs, bringing my head back, and I inhale deeply, a sharp flame of heat searing my chest. His warm mouth sucks gently on the side of my neck and my breath catches. My knees go slack. My hand goes into his silky hair, pressing gently and encouraging him to keep going. 

He works down my neck, licking and tasting. He tightens his grip, keeping me upright since I’m steadily losing the ability to manage that task myself. He swipes his warm tongue along my tender skin, then takes it into his mouth.  

“Is this working?” he asks hotly. 

I moan again in response, this time louder, and he sucks firmly on the tender crook of my neck, sending intense shivers of pleasure through me. I drop my head back further, my hips angling toward him. He grabs my ass and brings me hard against him. His length presses against my pubic bone and my core lights up, aching for him. 

All these little protests start to swirl around in my head: my rule, the fact that I’m on duty and need to stay put together enough that I can leave this room without giving anything away. I don’t need employees circulating those kind of rumors. 

I should shut this down right now. 

“Uh...” But that’s as far as my resolve takes me. Because the other thing swirling around in me is heat and desire and a growing need to take him into me. 

He takes my face into both hands and kisses me thoroughly. I go up on tiptoe, squeezing him tight against me, knowing I should try to keep a lid on things but completely unable to do so. 

His kiss descends into a heated kind of closure, though, and he pulls back, still holding my face, his blue eyes like fire. “We’d better stop before I take you so hard you’ll be forced to go back to the lobby looking like I’ve had my way with you up, down, front, back, and six ways from Sunday.”

Take me home then, I think, exhaling long and uncertainly. “Right,” I somehow manage to say. I allow our holds on one another to soften. Because, anyway, I don’t need to jump right into bed with him. I don’t. No matter how much I want to. 

His hands go to my upper arms, helping me regain my balance on wobbly legs. I tug down the hem of my shirt and re-fluff my scarf, a fleeting reminder that I’m an owner here and need to act like it. Mostly though, I’m just a woman longing for the man in front of me. Longing for him so much, it only makes the warning voice in my head increase.

Once I’m set right, he releases me, but our eyes are still locked together. We could start again and pick up right where we left off. 

He pulls his eyes from me with apparent difficulty, seeming to force himself to look around the room. “So why wasn’t this room ever redone?”

I remember why we’re here: the tour, not kisses. Dammit.

I’ve told the story a time or two, though, so I fall back on the familiarity of it as I try to regain some modicum of self-control. “Okay.” I take a deep breath and look around myself. “Most of the suites in the original hotel were like this one. My parents kept this layout only for the two wings on this floor, and gutted the hell out of everything else in the central section of this floor and the entirety of the two floors above us.”

He’s wandering deeper into the room, away from me, and I’m allowing the distance between us to increase so I can try to get my temperature to go down. It’s not helping much. It doesn’t matter that he’s clear over there. We’re in here alone, and the space between us is sparking and intimate.

“In addition to these little standard suites, they created the Garden, Bronze, Silver. All the way up to the Presidential Suites.” 

He strolls over to the heavy fabric drapes on either side of the balcony doors. My eyes linger on his broad shoulders, which look so damned good in that jacket. He flicks one of the large tassels hanging from the rope ties and looks back at me with a grin. 

I laugh. “I know, right? So when my parents bought the resort, they sold their house in San Francisco and their other properties. All their investments. Everything.”

His eyebrows raise as he continues his survey of the room. 

“They sank everything they had into the resort, and stayed on property until they could afford to buy a house. They lived here while renovations went on everywhere else, figuring since there was less to do in this room, they could do it later and it wouldn’t be a big deal. I was too young to remember, but Rayce and I shared that bedroom over there.”

I point to one of the closed bedroom doors. My skin tingles with the awareness of our close proximity to not one, but two beds. We exchange meaningful looks, but he goes back to looking around and I continue with my story. 

“Rayce was two and a half, and I was just a year and a half. Connor was born nine months later and slept in a crib with mom and dad in their room.” 

“Nine months? Was he conceived here?”

“We don’t know for sure, but the idea of it seems to bother him, so we like to say yes.”

Brett laughs and I smile. He’s leaning in to examine a framed print on the wall—a cheap art mill painting of a generic field with generic flowers—and my heart beats a little quicker as I examine the shape of his profile. What is this draw I have to him? As good-looking as he is, as much as he turns me on physically, it’s more than that. There’s something else in the mix. 

But all of it—the physical and the other—feels like it’s coming from the same place inside me: raw instinct. I come into the room a little farther, clasping my hands behind my back.

“By the time they bought a house and we moved out, Mom had made friends with Katherine, who had quietly published her first three books, was flat broke, and in the middle of a bitter divorce. Renovations hadn’t started in here yet, so mom said she could stay here until she could get on her feet.”

“That’s when she wrote The Bridge.”

“That’s right. But when she was still working on it, her third book had started to catch fire and all of a sudden she was on the literary map. Within four months of living here, her divorce was finalized, she finished the draft of The Bridge and sent it off to her editor, who declared it a masterpiece, and she got the biggest royalty check she’d ever seen. Not a dime of which went to her damned husband, as she likes to say.”

Brett smiles and nods approvingly.  

“Well, this sudden turn of fortune turned her into a very superstitious woman. She always had been that way to a degree, according to Mom. She was a bit of an odd duck even before fame and fortune came her way. But she begged my parents to leave this room exactly as it is, convinced she couldn’t write so well anywhere else. The resort was doing well enough then they could afford to basically lose the room for good, and it never had been part of cash flow anyway, since it was occupied first by us and then her.”

“She stays for free? I heard she rents the room every day of the year.”

“You heard right. It wasn’t that way at first, but once she could afford it, she insisted on paying full-rate year round, whether she’s here or not. We were already holding the room just for her anyway, paid or not, so Mom could’ve said no to the money. But she’d become such a fussy pain in the ass by that point that Mom agreed.”

Brett laughs. He’s gone in an arc around the room and stops, turning toward me more fully. “How is she fussy?”

I draw up to the writing desk that’s along the wall nearest me and he heads my way, starting to cross the room. “She has all these little superstitions, so everything has to be just so. When she first started staying here, she was so wrung out from divorce proceedings that Mom wanted to treat her like any other guest. So she got housekeeping services, fresh flowers on the desk, the works. Well, she still gets the flowers, but it can’t be just any flowers.”

As he draws up next to me, I gesture to the empty vase on the corner, which will be filled by our florist in the morning. 

“It has to be thirteen white tulips because that’s what was on her desk when she wrote the last ten chapters of The Bridge in a fifteen-hour flurry. And it’s what’s been on her desk for every other novel she’s written since.”

God, he’s not even doing anything—just standing here listening to me—and yet I’m so drawn to him I have to actively keep myself from taking two steps to my right and pressing myself against him from mouth to knee.

“The weird thing is, she can’t have any flowers on her desk at home. She has different superstitions there, according to some of her many personal assistants.”

“How many does she have?”

“Well, just one at a time, but she really goes through them. People seem to think she’s high maintenance.”

He laughs and the sound of it dances around in my chest. “You don’t say?”

“She actually fires as many as quit on her. Anyway, there has to be one of our little notepads and exactly two resort-branded pens. Not one. Not three. Two.” I hold up two fingers. “And we always check to make sure the pens are working. I know her assistant brings a big supply of the pens she actually writes with, so I’m not sure what she does with these, but she must use them for something because if they don’t work, she knows it. We place new ones and a new pad every week. And look.” I pick up one of the pens and rotate it in my fingers. “It’s the old resort logo.” 

He leans closer to inspect it and my pulse ratchets upward. I glance at him and swallow, forcing myself to go on but really wanting to take advantage of closed doors again. 

“The first time Mom and Dad updated the logo, she went into a panic. I think she was writing Peacock Berries at the time, and in ‘Frenzy Mode’.” 

“Frenzy Mode?”

“Yeah. It comes after Chatty Mode and before Wine Mode.” He laughs and I turn slightly so I’m leaning against the desk. “We keep cases of pink Moscato just for her. Frenzy Mode is when she’s convinced she can’t finish her book, that it’s complete crap, that her career is over. She’s barely functional. We prepare meals on schedule and her assistant brings them up. Sometimes she eats, sometimes she doesn’t. Sometimes she’ll dine in one of the restaurants and kind of pick at her food. She might wander the grounds with this dazed look on her face and pens in her hair.”

He’s watching me wide-eyed. “I thought that was all rumor.”

I’m laughing. “Oh God, no. The papers don’t need to make stuff up about her. She’s plenty entertaining all on her own.”

He laughs and leans against the desk too, casually pulling my hand into his. Our shoulders brush and my pulse quickens. 

“Anyway, when she found out about the logo change she was convinced it was going to throw everything off, so my mom promised we’d keep the old stuff in her room. They saved the last boxes of it. My parents had a bet about whether or not Katherine would die before we ran out.”

My chest pinches as I realize it’s my parents who are gone now. Not Katherine Camillo and not the pens. 

Not wanting to be sad, I hold his hand more firmly and lead him to the side table near the balcony doors. “Check this out.” 

I pick up a crystal candlestick, which wouldn’t look too bad if it weren’t for the ugly amber stones circling the base. 

“This is actually a replica. About six or seven years ago, one of our maids accidently knocked the original off the table. It was this freak thing. It hit the floor just right and shattered into pieces. Poor thing was mortified, but it was just an accident. Thankfully this happened during the cleanup we do after Katherine checks out, so she had no idea. But the problem was, they didn’t make these candlesticks anymore.” 

I run my finger along the smooth bumps of the amber stones and roll my eyes. “I can’t imagine why.” 

Brett chuckles. 

“So Mom ended up custom ordering a duplicate.” I hold it up and eye him. “It’s crazy how much money she spent on this ugly piece of shit.” He laughs again. “But Katherine has never been the wiser, so it was probably worth it.”

“Well, it’s good to know the rumors about her being spoiled are all untrue,” he says as I put down the candlestick. 

I nod. “Yeah, she’s a prima donna, for sure, but if you ever repeat that I’ll deny I said it.”

I lead him toward the balcony and we walk close. Hand in hand. 

“I know I’ve been kind of poking fun at her, but she’s actually pretty special to us. When my brothers and I were kids she used to give us candy and tell us about the stories she was working on. That’s when she’s in Chatty Mode. You should’ve heard the original idea for The Name of Starlight. It was pretty out there. As we’ve gotten older, she’s just become... ah, how do I describe her?”

He opens the door for me and the salty smell of the ocean wafts in at us. 

“She’s like a cross between a friend, a grandmother, and the crazy person on the street corner.”

He laughs and we step out onto the balcony. We approach the stone railing together, each leaning on our free arm, our hands still clasped together, low at our sides. 

“Wow,” he says, looking out. Being at the end of the west wing, this room has the best view: nothing but ocean. That’s why Mom picked it. She figured if she couldn’t have a house, she could at least have a view.

His eyes sweep the grounds below us—which are only the grass and trees and flowers that run along the side of the hotel, no pools or guests—then the balconies within our line of sight. All empty. I know what he’s thinking. No witnesses. 

I know what I should do. I should lead him back out of the room and down to the lobby. I sense how dangerous it would be to start up again. Instead, I come up off the stone railing and turn toward him.

He does the same, heat in his eyes as he steps closer. Our chests barely brush up against each other, and my nipples harden, yearning for him. He pulls me all the way against him then, and exhales like it’s a relief. I feel the same way. After all, it’s been something like fifteen minutes. Far too long. 

With the distant ocean waves humming to us and the cool sea breeze playing through our hair, Brett dips his mouth to mine. We press softly together at first, lingering. This is a kiss that is both passionate and tender, and I’m caught in its snare directly. Our embrace tightens, and a hot flush spreads through my body. Soon I yield and open to him, our tongues playing together. We become more fervent, and I’m both exhilarated and disoriented by the power of the heat between us. 

I’m suddenly too aware of our exposed position. Someone could come out onto one of the other balconies. That’s the only thing stopping me from doing what I want to do to him, so I break our kiss but hold his gaze. I take both his hands, walking backwards and leading him into the sanctuary of the room. Neither one of us bothers shutting the door. 

We come together again, kissing with an increased level of passion. Now my hands are free to roam. My hips free to angle toward his hard length. My leg free to climb against his. Only the restrictive width of my tight skirt keeps me from going as high as I want, but I let the hem dig into my thigh as I hook my calf around his knee. 

His hands are all over me too. On my shoulders and back and rear. No longer off limits, my breasts become his as he cups me with one broad hand, running his thumb over the hard nib. I exhale hotly and kiss him more fervently, needing him. I’ve needed him since he left me wanting last night. All the frustrated longing of yesterday piles onto today and I’m running recklessly forward, taking everything I can get. 
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Chapter 15
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Lizzy

My body’s rushing me. I know it is. But it’s not only my body. My heart needs to connect with him this way, too. 

But... that’s exactly why I know I need to wait, as that damned persistent voice in the back of my head keeps telling me. It’s precisely because I already feel this emotional bond with him that I don’t need to add sex into the equation yet. I need to protect myself in case this is one of those relationships that burns out as quickly as it starts. 

This doesn’t feel like that though. Brett doesn’t feel temporary. It feels like he’s sinking into my soul, settling into the fabric of my life. Now that he’s here, I can’t imagine him not here. 

All the more reason to be careful, the reasonable side of me whispers. New relationships are fragile, and I need to be careful not to mess anything up.

But Brett’s right here, in my arms, and I’m in his. He’s stroking my body, lighting me up, drinking me in like he can’t get enough. I want to let go and fall right into him. 

Fall and fall forever. 

My arms are over his shirt, under his jacket, and running along his firm back. He places one broad hand on the side of my face, then hungrily combs his fingers into my hair. He grabs hold and tilts my head back again. He plants hot, eager kisses all along my jaw and toward my ear. 

“I want to run my fingers all through your hair,” he says, then impatiently sucks on my earlobe, “muss you up until you look like you’ve been well and properly handled,” his hand skates down the small of my back and over the firm curve of my ass, “and ravage every last inch of you.” His fingers tuck down between my legs, lighting my seam on fire.

I exhale thickly. He sucks and nips at my neck and I whimper once, twice. I trail my hand down to his firm ass and squeeze hard. “I...” should say no. I hesitate, trying to make myself say it. Instead I finish with, “...want that too.”

He comes up, brows pulled down. He’s breathing hard. He’s looking at me hard too, like he’s trying to figure something out. I pause for the briefest moment, feeling laid bare, like he can see my hesitation. But his mouth is right here and I want it. I go in, kissing him hard, demanding the same in return. After a moment’s pause, he gives it to me

Something in me tips. Even though that voice is still trying to talk me out of this—even though I’m still pretending to listen—deep inside I know what’s really going to happen. 

I allow my hand to come around to his front. I take his hard cock in my hand and give it a firm, gratifying squeeze, making him clutch me harder and moan in my mouth. 

Yes, this. 

I stroke his length to the base, then back to the crown and squeeze again. His hands slip up inside my shirt, caressing me over my bra. I slide my hands up his chest and over his shoulders, dislodging his jacket. He shrugs out of it and tosses it across a nearby chair, then comes back to my neck. Tilting my head back and sighing, I grab the sides of his shirt, pulling at the fabric to untuck it from his pants. He backs up enough to untuck his shirt himself. I cross my arms and grab the hem of my shirt, lifting it off and shaking my hair out as it falls free. 

His eyes skate over my chest, torso, shoulders, face, arresting his movements. I reach for the hem of his shirt, taking over, lifting it slightly. He snaps back into motion, removing his shirt in one fluid motion, the firm pecs and sculpted abs of his bare chest flexing. The sight takes my breath away. So does the sight of his hard cock pressing against the fabric of his pants. Eyes locked on it, I lower the zipper on the back of my skirt. I allow it to slip past my hips and fall to the floor.

His eyes burn into me as he grabs me by the neck with one hand and by the ass with the other, pulling me in against him and diving deep into my mouth.

No going back now, the voice warns.

I could still stop, I answer.

But I won’t. 

I don’t care about the fact that this is Katherine Camillo’s room. I don’t care about the fact that having sex with him will make it damn near impossible to exit this room looking as professional and put together as I did when I walked in. I don’t care about my rule. 

Okay, that’s a lie. I do care about my rule, but apparently not enough because I’m backing up, leading us to the little bedroom where Katherine’s rotating band of assistants sleep. When we’re almost there, he reaches behind me and opens the door himself. 

We get to the bed and I turn hastily, rip the covers down, and spin back into his arms. “Sheets are clean,” I breathe hotly, then pull him down onto the bed with me, my legs wrapping around him at last. 

His weight falls on me, his hard length right on my seam, and I tilt my head back, exhaling. His hands are in my hair, and tugging down my bra strap, and squeezing my breasts, and caressing my bare side and the back of my thighs. My hands are all over him too as I rotate my hips beneath him, riding his cock and whimpering with need. 

It’s over, and I know it, but surely my rule wasn’t crafted for the likes of Brett Carmichael. Surely not. I have to have him. I can’t end another day without feeling him inside me, claiming me. Body and soul. 

That thought—that realization about how deep he could touch me—is enough to make the whisper of warning escalate to a high shrill. My movements slow and I pull back, still close but scanning his features with fear and wondering. 

For the first time, I’m truly, keenly aware of the fact that if this is nothing but a fling for him, it will devastate me. Just the thought of it leaves me momentarily gutted. 

But even that is not enough to compete with the fact that he’s right here, his heated breath mingling with mine. His body heavy and hard on mine. His eyes on mine. 

Whatever it is he’s stirred up in me, both body and heart, is enough to overrule my caution. My hesitation leaves as quickly as it came. The moment was so brief, I don’t know if he’ll think anything of it. I’m not thinking much of it, because I’m back to kissing and caressing him, my senses overwhelmed with his taste and his smell and the feel of his body everywhere it’s connected to mine. 

I’m going to take him. I’m going to and I’m not going to stop. I don’t care. 
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Chapter 16
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Lizzy

“Okay, wait,” he says, lifting off me slightly. His hands are braced on either side of my shoulders and his eyes are pinched shut in pained determination. “Wait, wait, wait.” 

“What’s wrong?” His raging erection is still pushed against the wet crotch of my panties, so I know it’s not that. I feel how badly he wants me.

He opens his eyes and gives me a serious look. “What about your first date rule?”

I blink unexpectedly. 

No, no, no. I’m ignoring all that. 

Determined to be my own rebel now, I give him a heated look and tighten my legs around his waist, pressing up against him. I watch his face with satisfaction as I get the reaction I wanted. His eyes close briefly and he exhales sharply. Oh yeah, he definitely still wants me. I’m zinging where we touch too, aching for him to fill me. 

“It’s not our first date anymore,” I whisper. I reach for his belt buckle but he grabs my wrist and stops my hand. 

“Hang on.”

My heart pinches, as if he’s already rejected me. 

Holding my eyes, he stays close but comes off me and onto his side. I whimper in protest, needing his weight on me again, needing him to keep going. He’s still got hold of my wrist, which is fighting him slightly, my fingers needing to touch him. But I’m caught by the look in his eyes. 

“Lizzy.” My heart is pounding. He’s looking right inside me. “Is today really all that different from last night for you?”

I hesitate. How does he know this? 

I want to say, Take me, please. 

But the part of me that needs the rule is coming to the surface and I can’t stop her. 

“Uh...” I say, unable to think. Uncertain. My arm softens slightly and I stop fighting his hold. His grip on my wrist loosens. His hand slides from my wrist down to my fingers and squeezes.  My body is still yearning for him. My heart wants him just as badly. I’m so achy I’m all but squirming, but he’s looking right at me like he knows I could regret this and I don’t know what to do. 

“Um...”

Still holding me in his gaze, he lets go of my hand and cups my face. “Why do you have that rule, Lizzy?” 

His inquiry is too sincere to fight against. The muscles in my body release slightly, and I close my eyes. Well, fuck. 

His hand comes off my face and rests on my bare stomach. I look to the ceiling, letting the back of my hand come to my forehead. I glance at him. He’s watching me, waiting for an answer.  

Shit. 

I sigh and roll on my side toward him. His hand slides up my arm and rests on my shoulder. I tuck my fingers under my cheek and feel the heat pulsing through my body in frustrated waves. 

I keep my eyes on the soft hair on his chest, resisting the urge to touch it. “I have that rule,” I say, resigned to the fact that sharing this with him will put an end to anything physical today, and could freak him out in general, “because I’ve made mistakes about this before. Mainly when I was younger.”

I glance up at him. He’s still listening. My eyes drop back to the safety of his chest. “I had a tendency to just... go too fast. It took me awhile to figure out the right speed.”

I glance at him again. The open and understanding expression on his face encourages me to linger there. My body, which has not truly stopped aching, starts to heat up even more, just from looking at him. I want to kiss those lips of his, caress that chest, climb on top of him and feel his hard cock slide deep inside me. Part of me doesn’t want to admit defeat. I need him. 

But he seems intent on understanding the rule, which I’m really fucking regretting mentioning yesterday. “Today doesn’t seem much slower than it would’ve been last night,” he says, looking concerned. “Is it?”

Ugh. Why does he have to be so sensible about this? Whyyyyy?

But he’s right. “No. It’s not really about time exactly, but no. You’re right.” Ugh.

He furrows his brows. “If it’s not about time, what is it about?”

I close my eyes and rub my forehead. I’m not really sure I want to tell him, but end up just coming out with it. “I’ve rushed into things thinking the person I was with was feeling what I was feeling and...” I shrug, “having a really hard time later when I found out it wasn’t the same for him.”

“Because you were attached and he wasn’t?”

I nod. “That’s never a fun situation anyway, but it’s a lot harder for me to deal with if there’s been sex involved, you know? It’s...” 

I sigh. I’ve been with guys who’ve judged me for this, or tried to pressure me and push past my boundaries. Brett’s different. I feel no pressure. No judgment. Just understanding. I’m grateful for it, but it doesn’t stop me from wishing I were different somehow so I could just have him right now like I want to. Now that we’ve started this conversation, however, there’s no going back. I might as well finish laying it all on the line. 

“It’s really better for me to wait until I know there’s going to be some longevity in the relationship.”

“Marriage?”

“No. God, no. Just, some level of commitment. I need someone to be interested enough to be only with me while we see where things go. You know what I mean? I can’t be casual with people. It’s not good for me.” It’s gut wrenching, actually, as I remember well enough.

“Ah.” His face softens. “I see.” We lie there for a moment longer, his hand gently playing with my hair, his eyes considering me. 

My body is still revved up. I’m damn-near nude—just in a bra and panties—and so close to his body that my yearning for him hasn’t gone away one whit, yet I’m relenting at last. I need him in a way I’ve never experienced before, and even though I can tell he wants me too, the truth is, I don’t know where he stands in all this and it’s too early to even try to find out. I’ve learned that the hard way, too. 

“Well, if that’s all it is,” he looks into my eyes and runs his fingertips down my arm, “there’s nothing for you to worry about on my end.”

I blink at him. My breath catches in my throat and eyebrows slowly raise. I come up onto my elbow, bringing myself even with his line of sight. 

“What?” 

He smiles and kisses me gently, cupping my face. His kiss draws me nearer and nearer to him, until our stomachs meet. My fears about being reckless with him dissipate. All the yearning I’ve been feeling for him expands to fill its place. Our tongues touch almost tentatively. A plume of heat drops through me, blossoming between my legs. 

When he breaks our kiss, he stays close and continues to hold my cheek. His eyes have darkened with desire, but he says steadily, “This means something to me. You’re not alone in that.” 

I exhale. 

“We can still wait if you want—”

But I press my lips to his again. I’ve heard all I need to hear. If he has more to say, he can say it later. I hook my leg over his hip, exhilarated by the freedom to touch him without anything holding me back. After a half-second’s pause, his arms tighten hard around me and his hand comes into my hair. Our mouths open to each other and I feel wrapped inside him as he rolls on top of me. I whimper as his weight settles back on me at last. God, I need this so much.

Apparently our conversation did nothing to cool him down, because his cock presses hard against the tender spot between my legs. I wrap myself around him, rotating my hips and gasping when he angles hard against me too. 

He caresses me over the bra, then pulls the fabric down to expose me, and caresses me again. Dipping his mouth down, I arch myself up to meet him. He takes me hungrily, and I press him to me as he sucks and nips and pulls. 

When he swings to the other side, exposing it too before he takes me into his mouth, his hand trails down to my mound. I groan when he cups me, sending jolts of pleasure through me. I’m groping for him too, feeling his hard length as much as I can, in spite of being restricted by the fabric of his pants. He slips under my panties and cups me again, this time dipping into my moist folds. 

“Good lord,” I whisper. His fingers slide in me and I squeeze him again. I’m pulsing with pleasure from his fingers, as well as desire for the real thing. “Get those pants off.”

He hustles off the bed, extracting a condom from his wallet and tossing it on the bed before unfastening his belt. Meanwhile, I slip my damp panties down my legs and sit up to unhook my bra, my eyes hard on him the entire time. 

When he strips down, I feel a surge of wetness at the sight of him. Once I was with a man I considered well-endowed, compared to others, but Brett puts him to shame. I didn’t think it possible to be more turned on than I was, but the thought of that inside me puts me almost out of my mind. My feet draw up on the bed, my knees soften, and my hips rock up slightly. His cock flexes in response as he watches me.

“Come here,” I say thickly.

Eyes still on me, he grabs the condom and hurries to roll it on. 

My feet slide apart and I lift my hip slightly again. “Come here,” I say again. And he does, but not in the way I meant. He leans down, cups my ass in his palms, and swipes his tongue up my folds, from entrance to clit. My back arches up off the bed and a high exclamation of pleasure escapes me before I remember where I am and bite my lip. 

He gives another soft swipe of his tongue, this time lingering on my clit, the wet surface of his tongue slipping back and forth. I curl inward, grabbing his hair with both hands, and watch as he does it again. The sight of him licking me is almost enough to send me over, and I pant heavily, watching him and climbing. 

His ministrations are so effective, I’ve momentarily forgotten how much I wanted him in me. I want to come just like this, and his wet tongue dancing around on me is seconds away from making it happen. He squeezes my ass, tilts my hips up slightly, and gently pulls my clit into his mouth, sucking in tiny pulses. 

The hot pleasure in my body spikes, and I throw my head back. My body seizes up in an explosive orgasm and I’m whimpering helplessly again and again. He’s still sucking me and I’m damn near out of my mind. As I ride it out, he’s massaging my ass hard, giving me pleasure everywhere. I come down in rough, erratic waves, and when he pulls away from me, I’m still pulsing with aftershocks.

“Holy shit,” I breathe, still panting hard. He’s straightening a bit, giving me a hot look. That longing for him to fill me returns, and my core blooms with desire. I slide my knees outward slightly, opening myself up and inviting him in. 

He crawls up to me like a panther on the hunt. As he comes up, my hands run over his firm chest, the ridges and rounds, the hard nubs of his nipples. I’m wet and throbbing and wide open to him. He’s supporting himself on one hand and grabbing himself with the other. His thick crown presses against me. My breath arrests in my chest, frozen in anticipation. His lips come to my jaw, and he sucks gently as his width spreads me open deeper and deeper.  

“Oh god,” I breathe long and slow, my eyes rolling back in my head.

He sinks well in, lowering heavily on top of me. I wrap my arms and legs around him, keeping him close. He fills me, touching bottom. Tucking his mouth to my neck, he pulls back and goes deep into me again, hard. I exhale sharply, my nails pressing into his back as I clutch him harder. He grips my hair, clinging to me too as he rocks out, then into me again. 

“Yes.” Yes, this.

He kisses me, his hot tongue diving deep and opening me wide as he thrusts inside me with an even rhythm. I rock my hips to meet his, working right along with him. We break our kiss, but he stays close as we share hard, short breaths. 

He tucks down and brings my breast to his mouth with one hand. He sucks on my nipple, pulls and teases it. My hips are curling hard now, his cock angling against my interior wall until the tip hits my tender spot and I shudder with pleasure. 

Throwing my head back, I’m breathing in short pants, gripping his hard shoulders. My clit pulses hot, and still his cock is hitting me there. I’m pulsing so hard I’m at the mercy of it and him and everything.

He’s getting harder, so hard I know he’s close like I am. He grunts and angles hard over me, pumping faster. “God, Lizzy.” 

I let out a soft sex cry as the pleasure in my body builds until I come unraveled. Lights pop behind my eyes and my blood rushes through my ears and I shatter into a hundred glittering pieces. I’m helpless. Curling in, then throwing my head back, then gasping helplessly. He’s still pounding against that apex of pleasure again and again. 

Then the stiffness in his body peaks—back, thighs, cock—and he groans in my ear as he comes hard inside me. And still I’m coming. I come for so long I think it’s never going to end. He keeps right up with me, fast and glorious. 

Not until I’m released, stunned, does he start to slow. His still-hard cock caresses my inner folds and brings me down in swelling waves. My legs slowly soften and slide down his, tucking on the inside, the tops of my feet pressing neatly against the inside of his calves. 

We’re wrapped snugly around one another, trying to catch our breath. He lifts up just enough to seal it all with a deep, heated kiss. 

Something in me sighs, satisfied at last. 
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Chapter 17
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Brett

This is happening much faster than I meant for it to. Truth be told, I didn’t mean for this to happen at all. Yet, I’ve spent the last three days charging recklessly ahead anyway. There’s little Max to consider, there’s always Max, and I have no idea how this thing with Lizzy could possibly fold into the mess that is my life. She doesn’t even know about the situation with my ex. Once she does she might decide she doesn’t want to be in the middle of it anyway, so I don’t know any better than she does where this is going. But right or wrong, I’m going to find out. 

As for how this might impact Max, I can keep him separate from this for now. I’m taking risks with my own heart, but that doesn’t mean I need to do the same with his.

I’m dressed again, and leaning on the door jamb of Room 701’s bathroom, watching amusedly as Lizzy tries to put herself to rights. She’s fussing with her hair, trying to comb it with her fingers. It’s taken a bit, but it’s finally gone from an adorable just-been-fucked look to something mostly presentable. Unless people are looking too closely, her secret should be safe enough. 

True, her lipstick’s gone. And the hem of her shirt is slightly wrinkled from the way she threw it on the floor. 

My dick twitches as I remember the way she pulled off her shirt, unveiling her beautiful breasts and slim torso, her long hair falling loosely on bare shoulders. That heated, intimate look on her face. God, every moment with her has been arousing as hell. 

Even when she bared her soul to me. Especially then. That gentle uncertainty of hers was like a velvety, little hook, grabbing my heart and pulling it right into hers. Her vulnerability and honesty brought out the same in me. It’s soon, but this does mean something to me, even if it’s too new to put to words exactly what it means. 

Meanwhile that hook she planted is still there, wedged in. My blood’s been pumping thickly the entire time I’ve been watching her scramble around getting put back together. Not just because she’s sexy as hell either, but because everything she does affects me one way or another.

Leaning toward the mirror, trying to get her hair to lie the way she wants it, she glances at me then back again. “Does this amuse you, Mr. Carmichael?” The corner of her mouth tilts up and her green eyes sparkle. 

“Yes, it does.”

She exhales and straightens, looking at her reflection with resignation. “I may as well wear a sign that says, ‘I just fucked this guy right here.’” She points at me with her thumb, not taking her eyes off the mirror. 

I grin wider and pop off the door frame, going to her and snaking my arms around her waist from behind. As I start to bury my nose in her soft mane of hair, she bends away. 

“No, no,” she says, but I hear the heat underneath. “It’s bad enough and I just fixed it.”

I nibble at the soft skin on her neck, and she softens in my arms, her body curving against mine. My cock is coming to life as I imagine being inside her soft folds again.

She pushes weakly at my arms around her waist. “You do enjoy tormenting me,” she says, her voice breathless.

“Mm-hmm. Come on, lemme torment you some more.” I take another taste of her neck. God, she tastes incredible. I have a few more hours before I have to pick up Max. We have time. This sure is a contrast to how my weekends usually are, lonely and work-filled.

“Not here,” she whispers, my forearm slipping under her soft scarf as I reach for her breast. “Not again.”

“Where?”

“My place?” 

I raise my chin slightly and our eyes meet in the mirror. Her face is flushed with desire. 

“Done.”

I release her and we hustle to the door, slightly feverish, or maybe that’s just me. Though, judging by the red bloom on her cheeks, it’s not. Maybe we should go down separately. Her cheeks alone are a dead giveaway. 

We do leave the room together, though, and see no one else on the way to the elevator, aside from two guests who pay us little mind. But the problem of what to do about her blush is solved in a way I’d rather it wasn’t. 

Once we’re in the elevator, my phone rings, and as soon as I hear Jessica’s ringtone, I know what it means. Lizzy notices the look on my face and tilts her head in question. 

“Max’s mom,” I say apologetically as I pull out my phone. She gives me an understanding smile. As I swipe to accept the call, she averts her eyes to, it seems, give me what privacy she can in this small space. “Yeah?”

I instantly hear Max crying in the background and straighten. “You need to pick up Max,” she says without preamble. She never asks. Just assumes. 

I’m too concerned about Max to care. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

Lizzy’s eyes swing to me.

“Nothing. You just need to come get him.”

“Why is he crying?”

She sighs exasperatedly. “Oh calm the fuck down. He’s just upset because he got into trouble.”

“For what?”

“For not listening.”

The elevator comes to a stop on the fifth floor. “To who? You or Kurt?” I say, unable to stop myself from baiting her. I can’t help it. My son’s crying and I have no idea why or what’s going on over there and I’m twenty fucking minutes away.

“Max has to listen to him too,” she says shortly. 

Even when he’s being an unreasonable ass? I think, but manage not to say it, partly because the elevator doors open to admit a group of middle-aged women into the car. 

I take a resolute breath as Lizzy and I scoot apart to make room and try to keep my cool about this. I don’t know what happened and it’s not like Max has never cried after being in trouble with me. Even though Kurt can be a real ass wipe, it’s possible whatever’s going on over there with Max is just normal parenting stuff. 

But the problem is, I’m not there, so I don’t know. 

Instead I have to trust my son to two people I don’t trust at all, and this is exactly why I can’t wait until I’m no longer legally obligated to leave him in their care. It pisses me off that one of those two people is his own goddamned mother, but there’s nothing I can do about that. Court’s in two days and I can’t get this shit out of the way soon enough. Meanwhile, I’m going to ignore the twinge of regret I feel at losing time with Lizzy—and my accompanying guilt over that regret—and go pick up my boy. 

“I’ll be right there. Let me talk to him.”

She gives me another exaggerated sigh. 

I wait while she puts Max on the phone. Meanwhile, Lizzy gives me a quick, thoughtful look, then turns her attention to the ladies in the elevator with us. She introduces herself as Max comes on. “Daddy?”

His voice always sounds so tiny on the phone. It’s even worse when he’s upset, but at least he’s not crying anymore. 

Lizzy is engaging the women in conversation, asking them about their stay. I’m grateful for the diversion so I can kind of talk to Max privately. I lower my voice a touch. “Hey buddy. You okay?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Is that a yes or a no?”

“Yes. Are you coming to get me?”

“Yes, I am. Is that all right?”

“Mm-hmm.”

I don’t correct his hemming, knowing what he means this time and not wanting to push it.

The group on the elevator are talking animatedly with Lizzy about something. I don’t know what. Someone says something that gets them all laughing. Even though Lizzy’s playing along, the flash of concern in her eyes when she glances at me tells me enough.

I turn slightly away and lower my voice further. “Did Kurt hurt you?”

“No, daddy.”

“You’re sure?” 

The elevator comes to a stop and the doors ding open. “I had time out on the chair.”

I relax a little. Kurt has a fierce temper and I once caught him handling Max pretty rough—I came the fuck unglued on him—but I’ve never seen worse than that and Max has reported no more than him “yelling great big.” As for the time outs, I know for myself that sometimes Max will go relatively calmly and other times he’ll holler about it awhile. Maybe everything’s okay and Jessica has just had her fill of acting like a responsible mother. 

The ladies pour out of the car, bidding their farewell to Lizzy. I step out as well, but move to the side and stop, hanging back. Lizzy’s waiting next to me. “Okay, I’ll be there soon, all right?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Say yes.”

“Yes, daddy.”

I end the call and look at Lizzy apologetically. The guests have gone their way and she’s turned her full attention to me. “Everything all right?”

“I have to pick Max up early. I’m sorry.”

“I figured, and don’t be. Everything okay?”

I surprise myself because I want to tell her exactly what’s going on. I don’t share this stuff with people outside my immediate family. I just don’t. I’ve certainly never gotten into it with any of the women I’ve been out with. Of course, those women have been few and far between, and short-lived to boot. 

But Lizzy is different, somehow. It seems almost impossible that our first date was just last night. She already feels so much more a part of me than that. 

But my instinct to protect Max overrides my inclination to open up to her, so I just nod my head. “Yes. Fine. Thank you for distracting those women.”

“I figured you wouldn’t want everyone overhearing.”

“I’m sorry about our plans changing.”

She softens and I see the disappointment on her face. I’m disappointed too. But she gives me a warm smile. “Don’t be. We’ll have another time. Can I walk you out?”

I nod and we head for the lobby. Before we get there, she tucks her arm into mine. In spite of the worry I feel over Max—a worry that I know from experience won’t completely go away until I get there, even though things do seem to be more or less okay—this gesture of Lizzy’s lifts my heart. I don’t miss the significance of it. I smile down at her and she’s smiling back. God, this woman tugs at me. 

“I hope you enjoyed your tour.” Her heels click on the marble floor of the lobby as we head for the door. 

“I did, thank you.”

“Did you get to see everything you wanted to see?”

Her eyes twinkle mischievously, knowing I can’t answer the way I’d like, given the fact that we’re now within earshot of the doorman. 

“Yes,” I answer, grinning. “I hope to see it all again sometime soon.”

She laughs as the doorman pulls open the door for us. She nods at him briefly, saying, “Thank you, Zack,” before turning her attention back to me.

I’ve noticed she tends to call people by name. Hell, she even remembered Isaac’s name, after meeting him just once. “Do you know all your employees’ names?”

“Oh, no. I wish, but there’s way too many. I do my best, though.”

The valet approaches, and I give him my ticket before pulling out my wallet. 

Lizzy puts her hand on my forearm to stop me, saying to the valet, “This will be with our compliments.”

He nods in understanding and hurries toward the entrance to the underground parking garage.

She turns to me easily, still smiling.

“That’s really not necessary.” I’d rather pay. 

She furrows her brows briefly, glancing in the direction of the parking ramp, then waving her hand dismissively, as if she’s already forgotten about it and moved on. “It’s nothing, truly. Besides, anyone coming out here with one of us would get the same treatment, so don’t go getting a big head about it, Mr. Carmichael.”

She’s grinning at me and is so easy-going and genuine about it, she manages to set me at ease. I pull out money for the tip anyway. She’s not going to stop me from doing that. Not that I think she would.

“How far away is little Max?”

I smile, liking that she called him that. “His mother’s in south Swan Pointe.”

“So you still have to cross town.”

I nod. 

“Have you ever taken him to Crab Cove?”

Crab Cove is on that side of town, but even though it’s really not that big of a deal to get there from where I live, I’ve always been on the north side of town and usually take Max to Ivory Beach, as it’s closer. 

I shake my head, still smiling at her. I can’t seem to stop. Maybe because she’s still resting her hand inside my arm, in plain sight of everyone.

Usually getting a call like that from Max’s mother puts me in a mood, but not only am I not feeling terrible, I’m feeling fantastic. I don’t know whether to be grateful for Lizzy’s soothing company, or ashamed for letting myself get so distracted from Max’s problems. Even though I keep reminding myself he’s probably okay this time. 

“My parents used to take us all the time when we were kids. It has this long, shallow beach that’s perfect for little legs to go wading in.”

“I’ve heard that.”

“And there’s a shaved ice shack nearby.” She gets a childlike gleam in her eyes. “You can’t beat that.”

I laugh. “I’ll keep that in mind.” My car pulls under the stone portico and she walks with me toward it. 

“Drive safely,” she says, as the valet gets out and hands me the keys. I give him his tip and he thanks me, leaving the door open and stealing silently away. 

Dropping our arms at last, I take hold of her hand and turn to her. She’s looking up at me with those beautiful green eyes of hers, and that velvety hook in my heart sinks in a little deeper. I hesitate for just a moment, then lean in, take her chin in my fingers, and give her a brief but meaningful kiss. 

Maybe this isn’t the place, but hey, she started it. Her hand on my arm was her mark on me. This kiss is my mark on her. 

I pull back to see she’s surprised, but smiling. 

I say goodbye, squeeze her hand, and let go at last so I can get in my car. I’m missing her before I even get out of the drive. 
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Chapter 18
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Lizzy

I’ve never been so exhausted and so happy at the same time. Brett called last night, after getting little Max into bed. We ended up talking for hours, about everything and anything and nothing at all. We kept trying to say goodnight so we could get to bed and get some sleep, but would end up talking and laughing about something else and the next thing we knew another hour had gone by. We didn’t hang up until after one in the morning. 

I did the math when we got off the phone. We’d been talking for nearly four hours. I don’t think I’ve ever talked on the phone so long with a guy, and the crazy thing was, it didn’t feel like four hours at all. It went by so quickly. 

I fell asleep, curled up on my side, with a smile on my face and the warm timbre of Brett’s voice echoing around in my mind. 

Rayce walks into my office shortly after he arrives for the day, a folded newspaper in one hand, and I smile up at him. 

He raises one mock-stern brow at me. “I’d ask why you have that sloppy grin on your face, but I think I know.”

“Huh?”

He rolls his eyes. “First Connor, now you.” Before I can ask any more questions, he slaps the paper down on my desk. 

My eyes leap across three pictures, all of me and Brett at the Concert Under the Stars. I immediately know our local gossip columnist, Rita Becker, is at it again. She seems to take particular delight in digging up salacious details about prominent Swan Pointe citizens—us included, unfortunately—and when she can’t find anything good, she’ll just make something up. 

There’s a picture of Brett and me spreading out the blanket, another of us during dinner—I’m raising my glass to take a sip of wine, and we’re both smiling flirtatiously at one another—and a third photo of us sitting in the chairs and covered up with the blanket. It’s dark, so I don’t make out much more than that with a quick glance.

Connor wanders through the door, grinning ear to ear, apparently well aware of what Rayce and I are talking about. While Rayce is standing there with an exasperated expression, I can see he’s not too upset. Good thing, too. Rita published pictures of Connor and Whitney when they were first dating, and apparently Rayce went off on him about it. (Mainly because he and Connor were at each other’s throats almost constantly anyway. I’m so glad that’s over.)

“You children seriously need to stop making out in public,” Rayce says.

“I wasn’t—” But I lean in to get a better look at the photo of us in the chairs. Sure enough, Brett and I are kissing. This is no chaste kiss either, you can see that plain as day. I can see why she published it. But at least that’s all we’re doing. Still, I get a warm flush just looking at them, remembering the way he kissed me that night. Then a swoop of heat as the memories of everything we’ve done since then wash over me. 

I can’t help it. I grin up at Rayce without a trace of remorse and Connor starts laughing. 

“Oh good Lord,” he says, rolling his eyes. Connor comes up and swipes the paper off my desk, trying to get a better look himself. 

“Come on.” I lean back in my chair. “I can’t help what Rita Becker does and anyway, it was just a kiss.”

Connor leans in closer to the paper, squinting his eyes and turning his head. “Wait a minute. Where are his hands?”

I lean forward and snatch it out of his hands. “Give me that.”

He starts laughing again.

I stick my tongue out and that only makes him laugh harder.

“Just read it,” Rayce says, gesturing to the paper. “Let me know if you want to talk damage control.”

“Why?” I flip it upright so I can read it. “What’s it say?”

“Just stuff about Brett Carmichael sleeping his way to a contract with us.”

“That little hussy,” I say lowly. This is the kind of thing that bothers me, I admit, but this time I’m irritated more on Brett’s behalf than mine. I learned a long time ago how to work past the initial discomfort and let stuff like this slide off my back, but I don’t know how Brett will react to it. It’s not fun being the target of Rita’s games, there’s no getting around that. I hope this doesn’t upset him too much. 

I lower the paper and glance up at Rayce. “Any thoughts?” I ask, meaning damage control and knowing he’ll already have an idea. 

“There’s no truth to it, right?”

“Of course not.”

“Then I say we let this one slide. Don’t fuel the fire. She doesn’t have any fuel of her own to keep it going.”

I toss the paper onto my desk and lean back in my chair, thinking about it as Rayce takes a seat. “Yeah. You’re probably right. Besides, he’s technically Rod’s contractor, not mine. So that helps.”

“People will still talk,” Connor says, following Rayce’s lead and sitting too. 

“Can’t help that.” I shrug and they both nod. 

“More importantly,” Rayce says, leaning his arms on his knees. “How are things going with you two?”

I prop my elbows on my desk and drop my chin on both hands, smiling at Rayce. “I reeeeeallly like him.” I practically breathed that sentence.

“Like him, or like him like him?” Connor asks, grinning.

I stick my tongue out at him again and he chuckles. Little stinker. 

“Is he treating you well?” Rayce asks.

Now it’s my turn to roll my eyes, but I’m still smiling. “Yes, Dad.”

He smiles too. “Just looking out for you.”

“I know.” My brothers have always looked out for me. Even when Connor was still several inches shorter than me, he was always protective. It goes both ways though. I’m pretty protective of them, too.

“They’ve been on one date,” Connor says. “At least give them a chance to go on another one before you start grilling her.”

I blush, remembering again just how much we’ve done since that one date. Thank god Rita didn’t get a picture of us in Room 701. Rayce would not be keeping his cool about that one. Housekeeping always preps the room the morning of Katherine Camillo’s arrival—including fresh sheets even though they also change them after she checks out as well—so there’s no harm. But still. What Brett and I did in that bed is definitely best left between us. 

Connor gives me a quizzical look, noticing my blush, no doubt. Time for a subject change. “Hey, do you and Whitney have plans this weekend?”

“You never know.” They’re both giving me amused looks, well aware that I’m steering the conversation in a new direction. They let it go, though. “Nothing specific yet. We’re kind of on hold until we can move in, then we’ll be plenty busy.” 

Their house closes a week from today, as a matter of fact, but that’s not what I wanted to talk about.

“Good. Brett was telling me about this antique store on Locust Street.”

“There’s an antique store on Locust Street?” Rayce asks.

“That was my reaction too. It’s tucked back behind the post office over there.”

Rayce shrugs, apparently still drawing a blank, but Connor nods. “Oh, right. I’ve noticed that before.”

“Well, it doesn’t get much off-the-street traffic, thanks to where it’s located, but apparently that’s how they like it. Most of their clientele are designers. Brett heard about it from the interior designers who share the building he works in. I thought I’d check it out this weekend and invite Whitney to go with me. She’s got such a good eye.”

He nods, looking proud of her. So cute. “She does.”

“I’ll give her a call. See if she’s up for it.”

“I’m surprised you’re not going with Brett.” He bats his lashes at me. 

“He has his son this weekend.” I fold my arms across my chest. “Stop teasing me.”

He and Rayce grin at one another and stand at the same time. “Our work here is done,” Connor says.

“Juveniles,” I mutter as they leave my office, chuckling at one another. 

I glance at the paper, pause, then pick it up with a resolute sigh. I read the entire thing, just to be in the know, then pick up the phone to give Brett a call. I’ll be on the job site later, meeting with the graphic designer I hired to give her a tour and talk branding, but I don’t want to wait until then to talk to Bret about this.

By the time the line’s ringing, I’m nervous. I’ve had my entire life to learn how to respond to this kind of thing, but I don’t know how he’ll handle it. I wonder if he already knows, and if so, how he found out. The worst way, I know, is to get blindsided with it by someone random. Always better when someone you know and trust can deliver the news. 

He finally answers. “Hey you. Long time no talk.”

I hear the smile in his voice, and hope that means he doesn’t know yet. “Yeah.” His voice draws a smile out of me in spite of the reason for my call. “Are you tired today?”

“Not yet. I’ll probably crash around the time I’m picking Max up from daycare. You?”

“Not too bad. I’m staying stocked with coffee.”

“Nothing like legal drugs to make the day go by.”

I laugh, but it doesn’t sound quite right. My nerves are showing. “Hey,” I say, more seriously. “I’m calling because... have you seen today’s Voice?”

“No. Should I have?”

“Well...” I take a deep breath. “We’re in it.”

A brief silence. 

I talk through it. “There’s pictures of us at the concert. In Rita Becker’s gossip column.”

“I see.”

“She’s also, um, making accusations. About how you got the contract.”

He swears softly.

“I’m sorry, Brett. I know this doesn’t feel good, but my brothers and I all agree the best thing to do is let this blow over. When stuff like that is trumped up, there’s just not enough to keep it going, usually.”

“Usually?” He sounds frustrated, but not overly so, I’m grateful to hear.

“I mean, she could try to put some legs on it, but I doubt this will make the mainstream headlines. There’s just nothing to it. If the only place it appears is her column, it’ll blow over quickly enough. You’ll see.” I hope I’m right, because you never know. 

He sighs. “Yeah. Okay.”

“Are you all right?”

“I don’t know.” But there’s a grin in his voice. “I might need you to come over here and kiss me all better.”

A warm flush springs to my cheeks and I squeeze my legs together, which are crossed under my desk. It takes fucking nothing for Brett to get me going. 

“Maybe I will.” I’m grinning too. 

“Oh shit,” he says, swearing more forcefully this time. 

“What?”

“My mother doesn’t know.”

I glance at the picture of us kissing in the dark. “About us?”

“No. We’re all having dinner over there this weekend and I was going to tell her then.”

“Does she read the Voice regularly?”

“Regularly enough.”

“God, I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault. And it’s not a problem. I’m not hiding you from her, I just wanted to tell her face to face because...”

Another drop of silence.

“Because we’ve publicly scratched each other’s eyes out?”

For the most part, I’ve spent this time with Brett almost completely forgetting who his mother is. When I do remember, I get a rush of tight nerves. I’ve been trying not to think too much about his mother, and what kind of complications she might present if our relationship continues to progress. Now that we’re actually talking about her,  my worries come straight to the surface. 

“That’s all water under the bridge.” He doesn’t sound too certain. 

I groan.

“Really,” he says. “Don’t worry. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“I have to get back to work, but I’ll see you later. One o’clock, right?” We’d already planned for him to text me at one to tell me where he is so I can bring the designer through on her tour. And maybe sneak back after to see him. 

“Right. You sure you’re okay?”

“Don’t worry. I’m tough.” He grunts like Tarzan. 

I laugh and we say our goodbyes. After we hang up, it takes a while to find my groove with work. It turns out Brett Carmichael is quite a persistent distraction. He’s never far from my thoughts. I have plenty to do, too, before Katherine Camillo gets here. We usually have dinner in our five-star restaurant Commoners her first night here, so that’s where my evening will go. 

But even though I’ve spent the majority of the last two days either with Brett or on the phone with him, I wish I could spend the evening with him instead. Even if we didn’t have Katherine in town, and even if it weren’t probably too soon for him to want to get together again anyway, he has Max now, so he’s not available either.

I still don’t know what I think about the fact that he has a son. I’m torn between really wanting to meet that little guy and being really nervous at the prospect of it. It’s not that I’m afraid of kids, exactly, but this particular kid is kind of important. What if he doesn’t like me? What if I’m not sure how to handle him? 

I’m trying not to think about it too much, because I don’t want to get that far ahead of myself, but I’m not ignorant to the long-term implications of getting serious with someone with a child. The phrase “instant family” has sprung to mind more than once and that’s when I’m gripped by a little swoop of panic. That’s certainly not a path I ever imagined for myself. But more than that, what if I don’t have what it takes?

As I head up to the ballroom to meet with our Events Manager and wedding coordinator, I allow those worries to slip to the back of my mind—it’s really too soon anyway—and return to the thought I seem to have approximately every five and a half minutes. When will I get to see him again? I mean really see him. 

I’ll let him take the lead there, because I don’t want to go too fast and scare him away. But if it were up to me, the answer would be tonight. Somehow. Tonight. Because after the ups and downs I’ve experienced in the relationship department, it’s never been this easy with anyone. This instant. This strong. 

Brett Carmichael. 

Who would’ve guessed?
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Chapter 19
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Brett

When Lizzy told me about the article, it took me by surprise, but didn’t really sink in. Her confident reassurance was comforting, too, so the idea that she and I were in a column remained this vague thing kind of floating on the periphery. After I got off the phone with her, my curiosity got the better of me. I drove to Guido’s Pizza around the corner and at the base of the bluff, to grab a soda and a copy of the Voice. 

That’s when things got real. As I sat in my truck reading that article, with it all there in front of me in black and white, it knocked the wind out of me. I read the article and all its damning insinuations again, not knowing what I felt. I was gripped by so many different emotions at once, there were too many to clearly identify at first. As the initial shock lessened, they revealed themselves in layers. 

The first layer was easiest to pinpoint. I’d never felt so violated and exposed. Assaulted, almost, given the accusations that woman was so amusedly tossing around in her shit column. Implying I slept with Elizabeth Rivers just to get a contract with her was a low fucking blow. It made me want to tell everyone I saw—the whole damned town—that it’s not true. 

But that’s not possible. There really isn’t a damn thing I can do now that it’s done. Helpless. That was another layer. 

Then there was that bitter moment of clarity when I realized, yet again, that the last way to really know anyone is through the papers, especially Rita Becker’s gossip column. I felt shamed by all the things I’d read—and halfway believed—about various people in the community who I don’t really know. Even when I dismissed something in her column as speculative gossip, which I often did, the next time I would see or think about the target of her musings, I’d wonder. Her words would cast a little fog of doubt, no matter how much I reminded myself it probably wasn’t true. 

My disgust at Rita’s behavior, and my own, gave birth to the next layer of emotion: determined resolution to never read her column again. Or the Voice for that matter. Shame on them for publishing such drivel. Shame on me for reading it. 

Fear came next. Fear for the possible consequences to my professional reputation. Fear of losing the respect of my employees and colleagues in the field. And—this most of all—fear that this could somehow impact little Max. 

The emotions kept coming: wonder and pity for Lizzy and her family for having to deal with this on a regular basis, anger at Rita Becker for having the balls to write such a bald-faced lie, embarrassment when my sister called and I had to endure her teasing over the whole thing, relief when she found it a small enough thing to tease me about, and frustration when I had the inevitable conversation with my mother. 

That, ironically, was the thing that set me to right. 

By the time I got a chance to talk to her to see if she’d seen the article—she hadn’t—it was nearly noon and I was in the construction office writing up a spec sheet for the custom window makers in Wisconsin. I’d left her a message earlier and she was returning my call. 

Our conversation wasn’t horrible, exactly, but it wasn’t fun either. She was angered by the article, and hurt I hadn’t told her about Lizzy yet. I was coddling her a bit, trying to soothe her ruffled feathers, but the conversation took a different turn when she said, “I didn’t think you’d be interested in a woman like Elizabeth Rivers.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? A woman like what?”

“Now, you don’t need to get upset. She just doesn’t seem your type. I didn’t think you’d want to put up with that sort of person.”

My blood ran hot and I said firmly, “You need to stop judging people based on what you read in the papers.”

“My information about her doesn’t just come from the papers,” she said brusquely, “as you well know.” Those damned Christmas Angels again. It all seems so stupid now.

“Well that was just gossip too, as far as I’m concerned. You don’t know the whole story and came to your own conclusions, but I’m telling you. She’s not like that.”

An exasperated sigh came across the line.

“Don’t you trust me to make up my own mind about a person’s character?”

“Yes, but—”

“Good. Because I’ll be seeing plenty more of her and I’d appreciate your support.” 

There was a little huff, then, “You always have my support, son, but—” 

“And if you get to meet her, I expect you to play nice.”

“Now, watch your tone.”

“I mean it, Mother. You don’t know her.”

“I think I’ve had enough of this conversation.”

“Me too.”

When we ended the call, my heart was thumping in my chest. I don’t typically speak to my mother like that, but when she started in on Lizzy, something primal in me jumped to her defense. There are many things I love about my mother, and she has always supported me, but she’s not perfect, either. One of her flaws is her occasional tendency to damn people to a certain category and never take them out again. The Rivers kids have been in that category for some time now, thanks to the cumulative effect of various things she’s heard about them. As I sat there thinking about it, I wondered just what it was that made her pay attention to the occasional nasty rumors and dismiss the good stuff as nothing more than self-serving PR. 

In contrast, I thought about my aunt and my sister and their admiration for the Rivers family. As a resident of this town, I’m not ignorant to the fact that they’re not alone. There are plenty of people in Swan Pointe, and beyond, who think highly of the entire crew. 

That said, it’s been an adjustment, I think, for the community to shift its attention from the parents—who they’d known for decades—to the kids, who’d been in the spotlight a little less. Lizzy and her siblings are their own people, different from their parents, and the community as a whole still seems to be trying to figure them out. 

So, yes, there have been rumors. The kind my mother has latched onto for some reason, and which I’d given more weight than they deserved simply because of her tendency to repeat them. Within the community, there have been declarations that the kids are more materialistic than their parents and not as interested in contributing to the community in a meaningful way. The youngest, Connor, has been painted as a spoiled, rich kid who’d rather spend his time traveling the globe and bedding women than working in the family (or any) business. There have been whispers that the oldest, Rayce, is a skirt chaser as well, even trolling within the lower ranks of his own employees and taking advantage of his power over them. Thanks to my own mother, Lizzy was cast as a typical corporate skirt only interested in further lining her pockets. 

Yet, there have been articles and community events sponsored by the resort, that paint a very different picture of the Rivers kids. A picture that portrays them as accomplished, competent, generous, thoughtful heirs of their parents’ legacy. Why does my mother ignore that side of things? Why did I? Why does anyone?

After my conversation with my mother and the impassioned defense of Lizzy she triggered, it was suddenly easier to dismiss it all, and focus on the Elizabeth Rivers I’ve come to know so far. A woman who is both confident and kind, assertive and unsure, down-to-earth and exacting, passionate and soft. 

Good, bad, or in-between, the papers don’t even begin to capture her. 

So she is who I focus on as one o’clock approaches, not Becker’s column. She’s who I think about, not my mother. Or anyone else. I let her sink into my veins and transform that storm of emotion from the article into nothingness.

By the time I’m sending her a text to let her know where I’ll be working this afternoon, since she’ll be on site with the graphic designer, I’m ridiculously excited by the prospect of seeing her. Even if it’s just for a few minutes. I’m wondering how soon I can arrange to see her alone again without seeming too eager. She’s the most invigorating thing to ever happen to me, and I already can’t get enough. I already can’t imagine an end to it.
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Chapter 20
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Lizzy

Just before one o’clock, I get up from my desk trying not to have too obvious a spring in my step, but failing miserably. I’m grinning like a school girl, and feel like one too. I’ll be coming through with the designer, so Brett and I aren’t really even going to be able to talk, probably, but I’m happy just knowing I get to see him. 

I’m a gone girl. I know. 

I step outside my office to see one of our new employees in a banquet uniform—white button-down shirt and black vest—staring uncertainly at Rayce’s closed office door. One hand is resting on the silver food cart next to her. On top is two dome-covered plates, a carafe of coffee and another of ice water, and a white bowl filled with mixed nuts. Rayce’s lunch, no doubt. He’ll call up for something if he doesn’t have time to go out, and our Banquet Manager, Alice, makes certain it’s delivered to him like he’s a king. About every other month she tries to convince Rayce to let her send someone over to his house to set him up with food on a regular basis so he’s not eating Guido’s Pizza all the time, but that’s where he draws the line.

The employee startles when I appear. I’ve only seen her once before, delivering Rayce’s lunch when the door was open, but didn’t have the opportunity to get introduced. My brothers and I were taught to take care of resort employees like they’re another family—which isn’t hard to do since we’ve known some of them since grade school—and that starts with the most basic thing: learning their names.

“Hi.” I give her a friendly smile. “What’s your name?”

“Julie, ma’am.” 

I rapidly concoct a memory aide. I envision her in a broad purple cape that’s completely covered in oversized, multi-colored jewels. Locking that mental image with the image of her face, I see it all together in my mind. There she is, wearing her big cape and looking all jewel-y. Julie. Got it. 

I give her a smile and knock twice on Rayce’s door.

“Come in,” he hollers.

“If you’re being sent up with food for Mr. Rivers,” I say, stealing a pistachio from the little white bowl, “you can assume it’s safe to knock on a closed door. The worst that will happen is you’ll be told to wait.”

She gives me a hesitant, but grateful smile and opens the door. “Thank you, Ms. Rivers.”

“You bet. Have a good day, Julie.”

But it’s me who’s having a good day. Fifteen minutes later, I’m pulling up to the Cottages, enjoying a secret thrill because I’m able to park right next to Brett’s work truck. God, I feel like such a little kid. 

I love it. 

Standing near a parked car is a petite blonde with short, Meg-Ryan-esque hair. She’s in a dress skirt and shirt, has a red attaché case hanging from one shoulder, and is holding what looks like a tablet in her other hand. Our eyes meet as I’m getting out of the car, and she gives me a look of recognition. I can only assume this is Samantha Lawson, the graphic designer from The Adelman Group.

She looks professional, but she’s young, maybe around Corrine’s age I’d guess. This surprises me. Given the strength and breadth of her portfolio, I was definitely expecting someone older. That little wisp of doubt I’ve had about her whispers through me again. I went out on a limb, choosing her over the designer we’ve used for years. I’ve been half expecting some sort of fallout from the firm about that alone, but not a word of complaint so far. Maybe our standard designer doesn’t know about this. I don’t know. 

I’ve made several decisions regarding these cottages that I’ll sometimes second-guess myself about, but this is one of the big ones. If I made a mistake and she doesn’t deliver on the branding the way we need her to and we have to go with someone else, it would really set back our marketing campaigns. And (that dark little voice in the back of my head whispers) would prove I don’t really know what I’m doing to start with.

But I really did love her portfolio. Her designs are fresh, graceful, confident, and everything I want for the Cottages. 

As we draw near to one another, I push away my self-doubt, lift my shoulders, and give her a friendly smile as I extend my hand. “Samantha Lawson?”

“Sam,” she says, shaking it. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Rivers.”

“Elizabeth, please. Thanks for meeting me here, Sam. I know you typically meet with clients in an office.” I glance at the bag slung over her shoulder and the tablet in her hand. “Hopefully this will work all right for you?”

She shrugs and smiles easily. “You’re a big client. I think you pretty much get whatever you want.”

A comment like that could easily come across as offensive, but she says it in such an easy-going, unassuming manner, I can’t help but laugh at it. 

“Unless you want to meet at the top of a big tower or something,” she says grinning. “Then I’m out.”

“Not a fan of heights?”

“Yeah, that’s a no.”

I laugh, feeling more at ease already. “Well, let’s start by walking along the back side, and I’ll tell you about my vision for these Cottages.”

She nods and hits the button on her tablet, the screen lighting up to reveal a blank digital notepad. She slides the stylus out of its holder and tucks the tablet into the crook of her elbow so she can more easily take notes. “Sounds great.”

As we walk along the boardwalk between the cottages and the ocean, I describe what we’re doing and what I hope this retreat will represent when we’re done. Then we go through the two cottages I pre-selected to show her. One is framed out with the new layout, and the other almost has its new kitchen installed. 

Sam makes notes in her tablet as we go, and asks questions to get a solid understanding of the Cottages’ unique brand. She occasionally punctuates our conversation with some sort of bold comment that makes me laugh. She has a casual, easy-going way about her that keeps me comfortable throughout. I’m grateful for it. I know how to be professional and handle situations like this, nerves or not, but she’s making it easy on me, for sure. 

By the time we get to the cottage where I know Brett is working, I have to remind myself she’s a vendor, not a friend. She has me so relaxed, I damn near kiss him right in front of her. Instead, I try not to look at him like I want to eat him all up (I think I mostly succeed) and introduce him as the historical contractor. 

The three of us talk for a few minutes about the efforts we’ve been making to preserve the historical character of these cottages and Sam makes more notes in her tablet. Every time she looks down, Brett and I exchange heated looks.

Too soon, we have to say goodbye and Sam and I head back to our cars. I have to admit, I’m a little distracted. I wonder if it would be too bold to ask Brett if I can see him tonight. We haven’t actually set up anything concrete for seeing each other again, but whenever it’s going to be, it’s not soon enough. 

When we stop near our cars, I realize Sam’s giving me a shrewd look. 

I feel the heat rising to my cheeks. Crap. I think I know exactly what she’s thinking. “You don’t read the Voice do you?” I don’t know why I care. I know people will see it. And it’s certainly nothing I’m obligated to discuss with a vendor. But my normal professional barriers don’t seem to be fully operational with her. 

She grins and shrugs. “I keep telling myself to stop reading that trash column of Rita Becker’s, but it’s like a train wreck. You can’t look away.”

I groan.

“Don’t worry. I know most the stuff in there is crap and I think most other people do, too.” I smile, surprisingly comforted. “The ones who don’t know better aren’t worth worrying about anyway. Besides, he’s kind of a catch, right?” She waggles her eyebrows at me and I laugh. 

“You just say whatever’s on your mind, don’t you?”

“More or less,” she says easily. “I keep the swearing in here when I’m with clients though.” She taps her temple. “Especially big shots like you.”

I smile and put my hand on my hip, regarding her. “You’re blunt. I like it.”

She grins. “Then we’ll get along fine, because there’s no off button for it. Sorry.”

I cross my arms, regarding her further. “You know, I took a real chance, hiring you.” Since we’re being blunt.

She nods, her face softening, though she’s still smiling. “I appreciate that. I really do.”

“I need you to knock it out of the park for me, Sam. If I don’t launch these Cottages without a hitch, Rita Becker won’t be the only shark circling the waters.”

She tilts her head at me. “Don’t worry,” she says seriously. “I won’t let you down.”

I extend my hand and she takes it. “No. I don’t think you will.”

She grins again. “If you’re nervous, I hear whiskey’s a grand cure.” She winks at me, turns, and heads for her car. 

“If you screw it up, you’ll owe me a bottle,” I call after her. “A whole case!”

She laughs and I do too, then head back to my own car. Even if I did screw up the choice of designers (though I don’t think I did) at least I know who to call if I’m ever in need of a stiff drink. 
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Chapter 21
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Brett

Around five-thirty, I pick Max up from daycare, a preschool run out of a squat ranch home built in the 1960s. The front room is adorned with little tables, low shelves, and colorful throw rugs. When Elaine opens the door, I see Max on the red rug, yellow Tonka truck in hand. There are half a dozen other kids still in the room—sometimes I’m one of the last parents to pick up, but not today—but he’s not interacting with any of them. 

“Hi, Brett.” She opens the door wider and steps back to indicate I should come in. That’s never a good sign. Usually, we just call Max over and I go on my way. If she’s asking me in, she wants to talk about something, and half the time, it’s not for a good reason. It’s either something Jessica did, or less often, something Max did.

“Hi, Elaine. How’d he do today?” I step inside and close the door behind me. 

“He’s struggled a bit.” I glance at Max, who still hasn’t acknowledged my presence. That’s not a good sign either. “He’s been a little defiant, then this afternoon he and Hunter got into a fight over a toy and he smacked him on the face.”

“Wait, who smacked who?” Hunter has a reputation for being aggressive—biting and hitting—but apparently he’s improved since starting with Elaine a couple months ago. 

“Max smacked Hunter, but I got them calmed down and talked to him about it. I already let Hunter’s mom know.”

I sigh. “What’d she say?”

“She’s just glad it was someone else’s kid doing the hitting for once.” She smiles and I unclench a bit. “I just wanted you to be aware. He’s been kind of quiet today in general. I don’t know if there’s something bothering him or if he’s just having an off day or what.”

Elaine is always so kind about Max’s “off days,” which seem to come pretty near to any major disruption in his schedule with his mom. Not always, but often enough that I’ve learned to recognize the pattern. Hell, my lawyer’s had me document the fucking pattern. 

“Thanks for letting me know,” I say, not giving up any details, as usual. “I’ll talk to him.”

She nods and her attention goes to a pair of girls in the corner who look like they’re starting to have a dispute over the cars they’re playing with. She gives me a farewell wave and heads over. 

“Max,” I call. He looks up at me. “Come on, buddy.”

“No.” He returns his attention to his truck. “I want to play more.”

“Don’t tell me no,” I say calmly, heading over and doing some quick thinking to determine how to get out of here without a scene. It’s definitely an off day. On more normal days, he’s not so defiant and is eager to come home. “You may ask politely for another minute,” I remind him. 

He runs his truck in a circle around himself, pivoting on both knees. He does it again, ignoring me.

“Max...” I say, in a careful, warning tone.

“Can I play one more minute?”

“Say please.”

He pinches down his brow and runs the truck rapidly back and forth. “Please.”

“Yes, you can. I’ll count to sixty in my head and then we’ll go.”

I settle on the carpet across from him, and watch my boy. He’s full of pent-up tension. Not for the first time, I wonder how much of it is normal kid stuff and how much is due to the fact that in his little life, it’s been one upheaval after another. I’ve tried to give him as much stability and routine as I can, but I haven’t been able to protect either one of us from the storm his mother has been. I couldn’t do it when we were married, and I haven’t been able to do it since our divorce. 

Soon, I tell myself for the hundredth time. Hopefully that will change soon.

Meanwhile, I’m sitting here on this carpet wondering yet again how to handle him. He’s so little, we can’t exactly talk it out as much as I’d like, and anyway, we’ve had plenty of conversations designed to try to help him cope better. But sometimes, I think there’s just so much talking we can do. It doesn’t really fix anything, in the end. Sometimes, I think he needs to brood and I need to let him. 

At least, I think that’s what I should do. More often than not, I have no idea. 

Max, grabs a little purple Hot Wheels car lying nearby, and puts it in front of me. “You be this car, Daddy. Let’s race.”

“I don’t know if my little car can beat your big one,” I say teasing, knowing that’s the point.

He nods. “Big cars win.”

I go up on my knees, holding the car in place on the carpet. “Maybe you should give me a head start.”

“No, Daddy.” He puts his little hand on my arm, as if to stop me. “You wait.”

“Are you sure? I’m so small. I think I need a head start.”

“No, no.” He scoots next to me, holding his car in place, several inches ahead of my own. “You have to wait until I say go.”

“All right.”

“One...” he says, dragging it out. “Two...” His truck scoots forward a quarter of an inch. He waits for what feels like an eternity. “Three...” 

“Go!” I push my car forward slightly, and he squeals, bolting forward on all fours and pushing his truck as fast as he can. 

I laugh and follow, just close enough behind to get him to really hustle. He reaches some imaginary line and says, “I win!”

“Good job.”

“You cheated.”

I laugh. “No, I didn’t.”

I get to my feet and hold out my hand, hoping he’s ready and will follow my lead without any further prompting. He gets to his feet and takes it, then raises his other arm, asking to be picked up. 

Another sign that it’s been a rough day for him. I pick him up and he sinks onto my chest and shoulder, his arms wrapping tightly around my neck. I hold him firmly, giving him a minute. Once he seems to relax a bit, I squeeze tighter, shaking him playfully and growling like a bear. 

He laughs and squirms out of my arms, running toward the door on his own. I follow, relieved. 
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Later, when Max is settled in his room playing and I’ve started a pot of noodles, I send a text to Lizzy. 

Me: Is Camillo the Great there yet? Has she given her room the white glove treatment?

I set my phone on the counter and stir the meat mixture on the stove, the faint aroma of diced onion in the air. I can get away with onions in the meat as long as they’re tiny and not too many, otherwise Max picks them out. 

My phone dings and my heartbeat seems to ding right along with it. I pick it up and read the message.

Lizzy: No white glove treatment, thank god. She just checked in a few minutes ago. She has a new assistant, poor girl. 

I smile, turning and leaning back against the counter, letting the meat simmer while I type. 

Me: I hope she’s not fussy about the condition of her bed. 

Lizzy: Ha ha. With Katherine for a boss, that’s the least of her worries. She’ll get a break when we go to dinner though. Katherine wants Commoners tonight. Score.

Me: Why score? 

Lizzy: I’ve been craving chef’s salmon. And wine. And Connor tells me there’s a new dessert on the menu. Italian Butternut Cream Cake. Drool. 

Me: Not to make you jealous but that’s not as exciting as the goulash I’m making. Stellar stuff. 

Lizzy: I’ll bet. I wish I could have a taste.

Me: Me too. I resist the urge to tell her to come on over after dinner. I don’t know that I want to look as eager as I am. Actually, I just wish I could have a taste of you.

Lizzy: If you play your cards right.

Me: My cards are out of commission until Max goes to bed at eight-thirty.

There’s a pause long enough to prompt me to put down my phone and tend to the items on the stove. I mix the simmering meat mixture, then glance at my phone. The screen is dark. I stir the noodles, tapping the wooden handle on the side of the pot a couple times before setting the spoon back on the counter. My phone dings. I pick it up immediately.

Lizzy: And what time do you go to bed?

My heart starts pounding thickly. 

Me: That depends. If I’m talking to you, one o’clock sounds about right. If not, I get bored and go to bed at a more reasonable hour 

Lizzy: I’d hate for you to get bored. 

My heart’s really pounding now. She might be suggesting we talk on the phone later, but I’m going out on a limb. 

Me: You could come over after Max goes to bed and keep me entertained. 

So much for not looking too eager. I realize our first date was two days ago, but the thought of this day ending without holding her in my arms again is getting to be too much.

Even though she replies right away, the time between when I sent that text and when she answers feels like much longer. 

Lizzy: What do you know? Your cards aren’t out of commission after all. 

I exhale in relief, then smile, my body lighting up in anticipation of seeing her tonight. 

Me: I’ll text you when he’s asleep?

Lizzy: Sounds perfect. We’re off to dinner now. See you later. 

Me: I look forward to it. 
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Why is it when you really want your kids to go to sleep, that’s when they do anything but? It’s like they know. 

I do manage to get Max bathed and to bed on time, after which he comes back out no fewer than five times over the next forty-five minutes. He needs a drink. He needs to go to the bathroom. He needs another drink. He wants another story. I end up reading him his bedtime story again (The Foot Book, which I know by heart I’ve read it so many times) if he promises to stay in his bed. 

Fifteen minutes later, he’s finally asleep. I’ve been keeping Lizzy apprised of the situation as it went along, but now that it’s over, I call instead of text. “I love my son,” I say when she answers, “but sometimes I love him best when he’s sleeping.”

She laughs. “You sound worn out.”

“Do I? Parental exhaustion is sort of a given. You stop noticing after age two months or so.” She laughs again. I might have father fatigue, but that laugh of hers is doing wonders for it. “You still up for coming over?”

“Are you still up for having me?”

“Oh yes.”

“You’re not sick of me yet? You don’t need a break?”

“I’ve had a break. It’s been long enough.”

I swear to God I’m usually more smooth than this. 

“It’s been long enough for me, too,” she says, her voice low and inviting. Smooth as pudding. “I’m on my way.”

“Good. Because I have big plans to torment you.”

She lets out a soft breath. “I certainly hope so, Mr. Carmichael.”
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Chapter 22
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Brett

When I hear Lizzy’s car pull into the driveway, I open the front door and lean on the frame, waiting for her. Light from the room behind me spills onto the outer entryway, then fades gently into the night sky. She comes around the corner of the garage in jeans, calf-high suede boots, a black tank top, and a soft, flowing cardigan the exact same shade as her boots. She spots me and gives a warm smile as she comes up the darkened walk. 

“Well, look at you,” she says. “Awake and everything.”

“You’re here just in time for the nap.” I go forward to meet her, and she folds into my arms as naturally as breathing. God, she feels good. 

“You don’t look quite in the mood for sleeping.” She wraps her arms around my waist and looks up at me.

“Well, something involving a bed, anyway.” 

She smiles and I lean down and kiss that smile, lingering and breathing her in. My hands spread wide on her back as I hold her against me. Maybe I should keep this kiss brief and bring this poor girl inside, but I can’t seem to stop myself from drinking deep. She’s eager too. Her embrace around my waist tightens, and she presses herself against me. I’m already growing, wanting to take her. I tell myself not to pounce on her right away, that I should at least invite her in. Get her a drink. Try not to treat this like a meaningless booty call. 

But damn she tastes so good. 

I manage to pull my lips away, but the rest of me stays close. “I’m glad you came,” I say quietly. 

“Me too.”

I give her another kiss, then turn and lead her into the house, my arm around her. Once inside, she looks around, still smiling. There’s a great room—with a large, sectional sitting area that’s comfortable as hell—that flows into the open kitchen and breakfast nook. Opposite the kitchen, a hall leads to Max’s room and my study to the right, and the master to the left. It’s a nice enough place—nothing compared to my old house or, I realize, hers—but there’s plenty of room in the backyard for my grill and for Max to play. We even had room to bring the trampoline over from the old house. 

I tidied up before Lizzy got here, but it looks well lived in. One corner of the great room is Max’s play space, with a couple beanbags, one shelf with books and another with fabric drawers filled with toys. There’s also a wooden train table that looks presentable at the moment, but is frequently in disarray when Max is up and active. Stuck to the refrigerator are a few of Max’s drawings from preschool. 

Turns out, my place is not exactly a chick magnet, which is something I’ve literally never thought about until this moment as I’m standing next to Lizzy, who’s taking it all in.

“So this is the bachelor pad,” she says smiling. Her arm is still around my waist, and her hand is slowly rubbing up and down my back. She’s keeping me more than simmering. I’d still love to throw her down on the couch right now and have my way with her. Frankly, I’m not sure I won’t. 

“Yep.” I pull her around so I can hold her. “Complete with Legos, plastic lightsabers, and Hot Wheels.” She smiles up at me, squeezing around my waist and pressing against me. “Also, I’m fully stocked on chicken nuggets.” 

She laughs. 

“And beer.”

“Sounds like you have everything you need.” She runs her hand down my side and to my waist. 

Not quite, I think, lowering my lips to hers. She comes up on tiptoe to meet me, linking one arm around my neck and pressing her chest against me. That isn’t the only place she’s pressing against me. She’s getting the full picture of my erect cock, I can tell you. 

I have the passing thought that I should at least offer her a beer. A drink of some sort? Invite her to sit down and chat. But that thought passes through and keeps right on going. Instead I taste her bottom lip, and take her fully as she opens to me. 

She lets out a low whimper and my dick surges harder in response. I run my hand up the inside of her shirt, along the soft, smooth skin of her stomach, and to the full cup of her breast. My thumb rubs over the hard nub at her peak, then I squeeze gently. 

She breaks our kiss, exhaling hotly, and glancing toward the hall before coming back and kissing me again. Her hands rub along my back and down to my ass. She squeezes hard, the intensity of her kiss increasing as our tongues taste each other eagerly. 

I have one hand on her other breast, which is bare and exposed under her shirt since I’ve pulled back the lacy fabric of her bra. My other hand is on her firm ass, pulling her against me, sharp peaks of pleasure pulsing in my cock where we touch. 

She moans again, and again breaks our kiss long enough to glance toward the hall. I follow her gaze—the hallway is empty, as I knew it would be—and grin at her, amused.

“I don’t want your son to catch us,” she whispers.

“Don’t worry.” I get a glimpse of the creamy skin of her exposed neck and dip down so I can have a taste. “Once he’s out, he’s dead to the world.” 

I take her warm skin gently into my mouth, and her body loosens in my arms. Her head tilts, giving me more room. I work my way lower on her neck, savoring her with greedy kisses, and she exhales heavily. Her hand comes around to stroke the length of my cock. 

Now it’s my turn to moan. Also, my turn to worry about the hall. Chances of Max getting up once he’s asleep are slim, but aside from not being ready for him to meet someone I’m dating, she’s right. I definitely don’t want him to find us like this. 

I pull back slightly, take her face in my hands and give her a kiss designed to hold her for a few minutes. I take her hand and she follows willingly as I start leading her toward my bedroom. “Just in case.” 

“Yes,” she says, her green eyes dark with wanting. “Good thinking.”

I lead her down the hall, past the collage of family photos. “Or I could get you a drink? We could talk first?”

I’m teasing though. I not only see the heat in her eyes, I feel it coming off her body. She doesn’t want to wait any more than I do. 

She gives me a wry look. “That would be tormenting me.”

“Which would be pretty good motivation.” I open the bedroom door and bring her into the mostly dark room, not bothering to turn on the light. The curtains are open and there’s enough moonlight to make do. “But I have a different kind of torment in mind.”

I shut the door and lock it, to be safe, then take her face in my hands once more. That’s the only tender thing about what I’m doing to her, though. I’m kissing her like it’s a preview of what’s to come, and she’s kissing me right back, clearly wanting it. 

She’s whimpering more frequently, running her hands over my back, chest, ass, cock. My hands are claiming her too. Soon we’re shedding clothes—our jeans, shirts, and underwear all falling to the floor—then I pull her naked body against mine, my cock brushing against the soft skin above her pelvis. 

I back her two steps toward the bed, then pick her up, wrap her thighs around me, and carry her the rest of the way. I set her on the edge of the bed, leaning her back and coming on top of her, but my feet are still on the floor. 

And now I’m free to explore her body the way I’ve been wanting to. I eagerly taste her neck, collarbone, and shoulder. I move to her breasts, sucking and caressing them. Practically worshipping them. They’re so perfect, and her slight, dark peaks so inviting, that I could make love to them all night if my dick wasn’t demanding its turn with her. 

I do linger though, caressing her stomach and thighs in between squeezing her breasts, running my tongue around her hard nipples and bringing her into my mouth fully. 

She’s breathing hard, her hands on my shoulders and my back and in my hair, her pelvis rocking up against me. Her hot pants are punctuated with little whimpers and moans. She wraps her legs tight around my waist, rotating her hips so the soft, wet warmth of her folds presses against my stomach.

My cock, already so hard, surges more, demanding her. But I have to taste that silky wetness of hers. I have to bring her velvety petals into my mouth. I slide down, sucking on her stomach first here, then there, lower and lower. 

She moans again softly. “Brett.”

My heart pounds harder at the sound of my name on her lips. I want to come inside her, feel her wrap around my cock, but her pink folds are right under me now and I want them too. I give a soft swipe on the outer lip on one side, then the other, deeply breathing in her scent. 

Her thighs open wider and she unfolds beneath me. She’s glistening with moisture, a slight pool of it at her entrance. I lap it up, reveling in her sweet taste. She blows out a long, hard breath. I trace my tongue up her central folds and to the hard little bud at the top. 

She gasps and I peek up at her as her back arches off the bed, her head thrown back. Her beautiful breasts are soft in the moonlight, calling to me. I reach for one, squeezing gently as I slide the flat of my tongue back and forth over her little bud. It swells against me, growing slightly bigger and harder. 

I return to her entrance, taking more of the moisture she’s producing at a steady pace. Oh god, the thought of pushing into her tight wetness gets my cock throbbing even harder. As do her moans as I lick up to her clit once more. I work my tongue over it, giving it a slight suck in-between swipes, and feeling her grow and throb against me. 

I bring one hand closer to her warm entrance, finding it with two fingertips before sliding in. Her hands suddenly grip the back of my head and she thrusts up toward me. 

“Oh god,” she whispers tightly. “Fuck.”

Mmm-hmmmm.

My cock pulses hard and I’m surrounded by the eroticism of her scent and her taste and her moans and her movements. I pump my fingers in her tight channel and work her stiff bud as she pushes down on my head, wanting me harder against her. Following her lead, I increase the pressure, then curl my fingers slightly against her inner wall. 

She gasps and tightens around my fingers, spreading yet wider. 

“Yes,” she whispers, as I slide my wet tongue over her harder and faster, fingers curling again. 

“Yes, yes, yes.”

She curls in hard, her breath halting, her trembling thighs tightening. 

There you go, baby. Come on.

Then she does. She lets out one gasp after another as she tightens over and over again. I throw my forearm over her hips, hanging on and working her hard as she bucks against me. Fuck, she’s so hot I almost can’t handle it.

She claws at my arm and head desperately, gasping for breath. Still I keep going. My cock is so hard it hurts. Deliciously hurts. I draw it out as much as I can, rather congratulating myself (if you must know) for how long she goes on. 

Once she’s lying limp on my bed, hand over her eyes, panting in recovery, I gently slide my fingers out of her and into my mouth, my cock twitching at her magnificent taste. 

“Holy shit,” she breathes.

I’m ready to climb on right now, but I pause for a moment, taking her in. The soft curve of her waist. The gentle swell of her breasts. The fan of her dark hair on my bed. Drawn by this vision, I put my hands on her chest, lightly running over her peaks and to her soft stomach. She removes her hand from her eyes—which leap to mine—and drops it limply next to her.

“I’m not done with you,” I say hotly.

“I hope not,” she says softly.

She maybe means more than just in this moment. I mean more than that too. Because no matter how much I take her tonight, I won’t be done then either. Not by a mile. 

Eyes still on hers, I step to the nightstand and pull open the drawer. 

“I haven’t even tormented you yet.”

Her eyes flash in the darkness and her chest lowers as she exhales deeply. I turn my attention to the package of condoms and pull one out. My eyes return to hers as I roll it on. She’s pulled her feet onto the edge of the bed, knees softly bent, hands on her stomach. 

I position myself in front of her, still standing by the bed, my cock throbbing at her nearness. She softens her knees, opening to me, hips angling slightly up in anticipation. 

I grab her thighs and scoot her down a bit more so she’s just at the edge of the mattress. The length of my shaft is nestled against her folds, still hot and wet. 

“My turn,” I say thickly. I grab the base of my tight cock and aim for her moist entrance. “You don’t come until I say you can.”

Her lips part and her eyes darken with pleasure at this command. 

The crown of my cock finds her opening and I push in, exhaling with relief to be surrounded by her tight folds at last. Her eyes flutter closed and her head tips back. “Not until I say,” I repeat firmly, then lean forward and grip her shoulder, pulling down as I thrust into her.

She exhales hard and I do too. I start to rock her, caressing the soft skin above her pubic bone, then her wet clit until it grows hard against me, then her breasts. She’s taking in sharp breaths and I’m panting as well. My cock is so worked up I could end this quickly if I wanted to. But I don’t want to. I meant what I said: I do intend to torment her. 

I continue to rock her, reveling in the feel of her around me, caressing her breasts and stomach. Teasing her clit. As we go on and she gets closer, her legs spread even wider, and she tightens on me. Whimpering with pleasure, her entire body slowly starts to curl inward. 

“Oh no,” I say wickedly. “Don’t you come.”

She opens her eyes, breathing hard and watching me. Her eyes glitter in the dark.

“Not till I say.”

The corner of her mouth tips up with tortured pleasure, and her head falls back as her channel softens, then flutters. 

I rock her more and tease her bud again, pushing my luck. “Not yet.” I continue to stroke myself inside her for as long as I dare.

I pull out when I sense she’s about to lose control. She whimpers in protest. I smile with satisfaction. 

“Turn over,” I command.

She does what she’s told without a word. I stay where I am. I scoot her back toward me, and urge her to open her knees wide so she’s low enough for me to enter her from behind. When I do, we both groan. 

Fuck. 

She feels so good, I’m tempted to just pound her and let loose right now. My cock is throbbing in delicious frustration. 

It’s more than that, too. So much more. 

I put both hands on her shoulder blades and slide slowly down her back, admiring her. Fingers wide, I press firmly, wanting to feel every last inch of her skin. My hands come to the curve of her hips and I hang on. I increase our speed, going at her harder, the rising intensity of my movements matching the increased intensity I feel inside myself. This woman is doing something to me. Something that hasn’t happened in a long time. 

Her arms are stretched above her and she’s pressing her forehead into the mattress, panting and whimpering. She’s so tight and wet and feels so good, I’m tempted to let us both go over together right now.

But I’m still not done with her. 

My hands continue to play over her body: her breasts, her clit, her ass, her thighs. She tightens hard around me. Knowing it’s now or never, I pull out and she moans and grips the sheets in great handfuls. With her legs still spread, I slap her ass hard. She whimpers and my cock twitches. 

Without a word, I nudge a hip here, tug on an arm there, and get her to roll over and scoot up on the bed, where I finally join her. She’s breathing hard, her eyes locked on me as I climb over her. I settle in, slipping into her folds, my bare stomach and chest pressing against hers, and my mouth making its own claim as we come together in every way possible. 

Her arms wrap around my back. Her legs tighten around my waist. I stroke her with a steady rhythm, feeling her body rise beneath me. Still kissing me deeply, she moans desperately. I rock her a little harder, a little faster. We break our kiss and tuck into each other’s necks. I slide my hand into her hair, gripping slightly. 

Her breaths grow shorter and closer together. 

I wedge my other hand between the mattress and her ass and angle her up more. She throws her head back, whimpering and gasping. I feel her tightening on my dick. Hell, I feel her entire body beneath me hardening.

“Not yet,” I whisper. “Not until I say go.”

“Yes...” She gasps. “Please...”

I tighten my grip on her hair and suck on her neck, increasing our speed a little more.

“Not until I say.”

“Please. I’m so close”

I take my hand from her ass and cup it under her shoulder. I pull down on her as I push into her a little harder. Then harder. 

Then I know I won’t be able to hold off much longer myself. It’s time.

“Five...” I whisper. I increase the pressure and rhythm just slightly, feeling her entire body quivering with need beneath me. “Four...”

She whimpers, twice, pressing her forehead against my shoulder and tightening her grip on my chest.

“Three...”

“Oh my god,” she whispers.

I increase our rhythm more, thrusting into her harder, feeling my own impending climax tightening in my body, needing release but making myself hold out, too.

“Two...”

Faster. Harder. Climbing to the peak. Able to go over any second. Clutching her to me. Her short, hot pants in my ear.

I tuck my mouth next to her ear. I whisper hotly, “One...”

Her nails dig into my shoulders in desperation and I feel the last hot climb in my cock as I start to pound her furiously. Four rapid thrusts. Five. Six. A searing, high peak. My entire body burning with it. Then I bite out, “Go.”

Half a heartbeat, then her entire body reacts as she curls in and clamps hard on my dick with her orgasm. I let out a guttural groan and spill hard into her. I keep thrusting and she’s gasping and thrashing beneath me, squeezing my cock. I’m helpless too, out of my mind with pleasure and losing all sense of time and place. 

It’s only Lizzy and me, here, consumed by fire. I’m blind and deaf to anything else, clutching her to me and groaning again and again. Taking her deep over and over. 

Losing myself to this moment. To any semblance of control. To her. 

My climax burns hot with Lizzy in my arms, then slowly recedes in massive waves. The downward slope of my orgasm is drawn out as I continue to feed hers, which shows no sign of slowing. It goes on—her gasps and contractions and whimpers—heightening the effect of the hot aftershocks rippling through my body. 

I only start to slow when she does, following her lead, thrusting when she wants more, caressing more leisurely when she softens beneath me, moving with her when her hips rock again, and bringing her down gently. 

When it’s over, and her arms have softened around me, and she’s starting to breathe again, I delay getting up to take care of things. Still semi-hard inside of her, I wait. I prop up slightly on my forearms, and look down at her. 

Her eyes are already on me.

I sink down, and kiss her deeply, and that little seam that separates our bodies disappears. 
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Brett

Twenty minutes later I finally offer Lizzy a drink. We sort of get dressed (me in my pants and her in my shirt) so we can safely go into the kitchen. On our way there, however, Lizzy gets sidetracked by the photos in the hall. Her face lights up, and she leans toward a photo of Max and me at my parent’s house. 

“Oh,” she says, “is this little Max?”

I nod. “Yeah.” Even I can hear the warm fondness in my voice. 

“He’s so freaking cute. How old is he here?”

“I think he just turned two. This was when his mom and I were still together. Just barely.”

She straightens and glances at me before scanning the other pictures on the wall. “How long were you guys married?”

“About three years.”

She points at the group photo with my parents and siblings and me. “I recognize a couple people in this one,” she says grinning, meaning my mom and I. “This must be your dad, big Max?”

I nod and point out the others, my sister and her husband who live in Vancouver, and my other sister who’s here in Swan Point.

“This looks like an older picture too. No little Max.” 

“Nope. This was before he was born.”

“Do you have one of all of you with Max and...” She pauses. “What’s Max’s mother’s name?”

“Jessica. Yes, but I’m not going to hang that one and we haven’t really taken a big family photo since the divorce. I’m not sure why, because Mom usually tries to make things like that happen.”

We go through the other half-dozen photos on the wall, and I identify the remaining faces she doesn’t know, although most of them are repeats of the ones she does. We wander into the kitchen and she settles at the breakfast table as I go to the refrigerator. 

“Beer? Wine? Water? Juice box?”

She laughs. “Water, thanks. I’d go for the wine but I still have to drive home.”

“Which is such a shame.” I grin. She smiles at me too, looking so damned sexy over there in my shirt I’m tempted to forget about drinks and haul her back to my bed again. Instead I fill two glasses with water and bring them both over. 

She’s turned her chair sideways, one elbow resting on the table, and has crossed her long bare legs. The hem of my shirt is just covering the tops of her thighs. I settle in, my chair turned sideways too, and stretch my legs alongside her, crossing them at the ankles. 

She takes a sip of her water and rests the glass on her lap. “It was nice to see a picture of Max. He looks a lot like you.”

I nod. “Except he has his mother’s eyes.” I take a sip of my water and set it on the table with a soft thud. 

She cocks her head at me. “So what happened there?”

“With his mom and me?”

She nods. 

For a brief moment, I consider giving her the standard answer I’d give any of my dates. The abbreviated, sterilized version that tells them what they need to know and not a thing more. It’s not that I have anything to hide, but I don’t like talking about it. Part of my reasons for being so guarded is to protect Max. It’s for his sake, not mine. 

I’ve wondered if Lizzy could sense that, because as much as we’ve talked over the last few days, I’ve skirted around this topic and she’s let me. 

Tonight feels different, though. While we’ve only been seeing each other a very short time, and it’s not at all unreasonable for me to keep this close to the vest for a while, I want to bring her in. Not for Max’s sake. For mine. 

“We met in Sacramento, where I was living at the time. About a year later I wanted to come back to Swan Pointe and start my company, and she supported it. She moved down here with me. That’s when we started living together.”

“Is she from Sacramento?”

“Her family’s not far from there. Gold River.”

She nods and takes another sip of her water.

“We lived together for about a year and a half before she got pregnant with Max. So we went ahead and got married, though...” I shrug. “We would have done that eventually anyway.”

She sets her glass on the table and leans on one hand, settling in further, listening.

“He was born four months after we got married, and things were good, mostly.” I drop my eyes to my glass, rubbing my thumb along the rim. “Then when he was five months old, she got into a car accident.” I take a breath and look back to Lizzy. “The accident wasn’t too bad, all things considered. It could have been much worse. But it screwed up her back enough that she had to go to physical therapy and her doctor prescribed Percocet to help with the pain.”

Lizzy gets a dawning look on her face. 

I nod in confirmation. It’s all too common a story. I didn’t realize just how much so until it happened to us. “She ended up getting addicted. I didn’t see it for a long time, though. There were things that didn’t seem right, and I remember sometimes wondering what was going on with her, but I couldn’t put my finger on what was wrong. I chalked it up to the stress of being a new mom, you know? Even though... she was a really good mom at the beginning.”

I take a deep breath and pull my feet back, bouncing one heel on the floor. “Anyway, she hid it really well at first. It was something like ten months before I found out she’d been lying to me about still being in physical therapy so I wouldn’t question why she was still taking the Percocet. I didn’t realize how much she was taking, either. She’d found a source, so she was taking way more than she’d been prescribed. Anyway, by the time I figured out what was going on, things were pretty much out of control. It explained a lot. The changes in her behavior. Not just toward me but with Max, too. With everything. She went from being this responsible, caring person to...”

I press my lips together, all too aware of the creeping sensation filling my body. 

All right. Maybe, it isn’t just to protect Max that I don’t talk about this. Maybe it’s to protect me, too. What happened with Jessica was so sudden and so fucking tragic, it still kind of hurts to go back and remember those days. 

Lizzy doesn’t say a word, but she puts her hand on my forearm and squeezes.

“She became a person I couldn’t even recognize,” I continue. “It was like she got lost inside somewhere. Or just vanished. I don’t know. I kept trying to get her to get help. Begged her, really. But she wouldn’t.”

I run my hand up and down my thigh. “It was a long, downward slide from there. She had these girlfriends from before that she used to go out with every now and then. They were kind of wild, so she didn’t hang with them much. Before. Just when she felt like partying. Well, she started going out with them more. Around the time I found out about the addiction, it had become every weekend. Eventually it got to the point where she’d be going out during the week, too. God, it was such a mess.” 

I rub my fingers on my forehead. It was too. A fucking mess.

“Anyway, I started to suspect she was having an affair. I actually...” I scratch the base of my neck, then let my hand fall back to my leg. “I almost followed her one night, but I didn’t want to be that guy, you know?”

She nods, and I’m reassured by the lack of judgment on her face. I’m amazed, actually, just how much I’m telling her.

“I decided to just come out and ask her. She denied it at first but then admitted to it. I honestly don’t know what I would’ve done about that. If I would’ve tried to salvage things at that point or not. I don’t know. It was hard to know how to handle her, because sometimes I’d think it wasn’t really her. It was the drugs. But I couldn’t get her to get help for it either, so...”

Lizzy shakes her head and squeezes my arm again. 

“Anyway, Jess made the decision for me. In the same conversation when she admitted to things, she asked for a divorce and the next day moved out with the guy she’d been having an affair with. That was two boyfriends ago. The one she has now is even more fucked up than she is.” 

I shrug. “Anyway, I’m pretty sure she’s advanced to heroin. I can’t be certain, but there’ve been signs. She had a roommate at one point who talked to me about it and was concerned as well. She ended up kicking Jessica out. Since then, she’s been kind of leeching onto whatever guy she can find, because she can’t seem to hang onto a job anymore. In fact, it wasn’t until right after we split that I learned she had lost her job several weeks before, and had been piling on more credit card debt than I knew was possible. Our savings were gone. She didn’t have access to my 401k, fortunately, but that was a drop in the bucket compared to everything else. We ended up losing the house and filing bankruptcy. I’ve had to just start from scratch.”

I really didn’t mean to lay all that out there, but it just keeps pouring out of me, and Lizzy’s listening so well, with no pity on her face. Just understanding and sympathy. 

“The divorce has been final for almost two years now and I’ve spent most of that time trying to get our custody agreement amended. It got to the point where I don’t feel it’s safe for Max to be with her, but I can’t legally withhold him either. It’s been an uphill battle. I’ve had to document times when she’s showed up at the house with him not in a car seat, forgotten to feed him, forgotten to pick him up at daycare. Been passed out when I went to pick him up. The hardest thing has been getting the judge to agree to order a drug test, which she finally did a few weeks ago. We actually have a hearing tomorrow so I’ll find out the results then. But there will still be more hoops to jump through, because even if it comes back positive, it’s likely her lawyer will appeal and she’ll have a chance to retake it.”

I take a slow, deep breath and give her a resigned smile. 

“So that’s what happened with us.”

“Wow,” she says softly. “That’s really terrible.” 

I nod and take a drink.

“I’m so sorry you’ve been going through this.”

“Thanks.”

We’re quiet for a moment and both take a sip of our drinks. 

“So,” she says slowly, “it wasn’t really that the two of you didn’t work out. It was her addiction that kind of messed things up. Is that right?”

I hesitate. It’s tempting to say things just right so that it sounds the way I would want her to hear it. But she deserves to hear the truth, and I guess I deserve to be able to share it with her. 

“Yes. Our relationship wasn’t perfect. We had a few issues, like I guess everybody does. But, yes. If she hadn’t gotten addicted, I do believe we would still be together.”

Her hand slides down my arm and tucks inside mine. She takes hold of it and squeezes. “That’s a pretty big loss. I’m really sorry. For both of you. How’s little Max?”

“There are times when it’s hard on him. Things are so unstable with her, both in terms of her moods and her boyfriend’s moods.” I roll my eyes. “That guy is an ass and a half. Plus she tends to change things up at the last minute. I never know if she’s going to keep him all weekend or not. He never knows either. She says she’s going to do something and then she doesn’t follow through. He sometimes acts up here at home, or at daycare, following incidents like that. But...” I smile. “Even with all that, he’s a pretty good kid. Cute, funny. He likes kicking the soccer ball around with his dad, so I’m cool with that.”

She laughs, but in the silent moment that stretches out afterward, the mood grows serious again. 

“Are...” She seems to think better of whatever she was going to say, because she stops. 

“What?”

She’s still hesitant.

“It’s okay,” I assure her. “What do you want to know?”

She bites her bottom lip, but looks at me directly and asks calmly, “Are you still in love with her?”

My heart pinches. Such a loaded question. But I answer honestly. “The woman I fell in love with doesn’t exist any longer.”

She looks down at our entwined hands and nods slowly. I’m not sure what she thinks of my answer. “Have you dated since then?”

“I’ve gone on a few dates, but I haven’t been interested in more than that. I didn’t want to bring a relationship into all this, anyway.”

Head still lowered slightly, she raises her lovely, green eyes to me. “But now?”

I smile softly and squeeze her hand. “I’ll be honest with you. I don’t know how Max would handle someone else coming into the picture. His life is so unsettled as it is, plus he’s been through all these different guys with Jessica. The only stability he has is here at home with me. I’m... not ready yet to disrupt things for him.” 

As I’ve been speaking, her brow has been sinking down in concern. “I can understand that.”  

“But, I’ve moved on from Jessica. There’s no issue there. So if we’re talking about me, just me, then yes. I’m ready for a relationship.”

The corners of her lips turn up slightly.

“With the right woman,” I add.

Her eyes sparkle mischievously and she takes a sip of her water. “Well, let’s hope you find her.”

I lean forward and give her a playful smile. “I don’t think I’ll have to look too far.” She smiles fully and I crook my finger at her, inviting her closer. She leans forward and I slip my hand into the soft valley of the back of her neck. I give her a soft kiss. It’s gentle, and meaningful, at least to me. 

When we come apart, we sit back just slightly. “I don’t know if you realize this,” I say quietly, “but this thing with Max’s mother... there’s not too many people I talk to about that.”

She smiles, then slowly slips off her chair and settles onto my lap, loosely wrapping her arms around my neck. I inwardly soften with relief, and wrap my arms around her waist. It feels good to have her close, right here in my arms. 

“Thank you for trusting me enough to share that with me. I’m here anytime you need someone to listen.” 

As we look at one another a moment, I breathe in the scent of vanilla and Lizzy. I’m amazed at the comfort she is. I put my hand on her cheek, and pull her in for a soft, lingering kiss. She sinks down into me. 

Everything about her sinks deep down into me, and something that’s tucked into that hidden, raw place inside of me starts to uncoil. It’s a part of me that’s been so tense and so closed up for so long, I forgot it was even there. But it releases softly, effortlessly. It happens almost independently of my conscious will, as miraculously as a flower unfolding in the sun. 

With Lizzy in my arms, and me in hers, I’m infused with a sense of calm I haven’t felt for years.
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Chapter 24
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Lizzy

After hitting my snooze button for the fifth time, I finally turn off the alarm and peel myself out of bed. Yawning, I head downstairs to the utility room to let Montana into the rest of the house. This is the second morning in a row I’ve been late for him, and he lets me know by giving an extra exuberant greeting, his toenails clicking on the tile as his paws bounce and stomp at my feet. 

“Good morning to you too.” I pet him with both hands, scratching his favorite place behind his velvety ear and yawning again. “I’ve got to stop staying out so late.”

That’s advice I know I’m going to ignore. 

I stayed at Brett’s until almost two in the morning on Monday, then after getting a nap in after work Tuesday, I went back that night and did the same thing again. Max goes to his mother’s after daycare today and she’ll have him, supposedly, until Friday, then it’s Brett’s weekend to have him. In the meantime, we’re taking advantage of Max being gone, assuming that sticks. Brett plans to stay the night here tonight and, most likely, Thursday night too. Maybe we’ll actually get some sleep. 

I head back upstairs to change into my running clothes, and a tired smile creeps onto my face as I remember all the rolling around we’ve been doing the last two nights. Maybe we’ll get some sleep tonight.

A few minutes later, Montana and I head out into a brisk September early morning and break into a warm-up jog. He’s panting happily by my side, the leash hanging loose between us. I’m starting to wake up a little more. In addition to giving both Montana and I some regular exercise, my morning runs are a time when I can think. 

I have plenty to think about. 

The impact of Brett’s story has been lingering with me. Part of it is the weight of his current situation. I can see why he’s been hesitant to share this with people. I don’t think I’d be quick to do so either. But I’m glad I can be here for him. Last night, he told me all about the hearing. His ex-wife’s test did come back positive, and her lawyer did request the standard appeal, which the judge granted. 

I don’t have anything to compare it to, so I don’t know if this is normal, but the hearing seemed to shake Brett up a bit. Surprisingly, he was focused more on Jessica’s behavior in the courtroom, than on what actually happened from a legal standpoint. Maybe because the proceedings were nothing unexpected. Maybe not.

“She was quiet,” he’d said. “Not cocky and defiant like she usually is. I don’t know. Maybe she’s starting to see what this is costing her.”

That’s the other part of his story that’s lingering with me: what his relationship was with her. I don’t know why it bothers me. I guess I think it would be easier if he hadn’t loved her as much as he clearly did. I guess I don’t want to be jealous of his ex-wife, but there’s a tiny part of me that is. It’s stupid, I know. 

But I never imagined myself coming into someone’s life second. I never imagined starting with someone who has so much history with someone else. This isn’t just a person he dated either. They were married. They have a child together. And it sounds like before her accident, they were happy. The kind of history Brett has with his ex is significant, and would impact my future with him, if I have one. 

I can’t figure out what I think about all this, but I know that whenever I’ve imagined my future, whenever I’ve imagined a wedding and being a newlywed, I never even considered the possibility that there could be an ex-wife and a kid in the picture. 

But if there’s one thing I’ve learned about life, it’s that it’s unpredictable. I never imagined my life without my parents at such a young age either, but here I am. 

Then, of course, I haven’t forgotten about the fact that his mother is Marcia Carmichael. He talked about her last night, and how much she’s been there for him through this whole situation. It showed me a different side to her, and I’ve resolved that I’ll do what I can to repair any rifts she and I might have and start fresh. If she’ll let me. It’s one more thing that makes any relationship with Brett potentially more complicated than I would like. 

Montana and I pick up speed and descend the hill, heading toward the long ridge of houses that gives us intermittent views of the ocean. In spite of everything, I look out to the sea and smile. In spite of everything, I’m filled with bright appreciation for this beautiful morning, and warm anticipation at seeing Brett again. A relationship with Brett might have potential complications, but he could be worth it. 

I remind myself what I’ve already decided. I’m trying not to get too far ahead of myself with this, and trying to trust that if the time comes that I get to meet Max and visit with Marcia as his mom (instead of as my nemesis), it’ll all be okay. I’m just going to take things with Brett one step at a time. 

One great, glorious step at a time. It’s when I think about him, just him and being with him, that my worries are soothed. 

Brett Carmichael came out of nowhere, but he’s one of life’s surprises I don’t mind. Not one bit. 
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Brett and I are stretched out on my bed, the sheet light over our naked bodies as we talk easily. When he first got here, we didn’t quite make it upstairs before stripping off our clothes. My parents’ couch has now been properly christened. Afterward we got dressed, I let the dog in, and we talked for a bit while Montana rested his head on Brett’s lap. 

I was supposed to start dinner next, but Brett got a little distracted when I bent over to retrieve a pot from the bottom drawer. The kitchen counter has been christened now, too. But before that session was over, we ended up in here, introducing my childhood bed to its adult responsibilities. 

Even though I’d planned on making Brett a nice dinner, he was opposed to the idea of me putting clothes back on, or us getting out of bed, so he ordered Thai for delivery and told me I could cook tomorrow night, if I’m so inclined. 

That’s how we ended up here in each other’s arms, lazily running fingertips over bare skin, with no intention of getting up until the doorbell rings fifty to sixty minutes from now. 

We’ve exhausted the topic, for the moment, of some of the more interesting jobs he’s worked on in the past, and are resting in contented silence. 

“I have a question for you,” he says, lightly caressing my shoulder.

“All right.”

“Why aren’t you using the master bedroom?”

A little knot of dread grips my stomach, then loosens again. I tilt my chin up so I can look at him. “That was my parents’ room.”

“Ah.”

I tuck my head back down, resting my cheek on his firm chest. I could leave it at that. But for some reason, I don’t. 

“I don’t go in there.”

“You haven’t been in at all?”

“Well, once. My brothers and Corrine and I kind of cleared out their personal stuff, you know. Took all day. This was...” I exhale, thinking. “Oh, in the spring, I guess. Yeah, because I remember it was around Easter.”

We lie there quietly a bit longer. He continues to caress my shoulder and back. I’ve been rubbing his chest, but now I wrap my arm around his stomach and tuck more firmly into him, my bare stomach pressing against his side.

“Is it hard for you to be here? Since this was their house?”

“Well... only sometimes. I’m glad I kept it. I couldn’t stand the thought of it going to strangers. But... yeah... I mean, there’s a lot of memories everywhere, you know? The furniture, the decorations, the artwork. It was all theirs. The house looks pretty much like it did when they were alive. It wasn’t weird when Connor was at my old place and we didn’t know if he was staying or not. Everything was kind of on hold anyway, so it didn’t seem as strange. But now everything’s changing. They close on their house on Monday and I have to figure out what to do with all this stuff I have. Two houses full of furniture, and none of it’s really Whitney’s style or I guess they’d probably be taking some, which would be fine, except...”

I swallow hard, unprepared for my surge of talking, or the emotion that’s swelling up in me. I’ve been kind of avoiding this whole situation. Now it’s bubbling to the surface without my permission.

“Except then things would be different?”

I nod, swallowing again. When I continue, my voice is tight and a little higher than usual, a sign of my suppressed tears. “They asked if they could have this armoire that’s in my bedroom at the other house. I’d found it at an antique shop and refinished it, just as a fun project, you know? And it’s so cute. Whitney loves it. It’s right up her alley. Well, I never could figure out if I wanted it or not, because I love it too, but if I move it here,”—my voice continues to tighten—“something else has to go, and what would I get rid of? Because it was all theirs. So the other day Connor tells me they found an armoire when they were out shopping for furniture and not to worry about it and I was so relieved. But I still can’t figure out where I’d put it if I brought it over here. I know it’s stupid, but I’m feeling really...”

I swallow hard again, not knowing how I feel, other than rotten. I wipe away a tear that’s managed to escape and Brett pulls me closer, wrapping both arms around me and squeezing tight. I nuzzle under his chin and take a deep breath, allowing myself to feel protected in his arms. 

He holds me for a while, then says quietly, “It’s kind of like the Cottages.”

I wipe away the last stray tear. “How so?” 

“Well, they’ve had one lifetime being one way, and now you’re making something new, and giving them a new life.”

Just like that, the tears reappear. “I don’t want this house to have a new life.”

“I know.” He gently rubs my hair and kisses the top of my head. “But, I wonder if your parents would want you to be stuck like this.”

My only response is an undignified sniffle.

He kisses the top of my head again. “I think, when you’re ready, you’ll find a way to do exactly what you’re doing for those cottages. You’ll find a way to honor the past, as well as leave plenty of room for the future.”

I take a shuddering breath, feeling slightly calmed by his words. Something about the way he’s talking about it feels more... appealing. Like I’m being invited to envision something new, instead of just standing helplessly by as I watch the past crumble away. 

“Meanwhile, I think you should take me to your old place someday so we can christen some of the rooms over there too.”

I laugh, sniffing again.

“Or all of them. We could christen all the rooms.”

I go up on one elbow, smiling at him. “Is that your solution to my dilemma? Have sex in every room I own?”

“It’s not a bad plan. Between the two houses, you have a lot of rooms.”

I give him a kiss, then settle back into his arms. “My turn for a question.”

“Okay.”

“There’s... um... some events coming up I’m hoping you’ll come to with me.”

“That’s not really a question,” he says lightly, going back to stroking my back and shoulder. 

“We’re celebrating Connor’s birthday at their new place next Saturday. I know it’s potentially your last weekend without Max, so I’m not sure if that’s how you’d want to spend it.”

There’s another court date set for the Wednesday following, and Brett’s hopeful that’s when he’ll finally be granted full custody. I don’t know how we’re going to handle things once he has Max full time, but I figure we can cross that bridge when we get there. 

“Are you having a big party?”

“Actually, no. This is his first birthday since our parents passed away so he wants to keep it simple.”

“Ah.”

“He doesn’t want to make a fuss about it, so it’ll just be us on Saturday. Corrine’s coming down from Hartman for the weekend, so she’ll be there too. We’re going to break in their sand volleyball court. He only wants burgers and brats and gave me strict instructions not to do more than that.” 

“Are you one of those party planner girls?”

“Maybe. What’s wrong with being a party planner girl?”

He laughs. “Not a thing.”

“Well, good, because yes, I’d love to throw him a proper party. But it’s fine. It’s his day, so whatever he wants is okay. He did say I could make him a birthday treat to take for Sunday, which is his actual birthday, so there’s at least that. He and Whitney are going out on his boat that day.”

“Hmmm. That sounds kind of lonely.”

“No. He’ll have his boat and his Whitney, his two favorite things ever.”

He laughs and I smile. Actually, I’m pretty sure I smile every time I think about how Connor is with Whitney. He makes me believe in love almost more than my parents did. I grew up wanting a relationship like they had. Their love was so big and strong, I felt it all during my growing up years and every time I was around them. 

“Would you like to come? I already asked Connor if he would mind and he said it’s all right.”

“Are you sure? It sounds like an intimate, family affair. I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

“No, it wouldn’t be an intrusion at all. Connor’s actually excited by the prospect of another person for the volleyball game. Do you play?”

“Some. It’s been awhile.”

I hop up on my elbow again and am happy to see he’s smiling. He looks like he wants to accept and I really want him to. “Will you come? Please?”

“Sure,” he says, laughing when I give him an enthusiastic kiss. “Sounds like fun. Thanks for inviting me. I don’t know if I’m ready to pass the brother inspection test, though.”

“Don’t worry. Montana approves of you, so you’re already in.”

“Oh, well that’s good to know.”

I tuck back into his arm, nestling my head on his chest. This is officially my new favorite place in the whole world. 

“What’s the second question?” he asks.

“Huh? Oh, right. The Chamber of Commerce thing. This one’s not until the second Saturday in October and is more of a boring obligation.”

“Ah, are we already at the point in our relationship where you start dragging me to boring obligations?” 

I glance up and catch the wicked twinkle in his eye, so I slap him lightly on the chest before settling back down again. The low rumble of his laugh rolls around in his chest.  

“You do enjoy tormenting me, Mr. Carmichael.”

“Oh, hell yes, I do,” he says in a tone that gets my core simmering. I remember just how well he tormented me before. I’ve dubbed it the Countdown Climax and it was fucking amazing. I get a swoop of heat every time I think of it. 

I wonder how much time we have before the delivery guy gets here. 

“This is a big social mixer the Chamber throws every year.” I slowly slide my leg up until I’m resting my thigh on top of his. “There’s a bunch of self-important hob-nobbing and the whole thing drives me to drink.”

He laughs.

“Seriously.” I get up on one elbow and lean on his chest. “Strictly between you and me, a couple of the higher-ups are antagonist control-freaks who drive everyone else nuts. But there’s an open bar, so that’s a plus. I’ll be drinking plenty of wine that night, which you could take full advantage of later.” I raise one eyebrow, bringing my knee higher until I’m nearly to his groin. 

He runs his hand down my back, over the deep curve of my bare ass, and along my thigh. “Turns out, I don’t need to get you liquored up to get you into bed.”

“That’s true.” I’m happy to see that again he looks like he’s going to say yes, though he hasn’t yet. “Well if that’s not reason enough, I’m sure we could even the score some other way. Don’t you have any boring obligations you can drag me to?”

“Nope. My obligations are more of the tiny, four-year-old variety.” He’s still grinning. And still no answer.

I crawl up and straddle his hips, the tip of his cock brushing against my rear. My uterus clenches, knowing there’s a perfectly good erect cock mere inches below me. But I lean over him and say “please” over and over again as I give him playful kisses all over, cheeks and forehead and nose. 

He’s laughing, but he still won’t answer. 

I try a new tack, and give him a soft, sensual kiss on the tender skin beneath his jaw. The firm stubbles of his five o’clock shadow brush against my lips. “Aren’t you going to say yes?”

He rubs both hands down my back and to my ass, which he cups and squeezes. I plant another soft kiss on his temple. “But I’m having so much fun with you asking.”

I sit up, my moistness pressing against the base of his stomach. I narrow my eyes and fold my arms in mock irritation. “No more kisses for you, then.” 

“Okay, okay.” He grins and pulls me back down. “Yes.”

“That’s more like it.” I kiss him again, this time on the mouth. His grip on me tightens, and our kiss quickly becomes one of the smoldering sort. I go from warm to hot and throbbing in seconds, and I comply eagerly when he takes hold of my hips and starts shimmying me downward.

I lift up slightly, reach between us to grab his cock, and damn near slide right on until I remember we need a condom. The box I bought earlier today is on the far nightstand and I don’t want to crawl over for it yet. Don’t want to at all, to be honest. I want to feel him inside me just as he is. Nevertheless, I align his hard rod beneath me so I’m straddling his full length. 

Still kissing me deeply, he groans as I start to grind on him. He squeezes my ass and spreads my cheeks wide. I shiver at the surge of wetness this inspires.

“You owe me a fuck,” I whisper. 

“Why do I owe you?” He sucks deep on the base of my neck, making my toes curl.

“I don’t know. It sounded good.”

“Hell, yes, it did.”

His arms tighten around me and he rolls us over so he’s on top of me. We’re also closer to the box of condoms. He reaches for it. Legs wrapped around his waist, his cock still pressed against me from opening to clit, I angle my hips and grind into him, wishing he could just come in me right now.

“I’m on the pill,” I whisper.

He stops mid-reach and looks at me, pausing. I tilt my hips again, jolts of pleasure zipping through me as I push myself against him. 

His eyes, dark with desire, drop to my neck then back up to my eyes. He’s hesitating.

“It’s okay,” I say, sensing his answer.

“Sorry.” He lowers his arm and wraps it under my shoulders, holding me. “It’s just that the pill isn’t foolproof. That’s how we got Max. Not that I regret that.”

“No, it’s okay.” It is, even though hot disappointment drops through me. “I understand. Sorry.”

“You don’t need to be.” He leans down and kisses my neck, just below my earlobe. His free hand is cupping my jaw, gently holding me to him. “Not at all.” He pulls my earlobe into his mouth and sucks gently.

This feels so good, I forget about my disappointment, mostly, and melt into him. I tighten my legs around his waist and press harder against him. I’m throbbing again, wanting him, condom or no. 

“I’d love to be with you that way, too,” he says, his hot breath on my neck as he dips down toward my collarbone. “To have nothing between us. Just you.” He sucks the tender spot at the base of my neck. “And me.” My head tilts back and I moan, pressing my chest against him. My nipples are aching, wanting his full attention too. 

“Just your bare skin against mine,” he whispers, lightly running his hand from my cheek down to my breast. He rolls the sensitive nipple between his fingers, then cups his warm hand on me and squeezes. “Like this.”

I exhale, and run my hand down the firm muscles of his back, spreading my fingers wide.

He slides his hand firmly down my stomach, and lower to my mound, sliding his fingers over my clit and making me jolt. “And this.”

“Shut up and get the condom,” I whisper.

He chuckles, but complies. He takes it out of the package and rocks back on his heels, but I sit up, legs still spread, and roll it on myself. This done, I put my hands on his firm abdomen, running up the hard valleys and ridges of his chest and looking into his eyes. I lay back, still holding his eyes, still caressing his chest, bringing him down to me with only a look. 

He settles on top of me and my hands glide around his sides and to his lower back as he slides inside me. I close my eyes and exhale, as I do every time he first comes into me. He fills me so completely, and stretches me so thoroughly, it’s a sensation that takes over every other, and renders me momentarily helpless. 

“God, you feel good,” he whispers, his hot breath on my ear.

“Mmm.” I nod and tuck my mouth into his neck. My hands continue to travel, down the curve of his lower back and to his firm ass. His muscles clench beneath my hands as he thrusts deep into me.

I exhale hotly, my breath swirling around me. “Yes,” I whisper. He thrusts into me again. My hands are still gripping his hard ass. I hang onto him just like this, as he strokes me deeper and harder. While I clutch at him, asking for more, I reach the tip of my tongue to his neck. His head tilts back and I suck on him. He moans and I suck on him some more, wanting to taste every inch. 

As he works me, I open wider. I stretch harder and hotter. The firm area of his pelvis pounds my clit with each deep thrust, and his rough hairs caress and scratch against my hard bud. Hot waves of sensation build in my body and my hips curl up slowly. This changes our angle, and his rock hard cock hits that deep spot of pleasure inside me. 

I whimper, pressing my forehead to his shoulder. “Yes.”

Again, he hits the tender spot deep inside me, at the same time pounding and pleasuring my clit. He does it again and again, and something in me starts to unfold. 

My head drops back onto the pillow and my knees soften until my legs are extended to each side almost straight. The weight of opening them up like this pulls them down a little harder, stretching that much more against him. 

I’m whimpering and breathing in hard little pants. This position is more vulnerable—and more pleasurable—than curling my legs up. I’m shivering with the powerful waves of pre-climax and I think I might come just like this. 

He glances to the side, noticing what I’m doing out of the corner of his eyes. His breath catches and his cock hardens even more. His eyes widen slightly with wild, stunned excitement. Still watching my legs, he thrusts me faster, making my outstretched feet bob rapidly. 

I’m stunned and excited too. I’ve never been so bold, with anyone. But something inside me is opening to him and my body is going right along with it. He’s getting impossibly hard and stretching me almost to the point of pain. I’m peaking higher and higher. I can hardly breathe.

“That’s right, baby,” he says thickly. “Fuck, yes.” 

I gasp and cry out. Omigod. Almost there.

“Yes,” he says, rocking me fast and furious.

The climbing ecstasy is washing over me in sharp, powerful waves. So close. Almost there.

Then it’s too much. My chin tucks down hard into my chest, my legs fold as my knees fly up almost to his shoulders, and I let out a loud cry as my climax breaks hard through my entire body. I cling to his chest and buck helplessly beneath him. He comes inside me and that pushes me so high I almost can’t handle it. My sharp cries mingle with his deep groans as we thrash and contract together. 

He grips the base of my hair and tugs hard, pulling my head back, and claims me without mercy. My heart beats thickly against my chest as I struggle to breathe. 

Time stops, and the only thing in existence is our bodies joined in ecstasy.

We come down hard, panting. An electric hum is buzzing within me. He’s tucked into the crook of my neck, his hot breaths hard and slow. 

I’m stunned as everything that is Brett Carmichael settles deep into my bones. 
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Chapter 25
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Brett

Over the next week and a half, Lizzy and I spend as much time together as we can. An impressive amount, really, considering the fact that we both have jobs and I had Max all last weekend. That seems to be all we really want to do: be together. It doesn’t matter what we’re doing, either. This weekend Max is at his mother’s house, so I stayed the night at Lizzy’s again and we spent the morning watching the Uganda v. Zimbabwe game on tape delay and rolling around in her bed. That’s another thing we’ve yet to get sick of: rolling around. 

Still, we manage to arrive on time for Connor’s birthday celebration at the new house. It’s a sprawling, single-story modern adobe, built within the last decade I’d guess, with a massive backyard that includes a luxurious pool, huge outdoor BBQ island, and full-sized sand volleyball court. The inside is pretty well put together, in spite of them closing just five days ago, but there are still some stacks of boxes and, apparently, more decorating to do. 

It’s a beautiful, sunny California day though, so we’ve been hanging out in the backyard, hopping back and forth between the pool and the patio, where the snacks and beers are. I was a little nervous going into this, but I’m surprised how much I’m enjoying it. Her brothers are a lot more laidback than I expected, even her older brother Rayce, who at first comes across as a little intense. But he’s been friendly and even surprised me by knowing more than the average Joe about the international soccer scene. We had an enjoyable discussion about which team has the best shot at the World Cup this year. 

The only people here besides me and Lizzy’s brothers are Connor’s fiancé Whitney, and their cousin Corinne, who’s almost like another sibling. In spite of being a stranger in this close-knit circle, they’ve made me feel welcome and kept me part of the conversations. The only time I’ve briefly felt like an outside observer to the group was when they had a short discussion about some distant relatives. This was when Lizzy brought out a card for them to sign to their great-aunt or somebody. She’s recently suffered a stroke and is recuperating at home with her 70-year-old daughter. 

Apparently, Lizzy’s like the little old lady in the family, keeping in touch with all of their many relatives on a pretty regular basis, and sending birthday and holiday cards at minimum. I discover she’s dabbled in genealogy a little bit too, and make a mental note to share this with my mother in hopes that this common interest will give them a new starting point to build on. 

Because I definitely want to try to build something with Lizzy. That means bringing her fully into my life, with Max and my mother and my sister and everybody. The sharp division between her and my son is starting to feel more and more off kilter. The more time I spend with Lizzy, the more eager I am to blend these two halves of my life together. However, I’ll wait until I find out the results of the hearing next week. If I get full custody, presumably Max’s life will start to settle down. That might be a better opportunity to bring Lizzy in. 

For the first time since I lost my ex-wife, I’m starting to imagine more in my future than just work and being a dad to Max. I’m starting to imagine what it would be like with Lizzy by my side.

She’s by my side right now, tucked under my arm, which is draped over her shoulders. We’re on the corner of the couch with big, colorful patio cushions, and her long, tan legs are resting on the coffee table in front of us. Whitney and Rayce are on nearby chairs, and we’re all waiting for Connor and Corrine to finish their game of gin so we can break in the sand volleyball court. Everyone’s in swimsuits but a few people, Lizzy included sadly, have temporarily thrown t-shirts on as well. 

“Gin!” Connor shouts, spreading his cards on the table with glee.

The whole group erupts with Ahhhhs as if this is some sort of momentous occasion.

“Dang it!” Corrine tosses her own cards down. “I knew you needed that eight of spades.”

“Take note of this, Brett,” Connor says, grabbing his phone to take a picture of his hand. “This is an historic occasion.”

Corrine is rolling her eyes and smiling, getting up from the table. “Whatever.”

“This is going on Facebook. I’m tagging you, too.”

“Don’t make me unfriend you.”

“Don’t be a poor sport,” Lizzy says, grinning. “You can’t blame him.” She looks at me. “Corrine’s kind of hard to beat at gin, so Connor’s going to rub this one in.”

“Am not.” Connor gets up and puts his phone in front of Corrine’s face. “That’s the winning hand right there, babe.”

“Get away.” She lightly pushes his shoulder. “Are we going to play volleyball or what?”

“Absolutely.” Connor drops his phone on the table and rubs his hands together. “I’m feeling lucky today.”

“It’s guys versus girls,” Rayce tells me as we all get up and Lizzy starts to pull off her shirt, revealing the neon orange bikini she’s wearing. Oh yeah, baby. “The girls have one handicap.”

“Wait, what?” I ask. Shouldn’t the guys be the ones with a handicap?

“One of our players is a handicap,” Lizzy says simply, leaning a bit toward me and keeping her voice low. 

Her cousin Corrine’s a slender little thing—Lizzy’s told me about her bouts with cancer—so I’m assuming they mean her. But no. When Whitney sees me looking at Corrine, she raises her hand. “It’s me,” she says wryly. “I’m the handicap.”

“You’re getting better,” Connor says reassuringly. “You got a spike in the last game.” 

Her eyes light up. “It was awesome, too! My one moment of glory.”

Lizzy passes in front of me and grabs the volleyball that’s been resting on the grass nearby, but I’m still confused about the way they’re setting up the teams. I again glance at Corrine, who’s giving me a confident, amused look, as if she’s used to people underestimating her. 

I look at Rayce. “Are we rotating out?”  

He pulls off his shirt and drapes it over the back of the chair. “No. It’s three on three.”

“Three guys versus three girls, one of which is a handicap? That doesn’t seem very fair.”

Lizzy is standing barefoot on the grass, tossing the ball and catching it, and giving me an amused grin. “Just remember you said that.”

“She’s who you gotta keep an eye on.” Rayce gestures to her. 

Lizzy doesn’t move and her smile doesn’t fade. She just keeps tossing that ball. 

“Hey,” Corrine protests. “You gotta keep an eye on me, too.”

“Did you hear something?” Connor says to Rayce. “It sounds like a wee fairy voice.”

“An itty bitty sprite,” Rayce says flatly, “who’s about to be smashed by a speeding volleyball.”

“Look at them getting all cocky,” Corrine says to me, grinning, “because they think they have an ace in the hole.”

“Damn right.” Connor slaps me on the shoulder and leads me toward the court. “Victory is in the bag, ladies.”

When we reach our side of the court, now out of earshot of the girls, he lowers his voice and says, “Seriously, though. Keep an eye on Lizzy.”

“Is she that good?”

“Insanely good,” Rayce says behind me. “Don’t give her an opening or she’ll take it.”

We start the game, and at first I think the whole watch-out-for-Lizzy thing has been trumped up. The three of us are covering the court pretty solidly, and it becomes clear early on that Whitney truly is a handicap. Lizzy and Corrine are playing most of the court themselves, trying to compensate, but we score our first point on Whitney fairly quickly. 

Next, Rayce and Connor set up a pretty impressive play that tricks Corrine into going left when she should’ve gone right and we score again. 

I’m feeling a little guilty about the teams being so uneven, but when Lizzy tightens her ponytail and rests her hands on her thighs, eyeing Connor as he prepares to serve, Rayce says quietly, “Play time’s over.” He jerks his chin in Lizzy’s direction. “She’s warmed up now.”

I still don’t believe it, but a few minutes later I’m a convert when the volleys even up and the girls score a point. We take the next point, but they get the next two, putting us at even. 

There’s some good-natured ribbing between the two teams after each point, but the play itself is all business. I was feeling a bit rusty when we first started, but by now I’ve loosened up and found my groove. Her brothers and I are working well together, actually, and we’re in an extended volley where we’re defending the court well. But Lizzy and Corrine are too. Lizzy’s lightning quick, blocking plays like a pro. 

There’s a brief, tiny opening on our side of the court, which Lizzy spots the second before I do, delivering a solid spike straight to it. 

“Damn,” I say, as the ball bounces off the sand in center court. “Good eye. Did you compete or something?”

“No no no,” Connor says, shaking his open hand at me with mock consternation. “No praising the enemy, dude.”

“You can give the enemy a kiss, though,” she says, putting one hand on her delicious hip, cocking her head at me, and giving me a steamy look that I have to admit has a pretty strong effect on me even though I’m standing right between her two brothers.  

“Foul!” Connor calls pointing at her. He turns to me. “Don’t let her distract you, man.”

“Your serve,” Rayce says, tossing me the ball. “Go for the handicap,” he murmurs, seemingly not wanting Connor to hear this comment about his fiancé any more than he wanted the girls to. 

Maybe their competitiveness is rubbing off on me, because that’s exactly what I do, and when I score an ace in Whitney’s back corner, I saunter over to the net and say to Lizzy, “I’ll take my kiss now.”

Rayce and Connor erupt into laughter. She gives me a scowl, but her eyes twinkle. “Good luck with that, Mr. Carmichael.”

And so it goes. 

Point after point, when someone scores on the other team, there’s no graceful acknowledgement. Oh no. Apparently, scoring a point is just one part of the fun. The other is rubbing the score-ees’ faces in it. 

It’s like dissing one another is its own sport, and they’re trying to see who will win the game of that as well. 

Something about this high-powered family and their healthy dose of friendly competitiveness with one another is entertaining the hell out of me. It’s fun seeing this new side of Lizzy, too. 

The one person who seems to be protected from their teasing is Whitney. Perhaps because she is, truly, a handicap. Often she’ll get a “good job” from both sides if she delivers a decent play, and a “good try” if she doesn’t. 

She shocks the hell out of everyone when she spikes the ball into our back corner, earning her team a point. Her arms shoot up and she looks as surprised as everyone else. We all cheer and she jumps up and down in excitement, clapping her hands and getting everyone laughing. 

Following the example of the Rivers clan, she turns and shakes her rear at Connor in victory. 

He laughs and says, “Bring that over here a little closer.” 

“Oh, get a room, you two,” Lizzy says. 

As the game goes on and the score is jumping back and forth, our teams in a dead heat, the taunting between Lizzy and Rayce in particular reaches new heights. Meanwhile, her playing and focus seem to sharpen. I’m taken aback when they get three points on us in a row, thanks largely to Lizzy’s hustle, keen eye, and killer spikes. 

I’d be turned on as fuck if I weren’t suddenly very interested in not losing to a bunch of girls, no offense to girls. 

Things turn pretty serious on our side, and Lizzy cottons on to the change in our mood. She gives her older brother an evil grin. “Are you scared, little boy?”

“Just serve,” he says flatly, eyes sharp on the ball, which is now in Whitney’s hand. I’m hoping the fact that it’s her turn to serve will play to our advantage. 

Lizzy laughs amusedly, leaning on her thighs. “Twenty to sixteen, brother. Twenty to sixteen.” He doesn’t respond, but she continues. “We’re ahead. In case you forgot.”

The next play happens in a flash.

Whitney hits a soft serve in my direction and I set it up for Rayce to spike. I think he’s going to nail it but Lizzy shoots up at the last second and blocks it with a spike of her own. The ball is hitting the sand between Connor and I and bouncing away before I realize what’s happened.

Connor swears and the other girls cheer. 

“Ooooh,” Lizzy says to Rayce with a mock sympathetic face. He turns to her, wearing a wry expression. With a glint in her eye, she leans toward him and says, “Too bad, sukkah!”

“That’s it.” He darts under the net and she squeals, sprinting into motion herself. Next thing I know she’s laughing and running away, but Rayce is hauling ass and gaining on her quick.

Corrine cups her slender hands around her mouth and hollers, “Look out, Lizzy!” 

“Too late,” Connor says laughing.

Sure enough, Rayce has caught up with her and is now carrying a laughing, kicking, screaming Lizzy toward the pool. 

“Nooo—” she hollers, but he tosses her in unceremoniously and her scream is cut off when she goes under water. 

He watches her, standing in a slight crouch at the edge of the pool. The second she resurfaces, he launches into the air and curls into a ball, hitting the water with a loud thwack. Again, her scream gets swallowed by the tsunami of water Rayce just sent in her direction. 

Connor and Corrine grin at one another and break into a run themselves, running full out for the pool and making their entrance into the foray with cannonballs of their own—though hers is positively demure compared to Connor’s. 

Slack-jawed, I look at Whitney. She’s laughing and shaking her head, watching the distinguished Rivers clan splash and wrestle around in the water like a bunch of teenagers. 

“Uh... is the game over?” 

“Oh no. We’ll finish it eventually. Come on.” She leads me to the side of the house. “There’s no controlling them when they get like this.” 

We approach a large, redwood chest and she opens it to reveal a pretty impressive supply of the biggest water guns I’ve ever seen. She hands me one and points at the water spout nearby. “If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.”

Which is how I end up spraying down the entirety of the Rivers family with a fully-loaded super soaker. It’s surprisingly gratifying, and eases the sting somewhat when, half an hour later, the girls win the game, twenty-five to twenty. 
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Later, we’re sitting on the patio waiting for Connor to finish grilling the last of the brats so we can start dinner. The current topic of discussion is the interior design of the Cottages, not for the first time. Strangely, it’s not Lizzy who keeps circling back to her pet project. It’s Whitney. 

Meanwhile, I notice Corrine giving me a sly look. “Wanna play a game of gin?”

“No, thanks,” I say smiling. “I think I’ve suffered enough humiliation for today.”

Rayce and Connor laugh, but she persists. 

“I’ll go easy on you.”

“Don’t believe her,” Rayce mumbles, taking a sip of his beer. 

My phone rings, and the second I hear Jessica’s ring tone, I know what it means. I can’t say I’m surprised, but dammit. I reach over to the table and Lizzy glances at me. I give her an apologetic look. She presses her lips together, looking resigned to the inevitable and I answer on the second ring.

Mere minutes later, I’ve made my apologizes to the group and Lizzy’s walking with me to the car, carrying the covered plates of food Whitney and Connor insisted on sending with me. They even included enough for Max. 

“I’m sorry,” I say again, taking the plates from her and setting them on the passenger seat. I hate disappointing her, but what can I do? 

“You don’t need to be sorry.”

I shut the door and lean back against it. “I know it was important to you that I be here today.”

“You were here.”

“I hate to leave early.” I pull her into my arms. “I’ve really enjoyed it.”

She smiles, pleased. “Have you?” 

I kiss her nose. “Yes. Your family’s great.”

Her arms tighten around my waist. “You... could bring Max back here if you want.” Her voice is a little tentative, like she’s trying not to reveal how scary it is for her to offer this. How important my answer. “Does he know how to swim?”

“Yes...” I say slowly. She looks up at me with those big green eyes, vulnerable and hopeful. “Um....”

Selfishly, I consider it. Would it really be so bad? I’ve no doubt her family would make little Max as welcome here as they’ve made me. 

“Not yet,” I say apologetically. “I don’t know what kind of mood he’s going to be in after getting kicked out of his mom’s house early again. I don’t think this would be the best time.”

“Of course,” she says, shaking her head and shutting her eyes briefly. “Of course, you’re right. I wasn’t thinking.” She gives me a brave smile and a kiss. “Just know you’re both welcome.”

“I know. Thank you for that.” 

She’s holding her smile, but I see the struggle underneath it. I give her a kiss. “I’ll call you later. Enjoy the rest of the party.”

She nods, still trying to mask her disappointment. “Have fun with little Max today.”

I could just go, but find I’m unable to let her distress go unacknowledged. I sigh and pull her into my arms, tucking down next to her ear, and holding her. She hesitates for half a second, then tightens her embrace and sighs too. “I’m sorry,” I say again.

“I understand. I really do. And... I know we really haven’t been seeing each other that long.”

I pull back so I can look at her, but keep her in my arms. “It doesn’t feel that way, though.”

She smiles. “No. It doesn’t.”

“Let me get through the hearing. Just... for Max’s sake I want to be careful.”

She nods. “You’re right. Don’t worry. It’s okay,” and she does seem to feel better. “We have time.”

I give her another kiss and linger. We sink into it, opening to one another and holding each other firmly. 

I pull away slightly, and caress back her hair with one hand. “How important is sleep to you tonight?”

She smiles and there’s that spark in her eyes I was wanting to see. “Sleep? What’s sleep?”
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Chapter 26
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Lizzy

When I return to the back patio, whatever conversation was happening stops immediately and all eyes swing in my direction. Everyone’s either grinning at me or giving me a shrewd look. I plop onto the couch next to Rayce and drop my head sideways onto his shoulder. Everyone laughs at me good-naturedly and he pats my knee.

“You’re pretty far gone, aren’t you?”

“You guys like him, right?” I ask eagerly, lifting my head and sweeping my eyes over the group as they nod. 

I look to Rayce, whose opinion feels the most important. He’s smiling. “Yeah, he’s a good guy.”

I smile in relief and pull my knees up, leaning against his arm again. “He’s making me crazy.”

“Enough to overlook the fact that his mother is Marcia Carmichael?” Corrine teases.

“Well, we haven’t crossed that bridge yet.”

“What about his son?” Connor asks “Have you met him?”

I shake my head, my disappointment resurfacing even though I do understand. Brett is just looking out for little Max, and that’s actually something I love about him. “Things are kind of complicated with his ex, so...”

I see Connor exchanging a look with Rayce, but I avoid looking at Rayce to determine what they might be communicating with each other. I’m not sure I want to know. 

“He’s just not ready yet.”

“That’s understandable though, right?” Whitney asks. She’s in the love seat, curled up next to Connor. “You guys have only been dating a few weeks.”

“Yes, it’s totally understandable.” And it is. Thinking about it makes me a bit unsettled though. 

Corrine cocks her head at me and Connor narrows his eyes, apparently both sensing my discomfort and trying to sort out the reason for it. “But?” Connor asks.

I don’t know myself the reason for this whiff of unease. I do want to meet little Max, it’s true, even though I’m still nervous about whether or not we’ll hit it off. But it’s not unreasonable for Brett to wait for something like that, so I don’t really think that’s what’s bothering me. I don’t know what it is. 

In the second between Connor’s question and my response, my mind flits around in search of an answer. It lands briefly on Brett’s painful history in general and his ex-wife in particular, so maybe I’m just nervous about what role I’ll play in the current drama with her, once I’m more a part of things. Maybe it’s that. 

Or maybe I’m feeling uneasy merely because this could potentially be the last time he picks Max up from his mom’s. If things go Brett’s way in court on Wednesday, Max could be with him full time from now on. That would be a good thing, for both of them, and I hope that’s what happens. I just wish I knew what that will mean for me and Brett. Maybe I won’t get to see him as much. Just how long will it be before I’m allowed to be with him and his son? 

I take a breath to clear my head and sit up, letting my feet fall to the ground. “But nothing. I’m sure I’ll get to meet little Max soon.” I let my mind go elsewhere, and allow the cumulative memories of the afternoon with Brett and my family lighten my mood. I smile. It seemed to go so well. “You guys do like him, right?”

They reassure me again that they like Brett and approve of him. 

“I think Mom and Dad would’ve liked him, too,” Rayce says. 

I definitely don’t look at him this time. I know if I do, I’ll start to tear up, and I’d rather stay cheerful and content. 

Because even with Brett gone, part of him is still with me, making me unreasonably happy. 
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The day after Connor’s birthday, my brothers and I climb the familiar curved staircase that leads to the upper offices of the law firm and George Hollister’s office. We’ve been here several times over the last eleven and a half months since our parents passed away. More than we would’ve liked. 

George is a longtime family friend and the one our parents chose to oversee their trust. I can see why. In spite of sometimes having to deal with cantankerous heirs (my brothers, not me), he’s maintained his cool and kept us all together. 

He’s had his work cut out for him in other ways too. Our parents’ estate was massive, and the business of settling it has been ongoing. While most of their assets passed on to the three of us, it seems there was no family member, close friend, or favorite charity they overlooked. In fact, my brother and I have discovered some rather distant relatives we didn’t know we had, and I’ve done my best to try to keep in touch with them since. Some beneficiaries are people Mom or Dad knew so long ago that George has had his hands full tracking some of them down. On top of that, he’s had to oversee the inheritances of anyone under the age of twenty-five, Connor and Corrine included. 

Even though George is the trustee, our parents wanted us, their children, to be informed about anything having to do with their estate. We’ve been meeting with him once every couple months to get the latest updates, and to ask questions if we have any. It’s all been handled well, and is almost routine. A rather sterile contrast to the painful reality of being without our parents.

Our meetings are about to become more infrequent though. Now that Connor’s twenty-five, his assets will finally transfer to him. Connor had already built an impressive sum of money on his own, thanks to a knack for investing in tech startup companies, so while his financial situation is about to change drastically, he doesn’t exactly need any of it. (Or, he once confessed, want it, considering the reason it’s coming to him.) I think he’s reconciled himself to it though, as we all have. Now we’re just focusing on the positive. While we all like George, there’s no downside to fewer meetings. 

“I’m so glad we’ll be done with this for a while,” I say, as we get to the landing and head down the hall. 

“Me, too,” Connor agrees. 

Rayce doesn’t say anything. In fact, he’s been unusually quiet. He’s carrying a folder with his copy of the trust inside. I haven’t asked him why. I’ve only read through my copy once, a few weeks after I received it. It was a full fifty-two pages and too much to handle emotionally. I’ve been grateful, more than once, that we have George to take care of things for us.  

When we get to his office, the door is already open and he stands upon our arrival. We shake hands and settle in, taking some time for casual pleasantries before getting down to business. It’s while George and Connor are going through paper after paper, transferring assets out of the trust and into Connor’s name, that I notice Rayce fussing with the corner of the manila folder on his lap. 

He’s not one to fidget, even when under pressure, so I give him a questioning look. You okay? 

He gives me a small smile and slight shake of his head. I’m fine.

I pat his knee briefly before turning my attention back to Connor and George. This whole thing has been hard on all of us, obviously, but Rayce has a tendency to hold things in. I suspect he’s struggling with some emotions right now. Truth is, seems like at least one of us struggles with emotions at these meetings. God, I’ll really be glad when they’re behind us for good. 

Once his business with Connor is settled, George turns to items that concern the estate more generally. He tells us he’s tracked down the last two people he’s been looking for, a Virginia Sinclair and a Mason Reeves. He’s been in touch with each one, informing them of their inheritances.

Connor and I exchange relieved glances. With that business settled at last, maybe we can wait even longer before meeting again. There are a handful of beneficiaries who are quite young, whose assets will be under the umbrella of the trust for some time. George has already told us that once we get past the initial business of settling the estate, we’ll only need to meet with him once a year to get updated on things, unless there’s some compelling reason to meet more often. 

“Right,” Rayce says, leaning forward in his seat a bit. “I have a question about that. Is Mason Reeves a relative?”

George pauses slightly, folding his hands on top of his desk. “No. I told you, he’s a friend of your dad’s.”

Rayce’s question seems rather odd to me since, as I recall, all the people who’ve been “missing” are friends of some sort. While we didn’t know about some of our more distant relatives, George had the contact information on all of them. 

For some reason, George’s answer doesn’t seem to appease Rayce. The agitation I sensed in him earlier is rising. He pulls his copy of the Grant and Sharon Rivers Trust out of the folder and starts flipping through it. It’s just slightly dog-eared. Clearly it’s been read more frequently than mine has. He gets to the desired page rather quickly and puts his finger pointedly on a paragraph near the top as he looks back to George.

“Then why did he inherit property?” 

I’m slightly disturbed by Rayce’s question. Well, his tone more than his question. I don’t even understand the point of the question. But when I turn my attention to George myself, my level of discomfort increases.

Is he hesitating? Or is it my imagination? “It’s what your father wanted him to have,” George says in a measured voice.

I don’t know why I don’t like that answer. Judging by Rayce’s expression, he doesn’t like it either. “Well, that would make him the only non-relative to get anything other than cash.”

Well, that can’t be right. 

Nonsensically, my mind goes to Corrine first, as if that’s proof. But then I realize she’s the only cousin who inherited property. Our many other cousins all received generous cash sums, but in addition to cash, Corrine also got a stock portfolio and one of dad’s investment properties, a multi-family unit of four condos down in south Swan Pointe. She was the only cousin raised near us and has really been more like a sister than a cousin. I don’t think it struck anyone as strange that her inheritance was different from our other cousins.

But as for property? I’m trying to remember if anyone else in that long, long trust inherited property, but I don’t remember. Still, Rayce has obviously gone over the document pretty thoroughly.

“How old is he?” Rayce asks.

George scratches the back of his neck, his eyes still on Rayce. “Almost twenty-seven.” My age. I turned twenty-seven over the summer. “Why do you want to know?”

“Are you sure there’s no relation?”

“Yes,” George says slowly, but I have a crawling sensation on my skin. 

Rayce closes the trust and looks hard at George.

“What are you trying to say?” Connor asks. 

“I’m saying it doesn’t make sense. Dad leaves assets to all these people, but the only ones to get actual property were his three children, his niece who was practically like a daughter to him, and this guy? Why is that?”

I blink, seized by a sudden, horrible thought. Oh God. Surely, Rayce isn’t suggesting...

“Why not?” Connor says. “There must have been a reason. We don’t know how they knew each other.”

“We don’t,” Rayce says, “but does he?” He nods his head in George’s direction and I’m shocked he’s referred to him in the third person when he’s sitting right here. He has better manners than that.

“Rayce—” I begin.

But Rayce ignores my warning tone and faces George once more. “How did Dad know him? Who is he, really?”

Almost against my will, I watch George expectantly. Yet again, he doesn’t reply right away. His thumbs rub firmly along his hands, still laced together, and he examines Rayce openly. He’s definitely hesitating. Is he hiding something from us? 

He takes a resolute breath. “I’ve been instructed not to say. I’m sorry.”

My mouth parts slightly and I slowly sink back in my chair. Rayce’s jaw hardens. Connor scoots to the end of his seat, holding up one hand and closing his eyes briefly. “Wait. Let me see if I understand you correctly. You’ve been instructed not to tell us about... what? Mason Reeves specifically?”

George maintains his pose. “That is correct. I’m sorry.”

“But...” Connor says, still trying to work it out. “We’re supposed to know everything that goes on with the estate.”

“And you do.”

“But you can’t tell us how they knew each other?”

“No, I can’t. I’m sorry.”

“You keep saying that,” Rayce says. “What exactly are you sorry about, I wonder? That you can’t tell us, or that you’re lying about it?”

In spite of yet more rudeness from my oldest brother, no admonitions escape my lips this time. Heart pounding, I examine George’s face as he looks at each one of us in turn. 

“I’m sorry,” he says gently, “because, to be quite honest with you, I believe the three of you have every right to know. For the record, I did not agree with your father on this. However, I have given my word that what he wished to remain private will remain private. At least...” and here he glances at his clasped hands before looking at each one of us again. “Any information forthcoming will not be from me.”

Several minutes later, I leave George’s office with my skin crawling. We tried asking a few more questions, but George wouldn’t answer any of them. When we reach the top of the stairs, Rayce bites out, “I think we can guess, anyway.”

“You can guess all you want,” Connor says sharply, “but Dad would never do that.”

“I’m with Connor,” I say. But as we descend the staircase in silence, a black wondering settles deep in the pit of my stomach. 
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Chapter 27
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Lizzy

“So what do you think it means?” Brett asks. 

I shrug and pick at a loose thread on the hem of my running pants. It’s nearly ten at night, and we’re sitting cross-legged on the trampoline in Brett’s backyard. The moon is hidden behind some clouds, so the evening sky is dark above us. I went on a run after work, trying to release some tension. It didn’t help much. 

“Do you think your dad had an affair?”

I drop my head between my hands, resting my elbows on my knees. “No, I don’t know. No. I can’t see him doing anything like that.” I lift my head and look at Brett. 

He gives me sympathetic look, like he thinks I just don’t want to see the truth because it’s unpleasant. 

“You don’t understand. He loved my mother. If you knew them, you would know my dad could never do that. Which is why I don’t understand how Rayce can think it. How can he think my dad would cheat on my mom?”

But what about that inheritance? I think for the millionth time. Because now that Rayce pointed it out, it’s been nagging at me all day and into the night. Why did our father leave property only to his children, my cousin who was practically like another daughter to him, and this Mason Reeves? Why? 

“I get a sick feeling every time I think about it, and I feel like a traitor every time I wonder if he’s my father’s child.” Hot tears leak out of my eyes. “I wish I could just ask him. This isn’t right that we have to wonder. Why the hell won’t George just tell us? I don’t like that he’s hiding something from us. We’ve trusted him for the last year to take care of everything. We’ve trusted him.”

“And now you feel like you can’t?”

“Well...” I hesitate, frustrated with what I know is the honest answer to that question. Frustrated with everything. “No, I do trust him because he did admit that he knows something. He did explain that my dad just didn’t want us to know, but what didn’t he want us to know?”

“He also said this guy isn’t related to you.”

“Maybe he had to say that. If he’s the product of an affair my dad didn’t want us to know about, he can’t say we’re related.”

I get that sick feeling again and clasp my arms in front of my chest. I fall back onto the trampoline, which bounces slightly. My knees tuck up and rest together. “I hate this. I really hate this. If Dad didn’t want us to know so bad, but he still cared enough to leave this person what he did, what does that mean? All signs point to exactly what Rayce thinks it is.”

I start to cry more freely, my hands covering my face. The vinyl mesh of the trampoline bounces and dips slightly as Brett comes around and lies next to me, pulling me into his arms. I bury my face in his chest and cry harder. The thought of my dad doing something like that to my mom. I can’t stand it. I can’t. 

“He loved her,” I say miserably, when my crying has abated a bit. “How could he do that?”

“Well,” Brett says softly. “Sometimes people can let us down, even if they love us.” 

Even in my grief, I don’t miss the significance of him saying what he just said. “I’m sorry she let you down, too.” My voice is still choked with tears. I squeeze his waist, holding onto him for both of our sakes. 

“Look, I think you need to remember that you don’t really know for sure. I understand why you guys would be worried, but the truth is, you don’t know. You’re speculating.”

“Yeah... but... whatever it is, it can’t be good. Because my dad convinced George not to tell us.”

“Maybe. But, maybe not. Why assume the worst when it could be something else? Who knows what his reasons were? It could be all sorts of things.”  

I sigh. “I guess.”

“Whatever it is, maybe you should just try to let it go. Worrying about it is just going to make you sick. Besides, it’s in the past. You can’t change the past.”

“I know,” I say resignedly. But this gives me no comfort, because that is the thing about the past I like the least. 
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I do something I’ve never done before. I fall asleep in Brett’s arms, in his bed after we made love, even though Max is here. I jolt awake close to midnight, realizing what I’ve done, alarmed and apologizing, waking Brett in the process. But he soothes my hair back from my face, gives me a gentle kiss, and tells me he set an alarm for five o’clock in the morning, well before Max will be up. 

“Stay,” he says. “I’ve got you.” So I do. 

We never make it to the five o’clock alarm. At 3:36 that morning, I’m pulled out of a groggy sleep, barely aware of Brett’s phone ringing, and him scrambling to the nightstand to answer it. 

“It’s my ex-wife,” he declares, as if I don’t know her ring tone by now. But the thing that’s really starting to pull me into consciousness is the concern in his voice. “Hello?”

Her high, rushed voice comes through the line. He sits up straighter, and my heart starts beating rapidly. I’m waking abruptly now.

“Wait,” he says. “Wait, slow down. What?” 

Her voice comes through again, high and frantic. I can tell that she’s crying, but I can’t make out what she saying. My first alarmed thought goes to Max. I’m afraid that he’s hurt and this has to do with him somehow. Then I remember he’s sleeping safely in his bed in his room down the hall, so I know it isn’t that. 

“Jess,” Brett says firmly, panic in his voice. “Are you hurt?”

His concerned tone makes me remember that there was a time when he loved her. I realize that right now, in this moment, he would care about her welfare whether he loves her still or not. I know this. He’s not a brute. 

I’m not a brute either, and I’m concerned for her welfare as well. But that’s not enough to chase away the selfish fears that are rising to the surface. As I continue to listen to Brett’s call with his ex-wife, my heart beats uncomfortably, my skin creeping with dread. 
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Chapter 28
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Brett

Jess is crying on the line and I can’t hardly make out what she saying. I’ve never heard her voice sound like this. It’s more than her just being upset about something. Her words are slurred—severely slurred—and my immediate thought, for some reason, is that she’s overdosed. She’s still talking rapidly but all I can make out is “I can’t,” and “I’m sorry,” and “Max.” 

“Jessica,” I say firmly, trying to contain the panic I feel. “Slow down. I can’t understand you. Are you hurt? Did you hurt yourself?” There’s a long pause. When she speaks again it’s still frightening, but I can understand her better. “Can you come over here?” 

“Where’s Kurt?”

“Gone.” She starts crying again in great, shuddering gasps. I look at Lizzy, alarmed. 

“Do I need to call 911?”

“No. Just—” She’s struggling to talk, trying to contain her sobbing. “Will you come here? Please?”

God, I hate the look on Lizzy’s face. Concern and fear, all mixed into one. I’m not so stupid that I don’t know why. I’m torn between the woman on the phone and the woman in front of me, but my concern that there might be something seriously wrong with Max’s mother wins out. “Where are you?”

She replies, but I can’t understand it. 

“Are you at your house?” I repeat. I strain to understand her answer, which sounds like a yes. “Yes? You’re at your house?”

“Yes.”

I scramble out of bed, turn on the lamp, and glance around for my clothes. “Okay.” I spot my pants but not my underwear. I’ll just go without. I grab my jeans and shake them on, balancing the phone between my ear and my shoulder. She’s crying even harder now, the desperation in her voice doing nothing to calm me down. “Don’t do anything stupid. Please. I’ll be right there.”

“Okay.” God, she sounds pitiful.

“Are you sure you don’t need to call 911?”

She starts crying harder and I hurry to my dresser to extract a pair of socks. “Jess? Fuck. What did you do?”

“Nothing. I just... will you please come?”

“Yes. I already said I would. I’ll be there soon, okay?”

We hang up at last and I grab a shirt out of the drawer, wrestling it on.  

I hurriedly turn to Lizzy, who’s out of bed and getting dressed too. “I’m sorry, I have to go. Something’s wrong.”

“What is it?” 

“I don’t know, but she sounded really bad. I’ve never heard her like this. I’m so sorry.”

“No,” she says, shaking her head but looking alarmed too. “It’s okay. I can stay with Max.” I glance at the clock on the nightstand and register the time. I don’t know if I can deal with whatever is going on and be back before Max wakes up, and I don’t want this to be how he and Lizzy meet. 

As we head into the living room where my shoes are, I do some quick thinking. “I’ll call my sister. I’ll have her come over so you don’t have to worry about waiting around.”

“I don’t mind. What time does Max wake up? Do you think you can be back before then?” I’m relieved she understands my concern without me having to say it. 

“He’s usually up around seven.”

“You can call someone else if you feel more comfortable with that, but I don’t mind waiting as long as you need me to. Maybe you’ll be back before then, and you won’t have to bother anyone.”

“I’m sorry,” I say again, stepping into my shoes and bending down to get the heels in. When I straighten and look at her, my heart pinches at the expression on her face. The last thing I want to do is leave Lizzy so I can go hunting down my ex-wife. I can only imagine that she doesn’t want that either, but there’s nothing to be done. 

I rush to her, take her face in my hands, and look at her hard. I almost tell her I love her. I almost do it. And though I think those words would give her comfort in this moment, I don’t want this to be the moment she hears them for the first time. Instead I give her a firm kiss and hope she understands, then hurry out the door. 
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When I get to my ex-wife’s house and knock on the door, I’m waiting long enough that I almost knock again. I wait long enough that I worry if she’s alive in there or not. But she answers the door, looking like death on drugs. Her pink hair is hanging limply around her reddened eyes, which are smudged with yesterday’s heavy eyeliner. One hand is on the doorknob, the other gripping the inside of her elbow as she huddles in on herself. She steps back and opens the door wider so I can come in. 

As she shuts the door behind me I glance around, looking for any signs of her boyfriend. “Is he here?” 

She shakes her head and starts crying again. 

“What the hell is going on?”

As she launches into a hurried explanation, I’m relieved to hear she’s less slurred. My fears that she may have overdosed finally start to abate, but here I still am, firmly gripped in whatever drama this is. 

She tells me she and her boyfriend got into a fight. The latest of many. He left around midnight, the woman he’s having an affair with on his arm, apparently on his way to her place to crash for the night, leaving Jessica instructions to get her shit out of the house and be gone by the time he’s back in the morning. 

“I have nowhere to go.”

I suggest some possibilities, a couple of friends of hers that I know she has. But apparently she’s burned her bridges with them and they won’t take her in. 

“What about your parents?”

She shakes her head and starts crying again. She falls back against the wall, her hands over her face, shaking her head again and again and again. “They don’t know, they don’t know.”

“What don’t they know?”

“About the drugs.” She cries harder, sliding to the ground into a pitiful little ball. 

This movement breaks something hard inside me. As angry as I’ve been with her, as much as I blame her for everything she’s going through, for everything I’ve been through, for everything our son has been through, I can’t help but have pity on her in this moment. I watch her for a minute, sobbing uncontrollably.

I look away, run my hands through my hair, and take a deep breath. 

I don’t like this, I think, the child in me emerging for one desperate moment. I don’t want to be here. Then I straighten my back and steel myself. As I’ve done so many times before. 

I take a resigned breath. I kneel next to her, then lean against the wall and settle onto the floor. “You can’t keep doing this to yourself.”

“I know,” she says crying pitifully. “I know. I tried to stop. For the drug test, so I can keep little Max. The one good thing about being done with fucking Kurt is I don’t have to care anymore if he doesn’t like Max.”

What the hell’s not to like about Max, I want to ask. But she goes on.

“I couldn’t stop.” She cries harder, pushing her hands over her eyes. “I tried, I tried. But I couldn’t.” I sit there in silence as she wears out the rest of her tears and grows still. There’s nothing to say anyway, as I well know. 

She takes a deep breath. “I don’t know what I’m doing anymore.” When she says this, she sounds more like herself than she has in years. It startles me a bit, it’s been so long since I’ve heard it. 

Maybe that’s why I do the one thing I swore to myself I would never do again. “Please,” I say. “Get some help.” 

There’s the horrible pause that always follows that question. The pause that was always filled with hope and fear and desperation. It all feels so familiar. I’m shocked to realize how important this still is to me, how much I still want her to finally, for the love of God, get herself some help. In spite of my better wisdom, I have the tiniest glimmer of hope for her, even though she crushed that hope again and again and again in me.

Then she does the one thing I wanted her to do when we were still married. The thing I begged her to do. The thing I prayed over and over again that she would do.

She nods her head. “Okay.”

It is a moment that is so unprecedented, so momentous, so fragile, that I don’t respond for a full minute. 

I don’t believe it. Finally I say, “You’ll go to rehab?”

This, surely, is the moment when she will go back to doing what she’s always done. Digging in her heels, refusing to do the sensible thing. Refusing to do the thing we all needed her so much to do. But she doesn’t. 

She nods again. “Yes.”

I’m confronted with a confusing mix of relief and anger. Why is she doing this now? Why now, when it’s too late to make a difference for so many of the things that once mattered to me? Her tears have settled, and she’s sniffling and wiping her wet cheeks. She tucks her arms in between her chest and her knees, clasping her hands together. Keeping her face turned downward, she looks up at me tentatively. “Will you take me?”

I blink and pull back a little, as if in self-defense. 

“Please,” she says, tears pooling in her eyes again. “I can’t take myself. I can’t do it. Will you please?”

The injured part of me wants to refuse. But, of course, I cannot.
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Chapter 29
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Lizzy

Brett sends me a text briefly explaining that he’s checking his ex into rehab. His sister arrives at 6:10 in the morning to relieve me of watch-duty. I would’ve been nervous to meet her, but I’m too worried about the entire situation for that. She thanks me for staying and offers me a friendly smile. I tell her I hope everything works out okay. 

“Me too,” she says. 

Then she thanks me again and I leave Brett’s house and that’s that. 

I have a 9:30 meeting with a couple of my managers. I consider postponing so I can get some sleep, but decide to get dressed and go to work. I can always come home and take a nap after the meeting if I’m really desperate. But just as I put on my heels and grab my keys, my phone rings, and it’s Brett. 

“Hi,” I breathe when I answer. “What’s going on?”

“She’s in.”

“How did you get her to go?”

“I didn’t. She wanted to. She asked me to take her.”

“I’m glad you were there for her.” That’s not a lie, so you know. 

“Are you at work?”

“No.” I would say I’m on my way, but I don’t want to in case he needs me. 

“Are you at your house? Can I come over?”

“Yes.” God, yes. Please. “Of course.”

When we get off the phone I call our administrative assistant and have her reschedule the meeting. I send my brothers a text, letting them know I’ll be late at the very least, and telling them that there was an issue with Brett’s ex-wife but not giving more details than that. It’s not really my story to share. 

When Brett shows up at my house thirty-five minutes later, I open the door and he comes straight in. He cups my face in his hands and kisses me without saying a word. It is a lingering, almost desperate kiss that makes me think of the kiss he gave me when he left. When he pulls back, the look on his face reminds me of the words I thought he was going to say earlier this morning, but never did. Yet again I think he’s going to tell me that he loves me. And yet again he doesn’t. 

Now he’s kissing me again, holding me to him as if there’s more he wants to say but can’t. I want to hear those words from him. I want to say them myself, but I don’t know what’s holding him back. I’m afraid to tell him just how I feel, because I have a sudden fear that I’m losing him. Like he’s slipping through my fingers and I don’t know how to hang on. 

He pauses briefly, looks at me almost as if he’s in pain, then claims my mouth again. I don’t know what else to do except kiss him back and hold him in my arms, and let him take what he needs from me.

His hands slide down my back, fingers pressed wide, holding me to him as if I’m the only thing on earth he has to hold on to. I put my hand on his face, and kiss him in a way that I hope he needs. I want to tell him everything will be okay. I want to tell him that I love him. I want to tell him that I’m here for him and that I can’t imagine ever not being here for him. 

He tugs at my shirt and I step back so he can remove it. He removes his as well, then wraps his arms around me and clutches me to him. I hang on tight as well, and feel his hard length pressing firmly against me. He releases me long enough to undo his pants, the zipper sliding down hurriedly. He pushes the heavy material to the floor, stepping out of them. I quickly remove my skirt, my panties next, and wrap myself around him desperately as he lifts me into his arms. 

He backs me toward the wall, but before we even make it there, he’s lowered me onto his hard cock. There is no condom. He doesn’t offer, and I don’t ask. It is only him and me, just as I’ve wanted, but it doesn’t seem like just the two of us. The ghost of another woman is lingering in the air around us and I don’t know what any of it means. 

He takes me with a kind of tender desperation, and I give myself to him. Our bodies join together, climbing frantically, as I try to claim something that may not be mine to have. 

Unable to hold back the words anymore, they slip from my lips. “I love you.” There’s a hot, sharp moment of panic. What if those words are too much, too soon?

But he sighs. His entire body sighs, and he pulls back, his hand gripping my cheek. The expression on his face and the love in his eyes soothes me before his words do.

“I love you, too. I love you, Lizzy.”

And with that, the ghost is forgotten. Our love making changes from pained desperation to loving passion. Minutes later, I’m clutching his shoulder and shuttering in climax, and allowing myself to believe that the ghost won’t be back.
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Chapter 30
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Brett

I haven’t had time to recover from the first emergency call when, that night, I get another. This time, it comes as I’m getting Max ready for bed, and this time it isn’t his mom. It’s Isaac’s wife, informing me he’s had another diabetic attack, this one bad enough to warrant admitting him to the hospital. 

I can’t leave Max alone (Lizzy and I both reluctantly agreed we really needed our sleep tonight, so she’s at her place), so I stay posted with his wife via text and go to bed once I know he’s stable. They’re keeping him for observation for a while, though, so I squeeze in a visit between dropping Max off for preschool and going to court. 

Isaac’s propped up in his hospital bed, attached to an IV. He smiles upon my arrival, which I take as a good sign. I settle into the chair next to his bedside and he updates me on the latest, rattling off blood sugar numbers and telling me he’s well enough that he’ll be going home later today. 

It’s a welcome diversion from my own troubles. I’m still reeling from the whole thing with Jessica. 

“I’ve promised my wife I’ll take better care of myself,” Isaac says now with a guilty grin. “No more secret trips to Dairy Queen.”

I smile. 

“She says she’ll never forgive me if I’m not around to celebrate our fiftieth wedding anniversary. Two more years to go.” 

“Wow. Congratulations. How old were you guys when you got married?”

“I was nineteen and she was twenty. We met at a party with her college friends. It was kind of a snoozer and I was about to go when we met and got to talking about food. I asked her how she liked her steak and she said rare. That got my attention, I can tell you. Not too many ladies like their steaks rare. So I invited her over to my house the next night to cook dinner for me.”

I raise my brows. “You invited her over to cook for you?” 

He nods. “She did a good job too.”

“Boy, that would never fly these days.”

He laughs good naturedly. “Eight days later I asked her to marry me.”

“Eight days? That’s pretty amazing.”

“Forty-eight years now and she’s still putting up with me. Not too shabby, huh?”

I smile. I’ve seen Isaac and his wife together. They’re one of those adorable old couples that make you believe in love. 

It gets me thinking. 

“How did you know she was the right one?” How could did he know, after just eight days, that she’s the one who would last? When I married Jessica, I never imagined it’d be over so soon. Or that I’d be mere hours away from finding out if I’ve successfully taken custody of our child away from her. 

Which is one of the things causing my thoughts to be all over the place. I don’t even know how I feel about the custody thing now. If she’s turning herself around, is this really what I want to do? But it’s too early to know if rehab will stick, and it’s taken me way too long to get to this point. I’d hate to have to fight this battle again. 

“When she agreed that Pogo was a better comic strip than B.C., I knew she was the girl for me.”

“That’s how you knew?” He’s no help at all. 

“Eh,” he shrugs. “You had to be there.”

We sit there quietly for a moment. I’ve known Isaac going on five years now, and I’ve always been fond of him. Sometimes our relationship seems less like employer and employee, and more like father and son. This is one of those moments when the power dynamic feels like it’s flipped. Maybe it’s because I’m still raw from the roller-coaster ride of the last couple days, but even though I’m here to offer support to Isaac, I can’t seem to stop thinking about all that’s weighing on me. 

He takes a sip of his water and gives me a shrewd look out of the corner of his eye.

“How’s your boy?”

I nod my head. “Fine.”

“And your woman?”

I smile. “She’s good.”

“Then why do you look like your cat just died?”

I straighten, clearing my throat. “Sorry. I’m okay.”

He’s just watching me, knowing I didn’t give the real answer.  

“Jessica is, um...” He knew her, back when she was herself. He knows the divorce was difficult, but doesn’t know the details. “She’s actually just gone into rehab.”

He raises his brow. “Ah. Sorry to hear she needs it, but... good for her.”

I nod.

He cocks his head at me. “Is that what’s weighing you down?”

I give a half smile and wave my hand, not wanting to say more than I’ve said, ready to shrug it off. “Oh, you know. This isn’t how life was supposed to turn out.” 

Isaac chuckles. “Yeah. I don’t think things go as planned for anyone. I wasn’t supposed to get diabetes and turn into an old man, but life goes on, doesn’t it?”

I laugh, trying to let go of the weight I feel, and really just wishing it would go away. “Yeah.”

He takes another sip of his water, then leans his head back on the pillow, shimmies his shoulders down a bit, and closes his eyes. In that moment, he does look sick, and older than he usually does. 

“You can’t look back, Brett,” he says seriously. “That’s when you trip up. You can only take things as they are now, and go from there.”

Is that what it is? I honestly can’t tell. Is it the looking back that’s tripping me up? Or the looking forward?
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My mother and I are at the deli across the street from the courthouse, eating sandwiches and chips. The judge granted me full custody temporarily, giving consideration to Jessica’s recent admission to rehab. Of course Max is with me full-time right now anyway—I’ve already explained to him he won’t see his mom for a time while she gets better—but even when she gets out in another month (if all goes well), Max will be with me. The judge won’t revisit the issue for another six months. 

It’s a temporary reprieve in our custody battle, and one I have to admit is fair. I never liked the idea of taking Max from his mom, and only did it to protect him. If she can truly turn herself around, sharing custody would be better for him, and everyone. 

Mom thinks so, too. Until then, she’s as happy as I am that we don’t have to worry about it for a while. “And now we know Max will get to come when your brother’s here.” My brother and his wife and their three kids will be passing through on their way from L.A. to Portland to visit her family, so we’re having a big gathering at my mother’s house while he’s here. It’s on an evening Jessica would’ve normally had Max. 

“Yeah, I wanted to talk to you about that.” I’m a little nervous that the celebratory mood of our meal is about to go south, but I’m trying to take Isaac’s advice. I can’t let the past trip me up. Anyway, I don’t want to put this off any longer. 

She smiles to indicate she’s listening and takes a bite of her sandwich. 

“I’d like to invite Lizzy.”

She raises her brows, pausing in her chewing. “Really.” She says this as a statement, not a question.

I nod and take a drink of my Sprite. The dinner’s not until next Thursday, which I hope is enough time for the dust to settle for Max. In any case, I’ve decided.

She finishes her chewing, keeping a neutral expression on her face. That’s better than a negative reaction, I suppose. “I didn’t realize things were getting that serious.” she says carefully.

I’m careful with my tone too. I don’t want to fight about this. “I... haven’t really wanted to talk to you about it.” 

Her face softens. “Right.”

“So is it all right?”

She gives me a thoughtful look. “Are you sure this is the right time? Maybe you should let things settle with Jess before you go any further with Elizabeth.”

My chest tightens, but I say calmly. “What do you mean? Why should that matter?”

“I just mean a lot of things are changing right now. Maybe you should see how you feel a few months from now.”

I narrow my eyes slightly.

“She’s Max’s mother. You’ve never really stopped loving her.”

“That’s ridiculous. I’m not still in love with her.”

“I know that’s how you feel now,” she says gently, “but are you still going to feel that way if Jessica comes back to us? It’s not like the two of you grew apart. It was the accident, and her getting addicted to those pain pills. If she gets better—”

“Mom, I know how I feel. It’s over.”

She sits back and presses her lips together, considering me. She nods. “All right.”

She’s conceding, but I get the feeling she doesn’t believe me. I don’t care. I don’t want the past tripping me up. I have a future to build.

“I need you to start fresh with Lizzy. Please. This is important to me.”

She exhales quietly, sitting back in her chair and watching me with that warm, motherly expression she sometimes gets.  

“When I met her family, they really made me feel welcome.”

She acknowledges this with a nod. “I understand.”

“I want Lizzy to have that same experience with us. Will you just... try to forget what you think you know about her?”

She purses her lips and looks out the window. “Ahhh,” she sighs softly. “Why Elizabeth Rivers?”

“She’s great. She really is.” And I need her fully integrated into my life. I can’t keep going with these two sides of me. Things are serious with Lizzy, and I need to see what happens when I really bring her in. I need to see if she and Max and I can all exist in the same sphere, the way Jess and I used to. “Please. I need your support in this.”

Her eyes swing back to mine. That caught her attention. “All right.” She reaches over and pats my arm. “All right.”

“Thank you.” That’s one hurdle down. Now we just have to get through the actual meeting. I really hope Mom comes through. It’s enough to worry about how Max is going to react to all this.

She wipes her mouth with her napkin and glances at me. “Don’t look so worried. I know how to play nice.”

I smile, but I want more than that. I want my mom to like Lizzy. To approve. But “playing nice” might be the best I can get for now. I’ll just have to take it.
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Chapter 31
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Lizzy

I’m trying not to feel anxious about the situation with Brett’s ex-wife, but I don’t always manage it. It’s easiest when we’re together. I feel confident in his presence, loved. He makes me forget my fears. Other times, like when he’s not with me because he’s visiting her, it takes all my willpower not to panic.

I haven’t mentioned this to Brett because I don’t want him to feel guilty about taking care of her. She’s Max’s mother. I understand. I don’t want to pressure him or be unreasonable, so I keep my fears to myself. Besides. I’m pretty sure I’m just being silly because he’s finally taking the next step with me.

When he asked if I’d like to attend a big family gathering at Marcia Carmichael’s house with him and Max, I practically jumped out of my seat. However, I managed to contain myself to a “Hell, yes.” 

Meeting Max and seeing Marcia again on the same day feels a bit like baptism by fire, but Brett thinks this will be a good way for Max to meet me, without the whole thing being about meeting me. A little less pressure for everyone, except perhaps me, but I’m willing to do whatever he thinks is best for little Max. I need to be part of this side of Brett’s life. I’m nervous as hell, but I need it. 

As for the thing with my dad and the mysterious Mason Reeves, the crisis with Brett’s ex shoved it clear out my mind for a time, and I’m trying to just let it stay there. Brett’s right. No need to assume the worst when we don’t really know. But it’s been hard, and I find myself thinking back on moments with my parents, moments when they seemed so in love, and wondering if I got things wrong. 

Then Katherine Camillo comes along, and changes everything.

She invites my siblings and me to have dinner with her on Sunday. In her suite. That’s a little strange, even for her. We’ve had dinner with her plenty of times, but never in her room. But you learn to go with the flow with Katherine. 

She tells us to dress comfortably, so we show up in jeans and casual shirts. She’s in one of her trademark dresses with all the layers and the flowing sleeves, looking and sounding like a gypsy with her head scarf and layers of long necklaces and clinking silver bracelets. Dinner arrives shortly after we do (she’d already arranged for our meal to be delivered from one of our restaurants) and we eat right there in her sitting room. Katherine and Connor even end up sitting on the floor with their plates on the coffee table. 

It’s trademark Katherine strange. 

When we’re through with our meal, she tells us she’ll be checking out the next day (another surprise, since she’s still in Chatty Mode) and that she actually hasn’t been here working on one of her books at all (even more surprising). She has something for us, which she made in honor of our parents, since the one-year anniversary of their passing is just nine days away. 

She presents each of us with a copy of what she has been working on. It’s a hand-stitched leather-bound book with the title Beautiful Rivers embossed on the front. It’s all about our parents, and their love story. 

“This is only for you kids. Not my readers.” She had just four copies made. 

We spent hours that night, listening to Katherine read dramatically from her copy, and pausing to share our own stories. We cried, and laughed, and laughed so much that we cried. Katherine’s book read like a novel, and came from the mind and heart of someone who knew them even longer than I did. Having their love brought to life on the page like that was almost like having them with me again, and somehow made it possible for two truths to exist in my heart at the same time: my father may have had an affair, and he definitely loved my mother.

I still don’t know whether my father really did have an affair, many years ago, but if he did, my parents found a way through it. And I guess that’s all I really need to know. My parents loved each other, deeply, and together they raised the three of us under the umbrella of that love. That’s something that’s true, regardless of who Mason Reeves is, and the way they raised us with the protection of their love is something I will forever be grateful for. 

The mystery of Mason Reeves had been threatening that protection, but Katherine’s book restored it. She did not merely give me a book. She gave me a kind of peace she didn’t even know I needed. 

That isn’t all she gave me. 

I now have more courage to go forward with this next step with Brett. Courage I didn’t know I was lacking, until she found it for me. 
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Thursday rolls around and I’m on my way to Brett’s to meet Max before we head over to his mom’s. I’m riding a four-day high and feeling optimistic as hell. Sunday, of course, was what my brothers and I have dubbed Book Day. Monday, the Swan Pointe Gazette published a little feature on the Cottages that painted the “Resort’s exciting new offering” in a very favorable light. Tuesday, Sam delivered her designs for the logos and branding, and they were so out-of-this-world fucking fantastic that I sent her some flowers and a bottle of whiskey as a thank you. 

Wednesday, I convinced Whitney to officially come on board as the Cottages’ interior designer, even though she refused to let me pay her for it. She had about a million reasons for that—she didn’t want to be accused of nepotism, she isn’t a professional, not getting paid would make it less pressured, they don’t need the money anyway—so I had no choice but to agree. We took what we would’ve paid her and made a donation to her former employer, the Kendrick Refugee Outreach Center, instead. 

On top of all that, even though I haven’t decided what to do with my old house, I have started making some decisions about furniture and set a goal to redecorate and move into the master bedroom before the month’s out. It’s a little scary and a little exciting, but mostly it feels like a relief to finally be moving forward.

Every day Brett and I have managed to spend time together, even though we’re reeeeally trying not to neglect our sleep. He’s the highlight of all of it. Hands down. And I’m firmly telling myself not to be jealous of his ex-wife, so that’s better too.

When I get to Brett’s just before five-thirty and he opens the door, his pants are covered in what appears to be ketchup. He’s wearing a rather humorous expression of consternation. I manage not to laugh, but can’t hold back my smile. “What happened to you?”

“It’s not funny.” He smiles too, though, and steps back to let me in. “Max was trying to get a box of crackers out of the pantry and accidentally knocked a jar of spaghetti sauce on the floor. I almost caught it but wasn’t quick enough.” 

He leads me through the living room and I look around for Max, who is nowhere in sight. We head into the kitchen and there’s spaghetti sauce splattered all over the floor in front of the open pantry and up onto the pantry door. A small trashcan has been placed nearby, with the biggest pieces of glass already inside. There’s still more pieces scattered throughout the sauce.

“Max got the better end of it. I just sent him to the bathroom to strip down but I wanted to get the glass before I clean him up.”

He grabs a rag from the counter next to the sink, but I take it from him. “I’ll do it. You go take care of Max.”

“No, no. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Uh, I know how to clean up glass. I can’t exactly help Max and I’m not going to stand around doing nothing. Go on.”

He gives me a grateful kiss. “I’ll hurry. You don’t have to worry about the sauce. If you could just get the glass up that would be wonderful.”

After I’ve cleaned up both the glass and the sauce and am rinsing the rag in the sink, the stomping of tiny feet causes me to turn around. And here comes little Max. The 2D image I’ve had in my head is suddenly before me in 3D reality.

I turn off the water and start to wring out the rag, but my eyes are on him as he runs to the nearest chair at the table and climbs up onto it. 

“Hi, Max. I’m Lizzy.”

“I know. Hi.” He’s stretching for the bowl of Cuties in the center, falling short by a few inches. 

I drape the rag over the center and head over. “Would you like me to get you one?”

He pulls his arm back, clasps his hands together, and nods. He looks at me for the first time and blinks up at me with wide, blue eyes. He’s so freaking adorable, I’m a little struck. My god, I think I’m already in love. 

I take a Cutie out of the bowl and hand it to him, wondering if I should peel it first, but I don’t get a chance to find out because after saying “Thank you,” he pops off the chair and runs back out of the kitchen and disappears. 

I have time to do no more than exhale in relief when Brett comes in, alone, smiling and wearing fresh clothes. 

“I survived!” I whisper, grinning and he laughs. 

“Sorry. I meant to introduce you more properly but the little stinker got away. Hey Max,” he hollers. “Come here, buddy.” I don’t hear Max coming and Brett gets sidetracked when he looks over toward the pantry. “Oh you didn’t have to do all that.”

I go over, slip my arms around his waist, and squeeze. “I’m happy to help.”

“Well, thank you.” He gives me a kiss.

“Daddy kissed Lizzy! Daddy kissed Lizzy!”

We both look toward the living room to see Max disappearing around the corner. Brett laughs and takes my hand. “Come on, Max. Come meet Lizzy.”

Max runs back into the living room, still holding his Cutie, glancing between his dad and me. 

“Lizzy this is Max. Max, this is Lizzy.” Even though we’ve already “met,” we both meekly endure the formal introduction.

“Hi, Max.”

“Hi.” He glances up at me, and again I’m won over. Am I already biased or is he really this impossibly cute?

I smile and keep it casual. “You want to shake hands, or high five?”

He grins and hustles a couple steps closer to me with his hand in the air. I bend down so we can smack hands, but between the two of us moving, when our hands meet it’s more of an off-balanced pat than a high five. 

“Oh that was pitiful,” I say. “We have to try that again.”

Still grinning, he gets a look of determination. Staring down my hand, he pulls his arm back so he can put his whole body into it. I keep my hand steady and let him go at it with all the force of a four-and-a-half year old. A satisfying smack resounds through the air. 

“Hey!” I say, straightening. “That’s more like it.” 

He smiles up at me, seeming to look at me a little closer, and I’m hopeful that I’m passing his initial inspection.

“Okay,” Brett says, ruffling Max’s thick head of wavy hair. “Time to go to Grandma’s.”

Brett tugs on my hand gently, indicating we’ll be heading to the garage. I expect Max to run ahead of us—I’m already seeing the energetic boy his dad’s described—but he surprises me. He eyes Brett holding my hand, then comes around and grabs my other one. And just like that, his tiny hand is inside mine. 

My heart lifts and I smile down at the little boy who’s oblivious to what he’s done for me. He gallops ahead, tugging on my hand. I don’t think there’s a single thing that could happen today to take away from this moment of childlike acceptance. 

But I’m on my way to Marcia Carmichael’s house, so who knows. 
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Lizzy

When we get there, everybody else has already arrived. There are several cars parked in the driveway and along the street of her two-story Colonial-style house. When we go inside, there are two girls, I’m guessing around the ages of six and eight, in the front room. They appear to have been waiting for Max, because they scramble off the couch and run over to him when we walk in the door. The kids seem mutually excited to see one another, and after hugs for both Max and Brett and brief introductions to me, the trio scamper off. 

Coming in our direction is the man I recognize as Brett’s father. He looks even more like Brett in person, and I have a vision of what Brett might look like in a few more decades. Older yes, but distinguished and handsome. He approaches with a warm smile and extends his hand to me first. 

Brett places his hand on my back. “Dad, this is Lizzy. Lizzy this is my dad, Max.”

“Nice to meet you,” I say, taking his hand. 

“You too. We’ve heard a lot about you from Brett here.” He’s still smiling and gives his son a wink. 

I’m simultaneously put more at ease thanks to his warm welcome, and feeling the butterflies in my stomach kick up a bit as I anticipate seeing Marcia. 

I hand over the bottle of wine I brought, a Merlot that Brett told me was his mother’s favorite. “Thank you so much for having me today.”

“It’s our pleasure.” He puts his hand on my shoulder, inviting us further inside. “Come on in. Marcia,” he calls. “Brett and Lizzy are here.”

And here she comes. It’s a little startling, to see the formidable woman I’ve battled so publicly with a cherry-print apron tied over her front. Her large frame, tame bob, and confident expression are all softened by the cumulative effect of being in her home and with her loved ones. 

Hell, she’s even smiling. A real smile. Not the acid ones she’s tossed in my direction in the past. 

She goes to Brett and gives him a hug, then turns to me with a smile that, truth be told, is probably as stiff and uncomfortable as my own, but at least we’re both trying. 

“It’s nice to see you Elizabeth.” It’s not Lizzy, but it’s a step up from Miz Rivers so it’ll do. It’s about as far as I’m ready to go with her right now anyway. 

“Thank you. You as well.”

“Look what she brought for us,” her husband says handing over the bottle. 

She takes it and raises her eyebrows, but I can’t tell if it’s in pleasant surprise or disdain. It occurs to me that this might come across as trying to buy my way into her affections. This isn’t exactly an unusual custom—I’ve been on both the giving and receiving end of it several times—so other than making sure I got something I knew she would like, I didn’t really think much of it. Now I’m questioning myself, and wondering if I should have just showed up empty-handed. 

“Thank you, Elizabeth.” She nods to me. Neither her tone nor her expression give any clues to her true thoughts. All I can do is give a gracious smile, thank her for having me, and let it go. 

Brett takes my hand and squeezes reassuringly. “Come on, I want to introduce you to everyone.”

The next hour goes by in somewhat of a blur. The house is packed. In addition to the sister who lives here in Swan Point, and the brother and his family who have travelled up from L.A., his other sister and her kids have flown down from Vancouver for the occasion. She has two children, but is here without her husband, who travels a lot on business and is currently in Brazil. In addition to this, Brett’s aunt and uncle and one of his cousins are here. A close family friend, Harland and his wife, are also in attendance. 

I have plenty of practice in social situations, and don’t have any trouble engaging people in conversation, but my nerves continue to flutter just under the surface. While most of his family has been kind and welcoming, several people have asked about Jessica, and said how happy they are that she seems to be doing better. The entire family was clearly fond of her. 

Even though Brett always redirects the conversation and has been careful to make me feel included, I’d be lying if I said it didn’t bring up my insecurities. I’m careful not to let it show though, and repeatedly give myself a firm talking to. Brett’s here with me. That has to mean something.

Meanwhile, it’s clear the history Marcia and I have with one another isn’t going to be swept away as easily as I might have hoped. I’m making an effort, and I can tell she is too, but the best we’ve managed to accomplish so far is obligatory politeness. 

I can only hope this is something that will improve with time. 

Thanks to the size of the gathering, we’ve both been able to keep our interactions with one another to a minimum without it being rude or too obvious. She’s preparing quite a large meal, and several of us are in the kitchen helping. Brett and I are sitting at the bar, chopping ingredients for the salad. His aunt, Sarah, who is in her nursing uniform because she has a shift tonight and will be leaving before dinner, is sitting next to me, finishing off a plate Marcia prepared for her. She didn’t get quite everything that we’ll be having for dinner, but enough to get by. 

Sarah has engaged me in conversation several times. It was clear when I first met her that she had stars in her eyes about me (one of Brett’s sisters does too, for that matter). I don’t normally care much about things like that, but I have to admit, in this situation it’s been nice to have such an eager ally. As we’ve been talking, Marcia has largely been interacting with her daughters who are also helping, but has glanced over at us several times. As usual, I can’t tell by her expression if she’s put out, or if it’s just my imagination. 

She goes to the stove, stirs the gravy that’s in the pot, and looks over at us. “Lizzy, did you know Sarah used to attend church with your parents?”

That would have been a nice opening to a new topic of conversation if it came from almost anyone else. It could just be my imagination, but I sense a challenge in there somewhere. 

Nevertheless, I reply politely, “Oh really?” I turn to Brett’s aunt. She’s giving a look to Marcia, as if she’s not too happy with her. “You attend Grace?”

“Yes. I have for years.”

Grace United Church has several hundred people in its congregation, so I wonder how well she knew my parents. 

“We weren’t close,” she says in answer to my unasked question. “But I knew them well enough, and always thought they were such lovely people.”

I smile. 

“Brent’s aunt is quite active at Grace,” Marcia interjects, and still I sense a challenge in her voice. Maybe it is my imagination. What could she possibly be challenging me about? Maybe I need to try to just relax and stop assuming there’s animosity there. “She actually oversees the Christmas Angel program.”

“Oh really?” I turn to Sarah with genuine enthusiasm. “I think it’s so great the church does that.” 

She nods, smiling but giving a rather stern glance to Marcia.

Okay. I’m not imagining that. What’s going on?

“Thank you,” she says, giving me a reassuring smile. 

Ignoring Marcia, I focus on Sarah, whom I’ve enjoyed spending time with. “I actually have good memories of that. My mom used to take my brothers and me shopping for the Christmas Angels every year.”

Marcia knocks the handle of her spoon on the side of the pot a little harder than seems necessary, drawing my attention along with several people in the kitchen. She’s turned away toward the potatoes she’s mashing on the opposite counter though, so I don’t see the expression on her face. I don’t miss her daughter’s sharp look toward her mother, though.

I turn to Brett just in time to see the frown he’s tossing in his mother’s direction, before he glances at me, wipes it away, and smiles. What the hell’s going on? 

“Unfortunately, I have to go,” Sarah says loudly, and I get the feeling she’s trying to change the subject somehow. I don’t know what was particularly disturbing to everyone about that subject, but I’m grateful for the diversion. I’m caught a little off guard, and feel uneasy enough that I’m having to work pretty hard to hide it. 

I return my attention to the carrots as Sarah slides off her stool and goes into the kitchen to give hugs all around. She works her way back to us, giving Brett a hug, then saying to me, “Would you walk me out?”

I glance at Brett, who looks uncomfortable, and I follow her into the living room, confused. 

“I just wanted to tell you,” she says as she grabs her purse off the couch, “that I thought so highly of your parents.” She straightens and looks at me. “They were good people.”

“Thank you.” I’m getting a weird vibe from her. She’s offering the same genuine smile she’s had all along, but now she’s searching my face openly. There’s something else going on here, and I don’t know what it is. 

“Did you know,” she begins kindly, “that every year your mother would call me a couple days before Christmas to see how many angels we still had left?”

I shake my head, wondering where she’s going with this. 

She smiles, takes my hand between hers, and squeezes. “I didn’t think so. Every year, she would find out what we still needed, and donate the funds to cover it.”

The lump that appears in my throat is instant. I blink back the few bittersweet tears that have come to my eyes, but I smile.

“Her only request was that the donation be kept anonymous.” 

I nod my head, still smiling, and manage to say, “Yeah. That sounds like something she would do.” My mother once explained how important it is to occasionally give without receiving recognition in return. Though she was well-known as a community philanthropist, I’ve long suspected we’ll never truly know the extent of her contributions. 

Sarah nods. “I thought you might like to know.”

“Thank you so much.”

“I imagine you probably miss them...” Her kindness and compassion are so genuine and unexpected that tears now start to blur my vision. “...but I hope you’re proud of them, too.” 

I nod, blinking and trying to subdue my unexpected emotion. 

“They made such a great impact on this community.” She comes in a little closer, holding my eyes. “I have no doubt their children will do the same.” 

I let out a little grateful laugh, wiping an escaped tear. “Okay, stop making me cry.”

She laughs too and gives me a warm hug. 

“Thank you,” I whisper, squeezing more firmly before letting go. 

“It was great meeting you,” she says, waving and heading for the door. 

“You too. Thank you again.”

She gives me one last smile and leaves me standing there, my heart pounding slightly. I linger a moment, getting myself together. How kind of her, to give me the gift of those words. It was a gesture I deeply appreciate, not just because I am always grateful for people who are willing to speak to me about my parents, but because it came from a member of Brett’s family. Not his mother, true, but still. It’s his family, and that makes it mean more. Her timing couldn’t have been better, either. I feel reassured, and more ready to tackle the rest of the day. 

Once I’ve composed myself, I turn to head back to the kitchen, but before I’m halfway there, a terrible thought seizes me and I stop in my tracks. 
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Lizzy

All I can think is one thing. We didn’t know. My mother did this secret thing and we didn’t know. Oh God. 

I turn back and go deeper into the empty living room, pulling out my phone. By the time Rayce picks up, I’ve paced down the hall. “How’s it going?” he asks. 

“Fine. Hey, did you know that Mom would make last-minute cash donations to cover the unclaimed Christmas Angels every year?”

“No,” he says softly. “Did she?” He’s clearly as touched by this revelation about our mother as I was, but I’m past that point now. I ask urgently, “Do you think Connor knew?”

“Oh, shit,” he says, coming to the same realization I did much more quickly. 

“I know. I feel terrible.” I’ve come to a small, private library and duck into the empty room. “Brett’s aunt goes to Grace United Church and is in charge of the whole thing apparently. She told me about Mom doing that, but she was just sharing it with me, you know? Just trying to tell me something nice that Mom did. I didn’t realize until after she left what it meant.”

“Man.”

“I know. I’ll call her. I’ll sort it out.”

As we’re hanging up, I decide to go to find Brett, but he walks in the door smiling at me. “There you are. You disappeared on me.” He sees the look on my face and his expression changes. “Are you okay?”

“Do you have your aunt’s number? I need to talk to her about something. Do you have it?”

“Sure.” He pulls his phone out. “Everything okay?”

“I just, yes.” I don’t want to make a big deal about it, and I’m too distracted by the situation to want to explain. I need to settle things, then I can fill him in, I guess. “I just need to talk to her.”

“All right.” He turns his phone for me so I can see the number he’s pulled up and I pull mine out to enter it in. “It’s nice to see you two have already bonded.” He winks at me and I smile weakly, putting the phone to my ear as it starts to ring. 

Brett is back to giving me a questioning look, but his aunt has picked up.

“Sarah? It’s Lizzy.”

“Oh Lizzy! Hi.”

“Hey, I just. I feel terrible. I didn’t know she was doing that.”

“No, no,” she says firmly. “You do not need to feel badly.”

“But what about the kids last year? What did you do?”

“We have a fund for that,” she explains calmly. “No one went without, so don’t worry.”

I exhale in relief and sink into the nearest chair. Brett’s watching me and this time I’m able to give him a more genuine smile. “So everyone got a Christmas?” 

“Yes, your mom didn’t do that because kids weren’t going to get a Christmas. She just didn’t want us to have to dip into our general fund.”

“Oh. Okay, well thank God.”

She laughs. 

“Hey, um, do you know how much you had to go into your fund last year?”

There’s a pause, then, “I don’t have that number off the top of my head, but Lizzy, I didn’t tell you because I was trying to get you to make a donation. I just really admired your mom and wanted you to know.”

“I know. I understand.” And I do. “But she would want me to do this, and I want to, too. Will you please let me know how much it was? You have my number now.”

“I can look it up if you really want me to, but honestly—”

I cut her off. “I would very much appreciate that. Really. And thank you for sharing that with me. It’s always nice to hear good things about my mom.”

When we say our goodbyes and get off the phone, I look at Brett and exhale. “Okay, crisis averted.” I stand and he holds out his arms. I step into them willingly. 

Oh man, this is what I’ve needed since I walked in the door here.

I’m about to fill him in on what just went down, when he says, “I knew there was a good explanation.”

I pull back, stunned. I blink at him. “What?”

He blinks too, his eyes widening as if he’s just realized he’s made some sort of mistake. 

“You knew about it?” His caught expression is morphing to tender regret but I’m still trying to work this out. I’m starting to replay the conversation in the kitchen. “How did you know?”

He sighs and takes my hand, giving me an apologetic look. He squeezes my hand, but I don’t squeeze back. “One of the girls who helps with the accounting for the church mentioned something to my mom about there not being a donation made last Christmas.”

I feel my cheeks get hot as it’s all starting to come together. My heart is pounding in indignation.

“It wasn’t my aunt who said anything about it. She didn’t think it was a big deal.”

“But your mother did,” I say flatly. 

He looks guilty. Apologetic. 

I don’t care.

“Hell, Brett, what did she think? We just didn’t care enough to do it because all we care about are our diamond rings and seal handbags?” The look on his face tells me the answer. “Seriously?”

I pull my hand out of his and spin away. “God, I hate shit like this. It’s so stupid.”

“I agree.”

I face him again, crossing my arms. “Is that why she thinks so little of me or are there other things I’ve supposedly done that I don’t know about?” 

“She made an unfair assumption. I’m sorry.”

“You know what? Here’s the thing. Even if we had known, who the fuck is she to judge us for it? Why does she get to decide who we give donations to and who we don’t? I mean, it’s our money, not part of the public fucking fund.” I know I sound like a spoiled rich kid, but I can’t seem to stop. “Just... ugh.” 

“Lizzy—” he reaches for me, but I step back and put my hands to my temple. God, this is worse than stupid Rita Becker. 

“You know, I try really hard not to care what people think of me and my family. Everyone’s opinions are all over the fucking map anyway, and sometimes what people think they know about us is true and other times it’s not, and they’re going to think what they want in any case. I can’t spend my days fussing about it or I’d never be able to function. But you know, sometimes I just get fucking tired of it.”

He’s just watching me with a sympathetic expression, and letting me vent. I’m vaguely aware that this particular piece of gossip is hitting me hard for some reason, but I’m still too upset to analyze why. I am realizing, however, that I’m more mad at the situation than I am at him, so I force myself to stop my ranting and take a deep breath.

After a moment of this, he takes a tentative step toward me and says softly, “Lizzy, you’re right, and I’m so sorry.”

I don’t have a chance to respond to this because Marcia herself comes into the room, eyes darting between us and brows raised in question. 

Oh no. I am not doing this with her. 

My training takes over and I plaster a first-class smile on my face. “Please excuse me.” I glance at Brett long enough to see the angry look he’s giving his mother, but I don’t stick around for more. I leave the room without another word. 

Not wanting to deal with anyone else just yet, I work my way through the house and back patio with my carefully-trained smile still on my face. I seek refuge with the little kids playing in the backyard. There’s a massive wooden playset back here. Max and his two youngest cousins are in the sandbox with their trucks and shovels. As I approach, Max looks up at me and smiles. 

I’m taken by how quickly he’s accepted me. He doesn’t know I’m Elizabeth Rivers. He only knows I’m Lizzy, the woman who kissed his daddy, and simply takes me as he finds me. It’s one more thing I already love about him. 

“Can I play?”

He nods and digs into the big bucket full of cars. I kick off my shoes and step onto the cool, slightly damp sand, settling myself cross-legged next to him as he hands over a dirt-encrusted car. “This can be yours.”

“Thanks.”

There are a few half-empty water bottles lying around. Judging by the areas in the sandbox that are wetter than others, I assume this isn’t water for drinking. They’re digging trenches for the cars to drive down, so I grab a little plastic rake and start too. 

My brothers and I used to do this at the beach and in the dirt backyard at our aunt’s house. Before we outgrew the game completely, it got to the point where we would build elaborate cities for our cars. Well, they felt elaborate at the time, anyway. They were probably just misshapen mounds of sand and crooked roads like what’s in the sandbox now, but it’s good enough for me. 

I pour a bit of water onto some sand and start working it into a moist hill. 

“What are you making?” Max’s little girl cousin asks me. 

“A house for the dragon.” 

“Dragons don’t have houses,” Max says. 

“This one does. He has a house and a boat and a dog named Connor.”

Max starts giggling at my silliness, of course not understanding the full implication of the old joke. His little laugh lightens my spirits, and I laugh too. “What are you building?” I point to the pile of dirt he’s been working on. 

He pauses then glances at me. “I’m building a dragon house, too.”

“Does your dragon have a dog?” I ask, going back to shaping the sand.

He shakes his head, his thick locks bouncing around. “He has a lizard.”

I smile. “A dragon with a pet lizard. I like it.”

“We have a lizard at preschool.”

“Really? What’s its name?”

“Boo Boo.”

I laugh and we fall back to our tasks, our easy silence occasionally punctuated with some comment or another. We go on like this for several more minutes when I notice Brett and his mother coming onto the patio. She seems to be calling people inside to dinner, but keeps glancing at me with what seems like a softened expression. But who the hell knows what she’s really thinking. 

Brett heads this way and we exchange a soft look. “Max,” he calls. “Dinner time.” He calls the other kids in the box, too. “Come on, gang.” 

With a pretty minimal amount of grumbling, we get the toys picked up and the kids on their way into the house. Brett and I hang back, sliding our arms around each other’s waists and walking back slowly. 

“Are you okay?” he asks quietly.

“Yeah. Sorry if I got a little out of control.”

“You didn’t. I understand.”

I sigh. “I figured out why it bothered me so much.” I turn to him and we loosely wrap our arms around each other. I look up at him, my heart melting a bit at the concern for me in those beautiful blue eyes of his. 

“This wasn’t just some random person thinking shit about me. It... wasn’t even just Marcia Carmichael anymore.” We both smile softly at the mock-dismissive way I say her name. Then I continue seriously, “She’s your mother. This is your family. So... there’s that part of me that wants to say I don’t care what she thinks. But I do care. I care a lot. Your family’s important to me.”

He exhales softly, his hands coming up and brushing my hair back. “Have I told you what an amazing person you are?”

I smile, holding him tighter around the middle. “Flattery.”

“And my mom...” he lets out a tight breath. “Look, she drives her own kids crazy sometimes, so even under the best of circumstances, I doubt you’ll escape that fate.”

I laugh.

“She’s a strong-willed woman. Tough. She knows how to fight for what she believes is right.”

“Yeah, I remember.” 

“But sometimes she gets carried away. We had a heart to heart in there and... look, she’s not exactly the apologizing type, but she does realize she’s misjudged you and made some mistakes. Would you be willing to give her another chance?”

He’s being so earnest, how could I refuse? How could I in any case? She’s his family. “Of course.”

“I’m sorry, Lizzy. I really wanted this to be a good day for you. Your family was so nice to me.”

“Your family’s been nice to me too.” I smile, trying to lighten his mood. “It’s not your fault your mom and I came into this with history. It’s okay. Maybe we can build a new history.”

“Yeah,” he says with a mischievous glint in his eye, “then you can find new reasons to be irritated with her.”

I laugh and we turn toward the house, arm in arm. “Just like family.”

“Exactly.”
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Brett said his mother isn’t the apologizing sort, but I’m not so sure. True, she didn’t say the words exactly, but she saved us seats near her at the table, and began a conversation with me by saying in an open and genuine way, “Brett tells me you enjoy genealogy.” 

It turns out we both do, and we ended up having a surprisingly animated discussion about it, comparing notes about good websites to use and swapping stories about old cemeteries we’ve visited. 

She was extending an olive branch, for sure, but the part that felt like an apology was when a discussion about books led us to scanning the shelves in her library. Just the two of us. We both enjoy biographies—another thing we have in common—so she pulled her copy of The Agony and the Ecstasy off the shelf and started telling me what a fantastic book it was. It’s about the life of Michelangelo, and did sound great. 

As I examined the copy she’d handed me, she paused for a moment, then said softly, “You’re welcome to borrow it, Lizzy.”

I looked at her then, recognizing her apology for what it was. 

I nodded. “I’d like that. Thanks.” An acceptance... and apology of my own. 

Then she smiled the kind of smile I’d seen her give to others that day, patted me on the arm, and told me we’d better go back and get some pie before big Max ate it all. 

That pie was pretty damned good, too. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 34
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Brett

Two weeks after I checked Jessica into rehab, I take Max to visit her for the first time. The simplest way to explain the situation was to tell him his mom was sick and staying in the hospital for a while so the doctors could help her get better. That left all kinds of details out, of course, but gave him the most important part of the truth. 

We meet her in the facility’s inner courtyard. There’s a concrete slab with plastic tables and chairs, and a grassy area of about the same size. I’m carrying Max’s soccer ball, having promised him that the three of us would be able to kick it around. 

There are only two other patients on the patio, both sharing a table and smoking, but Jessica is at another table on her own, waiting for us. She’s in jeans and a clean t-shirt. Her hair is still pink but it’s well-groomed and she’s pulled it back into a simple ponytail. She still looks a little worn, but is much improved. Her skin has a healthier appearance, and when she sees Max and breaks into a smile, it’s so fresh and genuine, it reminds me of the woman she once was. 

She goes to him, arms open and her eyes not leaving him, like she’s drinking him in and can’t get enough. He runs to her and she goes down on one knee, arms out. “Oh, hi baby,” she says as he throws his arms around her. Still clutching him, she kisses his cheek again and again. “Momma missed you.”

“Me too. When are you getting out?”

She and I exchange glances. They were able to get her off the Percocet and manage her symptoms through the withdrawals. Her body is starting to recover from what it’s been through, so she’s hopeful she can get out in another couple of weeks, but it really depends on what the doctors say. 

“I’m not sure, baby,” she says, allowing him to pull back, but keeping him close and looking into his face. “A few more weeks, at least.”

“Okay.” There’s a hint of disappointment in his voice even though I’ve already told him it will be a while.

She pinches her eyes shut and brings him in for another hug. “I have to give you extra hugs,” she says, holding onto him, “so you can keep them till you see me again.”

I look away, swallowing past the sudden lump in my throat. I remember this open, affectionate mother. I remember her. 

“And here are kisses to put in your pocket.” 

Giggling and kissing sounds draw my eyes back to the scene. She’s planting little kisses on his palm in rapid fashion, and he’s squirming, apparently finding it ticklish. 

“Okay put them away quick,” she says, releasing him at last, “before you lose them.” He complies, awkwardly shoving his little hand in his front pocket. “You can pull one out any time you miss me, okay?”

He nods eagerly. “Can we kick the soccer ball?”

“Yes! I’ve been looking forward to it all day.”

Her eyes leap to mine again. She stands, giving me a smile that’s almost radiant. “Hello, Brett.”

“Hi, Jess. You’re feeling up to this?”

Out of habit, I fear she’ll find a reason to back out, but she doesn’t. “Oh, yes. I wouldn’t miss it.”

Not now, you wouldn’t. 

I keep having thoughts like this. She seems to be turning herself around, and I’m glad. But there are all these old resentments coming to the surface. I’m glad she’s improving, but sometimes I get irritated too. Why couldn’t she have done this before?

I remind myself that I can’t go back, and try to focus on the now.

I turn my attention to Max. “Just for a little bit, remember? We don’t want to wear your mom out.”

“I’m all right.” She tousles his hair, still looking at me. 

That’s a look I recognize too.

Still a confusing mix of hopefulness and frustration, I ignore it. I walk past them both and drop the ball on the grass. “You start, Max.”

We stay longer than we maybe should have. I tried to stop it more than once, her growing weariness concerning me, but they both always asked for a few minutes more. And I always gave in. Max hasn’t had a mother in so long. How can I deny him? It’s the thing I’ve wanted most for him. I have to let him have it, even if it’s just for a few moments in the courtyard of a rehab facility.

Still, eventually I bring it to a stop and we leave so she can rest.

This time, I distance myself from the goodbye with its accompanying hugs and kisses and everything that stirs up in me. 
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Not long after Max met Lizzy, he asked if we could have her and Montana over for a sleepover. Instead, I took him to her place last Saturday afternoon as a trial run. I wasn’t sure which he enjoyed more, playing in the pool or playing with her dog. 

Encouraged by this, I invited both Lizzy and Montana to come over Friday after work. Max is excited to see Montana, and the feeling seems to be mutual. The two are never far apart. Max’s new favorite activity is throwing the rope toy for Montana to fetch, which is what he does while Lizzy and I make lasagna. We use her recipe, and she swears Max won’t even know there’s spinach in it. I’m pleased to discover later that she’s right.

After dinner, Lizzy teaches Max some of Montana’s tricks. His favorite is lying on the floor next to the dog, covering himself with a blanket, and giggling when Montana starts pawing at the edge of the blanket until Max covers him up too. 

The more we all spend time together, the more amazed I am at how well things are going. Other than some initial missteps over times when Max needed correction or discipline—I’ve since asked her to leave that to me—they’re getting along great. She seems to genuinely enjoy him, which is important to me. I don’t know that she could ever love him as much as his own mother, but it appears she’d be a caring substitute. 

It still kills me that my little boy has to even worry about substitutes, but Lizzy is making that considerably easier. 

As for me, just me. I can’t get enough of her. She’s a salve to all my worries, about Jess or anything else. We’re spending so much time with one another, we’re practically living together. More than once I’ve asked myself what it would be like to have a future with her. A real future. That inevitably leads to a mix of excitement and fear. I was with Jessica almost three years before I married her and that still didn’t work out. So how could I think about anything long term after just six weeks with Lizzy? 

Am I a fool?

But I can’t deny the way I feel about this woman. Elizabeth Rivers has come into my life like an absolute storm. 

I’m still trying to figure out what it all means. But it’s definitely not nothing.
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Chapter 35


[image: image]


Lizzy

I promised Max I’d bring a story for the “sleepover” tonight, so we’re all stretched out on his bed while I read The Pokey Little Puppy for the second time. Max is lying between Brett and me, his head tucked against my shoulder and making my heart melt, and Montana is on the foot of the bed. 

Actually on the bed. My mother never would’ve allowed such a thing, but Brett doesn’t have a problem with it. They had a dog growing up and he has fond memories of it sleeping with him because even though it was technically the family dog, in truth it was his dog.  

Just as the pokey little puppy is going to bed without his strawberry shortcake, Max suddenly scrambles out of bed and goes to the laundry basket in the closet. 

“What are you doing, Max?” I ask.

“I miss Mommy.” My heart pinches a little. Regardless of my insecurities over Brett and Jessica, that has nothing to do with Max. I can certainly understand him missing his mom.

He digs into the pocket of a pair of pants, then presses his hand to his lips.

“His mom gave him kisses to keep in his pocket,” Brett explains in a low voice as Max crawls back onto the bed.

Ah.

“My pajamas don’t have pockets,” Max says matter-of-factly as he slips back under the covers. 

I’m still getting to know Max, and I’m not always sure about my place with him. This has led to more than a few awkward moments, particularly when he was in need of some simple correction. I want to be helpful and ease some of the weight off Brett’s shoulders, since he’s a single dad, but I try to remember when to step back so he can take care of things. It’s a delicate balancing act that I’m not always sure I’m getting right.

However, I feel less unsure now as I search Max’s little face, looking for signs of distress. The kiss seemed to do its job, so I say, “It’s okay. I miss my mom, too.”

He looks up at me with those big blue eyes, his mop of hair a halo around him on the pillow. “Is she in the hospital too?”

“No. She went to heaven.”

“Why’d she go there?”

I smile at this innocent question and exchange a glance with Brett, who’s watching me with a gentle expression. “I guess God thought she was too good to stay.”

“Is she an angel now?”

“Maybe.”

“Did she give you kisses, too?”

I nod. “Sort of. I keep them right here.” I tap my chest lightly with two fingers.

He snuggles in deeper and turns his attention back to the book, which I’ve closed slightly, my finger marking our spot. “Mommy told me to put mine in my pocket.”

I chuckle. “Well, that’s a good place for them.”

He softly pushes the book open, indicating he’s ready to continue. As I read the words, I remember my mother reading them to me when I was little. This book was one of my favorites, so we read it together a lot. It’s a warm memory, but one I don’t share aloud right now. I keep it in my heart, which is a good place for it. 
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Before I finish the third reading, which I do in a soft, lulling voice in the hopes of relaxing a very active little boy, Max is sound asleep. Brett gives him a kiss on the forehead, and I sneak one in too before we turn out the lights. Montana’s out as well, but we leave the door open a crack in case he wants out later. The previous owners of this house must’ve had a dog, because the back door has a little doggie door that’s a bit snug for Montana’s comfort, but big enough to make do. I just hope he remembers where it is if he needs to use it in the middle of the night and doesn’t wake Max. 

Most the lights are out, so the living room is softly lit by a single lamp on the end table. Brett sits heavily on the end of the couch, letting out the big sigh of relief I’ve learned means: Dad off duty.

I sit next to him, sitting sideways with one leg curled up on his lap and the other tucked underneath me. I lean my head on the back of the couch, smiling at him. He’s such a good dad, so loving and diligent. It only makes me love him more. I love being here with him and Max, and being part of their lives. These days when I’m home, if they’re not there, I wish they were. 

In fact, more and more often, I imagine what my home would be like with them in it. I know which room could be for Max. Which room could be a playroom. Where we could put in a big, wooden playset in the backyard. If we ever really do get to that point—and sometimes I can’t believe I’m already thinking along those lines—those are decisions I know Brett and I would need to make together. He might have different ideas. But I can’t stop myself from mentally rearranging my house anyway. I haven’t yet told Brett that the new vision I have for what used to be my parents’ home is getting easier and easier to see all the time. I can imagine years and years ahead with them, and it’s a vision that makes my heart light.

He looks at me and puts a warm hand on my calf, rubbing softly underneath the lightweight, flowing skirt I’m wearing. “Did that bother you?”

I assume he means the conversation about kisses and mommies. “Which part?”

“Any of it.”

I shake my head. “No. I’m glad he feels comfortable enough with me that we could talk about it like that.”

“Yeah.” He smiles, rubbing his hand softly up my thigh and back down again. “Me too. Come here.”

He almost didn’t need to say anything, because the tender expression he’s giving me is so inviting, I probably would’ve crawled right onto his lap anyway. I settle in, my legs folded on either side of him, the soft fabric of my skirt puddled around us. I wrap my arms behind his neck as his hands slide gently up my back. Our eyes go soft as we look at one another. He brings one hand to my face, lightly running his fingers along my jawline, still holding my gaze. My hands slip slowly over his shoulders, down the front of his chest, and to his stomach. 

And still, we are only looking at one another. Not saying a word, and yet saying so much. 

I take in his deep eyes, the angles of his cheekbones and chin, the curve of his hairline. Then back to his eyes. Always back to that, because that is where his love pours into me, and where I send my love back to him. 

His hand plays softly with my hair, then returns to my jaw, caressing me gently. He lightly hooks two fingers under my chin, and brings me in. Our kiss is soft. We’re wrapped in a thick blanket of intimacy and desire that makes the rest of the world vanish. His hands go to my cheeks as we separate briefly, eyes meeting again. His fingers curl as he caresses me faintly. “I love you,” he whispers. 

I bring my arms around his neck again, and his arms circle around me, holding me snugly. Our embrace tightens, but we are still looking at one another, lips barely separated. “I love you, too.”

I kiss him again. And again, our mouths opening softly to one another, our warm tongues joining in an intimate dance. He’s growing beneath me. My body is heating up too, but this is a wanting that’s infused with tenderness. As we kiss and caress one another, going slow and taking our time, it is like gently stoking glowing embers until a steady fire takes their place. This time the fire’s origin is in my heart, and lends its heat elsewhere, making my physical and emotional wanting of him indistinguishable one from the other. 

His length is hard against me, and his arms are strong around me, keeping me to him. I am a slow-flowing river of molten lava. We break apart briefly, breaths swirling hot together and eyes simmering, as he gently lifts off my top and drops it at his feet. 

I am only vaguely aware that Max could come out and see us, but less worried about it than the first time I was here. I don’t want to move to the bedroom and disrupt the warm blanket of tenderness and yearning that’s binding us so close. 

Brett turns off the lamp on the table next to us and the room falls to near darkness, lit only by the light in the hall. Thus protected by a veil of secrecy, any remaining reservations I had about doing this here vanish. 

The ache between my legs grows hot, and I press against his hardness, holding his face in my hands as we kiss deeply. His hold on me tightens and he keeps me firmly against him as he slowly rearranges us so we’re sinking back onto the couch, him now on top of me. The soft fabric of my skirt falls away, leaving my thighs bare as I curl myself around him. 

I bring up the hem of his shirt, then press my hands wide on his hot skin. He lifts onto his knees so he can remove his shirt. I reach for the front of his jeans, loosening the button and lowering the zipper. He hitches his jeans down his hips, and I scoop the band of his briefs up and over the top of his erection. As he pulls his briefs down to his thighs, I take him into both hands and stroke his warm, firm length. 

He exhales hotly, flexing under my grip, and reaches behind me to loosen my bra. I release him so he can slide the straps down my arms, laying all the way back as he drops my bra to the floor. My hard peaks ache against the open air, longing for his touch. I reach for my panties, lifting my hips slightly and bringing my knees together in front of him so I can take them off. When the silky material gets to my calves, he takes over from there, dropping those to the floor as well. 

His eyes hold mine as he comes down to me. My hardened nipples lightly brush against his firm chest as he reaches between us to line things up. We’re both still watching each other and breathing shallow as he slowly brings his weight on me and pushes inside. I resist the urge to close my eyes in pleasure, instead gently nipping at his chin and looking up at him as he fills me. 

My eyes flutter shut as he hits bottom, and his mouth claims mine in a deep kiss. He pulls slowly back, and I feel every inch of his raw cock rubbing against my inner ridges. I whimper slightly in his mouth. He pauses for one heartbeat. Two. Then slowly stretches and fills me again. I whimper again, unable to maintain our kiss, tilting my head back and angling my hips up so he can reach more deeply. This time when he hits bottom, he whispers in my ear, “I love you.”

I’m overcome with sensation as he pulls back slightly more quickly. I exhale shakily. “I love you too,” I say, just before he thrusts in deep again and my head is thrown back once more. I whimper yet again, dizzy with climbing desire.

We cling to one another, rocking faster now, breathing hard. My arms are across his bare back, my fingernails scratching lightly, and he’s sucking on my earlobe and neck and shoulder. His hand goes to my breast at last, and I exhale sharply, being so full with him elsewhere that I forgot how much I needed his touch here too.

Our rhythm increases and he pulls one thigh high up his side, stretching me hard around his cock. My back arches in pleasure. I bite my bottom lip, moaning softly, trying not to cry out like I want to. I curl one hand into his hair, and feel myself getting tighter around him. 

He props himself up on both arms and pins my other knee between his bicep and his body. My head drops back then forward, as I respond to the pleasure he’s so expertly giving me. I look down between us. In the low light from the hall, I can see the thick outline of his cock penetrating me. I feel a surge of wetness and drop my head on the couch cushion to find his dark eyes watching me. 

“You’re amazing,” he whispers, holding my eyes and rocking me hard.

I whimper, climbing. I grip his forearms, closing my eyes briefly as I feel myself clamping down on him harder. My gaze returns to his, and it’s even more loving and tender than when we started. I’m overcome with him. With him and me. 

My breaths are short and shallow and the waves of pleasure are coming harder and closer together. Or maybe he’s the one taking over. His increased hardness stretches me more, and I continue to build. I see him building too, see the soft ecstasy of it on his face, and I want to watch him. I want him to watch me. I want him to see just how much I’m giving myself to him. I want him to hold nothing back . 

Still gripping his forearms, I’m climbing so hard my body is curling inward, but still I’m looking up at him. He’s holding my gaze too, and I whimper over and over as I watch the approaching peak of ecstasy on his face mirror the one that’s seizing my body. 

The muscles in his forearms tighten, and I’m shattered by an orgasm that rushes through me as we come together. Our eyes close momentarily, our heads hitch slightly back and forth helplessly as the pleasure rolls over us like thunder, but we hang on to each other’s gaze. My knowing of him becomes deeper as I watch him. 

At last we release one another, and my head falls back and my eyes close. This is what my heart needed from him, and needed to give to him. As we’re coming down in trembling waves, he sinks into my arms again. I am astounded. He’s part of me now. In every sense of the word. Still joined together, arms wrapping around one another as we try to catch our breath, my heart is bound to him in a way I’ve never experienced before. 

My desire for a future with him sharpens.

I just hope I’m not setting myself up for a fall. 
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Chapter 36
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Brett

It’s been a month since I brought these two halves of my life together, and it’s starting to feel like the new normal. 

Halloween is on a Thursday this year, and Lizzy said she’d come over after work to take Max trick or treating with me. That morning, before I drop Max off to preschool, she sends me a text: 

Tell Max I’ll have a little surprise for him when I come.

Me: What is it?

Lizzy: Nope. Surprise for you too. Nothing big though, so don’t play it up too much. 

I pick him up from daycare a bit early so we can get home and get dinner done and him into his costume in time. He keeps asking me what Lizzy’s surprise is, apparently thinking I really do know what it is and am holding out on him. As we’re coming in from the garage, I get a text from her:

Running a bit behind. Okay if I’m about 20 min late?

I frown and get a hot pinch in my chest. I already told Max we’d leave at six. 

Me: Okay.

I wanted to say no, but I don’t know why she’s running late and I don’t want to be unreasonable. Nevertheless, I do feel an unreasonable irritation about it. This becomes outright anger when I tell Max we won’t leave until later and have to watch his little face fall. 

Fuck. I’ve seen his face do that a hundred million times when there’s something Jessica doesn’t come through with. I tense up instantly, my blood starting to run hot, but I hide it for his sake. I have lots of experience with that too. “She’ll be here. Don’t worry.”

“She’s bringing Montana, right?”

I hope so. She’d better. God, I don’t need Lizzy fucking letting him down too. He’s had enough of that. “I’m sure she will.” But I’m stewing about whether or not I’m right. 

By the time she shows up, fifteen minutes late, I’ve cooled down from boiling to simmering. Just barely. I let Max run out the door when we hear her pull up, to save me from a private greeting that she’ll probably want to involve kisses. I’m trying to calm down and let it go, but I can’t. I’m vaguely aware of the fact that I might be overreacting, but I’m too worked up to do anything about it. 

Max disappears around the corner to greet Lizzy—and Montana, I hope—but I hang back by the open door, arms folded.

Max’s squeal of delight draws me forward, though. I go around the corner myself to see Lizzy pulling a little black gift bag out of the passenger seat, and Montana in a dog costume that makes him look like a prisoner. He’s wearing a black and white striped doggie body suit with a prisoner number on the back.

Max—who’s in his police officer uniform—is jumping up and down excitedly. “He’s my prisoner!”

“Wow,” I say, not meaning to sound so dispassionate. “Where’d you get that?”

“Ordered it online.” She’s still smiling and digging something out of the bag, but gives me a questioning glance. 

I smile back, not wanting to get into it with her in front of Max. I’m not sure if I want to get into it with her at all. I don’t know what the hell I want, other than to get going. Finally. 

“Okay, Montana is part one of the surprise and this is part two.” She pulls out what looks like a popcorn ball, except it’s orange and decorated to look like a jack-o-lantern. 

“Oooh!” Max says, taking one. 

She looks at me. “I use marshmallows and melted white chocolate to bind them together. They’re crazy good.”

“Can I eat it?” he asks Lizzy.

She has sense enough to say, “Ask your dad.”

He looks at me hopefully. “Can I?”

“You can have it later. You’ll be getting enough sweets soon enough.” I ignore the slightly disappointed looks on both of their faces. “Take the bag inside and get your bucket. Let’s go.” 

She puts the ball back in the bag and hands it to him, giving me another questioning look. When he runs back toward the house, she comes up and gives me a kiss. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Fine.” I’m trying to shake it. I really am. But I can’t for some reason. Not wanting to discuss it, I go back to the front door so I can lock it up after he comes out. He runs back outside, his empty plastic bucket swinging erratically from the plastic handle, and goes straight past me to Montana. 

I lock the bolt and take a deep breath. It’s fine. She’s here and Max is fine and we’re on our way.

But it’s soon clear I’m not fine, which irritates me as much as anything else. Max is holding the leash—Lizzy’s been teaching Max how to make the dog heel by his side—and we head for the first house in my neighborhood. 

“Sorry I was late. On my way home I remembered I was out of butter at the house and needed it for the popcorn balls.” 

I nod. Max is fussing with the plastic handcuffs hanging from his belt. They’re his favorite part of the costume. 

“I bought all the other ingredients yesterday, but forgot about that,” Lizzy continues, like she’s nervous and trying to fill up the gaps. “I had to stop at the store to get some.”

“It’s all right,” I lie. Why didn’t you just skip the whole thing, then? I want to ask instead. 

We stop in front of the first house and she takes the leash from Max so he can go up to the door. We hang back on the sidewalk.

“They’re kind of a Rivers family tradition,” she says lightly, but I can tell she’s feeling me out, trying to get a read on me. “You can’t have Halloween without popcorn balls.” 

I frown. For some reason her cheerfulness about the damn balls are only making things worse. Maybe I should’ve talked to her before we left... but Max had already been waiting long enough. This thought just makes me mad all over again.  

She gives me a troubled look, but Max comes back, grinning and holding up his bucket. “I got three pieces!”

“Yes, you did,” Lizzy says, leaning over to peek in.

I look in as well. “Good job, buddy.”

Max takes the leash and we walk to the next house in silence. Once Lizzy’s taken the dog back and Max is out of earshot, she calls me out on it. “Okay, what’s wrong?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Brett, come on. You’ve been acting weird since I got here. Did something happen today?”

“Yeah, something happened. I had to tell my son you’d be late for trick or treating.”

Her eyes fly wide and I look away, really hating how that sounded and how out of control I feel. 

“I’m sorry. That’s why I texted you—”

“You know, I would’ve rather you forget the popcorn balls and be here when you said you were going to be here.”

Neither one of us says anything more because Max comes back, holding up his bucket to show us his booty. We both peek in dutifully and she hands back the leash. We’d been holding hands, but we’re not now. I’m not sure when we stopped. 

We walk to the next house in silence, Montana’s black and white stripped tail swinging in front of us. 

As Max goes to the next door, Lizzy turns to me. “I’m very sorry that I upset you. I did ask you if it was okay.”

I realize she may be right, but say anyway, “Well, what was I going to say? No?”

“Yes. If it was going to upset you this much, yes, I wish you would’ve just said something then.”

I frown and look away, knowing she’s right. Max is back, and we walk past a few houses with porch lights off. He’s distracted, examining all the candy in his bucket and has forgotten about Montana, so Lizzy still has the leash and the dog’s walking on the other side. 

As we walk, I slowly start to cool down. I know I’ve been acting unreasonably, but the whole thing... well, it hurts. As my irritation fades, that’s what I’m left with. I’m hurt. Inexplicably hurt over what, I tell myself, was a small thing. 

It’s not until Max is coming back from the next house that I realize why. He’s bounding down the driveway, a big grin on his face. 

“Did you get anything good?” Lizzy asks.

He gives a happy nod and trots ahead of us, little fist holding tight to the handle of his bucket. I take Lizzy’s hand, squeezing tightly myself. I see her look at me out of the corner of my eye, but I’m trying to get my emotions under control so I can explain things to her. 

It takes a few more houses. She just holds my hand, letting me work it out in silence. When I’m ready, and as soon as Max is out of earshot, I turn to her. “I’m sorry.”

“Me too.”

“I don’t... know that you did anything wrong. You did ask and it’s not like you have a pattern of not following through.” She gets a dawning expression on her face. “It’s okay,” I say quickly, squeezing her hand and glancing over her shoulder to check Max’s status so I can say what I need to say before he comes back. “I’ve just seen that letdown look on his face so many times with his mother.”

“Oh God, I’m sorry. I wasn’t even thinking about that. I didn’t think it would be a big deal.”

“It wasn’t,” I say firmly, taking her face in my hands. “It was my baggage. That’s all. I’m sorry for the way I behaved.”

Her expression softens and I kiss her, needing our hearts to stitch back together before we go any further. 

“Why are you guys always kissing?” Max asks.

We pull apart, sharing a brief smile of understanding and forgiveness before turning to Max. “Because we like each other,” I say. “Did you get any candy for me?”

He pulls his bucket close to his chest, shakes his head, and hurries ahead of us. Lizzy laughs and briefly squeezes my waist, dropping her head on my shoulder. I kiss her soft hair and we follow my boy, arm in arm. 
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Chapter 37
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Lizzy

The next day at work, the thing with Brett lingers with me. He later told me he was surprised how strongly the situation triggered him, and I was too. It makes me wonder what other baggage he might have, and if we need to talk more about this. Especially since Jessica is potentially going to be back on the scene in a bigger way. 

She gets out of rehab today, and Brett agreed to let her have Max for a few hours tomorrow afternoon. Since they’ll just be at the park, he was okay with it being unsupervised. He’d like Max to be able to see his mom more, but wants to take things slow in case she relapses. I don’t blame him. 

But the thing that worries me is she later asked if she could talk to him first, instead of him just dropping Max off. She didn’t say what she wanted to talk about, and Brett doesn’t know what it could be since they’ve talked plenty during their visits.

Have I been wrong not to worry more about those visits? He says it’s just been to keep an eye on her and stay in the loop. He’s even met with Jessica’s doctors a few times regarding her care. He wants to know if she really is stable, specifically so he can make decisions about visitation.

I understand it. I do.

But I get a feeling of dread every time I think about this meeting she wants to have with him at the park. I keep trying to talk myself out of it, because I don’t have anything specific I can point to to say what’s wrong. But it concerns me enough that I call Corrine up right in the middle of my workday so I can talk to her about it.

“I understand this is Max’s mother,” I say, leaning back in my office chair, facing away from my desk and staring out the window at the front grounds. “She’s always going to be in the picture. But I have this weird feeling about it. Am I crazy?”

Corrine sighs. “Is he treating you any differently?”

“No. Well, there was the Halloween thing.” I describe the incident to her, trying to give her an accurate picture and not coloring my telling with my current worries. “Things did seem back to normal once we talked about it.”

“Okay. Has there been anything else?”

“Not really. Like I said, I can’t really pinpoint it. But I just keep getting this feeling that maybe, I don’t know, she might want to get back together with him.” I rub my fingers on my forehead, closing my eyes and going on without hardly taking a breath. “What if he wants to get back together with her? It’s not like they got divorced because they had this horrible relationship. It was this weird thing that happened. And you know, when we were first getting together, I asked him if he still loved her. He said the woman he loved didn’t exist anymore. But what if she’s coming back? He fell in love with her before. What if he falls in love with her again?”

“Okay. Hang on.”

I drop my hand from my forehead and look back out the window. I’m not really seeing anything.

“Have you talked to him about any of this?”

“No. I don’t want to be that jealous person that complains when he isn’t even doing anything wrong. He’s allowed to interact with her. It’s Max’s mother.”

“And his ex-wife.”

“Right.” I sigh. “Corrine, you should’ve heard him talking to her the night she went into rehab. He still cares about her.”

There’s silence on the other line for a moment. “He says he loves you, right?”

“Yes.”

“And you believe him?”

I think about all the moments we’ve had, when his love for me felt so strong. “Yes. It’s not like I’ve never been wrong about a guy before, but yes. I believe him.”

“Then you have two choices. You can either tell him how you feel, and try to get some reassurance, or you can let this go and move on. What you’re not allowed to do, is continue obsessing about it without talking to him.”

I groan, then think about it. “I’ve already tried not obsessing about it,” I say quietly.

“Then you need to talk to him.”

“Yeah.”

By the time we end the call, I’ve resolved to let Brett know how I feel. Corinne is right. I can’t keep wondering what he’s thinking. 

Soon enough though, I have something else to worry about.

I’m on the second floor walking the east wing conference rooms to inspect the set up for a big convention that’s starting in the morning, when the issue of Mason Reeves comes back to the surface. As I walk past the purple-draped registration tables in the pre-function area, I get a text from Rayce: Did you see the email from George Hollister?

I swipe down my notifications, which does, in fact, include an email from George. I read it, halting in front of a wheeled-rack full of stacked conference chairs, waiting to be rolled into the Redwood Room for set up. My blood is pumping thickly. I read the email again. 

A couple of employees come to take the rack inside. I step out of their way. 

Me: Just saw it. What does that mean?

Rayce: I don’t know, but I’m pissed he didn’t tell us in person. 

I had the same thought, but there’s a bigger issue at hand. Why would Mason Reeves turn down his inheritance?
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After work, I take an alternate route home, one that takes me by the property Mason Reeves was supposed to inherit, but doesn’t want. My brothers and I didn’t talk much about the issue, mainly because Rayce and Connor were starting to go at one another about it, so I put the whole conversation to a halt. “There’s nothing to be done,” I’d said, “so let’s just drop it.”

But I’m a hypocrite, because I can’t. 

I don’t want to talk to them about it, because Rayce is just going to be pissed that Dad may have had an affair and Connor’s just going to be pissed that anyone’s suggesting it. I’m past the did he or didn’t he question, and have moved on to something else. Something that I’m not sure they’ll be on board with.

I pull in front of the small, private residence on Vine Street, and it only confirms our worst fears. The inheritance of Mason Reeves is unique in several ways, it turns out. Not only was he the only non-relative, supposedly, to inherit property, but aside from Mom and Dad’s private residence, this is the only property in their entire estate that clearly was not an investment. 

It’s not a unit of condos. Not a collection of townhouses. Not an office park. It is not at all like anything my parents would buy for the sake of investing. They stuck with properties that generated cash flow, and the 1200-square foot single-family home in front of me would not fit that bill. 

No. This was someone’s home. The question is, why did my father own it to start with and why did he bequeath it to Mason Reeves?

I call Jeff, the realtor who sold us the Cottages, and am relieved when he picks up the phone. With a calm voice, and a pounding heart, I ask if he can find out when my father purchased this property, and who the seller was. 

I wait on the line while he goes to the database. There’s a lock box on the front door, but I don’t get out of the car to look in the windows of what’s clearly a vacant property. I sit in my car, and watch the branches of the tree in the front yard dip in the wind, and wait. 

“Elizabeth?”

“Yes.” My heartbeat speeds up a bit, and my skin starts to crawl in anticipation. 

“It was a repo property. He bought it at auction several years ago. First One Bank was the seller. They’d foreclosed on a Timothy and Patricia Reeves.” My heart starts to pound. “Do you need me to go further back than that?”

“No.” My voice is surprisingly calm. In fact, aside from my pounding heart, I feel surprisingly calm. “Thank you, Jeff.”

This time I do get out of the car. I go up the walk and to the wide front windows. I cup my hands around my eyes and peek in. There’s a small front room, a brick fireplace, and an arched entryway that appears to lead to a family room and kitchen. No furniture. No trash. No sign of the previous owners. It doesn’t look like it’s been vacant for long. The front landscape is well kept. 

I go around the garage to the side gate and let myself into the backyard. It’s small, but also well kept. Green grass, massive purple bougainvillea along the back brick wall, and a large valley oak in the center. No pool, but a cute back patio. 

I wonder if this has been maintained as a rental, and if so, how long it’s been vacant. 

On my way back to my car, I send George Hollister an email:

I want a meeting with you ASAP. My brothers won’t be there. Just me. 
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“So you think that means Mason Reeves really is your father’s son?” Brett asks as he rinses a plate and loads it into the dishwasher. We had dinner at my place this time, and Max and Montana are in the backyard playing. 

I’m clearing the placemats off the table and stacking them in a pile “It doesn’t prove anything, obviously. But there’s definitely some sort of personal connection with this property. Otherwise, why would Dad have bought it to start with? It wouldn’t have been as an investment, I can tell you that. He taught us what to look for in investment properties and that’s just not anything he would’ve bought.”

“Okay, but that doesn’t necessarily mean Mason Reeves was the product of an affair.” 

“That’s true.” I put the placemats away in the credenza. “But the fact that we know there was a personal connection and he didn’t want us to know what it was sure suggests it.”

Brett sighs and drops some silverware into the caddy in the dishwasher. “Yes. Maybe.”

I gather the salt and pepper shakers off the table and bring them into the kitchen to put them away. I’m chewing my lip, wondering what he’ll think about this next part. As Brett continues to load, I get a clean rag and wipe off the table. 

When I’m done, I wring out the rag, drape it over the center of the sink, and lean back against the counter. “I asked George Hollister for a meeting.”

Brett closes up the dishwasher and turns to face me. “He already said he wouldn’t tell you.”

I nod, my eyes absently tracing the tile design on the floor. “And I think he’s going to stick to his word or he would’ve spilled by now. But there’s one thing I can ask for, and he can’t say no.” I look at Brett. “Mason Reeve’s contact information.”

Brett raises his brows slowly. “Why would you want that?”

I shrug and look back to the floor. “I want answers.”

“Lizzy,” Brett says in a cautionary tone, stepping over to me. “Whoever this guy is, it sounds like he wouldn’t appreciate being contacted.”

“But... he could be my brother.”

Brett cocks his head at me. “Your—” He stops, giving me a searching look. “Your brother. So, you want to invite him to family functions or something?”

I push off from the counter and step past him. “I don’t know. I don’t know what I want. I just want to know the truth. And if he’s my father’s son, yeah, that matters. He’d be family.”

“Lizzy—”

I spin, facing him, needing him to understand. “I know this may not make sense to you. But you don’t understand. There are all kinds of people in our lives that are like family to us. So many of our managers and employees. Katherine Camillo. Hell, Rayce is so fond of Guido down at the pizza place he calls him Uncle Guido. I’m not related to any of those people by blood, but I could be related to Mason Reeves by half.”

Brett’s face softens.

“I can’t just ignore that, Brett. I can’t. He could be my brother.”

Brett comes up and pulls me into his arms. I wrap my arms around his waist, rest my cheek on his chest, and close my eyes, sighing. 

“I understand,” he says softly. 

Staying in his arms, I lift my face to him. He’s looking at me with loving compassion. Why do I keep doubting his love for me?

He caresses my hair. “I understand you might want to talk to this guy. I understand you want answers. I understand, and am amazed by the fact that you’re willing to open your arms and welcome him into the family. If he is family. That’s great, honey. It is. But, it seems to me, that’s not what Mason Reeves wants.”

We don’t know that, I silently protest.

“Maybe he’s just afraid we’ll reject him,” I say weakly. But then why reject his inheritance?

“Or...” he says gently, “maybe he’s rejected you.”

I frown. “But...” I let the word trail off. But what?

“Sweetheart,” Brett says softly but firmly, “let it go. Leave the man be.”
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Chapter 38
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Brett

The next day, I pull into the parking area of Veteran’s Park, with Max buckled into his booster seat in the back. Jessica asked it if would be all right if she talked privately with me about something when I got here. It’s a little strange, this new, courteous Jessica. 

I agreed, and she asked me to let Max know ahead of time, so he would be prepared to play on the equipment by himself for a bit before she joined him. That’s a degree of foresight that’s new, too.

In fact, every interaction I’ve had with her recently reminds me more of the old Jessica, instead of the crazed woman she’s been for the last few years. Even though I’ve been trying not to let my past trip me up and focus on my future, seeing the old Jess has been messing with me a bit.

I have a strange feeling about our meeting today. It’s become increasingly apparent that Jess still has feelings for me. She hasn’t acted on them, and of course I’ve done nothing to encourage her.

But the last time I saw her at rehab, smiling and looking hopeful about her pending release, I came to a rather alarming realization.

If I wasn’t with Lizzy, I’d be tempted to try things again with Jess. For Max’s sake, if for no other reason.

It was shocking to realize that if I were a free man, Jess would pull me back in and I’d be back to hoping again.

I haven’t talked to Lizzy or anybody about this. I don’t even know what to think about it, let alone what to say about it.

I pull into the space next to her car and she gets out. She’s died her hair back to her natural color, a light brown, and has styled it so it’s in soft waves down to her shoulders. She’s wearing jeans and a lightweight sweater. She gives me a nervous glance before bending slightly so she can smile and wave at Max through the window. 

I let her get him unloaded and wander onto the grass in front of the car while the two give one another enthusiastic greetings. They come to me together, her hand on his shoulder. “How are you, Brett?”

“Fine. How are you feeling?” She was just released yesterday, and is living with a friend until she can get a job and place of her own.

“Good.” She rubs her hand nervously on Max’s shoulder, and gives me that look that tells me she still has feelings for me. My feeling of dread increases.

I turn my attention to Max. “You ready to play, buddy?”

He nods and the three of us head deeper into the park toward the playground equipment, looking like the family we would’ve been. “I wanted to bring Montana,” Max tells his mother, “but Daddy said no.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Jessica glance at me. She knows about Lizzy, but I haven’t discussed my relationship with her. “Well, maybe we can get you your own dog,” Jessica says. 

“We can talk about that later,” I say.

“I like Montana,” Max says.

We approach a bench facing the playground and slow. “How about you go play while Daddy and I talk, all right, Max?”

“Then will you push me on the swings?”

“Yes. Absolutely.”

He smiles, as trusting as he’s ever been of her promises. It’s such a relief to know she means it this time. 

Max runs off and we hover there awkwardly. Judging by the expression on her face, she’s definitely working up to say something big. There is a bench nearby, and I gesture to it. We wander over and settle in.

“So what did you want to talk about?”

She’s angled slightly toward me, but we’re not touching. Her hands are clasped on her lap. “I have an interview Monday.”

I raise my brows. “Already? That’s great. Where at?”

“It’s a little law office downtown. They need a secretary.”

“Are you feeling ready for that?”

She nods. “I think so. I’m feeling so much better.” Her hands are on her lap, and she’s absently playing with her fingertips. A nervous habit. Other than that, she does seem more calm, and more herself, than I’ve seen in years. “Anyway, I’m determined. I’m never doing that to myself again. Or my family.”

The damage is already done, though, I think, but I should be supportive. “That’s good, Jess.” 

She takes a deep breath, and scoots half an inch closer. My heartrate picks up.

“I know I let you down, Brett.” 

She holds my gaze for a moment with sincere, brown eyes. I look away to Max, and she continues with words I needed to hear long, long ago. “I let Max down. I let myself down. I’m so sorry.” The soft pounding of his feet on the hard plastic bridge echoes across the park. 

I nod, keeping my eye on Max as he goes down the slide. “Okay.”

“You didn’t deserve that. Either of you. I really want to fix things.”

My blood’s pounding thickly, knowing what’s coming. “Well, it seems you’re on your way.”

“No.” She scoots infinitesimally closer again. I hold my breath a moment, eyes still on Max. “I mean, really fix things.”

I look at her.

She gives me a soft, pleading look. “Do you think you might be willing to give us another chance?”

“Us?” I repeat, not quite believing she’s saying this, now that she actually is. “You and me?”

She nods, her eyes genuine and vulnerable. 

“We’ve been divorced for two years.”

“Which was completely my fault.”

I’m not going to argue with her there. 

“I still love you, Brett.” I look away again, watching our son going down the slide. She keeps talking. Keeps saying it all. “I never really stopped loving you. I was just... I don’t know, just so lost.”

She scoots next to me, our legs almost touching, and takes my hand. I stare down at my hand in hers. The wind pushes through, rustling the leaves in the trees. 

“I don’t know if you still love me, but I know you still care. Let me earn that love back. Please. For Max’s sake.”

I bring my eyes to hers. “For Max’s sake?”

“Please, Brett. Please, I beg you. Give me a chance to put our family back together.”

As I look at the mother of my child, I don’t know what’s right or wrong here. I really don’t. But right or wrong, I do know what my answer has to be.
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Chapter 39
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Lizzy

It’s been an hour and a half since Brett was supposed to meet with Jessica, and I still haven’t heard from him. I sent a text about fifteen minutes ago asking how it went. I didn’t technically need to, since he said he would let me know when he was done so we could go do something together, but I couldn’t stop myself. I can’t shake the feeling that something’s wrong, and the fact that he hasn’t replied is not helping.

I wish I had talked to him about all this beforehand like I had planned, but the whole situation with Mason Reeves kind of took over everything.

Now I just got a text from Rod saying there’s been a water main break at the Cottages. I send a quick text to Rayce and Brett, letting them know of the situation and hop in my car. By the time I get there, Rod and I are staring down a flooded parking lot and I’ve finally received a text from Brett. It said simply, On my way.

So he hasn’t been replying to me but this he’ll respond to?

I’m stewing about it as Rod and I walk the property, assessing the damage. He already got the water turned off, thankfully. It doesn’t look too bad. The entire drive behind the cottages is under water, which reaches to the front porches of several different buildings, but the cottages themselves are okay.

Feeling irritated and juvenile, I send Brett a text. Don’t bother. The cottages are fine.

By the time Rayce arrives, we’ve determined the broken pipe leads from the city main, and is therefore our responsibility to repair. Rod, Rayce, and I walk the affected area, deciding just what needs to be done. Some water will soak into the ground, but Rod recommends a crew to come in and drain the rest so we can quickly get to work fixing the pipe. 

“My bigger concern is the cause of this break.” I scratch at the base of my ponytail. Being a Saturday, none of us are in work clothes. I rushed down here in my jeans and fitted tee. Rayce is in his workout pants, but still manages to look distinguished as always. Connor and Whitney are out of town, so he’s missing all the fun. “How old are these pipes?”

“Not sure,” Rod says, shaking his head at the implication to my question. “I can find out.”

“If the pipes are old, maybe we need to replace the whole line to make sure this doesn’t happen again.”

Rayce groans, probably reacting to how this could potentially blow our margins clear out of the water. I’m distracted, however, by Brett’s truck coming up the drive. 

My heart does a little flip, like it often does when I first see him, but my skin also starts to crawl with fear. At the sight of him, I’m not angry anymore. I’m just scared. 

“Where’s the line run?” Rayce asks, and I try to return my attention to the work at hand. I tell myself there’s no reason to panic or worry. They just talked. That’s all. Nothing bad, probably. But as our conversation continues, I keep glancing at Brett as he gets out of his truck and heads toward us. I can’t read his expression. He looks worn. Serious. My nerves shoot up in response.

Rayce and Rod have spotted him as well, and Rod gives a brief wave of acknowledgement as he begins to answer Rayce’s question. “The pipe starts there.” He points toward the turn off that leads from the main road to the Cottages. “It goes under this road all the way to the end.” He sweeps his arm down the road and to the far side, where the cottages end. 

Shit.

“How much would it cost to replace all that?” Rayce asks. 

“I’m not sure. We’ll have to get some quotes. But I say we drain things first and take a look. Replacing the whole thing might not be necessary.”

“All right,” I say. “How soon can we get this drained?” 

Rod pulls out his phone. “Let me see what I can set up.” 

My eyes sweep over the pond of flood water and I exchange looks with Rayce. We both sigh. “Nothing to be done,” he says.

I nod. “Yeah.”

Brett comes up, taking in the scene with sharp eyes. “Wow.” He gives me a weary smile, but doesn’t touch or kiss me. He maybe wouldn’t have anyway since we’re here on business and Rod’s right there, but I don’t know.

My mind is running as Rayce gets him caught up on things and Rod talks on the phone. Brett is listening and responding, but he’s definitely distraught about something, and I don’t think it’s the water break. 

Rod says, “Hang on,” and lowers his phone. “They can come this evening and start in, or you can let some leech back into the ground and have them drain the rest tomorrow. That’d cost a little less, since they charge by the hour, but we might have more mud to contend with if we wait.”

“How long will it take them to drain it?” Rayce asks.

While Rayce and Rod discuss hours tonight versus hours tomorrow, I pull out my phone and check the weather forecast. No rain and reasonable highs given that we’re in the early part of November. 

“They can come tomorrow,” I say. “Let some of the natural drain off occur. There’s no rain in the forecast to worry about. And either way, we’ll have mud to deal with, won’t we?”

Rayce nods in agreement and Rod goes back to his call, setting things up. We spend the next half hour scheduling a couple companies to come assess things after the water’s drained and bid out their repairs.

The whole time, Brett and I keep exchanging uneasy glances and I’m overwhelmed with a sense of foreboding. What in the hell did they talk about? 

As soon as we say our goodbyes to Rod and Rayce, Brett takes me by the hand and leads me between two cottages, toward the boardwalk.

“Can we talk?” 

“What happened with Jessica?”

He sighs and rubs his forehead. “It was... a lot. Sorry I didn’t respond to your texts sooner, but it ended up being a long conversation.”

“Max is still with her?”

He nods. “He’s at the apartment with her.”

This gets my skin crawling even more. That wasn’t part of the plan at all. “I thought you didn’t want him there yet.”

“I know, but... he had to wait so long at the park, I felt badly. And... anyway, she’s ready.”

We step across the shallow bank of sand and onto the wooden boardwalk, turning right. We’ve had sea fog off and on all day, and some of it is trying to creep back in on the sunshine right now. “What happened?”

He runs his hand through his hair and sighs again. “She asked to come back.”

My legs feel like rubber. I knew it was this. I knew it. “Come back to you?”

“Yeah. She wants another shot, now that she’s better. She said she wants to put our family back together.” 

I’m not quite sure how I’m still walking, other than perhaps the grip I have on Brett’s hand.

Is this why he looks like this? Because he has to break up with me?

My mind races through all the times we’ve talked about her, the times it was clear to me how much he loved her before, the panicked tone of voice he had when she called that night and he thought she’d hurt herself, the fact that the only reason it ended between them was because of an unexpected addiction to prescription drugs. Something that could happen to anyone. Something that might be behind her now.

Maybe it really wasn’t the end for them. Maybe her addiction was like my father’s possible affair: a blip in an otherwise solid marriage. Maybe they’re going to work this out. 

God, maybe this is over for me. 

We’ve stopped walking and it’s a good thing because I can’t move. He turns to face me and I want to beg him not to do this to me, not to leave me, but I’m so panicked at the thought of losing him that I can barely breathe.  

“You know, I kind of saw it coming. After the visits we’ve had.”

I feel physically ill. 

“But I still couldn’t believe she asked me that...” He’s giving me this expression I can’t interpret. Incredulity? Regret? What? “Then she said we should try, for Max’s sake.”

My heart stops. Oh god, no, no, no. He’d do anything for Max.

“You know, all I’ve wanted this whole time is what’s best for my son. So she tells me it’s what Max deserves, and you know what I thought? I thought, what do I deserve?”

A whole family. That’s what he deserves.

“Don’t I deserve something, too?” 

I can’t even nod. I’m too terrified to even cry. I’m begging on the inside, still as fog on the outside.

He looks away toward the ocean, eyes distant and shaking his head. “I can’t...” he takes an exasperated breath. “I can’t make everyone happy.”

Everyone... like me? Is he apologizing for breaking up with me?

He’s still holding my hand. Letting me down gently. 

“But I want what I want. Right or wrong, I do.” He looks back to me with a pained expression on his face, and shrugs helplessly. “But I don’t think it’s wrong. I want to be with the woman I love.”

Finally, I find my voice. Barely. 

“Who is that?” I whisper.

He blinks at me, and furrows his brows. “‘Who is that?’”

He gives a quick glance to the ocean, mouth parted slightly in confusion, then looks back to me and says in disbelief. “Who’s the woman I love?”

I nod and press my lips together, resolved to be strong and handle this gracefully, even though I want to pound on his chest and cry and plead. 

“God, Lizzy.” He steps close and cups my face in his hands. “It’s you.” 

Tears instantly blur my vision. 

“It’s you.” He kisses me and I hang on, a tempest of emotions. I’m weak with relief, but still tingling with fear over the fact that his first love really is trying to get him back. I need to, finally, understand what her recovery really means for him. “Honey, why would you think it wasn’t you?”

“Because Max deserves a whole family. You deserve a whole family, too.”

“Now don’t you start in on that. I just got through dealing with one crying woman trying to talk me into that, don’t you do it, too.”

A short laugh escapes me, and the tears escape my eyes, running down to his fingers. “But she’s better now,” I say, as he tenderly wipes away my tears with his thumbs.

“Well, that remains to be seen. It’s early still.”

A swoop of panic re-enters my heart. This is exactly what worries me. “Is that why? Because you don’t know yet?”

“Is that why what? Why I said no to her?”

I nod, tears coming again. God, I can’t stop them. “Lizzy, sweetheart. No. I said no to her, because I’m in love with you. You’re the woman I want. I don’t know if I deserve you or not, but I sure as hell want you.”

“But you only divorced her because she got sick. You said the woman you loved didn’t exist anymore. But she’s back now, right? So doesn’t that mean you might love her again?”

Still holding my face, he slowly shakes his head. “No. Because I’m in love with you.” He puts his forehead to mine, holding my eyes. “Only you. Forever you. You have nothing to fear, Lizzy.”

I slowly soften and sink against him, our faces still close. Is this really right? Is he really mine?

“What about what’s best for Max?”

He blinks and pulls back slightly. “Are you trying to get rid of me, Ms. Rivers?”

I laugh a bit again. “No, I just need to know... what about it?” I need to know that there aren’t any threats to us. 

“Max,” he says gently, “deserves a better mom than he’s had. And if all goes well, he’ll have one.”

“But...” I swear, I can’t stop myself. “He deserves a whole family. Right?”

“Who says he won’t have one? Look...” 

He brings me into his arms, and runs one hand soothingly down my hair again and again as he looks me in the eye and explains everything. 

“Jessica and I did a lot of talking today. We talked about what happened between us before, and where we are now. There are a lot of things we both needed to say. This big thing happened to our marriage and until today, we’ve never talked about what that meant.”

He strokes my hair softly. 

“She wants to fix things, and she can, but not with us. There’s nothing to fix. I do care about her and always will. She’s the mother of my child. But I’m no longer in love with her and that’s all there is to it.”

I rub my hands slowly over his back, allowing myself to feel the safety of his love and his embrace. 

He takes a deep breath and shakes his head. “The truth is, if you weren’t here, I probably would’ve tried for Max’s sake. But it would’ve been a mistake. A marriage is built on the love between two people, not on the shoulders of a four-year-old.”

I nod.

“Talking to her today was tough. It was a long, hard conversation. But through it all, I had no doubts about what I wanted, and where I stand.”

He tucks both arms around my waist and squeezes. 

“What’s in the past is in the past,” he says, “and everyone needs to accept that. The fact that Max’s parents are divorced is already a part of his life and that’s not going to change. But I see no reason why Max can’t have two women who love him.” I smile. “And a dog that loves him.” 

I laugh. “That boy does need a dog.”

“And I need you,” he says seriously. 

Arms wrapped around his waist, stomachs touching, I look into those lovely blue eyes of his and see what I’ve seen so many times: love. For me. And for the first time, Max’s mother no longer feels like a ghost who’s haunting us. She’s just his mother. That’s it. And I have nothing to fear. 

“You’re the one I love,” he says, smiling. “You’re the one I hope I can build a future with. Maybe I’m selfish. But I don’t think so. I think you’re amazing, and that you won’t just be a blessing in my life, but in my son’s as well. That is... if you’ll have us.”

If I’ll have them? 

I blink at him, realizing those words just put us in a whole new place. At least, I think they did. “Are you...proposing to me?”

He gives a nervous laugh. “Well... okay, I admit I didn’t realize it was going to come out that way. That’s not a question you have to answer. Besides, while we’re on the topic of what people deserve, you definitely deserve that done the right way. You know, better. The ring and the whole thing.” 

He’s making light of it, saving face, and I do laugh. But I’m also surprised at myself. We’ve only been dating for two and a half months, so maybe I should be relieved that he’s letting me off the hook, but I’m not. I’m disappointed. Because if I’ve learned anything today, it’s that I have no interest in letting this man go.

“But...” he says, pulling me snug against him. “I’ll go out on a limb and tell you... I do know that’s what I want. Maybe that seems crazy, but I already know you’re the one for me.”

The tears come to my eyes again, but these are the good kind. “You do?”

He nods. “I knew when you told Max it was okay to miss his mom. And when you made us pancakes in the shapes of teddy bears. When you had your family sign a card to your great aunt. When you made me feel I could share anything and everything with you. When you stood by me through all this drama that’s been going on, even though I see it’s been hard on you. I knew when you forgave my mother for... being my mother.” I laugh. “When you brought Montana over in a matching costume. When you called your employee by name. When you spiked that volleyball like you were fucking Kerri Walsh Jennings.”

I laugh again and he smiles, his eyes glittering. 

“I’m not afraid to take a leap with you,” he says slowly, shaking his head. “I haven’t been for a while, and that’s the one thing that kind of scared me, if that makes sense. I thought I should be more cautious. That I should take more time. But the truth is, I don’t need more time, because each moment with you tells me the same thing: you’re the woman I’ll love for the rest of my life. The woman I’d be insanely lucky to have. The woman who inspires me to be a better person, just so I can be worthy of her. You’re the first woman who’s ever made me feel this way, Lizzy.”

My smile widens, if that’s possible. “The first?” 

“The very first. I can’t imagine my life without you. I can’t imagine our lives without you. The way you bring people in and adopt them as family, I know you’d do the same for Max. I know you’d love him, too.” 

“I already do,” I say eagerly. “I love both of you.”

“See?” He draws me closer and rests his forehead on mine again. “Moments like that.”

I want to kiss him, but more than that, I want to tell him something. Foreheads still touching, I look into his eyes and say, “You know how I have a new vision for my house?” 

He nods. I’ve already told him how he helped me stop thinking of that house as my parents’ house, and start thinking of it as my own. He already knows I have a new vision for it, and that’s why I’ve been able to start moving things around and get rid of stuff and make changes. 

But there’s something I haven’t told him. “That vision...” I say softly, “you and Max are in it.”

His face softens and his hold on me slowly tightens. 

“That’s who I see there now. All of us together, there in our house. Not their house anymore, but ours.”

“I love you so much,” he whispers, his voice thick with emotion, then he kisses me. We press together, holding our kiss, sinking into it, letting it affirm everything that’s been said, and communicate what’s not been said. He kisses me again, then my arms go around his neck and I tuck my head into his neck as he lifts me off my feet, squeezing firmly. 

I laugh and hang on tight. The waves crash along the sand, and the fog hovers above the shoreline, and Brett is right here with me, and it is all magic to me.

When he finally puts me down, we’re both grinning at each other, glowing with the emotion of his non-proposal and my sort-of answer. I can wait for the later, “better” proposal. For the moment, I cannot imagine anything better than this, anyway. I’m perfectly happy knowing he’s fallen for me as hard as I’ve fallen for him. I even get little Max out of the deal. At this thought, my heart swells with love for that little boy. I’m overflowing with love for them both. 

My life has not gone at all as planned, I realize. I didn’t initially plan to buy the Cottages, stretching away from us in both directions, and I didn’t plan to fall in love with Brett Carmichael and his son. No. Life has not gone as planned at all. 

Thank God for that. 
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Chapter 40
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Lizzy

Two weeks later, Max and I are sitting on the floor by his train table, rearranging the tracks to accommodate some new pieces he got for his birthday. Today was his party and it was quite a turnout. In addition to some of his little friends from preschool, he had about all the family in attendance a boy could want. All the local family on Brett’s side was at his house to celebrate, including his mother, of course. 

She and I are getting on remarkably well. Yesterday I finished The Agony and the Ecstasy, just so she and I could discuss it, which we did. I ended up recommending another book to her, Moonwalking with Einstein, and we set a date for coffee in a few weeks so we can talk about it. Turns out she’s pretty easy to get along with, once she decides she likes you. 

My brothers and Whitney were also here, mainly because Connor and Max have bonded and Max didn’t want to leave Rayce out. Not to be outdone, Rayce won him over by being a horse for all the kids to ride. I’ve never seen my brother like that with kids before, and I watched the whole thing in awe. For the first time, I wondered what sort of dad he might be, if he ever decides to become one. 

Jessica was here too, with the friend who took her in after rehab. She has a job now, working for a small law firm downtown, but doesn’t get her new apartment for a couple more weeks. She seems to have accepted the outcome between her and Brett, and even pulled me aside at one point to thank me for being so kind to her son. I thanked her for sharing him with me, and told her I was proud of her for turning her life around. Which I am. I don’t know that she and I will ever be friends, but we certainly are not enemies. 

As Max and I nearly complete the new circuit of his train tracks, with Montana lying nearby in doggy dreamland, I look up and say, “Where did your dad get off to?” I haven’t seen him in several minutes. 

“He’s getting my big present ready,” Max says. 

“Your big present? You’re getting more?” This kid already got a truckload, including what I thought were the gifts from his dad. 

He nods, and snaps together two pieces of track. “It’s a surprise.”

A few minutes later, Brett comes down the hallway and Max looks at him eagerly. “Is it ready?” 

Brett nods, smiling at me. 

“Hooray!” Max cries, getting to his feet. I don’t know where this little kid gets all his energy. He’s been running around all day and looks like he could go for several more hours even though it’s nearly his bedtime. He hops over and grabs my hand, pulling on my arm. “Come on, Lizzy! Come on!” 

I get to my feet, holding his hand, and he drags me to where Brett is waiting for us. When we get there, he takes my hand and squeezes, putting a kiss on my cheek. Max lets go of my hand and starts running down the hall, not toward his bedroom like I anticipated, but toward Brett’s. 

“No, no,” Brett says. “Wait for us.” He holds out his hand and Max comes back dutifully, taking it. 

We get to the door and Brett turns to me, smiling. 

“Okay, Max,” he says. “Get ready, but don’t open the door yet.” 

Max grins up at me and puts his little hand on the doorknob as Brett steps behind me and puts his hands over my eyes. 

“Wait,” I say, beginning to realize I’ve been played. “What’s going on?”

“You’ll see!” Max says. 

Brett comes in close and whispers in my ear. “It’s a surprise.”

A shiver runs through me, and I grin.

I hear the door open, and Brett slowly leads me inside, six tentative steps. He brings me to a stop. “Don’t open your eyes yet.”

He removes his hands, but I keep my eyes closed as instructed. There’s a scent in the room that I’m trying to identify, but before I have a chance to work it out, Brett says, “Okay. Open them.”

Brett’s room is aglow with what must be fifty candles at least, and rose petals scattered all over the floor and the bed. I now recognize the scent of burning candles and roses.

I spin around to discover Brett on one knee. He’s holding up a little ring box, open to display the stunning diamond ring inside. Max is by the door, his little hands clasped in front of his chest. Both Carmichael boys are grinning at me, but I can only gape at them. 

“When I asked Max what he wanted for his birthday, he said he wanted us to be able to keep Lizzy.”

My hand flies to my mouth, and tears spring to my eyes. 

“Elizabeth Rivers, I don’t know what I did to deserve a woman like you coming into my life...”

I smile, my hand still over my lips as I look back and forth between Brett and Max. Max gives me a quizzical look, and slowly drifts toward his father as he continues to talk. 

“...but I promise to do everything in my power to earn your love every day. You are already our family in every way that counts, but one. Will you please give me the honor of becoming my wife?”

I nod rapidly, too choked up to speak, and see Max giving me quite a concerned look as I sink to my knees and give Brett an eager kiss. Then I wrap one arm around him, and pull Max into a hug with the other. 

Max leans his head behind me and asks his dad in a quiet, confused voice, “Daddy, do we get to keep her?”

“Yes.” 

“Then why is she crying?”

I laugh coming up and kissing him on the cheek. “Because I’m so happy.”  

He gives his dad a questioning look, as if to verify the truth of this highly unlikely answer. 

Brett laughs. “You’ll understand better when you’re older.”

We celebrate with some strawberry shortcake Brett had hidden in the back of the refrigerator to mark the occasion, then we read The Pokey Little Puppy just once, which is all it takes for Max to fall asleep. Apparently, all this little bundle of energy needed to do was go horizontal and his body did the rest. 

Through it all, I realize I’ve discovered a level of family I did not quite understand. I’ve been a child in a family. I’ve been a sister. I’ve been many things, but I look at Brett over little Max’s curly head, and in some ways he already feels like my husband. Max already feels like mine too. There is a depth to this kind of family that’s exhilarating, and a little frightening, and the most beautiful gift I could have ever received. 

As Brett leads me by the hand into his room, I try to remember every moment from tonight and tuck it into the pocket inside my heart. Which is a good place for it.
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Epilogue
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Lizzy

I’m parked in front of a small, older foursquare house in Galesburg, Illinois. There’s a front porch and big front windows with wide, wooden frames. The house is light green with dark green trim, and is the residence of a certain Mason Reeves. 

Brett thinks I’m crazy. So does Corrine. No one else knows I’m here. 

Well, except for George Hollister, who gave me the information I requested without the faintest of protests. 

So maybe this is the right thing to do, and maybe it’s not, but I’m here now and I’m going for it. There’s what looks to be a thirty-year-old Corvette and a much newer Harley Davidson in the drive, so hopefully he’s home. 

I step out of the rental car, hitch my purse over my shoulder, and shut the door. Eyes on the house, I stand there taking a few deep breaths, which materialize in the air in front of me. It’s considerably colder here in November than it is in Central California.

I rub my damp palms on the sides of my jeans, wishing I’d thought to bring some gloves, then tuck my hands under my arms for warmth. At least I have a jacket. Taking one last, resolute breath, I make my way down the sidewalk, up the wooden steps, and to the door. 

A moment’s hesitation, then I knock quickly so I can’t chicken out. 

There’s silence for a few seconds, then the clomping of heavy steps as someone comes to the door. The door swings inward to reveal a rather massive specimen of a male. He’s my age, so I maybe could safely assume this is Mason Reeves, but he doesn’t look remotely related. He’s broad shouldered, tall, and covered in bulging muscles. He’s perfectly proportioned, for a male of this type, and good-looking to boot, so I imagine he and his Harley could go bare-chested in a pinup calendar no problem. 

But right now, I’m mostly keenly aware of the fact that this guy outsizes me more than most, and I hope that’s not going to be a problem if he doesn’t like what comes next. 

“Yeah?”

“Um... are you Mason Reeves?”

He glances over me up and down. Not in a sleazy way, more like he’s trying to take me in and figure out who I am. In fact, while he’s not exactly friendly, his eyes are non-threatening, which soothes my nerves some. “Who wants to know?”

I stick out my hand. “I’m Elizabeth Rivers. Lizzy.”

His eyes harden immediately, and my heartrate speeds up. He looks at my hand. He doesn’t take it. “What are you doing here?”

I drop my hand. “I wanted to talk to you.”

“Well, I don’t want to talk to you.”

He starts to close the door but I put my hand on it and stick my foot between the door and the jamb, cringing at the fear that his muscly arms are going to crush my foot anyway. I say urgently, “Please wait! Please.”

He opens the door quickly and stares down at my foot. “Are you serious, lady?”

“Please, I’m sorry, but... I need to ask you a question.”

He’s looking at me with a neutral expression. I remove my foot and drop my hand. “Do you live in California?” he asks, his voice neither hard, nor welcoming. 

I nod.

“You came here all the way from California to ask me a question?”

I nod again. 

There’s something in this man’s eyes. I don’t know what it is. Is it familiarity? A recognition that we’re related, in spite of no clear resemblance? Or is it the hint of vulnerability I sense behind his eyes? I don’t know. But whatever it is, I feel like it’s forging a connection between us, right here at his front door. 

“Maybe I don’t feel like answering your question.”

“I understand,” I say softly. “But... if you’re my brother, I have a right to know.”

His eyes widen and he stares at me, dropping his hand from the doorknob. “You think I’m your brother?”

I blink at him, discerning just from the tone of his voice that I’ve made a mistake. That Rayce and I both have. That isn’t what’s going on at all. 

“No,” he says harshly. “I’m not your damn brother. Now go away.”

He shuts the door, and this time I do nothing to stop him. I stand staring at the closed door for what feels like a minute, my head spinning. Slightly numb, I turn and exit the porch, one heavy step at a time. I sort of wander back to the car, get behind the wheel, and sit there for a moment. 

I pick up my phone and call Brett. 

“How’s it going?” he answers.

“Well. I talked to him. It’s not what we thought. He’s not my brother.”

“What did he say? How did he know your dad?”

“I don’t know. We didn’t get that far. He shut the door on me. He doesn’t want to talk.”

Brett sighs, then says gently. “I didn’t think he would.”

“I know. You were right.” I take a deep breath, turning my head and looking back to the closed door. 

“Well, at least now you can come home knowing that you don’t have a brother floating around out there somewhere.”

“Yes,” I say dully. “I can go home knowing that. And at least I know Dad didn’t do that to Mom.” I thought I’d made my peace with that, but perhaps not, since the knowledge he was faithful to her is now a tangible relief. 

I sigh again. “All right. I’ll head back to the airport and see if I can bump up my flight home. I’ll let you know.”

“Okay, honey. I love you.”

“I love you, too. Give Max and Montana kisses for me.”

“I will.”

We hang up and I sit for another minute. Then two. I look at Mason Reeves’ front door again. 

I should go back to the airport now. I should. He doesn’t want to talk to me. Whatever is going on, he doesn’t want to talk to me. Brett is right. I should just leave the man be. 

But... I don’t know if I can leave this unresolved. I don’t mean for myself. I mean—am I crazy to think it?—for him. The way his face looked for a moment there, so vulnerable. Like he both wanted to talk to me, and didn’t. 

Why did he reject his inheritance, especially considering it so clearly, rightfully belongs to him? He has a little time to change his mind, legally, but after that, it will get absorbed into the trust. That means the house will be sold and the money divided between me and my brothers . Something about that seems horribly wrong. Something about walking away right now seems wrong, too.

My father cared about this person. Strangely, though I don’t even know him, I care too. 

I sigh, get out of the car, and curse myself for my stubbornness and stupidity all the way up the walk. 

Nevertheless, when I get to the door, I raise my hand, and knock. 

Continue with the Rivers Family saga...

Beloved cousin Corrine falls for the mysterious Mason Reeves, a man with tragic ties to the family clan. But family secrets aren’t the only things standing in the way of their happily ever after. Experience all the feels of their stunning love affair in BEAUTIFUL DARK. 

Did you miss Connor and Whitney’s whirlwind romance? Find out how she captured the heart of this wandering Rivers brother in BEAUTIFUL MINE. 

Be sure to find out who tames the eldest Rivers brother. Fall in love with Rayce and Emma in BEAUTIFUL DEEP, a powerful tale of passion, love, and redemption. 

Don’t miss discovering a whole new side to Swan Pointe’s intrepid gossip columnist, Rita Becker, when her path collides with Dallas Huntington in BEAUTIFUL LIES. 
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He’s my ex and now my client.

There are so many reasons to say no to him.

So why can’t I stop saying yes?

KEEPING HER is the standalone prequel to the Hearts on Fire series, available exclusively to newsletter subscribers. 

Experience Cat and Marcus’s fiery, emotional love story today. Get your copy here. 
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Go to my website for excerpts from the books, news, and more. www.JordynWhiteBooks.com

Become a Firework Friend! Join my fan group on Facebook. 

Like my Facebook Page.

Follow me on BookBub.

Follow me on Book+Main. 

Or feel free to drop me a line. jordyn@jordynwhitebooks.com
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