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            CHESTER

          

        

      

    

    
      I close my eyes and press my thumb in one and my middle finger in the other. I don’t have time for this shit. They all just need to leave me the hell alone. All of them; the whole outside world. Because I could seriously manage all of it from inside my basement. Everything. Online.

      Behind my computer, it’s easy to push people out. Not answer a call, email, PM or whatever. Hardware, software, not a care in the world. That’s my happy place. But instead of remaining where I want to be, I get out of bed to show my face to people. That’s what normal folks do, right? Be social, be nice, be responsible, be proper. Okay, I can do  the first three so I’m going to ignore the last one.

      I push myself into the most worn pair of jeans I’ve got stashed in my closet. Might be leaning toward a plumber’s crack; that’s always a nice way to start  the morning. Nothing like a little gust of wind stroking your skin as a reminder you’re working outdoors; annoying my co-workers while I’m at it? Bonus!

      Funny little thing about those coworkers though, most of  them are either family, or close to it. No worries, they are accustomed to my weirdness, but that is also why it’s getting harder every day to drag my ass to work. With showing some of it off, my sister-in-law might have a crack at firing it.

      One last look in the mirror tells me that my beard is looking amazingly out there. Meaning it’s got a life of its own and is scattered  in every direction. I’m a mess, and to be honest, it has  actually taken  me a lot of effort  to get there. Why? I’m fastidious about hitting the shower every day and cleaning my place. I even have a comb for my beard that I use to ruffle it up.

      I might not resemble perfect hygiene, and reflect poverty, but I’m quite the opposite. That right there is nobody’s business but mine. Locking the door behind me, I place my bare foot on the ground. That’s the only effin’ reason why I don’t wear shoes. To feel grounded. Connected. Every tiny object underneath my skin that presses into my sole  makes me aware that I’m here, walking the Earth. That, and the fact it helps with the whole bedraggled appearance that I strive for.

      My brain is still plotting the best way to annoy everyone as I approach the personnel entrance of Bertie’s Snap & Wrap. Don’t get me wrong, I did love the job once…saving gators, and people for that matter. A gator farm where we  offer entertainment, educate the visitors, and place the welfare of animals where it should be.

      Bertie married my brother Cyrus a while back. They run this business together now. Shit, even my sister, Elsie, works at the souvenir shop and her husband, Dale, works here as well.

      See the whole one big happy family work environment picture I was talking about? I just feel trapped here. I love my family but I would rather have my hands deep in a computer instead of in the mud, if you know what I mean.

      Strolling through the gate of Bertie’s Snap and Wrap, I start to wander around the park. No need to check in or ask what I have to do today. I have my own agenda, working on stuff that needs to be done. No questions asked, I just do what I need to do. Today, I’ve decided to do nothing. They don’t know that, and I’m fine either way. Bull corn. That’s what this lousy thing called a job is. Worst of all? I’m not even under contract or anything.

      Nope. I just decided to help out one day and kept coming around. Bertie considered me hired help after sticking around and working for  a few weeks, even though I refused to let her pay me. It took Bertie about a year to finally stop thinking of ways to shove money my way.

      I have loads of that stuff already because I run my own company. I’m a computer genius who only handles online services and only a handful of people know this little fact. Mainly because it’s an online company so they see my brand as a face and not my actual face. The others see me how I want them to visualize me.

      Again, this might seem easy but it’s hard to spit out stupid things and keep a straight face. Because if people are in a conversation about something and I know the answer or want to set them straight, I can’t because I’m the stupid one that looks like he just dragged his ass out of a gator nest.

      Why do I feel the need to play dumb? In the end, it’s easier this way; the perfect thing to hide behind. Like the computer screen I usually have in front of my face. ‘Oh, it’s just Chester.’ People assume, dismiss, while in the meantime I can do my own thing with minimum interference. Exactly…it’s my own thing.

      Glancing to my right, I see a little girl staring at my back. Her gaze comes  up and locks with  mine. The little brown pigtails left and right shake and  she’s got one hand slapped over her mouth while the other’s pointing at my ass.

      Holy moly. I did not intend to flash ass cracks at little girls. My eyes cross as to examine the tip of my nose that is currently all  scrunched up. Good distraction because she’s now in full-on laughter mode with her eyes closed, so I can pull up my pants.

      Balancing on her knees, with her head pointing to the ground, she gets her breathing under control while her laughter ebbs away. Until she sees my bare feet. Again, she points and I respond with a wiggle of my toes and a shrug of my shoulder.

      “You’re funny.” She states when she finally manages to get her breathing under control.

      She has  a sweet angelic voice that sounds a bit like she’s holding on to her nose.

      “No, I’m not.” I answer. “I’m Chester.”

      Snot comes out of her nose when she yet again snorts out her laughter.

      “Amelia, that isn’t very lady-like.” A male voice reprimands in disgust.

      My annoyance bubbles back. This little girl brought me a little sunshine and here comes this ass-nugget, and pushes the fun right out of my system.

      “Snorting is one of the most gorgeous things a lady can give another person.” I state and shoot the little lady a wink. “Even if there’s a little booger  bonus.”

      There’s a similar repeat of the gorgeous laughter snorts I’ve just mentioned, except this time it’s coming from behind me and not from the little girl that’s standing in front of me. Spinning around, my knees actually buckle at the stunning sight that I’m now facing before me. Holy moly, she’s hot.

      “I agree with this nice man, so don’t listen to your Uncle Oliver, sweetie.”

      Son of a gun. That’s Amelia’s mother, no doubt about it because she’s got the same angelic voice as that little girl, well the grown-up version anyway. She steps around me and pulls a tissue out of her bag to clean up her daughter’s tiny nose.

      Stashing it away in her purse, the beauty turns and holds out her hand. “Hi. I’m Serenity. Serenity Woods.”

      I have to give my head a little shake to come out of my effin’ staring and jump into action. Wrapping my hand around delicate fingers, squeezing gently while I add, “Chester, uhmmm, Hayes, me,” Could I be more stupid? Clearing my throat, I try again. “Chester Hayes. Smart little girl you have there, ma’am.”

      “Thank you.” Serenity beams and it’s then I realize that her name is very fitting. A blanket of serenity spreads all around.

      Well…if I ignore the uncle standing next to Amelia who’s frowning, frustration tainting his appearance.

      “Oh, sorry. My brother isn’t very happy right now.” Serenity looks back and forth between me and her brother.

      Yes, my heart skipped in relief about the brother, uncle thing. Now I need to find out if she’s got a husband or a boyfriend or…wait. What am I thinking? She’s got a kid and I don’t date because I’m practically married to my computer. Okay, that might be a Polygamy thing I’ve got going on, seeing I’ve got like five beauties in my basement.

      A phone rings and I see her brother take a call. None of this  matters because I’m still holding on to her... “Sorry, let me give you your hand back. You might need it and all.”

      “Yes…it comes in…handy sometimes.” Serenity’s cheeks flush while her daughter starts her snorting laughter again.

      “Mommy, that was funny. Handy hands.” She rubs a finger underneath her nose. “Hey, no booger  bonus this time.”

      “Booger.” I wink.

      This time she does add the bonus, making Serenity pull out the tissue again.

      The uncle, Oliver, steps back with his phone glued to his ear. “You’re a local, right?”

      I nod very slowly, because him and me, it’s like night and day. So why drop a question like that? I clearly have a huge neon sign above my head stating “local”.

      “Wait,” Oliver lowers his hand slightly and point the phone in my direction. “You said your name was Hayes, right?  Are you related to Elsie?”

      Again, I nod very slowly and add, “That would be my sister.”

      “Ah.  Ok. We’re Dale’s cousins. Any chance there’s some kind of computer store around here? High tech quality, internet connection and all? I need a new laptop because Amelia here ruined mine.” He shoots a glare at the tiny kid.

      Why add that part? The look on that tiny little thing is devastating. Must have been an accident. Blasted idiot.

      I decide to ignore him and address the little ray of sunshine that brightens my day. “What did you do? Booger bomb it?”

      Amelia slaps her hand over her mouth before she can roar out her laughter. Probably to avoid annoying her uncle. Like I said, kids don’t do effin’ crap on purpose. I can see the twinkle in her eyes and yet she reigns it in so the uncle doesn’t get annoyed or…whatever, she’s considerate.

      I regain my attention back to Oliver. “No, there isn’t a store like that around here.”

      I’m not lying, okay. There isn’t one. You can order stuff online and like I mentioned earlier, I have an online company. Doesn’t mean I don’t own the high-tech stuff he mentioned. Because I do. Now if that lovely lady, and I can call her lovely because she isn’t my cousin, would ask, I’d have a whole different answer ready. The ass-nugget in front of me can get lost in the swamp for all I care, family relations or not.

      Oliver spits out some curses, making Serenity cover her daughter’s ears.

      There’s my chance. “Her father not with you guys?”

      Serenity’s lips twitch. “No.” She whispers. “He’s not involved in her life. He walked out the door the moment I told him I was pregnant.”

      I’m the devil, because that’s music to my ears. Sorry, little girl. Taking advantage of those tiny covered ears for another second, I need to know. “Boyfriend?”

      Now Serenity does flash a bright smile while her cheeks turn a fiery shade of red. “No. Single mom.”

      Her hands drop away from her daughter’s ears. Amelia’s eyes bounce from me to her mom and back.

      “Well?” Amelia asks.

      If it’s directed at me, or her mother, I have no idea.

      “We need to leave.” Oliver states with a very frustrated tone of voice.

      “Noooooo.” Amelia screams. “You promised, Uncle Oliver. You promised.”

      Oliver shrugs a hand through his hair. “Yeah, well…that was before you ruined my laptop. I need to work, or at least stay in touch with the company. You don’t understand, you’re too little, I don’t expect you to understand. This is important, Amelia.”

      Serenity slides a hand over Amelia’s brown hair. Soft shiny brown strands divided in two pigtails. The color matches her mom’s but Serenity’s hair is twisted up in a messy bun. Seems it doesn’t like to be kept like that because some already escaped, falling into her face.

      Tears are sliding down those tiny cheeks. Crap on a stick.

      “But it’s my birthday. You promised no work for Mommy and you, only gators. I didn’t even get see a hatchling yet.” Amelia starts to sob and it’s like a water tap and sirens that starts at the same time. How can such a tiny person produce high volume and waterworks all at the same time?

      I get on one knee in front of Amelia and start to wipe my thumb across her wet cheek. “Hatchlings, Amelia? You want to hold one?”

      She nods and that’s all I need. I get to my feet and slide my gaze to Serenity. “I can make that happen, follow me, please.”

      “Look, Chester, that’s really nice of you, but we’re leaving.” Oliver states.

      Son of a monkey’s uncle. Well, not so much monkey…Amelia’s. I raise my hands and cover the little girl’s ears. “Listen, ass-nugget. I’m going to give her a short, up close and personal tour. If you manage to not make her cry while I’m doing this, I will let you come to my house and use my computer.”

      The guy eyes me and I can hear his unsaid thoughts clearly through his dismissive gaze.

      I shake my head slowly. “I would bite my tongue if I were you. Because you shouldn’t judge people by appearances…and you really shouldn’t this time. I sure as hell will expect an apology to this little one later on when you step inside my office.”

      I should have said basement instead of office, but that slip of a tongue might fire up the whole ‘he’s a dude who lives in the basement with a computer from the year zero’ judgement thought. Or, hell, he might think I live in the basement of my parents’ house. That’s a visual I don’t want to put in Serenity’s brain.

      Oliver tightens his grip on his phone. “Fine.” His jaw ticks. “I’ll give it a shot. For Amelia. An hour delay might just compensate the inevitable.”

      Degenerate ass-nugget.

      Removing my hands from Amelia’s ears, she looks at me and then at her mom. “Did Chester ask you out for ice cream? Because when you covered my ears before, he was checking if you had someone to kiss. And you haven’t so. Yes? Ice cream and gator hatchlings? Or a kiss first? Because that’s what happened when Charlie kissed Debi when he asked the boyfriend question. She also covered my ears, but you can still hear stuff, you know.”

      This time Serenity and myself both snort in laughter. Amelia joins in, but not Oliver. He’s all about the glare, judgement and doing business. Or so he seems. I wouldn’t mind locking him up in my basement while I spend the rest of the day talking to Serenity and Amelia in my kitchen.
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      I can’t believe the man with the wild beard is sitting in the front seat of my Audi A6 Avant wagon. He’s right next to me. My brother, Oliver, is behind us in his own car. He insisted on driving his Ford Mustang Trans Am. He loves that car, regularly waxing the yellow with two black stripes, proudly showing off the Boss 302 on the side.

      The fact that he didn’t have to sit with Amelia in the same space for those three hours?  Also a bonus. Not that he doesn’t like her, but she can be quite overwhelming. That thought brings me back to the discussion that’s going on between Chester and Amelia.

      “You can’t have a hammock in a car, it’s too big, it wouldn’t fit.  Tell him Mommy.” Amelia states.

      I risk a glance to my right, and I know it was a mistake when his amazing bright green eyes lock with mine. My breath hitches and I move my gaze back to the road. Chanting the days of the week to remind me what day it is. Yes, I always do that when I need to focus. And, dammit, I need focus right now. I’m driving. And my kid is in the car.

      I can’t do relationships, or think about the place between my legs that is definitely throbbing for attention. Or the curiosity of what it would feel like to rub against his beard while…oh, shit. Focus, what day was it again?

      “I will show you when we get to my house…take a left here, we’re almost there…then you shall make me cookies as an apology for not believing me.” Chester turns slightly in his seat to look back at Amelia. “Deal?”

      “Only if you will make me cookies if I’m right. Oh, and we both need to share if the other one wins.” Leave it to my daughter to twist it so she’ll get her way whatever the outcome might be.

      She holds out her tiny hand and Chester wraps his large hand around her and shakes it. “Deal, Sunbeam.”

      Following the road we’re on, a large house comes into view. Well, it seems large and yet, it’s compact. Four large pillars are holding up a triangular roof creating a portico that  leads to the entrance of the house. Pulling in, I see  an additional four pillars on the side of the house too. It’s like a tiny roman building. It’s not exactly white, leaning towards more of a sandy color.

      Plants seem to hug the building  in some places. Six steps lead up to the porch where  a swing hangs from the ceiling. The rough sound of a throat clearing rips my gaze away from the house. Shit. I can’t believe I shut  off the car and was staring at his house for who knows how long.

      Oliver taps on my window and that makes my head feel like I put it inside the oven. Shit. Really, Serenity? Stare at the man’s house so long your brother has the time to park his car and walk over to tap on the  freaking window?

      Chester’s chuckle flows through the car while I release the safety belt and jump out. Shaking my head in an effort to clear it, I open the back door to help Amelia out. Only to stare at an empty car seat.

      My gaze zips  straight through the car where I see Chester putting her on the ground as he closes the car door. Slowly stepping around the car, after I close and lock the doors, I follow them to the right of his house. He’s guiding her to the side of the house where a black Jeep Wrangler is parked.

      Chester’s hands wrap around my daughter’s waist and he easily lifts her all the way up. “See, Sunbeam? That’s a Jammock. A Hammock designed for a Jeep so you can snuggle on top and watch a sunset.”

      Amelia’s eyes are wide and her tiny hands are covering her mouth. Chester guides her back and plants her feet on solid ground.

      She spins around and grabs his leg in a tight hug. “You’re the coolest booger, ever.”

      Chester rumbles his laughter while he strokes my daughter’s head. “Coming from a little lady who shoots  out boogers with laughter, I’d take it as a massive compliment.”

      I need to swallow the lump that’s clogging my throat. I try really hard not to let my eyes water, but they are burning like crazy. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Amelia open up to another person so quick and easy. Especially not to someone she just met. It helps that my cousin vouched for his new brother-in-law but at the same time he’s still virtually a stranger to us.

      Okay, it does help that he’s her kind of weird and he let her hold gator hatchlings and the promise of making cookies and everything…but still. Chester is amazing and I can’t believe he’s real. Yes, most would turn their nose up the instant they saw him. He’s such a rare contrast, the outside and the inside.

      “Come on, let’s go bake some cookies while we let your uncle play with my computer,” Chester states while he leads Amelia up the porch.

      Hello. I’m standing right here. Shit. It’s my own freaking daughter and I’m whining over the fact that he lavishes all of his attention on her. What’s wrong with me? I mean, most men won’t take a second glance at a kid.

      I haven’t dated since the day I got pregnant. Not only did I take an emotional dive, due to the whole ‘hit and run’ thing but dating is kinda hard to do when you’re pregnant or have a baby to take care of. Amelia’s father was a former co-worker. He was hired as a CEO and literally swept me off my feet. The ultimate prince charming, what a joke.

      Looking back at those months, the hard reality states that I was all part of his plan. Work his way up and get a piece of the company I owned with my brother. I was thankful my brother had helped me with the divorce, so our company was safe, but we had to give him a job in our subordinate company.

      Fine. As long as he’s out of the picture. I hate to say that because it really hurts. Even more when I take in the last few moments and now see how Amelia’s tiny hand is engulfed by Chester’s. The way she looks at him in admiration? Makes me feel like I’m failing in raising her, she needs a father.

      Garth, my ex-husband, made it clear the day he walked out on me, that he didn’t want anything to do with ‘that’. Yes, he waved a hand in front of my belly and said it. Clearly, she wasn’t part of his plan and I shouldn’t expect him to pay for it.

      My brother stepped up and went to a lawyer to get it in black and white, and  he gave up his rights. Garth slapped Oliver on the shoulder as a ‘thank you’. Asshole. How could I have  been so stupid? Oh, I know. He was all movie hero-ish. The whole white knight  shebang, swoop in and save the day. Only to walk out like one of the four horsemen, leaving a trail of disaster.

      “Sorry, sis. If this shit with the company wasn’t such a mess right now you know we’d be here for the weekend to give Amelia a good time. She obviously deserves it.” Oliver places a kiss on my head.

      I tap his chest. “I know. Don’t worry. You’ll get the company back on track.”

      Oliver shakes his head. “I wish I could believe you. Sometimes I can’t see why I make an effort anymore. We were doing so good up until a few months ago. I have to get to the bottom of it. I know we have a leak, I mean it’s not like all the money can just flow out like that, it has to go somewhere.”

      I glance to where Chester and Amelia disappeared before I lower my voice. “Maybe we need to bring someone in? You know, one of those people who can look at things with a fresh set of eyes. Or someone who will turn everything upside down and figure out the problem.”

      Oliver shakes his head. “You know how these things go. As soon as the vultures get wind of it, they will try to snatch up the company or even worse, make it tomorrow morning’s headlines so we’re ruined either way.”

      I rub my eyes in defeat. He’s the one who runs the business. Even though we both own the company, I only handle the administrative portion.

      “Mom! You gotta see this.” Amelia jumps up and down in front of me in a blurry vision.

      Blinking a few times to lift the fog from rubbing my eyes, I give her a big smile. “Then by all means, show me, Sunbeam.”

      Yes, I use the sweet nickname Chester gave to my daughter. It’s very fitting. Some may close the curtains to  block out the sun that hits your eyes…but for real, the sun is magnificent and every beam is essential.

      Again, I have to blink my eyes when Amelia leads me into the house. Oliver whistles under his breath. The house is truly breathtaking. The walls are painted white and although that has a kind of clinical feel to it, the wooden floor is the balance that gives it a homey feel.

      Peeking into a large room to the right, I find myself in the living room. Surprisingly it only holds a large TV on one wall, a rug on the floor and a green couch with one of those things in front of it to put your feet up. Except instead of feet, there’s a laptop occupying it.

      “Mind if I use that laptop?” Oliver asks from behind me.

      “I would mind, so no.” Chester’s voice rumbles and the denial of my brother’s request makes me turn.

      My cheeks flush when I come face to face with Chester, staring right into those amazing green eyes. I didn’t know he was standing so close behind me. Taking a step back, I let my gaze drop to  the floor. Leading me to take in his wiggling toes. Slapping a hand over my mouth I try to avoid nervous giggles from slipping out. Although it’s not needed because when I hear my brother, they instantly die away.

      “So you led us here for nothing? I need that laptop, Chester.” Annoyance and anger ripple through his voice.

      That’s my brother. Always the businessman. I get it, sometimes you need to be hard and demanding in this world. To me? It comes across as plain rude. Chester has been nothing but open and nice to us. That’s the reason my hand falls away from my mouth and hits my brother in the chest.

      “Manners, Oliver.” I snap.

      “He seems to have a problem with that, similar to the lack of hardware. Follow me, please.” Chester rumbles and turns.

      “See?” I whisper to my brother. “Follow his example. He’s respectful and even says please.  He’s not condescending or rude.”

      My brother’s eyebrow quirks. “Sometimes you have to wait for it, Serenity. Need I remind you  that something shiny and polished might be rotten on the inside?”

      His cruel words are like a slap in my face. Closing my eyes, I try to focus. I need to back away and get my breathing under control.

      “What the effin’ hell did you do now, ass-nugget? Are you dead set on ruining both of these girls’ moments? Lashing out words can be just as bad as throwing punches.”

      I hear Chester before I feel his strong arms around me, pulling me in for a hug. Strangely, it calms me down instantaneously. Not something I will spill from my lips because this is something I need to brand into my brain.

      He smells like fresh rain on a summer’s day. Outdoor, woodsy. Like he’s been chopping wood. It’s such a wide contrast to the dirty rugged appearance he radiates. That’s when realization hits. His outer appearance is all an illusion. A safe haven for him to hide behind. Warding off people so he doesn’t have to interact with them.

      How do I know? From every word that he has spoken. From the way he treats my daughter. From the way he offered his help, opening his house. But mostly from the clinical way his house is cared for. Not one speck of dirt or dust. The word pristine comes to mind.

      My fingers tangle in his shirt and I inch closer. To breathe him in, as well as the comfort he gives me. Even if it’s a cloud that has me wrapped before it evaporates. I will own it for this moment and consume it to its full extent.
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      Honeyed peach and freesia. That’s what I’m holding in my arms and I’m not afraid to take a deep breath and pull it deep into my lungs. Because she’s doing the exact same thing with me.

      “Aw, hug time!” Amelia’s little voice makes me pop my eyes open just in time to brace for impact.

      She launches herself straight at us and I need to take a step to the side to stay steady. Bending down, I scoop her up with one arm while keeping the other around Serenity. Holy moly. Who knew I’d be holding a woman and a kid in a tight hug while standing in my own home? Not me, that’s for damn sure.

      “This is nice.” Amelia mumbles while Serenity sighs in content.

      Oliver clears his throat, probably annoyed he was left out. I don’t care. I’m not hugging the ass-nugget. Well, he is the reason I’m holding both these girls but nope, not worth a hug. I earned this, fair and square. I do feel like he’s intruding though and I know the best way to get rid of him. A guarantee to get some alone time with these two.

      “Okay, boogers, let me show Oliver here a computer he can use while you two head on in to the kitchen.” I slide Amelia down so she’s got her feet planted on the floor again. “We had a deal, remember?”

      “Cookies. Lots and lots of cookies.” She beams and my whole chest fills with warmth.

      Squatting  so I’m on eye level with her, “Straight through the hall, go right, then left. There are shelves on the wall with everything you need to make cookies. The rest you can find in the fridge. Ask your Mommy to get the stuff you can’t reach, I’ll be there in a minute; can you do that for me?”

      “Yesssss, right left, shelves, fridge, Mommy. Gotcha.” Amelia dashes off into the hall.

      Standing in the doorway, Serenity looks at me with emotion I can’t quite understand. Admiration maybe? Or gratitude? She releases a deep breath and shakes her head.

      A bright smile slides over those cherry colored lips I’m dying to taste. “I’d better go and check on her before she trashes your kitchen.”

      She doesn’t give me a chance to reply but just turns and saunters into the hall. Leaving me alone with her brother, who’s still glaring at me.

      “Don’t you glare at me, you totally threw yourself out of the running for a group hug. Now, follow me. You can work in my office while I bake cookies with your family. And…” I point my finger at him. “If you stay down there and be nice, I’ll be sure to bring you some of those cookies. If you don’t eat them around my computer and get crumbs all over the place. There are boulders in the corner for eating or crashing for that matter. Come on, I’ll show ya.”

      “Boulders? Who the hell has boulders in his office instead of chairs?” Oliver mumbles to himself as I pass him.

      Snorting, I reply. “I could say pillows but that sounds too girly and you don’t have very high opinions to start with. But you know what? I’m done pretty painting effin’ shit for you. Now follow me to the basement.”

      There. I said basement instead of office. Let him sweat for a minute before we can  head downstairs to my heavenly temple of hardware and software.

      “Why the hell did I ever agreed for them to drag me to this shithole?” The ass-nugget mutters and at that, my patience snaps.

      His back hits the wall while my forearm is holding his neck in place. I lean in close, to glare into the dumbass’ eyes. “Because maybe, you have some decency left in that shit for brains skull of yours. A spark of humanity. So suck it the effin’ hell up. For them.”

      Stepping back, I open the door to the basement and make my way down the stairs. Not caring at all if the idiot follows me or not. For all I care he can stroll on out of here, get in his car and never look back. I just need to make sure he’s not dragging those two girls with him.

      Hearing the classy shoes on the steps  behind me, I can tell the guy is following me into my kingdom. Flipping the light switch, purple and blue glows from behind my girls. Oh, yes. My girls. My computers all light up with neon so you can see inside. Vents blowing, some with water cooling systems, just for the fun of it. This room is always kept at a perfect temperature.

      Everything to keep my system working flawlessly. Besides that? It’s effin’ cool. Dark  with color lights. You should see my Jeep. The same purple neon is hooked up underneath. A low whistle sounds from behind me. I don’t even have to turn to see the appreciation in his face because it’s flowing through the room in waves, worshipping the room for what it is…effin’ awesome, and heaven for those who appreciate it.

      “One rule. That,” I point at the right side of the wall housing three screens and a large TV. “Is my shit. Do. Not. Touch. Not ever, you hear?”

      Now I turn to make sure he understands that he won’t leave this basement alive if he breaks my rule. Oliver’s head snaps with a tight nod the moment my words reach his ears. Good boy.

      “Over here, I have a computer that’s still top of the line, but sometimes I let my brothers use it. Or the handful of clients who live around here that need to handle stuff from time to time. It’s a standalone system. I can still track your every move. I’ve got my own company where discretion and privacy are my first priority. Now…if you need help, I’ll be in the kitchen making cookies. After that, I will schedule some time to help out if need be. That okay with you?”

      Oliver holds out his hand. Glaring at it, I reckon it’s a peace offering for being a dick. Seeing as I like his sister and his niece, and don’t know what the future might bring, I take it and give it a firm squeeze before letting go.

      “Thanks. You don’t know how much this means to me. I love Serenity and Amelia, but there’s so much going on with our company that dividing attention is a struggle. And you’re right, it breaks down my ability to act nicely. To them, and to others. I hope the time I spend behind your computer will give me the ability to track down what’s going on…or at least…”

      “Take all the time you need, dude.” I squeeze his shoulder and head for the stairs.

      Turning to see him grab the chair to move it back. “Oh, and hey…there’s a fridge in the corner. Stocked with food and drinks if you need it. And check it out,”

      I point behind the stairs. Oliver takes a step to the side and his eyes widen. He lets go of the chair and walks past me to inspect the boulders.

      “This is your playground, isn’t it?” Oliver muses while he’s still admiring the different sizes of pillows that have the color and shape of boulders.

      One could jump in and land softly. Bury yourself underneath it and doze off, or… “Look up. I’ve placed a flat screen so I can play my video games to relax.”

      “Damn, Chester. I don’t think I’ll ever want to leave this room.” Oliver shakes his head while he laughs.

      I realize it’s the first time I’ve heard him laugh.

      “You’re welcome to stay as long as you like.” Wait, what? Shit…I ain’t social.

      I’m frozen to the damn ground when he wraps me in a tight, manly hug. Yes. Totally regretting the words I threw out that lead to this. Shit. He must be aiming to catch up on the group hug he missed out on.

      My arms are still rigid alongside my body when I slowly raise one and pat him on the back. To me it’s more like an ‘it’s okay, you can let go now’. But I’m pretty sure to him, it’s an affirmation that I’m interacting in the hug. Dammit.

      He finally pulls back. “Amelia would love the boulder corner.”

      Glancing over, I know he’s right. “I’ll leave you to it and  I’ll bring them down later so we can bring you some cookies and show them the man cave.”

      Oliver smiles brightly  leading me to believe that this guy is actually not that bad. He’s just stressed the hell out. Turning, I dash up the stairs, heading for the kitchen because the next few hours are mine to spend with two girls.

      With every step of my bare feet inching closer to the kitchen, I can hear them interacting. Clearly, Amelia is the one doing all the talking.

      “But Mommy, I want to know how it feels like. I always walk barefoot at home already so why can’t I do it outside too? Chester does it.”

      Aw. I have to bite down on my lips so I don’t ruin the fact that they know I’m standing in the doorway. It’s way too precious because I can see Serenity is doing the exact same thing and I’m dying to know what her answer will be. Waiting a moment longer, I can tell by the way she’s still struggling, she doesn’t know how to reply.

      Stepping forward, I stroll into the kitchen. “That’s because I have magical socks that are invisible. You need to earn them and it takes years to get to that point.”

      Yes. I keep a straight face while I tell Amelia the truth. Oh yes, it’s a somewhat twisted version of it, but I can hardly tell a kid that it takes years to harden your feet so you can’t feel everything you step on or that you slice open your skin. That’s the very reason I don’t want her to walk barefoot outside. Inside, yes. Outside? Nope.

      She looks at me with awe. “Will you tell me your secret? The way I can earn them?”

      “You mean besides being a good girl and eat your veggies?” Might as well throw that one in, right?

      She nods furiously.

      “Well, the trick is to practice for years walking barefoot inside. But…you also need to put on socks from time to time so you can show your feet how much you love them. Nice bright ones and soft ones or the kind that goes all the way over your knee.”

      “Do you have those? Over the knee?” Her eyes are wide.

      Shit. The snort I hear from Serenity is a given I need to ignore her or I won’t keep a straight face.

      “Not anymore I don’t. Those were a bonus payment for getting my invisible magic socks.” I. Am. Brilliant.

      Amelia crosses her arms in front of her chest. “Booger.”

      “Absolutely. High price to pay.” I agree.

      “All right, you two.” Serenity grabs a bowl off the kitchen counter. “Enough about feet, let’s get our hands dirty. What kind of cookies are we making?”

      “Red velvet chocolate chip. Birthday cookies, right?” I answer and grab the chocolate chips and red food coloring of the shelf.

      Amelia gives a fist pump. “Best birthday ever.” She claims.

      When my gaze hits Serenity, she looks at me again with an expression I can’t read.

      “You’re truly something, Chester.” She closes her eyes and smiles.

      My chest squeezes. I could hear the admiration in her voice. To my ears, it felt like she came home from a hard day work and snuggled on the couch with ice cream.

      Without thinking, I place the ingredients on the kitchen counter and reach my arm around her. Pulling her close to place a kiss on her hair I inhale that sweet smell of honeyed peach.

      Glancing to Amelia, who’s wearing an even bigger smile, I ask, “Who wants to break some eggs?”

      “Me.” Amelia bounces before she gets to work. Leaving me to enjoy the feel of Serenity’s arms tightening around my waist.
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      I’m on vacation. I’m allowed to surround myself with things that make me feel better, right? Regretfully, I let my arms fall away from Chester and step out of his embrace to help my daughter.

      Mainly because the hard reality slams into me that this isn’t real. I hate the fact my ex-husband painted a pretty picture and then proceeded to shred said picture before my eyes. Something like that takes away the ability to dream, to believe. It hardens you so you won’t open up again. The picture Chester is painting? It doesn’t feel like painting. It feels like the sand between your toes while watching the sunset on the beach. It’s something you want to snap a picture of and yet you know it will never live up to the reality of the moment.

      Chester is such a heavy contrast to my ex that I  am ninety-nine percent sure he’s legit.   No lies, no mask. What you see is what you get and if you need more, he will move those bare feet to get it.

      Aw, those bare feet. Who never wears shoes? Does he even own them? Then there’s that rugged beard that definitely needs a trim and yet it’s very fitting. He’s a unique character, that’s for sure. The way he is around Amelia? I have to switch my thoughts otherwise I will start to cry.

      Like right now. She cracked an egg and it’s dripping off the counter, over the cabinets, on the floor and over his toes. He’s laughing. Laughing while he grabs a cloth and begins to wipe everything off.  No reprimands, no flipping out. Just happy messy cooking. It’s unreal. But for this moment…I would like to live in this bubble and stay as long as it lasts. For Amelia who clearly needs it, and for me. That reminds me.

      “Did Oliver give you any trouble?” I ask while I take the cloth from his hand and start to clean the cabinets.

      Chester grabs another cloth and cleans his toes. “Yes. But I told him I’d take you ladies  down there when the cookies were finished. That way he has some time to work while we enjoy some creative yummy time.”

      Walking to the counter, he scoops up a piece of chocolate and pops it in his mouth.  Then he grabs another one and before I know it, his thumb is sliding over my bottom lip while a piece of chocolate melts on my tongue.

      “Oh, That’s so good.” I moan.

      Chester’s eyes flame and he sets his thumb inside his mouth before it slides out. “Yeah.” He croaks.

      Shit. How can I have such dirty thoughts with my daughter standing right here? What am I thinking? Cookies. That’s what should be on my mind. Him eating my cookieeee. Double shit.

      “Ready. I think.” Amelia interrupts.

      We both break our intense stare and focus on my little one whose face is covered with traces of white powder. The kitchen counter looks like a warzone but the bowl with the cookie dough seems perfect.

      Chester’s finger swirls along the side and disappears again into his mouth. “Yep. Ready.” He looks back at me, “Unless you want to double check?”

      His finger in my mouth again? Lemme think…shit. “I think you’re good.” Hot freaking flames light  the skin of my cheeks on fire. “It’s good.” Much worse. “Ready. Just throw ‘em in the oven, okay?”

      I need a minute. Turning on my heel, I head out into the hall and swing my head  back and forth. Where the hell is the…

      “Last door on the left.”

      Too freaking close to my ear and his hand is scorching right through my clothes. How can that be? His touch is so light on my hip and yet every time he looks at me or touches my skin it’s like magnetic field is activated. The things you read about in books, love at first sight? A connection? Drawn to each other? Magic. Like his freaking invisible magic socks. I’m starting to believe he wasn’t lying about those either.

      Dammit. I’m not ready to believe in anything. I have a daughter to take care of. A company that’s about to drag my brother and me down. Relationship? Love? I need to put Amelia first, what would she think if...I have no clue what goes on in that tiny head. Though her teacher mentioned she's a very advanced thinker for her age. She might understand if I...no, those are things that I can’t afford to indulge in right now.

      “Thanks.” I mutter while I speed walk my way to the bathroom.

      

      
        
        AMELIA

      

      

      Licking the bowl. I am licking the bowl. It’s awesome. Made it all myself too. My mom lets me help out so we always bake together. But this time Chester let me do everything myself. I will help with cleaning in a minute, but my fingers are still doing this ping pong thing between the bowl and my mouth and I can’t seem to stop.

      Mom and Uncle Oliver promised that we would spend the weekend visiting cousin Dale’s gator farm. Okay, they said the day, my birthday, and maybe get a hotel room so we didn’t have to rush and then go back the next day.

      It’s summer vacation time and we  haven’t done anything for weeks. They explained that work was busy and I know they have to work to buy things, but I was really looking forward to spending time not thinking or hearing about how they need to work. That lasted about fifteen minutes. Then Uncle Oliver got a phone call and wanted to go home.

      I’m so happy Chester found us. He saved us so we could really do things family does. Spend time together.

      “Okay, Sunbeam. Gimme that bowl and wash up.” Chester takes it from my hand and I dash over to the sink.

      I also like how he talks to me and calls me Sunbeam. I wish we could sell our house and come live here. I wish he was my Daddy instead of the guy in the picture that I shoved in the closet behind my clothes.

      Mommy told me how my dad needs to work and thinks I’m pretty and sweet but he has other priorities. That’s why he isn’t in my life and never comes to visit. But I know she tells me those things because she doesn’t want to hurt me. The picture of my Daddy was beside my bed…until I heard Uncle Oliver talking downstairs to my Mommy. About how he hated my father for not wanting anything to do with me.

      That was the day I tucked it away. I cried but made sure Mommy didn’t hear or see. I understand how things can be. Julie is my best friend at school…she’s six like I am. Her Mommy and Daddy got a divorce. Her Daddy didn’t like her Mommy anymore so he went and found a new wife.

      I wish it was as easy for my Mommy to get a new husband. But I also think you’re not supposed to trade things. That always make you sad. But my Daddy left us. So maybe it’s okay for Mommy to get a new Daddy for me. That wouldn’t be trading, right?

      I take a deep breath and let it out my nose. Why does stuff always have to be so hard? Why can’t everything be as easy as making cookies?

      “Don’t worry little booger, your cookies will be done in another five minutes.” Chester pats me on the head.

      I throw my arms around his legs and hug him tight. “I wish everything was as easy as cookies.”

      

      
        
        SERENITY

      

      

      “I wish everything was as easy as cookies.”

      Those few words said with such  longing cuts straight through my chest. The tears  rolling down her sweet little cheeks are ripping my heart apart and make me feel like an even bigger failure. Yet I can’t make my body move. I’m standing, rooted to the floor, in the doorway.

      Chester is rubbing Amelia’s back while he shakes his head. “Aw, don’t worry little booger. It is. But you saw how messy the kitchen got, right? That’s how things work. Sometimes everything gets messy, but there is always a reason. You know…to make those yummy cookies. Let’s go see if they’re done so they can cool off.”

      How does he do that? Have an answer that’s perfect for her? She’s rubbing her face clean on her clothes while Chester removes the oven tray to let it cool on the top of the stove.

      I wipe my eyes on my sleeve as Chester turns. Shit. I don’t want him to see me like this. How does this stranger who just walked into our lives, barefoot, manage to guide us through these rough spots?

      “Would you like to play some video games or watch TV?” Chester asks Amelia.

      She nods and starts to clap her hands.

      “I could get her iPad from the car…” I start, but Chester cuts me off.

      “She can use mine, or the PlayStation with the big screen in the living room, or watch a movie, or just plain TV. What do you want to do little booger?” Chester addresses Amelia and she taps her chin to think things over.

      She tilts her head to the side and squints her eyes. “Can I have some OJ and watch a movie?”

      “Sure thing. Go and pick out a movie, I’ve got cartoons on the bottom shelves and a few classic movies in there too.” Chester points in the direction of the living room and Amelia dashes off.

      “Do you have any kids?” I cringe at my own question. “Sorry. I’m nosy. It’s just that you’re so good with Amelia, I was just wondering…”

      “It’s okay, I get it. And no, I don’t have kids. Maybe it’s because deep down I still am one, or the fact that I see a lot of those tiny people at the Gator farm.” He shrugs his shoulders as if it’s nothing.

      “Not everyone is good with kids, you know. Most need to grow into it or have one of their own. Some even avoid them if they can. Or run like hell like Amelia’s father did.” Okay, that last part was muttered underneath my breath for own personal reasons.

      “He’s an effin’ idiot if that’s the case, doesn’t deserve somethin’ as precious like Sunbeam, so let the ass-nugget remain in darkness, suits him right.” My mouth drops by the anger in his voice, but mainly…

      “You seriously have sharp hearing. That last part wasn’t meant for your ears. Sorry.” Me and my big mouth.

      “No need to be sorry.” He brushes his knuckles against my cheek. “Don’t ever feel like you need to hold back your opinion when I’m around. I’m gonna go check on Amelia, why don’t you make us some coffee, or tea, to go with those cookies?”

      A drink sounds good. My throat is as dry as the Sahara. His touch is captivating and his words are addictive. Like he can take away every worry in my life and holds a perfect world in his hands. As if he’s holding a bowl filled with cookies for you to take.

      My daughter was right… I wish everything was as easy as cookies.
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      I’ve never had this. Well, duh…if I would have, there was no way I’d ever give it up. The living room is filled with the sound of  cartoons. I couldn’t tell you what particular movie because that is not what is holding my attention. That would be the woman sitting very close to me on the couch. Next to Serenity is her daughter. They are both snuggled underneath the blanket I grabbed from my bedroom.

      I only  have a tiny part and that just barely covers my thigh. The thigh that’s touching Serenity’s leg. Her hand is resting on top of where we’re connected and I’ve been thinking about covering it with mine for the last ten minutes. Screw it. Yes, I said screw. This day has been the most intriguing, most eventful, and most rewarding in whole my life.

      Gently, I let my fingers slide over her skin before I lace them with hers. Serenity’s eyes fall to were my thumb is stroking hers. Her skin is so soft, but so very cold. I lift the blanket and place our hands underneath it.

      “Want me to light a fire? Maybe turn the heater on?” I mumble.

      She squeezes before she mutters, “No, no. I’m hot. Shit. Fine. I’m fine. Warm. Dammit.”

      “Bad word mom, I heard two…oh! Run, you gotta run, Coyote is underneath…” Amelia covers her head with the blanket for an instant before she slides it down ever so carefully, just to see what comes next in the movie.

      Serenity giggles and places a kiss on the top of her daughter’s head. Even leaning forward doesn’t slip her fingers from mine, but instead she takes my hand with her.

      “I feel like a damn teenager all over again.”

      The squeeze around my fingers and the intensifying of her chuckle make me aware I muttered my thoughts out loud.

      “Whatever happened to the carefree days of going to the movies and holding hands, huh? Instead we have to handle work, pay bills, and for me…raise  this little bundle of joy.” Serenity adds another kiss to her daughter’s head.

      “I actually work because I like it. It’s not like I have a little bundle of joy to take care of.” I grumble and shit, that surprises even me.

      Am I annoyed I don’t have kids? Well, I wasn’t before…but I’m thirty-one years old. My siblings, Earle and Zeke, twins, are both twenty-eight. Roscoe is twenty-six, Cyrus twenty-four and Hallie Mae and Elsie are both twenty-one. Cyrus and Elsie each found their true love and got married, both  are soon-to-be parents.

      I’m the oldest of the bunch and never had a real relationship. Not that I’m a virgin or anything. I had my fair share of sex when I went to college. I shake my head at the heavy-duty stuff that bounces around in my brain.

      My brother, Cyrus, and my sister, Elsie, both raved about the ‘when you know, you know’, thing. Love at first sight. I’d throw that statement in the dirt every single time they brought it up. Except when it comes to Serenity…I understand completely. And now, I’m lost. Because I have no clue at all how to handle this love thing.

      Shit. If you want something programmed or a computer to put together, gimme a few minutes and I’ll make it happen. When it comes to getting what my heart desires? I’m holding hands like a teenager with no clue what the next step is supposed to be. Why the effin’ hell don’t we have a prom or something?

      “Do I need to check on my brother? He’s taking a mighty long time down there.” Serenity squeezes my hand at her question.

      Probably to pull me out of my mind-rant. Luckily, I was staring at the TV. Yes, great cover, sorry…I was deep in a Looney Tunes adventure.

      “If you want.” Bringing her hand up to my lips  I place a kiss on her knuckles.

      “You wanna come too, booger?” Reaching for the remote with my other hand, I press pause. “Then I can show you my boulder pile, you can even jump on them if you want.”

      Standing, I drag Serenity to her feet and regretfully untangle our fingers.

      “Follow me.” I walk into the hall with those two strolling after me.

      Making a pit stop in the kitchen to grab some cookies, we make our way downstairs into the basement. Oliver isn’t behind the computer but is striding back and forth with his hand rubbing the back of his neck. With the noise comparable to an elephant herd, we rumble down the stairs, making him stop mid stride.

      Frustration shines clearly in his eyes. “It’s like we had an ocean. Well it’s more like a muddy puddle now, and I know water has been leaking for months, hell maybe years, but these last few years instead of dripping it’s flowing away. I mean money. Money is disappearing and I can’t see where it’s going.”

      I’m starting to feel sorry for this guy. “Want me to hack into the system and see if I can find a leak? Or go through your files? I’m good at that stuff. I mean, not at saving your company and turning it back to making a profit. If you need that…then my sister would be the right person for that job.”

      Oliver releases a deep breath. “I kinda need both but I can’t afford it. How much will it cost me if you take a peek at our files?”

      Personal gain. I’m not normally this way, but I can’t help it. “The kid. Let her stay the weekend so I can take her to see the hatchlings again tomorrow.”

      From behind me the sound of two gasps  are then followed by silence. I’m guessing they’re holding their breath, awaiting Oliver’s answer.

      Oliver looks around me and a smile starts to tug at his lips. “I probably need to head over to the office tomorrow. But…they do have their own car. So, if Serenity’s okay with getting a hotel,”

      “They can stay here. I’ve got bedrooms upstairs and I can crash in here or in another spare room.” I’m not ready for them to leave. I need to make every second of time with them count.

      “Again, Serenity’s choice.” Oliver fires back.

      Turning, I look at the one who seemed to touch my heart, spreading longing for her like wildfire through my body. Amelia is pulling on her arm, trying to get her attention, yet Serenity’s got her eyes locked on mine.

      “How can I say no to that?” The tone in her voice tells me she’s happy I found a way for all of us to spend more time together.

      “Yaaaaaaaaayyyyy. This rocks. Oh, look, rocks.” Amelia runs over to the boulder pillows and launches herself at it, landing on a huge pile. She giggles and starts to roll around.

      Oliver laughs, drawing my attention back to him. He holds out his hand for me to take. “Seems like you got yourself a deal.”

      “Can you manage on your own? Should I come with you?” Serenity asks tentatively.

      Oliver shakes his head. “Nah, I’ll be locked in my office anyway. If I need someone to get me stuff or help out, I’ll call Gloria. She’ll come over anyway if she knows my ass is in the office.”

      Serenity laughs at his comment. “True.”

      I wonder who the hell Gloria is. Maybe it’s Oliver’s…

      “Gloria is sixty-two and isn’t anywhere near retiring. She likes to take care of us and will shove  food in his mouth if  Oliver doesn’t leave his office. So with that being said, I’m okay with Amelia and me staying for the weekend if your offer stands.” Serenity strolls over to her brother and gives him a kiss on his cheek. “But you better make sure to rest up because all of this stress isn’t good for you. This little vacation time was something that you needed as well.  It wasn’t just for Amelia or me for that matter.”

      “I know.” Oliver slides  a hand through his hair. “Give me a little slack. I just asked Chester to help me out on this. With just one glance around the room you can see he knows his shit. That settles some of my nerves and gives me hope he can find out where the money is going.”

      It might give some folks the willies to have that kinda pressure on their shoulders to get a job done. For me? It’s a puzzle I wanna solve. If something is wrong inside their computer system? Damn sure I will find out.

      “If you’re hungry for more than cookies, I’ve got enough cheesy beef goulash for all of us.” What can I say? I’m hungry and I want a family dinner.

      Not the one with my ma and pa, my brothers and sisters around the table, nah…I want these people around my kitchen table.

      “Someone say cheesy?” Amelia comes up next to me. “Is that like mac and cheese or something?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “Well it’s got macaroni and cheese in there. But also, tomatoes, ground beef, some garlic and spices.”

      Her face lights up. “That sounds yummy. No fish, right?”

      I raise my eyebrow at her question. “I didn’t see anything with fins in there this morning, so if they didn’t fly in, I think we’re good.”

      Amelia face palms herself. “Fish can’t fly, silly.”

      She makes me snort. “Some do.”

      “Oh, no they don’t.” The little girl puts her hands on her hips, ready to take on this argument.

      Mimicking her pose, I shoot back. “Oh, yes they do.”

      “Great, this is going to  take a while.” Serenity’s voice comes out in a sigh and yet it’s tainted with a little laughter.

      “Come on, little know-it-all, let’s google that sucker so you can see how they do it.” I step toward my desk and flip on my screens.

      “Wooooooooooooow.” Amelia states.

      “Come sit in the driver’s seat.” I tell her and she jumps on my leather chair that’s designed for comfort if you have to spend hours behind a desk.

      Amelia looks down at the keyboard that looks more like a glass plate. “Look, uncle. No buttons. You can throw something over it and I bet it won’t be ruined.”

      Chuckling, I agree. “Booger bonus all over that one, Sunbeam, we can wipe it clean like nothing ever happened.”

      I let my fingers slide over the keyboard and have the information about a flying fish on one screen, YouTube on another, and Pinterest on the left screen showing pictures, so she’s surrounded with information.

      “This is so cool. I never want to leave. You have the best cookies, the best computer, the best TV, and the best gators. You’re the best, Chester.” She jumps off the chair and hugs my legs.

      I ruffle her soft little hair that got a little messy and out of the two pigtails, probably from rolling around in the boulder pillows. My throat clogs up and the squeezing in my chest starts up again. It’s a hint of the feeling Serenity lights up inside me, and yet totally different. Seems like this little girl might have taken my heart too.
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      “I never want to leave…you’re the best, Chester.”

      I keep silently repeating the words Amelia said out loud a few hours ago. Logic, simple thoughts and yet it hits me so damn hard. I know she is missing a father figure and although Oliver helps out and is there for her, it’s not the same.

      She makes me want to repeat the exact same words, because he is the best. Or so it seems. Shit. My ex-husband really did pull a number on me. All those years, wasted. Maybe it is time to get back on the horse  and throw caution to the wind.

      Some might say there are two kinds of people; ones who break and ones who bend. I’m not broken. I might have some scarring around my heart from bending it out of shape. Maybe it’s because I was pregnant with Amelia that I didn’t break. Not being one person anymore, deciding things for two instead of one makes a big difference.

      If you never take risks in life, you will never know what might have been. Every person is different, every bump in the road  is different. That’s called living. It’s time I head in another direction. One where the destination lies open while I enjoy sightseeing along the way. I don’t want to look back twenty years from now and say “Coulda, shoulda, woulda.”

      I hit the lights and  plunge the spare bedroom into darkness. Amelia is already fast asleep in the big bed that’s against the left wall. That’s all that’s in this room actually. Chester only seems to decorate rooms he thinks are worth it. Like his basement or his kitchen. The rest of the house? The only things in rooms are the ones that need to be in there.

      Pulling the door closed until there’s a tiny crack, I make my way downstairs. Oliver was still in the basement when Amelia was taking a bath. Seeing as she took her time in there and then getting ready for bed, I’m curious if Oliver is still behind the computer.

      Softly taking the stairs, I notice legs on the boulder pillows beneath the stairway. A few more steps and I see Oliver cuddled into the pillows, fast asleep. I feel a smile spreading over my face. Finally, he’s getting some much needed rest. Even if it’s not on a bed, he’s sleeping. His face shows no worries. Good enough.

      Silently, I head back upstairs and  stop in the kitchen first. Leaning against the doorway, I take my time enjoying the view. Chester is standing in front of the stove. His arm is moving slightly, like he’s stirring something on the stovetop.

      It’s like I’m seeing him for the first time and I need this moment, standing here and do nothing more than take him in, because he’s absolutely captivating. He’s wearing nothing but dark gray sweatpants.

      His upper body resembles strength. Muscled back and his skin is kissed by the sun. Probably due to the fact that he’s outdoors a lot. Something that Amelia is missing. We live in the city and it’s hard to just head into nature and enjoy the outdoors.

      Chester’s arm moves and I need to swallow. His left arm, from his wrist all the way up and over his shoulder is decorated with tattoos. I’m used to looking at suits in an office most of the time, not half naked, inked up men. I mean, even my ex-husband made sure to kill the lights when we had sex so you could argue that even the muscles are a little distracting.

      I don’t have a lot of experience and standing in this kitchen, looking at a body like that I can only imagine how…

      “That feels nice.” Chester’s voice makes me freeze.

      Shit. How am I suddenly standing next to him, and was I really feeling up his muscled arm?

      “Don’t stop.” His words make me step back.

      Oh, how awkward is this? I was feeling him up. Tracing his tattoos. Damn nice too.

      Dammit. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have. I don’t know what I was thinking. I…”

      Chester’s hands move around the stove and he steps away from it.

      His finger touches me gently underneath my chin and he tilts my head to lock eyes. “Hey. I liked your hands on me. Don’t you dare say you’re sorry. Now if you were apologizing for stopping, that, I would accept.”

      A groan slips from my lips. “Why do you have to be like that?”

      “Like what?” Confusion spreads across his face.

      I step away from him because I can’t focus when he’s so close, or touching me, or pinning me with his intense gaze for that matter.

      “Like  Mr. Perfect. For real, you cook, bake, you’re sweet with kids, well, with my kid anyway.  You have a solution for everything, there’s that make my whole body tingle thing, you saved the day with the computer and want to help out with the company and  didn’t ask for anything in return. Oh, and you opened  your house to us. It’s…”

      “Make your body tingle, huh? Well, that’s good. Because you set mine on fire. I think that somehow makes us even.” His voice is husky and sweet while he takes a step forward.

      My body seems to be locked in place while he inches closer, his lips closing in on mine until my eyes fall close as he covers his mouth with mine. Minty. He tastes like me; brushed teeth, ready for bed. Yet his taste is more addictive and brings a whole new meaning to the phrase ‘ready for bed’.

      A moan rips out of me that he greedily swallows. He nips my bottom lip before he pulls back. “Let’s have some hot chocolate and head on over to the living room so we can watch a movie.”

      My breath releases in a rush, objecting to the distance he’s creating.

      “Don’t give me that.” He feathers a kiss on the corner of my mouth. “You test my control, Peaches. If I keep my lips melted with yours, my hands will have you naked faster than you can blink.” Chester leans his forehead against mine. “So I dare you to provoke me some more because I’m very much looking forward to feel you wrapped around me. I’m not looking for a quick hookup and seeing as you have Amelia sleeping in this house, as well as your brother, I have to contain myself. You also need to be aware of the fact that once I have you, I won’t be able to let you leave.”

      Somewhere along his statement my mind and body were doing a wave and a happy dance in sync, waiting for him to finish using his mouth for talking. Because I need to kiss him silly.

      I tip my head slightly to reach for one of his addictive kisses but I feel his finger pressing against my lips. “Living room. Hot chocolate, Peaches. That’s it for now. You need to think over what I said.”

      I want to scream and tell him I’m in, he can get in, whatever. But with my next breath sanity falls back into place and he’s right. Slow. I need to take it slow not hit the gas pedal just because I decided to take a different route…to lover’s lane, or sex-street for that matter, dammit.

      Hot chocolate it is. “Are there any cookies left? Because I need to put…”

      Wow. I manage to shut my mouth just in time to save me myself from blurting out that I need something in it. Sex on the brain. I don’t think I’ve ever had that. But I swear Chester brings it out in me. I’ve never even had a penis in my mouth and yet I needed to stop myself from saying I needed to put something in my mouth. Which obviously clicked in my mind that I wanted to taste him. Obvious. Not. At. All. And yet it is to me.

      He’s right. Spinning on my heel, I hightail it out of the kitchen and into the living room. Distance. I have to create it. The soft chuckle that flows through the air, coming from the kitchen  shows he understands me, and my thoughts.

      Flipping through the channels, I sit on the couch and wrap myself in the blanket. Thankfully I was able to change into comfy yoga pants and a large V-neck shirt. I had a backpack in the trunk of my car in case we decided to stay for a day or two in a hotel.  It definitely came in handy when Chester thought of a way to let  us spend more time together.

      “Here.” Chester holds out a cup, I’m guessing it’s filled with hot chocolate.

      I’m pretty comfy snuggled underneath the blanket with my hands tucked in. Again, his chuckle flows through the air as he sets both cups on the table in front of us. He lifts one side of the blanket and snuggles next to me. Shit. So much for creating distance.

      “Do you have to sit this close?” I grumble.

      A growl rumbles before he tells me, “This isn’t close.”

      I don’t have time to process what is happening until I’m draped over his lap while the blanket is now covering both of us.

      “This is close, Peaches.”

      On one hand, I’m afraid to move. On the other hand, I want to snuggle even closer, and that seems to be impossible.

      “Peaches?” I wonder out loud. I’ve heard him call me that a few times now.

      His nose feathers a light trail up my neck before he nips my earlobe. “Honeyed peach and freesia. That’s what I smell when you’re around me. Makes me crave you. Bet you even taste like it too. And I can’t wait to slide my tongue through your pussy, Peaches. Because I just know you'll be the sweetest thing that ever coated my tongue.”

      A shiver runs through me. “How can you talk like that?”

      “Like what?” His breath is hot against my ear. “Like how I’m going to take you every effin’ way I want? Like how I would give anything to have met you years ago so the beautiful kid sleeping upstairs would be mine. So nothing would prevent me in any way from taking that sweet pussy of yours, with my mouth, fingers, or dick for that matter.”

      “Christ, stop it already. I swear I could orgasm if I closed my eyes and listened to you talk dirty some more.” I mutter my thoughts and only then realize that would be the first orgasm a man would give me.

      “Oh, Peaches. You shouldn’t have said that.” His tone of voice is enough to add to the mood he put my pussy in; slick and ready for action.

      His hand slides along my belly and he rolls my nipple through my shirt. He whispers more dirty words and I’m done for. Shamelessly surrendering to the intense euphoria he unleashed inside my body. Making me moan and writhe  on his lap until the sensation settles and I’m left panting for my next breath.
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      Doggone it, I effin’ knew she’d come this beautifully. I didn’t expect her to come from just my voice though. The flush painting her pretty cheeks isn’t fading and her eyes are going from totally spent into slight panic.

      “That, Peaches, was as sexy as a gator doing a death roll in clear water.” The fingers I had playing with her nipple are now spreading out to fully cup her perfect breast through her shirt.

      I am very thankful she’s not wearing a bra. I pull her closer against me with the arm I have wrapped around her waist.

      The slight panic from before has faded to a twinkle of mischief in those amazing eyes. “A death roll, huh? Well, it did make my whole world spin.”

      My fingers leave her waist as I slide them up her spine and bury them in her hair. Tightening them into a fist, I guide her head toward me.

      Just before my lips covers hers, I make sure she knows. “I’ll do more than make your world spin, Peaches. I vow to be your whole world if you’d let me.”

      The kiss we share is making me harder than I was before I watched her orgasm. I’m brought out of it when I feel my cheeks getting wet. Pulling back, I can see she’s crying.  Reluctantly I release her breast and  reach to wipe away her tears.

      “Aw, sweetheart. Why are you crying?” I whisper softly.

      She closes her eyes and gives her head a little shake. “Jesus....Do men actually think, let alone actually voice their thoughts the way you do? Ever?” Serenity mutters and I just know she’s unaware her mouth is letting her thoughts flow. “Because if so...woman would do anything to find one. And here I am, in the lap of this captivating man that absolutely appears to be the perfect man...”

      “Serenity.” With regret, I add a little snap in my voice.

      Her eyes flash open. “Shit.”

      Yeah, thought so. “I’m far from perfect, Serenity. I’m just not a guy who’s afraid to voice what I believe in or want in life. I don’t want to hold back and I would expect you to do the same. For a long time, I’ve painted a picture for the outside world  that’s different from who I truly am.  To have a cover and slip through life without being hassled. That was until you guys stepped into my life. Seeing you’re not from around here, I can’t take my time to pissyfoot around it. I might lose you if I did, and that can’t…”

      “Pussyfoot.” She interrupts with a giggle.

      My head rears slightly back. “What?”

      “It’s pussyfoot around it, not pissyfoot.” A snort follows between giggles.

      A smile spreads my face. “Well I know it’s tiptoe around it or pussyfoot for that matter, but I’m the one who spends most of his time barefoot and believe me when I say you don’t want piss on your feet. So there.”

      She moves on top of me and places one knee on each side of my hips, straddling me. Serenity takes my head in her hands and inches closer while she stares at me with an intense gaze.

      “Careful, Chester. You might get more than you’re asking for.”

      “I’m all in when it comes to you.” I state and watch her eyes widen before they close as she covers her mouth with mine.

      Her hands are combing  through my beard, sliding down to roam over my body. She keeps rocking against me and I swear the scrap of fabric that’s covering my dick will be coated with my cum if she doesn’t stop this instant.

      “I want inside you so badly, I can almost taste you. Damn, Peaches, you smell so good.” I mutter in between kisses.

      She groans into my mouth. “You know, you really lose some of those slang words when it’s just you and me.”

      Shit, how observational. “Alright, you got me…and you mention this now, why?”

      “I notice, it kinda has his charm you know. The adorably soft, yet twisty way of throwing out insanely rare curses no one understands.” She nips my bottom lip.

      “I like to keep up my appearances, Peaches. But the truth is, it’s hard when I spend most time online and skyping so the cursing flows to regular, dammit all to hell, fuck me sideways and beyond. I can’t hardly throw in some of my own curses. That would mean I had to explain myself every single time. Very annoying.” I place both my hands on her hips to halt her movements. “Gimme a second here or things will get messy.”

      I am fighting my hold to keep her in place.

      She dares to effin’ chuckle. “Just let go, don’t be the philosopher, live in the moment.”

      My eyes involuntarily roll into the back of my head. Her pussy rubs back and forth, cradling my dick while I’m surrounded by her scent. I feel her lips touching my neck while she nips her way to my ear.

      “So hard beneath me. I can’t wait to take you deep, feel your hot, steel, deliciously large…Oh…that feels…oh…I’m gonna…” She lights up beautifully above me.

      “Aaaahhhgggg…son of a goddamned gun.” I groan as my dick starts to pulse inside my sweatpants.

      She doesn’t stop her cum-chant-my-pants thing until I’m totally spent and sag deep into the couch underneath me. Serenity takes the blanket into her hands and covers the both of us while she falls forward and drapes herself over my chest.

      I can’t help but grumble. “Goddamned teenagers I tell you.”

      “Yep, dry humping all the way, feeling each other up on the couch. Safe, comfy and somehow it’s actually satisfying.” She mutters as I feel her breathing start to slow.

      She’s absolutely right. I slide the both of us sideways and snuggle close on the couch. Making sure I’m near the ledge so she can’t fall off, I start to doze and let sleep claim me.

      When I open one eye to check who’s tapping me on the arm, I see Oliver looming in the dark. Reluctantly, but carefully, I untangle myself from his sister. Making sure she’s still covered by the blanket, I stand and stalk out of the room without a word.

      I’m not crazy. He just found me wrapped around his sister underneath a blanket. Serenity has a kid and crashed to sleep in my arms, she needs to sleep and for sure doesn’t need to hear her brother spewing shit to me.

      That, and I need something to block my lower body. Yes, to hide the cum stain that’s probably there from coming in my pants that I didn’t bother to change because I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving her for one second. Even if it was to clean up.

      One glance at the clock on the wall tells me it’s three AM. Might as well make some coffee to seem busy and keep my hips glued to the counter.

      “Coffee?” I grumble over my shoulder.

      “Yes, that might be good. Listen.” He clears his throat and I steel myself for the tongue lashing I’m sure he’s about to unleash.

      I’ve decided to let him have his go at me before I let him know that I intend to build a relationship with his sister that will hold solid for a future together. The key word is build because Amelia is involved and we’re currently living miles apart but all of that should never be a gap that can’t be built around. Or over for that matter because my whole body fills with the need to spend the rest of my life with them.

      “I need to go back, dive into the archives because I want to check some of the older contracts that  aren’t digitalized.”

      Shit. I’m not ready for them to leave, let alone in the middle of the…

      “I’m having some coffee, then I’ll be on my way. And you…turn the hell around and look me in the eye, dammit.” Oliver grumbles.

      Well, as long as he’s not kidding about the ‘look me in the eye’ statement, right? Turning, I face him to find out his face is actually more than the stress lines.

      “I know both girls needed this little get away time. Still in my mind I gave in with the thought to just drive into town, spend a few hours watching gators, head back and dive into work again. I brought my laptop so I could sit somewhere and work while they strolled through the park but that was ruined when Amelia spilled her drink all over the laptop. That wasn’t her fault by the way, kids spill drinks. They are messy, I get that. Anyway, then the phone call I received assured me at the gator farm that I needed to go back home, and then you showed up. You gave them so damn much and it didn’t even cost you a thing. Believe me when I say I know a lot of people and I’m good at reading their intentions. I might judge people without question beforehand because a lot of people don’t stay true to their word.  Yet you seem like the other kind. The kind that’s real enough to stand with your bare feet on the ground and stay true. This being said, I will hunt you down and kill you if you hurt either one of them. My niece or my sister. Serenity has been through enough already. And honestly, I don’t care if your kin and my kin are family.” Oliver rubs a hand over his face. “What I’m about to tell you is something that you will never hear from me again. The reason I’m letting you know is that I think it’s necessary because Serenity will never allow herself to have another shot at a relationship. That ex of hers really did a good number on her.”

      Okay, I really wasn’t expecting all of this, but shit…effin’ embracing it. “Sit, I’ll grab us some cups.”

      Oliver nods and grabs a seat. Placing his coffee on the table, I take a seat across from him.

      His gaze filled with anger hits mine and yet I know the fury inside isn’t directed at me. “Garth Hicks was a CEO I hired to run the company with me. We were growing at such a fast pace, I needed to divide my workload. I was  in the planning stage to launch a new company controlled by our holding company so I was screening people and he came out on top. Great resume, great background, people who vouched for him, the whole pretty damn picture of perfection. When my sister walked in on  us shaking hands  after I hired him on the spot, I  could tell she liked him straight away. It was like he started throwing flowers on the ground she walked on the second I told him she was my sister and co-owner. I don’t know why I never saw through his scheme, like I said, I’m good at reading people but somehow…”

      I  set my coffee on the table. “You wanted your sister’s happiness, man. I get that.”

      “Yeah.” Oliver grumbles. “And look how that worked out.” His hand covers his eyes while he continues. “He totally swept her off her feet and they were married within three months. The day before the wedding…shit.” His fist lands on the table and he looks me dead in the eye. “Don’t ever mention this, okay?”

      One tight nod is enough for him to continue.

      “I caught him with a woman I just hired for a secretary position for the subsidiary. The woman had her hand on his dick. He was holding her as if he wanted to suck her face off or something but he pushed her way when he saw me. In the damn men’s room, none the less.  Sneering at her to leave him alone and that she was fired. I could see the damn confusion on her face due to his lies. There was something there, no matter how he was pleading his case. I wanted to kill him so badly but…”

      Aw, hell. “You knew she’d be devastated one day before the wedding, but doggone it, how do you think she’d feel getting married to a scumbag who pulls that kinda shit, huh? She would be hurting either way, but for damn sure it would have been better before she got married, don’t you think?”

      “Serenity told me she was pregnant an hour before I caught him with the woman’s hand on his dick. What would you have done? Because I don’t…dammit,” The guy in front of me is holding his head while I wish I could hold my effin’ heart for the fact that it’s feeling a hint of the pain that Serenity must have gone through.

      “Only to find out he walked away on their wedding night the second she told him she was pregnant. Serenity wanted an annulment, we set the divorce in motion, but he fought it. Then I knew he had it planned the whole time to climb his way into our company. I knew he wanted to be the one in control of our other company but I had an interview set to hire someone for the job. Seeing the pain in my sister’s eyes gutted me. She was keeping her head high and did everything she could to hide the pain, but I know her, saw her, I couldn’t…so I made arrangements to give him the position, that way he was located across the state. She’d only had to run into him at meetings every few months or so.”

      My knuckles are white from clenching my fists. I want to get them bloody. Serenity’s ex…I would enjoy the feel of punching the ass-nugget’s face until he stops breathing.

      Oliver’s voice is laced with both anger and frustration. “He didn’t want anything to do with Amelia so I had papers drawn up to terminate his parental rights. We didn’t take it to court because I didn’t want to drag Serenity down even further. Besides, my lawyers said it wouldn’t be something that is easily granted. One way or another I wanted him to support Amelia in some way. So he agreed to step back from his yearly bonus…”

      What the haystack is wrong with people? “Cut his parental rights, make him still pay for a kid he doesn’t want. Because that’s basically what you twisted his arm into when he agreed to give up his yearly bonus. You have him stick around in a company that’s owned by you guys…did it ever occurred to you that this ass-nugget might be the one draining your company, you idiot?”

      “Yes, I’m aware you freaking asshole. Believe me when I say that was the first thing I checked. He’s good with numbers, that’s the main reason why I hired him. I can’t link him to any of this.”

      “Maybe you can’t, but I’m sure as hell going to find out what’s going on and when I find out it’s this guy, you bet your ass I will cut him into pieces and feed him to the gators so no one will ever find him.”

      The idiot is smiling right at me while he  lifts his coffee to his mouth. Taking a sip, he sets the cup back on the table. “Now I’m good with leaving the girls here to enjoy some vacation time.”

      My fists unclench as I absorb his words. What did he say? Vacation time? Leaving the girls with me? Fury dissolves into relief. Relief that I can start building a foundation for a relationship, and getting to the bottom of their problem in the meantime. For the first time in my life I’m thrilled by the fact that I’m not to be left alone. I’m excited by the prospect that I found not one, but two things that make my whole world complete and lighten it up to actually enjoy living in it.
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      Waking up has never been this peaceful. I can hear birds chattering in the distance, I’m surrounded with warmth. And for once I feel well rested, like I’ve been sleeping for hours and hours, finally getting to sleep in past a blasted alarm. That’s impossible. Ever since I gave birth to Amelia, I never have had the option of sleeping late.

      Tucking my nose against the blanket, I take a deep breath and let the scent of Chester slide in. I wish I could stay here forever. A dream statement, I’m aware, but I’m going with it because it feels too damn good not to.

      I hear someone rumbling around in the kitchen. Suddenly aware of the fact that I did sleep longer than I ever had in years, I glance over at my watch to see it’s after nine. Shit. Amelia must have been awake for hours already.

      Scrambling off the couch, I make my way into the kitchen to see a woman’s back. She’s got amazingly white hair that’s been pulled back into a tight French braid. She’s wearing a light gray jacket and wide-leg trousers.

      Hurt, disappointment, and anger smash into me. I’ve been fooled once again. My brother might have tried to hide the harsh side of things involving my ex-husband, but my eyes were opened when he verbally punched me in the face that he didn’t want that. While waving a hand at my belly. Because that wasn’t part of his plan. That meaning Amelia.

      Hearing he hired a woman as his secretary, who my brother fired but Garth decided against it. I’ve seen him with the bimbo for business meetings, and the way she hovers over him…very un-professional and all-telling. Yes, that was the bonus punch to the gut, knowing he cheated on me.

      “Who are you and what are you doing in Chester’s kitchen?” Wow. My own head rears back at the venom in my voice.

      She whirls around and I feel my eyes widen from her beauty. Her pale skin and white hair is just more impressive paired with her toned body.  Being well-dressed on top of it all just adds to the class she radiates. Wow. Sudden ease spreads through me to know she’s way out of Chester’s league. Don’t ask, I’m not judging, just stating a fact that soothes me, instead of thinking what I was  moments ago. My main question now? What is she doing here?

      “Good morning to you too. You can go back to sleep for another hour if you need it to wake up a little more cheerful, you know.” Her smile makes her more stunning than she already is. “I’m Hallie Mae, Chester’s sister. Calm your tits and sit. We can totally gossip about my brother if you’d like.”

      My feet make fast work to get my ass on a chair.

      Hallie Mae places a steaming cup of coffee in front of me. “You want milk or sugar in there?”

      I shake my head. “No, black is fine. Thanks. Oh, and sorry for the grumpiness. I’m Serenity.”

      She takes my hand and I’m surprised by the tightness of her grip. “No worries. Oh, and in case you’re wondering, my brother is out front with your daughter, Amelia. They watched the sunrise together on his jammock. He loves that you know. His Jeep, sunrise, getting up early to lay there and enjoy a moment in time. Weirdly enough he never wants people around him. Yet he called me early this morning to come over with groceries and Walnut. He wanted to introduce someone to Walnut. That’s something that had me intrigued and out of bed the moment he hung up on me.”

      “Who’s Walnut?” My cheeks hurt from smiling.

      “That’s my pet rat, he loves walnuts so that kinda sealed the deal with naming him.” Her face brightens while mine must be screaming yikes! Oh, gosh. A rat, really creeps me out but it fades when I see sadness wash over her face.

      “He’s three years old and I know I have to take him to the vet sometime soon. They told me he’s got maybe a few weeks left before he dies. Walnut is still all happy and hungry, but there’s this huge lump on his back, it’s a tumor so…life sucks, even for those tiny things that crawl the earth, you know?” She swallows visibly and shoves a plate of cookies in my direction.

      Not knowing what to say, I grab one, nod and shove it in my mouth.

      “Chester is the oldest of my brothers. Then there’s Earle and Zeke. They are twins that seem to be attached by the hip. Seriously, where Chester prefers to be left alone, those two don’t go anywhere without the other. Then we have Roscoe, he’s been out of contact for almost a year now. We don’t have any bad blood or anything. He’s just caught up in his work. Undercover, FBI, makes sense, right?”

      “I guess so. It’s far from things I’m familiar with, well, other than what I see and hear in movies anyway. Maybe he’s doing it to keep you safe.”

      Hallie Mae releases a deep sigh. “Probably. Anyway, Cyrus is  our other brother. He married Bertie, from Snap and Wrap, the Gator farm where your cousin works and you met Chester.”

      I check my watch. “You seem to know an awful lot when it’s still early. Sorry, I don’t mean it in a…”

      “Nah, I get it. Believe me, I do, because Chester isn’t like this. At all. But I came here, at half past five in the morning. And no worries, I’m always up at the crack of dawn to workout because I have busy working days so I like to start my day bright and early… but he couldn’t stop talking. About how he met you guys, spent  the day, and now that your brother went back home…”

      “Oliver left?” I gasp.

      “Yeah, around four in the morning and then Chester got behind his computer and started to dig around. He found a trail that he needs to dig deeper into but then he heard Amelia stirring and that’s when he called me. Pretty sure that…”

      “Oh, here you are.” A voice from behind me flows through the air and I have to say it’s a bit weird because it seems very similar to…

      “Wow. How did your parents manage that? Talk about a carbon copy…that’s just…” I keep looking back and forth between Hallie Mae and the woman standing in the doorway.

      Hallie Mae chuckles. “That’s Elsie, my twin. And you probably recognize the guy behind her. I know you and your brother missed their wedding so you’ve never met. Elsie works at Snap and Wrap too and they came over to pick up Amelia if you’re okay with that. Dale is expecting some eggs to hatch today and Chester thought Amelia would love to be there when they do. We figured since he was your family it would probably be alright but seriously, only if you’re okay with it.”

      Little feet patter across the floor. “Oh, Mom, can I? Please? Dale told me all about the babies and I want to see one getting born. Elsie said she had a soft fluffy one I could take home, can I, can I, please?”

      Shoving my chair back, I open my arms in time to catch my little girl. “Sure, Sunbeam. But I don’t know about taking a fluffy gator baby home, no matter how small it is.”  Looking up I smile a greeting at Dale and hopefully convey my confusion.

      “No worries,” Elsie whispers. “I work in the souvenir shop, it’ll be a stuffed toy, but I bet she’d be just as happy with it.”

      I don’t know if I should cry or smile so bright we won’t need sun for the next few days. It’s like we drove out for a vacation day but stumbled into a whole new future. How can I dare to even think these people could be my family, even if only by marriage? Yet they welcome us, all of us, with open arms.

      “Thank you. All of you. I bet she’ll have a great time.” I sigh and slide a hand over Amelia’s hair. My heart squeezes when I see her beaming happy face.

      She gives me a hug and a kiss on my cheek. “Love you, Mom. Back later.”

      She dashes off and takes Elsie’s hand.

      Dale steps forward and places a note in front of me on the table. “Here’s the store’s number and Elsie’s. You already have mine. Chester has them too but now you have them as well. Chester also made us promise to call and text often so no worries. ”

      Dale’s familiar Texas drawl  calms any last minute hesitation on my part. Dale tips his hat and stalks out of the door where Elsie and my daughter went through.

      “That’s my cue. I’m leaving too so you have some alone time with my brother.” Hallie Mae shoots me a wink before she disappears into the same direction.

      Suddenly I’m nervous and yet excited by the knowledge of being alone with Chester for the day. With this realization, I head on up the stairs. I need a shower and a new set of clothes to get ready for what this day might bring.
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      I am stalling. One step a minute while I make my way up the stairs. I gave her a twenty-minute head start when everyone left the house, knowing she went up to shower. But I’m done waiting. I showered before I got behind my computer to work. I’m close to finding out what’s causing the steady stream of money pouring out of their company but I had to stop because Amelia was awake.

      I’ll get back to it when I can, but that’s not right now, or any time soon. It’s not like I had it all planned out this way, but you gotta admit, it’s damn perfect. When my sister, Hallie Mae came over she mentioned Elsie talking to Dale about the hatchlings and being busy with them all day. Remembering how Amelia loved to see and hold them yesterday, I wanted her to enjoy something as simple as that.

      The perfect part being I now have time alone, with Serenity, in my house. Oliver left early this morning, clearly giving me his blessing and trust. With that being said…I’m done taking my time, I need to show her exactly how she deserves to be worshiped. I’m taking what is mine and won’t ever let her go. If I need to sell my damn house and travel across state to follow them. So. Be. It.

      Standing in the doorway, I admire her bare feet while my gaze travel up her bare legs. She’s wearing a sundress that falls over her knees and also accentuates her hips. Her hair is wet and draped over her shoulders falling to mid-back.

      “Good morning.” My words make her spin around to face me.

      Her eyes travel over me. I changed into jeans and a red and black flannel shirt that’s unbuttoned.

      “Heard I missed out on a sunrise in a Jammock, and meeting Walnut.” Serenity takes a step toward me.

      I close the distance and cup her cheek. “But I’ll make it up to you later today with the sunset in the Jammock, or in the swing on the porch. There are a lot of ways to enjoy it and I intend to show you everything.” Inching closer to her face, I add, “And more.” Before I cover her mouth with mine.

      Her hands grip my shirt and drags it off my shoulders. Regretfully, I tear my mouth away and place my forehead on hers. “Peaches. You deserve a fine time of dating and wooing, and you will get that, but I need to give you my dick first. It’s been jealous ever since you had my heart the second I laid eyes on you.”

      My shirt hits the floor. I back her up to the bed, making her fall backwards onto the covers. Her hair is spread out in wild waves. “Absolutely stunning.” I whisper the words while I take her in.

      She raises herself on her elbows and pins me with a gaze that overwhelms me with her desire. For me. It’s all for me. Feeling the need to worship what’s in front of me, I drop to my knees. Placing a hand on each knee, I gently slide her legs open and trail upwards, taking the fabric of her dress with me.

      Air escapes me when her pussy comes into view. It’s covered with a light blue scrap of lace that’s almost the same color as her sundress. The scent of her arousal is wafting around me, inching me forward. Hooking the fabric with a finger, I ease the fabric away, revealing a nicely shaved mound complete with a tiny strip of blond.

      My tongue slides through her lips. I can’t contain the groan that leaves my throat. “Damn, you taste so good, Peaches. You need to come in my mouth soon because this is just a hint from what’s to come and I need your taste to intensify.”

      Grabbing the lace, I pull it down her legs and throw it over my shoulder. I take the liberty of shedding my jeans. My dick, that’s already standing to attention, swells some more underneath her intense gaze.

      Taking myself in hand, I tighten my grip. “I could stand here and shoot  my load with just the sheer, stunning appearance you’ve graced me with. I’m sure it won’t even have a chance to soften before I’m ready to blow again. That’s what you do to me. You’re the fuel that runs through my body and keeps the craving flowing. It’s nothing I’ve ever experienced before. I’ve warned you, once I’m making you mine, I won’t ever let you go.” Placing one knee on the bed, I loom over her and lock eyes. “Are you ready to be mine, Serenity?”

      The tip of my dick nudges her entrance. Ready to sink down into her tight heat.

      Her legs wrap around me, just as her arms surround my neck. A hint of a smile tugs her lips when my world flips. My eyes close with the sensation of sinking down into her tight heat. When I open them, I find myself on my back with Serenity impaled on my dick, satisfied look on her perfect face.

      My fingers dig into the skin on her hips as she starts to grind and slide back and forth. I’m ready to blow and she hasn’t even started to slide up and down my length. Clenching my jaw, I let my thumb find her bundle of nerves.

      Pressing down, I make tight circles, drawing a gasp that’s chased by the sweetest moan. She lifts herself up and I’m enthralled by the way my dick appears from her slick pussy. It’s glistening from being surrounded by her walls that start to close back in.

      Serenity starts a rhythm that’s guaranteed to rip pleasure from both our bodies. She wins  the race by falling apart above me, creating the most exquisite tight embrace of clenching my dick has ever experienced. My eyes roll into the back of my head while I fight back my orgasm. I’m not ready to surrender yet.

      Flipping her over, I crawl down and put my mouth on her pussy. The need to savor her taste is intense. Groaning in pleasure, I lick inside while I spread her more open with my thumbs. Lazily sucking her clit while I flip it with my tongue. Her hands grip my face and I have no other choice but to look at her while I rub my beard against her slick pussy.

      “How’s that, Peaches? You want my tongue making you come again? Or shall I rub my chin against it so you can spread your cum all over my beard?”

      “Oh, hell, Chester. Both, all, now, dammit….I…”

      Stealing the opportunity to voice some more words, I fill her up with two fingers while I gently take her clit between my teeth and shake my beard against her pussy. She falls apart on me and treats me to the overwhelming reward I asked for.

      I grab both of her legs, and place them over my shoulders and grip my dick while balancing on one hand. Throwing my hips forward, I fill her up in one stroke. Her nails find my biceps as I start pounding her pussy like I’m on a mission to show who it belongs to. Although there isn’t a question about it by the way it’s surrendering to my every touch.

      “Who do you belong to, Serenity?” I growl close to her face.

      She grips me tighter with both her hands and the walls that surround my dick. “You, Chester, you. I’m yours.”

      “Damn, right.” I groan and start to  increase my pace, moving her forward with every grunt I release, slamming my hips against her.

      It doesn’t take long for her to scream her pleasure. Watching her come undone steals away my ability to hold back my orgasm. From my toes all the way to my beard, my body starts to flame up and explode with heated pleasure. Spilling hot strokes of cum into her body while her name spills from my lips.

      “That…wow…I didn’t know it could be like that.” Serenity releases in awe.

      The grin that I feel spreading my face is predatory. “It is when you make a woman yours and yours alone. I warned you, didn’t I? You’re mine now and I’m not letting go. So be prepared for a lot more where that came from.”

      Her pussy agrees by hugging my dick tightly. Serenity’s hands slide into my hair, bringing my head closer while her lips reach for me. Opening my mouth, I let her tongue swirl around mine. I’ll never grow tired of her taste while I’m devouring her lips, top or bottom for that matter. My hips start to rock by their own free will, my dick never softened while being inside heaven.

      This time I keep it to leisurely strokes, my gaze locked with hers and our foreheads touching. Serenity’s legs slide down from my shoulders, locking them around my waist. My arm snakes around her back, fingers curling around her shoulder so I can keep her in place while I thrust my hips forward, filling her up harder with each stroke.

      She grips my dick in rapid waves. My name rolls over her tongue and I inhale her next breath when I claim her mouth. Pumping three more times before I follow her with my own orgasm. Both completely spent, we drift off to sleep, holding each other tight.

      We actually have to sleep for a few hours before we’re able to leave the bed to take a shower together. Remembering the words of her brother, I need to make sure she’s aware; I’m not going anywhere and for effin’ sure will be there for every step of the way. Whatever our future might hold.

      But before I let her know, I enjoy watching her pull on her underwear and dress, while I lean against the wall. I’m back into jeans and a black denim shirt this time. Yes, I’m done wearing clothes to ward off people and dress in a pair of jeans that cover my whole ass.

      I’ve also asked Serenity to give my beard a slight trim before we went into the shower. Had to make her do it because she didn’t think I should change it. I wanted to go for a goatee and mustache but that made her frown and shake her head. Mainly because she told me the reason. What if it feels different against my pussy? Still makes me chuckle when I think about it.

      “Peaches.” The endearment rumbles through my chest, making her gaze land on mine. “We didn’t use any protection.” Pushing away from the wall, I close the distance between us. “I’m clean and with that said, I never want anything in between us. If it so happens that we’re pregnant, I would welcome it because I hope that it will be the inevitable. Our future, because that’s what I desire, a family all of us, no matter how high the number will be.”

      A look of pure horror washes over her before her throat bobs. “Oh, shit.” She croaks. “How could I forget? And you…you and your sperm. You have two sets of twins as siblings and I…Oh. My. God. That’s what you mean by high number?”

      My head tips back and laughter rips through me.

      Serenity jabs a finger against my chest. “Don’t you dare laugh. You shoot it in with pleasure while I need to squeeze it out magnified by a gazillion.”

      Can’t. Stop. Laughing.

      It takes her a moment before she joins in and wraps her arms around me. Sighing in content, I press her tighter against me. Feeling like a damn lucky man to have something so precious walk into my life. Even if we’ve been together for a blink of an eye, I’m ready to spend eternity with her, Amelia, and God knows how many other kids that might lie in our future.
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      I can’t believe how fast the last few days have passed. Well, it might seem like a fairytale and maybe somehow in a weird sense of it all, it is…yet it’s the solid reality I’m experiencing. Like how at this moment, I’m lying in Chester’s arms. We’re sitting in the swing on the porch, softly swaying back and forth. My feet are tucked underneath my butt while my head is resting on his shoulder.

      My gaze is set on a huge swing that Chester made for Amelia. It resembles more like a bed then a swing. He strung up thick ropes  to a large tree in front of the house. Night has fallen and he draped string lights all over the tree. It’s amazing. Amelia is holding her stuffed toy up in the air. I hear her babbling about the lights as if they were stars. She needs this so freaking much. I wish I could give it to her…

      And we’re back to the fairytale. Why is everything so hard? Why can’t I just pack up my stuff and move here? Oh, I know…Amelia would have to go to school here, I have to work for a living, and can’t let Oliver run the company on his own.

      The company…Chester found out what the leak was and handed all the information over to Oliver. When I demanded to see it, he told me that Oliver was the one who he made a deal with and that it was my brother’s decision to tell me. When I called Oliver and asked him about it, he said he would meet me tomorrow at the office, to explain everything.

      Tomorrow. We have to go back tomorrow, early tomorrow morning. I don’t want to leave, but Amelia has her six-year-old checkup. I could reschedule but it’s the hard reality I need to face.

      “We should get a dog.” Chester mutters.

      Lifting my head to look at him in confusion. “A dog? I need to return home tomorrow and we need to talk about…”

      “You’re going to pack up your things and come live with me. If you’re dead set on living in the city, fine, I’ll pack a bag and come with you.” His voice is strong and holds no room for arguments.

      I was dreading this conversation but it was bound to happen. “I’d love nothing more than to grab my stuff and come live with you.”

      “But.” He snaps out that word in frustration.

      My throat clogs up, it hurts to say the following words. “But I think it’s good for both of us to take a day or two to breathe. To see if…”

      “I don’t have to see if my feelings are real, if I need to think about what I want, or to have space to come to my senses and make a solid decision. You’re mine, I’ve never felt this way about anyone.  Even Amelia has wormed her way into my heart. So, it’s not me that wants to create distance between us, it’s you. And I get that. It’s a huge step and you’re not alone in this. So, I am  willing to give you the time to breathe.” His voice sounds pained.

      “Thank you.” I whisper while glancing over at Amelia.

      It pains me to do this but I’m not just one person. I have to think of what’s best for her in the long run. He’s been amazing with Amelia and I know it’s all about my insecurities but I feel like my judgement is clouded. We’ve only been here a few days but having a kid has a huge effect on your life and even more when it’s not yours. I need to be in my own home, with distance in between, to make a sane decision that’s life changing. For all of us.

      “So, what kind of dog should we get?”

      I smack my hand against his chest. “You’re crazy.”

      His chuckle warms my heart. “Nah, just determined, Peaches. Told you, I ain’t letting you go.  I will give you time, but that’s it, you’re mine, remember?”

      “Yes, but it’s not as easy as just pick everything up and come live here.  I can’t live underneath your roof and do nothing. I need to work, Amelia needs a school and…”

      “The house is paid for, we have amazing schools around here, and I’ve got a company, remember? You can take some of my workload and I’m sure you can do some of your own job from behind a laptop and a phone, right? We’ll make it work.”

      “You’re very annoying when you keep interrupting me.” I grumble while I think things over and it’s frustrating when it sinks in that he’s right.

      “I plan to annoy you all night, Peaches. That way I’ll be underneath your skin when you ride out of town, so I won’t leave your every thought and you’ll turn that car around to get back to me as soon as effin’ possible.” His fingers grab my chin, guiding my head to swallow my objections.

      “Yay! You picked a new one. Thank you Mommy, you picked the one I wanted.” Amelia’s voice fills the air before her little body hits mine, wrapping her arms around me.

      Picked a new one? “What are you talking about, Sunbeam?” Shit…she saw me kissing, Chester? Dammit, I didn’t think. See, this is what I mean with complicated and needing time to breathe.

      “You know Julie, right?” Amelia pins me with her gaze.

      Julie’s parents are divorced, pretty nasty from what I’ve heard. He cheated on her and ran off with the other woman. I nod at my daughter so she can continue.

      “Her Daddy didn’t like her Mommy anymore so he went and found a new one. But you’re not supposed to trade things. That always makes you sad, right?”

      Again, I nod, not understanding where she’s going with all of this.

      “My Daddy left us. I don’t even know or see him. So maybe it’s okay for you to get a new Daddy for me. It’s not like you’re trading, because there isn’t anything to trade, right, right?”

      The rational train of thoughts is displaying her face. I don’t know whether to laugh or to cry, to hug her or embrace the fact that she clearly is okay with the three of us being a family.

      I hear someone swallowing so my head turns to Chester. He’s looking at my daughter with so much emotion flowing through his eyes that my chest squeezes. A tear slides down his cheek and he quickly brushes it away with his palm. Leaning forward he grabs Amelia by her waist and places her between us in the swing.

      Moving the swing with one foot on the ground, he places an arm on the back of the swing. “You have a very smart daughter, Serenity. You also have some thinking to do, because clearly, it’s two against one.”

      I can’t look at him right now. I don’t have to because I hear the smug smile of satisfaction lacing his words. What was it Amelia said the first day? Right. I wish everything was as easy as cookies.

      It’s not long before I follow Chester up the stairs while he’s carrying a sleeping Amelia in his arms. Gently placing her on the bed he covers her with a blanket. I watch as he leans in and murmurs goodnight before he places a kiss on her temple.

      “Night, Daddy.” She whispers and  I see Chester freeze.

      My throat squeezes closed  with emotion. Clearly Amelia is saying this while she’s sleeping, but that also shows it’s something that occupies her mind. That single word cuts straight through my heart. Making me feel like I have failed her and yet have the ability to give her something we both want and need in our lives.

      “Hey,” I feel a soft brush of a thumb slide over my cheek. “Come on, Peaches. Save your worries for another day. You need to get a good night sleep so you have a fresh mind to take on the day in the morning.”

      My eyes burn from the tears that keeps flowing down my cheek. Chester bends slightly and scoops me into his arms, carrying me into his bedroom. Gently placing me on the mattress, he starts to peel way my clothes. Shedding his, he crawls underneath the blankets and pulls me into his embrace.

      “One single damn word can hold enough emotion and value to bring a grown man to his knees.  I am thankful and honored it was directed at me, Serenity. Please remember that. I have more than enough love for the both of you.”

      I don’t have the ability to form words, so I close my eyes. The only thing I can give him at this moment is the slight squeeze I give his forearm letting him know I accepted his words but my mind still needs to process.

      With his solid chest covering my back while I’m wrapped in his tight embrace, Chester’s slow and steady breathing tells me he drifted off to sleep. With everything that happened today and wondering about what tomorrow might bring I don’t believe that sleep  is in the cards for me tonight.

      Yet I feel exhausted. The way I’m being treasured at this very moment, in this bed, allows me to drift off and like Chester told me; save my worries for another day. Hoping my mind is indeed fresh enough in the morning to take on the day.
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      “It’s been three days.” I grumble.

      I move my head just in time to dodge a gator ball. And no, I don’t mean an alligator testicle; it’s food. Specifically gator meat, seasoned with garlic, red bell pepper, and a whole lot of other spices, fashioned into a ball.

      “Stop playing with your food. Ya’ll ain’t kids anymore, show some balls instead of throwing them.” My dad’s voice rumbles through the kitchen.

      We’re having Sunday dinner so the whole family is present. The whole family minus Roscoe that is. His is the only empty chair and plate at the table. Yes. My ma still puts a plate on the table, every damn time. We all hope she’s right and that he will come walking through that door one day.

      “See,” Hallie Mae sneers at me, the same one who threw the damn food at my head. “Even Pa is telling you to show some balls.”

      The fork I was holding clatters on my plate. That’s still full by the way because I’m not hungry. Everything seems to be dull and faded since Serenity and Amelia headed home. It’s not like they have been completely out of touch. We talked on the phone  and have facetimed a few times. But I long to hug them, both.

      “Three days, I have to give her time to breathe and think shit over, I can’t effin’ well walk into her life and drag her, and Amelia, back home with me. Or leave everything behind have me show up and move in with her. She has to think what’s best for Amelia, it’s her choice…”

      “Dude. Check your pants, you got balls, yeah? Then act like it and be with your girls. There, here, who the hell cares?” I swear he could be one of my brothers but instead Dale is my brother-in-law and married to Elsie. But he’s also Serenity’s cousin.

      Standing up so fast, the chair falls back on the floor behind me. He’s right. The time to pissfoot around things is over. Because one should never have lukewarm piss warming your feet when you have a chance to do something about it.

      “I need to go.” I state.

      “About damn time.” Everyone rumbles around the table.

      Heading out, I make plans in my head how to handle this. I need my girls. No matter where we have to live, my home is with them. This state or another, doesn’t matter, as long as we’re together. First, though? I need to get ready because I have to show her what I’m offering; options and possibilities.

      It’s early morning when I park my Jeep in the spot Oliver directed me toward. Yes, I called him because I am very aware that this is my one and only shot. There is no room for errors or screwing shit up. Also, the reason why I’m going to show up at her office instead of at her home.

      She needs to make the choice and we don’t want to hurt Amelia. I’m hoping that with me coming here instead of at her home  she will see that I will also place Amelia above everything else. That she’s right there next to Serenity on my priority list. The two who are the main element of my world.

      Her office is on the second floor. Taking the elevator, I press the button and as the doors close, I glance over myself in the mirror. Yes. She might be very pissed at me, but like I said. I need her to see I’m willing to do anything for her.

      Just as we agreed late last night, Oliver is there when I step out of the elevator. “She’s in her office, second door on the left. But I gotta warn you, she’s in one hell of a mood. Ever since she drove back, she only smiles and tries to act normal around Amelia.  I am so happy you called, instead of giving her time. If it was up to her, she’ll let a good thing slip through her fingers. Not something me, or you, can allow to happen. You’re right on time, she’s expecting you. Well, not you, but she’s preparing to meet a guy for an interview I set up.”

      I give him a tight nod, because I need to save my voice and words for his sister. With what Oliver just said, he’s behind me, Serenity, and Amelia as a family.

      Before I pass him, he grabs my biceps. “Oh, and thanks again, man. I can’t tell you how happy I am for your help with our company. We finally have the proof we needed to take action, and there will be no more money leaking out. Now we just need a plan to start building the company back up again. Means a lot, Chester. A lot.”

      “It was nothing. Happy to be of help, although I still think you should have let me visit him before you turned him in though.” I grumble because I’m still pissed he turned that Garth guy and his girlfriend over to the police because he was stealing from the company for years.  Stupid idiots always think they will get away with embezzlement, until they don’t.

      “You’re needed here, Chester. Not in prison.” Oliver snaps.

      Again, a tight nod is all I can manage. Taking a step forward, he mutters against my back. “Oh, and you clean up quite nicely, Chester, quite nicely.”

      No need to respond to that, although a tentative smile spreads my face.  Just a few more steps before my future either starts or crumbles. Not bothering to knock, I gently open the office door.

      My tentative smile turns into a beaming one and I have to focus very hard to stop from laughing my ass off. Serenity is wearing a tight black dress and is leaning over, reaching for her black pumps that are on the floor. One hand on her desk to steady herself.

      She stomps her bare foot. “I don’t want to put them on. Stupid interview, stupid job, gah, I’m so freaking stupid. I need magic socks. Why don’t I have freaking magic socks? I want them, dammit.”
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      “Do you now?” The voice I’ve been craving to hear ever since I got back here is flowing through my office.

      I’m going insane. With everything that happened over the last few days, my brain decided to have a meltdown. That’s it, right? With my brother telling me that my ex wanted to drain all the money from us, as revenge for the blame he put on us for ruining his life. Can you imagine?

      He was the one scheming  all of us so he would be the one running the company, with his girlfriend at his side. Yeah, that clearly wasn’t me he wanted beside him, but the bimbo he hired as his secretary. Seems they were high school sweethearts and wanted the big money so they came up with this plan. Amelia didn’t fit in to their plans and it all went to hell.

      Both of them going to prison isn’t enough. I’m so furious and yet it’s part of a past I want to forget. So with the both of them  behind bars awaiting trial, and the problem with the company being cleared, it’s finally time to put everything behind me.

      I made my choice and I called Amelia at the sitter’s five minutes ago to let her know we would be leaving when I’m done with this appointment my brother made. An interview. Then we are getting in the car with everything that’s important to us to drive toward what’s missing in our life. Chester.

      With all of this said…these last few days? Yes, clearly I’m going insane, because there’s no way Chester can be here. In. My. Office. My gaze travels from the pump I’m holding, over the carpet to see black, crocodile leather loafers, black slacks. How can it be? It’s his voice and yet not the feet and legs to go with it.

      Slowly spinning around while I drop my pump back on the ground. My breath hitches when I see him dressed in a black suit, white button down shirt, gold and black tie. His hair is combed back and he trimmed his beard into a goatee and mustache. He is absolutely breathtaking.

      Why? Why did I need time to think when all along I knew deep down that I could never walk away from this man. Yet again he’s here, doing exactly what he said; I ain’t letting you go. Will give you time, but that’s it, you’re mine.

      Guess my time is up. Or just starting for that matter. I don’t have any influence on my body when I close the distance and launch myself at him. His muscled arms surround me as he steps back to brace himself from the impact.

      “What took you so long?” I grumble against his neck where I buried my head.

      His chuckle rumbles through his chest, making my nipples peak.

      “Missed me, Peaches?” His hand slides to my ass and gives it a squeeze.

      Rearing my head back, I look at his face. “I’m very angry with you right now.”

      Confusion spreads across his face.

      “How could you do that?” I ask while I step back, creating some distance and yet I can’t stop myself from sliding a hand down his cheek.

      It was covered with a full beard the last time I saw him. Now it’s gone and a well-maintained goatee mustache is in its place.

      “You’re mad at me for trimming, Peaches?” His eyes darken, filling with desire while he steps back and flips the lock.

      Chester stalks forward, making me automatically step back due to the intensity in his features. “Need me to let you feel the difference? Because I have no problem with that, Serenity. I've been craving your taste on my tongue for days now.”

      His hands go to my waist as he lifts my ass on top of my desk.

      “Lean back on your elbows, Peaches. Watch me lick that sweet pussy of yours.”

      Holy shit. I’ve missed him so much. Beard, no beard, crack revealing jeans or a suit, I don’t care. It’s him. He’s perfect in every way.

      My panties hit the floor with my next breath. His hands roam my left leg as he raises it and places my heel on the edge of the desk. Repeating the action with the other, he spreads me wide open.

      Chester makes me wait like that while he slowly shrugs out of his jacket. Folding, then draping it over the chair on his left. His gaze pinned between my legs, he starts to roll up his sleeves. My mouth is dry for what’s to come.

      Chester places both of his hands flat on the table, looming over me. “I am going to eat the pussy that belongs to me. You will reward me by coating my tongue with an orgasm. Then my dick is going to slide in and I demand you will treat him with the same privilege. Because make no mistake, you’re mine and I’ve come home. Understood?”

      Slowly I manage to  nod, silently agreeing with every word  he just said.

      “Words, Serenity. I need to hear you say it. I want them tumbling from your lips, voicing them, owning them. Give them to me.” He growls, clearly on edge.

      “I’m yours, Chester. Please, come home.” I breathe while a tear slides over my cheek in regret  over the time I robbed from us to be together.

      He treats me to a kiss that makes desire pool between my legs. Knowing he’s showing my mouth what he intends to do with my pussy. His fingers slide over my breast, making me gasp when he rolls the nipple through the fabric of my dress.

      Chester feathers kisses down my cheek, jaw and neckline, and nips the skin on my neck. I feel his teeth sink in, and know he’s marking me. Tingles shoot through my veins from the way he treats my body with every touch.

      He lowers himself, and I’m absolutely enthralled by the way he’s staring back at me while his mouth is covering my pussy. His tongue flipping my clit between sliding deep inside me and lazy licks to change things up. It doesn’t take long for me to be teetering on the edge, begging for him to tip me over into the absolute euphoria only he’s allowed to give me.

      The graze of his teeth against my bundle of nerves is all it takes. No shame to ruin the moment when his name bounces off my office walls, screaming out my pleasure while I fight for my next breath. I’ve got a tight grip on his head while I grind myself against his goatee.

      The sensation is very different from the full beard and yet it’s Chester who gives me every single feeling he creates inside of me. It doesn’t matter. None of it matters, what it comes down to is what you feel, deep down in your heart. For us it’s clear. We belong together, now and always.

      The sound of a zipper drains away some of the euphoria and spikes desire and lust for what’s to come. Chester doesn’t take the time to remove his pants, he just uses the space the zipper allows him to unleash his dick.

      Lining it up while his eyes find mine, he throws his hips forward and fills me up in one stroke. My nails dig into his biceps, gripping him to urge him on. The slight sting of being so very full eases away as he starts to tunnel in and out of me. Like he’s on a mission to obtain the very thing he needs to breathe. Me, us, connected.

      His arm snakes around my waist, gripping me tightly to keep me in place, allowing for him to add more power to his strokes. Groaning, I place my forehead on his shoulder, I can’t…it’s too strong, too intense…his balls slapping my ass when he changes his pace.

      His hips create a friction where my clit gets the attention it needs to flip me over and light up tingles that spike the mother of all orgasms.

      “Fuuuuuuugggkkkmmmm ahhhhh.” Chester bellows while he stills on top of me.

      Pulsing, feeling his cum shooting deep inside, this is where I belong. In his arms, the way he always puts me first, loving, caring, yet dominates and taking action.

      “Love.” He pants. “You.” Pant. “Mine.” Pant.

      Sighing in content, I also gasp for my next breath while I squeeze out my words in one go. “Love you too. I’m still mad at you, though.”

      That makes him pull back to merge our gaze. “I thought you’d clearly enjoyed this version of facial hair. Miss out on extracting an orgasm from my beard? Or do you need a repeat to prove this one works just fine too, Peaches?”

      “You’re mine and you didn’t ask permission to do that.” I tell him with a firm voice.

      The corner of his mouth twitches. “Is that right? I guess that means you shouldn’t let me run around without supervision, huh?”

      “Never again.” I vow and pull him down on my lips to kiss him.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            CHESTER

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s been three whole blissful weeks since I drove off to get my girls. That’s right, get my girls. Because Serenity decided that she wanted to give Amelia all the space she could get. To enjoy the gators she loved, nature, the swamp, a huge house, and yes…a dog.

      When we drove back to my place, we visited a dog shelter and adopted a two-year-old beagle. Amelia picked him when she had barely taken one step inside. There he was, staring at her and when she placed her palm against the bars, he started to lick away.

      Now I’m enjoying watching them run around the garden. Those two are inseparable. Serenity has been working off and on for her brother. Although Oliver wouldn’t voice his problems, he can’t deny them any longer either.

      “I really need to find a way for him to hire someone. Not only a new secretary, because I can only do so much from a distance, but also a person who knows how to make our company bloom again. Can we find a person like that?  Oh, and maybe someone sweet and sexy who can also drag him out of the office from time to time to have crazy sex.”

      That’s my future wife…yes, I asked her to be mine legally after I discussed it with Amelia first.  They  both agreed so that’s something we plan to do two months from now.

      “You are aware that he doesn’t need to leave the office to have crazy sex, right? Didn’t I show you that in your office a while back?” I question.

      Serenity squeezes her legs together. Thought so. That’s all the reminder she needs.

      Shaking my head to clear my sexual thoughts, I ask, “Why won’t he hire someone?”

      “Because there is barely enough money to hire one, that’s not enough to get the best we need for the job to put the company back on track.” She shakes her head in defeat.

      Rubbing my chin, I think things over. Serenity watches the movement. My beard has been growing out and she’s not allowing me to trim it.

      “Stop watching me like that. Amelia is over there and I can’t bury myself deep right now.” I growl in frustration.

      A sly smile spreads her face when her gaze switches from the yard back to me. “You can. Hallie Mae just walked up.”

      “That’s it.” I swoop Serenity into my arms and place my mouth next to her ear. “First we’re going to ask Hallie Mae to watch Amelia for an hour, then…we’re going to ask her to watch your brother.”

      “Watch my brother?”

      I nip her earlobe. “Yes, Hallie Mae has an impressive reputation when it comes to dragging companies out of financial problems and work them up to healthy, blooming businesses.”

      “But, that’s absolutely perfect.” Serenity groans when my hands slide to her ass, kneading it with my fingers. “Make her watch…Amelia.”

      “Just Amelia, huh?” I rock my pelvis against hers, letting her feel how much I need her.

      “That’s a nice start.” Serenity moans.

      Tearing myself away, I grab her hand and raise my voice. “Hallie Mae,” She looks up when she hears her name and gives me a finger wave.

      “I’m gonna need a favor, or two…” I state.

      In confirmation, I get two thumbs up from my sister.

      That’s enough for me to speed walk inside the house, loving the way family comes first. Or Serenity for that matter, within the next few minutes.
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      “Do you believe in heaven on earth, Riddick?” My mom wheezes out on her deathbed. She’s been sick for a long time, and now she’s dying and I can’t do anything to help her. They gave her these pills and stuck a needle in her arm to try and make her better, which didn’t work. It made her hair fall out and turned her face a weird color; she looked like someone punched her in the face. I hated every minute of it. Especially when she would come home with bruises on her arms bigger than the ones I get when I fall off my bike or wrestle on the ground with one of my friends. She said they didn’t hurt. However, I know they do. She just doesn’t want me to be sad or to cry. What’s really sad is I worry about her, all the time.

      And now she’s lying in her bed looking worse than ever before. Every time I hug her, she bruises, my fingerprints leaving the ugliest shade of blackish purple on her arms or shoulders. My dad finally told me to quit touching her. He didn’t say it to be mean, of course; he said it because he wants her not to be in pain. I don’t understand any of this; all I know is I hate it. All of it. I’m a kid, and kids are supposed to have a mom and a dad, so why, why does my beautiful mom have to be sick all the time?

      At ten years old I knew Heaven was good and Hell was bad, but when you’re staring down into the shiny, red eyes of one of the only people who’s good, you tend not to believe in anything except Hell. If Heaven is good, then why is it taking a kind, caring, and loving mom like mine away from me? Dying from cancer that struck her hard. I don’t even know what cancer is. All I know is I hate it as much as I hate the doctors who said they couldn’t help her anymore. They can go straight to that place called Hell for all I care. Just let me have my mom back.

      “Yeah,” I lie to her.

      Her tiny little neck slowly eases my strange-looking mom’s skinny face to look me in the eye. Oh crap. She knows I lied by the way those watery eyes stare me down knowingly. She doesn’t like to be lied to. She told me no matter what, I should always be honest, whether it hurts someone or not. I don’t care if I lied, not today. I’m not hurting my mom. It sucks to hurt. My chest hurts every time I look at her sad eyes or the tears that won’t stop falling from them.

      “You may not believe in it now, my sweet child. I promise someday you will. Someday when you least expect it, an angel is going to take you away from Hell and soon you’ll find your Heaven.” She chokes on her words. A funny noise comes out of her mouth. Her eyes look like she wants to cry. Again.

      “Mom?” I whisper.

      No movement.

      No blinking.

      No crying.

      “Mom,” I jump up, tears rolling down my face and landing on her hand. “Dad. Something’s wrong. Dad!” I scream through my cries. “I love you, Mom, please don’t go. You didn’t tell me what you meant by ‘an angel’, Mom? Tell me!” I scream through my painful tears.

      “She’s gone, son,” my dad weeps. His arms wrap around me tightly. “My heavenly angel is gone!” he yells as I cling to him tightly.

      I lived several more years on earth before I found out what my mother meant.

      I had an angel once; now I live in Hell on earth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            CORA

          

          Seventeen years old

        

      

    

    
      This is the first time in my life I’ve felt as if I was experiencing that pivotal moment where your life flashes before your eyes. Somewhere between your first sweet memory to your last in chronological order. Your first day of school, first love, birthdays, Christmas. The birth of your child. Witnessing them walking and talking for the first time. All the memories stored up inside your heart dying with you when you take that last breath.

      There has to be nothing more valuable than being a mother. The times of laughter over silly things, the joy of simply existing because of them. These are all the life-changing experiences that make a woman into the person she was meant to be. I’m young. Some would say too young to be someone’s mother. I would beg to differ with them all if I were given a chance.

      For some unknown reason, this is my destiny. Life in hell with my heaven so close and yet out of my reach that no matter how far I stretch, I still can’t grasp hold of it tightly enough, never to let go. Like my life is right now at this exact second. One minute I’m making dinner for myself, the next I’m being summoned to my brother’s office about two miles down the road from where I’ve lived my entire life. Instead of calling me like he usually does or storming in with a cold gust of wind behind him, it’s different this time. I’ve been physically escorted out the door and shoved into the back of a darkened SUV while having my hands and legs tied together until I’m curled up in some yoga position I can’t get out of. By the time we’ve reached his office, where I’m screaming and demanding to know what the hell is going on, my throat is raw, my wrists are bleeding, and I’m mentally racking my brain trying to figure out what I did wrong. I’ve done nothing to make my brother’s asshole best friend, Cutter, drag me out of my home to somewhere I do not want to go.

      “Shut your mouth before I shut you up by making you suck my dick, Cora.” I blanch, sickened. Cutter has always given me the creeps by the way he looks me up and down, stares at my breasts and mouth, but he’s never once acted or spoken on his desire. My stomach tosses at the thought of the unpleasant, nasty appendage between his legs. I’d rather get stung by a thousand bees down there than have him touch me. Every time he looks at me, I feel dirty. I scrub my skin raw the first chance I get whenever he gets close to me. The man is disgusting. Anything to do with him makes me want to puke. Neither he nor my brother would know how to treat a lady if it slapped them in the face and jolted their brains awake.

      Cutter’s threats should make me want to shut my mouth; they don’t. I’ll make all the noise in the world to find out why I feel like I’m being dragged to my death. Oh God, please tell me they do not know!

      Without warning, Cutter grips me by my hair, yanking me out of my spot in the corner. My backside lands on the rough gravel with a solid thud. The sharp stones are penetrating through the flesh on my back. I scream out in agony as this man bores his fingers into my cheeks, digging into my skin enough to draw blood with his fingernails penetrating through my flesh. They’re going to kill me.

      “You’re finally getting a chance to get out of here. If you fuck this up, I’ll kill him. Do you get me?” What? I ignore his comment about leaving here. That rolling in my stomach starts to turn, spinning out of control until it crashes into my chest, making it hard for me to breathe. I know exactly whom he’s referring to, and the thought makes me want him to stick his dick in my mouth so I can bite the repulsive little thing off. He’s talking about Riddick. Cutter nods my head for me using his greased, stained hands, his fingernails so dirty I gag at the sight. Those hands that make me cringe every time they touch me leave my face and go right back to my hair, where he pulls me behind him across the lot while I stifle my cries of pain. Not from the gravel clawing and embedding into my skin. From the words he spits out like it’s an everyday occurrence to threaten me with the only thing that can plunder my soul. This is the first time he’s physically hurt me, which makes me realize that whatever I’m here for is the worst kind of bad.

      My life is not my own anymore. It belongs to my brother, and I’m a nut job because of it. I live inside my own head, talk to myself, pretend like I’m carrying on a conversation with the one person I want with me all the time. Riddick. I stare at walls for hours upon hours of the day and night, daydreaming of a better life on the ocean, where I can roam freely. Feel the wind swaying in with the tide, my hair blowing back away from my face as I breathe in the salty air. These conscious fantasies are a young woman’s fairy tale we all wish to come true. Riddick knows how much living on the ocean means to me. He is going to kill them for thinking they can put their slimy hands on me. This will be the end to the street fighting gang war my brother seems to think he’s the king of. People stay clear of Jesse Barrick for a reason. He’s maniacal crazy. Certifiably teetering on the edge of insanity. And whatever his reasons are for mistreating me have crazed him out to the point where I’m tumbling over the edge first.

      No one knows about the Riddick and me, so how could Jesse have found out? That’s the only reason I can think of for this abusive and unruly behavior.

      Sure, we’re young and impressionable, and Riddick has his fate mapped out for him. The good thing is, his father is a loving man. He’s going to let Riddick start up his own chapter of the Hell’s Angels anywhere we want to go as soon as I graduate high school. Even though he’s never come out and told me, I really don’t think it’s in Riddick’s blood to take over his father’s gang one day. That’s Riddick for you, though; he’s loyal, kind, and has the biggest heart of anyone I know.

      Riddick Murdock and I have been secretly seeing each other for a year. He’s two years older than me; and he’s the one person my brother has forbidden me to have anything to do with. We both knew trouble would brew in this town; a war would start if my brother were to find out about us. It didn’t matter to either one of us; we fell for each other. We met on my first day of high school, when he almost ran over my toes with his motorcycle in the parking lot. It was my fault for being nervous and not paying attention when I crossed, eagerly trying to make it to class on time. I thought I had enough time to make it across safely; little did I know he was late as well, plowing his way through the throngs of kids way too fast in his dark jeans, a few tattoos on his arms, and hair to his shoulders. Right there I deemed him the sexiest teenager alive. Then he slammed on the brakes and skidded to the side, freezing me in place. Not from the sound of the squawking coming from his tires or from embarrassment. I stood rooted to my spot with my jaw hanging open. The most handsome boy I had ever seen snuck out from under that black helmet and left me immobile. Speechless and a blabbering mess. I fell in love right there. Not really; but back then it felt like I did. Lust in the form of I-have-to-get-to-know-you zapped me in my ass when his blue eyes fenced mine in his.

      He knew my name, where I lived, and made me feel wanted all in a matter of weeks after our first encounter. We secretively fell in love when we shouldn’t have. And now as I’m being dragged to God knows where, guilt scrapes at the ridges of my dry mouth as I become angry at the people I blame for leaving me to rot in hell. My parents.

      I’m the daughter of the famous Bernardo Barrick, ex- gang leader of the Almighty Sinners and now dead right along with my beautiful mother, Meredith Steller; both of them were gunned down right outside our front door ten years ago. A gang-related drive-by shooting. I can remember them as clear as a bright blue sky. Laughter, joy, and unlike my brother, they loved me, loved him. They would die all over again if they were to witness this.

      They did terrible things. Things I hated to hear. Things I was too young to understand. I knew they weren’t nice people when they left my home. The kids at school would tell me. They stole, they dealt drugs, and they ruled our tiny little town. In spite of all of that, they never once mistreated my brother or me.

      Why my brother turned on me before we had our parents in the ground, I may never know. I really don’t care. He’s told me to stay out of his way, and he would stay out of mine; he pretty much has up until now. Even after my parents died, I fended for myself most of the time. Ate frozen dinners and cereal. School lunches. Watched television. Bought my clothes at the thrift shops. I didn’t mind any of it, except I was alone, with no one to talk to, no one who cared. Until Riddick.

      My parents’ murderers were never caught. However, witnesses and rumors flew around that it was the Hell’s Angels who were behind it. Our rivals. Witnesses even picked the leader out of several photographs they were shown; all of them swore it was Riddick’s dad, Robert, and his group of henchmen. Thus—to make a long story short—is the reason why my Riddick is forbidden and why my brother is constantly on the pissed-off train to Hell, because even though people said they saw Riddick’s dad in the car that day, there was no further evidence to back up their story. He was brought in for questioning, then let go with his own string of alibis who claimed he was out of town. I don’t believe he had anything to do with it. I’ve always thought my brother planned it. That’s the type of spineless, whacked-out asshole he is. Sick and twisted in his head. Greedy and deranged that I’m surprised he hasn’t killed me before today.

      “What is he talking about, Jesse, and for God’s sake, why am I tied up?” I demand an answer by way of screaming so loud I wish I really could wake the dead when I’m hauled through the door to his office.

      “I hate you. You’re nothing to me. Do you hear me? Nothing, Jesse.” My voice is ear piercing, shattering even to my own self.

      They’ll destroy me more than anything if they make me leave here. By the devious smirks on their faces, they know it, too. Bastards. It sure as shit isn’t to get me out of their way, either. I take care of myself. The only thing my brother does is toss a wad of money at me once a week. He never carries on a conversation with me like siblings should. He bitches and moans about me being a nuisance, slams the door, and doesn’t bother me unless he’s too drunk or lazy to bring me my money. When that happens, Cutter brings it. Only that creep lingers way too long for my liking. Fucking pig.

      These two have a plan for me; I know they do.

      “I’m going to give you freedom, sis. In exchange for that freedom, you’re going to stay far away from Riddick Murdock,” my brother says seriously. I want to laugh at the absurdity in his bossy tone. I know better, though. Not when his face is showing me how angry and repulsed he is by me. I don’t care how he feels about me; it’s Riddick I’ll protect until my dying breath. I won’t give in without fighting to protect our love.

      This is the second time within minutes my life flashes in front of my eyes; only this time it’s my future, the one Riddick and I planned, the future where we would be together. I can’t allow my brother to take that away from me.

      “Fuck you both. I won’t do it. You want revenge for something we both know is rumors and lies, and you want me to pay the price? How dare you!” I yell loudly from my spot on the floor. Jesse’s eyes flare, and the next thing I know, I’m being kicked in the stomach. My gut is rising and falling in pain. I breathe through my nose. Sucking in that last gasp of air before the sting of losing my breathing rhythm scrambles out of control. I hate being weak, not being able to stand up to my own flesh and blood. I shouldn’t have to; he’s my damn brother. I close my eyes as I try to regain my breath, my arms twitching on the inside to wrap around my stomach. To protect. All I can see is the young man I love. His dark-as-night hair, bright blue eyes that could easily blend in with the ocean. I want a better life for myself. I’d do anything to assure I receive one. But this, this is something I don’t know I can honestly do.

      “You will do it, you fucking bitch. You will leave him, or Cutter will kill you. I swear to God, Cora, you will leave!” My ears are ringing as I try to catch my breath. I whip my head around violently to gauge Cutter’s reaction to what Jesse is saying. His face is contorted in a daring look of pure pleasure, and yet that look says it all. It says I dare you to defy him. He slants his head ever so slowly, pulls out his knife, and stares me down in the creepiest way. These men are freaks. What kind of man threatens to have someone kill his own sister? A sick one, that’s who.

      I swallow the truth down in one giant gulp. It’s a die-of-a-broken-heart-if-I-do-or-die-from-being-gutted-if-I-don’t situation. It doesn’t matter how badly I want out of here; the thought of leaving my boyfriend behind without telling him what he has the right to know is enough to kill me of a broken heart.

      I wanted Riddick and me to run away more times than I could count these past few months, always talking myself out of it because we simply aren’t ready yet. At least that’s what I kept telling myself. The truth is I was frightened of what Jesse would do, and now that fright wants me to leave. It makes no sense. How the hell would I start over when I’m terrified they will find a way to track me down? I can’t go to the cops or the FBI for fear they are on Jesse’s payroll; or worse yet, all of them would find a way to take away the one person who matters to me. The only person who loves me. How funny it is that they’ve managed to defeat me in this crazy game of cat and mouse? What they don’t care about is there’s just no way will my conscience allow me to leave without begging them to let Riddick leave, too.

      “I’m not doing it. Not unless Riddick comes with me,” I say as bravely as I can.

      There’s salacious laughter all around me. Mockingly painful. A hurt that’s so tortuous it sits in the center of my chest.

      “You’re fucking dumber than you look, Cora. No goddamn way you’re taking off with that filth. It’s bad enough I can smell him on you, you fucking whore. God, you stink of him. I ought to have Cutter strip you down and clean you the right way; but I won’t, and we both know why, don’t we, you stupid bitch? You’ll do what I say, or I’ll burn you alive. You get me, Cora?” I feel sick. Visibly numb lying here listening to him threaten he will let a man cleanse me of another. My lips tremble.

      God, why is this happening to me?

      I want to tell them to go ahead and burn me. Stake my body to a cross and kill me. I’m half in the ground anyway. Hell was at my front door a few minutes ago, dragging me to the Devil’s throne. Hell brought me here and is standing behind me, worshipping the king of this dreadful palace who’s somehow found out my secret. If I die, maybe I’ll find peace, that old saying of a slice of heaven. And still I can’t seem to get those words to come out of my mouth, and he knows it.

      My brother stands in front of me with that familiar hatred flaring in his eyes. His revenge toward the Murdock’s is all I can see. It takes me back to why he hates them so much. There was no proof. Riddick’s father swears to this day he had nothing to do with it. I know better than to ask either of them a question pertaining to this gang war, though. It’s not a woman’s place to know shit; her place in this shit hole is on her back being forced to do things she doesn’t want to do. Violated. Tortured. Beaten. It may be a callous thing for me think, but I thank God I’m the founder’s daughter. Untouchable, my dad always said. If any one of them put their hands on me, they would be haunted from his grave.

      “Cutter, I believe my sister thinks we’re bluffing. Go grab the little punk; she can watch me cut his dick off.”

      Oh my God. They have Riddick? Here? I take one split second to become naïve in believing he’s bluffing before I burst out in tears with the chance of fate in one ear and the chance of agreement in the other. “No, Jesse. NO! NO!” I scream with the love I have for Riddick winning out. “Don’t do this, Jesse. I’m sorry. We won’t say a thing, we’ll disappear, I promise,” I cry out. My tears are blurring my vision. I thrash in the confines of these ropes. My wrists are bleeding, burning. “Where is he?” I demand loudly. I’m going to get the shit beaten out of me for acting like I am. I know it, but right now I do not care. I need to know where he is.

      “Fuck you, you worthless whore. I don’t have to tell you a goddamn thing. That kid is going to pay for laying his hands on you. For staking claim to something he had no right to touch. He’s the goddamn enemy, Cora. And now look at you. You’re carrying his filthy bastard child. I’ve changed my mind about him. I’m going to kill him for touching you. Make him pay for marking you with the seed of the son who killed our parents. This leaves you with no choice at all, you worthless bitch, unless you want me to have Cutter kill you and that bastard child of yours. I’m doing you a goddamn favor, little sister, by letting you live.”

      Letting me live? What the fuck is he rambling on about? I will kill him for calling my child that, too. One day. I swear I will. “Don’t touch him, please. I need him. He needs me. We both need each other,” I wail. God, what have I done? I’ve all but killed the man I love.

      “My God, are you listening to yourself? Need, want. Give me! Give me! I’ve been taking care of you for too long. You thought you could play house behind my back, get yourself knocked up, and still live off of me? Shit don’t work that way, Cora. You man the fuck up, whether you’re a woman or not.” Jesse’s spit flings all over the place. I’m scared, lonely, and unable to breathe, but I will not cower in front of either one them. I get a few last words out before my life falls into the pits of hell. Until I’m given no choice.

      “Fuck you. I’ll go. Just leave him alone.” That’s all I’m allowed to say before he places his hand over my mouth to silence me.

      “Oh, you’ll leave, all right, and live the rest of your life knowing that it’s because of you your baby’s father is fucking dead. One more thing, little girl, if you ever come back here or even try going to the cops, I will hunt you down and kill both of you and that fucking kid you’re carrying. Do you fucking get me, sister?” Oh my God, I can’t believe my own brother would do this.

      “I won’t! I promise! Just please don’t hurt Riddick!” I scream and wail for him to let Riddick go all the while listening to him tell me he can’t, that he’s as good as dead the minute I leave here.

      The next thing I know, I’m flying through the air, landing on my back with a loud crack and a throbbing jaw. I lie there all twisted up like a deformed-looking pretzel, my mind whirling in chaos. I find satisfaction knowing these two will rot in hell for hurting my unborn child and me.

      You’re my heaven on earth, my angel, buzzes through my ears loudly as I fall into darkness. Those words I love hearing from him every time we parted are the last ones I remember.
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      “Who is that?” My friend and co-worker, Tyson, suppresses a shudder, his loud thundering voice echoing under my archway, where we park our bikes, as if he’s seen a phantom or some shit. I don’t see a damn thing on the sandy beach except for hardcore waves. Of course, my eyes are blurred from wearing this shield over them for hours, making me sweat my ass off. No matter what time of day it is, we’re required to wear it. Can’t have some fucker recognizing us and detaching our heads from our bodies, having it roll down the highway and shit. Taking people out is our job, not some whacked-out crack head with a spite to retaliate because we killed or arrested her pimp or the wife of a gang member who tried to pad her bra by buying her fake tits with stolen drug money. There are some fucked-up people out there, who will do any damn thing when you take what they think is theirs. They don’t give a shit whether it’s right or wrong; if they can grow it, sell it, shoot, snort, smoke, or get high by licking it off some bitch’s pussy, they will do it. Fucking drugs. Hate them.

      We’re the monsters underneath the criminals’ beds. Ready to blow their dicks clean off their body as they come down from that heavenly high only to drift off to the land of the dead. Welcome to hell, motherfuckers.

      I’m an enforcer. A man with a smooth record of being known to fuck you up. So, basically mine, my buddies’ lives, and let’s not forget the criminals of the State of California’s lives, belong to the Narcotics Department. I’m otherwise known as a detective in the Santa Barbara Police Department. I may be invisible when it comes to sneaking up and arresting or killing someone, but I sure the hell am not ready to meet my maker yet. Dying isn’t on the agenda, at least not for a damn long time if I can help it. So yeah, we wear a bulletproof ugly as fuck helmet.

      That single world death has spooled its claws around my lungs for as long as I can remember. It has drunk from my veins, embedded itself into my bones, and still hasn’t taken me out yet. Not that the leaders of evil haven’t tried. They have. More times than I can count.

      It’s not unusual for Tyson to take off to the beach like he’s doing now. I swear he loves it more than I do. Surprised the fucker hasn’t stripped himself naked yet. Crazy ass. He’s one of three people in this world I trust one hundred percent; another is Jude, an agent like us, who, knowing him like I do, has got his dick buried in pussy right now.

      All of this means that a guy like me takes every precaution he can. Especially when you have enemies. And man, do I have them. A lot, actually. They just have no idea who the hell I really am. And I’ll take my dying breath to keep it that way. My past is just that, my past. End of fucking story.

      I watch Tyson until he veers around the corner and out of my sight, then I roll my aching shoulders and gaze out onto the deep blue sea. Remembering. Don’t go there, Riddick.

      I won’t think of her. She’s gone.

      We’ve been driving down for hours from Seattle to my home in Santa Barbara, hitting California State Route 1 then flying down the coast free as a bird on our bikes. I’m drained and in need of some sleep in my own bed; and this quack is seeing shit.

      It’s been one long-ass week with the Hell’s Angels in Seattle after the death of their president, Big, a six-foot-eight burly bear of a man. One of the best men I’ve had the honor to know. Loyal to my dad and his gang since I learned how to stand to take a piss. Hell, before I was born, to be honest. Fucking waste of a good soul. Dead and gone from a heart attack before he hit the ground. Right during an important church meeting even. Well, every church meeting is important to them, I guess. Doesn’t matter when or how he died, what matters is, he’s gone, and there isn’t shit I can do about it.

      Hell, we had to stand in the distance to not be seen at his funeral. If word got out I showed up there, I’d be a dead man by now. Big was the third person I trusted and one of the few people who know I’m out of the Army and work for the government. For not only my safety, but Tyson’s and Jude’s as well; that’s the way it needs to stay.

      “Jesus Christ, he’s really fucking gone,” I mutter to myself. I still can’t wrap my head around it. Fifty gangs in twenty-eight states, and one of the best presidents is dead when they could use him the most. It sure as fuck isn’t his fault, but damn; all the shit going down up in the Northern part of the state with all these gangs applying heat on each other, vying for territory and shit, they could actually use his wisdom right now. Those fuckwads are actually blowing people the fuck up half-assed and sloppy as shit in those towns. How dumb can people get? Crazy dumb is my guess.

      My father, Riddick Murdock Senior, founded the Hell’s Angels gang forty years ago in New York City. Dad was a smart man for a guy growing up in East Harlem with diddly squat to his name. With parents who didn’t give two fucks about whether their kid had food to eat or not, clothes on his back, or a place to live half the time. He was street smart. He wanted to help others like him, take in the misfits, so to speak. It all started out with him and a few of his buddies driving around the streets, pulling pranks, stealing cars, guns, and anything they could get their hands on to pawn off in order to make enough money to hit up one of the illegal poker tournaments that were run out of a warehouse in their neighborhood. He paid his ten-grand-buy-in like they told him he needed to. Tore them all a new asshole with his talent and walked out winning not only half a mil that night, but he also earned respect. At eighteen years old, he was a young punk who had been hanging around doing grunt work for these men. They all knew he was a no-good small time criminal; didn’t stop him from doing what he wanted or getting what he needed. He earned his reputation rightfully as one of the best card sharks around after that night. That man could count cards while staring the person across the table in the eye. He used to tell me it was a God-given talent, the only thing God gave him that he didn’t take back, besides me. He took that money and invested it in building his gang from the ground up.

      Everything skyrocketed from there. The prospects, the women, the traveling all over the United States, planting his roots in something he believed in while he and his group of friends formed trustworthy friendships and alliances that took hold and grew the chapters into what they are today. One hell of a family who deals in illegal gambling.

      I couldn’t give two fucks about any of that shit anymore; that was my dad’s gig, not mine. That life is long gone for me. I want no part in that criminal activity. It may be wrong of me to allow them to continue doing what they do, but I give zero fucks what they do as long as they don’t hurt the innocent and stay the hell away from me. It would have been all mine, too, if my life hadn’t gone to hell twelve years ago; if my life and hers hadn’t been stolen. Her. Ripped away by some sick fuck with a vendetta for something my old man swore he didn’t have a thing to do with. I know her brother killed her.

      I sigh, because there is no going back now that my blood is heating up; with every strum of my pulse the bubbles in my blood pop and erupt. Her murder was the reason I went legit, changed my mind in an instant about being on the wrong side of the law. She died for no other reason than revenge. On me. On my father. Christ. I loved her. I still do.

      Thank God my old man made sure I kept my nose clean when I was growing up. He could have not given a shit about me or cared whether I finished school. Maybe he knew deep down I wasn’t cut out to follow in his footsteps. Fuck, I don’t know. I’m only glad he let me do what I needed to survive after that dreadful day that ripped my soul into the universe of nothingness.

      What pisses me off the most about the Hell’s Sinners is they’ve always thought the grass was greener on the other side when I know underneath every patch of grass is a pile of brown fucking shit. I would happily put a bullet in their heads and bury them all under the greenest foliage in the woods I can find; let them rot in the cold, dark dirt if I had it in me to do it. If she were still alive. If I weren’t on the right side of the law. If I had the proof her brother and his crony, Cutter, killed her.

      Jesse had been living up in Redding, where I grew up. I’ve wanted to kill him since the day he ripped my soul out of my chest. Killed my girl and spit on her grave. The dirty rotten motherfucker. He’ll get what’s coming for him. It’s all I’ve thought of for years; during every kill I made in the Army I envisioned they were him. Every. Damn. One.

      I shake my head when thoughts of her begin to creep to the outermost layer of my mind. There isn’t a day that’s gone by that I haven’t thought of her, and that’s the damn truth. Especially recently. Her birthday is coming up. I dread that day more than ever. She was my angel. Innocent. Sweet. She belonged to me as I belonged to her. I’ve never been the same since that day, and I never will be. My lungs filled with her every breath and sank with her sorrow. She made me see things I never thought of before. The way her eyes would shine brightly when we talked about our future; or the way she shyly looked at me when she wanted a kiss. To cuddle. To live.

      She was a bright light in a world that only existed. A day-to-day routine of going through the same thing. School, work, train. Monotonous. Cora changed me; she made me want to be a better man. Simple. Strong. She wanted me to live the life I wanted, not one that someone had planned out for me. And goddamn it, did I want that so fucking bad. All of it. With her. But she was killed at seventeen years old and never had the chance to live out her fantasies or her life. With me.

      I only found out this week that Jesse Barrick, my girl Cora’s piece of shit brother, is now serving four years in San Quentin after he shot the tires out of Slayer’s mom’s car a few years back. Slayer is a president to one of my dad’s gangs. His mother, who is sixty-five years old, was minding her own business, and the next thing she knew, she’s staring death in the face while driving down the road. Good damn thing she was pulling out of a parking lot when it happened, so she got side swiped instead of her tires blowing out on the highway. He could have killed her if he wanted to. Yeah, that motherfucker didn’t want her dead; he wanted to send a message telling them he was onto them. He was coming for them in the dirtiest of ways. Stupid fuck was wanted on so many misdemeanor charges that on top of an eye witness seeing him, they sent him away for aggravated assault to do bodily harm for three years, plus one year for all of his petty crimes. He should be on death row as far as I’m concerned.

      I’m not sure what the hell he thought he was going to accomplish by trying to overpower several gangs in the United States, but he has a guaranteed mark on his head now. Word on the street is his buddy, Cutter, is doing all his dirty, illegal work while hiding out somewhere after that stunt Jesse pulled. He knows he finally fucked up in a bad way by messing with someone’s mother, and is going to pay when he gets out, squealing and begging for forgiveness he’ll never get. When the time comes, I’m going to do everything I can to help track the both of them down, to let them know exactly what kind of men they are. The things I believe they’re capable of. Jesse is going to fucking die. I can only wish I were in the position to be able to pull the trigger. I hate the bastard, but I love my job. I’m right where I was meant to be, on the right side of the law; and even that motherfucker isn’t worth me losing something I know would make Cora proud of me. No matter if she’s here with me or not.

      A week after Cora was murdered, I went to my old man, told him I couldn’t do it. I could not stay there and be the man he wanted me to be. That man died with her. Even though he wanted to leave me his legacy, to become like him, he knew I loved her, had plans to marry her, someday have a family, live on the beach like she wanted, and rule the streets, he let me go. He allowed me to become the man I am today. My chest aches thinking about her, all the things she has missed. I’d give anything to be able to talk to her. To whisper sweet words into her ear, to just fucking hear her voice. “You need to get her off of your mind, man. She is not coming back.” I close my eyes, shove her to the side, and think of the day I met my buddies.

      I enlisted in the Army a few weeks after her death, went to boot camp in Kentucky, deployed for three eight-month tours in Iraq, while I kept in touch with my father through letters and phone calls. For his safety and my reputation, I kept my distance from him, loved him from afar. Even when I got out and decided I wanted to continue to serve my country in a different way, we kept our visits secret. The law knew exactly who my dad was. To them, he was a criminal; to me, he was my father, a friend. So I kept his identity hidden. I missed him like crazy, still do, but he loved me. Let me go to be who I wanted to be in spite of not agreeing with my choices.

      The Army is where I met both of my best friends. Both of them were Military Police Officers like me. Seen more death in our lifetimes than any one person can imagine. Killed more, too. The three of us wanted to serve the people more when we returned home, so we signed up for the academy, went through all of the ghoulish, demanding, and rigorous training it took to become police officers, which felt like boot camp all over again; and now we’ve been taking some ruthless criminals down.

      I bow my head and stare at my boot-laden feet when I think it was because of her that I bought this place. A home she will never see. I can’t get her off of my mind. I used some of the money my dad insisted I take from him to turn this into a home fit for a family. It took a year to remodel and turn into a place she would have loved. I had started it before my dad died of a heart attack a few years ago. My five-thousand-square-foot home sits right on the beach. At first, I thought I would hate being here without her, those quiet nights spent on the beach by myself dreaming of her, wishing she could share the scenery of the clouds changing from white to gray as a storm rolled in, or the calming serenity of peace just listening to the waves. It is what it is when this is a person’s dream to live on the ocean around here. I promised her we would have a place right on the water; she dreamt it, wished for it, and I would give anything for her to see this place. To be here with me. To make her proud.

      It pains me to live here without my heaven on earth, my angel; but for some reason, I feel close to her here. Even now I can feel her, see her hair blowing in the wind, her long legs carrying that curvy body across the sand, playing with our kids on the beach while I catch a wave then crash to the shore and capture her sinful mouth with mine. I need to quit thinking about something that’s never going to happen. She’s been gone for years.

      I lift my head. Oddly enough, my eyes land on the house next to me that had been up for sale for the past six months. It sold a few weeks before I left. There’s furniture in there now, a vase full of daisies sits on the kitchen table. I’ll be curious to see who moves in there. As long as it isn’t a busybody, clinging woman who’s looking for another rich husband to rake over the coals, her lips full of collagen, fake tits, and a face made out of plastic, then I’m good to go. Can’t stand fake people or bitches who attach themselves to a hardworking man, live off of someone else’s dreams that never become a reality. They all think there’s a Prince Charming out there when that’s not what we are. They get what they get from me. I get them off, and they do the same for me. None of them will capture a heart that simply isn’t there. Trust me, they’ve tried. Not one of them will succeed. Not one of them will be my heaven on earth. My heaven was robbed from me. Short-lived. And now I live in Hell.

      There’s nothing but the crash of water on water or sand here. Seagulls are calling. It’s peaceful compared to the chaotic life I lead in this way too big of a home for a single man. Who gives a rat’s ass? It’s mine. I earned it. I only wish she were here to share it with me. She would have loved this place.

      I’m a modern-day citizen, a good neighbor, a cold-blooded man who dishes out money to a lot of charities, homeless shelters, and even the local police. Fuck, I practically fund their goddamn charity ball around here. I do it anonymously for reasons no one needs to know about. All of it in remembrance of my mother. My father left me more money than I’ll spend in my lifetime. Therefore, I give it to those who need it.

      I’m a sucker for any charity that has to do with cancer. Doesn’t mean shit to me what kind. Cancer is cancer, and whether you’re the one fighting for your life or you’re the one watching the person you love dying from that hateful disease, you are a victim to that poison. All the money in the world, and still there isn’t a cure. I hate it. That disease stole my mother, so the way I see it, cancer can go fuck itself.

      Every time my old man mentioned his talent of counting cards being the only thing God didn’t take away from him beside me, I knew he was talking about my mom. He loved her; she loved him; and they both loved me. They met while Dad was on the road setting up a new chapter in Phoenix. I can’t remember all the details on how he got her to move out here to California with him; all I do know is my mom hated this lifestyle, called it hell. However, she loved us more. Stood by my dad’s side and was the best wife and mother. Always cooking and cleaning, making everyone feel right at home. Of course, she got sick when I was eight, died when I was ten, leaving me with memories of a great childhood and parting words I understood the day I met my angel. The woman who became my heaven on earth.

      My dad was never the same after my mom’s death. Frankly, neither was I. While he hit the booze and pussy, I built a gun range in our backyard, practicing every day after school. As life progressed, I started setting up targets in the woods out behind his compound upstate. Until I met Cora. That day changed every aspect of my life. I fell in love with that girl. A beautiful girl who I wanted to share my life with. Both of us doing the things we loved. I continued to do what was expected of me, but my heart wasn’t into running a club. My heart was alive with a gun in my hand, lining the bitch up and blowing a hole through a tin can while pretending it was the head of a bad guy. Regardless of how fucked up that sounds, it’s the truth. Hypocritical in today’s world? Probably. Do I give a fuck? A big Hell, no.

      The day I turned eighteen was the day I went to my old man and told him I wanted in, but not in the way he wanted. We both knew I had a talent for a quick eye like him, only in a different sense. Where he could count cards, I could hit the mark from a mile away. Kind of a fucked-up concept when your dad gives you the okay to become a prospect, go through all the grunt work bullshit like everyone else to demonstrate your worth. He didn’t show me special treatment. I didn’t want it either. I worked my ass off to prove I could sling a knife through the air or shoot someone between the eyes if need be. Of course, the fighting, the target practice, and the end results were fake. Needless to say, I knew I had it in me to kill.

      Never expected that when I was set to call my girl to tell her I’m on my way over, that I would get the phone call that shattered me. Broke my heart into unrepairable pieces. She was dead. Shot like her parents. Supposedly. I died right along with her. I begged for her piece-of-shit brother, Jesse, to let me see her, to allow me to say good-bye. They told me to get the fuck off of their property, that they had already cremated her and I could say my good-byes at her grave. My dad was livid when I returned home begging him to help me. What the hell could he do to help? She was dead.

      I fucking left. I couldn’t bear to be there. Everywhere I went reminded me of the long-blonde-haired, emerald-green-eyed Cora. My girl. My love.

      “You fucking hear me, Riddick?” Tyson calls me by my given name. My head snaps to the side to look at him; he never calls me by that name unless it’s serious. My friends all call me Murdock. His loud voice pipes up over the roar of the ocean. My logic is trying to clear its head to the fact I’m home. I can hear my bed calling my name over the top of his strangled voice. By the torn up way he looks, he’s telling me it’s going to be a long while before I climb my sorry ass in it.

      He’s gasping for air, white as a ghost, and shaking worse than any of us did when bombs would go off in Afghanistan.

      I slide off my helmet and swing my aching legs over my black custom Fat Boy, the sound of the waves begging me to sit out on the beach in the distance. That isn’t going to happen either.

      “What the fuck are you going on about?” My annoyance is flaring. It diminishes the instant I see a hint of questionability all over his pale face. I jolt my body back, every part of his shocked appearance hitting me full force.

      “While you’ve been sitting here for the past five minutes thinking about God knows what, I’ve been staring at a fucking ghost on the beach. I swear to God, Riddick. Brother, you’re going to need something besides those fucking cigars we all smoke to see this.” What the hell did he see?

      Before my brain registers what he said, I watch him take off across the lawn, his long, wide steps faltering at the edge where the grass meets the sand; and sure as shit, the minute I set my helmet on the seat of my bike, slip on my sunglasses, and shake my head at this damn fool, I, too, become shocked at what I see. I follow behind him, my boots digging in the grass, my mind reeling.

      There’s a beautiful woman on the beach with long, blonde hair, legs that go on for miles, tits and ass that scream Grab me and fuck me. She’s talking to a young boy with a head of dark, wet, shoulder-length hair.

      “Jesus Christ. My heaven, my angel?” I roughly call out, questioning both our sanity. My legs give out. I drop to my knees in the sand.

      “It’s her. I swear to God that woman is the spitting image of the one in all those photos you have, brother. That’s Cora; and that boy with her looks just like you.” His tone is as shaky as I feel.

      “If that’s her and she’s alive, this means I have a son. What in the fuck?” I whisper.
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      “Henley said this extra half hour is on him. Come on, Mom, please?” Ethan, my darling eleven-year-old son, begs me for the tenth time for the extra time his surf instructor always seems to give him. I hear the laughter hiding in his hint of playfulness every time he asks me. Repeatedly. I find none of this funny today; that’s why I’m stalling on giving him the answer he knows he will get. Not like he does as he stares me down with his crooked little smile and those adorable puppy dog eyes.

      I haven’t slept for two days due to my demanding job at the hospital. He knows I’ll cave, though. I always do. Hence the big smile and the slight chuckle coming out of his sneaky little mouth. The cute little brat.

      “Fine. Then we eat, lock up, and you let me sleep.” I lift my brows and peek at him over the top of my sunglasses; his excited expression has me stifling back laughter of my own. God, he’s the spitting image of his father in every way possible. Even the endearing way he looks at me, the kind way he asks for things. If I didn’t know for a fact that I gave birth to this kid, I would swear he wasn’t mine. His expression reminds me more of his father the older he gets, and the more he shows he has me right where he wants me. Giving in to him. The little shit.

      “This wave is for you, Mom!” he hollers with his back to me as he retreats out on his board to the instructor I hired for his private surfing lessons. The guy is smoking hot in his surfer dude way. Long, bleached-out blond hair, lean and trim chest and abs. He’s the type of guy who would appreciate a woman; I’m sure of it. I bet he breaks them in then breaks their heart. That I’m sure of, too. I shrug his beautiful beach body off my mind, sit back down in my beach chair, dipping my toes into the sand, and enjoy the view of my son, not the hot instructor.

      My gaze teeters from the beach god to watch Ethan do the one thing he loves. Surfing. Watching him has always been a favorite thing of mine to do. Even though I’m biased when it comes to him, I know the kid is damn good at it. Picked it up right away. It’s like he was made for it or something. Kind of follows the Murdock gene pool having a God-given talent. It’s crazy if you ask me. Riddick would have been so proud.

      I watch him nod his head, paying close attention to the meticulous detail of his poise, confidence, and talent. He’s so good. Watching him also has me thinking back to those years when Jesse and Cutter sent me packing with a one-way bus ticket, two black eyes, a busted up lip, bruised ribs, and five hundred dollars in my pocket. Most of all, they sent me away without the knowledge if my baby was going to survive the beating my brother inflicted on me. He had it all planned out. The man knew I wouldn’t be able to survive on the measly amount of money he gave me. He simply didn’t care. He wanted me gone for reasons I still don’t understand. However, as I enjoy my son enjoying himself, I’m thankful he didn’t care.

      I had no idea what I was going to do. All I knew was I had to find a doctor the first chance I got. I needed to make sure my baby was still alive after Jesse kicked me in the stomach. My child was a part of Riddick and me; he or she had to be okay. I believed it down to my soul that after everything else God had taken away from me, that he would not be so cruel as to take away the only thing I was going to have of the boy I loved. His child. Ours.

      I knew they would kill Riddick if they truly had him. A part of me wanted to believe it was a crock of shit on my brother’s part to get me the hell out of there, so he could carry on with his illegal activity without having to worry about me anymore. To continue to live like I never existed without having to acknowledge I was there. All these years I’ve wondered if Riddick died that day; yet now at twenty-nine years old, I’m still too scared to look his name up or to go back there.

      Up until a few years ago my, brother continued to remind me once a year what’s at stake if I decided to show my face around the town I grew up in. I’m not sure why they stopped coming; they just did. The card I receive from him every year on my birthday reminding me that my son has lived another year is all the reminder I need. I almost lost my son once by the hands of that monster; and until Ethan is old enough to make adult choices on his own, I will sacrifice my curiosity, my heart, and my life if needed to keep him safe. I will continue to protect him into adulthood, too; that’s simply what a mother does. There are days when it eats me alive to the point I become physically sick wondering where Jesse is now or if he’ll pop up out of nowhere to terrorize me again. But one look at the young boy I need to protect is all the cure I need. I’ll take my last breath protecting Ethan if it comes down to it. The importance of his happiness, safety, and health are what always wins in the end.

      It started out being a day-to-day struggle to leave that life behind. I had to for the safety of the precious cargo that is now paddling toward me to catch a wave.

      I haven’t mentioned yet how much I love this kid. Maybe I have, doesn’t mean I can’t do it again. We know each other well. That’s why he knew I would cave when he asked me for those extra thirty minutes. I also know he’ll lock the doors and stay in his room the rest of the night while I sleep. He’s a good kid. Respectful. It’s been the two of us all these years. Well, that’s not entirely true. We have the Shepards and Vivian. My incredible family.

      Besides Ethan, my miracle child who obviously survived the brutal attack of my brother, I have them.

      My prayers were answered about an hour into my bus ride when a perky, black-haired girl about the same age as me plopped herself right down in the empty seat next to me as if we were best friends. Smacking her gum, talking about the hot boys she saw at the beach. I ignored her at first, rolling my pained eyes, hiding my face. I just wanted to be left alone. To grieve, wallow in my pity, and repeat the same words to God, asking him to please save my baby. In spite of the fact it was dark out, my busted up face wasn’t hard to miss. Yet I was able to board the bus, hand them my ticket with my head down and sunglasses on, clutching my stomach for dear life. This girl, though, she was close; too close for my liking. I became nervous.

      Embarrassed.

      Ashamed.

      Scared.

      It took her less than five minutes to reach over and pull those glasses clean off my face. I gasped in shock, while she said. “This isn’t Hollywood. This is wine country; they don’t wear their sunglasses at night here.” I smirked, which caused my busted lip to start bleeding all over again. I knew right then I shouldn’t have laughed at her outburst of the song when the compassionate look on her face had me scrunching my tiny frame into the corner of my seat as far as I could get. Shoving that smirk clear down my throat. She saw my face.

      “Mom!” this girl cried out. She lifted herself up and bent the upper half of her body over the seat in front of her. I gasped again. Shook my head no, but she couldn’t see me. She was already whispering to the lady in front of me.

      “Oh dear God, what happened to you?” The lady asked in a caring way once she turned around to see what her daughter was carrying on about. My lips trembled. I continued to shake my head out of fear that they would turn me in. That I would be sent into the system, that my baby would be taken away from me. She rattled on a mile a minute. Asking questions about my parents, my family, and if I was alone. I stared blankly. Unable to speak. My head ready to explode.

      To this day, I don’t know how long she badgered me. It felt like forever until we stopped at my destination. I nearly jumped over the girl, ran down the aisle, retrieved my bag from underneath the bus, and started to walk away when I heard them both call out. “Wait, please? We promise not to hurt you.” I stopped dead in my tracks, turned around, and they were right there with open arms to help hold me up.

      “I’m a doctor, please let me look at you,” her pleading voice, her begging eyes had said. I allowed my legs to give out from underneath me, my body fatigued from the day’s horrifying events. I woke up to a bright yellow bedroom, soft cotton sheets, and a smiling face of a woman who quickly became my mother above me. My new family, my new home with my child safely growing inside of me.

      They took me in. Delivered my son and helped me raise him.

      Well, and now…Now, Vivian and I rent this home from our parents, who bought it a month ago. Both of us have always wanted to live on the beach, but neither one of us could afford it. Not with our salary. We’re both paid above the average wage our occupation normally makes, but not enough to afford this. Both of us are nurses at our parent’s clinic for women. Doctors Ron and Sylvia Shepard. Obstetricians and Gynecologists. Ironic, I would say, that we all met like we did. It was fate. A miracle. Like the one who just now fell off his board. His laughter rings out over the crash of the waves. God, he even sounds like his father. It saddens me. I wish he were here.

      I sigh. Heavily. Ethan knows the entire short-lived love story about Riddick and me. He knows I believe him to be dead and that my brother had something to with it; he just doesn’t know the reasons behind it. I hope I’m strong enough to tell him everything when the day comes that he’ll ask. Some may think he’s too young to understand. He’s not. In fact, he’s way too knowledgeable for his own good; but to hurt him by telling him I was beaten is something I simply cannot do.

      About a year ago after I stopped seeing my boyfriend, Seth, who I had been dating for a few years, Ethan kept asking about his father, so I told him the truth. It pained me to do so, especially when I repeated out loud for only the second time since the day I left the phrase Riddick would always say to me, how he called me his heaven on earth, his angel. I wanted Ethan to know his father would have loved him, wanted him, and cherished every moment with him. He asked the same question I ask myself every day. Why haven’t I tried to find out if Riddick is dead or alive? I promised him one day when he was old enough I would. He promised me he wouldn’t look him up himself. We haven’t talked about it since. I can’t bear to go through it all again if I uncover he’s truly dead.

      I chalked up his sudden interest in him missing Seth. I felt terrible about breaking it off with him. But the relationship wasn’t going anywhere. He knew it, and so did I. We tried, both of us did, and in the end, it was me who finally had the courage to say neither one of us deserved to be in a relationship that was leading to disaster. Seth remains in our lives as a great friend. Instead of a man sharing my bed when he calls or stops over, it’s more for Ethan’s sake than mine. I thank Seth every chance I get for not disappearing out of my son’s life. Ethan deserves to have a father figure he can look up to. He has his grandpa, Ron, who worships him, but, surfing and playing basketball aren’t his thing. He’d much rather watch. Hell, my dad tried. But he’s not skilled with a surfboard. Seth on the other hand gets right out there and does it with him. Seth is a good man; he’s just not the one for me.

      “This kid is a natural, Cora; you really should think about entering him in a local competition.” Oh, fuck. Good thing I have on a pair of dark-lensed sunglasses so Henley cannot see the whites in my eyes turning five hundred shades of red. Ethan has been driving me bat shit crazy for over a year now about letting him enter one of those things. I’m scared to give in. Afraid he will forget about his schoolwork and turn into a beach bum. My parents tell me I should let him do it. That Ethan isn’t the type of kid to quit school. Yet here I sit nodding my head, listening to every word this guy is saying to me. I’m not sure how much truth is behind my reasoning for delaying; it seemed to pacify Ethan, up until now.

      “How about this, Mom? We look it up on the Internet, maybe go down to the surf school and talk to some people, please?” Ethan stuffs his board in the sand, drops to his knees, and places his hands in the prayer position. The little shit is putting me on the spot, and he knows it. Ugh. This boy.

      “Fine. We’ll call Seth to have him go with us,” I say, regretting the words the minute they fall from my mouth. It should be Riddick doing these things with his son.

      “I told you I have the best mom in the world.” See? Like his father. Sweet words that melt my heart.

      The two of them do some funky high five-hang ten hippy bullshit with their hands. Chest bumping and head banging. Completely oblivious to the sorrow that surrounds me like a black cloud.

      “I have to get going. Kinko has a lesson in an hour; I have to run the shop. I’ll let everyone at the school know you’ll be stopping by some time,” Henley tells me. His eyes are staring at my chest instead of my face. At least when I ogle him, I do it without my kid around. Idiot.

      “Sounds great. Thank you,” I say through a yawn, twisting my body away from him to gather my stuff. I need to get to bed. The past two nights have been spent helping deliver babies at the hospital. I’m physically worn out.

      “You really are a great mom, you know,” Ethan tells me as I fold up my chair, grab my bag, and we head up to the house.

      “Oh, I know I am. You’d do best not to forget it either,” I answer teasingly as we make our way through the grainy sand back to our home.

      “Holy shit. I mean crap. Look at that dude’s hair!” I stop walking and stare at the two men. I vaguely see the one with the long hair Ethan is talking about. All I see is the man standing sternly and demandingly next to him. I swear to God there’s an invisible rope that’s tugging me in his direction. My thoughts are garnered, and my mind is foggy. I drool, and my pulse spirals down to my sex, which aches and intensifies from seeing the gorgeous man with his arms completely covered in ink. His eyes are hidden behind sunglasses like mine. He is by far the sexiest man I have ever seen. His arms are huge, as are his thighs. Holy shit, this man defines the words hot and steamy. He’s instant orgasm material. Let me stick my hands in my panties and dream of your tongue on me sexy. Good lord. The sexual thoughts that are running through my mind are almost scary; even worse, I’m having those deviant thoughts about this guy in front of my child, which is a very horrible place for my mind to be. Especially when moments ago I was mentally chastising Henley for the same thing. I look away, adjust my glasses, and straighten my spine.

      “Ethan. Language,” I sternly say. More mad at myself than him.

      “Sorry, Mom. It slipped.”

      “Slipped, my ass. I’m not that naïve. I know you swear behind my back. Just keep it back there; you know, behind my back and all. Right along with anything else you might do that I won’t like. No drugs, no sex, or I’ll kick your ass.” I tell him the very thing I should be telling myself. The no-sex part especially. Drugs are a given. Swearing is something I will always do.

      “Mom, you’re swearing. Besides, I’m eleven; I know what sex is; it’s gross. And as far as drugs go, there is no way I’m doing that. If I need to have a talk, I’ll be doing it with Grandpa and not you, when it’s time. Talking to you about sex would be totally weird. Now, look at his hair, that’s how long I want mine.” My gaze follows my son’s finger pointing at the other man who happens to be standing the same way. He’s no Mister-Sex-on-Legs, but he’s not hard on the eyes either. Even they are looking like they’re trying to place me from somewhere.

      I can’t help but look back at the other guy; his trap at staring at us tells me his attempt to entice me is working when he lifts his brows and angles his head to the side. I get the strangest sensation from my head to my toes. One I cannot explain. Whatever it is makes me want to yank those glasses off of his face. Do I know him?

      His legs are long; his body toned underneath his t-shirt that’s stretched to its capacity across his broad chest. That jet-black hair is thick and dark as ink. Good lord, he is perfect. One thing’s for sure, I would remember this guy if I’d seen him before. I’d probably place him if he’d take those glasses off so I could see his eyes.

      I blush at the awkwardness between my staring and his. For me to be having these thoughts about a man who could be my neighbor is ridiculous. God bless the USA if it is, though. Eye candy for years. I might have to borrow something every single day.

      “So cool,” Ethan says from beside me.

      “Sure is,” I agree. My eyes are trailing to the other guy’s hair that hangs halfway down his back; long, straight strands blow in the breeze. I can’t help but scan the rest of him. He’s huge and beautiful all the way down to his black leather biker boots. Boots that match the God’s standing next to him. Vivian and I could be in all kinds of trouble.

      “Should we go introduce ourselves?” Ethan asks me, bringing me out of my sexual fantasies.

      “I think whichever one of them lives there just got home. We haven’t seen activity in that house since we moved in. Maybe in a few days.” Maybe they both live there. Hell, I don’t know. I hike my bag onto my shoulders and continue on, frustrated and angry with myself. Neighbor or not, I won’t bring another man in Ethan’s life until I get him the answer he deserves to know. It’s not fair to him.

      I need to have the guts to look Riddick up. Find out if he’s still alive, no matter if he’s happily married and has a family, he has a right to know about his son, just as Ethan deserves to know his father. I’m saying to hell with my brother’s threats. It’s been years without a word from him anyway. I’m not that scared sixteen-year-old girl I once was. I have connections, people, and protection from him now. I don’t need to hide anymore. This will make Vivian and my parents happy. They’ve been on my ass for over a year to hire a private investigator to seek out what’s going on with Jesse. Maybe he’s dead, and Riddick is alive. I don’t really know what to expect. I just have to buckle down and do it. Get to the truth once and for all.

      “You can make rice crispy treats for them.” Ethan laughs while he talks. My mind is evading what I’m going to do the minute I close my bedroom door tonight. I smile, climb up the stairs, and hold the screen door open for him to step through.

      “We’re assuming one or both of them are our neighbors, kiddo. We both know if I made those treats, they would be lucky to get a single one.” I look down the few inches that separate our height to observe my kid. His smile is as big as I’ve seen it.

      “You know me well,” he says.

      “I do. I love you, too,” I say, truthfully.

      “I love you, too, Mom.” See? Sweet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            RIDDICK

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m sorry, man, that was a shitty way for me to tell you. I should have brought you inside before I said anything,” Tyson apologizes in a low voice.

      I scoff at him. Here he is, apologizing to me when it should be her crawling on the floor begging for my forgiveness. “You’re in as much shock as I am, brother. You did the right thing by letting me know,” I tell Tyson gently and openly. Both he and Jude know all about her. Her face is just as much embedded in their memories as it is in mine. They’ve witnessed me break down in sweaty pools of tears that would set me back into a depressed state I had no idea how to come back from. Hell, after all this time, I’m still there. The nightmares, cold sweats. The undeniable inability to give my heart to another woman because it was buried with her.

      I stood there at the edge of my property and watched my girl, my Cora, climb the stairs to the once-vacant house. Walked right in as if she owned it. One of her hands flailing as she talked happily to the boy. She appeared to be content. Peaceful. Happy. While I’ve lived a life overseas mourning her loss, she’s been here raising a child that is mine. My boy. It has to be. Cora had my baby. We have a son; well, technically she does, because by the way I see things, she sure the fuck didn’t want me to know about him. Could that be why she left me? Was she afraid to tell me she was pregnant? I don’t think so. What I think is she’s as crazy as her brother, a self-centered bitch who created the perfect game. To fuck me over for her parents’ death. Cora wanted to rip my heart out and leave me bleeding for the rest of my life.

      “Why, Tyson? What in the fuck could have happened to make her lie to me, to run away? I can’t get a grip on it. I feel like I’m in someone’s sick fucking dream. It’s gutting the hell out of me, man,” I say while gripping my hair. The cigar I put in my mouth when we walked through my door an hour ago is chewed all to hell. I spit it onto the floor once the bitter taste of tobacco eases its way onto my tongue and gums. Instinct has me reaching for another one only to discover the pocket in my t-shirt is empty. Fuck it; my body’s too numb to move the few feet to grab one out of the black leather cigar case that was a gift from my dad. My dad. Jesus, he’d be cracking skulls together if he were here to witness this unbelievable shit.

      I have no idea what the hell to do. My heart tells me to run to her. To make sure it’s her and not some sick joke that a woman, who looks a hell of a lot like Cora, happens to be my neighbor with a kid, who just so happens to look like me. What in the fuck is going on right now?

      She’s supposed to be dead. That woman is very much alive and has been. I feel it. I would know her anywhere. That hair, that smile, and that body that’s most assuredly grown into a woman who has been breathing air all this time. Fuck, I’m happy she’s alive; and yet I want to kill her myself for what she has done. Either that or drink myself into an alcohol coma for days. For the rest of my miserable life.

      Tough, unanswered questions are swirling in my head that could have catastrophic answers. Ones that could end me, have me falling to my knees wondering how she could go about her life for the past twelve years raising my child, walking out of my life leaving me to believe she was murdered. Why in the fuck would she do that? Cora loved me; she wanted out of that shit hole of life her brother was directing her to. She hated that motherfucker. So why?

      She obliterated me. Sent me straight to hell. I’m not talking only in my mind; in life as well. I haven’t been able to move on. To let anyone in my life except a few close friends. I’ve believed this entire time that what my mother told me on her deathbed was short-lived for me, just like it had been for my father. That I had found my heaven; she may not have knocked on my door like my mom said she would, but she was mine. My angel. My future.

      I enlisted in the Army to escape, in hopes of being able to focus on saving the lives of others, to defend my country, to make up for not being able to save her; and even though I loved sacrificing myself to keep freedom on the soil I was born in, there wasn’t a goddamn thing to prepare me for what I saw over there. I killed people for her. Pretended that every single one of those men was her brother, hoping and praying that with every last breath they took, they would be the one who would set my soul free; that I could finally find a way to live again. It’s all kinds of fucked up to go about your life getting a kick out of killing some dirty, rotten scoundrel who would have killed me first if he were given a chance. I couldn’t help myself. I needed it. Craved it. Yet not a single one of them could wash the image of her brother’s smiling face when he told me she was dead out of my mind.

      Every part of my body is unable to move except my brain. It’s moving faster than the speed of light, wheels churning recklessly. Braking dangerously into a thick cloud of fiery smoke inside of my head threatening to explode. She’s alive.

      “What are we going to do? I mean, fuck, you can’t just walk over there, knock on her door, and say ‘Welcome to the neighborhood’.” I rub my fingers across my lips, wondering the same thing. Except my thoughts are scattered all over the place. Is she married? Does that boy who is clearly mine call someone else Dad? Does he even know about me?

      “What I want to do is go over there, pound on that door, and get answers. What we should do is call Jude and get his ass over here.” For the kid’s sake, I need to do this the right way. Jude is the backbone of our trio. He can hack, find, and deliver anything a person needs with his nerdy way around a computer.

      “Already done. Call it instinct, call it knowing you the way I do.” He shrugs, and a tight smile attempts to tug at the corner of his mouth.

      “Thanks, man,” I mutter softly, take a swig of my beer, and stand. I head into the kitchen for another one when I stop dead in my tracks. The empty beer bottle in my hand slips from my fingers, hitting my boot before rolling to God knows where on my tiled floor.

      “Jesus Christ.” I rest my hands on the island in the middle of my kitchen. My legs are fighting and shaking to hold me up.

      “Shit, he even stands the same way as you,” Tyson whispers from beside me. I glance at him with some goddamn strange feeling inside of me, then look back to the scene outside of the corner bay window, where my breakfast nook is.

      There stands the kid with a different woman this time. His dark-colored hair that’s identical to mine is pulled back into a small ponytail showing his face. He looks like me, but he looks like Cora, too. His smile gives away the fact he is her son. The rest of him is the definition of a mini-me.

      “Fuck me. I have a kid. All this time a child has been walking this earth with my blood running through his veins. What the hell am I going to do, man? How the fuck do I avoid going over there and strangling her until I find out the truth? That kid is mine; and she kept him from me. It wasn’t enough for her to rip my heart out of my chest, stomp on it, and flush the love I thought we had down the sewer. I’ve been in hell over her for fucking ever; and now she’s here in my own goddamn backyard with my kid living and laughing while there are some days I can’t even crack a smile. What kind of seventeen-year-old would plot such a vicious game? Destroy someone who loved her? I don’t fucking get it,” I emphasize with so much anger I hear my voice break.

      “I don’t know, Riddick. I can’t believe the woman you’ve gone on about would fuck you over like that. There has to be an explanation,” he says quietly.

      “She’s had years to come clean if there was. There isn’t a damn thing she could say to convince me otherwise. No, she fucked up. Made me believe she was dead. I’m going to show her I’m very much alive. Fuck this waiting on Jude shit.” Releasing the knuckle-breaking hold on the granite, I tug open the black double-doored fridge and dig out another beer. Twist off the cap and down it in several long gulps. Wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. I don’t want to scare the kid, but screw this shit. I’m not wasting another second of my life without him in it. She can go to hell if she thinks she can stop me.

      “Damn it, Riddick, don’t you dare go out there. You’ll scare that kid half to death if you go stomping over there throwing your weight around and demanding answers to questions you may not be ready to hear. He’s a kid, man. Settle down and sit; use your head, not your heart. Besides, dude, no offense to the way you look, but you don’t look like the man she remembers. You’ll freak her out.” Tyson grips my shoulder in a firm squeeze. Everything he said is right. I would hate to hurt that boy in any way. As far as my appearance goes, I look like some hard ass criminal. A tatted up, big, bulky, drug-dealing meathead.

      “You’re right, but goddamn this is killing me here. It’s just, fuck, I can’t take my eyes off of him. He’s everything she and I dreamed about, and he’s right next door engrossed in setting up a telescope with some woman, Tyson. That should be me helping him set that telescope up, not whoever the hell this woman is. Goddamn it. I need something besides beer,” I grumble, ignoring that look he’s giving me to calm the hell down. Fuck him and the fact he’s right about my appearance. It’s gotten me a hell of a lot of pussy. Except none of them were her. Would she love my stubble grazing across her thighs while my tongue was buried in her pussy? I shake my head over that out-of-the-blue notion and plop down in the wooden chair at the table. Tyson grabs a bottle of Jack out of the cupboard where I store all my booze. I doubt there’s enough in there to numb the pain inside of my chest or the fear that seeps out of all the holes that are puncturing my insides.

      “Take it.” He hands me the entire bottle with the cap already off, just waiting for me. I stare at the dark liquid that should help, yet I know it won’t. Tyson knows it, too, with the amount of whiskey he’s tried to drown his own past in.

      At that precise moment, Jude saunters in with his laptop in hand, his black-framed glasses on, ball cap on backward. Damn geek. “Fuck. I’m sorry, man. This is some crazy shit. We’ll get answers, Riddick.” Jude sets the computer on the table, his hand resting on my shoulder. “First of all, are you sure it’s her?”

      “It’s her. I would know her anywhere. She lives in here and here.” I point to my chest and head. Looking over my shoulder, I glance outside the window one last time to find them both gone. I wonder where Cora is. Is the dark-haired woman the babysitter? Could she be out on a date with her husband? Her boyfriend? She’s a beautiful woman. All tits, ass, and legs. The pouty lips that are real. The face that can bend a man, break him, and fuck him over until he bleeds to death. That’s the kind of woman she is.

      Jude’s tapping away on his computer draws me to what he’s doing. “Anything?” I ask with a lift of my brow. The dependency I need from the burn of the Jack hits me in the gut as I tip the bottle to my mouth, taking a much-needed flaming swig. It stings my throat, coats my mouth, yet doesn’t do a damn thing for the incineration that ignites my soul.

      “She sure the hell isn’t dead. I can confirm that. She graduated high school at Santa Barbara Providence, received her nursing degree at U of C, and works for a couple of doctors over at The Women’s Medical Clinic.” He twists the computer around so I can look. It’s all I can take not to slip out of this chair and crumble to the floor. There she is. Her smile is infectious through every photo I see. At her graduation from high school and college. Photos of her and that woman I saw earlier.

      “Why are there so many photos of her on here? And who’s this couple with her?” I choke out. I’m not going to hide the fact that tears are stinging my eyes when I lay them upon an older couple beside her. The gentleman is holding my son. I haven’t been this emotional since the day I was told she died.

      “Doctors Ron and Sylvia Shepard. It appears they took her in or some shit. Big time obstetricians around here by the sounds of it. There’s no sign of adoption.” He articulates like this is his job instead of the most important information I’ve asked for in my fucking life. I know he doesn’t mean it. It’s me, the way I feel, the way every damn word I hear feels like it could be the one that’s going to light that fuse and burn my fucking heart to a pile of ashes. To let them slip through fingers with ease, flow to the ground just like she did.

      “Hit the back button, then the second link.” I do what he says. My hands are shaking, eyes blurred as I read the newspaper headline claiming the daughters of two local gynecologists to follow in the medical field of their famous parents.

      “Daughter?” I say suspiciously. “What the hell does that even mean? Her parents were murdered. None of this makes any sense, except she’s been this close to me the entire time. It makes me fucking sick to think she went on with her life without giving two fucks about me or the insanity my mind has corrupted itself with. Wondering about the way she died, if she was in pain, if she suffered. The whole goddamn nine yards. Son of a bitch,” I snarl and begin to pound my fist against my chest. “She fucking left me. She took the fuck off and left my ass, making me believe she was dead. Fuck this. I’m going over there. I don’t give a fuck what you two say. I deserve to know.” I abruptly stand, the chair crashing to the floor. I hear them hollering after me to stop. Telling me, it’s a mistake; that I should think about the kid. Well, that’s exactly what I’m doing. Thinking about my kid, my life that this selfish woman stole from both me and him. She is going to pay for this.

      “Cora,” I whisper when I get to the gate at the end of the grass that separates the two property lines. She’s standing approximately twenty feet away from me, her silhouette visible from the light left in the late evening sky. My mouth waters from the sight of her. All that hair in a thick braid that’s flung over her bare shoulder, where her gray t-shirt hangs off of it. Tight jeans are covering up an even tighter ass. Her arms are hugging her slender body as she stares out into the water. My dick hurts from the sight of her. Shit. My heaven, my angel.

      “What happened to make you leave me?” The words fall from my mouth softly, and still she doesn’t hear me as she stands there appearing to be lost in thought.

      She doesn’t know I’m merely ten feet away from her; I don’t know if I should call out her name again or wait her out. I don’t have time to think about it when she turns to the sound of her name being called loudly by a female. I dash like a kid. Hiding in the shadows behind the lone palm tree in my yard, thankful I didn’t chop it down. I almost did for fear it would obstruct my view of the ocean. God, I could wrap my arms around the scaly wood and hug it right now for blocking me from being seen. I was about to make the biggest mistake of my life. Fuck me. “You broke me, Cora. I need to know why?”
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      Every time those polite words of ‘Hello, Cora. How are you, today?’ would hit my ears, I fake smiled. Pretended I was great, that life was good and I was happy. It was a damn lie. Not that I didn’t have happiness in my life. I did. Every single day in the form of a tiny human who brought me more love than he will ever know. To this day, I know I would have given up if I had lost him, too.

      A child is unaffected through their resilient ways to pay attention to detail, thank God. Otherwise, there would have been no way I would have been able to hide the loneliness my heart felt whenever I would think about his father. Which was daily. Even with Seth, I thought of him. Sad to admit, but it’s true.

      After Ethan and I enter the house, he goes to shower, while I call for pizza. Once it is delivered, I grab a slice, kiss him good night, lock all the doors, and go upstairs to shower. I know he will be fine until Vivian arrives home. She sent a text letting me know the mother and newborn baby she had helped deliver were doing wonderful, and she would be home earlier than she thought. She then notified me to tell me she caved and bought Ethan the telescope he had been begging for; she even paid for them to put it together, being that both of us are incredibly incapable when it comes to putting things together. The motherly part of me wants to lash out, to tell her to stop spoiling him, but my mind is focused elsewhere. I comment with ‘Have fun’, shut my phone off, and pull my head out of my ass. I need to do this, no matter how painful it might be.

      I glance around my massive bedroom until my eyes land on my laptop sitting in the middle of the king-sized bed up against the lavender accent wall. A person could get lost in this massive room on the top level of the three-story house. This and my bathroom are the only two rooms we use up here. The open view of the ocean from the floor-to-ceiling windows is serene and calm. The sliding glass doors that are set in the middle invite me most nights to step out and enjoy the evening breeze, to stare into the black sky, to wish upon a star. There’s a nursery down the hall with an attached bathroom that will be used by neither Vivian nor me, so it’s piled with boxes full of our romance novels. Both Vivian and I could spend hours reading, getting lost in someone else’s fairy tale, only wishing it were us in those books instead of the lucky woman we love yet despise because they always capture the guy. A happily ever after.

      Shutting the door, I sigh then pad my way to the bed. Sit down cross-legged on the cool lavender sheets; the breeze billowing in from the slider I left open earlier. I glance outside then sigh once more when I think about the nights I’ve spent sitting and thinking about Riddick. Hating that I’m here without him, yet loving the fact that Ethan is having the time of his life here.

      I was and still am full of all kinds of mixed emotions. The strongest of them being frightened, but by God, I’m going to do this.

      “No matter if you’re happily married and have a house full of kids, I hope I open this up and find you alive,” I say through the lump that’s been living in my throat for years.

      Grabbing the dark-brown comforter from the floor where I tossed it angrily the other day when my alarm went off, I wrap it around my shoulders. This was Riddick’s favorite color; mine is lavender. Hence, the very reason why my room and adjoining bathroom are drenched in these two colors. Leaning over the side of my bed, I flick the switch on the wall beside my dark wooden nightstand for the gas fireplace on the wall to my left. It energizes to life, bringing the much-needed heat to my cold, clammy skin.

      My shaky hand lifts the black-sleek computer screen. Absolutely frightened about what I might find in this small gadget; to the point that I feel the bile rising, churning the contents of my stomach with every fragile emotion known to mankind. “I’m scared,” I whisper. Even though I know there is no way Jesse could hack into my computer, his yearly reminders still lingers. Once the computer springs to life, my fingers hover over the buttons to type in his name. Shakily. There have been more times over the years than I can count when I tried to gather the nerve to do this. Never getting this far, always chickening out afraid to find his name buried under years in the obituaries. I felt it then, and I’m feeling it now. Vulnerable. Scared and close to taking that giant leap into the world of crumbling back into the depths of hell. For twelve years, I’ve fallen down that bottomless pit a little every day; and once have I hit solid ground.

      “Just do it.” I freeze those emotions, sob out a cry, then type in his full name as I swallow the mass of fear in my throat, close and then quickly reopen my eyes, not prepared at all for the images staring back at me. I shove the laptop off of my lap as if its poisonous venom reached out and bit me. “No. This has to be a lie,” I say. Dazed and confused. Tears are falling down my face, dripping onto my neck, my sweatshirt, my heart. “He’s alive, or at least he was up until a few years ago,” I mutter privately. A photo of a young Riddick in the Redding Paper after boot camp from the Army stares back at me, several photos of him receiving the Medal of Honor for his tours in Afghanistan. “He’s an American Hero.” I press my fingers to my lips to quiet the gasp escaping my mouth; they willingly move to touch his face on the screen. “Oh, Riddick.” I cry.

      I won’t be able to stop the uncontrollable sobs that begin to rack through my body if Ethan runs through my door at that moment. I lay my head back, staring at the leaf-shaped ceiling fan spinning around just like my life. Wafting through this life endlessly. I cry for years of loss, about so many things he could have seen, witnessed, and experienced with us. It’s an unforgivable, misguided conduct of stupidity on my part. How could I have believed them when they said they had him? That they would kill him if I didn’t leave him alone? I believed he was dead. I felt sick. The hatred for myself has now surfaced to an all-time high. I don’t deserve to be called that boy’s mother. I’ve betrayed them both by being weak, by being a scared little girl who should have done this a long time ago. There simply isn’t an excuse for it. “I doubt if he knew, he would think I’m his heaven and angel now. God, Riddick and Ethan, how are either one of you going to forgive me for being the worst kind of person that exists?” I lay there for I don’t know how long with sorrow pouring out of me. Pain slicing my skin with a jagged knife.

      I sit up, suddenly overwhelmed, yanking the laptop back toward me. My fingers are hitting the few links showing his name. There is nothing about him since 2014. Those articles say nothing else about him, are vague about his whereabouts, where he is now, or if he’s even alive, still overseas, or married. Nothing.

      I woke up missing him the day after my brother forced me to leave. I’ve missed him every day since. Surely, God wouldn’t punish me in a cruel way to get my hopes up that the man I still love to this day could be dead from the hands of our country’s enemy. Only the Devil could do that again. My God, is he back there, somewhere else? Is he dead? I refuse to believe it.

      The Devil resides inside of my brother and Cutter. Why can’t revenge be spilled on them for my disappearance? God, every memory begins to flood my head. Ones I’ve buried because they’ve hurt too much. Ones that only surface when his birthday or Christmas come around. I picture his smiling face when he snuck through the woods to my house, the way the blue in his eyes turned as dark as his jeans when he was aroused, feeling his tongue slip across my bottom lip. His big hands as he caressed my skin. We were so young, yet every minute with him I felt alive, admired, and adored.

      I don’t know if I have the strength to do the right thing by tracking down his whereabouts. It’s obvious Jesse knows where I am. I’ve never seen him, but he’s there; he always will be. He has reasons for sending me away, reasons I don’t care about anymore. I simply can’t do it. My son’s life is more important than my happiness.

      I should ask Vivian to come to my room. Tell her everything I’ve discovered. She would try to convince me to find him by telling me Riddick would protect us if he knew. It’s one of those easier said than done situations. You have to be walking in someone else’s shoes before you can comprehend the terror they feel caused by the invisible scars that cast a deadly shadow over your sense of reasoning. It simply isn’t that easy.

      Let’s not forget that Riddick is a changed man. He more than likely hates me. God, he is even more handsome than he used to be. He’s aged well with his square jaw and deep-set eyes. I imagine his body has, too. Muscular, fit, and powerful. Or he’s buried six feet under. “No. Stop thinking that,” I tell the devil who’s trying to bring me back to the dark side.

      My stomach continues to churn at that thought of deep, dark despair. If he is, all the hopes of him meeting our son someday or allowing me to explain to him what happened will simply never be. “God, what do I do now? Help me out here. I need a sign, something to show me the right thing to do,” I stutter.

      Suddenly, the air becomes thick, too much for me to take. Shoving the laptop aside, I ditch the comforter and hop off of my bed. I twist open the door and run down the hall to the door leading to the steps that take me down to the driveway. I gulp in a huge lungful of air, the tears hitting harder with every step I take toward the beach. I run across the dewy grass, hit the sand, and stop when the dark waters call my name like a dream.

      And now, silence surrounds my chaotic mind. I wrap my arms around my waist, and my shoulders sag. Minutes, hours could have gone by with me standing out here unable to move. Remembering him is gutting me. My heart is shattered. I don’t know what to do, where to go from here. All I know is for Ethan’s sake, for my sanity, and to know the truth, I have to find out. Finally.

      “Cora, what the hell are you doing out here?” Vivian. Oh God. I need her more than the day we met.

      “What the fuck? You’re shivering and crying. What’s going on?” She comes to stand in front of me, the sky barely bright enough to embrace me with her worrying face.

      “I…I found him,” I manage to choke out.

      “What? Who? Are you talking about Riddick? Where? And why the hell wouldn’t you let me know you were planning on looking for him? Good Lord, Cora. Where is he? Is he alive?” She rattles her questions off in a heated flurry. I don’t know where to start, so I yank her down onto the cold sand with me. Her arms are instantly tugging me close to her side.

      I start from the beginning, with Ethan and me at the beach today, leaving nothing out. Telling her that the combination of today’s events made me realize it was time to do it. Time to be a big girl and find out for sure.

      “He’s a hero, Vivian. All this time I truly believed they killed him, started a war up there. You know better than anyone that’s why I never watched the news or paid attention to the gossip about gangs or clubs. I didn’t want to know. The knowledge of anything pertaining to violence in this world freaked me out. You saw how I acted when I first met you and now… now, what if he’s locked up somewhere with PTSD or something? What if he’s missing over there? He’s really been at war all this time, only somewhere else. My God, Vivian, what if he’s dead or missing? My mind won’t stop, Vivian. It’s traveling like it did all those months after I left there. I don’t know anything else other than that. It’s as if his life ended a few years ago. We have to call Dad. Hire a private investigator. I...I have to find him,” I plead with her as if she has all the answers, while she sits there with me in her arms, her fingers sliding gently through my hair. Her sobs are mixing with mine.

      “Do you know how to get ahold of his father?” she asks soothingly, kissing the top of my head as she stands. She brushes off the sand and helps me up, my body instantly going rigid.

      I shake my head. “I’m not sure if I’ll be welcome, but a drive up there would give me answers.” I follow suit and wipe the sand off the back of my leggings with trembling hands.

      “You know you can’t go up there. Not by yourself. What if you run into Jesse?” she points out.

      “Then I’ll kill him,” I disclose. “This is all his fault. Every damn painful day I’ve lived. Every day Ethan has been denied his father is on him.”

      “Cora, will you listen to yourself? You need to be rational, think with a clear head. I know just the thing you need. Come on. Let’s get you a glass of wine to help you sleep, tucked into bed; we can call Mom and Dad first thing in the morning. You know we’ll figure this out as a family.” She loops her arms through mine as we start to walk back toward the house. For some reason, I glance at my neighbor’s house. I inhale a sharp, silent breath when I see two men standing in front of a window; their eyes peer outside. One of them is the long-haired, sexy guy from earlier. The other looks like Clark Kent. Both of them are sinfully delicious.

      All thoughts of how ruggedly handsome I thought the man earlier was cling to me like the salty air. I may have possibly moved next door to some sexy men, but none of them compare to the man in my head. The man I saw in his Army Dress Blues, stripes, medals, badges. I’m curious to find out everything I can about the Army, exactly what Riddick did over there. How he survived, where he is now. I stop a couple of feet from our door, look my sister in the eye, and admit my heartbreaking feelings out loud.

      “He must hate me for leaving him. I’ve always wondered what bullshit lies they told him about my sudden departure. A part of me knew they told him I was alive and left him before they killed him themselves; but now that I know it was a fucking lie, it kills me to think what kind of shit spewed out of their mouths to convince him not to come searching for me. Riddick wouldn’t have given up looking for me, Vivian; he wouldn’t have taken the coward’s way out like I did. He just wouldn’t. We loved each other so much. I still do love him. I ache for him more now than I ever have. He made me feel whole, Vivian; and now I don’t know what to do, what to think of any of this.” I heave in a deep breath then blow it out, repeating this technique several times until I feel my heart rate settle and my nerves calm from their haywire frenzy.

      “You didn’t take the coward’s way out, Cora. You were threatened by someone who should have protected you. The life of your unborn child was in danger. After everything you’ve been through, how in the hell can you stand there and call yourself that? You saved both of their lives by leaving. It was a ploy, a threat that you took to heart. You loved both of them enough to listen. You just said it was all Jesse’s fault. Don’t you dare stand here and try to convince yourself otherwise.” She grips me by the chin to direct my eyes to hers.

      “God, I’m so glad you sat next to me on that bus. I have no idea where Ethan and I would be today if it weren’t for you.” I let more tears fall as she tugs me in her soothing arms. This intelligent, caring woman and I have been through many things together. The list is too long to create. We’re each other’s go-to person for everything. Shoving all of that aside, I’m in the here and now, where my sister, friend, and child’s godmother is clinging to me as if my pain is hers. It is in a way, when two people who were meant to meet become as close as we are. Destiny. It’s a sealed bond that doesn’t need protecting. Vivian and I are sisters who never fight and always try to help the other in a time of need.

      “You would be the same person you are now. That boy’s wonderful mother.” Her words are true. Since the day I found out I was pregnant, I’ve tried to do right by him. Protect, teach, and support him. Love him with all of my heart.

      She starts to cry again along with me. Vivian isn’t a crier. She takes her anger and pain out by inventing her own vocabulary of fucked-up words she randomly thinks up. Her crying now tells me she’s feeling those deep emotions that have her twisted up right along with me.

      “I can’t make this about me; it has to be about Ethan and how he’s going to cope with all of this. We can’t mention a word of this to him yet; not until we have answers,” I say while lifting my head and looking in her tear-stained eyes.

      “If you’re looking for answers, Cora, I have them. Do you have answers for me?” I startle, unable to move. That voice. I know it. Though it’s deeper, darker, and huskier than it was. Oh, my God!

      My hands that were gripping Vivian tight slip to hang lifelessly by my sides; my legs turn to mush, barely able to allow me to stand.

      The only time I hear that voice is in my dreams.

      “Sweet Jesus,” Vivian exclaims.

      I’m afraid to turn around, scared out of my mind that this entire night isn’t real, that I’m stuck in some kind of once-upon-a-time, where a girl meets a boy, they fall in love, voyage out into happily ever after. A dream come true.

      “Turn around, so I can see you, please?” Oh God, it can’t be him, can it? My heart falters, my teeth chatter, and my mind rattles inside my head. I feel my legs finally give out. Before I hit the hard wooden deck, I feel a pair of strong familiar hands wrap around my waist. The sweet smell of something new and different mixed with a scent I’m well acquainted with.

      “Riddick.” I succeed in saying his name without losing my voice. Without crying out loud.

      We may be breathing the same air, standing in the same space right now, but I’m finding it difficult to get air into my lungs. Riddick’s warm breath hits my ear, and for the first time in twelve years, I want to turn around and take a good, hard look at my past.
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      Even though I’m standing outside in the wide-open air, I feel as if the universe is closing in on me. My lungs compress, my heart seizes within itself, and all of a sudden I can’t take any more. My legs shake, and my knees bend, and before I know it, I’ve yielded to the pain, my body giving out, and then I collapse to the ground.

      The sound of her voice takes me back to the happiest days of my life. Only she didn’t sound pained then; she wasn’t struggling to breathe the way she appears to be now. She was happy, full of life, and the brightest part of my day. My heaven, my angel. Now she’s suffering in a way that has me on my hands and knees, fingers digging into the dirt like it’s my goddamn lifeline because I can’t begin to understand what she’s been through or how she’ll react if I were to step out and prove to her that I’m very much alive and I’m so damn sorry I didn’t demand my dad to go to every extreme to find out if those bastards were lying to me. I fucking believed them like she did. That she was struck down in cold blood, because, hey, let’s face the facts here. Gangs and clubs shoot each other all the fucking time. It’s not uncommon to flip on the television to the news and see the violence in the streets, the war zones in neighborhoods. Especially out here, where crime is at its all-time high. People will shoot you for a stick of gum. Even back then it happened. Every damn day. Revenge stuck in those people’s heads that they can’t think of anything else except to strike back in the one spot they know will leave the living bleeding for the rest of their lives. I’m thankful she ignores that shit. Blood, guts, and brains all over the place. People simply don’t give a fuck about others.

      Reality is a bitch when the one you love stands mere feet away from you, spilling her guts out and shattering an already broken heart into the tiniest fragments. Good God Almighty, I want to run to her, pick her up, and dissolve her agony out of her system with my mouth fused to hers. Take her to my room and show her that no matter how much time has passed between us, she is without an ounce of doubt the love of my life. She owns my soul. I want to hold, touch, and feel her in ways that will make the earth quake between us. Our souls have been entwined since the first time we said ‘I love you’ to each other. After all these years, we’re still joined right in the spot that makes us alive. Our hearts. It’s a quirk of fate. A paradox full of denials, questions, answers, and one beautiful child sitting right in the middle. Goddamn it all to Hell. I want to know that kid so bad. To hear him tell me about his life, his passion, his goals. I need to hear him call me Dad, to see his face light up when I walk through the door. Everything I’ve missed in his life comes crashing down like a storm ready to sweep me away. The anger I felt earlier is drowning in the deepest part of the ocean behind me. She didn’t leave me by choice. Cora was forced to leave. Jesus Christ, this is as insane as life can get.

      Every bit of anger I felt toward her is gone with the wind, lapped up from the surge of the ocean and dragged to the bottom. I doubted her. Gave up on why she left me without an explanation. And now that I hear things I shouldn’t be hearing, in the way of hiding behind a goddamn tree, I feel free for the first time in years. Free to go to this woman and tell her everything. Meet my son, start from scratch if we have to.

      Every hard-to-hear word coming out of her sweet mouth is a bitter taste of contaminated pollution. Her fucking brother destroyed us. Led me to believe she was dead; and by the sound of it, she believed I was as well.

      Jesus Christ. How in the hell could someone do such a thing? Dirty fucker.

      I can’t take this anymore. I need to ease her pain. I listen, waiting to see if they will leave. When I hear her friend tell her it’s time for wine and bed, I stand up, dust myself off, and step out of the shadow. Nothing is going to stop me this time. I glance up to see the guys standing at the window, observing me. They’ll most likely barge out of there when they see me moving toward her. I don’t care. I’m not letting her sleep one more night without knowing. We have plenty of time to talk this out.

      In this very moment, I’m glad for my stealth training, my job to be able to pace with an unheard slyness. I stop at the edge of their house, the view of her more heartbreaking now as she stands in the middle of their deck and spills her heart out even more, leaving it right there for me to pick up and put right back where it belongs. Next to mine.

      I move. She’s so close. “If you’re looking for answers, Cora, I have them. Do you have answers for me?” I say with a slight stutter. Her entire body goes stiff as a board. Hands dropping, head snapping up; and for the first time in years, I’m breathing her air. I nod my acknowledgment toward her friend, inhaling the scent of Cora’s beauty. The scent of her.

      I’m close enough to her that when her legs give out, I instinctively catch her around the waist to stop her from falling. God, her smell and the warmth of her body consume me. Captivate me and trap me. Haunt me and soothe me at the same damn time.

      It feels like eternity times five since I’ve held her. Years of dreams of being able to take her on a date, to be the guy every man in the room was jealous of because I had the most stunning woman on my arm. To romance her, whisper beautiful things in her ear that my teenage self hadn't learned yet. I want to let all of it slip out of my mouth right here and now. Not one of those dreams compares to the real her beneath my fingers.

      She’s so small compared to me. Nonetheless, we fit, and we always have. Cora is the woman for me. My entire front aches with a sensation of warmth and completeness of having her in my arms. Safe and peaceful. It’s the best fucking feeling in the world. That is until she starts struggling to pull away from me. I hold on to her tighter. I know she’s freaking the fuck out right now as her whimpers grow louder. She’s hurting. Confused. I don’t care. She needs to calm down before her son, our son, hears us or walks into the kitchen and sees her thrashing about in a strange man’s arms. That is not the way I want him to meet me.

      “You’re my heaven on earth, my angel. Please stop fighting me,” I say calmly.

      “Those words,” she whispers. “He’s the only one who ever said those to me. Oh my God, Vivian. I…I feel like I can’t breathe, my chest hurts and my head is going to explode. Tell me it’s really him; tell me I’m not dreaming. Tell me, Vivian.” Her voice grows louder, her pain stretching with every syllable, with each excruciating, gut-piercing word she says.

      “Cora, stop. It’s him. I swear it is. He looks different, but I swear to you it’s him. You need to settle down, take a deep breath, and turn around and look at him.” Cora sucks in a torn breath; the muscles in her abdomen grow tight. Thank fuck, this woman is composed, because I’m sure the hell not; and neither is Cora; especially if we’re going to see each other for the first time after the life we planned together was taken away by that bastard. She may look the same, but I sure the fuck don’t; that’s one thing I can agree with. Most people eye me up and down as if I’m a freak with my jet-black hair, tattoos, and a face that’s aged, worn out from the desert sun.

      “I don’t know if I can. I’m scared. This is too much for me to bear. Dear God. Ethan. You need to check on him. Keep him in his room. He…he can’t come down here. He can’t see me like this or meet him this way.”

      “You sure? I’ll stay here if you need me to?” This Vivian comes to an inch within Cora’s face.

      “I’m sure,” Cora voices, barely audible.

      The last thing I want to do is for my son to see me holding on to his mother while she fights to escape my arms that are wound tightly around her. I let her go, my hands missing her as I patiently drop them to my sides. Her soft body stops moving as does mine. The three of us stand there stiffly. The only sounds are her muffled sobs mixed with my heavy breathing.

      “I’ll go as long as you tell me you’ll be all right.” Vivian doesn’t look at Cora when she asks that. She looks directly at me. Her protective eyes are boring into mine, telling me I better be for real. I better not say a thing to hurt her, or she will gut me alive. I simply nod and watch her pull Cora into her arms. My angel is going willingly. I’ve never been more thankful in all my life that my girl found someone who loves her as much as I do. It kills me that this woman has had those twelve years with her that should have been mine. However, I’m happy she hasn’t gone through life alone.

      “I’m not all right. Just keep Ethan occupied. I told him we would look into one of those surfing competition things; maybe you can find out what we need to do.” Her voice is so soft I can barely hear her. I heard enough that a wide smile cracks across my face, knowing Ethan has taken up the love of surfing. I vaguely remember now seeing him carrying a board earlier today. My mind was too preoccupied with the fact I was seeing her and finding out about him at the time to pay attention to anything else.

      “Of course. And for the record, I’m glad you finally caved about letting him. It was starting to get ridiculous talking behind your back about it.” I believe her comment about talking behind her back was meant as a joke, except no one is laughing. Her friend reaches up to cup Cora’s face. Tenderly.

      “Go. Sit on the beach and talk. You have so much to tell him.” Her eyes are pleading, searching Cora out.

      “We can talk right here. Just please keep Ethan occupied. He can’t see me like this.”

      “I will. I love you.” Vivian grips hold of her hand. Anyone can see that the bond these two have is impenetrable. I can read it in the tension that leaves Cora’s body; I can see it in the way Vivian’s face shows the signs of a kinship unlike any I’ve seen before.

      I don’t watch her go once she seems to be satisfied; my eyes are glued to the back of Cora’s head. Her hair is in knots from the wind. I’d give anything to run my fingers down those shiny strands, smooth them out, and gather it all in my hand, yank her head back and fuck her mouth with my tongue. I will soon, though; every enticing part of her seductive body will be under me or on top of me while I make her mine once again. If she isn’t involved with someone else.

      A moment later, Vivian disappears. Cora’s feet are deeply rooted to the deck, and her body is enhanced by the lights turning on, letting us know it will soon be dark under the floorboards. She’s stunning.

      “Do you live next door? Was that you earlier today, the man watching me?” she blurts out of the blue. An angelic sound so sweet to my ears I could cry.

      “I do, and yes, it was,” I reply truthfully. I knew she didn’t recognize me today. Her words confirm it. Christ, I hope she likes what she sees. I saw her checking me out when they walked past, pretending she wasn’t, her heated stare hidden behind her sunglasses just like mine. Even then I wanted to run to her, tell her it was me, but my feet couldn’t move and my fucked-up mind kept telling me to wait, make sure it was really her and not some mirage or fantasy of her like I would have while out in the excruciating heat of the desert.

      “Were you hurt?” She pauses. My brows are burrowing in confusion from her sudden switch of questioning. I want to tell her fuck, yes, I was more than hurt. I was gutted to my bones. Flesh numb until earlier today when I realized she was alive. Existing but not living. I realize that’s not what she means, though, when what she says next tumbles out of her mouth in a way that hits my chest and begins to fill those holes. Obviously, she’s done some research on me like I did on her. A sense of pride combined with anger shoots through my veins, wondering if she just now found out about me or if she’s known for some time. Based on her talk with Vivian a few minutes ago on the beach, I quickly tap that anger down. The two of them are close; even a blind man can sense it. Vivian wouldn’t have asked her the questions she did if she had known I was alive all this time. “I mean, when you were at war. Did you get hurt over there? Shot? Wounded?” Fuck, I want to look at her beautiful face when we talk. She needs time. Me on the other hand, I need to see her so damn bad my heart won’t heal until I do.

      “No. I came close a few times. I existed over there, Cora. Did my job to defend our country. Always kept a photo of you in my pocket believing your spirit would keep me safe,” I admit.

      “Keep you safe from the enemy, me, or my brother?” she replies. It’s the craziest thing to be talking to her about at all, especially with this being her first line of questioning.

      To this day, she’s still fucking frightened of her brother, too. The way she asked Vivian to promise her I wasn’t him. How in the hell do I tell her the things he said to me, the things he did to make sure I thought she was dead?

      I close my eyes, because the last thing I want to do is hurt her more than she’s already been hurt. Cora doesn’t deserve the shit her brother has done to her. Fuck, neither do I; but it has to be said. We need to be free of the man who separated us in the first place. At least for now; until I formulate a plan to kill that lying piece of shit. I’ve never lied to her. I’m not about to start now. Not with years’ worth of making up to do and a child that bonds us together.

      I don’t believe she’s afraid of me; it’s this entire situation she knows nothing about that has her standing like an aged stone statue, cracking and shaking, ready to crumble to the ground.

      “Never you, sure as hell not him. The enemy,” I say, then continue on with words that need to be said. “Christ, Angel. Jesse told me you were dead. He said you were murdered like your parents. He supposedly cremated you, buried your remains in your mom’s flower garden right next to them. I’ve gone all these years thinking you were—”

      “No,” she cuts my free-flowing words off. Her harsh tone and slow, guarded movements cause me to stumble backward as her profile comes into view. Jesus Christ, she is so fucking beautiful. So damned perfect that I can’t hold back the tears falling down my face.

      “Riddick,” her voice whispers softly.

      “Cora. My God, I…” I’m at a loss for words. Not in my wildest dreams did I imagine this. Her. Inches away from me. Her eyes are bright with tears, her face still looks like an angel’s. Pure. Exquisite. Velvet lashes blink, a small gasp escapes her sensual mouth. I take the final step that separates me from her. Both shaky hands are lifting to cup her face. Smooth as silk skin lies underneath the tips as I gently rub back and forth across her heavenly face.

      “When I lost you, I sealed my life in revenge. The only ones I allowed in were less than a handful of my buddies from the Army. Christ, this is so goddamn surreal I still can’t believe it. We have so much to talk about, but for the first time since I saw you last, that door is now magically opened, Angel. It’s really you. You’re alive.” Her perfection pacifies my fraying nerves, sends my world into a stupefied mass of want.

      “So are you,” she says soothingly. Her hands are attentively touching, circling the tattoos on my arms, slowly moving up until she reaches my face. Fingers are running through my short scruffy beard, eyes traveling from my hair to my eyes. Studying. Remembering and analyzing each other’s features is what we’re doing. I see my young woman; she sees her young man. We see one another. More dreams and possibilities.

      “I have no idea if you have someone else in your life right now. I don’t care if you do. Or maybe it’s hope. Hell, I don’t know what to think. All I know is no one is going to stop us this time. Or ever again. I’ll kill anyone who tries to come between us. I swear to fucking God, I will.”

      Judging by the way she swipes a finger across my bottom lip in a sensual way that has my cock wishing it was him she was worshipping, I would say she feels the same way.

      Fuck the talking for one damn minute. I need to taste those perfect fucking lips. Sliding my hands to the back of her neck, I firmly tug her forward, our bodies now touching, hearts pounding, minds racing, and years to make up for. I dip down and kiss the loud exhale that escapes her honey-sweet mouth. Tentative at first until her tongue meets mine. Then I turn wild, passion ignites, nerves hit more than the day I took her virginity. My mouth explores hers as Cora drinks in mine. Our tongues collide. The ocean soars. And I breathe my angel into my lungs, my soul, and every other part of my body. Desperate to have her as close to me as she can get, I crush her delicious frame to mine, hard. Breathless, aching moans escape her lips that if I have anything to say about will be swollen and puffy for days.

      My heart races, sweaty palms cradle her head. I’m a goner, a man on a mission to indulge the one thing I’ve craved. Her.
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      Some people believe in chance, others in fate, fortune, or just plain luck when they find their soul mate. It’s a mysterious, idealistic, real life emotion to fall deeply in love with one person and hold on to that love strongly for the rest of your life.

      I never thought I would see him again. This man, who I thought I would recognize if I saw him anywhere, is my neighbor. Never in all of my life did I think he would be the man from earlier today. Riddick has changed so much. His face is hard. Every visible part of him is covered in intricate colors of tattoos. Most of all, he’s alive, a walking real life man. Not dead, not hurt, he’s here. With me.

      And sweet baby Jesus, he’s kissing me as if it’s our first time, as if our souls haven’t been destroyed, as if our hearts haven’t been turned upside down in our chests. That we haven’t flatlined from the destructible things done to us by a person who schemed up the grandest plan to tear us apart and rip us to shreds, is a miracle.

      “Riddick,” I say, pulling my mouth from his. I have so much to say to him. I don’t know where to start or when the right time is. He has to know that Ethan is his son. That all this time I’ve had a part of him with me.

      “I know, Angel. Trust me, I do. We don’t know each other anymore. Unless you’re going to tell me you’re married or you have someone in your life, then let me just hold you for a minute longer, please?” he begs. His eyes are pleading, and tears are spilling down his ruggedly handsome face.

      I smile. “I’ve aged, Riddick, not changed. I’m still the same woman I was before. There’s no one else in my life either,” I declare.

      “I’m glad to hear that. All of it,” he verbalizes. I want to ask him the same thing, except my mind is bogged down with the verity that my Riddick has me in his arms, his hands leaving the nape of my neck to wander up and down my back in a soothing, loving way. For the first time in twelve years I truly feel safe. No always having to look over my shoulder to see if Jesse or Cutter are there, waiting to steal my son or shoot me dead. I can’t remember the last time I felt safety so strong, so honest that in the few minutes since I realized it was really him, it’s as if my past is dead and buried. Where it should be.

      I sigh and wrap my arms around his waist, leaning my forehead against his massive chest. Every part of him is hard to my soft. This man I love is the same guy who could carry me away with his sweet, divine words or phrases of a poet. He’s changed though, too. His persona looks rough with all these designs on his masculine body. A strong, brutal, and fierce man on the outside, yet still the same tender, loving Riddick Murdock on the inside. And he’s in my arms. God, a thin t-shirt is all that’s separating me from feeling every inch of his warm flesh. He is alive.

      “I love your tattoos,” I say into his chest, which starts to rumble from his low, silent laugh. I should tell him that our son will love them, too, but the words are stuck in the pit of my stomach.

      “I’m glad to hear that, because they’re permanently inked into my skin. Like you.” His words snare and heat up every inch of me. Entrapping me in his attempt to re-seal the love we had. The love I still have for him.

      “I take it you’re not in the Army anymore?” I lift my head to see he’s staring down, beholding and feasting his eyes upon me.

      He shakes his head. “I served four years. Most of them in Afghanistan. I couldn’t do it anymore, so my two buddies and I finished our tour, came back here, and went to the Police Academy at Santa Barbara State. I’m a narcotics officer,” he states proudly, while my subconscious mind surfaces to the front of my brain, envisioning the things he must have seen, the danger that roused his everyday life.

      Regardless of how I feel about him putting his life on the line every day for all of these years, I tell him what every man or woman who has served should hear. “Thank you for serving. For still serving. You should be proud of yourself, Riddick. I bet your dad is incredibly proud of you.” He winces and draws his upper body back; his pained demeanor sends a devastating chill through my body.

      “He was proud of me,” he says sadly.

      Was? “Oh, Riddick, I’m so sorry.” I know by the agony that crosses his face that his dad passed away. It hurts me even more for him. The two of them were close.

      “It’s okay. He was a good man. The best father I could have asked for. Every day I wish he were here. He’s not, but he loved me. He was able to see me buy this house, fix it up, and live our dream on this beach.”

      Our? I think to myself. Is he trying to say he moved here for me, the same way I did for him and Ethan? I have no idea how much money he makes, nor do I care. Like me, there is no way he could afford a home well into the tens of millions of dollars on the ocean on a cop’s salary. I also know Robert Murdock worshiped his son, made him work hard for the things he wanted. He didn’t hand over loads of cash or fancy cars to Riddick. He taught him how to be a man. How to take care of himself and do right by others. That’s what matters to me. Money never did; it never will. What matters is the steady beat of his heart. The tender way he’s gazing at me, and the love I feel pouring into the atmosphere that surrounds me. Him.

      God, I could fall to his feet right now and tell him everything; but before we get to the horrible, nightmarish turn of events that changed our lives, he needs to know the one terrific, most beautiful person that came out of it.

      Filing his comment away in my brain, I pull away from him and move to the brown wicker deck couch my mom insisted we have. She fell in love with it when she connived Vivian and me to go shopping. The three of us women were out all day buying everything we needed for this house. It’s comfy. Matches the tan siding of the house perfectly and the two matching chairs with mint green cushions that set off the earth tones in the cornered fireplace.

      “It could take days for us to discuss everything. But what I have to tell you has to be first. It’s something I found out before I was forced to leave. That day I left…”—I swallow, keep my eyes trained on the floor— “That day started out being the happiest day of my life. I wanted to tell you in person instead of over the phone. I’ve beaten myself up many times over the years over not calling you that day, asking for you to come over. If I had, none of this would have happened. But I can’t change the past. No one can. What I can do is be honest with you and tell you that we have an eleven-year-old son. His name is Ethan. He’s a good kid, Riddick. He…he loves the beach, surfs a lot, gets good grades. And…” I place my hands on my thighs, rubbing them back and forth for comfort. “He knows all about you; except like I did up until today when I finally strummed up the nerve to look you up, to see if Jesse really killed you like he said he was going to, he thinks you’re dead.” I wait for him to become angry, to yell, call me names or ask what took me so long to search for him. He does none of that. Instead, he kneels down in front of me and places his hands on the top of mine, squeezing gently.

      “You need to look at me, Angel, when you talk to me about our son.” My head snaps up. His plea is demanding my attention. There’s no way anyone would not be able to see the resemblance between those two. Even though a part of me knew he had to have known Ethan was his, it feels good to finally tell this man I’ve loved for a long time that he has a son.

      “I figured it out when I saw you today. I could tell how healthy he is, how much he loves you with one assessment of the two of you together. You’ve done well with him,” he confirms. “I’m shocked, excited, and mostly scared out of my fucking mind to meet him. One thing I’m not is angry, not with you; never with you, Cora. Please don’t ever see me and think of anger. See me for the man I was, for the man I am today. That’s a man who will do right by you and him.” He rises, sits next to me, places an arm around my shoulders, and hauls me right on top of his lap.

      “Thank you,” I say, graciously accepting his compliment. My arms are automatically sliding around his neck, fingers playing with the ends of his hair. I never want to let him go.

      “There was an explanation behind the real reason why you left in what you just confessed to me. One that we will discuss in great detail tomorrow. It’s getting late, and God help me, I don’t want to leave you, even if you’re right next door. But I have to. I’ve been up for over twenty-four hours. I need to clear my head, and I think you do, too. Tomorrow is a new day, a clean slate, and before anything else, I want to meet my son. I can’t begin to imagine how hard it was for you to tell him about me. Now you need to tell him I’m alive. It’s your call; you tell me what time, and I’ll be right here.” He’s sincere, noble, and right about how hard it was to tell Ethan.

      I sigh and splay a hand across his chest, feeling his steady heart beat under the tips of my fingers. Thanking God he’s truly alive.

      “You’re right. I should go to bed myself,” I tell him without saying anything more. I need to call my parents, talk to Vivian, and make arrangements for them to be here when I tell Ethan. The necessity at this point is crucial for them to acknowledge in what will assuredly change my son’s life forever. Knowing my son, he’ll have millions of questions for Riddick. He’ll be overly excited to have a man in his life who will never leave him. Riddick is one of those more-than-meets-the-eye kind of man. He has no hidden agenda; at least I don’t believe he does. Not with me, anyway.

      “Here.” He places me on my feet and stands to give me a view of an ass made of steel. A naughty angel snarls at me, daring me to bite it just to see if it’s as hard as it looks.

      I quickly glance up at him when he starts to turn around to face me and reaches into the back pocket of his jeans to produce a navy-colored business card.

      “It has my number on it. Also the number of the station I work at. Program them into your phone, then text me so I have your number.” He’s casual when he talks, not seeming to be flustered or brain dead like I am because we’re talking and kissing and sitting on my deck at my house, by the ocean, after twelve years.

      “I’ll tell him in the morning,” I verbalize.

      “I’ll be waiting.” Reaching for my face, he cups my jaw, his rough fingers running back and forth, eyes memorizing my features.

      “I still can’t believe you’re here,” he tells me, then drops his hand. I watch him walk away. Hear a few raised male voices on the other side of the fence. They must be the men in the window. His friends.

      Twelve years he’s had in which he met new people, living an entire life without me. I sigh. My breathing is an uncontrollable shamble of flutters, my mind obsessed and drifting.

      “Are you okay?” I shift my fixed stare from the spot where I last saw Riddick standing to Vivian, who’s approaching me with that glass of long overdue wine.

      “I will be. I still can’t believe it’s him. I should have introduced you. I’m sorry.” I take a not so lady-like gulp of my wine. The sweet taste warming my insides instantly.

      “Seriously, Cora, I don’t think you could have strung out a proper introduction if you tried. I’ll meet him soon. When is he coming back?” She sits up and flings her arm through mine. This time, she’s the one to rest her head on my shoulder. I smile.

      “I have to tell Ethan about him. Mom and Dad, too,” I tell her as my mind starts to run away with the actuality that father and son will be meeting for the first time tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      “Good morning, sweetheart.” My mom enters my room just as I’m finishing up the last touches of my makeup.

      It took me about an hour to fall asleep after we finished our wine, called our parents, and cried like a baby on the phone with the two of them. All I could think about was the man who was sleeping next door. What was going through his mind? How would he react to meeting Ethan? How would Ethan react to him?

      “Get some sleep,” Vivian finally said to me. I did. Cuddled next to my sister, just like years ago when we first met. Only this time there were no nightmares plaguing my dreams, no sweats or screams by a woman scared out her mind. Peace.

      “Morning,” I say back.

      “It’s beautiful outside, a clear day. A perfect day for a miracle, I would say. Wouldn’t you? Oh, Cora, you look beautiful, sweetheart.” She stops in her tracks, cheerfully exclaiming as she comes into the bathroom, wraps her arms around me from behind, and meet my eyes in the mirror.

      “I’m in a pair of cut-off shorts and a tank top. I would hardly say that’s beautiful, Mom.” I laugh at her silliness, tighten the lid on my mascara, and squeeze her hands as I turn to face her.

      “I don’t mean what you’re wearing. I mean your face, your eyes, your smile, baby girl. You’re at peace.” I was when I woke up. Now, my insides are frazzled. I feel like I could puke, and I’ve stayed up here piddling away for way too long. It’s time to tell Ethan. Every second I wait is one less for him to know about Riddick. I have to tell him now.

      “I’m terrified,” I say.

      “I bet you are. Here’s the thing, though, Cora. The man you love, your son’s father, is alive; and he lives next door. If that’s not an act of God, then I don’t know what is. Now, our boy is out on the beach with your dad. Let’s not waste another minute.” She’s so mellow. Even last night after I told them, she stayed composed while I bawled my eyes out, every word I said registering years of pent-up exhaustion that poured out of my system in the way of tears. She’s always right, always had all of our best interests in mind. Sylvia Shepard is the perfect role model. She has that aura about her that draws you to her. Always digging until she finds the positive in any situation.

      I close my eyes, tell myself I can do this, slip into my flip-flops, and check my back pocket for my phone for the hundredth time. I programmed Riddick’s number into it. Almost shot him off a goodnight text. Changed my mind after remembering him say he was tired.

      I take hold of my mom’s hand, allowing her to guide me down the hall, the stairs, and straight to the beach, where Ethan is skim boarding while Dad watches.

      “Morning, sleepyhead,” both Ethan and Dad say at the same time.

      “Hi, Dad. Morning, kiddo,” I say nervously.

      Dad draws me in for a much-needed hug, eyes alert, and whispers words of encouragement into my ear. “You got this. Mom and I will be on the deck with Vivian.” I turn to see her standing on the deck, a wide grin spread across her face, coffee cup in hand. God, she’s been doing that all morning. I swear her shit-eating grin grew wider every time she came into my room to check on me. Now it’s clean across her face, making her look ridiculously stupid.

      “Hey, bud, come sit,” I tell Ethan after I watch Dad walk to meet Mom where she stopped at the edge of the grass, while I made my way to the two of them.

      “Did you call the surf school?” he asks.

      “Not yet, bud. I will, I promise. I have something to tell you; it’s very important that you listen to me, okay?”

      An expression of concern crosses his tanned face. Instead of sitting, he stands directly in front of me, drops his board, and says, “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes. More than okay. Ethan, do you remember when I told you about your father? That he… that I believed he was dead?” I ask tentatively. My voice is so shaky I barely recognize it.

      “Well, yeah. How could I forget?” His brows furrow in confusion. I need to just blurt it out, rip the frayed bandage that’s been wrapped around my heart for years off and tell him.

      “Do you remember the two men from yesterday?” I ask.

      “Mom, what are you—” he stops mid-sentence. Takes his squinty eyes off of me and trains them to my right. I feel him. Riddick. He’s there.

      “Hello, Ethan.” That deep voice catapults my heart into my throat. My stomach flops and my lungs expand.

      “Mom.” Ethan stands there, bewildered. Slightly panicked.

      “Sweetie, this is your father. Riddick Murdock. He’s not dead, Ethan.” Oh hell, I really did blurt it right out.

      “He’s my dad? Like my real one? You’re my dad?” Ethan eyes him up and down. All of those questions trail one after the other. Ethan’s eyes are wide, and he shakes his head as if he can’t believe it. I can’t believe it either.

      “I am,” Riddick answers.

      “You live next door?”

      “I do.”

      “Well, shit man, you are huge,” Ethan cusses.
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      “Well, shit,” he says. I’m not sure if I should laugh or wait to see if Cora scolds him for his outburst. When she does nothing, I begin to take those last few steps to my son, eyes on high alert, chest rising with every rapid beat of my heart. His appearance is above and beyond the glimpse I had of him yesterday. Our son is incredible, self-assured, and very protective of Cora. I see it in the way he shifts her way. Gazing down with loving eyes to make sure she’s all right.

      “I’m fine, Ethan; this is a wish I’ve had for you your entire life. He’s real, Ethan. He’s your father.” Pausing mid-step, I wait. I’ll wait forever for this astounding boy to welcome me. I love him so much already. Baby steps. Let him take the lead, Riddick.

      I couldn’t sleep last night; all I kept thinking about was sleeping under the same roof as them. In her bed. The minute I walked through the door, I had to answer more questions than we ask in an interrogation before Jude and Tyson finally left. Both of them were on the verge of breaking down with me after I told them Cora and I decided that the most important thing for us to do first was for Ethan and me to meet. For him to know I was alive, and very much wanted to get to know him. I bawled like a fucking baby, while they stood there in absolute shock knowing that the one thing that sheltered my heart from loving was alive. Now, here I stand with two people who each own my entire heart in a different way. It’s unexplainable, indescribable, and just like that, I feel so alive I’m not sure what the hell to do with it all.

      My focus should be on Ethan, and it is. Yet I’m sick of thinking that all the lies, deceit, and betrayal have to wait. The truth is out, and the wait is over. I want it all in the open between the two of us, deal with it, and try to move on with my family while secretly working out a sufficient plan to destroy the man who left her and me merely existing. I’ll tell her my plans, but my son will never know that I plan on single-handedly killing a man if it comes down to it. Not as long as I live, anyway. Granted, they’re piles of shit everywhere that need to be flushed down the sewer where they belong, but I’m willing to start all over if she is.

      Cora doesn’t know this yet; our talk will come tonight. I’m not waiting any longer to piece my family together. Especially after she told me there isn’t anyone else in her life. The shock of last night was most likely the reason why she didn’t ask if I was with anyone. I wanted her to ask me so damn badly just so I could tell her there never was nor will there ever be another love for me. I hope she knows I wouldn’t have kissed her hungrily if I were involved with another woman.

      And especially now after being this close to the best thing this woman could give me. A part of me and her. My flesh and blood. God, I can’t wait to draw him in my arms, to tell him I’m sorry for missing everything he’s accomplished so far, to tell him he has a friend for life. In me.

      “I believe the correct response should be ‘no shit’,” I say to break up the cold silence between the three of us, to clear my thoughts and make progress. Ethan laughs, while Cora hasn’t moved. Her posture is rigid in this split second of monumental time. Guess I can’t blame her. I’m not sure how much she’s told him about me. I only know that my gaze has been trained on this kid before me ever since I saw him come into my view about a half hour ago.

      I’ve been sitting at my table for hours, my mind in chaos, my eyes flickering back and forth between their kitchen window and this beach, waiting and wondering impatiently when either Cora or Ethan would show up in my sight instead of just in my head.

      The minute I watched him and the man who took in Cora, my eyes remained fixated on my son. The way he walked, the way he smoothly skimmed that board across the water like a professional. Every move he made filled every part of my body with love and warmth. This kid is mine.

      “Sorry for swearing, Mom.” He takes his gaze off of me to look at his mother.

      “It’s okay. Just don’t make a habit of it,” she says, removing her body that has me roaming it all over from the chair. She turns and looks at me with unshed tears in her eyes.

      “I’m sorry. I couldn’t wait.” I tell her the God’s honest truth. Flashes from last night hit me, from me kissing her when I glance from her mouth back to her stunning greens. She is more beautiful in the light of day. More intoxicating than any damn thing on this earth; and if our son wasn’t standing here or if her family wasn’t behind us, more than likely ready to pounce with their claws out in the same way a wild group of stray cats if I do or say the wrong thing, then I would toss her over my shoulder and carry her away to a place where I can take my time devouring her. Every goddamn inch of this woman who owns every part of my will to survive. To live again. To feel.

      “It’s okay, really, it is. I’m going to go tell my family they can leave if they want. It will give us time to talk. Is that good with you, Ethan?” She looks down at him. Christ, he’s almost as tall as her. Definitely going to be towering above her before long.

      “Yeah,” he answers, somewhat uncertainly.

      “I’ll be right back.” We both watch her walk away. I can only imagine how gutted she is, how worried over how he’s taking this. I know I’m freaking the fuck out right now standing this close to him for the first time in our lives. I bet he is, too.

      Silence lingers for what feels like an eternity until he lifts his head and asks me. “Do you know where my mom’s brother is? Is he going to come after her?” Well, fuck me. He’s more like me than I imagined. Protective of the woman who brought us together. Cora has done a damn good job with this boy.

      “I won’t let him near you or her. I promise you he will never hurt your mother again. Not ever,” I stress. I’ll die first for real this time.

      “My mom doesn’t know I know, so you can’t tell her. I think he hurt her before she left. I think she’s still scared of him, too. He made her leave, you know, told her he was going to kill you if she didn’t. She’s, well, my mom thought you were dead. How did you get away? Why didn’t you come find us?” My legs feel like they might fail me. My mouth wants to spit it all out, yet my brain is logical when it tells me I should wait for Cora to get back down here before I say too much. She doesn’t even know her brother’s whereabouts yet; at least I don’t think she does. Hell, I don’t know what she wants Ethan to know and what she doesn’t. A sucker punch to the chest slams into me when I think that this is my child and I should be able to tell him anything, and her fucking brother took that right away from me. The sick fuck.

      “He lied to her and to me,” I tell him and watch his forehead wrinkle in a puzzled expression. He doesn’t understand, because she hasn’t told him my side of the story.

      “Is something wrong?” Cora asks and stops right next to him, lifts his face with a finger, so he has no choice but to look at her.

      “No. I just want to know where he’s been all this time. I’m not mad at him, Mom; you told me none of this was his fault. That your parents were killed; that your brother was the devil and forced you to leave. You said he threatened to kill him and that you were too scared to see if it was true.” I stand there angry as a motherfucker as rage pours through me rapidly. My mind is completely stupefied. A hazy blur of fury is clouding my vision.

      “He did what?” I ask as calmly as I can without teaching this young man swear words that would flip his word ‘shit’ into the ocean. I am going to enjoy every goddamn minute of choking the life out of that motherfucker for doing this to us, every last second.

      Her hand moves from Ethan’s quivering chin to wrap around his neck, drawing him close to her. Everything inside of me is struggling to contain itself not to drag the two of them to me. To protect them both from hurting, to stop this torture that my son is on the cusp of being right at the age of not completely understanding.

      “It’s true,” she says. “At first he told me he was going to hurt our baby, then he’d kill you,” she confirms while trying to stay strong. Her voice cracks with the slightest hint of pain, while my heart just keeps on pounding harder in my chest, ignoring all my pleas to settle the fuck down before I explode.

      “I love you more than anything, Ethan. You don’t need to hear all of this. Not now. Maybe not ever. What you do need to hear is that Riddick thought I was dead this entire time. He was told I was killed. I need you to tell me you’re okay, that you understand that this man standing before you is the man I’ve always tried to keep in your heart with you. Otherwise, I’m asking him to leave until you make the decision of when you’re ready to talk to him. This is your choice, Ethan; I’m not making it for you. Just please know that the minute he found out about you, he fell in love with you. He’s a good man. Don’t let the things that happened deny you the right to know him. Focus on the positive. Your father found us; he wants you, and that should be the only thing that matters.” If I wasn’t sure of the love I had for her before, I sure as hell am now. It’s transparent how much she loves him, how much she loved me, and how in tune she is with what he should and shouldn’t hear. How she speaks to him with assurance, sincerity, and honesty. The way she’s allowing him to make his own choice, a decision that might shatter me but I’ll accept if all of this is too much for him at the moment, if he says he’s not ready to talk to me or to just hang out.

      It’s as if he senses that I’m a nervous mess when his eyes grab hold of mine, the look on his face slightly jumpy.

      “I want to hang out with him. Do you like to surf?” he asks with a smile so bright it lights up his face.

      “Every chance I can get,” I answer with a smile of my own. The cavity holding my heart in place bursts forth from all the pounding my heart’s been doing. God, he’s a miracle. And he wants to hang out. With me.

      “Sweet! Mom, can I grab my board?” He looks up to her, eyes pleading.

      “Of course,” she responds, tears forming in her eyes once again.

      “Yes!” Pumping his fists in the air, he takes off in a sprint, but then stops to turn back around.

      “I have two boards if you want to borrow one. You’re kind of big for it, though.”

      “I have one,” I say, while not denying the happiness that’s bursting out of my heart. It’s been jailed for so long. Now, in less than twenty-four hours, it’s finally been freed. Forever.

      “Man, this is so cool. I have two badass parents.”

      This time I can’t hold in my laughter; it springs loose that even the scolding language and yelling as Cora threatens him as he runs to their home doesn’t make it stop.

      “You’ve done a good job with him, Angel. He’s perfect,” I say the minute he disappears into the house.

      “He is. Except that swearing.”

      “Eh. I don’t mind being called a badass, do you?” I chuckle.

      “I do when it comes out of his mouth.”

      “If he calls you a fucking badass, then I’d worry,” I say, allowing more laughter to escape, then turn to study her scowling face.

      “Don’t be teaching him any of that.”

      “The boy cares too much about you to disrespect you that way, Angel. It’s not hard to see you mean the world to him and vice versa. Something tells me he knows how far he can push you. He loves you. I couldn’t have asked for a better son if I chose him myself, and I’ve spent all of five minutes with him. He’s also protective of you. So am I.” Without giving her time to respond, I trail right into what else I have to say. “I’m not waiting to talk, Cora. If you’re free tonight, will you meet me out here? I want everything out in the open. All of it.” She closes her eyes, her breathing becoming rapid. When she opens them, they are filled with regret, remorse, and apprehension. So much of it that it has me grabbing her hand and tugging her into me. Jesus fucking Christ, she feels good there, up against me where she belongs.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask. Those haunting green eyes peer up at me with trepidation.

      “I’m never going to forgive myself for not searching for you. You have no idea how many times I tried and chickened out. I’m so sorry, Riddick. You will never understand how sorry I am.”

      “Stop,” I snap a little harsher than I intended. “I could have done the same thing. I knew how much of a lying snake he was. Fuck, Cora, I find people for a living. One of my best friends is a genius at finding people who are so well hidden they think they will never be found. Yesterday, when I saw the two of you, it took him less than an hour to find out that you came here and somehow connected with the Shepards. That you gave birth to a child seven months after you disappeared. That you graduated high school, went to college, and became a nurse. There are many things we could have done; but the one thing we won’t do is blame ourselves for something you brother did. He’s the one to blame; and once I find him, he’s going to pay.” I smoothly slide a hand up the center of her back and tilt her head back by lightly tugging a section of her hair, forcing her eyes to look up so they can mesh with mine. I want her looking at me when she speaks. No more of this hiding behind her shame. It’s bullshit, and I want it to stop.

      “Don’t hide your eyes from me, Cora. Not ever again. I need to see them. They are much more mesmerizing in real life than in any dream. Do you get me, Angel?” Her eyes go wide. Yeah, she gets me. I think she likes being bossed around by me. Wait until I get you in bed. I’ll have her squirming, begging, and doing all kinds of things to dirty my sweet angel up. My dick wants to come out and start now. I control his eagerness to play and pay attention to the beauty in my arms.

      “Have you seen Jesse at all?” I ask. She shakes her head. Christ, now is the not the time to smile, but I can’t help but tip the corners of my mouth up. She answered one of my top questions without even knowing it. He hasn’t contacted her; for whatever fucked-up reason that sick prick had for threatening her with my life and our child’s, he simply let her go. I know it wasn’t because he cared about her; that fucker cares only about himself. So, given that luck is on our side, and the fact that I have every resource known to man at my feet, I’m going to find out what he’s been doing all these years that he wanted her gone. Everything about this speaks to me in a shady way. That asshole couldn’t kill her for some reason.

      “He hasn’t contacted you either?” I ask, needing to hear the words from her to be sure.

      She sighs, and her sad eyes turn heavy. Fucking hell, something isn’t right. I’ve jumped the goddam gun. That fucker has contacted her.

      “Yes. He contacts me with a birthday card every year. He, um… He reminds me that both Ethan and I have lived another year. For the first few years, I was always looking behind my back, wondering if he would have someone in the shadows watching me, making sure I kept true to my promise, or if I’d get a frantic phone call at school that my son was gone. That Jesse came and stole my baby. Ethan was two years old before my parents and I felt safe enough to take him out. I still hate having him out of my sight, but I can’t be with him all the time.” Her eyes drift off to a place I’ll never be able to join her. Cora is remembering their lives when Ethan was a baby. I can see it in her eyes. Guilt. Terror. So many emotions swirl through those beautiful greens of her. Both of us are consumed with guilt. I’ll never get back the crucial days I missed, but I can visualize them through her. See that he was and still is the most important person in her life. What I can do is make sure that son of a bitch never contacts her again.

      “Do you still have the cards?” I follow up with my interrogation, whereas my mind is seething with rage. That fucker has given me more motivation to fuck him up in ways he will never come back from. I want his black soul to bleed. The craving I have inside of me demands it.

      “What? No. I threw them away. I couldn’t risk Ethan finding them. It was hard enough telling him part of the story as it was. If he were to find them, he wouldn’t understand. The strange thing is, though, I haven’t received one in two years.” She whispers her words. I hear them loud and clear over the roar of the ocean. They only light the fuse to the fire inside of me that wants to engulf in flames. To char that soul of his until there is nothing left but his polluted ashes.

      “Jesse’s in San Quentin at the moment on aggravated assault charges, still has a few years left. They monitor everything that goes in and out of there. That’s my guess as to why you haven’t received one. That’s all I know about him. All I care to know. I’ll take care of him when I find out what he’s been doing for the past twelve years,” I tell her, and I fucking mean it.

      “Really?” she whispers. “He should be locked up for the rest of his life for what he’s done. There has to be some law for faking someone’s death.”

      “There are laws. But when I said I’d take care of it, that’s not what I meant, Cora.” I watch her eyes enlarge, her mouth opening wide. Yeah, she gets it now.

      “You’re a cop, Riddick; you have to be careful.” I ignore her, because frankly, right now, I do not give a fuck who I am. All I care about is her and my son.

      “We need to get one thing straight here. No one, and I mean no one, is going to do what he did to the three of us and get away with it. He has to pay; he robbed us of twelve fucking years, Angel. Took away rights that were mine. Took away years of that boy’s life with me. I don’t give a shit what I have to do to make him regret what he did. I’m doing it. You don’t need to worry about a damn thing anymore. There isn’t anyone who will take the two of you away from me again.” I release her and take a step back when I notice Ethan heading our way. Even though I had no intentions of starting our talk now, a part of me is glad we did.

      “I have connections, baby.” That’s all I say, tossing her a wink before I turn toward my boy. I know she’ll worry and wonder what I have planned until we have the chance to talk. Christ, with all these sensations running through me, I haven’t a goddamn clue what I’ll do. Right now, though, I need to change, grab my board, and get to know my son.

      “I’ll be right back. Let me grab my stuff,” I convey to him when he approaches out of breath, the board in one hand and what looks like a camera case in the other. My heart wrenches when I think maybe he’s going to want a photo or a recording, it comes to a complete halt when he nods at me, looks to his mother, and asks.

      “Okay, cool. I’ll be ready. Will you stay here and take photos, maybe videotape us, Mom? This is the first time I’m doing something with my dad. I want to keep it,” he rambles on while holding a big smile on his face. I should be thanking God he’s not freaking the hell out about me. Instead, all I can think about is he called me Dad. For a man who never thought about having children because the woman who owned his heart wasn’t able to give them to me, and now knowing she did, there won’t be a day in my son’s life that I won’t get tired of hearing him call me that.

      “Sweet board,” Ethan says when I return ten minutes later. I would have been out here five minutes ago, except I gave myself a goddamn mental pep talk to try and not get ahead of myself here. To take it slow and steady with my kid.

      “Yours, too,” I say, looking his blue and white board over then doing my best to keep my eyes intact. I can’t take my eyes off of the woman standing next to him. My angel has stripped off her clothes and is now standing there adjusting the lens on a camera. It’s not the camera that has my attention. It’s the strapless light-blue bathing suit she has on. Modest enough to cover her body, but skimpy enough to show her womanly curves, her cleavage from tits that are a hell of a lot bigger than I remember on display. Her tight ass is modestly covered, and yet I can see she takes damn good care of herself. Her ass is tight, and I’m a man standing here in love with every part of her, but an ass that looks like that on a woman who looks like her is a sinning treat for a filthy guy like me. Fuck me to hell, her ass is as tempting as the sinful body that owns it. I cover my hard dick with my board, take my eyes off of her, and ask Ethan if he’s ready all the while thanking the inventor of sunglasses, because this kid would definitely be freaking the hell out if he were to see the way my eyes are fucking his mother right now.

      By the time I lie down to paddle out, my dick has calmed down, but my mind has not. I may still be a sweet talker when it comes to her, but the one thing I’m not is a young teenage kid in bed anymore. I need to fuck this woman, hard and often.

      “Have you been to any of the points to surf yet?” When he smiles, I can’t help feeling like my heart is going to collapse completely. This kid is infectious, and he’s mine.

      “A few times,” I say while popping up to straddle my board. “What about you?”

      “Not yet. I’m taking lessons now. Trying to talk Mom into letting me enter the surf competition next month. It would be my first one. Henley, that’s the guy who gives me my lessons, thinks I could win.”

      “I’m sure you could; either that or start getting more experience for the bigger and better contests. Maybe the three of us can go watch the US Open of Surfing next month. If you and your mom want to go, that is.” He blinks several times until his eyes grow wide, mouth falling open, words stuttering out of his mouth. I chuckle. I think I may be onto something here. Something good. Memories of a lifetime.

      “You would do that? I mean, take my mom and me there? That would be so cool.” I want to tell him I would take him anywhere he wanted to go. Do anything he wanted me to do in order to spend time with him. I don’t. Not yet anyway.

      “Of course I would. Do you think she would want to go?” I glance up to the beach, where Cora is standing with the camera up to her face, her body on full display, and my heart swells with the hope she’s recording the two of us just sitting on our boards, our bodies rocking up and down with the small swell of the waves. It’s not a good day to surf. In fact, this area isn’t that bad actually, compared to some of the more common beaches, but today it’s the best no-surf day of my life as I sit here with the sun beating down on me, the coolest kid in the world by my side.

      “She would totally go. She doesn’t have a boyfriend either, you know. She did once. Seth. He’s cool. She didn’t love him, though, not like she loves you,” he informs me. I nearly stutter. I’m not sure what to say. I respond with the only thing I can think of.

      “Are you telling me it’s okay to ask her on a date? Cause I’ll let you in on something, man to man and all. I’ve never stopped loving her either, son.”

      “You called me son. I… Mom’s the only one who’s called me that before. Man, this is the shit,” he says, eyes glancing to see what I’ll say.

      “Yeah, it is the shit.” I reach over and squeeze his shoulder.

      We float, we talk, we laugh, and by the time we get back to shore, we’ve told each other so much about one another that I feel I know him well. Now I need to become re-acquainted with his mother.
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      “What’s so funny?” I ask Ethan, ruffling his shaggy head of hair when we sit down to dinner. Vivian came home from the hospital with my parents right behind her, where they caught up on some filing about an hour after we came inside.

      Now, the five of us sit here eating dinner after Dad grilled his famous spicy barbecued chicken. Ethan hasn’t stopped talking about Riddick the entire time they’ve been here. His face is lit up; his expression is priceless as we all sit here and listen to him talk about having a cop for a dad. It warms every part of my body to see this remarkable boy completely captivated by the man who helped create him.

      It took everything I had in me not to ask Riddick to join us after he and Ethan returned. I knew right away my son wasn’t thrilled by the news by the way he raised his voice when I told him it would be only us tonight. I feel guilty for doing so. It’s just that as his mother, if he has questions, I want to answer them with no interruptions. As selfish as it may sound, that includes Riddick.

      “I think Dad’s going to ask you out,” he replies, while I choke on the food going down my throat.

      I take a sip of my wine, turn to my smirking son, and ask. “Really? And you know this, how?”

      “Mom. I told you I remembered everything. That includes you telling me you still loved him, that you would always love him.” He did not just roll his eyes at me like this is no big deal. It’s a really big deal. Even though I would love for Riddick to knock on my door and ask me out, the big picture isn’t nearly finished yet. We have a lot of ground to cover.

      “Ethan. You did not tell him that?” I scold.

      “It’s no big deal, Mom. He said he loves you, too, and he was going to ask you out but only if I said yes.” My fork stops halfway to my mouth. Vivian sputters, and my dad laughs while my mom opens up the Hoover Dam of waterworks running down her face.

      “I told him yes. That he should take you to the drive-in movies. The one where we all went last year for my birthday. Remember? We lay in the back of Grandpa’s truck and watched. That was so cool. Dad has a truck, Mom, and a motorcycle, and he busts people for drugs. I wonder if he’s shot anyone or beat them up. I’m going to ask him. Can I go over there?” I’m numb. Unable to get past the drive-in movie part. My family all stare me down, bugged out eyes and mouths gaping wide open; the dam is overflowing now as tears stream down the faces of all three of them. They better not be tears of laughter over the drive-in movies, or I will strangle them.

      I’m not sure if I should laugh, cry my own river, or tell him there will be no getting in the back of Riddick’s truck at a drive-in theater for me. The last one being a lie, since given the chance I would lie down willingly. I say to him without expressing the other two because, well, my son is excited, he’s thrilled, and who am I to take away his right to be with his father? “Maybe you should call and see if he’s home. He said he had to go to the station for a bit.” Riddick did mention he had to check in after being gone for a while. I wanted to ask him where he went; he beat me to it by telling me he was at a funeral for one of his dad’s associates. I told him how sincerely sorry I was, which I truly am. However, I left it at that. I have no desire at all to toss my life back into anything criminal. Not with a curious child, who in a matter of hours thinks his dad is the shit. Well, he kind of is.

      “He’s back. I saw him pull in; his friends are with him. Come on, Mom. He said I could come over anytime I wanted,” he begs adorably.

      “All right. Let me clean up then I’ll come over, too,” I say.

      “You are the best.” He’s up, out of his chair, and out the door without a good-bye to anyone.

      “Do you think it’s time to talk about the birds and the bees?” my mom smugly asks.

      “Sweet Jesus. I wonder if his friends are as hot as he is,” Vivian says.

      “I need to meet this man,” my dad pipes in.

      “You guys are ridiculous.” I down the rest of my glass, grab the bottle, and gulp down more of the Chardonnay.

      A couple minutes of silence go by before I jump from hearing my dad’s sincere voice. “You okay?” He places his hands on my shoulders, his chin resting on the top of my head.

      “Yes. It’s overwhelming when twenty-four hours ago I thought he was dead and now not only is he my neighbor, but he’s with our son. I guess I don’t need to ask Ethan how he’s handling this; he’s already proven to me he’s happy about it,” I breathe out happily.

      “Have you told Riddick about the cards?” my dad asks.

      “Yes. We talked briefly on the beach. He wants to talk more tonight.”

      “Well, the way I see it is, he’s a cop. He has resources. He can also provide protection if it’s needed, which I don’t think we will need. I told you this every time a card came in the mail, and I’ll tell you again. If Jesse wanted to harm you more than he did, he would have already. Don’t let his cowardly threats get in the way of your happiness. If Riddick is half the man I believe him to be, he’ll get to the bottom of this.” His voice doesn’t waver at all. There’s so much truth to what he reveals. I know all of this; it doesn’t mean I can let my guard down. I’ll never let it down, not when it comes to my son’s safety.

      “I know,” I reply, my tone steady. I can’t have them worrying about me any more than they are. They’ve worried about me since the day we met. It’s time for me to try to be the strong one. Right now, pretending to be strong is the only choice I have. It’s learning how that’s going to be the hard part.

      “Don’t forget he’s going to ask you to the drive-in. You do know what happens in the back of a truck, right?” Vivian lifts the solemn mood and smirks at me, while my mom rolls her eyes as she finishes loading the dishwasher.

      “I don’t want to hear this,” my dad remarks.

      I narrow my eyes at her. It still doesn’t stop her from saying what she’s dancing in her seat to say. Desperately.

      “They fuck,” she whispers.

      “Vivian, mouth,” my dad bites out.

      “Cora, just go, honey. Go be with them. We’ve had you for years; it’s time for you to pull your family together.”

      “You’re right, Mom, it is.” I stand, stick my tongue out at my sister like a child, turn to hug my dad and my mom, then make my way to the door.

      “Ask to see his truck,” Vivian calls out as I pass her.

      “Shut up, bitch.” I flip her off and descend the stairs thinking that was the strangest dinner I’ve had in my life.
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      “You should go see the roof, Mom,” Ethan mutters, never taking his train of thought from the video game he’s playing on the giant flat screen television inside Riddick’s house. I’m in his home, his surroundings. I have been for the past two hours, talking with him and his friends. Jude and Tyson. It’s not hard to see how close the three of them are. Tyson and Riddick are partners at work, while Jude is the brains behind the computer with their tactical team. There’re two other guys who round up the Narcotics Department. Lincoln and Jericho. All of them happen to be single. If the other two look anything like these three here, then I may be in some serious trouble when Vivian lays her eyes on them.

      “Take her. We got him.” Jude pauses the game when it’s his turn, smirks smugly, lifts a brow, and turns back to the game.

      “What was that all about?” I ask, trailing behind Riddick into his kitchen. I love ours with its white tiled floor, light wooden cabinets, a lavender backsplash, and stainless steel appliances, but his is a dream. It looks like it should be in a home tucked in the woods instead of on the beach. A rustic revelation.

      Weathered brick lines the back and sides of the black stove, fridge, and dishwasher; there are dark-brown wooden cabinets, a long island with two sinks in the middle, and hardwood floors; and the biggest window I’ve ever seen spans the entire side facing the ocean. It just so happens to face my home. I can see Vivian puttering around in our kitchen from here.

      “God, this is gorgeous. Do you use it? It looks… I don’t know. New,” I ask, running my hand across the smooth counter.

      “That was Jude being the wise ass he is. And, rarely. Hell, I hardly enter half of these rooms. I bought this place, because I promised you we would have a home on the beach. Gutted the entire thing with the help of one of Jude’s designer friends. We did this room and the master bedroom with my vision of you in both of them.” My hand stops moving. My legs go slack. I feel dizzy. I wasn’t expecting him to respond with a brutal honesty that almost drops me to my knees. I stare at him. There’s amusement on his face. Appreciation on mine.

      “Riddick.” I approach him slowly on those legs that somehow get me right in front of him. He snakes his arms around me, holding me close, tucking his head into the crook of my neck.

      “I know, Cora. It’s too much, too soon. I’m sorry. It’s just…” He pulls his head back to look deeply into my eyes. What he’s searching for I have no clue, but all he’s going to see is a happy woman full of love staring back.

      “Come on. Let me show you the roof. The sun will be setting in a few minutes. The view from up there is phenomenal.” I want to ask him what he was going to say. I don’t. Instead, I follow him outside, climb the wooden steps to his roof, feeling his eyes on my ass the entire time. It sends a burn that only he can soothe in between my legs, an ache to my nipples, and a desire to my core; and if our son weren’t downstairs, I would throw caution to the wind and say the hell with getting to know each other again and fuck his brains out.

      “Oh my God.” I gasp. All those dirty thoughts come more to life. This is the perfect place for a man to get a woman to do anything he asked of her. Get on her knees, bend over, and spread her legs. Pure seduction.

      “This was Tyson’s idea. Believe it or not, underneath all those tattoos of his, that man is a romantic,” he says while wrapping his arms around me from behind. I’m sure Riddick has used this to romanticize women. It’s none of my business. I won’t ask or act like a jealous woman. I have no right. What I do is enjoy the view, take in my surroundings, and seal them in my memory.

      Glass fencing encases the entire thing. Black wicker furniture, one of the pieces being a bed, as well as a long brick fireplace sit in front of a massive hot tub in the corner. There’s even a bar.

      “I use this as my smoking room,” he says, then pulls away from me, grabs my hand, and leads me to the couch, where we sit. He then pulls out a cigar, bites off the tip, places it in on the table, and lights it. The aroma is the sweet smell I didn’t recognize when I first inhaled his scent last night.

      That lucky cigar has my mouth watering. I moan.

      “You’re blushing, Cora,” he whispers, blowing the sweet aromatic scent of cedar and apple out of his mouth.

      “You look sexy when you smoke.” I may have moaned that out, too. Or whimpered. I’m not sure. All I know is the cigar is no longer in his hands; I’m no longer sitting on the couch. I’m being pulled onto his lap, my legs tucked under his backside, and his hands yanking back my hair.

      “Oh hell,” I mutter.

      “Heaven, Angel. You are definitely heaven. Hell doesn’t exist here.” I want to rejoice, scream at the top of my lungs. I don’t get a chance; his mouth is over mine. That aroma is filling my mouth with every swipe of his tongue across mine. I feel his thick erection under me. Natural instinct has me grinding like a wild woman, panting, moaning, and mentally wishing our clothes were off.

      I feel as if I’m being launched into a full-throttle passion with every nip and bite of my lip. I return the favor, which causes him to thrust forward. Hungrily.

      “Riddick,” I groan out. We need to stop before I tell him to carry me to the bed so I can straddle him there. Naked and wet.

      “I know, Angel. Christ, this kills me. Let’s get the talking out of the way, ‘cause, baby, if I’m reading you right, you want this as much as I do; and I swear on my life I will have you under my body writhing in need sooner than you think. Forever, if I have a say about it.”

      Oh dear. Am I ready for that? My body says ‘God, yes’, my mind and my heart speak louder. There’s so much time between us. So much pain, anguish, and forgiveness.

      “Where do we start?” I ask him, climbing off his lap to gaze at the orange-hued sky.

      “You were doing homework the last time we spoke. Start from there.”

      “Right. I’m not sure how Jesse found out about us or that I was pregnant. I hadn’t told anyone. You needed to be the first to know. Maybe he suspected or went through the garbage and found the positive pregnancy test. I don’t know, but he knew. I was making dinner that night. You and I had talked a few hours earlier. I was fine. Then he had Cutter come and get me. Cutter tied me up and took me to the compound. Jesse beat the hell out of me, told me he would kill you, me, and the baby if I didn’t leave and never come back. I begged him until my throat was raw to leave you be. He wouldn’t listen. He said they already had you and you were going to pay for touching me. I was scared. All I could think about was if I lost you, then I had to do what I needed to save our child. He gave me five hundred dollars, a messed up face, and battered and bruised body, but he didn’t take away our son.” I pause briefly to catch my breath. I haven’t spoken these words in a long time. The sting of what he did to me will always be there. Not only did he take Riddick away, he also left me with none of my parents’ belongings. My memories are all I have.

      Riddick is standing by me now, not saying a word. The smell of his cigar circles around me. The tip of it is flaming the same color as the sunset sky as he takes a drag and blows the smoke in the opposite direction. Orange. Vibrant. Alive.

      “Habit?” I ask, jokingly.

      “Yeah. Picked it up in Afghanistan,” he replies as he leans his arms on the ledge of the railing. “I don’t inhale, Nurse Barrick,” he jokes.

      “I approve then,” I say sarcastically then dip right back into my story.

      “I met Vivian and Sylvia on the bus. Here I was, scared and hurting, when Vivian sat beside me like we knew each other. Long story short, when she finally took a good look at my face, she grabbed her mom’s attention. They took me in, Riddick; and not once have they treated me any different than their own daughter. I ended up graduating a year later than I should have. It had nothing to do with having a baby; it had to do with going out in public. I was scared I would run into Jesse or Cutter, afraid they would finish me or steal the only piece of you I had left.”

      “They became your foster parents. Correct?”

      “Yes and no. I had been with them for a little over a month when Ron told me if I wanted to stay with them, then we had to do the right thing by going to the courts. I was a minor with no parents, a child who should have gone into the system. I begged them to let me stay, or I was taking off. I didn’t want Jesse to find me or for the courts to make him sign off on his guardianship. I told them he was a bad man and I wanted nothing to do with him. I had no clue that Jesse knew where I was the entire time. Not until a nurse brought me a card that was anonymously dropped off by a courier on the day Ethan was born. That was the first one I received. All the rest came on my birthday, which I found odd after receiving the first. Even though I haven’t received one in a few years, I still dread going to the mailbox on Ethan’s birthday, which is November 8th.

      “The Shepard’s are our family; I will never be able to repay them for what they did for Ethan and me. If I had known you were alive, I would have come back. Never would I have kept him from you. I swear I’m telling you the truth.” He listens intently, still not saying anything. Soaking it all in, I suppose.

      I watch the sun disappear into the ocean, feel the cooler air descend upon us, and breathe. I can’t believe I’m standing here with him, waiting for his response. What I don’t expect is the question he asks. It’s shocking after everything I’ve confessed. It proves to me all the more how much he loves our son.

      “I know you wouldn’t have kept him from me. Can I ask you a question?” He looks incredibly sad, and I hate this for him. I hate he’s hurting and I can’t do a thing to take away his pain.

      “Ask me anything?” I tell him assuredly. I have nothing to keep from him.

      “What’s Ethan’s full name?” Oh. I smile. It’s as if God is listening intently to my inner thoughts about ways to make Riddick happy.

      “Ethan Riddick Murdock,” I tell him with a smile plastered on my face. I gauge his reaction, seeing if it is the same as in all the dreams I’ve had about telling him about his son. Only his face isn’t lit up as I’d dreamed. The muscles in his jaw flex, he crushes the cigar with his hands, and I watch the tobacco along with the pulped paper slowly fall to the ground, the butt still burning brightly.

      “Jesus Christ. He touched you in a way no man should. He thieved the right to witness my child coming into this world from me. A son you named after me.” He slams his fist into his chest. I flinch. Not out of fright. Out of everything.

      “Fuck. I’m sorry, Angel. This shit is a goddamn nightmare. But you, baby, are the fantasy in it.” Riddick’s tone is rough yet full of remorse. I don’t want to talk about this anymore. Not now, not ever.
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      For months, I would lie in bed wondering if she suffered when she died. If she was lying there in a pool of her own blood. The nightmares lasted for years. They became worse in Afghanistan. Detrimental to my state of mind. I still pondered on. Still killed. And every time I saw blood, I thought of her. Rage took over, killing became my mission, my passion. My life. I surrendered to it all.

      Now, my visions are clear, and my life is moving in the direction my mother hoped for. God, if she were only here to see how my life is falling into the place I always wished for. I miss her. My old man, too.

      Regardless of how happy I am, I still have her brother and Cutter to deal with. They touched her. Hurt her. And even though she’s alive, I’m going to stand there long after I kill them, watching with a gratifying expression on my face, knowing those scums have bled to death. Their souls swallowed whole. Straight to hell.

      Her brother and his twisted little game he’s playing. Threatening her every year on her birthday is enough to make me want to find some shallow fucker who’s been sentenced to life to shank that motherfucker. To slay him for fun. Sick bastard.

      I swipe those images from my mind. For now. There are a few things I want to ask her before this perfect day is over.

      “I’ve pretty much told you my story. I’d like to know more about Ethan. Start with the first day of his life.” I ask this while placing my hand over hers, prying her hand from the railing, and pulling her behind me to the bed. My intentions aren’t sexual. I want us to lay side-by-side, stare into the darkened sky, and soak in everything she tells me.

      Cora is quiet at first, stiff as a board until I tug her to me, her head lying on my chest. I’ve startled her with my surge of anger.

      “Sorry about my outburst. I’m honored he’s named after me. Thank you.” I kiss the top of her head. The air all around me is full of pride.

      “He loves it, too. Thought the name was badass when I told him he was named after you.” I can’t ignore how wonderful her confession makes me feel, or how the warmth of her body seeps into mine. My intentions were pure until her body snuggled up to mine. I want to act out of instinct, roll her onto her back and strip her bare. Fuck her breathless. She pulls my focus right back to Ethan with the loving way she rattles off about him growing up. I soak every bit of it in. Close my eyes and let my imagination take over.

      “The first few years were rough with me going to school. His safety and health were all I could think of when I was away from him. Ron and Sylvia were wonderful. They made it easy for me by taking turns with him when I had to study. The hospital they work in has a daycare. They checked on him every chance they got. He was perfect. Started walking shortly after his first birthday. Had a full head of hair, talked all the time. Loved the water. An all-around easygoing kid. He’s had his share of troubles like most kids do. Bullies, mean kids. He always came through. Never let them get to him. He’s a good kid. Polite and kind. Has a big heart. He’s everything to me, to them, and he will make you fall in love with him without even trying.” Her words choke me up. Visions run through my mind of a little boy running around, laughing and playing with cars. Eyes are discovering new adventures. Mischievous.

      “That must have been hard for you to finish high school, go to college with a child. I’m proud of you, Cora,” I say soothingly.

      “It was. Every day, I hated leaving him, wondering if that day would be the day Jesse would seek me out. Take him from me. Even though I knew he was safe and that everyone in that hospital would die before they let someone get to him or any of the kids there, I still worried. Time progressed, things became easier, and I managed, Riddick. I had to for his sake. I didn’t want to shelter him from life. I told myself I would kill Jesse before I would let him touch my son. Eventually, I shoved it all away. Except you. I never forgot you.”

      I sigh, pulling her up and over me. “So beautiful. It’s my job to protect the both of you now. Will you let me?”

      “Yes,” she assures me, shifts her body, and I look down to find her smiling.

      “What?” My voice thickens. Even in the dark, I can feel her eyes scanning my face. Her heart starts to thrum speedily, causing mine to quicken in order to catch up to hers.

      “Kiss me.” Fucking hell, those are the sweetest words, the most satisfying sounds I’ve heard in a long time. That is until I hear the sturdy thud of shoes coming up the stairs, and a voice hollering out the words “Mom and Dad!” Cora and I jump up. I move to the couch, while she walks to the top of the stairs.

      “Hey, bud.” She shuffles her hands through his hair.

      “Jude and Tyson are leaving.” He looks at Cora. I assess him watching her, studying her to see if she’s all right. When he flashes a crooked smile at her, I watch him place his arms around her waist and hug her for reasons only known to him. Her arms go around him, too, willingly. I’m not sure what makes me take my phone out of my pocket. I do, though, and snap the first photo of what I hope to be many, quickly making it my background.
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell you doing here, Murdock?” My sergeant sits on the edge of my desk, crosses his arms over his chest, and glares. I’ve been sitting here pulling desk duty with Jude and Tyson, while he and the other two detectives on our team were out making a bust.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe going through a few of these files for possible indicators of drug activity. How about you?” I lean back in my chair, fold my arms behind my neck, and glare back. I know what he’s getting at. I’ve had everyone pretty much doing the same thing he has all morning long. News travels fast around here with Jude and his big fat mouth. If he wasn’t such a pretty boy, I might bust it up a little. Not that I care if he’s running his trap; he just needs to watch who he says it to. I’d hate for word to get back to anyone related to my past, for them to find out what I do or where I am. It could lead to a heap of trouble for Cora and Ethan.

      “This shit happens in the movies, Murdock, not in the town of Santa Barbara; and it sure as fuck doesn’t happen to one of my men. Now, get the hell out of here. Go find that kid and woman of yours and don’t report back for the rest of the week. You get me?” he grunts, shifts off my desk, and leaves me looking like a damn pussy with my mouth hanging open.

      “Go, asshole. I got your back here,” Jude calls out from his desk behind me.

      “Thanks, brother. Let Tyson know I’ll call you both later. We need to start searching for her brother,” I counter, lift my pussy ass self out of my chair, and hit the pavement. I hop on my bike, tug my helmet over my head, and make my way back home. To them.

      “Cora, Ethan!” I call into their house from the back deck after stripping out of my work clothes, which consist of jeans, combat boots, and a t-shirt, then throwing on my swim trunks in hopes I could catch a wave with Ethan.

      “They’re not here.” I recognize Vivian’s voice before she comes into view where I stand outside the door.

      “Come in.” She waves her hand indicating for me to do so.

      “Vivian,” she says and sticks out her hand for me to shake.

      “Riddick,” I reply and take her dainty little hand in mine.

      “I know. It’s good to meet you officially. They’re out by the water,” she replies, never letting go of my hand or my gaze. A smug smile wants to escape the confines of my mouth. This woman’s possessiveness and need to protect is written like sweet poetry all over her face. I wait for her to tell me what seems to be troubling this feisty, dark-haired beauty. I’m giving her five seconds to spill her shit, or I’m dropping her hand and politely saying it for her. She may be family to the two of them, but to me, she’s not who I want to talk to right now.

      “She’s lived years thinking your death was her fault. Don’t hurt her. Spread her angel wings and allow her to fly, with you, with Ethan. Please. I’d hate to fuck you up.” There it is. For a second I thought her attitude was a front, but this woman has guts. I like her. She’s tough, a no-bullshit kind of woman. Her strong demeanor weakens before I respond. She chokes up while a single tear cascades down her pretty little face.

      “All I want is to love her and him. I’ll never hurt them,” I promise her. I notice the minute she believes me as her face softens and a content look replaces her fierce, pained stare.

      “Then go. He’s been dying to tell you something all morning.” She releases her hold, lifts her chin, and nods toward the beach.

      “Thanks,” I say, wondering what he has to tell me, then turn and look out to the beach, where Ethan is already in the water.

      I sprint down the stairs and across the grass; and the closer I get to the woman lying on her stomach on a large round blanket, the more my dick grows, the harder it is for me to breathe since all my blood has dripped down to my cock; it’s honed in on her, leading the way and twitching like a bull to be let out.

      Jesus Christ Almighty. It’s not her swimsuit I’m staring at either. It’s the apex between her thighs; it can’t be helped. Her legs are bent upwards, spread apart slightly, and swaying back and forth. For Christ’s sake, she is a dangerously sexy woman. My God.

      Both my cock and I jerk back, halt and gape. Immobile.

      Motherfucker. Her ass, her back, her body. She’s sinful and a tease without even knowing it. And she is all mine.

      I stand there and admire her entire back. Her hair is piled on top of her head, leaving her delicate neck exposed, her bronze skin glowing from the top of her spine to the curve of her ass. My mouth waters to lick down the length of it, teasing her, watching her squirm. I’m doing my best to avoid her tempting little pussy. When every part of her exposed flesh enrages my cock more, I look out to Ethan, whose carving maneuver is perfect through the turn of the wave. My dick slowly dies when he catches me and falls from his board.

      “Dad!” he yells, which causes Cora to shift her body onto her back, her elbows holding her up. Goddamn it. My cock jolts again. Her perfect tits, her long legs, and that bikini… it does nothing to hide the tips of her nipples poking out. I swear to God they harden more from my stare.

      “You sure as fuck don’t look like an angel in that suit. Jesus Christ, Cora. If he weren’t out here, I would take that tiny thing off of you. Fuck me.” She says nothing. A smile spreads across her face. It’s vicious and deceiving.

      “I’m sorry.” Her mouth pouts. Liar. If I didn’t know better, I would say she’s tempting me on purpose. Her gaze travels slowly down my body, mouth parting, and a tiny gasp escaping her lips when she sees my aching cock that’s dying to be set free jutting straight out. Yeah, Angel, he’s ready to pounce. I let her little show of wiggling her bottom further in the sand go until we’re alone. She’s trying to relieve herself. I slowly shake my head; my thoughts go to my eyes telling her there isn’t a damn thing that’s going to ease either one of us until my face is buried between her legs until she screams, my cock replacing my tongue once she comes all over my face. Before that, though, my hand is going to spank that perky little ass, making her nice and red for simply tempting me.

      “I thought you had to work all day?” Ethan runs up dripping water all over Cora, who startles, jumps up, her tits bouncing enough to make me drool. I plop my ass in the sand to conceal my painful dick from scaring the fuck out of my kid once again. If I don’t have her soon, I’ll be walking with a permanent hard-on with a sign hanging from it that reads ‘Natural Cock Enlargement’ and an arrow pointing to her. Fucking hell.

      “I did. Thanks to Jude telling everyone in the precinct about the two of you, my boss gave me the entire week off.” I keep my eyes trained on him; no fucking way am I looking at her. I couldn’t move if I tried. His excitement is bursting from his insides out.

      “Holy shit. Mom, we need to go do something since Grandma and Grandpa told you to take the week off, too.” Well, fuck me to the heavens. The three of us have the entire week? Thank you, God.

      “Whatever you and your mom decide to do is all right with me. Do you want me to go get my board? It’s looking good out there today.” I lift my chin out to the choppy waters.

      “She doesn’t care what we do, as long as we’re together. Right, Mom?”

      “Um. Right,” she replies, a tad flustered. I internally smirk. She shakes it off quickly to reprimand him with a threat I’m sure he won’t like. “However, you’re not going to do anything except call Henley and tell him you will not be entering the Ocean Fiesta in two weeks if you don’t watch your mouth.” There we have it. My guess is this is what he wanted to tell me. I may not know jack shit when it comes to kids, but he does need to check his tongue if this is a habit he seems to be developing with her. I remain quiet, knowing I’m not in the position yet to tell him so. I do quirk a brow at him, though, letting him know he may want to listen.

      “Sorry. I’ll stop. Can we change and go eat down at Stern’s Wharf?” He looks at me for the answer, so I take the lead and gladly respond.

      “Sure, how about Char West?” I ask, stand, and then bend to offer a hand to help her up. I’d love to pull her into me, smash my mouth to hers, and fuck her for days. Instead, I leave her to gather her stuff while I train my attention on Ethan.

      “That fiesta is in two weeks, yeah?” I ask.

      “Yeah, I can’t wait. Mom signed me up. She paid for two extra lessons with Henley for me, too.” The boy is so excited he can barely contain himself. I’m thrilled, too. I can’t wait to see what he can do out there and be happy doing it.

      “Give me the schedule when you get it. I’ll be there,” I tell him without letting on that the unintentional burn from his words singes my heart. It should be me paying for those lessons, me taking care of him. Fuck, Cora and I should be doing it together.

      “You guys ready?” Cora interjects my thoughts.

      “Can we take Dad’s truck?”

      “Absolutely,” I answer, that singed heart now healed over with pride by him continuing to call me Dad. A name I fully intend on fulfilling to the best of my ability.

      “Your truck is sweet,” Ethan says with a high level of energy and excitement once we park by the pier. Cora and I remained relatively quiet on the short drive here; all we did was answer every question Ethan rattled off, which was close to a hundred. One thing I’ve quickly discovered about him is his curiosity. The kid wants to know everything. From what kind of truck I drive to when we can go to the points. I nearly rammed into the back of a car when he told me about them all going to the drive-in movies last year and how I should take Cora there on a date. Cora stiffened in her seat, while my dick grew once again. Visions blurred my eyes of a naked Cora spread out in the back of my truck while I fuck her, then images filled my head of her riding me while the moon shines down on her hair, her perfect breasts bouncing with every hard thrust of my cock.

      He told me about the drive-in movies the other day when he made it sound like she loved to go there. Now I’m fairly certain it’s him who wants to go again by the way he continues to carry on about it. His innocence is infectious while my mind is far from innocent. It went right to fucking her brains out, as it is now while I watch her ass sway underneath her light blue short-as-fuck dress. I’m being tortured. Physically fucking tormented by my own child; and he has no clue he’s doing it. She does, though. Every mastered swish of her hips is an invitation. She better hang on tight, because I’m far from the teenage kid she remembers. I’ll fuck her into a stupor. Make her forget the past, and the only thing on her brain will be my name.

      “I can take you to the points in my sweet truck tomorrow.” I direct my phrase more to Cora than him when we stop outside the restaurant, where I push open the door, allowing the two of them to head inside. Cora has hardly spoken since he brought up the drive-in. The sexual tension drifting off of her is stronger than the scent of her perfume. She’s as affected as I am. Your voice, Angel, let me hear your beautiful voice.

      “I can go. Right, Mom?” One thing I’ve picked up on is that Cora can’t resist this kid. She has to talk now. I need to hear her voice; for some reason it calms me. My palms are sweaty as I wait out her reply. Praying like a motherfucker she says yes. That she trusts me to take our son on my own.

      “Of course you can. I think it would be wonderful for the two of you to spend time together.” Her words waft out like a breeze, blowing the delicious-smelling combinations of food along the pier. Delectable.

      “Table for three?” Thank fuck, a young hostess interrupts the rapid thoughts and the fluttering chaotic friction around us as Cora responds and we follow her to a table that overlooks the water. My eyes have been trained on her ass the entire walk down the pier.

      “What do you like to eat, Dad? I love the fish and chips. Are you getting the shrimp, Mom?” God, this kid is something else. He’s contagious. So out of tune with what’s going on between his mother and me, yet so in tune with what he likes, what she likes. He’s perfect, just like she said he was.

      “Fish and chips for me, too, bud. They’re the best in town,” I answer his question without even picking up my menu.

      “The usual for me, too,” Cora finally speaks. Her eyes catch mine when she does. They are so dark, so clouded over with want that they could shield the blinding sun overhead. Yeah, this meal is going to be torture for the both of us. I lock it down and rest my elbows on the table knowing neither one of us is intentionally trying to make it hard on the other. It’s a craving, a desire neither one of us can help. Every part of me calls out to her the same way she calls out to me. We can sit here all night and tell each other our wants and needs with the actions of our bodies. It’s the showing part that has me boring my eyes into her. I need to show her how much she truly means to me.
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      I’m bursting into flames by the time we reach home. My skin is hot; my panties are soaked, and my head is trying to loop around the fact that this man, who smells divine, is standing so close to me that in this moment, nothing else about him matters.

      Can I please taste you everywhere and submit to your every demand?

      “You okay with that, Cora?” Riddick asks with a casual laugh that holds no humor for me as if he hasn’t been affected at all by the tug and pull happening between us all night.

      I changed my mind. Let me slap you instead.

      “Of course,” I answer, not having a damn clue what I just agreed to. I’m sure it has something to do with the two of them spending the day together tomorrow, which is fine with me. They deserve as much time together as they want. Besides, it will give me time to visit my mom. I desperately need her advice on how quickly I feel this is moving. I’m scared out of my mind about all of this, but not enough to betray my body’s want; and my body definitely wants Riddick.

      “Good night, Mom. See you in the morning, Dad.”

      “Good night, Ethan.” We both say in unison, our heads snapping to peek at one another. Eyes wide with shock.

      “Shit. I still can’t believe he’s ours,” Riddick whispers thoughtfully. The man is as perfect as a father can get. The way he pays attention with accuracy, soaking in every word Ethan says such as the sun soaks up water. It’s endearing and sweet coming from this big bulky hunk of a man.

      “You mean the world to him already.” I lean up on my tip-toes to deliver a kiss on his cheek. It’s the sweetest of kisses with the purest of intentions. Riddick takes it a step further; in fact, he practically crosses the finish line when he scoops me in his arms, walks me down the deck stairs to the side of the house, and quietly climbs the steps to the top without breaking a sweat.

      “Where’s your room, Angel?” he asks in a deep, seductive voice. I can’t speak, my tongue is tied, my brain is short-circuiting, and my pulse is thrumming in my ears. Somehow I manage to lift my weak limb, pointing to the right. I have no idea how, when my nerves are trying to hot-wire my brain to function. Is this really happening?

      “Oh God,” I moan when a hand slides up my thigh and cups my mound, causing me to shiver. “Riddick,” I hum when he slides a long finger through my panties, straight down the slit of my pussy and back up again. It’s happening, all right, and he isn’t wasting any time.

      “Wet silk,” he groans out at the same time my head drops back while my body shakes from his touch. “Take everything off but these, Cora. Stand on the deck with your back to me and your hands on the rail. I’ll be back in five minutes,” he tells me in a rough voice, then places me on my shaky legs before he strides out of my room.

      “What the hell? Five minutes?” I mutter to my four walls. I must stand there hypnotized, staring at that closed door he exited the entire time; either that, or his five minutes only turned out to be one, because his boots are hurriedly hitting those steps, making my walls shake to match my legs. “Oh shit.” I quickly lift my dress over my head and unclasp my bra, leaving them both on the floor along with my flip-flops. I make my way to the middle of the deck just as I hear the latch on the door lock. I swallow. Hard.

      “Riddick,” I say, slanting my head to the side when I hear nothing from behind me. His shirtless profile comes into view. My God, he’s perfectly sculpted. Every tattoo is shadowed, and all I want to do is turn around and lick them. My entire body begins to dance, my hands taking hold of the railing tightly. He’s fucking beautiful.

      Even more so than he was on the beach today when we were mentally foreplaying. I angle my head more; the sight of him has my breath leaving my lungs in one solid swoosh of heavy, dry air. The hairs on my neck prickle, and the wetness between my legs intensifies as I take in the sight of him in the moonlight.

      I’m in absolute awe of his hard, lean frame. His chest is smooth like the satin of my panties. Shoulders that appear sharp at perfect ninety-degree angles, arms well defined. My gaze travels down those arms that carried me up here, gasping when I see something shiny in one hand.

      “Turn around.” Oh, fuck. I’m in serious trouble here.

      I do as I’m told. Long gone is the man whose words make me want to melt; he’s replaced by a domineering sex god, a man who’s going to drive me wild with want. I can feel myself come undone, and he’s hardly touched me. Until now, when the warmth of his naked chest against my back forces a shudder out of me.

      It all falls into place as I hear the clack of handcuffs around one wrist and then the other. He’s caged me in, cuffed me to the railing. I’m unable to touch him.

      “This back, this ass drove me out of my mind today.” He trails one finger down the length of my spine, hooking it onto my panties as he tugs them down my legs, tapping each foot for me to lift. I’m exposed to him for the first time in years. I should be nervous, scared, and maybe intimidated by this man, who obviously knows what the hell he’s doing. I’m not. I feel safe, cherished, and worshiped. Even with my back to him, I can feel his admiration, his love, and the savage beast he’s trying to tamp down. Oh God help me, I want the man he’s become. Sweet, tender, dominant, controlling. I don’t care. I simply want him. Every part.

      “Don’t hold back, Riddick, please. Show me the man you’ve become. Take me how you want me,” I whisper.

      “I plan to. I’m just trying to decide if I want to taste your pussy first or if I want to wrap you around my cock.” He pours those sultry words out meticulously slow.

      “Holy shit. I’ll take both.” I tempt and taunt with a slight wiggle of my ass.

      “Oh, Angel. You have no idea what’s running through my head right now. I’ve thought of nothing else all day. How I wanted you to sit on my cock. How I reflected on fucking you hard, but now, after seeing you naked, you’ve unmanned me. I’m a hot fucking mess here.” The sharp sting on my ass has me suppress a yelp that remains at the base of my throat.

      “You’re all man.” I manage to speak around that yelp, my voice calling out the truth. Especially when I can feel his large manhood grinding into my back. His strong hand running over the slight bite in my bottom

      “You wreck me in a way I never want to come back from,” he whispers in my ear. Then nibbles.

      My mouth dries, and my gaze drops to the ground from his words. Heavy breathing mixes in with the sound of the waves; my moan becomes clear when he cups both of my ass cheeks in the palms of his hands, squeezing. “Oh my God.”

      “Fuck,” he growls. His hands leave my ass, one snaking across my waist and the other grazing down to my bare mound. He wastes no time once again running a finger down my slit. He tortures me into a heated fever until finding my opening and plummeting his long digit inside. I feel him everywhere. His finger begins to move, slowly. My head falls back, my arms jerk, and I’m trapped in his masterful net of not being able to touch him. I’m panting with each rub of my clit with his thumb; each hit to the spot inside of me that wants to send me tumbling over this railing has me mumbling words I will never remember saying. I shatter in his arms, coming on his hand. Powerful. Excruciating. Numb.

      I lose the warmth of his body, feel the loss of his hand the second my orgasm stops. It’s quickly replaced by his sturdy palms pressing my thighs apart, and then, fucking hell, his tongue is on me, and he’s licking, sucking and lapping up every bit of me. Relentlessly assaulting my pussy. I call out his name. Yanking and clicking the cuffs.

      I’m. On. Fire.

      I convulse, fall apart, and mentally thank him for holding my legs up. If he’s wrecked, then I’m shattered.

      “Fuck, Angel. I’ve dreamed and wished for this. Never thinking I would be able to touch, smell, or taste you again. I’ve not once stopped loving you. Not once forgotten how you tasted, how you smelled, or what your silky skin felt like beneath my fingers. You own me. You, sweetheart, are the answer to every prayer I’ve made.” Those words fall from his lips effortlessly. He loves me.

      “I want more,” I slur out in my drunken state of euphoria.

      “I want it all,” he says while un-cuffing my hands, the sound of the metal hitting the deck with a startling thud. I’m spun around, then he lifts me up and brutally attacks my mouth while carrying me to my bed, where we fall and bounce before our limbs tangle together. His large body on top of me, his mouth consuming mine, my tongue drinking his necessary taste mixed with mine greedily. His jeans the only barrier separating us.

      “Riddick, please,” I beg.

      “Are you on birth control?” he asks, stands up, and gives me the best view of his chiseled body. My legs spread on their own. I want him so badly I can feel it in my bones, to wherever the deepest root begins inside of me begins. He’s mine.

      My chest is heaving, aching in a deliciously painful way. Just like his. I can see it in his eyes. The fight to believe the difference between the here and now and an agonizing past.

      “Yes,” I answer. I’m not bothering with asking him if he’s clean. I know he would never do anything to hurt me or to jeopardize what’s rebuilding between us.

      His eyes are like saucers as he scans them up and down my body. His hands are shaking no less than mine when he fumbles with his zipper, drops his jeans, and gives me the pleasure of seeing his very thick cock. Bigger than I remember. Even more beautiful, too. He’s the only man who can quench my thirst. Create a sinner out of the woman he calls an angel. God help me, because right now I don’t feel like one. I want him to fuck me, make love to me, to allow me to touch, to feel him everywhere.

      “Christ, I can’t take this. My heart feels like it’s fighting to stay inside of my chest. Cora, my God.”

      “Come here, Riddick.” My arms are lifting for him to come to me. He does. Reality, it’s a fickle thing. Two people who were torn apart, both believing the other was dead. Reality becomes a beautiful existence when you realize it was all a lie; your love is still strong; your love created a child.

      “I’ve always belonged to you. Make me yours. We’re really together.” He stays nuzzled into my neck for the longest time, not speaking, only clinging to me tight. Our bodies are aligned, breathing each other into our souls, our minds, and our hearts.

      “I need to see all of you,” he suddenly mumbles, then flips us over, taking us to the head of my bed. I straddle him when he sits completely up, his back firm against my headboard; his long legs stretched out down the length of my bed.

      “Mmm,” I say when he comes out of his daze, his erection thrusting upward.

      “Ride me,” he commands roughly.

      “I may want to taste you first,” I challenge.

      “Not this time. I need to feel you.”

      “You mean this?” I begin to move back and forth, coating him with my desire. He growls, lifts a brow, and this is when I know he’s serious. There’s no more sweet talk, no more regrets. No heartache. Wanting takes over. Needing prevails. I wrap my hand around his silky length. Line him up and slowly sink down onto his long hard shaft. I gasp out in pleasure as he teases me with a swivel of his hips. A long, drawn-out, muffled sob escapes me. The pleasure of being stretched by the man I love when I’m the tightest and most sensitive has me pointing my toes, muscles taut and body slicked with sweat. It’s so overbearing that tears form; they escape, but I do nothing about them. I move up and down. Heartwarmingly slow. Emotionally gentle.

      “I love you. I do,” I say through a long, deep slam of my hips. He bucks, his hands palming my breasts, and the heaviest sigh escapes his mouth.

      “Ditto,” he replies.

      We touch, we move. His fingers circle my nipples into the hardest of peaks, while I lift and grind, moan and murmur. The caring of what society may call incapable of two people still loving each other after what we’ve been through is flying out my open window as we make love in a way like never before. Hard and fast one minute. Soft and slow the next.

      “You need to get there, Angel. I need to see you fall apart. Need to feel you come.” He flips us over. My knees bend, feet sturdy on the bed. He’s so deep, so long with every blissful stroke. I run my hands through his hair. It’s unbelievably silky. When I push it back from his face to catch his eyes, my throat strains for words when he tries to speak. My heart swells to the outer walls of my chest. He’s crying. This big, strong man isn’t afraid to show me all the years of his heart being captive and now set free to love me once again through his tears.

      “I love you so fucking much.” He smiles crookedly. It’s a beautiful thing to hear, a beautiful sight to see.

      I blink my tears away. I lift my hips and come as he stills inside of me, the warmth of his pleasure spilling, blending with mine.
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      “You okay?” Riddick’s eyes flash down to mine. It’s early in the morning. The sun has barely risen. The warm breeze is blowing in. Neither one of us has slept. We talked, made love, talked some more, and then he did fuck me raw and dirty, leaving me so sore that I don’t want to get out of bed.

      He explained to me what he and Ethan were talking about when I zoned out. I was right in speculating that it had to do with the two of them going to the points to surf. He chuckled when I asked him what they had said. They were working out the time to go, while I stood there dreaming about getting laid. He knew, too, knew my mind was thinking of him instead of paying attention. After a hard smack in the chest from me, he asked if I wanted to go. I happily declined. They need time together. To bond. To know each other. This is Riddick’s and Ethan’s time.

      “Couldn’t be better.” He curves a thought-provoking eyebrow as if he could think of something better than me lying naked in his arms. “What?” I muse. Mulling over the mysterious glint in his eyes, the soft feel of his beard when he had his face buried between my thighs last night and this morning. Damn, he looks incredibly sexy. Downright edible with almost every square inch of his body covered in colorful tattoos, a handsome face and virile chest, a gleam in his eye, and hard steel arms that are holding me tight. He’s up to something.

      “You realize we’ve never been on a date?” He smirks at me, and my stomach flutters. Riddick is right, we haven’t. We couldn’t go out in public when we were younger since we were forbidden. And now we can; we can do anything we want. Go anywhere. Simply just be. It’s as if time has frozen for one split second. A conversation similar to this one pops into my mind. He said the same thing to me once. How he wished we could go out, be seen. Tell the entire town that in spite of the rumors of his father killing my parents, we were two teenagers in love; and if we could overcome it, then they as adults should as well. We were never given that chance.

      “Oh. Does this mean you’re asking me out? I mean, I’ve already proven I’ll give you whatever you want, so dating is irrelevant at this point, don’t you think?” He groans, lifts me up and over him. His hardness is pressing into my stomach. I lay my hands on his chest, my eyes fluttering to render my innocence.

      “Temptation got you fucked last night. Don’t tempt me, my naughty little angel. I’ll fuck you until the only choice you have to get out of this bed is to crawl. So, yes, I’m asking you out. Just me and you.”

      “Okay. Where will we be going?” I agree. My insides are dancing and jiggling about as I watch him reach up and stretch his arms above his head before bringing them down to grab my ass. I sigh. I fizzle, and I may internally blow up with the detonator button being my clit.

      “You’ll see,” he utters. Voice stating it’s a secret. Whatever. I’ll go wherever he wants me to go as long as we’re together.

      “Tell me about these?” I coax those words out with ease as I outline the spider web tattoo around one of his nipples. He laughs. I scowl.

      “I’m serious. Do any of them have a special meaning?” I ask seriously this time. “I bet I could get off just by standing in the shower watching you wash these.” I trot on seductively.

      “Same goes for me with watching you arch your back, your mouth-watering tits with those pink nipples begging me to suck them as you wash your hair.” He lifts his hand, tugs my hair out of the confines of the band, and pulls so that my neck is exposed.

      “None of them have a particular meaning. I started with every intention of the first being it. One led to two; then before I knew it, I had a full sleeve. I’m addicted to getting them just like I’m addicted to you,” he voices gruffly.

      I kiss him then, his hands stroking my back, his hardness pressing into me. His tongue takes control. I feel the muscles in his abs contract and tic beneath me while every part of me spirals with need. I want to touch, to taste more than I did last night. I want to explore, to feel, and to watch him lose his mind.

      Lightly, I nibble on his bottom lip, tracing my tongue down the grove of his chin, beard tickling, hair prickling the farther I go.

      “Angel.” His voice low, warning. I ignore him. Completely. This is my mission, and I want to taste it all before I get to the target that proves just how much of a man he is. I lick across one nipple, trace a path to the other, down the speckled trail of hair on his chest, all the while hearing his hushed pleas for me to stop.

      My hand grabs his engorged cock. His dick jolts from my touch. “Fucking Christ,” he says. He yanks my hair, rotates his hips, and tugs.

      “Take it, Angel.”

      “I intend to.”

      The minute my lips touch him, our eyes lock. I watch him stare down into the bottom of my soul. It spurs me on. Tempts me to take all of him in my mouth, swirling, licking, and enjoying the musky taste of sex. Me and him.

      “Goddamn,” he hisses out. I come alive. Exhilarated, freeing, and incredibly turned on knowing I’m bringing the only man I’ve loved gratification in the form of pure graphic hunger.

      My hand moves up and down in a spiraled motion, my head pairing in a perfect measure.

      I feel him tense, his dick pulsing when I slowly and deliberately lick and nibble up the thick vein under his shaft. That’s all it takes for me to wrap my lips back around his head, sucking greedily, hastily, until his cum fills my mouth. His cussing fills my ears. I swallow, then sit up with a satisfied smirk.

      “An angel with a wicked mouth,” he expresses with glazed-over, satisfied eyes.

      “Don’t you forget it.” I rise up and pad my way to the shower, my finger curling for him to follow. He does follow, straight to the shower, where I come hard while washing my hair.

      “I hate to go.” Riddick grazes my cheek after we showered.

      “I know. Me too. Go. He’ll be up and barreling through your door soon enough.” Happiness duels with fright across his handsome features. His Adam’s apple bobs. He’s scared.

      “Shit. Is there anything I need to know about him? Allergies, stuff like that?” The want to go with them claws at my senses. Not for me, but for Riddick. He’s nervous when he shouldn’t be at all. But I’m not going. I’m giving him this.

      “No. He’s not allergic to anything. He’s eleven, Riddick, not two. I told you last night he adores you. What you’re doing for him today, he will never forget. Make memories. Follow your heart. Let him see the compassionate, kind man you are. Being with your child comes naturally, Riddick. Not all kids are lucky to have someone like you, who fell in love with them the minute they found out about their existence. You love him; you’ll be fine.” I splay my hands over his beard-covered cheeks, and place whisper-soft kisses across his chin. “He’s your son. Enjoy him.”
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      “You little bitch. You got laid. No, I take that back, you got thoroughly fucked.” I stagger backward. Dumbfounded as well as rolling my eyes when Vivian and my mom come barreling in the kitchen, interrupting my pleasant thoughts after Vivian worked all night. I felt bad for not checking my phone last night for messages from either one of them. When I did and saw one from my mom asking me how the day went, I quickly sent one back asking her to come over this morning. Then I read Vivian’s, where she said she went to help Dad deliver an emergency C-section, which made me instantly feel guilty for missing work. That guilt quickly dissipated when everything that was said and done between Riddick and me last night hit me full force.

      I wanted to lie on his chest and listen to his heartbeat all day long. To familiarize myself with his features, to run my fingers through his hair, to fall asleep in his arms. Experience many first important things that a couple does together that we weren’t able to all those years ago.

      Then he left to get ready for his day, while I sat there in a pool of guilt knowing we could have had this all along if I had stood up to my brother. No matter what I do or say, I will never forgive myself for being weak, for not seeking someone out to help me. I’ll live with it for the rest of my life. However, living with the guilt, the shame, and the heartbreak that I could have prevented is better than living without Riddick. So I tucked it away. Decided it’s time to be happy and told myself we deserve to make up for lost time. Deserve to be together and I’m worthy of this man’s forgiveness. Even if I’m unable to forgive myself.

      “Vivian, you are terrible. One of these days that mouth of yours is going to get you in a hell of a lot of trouble.” Mom shoves her to the side, knocks her in her shoulder when she passes, and clucks her tongue while she revels in putting Miss Sassy Pants in her place.

      “Ha. I’d like to see someone try,” Vivian objects. Her provoking features are curling in disgust. I’ve yet to see a man who can put this smart-mouthed, little hot-tempered woman in her place. She’s one of those people who always has to have the last word. We know her so well that we let her have it. It would be a sight to see a man go head to head with her. I’d even pay him on the sly to bend her over his knee and spank her little ass. Knowing Vivian, it would turn her on, and that would lead to a whole new disaster.

      “She’s right, though. You did, didn’t you?” I smile, ignore my sister’s flapping mouth, and wrap my arms around Mom’s tiny waist. A sniffle escapes her throat as I do.

      “I’m sorry. This is actually funny when a mother is happy that her daughter got laid,” Vivian boasts, tosses her purse on the table, reaches for a mug, and pours herself a cup of coffee. Somehow the smile on my face erupts into a full-blown laugh. Mom’s shoulders shake, her laughter mixing with mine, and the next thing I know Vivian is joining in. The three of us stand there in a circle, arms around each other, tears in our eyes, laughing uncontrollably.

      “Well, what can I say?” She shrugs. “I’ve seen the photos you took of him the other day. The man is incredibly handsome and that body… My God. Next time, though, snap a picture of his ass. I bet that part of his body would make a woman want to stand on her head to look at it from all angles.”

      “Mother,” I snip, aghast. My mouth is dangling open from the truth. His ass is perfect from every angle. Sharp and defined.

      “I’m kidding. I won’t look at his ass, at least not with you in the room. His friends on the other hand, especially the one with glasses; now, that man has an ass.” She’s telling the truth there. Frankly, they all do. I know because I snuck a peek when Riddick wasn’t looking. Not that he’d care. The guy doesn’t have a jealous bone in his body.

      “Vivian, are you all right?” I ask when she chokes on her coffee, the brown liquid dripping down her chin.

      “Yup,” she replies sharply. I study her; she’s off this morning. Something seems to be bothering her. She looks tired, but that’s not it. Her hands shake as she pours the rest of her coffee down the drain then stands with her back to us pretending to wash the mug.

      “I don’t need to know the details. I only want to know that you’re happy, and by the expression written on that glowing face of yours, I would say yes,” Mom declares, kissing my forehead, then pulling away to pour herself a cup of coffee. She’s completely oblivious that her other daughter is standing beside her on the verge of tears.

      “I’m going to shower. I want every detail after she leaves,” Vivian tries to joke. I see right past it all. The façade she’s trying to pull off. She will be telling me what the hell turned her into an unrecognizable woman to me; she looks as if she could cry.

      “Okay, sweetie, enjoy it. Get some sleep, too,” Moms says sweetly.

      “I will. Don’t forget, details.” She fake smiles before exiting the kitchen, leaving a cold trail of air behind her. We most assuredly won’t be talking about me when she’s done. Something has upset her. Terribly.

      She’s not the kiss-and-tell type of girl, and frankly, I’m quite boring in the detail department, which leaves the only other man I’ve had in my life to talk about. Seth. Oh God, Seth. I have to tell him. He shows up whenever he wants to see Ethan. I would hate for him to walk in without knowing what the hell is going on. I want him to know that Ethan still needs him, too. Their friendship means the world to him, and I know he cares a great deal about my son. I’ll call as soon as I’m done talking to these two.

      “So,” Mom says nonchalantly after Vivian is out of earshot. “What did you want to talk about? Is it Ethan? Where is he, by the way? Usually, he’s barreling down the stairs when I get here.” She peers her head around the corner, causing me to stifle a laugh. I place my hand over my chest, grab my mug, and sit at across from her at the table.

      “Well,” I say, “Ethan is spending the day with Riddick. They went surfing. You should have seen him, Mom. He hasn’t been this excited about anything. He… he’s going to be okay. Ethan’s father is alive, and my son is the happiest I’ve ever seen him,” I breathe out, and once the first tear of my own happiness breaks free, the others follow in an endless stream. I sob these tears of joy with a heart so full it’s impossible to ignore. Impossible to believe.

      “Oh, honey. You get all those pent-up emotions out. Crying is good for the soul. Especially when they are washing away all the ugly; with each new tear you shed a showering of beauty replaces the old. Come here, sweetheart.” She opens her arms, meeting me halfway.

      “Mom. I’m so happy it terrifies me.” I bawl into her hold.

      “I bet you are. Only you know how you feel, what to do. If you asked me here for my approval, then you have it. You’ve always had it, Cora. If you wanted to talk to me because the man you love suddenly appeared after all this time of you thinking he was dead, in addition to the two of you picking up where you left off, that’s something I can’t answer. Only you can. I will say this, if you’re second-guessing what others may think, then don’t. This is your story, your life. His. Ethan’s. Anyone else can go screw themselves. The opinion of those two are the only ones who matter; and by the sounds of it as well as the way your face was glowing when we walked in here, I would say you answered all your questions on your own.” Oh God. She’s right. I nod, then hang on to her tight, closing my eyes as I do. I wonder what my birth parents would think. Would they be happy for me? I used to be angry with them for dying, for the life they led to cause someone to kill them. Now I know everything happens for a reason. Being in a gang that straight up performs illegal activities or calls the shots in a town wasn’t a life meant for me, or a place where I would want to raise my son. Even though I wish they were still on this earth, I believe I’m right where I was meant to be. In the arms of a wise woman who loves me.

      “I’m trying really hard not to worry about Jesse and what he might do. You know he’ll find out.” I’ve told my family everything. Unfortunately, most of it’s been over the phone. We have to talk about it without Ethan being around; and Mom is right, he loves his grandparents so much that the minute he sees they’re here, he’s running straight to them.

      “I think the asshole knows not to show his face around here. Riddick isn’t a little boy any more than you’re a little girl. He’s a cop, sweetheart. Former Army. If he can protect his country and this community with his life, can you imagine what he would do if the man who took you from him showed up here? He’d kill him.” Right, I think to myself. That’s exactly what I’m afraid of. Not that Jesse doesn’t deserve to die. He does. It’s the repercussions of what will happen to Riddick if he does that scare me.

      “You’re right,” I express enough to appease her worry.

      “Of course I am. I have to go. I love you. Call me if you need anything.”

      “I will. Love you, too.” I’ve been blessed with them. “Be safe. I’m worried about us all,” I whisper to the door when she shuts it behind her.

      “Is Mom gone?” Vivian asks when she enters the kitchen all fresh-faced and showered. Her eyes are searching for that fly on the wall that isn’t there. What is she up to?

      “Yes, she went home to start the roast she’s making for dinner. You know how she is,” I answer her question, which seems to be loaded. My sister has something to say, and she does not want our mother to know it.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, a bit bewildered and concerned. Whatever is running through her head has her not wanting to look at me.

      “Vivian, what the hell is going on? Mom may not have caught on to how you went from being you to being a complete stranger, but I did,” I bid, giving her the opportunity to spill it before I have to pry it out of her. It’s more out of worry than anything.

      “You’ve met Riddick’s friends, right? Jude and Tyson, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes,” I answer, more mixed up than ever.

      “Do you promise to be open-minded when I tell you this, because you know I had no idea, right?” I take a seat, my mind telling me I’m going to need it. I’ve never seen her like this. Devastated. Depleted.

      “Vivian, what is going on? You had no idea about what?” I reach for her hand, pulling her down in the chair next to me.

      “I slept with Jude,” she announces loudly.

      I try to swallow and speak at the same time, my face forming that surprised look I get when reading the prologue of a book. Shocked.

      “When?” I gasp.

      She stares through me, her eyes are not blinking for several drawn-out seconds. I’m not sure what to think of this, except watching her face convert into a traumatizing expression has me wondering if there’s more to her story than the two of them sleeping together.

      “Last Friday night.” My jaw goes slack. If there truly were a fly on the wall, it would have no problem at all finding its way into my wide-open mouth. I snap it closed. Quickly.

      “He’s the dirty, rotten asshole you told me about? The one who called you a hooker after you had sex?” I mumble around a subdued laugh; this really isn’t funny, yet it kind of is. It was only a week ago when this happened. I won’t forget how Vivian reacted when she came into my room at four o’clock in the morning, shaking me out of my sleep and ranting and raving loudly enough that I had to shake her to calm her down, tell her to lower her voice before she woke Ethan, whose room is on the second level in the front of our house. Far away from mine. That’s how out of control she was.

      “The one and only,” she quips.

      “Wow. I’m thrown here. The man I met is laid back, extremely down to earth,” I imply. I love this woman dearly, but, and this is a big but, one I’ll keep to myself in this vital moment for her. Vivian can be dramatic at times. She’s independent. She’s also not looking for a relationship. She was burned once; claims men are good for one thing, and half of them aren’t even good at that. However, she claimed Jude was. Even sputtered it out several times during her raging rant with her hands flying all over the place, pulling at her hair, eyes bugging out of her head, while I sat in my bed holding in my laughter so forcefully that I thought my stomach would burst.

      “He’s a prick. One I hoped I’d never see again,” she clarifies.

      “I take it you saw him the other day at Riddick’s?” I ask.

      “Yes. No. Kind of, I guess.” Her words are trailing off in a bit of a panic. “I was walking to my car when he was pulling in. I thought maybe he tracked me down, came to apologize or some shit. Pulled into the wrong drive. I don’t know. I stood there staring at him like a gaping fool, waiting for him to say something. He didn’t say a fucking word. Just cocked his head to the side and smirked. He fucking smirked at me, Cora. Then he took off his sunglasses and replaced them with those stupid glasses he wears. He acted as if he didn’t know who I was. Then he just knocked and walked right into Riddick’s house. I had no idea he was one of his partners, not until Ethan told me about him and his other friend, Tyson. I’m so sorry. I just, well, I wanted you to know.”

      “I’m so sorry, Vivian. Listen to me. Men are assholes, okay? And now, well, now you’ve told me. If you’re worried this will cause issues for Riddick and me, then stop right there. We’re all adults, Vivian. If the two of you can’t get along, then talk to him or at least be cordial. Kill him with kindness. People hate that. Or pretend like nothing ever happened. As far as him not acknowledging you, you didn’t say anything to him either.” I’m not sure what else to say about the situation. I know the man I met the other day was head over heels crazy about Ethan and me. He loves Riddick as much as Vivian loves me. He’ll keep whatever happened between them to himself. I have no doubt about that at all. It’s Vivian with her big mouth and her quick temper I’m going to have to keep my eye on.

      “Yeah, well, it’s one of those easier said than done type of things. He treated me like a whore. Basically called me one. I’d never do anything to hurt you or Ethan. But if that son of a bitch even looks at me wrong, I’m not sure what I will do. Probably pull out his gun and shoot him in the head with it.”

      “That would be a crime. The guy has a pretty head. Not to mention he is a cop, which means federal prison for you, sister; and you do not look good in orange. That’s your worst color.” I cringe just thinking about the bright, gaudy color. Yuck. I’m also trying to loosen her up. This is really bothering her.

      “I’m kidding. I’ll play nice. You may want to give that man of yours the heads up, though. I doubt numbnuts will tell him,” she expresses with a slight grin.

      “Numbnuts?” I titter, then grab my book from the table, stand, and drag her up to me.

      “I told you I kicked him in his balls before I walked out the door. The asshole fell to the ground. I had on those pointed-toed red Louboutin’s of yours. You know, the ones you had to have but never wear.”

      Oh, that’s right. I forgot all about that tidbit of information. She blabbered on so much the other night that all her words started blending together. I lie to appease her, though. “I remember. I will need them back, please. Soon. Riddick asked me on a date.” I grab the opportunity to change the subject now that I can see the worry draining from her face.

      “Oh my God. This is your first date together. I bet he takes you to the drive-in.”

      “Go to bed, Vivian,” I say, clutching my book to my chest. Rolling my eyes.

      “Are you sure you’re not mad? I was kidding about the shooting him part.”

      “Why would I be mad? You’re a beautiful single woman, Vivian. The man owes you an apology for what he said. Maybe he was just as shocked to see you as you were him. Give it a rest. Everything will be fine,” I lie once again. She won’t let this go. I know she won’t. Not until she makes him pay for humiliating her.

      “Okay then. If you’re sure, then I’m going to bed. Good book by the way. Second chance romance. Fitting.” She winks, kisses my cheek, and then heads up to her room. Our rooms are identical. I would have chosen that one with it being on the same floor as the one Ethan chose, but it’s all pink and white. Frilly and girly. Like her.

      “Vivian,” I call out to her.

      “Yeah,” she replies.

      “I appreciate you telling me. I love you, don’t forget that.”

      She forces a smile. I can tell it’s still troubling her. I can’t help her with that. She has to deal with it on her own. Maybe this will be a lesson learned to not pick up random men at a bar. “I love you, too.”

      I sigh, content and overwhelmed at the same time. At ease, because I know my sister; she may have a mouth on her, but she would never do anything to cause me pain. I’m overwhelmed, because I grab my phone off the counter and start walking toward the door. I need to call Seth, and even though it’s been a while since we were together, it wasn’t a sordid fling or a casual hookup, not that I’ve had one of those. I haven’t. I genuinely cared about Seth. He just wasn’t Riddick. When Ethan was younger, I didn’t have time to date, let alone think about sex. Whenever I did think about it, my mind wandered to Riddick. I couldn’t help but feel as if I would betray him in a way if I allowed another man to touch me. It couldn’t be helped. My heart simply didn’t allow it.

      It wasn’t until I started dating Seth that I realized my life was fading away, that the man I loved was never coming back to me, so I told him everything. He respected my limitations, stopped when I asked him to; and when I was ready, he made me feel alive. But not like Riddick. And definitely not like last night.

      After gathering my beach bag by the door, I hoof my bare feet across the grass and onto the warm sand. I spread my blanket down, pull my shirt over my head, shimmy out of my shorts and toss them to the side. I take my phone, sit down, and draw in a shaky breath as I start to dial his number, jumping out of my skin when I hear Seth’s voice saying hello from behind me instead of through the phone.

      “Oh my God. You scared the hell out of me.” I gasp as I take all of him in. The genuine smile on his face, the constant look of I-wish-we-could-have-worked-out that stems from his eyes. His tanned, muscular chest.

      “Sorry. I should probably start calling first,” he says, stepping in front of me to block the sun from hitting my eyes. That’s when I realize I’m squinting. I have so many pairs of sunglasses, yet I left them all in the house. I blame Vivian and her surprising confession for forgetting them. Which still hasn’t quite sunk in. It’s ironic as hell that she and Jude hooked up. The more I think about it, the more I come to the conclusion that a bomb is going to go off between the two of them before the chance of their predicament settles down.

      “Have a seat,” I tell him, patting the spot next to me. I need to forget about her situation and deal with my own problems first.

      “I only have a few hours to hang out, thought maybe Ethan and I could hit the waves.”

      “Seth,” I say, compassion draining from my voice. I know he’s going to be happy for us, but it’s going to hurt him. It’s like tying one end of a string to a loose tooth, the other end to a doorknob, and then swinging the door back and forth in a nervous effort to slam it shut, thus ripping out the tooth with one fell swoop.

      “Riddick is alive, Seth. My brother lied about everything. Now please, will you sit?”
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      It took everything I had to leave her standing there this morning, with her damp hair hanging down her back, eyes peaceful, and a smile a mile wide. I put that smile there just like the one I’ve been wearing all day with my son; only mine disappeared the minute I walked through my door just now.

      I meant it when I said she’s unmanned me. She has, and I could give a million fucks away and still not care who knows about it. It doesn’t get any more real than that.

      I would give anything to go back to last night to where Cora and I talked, instead of me standing in the middle of my living room, where my two best friends wait for me like I asked them to. I owe them big time for risking their jobs by starting our own investigation.

      I stand there for a minute thinking of last night and today. As strange as it may seem, Cora and I hashed out so much in one single night. She handed over her fears to me about Jesse, while I retained my anger. For now. I promised I wouldn’t keep her in the dark if she promised to stop being scared, to let me handle him.

      Consequently, the reason why these guys are here. It’s time to get down to business, and we all know I’m not risking using the department’s time or their money to derive a plan on bringing these two slimy motherfuckers down. Not when I propose on making them wish they never knew my name to begin with. Slaughtering them like the foul-smelling pieces of shit they are.

      I run my hands down my face and hold them there. Because good god, last night and today should be what life is all about. I should be coming home to them, not this shit.

      Ethan and I should be giving each other all kinds of shit about the crazy bullshit we did today. The laughing while he told me how one of his friends literally pissed on another kid, who claimed he was stung by a jellyfish when in reality he stepped on a seashell; or when I reiterated about the shitters we had to use in Afghanistan. I never laughed so hard in my life, and those stories weren’t even the half of it.

      I never knew a love so natural like that existed. Sure, my dad loved me, and I loved him; he put me above anything else. But the man was a criminal. He had duties to his club, his people, and he not once hid that from me. I grew up seeing some rough shit. Shit no kid my age should see. Drugs. Sex. Booze. Hell, I owned every kind of gun imaginable by the time I was sixteen. I’ve seen it all, loved and hated it at the same damn time. The bottom line is, you honestly don’t have a clue a love like that can fill your heart until it’s spilling over with pride, lapping up every word that spills out of their mouth. That life isn’t about you anymore. That his health and happiness are more important than your own. That you helped make him and the world around you stops in that instant, because nothing else means more to you than him. My entire life has changed, all because of a child who’s mine. I’m going to stand by his side and show him that what he wants to do or be is all right with me as long as he’s truly happy. As long as he knows how much I love him. I’m not afraid to admit that I’m a changed man already. That my future with them is clear for the first time in my life.

      Surfing is what makes him happy. He’s fucking good at it, too. His hand-eye coordination is flawless. His balance is perfect. The only thing he needs is to build his body strength, then to combine all of these things together. I’m thankful this is something I can help him with without stepping on his instructor’s toes. To show him some basic exercises, squats, and kicks that will strengthen his legs while allowing his muscles to develop and grow in the natural way they’re supposed to. We did all of that today while laughing, joking, and bonding, and fuck, now… Now, I’m about to delve into a past that’s going to fuck our lives up. I can sense it.

      “Man, I’m almost envious of you. Almost,” Tyson confesses. I grin then quickly wipe it off of my face when I observe two open laptops on my coffee table, another closed, waiting there for me.

      Chaotic heaviness thrums through me, knowing tonight could be another sleepless one. It sure as fuck won’t be as enjoyable or memorable as last night when I got myself reacquainted with my angel. The first night we were able to be in bed together for longer than an hour, and we didn’t sleep a wink. Not that I minded; neither did my dick or my heart.

      I’m grateful she told me this morning that they were going to see her parents tonight, because whatever we find out about Jesse is going to strip her of relinquishing her fears of him; I know it is. He’s hidden something from her. Something she has a right to know, and I’m not giving up until we find out what it is.

      “You wouldn’t know what envy is if it bit you in your fucking ass. The two of you will stick your dicks in any hole. I’m surprised neither one of you hasn’t had some out-of-her-mind psycho knocking on your door with a replica of you standing next to her,” I tease, shake my head, and make my way over to them, grab the laptop, and sit on the cool leather couch waiting to hear which one will fire the first smart-ass remark back to me.

      “Fuck off, Riddick. This town could use a few more of me around here. And, for your information, the holes dig themselves around me. I can’t help the fact they want the pretty boy with hair like Goldilocks instead of the tatted-up bad boy in their bed with a chest the size of the Grand Canyon and a small dick that has every woman screaming that size really does matter.” Tyson leans back in the chair, places his unlit cigar in his mouth, and shakes his head.

      “Brother, I am not going to sit here and talk to you about the size of my cock,” I retort.

      “That comment right there proves to me you don’t have anything to talk about.” He points a finger and angles his head in my direction. Stupid fuck.

      “What the fuck, Tyson. I thought I was the pretty boy. I worked hard for that title. This one here doesn’t have to do shit but flex his arms and the holes are all around him. He’s just more careful of the ones he steps in than we are.” I suppress a groan when I glance to see that Jude’s expression is deadly serious.

      “Brother, tie one of those baby boy condoms you use around your tongue and shut the fuck up,” Tyson bellows. I fucking snort, while Jude holds up both his middle fingers and thumb in a gun like position and aims them directly at Tyson.

      “How the fuck did we get on this stupid conversation?” I ask seriously.

      “You’re the one who compared a pussy to a hole,” Jude retorts.

      “Well, I’m going to put a hole through your head if we don’t get on with this shit,” I disclose teasingly. This only sparks the hole in Jude’s mouth to tally up one more smart remark. Dumb ass.

      “I agree. I need to find me a hole to get lost in tonight. Preferably one that’s dark and tight to crawl out of,” he rumbles on. Our resounding laughter at his comment hangs in the air long enough to ease my troubled mind.

      “Jesus Christ, I have an idiot, a fucking idiot for a friend. Seriously, Murdock, we’re happy for you. This couldn’t have happened to a more deserving person. For Cora to be right next door and alive with your kid nonetheless. You’re one lucky son of a bitch.” Tyson’s words spear me in the chest. The only thing he got wrong in his statement is I’m not the most deserving person to find happiness. He’s there with me. Except, the only woman he’s ever loved left him the night before their wedding. Disappeared without a trace. That’s about all we know about her, except her name. Lynne. It gutted him, turned him into enlisting to get away from the not knowing where she was or what she was doing. He refused to talk too much about her. Jude and I never pried about it. That shit has to tear someone deeper than anything. I survived, because I thought Cora was dead, but Tyson… The love of his life is out there, more than likely living happily with someone else, while he sits here in my home telling me how lucky I am.

      “Right. Thanks.” That one word of gratitude has more meaning behind it, and we all know it.

      These two can hide behind their tattered-up masks all they want; there is no way they love being alone. Shit, I hated it. Hated the random women, hated that I couldn’t care about a single one of them I took to my bed, all because not one of them were Cora.

      Silence eats away at the bullshitting from a few moments ago. Tyson with his unclear eyes is staring out into nothing. Jude is more than likely remembering the hellish nightmares that would wake us up when Tyson would scream her name. God, those memories brought devastation to all our souls.

      “Let’s take this to the roof, have a beer, a cigar, and find Cutter, then plan this shit out.” I clear my throat, my mind, and pray that this snaps Tyson out of his funk. That woman does not deserve to take up an ounce of his thoughts. Not anymore. Not if I can help it.

      “I need something stronger than beer,” Tyson shouts.

      “You know where it is. You also know where the spare bedroom is, because if you dip into the hard shit, your ass is staying here.” I make it well known before I stand. Then I hit him with a hard, knowing glare and make my way outside. Tyson does some fucked-up shit when he hits the hard stuff. I’m talking two or three women at a time. There’s no damn way he’s taking one sip of that shit and leaving here. Not when he wants to try and fuck her out of his system. I have been there every time I fucked a woman. That shit doesn’t work. Nothing does but the real person. It wasn’t until I knew it was her I realized the only thing I’ve known to be a fact in my life is when you share a past with someone. Fall so deeply in love that dead or alive, your heart belongs to them, and your souls are destined to be together eternally. There isn’t any damn thing you can do to flood them out of your veins. Ink may cover over almost every part of my body, but there is no way to hide the monster that lived inside of me, or the woman who inked my soul. Permanently.

      I outwardly sigh when I hit the early evening humid air. It’s so fucking surreal, yet I’m so unexpectedly blessed that Cora and I found each other again. “I’m going to make this right for the three of us, Angel,” I whisper, tuck the laptop under my arm, and climb the stairs.

      I know they’re not home, but it doesn’t stop me from glancing over there once I reach the top, wondering if she’ll expect me to come over tonight. I’ll be there whether she wants me in her bed or not. There’s no way in hell I plan on sleeping another night without her next to me, where she belongs. Tonight, I’m tugging her sexy ass to me, holding her all goddamn night while I’m fucking sleeping. Not only am I exhausted, but the idea of waking up next to her is something I want to do for the rest of my life. It’s goddamn time we both live the lives we were destined to have. Together.

      “Man. I’m about to break my promise to his sorry ass and find that woman.” Jude’s statement fucking chills me to the bone.

      “Fuck. He’s going to be all kinds of fucked up. I should have seen this coming from a mile away. I’d be triggered by this, too, if I were him. I just don’t know if finding her is going to do him any good. If she wanted to be found, then she wouldn’t have vanished. Let it go.” I shrug, not wanting to discuss this anymore. If Tyson wants to bring it up, then he can. Me, I have my own shit to worry about, and it does not include finding some woman who fucked my friend up for life.

      “Have you searched for the little fucker?” I inquire as I grab a couple of beers out of the stocked fridge, a cigar out of humidor for the three of us, and take a seat on the couch. I told them both everything earlier on the phone. Their responses were exactly what I knew they would be. Pissed off and ready to slaughter Jesse. Jude especially. He has a thirteen-year-old half-brother who means everything to him. If someone were to threaten him in any way, we would all be sitting around doing everything we possibly could to track that fucker down. A sibling bond should be an indestructible one. Not some fucked-up version of Jesse Barrick’s idea of taking care of his baby sister by allowing her to fend for herself or to destroy her life.

      “Not yet. We thought you would want the honors.” Jude thumps his finger on the outer shell of my computer.

      “Yeah, well, don’t kill me if what I find in here causes me to pull out my gun and blow this fucker up.” I grin. Jude frowns. Fucking nerd.

      “I’m kidding, asshole.”

      “Whatever,” he replies dryly.

      “You guys want one?” Tyson pops into view at the top of the steps with my half empty six-hundred-dollar bottle of Glenfiddich scotch in his hand. He pours several fingers worth, takes a sip, and sits in the chair opposite of us.

      “Nah. It’s all yours, brother,” I say. Jude can’t stand the shit. Therefore, we don’t wait for him to answer.

      “Check all your resources, man. That weasel has to be somewhere. Can you also check the Department of Justice website, find out exactly how long Jesse has left on his sentence?” I urge Jude to work his magic while I type Ryan McNeal, AKA Cutter, in the Google search engine. I flick my eyes up toward Tyson while I wait for Google to work its magic to see him standing with his now empty glass in his hand, staring out across the water. I know where his mind is, and it isn’t on this. I’ve stood staring at the endless water many times wondering why me or why her, blaming myself and thinking the same thing he is. Always asking when the key that opens the chains around your heart will turn and unlock, allowing those rusty chains to clatter to the ground, to allow all the pain to go away. It never fucking does, because we’re so lost in our own head that we fail to realize the lock is fucking broken.

      “What the fuck?” Jude roars so loudly my body jerks, and Tyson spins around breaking out of his troubled thoughts. My insides coil tightly. The look on Jude’s face is fucking frightening. Something isn’t right. In actuality, by the way his face falls ashen and his eyes search me out, whatever he’s found is going to change everything.

      “What?” I clench my teeth; my fists curl tightly around the computer.

      “Jesse’s out. Released a month ago.”

      “How?” I ask, confused as fuck. The blow of him being out sends a clear streak of madness down my spine. Bloodlust creeps into my veins. I want that motherfucker’s head.

      “It doesn’t say. With overcrowding and shit, my guess is good behavior. From what you’ve told us over the years about him, he’s a slime ball. I’m sure he kissed ass in there. Knowing good and well if the opportunity struck, he was jumping on it.”

      “Son of a bitch. We have to find that fucker. Not only to ease Cora’s mind, but because he could do some serious damage. He’ll be out for revenge on Slater. Fuck.” I jump to my feet, toss the computer on the table, and run my hands through my hair.

      “You best call your friends up there, so they’re prepared. Then you better tell her.” Tyson’s scrutiny on me is hard, demanding even. His brows are lifting in a perplexing way that makes me wonder if there isn’t a hidden meaning behind his phrase. He shifts his eyes away hurriedly, and that guilt I can practically see grinding its way into his slumped shoulders, shaky exhale of breath is when I know that either he or Lynne hid something from the other that cost them all these years together. He knows exactly why she left him. He’s too ashamed to admit it. Whatever secret or issue it was that tore them apart was too much for her to handle.

      “I’ll call, and I’ll tell her the minute I see her. Maybe you should do the same, brother.”

      Cora is a strong woman. A survivor, a victim, and she has suffered for years by words that were a lie. Lies so goddamn big they would have destroyed the weak, mulled over every way possible to destroy them until they caved. But not her, she fought the battle; and now I’m going to win the goddamn war.

      I really want to kill her brother, his asshole of a friend, and any other person who tries to stand in my way to make sure no one ever conflicts that type of conscience-eating poison on her again. All I’ll have to do is wait him out. He’s going to surface; he’s going to find her, and he’s going to come for her. I know he will.

      However, I can’t ask her to live with that. To climb into bed at night with a man who killed someone out of vengeance would be like her killing him herself. She may be strong, but in the end, something like that would destroy her.

      It’s me who has to tame the monster inside of my body, the man who wants to use every bit of training I have that so outrageously wants to come out and play to maim a man unlike any other. To protect what’s mine and to say fuck everything and everyone else. I want to rip his heart out of his chest while I’ll stand and beat on mine, knowing I’m the one who made him take his last breath, I’m the one who defeated him. It won’t give us back the time we’ve missed, and yet doing the right thing for her will give our future the peace of mind it deserves. Knowing that her and my son are safe, that they love me, and she can look me in the eye every day is enough for me to back off from making those two disappear without a trace.

      After finding the information about him, I call Slater, who just so happened to have heard about Jesse’s release. He convinces me they’re prepared to bury him alive if he shows his face up there. Then we take off, go to Jude’s instead of staying in a place where Ethan or Cora can hear us or decide to pop over when they get home. No fucking way am I prepared to tell her until I have all of my facts. Every damn thing I can dig up on that motherfucker. And boy, do we find it. We find enough evidence on both him and Cutter to send them to death row or life with no possibility of parole. Not to mention he faked her death. Technically, that isn’t a crime, because upon our search there are no records of a death certificate, no fraudulent insurance claims; she just disappeared. The entire town assumed she was dead. That’s all kinds of fucked up. It’s a good thing the sheriff up in Redding, who had his hands in helping this well-thought out plan of a fictional murder, is dead, or I’d want to kill him as well. I mean, no investigation at all, no questions asked. Only the word of some crazy money-hungry motherfucker.

      Regardless of my status with being on the right side of the law, life in prison for both of them won’t be punishment enough for me. I need to watch them suffer, to make them pay. If they can cover their tracks, hide behind the law, then so can I. It sure the hell won’t tear away at my rational mind if things were to go south during this investigation and his head was accidentally blown off. At least Cora would be able to sleep at night knowing I went through the proper channels to take him down.

      And Jude shoved a goddamn thorn the size of Texas in my side. That bastard is lucky I care about his stupid ass. He fucked up the chance of all of us getting together for a nice neighborly barbeque with the shit he pulled after he slept with Vivian. The guy can think quickly with his brain; it’s his dick and mouth that’re stupid as fuck. Which I have every intention of talking to Cora about. That can wait or never be brought up as far as I’m concerned. It's bullshit to be rude as hell to a woman just because she isn’t ready to jump right out of your bed as soon as you are done fucking her. That’s exactly what the asshole did. Jude needs to fix the problem; it sure as hell isn’t mine to get involved in; it’s the least of my worries.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            RIDDICK

          

        

      

    

    
      The moon filters in enough for me to be able to watch her sleep. Her eyelids are pulled down over a pair of green eyes that steal my breath, that look at me with that intimate spark of stripping me naked in many ways. Not only intimately, but with the power to destroy me, the deep connection of trust, engaging in a deep penetrating bond that every speck, streak, and color of those green spheres of hers are the mouth that connects our souls.

      My girl, or should I clarify my way of thinking with my woman, is a vision right now. The muscles in her face and those sexy bare shoulders at peace, her chest rising and falling in that slow, deep freedom from strife. Her curled-up body is relaxed, her mind bracing itself for the day’s events. Another part is storing away the memories from today and days before. I hate to wake her when she needs her rest, so I wait. I soak up my own memory of this peaceful, beautiful woman, who I vow to protect, love, and worship until I finally do exhale that last breath. I fucking love her so much it physically hurts.

      “Riddick.” She stirs, her eyes blinking to adjust to the dark.

      “Hey, Angel,” I whisper from the chair in the corner, where I’ve been sitting for the past hour trying to decide between sliding in beside her and making love to her before I tell her everything or holding her tight and waiting until we wake. I’m beyond the realms of exhaustion. I’m mentally drained. Emotionally fucked up and unsure if I could shut my brain down without some damn alcohol to do it for me. The plans my dick has outweigh everything else right now. I need to love her, to show her in a slow sensual way that in spite of the difficulties that will flatten her heart, I’m going to be there to even it out. To make things right.

      “You know,” I say as I pull my t-shirt over my head before I hook my fingers in the waistband of my shorts and let them fall to the floor. My cock feels like granite and is so fucking ready. “You shouldn’t leave your bedroom doors open at night; you never know who might decide to slip into bed beside you.” A hungry moan escapes her lips. I hear her breathing pick up, rapid and sexy to my ears the closer I get to her bed. Two more steps, and I find myself slipping in beside her, pulling her warm, naked, waiting body to mine. Goddamn, she feels so good.

      “I knew you would come,” she whispers.

      “I’m going to come, all right, in you.” My voice is dark, my dick so damn hard it has my balls strung tight.

      “I’m serious, though, give me a key and keep those doors locked. This house is huge; you’re up here by yourself. We can open them back up when I get here, okay?”

      “Yes, sir,” she says groggily. Her calling me ‘sir’ has my dick in a frenzy. If I didn’t want to love her right now, that wild beast would be all over some major role-playing here. I’d torture the pleasure right out of her until her sirs turned into screams while I fucked her until she begged me to allow her to come.

      “Fuck. I missed you today.” I roll her over onto her back until I’m on top. Her long, shapely legs spread, her heat, her breasts, her entire body under me right where she belongs.

      “I missed you, too. How was your night?” I’m not ready to delve into my night or anything else but her right now. I silence her with a kiss. One so powerful I feel it hit me everywhere. The taste of her mouth, the tip of her tongue darting out to lap with mine.

      Our kiss intensifies when I graze my hand down the side of her smooth body. A moan deep in the confines of my throat surfaces as I take and give some more. I browse her hipbone, trail across the top of her thigh. By the time I plunge a finger into her preheated pussy, my cock is screaming he could stay inside of her forever and never thaw out. Christ Almighty, she is warm, inviting, and sweet. I tease her clit, sweeping my thumb around the sensitive nub. She gasps when I move it away. I chuckle into her mouth, nibble her bottom lip, and skim my mouth down her neck, planting kisses everywhere. She squirms, pants. Her body is coming alive, tuning to perfection.

      While my fingers push in and out of her pussy, my mouth latches on to a nipple, sucking, tugging from gentle to hard. The fragrance of her arousal fills my nose, driving my hand to power my fingers faster in her slick wet heat. She moans, arches her back, and I tug on her clit as she gives me her orgasm by coming undone on a smooth, soft sigh.

      “Shh,” I say into her mouth. Our lips close enough that I inhale her breath.

      “I love you,” she says.

      “I love you, too.” Then my mouth is on hers again. Crushing. Bruising. I lift my hips, line up my cock, and memorize the feel of her tightness expand around me as she adjusts to my size. It’s the second best part of sex, the first being when she lets go all around me.

      “Feel, Cora,” I say when I remove my mouth from hers, brace my hands at the sides of her head, and sink all the way inside. I pull out, push back in, her body slick, her pussy wet, her muscles clenching with her upward-thrusting hips.

      “Goddamn, I’ve never felt anything this incredible in my life. You’re like silk. Perfection.”

      Then I’m moving greedily inside her. Those long, shapely legs are wrapping around me to hold me close. The sounds of our bodies connecting take over my movements with a primal need to hear them. I extend my strokes, long and deep. Powerful and telling. With my weight covering her, my eyes are shrouded on her faintly clear face. My cock pulses, her pussy tightens, and I devour the loud blissful noises escaping her mouth with mine as she grips me strong and solid, draining and succumbing me into a perfect, exhausted slumber; and for the first time since I lay eyes on this woman, we sleep all night with her coiled tight in my arms.

      “Wake up, sleeping beauty. We need to talk.” I rise, my body refreshed and ready to get this shit over with. I held her in my arms the entire night. Slept the best I have in years, knowing when I woke she would be next to me. It’s the best feeling in the world falling asleep with her in my arms, waking up to her warm body, her beautiful face being the first thing I see. Except, she’s not here.

      “Cora. Where the hell are you?” I call out, glance at the clock, jumping out of bed when I notice it’s almost nine. “Jesus. Shit. Fuck.” I tug on my jeans, pull the t-shirt I brought over with me last night over my head and start to creep out of her room like a damn stalker. This shit stops today. I don’t care if it’s been a day, a week, or years. I’m not sneaking around with her anymore. We need to tell Ethan about us. I have no idea how, but it’s something we can figure out. Nonetheless, it’s happening soon.

      “What are you doing?” She strolls in wearing a pair of black short-as-fuck shorts, a matching tank top that has the word Flawless stretched across her nipple-hard tits and her hair in a braid. A flawless fuck-able fantasy is what she is.

      “I was heading home, but now that I see you in that,”—I point at her outfit—“the only place I’m headed is inside you.” My eyes scan her daringly. Sweat breaks out on my brow, and my cock comes to a complete pissed-off halt as he tries to fight his way through my zipper.

      “Oh. Well, don’t let me stop you from leaving.” She taunts with a ridiculously challenging lift of her brows. Yeah, fuck that shit. She needs to be taught a lesson.

      With a growl that would scare a lion, I pounce on her as she turns to leave. My body is pinning hers to the wall in the hallway, legs bending enough to show her how hard I am when I press into the crack of her ass.

      “I have no problem fucking you right here, Cora. In fact, you run from me again, and I’ll tongue the fuck out of you until you’re begging for it.” The beast has momentarily arrived. I tease, lick the shell of her ear, and groan my want for this woman.

      “I have no problem begging.” She flashes a mischievous smile over her shoulder.

      “Holding you to that,” I promise, biting tenderly on her shoulder

      “Where’s Ethan?” I ask mildly, hips circling her sweet little ass.

      “He stayed with my parents last night.”

      As much as I’d love to see him, her telling me he’s gone is all I need to reach up, grab her braid, and pull her head back, angling her face so she’s given no choice but to stare into my deep, dark eyes.

      “You can start that begging now.” I suck and lick her neck, slide my other hand under her tank, and squeeze a breast. Her tits are perfect. Her nipples are erect, and fuck, I may be the one begging before this fuck fest in the hallway ends. These are the kinds of memories that we should have embedded in our minds from the years we’ve lost. Playful times that turn into actions. Our bodies slick with desire. My rough hands are all over her, capturing her, while I feast on every inch of her. So much to make up for. I’m determined to give these cherished times to her and to me. My single goal in life is to cherish this woman, whether it’s fucking her or making love to her. The end goal is making her fall apart, to give her anything she wants. Me. The world. Love.

      “And Vivian?” I ask. Desperately hoping she’s gone, too. I want to hear her scream loud enough that she scares the seagulls away.

      “Working.” Praise fucking God. Cora pants as I roll her nipple and tug.

      “Do you want me to fuck you here in the hallway, up against this wall?” I fist her braid harder.

      “Yes.”

      “Slip your shorts off, place your hands above your head, and show me that tight ass.”

      She does as she’s told, grinding her ass across my jeans. Fuck, her ass is flawless. That word on her shirt should be tattooed across the back of it. Damn.

      My cock needs out now. I release her hair, unsnap my fly, and lower my zipper, not once stopping my torture on her breast.

      “I’m going to fuck you now. Deep, hard, and raw.” Her legs spread like she wants it, her head tilts back, and I slam my dick into her slick pussy then start pounding her from behind, slipping my other hand around to grope her other breast. I fuck her. It’s wild, rigorous. Feels so right, so good.

      “Oh God, Riddick!” she screams. Her fucking tits are bouncing in my hands. Her head is thrashing around. Yeah, I love watching her lose control.

      “I have never wanted anything so much. Jesus, you make me want to fill your pussy with my cock all goddamn day. Fuck!” I shout, release her breasts, grab her hips, and pound.

      We have so much to discuss. So much devastation and worry that will be at the forefront of her mind until this is resolved. She’ll freak the fuck out when I tell her everything. Even though I know she trusts me to keep her and Ethan safe, it doesn’t stop me from thinking she’ll want to run. To disappear like before.

      “I’m coming!” she yells, hands slipping down the wall, ass shoving me backward. I adjust my footing to stop us from toppling over. My bare ass is slamming into the opposite wall as she bends over in front of me while I continue my assault on her addictive pussy from behind.

      With her spine straight, her head raised, and my cock buried deep inside, she starts to convulse, squeeze those muscles. Cora knows what the hell she’s doing when it comes to draining my dick dry. I know it’s out of this world stupid to wish her birth control failed and I planted another baby inside of her. To see the woman I love pregnant would drop me straight to my knees, taking her with me. One day soon.

      I pound relentlessly, my legs starting to burn. I can’t stop fucking this woman. It’s a never-ending feat that will last me the rest of my life. She’s mine, and I will do what I have to do to make sure she never feels the need to escape me again.
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      Riddick returns home to shower and change after attacking me in the hallway. A sexual occurrence that now has me achingly sore and in need of that crawling punishment he swore to give me the other day. I’m going to need a few days to recover from the way he ravaged me. I’m not complaining one bit. I’ve never been pleasured with such force, such desire that rippled through my body with every thick, thrusting inch of him. His rough hands were all over my breasts, paying special attention to my nipples, which hurt in a satisfying way. The man can’t get enough, and for a woman who’s gone without the love and attention from the man she loves, I can’t either.

      He said we had to talk before we made plans for the day. An entire day spent doing whatever we want. This is going to be our date. To explore, to be together for the first time in public, alone. It’s silly how a grown woman wants to walk down a busy sidewalk while holding the hand of her man or stopping just to plant a kiss on his cheek. So many times I would see people doing all those loving couple normal things, and jealousy would punch me in the gut every time.

      My relationship with Seth was normal, comfortable. We would hold hands, talk and walk around. It wasn’t the same, not when your subconscious mind wished the man you were with were someone else. I can honestly say that part of our relationship didn’t have anything to do with my feelings for Riddick; it had everything to do with feeling like I was with my best friend instead of the man I loved. I care about Seth so much. He will always be a part of my life, a part of Ethan’s, too. Riddick and I haven’t talked much about him. I told him the other night I dated a guy who is still in our lives as a friend. He seemed okay with it. I truly hope he meant it, because no matter what, I won’t cut him out of Ethan’s life. I refuse to take away Ethan’s rights to pick and choose his friends, and that is exactly what Seth is. He’s his friend, and he loves him.

      Seth was shocked as well as happy for us when he finally did sit down on the beach yesterday. I told him the entire story from beginning to end. He ended up canceling his entire day, sat on the beach with me for hours while I told him the incredible story about how Riddick lives next door. Seth deserves nothing but the truth, therefore, the only thing I left out were the intimate parts. He even went to dinner with us at my parents’ house, and just as I thought he would, he sat down with Ethan telling him how happy he was for him, for me, and that he wanted to remain in his life.

      And now as I place the last blueberry pancake on a platter, grab the plate of bacon, and sit to wait for Riddick to return, my mind worries with fear. Not over the way Riddick will handle the news of Seth. That’s not my concern at all. He loves our son so much already that he would never take away someone who’s important to him. Especially after we were stripped away from each other without a choice. My fear is Jesse. The look in Riddick’s eyes before he walked out the door told me he has news and this news is going to break me.

      The status between Vivian and Jude is a kick in the soft sand compared to what he’s going to tell me.

      “I smelled those pancakes the minute I hit the top of your steps.” I look up, pausing mid-sip of my coffee. Sweet god. He may be able to smell breakfast, but I can’t; all I smell is him. A smell that has stayed locked away for years.

      Mix the sight of him with his wet hair slicked back, tiny droplets of water dripping down his tanned, shirtless chest with the scent of a freshly showered man, and you have the odor of Riddick Murdock. All man. Powerful. Mine. A dirty book come to life.

      “Coffee or juice?” I clear my throat, telling my brain to yank the hell out of the reins that control my body. To make it shut the hell up and settle for a damn day.

      “Juice. I’ll get it, though. You eat.” He points to my plate. I want to tell him I’m not hungry. That I’m afraid that what he’s going to tell me is going to make me vomit anything I place in my stomach. I need to eat, though, practice what I preach. I take a pancake, place it on my plate, pour a little syrup, and take a bite.

      “This looks great. Thanks,” he says, stacks several pancakes on his own plate, grabs some bacon, and digs right in after dumping half the bottle of syrup over them.

      I work my lip while we eat. Scared, nervous, and anxious to find out what he has to say.

      “Hey. Look at me.” His tone is crisp and sharp.

      “No matter what, I’ve got you, Angel. I swear to fucking God I’ve got all of us. Come here, please,” he states bossily. This man can be sensitive as well as all kinds of badass in the same sentence; it doesn’t matter, because my feet paddle over to him anyway. All I want to do is be with him, by him. Just him.

      “Seth stopped by to see Ethan yesterday. I told him about you.” I deliver the easy part of the weight on my shoulders.

      “That’s great. Ethan speaks highly of him. I look forward to meeting him,” he replies with a mouthful of food. See? Easy. No jealousy. No fighting.

      “You found out something about my brother. Spit it out.” I come clean about my nerves and the fact he’s not as good as keeping his worry under control as he thinks he is. His hands are shaking now that he has me carefully settled on his lap.

      “We found out why he sent you packing all those years ago. The bottom line is money. Your money. He wanted it, and he got it. Half of it anyway.”

      “My money? What are you talking about?” I stutter, his words a cluster of a mess scrambling around inside of my head. He mistreated and abused me. Threatened to kill my child over money. How? Why? I don’t understand. I climb off of his lap with the need to pace the floor, grip my hair, and make some kind of sense of this pumping blood behind my ears. My brain is frazzled, and I don’t get it. Why would my brother do this?

      “Your parents left him the club, and you a hell of a lot of money. They knew you wouldn’t want a damn thing to do with being in some gang. That was their shit, not yours. It was Jesse’s life. He wanted that. Not you. So they figured you would be set if anything were to happen to them. I highly doubt they woke up in the morning thinking this was the day were going to die. By the way you talked about them, how they kept you untouched and mostly out of sight, it was because they knew you weren’t the type of girl who wanted that lifestyle. That money would have allowed you to do whatever you wanted with your life.” Wow. I’m not sure if I want to laugh or cry over all of this. I would have given my brother every last dime of that money if I had known about it. All I wanted was out from underneath his thumb. Away from him forever.

      “There’s more, isn’t there?” I say questioningly. Uncertainty is fluctuating its way through my veins over what’s yet to come.

      He nods. The look he gives me shoots an injection of pain up my spine. “It would have brought them peace. You were set to inherit the first half when you turned eighteen. As your next of kin, he would accede to it all if you were to die,” he clarifies. God, it hurts that my flesh and blood faked my death, stole my money, and told one of the biggest lies anyone could tell. He’s a fraud, a rat bastard who disgusts me. My entire childhood was stolen away from me because of him. My parents were murdered, killed in cold blood, and all I ever wanted was for him to console me, to tell me everything was going to be all right. That he would step up and be the brother I hoped he would be. Not only did he betray me with his fraudulent bullshit, but he also betrayed our parents. Deceived them in the worst kind of way.

      I have no idea how long I pace back and forth on the cool, tiled floor, my mind racing, my blood boiling with every new step I take. I used to tell myself I would thank him if I saw him again for making me leave, for allowing me to escape his dirty reputation that trailed behind him in the same way an airplane leaves that long white line that persists and spreads for miles. His malicious decision to rob me blind of the money my parents left for me could have easily been handled in the right way. I would have given every penny to him if he had been honest with me, let me live my life with Riddick. If he had just let me be. But no, not him. He had to go and twist the knife in my back until he shattered my spine, left me nothing from my childhood. My brother destroyed me out of jealousy that could have been prevented if he had only loved me. If he had done right by my parents. I hate him more than I ever thought I could hate a person. I want him destroyed; and that goddamn club, too.

      “Wait.” I pause and tilt my head cautiously when a cold blast of air escapes my lungs. I feel the blood drain from my face, my legs wobble, and my teeth chatter. Riddick must sense my distraught, because he stands and brings me into his arms. The strength of his arms and the love I see in his eyes are the only things holding me upright.

      “You said half. When am I supposed to receive the rest?” The minute I ask, a chill clings to the middle of my spine, hitting me with a startled jolt, that injection squirming its way through my veins. I know the answer before he lets it slip out of his mouth. I stand there petrified, looking up at him waiting for him to validate what’s going to tip me over the edge. To make me lose the anger and bitterness I feel and turn it into a fearful fright that I haven’t felt in a long time.

      “On your thirtieth birthday,” he confirms. I crumble. The air in my home swiftly turns cold, freezing to the point it tightens my chest, and I’m all of a sudden certain our son’s life as well as mine are in danger. I’m reliving my nightmare all over again. Fear wraps around me; it suffocates me to the point that I’m fairly sure I’m going to pass out from the dreaded conversation Riddick and I are about to have.

      “That’s less than two weeks away. What if… oh my God… what if he comes after me, what if he tries to really kill me this time? That’s why you said you would protect us, isn’t it? He’s in prison, so he’s going to send Cutter or someone else, right? I won’t bend for him this time. You’re a cop. I want to press charges. He had to have forged a death certificate to receive that money. I want him to stay behind those bars for the rest of his life, Riddick. I don’t want any of that money. Not a dime of it. What I want is for you to show me the will. I need to see it. There have to be witnesses, others who helped. Cutter. Where is he?” I ramble on, and he lets me. It’d be nice if he told me Cutter was dead, but I know he’s not. Those two destroyed my life for years. Made me unknowingly live a lie. So many of them that my head spins. They’ve committed crimes that should surely lock them up for life. I want the heads of every single person who helped them. There is no way two stupid as hell men planned this all on their own.

      “You need to sit down, clear your head, and listen to me,” he tells me sternly as he slides his hands up to cup my face. The dictation of his words is full of confidence. His facial features soften as he studies my face with so much love makes my heart hurt, my stomach clench, and all my insides pinch as they coil into one big bundle of crushed-up nerves.

      “Please, Cora,” he begs.

      “Fine. I’ll sit. But I can’t calm down. I won’t ever be calm, not until this is finally over. I can’t do this again. We have Ethan to think about, too.” My voice soars dramatically. I slowly drop my gaze from his, move to the table, and brace myself for the next blow to expel from his lips. I can’t wait for the day to come when I never have to hear the name Jesse again. I’d rather listen to my son say every fucking cuss word known for the rest of my days than listen to the man I love spill poison out of his. Poison that’s going to seep into my veins by way of burning my skin.

      “Now, I need you to listen carefully. What I say cannot be repeated. Not to Vivian or your parents. No one, Cora.” I feel the panic starting to build in my system while he’s so calm, it’s starting to piss me off. I restrain from saying it. Hold back from wanting to take this all out on him because this is Riddick. I know him. He has to be frightened. However, his training, his years in the Army have taught him how to harness his fears when the enemy strikes, to show strength and determination. I wish whatever repetitious thoughts he has right now he would recite to me before I completely lose my shit over this deceitful, cruel punishment.

      I inhale deeply and let it out, vowing to do my best to stay quiet, to not interrupt. “Okay, but they have a right to know about all of this. I won’t keep the reason why from them. They took care of us, loved us as if we had the same blood. If Jesse is somehow coming for me, he’ll come after them, too. They’re my weakness, Riddick.” I take a deep breath and close my eyes to fight back the tears that eventually spill through the seams. My mind wonders if this will ever be over. If I am finally allowed the happiness I deserve. If my son will ever be safe from a man who somehow got away with obstructing the law. The law is supposed to protect you, and all the law did back then was help him commit crime after crime and get away with it. I’m sure it was the sheriff and his dumb ass people who helped. They all deserve to rot in hell.

      I have the law on my side this time, though. Not like up there, where no one will help you because they’re all either scared or working for my brother.

      Riddick regards me carefully. His intense stare makes my heartbeat race and love spread throughout my body. He’s adoring me again, worshipping with only the intensity of his mesmerizing eyes. He shakes his head, stands, and then kneels beside me, places his hands on my cheeks, and holds them there. Instinct has me leaning into his touch; nervousness has me wondering why he feels the need to trap me in place. Not that I mind being trapped by him. I only wish it weren’t this way.

      “We have no idea where Cutter is. Jude is searching for him now. This has to be done my way, Angel. Once we have all the proof, the evidence we need, we will go to the FBI. I won’t lie to you and tell you I’m happy about doing this the right way. I know damn well the punishment they’ll give him won’t be good enough for me, for you, or Ethan. I’m going to do this by the eyes of the law. However, if he fucks up even an inch, I’ll blow his black-charred heart clear out of his chest. Do you get me?” My eyes spring open. Flashbacks from the few times Riddick told me he wanted to kill them stumble across my vision in rapid succession. Violence. Blood. Death. War. It’s all there in his eyes. He really wants to kill them himself.

      “I’m sorry,” I say meaningfully. “I know this has to be hard for you to control the urge to take matters into your own hands. I know you’re doing the right thing for me, for our son. I’ll never be able to thank you for that. I’ve wanted them locked away for a long time. There were times I wanted them dead. I don’t know the law as you do. Is forging someone’s death, stealing their inheritance a federal crime? Is there evidence to put them on death row? Not to mention, they had to have paid a lot of people off to get the help they needed in pulling this off,” I say softly.

      “They did have help. The guy is dead, Cora. Murdered ten years ago when he attempted to split up a gang fight.” The black cloud hanging over my head suddenly rolls in creating havoc in my skull. A vertical windstorm steals my breath, obscures my senses, and above all makes me want to run for cover.

      “Oh God.” My mind reels from the heavy flooding. “They killed him, didn’t they?” I breathe out as my brain tries to return to its normal conditions.

      “We’re checking into that. There’s red tape everywhere. It’s going to take time. My guess is yes, one of them killed him.” He says this as if it’s an everyday occurrence; to him it is. To me, it’s a nightmare I can’t escape from.

      “What about my death certificate? You said they told you I was cremated; surely, they needed someone to sign it,” I ask, praying to God whoever forged their name on a made-up document is still alive.

      “There wasn’t one. Not legally recorded anyway.” Jesus, I think I’m going into shock. This has to be the craziest story out there. One that a news broadcaster would love to get their hands on. For years, my brother probably lavished his life away, put money into his gang, lied to people about paying them off when he had every notion to kill them while he basked in the glory of knowing I was living in guilt thinking Riddick’s blood was all over my hands. A decent person would be thankful that a sick bastard like him let them live. The thing is, I’m thankful he did, because I was able to live with the greatest blessing a woman can be given. The right to be a mother. But it doesn’t mean that now I know what he has done that I don’t want him to suffer in the worst possible way. I do. Not at the possibility of Riddick losing the life he’s built for himself. Jesse and his cult are not worth it.

      “Thank God you came to your senses about not killing them yourself. It nearly broke me when I thought you were dead. This time, if anything were to happen to you, it would destroy me. I wouldn’t survive and neither would Ethan. He can’t take what we’re building here away from us this time. With me being alive, he has no chance in hell of getting that money. The only thing he’ll be getting is life behind bars. Cutter will, too, once he’s found.” I catch my breath, the impending signs of a stress headache forming behind my weary pleading eyes. I’ll get on my hands and knees to beg if I have to make him understand that he can stay right here and protect us while he allows whomever to investigate this crime. I will not have my son fall in love with his father, then have to tell him he’s been hurt or worse, killed, because of me. It’s bad enough that once reality sinks in and Riddick goes back to work, that the dangers of his job will plague my mind like a contagious disease. I don’t know the ins and outs of his job. I can imagine drug dealers are extremely dangerous people to deal with. Riddick may be sitting here telling me he’ll do the right thing; however, if the opportunity arises, he’ll try to kill Jesse if he has the chance, just like he said. And both Jesse and Cutter are loose cannons. They won’t give up without a fight.

      “Cora, I’ll protect you, that’s a promise. What I won’t do is sit around with my fingers shoved up my ass while waiting around for a phone call to tell me it’s over. I’m helping them. You need to give me that. Trust me when I say that my motivation for seeking revenge outweighs their want for all the money in the world. They took away the ability for me to see my son come into this world, to watch him take his first breath, to crawl, to talk, and walk. They stripped me fucking bare. And for that, my love, they deserve to die, whether it be by my hands or the gas chamber. They are going to pay somehow with their lives. My way is going to be much worse than them living. They took you away from me. Stole you right from under my nose. Lied. Turned me into a bitter man. So, fuck no, I won’t stand back. I want them to suffer. I want them to scream my name in vain when I watch them die. It’s time they paid for what they’ve done, and rotting in a goddamn jail cell isn’t going to cut it for me.” It’s pointless to argue with a man who now stands in front of you and within a blink of an eye becomes a whole different person. His eyes that have been shining brightly for the past few days have now turned an intense shade of hatred; they’re spitting fire. His hands are fisted with rage. His voice thunderously loud, so the words he says are muffled by the lightning that cracked above your head. Mixed with the dark gloomy cloud directly above you.

      “Well, then.” I stand and meet his gaze, my nerves no longer tense. My heart no longer soft. I’m hard. A stone-cold figure. “How are you going to take care of my brother when he’s in prison? Surely, the evidence against him is enough for a trial. One that will send him to his death?” I cock my head to the side. The determination to settle the score is in my favor. I understand where Riddick is coming from. I honestly do. If I had even an ounce of the courage he does, I’d find a way to pull the trigger on Jesse myself.

      “Jesse’s not in prison anymore, Angel.”

      “What did you say?” His words are registering in my head. Yet all I hear and see is Jesse’s voice, his hollowed out eyes as he starts screaming his threats, punching me in the face, and my ears ring with the fear he instilled in me, my heart wrenches. I can’t breathe. Darkness.
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      “Fucking hell, Cora, you scared the shit out of me.” I caught her just before her limp body crashed to the floor. I lift her chin in order for her to look at me. Her usually warm eyes are unfocused; her beautiful face is slack as she stares wide-eyed past me more than likely remembering things that only she can see. The woman has gone into shock. Jesus, I feel like an asshole. She seemed to be handling the information I was feeding her just fine. That’s when I told her there isn’t a chance in hell I’m allowing anyone to take those cocksuckers down but me. I vowed never to lie to her, and I meant it. Now I wish I had kept my goddamn mouth shut about him being out.

      Except the thing we all know is, he’s kept tabs on her, which basically means he knows where she lives and, being that he thinks he’s smart, he knows we’re together, which puts her in more danger.

      He is one corrupted motherfucker, who will stop at nothing to get his hands on that money. That includes killing his sister if he even remotely suspects we know what he has done. I refuse to allow my mind to think of what he’ll do to my son. Ethan may know the reasons why Cora left, but Jesse… He has a detonator shoved up his ass and that bitch is waiting to go off. The kid is smart and protective of Cora, as he should be. And if I have anything to say about it, which I do, he will always remain in the dark of the beatings Jesse inflicted on his mother. With all the information we managed to dig up on Jesse and Cutter, it wouldn’t surprise me one bit if they tried to come after Ethan, too. After all, legally, the boy is her next of kin. If anything were to happen to Cora, that money would be his.

      Cora doesn’t want a damn thing to do with that money. It’s fucking blood money. Tainted by a corrupt man. Fuck, she would probably let him have it if his word to leave her alone was worth even a goddamn dime of it. It isn’t. It never will be.

      Her parents living trust was easy to find. Before a person dies, it’s sealed up tight unless the person files with the courts to save the hassle and bullshit of the probate process. Which is exactly what her parents did. The public records were right there for Jude to make copies of.

      The will held all the answers to why her brother did what he did. I’m surprised and thankful he didn’t kill her like he did everyone else involved. The only one he left living is the lawyer who drew up the will. I have every intention of bringing his ass in to see what he knows. If he’s involved in any way, he’ll go down. I’m not about to tell Cora that, though. My guess is the man does, since he’s some hotshot big-named criminal lawyer in Los Angeles with corrupted clients a mile long. Who the hell knows or cares at this point? My main goal is to find Jesse and Cutter before they grow a wild hair up their ass and decide that killing her for real this time is better than chancing getting caught by leaving her alive. Especially when the scum has spent time behind bars already. I’m sure he’s desperate enough not to take his chances on ever going back.

      “What on earth is going on here?” I turn from my spot at the table to see her dad standing in the door. Shit.

      “Dad,” Cora rasps his name out. Her voice is shaky, her eyes now full of tears. “Where’s Ethan?” She stands, wipes the sweat from her forehead, and gazes behind him with wide eyes. Thank fuck she’s coming around, and thank fuck even more it doesn’t appear Ethan’s with him.

      “Vivian took him to his lesson,” he answers, brows lifted. He’s concerned. I would be, too, if I walked in and saw my daughter looking the way she does. Her face is pale compared to the rest of her tanned body, her frame tense, her eyes jumpy. Loose strands of hair fell out of her once perfect braid. The woman is on edge. Anyone who knows her can clearly see it, and this man knows her well. I hope to God she keeps the private part of our conversation to herself like I asked her. I’m not ready to expose anyone else to this shit, not until I’ve talked with the higher ups.

      “And Mom?” she asks, confused.

      “Working, Cora. We have patients all day. You of all people should know this, being that you’re usually the one in the office who knows the schedule better than anyone else. Now, will someone tell me why the hell my daughter doesn’t seem to know what day of the week it is? What the fuck is going on here? I have a right to know why she looks like she’s scared to death.” His eyes bore into mine. Fucking great. This is not how I planned on meeting the man I owe my thanks to for taking care of my family.

      “Dad. Whatever you’re thinking, it’s not it. Riddick shocked me with something he said. I’m fine.” She smiles. I know she is far from fine. She’s rattled, and there isn’t a hint of truth behind her usually beautiful smile.

      “Riddick,” I say, holding my hand out for him to shake, doing my best to distract him from her. Get your shit together, Angel. He sets a brown paper bag down on the table before he takes hold of my hand, shaking it. Firmly.

      “Ron Shepard. A pleasure to finally meet you. Now, do you mind telling me the truth since Cora seems to be lying to me for some reason?” I love how protective he is of her. Not enough to tell him the truth, though. The Army trained me to lie. I don’t often, but when I do it’s usually enough to appease my target. This man is not a target, though; he’s a saint. One who helped pull Cora’s life back together. One who loves her unconditionally. The door Cora opened for me makes this a problem easily solved, that is until he walks back out the door and all hell breaks loose from what I’m about to say. I’ll take my chances, though, at least it should lighten her mood. If anything, make her laugh.

      “I asked her to marry me,” I divulge with a straight face.

      “What?” he bellows out while my angel turns even whiter. She’ll be sprouting devil’s horns before this conversation is over. I nearly laugh over it.

      “Jesus Christ. It’s only been a few days. Don’t you think you should get to know each other again or something? Fuck this, what I really mean is, isn’t this a little quick?” He glances from me to her. I’ve sent her into further shock, one that she may not recover from. At least until he leaves.

      “I’ve dreamt about asking her for twelve years. Always waking up knowing that day would never come, so to answer your question, no, it’s not too soon. It’s past too late if you ask me.” I answer his question with the truth. I’d marry this woman tomorrow if she said yes. That’s how positive I am about the love we have for one another. There isn’t another woman on this earth who has or will ever replace her. Regardless if our lives have taken different paths over these years, I know as much as I am a man that I will love her for the rest of my life.

      “Did you say yes?” He finally looks over at Cora, whose mouth is agape. Those eyes that were unfocused minutes ago turn to slowly burn into mine. I smirk. Bring it the fuck on, Angel. You’ll say yes when I ask anyway.

      “No. I didn’t. You walked in right after he asked me. My head is still reeling from it,” she says with a bite. I fucking love it. Let that spark concealed by her eyes light up, let her tear into me. I’ll fuck her anger right out of her.

      “Sorry to interrupt then,” he says politely. “Your mom and I were married two months after we met, so who am I to say wait? I’m also leaving the telling her up to you.” He winks at Cora tenderly, then reaches into the bag and takes out a cinnamon roll. He sure the hell is unbelievably oblivious to the steam rolling out of Cora’s curled up mouth. Must be the cinnamon roll he now takes a big bite of. “These are for you, freshly baked. Your mom asked me to drop them off on my way to the office. She also said to tell you to bring this guy here over for dinner very soon and not to worry about Ethan coming home again tonight.” Yeah, well, no chance in the devil’s hell that’s happening. I’m not letting either one of them out of my sight, until we find those two. He doesn’t need to know any of that right now.

      “You didn’t interrupt, Dad. Riddick and I can talk about it later. Right, Riddick?” she snaps.

      “The first chance we get,” I sarcastically answer.

      “I don’t mean to come across as a pushover. However, I had plans to take Cora and Ethan to the drive-in. Any chance you guys could take him another night?” I lie, rub the back of my neck in an effort to appear disappointed. Also, to change the subject that has Cora planning my own murder right now. I am truly bummed out. Going one day without seeing him is a day too long for me.

      “No need to change plans on our account. Ethan loves that place. Not to mention, the three of you deserve a family night. We understand, completely. I’ll call Vivian, have her drop him off after his lesson. He’s damn excited about that tournament. The kid won’t shut up about it. He won’t shut up about you either. He looks exactly like you. I feel as if I’m standing here talking to the adult version of my grandson.” He turns his attention my way. Fuck. I forgot about the tournament. I need to get the ball rolling here so he can compete. No fucking way am I disappointing that kid. Those two will not take this away from him. I simply won’t allow it.

      “That’s a compliment I’ll always remember. My kid stole my heart the first time I set my eyes on him. You all raised him right. If I can influence him to grow up to be a caring man like you are, then he’ll be a better man than I am.” My truthful words have obviously struck a compassionate nerve as I stand there and watch this man’s eyes glaze over.

      “No man is better than a boy’s father, Riddick. Not in their eyes anyway. You remember that as well as the knowledge that it wasn’t me who raised him. It was his mother. One of the reasons why I believe he loves you as much as he does is because she kept you alive in his heart. If anyone deserves the credit for the young man he is, it’s Cora. I have to get to the office. I hope I get to see you again soon, Riddick. Welcome to our family, son.” A pleasant grin rises at the corners of his mouth as he raises a hand to squeeze my shoulder.

      I embrace his compliment and return one of my own. One this man earned the right to receive. “We’ll be over soon. I’d also like to say thank you for everything you’ve done for them. It eases my mind knowing they were well taken care of. With all due respect, I wish it was me who had the honor of looking out for what’s mine, but you, sir, have my loyalty and respect. I’ll never be able to thank you or your wife enough for loving them like you do.” He takes a deep breath, rolls his shoulders, and even though I’ve got a good three or four inches on the man, it doesn’t stop him from looking me square in the eye.

      “I’d do anything for the two of them. She doesn’t need my blood running through her veins to be my daughter. Her big heart, her ability to move forward through the toughest days of her life is what made me fall in love with her. I’m sure you understand that better than any of us, Riddick. Now, do me a favor and find that son of a bitch and break every goddamn one of his fingers, so he’s incapable of ever sending my daughter one of his fucked-up birthday cards again.” My chest burns from his man-to-man words. Thankful he didn’t go into some fatherly lecture about the two of us not being ready to move on together. Cora and I have something rare; she knows it and so do I. So does Ron. I’d imagine her mother knows, too. What happened to us, what’s still happening to us, would break most people, completely turn them inside out. Our lives are not perfect. They never will be. We have a shitty situation ahead of us. One I can’t let go south. The easy way out would be to turn all the evidence over to my sergeant, put anyone involved in protective custody. There’s not a chance in hell I could be away from the two of them. Neither my heart, nor my conscience will allow it. In all honesty, my fingers are itching like a bitch to pull the goddamn trigger while the barrel is shoved clear down his throat. I’m a man who can’t live knowing that her brother would still be breathing the same air as her, Ethan, or me.

      “I do understand, and I’ll take good care of them both. As far as Jesse goes, that’s a given,” I promise him.

      “Thank you.” He looks at me supportively, a verge of wetness smearing in the creases of his eyes.

      “Talk to you later, sweetheart.” He releases my shoulder, tugs her in close to him, and kisses the top of Cora’s head.

      “We’re going to need to have someone trailing them soon,” I give her this bit of information the minute the door closes behind him and I know he’s out of earshot.

      “And I’m going to need to have one of my parents’ associates examine your head!” she yells. Loudly. She places her hands on hips. My cock stirs from her feistiness.

      “Come on now, for God’s sake. What did you want me to tell him?” I nod in the direction of the door he just walked out of.

      “Anything but that.” Ouch. I take a good look at her. She’s upset. Not because of what I said; it stems back to her brother. All of it. She couldn’t care less about what I said. She wants to fight. To blame someone for her pain. I’m not fucking having it.

      “Do you really want to fight with me right now?” I offer, then grab her by the waistband of her shorts. She’s been far away from my touch for long enough.

      “No,” she pouts. “What I want to do is know what it’s like to walk while holding your hand. To be able to kiss you in public, touch you, and to let strangers look at us with envy while thinking to themselves that I have a beautiful family. I want women to be jealous of me for the simple reason you kissed me or opened my door. I want to see their mouths hit the sidewalk when they look at your handsome face then to mine, so I can smile when I turn my head to catch them staring at your fine-looking, muscular ass, let them know that ‘Yes, he belongs to me’, ‘Yes, he’s the father of my child’, and ‘Yes, I know how lucky I am’. That’s what I want to do. We can do all of that with Ethan. Take him wherever he wants to go. Then we can go to the drive-in. I need one day, one day to be normal. To be free. Please don’t tell me I have to stay inside my house. That Ethan can’t be a kid. I can’t bear the thought of it.” There I have it, the truth to what this remarkable woman has on her mind. She wants one day without the lows that are going to come with keeping her safe, without a tail on her wherever she goes. If that’s what she wants, then that is what she’ll get. I’ll fucking give it to her. I’ll give it to the both of them.

      “You think my ass is fine-looking? Come on, you can do better than that. Do you have any idea how hard I’ve worked for these glutes?” I tease and clench my ass when she slides her hands down to take hold of it.

      “I’m serious. No more talk about Jesse, and definitely no talking about marriage.” I stay still for a few seconds, watch her shoulders relax the minute she recognizes I’d be glad to spend the day with both of them. My eyes tell a different story when it comes to the talk of marriage.

      “I can’t tell you that when I’ve known since the moment I laid my eyes on you that we were meant for each other. I’m not wasting time, Cora.”

      “Shh. We’ll talk about it another time, okay?” She leans in and kisses the base of my throat, then rests her head on my chest.

      “Damn right, we will,” I smart, holding her as close to me as I can get her.

      Thank fuck she can’t see the truth that lies in my face right now as I close my eyes and inhale her scent. I’m concealing a well-hidden mask. I have a gut feeling Jesse is a lot closer than we think.
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      “I don’t have to go over to Aaron’s house, Mom. I can go with you and Dad.” Ethan somehow manages to free his mouth enough to spit his words out. He’s on his second cinnamon roll since he walked in the door five minutes ago. I usually try to contain how much sugar he inhales as much as I can. Lately, though, he’s been eating everything in sight. I’ve been striking it up to his pre-teen years, the fact he’s growing. However, today, I couldn’t care less if he ate them all.

      No matter what I do or say, my mind isn’t in the right place. It won’t be again until I know Jesse and Cutter are found. Locked up for good where they belong. I washed my hands clean of Jesse a long time ago as my brother. As far as my heart is concerned, I don’t have a brother. I never did.

      I really thought I had this entire thing under control; that the way my brother treated me like I meant nothing to him was behind me. I don’t. I’m not sure if I ever will if I’m being honest. He has deceived me in the worst possible way, and I despise the person he’s become. This would destroy my parents to know their son turned out this way.

      Currently, the hatred I feel for him has become so profound that I won’t rest until he’s found. I can’t control the chaos of the feeling of destruction that will consume me; what I can do is change the negative energy, the self-destruction of my own mind.

      My insides were choking the life out of me until Riddick told me he was going to do the right thing. I really thought he would find and kill him himself. He’s capable of it, that’s for sure. It’s never wrong to do right, and the man proved more to me than words can say. He showed me without him even having to say it. His love for Ethan and me is stronger than the hate he has for Jesse. How a woman doesn’t fall at a man’s feet at words, looks, or whispers that heal you in a matter of seconds is beyond me. I knew I loved him with my entire heart; now I know for sure I love him with my entire soul. A soul that will live past my dying breath.

      I don’t care about the money. I want no part of it. None whatsoever. When this is all over, I’ll donate it to the American Cancer Society in honor of Riddick’s mother. I want no part of that shitty life I’ve tried hard to put behind me, and now it’s slapping me in the face. Repeatedly.

      “Mom, did you hear me?” Ethan interrupts my thoughts. God, this kid means the world to me. If anything were to happen to him, I would die.

      “I heard you, sweetie. You can go to Aaron’s. The three of us have plenty of time to go do things together. Is that okay with you, Riddick?” I ask him in a tender way that has him snapping his head up from tapping away on his phone. I know what the hell he’s doing. He thinks I’m unaware he’s contacting either Jude or Tyson to get someone to follow us all. To keep an eye out for any trace of someone suspicious. A tiny shiver of fear rolls through me when his blues catch mine. The thought of losing him or anyone I love to the desperate hands of my brother nearly brings me to tears. I stand tall in spite of my fears. My eyes are seeking his out, telling him that this decision is as much his as it is mine.

      The minute his eyes go soft, the spark behind them telling me thank you for including him in this conversation, is the minute I feel myself breathe again. He should be included. Not only are we letting our child out of our sight for an entire day and night, but our plans are also all shot to hell. I trust this man I’m deeply in love with to have our son secured and safe while the two of us still do what I intended. Besides, I know my son and his friend will be hidden away in Aaron’s room to play video games the whole time. Not to mention they live in Montecito, which happens to be one of the richest and safest burbs in the country. Just about every home is gated; security is everywhere due to the fact that a lot of famous people have homes through the sprawling green hills. I’ve never cared about people having more money than they know what to do with, until now.

      “Of course you can go, buddy. As long as you call your mom if you go anywhere. Just so she knows where you are?” He tacks that little secret shared between the two of us onto the end. Nice save, I want to say. I smirk, turn my back to the two of them, and sigh because this day started out perfectly, and currently I feel as if I take one tiny step in any direction, I’ll submerge head to foot into flooding waters that keep pulling me down slowly until the light above me turns dim, the waters below me dark, leaving me with nothing except my own negative thoughts.

      It took years and everything I had to bring my life back into perspective, to see that Jesse had kept true to his word. It’s probably the only time in his life he hasn’t lied. And yet here I stand, my mind flooded with the possibility he could say ‘The hell with it all’ and do more damage to me than he did back then.

      I frown upon myself for feeling this way, at the same time a part of me is thankful for the man who loves me with all he’s got. That he’s able to protect us. That his selfless friends, who will be hidden from view, will sacrifice, too. I’m scared for them all. Not one of them knows Jesse or Cutter like I do. Both of those men are crazy. They’ll stop at nothing short of their own death to get what they want. And my brother wants me. I know he does.

      “You ready to go, kiddo?” Vivian approaches, dressed to the nines in black leather shorts, matching leather boots, and an off the shoulder black and white flowery silk top. Where the hell is she going dressed liked that, in the middle of the day no less?

      “Wow. Aunt Vivian. All you need is a leather jacket, and you could ride on the back of someone’s bike. You can’t ride on my dad’s since he already has an old lady, but Tyson or Jude don’t. I bet they would take you,” Ethan states innocently.

      My mouth hits the floor. Where on earth is Ethan getting this knowledge? Vivian places her hand on the back of the chair for support, and Riddick’s phone slips out of his hand, hitting the edge of the table before crashing to the floor.

      “Bite that tongue,” I mouth to her. She’s ready to fling some shit. I can see it now in the way she stops dead in her heels by the harmless mention of Jude’s name.

      I’m not sure which part of what Ethan said I should address first. The old lady part or Vivian riding on the back of one of the guy's bikes. I don’t have to. I stand back to observe when Riddick performs his first fatherly q and a session, and I’m doing it while smiling.

      “Where’d you here the term ‘old lady’ from?” Riddick asks while bending down to pick up his phone; his eyes remain in contact with Ethan’s. There’s humor written all over his face. I want to slap that smug look off. This is not funny. I don’t care about the old lady part. What concerns me is how the hell he came up with the notion I’m Riddick’s old lady. Ethan shrugs before answering the question. In most circumstances, his naïve expression wouldn’t concern me. It’s the meaning behind his words that has me feeling nauseous.

      “I wanted to learn biker talk so I could talk like you. I googled it, of course. There are a few nicknames for women who ride on the back of their boyfriends’ bikes. Mom’s not old, but she’s definitely too small to be a back warmer, so I’m going with old lady,” he says unknowingly.

      A back warmer? What the hell kind of name is that? Stupid.

      “Well, shit. I’m flattered you want to talk like me. Here’s the thing, though. Just because I ride a bike doesn’t mean I have an old lady. If I did, that’s not what I would call her.” He pauses, looks over to me with a slight gleam in his eye. I roll and narrow my eyes. Liar!

      “What would you call Mom then? Your girlfriend? Because Jude said that’s what you two are. He also tried to get Tyson to bet that the two of you would be married by the end of the summer.” Oh, Jesus. I’m going to kick Jude’s ass myself. My eyes go from narrow to broadening in half a second, aiming straight at Riddick, indicating he better not fuck this up by belting out the same thing he did to my dad, or I’ll throttle his ass before I do Jude’s.

      “I, um. Well. First off, we are not getting married. Yet,” Riddick starts to stutter, but you bet his sweet ass he grabs another opportunity to toss this marriage crap around. I am beginning to think the guy is serious. I need to step in. Put an end to this. Find out exactly where Ethan is going with all of this. How much he knows about Riddick and me. We’ve done everything humanly possible to be normal around him. Obviously, we went wrong somewhere. Shit.

      “Ethan. I believe that kind of talk is meant for a gang or a club. Your father isn’t in one; neither are Jude or Tyson. As far as us getting married, it will not be happening by the end of the summer,” I say to him, looking at Riddick and giving him the shut-your-mouth-I-got-it-from-here look. At least I hope I do.

      “I know that. Gangs are for idiots. They’re mean and bullies. Do bad stuff. I want to be cool like Dad, so that when I’m older and have a chick on the back of my bike, I know what to call her.” Ethan turns toward me after addressing his dad, his face still showing a childlike appearance.

      “Okay, Ethan, well, I hope it’s a very long time before you have a girlfriend when you do call her by her name. Anything else isn’t cool.” He raises his eyebrows at me curiously. I think I’m making this situation worse than better. I go to speak again when Riddick beats me to it. Answering and asking the one question all at once that I’m assuming he’s wanted to ask as much as I have, just not at a time when were unprepared.

      “I love your Mom, Ethan. I always have. Are you okay with her being my girlfriend? The possibility that I’ll be around here every day?” I’m standing here on shaky legs, a muddled mind. All of this is moving so fast it’s making my head spin. My child is acting more like an adult than I am right now, while I wait on a bed of needles pricking me everywhere for him to answer.

      “I already know she’s your girlfriend. You both told me you loved each other still. Plus, you guys look at each other all weird and stuff, kind of the way you’re looking at Dad now, Mom. I may be a kid, but I’m not dumb. And before you go all motherly, Mom, like not letting me go to Aaron’s now because you’re worried I’m freaking out or whatever, I’m not. I want us to be a family. A real one like Aaron’s, like my other friends’.”

      “I’m not looking at him weird,” I say, astonished.

      “Yes, you are. Your face is like this.” I stand there and let my mouth fall open as I watch my son’s eyes droop like a puppy dogs, his lips forming into a kiss.

      “Ethan Riddick Murdock. You are so full of shit.” Laughter erupts like thunder. From Riddick’s low rumbling boom to Ethan’s little laugh that matches his dad’s crooked smile. Even Vivian, who’s been stunned silent this entire time, joins in with the high-pitched laugh she hates so much, claiming she sounds strained as if she’s on the verge of choking. While I’ve always thought that it was the best kind of laugh—one that warmed me, soothed me like honey so many times—I smile through my own laughter that suddenly spills over into tears, unstoppable gasps with much-needed giggles while my heart lets all the pent-up worry out and fills with happiness, starts to beat at its normal rate once again. All from the innocence of a young, little boy.

      “That was easy.” Vivian looks at her nails, rubs them on her shirt like the witch handled the situation herself. Ethan runs to his room to grab a video game he forgot to pack in his bag, giving us a few minutes to talk.

      “No thanks to you. You stood there like a rock while I tried to come up with what to say,” I emphasize in a raised voice.

      “Oh, no, you don’t. I love that boy as if he were my own. That conversation was for you two, not me. I would start locking your bedroom door at night, though. You never know.” The corners of her lips lift in a knowing smirk when the little bitch doesn’t know shit. “You handled it well, by the way, Riddick.” She snorts, totally giving me the brush-off. I know why she kept her mouth shut; she was stunned silent by what Ethan said about her riding on the back of a bike. I truly think what happened between her and Jude is affecting her more than she’s letting on. I can see it in the way the warmth of her eyes has vanished. The way they hold the solemn truth that her composure is trying to hide. She’s crying inside. Hurting. It makes me wonder if words were said between the two of them after we talked. I give her an encouraging smile, an undoubted one to let her know that everything is going to be all right.

      “Yeah, he seems good. You okay, Angel? I didn’t step out of line or fuck anything up, did I?” Riddick moves to stand behind me and wraps his arms around my waist, his head on my shoulder.

      “What? No. On the contrary, you did everything right. I told you becoming a parent comes naturally. It was me who acted like an idiot.”

      “Nah. You didn’t act like an idiot; you acted like a concerned mother.”

      “And this is my cue to go. I’ll be home late.”

      “You do look like a biker chick. Where are you off to?” I ask, curious. I don’t want her doing something stupid like hooking up with another guy.

      “To meet up with a few of the nurses from work. There’s a concert at the Bowl tonight. We’re going to shop, walk around, and get into all kinds of trouble.” She’s lying. She may be going out, but it is not with girls from work. I know her. She is full of shit.

      “Vivian,” I warn. The last time she went out with a guy, her trouble ended up hurting her.

      “Not that kind of trouble. I’m done with men. No offense to you, of course.” She waves my concern off with a hand.

      “None taken.”

      “Have a good time today. The two of you deserve it.” With that, she flips her matching leather bag over her shoulder. I stand there unable to move until I hear Ethan holler out his good-bye.

      “I’ll be right back,” I say, then dart out of the room. I know Ethan told me not to smother him, and I won’t. It’s just I need one minute to really make sure he’s okay with all of this.

      “Ethan, wait a sec,” I holler at him right before he climbs into that deathtrap of a car Vivian owns.

      “First off, buckle up when you get in Aunt Vivian’s car. Second, you would tell me if you weren’t all right with everything that’s happened this past week, right? I mean, you and I, we haven’t had a chance to really talk about any of this. I love you, Ethan. I think you’re the greatest kid in the world. I know it looks as if I’m being all weird, as you so blatantly pointed out, and maybe I am. This is new to me, too. Right now isn’t about me; it’s about you and the man who gave you to me. I guess what I’m really trying to say is, are you honestly okay with the idea he’ll be around here all the time? I’ve always tried to set a good example for you, to be honest with you about everything. I should have talked to you right away about all of this. Please tell me you understand.” My words pour out in a heated rush. Stupidly. I know he’s happy. I guess as his mother I needed to ask him, then hear him follow up with his own words. I also feel Riddick behind me. It doesn’t matter what Ethan tells me right now; I would still need to feel his strong arms around me, to console me, tell me I’m a good mother. That my son’s opinion means more to me than anything. I want him to look up to me. To value himself as well as others.

      My eleven-year-old son must sense the panic I’m in. He drops his bag onto the floorboard of the car and comes to stand in front of me. In this crucial moment for me as his mother, I feel our roles reversed. That he’s the parent with all the answers, while I’m the kid waiting for that big explanation to make me feel better.

      “Mom, I’m a kid. I’m happy. I want to get to know my dad as well as I know you. I also know more than you think I do. I promise you I won’t freak out if he spends the night here or if someday you do get married, so quit acting weird about stuff. He promised me he would never hurt you or me. He wants to take care of us, Mom. I’m good, Mom, really, I am. I want you to be happy, too. I want all of us to be happy. You need to quit worrying about me. Put yourself first for once. I think you’ve earned it.” I don’t need to cry any more to have a clear view of this eleven-year-old boy who spoke to me as if he were twenty. I want him to respect me like he always has. I want both him and Riddick to learn about each other at their own pace. Most of all, I want my child to understand that no matter what, his happiness, his needs will always come before mine.

      “Can I go now? I really want to play video games, Mom.” After what has to be a couple of minutes of me standing there, eyes blinking back tears of joy for being blessed with the best kid ever, I let him go.

      “Yeah, son, you can go to Aaron’s. Hang out, be a kid. I think you’ve earned it.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            18

          

          

      

    

    







            RIDDICK

          

        

      

    

    
      I never thought it would be possible to love this woman more than I do. Standing here listening to her simply be the epitome of love. She’s nurturing, yet powerful; cherishing, yet respectful.

      I watch her shoulders relax, her breathing even out after Ethan told her what she needed to hear. That one gesture made me recognize that this incredible woman is as selfless as they come. It also made me proud to be that boy’s father. A kid, who told his mother she deserved to be happy. A boy, who just like his mother, is as caring as a person should be.

      “I think our kid is more in tune with what’s going on than I am,” she confirms what I already know. I knew it when he spoke of her weirdness in the kitchen. He picks up on more things than she thinks he does. His imitation of her was the funniest thing I have seen.

      “Yeah, I agree. Although when the time comes, I think he needs to be schooled on how to kiss. Puckering up like a dead fish isn’t going to sit well with a girl,” I joke.

      “Right,” she says, her back still to me as we both watch the car carrying our world off to a place where he’ll be safe until we pick him up. I watch the familiar truck pull out to follow them from the curb before I speak again.

      “Jude is following them. Once she drops him off, I have a couple guys I trust watching the house until we get them. He’ll be safe.” Her shoulders become rigid. She turns around, and if she had a smile on her face, it’s broken down with worry now.

      “That’s what you were doing on your phone? I knew it. Thank you. I have to tell you, though, we better hope she doesn’t see him. Those two have history,” she expresses, all the stress and unease from earlier drained from her beautiful face, replaced with a little too much seriousness for my liking. Under the circumstances between Jude and Vivian from what he told me he said to her I get it. We need to stay out of it as far as I’m concerned.

      “He volunteered. Not letting our son go anywhere unprotected. Not until we find those fuckers. No matter what went down between him and her, Jude would give his life to protect the two of them. I can promise you that. I’m not getting involved in their shit. What he did was wrong. It’s unforgivable, if you ask me. That’s between them. You and I, on the other hand, have a date. And yes, I have a couple of men on us as well. I promise you this, though; Jesse isn’t around. He has no idea we know what he’s done. Too many years have gone by for him to become suspicious. We’ll catch both of them before they even know what hit them.” I’m trying not to sound overconfident or pretentious here. I know the cowardly little fuckers are out there buying their time. I’m damn good at my job, so are my friends. So are the two private investigators who just so happen to be willing to jump at the chance to dump their usual man-cheats-on-wife cases they’ve been working on. She also needs to know I’m not getting into it with her about those two. Especially when today is our first official date, and with evidence being compiled as we speak, it will be our last until this is over. They can work it out for themselves. Jude fucked up, and he knows it. It’s his problem to fix. Not mine and not hers.

      “Okay. I trust you, Riddick. We can talk about all of this tonight. Like you said, we have a date, and even though I don’t want to become your old lady, I do want to take a ride on your bike.” My dick goes from soft to hard in a matter of seconds. I wished many times while cruising down the road that she was on the back of my bike. That the two of us were cruising up the coast. No words spoken between us, just the feel of her arms around me. Her chest pressed against my back, her legs straddling mine. Free.

      “We have a lot of things to talk about later. The one thing we won’t discuss is the two of them. We stay out of it. I’m not letting their mess take up even one second of my time with you. Understand? Now, go change your clothes. I’m no good to any of us if I’m sitting behind bars for beating the shit out of every guy who looks at your tits in that tank top.” I give her body a once-over. If I stare at her legs, tits, or her pussy too long, we won’t be going anywhere except to one of our beds.

      “Whatever. A MILF I am not, and I’ve already told Vivian I’m staying out of it.” She rolls her eyes in amusement.

      “I beg to differ. A MILF you most definitely are, and if you don’t move that sweet ass of yours, you’ll become an MIWF.” I slide my hands down and palm two handfuls of her delightful ass.

      “It’s MILF with an L, you crazy ass.” Her voice wavers.

      “Not in my vocabulary, it’s not. You’re a mother I will fuck. Now go.” I slap both of those tasty cheeks, hard.

      “Ouch,” she squeals. “Are jeans okay? I don’t own anything leather.” Fuck. My dick is as hard as a bad habit thinking about her in leather, and this woman is without a doubt a habit. A good one. One I will never get rid of.

      “Jeans are fine.” I want to tell her she can ditch wearing panties under those jeans, except I’d be sporting this hard-on all day, and today isn’t about fucking the shit out of her sweet little pussy; it’s about showing the world we’re together.

      Ten minutes later, she comes strolling into her living room, which I didn’t pay much attention to until now. It’s girly as fuck. Cute, but not a room for a boy. I decide right there as I stare at the turquoise-colored chairs, the white couch, and loveseat with several shades of pink pillows that when this is all over and I for real ask her to be my wife, that we are moving into my home. A home she has yet to see in its entirety. I also decide that tonight we will be staying there. I want her in my bed. My home. My kitchen. It was all designed with her in mind, and I want her to see the rest of it. To feel it and to know it.

      “Where are we going?” she asks with wonderment in her sparkling eyes. With the wicked thoughts of what I’d love to do to her running through my mind, I’m going straight to hell. I want to tell her ‘Let’s go to bed’, so I can rid her of those tight jeans and that plain white t-shirt that shows her lacy white bra underneath right the fuck off of her and fuck her from behind until my knees give out. She thinks she isn’t a MILF, my goddamn ass. She’s the definition of it. Jesus Christ, I’m veering in the wrong direction again for what today should be about. This is important to her, so I need to get my mind in check. Tell her my idea to get her on the back of my bike.

      “I’d give anything to be able to ride up the coast with you on the back of my bike. For today, let’s stay close. Just ride around. Have a late lunch by the beach, walk around.”

      “Put this on.” I hand her an extra helmet. Once she has the thing on her head, I help her adjust the straps, lifting the shield as I do so I’m able to see her exquisite face.

      “It’s a little big. I’ll get one for both you and Ethan when I can.” I chuckle. She looks ridiculous and stunning at the same damn time. She’d freak the hell out, though, if she knew these things are bullet proof. The few distractions we’ve had were great and all with finally meeting her dad since I told her all I know about Jesse, but this would have her flipping her shit, and the motherfucker has no room here today. Today is all about the two of us.

      “Great. The first time I ride on the back of your bike, and I look as preposterous as this helmet.” She waves her hand dismissively.

      “Come on, biker boy, take me for a ride.” She flips the shield down, graciously struts to stand next to my bike, and all I can do is watch her ass sway in an unfair way to my throbbing dick. Here I am, worried about protecting her head when the one between my legs needs a goddamn shield. Fuck me.

      “You’ll ride me later, all right,” I finally manage to get out when she turns to face me with hands planted on her hips.

      “We’ll see.” Her words are mumbled through the glass.

      “I’ll see, all right. See your sweet pussy sliding up and down my dick. That’s what I’ll see. Now get your ass on my goddamn bike before I take you upstairs and fuck the ever loving shit out of you.” I take the few steps to her, fling my legs over my bike, and adjust the stand then motion for her to get on.

      “I see where Ethan gets his mouth from now,” she responds. I smirk.

      “Like father, like son. Now get on the bike, Angel.” Her eyes open wide, her mouth goes lax under the lightly tinted shield.

      It takes all the self-control I’d give anything not to have right now to not grab her by the waist, hoist, and position her body in front of me to have her straddle me instead of this lucky bike. When she’s planted her ass on the seat and scooches herself forward, I groan internally, grab my own helmet off the handlebars, place it on my head, then drown out the notion that I’m giving the girl of my dreams a piggy-back ride with her tits pressed against my back, her legs spread across the leather of my bike. Warm. Tight. Those hands are clinging to the sides of my shirt with a clenched fist. Instead, I grip ahold of the connection between the two of us. It’s sizzling. Hotter than the pipes along the sides of this Harley. I twist the throttle and take off. Her body is shimmying even closer. Shit. It’s going to be a long, hard ride.

      We cruise out of town into the pleasant countryside, weaving our way with ease through the east side of the county. Cora shifts her body at the perfect angle when we make a turn through the winding roads as if she’s been on the back of my bike for years, moving her body in the right direction just as she should. I’d love to be able to open the throttle, hit the highway, and cruise for miles. Unfortunately, today isn’t the day for that. I check the time, turn back around, and head back out of the twisting, turning roads until we hit the busy city streets. My relaxed body is now on high alert. Every person on the sidewalks, in cars, and all around us becomes a possible minion to Jesse.

      Ignorance or denial of a threat I know is coming will get us killed. I meant it when I said he’s not gunning for her, yet. That doesn’t mean shit to me, though; that bastard has someone who knows what she’s up to. I know he does. It magnifies the danger both she and Ethan are in; that’s why I’ve taken every precaution I have to make our time in the open safe for her. He wants that money more than anything, and he’ll stop at nothing to make sure he gets it on time. Especially with his limitations having been next to nothing for the past few years. The fucker has to rediscover all his tracks. Get his shit together, only to cover them all over again.

      “Let’s go in there?” Cora yells in my ear when we make a stop to allow several pedestrians to walk across the walk. My eyes scan every single person as they make their way in front of us. Some are minding their own business while others look from the two of us to my bike. She prompts me with a pinch to my sides, waking me up to let me know we can go. These mind skills are a habit when I know danger is lurking. A goddamn necessity when it comes to protecting her, my most important mission to date.

      I nod, pull into an empty parking spot, cut the engine, and place my hands on her legs giving them a gentle squeeze. Unstrapping and pulling off my helmet, I place my hand out for her to take. She glides off, and I follow. “Let me help you take that off,” I start to say, but am caught off guard and completely spellbound by her excitement when she squeals, practically flies off the bike, and jumps right into my arms. Her legs are wrapping around my waist, her helmet still on her tiny head.

      “Take this thing off of me, so I can kiss you,” she babbles happily through her shield. I can feel eyes on us from every direction; not one of them matter when I see the blissful, flirty expression on her face after unhooking her helmet, tugging it off her head while she hangs on to me like a monkey, her braid all messed up. Her eyes slightly sly.

      “I love him,” Cora pledges loudly. All I see is the once young woman I fell for. Her innocent eyes as they would peer into mine. Hoping, wishing, and praying for our plans of being free. To be two young teenagers in love and to show each other off. Even to the townsfolk in our small community. Not a damn one of them meant shit to me. For her, they did. She wanted a simple life. Normal. And now as she plants her soft lips to mine, her tongue snaking out to take control of our kiss, I drop the helmet to the ground, place my hands on her ass, and kiss her like it’s our first time. Ravenously.

      “You can put me down now, Tarzan,” Cora enunciates softly with a giggle that sends my heart soaring. I don’t think I’ll ever tire of hearing her laugh.

      “Fuck that. You wanted to relive our teenage years, so that’s what we’re doing.” I’ve positioned her body around on my back, giving her a genuine piggy-back ride across the street, down the sidewalk a ways, then planting her feet firmly on the ground in front of the Harley Davidson shop she pointed at earlier. Our minds must be thinking alike today, as this was right where I wanted to go. I’m not going to tell her that. The thought of her thinking about wanting bike gear mixed with the delightful arrival of a happy Cora is enough for me to allow her to think she derived going into this store all on her own. It’s also owned by an ex-Marine who happens to supply the department with the protective gear we need through his billion-dollar ballistics company. They make everything from bulletproof windows to safe rooms, vests, and more. He’ll be as discreet as they come when I ask him to supply me with a couple more helmets.

      The guy is loaded, too. A damn mastermind. He’s the reason why I feel secure enough to have Ethan and Cora stay with me until we feel it’s safe enough for them to go home. Something tells me Vivian won’t be spending much time in my home for the time being, or I’d ask her. She’ll be safe with her parents, if that’s where she decides to go.

      “I’m assuming this is where you wanted to go?” I joke, knowing damn well it is.

      “Yes,” she replies like a kid. Eyes wide, teeth showing as she smiles and reaches up to plant a brief kiss on my cheek.

      “Come on then, baby, let me get you into some leather, so I can turn around and take it off you the minute we get to my place.” She exclaims while gasping when I open the door for her to enter.

      “I want you in my bed tonight,” I whisper in her ear, slap her teasing little ass, and lift my chin at Dane, who’s headed our way.

      “Murdock. You crazy motherfucker. How the hell are you?” Dane lifts his brows in a mystifying way the closer he gets to us. The bastard can’t take his bugged-out eyes off of my woman.

      “I’m better than I’ve been in years,” I tell him. He, too, has listened to the story of Cora’s death and how it affected me over several drunken nights. The man is very familiar with my pain as he, too, lost the woman he loved once. The bitch cheated on him while he was overseas. Now he’s like I used to be. Random women when you need them. Guard your heart against all the fucked-up beauties who will rip it out without a care.

      Those lifted brows narrow when he stands in front of us.

      “It’s a long story. One I promise to tell you, brother. This is Cora. She’s alive, man,” I spill the news to him quickly.

      “Jesus Christ. You’re Cora?” the big guy stutters as if he just pulled those words right out of his ass when he sticks out his big hand to shake hers.

      “Hi,” Cora says meekly. Gone is the playfulness. Confusion has taken its place.

      “It’s a goddamn pleasure, Cora. I’ve heard so much about you over the years. All I can say is I’m shocked and happy. I’m not going to pry, but you do owe me a talk, brother,” he affirms, releases her hand, and stands there looking as shocked as the rest of us were.

      “I know. Right now, though, I need a couple helmets. Small and medium, and Cora needs some leather,” I explain.

      “Well, come on then. I can have Janice get you everything you need,” he says, still stunned. Still staring like a gaping fool.

      We follow him through the rows of bikes to the back of the store, where he introduces Cora and Janice. While she saunters off to get what she wants, I give Dane a brief lowdown while my eyes never once leave her until she enters the dressing room. I don’t need to ask for his help. He offers it without hesitation. Another phase in my plan is complete. Now, to get my ass to the station to derive a goddamn plan to do this the right way and hope like a bitch it fails. I promised her I would do this the legal way. I never promised I wouldn’t kill him while doing it.
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      Today is a dream come true in many ways. It is the perfect afternoon. I’ll never forget the look of the teenage boy I remember on Riddick’s face when he takes my hand in his and we silently walk down the pier, stopping every so often so we can stare at our palms pressed together. Every time we do, he brings them up to his lips and gently kisses the tips of my fingers. A shiver runs down my spine when I outline those same lips with a force that overthrows all my rationality to the fact we are in public. I kiss him every time he pauses. Deep and hard. Harder than I ever have before. Deeper than I did after being undeniably silly after riding openly free on his bike. All because for one day we are able to show people around us we were a couple in love.

      There are so many women in this world who simply want the attention of the man they love and never receive it. Not in the way they truly wish for. A simple arm around her shoulder, a loving gaze, a tender touch. Those small gestures go both ways in a relationship where you don’t care what others think, because the only person you care about is standing in front of you. I want to yell at the couples walking on the sidewalks, going in and out of the stores not touching, not speaking to another, the husbands or boyfriends doing the comfortable nod when asked a question, and ask them, why? Why are you standing here taking one another for granted? Do you not care that your opinion means something to her? That your simple nod or her eye roll is a waste of precious time? That man, that woman you take for granted could be gone within your next heartbeat; and where would you be then? You’d be dead inside. You’d wish you told her that dress looked beautiful on her. Or that you’d give anything to hold her hand just one more time if only she were there for you to do so. I’ve lived it for years, and trust me it is a much better place to be on this side of the fence where there is no comfort zone. There’s only time. Precious God-giving time. Of course, I don’t say any of that; but it was how I felt. How I’ll feel until I’m old, wrinkled, and struggling for that last breath, because I don’t want to let go of this man’s hand, this man’s heart ever again. Not even to take the smallest thing for granted.

      I buy clothes, too, today. Ones I never thought I’d wear. I should say Riddick buys them for me. He whispers in my ear that he’s never been able to give me anything before and now he wants to give me everything. I tell him all I need is him. A man who I know wants to provide for both Ethan and me, so I graciously let him. The clothes at the Harley store were only the beginning of the many things he buys for me. It’s a good thing we live close to town so we can come back to pick it all up tomorrow, including the extravagant gift he bought Ethan today. I can’t wait to cherish the memory of the expression on his face when he sees it.

      All of my worries and fear of the morning were swept out to sea today. I wish they’d stay there, tossing away in the deepest trenches of the ocean. They won’t, or rather he won’t. They’ll surface like a tangling web of seaweed only to wrap around my throat and choke me as they slowly creep back in with the tide later. For now, though, I stand in this massive theater room with my mouth hanging wide open and admire what Riddick has done.

      “Oh my God.” My words are slightly high-pitched. I am awestruck when we walk through the door of Riddick’s what looks like to be his own theater room slash man cave. I coerce my heart to level out its unsteady beats as I take in the room before me. I have never seen a room more impressive in my life. Who needs to go to the drive-in movies when they have this?

      “Do you like it?” He probes from where he’s positioned himself a few feet beside me, head tilted to the side, studying my every move. He’s leaning against the wall, hands in his pockets, one foot perched up on the wall, a self-satisfied look on his handsome face.

      “It’s remarkable. Ethan is never going to want to leave this room,” I acknowledge truthfully. One wall is covered with a large movie screen. A brown leather sectional couch sits in the middle of the room facing the screen. Two large matching reclining chairs are behind it. There’s a small dark, wooden bar with a few glassed in panels built into the wall next to it. They’re all beautiful. A man’s dream room. But none of them come close to what I see in the two glassed-in shelving units next to the bar. Medals. Awards. My feet move toward them, rapidly. My eyes are glistening with tears.

      “I saw these on your uniform when I searched you out. Riddick, these are… I’m proud of you.” My fingers skim over the glass delicately. There’s a medal of valor, distinguished rifleman, unit awards, and individual serviceman awards. There has to be over a hundred of them in here.

      “Do you ever talk about your time over there? The things you did or saw?” I enquire, still studying his accomplishments.

      “Not really. It’s a part of me I’ll never forget. A part I’m proud to have done, but to talk about it… No. I’m lucky enough to remember my time at war. I know many men who aren’t. Dedicated and loyal men who gave up their lives for our country. That’s something I’ll keep locked away.” He shrugs, hands still in his pockets as he, too, stares for several long drawn-out minutes. Remembering a part of his life I may never know about. A part that saddens me. A part that brings me back to my thoughts of today. Life is too short. Don’t run through it. Walk at a steady pace; live as if today is your last, and if you’re lucky to have more, then repeat. Daily.

      “Ethan will love those,” I say, tugging one of his hands out of his pocket to hold.

      “He saw them briefly the other night. In fact, he zoomed in and out of every room but one.”

      “That sounds like him. He’s a busy kid. One day you’ll be able to tell us both about each one of these,” I articulate. I would love nothing more than to hear this part of his life if he’s willing to share. Ironically, as I watch him highlight his mind on a difficult part of his past, his features stern, his eyes trained on one certain spot, he reminds me of Ethan. They both go deep into concentration on whatever object holds their interest. It’s a part of the two of them I love.

      “Is it crazy of me to say that I feel like I can talk to him about anything already?” His response widens my smile.

      “No. I told you parenting comes natural to some, and trust me you have what it takes to be a great dad. You’ve proven it since you first found out about him,” I say clearly.

      “I love him in an indescribable way.” I crane my neck to look up and him. His voice is so low and deep. I stand there speechless when I see tears glistening in his eyes.

      “Love for your child is indescribable, Riddick. For you to even say that is all the proof you’ll ever need for yourself. To him, you have nothing to prove.”

      “Yeah. What about you, Angel? Is there anything I need to prove to you?” I become flustered when he locks his heated eyes with mine. Immediately turned on and forgetting all about the outside world once again for I don’t know how long as his warm lips kiss the back of my neck. Grazing ever so gently. Seducing as he makes his way up to my ear, pulling my lobe between his teeth. The love I have for this man impacts my body in the most pleasurable ways. Warmth. Breathtaking.

      “No. You’re beating heart is all the proof I need. Now, are you going to show me this one room you’re talking about?” My words are barely perceptible. I’m positive it’s his bedroom. The one I have yet to see. The one he has yet to make love to me in.

      “My heart beats for you, Cora. I’ll show you this room. If that’s what you want.” Every single one of those words sends an impatient shiver through me. That, plus the way he presses his erection into my back and grabs me by the hand. He flicks off the light in a rush and pulls me down the hall, where he briefly shows me his office, another bathroom, and a massive guest room. We then make our way up the stairs to the top level. I gasp, loudly, lose my footing, almost crashing to the floor when I see what looks to appear that the entire top floor of his home is his bedroom.

      It steals my breath away. Shiny Hardwood floors. A workout area complete with a treadmill, free weights, and every other machine you would see in a gym. Images of a hard, rippled chest of muscles with Riddick dripping in sweat flash through my mind as my mind’s eye visualizes him running bare-chested, shorts hung low on the treadmill. Sexy as hell.

      There’s a living area space with a couch and a chair. A fireplace with a brown rug with lavender swirls. Pictures. So many pictures are covering the walls. Of him, me, and us. My body becomes frozen. The only thing I feel is the rapid thump of my beating heart that wants to leap out of my chest and position itself inside every single one of those photos.

      “Oh my God, Riddick. These…That…” I stumble my words once the understanding of what he has done wears off. He professionally had these done somehow. All of these were taken on an old camera of his. I point to the photos all in neat little rows. My words lost in my throat.

      “They’re everything, Angel.” The way he says my nickname, so low, so sweet, so full of desire has me placing my hands across my chest to slow my erratic beating hub that’s working its way to an earth-shattering, time-stopping fullness of all things eternal. I have photographic memories now. Not ones that have lived in my head. I want to laugh and cry at the same time. Get on my knees and thank anyone who will listen. These photos undo me, and I give in to the weakening of my knees, allowing them to buckle from underneath me. I don’t hit the floor like expected. How could I when he swoops me into his arms and carries me across the room to his bed? The comforter, matching pillows, and rugs are the same design, too. Brown with lavender. He did this for me. All of it.

      Gently, he lays me down on the bed. Kneels before me to remove my new leather boots. Once he strips himself of his own, he simply presses me down on the bed, his strong body following. Our gazes are locked. Our memories are held. We don’t need the words of our past to taint what we share. The bad recollections of the sparse stolen nights. The brief hallway glances in school. The sneaking around. None of that means a thing when what we have is here and now. Our son. Our love. Together. That wall of photos is a wall that means more to me than any word either of us could ever say. I fall asleep in his arms after bawling like a baby, and he lets me.
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      I woke up a few hours ago with an exquisite ache between my legs. After crying myself to sleep the other night, Riddick stripped me of my clothes. Made love to me slowly and again the following morning. Last night, he fucked me over the back of the couch with my hands handcuffed once again while he worshiped me with his tongue, driving me mad and out of my mind. He seems to take his role as a cop to the extreme with those cuffs. I told him so. I also reminded him that two could play at that game and the day will come where I cuff him to his bed to torture him, keep him from being able to touch me like he has done to me. He challenged me to try, and I will. I’ve gone so long without touching him that the need to do so any chance I get is rooted deeply in me. It’s the same for him, though. The need, the desire to worship and to please. I’ll figure out a way to hook him into my trap, to seduce him, drive him wild until he has no choice but to beg me to take the cuffs off.

      And now, here I sit flicking my eyes from the stairs to the clock. The actual time that never really exists is mocking me as I stare at the hands slowly ticking beside Riddick’s bed. It’s been two days since we had our fun day. Two nights of staying here, hanging out and being a family. Our days spent on the beach with Dane surfing and protecting us while Riddick works, our nights spent tucked away in this home. And two days closer to my birthday. You would think I would be dreading turning thirty. Instead, I’m dreading the day for reasons that are taking over my existence. Beating the shit out of my heart and my mind.

      I’m also berating myself for lying. I may have kept things hidden from Ethan to protect him, but I have never lied to him. That is, up until the other morning when we picked him up from Aaron’s.

      We told him we were going to move into Riddick’s home at Ethan’s pace, gradually. Well, unbeknownst to me, my son’s pace is faster than the quickest animal on the planet. He was ready before Riddick and I were done telling him our lie. Now I’m consumed with guilt. Thinking that how we decided to handle this was a mistake, that we should have kept sneaking around, but Riddick wouldn’t listen to me. His decision was already made that the two of us were done hiding our relationship and the last person we should be keeping it from is our son. I understand what he’s saying; what I can’t seem to get through the thick head of his so it will penetrate into his brain is I’m worried out of my mind that all of this is too much for Ethan. My parents, Vivian, and even Riddick have all told me that it’s not. However, Mom did tell me she would think I had lost my motherly touch if I wasn’t worried.

      So now here I am, wanting to curl up in a ball while Riddick does the father-son talk or whatever it is he’s doing down there while I stare wide-eyed and rubbernecking like a chicken about ready to get its head cut off. We have to keep the truth from Ethan; so given our current circumstances we told him what we thought he would want to hear. Of course, I left out the part of his parents sleeping in the same room.

      Chaos is my life right now. It’s utterly filled with it. I’m being pulled in too many directions. Losing my mind over all of this to the point I’ve made myself physically sick. Of course, I’ve hidden it from everyone. The sweaty palms, the increase in my heart rate. Cold hands and feet every time Riddick walks out his door to meet with the FBI, only for him to call or come back telling me nothing. It’s police business now. My time to give my statement will come soon, or so he says. It’s also the first time he will meet my mom. At a damn police station of all places. They want every family member’s recollection of that dreadful night on paper. Mom, Dad, and Vivian know everything now. All of it has been done over the phone once again. I’m thankful they’ve been busy at the hospital, where security is tight. Vivian has been staying there, too, all of them sleeping in between delivering babies. I want this all done and over, so I can get back to my job, our patients. My life. Helping bring a child into this world has been something I’ve wanted to do since the day I gave birth to Ethan. It fills me with joy to see a newborn take his or her first breath. To see the look of pure, unconditional love on the mother’s face when she holds her child for the first time. The tears of joy, the promise of protection from the father.

      The FBI wants my mom and Vivian to give statements tomorrow. I’m going to hate reliving that horrible night in more detail when I give them mine, especially in front of Riddick, but the strength I have to bring justice offsets the horrible memories I’ll never forget, no matter what happens to my brother. It’s terrible of me to admit to myself that I hope he dies. That he’s shot straight through his dark chest and rots in hell for what he has done.

      And let’s not forget I have to be fingerprinted to prove I’m who I say I am. It’s bullshit that we have to cut our way through that giant ball of red tape before they look for the worthless prick. I’m so mad about it that my usual confined temper will probably flare like a bunch of defective fireworks and shoot off in the direction of whichever officer takes my prints. Idiots.

      “Mom. Henley is here for my lesson,” Ethan hollers from the top of the stairs, bringing me out of my somber slump. I jump off the bed before he can reach me. Straighten out my t-shirt and shorts and smooth out my still damp hair.

      “Wow. This room is sweet.” He heads right toward the weights, struggles as he tries to lift one, only to drop it right back down. I cover my mouth to stifle my laugh. My son is not perfect, but he sure is adorable.

      “Yeah. It’s pretty amazing,” I say.

      “Is that you and Dad?” He points to the pictures on the wall.

      “It is.”

      “Man, look at his bare arms. I like him covered in tattoos better, don’t you?” Ethan takes his time looking at every photo. I admire his features. So young, so full of life.

      “I do. Although I think I would love him no matter how he looked, Ethan. That’s what loving someone is about, buddy. It’s about accepting them for who they are. The outside of a person can be beautiful. Flawless. However, if they are an ugly person on the inside, then they will end up being lonely for the rest of their life,” I answer, cross my arms over my chest, and wonder if I should say something about their talk or not. I decide against it. What I just said was a little deep for an eleven-year-old.

      “Like your brother?” He validates what I said with those words.

      “Just like him,” I respond, then smile wide at my child’s alertness.

      “Dad told me you’d be sleeping in here,” he blurts with a shrug of his shoulders.

      “Oh,” I say, stunned, observing him for any signs of being uncomfortable. He’s calm. Too wise for his age. He can slow down any time now. I won’t mind at all.

      “I told him I was cool with it, you know; because I am, Mom. I told you that already.” He shrugs like it’s no big deal.

      “You sure, buddy? I mean if you’re not—”

      “Are you happy, Mom?” He cuts me off. His eyes stare into mine with purpose. His expression is nothing like I’ve seen on my carefree child before.

      “Very happy, Ethan. I love him. I love you, too.”

      “I love you, too, Mom. Can we just be a family now? I don’t want you worrying about me anymore. It’s kind of driving me nuts.”

      “I’ll always worry about you, Ethan. Your health and happiness is part of me being your mom. But, to answer your question, yes, I’ll try as long as you promise me one thing?” I lift my brow when he regards me confusingly.

      “If it’s to quit swearing, I said I wouldn’t anymore.” He looks so serious I can’t help but laugh this time.

      “That’s not it. Although you can stop that, too. I want you to promise you’ll come to me if there is anything about this situation at all that makes you uncomfortable. I mean anything, Ethan. You may not understand this now, but hopefully, someday you will. You’re the most important person in my life. I don’t ever want you to feel that you can’t talk to me, or your dad for that matter, about anything. No matter what it is, Ethan, okay?”

      “Okay, Mom. Can we head to the beach for my lesson now? I need to practice if I’m going to win that competition.”

      And there you have it. Time stops once again in the most beautiful way.
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      “You better start talking, goddamn it, or you’re going down with the two of them.” I verbalize it as a fucking fact, since it sure the hell is one and this nose-stuck-up-his-own-ass lawyer moments.

      Richard Chapman, the lawyer who drew up the will for Cora’s parents, is a pain in my goddamn ass, a lethal weapon in this case, and he fucking knows it. It took a threat from the FBI to drag him and his entourage of high profile lawyers to what he calls our measly little police precinct. I’m not sure who the fuck he thinks he is by not cooperating, but he’s about to go down even if he didn’t have a damn thing to do with it, or maybe he did, and he’s the missing link. I’ll kill him right the hell here if his smug face so much as twitches.

      He is shown documents that are as fake as the tits on the only female lawyer with him. The one who is making it obvious she’s fucking me in her mind. The bitch. I wouldn’t touch her snake-eyed body for anything.

      “Settle down, Murdock, or you’re out of here,” Field Agent McGraw of the FBI tries to reprimand my ass. No such luck, buddy.

      “I will not settle the fuck down.” He may be in charge here, but goddamn it, he knows this is my entire world we are talking about. If he thinks I’m going to sit here and sweet talk this man, who somehow managed to get his head up his own ass, then he is as mistaken as the huge mistake Jesse made when he tore Cora’s life apart. “Now, where was I?” I lift my brows at McGraw then angle my head, slam my fist on the table, and take this interrogation into my own hands. “We’re a little over a week away from Cora’s birthday, which means that fucker will be coming to see you. Now, it’s my understanding that you’re a busy man, Dick,” I emphasize his name, because that’s exactly what he is: a dick. One with no goddamn balls. “Which leads me to believe that either he already has an appointment with you or one of your associates. All you have to do is give us the time and place, and we can be on our way. I can go back home to my woman and son, and you can go back to shoveling shit up people’s asses. What’s it going to be?” These people pulsate with the vitality of someone with air between their heads, and yet they know exactly what I’m talking about.

      “Look, Detective. I can’t begin to imagine what kind of life this has been for any of you. You know as well as I do that I can’t divulge that kind of information. What I can tell you is this. Feel free to have undercover officers show up outside my building on her birthday.” I cut him off before he has the chance to insult my intelligence.

      “Fuck you. How stupid do you think I am? Her birthday is on a Saturday. I know damn well you spend your Saturdays buried between this bitch’s legs instead of in your office.” I point my finger in the direction of his associate or whoever the hell she is to him. Fucking pigs. Both of them. This dickless asshole is married, has three grown daughters, and is fucking this bitch behind his wife’s back. I want to bitch slap him until he cowers in the corner for not taking his marital vows seriously. Fucker.

      “Are you spying on us?” Miss I’ll-fuck-anything starts to speak. Her words just cause me to snap.

      I tackle her question while ignoring her flapping jaws and startled, wide-eyed she’s-been-caught act and address this fool once again. “I’m a goddamn detective, that’s how. We’ve been busting our asses for days to find every piece of information we can find to bury you if you decided not to cooperate. Does Lenore, your wife, or your daughters know you’ve been fucking this bitch for over a year? If not, I have no problem showing them the evidence. I’m sure they’d be so proud to know you’re a lying, cheating asshole.” I have no idea where his daughters are or their names for that matter. Don’t really care. But if this man thinks I won’t show the pictures of his bare ass while he pounds this cunt from behind on his desk, then he’s sorely mistaken. Those images of his hairy ass are burned in my brain. I’d hate to do the same thing to them, but I’ll do whatever it takes to get to the man I desperately need to bring down.

      “Try it and see what kind of lawsuit I bring against you and this entire department,” he snarls.

      “Threating a cop is a crime. Threating a suspect who could possibly be involved in one is my job, buddy,” I tell him with vengeance pouring out of my mouth. I’m teetering on the edge of snapping his neck.

      Jesus, and these people are supposed to be good attorneys? The way I see it, the only decent person in his office is his secretary, who was happy to give up the information we needed. We already know Jesse is coming in for a nine-o-clock appointment on July 25th, Cora’s birthday. We just don’t know where the meeting is. The greedy fucker wants that big, fat check. We asked Richard to meet with us in hopes he would co-operate. See the wrong that’s been done here. Obviously, the rumors of how ruthless and cutthroat he is are true. He may be one bargaining motherfucker in the courtroom, but here he’s a pawn. A pussy who is going down. I’ll drag his ass from here to eternity if need be. I don’t give two fucks anymore whether it hurts his innocent family.

      “Leaking information that you have no proof of is a crime, Mr. Murdock,” Richard, who finally grows a set of balls to challenge me, speaks.

      “I have all the proof I need, pal. I also know that it’s against the law to harbor a fugitive. To not give up his whereabouts. And it is also against the law for you to give that man a dime when all the proof you need that Cora should be your client and not him is right the fuck in front of you. What the fuck is wrong with you? Is it your cut of the money?” I seethe.

      “It’s because of me.” My spine goes ramrod straight at the sound of Tyson’s voice, the door slamming behind him as he enters the room. I spin around, my eyes trying to meet his. He isn’t looking my way. His dark eyes are blazing at Richard, who now stands so abruptly that his chair clatters to the floor. The bitch beside him gasps in absolute shock.

      “What the fuck do you mean, because of you?” I say, confused as all hell as to why he is in here when he said he wanted nothing to do with this interrogation, which at the time I thought nothing of. Figured he knew that this was my deal so he would allow me to blow off some of the rage that is building inside of me by doing this myself.

      “Richard,” he addresses, calmly ignoring me altogether.

      “You rotten piece of shit. How dare you?” Richard strikes. My head is volleying back and forth between these two like an intense must-needed tennis point to win the match while they stare hatefully at one another. It’s goddamn intense in here.

      “What in the fuck? Tyson.” I break this gauging war to the side it should be on, mine, goddam it, by moving to stand directly in front of Tyson’s line of fire.

      “He’s Lynne’s father.” Tyson directs his attention to me, focusing on my reaction while I stumble backward as if he’s sucker-punched me. Which in my world he sure the fuck just did.

      “What the fuck? Jesus Christ,” I verbalize loudly, hiss at his words that have my head reeling. It all makes sense. Well, not really. It’s a goddamn soap opera. The days of our dramatic fucking lives are what they are. No wonder Tyson froze up when he did. No wonder he’s been distant since Jude found the lawyer’s name and said it out loud at my house.

      I quickly gather my shit together. Tyson owes me an explanation. One I intend to get. Not today, though. Whatever the fuck happened all those years ago will not be dragged out here. I may be shocked right now, but this is much more important than a war that should have ended years ago.

      “Whatever happened between us has nothing to do with this. If you’re holding back information because of me and my involvement in this investigation, then you are the son of a bitch I’ve always known you to be. There’s an eleven-year-old boy involved in this, Richard. One who just found out his father is alive. Take that into consideration, turn the table, and tell me how you would feel if you were standing in Riddick’s shoes. If it were Lynne and her child. I know better than anyone how much you love your daughter. For once in your goddamn pathetic life do the right thing.” For the first time since I’ve known the man, Tyson stands there staring at this dickhead and spills out more information than he has ever said about Lynne before. My head is reeling from it, yet not a damn word of it makes any sense. Especially the part of Richard being her father.

      “She’s happy, you motherfucker. Keep your distance from her. You hear me? Now, get this motherfucker out of my sight.” Richard adjusts his tie, uprights his chair, and sits down calmly as if Tyson was never in the room. The door slams shut with Tyson’s departure without him saying another word. The room fills with silence while I stare at the vacated spot my friend stood in, wondering what in the hell I just witnessed and what in God’s name has he been keeping from me.
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        * * *

      

      “Where’s Tyson?” I ask over the loud rustling noise of every damn cop in this precinct. I need to find his ass like right the fuck now.

      I want to thank him and choke the hell out of him. His short-fused words must have gotten through, because the minute he left, Richard confirmed that Jesse had indeed gotten ahold of him. However, they were not meeting at his office like he confirmed they had last time. They were meeting at Richard’s home, which he found odd. However, we sure as hell didn’t. Because he’s fucking lying. Jesse may have contacted him. However, he knows that piece of shit is coming for my family sooner than I thought. I can feel it in the pit of my gut, yet right now there isn’t a damn thing I can do but get my ass home.

      I’ll bet my life that bastard is calling Jesse right now, telling him I know every goddamn twist of his filthy knife. Every motherfucking lie he told. And here I am trying to find my friend to give me some goddamn answers, because that prick of a lawyer we had to let go of since there isn’t enough evidence gathered to hold him here, is as much in on this as Jesse is.

      Jesse doesn’t want to be seen in public. He has plans to take that money and disappear. I know it. I’ll give him credit for trying to play it smart. He knows he’s a dead man walking.

      “I don’t know, brother. What the hell is going on?” Jude’s voice drips with concern. He stops typing on his computer, pulls off his glasses, and regards me seriously.

      “I’m not sure,” I inform him. I’m not about to worry Jude over a situation I’m unsure of myself.

      “I’ll fill you in, Jude. You go home, Riddick. Take care of your family. I mean it. I don’t want to see your face until we have something. You get me?” McGraw scrutinizes me as well as answers Jude’s question.

      “I better be the first person you call if that fucker leads you to him.” I regard him in a matter-of-fact manner.

      “You will be.”

      “Find him, Jude.” I hold McGraw’s gaze, taking into account that once Jude is filled in, he won’t leave this place until he’s tracked Jesse down before he tries to come up with a way to get to Cora. Every lead has led to a dead end so far. Jude’s been at it for days. The exhaustion is written all over him.

      I grab my helmet from the seat at my desk, lift my chin, walk down the hall, and disappear out the side door before anyone can stop me by asking questions or offering their help.

      “I knew you’d come out that door.” Tyson gives way to his large body standing next to our bikes. Arms crossed over his chest, eyes flaring as if he’s the one who just received the shock of his life. I stop directly in front of him, and my goddamn heart hits the heated pavement, sizzling like a burned piece of meat when the anger I had earlier vanishes. The sadness in his eyes shows the opposite of his stature. The unshed tears are begging to fall from a man I thought I knew. A man who holds more secrets than the ones that have been flying at me left and right like the bullets in Afghanistan did all those years ago when we stood side by side ready to burn those that wronged our country into ashes. To mix them with the sand of the dry desert.

      “If you’re going to fill me in, can you do it fast? I need to get home.” I understand how bad he’s hurting. I’ve been there, but now is not the time for this.

      “I owe both you and Jude an explanation, and you’ll get it. The only thing you need to know right now is that motherfucker cannot be trusted. Whatever the fuck he told you may or may not be a lie. He’s a snake that will strike at any moment, especially when he feels trapped and, brother, I’m here to tell you, him seeing me will fuck this all to hell. He wants to pay me back for what he thinks I’ve done.” His words unnerve me. Every vertebra in my spine creaks, snaps, and scrapes across my spinal cord, causing my body to stop movement of any kind.

      We stand there for God knows how long staring at each other, my fucked-up mind trying to process it all. Conjecturing what the hell he thinks Tyson did when I know this man in front of me. He may be keeping shit from me, but there is no way he lied to me about her. She left him. She broke him. Shattered him. Buddies as close as we are have no reason to lie about shit like that. We have no reason to lie to each other at all. Especially when every step we took out there could have been our last. Every goddamn bloody burning breath we took could have been our last.

      “He said they were meeting at his house. Gave us an address, time,” I advise him sternly. I don’t have to acknowledge what he needs to tell me about Lynne. He’ll disclose it when what I’m dealing with is over. When we can make his situation a priority and help him, if that’s what he wants.

      “What address did he give you?” He lifts his brows, uncrosses his arms, and takes the paper with the address from my outstretched hand. “Yeah. That’s where they live. I’m telling you, man, he’s got his hands in this.” He hands it back as if it caught his hands on fire. “Let’s get you home. I’ll follow you. You can fill me in on everything when we get there.” “Tyson,” I say, hopeful my words come out the way I mean them to. “I don’t know how this is all going to go down but, brother, I trust you with their lives. If Jesse doesn’t try to get to her before Saturday, I’m going to need you to stake his house. You down with that?” I know damn well he is. No matter if Lynne were to be standing at the front door, he’d do his job before he’d acknowledge her presence. We’ve always had that sixth sense of perceiving what the other is thinking, the next move, the having each other’s back. It’s all part of the nuptials you have with the family you make when your next move could cost you or the man next to you his life. It’s the-pit-of-your-stomach, the I’ll-risk-my-life-for-yours feeling that sends you to your knees with the knowledge you aren’t alone. That everyone feels the same.

      I smirk when those words stumble on a lilt and a laugh out of his mouth followed by my code name.

      “I’ll always have your back, Murdock. Now, get on that pussy ass bike of yours and get your goddamn ass home. Besides, you know me, man. I’ll chop a goddamn snake’s head off before the first hiss slithers out of its mouth.”
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        * * *

      

      After pulling into my drive, I yank off my helmet and drag my hands down my face. “Shit. Time to meet her mom.” I’m not prepared to meet her. Not when all I want to do is grab my family and lock them up somewhere.

      It’s been several days of hell. Several days of brief encounters with Cora and one hell of a morning talking to Ethan about the birds and the bees. Thank God that kid is smart. All it took was my asking him how he felt about us sharing a room, and the eye rolls started coming. Along with the “Shit, now you’re worried about me, too,” flowing freely out of his mouth. I scoffed and went right into my unprepared speech with him anyway, because I wanted to. Told him that he was the best thing that happened to his mother and me, and everything happens for a reason. It was the first serious conversation I had with my son. One that many people hate having. It sure wasn’t my favorite topic, but it was necessary, and one I hope he listens to.

      I gave Cora and Ethan the time they needed to talk after that, then jogged up the stairs to tell the two of them good-bye, and now right before the sun collapses for the night, I’m walking through my door, ready to see her, to see him. Only I freeze, as does everyone else in the room. My boiling blood hardens. My heart slackens to a slow deathbed strum. Something is wrong.

      I’ve walked into a family pow-wow, except not a one of them is talking. They are all staring off into space blankly.

      “Oh my God, Riddick.” Vivian notices me first. Her frightened gaze catches me off guard as her hands fall from her puffed out, blood shot eyes.

      “Dad.” Ethan runs from the huddle straight to me. His arms are flying around my waist, gripping on to me tightly. He looks lost, confused with his innocent eyes tearing into mine with a silent plea for help. And Dane, he looks guilt-ridden, ashamed, and remorseful.

      I’m unable to speak as I look around the room for the one person I desperately need to see. She’s not here to welcome me home. No ‘How was your day?’ or ‘Hey, dinner will be ready soon.’ The only reminder she was even here is the lingering of her smell, except today that smell is faint, whereas the smell of fear overrides every damn thing in this house.

      “Jesse… he has her. He took my…. Fuck. He took her,” Ron cries out before he drops to his knees on the floor, and my heart follows.

      As I stand there with my son’s fists gripping my shirt, his sobs racking throughout this hollowed room, his entire body shaking with fear, my entire being is trying to figure out how in the hell this could have happened. How the fuck did he get to her and where do we go from here?

      It’s as if the years of training I’ve had have dissipated along with her. She’s been taken away again. Not only from me but a young boy, who by the way is clinging to me as if I’m all he’s got, could possibly lose his mother to the hands of men who will torture the hell out of her before they kill her. There’s no damn way Jesse will keep her alive. Not when he knows we’ve found one another, and definitely not when the bastard somehow found out that we know.

      “Dane, how the hell did this happen?” Tyson steps around me asking the question I can’t seem to filter out of my mouth. I wrap my hands around Ethan as tightly as I can. Truth be told, I need him to lean on as much as he needs me. Maybe more, because as I stand here on shaky legs, staring into the eyes of three people who are looking back at me as if I have all the answers, my heart collapses from this nightmare that seems to never end.

      “We walked out to get her mail, then she went upstairs to shower. I don’t know how long it was before I realized she never came back down. I went to check on her and found this. I called the station to tell you, but the two of you had already left. They should be getting here any second.” He hands what looks like a card to Tyson. I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and read the words that feel like an icy hand has gripped my heart. Its firm hold sends shockwaves to my brain while I silently bleed inside.

      Something snaps. Reality stings like a motherfucking bitch when I read that he demanded she bring Ethan with her.

      “Goddamn it.” I crack the silence in my troubled mind. Ethan jerks in my arms. I feel him lift his head to peer up at me. If I dare to look at him, I’ll crumble to the ground. I can’t bear it, so I pull my shit together for all of us.

      His words must hold some sort of relevance as the sirens start to blare in the distance. I remove one hand from Ethan, dig into my front pocket to retrieve my phone, and sure as fuck, there are three missed calls. Fuck, how the hell could I have missed them?

      “Ethan, buddy, you have to let me go. I need to get your mom.” It kills me to take hold of his hands and remove him myself when he doesn’t say a word. He’s in shock, which is good to a point that he may not remember half the shit that happens once everyone gets here. I know exactly what he’s going through right now. Except I couldn’t do a thing to save my mother; but I sure as fuck will take my last breath to bring his home to him.

      “I got him.” Vivian steps in, takes him by the hand, and guides him to the couch. The look in his eyes guts me. He may not be able to speak, but he sure as hell is sending me signals through those red-rimmed eyes. He trusts me. One trustful look from him is what barks in my ear loud enough to have me running up the stairs to find the bed perfectly made. Her smell everywhere. There’s no evidence of foul play. She left on her own free will just like he asked. Except, she didn’t take Ethan. My girl knew what would happen if she did. Her brother would have killed him.

      And here we are again with her right next door. The tape is playing on repeat to a certain extent. I have no idea what the hell Jesse is thinking by having her right next door. Either the crazy lunatic wants me to bust the goddamn door down so he can start firing at me, or he wants me to hear her scream in fear. To live the rest of my life knowing she’s within my reach, yet with one wrong move, I could kill her.

      “I may kick your sweet little ass for not calling me, Angel.” That’s when I notice the nightstand open.

      “Fuck!” I roar. She found my dad’s old .45 caliber. “Motherfucker.”

      “Anything?” Tyson barrels into the room. His eyes are roaming every inch of the wide-open space.

      “She has my dad’s gun, man. That thing will blow her wrist apart if she shoots it.” I don’t give a shit about the fact that if she uses the gun, it will surely surface that he’s my father. What I do care about is that Cora has no idea how to use what she more than likely thinks is an everyday pistol. It’s a rare double-barreled pistol that will blow the head off a goddamn grizzly bear.

      “I’m going in. Fuck this shit.” I turn to face him, my eyes flaming with the hatred I feel for the son of a bitch who must have contacted Jesse the minute the bastard left our building. We fucked up by letting the prick go. Even though he was followed, which he knew about, we couldn’t contain him any longer without proper evidence or we would have blown this investigation to hell. Instead, he fucked us straight up the ass in a way he’ll pay with his life for.

      “Right now, I don’t give a flying fuck who Richard Chapman is. I want that motherfucker brought back in. You tell McGraw that bastard is mine.” I spit out his name right along with the dog shit that prick shoved in there when he shoved his lying words down my throat.

      “Riddick, wait. You’ve got to do this right. You can’t—” I cut him off with a glare that would cause a cobra to lower its head.

      “Fuck you. I can and I will. I’m not waiting for them to come up here and question me or to tell me to lock it down because I’m personally invested. They can fuck off right along with this job. That is my life over there. Everything I have wished for came true a little over a week ago; and I’ll be goddamned if I stand here and let some agent who can’t begin to understand the history I have with her lock my ass down. So you either rally your ass back down there to tell them what I said, or you scale down those pillars with me and help me get Cora back to our son,” I shoot back. His brows are lifting so high I swear they start swimming in his hairline.
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      “When was the last time anyone got our mail?” I examine the bills, flipping them one by one while talking to Dane as if he’ll have an answer. The man hasn’t left my side all day. He’s a great guy and all, but for God’s sake, all I’ve been doing is sitting on the beach or walking back and forth from my house to Riddick’s all day. I’m in desperate need of some alone time, a glass of wine, and a long hot shower.

      “By the looks of that stack in your hands, I’d say it’s been a while.” He chuckles from beside me as we enter Riddick’s house.

      “I wonder why? The last thing I’m thinking about is the mail, Dane.” I lift my brows as I bait him with a cunning smile.

      He doesn’t even take a nibble at my goading comment. He responds with a solid grunt. I roll my eyes at how serious he is. Yes, I’m thankful he’s been in my face, around every corner for the past few days, but the man needs to loosen up. Jesse would be as stupid as he looks if he tried anything with the security we have here. I’m surprised we haven’t had any of our neighbors moseying around, wondering why it looks like a Mafia king lives in the neighborhood.

      I sigh in absolute contentment when I glance at my dad and Ethan when we walk through the front door. They are engrossed in a movie, which catches Dane’s attention, so I make my way back to the immaculate kitchen to help Mom and Vivian with dinner.

      “Your car payment is due and look, here’s a coupon from bestvibrators.com. You may want this since you’ve sworn off men,” I tease Vivian, then toss her stack on the table in front of her.

      “Oh, you are so funny.” She smirks, then picks the coupon up and flings it at me as if she’s releasing a Frisbee, her eyes glued to the flimsy piece of cardboard as it barely misses my head and helicopters its way to the floor. She laughs. It’s great to hear her laughing. She’s been gloomy since the day after her night out, when, after prodding her ass, I found out she never went out at all. She went to work, is what she did. Picked up another shift.

      “Oh, did they change our work attire in our contracts since I’ve been gone?” I asked her teasingly.

      “Screw you,” was her tight-lipped response.

      “Right. That’s what I thought.” I lifted my brows, narrowed my eyes, and stood there with my hands set firmly on my hips, waiting for her to open up and tell me what the hell she has going on in that head of hers. She left, went to sleep at our parents’, and after several short phone calls later, she told me “Fuck it” and “He can go to hell,” so now here she sits with her bitch attitude, eyes glancing in every direction just waiting to see if Jude will walk through the door.

      Even though my darling sister refuses to admit it, I know damn well she put on those clothes for one reason only that day. Vivian was hoping to run into Jude. I have no idea what he’s doing or if he’ll show up announced. I told her that. I also repeated that she’s on her own with this one. That Riddick and I are not getting involved, and she may as well tear the bandage off that’s wrapped around her head and have it out with him once and for all.

      “When did you swear off men?” Mom looks over her shoulder from the counter, where she’s cutting up vegetables for the salad. I thought I’d surprise Riddick with a nice, comfortable family meal. Let him kick back with a beer in his hand while we all sit around and talk. We could all use a time-out from the storm clouds that are lingering around us even if it’s only for one night.

      “Since I decided that all men except Dad and Ethan are assholes,” her sharp-witted tongue lies. She’ll be back out there as soon as she gets over being shunned and embarrassed. Maybe. I don’t know. I think she really liked him or still does. Who the hell knows with the way she’s been acting?

      “I see.” Mom rolls her eyes at Vivian’s dramatic outburst.

      “I’m going to take a shower before Riddick gets back. I smell like sweat, ocean, and coconut.” I do, actually, but that’s not the reason I really want to escape. It’s because I know Mom is going to start in on Vivian and I don’t want to hear her whining over something she did to herself.

      “Okay,” they both say in unison. I peek my head around the corner to holler down the long hallway at Dane, so he knows where I am. When he hollers back to tell me Riddick is on his way, I practically run up the stairs with my mail still in my hands. I do a quick flip through the white envelopes to make sure there is nothing important and stop when I notice the familiar handwriting on an envelope. A silent scream rips throughout my entire body. All four walls in the spacious room close in on me, and my blood stops surging through my veins.

      “You’re a week early, Jesse. You know, don’t you?” I whisper.

      I stand there allowing the rest of the mail to free-fall to the floor, knowing in my mind I should wait until Riddick gets here to open what feels like a card. My hands start to shake as I slide my finger under the seal. After everything we’ve been through and everything we know, maybe there’s a clue to his whereabouts. A detective I’m not. However, if there’s anything in here at all that we can use against my brother, I will call Riddick right away. I do find it highly suspicious, though. Not once in all the years he’s been doing this has he been out of sync with his cards. He has always made sure they were delivered somehow on my birthday, no matter what day of the week it fell on. Even the year it was on a Sunday it was delivered by a courier.

      “So, why now, Jesse? Are you afraid of me now? Scared of what I might do?”

      I draw in a long, deep breath before I slide the card out, glance briefly at the front of the card with ironic dollar bills mismatched in every possible direction. “Fucker.”

      Like an old, worn-down wagon wheel, my head spins, my palms are clammy, and my blood boils with so much fear that I’m afraid I will never be free of it. Ever.

      
        
        You walk out that door and straight to your house with that punk of a son of yours thirty minutes after you open this, Cora, or I’ll wipe your back deck with Vivian’s blood after I fuck the cunt. No cops, no Riddick, just you and him.

      

      

      “Oh my God. He’s in my house?” How long has he been there? I shiver. My body breaks out in a cold sweat. God, he could have been hiding the few times we went there today. He could have killed Ethan when I took him to gather all his video games or when we went to get his wax so he could clean his old surfboard up after his competition. I close my eyes and take a deep breath as I do, the look on Ethan’s face when Riddick gave him the new board he bought him when we had our day out flashing through my mind. I have never seen that boy with a smile so wide on his face in his life when he took what the two of them called the best board in the world. That smile is my saving grace right now. One I need to hold on to when I take this screwed-up situation into my own hands.

      Confusion and panic begin to race through my mind and body; my brother can go straight to fucking hell if he thinks I’ll bring my son anywhere near him. I refuse to allow him anywhere near my son. I will kill him first if he thinks I won’t protect Ethan from ever having the displeasure of being in the same room as him. Besides, what’s he going to do to me if I don’t bring him? Kill me? His self-absorbed mind plans to try anyway. So fuck him. I will not be bringing my son with me.

      Instead of my brain shutting down and panicking, I drop the card for evidence as I scan my eyes around this room, looking for a weapon. Riddick has to have something up here. I pull out every drawer in his nightstand, searching frantically, shoving items out of way until I freeze when my hands land on the barrel of a gun. I take a deep, needed breath and slowly pull it from the drawer, before tossing it on the bed. Then I roam around the room until my eyes land on the only pair of workout pants I brought over. I quickly undress, tug the pants on, and then grab the gun and shove it down the back, the cold steel resting against my ass. I grab one of Riddick’s old t-shits to conceal the bulgy thing and run, because knowing how crazy Jesse is he’ll show up here to deliver that final blow to finally take my son away from me. I have no idea how long it’s been since I grabbed the mail or when he put the card there. God, the thought of him in my home makes me want to burn the thing down. I escape down the outside stairs as quietly as I can, my breathing erratic, my brain praying, because I feel it in my gut knowing that I’m about to come face-to-face with my deepest fear.

      Only it’s not him I see first after I hit the top step of the deck and make my way into the near dark kitchen in a rushed pace that has goose bumps laminating across my skin, my eyes starting to water as I feel them enlarge with every step he takes toward me. Cutter.

      “You bastard,” I tear into him. My hand is flying up to slap his face. The vibration from the crack to his skin starts in my palm and spreads all the way to the tips of my fingers.

      “Damn bitch, you grew the fuck up. It’s a shame I never got to tap your sweet ass before we finally got rid of you.” Cutter jerks me into his body by the back of my neck. He still smells like shit to me. Only years later, it’s dried up and rotted.

      “Fuck you,” I say, not an ounce of fright in my tone.

      “Gladly, bitch.”

      I don’t have time to strike him again or gauge his eyeballs out before he straightens himself up, grabs me by my hair, and hauls me farther into the room, where familiar hands clench around my throat, yanking me away from one rancid smell to another. He squeezes until my legs give out, drags me down onto the floor, crazed eyes staring into my terrified ones.

      “Hello, Cora,” Jesse snarls as his icy hands turn into a vise, nails digging into my skin. My lungs begin to burn, my hands instinctively going to his cheeks, where I dig my nails into his aged face.

      “You stupid cunt,” he hisses, squeezing tighter until my vision blurs and those dreadful dark spots cloud my sight.

      “You’ll never get away with this,” I gasp out. My lungs are expanding to full capacity before those darkened apparitions try pulling me into blackness.

      “Oh, but I’ve gotten away with so much already. Money changes everything. Isn’t that right, Henley?” The most awful, strangled cry tears from my throat when the man who has been teaching my son for months comes around the corner and into my view with a smug look of deceit on a face. I once thought this man handsome. Now he’s nothing but an ugly son of a bitch who deserves to die right alongside with these two.

      “You rotten scum. I’ll kill you,” the primitive, protective mother in me speaks out.

      “Fuck you. You self-righteous snob. You’re damn lucky your little shit of a child isn’t dead by now,” he says maliciously. His demeanor has completely changed from the man who took Ethan under his wing for months to an evil, sadistic murderer; like his words say, he could have easily killed Ethan at any given time.

      “You’re all going to pay for this. You especially. How could you do this to a child who adores you? And how could you believe him? You really are stupid, aren’t you?” I narrow my gaze at Henley, pinning the little shit in his place. He licks his lips and strips me naked with devious eyes. Acidy bile rises into my mouth from the thought of me ever finding this man to be sweet and kind. He played us all.

      “She needs a good, hard fuck before she dies. You should let me take her down the beach and fuck her ass while I fist her pussy. You two can stay here and finish the kid and that fucking cop boyfriend of hers.” Oh my God, has he lost his mind?

      “Nah, man, you aren’t taking my sister nowhere. In fact,”—Jesse stands, spins around so fast my head reels to keep up with the scene that plays out before me. Cutter sneaks up behind Henley, while my brother covers his mouth, silencing the violent scream that rips from his mouth. The sound of flesh being ripped open and bones severed cuts through the room. I’m witnessing a man being gutted alive, and I do not care. It can start with him and end with them.

      “Don’t you even pass out on me, you dumb bitch. He was a pawn. I only needed someone to keep an eye on you for the last several months until I got out. He served his purpose. Now I deal with you. I’ve waited too long for you to fuck up so I could breack my promise,” Jesse seethes before he lands a hard kick to my gut that sends me into the fetal position. I gasp and gag frantically as I try to catch my breath when all the air from my chest is forced out in a startled whoosh.

      “Oh my God. You two are fucking crazy!” I scream. I’m in so much pain I can barely breathe. My chest is weighted down. My lungs are surging to inhale air. Find an opportunity to get that gun, Cora. Shit, I pray it’s loaded. Not checking was as dumb as me coming over here in the first place. I need to bide my time, do and say what I can before they know I’m missing and Riddick comes over here and kills them both.

      “Guard the door, Cutter. Shoot anyone who tries to get in here. If it’s Murdock, you make damn sure that bullet splinters his heart. And you, you stupid whore, I told you to bring that fucking kid. Once again you disobeyed me. You’re just like her, aren’t you?” Satisfaction creeps over my face in a slow devious smirk when the look on Jesse’s face becomes clear.

      “I’m not sure who the she is you’re referring to, and frankly, I don’t give a shit. What I do care about is the fact you will never get your hands on my son, you son of a bitch. Did you really think once I found out what you had done that I would hand over my child to you? Riddick is going to demolish you, Jesse. He’s going to rip your heart out.” I cringe through the pain in my throat and chest. I swear to God he collapsed a lung. The pain is unbearable. I refuse to give in to him, though. I will not beg him to spare my life. Not this time. I’m going to do whatever the hell I can to distract him so I can kill him before anyone finds me.

      “I’m not surprised since you’ve never listened a day in your life to do what you were told. Trust me when the words hit your goddamn ears this time that I’m putting a bullet straight through Riddick’s head the minute he lines himself in my sight. You fucked up, little sister. Now your poor precious little boy will live without either one of you. I’ll make damn sure he knows that you could have saved the lives of not only his dad but everyone else, too. I’ll put them all in the ground. Every motherfucking one of them. All because of you,” he responds. Then he pulls himself up from the kitchen floor and begins to pace. This is when I’m thankful for a pair of skintight leggings and a thong. I may be sitting on a gun, but it’s secure behind the tiny scrap of material in the crack of my ass.

      I look around the room and laugh out loud when I see he has the blinds drawn on the kitchen window, allowing no room for light to enter. Jesus, this story is perfect Hollywood material.

      “You find this funny?” He bends down in front of me. I freeze instantaneously from the gunmetal emotionless eyes narrowing sharply at me. But I will not cower. I will not stop until one of us is dead. Preferably him. His hand clasps the back of my neck, jerking me forward until his nose is touching mine.

      “Fuck you, Jesse. You are so stupid. So damn desperate to end me that you’re willing to die right alongside the sister you hate. I’ll bet anything that Riddick is next door by now. I wouldn’t be surprised if Cutter were dead in less than a minute. You are finished, Jesse. Do you hear me? Riddick is going to walk through that door and blow your goddamn head off, and then I’m going to laugh. Laugh so hard that my family who loves me will think I’ve lost my mind. But you see, the only thing I’ll have lost is a piece of shit excuse of a brother who dug his own grave. I’m not afraid of you anymore,” I maliciously stammer, striking back with a solid hammer to the first nail to seal his coffin.

      “You think just because he’s a cop means I’m scared of him? I want him here. Why in the fuck do you think I’m sitting in this fucking fancy kitchen of yours? Hell, Cora, I couldn’t have planned the death of the two of you better than this if I tried. The minute I found out you were moving next door to that piece of shit, I laughed my ass off over how easy you made this for me. You are so goddamn stupid that if I didn’t hate you like I do, I may feel sorry for the stupidity that’s crept into your brain and made its home there. You couldn’t wait to spread your legs for that filth, either, could you? So yeah, baby sister, let him walk in here, because the minute he does is the minute he watches me blow your fucking brains all over this place.” He scoffs. My vision blurs when he slams a gun I never knew he was holding into the side of my face. My eyes roll into the back of my head as the pain radiates down my neck in a slow, tortuous pace.

      “That man will do anything for you. Why, I have no idea. You’ve been nothing but a piece of white trash, a spoiled, untouchable little cunt since they day you were born. Do you honestly think I was going to stand by and let you inherit all that money? Money that should have been mine? You didn’t give a fuck about anything that pertained to our parents’ gang. So fuck you and your self-righteous lover. If I don’t get that money, then neither do you.”

      I lie there, my mouth gaping open, my words stuck on the tip of my tongue. I struggle to sit up, and when I do, a fierce pain in my arms catapults my blood to boil. I’m tired of being scared of this lunatic who thinks the world owes him when in reality it’s me who was left to scrape and scatter to fend for myself. I survived, but I’ll be damned if I allow him to breathe anymore.

      “I would have given it to you, all of it, if you had simply been my brother. My protector like you should have been. Instead, you hated me. A little girl who was lost, a child with no one. You’re not the victim here, Jesse. I am. I’m the one whose life you destroyed. I’m the one whose parents trusted you with, me. You’re right about one thing in your sick little speech. I wanted nothing to do with whatever illegal bullshit our parents did. Not a damn thing. All I wanted was my brother,” I lash out my words violently to this stranger before me. I hate him more than he hates me, and the sad thing is that neither one of us cares.

      “See, that right there shows me you’re exactly like our mother. Always wanting. A needy bitch who will stop at nothing until she gets what she wants. Well, not this time. This time, you are going to die in vain. You are going to suffer in ways that you’ve never imagined. I protected you when you needed it the most. I could have easily killed you that night, but no, I let you go with one stipulation, and you betrayed me. You ran back to that fucker the first chance you got. So don’t sit there and say I didn’t protect you when we both know that with a snap of my fingers, Cutter would have had his way with you like he wanted. Then he would have cut you into a million pieces.”

      And then it all hits me at once. The she he was referring to is our mother. My God, he really is delusional. “Oh God. It was you, wasn’t it? You killed our parents and tried to frame Riddick’s dad, didn’t you?” I scream so loud that my throat burns. The cold wall behind me does nothing to cool my heated skin. My parents, me, even his so-called friend, Cutter. All of us have been tiny kittens in Jesse’s box of betrayal. He planned it all.

      “Wow,” he snaps back sharply. “You’re finally catching on.”

      “I suspected that you might have been the one to kill them. It wasn’t until Riddick told me about the will and taste for my blood that my suspicions were confirmed. I don’t need an explanation as to why you did it. I already know; and one more thing, you reeking, no good excuse for a human. I’m proud to be like our mother, because unlike me, both our parents must have hated you. Hated you so fucking much that they left you with nothing but a group of weak-willed, pathetic, drug-dealing assholes, who are out to kill you now because I bet you fucked them all over, too. You’re nothing but a dead man, Jesse.” I seethe his name with viper venom, my voice rattled, full of every bit of confidence I can muster to stare my brother down. He’s going straight to Hell for what he’s done.

      His head tilts to the side, stunned that I have the courageous guts to stand up to him for once in my life. My heart whittles away to nothing as I look past him and relive my parents’ death all over again. God, how could he take the lives of the two people who brought him into this world? How I wish I could sit here and strum up some sad excuse that Jesse was dropped on his head as a child. That incident alone is what made him lose the chemical imbalance of normalcy he lacks. He’s so delusional it’s unreal.

      “Well then, I guess there’s nothing left to say, except good-bye for real this time.” His snide remark ends in a lip curl that would scare the Devil. Except my brother is him. He has to be to create such a fantasy in his fucked-up head. Where are you, Riddick?

      “You might kill me, Jesse, but you’ll never get your hands on that money. Too many people know about it. Your death will follow mine.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. The only ones dying here today is you and that asshole who calls himself a hero. You fucked me since the day you were born. I got nothing, bitch, not a goddamn thing because of you. So, if I have to spend the rest of my life behind bars, at least I know you aren’t living out here enjoying money that should have belonged to me. Killing you is a pleasure, it’s a craving my body needs, and do you know that’s not even the best part of my plan? The best part is you’ll never be free of me. Your precious little soul will weep for a child you’ll never see again.” My entire body trembles listening to this delusional man create his own story in a mind so out of control that he truly believes what he’s saying. He may destroy me, but he’ll never get to Riddick or Ethan.

      “You’ll never get your hands on Ethan, you crazy fuck.”

      “And you, baby sister, will never fucking know if I do or not.”

      I close my eyes as the impact of his first punch to my face sends a trail of warm, red liquid down the side of my mouth. My head instantly snaps to the side. He lifts me by the hair on my head. Those deadened eyes of his bore into mine as his hands wrench my hair so tight it feels as if he’s pulling it out. I should reach for the gun, but Jesse is quick with his assault on my body when he lifts me off of the ground, swinging me around and tossing me clear across the room, causing my head to smash into the side of the stainless steel refrigerator, hard. I refuse to allow him the satisfaction he wants in knowing he is causing me pain. That my heart is shattering into fragments that can never be replaced. My head becomes fuzzy, and yet I take blow after blow to whatever part of my body he wants to destroy. My mouth stays closed; my eyes remain shut, while he spews his slander of make-believe with every brutalizing thrash of his fists he delivers. Ethan will live. Riddick will live. They’ll live without me, but I can die peacefully knowing that they will be together. That’s enough for me to give in. To surrender my life. It’s more than enough to know that even though my life ends here, that Jesse’s will, too.

      “You tell Mom and Dad hello from me,” he says right before he shouts so loud that my eyes pop open as blood splatters all over my face. I feel the blood dripping down my neck, but his scream isn’t what startled me. It’s the scream ripping from my own mouth. A scream so loud it dates back twenty some years ago to the day my parents died. I’m screaming, because I just shot my brother!

      “Vivian,” I choke out as I face plant onto the floor, my eyes burning with the tears of agony that mix with the blood. A choked sob that started in the depths of my soul rips from my bruised lips. “Vivian.” I suppress her name out on a startled cry. I see her on the floor by the door. I know it’s her. Face down amongst a pool of blood.

      I remember nothing after that. Absolutely nothing!
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      “Jesus. Fuck. No,” I growl after three muffled gunshots ring off. Their rhythmic cadence echoes off my walls. I start running toward the open slider, down the stairs until my feet hit the ground.

      “Riddick, be careful!” Tyson calls out behind me as we race down the fence that separates our houses and into the wide-open space of her backyard. I draw my gun quickly, slow my gait, and creep up the lighted stairs. I hear a loud deafening scream and then silence as I make my way to the door. My pupils widen, my heart refuses to beat efficiently, and my blood flow hits my upper extremities to fight when I see Vivian face down on the floor. Dane is kneeling beside her, a large pool of blood underneath her body.

      “Fucking hell. Call 911!” I yell to Tyson as I swing open the door, point my gun, and come to a dead stop when I see Jesse on his hands and knees crawling toward Cora, who is face down on the floor with my father’s gun gripped in her hand. Cutter is up against the wall with a bullet hole in the side of his head, his eyes glazed over. And what in the fuck? Is that Henley lying with his back sliced the hell open? What the hell happened over here? Jesus Christ, all of this happened right under my goddamn nose in a matter of minutes.

      “She better be breathing, you crazy fuck. Now, stop,” I bark out to this piece of shit, who is wheezing for air. There’s a trail of blood behind him. I don’t know what the fuck went down in here or how the hell Vivian escaped without Dane getting to her first, but it sure as hell looks like they all shot one another.

      “Is she all right?” I ask the guys behind me as I step further into the kitchen, eyes alert and my gun trained at this narcissistic, soon-to-be-dead man’s head.

      “She has a pulse. It’s faint.” My lips thin in a frown. The noises coming from behind me rise as I hear Jude hiss out a loud “What the fuck?” right along with the rustling of men’s voices ordering me to put the gun down. I ignore them all while I keep my dominant eye trained on Jesse and my other alert on Cora. I exhale when I see that her back is moving up and down slowly. I need to get to her. To touch her, hold her, and make sure she is going to be all right.

      There’s so much blood in this room it looks as if a massacre happened in here. I smell it, see it, and it makes me want to draw out more. To do the one thing I should have done years ago. Kill this animal. I don’t have time to torture him like I hunger. Not when the woman I love needs me more than the need I have to torture this man until he begs me to put a bullet through his head. I want him to live knowing he didn’t win. I want us to be able to send him a Christmas card with my family’s picture on it every year while he rots as a reminder that we’re living. That he may have stolen years away from us, but in the end, it was his sister who drew last blood. That she survived.

      “Fuck you, Riddick. This isn’t about you; it’s between her and me.” Jesse stops his slow crab crawl, slowly pushes himself up on his hunches, blood pouring out of his chest, and reaches forward to retrieve a gun.

      “You’re dead wrong, you slimy bastard. Everything about her involves me. Now, give me the final reason to end you. Reach for it, motherfucker. I dare you.” I rush my words over the delay Jesse is holding on me to get to Cora. She needs me so damn bad I can taste it.

      “Put the gun down, Murdock,” McGraw demands.

      I let out a doom-laden laugh. One filled with no humor at all. One that’s not directed at McGraw, who I damn well know has his gun drawn behind my back, ready to fire at this pussy who thinks it’s written in the goddamn stars that it’s his right to lay a hand on a woman; and not just any woman either. Mine. The one he so deviously stripped away from me.

      “This”—Jesse sputters, brows pulling together, shaky hands coming up to clench his chest—“is epic. You can’t fucking shoot me, can you, you fucking pig. I always knew you stunk. And now look at you, you desperately want to pull that trigger, but you can’t. I’m unarmed.” He coughs, eyes starting to drift, teeth clench together as he tries with what little air he has left to intimidate me to shoot him.

      I lower my weapon without giving him the satisfaction of my voice. Of words I’ve waited way too long to say to him. Cora needs me more than the need I have to rid the earth of this pile of scum. I’m not taking the liberty to solidify his death, not when my gut tells me that somehow Cora is the one who shot him. She deserves the credit, the reward for wiping him from ever having the ability to touch her again.

      “Get him the fuck out of my sight,” I demand, my body angling in the direction of the beaten woman on the floor. A surge of bile rises to my throat when I get a good look at her.

      There is so much racket going on around me with the paramedics and Jesse yelling that every damn word they say is like a low drudge to my ability to think straight. My only concern is her. To get Cora to the hospital and away from our son’s curious eyes. I can only pray that Ron and Sylvia are hiding his innocent eyes from the devastation, the sadness, and the scene before me that would scar him for life.

      I drop to my knees, my chin resting on my chest. Her slightly parted mouth blows out shallow wisps of air. She’s so pale in her fragile state it frightens the fuck out of me. Yet, I know she’s a fighter. Cora has proved it tenfold with what she accomplished here. She shot her brother. I pray with everything within me that he dies knowing it was her who caused him to take his last breath, that it was her who sent him to rot.

      “I love you, Angel,” I say, placing my hand lightly on her back. I’m afraid to move her for fear the damage he caused is too much for her body to take.

      “Riddick.” A firm hand lands on my shoulder. I look up to Ron standing behind me, his eyes glassy.

      “I have her from here. Let us get her in the ambulance. I promise I won’t leave her,” he says understandingly.

      “Thanks,” is my simple reply. “Vivian?” My mind leeches on to the pivotal coherent word of need.

      “She’ll be okay. Now, go get your son. Ethan needs to see you are okay. He needs his dad.”
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      “You ready, Dad?” The sweet sound of Ethan’s voice pulls me out of my slumbering thoughts. I’ve been sitting in this godforsaken wheelchair, under this hideous yellow umbrella for over an hour while Ethan and Riddick registered for this competition with a cast on my arm, a hat on my head, and sunglasses over my eyes. Alone.

      No Vivian who would be bouncing up and down with enthusiasm. No parents who should be here watching their grandchild compete. They’re at the hospital, where they should be. With her.

      This entire week has left me concentrating on one person. Vivian. My injuries were minor compared to what Cutter did to the woman who bravely saved my life by sneaking away from Dane, then dashing over to our house with a gun I never knew she owned and shot Cutter in the head at the same time he shot her. Only her aim was perfect. She killed him, while he shot her in the shoulder.

      A sob escapes my throat when I think about the damage he caused her. The movies make being shot in the shoulder or arm look simple; it’s as if they need the character to take that bullet in the one place most people survive from when in reality it may be an easy wound to treat if a person is lucky enough for the bullet to penetrate straight through; in Vivian’s case, it shattered. Tore through her subclavian artery, which feeds the bundle of nerves to a person’s arm. She’s out of action for a long time. There’s even the possibility of another surgery to deal with blood vessel loss, pain, or worst of all for her to be able to use her arm again.

      I don’t care what anyone tries to tell me; it’s all my fault. If only I had stayed and waited for Riddick to get home.

      Even though I may have acted like some kind of hero in thinking I could protect my family and friends from the evil that was lurking in my house, I will never forgive myself for being so out of control, no matter how much Riddick tries to convince me otherwise. In my eyes, it’s Vivian who should be deemed the heroine in this fucked-up story called my life. If it wasn’t for her running out the back door when my mother went to see if the guys wanted a beer, I could be dead right now. So no, I’m no heroine. I’m a selfish individual who thought I could handle this without anyone I love getting hurt.

      “I’m ready, buddy. Let me see about getting your mom a little closer. Why don’t you go wait over by Aaron and his parents? I’ll be there in a few minutes,” Riddick tells him, his voice low and soft.

      “You all right, Mom?” Oh God, this kid has been through hell and back with worry, and here he stands with concern all over his face for me when this is the day he’s been waiting forever for. I want to cry, to cover my still bruised face in my hands and let it all out. I’ve tried, Lord knows I’ve tried to cry; and yet there are no more tears. I feel hollow, so empty inside that now he can sense it. I won’t allow it. Maybe tomorrow, but definitely not today.

      “I’m good, Ethan. Now, would you please quit worrying about me?” I smile and watch him give me one of his amazing smiles back. The one that makes me so damn proud to be his mother. The one that has him chuckling lightly, that he wastes no time harmonizing into a full-on laugh that’s music to my ears.

      “I’ll try,” he repeats my words to me just like I repeated his to him when I was worried he might not be capable of handling everything that was thrown his way when Riddick plowed into our lives unexpectedly.

      “Good luck. And remember, it’s not about the win, it’s about knowing you did your best,” I say. I don’t want him to be disappointed if his loses. He hasn’t practiced at all since the last time he went out with Henley, who we found out was an ex-con from South Carolina. To say that Ethan was upset over hearing about him is an understatement. He looked up to that asshole; and never in a million years did I suspect he was working for my brother. I will never trust another man to take my son into the water again.

      “I know, and you remember that this wave is for you, Mom.” He leans down and kisses me on the cheek. I hold back my sob, the one that wants to belter out from the depths of my broken soul that this boy so freely practically healed me with those words.

      “I love you, kiddo, now go show them what you got.” I watch him run so carelessly with his hair tied back, his board in his hands. He deserves this and so much more that my heart nearly breaks by watching him go.

      “You did a good job lying to him, but don’t you dare lie to me. If you tell me one more time that this is all your fault, I swear to God that the minute you are completely healed, I’ll cuff you to our bed, and my mouth will stay permanently latched onto your pussy until you tell me the truth.” Riddick balances himself on his knees in front of me, pulls off his sunglasses, reaches up and does the same to mine as he lifts my chin to stare deep into my eyes.

      I scoff at his ridiculousness.

      “I still owe you a payback, remember?” I say with a hint of sarcasm.

      “You can have it if you’ll promise to knock this shit off. You get me? Fuck, Cora. I could blame myself for leaving you alone. I could blame Dane, and yet fuck that shit. I don’t and I never will. You are free. No charges were brought against you for killing that fucker in self-defense. Vivian doesn’t blame you, so why the hell are you blaming yourself?” I hate it when he looks at me with those eyes that can see right through me

      “I’m sorry. It can’t be helped. I’m worried about her. I’m worried about you, too.” I sigh and try to turn my head away from him, but he won’t allow it.

      “Cora. I’m going to say this one more time, and you need to listen, goddamnit. I give zero fucks, do you hear me? Zero that they found out who my father was. At the time I thought both him and I needed to keep it on the down low. I needed to keep my identity safe from his enemies as well as keeping his safe. Seems my boss knew who I was the entire time. If he has enemies out there, then let them try to get to me. I’ll take every one of those motherfuckers down. The important thing is, what you did was brave. Was it the smartest thing to do? Fuck, no. We all know it wasn’t, but damn it, the person to blame for all of this is dead. You killed him. You can’t let him ruin this day for you. I simply won’t allow it. He’s gone. Fucking buried. Do you understand what the hell I’m saying? A man who tortured you your entire life, a rotten motherfucker, who can never get to you again, is dead.” I look from Riddick to the spot where Ethan is standing down the beach a ways. His back is to us. Even if he were able to see, I would still lunge my body forward. The heavy wrap all the way up my arm from shooting a gun I had no business shooting gets in the way of me being able to touch him with both of my hands. I wrap them around his waist, nearly toppling him over, and I cry. I cry for the loss of my parents, the loss of a brother I never really had, the years of being without this man, the suffering Vivian is going through, my son. I cry for it all. But most of all, I cry for me.

      “Hey.” He raises my head slightly and wipes his thumb across my tear-stained cheeks.

      “You, my angel, are alive. You, Ethan, me, even Viv, we are alive. I have my heaven on earth. That’s all that matters.”

      
        
        THE END

        Jude and Tyson are now available.
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        4 years ago

      

      

      The shrill ring of my cell phone on the nightstand wakes me. Whenever Sarah drives to the city, I’ll stay up, waiting on her to let me know she’s safe. Or I’ll sit on the sofa and welcome her home. This time I fell asleep.

      “Hello?” I answer, expecting to hear my beautiful wife’s voice coming from the other end of the line.

      What I don’t expect is the response.

      “Mr. Williamson.” The deep rumble of a man’s voice has me on my feet, shoving through my bedroom door to the living room. It’s been undisturbed. They’re not home. “This is Officer Ulrich with the LA Police Department. I’m sorry to have to call you and tell you this, but—”

      “No. No, you’re not calling to tell me anything,” I retort, my voice cracking on every word as I swallow back the bile slowly rising from my gut.

      “Mr. Williamson, there’s been an accident.” The somber tone of his voice tells me that it’s fatal. A sense of unease washes over me. There’s nothing left for me to do but crumble to the floor. I’m on my knees, holding the phone to my ear as if he’s going to tell me something else. As if I’m having a nightmare, and it’s not real.

      “Please tell me she’s okay; they both are,” I whisper into the speaker.

      His sigh is my answer. The cold, numb feeling of losing everything you’ve come to love, your whole life, overtakes me.

      “Please?”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Williamson. I wish I had better news.” I hang up because I don’t want to hear him apologize. I don’t want to hear he’s sorry because he can’t be. He shouldn’t be.

      Shaking my head, I grip the carpet, my knuckles turning white as I tug on the woolen strands. I want to smash everything. My body vibrates with rage and sadness. It grips me like a vice, squeezing every bit of air from my lungs.

      I’m crying. I’m curled on the floor of our living room sobbing when I feel a small, tentative hand on my shoulder.

      “Dad?”

      The voice of my youngest daughter breaks through the cloud of agony holding me hostage. When I open my eyes, she’s staring at me. Her face like an angel in the darkness, lit up with confusion.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Her innocence about what I’m about to tell her is palpable. I can’t tell her. How the fuck can I? Shaking my head, I scoot up and pull her into a hug. I hold onto her while I allow my pain to drench us both.

      “Daddy, where’s Mommy?” Her question slices through my chest, attacking my heart with violence in a truth I’m meant to give her. I have to tell my daughter her mother and sister are dead.

      “Just shh for a little while,” I whisper huskily. Every word feels like sandpaper in my throat. We sit there for a long while. Nothing more is said, and I bask in the silence because I can’t bring myself to admit what I know.

      Libby is curled in my arms. She fell asleep almost an hour ago, and I don’t want to move. I don’t want to wake her and look into her pretty eyes and tell her. Life is fragile glass that can shatter at any moment.

      When I married Sarah, I never once imagined I’d have to say goodbye to her.

      We were each other’s first love.

      We were inseparable.

      Until her job would send her to LA at times. But she’d always come back.

      Only this time, she’s never returning to our home. She’ll never see Libby or me again. She won’t watch our youngest daughter grow up. And Callie will never go to college. She’ll never get married, have kids. A young life stolen, taken away because of an accident.

      As the sun slowly rises, I focus on the light streaming through the window. I don’t want it to be daylight yet, because I know once it is, I’ll have to face the pain. Growing up, I was never great at working through my emotions. I did stupid shit. Until Sarah.

      Even though I would love to go on a bender right now and drink my pain away, I know I can’t. I have Libby, and I will not be that person again.

      Movement from Libby alerts me she’s awake, and when she lifts her gaze to mine, I wonder if she knows.

      “What’s happened, Daddy?”

      I help Libby up before rising myself, and I hold her hand. Settling on the sofa, I feel the tension in my muscles as I look into my daughter’s eyes.

      “I got a call last night from the police,” I tell her slowly, watching as her gaze shimmers with unshed tears. “There was an accident, and . . .” I swallow past the lump in my throat before I continue. “The officer said that your mom and Callie didn’t make it.”

      “But . . . I don’t understand.”

      “Listen to me, Libs. Accidents are horrible, and I’m not sure on all the details yet, but I’ll find out, okay?” I pull her into my arms once more and allow her to cry. My own pain trickles down my cheeks when I listen to my daughter’s anguish.

      I can’t make this okay.

      I can’t fix this.

      I always promised both Callie and Libby that I’ll always be here, and that I can fix whatever hurts them. Only this time, I have no leg to stand on. I can’t bring her mom and sister back, and that guts me.

      Slowly, my heart turns rigid in my chest. The pain of losing love consumes me, and I only focus on making sure Libby is okay. Because I know I’ll never be. I’m dying with my wife, and I don’t ever want to be brought back.
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      The alarm clock echoes through the room, reminding me it’s time to get up. I’ve snoozed the damn thing twice already, but I know if I do it once more, we’ll be late.

      Shoving off the bed, I make my way into the kitchen to turn on the coffee machine along with adding two slices of bread into the toaster. The song coming from the second bedroom in our home makes me smile.

      I know it won’t be long till I’ll have to make sure Libby is ready for school, ensuring her lunch is packed, and drop her off before heading into work. It’s been a long time since Sarah and Callie died, and each day has gotten less painful. Don’t get me wrong. I still miss them, but I see them each day through Libby’s eyes. I see how Callie would’ve grown into a strong young woman, and how Sarah is so prominent in our youngest daughter’s expression.

      Callie was the eldest at fifteen, and Libby, who’s now nearing that age, was only ten when her sister and mother died. I know she feels that loss as much as I do. We still have photos on the mantle from our family vacations, and I don’t know how to put them away. I don’t want Libby to forget her mother and sister, but deep down I know I have to move on from the mourning and find some form of happiness again.

      “Dad.” Libby comes strolling into the kitchen, her face the picture of innocence, but I have a feeling I’m about to be asked for something. She presses a kiss to my cheek before continuing. “Lana and I want to go to the movies on Saturday.”

      “Oh? And what movie are you going to see?” I question, setting the plates on the table along with the orange juice.

      “There’s a new vampire movie out, and we’re both dying to see it,” she tells me earnestly. When I face her, I notice the pink glow on her cheeks, which only makes me more wary as to what this is all about.

      “And it will only be you and her?” I ask, but before she answers, I have a feeling I know the answer already. Libby is verging on fifteen, and even though she’s been a good girl, obeying the rules and studying when she has to, I’m not sure her dating is something I can handle right now.

      “Well, it’s a few kids from school,” she tells me slowly, and I now know for sure there’s a boy involved. Her fingers fiddle with the zipper of her hoodie, and her cheeks turn a darker shade of pink when she lowers her gaze.

      “What’s his name?”

      Sarah didn’t get a chance to talk to Libby about boys. God, she was a child then, and I know soon enough I’m going to have to have the talk. That’s the scariest thing a father can do. At least, for me it is anyway.

      “Dad,” she whines, looking at me again, and I chuckle. She’s a good girl, always has been, and I know she won’t do anything stupid, but it’s not her I’m worried about. It’s boys.

      “You’re a pretty girl, a good girl,” I tell her. “I don’t like teenage boys hanging around you, Libby.”

      “So I can’t go to school?” she sasses, just like her mother used to do. It was one of the reasons I fell so fast and hard for Sarah.

      “Don’t be cocky, Libs. You’re welcome to go in a group, but there will be no pairing off. I’ll pick you up after.” My tone is stern, and she nods.

      “Thanks, Dad!” She leaps into my arms, wrapping hers around my neck, holding on tight as she kisses my cheek. “Ugh, you should shave,” she mutters before releasing me.

      I reach for my chin, rubbing my index finger and thumb across the scratchy surface with a chuckle. “I don’t know, Libs. Maybe I’ll find a date. You know they say men with beards are—”

      “Oh god, Dad. Stop, please.” She pushes her fingers in her ears and begins to sing some pop song to interrupt me. This I can handle, the taunting of my daughter. We haven’t really spoken about me dating, but this is the second time I’ve mentioned it, and she hasn’t gotten angry.

      “Libby,” I call her, pulling her hands away from her ears. “Listen to me. I loved your mother something fierce. She was the only woman I had eyes for, and even now I miss her, but at some point, I may meet someone that I’d perhaps share a coffee with, or—”

      “Dad,” my daughter says. “It’s okay. I know you loved Mom, and you’re a guy. You should be able to go on a date if you want to.” Her eyes are wide, hazel with flecks of green. There are dark circles around the edge of her irises, just like her mother had. It was one of the things I first noticed about Sarah.

      I smile, holding onto her shoulders so she can look directly at me when I ask, “And you’re okay with that?”

      “Yes, Dad,” she sighs. “Just don’t forget Mom.” Her bottom lip wobbles slightly, and I know if she starts crying, I will too, and we’ll be late for work and school. My first appointment isn’t till nine, but getting Libby to school on time is my priority. It’s her final few weeks before her exams start, and my heart aches that Sarah isn’t here to see her grow up.

      “I could never forget your mother. I see her every day I look at you.” I pull her into a hug. Holding onto her, I press a kiss to the top of her head and close my eyes. My girl. I only have her in the world, and as long as she’s happy, I’m happy.

      I don’t need a woman to do that.

      I have my Libby.
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      The classroom is silent when I enter, and I hope I can get some work done before I have to meet with the principal. I can’t believe they requested a meeting in the middle of the workday.

      “Kay.”

      I sigh at my colleague’s voice from behind me. I should've known she’d be here before seven a.m. Nobody else gets in this early but her. And today, me.

      “We're having a little get-together this weekend after the charity event,” she informs me. “I figured you and Nicholas would like to join us?” I forgot all about the paint for charity. All the teachers are helping spruce up the walls of the school by repainting them. I know parents are also joining us, so we shouldn't be here for too long.

      “Sure.” I shrug, knowing I'll find an excuse to ditch them early. Melissa knows I don't go out. I hardly even leave my house unless it's for work or to take Nick to school or games.

      “Great.” She grins, clapping her hands together excitedly. “It will be good to see you outside of work. It's been too long.” I know what she means; I see it in her eyes. Sadness. Pity. This is why I don't like socializing, because everyone in this town knows about my past. They all know I’m the young widow who’s also now a single mom.

      “Yeah.” I smile. “It will be fun.”

      Melissa nods before leaving me in my class to get the day started. Teaching English was always a passion of mine, and when I graduated, I came home to Silver Pine and got a job at the local junior high school. The hours are perfect for me since I have Nicholas to look after when he's done with his school day.

      Glancing at the clock on the back wall, I note there's another fifteen minutes before the kids come rushing in. Junior high is nothing like teaching elementary school. Kids heading into their teens are at times difficult, but I enjoy the challenge. I hope Nicholas will love his teachers when he gets older.
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        * * *

      

      “Mama,” I call into the house when I enter.

      “In here, Kay,” she answers, and when I make it to the living room, I notice Nicky sleeping on the sofa and my mother sitting in the armchair with her knitting. “He was so tired after school, then his soccer game, I had him lie down. He’s only just closed his eyes.”

      “That’s okay. He’ll probably pass out after dinner later anyway.” I smile, leaning in to press a kiss to her forehead. She’s my rock. Raising Nicholas has been a learning curve for me. As a single mother, I’ve struggled. It’s definitely not easy, and I don’t know how some women do it on their own without the help of family.

      “I wish you’d go out with the teachers this weekend,” Mama says with a lilt of innuendo in her tone, and I realize Melissa must’ve told my mother about the event or something, because she only just asked me about coming this morning.

      “And when did you hear about this?”

      Mama puts her knitting on her lap and pins me with a glare. “You wouldn’t have told me if Melissa hadn’t called here to remind you about the time,” she admonishes, and she’s right, because she’s been pushing me to go out more for the past year and a bit. I’m not ready. I wish she’d understand that.

      “What would I do there?”

      “Meet people your own age, Kayla. You cannot sit at home like an old maid,” she lectures me, as she usually does.

      Sighing, I settle on the other armchair and watch her for a moment. I know my mother won’t be in my life forever, but what makes me happy is she’s here now. She’s met Nicholas, she’s had time to spend with her grandson, and that is worth more than any nights out I can ever have.

      “What if something happens?”

      “You’re living in the past,” she tells me easily without any emotion. I know she’s frustrated, mainly because her brows have creased together, and her knitting has completely halted.

      “Mama—”

      “No, child, this time no sweet talk will get you out of this. It’s time for you to move on. I can’t live forever and seeing you while away your life on being an old spinster is not how I want to go.”

      Her strength is something I admire. There’s conviction in her tone, and I know no amount of coaxing will change her mind. She’s right though. So goddamn right.

      “Mama, I want to . . . I do want to change, to get out and experience life, but Nicky—”

      “Child, if you use my dear boy as an excuse for your laziness, then I’ll bat you on the butt with my knitting needle,” she warns me. And even though my mama is only in her early fifties, she sounds so much older than I expect, and that scares me. I don’t know what I’d do without her.

      “When is the right time to move on from heartache? Is there ever a right time?” I ask her, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees, I watch her as she watches me.

      We lost my father a long while ago. Cancer took him in the most brutal way, and I’ll never forget how much my mother cried alone at night. She hid it from me. When I was around, she’d smile and tell me to be strong. I want to be strong, but sometimes, I just can’t.

      “Listen to me, Kayla,” she implores, setting her knitting on the coffee table before focusing on me. “Death will come to anyone at any time. Jeremy was a strong man who lived his life with you. He enjoyed every moment you were together. Do you think he would’ve wanted you to die with him?”

      “No, Mama, but—”

      “No buts, dear girl. I had to learn a long time ago to go on without your father. I never told you this, but I met a man ten years after your papa passed away. We went out, friendship blossomed, and I found myself falling in love with him.” She smiles gently. “When he asked me to marry him, I turned him down because it wasn’t right for me, but I was able to feel things for someone other than your father, and I’m happy that I could.”

      “But, mama—”

      “No buts. There will always be a part of your heart that belongs to Jeremy, but you’re young, beautiful. Don’t close yourself off to possibilities.”

      “Are you saying I should go out and meet another man?” My tone sounds incredulous, but it’s not how I meant it to sound. But the thought of giving my heart to another is preposterous.

      “No, not at all. What I am saying is, if it happens, if you do meet someone, tomorrow, next week, or even in ten years’ time, don’t close yourself off to happiness because of the loss you’ve suffered.”

      “I’m not . . . I don’t think I am. I don’t know how else to be, Mama. Jeremy was always the outgoing one. He loved parties and people,” I tell her, remembering how my husband would drag me to places and introduce me to his friends. That was only four years ago, and it still feels like yesterday.

      “I know you are. I can see it every time I walk in here. Kayla, it’s time to go out, just this once. And I’ll stop badgering you . . . for a little while anyway.” She tacks on the last few words, which make me giggle. My mother can be persuasive when she wants to be, and I know I don’t have a choice, because she will not stop until I give in.

      “Okay.” I nod. “Fine, I’ll go on Saturday,” I tell her.

      “That’s my girl.” She smiles, picking up her knitting and continuing on with the long green scarf that reminds me of the lush grass outside. I leave her in the living room and head into my bedroom to change.

      An hour of yoga is needed, then it’s time to prepare dinner.

      The idea of going out unsettles me. It makes me nervous, but I guess it’s worth a try.
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      “Libby,” I call to my daughter while setting the plates on the table. One of the rules I’ve instilled in her is to have dinner together. To talk about our day. Especially now that she’s getting older, I want her to be able to talk to me.

      Her mother was great at listening and offering advice, but for me, it’s been a learning curve with a young girl. I cringe when I think about the time I attempted the talk about tampons and periods. And especially the moment I knew I had to sit down and give her the birds and the bees talk.

      Even though she’s a good girl, I needed her to know she should always come to me before making decisions. My parents weren’t there for me, and I may have fucked up a few times more than I’d like to admit. I want us to have a home that’s filled with laughter and love, but also, I want to be her sounding board.

      “Hey, Dad.” Libby smiles. Settling into a chair, she grins wider when she notices I’ve made her favorite mac n cheese with extra parmesan on top. I’m no chef, but I try to ensure she eats healthy, and one night a week, we get our cheat day.

      “How was school?” I ask her, taking a seat and watching her shovel some pasta and cheese sauce into her mouth.

      Her wide eyes roll in frustration, and I can’t help chuckling. It’s a long-standing joke between us that as soon as you fill your mouth with food, the waitstaff will come around and ask if everything is okay.

      Once she swallows, Libby replies, “It was okay. We had a test in math, but I know I aced it because it was super easy. Also, we’re excited for the movie on Saturday.”

      “I want to know everyone who will be there on Saturday. Also, I’ve been invited by the principal to attend the charity drive, so I want you to keep your phone with you at all times,” I inform her.

      Earlier today, I got a call from Principal Lee to let me know all local business owners are getting together to paint the classrooms as a way of sprucing up the school. Apparently, it’s part of a charity drive, and they’re heading into all the towns close by to raise money. Companies are donating supplies and funds to ensure there is upkeep in the elementary and junior high schools.

      “Why do you have to go?”

      “You’re attending school there. It’s part of giving back to the community,” I tell her, taking a swig of my lemonade.

      “So, all parents are meant to be there?” Libby asks, and I nod.

      “Teachers as well. Since weekends are the only time you kids aren’t at the school, it’s empty and gives us time to work through each class. By the time Monday comes, it’s all refreshed for you.”

      “Awesome!”

      As soon as dinner is done, Libby does the washing up while I sketch a new design for a client. Art has been my passion for a long time, and when I got the opportunity while living in New York to apprentice for a well-known tattoo artist, I jumped at the chance. Even though a small town like Silver Pine doesn’t always bring through a lot of clientele, because we’re en-route to a large city like Los Angeles, there’s a good thoroughfare of tourists who will drop by for some ink.

      We’re only a few hours out of the city, and it offers the quiet life of a small town, but we’re close enough to head in for a weekend and enjoy the business LA has to offer.

      “Dad.” Libby settles herself at my desk. The small stool she perched herself on as a kid has always been there, and even with her growing up, I enjoy her company while I work.

      “Yeah, Libs?”

      “Can I get a piercing?” she questions in a whisper.

      My hand stalls on the line I’m drawing, and my gaze snaps up to hers. She’s bright red, watching me with those wide eyes that match her mother’s so well. “What?”

      “I mean, Josie has a belly ring, and I was wondering since you do them all the time, would I be able to get one too?” I recall Josie, my daughter’s best friend, coming in with her mother one day. She had to sign a consent form since Josie is under eighteen.

      “When you’re sixteen,” I tell her.

      “Dad, that’s so far away,” Libby whines, pouting at me like she used to do when I refused to buy her candy or ice cream. But this time, I’m not budging. As much as I don’t mind my daughter having a piercing, she’s far too young. Sixteen. That’s when I got my ear done, and that’s when Libby will have the opportunity to get her belly button done.

      “You’re fourteen. It’s two years,” I respond, ignoring her trembling lower lip and focusing back on my sketch.

      “You’re so unfair,” she mumbles, leaving me in my studio. I listen to the flip-flop of her sandals as she goes to her bedroom and shuts the door with a thud that’s just a little less resounding than a bang.

      I stop for a moment, staring at the angel I’m drawing, and I can’t help my heart aching just a tad.

      “Sarah, I wish you were here, honey. I don’t know if I’m even doing a good job with her,” I mumble to myself, but hoping that if she is watching over me, she’ll hear me and help in some way. “She needs a woman to offer advice,” I continue. “I just don’t know if I’m ready to bring another woman into our home. Will I ever be?”

      This time, I glance up at the ceiling, as if the answer is going to appear on the creamy concrete above me. I know it won’t. I’ve done this so many times over the past few years, and even though I’ve gotten through the tough times I’ve had, it doesn’t stop me from always asking Sarah for help.

      Silence stretches around me. My muscles are tight with tension, and I know soon enough, I’ll have to go and talk to Libby. I hate not saying yes to her when she wants something. I want to spoil her, give her everything she wants, but I know I have to have restraint.

      Teaching my daughter life lessons is hard. It’s more difficult without her mother here to advise me on things. Sadly, my parents are no longer alive, and Sarah’s folks didn’t give a shit about her when she married me. They thought I was trash because I didn’t wear a suit and tie. I was inked from shoulder to wrist, and my pierced tongue and eyebrow was too much for them to handle.

      So, it’s only Libby and me.

      And I just don’t know if I’m doing a good job anymore.
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      The school is already packed with teachers and parents milling around, some talking, others drinking coffee from Styrofoam cups. There’s an energy in the quad today, which makes me smile.

      That’s one thing I love about small towns. When we call in for help, people will volunteer their time for something that will benefit the town itself. This time, it’s the school. It’s been in need of a refurb for a while now, and I’m glad to see we’re all here to get the job done.

      “Mom,” Nicholas calls me, dragging my attention from the people at the snack table to him. “I want to go to the jungle gym,” he tells me. He’s been over here so many times, and I know we have the girls who normally work down at the kindergarten watching any kids who are here today.

      “Okay, but you need to play carefully. No climbing up high, or you’ll be locked in your room with no dinner,” I warn him, causing him to giggle. It’s a private joke between us. I read him a story once where the boy was locked in a dungeon. He was convinced it wasn’t that scary, so whenever I tell him I’ll lock him up, he can’t help but giggle.

      I watch as Nicholas runs off excitedly to where the rest of the kids are already playing on a jumping castle they’ve hired for the day. None of the children here are over ten, and I’m sure the elder ones would much prefer spending the day on their own than be lumped in with teachers and parents.

      Pivoting, I slam into a hard body encased in a dark T-shirt. My gaze travels from the muscled torso up to a face that’s rugged with dark stubble, a silver glint of a piercing in one dark eyebrow, and the most stunning green eyes I’ve ever seen.

      The man before me is a stranger. I’ve never met him before, and my heart leaps into my throat when he smiles. The muscle I thought was dead in my chest does something it hasn’t done in a long time — it flutters and thuds wildly against my ribs. I shouldn’t want to return his smile, but I do.

      “Nicholas seems like a good boy.” He tells me something I know. My son is one of the good ones. His father taught him well before he went off to war and never came home. My chest tightens when the memories come flooding back, making my heart ache.

      “Yeah, I mean, he’s only seven, but he’s a well-behaved child. I’ve never had any issues with him. Yet. Sometimes, I wonder if a mom raising a son is good. I mean, he needs a man to show him the ropes, ya know?”

      “There’s no age limit on when they stop being nice. And I totally get that. I have Libby, and I have my doubts sometimes if I’m teaching her the right thing. I guess I just wish she had her mother around to answer some of the tough questions.” His response comes with a sad, but gentle smile, one that lights up his eyes. Those forest green eyes. “Anyway, you’re a teacher here or one of the parents?”

      “A teacher of the lively eighth grade class, and I’m guessing you’re one of the dads?” My hands twist the hem of my T-shirt, and I wish I’d chosen something prettier to wear. Not to impress him, just to show him that as a single mother, I can take care of myself.

      “I am, my daughter’s name is Libby.”

      “She’s one of mine,” I tell him quickly. I don’t recall him ever coming to the school before because I would’ve noticed him.

      “She’s a good girl.” Pride shines in his eyes and I notice the resemblance to the pretty girl from my class. He grins, lifting the paintbrush and roller. “I also love a good makeover project.” This time when he looks at me, it feels as if he’s trying to delve into my soul. “Name’s Caleb.” He holds out his hand, and I accept.

      “Kayla.”

      “Nice to meet you, Kayla.” We shake for a moment longer than what I would deem necessary, but I don’t let go until I feel his fingers release my hand.

      “All right everyone, team up,” Principal Lee shouts to the crowd gathered on the sports field. “We’ll be needing teams of two, one to carry the paint, the other to carry the tools. Pair up, and you’ll be assigned a classroom to paint.”

      “Guess we’re already paired up,” Caleb whispers in my ear, causing a tremble to shoot through me, down my spine, and gather low in my stomach.

      “I guess so.” I smile again, and I find myself seemingly at ease with him. I guess if I’m meant to be spending the day with him, I should be nice. I watch him lift the box, which is filled with four cans of paint, and even though that would’ve broken my back to pick up, he does it with ease.

      I can’t help but note how his arms bulge, the veins popping against tanned skin, and the tattoo of his daughter’s name on his forearm making my heart swell. A man with a child is dangerous, so much more stable, so much more tempting, because he’ll understand the limitations of bringing someone new into the home.

      We make our way in silence to room 103. The walls are bare; all the drawings that normally hang here have been taken down.

      “Where do you want to start?” Caleb questions, glancing over at me with those forest eyes.

      “This wall?” I suggest, pointing at the one closest to my left. It’s the back wall, so there’s more of it. The other three are all broken up by either windows or the blackboard and bookshelves.

      “Great. Maybe I’ll draw a mural on the one half,” he speaks, not to me in particular because his gaze is already sizing up the space.

      “You draw?”

      He glances my way, then chuckles. “Yeah, I’m a tattoo artist. I own the store on the main strip,” he offers, lifting his sweatpants, showing me the large inked design on his calf. It’s a beautiful black piece with roses and thorns surrounding a woman’s name.

      “Who is she?”

      “My one daughter,” he utters in a low, melancholic tone.

      “I thought her name was on your arm?”

      “Oh, it is. This is the one I lost four years ago.” He drops his gaze to the floor.

      “My god, I’m so sorry.” This time, I go to him. For some reason, it feels as if there’s a rope tethering me to him, and I’m being tugged closer.

      When I reach him, I place a palm on his shoulder, holding him in the friendliest way I can. I want to hug him, to wrap my arms around him, but I don’t. It’s too personal.

      “She and her mother were in a pile up coming back home from LA, and . . . Shit, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to drop this heavy shit on you.” He shakes his head as if to clear his mind of the memory which is so clearly hurting him.

      “Hey, it’s okay. I lost my husband in Iraq,” I tell him, hoping he won’t feel bad for needing to vent. Sometimes, we all need someone to talk to.

      “This conversation would be best over a cup of coffee,” he tells me. “As friends. I mean, I guess there’s always a need for someone to lend an ear, and I’d like to be yours, if you’ll let me?”

      Green eyes meet mine. They remind me of the new leaves that blossom on the trees in spring, and I’d like to get lost in them more than I want to admit.

      “I . . . Well, I don’t know.” I stutter over the words. Is he flirting? Is he asking me out on a date? I don’t know. This seems surreal, and I’m unsure of how to handle it.

      “That’s fine, I just—”

      “It’s not you, I just . . .  I mean, I don’t normally go out.” I cringe the moment the words leave my mouth. “I mean, I have a son, and I need to be there for him. So—”

      “I have a daughter who’s very responsible, and she could babysit?” he questions with a wide grin on his face. His beautiful, handsome face. Stop it, Kayla. He’s not your type.

      Frowning, I nod. “Yeah, I mean, my mother could watch Nicholas as well,” I offer, realizing I’m about to agree to a date. I’m saying yes to a man who is asking me out.

      “So, it’s a date?”

      I stare at him for a long while, waiting for the laugh, the joke, but he’s serious. There’s no amusement on his face.

      “We’ve only just met.”

      “And I’d like to get to know you, Kayla,” he tells me earnestly.
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      She blushes.

      There’s a pained beauty about her. I can see how broken her heart is through those stormy eyes. Her full lips are painted a natural pink, with a shimmer that makes her smile even more exquisite.

      I find myself wanting to paint her.

      Her skin is smooth, creamy, and I wonder if the rest of her is blemish free. She’s curvy, her hips wide, her body the perfect hourglass. No woman has intrigued me since Sarah, but Kayla is certainly in the running.

      “We can grab a coffee after this perhaps?” she says, her dark brows arching in question, and I nod eagerly. “Okay.” Her voice is melodic, and I want to hear more of her tinkling words that seem to make my heart feel lighter.

      I watch her for a moment as she pours paint into a tray, then grabs the brush and goes to work on the corner. I shouldn’t be staring, but I can’t stop myself. She’s my daughter’s teacher, off limits, but everything inside me is screaming to move closer and get another whiff of her perfume.

      “So, how long have you been teaching?” I ask as I get to work. The classroom we’re in is small, but there’s a lot of wall to cover. Instead of looking over at her, I focus on the roller as it slides up and down the smooth surface.

      “About three years,” she tells me. “I would’ve started earlier, but . . . Well, life doesn’t always go according to plan.” Her words are pained, as if there’s a reminder of something she doesn’t want to voice. Heartbreak.

      I know all too well about that. I’ve had my fair share of memories I no longer want to revisit. I wish things weren’t so dark and gloomy in my past. Perhaps I would offer her dinner at my place. But I can’t have another woman in that house.

      “What about you?” she asks, dragging me from my thoughts.

      “I own my own studio on Main Road, on the corner opposite—”

      “Silver Macs?” she grins playfully, which makes her eyes light up with excitement. There’s an innocence to her, almost as if she’s too young to be a mom, too young to have pain and heartache in her life. And I find myself enthralled by her.

      “Yeah, you know it.” I smile, dipping the roller in the thick orange paint that’s coloring the wall in small patches.

      “I do,” Kayla tells me as she pushes to her feet, lifting the hem of her tank top, gifting me a glimpse of her belly button piercing.

      Stifling a groan, I raise my brows in shock. “Didn’t peg you for a bad girl,” I offer, winking at her soft laugh.

      “I used to be once upon a time,” she admits.

      “Does that mean I can sway you to get in my chair one day?” I question, hoping she agrees. Her smooth, creamy skin makes every part of me stand at attention, and I can’t imagine how soft and silky it must feel to the touch. And I know I want to find out.

      Kayla drags her gaze over me, taking in the exposed, colored skin, patterns and script scrawled all over me. “I guess I could think about it.”

      “I don’t do butterflies and dolphins though,” I tease as I roll the wall with the bright, sticky latex.

      She crosses her arms in front of her chest, pinning me with a shrewd glare. “Do I look like a butterfly kinda girl?”

      Her question has me chuckling. “Hey, I don’t judge.” I hold my hands up, causing the paint to drip all over my black combat boots. “Shit.”

      I’m about to drop down to wipe it when Kayla beats me to it. Seeing her down on her knees before me doesn’t help that taut string of restraint I’m holding onto. It’s been years since I’ve been with anyone, let alone had the company of a beautiful woman, and this isn’t helping.

      “I’m sorry,” she tells me, shooting up, causing my hand to bump against her shoulder, and orange is splattered all over her tank top along with my T-shirt.

      “You’re really that clumsy?” I tease, pressing my index finger to her nose, making the tip match the mess we’re making all over ourselves.

      A giggle falls from her lips, making her eyes crinkle in amusement, and I can’t help joining her. I haven’t laughed like this in such a long while it feels foreign. Grabbing the cloth from her hand, I dab her nose, wiping at the paint until it’s barely noticeable.

      “Do I look like a clown?” she questions, wrinkling her nose.

      I open my mouth to tell her she looks beautiful, but the words get stuck in my throat. I haven’t told any other woman she’s beautiful since Sarah. Even before Sarah, none of my high school girlfriends were special to me. I was the bad boy from the wrong side of the tracks until Sarah walked into my studio in New York and demanded I tattoo her because her father forbade it.

      It was then and there I fell for her.

      “No, not at all,” are the words that fall from my lips. “Far from it.”

      With a swift nod, Kayla turns and gets to work. The next hour passes in silence. There’s a tension that hangs over us, and I wonder if I fucked it up by being standoffish.

      I set the roller down once the bell rings, alerting us it’s lunch time. When I turn to find Kayla looking at me, I smile.

      “Look, I’m not used to—”

      “Women?” She grins. “I get it. I mean . . . I’m not here for something you’re not looking to give. Hell, I’m not even here for a date.”

      “I would like to take you out though,” I tell her. “If you’d let me. Nothing serious,” I amend. “Just friends.”

      Her pretty eyes regard me for a moment. She agreed to coffee, but a date is something more. It’s . . . just more.

      “I have to make sure my mother can babysit,” she finally responds, and I blow out a breath I held in hopes she would agree. I don’t know what it is about her, but I want to try this. If I fuck it up, at least I know I’ve tried.

      “That’s better than the no I was expecting,” I reply, tipping my head toward the door when another blare of the bell goes. We head outside, and the moment we step into the sunshine, her son runs up to her, an ice cream in hand, and I don’t know what to do with myself.

      “Nick, this is Caleb,” she tells him, gesturing toward me. 	“He’s helping us paint the classrooms.”

      When I glance at the little boy, I note how much of his mother’s features he’s inherited. Those wide eyes, pouty lips, and his smile is all her.

      “Hey, little man.” I smile, crouching down.

      “Hi.” He offers a grin that makes me chuckle. He’s got two small gaps where he’s lost his teeth, and I can’t help but recall my girls at the same age.

      “You enjoying that ice cream?” I ask, and he nods. “Good man. You know, ice cream is good for building strong bones.”

      “Don’t tell him that,” Kayla hisses playfully. “He’ll be telling me why he should have ice cream for dinner every night.”

      An easy laugh falls between us, and I once more find myself wanting to spend more time with Kayla. Far too much time.

      “Let’s start with lunch,” I tell her, and we head to the table with snacks, hot dogs, and soda. I glance at the pretty woman who’s captured my attention, and I realize I don’t know what I’m doing, but I guess we all have to learn somehow.
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      “A tailgate?” I smile at Caleb who looks far too excited by the prospect of sitting on the back of his truck tonight. The sky is clear with stars pricking to life on the inky background. The moon hangs high, a sliver over silver which illuminates the area around us.

      The park has been a place where everyone would park, listen to music, have a few beers, and spend the evening having fun with their friends. It’s been so long since I’ve been out it feels foreign to be out here. I can’t believe I’ve never done this before and feel slightly excited to sit here and learn more about the man who makes my stomach flutter wildly.

      Years have passed, too many of them, that I haven’t experienced the sweaty palms and giggly excitement that trickles through you at the prospect of a first date. But right now, it’s there, burning in my veins, turning my blood hot, and my cheeks heat. I close my eyes for a silent moment and pray this feeling lasts.

      “I figured we could go back to our teen years?” Caleb winks while handing me a beer. He clicks the stereo on, and soon Brantley Gilbert’s “Bottoms Up” comes filtering through the speakers.

      “And a soundtrack as well?” I question, swigging the beer from the bottle as I settle back. Thankfully, I changed into my denim cutoffs and Chucks before we headed out. I wouldn’t have been comfortable wearing the dress I almost put on.

      Caleb’s gaze locks on me for a moment, trailing from my long, dark hair down to my navy-blue tank top over my shorts to my shoes. When he meets my eyes again, he’s grinning like a teenager who just got a date with the most popular cheerleader. For me though, I feel like I’m out of my depth on a date with the quarterback and I’m the class nerd.

      “So, tell me about Kayla,” he requests with a curious smile. “Not the mom. I want to know the girl, the woman behind the label ‘mom’.” My heart does silly flips when he grins. His cheeks dip in with deep dimples, and I’m struck by how handsome he really is.

      “Well,” I start. “I was the cheerleader in high school. I went to college to study teaching, got married really young, and then I became a mom before I was ready. Even though I feel that way, I wouldn’t change my journey. Nicholas, my son, has become my world since his father died. Jeremy was my first everything,” I tell him, my voice lingering with sadness, and I know I shouldn’t be admitting all this, but it’s best to get it out in the open rather than hiding anything.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. This to me” — I wave my hand between us — “is so new to me. I mean, Jeremy’s death is something I’ve had to come to terms with. He was set on joining the army, and I allowed him to go.”

      “You couldn’t have stopped him,” Caleb says, and I know it’s true. He watches me with genuine concern, and I find it endearing in a way I haven’t noticed another man look at me before.

      There’s no way I could’ve changed Jeremy’s mind. But deep down, I still wish he’d chosen his family rather than a life in the army.

      “What else?” Caleb questions slowly, as if he’s unsure I’d like to offer up more of my life, but the worst is over. Talking about my husband’s death is something I avoid, but it’s easy with Caleb.

      “I was the quiet cheerleader in the back of the team. I wasn’t into parties like the others,” I tell him with another shrug, thinking back to high school. “I loved my books. Quiet nights in. I guess I was actually a nerd who got lucky being on the cheer team.”

      “Lucky?” he questions, arching a brow in shock, and I realize it wasn’t luck. It was more because of my looks that I got chosen for cheer team.

      “Well, I mean, the girls were nice to me.”

      “They were probably nice to you because you were the most beautiful one there,” Caleb utters nonchalantly, as if he didn’t just call me beautiful, and I can’t help but lower my gaze in embarrassment. No other man has said that to me besides Jeremy, and it feels nice just enjoying the happiness that flutters in my chest. But it’s a foreign excitement that makes my stomach flip-flop and the butterflies come alive when his gaze meets mine. “I’m sorry.”

      “No, it’s okay, I just . . .”

      “I haven’t said that to another woman in a long while.” This time, those eyes fill with the pain I’m certain he’s experienced. Even with the heartbreak so clear in his expression, he’s rather beautiful, his eyes shimmering in the low lights. The music, the other people surrounding us all fade away, and it’s only him and me right in that moment. I have no way of knowing what to do now.

      “I haven’t heard those words in a long while, so you’re okay,” I assure him. Leaning forward, I place a hand on his forearm, and it doesn’t go unnoticed when our skin comes into contact there’s a surge of electricity that shoots through us.

      I know he feels it.

      I do.

      “So, what about you, Caleb?”

      He turns away, looking out at the dimly lit park where a group of people are partying not too far away. “I’m a single dad to a far-too-old-for-her-age teenager. I fell in love young. I gave her a ring and figured we’d be together until our final breaths.” He seems so calm, but he doesn’t meet my gaze when he tells me their story. His story. “I loved her, but her final breath was taken when some asshole drove into her. A trucker who was tired jackknifed the vehicle, and she and our eldest daughter were in the car.”

      My heart aches. It cracks the moment he confesses his story, and all I want to do is hold him, but I don’t move. I wait for him to look at me again. It feels as if he’ll never turn my way, but moments later, he does.

      “I didn’t mean to—”

      “No, I asked. Please don’t apologize or anything. It seems we’ve both been through . . . I mean, there’s been too much loss in our lives.”

      He nods solemnly, and I feel terrible for asking him for his story. I guess if I knew how bad it was, I would’ve still wanted to know. I hate secrets, and that would’ve been a big one.

      “If . . . I mean . . . I’m not expecting . . .”

      “I want to know you, Kayla,” he says with conviction that makes me smile. “I really like you, and even if this doesn’t turn romantic, I mean . . .”

      “Yes.” My agreement comes quickly, and I suddenly feel stupid for being so quick to agree, but his lips tilt into a grin, and Caleb looks far younger than I think he is. And that makes me feel at ease.

      “So, your first time tailgating?” he asks with a gesture of his chin to the truck I’m currently perched on.

      “Yeah, I mean, this is a new one for me. Even as a young girl.” I laugh at the words. I guess twenty-eight isn’t old, but sometimes, being a mom, I feel so much older because I’m responsible for another human.

      “You’re way too young to be sitting at home and not experience all that Silver Pine offers,” Caleb tells me, handing me another beer. He holds the bottle for a moment, and I wonder if I need to go home, but Mama hasn’t called, so I know it’s okay.

      “You sound like my mother.” I laugh, remembering when I told her about tonight. She was more excited about me going out than I was. My mama wants the best for me, I know she does, and I think her heart hurts because I’ve been so broken over my past.

      “Get that down ya neck, and we’ll have a dance.” Caleb winks mischievously, causing those damn flutters in my stomach once more.

      “You tryna get me drunk, Mr. Mercer?” I quirk a brow at him, and he only chuckles, offering me a smirk in return. And for now, I accept the beer, enjoying the short-term freedom that’s been offered to me.

      It’s been far too long since I let go, since I’ve had fun, and something tells me Caleb will certainly not take no for an answer. And frankly, I don’t want to say no to him.
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      She’s stunning. I haven’t felt so excited being near a woman in a long while. I feel like a teenager. The way I felt when Sarah and I were dating. Spending time with Kayla has been refreshing. She’s a great dancer, and her smile is infectious. Beautiful and alluring. Dating is so new to me, the moment we were on the dancefloor, I was unsure of myself. Like I felt in high school at prom, or any of our other events. But there’s something about Kayla that sets me at ease. And I found myself letting go tonight, allowing happiness to grip me for a short time.

      “Thank you for the evening,” Kayla says. Her smile is shy, and her cheeks are pink from the three beers. I love that she’s so sweet, so damn innocent, even though she’s been through loss that I know all about.

      “I’d like to try this again,” I tell her. “I mean, a date, like in a diner or something,” I ramble, and she giggles. The sound is a heavenly, melodic song that trickles through my veins and into my heart.

      “I’d like that.” She smiles. “Pasta or pizza is the way to this girl’s heart,” she tells me, then quickly her eyes widen. “I mean . . . I just . . . I—”

      “Dinner, soon,” I interrupt her. She’s new to this, and I don’t want her to feel pressured. Something tells me I would like to find the way to her heart, but right now, it’s about taking it slow. I should enjoy our time learning about each other, and I intend to do that. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” I promise, pressing a kiss to her cheek before she leaves my car, and I watch until she’s inside her house, locked up safely, before I pull away from the curb and make my way home.

      This is one woman I know will do things to me I haven’t experience in a long while. I like her. And I hope with all I am it’s not some fleeting emotion.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Dad.” Libby comes into the kitchen with a bright smile on her face. “I was wondering—”

      “I have a babysitting job for you,” I say suddenly, thinking about a date with Kayla before Libby can ask me to go on a date. I have a feeling that’s what she’s about to ask.

      “Okay,” she replies just as suddenly. “And can I get paid in anything I want?”

      “That depends on the anything, young lady,” I answer her, waiting for her to ask for something expensive. Her friends have more than I can afford, and sometimes I feel bad I can’t give Libby what they have, but deep down, I think she’s happy.

      “Can I get my belly button pierced?” she coos, wrapping her arms around my neck, pressing a kiss to my cheek. I knew this was coming. Callie had hers done at sixteen, and Libby has to wait. She used to wrap me around her finger as a baby, but now, she’s growing up and I have to ensure she listens when I tell her something.

      “This is the second time you’re asking, young lady. Sixteen. My last and final offer.” I meet her gaze, locking on those wide eyes.

      “But Dad, if I do the babysitting job for you, I can surely get preferential treatment.” She smiles, her face lighting up just like her mother’s used to when she would want something from me.

      “Do a good job at school for the next two years, and I’ll pierce you myself,” I tell her.

      She leaps up and down a few times before she leans in and kisses me again, twice. “Okay,” she grins. “I’m just excited, Dad,” she tells me quietly.

      “But it has to be a stellar job,” I warn, knowing this is for my own benefit. If Libby and Kayla’s son get along, perhaps we can have a family outing. The idea both scares me and excites me.

      “Where were you last night?” Libby asks, settling in to eat her cereal. I watch her for a moment, wondering if now is the right time to tell her. I could. There’s no reason I shouldn’t, but for now, I shrug.

      “Nowhere special. Down at the bar,” I explain. It will take time, and I want to tell her. I should. “Fuck,” I bite out then glare at her. “Do not repeat that.” Running my fingers through my unruly hair, I look at my daughter. “I was on a date with someone.”

      “Oh yay! Is she pretty? Does she have a car? What work does she do?” The onslaught of questions comes barreling at me, and I’m not prepared for it. Thankfully, I can answer all those, but there are some that are still a mystery to me.

      “Eat your breakfast, and I’ll tell you about her.”

      She settles in at the table, a mischievous smile on her face, but there’s excitement, something I was hoping would be there. Bringing another woman into my home is not easy, mainly because I don’t want Libby to feel like I’m replacing her mother, which I never can. But I’d like her to feel comfortable asking about Kayla.

      I don’t know where things are heading with the woman who’s captured my attention, but I have a feeling it would be good for Libby to know what I’m doing rather than find out later on.

      “So, her name is Kayla, and she’s actually a teacher at your school,” I start, hoping I’m not going to embarrass my daughter when she learns the woman I took on a date is her teacher. Well, not hers exactly, but soon enough, I’m certain Libby will pass through Kayla’s classroom.

      “A teacher? Really?” She scrunches her nose at me. “I don’t know if that’s cool, Dad.” I watch her scoop some cereal into her mouth and try to figure out my next move. How do I explain that this isn’t serious? Yet. “What’s her name?”

      “Well, she’s your teacher, Miss Kayla. And I mean, she’s really cool, and I’m sure you’ll like her outside the classroom.” I sip my coffee, my gaze never leaving my daughter.

      She glances up, then smiles. “Oh Miss Kayla, yeah she’s super cool, Dad. Just be nice to her.” Her warning makes me chuckle. “I mean, you know, boys are mean sometimes.”

      “Oh? What boys are mean?” I ask, arching a brow in question. I know her movie date was last weekend, and I wonder if it has anything to do with the comment.

      Libby shrugs, spooning the last of her cereal into her mouth before looking at me again. “Just boys.”

      “Libby, you’d tell me if someone is bullying you, right?” My attention is caught on her, locked on my little girl. Even though she’s a teenager, she’ll always be my little girl, and if someone is upsetting her, I’ll lose my shit.

      “I just . . . It’s weird talking to you about boys, Dad,” Libby murmurs, her eyes lowered, focused on the table instead of looking directly at me.

      “Libby, you will tell me right now, or you’re forbidden from going to the cinema ever again,” I warn, knowing that will have her spilling the beans.

      Her gaze shoots up. “Ugh, you’re so unfair. I just . . . There’s a boy who keeps teasing me at school,” she admits.

      “And what is he saying?” I can feel the rage burning through me. Anger that someone is upsetting Libby. Even though I should wait and listen to her before jumping to conclusions, I can’t help my mind running rampant with images of her unhappy at school.

      There’s a rosy blush spreading over my daughter’s cheeks, and I’m even more confused now. Perhaps it’s not as bad as I’m making it out to be. She’s silent for so long I begin to think she’s not going to tell me.

      “Well,” she starts, lowering her head so her long blonde curls cover her face, and I know she’s hiding something big. “I don’t think it’s bad, but . . . it makes me nervous.”

      “Libby, tell me.”

      “He said I should be his girlfriend because I have the best . . .” She blushes once more, and I'm on the edge of my seat, ready to knock out this boy. “He said I have nice breasts.” The words tumble from her mouth, and I'm on my feet. “Where are you going?”

      “To sort this little punk out,” I grit through my teeth. I'm not normally a violent person, but for my daughter, I'd kill.

      “Dad, please, just listen to me. I don't like him in that way, and I've told him.” She’s on her feet, trying to hold me back, but I’m far too angry to focus on Libby and her words. “Please, Daddy, just listen to me. Stop being so annoying! If Mom were here—” she bites out in frustration causing me to still. Her words halt, and we’re drenched in silence that stretches out, making the situation painful. She’s right. If her mother were here, this would be a non-issue. Sarah would know how to deal with this. All I want to do is smash in some little asshole’s head until he’s apologized to Libby.

      Running my fingers through my hair, I tug the strands until it stings, hoping the pain will allow me to focus. “I’m sorry, Libs,” I tell her. “I just heard . . . I just lost it.”

      “I know, Dad, but I’m not a kid. I can take care of myself,” she admits. “When I need you, I’ll ask. You’ve taught me to be a fighter. Strong like Mom, and I am.”

      For the first time in a long while, I don’t see my little girl before me. I see a young woman. She’s growing up so fast, too fast, and I don’t think I’m altogether ready for the dating phase, but I pray I’ll be able to handle it better than this.

      “I love you, Libs. You’re all I have left.” I pull her into a hug, holding onto her as I shut my eyes to breathe in her strawberry-shampoo smelling hair.

      “I love you too, Dad. But I need you to trust me,” she mumbles into my T-shirt, and I know she’s right.

      How did my daughter teach me a lesson when I’m the one meant to be teaching her?

      “Now tell me more about this teacher.” Libby smiles up at me, and I can’t help but chuckle. My strong, beautiful young woman.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

          Kayla

        

      

    

    
      I smooth the dress over my body again. Taking note of my curves, I wonder if it’s too tight or too flowy. God, I’m driving myself crazy over a dress. Dating is hard work. Knowing what to wear, how to act. The fun we had at the park was refreshing. It was less date-like, and more friendship-like. Are those even words?

      “You look lovely.” Mama’s voice comes from behind me. I turn to face her, taking in her expression of love and affection. That’s one thing my mother has always offered, an honest answer.

      “Is this not too formal? I mean, I can change.”

      “No, it’s perfect.” She smiles.

      The A-line dress, which has a flowing skirt from the hips down to my knee, is sexy but relaxed. I’m not showing off too much skin, but also, I wonder if I should at least show a little.

      I don’t want to give Caleb the wrong idea. I’m not a one-night stand type of girl. This is nerve-wracking.

      “Maybe I should cancel?” I glance at my mother who’s furrowing her brows.

      She shakes her head adamantly. “You will do no such thing,” Mama grits out as she enters the bedroom. “Those are the shoes you should wear with this.”

      I turn to see where she’s pointing and take note of the soft pink ballet flats. Those would look good with the dusky pink dress. I slip them on, spinning around to let her see the full outfit. My long, dark hair hangs in waves down my back, and I’ve kept my make-up to a minimum.

      “Gorgeous.” She smiles at me. “I know this is only you testing the waters, but I’m glad you’re getting out.” Her eyes gloss over with unshed tears, which only makes me more emotional than before, and I have to blink back my own tears so I don’t ruin my makeup.

      “Thanks, Mama.” I pull her in for a hug, holding onto her just to feel her strength, hoping it will flow into me. The last time I was this nervous was when I was a teenager, when I went on my first date with the man who would later become my husband. The same man I lost.

      This is a date. A real date.

      Alone with Caleb at the diner.

      “Now get going. Can’t be letting him wait, and don’t you dare get all emotional tonight. Have fun,” she jeers, scooting me from the room and following behind. We reach the living room, and Nicholas is sitting on the sofa, engrossed in a cartoon.

      “I’ll see you later, baby boy,” I tell him, knowing he’ll cringe at me calling him a baby. I press a kiss to his forehead.

      “I’m not a baby, Mom,” he tells me confidently. He’s growing up far too quickly. “You look super pretty.” His words still my heart for a moment. I’ve been “Mom” for so long being pretty wasn’t on my agenda, ever. But tonight, I guess I am.

      “Thanks, my sweet boy. Behave for grandma, okay?”

      “Okay.” He doesn’t take too long to get caught up in the TV show again, and I head out to the kitchen. Grabbing my purse and keys, I offer my mom one final wave before I make my way to the car.

      I told Caleb I’d meet him at the diner. I didn’t want to explain to Nicholas why this man is taking me out. Not yet. It’s too soon for me to introduce Caleb into his life. Isn’t it? I’m not sure what’s going to happen between Caleb and me, and I don’t want Nicholas to get confused by having a man who isn’t his father around if we’re only going to be left again.

      I don’t know when a good time to tell Nicholas I’m seeing someone, but I know I need to take my time. It’s not easy. I wish it were, but taking things slow is the only way I feel comfortable.

      The sun has set already, and the evening air is cooling from the heat of the day. When I reach the diner, I note the black truck already parked close to the door. I cast a quick glance at the time, thinking I’m late, but note Caleb is early. He’s almost fifteen minutes early. That makes me smile for some reason. Maybe he is into this, and I’m just being my stressful self.

      Inhaling a deep, calming breath, I exit my vehicle and make my way to the lit-up diner that beckons. I notice Caleb at the window in one of the booths. He offers a smile and a wave as I enter, and when I reach the table, he rises to greet me with a kiss on either cheek.

      “You look amazing.” He smiles big, appraising me with a wolfish glint in his eye. He helps me into the booth, then seats himself on the opposite bench.

      “Thanks. You scrub up pretty well yourself.” I laugh, taking note that he’s wearing a black button-up shirt. His hair has been tamed, but there’s still a small hint of stubble, which I like.

      He’s a handsome yet rugged man, something I’m not accustomed to. He settles back as the waitress brings our menus, setting them down with a bright smile before leaving us alone again.

      “How was your day?” Caleb asks, his gaze flickering over me.

      Shrugging, I set the menu down and focus on him before answering, “Busy. The kids had a test, and then we got to planning our next field trip.”

      He grins. “That’s why Libs was so excited today. She mentioned something about heading out of school for a day. She told me her teacher would be sending a note,” he tells me.

      Nodding, I smile. “Yes, we’re setting up a day out at the lake for all eighth graders.”

      “Are parents allowed?” He leans in as he asks this, and the scent of his cologne — spicy and minty — lingers between us.

      “If you’re up for corralling rowdy teenagers, you’re welcome to tag along.” I grin as the waitress returns to take our orders. Caleb chooses a double cheeseburger and fries with a large Coke, and I get the chicken burger, fries, and a small orange juice.

      “I wouldn’t have pegged you for a burger kinda girl,” he says once we’re alone again. The playful banter makes me smile, and I find myself relaxing into the booth and offering up answers to his questions that would normally cause me to hide.
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      There’s a cool breeze in the darkness as we step out of the diner. It’s almost ten, and I know I’m going to have to get home. The lady who watches Libby has to leave soon, and I need to make sure Kayla is safe before leaving her.

      “Thank you for . . . this.” Kayla smiles at me. I can tell she’s unsure. Nervous even, and I wonder if she’s expecting me to kiss her. I want to. I really do. But is that taking it too far? She told me she didn’t want a relationship, and this was a friendly dinner.

      “I would like to do it again,” I tell her. As the breeze picks up, I notice her tremble, and I can’t stop myself from pulling her into my arms in the hopes of keeping her warm. “I’m sorry,” I mumble, pressing my lips into her silky smooth hair. “I noticed you’re cold.”

      “It’s chilly out tonight.” She smiles up at me, her eyes wide, locked on mine, and I take a deep breath before leaning in and pressing my lips to hers. Sparks shoot through me with the contact. My whole body shakes with need to deepen the kiss, to lick and taste her, but I don’t.

      Instead, I step back and allow her to breathe without me crowding her. She’s beautiful. There’s an allure to her that makes every inch of my body burn with want. But I can’t. She can’t.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You keep saying that,” she teases, a grin breaking on her lips. “I liked that,” she admits then, earning herself a smile.

      “Well, I have a few more where that came from.” I chuckle when she giggles. A soft, tinkling sound that reminds me of metal against glass. One of my favorite sounds.

      “Perhaps we can do this again over the weekend?” My voice holds hope. It’s laden with need I’ve not felt in a long while.

      Kayla nods. “I’d like to. Perhaps we can do lunch?” This time, she’s the one with a lingering of hope dancing in those pretty eyes.

      “We can. I’ll have Libby with me,” I tell her, running my hand through my hair. “I mean, I can’t get a sitter on Saturday, but . . . if you don’t—”

      “I’d love to meet her outside of school. If that’s okay?”

      Her question calms me. It confirms what I’ve wanted to suggest since yesterday. Perhaps it would be easier jumping in with both feet.

      “I don’t normally do this, Kayla,” I explain. “But something tells me this will be good.” My confession makes her smile, and it lights the night like a goddamned star.

      “Then it’s settled.” Kayla grins. “I have to go.”

      “Yeah, me too.” I nervously reach for her hand and press a kiss to her knuckles before she slides into the driver’s seat of her hatchback and starts the engine. I watch the red taillights disappear around the corner before I head to my truck and slide into the cab.

      The engine roars to life, and soon I’m heading home. Even though Silver Pine isn’t big, it takes me ten minutes to pull into my driveway. Exiting the vehicle, I head up the steps and unlock the door.

      My mind is still on Kayla when I shut myself inside and smell sweet confectionary wafting through the entrance from the kitchen. When I make my way into the open-plan space, I find Libby sitting at the table, her face covered in flour, and Mrs. Griffon laughing at my daughter.

      “You’re home early,” the older lady remarks.

      “I guess I interrupted the fun,” I respond, leaning in to press a kiss to Libby’s hair, trying not to get flour all over me.

      “Dad, I made this for Miss Kayla,” Libby tells me with a satisfied smile as she shows me the small cupcakes with icing lacing the top.

      “Wow, she’s a lucky teacher,” I assure my daughter, but I can’t stop my heart from thudding. My chest aches. I don’t want Libby to think I’m replacing her mother, but I also would like her to enjoy spending time with Kayla. Even if whatever is going on between us doesn’t work, at least Libby will have a woman to go to if she needs it.

      “I like her. She’s always nice to us,” Libby tells me earnestly. A small yawn stretches her mouth, and I can’t help but to chuckle.

      “Time for a shower and bed,” I inform her, and soon enough, she’s on her feet, cleaning up the mess. Mrs. Griffon tugs me aside, pulling me into the living room.

      “I’m glad you’re getting out,” she tells me. She’s been our neighbor since we moved into the house almost ten years ago. I think it was Sarah who won her over first. Everyone loved Sarah. She had this happiness that seemed to emanate from her, making everyone want to be around her.

      “It was one date.”

      “A date is a good thing. One or two, it doesn’t matter,” the older lady effuses. “I’m not saying you’re going out to buy a ring, but you’re taking a chance to live your life.”

      Sighing, I run my hand against the back of my head. I’ve never been one to talk about feelings, but right now, I feel I need to. “I don’t know what’s going to happen either, but I will say, for the first time in a long while, I felt at ease with a woman.”

      “I’ve known Kayla for a while,” Mrs. Griffon confesses. “She’s a good mother, and she’s grown up with a strong foundation. Her mother is one of my best friends.”

      I should’ve known. This town is small. Everyone knows who you are and what you’ve been through. Even though Mrs. Griffon isn’t gossiping, there’s an underlying hint that soon enough, everyone will be talking about Kayla and me.

      “Just take it a day at a time.” She smiles then, the corners of her eyes crinkling as she regards me. “I have to go.” The announcement comes with a flourish, and soon, I’m shutting the door behind her and locking it.

      “Dad!”

      Another sigh pulls its way from my lungs, and I head to Libby’s room. She’s already on the small stool of her vanity drying her hair from the shower. Every day she gets older, and she looks more and more like her mother.

      “What’s up?” I ask as I near her.

      Long, golden strands fly around her head as the dryer whooshes hot air over them. When she’s done, she sets the device on the wooden top and stares at me in the mirror. Her eyes are shiny, and I wonder if something is wrong.

      “Libby?”

      “Did you have fun tonight?” she asks, turning to regard me.

      I crouch down so we’re at the same height as I look into those pretty hazel eyes. I never want to lie to my daughter, so I’m not going to hide the fact that I enjoyed my time with Kayla.

      “Yes, we had a lovely evening. We spoke about work, school, and the tattoo shop. We didn’t talk about your mom or her husband.”

      “She’s married?” My daughter’s eyes widen to saucers, causing me to chuckle.

      “No, baby,” I tell her. “He passed away, he was in Iraq and something had happened. He didn’t make it home.”

      “Oh, that’s sad.”

      Nodding in agreement, I respond, “It is. And she’s a lovely lady. Perhaps if you’re not too busy this weekend with all your friends, you can spend the day with us.” My words are tentative because I don’t know how she’s going to take it or if she’ll even want to.

      Silence hangs in the air for a while, and I can’t help but hold my breath in the event of her refusing. But then she smiles. “I’d like that, Dad.” She wraps her arms around me, and I pull us both to stand.

      Holding my daughter, I sigh a breath of relief in knowing she’s not angry with me for stepping outside my own comfort zone. I never expected to move on, and I hope Sarah isn’t angry with me. I doubt she is. That woman had the biggest heart, and deep down, I believe she would be okay with this.
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      Even though it’s been a few days since I last saw Caleb, I’m nervous as I push open the door to his studio. Friday is Nicholas’s soccer practice, and since I had nothing planned until four when I pick him up, I wanted to see Caleb in his element.

      The buzz of the needle from somewhere in the store sounds. But the moment the bell above my head tinkles, I’m met with silence and then the sound of heavy boots coming this way.

      Caleb steps into the front of the store in a black T-shirt with a Metallica logo painted on the front. His arms are laden with color, and his eyes glimmer with mischief when he sees me.

      “To what do I owe this pleasure?” He steps around the counter, coming toward me, and soon his hands are cupping my face, and he’s pressing a soft kiss to my lips. The gentleness of it takes my breath away.

      When he finally breaks the contact. He steps back, regarding me as if I were the most precious thing he’s ever seen.

      “I figured it’s time to get a tattoo?” I venture, hoping he’s got space in his schedule for me. Even though I didn’t think this through, I’ve wanted to get the ink for a long while.

      “Well, I’m almost done with the client on my table, and then I’ll be right with you.” Caleb grins, leaning in for another kiss before leaving me in the waiting area. The buzzing starts up, and I settle on the leather couch, flipping through a magazine as he works.

      Last night, I laid in bed, thinking about this, about him, and I wondered if I was doing the right thing. Nicholas shuffled into the room, snuggling in bed with me. He used to do it when he was little and had a bad dream. I asked him about it this morning, and he told me he missed me.

      Sometimes I wonder if he’s more intuitive than I give him credit for. When Caleb enters the room once more, he’s followed by a statuesque blonde who has legs for days. On her upper thigh is a butterfly, along with some script I can’t make out. My gut feels heavy as the unwelcome emotion — jealousy — riddles its way through me.

      Once Caleb has swiped her card and she’s gone, he settles in beside me. Those piercing eyes lock on me, and I wonder if he’s trying to suss out my reaction to the woman he’s just been pawing over. I know I’m being silly, but I can’t help it.

      “Hey.” He smiles, the glint of the piercing in his lip shimmering when he does, and it’s alluring. He’s beautiful. I take him in, and I mean really take him in. It’s the first time I’ve noticed a man. Sadly, it’s the first time I’ve wanted to. After losing the one person who held my heart, I didn’t think I could be here, sitting beside someone I am starting to really like.

      “Hey.”

      “What am I doing to you?” he questions, causing my heart to flutter wildly and the butterflies to awaken in my stomach.

      “What?”

      “Your ink? What did you have in mind?” A cocky grin plays on his lips, causing me to roll my eyes.

      “Oh, yeah, um . . .” I pull out my phone, swiping through the images I have saved and find the design I kept from months ago. I’d found it while scrolling through Pinterest one day, and it’s been on my mind ever since.

      An intricate design of text which reads “forever moving forward” alongside roses which surround the script. It’s beautiful, and even though it’s bigger than I had wanted, I feel it’s perfect.

      “Nice,” Caleb says, holding the phone. “Email it to me, and I’ll print out the image to get the stencil done.”

      I nod, tapping away at the screen. Even though my focus is on the task at hand, I’m aware he’s staring at me. He’s watching me intently, and I wonder how I’m going to survive lying on the bed and having him touch me.

      “Where did you want it?” he asks, his voice dropping low, causing everything below my belly button to tighten, and for the first time in a long while, it’s a man making me feel desire I’d only used my fingers for.

      “I was thinking on my torso?” I gesture with my hand over my side, and he nods deep in thought.

      “You do realize it’s the most painful place?”

      Laughing, I nod. “I know. I just think it would look best there.”

      He rises, heads to the door, and locks it. “Well, we best get started,” he tells me, holding out a hand, which I accept. He pulls me along into the back of the store, where there’s a leather bed along with a desk filled with the tools of his trade.

      “You’ll need to lift that top or take it off,” Caleb informs me and turns his back. “I’ll get set up and draw out the stencil.” I watch as he settles on a small, black leather stool and goes to work. He’s left-handed, and I watch in awe as he outlines the design. His meticulous, strong hands and deft fingers make me shiver with anticipation.

      I tug off my top, covering my chest with the material, and I wonder if he’ll be as affected by my body as I am by his. I’m a mom; I’m not skinny or statuesque. I don’t have a flat stomach, and I have a scar from the C-section when I had Nicholas.

      Suddenly, I feel more nervous than I did before. Not because I’m about to get a tattoo, but because Caleb is going to see me like this. Not a perfect beauty, but a rather broken woman.

      When he rises and turns to me, my breath catches at the burning gaze he pins me with. He lifts his hand, running his fingers through the back of his hair, a nervous tick I noticed is his signature move.

      “It’s been a while,” he tells me, causing me to frown. “Most of the clients are . . .” I expect him to say beautiful models or something similar when he tells me, “old burly men, not stunning women who make me want to do things I haven’t thought of in a long time.”

      A giggle floats up my throat, falling from my lips. “What?”

      “I’m sorry, Kayla. I’m trying to be a gentleman, but you’re gorgeous, and . . .” His words filter into the heavy silence that surrounds us, and I can’t stop the blush that heats my cheeks. I’m sure I’m bright red with embarrassment.

      “I . . . Um . . .”

      “This is new to me, feeling something for someone,” he admits, lifting his gaze to mine. “I don’t know how to be.”

      This causes me to sit upright, to allow my top to fall to the bed beside me. I’m opening myself to him. Showing him I’m not scared, because I don’t want him to be.

      “Please don’t feel like you need to change yourself. Just be you,” I tell him as he nears me. Every inch of my exposed skin dots with goosebumps when he steps between my legs. Every hard inch of him pressing against me, and I can’t help but whimper.

      “I want to kiss you, taste you, make you feel like a queen,” he utters against my lips, and I tip my head back, locking my eyes on his. A slight nod is all he needs, and his mouth crashes to mine in heat and yearning.

      My hands twine around his neck, holding him to me as my tongue dances with his. There’s fire in his touch, in his lips, and it slowly but surely consumes every rational thought I have.
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      I break the kiss, looking into her eyes as if I can delve into her mind with a stare.

      “Lie back. Let’s get started.”

      She smiles; it’s shy, but sweet. She is a seductress, and she doesn’t even realize it. I don’t know why this woman stumbled into my life, but with each passing moment I spend with her, I want more.

      The moment I sit down, snapping on my gloves, and Kayla leans back on the bed, I’m in awe of her. She’s everything, beautiful, curvy, and she makes my dick hard as fucking rock. I can tell she’s tense, and when I reach for her, placing the stencil on her skin, she trembles.

      “Don’t be nervous,” I tell her, hoping she’ll relax around me. Granted, she’s in her underwear, but I am a professional. Once the blue lines have been marked on her flesh, I reach for my gun and dip it in the black ink.

      The buzzing calms me when it starts. I lean in, my gloved hand pressing her taut skin, holding it steady so I can finally put the needle against her. The moment I make contact, she gasps, but she doesn’t move or flinch.

      Slow, meticulous lines appear as I draw the image into her, forever marking her. The quote is perfect, beautiful, and while I get lost in the shading, I can’t help but smile when I think about possibly moving forward with her.

      Love is something you can never walk away from. And Sarah will always be my first love, but our chapters are over, and I know my story needs to continue.

      “That’s not too bad,” Kayla mutters as she glances at me from under those dark lashes.

      “I haven’t gotten to the sensitive spot yet,” I remind her, knowing I’ve left the worst for last. Also, I needed to start at one section and slowly move my way down.

      When I wipe at the blood, I notice her wince. It’s starting to take shape, and my focus lands on her once more. As the flowers bloom in the blood and ink, I take pride in knowing I’ve given her something she’ll forever have with her.

      Even if things don’t work, this is my gift to her.

      An hour and a half later, I turn off the fun and sit back, wiping at the image now ingrained on Kayla. It looks good. She twists ever so slightly to take in her new ink, and I notice the small, sad smile on her lips.

      “It’s perfect,” she tells me easily. “It’s just . . . perfect.”

      “So are you,” I admit, the words falling from my lips, but I realize I don’t want to take them back. I want this. I want her. “I know you said friends, but—”

      “Perhaps there’s something here, between us,” she finishes my thought. When I nod, she does as well. “I feel it too.” Her admission sets my heart ablaze in my chest.

      I rise slowly, grabbing the cling wrap to cover her up before she can put her top back on. I’m not sure what else to say, but I let the silence and the gentleness I treat her with speak for me.

      When Kayla is fully clothed, I turn to her, waiting on her to say something because the tension between us is palpable. I don’t want to rush her. I don’t want to do something that will scare her away.

      I’ve never been so unsure of anything in my life.

      Pain and heartache have made sure I’m wary, but the happiness I’ve felt in the past few days has been refreshing.

      “So, we’re still on for lunch on Saturday?” she asks me slowly.

      “You know it.” I wink, reaching my hand for hers, and when she takes it, my heart soars. We head to the front of the store, and I grab one of the booklets I have printed out on how to care for your tattoo. “This should give you all the information you need. If not, you have my number,” I tell her.

      “How much is it?” She pulls out her purse and flips it open, finding her card, which I wave off.

      “It’s on me,” I offer.

      “What? No. I can’t—”

      “I’m not taking any money from you,” I respond, pinning her with a serious stare. Her mouth opens, gapes, then closes. I know she’s struggling with taking this from me, but it’s a gift. One I’m not returning.

      “Thank you, Caleb. You’re sweet.”  She grins, putting the wallet in her purse and rifling through for her keys. “I better get Nicky from soccer practice.”

      “I’ll call you tonight.” It’s a promise.

      This time, she gifts me one of her beautiful smiles that lights up my world. It’s only a moment, but it’s everything. “I look forward to it.” I watch her leave, and when the door shuts, I make sure it’s locked up tight.

      It’s only four now, but I decide to take the afternoon off. Perhaps I can spend time with Libby and make dinner with her this evening. She’s been studying a lot, and I want to surprise her with something nice.

      I feel like I’m floating. Like nothing can touch me in this moment.
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        * * *

      

      When I step into the house, I hear the pop music coming from Libby’s room. I make my way down the hall and find her on the bed with her textbook, making notes in one of her workbooks.

      “Hey, you,” I greet, entering the space.

      Her room is filled with posters, teddy bears, and everything pink and black. It’s a strange combination, but it makes me think it’s a mixture of her mother and me. Sarah was definitely the girly girl. And I’m the bad boy who stole her from her parents.

      “Hey, Dad, how was work?” she asks, watching me with a knowing stare. How did my fourteen-year-old turn into a woman overnight? She’s far more intuitive than I give her credit for.

      “It was good. Why?”

      She shrugs, then giggles when I lean in and whisper in her ear, “Tell me.”

      “I just overheard Kayla telling one of the other teachers she was heading into the strip,” Libby says. “I thought maybe she came to visit you.”

      “As a matter of fact, she did,” I tell my daughter. Sitting against her headboard, I watch her bounce toward me excitedly.

      “And?” Libby looks like she’s about to burst. My teenage daughter wants to gossip with me about girls. Well, women. One in particular. “Come on, Dad,” she whines. “I like her, and I can see you like her too.”

      I consider this for a moment. If I ever want Libby to be open with me about a boy, I’ll have to give her the same respect. Even though I’m not her friend, rather a parent, I still want to make sure she feels comfortable enough to talk to me about these things.

      “I do like her,” I finally admit, which earns me an excited squeal.

      “She’s one of my favorite teachers, and you look happier.”

      “I do?” Libby’s words shock me. I never thought she would’ve noticed my broken heart. I didn’t think anyone saw how I was suffering. But my daughter is one observant child.

      “Dad, I know when people die, it’s bad. Well, I mean it’s sad. I miss Mom every day, but you were her love,” Libby tells me. “That must be even worse. You knew her longer than I did.”

      This makes me smile. A child’s logic. Yes, I knew her mother longer, but that doesn’t mean anything. I’ve known people my whole life and wouldn’t be this broken up, but I do understand what she means.

      “I just don’t want you to think I could ever replace your mom.” I pull my daughter into my arms and close my eyes. She smells like cookies and candy. A smile cracks on my face when I think about my sweet girl, not the one in my arms. The one who’s now sporting a large tattoo, done by me.

      “I don’t, Dad. I promise,” Libby tells me as she giggles at me holding her so tight I’m making it hard to breathe. In this moment, my heart doesn’t hurt too much. I allow myself to calm.

      And I know I can finally take a step toward something that could be a future.

      A happy one.
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      “Are you nervous, Dad?” Libby’s voice comes from my doorway. I’ve changed my jacket twice. I don’t know why. When Kayla said she had an idea for our lunch date with the kids, I wasn’t sure what to wear.

      She didn’t say it was formal or anything like that, but I want to impress her. And Nicholas. The boy lost a dad too soon, and even though I don’t know if I could ever step into that role, I want to be respectable. Even as the thought comes to me, I don’t know what the hell I’m thinking.

      “A little bit,” I admit, turning to my daughter who’s dressed in a pair of blue denim shorts and a T-shirt with a boy band splashed across the front. “This is all new to me.”

      “Well, I guess it’s new to her too,” my daughter tells me, sounding more grown up than I feel right now.

      “How did you get so wise, young one?” I tease, pulling her in for a hug before pressing a kiss to the top of her head. She’s almost at my height, and I know soon enough, we’ll be eye to eye.

      “I learned from my dad.” She grins at me, and I can’t help but chuckle. At times, I would wonder if I was going to be a good father, especially when I lost Sarah, but Libby makes it easy. I’m lucky to have this beautiful young lady who’s growing up to be more level-headed than I was at her age.

      “I’m proud of you,” I tell her, stepping away so I can look at my daughter. She’s getting far too big, and I’m not ready to see her graduate high school. Even though I have a few more years before that happens, time is precious, yet it moves so quickly.

      “Dad, don’t get all emotional. We’re going to be late.” Libby smiles before leaving me to take one last look in the mirror. I feel like a damn teenager going on his first date, not a widower about to embark in a relationship with a woman who’s captured my attention.

      It doesn’t take us long to reach Kayla’s house, and when I pull into the drive, I notice the door open, and Nicholas comes racing toward the truck.

      “Hi!” he shouts excitedly, jumping up and down as he takes in the large wheels.

      Exiting the vehicle, I crouch down so I’m eye-to-eye with the little man. “How are you doing?” I ask him, gripping his outstretched hand and shaking it.

      “Good. Mom says you’re taking us out,” he tells me.

      Just then, Kayla steps out onto the porch, and the moment my gaze lands on hers, my breath is knocked right the fuck out of my lungs. She’s stunning. Her hair is pinned back messily, strands hanging down framing her heart-shaped face.

      She’s dressed in a pair of denim cutoffs that heat my blood in ways I shouldn’t be thinking about right now. Her top is flowy, slipping off one shoulder in an elegant yet relaxed way. Her feet are encased in a pair of tennis shoes, and she’s carrying a small purse where I note she puts the house key before making her way out to us.

      “Hi,” she greets us with a smile.

      “Hi, Miss Kayla.” Libby grins, and I note how my daughter has seemingly dressed quite similar to her teacher.

      “You can call me Kayla.” They hug, and my heart warms slightly.

      “Mommy looks pretty,” Nicholas says as I rise, and I have to agree with him.

      I lean in to press my lips to Kayla’s cheek before telling her, “I think your son is right.” My words are soft, a whisper that makes her blush.

      “Thanks.”

      “So, where are we going?” I question her, taking her in once more before she steps back and lays her arm around Nicholas’s shoulders.

      “I figured the beach, some burgers for lunch, and ice cream before we come home?” Her brow arches, and I nod.

      “Sounds like a plan.” I wonder if she can hear my relief. Because I don’t know her that well, I wasn’t sure if she was going to say something else, something I may not have enjoyed, but the tension that gripped my shoulders moments ago is gone, and we all get into the car and head out toward the coast.
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        * * *

      

      When we reach Kayla’s house after dropping off Libby at her best friend’s place, I walk Kayla to her door with Nicholas asleep in my arms. She unlocks it, allowing me to enter first, and silently leads me to his bedroom where I help her put him to bed.

      The whole day was spent laughing in the sunshine, watching the kids splash in the ocean, and eating ice cream until we were ready to come home. The sun set an hour ago, and I follow Kayla into her living room.

      “Sit. Did you want something to drink? I have wine, beer, or water,” she tells me with a smile, and I can tell she’s nervous from the slight tremble that travels over her.

      “Beer, please,” I request, and she leaves me alone. I make my way to the small fireplace and find a framed photo of a man in uniform smiling at the camera holding a baby.

      “That’s Jeremy,” Kayla says when she rejoins me. “He was deployed at twenty-three.” Her voice seems far away, as if she’s there.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s in the past,” she says, handing me the drink. “It’s something I’ll possibly never get over, losing someone, but . . . life goes on.”

      “It does,” I agree. “But I know the feeling, or at least, I understand where you’re coming from. It’s not easy. I doubt anything can ever make it easy, but . . .”

      “Time heals all wounds?”

      “Ha.” I chuckle at that. It sounds like something my parents would say. “Perhaps. But even though he’s someone you’ll always love—”

      “I can’t stop my life,” Kayla finishes for me.

      I swig the alcohol, the fizzy liquid going down easily as I turn toward her. It feels strange being in the house she shared with her husband. But then again, even if we were at my house, it would be the one I had with Sarah.

      “I can go if you—”

      “Will you take me upstairs?” Kayla questions with a whoosh. Her eyes lock on mine, shimmering and simmering. Desire and pain, all rolled into one.

      “I’m not sure—”

      “I am. Let’s take this to the bedroom,” she tells me, offering her small, delicate hand to me, and I find myself taking it. Even though I’m nervous and a little unsure, I want to experience her. I want her to forget, even if it’s just for one night.

      I want to show her pleasure.

      And then, if she wants me to leave in the morning, so be it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

          Kayla

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure you want to take this to the bedroom?” Caleb questions as he holds onto my hand. I’m tugging him through my house, something I could never imagine myself doing. Ever. But here I am.

      He’s been the perfect gentleman. Even though he’s inked from shoulders to wrists, there’s a piercing in his tongue, and I don’t even want to know where else he has any steel.

      Something tells me tonight I’m about to find out. I’m taking a step in a direction I wasn’t sure I was ready for. But each time I’ve been with Caleb, he’s shown me more of the man beneath the inked exterior. He’s offered me a glimpse into the father and the broken-hearted husband who’s been left behind to pick up the pieces of a shattered family.

      I want to be the glue. Deep down, I crave to fix him. I know it’s not possible to mend another person, but somehow, I’d like him to realize he’s a man. He needs to have some companionship in his life, even if it’s not romantic. But something tells me he’s made up his mind about me. About us.

      Actually. Scrap that. I do want to know. Jesus, my mother was right. I need to get laid. That thought makes me cringe in far too many ways. But I shrug it off, and when we reach my bedroom, I stop, keeping Caleb on the threshold of the space I now have on my own.

      I didn’t want to move. I focused on Nicholas for so long, now that I’m focused on me, I’m unsure what to do next. How do I proceed, knowing my husband is dead and I’m meant to move on?

      “Darlin’, we don’t have to—”

      “I have to,” I utter, spinning in Caleb’s arms to face him. He’s handsome, rugged, imperfect with his piercings and ink, his beard and messy hair. He’s so different, so vastly different from what I’m used to it’s as if I went out to find the complete opposite of Jeremy, and here he is, stealing my heart and bringing it back to life.

      I tug him into the space. His spicy and masculine scent fills the room. His mouth steals mine, his tongue lashing my own in an act of dominance as he licks into my mouth and tastes the beers we just had.

      His body is on mine, and as nervous as I am, like a damn teenager making out with her first boyfriend, I allow him to take control. My body is pliable. It’s his. For this moment in time, I’m not Kayla the mother, the teacher, or the daughter; I’m Kayla the woman who needs to be adored.

      And Caleb adores me as he moves his lips over my heated skin. I’m burning up, and it’s only because I ache for more of his attention. When he moves up my body, the blouse I’m wearing goes with his movements, and I’m left in only my bra.

      When he lowers himself, he’s tugging the cutoffs that hug my thighs all the way down until they’re a pile on the floor. I’m in my underwear, and his gaze burns the material from my most intimate areas. I may as well be naked to his heated stare.

      He moves over me, and as much as I know I need to be present, this is the first time I’m going to be with a man other than Jeremy.

      “Hey,” he coos in my ear. “I’m here. You’re here. If you want to stop, I’ll obey your wishes,” he tells me, pressing a kiss to my cheek. His body is heavy, warm and commanding, and I don’t want him to move, but I need a moment to breathe.

      He doesn’t speak. He merely trails his knuckles over my neck, down and over my breasts. My nipples peak, the buds taut, wanting attention, but he doesn’t offer it. His hand moves lower, down to my hip, where he grips me in his rough hand. And then he holds me against him. His erection presses into my mound, causing the friction to offer me what I’m not ready to allow him to take.

      “That’s . . .” I whimper, my words falling to silence when his hips roll, and suddenly, my clit is the point of contact where his cock is now prodding, and I need more. I want to push him away and pull him closer.

      “We can stop.”

      “No,” I assure him too quickly. He can tell I’m turned on. My hips have a mind of their own when they lift toward him, needing more, wanting that contact. Our bodies fit like puzzle pieces, just like mine and Jeremy’s used to, and I wonder in that moment if there’s more than one soul mate for everyone.

      “You’ve brought me back to life, sweetheart,” he tells me with a gentle smile. There’s affection pouring out of him in waves, and I know soon I’ll have to decide where we go from here. I’m the one stalling us, and I don’t want to do that anymore.

      “I don’t want to stop,” I tell him earnestly. My hands reach for him, cupping his face and holding it steady. “Bring me back to life.” My plea isn’t lost on him, and he moves slow but steady.

      Caleb’s hands tug at my panties, pulling them down my legs as he looks up at me. The way his eyes shimmer only cause the butterflies that seem to be ever present when he’s around to awaken. They flutter to life, and somehow, this man has brought me back from the darkness.

      He leans closer, peppering kisses up my thighs. His stubble tickles my skin as he moves north, up toward my stomach. He doesn’t touch my pussy, which is now wet and needy.

      Once he’s nestled between my thighs, he reaches between us and circles my clit. The ministration of his fingers turns me molten, and his gaze only ignites the flames further.

      “This is mine,” he pronounces. “From now till the moment you send me packin’, you’re mine.” A kiss to my lips seals his promise, and he pulls away to afford me a smirk. “And for now, we’ll take it slow. I want to show you I am a gentleman,” he affirms. “But tomorrow, I’m going to take you in every position known to man.”

      “That’s quite a lot. Are you ready for that challenge, Mr. Mercer?” My teasing earns me a tickle on my ribs, which elicits a giggle I haven’t heard in years. He nudges my entrance, then stills. “I’m on the pill.” I don’t know why I utter those words, but I think it’s something we should’ve spoken about before this moment.

      “Good, because there’s no way I’m stopping now.” With a naughty grin, he slides into me, slow, gentle, and loving.

      Love.

      Is that even possible when you’ve lost your first love?

      Caleb Mercer is certainly making me believe it.
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          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      Her body is taut at first, as if she’s afraid to let go. When I seat myself inside her, I have to focus on anything other than how tight she is. Her pussy hugs me as if it were made for me.

      Kayla’s nails dig into my shoulders, and a soft whimper has my gaze locked on hers. “Am I hurting you?” I ask, pressing a kiss to her cheek.

      When she shakes her head, I watch her swallow deeply before she opens her mouth. “I just . . . I need you to move, Caleb.” She moans as she lifts her hips to meet mine, causing pleasure to zing down my spine in electric waves. I pull out slowly, then sink back in, and this time, a groan is pulled directly from my soul when I feel her pulse around me.

      “I can’t go slow, sweetheart,” I grit out through clenched teeth, and she nods. It’s all I need before I pull out and thrust back in. Again, and again. My body moves with hers, and when she rakes her nails down my back, I hiss out as my orgasm nears.

      Reaching between us, I circle her clit while my mouth latches onto a hardened nipple, suckling the bud, allowing my teeth to graze it. Kayla’s sounds, her mewls and moans turn me into a goddamned animal as I fuck her into the mattress.

      We move faster.

      We’re rabid and hungry.

      And when she cries out, I can’t stop my release from shooting down my shaft, filling her with abandon. She’s trembling beneath me, and her warmth coats my fingers and cock.

      I slowly move my hips, and a small wince creases her face when I slip out, but when she looks at me, there’s only a glint of happiness in her beautiful eyes.

      “I . . . Thank you,” she mumbles.

      “Well, that’s new. Never been thanked afterward,” I tease, earning me a slap on the shoulder. “I should be the one thanking you,” I tell her. I notice how the black ink adorns her silky skin. Once it’s healed, it’s going to look beautiful.

      Pulling her into my arms as I settle on the mattress, she nuzzles against me, fitting perfectly in the crook of my arm. I’ve always been afraid of letting someone in. I didn’t want another heartbreak or to watch someone I cared about walk out, but this . . . this is something else. Something so much more than I ever could’ve imagined.

      “I never wanted this,” Kayla murmurs, causing my body to turn rigid. I expect her to tell me to leave now. That this was a mistake. Her gaze locks on mine, and a soft sigh falls from her lips. “I never thought I wanted this,” she reiterates. “But you’ve changed my mind somehow, and I don’t know how to thank you for bringing me back to life.”

      I let out a whoosh of relieved breath, pulling her even tighter against me. “Don’t ever do that again.”

      “What?”

      “I thought you were going to tell me this was a mistake.” This time, I cup her face in my hands so she can’t turn away. I don’t want to go a second without her gaze on me.

      “At first, I thought it was. I lost the love of my life, and I was broken. Just going through the day to day. When Jeremy died, I thought I would never breathe again.” Her confession cracks through my heart. It seeps into my veins, and the pain laced in her tone makes me want to wrap her in warm blankets to keep her from ever feeling that agony again.

      “You don’t have to—”

      “He was my first love,” she continues. “And for a long time, I thought I could only love one person.” She offers a soft smile. There’s no sadness in the way she looks at me, merely curiosity. “Perhaps it’s time I find out if there’s another person I could possibly love.”

      My mouth falls open, but no words come out. We’ve spoken about our past losses. About the pain that’s still there, lingering beneath the surface, but she’s just given more to me. She’s given a part of herself I didn’t think I’d ever get.

      “I’m much the same,” I admit, my fingers drawing circles over her smooth, bare skin. “I hardly even noticed other women, but you . . .” The corner of my mouth kicks up, and I can’t help but notice the blush on her cheeks.

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, a teacher, my daughter’s teacher who is so blatantly off limits.” I chuckle, giving her a squeeze.

      “You know, they said that dating students is off limits. I don’t think they mentioned parents of students,” she sasses me, earning her a swat on her behind. “Ouch.”

      “There’s more where that came from, sweetheart,” I promise, scooting lower so I can pull her up and over me. Once she’s straddling me, I grip her hips and watch her take control of the situation. I’m hard once more, and I lie back, enjoying the view of a beautiful woman as she uses me for her pleasure.

      Her pussy is warm and wet as she rolls her hips above me. I’m not inside her, but the torture of just feeling her wetness against my shaft is enough to have me growling.

      “You better stop teasing me, sweetheart.” My tone is a warning of what’s to come. Most times, I love being in control, but watching that sly smirk on her lips tells me it’s best for me to allow her this.

      She grips me in her delicate hand and strokes me while slowly sinking down on my length until I’m fully seated inside her. It’s a deliberate torture, and I can’t help but bite my lip as she moves back and forth, riding me. Her hands flat on my chest, her eyes locked on mine as desire swims around us.

      “Fuck, Caleb.” She whimpers when I lift my hips, fucking myself into her. We move once more in sync, in tune with each other, and it doesn’t take long for us to both find pleasure.

      Her body sinks over mine, and I hold her there for a long while. I’m certain she’s the one bringing me back to life, not the other way around, but I allow her to believe what she needs.

      Wrapping her in my arms, we scoot under the covers, and I cocoon her with my body. “Do you think your mom could watch the kids tomorrow?” I ask, planting a kiss on her cheek.

      “Why? Did you have plans?”

      Nuzzling her neck, I whisper in her ear, “We have plans . . . naughty ones.”

      A giggle falls from her lips, tumbling between us, and situating itself in my chest, right in the broken parts of my heart.

      I’m falling.

      And I don’t want to stop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Kayla

        

      

    

    
      As the snow falls outside, the fire crackles inside. Christmas is always my favorite time of the year, and being out here on the slopes of the Alps, I can’t help but smile knowing that soon I’ll be married.

      Saying goodbye to Jeremy wasn’t easy, but as I watch Caleb, Libby, and Nicholas at the table eating their breakfast, I know the next part of my life is about to take place. I believe we all have a story to tell. Each of us have chapters in our lives that are good, bad, and some that are silent. Those we don’t talk about. But I no longer look at that as a bad thing because with Caleb, I know my life has taken on a chapter of its own.

      Jeremy may have been my part one, but Caleb is my part two. It took a while for us to get here, for me to agree to wear his ring. But like Mama said, we have to move forward in life, not backward.

      “Are you joining us?” Caleb grins from the head of the long wooden table.

      The cabin we rented for the holidays is snug in the mountains, where the kids can go skiing or snowboarding, and Caleb and I can watch them from the porch while having our mulled wine.

      It’s become a ritual. Last year was our first visit here, and now our second year has only solidified it as a family vacation.

      “Yeah, I just like seeing my family happy,” I tell him as I settle in the chair beside him.

      “Mom,” Nicholas asks, “can I go make a snowman?”

      One more thing I’ve loved is Caleb and Nicholas doing things together while Libby and I read our books or talk about makeup and boys, even though her father doesn’t approve of the last topic. He’s very strict with her, but there are times I’ve talked him down from the ledge.

      She’s sixteen now, and she’s able to go out, with a curfew, with the boy who’s been hanging around the house. He’s a good kid.

      “Yes, you and Caleb can do that,” I tell him as I sip my coffee. It’s not as windy today as it was yesterday when we arrived, and I can’t wait to see what they come up with this year. Last year, it was some form of a bunny-man abomination, which only had us rolling with laughter.

      Nicholas is up and racing down the hallway to change into his warm clothes as Caleb rises before pressing a kiss to my forehead.

      “Get a room,” Libby chimes with a giggle when her father hugs me close for a moment.

      “You want to come up here and say that, young lady?” Caleb chuckles.

      I watch in amusement as she shakes her head. “Nah, you two are far too old to be doing all these PDAs, you know.”

      “And how would you know about PDAs?” Caleb questions, his dark brow arching upward, and I know he’s teasing her. The look on her face makes me smile.

      “I learned it from my dad.” Libby giggles, rising from her seat to round the table and place a kiss on her father’s cheek. “I love you, Dad,” she tells him before giving me a cuddle and leaving us to go and change.

      “She’s growing up too fast,” Caleb mutters under his breath.

      “You do realize she’s sixteen. There’s nothing you can do to stop her from dating now,” I inform him, which earns me a death stare.

      “I can lock her in her room until she’s forty,” he bites out, pinning me to the seat with those beautiful eyes I remember hypnotized me the moment I looked at him.

      “No, you can’t,” I tell him. “Because we’ll need a bigger house then.” My confession is a whisper, but Caleb catches it. He’s always heard me. Even when I was in pain and didn’t say it, he knew my heart was broken, and he let me cry.

      He held me.

      He healed me.

      And now, we’re bringing another life into this world.

      “What do you mean?” He’s beside me, holding my hands as he stares at me. “Kayla . . .”

      “I’m pregnant,” I finally admit. It’s the first time I’ve said it out loud, and I don’t know what he’s going to think. We weren’t planning to have a baby, but then again, we didn’t not plan it either.

      Silence hangs between us, reminding me we’re not married yet, and we’ve not spoken about extending our family. But when Caleb pulls me into his hold, I know it’s going to be okay.

      “Fuck, I’m going to be a dad again?” His voice is husky, and the emotion that grips my chest is more love than I ever thought I would feel again.

      “You are.”

      “I fucking love you, sweetheart,” he tells me. “More than I ever thought possible.” He cups my cheeks in his hands, holding my face just so. His lips land on mine, the warmth of him intoxicating, and I know if we stay like this, we’ll give the kids more trauma than they need.

      Pulling away, I look into his loving gaze and smile. “Hey, Daddy, will you let the kids build a snowman and come show me how much you love me?”

      And with that, he picks me up and carries me to our side of the cabin with a shout for the kids to get started without him.
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            BROCK

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey baby.” My girl, my heart, the love of my life climbs into my beat-up old Ford pickup truck. Once she’s inside, I grab the back of her neck, pull her across the worn bench seat, and kiss her lips hard before pulling back. Her smile is like a beacon of light leading me to the promised land, and her cornflower blue eyes twinkle in the sunlight as she stares at me.

      “Brock what is it? Is something wrong?” She worries her lower lip between her teeth.

      I stroke her cheek with my fingertips. “No, nothing’s wrong. I just love you.” Pleasure fills me as I watch her lightly tanned cheeks turn an adorable shade of pink. Even after all this time, I can still embarrass her.

      Ripley Brown and I have been together since our freshman year in high school—well, technically we did break up for a week the middle of our sophomore year, but that’s it. We were each other’s firsts, and if I have it my way, we’ll be each other’s lasts.

      I pull into the parking lot of Aldridge High School where Ripley and I are seniors. In two days, we’ll finally be out of this place, and then in just a couple months, she and I will be heading to Western Illinois University. My girl is going to be studying elementary education and I’ll be going to school for law enforcement. We talked for a long time about our future and where we both wanted to go to school, and her parents have been great about it.

      They know we’re serious about each other and her dad knows that after graduation, I plan on giving Ripley a promise ring. I worked my ass off this past year to be able to afford the ring I wanted to give her: a delicate gold band with her birthstone, a sapphire, and a little diamond next to each other. I really wanted to propose, but I know she wouldn’t want to get married until we both finish college.

      I can wait.

      I climb out of my truck and walk around the front end, helping Ripley down then wrapping my arm around her shoulders. At our school, it’s small enough that you almost know everyone. Sometimes it’s a good thing, and other times not so much, like last year when a rumor was started I had cheated on Rip with some girl I met at an away game. It wasn’t true; I’d never do that to her.

      It all started because Jonah Mitchell is a rich asshole prick who thinks he’s entitled to everything, including my girl. Ripley is the only girl at school who is immune to his “charm”. Sure, she is nice to him—she’s nice to everyone—but he is always watching her, looking at her like he wants to strip her bare and do whatever  he wants with her. We’ve hated each other since grade school, and I hate him still.

      Once inside the building, we make our way toward our lockers, which are coincidentally right next to each other—thanks to Rip’s best friend, Kat. Every year, the friends switch lockers, and it was actually Kat who introduced us.

      Through grade school and junior high, Rip and I went to different schools. It was two days after the first day of high school that I met her and fell in love. I was putting my backpack in my locker when I heard laughter coming down the hall. When I turned toward the sound, I felt myself freeze. Ripley was walking arm in arm with Kat, and she was smiling widely at the spastic red head. My breath caught in my throat, and my dick took notice. She hasn’t changed much since then. Her blonde hair hung down her back framing her face in wild, crazy curls, and her eyes were the softest baby blue, surrounded by thick dark lashes.

      She was and still is a petite thing with subtle curves that do things to me, and it always brings out the need to protect her.

      “Hey guys!” Speak of the devil. Kat races toward us, wrapping her arms around Ripley before letting her go and giving me a high five. “Only two more days then we’re out of this bitch.” She pumps her fist in the air, Ripley and I laugh.

      “What’s up, James?” I feel my body lock up tight and turn to find Jonah and the asshole brigade. They’re your typical teen movie/teenage drama characters: rich boys who think they can do whatever they want. They hate me because I’m popular, captain of the football team, dating the hottest girl in school, and what they would call poor.

      My family is lower middle class, for sure. My mom works full-time, and my dad works until he gets fired then moves on to the next job because he’s a drunk who loves to run his mouth. Everyone knows he beats us, or at least he used to beat me until I got bigger than him. Now he uses words instead of fists. He hits my mom, although she denies it and defends his shitty behavior. I’ll never understand why, and until she’s ready to leave, there is nothing I can do.

      I shake off those thoughts. “What do you want Mitchell?”

      “Oh nothing.” His eyes scan Ripley’s body and I want to pummel his face, but that’s exactly what the prick wants. He’s been trying to get me to lose my temper for a long time, but I refuse to let that asshole win. “What’s up Ripley? Looking gorgeous as always. You know if you ever want to come with me on my family’s boat, I’d love to take you out.”

      I’m ready to pound him when I feel Ripley’s arms wrap around my waist and her lips kissing the underside of my jaw. I smile, knowing what she’s doing, and I attack her mouth right there in the hall, backing her up against my locker. She loves it when I pin her down or push her against the wall.

      “When you’re ready to stop slumming, I’ll be here,” Jonah says loudly, and I hear him growl before walking away. Reluctantly, I pull away from her.

      Her grin is wide and she’s got a hint of mischief in her eyes. “You’re so bad. I’m going to have to paddle your ass tonight,” I whisper against her lips.

      Maybe I’ll drive her out to our spot and make love to her in the bed of my truck. It sucks because I don’t dare bring her back to my place, and her parents may love me, but they wouldn’t if they caught us doing it in her bedroom.

      “Promise?” Ripley winks at me before opening her locker and grabbing a pen, then gives me another kiss before disappearing down the hall with Kat.

      I feel someone move next to me—it’s my best friend Cale. “What’s up dude?” We exchange one of those half-hug, half-back-slap greetings.

      “Nothing.” I look at my phone. “Running late?”

      “Yeah, I couldn’t get my fucking car to start. Luckily my dad was still home so he jumped it. Where are Kat and Rip?” Cale’s got a thing for Kat, but is kind of shy around the opposite sex. He’s been really good about hiding his feelings for her, which is a good thing. If Ripley picked up on it, she would’ve already tried setting them up on a date. My girl is desperate to play matchmaker for everyone we know.

      “They already took off toward Ms. Baker’s class.” I lean in close. “When are you going to talk to Kat? I don’t want you to miss your shot with her before she goes away to school.” Out of the four of us, she’s going the farthest—she’ll be attending USC and majoring in accounting. She’s a freaky math whiz.

      “I don’t know. Every time I try to get her alone, it just doesn’t work. Maybe I’ll talk to her at Miller’s party.” One of our classmates is throwing a party the night of graduation. I honestly don’t want to go because someone will get drunk and then get stupid, and it’ll ruin it for everyone else.

      Don’t get me wrong, I like to drink, but I don’t get all crazy with it because my dad’s an alcoholic and I refuse to become one too. Plus, I wouldn’t do anything that could jeopardize my relationship with Ripley.

      “I think that’s a great idea.” I bump his shoulder. “Let’s go before we’re late.”
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        * * *

      

      My leg bounces as I wait for this graduation ceremony to get over with. We’re finally graduating. I can’t wait to finally be away from my dad. Of course, I don’t want to move away from Mom, but she’s never going to leave him. I wipe the sweat from my brow and banish those thoughts from my mind. We’ve already been up to get our diplomas, and now we’re listening to the final speech before we can get the hell out of here.

      Ripley’s parents are taking us out to eat after we’re done and they invited my parents, but my dad said no, which meant my mom said no too. Whatever—I’d rather not have his drunken ass there. You know things are bad when every night you pray for your own father to drop dead. I’ve got a lot of anger inside me, and that’s why I can’t ever hit Jonah, even if I want to. I’m afraid I’ll snap and there will be no turning back.

      Kat taps me on the arm and I realize everyone is tossing their caps up into the air. I give her a smile and with a whoop, toss mine too. I spot Ripley as she comes running toward us, and I catch her in my arms. After spinning her around, I set her back down on her feet and kiss her quickly. When I pull back, a flash has me turning my head—my mom is taking our picture.

      “Let me take one more,” she says with a smile.

      Ripley wraps her arms around my waist and I wrap my arm around her shoulders. She snaps a couple more and then Ripley switches places with her. I wrap my arms around my mom, hugging her tight, and tell her, “I’m glad you came, Mom.”

      “I-I’m so proud of you. My baby boy is a high school graduate, and next, college.” She kisses my cheek before taking her leave. I’m sure my dad told her when he wanted her home, and like always she does exactly what he says.

      Ripley comes up and wraps her arms around my waist. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I am. Let’s go find your parents.”
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            RIPLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Brock moves slowly in and out of me, and my orgasm begins to fade. I can still feel him pulsing inside me after his, and my hands glide gently up and down his back. His lips touch that spot on my neck that makes goose bumps pop up all over my body, and a contented sigh leaves my lips. I whimper as Brock pulls his softening penis out of me. We both quickly dress, then I lie back down in his arms.

      The bed of his truck isn’t the most comfortable place to rest, but he keeps sleeping bags and blankets in a trunk in the back, which helps. “I can’t wait until we go away to school,” Brock whispers against my forehead.

      I hug him tight and place my lips right over his heart. “I know baby. I wish my parents would let you move in until it’s time to go.” I push up and look down at him.

      He reaches up tucking my hair behind my ear. “You know that’s not a good idea. I love your mom and dad, and I’d hate if something happened that would change how they saw me.” Stuff like this is why my parents love Brock. He’s always been respectful of their rules when it comes to me, and Dad has been instrumental in keeping Brock on the right path to graduate. His dad is useless, so mine took it upon himself to guide and support Brock’s journey. That’s why my dad’s my hero.

      Every day he drops me off at home sadness washes over me as I think about what he’s going home to. The first time Brock showed up with a black eye, I bawled like a baby and threatened to go after the bastard. Instead, my dad took Brock out back. I don’t know what they talked about, but when they came back he grabbed my hand and we made our way to school.

      I rest my head on Brock’s chest. His heartbeat is a sweet, steady rhythm, and it’s beginning to lull me to sleep. “How many kids should we have?” he asks quietly.

      “Hmmm…well I’d like at least two, maybe three.” We’re both only children ourselves, but I have always wanted a big, loud, loving family.

      He moves me so I’m on my back and he looms over me. “I think we should have four. I want a little girl that’ll look like her mommy and three boys to protect their sister.”

      “Four? You realize I’m the one who has to carry them and then push them out, right? Although I do like the idea of having sweet little boys who love their momma.” He bends down and our lips touch. The kiss is slow and sweet, and I could do it forever. His tongue licks at my lips until they open to him, and the kiss quickly intensifies as our tongues tangle and my legs wrap around his hips. Then he pulls back.

      “I need to get you home so you can get ready for the party—unless you don’t want to go anymore.” He looks at me with a hopeful expression.

      “We have to go. Come on, it’ll be fun.” With a sigh, he helps me stand up. We roll up the sleeping bags and blankets and put them back in the chest, and then he jumps down off the bed and reaches for me, helping me down.

      On the way back into town, I sit right next to Brock with my head on his shoulder. All too soon, he’s pulling up in front of my parents’ house. “I’ll be back at eight,” he tells me before kissing my lips.

      “Okay, I’ll see you later. I love you.” I climb out of the truck.

      “I love you too, baby.” I stand on the sidewalk and watch his truck disappear down the street, and then I head inside to begin getting ready for the party.
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        * * *

      

      “Brock should be here any minute, so we’ll just meet you there,” I tell Kat as I pluck my outfit out of my dresser drawer.

      “Okay, that sounds good. Cale offered to be my driver for the night and he just drove up, so I’ll see you later.” I toss my phone onto my bed and turn toward the mirror, wondering when Kat’s finally going to realize she and Cale could have something amazing, like Brock and me. I haven’t said anything to Brock because he would accuse me of trying to mettle—which I am not doing—but if they need a gentle nudge, I’ll give it to them.

      The first time I met Brock, I thought he was a cocky jerk, but over our freshman year, I got to know him better. I never thought he’d be into a girl like me: shy and quiet, and my nose was always buried in a book. Kat was the outgoing one, the girl all the guys wanted. Heck, her locker was right next to his. The day he asked me out, that was all she wrote. After that, we were inseparable, and we still are.

      My parents were a little worried at first because it was no secret the type of home Brock grew up in, and they didn’t want me around Brock’s dad. It didn’t matter though, because he’s never taken me there. Over the past three years I’ve only seen his mom and dad a handful of times, usually in a public setting. His mom is a willowy woman who is beautiful, but constantly looks jumpy.

      His dad is tall with brown hair that has some silver sprinkled through it, brown eyes, and a bit of a beer belly on an otherwise athletic frame. He would be a good-looking guy if I didn’t know what a piece of crap he was. I hate knowing that his dad hurts him and his mom, and I don’t understand why she stays. I’ve talked to my mom and dad about it, and they’ve never been able to explain it. The only thing they said was that if Brock’s mom ever decided to leave, they would help her in any way they could. I love my parents.

      My dad and Brock are close, and I love that he’s taken Brock under his wing. He’s a positive male role model for someone who’s never had one. They’ve just made us promise to wait until after college before getting married and having kids.

      I get back to the task at hand and quickly fishtail braid my ash-blonde hair so it falls over my shoulder in a thick plait. I touch up my eye shadow and blush then add a thin coat of pink lip gloss.. It’s hot and humid so I throw on a black cami and a flowy lavender tank top that hangs off one shoulder. I slide on my favorite cutoffs, which are so worn, I’m surprised they haven’t fallen apart. After slipping on my black Chucks, I head out into the living room.

      My mom is sitting on the couch reading and I flop down right next to her. “Whatcha reading?” Since I can remember, my mom has always been a reader, always carrying a book around with her, which makes total sense because she’s the head librarian at Aldridge Public Library. I love to read, but not to the degree she does.

      “Nora Roberts’s latest book. You’d like it.”

      My mom knows what kind of books I like to read, so if she recommends it, I’m probably going to like it. “You’ll have to let me read it when you’re done.”

      “Is Brock picking you up?”

      I look at my phone and see that he should’ve been here five minutes ago; he’s never been late picking me up before. “He is, but he should’ve been here by now.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be here any minute.”
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        * * *

      

      “Honey, stop pacing. I’m sure he’ll be here soon.” I turn to look at my dad while I dial Brock’s cellphone again. It goes right to voicemail…again. Something’s wrong—I can feel it.

      “Dad, what if he’s in trouble? Can I borrow your car and go drive by his house?” Brock should’ve been here an hour ago. He hasn’t called, and his is phone shut off.

      My dad gets up and comes toward me. “Sweetheart, if he’s not here in thirty minutes, then you and I will drive by.” I frown, folding my arms over my chest. “You know why I can’t let you go over there by yourself. I’m sorry honey, but I don’t trust his dad. The answer is no.”

      At that moment, I hear Brock pull up, and I watch through the window as he stares at his steering wheel. Normally he’d be out of the truck and coming to get me, but he’s just sitting there. My stomach turns as different thoughts go through my mind. I let the drape go, grab my purse, and head toward the door, only to be stopped by my dad. “Let me check on him first.”

      I can only nod as I watch him disappear outside and walk slowly out to Brock’s truck. I head out onto the front porch. Dad leans against the driver’s side door. They talk for a while and I’m getting worried, but then my dad steps back and Brock climbs out. That’s when I see Brock’s got a split lip and his cheek is slightly swollen.

      With all of my might, I hold in the cry that is threatening to spill from my lips. My dad climbs the stairs first and I shove past him to get to Brock. He immediately wraps his arms around me. “Sorry I’m late.”

      I put my finger over his lips. “No, you don’t have to apologize. Are you okay?”

      He kisses my finger. “Yeah, I’m okay. You look beautiful.”

      I circle my arms around his waist and snuggle in under his chin. “Thank you. Let’s go inside. We’ll watch a movie.”

      “No, I’m good. I promised we’d go, so we’re going.” I try to argue but he shuts me up with a kiss. “This is our last high school party. We’ll go hang out for a bit, then go see a movie, how about that?”

      “Yeah, okay.” I tell my parents bye through the screen door, mouthing a thank you to my dad.

      We’re both silent during our drive out to the Miller’s farm. I want to ask what happened, but I’m afraid it could set him off, and I don’t want to ruin our night. He lifts our intertwined fingers and kisses the back of my hand. “Two months.”

      I turn toward him. “Two months?” I’m not sure what he’s talking about.

      “Two months until we’re moving to Macomb.” A girly squeal escapes my lips and I squeeze an arm around his waist.

      “I can’t wait.” We pull down the gravel road the farm is on then Brock parks his truck and I climb out the same side as him. Hand in hand, we walk toward the huge bonfire. There are people everywhere.

      “You’re finally here!” Kat runs toward us and it’s very clear that my bestie is hammered. I hug her as she sways, then she cups my cheek and Brock’s. “I love you guys so much. You’re going to get married and have beautiful babies, and live happily ever after.” She pulls me in for a drunken kiss on the lips then kisses Brock on the cheek, and then just like that she’s gone, off to do whatever she was doing before we got here.

      Brock smiles down at me and I smile back, but my stomach knots up when I look at his split lip. I reach up and stroke it with my thumb. “Rip, it’s okay. I promise.” Nodding, I let him lead me over to Cale and other friends of Brock’s from the football team.

      I’m nursing my second beer when Kat drags me toward the makeshift dance floor. I smile at Brock as I sway to the music, and he gives me a chin lift along with a smile that makes my belly warm. One of his teammates grabs his attention so he signals to me that he’ll be back then disappears into a mob of huge football players.

      I’m finishing my second beer and dancing to the music with Kat and a couple other girls, but they’ve busted out the stripper moves. They’re all shitfaced, of course. My best friend smiles at me before lifting her arms in the air and grinding on an invisible pole. I can only shake my head because that girl is so wild, but I’d do anything for her.

      I need a drink, and before I go, I lean toward Kat. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to get a drink and go to the bathroom.”

      “Do you want me to come with?” she asks.

      I shake my head and wind my way through the thick crowd, stopping to talk to people and give out hugs. Brock and I haven’t decided yet where we want to live once we finish school, so I may not see some of these people ever again.

      By the time I make it to the porta-potties I have to go so badly. Luckily one is open, and I go in to do my business. Once I’m done, I check my face in the little mirror on the door, then I freeze when I step out of the stall. “Go away Jonah.” Obviously my prayers that Jonah would skip the party weren’t answered.

      “Go away? Oh come on, don’t be like that.” I quickly move away from him, not listening to anything that jerk has to say. He doesn’t even like me; it’s just a game to him because he hates that Brock is better than him.

      I know he’s following me through the throng of people, but I refuse to look back and acknowledge him. I find Kat on the dance floor and keep close to her. I’m pretty sure Jonah is afraid of Kat because she’s loud and in your face, and she has no problem telling people what she thinks. Last year at a house party, he kissed her and she slapped him across the face. My hope is dancing with her will keep him away, because I know he’ll try to start a fight with Brock again if he can.

      I begin to relax, figuring Jonah has slunk off to mess with someone else, and continue dancing. As I move to the beat, my eyes scan the different crowds as I look for Brock. I don’t spot him, but I’m sure he’s around somewhere. Arms wind around me and I smile because it’s rare that Brock will dance with me. I place my hands on his and begin to move my hips, but then Kat freezes. She is looking at me strangely and I stop moving.

      Brock’s a lot taller than I am, and I suddenly realize the person against me isn’t. I spin around and come face to face with Jonah then reach out and shove him hard with all my might. He grabs my wrists and pulls me toward him.

      “Let me go.”

      “No, I don’t want to. When are you going to stop slumming with that piece of shit? Baby, I can take you places you’ve never been. What can he give you that I can’t?”

      I’ll blame it on the two beers causing me to lean forward and say, “Multiple orgasms.” Of course, a crowd has gathered and they all whoop it up when I say it, but I ignore them and try to pull my hands free. Still, he won’t let go.

      The crowd parts and Brock comes over to us, followed by Kat and Cale. She must’ve gone and got Brock. I wrench my arms out of his hold and move to Brock. His arm immediately wraps around my shoulders and he hugs me tight.

      “Mitchell, I thought I told you to stay the fuck away from Rip.” Brock’s body is strung tight, and I’m afraid he’s going to freak out.

      Jonah steps closer to him with a cocky grin on his face. Something ugly coils up in my belly and leaves me feeling uneasy. “It won’t take long before she realizes she’s hitched herself to fucking loser. How long do you think it’ll take before she walks away from you? Apparently the only thing you can give her is orgasms.”

      A gasp leaves my lips as Brock advances on Jonah. I hustle to get in between them but Brock shoves me out of the way. I don’t even think he knows it’s me; his eyes are focused on Jonah. Kat grabs my arm to keep me from trying to stop them and says, “Let Brock deal with it.”

      “I can’t. Jonah’s trying to push him to lose his temper and I can’t let that happen.” I move toward them and get between them both. “Brock, let’s go. He’s not worth it. Please.” He still won’t look at me and his body is held so tight, I’m afraid he’s ready to strike.

      “Brocky boy, how long is it going to take before you become your dad? Before you’re nothing but a drunk and a wife beater?”

      It feels like things move in slow motion. Brock tries to shove me out of his way and stalks toward Jonah. As I move right in between them again to stop Brock, I see his fist moving, hear screaming, and feel arms grab me right before I go down, and then…nothing.
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      Time freezes and silence descends. Ripley crumples in Jonah’s arms, her eye swelling up immediately. I’m frozen where I stand, a nauseous feeling swirling around in my gut. I hit her. I hit Ripley, and now she’s unconscious on the ground. It’s like a home movie in my head. Images flash through my mind: my dad slapping my mom right out of her chair at the dinner table, him grabbing me by the throat and holding me against the wall while my mom cried, my mom and I leaving in the middle of the night only to have him find us and drag us home.

      Every picture is of my father hurting me, hurting my mom, and now I’ve hurt Ripley, the only person I’ve ever loved, the one I swore I’d never hurt. Jonah’s bent over her body and then people start moving around me. Kat and Cale come toward me, their expressions full of shock and fear, and I finally become unstuck. I hear Cale call after me as I back away and then turn, rushing through the crowd. Everyone gives me a wide berth and I head right to my truck.

      Images assail me, images of Ripley’s eyes rolling back in her head, the shocked look on her face, and then nothing. As I hit the gas, my body goes numb, my mind gets fuzzy, and all I want to do is crash my truck, hoping it kills me. Tears spill down my cheeks and a pained cry slips past my lips. I whip my truck over to the side of the road, smacking my head against the steering wheel over and over.

      “What have I done?” I don’t even recognize the sound of my own voice right now. Why did I leave? I need to go back, need to make sure she’s okay and tell her I’m sorry. It was an accident. She shouldn’t have gotten in between us. I wipe my face with my t-shirt and throw my truck into gear. Before I can turn around, I spot an ambulance flying down the road, my stomach sinking as I watch it fly by.

      I need to leave, and I need to do it to protect Ripley. She deserves someone better than me, someone who will cherish and protect her, not hurt her. Instead of turning around and heading back to the party, I head home to pack a bag and leave town.

      I park a block down from my house and keep to the shadows as I make my way toward it. The little blue bungalow I’ve lived in since I was born is up ahead, and I move around to the side and open the window to my bedroom. I quickly grab some clothes and shoes, stuffing them in my duffle bag. On top of my dresser sit several picture frames: Ripley and me at prom, Ripley on my back at the homecoming game, Ripley and me sitting in front of the Christmas tree at her parents’ house. I rip the pictures out of the frames and stuff them into my bag.

      As I look around my room, a knot grows in my stomach. I need out of here. I toss my bag out the window and then climb out, walking away from my house for the last time. Once I’m back in my truck, I pull out my phone and call the one person who would never tell anyone where I am.

      “Brock?”

      “Hey Granddad. I need your help.” My dad has parents I’ve never met; this is my mom’s dad. He and my grandma cut my mom off after she went back to my dad when I was ten. They were hoping it would guilt her into leaving my dad for good, but it backfired and she never spoke to them again. My granddad reached out to me when I was sixteen and made sure I knew that if I ever needed him, he would be there for me. No one knows I’ve been talking to and seeing him, not even Ripley. Tears leak from my eyes as I relive the punch over and over again.

      “Son, you are not your father. It was an accident. Stay with us tonight, get some rest, and tomorrow we’ll deal with everything else, okay?” They live only twenty minutes away.

      “Yeah, okay. Thanks Granddad.” I head toward their home and try to quiet my thoughts, but they’re loud and unforgiving. My phone beeps, which it’s been doing since I left the party. I don’t want to pick it up, but morbid curiosity has me doing it anyway.

      Cale: WTF!!!!! Where are you? Rip’s crying for you. We know it was an accident. We all do. Get here now, she needs you. She’s starting to freak out.

      An image of Ripley’s eyes rolling back hits me and I roll down my window, throwing my phone out of it. She’s awake, which is good. She’ll be okay.

      A short time later, I pull in front of my grandparents’ house. I grab my bag and as I walk up the sidewalk, my granddad meets me at the door. He pulls me right into a hug, squeezing me tight. “It’s going to be okay, I promise.” I almost believe him…almost.
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      “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      I sit in the passenger seat of my grandpa’s car, staring through the windshield at the recruitment center for the Marine Corps. Over the past few days, I’ve talked to my grandparents and have decided to enlist in the Marines. I know I’m running away from everything, but right now I feel like I have no other option. I’ve got all this shit balled up inside me and I don’t ever want it to come out like it did again.

      My grandparents are worried. I haven’t been sleeping because every time I fall asleep, I relive the whole thing. I’ve woken up crying, gasping for breath, and I’m depressed. I’m falling apart. They’ve tried to convince me to call my mom, but I can’t, at least not yet. I called Ripley twice, blocking my grandparents’ number so she couldn’t call back. Both times, she answered, her voice sounding tearful, and I never said anything, just hung up.

      I look down at the fading bruises on my knuckles and nausea swirls in my belly. They’re bruised because I hit her, because I lost my cool because of some asshole and his words. A roughened hand covers mine. “You are not him. Boy, do you hear me? You’re not your father. You don’t have to do this. We can go home right now.”

      “I have to do this. I can’t explain it, but I do.” With a sigh, my granddad shuts the car off and we climb out. My grandma decided not to come because she’s not on board with my decision, though she says she’ll support me regardless.

      Once we’re inside, I begin talking to Sergeant Richards, and it’s weird because once he starts asking me questions, a sense of calmness and purpose washes over me. I confidently tell him what he wants to hear, that I’m joining because I want to make a difference, that I want to defend our country. Do I mention to him that I’m running away from my problems? No.

      Earlier this morning, I withdrew from school. It was painful because Ripley and I were supposed to go together, but now she can go and meet someone who won’t hurt her the way I did. She’ll never have to fear that they’ll turn into their abusive, drunken father.

      Right here in the office, they have me take a practice version of the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery, or ASVAB. I sit down and begin working on it, and in about thirty minutes, I’m done. The recruiter grades it and looks at me. “I’m going to try to get you in to take the real test down at the government building this week. Does it matter which day it is?”

      “No sir, it doesn’t matter.” He disappears and then returns a few minutes later; I can go down there this afternoon. It will start at two o’clock and will take me around three hours to complete. Apparently I scored extremely high in all areas so they’re sending me pretty much right over.

      The recruiter tells me to come back after I get my physical on Thursday—I didn’t expect things to move this quickly. He gave me a list of MOS codes so I can start looking at different jobs I can pick, then we say goodbye and my granddad drops me off downtown. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours. I’ll just be waiting for you in the car.”

      I watch his car drive away until it disappears in the distance, then I look up at the large brick building and head inside with a sigh.
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      Two weeks have gone by and I’m finally heading to boot camp in San Diego. That will be twelve weeks, and afterward I’ll be in MCT, Marine Combat Training. I’m glad to have all that going so I won’t have to think about who I’ll be missing. Right now I’m in a hotel room that the military paid for while I wait to head out in the morning. My flight is at six AM.

      My grandparents wanted to stay and make sure I got off okay, but I told them I’d be fine because I didn’t want them driving the three hours to Chicago. I had taken the bus to Chicago earlier in the day I made them promise not to call my mom and tell her until tomorrow afternoon when I’m already in California, though it’s not like she would come anyway.

      I grab the phone on the desk in my room and dial Ripley’s number. It rings and rings, and I’m about to hang up when I hear her voice.

      “H-Hello.” It sounds like I woke her up. “Hello?” I hear her take a deep breath. “B-Brock is that you? Please answer me. Where are you? Are you okay? Brock?” I hang up when I hear her voice break at the end.

      I slam the phone down and throw myself back on my bed, staring up at the ceiling as that night comes back to me. After I dropped Rip at home so she could get ready for the party, I took off toward my place. I noticed the lawn was overgrown and knew I’d need to mow it; my dad certainly wasn’t going to do it. When I stepped inside, I found my mom standing at the dining room table folding towels.

      “Hey Mom. How’s it going?”

      She reached up and stroked my cheek. “It’s good honey. I’m so proud of you, did you know that?”

      I hugged her tight. “Yeah I know. Where is he?” Her body stiffened and rage filled me.

      “Your dad’s outside on the back porch.”

      I left her to finish folding, went to my room, and changed my clothes. On my bed, I lay back and closed my eyes, intending to do so just for a second. Sometime later, something hitting the wall woke me with a start. I grabbed my phone and saw that I was supposed to pick up Rip in ten minutes. I climbed out of bed and opened my door to see that my dad had my mom pinned against the wall. Her face was red. “I-I’m s-sorry. I didn’t realize what t-time it was. Dinner won’t t-take me very long.”

      He let my mom go and she scurried away, and I couldn’t help but yell, “Why don’t you leave her the fuck alone?”

      As always, he struck fast. The back of his hand connected with my cheek two times in rapid succession, and then he popped me in the mouth. Before I could react, he had me against the wall with a hand wrapped around my throat.

      “You shut the fuck up.” His words were slurred. “How I take care of my wife is none of your concern. Maybe you could learn something, or maybe I could train sweet little Ripley myself.”

      Without thinking, I shoved him until he hit the opposite wall and slid to the floor. My mom was standing in the mouth of the hallway with tears running down her face, and I moved toward her, asking, “Is this really how you want to live your life? Leave him, I’ll help you.”

      She gave me a sad smile. “Go, honey. Go to your girl. I love you.” After she kissed my cheek, I tore out of the house and made my way toward Ripley’s. I took the long way, needing to clear my head, though I knew I was already late and my girl was probably freaking out. When I pulled up in front of the house, I didn’t get out right away. I was filled with so much anger, I was scared to be around Ripley for fear of hurting her.

      “Hey son.” I looked up and Rip’s dad, Jerry, was standing by my door. He didn’t react when he saw my face, but it wasn’t the first time he’d seen the aftermath of my dad’s anger. “Your face okay?”

      “Yes sir. Sorry I’m late, I’m sure Rip’s freaking out.” I looked up and saw my girl standing on the porch, watching us.

      “No need to be sorry. We were just worried about you. You know that no matter what we’re here for you, and when you’re away at school, we’ll make sure your mom is looked after.” Rip’s dad was the coolest, and he always knew how to calm me down. After that, I hopped out of my truck and went to my girl.

      Back in the present, I’m finally exhausted enough to fall asleep. One of my last thoughts before my eyes close is that at this time tomorrow, I’ll be in California.
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      I stare at myself in the mirror. The bruising from my orbital fracture repair has just begun to fade. Over the past month, I’ve dealt with constant headaches and double vision. Wearing an eye patch helps, but then it prompts more stares from people. It doesn’t matter though, because nothing matters anymore. Brock’s gone, and none of us have heard from him. A few weeks ago, I swear he called, but he wouldn’t speak. I don’t even care if he was going to tell me we were over—I just wanted to hear his voice so I would know he was okay.

      Some of our friends have rallied behind me as I’ve tried to find Brock. Others stopped returning calls and un-friended me on social media. Again, it doesn’t matter. I don’t care about any of that shit; I just want Brock back. I want to know he’s okay, and I want him to understand no one blames him for what happened.

      Jonah’s picking me up in ten minutes to take me to one of our local malls, to hand out missing person flyers. In a surprising turn of events, Jonah’s become a good friend. Cale and Kat don’t agree with the friendship, but I think right now they’re too worried I’m going to break, so they’ve let it slide.

      I’m keeping it together by a tiny thread, but at least I’m keeping it together. I’ve hit malls, grocery stores, and numerous other stores looking for him, but I’ve come up with nothing. I’ve yet to ask his parents if they know where he is, and to be honest, I’ve been avoiding it because Brock’s dad scares me. Jonah’s offered to go with me, so maybe this weekend I’ll finally go. Maybe they’ll have answers, maybe they won’t, but I have to at least ask.

      I quickly throw on track shorts and a fitted t-shirt then slip on a pair of flip-flops. My hair is pulled back in a low ponytail, and the only makeup I’m wearing is cover-up for the bruising. In the living room, I find my mom and dad sitting together on the sofa.

      They know it was an accident, but I think they’re still in shock it happened at all. I know they’re worried about Brock, but they’re also worried about me. I hate to admit it, but I’ve eavesdropped on them a lot lately. I overheard my dad tell my mom he showed up at Brock’s parents’ house looking for him, but Brock’s dad slammed the door in his face. Just like everyone else they’re waiting for me to break.

      “Where are you going today?” my mom asks.

      “Davenport.” I hear a car door slam and a moment later, the doorbell rings.

      My parents are still on the fence about Jonah, especially since they know he instigated the fight, but he’s been working hard at proving how sorry he is and trying to make up for everything.

      I grab the stack of flyers off the table in the foyer and yell goodbye to my parents. Jonah is standing at the door in basketball shorts, a t-shirt, and tennis shoes, and a hat sits on top of his blond head. For as long as I’ve known him, I’ve never seen him dressed so causally, and I’ve never seen him look unkempt. Even playing football, the guy always looked like he was ready for a photo shoot. Now he looks like he crawled right out of bed.

      “Hey Rip, you ready?” He takes the flyers from me and I follow him to his royal blue Camaro. It’s a totally douchey car, but that’s okay because up until recently, I thought he was a total douche.

      I’m lost in thought as we make our way toward the mall feeling like a part of my soul is missing. I know I’m young and there are other fish in the sea; I know two eighteen-year-olds couldn’t possibly be as serious about each other as Brock and I were—are—but he’s my soul mate. If there were ever two people destined to be together, it’d be Brock and me. My vision gets cloudy and my nose begins to burn, but I fight it back. I have to be strong right now. Falling apart won’t help find Brock.

      My head begins to throb so I grab a pain pill out of my bag and quickly swallow it down with my bottle of water.

      “Is your head hurting?”

      I turn my head and look at Jonah. His expression looks troubled, as it usually does whenever I have headaches or have to wear my eye patch because my vision is giving me trouble. “Just a little bit.”

      He grabs my hand and gives it a squeeze. “I’m so sorry.” His voice is hoarse.

      “Jonah stop. It’s okay.” We lapse back into silence and I close my eyes.

      We pull into the parking lot of the mall and I take a deep breath before climbing out of his car with the flyers in my hands. As we make our way inside I close my eyes and say a little prayer that someone has seen him. Inside, we stand by the food court, and I start handing them out to people who will take them.

      “Hi. Have you seen this guy at all?” I repeat this over and over. Most people just shake their heads and some simply say no, and my frustration grows with each answer or non-answer. Across the way, I spot Jonah holding up a flyer and talking to an older couple. Around him, girls have gathered and are clearly checking him out, but he does nothing except hand them a flyer and move on.

      He must feel me watching because he looks at me and gives me a smile. That night of the party, he didn’t leave the hospital until I was discharged. At first I wouldn’t talk to him, but every day he showed up at my parents’ house until I finally caved—mostly because I wanted him to say whatever he had to say and then leave me alone.

      What I didn’t expect was that his parents paid off my ER bill and said they would pay for anything that had to do with my injury. They tried to pay for the surgery, but my parents have good insurance and told them it wasn’t necessary. Again, every day he was over, bringing me snacks, books to read, movies—whatever he thought might make me feel better. I figured at first he was just trying to pay me off, but when it was clear that Brock was gone, he stepped in to help find him.

      We stay at the mall for a couple hours and once all the flyers are handed out, we go across the parking lot to Olive Garden to eat before heading home. I only pick at my food; between the pain pills, headache, and stress, my appetite is nil.

      “You need to eat,” Jonah says from across the table.

      I stab at my salad and take a bite, forcing it down my throat. It feels like sandpaper going down. I set my fork down and grab my water, taking a sip. “Can you still come with me to Brock’s parents’ house this weekend?”

      “Yep. Do you think they know where he is?” He looks at my plate then back up at me and sighs. Our waitress passes our table and he asks her to get us a to-go box.

      “I don’t know. What if they do? What if they won’t tell me?” My heart starts to race thinking about the possibility that they know but don’t plan on telling me, and I shake my head. “Actually, can we not talk about this right now? Are you getting excited about leaving for school?”

      He’s heading to play football at the University of Wisconsin in Madison and will be studying journalism. My plan is still to go to Western in a month, even though I really don’t want to. Brock and I were supposed to do it together and it just feels wrong to be going without him, but I know he wouldn’t want me to miss out on the experience.

      “I’m excited to start training with my team. I’ve missed playing ball. What about you?”

      “I don’t know, I guess I’m excited. This just wasn’t how this was supposed to go. Ugh, sorry I’m a downer.” I grab my bag and pull out my pain pills. Shaking one out, I pop it into my mouth and swallow it down.

      When we pull into my driveway a while later, I grab my to-go container. “Thanks again for coming with me today. I’ll call you tomorrow about Saturday.”

      “Okay sounds good. If you get bored later and want to talk or whatever, just call me.” I get out of the car and give him a wave before I head into the house. My mom’s in the kitchen and my dad’s mowing the grass in the back yard.

      “Hey honey. Any luck?” she asks as she moves to stand right in front of me, resting her hands on my shoulders.

      “No. I’m going to talk to his parents this weekend.” I don’t like the look on my mom’s face.

      “Do you really think that’s a good idea Ripley? I know you have questions and you think they may have the answers, but I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go. I’m sure your dad would do it for you.”

      “Jonah’s going to come with me.”

      “Okay, well I hope you get the answers you want.” She brushes back the hair that’s escaped my ponytail. “Baby girl, I hate saying this, but have you thought about the fact that he just might be gone for good?” My body stiffens. “I don’t want to upset you honey, but maybe he’s just gone and not coming back.” Her voice cracks at the end. She’s always loved Brock, has always been supportive of our relationship and how serious it’s been from the beginning.

      “Don’t you think I know that? I do, but I have to at least try. I’m just not ready to accept that he’s gone for good. It’s only been a month and a half. Maybe he just needed to get his head together and will be back when he’s ready.” Even as I say the words, I don’t believe them. In my heart of hearts, I know I’ve lost my best friend forever.

      I head to my bedroom before the tears begin to fall, collapsing on my bed and staring at the picture on my nightstand. It was taken the summer before our senior year when Brock came to our family reunion. He and I were sitting on a blanket under a tree, and we were surrounded by little ones. My cousin’s two-year-old daughter Avery sat in my lap, and we were laughing because she shoved her lollipop in Brock’s face and it stuck to his cheek and hung there. The little stinker clapped and then farted in my lap.

      All the little ones used Brock as their personal jungle gym, but he loved it. I rub my chest as pain explodes in it. Rolling to my side, I curl up into the fetal position and let exhaustion take me under.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes peer out the passenger side window of Jonah’s car. “I can go talk to them if you want,” Jonah says from the driver’s seat.

      I don’t turn from the window. “No, it should be me. Will you wait here? It might not sit well with them if you come to the door.” His sigh hangs heavy in the air. “It’ll be okay. I won’t go in the house.”

      His hand reaches out, grabbing mine and giving it a squeeze. “I’ll be here if you need me.” I give him what I hope is a confident smile and then he lets go. Stepping out onto the sidewalk, I wipe my sweaty palms on the legs of my jean shorts. I slowly make my way up the sidewalk, trepidation filling me as I get closer and closer to the door. Just as I’m about to step onto the little landing, the door opens and his mom steps out.

      I can’t hide my shock when I get a look at her. Mrs. James has always been willowy, but she’s painfully thin now. The shadows under her eyes are so dark against her pale skin. “Wh-What are you doing here Ripley?” Her voice is almost a whisper.

      “Have you heard from Brock? Do you know where he is?” She doesn’t say anything, just wrings her hand together. “Please! I need to know where he is.” My eyes burn with unshed tears as I stare up at her.

      “H-He j-joined the Marines.” Tears slip from her eyes and she looks at me. “He’s n-never coming back.” She turns and quickly moves back inside the house, shutting the door behind her.

      I’m too stunned to move at first. I’m caught between screaming and crying, and a dull throb begins behind my eyes. This is it. It’s over. He left me and he’s never coming back. On that thought, I turn and slowly walk to Jonah’s car, and I’m about to reach it when I hear the devil himself.

      “He left because of you. I hope you’re happy.” A door slams and my body jerks.

      My arms wrap around my middle, and that’s when I feel myself finally break.
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            JONAH

          

          FIVE MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      I finish drying off and step back into my bedroom to begin to get dressed. It’s Christmas Eve and I’m meeting Rip at her parents’ place for dinner. Ripley and I have stayed in contact since we both started school, but unfortunately we haven’t seen each other. Had I not being going to Wisconsin because of football, I would’ve definitely tried transferring to Western.

      Being in love with someone who loves someone else is hard. What makes it even harder is when the other person is gone, but the one you love won’t let go. She’s become my best friend, so I’d never do anything to jeopardize what we have. I throw on dark grey slacks and a black button-up shirt, rolling the sleeves up my forearms. My hair needs to be cut and is getting unruly, so I rub some goop through it and style it just a bit.

      Once I’m finally finished, I grab the two sacks of gifts for Ripley and her parents. I head downstairs and the house is completely empty; my parents are having dinner with some friends at the country club they belong to. They asked me to come with them and bring Rip, whom they both love—more than me, I’m fairly sure—but I told them we already had plans.

      When I arrive at Ripley’s parents’ place, I grab the bags and head up to the door, which swings open before I can ring the doorbell. I can’t speak, which has never happened to me before. She’s standing in front of me looking as gorgeous as ever, but her eyes are vacant. Her lips are tipped up in a smile, but it’s nowhere near reaching her eyes.

      She pushes the door open and rushes to me, throwing her arms around my shoulders and hugging me tight. “I’ve missed you,” she whispers against my ear.

      “I’ve missed you too.” I follow her inside and then get a better look at her, noticing that she’s thinner than before. Ripley’s wearing a bluish-grey skirt that hits her mid-thigh and an off-the-shoulder shirt that is a swirl of creams, soft pinks, and the same blue-grey as the skirt. Her hair is pulled back from her face in little twists, and she’s beautiful, like always. “I brought gifts.” I hold up the bags and for a second, I see a little bit of joy in her eyes, but just as quickly as it came, it’s gone.

      “Here, let’s put them under the tree.” Her mom and dad walk into the living room as we finish setting them up.

      “Merry Christmas Mr. and Mrs. Brown.” Ripley’s mom kisses my cheek and I shake her dad’s offered hand. He offers me a beer, which surprises me since I’m not twenty-one yet. I decline because I honestly have barely drank at all since that night. It feels like it was so long ago, though it wasn’t, and I still feel like I was the world’s biggest asshole. Hell, I was the world’s biggest asshole. Alcohol only made it worse, and because of me and my stupid mouth, I ruined two people’s lives.

      We sit together on the couch and talk about school and my first year playing football. Our conversation seems to be one-sided; Ripley occasionally answers, but other than that, she just smiles at me while I blather on. Her family starts arriving and I stick close to her as they greet us. I can tell some of them want to ask about Brock, but thankfully, they don’t.

      During dinner, we sit with the kids in the living room. Ripley gives the first genuine smile I’ve seen all night as one of the little girls goes on about dresses, dolls, and makeup. Images of a little girl that looks like Ripley flash through my mind, scaring the shit out of me, and I quickly push them away.

      We help clean up after dinner and then we sneak away into Rip’s bedroom. She flops down on her bed and I sit across from her at her desk. “I’m failing,” she whispers.

      “Failing? Are you sure?” Rip was always on the honor roll in school, so this doesn’t make sense.

      “Yep, and if I don’t get my shit together, I’ll have to repeat this entire year.” She covers her face with her hands. Her shoulders shake, and I know she’s crying. Without hesitating, I move to the bed, sitting down next to her. I wrap Rip in my arms and hug her tight as she cries against my chest. “I miss him so much. I want to hate him so bad for leaving, but every time I feel the hate come on, it quickly disappears because I remember how much I love him.” She pulls back and looks up at me. Even with tears streaming down her face and her makeup running, she’s still the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.

      I try to stop myself, but I slide my hand into the hair at the base of her skull. She stares up at me, licking her lips when I lean down. In a slow glide, our lips touch, and then her tongue peeks out, touching mine. She’s a fucking amazing kisser, but a few seconds into it, we both pull back.

      I try to find the words to express what I’m feeling. “Don’t take this the wrong way but…I’ve wanted to kiss you since the first time we met, but that felt like kissing my sister.”

      She blinks up at me and then starts to laugh. “Oh my gosh I felt the same.” I wrap my arm around her shoulders and begin to laugh too as she says, “You’re my best friend you know that, don’t you?”

      I look down at her. “Ditto.”

      We head back out to the living room for dessert, coffee, and then presents. I bought her a pair of Uggs because she’s always complaining about how cold her feet are, and she squeals and hugs them to her chest. I also bought her a personalized leather journal and a fancy ass pen that she loves.

      She got me a Cubs jersey and a care package of all of my favorite snacks. I don’t stay too much longer because I have a busy day with my parents tomorrow. Her mom hugs me goodbye and thanks me for the Jane Austen collection I got her, and her dad thanks me for the tickets to the Cubs season opener. My dad’s always been a season ticket holder and will be out of town for that one, so was happy to give them up.

      On the porch, Ripley wraps her arms around my waist. “Thank you for everything.”

      “You’re welcome sweetheart. I’ll call you so we can hang out before I go back to school.”

      “Okay. I love you Jonah.” I know she doesn’t mean romantically.

      “Same.” She pushes up on her tiptoes and presses her lips to my cheek.

      Pulling away from her house, I know I’ll always be there for her.

      Little do I know, seven months later, she is really going to need me.
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            BROCK

          

          SIX YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      My mom’s done it. After all this time, she’s finally leaving my father—well, actually, she already left.

      Over the past five and a half years, I’ve been in contact with my mom, though sporadically at best. We’ve had to time our calls around when my dad was either gone or asleep; she and I had better conversations when the threat of my dad wasn’t looming over her.

      The first six months I was gone, I never called, but I did write one letter. I told her what happened the night of the party and explained my decision to leave and join the military. Once I was in, they learned very quickly I was good with a rifle, and then it was a natural progression to become a scout sniper. Over the years, I’ve been deployed three times and shot twice.

      It’s still weird when people address me as Sergeant James, but it’s a title I’ve worked hard to receive. Tomorrow I begin my thirty-day leave, and when I get back, I’ll decide if I want to sign my EAS, End of Active Service, papers. I’m finally heading home for the first time in almost six years.

      My mom’s been living with my grandparents for the past two months to save up for her own place while she went through with the divorce. Apparently there are some duplexes in downtown Aldridge that are cozy, affordable, and close to a lot of businesses, which is good because my mom doesn’t have a car. She sold it to help get a savings account going, and my granddad has of course been slipping money into her account since she finally announced she was leaving my dad.

      There’s a chance I could run into her while I’m there. I’ve gone over and over in my head how I’d react if I ever saw Ripley again, and each time I get stuck. I’ve written her several letters since I left, but never sent them. How do you ask for forgiveness when you left the person you loved the most behind? The past few years, I’ve started dating; nothing serious, but it’s better than before when I was just looking for easy fucks all the time.

      Tiffany is my current girlfriend. We’ve only been together a few months and she’s sweet, thoughtful, and good in bed, but there’s no deep connection. I know she’s looking for more, I just don’t know if we’ll get to that point. Right now she’s pissed I won’t bring her home with me. I don’t want her getting the wrong idea. She’s a sweet girl, and hurting her is the last thing I want.

      I stop thinking about going home when I throw the tennis ball and watch my Great Dane, Tiny, chase it. Tiny was abandoned by his previous owner and I immediately snatched him up. He’s a great dog, very loyal, smart and obedient. Tiny’s the color that’s called blue but looks like a sleek grey, and his eyes are such a bright blue that they look fake. He’s making the trek to Illinois with me, and it will be the first time we’ve done a long road trip. It should take us sixteen hours to get there.

      After playing catch, we head inside and I get us both some grub. I’m in the middle of packing when my doorbell rings, and I see Tiffany standing on the other side. I open the door, and the thought hits me that she’s the complete opposite of her. Where Ripley was petite and blonde, Tiffany is tall, brunette, and curvy.

      “Hey,” she says as she stops in front of me. I kiss her cheek and wrap my arms around her. “I’m going to miss you,” she mutters against my neck. Guilt plagues me. I can’t say I’ll miss her too. Instead, I give her a squeeze.

      “Do you want something to drink?”

      She shakes her head. “I have plans, and you’ve got a long drive ahead of you tomorrow so you’ll probably want to get a good night’s sleep.” I don’t remind her that I’m a soldier and can do a lot on little sleep. That’s why my plan is to drive straight through, depending on how Tiny does, of course.

      “Okay, well I’m glad you came to see me. I’ll call you when I get there.” I tip her head back and kiss her slowly and thoroughly, giving her a smile as I pull away. I brush her hair back and smile at her dazed look.

      “Drive safe tomorrow.”

      I watch her walk out to her car, and once she’s gone, I turn around. Tiny loves people, especially kids, but he does not like Tiffany. When she’s over, I swear he lays on his dog bed and pouts. I look behind me and he’s sitting in the doorway looking unimpressed.

      “Yeah, I know you don’t like her. Well tough shit, boy.” He comes over and licks my hand before bumping it with his nose. I give him a good rub down and a treat then watch him walk over to his dog bed and flop down on it with a satisfied sigh. “You’re high maintenance, you know that right?” He gives me a woof before he finishes his treat and promptly falls asleep.

      I actually go to bed early, but I don’t fall right to sleep. My mind whirls with everything that’s ahead, including seeing my mom and my grandparents again. If I see Ripley, I see her. Hell, she’s probably married by now. Oh God, what if she’s married? What if she’s got a family?

      Those are my last thoughts as I slip into a fitful sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I walk Tiny around the rest stop, letting him stretch his legs, eat and drink, then go to the bathroom. Because of Tiny, I split the drive into two parts. I did eight hours yesterday, and today we have about two more hours until we’re home. I spoke to my granddad already and they’ve got the spare bedroom ready for us. He tells me Mom’s been a nervous wreck all day. Even when the abuse was bad she tried to shield me from most of it, and she never failed to show me lots of love in her own way.

      Back in my truck, Tiny curls up in the back seat and begins to snore. Music fills the cab as I drive down I-74, and I keep it loud to drown out my thoughts.

      When I finally arrive at my grandparents’ house I’m hit with a sense of déjà vu. That night I showed up six years ago flashes through my mind, but just as quickly as the memories appear, I push them out. I can’t go there, not now. I climb out of the cab and open the back door, lifting Tiny’s ass out of the back seat.

      “Oh my God you brought a small horse,” I hear my mom say as she rounds the truck. She gets down on her haunches and Tiny gives her love. As soon as her eyes land on me, they immediately fill with tears. She jumps up and runs to me, wrapping her arms around me tight. “My baby boy is home. I’ve missed you so much, son.”

      “I’ve missed you too.”

      She pulls back and smiles up at me. “Gosh, you’ve gotten so handsome. You’ve lost that boyish look, and you’re looking more like your granddad.”

      One thing I notice immediately is how fantastic my mom looks. She’s got a glow, and her hair is pulled back from her face in a low ponytail. She even looks like she’s put on some weight, which makes me happy. With her arms around my waist, she leads me inside where my grandparents are waiting impatiently.

      After hugs and introductions to Tiny, I carry my bags back to my room, set them on the floor, and sit on the end of the bed. My goal is to get my mom all settled and hang for a few weeks before Tiny and I hit the road again.

      There’s a knock on the door and my mom pops her head in. “Do you have a second?”

      “Yeah Mom, come sit. What’s up?”

      “I just wanted to let you know six months ago I read in the paper that Ripley’s dad passed away. I don’t know how or anything, but I know he was there for you a lot and I thought you’d want to know.” She kisses my cheek and leaves me alone. My nose burns, but I push the sensation away.

      My hope is that Ripley wasn’t alone when everything happened, that she had someone to lean on and support her. I remember I need to call Tiffany to let her know I’ve arrived, but I’m wiped so I just shoot her a text.

      
        
        Brock: Hey I just wanted to let you know we made it. I’m wiped, but will try to call you tomorrow.

        

      

      She answers almost immediately.

      
        
        Tiffany: Okay, well I’m glad you made it and have fun. I’ll be thinking about you. XOXO

        

      

      I empty my bags and put my clothes away in the dresser. I grab my Dopp kit and take it into the bathroom, setting it on the counter. In the living room I find my mom and grandma knitting, and warmth fills me. I watch them, looking so content as they chat away. Tiny’s in heaven already—he’s curled up at my mom’s feet, and I can see her petting him with her foot.

      “Where’s Granddad?”

      “He’s doing some woodcarving on the back porch. Go on back.” I move through the condo and out the French doors.

      He’s sitting on the top step whistling as he uses his knife on the hunk of wood in his hands. “Hey old man.” I sit down next to him, pick up the other knife and piece of wood, and start working. Before I left for the service, Granddad taught me how to whittle. I can’t actually whittle shit, but I can zone out while I do it. It’s become my anxiety medication. If I’m feeling edgy, I just grab my wood and knife and lose myself to it.

      “Getting settled in?”

      “Yeah, thanks.” I look behind me to make sure my mom’s not outside before turning back to my granddad. “Mom looks amazing. She seems so happy.”

      “She is. She loves her job with the florist, and your dad’s left her alone since she filed for divorce. We have enough evidence that I told him if he doesn’t disappear, he’ll be arrested for domestic abuse. He’s no dummy. He’s stayed away from us, away from her.”

      I let out the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “That’s good. She already seems more confident.” We work side by side in silence. I’m not sure how much time passes, but after a while I feel Tiny’s nose butt the back of my head. “Oh excuse me, I didn’t realize I was in your way.” He lets out a little bark-snort noise as he trots between us and out into the yard, lifting his leg all over everything. “I promise he won’t do that forever.”

      “I know, I’m not worried about it. He’s a good boy. He’s got to eat a ton, huh?”

      A laugh slips past my lips. “He eats about fourteen cups a day, which reminds me, I’ll need to head to the pet store tomorrow to get him some more food.”

      My granddad gets up, grabs Tiny’s rope toy, and throws it across the yard. My big dork gallops toward the rope and picks it up, taking it back to my granddad and dropping it at his feet. They repeat that move a couple more times before we head into the house. Mom and Grandma are making dinner, and the scent of Grandma’s homemade chicken fried steak makes my mouth water. I set the table and then sit in the living room while they finish cooking. I tip my head back and feel my eyes get heavy.

      I come awake with a start. Sweat dots my brow and my heart races, and I realize my grandma is standing in front of me.

      “Sweetheart, are you okay?” Concern is written all over her face.

      “Yeah I’m fine.” I stand up and as the cobwebs clear, I wrap my arm around her slender shoulders and walk with her into the dining room. They all know I was shot, and none of them were happy when I told them not to come, that I was okay. Neither bullet wound was life threatening, with one to the shoulder and one to the leg. I shake off those thoughts because honestly I don’t like thinking or talking about it, though I can’t help dreaming about it sometimes.

      I pull out my grandma’s chair and get her settled before heading into the kitchen to help my mom bring out the dishes. I’ve missed her cooking. That was always one great thing about my mom—she is an excellent cook. “This looks great.” I kiss her cheek before carrying a bowl of homemade mashed potatoes and the gravy boat into the dining room.

      The old wooden chairs groan as we all sit down to eat. My grandma holds out her hands, “let’s join hands and say grace.” We do as she asks and hold hands and bow our heads. “Lord, thank you for reuniting our family. Thank you for bringing our beautiful daughter home to us and for keeping our grandson safe as well. I pray that our son Jacob is looking down on us, happy that our family is together again. Thank you for this food, may it nourish us and give us strength. In your name I pray, amen.”

      My Uncle Jacob was sixteen when he died; he was out riding his bike and someone wasn’t paying attention and hit him. According to my granddad, my mom had a really tough time with it. She was fifteen at the time and worshipped the ground her brother walked on, and she still misses him every day.

      I look down at my food and let out a happy sigh. My mom makes the absolute best chicken fried steak—it should be illegal, it’s that good.

      “Brock, do you have any plans to meet up with any old friends while you’re in town?” my mom asks with a hopeful smile on her face.

      The truth is the way I left I don’t really have any friends left here. I looked Cale up on social media and saw that he’s a counselor at a drug and alcohol treatment facility in Moline. It looked like he was single, which was a bummer—I had been hoping he and Kat had finally hooked up.

      I never looked her up because she was Ripley’s best friend. It was cowardly, but I was afraid I’d see pictures or posts from Rip, and I didn’t want to see her. “I’m not sure. Cale works in Moline so I might try to meet up with him.”

      “Anyone else?” Urgh! I know what she’s getting at, but we’re not going there. I shake my head while casting a pleading look to drop it. Her face falls. “Oh.” My mom surprises me when she throws down her napkin and gets up from the table. I get up and follow her into her bedroom.

      “Mom, what is it?” Her eyes glisten and she looks so freaking sad. “I’m sorry if you don’t like my answer, but you know how hard it was for me to leave her.” The sudden pressure on my chest aches, and I rub it, hoping it’ll go away.  “Reopening those wounds, for me or her will only cause more pain.” The ache only increases, but I ignore it, the same way I have all these years.  Grabbing her hands in mine, I say. “You understand that right?”

      “She came to the house.” My hands spasm around hers. “She was so sad honey. She begged to know if we knew where you were.” Mom takes a deep breath. “When I told her you went into the Marines, she looked shattered. I went back inside, b-but y-your dad went to the door. He told her you left because of her and said he hoped she was happy.” Mom closes her eyes before reopening them. “When I looked out the window she just stood on the sidewalk, staring at nothing. She didn’t budge , but after  a few minutes a blond-haired boy helped her to a car and they drove away.”

      My pulse races, the pain in my chest threatens to explode. “Why are you telling me this?” I swallow down the lump in my throat.

      “I don’t know? I-I guess I-I thought maybe you two could find some closure. I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking. I shouldn’t have said anything. I wasn’t trying to make you feel bad.”

      I wrap my mom in my arms. “I know you weren’t, I just think too much time has gone by. Maybe it’s better left alone.”

      “Whatever you want honey.”

      I give my mom a squeeze. “I appreciate you trying, but I’m finally happy and ready to move on.” I’ve apparently become the ultimate liar because my mom smiles and nods her head like she believes me. “I’m going to take Tiny for a walk.” She nods, kisses my cheek, and then tells me she’s going to clean up after dinner.

      Whistling for my dog, I wait for him by the front door. He trots up, his tail swishing back and forth when he sees his lead. While we walk, my thoughts are all over the place. I think about Rip, and about her dad and wonder how she and her mom are doing. He was such a good guy, and was so important to me. If not for him, who knows where I would’ve ended up—though in the end, look where I ended up anyway.

      I pick up the pace and begin jogging down the road. Tiffany flashes through my mind, and then Carly. Carly was my first “real” girlfriend after Ripley. We only dated about six months. She broke it off because I couldn’t fully commit. Now there’s Tiffany, and she’s starting to get a lot more serious than I’m ready for. Maybe this time away from her will put things in perspective.

      On that thought, I head toward home.
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        * * *

      

      Tiny jumps out of the cab of my truck and I lead him into the pet store. We make our way slowly through the store and as always, people approach us, wanting to see him. I don’t mind it, and he thrives under all the attention he gets. We move toward the dog treats and I’m trying to decide what to get when I feel someone watching us. I turn and see a little boy looking at Tiny from the end of the aisle. His cornflower blue eyes remind me of Ripley’s, and his blond hair is on the shaggier side.

      Down on my haunches next to Tiny, I say, “His name is Tiny. You can pet him if you want. He’s really nice.” The little boy moves just inside the mouth of the aisle. “I promise he’s super friendly.” The boy inches toward us.

      “Why do you hab a horse in here?” His big eyes blink up at me and a pang hits me in my chest. At first I don’t get it, but then I laugh at his question.

      “He is as big as a horse, isn’t he?” The boy nods his head. “Tiny’s a Great Dane. He’s just a really big dog. You can pet him.” His little hand reaches up and strokes the top of Tiny’s head, and my attention hog immediately starts licking the side of the little boy’s head. “Tiny, stop.” Thank God my dog actually listens.

      “His tongue feels scratchy.” The boy’s giggles make me smile.

      I open my mouth to speak but right then, a guy flies around the corner and gets down in front of him. “Bud, you can’t take off on me like that, okay?”

      His little face grows serious. “Okay Uncle Jonah, I’m sorry. Did you see the big dog?”

      I take a better look at the guy in front of me, and he freezes when he looks up at me. Time seems to stand still, and every bit of torment the guy threw at me comes rushing back. He stands up and picks the boy up in his arms. “Brock? How…How are you?”

      My gut clenches. “I’m good, just on leave and came to help my mom move into her new place. She left my dad a while ago.” Why the hell am I talking to him? What’s the matter with me? I glance at the boy in his arms and realize it’s because I didn’t want to scare the kid by beating his uncle’s ass. “Uncle? I thought you were an only child.”

      His eyes are darting all over the place, they’re avoiding mine, as he laughs nervously, and it’s got me curious. “Alex is the son of a really good friend of mine.” He smiles at the boy. “We need to go bud so we can meet your mom for lunch.” He turns his attention back to me. “It was good seeing you Brock.” In a few steps down the aisle they’re gone.

      Talk about a weird encounter. I expected him to treat me like he always had—talking shit, making smartass comments about Rip and whatever else he could think of—but instead, he acted friendly. He was babysitting for fuck’s sake.

      We get a couple bags of dog food, and I get the guy who rings us up to help me get them out to the truck. Back at my grandparents’ place, I let the dog into the house then go back out to grab the bags of food, sticking them in the garage. Inside the house, I find a note my mom left. Going to work. Grandma and Grandpa are out running errands. See you later. Love, Mom.

      In my room, I decide to lie down and take a nap, and my dreams are filled with images of the past.
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      After grabbing the files I put together for our new patients, I stick them in the tray so they’re ready to go when they come in for their consultations tomorrow. I began working as a file clerk at Plastic Surgeon Associates three years ago through a temp agency. After my contract was up, they hired me as a full-time benefited employee right away, which is great because of Alex. This past year, he had to have his tonsils and adenoids out because he kept getting strep throat, and I shudder to think what those bills would’ve been had we not had the good coverage we do.

      As a receptionist, I do it all, including filing, checking patients in, and running insurance checks. This wasn’t the career path I wanted to take, but I flunked out of Western my freshman year. After that, things just sort of spiraled out of control.

      Thank God for Jonah and his fiancée Jessica, who also happens to be my co-worker. I set them up and it was love at first sight. They’re an amazing couple, and so good to Alex and me. My sweet boy has always referred to Jonah as Uncle Jonah, and lately has been calling Jessica Aunt Jess.

      Something’s up with Jonah though, and I don’t know what it is. Yesterday Jessica and I met him and Alex for lunch, and he was acting edgy and nervous. Jessica dragged him outside at one point, maybe to grill him, and when they came back, he was fine; it was weird. Then, last night, Alex went on and on about having seen a dog the size of a horse when he and Jonah went to the pet store before meeting me for lunch.

      Jonah’s been such a good friend and it’s sad it killed my friendship with Kat. She never approved of my friendship with Jonah, never believing he had changed, or not wanting to believe he had. She did move back here after college, but any time we’ve seen each other, she’s ignored me. I even tried to introduce her to my son, but she blew us off. I will say that after my dad died, she sent flowers, but they were for my mom.

      We’ve been doing okay since he passed. At first, we weren’t. It was a huge shock when he had the massive stroke, and he was gone before the ambulance got there. I had to be strong for my mom and for Alex. He was only three and a half when it happened, but he knew his Papa was gone and not coming back. My dad loved Alex so much, and Alex loved him just as deeply.

      My mom has a group of ladies she socializes with and they’ve been a big support system for her, which I’m grateful for. It doesn’t hurt that she’s got the most adorable grandson in the history of grandsons, and he can make anyone smile.

      We don’t live with my mom, but we live close by in a two-bedroom duplex. It’s not the nicest place, but it’s our home.

      “Ripley?”

      I turn to Dr. Roberts. “Yes, I’m sorry. Did you need something?” He’s a nice man to work for, and always understands if I need to take time off for Alex.

      That little boy has been my reason behind every decision I’ve made since I knew he was coming. That first year was so hard, and I really struggled mentally and emotionally. Before, I had my life all mapped out, and every piece of it had Brock in the equation. Alex was supposed to be a child Brock and I created out of love. So many nights I’d lie in bed with Alex sleeping next to me and wish he were Brock’s child so I’d always have a little piece of him.

      “Ripley are you okay?” Ugh, I spaced out again.

      “Yes, sorry Dr. Roberts. What did you need?”

      He hands me reports to fax over to the hospital and some labs to scan into the electronic charts of the patients. Once that’s done, I make a few follow-up calls, and before I know it, it’s four o’clock and I’m off work for a nice long weekend. I took tomorrow off because Alex has his four-year-old well-child checkup and Lucy, the pediatrician’s receptionist, already warned me that he’d probably get his shots that are due before kindergarten. If that’s the case, afterward I’ll take my little man out for pizza at his favorite place, Ed’s Pizzeria.

      When I pull up into the driveway of my duplex, the front door opens and Alex runs out. “Mommy, Mommy you’re home!” I scoop him up in my arms.

      “I missed you, you little monster! Were you good for your uncle?” Jonah is so great with him and loves my little guy so much. He’s actually the unofficial best man when he and Jessica get married, and I’m his best woman, which cracks me up.

      “Yep I was. He took me to the store and bought me a new moo-bie.” Of course he did—he spoils my kid rotten.

      “Well I hope you told him thank you.” Jonah greets me at the door. “Another movie?” My son has an arsenal of movies, but his favorites to watch over and over are Monsters, Inc. and Monsters University. He loves to roar like Sully while he runs through the house.

      “What can I say? I can’t seem to tell that boy no.” I can only shake my head.

      “Thanks again for keeping him today, Mr. Big-Time Sports Blogger.” Jonah went to school for journalism and with his love of sports, he started a blog that has become pretty popular. He’s gotten to talk to and interview some pretty big sports stars, and it seems that everything he touches turns to gold.

      He could’ve played for the NFL, but at the beginning of his sophomore year, he blew out his knee and couldn’t play again. Without football, he focused on school and kept on track to graduate. I thought for sure after everything that went down the summer after our freshman year in college, he’d move on and quit talking to me. I was too prone to drama and he always swooped in to help. Instead, our friendship grew and grew.

      Luckily, with time, I got my shit together, mentally and emotionally. I feel stronger than I have in a very long time, and it feels so good. I’m thankful I had my shit together before my dad passed away; I’d have hated for him to go feeling like I wasn’t going to make it. I never meant to hurt and disappoint them. Even when I was at my worst, they still loved me like crazy, and then when Alex came along, they loved him even more.

      Alex sometimes stayed the night at my parents’ house, and he and my dad were the best of buds. Since the day Alex was mobile, he followed my dad around everywhere he went.

      I shake off the thoughts of my dad as Jonah starts to speak. “Ha! You know me, I’m the real deal. We had a good day.”

      “He hasn’t stopped talking about the huge dog you guys saw.” Jonah turns away from me. Strange. I place my hand on his arm. “What’s up with you? You’ve been acting strange today. Do you not want me to ask you to watch Alex?”

      He turns around to me. “God no. You know I demand to watch him whenever I’m able to. As a matter of fact, I wanted to see if we could keep him Saturday night. Jess wants to take him to see that troll movie, unless of course you wanted to take him.”

      “No, that’d be great. He loves staying over. Maybe we could meet for breakfast Sunday morning?” Without Alex home, maybe I could go see my own movie or go get a massage, maybe even clean the house and do laundry—I’m such a party animal.

      “Sounds great, and I’ll let you know when we’ll be here to get him.”

      “Awesome. You better go, Jessica said she was making you dinner.” He kisses my cheek, his familiar scent of Old Spice Swagger fills my nostrils. The scent is Jessica’s favorite on him, and buys it for him all of the time.

      He calls for Alex. “Hey buddy I’m leaving. You be good for your mommy okay?”

      Alex throws his arms around Jonah’s neck when he squats down to Alex’s level. “I will Uncle Jonah. I lub you.” He gives Jonah a kiss on the cheek.

      “I love you too. I’ll call tomorrow.” I shut the door after he walks through it and watch my son give me a goofy smile before running back to the trucks he was playing with. While he plays, I run upstairs to grab laundry. How I can have so much for just two of us—especially when one of us has clothes that are a third the size of the other’s—is beyond me.

      After throwing it in, I head back into the living room and sit on the floor to watch Alex drive his trucks all over everything. When my dad died, I was afraid Alex was going to miss out on having a positive male role model in his life, but then I realized that he had two: Jonah and his dad, Jeffrey. Yes, they have lots of money, are members of a country club, and his mom gets a new car every year, but they are honestly the nicest people I’ve ever met.

      They’ve welcomed me and my son into their family. Jonah’s mom, Trina, has even become friends with my mom. They don’t hang out a whole lot, but occasionally they’ll go to lunch, or my mom will take Alex over for a visit.

      “Baby are you hungry, or did Uncle Jonah feed you?” He snuggles in my lap.

      “I’m starbing.”

      “It’s starving, not starbing.” He still has trouble with the V sound. “How about I cook us a couple turkey dogs with a side of fruit and yogurt?”

      “Yes!” he shouts before running into the kitchen. I get up and chase after him.
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        * * *

      

      “How did he do?” my mom asks in my ear as I buckle Alex into his car seat.

      “He did great.” I climb into the driver’s seat. “He cried a little with the second set of shots, but other than that he did great. Alex is in the eightieth percentile for both his height and weight, and now we’re going to go have lunch at McDonald’s so someone can get a happy meal, and then we’re going to go to the park.”

      “Okay honey, well kiss my boy for me and have fun.” I hang up and then we head to get him some lunch.

      After he eats his happy meal and plays for a little bit in the tubes, we make our way down to the park that’s at one end of the bike path. As soon as we’re out of the car, I chase after Alex as he runs to the swings. “Mommy push me!” He definitely isn’t letting some shots slow him down.

      I lift him up onto the swing. “Hold on tight baby.” Placing my hands over his, I start moving his swing back and forth, then I let go of his hands and lightly push him. I’m not pushing him very fast, but his excited squeals would make you think otherwise. When he gets going pretty good, I come around the front and take a couple pictures of him. His smile is wide and joyful, just like my dad’s was.

      His attention span is very short so it’s not too much longer before he wants down. He pumps his little arms as he runs toward the jungle gym. “Alex be careful.”

      “I will Mommy!” He climbs up the stairs and I watch him disappear into a tube, then I move around until I spot him sliding down. He runs past me again and then goes right back up the stairs. He does this a few more times before he runs around the jungle gym and I hear his excited squeal. I run around the corner and spot him petting a huge dog, who’s licking his face.

      “Alex, baby.” The man with the dog stands up to his full height and when he looks at me, I feel the park start to spin. “Brock?” I trip over my feet and fall hard on my ass.

      “Mommy! Mommy!” I jerk to my feet and find people staring at me.

      “Alex?” I look around, trying to avoid looking at Brock.

      “He’s right over there.” A lady stands over me. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I turn to see Alex next to the huge dog with his arms wound around the animal’s neck. “Come here, honey. Mommy’s okay.” I turn to the woman. “I’m okay, I promise.” The whole time I ignore the fact that Brock is standing right next to me.

      His familiar scent wraps around me, one I used to take comfort in, but now the wounds I thought were healed are ripping open. I need to get out of here before I lose it. On wobbly legs, I rush to Alex and wrap my arms around him. “I’m okay baby, I promise. Let’s get going so we can go to Ed’s okay?” He kisses the dog on the nose and then grabs my outstretched hand.

      “Ripley, wait.” I hear Brock calling after me, but I keep moving. My car is a hundred yards away and as I move toward it, it seems like it keeps getting farther and farther away.

      “Mommy what’s wrong?” I realize I’m dragging him behind me and I stop, taking a deep breath to get myself under control.

      I pick Alex up and hug him close. “Nothing’s wrong, baby. Mommy’s just so hungry and wants to eat some pizza.” I set him back down and we walk toward my car. When I reach it, I look behind me and see that Brock is gone—why does that hurt? Was I expecting him to run after me? What was I really expecting since he’s the one who left me? Pain sparks in my chest, but I push it away. I’ll keep it together until Alex is in bed sleeping and I’m alone.

      When I go to stick the key in the ignition, I realize my hands are shaking. I shake them out and try to shake off the unsettled feeling that washes over me. What if I hallucinated the whole thing? No, it felt too real to not be, and I can still smell him.

      By the time we reach Ed’s, I’m somewhat calmed down. I’ve been coming to Ed’s since I was a girl. Ed and his wife Gloria don’t do much of the cooking anymore—it’s mostly in the hands of their kids—but they’re always there and usually stop by to chat. They absolutely love Alex, which makes sense because he is pretty lovable. Usually Gloria brings him a cookie after we eat.

      We step inside and as the familiar scent of pizza sauce washes over me, my stomach immediately growls. Alex’s little laugh makes me smile, and Brock is soon forgotten…sort of.

      Gloria’s standing by register and when she sees us, she comes rushing over. “Ripley! How are you, beautiful girl?” She hugs and kisses my cheek before bending down. “Hello Sir Alex.” Ed knighted Alex one night, and it was the cutest thing. Now they call him Sir Alex.

      “Hi Miss Gloria. Mommy brought me for pizza since I was a big boy when I got shot today.” Gloria looks at me with wide eyes.

      “He had his well-child checkup and had to get a few shots. You did so good buddy.”

      Gloria grabs Alex’s hand and leads us to our usual table. She tells us she’ll grab our drinks and will be right back. Alex colors on the paper tablecloth, and I love times like this when he concentrates hard on something because his little tongue peeks out between his lips. She brings me a Cola and brings Alex a glass of milk—he’d drink milk all day every day if I let him.

      Our waitress comes and I order us a large pizza with everything. I’m very thankful that my boy is a good eater. If I put it in front of him, he’ll eat it. He continues to color and my eyes don’t leave his little blond head. Guilt plagues me when I think about the fact that I had almost had an abortion when I found out I was pregnant with him.

      I shake those thoughts off. I prefer to leave the past in the past; it does me no good to think about that stuff. Our pizza comes and I get Alex a piece, cutting it into manageable pieces for him and making him wait for it to cool. “Do you want cheese?”

      “Yes please.” I sprinkle the parmesan cheese on top of his pieces until he tells me when.

      “Such good manners, baby. Good job.”

      “Grammy says if I have good manners I get treats.” Of course my mom gives him treats. This boy is spoiled, but with so much love, it makes my heart swell.

      We both dig into our pizza, and the crust, sauce, cheese, sausage, and veggies taste like heaven in my mouth. I keep my eyes on Alex because sometimes he tries to shovel too much in. About six months ago, he started choking on a piece of bread, and I panicked and didn’t handle it right. Stupidly, I reached into his mouth, but luckily I was able to grab the bread. After that, I made sure I knew how to deal with it if he chocked again.

      Alex has eaten three pieces by the time we’re done. His face is covered in pizza sauce and he’s got a milk mustache. I grab the wipes out of my purse and lean over the table to clean his face off. My boy hates it and tries to pull his head away. “Alex stop, you’ve got sauce all over your face.”

      “I don’t like it, it hurts.”

      “Oh it does not. You’re fine.” Our waitress brings us a box for our pizza and I pack it away. Now we’ll have lunch for tomorrow, though knowing Jonah, they’ll pick him up early so they can keep him all day.

      Hand in hand, we walk outside to my car. I set the box on top while I get Alex settled into his seat and buckled in, then I grab our pizza and we head home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I kiss Alex’s forehead before turning on his nightlight and leaving his room. Downstairs, I grab a glass of water and settle in on the couch. I pick up my phone and send Jonah a text message.

      Ripley: Why were you acting weird yesterday?

      It doesn’t take long before he answers me.

      Jonah: I wasn’t’t acting weird.

      Ripley: You saw him too, didn’t you?

      Instead of receiving another text, my phone rings. “Hey.”

      “Rip, where did you see him? What happened?” I close my eyes and rub the pain in my chest.

      “T-Today at the park, Alex saw the big dog, and I saw who he belonged to.” I suck in a deep breath. “Why is he back?” The pain I feel is making my voice sound hoarse. “When I saw him, I tripped and fell on my ass.”

      “Jesus Ripley, I’m sorry you saw him, or at least that it happened the way it did. He told me his mom finally left his dad, so he must be home for that. Are you okay? Do you need us to come over?” He’s the best.

      “No, I’m okay, I promise.” I’m such a good liar.

      “I want to start singing ‘Liar, liar, pants on fire,’ but I won’t.” He’s quiet for a minute. “I’m here for you, whenever you need me. You know that right?”

      My throat aches and tears fill my eyes. “I know.” My voice is quiet. “I love you, Jonah.”

      “I love you too honey.” Jonah’s fiancée is amazing, and there are no jealous feelings between her and me. She knows the love Jonah and I feel for each other is the type of love close siblings share. “We’ll be over around eleven to get little man tomorrow, okay?”

      “I’ll have his bag ready.” We hang up and I lie back on my couch, staring at my bookcase and the tiny frame that sits towards the back.

      Kat took the picture of Brock and me during a class trip to the zoo. We were on the train that goes through the exhibits, and he grabbed me and put me on his lap. We both wore cheesy grins.

      Brock looks different now…older. I know it’s been six years, and I tried to avoid looking at him closely, but it didn’t get by me that he’s lost any softness in his features. He was always lean and muscular, but now those muscles are more defined. He almost reminded me of a predator. It doesn’t matter though, because I am just going to try to steer clear of him, and hopefully he’ll be gone soon.

      Up in my bedroom, I change into my nightgown then move into the bathroom. I brush my teeth and lean forward, looking at myself in the mirror. What did he think when he saw me? Did he think I looked older too? Maybe heavier? Even though I did lose all the baby weight, I still have curves that weren’t there before. My boobs are still perky but they’re smaller now, which is disappointing. I breastfed Alex for the first year of his life and thought for sure they’d stay big, but nope, they shrunk up right away.

      My hair is in desperate need of a cut since it’s down to the middle of my back now. Alex’s hair is the same ash blond as mine, his eyes are a deeper blue, and he’s got the same peaches-and-cream skin tone as me.

      After rinsing my mouth, I step into Alex’s room and sit down on the side of his little racecar bed that Uncle Jonah insisted he needed. I stroke my hand over his head and smile as he settles deeper into his covers. Leaning over, I bury my nose in his hair, inhaling his little boy scent. My lips graze the top of his head before I stand up and move across the hall to my room.

      As I stare at the ceiling, I pray that I have a dreamless night. I stopped dreaming of Brock every night a long time ago, and I have no intention of letting him invade my dreams again.
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      I honestly don’t know what I’m doing, but after the park, I run Tiny back to my grandparents’ home and tell them I’ll be back later. When I pull up in front of Ed’s Pizzeria, I spot them right away. Ripley is a mom, and that hurts. The boy looks like the male version of his mom, so in other words, the kid is gorgeous. Time has definitely been good to Rip. I missed her smile so much, and her giving it to her son makes him one lucky kid. It warms something inside me to watch the two of them interact with each other.

      Where is the dad? Is it or was it a serious relationship? Does she love him? My eyes slam shut, trying to block out the pain. It’s completely selfish of me to want her to not love anyone else—I know this, I just don’t care.

      One of the best moments is when Ripley leans forward and says something to her son, and then both of them throw their heads back laughing like they are the only two people in the world. Why do I ache to be a part of it? When they leave I follow them to what I assume is their home.

      I stay far enough away that she won’t see me as they get out and go inside. A few minutes later, I pull my truck closer, but honestly I can’t see anything. I half expect a man to show up, a husband or boyfriend, but no one appears. One thing that has been on my mind is wondering what Jonah was doing with her son yesterday—are they friends now, and if so, why?

      Twice I get out of my truck, prepared to go up to her front door and knock, but then I decide it’s not a good idea and get back in.

      I don’t stay too much longer before I decide to head to my grandparents. When I get back, Tiny greets me at the door. “Hey, boy. Were you good?” He butts his head into my hip before plopping back down on his dog bed.

      My mom’s sitting in the dining room sewing, and my grandparents are out playing bingo. “Hi, honey. What have you been up to?”

      “Did you know Ripley has a child? A little boy?” Her eyes widen and she shakes her head back and forth. “He’s beautiful. He looks just like her.”

      “I had no clue. People talk, but I never heard anything about Ripley at all.” She grabs my hand. “Is it your child?”

      I swallow the lump in my throat because when I saw him, a big part of me wished he were a little bit older so I could say he might be mine. I slowly shake my head. “I don’t know a lot about kids, but I do know he’s too young to be mine.” I clear my throat, but it does nothing to clear the lump that’s lodged there.

      “I’m sorry honey.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I don’t plan on ever having kids—I don’t want Dad’s poison leaking into me.” It’s not entirely true, but I’m not going there right now.

      The night I hit Ripley flashes through my mind like it always does when I think about my future.

      Squeezing my hand tight, my mom leans toward me. “I know I stayed with your father a lot longer than I should’ve, but you are not him. You’ve had good men in your life to guide you and show you the way. What happened between you and Ripley was an accident. No one and I mean no one thinks badly of you because of it. After you left, everyone was so worried about you and about Ripley. I get why you left, but it’s time for you to get your life back. It’s time to forgive yourself for what happened and move on.” I bring my mom’s hand to my lips and kiss the back of it.

      In my room, I lie down on my bed and feel it depress as Tiny climbs up onto it, snuggling next to me. I absently stroke his head as thoughts of Ripley flow through my mind like they always do, and I realize there is something I need to do. I grab my phone and pull up Tiffany’s number.

      “Hi! What are you doing?” Tiffany chirps in an overly excited voice when she answers the phone.

      “Nothing, I just wanted to talk to you about something.” How do I let her down, tell her I just need to figure some stuff out? Fuck…what am I doing? Ripley and I are ancient history, though just thinking about the word history causes a knot to form in my chest.

      “Okay.” She drags out the word slowly, and it’s obvious she knows something is going on, knows I’m going to say something she won’t like. “Just tell me whatever it is.”

      “Here it is.” I begin to tell her everything, from meeting Ripley in high school all the way up to seeing her earlier today. “I need to get some closure, or talk to her…fuck, I don’t know. I need to see her, to talk to her, and until I get that all figured out, I think we shouldn’t see each other, but I promise when I get back we’ll talk and see where things are at.” Silence greets me. “Please don’t think I expect you to stay single, so if you meet someone, explore it and be happy.”

      “W-Wow. O-Okay, I guess, if you’re sure that’s what you want. Can I text you? Check in with you?” She’s a total sweetheart, and I still can’t figure out why Tiny doesn’t like her.

      “That’d be great sweetheart. We’ll talk soon.” She says bye and we both hang up. “That was too fucking easy,” I mutter to myself.

      Getting up, I grab some shorts out of the dresser and jump in the shower before heading to bed. I don’t know what tomorrow will bring, but something tells me I’ll need to be ready. For what, I have no idea.
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      I love my son more than life itself, but I’ll admit I’ve enjoyed my day of relaxation. So far I’ve gotten groceries, picked up the house, and finished laundry, which sometimes feels never ending with a little boy in the house. Now I’ve got a face mask on and check the temperature of the bathwater. This duplex may not be in the best part of town, but the bathroom almost makes it worth it. The sunken Jacuzzi tub filled with hot water and my favorite lavender scent is my favorite place to be, especially after a long day.

      My hand reaches up to make sure my hair is all up there. It’s so long right now, it takes forever to dry. Gingerly, I step into the tub and sink down into the scented lusciousness. I rest my head against the little pillow and close my eyes. Thoughts of Brock try to encroach on my relaxation time, but I try to push them out. He wouldn’t like the woman I’ve become since he left.

      I was weak and made stupid decision after stupid decision. Kat quit talking to me, which hurt because she was my best friend, but I was just too much of a mess for her. Cale tried to stay in my life after everything happened, but seeing him reminded me too much of Brock, so I slowly cut him out of my life. I tried to push Jonah away, especially after the summer of our freshman year in college. I was embarrassed and depressed after what happened and hated the fact that he saw me at my worst.

      The past couple years, I’ve dated here and there, but never anything serious and definitely no sex. My focus right now is on my son, my job, and saving money so I can hopefully buy us a house someday. My mom put the money from my dad’s life insurance policy into a savings account for us, but I don’t want to touch that money; I want to save it for Alex when he goes to college.

      My mom wants me to use it for a down payment for a house, and she’s wanted to get us out of this place for the past year. My dad wanted that too, before he passed. As a matter of fact, the other day she brought it up again, saying we should move before Alex starts school so he can continue going to the same school throughout and won’t have to switch.

      Maybe I could at least start looking and see if I can find anything that piques my interest. I know wherever we move, I want a big fenced-in yard so we can finally get a dog.

      After soaking for a little while longer, I rinse off. I step out onto the plush bath mat and dry off before throwing on my light cotton robe that is the color of emeralds. I wash the mask off my face and then moisturize. After throwing on a pair of cotton shorts and a tank top, I head downstairs to scan Netflix for something to watch. I decide to binge watch Grace and Frankie since Jessica told me how great it was.

      In the kitchen, I make myself popcorn and grab my secret stash of individually wrapped Rolos. I place my snacks and my diet pop strategically on the coffee table and am just ready to hit play when my doorbell rings. It’s six o’clock, so I’m not sure who it could be, and hopefully it’s not my neighbor. Occasionally he stops by to see if Alex or I need anything, but only when his wife or whatever she is is gone. Now normally I would find this sweet, but he never looks me in the eye because he’s too busy staring at my breasts—creeper!

      I look through the little window and my body locks up. The option to hide and pretend I’m not home is gone because he’s looking right at me. My hands begin to tremble and I shake them out before reaching for the doorknob. Exhaling loudly, I open the door.

      “Hey.” God, I missed that voice. I’m plagued by memories of his whispered words when we used to lie in the back of his truck—plans for the future, our love, our future family. My mind pushes those thoughts out. Hey is all he can say to me after all this time?

      “What are you doing here? How did you know where I live?” I narrow my eyes at him.

      He rubs a hand over his brown hair, clearly nervous. Well, good; he should be nervous. “Whitepages…I just thought…I just thought we could talk. I wanted to see how you were doing.” Somehow he manages to make his way inside my place, shutting the door behind him. How the hell did he do that? I watch him move around my living room, staring at the pictures on the wall. I know what he’s seeing: some pictures of my son and me, but mostly pictures of Alex. “He looks just like you.” I almost don’t hear him say it. “When I saw him and realized he was yours, a part of me wished he was mine too.”

      I stare at him, mouth wide open. “How dare you,” I hiss. “You’d want me to raise our child alone? You’d want our child to grow up knowing his father left us and never looked back?” His body jerks like I hit him.

      “I know I lost the right to say that.”

      “You’re damn right you did. Why are you here?” I ask, my tone pleading. Whatever he came to say, I wish he’d just say it and then get out so I can go on living my life without him digging up the past. Soon he’ll be gone again, and I refuse to let him back into my life just to watch him walk away again.

      He turns to me, and it’s the first time I’ve been able to really look at him. He’s got more bulk to him than before, and his muscles are more defined. His hair is longish on top and shaved around the sides. He doesn’t have a beard, but his face is covered in dark stubble. His dark eyes are still surrounded by those thick dark lashes, and I hate admitting that he’s still the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen. I hate him, I want him gone—and if I keep telling myself that, then I just might believe it.

      “I don’t know why I’m here. I just wanted to see you, to talk to you. There’s so much I want to say.”

      The blood rushes in my ears as my mouth opens and stuff just starts coming out. “When I woke up in the ambulance…alone, all I wanted was you. Why did you leave me? What the fuck did I do to you but love you?” His mouth opens but I hold up my hand. “I don’t want to hear it. It was an accident, I know it, and everyone does too, but instead of making sure I was okay, you ran. You. Ran. From. Me!”

      I pace back and forth in front of him and feel his eyes following me. I’ve always been pretty laid back, but right now I feel my control slipping. I march over to him until we’re almost touching then lift both my hands and shove him as hard as I can. The man barely budges, of course. Dick.

      Brock’s hand reaches out and cups my face. I should push him away right now and kick him in the balls, but his touch melts something inside me. His thumb gently strokes the bone above my eye, tracing the tiny scar I have there, and I watch his eyes turn glassy. “I’ll never forgive myself for hurting you. I can’t explain why I left, but I just had to.” He finishes in a whisper.

      I jerk my head away from his hand. “You just had to?” My voice is barely louder than a harsh whisper. “You accidentally hurt your girlfriend, the woman you claimed to want to marry and spend the rest of your life with, and I had to wake up alone. I was so fucking worried about you.” I clench and unclench my fists. “They wanted me to file a police report but I refused, and Cale had to practically lie on top of me in the ER because I wanted to go to you.” I take a deep breath.

      “Every weekend I looked for you. I went door to door, to malls, grocery stores, and any other places I could think of. Everywhere they let me hang flyers, I did. I became obsessed with finding you. I just wanted to know you were okay, wanted you to know I didn’t blame you.” When I take a breath, my heart feels like it’s breaking all over again. “When I finally went to your parents, I learned you had joined the Marines. Your dad informed me it was my fault you left and I should be proud of myself.

      My throat burns with the rising of unshed tears, but I push past the pain. “Not once did you write me, not even just a quick I’m okay and fuck off. I got nothing. Do you know what that felt like?” I turn from him as the tears leak from my eyes.

      Two strong arms wrap around me from behind and I begin to sob. The sounds coming from me are not quiet sobs—they’re loud, broken, howling wails. Brock lowers us to the ground when my knees begin to give out, and I’m situated between his legs. I cry until my voice is hoarse and my head begins to throb. His hand strokes my hair lovingly and I cry harder.

      I shouldn’t allow him to comfort me, but I can’t bring myself to pull away either. “You broke me when you left,” I whisper.

      He freezes for a second before continuing to stroke my hair. “I know. I’m so fucking sorry.” I ignore his apology, my sobs drowning any words.

      I’m not sure how much time passes before my tears finally dry up. When they do, Brock lays me on my comfy overstuffed couch. With my eyes shut, I hear his heavy footsteps leaving, but return a minute later. My muscles lock up when a cold wet washcloth is placed over my eyes. Suddenly, the emotional exhaustion takes me under.
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      Every time I pull the washcloth from Ripley’s swollen eyes, I cringe. It serves me right though; I had no business coming here. I should’ve let her be, let her live her life with her son. She seems happy, and now I’ve caused her more pain. Apparently that’s what I’m good at, just like my father. Sure, maybe I’m not exactly like him, but I’m obviously toxic to her.

      While she sleeps, I can’t help but stroke my hand over her hair. She’s so fucking beautiful, and she still takes my breath away. When we used to lie in the bed of my truck and she’d be asleep, I’d watch her and thank the lord for bringing her into my life. I get up and move around her living room, taking in all the pictures. There’s one in particular that I’m drawn to. Her son is still a baby and they are both on their stomachs, facing each other. They both have the sweetest smiles on their faces.

      Jonah and a brunette are in quite a few photos. They appear to be together, but there are some of Ripley and Jonah where I’d almost think they were a couple. On her entertainment center sits a picture of Ripley and her dad; he’s holding the young toddler in his arms.

      Curiosity gets the best of me and I move up the stairs. The first room I reach is obviously Ripley’s. Her room is a hodge-podge of furniture; nothing matches, but it works, giving the space a quirky look. It’s also filled with the scent of lavender, which was always her favorite. I back out before I get too nosy. Down the hall, I come to her boy’s room and smile. It’s all racecars. From his actual bed to his sheets and the decals on his wall, it’s nothing but cars. I back out of his room and head back downstairs.

      Ripley’s still out and I know I should lock up and leave, but after the tears earlier, I can’t in good conscience go. I find her remote and turn the TV on, leaving the volume down low so as to not wake her. I sit down at the other end of the couch, picking her feet up and placing them in my lap.

      She has Netflix so I start watching The Office, which was one of her favorite shows when we were younger. I slip off my shoes and rest my feet on top of her coffee table, and it doesn’t take long before I’m lost in the wild antics of the show. I get through the first season and Ripley still sleeps on the other end. On the coffee table, I spot a bag of Rolos and crack another smile. When we were together, she always had a bag of the individually wrapped caramel-filled chocolates on hand.

      I grab the bag, pull a couple out, and unwrap each piece before popping them in my mouth and going back to watching the show.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My eyes flutter open and I hear Ripley’s soft voice. “Really? Uncle Jonah did that? That’s awesome baby. Did you brush your teeth?” A pause. “Good. Yes, I’ll brush mine too.” She has no clue I’m awake so I watch as she smiles, talking to her son. “I love you, too. Yes, Mommy will see you at breakfast. Okay Alex, let me talk to your aunt or uncle. I can’t wait to see you either.”

      A warmth spreads through me because her voice is filled with so much love as she talks to Alex. My heart aches because that was a name we had picked out for if our first child together was a boy, along with Tyler, Cameron, and Brock Jr. If we had girls, they’d be Grace, Mara, Angela, or Mandy.

      “Jonah, I swear you have to stop spoiling him.” Ripley lets out a soft laugh. “Oh I’m sure it’s all Jessica’s fault. You can’t say no to her either. No it’s fine, what’s one more Nerf gun in my house?” She pauses and looks up at the ceiling. “Yes, we’ll have another battle. No, we didn’t’t cheat. It’s not Jessica’s or my fault we found the best hiding spot. Yeah, yeah, yeah. Yes, I love you too. Yep, tomorrow at ten. Yes, I’m fine, it’s just a tickle in my throat.”

      She hangs up and starts when I stand up from the couch. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

      I hate that her shoulders immediately tense up. “Th-That’s okay.” Her eyes are still puffy, but not as bad as before. Without even thinking, I reach out and stroke my thumb back and forth over that puffy skin. Ripley’s eyes shut and she takes a shuddering breath.

      “I shouldn’t have come. I should’ve left you in peace, letting you live your life.” Her eyes open and the fire is back in them.

      First she knocks my hand away then she gets in my face. “Oh really? You should’ve gone and left me to live in peace? Wow, how fucking sweet of you. Thank you so much for coming back and stirring up all the thoughts of you in my head, and then I’m sure disappearing again.”

      She reaches in between us and shoves me, hard. Tears spill down her cheeks, and I hate being the cause of them. Ripley shoves me again. I should stop her, but she needs this, and I need to at least give her something.

      “I hate you,” she screams and shoves me again, “but I fucking love you! Why? Why do I still love you? It’s been six years.” My back hits the wall. I take everything she dishes out; it’s my penance for hurting her.

      “I don’t know Rip. I don’t know why you still love me.” My voice sounds harsh in my own ears.

      She looks up at me and looks so fucking sad. “Do you still love me?” she whispers.

      What do I say? Do I tell her I’ve never stopped thinking about her, or that she owns a piece of my heart and I’ll always love her? No. Instead, I make sure I sever all ties. “No, I don’t love you anymore.” It hurts to watch her suck in a deep breath as her face pales.

      “Get out.” Her words are quiet, filled with so much pain. “Please go.” Ripley’s voice quivers and her chin wobbling tell me she’s close to breaking, and I need to go before she does. I’m a fucking coward; I’m weak, and all I do is hurt her. She’ll be better off without me. Working my way around her I leave without looking back. I head outside. But a cry behind the closed door doesn’t go unnoticed. The sound so brutal I pause. Maybe I should burst through the door, and apologize for lying? Confess how much I love her… that I’ve never stopped loving her. Only I don’t do any of that. Instead, I do what I’ve always done. I run.

      It’s not until I’m almost home that I realize tears are running down my face.

      

      
        
        RIPLEY

      

      

      Bam, bam, bam. My eyes flutter open and my head throbs. Why am I on my living room floor? Last night rushes back, and tears fill my eyes as I remember the way Brock said he didn’t love me anymore.

      Keys in the door pull me out of my thoughts, and I’m just pushing myself up when Jonah comes rushing toward me. “Are you okay?” He scans my face. “Rip what happened? You look like shit.”

      I move to the couch and sit down. “Brock came here last night. We had words, and I told him I still loved him. He told me h-he d-d-didn’t love me anymore.” I cover my face with my hands as the tears begin to fall again.

      As Jonah wraps his arms around me, I fall into him, again needing him for something. When is he going to tire of all this?

      “Oh honey, I’m so sorry.” He holds me for a while before I push gently away from him.

      I wipe my eyes with the back of my hands and give him a smile. “I’m good. I’m okay. Where are Alex and Jessica?” I cough into my hand to clear the frog sitting in my throat.

      “They’re at the restaurant. When you didn’t show up and I couldn’t reach you by phone, I ran here to make sure you were okay, which clearly you’re not.”

      “I’m fine. I promise, this was good. I got closure, and now I can truly move on and stop holding myself back.” I’m hoping he believes me. “Let me jump in the shower real quick and I’ll come to the restaurant with you.”

      I fly up the stairs, put my hair on top of my head, and jump in the shower. After the fastest shower in the history of the world, I hurry out and wrap my towel around me. I moisturize my face then apply enough makeup to disguise the puffiness of my eyes. I brush my hair out and then quickly braid it, letting the thick plait fall over my shoulder.

      I race across the hall into my bedroom and throw on black knit shorts and a fitted royal blue Cubs tee. I slip my bare feet into my beat-up old black Chucks and then run downstairs. “I’m ready.”

      “Are you sure? We can keep Alex a little longer.”

      Squaring my shoulders, I look Jonah in the eye. “No, I’m good. I promise.” He wraps his arm around my shoulders and we head out to his car. I’m silent on the drive to the restaurant, and I’m grateful he gives me that. I spend the drive pushing any bad thoughts out of my head. When we step inside, I spot Alex and Jessica right away. They’re sitting side by side, coloring, and my baby boy is concentrating so hard, his little tongue peeks out.

      Jessica spots us first, and I don’t miss the look of alarm on her face when she sees me. I mouth, I’m okay, and she nods before getting Alex’s attention. He looks up and his little face lights up when he sees me.

      “Mommy!” He rushes toward me and I scoop him up in my arms. “I missed you bery, bery much.”

      “I missed you too.” We sit opposite Jonah and Jessica, and I can’t stop hugging my boy.

      Breakfast goes well, and with Alex there, I have a brief reprieve from any questions Jessica may want to ask. She knows a lot of my history, except for anything about Alex. Jonah is the only one who knows everything; he’s the one who has seen me at my lowest, the one who picked me up when I fell.

      Since I had Alex, I’ve changed for the better. I got my shit together and put the pieces of my crazy life back together, and I am grateful to know that when my dad died, he was proud of me and the woman I’ve become.

      They drop us off at home after we get done with breakfast, or more like brunch. After an emotional night, I just want a relaxing day with my son, so we change into our jammies and snuggle on the couch for a Disney movie marathon, starting with Cars 1 and Cars 2 and ending with Monsters, Inc. and Monsters University.

      For dinner I make grilled cheese sandwiches, and I even let him eat in the living room, a special treat because I missed him so much. I smile as I watch him munch happily on his sandwich as he sits on his knees on the floor. He’s starting to lose the toddler chubbiness I love and is looking more and more like a little boy.

      I had the easiest pregnancy, and labor was only about twelve hours; I was very lucky. My mom and Jonah were both in the room with me when he was born. Hell, Jonah drove home from college for all of my appointments. We talked about getting married just for Alex, but after we both thought about it we realized it would be a mistake.

      I should call and check on Jonah because over the years when I’ve been down and missing Brock, he’s always worn a look of guilt on his face. Unfortunately, I saw that look again this morning. I wish he realized how much he’s made amends with me. He’s my best friend, for fuck’s sake, and he’s Alex’s godfather. We were young and he was a jerk, but that Jonah disappeared the night I got hit.

      That night, he lost a lot of friends; some blamed him for everything. I hated that he was shunned like that, and people only began to lighten up on him after it was clear that I forgave him. I’m sure people also heard that his family paid for the ER bill and maybe that helped them forgive him a bit, but he had to really prove he’d changed.

      For a long time, he and I both wished we wanted each other the way a couple should. We were so close and it seemed natural to truly be together, but when we kissed, it felt like kissing a sibling. He felt the same, so we knew there was no chance of us being together romantically.

      

      
        
        JONAH

      

      

      As soon as we walk through the door of our home, I grab the one cigarette a week I allow myself and head out to the deck. Staring across the back yard, everything comes rushing back. The moment I met Ripley, the way I always tortured Brock and tried to get under his skin, my relentless pursuit of Ripley all through high school, and then the party after graduation. I’ll never forget what it felt like to watch her get hit and then collapse in my arms. I thought she was dead with the way she went down.

      By the time the ambulance got there Brock had already split and Ripley’s friend Kat stood on her other side as we tried to wake her. When the paramedics approached us, Ripley’s eye was already swollen shut and they couldn’t wake her either. Silence surrounded all of us while we watched helplessly as they put her on the gurney.

      I rode with Cale and Kat to the hospital, and even after Ripley’s parents showed up, I wouldn’t’t leave—even though at one point her dad looked like he was going to kill me. My parents, being the amazing people they are, showed up and sat with me until we knew she was okay. See, I wasn’t a dick because I had mean, rich parents that taught that shit to me; I was a dick because I didn’t have to work for anything. Things always just came easy to me, but when I wanted Rip and she said no, I decided I had to get her somehow. I was just a dumb, asshole kid.

      I take a deep drag of the cigarette, blowing the smoke out slowly. The sliding door opens and Jessica’s arms wind around my waist. “What’s got you troubled, baby? What happened with Rip?”

      “That motherfucker had the nerve to show up at her place, and stir up emotions in her that she had locked away, and when she told him she still loved him, he told her he didn’t.” I don’t miss the swift inhale from Jessica. She moves around until she’s between me and the railing.

      “Oh my God, poor Rip. I know you’re blaming yourself, but it’s not your fault. Hell, it’s not Brock’s fault it was just an unfortunate accident. Now that he’s back, he should’ve stayed away from her if he no longer had any feelings for her. He’s the one who gave her hope by showing up at her place and then crushing that hope.”

      I finish my cigarette and then hug her tight before heading upstairs to change my clothes so I can head to the office. Along with my blog and podcast, I write freelance articles for our local paper. “Why don’t you help me get changed?” I whisper against her neck before picking her up, throwing her over my shoulder, and taking her into our bedroom.
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      A week has gone by and I haven’t seen Brock at all. It’s a good thing though—it would hurt too much to see him right now, knowing my feelings are still there and he doesn’t reciprocate them. Things have gone back to normal and I feel good. Today I work until noon, and then I’m off tomorrow. I just wanted a long weekend with just me and my little man.. My mom has Alex right now, so I make my way across town to get him. I didn’t tell her about Brock because she’d ask questions I really didn’t want to answer.

      I pull into the driveway of my childhood home and as always lately, sadness washes over me. It seems just like yesterday that my dad came out to greet me with Alex over his shoulder, my little boy squealing with joy because he loved his Papa so much. I hate that he may not remember him.

      I walk right in and find my mom knitting as a cartoon plays on the television. She looks up, smiling. “Hi honey.”

      “Hey Mom.” I step farther into the room and find Alex asleep on the other end of the couch with his racecar blanket. “How was he today?”

      “He was perfect as always. Just fell asleep about ten minutes ago. Do you want some lunch? We can let him sleep a bit longer.” I follow her as she gets up and walks into the kitchen. My mom watching Alex when she’s not working has been good for her; it helps with her loneliness and gets her out of the house.

      I plop down at the breakfast bar while my mom makes us a couple of sandwiches. She has just taken a bite of hers when I blurt out, “Brock’s in town.” My mom covers her mouth with the back of her hand as she coughs around her mouthful of food. “Are you okay?” I hand her a glass of water and watch with worried eyes as she takes a sip and finally stops coughing.

      “Yes, sorry. I was just a little surprised is all.” Her voice drops to a whisper. “Have you seen him? How did it go?”

      I refrain from telling her all the details; I know a part of her hopes someday we’ll reunite, he’ll be a father figure to Alex, and we’ll live happily ever after. Obviously my mom is delusional, but I’d never tell her that. I am fine, though. I don’t need a man complicating my son’s life, or mine. We’re doing fine on our own.

      “It didn’t go well, but I don’t really want to talk about it. Let’s just say I got my closure.” I bite into my sandwich and have to force it down my constricted throat.

      “What does that mean? Why’s he back after all this time?”

      “It means nothing. He’s back because his mom finally left his dad.”

      “Oh.” I can hear the disappointment in her voice. “That’s good he’s a terrible man.”

      “Yeah it is.” I honestly have nothing else to say at this point.

      After we finish our lunch, I sit down on the couch next to Alex and stroke a hand over his head until his blue eyes flutter open. He looks up at me and it takes him a few seconds to really come to before his lips tip up in a smile. “Hi Mommy!” I wrap my arms around him and pull him into my lap.

      “Hey my big boy, did you have a good day with your grandma?”

      “I did. I falled asleep watching a moo-bie.” He hops off my lap and disappears down the hall, probably to go to the bathroom.

      When I hear the toilet flush down the hall, I holler, “Wash your hands.”

      We hug my mom goodbye and I’m glad when she tells me she’s got plans this weekend. It’s good that she’s getting out more.

      After buckling Alex into his seat, I climb in and we pull out of the driveway. “Buddy, we’re going to stop at the farmer’s market before we head home. Do you want me to get some more peaches?” This boy of mine loves peaches, furry skin and all.

      “Yes! Can we get some more jelly?”

      “Of course we can baby, if they have some.” On weekday’s the farmer’s market is only open for a few hours in the afternoon. Alex loves to go with me because of course everyone loves giving him samples of their goodies. We reach the lot and after parking, we get out and start weaving our way through the small crowds.

      I scan the peaches and start placing some in a plastic bag. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Alex take off, so I drop the bag on the table and call after him. When I see him stop, I freeze. Brock is up ahead with his mom and his huge ass dog. My son, the animal lover, has his arms wrapped around the neck of the dog.

      Brock’s eyes meet mine, but I ignore him and move toward Alex. “Alex, you can’t run away from Mommy. It’s not safe.”

      “But Mommy I had to see the big doggie.”

      “Okay, well let the dog go so we can finish up and they can get back to whatever they were doing.” I stand up to full height and turn toward Brock’s mom. “Hello Ms. James.” She gives me a sweet smile and then looks from Alex to me.

      “Oh Ripley, you look wonderful. He looks just like you.” Ms. James squats down in front of him. “What’s your name?” A knot forms in my stomach.

      My boy, the lover of attention, gives her a huge smile and announces proudly, “I’m Alexander Karel Brown.” He doesn’t notice the space around us going wired at his words. When Brock and I were together, not only did we decide on first name options, but also on the middle name Karel, pronounced like Carol. It’s his granddad’s first name.

      I feel Brock’s eyes on me, and mine lift up to meet his. The look on his face is hard to read, but I feel a strange tingle come over my body. I’ve never understood why I did it, especially since Brock isn’t Alex’s father. Maybe a part of me wanted  something Brock and I had considered for a future that never came to fruition.

      I hear his mom’s swift intake of breath, and she clears her throat before saying, “Well that’s a wonderful name. Your mom did a wonderful job picking it out.” She stands up and looks at me, also bearing an expression that can only be described as sad. If only she knew.

      “What’s your dog’s name?” Alex has his arms wrapped back around the dog’s neck.

      Brock steps toward them and rubs the top of the dog’s head. “Remember you met him at the pet store? His name is Tiny.”

      Alex looks up at Brock, shakes his head and bursts into peals of laughter. “He can’t be named Tiny, he’s too big.”

      Brock gets down on one knee next to him. “It’s meant to be funny since he’s so big. He sure likes you.”

      “He wants to come to my house and play. Can he?” Alex looks between Brock and me.

      I hate that I’m going to have to break his heart, but there is no way I can be around Brock, at least not yet, and he’ll be gone before I’m completely over him, or at least over the situation. “No baby, probably not. Can you thank him for letting you hug his dog?”

      Alex shocks me when he rushes toward Brock and hugs his legs. Brock freezes but then reaches down, resting his hand on top of Alex’s head. My stomach rolls as I watch them. “Thank you for letting me hug Tiny. I wish he could come see me. He might miss me.”

      I smile at Brock and roll my eyes, but look away when I realize what I’ve done. Brock’s hand is still resting on Alex’s head. “You’re welcome bud. I’m sure he’s going to miss you, but maybe we’ll see you guys around.”

      Alex looks at me and then at Brock before wrapping his arms around Tiny’s neck again. “I’m gonna miss you so much.” Oh boy, he’s laying it on thick. “I lub you Tiny.” The massive dog licks up the side of Alex’s head and a laugh bubbles up in my throat—Alex’s hair is standing straight out to the side after being licked by Tiny.

      “Well Ms. James, it was great seeing you again.” I glance at Brock. “Thanks for letting him love on your dog. Alex, can you tell them bye?”

      “Bye!” He isn’t even looking at the adults; he can’t take his eyes off the dog. Is it weird that they seem to have some weird bond already? I really shouldn’t let it happen because when Brock leaves, he’ll be taking his dog with him. Maybe I could look into getting us a dog this year—though certainly not one as big as Tiny.

      “Goodbye Ripley. It was great seeing you,” Brock’s mom says with a small smile. I grab Alex’s hand and with my free one, I give them a quick wave before we head back over to the peaches. While paying for them, I hear a squeal and something hits the back of my legs. Tiny is sitting next to Alex and I immediately grab his leash, looking around until I spot Brock moving toward us.

      “Are you looking for him?” I look at the massive dog next to my son.

      “Yeah, apparently he didn’t like being away from Alex.” I hand the leash to him and his fingers skim mine. I don’t want to admit that just this little touch causes a riot of emotions inside of me, but it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters when it comes to us. We’re nothing but exes to each other, and that hurts so much.

      

      
        
        BROCK

      

      

      My eyes follow them as they walk away. Why does it still hurt so fucking much? It’s been a week since I lied to her, but it was for her own good. When she told me she still loved me, it warmed me inside, but then all I could see was her body crumpling into Jonah’s arms. I knew right then that I needed to push her away and make her hate me, and that was the only play I had.

      Over this past week, I’ve found myself driving past her house and her mom’s on multiple occasions, just hoping to catch a glimpse of her. Every time I do it, I tell myself it’s a bad idea, but I’m an idiot so I don’t listen. Yesterday, Ripley’s mom caught me as I was driving by. I played it off and gave her a wave, choosing to ignore her when she waved wildly and motioned for me to come back. I just kept driving.

      Now, I smile as I watch Alex and Tiny together. My dog has always been okay around kids. He’s patient when they gather around to pet him, but with Alex, it’s like he’s part of Tiny’s pack. Tiny is licking Alex’s face and the kid is giggling so hard that people are watching them. I move slowly toward Ripley until we’re standing side by side. She doesn’t move away from me, and I take that as a good sign. A sweetly rich citrus scent wraps around me, and I know it’s her. What I wouldn’t give to bury my nose in her hair like I used to when we were younger.

      An older woman stops in front of us and she smiles at us. “Your son is beautiful.” She nods her head at both of us before walking away. I open my mouth to speak, but before I can, Ripley holds out her hand to Alex.

      “Come on honey, it’s time to head home.” She clears her throat and I watch Alex place his little hand in hers.

      “Bye Tiny!” Alex waves at my dog, who whines as he watches the little boy walk away.

      Every instinct I have is telling me to follow after them, to talk to her, but instead I spot my mom up ahead and go to her. “Hey, are you ready to go?”

      “Sure. Were you talking to Ripley?”

      I stop and look at her pointedly. “Don’t start, Mom.” I head away again and feel her come up next to me.

      “Don’t start what, Brock? It’s so obvious you both still have feelings for each other, and if you could just talk to her—”

      “Mom, I love you, but you need to back off, because it’s never going to happen. It can’t ever happen.” I hope my heated glare conveys how serious I am. I lead Tiny toward my truck and my mom follows behind us. We drop her off at her new place and just before she shuts the door, she looks at me with glassy eyes.

      “I promise I won’t mention it again. I just want you to be happy. You were so happy when you were together. I know you were younger, but what you had was a true and pure kind of love. She looked at you like you hung the moon and you looked at her like you’d die protecting her. That was the kind of love I wanted with your father, the kind of love we had for a while.” She wipes the tears from her eyes. Reaching across the truck, I grab her hand. “I just don’t want you waking up one day and regretting that you didn’t fight for her.”

      I can’t seem to say anything; the words are there in my mind, but they just seem to be stuck in my throat. My mouth opens again, but my mom holds up a hand. “Just think about what I said. You’re both older now. You guys deserve to see if there is still something there, and I think there is. Please.” She squeezes the hand she’s holding before saying goodbye then Tiny and I watch her go inside before driving away.
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      After emailing my article to my editor, I shut down my computer and grab my bag before heading out. Pulling out my phone, I check the time—I’m due to meet Ripley, Jessica, and Alex for dinner. Our wedding is coming up in a month and they want to run over some last minute changes. I honestly don’t care; I just want to show up and marry the girl of my dreams, and that is that.

      I’m sitting at the stoplight when I spot Brock’s truck up ahead. He turns, so as soon the light turns green, I hit the gas so I don’t lose him. For a moment, I wonder why I’m following him, but I know why—I’ve got a few things to say to him. Brock finally pulls his huge ass truck into the parking lot of Hy-Vee, so I pull into the spot right next to him and climb out of my car.

      “Brock?”

      He freezes and turns toward me. “What’s up, Jonah?”

      I take a deep breath, not wanting to lose my temper. “Stay away from her.” He raises an eyebrow at me. “What? Don’t you think you’ve done enough? You fucking broke her when you left. I know I’m responsible for that, but you stayed gone. She’s finally got a pretty great life and you come waltzing back and break her heart again! Stay away from Ripley, and stay away from Alex.”

      “Who is Alex’s dad? Where is he?” My body goes ramrod straight. “Is it you?” I’m not surprised he’d think that, and a part of me wishes it were true.

      “No, I’m not his dad, and it’s not my story to tell. I’ll tell you this though: I love that little boy like he was my own, and I love his mother. She’s the best friend I’ve ever had, and she’s been through the ringer. A lesser woman would’ve crumbled, but not Ripley. She’s handled the hurdles life has thrown at her with grace and fucking dignity.” I don’t give him a chance to respond before I climb back into my car and head toward the restaurant to meet my family.

      

      
        
        RIPLEY

      

      

      “The end.” I shut Goodnight Moon and look down at Alex’s sweet little face. It usually doesn’t take long once I start reading a story before he falls asleep. Hoisting myself out of his bed, I stick his book back on his bookshelf and go back to his little sleeping form. I tuck the blankets more securely around him, kiss his forehead, turn on the baby monitor, and step out into the hall.

      Today was a busy day for us. We have our Friday ritual, as long as I’m off. I take Alex to Village Inn for breakfast for his smiley face chocolate chip pancakes, and after that we go to the park so he can run off the chocolate chips and sugary syrup, then it’s on to the grocery store. It’s usually a mad dash through the aisles because Alex starts asking for everything under the sun and being a single mom, I have a pretty tight budget, even though my mom and Jonah help me whenever they can. They already do so much for me, and Alex is my sole responsibility.

      After getting groceries, we took them home, where Alex promptly fell asleep on the couch watching Finding Dory, giving me a chance to put groceries away and start laundry.

      Now I make myself some microwave popcorn and grab my Rolos, and I’m hit with déjà vu because this is what I was doing a week ago when Brock showed up. I sit back on the couch and put my feet up on my coffee table. After getting comfy, I pull up Netflix and then Grace and Frankie. I love this show so much, the characters and dialogue, and it’s a great balance of funny and serious.

      I pop a Rolo into my mouth, letting the chocolaty caramel goodness melt on my tongue. A moan slips past my lips the way it always does when I get that first Rolo into my mouth.

      I’m just finishing my second episode when my phone dings. I pick it up and don’t recognize the number, but there’s a text.

      
        
        Unknown: Can we talk?

        Ripley: Who is this?

        Unknown: Brock. I’m outside your front door. I didn’t want to wake Alex if he was already in bed.

        

      

      There’s a pause.

      
        
        Unknown: There is no pressure and it’s okay if you won’t talk to me.

        

      

      What is there to talk about? Does he want to make sure I understand that he doesn’t love me? I swear, I do get it, I just don’t want it rubbed in my face. I take slow steps toward the door and my heart begins to pound. My palms are sweaty as I take a deep breath, reach out, and unlock the deadbolt. “You can do this,” I whisper to myself right before I pull the door open. I push the screen door open and he steps past me, then I shut the door behind us.

      His back is to me and I hate admitting that it is one sexy back. His t-shirt is molded against it and I can see the tattoos peeking out under the short sleeves of the shirt. He’s wearing basketball shorts that show off his muscled ass and legs, and Brock’s definitely more cut than he was before. He’s lost that slightly boyish look he used to have and is much more chiseled now.

      “I’m sorry to just drop by like this, but I just wanted to talk.” He finally turns and looks at me. Unwelcome thoughts enter my mind, but just as quickly, I push them out.

      “What did you want to talk about?” I’m so proud of myself for sounding strong.

      Brock moves toward me until we’re almost touching. “I lied,” he whispers.

      My heart beats wildly. I should push him away, but I don’t. Instead, I whisper back, “Lied about what?”

      “I lied when I told you I no longer loved you. The truth is, I’ve never stopped loving you. I shouldn’t be here. I keep telling myself you’d be better off if I just left you alone, but I can’t. My thoughts are constantly consumed by you.” His hands slide into my hair, tipping my head back.

      “Mommy.” I look around Brock and find Alex standing at the bottom of the stairs. He bends over, vomits all over the floor, and starts to cry.

      I move around Brock and rush to Alex. “Oh baby, what’s the matter? Does your tummy hurt?” He nods his head. “Let’s get you cleaned up okay?”

      He looks at Brock. “Where’s Tiny?”

      “He’s at home bud,” Brock tells him. Then he looks at me. “You get him cleaned up and I’ll take care of this.”

      “Are you sure? It’s not the most pleasant thing to take care of.” I pick Alex up in my arms.

      “It’s not a big deal. Seriously, he needs you, and I’ll deal with this.”

      I give him a grateful smile. “Thank you. Cleaning supplies are under the sink.”

      In the bathroom, I pull Alex’s shirt over his head. His little face is so pale, and him being sick is one thing I hate more than anything. Luckily, he’s been a pretty healthy kid. I miss the warning signs that he’s going to get sick again, so when Alex bends forward and throws up right on my chest I let out a loud squeal, scaring him. Now he’s really starting to cry.

      “Oh baby, it’s okay. Mommy is sorry she scared you. Let’s get you cleaned up.” I take a warm washcloth and wipe his tear-stained face as I kiss his forehead. “Stay by the toilet while I get you new jammies. If you feel like you’re going to be sick, put your head over the toilet, okay?” I stand up and turn around to find Brock standing in the doorway.

      “The floor’s all good and I lit a couple of your candles for the smell. You had a lemon-lime pop in the fridge so that’s sitting on the coffee table along with a bowl in case he gets sick again. Why don’t you get cleaned up and I’ll get him settled on the couch?”

      I see he’s got a set of Alex’s pajamas in his hand, and my heart twinges. Brock hands them to me and I quickly change him, then Brock picks Alex up and my boy snuggles into his arms. I suppress my reaction to seeing them together because right now I want to curl up on the floor and cry. Instead, I whisper my thanks and watch them disappear into the hall.

      I shake off the feeling in the pit of my stomach, quickly strip off my clothes, and jump into the shower to rinse off. Once I’m done, I wrap a towel around myself and rush into my room to throw on canary yellow cotton shorts and a white cami with a blue quarter-sleeved cardigan on over it. Back in the bathroom, I pile my hair up on top of my head and pick up my vomit-covered clothes, Alex’s clothes, and the towels.

      I walk quietly down the stairs and freeze at the bottom. Brock is sitting on the sofa with his feet on the coffee table and my son curled up in his lap, fast asleep. He looks up at me when I step farther into the room. “I had him lie down at the end, but he crawled into my lap.”

      “I-It’s fine. Thank you for l-looking after him. I’m going to throw this stuff in the washer. I’ll be right back.” I step through the kitchen into the little laundry room. It’s a stackable washer and dryer set, and with just the two of us, it works perfectly. Once the stuff is washing, I take a deep breath and head back into the living room just as the sound of Alex getting sick again hits me.

      Brock still has Alex in his arms and he’s got the bowl in front of him. I move quickly, sitting next to them, putting a comforting hand on Alex’s back. Thankfully, he has finally has stopped getting sick, and my poor baby immediately falls back asleep against Brock’s chest. “Here, let me take that.” I grab the bowl and take it up to the bathroom, pouring it down the toilet.

      Back downstairs, I find that Brock has drifted to sleep too. I grab the afghan that’s draped over the back of the couch and cover them both. In my room, I grab the blanket off my bed and head downstairs, curl up on the other end, and just watch them both.

      This should’ve been us, Brock and me and the child we made together, a child created out of our love. I love my son with every fiber of my being, but he wasn’t conceived out of love. I wish he had been, but that doesn’t make me love him any less. Alex deserves a father who will love him unconditionally and teach him how to be a man. My father was so excited to take on that role, and he would’ve been a wonderful role model for my son, just like he was for Brock. My stomach rolls and I chalk it up to nerves and stress, and the fact that my son is asleep on top of the only man I’ve ever loved.

      As much as I hate him for leaving me, I want to curl up with him right now while he holds my son so tenderly. My stomach rolls again as a tear slides down my cheek. Should I believe him when he says he lied? I can’t afford to let him break my heart again, because it’s not just mine that could possibly get involved. Honestly, he may not even want that. Oh sure, earlier I thought he might kiss me, but maybe it was just the heat of the moment.

      I bolt off the couch, flying up the stairs and making it to the toilet just in time as I begin to retch. I get sick over and over again, clutching the sides of the toilet as my body curls in on itself. I start as I feel a hand stroke my back, though I know it’s Brock. When the retching stops, I rest my cheek on the toilet seat.

      “Where’s Alex?” My voice is hoarse and soft.

      “I laid him down on your bed. The garbage can is next to the bed and there are several layers of towels next to him, just in case he doesn’t move fast enough.” I watch as Brock grabs a washcloth and runs it under the tap. He then swipes it across my face and around my mouth before tossing it in the sink. “Do you want to try getting in bed?”

      I nod and don’t argue when he lifts me up and carries me into my bedroom. Sure enough, Alex is curled up in a little ball on one side of the bed. Brock lays me down on the other side and helps me get my cardigan off then pulls the covers up over both of us. “I’m going to sleep on your couch, okay? I don’t want to leave when you’ve both been sick.”

      I’m so grateful to him. I reach out and grab his hand, giving it a squeeze, then snuggle under the covers as my eyes drift shut.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes flutter open and the sun shines brightly into my bedroom. I roll over, expecting to find Alex next to me; thankfully he didn’t get sick any more last night. Instead I find an empty spot that’s cold to the touch. Very slowly, I get out of bed, slipping my cardigan back on, my stomach rolling only slightly. Across the hall in the bathroom, I cringe when I look at myself in the mirror. My skin is pale, I have dark circles under my eyes, and my hair fell out of my bun and looks like a rat’s nest.

      I run a brush through it and throw it back up in a bun, wash and moisturize my face, and brush my teeth before heading downstairs. At the bottom of the stairs, I freeze yet again. Alex is lying on the couch and Tiny is sitting next to the couch with his head resting by Alex’s stomach, whose hand is absently rubbing the dog’s head.

      I squat down by my boy’s head. “Hi, baby. How are you feeling?”

      “My tummy still hurts. Brock is making me toast and bananas.” I kiss his forehead and give Tiny a rub behind the ear.

      In the kitchen I find Brock buttering some toast and slicing up a banana. He smiles when he sees me walk in. “How are you feeling?”

      My hand goes to my stomach. “I feel blah,” I say with a pout. I’ve never been a good sick person. When I’m sick, I tend to be bitchy and whiney. Brock throws his head back with a laugh. “Don’t laugh at me!” I even stomp my foot like a petulant child, which only makes him laugh harder.

      “I see you still behave the same way when you’re sick.” He points to the table. “Sit. I’ll make you some toast too. I’m going to take this to Alex.” I watch him disappear into the living room. Why is he being so nice? It makes it very hard to hate him and push him away when he’s taking care of us. God, it feels nice to be taken care of. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve always taken pride in my independence, but it’s nice to be able to hand the reins to someone else sometimes.

      He returns a minute later and I ask, “How did Tiny get here?”

      After buttering my toast, he brings it over to me. “Alex asked for him when he got up so I had my granddad drop him off. I hope that’s okay. The traitor hasn’t left Alex’s side since he got here.”

      “That’s fine. It’s sweet he likes Alex so much.” I take a bite of my toast, forcing it down my raw throat, and a cup of tea is set down in front of me. “Thank you.” I take a sip and my stomach rolls; this time it doesn’t feel like it’s going to come up, but maybe down.

      I fly up from my chair, through the house, and up the stairs. As soon as I clear the bathroom door, I shut it and lock it. I hear Brock’s voice through the door a moment later. “Are you okay?”

      Embarrassment fills me. “Go away!” I shout. The asshole chuckles. “You’re a dick. Get the hell out of here.” Tears fill my eyes and I cover my mouth so he can’t hear me cry. Why am I crying? I take a deep breath and suck the tears back. “If you grab my phone, you can call my mom to come sit with Alex.”

      “Don’t cry. I’ve got Alex, and I want you to go get in bed, okay? Alex will be fine.”

      “Thank you.” I hear his ‘you’re welcome’ through the door and then pray for death.
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      After checking in on Ripley, who is thankfully asleep, I head back downstairs and find Alex asleep on the floor with Tiny lying in front of him like a giant protector. I squat down in front of them and stroke my hand over his blond hair. I can’t help but look him over and try to see if I can recognize the other half of Alex’s DNA.

      I can’t though; Alex is all Ripley, just the male version. I cover his little body with the afghan from the couch and then grab the clothes out of the washer and put them into the dryer. My phone rings and I pull it out of my pocket to see that it’s Tiffany calling. I don’t really have time for this, but I can’t be a jerk.

      “Hey. Tiff,” I say as I answer.

      “Hey. Sorry to bother you, but I just wanted to see how you were doing.” She’s sweet as hell, and I wish I felt more for her.

      “I’m good. I’ve got my mom all settled into her new place, and Tiny’s being spoiled rotten by everyone.” Her light laughter through the phone is a welcome sound after a stressful week.

      “That’s great. H-How are things g-going with your ex-girlfriend?” Her voice is quiet, unsure. A part of me wishes I had just kept my mouth shut about Ripley; Tiffany is hurt, and that’s on me.

      I keep my voice casual. “We’re heading toward closure, which is a good thing. Things ended ugly before, and when I come back, I’ll feel better about things between her and me.”

      “Well that’s good then. D-Do you still have feelings for her?”

      This is getting into territory I’d rather not venture into. “It’s complicated. I’ll always have some sort of feelings toward her.” I want to lie, but that’s not fair to her. Even if the truth hurts her, it’s better than lying and leading her to believe there’s something between us.

      She’s quiet for a moment. “I get it. I truly do.”

      “Brock?” I turn to see Alex standing at the mouth of the kitchen, and of course, Tiny is standing right next to him.

      “Tiff, hold on a second,” I say into the phone before turning back to Alex. “What’s up buddy? How’s your stomach?”

      “Good, I’m hungry. Tiny wants you to make me peanut butter and jelly.” The bond they already have is amazing; I’ve never seen anything like it. Tiny looks at me then at Alex before butting the boy’s head until his arms wrap around his neck.

      I can’t help but smile widely at them. The difference in their size is fucking cute; Tiny is tall—so tall that when he jumps up on his hind legs, he’s almost taller than I am—and Alex is just a little boy. “Okay buddy, go watch your shows and I’ll make you something in just a minute.”

      “Okay. Come on Tiny.” They disappear back into the living room. Alex’s little boy voice can be heard talking to the dog, and again, he makes me smile.

      “Brock?” Oh shit. I forgot Tiffany was on the phone.

      “Fuck, I’m sorry.”

      “He sounds adorable.” The hurt in her voice is clear, but I don’t really know what to do about that right now. I have bigger things to worry about. My eyes drift up toward the ceiling.

      “He is.”

      “Well I’ll let you go. I just wanted to check in. We’ll talk later?” I can hear the hope in her voice.

      “Yeah we’ll talk later. How about I call you when I get back to my grandparents’?”

      “That sounds good. Bye Brock.” I end the call and stick my phone back in my pocket. To start, I make Alex just a half a sandwich. I figure if he keeps that down, then he can another half.

      Alex is sitting in front of the TV when I bring him his sandwich and he gives me a big smile. Tiny starts leaning toward the sandwich as I hand it to Alex. “Tiny, no.” He backs off and then lies down like he’s in pout mode. “Alex, I’m going to go check on your mom. I’ll be right back.”

      Silence greets me at the top of the stairs. I step inside her room and find Ripley curled up in the middle of her bed. Half of her is out of the covers, and I’m embarrassed to say I check out her body. She’s in a tank top and little white panties that turn me the fuck on. Six years ago, she was a petite thing, but now she’s got gorgeous curves. I should turn around and walk out the door, but I can’t. On autopilot, I move toward the bed. I grab the covers and pull them up and over her, and her eyes flutter open.

      “Shit, sorry I woke you. I was just coming up to see if you were okay. How do you feel?”

      “Where’s Alex? Is he okay?”

      “Alex is fine, he’s downstairs with Tiny. I want to know how you are.” My hand reaches out of its own accord and strokes her cheek.

      “I’m just tired.” Her voice is sweet, soft, and groggy. “Can I go back to sleep? Jonah will come get Alex so you can go.”

      “Baby, I’ve got him. Just sleep and I’ll check on you later.” She’s asleep before I even finish speaking. What would she have done had she been alone with Alex? Why doesn’t Alex’s father help? What is the story Jonah wouldn’t tell me? I lean down and press my lips against her cool forehead.

      Downstairs, I find Alex leaning against Tiny, his little eyes droopy like he’s ready to fall asleep himself. Tiny has no problem taking the boy’s weight. “Alex, do you want to go lie down in your bed?” I don’t have a lot of experience with kids, but with Ripley, I wanted them—a lot of them. We wanted a big, loud home filled with lots of love.

      Alex gazes up at me. “Will you read me a story? Can Tiny sleep with me?”

      “Yeah bud, I’ll read to you, but I don’t think Tiny will fit in your bed.” The little boy’s chin wobbles and a sense of panic fills me. “Uh-Uh, how about Tiny comes with us and we’ll see if he’ll fit, okay?” Hopefully once Alex sees for himself that Tiny won’t fit, he’ll be okay.

      “Okay.” I lift him into my arms to carry him upstairs, and he snuggles into me with his arms wrapped around my neck. In his room, I set him down and he climbs into his bed. Tiny looks at the bed and then looks at me. He curls up next to the bed and I wait for Alex to get upset, but instead he reaches down and rubs the dog’s head. I grab a book off of his bookcase, one about a llama. He scoots over when I come back to the bed, and I honestly don’t know how I’m going to fit.

      I have Alex get up and I climb onto his bed, then he crawls into my lap and snuggles against my chest. I pick up the book and begin to read.

      

      
        
        RIPLEY

      

      

      The first thing I notice when my eyes open is that it’s pitch dark and my house is completely silent. I sit up, moaning because my body is stiff. Once I’m on my feet, I stretch and shake out my legs, which feel almost crampy. I slip on my shorts and put my cardigan back on. After going to the bathroom and cleaning myself up, I step into the hall and then into Alex’s bedroom.

      Alex is on his side with his hands tucked under his cheek, and Tiny is lying next to the bed on the floor. Thank God we have plush carpet otherwise the poor dog would be in pain when he got up. I leave them be and head downstairs. Brock is asleep on the couch, and even in the dark, I don’t miss the fact that his shirt is off. He’s got a light sprinkling of hair that runs down his stomach and disappears into his shorts.

      My breasts begin to tingle and I try to tell them to quit. Of their own volition, my feet carry me toward the couch. I sit down gingerly next to his hip. “Brock?” I keep my voice quiet, not wanting to spook him. “Brock?” A squeak leaves me because suddenly I’m flung onto my back and Brock is between my legs.

      I open my mouth to speak, but his mouth hits mine and my brain shuts off. We’re a gnashing of lips and teeth, and my legs wrap around his waist as he grinds his dick against my aching core. I need to stop this, but I’m close to losing control and I can’t. We pull back, still close enough that our breath is mingling. “We should stop,” I whisper, but even I can hear that I’m not serious.

      “Yeah,” he whispers back before his lips connect with mine again. I missed this, the simple art of kissing—or maybe it’s the magic of kissing the right person. His hand works its way up under my camisole until he reaches my breast, pinching my nipple and causing me to arch against his hand. I slip my hand between us, palming his hard cock. He grunts against my mouth and I feel myself get wetter. His shorts have an elastic waistband, and it’s easy to slip my hand inside and wrap it around his thick length.

      We were each other’s firsts, and everything we knew, we learned together. We spent so much time learning each other’s bodies and what felt good to the other. Everybody since him has always felt wrong, but that did not stop me from being stupid and sleeping around. The only good thing that came out of that part of my life was my son, and I quickly push those thoughts away.

      Before I know what’s happening, Brock has removed my sleep shorts and panties. I can feel his cock against my opening, and I quickly grab the blanket off the back of the couch and throw it over us, just in case Alex wakes up. Neither of us says anything, I just spread my legs a little wider and moan as he pushes inside me. God, this is a mistake, but I can’t make him stop. I’m selfish and want this so much.

      In and out, he eases into me until finally he’s buried to the hilt. Out of nowhere I begin to cry, but only because it feels so right. I’ve missed the intimacy between us so much. Brock wraps his arms around me, hugging me tight to his body. “Shh…baby, I know, I know.”

      “I missed you so much.” I cry into his neck.

      “I missed you too,” he whispers, and then his lips are back on mine. We find a slow rhythm since the couch isn’t really the best place to do it. I’m embarrassed to say that it takes no time at all before I begin to come, and come hard. He silences me with his mouth and then his cock starts hitting me deeper and harder until he’s planted to the root, groaning against my mouth.

      Our breathing is the only sound to be heard and the feel of him on top of me is comforting, but soon guilt plagues me, as well as humiliation. Could I have given it up any easier? He must think I’m a slut.

      I push on his shoulders and he takes the hint, pulling out of me, and I unintentionally whimper as he does.

      “Babe, what is it?”

      With quick, jerky movements, I throw my bottoms back on. I quickly stand up and start pacing back and forth. My face feels like it’s on fire from embarrassment. I feel the heat of his skin as he comes up behind me, wrapping me in his strong embrace. “I’m not a slut,” I whisper harshly. I try to get away from him but he holds me tight.

      “What?” he growls.

      Turning in his arms, I try to push him away, but he’s like a rock. “I’m not a slut!”

      “Why would I ever think you were a slut? Don’t ever talk about yourself like that, do you hear me?”

      I suck in a breath. “You don’t know what I was like for a whi—”

      He covers my mouth with his fingers. “It doesn’t matter. We can’t change our pasts or the people we were with while we were apart. Please don’t regret what’s happened here tonight. We both lost control. We both gave in to the moment.” His hands rub up and down on my upper arms.

      “We can’t do it again,” I tell him. If we start anything, it’ll only end in heartbreak for us. Plus, there are things that could change the way he feels about me, that could erase all the feelings he still has.

      “I know. I’m going to sleep on the couch okay? I don’t want to wake Alex by trying to get Tiny away from him.”

      “Yeah okay. Before I forget, thank you for taking care of us. I don’t know what I would’ve done had you not been here.”

      He kisses my forehead. “You are an excellent mother, you would’ve figured it out. Go get some sleep.”

      It’s when I’m upstairs in my room and I feel wet on my leg that I realize he didn’t use a condom—why not? Now I’m worried I’ll get my heart broken again and then be left to raise his baby alone. Ugh. I need to quit with the negative thoughts; it’ll be fine. I’ll be fine, and if I repeat it enough, I may just believe it.
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        * * *

      

      As I file charts away, the past three days come back to me. Sunday morning when I woke up, I felt a hundred percent better. When I went downstairs, I found it empty, but then I heard my little man’s excited squeals. I looked out the back window and found Alex running around, being chased by Tiny. Every time the dog got close, I got nervous, but Tiny always slowed down as he approached.

      Brock stood in the yard and watched them with a huge smile on his face. I wiped at the tears that were sliding down my cheeks. What did I do to deserve to lose the love of my life and then get him back, only to watch him leave again? Was this my punishment for the bad choices I made after Brock left?

      I turned away from the window and poured myself a cup of coffee before heading upstairs to shower quickly. Once that was done, I dressed in jean shorts and a Cubs jersey that used to be my dad’s. I left my hair down in loose waves and my face makeup free.

      Back downstairs, I took my coffee out onto the back steps. Over the chain-link fence, I see Brock, Alex, and Tiny walking down the street—well, Brock and Tiny were walking, and Alex was doing a little skip while he held Brock’s hand.

      “Hey Ripley.” Shit. I pasted on a fake smile when Tim came walking over. As always, his eyes slid over my body in a way that made me feel uncomfortable. “Who’s the guy?”

      “He’s an old friend.” My eyes found the boys; they were heading back our way and Brock’s eyes were on Tim.

      “It seems like he’s more than that.” Tim was staring at me but I refused to look at him. “He Alex’s dad?”

      I turned toward him with a frown on my face. “Tim, that’s really not your business.” Just then Brock, Alex, and Tiny stepped into the back yard. Alex squealed and came running toward me. “Hi baby, are you feeling better?”

      “Yep my tummy doesn’t hurt anymore. Did you see me walking Tiny? He was a good boy!” His little face lit up with so much joy, I could hardly stand it.

      “Go take Tiny inside okay?” They disappeared inside and Tim was standing by me like he had no intention of moving. Brock was watching him with pure unhappiness on his face. “Tim, this is Brock. Brock, my neighbor Tim.” Tim the douche gave him a chin lift. “Brock, let’s head inside before Tiny and Alex destroy the place.” I knew they wouldn’t, but it was a good excuse to get away from Tim. “See ya Tim.”

      The guy was a grade-A idiot. “Don’t worry dude—when you’re not here, I watch out for them.” Like hell he did.

      Brock froze behind me, but I reached back and grabbed his hand, pulling him inside. Once the doors shut, he began pacing back and forth in my kitchen. “He’s harmless Brock. The worst he does is stare at my boobs when he’s talking to me.”

      The muscle in his jaw ticked as he looked at me and then out the back window. Yeah, Tim was borderline creepy, but he truly was harmless. I moved until I was standing in front of him and did the only thing I could think of to distract him—grabbing his face, I pulled it down until our lips touched. At first he held himself still, but soon he wrapped his arms around me to take control of the kiss.

      I felt his hand slide into my hair and with a jerk, he pulled my head back and deepened the kiss. God, did he deepen it. His tongue brushed mine and his flavor exploded on my tongue. He was always such a good kisser; even when we were two inexperienced kids, he somehow knew what he was doing. I was so lost in the haze that came over me, I almost missed the little boy giggle that sounded extremely close.

      When we pulled away from each other, there was so much emotion in Brock’s eyes, I wanted to cry, wanted to squeal, wanted to scream, all at once. He made me feel crazy. I looked around him to find Alex and Tiny staring at us. Alex kept covering his mouth, and his giggle sounded muffled.

      “You were kissing him Mommy.” I felt my face get hot and knew it was beet red. Without even thinking, I buried my face in Brock’s chest. His chuckle vibrated against my face and it felt so right and so natural, but like a bucket of ice water being dumped on my head, I was smacked back into reality—the reality where he was going to leave again and not only leave me heartbroken, but my son too. I quickly moved away from him and went to Alex, picking him up.

      Before turning around to face Brock, I took a deep breath. “Thank you again for everything. I’m sure you have stuff to do and we really need to prepare for the week ahead.”

      My eyes began to tear up and I tried to turn away from him before he could see, but it was too late. He fit his body against my back. “Alex, will you take Tiny in the living room for just a second while I talk to your mom?”

      I set Alex down and he disappeared around the corner with his shadow. Brock turned me around in his arms.

      “What are we doing Brock? You’re leaving again. This is madness, and nothing good will come from it.”
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      “I don’t know Ripley.” I reach out, wiping the tear sliding down her cheek with my thumb. God, I hate her fucking tears, especially when I’m the cause of them. There is so much I want to say to her, but I don’t know how to do that without breaking her heart. I never should’ve touched her, but as soon as I buried my cock inside her, I felt like I was finally home. It’s a bitter pill to swallow knowing I can’t have it no matter how much I want it, her and that little boy who has already burrowed himself in my heart. I’m my father’s son; I’m toxic, and I’ll only hurt them. I just can’t.

      Her sniffling brings me out of my thoughts. Ripley watches me, and it’s like she can read my thoughts. She sighs, and it’s filled with a finality that scares the fuck out of me. “You’re leaving.” It’s not a question but a statement. “We can’t keep doing this. There is no happy ending for us.” Tears leak from her eyes as my heart pounds in my chest. I grab her face, kissing her hard. She whimpers against my lip, but I pull away before Alex sees us again, and Ripley blinks up at me with those big blue eyes of hers.

      “You are so fucking beautiful,” I whisper as I stroke her cheek. “I should go. You and that little boy deserve the world. Don’t ever settle for less.” I kiss her forehead and inhale her scent, committing it to memory. “I’ll love you forever,” I whisper before leaving her standing in the kitchen.

      In the living room, I find Tiny sitting with Alex. “Hey bud, Tiny and I have to go.”

      He wraps his arms around Tiny’s neck. “Are you coming back?” I don’t miss the sound of Ripley crying in the other room.

      “No, we’re not.” Alex looks at me with eyes just like his mother’s, and my chest aches.

      “But why?”

      “We just aren’t. You take care of your momma okay?” His little chin begins to wobble so I head out the front door before his tears begin to fall. I find Ripley’s neighbor sitting on the front step, and my eyes don’t leave his as Tiny and I walk to my truck and get in. Before I drive away, I look at Ripley’s house again, and the sight I see breaks my heart. Alex is in the window, and it’s very clear that he is crying. I look back at that asshole; he’s staring at me with a cocky grin on his lips. My stomach aches at the thought of leaving, but I have no choice. It’s for their own good.

      Maybe I need to reach out to Jonah and share my concerns.
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        * * *

      

      I stare at the ceiling, rubbing out the pain in my chest, or at least try to; since last night, it’s been constant. Every time I shut my eyes, I hear Ripley crying and see Alex’s heartbroken little face. I’m not sure how much sleep I’ve gotten, but I don’t think it was much. Hell, even Tiny was restless last night. Climbing out of bed, I stretch, my shoulder aching a little where I got shot. I throw on basketball shorts, a muscle shirt, and shoes, thinking maybe going for a run will clear my head.

      In the kitchen, I find my granddad reading the paper and drinking a cup of coffee. “Hey, old man.” I squeeze his shoulder.

      “Morning. You have trouble sleeping last night?” He sets the paper down.

      “Yeah, why?” I grab a mug and fill it with coffee then sit across from him at the table.

      “You were tossing and turning all night.”

      I take a generous sip of my coffee. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to keep you up. I just had a lot on my mind.”

      He surprises me when he reaches out, touching the puckered scar on my shoulder. “You don’t talk about it. Son, you don’t talk about any of it.” My granddad’s right, I don’t talk about it. What happened happened; I did what I had to do to survive, the end.

      “I know, but I did talk to someone after it happened.” I take a deep breath. “I do think I should talk to someone about the shit with Dad and what happened that night with Ripley. I’m never going to be able to move on until I get help.”

      He reaches out and grabs my hand. “Your mom’s been talking to someone. She’s been doing it for a while. Your grandma and I have even gone to a few sessions and it’s really helped us all. No pressure, but I can get you the number if you want.”

      “Yeah maybe. I’ll think about it.” I’m supposed to go home in two weeks, so is it even worth it? Ripley lives here and I live in North Carolina, and honestly I had no plans to move back here.

      Flashes flow through my mind: Alex sleeping on my chest, kissing Ripley, watching Tiny being so sweet and gentle with Alex, the few times Ripley gave me the smile I’ve missed so much over the past six years. They make me want a family, a family with them, but as always, images of my dad hurting me and my mom intrude on any good thoughts I have. Following right behind is the image of me swinging my fist and it connecting with Ripley’s face.

      I stand up from the table. “I’m going to go for a run. Can you let Tiny out?”

      “Yeah son, go clear your head.” He knows me too well. “Tiny and I are going to throw the rope around.”

      Out front, I stretch a little before I start running, and it doesn’t take long before my mind is completely blank.

      Once I get back, I get on my laptop and find Jonah’s number on White Pages.com. I sit on my bed and listen to it ring, then his voicemail picks up. “This is Jonah. At the beep, you know what to do.” The beep sounds and I leave a message.

      “Jonah, it’s Brock. Listen, I want to know what the deal with Ripley’s neighbor is. I don’t like the way he looks at her. I hope you’re on top of that, especially with it just being her and Alex there. Call me back if you can.” I disconnect and drop my phone on the bed.

      Who would ever believe I just called Jonah Mitchell?

      I grab some clean clothes and head into the bathroom to shower. I’m taking my mom out to brunch today before she goes to the flower shop. I hop out and quickly dry off before throwing on my cargo shorts and t-shirt. My face is covered in light stubble, but I don’t bother doing anything about it.

      Moving through the house, I look out the sliding glass door and see Tiny leaning against my grandpa while he whittles. I grab my keys and head out the front door. My grandma pulls in the driveway and I move toward her driver’s side door to help her out. “Where have you been?”

      “I met with my book club at Starbucks. We had to decide on what book to read next. Marla wants some book with two men and a woman on the cover—do you believe that?” I just shake my head. I don’t want to picture her reading dirty books like that.

      “Well what do you want to read?”

      “The new Nora Roberts, but we have to vote on it and Marla gets her way all the time so now I’m going to have to read a book with a”—she looks around and then leans close to me—“threesome in it.” I can’t help but throw my head back and laugh. My grandma just said threesome.

      I pull her into a hug and kiss the top of her head. “Well I hope they vote for Nora so you don’t have to read about threesomes.”

      “Where are you off to?”

      “Taking mom out for brunch before she has to work. I’ll see you later.” I head toward my mom’s place. I really am considering talking to someone; if I’m ever going to move on with my life, I need to get it all out. I would love nothing more than to move on with Ripley, but I don’t know if we can. I’ve hurt her so much, and it’s not just her, it’s Alex too. Why does this all have to be so hard?

      I pull up in front of my mom’s, and she must’ve been watching for me because she comes be-bopping out of her place. I’ve never seen her so happy. My nose begins to burn and my vision gets blurred, but I force that shit back. What the fuck is wrong with me? I’m just thankful that my mom is free—free to be herself, free to live her life without fear of being struck or screamed at.

      I jump out and go around the car, opening her door for her. She gives me a breathtaking smile and pats me on the cheek. “Hi baby.” My mom looks closely at me. Can she see the mental war I’m waging? “You didn’t sleep last night.” It’s not a question, but rather a statement.

      “Not really. We’ll talk about it.” I get her loaded up in my truck and we make our way to the Waterfront Café, a nice little restaurant that sits right on the river. Inside, I pull her chair out for her and then sit across from her. We both order water, coffee, and omelets, and once our waiter walks away, my mom leans toward me.

      “Your grandpa told me you were with Ripley and her son all weekend. Are you getting back together?” I don’t miss the hope in her eyes.

      A sigh escapes my lips. “Honestly? I don’t think so.” She’s clearly crestfallen. “I went to talk to her and Alex ended up getting sick, and then she got sick. I couldn’t leave them to fend for themselves, so I helped her out.”

      “Who is his father? Where is he?”

      “I don’t know who his father is. She doesn’t talk about it, and all the pictures in her house are of just the two of them. He never talked about his dad.” A small smile graces my lips. “Gramps brought Tiny over because Alex was asking for him, and you should’ve seen the two of them together. Tiny never left his side.” The smile immediately disappears when I think about the tears the little boy shed when Tiny and I left. “Mom, I need help.”

      She reaches across the table, grabbing my hand in a tight grip. “Whatever you need baby. Maybe I can get you in today with the psychologist I’ve been talking to. He’s wonderful, and has really helped me forgive myself for staying with your father so long, and for s-subjecting you to his a-abuse.” Her eyes turn glassy. I get up and sit down next to her, wrapping her in my arms.

      “Mom, don’t think I don’t know you took a lot of hits that were meant for me until I was big enough to take them for you. We both survived and now we’re free.”

      Her face is buried in my neck and I hear her muffled voice. “I’m so sorry, baby boy.”

      “Shhh…no tears. It’s going to be okay. We’re going to be okay.”

      “But what about you and Ripley? You belong together. Don’t think everyone couldn’t see you two were soul mates. Yes, you were young, but your love was strong.”

      “I don’t know about Ripley, Mom. Maybe after I talk to that psychologist, I can make a decision.” Our waiter brings our food and I move back to my chair. We keep the rest of our conversation light while we eat, and luckily it doesn’t take long for my mom’s chipper demeanor to return.

      After we eat, I take her to the flower shop and she pulls me inside with her to meet her boss, Cheryl. She appears to be about the same age as my mom, and has short grey hair and friendly blue eyes.

      “So you’re the son I’ve heard so much about. Thank you for you service.” She shakes my hand and I don’t miss the smile she gives my mom. Hmmm.

      “Nice meeting you Cheryl. My mom loves working here.” My mom wraps her arm around my shoulders.

      “Well we love having her. She makes the prettiest bouquets for sure.” She looks at her watch and then back at us. “It was nice meeting you Brock. I’ve got some bills to pay.” I watch her disappear into the back and then lean into my mom.

      “Your boss likes you,” I whisper.

      My mom playfully slaps my arm, but I don’t miss the slight blush in her cheeks. “She likes everyone.” I highly doubt that. My mom’s always been beautiful, but even more so now. She seems to have found her own style. Her dark hair hangs down to her shoulders and the waves frame her diamond-shaped face. Her almond eyes are the color of milk chocolate and match mine. For once, her skin is tanned and bright. My mom’s a babe.

      Today she’s dressed in a multicolored maxi skirt and a slim-fitting v-neck t-shirt that’s a pretty turquoise blue. Since she left my dad, she looks so much younger than before, maybe because she no longer has the weight of that bastard on her shoulders. Honestly, if Cheryl is into her and my mom is into Cheryl, I don’t care. I just want her to be happy.

      My mom loops her arm through mine and we step outside. “I’ll call and see if I can get you an appointment with Tom. Don’t worry, it’s not bad. You don’t have to lie on a couch or anything. He’s really informal, and before you know it you’re just talking about everything. He’s made me see things clearly. I know I clung to your father for so long because when we were growing up, he was my brother’s best friend, and a part of me just latched onto him because of that. Things were great until he lost his job at John Deere, and then he just turned bad.

      “I’ll always regret staying as long as I did, but every day I forgive myself a little bit more. With the love of my parents and you, I’m stronger now than ever before.”

      I pull her into another hug. “I love seeing you so happy, Mom.” I mean it too; it makes me truly happy to see her like this.

      She leans back, cupping my cheek in her palm. “I want that for you. I want you to be happy. I know who can make you happy if you’d let her.”

      With a shake of my head, I kiss her cheek, climb into my truck, and drive away.
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      Hand in hand, Alex and I look at the dogs in their cages. “Do any of them look like your new best friend?”

      This past week has been hard. I’ve tried to deny that I miss Brock, have tried to convince myself I’m glad he left, but it’s a lie. The truth is, I miss him so much it hurts, especially since I know he feels the same for me as I do him. That night he hit me is holding him back, but I don’t know how much clearer I need to make it that I forgive him.

      I forgave him that night, but clearly he hasn’t forgiven himself. I should be happy he’s gone so he never finds out the truth about Alex. Speaking of Alex, my son has been a huge grouch this week, and it’s because he misses that dog. He is always a pretty happy kid, but this week he’s been mouthy and defiant, and even Jonah and Jessica both picked up on his less than happy mood.

      Two days ago, I had the thought that maybe if I got Alex a dog, it would make him forget about Tiny. So far we’ve been to three pet stores and one shelter, and he hasn’t been impressed with any of them.

      My landlord said we could have a dog, I just have to pay a hundred dollar deposit and it has to be less than twenty pounds. Of course, any dog Alex has shown any interest in has been huge and way too big to have at our place.

      “Alex, don’t you see any that you like?” He looks up at me and shakes his head. “You have to at least try.”

      I don’t miss his chin wobbling. “I want Tiny. I lub him. He’s my best friend.” I scoop him up in my arms. Man, he’s getting big, and pretty soon I won’t be able to hold him like this anymore.

      “I know you do, honey.” I know what I need to do, and I’m not thrilled at the idea, but I’ll do anything for Alex, so I can deal with it for a short time. “Don’t worry baby, I’m going to see what I can do.” We thank the staff before heading home to eat.

      After dinner, bath, and story time, I tuck Alex into his bed. “Things don’t always turn out like we want them to, but I promise you when the right dog comes along, we’ll know.”

      He nods his head and his eyes are starting to droop.

      “I love you.”

      “I lub you too, Mommy.” His eyes drift shut. I bend down and kiss his forehead before climbing out of his bed and heading downstairs.

      I shoot Jonah a text.

      
        
        Ripley: Hey, I need you to use your superpowers and find an address for me. Can you help me?

        

      

      It doesn’t surprise me that he calls me. “Who are you stalking?” is his greeting. Dick.

      “Ha ha jerkface. I need you to get me Brock’s grandparents’ address. I don’t know how to find it, but I need it.” He’s going to ask questions I don’t want to answer.

      Jonah’s silent for a second, and then he says, “Are you going to murder him?”

      I can’t help but start laughing hysterically. “Yep, you figured me out. You’re such a dork. No, Alex misses Tiny and I want to take him over there to play with that damn mini horse-slash-dog.”

      “Why does Alex miss Tiny? He’s only seen him a few times.”

      “I know, but it’s like they have this weird bond. When they were over this weekend and Alex and I were both sick, that dog stayed by Alex’s side. He even slept next to Alex’s bed.” I immediately realize what I just said without actually saying it.

      “Did Brock sleep over?” His voice has a hint of concern in it.

      “Yes, but he slept on the couch. He was afraid to leave us since we both got sick. Now Alex is convinced that Tiny is his best friend. I even took him to pet stores and shelters to get him a dog—a dog, Jonah.” I’ve always sworn we’d never have one until I owned my own house.

      “Okay, I’ll see what I can find out. You don’t know his mom’s maiden name do you?”

      I hear him clicking away on his computer. “No, I don’t. Please don’t do anything if it’ll get you in trouble.” I’m not sure how he finds his info, and the last thing I want is for him to get in trouble.

      “It’s nothing to worry about. I promise, okay? I’ll text you when I find it. You know what you’re doing though, right? He’s going to be leaving again soon. What if Alex gets attached to him?”

      “That’s not going to happen. I’m taking my son there to play with his dog and that’s it.” I just hope this whole idea doesn’t blow up in my face.
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        * * *

      

      We’ve been sitting in our car at the end of Brock’s grandparents’ street for the last ten minutes. I know Brock’s there because his huge black truck is hard to miss, and butterflies have taken up residence in my belly. All last night and this morning, I’ve rehearsed what to say to him in my head, but I’m afraid once I see him, I’ll draw a blank.

      “Mommy where are we?” Alex’s voice pulls me from my thoughts.

      I turn in my seat and gaze at my sweet little boy. “It’s kind of a surprise, okay?”

      He nods his head with little boy enthusiasm and gives me a huge smile. This is all I want out of life, to make my son happy. On that note, it’s time for me to put on my big girl panties, drive down the damn street, and tell the jerkface that my son is going to play with his dog because Alex misses him.

      Before I chicken out, I put the car in drive and make my way toward the house, parking on the street so I have an easier getaway if needed. I check myself in the mirror; I didn’t want to look like I was trying to look good for him, so I only put on a little bronzer and lip gloss. My hair is in a thick fishtail braid that hangs over my shoulder, and I’m wearing an old pair of faded cutoff jean shorts with a faded Cubs t-shirt of my dad’s and my beat-up Chucks.

      I climb out, get Alex out of the back seat, and then we make our way toward the door. When we reach it, I ring the bell before I can talk myself out of it.

      A good-looking older man opens the door and gives us a smile. “Can I help you?”

      “Hi, I’m looking for Brock. Is he here?”

      Next to me, I hear Alex excitedly whisper, “Tiny?” I give his hand a squeeze.

      Brock’s grandpa looks between the two of us and then his smile gets bigger. “Ripley?”

      “Um, yes, that’s me. This is my son Alex. Alex, this is Brock’s grandpa. Can you say hello?” My son has never met a stranger.

      “Hi! My grandpa went to heaven.” Oh God, shoot me now. My nose burns for a second before I push it away.

      Brock’s grandpa bends down and holds out his hand to Alex. “Well I’m certainly sorry to hear that, but I have someone you want to see. Should we go out back and see Tiny?”

      Alex pumps his fist in the air and walks with Brock’s grandpa, who turns to me. “I’m Karel by the way, and it’s nice to finally meet you.”

      “You too.” I give him a smile as I nervously walk through the house to a set of sliding doors. We all stop and I see Brock sitting on the top step, staring out at nothing, and Tiny is sitting next to him. Every time I see him, my heart does a little stutter in my chest. I try to force the feeling away, but it’s no use.

      Karel pulls the door open. “Brock, you have visitors.” He turns toward us and his eyes widen when he sees us. Tiny catches sight of Alex, and it’s so cute when they run to each other. The three of us adults watch Alex throw his arms around Tiny, whose tail wags wildly at the sight of my son. “I’ll be in the house if you all need anything.” I watch him disappear back inside and turn to Brock.

      “What are you doing here?”

      I keep my voice calm though I feel anything but. “My son loves your dog and was crushed when you guys left. I thought that maybe he could just play with Tiny for a little bit and then we’ll be out of your hair.” I step away from him and down the steps to where Tiny and Alex are running back and forth in the yard.

      From behind me, I hear the sliding door open and shut, and I know Brock’s gone inside. I blink back the tears threatening to fall. I’m so stupid to think I could come here and not feel anything, to think he’d show me anything but indifference. I’ll just let Alex play for a little bit longer, and then we’ll go and that will be that.

      An overwhelming pain hits me in the chest. Why does it hurt that I was wrong, that we aren’t soul mates? I know some people would say we were young and it was first love, but I’d always hoped and dreamt that he’d be my first, last, and only love. Alex’s joyful laughter pulls me from my pity party, as it always does.

      

      
        
        BROCK

      

      

      I stand at the kitchen sink, watching them outside. Being close to her isn’t good for either of us because when I’m around her, I feel hope. I get a glimpse of what it would be like if she and Alex were mine, and then I feel anger because I know I’m no good for her and that they’re not mine.

      “She’s beautiful.” My granddad sneaks up behind me until he’s standing next to me, staring out the window too. “And he is adorable.” I turn to him and then back out the window. Ripley and Tiny are chasing Alex around and his giggles are loud and infectious. It makes me want to be a part of it, a part of them. “How did your appointment go?

      Yesterday my mom was able to get me an appointment with her psychologist, and she was right about Tom. He was a nice guy, and within a few minutes, I was spilling it all—my childhood, Ripley, the night I left her, and coming back. Unfortunately, we didn’t get into too much after that, but he said just me opening up at all was a good start. I’m due to see him again this next week, and he offered to set me up with someone back home too.

      Fuck, why does the thought of leaving hurt so much? I turn to my granddad. “It was good. He’s a nice guy.”

      “Your grandma and I liked him a lot. He’s not stuffy like the ones you see on TV. He’s already done wonders for your mom, and she’s only been seeing him for a few months. Maybe he’ll help you too.” He turns to face me full on. “Go out there and spend time with her. Don’t think I can’t see the love in your eyes when you look at her. It’s the same look she has for you.”

      At the door, I stand frozen, because I have no clue what I should do. A part of me thinks I need to let them go, but I just can’t, not anymore, because I don’t think I can live the rest of my life without her.

      My stomach knots and I rub at it, begging the ache to go away. I step outside and walk toward the steps. Ripley’s watching Alex and Tiny play fetch, and I stop next to her. Without thinking, I reach out and lace her fingers with mine. At first, she’s a statue, but then she scoots close to me, leaning her head on my shoulder. As if the past six years never happened I kiss the top of her head and listen to her sweet sigh, and it’s like it’s always been with us. Everything clicks into place.

      Alex flies past us tripping over his own feet, and as if in slow motion, he goes flying. I let go of Ripley and race toward him, but before I reach him, Tiny is there licking his face. I move an unhappy dog out of the way and stand Alex up. “Are you okay, buddy?”

      He holds up his hands—they’re covered in scrapes, a few of which are bleeding. “My hands hurt.”

      I pick him up in my arms. “Let’s go wash the dirt out of those cuts.” I look at Ripley. “I think they’ve got ointment and Band-Aids inside.” Tiny follows close behind as we step inside, and then I set Alex on the counter. Like we’ve done it a million times, Ripley moves toward Alex while I get a washcloth, antibiotic ointment, and Band-Aids.

      When I step back in the kitchen, he’s just swinging his legs back and forth while Tiny and Ripley stand by him. The kid is tough and didn’t cry once. I hand Ripley the washcloth and while she cleans and dries his hands, I get the bandages open and squirt the goop on his palms. Once he’s all fixed up, he hops off the counter and runs back outside, followed by Tiny.

      “He’s all boy, isn’t he?” Ripley looks at me with an incredulous smile on her face.

      “Oh yeah. Even when he was first learning to walk, he’d take a tumble, shake it off, and be right back at it. He’s my little tough guy, that’s for sure.” She looks up at me. “I’m sorry we just showed up like this. I had Jonah find—”

      I cover her lips with my hand. “Don’t apologize. I’m actually kind of glad you did. Do you think maybe you could get a sitter for Alex and I could take you out for dinner tonight so we could talk?” She doesn’t hesitate or pretend to think about it, just says yes right away. “Okay. Do you still like Exotic Tai?” It was one of her favorite places to go when we were in high school.

      “Oh my gosh, I love that place. I just don’t get to eat it often because Alex hates it. Do you want to just meet there?”

      I grab her hand. “How about I pick you up at six?”

      “Sure, six is good. I’m sure my mom will watch him for me, and if not, Jonah and Jess will.”

      I lead her back outside where Alex is already back to running around the yard.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve never been nervous about a date before, but I guess this really isn’t a date—or is it? I suppose Ripley and I could’ve just talked on the phone or at my grandparents’ house, or hell, I guess we could’ve even talked at her place.

      After I asked her to dinner, she and Alex didn’t stay much longer. My grandma got home right before they left, so she met them both and was smitten with them immediately, of course—how could you not be?

      I pull up in front of her place, and thankfully that fuckhead neighbor of hers isn’t outside. I climb out of my truck and rub my sweaty palms on the legs of my jeans. Why am I nervous? I feel like I did the day I picked her up for our first date back in high school. That night, she came to the door in a pink dress that stole my breath. I nearly got an erection when she stood on her tiptoes and gave me a kiss on the cheek.

      There was never any awkwardness between us either. Once we started dating, things just clicked into place. I was the ying to her yang, and she was my everything. A part of her always would be.

      As I reach the door, it opens, and there she is, looking about as nervous as I feel. She looks beautiful, and I wouldn’t expect anything less or anything different. Her face is free of makeup; she’s never really needed it. Ripley’s hair hangs down in soft blonde curls that frame her face, her lavender V-neck shirt hangs off one shoulder, and a white tank top peeks out from under it. She’s wearing jean shorts that show off her slender, tanned legs.

      “Hi. Come on in.” Ripley holds the screen door open for me. A light floral scent hits me as I walk by her, willing my cock not to get hard. I move until I’m standing in the living room.

      “Where’s Alex?” The pounding of little feet brings my attention to the stairs and Alex comes flying down them.

      “Brock!” That sweet little boy runs at me and jumps. I catch him and my breathing hitches when he throws his arms around my neck and hugs me tight. My arms tighten around him, and I watch Ripley watching us. She has a look on her face that I can’t place, but it’s breaking my heart. Alex starts talking a mile a minute and I feel bad because I don’t know what he’s saying; I’m focused on the war waging inside Ripley right now.

      The door opens and whatever was going on with Ripley is now hidden under a fake smile. Her mom freezes when she steps inside and sees Alex in my arms, but why? I know he’s not my boy, but fuck me, I wanted him to be mine.

      “Brock.” It comes out as a soft sigh. “It’s good to see you honey.” I set Alex down as she approaches me and then she wraps her arms tight around me. She pulls back and looks at me closely. “Such a handsome man you’ve turned out to be.”

      “I’m so sorry about…” I can’t even say it. Ripley’s dad saved me from myself so many times and I feel the loss of him deep within me.

      Her eyes turn glassy and she cups my cheek with her soft hand. “Thank you. He thought the world of you. While you were gone, he worried so much.” She sighs. “He’d be so happy to see the man you are now.” I pull her into a hug because she doesn’t know how much those words mean to me. Ripley watches us, and I don’t miss the tear that slides down her cheek, though she quickly wipes it away.

      She pulls back and then looks to Alex. “Are you ready to go to Grandma’s house? Kiss Mommy goodbye and grab your bag.”

      Alex attacks his mom and their laughter is like a balm to the soul. I wave goodbye too and stay inside while Ripley walks them out. I scrub my hands up and down my face, and the pain in my chest ebbs as I take some deep breaths.

      “Hey.” I turn with a start and find Ripley standing inside the door. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you. Alex says bye, and the next time you come over you’re supposed to bring Tiny because that’s his best friend and Tiny probably misses him bad.”

      “I’ll remember that.” I move until I’m standing in front of her. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Yeah, let me just grab my purse.” My eyes follow her toward the kitchen and I can’t help but stare at her ass. Control yourself, idiot, I think to myself. She comes back and I instinctively grab her hand in mine as we head out.

      Conversation is nonexistent at first, and I watch her fidget with her hands as she stares out the passenger window. Without thought, I reach out and place my hand on her hands. “Your mom looks great.”

      She offers me a smile. “Thanks. She’s been a lot better lately. Helping with Alex helps keep her busy.” She’s quiet for a minute and then sighs. “It was so sudden. I was at work and he and Mom were watching Alex. Mom had called me, hysterical, and I could hear Alex crying in the background. I got there right after the ambulance did, and Jonah had gotten the call from Jessica so he dealt with Alex while I held my mom. He suffered a massive stroke, and they couldn’t save him.” I squeeze her knee as I hear her sniffle. She laughs, but it sounds hollow. “Sorry to be such a downer. How’s your mom?”

      “She’s like a whole different person now. She’s so happy and bubbly. Her job at the florist has been great for her, and I think her boss has a crush on her.”

      Ripley covers my hand with one of hers. “That’s great, and I’m not surprised—your mom’s beautiful. Maybe she likes him too.”

      “It’s actually a woman, and I figure she’s old enough to do whatever makes her happy.” She squeezes my hand and gives me a smile.

      We reach the restaurant and I tell her to wait as I hop out and come around to her side. I open her door and help lift her out. It’s not lost on me that the front of her body slides down mine, and my fingers find their way up into her hair without me telling them to. Ripley tips her head back and looks up at me, licking her lower lip nervously. Before I can talk myself out of it, I bend down and brush my lips against hers.

      Ripley’s lips taste like strawberries, and I deepen the kiss. She eagerly opens her mouth for me and our tongues entwine. Her hands grab at the sides of my t-shirt, pressing her tits against my chest. I pull away reluctantly and watch as her eyes flutter open.

      “We should go inside.”

      She nods her head and lets me lead her in.
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      Hands clasped, Brock and I step up to the hostess and ask for a table for two. The girl grabs a couple menus and leads us toward a table by the windows, and when we reach our table, Brock pulls my chair out for me. I don’t even need to look at my menu, so I look at Brock instead; his menu is closed too. He reaches across the table and grabs my hands.

      While we wait for our server to come, we just stare at each other. We’ve always enjoyed a companionable silence, never needing to fill it with meaningless words. As my eyes scan his face, I take in the male beauty that is him. Before I can open my mouth to speak, our server comes. We order our drinks and drunken noodles with beef.

      “So tell me about having Alex. Was your pregnancy an easy one?”

      One of these days, I’m going to have to tell him everything about Alex, but not today, and not any time soon. “It was easy. I was never sick and felt great the whole time.” Our server sets our drinks down and then disappears. “I was staying with my parents temporarily, and they were out to dinner. I didn’t feel good, just felt icky and tired, so I just rested on the couch and took a nap.

      “I woke up and felt like I was having bad stomach cramps, and when my parents came home, I stood up and my water broke. Of course Dad freaked out and was running all over the house, doing what, I still have no clue. Once we got in the car, we called Jonah and he was still at school, so he said he’d get to the hospital as quick as he could. It took them about an hour to get me in my gown, hooked up to the monitors, and my IV started. Alex was born at six in the morning the next day. The moment they placed him in my arms, I felt like things were going to be okay.” I grab my water and take a big sip.

      “He’s really a great kid Ripley.” He squeezes my hand before letting go. “Jonah seems different from what I remember—how’d that happen?”

      Our server sets our food down in front of us and I take a bite before answering him. “He felt so much guilt for what happened. He blamed himself for provoking you and for me getting in between the two of you. At first I wouldn’t speak to him, but he was relentless. He checked on me every day, bringing me stuff, and he even had his parents pay my ER bill. Even though I forgave him, he’s never truly forgiven himself.

      “Every time I went looking for you, passing out flyers and then going to your parents’, he was there. He lost a lot of friends after that night and I thought at first his persistence was because he was lonely, but over and over he’s proven to be my best friend. When I decided to have Alex and then to keep him, Jonah was there for every appointment and was in the room when he was born. We kissed once. It was the first Christmas after you were gone and I had just found out I was flunking my freshman year. He’d come over for dinner and presents, and I started crying. He hugged me and then we were kissing, but a few seconds in, we realized that anything we felt was friendship and nothing more.”

      I take a bite of my food to stop myself from saying any more. Can we say information overload? When I’m nervous, I tend to babble, and that’s clearly what I just did. I don’t know what’s happening, but I thought he should know the truth—at least some of it. I’ll tell him the rest another time, or maybe I should just get it out now—that way he can run away as fast as he can. I’m damaged goods, and he deserves better.

      “Hey.” Brock pulls on my hand to get my attention, and my eyes focus in on him. “Where’d you go?” His voice is soft and soothing.

      “Sorry, I just spaced out for a minute.” I take another bite of my food and then a sip of my water. “Sorry about babbling.”

      “You didn’t babble. I asked and you told me. What happened with you and Kat? You two were thick as thieves in high school.”

      “She didn’t like it that I was spending so much time with Jonah, and she didn’t understand why I spent so much time looking for you. She thought I should just move on since you were the one to leave.” I take a deep breath. “Listen, this isn’t easy for me, but when you left, I was in a bad way for a while and she couldn’t handle it—granted, I’d already begun to count on Jonah for a lot of support. Even after she graduated from college and came back, she ignored me. I thought maybe Alex could smooth the way for us, but no.”

      I poke at my food, figuring I’ve ruined the night. Why did I have to have verbal diarrhea tonight? Maybe I just need to get him talking for a bit. “What was it like being in the Marines?”

      He wipes his mouth with his napkin. “At first it was hell on earth. I was in shape from playing football, but nothing prepared me for boot camp and combat training.”

      “Is it as bad as they show in the movies?” I lean forward.

      “Yes and no. I won’t bore you with it all, but I’ve gotten deployed twice.” I hate the thought of him being in a war zone. A part of me wants to hear about it, but another wants to hear none of it. “The second time I was deployed was when I was shot.”

      My stomach turns and my body locks up tight. His eyes widen almost comically, like he didn’t mean to say it. “You were shot!” I hiss. “Oh my God! Are you okay? Where, when, tell me—I want to know.”

      “Rip, I’ll share with you, I promise, but not tonight. I don’t want to go there tonight. Is that okay?” His dark brown eyes plead with me, and I can give him that for tonight.

      “Whatever you want, but you’re okay…right?”

      His eyes soften. “Yeah I’m okay. I promise.”

      Brock pays, we get to-go containers for our food, and then he holds out his hand to me. As we walk through the restaurant, I see Kat. I hadn’t noticed her before, but she’s watching us. I can’t read the look on her face, but it doesn’t matter, because our friendship is over and has been for a while.

      We stop by the drugstore on the way back to my house so I can stock up on my Rolos. Brock insists on paying, which leads to us arguing in the checkout line. “Brock, I have money. Let me buy my candy.”

      “Maybe I just want to do something nice for you. Don’t be stubborn.”

      I suck in a breath. “You did not just call me stubborn.” He’s trying to fight a smile, I can tell. “Don’t you laugh at me, Brock Timothy James.”

      His arm winds around my neck and he pulls me close, kissing my forehead. My eyes slam shut as I savor the feel of his lips on my skin. “I’m not laughing at you baby.” His voice is soft and makes my belly flutter.

      In the end, I let him buy the damn Rolos. There is no sense fighting with him about it, but damn I’ve missed it. We had the best fights, and then the best makeup sex. Our fights were always over silly stuff, and I think sometimes we fought just to make up. With an arm around my waist, he leads me outside to his truck. I’m not sure what to expect when we get back to my place; Mom’s keeping Alex all night, so we’ll have the place to ourselves.

      We pull up in front of my duplex and I wait for him to come around and get me. I hand over the keys, we step inside, and I turn on the lamp next to the couch. I take my candy out of the bag and set it on the coffee table. Brock comes up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist and resting his chin on my shoulder. “Do you want to watch a movie?”

      I turn in his arms and put my hands on his chest. “A movie sounds good.”

      We put our leftovers away and I grab us a couple of waters. Brock’s sitting in the middle of the couch, and I have no choice but to sit right next to him. I hand him the remote and reach over him to shut the light off. He wraps an arm around my shoulders and pulls me into his side. We decide on an action movie, which I’ve never minded. Brock grabs my candy and sets the bag in my lap.

      Resting my head on his shoulder, I settle into his side. His musky, earthy scent wraps around me and makes my nipples hard. I want to bury my nose in his neck, but I don’t. I unwrap a caramel-covered chocolate and hold it out to Brock. Instead of grabbing it from my hand with his, he grabs it with his lips. He takes a few more from my fingers and then sucks the tips of each digit. Then Brock grabs that hand, lacing our fingers together and resting them on his hard stomach.

      I stretch out my legs until they’re intertwined with his and feel my eyes get heavy.

      I come awake slowly as I feel myself being lifted off of the couch. Brock’s familiar scent wraps around me like a comfortable blanket, and my arms find their way around his neck. He’s silent, and so am I. For a second, I just want to live in the fantasy world that he’s my husband, that he’s carrying me to our bedroom and our children are all tucked into their beds, sleeping soundly and having nothing but sweet dreams.

      We’d undress each other slowly, even after babies, and he’d look at me like I was the most beautiful woman he’s ever seen. Back in reality, I feel my back hit my mattress. I can tell he’s going to leave when he pulls the blankets over me, and I feel his lips touch my forehead before he goes to stand up.

      “Don’t go. Please.” I don’t mean to beg him, but I can’t let him leave. “Will you just hold me?” I hear the rustling of his clothes and feel the bed compress when he climbs on. Brock pulls me until I’m snug against his front, and it takes only seconds before I’m out.
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      The sound of crying wakes me. It takes a second to figure out where the hell I am, and that it’s Ripley’s forehead resting on my shoulder where I got shot. Her tears are almost silent, and she keeps kissing the puckered skin. “Shhh…baby it’s okay.”

      “Someone sh-shot y-you.” Her words are almost unintelligible. I wrap my arms around her and with a bit of maneuvering, she’s underneath me and I’m between her legs, a strip of cotton the only thing keeping me from thrusting my cock into her. My eyes adjust to the dark, and I can see the tears leaking from hers.

      I kiss each tear away until I reach her mouth, and our lips move together in a natural dance. She’s always been an amazing kisser; we used to spend hours just kissing, and I never got tired of it. Ripley’s legs wrap around my thighs as I start grinding my hard dick against her sex, and my lips make their way down her neck, nipping at the point where her shoulder and neck meet. She rolls her hips, moaning—she’s still as responsive as I remember.

      My hands find the hem of her shirt and work it up and off of her body. Next is her bra, and my lips immediately seek out her nipple, sucking it into my mouth with heavy pulls. Her back arches, pushing more into my mouth. I switch to the other, giving it the same treatment. Back and forth, I move between her breasts a few times before I begin kissing and licking down her stomach to the apex of her thighs.

      I take a big whiff and can smell her arousal. I grab the sides of her panties and pull until the sound of fabric ripping echoes in her bedroom. With a swipe of my tongue, her flavor explodes on my tongue. Her hips fly up so I grip them with my hands to pin them down. For every swipe, I suck her clit into my mouth, and I remove one hand from her so I can work one finger, then two inside her.

      Ripley is so wet that my fingers have no problem moving in and out of her. She’s babbling incoherently and I smile against her pussy. She whimpers as I pull my digits from her, but the whimper dies down and she screams as I spread her wide and thrust my tongue deep inside her. It doesn’t take much before her back arches and a guttural moan rips from her throat.

      After I let her legs go, I move up and over her body. I attack her lips, letting her taste our combined flavors. “Condom?” I whisper against her lips.

      “Nightstand.” I don’t like the fact that she has them, but I push those thoughts away as she hands me the unopened box. “I bought them after the night on the couch.”

      I rip it open like a maniac, pull the long sleeve out, and rip one off, then tear open the wrapper with my teeth. She takes it from me and slides it down my dick. As soon as I ease my cock inside of her, I want to come. She’s so fucking tight, wet, and hot, I can’t fucking stand it.

      “God Rip, you feel fucking amazing.” She moans and starts moving her hips. I take the hint and begin to slowly work myself in and out of her. I want to make this good for her, not some quickie on the couch. In and out, I move with purpose. Adding a little swivel with each thrust, I watch her pert breasts jiggle. She pushes on my shoulders until our positions are reversed, and my hands go to her hips as she starts rocking back and forth, bouncing up and down. Her nails dig into my chest as she throws her head back.

      She’s so fucking beautiful like this. I push myself up into a sitting position, my lips sucking a nipple into my mouth as she starts to tighten on me. I want this moment and any more we may have before I go home to be ingrained in my brain. Her arms wrap around my head, holding me to her breasts as she begins to come hard. Her arousal is practically gushing out of her.

      Again I flip her, but this time I move her until she’s on all fours. I line myself up with her and thrust inside, deep and hard. Her head flies back and I swear she’s coming again as I begin to pound into her with a punishing pace. I feel the tingle right before I feel myself let go, planting myself deep and groaning against her sweat-coated skin. I pull out and miss her warmth already.

      “I’ll be right back.” I kiss her back as she collapses into a little ball on the bed. After I finish cleaning myself up, I head back into the bedroom and find her fast asleep. I try not to wake her as I ease in beside her, smiling in the dark as she rolls to me and wraps her body around mine. I missed this, missed that no matter what, she’d wrap herself around me.

      Before I let sleep claim me, I say a little prayer. I pray that whatever this is doesn’t break either one of us when I leave, because I will have to leave.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes open; the sun is shining through the window and it’s almost blinding. I look down and smile because Ripley’s knocked out. After the first time we had sex last night, we fell asleep, and a while later I was woken up by Ripley sucking my cock. I pulled her off and somehow we ended up fuck-wrestling on the floor. She came again and again and when I finally did, I did so with a roar.

      I brush the hair out of her face and stroke her cheek with my thumb. With age, she’s gotten even more beautiful, and I can hardly breathe when I look at her. I gently roll her and slide out of her bed, throwing my jeans on and heading into the bathroom. When I’m done, I see to making her coffee and breakfast in bed.
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      Brock’s and Alex’s voices drift through the open kitchen window while I do dishes from dinner. These past three days have been amazing. Brock and Tiny have spent a lot of time with us. Every day, he’s had dinner with us or we’ve met for lunch. He didn’t sleep over, which was his choice, not mine, but I knew it made sense with Alex, especially since we really haven’t made plans for a future together. Also, with Alex home, there has been no sex. Yeah, we did it the first time with him sleeping upstairs, but that was one time and quick.

      We’re getting to know each other again, and it’s been effortless. Of course there’s a gap between us, which is my fault. Seeing him and Alex together hurts more than he could ever possibly know. What will he do when he learns my son was conceived out of hate? I’m torn on what I should do, but I decide I’ll just have to worry about that when the time comes. After drying my hands off, I toss the towel on the counter then grab a couple bottles of water and step out back.

      Brock is standing at the edge of the yard and Alex has his arm wrapped around his thighs. My heart starts beating wildly in my chest and my eyes turn glassy as I watch Brock reach out and rest his hand on Alex’s head while smiling down at him.

      I wasn’t surprised last night when Brock told me he just recently broke things off with his girlfriend. It hurt a little, but I pushed that hurt back because it’s been six years and I couldn’t expect him to be celibate that whole time. Lord knows I wasn’t, but neither of us has loved someone else.

      Stepping up to my guys, I wrap my arms around them both. Brock’s lips touch my forehead, and I want to melt into a puddle right now. “Do you guys want to get ice cream?”

      Alex arches back and screams, “Yes!”

      “Baby no screaming. Go wash your hands and we’ll go.” My son takes off into the house and Brock chuckles. I tilt my head back to look at him. “Is that okay? He’s gone a month without any accidents at night.”

      We lock up then I grab Alex’s booster seat out of my car and take it to Brock’s truck. He takes it from me then lifts Alex and places him in it. He gives Tiny a boost and he saddles up right next to his buddy, resting his big head on Alex’s lap. I can only shake my head at their cuteness. Before I climb in, I grab my phone and snap a quick photo of them. I feel Brock’s hands on my waist as he says, “Let me help you in.” He even takes the time to buckle me in and then kisses my lips before shutting me in and walking around to his side.

      Neither of us speaks on our way to Whiley’s, but that’s only because Alex is talking non-stop. Of course, it wasn’t to either of us—it was to Tiny.

      “Tiny can you eat ice cream? I get ice cream ’cause I didn’t go potty in my bed at night. Now I get to wear big boy underwear like Uncle Jonah. Uncle Jonah says big boys stand up to pee, girls sit, and I’s not a girl because I have a penis.” I cover my mouth to choke back the laugh that wants to slip past my lips. Brock, on the other hand, doesn’t hide his, and I’m glad. It’s such a deep, rich sound, and it soothes my soul.

      When we reach Whiley’s, I climb out while Brock comes around and gets Alex. Luckily there is an order window outside so we can bring Tiny up to the counter. I order three ice cream cones, but before I can pay, Brock is handing the girl his card. I give him an irritated look but keep my mouth shut. What does he do? He gives me that cocky grin I secretly love.

      I take Tiny’s leash from Alex and hand him his cone. This dog is so smart and obedient that he comes over and sits right next to me. Brock hands me my cone and then brings two more over, holding one of them out to Tiny, who inhales it in two slurps. “Oh my God, he’s a pig.” I laugh. “Doesn’t he get brain freeze?”

      “No, I swear he swallows the whole damn thing all at once.” Brock grabs Alex’s hand and we walk across the lot to a picnic table. The three of us sit on the bench side by side, with Alex tucked in between us. Alex holds up his cone and it’s starting to drip, so I take it from him and lick all around it to stop the ice cream from running down the side. I hand it back to him and find Brock staring at me with a heated look.

      My cheeks heat up and I quickly look away, not missing his chuckle.
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        * * *

      

      Brock comes walking quietly down the stairs after checking on Tiny and Alex, both of whom were passed out. I love that dog and how gentle he is with my son. It doesn’t matter how hard Alex plays with him—running back and forth in the yard, playing fetch, or running through the house—Tiny is extremely gentle and careful with Alex. When I tucked Alex in, Tiny was already getting settled next to his bed. I could tell Tiny really wanted to be in the bed with Alex, but unfortunately his racecar is just not big enough.

      He comes and sits next to me, wrapping his arm around my shoulders.

      “Are they both still asleep?”

      “Yeah, poor Tiny really wants in that bed. Right now he’s asleep with just his head on the mattress. It looks fucking uncomfortable, but he wouldn’t move when I tried. He’ll move if he needs to.”

      I lace my fingers with his and pull his hand to my mouth, kissing his palm. “When do you go back?” I’ve tried to avoid thinking about him leaving, but it’s always been there in the back of my mind.

      A heavy sigh leaves his lips. “A week and a half. It takes two days to drive because of Tiny.”

      Tears fill my eyes, but I don’t let them fall. “And you have to decide if you want to stay in longer or be discharged?”

      “Yeah, and the more I’m away, the more I don’t really want to re-up, but I’m just not sure.”

      My stomach sinks; I’m not enough of a reason for him to want to come back. God, that’s such a whiny bitch thing to feel, and it’s not like he’s promised me anything. When starting all this, I knew there was a strong chance he’d leave. I just need to guard my heart and keep it from getting broken, though who am I kidding—it’s probably going to happen anyway.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up groggy and disoriented, and Brock is smiling down at me. “Nice nap?”

      A huge yawn has my jaw making a cracking sound, and then I stretch my arms above my head. When I put my arms down, I catch him ogling my breasts and I smack him in the chest. “Perv!”

      Brock moves quick like a snake, and suddenly I’m on my back and he’s on top of me. He wiggles his eyebrows at me, making me laugh.

      “Gross, you know I hate that.” Brock used to do that all the time when we were younger, and it always made him look like a creeper. He buries his face in my neck, kissing my skin softly. “Mmmm…” I moan before he moves his head so we’re eye to eye.

      “I love your eyes,” he says quietly. “I love that your son has your eyes.”

      I grab his face and pull him down until our lips meet. For so long, I dreamt of this, of Brock and me just like this. I need to stop thinking of what was; it’s not like we can go back in time and change things. I focus on the kiss, which ends way too fast for me.

      “I should go before I break my own rule and take you upstairs.” He climbs off me and I don’t miss the erection straining against his basketball shorts. God, I was turned off from sex for a long time, but now I feel like a horny teenager.

      He helps me stand up and hugs me to him. “Can I take Alex for a little bit tomorrow afternoon?”

      My heart melts because he wants to spend time with my son. “Sure. He’s got preschool until eleven. I’ll let Mom know and she can meet you somewhere with him. You can keep him however long you want.” I close my eyes. “God, that sounds terrible. I mean, you just met him, but honestly there is no one on this planet that I’d trust more with my son.”

      He grabs my shoulders in an almost punishing grip. I look up at him and wonder if he’s angry. “You don’t know what it means to hear you say that. He’s protected when he’s with me, that’s a promise.”

      “I know.” That’s all I say, because I truly don’t need to say anything more. We walk to the door and I am so tempted to ask him to stay, just so he can hold me. I sleep better when he holds me.

      He kisses me slowly before his eyes pop open. “Shit, I almost forgot my dog.” I turn my head and cough, trying to cover up my laugh.

      Brock tickles my side. “Oh you think that’s funny, do you brat?” He moves to stand at the bottom of the stairs and gives a low whistle. Seconds later Tiny comes slowly down the stairs, and if it’s possible for a dog to look grumpy, then that is what I would say is wrong with Tiny. He completely ignores Brock but comes over to me, butting his head against my hip.

      “Oh you big baby. You’ll get to see your buddy tomorrow.” He snorts and then looks up at me. “You’re so stinking cute, you big moose.” I kiss the gorgeous dog’s head and then Brock one more time before watching them disappear outside. I lock up then head upstairs, smiling widely the whole time.
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      As I drive down Ripley’s mom’s street, Ripley’s words from last night replay in my head. I’m extremely humbled by the fact that she didn’t even hesitate when I asked if I could take her son, that she trusts me with him. I pull into the driveway and before I reach the front door, her mom is opening it. “Hi Brock. Someone is very excited about spending the afternoon with you. Come on in.”

      I step inside and it’s déjà vu. Nothing has changed except for a few pieces of furniture, and there’s a whole wall covered with pictures of Alex. When Rip and I were together before, I spent more time here then I did my parents’ home. Of course, who could blame me when choosing between staying home and watching my mom cater to that piece of shit or coming here where Rip’s dad was always hugging her mom and touching her lovingly.

      We had so many laughs here, and they never once made me feel unwelcome, even after we came clean about having sex. Instead of yelling, her dad walked me out back where we talked man to man about being responsible and making sure Ripley was always protected. I had been sure it was to kill me and bury me under the oak tree in their back yard, but thankfully, it wasn’t.

      “Brock!” Alex comes tearing down the hall, barreling right toward me. He launches himself at me and I bend down to catch him. I relish the feel of his skinny arms wrapping around my neck and squeezing me tight. “What are we doing?”

      “I thought you might want to help me give Tiny a bath.”

      Mrs. Brown speaks up. “Aww…what kind of dog is Tiny?”

      “He’s a large Great Dane, Mrs. Brown.” I chuckle at her wide-eyed expression.

      She places her hand on my arm. “You don’t have to be so formal. You can call me Margo.”

      “Okay, thanks…Margo.” She excuses herself, saying she’s going to get Alex’s backpack. “So what do you say Alex, can you help me give him a bath?”

      He looks at me with a serious expression on his face. “Yes. He’s my best friend so he won’t mind if I do it.” Alex is very matter-of-fact and it cracks me up.

      Margo returns with a little backpack that has puppies wearing hats all over it. “He’s had lunch and a nap so he should be good to go. Alexander, you be a good boy for Brock. Use your manners and listen when he tells you things.”

      I set him down and he runs to his grandma to hug her tight. “I will. I promise.” He comes back to me and grabs my hand. “Let’s go, Tiny’s waiting for me.”

      “Okay bud, let’s get out of here.” I turn to say goodbye to Margo and see her eyes are bright like she’s going to cry. “Thanks Margo.” I reach out and grab her hand, giving it a squeeze to convey that everything is all good.

      “You boys have fun.” Her voice cracks but she pushes through and gives us a smile.

      On the way out to my truck, I grab his booster seat and get them both buckled in. He chatters happily in the back seat, talking so fast that all I catch are the names Mommy, Uncle Jonah, You, and Tiny. “Then I get to wear a penguin suit and walk Mommy down the aisle. She’s Uncle Jonah’s best girl!”

      Ripley mentioned that Jonah was getting married in a couple of weeks. She asked me to be her and Alex’s date, but I’ll be back in North Carolina because the following week I have to go in and sign my re-up papers—if I sign them. Talk about shit timing; spending the night dancing with her and hanging with Alex sounds like an amazing time.

      When we reach my grandparents’ house, I grab him out of the back and carry him inside. Tiny comes barreling into the living room, somehow halting his huge body just before reaching Alex. Of course, the kid doesn’t care and throws his arms around Tiny’s neck. “I’ve missed you Tiny!” he practically screeches.

      My granddad comes into living room a moment later. “Well hello Mr. Alex. Tiny has been waiting for you to get here. I bought him a new rope toy, should we take it out back?” My granddad holds his hand out to Alex and I follow the three of them out into the yard.

      Back and forth, they run and run, and I stand at the bottom of the stairs next to my granddad, watching. Tiny has a look of pure joy on his face—how I can tell, I don’t know, but I just can—and Alex is smiling wide as he tosses the rope toy for Tiny to fetch.

      “He is such an adorable little boy. Where’s his father?”

      I rub the back of my neck. “I don’t know. We haven’t really talked about it. I don’t think he’s involved, which I can’t understand, because who wouldn’t want to be in this child’s life?” Alex runs to me and stops right in front of me.

      “Brock can we gib Tiny his bath now? He’s bery bery dirty.” How can I tell him no when he looks at me with those eyes that are so like his mother’s?

      “Yeah we can give him his bath. You stay out here with my grandpa and Tiny while I get everything ready, okay? After we’re done, we can take him for a walk.”

      Alex pumps his little fists in the air before he takes off running again. “That boy does not seem to slow down.” My eyes follow him as he runs back and forth.

      “You were the same way, always into stuff, always busy. Even now, don’t think I I’ve missed that you don’t sit still for very long.” That’s true, except when I hold Ripley in my arms.

      I pull my phone out of my back pocket and shoot her a quick text.

      
        
        Brock: Hey just wanted to check in and tell you that Alex is running around the back yard with Tiny and we’re getting ready to give him a bath.

        

      

      It takes a few minutes before she responds.

      
        
        Ripley: Awww, that’s great. I have a question.

        Brock: Shoot

        Ripley: Jonah invited us over for dinner tonight and I wanted to see if you’d like to come with us.

        

      

      The guy has clearly changed since school and I have a lot of respect for him, taking care of Ripley and then Alex the way he has.

      
        
        Brock: Sure. Why don’t you text me when you get home and we’ll come by and scoop you up.

        Ripley: Okay that sounds like a plan. You boys have fun.

        

      

      I set my phone in the house so I don’t get it wet and grab the dog’s shampoo and brush. Then I go to the garage to get the baby pool I bought to bathe him in, drag it all to the back yard, and then grab the hose. The day is hot and humid, which isn’t uncommon for a Midwestern summer, but considering I’ve dealt with much worse conditions, this is nothing.

      After filling the bottom of the pool with water, I call Alex over. “Bud, I need your help. Can you take your shoes off for me?” He kicks off his little sandals. “Okay, do you want to be in the pool or hold the hose?”

      “Pool!” I chuckle. I pick him up and place him in the pool, and Tiny jumps in right behind him. “Okay, I need you to take this glass and fill it with water then pour it all over Tiny. Can you do that?”

      Alex nods, bends down to scoop the water up, and then dumps it on Tiny. This goes on for a while before I start using the hose. Once the dog is wet enough, I strip out of my t-shirt, toss it aside, and grab the shampoo. When I turn around, I find Alex pulling his shirt off too. He holds both of his arms up like he’s flexing his muscles.

      “Let’s get him washed up, tough guy.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alex is bobbing his head to the music in his booster seat in the back seat of my truck. I had such a good time hanging out with him today; he’s only four, but so smart and really funny. Ripley’s always been like that, so naturally her kid would be the same.

      After scrubbing Tiny and letting Alex spray him off, the kid and I were both soaked, but he was smiling so big I couldn’t help but return it. His clothes were sopping wet, so my grandma got him changed out of them and threw a t-shirt on over his head—it swallowed him whole, of course—so she could throw his stuff in the dryer.

      While that was going on, she made us peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Alex sat on the counter, his legs swinging back and forth while he munched happily. I’m not sure if it’s possible to fall in love this quickly, but I swear I’ve fallen in love with this kid.

      My grandma watched him with a bright smile on her face and asked, “Alex do you go to preschool?”

      “Yep! Miss Sarah helps me learn my ABCs.” He started singing the alphabet song and did a little head bob while he did it.

      “That’s very good honey. How’s that sandwich?”

      “It’s yummy.”

      Once Alex’s clothes dried, my grandma helped him dress, and they joined me, my granddad, and a now dry Tiny. We took the dog for a walk and when we got back, it was time to head toward Ripley’s to get her for dinner. I’m still surprised Jonah invited me, but then again, he is full of surprises.

      We reach Ripley’s place and I pull up in front of the house then watch Ripley step out a moment later. She smiles as she makes her way to my truck, but she doesn’t go to the passenger door; she goes to Alex’s behind me and pulls it open. “Hi Monkey.” She leans in and kisses Alex’s face, and the look on his little face when he sees his mom makes me melt.

      “Mommy I had so much fun. I gabe Tiny a bath.”

      “You did, how fun! Were you a good boy today? Did you learn lots?” I smile as I continue to watch their interaction. Ripley finally climbs in and then surprises me when she leans toward me and kisses me quickly before buckling her seatbelt.

      “How was your day?” I ask as I start driving down the road.

      “It was good but busy. Our office manager bought us lunch today since we all pretty much worked through it. Was he okay today? He can get a little wound up sometimes.”

      I grab her hand and give it a squeeze. “He was great. We had a good time. My grandma was trying to spoil him.”

      Ripley gives me Jonah’s address when we’re a few blocks away, and I’m a little surprised he lives in quiet, middle-class neighborhood; in high school he lived in a huge house in a really nice neighborhood. I pull into the driveway of a nice-looking ranch-style home that’s landscaped with bright fragrant flowers and well-maintained shrubbery. I climb out and move to grab Alex out of the back seat.

      The boy bolts for the door, hollering for his uncle. I help Ripley down and we make our way to the front door, holding hands as we walk. She doesn’t even knock, just walks right in. Jonah’s got Alex over his shoulder and comes to greet us. “Hey guys. Rip, I think this belongs to you.” He tickles Alex’s side.

      I don’t know why, but when Rip gives Jonah an innocent kiss on the cheek, I want to punch him and get her away from him. Instead, I hold out my hand. “Thanks for inviting me.” Ripley heads to the kitchen with Jessica, leaving me alone with Jonah.

      He shakes my hand and says, “You bet. Do you want something to drink? I’ve got water, regular soda, diet soda, or juice. I don’t really drink that much so we don’t keep it in the house.” He grabs us both waters and gives me a quick tour. Their home isn’t stuffy or pretentious; it’s actually very homey and comfortable looking.

      They’ve got three bedrooms: the master, one Alex uses when he sleeps over, and one that’s Jonah’s office. “What is it that you do?” I ask him, assuming he’s some lawyer or business type.

      “I’m a sports blogger, podcast host, and freelance sports reporter for the paper.” That’s when I notice the pictures on the wall of Jonah with several famous athletes. I walk to a picture that catches my attention—it’s an eight by ten of Ripley with the biggest smile on her face, standing in front of Aaron Rodgers. She is a diehard Packers fan and so was her dad. I went to a few games with them, but I am a Bears fan.

      Jonah steps up next to me. “That was her birthday two years ago. She thought going to the game with me was her present, but I had the opportunity to talk to Aaron so I brought her with me. I told him it was her birthday so when I brought her in, they brought her a jersey he signed for her and she was so excited. Every Sunday the Packers play you’ll see her wearing it, and she’s never washed it, just so you know. She just sprays it with Febreze.”

      “In high school she’d wear my jersey on Thursdays before a game. She said it was to rub her good luck all over it.”

      “I remember that. I’ve never met someone who can be such a girly girl but also a tomboy. Jessica tolerates sports, but Rip knows players, positions, and statistics better than some guys I know. My fans love it when she’s on my podcast. We spend most of the time arguing, but they all love it.” He leads me downstairs into the finished basement.

      Huge comfy-looking recliners sit in front of a giant flat screen. “Jessica and I spend a lot of time down here when Alex stays over. He loves doing movie nights.” Why is Jonah nervous? The guy has been talking my ear off since we got here, and it’s not a bad thing, especially since I’m beginning to like the guy, but it does make me wonder if he thinks I’m going to hurt him or something.

      We turn toward the stairs as Alex comes running down them. “Uncle Jonah! Can we watch a movie?”

      “Not right now. I’ve got to start cooking the meat. How was school today?” The three of us make our way back upstairs.

      “It was good. I got to gib Tiny a bath, have peanut butter jelly sandwich, and then Brock took me for a walk.” Jonah looks at me.

      “I asked if I could have Alex for the afternoon. He helped give my dog a bath.”

      We find the girls gabbing and laughing while putting together side dishes. Jonah grabs the tray of burgers and signals for me to follow him with a jerk of his head. Alex stays inside with his mom.

      “I want to apologize,” Jonah says, and my eyes fly to meet his.

      “For what?”

      He takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “For everything. I was a dick to you in school, and I openly hit on Ripley. I talked a lot of shit. I’ll never forgive myself for that night. I was drunk and had taken some pills, and the asshole in me was in full effect.” He rubs a hand across the top of his head. “I’ll never forget the feel of her body as she went unconscious and fell into mine. I will never forget the look on your face after it happened. You looked devastated, and I caused that.”

      “Man, it was a long time ago. There are no hard feelings, I promise.” I don’t want to talk about that night anymore.

      “She was in such bad shape after you left. She was drowning, and I did my best to try to keep her head above water. I tried to take all her pain from her, knowing I deserved it, but she held on to it so tight.”

      I hold up my hand and he stops talking. “Listen, it was a long time ago. Clearly you’re not that guy anymore, and the fact that you’re still looking out for Rip means a lot, but don’t let that guilt eat you alive. You think I don’t feel it? You think I don’t feel it every moment I spend with her because eventually I’m going home and need to make some decisions about my life? I know I broke her when I left, but I was so fucking convinced I was going to become my dad, I just had to do something, anything to protect her.” Jonah hangs his head and I step in close. “If the three of us could rewind time and do that night over again I’m sure we would, but had it not gone down like it did, she wouldn’t have Alex, and he’s a great fucking kid.” Jonah looks at me and I don’t miss the way his face pales. “Why won’t she tell me about the dad?”

      “I told you, it’s her story, and dude, it’s not easy to hear. Maybe she doesn’t think you’re ready to handle it.” My stomach sinks because the only reason I can think of is that it’s not a pretty story. I don’t want that for my Ripley. I don’t want that for Alex.

      “I told you Brock, she’s a fighter; I just wish I could convince her to go back to school. She should be teaching, not working in an office.”

      “Doesn’t your fiancée work there?”

      “Yeah, but she’s a nurse, and there are a lot more benefits to working in an office setting for her.”

      Ripley always wanted to be a teacher, said she wanted to teach kindergarten because it was important to start them off right. I push away the guilt that hits me, because I’m the reason she didn’t finish school.

      As I stand there thinking, he throws the burgers on, and then the girls and Alex join us a few minutes later.
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            RIPLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      My eyes flutter open as the sun shines through my bedroom window. I feel Brock’s body snuggled up behind me, his arm around my waist, holding me tight to his body.

      Last night after dinner, we hung out for a little while longer. We eventually got up to leave, and Jonah and Jessica asked to keep Alex for the night because Jonah was going to be watching Alex the next day anyway. I hated for Brock to think it was common for me to dump my child on other people, but he answered for me and said that was great.

      When we went to leave, Jonah grabbed me and pulled me aside. “You need some alone time with Brock. Plus, Alex and I have shit to do tomorrow and we have to get a move on early.” I could only shake my head and then wrap my arms around him.

      “I love you,” I muttered against his shoulder. “Thank you.”

      After we said our goodbyes, we made our way toward my place. I wasn’t sure if Brock was planning on sleeping over, but I kind of hoped he was.

      He pulled into my driveway behind my car and then came around to help me down. Before I even closed the door, he had me pressed up against the side of his truck, his mouth on mine, his tongue in my mouth, causing me to moan. From chest to groin, there wasn’t any room between us. His erection dug into my stomach and made me wet.

      Brock finally pulled away, and we walked up to my door hand in hand. I handed him the keys and stepped past him when he opened the door. Clasping my hands in front of me, I watched with nervous anticipation as he locked the door and then stalked toward me. My feet carried me backward until I bumped into the recliner, but he caught me before I fell. With his hands on my ass, he lifted me and carried me up the stairs right into my bedroom.

      He set me down next to my bed then slowly peeled off my light blue shrug and slipped my straps down my shoulders until my dress slid down my body, leaving me in nothing but shiny green hip-hugger panties. Brock’s hands reached out and his thumbs dragged across my nipples. My mouth opened and a quiet moan slipped out as he played with them until I pressed my thighs together to alleviate the ache I felt.

      I couldn’t stand it anymore. I reached out, slipping my hands under his t-shirt, touching his warm muscular stomach. It gave me a little thrill to feel his swift intake of breath and the way his abs rippled. I lifted my hands until I slipped his t-shirt up and off of him; he had a beautiful body when we were teenagers, but now he had the type of body you’d see on the cover of a romance novel—all tight, compact muscles that made me want to weep with joy and appreciation.

      I took two steps toward him and kissed him right on his breastbone, then my lips moved to one nipple, licking and sucking it before moving to the other. My lips again moved, but this time to the puckered scar on his shoulder. I looked down and saw his erection straining against his jeans in what seemed to be a painful way.

      My hands gripped his hips and ever so slowly, I sank to my knees right in front of him. I unbuttoned his jeans and his erection sprang free. Not hesitating, I wrapped my fingers around his thick length, wrapped my lips around the head, and sucked him in deep. His fingers slid into my hair, gripping it almost painfully, and I moaned around him.

      I moved my head back until just the head was in my mouth and swirled my tongue around the fat tip, savoring the salty flavor of him. “Fuck baby, you like sucking my cock, don’t you?”

      My answer was my mouth engulfing him and sucking him to the back of my throat. Too soon he had his hands under my armpits and I was sailing through the air until I hit my mattress. The sound of fabric ripping was my only warning before Brock buried his face between my legs. At the first pass of his tongue, my back arched up off the bed and I cried out.

      I played with my nipples while he licked and sucked at me. My body writhed and bucked as he worked me over and over, and when he stuck a finger inside me, hitting that spot inside that made my toes curl, I exploded. Crying out, I grabbed him by the head, grinding against his face and not even caring if I was smothering him.

      When he finally kissed his way up my body, I pulled his mouth to mine, loving the way our flavors mixed. As we kissed, I could hear the drawer open and then the crinkling sound of a condom wrapper being opened. I felt him reach between us and then the head of his cock was at my entrance. He pulled away from my mouth and looked deeply into my eyes as he entered me.

      I wrapped my legs around his thighs as he began to move. Tears filled my eyes as he leaned down and whispered against my lips. “You are so beautiful, and sinking into you is like sinking into heaven.”

      I wound my arms around his shoulders and hugged him tight as he begins to move. Just as we got our rhythm, he stopped, and then I was up with my back against the headboard and him on his knees before he impaled me again. I found purchase on the headboard with one arm, and the other wound around his shoulder.

      The ache between my legs grew until I felt like I was going to combust. “Please baby, I need to come.”

      He reached between us and began to rub my clit then hit me with digging strokes. Finally, it came. My head flew back and hit the wall as I moaned, long and loud. Again I felt myself being moved. This time he was on his back and I was astride him. “Take me there baby.” That’s exactly what I did. I began to move back and forth, up and down, the aftershocks of my orgasm still pulsing through me.

      He thrust up into me, hitting a spot that was bordering on painful, but a good pain. His movements became erratic and he flipped us again, pounding deep between my legs, and then staying planted deep as he finished.

      “Let me get rid of this.” He pulled out, kissed me, and then disappeared across the hall.

      When he came back, Brock covered us with my blankets and pulled me into his arms. My lips touched his pec and I inhaled his woodsy scent. His breathing sounded like it was evening out, like he was falling asleep.

      I took a deep breath. “Brock?”

      “Hmm?” he asked sleepily.

      “I just want to say I’ve had so much fun with you. I know when you leave it’s going to break my heart, but I’m glad I’ll have these memories if you don’t come home.” His arms tightened around me and his lips touched my forehead. “I love you, Brock.”

      “I love you too.”

      I really wanted him to tell me not to worry, to say he would be coming home, but instead he just gave me a squeeze.

      Now, ever so slowly, I roll over in bed until I’m facing Brock. In sleep, he looks like the boy I fell in love with. I reach out and stroke his cheek, and his eyes flutter open as he gives me a sleepy smile and says, “Morning.” His voice is rough with sleep.

      I wrap my arm around him and pull myself toward him until we’re chest to chest. With my nose buried in his neck, I feel his arm wrap tighter around me. If I could burrow inside him right now I would; I can’t seem to get close enough to him. “I don’t want to get up,” I whisper against his neck. I have to work today, and honestly don’t want to. “Can you stay for a little bit?”

      “Don’t you have to work?”

      I pull back and look at him. Does he not want to spend time with me? “I do, but I thought maybe I could call in and say I’ve got a headache and will be in late. I just thought we could spend a little time together.”

      He wraps his hand around the back of my neck and pulls me toward him. “Make that call. I’m going to use the bathroom. I’ll meet you back here.”

      Brock kisses my lips before climbing out of bed, and I watch with lots of appreciation as he walks his fine naked ass out of my room. I throw on his shirt and run downstairs, sending a quick text to my boss to tell her I’ve got a headache, am going to take some ibuprofen then lie back down, and will check in later. She responds immediately and says that’s fine.

      As I walk back upstairs, I can’t help but feel a little guilty, but after I use the bathroom and brush my teeth, I head back into my bedroom and the guilt is gone when I find Brock lying in my bed. “Lose the shirt baby.” I pull it off and then climb into bed with him. “Do you ever get to sleep in?”

      “Not really. When Jonah or my mom keeps Alex all night, I usually still wake up early in the morning.”

      He turns me so my back is toward him and snug against his front. “Let’s sleep a bit more, then I’ll feed you and then fuck you.” Brock kisses my shoulder and I nod. It doesn’t take long before my eyes drift shut.
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        * * *

      

      I turn off my Kindle, set it on my nightstand, and turn off my lamp. Earlier today, after taking a nap, Brock did everything he promised. First we drank coffee and ate French toast covered in lots of butter, powdered sugar, and syrup. My favorite part was when we showered together afterward; it was a lot of fun, especially because he got real creative.

      When he left, he said he was going to spend some time with his mom and didn’t know if we’d see each other later. It sucked, but I understood. After all, she was the reason he came home. When I walked him to the door, he kissed me thoroughly and left me in a daze on my doorstep.

      I got to work right before lunch so while everyone else was on their break, I used the quiet time to get stuff filed away and new charts made. Jessica gave me a questioning look and I assured her I was fine, but I wasn’t sure she believed I had a headache.

      After I was done for the day, I went to Jonah’s to pick up Alex. When I got there, they were in Jonah’s office. Jonah was typing away on his laptop and Alex was coloring. “Hey guys.”

      “Mommy!” My little man jumped at me and I caught him, hugging him close.

      After kissing his cheek, I set him down on his feet. Jessica came in a moment later and after greetings were exchanged, Jonah looked at Jessica. “Baby, why don’t you get Alex a snack while I talk to Rip?”

      Jessica looked between us. “Everything okay?”

      I looked at her and shrugged. “As far as I know.” She grabbed Alex’s hand then they disappeared out into the hall, and my pulse sped up as I turned back to Jonah. “What’s up?”

      “Have you decided when you’re going to tell Brock about Alex?” Ugh. Why did he have to bring that up?

      “No I haven’t. I don’t even know what to say to him.” My eyes filled with tears as the memories, foggy though they were, came back to me. My stomach started to turn as they assailed me.

      “Hey, I’m sorry for bringing it up.” Jonah appeared in front of me, guilt written all over his face.

      Shaking my head, I looked up at him. “No, it’s okay. I know I should tell him, regardless of what happens with him, but how do I do it? You know what it’s going to do to him when he finds out. I just don’t know if I’m ready to go back there again.”

      “Do you want me to be there when you talk to him? I can be, you know that.” Jonah reached out and pulled me into a hug.

      Of course he’d offer to do something like that. “No, I should probably do it alone, but thank you. Do you think maybe Saturday you could keep Jonah? Maybe I’ll make him dinner before I drop a huge bomb on him.” I shook off the nerves that immediately hit me. “Enough of that talk. The wedding is two weeks from Saturday. Are you ready?”

      “Yeah I can’t wait. Keeping Alex on Saturday will actually be great because we have to go do our final fitting for the tuxes.” I can’t wait to see my baby boy in a big boy tux. “Jess is excited for the bachelorette party. I appreciate you helping her maid of honor throw it.”

      “I’m happy to do it, plus you guys are golfing, and we know golf clubs and I don’t mix.” He tried to teach me to golf once, and I did so terribly that I threw my club into the pond.

      “Yeah, you still owe me a club.” He chuckled. I went to leave his office but he stopped me with a hand on my arm. “In all seriousness, we’ll keep Alex, and if you want me there when you talk to him, I’ll be there.”

      “I know you would, but I should be a big girl and do it myself.”

      We took our leave shortly after, headed home, and went through our normal nightly routine.

      Now I’m in bed, and I’m having trouble finding sleep. I hated not seeing Brock this evening, but he did text me and said he was taking his mom to dinner and a movie. When I asked him over for dinner Saturday, he immediately said yes. Right before I drift off to sleep, I say a little prayer that once Saturday happens, we will be able to move on.
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            BROCK

          

        

      

    

    
      I hop out of my truck and make my way up to my mom’s front door. When I reach it, the door opens, and I’m greeted by my mom’s beautiful smile. She pulls me into a hug, squeezing me tight. “Hi my handsome son, how are you?”

      “I’m good. Any thoughts on where you want to go eat?” I follow her inside and can see she’s got her place decorated with fresh flowers and candles. The floral scent is welcoming and calming. “The place looks great.”

      She glows with pride and it makes me feel so good. Since I’ve been home, it’s been like getting to know her again. She’s still the same mom, but she’s confident now and smiles non-stop. “Thank you, baby. Cheryl lets us take home the older flowers for free, and I’ve always loved candles but he never let me burn them because they gave him a headache.”

      Of course he didn’t, because my father was a prick and he hated my mom having anything she loved. Now, she may have gone a little overboard, but that’s okay because she can do what she wants. My mom grabs her purse and then comes toward me. “How about China Wall? Some crab rangoon sounds really good. Is that okay?”

      “Sounds great.” We make our way across town and pull into the parking lot of the restaurant. I tell my mom to wait and come around to help her down. Inside, they sit us by the window, and my mom orders hot tea while I just ask for water.

      “You don’t drink, do you?” My mom’s question throws me off—I never realized she noticed that.

      “No. I guess a part of me was always afraid I’d become just like him.”

      She grabs my hands from across the table. “Honestly, honey, you are nothing like him, and he started getting mean before the alcohol fueled it.” Our waiter interrupts us and we order our food, then my mom turns back to me. “You’re a lot like your granddad and my brother Jacob. I’ll show you some pictures when we get back to my house. “

      I take a sip from my water. “Why haven’t you ever shared pictures of him?”

      “Your dad and Uncle Jacob were best friends since they were young boys, and he never got over that loss. I’d try to talk about my brother, to share pictures of the three of us or of them, but he’d just shut down and tell me to put them away. I’ve kept them locked away for so long, but I’d be happy to share them with you.”

      Our waitress brings our food out and we both dig in with gusto. I missed my mom a lot when I left, even though she was a shell of what she is now. Her strength is inspiring. After we eat, we head to the movies to see the new Will Farrell comedy—it was either that or a chick flick I’d run through traffic naked before watching.

      The movie is funny and once it’s over, we head back to my mom’s place. She brings out a photo album and we start looking through pictures together. My mom is quite the storyteller and I love listening to the hijinks she and her brother got into. We get to pictures that include my dad, and I’m a little stunned to see him so happy and smiling. I definitely don’t look like him, though there is something familiar when I look at my father as a young man. I definitely look a lot like my mom and Uncle Jacob.

      After we finish looking at pictures, we sit back and just talk.

      “Do you know what you’re going to do? Re-enlist? Come back here?”

      “I don’t think I’m going to re-enlist, but I’m not sure what I want to do yet. If I come back here, I’m going to try to get a job, though I’m not sure what I’d enjoy or be good at. Tomorrow I’m meeting up with Cale.” I sucked it up yesterday and called where he worked; he was surprised and shocked to hear from me, but was agreeable to meeting for lunch.

      “You are? That’s great. I’m sure you’ll have plenty to catch up on.” I take my leave shortly after. There is nothing I want more than to go to Ripley’s, but at this hour, Alex is probably asleep, and hell, she could be too. Saturday night can’t come soon enough; I need to spend as much time with her as I can. Why does it hurt to think about leaving her, leaving that little boy? Why does it also scare me to stay?

      I stop my truck and realize I’m in front of my childhood home, the home of my nightmares and home to the devil. An uneasy feeling slithers across my skin as I see a shadowy figure move behind the curtains. I want more than anything to walk into the house and give that man the beating he deserves, but I don’t, because if I do, I’m no better than him. I’m better than that…I hope.

      I pull away and head back to my grandparents’ house.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I pull into the parking lot of Arthur’s Deli and spot Cale climbing out of a black Ford Focus. He looks just like he did in high school except his hair is shaved closed to his scalp. “Brock James, the Marines look good on you. How are you?” We exchange a back-slapping hug.

      “I’m good man. Let’s get some grub and catch up.” We order sandwiches, grab our chips and drinks, and sit in a booth in the corner. “So what made you decide to be a drug counselor?”

      He wipes his mouth off with his napkin. “Honestly, during college I had a roommate who overdosed. Between that and seeing too many people affected by that poison, I decided I would do my damnedest to help others beat that shit. It’s hard because you have those who don’t really want help. Then there are others who tell you what you want to hear and try to manipulate you, and then there’s that smallest amount who actually want help to beat their addiction. What about you? What do you do in the service?”

      “Scout sniper.” His eyes widen, but thankfully he doesn’t bombard me with questions. It’s morbid curiosity that causes people to ask questions that are uncomfortable to answer. It’s always Did you kill anyone? Have you ever been shot? Blah, blah, blah.

      “Wow. Where are you stationed?”

      “Camp Lejeune in North Carolina. I’m actually due to either re-enlist or discharge since my six-year contract is up, and I honestly think I’m done.”

      “Have you seen or talked to Ripley since you’ve been home?”

      “I’ve actually seen her a lot, her and her son, Alex—have you met him?” I take a bite of my sandwich.

      He leans forward. “I haven’t talked to Rip in five and a half years. I just couldn’t believe she could befriend that son-of-a-bitch Jonah. My mom said she’s still friends with him. Fuck man, it was his fault she got hurt. It was his fault you left. Hell, even Kat quit talking to her because of him—Kat quit talking to everyone.”

      “Jonah’s made amends for what he did and he’s been there for Ripley a lot. He regrets that shit a lot. There’s no use making him pay over and over for something he still punishes himself for.” I take a drink of my pop. “Tell me about that night after I left.”

      “No, you don’t want to hear that,” Cale says, shaking his head.

      “No, I really do. Please, I need to know what all went down.”

      Cale sighs. “Okay, but just know, I didn’t want to tell you this. After you took off, someone called 911, and when the ambulance got there, she still hadn’t woken up. Jonah wouldn’t leave her side even though I tried to get him away. She was awake by the time we got to the emergency room, and Ripley was crying and being combative because she wanted you. The hospital called the cops, but we all told them it was an accident and even Ripley refused to file charges.”

      My stomach turns as I listen to him tell me about Ripley’s eye being swollen shut and her fractured eye socket, that she had to have surgery to have it fixed and even wore a patch. Just hearing all of it makes me realize I shouldn’t come back once I leave, and convinces me I should cut all ties with Ripley and Alex, no matter how much the thought of doing that kills me. It’s for their own good. It’ll be best to just do it quick, like ripping off a Band-Aid.

      Fuck, my head is all muddled. I just want to rewind time and go back to that night and change everything, but I can’t. The future is so uncertain right now.

      “Are you okay?” Cale’s voice pulls me from my thoughts. “You’re kind of pale.”

      “Yeah I’m fine. It’s just a lot to take in. You know, at first I stayed away because I was ashamed about what happened, and then I just kept staying away because I figured it was best for everyone if I did.” I take a deep breath, letting it out slowly.

      “Sometimes we can’t let go of the past. Sometimes it has such a tight hold on us that the only thing we can do is step back and hope we gain some perspective. You are not your dad. You’d be surprised how many people I’ve seen who have been raised in the same type of environment as you and then turn around and become addicts and abusers themselves. Instead, you did something positive. Be proud of the fact that you broke the cycle, because lord knows it’s not easy to do.”

      We talk a little while longer before he needs to head back to the hospital he works at for a meeting. I get his phone number and he gets mine, and we make plans to talk before I leave. He’s definitely got me feeling better about things, and now I know not to make any rash decisions.

      I’ll have dinner with Ripley on Saturday. We’ll talk about things and see where we’re both at, and I hope it’s on the same page, or at the very least, in the same book.
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        * * *

      

      I pull into the parking lot of Starbucks and see Kat sitting by the door. Ripley knew where Kat worked so I called the office and they told me I’d find her here. I’m not sure why I’m here, but Kat used to be Ripley’s best friend, was practically her sister. Maybe I just want to find out the why and maybe fix it for Ripley. Hell, Kat was the one that introduced us. I head inside, go to the counter, and order an Americano. Kat didn’t see me come in, so when I grab my coffee, I head right toward her.

      “Hey stranger.”

      Her head shoots up and her eyes widen when she sees me. “Brock? Wow, how are you?” She stands up and gives me an awkward hug.

      I take the seat across from her and take a sip of my drink. “I’m good, just home to help my mom get settled at her new place.”

      “She finally left your dad.” Her voice is quiet, and I know she knew about the abuse. It wasn’t like it was some huge secret or anything.

      “Yeah, a few months ago. It’s weird seeing her so happy, but I love it. What about you? What are you doing with yourself?”

      “I’m a CPA. Not the most glamorous of jobs, but I’ve always loved numbers. I saw you and Ripley together at Exotic Thai—what’s up with that?” She crosses her arms across her chest.

      “We’ve been talking and hanging out.” I take another sip of my drink. “What happened between you two? You were as close as sisters.”

      “I don’t want to talk about her.”

      “You brought her up. It can’t be because she’s friends with Jonah. From what I’ve heard, he has made amends. He loves her and her son. It’s been six years, Kat—why hold a grudge because of that?”

      She leans forward. “Cale and I are the only ones who stood by her after everything happened. People just didn’t know what to say or do, so they shut her out. I went away to school, and so did she. I’m not sure if you heard, but she was a hot mess and flunked out. Every time I tried to reach out, she was too busy or with Jonah. I was tired of being second best. Maybe it sounds stupid, but she cast me aside like our friendship meant nothing.”

      “I don’t think that’s what she intended. I know I messed her up by taking off, and that’s on me. Do I like that Jonah was there for her? No, but I’m glad she wasn’t alone. I’m sorry it wasn’t you she turned to, but it probably needed to be Jonah since he was the catalyst for everything.” I lean forward. “She’s got a child, a beautiful little boy, and you should know him. You should see her with him. She’s an amazing mother.”

      “I’ve seen him. He looks just like her. I thought he was yours, you know.” Why does everyone have to remind me that he’s not?

      “Everyone did, but the timing wasn’t right. I wish like fuck he was.”

      “You’re still in love with her.” I nod because I can’t lie, not about that. “I can tell. You never really could hide your feelings for her.”

      “I’m not here to tell you what to do, and honestly I hadn’t thought about it until I saw Cale yesterday.” I don’t miss the hurt that flashes in her eyes. “Just promise me you’ll think about reaching out to her. Maybe if you talked to her, you guys could heal that breach.”

      She doesn’t answer me, just finishes her drink and grabs her purse. “I should hate you for leaving. I don’t know why you did, and it’s not my business—I’m sure you had your reasons. Despite all that, it’s good to see you back and in one piece.” She surprises me when she stands up and gives me a hug. “Take care, Brock.”

      She disappears out the door and around the side of the building. I finish my coffee and then head out to my truck to go back to my grandparents’.
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      I move up and down the aisles of the grocery store, getting all the ingredients for the baked ziti I’m making tonight for Brock. For his seventeenth birthday, we had him and his mom over for dinner, and I made ziti and homemade garlic bread. He absolutely loved it, and I ended up making it for him quite a few times.

      Last night, Alex helped me make an apple pie, which is also one of Brock’s favorites. I’m totally plying him with his favorite foods before I destroy any chance of us having a happily ever after. That, of course, is the worst-case scenario. My stomach has been on fire since last night as I think about it and how I’m going to tell him.

      The story of Alex is one that starts out like a nightmare, but the end result—my son—makes it a happy ending. I went through so much and struggled with every decision I made. I’ve got no regrets now, and no matter what, my son will always know how much I love him, and that everything I do, I do for us.

      Jessica picked Alex up right before I left, and my child is getting spoiled. She told me they were taking him to a movie, to that damn place with the talking mouse that I hate, and then I’m sure they’ll buy him a toy because they do every time. I hope they know that what goes around comes around, and when they have their first baby, I plan on spoiling it completely rotten.

      I get in line at the checkout and unload my groceries. After I pay, I take my bags out to my car and load them up. On my way home, I drive through my favorite coffee shop and grab a skinny vanilla latte.

      My plan once I get home is to prep dinner and stick it in the refrigerator, straighten up the house, and then start to get ready. Once I’m home, I unload all the groceries and then get to cooking.

      I’m just sticking dinner in the refrigerator when there is a knock at my back door. Fuck, I think to myself. I know who that is and I don’t want to deal with him right now, but he’ll keep knocking until I answer. Before I do, I grab my can of pepper spray out of the junk drawer. Am I worried about him? Not really, but I’m not taking any chances. I stick it in my back pocket so he can’t see it then push open the door. “Hey Tim.”

      “Hey Ripley. Sorry to bother you.” Ugh, stop talking to my breasts—which, by the way, are completely covered. “I wanted to see if Alex wanted to come out and help me do some yard work.” Like that would ever happen.

      “That’s nice of you to ask. He’s actually not home right now.”

      “Okay, well maybe another time? If you want to hang out and have a beer later I’ll be around.” Like that will ever happen.

      “I actually have plans, but thanks for the offer. See you around.” Thankfully, he accepts my answer and walks away. I shut the door, lock the deadbolt, and start cleaning.
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        * * *

      

      I’m swiping on some lip gloss when I hear my doorbell. Shit, he’s on time. I look myself over in the mirror—I didn’t want to look like I was trying too hard so I decided on dressy casual. I’m wearing my favorite pair of jeans that are faded and worn in spots to where holes almost appear, and I paired that with a royal blue cami covered by a loose, blousy black tank top. My hair is in desperate need of a cut and way too long to leave down so I braided it loosely. I’ve never worn a lot of makeup so I just added some bronzer, powder, mascara, and lip gloss. I place a hand over my queasy stomach; my nerves are getting the best of me right now.

      The doorbell rings again and I take off down the stairs, skidding to a stop at the bottom. I take a deep breath and pull the door open. “Hi.” I push the screen door open and stand back as he enters. His woodsy scent follows him through the door and I shut it behind him.

      We stand in the middle of my living room, both of us unsure of what to say for some reason.

      “You look beautiful.” Brock’s words cause me to become unstuck and I move toward him, throwing my arms around his waist and hugging him tight. A shuddering breath leaves me and he pulls back enough to look into my eyes. “Are you okay? You seem distracted.”

      “I’m fine, I promise.” I watch him lift his nose to the air. “I made your favorites.”

      “You made me your baked ziti?”

      “I did, and Alex and I made you an apple pie.” He grabs me and pulls me to him, kissing my lips slowly, sweetly.

      “I can’t wait to try it,” he says before I have him sit on the couch. A startled laugh slips past my lips as he grabs me around the waist, pulls me onto his lap, and pushes my braid back over my shoulder. “How’s Alex?”

      I love it that he’s asking about my boy. “He’s great, happy to be spending the night with his aunt and uncle.” Without a second thought, I rest my head on his shoulder and wind my arms around his neck. I snuggle farther into him when he wraps his arms around my waist and we’re both silent, but I can swear I hear his heartbeat. My hand travels down his chest until it rests right over his heart.

      God, I missed this—those quiet moments where you don’t really need words, you just needed to be in the moment with that other person. I’ve only ever had those quiet moments with Brock; those were ours, and I just couldn’t share them with anyone else.

      “I still can’t believe you’re a mom. He really is a good kid. You can just tell that he’s a good boy.”

      I place my lips against the underside of his chin. “Thank you for saying that. I want to tell you about him, about his father, you just have to bear with me and be patient. It’s not an easy story and honestly it’s really difficult to talk about, but I want you to know.” I stand up. “Give me a few minutes to get dinner ready and then we’ll eat.”

      In the kitchen, I take a deep breath before pulling the ziti out of the oven and sticking the garlic bread in. I pull the salad out of the refrigerator and toss it a little bit. The table’s already set so I put the salad bowl down and then load up our plates.

      “Wow that looks great. Can I help with anything?”

      “Nope, just have a seat.” I grab him some iced tea and me some water then set them on the table. Once the garlic bread is done, I set it on the table and join him.

      Conversation is light and superficial while we eat, and I’m grateful for that. I know Brock’s enjoying the meal because he’s shoveling it in, but then again, he’s always had a healthy appetite. It tastes like sawdust to me, but I choke down each bite as my knee bounces rapidly under the table.

      After we finish, he helps me clean up before I shoo him back into the living room. “Are you ready for pie now?” I holler, wanting a little more time to decide what to do. I want to tell him and get it over with, but I’m scared—scared of how he’s going to react, scared of what he’ll think of me.

      Brock meets me in the mouth of the kitchen and holds out his hand to me. “Not yet. Come here baby. Let’s talk.” It’s not lost on either of us that my hand is visibly shaking as I place it in his. He pulls me toward him, wrapping his arms around me. “Why are you shaking?”

      He leads me into the living room and I feel like my body is stiff, as if my joints are locked up. My breath leaves me in little pants, and as soon as I sit down, it feels like someone is sitting on my chest.

      “Rip?” He gets down on his knees in front of me. “Hey baby, slow breaths, okay? Do you have panic attacks?”

      “Not…for a long…time. I have…pills…in my bathroom.” He disappears upstairs and returns, holding out a little orange pill—my Xanax, which I hate taking. They make my head feel like it’s full of marshmallows, but I take it with a sip of Brock’s tea and swallow it down. Brock grabs me, pulls me into his lap, and hugs me tight to his chest, and I feel my heart start to slow down as well as my breathing. He makes soft soothing noises until I feel my eyes drift shut.

      

      
        
        BROCK

      

      

      I feel it the moment Ripley falls asleep in my lap. I hate that whatever she was going to tell me caused her so much panic. God, do I even want to know about Alex? As I hold her, every worst-case scenario runs through my mind, each one worst then the last. With her still in my arms, I lean forward and snag the remote for the TV. After turning it on, I turn the volume down.

      After watching part of a documentary, I pause it and stand up with Ripley in my arms. I carry her up the stairs to her bedroom and lay her down before covering her in her blanket. She mumbles something as she pulls the blankets up to her neck.

      “What baby?” I lean down.

      “He drugged me.” I freeze at her soft, slurred voice as she struggles in my hold, and I grab her and hug her tight, wanting to protect her from whatever is going on in her head. “Please s-stop.” My stomach turns violently. What’s happening? Is she reliving it?

      I brush her hair out of her face. “Baby you’re safe. I’ve got you.” She’s semi-awake, but obviously she doesn’t know what’s going on. I don’t miss the tear that slides from her eye, and I gently wipe it away. “It’s okay baby. You can tell me.”

      “Don’t do this to Brock,” she whimpers. Oh fuck, who hurt her? “Let me go.”

      “Ripley, you’re safe. You’re okay. No one will hurt you, I swear to God.” I swallow the lump in my throat as I watch the tears spill from her eyes.

      I stroke her hair gently and feel my world implode at her next words. “Stop Mr. James!” I fly up from the bed and it feels like my insides are shriveling up. A buzzing starts to fill my ears as I walk woodenly to the doorway, turning back to look at Ripley, hearing her soft snores. I want to smile right now, but I can’t find the strength to do it.

      I sit heavily on her couch and hang my head, roughly running my hands through my hair. My thoughts are running a mile a minute, and I constantly come up with the same answer. Ripley’s phone dings from its place on the coffee table. I reach out and pick it up, and I see it’s from Jonah. With a swipe of my finger, I open the text.

      
        
        Jonah: Did you tell Brock? How’d it go?

        

      

      I hit the call button and wait impatiently for Jonah to answer.

      “Ripley?” he says as a greeting.

      “Who the fuck is Alex’s dad?” Deep in my soul, I know the answer.

      “I’ll be there in ten minutes.” He disconnects before I can say anything, and I set her phone down.

      While I wait, I pace like an animal in a cage, and that’s what I fucking feel like. I feel like I need to be locked up right now, because it’s possible that I could kill someone tonight. I move to the bottom of the stairs, wanting to go to Ripley, to wake her up and make her tell me, but I don’t. I’m not sure I could hear the words come from her mouth. If I did, it’s possible I would kill my father and not think twice about it right now.

      I make up my own scenario in my head as I rip my fingers through my hair. Bile sits in my throat and I want to punch something so bad. I want to tear shit apart, annihilate everything. The sound of keys in the door pulls me from my thoughts, and Jonah steps inside. I advance on him quickly and slam him against the door. “Tell me,” I bark in his face.

      The pain that crosses Jonah’s features makes my stomach roll. “Yes, it was your dad. Alex is your half-brother.” I turn, and with an inhuman sounding roar, I slam my fist into her wall again and again until Jonah grabs me and my back hits the door. “I know you’re hurting so fucking badly right now, but think about Ripley. What do you think it would do to her to see you like this right now?” He lets me go but doesn’t move. “I’ll never forget that night. I’ll never forget the hysteria in her voice when she called me to come get her.”

      Jonah’s eyes fill with tears. “Thank God I was in town that night and got to her right away. She was hiding behind the motel where he took her. An older homeless man stood as her guard and had his coat wrapped around her shoulders. Her lip was split and I could see some bruising on her arms. She refused to let me take her to the hospital so I took her to a hotel to clean her up and take care of her. I’m the only one who knows who it was. Her parents knew she was drugged, but she begged me not to tell them, so I didn’t.”

      “Why did she keep Alex? Why didn’t she terminate the pregnancy?” Why would she want to carry a child that was conceived the way he was? Why have those constant reminders?

      “She was going to terminate. Hell, she was at the clinic, already in the back. I had taken her because I didn’t want her to go alone. She was back there for a really long time, and I started getting nervous until finally the doctor came out and got me herself. On the way back, she told me Ripley had been in the stirrups and before the doctor could even start, Ripley started to cry and said she couldn’t do it. They had her in one of their counseling rooms and their social worker was talking to her, getting her set up with an OB.

      “Ripley didn’t tell me why she backed out of it until we were back at her parents’ house. I remember she whispered so quietly, ‘I just couldn’t do it. I want this baby, it’s a part of Brock.’ Her parents couldn’t know that part, but they knew she decided to keep the baby. She loves that little boy with everything she has.”

      My eyes feel wet and I don’t want Jonah to see, but his eyes look the same. I have to get out of here. I need to be outside so I can breathe; I feel like I’m suffocating. “Can you stay with her?”

      “Where are you going? Please don’t go after that man. He doesn’t know about Alex and hasn’t seen Ripley since that night. That would open wounds Ripley’s worked hard to close.” He implores, “Please don’t do that to her.

      I nod and before he can stop me, I’m out the door and in my truck. I don’t look at the house again as I pull away. I’m not sure what to do or how to process this. It hurts worse than any hit I’ve taken from that man or any hit I watched my mom take. I just can’t fathom that my dad hated me so much that when he saw the opportunity, he went after Ripley, the only girl I’ve ever fucking loved.

      What I want to know is why? What did I ever do to that man except exist? No wonder I was drawn to Alex, he’s my half-brother…fuck me running. I pull up in front of my father’s house, and it’s completely dark. He’s either passed out already or at the bar. It takes all my self-control to not march right up to the door and kick it open. I’d give anything to wrap my hands around the motherfucker’s neck and squeeze until there’s nothing left.

      I sit for a while before I decide it’s time to go. I need to put some distance between me and everyone else for right now before I do something I regret. Ripley will understand. She has to.
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      My eyes flutter open and it takes a moment for the cobwebs to clear. That’s why I hate taking Xanax. The rest of the day, I’ll have that lingering hungover feeling. Snippets of last night flash through my mind as embarrassment sets in. I can’t believe I started having a panic attack, and I can only imagine what Brock thought. Rolling over in bed, I find that the other side is empty, and it’s clear no one slept there.

      Probably being the gentleman, he slept on the couch. I climb out of bed, only wobbling slightly before stepping into the bathroom to pee, wash my hands and face, and brush my teeth. I quickly run my brush through my hair until the tangles are out and then throw it up into a bun. Taking a deep breath, I psych myself up and head downstairs. I certainly don’t expect to see Jonah sitting on the couch when I reach the bottom, but there he is, and he stands up as soon as he sees me.

      “Hey, what are you doing here? Is Alex okay?” He comes toward me and grabs my hand, pulling me over to the couch to sit. “You’re freaking me out. What’s going on? Where’s Brock?”

      “Alex is fine. I just talked to Jess and she’s making him breakfast. She’ll bring him over in a bit. I just wanted to talk to you. Do you remember anything from last night after Brock took you to bed?”

      I shake my head, because I honestly don’t. “Did I say something embarrassing?”

      Jonah shakes his head and situates himself so we’re facing each other. “Sweetheart, I hate to tell you this, but when he carried you to bed, you started mumbling about something and he asked you what, thinking you were awake, but you started fighting him and crying out.” He swallows heavily and clenches his eyes closed before opening them. “He knows about Alex. You told him some, then he called me and I came over and filled in the rest.”

      That’s when I notice there are multiple holes in the wall by my front door. This is my worst nightmare. I look back at Jonah. “Brock?” He nods his head slowly. “Where did he go?” My voice is soft and unsure.

      “I don’t know where he went, but he left around one in the morning.” I hang my head as Jonah speaks, but I don’t hear anything he says. Brock must think I’m a horrible person; maybe he blames me for it happening. The first tear hits my hand, then another and another. A quiet sob escapes my lips, and then I’m in Jonah’s arms. “I know honey.” He croons as he rocks me side to side.

      This wasn’t the way it was supposed to go down. I knew he’d be upset when he found out what his dad did, but would he have walked out if he heard it from me? I get myself under control and pull away. On wooden legs, I move into the kitchen and start some coffee, staring as it drips steadily into the carafe.

      “Do you want me to take you over to his grandparents’ house so you can talk to him?”

      I want to say no, but I want him to say how he feels to my face—no slinking off, never to be heard from again. “Do you mind?”

      “No, not at all. We can go whenever you’re ready.” From the cupboard above the coffeemaker, I grab two to-go mugs and fill them both. I hand Jonah his and grab mine, taking it into the living room where I slip on my tennis shoes and grab my purse and phone.

      Once we’re in his car, I give him the address and stare silently out the passenger window as we make our way toward their home. A while later, I hear Jonah’s voice. “I don’t see his truck.”

      I look toward the house and he’s right, Brock’s truck is gone, but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. “Will you wait for me?” I ask as I open the door.

      “Of course. I’ll be right here.”

      Climbing out of the car, I move slowly toward the front door. I’m scared, scared he’s gone, scared he isn’t. With each step I take, it dawns on me that maybe we were just never meant to be together, and the thought kills me. I reach the front door and ring the bell.

      The door opens and his grandpa is standing there. “Ripley? Are you okay sweetheart?”

      “I’m fine, thank you. I was looking for Brock. I know his truck’s gone, but is he coming back soon?” My heart beats a rapid staccato in my chest and it takes all my willpower not to cover my ears so I don’t hear anything he says, especially since the sad look in his eyes tells me I really don’t want to hear it.

      “He left early this morning. He didn’t say when he was coming back. Sweetheart, what happened? Would you like to come in and talk?” He’s so sweet, and it makes me want to cry.

      I cough to clear the frog from my throat. “I can’t, but thank you for the offer. I need to be getting home. My boy will be there soon.” I hold out my hand for a handshake, but he pulls me into a hug instead.

      “Whatever it is, you guys will work it out. God wouldn’t put you two in paths that would cross if it’s not his grand plan, and he didn’t want you two together.” This man makes me miss my grandparents, and I nod before walking back to Jonah’s car.

      I ask Jonah to take me to Alex; he just nods, and then we’re off. I’ll give Brock time…for now, but he can’t run from this.
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        * * *

      

      Alex’s head is in my lap and I stroke his baby fine hair as we watch Finding Dory for the millionth time. My baby boy has been kind of quiet since Jessica brought him home; maybe it’s just because he’s picking up on my pouty mood. I had hoped I would hear from Brock at some point today, but I haven’t heard from him at all. I texted him about an hour ago to see if he wanted to talk but got nothing in return, which didn’t surprise me in the least.

      I want to break down, but I can’t. I can’t let Alex see me like that, especially since he’s too young to understand any of it. Over the past four years, I’ve often wondered what I will say when he asks about his father, knowing full well that I’ll never tell him. I can’t imagine it would be good to find out the way he was conceived. It was a conscious decision I made when I didn’t terminate the pregnancy.

      It’s not good to lie, but wouldn’t it do more harm to tell him the truth? In reality, the only thing he needs to know is that I love him more than anything and he’s got a family that loves him too.

      “Baby, are you getting hungry for dinner? Mommy will make your favorite if you want.” This kid could eat his weight in chicken nuggets easily.

      “Can we have mac and cheese too?”

      I place my lips on the top of his head, inhaling the scent of his shampoo. “We sure can. Lift up, baby, and I’ll go get it started.” He sits up and I give him a big hug, squeezing him tight before I stand up and head into the kitchen. My phone pings and I can’t help but rush toward it, then am filled with disappointment when I see that it’s Jessica, not Brock.

      
        
        Jessica: Hey girl! Have you heard from him?

        Ripley: No ☹

        Jessica: Jonah is threatening to go kick his ass for you, just FYI.

        

      

      Of course he is, but damn, it’s time to stop involving everyone else in my life. They’ve done so much; when are they going to say enough is enough and cut ties with us? What if all my drama drove a wedge between Jess and Jonah? I’d never forgive myself.

      
        
        Ripley: Please tell him thanks, but I’ll take care of it. I need to stop pulling you guys into my drama. You guys are getting married in a couple weeks—you have more important stuff to worry about.

        Jessica: Girl we love you, we love Alex. Why wouldn’t we worry?

        

      

      She’s such a sweetheart.

      
        
        Ripley: I know, and we love you too, but I just don’t want to become a burden.

        Jessica: I’m about to hop in my car and come over and smack you for saying that. We’re family, whether blood or not, and you’d do the same for us so shut up with that burden talk. If you need us, we’re here.

        Ripley: Okay, and I’m sorry, you’re right. I love you!

        

      

      After dinner, we skip Alex’s bath; he’ll get one in the morning. To be honest, I’m exhausted and want to go to bed, but of course, I have to wait until Alex goes to bed. I want him close, and at bedtime I let him lie with me in bed while he watches cartoons and I read. Of course I’m barely paying attention to the story because I can’t stop thinking about Brock and his lack of communicating.

      I look down when I feel a wet spot on my stomach where Alex’s head is resting; I see he’s fast asleep and has left a huge drool spot on me. I grab him under his arms and pull him up so he’s lying on the pillows next to me, and then I stare at his sleeping face. How this beautiful little creature could come from such a horrible act is beyond me.

      I’m thankful every day that there seems to be none of him in my child. A part of me prayed that he’d look like Brock, but in a way I’m glad he doesn’t; it would hurt too much looking at his sweet little face. My fingers stroke his little cheek and I smile as he snuggles deeper into my fluffy pillows. I shut the TV off and grab my phone from the nightstand.

      I have things I need to say to Brock, and if he ignores me, that’s on him. My stomach knots painfully as I start typing the text.

      
        
        Ripley: Hey, I know you’re ignoring me and that’s fine, but there are some things I need to say. I wish I’d been the one to tell you about your dad. You have no idea what it was like to wake up in a strange room, not remembering how I got there and finding your dad sitting in the corner. I threw up all over the bed when I realized what had happened. The whole time he said nothing, just wore a cocky grin on his face. I never pressed charges because I didn’t want to hurt your mom or my parents, and I didn’t want it getting back to you. I blamed myself for a long time and then I found out I was pregnant. I know Jonah told you that story, and believe it or not, I don’t regret my decision to have Alex. I love him so much I would die for him, would kill for him. I can’t figure out why you’re avoiding me, but maybe it’s because I disgust you now? I don’t expect you to have a relationship with Alex because honestly he can’t ever know who his father is, but maybe a part of me hoped you’d want to be in our lives. Obviously that was wishful thinking. I love you, Brock. I’ve loved you since I was fifteen, and I think I’ll love you forever. You were meant to be mine, and I was meant to be yours, we just can’t seem to get it right because you seem to love running when things get rough, and Alex and I deserve better than that. I could go on and on, but that’s all I want you to know for now.

        

      

      My thumb hovers over the send key and before I can delete it, I hit send, set my phone down, and go to sleep.

      

      
        
        BROCK

      

      

      What am I doing here? I’ve been sitting in my truck down from Ripley’s house for the past half hour. The house is dark except I can see the flicker of a TV up on the second floor. Is she having trouble sleeping? Is it because of me? Is it because of what that son of a bitch did to her? I felt terrible about leaving, but I needed time to process everything. I can’t believe that sweet little boy shares the same DNA as the bastard that sired me.

      My phone rings and pulls me out of my thoughts. It’s Tiffany, and honestly I’m not really in the mood to talk to her, but fuck me, I can’t be mean to her. I’ll just talk to her quickly and be done.

      “Hey Tiff. How are you?”

      “I’m good honey. I was just checking in on you, seeing how things were going.” I wish I felt more for her. “Have you worked things out with your ex?”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. How do I answer her, especially now that I know the truth about her son? “Honestly…I have no idea. Things have come to light that make things even more muddled. Maybe when I get back we can talk over coffee or something.”

      “Really?” Her sigh sounds relieved and sends off a tiny warning in the back of my head, but I ignore it. “Well, that would be great.”

      “Okay, it’s a plan then. I’ll be leaving next Monday and should be home late Tuesday or early Wednesday. I’ll call you when I’m home.” I hear my phone beep and pull it away from my ear, seeing it’s a text from Ripley. “I’ve got to go, but we’ll talk later.”

      “Sounds great, baby.” Wait…what? “Call me when you’re home.”

      “Yeah sounds good.” I disconnect the call and pull up Ripley’s text message, and my stomach turns as I read it. I can’t even imagine what that was like for her, and it makes me homicidal to imagine that man touching her. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I read the line where she says she thinks I’m disgusted by her over and over again. I hate that she didn’t report him because she didn’t want to hurt my mom, didn’t want it to get back to me.

      It’s not hard to realize that she would in fact die or kill for that child, my brother. Bile sits in my throat; is she telling me goodbye? I know I shouldn’t be surprised because I haven’t spoken to her since I found out about my dad’s heinous act. It’s just…it’s just I need time to process everything I’ve learned. I feel like it’s my fault that it happened because had I not left her, I could’ve protected her. She wouldn’t have been out drinking because she would’ve been with me.

      I look up at the window again and see that the TV is now off. With a sigh, I start up my truck and head home. When I step inside, I find my granddad sitting at the dining room table. “Can’t sleep?” I sit down across from him.

      “No, not really. What were you doing tonight?”

      I scrub a hand over my head. “Sitting outside Ripley’s house.”

      He raises an eyebrow at me. “Why? Did something happen?”

      I need to talk to someone, and I can trust my granddad to keep it to himself. “Can we sit outside and talk?” We both stand up and he follows me outside.

      Side by side, we sit on the top step. I take a deep breath and spill everything—everything but the fact that it’s my dad I’m talking about. By the time I’m done, I’m crying like a girl, but I don’t care because I’ve kept everything bottled up inside me for too long. “Why her, why did that have to happen to my Ripley? I don’t get how someone could be so cruel.

      My granddad wraps his arm around my shoulders, cursing under his breath. “That poor girl.” He lowers his voice. “I’m not sure how someone could do something like that except that maybe they’re sick. I mean it’s obvious that he’s evil, but my God, to do what he did is insane.” My granddad hugs me into his side. “Son, I know it hurts, but don’t let the hate flowing through you infect you.” I finally stop crying; there is just so much anger and sadness inside me right now and I’m not sure how to deal with it.

      “I have another appointment with mom’s psychologist.”

      “That’s good son. It’s not good to keep that shit inside you. It begins to fester and could destroy you. I’m here for you and whatever you need, or whatever the beautiful girl and her handsome son need.” We both finally head inside.

      In my bed, I stare up at the ceiling for a long time, Tiny restless next to me. “I know buddy. I just need a little more time and then we’ll go back. It’s also time to start looking for a place, because I think we should move back here. What do you think?” He bumps my hand with his snout. “I thought you might like that idea.”
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      Today’s the day—Jonah and Jessica are finally getting married, and Alex and I are on our way to the church to finish getting ready. My mom watched him this morning while I got my hair and makeup done, and I brought along hair gel to style his blond mop when we get there and he’s dressed. The past week has been crazy busy between work, Alex, and Jessica’s bachelorette party, which was a success and a lot of fun. Last Monday night, Brock stopped over.

      It had been a long day; I’d had to work right through lunch, and I had been late picking up Alex, who had also been a grouch, but I think he was just feeding off of my mood. After a late dinner, I helped Alex shower quickly and got him ready for bed.

      “Mommy will you read me a story?” He grabbed Where the Wild Things Are, climbed into his bed, and scooted over so I could lie down next to him. I began to read him his story and he fell asleep almost immediately, so I gently climbed out of the bed and headed downstairs.

      I grabbed the laundry out of the dryer and took it into the living room to fold while I watched Top Chef. When I watch that show, it always makes me want to take cooking classes. My cooking repertoire is pretty limited right now because with it being just the two of us there is no point going all out for meals sometimes.

      A faint knock on the door pulled my attention away from the TV; it was eight-thirty and I had no idea who it could be. I knew it wasn’t Jonah because he never just shows up; he always calls or texts me. Moving across the living room, I peered out the window to find Brock standing on my porch. A part of me wanted to let him sit out there all night, but the other part of me wanted to hear what he had to say about everything.

      I took a deep breath and opened the door. “Hey.”

      “Can I come in?” He looked like shit; he had bags under his eyes, was sporting a thick five o’clock shadow, and his hair was all disheveled.

      I nodded as I pushed the screen door open and stepped back as he came in. I shut the door and followed him into the living room, watching as he paced back and forth. I wasn’t sure if I should speak or wait for him to start, but he decided for me when he turned to face me.

      “I came to say goodbye. Tomorrow I’m heading back to North Carolina.” My stomach sank. “I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone because I have loose ends to tie up there, but I’m coming back, and when I do, I want us to talk about everything—about us, about Alex, and our future.”

      “Why haven’t I seen you since you found out about Alex? Do you have any idea how that made me feel? After it happened, I felt dirty and ashamed, like I let it happen or somehow it was my fault.” He opened his mouth to speak, but I held up my hand to stop him. “No, I don’t want to hear it right now. I want you to listen to me. I meant what I said. I love you, so fucking much I ache, but you run when things get rough or hard. I can’t allow you back in my life, in Alex’s unless you can prove to us that you aren’t going to bolt every time things get difficult.”

      As Brock moved toward me, I backed away until I met the wall. His hands caged me in and my belly fluttered, but I ignored it. He dipped his head so his face was level with mine. “I am going to prove it to you. I will be back, and when I am, we’re going to talk. We’re going to work on being an us again, and that includes that beautiful little boy of yours.” I felt the tears leak from my eyes because I wanted to believe him, but I couldn’t, at least not right then.

      His fingers sifted through my hair and he gripped me by the back of the neck. “I love you, Ripley.” He kissed me softly before pulling away. “I’m going to go because Tiny and I have to be on the road pretty early tomorrow. I’ll call you when we get there and when I know for sure when I’ll be back. Next week, I sign my End of Active Service papers. I have to arrange movers and pack, but I don’t think it’ll take me long to get everything going. They’ll help me with expenses and relocating. I’m coming back.”

      “I’ll believe it when I see it.” I hated being bitchy, but I just couldn’t believe him, not yet.

      “I get it baby. I know I haven’t earned your trust yet, but I will.” He pulled me into a hug and squeezed me tight then let go and grabbed my hand, pulling me toward the door. “I’ll call you the day after tomorrow. I’m hoping to be home by six. Remember, I’m an hour ahead of you.” He kissed me one more time before leaving then I watched him walk to his truck and climb in. With a wave, he was gone.

      I shut and locked the door. After I finished folding the laundry, I shut down the rest of the house and headed upstairs. As I lay in bed, I stared up at the ceiling and said a little prayer that things would finally work out for us.

      Arriving at the church, I slip out of my car and grab Alex out of the back seat. Jonah’s already got Alex’s little tux so I just grab my garment bag and duffle bag out of the back seat. Inside, I find Jessica’s brother, Scott. Jessica tried to set us up, but I couldn’t do it because if something happened or didn’t work out, I didn’t want it to affect our friendship. I’ve always felt I could never be in a serious relationship until I finally stopped loving Brock, which hasn’t happened.

      Brock kept his promise and called me when he got to North Carolina. I didn’t tell him I missed him, that even Alex had asked about him—and Tiny, of course. He promised to call me when he knew for sure when he was coming back. I’m still skeptical that he’s actually coming back, but we’ll just have to wait and see.

      “Hey Ripley. How are you?” He looks down at Alex. “How are you little man?”

      I give him a quick hug. “We’re good. How are you?”

      “Doing great, can’t wait to see my baby sister get married. Do you want me to take Alex to Jonah? He’s got his tux out all ready to go.”

      “Yeah that’d be great. I’ll come over as soon as I’m dressed so I can finish his hair and whatnot. Alex, go with Scott and be a good boy. I’ll see you in a little bit.”

      I make my way downstairs where the bridal suite is. Knocking once, I poke my head in. “Is it okay if I come in?”

      The girls wave me in and I go right to Jessica where she’s drinking champagne and sitting in her robe. Her brown hair is pinned back on the sides with jeweled bobby pins and hangs in big loose curls down her back. We hug each other before I grab my dress and take it into one of the dressing rooms. My dress is the same style as her bridesmaids’ dresses, but mine is black with white edges. It’s column style so it’s formfitting and hugs my body, and it’s strapless so the bodice is tight, pushing my breasts up.

      I slip on my black stiletto heels and head back out into the main room. I get a lot of wows from the girls and Jessica comes over to me, wrapping me in her arms.

      “You look gorgeous babe.” She’s smiling widely at me.

      “Thank you, you too. I can’t wait to see you in your dress. I love you chica and I’m so happy for you. I’m going to let you spend time with your girls and go help Alex finish getting ready. See you in just a bit.” I kiss her cheek and then wave to the rest of the girls and Jessica’s mom.

      I reach the groom’s suite and see Jonah’s parents getting ready to step in. “Mr. and Mrs. Mitchell,” I call. They both turn to me, giving me huge smiles.

      “Ripley, darling. Don’t you look beautiful,” his mom says. Jonah looks a lot like her with matching blond hair and blue eyes, but he’s tall like his dad and has his strong cheekbones.

      “Thank you.” She kisses my cheek, and Mr. Mitchell pulls me into a hug before the three of us step inside. Alex is already dressed, and from the looks of it, someone already did his hair. It’s slicked back with a slight wave at the front, and he looks like a little man.

      “Mommy! Gramma and Grandpa M!” They both love on Alex before greeting their son, who just shakes his head at me. We both tend to take a back seat whenever my son is around, but that’s not a bad thing. I certainly can’t complain that my son isn’t well loved.

      Everyone starts heading to the vestibule, but I hang back. I move to stand right in front of Jonah then reach up and straighten his bow tie. “You look so handsome. Are you nervous?”

      “No, I’m just anxious to make her my wife. I do wish we could put off our honeymoon for another couple of weeks though.”

      “Why?”

      “To make sure Brock comes back.”

      I hold up my hand to stop him. “No way, you’re not delaying your honeymoon because of me. You’re starting a new chapter in your life and I’m not going to be the cause of you two putting your lives on hold. I feel stronger now than I ever have. You’re going to go on your honeymoon and have a great time, and not worry about us because Alex and I are going to be just fine.”

      Jonah leans forward, placing his lips on my forehead. “You’re the best friend I’ve ever had Rip. You and Alex have made me a better person.”

      My eyes fill with tears, but I lean back and fan them away. “Same. Now let’s go get you married.” I leave him at the back stairs that lead to the front of the church then make my way to the vestibule where I find Alex with Jonah’s parents and my mom.

      “Okay everyone, let’s start lining up,” the wedding planner says. Jonah’s dad leads my mom and Jonah’s mom inside.

      When it’s our turn, I grab Alex’s hand in mine and we walk down the aisle. Alex is the unofficial best man, so he stands with me next to Jonah. “Wedding March” begins and everyone stands. As soon as Jessica appears at the end, I hear Jonah’s swift intake of breath, and I can’t blame him. She’s a beautiful bride, and when she finally reaches Jonah, they get married.
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        * * *

      

      I stick the key in the lock of my front door as I try to juggle a sleeping Alex in my arms. The reception was a blast and my sweet boy danced his little booty off until he finally passed out on my mom’s lap. As Jonah and Jessica went through all reception stuff—cake cutting, dances, my speech, the maid of honor’s speech—I couldn’t help but feel a little bit of envy and maybe a little sadness because I want the kind of love they have.

      Yes, I love Brock and he loves me, but I don’t know if I can trust it. I tried to push those thoughts out of my mind and enjoy my evening, and most of the night I danced with Alex, though I did dance with Jonah’s dad once, and once with his favorite uncle. It wasn’t until toward the end of the night that I danced with Jonah. Neither of us had to say anything to each other because the bond we have is so strong.

      I carry Alex upstairs and strip him out of his tux, leaving him just in his underwear. I’m exhausted after the long day so I take off my dress and slip on my robe. In the bathroom, I take the pins out of my hair, brush it out, and wash the makeup off. Back in my bedroom, I climb into my bed and pull out my phone.

      
        
        Ripley: Are you up?

        Brock: I am. How was the wedding?

        Ripley: It was great…perfect. It truly was. I miss you. I shouldn’t tell him that, should make him wonder, but I don’t want to play games. We’ve been dealt enough shit and I’m not going to add to it, because it’s not going to do us any favors.

        

      

      
        
        Brock: I miss you too. Fuck I miss you. How’s Alex?

        Ripley: He’s good. He’s passed out. You would’ve been so proud of him today. He did such a good job. I’ll send you a picture of him in his tux.

        

      

      I send Brock the picture of Alex and me at the reception.

      
        
        Brock: Wow! You both look great. In two days I sign my papers and I’m out. I’ve already started packing and should be heading back a week from Friday.

        

      

      That’s almost two weeks. We still have yet to talk about things, but he’s insistent that we do it in person. I’d rather do it over the phone, at least some of it.

      When it comes to Brock, I’m so confused. On one hand, I shouldn’t give him the time of day after everything that’s happened, but—and it’s a big but—on the other hand, I know I’d regret it if I didn’t see where things went, didn’t see if we could get past everything and have a future together.

      Alex and I are a package deal, and I need to know that he can handle being around my boy knowing that his father is also Alex’s.

      
        
        Ripley: That seems so far away. ☹ Alex misses Tiny, just so you know.

        Brock: I think Tiny misses Alex just as much. I’ve never seen him pout so much.

        

      

      I cover my mouth as I yawn. We say goodnight and I put my phone down, and it doesn’t take long before my eyes drift shut.

      

      
        
        BROCK

      

      

      Since I’ve been home in North Carolina, I’ve been busy, pretty much running myself into exhaustion every day, which keeps me from obsessing about Ripley and Alex. I’ve started packing up my house and selling the furniture I don’t plan on taking with me. My mom is letting me stay with her until I find a place, and maybe I’ll be lucky enough to share that place with Ripley and Alex. In a perfect world, I’ll share it with any other children we might have as well.

      My boss was a little disappointed that I was signing my EAS papers, but we had a long talk about everything—my mom, my dad, Ripley, and Alex. I don’t think I’ve ever talked about my feelings so much, but I do admit, the more I talk, the better I feel. When I think about it, the rage is gone—well, maybe not gone, but it’s not as strong. He understood my need to be home, closer to my family and the people I love. No matter what happens with Ripley and me, there is no doubt that I want to be home in Aldridge. I’ve already applied for a couple different jobs, and with a letter of recommendation from Sergeant Richards, I should hopefully have no problem getting an interview.

      Friday night, Tiffany’s coming over to talk. I’ve kept our communication limited to phone calls and texts since I’ve been back; it’s not that I don’t want to see her, it’s just that I need to figure out how to approach our talk so I don’t hurt her or lead her on. I’d love to remain friends, but I think once I move home, it’ll pretty much be over.

      I look at my phone and again pull up the picture Ripley sent me from the wedding. I hate that I wasn’t there to be their date, but I’m glad they had a good time. She looks fucking gorgeous in that dress, and Alex looks like a little man in his tux.

      With a couple taps on my phone, I make their picture my wallpaper so I can see them whenever I want. I wasn’t lying when I told Ripley that Tiny missed Alex—the dog has been moping around like a sad sack, and if I say Alex’s name, Tiny perks up until he realizes his little buddy isn’t there.

      I set the alarm on my phone and set it on my nightstand. These two weeks are going to go by so slow for me, but I just need to remember that when all is said and done, we’ll at least be in the same town.
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        * * *

      

      My team decided they wanted to take me out for drinks last night—of course, I just had a beer and that’s it. Most of them know I’m not a big drinker and why. After all the training we went through together, it’s natural that we know each other’s dark secrets and what drives us to do the things we do. They didn’t give me shit for switching to pop, and I ended up giving a few of them a ride home.

      It’s true that when you work closely with a team, you become brothers. Miguel Rodriguez got shot when I did, on what was supposed to be a simple scouting mission but ended up being based on bad intel. He took one to the chest, and it was while I was dragging him to safety that I took the two shots to my shoulder and leg. Luckily, reinforcements showed up and got us the rest of the way to shelter.

      We don’t talk about it a lot, but we can share a look and know that the other is thinking about it. It’s sad that I’ve had an easier time getting over getting shot than dealing with the demons from my childhood and teen years.

      I drove Miguel home last and ended up sitting and talking to him and his wife, Rosa, until the wee hours of the morning. Rosa drilled me about Ripley and Alex, and what I was going to do. She insisted that I needed to make a grand gesture and prove I was in it for the long haul. She was right; that is what I need to do. They invited me to come over for a goodbye dinner before I left, and I happily accepted.

      Now I’m waiting for Tiffany to get here, and this is the last thing on my to-do list before I head home. I do a walk through and my place looks so bare without most of my furniture and everything else in boxes. I brew a pot of coffee while I wait for her and take Tiny outside, tossing his rope toy around the back yard. Hopefully Tiny will behave while she’s over.

      When it’s time for her to arrive, I head back inside and pour myself a cup of joe just as the doorbell rings. I take a deep breath and move through my house to the front door with Tiny following behind me, growling. “Dude shut it. Go lay down.” The temperamental pain in the ass plops down on his bed with a sigh.

      I open the door to Tiffany and she flashes me a huge smile. “Hi honey.” She wraps her arms around me in a tight hug that lasts a little too long for my taste. “I’ve missed you.” She sighs. Carefully, I step back, and she looks confused by that.

      “It’s good seeing you. Do you want some coffee?” She follows me into the kitchen, but I don’t miss that she’s glancing around with wide eyes.

      “Yeah, sure. Where’s all your stuff?”

      I pour her a cup of coffee and hand it to her. “Well, that’s what I wanted you to come over for. I wanted to tell you that I’m moving back to Illinois.”

      A low growl pulls my attention to Tiny, and I give him a look that makes him stop and lay his head back down. I look back at Tiffany and see she’s got tears running down her face.

      “Why are you leaving me? What did I do wrong?”

      “Tiffany, you didn’t do anything, it’s just time for me to go home and see to things there.” I’m not sure what to do here. If I hug her, I could be giving her the wrong signal, but if I don’t, I’m a jerk.

      “You mean back to Ripley and her kid.” She swipes angrily at her tears. “What is so special about them that you’re willing to lose what we have?”

      “She’s my world, and Alex has…” I swallow the lump in my throat. “He has begun to mean just as much. I’m sorry if this hurts you and you can’t understand it, but it’s the way it is. I never meant to hurt you…”

      Her face falls. “Is he your son? Is that why?”

      “No he’s not my son, but he’s my…” Fuck, I almost let that slip and screwed everything up. Thank goodness I couldn’t stand seeing the hurt look on her face, realized what I was doing, and stopped before saying too much. She’s looking at me with assessing eyes now, but it’s not her business to know. Tears leak from her eyes and I know I’ve hurt her feelings, but it couldn’t be helped.

      “I’m sorry if it hurts you that I’m leaving, but I have to. My life is in Aldridge now.” I grab her hands. “It was never my intention to hurt you, but do you get it? Do you get why I have to go?”

      She lets out a puff of air. “I get it, but I don’t like it.”

      We sit and talk about easy stuff after that while we drink our coffee. The pleasantness in her voice is completely forced, but at least she stops giving me an uneasy feeling. I’m relieved when she gets ready to go. “I still would like to check in with you occasionally if I can?”

      “Yeah, that’d be okay. You take care of yourself.”

      “You too, and good luck when you get home.” She hugs me and then kisses my cheek, rather slowly; it makes me a little uncomfortable. She finally pulls away from me and I watch her walk to her car and then climb in. Right before she peels out of the driveway, I swear she gives me a nasty look, but I can’t be sure from here.

      That’s all right—I won’t be here much longer.
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      I pull my phone out of the cup holder and dial Ripley’s number; she answers on the second ring. “Hey. Where are you?” I hate that her voice is indifferent to me, but I deserve it. I accept it, but I’m going to work my ass off to change it and make things right with her.

      “I’m almost through Indiana so I should be there in three and a half hours. Tiny’s getting impatient and I’m getting tired.” I’ve been on the road for eight hours and all I want to do is crash.

      “Are you heading to your mom’s or your grandparents’ house?”

      “I’m heading to my grandparents’ place. My mom doesn’t have a yard for Tiny and he’ll need space to run around for a while. Also, I’m pretty sure my granddad missed Tiny more than me.” I smile at the sound of her laugh; it feels me with a warmth I can only get from her.

      “I don’t think that’s true, but I know Alex misses that dog something fierce. Oh, Jonah and Jessica got back from their honeymoon yesterday. They’re both tan and relaxed, and I swear Jessica’s absolutely glowing.” Her sigh comes through the phone. “You should see all the stuff they brought home for Alex. It was a little excessive, but trying to tell them not to is like talking to myself, so I don’t even try anymore. I just can’t wait for Alex to see it all.”

      “I’m putting you on speaker.” I slip my phone into a little holder so I can talk to her. “I’m glad they had a good time.” After taking a deep breath, I blurt out, “I’ve missed you.” Silence greets me on the other end. Was that too much? Well, it’s too late now. I already put it out there. “Rip?”

      “Yeah I’m here.” Her voice is soft, and I hear Alex’s little voice in the background.

      “Can I say hi to Alex?”

      “Sure hold on, just one second.” Her muffled voice is all I can hear in the background.

      “Hi Brock! Where’s Tiny? I miss him so much! Are you coming ober? Please come ober today!” he screeches excitedly.

      “Hey buddy! It’ll be too late to come over tonight, but how about this: if it’s okay with your mom, Tiny and I will come over tomorrow.”

      “Mommy can Brock and Tiny come ober tomorrow?” he shouts loudly into the phone. I hear Ripley’s voice in the background. “She said yes!”

      His enthusiasm is contagious, and I smile as I listen to his excited chatter. Finally, Ripley gets back on the phone. “As you can tell he’s super excited to see Tiny…no offense.”

      “None taken. Their bond is sweet. Is that okay though, you know, that we come over tomorrow?”

      “That’s fine, just let me know what time. We need to go grocery shopping, but we’ll do that in the morning.”

      I’m glad she is agreeable to letting me and Tiny come over tomorrow. “Okay, I’ll text you in the morning. I’m going to let you go because traffic’s getting heavy so I need to concentrate. Bye Ripley.”

      “Be safe,” she says before disconnecting our call.

      “Tiny?” I hear a woof from the back seat. “I think I’m going to have my work cut out for me. They’re worth it though.” I murmur the last part to myself.
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        * * *

      

      I wake to the smell of coffee and bacon. After throwing on a t-shirt, my first stop is the bathroom to take a leak, wash my hands, and brush my teeth. In the kitchen, I find my granddad making breakfast and Tiny sitting next to him, begging for bacon.

      “Good morning.” I give Tiny a big head rub before slapping my granddad on the back.

      He pulls a coffee mug down and brings it to me after filling it with some hot brew. “Morning son, how’d you sleep?”

      “Great. How has Tiny been? Poor dog does such a good job traveling, but it can’t be super comfortable for him.” As soon as we got back last night, he went right to my grandma and collapsed at her feet.

      “He’s been a good boy. We played fetch a little bit and then tug of war, and then we went for a walk. Now he wants bacon.” My granddad grabs a piece of bacon and passes it to my dog. Yes, my dog is spoiled, and he’s not ashamed to beg for food.

      “I appreciate you seeing to him and letting me sleep.” Tiny and I got back at ten-thirty last night and I was exhausted. My grandma shooed me to bed and said they’d get Tiny sorted. Sure enough, as soon as I collapsed on my bed, I passed right out.

      “Of course. You were dead on your feet. Are you going to relax today?”

      I shake my head. “No, Tiny and I are going to go visit Ripley and Alex.”

      “That’s great. I’m sure there’s lots to talk about. Son, I want nothing more than for you to find happiness. In my gut I know it’s with Ripley and Alex.”

      “I know it too. I just have to prove to her that I’m not going to leave her again.”

      Once breakfast is done, we sit together and eat in a companionable silence. After I finish eating, I clean up the kitchen then jump in the shower. I shave and brush my teeth before heading back into my room to get dressed. Since I’m heading to Ripley’s with the dog, I just throw on a muscle shirt and some basketball shorts. After I throw a ball cap on my head, I shoot a quick text to Ripley to see if she’s home. A minute later, she says they just got back and to come on over.

      After I get Tiny loaded up, we head over toward Ripley’s. It’s like he can tell where we’re going and begins whining from the back seat. “Shut it, boy. We’re going to be there soon.” I look at him in the rearview mirror. “You’ve got to help me win them over. They belong to us and we belong to them, and Ripley needs to see that.”

      A bark is his reply as we reach her street. As soon as I stop my truck, I see Alex come tearing out of the house screaming for Tiny and Tiny trying to break out my window. “Jesus fuck dog. Calm down, let me open the door.”

      I don’t even bother leashing him because he goes right to Alex. Stepping into the yard, I notice Ripley standing at the bottom of the steps. She’s gorgeous. Her hair is braided again and she’s wearing another Cubs shirt with cutoff sweats that show off her tan, toned legs.

      On autopilot, my feet carry me until I’m standing right in front of her. “Hi.”

      “Hi,” she softly says. I pull her into a hug and at first, she holds her body stiff, but then I feel her arms wrap around me. It’s still a little stiff and awkward, but I keep holding her until I finally feel her relax into me, resting her cheek against my chest while we watch Alex and Tiny run around in circles. “I’m glad you got home safely.”

      “Thanks. I think someone else is happy too.” Alex is now lying on his back while Tiny licks the side of his face.

      After the boys get up I follow behind them as we step inside and Alex runs up the stairs with Tiny following behind him.

      “Alex, no running!”

      “Okay Mommy!”

      I sit on the couch and watch Ripley fidget around, almost like she can’t figure out what to do with herself. That ever-present ache in my stomach starts to build because I hate seeing her uncomfortable and knowing it’s because of me. “Rip, come sit with me. Let’s talk a little bit.” She looks at me with wide eyes. “No, not about that, not about Alex, okay?” With reluctant steps, she comes toward me and sits down.

      I rub my sweaty palms down the legs of my shorts. Fuck, this is crazy. Why am I so nervous? Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly and grab her hand, lacing our fingers together.

      “I know I have no right to expect anything from you, but I will never be able to apologize enough for hurting you when I left. You’ve been the one true good thing in my life and when I hit you, all I saw was my dad hitting my mom, hitting me. I know I’ve got some issues, but I’m trying to get past them. First things first, I wanted to tell you about the day I was shot.”

      Her hand squeezes mine. “Sure, of course.”

      “Well, I’ve told you I was a scout sniper in the Marines. My team was doing some reconnaissance and surveillance after we got some intel about a possible terrorist cell. We were only supposed to get close enough to gather information, and it didn’t take long to realize we’d been given false info and it was a trap. My partner took one to the chest, and it was while I was dragging him away that I took one to the shoulder and one to my leg.

      “We got to safety as the rest of our team moved in and got control of the situation. Luckily, both bullets went in and out, so I wasn’t out of commission long.” I turn and see she’s looking at me, her eyes bright with unshed tears. “Hey, no tears. You can see that I’m okay.”

      “I know, I just don’t like the thought of you being so far away from me and being hurt.” I reach out, wiping away the lone tear that’s sliding down her cheek. Her chin’s wobbling and I grab her hand, pulling her toward me so I can wrap my arms around her. She buries her face in my t-shirt. Stroking Ripley’s back, I feel her shudder and hug her tightly to my chest. A few moments later, she finally calms down and pulls away from me.

      “No more tears. Please, they’re breaking my heart.” I press my lips against her forehead and hear that beautiful sigh slip past her lips. “I promise I’m okay, and I’m out now.”

      Ripley scrubs her hands over her face and blows out a breath. “I’m good. Sorry.” She looks toward the stairs and back at me. “They’re being really quiet.”

      In a flash we both fly up the stairs to Alex’s door, where we can hear Alex’s excited chatter. “A is for apple. B is for ball. What’s this letter? That’s the letter C for cat.” Tiny gives a snort that we hear through the door and Ripley smiles at me widely. “Tiny, you’re gonna lib with me. You can sleep right here.”

      I grab her hand and pull her to me. Without thinking, I back her into the wall, and then my lips are on hers. She holds herself rigid at first, until suddenly her mouth opens and her tongue is connecting with mine. My dick is hard as fuck right now, but I can’t do anything because her son is in the other room. Plus, we should really be taking our time. There’s so much we still need to talk about, and we shouldn’t be getting intimate until we do. I don’t want what I want us to build to be built solely on the physical.

      What we used to have was so much deeper than that. Even when we were driven by hormones, our relationship was still so much more. I reluctantly pull my lips away, but our bodies are still touching. “You make it very hard for me to behave myself.”

      Her lips twitch and I can tell she’s trying hard not to smile. “Same,” she whispers. Ripley presses her forehead into my chest.

      “Are you sniffing me?”

      She pulls her head back to look at me. “Maybe. Are you hungry?”

      “I could eat.”

      After Ripley checks on Alex—who is “starbing”—she leads me downstairs where we stand side by side to make grilled cheese sandwiches and a fruit salad.

      A few minutes later, Alex comes barreling into the kitchen, followed by Tiny. We sit at the table and listen as Alex tells the sweetest little stories. I just can’t take my eyes off of him—that sweet little boy is my brother. I can’t think about it though, because all I can think about is what happened to Ripley.

      We finish lunch and I take Alex and Tiny outside while Ripley vacuums and picks up the living room. I offered to help, but she said keeping an eye on Alex would help her more. Tiny and Alex play fetch as I sit down on the back steps. I hear a door open, and out of the corner of my eye, I see Ripley’s neighbor.

      “Hey,” he hollers.

      I look in his direction and give him a chin lift. “How’s it going?”

      “Good. Where’s Ripley?” This guy is something else.

      “She’s inside. Why do you ask?” I stand up.

      Tim, Tom—whatever his name is—just shrugs his shoulder. “No reason. Just saw Alex out here and thought maybe he was alone. You were gone for a bit.”

      “Yep, had to take care of some stuff back in North Carolina, but I’m back for good now.”

      “Well, I kept an eye on them for you.” Did this guy really just say that to me? Like what…I should be grateful? The fuck I am. If I had it my way, I’d move them right out of this place.

      “Thanks.”

      I turn to where Alex and Tiny are sitting. “Alex, it’s time to head inside.” Turning back to Ripley’s neighbor, I make my point very clear. “I appreciate you looking after them, but I’m back, so I’ll take over.” He holds my stare until turning away and walking into his house.

      Following Alex and Tiny, I step into the kitchen and find Ripley leaning against the counter with her arms crossed over her chest. She looks at Alex and says, “Why don’t you and Tiny go watch one of your shows. We’ll be right in.” She turns back to me. “Seriously?”

      “What? I don’t like that guy.”

      Ripley moves until she’s standing in front of me. “Brock, I promise you he’s completely harmless. Yes, he stares at my boobs, but he’s never tried anything. If I’m not worried, you shouldn’t be either.”

      A squeak slips past her lips as I pull her to me. My fingers spear her hair and I tip her head back; I want to kiss her again, so bad, but I shouldn’t. With a sigh, I let her go and step back. Hurt crosses her features, but she quickly hides it.

      “Rip, I want nothing more than to kiss you and kiss you again, but I’ve hurt you over and over again. I need to prove to you that you can trust your feelings with me and trust me with your son’s too.” I can’t help it—I have to touch her, so I reach out and cup the back of her neck with my hand and pull her back to me. “Please let me do that.”

      “You’re right. I need you to prove you’re not going to leave us again.” Her hands rest against my chest. “Please don’t hurt me again.” Ripley’s voice takes on a pleading tone.

      “I wish I could make that promise, but you know I can’t, just like I know you can’t. I promise that if I do hurt you, I will do everything in my power to fix it.” I lean forward until my face is right in front of hers. “Baby, I’m going to screw up and so are you, but I swear to you, no more running.”

      Ripley’s eyes close and I hug her to me, my hand stroking over her braided hair.

      We finally break apart and head into the living room, where Rip walks quietly to the coffee table and grabs her phone, aiming it at Alex, who is curled up on the floor with his head resting against Tiny’s side. Both of them are fast asleep. I grab my phone and snap a couple of pictures too.

      “Do you want to see some pictures of Alex as a baby?” Ripley’s voice pulls me from staring at Alex and Tiny.

      “Yeah, that’d be great.” She tells me to go sit in the kitchen and that she’ll be right back. A few minutes later, she returns with a thick photo album.

      “I’ve got a lot, so just tell me if you’ve had enough.” Her voice carries a hint of laughter when she says it.

      We start at the beginning with Ripley in a hospital bed with a huge belly, and fuck me, she looks beautiful. The next one is of her with a gooey-looking baby on her chest and Jonah at her side with tears rolling down his cheeks, smiling widely. In the next picture, Ripley’s in a pink nightgown in a rocking chair with Alex in her arms. My chest aches as I flip through more pictures and listen to her stories behind them.

      There are a lot of pictures of Alex and Ripley’s dad, and sadness washes over me that he won’t have his grandpa around to teach him and guide him like he guided me. It’s obvious that Alex is a very well-loved boy.

      “I know it’s crazy how many pictures I have, but Mom is crazy about taking pictures and making memories. She doesn’t trust just saving them digitally.” She’s quiet for a minute and then looks at me. “I was glad that Alex looks like me. After I had him, I was afraid he’d look like…well you know, and what if your mom saw him, or your dad, and they saw it. I just didn’t want to answer questions that would be uncomfortable.”

      My hand covers hers. “I can understand that.”

      Alex wakes up a little while later and I ask to take Ripley and him out to dinner later. I tell her to dress up and then leave so I can take Tiny back to my grandparents’ and get ready. At her front door, Ripley grabs me by the front of my shirt.

      “I’ll see you in a bit.” I kiss her cheek and holler goodbye to Alex.
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      As soon as Brock leaves, I bolt upstairs to try to find outfits for both of us to wear. I’m not sure where he is going to take us, but I can’t go wrong with a sundress and wedges. I decided on a cornflower blue halter-top dress that is formfitting and hugs my body well, along with tan wedges to finish off the look.

      Alex gets a quick shower and throws on a green polo shirt and a pair of khakis. I took a shower this morning before he got up so I just need to wash my face, put makeup on, and do my hair. I keep my makeup light and wear my hair in a low ponytail. I slip on the diamond stud earrings my parents got me for my birthday when I turned twenty-one along with the bracelet Brock bought me for our anniversary when we were seventeen.

      I can’t help but wonder if he’ll notice. After slipping my shoes on, I head downstairs and smile at Alex, who is looking at the photo album. I’m glad to see he still looks clean. I don’t know how, but he can get covered in any sort of substance if he’s within five feet of it. Sticking a package of wipes in my purse, I grab Alex’s “dress” shoes out of the closet. They’re slip-ons so he can put them on by himself.

      I’m just swiping my lip gloss on when there’s a knock on the door. Alex runs to the door but I stop him from opening it. “Buddy, you can’t open the door like that. Mommy needs to look outside and make sure its Brock.” It is. “Hey you.”

      I push the screen door open and smile because he’s dressed similar to Alex. He’s wearing a deep blue short-sleeve button-down shirt tucked into a pair of khaki pants. His beard is gone, and I swear my panties are wet now. I tell him he looks amazing, and he kisses my lips when he steps inside.

      “Well you look beautiful,” he says. “Alex, you look handsome.”

      I smile when Alex’s little face lights up and he runs to Brock, who picks him up.

      “What’s up bud?”

      “Where are we going? Mommy says we’re gonna go eat.”

      “Yep, we’re going to go eat at Marsala. Do you love macaroni and cheese?”

      Alex’s face lights up because Marsala is actually one of his favorite restaurants. “I lub it!” Alex’s arms wrap around Brock’s neck and he squeezes him tight.

      With my son in his arms, Brock turns to me. “Do you want to grab his booster seat? I’ll take him out to the truck.”

      They walk outside and after I lock up the house, I grab Alex’s booster seat and get it set up in the back seat of the truck. Everyone gets buckled in and we make our way downtown to the restaurant. I love that although it’s fancy, it’s still kid friendly.

      We reach the restaurant and Brock helps Alex down then they come around to me. The little traitor is on Brock’s other side, holding his hand. Inside, the hostess leads us to a table by the window, and Alex chooses to sit by Brock so I sit across from them.

      After ordering drinks and our meals, Brock and I talk while Alex colors. At one point, the hairs on the back of my neck stand up and I look out the window, but don’t see anything.

      “What is it?” Brock grabs my hand.

      “I don’t know, I just got a weird feeling. It’s probably nothing.” I glance around one more time and realize that yeah, I’m just being silly.

      After dinner, we walk down the street to get some ice cream. Alex rides on Brock’s back, smiling like a goof, and it feels so natural, the three of us together like this. I want more than anything to trust it, embrace it, but I don’t, I can’t…not yet. We step up to the window and order our frozen treats. While we wait, I feel Brock’s body lock up next to me. “What?”

      “I don’t know. I just had a feeling, that’s all.” I notice he’s a lot more watchful now, keeping Alex in between us at all times. I’ve never seen him like this before and it’s kind of a turn-on, but it’s also freaking me out a bit.

      “How happy is your mom now that you’re back?” I spoon some of my strawberry sundae into my mouth.

      “She’s over the moon. She wanted me to stay with her until I find a job and a place to live, but she’s got no yard so I can’t have Tiny there.”

      “That’s understandable. He’s huge so he needs space. Do you have a line on any jobs?”

      “I’ve got a couple interviews lined up, and I think I’m going to take some classes, maybe start working toward a job as a police officer.”

      “That’s really great. You should totally do that.” I take a couple more bites.

      “Why didn’t you try going back to school?”

      I don’t answer right away because I don’t want him to feel bad or blame himself. “I guess part of the reason was because of Alex, obviously. Then, I don’t know, I just haven’t had the time, and he’s still little so I don’t want to miss out on anything. Does that make me seem like a loser?”

      “No, not at all. I don’t blame you for wanting to be around for Alex, especially while he’s still this little.” He reaches out and tucks a loose strand of my hair behind my ear. I feel my cheeks heat up and duck my head so he doesn’t see it.

      “Alex how’s your ice cream cone?”

      “It’s good Mommy.” He goes back to licking his cone with not a care in the world.

      My eyes drift to Brock, who keeps glancing around like he’s looking for something or someone. His phone rings and he digs it out of his pocket. I watch him out of the corner of my eye as he looks at the screen, hits a button, and tucks it back in his pocket.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah baby, it’s fine.” We leave a short time later.

      Now home, Alex is in his jammies and Brock is upstairs reading him a bedtime story. Brock seemed so pleased when Alex asked him to read to him. They’ve been up there a while, so I creep up the stairs, trying to be as quiet as possible, and silence greets me at the top. Tiptoeing to Alex’s room, I peek my head inside and freeze. Brock is reclining on Alex’s car bed and Alex’s head is resting on Brock’s chest. Brock’s arms hold Alex close, and they’re both fast asleep.

      I cover my mouth to silence the cry that slips past my lips. Too many emotions rush through me, and I don’t know how to handle them. I back out and lean against the wall, staring blindly at the ceiling. I hate Brock’s dad with every fiber of my being, but I don’t regret Alex. God, does that make me sound fucked up? I normally just don’t even think about it, or if those thoughts creep in, I try to shove them right back out.

      It melts my heart to look at them, but it also breaks it too—nope, not even going there right now. Instead I lock up the house then head back upstairs to get ready for bed. Before heading into my bedroom, I stop in Alex’s to grab his comforter and lay it over my boys.

      I’m not sure how long I’ve been asleep when I feel my blankets being lifted and Brock sliding in behind me, wrapping me in a tight embrace. His lips touch the back of my neck and then I immediately fall back asleep.
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        * * *

      

      I pull into the parking lot of Happy Joe’s pizza to meet Jonah for lunch. We haven’t seen much of each other lately since he’s been catching up on work he missed while they were on their honeymoon.

      The past couple of days have been great. After the night Brock took us out to dinner, he got up the next morning before Alex was up, not wanting to be caught in my bed until we sat him down and talked to him. I was glad he did that, because a part of me was still fearful that he was going to leave again.

      He kissed me slowly and thoroughly before leaving. I told him that he if he wanted to, he could go get Tiny and come back and then I’d make my famous biscuits and gravy. Of course, the biscuits came from a tube, but sure enough, Tiny and Brock came walking back in an hour later.

      Together, the three of us sat together eating breakfast with Alex being his silly self and making us laugh. We finished eating and Alex disappeared upstairs with Tiny.

      “Who fixed the wall?” Brock asked quietly.

      “Jonah did it the next day.”

      “I’m so fucking sorry. I know we haven’t talked about all of that yet, it’s just after the stuff you said in your sleep and then Jonah texting you asking how it went—and yeah I know it was wrong to look at your phone—he came over and I knew the answer. I knew it, and I lost it. I wanted to go to my father, wanted to wrap my hands around his throat and choke the life right out of him, but Jonah was right—going to my dad and confronting him would only open up doors I didn’t want to open for you.

      “There was no way in hell I was going to let that man know about Alex’s existence or at least his parentage. I haven’t known Alex for very long yet, but I love him and I give you my word that no matter what happens with us, I will always watch out for him and protect him.”

      Those words made my nose burn, and my eyes filled with tears I wouldn’t let fall. Instead, I looked down at the table. I started when Brock’s hand wrapped around the back of my neck.

      “I meant what I said Ripley. I love you and Alex. You’re a package deal, and even knowing what I do, that doesn’t change anything. I know I’ve got a history of running, but I’m promising you it will not happen again. I’m going to prove to you that I’m strong, that I can be the man you and Alex deserve.” He kissed my lips and then pulled me into his lap where he hugged me tight, letting me go when Alex came running into the kitchen.

      They’d stayed until after dinner and then went home, much to Alex and Tiny’s chagrin.

      Yesterday, Brock took us to breakfast with his mom and it was a little awkward. Every time his mom spoke to Alex, Brock got this look on his face that I couldn’t decipher; he almost looked worried. Did he think his mom would figure it out? Overall, we really did have a lovely time though.

      His mom was very bubbly and very sweet, which was a stark contrast to the way she used to behave. I really loved watching her and Brock together; it was obvious how much they loved each other. After breakfast, they were going to spend some time together, and I didn’t want to intrude so Brock took us home, and then Alex and I went to see my mom, which brings me back to now.

      I spot Jonah climbing out of his car, and I smile as he approaches because the man is tan, relaxed, and—if a guy can glow—glowing. “Hey honey.” I wrap my arms around him and he does the same.

      “Hey girl.” We step inside and order a taco pizza and drinks before grabbing our seats. “Sorry I haven’t seen you guys. I’ve been working non-stop trying to get caught up. We want you guys to come over Friday night for dinner. We’ve got presents!”

      “You didn’t have to do that. How was Jamaica?”

      He takes a drink. “Amazing. We had a great time. We went snorkeling and jet skiing, and Jessica drank a lot and got involved in a dance-off with a man who was there with his wife celebrating their thirtieth anniversary. She won and I was pretty proud of my dancing queen.” His eyes turn serious. “I wanted to tell you that we’ve started trying for a baby. Neither of us wants to wait.”

      I jump up out of my seat and come around the table to sit next to Jonah, wrapping my arms around him. “I’m so happy for you guys. You’re going to be wonderful parents. Your baby is going to have the best cousin to look after them.”

      “It means a lot to me to hear you say that. We talked on the plane and we both love kids, and we’re just ready.” I get up to move back to my seat and can’t stop smiling. “What’s the latest with Brock?”

      “He’s back.” I don’t miss the way Jonah’s eyes widen. “Yep, he’s moved home. We’re taking it slow. I still don’t completely trust that he won’t take off again if things get difficult, but I love him Jonah. He loves me, and he loves Alex. I just know that if I don’t try, I’ll regret it forever.”

      “I’m glad. You and Alex deserve to be happy and have someone that loves you both. I get being hesitant, but he did come back. You know I’ll support you whatever happens.” He claps his hands together. “Okay, now how is my little buddy? I missed him. We’ve got to get settled, but we’d like to have him all weekend this coming weekend if that’s okay with you.”

      I set my piece of pizza down. “Of course it’s okay. You know the deal. We have to meet for breakfast either Saturday or Sunday morning, and I want goodnight calls.”

      Jonah rolls his eyes. “No shit Sherlock. I know the rules.”

      “Hey, I miss him when he’s gone,” I say with a huff and then proceed to pout like a child.

      It’s no wonder people who don’t know us think we’re brother and sister when they see us together like this. We finish eating and he walks me to car. “I’ll try to pick Alex up for a little bit one day this week when he gets out of preschool. If I don’t then just bring his overnight bag on Friday.” He pulls me into a hug and kisses my cheek, and then stops me from climbing into my car. “Bring Brock.”

      “Okay, we’ll see you Friday, if not sooner. Tell that wife of yours to enjoy the rest of her week off.” I pull out of the parking lot, and think about how Jonah and Jess are going to have a baby, hopefully soon. I know they’ll be great parents because they’re already great with Alex.

      I head back toward my mom’s to pick Alex up. Glancing in the rearview mirror, I notice the car behind me is following real close. The sun is bright and the glare keeps me from seeing who it is, but it’s probably nothing so I turn my attention back to the road.

      Brock has a couple interviews today. One is with a local police department, and he wasn’t sure about it because he hasn’t gone to school. The other is doing maintenance work on the Rock Island Arsenal. I was surprised he got interviews so quickly, but I guess it was stuff he had in the works while he was back in North Carolina.

      Last night I helped him fill out his online application for the local community college. He’s hoping to get into the criminal justice program, but first he’ll have to do some prerequisites. That’s one thing I’ve always loved about him: whenever he decides on something, he always follows through, and he doesn’t dillydally around.

      I signal to get in the other lane and notice that damn car is still behind me and following close. I press on the gas and do a little maneuvering to get ahead of the car and get a car in between us. My heart races a little bit as I look and see the car is back behind me. “Who is that?” I murmur. I still can’t see, but I’m pretty sure they have long hair.

      The turn to my mom’s house is up ahead and I decide not to turn my blinker on, hoping the person behind me won’t be able to follow me. I slow down but only slightly before I quickly crank the wheel.

      Half a block down, I look behind me and see that the car is gone. I let out the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. My heart slowly starts to return to a nice, slow, steady beat, so I begin driving again and am relieved when I pull into my mom’s driveway. I smile because Brock’s truck is parked on the street.

      Without knocking, I step inside and find Brock and my mom sitting at the dining room table. “Hey guys.”

      I don’t know what it is, but Brock takes one look at my face and is up out of his chair. He turns to my mom and then back to me. “What’s wrong?” Brock pulls me close.

      “Wh-What do you mean?”

      “Baby, you look freaked. It’s all in your eyes. Now tell me what it is.” He cups my cheek with his hands.

      I exhale slowly. “I just finished having lunch with Jonah, and while I was driving over here, I swear there was a car following me. I even tried to get in between other cars hoping they’d pass, but it stayed behind me. When I came up on the street I turned down to get here, I didn’t even turn my blinker on, just cranked the wheel. Luckily, they didn’t follow me.” Wrapping my arms around his waist, I whisper, “I was really scared.”

      “I know baby, I know.” With his arm around my shoulders we go sit down..
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      We don’t stay at Ripley’s mom’s much longer and when we leave, I follow them back to their place. Then they ride with me to my grandparents’ place to get Tiny and an overnight bag. I’ve got an uneasy feeling in my gut, and I honestly don’t want them alone right now. Maybe it’s nothing, but it could be something.

      Alex, Tiny, and I are watching a movie about monsters while Ripley makes dinner. I tried to get her to let me help but she kicked me out, so now I sit with the little man and watch this movie that is actually pretty funny. Alex is quoting the entire thing, and Tiny is on the floor in front of the couch, fast asleep. He’s never far from Alex.

      My phone vibrates on the end table and I see the name that appears on the screen. It’s Tiffany, and I really don’t want to talk to her right now. This is the second time I’ve ignored her call. It’s not to be rude, but she calls when I’m busy and I just haven’t had time to call her back.

      Not wanting to seem rude, I grab my phone and shoot her a quick text.

      
        
        Brock: Hey Tiffany sorry I can’t talk right now. Can I call you tomorrow?

        

      

      She answers back almost immediately.

      
        
        Tiffany: Okay.

        

      

      I’m a little taken aback by her short answer but I ignore it, put my phone down, and finish watching our movie.

      A short while later, Ripley comes into the living room. “Dinner’s ready. Alex, go wash your hands.”

      Alex flies up the stairs with Tiny and I get up and pull Ripley into my arms. Today she’s wearing a Packers baseball t-shirt, and she’s wearing those damn cutoff jean shorts I fucking love. They’re super short and threadbare in spots. My dick takes notice, but I remind myself that Alex is home.

      I kiss her lips slowly, but all too soon the kiss is over and Alex comes downstairs. In the kitchen, we sit down at the table and I start helping Alex put a pork chop, mashed potatoes, and broccoli on his plate before serving myself and then Ripley.

      We eat in silence because we’re all stuffing our faces. Even Alex is a good eater. I don’t know many kids who like broccoli, but he’s shoveling it in like it’s covered in chocolate. “Slow down bud.” He smiles at me and grabs his glass of milk.

      “How did your interviews go?”

      “Good. I’m really glad my boss in North Carolina wrote me a letter of recommendation, and I think it’s helping a lot. I’m really hoping the police department calls me back. I mean, if the maintenance position is the one I get, I’ll take it and do that while I go to school, but they don’t require a college degree to be on the force. They both said I’d hear by next week.”

      She grabs my hand and gives me that big beautiful smile of hers. “That’s awesome. Officer James has a great ring to it.” We finish eating and I kick her and Alex out of the kitchen so I can clean up.

      Once I’m done, I drape the towel over the edge of the sink and join them in the living room.
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        * * *

      

      Ripley’s arms wind around my waist while I brush my teeth, and I cover her hands with mine and give them a squeeze. She’s becoming more touchy feely with me and I love it; I’ve missed it so much. When I’m finished, I turn around. “Is Alex asleep?”

      “Oh yeah, and his personal bodyguard is passed out next to the bed. Will you sleep with me tonight? Just sleep, no funny business.”

      “Are you sure? What if Alex wakes up and catches me in bed with you?” As much as I want to make love to her, I want to wait until the time is right. I know she still doesn’t trust me, and I want to wait until she truly does.

      “Well, as long as we’re both clothed, we should be okay. You’ve been over here a lot lately. He’s used to you, but if you don’t want to, you don’t have to.”

      “I’d love to.” I follow behind her into her bedroom where she turns down the bed, getting rid of the extra pillows. Sliding in, I wait for her to do the same, and once she’s between the sheets, I pull her into my arms. She rests her head on my chest and her fingers immediately go to the puckered scar from my gunshot. Whenever we’re snuggling, her fingers always subconsciously drift toward it.

      “Jonah and Jess are trying to have a baby.” Her voice takes on a wistful sound.

      My hand strokes her hair as I respond. “That’s great. I know I don’t know the new Jonah very well, or Jessica, but I’ve seen the way they are with Alex. They’ll be good parents.” We’re both quiet for a bit, then a thought comes to me. “Do you want more kids?”

      Her body stiffens. “I-I don’t know. I guess I’ve never really thought about that possibility.” She nuzzles my neck. “I suppose I’d love to have more, to give Alex brothers or sisters.

      “I want to be the one to give them to you.”

      I’m greeted by silence and figure I’ve gone too far, too fast. Thankfully, she eventually speaks, but it’s so quiet I almost don’t hear her.

      “I want that too.”

      I hug her tight and feel her body go slack, and it’s a long time before I find sleep. Too much is weighing on my mind, including a new possible career, one I’ve wanted with every fiber of my being since I could remember. I know we haven’t been back together long and we’re taking it slow, but I want to make us permanent, and how to make that happen is what I think about as my eyes finally feel heavy and my eyes thankfully start to drift shut.

      I fly up into a sitting position as Ripley does the same next to me, and it takes a second to realize what’s going on. Tiny is barking and growling like mad from downstairs.

      “What’s going on Brock?” she whispers with so much fear in her voice.

      “Go into Alex’s room and shut and lock the door behind you. If you hear something that scares you, grab Alex and get into the closet and hide.” On silent feet, I get up, and right before I hit the bottom of the stairs, I hear Alex’s door shut. Tiny is growling as I hug the wall and move silently through the living room to the kitchen.

      Tiny’s prepared to pounce. His front legs are down, and I can even see the hairs down the middle of his back standing up. I move to the back door and glance out into the dark night, seeing nothing. One good thing is I have really good vision, even in the dark.

      Tiny’s growl is low and menacing. “Shhh, boy.” He whines from behind me. “You did good, now stay in here and protect them.” As quietly as I can, I slip out the back door. I open my ears and listen, not hearing anything but a car door closing in the distance. It would be a good idea to go see if I can see what kind of car it was, but I don’t want to stray too far from where I am.

      Maybe it was just a wild animal straying too far into town; Tiny’s not used to being around all this open space, and I could see how it would freak him out a little bit. Going through the house, I check all the windows and both doors to make sure everything is secure.

      “Baby, it’s okay, you can come out,” I announce as I move up the stairs and reach Alex’s door. The lock disengages and it opens slowly to Ripley with a scared-looking Alex in her arms. “Hey, bud. It’s okay.” He surprises me by lunging from his mom straight into my arms. I hug his little body to my chest, hating that it’s trembling. “Do you want to sleep with your mom?” He nods his head. “Okay buddy. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      In her room, Ripley climbs in bed and then pats the mattress. “Come here monkey.”

      I try to put him down but he clings to me tightly. “Don’t leab us,” Alex whispers. “Stay with us.”

      Ripley nods when I look at her, so Alex and I climb into bed and he settles in between us. I lie on my side, as does Ripley, and her boy snuggles up with his back firmly against her front and her arm wrapped around his small waist. It’s like he knows he’s safe and drifts right back to sleep, but before that, his little hand grabs mine and squeezes it.

      I hear Tiny sigh from the floor on my side of the bed; I knew he would keep watch downstairs for a while, but now he knows his boy is safe so he’s ready for bed himself. It’s a long time before either Ripley or I find sleep, and the only sounds that can be heard are Tiny and Alex’s snores.

      It makes me happy when my girl’s eyes eventually start to look heavy, and then they finally flutter shut.
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        * * *

      

      Ripley slips her hand into mine as we make our way back to her place after having dinner with Jonah and Jessica. I didn’t know until I showed up to get them that Alex was spending the weekend with his aunt and uncle, and of course the only thing that went through my mind was that I was finally going to make love to her. I honestly couldn’t wait any more, and I didn’t want to.

      She’s been pushing for more, and it has been me that has wanted to wait. We’ve fooled around a little, but I couldn’t let it go further than just some heavy groping over the clothes. I knew that if any clothes were removed, we’d be naked and I’d be thrusting my cock deep inside her.

      We got to their house at six and they had a bag of presents for Alex. I don’t think most of them were from Jamaica; my guess is they bought him the Rasta-looking piggybank there, and everything else was from Toys R Us. They got Ripley a vibrantly colored scarf made of a silky material, and I was looking forward to seeing it wrapped around her naked body.

      I stood outside with Jonah while he grilled burgers. Glad he no longer seemed overly nervous around me. He does have a tendency to babble, but the guy does host his own podcast, which I’ve finally listened to. Jonah knows sports and was great talking about them. I was also able to listen to a past episode Ripley was a guest on; she’s the only woman I know who can talk about sports and knows the players and stats.

      Jonah and Ripley’s chemistry was palpable, and I could see how those were his most popular shows. My girl was stubborn, and if she had an opinion about something, she wouldn’t let up until she convinced you she was right. They bickered constantly, but you could feel the easy affection they had with each other.

      “I checked out your blog and podcast. They’re great.”

      “Thanks. I can’t believe I’m actually making money doing this. It’s surreal.” I watched him flip the burgers. “How’s she doing now that you know about Alex? How are you?”

      “She’s good. I don’t know if she’s just figured out how to push those thoughts away or if she’s had enough time to work through them. As for me…at first it was hard looking at that sweet little boy, knowing he’s my half-brother, but I love him and no matter what happens, I want to be a positive influence in his life.”

      Jonah pulled the burgers off the grill and then turned back to me. “He’s easy to love. I think it’s great that you want to be a positive influence. Without Ripley’s dad around, he needs that from as many people as he can get.” We took the burgers inside and then we all sat down together and ate.

      We left while Alex was still awake, getting hugs and kisses from his mom and then surprising the shit out of me when he jumped from his mom’s arms to mine and gave me a huge hug and kiss on the cheek. In that moment, I fell even more deeply in love with that child.

      My mind shifts back to the present. I pull Ripley’s hand up to my mouth, kissing the back of it. “I really like Jonah.”

      Ripley squeezes my hand. “That makes me so glad. He really is a good guy, the best.” We pull into the driveway and I get out and go around to help her out. She hands me her keys and I let us into her place. “Do you want to watch a movie or something?

      She turns toward me, shaking her head. “No.” Ripley moves toward me, and my dick gets hard as one of her hands travels up my chest and around my neck. The other moves down until she cups my dick. “Take me upstairs.”

      My fingers spear into her hair. “Are you sure baby? I told you I would take this slow.”

      “I know you did. I’m completely sure.” She pulls away from me. “Unless you don’t want to.”

      I move toward her. “Oh I want to.” She runs toward me and jumps into my arms. My hands immediately go to her ass, and I move up the stairs to her bedroom with her in my arms. I set her down on her feet, grab the hair at the base of her neck, and tip her head back. My lips are gentle at first, but I slowly increase the pressure. Her hands cup my face as she opens her mouth, letting her tongue trace the seam of my lips.

      Ripley plays with my mouth with her tongue and I let her do so for a few moments before opening my mouth, my tongue tangling with hers. While I kiss her, my hands drift down her body until they’re under her shirt, then slide up until I’m cupping her breasts over her bra. She moans into my mouth as my thumb strokes over her nipple and I give the other side the same treatment, relishing the exquisite moan she gifts me with.

      She grips my shirt and pulls it up, and I remove my hands from her shirt to help her pull my shirt up and over my head. Her shirt is up next, followed by her bra. Again I pick her up and suck a nipple into my mouth. Ripley’s back arches and she cries out as I nip it with my teeth.

      I pull away and toss her onto the mattress, following her down. My lips slowly travel from her belly button up to one breast, sucking the nipple into my mouth while plucking the other with my fingers. Switching sides, I give the other the same treatment. Her fingers spear my hair, and the bite of pain has my already hard dick trying to punch a hole through my shorts.

      While I work on her nipples, I reach down between us and unbutton her shorts then shove my hand down the front of them. My fingers immediately reach the wetness between her legs and I gather some of it then rub her clit until she starts moaning. My fingers move back down and I push one into her, loving the way her back arches as she cries out.

      Pulling it out, I thrust two inside. She’s so wet, her body is making a squelching sound. I want to get deeper, but her shorts are in the way. After pulling my fingers out, I rip her shorts and panties down and off. I push her legs back by her thighs so she’s spread wide for me, and without hesitation, I attack her pussy with vigor. The taste of her coats my tongue and I moan, savoring the flavor. I work her clit until it swells between my lips, and she’s babbling incoherently, pumping her hips up toward my mouth.

      “Please let me come.”

      How can I resist a request like that? I shove two fingers inside of her, moving them in a come-hither motion as I suck her clit hard. It’s not long before she cries out and her body spasms. Her juices flow freely and I lap them up eagerly. When her body goes lax, I climb off the bed quickly and strip out of my shorts and boxer briefs.

      Ripley is a vision in front of me, her hair spread out on her pillows, her body covered in a rosy hue. Her nipples, slightly red and swollen, beckon me again, and the best part is her legs, which are still bent and spread in front of me. Her sex is wet and swollen for me. Starting at her stomach, I plant kisses along her smooth skin, up between her breasts until I reach her neck. I drag my tongue up slowly until I reach her earlobe, nipping it with my teeth.

      I reach into her nightstand and grab a condom, ripping it open with my teeth before sheathing myself. “Are you ready baby?”

      She cups my cheek and gives me a look so filled with warmth and love that my eyes get blurry. “I’m ready. I love you Brock, so much.” I line my cock up with her opening and just before I push inside her, I place my lips against hers.

      “I love you too.” Thrusting in to the hilt, I groan at the way her body squeezes me. She’s so warm, tight, and wet.

      She’s got her legs wrapped around my thighs as I work myself in and out of her, and I grab her by the wrists to pin her to the bed. Her pussy flutters around me when I do it—Ripley’s always loved when I pinned her down, and I’m glad she still loves it. Bending down, I nip at her lip and say, “You feel so good baby. Fuck, you’re tight and so wet for me.” I plunge deep and hold myself there, slowly circling my hips, hitting her clit every time.

      Ripley tries to free her hands, but I squeeze her wrists tighter. She tries to move her hips, but I keep myself planted deep. My dick would be cussing me out right now if he could talk. I need to move, but not yet.

      “Brock, if you don’t do something right now, I’m going to scream.”

      I chuckle and she growls at me, trying to buck harder. Infinitely slowly, I pull out before pushing back in at the same pace. Her groan is music to my ears, but the ache in my balls is telling me to move faster. Before I do, I move her hands up above her head and shackle them with one of mine. My other hand moves down to her thigh and pulls it up higher around my hip, and I manage to sink even farther into her, causing us both to moan.

      “Are you ready for me to fuck you?” I whisper against her lips.

      “For the love of god, please just do it already.” I kiss her lips hard and then pull almost all the way out before thrusting inside. I begin to pound into her at a punishing pace, and grunts, cries, and moans fill the room as I fuck her hard and fast. I let go of her wrists and she grabs my shoulders.

      I reach between us and rub her clit until she explodes around me. Her head tips back, and the most glorious cry rips from her lips. Her channel tightens around my dick and I feel the telltale sign that I’m about to come. I throw both of her legs over my shoulders, practically bending her in half, and power into her until finally I plant myself to the root. Burying my face in her neck, I groan against her skin as I come into the condom then collapse onto her with my full weight.

      Ripley’s fingers trail up and down my back, causing goose bumps to pop up all over my skin. I push up looking down into her sleepy eyes, and reach up to stroke her cheek with my fingers. “Fuck me, you’re beautiful.” I ease my softening cock out of her, not missing the whimper that slips past her lips. “Let me take care of this and I’ll be right back.”

      I kiss her one more time before exiting the bed and going to the bathroom to get rid of the condom. Back in the bedroom, I find Ripley lying on her side, still naked and uncovered. I climb in and settle on my back, and in seconds Ripley is draped across my chest, her fingers gently brushing over my scar. It only takes about thirty-seconds before she’s out, and I’m following close behind her.
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      Ripley and I have just picked up Alex after his weekend of being spoiled. The little guy was excited to see us when we showed up at the restaurant for breakfast and chattered on excitedly as we ordered coffee. He sat between Ripley and me in our booth, and several times, I caught Jonah looking at the three of us, smiling widely. We stayed at the restaurant until almost lunch time.

      Now we’re stopping for ice cream before heading to my grandparents’ place to pick up Tiny. I park on the street and help Alex out of the back seat, and we meet Ripley on the sidewalk. With Alex in between us, we start walking toward the ice cream shop. As we stroll, the hair on the back of my neck stands up and a bad feeling settles in my gut.

      “Brock?” My body locks up tight. Ripley and I turn around, moving Alex behind us and not letting go of him.

      One look at the man in front of me, and all I can think is that he looks fucking old and so fucking sad. My father always looked large and imposing when I was younger, but now he is no longer the intimidating man I once knew. He’s an older, beaten-down version of that man. I don’t miss it when Ripley trembles next to me, and I want to kill him for that.

      “What do you want?” I don’t try to hide my displeasure from him.

      “I wanted to see if we could talk. There are some things I want to say to you. Can we do that? Can we talk?” I notice he won’t look at Ripley, and he keeps trying to glance at Alex but our bodies are shielding him the best we can. “Son, please.”

      “I am not your son,” I hiss. “I haven’t been your son since the first time you raised your fist at me.” I don’t miss his flinch, and I don’t even care. The man in front of me is dead to me. “I don’t think we have anything to talk about, especially after what you did. You are not my father. Stay away from me. Stay away from my mother. The next time I see you, it won’t go well.” Rage fills me, but I tamp it down and turn to grab Alex, picking him up in my arms and using my body to move Ripley toward my truck.

      “I thought we were getting ice cream,” Alex says as I buckle him into his booster seat. My hands tremble, but I try to get control of it.

      “I know buddy. We’ll get some ice cream later, I promise.” I go around to Ripley’s side and before she gets in, I pull her close. “Are you okay?”

      Ripley looks at me, her eyes glistening. “No, no I’m not.” I hug her close.

      “Okay, let’s get you home.” Her eyes look haunted, and it makes me want to go beat the shit out of my father. Why, why did he have to show up and screw things up when Rip and I were finally getting things back on track? I help her inside and then shut the door. I spot my dad standing on the sidewalk—why the fuck does he look sad? Why do I even care?

      When we get back to her place, I make her take one of her Xanax and go lie down. Alex seems to be oblivious to what’s going on, which is a good thing. I tell him his mommy is lying down because she has a headache; I don’t want to lie to the kid, but he wouldn’t understand what’s happening.

      I get Alex a snack and set him up with a movie before grabbing my phone and walking back to the kitchen. I call my granddad and ask him to bring Tiny over, and of course, he agrees. I call Jonah to tell him about running into my dad. He’s just as shocked as we were and wants to come over to check on Ripley, but I ask him to wait because I want her to rest.

      I make him a promise that I’ll call and let him know how she is later. Alex is watching cartoons in the living room, oblivious to the drama from earlier. Sitting down next to him, I wrap my hand around the back of his neck, pulling him close. “Hey buddy, I’m going to go check on your mom. I’ll be right back, okay?” He looks up at me and smiles.

      Upstairs, I find Ripley curled up in the middle of her bed, and thankfully she’s fast asleep. I hate that my father ruined our day, hate that seeing him caused unpleasant memories to come back to the surface for her. I hate that the rage I once felt because of that man tried to return, but I’m proud that I was able to tamp it down.

      I sit down on the side of the bed, reaching out and stroking a hand over her hair. “I’m so sorry baby.” I bend down and press my lips against her temple. “I love you.”

      

      
        
        RIPLEY

      

      

      It’s been two days since we ran into Brock’s dad, and Brock is driving me crazy. I love him, I do, but if he doesn’t stop hovering, I’m going to lose my shit. I’m okay; yes, it freaked me out seeing his dad, but that was not the same man who hurt me. That man was a broken shell of the person. I don’t have to worry about that man ever hurting me again, because Brock and Jonah would never let it happen.

      That thought gives me warmth, combats the chill that usually encompasses my body when the memory of that night flits through my mind. I just hate that Brock is watching me like I’m going to break at any moment, because I’m not. Alex keeps me sane, keeps me together. He makes me be the best mom, the best person I can be.

      I stop at the grocery store to get the items I need to make dinner tonight. Brock has done it the past two nights, so it’s only fair that I return the favor. Plus, we have a reason to think positive and celebrate—Brock has a second interview with the police department next week, and he’s super stoked about it.

      I move up and down the aisles, grabbing the necessary ingredients for cheese tortellini with meat sauce, Caesar salad, and garlic bread. I’m almost to the checkout lane when a woman stops right in front of me. She’s gorgeous with dark hair, dark eyes, and a curvy figure I’d kill for.

      “Hi.” That’s all she says. Weird. She keeps staring at me and not saying anything, making me feel like I’m under a microscope, like she’s assessing me.

      “I’m sorry, have we met?” She shakes her head. I back up with my cart and then wind around her, because something just doesn’t feel right. Luckily, once I get in the checkout line, she’s gone.

      After paying for the groceries, I head home where my boys are waiting for me. Once inside with the groceries, I put them away, and the laughter coming from the back yard has me peeking outside to see Brock chasing after Alex and Tiny. My baby boy is having so much fun with them.

      I turn away from the window and begin making dinner.

      “Hey babe.” Brock comes in the back door with Alex on his back and Tiny bringing up the rear.

      “Hey guys.” He bends down to kiss me then turns around so I can reach Alex, kissing both of his cheeks. “Hi, baby. Did you have a good day today?”

      “Brock took me to the park then we saw Grandma and then we went to see his mommy and she bought me some candy.” Brock’s quiet chuckle makes me smile. I’m sure that’s why they were outside running around, burning off the sugar rush.

      “That’s great baby. Why don’t you go potty and wash your hands. Dinner won’t take very long.” He and Tiny disappear out of the kitchen and I can hear his pounding feet as he runs up the stairs. I turn back to the sauce and smile when I feel Brock’s arms wrap around my middle. His lips press against my neck and he kisses his way up to my earlobe, nipping it with his teeth.

      He’s always been so free with his affection, and I’m glad to see he hasn’t lost that. I turn in his arms and push up on my tiptoes, kissing him slowly and thoroughly. The oven beeps and I reluctantly pull away. “I have to put the garlic bread in. Better go wash up.”

      Brock kisses me one more time before running upstairs, I put the finishing touches on dinner, and I do it with a smile on my face.
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        * * *

      

      I whimper as Brock pulls his softening cock from me. That was the most intense orgasm I’ve ever had. After dinner and Alex’s bath and story time, he went right to sleep with his buddy. We’ve moved Tiny’s dog bed upstairs, next to Alex’s bed. Before, that poor dog never looked comfortable when I checked on them, but now he sleeps about as hard as Alex does.

      After I washed my face and brushed my teeth, I got into bed while Brock was locking up downstairs and watching the news. I was just starting to fall asleep when Brock grabbed me and pulled me until my back was firmly pressed against his front. His hard dick against my ass and his lips against my neck woke me right up.

      It didn’t take long before I was panting and moaning. He let me climb on top of him and we groaned in unison as I impaled myself on his cock. Then I began to ride him, rolling my hips on each downward motion. He pushed himself into a sitting position and sucked on my nipples as I rode him to completion, and then he flipped us until I was on my hands and knees. He pounded into me, causing a bite of pain with each thrust, but I loved it.

      I came again with him, both of us collapsing on my bed.

      Now I lie with my head on Brock’s chest, the steady beat of his heart relaxing me, making me pliant. His lips press against my forehead and I snuggle in closer.

      He asks, “Your birthday is coming up, what would you like to do?”

      In a week and a half, I turn twenty-five, but in a way, I feel older. Maybe it’s because I’ve already been through a lot and have learned so much already. “I don’t know, maybe just a nice dinner. We could have everyone over.”

      He tips my head back and places his lips on mine, then says, “Whatever you want baby.”

      “I just want you and Alex.” I sit up. “I’m going to go look in on him.” Snagging my nightgown from the floor, I throw it on and then head across the hall, peeking in the door. Alex is sleeping sideways with his arms and legs hanging off the sides of the bed. There’s no point in moving him because he’ll just move back; it may be time to get him a real bed.

      I move across the hall to my man, who is already asleep. Even in sleep, he grabs me and pulls me snug into his body, and I slip under peacefully.
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          A WEEK AND A HALF LATER

        

      

    

    
      Hopping out of my truck, I grab Alex and place him on the ground next to me. We’re picking up Ripley some flower arrangements because it’s her birthday today, and I want to make up for all the birthdays I’ve missed. She told me all she wanted was dinner with us, but back in high school, on my birthday she’d decorate my locker with streamers, balloons, and love notes. I don’t have a locker to decorate, but I’m decorating her place and having everyone over for a sort of surprise party.

      She’s at work now, so Alex and I are going to decorate, and Jonah is supposed to be bringing streamers. I had Jonah invite her friends, and I invited her mom and mine. Kat never responded to the email I sent her so I doubt she is coming, but Cale responded and is going to try to make it.

      I grab Alex’s hand and we step inside the flower shop where my mom works. We find her and Cheryl talking closely, and they both look up when the bell chimes above the door. “Well hey you two.”

      “Hey, Mom. Hey, Cheryl. How are you two ladies today?”

      “We’re good honey. Come give me a hug, Alex.” Alex runs around the counter and gives my mom a huge hug, which always causes a pain in my chest. She has no clue what her ex-husband did, and she never will.

      Cheryl comes around the counter. “We’ve got your flowers all boxed up and ready to go. We’ve got a colorful variety for you, and your mom thought Ripley would like the arrangements in different colored watering cans. Come with me and I’ll show you.”

      “Alex, you stay with my mom.” He nods his head as he sucks on a lollipop I’m sure she gave to him.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got him. Wait until you see the arrangements. We did good.” She smiles at me before turning her attention back to Ripley’s boy. Cheryl leads me through the back and opens one of the boxes. She pulls out the arrangement, and it’s perfect. There are a variety of daisies ranging from white to a deep purple, and the watering can is a purplish blue.

      “These are beautiful. She’s going to love them. Thanks so much.”

      She gives me a huge smile. “Great.”

      We head back out front so I can settle the bill. I know it’s going to cost a mint, but it’ll be worth it to see the look on her face. Cheryl gives me the total and it’s about half of what I expected. “I don’t think you charged me enough.”

      Cheryl looks to my mom and then back at me. “I gave them to you at cost. Pretty much, you’re paying for the watering cans.”

      “Wow, you really didn’t have to do that. I can pay full price.”

      “Oh I know you can, but consider this a thank you for your service.” She takes my credit card and slides it through the machine then hands me my receipt to sign.

      My mom helps me load up the boxes into the back of my truck and then I load Alex in the back seat, buckling him in tight. We run the flowers back to their place and then he and I head to get the food. We decided to do simple, so we got sandwiches, chips, veggies, and dip. Her mom’s bringing the cake, and it’s Ripley’s absolute favorite: white cake with diced strawberries and white icing.

      Her present is hidden behind the entertainment center. She mentioned once that she wanted a tablet, so I bought her an iPad mini. I really hope she loves it.
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        * * *

      

      Jonah comes toward me with his phone in his hand. “Jess just texted me and they’ll be here in about five minutes.”

      “Perfect. Thanks.” He claps me on the shoulder and moves through Ripley’s place, telling everyone to be ready. Alex runs toward me. “What’s up, little man?”

      He wraps his arms around my waist. “Mommy’s going to be surprised.”

      “I know she is. Do you think she’s going to like the party?” She thinks we’re just having dinner with our families.

      “She’ll lub it!”

      “They’re here!” I hear Jonah whisper-yell. Everyone gets into position and as soon as Ripley and Jessica step inside, everyone yells, “Surprise!”

      Alex is the first to greet her, and I watch while everyone clambers for her attention. One by one, she hugs every person there, and then she finally reaches me. “Did you do all of this?” She wraps her arms around my waist.

      I thread my fingers into her hair and bend down to kiss her lips. “I had help.” I turn to the room. “Food is set up in the kitchen. Please help yourselves.” I turn back to her. “Are you hungry?”

      “I’m starving.” Hand in hand, we step into the kitchen. My mom hands us each a plate and then I lead her over to the food. After fixing our plates, we head into the living room. Jonah brought extra chairs, and I grab us a couple so we can sit and relax.

      Ripley’s mom and mine seem to be getting along well, and are chatting away. Back when we were in high school, they spoke, just not often. Alex is sitting on my mom’s lap talking to them both. Around the room, everyone is laughing and talking, and for the first time in a long time, I feel like I’m home. The doorbell rings and I jump up to get it; a part of me hopes it’s Kat, even though I still haven’t heard from her.

      When I open the door, I smile—Cale is standing on the steps. “Hey, man. Glad you could come.” I turn until I find Ripley. “Baby, look who’s here.”

      Her eyes widen comically and then she comes running toward us. “Cale! Oh my God! I’m so happy you’re here.” She throws herself into his arms and hugs him tight.

      Cale hugs her in return. “It’s so good to see you again Rip. Where’s that boy of yours? I need to meet him.” She loops her arm through his, leads him farther into the living room, and calls Alex over. I watch as Cale gets down on his haunches and talks to him, then I stand to pick up some of the trash and take it into the kitchen.

      Only family is left after a great evening. Ripley loved the cake and the presents, screaming and attacking me when she opened her iPad. Jonah and Jessica got her several different gift cards—one for iTunes, one for Amazon, and one for a spa she likes to go get her hair done at. Gift cards seemed to be the theme, but she reacted to each one with the same excitement as the one prior.

      After singing “Happy Birthday” and eating cake, people started taking their leave. Jonah has Alex and Tiny outside, letting them expel some energy, and Ripley, Jessica, and the moms are all sitting around the living room. I decide to go outside with the guys.

      I reach the kitchen and the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Hustling toward the back door, first I spot Tiny on his side, unmoving. I fly down the steps to find Jonah on his back and Ripley’s neighbor Tim next to him. My heart starts hammering in my chest. Where’s Alex? “Alex!” Over and over, I shout for him.

      I yell for help and everyone comes running out. “Someone call 911!” Jonah begins to groan, and Jessica helps me assess both Jonah and Tim. “Jonah what happened?”

      “Where’s Alex?” I hear Ripley cry from behind me.

      “She came out of nowhere.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know, she had dark hair. Fuck man, she came out of nowhere. She tased the dog and before I could react, she got me. Tim came out and tried to stop her, but she got him too. She took Alex man! She took him.”

      I jump up and run around the side of the house to the front. I don’t see anything, and I tilt my head back. “Fuck!” I run around back and see that my mom’s on the phone.

      “The police are on their way.”

      “Someone get a recent picture of Alex,” I bark. I don’t care who does it, but someone just needs to.” Ripley is with her mom. “Baby?” She looks up and runs to me, her tears soaking the front of my shirt. “We’re going to find him, baby.”

      “Who would take my little boy? Was it him? Did he do it?”

      I stroke my hand over her hair. “Jonah says it was a dark-haired woman.”

      She pulls back. “A dark-haired woman stopped me at the grocery store a little over a week ago. It was so bizarre. She just stared at me.”

      The police get here and I lead them into the back to take statements, and give them the most recent picture of Alex.

      After the police take Tim and Jonah’s statements, they ask Ripley for information about Alex. They’ve posted his picture on social media and on their website, and now all we can do is fucking wait. Ripley’s holding on by a string, and Jonah’s head is hung low. He’s got a defeated look about him, and all I want to do is hop in my truck and start searching for Alex. Sitting here doing nothing is not good for me.

      The doorbell rings and I move to answer it, hoping it’s the police with some word. When I open the door, I’m struck speechless. “What the fuck are you doing here? I thought I made myself clear.” The noise behind me stops and I know they’re all watching. I just want my mom to steer clear of him.

      “She has the boy. I know where they are. Come with me, we have to hurry.” Do I believe him? Do I trust that he’s telling the truth? I look at the tears running down Ripley’s face and know I’ve got no choice but to believe him.

      I move across the room toward her. “I’m going to get our boy back, okay? You stay here, just in case.” I kiss her hard on the lips and then look at my family. They don’t know what to say, so I just give them a chin lift.

      Outside, my dad is standing by a Ford Escort that looks like it barely functions. “Get in.”

      “Who has him? Why?”

      He lets out a slow and steady breath. “The day after I ran into you, I had a visitor. She said Ripley and the boy were standing in the way of you two having a happy life. She said she suspected that the boy was mine.” My stomach turns, because I know exactly who has my boy.

      “Was her name Tiffany?” If that bitch hurts one hair on his head, she’s fucking dead.

      “I-I don’t, I don’t know. Maybe, she never really said. She wanted me to help her get rid of them so she could be with you. I let her think I was interested so she would keep talking. She was going to take them to the Roadside Inn where a man was going to meet her and take them, to get rid of them.”

      I know the place, and we’re at least ten minutes out. “You need to fucking hurry.”

      A heavy silence fills the inside of the car and my knee bounces up and down nervously. God, I wish I had a gun or something. “When we get there, stop the car down the street. She’ll hear us coming.”

      He tries to make conversation with me, but I don’t have time for chit-chat. I focus and get into rescue mode when I see the motel sign up ahead. “Stop the car here.” At least the son of a bitch listens. I climb out and turn back to my dad. “Call the police when I figure out what room they’re in.”

      “They’re in room seven. She’s not very smart because she told me which room she was in before I even agreed to help.”

      “Okay well call them now. Tell them no sirens or lights—I don’t want to spook her.”

      He grabs my hand. “Son, I just wanted to say that I’m—”

      “Not right now, Dad, but I promise we’ll talk, okay?” My father nods and looks relieved. “Call them, now.”

      On silent feet, I move toward the motel and come up on room seven. There’s a light on inside but the room is cloaked in silence. The drapes are shut and I attempt to see inside. Of course, I can’t, and right now I need to make a decision about what to do.

      I hear a noise inside. “Shut up you little brat. I don’t want to hear it.”

      “I want to go home.” Alex’s tearful voice can be heard, and in that moment, I make a decision. I step back a little and with one quick movement, I kick the door until it splinters open.

      Tiffany stands next to the bed and she’s got a gun pointed at Alex. She looks crazy and unkempt. Her hair is scraggly and unclean, and her clothes are clearly dirty. “Brock? What are you doing here?”

      “What do you think I’m doing? I need you to let the boy go.”

      “I-I can’t do that, baby. He’s why you left me, him and his whore mother. I wanted to get rid of her too, but then I thought, what would break her more? Losing her son, of course. A friend is going to come help me get rid of this little brat.” She waves her gun around and I watch her with wary eyes. I just need one opening. I’d never hit a woman if I could help it, but she’s got my boy and he’s clearly scared.

      “Why don’t you let him go and I’ll stay?” I beg, my heart pumping quick, each beat filled with worry and terror.  I’m hoping maybe that’ll work, that maybe with her feelings for me, she’ll agree to it. I just want Alex out of here.

      “I can’t do that. I love you, Brock, but you’ve ruined us. You abandoned me for your precious Ripley and her kid.” She points the gun at the floor and fires. Alex covers his ears and cries out.

      “Buddy it’s okay, I promise.” I watch her point the gun at Alex again. “Tiff, please point that at me.”

      She does what I say, and then I see movement out of the corner of my eye that causes me to turn my head. My dad stands in the doorway.

      “You,” Tiffany hisses, and my dad holds his hands up in a surrendering gesture.

      He begs. “Let them go, and take me.”

      Time moves in slow motion. She raises the gun. Her eyes are wild and without blinking, fires, hitting my father right between the eyes. The quick, deafening sound booms. My father’s head jerks back, and I freeze. Blood pours down his face. Grey matter splatters on the wall behind where my dad was standing. With quick movements, I lunge at her, clearly shocking her and knocking the gun from her hand. I grab by her hair and slam her head into the wall once, knocking her out.

      The smell of blood, death and stale cigarettes make my stomach turn. I shake myself out of the shock and stand. Through the open door I see a whole string of police cars pulling into the parking lot. With a sigh of relief, I rush to Alex, picking him up and hugging him to my chest. “It’s okay buddy. You’re okay.” I place my lips against his forehead inhaling his familiar little boy scent.

      His cries break my heart, but they also are soothing because he’s okay. He’s safe. With him in my arms I wipe the tears from his red, splotchy tear-stained face before hugging him tightly to my body again.

      Once the police step into the room, there is a flurry of activity, and thankfully they cover the body of my father. Alex doesn’t need to see that; fuck, I don’t want to see that. I answer as many questions as I can, and I’m relieved that they don’t really ask Alex anything. They give us the okay to leave for now, and they have my number if they need us for anything. As I buckle Alex in the back seat of my dad’s Escort, I hear Tiffany screaming as they bring her out in handcuffs.

      I hope she never sees the light of day again.
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      Everyone has finally left and for that, I’m glad. Don’t get me wrong, their support while we waited for word about Alex was wonderful, but now that he is home, I just need some alone time with my boys.

      Just before they returned home to me, Tim came back over to see if there was any word on Alex. I immediately hugged the big pervert, thanking him for attempting to stop the woman who took my son.

      Once they were home, Tiny didn’t leave Alex’s side, and I swear the dog let out a sigh of relief when they walked into the house a few hours ago. Once the dog came to, he seemed out of it and his legs were wobbly, but Brock’s granddad stayed with him outside until he was steady enough to walk up the back steps.

      I’d never cried so hard in my life as when I saw that my boy was home and safe. I ripped Alex from Brock’s arms and collapsed on the floor with him, probably scaring him but unable to hold back my relieved sobs.

      Brock’s ex-girlfriend was behind it, and I know it’s not Brock’s fault, even though I could see it in his eyes that he felt that. I’ll just have to prove over and over again that I will never blame him for her being a psycho.

      I’m not yet sure how I feel about Brock’s dad. A part of me will be forever grateful that he was able to help rescue Alex. For a long time, I wished for that man to die, but now that it’s happened, guilt plagues me because I know the last thing he did was help save my son.

      Upstairs, I step down the hall to my bedroom and lean against the doorjamb, smiling at the sight before me. Brock is asleep on his side with Alex tucked into him, and Tiny is sleeping on the other side of Alex. My boy and his protectors.

      I boot Tiny out of bed, and of course he’s not happy about it. Sliding in next to my boys, I cuddle in close. I kiss my baby boy’s head, inhaling his sweet scent. Brock’s eyes flutter open and he gives me a sleepy smile. “Hey baby,” I whisper.

      “Hey. He passed out pretty quick, and so far so good.” I’m concerned about Alex having nightmares about what happened, though Brock assured me Alex didn’t see his father get killed. Of course, it’s only the first night, so we’ll have to see how everything goes. “We just need to keep an eye on him, and if necessary, we’ll get him some help.”

      “Okay, that sounds like a good idea.” I grab his hand and pull it toward my lips. “I’m sorry about your dad.”

      “Thanks baby. I guess I can rest easy knowing he died trying to make things right.”

      “How’s your mom handling it?” His mom was still here when he got back with Alex, and after learning about her ex-husband, she became very quiet.

      “I think she’ll be okay. It’ll take some time, but she’s a lot stronger now than she was before.”

      We both settle in, and it’s a long time before either of us finds sleep.
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        SIX MONTHS LATER

      

      

      So much has happened these past six months. Tiffany got tried and convicted for first-degree murder and kidnapping. That bitch will never be free again. She tried to plead insanity, but they didn’t buy it. After that didn’t work, she pled guilty to get the death penalty taken off of the table.

      Brock and Tiny officially moved in five months ago. It made sense since they were at our place all the time anyway. Brock was hired by the Aldridge police department, and he’s got two more months of training then he’ll graduate and become a cop. Although it is a nonresidential academy, which means he comes home every night Monday through Friday, he sometimes doesn’t get home until late. I’m so proud of him, and he works so hard for us.

      For the academy, he had to cut his hair off and shave his beard. He looks sexy like that, and honestly I hope he keeps the look when he’s done. The man excels at everything he does, and I’m really not surprised he’s excelling at the academy too. Our plan once he graduates is to look into buying a house.

      Four months ago, we got married in a quick ceremony at the courthouse with only our moms, his grandparents, Alex, Jonah, and Jessica in attendance. We just didn’t want to wait, and neither of us wanted something big. He looked so handsome in his black suit, and I looked pretty amazing in my white strapless sundress with an antique lace overlay, if I do say so myself. I wore my hair in a fishtail braid with flowers strewn through it, and Alex was dressed just like Brock—it was so cute.

      Brock’s mom and Cheryl arranged for flowers to be brought in as a surprise. The smell of Gardenia’s filled the courtroom giving it a warm, happy vibe.

      Alex is doing fantastic. We did have him talk to someone a few times, and they said he really didn’t show any signs of mental trauma. Even so, we’re still watchful, and I get a little anxious if I can’t see him when he goes outside to play.

      My attention goes to my boys out in the back yard, where Brock is grilling burgers and hot dogs. Standing by the open window, the smell of fresh cut grass makes me smile, I love it. I turn my attention back to my boys when I hear Brock say, “Hey, bud. Come here. Let’s talk.” I move to stand closer to the screen door and watch as Alex sits next to Brock. “I wanted to ask you something.” Alex is looking up at him. “You know I love you, right?”

      Alex nods. “I know. I love you, too.” Butterflies flit around in my belly and tears fill my eyes.

      “I wanted to know, would you be my son? Can I be your dad? Because I’d really like to be.” I cover my mouth to silence the cry threatening to burst from my mouth. He mentioned wanting to adopt Alex once, but we never really discussed it again.

      Silence surrounds them and I don’t know if I should step outside or not, but finally my son opens his sweet little mouth. “Can I call you Dad?”

      “Whatever you want bud.” Alex stands up and throws his arms around Brock’s neck. “I love you, Daddy.”

      Tears streak down my face. I don’t care. I just make my way outside to kiss and hug on my boys.

      Life is good.
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          BROCK - Four and Half Years Later

        

      

    

    
      “Babe, hurry up,” I holler down the hall to my wife, who is moving slowly these days. Things between us have been nothing short of a dream. I keep waiting for things to fall apart, but Ripley’s convinced this is my reward for surviving my childhood. My wife is crazy, but I wouldn’t have her any other way. While I wait for her to come down the hall I pick up Nerf guns and darts that liter the floor after our latest battle.

      A minute later, she waddles down the hall. Our daughter is due in a couple of weeks. Once she reaches me, I place my hand on her belly and my lips on hers. My daughter already loves her daddy and gives my hand a firm kick. I smile at Ripley and say, “I love when she does that.”

      “I’d love it more if she’d stop kicking my bladder. None of the boys did that. She’s going to be a stinker, I can tell already.” I promised her that after this baby we’d be done, since we’ll have three kids under the age of three. Tyler is three, and Cameron is one and a half. Our little girl will be Mara.

      “Who’s ready to go to Uncle Jonah and Aunt Jessica’s?” Alex and Tyler both scream yes and Cameron just screams. I gaze at my wife and smile. We’re heading to Jonah and Jessica’s for their three-year-old twins’ birthday party. They didn’t have any more kids after the twins; Jessica had a difficult pregnancy and birth, so Jonah said two was enough.

      Tiny passed away two years ago from cancer, and it was hard on all of us, especially Alex. We’ve talked and talked about getting another one, but with the kids, we don’t really have time for a puppy. Maybe once the kids are older we can discuss it again.

      “All right my beautiful babies, let’s go.” We get the kids loaded up and head across town to Jonah and Jessica’s place.

      It’s hard to believe Jonah and I have become so close, and that I’d even call him my best friend. We’ve been through a lot and it brought us all closer together. A bond like ours is unshakeable.

      “Before I forget, Mom can watch the kids for our date night, unless of course our princess decides to come sooner.” My mom is great. Apparently Cheryl wasn’t into my mom like that; they’re just best friends and super close. She’d come out of a marriage kind of like my mom’s so she was able to guide her through the healing process.

      When my dad died, we did have a small service for him; we owed him that after he helped save Alex. Of course, my mom still doesn’t know the truth. No point opening those wounds. I’m Alex’s father, and that’s all anyone needs to know. She treats him the same way she treats her other grandsons. Ripley’s mom is doing well too; she’s begun dating but hasn’t met anyone ‘special’, to use her word. She spends a lot of time with her grandbabies.

      My grandparents are getting around a little slower these days, but they’re never too busy for a visit with their great-grandchildren. I swear they love Ripley more than me, but really, who could blame them? Ripley only works part-time now so she takes the kids to see them as often as she can.

      Pulling up in front of the house I shake my head; there is a huge bounce house on the front lawn, balloons, and streamers everywhere. I park on the street and we all pile out. With Cameron in my arms, we make our way up to the front door, which swings open as we approach. Out comes the twins, Samantha and Seth, and they hug each of us before they run back into the house. As always when we get together, chaos ensues.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I ease my softening cock out of Ripley, loving the sound of her whimper as I snuggle against her back. On our sides seems to be the only comfortable way for us to make love these days, and I’ll take her any way I can get her. I kiss the back of her neck, inhaling her sweet scent as it wraps around me and soaks into my soul. She rolls over until she’s facing me. “It was a fun day.”

      “Yeah baby it was. The kids wore themselves out,” I say, smiling and chuckling. Ripley’s eyes glisten in the moonlight, and I stroke her cheek. “What is it?”

      “I love you, and even though our path to this point was rocky, I wouldn’t change anything.” Tears leak from her eyes; pregnancy seems to make her emotional and sentimental, so I just do what I always do—pull her as close as I can and stroke a hand over her hair.

      First I touch the necklace around her neck. After we got married I found the promise ring I had bought for Ripley in high school, and I never had the chance to give it to her. She’d cried for two day after, especially since it didn’t fit over her finger. I ended up buying her a chain for it and she’s never taken it off.

      “I wouldn’t change anything either. You, the boys, and this little girl—” I smooth my hand over her swollen belly— “Are my everything. Now no more tears, you know I hate when you cry.” I dry the wetness and kiss her lips.

      It doesn’t take long before my girl drifts to sleep. How is it that one horrible night and one horrible moment set us on a path that led here? After that night so long ago, I swore my life was over. Instead, a higher power had a different path for me, and in the end, it brought me to them. Easing out of bed, I check on my boys, finding them all sleeping peacefully.

      First, I look in on Alex. Right after Ripley and I got married I adopted him and he officially became my son. He’s eight now and is our little athlete already. Alex strives to be the best at everything he does. He’s a good student and loves helping with his brothers. I know he’ll be a great and protective big brother to his baby sister when she comes.

      Next I peek in on Tyler and Cameron. Tyler looks identical to me when I was that age with dark hair and dark eyes. He’s always intense, but he sure loves his mom. Cameron is asleep in his crib, but he’s starting to get too big for it. He’ll be moving up to a big boy bed in no time. He’s a combination of both of us. He’s blond like Ripley, but has my dark eyes. Cam just loves being wherever his brothers are.

      I can’t wait to see what our daughter looks like. I hope she looks like her momma. Of course I hope she doesn’t get her momma’s sassiness or we’ll all be in trouble.

      Crawling back into bed with my sleeping wife, I send up silent thanks for the many blessings in my life, and I do it with a smile.

      

      The End
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      Today is one of those days where I’ll end up in bed chasing a gallon of ice cream with a bottle of chardonnay. After I burned my arm taking a pizza out of the oven, my daughter, Olivia, woke up crabby from her nap, argued with me about having to wear shoes, and acted like she couldn’t hear a word I said the entire time in the car. This is, of course, after she threw her banana across the kitchen and spread toothpaste all over the bathroom counter. She doesn’t get like this often, but when she does, she’s a spitfire. Just like me.

      Instead of playing along with her tantrum, I ignored her right back in the car. She thinks she can play that game with me, but little does she know I was the one who invented the silent treatment. Besides, I’m at the point where I’d rather just have her be quiet than listen to the sass. We’re meeting my sister for lunch today, and even though I contemplated canceling, I’ve been looking forward to it, so I selfishly kept the plans.

      After I find a parking spot, we rush to meet my sister since we’re running late. She’s standing on the sidewalk outside the restaurant with her fiancé, Jay. Her pregnant belly is adorable. Every time I see her again, I can’t help but feel so lucky she’s back in my life. I wish she’d been here when I needed her the most, but I’m glad she was safe.

      Liv picks Olivia up, and she giggles. “Baby still in your belly?”

      “Yes. The baby is still in there.” She rubs her stomach, and I can see just how happy she is. She’s pregnant and planning her wedding with the man of her dreams.

      “What am I? Chopped liver? Auntie Livvie has a baby in her belly, so you just ignore me now?” Jay crosses his arms, feigning a pout. “I see how it is, Olivia.”

      Liv sets her down, and then she throws herself at Jay and wraps her arm around his leg. “Hi, Uncle Jay. You’re silly.”

      “I’m not silly. You’re silly.” He picks her up and turns her upside down. “Why are you upside down?”

      She laughs so hard she can barely catch her breath, and I’m reminded of just how awesome he is. He’d been the one who helped me when I was at my worst. He let me cry on his shoulder and steps in as the man in Olivia’s life since her father isn’t in the picture. “Put me down.”

      He tickles her before he turns her around and ruffles the hair on the top of her head. “Well, I’m heading back to work now.” His eyes go to Liv’s, always putting her first. “Pick you up from your parents’ or is Opal dropping you off?”

      “I’ll drop her off. It’s no prob…” I’m distracted by a man walking with purpose toward us. His dark brown hair is styled perfectly, but not too pretty boy, and his body screams I work out. His face is unreadable, but his cocky swagger says he knows he’s hot. “Uh, who is this guy, and why is he walking this way?”

      Jay’s body tenses, and he turns, grabbing for all of us. He’d use his body as a shield in a heartbeat.

      “I thought that was you guys,” the hot stranger says with a laugh.

      Jay relaxes and the two men shake hands, and then Liv hugs him, which assures me he’s not someone to be afraid of. “Hi.”

      “Hi, Olive. How are you, pregnant mama? Congrats.”

      She rubs her belly. “I’m great. How are you?”

      “I’m doin’ all right.” God, his voice is sexy. Husky and low, like you want to lean in to listen to what he has to say.

      “What are you doin’ here?” Jay puts an arm around Liv’s waist in a way that says she’s his. I don’t know who this guy is, but they both know him, yet Jay still lays claim to Liv. I want that. A man as devoted to me as Jay is to my sister. But that’s just not my life. I have my daughter. She’s the only one who has any claim to me.

      “Work.”

      “Transfer?”

      Before he can answer, Olivia walks up to him and tugs on his pants. “Hi.”

      He squats down, and it baffles me that he stops talking to Jay to give her his attention. “Hi there, short stuff.”

      “I’m Olivia, and I’m three.” Of course, now she’s sweet as pie.

      “I’m Ryan.”

      “How old are you?”

      He starts to answer, but I interrupt with a hand on Olivia’s head. She can sometimes talk too much and say things and ask questions that aren’t appropriate. Much as I like that she’s not crabby anymore, I can’t let her be rude. “Don’t ask that, Olivia. It’s rude.”

      He looks up, and when his sky blue eyes stop on my face, he stands and slowly smiles at me. Holy shit. I can feel my face heat.

      “Ryan, this is Opal. Olive’s sister and Olivia’s mother.” Jay emphasizes the word, but Ryan doesn’t flinch at Jay’s harsh tone, which shocks me. I haven’t encountered many guys who aren’t intimidated by Jay.

      I’m prepared for him to say something sarcastic about our ‘O’ names, but instead, he sticks out his hand. I put mine in his and giggle from the nerves creeping up on me so fast. God, his hand is huge; it engulfs mine. “Ryan Breaker. Nice to meet you.”

      “Hi.” I sigh. Oh my God, what is wrong with me?

      Jay’s phone buzzes, and he grabs it to check it, then roughly shoves it back in his pocket.

      “You’ve gotta go?” Liv guesses.

      “Yeah.” He rests his hands on her belly and then kisses her cheek. “Love you.”

      “You too.”

      Jay squats down and holds his arms out. “Give me a hug before I have to go.”

      Olivia runs to him and plants a sloppy kiss on his cheek. He says goodbye to Liv and shakes Ryan’s hand. “You’ve still got my number, man. Hit me up and we’ll go grab a beer sometime.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Jay takes off, and there’s an awkward silence between us as my sister watches her man walk away. “So, uh, how do you know Liv and Jay?”

      “He’s a marshal.”

      A marshal. As in US Marshal. “Oh, really. That’s interesting. Is that what you’re doing here?” I ask, hoping my voice doesn’t betray my anxiety.

      He winks at me. “If I was, I couldn’t say.” His voice drops even lower, and the way he says it makes my stomach fall right along with it.

      Olivia absentmindedly tugs on my arm, and I bend down to pick her up, hitching her on my hip. “I’m hungry, Mama.”

      “I’ll let you ladies go. It was good seeing you again, Olive.”

      “You, too.”

      “Nice meeting you girls.” He addresses Olivia and me, his gaze lingering. But I don’t mind. I could look in his eyes all day. They have this lighter blue on the outside and then the ring around it is black.

      “Did you eat lunch?” Liv asks him.

      I give Liv the universal face for I can’t believe you just did that, and Ryan shakes his head. “I haven’t.”

      “Do you want to join us?”

      He smiles and moistens his lips, and oh my… I can imagine those lips doing many other things. “I’d love to.”

      “Great.” She turns and reaches for the door, but his beefy hand grabs the handle before her. “Thank you.”

      We’re led to a booth right away, and Liv slides in. Ryan starts to follow her, but Olivia squeals. “Me sit wif Auntie.” I set her down since she’s squirming, and she crawls in next to Liv. She really knows how to ham it up and act adorable when it suits her.

      “Okay, then,” I say under my breath as I slide in across from my sister, completely unnerved that I’m going to be so close to the hulk of a man.

      Ryan plops down next to me and grabs a menu, but Olivia reaches out and takes it from him. He pulls it from her fingers then gently taps the top of her head with it. She laughs and reaches for it again, but he’s too fast for her.

      Jesus, he’s amazing with her. I wonder if he has any kids of his own. But then that would probably mean he has a wife. I quickly glance at his finger to find it empty, and an unusual sense of relief floods me. I pick up my menu with shaky hands, then set it back down too afraid he’ll notice my nerves.

      The waitress comes back with waters and four silverware packets. “Can I get a booster seat for her, please?” Ryan asks before her aunt or I have the chance, like it’s his right or something. I feel like it should bother me, but the truth is, it’s nice. “You’re too short to even see over the table, little one.”

      Olivia is totally loving him. She’s giggling and batting her eyelashes. Liv presses her lips together to suppress her laughter and glances over at me. “Oh, my God,” I mouth to her. Who is this guy, and why is he so perfect?

      We order our food and chat amongst ourselves, me mainly taking in the conversation around me. Ryan’s thigh bumps against mine a couple of times throughout the meal. I can tell how muscular it is from just a slight brush. I bounce my leg, and he clamps his hand over my knee while still talking to Liv. I don’t look at him but feel more than heat from his touch. When I stop bouncing, he gently rubs it and then lets it go before he answers Olivia’s question about his favorite kind of pizza. Great. He knows he makes me all twitchy and stuff.

      When the bill comes, Ryan grabs it and tosses some cash at the waitress before either of us have a chance to even see the total. “You don’t need to do that. I invited you,” Liv insists.

      “It’s my pleasure.” He slides out of the booth and holds his hand out to help me.

      More heat floods my face when he wraps his fingers around mine and tugs me out. The force of it combined with my shaky legs causes me to lurch forward, and my other hand lands on his chest. His hard, strong, muscular chest. “Sorry,” I whisper before backing up, mortified.

      “Don’t be.” Then he holds his hands out for Olivia, who immediately allows him to lift her. Her sleepy head falls on his shoulder. With one hand, he boosts her up higher and helps Liv out of the booth with the other. I want to be surprised, but I know my daughter. If she likes someone, which doesn’t happen often, but if she really, really likes someone, she clings to them. And apparently, she likes Ryan.

      He motions for us to go before him. “I’ll walk you guys to your car. Where are you parked?”

      Liv shrugs her shoulders. “You drove, Opal,” she reminds me.

      Shit, how embarrassing. “Oh, yeah. Duh.” I smack my forehead. “In the lot over here.” I hurry ahead, keeping my head down and hoping the blush goes away. Ryan, with Olivia still in his arms, and Liv follow.

      “Jesus.” Ryan grabs my arm, yanking me back a split second before a car tears out of the lot. Olivia screams, the sudden movement jolting her, and Ryan immediately begins bouncing with her and shushing her even as he continues to steady me.

      “Oh, my God. Are you okay?” Liv gasps.

      I shrug out of Ryan’s hold. “I’m fine,” I snap unintentionally. I feel so out of sorts, and I hate it. I’ve strived to take control of my life, and in no time at all, a complete stranger has tipped the scales in his favor. “I’m fine.” I take my daughter from his arms.

      “Damn, he was flyin’.” Ryan glares at the car that’s now at the light.

      “I saw it,” I yell defensively.

      “Well, thanks again.” Liv sighs. I’m putting Olivia in her seat, so I can’t see either of them.

      “My pleasure. Hopefully, I’ll see you around.”

      I turn around and slam the door, my eyes colliding with his. The intensity makes me fall back a step, and I hold on to the door for leverage. “Nice meeting you, Ryan.”

      Hurrying to the other side of the car, I get in, and once Liv’s buckled, I take off. As soon as we’re out of the lot and sitting at the stoplight, I groan. “That was so embarrassing.”

      “It was not,” Liv tries to assure me.

      “I wasn’t even paying attention to where I was going and… holy shit.” I reach over the console and dig my nails into her arm.

      “Ouch.”

      “Is that him?” I can’t drag my gaze away from the man straddling a motorcycle.

      Liv curses under her breath, knowing what that means to me. “Yeah. That’s him.”

      The light turns green, and I accelerate, getting the hell away from him. “Well, there goes that,” I mumble. I will never in my life be with someone or allow someone I care about to ride anything with less than four wheels. He revs the loud bike, and when he pulls out into traffic, he winks at me as he passes.
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      It’s not the first time in the past five months, nor will it be the last that I’m distracted by thoughts of Opal. It happens everywhere at any time. I should be back home right now. Hell, I should have been there a long time ago, but for some insane reason, I took on another assignment.

      Since first meeting her, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her. I’ve never had a woman on my mind like this, and it’s driving me crazy. Luckily, since she’s essentially my buddy’s sister-in-law, I’ve gotten to see her more. And every time I do, I want nothing more than to get more from her. But she’s closed up tight, and as much as she thinks it’s going to deter me, it only spurs me on. I didn’t pick a job where I chase people for a living for no reason. I get off on the thrill of it.

      I love the game.

      And I’m playing it right now. The fugitive flicks his cigarette on the ground, then at least has the decency to stomp out the ember. When he starts walking toward two young women as they make their way to the trail, I slowly and quietly push myself off the ground.

      I don’t know how he’s gotten away with it for this long; the bald head and full beard do nothing to hide his true identity.

      He’s so preoccupied he doesn’t notice me until I’ve got my knee in his back and the side of his face pressed against the uneven cement. “What the fuck?”

      I silently throw some cuffs around his wrists and yank him up.

      “Fucking dammit.”

      Every time. Every single time I apprehend somebody, they struggle. I just don’t get it. He knows he’s not getting away, especially because I was the one who caught his sorry ass the first time five years ago. I lift his arms up behind him more and bend his wrists. That’s all it takes for him to give up. After opening the back door to the unmarked Tahoe, I get him situated before I get in and drive away.

      “Come on, man. I didn’t even do anything,” he whines. “This is fuckin’ bullshit. Let me go. Please.” Bribery, pleading, threatening—you name it, they do it. But that’s not my job. My job is simple: catch them.

      And I’m really, really good at what I do. But now that I’ve got him, I need to leave and go back home. It’s time. My entire family is in Washington, and I only came here to help out for a high-profile hearing in Chicago… initially. But then I took on a case and caught a fugitive. Then another. Now this guy.

      After a three-hour drive, I return to Chicago to drop him off and fill out some paperwork. I switch vehicles so I can get back on my bike and then head to my rented apartment to take a shower and eat some left over pizza. When I’m finished, I check for missed texts and respond to Jay, telling him I didn’t forget about coming by for the game tonight.

      When I see Opal’s car in the driveway, I feel the weight of the shitty day fall away knowing I get to see her pretty face. I get a jolt of excitement every single time she’s close enough to touch. Part of me thinks it’s just the thrill of the chase, but as soon as she smiles at me, I know that’s nothing but a lie.

      It’s been a long time since I actually tried or wanted more with a woman. And with Opal, it’s not just more, though… it’s all of it. Hell, I didn’t even recognize what the hell it was at first. She tries to avoid me by going to the other side of the room or turning her back to me when we’re at the same place. But I’m a fuckin’ US Marshal; I can put together the evidence. She probably doesn’t realize I see her lick her lips or watch her face turn pink every time she thinks I’m not looking.

      I make it a point to talk to her, and I’m never disappointed. Her voice is so sweet. I didn’t even know a voice could turn me on, but every time she opens her mouth, I have to adjust myself. Like just now as I’m walking to their house just knowing she’s in there.

      Almost before I ring the bell to Jay and Liv’s, the front door swings open, and Liv greets me with a smile and a hug. “Hey, Ryan.”

      “Hi.”

      “Jay’s in his cave.”

      I follow her inside and through the kitchen. Jay had a poker night a few weeks ago, and his brother-in-law, Smith, and his ex-partner, Brandon, came too. Definitely have some envy for his kickass den. I’d love to have a house like this, but my apartment is fine for now. Besides, the couple of times I thought about getting a house to share with a woman, those plans got fucked. Literally.

      She points down the hallway. “I’m sure you’ll hear him screaming at the TV. I’ll bring you a beer in a second.”

      “I can get it.”

      “I’m pregnant, not paralyzed. I can walk to bring you a beer.”

      “Thanks, Liv.” I turn the corner when Opal runs smack dab into me, and I smile at my luck.

      “Oh, crap,” she shrieks.

      My hands close over her slender arms to steady her, my fingers lingering longer than necessary. Just like I like them to anytime I get the opportunity to touch her. “Sorry, doll.”

      “It’s okay. I wasn’t looking.” She steps back, face flushed. “I tend to do that a lot.”

      The first time I had my hands on her was when that car sped out of the parking lot; the split second it took for me to yank her out of the way has fucked with my emotions ever since. I barely even knew her at the time and I don’t know her as much as I want to now because she won’t let me. “How have you been?”

      “Good. You?”

      I’m about to answer when Olivia tears into the hallway, giggling and pulling a stroller behind her. “Hi!” She skids to a stop in front of me, and I crouch down.

      “Hey, short stuff.”

      “Are you coming to my party?”

      “What party?”

      “I’m gonna be four!” God, she’s cute.

      I laugh at her enthusiasm and bob my head as I watch her jump up and down.

      “I’m sure Ryan’s busy, sweetie. He probably can’t make it.”

      “Oh, no. Please. Can you come?” Olivia reaches out for me and grabs my cheeks between her itty-bitty hands. “Pleeeeeease?”

      “How can I say no to that face?” I pinch her nose and stand. “When’s the party?”

      Opal clears her throat. “This Sunday at the new Fun Center. Two o’clock.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “Yay!”

      Olivia continues tearing through the house, leaving Opal and me alone in the hallway again. “You really don’t have to come. I know you—”

      “Why wouldn’t I want to?”

      She crosses her ankles and bites her lip. “Because I’m sure you have better things to do than hang out with a four-year-old.”

      “Oops, I almost ran into you.” Liv holds a beer out for me. “Here ya go. Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you two.”

      Damn, this is a busy hallway.

      “You didn’t,” Opal rushes to say. “We’re about to get going anyway. It’s almost Olivia’s bedtime.”

      “Sure, okay.” Liv backs away. “I’ve just gotta…” Her voice fades as she disappears around the corner, and if I wasn’t so damn infatuated with Opal, I’d find her sister trying to discreetly leave us alone hilarious.

      Opal drops her head and follows Liv, but just as she passes me, I grab her wrist. She looks at me over her shoulder, question and confusion written on her face, along with desire and need. If it wasn’t for the latter two, I’d think I was a glutton for punishment, but I see her. I just need to wait for her to notice. I rub my thumb along her pulse point and then drop her arm. She scurries away, and I take a swallow of my beer before heading into the den where Jay is screaming at the TV.

      “Hey.”

      “What’s up, man?” He half stands, and we shake hands before I plop down on the opposite end of the couch.

      “Nothin’.” I take a large swallow and unintentionally release a pent-up breath as I lean back.

      He kicks his feet up on the coffee table. “Nothin’, huh?”

      I don’t get to answer because Olivia comes running into the room. “Bye, Uncle Jay!” She throws herself at him, and he grunts when she lands on him.

      “You’re leaving already?”

      “Yep. I need to go take a bath.”

      He kisses her cheek and sets her back down on the wood floor. “You do need a bath. You’re stinky.”

      “I am not.” She crosses her arms.

      “You’re right.” He sets his beer on the table and then leans closer to her and takes a big whiff. “You smell like bubblegum.”

      “That’s ’cuz I ate some.”

      I can’t help but laugh at her. Freakin’ adorable. I love kids, always have, but something about this little girl yanks at my heart. Just like her mama.

      She either just notices I’m in the room or just remembered I was. “Hi.” She jumps up into my lap. “Are you still coming to my party?”

      “If you still want me to be there.”

      She nods. “I do.” And then she yawns.

      “Then I’ll be there.”

      Instead of hopping down, she twists the leather bracelet on my wrist. “Where’d you get this?”

      “My niece made it for me.” Olivia twirls the black beads on it and rests her head on my chest. A minute or two go by, and before I know it, her little body becomes heavier.

      “Dude, is she asleep?” I whisper-shout.

      Jay tears his eyes away from the TV for a split second, then nods before turning back.

      My sister has triplets, all girls. And my brother has a stepdaughter and a son. I don’t get to see them nearly as often as I’d like to since I’m always so busy with work. I hate being so far away right now, but I took the original assignment as a favor for an old boss of mine and never expected to be gone this long.

      “Olivia, come on. I said it’s time t… ” Opal stops at the doorway and frowns at me. “Sorry, I didn’t realize she fell asleep.”

      “She’s fine. I’ll carry her to the car for you.”

      “Oh, no.” She rushes into the room. “You don’t have to do that.”

      I ignore her and stand with Olivia, who barely stirs. “Are you ready?”

      She doesn’t respond with words. Her eyes soften as she looks at her daughter snuggled up against me. A level of pain surrounds Opal, whether she thinks she’s giving off the vibe or not. A sadness in her eyes that has me wanting to know why and, in turn, do everything in my power to make it better.

      “Opal?”

      She blinks. “Yeah, sorry. I’m ready.”

      I follow her out to her car and don’t look at her ass once. I do it about twelve times.

      When she opens the back door to her little sedan, I set Olivia in her seat and then buckle her up. Again, she barely stirs, even when I slam the door shut.

      “Thank you.”

      “No problem.” I take a step closer to her, and she doesn’t move. “She’s a heavy sleeper.”

      “Yeah, she’s just like me.”

      I could think of so many ways I’d like to wake Opal up. If I thought she was the type of girl who’d be up for some fun, I’d tell her exactly what I’m thinking, but not only is she Jay’s family, she’s also shy. And sweet. And beautiful. Everything about her calls to every part of me. And every part of me wants every single part of her; the good and the bad, especially the hurt. I want to take whatever’s hurt her and beat it to death so it doesn’t haunt her anymore. “Are you good to get home?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean it’s like nine at night, dark, a storm’s heading in, and you’re alone with a baby.” Which reminds me that I need to leave if it does rain. I should have driven the truck, but I don’t want to miss an opportunity to be on my bike. I like to ride too much.

      “Oh, then yeah. I’m fine.”

      She walks around to her side, but I call her name, so she stops. There is no way in this universe that I’m okay with this scenario. No woman who is in my life drives in the dark and goes home to an empty house alone. Not my mom or my sister, and now… definitely not Opal. “I’m going to follow you home.”

      “We’re fine, Ryan.”

      “I’m sure you are, but I won’t be able to sleep until I know for sure that you guys are locked in safe for the night.”

      When she crosses her arms, I thank the Lord for giving me amazing peripheral vision because I’m able to get a glimpse of her cleavage while still looking into her eyes. “I have an alarm system.”

      “Not good enough.”

      “Wha… why are you being like this?”

      “Like what?”

      Instead of answering me, she shakes her head. “We’re fine, Ryan. Thank you for the concern, but I’m fine.”

      My sister tells me that all the time, too. Even though she’s married—and to a sheriff nonetheless—I still worry. “At least call me. Or text me when you get home.” It’s the biggest compromise I’m willing to make.

      “I don’t have your number.” She yawns but shakes her head. “I’ll just text Jay when I get home.” Then she leaves no room for argument when she gets in her car and takes off.

      Once she’s out of sight, I head back inside. My beer’s warm, but I drink it anyway. “Olivia wake up?” Jay asks.

      “Nope. She was out like the dead.”

      “She’s a crazy heavy sleeper.”

      “That’s what Opal said. She also said she’d text you when she got home. I don’t like that she’s going to an empty house by herself.” Then it occurs to me that maybe she lives with someone. A man? That thought makes my damn brain hurt. I know Olivia’s dad isn’t in the picture, but if she had a boyfriend, surely, I’d have seen him by now. She doesn’t have a ring on her finger; I checked that the first time I saw her. I don’t know why the hell it just now occurred to me that she might have a man. Probably because she looks at me like I’m the only man in the world.

      Jay leans back into the armrest and gives me a knowing stare. “You don’t like it, huh?”

      “Do you?”

      “Not even a little. But after arguing with her about it every single night, she finally conceded and got an alarm system. I have the app on my phone, so I know when she gets home and then resets the alarm.”

      Makes sense. I knew from the first time I talked to Jay that he was the same kind of man as I was. One who takes care of who’s important to him even if he can’t be there.

      And Lord help me, but somehow, she’s become important to me without even so much as a kiss. I’m legit afraid of what’s gonna happen to me when I finally get my mouth on her.

      “Don’t fuckin’ think about it,” Jay practically growls at me.

      “What?”

      “She’s been through a lot, Ry. The last thing she needs is a complication of a guy whose nickname is Heartbreaker.”

      I want to kill whoever came up with that ridiculous fuckin’ name. “It’s a stupid name that doesn’t mean shit.”

      “You break a lot of hearts, Ry?” he jokes.

      It’s bad enough he heard it when he was at the office a while ago, but he’s not about to get the actual history behind it. The reason for that name is not what he thinks, and quite honestly, the only good thing about being away from home is I don’t have to hear that stupid fuckin’ name all damn day.

      So I ignore his question and ask instead, “What am I up against?” He doesn’t need to know that I’ve already extended my visit because I can’t stand the thought of not being in the same city as her.

      “A lot.”

      “Not gonna make it easy on me, are you?”

      He shakes his head. “Opal and I are tight. Almost as close as me and my sister, Mellie. She went through a lot, Ryan. Under the fake independence and attitude is a lonely girl with a heart of gold, though. She’s strong, and it’s gonna take a lot to break through. There’s one thing specifically, and if you figure it out, guarantee it’ll be worth it.”

      Cryptic bastard. I dangle the bottle between my fingers.

      “You’re solid, Ry. Hate to admit it, but you’d be perfect for her, but it goes without saying… you fuck her over, I will fuck you up.”

      I don’t tell him that I figure however this plays out, I’m gonna be getting fucked either way. I just hope it’s the way that involves my cock.
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      My little girl holds my hand and can barely contain her excitement. Olivia practically pulls me as we walk into the Family Fun Center.

      “Slow down, sweetie.” I juggle the cake on my arm and the balloons wrapped around my wrist. “Can you help me with the door, please?”

      She drops my hand, and I shift the cake over and flex my arm, letting some feeling back into it. “Wait for me, young lady,” I warn Olivia when she tries to take off once we’re inside. The girl never stops running. After I get us checked in, we’re led to a party room where I put the balloons and cake on the table.

      This is her first party with friends, and the only reason she’s having it is because she begged me. Apparently, preschool is the age when these things start. I had family parties until I was like ten, and after that, we didn’t get to go to cool places like this. We had friends over to the house to play games and stuff.

      Before long, the girls from her class show up, and I love watching her run around and have a great time. My fear of failure temporarily silents as she laughs her little head off.

      She’s off with her bestie, and I try not to be too obvious when I look around to see if I can find Ryan. Olivia doesn’t remember she invited him, I’m sure. But I have to admit I am a little disappointed he didn’t show.

      I’m relieved too, if I’m being honest with myself. He makes me nervous and fidgety. The first time I met him, he pinned me with a look hot enough to make my panties melt. I hadn’t had that kind of reaction to a man… ever. And when I saw how good he was with Olivia, it made those feelings even worse… or better, depending on how I look at it.

      I haven’t tried or had the desire to date since I had Olivia. I’ve been too busy busting my ass to provide the best life for me and my daughter while also saving money to get out of my parents’ house. We’re finally on our own, and I have money in savings and a roof over my head that I gladly pay rent for each month. Jumping back into the dating pool with Ryan would be a tragic mistake.

      Not that he’d want to date me.

      “Great party.”

      I look over and smile at Greg, the dad of one of Olivia’s friends. She and Amelia are in the same class and also took the same dance class together. “Thank you. Is Amelia having a good time?”

      “She is.”

      “That’s great. I’m sure they’ll sleep really well tonight.”

      He chuckles. “Yeah, I bet Amelia will fall asleep in the car.”

      A gaggle of girls runs past us, screeching and laughing. I can’t help the swell of pride that courses through me as I watch my little girl live a happy life. I have always been so worried that not having a father would mess her up. Jay and my dad have been instrumental, but a part of me always wonders if it’s enough. If I’m enough. If I could be doing more.

      Whenever I see a happy family with both parents, I question everything about myself as a mother. And a young one, at that. I was just seventeen when I had Olivia, and being a twenty-one-year-old with a now four-year-old daughter is daunting enough, but doing it alone is the hardest thing I’ve ever done and will do in my entire life.

      “So I might be kicking myself in the ass here, but if I don’t ask you this now, I know I’ll regret it. Even if you say no.” Greg’s voice interrupts my thoughts.

      I turn to him with a smile on my face. “What’s that?”

      “I’d like to take you out sometime. Just dinner. No pressure or anything,” he rushes to add.

      Heat burns my cheeks as I stutter to answer. “Uh, I-I don’t know if I’m in the place for dating now, Greg. I honestly haven’t even thought about it with how busy I am with Olivia.”

      “Sure, sure. I understand.” He shifts on his feet, and I hate that I made him feel awkward. He’s really a handsome man. His hair is short and dark, his eyes are brown, and he’s toned without being too muscular. “If it ever changes, let me know, okay? Or don’t. I haven’t thought about it much either since Amelia’s mother left.”

      “I’m sorry, Greg.”

      He waves me off. “Don’t apologize. This single parent thing is hard and—”

      “It is.”

      “Mommy, Ryan is here, and he brought me pink flowers!” Olivia screams at me from across the room. I lock eyes with him as he’s walking over to me… or more like being tugged over to me by Olivia. She’s carrying a large bouquet and has the biggest grin on her face.

      He brought her flowers. Nobody has ever given her flowers before. He’s ridiculously sweet, and it makes me ridiculously happy to see that huge smile on Olivia’s face.

      I can’t get over how at ease he is with Olivia or how quickly she took to him. Everything about him is easy, actually. The way he walks, the way he talks, how he takes in any situation with calm confidence. And right off the bat, he treated Olivia like she was precious. Which she is, but most men see a single mom and her daughter and stay as far away as they can.

      And that’s been fine. I don’t have the time to date. I’m finally on my own, happy in my own home with my daughter and making it without any help from my parents or using Jay as a crutch. I can’t let anything distract me from that. Not even a six-foot US Marshall who treats my daughter like she’s his world.

      “You made it,” I breathe as he stops in front of me.

      “Yup.” He grunts, his eyes darting over to Greg. And it’s right now that I notice the look. It’s the same one Jay gives any man who looks at Liv. It’s a look I’ve always dreamed somebody would use on my behalf. One where it’s clear as day that someone loves me enough to have an entire conversation with just his eyes. A threat that he would do anything possible to keep me safe.

      A very awkward couple of seconds pass before Greg clears his throat. “I’m going to find Amelia.” Then he drops his head and walks away. Not that I want a boyfriend, but if I had been considering Greg’s offer, this would change the way I looked at him anyway. He’s exactly the type of man I don’t need. Some coward who takes one look at some competition and darts away with his tail between his legs.

      Ryan isn’t even intimidated by Jay, who, for all intents and purposes, is my protective big brother. That in and of itself is a miracle.

      “Will you play with me?” Olivia, completely oblivious to the tension, tugs on Ryan’s hand.

      He squats down. I love that he does that. There aren’t many people, let alone men, who get down on a child’s level to talk to them. “That’s why I’m here. Lead the way, birthday girl.”

      She squeals and pulls him up, then runs—first to put the flowers into our party room and then back into the chaos—but he stops and turns around. His eyes find mine immediately, and he lifts his chin at me. “You coming?”

      “Oh, uh. Yeah, I guess.” I walk through the crowd, dodging the rambunctious kids and hoping my nerves aren’t on display. “This game again?” I sigh when Olivia reaches the same game she’s been at almost the whole party. Only so much a mom can take, and after hearing the damn frogs croaking for what feels like forever, my patience for this particular activity is pretty much gone right now.

      “It’s my favorite!” She tries a few times before her card registers, and then presses the button as the bugs pass by. The goal is to knock them off the conveyer belt with the frog’s tongue.

      “She’s good at this,” Ryan observes.

      “She should be; she’s only played it a thousand times since she’s been here.”

      He leans down next to her and waits until she’s done. Then she encourages him to try, and when he gets the new high score, Olivia screams. A couple of people around us stop to see what’s going on. “Did you see him, Mommy?”

      “I did.”

      “Ryan is the best! Amelia! Ryan got the high score.” She runs between his legs to talk with her friend whose father is looking at me differently than before. He appears angry as he turns his back to me.

      “Doesn’t take much to impress her, does it?”

      I know I have to look at him to answer, but it’s so hard because he’s so damn hot it’s unnerving. “I don’t know. I tried that and didn’t do nearly as good as you did.”

      “That’s not even my specialty.”

      “You have a specialty arcade game?”

      “Oh, yeah.” His voice lowers a few decibels, and he smirks.

      And my jaw drops.

      “Come on.” He grabs my hand like ours belong together and pulls me through the crowd. I link my fingers through his, pretending for a moment that we actually do belong together. It’s a dangerous game, but one I’m brave enough to play while we’re surrounded by a bunch of people.

      After a quick stop at the ticket machine, where he loads up a card one handed, he continues until he reaches a shooting game. I love this one. It’s where the family is on a porch, and the objects move; the chair rocks, the milk bucket opens, the screen door slams. The one I think is rigged because every time I play it, I’m lucky to hit one target. He drops my hand to lift the gun, and as soon as the timer goes, he’s locked in.

      I swear he hits the bull’s-eye before it’s even open all the way. And I also swear I’m getting turned on in the middle of the Family Fun Center watching him shoot fake targets with a fake gun surrounded by screaming kids. But who wouldn’t be? He’s wearing a tight black t-shirt and jeans that hug his ass. The black boots on his feet only add to the appeal. As he shoots, the muscles in his arms flex, and my heart picks up speed.

      When the buzzer goes off, he glances at the score, and his brows draw together.

      “That was really um…” I clear my throat. “Good,” I tell him.

      “Nah. I usually do better than that.” He sets the gun down and turns facing me, a slight tilt on his lips. “You’re distracting.”

      “I’m distracting?”

      “Yeah, dollface, you are.” He stops inches away, and I angle my head up. “Everything about you fucks me up.”

      The noise around us does this weird thing where it fades away, and the only thing I can hear is the sound of my heart beating in my chest. His eyes glued to mine make my knees weak, and I contemplate if it’d be better to collapse on the ground or fall into him. A kid runs past me, bumping into me and making the decision on my behalf. I lurch forward, my hand landing on Ryan’s hard chest to keep my balance.

      He glances down, and I pull my arm away. But he grabs my wrist and puts my hand back where it was. “I like it when you touch me.”

      I want to tell him I do too—I loved it the first time it happened at the restaurant—but that’d give him a reason to continue flirting. Instead, I try to take a step back.

      He uses his free hand and grabs my waist, holding me in place. He doesn’t need to say anything. The flexing of his fingers and the darkening of his eyes say it all. He wants me.

      And when my lips part and my own fingers dig into his chest, he knows I want him too. No matter how much I try to deny it, I’ve wanted him since the moment I saw him walking down the street. Every time I see him, I only want him more, but I know I can’t have him, and it makes every subsequent encounter harder and harder to keep my resolve.

      “Party for Olivia, iiiiit’s pizza time! Olivia’s party, please return to room three.”

      I hear the announcement through my lust, and he must too, because he steps back. Only when I turn around, his fingertips sliding around to my stomach and his pinky dipping just beneath the waistband of my jeans, does he let me go.

      When I get into the party room, it’s chaos. Not organized… or maybe it is. I can’t tell because I feel so discombobulated that everything else does, too. Liv comes to my aid and helps serve pizza while I open juice boxes. It’s a blur which I’m thankful for because I’m able to forget about Ryan for a few minutes, and before I know it, Olivia is blowing out her candles.

      Somehow, I remembered to take a picture. I scroll through my phone to make sure it’s a good one and notice Ryan leaning on the wall. He’s not looking at Olivia like everyone else but directly at me. And when I drag my gaze from my phone to him, he’s still giving me all his attention. Hunger written on his face.

      I swallow past the sandpaper in my throat and work on cleaning up the room as the kids tear out to finish playing. Half of them didn’t eat more than a bite or two of pizza and cake. “I’ve gotta take off with Amelia.” Greg’s voice makes me jump when it creeps up on me from behind.

      He puts his hand on my shoulder. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      I glance behind him where Ryan is talking to Jay now, but I know he’s watching Greg because his hand is in a fist, and even from across the room, I can see his white knuckles.

      Gently and as inconspicuously as I can, I shrug Greg’s hand off. “Thank you guys for coming.”

      “Thanks for inviting us.”

      He smiles and hesitates, but then shakes his head and walks away. Beneath my lashes, I watch the tension in Ryan’s body leave him as Greg walks out of the room.

      I start to lift the trash bag out of the bin to make room for another bag when Jay and Ryan both protest. “Jeeze, damn cavemen. I was just taking it out since it’s so damn full. I still have all that crap to throw out.” I motion to the table piled high with plates and empty juice boxes.

      “I’ll just run it out.” Jay comes over and lifts the bag, then carries it out of the room. Ryan looks over his shoulder until Jay’s gone, his hands now loose at his sides, but his intensity has moved north to his face, because his jaw muscle jumps and his eyes darken.

      “I’m going to kiss you now.” That’s all the warning I get before his hands are on my face, and his mouth is on mine. Strong hands that moments ago were ready to pummel something are gentle as they cradle my head.

      I reach up and grab his forearms, holding on. His tongue demands entrance, and I part my lips, almost forgetting what to do since it’s been so long since I’ve kissed anybody. But the moment he swipes his tongue along mine, I remember. And God, do I love it.

      It’s been years, almost four to the day to be exact, since anybody’s looked at me with desire or wanted me so intensely. I push up on my toes, and he slides a hand around my head to grab my hair. With one large step, he pushes me against the wall, our lips never breaking contact even as my back slams against the plaster.

      I moan against his mouth, my hips swaying toward him, my body desperate for more. He groans, and it vibrates straight through me, but just when I think he’s going to press his hard body against mine, he pulls away from me.

      My chest heaves, and he swipes his thumb across my lips, his jaw lax as he swipes it again, only slower. I close my top lip over his thumb and brazenly suck. “Fuck me,” he growls and drops his hand just as Jay walks back in with Liv.

      I try to cover the flush on my face, but I know it’s useless. I can’t believe I just did that. Oh my God, I’ve never done anything like that in my life. I’m so… embarrassed. And my sister sees it. Luckily, Ryan does a good enough job covering for both of us, and while he and Jay are carrying the presents to my car, I run to the bathroom.

      Liv comes in as I’m washing my hands. “What was that?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Come on, Opal. That wasn’t nothing. I saw the way he was looking at you. And you, you’re red as hell.”

      I shake my head even though she’s right. That was… everything. It was hot and beautiful and so, so good. “He was just helping me clean up.”

      “What? The cobwebs.”

      I toss my paper towel at her and hear her laughing as I walk back into the hallway. I try to forget about Ryan as all the parents and their kids are saying goodbye. I’m really proud of Olivia because she’s using her manners without me having to remind her. She waves to Jay and Liv through the window as they walk out.

      Once she’s satisfied they can’t see her anymore, I walk to the counter with a very sleepy little girl leaning on my leg. As I’m settling the bill, I feel a presence next to me and know it’s Ryan without even having to look.

      I tuck my receipt into my purse and avoid his eyes. “Thanks for coming.”

      “I’ll walk you guys out.”

      Olivia grabs one of each of our hands, and we swing her through the parking lot; something she loves to do but rarely happens since it’s usually just us two. She’s quiet but happy, and after I set her in her seat and she buckles up, Ryan sticks his head in and gives her a hug. I’m walking around to the driver’s side when he shuts the door. Over the top of my car, he calls my name.

      “Yeah?”

      “What time does she go to bed?”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m coming over so I can see what that mouth can really do.”

      My cheeks burn, and I contemplate if I should say no. Or if I should say hell yes. Or maybe I shouldn’t give him an answer at all. “That was a—”

      “Don’t you dare say it was a mistake.”

      “But—”

      “Did it feel like a mistake?”

      I simply shake my head.

      “What time does she go to bed?”

      I don’t know why I’m hesitating. He’s leaving, so I don’t have to worry about anything other than one night. People my age do it all the time even though it’s not who I really am. It’s probably a mistake, but without considering any more thoughts about why it’s a bad idea, I say, “Seven thirty.” And then get in my car and drive away before I change my mind.

      My little girl got her second wind when we got home, so it takes longer than normal to get her in bed. I have just put her down, so when the bell rings, I run to the door and yank it open.

      “Please tell me you don’t open the door without looking to see who it is.” Ryan’s angry voice not exactly what I want to hear right now.

      “I just put Olivia down, and I didn’t want—”

      “Is she sleeping?”

      “Not yet, but she will be soon, hopefully.”

      He looks past me, and the hard lines of his face soften before my eyes. “Hey, short stuff.” His voice is quieter, and his hand unclenches the fist it was in. “What are you doin’ awake?”

      “I can’t sleep.”

      Dammit. I knew that extra piece of cake would keep her up. Stupid sugar. I turn around to tell her to go back to bed. “Oliv—”

      “Can Ryan read me a story?”
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      I don’t even ask Opal if she cares because after what happened earlier, I’m not leaving until we find a way to work each other out of our systems. “I’d love to.”

      Olivia holds her arms out, and I lift her up, then head up the stairs she came down from. I take in the photos on the wall and listen to her babble on about how fun her party was. When I get to the top of the steps, I go to the first room on the right and am blinded with pink and purple.

      “What do you want me to read you?” I set her on the bed and reach over to grab a couple of books from her nightstand. “Puppy or princess?”

      “Princess.”

      Not surprised, I chuckle and open the page. Before I’ve even started the second paragraph, she’s out. Her thumb is in her mouth, but her lips are open around it, little puffs of air passing through. Quiet as I can, I get up and close her door, standing outside it for a second to make sure she doesn’t get up.

      Then I take a peek inside Opal’s room and hold back a groan at the sight of her bed. Her headboard has slats—perfect for me to cuff her to and play with her body until she screams. I walk back downstairs to the living room where she’s folding laundry. She doesn’t glance up, but her hand shakes slightly, and I don’t like that I’ve made her nervous.

      “Come here, Opal.”

      She shakes her head and continues folding laundry. “Thank you for getting her down. She’s normally out like a light three seconds after her head hits the pillow, but with the excitement of the party and all the cake, she—”

      “You don’t kiss me like you did earlier, digging your damn nails into me and moanin’ into my mouth, and think I can just walk away. Fuck, you weren’t even touchin’ my cock, and the way you sucked my thumb made me feel like I was gonna explode. And you certainly don’t do those things and think I’m the kind of man to leave you wet and wanting.”

      “Ry—”

      Fuck this noise. “How wet were your panties when you got home?”

      “What?”

      “Did you have to change ’em or did you walk around—”

      “You kissed me.” Now she raises her eyes to me.

      “Fuck yeah, I did. And you kissed me back.” I kick the laundry basket out of the way and push her onto the couch, following close. When she lands on her back, her legs fall open, and I settle between them. “And I want more.”

      “I don’t know, Ryan.”

      “No?”

      She shakes her head at the same time as she pushes her hips into mine.

      “If you tell me right now you don’t want me here”—I grind down into her heat, and she bites her lip—“then I’ll get up and walk out. But no joke, Opal. You don’t, and I’ll strip you down and kiss every soft inch of your beautiful body before I sink every hard inch of me inside you.”

      “I…”

      “You what?”

      “I want to but…”

      I bring my hands up to her face and rub my thumb across her cheek. God, she’s so pretty. “But what, baby?”

      She takes a breath as if she’s amping herself up. “I’m nervous.”

      “About what?”

      “It’s been… I’m not.” Another breath before she finally says, “I don’t know how to do this.”

      I lower my head and gently kiss her lips. She has a kid, so it can’t be that. “Don’t know how to do what?”

      “Nothing. It’s been… just never mind.”

      “Are you afraid I’m going to hurt you?”

      “No. I know you wouldn’t.”

      I’m thrilled she knows that and get even harder at her declaration. “Then what’s the problem?”

      “I have Olivia, and I’m busy, and it’s been a while, and I don’t have time for anything else. If we do this, it’s nothing more than—”

      I cut her off by slamming my mouth on hers, I can’t wait anymore. Her mouth is like heaven. I reluctantly pull away to lay it out one last time. “I’m not making promises here, Opal. But if you wanna put us both out of our misery, then wrap your legs around me and hang on tight. You don’t, just say the word, and I’ll walk away tonight instead of in a couple months.” Because yeah, I took another damn assignment.

      She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. Then she wraps her legs around me, and I do exactly what I told her I would do. I kiss every inch. Down her neck. Across her collarbone. Between her breasts and back up. She wriggles beneath me when I take her bra off and cup her perfect tits in my hand.

      I suck a nipple into my mouth, and her back arches. “Oh God.”

      Giving them equal attention, I nip and lick, suck and blow until they’re both hard peaks. Sliding down her body, I stop at the waistband of her pants. She doesn’t say anything, and I pause. “If you don’t want this, tell me. Right now, doll, it’s just me and you. I’ll do whatever you want… stop when you don’t want more. But you’ve gotta tell me.”

      “I do, I just…”

      “You want my hands here?” I slide over the material and cup her pussy. “Fuck me, I can feel how wet you are.” Soaked through. “Holy fuck, I want to taste you. You want me to eat your pussy until you scream, Opal?”

      She moans and nods, pressing up into my hand. I push the heel of my palm down and circle it. “What about my cock, baby? You want that in here too, or just stop with my mouth? Been dyin’ to taste you. Dreaming about what your pussy would feel like comin’ around my fingers.”

      “All of it.” She gasps. “All of you.”

      I hover over her, waiting for her to open her eyes and look at me. “You sure?”

      “Yes.”

      She needn’t say any more because I have her naked and her thighs spread open in seconds. “Jesus.” I run my finger between her folds and marvel at how fuckin’ gorgeous she is. Smooth and pink and… “Tight,” I hiss as I sink my finger into her.

      “Ryan.” Her hips shoot up, and I clamp my mouth to her.

      Fuck me. Much as I liked how pretty her pussy is, I fuckin’ love how she tastes on my tongue.

      “Oh, God.”

      I’m gonna need to spend lots of time getting her ready. I can barely fit two of my fingers inside her. “Need you to come, baby.” I tease and suck on her clit, circling my fingers inside to find the spot that makes her gasp. Her thighs shake, and I take advantage of her orgasm and add a third finger.

      “Too much, Ryan.” She tries to push my head away, but I don’t move. Can’t. I want to live right here. I pull my fingers almost all the way out, then slowly slide them back in.

      “Fuck, Opal. My hand is drenched, baby.”

      She thrashes her head, and I dive back in, devouring her pussy and making her come so hard no man will ever compare to me, to this. She’ll always think of me, of my head between her legs and my fingers, my tongue, and pretty soon, my cock inside her.

      A groan slides up through her throat, and she grabs my wrist. I lift my head, watching her hips move. “There you go, baby. Find it. Get nice and ready so I’ll slide in easy.”

      She grinds down and clenches around me. My dick pulses right along with her, and I push my pants down with my other hand, freeing my cock and giving it a squeeze. “Oh, my God.” She climaxes again as she watches me roll on a condom.

      “You ready?”

      “Yes.”

      I pull my hand away and slide her wetness all over my dick, wishing for the first time in my life I could go bareback. Sitting up, I position myself in the middle of the couch. “Hop on, baby doll.”

      She hesitates, and I lift her up by her arms. “Grab my cock. Slide yourself down and fuck me, baby.”

      The moment her hand closes over me, I nearly come. And when she rubs the tip of me at her entrance, I can’t hold back anymore and thrust up into her. “Fuck me, Opal. Make yourself come again.”

      As soon as she slides all the way down, her clit rubs against my stomach, and she grinds down. I put my hands on her hips to lift her. She slams herself down. “There it is. Ride me, baby.”

      Her hands rest on my chest, and I lean back, enjoying the view. Her perky tits jiggle, and her hair covers her face as she bounces in my lap. Fuck, she feels good. Amazing. Like heaven.

      “Ryan,” she whines, and her movements become erratic.

      “Right here.”

      “I. Shit, Ryan.”

      I sit up, grabbing her hair and pulling her head down to look at me. “Let it happen.”

      “I… oh, my God.” Her eyes roll back in her head, and she falls forward.

      “There you go. Christ, I can feel you comin’.”

      Unable to hold back any longer, I grab her hips and fuck her from below. Her body shakes with the power of my thrusts, but every time I bottom out, she gasps and moans. “You got another one?”

      “I, no…”

      “Yeah you do. Come for me one more time, Opal.”

      “I can’t.”

      I slam her down, and she curses. “There?” I do it again with the same result, only louder. “Fuck, if I hit that spot again, you’re gonna explode around me again, aren’t you?” I don’t wait for an answer and fuck her just like that until she collapses on top of me, exhausted from pleasure, and I come so hard I’m afraid the condom’ll break.

      Fucking perfect. Better than I could have ever imagined, even though I already knew she was a game changer.

      “You okay?”

      She nods and slowly slides off me. I stand and then lean down, gently kissing her. “Be right back.”

      From the bathroom, I can hear her hurried movements, and I give her a second to gather herself. When I stalk back in the living room, I grab my clothes and put them on, trying to decide how to approach her.

      She’s sitting on the couch, legs crossed and her head in her hands. She hasn’t even looked up.

      I sit next to her. “You sure you’re okay?”

      A slight nod is her only response.

      “Can you look at me?”

      A slight shake of her head is her only response, so I sit up and gently grab her chin, turning it until her big brown eyes meet mine. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, I just… I-I…”

      “That was fantastic. More than fantastic, it was phenomenal. We have chemistry, and we both know what this is. So relax. I’ll chill with you for a little bit, then I’ll take you upstairs where I can have you on your back while I’m fuckin’ you.”
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      I can’t believe I did that. Did him. Twice.

      As soon as I hear his motorcycle engine, I hop out of bed and peek between my curtains to watch him drive away. As much as I hate, hate, hate to admit it, he looks really hot on that bike. But I hate even more how worried I am that he’s going to die on that thing. If I think about it, I’ll obsess over it, and the only thoughts allowed to enter my brain will be that he’s going to die.

      Once he’s gone, I yank my sheets off my bed and run to the laundry closet downstairs and toss them in as another thought consumes me. “I’m such a slut.” The washer door slams shut, and I race back upstairs to my bathroom so I can take a shower and get to work on time.

      Olivia goes to preschool on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and my parents watch her on Mondays and Wednesdays when I work during the day at the makeup store in the mall. I love that Friday is my day off, so Olivia and I usually spend all day together doing fun things. But that also means I have to work weekends. Luckily, Jay and Liv or my parents watch her on those days. I don’t know what I’d do without my family.

      Three to four nights a week, I’m at the coffee shop, and I have a babysitter who comes to the house and puts her to bed. She’s a retired woman who lives just down the block and hardly charges me anything.

      Granted, I barely make anything at the coffee shop, but once all is said and done, it’s about three hundred dollars a month. It doesn’t seem like a lot, but it’s enough to pay for Olivia’s preschool.

      I take a super-fast shower, and while my hair is still air-drying, I wake up Olivia. I’m amazed at how hard she sleeps. I can count on my hand how many times she’s woken up before me, and those times were usually when she was sick.

      “Hey, baby.” I brush some hair off her face and kiss her cheek. “Time to get up.”

      Her eyes pop open, and she smiles, little white teeth on display. “Hi, Mommy.”

      “Gotta get dressed and take you to Grandma and Grandpa’s house.”

      “Okay.” She hops out of bed and drags herself to the bathroom. Part of our routine is her getting her clothes out the night before, and I smile when I see the pink cowboy boots, purple princess dress, zebra stripe tights, and her favorite Chicago PD hoodie.

      “I’m going to finish getting ready, okay? We need to leave in five minutes.”

      She doesn’t answer, or she does but I don’t hear her because I’m already in the kitchen packing myself a lunch and pulling some ground beef out of the freezer for dinner.

      When we walk into my parents’ house, the smell of pancakes makes Olivia run faster to the kitchen. “Bye, baby. Be good.”

      She stops and turns, then squeezes my leg. “Bye, Mommy.”

      “Bye, Mom,” I holler down the hall.

      “Wait.” She hurries down the hallway and hands me a shallow Tupperware container with a couple of pancakes in it. “You have to eat something.”

      “Thanks, Mom. I’ll be back at five thirty.”

      “Drive carefully.” She waves at me from the porch, and I cram a pancake in my mouth before I drive away.

      The day goes by painfully slow, and when my shift is over, I hurry to grab Olivia. We get home, and I make some spaghetti and listen to my little girl tell me about all the things she did today. I give her a bath, and we’re sitting on the couch reading a story when the doorbell rings.

      “Hi, Ms. Pam.” I smile at my sitter.

      “How are you?” She holds the doorframe as she steps into the house.

      “Good. How about you?”

      “Oh, just fine.”

      Olivia hops off the couch and runs over, hugging Ms. Pam and then me. “Bye, Mommy.”

      “Good night, baby. Sleep good, okay? I’ll come give you a kiss when I get home.”

      “Okay.”

      As I’m walking out the door, I hear Olivia telling Ms. Pam about the book we were reading. I wish I could be here to finish it, but I’ve gotta pay the bills.

      The coffee shop is only open until nine, so when I arrive at seven, the employees are happy to run out, most of whom are still in high school. I’m scheduled from seven to ten tonight, but I usually end up getting the drawer counted and the place cleaned up in a half an hour, so I’m out the door by nine thirty. I worked at the coffee shop full time but had to leave because of the pay. I got lucky the manager likes me, so she lets me pick up the crappy hours at the end of the day that nobody wants.

      The doorbell beeps, and I don’t look up from the nightly sheet until I hear footsteps stop in front of the register. “What can I get youuuu?” You have got to be kidding me. Might as well dump a scalding hot pot of coffee all over me because I am burning up just looking at him.

      “Dollface.” Ryan smiles.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He puts his knuckles on the counter and leans forward. “Came to get some coffee before I head out for the night.”

      Of course. The warmth on my face slides down, and I swallow the burn. “Yeah. Okay. Well, what can I get you?”

      “I’m going out for work, Opal.”

      “’Kay.” One night. One night. One night. I have no right to be upset if he’s going out tonight.

      “You think after I’ve had you anybody else could fuckin’ compare? Christ, I couldn’t function today because all I could think about was you.”

      My lips are dry, and I lick them before I reply. “What can I get you?”

      “You again,” he replies immediately.

      “Ryan, last night was—”

      “Best I ever had, baby.” He leans in even closer. “Best. Ever.”

      The door chimes as two guys walk in, probably about my age, and Ryan steps aside while they order. I whip up their coffees and hand them the to-go cups, thankful for the distraction. Yeah, it was the best ever. I don’t have much to compare it to, but I still know I’ll never feel that way with anyone else.

      “You’re right,” I tell him as he watches the guys walk out. “It was. But you’re leaving soon and—”

      “I am. Just like I told you last night.” He did tell me that. Just say the word and I’ll walk away tonight instead of in a couple months.

      I square my shoulders and hold his eyes, telling him the only thing I can think to push him away. “It was a mistake.” It’s lame and it’s a lie, but I can’t get any further in with him. Even though I really want him to stay, want him to come home with me. I want to fall asleep in his arms again and wake up with his mouth on me. But I can’t afford the distraction. I could easily fall in love with him, but I can’t go through losing him. It’s hard enough right now knowing he’s only temporary. I’m not strong enough to fall any further… there’s no way I’d be able to dig myself out of that hole.

      If I wasn’t looking for it, I wouldn’t notice the tic in his jaw. “Riiiiight.” He draws out the word. “I don’t believe you for one second, but if that’s what you need to tell yourself, then so be it. You have my number now and the power. Use it, Opal, before I’m gone, and it’s too late.”

      Then he walks out the door. Without any coffee.
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        * * *

      

      “Mommy.” Olivia comes into the living room where I’m falling asleep folding laundry.

      “What’s wrong?” She never, I repeat never wakes up after she’s fallen asleep.

      “It’s loud in my room. I can’t sleep.”

      Son of a bitch. This is the only time since we’ve lived on our own that I wish I was back at my parents’. Or that a man lived with me. Ryan spent the night two weeks ago, and we got a new neighbor last week. Every night, I hear him and his teenage son until about two in the morning. Our duplex is two floors, and usually, when they make noise, it’s just downstairs, so she can’t hear it up in her room. Olivia’s bedroom shares a wall with their side, and even though I can hear it from the living room, I’m surprised it’s loud enough to wake her up. “Why don’t you sleep in my bed?”

      She drags her stuffed animal to the stairs, but I pick her up and cradle her in my arms. Tucking the sheets to her chin, I kiss her nose. “Night, night.”

      Her eyes close before she can answer, and I close the door behind me. When I go to her room, I hear what woke her up before I’m all the way inside. Bass. Loud, shaking-her-wall bass.

      I grab my cell and walk down my porch and then up theirs. I’m so disappointed that the neighbor I had before moved. I didn’t even know he was leaving until I came home last week and he was carrying his boxes to a moving truck.

      He was a nice guy who was a mechanic, but he met a woman and was moving into her place. Now I’ve got a father and his disrespectful teenage son to deal with.

      I knock on their door and then ring the bell. I hear some shuffling inside before the door opens. As soon as I get a glimpse of him, I take a step back. “Hi, I live next door.”

      “Hey, little lady.” He leans on the doorjamb and crosses his arms over his greasy wife-beater.

      “Yeah, um, I think it’s your son that has his music on. Can you ask him to turn it down? It’s eleven o’clock, and the noise woke my daughter up.”

      “Tommy!” he screams into the house.

      I jump at how loud he is. “Thank you.”

      “Now, wait a minute.” He reaches out and grabs my arm. I yank it away and step onto the first step. “Let my boy here apologize to you for waking your daughter. How old is she anyway? Do you need a babysitter? I’d be happy to watch the little girl for you.”

      Holy radar going off.

      I don’t answer him, and luckily the son, who looks like a younger version of his father—stringy dark blond hair, amber eyes, and tall and skinny—comes to the door. “This here neighbor says your music woke up her daughter. Turn that shit down and apologize.” He smacks his son upside the head, and I gasp.

      Tommy looks at me, glares, and then mumbles an apology.

      “That shouldn’t happen again, ma’am.”

      “Thank you.” I go to my door and close it, sliding the chain and putting the deadbolt at the same time.
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      A crash wakes me up after I’ve only been asleep for a couple of hours. Third time this week the new neighbors have woken me up. First, it was the bass, then engines revving, shouting, and now this. I’m so sick of this shit. I hop out of bed and open my door, then creep downstairs to look out of the window. Tommy is with a couple of other guys standing on the shared walkway. They’re smoking cigarettes and drinking beer. “What the hell?” I mumble to myself. These kids can’t be more than sixteen… maybe seventeen years old.

      Just as I’m about to close the curtain, Tommy looks up, as if he senses me there. Then he lifts his beer bottle as if he’s saluting me right before he throws it onto my porch.

      Fuck this.

      I grab my phone and call 911. As soon as I tell them what’s going on, I hang up and call Jay because I know he’d be pissed if I didn’t, and even more pissed if he finds out from someone other than me. I throw on a hoodie and some slides I have sitting by my front door.

      Waiting in my living room, I stay away from the windows until I hear the police outside. Then I creep over and look out. The dad comes outside, and now there are about a dozen people. A familiar figure jogs to my porch, and I open the door before Jay can knock.

      “You okay?” He shuts the door and pulls me in for a hug.

      “Yeah. Just scared me a little bit and then pissed me off a lot bit.”

      “You did the right thing. Olivia still asleep?”

      I nod. “She is now, but she’s been sleeping in my bed since I went over there the other day because the music woke her up.”

      He squeezes the bridge of his nose. “Please tell me I heard you wrong.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You went over there alone in the middle of the night?”

      “Yeah. They woke Olivia up, Jay. Apparently, her room is right next to his because the music was super loud. You know how bad it was for her to wake up.”

      “I do. And it pisses me off that you went over there in the first place. Christ, do you have any idea what the hell could have happened? You should have called me.”

      I sigh and run my fingers through my hair. “I can’t call you for everything, Jay.” I leaned on him so much, too much in the years after I had Olivia. I vowed to myself that I wouldn’t use him as a crutch, and I’m keeping that promise to myself. Besides, they now have a brand-new baby at home. My sister gave birth to the most beautiful baby boy I’ve ever seen.

      “You barely call me for anything anymore, Opal. I know you’re trying to be independent and do things on your own, but not when it comes to something like this. You’ve got piece-of-shit neighbors, which you should have told me about earlier, blasting their music in the middle of the night loud enough to wake Olivia… that’s exactly the sort of thing you need to call me for. Not go by yourself with your daughter alone in the fuckin’ house. I have a fuckin’ badge, Opal. Let me use it.”

      He doesn’t get to lecture me any more because there’s a knock on the door, and then before I know it, three police officers are standing in my living room. I give one my statement, and the other two chat with Jay.

      After I find out the son was arrested for underage drinking, along with all his friends who also had pot on them, I suddenly feel a twinge of guilt. Maybe they were just being kids, and now they’re going to jail because of me.

      Jay eventually leaves, and by the time I get back in bed, it’s almost four in the morning. I get up early to clean the broken glass but find it already done. I send Jay a thank-you text and hop in the shower, then continue with my day as normal.

      A couple days later I get home to find a hole in my front window and a nice sized rock on the floor in my living room. “Dammit!” I shout to myself.

      Bending down to pick up the rock, I startle at the thought someone intentionally threw this through my window, and I look around in fear, as if whoever did it is here now. I don’t know why someone would do this, but I wouldn’t put it past the punk neighbor kid, assuming he’s out of jail. They had no problem smashing bottles, so I guess this is par for the course. If I call the cops, that’ll just piss them off more, so maybe if I ignore it, they’ll stop. I’m not afraid of the little jerks, but I am afraid my daughter will be exposed to something dangerous.

      I wish my security system would have scared whoever it was away, but the window has to open to set it off.

      I don’t have any more time to think about it or be pissed that it’s just another thing on my mile-long list of things to do because Olivia cries from the kitchen. I rush to help her, keeping my thoughts focused on my daughter. She was reaching up to get a dish and the stool wobbled. Poor thing has a knot on her forehead. This right here is exactly how it needs to be; all my attention on her. I don’t have time for anything or anybody else.

      No matter how badly I wish things were different. Like if I had a man living with me, he’d be the one to take care of these asshole neighbors. He’d know what to do, and I wouldn’t be sitting here holding back tears, unsure of every damn thing. Yes, I want to be independent, but being with someone who had my back wouldn’t be a bad thing.

      With a dramatic sigh, I clean the scrape on Olivia’s head and give her a kiss, and then look up how to fix a broken window. I have a kid to feed and my sister’s wedding is this weekend, so I’ll figure out how I’m going to pay for the window later.
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      “Hey, man.” I bump fists with Jay. “Congrats.”

      “Thanks, Ryan.”

      “And you.” I hug Liv and hold her at arm’s length. “You’re a beautiful bride. I’m so happy for you two.”

      She snuggles under Jay’s arm. “Thank you.”

      The bartender hands Jay a drink, and he takes a small sip before handing it to Liv. Their wedding was pretty awesome, and I was honored when he asked me to be a groomsman. The best part of the day was walking down the aisle with Opal on my arm. She hasn’t called me since our night together, and it’ll be a cold day in hell before I beg, so it appears we’re at a stalemate. Which is probably better anyway. I’ve almost wrapped up my current assignment, one I wasn’t even supposed to be here for, and I promised my mom I’d be home soon. I have no reason to stay; I’ve already been here way longer than I was supposed to be.

      Speaking of her. “It’s time for your first dance.” Opal stands in front of Jay, beautiful as ever. “If you could please keep your hands above the waist, that would be really appreciated. Lots of old people here who don’t need to see you feeling my sister up.” She scrunches up her nose as she motions to the reception hall.

      Jay laughs as he drags Liv to the center of the dance floor. Their song starts, and he immediately slides a hand to Liv’s ass.

      “Oh, my God.” Opal groans with a laugh.

      “What’s the problem?”

      She hesitates before she relaxes and then leans on the bar next to me. “Nothing. It’s kind of cute, I guess.” She then glances at me. “Don’t tell him I said that.”

      “Why is it cute?”

      “Because”—she shrugs—“he loves her so much he can’t keep his hands off her. Even before everything happened, I always remember just knowing he was the one for her. He just… breathes her, ya know?”

      “No.” I lift my chin at the bartender and hold up two fingers. “Never felt like that before,” I lie. If she only knew I already felt that way about her.

      Instead of standin’ here acting like a lovesick fool, I grab the salt shaker and take Opal’s wrist in my hand. She takes her attention off the newlyweds and watches as I run my tongue over her pulse point, then sprinkle some salt on it. Without another word, I suck the salt off, throw back my shot, then put the lime wedge in my mouth.

      “Your turn.”

      She shakes her head. “Oh, no thanks. I’ve never done one of those.”

      “A tequila virgin?” I lean closer. “Want me to teach you?”

      “I don’t like hard liquor, Ryan.” Her head tilts up more and her lips part; she may not like hard liquor, but she is tipsy from the champagne. “But I want to see you do it again.”

      “You like to watch, baby doll?”

      After a quick glance around the room, I notice everyone’s eyes glued on Jay and Liv, but I still turn her so I’m blocking her from the crowd. Opal’s long blond hair is up in a fancy thing, leaving her neck exposed, so I lean into her and kiss the soft skin there. She squirms, and I bring my lips to her ear. “Stay still.” I tilt the shaker, and when salt covers the wetness my mouth left, I slowly lick it off. She moans quietly, and I take the other shot before I hold the lime to her mouth. She opens her pretty pink lips, and I squeeze the fruit, mesmerized as I watch the drips melt on her tongue. Then I can’t hold back any longer and kiss her deep, groaning at the flavor combination.

      When I pull back, she lazily puts her fingers to her lips. Yeah, that’s right.

      Her eyes, heavy with lust, come back to me. “Ryan, I need you to kn—”

      “It’s now time for the bridal party to join Mr. and Mrs. Jamison on the dance floor.” The boom comes through the speakers, and she jumps. I take her hand and lead her around the tables to the dance floor, then hold her close, needing to hide my rock-hard dick from public view.

      “I want you again, Opal. Christ, I’ve wanted more of you since the very first time I saw you.” I drop my head so my mouth is by her ear. I said I wouldn’t, but if it’s what she needs, I’ll beg. I’d get down on my fuckin’ knees if it meant another night with her. “Come back to my place with me tonight, please.”

      She shakes her head. “You’re leaving.”

      “Look over here and smile.”

      We pause for the photographer, and once he walks away, I sway my hips, my erection rubbing against Opal’s lower belly. “So what? You said you didn’t want anything else.”

      She sniffles, and when I pull away enough to look at her, I see the shining of tears in her eyes. Goddammit.

      “Shit, don’t cry.” I tuck her head into my chest, hugging her and hoping to ease some of the fear. Or maybe it’s sadness. Either way, I hate seeing her cry, and I want to make it stop, but since I’m the reason she is, the only thing I guess I can do is walk away like I was originally supposed to. “I’m sorry. You’re just so damn beautiful, and I know I’ll never… I’m sorry. I won’t ask you again.”

      “I like it. I like you,” she whispers. “Nobody has made me feel like you do, but I… I just can’t, Ryan. Not with the way things are. There are things you don’t know. A history I can’t get over and—”

      “Can I dance with Ryan?” Olivia’s high-pitched and squeaky voice breaks us apart. Opal smiles down at her daughter, and I can’t help but do the same.

      “I bet he’d love that.”

      “Would you?”

      I calm myself by taking a deep breath and then hold my hand out. Olivia giggles and I bend down to kiss her knuckles. “I would love to dance with you, Olivia.”

      Opal rubs the top of Olivia’s head before she walks away, leaving me with the most adorable dance partner I’ve ever had.

      
        
        OPAL

      

      

      Everything inside me heats up knowing he’s here. Knowing what he makes me feel. Knowing I have another chance for another night. One more night that nobody else could ever give me. God, just feeling his mouth on my skin, his breath against my ear… he makes me insane.

      “He’s really good with her.” My mom sits down next to me at the table, and we both smile at Olivia standing on Ryan’s shoes as she dances with him. His head is tilted down as he smiles at her, and my heart bursts with the love he clearly has for her.

      “He is.”

      “I can’t help but notice he can’t take his eyes off you.”

      If there was anything I could say to deny it, I would, but my mom wasn’t stupid. All day, he’s been by me, and if he’s been across the room, whenever I look up, I find him looking right back at me. “I know.”

      “And you can’t take your eyes off him.”

      “I know.”

      She grabs my hand and gives it a squeeze. “You’re allowed to have a life, Opal. You’re allowed to have fun. To date. To love.”

      Tears burn behind my eyes. “Stop, Mom.” Little does she know I already have. I’ve managed to fall for a man who’s leaving, and the thought of never seeing him again tears me apart in ways I didn’t think I’d ever experience again. I wish he’d just go already, so I didn’t have to feel this way anymore.

      “It’s been four years, Opal. You’re ready; you’re just scared.”

      “You’re right.” I take my hand from hers and pick up a napkin to dab under my eyes. “I am scared. I can’t do it again, Mom. I can’t lose anyone else. I’m not scared to love; I’m afraid to lose.” Ryan’s already there deeper than anybody’s ever been, I want to say.

      “What makes you think you’ll lose him?”

      I toss the napkin on the table. “He doesn’t live here. His family is thousands of miles away. He has nieces and a sister and a brother. His parents are there.” I learned all this through bits and pieces of our conversations. “His life is there. It’s not some tragic story, Mom. He has responsibilities and a life across the country. This job was temporary. He’s a great guy, but he’s leaving.”

      “Hmm. I see.”

      “Told you. I really like him, but I can’t keep him, so it’s better this way.”

      “You mean easier.”

      She won’t change my mind, and I’m not going to argue with her. “Yeah, Mom, it is. Olivia is already in love with him, and she’s only met him a handful of times. She thinks he’s just Jay’s friend, and she’s already attached.”

      “Have you asked him if he’d be willing to stay and try?”

      “No. And I won’t. Could you imagine how crushed she’d be if I allowed something to happen between us, and then he split when he got bored? Or when things with a child got too hard? Or he realized the thrill of the chase isn’t nearly as fun once he catches the prey? If he wants to be here, then he needs to be the one to make that call. I’m not going to ask him to uproot his life for the possibility of something. That’s selfish on my part.”

      “Wanting love isn’t selfish.”

      I stand, finished with this conversation. “You’re right. Wanting love isn’t. But you know what is selfish, Mom? A man who makes a lonely woman and her daughter fall in love with him knowing all along he would disappear.” That’s a lie. He didn’t do anything wrong. I did. I said yes; I wrapped my legs around him when I should have said no. I knew what would happen; I knew it, but I did it anyway.

      When I turn the corner, I find the first door and open it, rushing inside. I rest my back on the wall and take a couple of deep breaths. Jesus, what has this man done to me?

      This is exactly why I haven’t called him. I knew, I just knew he would make me weak like this. He told me one night. That was what he said. Then he says all the sweet things to me, and I can’t deal.

      The room is dimly lit and, apparently, a storage room because chairs and tables are scattered throughout. The momentary reprieve doesn’t last long enough, though, because someone comes in. When I hear the lock click, I know exactly who it is, too.

      “Please don’t do this,” I beg him.

      “Christ. Stop crying.” He comes right to me and puts his hands on either side of my face. He hugs me to him, and I stop fighting him, knowing deep down this is where I belong, but I’m too much of a coward to tell him that. “I don’t want to hurt you, Opal.”

      I wrap my arms around him and tilt my head back. He kisses me like, well, he’s leaving. Slow and hard. It’s like he’s trying to tell me more than he can say. His hands slide down, lift my skirt, and push away my panties. He drops to his knees, and I lean against the wall, trusting whatever he’s going to do to me will be good.

      “Never wanna hurt you.” He takes one of my legs and tosses it over his shoulder, and I let him. God, I let him. “Just wanna make you feel good,” he mumbles more to himself than me right before he does exactly that. “Wanna taste you again.” He makes me feel fantastic. Beautiful. Loved. His tongue licks and strokes while his fingers enter me and curl inside. He’s only had me the one night, but he already knows my body better than I do.

      I grab his hair in my hands and tug on it as waves of pleasure drown me. He doesn’t let up, only slows down as I ride the crests until they fade away. When he stands up, he sucks his fingers, licking my wetness off them, showing me what he does to me.

      Unable to hold myself up, I slide to the floor, heaviness in my heart weighing me down. He leans only far enough to cup my jaw. “Come home with me.”

      “Okay,” I whisper. Weak, so weak. And if I end up regretting it, I can blame it on the alcohol. Even though I’ve only had two and a half glasses of champagne.

      When he slides his thumb across my lips, I open my mouth. The taste of him, of his fucking hand turns me on. His groans as he pushes it in, my flavor foreign but still hot somehow. My eyelids weigh a million pounds, and they fall closed as I suck his finger. “You gonna wrap your pretty lips around my cock like this later, baby doll?” I nod, and he pulls his hand away. “Yeah, you are.”

      Yes, I am.

      “You ready to go back out there?”

      “Yeah.”

      He helps me up and straightens out my dress before leading me back to the party. For the rest of the night, he doesn’t keep his hands off me. Like I’ve always wanted, almost like we’re an actual couple. At this point, I don’t even care. Let my family see. Have people ask me what’s going on with us. I’ll take this night, these hours with him, and cherish them for what they are.

      Temporary.

      Except for tonight. Tonight is something I’ll never forget.

      As Ryan is dancing with Olivia again and my sister with our father, Jay comes up to me. He sits next to me on the open chair, and I hold my hands out. “Gimmie.”

      After kissing the top of my nephew Jaydon’s head, he hands him over. I sniff his hair and sigh. “I miss that new baby smell.”

      “I hope it never goes away. It’s so… clean.”

      I gently bounce him in my arms and gaze down at the perfection they’ve created. “I know. Babies remind you that there’s still good out there.”

      “Whoa.” He laughs. “I’m the cynical one. What’s with that talk?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You okay?” He leans in closer and puts a hand on my knee. “I know we haven’t hung out much lately, but you know I’m always here.”

      Nodding, I blink rapidly to push away the tears. “I know.”

      Olivia squeals, and we both look over at her as Ryan spins her around the dance floor. It’d be so nice if she had him all the time. Hell, I wish he’d stay just so she could have him. A lone tear trickles down my face, and I hate that I’m letting my guard down.

      “Talk to me,” Jay says firmly.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not okay.”

      “I’m okay, it’s just…” I don’t want to discuss this with him especially since Ryan is his friend. It’d be awkward for him. Not to mention it’s his damn wedding day. It’s a happy time that I won’t ruin. “I’m fine. Tired.”

      He pats my leg and stands, then leans down to whisper. “I know you’re lying, but if you ever want an ear, I’m here.”

      My nose stings, and I nod. “I know that, Jay.”

      He takes Jaydon back and I watch him walk away, then direct my attention once again to the dance floor. Time seems to speed up as the night goes on. Ryan effortlessly makes this one of the best nights of my life. He dances with me, gives me his cake, and makes me laugh so hard my cheeks hurt. Olivia clings to him and he never once seems irritated about it, in fact, he laughs nearly as much as I do.

      This is what it would be like. To be happy and feel loved by a good man. I wish things could be different with him, I really do, but it’d be stupid to pretend he’s not leaving. Before I know it, my sister is thrown over Jay’s shoulder and he carries her out to go to their fancy hotel for the night. Olivia leaves with my parents, and Ryan takes me back to his place.

      I drop to my knees and pull him out of his dress pants and suck his cock as I promised. He gently fucks my face until his movements become erratic and then carries me to his bedroom where he throws me on the bed. I land on my stomach, and in one smooth move, he yanks me back by my hips, tilts me so my ass is in the air, and slides in. He makes me dizzy with pleasure. God, it’s so much… so good and so right, I wish it was something that could last forever. I wish I could experience this every day. I wish he wasn’t leaving, and I had the guts to ask him to stay.

      But I don’t. What I do is take everything I can while he’s still here. I take it all from him just as I give everything to him. We climax together, and I enjoy the security of his arms around me as I drift off to sleep.
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      I wake up slowly, his fingers gently gliding over my skin. I have no clue how long I’ve been sleeping, but it’s still pitch black, so it couldn’t have been long. His lips tilt up into a gentle smile, and I decide it’s now or never.

      Because I know I’m confusing him, I give him the truth. He should understand why things are the way they are. I want him to understand. He needs to know I’m not playing games; that this is my life and my daughter’s life. It’s our future and not something I’m willing to risk.

      “He died, Ryan,” I whisper to him. His chest is to my back, and his arms hold me tight in his bed.

      “Who?”

      “Josh, Olivia’s father.” We lie together, and I pour my heart and soul out to him, so he gets it.

      I hear him suck in a breath, and his arms, already tight, hug me impossibly tighter. “Fuck, baby. I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” He wouldn’t. Nobody talks about it anymore, and I want it that way. I don’t want Olivia overhearing something and trying to process things she can’t fully understand yet. She knows her daddy loved her, and she knows he’s in heaven. That’s enough for now. She doesn’t need to hear any of the gruesome details.

      “I was, um, I was in labor in the hospital, waiting for him to show up. God… so much pain. I just remember the pain and how I thought I would pass out from it. I couldn’t get an epidural because Olivia arrived so fast. Josh tried to come faster, but he got in an accident on the way and died.”

      He slowly opens and closes his eyes, then wipes my tears away with his thumb.

      “He never got to meet her and—” I choke on a cry, words failing to come out, refusing to form. He lets me use his strength, soothing me with encouraging promises and gentle kisses. I pull him over the top of me and beg him to make it go away. Plead with him to just give me a night… just one more when I don’t have to remember.

      “Opal, you’re hurting, baby doll, and I don’t want you to regret anything more that happens.”

      “I won’t,” I promise. “Please, Ryan. You’re the only one who can take it all away.” He’s the only one who makes it all disappear.

      “Baby…”

      I grab his face. “One more time. Just once more, Ryan. Please.”

      He kisses my lips and then rests his forehead on mine. I see the moment he decides to give me what I need, what we both need. It’s sweet, and it’s wild. It’s soft, and it’s hard. It’s all the things I ever wanted, and it’s everything I didn’t know I needed.

      But the next morning, while he’s still asleep, I let him go for good.
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      As I drive to Opal’s house, I try to tell myself how stupid it is, how dumb I am. But even knowing so doesn’t make it any better. We said that was it the night of the wedding, and as I’ve kept my promise, so has she. Which isn’t surprising since I woke up to a note. A freaking note telling me thank you for a memorable night.

      But at least now I know why she’s so closed off. I saw the pain in her eyes, and it hasn’t left me since she left my bed two weeks ago. It also makes me understand that she’s not ready for another relationship, so staying here would be pointless. I might like the chase, but I’m also smart enough to know when to wave that white flag. She doesn’t want more. And I can’t make her.

      After what she told me, I swear a part of my soul bled for her and the pain she’d been through. I’m leaving tomorrow, and before I go, I selfishly want to see her once more. I just want to hold her. At least say goodbye to her in person.

      I knock on her door and see a shadow pass over the peephole.

      “Uh, hi.” She steps back and motions for me to come in. When she closes the door, she immediately puts the chain on and clicks the deadbolt, her eyes bouncing around the room and her hands fidgety.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. What are you doing here? I thought you went home after the wedding.”

      “I was supposed to.” But again, I couldn’t bring myself to go.

      She crosses her ankles and bites her lip, gently swaying her body. “Did your job get extended or something?”

      “Yeah. Or something.”

      “Hi, Ryan!” Olivia runs out of the kitchen and straight to me with her mismatched cowboy boots and a princess crown.

      I scoop her up. “Hey, shortie. How’s it goin’?”

      “Are you here to eat with us? Mommy’s making corn dogs.”

      Opal laughs nervously. “That’s not the kind of meal you invite someone to, Olivia.”

      Using a child’s innocence is low, and I know it’s wrong, but I do it anyway. “I would love to stay for a corn dog.”

      “Yay.” She wiggles out of my hold, and Opal presses her lips together. “I’ll getchu a plate. Mommy, I can’t reach the glasses.”

      “I’ll get it in a second.”

      Olivia runs back to the kitchen, and Opal crosses her arms. “What are you doing here, Ryan?” She asks the question with no heart behind it.

      The real answer is I never booked a flight after their wedding. But when it was clear she moved on and didn’t care to contact me, I decided it was time for me to go. My pride can’t take any more rejection from her. Plus, I’ve got my mother on my ass to get home.

      “I’ve got a flight tomorrow night, and I just wanted to say goodbye, Opal. I know I said I’d leave you alone, but I couldn’t leave without seeing you one more time.”

      Her face falls, and her arms drop to her sides. “Oh. Wow.” She clears her throat and then comes right to me and wraps her arms around my waist. I put mine around her back and hold her tight, remembering how damn good we fit together.

      Ask me to stay.

      But she doesn’t.

      “Well, I’ve got some corn dogs to make.” She pulls back, and before she can walk away, I grab her hand so she turns back around. “Yeah?”

      “I like you a lot. You know that, right?”

      She nods. “Yeah. I know, Ryan. But it’s better this way.” She doesn’t have to say more; her eyes tell me everything she’s thinking.

      “Want help in the kitchen?”

      “No.” She laughs. “I can manage some corn dogs. You can hang out with Olivia.”

      I don’t let her hand go until she pulls it away when she gets to the kitchen. “Hey, sweetie, why don’t you take Ryan into the living room and play for a bit while I make dinner?”

      “Okay.” She grabs the hand that was just holding Opal’s and pulls me with a strength that surprises me. “Come on, Ryan.”

      I help her start a movie, and she jumps right up in my lap. I’m not surprised it’s some kind of princess cartoon. Her detail in explaining who the characters are and what will happen to them is ridiculously adorable. It makes me wonder if Opal is the same way when she watches movies or not.

      There’s a scene where a window is broken, and Olivia jumps. “If I did that, Mommy would be mad if she had to clean up more glass.”

      “Have you been clumsy lately?”

      “No. The window broke. See.” She points at the window behind the TV, and I get up to push the curtain back.

      “What happened?” I ask, shaking my head at how unsafe a fucking piece of cardboard and some duct tape is. I don’t know how the hell I didn’t notice that when I walked up to her house.

      She sits up but doesn’t look at me, just continues watching the movie. “A rock accident broke it.”

      A what? I mull over her statement. “You mean a rock accidentally broke it?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Okay, my protective instincts are so loud they’re almost deafening, but before I can ask her anything else, Opal calls that dinner is ready. I don’t want to freak Olivia out, so I reserve my inquisition for after she’s asleep. Because Opal and I are talking about this. Rocks don’t accidentally break windows.

      Much to Opal’s dismay, Olivia and I pretend our corn dogs are swords, and when she hits mine and it breaks in half, she can’t hide her laugh when I grab it off the table and throw it in my mouth.

      “Stop playing with your food and eat.” She tries to scold Olivia, and I wink at her as she pouts.

      I don’t look around the table and imagine that this could be my life every night. I don’t pretend that it wouldn’t be the best fuckin’ thing in the world to be able to come home to these two every single day. Because if I pretend, I just want it more. And I stopped wanting more a long time ago. All I’ve ever wanted is more, and every time I’ve tried to give that to someone, she’s destroyed it. Opal is no different.

      I refuse, absolutely refuse to beg for a woman to drag me around by the balls. I’ve done that, more than once, and unless Opal tells me that she wants me as badly as I want her, that she’d be willing to at least try, I won’t make the same mistakes I’ve made in the past.

      Two serious relationships and they both ended bad. Real bad. Fucked up thing, they were mirror images of each other. You’d think I’d have learned from the first, but it took the latter to make me realize most women are the same.

      Sweet and nice one minute. Talkin’ about family and the future the next, giving me hope that I could have it with them one day. Then making me feel like shit because I had to leave them alone for work. Wiping tears when I walk out the door. Telling me they don’t know if they can date someone who gets shot at for a living. Even though I’d tell ’em it’s not a goddamn movie and shit like that doesn’t happen every day, they still guilted me for leaving them.

      It’s not like it was months at a time. I’d be gone a couple of weeks every few months or so.

      God, I felt so much guilt I didn’t see it. I was desperate for what my sister had. Wanted what my brother did, what my parents still have. And I fell for their lies. The protector in me, the man I am down to my bones fell for that goddamn shit. Because soon as I was gone on assignment, they’d find someone else to warm my motherfuckin’ bed.

      Fool me once and all that… but I fell for that shit twice.

      I don’t think for a second Opal’d be that kind of bitch. She’s too goddamn sweet to play me like that. But what she is, is a woman. And I’ve learned the hard way even sweet and warm can turn to ice real quick. I’ve given her openings—more than enough of them for her to just ask me—but she hasn’t. So I’m done. I’ve been done tryin’ for a few years now… at least, that was what I told myself until about five months ago when I saw a goddamn angel standing on the sidewalk.

      But she doesn’t want what I have to give. She doesn’t want me. Got screwed over by women who said they wanted me, so what kind of fool would I be to give everything up for one who openly admits she doesn’t?

      For the little cutie currently curled up in my arms, I wish things were different. I so wish things were different because for her mama, I’d try again to find what I gave up looking for.

      I set Olivia in her bed and read a little bit of the story she fell asleep to last time I was here. Her eyes get droopy, so I close the book and push some of her hair off her face.

      I hate having to tell her this, but it’s the right thing to do. “Before you fall asleep, I wanted to say goodbye.”

      She opens her heavy eye lids. “Where are you going?”

      “Back home.”

      “Are you coming back?”

      “I might to visit Jay.” Lie. But I can’t tell that to her face. My pride won’t let me come back.

      Her little yawn makes me yawn, too. “Can you stay longer?”

      Can I? Yes. Do I have a reason to? No.

      “I wish I could, short stuff, but I need to go. My family misses me, and I miss them.”

      She snuggles deeper into her pillow. “Mommy’s scared, Ryan. Don’t leave.”

      The hair on the back of my neck stands up. My stomach drops, corn dog swirling and threatening to come back up thinking for even a second that Opal’s in danger; that Olivia knows her mom is scared means Opal must really be freaked about something. “Why is your mommy scared?”

      Her chest rises and falls. “They’re so loud sometimes, and I cried. We can hear them in my room and I hafta sleep in her bed sometimes.” She yawns again. “She says it’s going to be okay because we’ll be moving, but I know she’s scared, too.”

      Jesus Christ. “You’re scared?”

      “Can you sweep here?” She barely lifts her eye lids but does it enough to look at me. “Then I won’t be scared.”

      Despite the anger and unwanted fear weighing me down right now, I push it aside and kiss the top of her head after she drifts off, then go downstairs where Opal is washing dishes.

      Coming up behind her, I shut the water off and spin her around. Before she has the chance to protest, I put a finger over her mouth. “What is Olivia talking about saying you’re scared?”

      Her eyes widen and then become misty. I drop my hand, and she dries hers on her jeans. “After they arrested the neighbor kid, I’ve—”

      “What the fuck?” She flinches at the sheer anger in my tone.

      “Sorry, I thought maybe Jay would have told you.”

      “He obviously fuckin’ didn’t.”

      “Oh, well, I got a new neighbor, and his son and his friends were breaking beer bottles and being loud one night. I called the cops, and they arrested the son for underage drinking, and I guess his friends had pot on them or something, too. The dad is a jerk and super creepy. Anyway, the kid and his friends are really loud sometimes, despite me asking them to quiet down, but if we sleep in my room with the door closed, I can’t hear them.”

      “Why is he super creepy?”

      She bites her lip and looks away. “I’m sure I’m overreacting, but when I told him his son woke my daughter up, he asked how old she was and if he could babysit her.”

      Hell, no.

      “What the fuck, Opal? You didn’t tell Jay that shit, did you?” I answer my question for her. “No fuckin’ way he’d leave you two here alone if you did, so I know you didn’t.”

      She still doesn’t look at me because she knows I’m right. She’s been hiding shit from Jay.

      “There’s more to it than that,” I state.

      “Well, someone threw a rock through my window. I don’t think it’s related, though.”

      “Yes, you do. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have brought it up.”

      Her throat moves when she swallows. “It’s just since then I’ve come home to a weird feeling. It’s nothing I can prove, but it just feels weird. And I’ve been looking for a different place, so it’s all good; we’ll move and we’ll be fine.”

      Damn straight, she’s moving. They are not staying in a place where the landlord rents to some fucking piece of shit and his piece-of-shit son. My neck twitches, and I have to squeeze my hands together to keep from hitting something. I can’t believe she’s been living like this. “Do you set your alarm when you leave?”

      “I always do.”

      “Are your window sensors for any activity or just if they raise and lower?”

      “Only when they open and close.”

      I can’t believe this shit. Why didn’t she tell me? Or her brother-in-law. “Does Jay know about any of this?” When she doesn’t answer, I have mine. “Did you at least call the cops to report it?”

      “Aside from the one time…” She nibbles on her lip and shakes her head.

      “Why not?”

      “Because like I said, it’s just a feeling, and technically, they’re not doing anything illegal. Not since the night of the beer bottles.”

      “Rocks through your window aren’t just a fucking feeling.” I walk around her house, checking all the windows and doors. “Why didn’t you at least call Jay with the rock?”

      “Hello, they just had a baby and all the wedding stuff. Besides, I was fine. I have an appointment for someone to give me an estimate next week.”

      “Jesus, Opal. I know you’re smart, but I can’t believe you could be so careless about not only your safety but Olivia’s too.” I sit on a kitchen chair. “Your gut was telling you something was wrong, and you didn’t listen to it and now…” I leave off the part where I’m going to murder someone when I find out who’s been scaring her. And this fucker who asked about my little girl.

      Shit. Damn. Fuck.

      Olivia’s not mine.

      Fuck that. Yes, she is.

      If there’s anything I’ve learned in my career in law enforcement, it’s that your gut is never wrong. And Opal is a smart woman. No way would she be creeped out if it wasn’t warranted.

      Speaking of. I kick the chair harder than I mean to when I head upstairs to her room to walk through and check the windows and closet. I stop in the hallway and push up on the attic door, which is locked from the inside. If she’s getting a weird feeling when she comes home, there’s a reason for it.

      I go back downstairs and tell her I’ll be right back, and then go out to my truck. When I get back, I wait for her to reset the alarm and then I take my duffel bag upstairs.

      She follows me and closes her bedroom door behind her. “What are you doing?”

      “You are not”—I point at her—“going to be here alone when someone is scaring the shit out of you. So until I can have a chat with the neighbors, which you will not be here for, I’ll be here, making sure you guys can sleep easy.”

      “It hasn’t happened in a while. I don’t think—”

      “Some guy who gives you the creeps asks how old your daughter is and if he can babysit her, and you don’t think? Whatever asinine reason you have for not telling your fuckin’ brother-in-law, who is an outstanding detective, Opal, is not cool. You don’t have to do the thinkin’, all right? I’ll deal with it because I care a helluva lot about you and fuckin’ love that little girl who’s sleepin’ safe across the hall. And I’ll tell you this… ain’t no motherfucker gonna be near her who asks questions like that.” I take a breath, put my hands on my hips, and tilt my head back to look at the ceiling. “Are you gonna trust me to take care of this shit?”

      She slowly nods, no doubt processing my goddamn speech. “You’re right. And I do. God, I’m so stupid, I—”

      “You’re not stupid, doll. You’re stressed, and you’re terrified for more reasons than one. Let me help you.”

      “But you’re leaving tomorrow.”

      “Not anymore.”

      “I can’t ask you to stay.”

      I drop my duffel and close in on her. “You can; you just won’t. God forbid, you actually admit you need some fuckin’ help. Or that you feel something for me.”

      She looks at the floor, and I decide to lay it all out for her. “All you have to fucking do is ask me, Opal. Ask me anything in the world, and I’d do it for you. I’d give it to you. I’d find a way. For you, baby doll, and for Olivia. I’d even stay. All you have to do is ask.”

      At that, she looks back up, bright eyes red and lips quivering. “Ryan.”

      “I get it, though. You don’t trust me enough. You don’t like me enough to take the risk. But what you don’t understand is it’s me who’s already lost everything because I’m losing you.”
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      The bed jolts, and Ryan’s arms tighten around me as he rolls me over to my back.

      “Don’t move, baby,” he whispers, but there is no softness to his demand.

      “What?”

      “Someone’s in the house. Grab your phone, call 911. Fuck, the fuckin’ alarm didn’t go off.” He grabs a gun from the nightstand drawer, one that I didn’t even know was there, and walks to the door. “Lock this, do not leave. 911 now.”

      My hands shake, but I manage to grab my phone and dial the three numbers as I watch him hold up his gun and exit my room. I rattle off my address, and then tell them there’s an intruder and an armed US Marshal in the home before I hang up and call Jay. He answers on the third ring. “Hello?”

      “Someone’s in my house.”

      “Call emergency.” Sleep long gone from his voice.

      “I did. Ryan’s here, and he went down there.”

      “Good.” There’s a bit of shock in his voice, but I’d gather he’s too worried that someone is in my house to care too much right now. “He’s good, Opal. Just stay where he told you. I’m on my way.”

      I open my mouth to tell him to hurry when I hear yelling. Ryan yelling and more than one voice yelling back at him. Oh, God. Then something breaks. And then one gunshot. Then nothing. The phone falls from my hand, and I vaguely hear Jay calling my name. Oh, my God. Oh, my God. What do I do?

      If he’s hurt, I need to help him. What if he’s lying on the floor bleeding out? What if Olivia hears that and tries to go downstairs? What if whoever shot him is going to come for my daughter?

      My body isn’t connected to my brain as I silently put my feet on the floor. He told me to lock the door. I should do that. Should listen to him. But I can’t. I need to make sure my little girl is okay. And Ryan… God, Ryan.

      I turn the knob and silently thank the Lord for wall-to-wall carpet. Opening Olivia’s door, I see her still sound asleep, so I quickly shut her door. Then I walk on my toes to the stairs, and using the same technique, I descend. By the time I make it to the bottom, I’ve finally realized what a stupid idea this is.

      I don’t have a weapon—not that I’d know how to use a gun—and absolutely no plan.

      The way my house is set up, as soon as I hit the last step, I’m in my living room. So I freeze when I see the state of said room. A man lies in the middle of the floor, blood pouring out of him from somewhere and another stands next to him, pointing a gun at Ryan with shaky hands. And then there’s Ryan; directly across from him, pointing his gun, his arm steady and sure.

      “Do not move, Opal,” Ryan growls without looking at me, a low timbre in his voice I’ve never heard before. “Put your weapon down, man. This doesn’t have to go bad for you.”

      The intruder’s hand shakes even more, and the gun goes right along with it. “It’s already bad. Can’t get much fuckin’ worse.”

      “You can get dead. That’s pretty fuckin’ bad.”

      “No.” His eyes dart to me, and his arm moves.

      “Stop fuckin’ moving and put your weapon down!”

      Sirens sound in the distance, getting loud very, very fast.

      “No. No, shit, shit.” The guy is clearly whacked. He’s high on something, and when his eyes come back to me, I suck in a breath at how pale and sweaty his face is. I’m slowly trying to inch my way back toward the stairs, and I see the moment he makes his decision.

      Ryan sees it too because he fires his gun the same time as he dives for me on his left side. The room is blurry as I’m taken down. I land with an insanely hard thud as Ryan’s body weight is on top of me. Covering me. Like armor.

      I can’t breathe. Literally, the wind is knocked out of me, and the room is entirely silent, except for the sound of Ryan breathing. “You okay, baby doll?”

      “Ryan?” I gasp his name as my breath returns, and he rolls off me. “Oh, my God. Are you okay?” He lies on his back, and when I sit up, I feel something sticky. “You’re bleeding.”

      “That generally happens when you get shot.”

      “Oh, my God. Oh, my God.”

      He sits up, but I instinctively try to push him back down because I feel like if you just got shot, you should be lying down for some reason. “Fuck.” His arm goes to his shoulder and pushes my hand away, but it comes back covered in blood. “I’m fine, Opal. It just grazed me, but shit, woman, don’t grab it.”

      “You’re not fine. You got shot!” I cry, throwing myself at him where he manages to wrap his good arm around me.

      With my head on his chest, I can’t hear anything over my crying. I focus on the rhythm of his heart, thankful it’s still beating, and cling tighter, imagining what else could have happened if he wasn’t here. A different hand touches my head, and I jump. “It’s just me,” Jay’s familiar and soothing voice penetrates, and I pull back enough to look at him.

      “Nope. Eyes on me, doll,” Ryan says firmly.

      I have no problem looking at him instead of a dead body. Two. Oh, my God, there are two dead bodies in my living room. They got in without the alarm going off. I’m sure Jay shut it off when he got here, but what the fuck. “I have to get Olivia. She can’t…” I try to scramble up, but something is holding me back.

      “Opal. Relax.” Jay squats down. “I need you to let go of the vise grip you got on your man.”

      My man.

      My man.

      My man got shot. And then I realize I’m the one clinging to him, my nails are digging into his flesh. My hands tingle when I pry my fists open, and I slowly sit up, noticing the discoloration to his stomach and bicep from where my fingers were. “Olivia,” I mutter.

      “Get her to her room and pack bags for her and Olivia. They can stay with me tonight, and Opal’ll give a statement tomorrow,” Ryan tells Jay. He tells him. Doesn’t ask. Doesn’t run it by him. He tells him, like it’s his right.

      “Let’s go get you guys a bag.” Jay grabs me by my elbow and starts to lift me up, but I sink my weight to the floor.

      “He needs a doctor.” Some of the adrenaline is coming back, and my eyes burn and become blurry as I stare at the chunk of flesh missing from Ryan’s shoulder. “He needs a fucking doctor. He’s bleeding!” I press my hand to the wound, trying to stop the blood from leaving him even though he told me not to. “He needs help.”

      Jay pulls me away, and I lash out, needing to do something. “Somebody needs to help him!”

      “They will,” Jay reassures me.

      “He can’t die. They have to help him.”

      “They will.”

      No. “He needs help! He can’t die! He can’t!”

      “He’s not going to.”

      “You can’t let him die. God Jay, I can’t lose him, too. He can’t die!”

      “Look.” He points at the EMTs walking in. I didn’t even notice the shit ton of cops in my living room, but I look past them. Then I look through the two dead bodies. Seeing them doesn’t do anything for me because they tried to kill him. They were going to shoot him. They were going to take him away from me. “See. They’re going to make sure he’s okay.”

      He doesn’t wait any longer before he drags me upstairs. I have enough sense not to scream and wake Olivia up, thanking God she’s such a heavy sleeper. I put a white noise machine in her room to try to drown out the sound of the neighbors, and it’s worked pretty well. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      I let him bring me to the bathroom where I watch Ryan’s blood wash off my hands. He wets a towel and wipes my face and a couple of other spots on me. “Can you pack yourself a bag while I go grab Olivia? I want her out of this house.”

      My mouth doesn’t work, but I manage a nod. In a trance, I put some clothes in a bag and slide on a pair of shoes. Jay walks into my room with a still sleeping Olivia and a small backpack dangling from his wrist. I’ve never been more thankful for how heavy she sleeps. “You good to walk down the stairs?”

      Again, a movement of my head is all the answer he gets as I follow him down the stairs. I look over and see the spot where Ryan was lying and find it empty. “Where did he go?” I ask in a panic.

      “They’re fixing him up, Opal. He’s going to be fine.”

      I shake my head. “Look how much blood there is.”

      “Can you take her, man?” Out of the corner of my eye, I see Jay handing Olivia over to another guy. My heart races for a moment until I realize it’s Jay’s old partner, Brandon. “Opal.”

      The dark red puddle on my floor seems to expand before my eyes. So much blood. Nobody can survive if they lose that much blood, can they? God, it’s my fault. He’s going to die, and it’s my fault again.

      When I went into labor with Olivia, I should have gone to the hospital earlier. I shouldn’t have waited so long. If I had given Josh more time, he wouldn’t have had to speed, and he wouldn’t have crashed.

      And now Ryan. He was protecting us, and he… he’s… he got shot.

      “Let’s go, Opal.” Jay lifts me up, and I wrap my arms around his neck.

      “He can’t die.”

      “He’s not going to, sweetie.”

      He drags me through the house, and somehow, I end up in Jay’s car. My eyes dart around to try to find Ryan. If he was really okay, he’d still be here. I’d see him in the yard with all the other cops. Jay’s lying to me. Ryan’s not going to be okay.

      That’s why when he pulls up to his house, he tells me he’ll be right back after he takes Olivia inside. That’s why he doesn’t say anything to me when he lets me lean on him as I barely walk into the mudroom.

      He sets me on a chair in the kitchen, and I reach over and grab the half-drunk bottle of wine and take a long swallow.

      My vision becomes murky as I try to set the bottle back down, but it crashes off the table. I absentmindedly reach for it and end up falling off my chair. I have no strength even to hold my head up as the weight of this horrible, horrible night finally hits me. Liv is right here, all of the sudden, pulling me into her arms, and I curl into her. A wail tears through my chest, and the force of it makes Liv fall to her ass. I can’t hold it in anymore, and let everything out.

      I didn’t have my big sister when Josh died, but I have her now when I need her the most. Because this is the worst. I’m barely able to inhale a full breath but manage to calm down enough to tell her, “They shot him.”

      “I know.”

      “He can’t die.”

      “He didn’t, Opal.”

      I talk through the tears, and my words don’t make sense even to me. “He can’t die. He can’t die. He can’t.”

      “He’s not going to.” She rocks me back and forth. “He’s not going to die.”

      “He can’t die.” I chant the words over and over until my throat aches. My sister tries to calm me, shushing me and promising me everything is going to be okay. I want to believe her. I want to pretend that I live in a world where I can believe that.

      But this is exactly why. Feeling this fear and living through it are something I can’t do again. I can’t put my daughter through it. We can’t love someone and have them leave us. I knew him leaving would hurt, but I had no idea just how bad.

      “I told you they were coming with me.” I hear Ryan’s angry voice coming from somewhere in the fog of my mind, and I think I must have fallen asleep.

      “They needed out of there, Ry. Wasn’t gonna wait any longer,” Jay responds.

      “Where is she?” Jay doesn’t answer right away, and Ryan growls. “Where the fuck is she?”

      I then hear heavy footsteps followed by a thud. “Get your goddamn hand off me,” Ryan warns, and Liv’s arms around me spasm. “See, he’s okay.”

      “You saw exactly what I did. You heard it, too,” Jay states.

      I have no clue what he’s talking about, but apparently, Ryan does. “I fucking know, Jay. I was there. I heard it. I fuckin’ saw it, and that’s exactly why I’m here. This bullshit ends tonight.”

      “Then I don’t need to tell you.”

      “Even without all this shit, you don’t have to. Didn’t have to the first time and definitely not right now.”

      They’re silent a moment before Jay speaks again. “Okay.”

      “Wasn’t asking your permission,” Ryan snaps, and those heavy and hurried footsteps get louder until a pair of familiar black boots fills my vision.

      When he squats down, my eyes go right to his shoulder, and since he’s wearing a t-shirt, I can’t tell that he was even shot. “You’re not dead.”

      He doesn’t say a word, just grabs me and hauls me up, then swings me so he’s cradling me like a baby. I wrap my arms around his neck and bury my face in his chest; a completely different kind of feeling weighs me down when I’m in his arms. “You’ve got Olivia?”

      “Yeah,” Liv answers quietly.

      “She’s with me from now on.” He carries me outside and sets me in a truck. I jump when the door slams and again when his does, too. Then he reaches over and puts my seat belt on and drives us away. He doesn’t say anything and neither do I.

      My head rests on the window, and tears just roll out of my eyes. When the door suddenly opens, I almost fall out, not realizing he’s stopped. He reaches over me and undoes my buckle then carries me into his apartment.

      He sets me on his bed and sits next to me. If I were cognizant enough, I’d wonder why he still has a place if he’s leaving. His boots plunk on the floor when he takes them off, and then he tosses my shoes next to his. His body shifts, and he turns me to face him, then I’m falling until we’re lying on his bed.

      I don’t even realize it happened. I suspected it. Felt something deep. Thought maybe it could be true and tried to fight it, but I didn’t know for certain until right now.

      When he runs a finger down my face and over my lips, his eyes so full of everything follow the same path. When he leans over and kisses me, those same eyes never leaving mine, that’s when it hits me like a damn bolt of lightning. And when he whispers my name and wipes away a tear, that’s when I know.

      I’m in love with him.

      Fully and completely and totally in love.

      He realizes my revelation at the same time as me because his eyes go even softer and he says, “I know, baby doll.”

      “You could have died.”

      “I didn’t.”

      I should probably ask who those men were. I should make sure he’s okay. Should probably even get up and make him take me back to my sister’s. But I don’t.

      Instead, I push him down and kiss him. Desperately. I barely sit up enough to rip his shirt off, but when I see the bandage, I freeze.

      “I’m okay.” His hands slide under my shirt, and his fingertips slide along my skin.

      I press my lips just below the bandage, then lower, and then over his heart. When I continue south, he brings his hands to my head and gathers my hair. “Where are you goin’?”

      Too unnerved and emotional to answer, I undo his button. Then slide down the zipper. All I know is I want him in every way. I need him. “Opal.”

      He’s not wearing anything beneath, and I realize when he sprang out of bed, he just pulled his jeans on and hasn’t had a chance to change. He was so intent on getting to me he didn’t even take the time to put on his freaking boxers.

      His cock springs free. Hard and long and perfect. As I pull his jeans down farther, I lick him from root to tip.

      “Christ,” he moans.

      I grab him with my hand and pump up and down a couple of times. When a bit of moisture beads at the tip, I’m mesmerized by the fact I did that to him. I made this big, strong man, who was just shot protecting me and my daughter, so turned on that he’s already this hard and this ready.

      “Yeah, baby doll. That’s because of you. It’s all just for you… only you,” he confirms, reading my mind.

      I lick the tip and am turned on by his flavor. In fact, it makes me want more. So I suck him in my mouth as far as he can go. Then I pull back out and do it again and again. He fists my hair tighter and lets loose a string of curse words.

      “Jesus fuck, baby.” He starts to sit up, presumably to pull me away, but I grip him harder as I suck him even deeper. “You want me comin’ in your mouth, Opal?”

      I don’t answer, but the thought of it makes me rub my thighs together.

      “Fuck yeah, you do.” He yanks my head away by my hair, which should hurt, but does nothing but shoot pleasure through my skull. “I’ll give it to you, but you’ve gotta give it to me first. Take your shorts off and sit on my face.”

      “What?” I still have his cock in my hand and haven’t stopped stroking.

      “Take your shorts off and sit on my face. I’m gonna eat you out while you suck my cock. Then you’re gonna come in my mouth before I come down your throat.”

      That sounds amazing, but I still don’t get what he’s saying. His patience must run out because he yanks me up, rips my shorts off, then turns me around and pulls me down on top of his face. “Oh, my God.”

      He flicks my clit. Licks it, sucks on it, even nips it. His fingers spread me open, and he fucks me with those, too. I don’t forget I’m supposed to have him in my mouth, but I’m too far gone to be able to multitask right now.

      His fingers do some crazy twisty curl thing, and then his hand is gone and he’s pulling me down hard. I gasp and try to sit up, but he squeezes my hips.

      “I’m going to suffocate you.” I grunt.

      “You’re not. Fuck my mouth, doll. Grind down and take whatever you need.”

      I hesitate, but he immediately pulls me back down, and I start to move my hips. I find a spot and push down, taking it in a way I have never ever felt before, until I explode, screaming his name as my entire body shakes and spasms.

      Then I collapse on top of him and put him back in my mouth, using every ounce of energy I have left to make him feel as good as he always makes me feel. He slides a finger inside me, the tremors still there, and I buck my hips. “Christ, baby.”

      I moan around his cock and feel a rush of moisture leave me.

      “I’m close, baby. Come with me.”

      He presses his thumb to my clit, and unlike last time, I keep him in my mouth while I take even more from him. He gives it all to me with a loud growl against my pussy that makes me moan around his cock. I swallow every drop, and without another word, he pulls me up, tucks me close, and holds me until I fall asleep. His legs entwined in mine and the steady beat of his heart cradle me and make me feel safe until I wake up and have to face reality.
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      “Shit, damn, shit,” Opal mutters under her breath as I climb off my bike.

      “Shit is right. What the fuck?”

      “Jay called you,” she surmises.

      “Uh, yeah, Opal. He’s at a murder scene. Couldn’t leave that to change your tire.”

      She runs her fingers through her hair, and I drag my eyes away from the beauty of her face to see the perfection of her body in a cute white dress.

      “You talking to me tonight?”

      She crosses her arms and blows a chunk of hair away from her eye. “I talk to you every night I see you.”

      “Yeah, but you’re not actually saying what I want to hear.”

      Her eyes dart around the empty parking lot, and she looks like she’s about to take off.

      “Run all you want, baby doll. I’ll catch you.”

      “Why are you doing this?” She lets the shield down and gives me just a little bit of her vulnerability.

      “You and I both know why, Opal.”

      “I don’t understand, Ryan. You said yourself you’re leaving, so why are you doing this? You were supposed to be gone already.” When she wipes her tears, I can’t stand it.

      My hands engulf her face, and I angle her head up so she’s looking at me. “Don’t ever cry because of me, Opal.”

      “I just… God, Ryan, you got shot. You saved us, and you got shot… and you could have died. You could have fucking died! I can’t do that again. I don’t have anything else to give you. What more do you want from me? You told me one night and you deserve so much more than what I can give you which is nothing else.”

      “First, I never said one night. I said I’d walk away. The words one night never came out of my mouth. I know that because I knew from the moment I met you one of anything with you would never be enough. I want it all. I want so much more. Jesus, there’s so much more I want from you. With you. To do to you.” I slide one hand down her neck and across her collarbone, then back to the opposite side. “So much more. Look at me, Opal.”

      Slowly, she raises her head. “Give me something. Would you please stop with the attitude and just fuckin’ talk to me? Actually tell me what’s really going on inside your head.”

      Her eyes drop to my mouth and then back up again before she pushes up on her toes and presses her lips to mine. I wrap my arms around her and lift her feet off the ground. It only takes a second before her soft kiss turns frantic.

      A quiet moan slides up through her throat. I bring one of my hands up and twirl her long hair around my wrist before I grab the back of her head. As quickly as she started this, she ends it.

      “There.” She pushes away and slides down until she’s on the ground again. “There’s your something.”

      “And what exactly was that?”

      “I don’t know!” She runs her fingers angrily through her hair, clearly frustrated just like me.

      I should be angry with the way she tries to play games, but it does nothing but make me want even more of her. She makes me want to stay—hell, I am staying because of her—so for now, I’ll give her this.

      “Where’s Olivia?”

      “She’s with the babysitter.”

      Damn. I was hoping she’d be with her grandparents so I could take Opal back to my place and fuck the scared right out of her. After the whole getting shot thing a few weeks ago, she’s been avoiding me like crazy. I never got on the plane like I told her I would, but it had nothing to do with me getting shot and everything to do with how she reacted to a bullet barely nicking me.

      Everything changed that night, and it’ll never be the same. I wasn’t sure if she felt it too before that, but when she thought I was going to die, the truth came out. She loves me almost as much as I do her… she’s just too scared to admit it.

      If I wasn’t sure then, later that night when she fuckin’ burst into flames, takin’ me in her mouth and desperately sucking me like we didn’t have tomorrow, told me how she felt as well. She can’t hide what I make her feel.

      Seeing her fall apart thinkin’ I was gonna die is reason enough to stay. I’m just waiting for her to admit to herself. Until then, I’ll play the game and chase her, no matter how much it pisses me off because I know the prize at the end is going to be the greatest reward of my life, and I’m a very patient man. I’ve never had anyone get the skip on me; I sure as hell ain’t gonna start with Opal Winters.

      But tonight, tonight I’ve had enough. She knew damn well that Jay was working and still called him. She should have called me, and she knows it; that’s why she’s not even lookin’ in my eyes.

      “Pop the trunk, babe. Let me get to the spare.”

      She disappears in the car for a second, and I open the trunk and dig around, then slam it shut and take a peek beneath. When I still don’t find what I’m looking for, I reach over and grab the helmet from my bike and thrust it at her. “Put this on and I’ll take you home.”

      “No.” She backs up like she’s scared, her face pale and her eyes wide. “No, no, no.”

      “You don’t have a spare, Opal. How you don’t is beyond me, but regardless, you don’t have a spare tire for me to change the flat one, and you need to get home. So put the helmet on and hop on the damn bike.”

      She holds her hands out, shaking her head so hard her hair is flying everywhere. “I can’t. No. Please, please don’t make me.”

      “Babe, just get on the fuckin’ bike.” I sigh, exasperated with her bullshit. So sweet one day and then it’s like a switch flips. Most days, it wouldn’t bother me, but I’ve had a shit day. Plus, I’m tired and standing here seeing her bare legs and knowing they’re not gonna be wrapped around me again is really pissing me off.

      “Ryan, I… I can’t.”

      “I fucking know that!” I shout at her. “It’s all you goddamn say to me, Opal. I’m here because my buddy asked me for a favor. That’s it. I’ve had a long day, and I just wanna get you home so I can go home alone. So please, for the love of God, get on the fuckin’ bike.”

      When she doesn’t move, I grab her shit from her car and toss it in my saddle bag, then put the helmet on her head for her. Grabbing her arm, I pull her to the bike and get on, then reach over and plant her ass behind me. “Feet on the pegs, watch the pipes they’re hot as shit.” I reach behind and pull her so she’s flush with me.

      “Arms around my waist.”

      She freezes. No movement from her whatsoever, and I lose all patience. “Wrap your fucking arms around me Opal; otherwise, you’re gonna fall off.”

      Immediately, she does as I ask, but I can hear her whimper. Before I turn the key, I feel her body shaking. I squeeze her hand to reassure her… she can’t be this damn scared to be on the back of a motorcycle.

      If she didn’t have to get home to the babysitter, I’d take her to my place and remind her how good we are together. Her grip never wavers, and I enjoy the feel of her behind me. Holy Christ, she feels good here. After only about ten short minutes, I’m in front of her new condo. After what had happened with her dipshit neighbor, she moved the next day. Luckily, she’d already expressed interest in this place.

      Even though her landlord kicked out the neighbors, she couldn’t go back to that duplex. Not that I blame her; it was an ugly scene. Turns out the tweakers who broke into her house were actually in the wrong place.

      They were coming around to collect from the dad, who conveniently wasn’t home, since he owed them like four thousand dollars. But because they were meth heads and high outta their minds, they got dead.

      Her alarm didn’t go off because after they broke into the neighbor’s side and didn’t find anything of value, they threatened Tommy. He then showed them a space in the shared basement that led to Opal’s kitchen pantry. She obviously didn’t know it was there, the natural hardwood blended in with the door in the floor.

      Which is also where little Tommy boy was sneaking in through to move shit around just to freak her out. He copped to that real fast once I had his ass dangling by his throat.

      I wish she could stay wrapped around me forever, but she’s gotta get to the sitter. I get off first, and when I finally get a look at her face, mine falls.

      “Shit, are you hurt or something?” I turn her so she’s sitting and facing me but don’t get an answer because she just bursts out in tears.

      I take the helmet off, wrap my arms around her, and let her get it out, but as soon as I do that, she pulls back. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t do that. It’s not like I haven’t had my mouth over every inch of your skin or anything. Don’t fuckin’ pull away from me like I’d ever fuckin’ do anything to hurt you.”

      “I know you wouldn’t, but I… I’ve gotta go.”

      “Baby, don’t do this again.” I kiss her forehead and beg, even though I promised myself I wouldn’t. “Don’t do this.”

      She hops down, and it’s a miracle she doesn’t burn the shit out of her legs. So as she stomps her fine ass up the steps of her place, I don’t follow. I watch her walk away, but once she’s inside, I smile. She’s got no clue what’s about to happen.

      Idling at the curb, I respond to the text Jay just sent. Once I see the babysitter walk out, I know Opal is safe inside. I confirm with Jay since he finished up his case, then take off to meet him.

      I can tell as soon as I step foot inside this bar that it’s filled with cops. A quick glance around and I spot Jay at the end of the bar. I head in that direction and nod at a few guys who look familiar on my way.

      “Hey, man.” We shake hands, and I order a beer, then sit on the stool and take a long pull. “Bad night?”

      “Same shit every fuckin’ night.”

      Deciding to not waste any more time, I tell him, “I took a permanent assignment here.”

      “Fuck me. For real?”

      I nod. “It’s in Rockford, but I can work remote and set up shop in Chicago.”

      “Opal know?”

      “No. I haven’t told her yet. Just finalized everything today.”

      He smiles. “Awesome, man. Glad to have you around.”

      “Least you are.”

      “She is, too. Just stubborn Winters genes.” He clasps me on the shoulder. “She tell you what happened with Olivia’s father?”

      My heart still breaks thinking about her story. “Yeah.”

      “Did she tell you I was the one who told her?”

      “She left that detail out.”

      “I walked in when she was pushing, man. She knew.” He drops his head. “The look on her face. Aside from watching Livvie get taken away from me, that was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. Can you fuckin’ imagine? Seventeen years old. He crashed his fuckin’ bike on the way to the hospital.”

      Fuck, that’s why she was freaked out about the bike. And I made her get on it. Goddammit. The severity of her losing him makes much more sense. Not that she didn’t have the right to feel the way she did before, but the last piece of the puzzle fits now. “She didn’t tell me that much. Just that he passed when Olivia was born.”

      “Minutes apart, Ry. He was pronounced minutes before she was born. He was a good kid. Promised Opal he’d sell his Ducati once Olivia was born because she hated it so much. Most ironic thing I’ve ever heard of.”

      Everything makes sense now. “That’s not ironic; it’s goddamned tragic.”
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      “What’s up with you?” Liv asks as we’re walking through the mall.

      The sigh contradicts me when I say, “Nothing.”

      “Is it Ryan?”

      Just hearing his name gives me pause. It makes my heart skip a beat and my stomach tickle with butterflies. “No. Why would you ask that?”

      “Because when I say his name, your cheeks get red. And you never told me what happened after our wedding since you’ve been so close-lipped about him. I mean, I’m sure I can guess what happened, but I’m talking about after. He took a bullet for you, and you brush him off like he means nothing to you.” She walks into a store and heads directly to the clearance section. “He’s staying here for you, Opal, but you don’t seem to want him here. I don’t get it.”

      “He’s here for work. His staying has nothing to do with me. And besides, I’m not strong enough, Liv. I can’t do it again. When I saw the blood, and I thought… I just can’t do it.”

      “Look.” She holds up a purple top. “It’s only three ninety-seven.” With a big smile, she drapes the clothing over her arm. Over the years, she’s become a coupon-clipping, clearance-shopping bargain hunter. “You’re scared, and I get it.”

      “It’s not scared, Liv. It’s petrified. You weren’t here. You weren’t here when Josh died. When I was raising a newborn and dealing with the death of my boyfriend and her father. So you can’t tell me you get it.

      “I’ll sell it, babe. Shit, if I’m gonna have to drive around in a sedan the rest of my life, let me sow my wild oats until the baby is here. Then it’s gone. Promise. That was what he said to me. And now he’s gone. He was my first; I cared about him so much. But Ryan.” I shake my head. “You’re wrong, Liv. He doesn’t mean nothing to me. He means everything. And if I lost that? I couldn’t… I can’t lose him that way.”

      “He stayed at your house, got shot, and killed two men to keep you safe. If it wasn’t for him, Opal, I don’t even want to think about the kinds of things that could have happened to you and Olivia.” Yeah, that was a point of contention between my entire family and me. Soon as Ryan explained everything, Jay lost his shit. Like I’ve never seen him so mad lost his shit.

      I was being stupid. I realize that.

      And yes, I owe Ryan my life. And Olivia’s. I don’t know what would have happened if he wasn’t there. I try not to imagine it because it makes me sick.

      He probably thinks I’m playing games, but I’m not. I’m scared, I’m confused, and I’m lonely. But I am not playing a game.

      “He said he was leaving,” I tell her. “Over and over, he said he was leaving.”

      “I know. I thought he was, too.”

      “I can’t get involved with someone who I know is going to leave and break my heart more than it already is.”

      “I thought you just said it was because you were afraid he was going to die.”

      I glare at her. “That, too. Both of those things. Anything that has to do with losing him.”

      My sister squeezes my shoulder. “I have a feeling he’d stay if you asked him to.”

      “But that’s the thing. I want him to tell me he’s staying. I don’t want to have to ask.”

      “How do you figure?”

      I sigh, running my fingers through my hair. “If I ask him to stay, and it doesn’t work out, he’ll resent me. What if he can’t get a job here, and he asks me to move by him? I won’t ever leave my family. What if he feels the same way? How would it ever work? He needs to be the one to make the decision; I won’t ask him.”

      “Have you thought of just telling him that?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “Because if he wants us enough, then he needs to prove it to me. I can’t and I won’t risk letting my daughter become even more attached to him only to have him walk away when he’s bored of us.”

      “Okay. I’m just going to say one more thing, and then I’ll drop it.” She puts the shirt back on the rack. “I lost so much time with Jay, Opal. I love him. God, I love him so much. I did then, and I do now; I will forever. And I lost so much time with him.”

      “I know.”

      “I’d do anything, anything to get that back. I missed you. I missed my family, but Jay? I wanted to die without him. I’d do anything to be with him. And that includes moving across the country because a love like what we have, and like what you’re too scared to admit you and Ryan have, is worth risking everything for. Your family will always be here, but Opal, he might not.”

      She drops that bomb on me and then grabs the shirt again and disappears into the dressing room. I think she senses my mood because after she gets out, she takes me back to her place without even asking. I’m too busy staring at my lap, letting her words run through my head, I don’t even notice she’s parked and I’m alone in the car. I walk inside and just stand in the entryway, letting what she said penetrate.

      “Hey, baby doll.” Ryan comes up behind me, wraps his arms around my stomach, and kisses my cheek. “Fancy seeing you here.”

      I suck up the warmth and security from him and then turn in his arms. “What are you doing here?”

      “Reinforcements.”

      He’s such a liar. “Jay can handle his son and niece without needing backup.”

      He shrugs. “They’re in the other room finishing a movie. It’s a beautiful day. Thought maybe we could go for a ride.”

      “No.” My hands start sweating, and the pit of my stomach hollows out. The pain in my chest is almost too much, and I clutch his shirt. “No.”

      “Sold my bike, Opal.”

      Air rushes out of my lungs so hard it burns my throat. “What?”

      “It’s gone. Returned the rental and bought a new truck. Thought maybe I could take you for a ride.”

      Oh, my God. “You know.”

      “Jay told me,” he confesses. “But I wish to hell you would have been the one to explain it to me. If I’d have known, I never would have snapped at you like I did about getting on the bike because it would have already been gone.”

      “Why?”

      He tucks some hair behind my ear, and I know that if he ever left, I’d miss this. I’d miss him, and there isn’t anybody else who would make me feel this… whole. “Don’t you get it yet?”

      “Mommy!”

      God, she has bad timing. Even though I really want to finish this conversation with Ryan, I put on my fake mom face and smile at Olivia when she runs up to me. “Hi, baby. How’s my girl?”

      She hugs my leg, and I rub the top of her head.

      “You ready to go home?”

      “No,” she pouts.

      “I’ll tell you what.” I crouch down to her level. “We can have Jaydon over, so Auntie Liv and Uncle Jay can go do something together. How about that?”

      She claps her hands, and a genuine smile replaces the fake one. Just being near my girl makes me feel so much better.

      “Okay.”

      “All right. Let’s go.” When I turn around, I look past Ryan, who’s leaning on the wall, and wave to my sister.

      Olivia runs up to him, and he scoops her up. “Hey, shortie.”

      “Hi, Ryan.”

      “We’re going home now, sweetie. Let’s go say goodbye.”

      “All right. I’ll walk you guys to your car, okay?”

      We say our goodbyes, and Ryan is still carrying Olivia when we make it out to my car. He puts her in her seat and buckles her in, then kisses the top of her head before shutting the door.

      “Thanks,” I tell him.

      “It’s not a problem.”

      I press my lips together, unsure what to say, or if I should say anything. Processing the fact that he got rid of his bike. That’s… that’s a permanent decision.

      “We need to talk, baby.”

      We do. We so do. “Wanna come back to my place?”

      “Yes, I want to go back to your place,” he answers immediately.

      So that’s what he does. He comes back with us, following in his big ass truck, and walks into my home like it’s his own. But it doesn’t feel weird. It feels like he belongs here, with us. And I just wish that he’d tell me that’s what he wants because I know I do.

      But instead of being able to talk, we watch another princess movie and Olivia passes out on the couch. Ryan carries her upstairs, and I go to my bathroom and stare at myself in the mirror. Like I’m waiting for me to talk back and tell me what to do. Maybe I should ask him to stay…

      I hear movement but don’t look over when he walks into the bathroom. He stands behind me, and I love how perfectly we fit together. Our eyes catch in the reflection, and before I can even think of something to say to him, he opens his mouth, “If you can’t see that I’m in love with you, then I don’t know what else I can do. I don’t want to push myself on you, but fuck, Opal, I don’t want to go. I’m just waiting for you to ask me to stay.”

      “You’re wha… what?”

      “I took on another assignment here willingly after the first one. Nobody made me do it. I stayed because I. Want. You. I want you, and I want your daughter. I never packed my shit. Never bought a damn airplane ticket. I lied, hopin’ if maybe you heard the words, you’d say something. I took on work just to have a shot at you because I know what you’ve gone through, and I wanted to give you time to trust me. I know now what you need, and at first I didn’t, but that was then. I signed a contract, dollface. Twelve months.” He runs his hands through his hair.

      “You did? But what about your family?”

      “I’ve wanted you since the moment I saw you. When I was walking down that street and before I recognized Liv, I saw you.” He links our fingers together, his eyes never leaving mine in the mirror. “I tried to leave. Three fucking times, I was on my way out, but everytime I got a foot out the door, I pulled it back because I can’t stand the thought of being away from you. My family loves me so they understand that my life is here with you and Olivia. You two are my family.”

      I rub my chest, my heart swollen and so full I can barely take it.

      “Do you know my nickname is Heartbreaker? Stupid asses I used to work with made it up. But not because of why you’d think. I was always picky with my women. I had no problem sayin’ no when I could tell all they wanted was dick. I’m not that kind of man, Opal. I’m known for turning away hot pieces of ass and breaking their hearts because of that. I thought I found a couple of good ones, but seeing them fuckin’ someone else in my own goddamn bed does shit to a man.”

      I can’t believe someone would be stupid enough to cheat on him. He’s the perfect guy. Loyal, protective, sexy, funny, smart. “Ryan.”

      “Then I find you. I find a woman who not only puts every single woman I’ve ever seen to shame, but she has a kid. A sweet, cute, funny kid who fills up a place in my heart I didn’t realize I’d closed off. I’d closed it off for years, gave up even trying, Opal, but I want a family. I want more kids. I want all that shit, but I’d given up finding a good woman until I wasn’t looking.”

      My heart flutters, and I close my eyes, yet tears still fall out. “I didn’t know. You said you were leaving, and I didn’t want to get my heart broken again. I couldn’t handle that, Ryan. I couldn’t risk losing you. I… I didn’t know you were… I didn’t know!”

      He smiles. “Now you do.” He runs his fingers up my arm until they reach my chin, then he pushes it up until I’m looking at him in the mirror. “The question is, what are you going to do about it?”

      “I want you to stay,” I hurry to tell him. He needs to know I feel the same way he does. “But you have to promise me you’re not leaving. I can’t… I can’t fall even more in love with you than I already am and then lose you. I’m not strong enough for that.”

      He turns me around and lifts me up onto the counter. With gentle hands and soft eyes, he tells me, “Baby doll, I’m never leaving you.”

      And then I lose it. My breath hitches, and I pull him to me, crying into his chest. “That’s… that’s all… that’s—”

      “Spit it out, baby.”

      “That’s all I ever wanted you to say.” I pull back and wipe my face, knowing I have raccoon eyes, but not caring enough to do anything about it.

      “And all it took was me suffering from a little bullet graze to realize how much you felt for me.”

      “You got shot!”

      He laughs. “It was a graze.”

      “I was afraid to lose you.”

      “I know you were. And I’m afraid to lose you, but livin’ without you isn’t an option. As long as you’ve got breath in you, baby doll, then you have me, and you won’t lose me.”
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      “Can you turn here?” Opal points at the upcoming stop sign.

      “Sure. Where do you want to go?”

      “It’s up the street. Once you get about a mile down, there’s a sharp curve. Stop there.”

      I put my blinker on and turn the corner, then drive in silence. It’s not long before I see the sign for the curve, and as soon as I do, I suck in a breath. “Baby…”

      “I need to do this.”

      I pull the truck to the side of the road, and since her side is by a ditch, I haul her over to me. “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “No, I just need a minute.”

      Opening my door, I help her down and then lean on the hood. When she stops by the cross tied to a tree, I feel the burn in my throat. Same damn feeling when I saw that car tearing out of the parking lot over a year ago and thought she was gonna get hit. Same damn burn when I saw her tears for the first time, and the same feeling when she told me she was scared, and then again when I heard those motherfuckers in her house… just the thought of someone harming her guts me.

      Never felt the burn more than when she told me about Olivia’s father, though, because I couldn’t do shit to make it better. All those other times, there was a solution. I pulled her into my arms, I dried her tears, and I made her safe—I did something about it. But being witness to her falling apart, reliving the pain of what she went through and now this; watching her collapse to the dirty, wet gravel and listening to her cry so hard she’s struggling to breathe. It doesn’t just burn, it’s acid, and it’s eating away at me.

      There is one thing I can’t do for sure, though. And that’s stand by and do nothing. I push off my truck and go to her, sitting behind her and offering any strength I can. My arms around her shoulders, forearms resting on her collarbone, she turns her head and buries her face against my bicep.

      “Get it out, Opal.” I put my lips by her ear, chin resting on her shoulder. “Let it all out.”

      She’s never done this before, visited the sight of Josh’s crash. And as much as I hate her crying, much less over another man, I know she needs to do this. I kiss the top of her head and squeeze my eyelids together as her breath becomes even more unsteady.

      I’ve never lost somebody like this, so I don’t know what to do. I don’t even know if there is a right thing to do. My mom always told me that sometimes the best thing a man can do for a woman is nothing. Just sit and listen and be the arms that hold her.

      So that’s what I do. She eventually stops crying, but after my arm is numb and my shirt wet with her tears, she doesn’t move. “You okay?” I ask.

      “Yes. I just… I don’t want to let you go. I know how fast it can happen, and I’m just sitting here thinking of all the things I have to look forward to with you. I need to stop looking at the past. It shaped me, it marked me deep, but you fixed it… you fixed me.”

      “You didn’t need me to fix anything, Opal.”

      “Without you, I don’t think I would have ever moved on from it.”

      She’s stronger than she gives herself credit for, but there’s no point in trying to argue with her. “What kind of stuff were you thinking about looking forward to with me?”

      “Little things. Falling asleep on the couch together, going on double dates, taking Olivia to places where, when she walks between us, we can swing her.” She finally turns and though her face is puffy and her eyes red, there’s a light to her that’s never shone before. “Watching you hold our baby for the first time.”

      My arms spasm, and I clear my throat. “What?”

      “I wasn’t feeling well, and as soon as I was late, I knew.” She turns around and kneels in front of me. “I’m pregnant, Ryan. Only eight weeks, but I’m pregnant. And I’m terrified. And excited. And so, so happy that I can share this with you.”

      “You’re pregnant?” It’s the only thing I can say. “For real?”

      She nods. “Yeah.”

      I feel my lips tilting up and pull her to me, hugging her tight and burying my face in her neck. “Holy shit, Opal. That’s freakin’ awesome.”

      “You’re happy?”

      “Hell yes, I’m happy. Everything about you makes me happy.” Nothing has felt more right than being with her and Olivia. The past four months we’ve been living together have been amazing and adding a baby will only make it perfect.

      “I love you.”

      “Love you, too, dollface.” I wipe the tears that fall from her eyes and say the one word that I tell her every day, “Forever.”
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            GWENDOLYN

          

        

      

    

    
      “IT’S SUCH A SHAME WHAT HAPPENED.”

      “They say it left him a bit… unhinged.”

      “Well, I can’t really say I’m surprised. I bet it would leave you a bit rattled too.”

      “Not to mention the scars. You know he has to remember what happened every time he sees them.”

      “That’s why he only comes to town once every couple of months.”

      “It’s such a shame, and a waste.”

      I put the can of cherry filling in my shopping cart and peek around the corner of the shelf. Three old ladies are at the end of the next aisle over, same position as me—sneaking around the end of their own shelves—whispering behind their hands. With the three of them in the way, I can’t see who they’re talking about. I step out further to try to get a look, but all I see is the backside of a man wearing a black-and-gray plaid shirt rounding the corner several aisles over.

      I shake my head, putting the whispers and my curiosity behind me. It’s not my business to know what or who they’re talking about. The last thing I want is to get caught up in rumors.

      I walk the aisles, glad to know this small market has all the ingredients I need for my mom’s cherry-apple pie recipe. Coming from a big city and having anything and everything just a few miles away, you’d think we’d have a hard time adjusting, but it’s been just the opposite. The town may be small, but it has all the essentials we need to live.

      Simple is why we moved here. Simple is what we need. Simple is hopefully what will make us all happy again.

      And the people have been absolutely amazing and very supportive, too.

      I glance down at my watch, surprised to see I’ve been gone for a couple hours already. Mrs. Tanner has been great the few times I’ve needed to run errands and the kids didn’t want to come with me, but I refuse to take advantage of her.

      I grab a bag each of Starbursts and York Peppermint Patties, the kids’ favorites, at the end of the checkout lane, then start unloading my cart.

      “Hey there, Gwen. How’re you today?” the clerk asks while sliding items under the scanner.

      I smile at the older man. “I’m doing good, Jeremy, thank you. How’s Mrs. Peggy doing?”

      “She’s doing better. Her hip’s still sore from the fall, but she’s almost as good as new.”

      “That’s good to hear.” I grab a loaded paper bag and put it my cart. “She needs to be careful going up and down those steps.”

      “I’ve told her that. And as much as she hates to admit it, she’s going on eighty. She’s refused a ramp up until now, but I’ve told her she has no choice in the matter anymore. My son, Benny, is coming over next week to help me build one.”

      Last week, while I was leaving the school, which happens to be right across the street from the market, I saw Jeremy rushing to his car. The next day, the talk around town was that his mother fell while walking up the steps to her house. She was lucky to only have received a sore hip and a couple bruises.

      “How are the kids liking their holiday?” Jeremy asks.

      I blow a few strands of hair out of my face. “Loving it, actually. Especially Daniel.” I laugh. “It gives him more time on the video game. I have to really watch his time on the thing or he’d never get off.”

      He nods and chuckles. “Bring them to the house next week. Mom’s been asking about them.”

      I smile. “I will.”

      Jeremy and his mom, Mrs. Peggy, have been wonderful since we’ve moved to Catalina’s Valley, Cat’s Valley to the ones who live here, a little over three months ago. Jeremy was my correspondent when I was looking for a place to rent. Since the teacher I replaced at the school was moving as well, her rented house became available, which happens to be owned by Mrs. Peggy. Over coffee one day, Mrs. Peggy told me Jeremy’s only left her house once to go live on his own. It was twenty years ago when he met and married the love of his life, only for her to die a year later from a sudden aneurysm. She had just given birth to Benny six months prior. He moved back home to grieve and never left.

      “That’s going to be $68.17,” he says, pulling me from my thoughts.

      I whip my purse up on the belt and dig around inside for my wallet. I slide my phone, a package of tissues, a small bottle of hand sanitizer, and a nail grooming case to the side, but can’t find the darn thing.

      I grimace when I remember I left it on the counter at home when I paid my phone bill earlier this morning.

      “Damn it,” I mutter. “I’m so sorry, Jeremy. My wallet is still on the counter at home. Can I leave and come right back with it?”

      “That’s fine. I’ll just push your cart to the side and—”

      “Tack it on to mine,” a deep voice says from behind me.

      I look at Jeremy, shocked by the generous offer. He’s not looking at me though, but at the person standing behind me. I turn to thank the stranger, but the words get stuck in my throat as soon as I see him. He’s the man the old ladies were talking about. I know it from the shirt he’s wearing.

      He doesn’t look at me as he puts his items on the belt. All I can see is the left side of his face. He has dark brown hair, slightly longer on the top, and his lower face is covered with bristly hair. It’s not long, but definitely longer than just a few days’ worth of growth. He has to be over six feet, and I can tell by the bulges in his forearms that he’s ripped with muscles. I feel so tiny compared to him.

      I turn to Jeremy, who looks just as surprised as me, then back to the man.

      “I appreciate the offer, but you don’t need to do that, Mr.…” I trail off, hoping he’ll supply his name. When he doesn’t, I continue, undeterred. “I don’t live far from here. It’ll only take me a few minutes.”

      “No,” he grunts, still not looking at me. I lift my brows at the short reply.

      “Sir—” I try again.

      “I don’t have time to wait for him to cancel the order.”

      I let out a sigh and nod to Jeremy. Grabbing a small notepad and pen from my purse, I turn back to the stranger.

      “What’s your address so I can mail you a check?”

      “No need,” he replies.

      “Sir, I’d feel more comfortable paying you back. Please.”

      I barely hold back my gasp when he drops a big bag of rice on the belt and turns toward me. The entire right side of his face is covered in scars. The beard hasn’t grown back properly because of the scarring on that side. It’s in patches, leaving some of the brutal-looking flesh visible. It starts from his neck and goes up his cheek and stops at his temple, missing his lips and eye. It looks like burn marks. Regardless of the scars, he’s very good-looking. I glance down and see he also has them on his right arm. I don’t know this man or what happened to him, but my heart hurts regardless.

      “Not to mention the scars. You know he has to remember what happened every time he sees them.” The words of one of the old ladies come back to me.

      Whatever happened was tragic.

      His black eyes penetrate me as he scowls. I swallow nervously, not because of his physical features, but due to the agitated vibes coming from him. I get the sense that feeling is one he usually emits.

      “They say it left him a bit… unhinged.”

      I force my feet to stay in place and my eyes to focus on his and not the devastating scars marring his otherwise handsome face. His scowl deepens until the corners of his eyes crinkle. I decide to just give in. If he’s kind enough to offer, then I’ll accept. But the next time I see him, I’ll pay him back.

      “Thank you.” I reach my hand out to him. “I’m Gwendolyn, but people call me Gwen.”

      He doesn’t take it, just looks down at it for a second, then turns away and starts putting more items on the belt, dismissing me. When I look at Jeremy, he’s ringing up the stranger’s items. He looks at me for a moment and gives me a sad smile.

      “Thank you, Jeremy,” I say, walking to my shopping cart. “Tell your mom I hope her hip gets better.”

      “Will do, Gwen. Stay safe heading home.”

      I smile, nod, and with one last look at the man, I turn and push my cart between the sliding doors to my SUV, feeling strangely odd after the encounter with the man with the scars. While it was very nice for him to pay for my purchases, even if it was because he was impatient to be done himself, it was still something you don’t see every day. Normal people would have huffed and puffed as the clerk cancelled the order.

      When he looked at me with his dark gaze, I not only saw irritation, but also a deep-seated agony. Something so stark, I swear I almost felt the pain from it.

      I slip my gloves and hat on when a gust of icy wind blows. Flurries flutter back and forth, leaving a light dusting of white on vehicles. This is the second snowfall since we’ve been here. Although we’re used to the snow, I’ve heard that winters here in Colorado can be quite harsh. Much different than Indianapolis.

      I come to a stop and lift the hatch on the back of my Range Rover. I’m putting in the last bag when something has me lifting my head and looking to the side. I watch as the scarred man walks his own cart over to an older model blue pickup truck. He stops, deposits the bags in the back, throws a tarp over them, then pushes the cart back to the front of the store. Although I know he has to feel my eyes on him, he doesn’t look my way. I’m stuck in place as he gets inside his truck, pulls out of the space, and takes off down the road.

      It's none of my business, of course, but I can’t help the curiosity that plagues me as I watch him turn the corner out of sight.

      What happened to him? Is what one of the old ladies said true? Is he unhinged? What memories were they talking about?

      I wipe the thoughts away and climb inside my warm truck.

      Stop it, Gwen, I scold myself. It’s not your business. You have your own life you have to worry about.

      Starting my truck, I pull away from the market and head back to Mrs. Tanner’s house and my two kids.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Hey, Mrs. Tanner,” I blurt when the older woman opens the door. “I’m so sorry I took so long. It took longer than I thought it would at the post office.”

      She smiles and ushers me inside. “Bah! Don’t you worry, Gwen dear, you know it’s no problem.”

      I follow as she walks toward the kitchen. Mrs. Tanner was the first person I met when we moved to town. She’s the secretary at the elementary school where I teach, and took an immediate liking to the kids.

      “How were they?” I ask, slipping my keys into my pocket.

      “They were right as rain. Just like they always are.”

      She pushes open the kitchen door, and my eyes immediately light on the two little redheads sitting at the table. I walk up to Daniel first and bend his head back so I can kiss his forehead.

      “Hey, kiddo.”

      “Hey, Mom,” he replies, his bright green eyes staring up at me as he smiles, showing two canine teeth missing.

      “That looks good, Daniel. You can hang it on the fridge when we get home.”

      “This one is for Mrs. Tanner. She said her kids are too old to color pictures for her fridge anymore, so I figured I could color one for her instead.”

      I look up at Mrs. Tanner and see her smiling at Daniel. My eyes drop back to him.

      “Well, that’s awfully sweet of you. I bet she’d love that.”

      “It’ll bring color back to my fridge.”

      I ruffle his hair before moving on to the silent girl in the next seat over.

      “Hey, sweetie.” I bend and place a kiss on top of Kelsey’s head. She looks up at me and offers me a small smile with sad eyes, then continues her crossword puzzle. For being only eight years old, she’s extremely good at them.

      Whereas Daniel is open and talkative, Kelsey is the complete opposite. Unfortunately, her low-key response is normal for her. She’s very reserved and quiet. For a little over two years, since her father died, she’s only ever spoken twice. Once was when she begged me to bring Will back at his funeral, and the other time was a year ago when I had the flu. She quietly asked me if I was going to die as well. It broke my heart when those words left her lips. Not only because of what she asked, but also because I had prayed so hard for her to get better, for her to feel comfortable enough to talk again, for God to bring my little girl back, and when she finally spoke, her voice was more beautiful than I had remembered. I couldn’t enjoy it though, because I knew she was terrified she was going to lose another parent.

      Although she’s only spoken to me those two times, I still hear her every night when she thinks only God is listening. One day, three weeks after Will’s funeral, I was walking by her room when I heard something. I was about to go in and check on her, when her soft words stopped me. Peeking in through the small crack, I saw my little girl kneeling in the middle of the bed, her hands clasped tightly in prayer and her eyes closed. Her whispers, begging God to bring back her daddy, had me choking back a cry and holding on to the doorframe to keep from falling to my knees. Every night since then, I’ve listened to her whispered prayers. It tears me up inside that she doesn’t come to me, and I know her heart only breaks more and more every day that her prayers are unanswered, but I’m glad she at least feels comfortable enough to talk to someone.

      She has what therapists call selective mutism. It’s when someone voluntarily stops speaking for whatever reason. In Kelsey’s case, it was the traumatic event of finding her father dead on her bedroom floor after he went upstairs to get her favorite toy. At twenty-eight, he had a heart attack from an unknown blocked coronary artery. It was a freak occurrence that the doctors say only happen in about five percent of young men that have heart attacks. For it to happen to Will, someone who’s never had heart problems in the past, and has no family history of heart attacks, the chances were even lower.

      When Kelsey found him in her room, he was already dead. She was six at the time. The experience left her traumatized. There’s really nothing the doctors can do for her. She’s been to several therapists, went through multiple sessions without success, and they’ve all told me the only thing I can do is be her mom and care for her. To show her my love and give her emotional support. That it’s up to Kelsey if she wants to be heard again. I just hope one day she will. They’ve also informed me that this may be permanent, but I refuse to believe that. Those prayers give me hope that my girl isn’t totally lost.

      I love both my children more than anything in the world. I loved my husband too. It’s been a little over two years that he’s been gone, and every day I grieve for him. I grieve because I lost the man I love, I grieve for my children who will never grow to know him more than they already do, and I grieve for my husband, who will never see his children grow up.

      We moved to Colorado because I felt we needed a change. Although I was taking them away from the place they were born and where memories of their father were, I still felt they needed a new setting, a new start. Kelsey wasn’t getting better, and my own grief was debilitating. It wasn’t healthy for any of us. Daniel still remembers his father and misses him, but he was so young at the time, he wasn’t as affected by his death as Kelsey and I were and still are. That’s both a blessing and a curse for Daniel. While I’m glad his pain isn’t as harsh as mine and Kelsey’s, it still hurts to know that his memories of Will will more than likely fade away over time, until there’s nothing left except for what I tell him, and pictures.

      “Would you like a cup of coffee before you leave, dear?” Mrs. Tanner asks, snapping me out of my thoughts.

      I brush my hands down Kelsey’s hair and smile over at Mrs. Tanner. “Thank you for the offer, but I’ve got groceries in the truck. They’ll probably be fine, but I want to get started on Mrs. Myers’ pie that I’m taking out to her tomorrow.”

      She pulls something from the fridge and sets it on the stove before turning back to me.

      “You best be careful going out tomorrow, Gwen. They say there’s a snowstorm coming in tomorrow afternoon,” she informs me.

      I watch as Kelsey puts down an answer on the crossword puzzle. It’s a word I can’t even pronounce, let alone know the meaning. She may not talk, and keeps to herself, but that hasn’t stopped her from being one of the smartest kids I’ve ever encountered. She’s always been that way though, even before Will passed away.

      “I’ll be careful. I plan on going over early in the morning. We’ll be back before the storm hits.” I turn to Daniel. “Hey, kiddo, go make sure you have everything in your bag.”

      “Okay, Mom.”

      He gets up from the table with the picture and carries it over to the fridge, where he hangs it by a rectangular magnet. Stepping back, he admires his work.

      “It definitely makes your fridge look more colorful,” he says nonchalantly.

      Mrs. Tanner laughs. “That it does, Daniel boy. But you should know, now that you’ve started putting your pictures up there, you’re going to have to color me more. I want my fridge filled with them.”

      He looks over at her and grins toothily. “I’ll color you one every time I come over.”

      Mrs. Tanner watches as he walks away to gather his things. “That boy is special.”

      I smile in return. “He is.” I look over at Kelsey. “They both are.”

      I grab the cups the kids were using and take them to the sink to rinse.

      “School’s out for the next few weeks. Any plans for the holidays yet?” Mrs. Tanner asks.

      I put the cups in the dishwasher, then walk over to gather Daniel’s crayons.

      “Nope. I think we’re going to just stay here. Will’s parents are in California with their daughter, Sophia, for Christmas, and, well… both my parents are gone.”

      Her smile turns sad as she walks over to me and lays a hand on my arm. “Why don’t you three come here for Christmas dinner? My two kids, Kenneth and Bethany, will be here with both their families for a few days. Sara is Kelsey’s age and Cody is Daniel’s. Might be nice for them to have kids their age to hang out with.”

      I look down and flip the lid closed on the crayon box. It’s the holidays that are always the hardest. This will be the third Christmas we’ll have without Will. It was always his favorite holiday, so it was a big deal for our family. The house, inside and out, was always decorated to the max. All the shelves were filled with nativity scenes, all the doorways had lights and garland, the tree was loaded with ornaments. Per Will’s request, and much to the kids’ delight, we always had some type of Christmas snack the whole month of December. Christmas Eve everyone got a pajama set and got to open one Christmas present to tide us over until the next morning. It was our tradition. I’ve tried to stick with that tradition, to bring the holiday to life for the kids, but it’s just not the same without him.

      I look back up at Mrs. Tanner and offer a smile. Maybe being with more people will help distract the kids, and they’ll be able to enjoy the holiday like they are meant to.

      “Can we do it the day before Christmas Eve? Emma, my best friend, will be in town and we’re supposed to have Christmas with her grandmother.”

      “Absolutely. The kids will be here all of Christmas week.”

      “Then we’d love to. But I insist on bringing something.”

      Her answering smile makes her seem ten years younger. “You bring whatever you want. As long as you and those two precious kids are here, I’ll be happy.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Tanner. We’d be honored to spend Christmas with you and your family.”

      She reaches up and pats my cheek. “Gwen, dear, how many times do I have to tell you to call me Ruth before you actually start calling me that?”

      I laugh. “I don’t know. Probably many more times.”

      “Well, since you’ll be spending the holiday with me, I insist that you start.”

      I smile and scoop up the coloring book and crayons. “I promise I’ll try to remember.”

      I walk around the table to Kelsey, just as Daniel comes back in the room with his book bag slung over his small shoulder.

      I squat down beside her. “Hey, honey. You ready to go? You can help me make Mrs. Myers’ pie if you want when we get home.”

      She looks at me, and I want to cry when her lips stay closed. She gives me a small nod, but that’s all. I know she’ll help with the pie. She’s a very good child, always doing what I ask without complaint. Sometimes I wish she would throw a tantrum. At least she would be showing some form of emotion. But then I feel terrible for thinking that way, because no matter how Kelsey acts, she’ll always be perfect in my eyes.

      I lean over and kiss her cheek before standing. She immediately gets up, her crossword book in hand, and stands beside me. I reach out and grab her hand. It may be odd for a mother to want to hold their eight-year-old daughter’s hand when they are simply walking to the truck, but I steal as much attention as I can from Kelsey, and that includes holding her hand, kissing her head or cheek, hugging her as often as I can—anything I can get. I’m deprived of her voice, if I can help it, I won’t be deprived of anything else.

      I thank Ruth once more as she holds the door open for us, promising to stop by in the next few days to have dinner.
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      I PULL MY OLD FORD truck up to the cabin and cut the engine. Grabbing an armload of groceries, I carry them up the steps, then wrestle the key into the lock and kicking the door open with my boot once I managed to unlock it. I set the bags down and go out for the rest. I’ll get the horse feed and few other items that go in the barn later.

      Gigi, my black lab mix, trots behind me to the kitchen. Once I set the bags down, I pat the top of her jet-black head.

      “Hey, girl. How’re the pups?” I ask as she walks beside me into the kitchen.

      Knowing what she’s looking for, I grab a can of dog food from the pantry, pull the tab, and pour the chunky meat into her bowl. She runs ahead of me as I carry the bowl to the door leading to the huge utility room where her pups are. She slips through the doggy door right before I pull the door open. She immediately goes to check on her sleeping pups in the big dog bed across the room, sniffing them and nudging them with her nose, then comes back as I’m setting the bowl down. She gives it a quick sniff, checking the smell of dinner, before diving in.

      “Let me know when you’re ready to go out, girl,” I tell her. She doesn’t acknowledge me, just continues to devour her food like she’s starving, when she just ate a few hours ago. Her pups are taking all her nutrients and leaving her with hardly any.

      I run my fingers through her hair a couple times, before walking back out of the room and closing the door behind me. I unload the groceries, then put a pot full of water on the stove to start boiling for the chicken. Grabbing another pot, I add more water and set that down on the stove for the rice.

      Chicken and rice. One of the simplest meals, but one of the best.

      By the time I’m done, Gigi’s back from eating, waiting for me at the door. I grab my gloves off the counter where I discarded them before putting away the groceries, then we both walk outside.

      The snow’s coming down a bit more than it was before. The ground is already covered in a thin layer of white, but this time tomorrow, it’ll be at least a couple feet deep, if not more. The snowstorm that’s due is supposed to be a harsh one and last for several days. That’s why I was in town a couple weeks earlier than normal. The road out here tends to be rough for days after a snowstorm, and I’d rather have everything I need just in case. I did most of the chores this morning that needed doing before the storm, but there are a few things that still need tending to.

      As Gigi and I walk across the yard to the barn, I make sure to keep my eyes forward and not look at the half-built house. It’s been sitting there abandoned for four years. I’ve been meaning to tear the thing down, but I just can’t yet. It hurts to look at it, but the pain at the thought of destroying it is much worse. I’ve been trying to build up the courage; I just don’t have enough yet.

      Gigi barks and takes off in front of me. I chuckle as she chases a rabbit. It must sense the bad weather that’s coming and is out foraging for food before being forced to stay in its hole. The rabbit takes off with Gigi after it. She stops after several feet, does her business, then takes off in another direction.

      After watching her for a couple of minutes, I get to work on making sure the horses have enough hay and water and everything is secure against the heavy winds that are coming. Luckily, the temperature isn’t supposed to be too bad, only the mid-twenties, so I don’t have to worry about the horses being too cold since they’ll be away from the winds.

      I stop long enough to let Gigi in when she starts barking at the back door to the house, then continue the few things I have left. Bandit, the male Arabian I’ve been working at breaking in, snorts at me as I walk by. I flip him off because I’m pissed at him right now. My damn backside still hurts from him throwing me yesterday.

      “Don’t you snort at me, you big bastard,” I say, baring my teeth with a forced smile. Horses may seem like mindless animals to some, but they’re actually pretty smart. They’re very watchful creatures and can sense moods.

      Bandit’s been one of the most stubborn horses I’ve come across since I started training them eight years ago. Ordinarily, it takes me anywhere from three to eight weeks to train the horses that are brought here, but Bandit’s being ornery and doesn’t take kindly to someone being on his back. Hell, he doesn’t even like it if someone looks at him. I’ve had him for nine weeks already and have gotten hardly anywhere with him. He’s solid black, a very pretty horse, but very moody. He’s also purebred and cost the owners a fortune, which means they’re being very patient. However, I don’t see that lasting much longer if I don’t make any more headway with him.

      I grab a couple of apples out of a basket, stuff one in my back pocket, then approach the white-and-brown mustang. Bella came to me three years ago to be trained. A few weeks into training, the young girl the owners bought her for fell from another horse and broke her neck. She’s now paralyzed from the neck down. Understandably, they no longer needed Bella to be trained for their daughter, so I bought her from them. Unlike Bandit, Bella is very gentle and docile. I put her next to him for a reason, hoping he’ll see my interaction with her.

      “Hey, girl.” She neighs softly and nudges the hand holding the apple, not trying to take it, but letting me know she knows it’s there. “I’ll take you for a ride as soon as the bad weather passes.”

      I hold the apple up in my palm, and she crunches down on it. I run my hand down her neck, murmuring quiet words to her. Bandit snorts beside me, and although I don’t acknowledge him, I do watch him out of my peripheral vision. His dark head is pointed our way, watching me interact with Bella.

      I talk quietly with Bella for several minutes, ignoring the beast beside me, before finally turning to him. His black eyes watch me as I approach his stall, and he tosses his head back a couple times. When I reach out to place my hand on the side of his neck, he snorts loudly and kicks out a hoof.

      “No need to get all pissy on me, Bandit,” I tell him, keeping my voice calm. He snorts again and turns his head to the side to avoid my hand when I place it on his neck. “Shh… calm down, boy. It’s alright.”

      He lifts his head, dislodging my hand, and takes a step back. I pull the other apple out of my pocket, and he eyes it with interest.

      “You want it?” I ask, holding it up. “You have to take it from my hand.”

      I hold my breath with anticipation as he bends his head and sniffs the apple. His warm breath floats over my hand as I hold real still, not wanting to spook him. He nudges it a couple times, snorts, then knocks the damn apple out of my hand. I narrow my eyes at him when he lifts his head and looks me right in the eye. If horses could smirk, I have no doubt this damn animal would be right now.

      “You little shit,” I mutter.

      He just snorts and turns away, going over to his hay and munching on it, telling me with his actions to fuck off. I bend and pick up the apple, putting it back in the basket. As frustrating as Bandit’s been to train, I’m enjoying the challenge he’s giving me. It’s kept me distracted from thinking of other things. Things I don’t like thinking about.

      I walk back to the house once I’m finished in the barn. Gigi meets me with a soft bark, then heads back through the doggy door to be with her pups. After checking on the chicken on the stove, I make quick work of the buttons of my shirt as I walk down the hallway to my bedroom. This cabin may be small to some people, but it’s perfect for me. Once upon a time, I had plans to build a big house and fill it with laughter, but not any longer. That ship has sailed, crashed, burned, then sunk.

      I toss my shirt on the floor in front of my dresser, then take off my pants, leaving them in the same pile. In the bathroom, I turn on the shower to let it warm up. Turning away, I catch sight of my reflection in the mirror. Normally I try to stay away from mirrors. Not because the scars are hideous and I hate looking at them, but because of the memories that come with seeing them. I don’t turn away this time. I stand there and force myself to look at them, and the memories immediately assault me.

      A woman’s laughter and soft smiles.

      The screech of tires.

      High-pitched screams of fear.

      Deep screams of pain.

      Innocent wails, then silence.

      My own pain gripping me.

      My vision fading to black as my life dies before me.

      I look at the snarled and twisted skin on my arm and side. I was awake when the heat of the flames hit me. I was conscious when my flesh started to melt. But that’s not what I remember when I see my scars. What I remember is what I almost had. I remember not being strong enough to save them. I remember the screams and the broken pleas.

      I grip the sink in front of me and hunch over, dropping my head, no longer able to look at myself. It’s been four years, but it feels like it was last week.

      I turn without looking back at my reflection and get into the shower. The warm water hits my chest first, and it feels good. I relax my head back and blow out a deep breath. I wash away the dirt from the day, then get out and dry myself. Walking naked into my bedroom, I grab a pair of gray jogging pants and slip them on.

      While the pot of rice is cooking, I chop up the cooked chicken, then throw it in the pot. I make both Gigi and myself a bowl and set hers on the floor in the kitchen. I carry mine into the living room, where I catch the last quarter of the Broncos game.

      After, I put the leftovers away. That’s another good thing about chicken and rice. Leftovers.

      I let Gigi out once more and throw a couple logs in the fireplace before locking up the house. It’s only nine thirty, but I’m exhausted from the extra work I’ve done today. I take off my jogging pants and put them on the end of the bed, and stretch out naked on the bed, my hands going behind my head.

      An unbidden image of the woman from the grocery store comes to mind. Gwen. She had hair the color of brown sugar and eyes the color of a cloudless sky. Had I been a normal man, I would have admired her beauty, but I’m not normal and beautiful women are wasted on me.

      I have no fucking idea why I offered to pay for her groceries. I told her I couldn’t wait for Jeremy to cancel the order, but it was a lie. It wouldn’t have taken him more than a minute or two. Actually, I do know why I did what I did. I saw some of the items that were rung up and overheard parts of her and Jeremy’s conversation. She has kids. The thought of her dragging her kids out in this weather didn’t sit well with me. They should be warm and safe in their home.

      I wasn’t trying to be rude or an ass when she asked for my name, but I have no desire to be her friend. I just wanted her gone so I could finish with my shit and leave. I hate going to town, and I only do it when I have to. The looks and whispers I get piss me off, and it takes iron will to keep my mouth shut.

      She tried to hide it, but I saw the look on her face and heard her breath hitch when she saw my scars. I’m not sure why, but I didn’t like the thought of her seeing my fucked-up face and being disgusted. I don’t know why I gave a damn, but I did.

      I push the thoughts of the brunette away and roll to my side. My eyelids drift closed and it’s not long before the exhaustion from today pulls me into a deep sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I wake to fat snowflakes falling. It’s not bad yet, but in the distance I can see the dark snow clouds heading this way. The forecast said to expect at least a foot later today and another couple of feet over the next few days.

      Most people dread the heavy snowfall, but not me. I love Colorado weather, especially the winters when the snow will come down for days. It may be cold as shit, but it’s still beautiful to be around. I like the thought of having a nice warm house to go to after work, walking in and smelling the logs burning in the fire.

      After I get dressed, Gigi’s waiting at the door to be let out. While I wait on her to finish her business, I make a pot of coffee and stir the fireplace back to life and throw on a couple more logs. I stomp my boots on and walk out back to grab an armful of logs from the back porch. Everything is covered in white, and it looks gorgeous. I’ve lived in Colorado my entire life, and I never get tired of looking at a freshly dumped snowfall.

      Gigi comes bounding around the corner, her coat covered in snow. She stops just long enough to root her nose in the snow until it disappears, then flicks her head up, throwing snow in the air. I whistle and she makes a mad dash for the porch, stopping once she’s on the steps to shake.

      “Get your goofy ass in the house.” I chuckle and snap my fingers.

      I follow her inside and unload the logs beside the fireplace. I walk back to the kitchen, the smell of brewed coffee leading me. I’m just pouring a cup when my phone rings. I snatch it off the counter, then groan when I see my mom’s name.

      My mother is a good, loving woman, but there are times I just can’t handle her. She worries, and I love that about her; I just wish she’d know when to leave shit alone. I know she means well, she’s a mother after all, but her asking how I’m doing every time we talk, knowing she’s referring to my emotional state, isn’t something I want or need. All it does is remind me of what I try so fucking hard to forget. It’s bad enough I see them every time I look in the mirror, I don’t need them thrown in my face.

      For almost a year after the accident, she hovered over me like a mother hen. It’s just me and my younger sister, so when one of her kids is hurting, I know she hurts as well. Dad had to finally drag her out of my house when he saw she wasn’t helping at all, but hindering my mental healing. Before the accident, they were supposed to move to Tennessee where my sister Christa lives, but the accident put the move on hold. Luckily, after realizing what my mother was doing, my father eventually convinced her to go forward with the move. I miss my family, but I’m glad they aren’t so close anymore.

      I hit Ignore and set the phone back down on the counter. I know I’m being a dick, and I do feel guilty, but I just can’t talk to her right now. I’ll call her back later or something.

      I down the rest of my coffee and head back outside to check on the horses and to haul in another load of wood. My cabin doesn’t have central heat and air, so I depend on the fireplace for all the heat. I like it that way.

      Once I’m done, I refill my coffee and head outside to sit on the porch. It’s fucking freezing outside, but it’s beautiful and peaceful. I sit on the wicker chair with my feet up on the railing and look out over the field of white and the snow-covered mountains. I inherited this place from my grandparents ten years ago. My grandfather used to breed horses for a living, before he got too old. I’d come over every day after school when I was younger and help him around the place. My grandma passed away twelve years ago, and my grandfather was never the same. He always told me the place was mine once he was gone. He knew of my desire to work with horses.

      The snow is coming down in huge flakes now and it’s halfway up the tires of my truck. Something catches my attention, and I try to focus on it. My feet clunk to the porch, and I get up from my seat. Walking to the railing, I squint. Something’s off in the distance, but I can’t tell what it is with the heavy snowfall. I set my mug down on the railing and walk off the porch. I’ve gotten about fifty yards when I realize it’s a vehicle.

      “Sonofabitch,” I mutter. This is the only road out this way for miles. The vehicle looks to be at an angle, indicating they’re more than likely stuck in a ditch.

      I’m half tempted to leave them out there—it’s fucking stupid to be out driving in this weather—but with how fast the snow is coming down and the dropping temperatures, they’ll likely freeze to death.

      I stomp back to the house, cursing under my breath the entire way. Helping some idiot is the last thing I want to be doing right now. I like my solitude out here, and except for the people I have to deal with regarding the horses I train, I try to avoid them as much as possible.

      I swipe my keys from the hook just inside the door and grab a bigger coat from the closet, along with some thick gloves.

      “Stay here. I’ll be back,” I tell Gigi, who’s sitting at the door watching me.

      I start the truck to let it warm up while I brush snow off the windshield and windows, then put the chains on my tires. Living in this area, it’s pretty much required you have four-wheel drive, or you better bet your ass some time or another you’ll get stuck. Like the idiots right now on the road that runs along the front of my land.

      It takes me ten minutes to clear my truck enough to drive and for my windshield to defrost. The truck is toasty warm when I climb inside and go rescue some ass who’s ruining my relaxing day.
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      “THANK YOU FOR BREAKFAST, Mrs. Myers.” I lean down and hug the tiny woman.

      “It’s the least I can do, Gwen. You really didn’t have to drive all the way out here to bring me a pie.”

      I smile. “I wanted to. You’ve been so nice to me, and you’re the reason I’m even here.”

      Mrs. Myers is the grandmother of my best friend, Emma, back in Indianapolis. One day Emma was on the phone with her grandmother, who she mentioned one of the elementary school’s teachers where she lived was moving away and the school board needed a replacement. It was fate, because just that day before I had told Emma that the kids and I needed a fresh start.

      She pats my hand and holds out a container with leftover stew to take home. “We’re glad to have you here in Cat’s Valley.” She puts her hand on top of Daniel’s head and ruffles his hair. “It’s been a delight getting to know these two.”

      Kelsey is stoic as she slips on her coat, staring off across the room. I hand her her gloves and watch as she robotically slips them on. Mrs. Myers walks over to her, gently grabs her cheeks, lifts her face, and kisses her forehead. Kelsey doesn’t respond in the slightest, just stares up at the older lady.

      “You both be good for your momma, and I’ll see you at Christmas,” she tells both the kids.

      “Will you have something for us?” Daniel asks, bold as you please.

      “Really, Daniel?” I scold. “You don’t ask questions like that.”

      Mrs. Myers cackles. “He’s fine.” She pinches one of his cheeks. “You, sir, will just have to wait and see.” She turns to me. “Emma’s already chomping at the bit to get here.”

      I hand Kelsey the container of stew to hold while I slip on my gloves. I pull my keys from my pocket, then take back the container.

      “I’m excited to see her. I miss her so much.”

      Emma’s been my friend since high school, and I’ve never gone this long without seeing her. We talk almost daily, but it’s not the same.

      I make sure both kids are bundled up tight before saying goodbye to Mrs. Myers. When I pull open the door, I’m shocked to see how much snow is on the ground and how hard it’s still coming down. When we got here a couple hours ago, there was only about six to eight inches on the ground. Now, my truck has a layer of snow at least four or five inches thick. The heavy snowfall wasn’t supposed to start until later this afternoon.

      “Oh dear,” Mrs. Myers says beside me. “I’m so sorry for keeping you so long. Will you be okay driving in this?”

      I turn to look at both kids, not liking the idea, but knowing I’ll have to in order to get home. “Yeah. I’ve got a four-wheel drive, and I’ve driven in snow before.”

      She looks worried as she twists her hands together, and I reach over and grab them. “Don’t worry. We’ll be fine.” I offer a smile.

      “Make sure you call me once you get home, or I’ll worry.”

      “Will do.”

      I leave the kids in the house while I warm up the truck and brush the snow off the windows and windshield. After saying our goodbyes, we load up. I’m used to driving in the snow, but it still makes me nervous, especially when it’s coming down so thick. The roads are covered, so I ride down the middle since the lines are no longer visible anyway. I drive slow and grip the steering wheel tightly. When we come across the stretch of road that declines for two miles, I become anxious. Luckily, we make it down the hill without any problems. The relief doesn’t last long though.

      We’ve been driving for about twenty minutes and are coming around a curve when all of a sudden, something about the size of a dog with a gray fluffy tail runs across the road. I know better than to do it in this type of weather, and I realize my mistake right away, but my first reaction is to hit the brakes to avoid hitting the animal. The back end of my truck fishtails around until we’re almost sliding sideways down the road. I vaguely hear Daniel yelling, but I’m concentrating on trying to straighten out the truck

      It’s a fruitless effort, as seconds later, we come to a jerky stop with the front end in a shallow ditch. I immediately turn to the kids.

      “Are you both okay?” I ask, looking over Daniel, who’s shaken but otherwise unharmed. My eyes go to Kelsey next and see no visible injuries. Her eyes are wide with fright and the look makes me sick to my stomach. “Kelsey?” Her gaze swings to mine. I reach back and grab her shaking hand. “Are you okay, baby?” She doesn’t respond right away, just looks around wildly, and fear spikes through me. Finally, her eyes meet mine and she gives me a small nod. I blow out a relieved breath that neither are hurt.

      I turn back around and take stock of our surroundings. The snow is coming down so hard that it’s already starting to cover the windshield, blocking my view. I look out the windows and see nothing. Turning, I look out the back window, and don’t see anything there either.

      I turn the key, hoping by some miracle I can get us out of here. My truck may be four-wheel drive, but I highly doubt I’ll be able to back us out of the position we’re in. We’re at too much of an angle and the snow is too thick. It’s worth a shot, though.

      I silently curse when it won’t even turn over. I pull my phone from my purse to call Jeremy, and panic sets in when I find I have no signal. I look up when the interior of the truck starts to dim. The snow is covering the windshield fast, and I can already feel the temperature dropping.

      I look back at the kids. “Keep on your jackets, hats, and gloves. I’m going to step outside a minute, okay?”

      “I’m scared, Mom,” Daniel says. He’s always been my strong boy, so for him to show fear now means he’s really scared.

      I get up on my knees and lean over the seat. Grabbing his cheeks, I make him look at me. “Listen to me. Everything is okay. I’m just going to step outside for a minute. I’m not getting a signal on my phone inside the truck because of the snow covering it. I’m going to call Jeremy and he’ll come help us.”

      He looks at me for several seconds, then he nods. I lean over more and kiss his forehead. I move to Kelsey next. She still looks frightened. “Watch over your brother while I’m outside, okay?”

      She nods, and I kiss her forehead as well. Sitting back in the front seat, I pull my gloves and hat back on. It won’t do much good without the engine going, and the heat won’t last long, but I turn the key in the ignition and warmth blasts out of the vents. Grabbing my phone, I quickly get out of the truck and slam the door closed to keep in as much heat as I can. Looking down at my phone, I still have no signal, which isn’t really a surprise. Although I detest lying to my kids, I wasn’t exactly truthful to Daniel. The chance of getting a signal outside the car is slim to none in this weather. The wind and snow are probably blocking any signal.

      I climb the small hill from the ditch and walk out to the middle of the road. I turn in circles, trying to locate a house, or some form of nearby living. The snow is coming down so heavy that it’s hard to keep my eyes open to see through it. I shield my eyes with my hand, but it’s no use, I see not one damn house around.

      Crap. What in the hell am I going to do?

      I walk back to the truck and quickly get inside. It’s warmer than it is outside, but when I turn to face the kids, they already have puffs of white coming out of their mouths when they breathe. I kill the engine; the air coming out of the vents is no longer warm in the slightest.

      “Mom,” Daniel says, his voice quivering. “What are we going to do?”

      I take a minute to answer him, because… well, I have no damn clue what I’m going to do. Obviously I can’t tell the kids that though. I’m the adult, and am supposed to have plans for everything. Helplessness and fear slither in when I realize how dire our situation is. This stretch of road is long and a good distance away from town. The few times I’ve been out this way, I’ve only seen a couple of cars, and the chance of one driving by now in this weather is pretty damn slim.

      What in the hell am I going to do? Think, Gwen!

      “Mom?”

      I look back at Daniel and force a smile. I need time to figure out a plan.

      “For now, you and your sister are going to come up front with me.” I point to the back. “Grab the blanket in the back and climb up here.”

      They both unbuckle, and while Daniel grabs the blanket, Kelsey climbs over the seat. I lift the console once Daniel has climbed up front as well. He sits in the middle, while Kelsey sits on the other side of him.

      “Scoot closer together.” They do so, and I put the blanket over all three of our laps. I always have a blanket in the back of my Range Rover. It stems from growing up in the north. My parents always told me it’s never a bad thing to be prepared. A look at the windshield shows it’s covered completely, and the window on my side is three quarters of the way. Kelsey’s window only has a thin layer because of the way the wind is blowing.

      “Are we going to be okay?” Daniel asks, and I look down at him, then over at Kelsey.

      “We’re going to be just fine. Someone is going to come by soon and see us.” I ruffle his hair, acting as though I’m not worried, while I silently start to freak out inside. My options are very limited. I can either leave them in the car while I go look for a house, hope another car comes this way and spots us, or bring them with me. I don’t like any of those options.

      I jump when I hear a loud thump on the window. When I look over some of the snow has slid off the window, and I see someone standing there. Both relief and fear mix together at seeing the person. On one hand, I’m relieved that someone has already found us and we won’t freeze to death, but on the other, I have no idea who it is. For all I know, it could be a serial killer. I don’t really have a choice though. It’s either take the chance and hope I’m not putting my kids in even more danger by opening the door, or ignore the person and hope someone else will find us before we freeze. I opt for decision number one, because the chances of a serial killer looking for victims outside in this weather are low.

      I look back at the kids. “See, I told you.” I smile.

      I take a deep breath, say a silent prayer, and turn the key so I can power down the window a few inches. Wind and snow immediately hit me in the face, and I have to blink a few times to clear my vision. When I do, I’m surprised at who I see. It’s the man from the market yesterday. His head is covered in a beanie and the way he’s holding his face against the wind hides the scarred side.

      “Hi. Thank you so much for stopping.”

      He bends and peers inside the truck, his eyes flickering from Daniel to Kelsey. He shows no surprise at seeing me.

      “Why are you driving out in this?” he asks, bringing his eyes back to mine. This close, they look a dark smoky gray, instead of the black they appeared the other day. I wonder if they change according to what he’s feeling.

      “We were dropping off a pie at Mrs. Myers’ place. It wasn’t supposed to be this bad this early,” I tell him.

      “You learn around here to always expect the worst. It says to expect snow tonight, then you prepare for it today. This close to the mountains, there’s no telling when the snow will actually get here.”

      “Is there any way you can pull me out?”

      He straightens and looks toward the front of the truck, then the back, assessing the situation, before bending back down.

      “Snow’s too thick. I’ve got chains on my tires, but they won’t do any good. You’re too far down into the ditch.”

      I grip the steering wheel and try to stay calm. It could be worse. We could still be out here alone. Besides, I didn’t really think there was a chance I’d get my truck out today anyway.

      I blow out a breath. “I hate to ask, especially in this weather, but is there any way you could give us a lift to town? My cell phone isn’t picking up a signal out here.”

      He turns his head, and in the six or so inch gap of window, his scar comes into view. The skin looks even more mangled up close. A twinge of pain pierces my chest. The pain he must have endured to have such scars.

      He turns back to me, then looks over to the kids. When his eyes flick back to mine once again, his jaw tics, and I know he really doesn’t want to help, but there’s no way he can just leave us out here. I’m unsure if it were just me he’d leave me to fend for myself or not, but he won’t do that to kids. I understand his reluctance; he doesn’t know us, and I’m sure he has better things to do than lug around a woman and her two children, but it still irks me that he’s so hesitant. It’s not like I purposely drove my car off the road.

      His voice is gruff when he says, “Grab the kids and let’s go,” before standing and walking away.

      They’re both shivering when I tell them, “Come on, let’s go get warm.”

      Grabbing the key out of the ignition and my purse from the floorboard, I push open the door and the kids follow me out of the truck.

      “Wait, Daniel!” I say when he makes a move to walk out of the ditch. I lock my doors, grab Kelsey’s hand, and help both kids out of the ditch. Together, we walk over to the running truck parked behind my Range Rover. The man is already inside waiting for us.

      I open the door and let Daniel get in first, then Kelsey, before climbing in after her. I didn’t realize how cold I was until the warm air from the vents hit me. The truck is old, so it has a bench seat with a seat belt in the middle. I grab the strap and hand it to Daniel. “You and Kelsey have to share a seat belt.” I click mine into place once theirs is done.

      I glance over at the man and find his hands gripping the steering wheel tightly as he looks ahead. I swallow and say, “Thank you for the ride. You have no idea how much I appreciate this.”

      A grunt is all I get in return as he puts the truck in gear and slowly starts to creep forward. I fold my hands on top of my purse and look straight out the windshield. I hate the silence, but I’m not going to force the guy to talk if he doesn’t want to. He may not want to accept my gratitude, but this is the second time he’s come to my rescue, and I’m grateful.

      Something tugs on my jacket, and I look down to Daniel. He pulls me across Kelsey and tries to whisper, but it’s still loud enough for the man to hear. “What’s wrong with his face, Mom?”

      “Daniel,” I scold, and look up at the man in embarrassment. I know he had to have heard the question, but he shows no sign that he did. “You don’t ask questions like that.”

      “Sorry,” he mutters sullenly.

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s alright,” the man says, keeping his eyes forward and his expression neutral.

      “No, it’s not. It’s rude and he shouldn’t have asked it, especially loud enough for you to hear.”

      “He’s just curious. At least he’s honest about his curiosity.”

      I sit back and think about his statement, remembering back to the old ladies in the market yesterday. From what they said, he doesn’t come to town a lot, so I’m sure when he does, the gossip and whispers start anew. I can’t imagine everything I’m sure he’s overheard. No matter how quiet people are with their opinions and remarks, it’ll still always get back to the recipient of their chatter, especially in a town as small as Cat’s Valley.

      “I’m sorry we’re pulling you away from wherever you were going,” I tell him, just to keep some form of conversation going. For some reason, I want him to talk to me.

      “I saw your truck from my cabin.”

      “Oh,” I remark. “I didn’t see it from the road when I was looking for houses.”

      “It’s hard to see from the road with all the trees, especially when you’ve got snow blowing in your face.”

      It turns quiet, then I tell him, even though he never asked, “Something ran out in front of us. I know better than to slam on the brakes in the snow, but I did it to avoid the animal before I realized what I was doing.”

      “Probably a fox. We get them out here a lot during the winter.”

      “Mom.” Another tug on my jacket has me looking down at Daniel again. “I gotta go pee.”

      I look over at the man, then back at Daniel. “Can you wait a bit longer? We have to go slower than normal, but we’ll be there soon.”

      All of a sudden, the truck stops, and the man lets out a deep sigh. I’m just about to tell him that Daniel will be fine until we get to town when he climbs from the truck. I look out the windshield and realize he didn’t stop for Daniel, but because a tree’s fallen across the road, blocking our path. The man walks to the tree, looks at it for a moment, then comes back to the truck.

      He hammers his hand on the steering wheel once, mutters a curse under his breath, then looks over at me and mumbles an apology for cursing in front of the kids.

      “I can’t move it and that’s the only road that leads to town, unless we want to go up the mountain and around, which will take hours in this weather, and there’s no guarantee we’ll make it.”

      I look from the tree in the road to him, then down to the kids and back to the tree. I talk to the windshield when I say, “I’m sorry.” I bring my eyes to him. “Do you know Mrs. Myers? Could you take us to her place, and I’ll call someone in town when the roads clear up and the tree’s gone?”

      His stormy eyes face me. “No,” he says bluntly. “I’m surprised you even made it down the mountain in this weather.”

      He looks out the windshield, his brows narrowed into a frown. Kelsey fidgets beside me, and I look down at her. She’s looking forward and most wouldn’t notice it, but I see the worry on her face. She doesn’t show her feelings often; the scared look on her face earlier and right now are more than I’ve seen in a while. I reach over and grab her hand. She looks up at me and I smile, trying to ease her worry.

      The man’s hand brushes my shoulder when he lays his arm on the back of the seat. He turns his head to look out the back windshield and the truck starts to move backwards slowly. A minute later, he’s backing into a narrow road that looks to be access to a field, then pulls forward and drives the way we just came from.

      “Where are we going?” I ask, curious.

      “My place,” he grunts.

      My eyes widen in shock. I’m not sure what I expected his answer to be, but that certainly wasn’t it.

      “Do you have a landline? Maybe I can call someone—”

      “And what?” he interrupts. “Have them drive over the huge tree in the road? Or have them risk themselves going over the mountain?”

      I snap my mouth shut, because he’s right. My only two choices are to take the kids back to the car, something I wouldn’t do, or let him bring us to his house. I know nothing about this guy, but he doesn’t rub me as being someone to harm us. I still hate knowing we’ll be imposing on him though.

      “Mom,” Daniel says, tugging once again on my jacket. “I really have to go.”

      Before I get a chance to respond, the man does. “Five minutes, kid. Or I can pull over if you can’t wait and you can freeze your willie off.”

      I sputter out a laugh and the guy looks over at me. His face is blank and the look wipes away my lingering mirth.

      “Can you wait five minutes, Daniel?”

      I can tell he wants to say no, but he’s trying to pull off the big-boy act in front of the man. After several seconds, he nods.

      I look up. “Since you’re taking us to your home, can we have your name?” That’s one thing that’s bugged me since yesterday, not knowing his name.

      He takes so long to answer that I fear he won’t. We’re passing by my car on the side of the road when he says gruffly, “Alexander.”

      For some reason, the name suits him perfectly. “Thank you for helping us, Alexander,” I tell him.

      He doesn’t respond, just keeps his eyes pinned on the road in front of us. Several minutes pass before we turn down what I assume is his driveway. The snow is still coming down heavily, so it’s hard to see what we’re driving toward. Everyone stays silent as we slowly creep along, until we pull up to a small cabin. And a cabin is definitely what it is.

      He pulls to a stop, shuts off the engine, then opens his door. I follow suit and get out of the truck, then turn to help the kids down. As we walk to the porch, I take stock of the cabin. It’s rustic and well-used, but looks properly maintained. We follow Alexander up the steps, and I notice two wicker chairs and a small table between them. On the railing, there’s a coffee mug. He notices it at the same time I do and picks it up.

      “I was out here drinking coffee when I noticed your truck,” he explains.

      I turn and look out over the yard toward where I know my Range Rover is. I can barely see anything but a little red blip off in the distance. My eyes slide to the left, and I see a big red barn about fifty feet away. Then they land on a partially built structure.

      When I turn back around, Alexander is already gone and the door is standing wide open. I walk the kids across the threshold, then close the door behind us. I take a minute to look around the place. It’s just as small as it looks from the outside, but it has a homey feel to it. The floors are a dark hardwood, along with the walls. On one wall is a mounted TV with a brown leather couch and a small wooden table across from it. In the corner is a fireplace that currently holds burning logs. There’s a fluffy gray rug in front of it. Very cozy. At the opposite end of the room starts a small area where it looks like a table should be. Beyond that is the kitchen. I spot Alexander standing at the stove.

      A wiggling Daniel reminds me that we need the bathroom. I take off my jacket and gloves and have the kids do the same, then hang them on the hooks by the door. Grabbing his hand and with Kelsey following me, I walk us to the bar that separates the dining area and kitchen.

      “Could you point us to the bathroom?” I ask Alexander’s back.

      He doesn’t turn around as he says, “Down the hall on the left.”

      With one last glance at his back, I lead the kids across the living room and into the hall. The bathroom we enter is small, with only a toilet and sink. Kelsey and I wait outside while Daniel does his business. I notice a closed door across from the bathroom and another down at the end. Kelsey goes next while Daniel and I wait.

      Once they’re both done, we go back to the living room to the couch. “You both sit while I go talk to Mr. Alexander.”

      He’s still standing at the stove when I walk into the kitchen. Steam rises from the pot he’s stirring.

      “I want to thank you again for helping us,” I say. “Hopefully the roads will be clear enough tomorrow so my truck can be pulled out and we can get out of your hair.”

      “They won’t.”

      He leaves the stove and grabs three mugs out of the cabinet to the left.

      “What do you mean, they won’t? How could you know?”

      He starts pouring the contents of the pot into the mugs before turning to face me. His scars stand out in the light of the room. They’re harsh, but oddly beautiful.

      “Because I’ve lived here my whole life. They don’t move fast around here. It’ll be at least two or three days before the road is clear enough to pull your truck out and for them to move the tree.”

      He grabs two of the mugs and sets them down on the bar, then hands me one.

      “Hot cocoa. Figured you and the kids could use some to warm up.”

      Before I get a chance to respond with a thank-you, he leaves the kitchen. I turn and watch as he walks out the front door without a backward glance. I look down at the mug in my hand, then at the ones on the bar. The man is a contradiction. At the market yesterday I got the feeling he’s not a very friendly person. I got the same vibe in the truck, but then he’s thoughtful enough to make my kids and me hot cocoa because he thought we may need to warm up. It was very kind of him, and I can’t help the small smile that tugs at my lips at the kind gesture.

      I call the kids over and they sit at the bar and drink their cocoa while I stand beside them. Holding the mug up to my lips, I look around the kitchen. The appliances seem to be newer than the rest of the house that I’ve seen so far. Above the bar is a rack of pots and pans, and down at the end hangs cooking utensils. The counters and cabinets are a polished wood.

      Worry starts to set in when I realize that we’re stuck here for God knows how long. From the rumors in town and his behavior so far, I don’t take Alexander for being a people person. I’m sure having a strange woman and her two kids thrust upon him isn’t something he’s looking forward to. I look down at the kids. I hate to impose on him, but it’s not like we have a choice in the matter. Staying in our car until the roads are clear enough for someone to help isn’t a choice. We’d freeze out there.

      My thoughts are interrupted when I feel something bump my leg. Looking down, I’m startled to see a pair of green eyes looking up at me. It’s a medium-sized dog with longish black hair, sitting on its haunches with its tongue hanging out the side of its mouth. I almost laugh at the comical look.

      “Hey,” I say calmly. When Daniel makes a move to get up to see what I’m talking to, I tell him, “You stay there.”

      He whines, but stays put. I need to make sure this dog is safe before I allow my son to come near it. I squat and hold out my hand and the dog immediately comes over and licks it. Its tail is wagging as it butts my hand with its head.

      “Hmm… are you a boy or a girl?”

      It doesn’t take long to figure out it’s a girl, as she flops to her back, then rolls over, showing off her swollen teats.

      “You’ve just had puppies,” I murmur, rubbing along the side of her belly.

      I laugh when she wiggles her back around, almost splitting herself in half sideways. I look over when Daniel walks up beside me with a big smile on his face. I can’t scold him for not waiting for me to say it’s safe for him to come over. Although he’s plenty short enough for the dog, Daniel gets down on his knees. When the dog bounds up and starts licking his face, he laughs, bringing a smile to my face.

      I get up from my crouch and face Kelsey. “Would you like to come pet her?” When she shakes her head, I try enticing her with, “She just had puppies.”

      Her eyes light up fractionally before she looks down at her mug still half-full of cocoa, the look disappearing. A twinge of pain hits my chest. She should be down there with her brother, enjoying playing with the dog. She should have friends. She should be doing sleepovers and pillow fights. Not sitting there looking like this is her last day alive. I want to rush to her and gather her in my arms, promise her that everything will be okay. But I don’t. I baby her enough, and don’t want to smother her. I have to pick and choose the times I coddle her.

      I turn back and watch Daniel roll around on the floor with the dog jumping around him. I laugh when his giggles get louder. I grab Daniel’s and my empty mugs and carry them over to the sink. There are a few other dirty dishes sitting in the sink, so I decide to wash them. It’s the least I can do after everything Alexander’s done for me and my kids.
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      WHEN I PULL OPEN the door an hour later, both pain and longing stop me in my tracks. Laughter rings through the cabin, both childish and feminine, something these walls haven’t heard in years. Still gripping the doorknob, I track the sound and find Gwen and her son on the floor in the living room with Gigi. Her daughter is on the couch watching them with a blank face. I’m not sure what it is, but there’s something not right about the young girl. She seems too quiet and withdrawn for a girl her age.

      Gwen looks up at me and her grin falls away. I don’t know why, but for some reason that bothers me. I don’t say anything as I close the door, take off my jacket, and hang it up before walking to the kitchen. My nose picks up a smell, and I see something boiling in a pot on the stove. I frown, not sure if I like the woman going through my cabinets and fridge, then I feel like an ass because they obviously need to eat.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” she says from behind me. “I’m making potato soup. I didn’t want to plunder too much in your cabinets. I found the potatoes on the counter.”

      I turn and face her. “It’s fine. Cook whatever you want.”

      She nods. “I didn’t say it earlier, but thank you for the cocoa. It was thoughtful of you.”

      I turn from her and go to the sink to wash away the dirt on my hands from hanging out in the barn.

      “It was no problem,” I throw over my shoulder.

      She steps further into the kitchen and leans against the bar, her hands resting beside her hips.

      “I always get the cheap powdered packets of hot chocolate. I haven’t had homemade cocoa in years.”

      I grab the dish towel and dry my hands. Hanging it back on the stove, I turn around and mimic her stance against the sink. I don’t say anything. Hell, even if I wanted to say something, I wouldn’t know what to say. Besides my mom and sister, I haven’t had a woman here since Clara died. What surprises me is that having her here isn’t as bad as I thought it would be. What surprises me more is her total lack of interest in my mangled face. Not once have her eyes lingered on the scars. Even now, she’s looking directly into my eyes.

      “You have a nice place here. It seems very cozy and quaint,” she says idly.

      “Thanks,” I mutter, pushing off from the counter. “Going to grab a shower. Make yourselves at home.”

      My abrupt departure startles her. Her mouth parts slightly with surprise and she turns and watches me walk out of the kitchen. I need to be alone. Her being here, talking with her soft, gentle voice, smelling like vanilla, and complimenting my cabin is too much. I don’t know how to act around women anymore. It’s been years since I’ve had to.

      As I pass by the living room, the little boy stops playing with Gigi and looks up at me, his smile disappearing as his eyes go to the right side of my face. I’m used to the looks, so they don’t bother me anymore. When he asked what was wrong in the truck, it was no shock to me. It was actually refreshing to have someone say their thoughts out loud. The people in town, the ones I used to be friends with, always keep their concerns and thoughts to themselves or whisper behind their hands, worried they may offend me or some shit. I grew up in these parts, but the people seem like strangers to me now.

      Gigi leaves the boy’s side and trots over to me. I pat her head when she puts her front paws on my lower stomach.

      “Hey, girl. You havin’ fun?” Her tongue hanging out the side of her mouth is my answer. She jumps down, and instead of going back to the boy, she takes off for the kitchen and the doggy door separating her from her pups.

      I catch sight of Gwen standing at the bar looking at me. Her eyes drop when she notices I’ve caught her staring. I turn on my heel and walk down the short hallway, anxious to get away for a few minutes.

      I take a hot shower and push away the weird feeling of having strangers in my house.

      Twenty minutes later, I emerge from my bedroom dressed in jeans, a green thermal shirt, and bare feet. The TV is on when I walk out into the living room. The boy is sitting on the floor leaning against the couch, watching a bunch of meerkats run around on the screen, while the girl has her head bent over a book she’s writing in.

      A pang hits me square in the chest at the sight. Once upon a time I wanted this scene to be my reality, and while this is reality, it’s not my reality. It’s fake, it’s someone else’s. It’s the woman’s who’s in the kitchen cooking something on my stove.

      Seeing the fire has dwindled down, I walk over, crouch, and throw a couple small logs into the fireplace. Standing, I walk into the kitchen. Gwen is scooping the potato soup into bowls. When she hears my approach, she turns with a smile on her face.

      “What’s that smell?” I ask.

      She grabs one of the bowls and hands it to me. “Sugar cookies.”

      I nod and dip my spoon into the soup, bringing a chunk of potato to my mouth. She watches me eat for a moment before grabbing the other bowls and setting them on the bar.

      “This is good,” I mumble around a mouthful.

      “Thank you.” She fidgets for a minute. “I feel strange being in your kitchen. Like I’m imposing in someone’s space. I don’t feel right looking through your cabinets with you standing there.” She laughs. “So, where are your glasses?”

      Carrying my bowl with me, I walk over to the cabinet by the fridge and open it, showing her the shelf of glasses and cups. She smiles gratefully and grabs two glasses and two plastic cups. She sets them on the counter, then opens the fridge and takes out a jug of juice.

      “Juice?” I nod.

      “What are your kids’ names?”

      Handing me a glass, she takes the cups over to the bar and sets them down beside the bowls.

      “Daniel and Kelsey.”

      She calls the kids, and the boy, Daniel, rushes and takes his seat, wasting no time in digging in to his food. Kelsey comes at a more sedate pace. I watch with interest as she sets the book down on the bar—I can now see it’s a crossword puzzle book—sits on the stool, and starts eating. Her eyes don’t show any emotion at all as she stares down at her food, just disinterest. This girl is holding something deep inside her, it’s there in her eyes. I just don’t know what it is. I lean back against the counter across from them as Gwen picks up her own bowl and starts eating.

      Minutes later, the stove’s timer goes off and she sets her bowl down to take a tray of cookies out of the oven. The smell is stronger once they’re sitting on the stove, and although I’m currently eating, my stomach still rumbles. I haven’t had homemade cookies in years, and these look and smell really fucking good.

      “Hey, mister,” Daniel says, and I turn my head to regard him. “What’s your dog’s name?”

      “Gigi.”

      “What kind of dog is she?”

      I lay my empty bowl in the sink, then turn back around.

      “She’s a Lab mix.”

      “What does a Lab mix mean?” He scoops up some soup and puts the spoon to his mouth.

      “It means part of her breed is Labrador.”

      “What other part is she?”

      This kid is just full of questions. I look over at Gwen, who’s taking the cookies off the cookie sheet and setting them on a plate. There’s a small smile playing on her lips as she keeps her head bent. I turn back to Daniel.

      “I don’t know what other part she is. She was a stray that showed up here a couple of years ago.”

      “Well, then how do you know she’s part Labrador then?”

      A snicker sounds behind me.

      “Because she has the same features as a Lab does.”

      “Oh.” He looks thoughtful for a minute, then says, “I really like her,” before digging back into his food.

      Gwen comes to stand beside me and sets down a saucer with cookies on it.

      “You both finish up and then you can have some cookies,” she says, then offers me one.

      She looks at Kelsey, who still looks indifferent as she eats her food. A normal kid would perk up at the mention of cookies, but not this girl. She gave no indication she even heard her mother.

      “Kelsey,” Gwen calls. The girl looks up, nixing my thought that maybe she’s deaf. “Is your dinner okay?”

      Kelsey nods, then drops her head back down to her food. I frown, more than a little curious about what’s wrong with her. Normally a person would think she was being bratty or ornery, but the total lack of emotion on the girl’s face says it’s a lot more than that.

      I eat two cookies, which taste like sugar heaven, then walk into the living room. I grab the remote off the couch, take a seat, and am just getting ready to channel surf until I find something to watch, when a little body settles on the couch beside me. I look down at Daniel, to see him looking at the scars on my arm.

      “Why does your arm and face look like that?”

      When he looks up at me, I only see innocent curiosity. This kid won’t run around town fueling gossip and telling everyone my business. Even though everyone in town knows what happened, they still feel the need to run their mouths and speculate about shit they just don’t understand. Daniel only wants to know because he’s a kid and kids are curious, especially about things that aren’t normal. My scars are definitely not normal.

      “They’re burn scars.”

      His eyes widen, and I wonder if maybe this could be too horrifying for a kid his age, then he asks, “What happened?”

      A sharp pain hits my chest, and I turn my head away from him, not wanting him to see the pain I’m sure reflects in my eyes. It takes me a minute to control my reaction.

      “I was in a wreck and the car caught fire.” My answer still comes out gruff.

      There’s obviously more than that to the story, but that’s not something he needs to hear. The horror of the details is too much for even adults, let alone a young child. Not to mention, I’m not sure I could give them anyway, not without breaking down. Even the thought of what happened nearly cripples me.

      He looks down at the scars again. “Do they still hurt?”

      “Yes and no,” I answer honestly, then elaborate when he looks at me with confusion. “They don’t actually hurt, but what I lost when I got these scars hurts me in here.” I point to my chest.

      He frowns as he takes in my answer. It’s hard to explain such a thing to someone his age, but after a minute, I see recognition dawn in his eyes. This kid is smart.

      “My daddy died,” he says, so quietly I barely hear him.

      He keeps his head bent and plays with the edge of his shirt.

      “I’m sorry,” I say gruffly, because I don’t know what else to say to him. I feel sorry that he lost a parent at such a young age.

      “Can I….” He stops and looks up at me again. The hurt is still evident in his eyes, but it’s not as strong. He’s obviously had to time to grieve, but that pain will never fully go away. Biting his lip, he starts again. “Can I touch them?” He points to my arm.

      Now this question takes me by surprise. Asking about my scars is one thing, but wanting to see what they feel like is different. It’s not that it bothers me really, it’s just no one has ever touched them before. Not even my mom. Not because she’s repulsed by them, but because it’s just something you don’t do.

      I look back toward the kitchen and see Gwen washing the dishes. I know I should offer to wash them since she made dinner and cookies, but oddly enough, I’m enjoying sitting here talking to Daniel, something I never thought I would like doing.

      He waits patiently for me to answer, his eyes lacking any censor or morbid nosiness. Pulling in a deep breath, I lift my arm out in front of me. The distorted skin, even to my own eyes, looks revolting. I barely hide my flinch when Daniel puts one fingertip against the skin on my forearm and runs it down to my wrist. I don’t have much feeling left on the surface, so the flinch was more of a psychological reaction. He looks at them with fascination, and I watch him with the same feeling coursing through me, because there’s no disgust coming from him whatsoever.

      I lift my head when Kelsey comes to stand by the couch. Her eyes are on my arm, and I drop it to my lap. Once again, her eyes show nothing as she takes a seat and opens her crossword puzzle book.

      I’m just about to get up when Gigi comes around the couch, a small fur ball hanging from her mouth. She stops in front of Daniel and gently lays the pup on the floor.

      “A puppy!” he squeals, sliding from the couch onto his knees on the floor. Gigi nudges the puppy with her nose and Daniel leans way over until his nose is almost touching the floor and pets the pup on the head.

      Obviously Gigi feels comfortable enough to bring her babies around Daniel. His smile is miles long as he plays with the pup. Gigi gets up and ambles off, only to return a minute later with another puppy.

      “How many does she have?” Daniel asks after Gigi leaves for the fifth time.

      “Seven.”

      “Wow!”

      “How old are they?” a feminine voice asks.

      I look up and see Gwen standing behind the couch watching her son play with the pups, a smile curving her lips.

      “Four weeks,” I answer.

      My eyes land on Kelsey. She still has her head bent to her book, but the hand holding the pencil isn’t moving, and I see her eyes flicker to the floor every few seconds. It’s clear she’s interested in the puppies, and I’m confused as to why she doesn’t just go visit them with her brother.

      “You can go play with them,” I tell her quietly.

      She lifts her head, and a spark of excitement lights her face before she quickly wipes it away. Before she drops her head back down, something flashes in her eyes, and the force of the emotion hits me square in the chest. It’s a look I’ve seen reflected back at me for the past four years.

      I get up from the couch and walk to the kitchen. I feel Gwen’s eyes on me, then hear her footsteps following me. I go to the cabinet holding the glasses, grab one out, then fill it with water. I gulp down the cool liquid, then take in several deep breaths, feeling like I can’t draw in enough air.

      The glass clatters in the sink when I drop it. I turn around to face Gwen, my chest heaving, and see her watching me with concern. I’m sure my reaction is a bit confusing for her. She has no idea that the pain I witnessed in Kelsey’s eyes reminds me so much of my own.

      I have no right to ask, it’s none of my business, and it’s an invasion of privacy. I’ve known this woman barely a day, and I’ve been less than friendly most of that time. But after seeing what I did in that girl’s eyes, it’s something I need to know. No kid should feel even half of what I feel on a daily basis.

      I look up and meet Gwen’s worried gaze. She knows what I’m going to ask. She knows I saw the absolute pain in her daughter’s eyes.

      “What happened to her?” I clear my throat when my question comes out hoarse.

      She looks over her shoulder toward the living room for a minute before bringing her gaze back to me. Pain flashed across her face. She walks further into the kitchen and stops when she’s beside me. Her back goes against the counter and she wraps her arms around her stomach like she’s trying to hold herself together.

      “She found her father, my husband, Will, dead in her bedroom a little over two years ago. She was six.” I mutter a curse and my heart sinks to my fucking toes. She talks over me. “We didn’t know it, but he had a blocked artery. She was crying for her bear and while he was in her room grabbing it, he had a heart attack. She hasn’t spoken since, except at the funeral, and a year ago when she asked me if I was going to die when I had the flu.” She stops and swallows thickly. “And to whisper in the dark at night, praying to God to bring her daddy back.” Her voice breaks at the end.

      I don’t know what to say. I’ve been so wrapped up in my own grief that I don’t know how to deal with someone else’s. I hate the thought of these three going through something like that. It makes my chest ache.

      I don’t know what I planned to do or say when I turn to face her, but I don’t get the chance before she gives me a sad smile and says, “She has selective mutism caused by a traumatic event. The doctors say she could one day all of a sudden talk, but there’s a chance she may never want to again.”

      Her words hurt something deep inside me. My instincts tell me to reach out and comfort her, but I hold back, not really sure if I should. Her head’s down, and she takes deep breaths as she tries to get a hold of her emotions. When she lifts her head, her eyes are watery, but I can tell she’s forcefully pushing the tears back.

      “I’m sorry,” she says softly. “I shouldn’t burden yo—”

      “Don’t,” I say a bit more harshly than intended. Her eyes widen. “Don’t apologize for your pain. Never be sorry for something like that.”

      She stares at me for a full minute before she nods. “Thank you.”

      I turn away from her, not wanting her gratitude for something so significant. I look out the window and am surprised to see the sun already setting. I look over when Gwen moves away from me.

      “Wait,” I call, and she turns back. “I’m sorry for your loss. And Kelsey....” I pause and she waits. “She’ll be okay.”

      I don’t know why I feel compelled to tell her that, but I do. It’s clear Gwen still suffers from the loss of her husband, but the pain of losing part of a child is so much more.

      “I know,” she says quietly before turning and leaving.

      I stand at the kitchen sink for several more minutes, looking out into the darkness, pushing back my own painful memories. I release a breath, push away from the sink, and walk back out into the living room. Daniel, who’s still on the floor, has his head down beside one of the puppies, his eyes barely staying open. Kelsey still has her head stuck in the puzzle book. She must have carried it with her from their truck. It looks well-worn, with the pages curled, indicating she uses it a lot.

      I look over at Gwen sitting beside her. “You three can have my bed.”

      My suggestion surprises her and she gets up from the couch.

      “Alexander, we can’t take your bed.”

      Hearing her say my name does something to me. That’s the third time she’s said it. It still sounds foreign coming from someone other than my family, but it’s nice.

      “Yes, you can. There’s three of you. You can’t all fit on the couch.”

      “The kids can have the couch. If you have extra blankets, I can sleep on the floor.”

      I give her a look that says she’s stupid if she thinks I’m going to let her sleep on the hard floor. I may be out of practice dealing with people, but I’m not so far gone that I’ll allow something like that.

      “That’s not happening, Gwen.”

      It’s not until she looks at me strangely that I realize that’s the first time I’ve said her name out loud. I wonder if she got the same weird feeling I get when she says my name.

      She looks down at the couch, then back at me. “But you won’t fit on the couch. Your feet will hang off the edge.”

      “I’ll be fine. I’ve slept on worse, and it’s only for a few days.”

      She bites her lip as she thinks it over. I let her believe she has a choice when she really doesn’t. Luckily, she relents and nods. “Okay. Thank you.”

      I give a short nod, then walk around the couch and bend down to a now sleeping Daniel.

      “I can—”

      My stern look has her shutting her mouth. I scoop the little boy in my arms and carry him into my bedroom. Gwen follows me and pulls back the cover, and I set him down. He curls on his side. I grab some clothes for tomorrow as she pulls the covers over him. Stopping in the hallway, I pull out a pillow and a couple blankets from the small linen closet and go back out to the living room. Gwen is already rounding up Kelsey.

      “Thank you.” She smiles. “You have no idea how grateful I am for everything you’ve done for us today. I don’t know what we would have done without you.”

      “Don’t mention it,” I tell her, and throw the pillow and blankets on the couch.

      I turn back and she’s just standing there. She shuffles on her feet for a minute before saying, “I keep an emergency bag of stuff in the back of my truck. I should have grabbed it before we left, but didn’t think about it. Could we grab it tomorrow if we’re still not able to leave?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Thanks,” she says, smiling. “Good night.”

      That same feeling from earlier hits me. “Good night, Gwen.” I look to the girl. “Good night, Kelsey,” I say softly to the retreating girl’s back. She’s doesn’t turn, but she does stop walking and her spine stiffens.

      We both watch as Kelsey stands there for a moment, then moves forward again. Gwen shoots me a sad smile before following her daughter. I watch until the light in the bedroom goes off.

      I round up the pups and load them back into the utility room, Gigi following behind me. After, I release a tired sigh and settle down on the couch with my feet hanging off the end. I’m not sure why, but I feel a connection with Kelsey. I know how deep her pain runs. I know exactly what she’s going through. I know the feeling of wanting to block people out, to push people away. The pain that grips you so tight it feels like you’re suffocating. That no matter what you do, things will never be good again. And you’ll do almost anything to bring back the person you lost.

      I close my eyes and an image of blond hair flashes in my mind. Laughter sounds in my ears, so loud I almost open my eyes to look for the source because it sounds so real. I shove the image and sound away, not wanting it to pull me under.
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      I OPEN MY EYES AND see a pair of gorgeous green ones staring back at me. I hold my breath and bask in the attention Kelsey is giving me by simply looking at me. To anyone else, it may be a small thing, but coming from her, it’s everything. Kelsey doesn’t look at people unless she has to. I think it’s because she’s worried her pain may shine through enough for people to see. I miss looking into my daughter’s eyes. They are the prettiest green I’ve ever seen.

      I feel a twitch on my hand and out of the corner of my eye, I see her hand lying in the palm of mine. My hand is palm up, so she placed her hand in mine. This lightens the pain in my heart. I push back the threatening tears and just lie there for several minutes, staring at her. She doesn’t move her eyes from mine and gives no other sign of how she’s feeling.

      “Hey, beautiful,” I whisper, and smile softly at her.

      Her eyes flicker back and forth between mine, but she stays unmoving.

      Gently, so as to not startle her, I reach up and lay my hand against her soft cheek. My love for her and my motherly instincts have me wanting to pull her forward into my arms to simply hold her. Every night while she prays for God to bring her dad back, I pray that he’ll bring my daughter back.

      Her hand moves in mine, and I wrap my fingers around hers, then push her hair back behind her ear.

      “I love you, Kelsey. I miss hearing your sweet voice so much,” I say tenderly. “Will you let me hear it?”

      I hold my breath, praying with every fiber of my being that she’ll open her mouth and say something. When she just lies there, her eyes still on mine but giving no indication she’s going to talk, my heart sinks.

      The bed moves slightly, and before I’m ready to let her go, Kelsey’s rolling to her back, dislodging my hand, then sitting up. Daniel takes her place and bounces to the middle of the bed. I’m not sure how it happened; when we went to sleep last night, he was in the middle of the bed with me and Kelsey on the outsides. I’m hoping it was Kelsey that moved to the middle because she wanted to be by her momma.

      “Hey, kid.” I grin and ruffle his hair. He giggles, and I throw my arm around his middle and drag him to me. Dipping my head, I growl into his stomach, causing him to burst out into laughter. Hearing the sound loosens the knot in my stomach.

      When I pull my head back, he leans down and gives me a kiss on the cheek. “Good morning, Mama.” Not waiting on me to reciprocate, he crawls from the bed.

      “Wait for me,” I call when he goes to the door to open it. Since we all slept in our clothes last night, I get up from the bed and head straight to the door. Daniel’s bouncing on his feet with his legs crossed in true I-have-to-pee fashion. Kelsey’s already standing next to the door when I get there.

      While Daniel is in the bathroom, Kelsey and I walk into the living room. My eyes immediately go to the couch to see it’s empty, the blankets neatly folded at one end with the pillow on top. I look around and still don’t see Alexander. I notice his boots, which were at the door last night, are gone, meaning he must be outside.

      I bite my thumbnail, contemplating whether I should make something for breakfast or wait to see if he comes back. After a minute, I hear Kelsey’s stomach rumble, and make my decision. I lead her to the kitchen, where she sits at the bar. I spot my purse on the counter and grab my phone from beside it. Still no signal. I blow out a breath and set the useless thing back down.

      Turning to the fridge, I rummage through it and pull out a carton of eggs. Next, I go in search of ingredients for pancakes, and smile when I find them. It really does feel strange going through someone else’s cabinets and fridge. I hope Alexander doesn’t mind.

      I turn to Kelsey. “Pancakes and eggs sound good to you?”

      She gives me a barely noticeable nod, and I set to making the batter. Daniel comes bounding out from the hallway, briefly looks to the living room, then skids to a stop at the end of the bar.

      “Have you seen Gigi?” he asks, excitement in his eyes.

      I dump the flour in the mixing bowl and crack open an egg to do the same. “No, but I’m sure she’s probably out with Mr. Alexander and will be back in a few minutes.”

      He looks disappointed as he walks to the barstool and takes a seat. I finish putting the rest of the ingredients in the bowl before pushing it, along with a spoon, over to Kelsey.

      “Mix that for me, please?”

      As her way of acknowledging my request, she grabs the spoon and slowly starts pushing it around the concoction, her eyes focused on her task. After cracking open several eggs and putting them in a bowl, and adding a bit of milk, I push that toward Daniel.

      “You get to beat the eggs,” I tell him. When he grabs the whisk sitting in the bowl and starts stirring too fast, I add, “Gently, or they’ll slosh out the sides.”

      With both kids occupied for a few minutes, I take the opportunity to use the bathroom.

      “I’ll be right back,” I let them know before heading back toward the hall.

      I do my business, flush, and wash my hands. Running my tongue over my teeth, I feel the fuzz and wish for a toothbrush. I open the medicine cabinet, hoping to find at least some toothpaste or mouthwash, and come up empty. The cabinet is pretty bare, only carrying a bottle of aspirin and a comb. I wrinkle my nose. One thing I hate is having a mouth full of fuzz.

      Remembering seeing a bathroom in Alexander’s room, I wonder if I’m brave enough to trespass in there to look for some mouthwash. Desperate for a fresh mouth, I decide to go for it.

      I feel like a thief getting ready to break into a house when I peek my head out of the bathroom. Spying the kids at the counter mixing the contents in their bowls and still no sign of Alexander, I walk on tiptoes down the hallway toward the master bedroom. I leave the door open and rush to the bathroom.

      This bathroom is a lot bigger than the one in the hallway. While it’s not huge, it’s a lot bigger than you would think considering the size of the bedroom. But it’s beautiful with its rustic look. Cream-colored walls, pedestal sink, claw-foot tub, and separate shower. It fits with the rest of the cabin.

      Looking over my shoulder to make sure I’m not caught, I quickly walk over to the sink and open the small medicine cabinet. I almost shout with elation when I see a bottle of mint mouthwash. As I grab it, I spot a can of shaving cream, a razor, several bottles of prescription medicine, a bottle of cologne, a toothbrush and toothpaste, and several other items you normally see in a medicine cabinet. My eyes linger on the medicine bottles, my curiosity piqued. Some say you can find out a lot about a person by their prescriptions. I personally think that’s a load of crap. But the bottles do leave me wondering what he takes and why. Are any of them pain medications? By the scars on his face and arms, the extent of his injuries had to have been extreme. I can imagine he may still have pain on occasion.

      My eyes next stop on the aftershave, and I feel an unreasonable need to sniff it. Would the smell be strong and overpowering like some men wear, or subtle, just barely giving off a slight masculine scent? I personally like the latter. One of the biggest turn-offs for me is not being able to breathe because of the overwhelming scent of cologne on a man.

      I chastise myself for even thinking about such a thing right now. It doesn’t matter what cologne the man wears. It’s not like I’ll be getting close enough to choke on his scent anyway.

      I grab the big bottle of mouthwash, then pour some of the minty green liquid in the cap and tip it to my lips. It burns as I swish it around, but it’s a good kind of burn. I watch myself in the mirror for a good thirty seconds as my cheeks puff out. Tipping my head back, I gargle.

      When I bring my head back down, it’s not only me looking back in the mirror, but Alexander’s dark gaze as well. He’s leaning against the doorjamb with his arms crossed over his muscular chest with a firm look plastered on his face. Seeing him standing there surprises me, and I accidently swallow some of the mouthwash. I start choking, and I try to spit the mouthwash into the sink, but end up spraying the mirror in the process. I bend over the sink and hack up a lung or two.

      By the time I’m done, my arms are crossing the sink with my forehead resting on them. It’s then that embarrassment hits me. I stay hunched over the sink for several minutes, not only catching my breath, but avoiding looking at Alexander too. My face is hot, so I know it’s red, from both coughing so much and embarrassment.

      I’m such an idiot. I knew I shouldn’t have come in here without asking him. I should have waited. He probably wouldn’t have minded. He said to make ourselves at home last night. I’m sure he didn’t mean go into his bathroom and rummage around.

      Knowing I can’t put it off any longer, I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and lift my head, my eyes meeting his in the mirror. He’s still standing in the same position as he was when I first noticed him. He looks relaxed, but that could be deceptive. Today he’s wearing a pair of dark jeans, slightly worn at the knees, and a dark green T-shirt with a thermal underneath.

      I straighten and turn to face him.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. I taste the mouthwash when I lick my lips, and I rush on. “I hate not brushing my teeth and you didn’t have any mouthwash in your spare bathroom, so I decided to check in here. I’m sorry,” I repeat.

      I want to pull my eyes away from his penetrating dark ones, but I force myself to hold his stare. I do shuffle my feet though. There’s no stopping that. I start to fidget when he doesn’t say anything. I’m just about to blurt another apology, when he straightens.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he says, backing out of the bathroom. He holds up a black backpack. “Got this from your truck.”

      I sag in relief and smile, my embarrassment forgotten. “Thank you.”

      I grab it from him and hold it to my chest, not even caring that he got my keys from my purse. After a minute, he turns on his heel and walks out of the bedroom, leaving me with my bag. I consider whether to follow him and use the spare bathroom to change and brush my teeth and hair, or just stay here and use this one. He seemed okay that I was in here, but I don’t want to push it. After wiping down the mirror with a rag I found underneath the sink, I decide to use the spare one.

      Once I’m done, I go back out into the living room and find Daniel has abandoned his mixing bowl and is lying on his back with a puppy on his chest and Gigi lying beside him. Alexander’s stirring the fire. Kelsey’s still at the bar, no longer mixing, but doing her crossword puzzle. I didn’t realize she’d brought it with her until I saw her working on it yesterday evening. It doesn’t surprise me though. She always has one with her.

      I stop at the end of the couch and Alexander looks over at me. “I’m making eggs and pancakes. Would you like some?”

      He gives me a nod and goes back to poking the fire with the fire iron.

      “Daniel,” I call. “We have a bag in the bathroom. There’s a change of clothes, toothbrush, and toothpaste. Go get changed and brush your teeth, please.”

      “Okay, Mom,” he responses, barely giving me a glance, too distracted by the puppies.

      “Daniel.” I say his name again when he makes no move to get up. I lift my brow at him when he finally looks at me.

      “Okay, okay,” he grumbles before getting up and dragging his feet as he walks to the bathroom.

      When I pass by Kelsey, I tell her, “When your brother’s done, it’s your turn, sweetie.” All I get in return is a short nod.

      Fifteen minutes later, I place a plate in front of a newly changed Kelsey and call Daniel to the bar. Looking over their shoulders once he’s seated, I spot Alexander on the couch and decide to make him a plate. After piling several pancakes and some eggs on one plate and a smaller portion on another, I grab them and tuck the syrup underneath my arm.

      I hold the plate out to him and he takes it with a muttered, “Thanks.”

      “Would you like something to drink?” I ask.

      “I’m good.”

      I go back for my cup of coffee, then sit at the other end of the couch. Seeing the weather channel playing on the TV reminds me I haven’t even looked outside to see if it’s still snowing. “How does it look outside?”

      “Very white,” he remarks.

      I laugh, then look over when I feel his eyes on me. He has a weird expression on his face. His brows are pulled down low, and it almost looks like he’s in pain. The look confuses me, but I decide to ignore it.

      “Is it still coming down?”

      “Yes,” he answers, then stuffs a forkful of pancake in his mouth.

      “Any chance you think they’ll plow the roads today?”

      After swallowing his bite, he says, “Nope. There would be no point. It’ll just get covered again in thirty minutes.”

      We eat in silence for several minutes. The only sounds come from our utensils scraping our plates and the low voice of the meteorologist on the TV.

      “I still don’t have a signal on my phone,” I say, when the quiet becomes awkward.

      “Lines are probably down. Happens a lot around here when the weather gets bad.”

      I push some eggs around in my syrup before I look over at him. “I really am sorry you’re stuck with us. I’m sure you don’t care to have strangers invading your house.”

      He gives me a look that tells me he’s tired of hearing me give my thanks, so I clamp my mouth shut. That is, until the quiet grates on my nerves again.

      “You said you’ve lived here your whole life. Does that mean you grew up in this house?”

      He sets his plate down on the coffee table in front of him.

      “No. My parents had a house in town. This was my grandparents’ place.”

      “Oh.” I put my plate beside his and turn in my seat, bring one foot up and tucking it under me. “Do your parents still live in town?”

      “They moved to Tennessee a few years ago.”

      He doesn’t seem too bothered by my questions, so I continue.

      “Do you have any siblings?”

      “Just my sister.”

      I run my fingers along the smoothness of the couch. I hate to have idle hands. I constantly have to be doing something with them. My poor cuticles look terrible and would probably give a manicurist a heart attack.

      “What kind of work do you do?”

      His brows drop as he moves his eyes from me to the TV. “Why all the questions?” he asks.

      Embarrassment has my cheeks turning pink, and I turn so I’m facing forward again.

      “Sorry,” I say softly. “I just figured since we might be stuck together for a few days, we may as well get to know each other a bit so we’re not complete strangers.”

      I get up from the couch and pick up my plate. I guess my line of questioning is over. I understand his reluctance. He doesn’t know me, why would he tell me about his life, even if we are staying here in his home. As long as he doesn’t act like a psycho and is nice to my kids, there’s no need for me to know more than I already do. Once the snow melts enough for them to remove the tree, clear the roads, and pull my car from the ditch, we’ll be leaving. It’ll probably be months before I see him again, if I do at all.

      When I reach down for his plate, he stops me by placing his hand on my arm. His fingers are warm to the touch, and I feel a weird charge where’s he’s touching me. The hand he used is the one with the scars and my eyes linger on them for a moment before I look to his face. He’s looking at his hand touching me.

      After several seconds, he loosens his fingers and pulls his hand back. He slowly lifts his head and the look in his eyes conveys confusion. I just don’t know what he’s confused about.

      “I’ll get it,” he says, his voice gruff.

      I nod, then take my plate to the kitchen. I’m at the sink rinsing my dish when he walks up beside me. On the outside I appear calm, but on the inside, I’m reprimanding myself for pushing him with questions. I already knew just from the rumors and the way he acts that he’s a private person. I should have known he wouldn’t like being grilled about his life. Even though I told him we should get to know each other since we’re practically living together for the next couple days, my real excuse is I’m curious about him.

      He’s silent for a minute as he stands there. I don’t turn to look, but I feel his eyes on me.

      He puts his plate in the sink, then says, “You cooked, I’ll wash.”

      Surprised by his statement, I look at him. “It’s okay. I don’t mind. It’s the least I can do since you’ve taken us in.”

      “You cooked, I’ll wash,” he repeats.

      Instead of giving in to him, I counter, “How about we do it together? I’ll wash and you dry and put away.”

      I don’t wait for him to answer before I’m putting the stopper in the sink and filling it with warm soapy water. As the sink fills, I go to the bar to grab the kids’ plates, and see them both in the living room.

      I’m handing Alexander a washed plate when he says quietly, “I train horses.”

      Surprised by him answering my earlier question, but not wanting to show it, I only pause for a second before I continue washing a frying pan. I hand it over to him.

      “The most I’ve been around horses are the ones they have at fairs.” I laugh lightly. “I used to beg my mom when I was little to get me a pony. We lived in a neighborhood where the houses were practically on top of each other. Definitely not a place to bring a pony.” I push the sponge in a cup and swirl it around. “Will, my husband, grew up on a farm in Nebraska. We always said that one day we would buy a lot of land somewhere. He wanted to get horses and have the kids learn to ride them.”

      I stop washing and just stare at the suds rolling off the side of the cup. We had started a savings account specifically for our move one day. As a sheet metal technician who worked on private jets, Will’s income was good. Our savings account was substantial, and we’d only had a few more years to go before we could make our dream come true.

      I push the thought away, not wanting the sadness that came with it. I finish with the cup and hand it over.

      “Do you enjoy working with them?” I ask.

      “I do. My grandfather raised horses, and I knew from a kid I wanted to work with them.”

      “That’s nice,” I remark and pass him a plate. “I didn’t know what I wanted to do until I was in college. It was a toss-up between a guidance counselor or a teacher.”

      “What did you choose?”

      “Teacher.”

      “What made you choose that one?”

      I smile. “I like knowing I’ll be part of shaping children’s futures, that I played a big role in who they’ll become.”

      He nods and turns quiet. We finish the rest of the dishes in silence, except this time it doesn’t feel awkward. It’s peaceful. After, I wipe down the stove and counters while Alexander feeds an excited Gigi.

      I check on the kids. Daniel’s still on the floor with the puppies, he’ll probably be there all day if I let him, and Kelsey’s on the couch. When she spots me, she gets up and walks over, holding the crossword puzzle book. The pages are curled and creased. Even knowing what she’s trying to say, I flip through the pages. They’re all done.

      “You finished already?” I ask, and of course get nothing in return. “I’m sorry, Kelsey, we don’t have another one with us. We’ll get one when we make it back to town.” Her frown is barely noticeable. “Come on, let’s go to the living room and see what’s on TV.”

      I grab her hand and lead her back to the couch. Alexander walks by and disappears down the hallway. Ten minutes later, he comes back out with a drawing pad and holds it out to Kelsey. “Maybe you could draw something,” he says, sounding unsure.

      She just stares at it for a moment, then looks up at him and hesitantly reaches her hand out. I watch the exchange, my heart jumping in my chest at the slight tilt of his lips.
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      “WHERE YA GOING?”

      The question comes from behind me. I turn around as I’m zipping up my jacket and face Daniel. He’s holding a black puppy to his chest as he looks up at me.

      “Gotta go check on the horses,” I reply.

      His eyes get big and his mouth drops open. The surprise doesn’t last long before he’s practically bouncing on his feet. I’ve noticed since they’ve been here that the kid is hyper. The complete opposite of his sister.

      “I didn’t know you had horses!” he says excitedly. “I wanna see them! Can I come with you?”

      I glance over to the door in the kitchen that leads to a small laundry room where Gwen’s doing her and the kids’ laundry, then look back down at Daniel. With the eager way he’s watching me, there’s no way I can deny this kid, even if I wanted to. And to my surprise, I find that I don’t want to. His exuberant demeanor and honesty is refreshing.

      I’ve rarely been around kids, except for my sister Christa’s daughter, who’s only two years old. I’ve only seen the toddler twice, and both times I’ve kept my distance, the painful reminder of what I almost had keeping me from bonding with her. I’m a shit uncle and have apologized to Christa for being so. She says she understands, and I’m sure she does, but I’ve seen the look in her eyes when she’s visited those couple of times. I’ve seen the sadness lurking when I purposely put space between me and her daughter.

      I reach for my gloves and lift my chin toward the kitchen. “Go ask your mom.”

      “Yah!” he yells, then turns on his foot and runs to the kitchen.

      Just as he’s reaching for the doorknob, the door opens and out walks Gwen. He skids to a stop in front of her.

      “Whoa there, kid,” she says, holding out her hands. “What’s the rush?”

      I slip on my hat and force back a chuckle when Daniel’s words come out way too fast and sound like one long word.

      “Mr.AlexanderhashorsesandhesaidIcouldgoseethemwithim.” He pauses just long enough to take a breath. “Can I, Mom? Can I?”

      She looks over at me, and I give her a chin lift, letting her know it’s okay. Instead of answering Daniel, she walks over to me with him following her, his head tipped back, looking at her with a pleading look.

      “Are you sure it’s okay? Daniel can be… quite rambunctious at times.”

      Daniel switches his focus to me, his lips moving as he silently says please over and over again.

      “Yeah. We’ll be fine,” I tell her.

      “Yes!” Daniel screeches. He shoves the puppy into his mother’s arms and runs to grab his jacket.

      “Hat and gloves too, Daniel!” Gwen says, laughing at her son’s animated behavior.

      Once he has both on, along with his boots, Gwen stops him when he tries to pass by her. She squats down in front of him and puts the puppy on the floor between her legs. He starts waddling away immediately.

      “You listen to Mr. Alexander, you hear? And keep your hat and gloves on the whole time.” He nods rapidly with a big grin, and she zips up his coat to just below his chin.

      Before the puppy can get too far away, she scoops him up and stands. Facing me once again, she says, “Please keep a good eye on him.”

      As any mother would be, she’s worried about her child being near a large animal. I can’t fault her for that. I actually admire it. She cares a lot for her kids. Anyone can see it by the way she interacts with them and her expression when she looks at them.

      I give her a single nod, before turning around and opening the door. A blast of snowy, cold air hits my face when Daniel and I walk down the steps, but he doesn’t seem to mind. His face is still splitting in two with his happy grin.

      It’s put down a lot of snow since yesterday and it doesn’t look to be letting up. Earlier this morning, I shoveled a path from the house to the barn and one to the truck, but it’s already several inches deep again. Daniel chooses not to use the path, and instead trudges through the deep parts of the snow. It’s up to his knees and he seems to be struggling a bit, but he’s still determinedly moving forward. I slow my steps to keep pace with him.

      “How many horses do you have?” he asks, lifting his leg high and stomping it back down.

      “I’ve got two that are mine, but there’s seven in the barn.”

      “Wow!” he exclaims. “That’s a lot!”

      “Take slow steps just in case there’s something under the snow you can’t see,” I tell him when he stumbles and barely catches himself.

      “Why do you have horse that aren’t yours?”

      “Because I train them.”

      He stops for a minute, his mouth falling open in astonishment. “Really? That’s so cool!” I crack a smile at his enthusiasm.

      It’s not toasty warm like the house, but once we step inside the barn, there’s a significant change in temperature. Soft neighs come from the horses as I close the door behind us. Daniel just stands there for several seconds, taking in the few horse heads that are poking out of the stalls.

      “Can I pet one?”

      I chuckle at the pure wonderment in his tone. Walking over to the basket of apples, I grab out a couple and carry them back over to Daniel.

      “How about feeding them a treat?” I hold one out to him.

      “Can I really?” He grabs it, looks down at it a moment, then turns his excited eyes up at me.

      “Ever fed a horse an apple before?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Come on. I’ll show you how to do it.”

      I lead him over to June’s stall. She’s a black with gray spots appaloosa. I’ve had her for eight weeks now and she’s about ready to go home to her family.

      She neighs softly and tosses her head a couple times as we walk up to her stall. Daniel stops and stares up at her, his mouth hanging open in awe.

      “This is June,” I tell him.

      June brings her head closer to Daniel, and for a minute I think he’s going to take a step back, but he doesn’t. Brave kid. Horses are big even to adults; to a child they’re enormous.

      I pet June along her neck and she lifts her head to me, nudging my shoulder. “Hey, girl.”

      I turn to Daniel. “Hold the apple out in your palm. Don’t grip it. Just let it rest in your hand.”

      He does as I tell him and holds the apple out. Even for a kid I barely know, his expression is priceless as he watches the horse gently take the apple from his hand. A big smile appears on his face when the horse starts crunching on the fruit.

      “Good girl,” I murmur to the horse, and run my hand up and down her muzzle and forehead.

      “That was so neat!” He turns to me. “Can we feed another one?”

      I smile down at him. “Sure.”

      Next, I lead him to Pepe, a solid brown American Azteca. The owners plan to use him as a competition horse. I’ve only had him a few weeks, but he’s taking to training very well. Again, Daniel holds out the apple in his palm and the horse nabs it with his big teeth. It’s amazing to watch the excitement that overcomes the boy’s face. I always enjoy my time with these horses, but seeing it from a kid’s point of view is something to behold.

      We feed a couple more of the horses, and with each one, Daniel’s eyes light up even more.

      He’s just given Bella an apple, when I ask, “Do you want to pet her?”

      He nods so fast it’s a wonder he doesn’t give himself whiplash. I grab him under the arms and hoist him up on my shoulders, putting him more on level with the horse. Bella nudges Daniel’s knee, bringing a giggle from him. Keeping one arm gripped on his leg, I pet Bella’s head and instruct Daniel to do the same.

      “She’s so pretty,” he remarks. “Is she one of yours?”

      “Yes. Her name is Bella.”

      “Hey, Bella,” he says, running the tip of his finger up the horse’s ear.

      “Can I ride her?”

      I glide my hand up her forehead between her eyes. “Maybe once the weather is better.”

      I’m a very private person, preferring to keep company with only myself and the horses, so my answer surprises me. I don’t like people encroaching on my personal space, but in the short time Gwen and her two kids have been here, I’ve found myself enjoying their company more and more. The thought of them possibly coming back to visit doesn’t fill me with dread like it normally would, but instead makes my chest feel lighter. I like having them around, even if it does still feel strange. It’s not a bad strange, just different. I’ve been alone for so long that having them here is… nice. And the thought of training Daniel to ride feels right, like maybe it’s something I’m supposed to do.

      I look over to the next stall when I hear a bang. Bandit pops his head out and twists to look at us. He snorts and stomps the ground.

      “What’s that horse’s name?” Daniel asks.

      “That’s Bandit. He’s one of the ones that isn’t very nice.”

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      “He’s just making it very difficult to train him,” I answer.

      “What’ll happen to him if he can’t be trained?”

      I walk over to the barrel of grain, then set Daniel on his feet. “All horses can be trained. Some are just more difficult than others and you have to spend extra time with them.” I hand him a small bucket of oats and scoop out another. “Each horse is different, so you have to alter your training routine to fit each one.”

      “Oh.” He turns and looks at Bandit, who’s tossing his head and snorting. “He’s pretty.”

      “He is.”

      Daniel and I walk over to the first stall, and I top off the oats feeder, then check to see if the water needs to be refilled or the hay replenished. We do this to the rest of the stalls. At each one, Daniel reaches out and touches the horses, a look of pure rapture on his face. When we come to Bandit’s, I tell Daniel to stand back. I’m unsure if Bandit will play nice or not, and I’m not willing to take the chance of Daniel getting hurt.

      “You ready to head back in?” I ask him once everything is back in its place.

      His shoulders droop and his face loses some of its cheerfulness. “I guess.”

      The look of disappointment doesn’t settle well with me, so I try to lighten his mood. “You can come with me when I check on them before bed.” At his excited fist pump, I tack on, “As long as your mom says it’s okay.”

      “Yes, sir.” He nods and the smile reappears on his face. I check to make sure he’s still bundled up well before we both walk back out into the cold. He once again chooses to walk in the feet-high snow instead of the path I shoveled.

      “Maybe Kelsey will come with us next time,” I suggest, and look over at him.

      He grabs a handful of snow in his gloves and smashes it into a ball.

      “Nah,” he says, tossing the snowball at a tree. “She never does anything anymore.”

      The hurt in his tone is easily heard. He misses his big sister. He may act like he’s not affected by the loss of his father, his young age making it easier, but deep down, he is. He not only lost his dad, but with how Kelsey’s detached herself so much, he lost his sister, too. Poor kid.

      “Don’t give up on her, okay?” We both stop walking and he looks over at me. “She’s still really hurt from losing your dad. It takes longer for some people to heal.” He doesn’t say anything, just keeps his eyes on me. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      He looks down for a moment, then brings his eyes back up to me and nods. “Yeah.” He sniffs and runs a snow-covered glove under his nose. “I just wish she would play with me. We used to always play games.”

      His tone and the wounded look in his eyes send shards of pain to my chest. I understand the heartache he’s going through. I walk over to him, making my way through the deep snow, and put a hand on his shoulder.

      “She’ll come around. She just needs to figure out how to let go of the pain in her heart first.”

      We both start walking again. I stay in the deep snow with him. Once we make it to the porch, we stomp our feet, trying to get the clumps of snow off our boots.

      “Can I name one of your puppies?” Daniel asks, slapping his gloves together.

      “Sure,” I answer. “Got any ideas yet?”

      “Uh-huh. I want to name the black one with the white on his face Pepper, because he looks like a Peppermint Pattie and it’s my favorite candy.”

      “That’s a good choice.”

      Right as I’m reaching for the doorknob, it’s pulled open and Gwen’s standing there. Not expecting her sudden appearance, I take a step back. Her eyes go from Daniel to me then back down to Daniel.

      “Did you have fun?” she asks, stepping back and letting us enter.

      “Yes!” Daniel says exuberantly. “I got to feed the horses apples and pet them. They were so pretty, Mom!”

      She smiles and sets to helping him unbundle. “I’m glad you had a good time. You about ready for some hot chocolate to warm up? Your hands are freezing.”

      I take my hat and gloves off and drop them in the small basket by the door, then hang my coat on the hook and start working on my boots.

      “Yeah, but can Mr. Alexander make it again?” he asks, unknowingly insulting his mother’s hot-chocolate-making skills.

      She winks at me, then feigns shock. This playful side of Gwen is intriguing to watch. I don’t tell jokes, and I don’t laugh at them. My life is very stale, and it’s the way I want it. Laughing and smiling isn’t something I do anymore, as there’s really nothing to laugh and smile about, but since she’s been around, I find myself wanting to. She and her kids have brought a sliver of light back into my life in the short time I’ve known them. I didn’t think it was possible, and I’m not entirely sure I want it to continue, but right now, I’m enjoying it too much to wish it away.

      “What’s wrong with my cocoa?” Gwen asks, playfully throwing her hands on her hips and narrowing her eyes at her son.

      He reaches out and pats one of her hands, saying with a serious tone, “Yours is still good, Mom.” He uses his pointer finger and thumb and puts them so close they’re almost touching. “But I like his a tiny bit more.”

      Gwen laughs, and before I realize it, I’m chuckling with her. She looks over at me when I do, and I use the excuse of grabbing my phone from my coat pocket so I don’t see the expression on her face. Her shock is apparent, which doesn’t really surprise me. I know I put off a serious vibe, maybe even an asshole one at times. Even to my own ears, the laugh sounds weird coming from me.

      “Would you mind making more of your delicious hot chocolate?” she asks, unable to hide her uncertainty.

      I push away the strange feelings she’s provoking in me and turn to face her.

      “Yeah. I can do that.”

      My voice sounds rough, so I clear my throat before making my way to the kitchen. Daniel’s already on the floor again with the puppies. I’m surprised but pleased to see Gigi up on the couch, her head only inches away from Kelsey. She’s trying her best to ignore the dog, but her head keeps tilting toward her. Maybe Gigi can be of help with unleashing some of the pain Kelsey harbors.

      I gather the necessary ingredients and set to making hot chocolate. It’s a recipe my mom used when I was a kid. My mom was never the type to buy already prepared food. She made everything from scratch. She also made sure her kids knew how to cook.

      Gwen steps up beside me as I heat the milk in a saucepan.

      “Thank you for taking him with you. He doesn’t get the chance very often to spend time with a man and he needs that.”

      I look at her out the corner of my eye, and see her running her finger over a scratch on the counter surface.

      “It was no problem. He’s a good kid.”

      She nods. “He is. I hate knowing he’s not getting the experiences and advice he needs from his dad.”

      Her voice trails off, and I glance over at her. She’s looking at the wall ahead of her. There’s nothing there, so I know she’s in her own head, probably remembering something about her husband, or maybe silently wishing he was still here. It’s already painful that she lost her husband, but having to raise two kids on her own, knowing they’ll never see their dad again…. I can’t imagine the pain.

      “Seems like he’s doing okay to me,” I say, attempting to make her feel better. I don’t like knowing she’s in pain, which is strange for me, because it’s been a long time since I’ve really cared about how someone else feels.

      “Thanks,” she says.

      She grabs some mugs from the cabinet as I remove the pan from the burner and set it on a cool one. She watches as I finish making the hot chocolate. Neither of us say anything. Normally the silence would be uncomfortable, but right now, it’s not. I like having her by me. It doesn’t feel like she’s invading my space, just that she’s sharing it with me.

      A wave of vanilla hits my nose. It’s subtle, but sweet. A strange feeling, one I haven’t felt in a long time, has my stomach dipping. I frown, not entirely sure I like the new feeling. It’s leaving me off-kilter. I don’t like not being in control.

      Daniel, as expected, bounds up to the bar, Kelsey walking placidly behind him. It hurts something deep inside me every time I look at her and see the unhidden anguish in her eyes. I feel for this girl because I go through the same pain every day.

      The kids sit at the bar and enjoy their hot drinks while Gwen and I stand by and watch. Daniel chatters nonstop about the horses he saw. The pure joy on his face as he talks animatedly makes my heart hurt a little less.

      My eyes stray to Gwen every few seconds, watching, but hoping she doesn’t catch me. She’s looking at her son with a smile on her face, genuinely enjoying his energetic rambling. When Daniel mentions coming back once the weather is warmer so he can ride a horse, her eyes stray to me for a moment before going back to him. “We’ll see.”

      Deep down inside a place that’s been dormant for years, I hope she does decide to come back. I want to be around these people more. They distract me from my own pain. Not that I’m glad they carry pain, but it reminds me that I’m not alone in the world. There are others out there suffering just as much. In less than two days, this small family has helped quiet the screams in my head, something no one has been able to do. Of course, that might be because I haven’t let anyone close enough to really try. My family has been there for me, but they suffer from their own grief.

      My eyes travel to Kelsey to find her looking at me. Her eyes look so sad, and when she notices I’ve caught her stare, she looks away. It knocks me in the chest every time I look at her. I want to take away her pain. A child her age should never look the way she does, like her life is over.

      Once the kids are done with their hot chocolate, Gwen tells Daniel it’s time to shower. He ambles off, while Kelsey goes back to the living room where her notebook is on the couch. Gwen goes to the laundry room to fold the few pieces of clothes she washed. She offered to wash mine earlier along with hers, but I declined. I know she’s only trying to help because her and her kids are staying here a few days, but I’ve told her several times, there’s no need. She insists on cooking though. I didn’t argue. I may know how to cook but it’s been a long time since I’ve had someone do it for me. And as much as I thought it would freak me out having another woman here doing something such as cooking, it hasn’t. That doesn’t mean it won’t later. I keep waiting for the nerves to hit, but so far, they haven’t.

      I leave the kitchen and go to the living room. Kelsey’s on one end of the couch, drawing pad in her lap, so I take the other end. I grab the remote from the coffee table and switch the TV on, but keep the volume low. I can feel her eyes on me, but I keep my head forward. We stay like this for a while, me seemingly ignoring her, and her looking at me out the corner of her eye every so often.

      Keeping my eyes on the TV, I ask, “Do you like cartoons?”

      I’m met with silence, which doesn’t surprise me. However, she does turn her head my way. I turn to face her as well. Her eyes are still blank, but underneath the emptiness, I see something lurking. Something that tells me she wants to let go so badly and be part of the world again, but is afraid to.

      “What are you drawing?” I ask, then look down at the drawing pad. Her hand is covering part of the paper, so I can’t see it all, but it looks to be a dream catcher.

      She follows my eyes down to the pad, looks back at me, then surprises me by handing it over. Her eyes hold uncertainty as I grab the pad and hold it up to take a look. I was right, it’s a dream catcher, but this one’s unique. It has the usual webbing in the middle where the dreams are said to fly through, and the feathers falling from the bottom, but there’s also an added feature. Dripping from the webbing and falling alongside the feathers are drops of some kind of liquid. Most would probably think raindrops, but my bet is on tears. The picture is stunningly beautiful but also very devastating. It shows her pain.

      “This is beautiful,” I say, and hand it back to her.

      For a second, her eyes reflect light instead of complete darkness, and it makes me feel ten fucking feet tall that my compliment pleased her.

      Hearing a noise behind us, I look over the back of the couch and see Gwen standing at the bar watching us. Her eyes look glassy and her hand is covering her mouth. Her eyes flick back and forth between me and Kelsey before they settle on me. Her hand falls away and she’s wearing a smile. I tip one side of my mouth up then face forward again, glad I could bring a smile to Gwen’s face and some form of pleasure to Kelsey.
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        * * *

      

      LATER THAT EVENING, after everyone has gone to bed, I’m lying on my back on the couch with a notepad in hand, working on something, when I hear murmurs coming from the hallway. I turn my head to try to listen better. The murmurs stop, but then start back up again a minute later.

      I set my notepad down on the coffee table and get up from the couch. Unsure of what’s going on and not wanting to wake anyone that might be asleep, I walk down the hall silently. The murmurs get louder the closer I get to the half-open door. I stop just out of view and listen, not being nosy, but making sure everything is okay.

      The softly spoken words nearly bring me to my knees.

      “Please, God, just let my daddy come home,” Kelsey’s tearful voice whispers. “And please tell him I’m sorry. I miss him so much. I just want to hug him again and tell him I love him.” Her voice is lower when she finishes. “In Jesus’ name, amen.”

      Hearing those words whispered in such an agonizing way damn near suffocates me. It’s hard to pull in air because the weight on my chest is so heavy. I don’t get emotional. I’ve cried once as an adult, but right now, this eight-year old’s excruciating words have tears springing to my eyes. The need to rush in there and take her in my arms is almost overwhelming. Only knowing it’s not my place keeps me on this side of the door.

      Kelsey’s quiet after that. No more words are whispered. Obviously, Gwen’s asleep and didn’t hear her, because I know I would have heard her consoling her daughter, if not crying along with her.

      With one last look at the door and my heart heavy, I walk away and go back to the couch. I spend the next couple hours finishing up the project I was working on, determined to get it done quickly, then set it aside. It takes me a long time to drift off to sleep, and when I finally manage to, it’s a restless sleep filled with the whispered prayers of a broken girl.
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      I WALK DOWN THE hallway, rubbing sleep from my eyes, when I hear Daniel laughing. When I awoke a few minutes ago, I was alone in the bed. For a split second, panic had me scrambling to get the covers off to search for them, but then I realized where I was. I may not know Alexander, but the way he’s been with the kids the last couple of days, he seems like a good guy. That may be naïve of me, but I like to think my instincts are good.

      As I walk by one of the living room windows, I see a thick layer of snow falling. The thought of the snow not letting up, forcing us to stay longer, doesn’t fill me with the dread you’d think it would. It does the opposite, in fact. I want to be here longer. I feel comfortable here. I like being near Alexander.

      I spot Daniel and Kelsey at the bar, while Alexander leans back against the counter watching them, a small smile playing on his lips. The man is already striking, despite his scars, but when he smiles, it almost knocks the breath out of me. When he laughed yesterday at Daniel’s comment about Alexander’s hot chocolate being better than mine, all I could do was stare. It was the first time I’d seen him smile or laugh and the look on his face was nothing but beautiful. It sent butterflies to my stomach. The surprise on his face when he realized he was laughing said he’s not used to doing it.

      Daniel laughs again and it pulls me from my thoughts of Alexander’s beautiful face. He’s always been a happy boy, but I don’t remember him being quite this cheerful. For some reason, he’s taken an extra liking to Alexander. I wouldn’t have pegged Alexander as the type to willingly spend time with a boy Daniel’s age, but I’m glad he’s going out of his way to be nice to him.

      Will’s been gone for over two years now, and I know it’s time I open myself up to the possibility of dating again, to try to find someone that would be good to both me and my kids. Daniel needs a man in his life, and I don’t want to be alone forever. I know Will would want me to find someone else, to try to be happy again, to find a good man that could take on the father role that he can’t, but the thought of dating terrifies me. Will was my high school sweetheart. He was my first for everything. I don’t know how to date.

      I walk into the kitchen and find out why Daniel was laughing. Gigi has her puppies on the floor trying to gently play with them, but all she’s managing to do is knock them off their feet and onto their backs.

      What has me surprised and my heart stopping in my chest is the almost-smile on Kelsey’s face as she watches momma dog and her puppies. It’s not touching her mouth, but it’s definitely there in her eyes. I see more animation on her face than I’ve seen in years. I think Alexander plays a big role in that too. Her interest in him is unmistakable. Last night, the look on her face when he said her drawing was beautiful had me wanting to burst into tears. Thankfully, I managed to hold them back. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t a bit jealous Alexander’s gotten more of a reaction out of Kelsey than I have in years, but seeing her eyes showing more than just lifelessness far outweighs the emotion.

      Alexander sees me approaching and whips around to stir something in a pot. I walk up beside him to find him cooking eggs and grits.

      “Need any help?” I ask, then grab a mug and fill it with the coffee that’s calling my name.

      “I got it,” he grunts.

      I look over at him and see a frown on his face. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Just didn’t sleep well last night.”

      Guilt tightens my chest. It’s my fault he’s on the couch and not in his big comfortable bed.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “I noticed the snow still coming down. Tonight, the kids and I will take the couch and chair so you can have your bed. I know it can’t be good for your back.”

      The glare he shoots me is sharp and says without words that my suggestion is ludicrous and pisses him off.

      I hold my hands up and grumble, “Fine,” and continue making my coffee.

      I make the kids a plate, and once again, we all eat in the kitchen with the kids at the bar and Alexander and I standing. Afterward, I do the dishes while Kelsey sits at the bar with her drawing pad and Alexander and Daniel go out and check on the horses.

      When I’m done, I walk around the bar beside Kelsey. She looks over at me, her eyes back to their previous empty state.

      “Can I see?” I ask, then hold my breath. She’s shown Alexander her drawing, now I hope she’ll show me. I won’t force the issue if she refuses, but it’ll hurt. As advised by her therapists, unless it’s for her well-being, I rarely push Kelsey into doing things, preferring to have her come to me on her own instead. I want her to want to show me, not make her. I don’t think it’s that she doesn’t want to share stuff with me. I think it’s more like she cares so little about anything she does that maybe she feels like no one else will.

      I want to cry tears of joy when she hands it over. I pray she doesn’t notice my hand shaking as I reach out and grab it. Forcing my eyes away from her, I look down at the drawing pad. My breath catches at what I see. It’s a whole bunch of differently designed sad faces. They’re simple in design, but hold so much meaning.

      Looking closer, I notice something else. Hidden amongst the sad faces are a few smiley faces. Overall, there have to be about thirty sad faces and only five smiley faces. I don’t know if I should cry or smile at the picture. On one hand, it’s obvious the dominant emotion Kelsey feels is sadness. On the other hand, knowing she feels glimpses of happiness lightens my heart and gives me hope. Kelsey never appears happy, or at least she never shows it, but it’s apparent there are times she does. I just wonder what happens during those times. What brings on those bursts of pleasure? I want to replicate them over and over and over again, so all she feels is that emotion.

      I hand her back the pad and scoot closer to her. She never pulls away from me when I show her affection, and she doesn’t now when I wrap my arm around her shoulders and bring her in for a hug. Her arms go around me, then tighten. I squeeze my eyes shut at the contact because it’s not common for her to put effort into hugs. I don’t know what’s happened recently, but there’ve been several changes in her, ones I pray will continue and grow.

      I pull back from her, but rest my forehead against hers. It’s amazing how she can watch me with emotionless eyes when my own emotions are running rampant.

      “I love you,” I tell her softly.

      Every time I say those words, I hope I get a reply back, but I never do, and today is no different. One day I will though. I refuse to believe anything other than that.

      

      LATER THAT AFTERNOON, I step out onto the porch while the kids eat lunch. Alexander’s been out here for hours, only coming in for about thirty minutes after he and Daniel were done with the horses before leaving again.

      Everything is white and covered in snow. It’s a beautiful sight. Surprisingly, the temperature isn’t blistering cold like you’d think it would be with all the snow. It’s deceptive, making one think it’s colder than what it actually is.

      I’m surprised to find Alexander sitting out on the porch with his feet crossed at the ankle and propped up on the railing. He looks relaxed as he writes something in a notebook. He looks up and watches me with an unreadable expression as I approach the vacant chair closest to the door.

      “Mind if I join you?” I ask in case he wants to be left alone.

      He flips the notebook over and lays it on his lap, then grunts in reply. I take that an acceptance and sit.

      I gaze out across the yard, mesmerized by the beauty of the place. With the snow covering everything, it looks like a snowy wonderland. It must be so peaceful living in a place like this. Cat’s Valley isn’t a large town with the hustle and bustle of cars, noise, and the awful smell of pollution, but there’s still a big difference between there and here. That’s another reason why Will and I wanted to buy land. We wanted the solitude of living away from everything as we raised our kids.

      My gaze skitters across the property and lands on the partially built structure, which I assume will be a house once it’s finished. All I can see are the bare walls, but it looks like it’s been there for a while.

      “What are you going to do with your cabin once you finish the house?” I ask, bringing my eyes to him.

      His looks over at the house for a brief second before looking back out at the yard.

      “Nothing,” he says, a strange note in his voice. “I’m tearing it down.”

      My eyes widen in disbelief. “But why? Why would you partially build a house only to tear it down again? I bet it would look beautiful once you finish it.”

      He’s quiet for so long that I think he’s not going to answer. I’m about ready to forget my question, once again overstepping boundaries, when he surprises me.

      “It was supposed to be for my wife and child.”

      His voice is so quiet, I barely make out the words. But I do, and the anguished way he utters them says a lot more than his actual words do. There’s obviously more to the story, and it’s apparent it’s a painful one. I want to ask him about it, but it’s not my place. I don’t need to worry, because he tells me on his own.

      “They died four years ago.” He clears his throat when his voice cracks. “A drunk guy pulled out in front of us right before the bridge over Hallow’s Creek. I swerved to miss hitting him head-on and ended up rolling down the embankment and landing on the passenger side under the bridge.”

      My stomach bottoms out and it literally feels like my heart is hurting at the tormented tone in his voice. To lose a spouse is gut-wrenching and one of the most painful experiences a person can have. Losing a child is ten times worse. To lose both would be beyond excruciating, unbearable. I can’t imagine ever getting over something like that.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper. The sentiment is so lax for what he went through, but it’s the only comfort I can give. There’s nothing anyone can do to make it better.

      He looks at me, his eyes holding a mountain of pain. “Thank you.”

      “That’s why you want to tear it down. Because it reminds you of them?”

      “Yes,” he answers. “That and there’s no need for it anymore. It’s only me, and I don’t need a house that size for just me.”

      “Maybe you’ll find someone else to share it with,” I suggest, then want to take back the words. It’s clear he’s still grieving for his deceased wife and child. To even suggest him finding someone new, even though it’s completely reasonably, is insensitive.

      His jaw tics, and I worry I’ve pissed him off. I tense and wait for him to tell me to go to hell, but it never comes. He turns his head my way, looks right at me, then says with conviction, “That’ll never happen.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean….” I trail off, not really knowing what I meant.

      His eyes lose some of the heat and he looks past me to the house. “It’s okay.” He takes a deep breath, then brings his eyes back to me. “It was Clara’s dream. The plans for the house… they were all her ideas. I gave input here and there, but I let her have free rein.” He stops and rubs his hands down his face and looks away from me. “That house was supposed to be hers and our children’s, and I wouldn’t want to share it with anyone else.”

      I nod. “I get it.”

      We sit in a comfortable silence for a while. The sun is actually peeking out for the first time in days, and I wonder if it’s finally over. I watch the way the sun reflects off the snow, making it look like it’s sparkling.

      After a while, I decide to go back inside. I’ve encroached on Alexander’s time alone long enough. Right as I open the screen door, he calls my name, and I look at him.

      “Snow’s letting up. They’ll probably get to the roads tomorrow.”

      I ignore the way his words make me feel.

      “Yeah. I figured so.”

      He’s quiet for a moment, and I think he’s done, so I turn to go inside, but then he shocks me.

      “It’s been nice having you and the kids here,” he says quietly.

      Again, I ignore the way his words make me feel. Except this time, it’s not sorrow, but pleasure. I’m glad to know we weren’t a complete burden to him, that he enjoyed us being here. I know I’ve enjoyed it, and from Daniel’s excited nonstop chatter, and the signs of life from Kelsey, they have too.

      I smile. “Thank you for taking us in. It’s been really nice. It’s peaceful here.”

      “Yeah,” he says, then looks out across the yard. “If the cell towers are back up I’ll call Travis tonight to get an update about the roads.”

      “Okay.”

      I go back inside, hating the fact that we could be gone tomorrow. There’s no telling when we’ll see him again, and that thought doesn’t settle well in my stomach. It actually twists it in knots. I’ve got no right to feel this way. The only reason we’re here is because we had no choice, and it’s only been three days, but I’ve gotten used to waking up and seeing him. I don’t know why, but I look forward to it.

      The kids are done eating when I walk back inside, so I wash the few dishes that are dirty. After, I roll some hamburger meat into meatballs and throw them in the crockpot for dinner along with some seasoning, the whole time silently wishing the snow would pick back up and keep us here a few more days.

      

      THAT EVENING, AFTER everyone is finished with dinner and the kitchen is cleaned, we all sit in the living room watching Lilo and Stitch, one of Daniel’s favorite movies. He’s on his stomach on the floor with Gigi lying beside him. Both canine and boy have taken a strong liking to the other. Several of the puppies are curled up next to Daniel, while the rest are against their mom. I may have to talk to Alexander about getting one of the pups when they’re ready to be adopted.

      And no, I’m not using that as an excuse to see him again. Or that’s what I tell myself anyway.

      I’m sitting on one end of the couch, Alexander on the other, with Kelsey between us. I was surprised when he stopped on the movie even before Daniel had a chance to ask. I wouldn’t have pegged him for watching cartoon movies, and it brings a smile to my face because I know he’s doing it for Daniel. Every time Daniel laughs at something that happens, I catch Alexander looking at him. I think he likes knowing he’s pleased my son.

      Kelsey’s sitting cross-legged watching the movie, but she doesn’t laugh when something funny happens, instead just stares at the screen. I’d give anything to hear her giggle again.

      Once the movie is over, I get up from the couch to put the clothes from the washer into the dryer. This is the second time I’ve washed clothes since being here. I can’t stand wearing the same clothes more than one day.

      When I walk back into the living room, Kelsey has her drawing pad in her lap again and Daniel is rolling around on the floor with squirming puppies all over him. Alexander’s sitting at the bar with the same notepad he had earlier outside.

      I walk to the back of the couch. “Hey, kids. I’m going to grab a shower.”

      “Okay, Mom,” says a distracted Daniel. I get a blank stare from Kelsey.

      I turn to Alexander. “Are they okay out here?”

      “Yeah.”

      With a nod, I turn and go to Alexander’s bathroom. I’ve gotten used to using his room to sleep in, but for some reason it still feels weird using his bathroom to shower. Maybe it’s because he caught me using it without his permission yesterday. Or it might be because I smell him every time I enter the room. His smell lingers in the bedroom, but more so in the bathroom, because that’s where he puts his deodorant on, washes his body, and shampoos his hair. It reminds me of when I was looking at his cologne in the medicine cabinet and wondered what it smelled like. Now I know, and I’ll only ever admit to myself, it smells heavenly.

      I turn the shower on and strip down, leaving my folded clothes on the edge of the sink. Before stepping in the shower, I open the medicine cabinet and pull out the disposable razor and shaving cream I spotted the other day. I know I shouldn’t use it without asking first, but it’s a disposable and I’m sure he has more somewhere. I haven’t shaved in days, and I can’t stand the little pricklies on my legs any longer. I’ll tell him I used it so he knows to toss it and get another if he’s grossed out by it.

      I sigh in relief when I rub my hands up my now smooth legs, then wash my hair. My emergency bag didn’t include shampoo, conditioner, or body wash, so the kids and I have been using Alexander’s. I take a big whiff of the body soap, enjoying the smell entirely way too much, before lathering up the washcloth.

      Five minutes later, I turn the shower off, grab a towel, and dry off. Somehow the curtain must have not closed all the way, because there’s water on the floor. Not seeing it until it’s too late, I slip, and I grab for the sink to catch myself. In doing so, I knock my clothes, then watch in slow motion as they fall from the sink and into the open toilet. When I realize what’s happening, I try to grab the clothes, and end up sliding again in the water. My hip slams into the corner of the counter, and I cry out at the pain, then fall to my knees.

      Tears spring to my eyes as my hip radiates a sharp pain. I try to push them back, but a couple manage to escape. I look down and see a deep purple mark already forming. That’s going to leave a nasty bruise.

      “Gwen!” Alexander’s deep voice calls frantically from the other side of the door. “Are you okay?”

      My eyes widen when I see the doorknob jiggle, like he’s trying to open it. With me on my knees, buck naked.

      “Yes,” I say loudly. “Don’t come in!” My voice cracks from the stupid tears that are still trying to make their way to the surface.

      “What happened?” he demands.

      “I slipped and fell and hit my hip.”

      I can’t be sure, but I think he mutters “Fuck” before he says, “I’m coming in.”

      “No!” I yell, then blurt, “I don’t have any clothes on!”

      It’s quiet, and I wonder if he’s walked away. My eyes skid to the side, and I see my clothes sitting in the toilet, which reminds me I have nothing to wear.

      “Alexander?” I ask, hoping he hasn’t left yet. I wince in pain when I slowly get to my feet.

      “Still right here.”

      “Umm… do you have any clothes I could borrow?” I ask. Even though he can’t see me, I squeeze my eyes closed in humiliation. “I… uh… sort of knocked mine in the toilet when I was trying to catch myself.” I inwardly groan. I feel so stupid right now. “And my other set are still in the dryer.”

      My eyes narrow when I hear a rusty chuckle on the other side of the door.

      “It’s not funny,” I mutter.

      “It kind of is,” he replies. “Hang tight.”

      I wrap the towel around me and tuck a corner between my breasts.

      A minute later, he calls my name, and I crack open the door just wide enough to peek around the wood. If I wasn’t so embarrassed and in pain, I’d be captivated by the beautiful smirk lifting his lips on the unscarred side of his face. Smirks aren’t supposed to be beautiful. They’re normally supposed to piss people off, not stupefy them with their gorgeousness.

      The look disappears when he sees the tears still swimming in my eyes. He steps up with a small pile of clothes in his hand, his eyes drawn down into a worried frown.

      “Are you okay?” he asks again.

      “It’s going to leave a nasty bruise, but I’ll manage.”

      His eyes flicker back and forth between mine several times, before he thrusts the pile of clothes at me. Holding the towel tighter to my chest, I step to the side just enough to reach out for the clothes. For a second, his eyes land on the hand holding my towel before he clears his throat and looks down at the floor, then takes a step back.

      “They’ll be big on you, but it’s the best I can do,” he mumbles, then turns on his heel and leaves the room.

      My gaze follows him until he disappears. I close the bathroom door, then lean back against it, for some reason feeling flushed. A subtle woodsy smell has me looking down at the clothes clutched in my arms. Before I know what I’m doing, I bring them to my nose and take a whiff, then cringe when the action makes me feel like a weirdo.

      I walk over to the toilet and fish out my soaked clothes, throwing them in the sink and thanking God there was no dirty business in the commode. After rinsing them out, just because I don’t want toilet water in them, I wring them out and set them back in the sink to grab when I leave the bathroom. Guess I’ll be washing another load tonight.

      I hang the towel on the hook on the back of the door and grab the black sweatpants Alexander gave me to wear. He’s right, they are big on me. Not just in length, but in the waist as well. I have to roll them four times, making sure to avoid resting them against my bruised hip, before they’ll stay up, and even then, they’re on the verge of slipping down.

      The dark gray V-neck T-shirt comes next. It’s huge as well and comes down to midthigh. I’m forced to wear it back further on my shoulders, or my cleavage will show. I turn to face the mirror and wrinkle my nose at the sight before me. I look ridiculous in this humongous outfit, but I can’t help but feel comfortable in it. The material is surprisingly soft against my skin.

      Grabbing my brush from the emergency bag, I start on the tangles in my hair, then haphazardly throw it into a bun on top of my head. Packing the few things I used back in the bag, I nab the wet clothes from the sink and open the door. I come to an abrupt stop when I see Alexander sitting on the end of the bed. His head lifts and he stands.

      He takes a step toward me, then stops. “I wanted to check on you.” He gestures to my hip with a tilt of his chin. “You mind if I take a look?”

      “Umm… you really don’t have to do that. I’m sure it’s—”

      “I’d prefer to be safe. You can hurt your insides and not realize it until later. It’s obviously bad enough to make you cry. I know it’s not the same, but I have a degree in veterinary medicine, and with some things human and animal bodies work the same.”

      I stand in the bathroom doorway with my wet clothes hanging from one hand and my bag clutched to my chest with the other, unsure of what to do. The concern in his eyes is apparent, but I wonder why he’s so concerned. More than likely after tomorrow we won’t be his burden anymore. I’ve learned over the last few days that Alexander can be a very compassionate man; the expression on his face when he looks at Kelsey sometimes proves it. I’m sure it’s just that soft side he rarely lets show that’s allowing him to worry, and I’m sure it’s nothing personal.

      The slight frown on his face is what makes my decision. Taking a step back, I drop the wet clothes on the tiled bathroom floor and set the bag down beside them, then make my way over to him.

      We both stand there awkwardly for a moment before he says, “You want to… ah….” He gestures down to my waistband.

      “Oh.” I laugh awkwardly, feeling my cheeks heat. I grab the rolled-up waistband and bring the material down to just below my hip, making sure to keep my pubic area covered. The shirt falls in its place, so I grab that as well and lift it, exposing a small portion of my lower stomach. Stretch marks from having two kids come into view, and I force myself to not cover myself again.

      Unexpectedly, Alexander drops to his knees in front of me and my eyes follow him down. He looks up and our gazes lock. For some reason, looking down at him as he gazes up at me from his knees seems strangely erotic. The hand holding my shirt up starts trembling, and I tighten my fingers around the material.

      He finally breaks our stare and looks to the purple skin on my hip. I suck in a sharp breath when his fingers graze the skin. I tell myself it’s because the touch hurts, and not because it sends butterflies to my stomach. His eyes briefly flicker back to mine before he gently starts prodding the sensitive area. I close my eyes when the area he touches turns warm. I haven’t felt desire since Will died, and I wonder if what I’m feeling now is the same. It scares me, but his hand on me feels too good to care right now. Goose bumps appear on my skin, and I know Alexander has to see them, but he doesn’t react. For that, I’m grateful. I try to push the feeling away, but it stays and grows.

      At my grunt of pain, he pulls his hand away, and I miss the warmth it caused. “Shit,” he mumbles. “Sorry.”

      He keeps his hands to himself as he examines it for a few more moments.

      “It seems to have the typical bruising, showing no signs of internal damage that I can tell.” He stands. “You’ll be sore as shit tomorrow. After you leave here, keep an eye on it, and if a large part of the injured area turns purple, swells, or if you become dizzy, call the doctor.”

      I nod and release the waistband and shirt, letting them fall back into place. Stepping back, I tell him, “Thank you.” His chin comes up in acknowledgement, and I clarify, “For the concern. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” he grunts.

      I turn and grab the clothes and bag from the bathroom door. When I turn back around, he’s already gone, leaving me with an odd feeling in my stomach.
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        * * *

      

      LATER THAT NIGHT, I lie in bed and listen to the soft words coming from Kelsey, my heart splintering into two, then three, then into a thousand pieces.

      “Please, God, let my daddy come back home. I miss him so much. I just want him to come home. That’s all I’ll ever ask you, if you just let him come back to us. And please tell him I’m sorry.” She sniffles, then finishes, “In Jesus’ name, amen.”

      The last part I can barely hear. I know why she’s apologizing. He was in her room getting her bear for her when he collapsed. Both her psychiatrist and I have told her multiple times that it wasn’t her fault, that his heart wasn’t working properly, but I know she didn’t believe us. I don’t know what else to do to make her believe it. She’s only eight years old, but she carries around the guilt that weighs a ton. A week after the funeral, I found the bear ripped to shreds in her closet.

      I want to reach out to her. I want to pull her into my arms and soothe her cries away. To tell her nothing is her fault and that I love her. That her daddy loves her even if he’s not here anymore to show it. But I worry if I do that, she’ll pull further away from me. She only whispers her prayers because she thinks no one else can hear them. This is her private time, her safe time to talk to the only person she feels like she can right now. I don’t want to take that away from her, and I’m scared if she knows I hear her every night, that I relish hearing her voice, even if her words tear me apart, she’ll stop. She needs this. I want her to come to me with her voice when she’s ready for me to hear it.

      So instead of comforting my daughter like I’m dying to, I silently cry into my pillow and wait for her to drift off to sleep. It’s only then I turn around and wrap my arms around her, giving her in sleep what she won’t allow me to give to her when she’s awake.
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      JUST LIKE LAST NIGHT, I walk silently down the hallway until I make out the murmured whispers from a girl begging God to bring her father back. I gently lay my hand on the door and listen as she slowly melts my heart until it’s a puddle at my feet. My chest aches with the need to walk in there and take away her pain. I’ve never heard such tortured words before. The pain that comes from them is overwhelming and unbearable. Even my own immense pain from losing the ones I loved can’t compare to this. This girl’s pain is so much more.

      My head falls forward, and I pull in a deep breath to steady my heartbeat. It’s been quiet for several moments, and I know she’s finished. I let my hand fall from the door, and I walk down the hallway back to the living room. I drop to the cushion and let my head fall in my hands.

      They’re leaving tomorrow. The sun is coming out and the temperatures are supposed to be in the lower fifties, much higher than it’s been in days. The snow won’t melt in one day, but it’ll be enough to let the road crew get to the fallen tree and her truck. My call earlier tonight to Travis confirmed they’ll be working on the roads tomorrow.

      I’m not ready. It’s unreasonable and irrational, but I don’t want them to leave yet. I’m not ready to give up Daniel’s buoyant behavior or Kelsey’s quiet and depressed mannerisms. I’m not ready to give up Gwen’s giving and resilient personality. I want to keep them here. With me. They’ve brought so much light into my life since they’ve been here, and I want to keep it for a while longer. Which means they need to leave as soon as possible, before my dark world rubs off on them. I want to be selfish and harbor that light, but I won’t.

      What hurts the most was the dejected look on Daniel’s face when Gwen informed him and Kelsey they’ll be leaving tomorrow. What surprised me was the morose look on Kelsey’s. That girl and her sad eyes have me wrapped around her little finger. And the boy…. Everyone should have a Daniel in their lives. Gwen tried cheering the two up with promised visits to all their friends once the roads were clear enough for it, but I could tell it didn’t work. I could also tell it wasn’t working for Gwen herself. She tried to hide it, I’m not sure if it was just from the kids or from me too, but I know she doesn’t want to leave either. The four of us, in a matter of days, have become close, formed a bond of a sort. And that right there is another reason they need to leave. I can’t let that continue. It’s not something I deserve. It’s something they need to form with a man who’s worthy. A man who will be there for them always. A whole man, not one who’s only half of himself.

      I give my hair one good pull, letting the pain push away the unwanted feelings, before releasing it with a muted growl. I’m pissed at myself for wanting something I shouldn’t. This family is too good for me. I couldn’t even protect my own when they needed me. How could this family be any different? I refuse to take that chance.

      I lie back against the cushion and force thoughts of Gwen and her two kids away, and instead let my own demons take over. Closing my eyes, I let the screams of pain and fear flood my mind, reminding me why Gwen, Kelsey, and Daniel are better off without me in their lives.
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        * * *

      

      THE CREAKING OF the floor is what wakes me. My eyes flash open, and I swing my legs over to sit up on the couch. My eyesight quickly adjusts to the darkness of the room as I look around for the source of the noise. There’s a dark figure standing in the mouth of the hallway. A short figure. Much shorter than Gwen, but taller than Daniel.

      “Kelsey?” I ask softly.

      She takes a couple of steps into the living room, then stops.

      “What’s wrong, honey?” I ask, knowing I won’t get a response.

      I make a move to get up, but then my ass plops back down when she starts walking toward me. I hold still and she doesn’t stop until she’s only a foot away from me. I can’t see clearly in the dark room, but I can tell she’s looking at me.

      “Kelsey, is everything—”

      I stop and sit there stunned when she springs forward, wraps her arms around my neck, and sits down sideways on my lap. I hold my breath and don’t move for several long seconds, but then slowly bring my arms around her. For as long as she’s been here, I’ve never seen her show either her mother or brother any affection. She doesn’t shy away when her mother holds her hand or kisses the top of her head, but she never initiates any contact. For her to do so now, with me, is shocking, and damn near crushes my heart. I just don’t know why. Why would she pick me?

      I feel wetness on my neck and heated breaths as she buries her face against me and cries softly. My arms tighten around her tiny waist, and I tug her back with me as I lean back against the couch.

      “Shhh,” I whisper into the darkness, rubbing circles on her upper back. “It’s okay.”

      “I miss my dad,” she whispers back, further obliterating my heart and shocking me more.

      I squeeze my eyes closed to keep back the tears wanting to fall. I am so completely blessed to hear this girl’s beautiful voice after years of not letting anyone hear it, but the tortured words and the pain behind them leave me feeling like I’m taking my last painful breath.

      “I know you do, honey,” I say softly. “I know you do.”

      Unsure of what to do, I adjust us both so I’m leaning back against the arm of the couch with her still lying in my arms. I debate with myself whether I should get her mother or not, and then decide against it, worried that she’ll withdraw even further. Obviously, there’s something about me that makes her feel comfortable enough to come to me, even though I have no clue what it is. Kelsey needs this, I know in my gut she does, and although Gwen is her mother and has a right to know, I won’t break Kelsey’s trust. In the short span of time they’ve been here, she’s come to mean a lot to me, all three of them have, way more than they should.

      Kelsey’s cries quiet down after a while, and I feel her breathing against my neck even out. She’s finally asleep. The thought of taking her back into my room where her mother is doesn’t even cross my mind. It makes my heart feel lighter having her trustingly sleep against me.

      I settle us down even more, grabbing the blanket I threw on the back of the couch and laying it over her. My legs hang out, but that’s perfectly okay with me.

      I kiss the top of her head and tighten my arms, making sure she won’t fall off during the night. Leaning my head back against the armrest, I close my eyes and send up my own silent prayer that this girl and her family will find the strength to be whole again.
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        * * *

      

      I WAKE WITH SNORING in my ear and something tickling my nose. Cracking my eyes open, a headful of red hair is all I can see. I tip my head to the side and brush away the few strands of hair that’ve gotten caught in my beard. A soft smile plays on my lips when Kelsey’s nose wrinkles.

      Feeling eyes on me, I look over and see Gwen sitting on one of the chairs, staring at us. My smile slips away at the intense look on her face. At first, I wonder if she’s mad, because the hard slash of her mouth, downward line of her eyebrows, and the redness covering her cheeks make her appear like she’s holding in anger. I’m just about to ask what’s wrong, when all of a sudden she lets out a soft hiccoughing sound right before her face crumples and her eyes flood with tears. Her eyes leave mine to look down at her daughter snuggled in my arms. I look down as well and know exactly what she’s feeling. My heart constricts at the pure innocence on Kelsey’s face. Her face is relaxed in her sleep, not giving off the painful look she normally carries.

      I look back at Gwen, and I want to get up and pull her in my arms. To comfort her, but to also let her know she’s not alone. Our situations are different on many levels, but there’s one thing that’s the same. We both mourn the loss of someone special to us. Gwen not only mourns her husband, but her daughter as well. I mourn my wife and the family we’d barely begun to share.

      I hold on to Kelsey as Gwen struggles to bring her emotions under control. Her lips tip up into a beautiful smile as she wipes away her tears. A look to the left shows the sun is already making its way over the horizon, surprising me because I never sleep this late.

      “Will she stay asleep if I move her?” I ask quietly.

      She gets up and comes over to us; her eyes soften even more as she peers down at her sleeping daughter.

      “She should,” she whispers.

      Pulling back the cover, I slowly sit up and place my feet on the floor. I adjust Kelsey so she’s lying sideways in my arms with one under her shoulders and the other under her knees. Gwen follows us as I walk down the hallway to the bedroom. Neither of the kids move as I lay her down next to Daniel. I slide part of the cover over Kelsey, and before I know what I’m doing, I’m bending down and placing a kiss on her forehead, then leaning over and doing the same to Daniel. These may not be my kids, and I may not have any ties to them, but they already have a place in my heart.

      When I turn to leave the room, Gwen’s standing behind me, watching with a weird look on her face. She turns before I can question her on it, and we both walk down the hallway. She heads straight for the couch, grabs my blanket, and starts folding it. I go over to the fireplace and throw in a couple of logs, stirring it back to life, before turning to face her.

      With her back to me, she asks in a hoarse voice, “What would you have done if I had told you she would wake up?”

      “Stayed on the couch until she woke on her own,” I tell her.

      She lays the blanket down on the couch, then the pillow on top, before turning to face me.

      “Why?”

      I walk over to her and stop when I’m a foot away. The need to be close to her is too strong to ignore right now. It scares the shit out of me, but I don’t have the will to push it away.

      Her head tips back the closer I get to her. Her vanilla scent wafts up to me, reminding me of the cakes my grandmother used to bake us kids when we were little.

      I stop when I’m only a foot away. “Why what?”

      “Why would you do that for her?” Her eyes are soft but curious as she asks the question.

      “To be honest, I don’t know.” And I really don’t. I have no clue why these people have touched me so much in such a short time. But there’s no denying it.

      She nods, looks down for a moment, then lifts her head.

      “What time did she wake you?”

      “It wasn’t too late.”

      “I’m sorry. You should have woken me.”

      “She was fine.”

      I don’t say anything about Kelsey whispering to me. There’s obviously a reason she spoke to me last night. Maybe she’s finally decided to start opening up, and I was the first person she was able to do it with. Maybe she senses my own heartache and feels like she can relate. Maybe she’ll wake up today and start talking. Or maybe she was half asleep and vulnerable at the time and it slipped out before she realized it. No matter the reason, telling her mother doesn’t seem right.

      And a tiny part of me, the evil, selfish part, wants to keep it to myself for a little while. It makes me feel so damn special that she picked me to hear her voice after so long.

      We both stand there, neither breaking eye contact. My hand itches to reach out and graze my fingers along her cheek. I know it would be soft. I haven’t wanted to touch a woman since Clara died, and I never thought I would again. Or rather, I never thought I would want to. These feelings confuse me, because I want to feel them, but they terrify me. What could I possibly offer Gwen and her kids? A small cabin on the outskirts of town? A man that’s both physically and emotionally scarred? Certainly not protection, because it’s painfully obvious how well I do that. I remember that fact every single fucking day of my life. What this family could give me far exceeds anything I could ever give them, and that’s not fair.

      With that thought in mind, I take a step back, pushing away the need to be near her that I couldn’t force back moments ago. It hurts so damn much when I see the disappointment in her eyes. I have no idea what’s going on between us, but whatever it is, she feels it too. If I was a better man, a whole man without a black hole in my heart, I would snatch up the opportunity to have a woman like Gwen, and her kids. But I’m not. Instead, I put even more distance between us, and continue to hate the look she gives me.

      “I’m going to go check on and feed the horses,” I tell her, my voice gruff.

      Her hands play with the bottom of her shirt and she nods. “Okay.”

      I force my feet to take me away from her before I do something I’ll regret later. My boots and jacket are on, and I’m reaching for the door when she calls my name. I only turn my head to look at her over my shoulder, afraid if I turn my whole body, I won’t be able to stop myself from going to her.

      She’s closer to me from where I left her in the living room, like she was following me to the door, but then stopped herself. It makes me wonder if she’s having as hard a time as I am with staying away.

      “The kids should be up soon. Would you like breakfast?”

      Her face holds a hopeful expression, and I don’t have it in me to tell her no. She’s leaving today, and as hard as it’s going to be, I do want to spend time with her, Kelsey, and Daniel before they go. I just need to get my shit under control first. Spending time with my horses and giving myself a pep talk should do it.

      Or rather, I hope like hell it does.

      “Yeah,” I answer.

      The smile she gives me damn near knocks me on my ass.

      Before my legs get a mind of their own and carries me over to her, I shove open the door and step out into the surprisingly warmer weather. I hate the heat. That’s part of the reason I love Colorado so much; it never gets too hot here. It’s nowhere near hot right now, but it’s definitely warmer than what I want it to be. It’s because of the warm weather that Gwen and her kids are leaving today.

      The sun is just barely peeking over the horizon, and the white snow on the ground makes everything blinding. Drops of water are already dripping from the roof, and although there’s still a lot of snow on the ground, several inches have already melted away. As the day goes on, even more will melt. It’s amazing, the difference from yesterday to today.

      I step off the porch and head to the barn, anxious to get the horses fed and back to the house.
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        * * *

      

      HOURS LATER, I’M standing at the window with my chest feeling hollow as I watch Jeremy’s forest green Blazer make its way up my driveway and park next to my truck. I grip the window seal when he gets out and looks around before walking to my porch. Seconds later, his knock sounds. I want to ignore it, or tell him to go the fuck away, that he can’t take away something I want to badly.

      My eyes skitter away from the door and land on Gwen, who’s standing at the end of the bar with a questioning look. She heard the knock as well, and I’m sure she’s confused as to why I haven’t answered it yet. I’m in denial and just want to ignore it, but I know I can’t. They don’t belong here with me.

      She takes a step toward the door to answer it, so I force my legs to move. I get there before she does, and I step in front of her to pull it open. Jeremy’s standing on the other side, hands shoved into his jeans pockets. I’ve known him for years, and he’s a nice enough man, but at the moment, I hate him. My initial reaction is to scowl at him and slam the door in his face. When he looks at me strangely with a hint of fear, I force the expression away. It’s not Jeremy’s fault I can’t get my shit together.

      He pulls one hand from his pocket and thrusts it out to me. “It’s good to see you, Alexander.”

      I don’t take his hand at first, just look down at it. It’s not often I’m offered a hand to shake anymore. I know that’s mainly my fault for not inserting myself in situations where I need to shake hands, but I also know it’s because people are leery of me.

      I grasp his hand in a firm shake. It’s not lost on me that he held out his left hand so I have to shake with my left, the unscarred one. However, Jeremy’s left-handed, so it could simply be that and not that he didn’t want to touch the mangled skin of my right hand.

      “Jeremy,” I grunt.

      “Hey, Jeremy,” Gwen says, stepping from behind me and offering him a smile. “Thank you so much for coming to get me and the kids. I hope the roads weren’t too bad.”

      His eyes leave mine to look at Gwen. Jeremy’s in his early fifties, and while men his age are still very capable of having a sexual appetite, he looks at Gwen with respect and what looks like fatherly affection. My body relaxes at the innocent expression. It’s stupid of me, and I have no right, but I don’t want to think of Jeremy wanting Gwen for his own.

      “They’ve been plowed and the salt’s doing its job, so they weren’t bad.”

      “That’s good.”

      An awkward silence fills the air as all three of us stand there. I’m used to living in the quiet, so it doesn’t really bother me much, but Gwen shifts beside me and Jeremy shoves his hand back into his pocket and rocks on his heels.

      It’s Gwen who speaks first. “I’ll… umm… just go make sure the kids are all ready,” she says before leaving Jeremy and me alone.

      “Place looks good,” he says lightly after several moments.

      He’s been out here a quite a few times. When Clara were still alive, we hosted barbeques every once in a while. Half the town would show up normally.

      “Thanks,” I reply.

      Silence ensues once again, and fuck if I know what to do to fill it.

      Unable to just stand there any longer, I turn on my heel and throw over my shoulder, “You want a cup of coffee before you go?”

      “Oh… uh….” He follows me into the kitchen. “Sure.”

      There’s already a fresh pot made, so I walk over and pour him a cup. I’ve gotten used to Gwen and the kids being here, but now with Jeremy, it feels strange again. Even when I have clients over, we don’t come into my house. In the last four years, I’ve only had my family here, and a couple of old friends.

      Jeremy sits at the bar, coffee cup in hand, while I lean against the counter across from him, my arms folded over my chest. I know I’m making him fidgety with my stillness, but I’m out of my element when it comes to visitors. I don’t shoot the shit or joke around anymore. I’m quiet and like my space, preferring to stay away from everything and everybody as much as possible. I like this lifestyle now. It’s different from what Clara and I had, but it’s something I need now.

      “So, how have you been?” he asks, then grimaces. “Sorry,” he mutters, looking down at his coffee. “Stupid question.”

      I let him off the hook, because really, under normal circumstances, most people would have already let go of their grief, or at the very least learned how to deal with it and move on with their life. Asking a question such as that shouldn’t be a big deal.

      “I’ve been good.”

      I make sure to keep my voice neutral so I don’t scare him off. I hate that people are leery to be around me, that they tiptoe and whisper behind my back. Yes, what happened destroyed me and it’s fucked me up in more ways than one, and yes, I do keep away from town because I really don’t care to be around people, but when I am in town it pisses me off that they act like I’m a goddamn freak or something. My scars are hideous, and every single fucking day I think about how I wasn’t able to protect the two people I loved more than anything in the world, but when people pull the wary card, it reminds me even more of how much I’ve lost and what I’ve done, or rather, wasn’t able to do.

      “That’s good.” He nods and takes a sip of his coffee.

      “How have you and your mother been?” I ask, because that’s what people do, right? When one asks the other how they are, it’s polite to reciprocate.

      He seems surprised by my question, and I guess that’s my fault. I haven’t been the friendliest person to be around when I do show my face.

      “Mom fell the other day and bruised her hip, but other than that, we’ve been good.”

      “I heard you and Gwen talking the other day about that.” I pause and surprise myself by adding, “If you need help making that ramp, let me know.”

      His brows lift at my offer, and I can’t really say I blame him.

      “But I don’t want to go, Mom,” Daniel’s voice interrupts us.

      I look up and see Gwen and Daniel walking into the living room, their bag slung over her shoulder, with Kelsey behind them.

      Gwen stops, glances at me, then turns Daniel by his shoulders to face her. “I know you don’t, sweetie, but we have to. This is Alexander’s house and we’ve imposed on him long enough.”

      I want to tell her that they haven’t been an imposition at all, that I loved having them here and want them to stay, but I keep the words locked tight in my mouth.

      “Can we at least come back and visit him? I really like it here.”

      Her eyes slide to mine for a brief second before going back to him. Her voice lowers when answers. “We’ll see.”

      Her words send a spark to my chest. The thought of them possibly coming back has my stomach tightening in both anticipation and dread.

      “You ready to go?” Jeremy asks, getting up from his chair and pulling his keys from his pocket.

      Again, Gwen glances my way before looking at Jeremy. “We are.”

      Gigi comes trotting into the kitchen and Daniel drops to his knees and hugs her around the neck. Gigi licks his face a few times, and when he pulls back, there are tears swimming in Daniel’s eyes. It makes my heart hurt, watching the exchange.

      “I’m going to miss you, girl,” Daniel says gloomily. “Take care of your babies.”

      With a sniff and a wipe to his nose, he climbs to his feet. I wait to see if Kelsey will say goodbye next, but she just keeps her head forward, not even looking at Gigi. Gwen scratches her head a few times and murmurs her own goodbye.

      I push off from my perch against the counter and grab a couple of things off the bar as I pass by it. My feet feel like lead as I lead everyone to the front door. Gripping the knob with my hand, it takes me a minute to twist it and pull the door open. My jaw hurts from clenching it so tightly.

      I turn around once we’re off the porch, and I’m pushed backwards a couple of feet when a small body barrels into me. Looking down, I see Daniel has his face buried against my stomach. My hands settle on his shoulders.

      “I’m going to miss you,” he mumbles against my shirt.

      I clear my throat, then say, “I’m going to miss you too.”

      He pulls back and looks up with sad eyes. It takes everything in me to not drop to my knees and hug him and not let go.

      “We can come back, can’t we?”

      I glance over to Gwen to find her watching us. Unsure what to say, I repeat her words to him. “We’ll see.” When his face drops with disappointment, I hold out my hand to him. “I want you to have this.”

      He reaches out and takes the wooden horse. “Wow,” he breathes. “This is so neat.”

      “My grandfather made it for me when I was your age.”

      He looks up. “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Thank you!” He wraps his arms around my waist again. “I promise I’ll take good care of it.”

      Gwen walks up and sees the small horse. “What do you have there?”

      Daniel pulls back and thrusts his hand out, looking at the horse likes it’s worth a million dollars. “Alexander gave it to me. He said his granddad made it for him when he was my age.”

      Gwen’s surprised eyes dart to mine. “Are you sure?”

      I look down at Daniel and see the awe on his face as he looks at the horse. “I’m sure.”

      “Thank you,” she says quietly.

      My eyes go to Kelsey, who’s standing behind Gwen. I take a step toward her and hold out a notebook. Her eyes slide to mine before going to the notebook. Hesitantly, she reaches out and grabs it. Her eyes stay glued to it as she opens it to the first page, then the second, then the third. Gwen, who’s now standing beside her, gasps.

      “You did this?” she asks, lifting her eyes.

      I nod. “Yeah. I know her other crossword book is full, so….” I trail off.

      “This must have taken you hours.”

      Shrugging like it’s no big deal, which it really wasn’t, I say, “I spent a few hours each night on it. It didn’t take me too long.”

      Kelsey’s still turning the pages of the homemade crossword puzzle book, one after the other. After several moments, her head lifts and her eyes meet mine. The look I’m so used to seeing in her eyes, the one that says she’s lost and can’t find her way back, isn’t so prominent. Her eyes turn glassy and her bottom lip trembles. Terrified that I did something wrong, I’m just about to apologize when she launches herself into my arms. My own encircle her.

      I look at Gwen over her shoulder to find her biting her lip and fighting her own tears. Kelsey hugs me for several seconds, then pulls back. Her eyes don’t meet mine as she turns around and rushes away.

      I understand her need to be away, to put distance between herself and what could possibly hurt her again. Not that I would ever hurt her intentionally, but the emotional aspect of letting someone in after tragically losing her father is scary as hell.

      Gwen turns to Jeremy. “Can you give us a minute?”

      “Sure,” he answers and walks away. Gwen watches as he helps the kids into his Blazer, then turns back to me.

      “I know I’ve already said it, but I wanted to thank you again for helping us. Not just for coming to our rescue on the side of the road and letting us stay here, but for what you did at the market the other day as well.”

      She’s standing so close I can see black specks in her blue eyes and smell her sweet vanilla scent. A slight breeze blows a few strands of her hair across her face, and once again I have to force my hands to stay at my sides and not push away the wayward hair just to give myself the excuse to touch her.

      I look to the side where the partially built house is, seeing it but not really looking at it, before bringing my eyes back at her.

      “It was nothing, really.”

      She squints. “It was a lot to me. To us. There’s no telling what would have happened had you not seen my truck and come to investigate. You didn’t have to bring us back here, but you did. And you didn’t have to be so nice to my kids.”

      I don’t know what to say. I don’t do well with gratitude because I’m never around people that need to offer it.

      Before I get a chance to come up with a response, Gwen shocks me by stepping closer, grabbing my shoulders, and leaning up to kiss my cheek. I close my eyes when her soft lips meet the gnarled skin of my cheek. Instead of pulling away, she steps even closer.

      “You’re a good man, Alexander. Take care of yourself,” she whispers in my ear.

      Pulling back, she looks at me a moment longer, gives a small smile, then turns and walks away. I watch her and the farther away she gets from me, the harder my heart pounds.

      “Gwendolyn!” I call when she’s almost to the Blazer. That’s the first time I’ve used her full name.

      She turns around, and the look on her face almost has me falling to my knees and begging her to stay.

      “I programmed my number in your phone last night. If you or the kids ever need anything, call me.”

      After a moment, she nods, and walks the rest of the distance to where her kids and Jeremy are waiting. I swear I feel a piercing pain in my heart as I watch them ride away.

      I stand there for a good ten minutes after they’ve left, feeling like I’ve just lost something precious and important.
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      “WHAT DAY ARE YOU GETTING IN?”

      I switch the phone from one ear to the other, grab the cleaner from underneath the sink, and spray the table down. I then attack it with my rag. Daniel was helping me make biscuits earlier and started playing with the leftover dough.

      “The twenty-third,” Emma answers. “I hate that I can only come for two days, but work’s been hectic lately. I was lucky to get off what I did.”

      Emma’s a triage nurse working in the emergency department. A few weeks ago, she complained of several nurses quitting all within a span of a month, leaving the department short-staffed.

      I use my nail to scrape away some dough that’s dried on the table. “We’ll have to make the most of it while you’re here. The kids are excited to see you.”

      “I’ve missed them. I can’t wait to see them again.” She pauses for a moment, then asks quietly, “How’s Kelsey?”

      I drop the rag on the table and plop down in a chair. This is the first time I’ve been able to really talk to Emma since we got back from Alexander’s, and I’ve been dying to. Her work has been keeping her very busy.

      “She was actually showing signs of improvement for a few days, but the last week she’s dropped back into her depressive state. I actually saw her smile again, Emma.” I whisper the last part like it’s some big secret, but it’s because I’m worried if I speak louder my voice will crack.

      We left Alexander’s place a week ago, and since that day, I haven’t seen any life whatsoever from Kelsey. I know she misses him, and if I’m truthful with myself, I do as well. I miss him so damn much it makes my stomach ache. Daniel’s asked about him several times over the last several days, so I know he misses him too.

      “Oh, Gwen, that’s wonderful!” she says happily, then remembers the sad part of my statement. “What was going on when she smiled? You said a few days…. Something’s happened. What is it?”

      This is the part I wanted to ask her about. I hesitate, wondering how I should go about it. She may not even have the answers I seek.

      “Do you remember a guy named Alexander from when you used to visit your gram’s during the summers?”

      There’s silence, then, “Does he have a last name?”

      I shake my head, then feel foolish because she can’t see me. “I don’t know it. He said his grandfather raised horses and he’d go over sometimes to help him. He actually inherited the farm. It’s out on Hallow’s Road, only a few miles down from your gram’s house.”

      I hear her hmming across the line as she thinks it over.

      “Yes!” she shouts, then lowers her voice. “Alexander David Christenson. The reason I remember his full name is because I always liked it. I had a crush on him one summer when some boy knocked my ice-cream cone out of my hand. Alexander saw it and bought me a new one. I think I was ten at the time. Why? What does he have to do with anything?”

      Guilt eats at me as I think about my next question. I know I should ask him myself, but I just can’t bring myself to. Whatever the answer is, I know it’s extremely devastating for him, and I don’t want to see the pain I know his eyes will hold if I do ask.

      “Do you know exactly what happened to his wife and child?”

      Emma’s quiet for several seconds before she answers, her voice sad. “I don’t know much. Only that he was driving when someone pulled out in front of him. He swerved to avoid hitting him and they rolled into Hallow’s Creek. I don’t know how accurate it is, but from what I was told, his wife and little girl drowned.”

      My hand flies to my mouth and a soft sob escapes before I can stop it. “Oh my God,” I whisper brokenly. “How awful.”

      “Yeah. It was pretty tragic.”

      It feels like there’s a ton of bricks on my chest. Poor Alexander. It’s already bad enough to lose someone, but to lose them in such a harsh way…. I can’t even imagine the pain he went through. Is obviously still going through. No wonder he always looks morose. No matter how much times passes, be it four years or twenty, you never get over something like that.

      “Gwen? What’s going on?” Emma asks, pulling me from my thoughts. “What happened was horribly sad, but you seem more upset than a person should be that wasn’t there and didn’t know them.”

      I get up, grab my coffee from the counter, and bring it back with me to the table. Pulling one of my socked feet up to the seat, I hug my knee.

      “The kids and I… uh… were sort of forced to stay with him for a few days last week.”

      “What do you mean, forced to stay with him?” she asks suspiciously.

      “I was out visiting your gram. When we left, the snow was coming down really hard. An animal ran out in front of me, and I slid off the road when I pressed the brakes to miss it.” Before she has a chance to ask, I reassure her. “We were all okay, but I couldn’t get the truck out. Luckily, Alexander came by and found us. However, there was a tree in the road so he couldn’t take us back to town. We had no choice but to go home with him.”

      “Damn it, Gwen. Why am I just now hearing about this?” she scolds.

      “Because this is the first time we’ve really been able to talk.” I tuck my bangs behind my ear. “Anyway, Alexander took us in for three days. Emma—” I stop and have to clear my throat. “Kelsey smiled. She actually smiled, and showed more of her old self than she has since Will died.”

      I hear a sniffle from Emma, and I know she’s just as amazed as I am. She was there from the beginning of my and Will’s relationship, she was there the days the kids were born, she was there through each milestone, and she was there when we all fell apart after he died. She helped pull us together. When Kelsey went quiet and withdrew, Emma was affected as well, because she loves my kids as if they were her own.

      “Wow,” she says. “Has she talked?”

      I prop my elbow on the table and rest my head in my hand. “No. Nothing like that, but I’ve seen more animation on her face than I have in years. I’ll take anything I can get.”

      “And you think Alexander had something to do with it?”

      “I do,” I answer. “I don’t know what it is about him, maybe it’s because she senses his own pain and can relate to him.”

      “And Daniel?”

      “Daniel absolutely loves him. Alexander was so good with both of them. He portrays this hard and quiet man that obviously doesn’t let people get too close, but with the kids, I guess he couldn’t help but open up.”

      “And what about you?” she inquires quietly.

      “What about me?” I play dumb. I get up from my perch on my chair and carry my coffee cup to the sink. It’s cold, so I pour it down the drain.

      “Has he opened up to you?”

      I spin around, lean back against the counter, and look down at my socked feet. Wiggling my toes, I answer her as honestly as I can. “I don’t know. He wasn’t as cold when we left. But that could just be because we weren’t complete strangers anymore.”

      “And how do you feel about him?”

      It takes me a minute to answer. How do I feel about Alexander? That’s both easy and hard to answer. It’s also scary to think about. I’ve tried pushing him from my mind the last week, but no matter how hard I try, he’s there. It’s like he’s wormed his way inside and has grown roots.

      “I don’t know. I like him. He’s quiet and reserved, but he’s also compassionate. I liked watching him with Daniel and Kelsey. It was like, although he wasn’t sure what to do with them, instinctually he knew. He was so patient with them. He’d take Daniel out to the barn to help him with the horses. And when he looked at Kelsey, I swear, Emma, it was like he was trying to absorb her pain.”

      “Is he still as hot as he used to be?” she teases, then laughs.

      “I don’t know how he used to look, but the man looks damn good now.”

      She clears her throat before asking quietly, “He has scars, doesn’t he? From the accident.”

      I feel bad talking about him like this, but it’s Emma. There’s no censure or disgust in her voice. Emma’s not like that. She never judges people by their outward appearance. It’s what’s on the inside that counts.

      “Yeah.” I blow out a breath. “The right side of his face has burn scars. He has them on his right arm as well. I can’t be sure, but I think there may be more. The scars wouldn’t matter anyway, no matter how bad they are.”

      “I know. Are you going to see him again?”

      Before I get a chance to answer, I hear a car door slam outside.

      “I need to go. Jeremy and his mom had the kids over for lunch and they just got back.”

      “Okay. But I want updates on the Alexander situation,” she informs me.

      “There might not even be an Alexander situation to report back to you.”

      I walk over to the door and pull it open. Daniel, Kelsey, and Jeremy are walking up the driveway.

      “True. But there might be as well.”

      After promising to call her in a couple days, I hang up. I smile as the kids and Jeremy walk up on the porch.

      “Did you guys have fun?”

      I ruffle Daniel’s hair as he stops in front of me and hands over a Tupperware container. “We did and we brought you lunch back.”

      Bending down, I kiss the top of his head. “Thank you.” I look at Kelsey next. “Did you enjoy your lunch?” I ask gently.

      She gives a single nod and that’s it.

      After thanking Jeremy for lunch, Daniel rushes off inside, I’m sure to pull out the video game. The boy would play 24-7 if I allowed him to. Kelsey follows him at a slower pace. I turn back to Jeremy after watching the kids go inside.

      I hold up the container. “You didn’t have to bring me lunch, but thank you regardless.”

      “You know it’s no problem. Since you couldn’t come yourself, Mom insisted we bring lunch to you.”

      They invited me as well, but I had too much to do around the house. That, and I wanted to take the opportunity to have a few minutes alone. Since being snowed in with Alexander, my mind has wandered to him more times than I can count. It’s very distracting.

      I smile. “Well, thank you. And thank your mom as well.”

      “You got it.” He taps the railing before turning and walking down the steps. At the bottom, he turns back. “You need anything, even if it’s just for me and mom to take the kids for a bit, call us.”

      “Thanks, Jeremy. I really appreciate everything you and Peggy have done for me and the kids.”

      “It’s we that thanks you, especially Mom.” He looks over to his truck, then back to me, his expression mournful. “I was never able to give her any more grandchildren. Having Daniel and Kelsey around helps, since Benny’s all grown up.”

      Pain for Jeremy and the loss he endured has me starting for the stairs to offer him comfort, but before I take three steps, he shakes his head and stops me with his words. “Don’t. It’s okay. It was many years ago.”

      I nod and hold my place.

      “I better get going. I still need to stop by the pharmacy and grab Mom’s meds.” With a wave, he turns and gets in his Blazer.

      I stand and watch as he drives away, beyond blessed to have two such wonderful people in our lives. Actually, we have quite a few people I consider very close friends. When we first moved to Cat’s Valley, I was so worried it was a mistake to uproot the kids from where they began their life and where the memories of Will were, but it didn’t take long to realize it was the best decision I could have ever made for us. We’ve gained a family since moving here.

      I go back in the house and find Daniel exactly where I thought I would, stuck in front of the television with a game controller in hand.

      “Hey, kid,” I call.

      He swings his head around to me for a split second before going back to the TV. “Yeah, Mom?”

      “An hour, then I want you off to do your chores.”

      “Okay.”

      Leaving him in the living room, I walk down the hallway to Kelsey’s room. I tap lightly on the partially closed door before pushing it open. I find her on her bed, with the notebook Alexander gave her on her lap.

      She looks up when I sit beside her on the bed. I lean back against the headboard, mirroring her position. Although she has a ton of store-bought crossword puzzle books, she’s chosen to do this particular one since we’ve been back. The whole notebook isn’t filled, but the majority is.

      “Are they difficult?” I ask.

      After a moment, she gives me a single head shake.

      I look down at the one she’s working on and see she’s about halfway through it. I’m curious to know what she’ll do when she finishes them all. She goes through them so fast, it’s only a matter of time before she’ll be done. I still can’t believe Alexander took the time to do this for her, knowing her obsession with them and not wanting her to go without. It was one of the sweetest gestures anyone has made for us.

      “Do you miss him?” I ask, and look back at her. There’s no need to elaborate who I’m referring to. She already knows.

      For a brief second, pain flashes in her eyes. She looks away from me and pins her gaze across the room. I’d bet anything she’s not looking at anything in particular. She just doesn’t want me to know how she feels.

      “It’s okay,” I whisper, and drape my arm over her shoulders. “I miss him too.”

      Surprising me, she leans her head against my chest. Tears prick my eyes, but I force them away.

      We stay this way for several minutes before she pulls back from me. Her eyes are guarded once again, and I know I’ll get no more out of her.

      I kiss the top of her head, then murmur, “An hour and then it’s chore time, okay?”

      When I look in her eyes, they tell me she heard and understood. I slide from the bed and walk to the door. I look back and see Kelsey’s nose stuck back in the notebook. I quietly pull the door halfway closed before walking away.
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        * * *

      

      THAT EVENING, I LOOK down at the phone in my hand. Alexander’s name is pulled up. I want to push the button to call him so badly, to hear his voice, but I’m chicken. What if he doesn’t want to talk to me? What if he’s already forgotten about us? What if he was relieved when we left?

      I toss my head back against the back of the couch and roll my eyes up to the ceiling. The kids are in bed and the house is quiet. For some reason, I feel antsy and restless, and the need to hear Alexander’s voice is getting stronger by the day. I feel like a schoolgirl missing her crush. I don’t know what it is exactly I feel for him, but whatever it is has grown quickly. Way too quickly to be considered rational. Feelings this strong for someone I really don’t know aren’t normal.

      I run my fingers over the blank screen of my phone, and bite my lip. What if I just text him? It won’t be the same as talking to him, but maybe it’ll appease this need I feel. At least this way I can at least gauge his feelings toward me contacting him. He did put his number in my phone, after all. Of course, he told me to call him if the kids or I needed him, not just for random stuff or because I simply wanted to hear his voice. But then again, I do need him. Just not in the capacity he was referring to. I don’t even know in what capacity I need him. I just know it’s a need that keeps growing.

      Blowing out a breath, I bring my phone to life. His name pops up on my screen.

      Just do it, Gwen, my inner self demands.

      With nervous fingers, I bring up a new text thread, hoping I’m not making a mistake.

      Me: Hey. It’s Gwen.

      I drop the phone in my lap, refusing to watch the screen to see if he saw it. My knees bounce, and I tap my fingers against the arm of the couch. Spotting my water on the coffee table, I reach for it. Just as I’m pulling the bottle away from my mouth, my phone vibrates. I jump and a stream of water wets my shirt.

      “Crap,” I mutter, then cap the bottle and put it on the cushion beside me.

      Ignoring the wet spot on my shirt, I grab for my phone.

      Alexander: Gwen, is everything okay?

      Of course, he automatically thinks something is wrong. After all, why else would I be messaging him? A small part of me, a part that I ignore, hurts that he apparently wasn’t glad to hear from me.

      Feeling like an idiot for taking advantage of his offer to contact him if I needed anything, I shoot off a quick reply.

      Me: No, nothing’s wrong. I just wanted to say hi.

      I hit Send, then regret it when I realize the message makes me sound like a weirdo. Seriously, who messages someone just to say hi? Even though he’s not here to witness it, I still feel my face burn.

      My phone vibrates again, and I glance down.

      Alexander: How are you doing?

      Okay, so maybe he’s not as appalled to hear from me as I thought. If he was, he wouldn’t encourage conversation, right? Or is it simply out of courtesy? I hate being so unsure.

      Me: I’m doing good.

      Alexander: And the kids?

      I smile, touched that he asked after them.

      Me: They are both good too.

      I set my phone down, then pick it back up.

      Me: How have you been?

      A minute later, my phone vibrates.

      Alexander: Been busy with catching up on things around the house.

      I look at the screen, wondering what I should say next. I don’t want our silent communication to be over yet. Oddly, it’s soothing knowing he’s on the other side of the signal thinking about me. It makes me feel not quite so alone in my feelings for him. Which is stupid; just because he’s messaging me doesn’t mean he’s thinking about me like I’m thinking about him.

      Me: Kelsey loves the book you made her. It’s the only one she works on now. And Daniel carries the wooden horse everywhere with him.

      No matter what Daniel is doing, you can see a lump in his pocket from the horse. At night, when he’s sleeping, he puts it on his nightstand, only to put it in his pocket the next day.

      Alexander: I’m glad they’re happy with them. I’ll have to make Kelsey another crossword book for when she finishes this one, and let Daniel see my grandfather’s wood carving collection.

      My heart warms. His words imply we’ll see him again. I try not to let his message get to me, but I can’t help the butterflies swarming around in my stomach. I wish we were seeing him tomorrow.

      Me: They’d both love that.

      It turns quiet after that, and I can’t think of anything else to say without sounding like a complete fool.

      Knowing my time is up for the night, I send one more quick message.

      Me: I’ll let you go. Have a good night, Alexander. Take care.

      A minute later, he messages back.

      Alexander: You too, Gwen. Sleep well.

      I can’t help the smile that forms on my face. It’s definitely not the same as talking to him on the phone, but I’ll take any form of communication I can get.

      That night I do sleep well. I sleep with images of a broken man with beautiful scars.
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      I SIT IN THE CANVAS chair with my arms crossed over my chest and my legs stretched out in front of me. I’m positioned in the middle of my front yard. It’s freezing out, but I don’t feel the blistering cold. My attention is completely consumed by the half-built house in front of me.

      I’ve been out here hours, just staring at it, contemplating how and when I want to tear the structure down. Half of the reason I’ve kept it was because it was a link to Clara and Rayne. A link I wasn’t ready to destroy yet. While I don’t think I’ll ever be ready to let them go, I know I need to stop standing in place and try to start moving forward.

      The building’s walls are discolored, swelling, and becoming dilapidated from lack of protection from the weather. It’s become an eyesore. I always knew I would eventually tear it down, it was just finding the motivation and courage to do it.

      I look down at the picture in my lap. The edges are slightly wrinkled and there are several creases. One of the nurses took it right after Rayne was born. I’m sitting on the side of the bed with my arm on the pillow behind Clara’s head. Baby Rayne is snuggled up in a blanket, lying in Clara’s arms. We’re both looking down at her, and our smiles are so big it’s a wonder our faces didn’t split in two. The nurse that snapped the picture was a good friend of ours, so she took it upon herself to use my phone to capture the scene without us knowing. It’s one of my favorites of the three of us together.

      Immediately after that photo, the nurses rushed Rayne away to the neonatal intensive care unit. She was eight weeks early, weighing only three pounds two ounces, and needed more time to develop her lungs and continue to grow. Clara was in the hospital for five days after that. Technically, she could have left earlier, but with Rayne still there, she stayed as long as they would allow her. Once she was released, both Clara and I stayed in a nearby hotel, since the drive from home to the hospital was a good forty-five minutes. We wanted to be as close to Rayne as possible. For the first two weeks, we visited every day and stayed for as long as the nursing staff would allow us. Logan, a friend of ours, came out to the cabin every day and fed and watered the horses for us, but eventually I had to start making trips out myself. Every single day though, I was at the hospital with my wife, talking to our daughter, watching her slowly get stronger. Those days were scary, but were also the best of my life. I wore a permanent smile for seven weeks.

      The crunch of tires pulls me from my memories. I turn my head and watch as a black Dodge truck comes down my driveway. I stand and put the picture in my jacket pocket. It’ll go in my bedside drawer when I go back inside, along with the other two I have in there. The first year after they died, the picture was in a frame that sat on my nightstand. It was a constant reminder of what I had and then lost. A reminder of how I failed the two most important people in my life.

      The truck stops and a man I haven’t seen in weeks steps out. I turn back and face the half-built house, knowing he’ll approach without my prompt.

      James and I have been friends since grade school. After Clara and Rayne died, I pulled away from everyone, including him. He gave me my space to grieve for a while, but then started forcing his way back in, no matter how much I tried pushing him away. Besides my family and clients, he’s one of only two people that ever come out here. Travis, another friend, who moved to Cat’s Valley his senior year of high school, is the other.

      He stops beside me and we both look at once was supposed to be Clara’s dream home.

      “How was your trip?” I ask after several minutes of silence.

      He blows out a breath, then grumbles, “Stressful as hell. I’m damn glad to be back and away from my crazy-ass sister. God love her, but fuck, I can only take so much.”

      I grunt. “How was your mother?”

      “Cool as a fucking cucumber. If not for her I probably would have bashed Lena’s head with one of the vases used for the centerpieces. She had a bitch fit over the fuckers because they didn’t match the flowers she picked for them. She picked the damn things out herself and knew from the get-go what flowers she was using.”

      James has been out of town for the last week for his sister, Lena’s, wedding. His sister lives only two hours away, but she wanted the whole family down for the entire week. The thing with Lena is, she’s a spoiled brat. She’s the baby of James’ five siblings and believes the entire world revolves around her. She’s the only one of the bunch to turn out like that. James and I used to joke that she was switched at birth, that his sweet baby sister was out there somewhere probably with stick-up-their-ass parents.

      “God help the poor bastard that’s married her,” I comment, only half joking.

      Being the oldest of his siblings, there’s a seven-year gap between James and Lena. That still didn’t stop her from following us and their other siblings around and trying to boss us all into doing what she wanted. We all put up with her because Cassandra, James’ mom, would have had our hides if we didn’t.

      “Believe it or not, she doesn’t treat him that way. To her, he’s her holy grail and she seems to worship the ground he walks on. They both do. He still sees her bitchy side because everyone else around her gets the you’re-beneath-me treatment. I don’t know.” He shrugs. “It’s interesting to watch a softer side of Lena.”

      A soft Lena. I wouldn’t have thought it was possible.

      “You still planning to tear it down?” he asks after several quiet moments.

      I look over and find him watching me curiously, arms crossed over his massive chest. I turn back.

      “Yeah. Wood’s rotten, so it’s only a matter of time before it starts falling apart anyway.”

      “Let me know if you want help when you do,” he offers.

      “Thanks, but I think this is something I need to do on my own.”

      He slaps my back. “Gotcha.”

      “You want a beer?” I ask, ready to get out of the cold and away from the unstable structure before me. Every time I look at it, memories I’ve tried to forget resurface. That’s why I normally avoid looking at it like the plague. I don’t need any reminders. I’m reminded of it every time I look in the mirror or close my eyes. But with Christmas coming up and the anniversary of their deaths, I was drawn to it. I failed them by not saving them, and this is my punishment.

      “Sure,” James says, knocking me out of my thoughts.

      I turn and lead us to the house. Gigi meets us at the door, tail wagging when she sees James is with me. She’s been in a slump the last several days, and I know it has to do with a certain little boy not being here. I clench my jaw and push away the unwanted emotions over not having Gwen and her kids here anymore. The house has felt too damn empty, and I wonder if it’ll ever feel normal again. Empty isn’t anything new to me, but now that I remember what it feels like to be filled with more than empty blackness, I don’t think I want to go back to it.

      I pull two beers from the fridge and hand one to James. I don’t drink often, but I always keep a few in the fridge just in case I feel the need for one. I pop the top, flick the cap in the trash, and take a couple pulls.

      James does the same, then sets his bottle down on the bar. Tapping his thigh, he calls, “Up, Gigi.” She jumps and places her front paws on his lower stomach. “How’re the babies doing, girl?” She gives her answer by licking his hand.

      “How’s Bandit?” he asks once Gigi drops back to four legs.

      “Still a stubborn bastard,” I rumble.

      He chuckles. “So, he’s still kicking your ass, you mean?”

      I grit my teeth, beyond frustrated with the animal. “He damn near bit my hand off yesterday when I tried to feed him an apple. Then almost busted through the wood on the side wall of his stall. I had to move Bella to another stall because she was becoming agitated.”

      He takes another pull from his beer, and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. “I don’t know, man. It might be a lost cause with that one.”

      I grunt at the suggestion. “No horse is untrainable. He just needs to learn that I’m the bigger male. Mutual respect for each other is paramount when training horses. He hasn’t learned to respect me yet, but he will.”

      I turn and open the fridge, grabbing out lunch meat, lettuce, tomato, and mayo. Dropping it on the counter, I ask, “You want?”

      “I’m good.” He finishes off his beer and tosses the bottle in the trash. “I just wanted to stop by and catch up. I gotta get back to town before poor Miss Mable has a fit because I haven’t come by to see her.”

      Miss Mable is his seventy-year-old neighbor and has appointed herself his honorary second mother. His father left when he was eight years old, so his mom had to take on the role of mother and father. She worked two full-time jobs to support her five kids, meaning she wasn’t around much. When we were kids, Miss Mable would have us both over for homemade cookies several times a week. Being kids, we loved cookies, so we never complained. Over the years, she still insisted James come over at least twice a week to sit with her and enjoy her delicious snack. He complains now, but I know he secretly loves the old woman. She was there for him when his mom couldn’t be, and has earned a permanent place in his life.

      I chuckle. “Next time you come out, bring me some of her snickerdoodles.”

      “Will do.” He laughs.

      Any other friend would have insisted I go get them myself, trying to force me back into society. One of the many reason James and I have stayed in contact since Clara and Rayne died is because he doesn’t tiptoe around me and doesn’t try to force me to get over losing them. He respects that I’m a grown-ass man and can make my own damn decisions.

      He also doesn’t look at me any different than before the accident. My scars mean absolutely nothing to him.

      “Since when do you wear earrings?” James asks, tipping his chin toward the bar.

      I don’t need to look to see the small hoop earrings lying on the counter. I found them on my bedside table the day Gwen left and they’ve been sitting on the bar ever since.

      I give him a look that has his eyebrows raising.

      “Who is she?” he asks, taking my look for something it’s not.

      “No one,” I mutter, slapping some ham down on top of a slice of mayonnaise-covered bread.

      “Bullshit. The only women you’ve had in this house have been your mother and sister, and I know they haven’t been for a visit in a while now.”

      “Leave it.” I peel off a layer of lettuce and slap that down on top of the ham. “She’s no one important.” The lie tastes bitter on my tongue. Gwen is definitely more than no one. I just haven’t figured out what she is, and I’m scared as shit about it.

      “It’s okay to move on, Alexander,” James says, his deep voice turning softer. “Clara would want you to.”

      I look up and shoot him a glare. Slamming the jar of mayonnaise down on the counter, I growl, “What if I don’t want to move on? I don’t fucking deserve to move on.”

      His expression turns hard. “That’s bullshit and a cop-out if I ever heard one. Stop fucking blaming yourself for something you had no control over.”

      My chest heaves as both anger and grief grip me. I know in my head what he’s saying is true, but my fucking heart just won’t get on board. It insists that there was some way I could have saved them.

      Placing my hands on the counter, I hang my head, trying to rein in the lashing I want to give James.

      “Look, I get it.” When I lift my head to tell him he gets nothing, he continues, as if knowing what I’m about to say. “I may not know from experience what you’re going through, but I still get it. I know it has to be hard, but fuck, Alexander, you can’t live with that regret for the rest of your life and never move on. I’ve left you be, and I’ll continue to do so because I’ve got no right to try to push you into something you aren’t ready for yet, but don’t give up. Don’t close down the option of building something with someone else. You’ll die miserable and with a lot more regret than you carry now.”

      I drop my head again, wanting so damn badly to take his words and run with them. To leave the past in the past and look forward to a future. An image of Gwen pops in my head, and it causes a rush of adrenaline through my veins. If offered the chance, I’d give almost anything to have that future with her.

      Gwen’s gorgeous face is replaced with Clara’s equally gorgeous one. Short blond hair replaces brown, and green eyes replace blue. I squeeze my eyes shut tighter when my beautiful baby girl’s face appears. I miss them so fucking much. I want to reach inside my mind, snatch them out, and place them in front of me so I can touch them. Knowing that’s impossible, I also want to shove them away. I want to forget them because remembering them hurts so damn much. But then the thought of doing that sends splinters of pain to my chest and stomach. It makes me physically ill.

      A hand grips my shoulder tightly, and I look up to see James standing beside me, a look of empathy on his face.

      “No pressure, but you really need to think about the possibility of moving on. You can’t hold on to them forever.”

      He lets go, walks out of the kitchen, and a minute later, I hear the click of the front door closing. Gigi nudges my thigh with her nose, sensing my pain, and I absently reach down and rub her head.

      Unable to stomach food at the moment, I put the sandwich in a container and place it in the fridge for later. My eyes land on the earrings on the counter, and I finger one of them.

      Last night, when I saw her message, my body tensed, ready to bolt into action and race to town. When she said she just wanted to say hi, I relaxed back in bed, but adrenaline still ran through my veins. It’s been a week since I saw her, and it surprised me how much I missed her. And Daniel and Kelsey. There’s been several times I’ve caught myself grabbing for my keys to drive to town and hunt her down. I don’t know where she lives, but it wouldn’t take much to find out.

      When she mentioned Kelsey using the crossword puzzle I made for her and Daniel carrying the horse around with him, it warmed my heart. My eyes land on the small box in the living room that carries part of my grandfather’s wood carving collection. Two days after they left, I was in the barn tending to the horses when I came across the box. My mind automatically went to Daniel. Wiping off the dust, I carried the box inside. I didn’t know then why I brought them into the house. There were no plans for me to see Daniel again, but something compelled me. Maybe a small glimmer of hope that I would see him again.

      Picking up the earrings, I put them in my pocket and leave the kitchen. I take a seat on the couch and grab the notebook from the end table. I flip it open to about a quarter of the way through. Last night I told Gwen I’d have to make Kelsey another crossword puzzle for when she was done with her current one. What I didn’t say was I had already started on one. The last one was a rush job, so I’m sure to a seasoned crossword puzzler—like Kelsey seems to be—they’re easy. I’m making this one a bit more tough.

      I spend the next couple hours working on the crossword puzzles, then dig through the box of wooden figurines. There are several different horses, they were my grandfather’s favorite to carve, but there’s also other animals. I pick up a fox, specifically remembering when he carved it. He had just gotten done with the tail when the knife slipped and cut into his finger. He didn’t use the special whittling knives, but just a regular pocket knife. He said it was just a hobby to him, so he wasn’t going to spend a lot of money on whittling knives.

      The knife cut through and the only thing that stopped it from chopping off his finger was the bone. I was eight at the time, so when I saw the blood, I turned white and had to sit on the floor before I passed out. I watched as he grabbed several napkins, wrapped them around his finger, and taped them on with masking tape. He then proceeded to finish the fox. Later that day when my grandmother saw his bandage job, she started yelling at him for waiting too long to have it tended to. He drank a bottle of whiskey while she sewed him up. That was grandpa, stubborn and tough as they came.

      I chuckle when I run my finger over the rusty bloodstain that never came out of the wood. I put it back down and pick up a carved dinosaur. Or what’s supposed to be a carved dinosaur. This was my one and only attempt at wood carving and it turn out to be a disaster. I ended up cutting myself as well, but unlike my grandpa, my mom insisted I go get stitches. I was ten and it hurt like a bitch, so I told my grandpa that I’d leave the wood carving up to him.

      After looking through the box a few more minutes, I close it up. If given the opportunity, I’ll let Daniel pick out the ones he likes.

      I call Gigi and we both go outside to close up the barn and make sure the horses are in their respective stalls for the night. The sun’s already setting as we walk across the yard. As much as I enjoy winter, I hate the short days.

      Once the horses are situated, Gigi and I go back inside, completely ignoring Clara’s house. I’ve had enough of the memories for today. Gigi trots to the utility room, while I head for the bathroom for a shower. I had to put the pups back in the utility room because the little rascals were starting to tear shit apart. I normally let them out in the evenings to roam when I’m around to keep an eye on them. A couple of days ago, I started letting them out in the yard.

      Stripping down, I make sure to keep my eyes away from the mirror. Although the scars cover half of my body, I’ve found that if I don’t actually look at myself in the mirror, I can keep the haunting memories at bay easier.

      My shower is quick, and I’m out and dressed in sweatpants and a T-shirt ten minutes later. Without looking at the photo, I place it back in the drawer next to the other two before going out to the living room. My phone flashes, indicating I have a notification. My heart rate picks up when I think it might be from Gwen.

      I grab it off the counter, disappointment hitting when I realize it’s from James. I also have an e-mail from Brice, June’s owner. I sent him an e-mail earlier today letting him know that June’s ready to be picked up. I pull up Brice’s e-mail first, confirming the pickup for tomorrow at three. Next, I open James’ message.

      James: I meant to tell you earlier. Mom invited you over for Christmas. I told her I’d bring it up to you.

      I type out a quick reply.

      Me: Tell your mom I said thanks and Happy Holidays, but I’ll be busy.

      He already knew the answer and so does his mom, but he tries every year. I’m grateful to Martha for caring, but Christmas isn’t a good time for me, and I’d be shitty company. I always spend Christmas alone, mentally preparing for the next day, the anniversary of their deaths. Every year, I spend the day that they died with my good friend Jameson. It’s the only time of year when I get shitfaced. It’s also the two days a year that no one should be around me.

      The ding of my phone interrupts my thoughts. Thinking it’s James replying, I swipe my finger across the screen without looking, then pull in a deep breath when I see Gwen’s name instead. I settle down in a chair before pulling open her message.

      Gwen: Hey. Sorry to bother you again, but I wanted to ask when Gigi’s puppies will be ready to adopt? If you’re adopting them out, that is.

      My lips tip up into a smile.

      Me: They should be ready next week.

      Her reply comes almost immediately.

      Gwen: Before Christmas maybe?!

      I chuckle at her excitement.

      Me: Yes.

      Gwen: Yah! You’ve just made my night. Or rather, unknowingly made the kids’ night. I’d like to get one for them for Christmas.

      She unknowingly made my night as well, because that means I’ll get to see her again. I try to not let that thought get to me, but it does anyway.

      Me: What day would you like to come over to pick one out?

      I lay my phone down on the counter as I wait for her reply. The earrings once again catch my attention. I pick one up and place it in my palm. The diamond at the center of the hoop twinkles in the light from the kitchen.

      My phone pings again.

      Gwen: Does Christmas Eve work for you? In the evening? I’ll have my friend Emma come watch the kids, that way I can surprise them with the pup on Christmas morning.

      Anxiety has my stomach churning. Do I really want to chance being around her so close to the worst day of the year for me? But then I think, maybe it’ll do me good to see something so beautiful before the ugly makes itself known.

      Me: That works.

      Gwen: Great! I’ll see you then. Thank you, Alexander. Have a good night.

      Me: You as well, Gwen.

      I get up from my stool, grab Kelsey’s notebook, and bring it back to the counter. Since Gwen will be coming by next week, I’d like to get it done before then so she can take it back with her.

      Anticipation of seeing Gwen again has my blood pumping faster. We may not ever really be anything to each other, but even so, the thought leaves my chest feeling lighter.

      Six days. Only six days before she’ll be here. I silently pray those days go by quickly, even knowing I have no right to ask for such a thing.
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      I GRIP THE STEERING wheel tightly with sweaty palms as nerves leave me shaking. I feel silly that I’m so nervous, but no matter how much I try to calm myself down, it doesn’t work. I’m like a schoolgirl on her first date, waiting on that moment he leans in for the first kiss. And this isn’t even a date. I’m going to pick out a puppy for my kids, for goodness sake.

      Get a hold of yourself, Gwen! I chastise myself.

      Pulling in a deep breath, I try to calm my racing heart as I turn down Alexander’s driveway. It’s been almost two weeks since I’ve seen him, but we’ve texted every night since that first message. I don’t know if he’s just doing it to be polite, but it’s been nice. The only thing that makes me feel better is he’s initiated some of our conversations. It’s crazy to think about how much I’ve missed him, considering I’ve only known the guy for a little over two weeks.

      As much as I missed him though, I’m just as scared to see him again. What if he’s turned back into the brusque guy he was that first day? What if he just thrusts a puppy in my arms and tells me to leave? I’m not under the illusion he feels anything for me, but it would be nice if we could at least be friends. He seems like he needs friends. Remembering the old ladies at the market and what they were whispering amongst themselves, I understand why he stays away.

      I pull to a stop in front of his cabin and turn off my car. I force my hands to hold steady as I reach for the door handle. Stepping out, I look around. It looks different with the snow gone. Just as pretty, but different. I notice a chair sitting in front of the half-built house and briefly wonder what he’s been doing sitting out here. A soft neigh catches my attention. A couple of horses are grazing in the field. I smile as one of the horses tosses its head, its long mane blowing in the wind.

      I turn when I hear a creaking sound and find Alexander on the porch watching me. He must have been sitting in the chair. He’s wearing a pair of old jeans and a gray-and-red plaid shirt, sleeves rolled up his forearms and a white shirt peeking out the top where a few buttons are unbuttoned. His face appears serious and tense, the scars marring the beautiful surface in tight lines.

      Nervously, I lift my hand and wave. “Hi.”

      He’s silent for a moment, and I shuffle my feet, suddenly feeling unwelcome. Then he says something that has my chest blossoming.

      “It’s good to see you again, Gwen.”

      I can’t help the smile that steals across my face or the flutters that start in my belly. Unexpected pleasure takes root inside me.

      I start walking toward him, and it pleases me more to see his lips are tipped up into a small smile. The man is so breathtaking I could look at him all day. The thought has a blush creeping up my cheeks.

      By the time I make it up the steps, my anxiety is getting to me again. Why in the world is this so hard? It’s ridiculous, and I once again give myself an inner pep talk.

      “How have you been?” he asks, once I’m standing in front of him.

      It takes me a minute to ensure my voice doesn’t come out breathless. “I’m fine. And you?”

      He tips his head up and grunts, “Good.”

      “I, uh… I really appreciate you letting me adopt one of Gigi’s puppies. The kids will love having one around.”

      Something flickers in his eyes, but before I can figure out what it is, he says, “No problem. I only plan to keep one, so I’ll be looking for a place for the others anyway. You just made it a bit easier for me.”

      An idea comes to me. “If you’d like, I can talk to Jeremy and see if he and his mom would like one.”

      He nods, and after a moment of silence, asks, “Would you like to come in?”

      “Sure.”

      I follow him into the house and immediately feel like I’m home. A pang hits my chest. Everything looks the same as it was before, but it’s silly to think it would be different. It’s only been two weeks. I almost laugh at myself.

      “Something to drink?” Alexander asks, standing by the bar. He appears to be as nervous as I am and it lessons some of my anxiety.

      “Yes, please.”

      He turns, and I follow him into the kitchen, taking a seat on one of the stools. There’s a pot of something boiling on the stove that smells delicious. He pulls two glasses out of the cabinet, sets them down, and retrieves a pitcher of tea out of the fridge. After pouring us both a glass, he slides one across to me.

      “How’s business?” I ask, then want to smack my forehead.

      How’s business? How freaking generic is that?

      As if sensing my inner foolishness, one corner of his mouth tips up into a smirk. The look renders me speechless and I duck my head in embarrassment. I’m not cut out for this. I should have gone to a pet store and gotten a puppy from there.

      “It’s good. Got another horse today,” he answers. “Looking forward to working with her.”

      I lift my head, forcing myself to get past my awkwardness. “It’s a girl? What’s her name?”

      “Nina.”

      A fierce pain nearly has me falling from my chair. “I’ve always loved that name.” I look down at the glass in my hands. “Will and I… if we had another girl, had planned to name her Nina after my mother.” I bring my gaze back to him and smile sadly. “Kelsey’s name came from his mom.”

      Alexander’s brows dip down in a frown. “Maybe one day you still could.”

      A month ago I would have thought the idea impossible, but now, looking at Alexander and thinking about what he’s made me feel recently, the idea doesn’t scare me as much. An image pops in my head of Alexander holding a baby girl. It’s unrealistic to place him in that image, but it formed before I could stop it. I have no clue what my feelings for him are or his for me, but something deep inside has placed him in my vision for a reason. I saw the way he was with Daniel and Kelsey. Alexander would make a wonderful father. I have no doubt in my mind.

      Emma’s words from the other day play in my head.

      I don’t know how accurate it is, but from what I was told, his wife and little girl drowned.

      Looking at Alexander and knowing what I know, I understand why he seemed so hard that day at the grocery store and when he found me and the kids. Anyone that went through what he did would be left bitter.

      The scars on his face and arm give him even more reason. People can be so insensitive to things they haven’t experienced, and I’m sure he’s heard the rumors and whispers.

      I give him a soft smile. “Yeah. Maybe one day.”

      The look that crosses his face confuses me. It’s a mixture of longing and pain. He turns away before I can decipher the meaning behind it, and sets his empty glass down in the sink. When he turns back, the look is gone, and I wonder if I imagined it.

      “Puppies are this way,” he says, his voice coming out deeper than normal. “You wanna go pick one out?”

      I get up from my stool and carry my glass to the sink, depositing it beside his before turning back to him.

      “Lead the way.”

      He takes me through a door in the kitchen, one I hadn’t gone in during my time here. It seems to be a big utility room. There are several stacks of totes in one corner with a work bench beside them, a multitude of tools littering the surface. Typical male, leaving his tools out. There’s a weight machine and treadmill off to one side. Front and center is a big black motorcycle.

      I look over to Alexander and raise my brow. “I didn’t take you for the type of guy that rides motorcycles.”

      His eyes turn mischievous. “I’m sure there’s a lot of stuff about me that would surprise you.”

      I have no idea what to be surprised about more, the playfulness of his tone, the words themselves, the humor in his eyes, or the fact that it seems as if he’s flirting. I know I like all four of those reasons, especially the last one.

      I’m so far out of date with how flirting works that I have no clue how to respond. Luckily, Gigi comes up with little fur balls trailing behind her, and saves me from having to form a reply.

      “Oh, my goodness!” I exclaim, and squat down. “They’ve gotten so big!”

      I scoop one pup in my arms and he immediately starts lapping at my face. I laugh and rub my hand up and down his back.

      “They’ve turned into menaces,” Alexander states, squatting beside me. He grabs one pup by the scruff of his neck and settles him against his chest. Gigi, appearing jealous of her own pups, puts her front paws on Alexander’s thigh and her face right in his, as if reminding him she’s there. “They’ve started chewing on my shoes. One found my wallet on the coffee table and chewed the corner off.”

      I laugh, setting down the puppy and picking up another. “They only want to play.”

      “Then the little shits need to play with each other and not my stuff. I’ve had to keep them in here when I’m not in the house. There’s no telling what the state of things would be when I came back in.”

      I plop down on the concrete floor, the coolness of the slab immediately chilling my butt, and a horde of puppies starts climbing on my lap. I notice one of the pups, a black one with white on its face, off to the side watching what’s going on. It’s the one that Daniel named and grew attached to the most.

      “Is there something wrong with that one?” I ask, pointing the lone pup.

      “Nope. She’s the runt and quiet one of the group.” He pauses. “I also think she misses a certain little boy.”

      I smile, finding it sweet he thinks the puppy misses Daniel.

      Now that he’s mentioned it, she does look smaller than the others.

      I pat the floor beside me. “C’mere, Pepper,” I coax her softly. Her head tilts to the side, then the other way, before she gets up from her haunches and slowly walks over to me. I pet her head and back, then pick her up. She doesn’t wiggle around or try to get to my face like the others. She just looks up at me with calm eyes.

      I hold her up to my face and rub my nose with the tip of hers.

      “Aren’t you just a sweetheart,” I murmur.

      I look over to find Alexander watching me. I duck my head back to the puppy, feeling warmth come over my cheeks.

      “Is it okay if I take Pepper?”

      “Sure,” he says, a hint of gruffness in his voice.

      I smile at the puppy. “You hear that? You’re coming home with me. Daniel’s going to be so excited to see you again!”

      We both stand, me with Pepper in hand. I laugh when I look down and see both our feet covered in the rest of the puppies.

      “There’s no way we’ll make it out of this room without at least one making it through the door.”

      “They’ll be all right. They need to be let out for a bit anyway.”

      Taking careful steps so we don’t squish one, we walk to the door. As soon as it’s open, there’s a mad dash of puppies bounding out.

      Watching them tumble over their feet, I remark with a giggle, “I wish I could take them all home.”

      “You’re more than welcome to,” Alexander says with his own chuckle. The deep laugh still sounds strange coming from him, but I love hearing it.

      I wrinkle my nose when I look at him. “No thanks.”

      He grunts, but I see a small smirk playing on his lips. “And of course you’d pick the calmest of the group, leaving me with the rambunctious ones.”

      I shrug, letting my laughter show in my eyes. I snuggle the puppy to my chest and her cool nose touches the underside of my chin.

      “Yeah, but I think we were meant to have this one.” I look down at the soft eyes of the puppy. “She was calling to me.”

      When he doesn’t say anything, I look at him and find him watching me and the puppy with an expression I’ve never witnessed on his face before. The look holds me captive, and I’m stuck staring into his dark gray eyes. I saw several different emotions in those eyes in the time the kids and I were here, but never the look they hold now. Something’s different in their depths. Something that both scares me and sends shivers all over my body.

      “I think you may be right,” he says quietly.

      Feeling a warm tongue on my chin, I break our stare, give my head a shake, then look back down at the puppy again.

      “You wanna play with your brothers and sisters for a few minutes before we go?”

      I bend and set the pup down on the floor and her siblings rush over to check her out, as if she could possibly be different than she was a few minutes ago. I opt to watch them for a few minutes versus looking back at Alexander. Seeing him again has left me a flustered mess, and I need a moment to compose myself.

      When I do lift my head, it’s to find him still looking at me. I caught him doing that several times during our stay here, but he normally looked away when my eyes met his. He isn’t this time, and I wonder why. What’s changed about him?

      Suddenly feeling the need to talk, I blurt out the first thing that comes to mind.

      “What are you doing for Christmas tomorrow?”

      He blinks, taken aback by my question, then turns away, but before he does, a look of pain so fierce it nearly has me stumbling back washes over his face.

      “Nothing,” he grunts.

      Forging ahead, I say, “Why don’t you come with me and the kids out to Mrs. Myers’ house? She’s actually my friend’s grandmother, and I know she’d love to have you there as well.”

      Instead of answering, he walks over to the stove and a thick cloud of steam floats from the pot as he lifts the lid. Grabbing a big metal spoon from the counter, he starts stirring the contents. All I can do is stand there and watch his tense back. I want to go to him and offer whatever comfort I can, but I know he wouldn’t be receptive. If it wasn’t his stiff form that screamed to stay away, then the clenched fist resting on the counter certainly would.

      I’m just about to apologize—for what, I have no idea—when he lifts the spoon from the pot and some of the hot liquid spills onto his scarred hand.

      “Shit,” he curses.

      Even from several feet away, I feel his pain from the scalding liquid.

      Without thought, I rush over to him, grab his forearm, and drag him over to the sink. I turn the water to cold and stuff his hand under the stream. The skin, already marred by burns, is turning an angry red. I keep my head down and make sure his hand stays in the water.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, barely loud enough for him to hear me.

      “For what?” His question comes out gruff, and I wonder if it’s from the pain of being burned or the pain he felt before. “You didn’t do anything.”

      I look up to find his gaze locked on me once again. The pain is still there, but there’s also curiosity.

      “For whatever reason my question brought on your pain.”

      His eyes flicker away for a brief moment before coming back to me.

      “I don’t do well at Christmas,” he comments quietly.

      I hold his eyes for a moment, then dip my head back down to look at his hand. “I understand.” I don’t really understand, but I get the sense it has something to do with his wife and little girl, so in a way, I guess I do. This will be the kids’ and my third Christmas without Will. With each holiday that passes, the pain of not having him with us comes back tenfold. There will always be that heartache, no matter how much time goes by, but there’s something about the holidays that brings it to the forefront and makes it fresh again.

      I look back down and see the redness of the fresh burn and the shiny taut skin of the old. I’m not sure what comes over me, but I run my finger over the tight flesh, making sure to avoid the new burn, and am surprised at how smooth it feels. I trail my finger past his wrist and slowly make my way up his arm, feeling the slight dips and rises of the scarring. The hair follicles must have been damaged because his arm is hair-free. When I reach the edge of his rolled-up sleeve, I turn his arm over. The same damage appears on this side as well.

      An ache forms in my chest, right where my heart sits, at the pain this man has gone through. Both physically, but especially mentally. And I know there’s no way for him to escape it. Every time he looks in the mirror, every time he uses his hands, he’s reminded of that pain.

      Tears prick the backs of my eyes, but I force them away. Me crying for him is the last thing he needs, and I’m sure he wouldn’t appreciate it.

      Suddenly realizing I’ve overstepped my bounds by touching him, I pull my hand away and reach for the towel on the counter. Gently, I tap the towel against the red skin.

      “Does it hurt?”

      His voice is deep when he answers. “No. Some of the nerves in my hand are damaged, so I don’t feel everything I should.”

      My heart hurts for him. His life has been affected by that one accident in so many ways. And it’ll continue to affect him for the rest of his life.

      I put the towel down and turn off the water. I’m just about to tell him I should go, when his next words stop me.

      “When you touched me….” He stops, and I look up at him. “I felt it when you touched me.”

      My breath catches; I’m not sure how to take his statement. The look he’s giving me is intense but at the same time unsure. Like whatever he’s feeling is strong, but he’s unsure what that feeling is. I know just what he’s going through. The feelings running through me leave me confused and, if I’m honest, a bit warm.

      My legs become jelly when the look in his eyes turns to something more intimate. It’s not crude or offensive, but it’s definitely not innocent, and not a look he’s given me before, but one that I find that I like.

      I hold my breath as his eyes track down my body, and I swear every place his eyes touch, I feel a soft caress, as if it’s more than his eyes perusing my body. Tingles start in my belly and make their way down my legs. I grip the counter behind me because I seriously worry they won’t be able to hold me up much longer.

      He’s only a couple feet away from me, so when he takes a step closer, the heat of his body and his scent engulf me. It leaves me dizzy, and goose bumps appear on my arms. He reaches out with his scarred hand, and the moment his fingers go beneath my hair, cupping the side of my neck, my stomach does somersaults. I close my eyes as intense sensations race through my body, heating it up twenty, forty, sixty degrees.

      I feel the slight tremble of his hand against me, and I open my eyes. His gaze is on the hand that’s resting against my neck, then moves to my face. They hold both yearning and wonder.

      “What is it about you that makes me want to be close to you?” he marvels in a low voice. His thumb rubs gently against my neck. “Why do I want to touch you so badly when I haven’t wanted to touch anyone in years?”

      I swallow, mesmerized by both his questions and the reverence in his voice as he asks them. Not to mention the way his hand feels against my skin. I haven’t let another man touch me intimately since Will died. Except this… this feels like so much more than Will’s touch ever made me feel. We always had a very good physical relationship and we always found pleasure in each other’s arms. Our lovemaking was sweet but passionate, and I felt that tingle of desire up until the very last time Will touched me. The feeling I get from Alexander’s touch is different. Stronger.

      I suck in a sharp breath when Alexander closes the small gap still separating us. My tongue slides out to wet my suddenly dry lips, and his eyes track the movement, then land back on mine with even more longing. I release the counter and lay my hands against his lower stomach, unable to keep them off him a moment longer. His eyes close for a fleeting second at the contact.

      “Why is it you?” he asks, opening his eyes to reveal a tortured expression. “Someone so soft and sweet and good. Someone I don’t deserve, but for some reason I desperately want more and more each day.”

      “Alexander,” I whisper, hating the agonizing pain I hear in his voice. I want to tell him he deserves so much more than he thinks. That whatever plagues him, which I know has to do with the loss of his wife and child, doesn’t prevent him from deserving love or happiness.

      Before I get a chance to voice my thoughts, his head dips and he rests his forehead against mine. The scars on his face stand out from the tenseness of his expression. I lift my hand and rest it against his marred cheek, badly wanting to erase the uncertainty I see.

      “I don’t deserve you. I don’t deserve whatever could happen between us.” I want to object, but he continues before I get a chance. “But there’s something I want more than my self-loathing for wanting something I shouldn’t.”

      “What?” I rasp.

      “A chance to know what it feels like to kiss you.”

      My response is immediate and without thought. “Please kiss me, Alexander.”

      His eyes flicker back and forth between mine, and when he sees the same want in my eyes, he lowers his mouth.

      The second our lips touch, a soft groan leaves his throat, and a moan leaves mine. My eyes close automatically and my fingers fist his shirt. His lips are soft and velvety as he gently rubs them against mine. The kiss is innocent by many standards, but it still sends my body skyrocketing, leaving me feeling like I’m floating.

      As chaste as the kiss is, I want more, and from the tightening of Alexander’s hand around the back of my neck, he wants more too.

      Tentatively, I open my mouth and offer my tongue, hoping I’m not being too forward. A shiver races through me when his tongue touches mine. Mint, that’s what he tastes like. Fresh and cooling. I love the taste and want more of it.

      Taking over the kiss, he gently invades my mouth. I accept him inside and make soft mewling sounds. Using his other hand, he tilts my head to the side, giving us both better access. His lips leave mine and he nips at my bottom lip, then they come back and tenderly take my mouth again.

      The kiss doesn’t last longer than a minute or two before he pulls back, resting his forehead against mine again. I keep myself from protesting and asking him to kiss me again. Even with the kiss lasting such a short time, the impact of it has both of us panting.

      His eyes are closed and a small smile plays on his lips. “So sweet,” he whispers, then opens his eyes. The smile disappears and the pain is back. “So much more than I thought it would be.”

      He pulls back, but my hands stay locked on his shirt. I’m not ready to let him go yet. The feelings he’s conjured in me… I’m not ready to release them. I want to hold on to them and him and never let go. I want more from this man than I’ve wanted in a long time.

      There’s half a foot between us now, but his hands are still in my hair, the palms against my neck. His eyes close tightly, and I watch as he pulls in a deep breath before reopening them.

      I dig my fingers into his shirt more, and he moves an inch closer.

      Finally finding my voice, I tell him, “I know about your wife and daughter,” I say gently. “I know they drowned.” I want to take back the words at the profound pain on his face, but this is something I need to get out. “I can see the guilt in your eyes because you blame yourself.” I take a step closer to him and lower my voice. “I’m going to tell you what I’ve told Kelsey many times. It wasn’t your fault, Alexander.”

      “You don’t know the whole story,” he says thickly. “If you did, you wouldn’t be saying that.”

      “I don’t need to know the whole story to know it wasn’t your fault. I may not know much about you, and we may have gotten off on the wrong foot, but I know you’re a caring and compassionate man. I saw that when you went out of your way to help a stranger and her kids on the side of the road during a snowstorm. I saw it when you spent time with my kids. I saw it in the way you looked when I told you about my husband. I don’t need to know the story to know that you would protect your family fiercely.”

      He’s quiet for several moments, and several different emotions flash in his eyes. Anger is one of them.

      “You wouldn’t feel that way if you knew what happened, how I didn’t protect them,” he says, his tone bitter.

      “Then tell me.”

      I want to know why he feels the way he does, because there is no doubt in my mind that his view of the events will be much different than mine. There’s no way this man, this wonderfully strong man, would stand by and watch his family die and not do everything in his power to stop it. I know this deep in my gut.

      “I can’t.” His jaw clenches and even more pain fills his face. Moisture appears in his eyes, and he looks away for a moment, before pushing the tears away and bringing his gaze back to me. “It hurts too much to remember.”

      To see such a strong man on the brink of falling apart has my own tears rushing to the surface, but like him, I force them away. He needs the people in his life to be strong, not break down.

      I can see in his eyes that no matter how much I tell him that it wasn’t his fault, he still won’t accept it. The pain is too deep and he’s had years to embed the guilt inside himself. It makes my heart weep for him.

      My curiosity to know exactly what happened to his family grows. What makes him think it was his fault? I’m sure I could ask just about anyone in town and they would tell me, but that doesn’t feel right, and I run the risk of them not knowing all the facts. I want to hear it from Alexander, not from someone who could mix up or warp the facts.

      I step up, get to my tiptoes, and press my lips against his for a soft kiss. I want to memorize the taste of him, because I get the feeling I probably won’t get another chance to do it again.

      I pull back and look into his eyes. “No matter how you may see yourself, I see a great and wonderful man standing in front of me right now.”

      His brows lower into a frown as he looks down at me. His hands flex against my scalp, and I watch a war rage in his eyes. A minute later, he gives his head a small shake and he unlocks his fingers from around the back of my head. Disappointment and a fierce burn settle in my stomach when he takes a step back, both mentally and physically putting distance between us. He’s pushing himself away from me.

      I’m forced to let go of his shirt, and I drop my head to hide the hurt his rejection causes. I force air into my lungs and try to compose my face before looking up at him. I can tell he doesn’t like his decision any more than I do.

      “I’m sorry.” His Adam’s apple bobs.

      My smile is sad. “I know.”

      We stand in the kitchen silently for a moment, before I force myself to turn away from him. I grab my keys, which I dropped on the counter when I got here.

      “I should go. My friend Emma has the kids and we’re due to go out to Jeremy and Mrs. Peggy’s house this evening. I still need to get the puppy settled in before we leave.”

      I feel rather than hear him walk up behind me. I hold my breath and close my eyes, hoping he’ll touch me again, but he doesn’t. Instead, he just stands there. I feel his breath against the back of my neck. I close my eyes, wishing he’d lean closer.

      “I’ve got a crate on the porch you can use for the pup,” he says.

      Not waiting on a response from me, he walks out the front door. I look around the house one more time, hoping the pain of not being here anymore will go away soon. Seeing Pepper curled up on the floor by the couch, I walk over to her. I squat down and the rest of the puppies come bounding over, with Gigi trotting behind them. I give each a pat on the head and Gigi a rub and kiss on the tip of her nose before scooping up the runt.

      Careful to not let the other puppies through the door, I slip outside and close it behind me. Alexander has the small crate sitting on the railing of the porch, and I approach him. I slip the puppy inside and he closes the latch. Without a word, he picks up the crate and we both walk to my truck. The further away from the house I get, the more it feels like I can’t breathe properly. In the short time the kids and I were here, it became our home. I know it has more to do with the owner of the cabin than the cabin itself.

      I open the passenger-side door and he sets the crate inside, then slides the seat belt across it to secure it better. The act makes me smile. He even worries about the puppy being safe.

      Once he’s done, he closes the door and turns toward me. I desperately want to reach out to him, and I know he wants to do the same. I can see it in the stiff way he’s holding his body, like he’s forcing himself back. I wish he would give in.

      “Thank you,” I say softly.

      “You’re welcome. Tell the kids I said hi and Merry Christmas.”

      “I will.”

      It takes everything in me to force my legs to move to the other side of the car. He doesn’t follow me, and I wonder if it’s because if he does he won’t let me go, or he’s worried he’ll snatch me in his arms and kiss me one last time. I don’t think I’ve ever wished for anything more to happen than I do that.

      We stare at each other for a moment from over the top of the truck. My keys dig in my hand so hard I worry it might break the skin.

      “Goodbye, Alexander.”

      His jaw is tense when he says, “Goodbye, Gwendolyn.”

      For as long as I remember, everyone has called me Gwen. This is the second time he’s used my full name, and I have to admit, I love the way it sounds when he says it.

      I give one last smile before opening the door and climbing inside. I breathe in through my nose and out through my mouth before starting my truck. Looking out the passenger-side window, all I can see is his torso and arms. As much as I want to see his face again, I know it’s best that I don’t.

      “You ready to go home, girl?” I ask the puppy beside me, putting my finger through the slats and rubbing a tuft of fur.

      The yard is big enough that I don’t need to back up, so I put the vehicle in drive and pull away. I make the mistake of looking into the rearview mirror and see Alexander still standing there, watching me drive away.

      At first, it’s just one tear that falls, but it’s quickly followed by several more. How is it that one man I hardly know can affect me so strongly? It’s not just me though. I know he’s had an impact on Daniel and Kelsey’s lives as well.

      As soon as his house is no longer in view, I pull over on the side of the road and let the tears fall, knowing I need to get this out of my system before I get home.
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            ALEXANDER

          

        

      

    

    
      THAT NIGHT, I LIE IN bed with sweat drenching my body and my muscles tensed. The sheet, covering me from the waist down, is tangled in my legs, and I kick the damp cloth away.

      I just woke from a dream. One that I’ve had before, but still leaves me gasping for breath every fucking time. It was of me watching my wife and little girl die. I fucking watched them die and did nothing to stop it. I heard the screams and cries and pleas, but still did nothing. I remembered the heat and the smell of my flesh melting, but the pain of that doesn’t compare to the pain of watching my family die right in front of me. In tonight’s dream, the screams and cries were louder, filling every part of my soul. Even now, as I lie here, I hear the echo of them. Tomorrow is Christmas and the day after will mark four years they’ve been gone.

      I shift on the bed and a wave of vanilla scent filters through the air. Without looking, I grab the second pillow beside me and bring it to my nose, then breathe in deep. I’ve washed the sheets but not the pillowcases yet. They smell like Gwen and I’m not ready to wash away her scent yet. It’s fucking pathetic, but I don’t give a damn. Every single night, when I lie down, I grab her pillow. It helps with the dark places my mind likes to wander to as I’m trying to drift off to sleep. I don’t lie on the pillow because I don’t want my scent to override hers. It sounds creepy as fuck, but damned if I’ll stop. I know eventually the scent will fade, and I’ll have to wash the pillowcase, but until that time comes, I’ll keep it right here beside me.

      I cling to the pillow tighter, using it as a shield to ward off the memories wanting to force their way into my mind. For once, I don’t want to remember my ultimate failure. I want them to stay hidden in the back of my mind and let the memory of touching Gwen, kissing her, feeling her warm skin against mine and the soft strands of her hair between my fingers, come forward.

      I think back to earlier today when I told her I wanted to know what it felt like to kiss her. I only meant to lay my lips against hers for a brief moment, but when she opened her lips and offered me her tongue, there was no way I wasn’t taking it. She tasted so damn sweet, like cotton candy and cake rolled into one. I knew before my lips even touched hers that she would taste good, feel so damn good, but fuck if I knew it would be as amazing as it was. I wanted to devour her mouth and never come up for air. I wanted to kiss her and kiss her until she begged me to stop.

      I roll to my side, taking the damn pillow with me like some lovesick fool. My eyes land on my phone on the nightstand. The lateness of the hour is the only thing keeping me from grabbing it and sending her a message. Earlier, when she got out of her car and looked around, I sat on the porch and just took her in before making my presence known. She looked so pretty standing there, like something fresh and beautiful, and it took my damn breath away. I could look at her for hours.

      When she heard the creak of the chair as I stood, and our eyes met, I tensed, ready to stalk to her and pull her into my arms. I was surprised at the need to touch her, taste her. When she was here during the snowstorm, the need gradually grew, but I was able to ignore it. But as she stood there staring at me, that need slammed into me like a freight train. Then, when she walked up the steps and stood before me, it took every bit of strength I had to keep away from her.

      I lost the will to fight when she came to me when I burned myself. The hot soup didn’t really hurt. The curse slipped past my lips more out of habit than any real pain. I’m used to not having much feeling in my hand, or the rest of the right side of my body, so when she touched me and I felt it, really felt it, the need to feel it again overrode my need to keep away from her. Then when she looked at me with eyes that held so many emotions, need being one of them, I knew right then I wouldn’t be able to hold back. I only needed her permission, and when she gave it, I took what I had been dying to have, even knowing I had no right to want it.

      It hurt so fucking much to touch her, even at the same time it felt like heaven. The kiss didn’t last near as long as I wanted it to, but way longer than it should have. It’s better for everyone if Gwen stays far away from me. I can’t take the chance of my darkness marring her life.

      Taking one last deep breath into the pillow, I let it go, and I swear my heart fractures. I sit up and swing my legs to the side. There’s no way I’ll be able to get to sleep again tonight unless I wear my body out to exhaustion. Getting up, I pull on a pair of jogging pants and make my way to the utility room, the click-clack of Gigi’s nails on the floor following me.

      I flick on the light, then head straight for the weight bench, while Gigi goes over to her pups and gives them a few sniffs, her motherly instincts forcing her to check on them. I don’t use the weight bench as often as I like, getting most of my workout through working with and caring for the horses.

      An hour later, my body is finally worn out and sweat drips down the sides of my face. I know I’ve pushed myself too far when I feel pain in my lower back. Since the accident, I can’t do near as much as I could before.

      I sit on the floor, my knees drawn up with my elbows resting on them. My eyes land on the motorcycle, and I remember Gwen’s words from earlier.

      “I didn’t take you for the type of guy that rides motorcycles.”

      I smile. There are a lot of things Gwen doesn’t know about me. But then again, there are a lot of things about me that are different than they used to be. Back when Clara was alive, and before she got pregnant, we would take at least one day a week and just ride. She’d sit behind me with her arms encircling my waist and we’d let the road take us wherever it wanted to. When she got pregnant, those trips stopped, and I haven’t been back on the bike since. I was actually thinking the other day about selling it, but now that Gwen’s shown interest, the thought isn’t as appealing. And that’s trouble, because I don’t need to think about Gwen being on the back of the bike with me. I don’t need to think about Gwen at all, but it’s impossible to stop.

      I get up and Gigi and I leave the room. The pups push their way through the door behind us, and I’m just too damn tired to fight with them. Hopefully the house won’t be destroyed come morning.

      I stop and grab a glass out of the cabinet for some water. Spotting the bottle of Jameson, I grab it and set it on the counter. The need to drink away the memories of Clara and Rayne and Gwen has me opening the bottle and pouring a couple inches in the glass. I turn and lean back against the counter.

      I’m lifting the glass to my lips when my eyes land on the notebook with the crossword puzzles in it. I meant to give it to Gwen earlier, along with the small box of carved wooden animals and the earrings. But then I kissed her and all thoughts of anything other than the taste of her lips fled my mind.

      I lower the glass, suddenly not wanting it. I pour the whiskey down the drain, rinse the glass, then refill it with water.

      I run through the shower, ignoring my body when it comes to life as images of Gwen pop into my head. I glare down at my dick when it begs for attention as I lie down in bed and vanilla hits me again. I think about tossing the pillow across the room, but I know I’ll only get up to grab it again in a few minutes. It’s like I’ve become addicted to the smell.

      I grab my phone to check the time.

      One thirty.

      It’s Christmas morning.

      And just like clockwork, pain grips me in its tight fist. So it begins….
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            GWENDOLYN

          

        

      

    

    
      I WATCH WITH A SMILE as the kids open the gifts that Emma and her grandmother bought them. They opened their gifts from me and the ones that Will’s parents sent this morning when they got up. Pepper was a huge hit, especially for Daniel.

      Now we’re at Emma’s grandmother’s house. Daniel squeals in delight when he tears away the paper from his last gift. It’s a new video game. He jumps to his feet and rushes over to Emma, throwing his arms around her waist. Pepper follows him and sits at his feet.

      “Thank you, Aunt Emma!” he says, grinning big.

      “You’re welcome, buddy.” She ruffles his hair and winks.

      I look over to Kelsey and see her opening her gifts at a much slower rate. She doesn’t bounce around and hoot and holler like her brother does with each gift, but I know she’s still grateful, she just doesn’t show it.

      I get up from the couch and sit down beside her. She’s holding a new Kindle in her hand. Besides her crossword puzzles, Kelsey loves to read, something I’m glad she’s into.

      “Do you like it?” I ask, looking down at her.

      She lifts her head and meets my eyes. Her nod is small and barely seen. She used to have a Kindle until she accidently dropped it a month ago and the screen started turning purple. She never asked for another, something I didn’t expected from her because she never asks for anything like normal kids do, but I planned to buy her another one anyway. When I told Emma about it over the phone, she asked if she could get it for her instead. Of course, Emma had to go all out and get the newest model.

      I wrap my arm around her shoulder and pull her to me, then kiss the top of her head. She rests her head against my shoulder for several moments before pulling away.

      Releasing a sigh, I get up and start stuffing the trash into a bag, then carry it into the kitchen. Noticing a few dirty dishes on the counter and feeling the need to do something, I decide to take care of them. I’m rinsing a plate and putting it in the dishwasher when I feel a presence beside me.

      “What’s wrong with you today?” Emma asks, handing me another plate.

      I look up, not altogether surprised by her question, but also not prepared for it either.

      “Nothing.” I play dumb. “Why do you ask?”

      She looks at me, telling me with her eyes that she’s not falling for the act.

      “Come on, Gwen. You’ve been awfully quiet since you got here. What’s going on with you?”

      I grab the dish towel and dry my hands. I plop it down on the counter, then turn to face her.

      “I’m worried about him,” I admit quietly.

      Her brow wrinkles in confusion. “Who?”

      I keep my eyes on her when I say, “Alexander.”

      Recognition dawns and she comes to stand beside me.

      “I didn’t realize you cared for him this much.”

      “I’m not sure what I feel for him, but the thought of him out there all alone on Christmas doesn’t sit well with me.” I turn my head and let Emma see the pain on my face. “He blames himself for what happened to his family.”

      “But why would he—”

      “I don’t know. I’ve told him that it wasn’t his fault and he says I would think differently if I knew the whole story.” I stare off across the kitchen. “I may not know him that well and don’t know exactly what happened, but Emma….” I look back at her. “A man that treats my kids the way he treated mine would not just let his family die without doing something.”

      She nods her agreement. “I’ve only met him a few times while visiting Gram, but he always seemed like a nice and caring guy.”

      I turn back to the sink and grab a rag, then start wiping down the counter.

      “The kids miss him,” I tell her quietly.

      “I don’t think it’s only the kids that miss him.”

      A smile forms on my face. “No, not just the kids.” I stop for a moment, then reveal, “We kissed yesterday.”

      I look over when Emma doesn’t respond, to find a big grin on her face.

      “I knew something had to of happened between you,” she says smugly. “How was it?”

      I let out a breathy sigh. “It was short, but one of the best kisses I’ve ever had.” I drop my head, a blush forming on my face when I remember the feel of his lips against mine. “I feel like such a schoolgirl with her first crush. I don’t know how to do the whole dating and flirting thing.”

      “Not much has changed since you and Will started dating. I’m pretty sure it all works the same way.”

      There’s laughter in her tone, but the mention of Will brings on a touch of pain. I always thought he and I would be together forever. We’d have kids that we would love and watch them grow up, then watch them have kids of their own. We were supposed to grow old together.

      When she sees that her words did the opposite to her intention, she takes the rag from me and tosses it in the sink. Grabbing my hand, she turns me to face her.

      “Gwen, you know that Will would want you to move on, right?”

      I nod. “I know. It’s just….” I stop and take a deep breath. “For such a long time, it’s been hard to imagine a life without him, but when I think about Alexander, it isn’t as hard anymore.” I blink away the tears wanting to break free, guilt gripping my chest.

      Emma, knowing me all too well, knows exactly what I’m thinking. “It’ll always hurt when you think about Will not being in your life anymore, but it’s normal to get past that pain enough to move on. He’ll always be a part of your life, you’ll always love him, but you’ve got enough love in you to give it to someone else as well. He’d want you to find someone to take his place and make you happy, to treat his kids as if they were his own. From what you’ve told me so far, Alexander may be that man.”

      “I’m not sure he wants to be that man. I’m not even sure if I want him to be that man. We know nothing about each other.”

      But you do know, my mind whispers.

      “Sometimes you don’t need to know much about the person to know they are the one.”

      I think about her words for several moments. I’ve been drawn to Alexander from the first moment I met him. Standing in line at the grocery store, even with him being less than friendly, I felt some type of pull toward him. I didn’t know what it was, I still don’t, but it was definitely there, and it was strong. I wonder if he felt the same.

      “Why are you still here?” Emma asks, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Go to him, Gwen. You know you want to.”

      “I’m not sure if he wants us around,” I tell her.

      “You don’t let that boy push you away.”

      We both turn at the sound of Mrs. Myers’ raspy voice. She’s standing in the doorway with her hands on her hips, the soft look in her eyes saying she heard our conversation, or at least enough of it to know what’s going on.

      “That boy has had enough sadness in his life to last a lifetime. It’s about time he had something good come his way.”

      “Do you really think we should go?”

      “Yes” comes from both of them.

      “What if he turns us away?” I whisper my fear.

      “I’m sure he’ll try,” Mrs. Myers says. “But you don’t let him. From what I’ve overheard, he’ll want you there, he’s just scared.”

      It only takes me a minute to think over what I should do.

      “Okay.”

      They both smile at me.

      Mrs. Myers leaves her spot by the door and walks to the fridge. “I’ll put together a couple plates of food for him.”

      I turn to Emma and pull her in for a hug. At her ear, I whisper, “Thank you.”

      I walk over to her grandmother and do the same. She pats my cheek when I pull back.

      “That man deserves some happiness, just as much as you do.”

      I leave them both in the kitchen preparing plates for us to take to Alexander. Daniel is on the floor playing with some of his new toys. Kelsey’s on the floor as well, but what has me surprised is the puppy sleeping on her lap. She’s staring down at Pepper with her brows pulled down, her hand slowly stroking her back. I take a minute to watch her, pleased that she’s taking a liking to the pup.

      “Hey, kids,” I call after a moment. “Grab all your stuff together and get ready to go.”

      “Aww… Mom.” Daniel pouts. “Can’t we stay for a bit longer?”

      I smile at them both. “Nope. How do you both feel about going to see Alexander?”

      That gets Daniel’s attention and he jumps up from the floor. “Can we really?” he practically yells.

      “Yes.”

      “Alright!” I laugh when he pumps his fist in the air and starts to immediately gather his toys together. If only it were always that easy getting him to clean his room.

      I turn to Kelsey and am pleased to find a light of interest in her eyes. She may not show it, but I know she misses him.

      “Would you like to go see Alexander, Kelsey?”

      Her nod comes faster than normal and has a bit more enthusiasm to it. She gets up from her perch on the floor, carefully setting Pepper back down, and starts gathering her things as well.

      Ten minutes later, the kids are bundled up and we’re at the door saying our goodbyes to Emma and Mrs. Myers. The puppy, food, and presents are already packed in the car.

      “I hate that I’m leaving early when you leave tomorrow,” I say after pulling back from our hug.

      “You’ll see me tomorrow when you take me back to the airport. And as soon as the hospital hires more nurses, I’ll come back for a longer visit.”

      “I miss you already.”

      “I miss you already too.”

      We both shed a tear or two before the kids and I walk to the car. Mrs. Myers lives on the same stretch of road that Alexander lives on, so it won’t take us long to get there. Butterflies start in my belly, and I’m nervous as hell as we pull out onto the road. Doubt starts to plague me. What if he really doesn’t want us around anymore? What if I’ve only imagined the connection we have?

      I clench my jaw and push the thoughts away. There’s no way I could have imagined the emotion in his eyes when he looked at me. I know he has to feel something for me.

      I look in the rearview mirror and see Daniel watching out the window, a look of anticipation on his face. I look next at Kelsey, and find more than just a blank expression on her face. I amend my earlier thought. I know he has to feel something for us.

      Five minutes later, I’m pulling up next to Alexander’s truck. I take a minute to compose myself before turning to the kids.

      “I want you both to stay here until I come back for you.”

      “Why can’t we go in with you?” Daniel asks, bouncing in his seat with excitement.

      “I want to make sure that it’s okay that we’re here first.”

      His brow wrinkles. “But why wouldn’t it be okay?”

      I smile. “Because he may have other plans.”

      I can tell he doesn’t like my answer, but he nods anyway. I pass a brief glance at Kelsey, then face forward again. Pulling the keys from the ignition, I suck in an encouraging breath, and exit the car.

      As I walk across the yard, my eyes catch on the partially built house. My heart hurts when I notice some of the walls that were standing yesterday are now lying in a pile beside the rest of the house. I know him tearing down the house had to have pained him.

      My legs shake the rest of the way to the porch and my heart pounds an erratic rhythm that I can hear in my ears. I stop in front of the door and will the nerves away. I lift my hand and rap my knuckles against the wood, then realize my knock was more like a light tap, so he probably didn’t hear it.

      “This is stupid, Gwen,” I mutter to myself. “Get a hold of yourself.”

      I knock harder and release a big whoosh of air as I wait for him to answer.

      And I wait.

      And wait some more.

      I frown, wondering why he’s not answering the door. I turn and look around the yard, but don’t see him or Gigi. A look at the barn shows the door firmly shut. I knock again, but get the same silent response. I contemplate going back to the car and leaving, but instead, something compels me to try the doorknob.

      It’s unlocked.

      After a moment of hesitation, I twist the knob and push open the door. The house is quiet when I peek inside.

      “Alexander?” I call, and still get nothing.

      I look back at the kids in the car before pushing the door the rest of the way open and stepping inside. The TV is on with the volume down and there’s a light on in the kitchen, both indicating he has to be around here somewhere. Again, I wonder if I should go out to my car and call him, but decide since I’m already here, I may as well try to find him.

      “Gigi!” I say loudly.

      A second later, Gigi comes running out from the hallway and skids to a stop in front of me, her tail thumping against the floor.

      I run my fingers through the hair on her head. “Where’s your daddy, girl?”

      Her tongue falling out the side of her mouth is my answer and it makes me laugh. I tilt my head to the side, listening for any sounds, but besides the whoosh of Gigi’s tail against the hardwood floor and the crackle of the fire, it’s silent.

      Knowing I should probably just leave, but feeling an uncontrollable need to see Alexander now that I’m here, I head toward the hallway Gigi came from. She trails behind me, making me feel a fraction better about being in Alexander’s house without his knowledge. At least she’s there to chaperone.

      The spare bathroom door is open when I pass by it, and as expected, he’s not in there. Just as I reach his bedroom doorway, a creaking sound comes. I know that sound. It’s the bathroom door in Alexander’s room.

      I stop in my tracks just outside the doorway as a billow of steam releases into the bedroom, followed by Alexander, wearing nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist. I’m completely transfixed and feel like a creeper when all I can do is stand there and stare at him. His back is to me as he opens a dresser drawer. Strong muscles flex and move as he grabs something out and closes the drawer. There’s a tattoo on his upper right shoulder that looks to wrap around to the front, and another that covers his entire left side. It’s a jumble of a bunch of different things, but I’m unable to tell what they are. Unconsciously, I take a step closer to get a better look.

      His head snaps up when he hears the creak of the floor, and he whips around. I snap out of my daze and am just about to apologize for sneaking up on him, but my words catch in my throat. On his back, there’s not one burn mark that I could see. On his chest though, it’s a different story. The right side of his torso is completely covered in scars, all the way from his shoulder to below the towel. My eyes travel down past the towel that ends just above the knee and see the scars continue down.

      “What are you doing here?” his gravelly voice asks, and my eyes snap up to his. He’s standing there staring at me, one of his brows raised.

      My tongue stays stuck to the roof of my mouth for several seconds before I can force it to start working.

      “I… uh… I,” I stammer. I avert my eyes away from him, hoping not looking at him will help me answer his question. “I came….” I jerk my thumb over my shoulder toward the living room. “The kids and I came to see you.” I bring my eyes back to his for a brief moment, then move them away again. “No one should be alone on Christmas.” Then I finish lamely, “Mrs. Myers sent food.”

      When he doesn’t say anything, I bring my eyes back to him. He’s still standing in front of his dresser, but his hands are balled into fists at his sides, clutching whatever he took from the drawer tightly, and he seems tense. I swallow past the dryness in my mouth.

      “I knocked, but you didn’t answer.”

      He still doesn’t say anything, and I open my mouth to apologize, but he interrupts me.

      “You and the kids shouldn’t be here right now.”

      I ignore his near nakedness, push past my nerves, and step into the room. Tilting my head to the side, I ask, “Why?”

      It’s his turn to avert his eyes.

      “Because today is not a good day for me.”

      He’s already mentioned he doesn’t do holidays, but I get the feeling there’s more to it. Realization dawns, and I suck in a breath.

      “Today’s the anniversary of their deaths, isn’t it?” I ask, keeping my voice quiet.

      The pain he shoots my way when he brings his gaze back to me almost steals my breath.

      “Tomorrow.”

      “I’m so sorry.” I take a step closer to him, not entirely sure what I’ll do once I’m close enough, but he holds his hand up to ward me off.

      “No!” he says harshly, and I freeze in place. His head drops and his hands go to his hips. His chest rises and falls as he pulls in several deep breaths before lifting his head again. “Sorry,” he utters. “I’m just not in a good place right now. You and the kids should leave.”

      His words hit me in the chest and the pain of it is staggering. I know I have no right to feel this way, but I wish so much this man would let me be there for him. I want to help make him better, even if only for a few minutes. I wish he would open up to me and tell me how he feels, so I can find a way to help him. I know there’s nothing I can do to take away his pain, but if I could relieve it even just a fraction, it might help.

      I think about my kids in the car, the excitement of seeing Alexander again, and I can’t bring myself to give in so easily. Alexander might not want to admit it, but he needs all three of us.

      “Please.” I take another step toward him. “The kids really want to see you. They’re waiting in the car.”

      My soul sings when his eyes flare with something akin to longing. I know deep in my heart my kids have touched him in some way and he’s missed them too. My throat tightens with the thought. He’s touched their lives as well, along with mine.

      After a moment, he nods, and my body sags with relief.

      “Thank you.”

      Now that the tenseness of the situation is over, a new awareness makes itself known. Before I can stop myself, my eyes travel back down his body. The scars covering the right side don’t take away from the beauty of his chest, only add to it. Packed with muscles, the left side of his chest is covered in a thin layer of bristly hair, while the right has none. His stomach has deep ripples from his six-pack. The hair covering half his chest disappears beneath the towel.

      I blush fiercely and want to slap myself when I think about what’s under that towel. I haven’t felt desire for another man since Will and I got together, and it’s strange to do so now. I ache to run my hands over his body. My mouth waters to trace over both the hard planes of his muscles and the rigid lines of his scars. The tingle that starts in my toes travels up my body and centers between my legs, leaving my entire body feeling flushed. That feeling intensifies and my eyes widen when the towel starts to tent.

      “Gwendolyn,” Alexander calls roughly. Knowing my face is flame red but unable to do anything about it, I look at him. “Don’t look at me like that.”

      I jump at the growled words and the intensity in his eyes. He looks like he’s seconds away from stalking over to me and devouring me whole. The prospect of that sends my already pounding heart into overdrive. I want nothing more than to yell at him to come take me, but now’s not the time, and I wonder if it ever will be.

      I silently ask myself if I truly want there to be a time.

      Yes, my mind screams immediately, and I know it’s true.

      I want this man to touch me, I want Alexander to take me. I want to feel his skin against mine and for him to kiss me again. The need for that is so strong that I wonder if I’ve ever wanted anything this badly before.

      I take a deep breath and push down the desire. My kids are still out in the car waiting on me. Wanting Alexander is the last thing that should be on my mind at the moment. I need to focus.

      “I’ll, uh… go grab the kids while you get dressed,” I mumble, then turn and rush down the hallway, swearing I hear his deep chuckle as I go.

      Before opening the front door, I stop and rest my forehead against it. I steady my breath and my racing heart, knowing I can’t have a red face when I go out to the car. Once I’m sure I’m under control, I pull the door open, and welcome the cool air that hits my face. I start across the yard, but then slow when I don’t see their heads popping up over the front seats. My steps become faster and fear settles in when I don’t find them inside. I spin and look across the yard.

      “Daniel? Kelsey?” I call.

      The only sound I hear is the light breeze blowing in my ears. I turn back to the car and check the back seat one more time, hoping I somehow missed them. I only find Pepper’s empty cage. My chest starts to hurt with my heavy breathing as panic soon replaces the fear. We’re practically out in the middle of nowhere with virtually no traffic, where in the world could they be? I was only in the house for a few minutes, so they couldn’t have gone far. They’ve never run off before, so for them to do so now—I refuse to think there’s another reason they aren’t in the car—seems strange.

      “Daniel and Kelsey!” I yell again. “Where are you?”

      I stop my frantic look around the yard when I still get no answer, and pull in a deep breath. The last thing I need to do is have an anxiety attack. I need to pull myself together and think rationally. I think back to when I walked out to the living room. Could they have been in there and I didn’t even realize it?

      Barking comes from my right, and I turn to see Gigi bounding up to me. She stops at my feet and looks up. I absently reach out to her, but look over to the porch. As soon as I spot Alexander standing at the top of the steps, dressed in jeans and a thermal, I start toward him.

      “Are the kids inside?” I ask, out of breath even though I’ve only walked ten feet.

      His eyes look over my shoulder to the car, then back to me.

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Instead of answering, he looks out across the yard.

      “Fuck,” he hisses.

      The next second, he’s off the porch and barreling toward the barn. The door was closed when we first got here, I remember looking at it and seeing it closed, but now it’s open by several feet. With my heart in my throat, I run after Alexander. From the way his feet eat up the ground and the look on his face when he saw the door open, there’s something more to worry about than the kids being with the horses, even though that thought alone is enough to send terror through me. They’ve only been around horses a couple of times. They’re so big compared to my little kids, so the damage that could be done….

      I push those thoughts away, refusing to allow them entrance into my mind.

      “Oh God, oh God. Please don’t let anything happen to my kids.”

      Up ahead, Alexander skids to a stop, grabbing hold of the door so he doesn’t slide past it, and rushes inside out of view.

      I’m panting and my heart races when I make it to the door. The sun is shining bright outside, so when I run inside, I’m momentarily blinded by the dark interior. I widen my eyes in a hopeless attempt to see better, my breathing stuttering in fear of what I might find.

      I become accustomed to the darkness and take a step forward, but an arm stops me, pulling me back against a firm chest. I know it’s Alexander from his scent, but that doesn’t stop me from gripping his forearm and getting ready to push it away.

      “Shh,” Alexander whispers.

      “Huh?” I asked, confused, stopping my struggle before it begins. Why is he just standing here? It’s obvious this is where the kids went. We need to find them.

      “Don’t make any noises or move. We don’t want to spook him.”

      That’s when I look up and see Kelsey standing in front of a huge black horse. Fear nearly has my throat closing as I try to pull much-needed air into my lungs. One stomp from that horse and the damage could be fatal. I’ve always thought horses were beautiful animals, and I loved the idea of owning some one day with Will, but I get the sense this horse isn’t very friendly.

      I force my body to lock tight so I don’t run forward and snatch her away. From the tenseness of Alexander’s body behind me, he’s forcing himself to stay still as well. We both watch, helpless and holding our breath as Kelsey lifts her hand and holds out an apple. My heart lodges in my throat.

      “Alexander,” I whimper, scared for my little girl.

      His arms tighten around me and his heavy breaths fan across my ear. I can also feel the thump of his heartbeat against my back, and I know it matches my own racing beat.

      “Wait,” he whispers.

      Tears make my vision blurry, and I blink rapidly, not wanting to miss a second of what’s happening.

      Alexander’s body gets even tighter when the horse looks down at the apple offered to him. He lowers his head and opens his mouth slowly. I want to both squeeze my eyes shut and run toward the danger, but all I can do is stand there.

      The horse takes the apple from Kelsey’s hand and starts chomping on it. Kelsey, seeming mesmerized by the big beast, still has her hand raised. The horse butts his nose against it, then lets out a soft neigh, and Kelsey starts rubbing the side of its head.

      I’m still stiff as a board, but Alexander relaxes a bit behind me.

      “Well, fuck me,” he breathes gruffly in my ear.

      I want to turn around and ask him what’s going on, but I’m too scared to take my eyes off the horse and my girl.

      Kelsey steps closer to the big animal and my body stiffens even more. My nails dig into Alexander’s forearms, and I know it has to hurt him, but he doesn’t react.

      The horse rubs its head against the side of Kelsey’s as she continues to run both her hands down its neck. She turns her head to the side, and it’s the first chance I’ve gotten to see her face. What I see has all the air rushing from my lungs. She has one of the most gorgeous smiles on her face I’ve ever seen.

      Out the corner of my eye, I see movement, and both Alexander and I look over. Daniel is standing in front of another stall with the puppy in his arms. This horse is white and brown and much less intimidating, but it still makes me nervous that he’s so close. We don’t know these horses or what they are capable of.

      “Mom, why are you crying?” Daniel asks, walking over to us. I breathe a sigh of relief when he’s far enough away from the stall.

      I didn’t even realize I was crying until he questioned me. I don’t answer him, and instead detach my nails from Alexander’s arm and move toward Daniel, making sure to walk slowly. Once I reach him, I haul him into my arms, the poor puppy squished between us. I lift my head and look over to where Kelsey is with the other horse.

      Taking measured steps, Alexander walks closer to her. His movements seem casual, but I can see the tenseness in his back as he keeps his eye on the horse. Kelsey is no longer facing the horse, but is turned toward Alexander.

      “Kelsey, honey, come over here with me please,” Alexander calls in a calm voice.

      She looks back at the horse with longing and pets him one last time, before turning and meeting Alexander halfway. The beautiful smile of before is gone, replaced with a look of confusion.

      As soon as Kelsey is within arm’s reach, Alexander drops to his knees and gathers her into his arms. I watch, more tears coming to the surface as he embraces her tightly, and I swear it’s like he was just as afraid for her as I was. Like the thought of harm coming to her hurt him just as much as it did me.

      Turning to Daniel, I bent down. “Stay here.”

      When he sees my firm look and gives me a nod, I leave him there and walk over to Alexander and Kelsey. Sensing my presence, Alexander releases her and stands. I only spare him a brief look before I’m pulling Kelsey into my arms. Now that I have her close and know she’s okay, the noose around my neck loosens, and I can finally breathe properly. More tears pour down my face.

      The situation wasn’t that dire, but it could have been. When you have kids, the worst scenario always plagues you.

      I sniff my tears away, then pull back and look at Kelsey. Her brows are pulled down into a frown as she looks at me.

      “You and Daniel can’t run off like that,” I tell her sternly. “You both had me so worried. I had no idea where you were.”

      “I was just showing her the horses, Mom,” Daniel says, walking up to me with Alexander at his side. He still looks bewildered. “Then I told her about feeding them apples and asked if she wanted to give it a try.”

      Before I get a chance to explain to him the dangers of running off, Alexander beats me to it.

      “Daniel,” he begins. “You’re supposed to always ask your mother before you take off like that. Something bad could have happened and we wouldn’t have known until it was too late. Had you waited just a few more minutes, I would have taken you and your sister to feed the horses.” Alexander puts his hand on Daniel’s shoulder and squeezes gently. “Remember what I told you about Bandit the other day?” He thinks for a minute, then nods. “He’s not a horse you want to be around at the moment.”

      His words have my stomach dropping and panic wanting to take hold, but I force it down. The kids are okay, thank goodness, and hopefully have learned to not run off again. I still intend to ask Alexander later what he meant by the horse not being good to be around though. I’m not sure I like that he brought Daniel out here if he knew the horse was dangerous.

      Forgetting it for now, I quickly hug Kelsey again and bend to place a kiss against the top of Daniel’s head.

      I look over to Alexander and find him watching me with a soft expression on his face, but there’s still a hint of tension there. I give him a shaky smile, relieved and grateful he was here to help keep me calm. There’s no telling what I would have done had I come in the barn and found Kelsey standing in front of that horse. I certainly wouldn’t have kept still in my frantic state. He very well could be the only reason Kelsey and Daniel are still safe and unharmed.

      As we walk back to the house, Daniel yapping away to Alexander about his puppy and Kelsey her normal silent self, I send up a silent prayer to God, thanking him for giving Alexander the ability to keep my kids safe.
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      “WOW! THESE ARE SO COOL!” Daniel shouts about all the wooden figurines in the box on the floor.

      Seeing his excitement over something I’ve always cherished makes my damn insides giddy like a girl. After what happened earlier, I’ll definitely take the giddy stomach versus my heart feeling like it was being ripped from my chest.

      When I ran in that barn and saw Kelsey in front of Bandit, my stomach bottomed out, and I damn near fell on my ass with the force of it. She looked so damn small compared to the huge animal. One wrong move and she would have been gone. Not wanting to spook the horse into doing something fatal, I had to force myself to stay in place, then force Gwen to do the same when she barreled into the room after me. Having no other choice but to watch Kelsey look death in the eye was one of the scariest things I’ve ever had to face. Knowing the love that Gwen has for her children and that she had to do the same thing, made it ten times worse.

      I fucking hated just standing there, feeling like a worthless human being, as Kelsey teetered between being a healthy, beautiful girl and a dead one, but we had to be careful. Bandit is so unpredictable and has a violent streak, so using caution was a must. Dark memories of not being able to save Clara and Rayne tried pulling me under, but with iron will, I pushed the visions back. I had to stay focused. If I didn’t, Kelsey would have suffered.

      But then the damndest thing happened. It both shocked the shit out of me and left me mystified. The fucking horse, the one that damn near took off my hand the other day, took the apple out of Kelsey’s hand with gentle movements. Then the bastard proceeded to pet her with his head. If it wasn’t for the huge amount of relief I felt at Kelsey being safe, I would have been pissed. All this time, the fucking animal’s been playing me.

      Fucking prick.

      Even so, I’m so fucking grateful he chose that moment to be mellow. I’d take him biting off all my limbs over and over again versus him attacking Kelsey.

      “You make sure you take really good care of them, okay?” Gwen says firmly, bringing me back to the present.

      Daniel nods solemnly. “I will.”

      My eyes move to Kelsey, who’s sitting on the floor with several of the puppies curled up against her legs. She’s not paying them any mind, but every so often I see her petting one. She has the new crossword puzzle book I made her in her lap. When I gave it to her, the smile she gave was small, but it was there nonetheless. It was her eyes that were more expressive. She was happy about the book. Coming from someone who doesn’t show happiness often, the look was a big deal. Each new smile from her make my own pain lessen. I’ve come to realize that making Kelsey smile or even show just a hint of joy is something I enjoy doing.

      It’s Christmas Day, and while I was surprised to find Gwen in my house earlier and just a bit angry that she would be there on one of two days a year it’s not wise to be around me, I’m glad they’re here. The darkness of my regrets still lingers in the back of my mind, but having them here has been a good distraction. I know I shouldn’t use them as such, but damn, I don’t want them to leave.

      Gwen moves from her position on the floor by Daniel and comes to sit beside me on the couch. With Kelsey leaning against the couch, she’s forced to sit right beside me. Her leg brushes against mine, and I feel it behind the zipper of my jeans.

      The damn woman is wreaking havoc on my emotions. I’m trying so fucking hard to keep my thoughts pure when it comes to her, but it’s nearly impossible. Catching her in my room earlier after jacking off in the shower because thoughts of tasting her wouldn’t leave me, left me in a befuddled state for several moments. Right after I came all over the shower floor, guilt started plaguing me. Not because I felt like I betrayed Clara because I was thinking of another woman—I know Clara would want me to move on—but because I’ve got no right thinking about another woman when I couldn’t even take care of the one I had before. One that I loved with my whole heart. One that I had a baby with that I couldn’t protect either.

      I’m a heartless bastard who should have his balls kicked into his throat.

      Then the anger came on when I saw her standing there. I wanted to lash out at her to make her leave. Between the anniversary of Clara and Rayne’s death looming close and the guilt of what I just did in the shower, my emotions were raw and there was no telling what might happen. I’d wanted her gone at the same time my mind screamed at her to stay.

      Then she had to say the kids wanted to see me, the look in her eyes silently saying she wanted to see me too. I couldn’t turn them away.

      Things changed when I gave my consent. The look in her eyes turned carnal as she ran them down my body. Fuck if I didn’t want to march straight to her and plunder her mouth with mine. To lift her in my arms and carry her to my bed. Only pure force of will held me back.

      Gwen shifts beside me and my dick starts to stiffen. I jackknife off the couch so fast that Gigi jumps up from her perch on the floor and barks once. Leaving the three in living room, I head to the kitchen for a glass of water.

      It’s getting harder and harder being around Gwen and holding in my emotions. The woman makes me feel things that I don’t want to feel. Having her kids here makes me want things I don’t want to want.

      Like a family and a life filled with laughter.

      My eyes land once again on the bottle of Jameson when I open the cabinet for a glass. I’ve never been one to drink excessively, but the urge to do so now is strong. Anything to make these unwanted feelings disappear.

      I turn from the sink after filling my glass with water, and find Gwen standing in the doorway, watching me curiously.

      “Would you like me to heat up some of the food Mrs. Myers sent over?” she asks, coming to stand opposite me and leaning against the counter.

      I shake my head instead of answering her verbally. I’m not sure how steady my voice will be at the moment.

      She glances down at her feet, then brings her head back up.

      “What did you mean when you asked Daniel if he remembered what you said about Bandit?”

      I take a swallow of the cool liquid, then set it down on the counter before crossing my arms over my chest. She briefly looks at my arms before flicking her gaze back up to mine.

      “He’s been trouble training and hasn’t been the nicest horse to be around,” I tell her. I’ve been waiting for this question.

      Her eyes widen, and a hint of fear flashes across her face. Before she has a chance to respond, I reassure her.

      “He was never close to him when I had him out there with me, Gwen. I wouldn’t put him in danger.”

      It only takes a moment before she nods. “I know.”

      The rope around my neck loosens with her words. I don’t like her thinking I would be so careless as to put either of her kids in danger. Those kids have wormed their way into my heart and I’m not sure there’s a way for them to get out again. Already I know I’d put down my life for them.

      “I saw that you started tearing down the house,” she states softly.

      The reminder of what I was doing before my shower earlier lodges a sharp pain in my chest. It seemed fitting to start tearing down the house I was supposed to share with my family on the eve of when they died. I started it, then stopped when my back suddenly gave out. Part of it was due to my total lack of finesse tearing it down, the anger I felt making me clumsy and uncaring of how my back would be affected. Now that I’d started, I wanted it done and over with.

      “Yeah,” I answer gruffly.

      She moves away from the counter and comes toward me. The closer she gets the more tense my body gets. I left the living room to put some much-needed space between us, and here she is now closing the gap.

      Once she’s standing in front of me, she puts her hand on the arm with scars and looks up at me with concerned eyes. I feel the touch everywhere. It’s like, now that my desire for her has slipped by my defenses, it wants to consume me. Or rather, I want to consume her. I’ve gone years without any form of intimate contact, I haven’t wanted to touch anyone, but now it’s damn near all I can think about when I’m around her.

      My jaw tics and my hands grip the counter behind me as I fight back the urge to reach for her.

      “Are you okay?”

      My smile is tight when I respond. “Yes.”

      She frowns, and damned if it doesn’t make my chest tighten. The hand she still has on my arm is warm, and I look down at it. Her fingernails are cut short and painted a soft pink color. Her hands are so small that they’d be dwarfed in mine if I were to lace them together.

      She must see something on my face as I look down at her hand, because seconds later, she jerks it away. I bring my gaze back to her and see a bright flush on her cheeks, and I know she must have felt the connection too. It still amazes me that she’s not affected by my scars. I’m not jaded enough to believe that all people will be repulsed by them, but it’s as if she doesn’t see them at all.

      When she moves to take a step back, I reach out and seize her wrist before I realize what I’m doing. Our eyes lock the minute my hand touches hers and from the silent communication between us, we both know the other felt the electrical zap at contact.

      “Don’t,” I whisper, and gently pull her toward me. “I like it when you touch me.”

      I’m an idiot for asking for more from her, and I have no idea why I am, but the thought of her not touching me now is something I just can’t comprehend. Even the innocent touch of her hand on my arm is something I need. I’ll regret it later and feel like a bastard, but right at this moment the longing is much too strong to ignore.

      I lean back against the counter and widen my stance. She watches with cautious eyes as I continue to pull her toward me. With shaky hands and shallow breathing, I put my arms around her waist and pull her chest against mine. I don’t know why I’m so nervous. Before Clara, I had had my fair share of women, but this feels different somehow.

      With her so close, we lose eye contact. Her arms go around my waist and she rests her head against my chest.

      The embrace is both innocent and intimate. Feeling the warmth of her body, her soft curves against the hard muscles of mine, sends blood rushing to my cock, but it also feels comforting. I squeeze my eyes closed at how good this feels, how right it feels to have her in my arms, like this is where she’s supposed to be. I want that to be true so fucking much, but I know it can’t be.

      I hold Gwen in my arms and concentrate on memorizing the feeling of having her there. I wish we could stay like this forever, but it’s not possible. Not with the guilt I still carry. Not knowing I let my family down. Gwen and her two kids are too important. I won’t take that chance with them. There’s too much to lose.

      So instead, I’ll soak up every single second I have with her and Kelsey and Daniel, and keep these moments locked away and only let them out when the pain gets to be too much.

      We stand like this for several minutes, enjoying the feeling of being in each other’s arms. I want to put my fist through the wall when the moment is interrupted by my phone ringing. Gwen pulls back before I’m ready for her to and looks over at my phone sitting on the counter. When I make no move to grab it and instead tighten my arms around her, she looks up at me.

      “Are you going to get that?”

      “No,” I tell her, never moving my eyes off her.

      When the phone stops ringing, her forehead lands on the center of my chest, and her hands clench the back of my shirt tighter, like she doesn’t want to let me go either. A growl leaves the back of my throat when my damn phone starts ringing again. I’d love nothing more than to chuck it against the wall.

      “Alexander,” Gwen calls, pulling my murderous gaze from the phone. I lose the glare when my eyes land on her. “Maybe it’s important.”

      Right now, I don’t care if it’s important. All I care about is keeping Gwen where she is. But I know that’s not being rational.

      Reluctantly, I loosen my arms and she takes a step back. I stalk over to the phone and snatch it from the counter. Looking at the screen, I release a tired sigh.

      It’s my mom, and I know there’s no way I can put her off anymore. It’s been a couple of weeks since I’ve spoken to her and she knows what tomorrow is. She’s a mother and her natural instinct is to worry about her kids. She knows how tough the anniversary of their deaths is. If I don’t answer now, she’ll only continue to call back until I do. Or even worse, call the sheriff and have him come check on me. Yes, she’s done that before when I went weeks without answering her calls.

      Pulling in a deep breath, I swipe my finger across the screen.

      “Hey, Mom,” I answer.

      Gwen’s eyes widen when she hears who’s on the phone. A moment later, she leaves the kitchen, I assume to give me privacy.

      “Alexander,” my mom breaths through the phone. I can tell she’s surprised I answered.

      “How are you?” I ask, leaning against the counter and crossing my ankles.

      “Much better now that I’ve heard your voice.”

      “Mom, I’m—” I start to apologize.

      “No, Alexander,” she interrupts. “Your dad and I have been talking and he’s made me realize something. I know I hover too much. I know I’ve smothered you over the years since….” She trails off, not needing to clarify. “I just worry about you. I hate knowing you’re in pain,” she finishes quietly.

      I twist my neck from side to side, trying to relieve the tension I always get when I talk to my mom. She doesn’t mean to add more stress, and I’m sure it would upset her if she realized how much she’s caused me with her worrying. I haven’t had the heart to tell her because I know she’s only doing it out of love. That, and the fact it wasn’t just me who lost Clara and Rayne. She lost a daughter and granddaughter.

      “I get it. I really do, but you’ve got to stop worrying so much, okay?” I hear her sniffle on the other end of the line and it makes me feel like a dick, but I press forward. “I’m fine. Yes, it still hurts to breathe sometimes, but I’m getting there.” I pull air in my lungs and let it out slowly, knowing this is going to hurt her, but also knowing it needs to be said. “I love you, Mom, and I know you mean well, but when you constantly call and ask how I’m doing, it helps keep that wound open.”

      Her hiccupping sob guts me, and I close my eyes. When I open them, they meet Gwen’s over the bar. She’s standing on the other side of the couch with one of the puppies in her arms, watching me. I’m not sure if she can hear what I’m saying, but I’m sure my expression says enough.

      “Oh, Alexander, I’m so, so sorry, baby,” my mom cries softly, her voice tearful. “I never meant to make it harder on you.”

      Still keeping my eyes on Gwen, I console her. “I know. And I love you for caring so much.”

      She sniffs again and then there’s a shuffling sound. Next comes the deep murmur of my father’s voice talking to my mom before he gets on the line.

      “Son.”

      “Hey, Dad. How is she?”

      “She’ll be fine.” He sighs. “I heard what you told her and it was something she needed to hear. She can’t keep smothering you. She needs to let you heal.”

      I feel like an asshole because I know my mom wants me to heal, she’s just not giving me what I need to do so. I’m not entirely sure I deserve to heal after what I’ve done.

      “How are you doing?” my dad asks.

      You’d think that after upsetting my mom to explain that her constant worry wasn’t helping me that having my dad ask the same thing would bother me. There’s a difference between my mom asking versus my dad. I love my mom just as much as my dad, and I appreciate both of them worrying, but whereas my dad takes my answer for what it is and leaves it at that, my mom will dig and dig, thinking if she gets deep enough I’ll reveal my true feelings.

      Knowing he’s asking because of what tomorrow is, I say honestly, “I’m doing the best I can.”

      He’s quiet for a moment, then says gently, “You need us, you call.”

      “Will do, Dad. Thanks.”

      He clears his throat, then changes the subject like I knew he would. It’s not that he doesn’t care, it’s that he knows not to push.

      My eyes are still glued to Gwen, who’s now holding the puppy closer to her face. She watches me curiously.

      “Your mom wants to come for a visit. I’ve put her off for as long as I can, but I’m not sure how much longer I’ll be able to.”

      I break my gaze from Gwen and turn around. It’s hard to think about anything other than Gwen when I’m looking at her. I think that’s part of the reason I want to keep her here so badly. The guilt and pain don’t consume me as strongly when she’s here.

      It’s been almost a year since I’ve seen my parents, and I know it hurts my mom that it’s been so long. As much as she bugs the hell out of me, I miss them both.

      “Give me a couple weeks and tell her to plan a trip.”

      “You sure?” my dad asks.

      “Yeah.”

      We talk for a few more minutes about nothing in particular before we hang up. I keep my back turned to the living room, trying to gather my thoughts before facing Gwen again. The woman has me wrapped up in feelings I haven’t felt in a long time, and I have no idea what to do with them. With fear of sounding like a pansy-ass, Gwen’s put me through the emotional wringer.

      Instead of going back to the living room, I opt to make myself a plate of the leftovers Gwen brought with her. Mrs. Myers only lives a few miles from me and there’s been several occasions she’s called on me for help around the house. Both of us, along with a couple more houses, are the only people out this far from town. I don’t mind the times I’ve had to help the little old lady out, and whenever I make one of my rare trips to town, I always call her to see if she needs anything. A couple times when I went by her place she insisted I stay for dinner. She’s a really good cook, so when I bite into the homemade mashed potatoes and the oven-roasted turkey, my taste buds nearly explode with pleasure. I scarf down the plate of food in no time.

      When I walk back into the living room a few minutes later, I only find Daniel and Kelsey.

      “Where’s your mom?” I ask Daniel.

      He pauses in playing with the puppies with a couple of the wooden figurines and looks up at me. Shrugging, he says, “She said she was going to the bathroom.”

      My eyes immediately move to the hallway, where I have a view of the bathroom door. It’s open with the light off. Not caring that she uses the bathroom in my bedroom, but finding it weird that she would do so, I make my way down the hallway to the door down at the end.

      When I step through the doorway, I’m both surprised and pissed at what I see. Gwen’s sitting on the bed with the pictures from my nightstand in her hand. I don’t know why it makes me angry that she’s looking at them. It’s not that she went through my nightstand. Yes, I’m a private guy, but with Gwen I’ve been more open than I have with anyone else in a long time. It’s just… I don’t like her looking at what’s caused all my pain and heartache, knowing I’m the reason I’m going through it.

      “What are you doing in here?” I ask, my tone harsher than I intended it to be.

      She jumps up from the bed, startled both by my presence and tone. She looks down guiltily at the pictures still in her hand before bringing her eyes up to meet mine. I’m trying to rein in the anger, but I know some of it seeps through. I’m sure she didn’t purposely come in here to snoop, I just don’t know why she is in here.

      “I’m sorry,” she says, her face drawn down into a frown. “I was looking for my earrings I left on the nightstand. I thought maybe they fell in the drawer.”

      My hand, already in my jeans pocket, fingers the earrings I have in there. For some insane reason, I’ve been carrying them around with me since the day James saw them on the bar. Maybe it makes me feel closer to her having them so close to me. Or maybe I’m just fucking weird. For whatever reason, when I get undressed at night, I place them on the nightstand, then put them in my pocket the next morning.

      I pull them from my pocket and show them to her.

      “Oh,” she says. She doesn’t ask why I have them in my pocket, and I don’t offer the information. “Thank you.”

      She doesn’t say anything for a moment and makes no move to take the earrings from me. She simply looks down at the pictures. I grind my teeth, holding back the urge to snatch them from her hands and stuff them back in the drawer. I know exactly what she’s looking at, I just don’t know what she’s thinking.

      “She’s beautiful,” she says softly, rubbing her finger over one of the pictures. “They both were.” She looks up at me and sadness lines her face.

      My gaze drops to the photo. It’s the one I was holding outside the other day. I swallow thickly, trying to push my emotions back. I don’t say a word as I stand there and watch her look at the next one. It’s like I’m frozen on the spot, even as my mind screams at me to take them from her and hide them. I still love my lost family, but I’m ashamed of what happened to them. What I did to them.

      The next photo is of Clara and me standing in front of the fireplace. She was six months pregnant. I was holding the sonogram we had done earlier that day that finally showed us the sex of our baby against her rounded belly. The first couple times she was being stubborn and not showing her goods to the doctor, but that time we got lucky. At the bottom of the picture, Clara had printed the words Our First Family Photo.

      The last image is the sonogram itself. It’s not often I bring the photos out anymore—it’s too painful to look at them—so to see them now and tomorrow being what it is, makes me feel like one giant pincushion with thousands of needles being pushed into it.

      Her head finally lifts, and there’s tears glistening in her eyes. After blinking a few times, she turns and gently sets the pictures back in the drawer and closes it. I pull in a few deep breaths while she has her back turned.

      When she does turn back around, I say the first thing that comes to mind. “You should leave.”

      I regret the words as soon as I say them, but I don’t take them back. I need to be alone. My reprieve has come to an end, and she and the kids need to leave before I completely lose it. I feel the threads of my control snapping, and I don’t want them to see me like that.

      The pain that crosses her face has the ache in my chest escalating. I hate myself for putting it there.

      She nods, then looks down at her hands. After a moment, she walks toward me. I want to reach out to her and apologize as she passes me, but I don’t. If I do, I know I won’t let her go, and she needs to.

      I follow her, but stay at the mouth of the hallway as she tells the kids to gather their things. Daniel grumbles and looks sad. I look at Kelsey, and the expression on her face says it all: Disappointment and despair. Between Gwen’s and the kids’ reactions, I want to stab myself in the chest. It’ll likely hurt less than the pain I’m feeling now.

      Gwen gives me a sad smile as she and the kids walk to the door. I walk behind them and step out onto the porch. After Daniel says goodbye and Kelsey looks at me blankly, Gwen tells them to go to the car.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snoop,” she says, hurt evident in her voice.

      “I know.” I stuff my hands in my pockets to keep from touching her. “I just….” I clear my throat and look out across the yard. “I need to be alone.”

      She lifts her hand like she’s going to reach out to me, and I hold my breath, both hoping she doesn’t and silently begging her to. Making her decision, she drops her hand.

      “Thank you for letting the kids and me stay for a bit. They really enjoyed spending time with you.”

      She tries to smile, but it falls away too quickly to be real. I wonder if she enjoyed it as well, or if she regrets coming. I know I’m giving her mixed signals, and I feel like shit doing that to her, but I’m so fucked-up right now, I have no idea what I’m doing. I want to grab on to her and never let her go. I want to cherish her kids and love them like they should be loved. I want to care for Gwen like she deserves. I want to be the man they need, but I’m so damn scared of failing. I so afraid my past won’t allow me to be the person they should have.

      Looking over to the car and seeing the kids occupied, I do what I know I shouldn’t, but am unable to stop myself. I step closer to Gwen and cup the side of her face. Her skin’s so soft compared to mine, and I wish I could feel it against me all the time.

      I dip my head and very gently lay my lips across hers. I hear her breath hitch as she holds still, letting me do what I both want and need. I don’t take the kiss far, giving us both just enough. My lips slide across hers and she tastes like vanilla, just as I remembered from yesterday. We open our mouths at the same time, and I meet her tongue with mine.

      The kiss is soft and gentle, and I pull back before it can go any further. I hurt from the loss, and from the look on her face, she does too.

      Without another word from either of us, she turns and walks down the steps to the truck, and I’m once again left watching what could have been drive away. My hands slide inside my pockets and brush against the earrings I never gave back to her.
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        * * *

      

      I DRIVE DOWN THE small embankment and park my truck at what is the location of all my heartache. I turn the truck off, and with a pain so sharp it feels like I’m being stabbed to death, look at the two crosses hammered into the ground. It wasn’t my doing. I’m not sure who did it, but they’ve been there for a while. I see them every time I go to town, but it never hurts so much to see them as when I’m this close. I try to avoid them as much as possible, but there’s no avoiding them on this day.

      Taking a deep breath, I reach over and grab the bottle of Jameson and get out of the truck. It’s ironic, because normally this time of year the water is pretty low; however, the year that Clara and Rayne died, we’d had an unseasonably warm and rainy winter, so the water was pretty high. Had it not been…

      I wipe the thought away, because there’s no fucking sense in thinking about what-ifs. It won’t change a damn thing.

      I sit down and lean against the pillar. Before I can stop them, my eyes land on the spot where everything was taken from me. Every year, on the day they died, I come out here and spend the night, using only my jacket and alcohol to keep me warm.

      Memory after memory flood my mind, and I try to chase them away with the Jameson. It never works, no matter how much I drink, and that’s why I always end up plastered. Their ghosts haunt me the most when I’m here. This is my penance for not saving them. It’s what I deserve, and the very least I can do is suffer for them.

      I take a big swig from the bottle, then another, and another. It burns going down my throat, but after the first few swallows the pain fades. Raising my knees, I rest my arms on top of them and let the bottle dangle between my legs. My head clunks back against the concrete, and I close my eyes. As soon as I do, the screams of pain and the wails of my baby girl swarm me, pulling me into a dark abyss that I wonder if one day I won’t be able to escape from.
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      I STARE SIGHTLESSLY across the room as I fold clothes. Memories of Alexander’s face yesterday when he caught me looking at the photos plague me. He looked so broken and torn. And angry. There was a tic in his jaw and his body was tense, like he was seconds away from pouncing. I get his anger and his sorrow. I shouldn’t have been in there. I should have waited until he was done with his phone call and asked. I didn’t realize the ramifications of looking in his drawer. When I saw those pictures, sorrow slammed into me like a sledgehammer. I had no connection to the woman and baby, but for some reason, I still felt the loss of them as if I did. That feeling grew when I saw the pain on Alexander’s face.

      Although I understood his need to be alone when he told me I should leave, the rejection still hurt. His wounds were wide open because of the impending anniversary of their deaths, and I wanted nothing more than to be with him, to show him comfort and not let him be alone during his grief. No one should ever have to go through such a heavy emotion alone.

      The need to see him now, to reassure myself he’s okay, is strong, and the more I sit here and stew over it, the stronger it gets.

      I look up when Kelsey walks into the living room. My eyes fall to the standard crossword puzzle book she has rolled up in her hand. I lift my gaze to hers, confused, because ever since Alexander gave her the one he made, she hasn’t used the other ones.

      I drop the towel I was folding in my lap and ask, “Did something happened to the book Alexander made you?”

      She looks at me for a moment before shaking her head and looking down at the book in her hand.

      “Why aren’t you using that one?”

      She doesn’t answer, but she doesn’t need to. I saw the answer in her eyes before she managed to clear it away. She’s hurt from him turning us away yesterday.

      “Come sit.” I pat the cushion beside me.

      She comes to the couch and sits down stiffly. I turn so I’m facing her and make her look at me.

      “I know you’re hurt from yesterday.” When I get nothing from her, I forge ahead. I want her to better understand Alexander’s behavior so she doesn’t think it has anything to do with her, Daniel, or me. “Something happened a few years ago that hurt him terribly.”

      Understanding dawns on her face, and I get the sense that she already knows he’s hurting, she just doesn’t know why. The look doesn’t surprise me. It’s said that those who are going through pain recognize it in others. I’ve seen the way Kelsey looks at him. Even at such a young age, there was sympathy and recognition of mutual anguish.

      “He lost his wife and baby, who he loved dearly.” I wrap my arm around her shoulders when her eyes start to water. “I’m not saying this to hurt you. I want you to know he’s in pain, and I don’t want you to think his actions have anything to do with you or Daniel.” I wipe away the single tear that slides down her cheek. I hate knowing this is hurting her. She’s too young to be going through so much pain. Losing her father was enough, and I know hearing about Alexander hurts her even more.

      She looks at me with questions in her eyes, and I hold my breath, hoping beyond hope that she’ll speak. Disappointment has my shoulders sagging when the look disappears and she turns her head away.

      “Hey.” I call her attention back to me. Once I have her eyes again, I tell her quietly, “You know how you’re really sad about losing your dad?” Although the therapist said to not shy away from bringing up Will because Kelsey needs to learn that it’s okay to talk about him, it still hurts when I do. Every time he’s mentioned it brings fresh pain to her face, but this is the best way to get her to understand Alexander’s situation.

      She nods once, though her face drops with the movement.

      “Sometimes people react differently than others when they lose someone they love. Alexander’s very sad for losing his family, but he’s also angry because they were taken from him. Sometimes it’s hard to hold that anger in and we may accidentally hurt the ones we care about.”

      I stop and give her time to process what I’ve said, and she frowns as she thinks it over.

      “Do you understand what I’m saying?” I ask after a few moments.

      Her head dips down, indicating she does. I tuck a piece of hair behind her ear and lean closer so our eyes are level.

      “It doesn’t mean he doesn’t care, he just wanted us to go so he wouldn’t hurt us. He needed to be alone for a while.”

      Leaving him behind, knowing of the heartache he was going through, was hard, but I understood. Especially when I saw his face when we pulled away. I saw the turmoil. He wanted us there, but for some reason I think it made it harder on him. I know he didn’t want us to see him in the state he was headed for. I could have dealt with it, but like him, I didn’t want the kids to see it either. So we left, even though it tore me apart to do so.

      I lean forward and kiss Kelsey’s cheek, then pull back. “I love you.”

      She doesn’t respond, but I know she returns the feeling.

      Kelsey goes back to her room, and I return to folding laundry. Or rather, I try to. I’m too distracted, so the clothes are only receiving a half-hearted attempt.

      I spot my phone on the coffee table, and it only takes me seconds to come to a decision. I snag the device from the table and speed-dial Jeremy. He answers on the third ring.

      “Hey, Jeremy. Can I ask a big favor?”
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        * * *

      

      THIRTY MINUTES LATER, I’m turning down the road that leads to Alexander’s land. After calling Jeremy and asking if he could watch the kids for a while, I took off, an unexplainable force driving me to see Alexander.

      I make it to the bridge over Hallow’s Creek, and my stomach bottoms out when I see Alexander’s truck at the bottom of the embankment, almost under the bridge. Curiosity and dread have me pulling over and exiting my vehicle. As I walk down the small hill, I thank God that his truck shows no sign of an accident. My eyes catch on two crosses that have been placed in the ground, one smaller than the other, and I know they are for his wife and daughter. An ache forms in my chest, because this is the reason he’s here.

      Looking around, at first I don’t see him, but I know he has to be here. When I do finally spot him, he’s hunched over with his arms resting on his raised knees and his head hanging between his legs. The position is telling enough, but when I call his name and he looks up at me, my heart feels like it’s been pierced with a serrated knife.

      His face is wet with tears and his eyes are bloodshot. A bottle of alcohol dangles from one hand, and it looks to be about three-quarters empty. The temperature isn’t quite freezing, but it’s still cold enough and he’s only wearing a light jacket. I get the feeling this isn’t the first time he’s done this. I’d even go so far as to say he does this every year on the same day. This is the place he lost everything. The thought brings tears to my eyes.

      Cautiously, I walk over and get down on my knees in front of him. Even through my jeans, the ground is cold. He watches me with bleary eyes. When I take the bottle from his hand, he blinks at me slowly, like he’s unsure of what’s going on. A gust of wind swirls around us, and I feel it in my bones, but he doesn’t seem to notice.

      “Alexander,” I say in an agonized whisper. Seeing him like this tears me up inside.

      “What?” he grunts.

      “What are you doing to yourself?” I ask the question that I’m pretty sure I already know the answer to.

      When he answers, his voice is strong and much clearer than you’d think coming from someone who’s drunk almost a full fifth of whiskey.

      “Paying the price the only way I know how.”

      He reaches down by his hip and produces another bottle of alcohol, this one full and unopened. I contemplate taking the bottle from him, but decide against it for the moment. As much as it pains me to see him drink his sorrows away, this is his way of coping and who am I do deny him? I saw the beer in the fridge when we were staying with him, but they were pushed all the way to the back, which makes me think him drinking is a rare occurrence.

      “Why are you here?” he asks before taking a big swallow of the amber liquid, then wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “I was worried about you. You shouldn’t be alone.”

      He looks at me for a moment, his eyes drooping slightly, before he looks away. His jaw is tight and the hand not holding the bottle balls into a fist. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “But I won’t leave you here by yourself.”

      His eyes swing back to me and the look in them reminds me of the day we first met in the market. Despondency, regret, and anger flash in their depths.

      “I don’t want you here,” he growls as he leans forward.

      Although I know the anger is born out of guilt and pain, I still flinch at his tone. He sees it, and for a moment it looks like he’s going to apologize as torment replaces the guilt and pain, but then the emotion is gone and his face goes blank. His head drops back against the concrete with a thud and he closes his eyes.

      Walking on my knees until I’m on the other side of him, I settle my back against the pillar. Our shoulders touch as I wrap my arms around my knees. It’s early evening in winter time, so the sun will be setting shortly. The temperature is sure to drop at least ten degrees, and I’ll likely be frozen come the end of this, but there’s no way I’m leaving him out here alone. He can push and shove all he wants, but it’ll get him nowhere.

      We sit this way for a while, neither of us saying a word. I don’t want to interrupt his thoughts, I just want him to know I’m here if he needs me. Every so often, the breeze will pick up, sending a shiver through my body. I try to hold off the shakes, but they end up getting the best of me and I start shivering. His arm that’s pressed against me moves occasionally when he lifts the bottle to his lips.

      After thirty minutes, I feel eyes on me and look over. He’s watching me with a frown and the side of his face that’s scarred is pulled tight. I can smell the whiskey on his breath every time he breathes out, and it mixes with his own personal scent.

      His frown turns into a scowl and he turns his head away from me with a muttered “fuck” before he clumsily climbs to his feet. I make a move to get up to help, but he shoots me a look and growls, “Stay there.”

      I watch as he staggers his way to his truck. His movements are sluggish, but he’s still moving relatively well for having drunk so much.

      He slams the truck door, and I’m surprised when he comes back with a blanket.

      “Sit up,” he barks when he’s standing in front of me. I ignore the harsh command and do as he says. He unfolds the blanket and places it around my shoulders, making sure to tuck it around the front of me. The gesture is sweet, and I know he’s doing it because he cares, even if his tone and attitude say otherwise.

      “Thank you,” I state once he’s back to leaning on the pillar. He doesn’t answer, just takes another swallow of his drink.

      Again, we sit in silence. The sun is starting to set behind the trees, leaving behind a beautiful purple and pink sky, and I’m grateful for the blanket. I lean my head back against the pillar and rest my eyes. A few minutes later, I open them when Alexander starts to talk, his voice devoid of emotion. His eyes are closed.

      “I met Clara the summer my family and I went to help my aunt and uncle move. They lived a few hours away from here and were moving across the country for my uncle’s new job. On the second day we were there helping them pack up, the family that was buying the house came by to take measurements for a back porch they were going to add on. It was Clara’s family. I had only just turned fifteen at the time, and she was fourteen, but I remember thinking she was the prettiest girl I had ever seen. We struck up a conversation, but they were only there for about thirty minutes before they left again, so I wasn’t able to learn much about her. It bothered me, because I wanted to see her again. I thought I wouldn’t get the chance, but on the fourth day, they came back and then again a day later, which was our last day there.”

      As he talks, his expression turns soft. It’s a look I’ve never seen on his face, but one that makes him look devastatingly handsome.

      “Each visit was short, but with each one, I dreaded her leaving. She was so sweet and soft-spoken, but also had a sense of humor a mile long. We’d sit outside on the porch and make each other laugh until our stomachs hurt. She was one of the easiest people to talk to. On the last day, I got her phone number and promised to call her. I did as soon as I got home, and for a year and a half, that’s how we communicated.”

      He stops for a moment and stares off into space, as if lost in thought, then shakes his head and continues. I keep my eyes on him, not wanting to miss anything.

      “The day I got my driver’s license, I begged my mom to let me go see her, but she wouldn’t. She said it was too far to drive with my newly earned driving status. It took me six months to convince her to let me go, and even then, I had to pull over and call her every hour.”

      He chuckles, but it sounds dry.

      “We talked for a year and a half on the phone, but when we saw each other again in person, we were both so nervous. It was easy on the phone, because we weren’t face-to-face. We finally managed to get over our awkwardness and it felt just as natural as when we first met and then when we spoke on the phone. I visited her once a month and we became really close over the years. We both dated other people, but for me, none of the girls really mattered. I knew I had feelings for Clara, but she lived so far away, so I tried pushing the feelings aside, but it never worked.”

      He takes a swallow of his drink, then uses his arm to wipe his mouth. I can’t take my eyes off his face. It’s so animated when he speaks of the girl he fell in love with as a teenager.

      He drops one of his legs and rests the bottle on the top of his thigh.

      “We attended the same college and it wasn’t until I was a junior and she a sophomore that things changed between us. We started dating and making plans for the future. We married after college, and decided right away to start a family. Her degree was in interior design, so she was able to work from home. It was perfect for us, because she wanted to be at home with our kids. We were both so excited. We tried for months, but she never got pregnant. It took two years….”

      He trails off, and I know from the look on his face whatever he’s about to say will be excruciating for him. I clutch the blanket in my fists to keep from reaching out to him, worried the gesture won’t be welcome. His body is tenses, as if he’s barely holding himself together.

      “She lost the baby when she was two months pregnant,” he says, then stops to clear his throat when his voice cracks. “She was six weeks pregnant when she lost the second.” I suck in a breath and my hand flies to my mouth. Immediate tears fill my eyes. But he’s not done. “At four months, she miscarried our third baby, and at one month miscarried our fourth. After that, I had decided we weren’t going to try for a fifth. Each miscarriage killed us a little inside, and watching Clara go through each one became too much, but she wanted to try one last time.”

      Unable to stand the small gap between us, I scoot closer to him. The sun is below the horizon, leaving us in shadows. I know he has to be freezing, but the warmth of the alcohol and the memories he’s facing right now must be giving him the ability to ignore the cold.

      I watch the hand that’s not holding the bottle flex back and forth into a fist as he continues to talk, further breaking my heart for him.

      “We were so careful. She made it thirty-two weeks before the baby decided to come.” A smile touches his face for a brief second before it slips free. “She was so tiny and incredibly gorgeous.”

      He pulls a picture out of his pocket, and I recognize it as one of the ones in his nightstand drawer. It’s the one of them in the hospital. He fingers the photo with reverence, likes it’s one of the most precious things to him.

      “Due to her being so early and her lungs not being fully developed, after a visit just long enough to snap this picture, she was rushed to the neonatal unit, where she was given the chance to grow stronger. She was there for seven weeks before she was deemed ready to go home.”

      The bottle drops from his hand and tips over. The amber liquid spills and runs down the embankment toward the water. My eyes swing back to Alexander to catch him dropping his head in his hands, where he fists his hair. His shoulders slump as he breaks down right in front of my eyes. I get on my knees and move closer to him. I hate seeing him in this state, and I need to reach out to him, but I think he needs me to as well. As soon as I touch his shoulder, his head whips up and he stares at me with anguished eyes. The look terrifies me. His pain has become my pain.

      “Alexander.” I have no idea what I want to say, but I need to say something to help wipe the immense pain from his face. Before I get a chance to come up with the right words, he stops me.

      “No,” he says roughly. “This is something you need to know.”

      I nod and sit back on my legs, but still keep my hand on his shoulder; my need to touch him, to silently let him know I’m here is too great. My heart pounds heavily in my chest. I know what he’s about to say will be devastating.

      He squeezes his eyes shut for a moment, then digs the heels of his hands into the sockets and rubs so hard it has to hurt.

      “We were so damn happy we were able to finally bring her home,” he continues, his voice so scratchy it sounds like he’s been screaming for hours. “The weather was rainy and warm for that time of year. I remember looking over and seeing the smile on Clara’s face, knew I had the same big grin of happiness. By the time Rayne was released, it was already dark and the lights from all the Christmas decorations we passed made Clara’s face glow even more.”

      I tense, afraid of where he’s going, and I silently pray I’m wrong. My stomach rolls when he starts talking again, his words and the sorrowful way he says them shredding my heart into tiny pieces, then crushing them into dust.

      “We were coming up on Hallow’s Creek when a car coming the other way swerved in front of us. I jerked the wheel to avoid hitting him head-on. I could hear Clara screaming in my ear, but I was too focused on trying to keep the car on the road. It was slick and there were puddles. I hit one and hydroplaned. We hit the shoulder sideways and the impact flipped the car over.” His terror-filled eyes move to a spot close to the bridge on the side of the road, and I know he’s seeing where the car started its first roll. “We rolled four times until the car stopped on Clara’s side.”

      Tears flood my cheeks and my hand digs into his shoulder. His tone is no longer hoarse, but now blank, revealing no emotion at all. It’s only the tears sliding down his face that show his pain.

      “Alexander, please stop,” I croak, not sure I can hear the rest.

      He doesn’t stop though, and I force myself to listen to him, somehow knowing he needs to do this, even if it does destroy me. My pain is nothing compared to his, so I can do this for him.

      “It was the heat from the flames that brought me to. They hadn’t made it to me yet, but they were close. The tiny wails of my beautiful baby girl were the first thing I heard, but they only lasted a few seconds before they abruptly stopped. I was barely conscious, but the silence scared the shit out of me. I needed to hear her cry so I knew she was okay.”

      He stops talking all of a sudden and looks around frantically, a look of panic on his face. I realize what he’s looking for and hand him the almost empty bottle. The relief floods his face when he grabs it and downs the rest. I wish there is more I can do to help dull the pain this is causing him, but all I can do is sit here, helpless.

      “My fucking legs and right arm were trapped between the seat and the steering wheel. It was dark outside, so when I looked to the back seat to find my little girl, all I could see was darkness and what looked like water. That’s when Clara came to. She immediately started screaming Rayne’s name and tried to get to the back seat, but she was trapped as well. The dash had crushed her legs. The flames coming from the dash were getting closer to me, but I didn’t feel the heat anymore. My sole focus was to get to Rayne and Clara. Clara looked at me and begged and pleaded for me to get Rayne out. It wasn’t until the water started rising and covering Clara that I realized we’d rolled down the embankment and were in the creek. Fear like I’ve never felt before seized me, and I started jerking as hard as I could on my arm that was trapped. I couldn’t reach Clara or Rayne with my left, and no matter how hard I pulled and yanked, I couldn’t fucking get my right one free.

      “Clara was smashed up against her door and the water was creeping up on her fast and there was no way for her to get away from it. She was screaming and crying hysterically, while I kept trying to get free. The flames reached my leg first, and I felt and smelled as my jeans were burned away. Then it hit my flesh and it was excruciating. The pain from being burned tried to pull me under, but I fought to stay conscious. I couldn’t take my eyes away from Clara as the water reached her face and swallowed her up.”

      He stops and his breathing becomes labored as he stares off into space. His eyes look wild, and I know he’s reliving the horror of that moment. I grab hold of his wet cheeks, the blanket falling from my shoulders, and make him look at me, desperate for that look to disappear. The roughness of his beard on the left side feels so different than the smoothness of his scars on the other side.

      His eyes meet mine and they appear unfocused, as if he’s not seeing me.

      “Alexander,” I call, making sure my voice comes out strong when I feel anything but. “Look at me.” I give him a shake.

      I don’t know if it’s my tone or the fact I’m so close to him, but he seems to snap out of it. He flinches, but I don’t let that affect me.

      “You’re not there anymore,” I tell him quietly. “You’re here with me right now.”

      His eyes flick back and forth between mine and he frowns, then gives me a nod. I’m surprised when his head drops from my hand and he lays it against my shoulder. Next, his arms wrap around my middle, and I’m forced to get back up on my knees. He’s hunched over me as he seeks comfort.

      His voice comes out muffled and broken when he speaks next. I already know what he’s going to say, but it still hurts nonetheless.

      “She begged and begged me to help Rayne up until the water covered her face, and even then, her eyes pleaded with me until she couldn’t hold her breath anymore. I watched her drown, and I couldn’t do a damn thing. I let my baby and wife die.” I’m shaking my head no, but don’t get a chance to voice my objection. “I tried so fucking hard, Gwen, I swear I did, but I couldn’t get free. My arm had gouges from me pulling so hard. When the flames reached my upper body, I wanted it to devour me. I wanted to die. If they couldn’t live, then neither would I. Right as it got to my face, someone yanked open my door. It was pouring outside so the rain coming in helped control the fire long enough for them to throw water on me. I already felt dead inside when they pulled me from the car. The pain of the burns was searing and unbearable, but the pain of knowing I’d lost my wife and newborn baby couldn’t compare.”

      My shirt is soaked by the time he’s done. My own face is drenched in tears as well. Even though I was the one giving him comfort, I still cling to him just as tightly as he clings to me. His weight sags against me, and I know it’s not only from the alcohol, but from emotional exhaustion.

      We stay this way for a while, him with his arms wrapped around my waist, his head against my shoulder, and me with my head resting on top of his. I pull the blanket around us both.

      After a few minutes, he pulls back, and his tired eyes look up at me. I wipe away my own tears and sit back on my legs. My eyes feel swollen from crying and his carry so much pain. I don’t know what to do to help him. There’s really nothing I can do to help him.

      “I’m sorry, Alexander.” It sounds so inadequate for what he’s gone through. “I’m so sorry for what you went through. For what they went through. I can’t imagine….” I close my eyes and take a deep breath before opening them again. I can’t even finish the thought because it’s too incomprehensible.

      He swallows, then nods. It looks like he wants to say more, but his eyes drop to my shirt and notices it’s drenched.

      “Shit,” he grumbles scratchily. “Sorry.”

      It’s a weird thing to notice at a time like this, but I think it’s more of an avoidance thing. Now that he’s told his story and has relived the pain, he’s only too willing to push it aside and try to focus on something else. From the look in his eyes, his attempt isn’t successful. I have a feeling it won’t ever be successful. How does someone recover from something like that?

      I shake my head, letting him know I don’t care about my shirt.

      “Please don’t apologize.” It almost comes out as begging. I feel restless because there’s so much I want to say, but I know none of it will ever be good enough. “I don’t know what to do,” I tell him honestly. “I wish so much there was something I could do to help your pain, but I know there’s not.”

      “You’ve helped me already,” he responds quietly, confusing me.

      He looks down at his hands and flexes his fingers. I pull the blanket tighter around my shoulders when a gust of wind sweeps over us.

      He’s quiet for a few minutes, then turns hazy eyes my way. He opens his mouth to speak, then closes it and shakes his head, as if mentally warring with himself. Pulling in a deep breath, he tries again. “I can’t drive.” He looks over to my truck, then back to me. “But we need to get you out of the cold. Can you take me home?”

      Pleased that he’s asked, I nod. I’d stay out here in the cold all night if I had to, but I’m glad he wants to go home. I know being here makes him feel closer to his wife and baby, but the way he’s drinking his sorrows and guilt away hinders his grieving process. We’ll never forget the ones we love, they’ll be with us always, but we need to learn to live without them, to not let the pain of their loss rule our lives. Alexander hasn’t been grieving, he’s been living in his pain all these years. He’s not learning to move on, he’s staying in place and immersing himself in guilt.

      “Yes.”

      I stand, still holding onto the blanket, and wait for him to follow. He doesn’t at first, just sits there and looks around in the dark, as if searching for something. I give him a few minutes as I gather the two bottles of Jameson and a brown paper bag. It takes him a moment, but then he slowly gets to his feet. He’s surprisingly steadier than I thought he would be, but his movements are sluggish as we make our way over to my truck. His eyes linger on the two crosses we pass, and even in the dark I can see fresh heartache on his face.

      He climbs inside without saying a word. His eyes appear distant, like he’s not in himself right now. I throw the blanket and trash in the back.

      “Do you have your keys?” I ask.

      I get a single nod in response. Walking over to his truck, I lock the doors, then go back to mine. It’s cold inside, but thankfully my truck heats up quickly. Neither of us speak as we make the five-minute drive to his house.

      He doesn’t ask me inside, but I get out anyway. The only light that’s on is the one by the barn, and it’s dark enough that I have trouble seeing my way to the porch. Thankfully, he walks slowly, and I’m able to follow him. I trip when I make it to the steps, but he turns and catches me before I fall, then guides me up the rest of the way. I have no idea how he’s able to move so smoothly with so much alcohol in his system. My only guess is his highly emotional state must have helped burn off some of the effects.

      Keys jingle once we’re standing in front of the door, and a second later, we’re inside. He stops several feet away with his back to me. His head is hanging forward and the defeated posture makes me ache for him.

      I walk up and place my hand on his back. Keeping my voice low, I ask, “Are you okay?”

      He shakes his head, then answer verbally. “No.”

      “What can I do?” I’m whispering now.

      He turns and regards me with bleak eyes. “Stay with me,” he answers gruffly. “I don’t want to be alone right now.”

      There’s no hesitation when I nod. “Okay.” Relief immediately covers his face. “I need to call Jeremy and let him know I won’t be home tonight.”

      When Jeremy came by the house to watch the kids earlier, I told him I didn’t know how long I’d be. He told me to take as long as I needed. I didn’t tell him what I was doing exactly, just that I was going to check on a friend, but I think he knew anyway. The kids have mentioned Alexander a few times, and I’m sure he saw something when he picked the kids and me up after the snowstorm. He never said a word, but his eyes held understanding.

      Once I get off the phone with Jeremy, who said he’d stay with the kids, I shed my jacket. I find the living room empty and the kitchen the same way. I walk down the hallway, where I see light filtering out of his bedroom. Unsure of what I’ll find, I walk cautiously into his room. Gigi is on her bed sleeping soundly. I find Alexander in the bathroom, staring at his reflection in the mirror. He’s looking at himself as if he’s disgusted with what he sees. I understand the reaction, even if I don’t agree with it. He’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever met, on the inside and out. I just wish he saw that himself.

      I walk up behind him, but stay to the side so I can keep him in view. At first, he doesn’t seem to notice me, but when I stop behind him, his eyes flicker to mine. The look of revulsion disappears and something else takes its place. Reverence, maybe? Wonder? Confusion? I’m not sure.

      He holds my stare, and I wonder what he’s thinking. What’s going through his head? Before I get a chance to dwell on it, he turns around, grabs my hand, and leads me back into his room, flipping the light off as he goes. We stop at the side of the bed. He pulls back the covers, and without asking, I slip off my shoes and climb in. He reaches back and tugs off his shirt before following me.

      Under different circumstances, butterflies would be swarming in my stomach right now. Being in bed with Alexander is something I never thought would happen, but I’ll admit, I’ve secretly wondered what it would be like, especially the last few days. Now though, after everything that’s happened today, sex is the last thing on my mind. Comfort is what he needs right now.

      My eyes briefly hit on the scars on his chest before I bring them up to meet his.

      “Roll over,” he says deeply.

      I roll over, and as soon as I do, a wall of warm muscle meets my back. His arms band around my waist, tugging me against him, and his legs spoon mine. My arms line up against his. The embrace is tight and secure, and I get the sense he needs that right now, to feel connected to someone.

      His warm breath blows across the back of my neck. “Thank you.”

      My arms tighten against his and tears prick the backs of my eyes at the way his words crack as they leave his throat. He buries his face in my hair, and I hear him take a deep, shaky breath.

      I lie there for a long time, going over what he revealed tonight and wondering how he’s coped this whole time. Not because guilt should have eaten away at him, but because of how he lost his family. His baby was only seven weeks old. He never got to have her in his home. And to watch them die right in front of his eyes, knowing there was nothing he could do; and there wasn’t anything he could do, no matter how much he may think otherwise. No man, woman, or child should have to witness something so horrific. For him to do so and still manage to get by just shows how strong he is. But then I wonder how well he is managing. Watching him tonight talk about his family, he looked half dead, like a vital part of him was missing.

      I close my eyes and bring one of his hands up to my mouth, kissing the back of it. Learning what he’s been through makes me want to cement myself into his life even more. To love him and help bring him back to the living. To cherish the great man he is and the wonderful father he could be. Something tells me, like a soft whisper in the night, that I was meant to meet this man for a reason. My kids and I were brought into his life not by coincidence, but by fate.

      His breathing against my neck has evened out, indicating he’s asleep. I relax my body against him more, wanting no gaps or spaces between us.

      “Good night, Alexander,” I say softly into the dark, not expecting a reply.

      “Good night, Gwendolyn,” he whispers, surprising me, then kisses the back of my neck.

      I don’t know if he did it in his sleep or if he’s fully conscious, but regardless of the reason, it brings comfort to my own beaten heart, solidifying that I’m exactly where I belong.
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      I WAKE WITH A DRY mouth, pissed-off stomach, and headache from hell, but none of that matters because I have something warm and sweet in my arms. Something I know shouldn’t be there, but I cherish it just the same.

      The sun is bright coming in the window, so I shove my face deeper in Gwen’s hair. I breathe in deep, loving the smell of her. It’s amazing how right she feels in my arms. I wish I could hold her here forever.

      Memories of yesterday run through my mind. I totally fucking lost it in front of her and told her everything. She had a right to know, especially because I know she feels something for me.

      She didn’t say much or act disgusted, but given time to think about it, that doesn’t mean she won’t today. Gwen’s a good, loving woman, and I know she doesn’t judge, but what happened to my family, what I couldn’t prevent, would turn anyone’s stomach. Rationally, I know there was nothing I could do to save my family, but my heart screams at me, saying there had to have been something I could have done. I could have told the doctors that since it was so late, we should wait until the morning to bring Rayne home. The only reason I didn’t was because Clara and I were both so excited about finally being able to bring her home and start living our lives as a family. I could have not jerked the wheel so much or tried harder to keep control of the car. Maybe they would still be alive if I had just slammed on the brakes and hit the car head-on instead of swerving.

      There are so many what-ifs. Too many for the guilt that plagues me to let it rest.

      I pinch my eyes shut and force away the painful memories. I don’t want them to pull me under right now. Not when I have Gwen in my arms, because I don’t know how much longer that will last. I wouldn’t blame her if knowing what she knows now changes her feelings toward me.

      She shifts in sleep, and as inappropriate as it is under the circumstances, my body reacts. I will my growing erection to go away, but unfortunately, it has a mind of its own. The more I’m around her, the harder it gets to keep that reaction at bay. I want her so fucking bad. My body’s been deprived of release, and now that it’s found something it wants, it wants it now. It’s more than just my body that craves Gwen, though, it’s my soul as well.

      And your heart, my mind whispers.

      She moves again, rubbing against me harder, and I can’t keep back the low groan. My arms tighten around her, trying to hold her still. Now is not the fucking time for this. I need to know how she sees me now that she knows of my inability to save my family.

      I’m not sure if it’s my arms tightening around her or if it was my groan, but her body stiffens, letting me know she’s awake.

      “I’m sorry,” she says, her voice rough with sleep. I keep my arms around her when she tries to pull away.

      “Don’t apologize,” I say gruffly. I’ve noticed she apologizes a lot, and I wonder if it stems from her need to please. She has that sweetness about her, and I’m sure it bothers her if she knows she’s displeased someone.

      In an attempt to loosen her up, I rub circles on her upper arm. I don’t want her to be anxious around me, particularly over something as natural as sex. I don’t see the sexual tension we have between us dissipating anytime soon, especially on my end. Luckily, she starts to relax.

      As much as I want to keep us in our quiet cocoon, I need to look at her and see what’s she’s thinking. I pull my arm from around her waist and get up on an elbow. With my chest no longer behind her, she rolls to her back. My chest meets the side of her, and I put my free arm on the other side of her hip. She looks so beautiful lying below me. When her eyes meet mine, her expression is unsure.

      “Thank you for last night,” I tell her. Before anything else is said, I need her to know that no matter how she feels about me, I’m grateful for her being there with me last night. More than just under the bridge, but letting me hold her as well. Every year, I’ve always made sure I was alone for their anniversary, but having Gwen there last night made it a little bit easier.

      She takes one of her hands and places the palm against my cheek. I close my eyes, loving the feeling of her soft skin against mine. It’s the side where my scars are. She seems to do that a lot; touch my scars. I don’t have feeling on that side like I do on the left. Surprisingly, when she touches me, I feel her touch as if I do.

      “There was no way I could leave you alone. I was where I needed to be.”

      Her softly spoken words are music to my ears, but I’m still unsure how she feels about what I said last night. Insecurity is a bitch and can grip even the surest person. I don’t feel particularly strong at the moment, and I need to know what she’s thinking.

      “Why did you stay?” I ask, unable to hold back the tone of uncertainty.

      Her eyes turn sad. It’s a look I want gone from her face.

      Instead of answering my question, she states quietly, “Alexander, there was nothing you could do to stop what happened to them.”

      Part of me knows what she says is true, but a bigger part says otherwise. I’ve tried so fucking hard to let go of the guilt, but it’s festered so much that it’s a part of me now.

      She sees the turmoil in my eyes and cups my other cheek. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to her touch.

      “There was nothing you could do,” she says more forcefully, but her eyes remain soft. “No matter how many ways you alter something in your mind, if it wasn’t meant to be, then it wouldn’t have changed anything. We don’t have control over what happens to us in life. The only thing we can do is live it the best way we can.”

      I want to believe her so fucking bad, and maybe one day I will, but it’s still too fresh to believe right now.

      “Why did you stay?” I ask again, needing to know if it was only out of sympathy for someone who was in pain, or if it was something more.

      Her eyes flick back and forth between mine for several seconds, as if trying to figure out how to answer my question. My heart thumps heavily against my ribs as I anxiously wait. Her eyes only give away her nervousness and show no clue as to what her answer will be.

      “Because,” she starts, then licks her lips. “Because I care about you a lot and seeing you in so much pain….” She closes her eyes as if she’s in pain herself. I can tell she’s fighting against her emotions and ultimately wins the battle when she opens them again. “It was hard seeing you like that, and I wanted to help in any way I could.”

      I run a finger down her face, starting at her temple and ending at the underside of her chin. This woman really is incredible. How she could feel anything for me after I exposed my deepest regrets is beyond me. She’s never looked at my scars and thought them hideous. She’s always looked beneath them.

      “I don’t deserve for you to be here with me.” She opens her mouth to refute me, but I talk over her. “But I’m not strong enough to let you go either.” I dip my head and place a single kiss against her lips before pulling back an inch. “There’s so much I want from you, Gwen. So damn much, and it scares the shit out of me because I know this feeling isn’t fleeting. It’s real and so damn strong. I don’t know why you came into my life, but now that you’re here, I’m not sure I can ever willingly let you go.”

      Her eyes are wide and her breath fans across my lips as her breathing becomes labored. I’m not sure if it’s due to me practically baring my soul or if it’s something more carnal. It feels so fucking wrong to even slightly desire this woman in light of what yesterday was. It was a day of remembered loss and was emotionally draining. Today’s a new day, but it’s still the day after the anniversary of losing my wife and baby, and while that pain is still very much alive, desire and lust fight their way to the forefront of my mind. That puts another mound of guilt on my shoulders, but I shove it away for the moment.

      I lower my head until my lips rest against hers. Her breath hitches when I sweep my tongue gently across her lips until she opens up to me. I meet my tongue with hers, and even though neither of us has brushed our teeth, she tastes so good. Too fucking good.

      A soft moan leaves her lips and the sound heightens my desire for her. One of her hands laces through my hair and digs into my scalp, pulling me closer to her. I’m only too willing to oblige.

      I trace my hand down her neck, her arm, until I reach the back of her thigh. I lift her leg and hook it over my hip. It leaves her wide open for me to settle between her legs. Through our kiss, I keep my eyes open to make sure she’s okay with what’s going on. Her eyes are closed, but there’s no mistaking the intense pleasure on her face. It amps up my own need.

      She lifts her other leg and wraps it around my waist. Both of her legs hold me in place. A deep groan leaves my throat when my hardness meets her soft center. The need to grind myself against her is too strong to resist.

      Ending the kiss, I rest my forehead against hers and push my hips forward. Even through our jeans, I feel the warmth of her. Her eyes blaze hot as I start a slow grinding rhythm.

      “Alexander,” she moans, and digs her fingers into my shoulders.

      I have no plans to let this go all the way, but the sound of her pleading voice saying my name is nearly my undoing.

      “You’re driving me crazy, Gwen,” I growl softly. “I don’t know what to do with you.”

      I put one hand down by her head and use the other to lift her leg higher. I’m desperate to feel her skin against mine, but I know if I shed our clothes, there’s no way I would be able to stop from taking her. I have no idea what the future holds for us, but one thing I know for sure is that I want her more than my next breath.

      This… thing building between us only gets stronger the more I’m around her. My mind wages a war with itself. Part of me demands I let go and allow myself the freedom to pursue a relationship with her, but another part says I’m not good enough for her and her kids. I don’t know which is more dominant, but I do know which I want to win the battle. I’ve been alone for so long, and I don’t want to be anymore. I haven’t felt the softness of a woman in over four years, and I miss it. I don’t want Gwen because she’s the first woman I’ve wanted since Clara died, but because she’s the first woman I’ve actually enjoyed being around since then. It’s not just her body I desire, but her mind and soul as well.

      Her nails rake down my back gently, sending goose bumps over my flesh. It spikes my need for her, and I trail my fingers up her side and under her shirt. Her hiss of pleasure shoots straight to my already rock-hard cock, causing it to pulse in my jeans. I press myself against her harder, earning myself another breathless moan.

      My hand slips up higher until I reach the underside of her breasts. The soft material touches the tips of my fingers, and they itch to travel higher. I look into Gwen’s eyes, silently asking for permission.

      “Please,” she whimpers, and I almost lose it.

      Her hips shift restlessly below me, causing her pussy to rub against my aching erection.

      “You gotta stop moving, Gwen,” I groan against her neck, then take little nibble along the flesh.

      “I need….” She trails off, but there’s no need to finish her sentence. I know exactly what she needs, because it matches my own.

      “I know, baby. I’ll take care of you,” I tell her hoarsely.

      I lift the bottom of her bra and tug it upward until her breast falls free. I cup the plump softness with gentle hands and give it a squeeze. She feels so fucking perfect in my palm. She must feel the same because she releases a small cry of pleasure the second I touch her. I pinch her nipple and roll it between my fingers, keeping my eyes on her face as I do so. Her bottom lip is between her teeth and her brows are slashed downward as she drowns in sexual bliss.

      My eyes drop to her breast, and the sight of her creamy flesh and rose-colored nipple makes my mouth water. Unable to deny the need to taste her, I take the tip in my mouth. Her eyes were closed, but as soon as she feels my warm tongue, they pop open and stare down at me. I hold her gaze as I suck on her and flick my tongue back and forth across the tip. Her hand goes back to my hair and gives it a tug. Not to push me away, but to pull me closer.

      I drop my other arm to an elbow, laying more of my bottom half against her. I release her nipple and push up her top and bra on the other side, exposing her other breast. I give it the same treatment, the delicious taste of her making my cock even more impossibly hard.

      I groan against her breast, knowing it’s sending vibrations through her. Her head tips back and she releases a husky moan.

      I drop her nipple from my mouth, then take her lips again. My hips start to grind harder against her. I feel like I’m going to explode at any minute, but I refuse to let myself find relief. I need to know she’s found hers before I can let go.

      Ending the kiss, I bury my face in the crook of her neck and rain soft kisses there, never letting up on the steady rhythm of my strokes against her pussy. Her moans become cries and her teeth sink into the flesh on my shoulder. The bite stings, but spurs me on more. I wrap my arm under her ass and lift her hips up higher.

      All of a sudden, she throws her head back and releases a throaty cry. I grunt when her nails dig into my lower back as her release completely consumes her. Her body tenses below me, locking her legs even tighter around me. I feel my own release start at the base of my cock, the pleasure so intense that it leaves me dizzy.

      I push my hips further into her, wishing our clothes were gone and I could feel her pussy clamping down around me.

      Sparks run down my shaft and the tip of my cock tingles as the first jets of cum shoot from me, coating the insides of my jeans.

      I drop my chest down to Gwen’s and shove my face back into her neck. Her shirt and bra are still pulled up, so her naked breasts rub against my chest. My spent cock twitches, but I force the renewed need away.

      I breathe in her delicious vanilla scent as I try to catch my breath. Her heated breath on my cheek says she’s doing the same.

      Now that the moment is over, reality settles back in. Shame for how I just rutted against her and guilt for the disregard of what yesterday was has my stomach sinking to my toes. Gwen deserves so much more than a dirty orgasm inside our clothes. She should be worshiped and cherished and loved properly. And Clara and Rayne’s memory deserves more respect than a passing thought.

      I pull back and stare down at her. There’s a fine sheen of sweat on her forehead and her cheeks are flushed. She looks incredibly sexy, but still manages to appear innocent.

      “Fuck,” I mutter. “I’m sorry. We shouldn’t have done that.”

      She frowns and drops her chin to her chest, effectively disconnecting us. I feel like an ass because I immediately know where her thoughts go, and it’s the furthest from the truth.

      I grab her chin and make her look at me again.

      “I know what you’re thinking. Don’t,” I demand. “It felt good, incredibly good, you just deserve better.”

      Her hands, which were clutching my back, now come to rest on my sides. I feel tingles where my nerve endings are supposed to be damaged.

      “You deserve more too,” she says quietly.

      I give her a half smile and lean down and peck her lips before pulling back. “Thank you.”

      Her smile lights up her face and it makes my chest tighten. I push up from her chest and roll to the side, my feelings for her getting to be too much. I need to back away before it swallows me whole.

      I catch the hurt look on her face as I sit up in bed and swing my legs to the floor, but I don’t stop. I sit on the side and hunch my shoulders. My eyes land on the scars on my arm and hand. I flex the hand, watching as the skin tightens and turns white. Gwen has never paid attention to my scars, and I’ve never really cared what others have felt about them, but they still make me feel inadequate when it comes to her. I’m not only fucked-up on the inside, but the outside as well. It’s a constant reminder of how I failed in my duty as protector. It’s not fair of me to expect or even want her to settle for someone like me, even though I know she would.

      I feel her hands rest on my back, and I grimace, glad she can’t see my face. Her lips touch the back of my neck, and my fucking body responds. I silently curse my inability to tamp down the need coursing through my body.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, rubbing her hands up and down my back, unknowingly tormenting me further.

      I nod, unable to speak at the moment. My eyes slide to the partially open drawer. I just barely make out the images that are inside. The picture I had with me under the bridge feels heavy in my pocket now that reality has made its way back home. I’m a bastard for letting things go as far as they did. I should have never touched Gwen, knowing that I can’t give her what she rightly needs.

      I get up from the bed, and without looking back at her, mutter, “Shower.”

      I know I’m being an asshole, and I’ve probably hurt her, but I can’t turn back. She needs to know that I’m not the man for her.

      I force my legs forward. I don’t dare to look back because I’m scared of the look I’ll see on her face. Once the door is securely closed behind me, I hunch my body against the sink and pull in a deep breath. This whole thing was a huge fucking mistake. I can’t regret having them in my house during the snowstorm because they would have frozen if they’d stayed out there, but I should have worked harder at keeping them at a distance. I should have put up more shields at the first sign of affection I felt toward them. My only excuse is they bombarded me without me even knowing it. It’s too late now to push those feelings away, but I can work at ensuring they don’t become stronger.

      I slip out of my clothes, then turn and face the mirror, needing a reminder of why it can’t work between Gwen and me. My jaw hardens as I stare at my fucked-up face and body. The skin puckers and looks warped in some spots. Where my beard should cover the bottom half of my face, the scars prevent it. The doctors say I was lucky because the burns on my face weren’t near as bad as the other areas of my body. They’re still bad enough. When the door to the car was ripped open, the fire had just reached my face and the rain helped keep it from spreading too fast, and gave the guy enough time to pour more water on the fire and douse the flames. Had I been in the car for a couple more minutes, the flames would have completely engulfed me. There are still times I wish it had.

      I close my eyes, remembering the pain and smell of my flesh burning. I remember hearing the crunch of metal as the door was yanked open. My body screamed in pain but my eyes stayed pinned on Clara. Even in the dark interior of the car, I could still see her lifeless eyes open, as if they were glowing, accusing me. Judging me for not saving Rayne. My eyes stayed connected with her dead ones every second I was in that car.

      It wasn’t until they started pulling me out that I searched the back seat where my little girl was. It was too dark, and I couldn’t fucking find her. It was just an empty black abyss. I was weak from the pain but I still fought to get free. I needed to get to Rayne. After only seconds, my strength gave out and the fiery pain took over.

      Days later, I overheard the doctors tell my parents that they were amazed the pain from the burns didn’t leave me incoherent, that I shouldn’t have been able to focus on searching for Rayne when I was being pulled out. What they don’t understand is that the pain of losing them, of being right fucking there and being unable to do a damn thing was more painful than anything else I could imagine. I’d take being burned a thousand times over going through that pain again.

      Remembering that day usually makes me feel one of two things, immense pain or unrestricted anger. My expression turns into a twisted scowl, indicating the anger has won out. All at once, my hand balls into a fist, and before I know it, I swing out and punch the mirror. Shards of glass rain down on the sink and floor. I bring my hand to my face and watch as blood drips from the knuckles. Lifting my eyes back to the ruined mirror, I’m satisfied when most of the glass is gone, only leaving a few pieces behind and obscuring my reflection.

      “Alexander!” Gwen calls through the door, sounding frantic.

      “I’m fine,” I call gruffly.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      I feel bad for the scared tone in her voice, but it’s better for her to know now that I’m not completely levelheaded.

      “Yes. I’ll be out in a few minutes.”

      It wouldn’t surprise me if she were gone when I’m done. It would serve me right and be better for her. But a small part of me wishes she wouldn’t be. I need to push her away, but I selfishly don’t want to let her go.

      I turn from the shattered mirror and turn the shower on. Not waiting for it to warm up, I walk underneath the cold spray. The freezing blast of water steals my breath, but I force my body to remain still. I prop my hands on the shower wall and hang my head, letting the cold water cool off my hot temper. I may feel safe to lose it behind closed doors, but I never want Gwen to witness it.

      I stay under the water for several minutes, breathing through my nose and out through my mouth before I roughly wash my body. I pick the few splinters of glass out of my hand and set them on the shelf in the shower, then scrub the cuts with soap.

      Avoiding the glass on the floor, I step out of the shower and grab a towel. By the time I’m done drying myself, blood is dripping down my hand and onto the floor. I rinse the cuts again, smother them with ointment, then wrap a piece of gauze around my hand. Wrapping the towel around my waist, I pull open the door, unsure of what I’ll find or what I want to find.

      My heart drops when I find the room silent and empty.

      What did you expect, Alexander? my subconscious asks. For her to stick around and get rejected by you again?

      I shake my head, willing the thought away, and grab some jeans from the closet. I pull on a shirt and socks and go out to the living room, preparing to walk to the bridge for my truck. The thought of going back there so soon has my fists clenching at my sides. My reluctance to be around people isn’t the only reason I don’t like going to town. That bridge is a part of it too. If I could, I’d avoid the damn thing. Unfortunately, the only way around it to town tacks on three hours.

      I come to a stop, surprised, when I find Gwen in my kitchen, her back to me as she stands in front of the stove cooking something. When she hears my approach, she turns. The wary look she gives me makes me want to hit something. Myself mainly, because I’m the source of the look.

      “Hey,” she says softly, her eyes guarded.

      I clear my throat and walk the rest of the way into the kitchen.

      “Hey.” She twists her hands in front of her nervously, and I want to take her in my arms.

      “I’m making eggs and bacon.” She jerks her thumb over her shoulder, indicating the stove. “I figured you might be hungry.”

      I frown, wondering why she could still be concerned about me after I left her the way I did in the bedroom, but then I remember, this is Gwen. She’s kind and giving and would push past the hurt if it meant it would somehow help others. I may not know her that well, but I know her enough to sense she’s that type of person.

      I shift from one foot to the other, suddenly feeling awkward. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      She frowns and looks down, and I feel like an even bigger ass. I walk over and lift her chin. I need to fix this. She didn’t ask for me to climb on top of her and rut away, although she didn’t ask me to stop either and from the way she reacted, she wanted it, too. The least I can do after dry humping her is to not be a jerk.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her, hoping she sees the sincerity in my eyes. “I’d love some breakfast.”

      Some of the hurt leaves her face and she gives me a small smile. One corner of my mouth tips up, and the act seems to satisfy her even more as her smile grows.

      “Good.” She runs her hands down the front of her jeans and takes a step back. I want to yank her forward again until her soft body meets my hard one, but I drop my hand and let her go. “You go have a seat. It’s almost done.”

      Instead of doing what she says, I stand where I am and watch as she turns back to the stove and picks up a spatula. Her tight jeans mold perfectly against her ass, and I jerk my eyes away before my body can appreciate the view. Her hair is tossed up into a messy ponytail, with a few strands falling down the back. Her graceful neck is on display, and I’d love nothing more than to run my lips up the slender column.

      I frown, wondering why it’s so hard to keep my thoughts pure when it comes to her. I turn and take a seat at the bar, putting my balled fists on the wood surface. I try not to watch her move around the kitchen, but it’s a feat I don’t manage. She looks way too good and natural as she cooks. Yes, she was here for four days and cooked each day, but she looks as if she’s been doing it here in my kitchen for years. Like this is where she belongs.

      She sets a plate of food and a glass of orange juice down in front of me before making her own plate and sitting beside me. I look down at the food and my stomach twists. Nausea from too much alcohol the night before has me regretting telling her I wanted breakfast. I ignore the queasiness and pick up my fork, refusing to hurt her feelings even more by turning it away.

      “When we finish eating, I can take you to pick up your truck if you’d like,” she says a few minutes later.

      “I can walk. It’s not that far. I’m sure you need to get back to Kelsey and Daniel.” I set my fork down and turn to regard her.

      She shakes her head. “I’ve already called Jeremy this morning. He knows to expect me home in about an hour. Besides, it’s on the way.”

      I nod, get up from my chair, and take my plate to the sink. Gigi comes sauntering around the corner and stops at my feet to look up at me.

      “Okay,” I agree, secretly glad it’ll give me a few more minutes with her. I grab a bowl from the cabinet, pour some dog food in it, and set it on the floor for Gigi. I give her head a few rubs while she chomps down on her breakfast.

      When I turn back to face Gwen, she’s looking at me with watchful eyes. It unnerves me because there’s no telling what she’s looking for and if she finds it. She drops her eyes seconds later and grabs her own plate. Instead of setting it in the sink like I did, she washes the dish, along with mine and the ones she used for cooking, and places them in the drying rack.

      Five minutes later, we leave the house and make our way to my truck. Neither of us has said anything since we finished our breakfast. Before I’m ready, we’re pulling along the side of the road by the Hallow’s Creek Bridge.

      My body tenses up and my jaw tics as we both sit in the truck silently. This place always makes me edgy.

      I look over when her hand touches mine and gives it a reassuring squeeze. I find her looking at me with understanding.

      “Do me a favor?” she asks in the quiet of the truck.

      “What?”

      “Call me if you ever want to talk.”

      A fierce pain wedges its way in my chest, because she knows this is goodbye for us. I know it too, but I still fucking hate it. It’s for the best though.

      I nod, even knowing I’ll never call. If I do, I won’t be able to stop, and then talking on the phone won’t be good enough.

      “Thank you.”

      I cup the side of her face and lean over the console, placing my lips over hers in a soft kiss. Pulling back, I rest my forehead against hers. Closing my eyes, I wish so much that I could be more for her. I kiss her forehead, then pull away and open my door.

      She doesn’t get out, and I don’t look back as I walk over to my truck, unlock it, and climb inside. I ignore the two crosses as they come into view.

      Gwen is still at the top of the embankment when I pull out. Through the windshield, I can barely make out her expression, and the sad look she’s wearing almost has me pulling over and stalking back to her. I pull away, and I try to keep my eyes on the road and not the rearview mirror, but they slide there before I can stop them.

      Why in the hell does it feel so wrong to see her driving away in the opposite direction?
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      THE BELL RINGS, AND as typical with kids, they immediately start rising from their seats and are quiet no more. I clap my hands three times to get their attention.

      “Before you go, stop by my desk and grab a field trip permission form,” I tell them sternly. “It needs to be signed and returned to me no later than Friday or you won’t be allowed to come along with us to the zoo.”

      I get “yes ma’ams” and “okays” from several of the students before they continue stuffing papers and books in their bags. I stand by my desk with the stack of forms in my hand.

      “Good job on that test, Joey.” I smile and hand a form to the black-haired boy in front of me. “I knew you could do it.”

      “Thanks, Mrs. Crews.” He beams at me.

      “I expect all your tests to be just as good.” I laugh when he wrinkles his nose. “You did great on this one, so you know it’s possible now. You just have to work at it.”

      He looks doubtful, but gives me a nod as he walks away. When I first came here, Joey’s grades were horrible. I’ve been working closely with him, and I’m pleased to see they’re improving.

      I watch as the last student leaves, and start straightening my desk. I slide a stack of papers I’ll be taking home to grade in my messenger bag, and shut down my laptop, placing that on top of the papers.

      After looking over the room and making sure everything is in its place, I sling the strap of the bag over my shoulder, grab my keys from the top drawer of my desk, and leave the classroom. I make the short trek down the hallway to Valerie’s room, Daniel’s teacher. Kelsey is already sitting at a desk doing her homework, with Daniel doing the same at the desk beside her. Valerie stays after school every day because her husband is the principal and they drive in together. When she found out I had two kids in the same school, she insisted on watching them during the few minutes it takes me to close down my classroom.

      “Hey, Val.” She also insisted I call her Val, saying all her friends do. “Any plans for the weekend?”

      This is the first week back to school after the holidays, and as much as I love my students and my job, I’m ready for the weekend to begin. The first week back after a holiday or summer break is always stressful because the kids are hyper.

      “Michael’s taking me to the movies tonight, but other than that, my butt is staying home and relaxing.” She huffs, rolls her chair back, and stands. She looks as tired as I feel. “What about you?”

      “Grading papers tonight.” I cross my eyes, causing Val to laugh. “Then I was thinking about taking the kids for ice cream tomorrow. And I mustn’t forget the dreaded grocery shopping.”

      “Yes,” I hear Daniel hiss. “Ice cream.” I grin, and don’t need to look over to know he fist-pumped the air.

      “Any word yet from the realtor?” I ask, and lean a hip on the edge of her desk.

      “No,” she grumbles. “She told me it might be a few days and to not hold my breath, as the owners can be quite stubborn.”

      I frown. Val and Michael have been looking for months for the perfect house, since the owner of the one they are renting recently notified them he’s decided to sell. Although their current rental is perfect for them now, Val said it’s not ideal for the future because it’s only a two bedroom. They decided not to buy their current place, but look for something bigger because they’ve just started trying for a baby. Val needs an office because she writes part-time, and they want at least two children.

      “How long has it been on the market?”

      “Two years and counting,” she answers, exasperated.

      “If they were smart, they’d take your offer.”

      “Yeah, well, the realtor said they’ve declined multiple other offers. They are stuck on their figure, even though they’ve been advised it’s way over the value.”

      “I’ve got my fingers crossed for you. But if they don’t accept it, don’t get discouraged. It took me and Will a year to find the right house.”

      She sighs. “Yeah, I know you’re right, but Gwen, this house is perfect. It felt like home the minute I stepped inside.”

      I smile and reach over to squeeze her hand. “Then I’m sure it will all work out.”

      She returns my smile, her eyes lighting with confidence. “I sure hope so.”

      I turn to the kids. “You guys ready?”

      Daniel jumps up from his seat, carelessly stuffing papers in his book bag. “Yep.”

      Kelsey demurely gets up from the desk and is a lot more careful with putting things away. Sometimes I catch myself looking at her and it hurts how withdrawn she is and how adult-like she seems. She should to be hanging out with friends and pointing out how gross boys are.

      We bid Val goodbye and head for the door. As we walk down the hallway, Daniel looks up at me. “I made a good grade on my reading test.”

      “That’s good, sweetie. I’m proud of you.”

      His look turns coy, and I wait for what’s coming next.

      “Since I did good on my test, could we go get ice cream today?”

      I laugh, not at all surprised.

      “Nice try, kid, but we’ve got chores to do, and I’ve got papers to grade.” I ruffle his hair to lighten the refusal, but his face still falls. I hate when they get disappointed. They’ve both been in a down mood lately. I know why, but I ignore the reason behind the behavior. Because I’m a sucker, I retract my answer and offer instead, “How about this, you and your sister get your chores done in record time, and I may take you out for barbeque at Blu’s. And ice cream is still on for tomorrow.”

      “Really?” he asks, jumping up and down.

      “Yep.”

      My grin is so big it hurts my face. I haven’t seen enough of Daniel’s smiles lately, and Kelsey’s been even more withdrawn than usual.

      “You hear that, Kels?” Daniel says, running over to his sister. “If we get our chores done quickly, we get barbeque!”

      She watches him with a blank expression, but gives him a single nod, her usual reply. He doesn’t let the lack of response take away from his exuberant happiness, although, deep down I know it bothers him that Kelsey never speaks or plays with him anymore. Before Will died, Kelsey took her role as a big sister seriously. She was constantly by his side, making sure he never got hurt and stayed happy. She played with him anytime he asked. When he was a baby, she insisted on helping care for him. She was like a mini momma. Because of that, they were very close. After Will passed away, she stopped. She stopped everything. I’ve explained to Daniel several times why, and he says he understands, but I know it still hurts him.

      The sky is cloudy when we walk out of the school doors, and I wonder what the chances are it’ll rain. I hope it holds off until we get back from Blu’s. Surprisingly, the weather is warmer than normal for this time of year. The weatherman says we’re having a very warm winter, despite the harsh beginning.

      We only live a couple miles from the school, so the trip is short. Daniel bounces in his seat the entire time, singing along to the music I have playing on the radio. He has a knack for remembering songs after only hearing them a few times.

      When I turn the corner to our street, I unconsciously let up on the gas pedal when I see the familiar old blue truck sitting in our driveway. My palms immediately start to sweat against the steering wheel and my heart rate picks up.

      It’s been three weeks since I’ve seen Alexander, and every day of those weeks, I’ve felt the loss of him like a sledgehammer has been slammed into my stomach. I’ve done pretty well ignoring the constant pain, but seeing him sitting on our porch steps as I pull into the driveway brings it back full force.

      I miss him so much. Much more than I should for only knowing him a few short weeks. And the kids, I know they’ve missed him too. It’s been apparent in the way they’ve been moping around the house. Daniel’s asked after him several times, and the only thing I can tell him is Alexander’s been busy with work. I hate lying to my kids, but I hate hurting them more, and I know it’ll hurt him if I were to tell him Alexander doesn’t want to see us anymore.

      His absence has affected Kelsey too. She rarely comes out of her room, and when she does, it’s only to eat, shower, or when I make her. It’s not healthy for her to stay locked up in her room all the time, so I make her come out at least for a couple hours each day. I was in her room a week ago putting clothes away and found the two notebooks Alexander made her at the bottom of her sock drawer. The sight of her hiding them away brought tears to my eyes.

      I’ve caught myself several times reaching for my phone to call and see how he’s doing. I know he cares about us, but I refuse to push our presence on him.

      “Look!” Daniel shouts as I put the car in park. “It’s Alexander!”

      Before I have the chance to turn off the truck, Daniel throws open his door and is running toward him. Kelsey and I get out at a slower pace. I look over at Kelsey across the hood of the car and find her looking at Alexander, her expression showing her vulnerability.

      I grab my messenger bag and purse and lock my car. I know I’m stalling for time, but I have no idea what to expect. He made it clear without really saying anything that whatever was transpiring between us was over.

      Alexander stands when Kelsey and I make our way toward him. Daniel stands beside him talking animatedly, but his eyes remain on mine. They hold something deep, but I’m not sure what the emotion is.

      “Hey,” he says, his voice deep and gruff. “Jeremy gave me your address.”

      It didn’t dawn on me until then to question how he knew where we lived.

      “Hi.” I shift from one foot to the other, waiting for him to continue.

      He looks away from me and faces Kelsey, who currently has her head down.

      “Hey, Kelsey,” he rumbles.

      She lifts her head and doesn’t hide her hurt. I look back at Alexander and find his face a mask of pain.

      Instead of acknowledging his greeting, she moves past him. We both watch as she slides the emergency key from underneath the rug, unlocks the door, and walks inside. He faces me once she disappears.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him, because even if she felt it was warranted, she was still very rude just now. “She’s not been having good days lately.”

      He nods. Guilt and shame flash in his eyes, and he looks to the side. Daniel’s still standing between us, looking from one person to the other. I’m just about to tell him to go inside and give Alexander and me a minute to talk, but Alexander talks before I get a chance.

      He holds out his hand, my earrings in his palm. “You forgot these the other day.”

      I look down at them and wonder if that’s the only reason he came by today or if it was something more. It’s something I hope with all my heart, but am scared to wish for. He could have simply messaged me for my address and slipped them in the mail. He didn’t have to come all the way here.

      Could it be possible that he’s missed us as much as we’ve missed him?

      I hold out my hand and he drops them in my palm. I wrap my fingers around them, and though the metal is thin, they’re still warm from being in his hand.

      “Would you like to come in for a few minutes? I could make you a glass of tea.”

      I hold my breath, silently hoping he’ll accept. He looks down at Daniel and sees the hopeful face staring back at him. His brows draw down into a frown before he lifts his eyes back up to me.

      “Sure,” he says, and it makes my heart soar.

      I know I should forget about the idea of something more happening between us, but for some reason I just can’t. It feels natural to be in his company, like it’s where I’m supposed to be. As if something keeps forcing us together.

      Daniel squeals in delight and rushes up the steps to open the door. He gushes nonstop about what’s happened the last couple of weeks. Alexander listens with a smile playing on his face. It’s nice to see his smile again. Kelsey is nowhere to be seen as we walk into the kitchen. I tell Daniel to let Pepper out in the fenced-in backyard while I grab glasses for tea, fill them, and hand one over to Alexander. I give Daniel a juice box when he comes rushing back inside. He rips the plastic from the straw, pokes it through the hole, then closes his mouth around it to take a drink.

      Alexander chuckles at the way Daniel quickly sucks the juice through the straw, pulling his cheeks in dramatically. I laugh too because I’m happy. Happy that Alexander is standing in my house enjoying the entertainment of my son.

      “Thank you for bringing the earrings back. I can’t believe I forgot them again.” I take a sip of my drink and set the glass on the counter before turning to Daniel. “Hey, you, aren’t you supposed to be doing something?” I ask pointedly.

      Disappointment has his face losing some of its merriment. He nods, looks at Alexander with bereaved eyes, then slinks off toward his room. Right as he gets to the doorway, he spins back around and rushes back to us. He stops at Alexander’s feet with a look of hope.

      “We’re going to Blu’s later,” he says jubilantly. “Can you come?” He holds his hands up in prayer style, and I can’t help but laugh, but I sober quickly when I realize he’s put Alexander on the spot.

      I dare a look at Alexander and find him looking down at Daniel. There’s a wrinkle between his brows as he thinks on how to answer. I wish I knew what he was thinking right now. Is he trying to find a way to let Daniel down easy? Or is he fighting with himself because he wants to go but feels he shouldn’t? I know he thinks he not good enough for us, that he feels his scars, physical and emotional, make him less of a man. I know he holds immense guilt for not saving his wife and baby, and that makes him feel like he’s not worthy. That it scares him because he worries should anything happen to the kids or me, he wouldn’t be able to help us either.

      I understand his fears, but it’s utter crap. Alexander is one of the strongest men I know, one of the most caring and generous and kindhearted. I just wished he knew it too, or at least would give me the opportunity to make him believe it.

      I watch as he fights with what to tell Daniel, and I decide to let him off the hook.

      Walking over to Daniel, I place my hand on his shoulder. “Daniel, sweetie, I don’t think—”

      “Yes,” Alexander interrupts me, and I look up at him in surprise. “I’d love to go.”

      After smiling down at Daniel, who runs off with a shouted “Yes,” he lifts his eyes to mine. His jaw is hard, but determined.

      “You don’t have to,” I tell him, not wanting to force him into doing something he won’t feel comfortable doing. “I can talk to Daniel and make him understand.”

      “I want to.” He takes a step closer. “If it’s okay with you, I’d like to have dinner with you and the kids.”

      My heart leaps in my chest, because I want him to have dinner with us too. Even more, I want him to want to have dinner with us.

      I can’t help the big smile that takes over my face. “We’d really like that, too.”

      “Good,” he states, then adds, “It’s settled then.”

      He takes another step toward me, then another, until there’s only an inch between us. I suck in a breath when he lifts his scarred hand and settles it against my cheek, his thumb swiping back and forth against the skin.

      His eyes close and he lays his forehead against mine. Butterflies flutter in my belly when his lips touch mine in a soft kiss before he pulls them away. I fist my hands in his shirt at his sides to keep from pulling his head back down.

      “I’ve missed you.” He whispers the words against my lips.

      The agonized tone causes my throat to close up, but I still manage to get out, “I’ve missed you too.”

      “I’m sorry for being an ass a few weeks ago.”

      I shake my head against his. “I understand. It was a tough time for you.”

      “That’s still no excuse,” he states.

      We stay this way for several moments, both quiet as our minds race with thoughts. I keep my eyes closed, afraid of what I’ll find in his if I open them.

      Daniel comes racing out of his room a few minutes later, out of breath and looking flushed from exertion. Alexander and I both pull back quickly.

      “I’m done!” he yells, skidding to a stop beside us. “Can we go now?”

      I plaster on a stern look. “There’s no way you got all your chores done that quickly, young man.”

      His eyes widen. “I did, Mama! I promise!”

      I narrow my eyes. “And if I go check, I won’t find any toys stuffed under your bed or in your closet?”

      He drops his gaze and shuffles his feet. “Maybe only three or two,” he mutters, keeping his eyes away from mine.

      “Daniel,” I scold.

      “Aww, Mom,” he whines in response. “It’s only like nine or ten, I swear.”

      I hold in my laugh at the earnest look in his eyes. “Daniel Liam. You march your butt right back in there and clean your room the right way.”

      His face falls, but I steel myself from giving in to him. He turns and grumbles as he walks away.

      “Stop by your sister’s room and let her know we’ll be leaving soon,” I call after him. There’s no point in checking to see if her room is clean. It always is, and any chores I give her are done as soon as she gets home, before I even have to remind her.
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        * * *

      

      ALEXANDER OPENS THE door to Blu’s BBQ Pit and the kids and I file in before him. We take a seat at one of the booths in the back corner.

      “Sit with me!” Daniel says to Alexander, a little too loudly.

      He slides in beside Daniel while Kelsey and I sit across from them. When I peek across the table to Alexander, his jaw is hard. I look around the room. My heart lurches when I see several pairs of eyes looking our way. It makes me angry they are staring so blatantly.

      I reach across the table and lay my hand over his to grab his attention. “We don’t have to stay,” I tell him. I hate to think he’s uncomfortable.

      “No,” he grunts, then clears his throat. “I’m fine.”

      I pull my hand away and smile at him, hoping it’ll help settle his nerves.

      After we’ve browsed the menu for a few minutes, an older lady by the name of Sadie walks over, order pad in hand.

      “Gwen, right?” she asks with a smile. I nod and give her my own smile. She turns to the kids next. “And Daniel and Kelsey?”

      “Hi,” Daniel says excitedly. Kelsey nods once.

      She turns next to Alexander. “Hey, Alexander. It’s nice to see you.” I’m pleased to see no intrusiveness in her gaze. She also doesn’t stare at his scars. She’s simply talking to an old friend.

      “Hey, Sade,” he offers. “How have you been?” He seems to be at ease as well.

      “Good.” She nods. “Can’t complain.” After giving him another smile, she pulls the pen from behind her ear. “Now, what can I get you all?”

      She leaves after taking our order, and I relax back against my seat, happy to be sitting here with the kids and Alexander. Out the corner of my eye, I see most of the eyes that were on us are no longer paying us any attention. I hope it stays that way.

      Every so often, I see Alexander look at Kelsey, and remorse flashes in his eyes each time. She’s completely ignored him since we pulled up to the house, and I know it plagues him.

      “You wanna look at my car collection when we get home? I got a lot,” Daniel asks, forcing Alexander’s eyes away from Kelsey.

      He turns to regard him. “Sure.”

      Daniel climbs to his knees on the seat. “Can we come ride a horse soon? It hasn’t been really cold anymore.”

      Alexander’s eyes bounce to mine. “That’s up to your mom.”

      Daniel’s hopeful eyes come to me for an answer, and I don’t have the heart to tell him no. I also don’t give him a yes either. I still haven’t gotten over the day they ran off to the barn by themselves.

      “We’ll see.”

      Some of the light dims in Daniel’s eyes, but he bounces back quickly. He starts regaling Alexander with questions on how to care for horses and what he does to train them. Alexander answers patiently and Daniel listens intently.

      While they’re occupied, I turn to Kelsey. “You okay?”

      She shrugs and continues to look down at the paper menu she’s been fiddling with.

      “It’s okay to be upset with him, but maybe you can try to cut him some slack?” I lower my voice and tilt my head toward her. “Remember what I told you the other day?” She nods, and guilt and sorrow line her face. I grab her hand under the table and squeeze. “Just keep that in mind, okay?”

      A few minutes later, Sadie brings out our food and we sit in silence as we eat. Other than when we first walked in and the few minutes of awkwardness, things have settled down, thankfully. People seems to have lost their interest in Alexander being out in public. I’ve heard some of the whispered rumors the townspeople like to think others can’t hear, and while I don’t condone that behavior—it actually disgusts me—I understand their surprise when they do see him. He’s become a recluse. I understand his need to come to town so rarely, but in a sense, it’s just as much Alexander’s fault as it is theirs, because he’s purposely secluded himself from the town.

      We’re just finishing up when a handsome blond man about Alexander’s age and a blond lady come up to our table.

      “Alexander,” the guy says, surprise written on his face. He recovers quickly and holds out his hand for a shake.

      “James.” Alexander clasps his hand with a half smile. I get the sense that James is a friend of his.

      James moves his eyes to me and his lips tip up into a crooked grin.

      “Who’s this?” he asks, tipping his chin at me and looking back at Alexander.

      “James, meet Gwen. Gwen, this is an old friend of mine, James.”

      “It’s good to meet you, James,” I say, and hold out my hand.

      He grabs it gently with his bigger one. “It’s very nice to meet you, too, Gwen.” His eyes twinkle as he lets my hand go, and I wonder what he’s thinking.

      I don’t get a chance to ask before he turns his attention to Daniel and Kelsey. “And who might these fine kids be?”

      Daniel introduces himself before anyone else can. “I’m Daniel.” He tries his best to act like the two adult men by throwing his hand out to be shaken, almost knocking Alexander in the face with his elbow.

      “Daniel.” I point my finger at him then point it downward. “Sit.”

      “It’s okay,” Alexander comments, then picks Daniel up and settles him on his lap so James can safely reach his hand.

      “Hey, Daniel.”

      Daniel beams when James shakes his hand firmly.

      “That’s my sister, Kelsey.” He points his thumb over his shoulder at her.

      “Hello, Kelsey,” James says, his voice turning soft.

      Of course, Kelsey neither talks nor offers a smile. I see the question in James’ eyes, so I offer a smile and give him a brief explanation. “She doesn’t talk. Please don’t take it personally.”

      He smiles and nods. The girl beside him moves from one foot to the other, and James’ eyes snap to hers.

      “I’m sorry, baby.” He wraps his arm around her waist and kisses her cheek. “Lydia, I’d like you to meet Alexander, Gwen, Daniel, and Kelsey.”

      We all say hello and she echoes our greeting.

      Alexander and James chat for a few minutes, and I end up fidgeting in my seat because every few seconds, James looks my way. His eyes hold questions and curiosity. As a distraction, I start up a conversation with Lydia. I learn that she lives in the next town over and works as a dispatcher for a big trucking company. This surprises me as she doesn’t appear the type to communicate with big, burly truck drivers on a daily basis. She’s beautiful in the traditional way, with thick gorgeous blond hair, green eyes, and a slim body with curves in all the right places. She also seems very sweet and innocent.

      “You ready?” James asks Lydia, stopping our conversation.

      She smiles at him and the love she obviously feels for him is plain to see. If I’m being honest, I feel a bit jealous at their open affection toward each other. I want that with Alexander.

      Once they leave, Alexander stands to go pay for our food, after adamantly refusing my offer to pay for mine and the kids’. The kids and I gather our coats and meet Alexander at the door. He gets a few more glances, but he ignores it, seemingly not bothered by it anymore.

      When we pull up to the house a few minutes later. Daniel drags Alexander to his room to show him his car collection the minute they step inside. I tell Kelsey to grab a shower, and I sit at the kitchen table to start grading papers. Every few minutes, I hear Daniel giggle and it makes me smile.

      I’m flipping over the last paper and just about to go check on Daniel and Alexander when Daniel comes to my side. Looking at my watch, I’m surprised to see two hours have already passed.

      “I’m tired, Mom,” he says, rubbing his eyes. He already has his pajamas on, showing he really is tired.

      I look behind him, expecting to see Alexander, but don’t.

      “Come on, kid. Let’s go brush your teeth, and I’ll tuck you in.”

      “Can Alexander do it?” He yawns as he walks sleepily beside me to the bathroom.

      “How about I send him in to tell you good night?”

      He nods, then grabs his toothbrush and smothers it with toothpaste.

      Curiosity has me looking down the hall as Daniel brushes his teeth. Kelsey’s light is on with the door open halfway, but I can’t tell if he’s in there or not.

      Once in bed, Pepper tucked against his side, I pull the covers over him and kiss him good night.

      “Love you.”

      “Love you too, Mom. Don’t forget to send Alexander in here.”

      I smile. “I won’t.” I flip the light off and pull his door to.

      For some reason, my heart starts to pound heavily in my chest as I walk quietly to Kelsey’s room. I know before I reach her door that Alexander’s inside. I creep along until I’m just outside her door. His deep voice stops me from going further.

      “I had a little girl,” he says quietly, and even out here I can hear the torment in his voice. I hold my breath as he continues. “But I lost her a few years ago. She and my wife drowned.”

      Tears threaten to form in my eyes at the memory of him recounting what happened to his wife and baby when we were sitting under the bridge. I know how painful that was for him, so for him to be talking about it now with Kelsey means a lot. I hope he doesn’t go into detail. It would be too much for someone Kelsey’s age to handle. Hell, it’s too much for an adult to handle.

      I peek around the doorframe, making sure to stay out of sight. I’ve seen the tortured expression on his face tonight when Kelsey wouldn’t look at him. I know this is something he needs to do to try to make amends with her. I think Kelsey needs it as well. She’s was very hurt by his rejection a few weeks ago. I just hope she gives him a chance to explain and make it right.

      When they come in view, I find Kelsey sitting against the headboard with her legs crossed, her blanket tucked around her. Alexander sits about midway up the bed, his hands clasped firmly in his lap. His knuckles are white, so I know he’s clenching his fingers tightly. He’s looking down at his hands, but she has her eyes on him. Pain etches her face.

      “The day you, your brother, and your mom came to the house, Christmas Day, was the day before the anniversary of when they died.” He lifts his head. From where I’m standing, I can’t see his face, but I know it carries hurt as well. “I wasn’t in a very good place at the time because I miss them so much, especially during Christmas.”

      He stops talking and Kelsey just stares at him. Looking down, I see her gripping the blanket in her lap. I hate to see two people I care about in so much pain.

      I’m just about to make my presence known, when Kelsey opens her mouth and completely destroys me by whispering, “I’m sorry you lost your baby and wife.”

      My heart freezes in my chest, and I struggle to pull air in my lungs. Tears force their way from my eyes, and I throw my hand over my mouth to keep in the sob.

      My daughter just spoke.

      I can’t believe it. My daughter actually just spoke. It doesn’t even matter that her first words weren’t for me. I’m just so elated that I got to hear them, and they weren’t the tortured words to God to bring her father back home.

      I close my eyes and tip my head back, replaying the sound of her voice over and over in my head. I want to rush in and beg her to say something else.

      When I open my eyes again, I just barely get a side view of Alexander’s face. He’s gone quiet, and I know he’s shocked as well.

      He pulls himself together a lot faster than I have and says, “Thank you.”

      Sending my heart soaring even higher, Kelsey speaks again. “How old was your little girl?”

      It takes Alexander a minute to answer as he tries to rein in his emotions.

      “Seven weeks.”

      Kelsey sucks in a breath and heaves it out on a whoosh. “I bet she was so pretty,” she says softly.

      “She was gorgeous,” Alexander remarks.

      “What were their names?”

      His voice is pained when he answers. “Clara was my wife and Rayne my little girl.”

      “Rayne,” she breathes. “So pretty.”

      Kelsey gets up and comes to sit beside Alexander, then leans her head against his arm. It only takes him a split second before he puts his arm around her shoulders and she then lays her head against his chest. The action brings even more tears to my eyes. They look like what a father and daughter would look like when consoling his baby girl.

      Kelsey’s next words cause my heart to slam in my chest painfully.

      “Please don’t tell my mom I’m talking,” she says, lifting her head and pleading with her eyes.

      “Why?” He tucks a piece of hair behind her ear.

      She drops her eyes to the floor and murmurs so low I barely hear her.

      “Because it’s my fault my daddy died.”

      Alexander and I both jerk. I grip the doorjamb to keep myself from falling. I’ve always known she blames herself, but to hear her actually say it, hurts so much worse.

      I watch as Alexander turns to Kelsey and grabs her chin to force her to look at him.

      “Why would you think it’s your fault, Kelsey?”

      Her voice is a tearful whisper, and I have to lean closer to hear her. “Because I made him go get my bear and that’s when he died.”

      “Sweetie, it wasn’t your fault,” Alexander says, his voice strained. “You were six years old. There was no way you could know that would happen. Even your mom and dad didn’t know it would happen.”

      She looks at him with tears flooding down her face, and my heart feels like it’s being beaten with a bat coated in spikes.

      “But maybe if I hadn’t—”

      He doesn’t let her finish. “No, honey. It still would have happened.”

      She sniffles and leans against Alexander again.

      “What if she blames me?” Kelsey whispers brokenly, and it’s that question that kills me. I lean back against the wall and slide down, my legs unable to hold my weight anymore.

      I can no longer see them, but I can still hear them.

      “She doesn’t,” he tells her, his tone more forceful that it has been the entire time I’ve been standing there.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because she loves you,” he answers simply.

      It’s quiet for a few minutes before Alexander speaks again.

      “You need to talk to your mom about this,” he tells her softly. “She misses you so much.”

      “I miss her too,” she confesses, and I want to run inside and tell her I’m right here, but I don’t. She needs to do this on her own. I don’t want to take the chance of pushing her away by rushing her.

      They stop talking, and I lean my head back and listen to the silence, hoping with everything I am that Kelsey’s silence has come to an end.

      I’m so lost in thought that I don’t realize Alexander’s standing in front of me. I look up at him with swollen eyes, feeling lost and exposed. He doesn’t say a word as he scoops me up into his arms. My eyes linger on Kelsey’s door, which is closed most of the way, a sliver of light pouring out, indicating she’s still awake.

      My heart aches with the need to go to her, but as much as it hurts to do so, I let him carry me further away from her.

      Alexander stops at the couch and takes a seat with me in his lap. I bury my head in the crook of his neck and let tears soak the collar of his shirt. He doesn’t try to calm me down, just gently rubs my back and murmurs soft words in my ear. He knows I heard Kelsey speak, and he knows how much it hurts to hear her say her father’s death is her fault and she worries I blame her. She couldn’t be further from the truth.
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        * * *

      

      LATER THAT EVENING, after Alexander has left, I walk quietly down the hallway and stop at Kelsey’s door. This is my nightly routine. I always sneak back to her door five minutes after I’ve tucked her in, and every night I catch her whispered prayers to bring her daddy home.

      Tonight is different though, for a couple reasons. One being that she spoke to Alexander tonight and my emotions are already raw from overhearing it.

      The second comes when I stop at the door and hear that Kelsey’s prayers have changed. If it wasn’t for the fact that I watched her crawl to her knees, I’d think she just added onto the old one, but this prayer is all on its own. The new one is even more heartbreaking than the old.

      “Please, God, help make Alexander better,” she whispers, her hands clasped in front of her. “Please don’t make him hurt anymore. I really like him, and I know my mama and brother like him too. I wish he could be with us always. And please let his wife and baby be okay in heaven with you.” She pauses before finishing. “In Jesus’ name, amen.”

      I clutch my hands over my chest, trying to calm my pounding heart. Her prayers have been the same every night for over two years. For her to change them now…. I send up a silent prayer that this change is good. I also pray that God answers my daughter’s prayers.

      I rest my forehead against the doorframe and whisper low enough that she can’t hear me, “I love you, Kelsey. Please come back to me.”

      With one last glance to see her in bed with the covers tucked up under her chin once again, I walk away with my heart heavy.
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      I LIE IN BED WITH MY hands under my head, thinking about today. I think about how I was supposed to simply drop off the earrings and then leave again. I think about Gwen’s face when she saw me on her porch steps, the longing and hope present, but also the shadow of vulnerability. I think about how I had to force myself to not yank her in my arms and beg her to forgive me for being a dick.

      I think about Daniel rushing up to me and the pure elation on his face as he talked nonstop. Then I think about Kelsey and the wary way she eyed me. The apparent hurt I’ve caused her. It made me sick to my stomach to know I’ve caused her more pain.

      I should have refused to go inside for tea. I should have told them I couldn’t go to dinner. I should have come up with an excuse as to why I couldn’t go back inside to look at Daniel’s car collection. But I just couldn’t. Gwen and her kids have me wrapped around their fingers. I’d do anything to bring smiles to their faces and make them happy. Walking into Blu’s last night and feeling all the eyes on me was uncomfortable and had my anger spiking, but I pushed through it. I wasn’t going to let the nosy people of town ruin what I didn’t realize at the time was something I wanted so badly. Being out with them, acting like a family, a normal family, felt so damn good. I wanted to do it again. I wanted to be a part of their lives every day.

      I also think about walking out of Daniel’s room and seeing Kelsey in hers. Her eyes were pinned on the door as if she were waiting for me or something. Before I could stop myself, I was walking in her room and sitting on the end of her bed. Both kids draw me in, but Kelsey more so. I know it’s because of the pain we share.

      She held her body stiff and her eyes were almost accusing as she watched me for several seconds. It wasn’t enough, there would never be an excuse good enough for my shitty behavior, but I tried to explain it to her. I didn’t want to hurt her further, but I saw the pain in her eyes when I told her about Clara and Rayne. I know of her pain, she deserves to know the reason behind mine.

      Even though she said those few words to me the night before they left, I never expected her to talk again. To say my heart skipped a beat when she whispered those first words is an understatement. It was more like skipping ten beats. My stomach felt hollow and it took me several tries to pull in air. She has one of the sweetest and most delicate voices I’ve ever heard. It took me a moment to gather myself enough to respond. When she kept talking, even if what she asked hurt to think about, it was music to my ears.

      Hearing her say her dad dying was her fault and she thought her mom might blame her was too much. I turned to her and made her look at me. I wanted her to hear me clearly when I told her it wasn’t her fault and there was no way her mom blamed her. I’m not sure if she believed me, but I hope she did. There’re only so many ways we can tell others how we feel. It’s up to them whether or not to believe it.

      My chest hurt when I left her a few minutes later. It hurt even more when I saw Gwen slumped against the wall on her ass. I knew she heard. She was there when her daughter talked, and it broke her heart to hear the devastating words leave her daughter’s lips.

      Without a word, I picked her up and carried her to the couch, where I sat her on my lap and just held her as she cried against my neck. No words needed to be said, as she heard it all, so we just sat there. I tried to give her the comfort she so desperately needed.

      Afterward, she lifted herself from my lap, and I immediately stood, then told her I needed to go. That Gigi and the puppies were waiting for me. It was a shit excuse, but I needed to get out of there. I needed to rein in my scattered emotions and regroup. It’s so easy to get sucked in when I’m around them. It’s so easy to forget why I shouldn’t want Gwen and her two kids. And once again, I had to watch pain line her face as I walked out the door. I should be shot dead for all the mixed feelings and actions I’m giving her.

      Instead of going home when I left, I ended up at Clara and Rayne’s graves. It was dark and cold out, but it didn’t matter. I sat my ass down between their two graves and did nothing but look out into the darkened cemetery. I didn’t talk to them, and I didn’t cry, but I did listen, and I swear I heard Clara whispering to me to let go of the guilt. To move on and be happy. I want to. I want to so fucking badly. I just don’t know if it’s possible for me.

      After, I left their graves with my heart even heavier.

      Hours later, as I lie in bed, an image of the wounded look on Gwen’s face as I left her pops into my mind. I grab my phone and check the time. It’s after midnight. She’ll be in bed, but the need to make sure she’s okay is overwhelming.

      I unlock the screen and type out a message.

      Me: Hey.

      I’m surprised when I receive a reply seconds later. I wonder if she’s having as much trouble finding sleep as me.

      Gwen: Hey.

      Before I can stop myself, I’m typing out another message.

      Me: How are you?

      It takes her a minute to reply.

      Gwen: I’m okay. Are you?

      Okay. Not good, not great. Just okay. I don’t like that she’s just okay.

      Me: I’m sorry for leaving so quickly earlier.

      Gwen: It’s fine. I understand.

      She understands, but she lets me back inside every time we’re together, knowing I may withdraw again. I’m an asshole for putting her through that.

      Me: How’s Kelsey?

      Gwen: She’s good. Sleeping.

      I drop my phone on my chest and stare up at the ceiling for several moments, wondering how in the hell I got to this point. How I went from having everything, to nothing, then back on the verge of having everything again if I allow it.

      My phone vibrates against my chest, and I look at the screen.

      Gwen: I didn’t tell you, but thank you for talking to her. For telling her I don’t blame her and it wasn’t her fault about her father.

      I picture Gwen on the other end of the line, fighting back her tears. I know having her silent daughter talk to me instead of her had to hurt, but I also know that she’s glad that she talked, period.

      I silently accept her gratitude and tell her something else. Something I hope helps.

      Me: She’ll come to you. She wants to, she misses you.

      Gwen: I know. It’s just hard waiting.

      Me: Try to get some sleep.

      Gwen: Okay. Good night, Alexander. And thank you again.

      Me: Good night, Gwendolyn. Sleep well.

      I put my phone back on the nightstand, the tightness in my chest somewhat abated now that I know she’s okay.

      I roll to my side and try do what I told her to do and get some sleep. It’s not until several hours later that I manage.
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        * * *

      

      I STAND AT THE OPENED barn door and look out at the torrential downpour. It’s been this way off and on for over a week. Work has been put on hold because of it and the horses are becoming restless. Horses are huge animals, so I need as much room as possible to work with them. I use the pasture when the weather permits, but that’s been out lately, so we’ve been stuck in the barn. Luckily, the rain’s coming from the south, which means the temperature is higher, and today is supposed to be the last day of the shitty weather.

      I look over to Bandit and see him eyeing me. Surprisingly, since the day Kelsey was in here, he’s calmed down, even going so far as letting me pet him a few times. He actually took an apple from my hand a few weeks ago without trying to bite it off, and has let me do it a couple times since. I got the saddle on his back two days ago before he started bucking. He still gets in his moods at times, but for the most part, he tolerates me now. It’ll still be a while before he lets me sit him, but we’re definitely moving in the right direction. I’ll be glad to have him off my hands when the time comes.

      I hear a car door slam and walk over to the barn doors, wondering who it could be. I don’t get unannounced visitors very often. I’m surprised to see Gwen’s red Range Rover. Squinting against the rain, I barely see her form already on the porch. It’s been a month since I’ve seen her. A month that’s been pure fucking hell. A month that’s tested my restraints beyond anything I’ve ever had to do. We’ve talked or texted each night since I left her crying on her couch and that’s the only reason I haven’t gone to her. They kept my need barely at ease. We’ve learned a lot about each other in that month, and the more I learn, the more I want her and her kids in my life. My strength to keep away from her is waning and her being here doesn’t help one fucking bit. Already my body is tensing, preparing to rush to her.

      I look up at the sky and an unreasonable flare of anger hits me in the stomach. What in the hell is she doing driving in this kind of weather? Doesn’t she know how dangerous it is?

      I take a closer look at the truck and thankfully don’t see the kids inside.

      I take off out of the barn and run across the yard. By the time I make it to the porch, I’m completely drenched. I shake the water from my face and stalk up the steps to her. She turns when she hears the thump of my boots.

      Her graceful smile falls flat and is replaced with worry when she sees the look in my eye.

      “What’s wrong?” she has the nerve to ask.

      Instead of answering, I bark, “What in the hell were you thinking, driving in this weather?”

      My question takes her by surprise and she stumbles back a step. I stalk closer to her.

      “E-excuse me?” The rain pelting down on the roof is so loud I barely hear her.

      Her back hits the door, but I don’t stop until my chest is so close that each time she breathes in the tips of her breasts rub against the cotton of my shirt.

      “You know how dangerous it is to drive when it’s raining like this. Why in the fuck would you take a chance like that?”

      I know my anger is irrational and extreme, but fuck if I can control it right now. All I can see is Gwen sliding off the road or flipping her car in the ditch or hitting a tree head-on because she can’t stop in time. I imagine her on the side of the road, bleeding and in pain with no one around to help.

      This shit right here is why I should have never gotten involved with her. Visualizing these scenarios will eat me alive. I can’t take the chance of losing someone else, and I can’t bear the thought that I couldn’t be there if they ever needed me.

      My hands rest on either side of her head, and I let my head hang forward. I pull in huge gulps of air and try to calm the raging inferno in my blood. I flinch when Gwen lays her hand against my chest. Her touch burns, and I can’t get away fast enough. I throw myself away from her, and her eyes widen, then darken with pain.

      “Alexander?” she questions softly and takes a step closer.

      I know my eyes must look wild when I pin her with my glare. “Don’t,” I growl.

      She stops and frowns. “I don’t understand. Why are you so angry?”

      I spin around, hands clenched at my sides. I can’t believe she has the nerve to ask me that.

      “Why am I so angry? Really, Gwen? You’re seriously fucking asking me that after I told you what happened to Clara and Rayne?”

      Realization dawns, and I want to fucking laugh as her eyes widen again. I turn away from her and walk to the porch railing, leaning my hands on it and staring out into the rain. My heart’s pounding so hard, I hear it in my ears. I feel the throb at my temple and the start of a headache.

      I hiss when I feel Gwen’s hand on my back, then her heat at my side. I don’t look at her, but I feel her eyes on me.

      “Alexander, you can’t control everything,” she says gently, trying to console me, but it does the opposite. Her soft tone grates on my nerves because I love the sound of her voice so much, and whether she means to or not, she’s using it against me right now. “You can’t protect people from every little thing. You can’t prevent them from living or doing things that are natural for fear of something happening. If it’s meant to happen, then it’ll happen whether you try to prevent it or not.”

      I hate myself so much right now because I know she’s right, but I still can’t get over my fear. Gwen has come to mean more to me than I ever imagined possible. I’m not sure what would happen to me if something were to happen to her or the kids. It scares the shit out of me to think about it. It scares me so much that my damn hands are shaking now with just the thought.

      And what’s even more fucked-up is I turn to her and tell her to leave, even though I just bitched about her driving in the pouring rain in the first place. I need her to leave like I need air to breathe. I can’t be around her right now because I worry my resolve will crumble, and I’ll drop to my knees and beg her to stay. And she can’t fucking stay because I’m fucked in the head.

      “You need to fucking leave,” I grate. “Get in your fucking car and go back home, Gwen.”

      I ignore the flash of pain on her face and leave her on my porch as my need to be away from her grows. My hands itch to grab her. My arms ache to hold her. My lips tingle with the need to caress hers with them. My body vibrates with need to feel her against me. And my damn heart hurts because it wants to belong to her. It already does belong to her, she just doesn’t know it.

      I storm down the steps, ignoring her calling my name. The rain hits me in the face, but I ignore it as I stalk toward the barn and the safety it’ll offer me.

      “Alexander,” she cries, sounding as though she’s coming after me.

      Water splashes up over my jeans as I stomp in puddles. I know I’m being an ass, but in my jumbled mind, there is no explanation for her putting herself in danger. There is no reason at all she should have driven in the rain like this.

      I’m halfway across the yard, about ten feet away from her truck, when her wretched sobs finally get to me, and I can’t take it anymore.

      “Please, Alexander,” she sobs brokenly.

      I stop in my tracks, put my hands on my hips, and drop my head. My eyes focus on my muddy boots, but I don’t really see them. All I can see is a crushed Gwen in my mind’s eye, and I just can’t do it. I pull in a deep breath, turn, and nearly fall to my knees at what I see.

      Gwen’s standing by her car, only feet away from me. She stares at me with red eyes, looking heartbroken, silently begging me to do something. I’m not sure what, but the silent plea is more than I can handle.

      “What do you want from me?” I roar across the few feet separating us.

      Her flinch isn’t missed and the tiny movement slices my insides. She stares at me for several seconds without answering. She’s completely drenched and her hair is flat against the sides of her face. The light green button-up shirt she’s wearing under her open coat molds to her chest and the white outline of her bra is clearly visible. My treacherous body responds, even though this really isn’t the time.

      Her next words have my heart stopping in my chest and taking every bit of air from my lungs.

      “You,” she whispers, just loud enough for me to hear over the rain. “I only want you.”

      One minute I’m standing five feet from her, and the next I have her back against the passenger side door. My chest is plastered against her heaving one and her sweet breaths fan across my face. I hover my lips over hers, still fighting with myself, but know it’s a losing battle.

      “I don’t know what the fuck to do with you,” I groan.

      “Anything. You can do anything,” she breathes.

      I do lose it after that. I lose it because there’s no way I can stay away from her. It’s a feat that I was never meant to win.

      I slam my lips down on hers with an agonized moan. She opens immediately and my tongue sweeps inside to meet her eager one. This kiss is different than the ones we’ve shared before. It’s not sweet and soft and innocent. It’s carnal, pure and simple. I don’t ask for permission, I just take, and she gives willingly.

      My hands grip her hips tightly, and I hoist her up the car. Her legs wrap around my waist and her warm center meets my painfully hard cock. My scalp burns in the most erotic way when she fists my hair and tugs me closer.

      We’re both soaking wet from the rain, and there’s a chill in the air, but neither notices. We’re both too focused on the other to care.

      I grind myself against her, then swallow her answering moan. My hands go to her ass, gripping it tight. I release her lips, only to trail kisses down her neck. Rain and Gwen meets my lips and it’s a heady combination that has my dick growing even harder.

      This woman has driven me past the point of crazy. I’m precariously close to delirious.

      Her moans become whimpers when I lick across her collarbone, then slide them down to the partially open collar of her shirt, barely giving off a hint of cleavage. I dip my tongue in the hidden valley between her breasts, and I hear her head thump against the car. Needing more of her, I take one hand from her ass, push her coat aside, and yank open her shirt, not giving a fuck that several buttons fly off.

      The cups of her bra come down next, and the sight of her bare breasts, soaking wet from the rain pouring down on us, is something I’ll never forget if I live a thousand lifetimes.

      I dip my head and take the pretty pink nipple in my mouth. I suck greedily at it and receive a cry of pleasure in reward. I flick the sensitive nub with my tongue, then tug it gently between my teeth. I release her, then give the same treatment to her other nipple.

      I lift my head and look up. Sensing my eyes on her, she lifts her head from the truck and peers down at me. She looks so fucking beautiful with rain sliding down her flushed face, her hair stuck to her cheeks, and her eyes glistening with desire. I could look at her all day and never get enough.

      Her hands leave my hair and she cups my face. I’m floored, and if I’m honest, scared, when I see the love shining in her eyes as she stares down at me. I feel it too, even if I shouldn’t, even if it’s not right. With everything I am, with every breath I take, and every beat of my heart. That’s how much I love this woman. I don’t know when or how it happened, but it’s undeniable, indescribable, and unbreakable.

      “Take me inside,” she whispers.

      My decision is made before the words fully leave her mouth. There’s no way I can deny her, or me, for that matter. I want her too much, and from the look in her eyes, she wants me just as badly. But not against a fucking car with rain pelting down around us and her lips turning blue from the cold. I’ll take her like she deserves. In a warm bed with soft sheets and a gentle touch.

      “Hold on tight to me, baby, and don’t let go.” The words mean so much more than her legs gripping my waist. I never want her to let me go, because I’ll never be able to let her go. I’m still scared shitless that I’ll let her down somehow, that I’ll not be there when she needs me the most, but my heart demands I take the chance.

      Her legs tighten around me, and with my hands on her ass, I turn and walk us toward the house, up the steps, and through the door. I don’t stop until my knees hit the bed, and I gently set her down. Her gorgeous blue eyes stare up at me as I reach back and pull off my soaked shirt. Her gaze travels down and it’s not revulsion I see when she looks at my scarred chest, but blatant desire. It still amazes me that she’s never seen my scars as hideous.

      I slide her coat and ruined shirt down her arms. Her stomach isn’t perfectly flat like some women strive for. It has a slight curve, but it’s firm. When I unclasp her bra and the cups fall away from her breasts, they look perfect, even though some would say they aren’t, because they sag slightly due to her carrying babies. I think she looks completely fucking flawless.

      She watches me with lusty eyes as I take in her beauty for a minute. Her hands are at her sides, and I love that she doesn’t try to cover herself. She shouldn’t and it would be a shame if she tried.

      I drop to my knees in front of her and wedge my hips between her legs. I scoot her closer to the edge of the bed until her warm pussy meets my stomach. I kiss her soft lips and wrap my arms around her tight. She does the same by putting her arms around my neck. Her breasts feel cool against my chest and it sends a shiver through me. Not from the coolness, but from simply having her bare skin against mine.

      I pull back and rain kisses across her cheek, down her neck, and over her breasts, until I reach one nipple. I take the tip in my mouth and suck gently. I not only hear her moan, but feel the vibrations of it against my mouth.

      After paying the same attention to her other nipple, I release her and slide my hands to the front of her jeans. Lifting my eyes, I ask, “Are you sure?”

      She nods. “I’ve never been more sure,” she says breathlessly.

      I don’t take my eyes off her as I unbutton and unzip her jeans. Gripping the waistband, she lifts her hips. With the material wet, it takes a minute to slide the denim down her legs. She runs her fingers through my hair when I kiss the tops of her thighs, moving closer to her center. I can smell her and it drives me crazy. The need to taste her is almost uncontrollable, but it’ll have to come later. I need inside her too much. I need to take her and make her mine.

      I grip the edge of her panties and pull them down her legs. Her pretty pussy is right there in front of my eyes, and I want to devour it whole. With my fingers, my tongue, and my cock.

      My shaft jerks in my jeans, begging to be the first. I stand and make quick work of my pants and briefs. The heat of Gwen’s stare and the uncertainty of what she’ll think once I show her the rest of my scars, has me holding still once I’m completely naked. My leg is more damaged than the rest of my body. I’ve had multiple surgeries and skin grafts. With the amount of my body burned and the limited skin that was left to use for grafting, the doctors felt it was best to work on my face, chest, and arm first, then see if it was still possible to do my leg. Once my face and chest were done, there wasn’t much available flesh left to use, so my leg got the shit end of the deal.

      I have my hands balled into fists when Gwen sees the brutal scars running up and down my leg. The gruesome sight would make even the strongest sick to their stomach.

      Not Gwen though. She looks at the gnarled flesh and her eyes fill with tears, not disgust. She looks up at me for a brief second, then reaches out with a shaky hand and places her palm on my thigh. Again, it surprises me when I feel her touch the instant her hand lands on me. The feeling in my thigh is more limited than in my arm, so the shock has me sucking in a sharp breath.

      When she hears my hiss of breath, she snatches her hand away and looks up at me.

      “Please,” I growl. “Touch me.”

      Her eyes go back to my leg and her hand reaches out again. She starts at my hip, and with a look of deep concentration, slowly runs her hand down my thigh to my knee. Her eyes follow the movement and her brow puckers when she comes across a particularly ugly patch of skin. Not once do her eyes tell me she’s appalled by the sight.

      I hold my breath and lock my knees when she leans forward and rests her lips against the nasty-looking scars, then starts kissing them. Something as beautiful as her should never be so close to something as abhorrent as my scars, but I can’t pull her away. I’m mesmerized by the sight of her worshipping them, and it feels so fucking good.

      When she moves closer to my hip, I can’t help my body’s reaction. My cock jumps and a bead of precum forms on the tip.

      “Fuck, Gwen,” I groan. My hands lace through her thick locks of hair and force her face up. “I can’t wait anymore.”

      She scoots back on the bed, her legs bent, but open, showing off the part of her I want so damn much.

      “Make love to me, Alexander,” she whispers, lifting one hand toward me.

      Putting a knee on the bed, I twine my fingers with hers and lift her wrist to my mouth, kissing the soft skin. I settle my weight over her and her smooth legs wrap around my waist. With her hand still in mine, I set my hands on each side of her head. My chest meets hers, and her pointy nipples graze my pecs. I gaze down at her and see nothing but adoration in her eyes. The tip of my shaft slides against her wet pussy, and I force myself not to surge forward.

      “I don’t have protection,” I tell her regretfully.

      She shakes her head. “I’m on the pill, and I haven’t….” She stops and swallows hard. “I haven’t been with anyone since Will.”

      I didn’t realize until now how much I want to take her without anything between us. I want to feel her against me, in the most natural way possible.

      It’s no surprise she hasn’t been with anyone since her husband died. I learned from our talks recently that she hasn’t dated since Will died. Why she chose me to end her celibacy, I’ll never understand.

      “I haven’t been with anyone either.”

      I refuse to say her name. She doesn’t belong here with us right now. I’m not sure I could get it past my lips even if I tried anyway.

      “Are you sure?” I ask, needing Gwen to be completely certain. It’s a big step to trust someone enough to have sex without protection.

      She nods and emphasizes her answer by lifting her hips, rubbing her wetness against my hard cock. I bare my teeth and hiss at the contact.

      Lifting my body, I look down as I grip the base of my cock and line up the tip. As soon as the head breaches her tight heat, my balls draw up, and I’m on the verge of exploding. I grit my teeth and force back my orgasm as I slowly sink inside her, unwilling to let it end so quickly.

      I drop my head in the crook of her neck and give myself a moment to calm the fuck down. Her muscles clamp around me, and I groan.

      “Shit, Gwen, you can’t do that,” I growl at her.

      “Please move,” she moans in response, shifting her legs against my hips. “I need you to move.”

      Pulling in a deep breath for restraint, I get to my elbows. I keep my eyes locked on her as I slowly pull my hips back, then rock forward again. Dropping my lips to hers, I kiss her as I keep a steady rhythm with my hips. Her whimpers against my mouth and the tightening of her pussy tell me she’s already close, and I thank fuck for that, because I don’t know how much longer I can hold on. We’ve barely begun, but with us both going so long without, it’s impossible for either to last.

      I speed up my thrusts and she cries against my lips as I hit a particularly sensitive spot. I home in on it and lift my head so I can see the pure rapture on her face. Her eyes are bright and unfocused, her cheeks a beautiful shade of pink, and her lips are swollen from my kisses and form an O as she pants.

      When she tips over the edge and strangles my dick with her channel, I swear I’ve reached heaven. Starting in the base of my shaft, my orgasm hits me hard and fast and has me yelling to the ceiling. My thrusts become frantic as we both ride waves of orgasmic pleasure.

      I drop my chest back to hers, making sure my weight doesn’t crush her. We lie there silently, simply trying to catch our breath. Her hands lazily rub up and down my slick back.

      After a moment, I lift my chest a few inches and gaze down at her. Sweat dampens her forehead and I push the wet strands away from her cheeks.

      “Hi,” she whispers with a shy smile.

      The look warms my heart, and I smile. “Hey.”

      I kiss her lips, then roll to my side and turn her to face me. Tangling my legs with hers, I put my arm around her waist and tug her a bit closer to me. I know my cum must be leaking out of her, and I’m sure it probably feels awkward, but I’m not ready to let her go just yet. I’ll grab a rag and clean her in a few minutes.

      As I lie there in the aftermath of one of the best moments of my life, I wonder how I got so lucky as to meet this incredible woman. This feeling I have deep in my gut is something I never want to relinquish. It’s not the sex talking. It’s something I felt the first moment I saw her, something I didn’t recognize at the time and still have a hard time naming even now.

      Love isn’t a strong enough word for what I feel for Gwen. It doesn’t even come close. What I feel for her is soul-deep and everlasting, a feeling that scares the ever-lovin’ hell out of me, but something I can’t deny any longer and will hold on to forever.
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      “WILL YOU TELL ME about her?” I ask nervously.

      The hand caressing my hip stops, and I want to suck the words back in my mouth. I shouldn’t have asked. Now isn’t the time, and even if it was, he may not be ready. Although it’s been four years since they passed, the pain is still very raw. And for all I know, he may not ever want to talk to me about her.

      We’re still in bed after our lovemaking. The rain’s still pouring down and the wind has picked up, the former making a soothing rhythm against the roof. I’ve always loved the sound of rain hitting the roof.

      I lie with my head on his chest and my hand under my cheek. It’s been thirty minutes since we made love, and I’m still feeling the effects of pure bliss.

      I open my mouth to apologize and tell him he doesn’t need to talk about her, but he stops me before I can. His hand starts languidly rubbing circles on my hip again when he starts talking.

      “Clara was one of the sweetest women I’ve ever met. She was kindhearted and giving, and so beautiful.”

      I remember the picture from his drawer. She wasn’t beautiful, she was gorgeous.

      “She had these quirks. Like twirling her hair around her finger. Sometimes I’d find it annoying. Like when we were watching a movie. Her hand would keep going in and out of view, which was distracting. Other times, it would be endearing. She’d be doing it and for some reason, my eyes would catch on it, and I’d sit there for several minutes watching. She could do this thing where she could tie a strand of hair into a knot with just three fingers on the same hand.”

      My eyes drift up to him and I see a small smile playing on his face. His expression says he’s far away, lost in memories.

      “It was a habit she picked up from her mom and hoped our daughter would pick up as well.”

      The smile slowly drops from his face.

      “She was cold all the time and always had to have something on her feet. You’d never catch her without at least socks, but most times she had on some form of shoes. She and her family were from Florida, so it was a big adjustment for her when they moved here. I don’t think her body ever adjusted. She hated to be cold. At night, in bed, she’d always warm her icy feet by laying them flat against my calves.” He laughs at the memory.

      I love hearing him talking about her. She was such a big part of his life for so long. And I love that their love was so strong.

      “She loved cherry filling, like in a pie, but hated real cherries. It was the opposite with coconut. She hated anything with the flavor coconut, but loved coconut itself. She loved altering words. Instead of potato, she’d say tater, and for spaghetti, it was sketti.” His chuckle is quiet when he continues. “She’d get her words mixed up in the funniest of ways too. Like, she would try to say, I’m going to wash the car, and it would come out as I’m going to car the wash. Some were pretty entertaining.”

      I laugh lightly and tip my head back so I can see him. “She seems like she’d be fun to be around.”

      He looks down, then tucks a piece of hair behind my ear, letting his finger linger on my cheek.

      “She would have liked you,” he says warmly.

      “I’m sure I would have liked her too,” I tell him honestly.

      As much as it pains me to think I wouldn’t have Alexander in my life if Clara and Rayne were still here, it hurts even more knowing the pain he went through when he lost them. I’d rather give up my own happiness to ensure he still had his. I just hope one day he gives me the chance to make him as happy as Clara did.

      I kiss the center of his chest before flipping over and resting my arm across his stomach and laying my head on it. His arm hangs over my waist and he rests his hand against the base of my spine.

      “I’m sorry for scaring you earlier,” I say while running my fingers over the smooth scars on his chest. As gruesome as they may appear to some, I think they’re beautiful. It shows his strength and the story of his heartbreaking past.

      “What was so important that you would drive in such bad weather?"

      He stares down at me, and I can tell he’s still bothered. It warms my insides to know he cares enough that he worried about me. But then, I hate that he went through that reminded pain.

      “I wanted to see you.” I shift so I’m sitting up more, taking the sheet with me. “After talking with you on the phone for so long, I just felt a strong need to see you.”

      I drop my eyes, suddenly feeling exposed. Not physically, but mentally.

      He grabs my chin and forces my eyes back to his.

      “I know I overreacted, but the thought….” He closes his eyes for a moment, looking pained, before opening them again. “I can’t do it again, Gwen,” he finishes in an agonized whisper.

      I scoot closer to him. I know what he’s thinking, and I want to wipe the thought from his mind.

      “Nothing will happen to me.”

      “There’s no way you can promise that,” he argues.

      Cupping his damaged cheek, I lean up and kiss his lips. “I can’t, but I can guarantee that I’ll be as careful as I can, and I know you’ll protect me as best as you can.”

      His eyes turn tortured as he takes in my words. I can tell he wants to believe me, but past experiences and his guilt over not saving his wife and baby prevent him from doing so. I hold his gaze, wanting him to see the truth. His eyes stay guarded, and it makes me even more determined to show him he’s a good and honorable man, and that what happened was in no way his fault.

      As much as I don’t want to, I need to get back to the kids.

      I kiss his lips once more before pulling back. “I have to go get the kids. They’re at Jeremy’s and his mom’s having lunch. I’m sure they’re probably wondering where I am.”

      He lifts his arm from my waist, and I slide to the edge of the bed. I feel the heat of him following me. I try to take the sheet with me because somehow my underwear ended up on the other side of the room, and I’m not yet at the stage of shamelessly traipsing across the room naked. When I stand and tug on the sheet, it doesn’t move. I turn and look at what’s stopping it, and see a grinning Alexander with the sheet gripped in his fist.

      I arch an eyebrow. “You gonna let go anytime soon?”

      His grin grows. “I’ll think I’ll keep ahold of it for a while.”

      “Alexander,” I beg.

      “Nah-uh.” He shakes his head, then tips his chin toward where my panties are on the floor. “You gonna get dressed?”

      I narrow my eyes and hold his stare for several seconds before an idea pops in my head. Two can play this game. Turning on my heel, I make sure to sashay my hips as I walk over to my panties. With my cheeks pink, and with more boldness than I thought I was capable of, I bend with my ass facing him and scoop up my panties from the floor.

      Hearing a groan behind me, I turn back to face him with my own smirk.

      “Fuck me,” he mutters. “That shit backfired.”

      I laugh and slip my legs through the holes and pull them up my hips. I still feel self-conscious as I walk over to my bra by the end of the bed, especially since my breasts aren’t as firm as they used to be. His appreciative gaze says I have nothing to worry about.

      He climbs from the bed, and my eyes move to the hardness swaying between his legs. Earlier, when he first pulled off his jeans and briefs, my concentration was stuck on the scars running up and down his leg, so even though it was pretty much in my face, I didn’t get a good look at his erection. And afterwards, he was covered by the sheet. Now though, I can’t take my eyes off it. He’s huge, so huge that it’s a wonder it fit inside me without ripping me in two.

      My eyes go wide, and although his size is very intimidating, my body heats at the reminder of how good he felt sliding in and out of me.

      His chuckle has my eyes snapping up to his, and I feel a blush creep up my cheeks at being caught ogling him.

      “You keep looking at me like that and you’ll be calling Jeremy to let him know he’s got the kids for another couple of hours.”

      His laugh is deep when I drop my eyes from him and turn around. Spying my shirt a couple feet away, I grab it and my jeans beside it and put them on. I shiver when the cold and wet material touches my skin. My shirt has no buttons. I turn around to ask him for a shirt, and thankfully see he’s dressed in the same jeans and thermal shirt he had on before, even though they are obviously wet. Silently, he holds out a shirt for me. I slip it on and stealthily smell the soft material.

      I snag my jacket off the floor and we leave the bedroom. Gigi comes trotting out of the kitchen and meets us at the front door. I give her a few rubs before he opens the door and we step outside. The rain has stopped and there’re a few rays of sunlight filtering through the clouds.

      Before I can walk down the steps, he turns me around to face him, loosely putting his arms around my waist and resting his hands on my lower back.

      “How about you and the kids come over for dinner tomorrow night?” he suggests.

      I smile, because, well, I can’t not smile. I love that he wants us to come back. I love that he wants to spend time with the kids. And I love that he seems to be working past his issues. We’ve never actually talked about what’s going on between us, but we both know there is something there.

      “I’d love to, and I know the kids would too.”

      “Good.”

      He drops his head and sweeps his lips across mine before settling them more firmly against my mouth. I love the way he tastes and the way he kisses me. His arms tighten around me, bringing me closer to him, and I dig my fingers into his sides as we tangle our tongues together. My core begins to pulse with renewed need, and I wish we had more time. My body is pleasantly sore, but it doesn’t stop me from wanting him again. From his deep groan, he wouldn’t be opposed to the idea either.

      The crunch of tires on the driveway is what pulls us apart. We break away and turn our heads to see a white car driving up to the house.

      “Shit,” Alexander mutters when the car pulls to a stop. He drops his arms and takes a step back.

      “Who is it?” I ask, turning to him.

      His eyes leave the car long enough for him to look back at me and say, “My parents,” before looking back.

      Surprise has my mouth dropping open, then nerves start to take over.

      “Wait! What?” I squeak.

      Alexander turns back to me, sees my anxiety, and reaches for my hand. “Hey,” he says, bending his knees to look directly into my eyes. “There’s nothing to be worried about.”

      A car door slams behind us. I’ve got no choice but to nod. I’ve got no time to freak out or get used to the idea of meeting his parents. It’s not that I don’t want to; actually, I really do want to. It’s just that I would have liked more time to prepare.

      A tall man with weathered skin, dark brown hair, and kind eyes comes walking up, a petite woman with sandy-blond hair tucked into his side. As soon as the woman sees Alexander and me standing on the porch, she pushes away from the man and rushes forward, her hand flying to her mouth. Alexander releases my hand and walks down the steps, meeting her at the bottom. When he engulfs her in his arms, she’s so small compared to him that the only thing I can see is her arms wrapped around his waist.

      Murmured words come from her, but they’re so low, I can’t hear them. I look past them and see the man looking up at me curiously. I offer an unsure smile and one corner of his mouth lifts.

      A moment later, Alexander and his mother break apart, and I hear his softly spoken, “Hey, Mom.”

      She puts her hands on either side of his face and pulls his head down to kiss his cheek before stepping back to let the man step forward. They embrace tightly, clap each other on the back, then step back.

      “I’ve got someone I want you to meet,” Alexander says, then steps back so his mother can see me.

      I wring my hands nervously as they take the few steps to the porch where I’m still standing. Alexander comes to my side and wraps an arm around my waist.

      “Mom, Dad, this is Gwendolyn.” He squeezes me. “Gwendolyn, this is Helen, my mother, and David, my father.”

      “It’s nice to meet you both,” I say, holding out my hand to Helen.

      She looks just as startled as me, but recovers quickly. I expect to shake her hand, but she surprises me when she pulls me into her arms. I’m stiff for a split second before wrapping my arms around her. Helen’s head only comes to my nose. She’s such a tiny thing, but her arms are tight around me.

      When she steps back, David comes forward and hugs me as well.

      “It’s so good to meet you, darlin’,” he says after pulling back.

      “Gwendolyn,” Helen remarks. “That’s such a pretty name.”

      “Please, call me Gwen. Most everyone does.”

      She shakes her head and smiles. “I’ll stick with Gwendolyn, if that’s okay.”

      I nod and give her my own smile. “That’s fine.”

      Helen turns toward Alexander. “I didn’t know you were seeing anyone,” she scolds lightly, but there’s a light in her eyes.

      He gives her a half smile, looks down at me, then replies, “I wasn’t until recently.”

      She stands in front of us, her hands folded prayer style below her mouth. Her eyes glisten with tears as she looks at us. “Well, this is good news.”

      Although we’ve only just met and Alexander and I haven’t known each other long, I get the feeling Helen sees something Alexander and I haven’t even talked about; the seriousness of our relationship and where it’s going. I know where I want it to go, and I’m pretty sure he does too. Helen though, looks as if she’s already picturing our wedding day. I’d laugh if it wasn’t for the fact that deep down inside, I’ve pictured it too and want it to come true so much.

      “What are you guys doing here?” Alexander asks, slipping his arm back around me.

      David gives him a sympathetic look. “Once you gave the okay, I held her off as long as I could.”

      Helen slaps her husband’s stomach, but says to Alexander, “I couldn’t wait any longer. I missed you and it’s been too long.”

      Alexander clears his throat, looking bothered for some reason, but simply nods.

      “I’m glad you’re here.”

      Something feels strange, almost tense, and I wonder if something happened between Alexander and his family. It’s good that I can’t stay, because I think they need time alone together.

      “I hate to be so rude, but I’ve got to be going.” I turn to Alexander. “The kids are waiting on me.”

      Before he can respond, I hear his mother ask, “You have kids?”

      I turn back to her. “I do. Kelsey, my girl, is eight. And my boy, Daniel, is six.”

      Her eyes move to Alexander. Both elation and a hint of sadness flashes across her face.

      “Can we meet them?” she asks with undisguised hope. The look on her face and knowing she’s lost a granddaughter have my throat clogging up.

      I grab her hand and give it a firm squeeze. With my eyes, I tell her I understand her pain. She smiles sadly at me.

      I’m fine with the kids meeting his parents, but I still leave the decision up to Alexander, as they are his parents, and I worry this may be something he’s not ready for yet.

      I needn’t have worried. He glances at me, and I give him a subtle nod.

      “They’re coming over for dinner tomorrow evening. You can meet them then.”

      The smile that comes across Helen’s face makes her appear ten years younger.

      We leave them on the porch and Alexander walks me to my truck. Once I’m at the driver-side door, he puts his arms around me. I feel weird with his parents on the porch with a clear view of us, but I wrap my arms around his waist anyway.

      “Sorry about that. I had no idea they were coming for a visit.”

      “It’s fine,” I assure him. “They seem like wonderful people.”

      He nods. “They are. Are you sure you don’t mind bringing the kids tomorrow to meet them? We can do it some other time.”

      I’m shaking my head before he finishes. “As long as you’re okay with it, so am I.”

      He dips his head and places a light kiss on my lips.

      “See you tomorrow,” he murmurs, then reaches behind me and opens my door.

      Not wanting to leave him, but knowing I have to, I step back and get behind the wheel. As soon as the door is closed, I start the truck and roll down my window. He bends and gives me another kiss before stepping back.

      I drive away with a big smile on my face, feeling happier and more hopeful than I have in a long time.
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      ME: WE’RE LEAVING. Be there in twenty.

      I hit Send, then call for the kids, letting them know it’s time to go.

      To say they are excited to meet Alexander’s parents was a big understatement. Well, Daniel shows his excitement, but I can tell the idea is pleasing to Kelsey as well from the look in her eyes. I don’t have any family left and it’s not often they get to see Will’s parents because they travel a lot. Besides me, Emma, Will’s parents, and now the few people in town we’ve grown close with, they have no one else.

      And now Alexander and his parents. I smile at the thought.

      Daniel comes running out of his room, several of the figurines Alexander gave him clutched in his hand. He informed me earlier that he wanted to take some with him to show Alexander that he was taking good care of them like he promised.

      Kelsey comes out at a more sedate pace, and I’m pleased to see she’s using the homemade crossword puzzle books again. She has been since Alexander talked to her. That talk has done a world of good for my little girl. She’s still hasn’t spoken to me, but I do catch glimpses of her looking happier than she’s been since Will died. It’s been a month since I heard her talking to Alexander, but I’m hoping, given time, she’ll talk to me. Every night since I heard her asking God to help Alexander, she’s prayed the same thing. I don’t believe she’s forgotten about her father; it’s more she’s finally accepting he’s not coming home. I think she’s found peace with that.

      “Are you both ready?” I ask.

      Daniel shouts his yes, while Kelsey nods, a ghost of a smile playing on her face. It’s so hard for me to look at her when I see a happier emotion on her face, because I want to gather her in my arms and hug her so tightly.

      We decided not to bring Pepper on this trip since we recently had her spayed and she needs the rest, so Daniel says goodbye as I grab the casserole dish with cheesy baked shells and broccoli. Jitters form in my belly as I pull out of the driveway. Even though I’ve already met his parents, I’m both anxious and nervous. I know it’s stupid, because they seemed like really nice people, but what if they don’t like me? What if they don’t understand Kelsey’s mutism and think awful things about her? What if Daniel’s spirited disposition is too much for them?

      If that’s the case, obviously I wouldn’t want my kids or me to have anything do with them, but I know it’ll hurt Alexander if we couldn’t be around his parents. My kids come first and always will, no matter what, but I hate to think about anything negative between Alexander and me.

      I pull to a stop at the stop sign and flip on my blinker to turn down the long road that leads to Alexander’s house. Making sure there’s no one coming either way, I press the gas pedal and pull forward.

      It happens before I know it. There’s a loud blaring sound seconds before the hard hit comes from behind us. Something crunches, and the impact of the hit flings my head to the side, where it smashes against the window. Pain instantly bursts in my head, but I don’t have time to really feel it before I’m flung to the other side as the car rolls to its side. The only thing keeping me in place is the seat belt digging into my shoulder and stomach.

      I hear Daniel screaming from the back seat and Kelsey wailing my name as the car comes to a stop on its roof.

      My head pounds an erratic beat and my vision starts to cloud. I try blinking the fuzziness away, but each time I close my eyes, it’s harder for me to open them again.

      “Mama!” Kelsey yells again, and the only thing I can think as my visions fills with black spots is how long I’ve waited to hear Kelsey call me mama again. Before the darkness consumes me, I send up a silent prayer begging God to let my kids be okay.
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      I GLANCE DOWN AT my phone for what seems like the hundredth time, and the screen still shows no missed notifications. I get up from the couch and start pacing the floor. My dad, who’s been watching an old football game, mutes the TV.

      “What’s wrong with you?” he asks.

      My feet carry me back and forth over the brown carpet, and I barely spare him a glance when I answer him.

      “Gwen. She messaged me thirty minutes ago saying she was on her way.” I look down at my phone again, only for it look the same as it did ten seconds ago. “She should have been here by now.”

      “Sit down, son. I’m sure she just had to stop somewhere or there was a bit of traffic.”

      I shoot him a look that says his suggestions are ridiculous. “Have you forgotten you used to live here? We don’t have traffic in Cat’s Valley.”

      “True, but she probably stopped by the store and grabbed something to go with dinner.”

      A loud banging coming from the kitchen has my body jerking. My mom yells out “Sorry!” before going back to cooking the dinner she insisted on making.

      Dread forms in my stomach for no apparent reason. It’s just a gut feeling that something isn’t right. Something’s not fucking right.

      One of the puppies, which my mother fell in love with and informed my father she was taking one home, starts barking. Thinking, no hoping, it’s Gwen and the kids pulling up the driveway, I walk briskly to the door and snatch it open. I check the yard, I check the driveway, and I check the road in front of my property and don’t see her car.

      One of the puppies rushes past me out the door, and I bend down and scoop it back up, taking it back inside with me.

      I bring my phone screen to life and curse under my breath when it reveals nothing.

      My mom walks out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dish towel, and sees me standing by the door. I’m sure my face reveals my worry.

      “What’s wrong, dear?” she asks, walking over to me.

      “Gwen was supposed to be here ten minutes ago.”

      Understanding dawns on her face and she places a hand on my arm. The gesture is for comfort, but it does nothing for me.

      “I’m sure they’re fine.”

      I nod and try to force a smile, but I know it comes out flat. Something tells me they aren’t fine. My mind screams that something happened to them.

      “Come on,” she says, gesturing to the kitchen behind her. “You can help me with the salad.”

      “I don’t—”

      The ringing of my phone stops me, and I immediately bring it up to look at the screen.

      Gwen calling.

      Instant relief hits me.

      I swipe my finger across the screen and bring it to my ear.

      “Gwen, where—”

      “A-alexander,” Kelsey’s tearful voice interrupts me.

      Ice replaces the blood in my veins at the sound of her frightful tone. The hand on my phone clenches, and I have to force it to relax before it crushes the device.

      “Kelsey, what’s wrong, sweetie?” My voice comes out strained.

      “W-we got into a-a wreck and t-the c-car’s upside d-down,” she sputters out.

      My heart feels like it’s trying to beat out of my chest, so I pull in a deep breath and try to calm myself down before I lose it. Kelsey’s upset enough, so I need to keep my cool for her, even though every-fucking-thing inside me tries to pull me down a dark hole. Memories try to surface and it takes every bit of strength I have to push them back. I keep my head down and my eyes pinned on my feet, forcing myself to focus.

      “Where’s Daniel and your mom? Are you all okay?” I ask Kelsey hoarsely.

      “Y-es. Dan-daniel’s right here. M-me and him are o-okay.” At the mention of his name, I hear him cry in the background.

      Some of my worry lessens at knowing he’s alive, but she still hasn’t fully answered my question.

      “Kelsey, where’s your mom?”

      Instead of answering, she starts crying into the phone, and I swear my heart stops and drops to my fucking toes.

      I hear my mom talking to me and see my dad walking over, but I zone them both out.

      “Kelsey,” I say more forcefully, but try my best to keep my tone calm. “Your mom… where is she?”

      She sniffles a couple times, then finally says, “S-she’s s-still in the f-front seat. We keep calling h-her n-name, but s-she’s not w-waking up and s-she has b-blood on her h-head.”

      That’s all it takes for my legs to give out, and I sink to my knees, right there in front of my mom and dad. A churning starts in my stomach, and I feel like I’m going to puke. A buzzing starts in my ears and the outside edges of my vision start to blur. My chest heaves rapidly and tingles form at the tips of my fingers. I know I’m on the verge of a panic attack and there’s not a damn thing I can do about it.

      The only thing that brings me back is the hard grip on my shoulder and Kelsey’s whimpered, “I’m scared, Alexander.”

      I focus my gaze and see my mother’s tear-filled eyes looking at me. She’s on the floor in front of me, with my dad beside her, his hand on my shoulder.

      To my father, I say, “Grab my keys from the bar. Gwen and the kids have been in an accident.” I don’t have time to explain more, and thankfully they don’t ask.

      He stands and pulls keys from his pocket. “We’ll take mine.”

      “Do you know where you are, Kelsey?” I barely get out through my thick throat.

      I push past the sick feeling in my stomach and stand on shaky legs. We’re already heading out the door when Kelsey answers.

      “We were j-just turning on the r-road that leads to y-your h-house.”

      I relay the information to my mother and tell her to call 911. She whips out her phone and immediately starts dialing.

      Feeling like someone’s reached inside my chest and is squeezing my heart with needle-lined gloves, I run toward my parents’ car. Sensing my urgency, they both run behind me, getting in the car only seconds after me.

      “We’re coming, Kelsey,” I promise hoarsely. “Just stay on the phone with me, okay?”

      Her “Okay” sounds so small and fragile.

      I hear my mom in the back seat talking to a dispatcher, explaining as much as she can without having any details except for the location and that there’s an unconscious woman and two children. My dad speeds out of the driveway, and I’m glad he decided to drive. I’m not sure I would be able to at the moment. My phone repeatedly taps against my ear from my hand shaking so much.

      It’s only about five minutes from my house, but it takes us less than two. There are two cars sitting haphazardly on the side of the road. One has the front end totally smashed in with the front windshield shattered. Even through the shattered glass, you can see the blood splattered on the inside.

      As sad as it is that it appears the driver is probably dead, my only concern is the other car, which is flipped over. I climb from the car, my eyes never leaving Gwen’s. My legs feel numb as I walk closer to it. Through the busted-out window, I can see Gwen’s dark brown hair. Not her face, not her body, just her fucking hair.

      My legs freeze in place about twenty feet away. My chest feels likes there’s a ten-ton boulder sitting on it. The phone I still have clutched in my hand falls from my fingers. I don’t hear it hit the ground. I don’t hear my father calling my name or see him running toward Gwen’s truck while my mom goes to check on the occupants of the other car. I don’t see him helping Kelsey and Daniel out or hear their hysterical cries. I don’t hear when Daniel notices me and starts screaming my name. I don’t hear the far-off sounds of sirens that are still too fucking far away.

      My eyes are focused on the matted brown hair. It’s like I have tunnel vision and that’s all I can see; nothing else exists. Then the vision changes, and it’s Clara’s pleading eyes that I see. It’s her hoarse screams begging me to save Rayne that I hear. It’s Clara’s contorted face after the water swallowed her up, and the black abyss in the back seat as I looked for Rayne when I was pulled from the car. It’s Rayne’s cries, and the resounding silence when they abruptly stopped.

      Then it changes again. Clara is replaced with Gwen. It’s Gwen’s brown hair that floats in the water, almost giving her an ethereal appearance. It’s Gwen’s terrified blue gaze that silently begs me. It’s Gwen’s hand that tries to reach for me, that I’m unable to grab hold of.

      Something in me snaps, and I’m hurtled back into the here and now. Everything crashes back into focus all at once. My heart slams against my rib cage when I realize I’ve been standing here way too long while Gwen’s been in the car, maybe dying. That thought has my feet beating against the pavement as I run toward the truck.

      Ten feet away, a hysterical cry has me looking to the left. My dad has a distraught Kelsey in his arms. She’s screaming “Mama” over and over again as she struggles with everything she has, trying to break free and run back to the truck. Her arms are stretched out, her fingers opening and closing pathetically, as if trying to grab for her mom. I can see my dad is having a hard time keeping hold of her. If it wasn’t for the urgency of the situation, I’d be amazed at her strength.

      Looking back at Gwen’s ruined car and her brown hair, I take a chance and run the few feet to Kelsey and my dad. She needs to calm down before she hurts herself. I would never be able to live with myself if something happened to her.

      I come to a stop in front of them, but it’s as though Kelsey doesn’t even see me. Her eyes are frantic as she strains to look around me at the truck and screams for her mother. I grab her cheeks and step fully in front of her, blocking her view of the truck. The sight of her red and swollen eyes, tear-soaked cheeks, heaving chest, and trembling body has my throat clogging. I quickly take stock of the rest of her and am glad when I only see a small scratch on her cheek.

      Her eyes are on me now, but they stay unfocused, the pupils dilated, and I know she still doesn’t see me. Her struggles have slowed now that she’s not able to see the car, but haven’t died down completely. My dad is still bent with one arm wrapped tightly around her waist and one around her upper body.

      “Kelsey,” I call. When she still looks through me, I say her name more forcefully and shake her lightly, needing to get her attention quickly so I can get to Gwen. “Kelsey!” Her pupils finally shrink and her eyes focus on me. The plea in them reminds me of Clara’s when she begged me to save Rayne. I have to grit my teeth and force myself to not go back down that dark hole of remembrance.

      “I need you to calm down for me, okay? I’m going to go get your mom, but I need you to stay here with David. He’s my dad and will take care of you.” I stop, making sure she hears me, then ask, “Can you do that for me?”

      It only takes her a couple of seconds before she nods. “Okay,” she croaks.

      I lean forward and kiss her forehead, then pull back. My eyes briefly lift to my dad’s. He gives me a nod, and I know he’ll care for her. I look around quickly and am satisfied when I see a crying Daniel in my mom’s arms a few feet away.

      My stomach bottoms out as I turn back to the car.

      You can’t fucking have her, I demand silently to God. You’ve taken enough from me. I barely survived last time. I know I won’t be able to a second time. She’s mine, and I need her. I refuse to let you take her!

      When I skid to a stop at her side of the car, I still don’t see her face. It’s turned slightly to the side and her mane of thick hair falls down, hiding her from view. I can see her body though, as it hangs upside down from the still buckled seat belt. The steering wheel keeps her legs from hanging down, but her arms hang lifelessly, her hands resting against the roof.

      I drop to my knees, not only because I need to be on the ground to be able to get to her, but because my knees will no longer hold me up.

      “Gwen,” I whisper hoarsely. Not expecting an answer, I’m not surprised when I don’t get one. Tears blur my vision, but I blink them away. I can’t afford to lose it right now. That can come later.

      The door doesn’t budge when I try opening it. There’s glass on the pavement, but I don’t feel it as it cuts into my hands when I push my upper body through the window and gently push back her hair.

      My heart stops, and I break out into a cold sweat when I see the big gash on her head, starting at her hairline and stopping at the outside edge of her eyebrow. A steady drip of blood falls from the deep cut, and when I look down, I see the small pool of blood. Icy fear slithers deeper into my gut.

      I amend my earlier thought.

      Please don’t take her from me. Please, let her be okay. I can’t lose her too. Kelsey and Daniel can’t lose her. We all need her too damn much. She’s too important.

      I slide my fingers along her neck until I reach the spot where a pulse should be. At first I don’t feel it, and I die inside, but then a faint bump hits the tip of my fingers. Then another a second later. It’s weak. Too fucking weak, but it’s there, and it gives me hope. I just pray it’s not false hope.

      Needing to get her free of the seat belt, but not wanting to jar her too much for fear of doing more damage, I angle my body beneath hers and lie on my back so I’m looking up at her. Her hair drapes against my chest, just below my face, and the blood dripping from the cut starts soaking my shirt.

      “I’m going to get you out of here, baby,” I tell her silent form. “Just hold on for me, okay? The ambulance is almost here. I just need you to hold on.”

      I know she’s unconscious and probably doesn’t hear me, but it helps to talk to her. It makes the possibility of losing her seem less real. I can’t think of that right now, because I’ll freeze again. I wasn’t able to save Clara and Rayne. I’ll be damned if I won’t save Gwen.

      Spreading my fingers as far apart as I can, I place my palm against her chest and lift my body slightly. When I release the seat belt, with my hand on her chest and my body only about a foot away from hers, I slowly lower her to me. I move her legs so they fall from behind the steering wheel.

      Immediate relief hits me when I feel her warm body against mine, but it’s short lived, because I know she’s not out of danger. The gash on her forehead is deep and there’s a chance there could be internal bleeding in her brain. Not to mention there could damage to other parts of her body. From the brief glance I got when I first stuck my head in the cab, I didn’t see anything else wrong with her on the outside, but that doesn’t mean there couldn’t be something wrong on the inside.

      I push past the panic that thought tries to bring forward.

      I wrap one arm around her upper body and try to keep it as still as possible so I don’t jolt her as I start shifting both of us out of the window inch by inch.

      I have her out about halfway, when the space becomes too small. I’m about to call out to my dad when I feel hands on the arm I have wrapped around her. I lift my head and look out the window to see my dad down on his knees, ready to help.

      “Be careful. She’s got a big gash on her forehead and we don’t know what other injuries she has.”

      He nods and slips his arms beneath her shoulders while I lift her upper thighs as best as I can with my upper body still in the truck. Once her legs are out, I scoot as fast as I can until I’m out. My dad has her laid out on her back, and I crawl until I’m hovering over her. Her face is ghostly white and it scares the shit out of me. Although I just felt her pulse a moment ago, the need to feel it again has my fingers going back to her throat.

      Right as I feel the slight thump again, a voice comes from behind me.

      “Sir, we need you to step back.”

      A second later, a medical bag is set down beside me, then a paramedic gets down on his knees on her other side, while the other waits for me to get out of the way.

      I want to insist that I’m not going anywhere, that I can’t leave her side, but I know I have to move in order for them to do their work.

      I don’t stand, I just scoot back several feet and sit on my heels. My breath comes in pants as I watch helplessly while they take her vitals and slip on a neck brace. My body feels completely numb, all except for my heart. Each heavy beat sends a sharp pain through my chest. I ball my hands into fists so tight that my knuckles scream at me. Tears leak from my eyes, scalding my cheeks.

      I feel a hand on my shoulder and look up. My dad’s standing there watching them work on Gwen as well, a look of deep sadness marring his face. My eyes drift past him to my mom, who has Daniel and Kelsey in her arms. Both are crying and have their eyes pinned on Gwen lying still on the pavement.

      Kelsey’s eyes leave her mom long enough to look at me, and I lift my arm toward her, indicating I want them to come to me. I need them in my arms right now, and I know they need me too. My mom sees my lifted arm and lets the kids go. Kelsey, with her brother’s hand in hers, runs them both over to me.

      I open my arms and they crash against my chest. I close my eyes and thank God they’re both okay, then beg God in the same breath that their mother will be as well. I open my eyes and see Gwen now on a spinal board.

      The kids cry against my shoulders, and I want to keep them against me until I know Gwen is okay, but they need to be checked out too.

      As if sensing my thoughts, another paramedic comes to kneel beside us, medical bag in hand. I release the kids and try to pull back, but they cling to me. I allow their arms to stay around me, but I lean my head back so I can look at them. Their lips tremble as their tear-filled eyes meet mine.

      My voice is scratchy when I tell them, “The paramedics need to check you both over, okay?” Fear enters their face, so I reassure them. “I’ll be right here with you.”

      “Is M-mama going to be o-okay?” Kelsey asks in a terrified voice.

      I have no fucking clue what to tell her because I don’t know the answer. I don’t want to lie to her, but I also don’t want to scare her any further than she already is. I look over and see the paramedics lifting Gwen onto the gurney.

      I look back to Kelsey, and I hope like fuck that I’m not lying to her when I say, “Your mom is going to be fine.”

      It takes her a minute, but she nods, taking my words for the truth I pray they are. She releases me and turns to the paramedic, and Daniel follows suit.

      As he looks the kids over, my eyes go back to Gwen, who still hasn’t woken up. It’s scares me shitless that she’s still unconscious. I need her to wake up and show me she’s going to be okay. I need to hear her beautiful voice and see her stunning blue eyes. I won’t be able to fully breathe again until I do. The only thing keeping me together at the moment is the two kids that need me to stay strong. Gwen would want me to be strong for them. If it weren’t for them, there’s no telling the state I’d be in.

      The paramedic deems the kids fine, just a few bumps and bruises, but still wants them to be checked out at the hospital. I’m torn when he asks me if I want to ride in the back of the ambulance with the kids, because I want to be with Gwen. The thought of having her out of my sight has panic trying to take over. What if she dies on the way to the hospital? What if we get there and the paramedic says she didn’t make it?

      I look to the kids’ scared and pain-filled faces and know I can’t leave them alone. I know my mom or dad would ride with them, but it’s me they want, and I can’t deny them. There’s nothing I can do for Gwen at the moment. She’s in the hands of the paramedics, and I have to trust them to keep her safe. The kids need me more than her right now.

      Gwen is loaded up and when the door’s closed and I can no longer see her, I swear my heart drops to my stomach. Vomit threatens.

      The ambulance speeds away with its siren blaring, and I pray once again that she’ll be okay.

      She has to be.

      As the kids and I are loaded into the back of the other ambulance, my dad promises that he and my mom will be right behind us. I nod as the doors close behind us, and seconds later we’re moving as well, at a slower speed. I grit my teeth to keep from demanding we go faster.

      The kids are sitting on the gurney, and I’ve got each of my hands holding one of theirs. I try to smile at them to keep up the façade of Gwen being okay. I don’t want them to see the worry and pain I’m currently feeling. They don’t need to know that I’m slowly dying inside, and I won’t be resurrected until I know Gwen will make it out of this alive.

      Until I get a chance to tell her what I haven’t told her yet. That I love her.
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      I WAKE TO THE MOST beautiful sound I’ve heard in years. It warms my belly and makes me want to smile. I want to open my eyes and look for the wonderful sound, but I’m scared if I do, it’ll only be a dream. It’s something I’ve wanted to hear for such a long time and feared would never happen. I don’t think I’ll survive it if it’s just a dream.

      Something warm and soft is pressed to my side, and I want to snuggle into it further. A sweet and innocent floral scent hits my nose, and I love the smell. I feel pressure on my hand, and it’s only then I realize there are small fingers laced with mine. I give a tiny squeeze, checking to see if it’s real or just my imagination.

      “Mama?” a soft voice says in my ear, and it’s that sound again that I love so much. The sweet way it said Mama has tears forming under my closed eyes.

      Unable to hold off any longer, I squint my eyes open, ready to slam them shut again and pray I can pull the dream back if what I hope is happening isn’t true. I feel the pull of a bandage and a slow throb on my forehead. Bright light blinds me and the throb becomes a piercing pain. Ignoring it, I try to focus. I need to know if it’s real. My vision is blurry, so I blink a few times.

      When the world comes into focus, I’m met with eyes so green and beautiful it takes my breath away.

      “Mama?” the voice says again.

      My heart hurts so much at hearing this particular voice call me mama. But it’s a beautiful kind of pain. It’s a pain I’ll not only endure, I’ll beg to feel it every single day for the rest of my life.

      Tears start leaking down my cheeks, and I let them, because there’s no way I could force them back.

      “Hey, baby,” I croak, and lift my hand to lay it on my baby girl’s cheek.

      Her eyes turn glassy, and I know she’s going to cry too. Seconds later, the first tear falls and her lips start to tremble. Her eyes flicker back and forth between mine, as if searching for something. She has a small bandage on her right cheek. Before I get a chance to worry that she’s hurt, she launches herself at me and wraps her arms tightly around my neck. Mine go around her small waist, and I hold on for dear life. My body aches where she’s lying on me, but I don’t care. I’ve got my girl in my arms and she said mama.

      “I was so scared you died,” Kelsey cries against my neck. Her small body shakes in my arms

      Tears track down my cheeks in rivers as I run my hand through her hair and down her back. As much as I hate knowing she was worried, I can’t help but be grateful that it’s caused her to start speaking.

      “Shh,” I murmur against her hair. “I’m okay.”

      She clings to me so tightly that it makes it hard to breathe, but she could cut off all the blood to my head and I wouldn’t care, as long as I have her in my arms and talking.

      Something catches my attention, and I look to the right. My eyes land on Alexander with Daniel on his lap. There’s a small bandage on my son’s chin and my heart hurts knowing he was hurt. I run my eyes over the rest of him, feeling relief when I don’t see any other injuries.

      Daniel looks at me with wide green eyes, so much like Will’s. There’s fear in them and it breaks my heart to know he was scared as well. They’ve both lost so much already.

      The IV line in my hand pulls when I lift my arm toward him. “Come here, sweetie,” I croak out.

      He scrambles off Alexander’s lap and attempts to climb onto my bed. Alexander gets up, and before helping him the rest of the way, he grabs a cup on the bedside table and lets me take several swallows. The blessedly cool water feels like heaven against my dry throat. I notice him pushing the call button on the side of the bed before he lifts the line to my IV, then lifts Daniel onto the bed. As soon as his knees hit the mattress he buries his face against my shoulder and starts crying just as hard as his sister. My free arm closes tightly around him, and I close my eyes and kiss the tops of my babies’ heads.

      When I open them again, my eyes go to Alexander, who’s back to sitting on the edge of his chair, his hands gripping the arms so tight his knuckles are white. A whole slew of emotions crosses his face and it makes my chest ache when I realize he was worried as well.

      I can’t imagine the pain he went through and what was going through his head when he found out about the wreck. He’s already lost his wife and baby in a car accident. I know he cares for me deeply, that’s apparent at the pain in his eyes now, so to know he could have lost even more people to the same fate had to have been torture for him. I hate that he went through that.

      I hold his gaze and hope he sees the silent words coming from me. The words I have yet to tell him, but desperately want to. I love this man more than I thought was possible, and I need him to know that.

      A moment later, a doctor walks into the room carrying a chart. I hate it when the kids are forced to get down so the doctor can check me over. I’m impatient as he asks me questions and explains the extend of my injuries, but am glad when he says I can go home tomorrow, as long as there are no complications throughout the rest of the day and night.

      As soon as he’s gone, the kids are back on the bed with me. My eyes stay connected with Alexander while they cry into my shoulder. After a few minutes, their cries turn to sniffles. I break my stare with Alexander and pull both kids back so I can get a better look at them. I notice the bandage on Kelsey’s cheek again and the one on Daniel’s chin. More tears come to my eyes and my chest burns. It’s apparent they aren’t serious injuries, but they should never feel even the smallest of scratches.

      “Are you both okay?” I ask them, needing them to say they’re fine.

      Daniel nods, and I turn to look at Kelsey. “We’re okay, Mama. We’re just glad you’re okay too.”

      I close my eyes and relish in the sound of her voice. It’s going to take a long time to get used to hearing it again, but I’ll soak up every second and never take it for granted.

      “I love you both.”

      They return the sentiment, and I kiss their cheeks.

      I keep my arms around them both, but my eyes move back to Kelsey. I can’t stop looking at her.

      “You’re talking.” I state the obvious, because it’s still so unbelievable.

      She nods and drops her head. I place my hand under her chin and gently lift it back up. Utter devastation shows on her face, and it makes me want to cry all over again.

      “Kelsey, sweetie—”

      “I’m sorry!” she blurts, interrupting me.

      “There’s absolutely nothing for you to be sorry for,” I tell her, my heart in my throat making it tight.

      She nods vehemently. “There is, Mama. I’m sorry I made you so worried because I didn’t talk. I’m sorry I hurt you.” She stops, and I watch her throat bob as she tries to hold back her tears. Her voice is a whisper when she finishes, breaking my heart in the process. “I’m sorry Daddy died.”

      I lean my head close to her. “I want you to listen to me very carefully, Kelsey. I know I’ve said this before, and I’ll continue to say it until you finally believe me. You are in no way responsible for what happened to your father.” I stop, letting her process my words before continuing. “Your daddy wasn’t getting all the blood he needed for his heart to work properly.” I swallow past the lump in my throat. “He would have died either way, because no one knew of the problem. It wasn’t because he went to go get your bear. His heart gave out because it was too weak to work anymore. He would have died whether he got your bear or not.”

      I can see in her eyes that she still doesn’t completely believe me, but I also see undeniable hope that what I’m saying is true. Since we moved to Cat’s Valley, I haven’t put her back in counseling, hoping that the move would be a big enough change to help her open up and release some of the grief. I can see that was a big mistake.

      “I miss him so much,” she whispers brokenly.

      “I do too. We’ll always miss him and that’s okay.” I turn to look at Daniel and see the sadness in his eyes. I pull him closer and speak to them both. “But it’s also okay to move on. Your daddy will always be a part of our lives, no matter what.”

      “I’ll try,” Kelsey says after several moments.

      Although this is a very painful subject for all three of us, it feels right that we’re discussing it. I’ve never tried keeping the subject closed, I’ve always been open to talking about Will to them, but Kelsey’s never shown interest, or her face contorts in pain when his name is brought up, and I think Daniel likes to avoid it because it always hurts Kelsey and me. It doesn’t feel forced, and I know it was time. Hopefully we can all properly heal now, most especially Kelsey.

      Alexander still hasn’t said anything, and I look over at him. He looks tired, with bags beneath his red-rimmed eyes. He looks strange wearing the dark blue scrub shirt. He’s bent over with his elbows on his knees and his hands clasped together tightly, watching me and the kids with an intense look. Something painful lurks in his eyes.

      I’m just about to ask him if he’s okay, when the door whooshes open and his parents step into the room. They come to a stop when they notice I’m awake. Immediate relief has their shoulders sagging. It warms my insides to know that they care enough to worry, even if it is because I’m important to Alexander.

      The kids lift their heads to look at the door, and his parents’ eyes soften when they see them huddled on the bed with me. It’s Helen who steps forward first, stopping briefly by Alexander and squeezing his shoulder. She comes to a stop beside the bed. David goes to stand behind Alexander.

      “How are you feeling, dear?” she asks with kind eyes.

      I give her a timid smile. “My head’s hurting a little, and a few minor aches, but I’ll be okay.”

      “That’s good. You gave us a scare. Thank goodness you three were okay.”

      “How are the people in the other car?” I ask.

      It’s David that answers. He shakes his head, and I know the answer. A sharp pain stabs my chest at the loss of life.

      “Her brakes went out in her car. Reports show she tried swerving to miss you, but she clipped the back corner of your truck.”

      “How many people?” I croak.

      “Just her.”

      We all share a moment of solemn silence at the poor woman that lost her life. I send up a silent prayer for her family.

      Helen looks at Alexander’s still hunched form, then back at the kids.

      “Why don’t David and I take the munchkins down to the cafeteria for a snack?

      I know what she’s doing; giving Alexander and me a few minutes alone. I don’t want the kids away from me, but he and I need to talk, and I know they’ll be safe with his parents.

      “You wanna go grab a snack with Alexander’s parents?” I ask them.

      Daniel nods, but it takes Kelsey several seconds to agree. She doesn’t want to leave me.

      “It’s okay. It’s only for a few minutes, then you can come right back up here.”

      Finally, she nods, and Helen helps Kelsey down as David helps Daniel. I give the kids a smile before the four leave the room.

      I look at Alexander as soon as the door whooshes closed behind them. He’s still bent over, but his head is now hanging, hiding my view of his face.

      “Alexander,” I call.

      He slowly lifts his head, and I suck in a sharp breath at the tortured look on his haggard face. And what makes the pain rapidly forming in my chest unbearable is I don’t know how to make the look go away. I don’t know what to say to reassure him that I’m okay besides telling him just that, but I don’t think that will suffice. I’m so damn scared that this will set our relationship back.

      “I froze,” he croaks. I frown, not understand what he’s saying. “When we pulled up, and I saw you in the flipped truck, I fucking froze.”

      He drops his head again as if ashamed. My stomach drops, and I feel sick. I had no idea he was there. That he was the one to find us and had to practically relive the worst moment in his life. How cruel could fate be?

      He lifts his head again and when he speaks next, his voice is raw.

      “All I could see and hear was Clara and Rayne that night,” he says, confirming my fears. “It was like I was there again. I couldn’t do anything. I was fucking stuck, helpless once again. But then something changed. I saw you in Clara’s place and the pain from that was too much. I couldn’t take it. I couldn’t take losing you too. Seeing you there, dying in Clara’s place, snapped me out of it.”

      He roughly runs his hands through his hair several times, then scrubs them down his face before he looks back at me. There’re tears leaking out of his eyes. I can’t stand to see the pain on his face or the space between us. I reach my hand out. As if he’s been waiting, he springs from his seat and sits as close to me as he can get on the bed. His hands cup either side of my face gently and he bends until his forehead meets the uninjured side of mine.

      I keep my eyes on him and see him squeezing his closed. A single tear lands on my cheek. I lift my hands and mirror his. One side of his face feels prickly from his beard while the other side is more smooth from his scars.

      “I’m fine,” I whisper. He keeps his eyes closed, but jerks his head once, acknowledging he heard me.

      His eyes open and he lifts his head an inch away. After running his eyes all over my face, staying on the bandage on my forehead for several seconds, he drops his lips to mine. He keeps the kiss to a simple meeting of lips before pulling away.

      “I can’t lose you, Gwen,” he tells me. His tone is sure, but still laced with vulnerability. “You or the kids. I can’t. I won’t make it a second time. I need you three too much.”

      “Hey. We’re not going anywhere. We’re here and as long as you want us, that’s where we’ll always be.”

      “Forever,” he says, no doubts or hesitation in his voice. “I want you three forever.”

      I look deep into his eyes and know he means it.

      “I love you, Gwendolyn, and it scares me so fucking much that I almost didn’t get a chance to tell you. I never want to go a day without saying those words to you.”

      Tears threaten again, but I don’t want them to ruin our moment. With my hands still on his cheeks, I pull him down for another kiss.

      Against his lips, I tell him what I’ve felt for weeks now.

      “I love you too, Alexander. And I want to hear them from you just as much as I want to repeat them back. Every day, forever.”

      He closes his eyes again, like he’s simply soaking up my words. The look that comes over his face can’t be mistaken for anything other than pure love.

      The dull ache in my head starts to pound harder, and I can’t help the wince that slips free. I don’t want him to know I’m in pain, especially right now after confessing our love. I want to bask in it for a while longer before reality sets in.

      I’m out of luck though, because Alexander pulls back, but grabs my hand.

      “You need to rest,” he says, kissing the back of my hand.

      I shake my head and immediately regret it. I take a deep breath, hoping to alleviate the pain.

      “I don’t want to rest. I want to stay awake and see you and the kids.” I smile. “And hear Kelsey talk again.”

      He smiles back at me. “We’ll be here when you wake again. And I’m sure Kelsey will be talking your head off in no time.”

      “I’ll never get tired of hearing her speak,” I refute his claim.

      He nods in understanding. “You still need to rest. You hit your head pretty hard and needed stitches. The sooner you get better, the sooner you can come home.” He gives me a stern look. “But in order to do that, you need rest.”

      I can’t help the smile that’s trying to slip out. Despite the dire situation we were just in, I’m happy. More happy than I have been in years. Both of my kids are safe, my beautiful daughter is talking again, and I think on the mend, and I have Alexander. There’s nothing more I could ask for.

      Alexander chuckles, and the sound sends pleasure coursing through me. My head may be pounding at the moment and my body may feel like I’ve been hit by a Mack truck, but my heart feels so light and carefree and full.

      He kisses me again, and this time, he lingers a bit longer, but doesn’t make it too intimate.

      “Lie back, baby,” he says gently after pulling back.

      I do as he says, and as soon as my head hits the pillow, my eyes become heavy. The pounding in my head lessens fractionally when I close my eyes. I feel a light kiss on my forehead, and my lips tip up into a smile.

      I feel such a huge relief now that I know everything will be okay. There’s still a small part of my heart that hurts knowing that Will’s no longer around to see his kids flourish and grow, but I know he’s watching us with a smile. He knows the man taking his place will love and protect us just as fiercely as he ever would. And I like to believe that Clara and Rayne are sitting beside him with the same smile and knowledge that the kids and I will do the same for Alexander.

      “I love you.” I feel the warmth of the whispered words against my cheek.

      “I love you,” I whisper back, then let my mind drift off to the stunning vision of the future. One filled with lots of laughter and love. A love so strong that nothing could ever take it away or break it.
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        Two and a half years later…

      

      

      I PULL THE RAG from my back pocket and wipe the sweat from my forehead, then take a minute to look around and admire my surroundings. It’s done. It’s finally fucking done. The excitement and anticipation of seeing the pleasure on Gwen’s and the kids’ faces once I show them brings a smile to my face.

      As soon as I step out onto the porch, I hear girly giggles and boyish laughter. I chuckle when I see Daniel chasing after Kelsey with a water gun. Gigi, Charlie, and Molly, the two pups from her litter when I first met Gwen, run after them. Every few steps he gives it a few pumps, then pulls the trigger, hitting her in the back.

      It took a while for Kelsey to fully get past her mutism and start talking regularly. She still went through phases where she wouldn’t speak for a few days, but the time between those episodes grew until they no longer existed.

      Two days after Gwen was released from the hospital after the accident, she made an appointment for Kelsey with a psychiatrist Jeremy recommended. Kelsey went once a week, and even Gwen and Daniel went to a few sessions with her. When Gwen told the doctor about what happened to Clara and Rayne, she asked if I would consider coming in for private sessions. I didn’t really care to open myself up to a complete stranger, but I did it for Gwen and the kids. Surprisingly, it did help. Pain still grips me at times, but I’m able to manage it better.

      Gwen and I both have caught Kelsey and Daniel sitting alone several times while Kelsey quietly talks about Will, their father. Daniel’s recollection of him is slim, so it’s good that Kelsey wants to share her memories with Daniel. It helps keep his memory alive for them both. It’s also good therapy for Kelsey.

      I walk down the steps and across the yard toward the house. A delicious smell hits my nose when I walk in the door. I head straight for the kitchen where I know Gwen is. She’s at the counter, chopping something, and I walk up behind her, wrapping my arms around her heavily pregnant belly, and kiss the back of her neck.

      “Hey, you,” she says, turning her head so I can get to her lips.

      I moan when she opens up to me and meets my tongue with hers. She tastes like strawberries, her pregnancy craving. She says she never liked strawberries until then.

      Just like every time I kiss her, my cock turns hard and my body yearns for hers. Only knowing that the kids could come inside at any minute keeps me from making love to her right here in the kitchen.

      I pull back and she turns in my arms, leaning back against the counter.

      My stomach meets hers, preventing me from getting close.

      I smile down at her. “It’s done,” I say simply.

      Her eyes open wide and exhilaration washes over her face. Her fingers dig into my arms.

      “Really?” she asks.

      I nod, then kiss the tip of her nose. “Really.”

      She squeals in excitement and it makes me laugh. I love seeing the pure bliss on her face.

      I feel a nudge against my stomach and look down, running my hands over the sides of her swollen belly.

      “I think someone else is excited too,” I remark with a chuckle.

      She giggles.

      “I wanna see it.”

      I kiss her one more time before scooping her up into my arms and heading out the door. She’s used to me carrying her, so she doesn’t complain, just wraps her arms around me and snuggles her face against my neck. I walk across the yard and into the new house I’ve built for my family. I opt to wait to show the kids until after Gwen sees it. All the rooms are empty. We just need to move everything in and buy what still needs to be bought. I’ve had a lot of help from a few of the local people, friends that I’ve reacquainted with in Cat’s Valley, and James and Jeremy. My parents have even made several trips so my dad could help.

      James wanted to come over today to help me finish up the house, but I declined his offer. I knew today I would be done, and I wanted to be the person to put the finishing touches on it.

      I lead Gwen through every room, letting her take in the white walls I’ll let her pick the paint for, the hardwood floors and the shag carpet in the bedrooms, the kitchen with the granite countertops, the master bathroom with the huge garden tub and separate shower, the big family room we plan to fill during holidays. I watch Gwen’s face as we go through each room, and every time her smile grows, my heart feels fuller.

      Gwen and I married two years ago and we’ve all been living in my cramped cabin. I ended up converting the utility room into two small separate rooms for the kids. I wanted them with me, and I couldn’t leave the cabin because of the horses. It was to tide us over until I could build a house for us.

      When we stop at the room that’s connected with ours, tears form in her eyes. It’s the nursery our baby will sleep and grow up in. When we first talked about building a house, Gwen asked if she could see the designs for the one I was going to build for Clara and Rayne. She fell in love with the design, and with a few tweaks here and there, we decided to go with it. At first it was painful to think about building something that was meant for Clara and know she’d never get to see it, but over time I realized she would want me to still build it. Besides, I have a feeling she can see it from where she is.

      “This is perfect,” Gwen says, her voice full of emotion. She looks around the room. “The whole house is perfect.” She walks over to me, gets to her tiptoes, and gives me a sweet kiss. “Thank you,” she murmurs against my lips.

      I wrap my arms around her and bring her in as close as I can. I love feeling her belly against mine. When she first told me she was pregnant, my first reaction was to be scared out of my mind. Memories of the many times Clara fell pregnant only to miscarry gripped me tight and started suffocating me. It took Gwen several times calling my name to snap me out of it. Immediately afterwards, I had her doctor on the phone, demanding an appointment for the next day. He was a local doctor and the same one that treated Clara, so he knew my history with Clara and saw the fear on my face. After going over Gwen’s past medical records and assessing her himself, he reassured me that she was perfectly healthy and should have no reason for concern. He said she should have a completely normal and healthy pregnancy. His reassurance helped, but didn’t take away the worry completely. She’s got a month and a half left, and I don’t think the worry will go away until she delivers. It’s just ingrained in me.

      “When can we move in?” she asks.

      I lace my fingers together loosely and rest them against the small of her back. Her hair is so long now that I feel the ends tickle my fingers.

      “All that’s left now is for you to pick a color for the walls, have the furniture and appliances delivered, then pack up the cabin and move everything over here.” I give her a stern look. “And when I say pack up the cabin, I mean anyone other than you.”

      She laughs and pinches my sides. “Shush. I can do a little.”

      I narrow my eyes at her, but she doesn’t back down. I give in only because when it comes time for it, I’ll get my way anyway and not let her lift a finger. I’ve already got packers and movers lined up to help.

      I scoop her back into my arms and carry her back down to the living room. As soon as I set her on her feet, we hear the pitter-patter of small feet on the porch seconds before the front door is thrown open and Daniel and Kelsey rush through the door.

      “Can we see?” Kelsey asks excitedly.

      I catch sight of my wife’s expression. It’s been two and a half years and she still gets a soft look when Kelsey speaks and shows her happiness.

      I watch as Gwen takes both of the kids’ hands and waddles as she leads them around the house. I follow them with a smile on my face. I look at Daniel as he eagerly points out how he wants his new room to be set up. My eyes next move to Kelsey and admire the many changes in her over the last couple of years. The once quiet girl that held so much pain in her eyes is now vibrant and outgoing. I then look at Gwen and feel my chest swell.

      These three people have become my life, and with them, I’ve moved past the pain of losing Clara and Rayne. Through their love I’ve become stronger, and through me, I like to think they’ve become stronger. I no longer fear the loneliness of the future but embrace it with both hands, because I know it’s one that I’ll cherish living for the rest of my life.
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      I slammed the taxicab door shut and inhaled a deep breath. It was hot, humid, and I wanted nothing more than to take a long, cold shower and then fall into bed. But before I could contemplate going around the back and sneaking up to my room, the front door swung open and my brother’s voice filled the air.

      “You came,” he said flatly. Looking at him, I noted the dark circles ringing his eyes.

      “Of course I fucking came,” I let out a deep sigh, dragging a hand through my damp hair. 

      Shaun looked ready to blow, but then all the anger melted away replaced with pure grief. “He’s gone, Vin. I can’t believe he’s gone.” I caught my younger brother just as he fell into my arms.

      “It’s going to be okay. Everything’s going to be okay,” I said the words because that’s what people did when someone they loved was hurting. But the truth was, I had no fucking idea if everything would be okay. Just last week, Dad had been here. He would have known what to do in a time like this. He was always a man with a plan. The patriarch of our family. 

      And now he was gone.

      Pain ripped through me as I clung onto my brother unsure who was holding who up.

      I had a lot of regrets. 

      Things I wished I’d have done differently. 

      But standing there, on my family’s doorstep, ready to say goodbye to one of the best men I’d ever known, was one of the worst moments of my life.

      And there had been a few. 

      “Come on,” I said, hooking my arm around Shaun’s neck, the way I used to when we were just boys. “I’d better go see Mom.” 
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        * * *

      

      “I wasn’t sure if you’d make it,” were the first words my mom had spoken to me in months except for the odd text and email to ‘check in’.

      “Mom, come on, please...” I set my bag on the counter and went to her. “I’m so sorry.” 

      “Oh, Vincent.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “He’s gone; he’s really gone.”

      I fell into her awaiting arms, taking comfort from the woman who had given me life. There had been a time when she was my whole world. When there was nothing I wouldn’t do for Maisie Ford. But somewhere over the last couple of years we’d lost our way.

      And it was all my fault.

      “I’m sorry, Mom. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      “Vincent Jerome Ford.” I felt her smile against my shoulder. 

      “He went quickly?” I managed to choke out the words, meeting her weary gaze.

      “He did.” Mom sniffled, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief.

      “I should have been here.”

      “Now don’t go doing that. He wasn’t sick. There were no warning signs.”

      Still, I should have been here. Like I was always supposed to be.

      My eyes darted to the floor, guilt cracking my chest wide open.

      “Vincent, look at me.”

      I lifted my head slowly, hardly able to stand her looking at me like that. “I know things weren’t good between the two of you, but your father wouldn’t want you to feel guilty. You know that was never his way.”

      Suppressing the urge to punch something, I circled my fist into my thigh and gave Mom a tight nod. “Where’s Lucii?” 

      “She and Jason have taken Matilda to the park. I think all the sadness is making her grouchy.”

      “Who, Luce?”

      “Matilda.” Mom managed a small smile. “That little girl is wise beyond her years.”

      Another rope of guilt wrapped around my heart, squeezing. “She’s getting big,” I said. At least, the photos my sister sent me suggested she was. 

      Mom’s hand found mine. “You have time to make things right, Son. We’ve missed you, more than you know.”

      The chime of the doorbell cut through the tension and Mom sniffled again, dabbing her face and straightening her blouse. “That’ll be Teresa, she’s helping me sort through things.”

      Dread slithered up my spine. Shaun caught my eye and frowned. “How about me and you get out of here?” he said. “I could use some air.” 

      “Sounds good,” I replied.

      “Vincent, you don’t have to—”

      “It’s fine, Mom.” I kissed her cheek. “We’ll see you later, okay?” 

      “No bars, please. I don’t want to have to deal with two drunken sons later.” She cut Shaun with a scathing look and it was my turn to frown. He rolled his eyes.

      “I’ll meet you outside. We can take my car.” Shaun stalked out of the kitchen leaving me and Mom alone. 

      “How is he doing? Really?” 

      “It’s been a tough few months for him. First Kara, now your father.” The words caught in her throat. “It’ll do him good to have you around for a little while.” 

      When I didn’t reply, Mom added, “You are planning on staying for a while, aren’t you? Lucii said—”

      “I took a couple of weeks leave. Jerry said I can extend it if necessary.” But I didn’t know if that was a good idea, all things considered.

      “Two weeks. I see.” Disappointment clouded her eyes. 

      “Mom, come on, I—”

      The doorbell rang again, and Mom jerked. “I really should get that. I know Teresa would love to—”

      But I was already heading for the back door. “I’ll see you later, Mom,” I called, desperate to make my escape.
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        * * *

      

      “So,” my brother said, turning the bottle in his hand. “Is it weird being back?”

      “Honestly? Yeah.” Wicked Bay was my home, always would be, but I hadn’t stepped foot in the place in almost two years. 

      “It sucks, man. When you left, I didn’t think you’d really be leaving, like for good. I still can’t—”

      “Come on, Shaun. You know how everything went down. I couldn’t stay here. Not after... I just couldn’t.” 

      “Have you spoken to her?”

      “Is that a joke?” I gawked at him.

      “She was your best friend.”

      “And she chose him. What was I supposed to do? Sit back and watch while they lived happily after ever? I’m strong but I’m not a fucking saint.” I’d spent ten years loving Maggie Stark. Half my life wasted loving a girl who would never love me back. Because while I saw her, she only saw my best friend, Rob. It hadn’t been such a problem growing up. We were kids and us being best friends was more important than anything else. But as we got older everything began to unravel. 

      “You walked away. You didn’t fight—”

      “Don’t fucking tell me I didn’t fight.” I slammed my hand down on the table, inhaling a ragged breath. “I fought, Shaun. I did. For years I tried to get her to see me. Instead of…” I couldn’t even say his name. “But eventually, you have to walk away.” 

      “You know she’ll be at the funeral, right?” 

      Of course I fucking knew. Our parents were good friends. Maggie’s mom was over at our house right now helping Mom deal. It’s another reason I left. Maybe I could have stuck around if I could have avoided her. But it was impossible when our families were so deeply entwined. Birthdays, celebrations, even funerals always brought the Starks and Fords together. So when Maggie finally chose Rob, I left. I was supposed to graduate UCLA, move home, and start at my old man’s company. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t be here and watch them together. 

      So I walked away. Took a job in LA at the company I’d interned at the summer of sophomore year. Moved in with a couple of friends who were sticking around and made a life for myself. It wasn’t the life I’d imagined, but it was better than the living nightmare staying in Wicked Bay would have been.

      Dad never forgave me, not really. And Mom, well, she tried to smooth things over. But none of that mattered now. Dad was gone, and with him any shot at forgiveness. 

      “How are things, Shaun, really?”

      “Is that a fucking joke? Kara’s gone. Dad’s gone. I just… I don’t even know how I’m supposed to feel right now.”

      “Shaun?” A female voice said, and I looked up to find Macey Prince staring down at us.

      “Macey?” He blinked up at her.

      “I heard about your dad. I’m so sorry.”

      Shaun stood up and accepted her offer of comfort. I hadn’t seen Macey in years. We’d been set up on a date once, my brother’s attempt at trying to get me to see girls besides Maggie. But there never was anyone else for me.

      Still wasn’t.

      Except, she was never mine to have.

      To love.

      Shit. I needed to pull myself together.

      “Vinnie?” Macey turned her attention to me. “I almost didn’t recognize you.”

      “Hey, yeah, it’s been a while.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” She smiled. “This is Devon, my boyfriend.”

      “Fiancé, I’m her fiancé, but it would seem it’s taking a little getting used to.” He pulled Macey back into his chest. “Hey, man, it’s nice to meet you.” He held out his hand, and I took it. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Thanks,” Shaun said. “Are you back in town permanently or is it just a flying visit?”

      “Mom wanted to celebrate graduation but we’re not in town long.”

      “Well it was good seeing you again.”

      “You too.” Macey hesitated. “And I’m sorry about Kara. What she did was a real shitty thing.”

      “Yeah.” My brother cleared his throat, smothering the emotion in his voice.

      They left us to it and Shaun sank into his chair, letting out a pained breath. “Maybe we should have just stayed home.”

      “And listen to Mom and Teresa? No thanks.” I took a long pull on my beer.

      “What do you think you’ll do now?”

      “My life’s in LA, bro, you know that.” It hadn’t been easy at first, leaving my family behind, my friends. But I soon found a routine. Work kept me busy and I had a good circle of friends. I was happy. Well, as happy as I could be given the circumstances. But it always felt like something was missing. A Maggie-shaped hole in my heart. A hole that no other girl had ever come close to filling.

      “Maybe I could move in with you for a while? I think a break might do me good.”

      “For real?” I asked. “You want to leave the Bay?”

      He shrugged, eyes focused on his bottle. “Wicked Bay will always be home, but after Kara…”

      “I get it, I do. And you know my door is always open. But before you make any decisions, promise me you’ll talk to mom first. She already lost one son. If you leave it might tip her over the edge.”

      “Nah, she has Lucii and Matilda to keep her occupied. It’s been different since Tilly was born.” Silence settled over us and then Shaun said, “I don’t think I’m ready for tomorrow.”

      “We’ll get through it together, okay?”

      He gave me a tight nod, unshed tears glossing his eyes. “I’m glad you’re back, Vin.”

      I wanted to tell him I felt the same; that coming back here was long overdue. But it would have been a lie. The knot in my stomach had done nothing but twist and tighten ever since stepping foot out of the cab.

      Downing the rest of my beer, I slammed it down and said, “Come on, we should head home. I don’t want to end up on Mom’s shit list the first day I’m back in town.” I rose, waiting for Shaun to follow.

      “Hey, before we go,” Shaun grabbed my arm, “There’s probably something you should know…” 

      “Yeah?” I glanced at him. And then he said two words that spun my world. 

      “Rob left.” 
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      “You did it,” Maggie beamed, yanking me into her arms. But I counteracted her move, scooping her up and spinning her around. Her laughter filled the air as she begged me to put her down.

      “You’re making a scene,” she said through a goofy smile.

      “I’ll do whatever the hell I want.” I winked at her. 

      “I’m proud of you, Vinnie.” Her eyes softened as she stared at me, sending my heart into free-fall. She was so fucking beautiful. Long dark hair cascaded over her shoulders in loose waves. Big brown eyes that saw straight into my soul. And she had a body that I knew almost as well as my own. But not in all the ways you want, a little voice whispered. 

      I shut it down. Today was not the day to go there. Not when— “Ahh there he is. The man of the hour.” Rob strolled up to us without a care in the world. “Sorry I’m late.”

      Maggie’s gaze immediately went to him, lighting up in a way it didn’t for me.

      Fuck, it hurt.

      Even after all this time, it hurt just as bad it had the first time I’d realized she had a thing for my best friend. 

      “Congratulations.” He pulled me in for a guy hug. “We’re celebrating, right? Please tell me we’re celebrating?”

      The corner of my mouth tipped as I looked from him to Maggie. “It’s your call,” I said. I would have been happy with a quiet dinner and drinks. But Rob loved a party.

      “We’re celebrating,” Maggie confirmed, her eyes lingering on me for a second longer than usual. But I knew my mind was playing tricks on me. Because while I couldn’t imagine not celebrating with them, I knew it’d be a repeat of our usual nights out. Me pining after Maggie. Her staring at Rob with stars in her eyes. And him drunk, oblivious, and hitting on some random chick.
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      My head throbbed as I sat up, trying to get my bearings. Fuck. How much had I drank last night? I vaguely remembered shots with Maggie and Rob. More shots. Celebrating my graduation, toasting the future. Man, I’d really gone to town, trying to pluck up the courage to tell Maggie how I felt. Especially after Rob made it clear he wasn’t interested. What a fucking threesome we were.

      I wanted Maggie; had for as long as I could remember. But she wanted Rob, getting that dreamy look in her eyes whenever he came around. And Rob? He just wanted to sow his wild oats in anything and everything. 

      Managing to stand up, I rubbed my face as I tried to get my bearings. It wasn’t my room that was for sure. As the hangover slowly abated, I realized I was in Rob’s guest room. His mom had a thing for florals. It was everywhere. On the bed linen, the curtains; she’d even gotten Rob’s dad to wallpaper the walls in some floral shit. 

      Smiling, I padded into the hall in search of coffee and Advil. Maybe it was the fact something had felt different last night between me and Maggie. I had hazy memories of an almost kiss. Her curled into my side as we watched Rob make an ass of himself at karaoke. And since Rob had declared himself one hundred percent out of the game where she was concerned, I was going to do it.

      I was going to confess; lay all my cards on the table and hope she gave us a chance. I knew we could be good together. We were best friends; the kind who had no secrets, only a life’s worth of memories and experience. A solid foundation to build on.

      I just had to make her see it.

      As I helped myself to coffee, determination coursed through me. A renewed sense of hope. I’d watched Maggie pine after Rob since we were kids. But he was never going to man up and see what was right in front of him. He wasn’t wired that way. 

      But I was.

      I could give Maggie the life she deserved.

      One day, I could give her the whole damn world. 

      “Yo, Rob,” I yelled. “Coffee’s hot.”

      “Just a sec.” He sounded as shit as I felt. 

      Taking a seat on one of the breakfast stools, I ran my fingers around the coffee mug. Maybe I could take Maggie out for dinner. She loved a little place down by the port. It was romantic without being too much. Or maybe I should go with an activity, something we both enjoyed doing as a way to break the ice. 

      When Rob finally dragged his lazy ass out of bed, I’d ask him. He knew I’d always had a soft spot for Maggie, but he never told me to act on it because although he tried to ignore it, he knew how she felt about him. 

      Jeez, we were a fucking mess. 

      But all that was about to change.

      Hopefully. 

      I would take Maggie out and admit how I felt about her, and Rob could continue his attempts at conquering the female population of Wicked Bay. 

      “Mornin’,” My best friend’s groggy voice pulled me from my thoughts, and I glanced over at him frowning.

      “Hey, Vinnie.” Maggie smiled at me, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. 

      I sat back, the wind knocked from my lungs as my eyes homed in on their hands.

      Their joined fucking hands.

      “Did I miss something?” I choked out, hardly able to believe what I was seeing.

      Rob was shirtless, shorts riding low on his hips and Maggie, my beautiful sweet Maggie was in nothing but a shirt three sizes too big for her. 

      Rob’s shirt.

      “So, funny story,” Rob said with that easy smile of his. Except his expression was tight as if he knew he was about to deliver a fatal blow to me. 

      “After we managed to wrangle you into bed, great work by the way, we got to talking and well, one thing led to another and...” His words became white noise as I narrowed my eyes at Maggie. She wouldn’t look at me, her gaze darting anywhere but at me. Eventually, she had no choice but to meet my eyes... and in that split second, I knew. 

      I knew she’d chosen him. 

      And everything I thought had changed between us last night was a lie. Some sick twisted joke my mind had conjured up to taunt me.

      Maggie hadn’t almost kissed me; she hadn’t wrapped her arms around me and whispered that she wished Rob could be more like me because I was so good and nice and dependable.

      I was fucking Mr. Dependable and he was Prince Charming.

      “So, what do you think, man?” Rob’s words sliced through the tension. I hadn’t heard a single thing he’d said in the last minute.

      “I... uh, I’m not going to lie. I’m a bit confused. I thought you didn’t—”

      Panic flashed in his eyes as he cut me off. “We have you to thank really,” he said. “After our little chat, I realized you were right. Maggie is everything I want. I know that now.” He squeezed her hand and she gazed up at him like he hung the moon.

      I felt like I’d been shot through the heart. Pain ripped me in two.

      “Vinnie, say something.” Her voice, fuck, her voice called to me. Even now. Even after what felt like the biggest betrayal of all, her voice still called to me. “I thought you’d be happy for us,” she said quietly. “You knew how I felt about...” Her eyes were telling me things I didn’t want to hear.

      She was sorry.

      It just happened.

      Forgive me.

      I don’t want this to change anything.

      But it did.

      It changed everything.

      I was going to admit how I felt today, ask her to choose me. To finally give me a shot. And instead, life had blown up right in front of my eyes. 

      “I’m happy for you, I am.” I forced a smile, almost choking on the lie. “Right, I should probably get home; Mom has this whole celebration dinner planned.”

      “Dinner?” Rob frowned, wrapping his arm around Maggie’s shoulder. Twisting the knife in my back deeper. “It’s like nine in the morning.”

      “Yeah, well, she’ll want me to help no doubt. Thanks... for the coffee.” Shouldering past them, I didn’t expect to feel a hand on my arm. 

      “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” Maggie asked.

      “If it’s what you both want.” My eyes flicked to Rob. “Then it doesn’t really matter what I think, does it?” Bitterness clung to every word, and Maggie released my arm as if I’d physically burned her. But what did she want me to say? 

      Deep down she knew how I felt; she had to. And for as much as I wished last night hadn’t happened, it had. We’d almost crossed a line. Maybe if I hadn’t overdone it on the drinks, we would have. Maybe I would have been the one standing there with my arm wrapped around her shoulder.

      But she hadn’t ended up in my bed, she’d ended up in Rob’s. And from the way they were glued to each other’s sides, they were both obviously elated by it. 

      “I think my mom is stopping by later,” Maggie said. “So I’ll see you then?”

      “Yeah, I guess,” I shrugged, “I’ll catch you later.” 

      Then I got the hell out of there. 
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      The sun beat down on us, the heat unwelcome and uncomfortable, on a day that was more becoming of dark and dreary weather. I tugged at my collar for the fifth time that morning.

      “Leave it,” my sister swatted my arm. “It’s only for a little while longer.”

      We’d already survived the church service; listened to Reverend Garth as he talked about the celebration of life. But it all felt wrong. Dad wasn’t supposed to be gone. He was supposed to be here, telling me to stop messing with my shirt and telling Shaun to stand up a little straighter. He would have hated the tear-stained eyes, strained smiles and solemn mood. 

      At least we were outside now, and I could breathe a little easier. 

      Until my eyes found her in the crowd. 

      Maggie looked beautiful, albeit with the tears streaking her face. Her once long wavy hair was shorter now, bangs framing her heart-shaped face. She dabbed her eyes with a tissue whispering something to her mom. 

      I clenched my fist against my thigh, trying to rein in the deluge of emotions I felt. Grief. So much fucking grief. For Dad. For Mom and my brother and sister. For me. Sadness for all the things Dad would never get to see. All the things I would never get to say to him.

      I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry. 

      Lucii’s hand slipped into mine, squeezing gently. She’d been surprisingly calm yesterday when Shaun and I got home from the bar. My older sister had pulled me in for a hug and whispered how pleased she was to see me. But then, that was Lucii. A ray of sunshine even on the darkest of days. 

      My eyes flickered back to Maggie, only this time she was staring right back. My heart stopped, and I gulped down the lump in my throat. There was so much love and compassion and understanding in her soft brown eyes, I wanted to drown in them. 

      Suddenly, I wanted to ask her so many questions.

      Why Rob?

      What did he have that I didn’t?

      Had she been happy with him?

      Did she ever think of me?

      Why had he left?

      But I wasn’t here to open old wounds. I was here to say goodbye to my father and be here for my family.

      So although it almost fucking killed me, I dragged my gaze away from her and watched as they lowered the coffin into the ground. “Goodbye, Dad,” I whispered, unable to fight the tears any longer, letting them fall freely down my cheeks.

      Lucii leaned against my shoulder, her gentle sobs cutting me like tiny knives. Mom stood slightly ahead of us, calm and composed. But we all knew it was a front. She was only being strong for us, for Dad. Later, behind closed doors she would mourn. Allow herself to fall apart. 

      We each took it in turns to throw a white rose onto the coffin. Shaun took the longest, unable to let go. Eventually, Mom went to him, wrapping her arm around him and whispering soothing words in his ear. It wasn’t until that moment I realized just how much death affected people. Here we were, three grown adults—Shaun almost twenty-two, me twenty-four, my sister almost twenty-six—and yet, I’d never felt more lost and vulnerable. 

      The reverend said his final prayer and the gathered crowd began dispersing. Teresa had helped Mom with the wake, which she had decided to have at The Coastal, a local fancy restaurant and hotel, rather than the house. 

      “Come on,” Lucii said, linking her arm through mine. “We should go.”

      Mom didn’t let go of Shaun as we walked to the cars. Jason had Matilda in his arms. “It was a lovely service, Maisie,” he said. “You did Henry proud.”

      “Thank you.” Mom mopped her face before taking Maisie from him. “Give Grandma some sugar.” She planted big wet kisses all over Matilda who giggled with delight. 

      “Where Pa?” she asked, and Mom made an awful choking sound.

      “Here, Mom, let me take her.” My sister bundled Matilda into her arms. “Grandpa is sleeping, Princess. Remember we talked about this?”

      “Up air?” She pointed to the sky and Lucii nodded, a fresh wave of tears streaming down her face.

      “Yeah, baby. Up there. But he’s looking down on you; so be a good girl, okay?”

      “Okay.” Matilda snuggled into my sister’s shoulder.

      “We’ll see you back at the house, okay?” Jason helped Lucii and Matilda into their car. When they were gone, Mom hugged Shaun and then me, her arms lingering around my shoulder. “One day soon, you need to come out here and make peace,” she whispered.

      Guilt cinched my heart. “Mom, I—”

      “When you’re ready, Son.” She patted my back. “When you’re ready.”
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      The Coastal was swarming with people when we arrived. Teresa quickly swept Mom off, guiding her around the room so that people could offer their condolences.

      “We’re going to feed Matilda.” Lucii kissed my cheek as she passed, her baby bag strewn over her shoulder. 

      “You want a beer?” Shaun asked, tipping his head toward the bar.

      “I’m not sure beer is an acceptable drink for a wake.”

      “Whiskey, then? I need something.”

      “Dad always did love a glass of Jack.” I loosened my tie. 

      “Listen, man.” His expression turned serious. “There was something I wanted to tell you last night, but you—”

      “Vinnie.” 

      Everything stopped.

      Shaun’s words, the low rumble of chatter, the clink of glasses against tables, it all drowned out until I could hear nothing but the sound of my heartbeat pounding in my skull. The thud thud thud of blood between my ears.

      My eyes shuttered as I inhaled a ragged breath, a lifetime of memories hitting me like a tsunami.

      “I, uh… I’ll be at the bar.” Shaun shot me an apologetic look before taking off and leaving me with Maggie.

      I turned slowly, my eyes sweeping down her body of their own volition. When they settled on her face, I didn’t miss the slight flush to Maggie’s cheeks.

      Shit, what was I doing?

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. “How are you? I mean, obviously you’re not good, your dad just died.” She gasped, clapping a hand over her mouth. “Crap, I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I guess I’m just nervous and I can’t stop talking and okay, this is getting awkward—”

      “Breathe, Mags,” I said, finally putting her out of her misery. “You need to breathe.”

      “Breathe, right.” She inhaled deeply, the smattering of pink along her cheeks now a deep shade of red. 

      “Okay?”

      “I think so, yeah.” Maggie smoothed the hair out her face. “Hi.” She gave me a shy smile.

      “Hi.” I jammed my hands in my pockets to stop myself from reaching for her.

      It was funny. I’d spent most of my teenage years keeping myself in check. Looking but never touching. And now she was standing here, a woman, and my first instinct was to touch her.

      “This is weird, isn’t it?” Her eyes lowered. “It’s been a long time, Vinnie.”

      Too long, I wanted to say, but I swallowed the words. I wasn’t looking for a trip down memory lane. Not today.

      “How have you been?” 

      “Okay.” She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Things are good.”

      “I heard about you and...” His name lodged in my throat. “I’m sorry,” I added trying to sound genuine. I didn’t like that she’d potentially been hurt at the hands of my ex-best friend. But my innate caveman wanted to roar, ‘told you so’.

      “Yeah, it’s been hard, but I’m making the best of it. Mom’s been great, helping out with—” Maggie’s purse started vibrating.

      “I’ll let you get that.” From the incessant bleeping, it sounded important. 

      “Okay, but I’d really like to catch up.” She was flustered now, and it was so fucking cute. “If you want, I mean. God, Vinnie, it’s so good seeing you.” Maggie’s gaze lingered on my face for a second before she blinked, answered the call and started toward the exit, leaving me to catch my breath. 

      “Here.” Shaun shoved a drink into my hand, “Looks like you could use this.”

      “Thanks.” I knocked the amber liquid down in one, relishing the afterburn. 

      “You two seemed... chatty.” 

      “Honestly.” I shook my head. “I have no idea what just happened.”

      “She told you then?”

      “Told me? About what?” My brows pinched as I searched the door for any signs of her. 

      “Oh shit, she didn’t—”

      “Shaun?” My head whipped around to his. “What is going on?” 

      But a child’s cries pierced the air, and everyone began to look toward the door. It all happened in slow motion. Maggie walked into the room, a baby propped on her hip, the cute little thing red in the face and wailing like the world was about to end.

      “Who’s the ba...? No.” I breathed. But when her eyes found mine across the room, a mask of regret plastered over her face, I knew. 

      That thing my brother hadn’t yet told me, the thing Maggie had been about to tell me, was hysterical in her arms.

      Her mother’s arms.

      “Shit, I should have told you.”

      “You think?” I hissed at my brother, unable to tear my eyes from Maggie as she tried to pacify the tiny human cradled in her arms.

      “You never wanted to talk about them, and Mom said we should leave you to—”

      “Mom knew about this?” It was a stupid thing to say. Of course Mom knew, she had practically helped raise Maggie. But I was so caught off guard, I didn’t know what to think. 

      “Is it…?” Nope. I couldn’t even say it.

      “Yeah. It happened right after you left.”

      “And he walked away?”

      “I’m not entirely sure what happened, but I get the impression it didn’t end well. Teresa told Mom some stuff—”

      “What stuff?”

      “Maybe we should do this later, yeah? Back at the house?”

      Shaun was right. Now was not the time or place, but my world had just been blown to shit and I didn’t know how to deal. So I said, “I’m going to need another one of those.” I eyed my brother’s glass. “In fact,” I added, taking off toward the bar, pulling my tie clean off and flicking my top two buttons open. “Ask for the whole damn bottle.”
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      Bouncing Belle in my arms, I watched Vinnie as he and Shaun negotiated a bottle of whiskey from the bartender. He didn’t look too pleased at handing it over, but after Vinnie slipped his wallet out and slid him a wad of notes, the transaction seemed less fraught.

      I wanted to believe they were just drinking away their sorrows; grief for a man who was like a second father to me. But I’d seen the surprise—the sheer hurt—in his eyes when he’d spotted Belle. God, everything was so screwed up. I’d almost called Vinnie a hundred times over the last week. His father was gone. And he’d never had a chance to fix things between them. All because of you. Now on what I imagined was one of the worst days of his life, I’d only made things worse. Because if the look on his face was anything to go by, Vinnie didn’t know about Belle.

      Belle grabbed my face, demanding my attention. “Mama,” she cooed. “Mama.”

      “Hi, baby. Have you calmed down now?” I leaned in, squishing my nose against hers, and her baby-laughter filled the air.

      “There’s my princess.” Mom rushed over, scooping Belle out of my arms. “What happened?” She glanced at me.

      “Portia couldn’t settle her.”

      “Again?” She scoffed. “Really, Maggie, it’s time you found someone more adept at caring for her. I can place an advert—”

      “No, Mom, we talked about this. I don’t want a stranger looking after her.” Portia was family, my younger cousin. I trusted her, and Belle loved her, most of the time. But Portia struggled with the tears and since Rob left, there had been a lot. It was like she knew her daddy was gone, which was ironic given he hadn’t exactly been father-of-the-year when he’d been around.

      Mom gave me a pointed look. “Well, something’s got to give, sweetheart. Because this little one needs routine. And you need that job.”

      “Thanks for the reminder.” I grimaced.

      “Oh, Maggie, I didn’t—”

      “I got it, Mom.”

      I loved her, I did. And her and Dad had been great since Rob left, but she still thought I was fourteen years old with an impulsive shopping habit and total disregard for financial security. She did have a point. If I wanted to keep the house, I needed to pay the bills, and I couldn’t do that with a thirteen-month-old attached to my hip. My boss, Brennan, didn’t advocate bring-your-baby-to-work day.

      “Sweetheart, look at me.” I reluctantly met her apologetic gaze. “You don’t have to do this alone. We already told you, you and Belle can come live with us, just until you get back on your feet.”

      “I appreciate it, Mom, I do. So much. But that’s my home. All of Belle’s firsts happened inside those walls.” Her first tooth, the first time she rolled, sat up, even crawled. And she’d just started cruising the furniture. “It’s ours.”

      “Okay.” She nodded. “Then maybe I can speak to Mabel and try to help you out with this little monkey more then.” Belle giggled as Mom tickled her belly.

      “You already help so much.”

      “Maggie?” Lucii appeared, a sleeping Matilda in her arms. “Wow, she’s getting so big.” She reached out for Belle who wrapped her pudgy hand around Lucii’s finger. “Hello, pretty girl.”

      “I’m so sorry for your loss,” I said.

      “Thank you. Could I… talk to you? Alone?”

      “Go, sweetheart. I can handle this one. Besides, I haven’t gotten to show her off in a while.” Mom and Belle left us alone.

      We found a quiet table outside, overlooking the luscious lawns. “I was sorry,” Lucii said. “To hear about you and Rob.” 

      “Yeah, well, some things aren’t supposed to be.” I gave her a sad smile, stuffing down the emotion that came every time someone mentioned his name. 

      “He’s gone?”

      “He’s staying with a friend in Long Beach to figure things out.” 

      Anger flashed in Lucii’s eyes, but I didn’t even want to try to dissect it. There had been a time when me and Lucii were good friends. Growing up, I’d been a regular fixture in the Ford house, trailing after my best friend. But things turned sour after me and Rob got together and Vinnie left. She’d blamed me. I think, deep down, they all did. And looking back, I couldn’t fault them. I’d been a young girl then; blinded by the idea of love and ignorant to the consequences of my actions.

      “Did you want something, Lucii?” I asked. I wanted to believe she was here to make peace, but I wasn’t a naive girl anymore, and I hadn’t missed the way she’d watched her brother all day. Tracking his movements; sisterly concern glittering in her eyes. 

      “I want you stay away from Vin.” 

      “I—”

      “Just hear me out, okay? He’s made a life for himself in LA. He’s got a career, friends; he doesn’t need you complicating things for him.”

      “Lucii, I would never...”

      “But you would.” She let out an exasperated breath. “You chose Rob, Maggie, and it broke him. My brother was completely besotted with you and you chose his best friend. Not only did you choose Rob, you had his child. And now he’s gone. We both know how Vin’s brain works. Whether you encourage it or not, he’ll want to do the right thing. He’ll want to help you. And before you know it, all those old feelings will resurface. And I won’t stand by and watch you break his heart again.”

      If it had been anyone else but Lucii sitting opposite me, I probably would have cried. But I knew Lucii and I knew she was fiercely protective of her brother.

      “I would never hurt him.”

      Her eyes flashed with disbelief. “It’s a little bit late for that.” She rose and glared down at me. “I’m sorry about how things turned out for you and Rob, I am. But don’t drag my brother into this.”

      Lucii walked away and I blinked back the tears building. Her words cut deep. Even if I knew what she was saying was true. Vinnie was a fixer. But more than that he was selfless. He gave and gave and gave until there was nothing left to give. And when he learned of the truth about me and Rob, I didn’t doubt that he’d want to help. 

      Or maybe he wouldn’t.

      Maybe he would wash his hands of me for good.

      No, I couldn’t believe that. Even after the way things had been left between us, I’d felt the connection between us just now. It was still there. The natural bond between two people who had once been everything to one another. 

      I didn’t go straight back inside; I couldn’t. Too confused to paint on a smile and pretend everything was okay.

      “Mags, there you are.” 

      I sucked in a sharp breath at the sound of Vinnie’s voice. 

      “Come on, man. This isn’t a good idea—”

      “It’s fine, I’m fine. Are you fine, Mags? Because you look fiiiine.” Vinnie staggered toward me, his glass of whiskey sloshing everywhere. “I missed you, ya know. I missed you every second of every day of every second. Wait,” he thrust his glass in the air, a look of concentration washing over him. “That’s not right. Shaun, what’s that—”

      “Seriously, bro, you need to come back inside before Mom sees you.” Shaun tried to snag Vinnie’s arm, but he was too quick and dropped into the chair his sister had just vacated. 

      “It’s all your fault you know,” he said through a smile, as if anything about this was entertaining. 

      “You broke my heart, so I left. No.” The table wobbled from the force of Vinnie’s palm. “I ran. Far, far away.”

      I glanced back at Shaun who didn’t look much better than his brother. “I’m sorry,” he mouthed, but I shrugged him off. 

      It wasn’t the first time I’d seen Vinnie like this. But it might be the last. The thought hit me out of left field.

      “She looks like him. Has his eyes and nose.” He was talking to no one now, staring out at the lawns, clutching the glass like it was his lifeline. 

      “Vin, we should—”

      “You want to leave, Shaun? There’s the door.” Vinnie spun his hand toward the door, the glass flying free from his grip and shattering all over the ground. “Well, shit. Sorry, Dad, what a perfectly good waste of Jack.”

      “Vinnie,” I said quietly. “Maybe you should—”

      “Oh no, Mags, you don’t get to do that.” He reached for my hand, missing. “You don’t get to pretend you care.”

      “I do care.” I cared so much. I’d never stopped. But everything had happened so quickly. Me and Rob, Vinnie leaving, and then finding out I was pregnant.

      “Liar,” he slurred. “Always so good at the lies. I remember that night, you know. I remember how you looked at me differently, like you were finally seeing me.” Vinnie let out a deep sigh, dropping back on the chair, staring up at the sky. “The way I’d always wanted you to see me.”

      Pain cinched my chest. So many times since Vinnie left had I wished things were different. But they weren’t and this—all Vinnie’s pain and hurt and bitterness—was my fault. 

      Nothing I could ever say or do would take that away.

      I reached over and laid my hand on his. Vinnie jerked, his eyes flying to mine. “I’m sorry,” I said, pouring everything into those two little words that would never be enough.

      “Me too, Mags, me fucking too.” He was barely conscious, and I glanced back at Shaun.

      “You should probably get him home. Do you need me to help you?”

      “Nah, I’ve got it.” The younger Ford brother came around the table. “Can you tell Mom I took him home?”

      “Sure.” I watched as Shaun wrangled Vinnie’s dead weight off the chair. 

      “More whiskey,” he mumbled and Shaun laughed. 

      “I think we drank it all.”

      “No. More. I need more. Want to forget. I just want to forget.”

      My eyes shuttered, his drunk slurs hitting me like a wrecking ball. 

      “I’ll look after him,” Shaun said to me as he hauled Vinnie away and I just stood there. 
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        * * *

      

      “Thanks, Mom,” I said as she helped me carry Belle and our things inside.

      “You’ll be okay?”

      I wrapped an arm around my waist and gave her a small nod. 

      “It’s been a long day, sweetheart. You should get some rest.”

      “You can say it you know, it’s okay.”

      “Say what?” Her brow rose.

      “You’ve wanted to ask me about Vinnie all afternoon.” 

      “I have not... fine.” She heaved a breath. “You know me too well. It’s just, I see the two of you together and I wish things were different.”

      “You mean, you wish I’d have chosen differently.” The knot in my stomach tightened. 

      “I don’t... it’s not like that, sweetheart. But I’m your mother and I see things, and that man has loved you since you were just a girl.”

      “Mom, come on. I don’t think he has—”

      “I know what I see, Maggie. One day you’ll understand.” Her gaze flicked to the car seat where Belle slept soundly. 

      “All I’m saying is, be careful. You’re hurting and life is hard for you right now. Vincent being back in town will only complicate things.”

      “You don’t need to worry, Mom. Lucii already gave me the ‘stay away’ speech.” 

      Mom wafted her hand through the air. “That girl is just fiercely protective of her brothers; she doesn’t mean anything by it.” 

      “Nobody needs to worry; nothing is going to happen between me and Vinnie.”

      That ship hadn’t only sailed when I broke his heart two years ago, it had sunk to the bottom of the ocean and become wrecked.

      “Okay.” She said one thing, but her eyes were saying another. “I’ll leave you be. Try to get some rest and I’ll call you tomorrow.” Mom wrapped her arms around me, and I sank into her embrace, letting the events of the day wash over me. It had been intense. The funeral. Seeing Vinnie again. Hearing his drunken ramblings about me.

      When he’d left, I’d been devastated. He was my best friend, the one person I knew better than anyone. But I didn’t have to shoulder the burden alone. I had Rob. He had been all I’d wanted since I was a girl. Vinnie was always my best friend—sweet, dependable Vincent—but Rob, Rob owned my heart.

      Or, at least, I thought he did.

      But I’d quickly learned the heart was a fickle thing. Easily tempted by false promises and fantasy. Rob wasn’t my happily ever after, at all. He was a mistake.

      One I didn’t realize I was making until it was too late.
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      “Ugh,” I groaned, covering my eyes with one hand, trying to block out the light. 

      “Rise and shine, sweetheart.” My brother’s voice rattled around my head.

      “Fuck off,” I barked, my throat dry and raw, acid sloshing around my stomach.

      “Oh no, you owe me. If it wasn’t for me, you probably would have ended up in The Coastal’s water feature crying like a little girl.” 

      My eyes peeled open, glaring up at Shaun. “How much did you let me drink?”

      “I didn’t let you drink anything.” He gave me a pointed look, chuckling darkly. “You were determined to drink away your sorrows and I think it’s safe to say your mission was accomplished.” 

      Grabbing his t-shirt, I yanked him closer. “I didn’t... you know, make a fool of myself, did I?” 

      “You managed to hold it together for the most part. Until you saw Maggie sitting outside on her own.” 

      “Maggie?”

      “You don’t remember?” 

      “I talked to her?”

      His lip curved with amusement. “Oh, you didn’t just talk to her. You spilled it all, bro.” 

      Shit.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Rolling onto my back, I clamped my eyes shut, trying to remember. But there was nothing but a raging hangover and whiskey fog. 

      “Is Mom—”

      “She thinks you couldn’t handle things and drank a little too much.”

      “Thanks, I owe you.”

      “Like I said, rise and shine. We have plans.”

      “Plans? It’s not even nine yet.”

      “You know what Dad always used to say, ‘no time like the present’.”

      Silence settled over us, the weight of yesterday filling the pause.

      “When do you think it’ll get easier?” Shaun asked, his voice small.

      Sitting up, I raked a hand through my hair and let out a heavy sigh. “It’ll take time.”

      “Yeah.” Shaun chewed his thumb. “It was a good send-off though, wasn’t it?”

      “You all did him proud.” I nodded.

      “Come on, bro. You were there. You did him proud too.”

      I wasn’t sure about that, but I didn’t have the energy to argue right now. 

      “How’s Mom?” Throwing back the covers, I climbed out of bed and pulled on a clean t-shirt. 

      “She’s making breakfast.”

      “That’s... good, right?”

      “Or it means she needs to keep busy because if she doesn’t, she falls apart.”

      “Well, then, we should probably go eat.” 

      Two minutes later, we were standing in the kitchen watching Mom as she stacked pancake after pancake until she needed a second plate. 

      “Morning.” She sounded fine. A little too fine for someone who had just buried her husband. 

      “Hmm, Mom, not that this doesn’t look great, because it does. But are we expecting guests?”

      “Oh no.” She threw the towel over her shoulder. “I just felt like making you boys breakfast, the way I used to when you were kids.”

      Shaun and I shared a look. 

      “Come on, sit down, and dig deep. There are plenty more where these came from.” She pushed two plates of pancakes toward us. 

      “This looks great, Mom.” Shaun flashed her his trademark suck-up-son smile. 

      “I have another batch cooking.”

      “I think we have enough, Mom. You should sit and eat some with us.” 

      “Oh, I’m not hungry. I think I’m just going to—”

      “Mom.” I went to her, taking the spatula from her hand and guiding her over to one of the stools. “You should come eat with us.”

      “O- okay, if you insist.”

      “I do.” I smiled down at her. “Yesterday was a beautiful day, Mom. You did Dad proud.” Returning to my stool, I helped myself to the pancakes.

      “He’s gone.” Her lip quivered, tears collecting in the corners of her eyes. “I woke up this morning and realized, it’s really over. We said goodbye and now he’s gone, and I have to figure out how to live without him.” 

      Reaching over the breakfast counter, I covered her trembling hand with my own. “It’s okay, Mom. We’re here. We’re right here.”

      “Oh, my boys, my sweet boys.” She sniffled. “You mean that, Vincent? You’ll stay awhile?”

      “Yeah, Mom,” I said, not knowing at that precise moment if I was telling her a white lie or not. “I’ll stay awhile.”

      Shaun’s eyes burned into the side of my head, but I ignored him. Mom needed me. She needed to know I wasn’t going to run back to LA at any moment. 

      And truth to be told, I didn’t want to run.

      Not this time. 

      And I was almost sure it had nothing to do with finding out Maggie and Rob were no longer together. 
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      Sweat dripped down my back, my muscles pinging every time my feet pounded the sidewalk. The last thing I’d wanted to do was go for a run, but I had to get out of the house. 

      After eating our body weight in pancakes, Mom had decided to go for a lie down. She was crashing, and fast. And it fucking killed me. 

      So when Shaun had headed out, I’d borrowed some of his gym wear, downed a kale smoothie and took off. But a few miles in, I knew I was going to have to keep running if I wanted to sweat out my hangover.

      When my body couldn’t take anymore, I finally slowed my pace to a gentle walk. I felt better for it, but I needed water. Thankfully, there was a store close by. I jogged across the parking lot only to be distracted by a familiar cry. Searching the lot, I found Maggie over by a station wagon that had seen better days. Belle was strapped in her stroller, her lungs working overtime, while Maggie contended with bags and bags of groceries. I watched for a few seconds, unsure what I should do. But when one of the bags of groceries toppled over, sending fruit and vegetables over all the place, I knew I couldn’t walk away.

      “Need a hand?” I said, jogging over to them. 

      “V- Vinnie?” She gawked at me. “I didn’t expect… I mean, what are you doing here?” 

      “I needed water but then I saw you and...” I took the grocery bag from her and began repacking the spilled fruit. “She’s got a set of lungs on her, hasn’t she?” My gaze went to Belle. It was like a punch to the gut, the resemblance between her and her father. But I stuffed down the confusing thoughts and reminded myself she was just an innocent baby. 

      “She’s been really unsettled since...” Maggie trailed off, averting her gaze.

      “She misses her dad,” I said to Belle, unable to look her mother in the eye. 

      This was so fucking weird.

      Belle let out another hysterical wail, and Maggie sighed. “I should probably see to her.”

      “Can I?” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them.

      “You’re sure?” Maggie eyed me with caution, and I didn’t blame her. This was Rob’s daughter. The daughter they had together, after hurting me in a way I never thought possible. 

      Giving myself no time to rethink it, I unclipped Belle’s straps and lifted her out of the stroller. My experience with babies amounted to the few visits I’d had with Lucii and Matilda. But Matilda was always placid, happy to be passed around. This little one was less friendly.

      “Hey there, I’m Vinnie. But you can call me Vin.” She gazed up at me with her big blue eyes and a tiny part of me died. Right there in the parking lot of some grocery store, a baby girl who didn’t belong to me stole a piece of my heart.

      Because while she didn’t belong to me; her mother, whether she wanted it or not, had owned my heart ever since she was eleven years old. 

      “Oh my god, you did it. You made it stop.” 

      Belle reached out and grabbed my cheeks, squeezing and pinching as she cooed at me. “She has your smile,” I said, glancing at Maggie who had tears in her eyes.

      “I, hmm, should probably get her home. She’ll want feeding soon.” Maggie’s hand drifted up her neck as she watched me with her daughter, and then as if nothing had happened, she went back to loading the groceries into the car while I held Belle as if I knew what the hell I was doing.

      “Thank you.” Maggie slammed the trunk shut. “Come on, you.” She started to take Maggie, but the wailing began again.

      “Here, why don’t I…?” I pulled open the passenger door and maneuvered the bundle of noise into her car seat. It took me a couple of attempts to figure out how to clip the straps together but I finally got it. “There,” I said to Belle who had settled again. “All done.”

      When I closed the door, Maggie said, “It’s like you have magic powers.”

      “I very much doubt that. She’s only the second kid I’ve been around.”

      “Matilda?”

      “Yeah, although I haven’t seen her as much as I should.” We both knew why, and the truth settled over us like a black cloud. 

      “Hey, I know there are probably a hundred reasons why you shouldn’t, but would you like to come back with me and Belle and have some lunch? I make a mean turkey sub.”

      “I remember.” It had always been her specialty. 

      Maggie’s eyes shone with what looked a lot like hope. “So, will you? It’s the least I can do. For just now, I mean.” Her cheeks flamed.

      “I...” I hesitated. It was a bad idea. Going to her to place, being alone with her. My head knew that. It remembered vividly how much pain we’d suffered at her hands. But my heart? My heart was still foolish. It still remembered how much we’d loved this woman. How much we still loved her. Because it had only taken seeing Maggie again for all those feelings to come rushing back to the surface. 

      Even after all this time, after everything that had happened, I still loved her.

      A piece of me probably always would. 

      “Vinnie?” Maggie’s voice pulled me from my thoughts and I smiled down at her.

      “I’d like that.”

      I only hoped I wasn’t making a huge mistake. 
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      Vinnie was in my car.

      In. My. Car.

      What the hell was I thinking?

      In less than twenty-four hours I’d been warned by Lucii and my mom to stay away from him, and yet, here I was driving him to my house for lunch. 

      But the second he lifted Belle from the stroller and her tears stopped, I knew I was a goner. It was like some divine sign at how epically I’d screwed up my life. 

      I should never have picked Rob. He was always a bit reckless with a straying eye. I’d watched him with enough girls over the years in high school to know he wasn’t a one-woman kind of man. But the second he finally paid me some attention, all my reservations went out the window, because I’d wanted Rob Kallows for as long as I could remember. So when he finally saw me, I didn’t stop to think about ‘why now?’. Why this precise moment and not before? I was naive and stupid and blinded by what I thought was love for a guy who had never once before suggested he felt the same about me. 

      I chose Rob, and in doing so, I lost Vinnie. 

      And watching him hold Belle earlier, the way her eyes lit up in his embrace, how easily he handled her, my heart had almost burst. This was supposed to be my story. Him. Us. He would never have treated me the way Rob did. Not in a million years. Vinnie would have been gentle with my heart. He would have stuck around. 

      But Vinnie wasn’t my story. Rob was. And no amount of wishing was going to change that. 

      “Mags?” His deep voice washed over me and my hands tightened around the steering wheel. “You okay over there?”

      I glanced at him and forced a smile. “I’m fine. We’re almost there.”

      “You live in Parkside?”

      “Yeah. We moved here after I found out... I’m sorry, I’m sure you don’t want to know—”

      “Hey.” His hand landed on my knee sending my heart into overdrive. “It’s okay. It is what it is, right? But I’m here, and you’re here, and I wasn’t sure we’d ever get this again. So, let’s make the most of it, okay?”

      There were so many layers woven into his words, I didn’t know where to begin. But my house came into view and with it a fresh wave of panic that I was making a huge mistake inviting him back with us.

      “This is us,” I said too cheerily. He saw right through it, chuckling. “If I get the groceries, do you think you can handle Miss Grouchy Pants back there?” 

      “I think we’ve got it under control.”

      I cut the engine and climbed out. The house was smaller than most around here, but it was clean and tidy and despite the bad memories I had of the place it was also filled with so many good ones. Taking a deep breath, I went around to the trunk and began unloading the groceries while Vinnie saw to Belle.

      “Hey, Princess,” he said to her. “You’re stuck with me again while your mom deals with the groceries. Think we can make it inside without a tantrum?” I glanced over the back seat just in time to see her beam up at him. “I think so too.” 

      They followed me inside and down the hall to my big open plan kitchen diner. It was my favorite room in the house.

      “Nice place,” Vinnie said, bouncing Belle in his arms, although she seemed happy pulling on his t-shirt and chewing her fingers. 

      “It does us,” I said a little too flippantly. 

      “Hey, did I say something wrong?”

      “What?” My eyes widened. “No, I just...” I let out an exasperated sigh and sank back against one of the counters. “Maybe this was a bad idea.”

      “You want me to leave?”

      It was probably for the best; before things got too complicated. More complicated than just old friends catching up. But I didn’t want him to leave. I didn’t want to be alone again with nothing but my thoughts and Belle’s incessant cries for company.

      “No, I don’t want you to leave. I just... I don’t understand how you can be here. Knowing that...” I averted my gaze, unable to stand the weight of his stare.

      “Losing Dad,” Vinnie cleared his throat. “It made me realize life’s too short, Mags. We were best friends once. I’d like for us to be friends again.”

      Friends.

      Such a simple yet complicated word. We had been best friends once. But we’d also been so much more than that. I just hadn’t realized until it was too late. Or maybe, deep down, I had always known how Vinnie truly felt about me, and I’d just been too scared to cross that line because I didn’t want to lose him. So I stashed him away in the friend zone, telling myself we could never be more, and I’d lost him anyway.

      “And if you’d have come back and me and Rob were still...”

      “As long as you were happy, I’d like to think I would have wished you both well.”

      God, he was too good. His heart was too pure. After what we’d done to him, how we’d hurt him, it was more than I deserved. 

      “What?” he asked, noticing my sudden change of expression. 

      “Everything’s such a mess.” I closed the cabinet door and stuffed the grocery bags inside each other. 

      “Want to talk about it?” 

      “I do but first she needs feeding and then it’s nap time.”

      “What’s on the menu?” Vinnie’s lip curved. 

      Relief sank into me that he wasn’t going to push me. Not yet, at least.

      “Cheesy pasta with peas,” I replied.

      “Mmmm, tasty.” 

      “Can you put her in her highchair?” I motioned to the chair in the corner of the room. 

      “I think we can manage that.” 

      I watched Vinnie carry Belle with ease. She liked him, that much was obvious. But then, it was impossible not to like him. Vinnie was like the sun; people gravitated toward him. But he was choosy about who he let in. Who he trusted with his friendship and time. And I’d never realized how much I’d taken that for granted until he was gone.

      I prepared Belle’s lunch while Vinnie played peek-a-boo with her and Mr. Cuddles, her favorite soft toy. 

      “Okay, Princess Belle, lunch is served.” I pulled over one of the chairs, but she started fussing. “I think she wants you to feed her.” My chest tightened. 

      “Well, what the Princess wants, the Princess shall get.”

      I moved aside, letting Vinnie sit down. It had been nice watching them together earlier, but it was suddenly becoming too much. Too familiar. Like Vinnie was filling holes left by Rob. And it wasn’t fair. To him or Belle. Even to me. Because we weren’t the same people we were two years ago. I didn’t know the first thing about Vinnie’s life in LA, and he didn’t know the first thing about mine.

      After Belle had finished and Vinnie had cleaned them both up, I lifted her out of the highchair and said, “Say goodbye to Vinnie.”

      “In,” she cooed. “In, In, In.” 

      “I think you’re her new favorite.” I choked out, barely meeting his eyes. “I’m going to put her down. I’ll be right back.”

      Belle started fussing again, pouting the way she did whenever she didn’t like something. “Ssh, baby,” I soothed. “I know you like Vinnie, but don’t get too attached.” He isn’t ours to keep. 

      By the time I reached her nursery, she was snuggled peacefully into the crook of my arm. Melancholy washed over me. She was getting so big, soon she wouldn’t want me to soothe her. And while I was excited for all the next steps in my daughter’s little life, I was also terrified. Because as she grew and developed words and understanding, she would ask questions. Want answers that I wasn’t sure I’d be ready to give to her.

      Where’s Daddy?

      What happened?

      Why did he leave?

      Doesn’t he love me anymore, Mommy?

      The thought of her hurting over Rob’s disappearance from her life caused me so much anguish now; I couldn’t imagine what it would be like when she was finally old enough to verbalize her emotions and thoughts. 

      I put her down in her crib and grabbed the baby monitor before making my way back to Vinnie. He was right where I’d left him, moving from photo to photo. I’d started a photo wall after Belle was born. It charted all her firsts: bringing her home from the hospital, her first bath, meeting her grandparents, the first time she smiled. Only I’d had to change some of the photos after Rob left because it was too hard seeing us, pretending to be a happy family. 

      “I was wrong,” Vinnie said, not taking his eyes off a photo of me and Belle on her first birthday. We’d thrown a party at my mom’s house for her. It was a difficult day. She’d cried for most of it. But there was a moment, where I was letting her lick some frosting from her fingers, that she giggled at me. Dad snapped the perfect shot of us together, happy, content. It was one of my favorite photos of the two of us.

      “She’s got a lot of you in her too. Her smile, that’s all you. And she has your dimples.”

      “If I remember correctly, you spent most of seventh grade through ninth grade teasing me about those.” My brow rose as Vinnie glanced back at me, amusement dancing in his eyes. 

      Suddenly uncomfortable with the intensity of his stare, I rushed out, “Can I get you a drink?”

      “I wouldn’t say no to a glass of water.”

      “Oh,” I nodded. “The hangover. I remember. You were pretty trashed.”

      “I didn’t... say anything, did I?”

      “Shaun didn’t tell you?” 

      “He may have hinted I made an ass of myself, but no, he refused to tell me the details.”

      I fought a smile as I got him a glass of water. 

      “Thanks.” He took it from me and our fingers brushed, sending a bolt of electricity zipping through me. Snatching my hand back, I ran it through my bangs. “Hungry? I did promise you lunch.”

      “Sure.” He was frowning a little and my stomach dipped. Did he regret coming here? Pretending everything was okay between us, when really nothing was okay at all. 

      There was so much history. It was in every look, every unsaid word, every breath.

      “Sit,” I instructed, while I set about gathering the ingredients to make us turkey subs. “So, LA, huh? How is that working out for you?”

      “Mags, come on. I don’t want to talk about LA. I want to talk about you. About what happened.”

      “Y- you do?” I gawked at him; certain I’d heard him wrong.

      “Messed up, right? But I meant what I said. Losing Dad,” he swallowed, “Has given me some perspective. And I can’t leave again without knowing you’re okay.”

      Leave again. His words rattled around in my head. Because he didn’t live here anymore. Because he ran from me and Rob. 

      Nausea rolled through me and I clapped a hand over my mouth, forcing down the tears clawing up my throat. 

      “Mags?”

      “Fine, I’m fine.” I turned away from him. “Just give me a minute.” 

      “We don’t have to talk about it,” he said quietly, his eyes drilling holes in the back of my head. “Forget I said anything.”

      “No, it’s okay.” I slowly turned to face him, giving him a small smile. “I just never expected this...”

      “Tell me about it,” he said. “I was so certain I’d find the two of you—”

      “You didn’t know?”

      “When I left, I was in a bad place, Mags. I didn’t want to know anything and after a while my family stopped talking about you. As time passed, things got better. I threw myself into work, hung out with my friends.”

      It hurt so much knowing I’d done that. I’d run him out of town.

      “God, Vinnie, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I screwed everything up. I should never have trusted him. I knew what he was like, but I thought I could be the girl to change him. I wanted to be that girl. I wanted it so much. But never at the expense of our friendship.” My voice cracked, tears spilling from my eyes. There was so much I wanted to say, to tell him, but nothing seemed adequate.

      So instead, I looked right at him. Hoping he’d see it all there, right in my eyes.

      I’m sorry.

      Forgive me.

      Be my best friend again.
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      Regret swam in Maggie’s eyes and it tore me up inside. I wanted to go to her, to pull her into my arms and tell her everything was going to be okay, but we weren’t those people anymore.   

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” I said, rising from the stool. “I’ll go. I should go.”

      Fuck. What was I even doing here? 

      I started for the hall, every step away from her like trudging through quicksand. 

      “Vinnie.” My name fell from her lips like a shot to the heart.

      “Yeah, Mags?” I turned slowly, looking at her with two years’ worth of pain and regret. 

      “Stay, please. We still have a lot to talk about.”

      I inhaled a sharp breath feeling the weight of everything pushing down on me. “I can do that,” I said, inching slowly toward her. 

      “The living room is just down the hall. I’ll bring us something to drink.” 

      With a nod, I slipped out of the kitchen and leaned back against the wall, giving myself time to catch my breath. Everything was spinning through my head at a mile a minute. I’d thought I wanted to know what had happened between them, but now she was prepared to let me in, I wasn’t so sure. 

      This was Maggie for fuck’s sake. The only girl I’d ever loved. 

      Tipping my head back against the wall, I inhaled a couple of ragged breaths, willing my heart to calm down. “It’s just Maggie,” I whispered to myself. The girl you’ve loved since forever. 

      I found the living room and took a seat on the dusky pink sectional. Photos of Belle and Maggie adorned every surface, as if she was trying to cram as much love into the space as possible. It was... a lot.

      But part of me needed to know. Craved it the way an addict craved their next hit. And maybe, in some ways, Mags was my addiction. Because no matter how much she’d hurt me, no matter how broken I’d been after she’d chosen Rob, here I was, a sucker for punishment. Wanting any scraps of Maggie Stark I could get, no matter the consequence. 

      Maggie appeared a couple minutes later, a tray of drinks and turkey subs in her hands. “I hope you’re hungry.” She set it down and gave me a small smile.

      “You didn’t need to—”

      “It’s fine.” She brushed her bangs out of her face, something I’d quickly learned she did when she was nervous.

      That makes two of us. 

      I helped myself to a sub, taking a big bite. Hoping the quiet moment might ease some of the awkwardness that had settled between us. But Maggie didn’t really eat; instead, she just picked at her sub. 

      “Thanks again,” I said when I was finished. “Not hungry?”

      “Not really.” Her shoulders lifted in a small shrug. “Rob never liked my cooking much,” she said, to herself more than to me. “I know making a sub isn’t exactly gourmet, but I tried my best. He always found something to pick fault with though.”

      I curled my fist against my thigh, forcing myself to take a deep breath.

      “We found out I was pregnant two months after you left. I was so happy. Surprised, but happy. It was all I’d ever wanted. My own little family. Of course, my mom was livid. She thought I was too young; thought mine and Rob’s relationship wasn’t strong enough to survive a baby.

      “But I didn’t want to listen. I was happy. Rob made me happy.” She peeked over at me. “At least, I thought he did.” Maggie’s gaze dropped to her hands, wrung tightly in her lap. 

      The baby monitor let out a whir and we both stared at it, bracing ourselves for the high-pitched cries, but they never came. Instead, Belle murmured softly and then it all went quiet.

      “She only usually has an hour.” 

      Which meant we were running out of time. 

      “Why did Rob leave?” I asked.

      Growing up, he’d always been impulsive; guided more by his desires than level-headed decision making. But I found it hard to believe he’d just upped and left Maggie and his daughter. 

      Maggie let out a little sigh. “Things went downhill pretty quickly after I found out I was pregnant. We moved in here and started making plans for Belle’s arrival, but I could tell he resented me. He wasn’t ready to settle down and start a family. I tried to reassure him, to tell him that we’d get through it and once she arrived, he’d love her more than anything. But he became withdrawn. We fought a lot and he would disappear for hours at a time.

      “So many nights I’d sat up waiting for him to come home, worrying about where he was, who he was with. Then the next morning, he’d be slung over the couch, wearing last night’s clothes and stinking of liquor.

      “By the time Belle was born, we were walking a fine line. Mom begged me to move home and let them help with her. But I wanted to make it work. I wanted him to change for us. For her.”  Silent tears streaked down Maggie’s cheeks, and it almost fucking killed me.  I wanted to call Rob and ask him what the hell he was thinking? How he could do that to Maggie and Belle? But it wasn’t my place anymore. It hadn’t been my place for two years, since I left and cut myself off from them. 

      “I shouldn’t have just left, I should have—”

      “Vinnie, no. This is not on you.” Maggie sniffled, rubbing her eyes with the heel of her palm. “The truth is, Rob wasn’t ready. He thought he wanted me and a serious relationship. But I realize now, he didn’t.”

      That sounded more like the Rob I knew. Back in high school he’d been notorious for dating girls and then dumping them when things started to get too serious. But this wasn’t some girl with a high school crush; it was Maggie for fuck’s sake.

      “I want to hate him,” she whispered. “I want to pray he stays in Long Beach and never comes back. But how can I do that to Belle? He’s her father. And she deserves to know him. For him to be around for her.” Tears gushed from her eyes, and it was my undoing. I shuffled across the couch and pulled her into my arms. 

      “He’s a fool, Mags, and one day, when it’s too late, he’ll realize what he gave up.”

      Her arms slid around me, hugging me back, as she buried her face into my shoulder.

      “Gosh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to break down on you.” Maggie pulled away. 

      “You don’t need to apologize. I’m glad you told me.” I smiled, swallowing down my own emotion. 

      “It’s not all bad,” she added. “I’ve got a good job at Beckett and Howser.”

      “The law firm?

      She nodded. “I’m training to be a legal secretary. It’s not easy balancing that and taking care of Belle, but they’re really flexible with me and understand my circumstances.”

      “That’s great, Mags.”

      Her brows pinched. “Yeah, although Belle is really unsettled at the minute. It’s making it tough on Portia.”

      “Portia, your cousin?”

      “Yeah, she’s been helping me with Belle. Between her and Mom, I usually manage.”

      There was something she wasn’t saying, hidden beneath her words. But as I was about to ask, the baby monitor lit up, Belle’s cries blaring through the speaker.

      “I should go see to her.” Maggie stood up, brushing her hands down her jeans. “It’s okay if you want to stick—"

      “Actually,” I said, “I should probably leave.”

      “Oh, okay.” Disappointment flitted over her face.

      “I don’t want to overstay my welcome.”

      “Vinnie, you could never...” 

      “Thanks for lunch, and the chat. I never thought we’d get this, but I’m glad we did.” 

      Maggie’s expression softened, and I wanted nothing more than to pull her into my arms and enjoy the feel of her pressed up close to me again. But I was confused.

      Being around her again was so fucking confusing. 

      “Maybe we can have coffee before you leave?” Her eyes sparkled with hope.

      “I’d like that, Mags.” Without thinking, I closed the distance between us and rested my hands loosely on her hips. In another time and place, the way she gazed up at me would have been everything. It was another time but so much had changed.

      Belle’s cries grew with intensity and Maggie let out an exasperated sigh. “I really should—”

      “Okay.” I leaned down, pressing my lips to her head. It physically hurt to let her go, knowing that we might never have this again. Because Maggie’s life was here, in Wicked Bay. She had a life, Belle, this house, and a good job. And my life was back in LA. To think I could just show up and slot right back into my old life was foolish.

      Maggie disappeared out of the room leaving me standing there. She’d asked me to stay. To be here when she came back with Belle. But it felt like crossing a line.

      A line I wasn’t sure I should cross.

      A line I wasn’t sure I was ready to cross. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I never stayed. 

      Before Maggie came back downstairs, I left her house and called Shaun. He came without question, and that’s how we ended up at Buck’s down by the port. 

      “I can’t believe you went to her house.” He gave me weary look as he took a pull on his beer.

      “What was I supposed to do? Belle was hysterical and Mags had groceries everywhere. I couldn’t just walk on by.”

      “Belle, it’s Belle now?” His brow rose.

      “She’s a cute kid.”

      “She’s Rob’s kid, you get that right? I know the two of you have history, but this isn’t your problem to fix.”

      “I helped her out; it was nothing.” 

      But it wasn’t nothing.

      It was something.

      “You can lie to me all you want, but don’t lie to yourself, Vin. You’re not over her and I get it, I do. You two always did have that childhood friends bond thing going on. But this is a shit storm waiting to happen.”

      “I’m not an idiot. I know this isn’t my fight. But it’s Maggie, Shaun. I couldn’t just walk away.”

      My brother shook his head, running a hand down his face. “So what happens now?” 

      “Honestly, I don’t know. He just left them. I want to—”

      “Hey now, you just said you know it’s not your fight. He’s gone now, sure, but what if he turns back up and wants to fix things? They have a kid together. A kid. Are you hearing me?”

      I pressed my lips together, suppressing the urge to argue. Of course I knew Belle was Rob’s. I wasn’t looking to fill that void. It had been less than twenty-four hours since I saw Mags again and I already didn’t know which way was up. 

      “Look,” Shaun said, “All I’m saying is be careful. She’s hurting and you’re grieving. It’s not the best combination. And I know you told Mom you’ll be sticking around for a while, but then you’ll go back to LA and forget all about us.”

      “Shaun, come on, that isn’t fair. I didn’t—”

      “I needed you, man. I needed you and you couldn’t be here because of them. So to see you already falling ass over elbow to help her the second you’re back...” He ran a hand down his face as the blood drained from my face. “Shit, Vin, I didn’t... that wasn’t what—”

      “I don’t need to listen to this shit.” I leaped up, cutting him with an icy glare. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Vin, come on,” he called after me, but I was already shouldering the door and spilling out onto the sidewalk.

      I came back to Wicked Bay to pay my respects to Dad and make amends with my family. But Shaun was right, the second I saw Maggie, everything else became secondary.

      It always had.

      And maybe that was my problem.
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      I spotted Rob across the bar, hunched over his beer. Anger rippled up my spine as I made my way over to him.

      “You came,” he said. “I didn’t know if—”

      “You wanted to talk?” I cut him off.

      “Shit, man, I don’t know where to start.”

      Sliding into the booth, I flattened my palm against the table. “Perhaps you could start with what the fuck happened last night? I asked you. I looked you in the eye and asked if you were ever going to give her a chance and you said no.” My body trembled as I ground out the words. 

      “I didn’t plan it, I swear.” His eyes pleaded with me. “We were all having such a good time and I saw the two of you together, cuddled up, laughing and joking and it was like a fucking epiphany or something.”

      I snorted. “So you what? Thought you’d ruin any chance I had of ever getting the girl? The girl I’ve loved for as long as I can remember.”

      “Fuck.” Rob jammed his fingers into his hair and tugged. “Fuck, I swear, man. It wasn’t supposed to go down like this. I never ever wanted to hurt you.”

      “So walk away,” I deadpanned, my blood boiling. “Tell her it was a mistake.”

      His eyes widened with disbelief and I knew what he thought. I wasn’t this person; cold and callous. I would never purposefully want to hurt Maggie. But he’d ruined everything. He’d given her exactly what she’d always wanted, and I’d faded back into the background again.

      “Vin, come on, man. You don’t mean that. I know you’re hurting, but this is Maggie we’re talking about.”

      I averted my gaze, unable to look at him. To see myself reflected back at me through his eyes. Because he was right; this wasn’t me. No matter how much I was hurting, how devastated I was that Rob had stolen my one shot out from under me, I could never hurt her.

      “You really like her?” I asked, finally looking at him.

      “I mean, it’s Maggie. I’ve known her forever. But something changed last night. I know it’s not what you want to hear, but I think there’s something there. Plus, she, hmm...” His brows pinched, hesitation clouding his eyes.

      “She what?”

      “She told me she loved me.”

      Fuck.

      Just when I thought the pain couldn’t get any worse, he delivered the final blow.

      They hadn’t only slept together; Maggie had confessed her true feelings. Given him the three little words I wanted to claim as my own.

      She loved him.

      I’d always known her feelings ran deep for Rob, the way my feelings ran deep for her. But this changed everything.

      It didn’t just pull the plug on my plans to tell her how I really felt, it buried them six feet under with no hopes of resurrection. 

      “And you’re what,” I spat, feeling my anger levels rise. “Suddenly, all in?”

      “I don’t know, man. Maybe it’s time to settle down?”

      “Settle down, you? Really? The guy who fucks like it’s an Olympic sport? Maggie deserves better than that, and you know it.”

      “I’ll change for her, treat her right. I know it’s a shock, but I don’t want this to get in the way of things between us, Vin. You’re my best friend. Maggie needs you. We need you.”

      I let out an exasperated breath, staring at him with complete disbelief. “You mean you need me to stick around to make sure you don’t screw this up? Yeah, thanks.” I jerked upright. “But no thanks. I’m done.”

      “D- done. What do you mean you’re done?” Panic flashed in his eyes.

      “I love her. I’m in love with her and you think I’m just going to stand by and watch while you break her heart? Not going to happen.”

      “Vin, come on. What are you going to do? We all live here. We’re going to see each other all the time. I don’t want to get in between you and Maggie. That was never my intention.”

      “Yeah, well, you should have thought about that before you slept with her. Have a nice life, Rob.” I didn’t stick around to hear his excuses. Rob had made his choice and Maggie had made hers.

      And now I had to make mine. 
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        * * *

      

      “Leaving? But you can’t leave,” Mom said, her eyes as wide as saucers. “You start work in two weeks. Your father is—”

      “What’s going on in here?” My dad walked into the kitchen, his eyes set into thin lines as he observed me and Mom arguing.

      “It’s nothing, Henry, Vincent is just having a—”

      “I’m leaving,” I said firmly. “I’m sorry, Dad. I know I’m supposed to be coming on board next month, but I can’t be here right now.”

      “Calm down, Son, and talk to us. What happened?”

      My eyes lowered to the floor. “Maggie and Rob… they…” I choked over the words lodged in my throat.

      “Oh, Vincent.” Mom was on me in a second, wrapping me into her arms. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart.” She eased away to look at me. “But you always knew she liked him. It doesn’t mean you have to leave. This is your home. We only just got you back.”

      “I can’t do it, Mom. I can’t be here and watch them fall in love. It’ll kill me.” Tears burned the backs of my eyes. “It’s already killing me. I love her, Mom. I love her so much and she chose him. She… loves him.”

      “I know, Vin, I know. But she’s your best friend. Isn’t having her in your life better than not having her at all? Don’t let this destroy everything, sweetheart.” She pressed her palms against my cheeks. “You’re stronger than that.”

      But I wasn’t.

      Seeing them standing there together this morning in Rob’s kitchen had killed a part of me. Now it was a dark festering hole that I knew, over time, would only grow. If I had to see them together, watch their love story play out in front of me, I’d lose myself completely. And right now, myself was all I had left.

      “I can’t do it. I’m sorry.” My gaze flicked to Dad who was watching us with quiet contemplation. “I know you were excited about the future, Dad, but I need to take some time.”

      “Where will you go?” he asked, ignoring everything I’d just said.

      “Back to LA. I already spoke to a couple of the guys. They have a spare room I can take. I’ll find some work. Figure stuff out.”

      Dad stared at me; his expression unreadable.

      “Say something, Henry,” Mom urged. “For Christ’s sake, say something.”

      “Vincent is a grown man, Maisie. He’s quite capable of making his own decisions. I only hope you know what you’re giving up, Son. I love Maggie like a daughter, you know that, but is she really worth giving up everything for?”

      He didn’t get it.

      Dad had his happily-ever-after. He had Mom and a solid marriage, and a doting family. But what he didn’t realize was, that’s all I’d ever wanted too. I’d watched my parents grow older together, watched them fall more and more in love every day. I wanted that.

      And I wanted it with Maggie.

      It had always been a long shot, but there had always been a tiny seed of hope.

      Now that had been obliterated into irreparable shards and I didn’t know how to deal with that. I didn’t know how to see past my anger and regret and bitterness.

      “I’m sorry,” I said quietly, my decision made.

      I needed to get out of Wicked Bay until I could move on.

      Until I could put Maggie Stark where she belonged—in my past.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Maggie

          

          Present

        

      

    

    
      Things went back to normal after that. I went back to work. Portia continued to help with Belle, and Mom continued to hound me about finding better childcare arrangements. It was like Vinnie never came back. As if I’d dreamed up his entire reappearance in my life. I didn’t see him or hear from him, and although I knew it was probably for the best, I missed him.

      I missed my best friend so much it hurt. The hole he’d created when he left ripped open again, growing deeper and deeper with every passing minute.

      “Maggie, call for you on line three.” Darcy, the secretary, called from across the office. I frowned over at her and she shrugged. People usually called my direct line if they needed me.

      “Excuse me, Mike,” I said to one of the junior partners. “I need to take this.” I kept my smile easy despite the unease I felt.

      Once inside my small office, I closed the door and picked up the receiver. “Hello, Maggie speaking.”

      “Mags?” I flinched at Rob’s gruff voice.

      “What are you doing calling my office?” I hissed. “I have a cell phone, use it.”

      “I, hmm, I lost my cell. I didn’t know your number, so I looked up the firm on Google.”

      My eyes shuttered as I inhaled a deep breath. “Rob, you can’t call here, okay?”

      “Yeah, okay. I just… shit, everything’s so messed up, Mags.”

      “Please, don’t call me that.” It was Vinnie’s nickname for me and sounded all wrong coming from Rob’s lips.

      “How is she?”

      “How do you think she is? She misses her father.”

      “You think she knows?”

      “Of course she knows. You were here and now you’re not. She hardly settles for Portia since you left.”

      “Fuck.”

      Yeah, fuck. I rubbed my temples.

      “What do you want, Rob?” He sounded hungover or high. He’d never done that shit around me or Belle, but Rob always liked to party and I knew he’d gone to stay with his cousins in Long Beach.

      “I… shit, I don’t know. Things got a little out of control last night and there was this girl. She reminded me of you.”

      Bile rushed up my throat and I retched. “You called up to tell me you fucked some skank that reminded you of me? You disgust m—”

      “Whoa, calm down. I wasn’t… I didn’t…” He groaned. “That’s not what I’m saying. Nothing happened, I swear. She just reminded me of you, and I got to thinking about us.”

      “There is no us,” I said flatly. “You made sure of that when I found out you’d cheated on me and you left instead of owning up to your mistake.”

      “But that’s just it, Mags… shit, I mean Maggie. It was a mistake. A huge fucking mistake that’s cost me everything.”

      I glanced out of my window, hoping no one was prying. In a place like Beckett and Howser, conversations were rarely private, and this wasn’t one I particularly wanted my colleagues to overhear. Not when I was desperately trying to keep my job.

      “Yeah, well, you should have thought about that before. If you’re calling to talk about your daughter, then fine, I’ll talk. But there is no us, Rob.” I’d been burned once by him, but he wouldn’t get a second chance.

      “You don’t mean that,” he went on, sounding desperate now. “I’m sorry, okay? Is that what you need to hear?”

      A knock on the door startled me and I called, “Just a minute. I can’t do this right now. I’m at work, Rob. Work. You might want to look up that word for once.”

      “Mags, come on—”

      “I have to go. Don’t call here again.” I slammed the receiver down and gave myself a second to catch my breath. Pasting on my best smile, I opened the door. “Mr. Howser, can I help you?”

      “Is everything okay? Darcy said you got a personal call on line three?” Darcy needed to keep her nose out of other people’s business.

      “Oh, that? It was nothing. Just my babysitter, letting me know I’d left my cell phone at home.” I inwardly prayed it was at the bottom of my bag on silent.

      “Oh, well, okay then. We try to accommodate your… situation as much as possible, Maggie, but I really can’t have you taking personal calls on the office line.”

      “Absolutely not,” I agreed.

      “Good then, I’ll email over those reports I need you to take a look at.”

      “Great.” My eyes flicked to my bag, willing it to remain silent.

      Mr. Howser turned to go but glanced back at the last second. “I didn’t know you have a new babysitter?”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Your caller? Darcy mentioned he was male.”

      “Oh,” it came out strangled. “It’s just Kai, Portia’s brother. Sometimes he helps out if Portia can’t.”

      His eyes narrowed suspiciously, but eventually he seemed satisfied at my lie. “Very well then, back to work.” He winked before walking away. My eye caught Darcy’s across the office and she smirked.

      Bitch.

      She had never liked me.

      But I had more important things to worry about. Like why Rob was calling me at the office, when he’d barely called or text in the last couple of weeks. And if he did it was always to ask about Belle, not talk about us.

      Tears pricked the corners of my eyes. Rob wasn’t a bad person; he was just an epic screw up. He wasn’t wired for a relationship, for putting someone else’s needs above his own. And the worst of it was, I knew. I knew exactly what he was like going into it with him. I was just too naive to think that he would ever actually hurt me.

      Sitting down at my desk, I discreetly retrieved my cell phone from my bag and text Portia.

      

      
        
        Me: Can you and Belle meet me for lunch?

        

        Portia: Sure, when and where?

        

        Me: Morello’s in about an hour?

        

        Portia: Sure, Princess Belle can’t wait to see her mama

        

      

      A photo came through of Belle with a princess filter. The little crown sat lopsided on her head, but it was exactly what I needed to take the edge of Rob’s call and Mr. Howser’s veiled warning.

      I was doing this—working my ass off, putting up with crap from people like Darcey—for Belle. To give her a better future. To make up for the fact that she only had me. I wanted to be able to buy her things, to give her the world. And I couldn’t do that working as a waitress at The Shack, the Bay’s infamous diner. No, I needed to make something of myself. To become something. And I couldn’t let Rob or anyone else screw it up for me.
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        * * *

      

      I heard Belle before I saw her. Portia had her propped on her hip, my little princess screaming as if the apocalypse was coming.

      “Has she been like this all morning?” I jumped up, taking Belle from Portia.

      “No, she’s been fine. But we bumped into a man outside and she just started wailing.”

      It wasn’t the first time she’d had a meltdown over a stranger. “Oh dear,” I cooed at her. “Mama’s here now. Can I get a smile?”

      Belle’s cries subsided enough for her to give me a small smile.

      “There.” I kissed her cheek. “All better. Have you had a fun morning with Auntie Portia?”

      “We watched some Peppa Pig and went for a walk around the park. It’s been fun.

      “Thank you,” I mouthed at Portia. She was too good to us. A couple of years younger than me, she should have been away at college studying. But when my Aunt had fallen sick a few years ago, Portia had insisted on staying around to help care for her. Aunt Cathy was all better now, but Portia still hadn’t left.

      “What’s up? Your text seemed kind of urgent.”

      “What? I can’t ask to have lunch with my favorite cousin and Princess Belle?”

      Portia smirked. “I know you better than that.”

      “He called.”

      “Rob?” I nodded, bouncing Belle on my lap. “And what did dickbrain have to say for himself?”

      “I don’t know. It was weird. He kept talking about us and about making mistakes.”

      “Ah, he’s entered the phase of regret.”

      “Maybe.” The served brought over our drinks and placed them down on the table. I thanked her before focusing on Portia. “I just don’t want him to start causing trouble.”

      “But he’s Belle’s father, Maggie. You can’t expect him to never show up again.”

      “I know.” But the truth of the matter was, his leaving, although frustrating, had allowed me to get on with life. If—when—he came back to Wicked Bay, things would get messy again, something I wanted to avoid.

      “Hey, no moping, okay? We’ll deal with dickbrain,” she lowered her voice, “when he decides to bring his sorry ass back to town. In the meantime, give me all the goss about Vinnie.”

      “Portia,” I said, my cheeks heating. “There’s nothing to tell, I already told you.”

      “No, you told me you made him lunch and that was it. But I don’t buy it. Not for a damn second. This is you and Vin we’re talking about.”

      “It’s like he was never here. I haven’t heard from him.”

      “Oh.” Her brows pinched. “Well, have you called him?”

      “What? Of course not.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Well, do you want to talk to him again?”

      “I guess.”

      “Liar. It’s written all over your face. You still care about him.”

      That was the problem though. I never stopped caring for him. I doubted I ever would. Because although I’d given my heart to Rob, Vinnie would always own a small piece too. I’d just always assumed it was in a platonic way; the way a sister loved a brother, or a mother loved a son.

      But I’d been wrong.

      So wrong.

      What was that saying? You don’t know what you’ve got until it’s gone. Well, I’d learned the hard way that Vinnie was everything to me.

      “I never stopped caring about him. But it doesn’t matter now, it’s too late.”

      “Oh yeah?” Her eyes lit up as something caught her eye over my shoulder. “I wouldn’t be so sure.”

      I glanced back to find Vinnie standing there. “Hi,” he said.

      “Hi.”

      “And hello to you too, Princess Belle.” He crouched down to her eye level. Her whole face lit up with excitement as she clapped her hands to go to him.

      “I don’t think hello is going to cut it,” I said, fighting a smile, and ignoring the giant knot in my stomach.

      Without asking for permission, Vinnie took Belle from me and stood up. “Wow, I think you got bigger since I last saw you.”

      “It’s only been three days,” I said.

      “Three too many.” His eyes locked on mine, a hundred things passing between us.

      “Hi, Vinnie. I’m well, thanks for asking,” Portia sassed.

      “Sorry, Portia.” He smiled. “But it’s kind of hard to see anything when this little diva commands your attention.” Vinnie pulled out a chair and sat down, taking the air with him.

      “You don’t have to tell me,” she replied, flashing me a knowing grin.

      “Behave,” I mouthed at her.

      “So…” Portia just couldn’t help herself. “I’ll be over there, looking at those overly-tempting cupcakes.” She smothered a grin as she excused herself and made a beeline for the display refrigerators.

      “She’s… subtle.” Vinnie’s lip quirked up. “How are you?”

      “Okay.” The tension grew thicker by the second. “You?”

      “I’m… Listen, Mags. I’m sorry I didn’t call. I just…”

      “I know.” I gave him a sad smile.

      “You do?” His brow arched, confusion clouding his eyes.

      “Yeah, it’s too much. Belle, what happened before you left, all of it…”

      “You really are oblivious sometimes.” The corner of his mouth lifted playfully.

      “Oblivious, but I don’t—”

      “I didn’t not call because of Belle or the past or all of it.”

      “You didn’t?”

      “Well, I guess that’s part of it. But no. I didn’t call because I don’t want to make your life any more complicated than it is already. And something tells me if I stick around, that’s going to happen.” He’d leaned in, Belle a buffer between us. His eyes were dark, hooded with lust and intention. It was overwhelming, my heart galloping in my chest.

      I’d seen Vinnie look at me with want in his eyes before, but we were younger then; it was different. But now he was looking at me the way a man looked at a woman he wanted. And I didn’t know whether to rejoice or run. Because he was right; if he stuck around it would complicate things.

      But could I really watch him walk away again?

      “Say something,” he whispered, his warm breath fanning my face.

      “I… I don’t want you to complicate things,” I said. “But I don’t want you to leave either.”

      Relief washed over him, as if he’d needed to hear me say those words more than anything.

      “Good job I’m sticking around for a while then.”

      He was?

      I wanted to ask for how long, but Portia chose that exact moment to return. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything?”

      “Hmm, no.” I cleared my throat, shuffling my chair away from his. Vinnie smirked innocently as he continued to play with Belle, letting her pull on his shirt and chew his hand.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so at ease with a guy,” Portia regarded, and this time there was no hidden agenda. Because it was the truth. In the short time they’d known each other, Belle and Vinnie had already developed a bond.

      It was both heart-warming and terrifying.

      “You two should totally go out,” she added.

      “W- what?” My cheeks flamed with embarrassment, and Vinnie cleared his throat. But I was sure I caught a hint of amusement in his chuckle.

      “As friends, obviously. But I think it will be a good thing, for both of you. No awkward first dates because you’re… friends.”

      “Friends,” Vinnie repeated as if he was testing the word on his tongue. “I think I can work with that. What do you say, Mags? For old time’s sake?”

      I slid my gaze to his and smiled. “Just friends?”

      “What more could it possibly be?” he asked quietly.

      And all I could think was: what more indeed?
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      “I can’t believe you’re taking her on a fucking date.” Shaun leaned against the door jamb, glowering at me. “Does Mom know?” 

      “A, it’s not a date. B, I don’t need Mom’s permission to go out with my friend. And C, stop looking at me like that, it’s starting to piss me the hell off.”

      “Okay then, let me rephrase that. Does Lucii know?”

      “Lucii? What the hell does she have to do with this?”

      “You know she spoke to Maggie at the wake.”

      “She did what?” My jaw clenched.

      “I thought you knew. Gave her the ‘hurt my brother again, and I’ll kill you’ speech and everything.”

      “Did I wake up in some weird alternate reality where we’re all kids again?” 

      “She’s only worried.”

      “I think I’ll be perfectly safe having dinner with Maggie.”

      “Will you though?” His brow rose. “Because I don’t think you have a fucking clue what you’re doing.”

      I let out an exasperated breath, running my fingers through my damp hair. 

      “Is that all?” I was surprised Shaun was even talking to me after the other day at the bar, but that was Shaun. He didn’t like to sit on an argument, preferring to move on as if nothing happened. 

      He held up his hands, backing away slowly. “My lips are sealed.”

      “Good, now get the hell out of here or I’m going to be late.” 

      Shaun’s laughter followed him down the hall. I finished up getting ready and made my way downstairs. “I’ll see you later, Mom”.

      “Have fun, sweetheart. Tell Maggie I said hello.” The clatter of pans followed, and I wondered what culinary delight she was whipping up this time. Shaun would have to humor her alone this time, because I had somewhere to be. 
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        * * *

      

      The drive to Maggie’s only took a few minutes. I’d barely rolled to a stop outside her house, when she appeared in the doorway. Fuck, she looked beautiful. Her hair was down, styled in big waves off her face. The sundress she wore clung to every curve and swell of her body. And her subtly made up eyes lit up when she flashed me a megawatt smile. I couldn’t have stopped my eyes from running down the length of her body even if I’d wanted to. Maggie called something into the house before closing the door behind her and making her way down the driveway.

      I went to climb out of the car to open her door, but she held up a hand. “Don’t. Friends don’t open the door for each other.”

      So it was like that. 

      Well two could play at that game. 

      I waited for Maggie to get in and buckle up, before firing up the engine again. “Ready?” I asked her.

      “I think so.”

      “Well, okay then. Get ready for the best non-date you’ve ever had.” But as I said the words, I knew this wasn’t a non-date. It wasn’t even a date-date. It was something else entirely. 

      Maggie gave me a timid smile, flicking her bangs out of her eyes.

      “You look—”

      “Don’t say it.”

      “Come on, Mags. A friend can tell their friend they look nice.” I fought a smirk.

      The vibrations from her purse interrupted. “It’s probably just Portia.”

      “Already? We haven’t even made it to the end of the street yet.” I kept my voice light.

      Maggie grabbed her cell phone and read the incoming message. 

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah,” she smiled tightly. “Portia just wanted to double-check if Belle needed a bath.”

      “It was nice of her to offer to watch Belle while we go on our non-date.”

      “Vinnie,” she said. “Are you going to do that all night because it could get a little annoying.” 

      “I get to keep you all night?” My brow went up suggestively. I was playing with her. Flirting. Enjoying watching the smatter of pink bloom along her neck and into her cheeks. 

      “Vin.” Her breath caught, her eyes fluttering closed. “You’re not playing fair.” 

      “Who, me? I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

      Maggie smothered a smile, turning to look out the window. 

      By the time we reached our destination, tension simmered between us. But it wasn’t like a black thundercloud this time. It was a sunrise, warm and inviting; a hint of things to come.

      At least, I hoped so.

      I found a parking spot and twisted to face Maggie. “Remember your thirteenth birthday?” 

      “We went to the movies and then got milkshakes from Brownies.”

      “And you said...”

      “It was the best milkshake I’d ever tasted in my life.” 

      She remembered.

      “Well, I hope you still like milkshake.”

      “Brownies? Really?” 

      I knew what she was thinking. Of all the places in Wicked Bay to come, Brownies was the least date-like place around. But I think we both knew this wasn’t a date. And once upon a time, Brownies had been one of our favorite places.

      I didn’t go around and open her door, but I did crook my elbow, hoping Maggie might accept. When she hooked her arm through mine, I stood ten feet tall.

      “Sounds perfect.”

      We made our way inside and I guided us to our old favorite booth. I gave the server a polite nod and waited for Maggie to get settled before taking my seat opposite her.

      “I don’t think I’ve been in here since…” She swallowed, guilt flashing in her eyes.

      “Hey, don’t do that. Don’t get lost in the past. It’s just me, Mags.” I reached over, covering one of her hands with mine. She didn’t startle this time, and I took it as a good sign.

      “Hi, welcome to Brownies.” The server appeared. “I’ve got a strawberry sundae milkshake and a double chocolate brownie.”

      “You really remembered?” Maggie’s eyes widened, glittering with surprise.

      “Of course I remembered. I’ll take the chocolate please,” I said to the server, who was watching us with interest.

      “Hmm, I guess mine is the strawberry.” Maggie pushed her bangs out of her face, and it was so fucking cute I wanted to say screw the milkshakes and lean across the table and taste her. But I couldn’t rush this.

      I couldn’t rush her.

      So I’d bide my time, and silently pray that this time, things worked out the way they were always supposed to.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you need to take that?” I asked, tipping my head to Maggie’s cell. It had vibrated at least four times in the last hour.

      Everything was going great. After her second sundae milkshake, Maggie loosened up, telling me all about her job and Belle while we waited for our food. Her whole face lit up when she talked about her daughter, and I listened intently, greedy to learn about their lives. And when she had asked me if there had been anyone special in LA, I was almost certain I caught her sigh with relief when I reassured her there hadn’t been.

      It was perfect.

      The most perfect non-date ever.

      Except, her phone didn’t stop bleeping and the worry lines around her eyes didn’t stop growing.

      “Are you sure?” I added, wanting her to feel as comfortable as possible.

      “Nope.” She smiled but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “It’s just Portia checking in.”

      “If you need to go, I can drive you home. I know the deal.”

      “Deal?” She frowned.

      “Yeah, with Belle. She’s your priority, and she should be. So if you need to go, just say the word and we’ll go.”

      Maggie gawked at me as if I’d just spewed a load of Latin at her.

      “Mags?”

      “I just...”

      “Maggie?”

      My blood turned to ice as I turned to find Rob looming over us. “What the fuck is this?” he ground out. “I haven’t even been gone a month and you’re already fucking him?” 

      “Whoa, man.” I leaped up and put myself between Rob and Maggie. “You need to calm down.” My hand flattened against his chest and pushed gently.

      “Don’t fucking touch me.” His eyes narrowed dangerously as he shoved my hand away. 

      “Rob, please, this isn’t the time.” Maggie was pale as she tried to crane her head around me to address him.

      “Are you going to be cool?” I asked him.

      “Cool? I come back to town to see my daughter and find the two of you out on a fucking date—”

      “It’s not a date,” I said wanting to diffuse the situation. “I’m only back in town for a couple of weeks.”

      “You expect me to believe that’s all this is?” Rob seemed completely unhinged, his eyes red and bloodshot. He was high, that much was obvious.

      “That’s all this is,” I repeated. “Why don’t you get some water, sit down, and we can talk this through?”

      People were starting to look, the servers gathering around to monitor the situation. 

      “Rob, you’re scaring people,” I said, keeping my voice even. “Why don’t we take this outside?” My hand hovered by his shoulder, but he jerked back, spooked by the doorbell. 

      “It was always him, wasn’t it?” His eyes were fixed on Maggie now. “I could never compete with perfect Vinnie. Do you know what? You two are welcome to each other.” He all but spat the words, venom and spittle flying everywhere. And then he was gone, slamming his body into the door and spilling out of the diner.

      Maggie sniffled behind me and I turned slowly to find her sobbing into her hands. 

      “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get you home.”
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        * * *

      

      We rode back to Maggie’s in thick silence. Seeing Rob again had been like a sharp jab to the stomach. But it hadn’t affected me nearly as much as it had Maggie. She had completely withdrawn; arms wrapped around her waist, head pressed up against the glass watching the world roll by. 

      “We’re here,” I said trying to break the silence. “Do you want me to—”

      “It’s fine, I can manage.” She pulled the handle, shouldering the door open.

      “Maggie, wait. What Rob said about me, is it true?”

      “Does it matter if it is? You’re leaving soon, that’s what you told Rob, isn’t it?”

      “I was trying to pacify him. That wasn’t really—”

      “What are you doing, Vinnie? What are we doing?” She let out a deep sigh, torment rolling off her in dark waves.

      “I thought we were having milkshakes, but I’m not sure anymore.” 

      “This is too confusing,” she said. 

      Before I could stop myself, I leaned over and palmed her cheek. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to make things worse. I just missed you so damn much.”

      “I missed you too.” Her eyes pinned me to the spot, rendering me completely paralyzed. 

      “I’m going to kiss you now,” I said, giving her a second to refuse. To my surprise, and relief, she didn’t. Instead, she leaned in, her eyes closed and lips slightly parted. My body trembled as I closed the distance fixing my mouth over hers. Thirteen years I’d waited for this moment. Thirteen years of yearning and dreaming. It almost didn’t feel real. But it was.

      It was everything.

      And yet, it wasn’t enough. I needed more. I needed everything Maggie could give me.

      Our tongues tangled in slow lazy licks. Maggie’s hands slid up my chest, twisting into the soft material of my Henley. “Vin,” she moaned quietly, as I deepened the kiss. “Stop. We should—”

      I jerked away, touching my head to hers and trying to get a hold of my emotions.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “It’s just too much, too soon.”

      My heart shattered all over again. My body was coiled tight like a spring, desperate to feel her beneath me. 

      “It’s okay,” I forced out. “We can take it slow; I’ll wait.” I’d waited long enough, what was another few days.

      “Oh, Vinnie.” She pressed her hands against my face and looked me right in the eye. “I’m not sure this is a good idea.”

      This time, when she said the words, my spine stiffened. She wasn’t telling me she needed time, she was telling me it was a mistake. 

      That I was a mistake.

      I pulled away, sinking back into my seat. “Why?” I buried my face into my hands, the pain of her rejection almost too much to bear. 

      “I’m confused,” she cried. “This is so confusing.”

      “Because he’s back? Or because it was never me?”

      Why didn’t she see me the way I wanted her to see me?

      It had only ever been Maggie for me, but even now, after everything, she didn’t feel the same.

      She felt something, I didn’t doubt that, but it wasn’t enough. I wanted it all. The good, the bad, and the downright ugly. I wanted to love her with everything I had, but I wanted the same in return. 

      “I have so much to think about. Belle. My future. And you’ll be leaving soon.” 

      I realized she hadn’t answered my question; she’d only skirted around it. 

      “I got it.” I stared straight ahead, not trusting myself to look at her. I’d embarrassed myself enough for one night. My hands gripped the wheel tightly as silence settled over us.

      Her purse vibrated, and Maggie let out a shaky breath. 

      “You should probably get that. It’s Portia, right?” Portia hadn’t been texting her all night, Rob had. And although I knew she wasn’t happy to see him, I couldn’t stand the thought she hadn’t trusted me enough to tell me it was him.

      I should have known better. I should have known we would never be able to escape him. Rob had been between us since we were just kids when Maggie started to gaze at him with a dreamy expression, and he was still here now.

      “Vinnie, please...” When I didn’t look at her, Maggie gave a resigned sigh. “I’ll text you later.” She climbed out of the car, taking my tattered heart with her. 
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      “I’m home,” I called out.

      Portia appeared seconds later. “You’re early.” She took one look at me and frowned. “What happened?”

      Tears streamed down my cheeks as I fell into her arms. “He showed up. Rob showed up, and I panicked. I panicked so bad, Portia.”

      “Oh, sweetie.” She rubbed my back. “Let’s go sit down and I’ll make us some hot chocolate and you can tell me all about it.” 

      With a little nod, I let her lead me down the hall. I could still feel the taste of Vinnie on my lips, remember how good it felt to finally kiss him. And then I’d ruined everything. Because that’s what I did.

      I ruined things. 

      Portia made us some hot chocolate while I sat at the kitchen table. “Here you go.” She slid a mug toward me. “Now start from the beginning.”

      So I told her. I told her how everything had been going fine until Rob showed up red-eyed and volatile. “He was so angry,” I said. “He was high, I’m sure of it. Spouting all this crap about how he never stood a chance next to Vinnie. The whole diner was watching. I was so embarrassed.”

      She leaned over and rested her hand on mine. “You have nothing to feel embarrassed about. That’s all on dickbrain.” Portia smiled, but I was too upset to return it. “Then what happened?”

      “Vinnie was so calm. He didn’t take Rob’s bait. Then after he drove me home, he kissed me and I let him and now everything is one big mess.”

      “He kissed you?”

      I didn’t like the smug knowing look in my cousin’s eyes.

      “Portia, it’s not a good thing.”

      “Isn’t it? I think you must be the only person around here who doesn’t see how perfect you two are for each other. But in case you need a reminder: Vinnie came back to town for his dad’s funeral and within less than twenty-four hours, he saved your ass at the grocery store, bonded with Belle like a pro, and charmed the pants off your cousin.” She winked at that.

      “And took you on what sounds like the most perfect non-date ever, until dickbrain showed up. He loves you, Maggie, and if you still can’t see that after all this time, then yeah, maybe you don’t deserve him.” 

      Her words hit me dead in the chest and I sucked in a sharp breath. She was right. Portia was right. 

      But that was the problem.

      Vinnie did love me still. I saw it every time he looked at me, felt it in every innocent touch. 

      He loved me despite all the mistakes I’d made. 

      And yet, I still couldn’t trust myself to admit I loved him too. 

      Because I did. I loved him so much, it hurt. But I’d become so good at fooling myself, at pretending what I felt for him was nothing more than friendship-love. It had taken being with Rob to realize that what I shared with Vinnie wasn’t lustful infatuation. It wasn’t just childhood friendship. It was knowing someone inside and out. Knowing what they were thinking without them having to say it. Being comfortable in the quiet moments. And looking into the future knowing that no matter what, they would be there. 

      By the time I’d fallen pregnant with Belle, I knew, in my heart of hearts that I didn’t love Rob. How could I when Vinnie already owned my heart? 

      So when Rob turned up at the diner, shouting and scowling, I’d felt guilty. Because he was right. Because he never could compete with Vinnie. It didn’t excuse his behavior or give him a free pass for walking out on us, but it did mean he wasn’t the only one to blame. I had to take responsibility for my part too. For the sake of Belle, I’d clung to Rob, trying to make it work. When really we were never destined to be anything more than a few months of fun.

      “What am I going to do?” I asked Portia, my heart breaking. 

      She gave me a sympathetic smile. “It’s not for me to tell you what you should do, Mags. But you deserve to be happy. And that little girl upstairs deserves a man in her life who will love her unconditionally. I know it’s complicated and scary but the things worth fighting for usually are.” 

      “When did you get so smart?” I said through silent tears. 

      “My own dating life might be a disaster, but I know a thing or two.” Portia winked, her expression growing serious. “So the question is, are you prepared to take the risk on him?”

      A loud bang on the door startled us both. “Oh no, he didn’t,” Portia leaped up running in the hall before I could scramble off the chair.

      “Call the police,” she yelled as the banging got louder.

      I grabbed my cell phone and followed her out into the hall. 

      “Maggie, open up. We need to talk,” Rob yelled. “Maggie!”

      “Oh God,” my voice trembled as Portia hovered by the door, her brows furrowed with concentration. 

      “Dial 9-1-1,” she said.

      “Maybe I should just talk to—”

      “Maggie, open this fucking door now.” The banging became maniacal.

      “Rob, you need to leave, the police are on their way.” Portia’s voice was calm. A damn sight calmer than my nerves which were shot. 

      “Open. The. Goddamn. Door. I want to see my daughter. You can’t keep me from her. She’s mine. Mine.”

      “Rob, calm down, man.”

      “Vinnie?” I breathed, my legs going from under me. Portia rushed to my side, hooking her arm around me. 

      “Maybe he’ll be able to talk him down.” She snatched the cell phone from my hand and dialed 9-1-1.

      “My friend’s ex is here and he’s threatening her and her daughter...” Portia reeled off my address, begging them to come quickly. 

      Rob’s screams perforated the air, as the sound of grunts and groans filled the air.

      I clutched Portia tighter. “What if he hurts him? What if—”

      “Mags?” Vinnie shouted. “Maggie?” 

      “Quick, open the door,” I urged.

      It all happened in a blur: Portia opening the door, Vinnie rushing over to me and pulling me into his arms, the police sirens growing louder. 

      My eyes frantically swept over Vinnie’s face, my fingers tracing the purple bruise around his eye, the deep cut in his lip. “You’re hurt.” I gulped.

      “I’ll be fine. It’s you and Belle I’m worried about.” He hugged me tighter. 

      “Belle,” I tore from his arms and ran down the hall and up the stairs, taking two steps at a time, only slowing when I finally reached her room. I breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of my little princess sleeping soundly in her crib.

      “She’s okay?” Vinnie lingered in the door. 

      “She’s fine.” I smiled over at him, itching to lift her out and hug her close. To reassure myself that she was okay.

      “You should do it,” he said as if he could hear my thoughts. “You won’t rest until you do.” Vinnie gave me a weak smile.

      Gently, I lifted Belle out of her crib, cradling her close to my body. She murmured softly, her little button nose scrunching up as I held her. 

      “She’s okay,” Vinnie said, moving closer until he was standing behind me to the side. “You’re both okay,” he said the words as if he needed reassurance.

      “What will happen... to Rob?”

      “Let the police deal with him. Right now, all I care about is you and Belle.”

      “You came back?” Even after I’d rejected him earlier, he came back.

      “I was coming back to apologize. I pushed you too soon.” His arm slipped around my waist and I sank into his embrace. 

      “I can’t regret everything because I have Belle. She’s the one good thing to come out of all this. But it should have been us, Vinnie.” I glanced back at him, my eyes saying everything I wasn’t ready to say. “It should have been you.”

      “We have time.” His voice cracked as he gazed at me with nothing but love and understanding. “We have all the time in the world.”

      “But you have to go back to LA. Your life is—”

      “Wherever you are, Maggie. It’s always been you. It will always be you.”

      I was speechless. I didn’t deserve Vinnie or a second chance. Not after the way I’d hurt him. But here he was, offering me everything I ever wanted and didn’t know until it was too late. 

      “Don’t cry.” Vinnie wiped the tears from my eyes, but I couldn’t stop them once they started. “Here, let me take her.” He moved in front of me and carefully extracted Belle from my arms, cradling her in his own. I grabbed a tissue from the box on her changing unit and dabbed my eyes. 

      “Sorry to interrupt,” Portia called from out in the hall. “But the police want to ask you a few questions.”

      “Oh God...” I clutched my neck, panic churning through me.

      “Look at me, Mags.” Vinnie’s voice grounded me, and I slowly lifted my gaze to his. “I’m right here, okay?”

      Giving him a little nod, I steeled myself to face them.

      Vinnie returned Belle to her crib and came to my side, taking my hand in his. “Together?” he asked. To which I replied, “Together.” 
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, the police had taken our statements and carted Rob away in their cruiser for questioning. Vinnie refused to press charges despite his physical injuries. But the police were concerned Rob was mentally unstable. The whole situation made me sad. We’d once been three best friends with not a care in the world, and now we were all entwined in a messy web of betrayal, disappointment, and hurt. True to his word, Vinnie stayed beside me the entire time. Even long after the police left and Portia said goodnight, he’d stayed. 

      “How are you feeling?”

      I turned to Vinnie, smiling sadly. “Like it’s all been a bad dream. I knew he was losing it, but I never thought...” My voice trailed off, as flashes of Rob’s anger, his cruel words replayed in my mind.

      “You know this isn’t your fault, don’t you?”

      “Isn’t it?” I cried. “I pursued him. I told him I loved him. And all along he knew...”

      “Knew what?” Vinnie’s voice was so low I barely heard him.

      Dropping my eyes to the floor, I looked up at him through my lashes. “That it’s you, Vin. That it’s always been you.”

      His breath caught, his irises darkening. “Don’t say it if you don’t mean it.” It came out ragged.

      I inched along the couch until our knees were touching. “I mean it. I’ve just been too scared to admit it.” I averted my gaze again.

      “But why?” Vinnie slid his hand against my cheek, turning my face to his.

      “Because I didn’t want to lose you. I didn’t want a relationship to ruin what we had.” Tears pooled in my eyes. “But I lost you anyway.” 

      He swiped away the tears rolling down my face. “There are a lot of things we both should have done differently, but we can’t change the past, we can only look forward. And the truth is I loved you when you were eleven. I loved you after you broke my heart into a thousand pieces when you chose Rob. And I still loved you the moment I spotted you across the cemetery, Mags.”

      “And now?” I asked, a little breathless from his confession.

      Vinnie tilted my face up to meet his. “I love you more than I did yesterday but not as much as I will tomorrow.”

      And then he kissed me. 
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      Maggie sank into the kiss without hesitation. My tongue gently nudged her lips, demanding more, and she willingly gave it to me. It was everything I wanted; I was just sorry it had taken these circumstances to get here. Our tongues tangled together, finding a slow erotic rhythm, stoking a fire in my stomach. 

      “Mags,” I said, breaking away, but she curled her arms around my neck, tugging me back to her. “Wait,” I chuckled. “We should talk—”

      “No talking.” She kissed me hard this time, plunging her tongue into my mouth and taking what she wanted. And I let her. Because this woman could have it all. My lips, my body. Heart and soul. She owned every single inch of me, whether she wanted it or not. 

      “Maggie.” I gently pushed her shoulders, forcing her backwards. “I don’t want you to do something you’re going to regret tomorrow.”

      For as much as I wanted her, I wanted her to want this because she couldn’t stand the thought of not touching me, of not being with me. I didn’t want our first time to be tainted by the events of the night. 

      “I want you, Vincent Ford.” She smiled, lust and love glittering in her eyes. “So please stop talking and kiss me.”

      I didn’t need asking twice. 

      I dived at her, knocking her back into the cushions and kissing her hard and deep; the way I’d dreamed of kissing her since I was just a boy. 

      My hands couldn’t get enough of her, touching and stroking, desperate to feel every inch of her. To learn the curves of her body. Her tickle spots. The places that made her moan. 

      “I have waited so long for this.” I kissed the corner of her lips, tracing a path down to her neck, sucking the skin there.

      “More, Vin. I need—”

      “Ssh.” I lifted my head for a second. “I’ve got you, Mags.” I will always have you. 

      Pulling away, I stood up and held out my hand. A deep frown pinched Maggie’s brow as she slid her hand into mine. Her skin was flushed, the sexy blush I loved so much streaked up her neck and into her cheeks. Fuck, now I wanted to see where else I could make her blush. But not here, not like this. 

      I tugged her toward me and slid my hand around her, the other going under her legs. 

      “Vinnie, what the—” I scooped her up and began walking toward the hall.

      Her soft laughter filled the air and I wanted to bottle it; it was that damn sweet. 

      “Ssh,” I whispered against her ear. “You don’t want to wake Belle, do you?” Because as much as I loved that little girl, I really really wanted some alone time with her mom right now. 

      Treading carefully, I carried Maggie upstairs and down the hall. “It’s the last door on the left,” she said quietly. 

      Tension swirled around us, the air crackling as I toed open the door and stepped inside. I lowered Maggie to the floor, and she tried to wriggle away from me, but I hooked her around the waist and pulled her flush against my chest. “And where do you think you’re going?” 

      “I just want to savor this,” she sighed. “We’ll never get this again, our first time.”

      “No, we won’t.” I kissed the end of her nose. “But hopefully we’ll get a lot of times after tonight.” My brow went up suggestively and she swatted my chest. “I’d forgotten how much you love to turn everything into a joke.”

      “And I’d forgotten how beautiful you are.” 

      “Vin...”

      “Kiss me, Mags. Kiss me and mean it.” I touched my head to hers. “Kiss me and show me how much you want this.”

      Maggie touched her lips to mine, her fingers gripping my jaw. Her tongue darted out, licking the seam of my mouth before pushing inside, tangling around my tongue. I slipped my hand down to the curve of her ass and pulled her closer, so close I could feel all of her pressed up against all of me. I was rock hard, desperate to be inside of her; but I didn’t want to rush this. I wanted to take my time acquainting myself with her body. But Maggie had other ideas, sliding her hands underneath my Henley and scraping her nails down my torso.

      “Fuuuuck,” I groaned, a deep shudder rolling through me. 

      “Did you like that?” She nipped my earlobe. 

      “I’ll like you under me better.” I crowded Maggie until the backs of her legs hit the bed. When I was certain she was positioned right, I pushed her chest gently, sending her falling back onto the mattress. She gazed up at me with fire in her eyes. But I would risk the burn ten times over just to be with her.

      She landed with a giggle, the sound so fucking beautiful, I wanted to find all the ways to make her keep doing it.

      I fell down on top of her, taking my weight with my hands, and I kissed her again. Slow and deep, fast and hard. Teasing her with my tongue and lips. Painting her jaw, the hollow of her neck, with big wet kisses. 

      “Touch me,” Maggie whispered. “Please.”

      Her words hit me like a sledgehammer. I’d dreamed of this day over and over, since I was just a boy unfamiliar with a woman’s body. There were so many things I wanted to do to her, with her. 

      “Where do you want me to touch you, Mags? Tell me.” Her eyes flew open, glossy with desire, skin flushed with arousal. 

      “I... everywhere.”

      My brow went up as I fought a smirk. Sliding off the bed onto my knees, I ran my hand down her stomach, finding the last button of her blouse. Making quick work of them, I moved to her jeans next, pulling them off her hips and down her legs. She looked so fucking sexy, spread out on the bed in nothing but her underwear and silk blouse. But it wasn’t enough. I needed to see every inch of her. To taste every inch. 

      Crooking my finger at her, Maggie sat up, letting the blouse drift down her arms. 

      “You are so beautiful, Maggie. I could spend my days just looking at you.”

      “Vin.” Her breath caught as I skated my hands around her ribs to her bra fastening. It popped open revealing her perfect breasts. I couldn’t resist leaning forward, tasting her. She almost bucked off the bed when my mouth closed around her nipple.

      “Y- your turn,” she panted. “Clothes... off.” 

      Chuckling, I pulled away and winked at her as I stood up and stripped down to my boxer briefs. Our clothes lay around us in haphazard piles and I knew, without doubt, this was what I wanted. Right here. A future with Maggie and Belle.

      But first, I needed to feel her. To show her how much I loved her. 

      Kneeling again, I glided my hand up her stomach and pushed gently until she was lying flat. Then I drifted my hand back down but this time I didn’t stop until I was lingering at the edge of her black lace panties. 

      “Oh God,” she breathed as I rubbed her. “That is... Oh God.”

      Smirking, I hooked the material to the side and slid my fingers through her wetness. Maggie’s back arched, her soft moans filling the air. 

      She was so wet, so needy, it made my heart almost burst. She wanted this.

      She wanted me.

      It was all I’d ever wanted.

      To have her look at me the way I looked at her. To have her need me the way I needed her.

      I pushed a finger into her and then another, curving them up and rubbing deep inside her. 

      “Vinnie, I can’t... it’s...”

      “Ssh, baby, I got you.” Leaning forward, I ran my tongue around her clit, tasting her. It was pure heaven.

      My fingers worked her faster as I let my tongue get acquainted with her body, drawing moan after moan from her soft lips. 

      “Vinnie, more, I need...” Her body tensed and then shuddered around me as she came all over my fingers. 

      Working my way back up her body, I kissed her, letting her taste herself on my tongue.

      “Hi,” I said easing away to look at her.

      “Hi.” She smiled. “That was...”

      “Only the beginning. I need to feel you, Maggie.” Because if I didn’t get inside her in the next second, there was every chance I might die. 

      I needed her like I needed oxygen. 

      She nodded. “I want you too.”

      “Condom?”

      “I’m on the pill, and I got tested after... after I found out Rob cheated on me.” 

      My jaw clenched as I muttered, “That motherfucker.”

      “Don’t.” She grabbed my face. “Don’t let him ruin this for us. I need you, Vinnie. Make love to me, please. Show me how good it can be.”

      Maggie hooked her legs around me, pressing me right against her core. Wet heat enveloped me, but she still had her panties on. 

      Pulling away to stand, I inched the black lace off her hips and down her legs, throwing them on the pile of our discarded clothes. And then kicked off my boxers.

      “Now,” I said, sliding back between her legs, and gazing down at her. “Where we were?” My dick nudged her entrance, as if he knew exactly where he needed to be.

      “I love you, Vinnie, more than anything.”

      “I love you too, Mags, so fucking much.” And then I rocked into her in one smooth stroke. 

      Our bodies were joined, our hearts beating as one.

      And although it had taken a lot of heartache to get here, I knew without a shadow of doubt, I was finally home. 
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        One year later…

      

      

      “Are you ready to go see Grandpa Ford?” I asked Belle as she wrapped her arms around my neck.

      “Andpa Ord,” she repeated, and I smoothed her hair from her face.

      “That’s right, Princess. He would have loved you.” Grief pinched my heart. “He would have loved you so much.”

      Maggie squeezed my arm and I glanced down at her. “You okay?” she mouthed, and I forced a smile.

      “I will be.”

      The cemetery was quiet as we made our way to Dad’s headstone. It was already littered with fresh flowers and drawings from Tilly. She and my sister had visited earlier with Mom, but I’d wanted to wait for Maggie to get off work so we could come together. It was the first time we were bringing Belle.

      A year to the day since we buried him.

      It had been a whirlwind twelve months. After Rob had been arrested that day, things between me and Maggie moved quickly. I quit my job, moved home, and took a senior position at my Dad’s company. It was the least I could do given the circumstances, and Mom was ecstatic I would continue his legacy.

      Our relationship didn’t come as a surprise to most people. Mom, Teresa, and Shaun were all happy for us. It took Lucii a little longer to accept it though. I think once Maggie decided to sell the house so we could buy a place together, she knew we were serious.

      I lowered Belle to the ground and Mags handed her the small bouquet of white roses. “Here you go, sweetheart.”

      Belle took time placing the flowers. I crouched down beside her, helping as she took her time to make the arrangement perfect. She might have only been just two, but she was already a perfectionist.

      “Pincess Belle did ood?” she asked me.

      “So good, baby girl.” I leaned in to kiss her cheek.

      “Come here, Princess.” Maggie sat down beside me and pulled Belle onto her lap.

      “Hey, Dad,” I said, running my hand over the headstone. “I brought someone to meet you.” My eyes slid to Belle who clapped with glee. “I also wanted to tell you our news.” I met Maggie’s teary gaze. “We’re pregnant. The baby is due in seven months. We haven’t told everyone yet because it’s still early days. But I wanted you to know, Dad. I wanted you to know first, that I got the girl and my happy ending.”

      We hadn’t planned to grow our family so quickly, but Maggie had been sick a couple of months back and the doctor said it probably interfered with her birth control. It had been a surprise, but one I wouldn’t change for the world. I couldn’t wait to see Maggie’s stomach grow round with our child. To see Belle’s face when she got to meet her brother or sister.

      I finally had everything I ever wanted.

      And I couldn’t be happier.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Dadda,” Belle yelled the second she laid eyes on Rob. He walked toward us, hands deep in his pockets, wearing his usual easy smile. Only this time, he wasn’t alone. 

      “Hey, Princess.” He scooped up Belle in his arms and smothered her with kisses, while Maggie buried herself into my side, a contented sigh slipping from her lips.

      There was a time I would have wondered what she was thinking; if she was looking at Rob with lust and longing in her eyes. But I didn’t need to worry any more.

      Maggie was mine, in every way possible.

      But Rob was still Belle’s father, and things had been better between the three of us since he cleaned up his act and met Aubrey.

      “Hey, guys. I hope you don’t mind, but I brought Aubrey along to meet you.” Hesitation clouded his eyes, but Mags stepped forward smiling as she said, “Of course we don’t mind. It’s so good to finally meet you.”

      “I didn’t want to overstep,” the petite redhead said. “But I’ve been so desperate to meet you both. And this little princess of course.” Aubrey turned her attention to Belle. “Hi there, I’ve heard so much about you. I’m Aubrey, I’m good friends with your daddy.”

      “Dadda.” Belle beamed, reaching out for Aubrey’s hair and stroking it. “I ike you air.”

      “And I like yours.”

      We all laughed, and I tucked Maggie back into my side as we watched Belle and her father.

      At first, after everything went down with Rob that day, I thought I’d find it hard with him being in Belle and Maggie’s lives. He had rights after all. But I quickly realized that if anyone would find it hard, it would be Rob. He was the outsider looking in now. I’d gotten Maggie and Belle, I’d gotten the life he could have had. And he knew I wouldn’t squander it the way he had. That was his regret to live with.

      I needn’t have worried too much though. In the end, Belle turned out to be the thing that brought us back together. It wasn’t the same as it used to be, but we were friends again and that was more than I could have hoped for. 

      “So what did you guys want to do?” Rob asked as he bounced Belle in his arms. “I thought we could go down to the Bay and paddle and then get food at The Shack?” 

      “Actually,” I said. “We thought you and Aubrey could take Belle for a few hours; if you wanted to?”

      “Yeah?” His confusion quickly melted away replaced with appreciation. Maggie nodded and his grin widened. “We’d like that, wouldn’t we, babe?”

      “If you’re sure?” Aubrey added.

      “We’re sure.” I dropped a kiss on Maggie’s head. “You could spend the day at the beach and we’ll meet you at The Shack for food later? Say about five?”

      “That’s great,” Rob rushed out, hardly able to contain his excitement. It wasn’t the first time he’d taken Belle but it was usually only for an hour here or there or he visited her with us or his mom. “What do you say, Princess?”

      Belle cheered, her soft peels of excitement filling the air. We said goodbye to Belle and Rob and they wandered toward his truck, but Aubrey lingered. “Thank you; you don’t know how much this means to him.”

      “We just want Belle to be happy,” Maggie said. Her voice cracked with emotion and I hugged her closer.

      “Well, thank you. I know things haven’t been easy between the three of you but Rob respects you both a lot and I know he’d probably kill me for saying this, but he’s so happy to be in your lives.”

      Fuck. Even my throat went dry at her words. I didn’t doubt Aubrey knew all about our past but she hadn’t lived it. That was something only the three of us shared.

      “Rob has my number if there are any problems,” Maggie said.

      “Well, we’ll see you later, I guess. Thanks again and it was so good finally meeting you both.” Aubrey hurried after them.

      “Are we doing the right thing?” Maggie asked the second she was out of earshot. I turned her in my arms and gazed down at her.

      “I think so. Besides, it means we can go home and have some alone time.”

      “Alone time, huh?” Her brow rose, and I smirked.

      “Yeah, so get your cute ass in the car because the clock’s ticking and I’m going to need every spare second to show you just how much I love you.”

      “You love me?” Mags teased, pulling me toward the car, but I yanked her into me, looping my arms around her waist.

      “I love you more than yesterday, but not as much as tomorrow, and definitely not as much as the day after that, or the one after that.” My lips traced letters of love along her neck.

      “You love me a lot then?”

      “Just a little bit.” I smothered a grin. “But actions speak louder than words, Mags, so get in the damn car.”

      

      
        
        The End.
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      “I’m sorry, Mr. Ainsworth, but on this I have to agree with Ms. Spencer.”

      The relief I feel at Judge Winslow’s words, walking out of the courtroom, is short-lived. The reality hits me in the face the moment I step into Kenny G’s holiday classics streaming into the otherwise empty elevator cab. My knees buckle and I end up on my ass, sitting on the floor with my back against the side.

      The frenzied battle waged in and out of the courtroom, these past five days, suddenly seems insignificant in the face of what’s ahead. Today, in fact. The judge ended up giving Emmett and his family until four this afternoon to say their goodbyes, and after that it will all be up to me.

      The heaviest of responsibilities my knees clearly can’t hold up under.

      The moment the door hisses open, I’m blinded by flashing lights.

      Stupid. I’d all but forgotten they were here.

      I scramble to my feet, an endeavor made more difficult with microphones and recording devices shoved in my face, and block out the questions that come at me from all directions. Hard to believe I was part of the pack not that long ago.

      I should’ve let Sam come. When I talked to her briefly this morning and she mentioned Demi—her youngest—had been sick all night, I insisted she stay home and look after her. I regret it now. Sam would’ve plowed her way through the small crowd of my peers and hustled me out of there.

      I will myself not to show emotion, a copy of the judge’s order being crumpled in my hand from the effort. I fight the panic crawling up my throat as they hold the elevator doors open, but block me inside. My eyes aim over their heads to look for help.

      It comes in the form of a gray, potbellied security guard who comes to my rescue. He forces himself through the throng and grabs me by the arm. I follow behind him like a frightened child, as he drags me into a small room beside the security checkpoint at the door.

      “Breathe,” my Good Samaritan orders. “Where the hell is your lawyer?”

      “Another case,” I manage, trying to control my breathing.

      “Do you have a car or should I call someone to pick you up?”

      “Just a taxi, please.”

      I’d left my car at the hospital. Driving in Boston is a nightmare on the best of days. I had no desire to get stuck finding a parking spot, so I opted to cab it.

      Ten minutes later, the same kind guard leads me down the courthouse steps and into the cab waiting below.

      “Tufts, please.”

      “Which entrance?” the driver asks.

      “Emergency,” I quickly say, hoping to avoid the press likely to be hounding the main entrance, as they have the past few days, since Emmett made our battle a very public one.

      My job, not so long ago my passion, has turned on me these past weeks. Even after being out of the spotlight the past nine months, unfortunately I’m apparently still newsworthy. Of course, Emmett and his parents are mostly to blame for that, probably thinking I would cave under public pressure.

      I haven’t. Not when the only redeeming outcome in this nightmare was dependent on my strength.

      The emergency entrance to the otherwise busy hospital is blissfully quiet, and I send up a brief thank you to whatever power is up there. For one who’s not particularly religious, I’ve sure sent up my share of prayers these past nine months and even more so the past week. Pretty sure no one is listening, but even knowing intellectually there’s no avoiding what is coming, I’m not willing to leave any stone unturned.

      On the third floor, I force myself to grab a coffee and a sandwich, knowing I’ll need to keep up my strength. Besides, Emmett and his parents are probably with him already. They left the courthouse while I was waiting for a copy of the order.

      They have another hour before it’s my turn, time I need to set the wheels in motion. Lives may depend on it.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you ready?”

      Swallowing hard, I’m only able to nod.

      It’s probably been close to an hour since Emmett was escorted out by security. His parents were already gone, but he’d lingered, waiting for me to arrive. He didn’t hesitate making an ugly scene, flinging accusations I rationally know were without foundation in the truth, but he cut me nonetheless.

      Deep.

      His hurtful words teased the exposed nerve of guilt I couldn’t help but feel, and I needed some time to reflect. Staff kept a respectful distance for a while, but with the clock ticking, I couldn’t fault them for prodding me along.

      The sudden silence in the room is deafening as I’m given a few moments alone with him. I stroke my fingers over his impassive face. It used to be the only thing that would soothe him, make him fall asleep.

      I lean over the bed and kiss his face.

      “Sleep tight, my love.”

      Then I walk out of the room, leaving my world behind.

      

      
        
        JUDE

      

      

      “What?”

      I surge up from my chair and my heart stops in my throat at Cassie’s words.

      “They may have a heart,” she repeats.

      My body drops back down as I process what she’s saying. “For Kelty? Oh my God.”

      “I know.” Her voice is soft and I can hear her tears.

      “I’m taking her right now. They want her in as soon as possible, so they can start prepping, but it’ll probably be hours yet. How long will you be?”

      I look around my messy office, and for once I wish I’d picked Boston instead of Cape Cod to open my restaurant. “An hour,” I answer, much too optimistically.

      “Jude, please. You don’t do anyone favors if you get pulled over, hurt, or—God forbid—killed because you’re speeding. Maybe you should ask Steve to drive you.”

      Steve is one of the reasons I ended up in Orleans. I went to college with the guy and being a real estate agent on the Cape, when he got wind I was looking for a location, he started sending me prospective listings. I fell in love with a cove-side property just north of town right away and signed the papers just days after seeing it.

      That was thirteen years ago and I’ve never regretted it until today.

      “Mandy!” I call out as I grab my coat. It’s fucking cold out, with a stiff wind blowing in off the water. Snow is expected after this weekend, but I suspect I’ll be holed up in Boston.

      I hope I’ll still be in Boston.

      “Yeah, Boss?”

      Amanda Ross is my restaurant manager. She’s a local who was the first to respond to my ad looking for staff thirteen years ago. Then a new high school graduate without a lot of prospects on the Cape. What she didn’t have in formal education, she made up for over the years, learning on the job and in a few courses I paid for her to follow. Now thirty-one, Mandy is married to a local commercial fisherman—a great guy who happens to supply the restaurant with fresh catch—and she runs the day-to-day of Cove Side Cooker. On top of that, she’s become a friend.

      “I’m off to Tufts.”

      Her eyes go wide. “Kelty?”

      “She’s good. It’s…” Suddenly my emotions get the better of me and I struggle to get my next words out. “They may have a heart for her.”

      The next instant, my manager throws herself in my arms and drenches me with her tears, chanting, “Ohmigod, ohmigod…”

      “Mandy, honey. I gotta go.” My own eyes wet, I pry her away from me and kiss her forehead. “I gotta know you’ve got this place.”

      “Right.” She wipes her sleeve over her wet face, fighting for composure as she starts shoving me out of the restaurant. “I’ve got it, Boss. Best get going. I’ll let everyone know.”

      That gives me pause and I stop in my tracks.

      “Maybe hold off on that? Until we know a bit more, okay?” I quickly add when her face shows immediate concern.

      Maybe I’m being overly cautious, but if I’ve learned anything this past year, it’s that nothing is guaranteed. Especially not good news.

      “Of course,” she immediately responds. “Keep me in the loop, though. I’ll be praying for you all.”

      I’m one of those non-practicing Catholics, who still believes in the power of prayer. Nothing wrong with sending that positive energy out into the universe.

      “Appreciated.”

      I give her a nervous smile and dart out to my Traverse in the parking lot.
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        * * *

      

      “Daddy!”

      My heart gives a jolt, seeing my nine-year-old, blue-eyed, blonde-haired princess back in a hospital bed. The only difference is, this time her smile is wide compared to the last time I walked into Tufts, finding a sickly girl hooked up to too many machines.

      Since being diagnosed with acute cardiomyopathy, she’s had a VAD—a ventricular assist device—surgically placed to give her failing heart a break. The last seven months, waiting on a viable heart, has been a lot better for her than the couple of months prior to that.

      “Hey, Pooh.” I close the distance to the bed and inhale her scent as I bend down, and she wraps her little arms around my neck.

      “I’m getting my new heart today.”

      I love the sound of her girly, Tinker Bell voice and smile down on her. “So I hear.”

      My eyes immediately dart up to Cassie, who has her arms wrapped around her husband, Mark, both showing the overwhelming emotions I feel in my chest. Hope, apprehension, relief, and stark fear for what might lie ahead.

      I kiss Kelty’s curls before I get up from the bed and walk over to her mom.

      Cassie lets go of Mark and she hugs me back as hard as I’m hugging her. Mark does the same when I turn to him.

      We’ve been lucky.

      Cassie and I never intended to have a child together. Ours was an occasional, convenient, and purely physical connection, but a pregnancy was the result of our friends-with-benefits arrangement. We weren’t destined for anything more, and we both knew it. Agreeing to focus on co-parenting our child, and remain the friends we were—without the benefits part—was the best decision.

      It was a year after Kelty was born Cassie met Mark, and although I’d been hesitant at first sharing my daughter with him, he proved to be a good man, a good stepfather to my daughter. The fact Kelty has three parents firmly in her corner has proven to be invaluable. Especially since early March of this year.

      That’s when Kelty first became sick.

      “So it’s official?” I ask, after everyone sits down. I’m perched on the side of our daughter’s bed.

      “Yes,” Mark states firmly when Cassie only manages to nod.

      I blow out an audible breath, hope and fear now dominating anything else I might feel.

      We distract ourselves with inane chatter about the weather, sports, our respective jobs, interspersed with visits from the lab, an administrator with paperwork to sign, the anesthesiologist, and an OR nurse prepping Kelty. Finally the surgeon makes an appearance, reminding us he’s done this surgery for many years to reassure us.

      Not that it does, since this is and hopefully will be our first and only time, no matter how many of these transplant surgeries he’s done over the years.

      Still, when my princess is taken to the OR, and a nurse suggests we wait in the small surgical waiting room, I feel more hopeful than fearful.

      “None of us have eaten. Why don’t I go grab us something?” I offer, needing to do something. I’ve never been a particularly restful or patient person, I do better being active in some way.

      “I don’t think I could eat,” Cassie voices.

      “Something,” I urge. “Even just some fruit or a yogurt. We’ll likely be up all night, watching over her. You don’t do her any favors if you collapse.”

      Throwing her own words back at her earns me an irritated glare. “Fine,” she bites off.

      “You stay,” Mark suggests, getting up. “I’ll grab us some sandwiches.”

      “It’s okay. I need something to do,” I assure him, resolutely walking out of the waiting room.

      Straight into the path of a distraught-looking woman.

      She looks vaguely familiar, although it’s difficult to tell with her messy blonde tresses covering half of her face. Her business-like attire doesn’t match the state of her face and hair.

      “I’m sorry,” she mumbles, pressing a hand to her mouth to stifle the sob that is visibly wracking her body.

      Not sure why, but my hands immediately go to her shoulders to steady her. Her eyes shoot up and I see sheer torment in her pale gray, swollen eyes.

      “Is there something I can do? Someone I can call, maybe?” I offer, my chest constricting in the face of her pain.

      She abruptly shakes her head and turns away from my hold, and I just barely hear her response, before she hurries down the corridor.

      “There’s no one now.”
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      “I don’t understand why you need to do this?”

      It’s not the first time Sam has asked me this question, so I brush the hair out of my face and take in a deep breath before I try to explain again.

      “Because I need a fresh start, Sam. It’s been five months, and still two weeks ago I was blindsided by some gossip rag article that had pictures showing me visiting Jamie, and even one of me walking out of my therapist’s office. It’s ridiculous. Anywhere I look, every place I go; I’m reminded. How am I supposed to heal when every day rubs the wound raw, keeping it oozing?”

      “But you don’t know anyone there,” she says, her face over the stack of boxes in my kitchen crumpling.

      “Don’t get me started,” I warn her, but the next moment I’m engulfed in her embrace.

      I love this woman. She’s been my touchstone all our lives but literally became the rock I hung onto for dear life in the past year and change. Especially since right before Christmas, when Jamie died.

      “Besides,” I tell her, setting her back gently with my hands on her shoulders. “Not knowing anyone is kinda the point, Sam. I need to breathe instead of constantly gasping for the air that keeps getting knocked out of me.”

      “But who’s going to be there if…well, if…”

      I know what she’s struggling with to say out loud. I was free-falling for a while after we buried Jamie, tumbling down a dark hole. With everything that gave me purpose gone, life just became…unbearable. It was Sam who found me and had to call an ambulance.

      That was toward the end of January. I’d been so shocked at the stark pain in Sam’s face when I woke up in the hospital. I’d been so lost in my dark vortex of grief; I lost the ability to see anything else. All I wanted was to numb the pain, but I ended up causing hers.

      She felt betrayed—by me. That realization prompted me to agree to the six weeks of inpatient treatment I was offered. It gave me some parameters—and structure—things I needed until I could find my balance again.

      It’s disorienting when you no longer have responsibilities to carry or a schedule to keep. When the framework of your life is suddenly gone, and you no longer have any idea what to hold onto, or which direction to go.

      “Honey,” I whisper, lifting a hand to her cheek. “I’ll be an hour and a half away. I’m keeping up with the weekly appointments at the clinic for now and will come to see you every time I’m in town. I’m not disappearing from the face of the earth.” I dip my head to peek under her eyelashes. “I’m doing it to get out of this spiral that seems to want to pull me down. Don’t you see? I’m not leaving you, I’m trying to find me.”

      “Mika, are you sure you…” Jason’s voice trails off when he sees his wife in my arms and looks at me stunned. “What did I miss?”

      “Mika’s leaving, you big oaf,” Sam snaps, swinging around on her husband, who already has his hands up defensively.

      “Yeah, I got that part, since I’ve been hauling her furniture over to that storage place in Quincy all weekend.”

      “Exactly!” Sam throws her arms in the air and promptly starts crying again. Poor Jason looks at me with his eyes bugging, but luckily has the sense to pull her into a hug.

      After a few moments, she mutters something about cleaning up and disappears into the bathroom.

      “Is she on the rag?” Jason stage-whispers, cocking his thumb at the bathroom door.

      “Dude, whatever you do, don’t ever ask her that question.”

      “I know, Mika. I have the scars to remind me. Why do you think I’m asking you?”

      “She’s afraid for me, Jason, and she doesn’t trust me anymore. I get it. I screwed that up, and I can’t blame her. If the roles were reversed, I’d be scared too.”

      “Not like you’re moving to fucking Alaska,” he mumbles, and I grin. He’s a good man, a great father, and a loving husband, who would do anything for his wife. He just doesn’t handle emotion well, which is kind of funny, since he has twin daughters barreling toward puberty. He’ll be drowning in emotions soon.
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        * * *

      

      “Thanks for giving up your book club to come with me.”

      Sam turns to smile at me. “I hated this week’s pick anyway. The main character rubs me the wrong way, and I struggled through seven chapters before I tossed it aside. Not a shred of common sense in the woman.”

      I chuckle. Despite her meltdown in my kitchen a few days ago, Sam is generally a strictly no-nonsense, straightforward type. Almost abrasive at times, but her directness is what I love about her. What you see is what you get.

      “Did you know they would be here?” she asks, tilting her head at a group converged in a corner of the large hospital atrium, partially repurposed for tonight’s fundraising event.

      “I figured.” I shrug, casting a glance at the small clique of reporters fortunately focused on the current speaker. “This place is a genuine who’s who of Boston, all in one location.”

      I wasn’t going to come when I heard about the fund-raiser for the hospital’s new transplant program. The program is geared toward improved post-transplant support both for the recipients and their families, as well as the families of the donors. I was actually approached to speak to the need for a more comprehensive aftercare program.

      I get why I was asked. To have someone, who has been in the public eye, speak often carries—not necessarily justly—a little more weight. May loosen the purse strings. It’s too raw for me still, and I politely declined.

      Something made me want to come anyway. Maybe to challenge myself, I’m not sure. The hospital doesn’t exactly hold good memories for me, but avoiding it would be cutting out the last nine months of Jamie’s life. He spent a lot of time here at Tufts.

      “Whoa,” Sam whispers beside me. “Who’s the giant bearded hottie?”

      I follow her gaze. “Oh, that’s Rick Porcello. He’s a pitcher for the Red Sox.” I give him a wave when he tilts his chin in my direction.

      “Seriously?” Sam gasps. “You know him?”

      “Well, yeah. I interviewed him a few times.”

      “How can you even form words around a guy like that?”

      I laugh. The sensation still feels a little strange—rusty—but freeing as well. I used to laugh a lot. “Honey,” I whisper in her ear. “He was half-naked at the time.”

      “Bullshit,” she exclaims a little too loud, and a few heads swing in our direction.

      “Hush. It’s probably on YouTube somewhere. That was my job, Sam. I was in the locker room at most of their home games and some of the out-of-town ones. Trust me, when you’re a sports journalist, you quickly get used to a roomful of very fit, naked men.”

      “Hell, I’d never get used to seeing that—” She nods at Porcello. “—in a towel.”

      “He only put that towel on for the interview,” I tease her and am rewarded with an elbow in the ribs.

      “Shut the front door!”

      Again heads swivel, this time accompanied by irritated glares.

      “You’re drawing attention,” I mumble, shoving her shoulder.

      It’s funny, all these years of working as a sports journalist for one of Boston’s local networks, and Sam’s never shown as much interest as now. Granted, sports have never been her thing, although she’s always been supportive and proud of my career in the male-dominated field. Ironic she’d spark an interest now my career is effectively over.

      I shouldn’t be surprised; my friend has always had a healthy appreciation for beautiful men. She’s happily married to a prime specimen herself, but in her own words, that doesn’t render her blind.

      I’m not exactly visually challenged myself, but a lot of these guys are ten to twenty years younger than me and only bring out my strong maternal side.

      I wince at my last thought. A maternal side I no longer have a use for.

      “Is he an athlete too?” Sam asks; drawing me into the present as she indicates the small stage set up near the stairs.

      A broad-shouldered, salt-and-pepper-haired man in an ill-fitting sports jacket steps up to the microphone.

      “Not sure,” I mumble, because something about him strikes me as very familiar.

      Beside me Sam flips through the night’s program, but my eyes narrow on the handsome stranger, trying to place him.

      “Jude Parks? Is that familiar?” she asks, just as the same name is announced by the emcee.

      I shake my head and watch as he walks up to the microphone.

      “Good evening,” he says after clearing his throat, looking decidedly uncomfortable when his dark eyes catch on mine. “A year and two months ago, our then eight-year-old daughter was diagnosed with acute cardiomyopathy. I won’t bore you with the details, except to tell you that learning there’s a timeline on your child’s life is easily the worst nightmare imaginable for a parent.”

      His pained words touch me deeply and I feel an odd kinship with this man. I don’t know him, but I feel his pain.

      “Five months ago,” he continues, and my breath stills in my throat. “Kelty received a new heart. A heart that shortly before it started pumping blood through my daughter’s body had been beating in the chest of another child. The generosity of…”

      I don’t hear anymore, I’m already running for the exit.
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      I struggle through the rest of my prepared speech.

      I’d noticed her when the woman she was standing beside barked out, “Bullshit,” in the middle of the preceding speaker’s presentation. A whole lot more put together than the first time I laid eyes on her, but unmistakably her.

      I haven’t forgotten her grief-marred face. Every so often, these past five months, I’ve wondered about her. My imagination conjuring up the different scenarios that might’ve caused her obvious pain.

      For a month following Kelty’s transplant, I’d often looked for her in the hospital’s hallways. Almost eagerly wishing I’d encounter her again, but this time with a more hopeful expression. Maybe I’d simply caught her on a bad day, because the alternatives that came to mind were too painful to consider.

      I’m not sure what made her suddenly run off, but it was difficult not to jump off the stage and take off after her. An irrational urge.

      I’m a pretty laid-back guy who doesn’t easily get riled or overly excited, yet it takes everything out of me to finish my presentation, receive my thanks, and step down to rejoin Cassie. We drove in together, while Mark stayed at home looking after our daughter.

      “Are you okay?” she asks as she slides her arm in mine.

      “Yeah, I just thought I recognized someone. You hungry?” I turn her to the buffet table set up with finger foods in an effort to distract her.

      Not long after our daughter was discharged from the hospital, Mark and Cassie made the decision to sell their brownstone in Boston’s Back Bay area and move to Chatham, just twenty minutes south of Orleans. It had been Mark’s suggestion, which surprised me at first. Cassie explained they’d just found out she was pregnant a week before Kelty’s surgery. They’d already discussed the possibility of moving away from the city with the new baby coming, but with Kelty’s continued aftercare, Mark had started looking on Cape Cod. Since Mark is an author, who can work anywhere, and Cassie is an accountant, who’s worked from home since Kelty was born, it doesn’t really matter where they live.

      The drive from their place to mine is only a scant twenty minutes and compared to the hour-and-a-half it was before, it has taken a lot of stress off all of us. We still have to drive into Boston for Kelty’s appointments, but those will hopefully wind down to just a few visits a year over time.

      “Seriously,” Cassie, always observant, says through a mouthful of canapé. “Who was that woman? I saw you staring.”

      I should’ve known she’d notice. “I don’t know her,” I answer, shrugging my shoulders. “I bumped into her here once before.”

      Like I said, Cassie is observant, which is why she doesn’t let me off the hook.

      “Must’ve made an impression, then.”

      She has no idea.
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      “Did you check her credentials?”

      I watch Kelty press her face to the glass of the aquarium as I’m checking in with Mandy.

      Cassie just entered her third trimester, and at last check, her blood pressure was way too high, so she’s on bed rest for the foreseeable future. That was a week ago, and since she’s been homeschooling Kelty for the remainder of this school year—an infection at this point could spell disaster—I’ve taken over that task.

      But after five months basically stuck indoors, my daughter is showing signs of cabin fever. Since my busy season doesn’t really get into full swing until June, I figured we could get away for short day excursions and make it educational.

      We did the Buttonwood Park Zoo in New Bedford two days ago, and today we’re at the Woods Hole Science Aquarium, right here on the Cape.

      For much of the past week I’ve handed off the reins to Mandy.

      “I did, and get this, she wants to pay in advance for six months.”

      Alarm bells go off. It’s not too common that folks want to pay ahead for a small, furnished vacation cottage, unless they have reason to stay under the radar. Vacation properties are hell to keep track of for authorities because of the frequent rental turnover.

      “You sure she checks out?”

      “Boss, trust me, she checks out.”

      I shake off the sense of foreboding and concede. “Okay then, fine, but if she turns out to be some drug peddler setting up shop for the season, or throws loud parties every night, I’ll be looking at you to fix it.”

      The snort-giggles on the other side put a smile on my face. “You’ve got it, Boss.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Nope, that’s it. She’s moving in tomorrow.”

      “I’ll be at Tufts with Kelty,” I point out.

      “That’s okay, I’ll be here early, get her settled in.”

      As we’ve done on our earlier excursions, we head out for lunch after my princess has her fill of the aquarium. Lunches at my house consist of PB and J sandwiches, which is about the extent of my culinary skills. Daniel, the Cove Side Cooker’s chef, takes care of our dinners at the restaurant.

      “Find anything you like?” I ask Kelty, who is looking for nearby restaurants on my iPhone.

      “Pie in the Sky Bakery,” she suggests, with a mischievous grin I detect behind the protective mask we have her wear. She also carries around hand disinfectant, and by now, automatically squirts some in her hands when she’s touched something that could spread germs. I hate she needs to worry about these things, but as Mark so astutely pointed out, she’s not really worrying about it, if she does it by rote.

      Mark has often been the voice of reason these past months when Cassie or I get a little too hyper-vigilant. It’s hard not to do when risk is everywhere.

      “The whole point of the exercise is to eat a healthy lunch, missy. Not sure pie qualifies,” I point out.

      Getting her to eat healthier while at my place continues to be a bit of a struggle. She eats healthy enough at Cassie’s, but until she got sick, I mostly opted for easy fare. So the struggle is entirely my fault. I made do with fast food or stuff I could grab from the cereal shelf or the freezer section. Having not paid attention to a single nutritional label ever before, that adjustment to life after a transplant has been the most challenging for me. For someone who can barely boil water, it’s a daunting responsibility. I happened to talk about this with Daniel when he took pity on me and offered his assistance.

      “They don’t just have pie, Dad. There’s soups, and sandwiches with a side of salad. We could share a slice for dessert,” she negotiates, something she’s getting better at every damn day. “Besides,” she hammers her point home. “Pie is made with fruit. Fruit is healthy.”

      I raise an eyebrow at her and don’t bother mentioning the sugar, the flour, or the lard. She already knows.

      “All right, Princess. Pie in the Sky it is. How far?” I cave, looking over to see her studying Google Maps.

      “Down the street. You have to turn right out of the parking lot and just follow the road.”

      “I’m trusting you, honey,” I tease her. “Your old man won’t be happy if we end up in the drink.”

      The Tinker Bell giggle behind her mask is the best sound in the world, and I steal glances at my happy girl all the way to the bakery.

      We end up taking the long way home and stop by Cassie and Mark’s place to drop off a collection of baked goods.

      “What’s this?” Mark asks, taking in the boxes in my hands after giving Kelty a hug.

      “Strawberry-rhubarb pie, cherry Danish, almond croissants, and cinnamon twirls,” my daughter rattles off to Mark’s amusement.

      “Did you leave anything in the store?” he asks, stepping aside for us to come in.

      “I wanted to get the pecan pie as well, and they had chocolate chip muffins, but Daddy said it was enough.”

      “I’d say. I hope you guys are taking at least half of that home, because we’ll never be able to finish it.”

      “No silly,” Kelty grins. “We have our own in the truck.” Before I have a chance to say anything in my defense at Mark’s raised eyebrows, she changes topics. “Is Mom awake? Can I go see her?”

      “Not sure, just peek around the corner first, okay?”

      The moment she disappears up the stairs, Mark turns a teasing grin on me. “You’re such a pushover, Parks.”

      I shrug a little sheepishly. “I told her she could pick everyone’s favorites. I just didn’t realize she meant Daniel, Amanda, and the rest of the crew at the restaurant as well. She was having a blast, I didn’t have the heart to be a wet rag.”

      “Must’ve cost a whack.” He chuckles at my wince.

      “Maybe,” I admit. “But it was worth every penny to see her smile all the way home.”
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      “There’s a laundry facility in the restaurant and at the main house. I’m sure the boss won’t mind you running a load from time to time.”

      The perky brunette was waiting for me outside of the Cape Cod style, shingled cottage. Sitting on the picnic table, she was drinking from a Starbucks cup and enjoying the morning sun. Mandy introduced herself as the person I’d been talking to on the phone, and that her boss sends his regrets, but he’s up in Boston for the day on a personal matter.

      I follow her into the cottage and am surprised when it actually looks like the pictures on the Airbnb listing. Of course with the wide-angle lens it looked a little bigger, but I’m really pleased with the place. The big room at the front is open concept, with a kitchen and dining room to the left of the front door, and a sitting area on the right with three doors in the back wall. The one on the right leads to a decent-sized bedroom with a queen-sized bed. The one on the far left to what looks to be a newly renovated bathroom.

      “That would be awesome,” I answer her. “But if not, it’s not a big deal. I saw a Laundromat as I came through town as well. Either way, I should be okay.”

      Mandy pulls open the center door open to reveal half of it a storage closet with cleaning supplies, and the other half serves as a scarcely stocked linen closet. “Fuck.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Not you—this.” She points at the closet. “Last year, toward the end of the season, we had it restocked with extra sheets and towels and now half of them are gone already. We’ve had all of four guests in here so far this year. People are assholes.”

      I’m not going to argue with that, since in large lines I agree with her. People are assholes. “I can always pick up some—”

      She dismisses me with a wave of her hand. “You pay for extra sheets and towels to be included, you’re getting sheets and towels. Leave it to me.” She closes the linen closet and walks to the door, looking over her shoulder at me. “Well, come on, I assume you’ve got bags that need bringing in?”

      Looks like Mandy also doubles as bellhop. I actually find I like the younger woman. She reminds me a bit of Sam with her direct manner, although Sam is perhaps a little more refined.

      She’s already waiting by my new—to me—white Subaru Outback, the back of which is jam-packed. It probably would’ve been easier in the SUV, but I traded it in for this newer and more fuel economic wagon just last week.

      All in the spirit of a fresh start.

      Okay, fine, in the spirit of conserving funds as well. Not that I’m hurting—not yet anyway—but at this point, I’m not even sure if I want to stay in journalism. My objective is to downscale and simplify. Life as a journalist is far from simple.

      Until my house in Boston is sold, I’m on a strict budget, and I have to find a job, but that’s for another day. Today I settle into my new surroundings.

      I join Mandy by my car and lift the gate.

      “Holy shit. You really are settling in,” she says, catching my Keurig machine as it comes tumbling down from the top of the pile. “We do have a coffeemaker, you know,” she teases, grabbing the bulk-sized box of K-Cup pods next.

      “I’m a sucker for freshly brewed,” I confess, dislodging the laundry basket with groceries I pulled from my pantry at the last minute. “And I don’t like waste.”

      “I can tell,” Mandy mumbles, climbing up the steps in front of me.

      It takes us almost half an hour to empty the back of the Subaru. Mandy is trying to find room to put away the groceries, while I stand in the middle of the living room, surveying the disaster in the once sparse space. Boxes, suitcases, baskets, a couple of lamps, my laptop and cameras, and two garment bags holding my work clothes. I might as well have stuffed them in a box since they ended up rumpled underneath the groceries.

      “Those all clothes?” Mandy asks, pointing at the bags and suitcases.

      “Mmmm.”

      “Sheeet, girl. Where do you plan to sleep? You’ve got a small built-in closet and a three-drawer dresser.” She waves at my stuff in the living room. “This here requires a two hundred square foot walk-in closet.”

      “It’s not so bad,” I mutter, mostly trying to convince myself.

      When Sam saw me packing all my clothes, she’d laughed at me as well. Aside from my casual clothes, in my line of work you need to have a decent selection of professional outfits available. Can’t appear on camera in the same getup too often. Of course that still doesn’t explain why I felt the need to lug all of them to a waterside cottage on Cape Cod. Not like I’d have use for any of them here.

      Maybe it’s because my wardrobe is the only thing that was just mine from my old life. Everything else was either a remnant of my former marriage or held strong reminders of Jamie. I look around at my boxes of books and photographs, and the two lamps I bought just last year for my bedroom, and realize how true that is. Aside from my picture albums, there is no indication there was ever anyone more than me.

      I promptly burst out in tears.

      “Oh good Lord. Jesus have mercy. Christ, girl, don’t cry. I was just kidding.” She runs into the bathroom and comes back with a roll of toilet paper and shoves it in my hands. “Bastards took the boxes of tissues too,” she mumbles, and I promptly start laughing while the tears still roll down my face.

      “I’m s-sorry,” I stammer, equal parts embarrassed and mortified, but for some damn reason I’m still giggling like a hyena. Hysteria, that’s got to be it. I’ve officially gone bonkers. With Herculean effort, I manage to get myself under control. “I’ve had a tough few months and it’s all kind of landing on me now.”

      “Right. Well then, I hope you don’t get me the wrong way or anything, but…” Instead of finishing her sentence, I’m startled when Mandy unexpectedly wraps me up in a hug, squeezing me tight before awkwardly letting me go. “You looked like you needed one.”

      “Thanks,” I mutter stupidly. What else can you say? “I, uh, I guess I did need that,” I admit, finding my slightly hysterical outburst has vanished as fast as it appeared.

      “Anytime. Never was much good at giving advice or anything, but I do give good hugs.”

      “You sure do,” I agree with a small smile.
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      I haven’t seen Mandy since she left for the restaurant, inviting me to come grab a bite whenever I want. Instead I opted to putter around the cottage.

      Between the closet and dresser I was only able to store half of what I brought, so after stacking my books on top of the dresser—I might have to pick up a shelving unit somewhere for those—I stuff the boxes with clothes and shoes I don’t see myself wearing anytime soon.

      Unsure of what to do with them, I carry the boxes out to the car for now, and drive into town in search of a grocery store to pick up some necessities and food for the next week. I fully intend to take some time to explore later, and at least won’t have to worry about groceries.

      A black SUV is parked in the driveway by the main house, on the other side of the small restaurant parking lot, by the time I get back. The owner must be back.

      For a moment I’m tempted to go introduce myself, but when my stomach starts growling—I haven’t really eaten since breakfast—I carry my groceries inside and make myself a quick sandwich.

      Armed with a plate and my favorite travel mug with decaf, I head outside. On the small front deck, with a wooden bench and small side table, I eat my dinner with my feet propped up on the railing.

      It’s my first opportunity to take in my surroundings. It’s a beautiful piece of property bordering on the cove and far enough removed from the road so you barely hear passing traffic. All three buildings—the cottage, the restaurant, and the two-story home—have dark gray, wood shingle siding. The restaurant is literally on the water’s edge, with a large patio deck that partially overhangs the water, held up by a structure of pillars and beams. I imagine, once the weather gets a little warmer that will be the perfect place to dine. Both the house and the cottage are set back a little. If you look at the property from the main driveway, the restaurant would be in the middle, which means that even set back a bit from the water, my view ahead is mostly unobstructed.

      It’s gorgeous, with the sun dropping lower in the sky, deepening the colors around me. I can’t wait to see what it looks like during a sunrise. I’m tempted to set an alarm so I don’t miss it.

      “Hi.”

      I turn my head to the parking lot and find a pretty little girl with light blonde hair, maybe eight or nine, walking my way. For a second I have a hard time answering.

      “Hello,” I finally manage.

      “Have you seen our heron?” she asks, stopping to look at the water’s edge, her eyes squinting against the setting sun. I automatically follow suit.

      “No. I’ve sat here for a while, but I haven’t seen one. Do you see it often?”

      I look over and find she’s come around the front and lowers herself on the step. “It’s a great white heron,” she informs me in her melodic singsong voice, keeping her eyes focused on the water. “There are lots of blue herons around, the white herons are more rare, but there’s one who comes here at night to fish.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a white heron,” I admit, following her gaze out on the cove.

      “Princess!”

      My eyes dart to the main house. All I can see is a pair of arms braced on the railing of the porch. The rest of the man’s body isn’t visible.

      “Coming!” the girl yells back, getting up from her perch on my steps. She turns to me. “I have to go.”

      “Okay, honey. I’m gonna sit here for a little longer. I’ll keep my eye open for your heron.”

      Instead of doing that, I follow the girl’s bouncing blonde hair as she crosses the parking lot to the main house.
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      “Jude!”

      I’m working in the small office in the back of the restaurant, when Daniel calls out.

      “Yeah!”

      “Got a minute?”

      I push back from the desk and go find him. I don’t mind the distraction. I’ve been trying to make headway with the piles of paperwork I’m still digging  my way through. I have to find a better system than ‘when I have a minute,’ which worked before my daughter got sick, but not so much since and certainly not now she’s staying with me.

      I find him in the kitchen, trying to stop a spreading puddle of water coming out from under the industrial dishwasher.

      “Fuck, man. Again?” I rush back into the hall where a panel in the floor opens up to the water shut-off valve.

      Don’t ask me why the hell someone would put it there. The original building went up in the late 1800s, but since then it’s been added on to and electrical and plumbing were installed. The structure itself has withstood time, but some of the later ‘improvements’ have had to be redone. Not a lot of space to do it in either. There’s a small cellar under the bar in the restaurant—with just room for some of the more vintage wines—and the crawlspace accessible from the hall, so whatever upgrades I’d want to make would mean major disruptions. Not something I’d even consider at the start of the season.

      I walk back into the kitchen. “Same problem?” I ask, helping Daniel empty out the dirty dishes and stacking them in the tub sink so we can have a look.

      “Could well be. Turned it on, started on prep, and the next thing I know there’s water all over the place.”

      “That’s what Mandy says happened last time. It’s gotta be a seal or something. Help me pull it out,” I instruct him, hoping it’s just a loose hose.

      Daniel is a burly guy with a big, russet beard. If not for the hairnet keeping that beard in check, he’d look more like a fisherman than a chef.

      It takes a bit of elbow grease and a chorus of grunts, but between us we manage to pull the heavy appliance away from the wall. The seal between the hose and our water supply seems intact.

      “Well, shit,” Daniel comments, twisting the hose to show a crack running all the way back into the bowels of the dishwasher.

      “Great way to start the day,” I complain, getting to my feet and brushing uselessly at my damp knees. “Get this mess cleaned up and I’ll give customer service a call. The damn thing isn’t even three years old. At least it should fall under warranty. Looks like we’re back to doing dishes by hand.”

      “Tell them to bring a damn replacement,” Daniel suggests. “Second time in as many months. Can’t run a restaurant if this keeps happening.”

      It takes me half an hour on the phone; quickly dismissing the less than helpful guy in customer service, not getting anywhere with the service rep he connects me to, and finally ending up with a supervisor. That guy is a little more forthcoming, especially after my threat to drag his company through the mud at the biannual Chamber of Commerce meeting in Hyannis in two weeks.

      He ends up promising a replacement will be installed by start of business Saturday. Sadly that means we not only have dish duty today, but tomorrow as well.

      My next calls are to see how many additional hands we can get in here to absorb the extra work this’ll create. Not the way I want to kick off the new season.

      By the time Mandy sticks her head into my office, I have my elbows on my desk and my head in my hands.

      “Trouble, Boss?”

      “Fucking dishwasher,” I grunt by way of explanation. “And I can’t get any of the spares we have on the list to come in.”

      I’d be washing dishes myself if I didn’t have my daughter to look after. She hangs around the restaurant often enough during the day, but we spend our nights at home. That time with her is sacred. I guess I could always drop her with Cassie and Mark for the night, but that would defeat the purpose of her staying with me.

      “Is your sister in town?” I ask Mandy. She’s a student and has helped out before during busy summer months when she’s back on the Cape.

      “Naw, Becca is still in Philly. She’s got a boyfriend now, so she’s staying there.”

      “Fuck. I need an extra pair of hands.”

      Mandy looks like a light just went off in her head, and her face cracks in a smile. “Leave it to me. I’ll figure it out.”

      I don’t even ask. If she says she’ll find a way, she will. Granted, I may end up with her eighty-year-old Aunt Meida in my kitchen, but I’ll take that chance.

      “Great. I’m gonna go check on my daughter.”

      I’d installed her in the restaurant dining room with her schoolwork this morning, while I tried to get some work done, and occasionally poked my head in to see how she was doing. I haven’t checked in a while.

      The dining room is empty; her books and backpack no longer there. She must’ve gone up to the house to put her stuff away.

      “She said she was done,” Mandy says, having followed me into the restaurant. “She’s probably over at the cottage chatting up that reporter chick.”

      “Reporter chick?” I echo, confused to say the least.

      “Your new tenant? Didn’t I tell you? It’s Mika Spencer.” At my blank face she rolls her eyes. “Boston Sports News? Christ, Boss, you really need to start paying attention.”

      I’ve never been one to follow sports that closely. Oh, I like watching a good game as much as any other guy—I even have my favorite teams—I’m just not interested in all the media hype around them.

      I have no idea what a well-known sports reporter is doing roughing it in my rental cottage and frankly, it’s none of my business. My daughter hanging out with her is my business, which is why I head out after her, making time I don’t really have to get acquainted with my new tenant.

      I’m just crossing the parking lot when I hear Kelty’s voice.

      “Dad! I’m over here.”

      I look up to find her on the steps of the cottage; next to the new tenant I haven’t had a chance to introduce myself to. The first glimpse I get of the blonde sitting beside my daughter knocks all the air from my chest.
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      I look up from the digital display on my camera, when the little girl calls out.

      Her white heron hadn’t showed last night, but this morning—when I was sitting on the bench, covered in a blanket enjoying my coffee and the sunrise—I saw him fly in. I rushed inside, grabbed one of my cameras and started snapping photos.

      He was majestic, standing silently along the water’s edge in the morning light, his head slightly bent scanning for food. Every now and then he’d dart down, fast as lighting, his head disappearing in the water. When he’d come up, flinging water droplets back, I could almost see the muscles of his long sleek neck working whatever fish or frog was unlucky enough to cross his path.

      When the girl showed up on my doorstep just now, I quickly grabbed the camera to show her.

      My eyes catch on the man she called out to, and before I realize it I’m on my feet, my heart pounding in my chest. Those dark eyes looking as shocked as I feel.

      Whatever higher force is at play here is a cruel bitch.

      “Dad, you should see the pictures of the heron.” She jumps up when her father approaches.

      With each of his long purposeful strides his smile gets bigger, as does my urge to run.

      “You look familiar,” he says when he reaches us. His voice gritty but warm. Exactly how I remember it. “Jude Parks.”

      “I get that a lot,” I answer by rote, but it seems to take him aback. “In my line of work,” I add, and now understanding floods his features as I take his offered hand. “Mika Spencer.”

      “Right, yes, Mandy mentioned we have a resident celebrity, but I have to confess, I had no clue who she was talking about. I recognize you from the two times I saw you at Tufts.”

      “You were at the hospital?” his daughter pipes up in her musical voice, and I suddenly freeze as the full weight of this situation lands on me.

      My God.

      “And I see you’ve met my daughter, Kelty.”

      A pretty name for a precious girl. I just hadn’t realized how precious until now. I resort to nodding, since I can’t trust my voice.

      “Can you show Dad the heron?” Kelty asks.

      I pull up the images on my digital display; eager to cover the fact I haven’t yet answered her earlier question. “Sure.”

      I force every thought and emotion into a tight box, to be examined at a later time. Not now.

      Stepping down from the porch, I hold the camera display turned to him as I scroll through the images.

      “Show him the one with the sparkly water drops,” she suggests.

      I tilt the screen my way to find the series of shots she’s talking about, and feel her father take a step closer to peer over my shoulder.

      “Those are beautiful. Are you a professional photographer too?” he asks, and I suppress a shiver at his proximity. It’s like every cell in my body is acutely aware of him.

      “It’s just a hobby.”

      “One with professional results,” he counters. “I should know, I’ve been looking for some decent artwork for the restaurant that captures the true spirit of the cove for months now. Anything that even comes close is priced out of the stratosphere.”

      “Thanks, I guess,” I mumble, not quite sure what to do with the compliment. “I just do it for fun.”

      “I’m just saying,” he emphasizes. “If you didn’t already have an exciting career, you could easily make one of this.”

      No one—least of all me—has ever looked at my photography as anything other than a way to pass the time. Weird that it would take a stranger to see the opportunity. It certainly wouldn’t have occurred to me.

      It’s on my lips to explain I no longer have the career he refers to, but I don’t want to open up any more than I already have.

      “Thanks,” I repeat instead.

      “We should get out of your hair. We need to eat lunch and then it’s nap time for Kelty, and—”

      “Dad!”

      “What?”

      “It’s embarrassing.” His daughter glares at him, her button mouth set in a stubborn line.

      “What’s embarrassing?”

      I almost chuckle at the clueless, yet exasperated, expression on his face.

      “Naps are for toddlers,” she whines, the stubborn line morphing into an adorable pout.

      “Naps are for people of all ages who are still recovering,” he counters.

      I know I shouldn’t wade in, but I can’t help myself.

      “Naps are also for people who need their beauty sleep—like the one I’m about to have.”

      “Come on, Princess. You heard the woman, she needs her beauty sleep.”

      This time when her father gives her a little nudge, Kelty doesn’t argue.

      “Later!” the girl yells out when they cross the parking lot.

      “You bet,” I call back, wondering how the fuck it is I ended up here.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m doing great, Sam.”

      I lie. I’m not,

      I’m shaken to the core, but I haven’t had time to process things yet. For now I’m on a mission to find out why it is my best friend suggested this place.

      “I was asking how you knew about this place?”

      “I don’t. Not really,” Sam responds.

      “Well, you’re the one who suggested it.”

      “My brother did. It’s one of his summer listings, and he said he knows the owner personally. According to him the place is great. Why? Is there something wrong with it?”

      Her brother has been a real estate agent on the Cape for many years. It never occurred to ask his help when I started looking.

      “Nothing. The cottage is small, but I love it. There’s nothing wrong with it, except…”

      When I finish explaining the situation it’s quiet for a moment, but then she lets it fly.

      “You have got to be kidding me!”

      Nope.

      No kidding here.

      I wish I were.
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      This morning is as peaceful as yesterday’s was.

      The only difference is I was well rested yesterday, but barely got any sleep last night. The need for coffee is high, especially since I’d planned to head down to the end of the Cape this morning to check out Provincetown.

      It’s shameful that I’ve lived in and around Boston most of my life, have traveled all over the U.S. and overseas, but have never visited Provincetown. It’s at the northern tip of the Cape and apparently not only a historically significant location, but also a beacon of diversity, and a quaint, artsy community.

      That was the plan, but after flopping around my bed all night, trying to come to terms with my current predicament, I’m not so sure.

      Finding out who the little girl is was a shock. A big one. Feeling the strong visceral draw to her father was another. The fact I ended up moving in right next door to them is beyond casual happenstance. And right now, that’s what I’m struggling with most.

      If I hadn’t had a chance to interact with Kelty before I found out, I would’ve packed my bags and left. Knowing what I know, I shouldn’t be here, but the girl had already made as much of an impression on me as her father had.

      It’s seriously freaky, definitely wrong, and has my stomach twisted in knots. So why is it that instead of leaving, I sit here in the early morning hours staring at their house for even just a glimpse of either one of them, like some obsessed stalker?

      How would I even explain this situation? I can only imagine what Jude might think if I tell him. He’ll never believe my being here is completely coincidental. I wouldn’t, if I were in his shoes. How is it possible to rationalize being here, for not even two days, has given me a deeper sense of human connection—a clearer sense of purpose—than I’ve felt in the past almost six months?

      I don’t even understand it myself.
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      My head is a bit clearer after my second cup, some breakfast, and a refreshing shower, but Provincetown will have to wait for another day.

      While munching on a bagel, I was checking the classifieds online for job postings, when I bumped into an ad for an estate sale. The house is actually right across the cove near Weeset Point.

      When Sam and I were students, we’d sometimes go to estate sales. Not that we had money to buy anything, but it was kind of interesting to see how the other half lived. Seeing that ad reminded me of those times when, in hindsight, our worries were so simple.

      I stick my feet in a pair of flip-flops, grab my camera and purse, and head outside where Mandy is just coming up the steps.

      “Morning.”

      “Hey, Mandy.” I smile at her.

      “You heading out somewhere?”

      “An estate sale.”

      She nods. “William Bentley’s place off Tonset? Yeah, I saw that. I hear his kids wanna sell the place. It’s worth a sweet penny these days. You looking for anything special?”

      “Not really, although a bookshelf would come in handy. Maybe I’ll drive around a bit. Get a little taste of life in Orleans.” I chuckle. “If I’m lucky, maybe find a job.”

      Mandy’s eyes light up at my last comment. “Yeah? You’re looking for work? Well, it just so happens…”

      Five minutes later, I pull out on the road heading into town. Cove Side Cooker’s new kitchen help.

      What can I say, Mandy is very convincing. I’m not sure how much she knows about my history—I’m sure most of it is readily available online—but she sure knows what buttons to push. She pointed out since the job is part time, I’d still have time to explore. I’ll be working in the kitchen, which will minimize the risk of recognition, and her coup de grâce was that I’ll save on gas since it’s within convenient walking distance. I had to laugh at that last one.

      As I drive around the cove, I ignore the pangs of guilt, and tell myself the fortuitous job offer is perhaps a sign I’m right where I’m supposed to be. At least for the coming months.

      The house is easy to find. It sits on a rise in the otherwise mostly level landscape, overlooking the water. Another prime example of Cape Cod architecture with the signature wood shingle siding and white trim. Except this place is massive.

      I realize pretty quickly I’m a little out of my league. The driveway is lined with cube vans and trucks sporting company names on the side, and most of the crowd roaming through the house appears to be here in professional capacity.

      I stop at a collection of sea glass displayed on a small side table and wonder if that was all found locally. I wouldn’t mind scouring the beach at low tide to see what I can pick up. Might be good exercise. I haven’t really worked out in a long time; maybe beach walks will help me get back in shape.

      “Find anything you like?”

      I swing around to find Jude right behind me. “Oh, hey. I’m not actually looking, just…browsing. What are you doing here?”

      He grins and shrugs. “Was hoping to find a bookcase.”

      I’m not sure what Mandy is playing at, but she clearly has a big mouth.
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      “Oh.”

      She looks as stunned as she did yesterday.

      She recognized me, that much was clear, but I wasn’t so sure she was happy to see me. Granted, especially the first time in the hallway at Tufts was not something she’d fondly remember. She’d been a mess. A beautiful mess, but still. Then earlier this month she ran when she saw me in the lobby. At least I think that’s why. She looked right at me and bailed.

      I was floored when I saw her sitting on the steps of my rental with Kelty. What are the odds? She did seem a bit uncomfortable, so even though I would’ve loved to stay and learn a little more about her, I took my reluctant daughter home instead. It’s not like there’s a hurry: Ms. Spencer has paid up front ‘til the end of October. Plenty of time.

      Then Mandy stuck her head into my office earlier to let me know our tenant needs a bookcase, and exactly where she went to find one. I didn’t miss the mischievous glint in her eyes when I asked her to keep an eye on Kelty.

      Mika Spencer. I looked her up last night. Shocked at the pages and pages of search results that came up. The woman even has a Wikipedia page. I wasn’t exactly snooping, just getting a lay of the land. Seeing the way she looks in her publicity photos, I realize I have probably seen her before in the media. I just didn’t connect the tied-back hair, flawless makeup, and professional smile to the disheveled, emotional woman I’d bumped into.

      “Mandy sent you, didn’t she?” she asks, a wry smile on her face.

      “Yup. She’s very protective of me,” I joke.

      “Of you? How so?”

      “She guards my reputation. Doesn’t want it spread on TripAdvisor I’m a cheap host and don’t provide my guests with the basic necessities.”

      “A bookcase is hardly a basic necessity in a vacation cottage,” she counters with a faint, amused smile.

      “Depends on your point of view.” I lightly put my hand on her elbow and start walking into the next room. “For instance, my daughter’s stepfather would strongly disagree. Books are as important as breathing to him.” At her puzzled look, I add, “He’s an author.”

      Her eyes light up. “Really? What’s his name? I love to read.”

      “Mark Sommer, he—”

      She rips her elbow from my hand and swings around her mouth open in a perfect O. “Get out! I have four of his books in my bedroom. I love him.”

      Not sure if it’s her obvious excitement at Mark’s name, the fact she keeps his books in the sanctuary of her bedroom, or her heartfelt declaration, but it immediately sours my mood.

      “He’s okay,” I grumble. “He’s also about to become a father. He and Kelty’s mom are having a baby.”

      Don’t ask me why I find it necessary to share that information. Still, I glance over to see her reaction.

      “Your daughter must be so excited.” Her smile is warm and genuine, and the momentary tightness in my shoulders relaxes.

      “She is. She’s also very impatient. Cassie—that’s her mom—was put on strict bed rest, which is why Kelty is staying with me.”

      “Does she normally live with them?”

      “Excuse me.” A somewhat disgruntled man, armed with a clipboard and tape measure, tries to get into the room we’re blocking. I step aside, pulling Mika with me.

      “Used to, yes. They were in Boston before; she had her friends and school there. She’d spend more time here during the summers.”

      “They’re not in Boston anymore?”

      “No. They moved here when…” I stop myself from sharing more. It seems insensitive to talk about a time that was happy for us, but not so happy for her. She’d looked wrecked on the day I met her. “When they found out about the baby,” I conclude.

      I keep my hand loosely around her elbow—trying not to stroke my thumb over the soft skin on the inside of her arm—as we stroll around the Bentley house in search of a bookcase.

      “That one’s nice.” I point at a large cabinet with glass doors, holding a collection of old books.

      “It is. Perhaps a little big, though,” she says, hiding a smile. “Unless you have room in your house, because I don’t think it would fit in the cottage. I don’t even think you could get it through the door.”

      She’s right, it wouldn’t. We find another in the next room, similar, but instead of seven or eight feet tall, this one is at eye level for me.

      “It’s pretty,” she comments, peeking at the tag hanging off a knob. “But you know a plain shelving unit would do just as well, right? It’s kind of expensive,” she adds on a whisper.

      Half an hour later, I have the cabinet strapped down and loaded in the back of my Traverse, and am leaning against the gate.

      “Where to next?” I ask, cutting off the ongoing argument about who should be paying for the bookcase.

      She throws me an irritated look, but I bite off a grin when she rolls her eyes and answers my question. “I was heading for the beach. I brought my camera. When is low tide?”

      “Not sure, but it changes from day-to-day. Why low tide?” I pull out my phone and look up Nauset Beach tides.

      “I saw some sea glass in there.” I remember she was looking at some when I found her. “I want to see if I can find any.”

      “It says low tide was at ten thirty. It’s near noon now; it takes six hours, give or take, to peak. You should still have plenty of beach left.”

      “What about the cabinet?”

      “It’s not that heavy. I can have it set up for you by the time you get back, if you want.”

      “If you’re sure.”

      “Absolutely.” I push away from the truck. “Go explore, make some more pretty pictures.”

      Her smile hits me in the midsection and she gives me a little wave as she walks over to her wagon. I’m tempted to follow her to the beach, but I have a kid and a restaurant waiting at home.

      Besides, there’s something I want to do first.
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      I just dropped Kelty off in Chatham with Mark and Cassie, where she’ll be spending the weekend.

      It’s Memorial Day weekend, the unofficial beginning of the season. Summer may not officially start for another three and a half weeks, but there are a lot of folks who prefer the relative quiet of the Cape before schools let out for the summer.

      When I pull into the driveway, I notice there are already quite a few cars in the parking lot. I also see Mika must’ve returned while I was out. Too bad I don’t have time to check in with her.

      I put the bookcase against the sidewall of the living area, flipping the loveseat to the other side, so now when you walk in the sitting area is better defined. I like it; I just hope she does.

      “We’ve got a party of twelve wanting to come in at seven,” Mandy announces, the phone pressed to her chest when I walk in.

      “Jesus.” I look around the almost full restaurant. “Too cold for the deck.”

      “Actually, it’s pretty nice out there.”

      “Until the sun goes down,” I remind her. It cools down fast when you’re on the water.

      “We could set up the heaters. Why don’t I ask them?”

      I nod. We have five patio heaters we often set up at the end of the season. People aren’t ready to let go of summer yet, despite it getting pretty cool at night toward the end of September. It wouldn’t take much to set a couple up.

      “They’re good sitting outside,” she says, adding their reservation on the whiteboard.

      “Do you have enough hands on the floor?”

      “Yup. We’re good for now.”

      “All right, I guess I’ll go help out in the kitchen. Hope they come through with that delivery tomorrow.”

      I’m about to push through the doors that separate the kitchen from the restaurant when Mandy calls out.

      “Boss, forgot to mention; I got us some extra help.”
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      “Sorry.”

      I look up as Penny comes into the kitchen with another tub of dirty dishes. I haven’t even finished the previous one. She looks a little guilty so I send her a reassuring smile.

      Mandy introduced Penny and Trish when I came in around five. Both local women, apparently. Penny is the younger of the two, probably early thirties, if that. Trish looks to have a few years on me and is the more reserved of the two.

      Then Mandy took me into the kitchen where I met Daniel, the chef, and his sous chef, Melissa. When she’d mentioned helping out in the kitchen, I’m not sure what I expected. I thought I might be assisting with prep, doing a little cleanup, and maybe plate, but instead I was installed at the huge tub sink where large stacks of dirty dishes were already waiting.

      To say I hit the floor running might be an understatement. I’ve been scrubbing for what feels like hours and can’t seem to make a dent in the dishes Trish and Penny keep adding to.

      Daniel hasn’t said much, but Melissa seems nice. She’s the one who explained why I should prioritize cookware before cutlery, and cutlery before dishes. She also suggested I take the racks from the broken dishwasher and use them as drying racks. Every so often Melissa clears the dried dishes and the other half of the counter is freed up again. Everyone’s part in the operation runs smoothly, but I appear to be the rusty cog in the wheel.

      I can’t help chuckle. This is not what I envisioned when I said I was looking for work. Still, it’s not particularly mentally taxing, and allows for my mind to drift.

      When I came back around three this afternoon, Jude’s truck had been gone, but I could see he’d been there. The gorgeous, glass door bookcase features prominently in the living room, and I love how it looks filled with my books. He moved the furniture around a little and it immediately felt more personal and homey coming in the door.

      What caught me off-guard was the flat glass bowl filled with sea glass. I recognized some of the pieces; it was the same glass I’d been eyeing at the estate sale. That was surprisingly thoughtful. It’s also evidence he pays attention, and let’s be honest, that’s not always a quality evident in the opposite gender. At least not in many men I’ve known.

      I rinsed off the few smooth-worn shards of colored glass I found, added them to the collection, and quickly uploaded the shots I took to the laptop. There hadn’t been time left to have a good selective look at them, because Mandy was expecting me at the Cooker for five.

      “Never seen anyone smile like that over dishes. Penny for your thoughts?”

      In contrast to Jude’s almost rough voice, Daniel’s is surprisingly smooth and cultured. You’d think it would be the reverse.

      I shake my head, grinning. “I’m not thinking of dishes, that’s for sure.”

      He leans his hip against the counter and crosses his arms over his wide chest. “Ah, come on. You’re not sharing?”

      I recognize the flirting. Not like I haven’t been subjected to my share in my career. It was almost par for the course, and mostly from men too young for me, who thought they could avoid difficult questions by trying to rattle me. They learned quickly I couldn’t be rattled. Not by them anyway.

      Daniel’s handsome in a giant ginger teddy bear way, probably closer to my age, and isn’t holding back information I want to get at, so I let myself be tempted into a little harmless back-and-forth.

      “There are some things a girl doesn’t share.”

      “You know that’s cruel, right?” he teases. “Now my imagination will have to fill in the blanks and I won’t sleep all night.”

      Melissa snorts from somewhere behind him. “Don’t mind him,” she advises. “The lumbering fool is still honing his skills in the fine art of seduction. I’ll give it to you though; you’re still standing here when most would’ve run for the door from one look at his ugly mug. Good thing the man can cook, it’s his one redeeming grace.”

      “She’s just jealous,” Daniel retorts, without so much as a glance at her but with a wink for me. “She’s wanted a piece of this…” He runs his big paws up and down his thick torso. “…since the first time she met me.”

      It’s obvious this is a well-rehearsed spiel between the two. It’s warm, and reminds me of the bickering Sam and her brother, Steve, would get into.

      “Any reason you’re hitting on the new help instead of getting me my surf and turf platter for table fourteen?”

      The question is clearly for Daniel, but I still turn my head at the sound of Jude’s gruff voice to find him standing in the doorway. The moment I do, his eyes go big.

      “Mika? What are you doing here?”

      “I’m the new help.” I shrug, but I’ve already lost his attention, since he turns an angry glare on Daniel.

      “In that case, you really want to get back behind the stove,” he tells the other man in a deceptively calm voice. Melissa snorts again, and Daniel lifts his hands defensively and backs away from my sink, the flash of white teeth in his beard betraying a smile.

      “So that’s the way the wind’s blowing,” I hear him mumble before he adds out loud, “Surf and turf for fourteen coming up.”

      With one last glance at me, Jude walks out of the kitchen to Daniel’s deep chuckle.

      I keep to my own thoughts after that, listening to the occasional comfortable banter from the two chefs with half an ear. The tedium of washing dishes allows my mind to drift, and I realize for the first time in a long while, I’m almost content.

      However, much later when Mandy walks in with the last tub of dishes from the dining room, my feet are aching and my hands are red and swollen from being in hot water all night. The kitchen is officially closed, Melissa and Daniel disappeared, and I’m just finishing up the last of the pots and utensils.

      “I’ll do this last batch, go take the load off. They’re in the bar having a night cap.”

      I nod and smile my thanks before drying my hands, removing the apron, and heading into the restaurant, where I find Trish, Melissa, and Daniel sitting at the bar Jude appears to be manning.

      “What’s your poison?” he asks, when he sees me dragging my ass in.

      “I think I’ll pass.” I direct a tired smile at the group. “I’m afraid if I have a drink I won’t be able to make it home at all.”

      “I’ll walk you home,” Daniel says, getting up from his stool.

      “There’s no need, I—”

      “Sit your ass down, Daniel,” Jude snaps, cutting me off as he rounds the bar and takes my elbow. Before I can even launch a protest, I’m being led out the door, the sound of snickering behind me.
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      Fucking Daniel.

      And fucking Mandy.

      Jesus.

      I’m seriously considering looking for a new set of friends.

      What the hell was Mandy thinking putting that woman on dishwashing duty? Within easy reach of our resident tomcat, who clearly was already on the prowl. Christ.

      Mika half-stumbles and I’m just able to grab her arm to keep her from falling.

      “Careful.”

      “Then don’t run,” she snaps, yanking her arm from my hold. “I can’t even see where the hell I’m going.”

      “You should’ve left your porch light on,” I grumble. When the kitchen closes we usually shut off the parking lot lights to discourage latecomers from pulling in, but it makes visibility poor.

      “Don’t worry, I will next time,” she says, almost taking a nosedive when she trips over the last porch step.

      “Why?” I ask, stopping at the bottom, looking up at her.

      “Why what?”

      “Why would you take a job washing dishes?”

      She turns her back to me and opens the door, stepping inside. Probably still pissed. I can’t really blame her. I’m acting like an angry bear. Then she surprises me when the porch light turns on and she steps back outside. “First of all,” she starts, sitting down on the top step. “I was given the impression I’d be helping in the kitchen.” She seems to think about that for a moment before she adds, “Which I guess wasn’t technically a lie. I just thought it would be more…varied.”

      I sit down on the bottom step, twisting my body so I can keep looking at her. “Guess Mandy roped you in?” Her nod confirms it. “We had a flood in the kitchen yesterday morning when the dishwasher crapped out. Again. We should have a replacement tomorrow morning,” I explain, before pushing her a bit more. “But why take on a job you’re way overqualified for? Are you in trouble?” The mere thought she might be is causing a feeling of unease. A need to protect her from whatever had her run to the Cape to hide out. Because that’s the conclusion I’ve come to. It’s the only thing that makes sense when someone with—by all accounts—a successful and public career rents a two-bedroom cottage in some out-of-the-way place, and takes on a job washing dishes in a restaurant. I know something bad happened to her last December—and I’m sure I can find out what if I dig deeper in all the links my Google search spit out when I put in her name—but I’d much rather she tell me herself than read it in online gossip.

      “I’m not in trouble,” she says earnestly, lifting her eyes to look out at the moon bouncing off the water. A breath, I wasn’t aware I was holding, releases in an audible exhale. She grins and turns back to me. “You thought I was on the lam?”

      I shrug a little self-consciously. “It was one of the possibilities. It seems obvious you’re hiding from something.”

      “In some ways, maybe. Steering clear of public scrutiny for sure, but mostly I’m hoping to find something.”

      “What are you looking for?” I ask, and I sense, without intending it to be, my question is a hard one. She takes her time, letting her gaze drift off in the distance. I don’t want to push, and I’m not in a hurry, so I quietly wait for her to talk.

      “Me,” she finally says without meeting my eyes. “I’ve been…lost, I guess is the best way to describe it. One minute you think you’re doing okay and then suddenly find yourself defined by circumstances. By what you do—or worse, by what happened to you—rather than by who you are. It’s no one’s fault, really. Stuff happens. Your life looks to be on track until suddenly it isn’t, and you’ve lost sight of how you fit in.”

      “I think I understand what you’re saying, to some extent,” I offer cautiously. “We delude ourselves into a sense of control, until something happens to change the very core of that belief. Something that completely shuffles your deck, so to speak, and forces you to hit the reset button on everything from priorities, to expectations, even to your sense of self. It’s sobering to discover how little control you actually have.”

      “Exactly,” she says softly, her eyes slowly drifting my way, as if seeing me for the first time.

      There’s a moment of recognition—an almost tangible connection—when I look in her blue eyes and find her pain laid open.

      “Who did you lose?” I whisper, and immediately regret it when I see those eyes well up.

      “My son. My world,” she says, breaking my heart with those softly uttered words.

      Almost without conscious guidance, my hand reaches out and grabs hold of hers. “The first time I saw you,” I confirm what I already know.

      She nods and takes a deep breath. “Jamie was riding his bike along the sidewalk.” She shakes her head like she still can’t believe it, and her voice is almost monotone. She doesn’t pull back her hand, though, it’s like she grips my fingers tighter. “He’d done so many times before. His dad asked him to meet for lunch. It was just after noon on a Tuesday. They said the car just plowed onto the sidewalk. Who gets drunk in the middle of a workday?” She seems genuinely puzzled.

      Something she said is nagging at me. “You said Tuesday?”

      “Tuesday March twenty-seventh.”

      “But it was December when I—”

      “I know. Jamie survived the crash. He had a severe concussion, and was paralyzed from his chest down, but he survived for another nine months. I’d just dropped him off with his physical therapist at Tufts and went to grab coffee when he collapsed during his daily exercise regimen. It was an aneurism. He was on life support for a week before he…”

      “Jesus, Mika,” I groan as I get to my feet and pull her up at the same time. Closing the distance and folding her in my arms happens without thinking. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Not wasting any time, are ya?” Daniel’s taunt sounds behind me, and I’ve never before felt a stronger urge to plow my fist in my friend’s face. Instead I keep my back turned and Mika shielded from the asshole.

      “Shut up, you idiot,” I hear Melissa hiss as their lowered voices disappear around the side of the cottage.

      “There’s more,” Mika’s voice is muffled in my shirt and I loosen my arms. Immediately she takes a step back. She looks wrecked, and I feel guilty for having brought this on.

      “Not tonight. You’re exhausted.”

      “But I need you to know that—”

      My fingers press against her lips. “If you still want to, you can tell me another day. I’m not going anywhere. Get some rest.”

      I’m not sure if it’s the vulnerable look in her blue eyes or the temptation of her soft lips under the pads of my fingers, but I can’t seem to stop myself from leaning down and pressing a gentle kiss on her mouth.
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      “Are you settling in okay?”

      This morning is the first chance I get to catch up with Sam. Saturday and Sunday had been crazy busy, both during lunch and at dinner.

      I saw the truck come in Saturday morning, off-loading what I hoped was the dishwasher, while I was sipping coffee out front. I thought I was off the hook when Mandy showed up knocking on my door at noon. Trish, the woman who’d seemed a little distant the night before had apparently come down with something and—according to a brutally honest Mandy—I was conveniently close. That started my crash course as a server.

      I never knew how exhausting waiting tables was. By the time the last customer cleared the restaurant last night, I vowed never to tip less than twenty percent again.

      Instead of sitting outside, I’m holed up in the cottage this morning, covered in a blanket I pulled off the bed. It’s miserable and chilly outside after a weekend of balmy temperatures.

      “Better than I thought,” I admit. “After this weekend, I almost feel like a local.”

      “Why? What did you do on the weekend?”

      “Worked my ass off.” I chuckle. It’s true; I can still feel the burn in my legs and arms from being on my feet, carrying heavy trays.

      “Worked? How? Where?”

      “At the restaurant. Friday night I washed dishes and the rest of the weekend I served.”

      “You?” I can hear the disbelief in her voice.

      I don’t blame her, I can’t really believe it myself, least of all how much I enjoyed it. I’d been nervous at first, not just that I might drop someone’s lunch or dinner in their laps, but that I’d be recognized. The thing I never realized about waiting tables is that people don’t really see you. Oh, they look at you, talk to you, even smile, but they don’t really see the person standing in front of them.

      Last night there’d been a table with two couples, and I’d caught one of the men staring at me. It was clear he was trying to place me after I’d taken their order. When I brought out their food, he snapped his fingers. “Didn’t you used to work at the Bullpen? By Fenway Park?” I’d just smiled, nodded and told him it’d been quite some time since I’d been near that place. It’s the truth, and the man seemed to take it as confirmation, which suited me just fine.

      “Yes, Sam. Me.”

      “Wait. You mean his restaurant? You talked to him?”

      I stay quiet, thinking about how close I came to spilling all the beans Friday night. I was tired and emotional, and almost told him everything, but he’d stopped me. Told me it could wait, except there hasn’t been a chance since. Besides, I’m not even sure I could bring up the courage. That night my defenses were down, but they’re firmly back in place now.

      No matter how attracted I am to him, or how unexpectedly safe I felt when he held me, there’s no way I can allow myself to go there.

      “Mika?”

      “I did talk to him some. I…I told him about Jamie, but I didn’t tell him everything.”

      “Mika…” Her tone is admonishing.

      “I know, okay? I know…it’s just…I like it here. I feel connected, and it’s not just about the girl. It’s him too. I don’t want to have to leave, and if I tell him, I may have to.”

      “I get that, I do, but I’m afraid the longer you postpone the person who’ll really be hurt is y—”

      “I know,” I quickly interrupt. “I just need a little more time, that’s all.”

      There’s a pregnant pause before she drops it and changes the topic. “By the way, I talked to Steve. He says it didn’t even occur to him. Typical guy, he knows your story, he knows his friend’s story, and still he wasn’t able to put two and two together until I connected the dots for him.”

      “It’s not his fault, Sam.”

      “Oh, I know, but he’s my brother, so if it gives me something to lord over his head for a while, I’m gonna use it.” I hear the grin in her voice and I’m chuckling myself. Sam adores her brother and vice versa, but they sure love to give each other a hard time. It’s something I’ve always envied, that kind of relaxed relationship. “By the way,” she continues. “He says he can try to find you another rental. Of course, he also mentioned you’re welcome to stay at his place, but we’ll ignore that. He’s a dog.”

      “Yes, let’s ignore,” I agree with her. “And I have his number if I find myself in need of new digs.”

      We don’t talk long after that, just a quick check on how her husband, Jason, and their two girls are doing, before we say our goodbyes.

      I get up off the couch to grab myself another coffee, when I notice the bowl of sea glass sitting on the counter. I let my fingers drag over the smoothly rounded pieces and realize I haven’t thanked Jude for these yet. It had been more than just a nice gesture, something that was confirmed when he gave me that barely-there kiss. I may not be the brightest or most experienced person when it comes to the romance department, but I’m willing to wager Jude is interested in me too.

      It’s not what brought me here. I wasn’t exactly looking for anything more than connecting with myself again. Still, the unexpected draw is there, and I can’t help consider all the complexities it calls up.

      As I pour my coffee, I notice sunlight is trying to break through outside. I’d resigned myself to an indoor day of reading, maybe catching a movie or something on the small TV, but it looks like I might still be able to do a little beachcombing.

      Nothing like a cool sea breeze to clear the mind.
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      “We have a problem.”

      I look up to find Mandy standing in the doorway to my office.

      “What now?”

      She walks in and takes a seat on one of the visitor chairs, looking serious.

      “I just got a call from Trish’s husband. Apparently Trish was brought to Mass General on Sunday. She had a stroke.”

      “You’re kidding me. She’s my age. How is she?”

      I’m shocked. Trish has worked here for close to ten years. I can count the times she’s been off sick on one hand. She’s as tough and strong as they come.

      “Forty-eight, actually, and she’s stable. Fred says the doctors are still running tests, but at this point her entire left side is paralyzed.”

      “Shit. Is there anything we can do? Anything Fred needs?”

      “I offered. He said he’d call if he needs something, but he’s got their daughter flying in from California this afternoon.”

      “Visitors?”

      Mandy shakes her head. “She’s in ICU, so just family for now.”

      “Fair enough. Let Fred know we can keep an eye on their house while they’re in Boston, and to let us know when she’s allowed visitors. Jesus, that’s scary.”

      “I know and I will. Seems almost disrespectful at this point but we need to look at the summer schedule. Trish and Penny are our full-timers. I can try and fill Trish’s shifts with the part-time roster, but most of them are students, and you know as well as I do, we need someone reliable. Someone we can count on to be here when they’re supposed to be.”

      “It’s not easy to find full-time staff during the season. Remember it took us forever to find Penny?”

      “I don’t think we’d have to look that far.”

      I squint my eyes and study her expression. She’s already got a plan and I bet I know what it is. “You’re talking about Mika.”

      She confirms it when she shrugs. “She’s mature, she did fine this weekend on very short notice, and she’s right here.”

      “Maybe so, but I’m pretty sure she didn’t come here to wait fucking tables all summer.”

      “Only one way to find out, Boss. She’s home now, I can go find out.” She pushes out of her chair and makes for the door when I stop her.

      “I’ll do it.”

      “Suit yourself,” she says, with a knowing little smile, before she disappears down the hallway.

      Mandy will just manipulate her into saying yes, but I want to make sure Mika gets to make up her own mind.

      With Kelty in my care, my hands are tied; otherwise, I could take over at least part of Trish’s schedule myself. The only reason I was able to jump in this past weekend was because my daughter was at Cassie and Mark’s place.

      My phone rings just as I’m about to head over to the cottage. It’s my dad calling.

      “Hey, Dad. How are things?”

      The last two years, since my mother passed away, my father’s had a really hard time. At seventy-two, he’s still in pretty good shape physically, and prior to Mom’s death he was still very interested in the world around him, but since then he’s been slipping.

      My brother, Ethan, who lives with his family just north of Boston, keeps an eye on him. I call as much as I can, or pop by when I’m in town, but we can’t make up for Mom’s absence.

      “I’m a’ight. How’s that granddaughtah of mine?” My dad, whose Boston accent only seems to get thicker as he ages, adores Kelty. He loves all his grandchildren—Ethan has two teenage boys—but I guess Kelty is as much his ‘princess’ as she is mine.

      “Doing good, Dad. She’s keeping up with her schoolwork, but this is the last week before summer vacation sets in and she can’t wait to be off the hook.”

      “I bet.” Dad’s raspy chuckle is good to hear.

      “Why don’t you come down?” I suggest, having a light bulb moment. “Drive down, pack enough so you can spend the summer with us? House is big enough, Dad.”

      “Ah, I don’t know…”

      “Think about it, I’d love for you to come, and I know Kelty would be over the moon. Truth is, Dad, I could use your help. I’m in a bit of a bind.”

      It’s quiet on the other side for a moment while I wait for him to bite. “A bind?” he finally echoes. “What aw ya talking about?”

      “Remember Trish? She had a stroke yesterday.”

      “Too young,” he rumbles.

      “You’re not kidding. She appears to be stable, but no matter what, this isn’t something you just bounce back from. Which leaves me short my best server. I can jump in, but there isn’t a lot I can do with Kelty here. I’m not sure what your plans are for the summer, but…” I let my words trail off. I know damn well he’s got nothing planned, but I want him to think about it.

      “You need my help.”

      “Shit, Dad, I sure could use it. Only a few people I feel comfortable leaving Kelty with, ya know.”

      Again he makes me wait. He hasn’t really been out of the house much in the past two years, and I know this won’t be easy for him, but it may well be just what he needs.

      “A’ight. Guess I could come for a while.”

      I try to keep the grin that’s on my face from my voice. “Sooner the better, Dad. I appreciate it, it’s a load off my shoulders.”

      Mandy isn’t the only one good at manipulating people.

      I’m glad when he offers to be here before the weekend. Maybe this will be a solution that benefits us all in the end.

      Knowing I’ll be able to shoulder part of the load, I feel better about approaching Mika for help. One down, one to go.

      “Keep an eye on Kelty? I’ll be right back,” I call out to Mandy, who’s behind the bar, on my way out.

      Thankfully the sun is breaking through the thick deck of clouds we woke up to. Walking up to the cottage, I just catch Mika stepping out the door with a book and a mug in her hand.

      It’s a good thing the weekend was busy. I let my guard down Friday night when I kissed her. Feeling her soft lips under mine sent my attraction to stratospheric heights, terrifying the shit out of me. I can’t recall ever feeling this strong, almost instinctual, draw to a woman.

      It would be easy to forget she’s just going to be here for the summer, especially now that she’s working alongside me in the restaurant. I know it’s probably smarter to keep a bit of distance, but I can’t deny even just the sight of her does something to me.

      “Morning,” I call out.

      “Hey,” she returns with a cautious smile. I imagine she probably remembers last time we were on her porch. Or maybe I’m just hoping she does.

      “Sorry to barge in. I have something to ask you.”

      I tell her about Trish—she appears as shocked as I was—about my dad coming out to help, before I ask if she’d be at all interested in more hours. She seems to hesitate before she answers.

      “You mean take over all her shifts?”

      “Even just a few a week would help, I can take care of the rest. But no pressure at all—I know you didn’t really come here to work, and I don’t know what your plans are—I just wanted to see if you’d be interested before I start hiring outside help.”

      Another pause.

      “I don’t really have set plans for the summer. I’d just like to do a bit of exploring. Bring my camera.” She looks over at the restaurant and the water beyond, where I just notice the heron swooping in for a meal.

      “Tips are good,” I find myself encouraging her. “And meals are included.” I catch myself, realizing how stupid I sound. I imagine she’s not suffering as a sports journalist. “Not that it’s necessarily a concern for you,” I add, only shoving my foot in farther, but she surprises me.

      “Actually, my plan was to get a job anyway.” She grins half-heartedly. “It’s amazing how much your financial situation can change in the span of a year.”

      Again I get the sense there is more to her story than what she’s told me so far, but I keep from saying anything and just nod.

      “When would I start?” she asks, and I have to bite my lip.

      “My dad won’t be here to look after Kelty until Thursday at the earliest, so how does five today sound?” I wince even as I’m asking, but she just smiles. This time without holding back, and it’s stunning.

      “I’ll be there.”

      I don’t let my own smile break through until I turn back to the restaurant.
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      Yesterday morning, Kelty joined me on the porch to watch for her heron.

      Jude had lifted a few fingers acknowledging me, but continued on to the restaurant, carrying the little girl’s pink Hello Kitty backpack in his other hand. I couldn’t help grin.

      She stayed until her dad called her over, mostly chatting about missing her school friends, her excitement about getting a new brother or sister, and how much she hates broccoli. I had to laugh at that, especially since it prompted a brief discussion on the merits of vegetables, with me arguing for and Kelty arguing against. It left us both smiling.

      She’s here again today, sitting on my step when I walk out with my coffee. My heart does a little leap at the sight of her almost white-blonde hair.

      “Hey, missy. You’re early today.”

      She tilts her head back and aims those crystal blue eyes my way. “We’re leaving soon,” she shares.

      I sit beside her on the step. “Where are you off to today?” She told me about the day trips her father has taken her on as part of her homeschooling. It only makes the man more attractive.

      There’s something so sexy about a good father. I never knew one, and sadly Emmett wasn’t exactly a good one for Jamie. It’s definitely a turn-on.

      “Dad’s taking me whale watching,” she says with a big smile. “I’ve wanted to go for…like…ever!” I chuckle at her theatrics. “But Dad said we could go today to celebrate summer.”

      “That’s awesome. It’s on my list of things to do this summer. I’ve never been, which is kinda weird, when you think about it.”

      “Why is it weird?”

      “Because I’ve lived in and around Boston my whole life, and I know for a fact, there are whaling tours from Boston as well. I just never went on one.”

      “Maybe you were too busy?”

      I smile at the earnest expression on her face. From the mouths of babes. “Maybe,” I echo.

      We both turn to the water to see if the heron’s made his appearance.

      I’m not sure why he strikes me as a he. It’s not like I’m able to tell the difference, I wouldn’t know where to start. Perhaps it’s the self-assured, almost arrogant, way he claims his territory. Flying in with big swoops of his wings before stalking to his favorite hunting spot on those deceptively strong legs. Sure and unwavering, without a single hesitation. I imagine if it were a female, she would be more aware of her surroundings. Maybe more surreptitious in her approach: making sure not to draw too much attention to herself.

      Or maybe I’m just projecting.

      It’s not that I don’t think women can’t be self-assured, or strong and unwavering. Hell, for years I’ve held my own in a male-dominated industry, but it wasn’t easy to get there, nor was it easy to stay. I’ve had to prove myself over and over again. Show I could adjust and adapt to the good-ole-boy ways that are still so prevalent. Blend in and don’t stand out too much.

      It’s one of the reasons I don’t think I want to return to my career. I’m tired of meeting other people’s expectations before my own.

      I’m lost in thought when Kelty suddenly jumps up.

      “There’s Dad.”

      I look up to see his long legs close the distance, and I automatically get on my feet as well.

      “You know, you should come,” Kelty suddenly suggests, turning to face me.

      “Come?” I ask, but it falls to deaf ears because the girl is already skipping to her dad, chattering in her girly voice.

      “She can, can’t she? Mika wants to see the whales anyway, and since we’re going I think she should come. It’s way more fun coming with us than going alone, right, Dad?”

      “Honey, that’s really sweet of you to ask, but…” I start to decline, hoping to save Jude the uncomfortable task of telling her no in front of me.

      Except, her father’s smile doesn’t appear at all uncomfortable. “That’s a great idea, actually. That is…” He turns his dark eyes on me and I can see the laugh lines fanning out from his eyes, proving he likes to smile and does it often. Another check mark on the pro side. “…if Mika can be ready in like…” He quickly checks his watch. “…five minutes tops, or we’ll miss the boat.”

      “I’m supposed to start at four,” I tell him.

      “We’ll be back here at three at the latest.”

      Wisdom tells me to say no, but fuck, I want to go. I want to go with them.

      A hint of doubt starts to surface, but I force it into submission.

      “Five minutes,” I promise with a grin wide enough to split my face, as I rush inside to get ready.

      I hear Kelty’s excited whoop behind me.

      I don’t bother changing—my jeans and shirt will do just fine—but I do grab a hoodie and shove my feet in my red Chucks instead of my flip-flops, before snagging my camera and purse.

      Apparently the wide grin is still on my face when I burst out of the door again, because it’s immediately met with two matching ones that make me stop in my tracks.

      Father and daughter: one dark, one fair, with smiles equally dazzling.

      Good God, they make me feel alive.
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      “Is that them, Daddy?”

      I look where Kelty is pointing. “Those are dolphins, Princess. They like swimming alongside the boat. We probably won’t see anything until we round that lighthouse there.” I indicate the Long Point Light Station.

      “Did you see the dolphins?” she asks Mika, who comes down from the top deck where she was taking a few shots.

      “I did. Got some pictures too. Wanna see?” She sits down on the narrow metal bench and Kelty slides in beside her right away, her eyes already focused on the small digital screen.

      The drive here was filled with Kelty chattering from the back seat, and occasional furtive glances to my right. A few times I caught Mika’s eyes checking me out. This woman makes me act like a fucking teenager.

      It’s crazy, I barely know her and already she feels familiar.

      The only snag we had was when I parked the Traverse and told Kelty to put her mask on. It’s just precautionary, but she’s still on the high dose of immunosuppressants and the last thing she needs is to catch something. That’s why whenever we go out, she wears her mask and I carry hand sanitizer with me. She knows why it’s necessary, but she still doesn’t like it.

      Her eyes shot to Mika and her little chin lifted stubbornly. Without knowing why, Mika seemed to clue in quickly it was important, and asked if I happened to have any spares. I pointed to the glove box. She pulled one out, and without saying a word, covered her mouth and nose with it before getting out of the car. I got out as well and waited for my daughter. She eventually came out wearing hers.

      No words were exchanged until we were in line to board the tour boat.

      “You can take it off now,” Kelty told Mika, who pulled the mask away from her face.

      “I’m perfectly fine keeping it on if it makes it easier for you.”

      “It’s okay, I’m used to it.”

      “Well, if you’re sure…” Mika quickly got rid of her mask and tucked it in her pocket.

      Now they’re sitting side by side, two blonde heads bent over the digital camera. A casual observer might think they’re related.

      “Looks like we may have found a pod.” A voice comes over the sound system. “Keep your eyes port-side—that’s the left—just up ahead.”

      People immediately flock to this side of the boat, and there’s barely any standing room.

      “Go stand by your dad,” I hear Mika telling Kelty, who sneaks between me and the railing. In the distance we see the spray from a blowhole.

      “Over there, I saw it.” My girl grins up at me.

      “I saw it too.” I turn to Mika and gesture her over.

      “It’s okay. I’ll get my chance.”

      “Excuse me,” I tell the guy standing behind me. I reach around him, grab Mika’s hand, and pull her toward me, tucking her between my daughter and me. “Now we can all see,” I say, my lips by her ear, bracing my hands on the railing on either side of them.

      Suddenly about twenty feet from the boat a spray shoots up, and the back of a whale curves out of the water. Two seconds later another humpback pops up, right beside it. Mika’s hand curls around my wrist and I feel her body tense against mine.

      “There’s one on the other side too,” someone calls out, and half the crowd scurries to the starboard railing, leaving us with more room.

      “Can we go?” Kelty asks.

      “Stay here, Princess. Keep your eyes to the front of the boat.” To Mika, I say, “Get your camera ready.” Reluctantly I lift my hand from the railing so she can find a better spot, while I step closer to my daughter.

      “Daddy, look at the tail!”

      I quickly shift my attention from watching Mika’s shapely ass move in those formfitting jeans, back to the ocean. A large tail lifts out of the water, spraying droplets, and my daughter is jumping up and down in front of me.

      For almost half an hour the pod of whales hangs around the boat, giving us a great show, before they move on and the boat turns back to the harbor.

      Kelty is quiet and a little pale, so we sit down and I encourage her to put her head on my leg. When Mika finds us, she looks at my daughter with concern clear on her face.

      “Is she okay?” she whispers, taking a seat beside me.

      “Tired,” I explain, and then I figure I might as well fill her in on all of it. “Kelty was diagnosed with acute cardiomyopathy, March of last year. She had a heart transplant in December.” I watch as the blood drains from Mika’s face. “She’s fine now,” I reassure her, putting a hand on her knee. “She just still burns through her energy quickly, which is why I push the afternoon naps.” Mika’s eyes say focused on Kelty’s closed eyes, but she nods in understanding. “The mask is because of her medication.”

      “Immunosuppressants,” she mumbles.

      “Yeah. That’s why she’s homeschooled. At least these past months. We’ll reassess in July and see if maybe she can go back to school after the summer break.”

      “That’s good. So she’s doing okay? Her new heart?” Her eyes, still worried, now focus on me.

      “Yeah. Her cardiologist is happy. She had one brief rejection episode when she was still in the hospital but nothing since. Knock on wood.”

      “Good.” She nods her head and then repeats, “That’s good.”

      She stays quiet, sitting beside me and seemingly unaware of my hand still resting on her knee, until the boat pulls alongside the dock.

      “Should we wake her up?”

      “You take my truck keys, I’ll carry her,” I suggest.

      She leads the way onto the dock and I follow her to the parking lot, my sleep-heavy daughter in my arms.

      “Wait,” Mika says when we get to the truck and quickly opens the back door, making room so I can lay my girl on the back seat.

      “I’d hoped to take you for lunch,” I admit, as we drive through Provincetown, back to the main road.

      “That’s okay.”

      “Rain check?” I ask, reaching over to take her hand. For a minute it feels like she might pull it back, but then she slips her slender fingers between mine.

      “Yeah.”

      We don’t talk much during the half hour it takes us to get home, but her hand never leaves mine. When I pull into my driveway, the dashboard clock shows one thirty.

      “Would you mind opening my front door?” I ask, handing her my key chain again.

      I notice her looking around my living room when we walk in. I put Kelty, who’s still out for the count, on the couch. Mika is ready with the throw from the armrest, draping it carefully over my daughter before turning to me, a little smile on her face.

      “I should get home.”

      “I’ll walk you,” I announce.

      “It’s broad daylight, Jude. I think I should be able to find it,” she quips, lifting a single eyebrow.

      “Humor me.”

      She rolls her eyes, but doesn’t say anything more when I follow her out the door.

      “Thank you,” she says stopping at the top of her steps. “That was a mind-blowing experience, and I can’t believe I’ve lived so close all my life and never made it out before.”

      “I didn’t either for the longest time. Not until I moved out here.”

      I take another step closer, not quite ready to say goodbye.

      “Well, thanks for inviting me.”

      She turns to the door and I close the distance stopping right behind her. “Ask me in.”

      “Sorry?” She swings her head around, a bit confused.

      “Ask me in, Mika.”

      Her eyes scan my face for a long moment before she nods and opens the door, stepping aside to let me in. I stand facing her until she closes the door behind her, then I move in.

      Her sharp inhale is sexy as hell as I brace my hands against the door, on either side of her head. The next sound from her is a deep groan when I lean in, cover her mouth with mine, and slip my tongue between her slightly parted lips. Her taste, rich and heady, floods my senses and instantly makes me crave more.

      I force my hands to stay where they are, otherwise I might strip her right where she stands. The only thing connecting us is our lips; it’s the most intimate kiss I’ve ever shared.
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      “Did you have a good time?”

      I look up to find Mandy grinning at me. Immediately my mind goes to the soul-scorching kiss Jude planted on me just a few hours ago.

      A good time would be an understatement; my head is still spinning with the impact of his mouth on mine. Unlike the previous peck he planted on me—which already carried a punch—this kiss had woken up parts of me that had been dormant for a very long time. Heck, it had shaken me so badly that even long after he abruptly ended the kiss and stalked out the door, I hadn’t been able to draw a proper breath.

      “Huh?”

      Humor flashes in Mandy’s eyes at my unintelligible response. “Whale watching, did you enjoy it?”

      Realization floods me and with it a healthy blush at where my mind had automatically gone. “Yes. It was unbelievable,” I quickly answer. “You should see some of the pictures. The moment I have a chance I’m going to edit them; I’ll show you.”

      “Jude mentioned you like photography,” she shares, and I wonder when he would’ve told her that. Or why. “Said you were good. He’s been looking at new decor for the restaurant for a while.” I look around at the collection of prints and watercolors on the walls. Pretty images of the cove, some of the Cape’s lighthouses, and a large canvas some artist must’ve done right here on his property. It depicts the restaurant, the main house, and my cottage against the water. Pretty enough, but a bit of a rambling assortment without much of a collective input. “He said he might approach you about it. I was just wondering if he mentioned anything. Since I saw you come back with your camera,” she adds.

      If she saw me come back, the likelihood is she would’ve seen Jude go into my cottage as well.

      Again, the heat of a blush warms my cheeks. “He didn’t. Mention anything, I mean. Besides, the photography, it’s just a hobby. Something I enjoy doing. Mostly for myself.”

      Mandy wipes a rag over the bar, but keeps a scrutinizing glance aimed at me. “There’s a place called The Cape PhotoArt & Framing, just south of the rotary. They specialize in photo printing. You should go check them out.”

      I’d driven by the place a few times and had made a mental note to stop in one day. Most of my pictures—save a few I’d printed out and hung up in my old bedroom—never made it beyond the digital format. Just pretty snaps for me to browse through every so often. I like playing with filters and overlays—creating different moods and atmospheres and giving my shots a more artistic flair—but those creations have never made it off my laptop. It’s always just been something to do.

      “I guess I could check it out someday,” I concede, downplaying the kernel of excitement growing in my gut.

      “Up to you,” Mandy says with a nonchalant shrug of her shoulders, as if she didn’t just light a fire in my belly.

      Lucky for me the restaurant is not crazy busy tonight, because half the time I’m walking around mentally cataloguing my photographs into a portfolio. Yet, I only get one drink order wrong.

      It’s not until I roll into bed a little after eleven that I allow myself to think about the kiss again. He never even touched my body, and yet every inch of my skin tingles at the memory.

      Electric. Combustive. One stroke of his hand would have incinerated me.

      The effect he has on me is dangerous, but the fire I’m playing with has a far more devastating potential.

      It wrecked me when he started talking about Kelty’s condition. I almost told him to stop, but he gifted me with that trust, and coming clean in that moment—telling him I already knew—would have thrown that gift back in his face. I realize the hole I’m digging myself only gets deeper, but I can’t seem to help myself.

      This wonderful man and his precious daughter are addictive.
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      “Is it hard to learn?”

      Kelty was back on my steps this morning when I came out with my coffee. She already had breakfast, she informed me, and then asked if she could see yesterday’s pictures.

      I must’ve snapped a few hundred at least. It takes us quite a while to scroll through, and Kelty points at her favorites. I’m actually quite surprised myself at how well some of these turned out. It’s much different to shoot something inanimate that you can adjust your settings for to get the best results. Shooting something that moves unpredictably is much harder. You don’t have time to perfect exposure or lighting or any of those things, it’s more of a Hail Mary, hoping you caught the action at exactly the right moment.

      Thank God for image bursts that allow me to rapid shoot an entire sequence with one press of the button. The result is a few great shots of the whale rising out of the water with every drop of the spray he created clearly defined.

      “It’s not really hard to do. All it takes is holding the camera steady and pushing a button,” I explain. “The hardest part, I think, is finding interesting things to take pictures of, and have the pictures be exactly what it looked like with the naked eye. That’s the real tricky part.”

      She’s quiet for a moment, looking like she’s thinking hard. “You know,” she starts, and I almost chuckle at her tone combined with that serious face. “I think I could find things to take pictures of.”

      “I bet you could,” I encourage her, tempted to give her the smaller camera tucked in my camera bag to experiment with.

      It had been a present for Jamie’s tenth birthday. It was a pretty generic point and click camera, with a fully automatic setting, but it also gave him the option of adjusting settings manually to experiment. Jamie used to love the ‘photo-adventures’ we’d sometimes go on whenever I had some time off. It had given us something in common at a time in his life when I could feel him growing up and away from me. In hindsight, I should’ve made an effort to create more of those memories. Just one of many regrets.

      The thought of taking Kelty under my wing—teaching her about lighting and composition—is an enticing prospect. She’s not my child, though, I should definitely check with her father before I make any promises.

      God forbid I overstep any more boundaries than I already am.
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      “Grampa!”

      Kelty shoots by me out the door, the moment I open it to my dad lumbering up the steps.

      It’s difficult noticing him look older every time I see him. He even moves like an old man now.

      “Hey, Peanut.” His deep rumble is still familiar, though. An immediate comfort.

      I watch as my father folds Kelty in his arms, pressing his cheek to the top of her head. It invokes memories of me pressing my ear to his chest, feeling his deep voice vibrating against me as he talked. I remember wishing I’d have a reverberating voice like his when I grew up, but instead I ended up with a smoker’s rasp, when I’ve never smoked a day in my life.

      “Son.” His eyes meet mine as he lets his granddaughter go and I go out to meet him.

      “Glad you’re here, Dad.” I give him a hug and get a few bone-crushing slaps to my back.

      He was already working on the docks when he met my mom almost fifty years ago. A gruff man, with very little in the way of social skills, who fell head over heels for the pretty librarian. They were polar opposites; everything about my mom was soft and refined, in contrast with all my dad’s rough edges. Still, they loved each other and over the years, Mom managed to smooth out some of his gruffness. Even taught him how to show affection to his sons, which wasn’t always easy for him. It’s not the way he was raised for sure. He did well by us, though, and my brother and I learned to take the bruises with the love.

      “Me too, boy. She’s looking better.”

      “Getting better too, Dad.”

      I see him swallow hard before nodding. “That’s good.”

      Kelty’s diagnosis had almost done him in. Following so shortly to Mom dying, the initial news his granddaughter might not have long to live wreaked havoc, and there were times I’d been afraid of losing him too.

      “Princess, grab Grampa a coffee, will you? He could probably use one. Dad, give me your keys and I’ll fetch your stuff.”

      I round the front of the house when I spot Mika walking over to the restaurant. She sees me too and shoots me a hesitant smile. I lift my chin.

      It’s not a surprise when she keeps walking, after losing my mind kissing her yesterday, I just about ran out of the cottage. She must think I’m certifiable.

      The truth is, she scares me. Or rather, the feelings she evokes scare me. It’s pretty intense and for a moment when my mouth held her captive, with her back against the door, I forgot everything else.

      I can’t afford to forget everything else.

      My daughter depends on me. So do her mother and Mark. This is not the right time for me to lose my head, among other things.

      I’d underestimated the effect Mika has on me, and now that I’ve felt its full potential, I’m second-guessing the wisdom of pursuing anything. What if I lose myself in her and she packs her bags at the end of her stay? Or what if something goes wrong in the meantime? My daughter is already more than halfway in love with her, and it wouldn’t take much for me to tumble down that same rabbit hole. Then there’s her working at the restaurant as well.

      This woman rolled in like a tsunami, flooding every aspect of my life. And she’s not even doing it on purpose.

      Fuck, I’ve told a few women I loved them—and meant it at the time—but I’ve never had the urge to make a life-long commitment, let alone based on a single kiss. Still, it wouldn’t have been hard to convince me yesterday, and that scared the crap out of me.

      I’m glad to see Dad brought more than just one suitcase. Having him here might prove to be just the distraction I need.
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      “Mr. Parks!”

      Mandy comes around the bar and greets Dad like a long-lost favorite uncle. A role he’s always enjoyed when he visited before. Of course Mandy has a way of making everyone feel welcome.

      Dad can’t hide his pleased little smile. Nothing like a pretty young woman making a fuss to have the old geezer spark with some life.

      “Ah ya done with that man of yaws yet?” he asks, his eyes twinkling. “Nevah gonna give me a chance, aw ya?”

      “Truth is,” Mandy says, familiar with Dad’s game. “I don’t think I could handle a man like you, Mr. Parks.”

      “Bullocks. And quit calling me mistah, making me feel old. It’s Jim.”

      “Fair enough, Jim,” she emphasizes with a grin. “Have a seat and I’ll bring you some drinks. You still like that Trillium brew your son keeps stocked for you?”

      “Don’t mind if I do.”

      Kelty is already seated at her favorite table. It’s in the corner where she can see out on the cove, as well as to the side where her heron often appears for breakfast or dinner. That is, until the patio opens, when she prefers to sit outside if there’s room.

      “Good evening.” The formal greeting sounds a little awkward from Mika’s mouth as she walks up to the table.

      “Hi, Mika, guess what? My granddad’s here.”

      She doesn’t hold anything back when she smiles at my daughter and I feel that too.

      “That’s great, honey,” she says, turning the smile on my dad, who looks at her through slitted eyes.

      “Who’s this?” is the first thing out of his mouth.

      “Dad, this is Mika, she’s filling in while Trish is recovering in the hospital.”

      His eyes dart to me. “How’s Trish doin’?”

      “Spoke to her husband this morning. Things seem to be looking a bit better. The doctors say since she’s still young, her chances of a full recovery are good, but it’s gonna take time.”

      He grunts before he looks back at Mika. “You don’t look like a waitress to me,” he says, and I groan internally when I see her wince.

      “Dad,” I try, but Kelty, in all her innocence, jumps in.

      “She’s a photographer, Grampa.”

      “A photographah?” He doesn’t look convinced, scrutinizing the poor woman, who is starting to fiddle with her notepad.

      “Yeah,” Kelty says undeterred. “She takes pictures of my heron, and yesterday she came with us whale watching and she took pictures of them too. I want to learn photography.”

      That draws the old man’s attention, and mine too.

      “Ya do?”

      “Yeah, it’s so cool. You first have to find things that are interesting, and then the light has to be right, and the comp…compos…”

      “Composition,” Mika softly fills in.

      “That a fact?” Once again his squinting eyes take her in.

      “I’ll just give you a minute and grab your drinks,” she quickly mutters before walking away from the fire. I don’t blame her.

      “Dad…” My tone is level, but I know he can hear the threat.

      “What? She’s an interesting package.”

      “Don’t call her that.”

      “Dunno what else to call her. One day I’m watching her interview Belichick on the tube, the next she’s waiting tables in yaw restaurant, and now my granddaughter tells me she’s a photographah. I’d say that makes her an interesting package.”

      Of course my dad would recognize her. I should’ve known; he’s intimately acquainted with every damn sportscaster on the Eastern Seaboard.

      “Just don’t harass her, Dad,” I plead, to which he harrumphs loudly.
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      “Mika?”

      I’m about to open my car door when I hear Jude’s voice.

      I haven’t actually spoken to him, other than during work hours, since I mustered up the courage to approach him about the camera Friday afternoon.

      “Are you sure?” he’d asked in the relative quiet of his office. “That camera’s gotta hold memories for you.”

      “It does,” I confessed, “but I like the idea of someone else making good use of it better than it collecting dust somewhere.”

      He’d nodded and appeared to be deep in thought before responding.

      “Let me think on it, okay?”

      I can’t say I wasn’t disappointed, but the weekend was busy enough not to dwell on it too long. The first weekend of June apparently brings an influx of vacationers to the Cape, and although the restaurant had been busy during lunches, a lineup had started forming for dinner seating as well.

      With the patio now open, Mandy had scheduled two extra pairs of hands, in addition to Penny and myself. Jude was around, but mostly jumped in behind the bar from time to time so Mandy could help on the tables.

      He seemed evasive all weekend, and already conflicted myself, I figured he had regrets of his own and did my share of avoiding.

      Hearing his voice out here has me square my shoulders before I turn around and watch him close the distance.

      “Yes?”

      “Do you have a minute or are you in a hurry?”

      “I’m not rushed.”

      He suddenly seems at a loss for words as he runs his hand through his already unruly hair. “About last Wednesday,” he starts, and I inadvertently brace myself against what’s coming. I assumed he wanted to talk about Jamie’s camera. I feel a bit blindsided so I carefully steel my features. He looks at me inquisitively before breathing out a deep sigh and rubbing his chin. “Look, you…shit…I’ve felt a draw…to you…since we first ran into each other at Tufts. I don’t know why, or what, but when I saw you again in the lobby last month, it was still there. Then you turned out to be my tenant for the summer.” He lowers his eyes as he raises his eyebrows and shakes his head. “Almost too good to be true. But it didn’t stop there; my staff adopted you in very short order, as did my daughter. It only seemed to get better.” He pauses again as his eyes find mine. “And then I kissed you—”

      I quickly hold up my hand, afraid that if I listen any more, I’ll burst out crying. This is it. I won’t be able to stay now. I’m going to miss that little girl, and I haven’t even had a chance to come clean. “I get it,” I manage, reaching for my car door, but his hand intercepts mine.

      “No. I don’t think you do,” he disagrees, holding firmly to my fingers. “Kissing you was…” He blows his breath through his lips. “Amazing? Mind-blowing, for sure. At least for me it was. Just talking about it makes me want to kiss you again.” I startle at his confession. That’s not what I expected to follow at all. “But see, the thing is, I know when I do it won’t be so easy to take a step back. It’s going fast. Not you,” he quickly adds. “It’s me. My daughter is my priority, first and foremost, and already she’s attached to you. What if this…whatever’s happening here…ends badly? You said you came here to find yourself, what if you get as lost in me as I could get in you? Where would that leave you? Where would that leave Kelty?”

      I’m in shock. Mostly because he’s voicing similar concerns to mine, with one major difference: I have knowledge that might change his entire perception of me.

      “I hear you. And you’re right, I probably could easily get lost in you. It wouldn’t be fair; because there’s a lot you don’t know about me yet. A lot I haven’t even wrapped my head around myself.”

      “Your son,” he suggests and I nod.

      “For one, yes. Just like Kelty is the main focus in your life, Jamie was that for me. My purpose. When that disappears, it changes the entire framework of your existence.” His hand just squeezes mine and I’m grateful he doesn’t give me platitudes. “My emotions are still raw,” I forge on. “I feel things…almost too fast…and I can’t tell how much of that is real. I’m just getting my feet wet, I can’t quite trust myself yet.”

      Then he does something else unexpected and takes me into his arms. “We slow down. Take the pressure off and deal with whatever comes. If this pull between us is all it promises to be, a little downshift won’t change where it will end up.”

      I only manage to nod, a little sad, but also a lot relieved. Mostly relieved, actually.

      He sets me back a step, smiles, and presses his lips to my forehead. The gentle and caring gesture immediately brings tears to my eyes.

      Fuck, I haven’t had this since my mother died many years ago. I smile up at him, blinking against the tears and turn to my car when he starts walking back to the house.

      “Oh, and, Mika?” he says, looking over his shoulder. “If you’re still sure you want to do this, I think Kelty would love the camera. Her tenth birthday is coming up next week. She’s been nagging me for one all weekend,” he adds with a mischievous grin.

      I’m still smiling myself as I make my way to Nauset Beach to look for sea glass and photo ops.
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      “More coffee, Dad?”

      I ignore the inquiring glance my old man follows me with as I come back into the kitchen. I’m not sure what bug he has up his ass about Mika, but he’s been pretty obvious about his disapproval of her. Fuck, he hasn’t even given her a chance to do anything wrong.

      “Saw ya out there with that woman,” he grumbles, determined to get his word in.

      “Jesus, Dad. What do you have against her?” I finally snap, my patience worn thin. I’m already questioning the wisdom of having him come. This is the kind of added stress I don’t need.

      “Ya hear things.” He shrugs like he’s done talking, but I’m not done. I quickly check to see that Kelty is still watching a show on TV before closing the kitchen door.

      “What things, Dad? She’s a good woman, who’s been through enough. She doesn’t need you making her life harder for no damn good reason.”

      “I see she’s already got ya head turned,” he grumbles. His head snaps up when my fist hits the counter.

      “What is your problem, Dad?” I bark a little too loudly, and I keep my eye on the door to make sure Kelty doesn’t barge in.

      “Been all ovah the news in Boston, boy. Not an accident she’s hidin’ up heah. Trying to get out of the heat, I’m guessin’. Fought her ex-husband in cawt just so she could pull the plug on her boy. The husband tells it all ovah the papers. Ink weren’t even wet on the cawt ordah and she had ‘em shut off the machines. Man is devastated.”

      It’s clear my father buys into this story, but he doesn’t know I saw the woman walk down that hallway, her world destroyed. If any of it is true, she had a reason. There’s not a doubt in my mind that boy was her life.

      “Weren’t you the one who taught me not to jump to conclusions?” I remind him. “That you shouldn’t make judgments without all the necessary information? I distinctly remember you saying those things to me. I don’t claim to know what the full story is—she told me her boy was on life support and then died—but Dad, it wrecked her.” The flash of guilt on his face tells me I scored a point. “Don’t go crucifying her based on half a story, because what I’ve seen and know of her, there isn’t a malicious bone in Mika’s body.”

      The temptation is substantial to log onto the internet and dig up whatever Dad is talking about, but I don’t. I trust my gut, and it tells me her ex-husband is a sniveling coward, dragging her name through the mud like that.

      I’m sure there’s lots I don’t know yet—just as she doesn’t really know much about my history—but I’d rather she tell me herself when she’s ready.
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        * * *

      

      Dad opted not to drive into Boston with us for Kelty’s cardio checkup.

      I’m not sure whether he’s still pissed at me for reading him the riot act, whether he just didn’t feel up to the drive, or he’s just avoiding the hospital. He’s never been a fan. I suspect it might be a combination of all of them. These trips may be getting a little tedious, but I’m always relieved when we leave with a thumbs-up on her health.

      We’re one visit away from her six-month mark, when they’ll assess whether or not they can reduce her immunosuppressants slowly. Kelty is not a fan of the pills she has to take every day, but she understands how important they are.

      It had killed to explain to our then eight-year-old daughter that she was very seriously ill. She didn’t need us to spell out there was a chance she might not survive, she clued into it on her own, and that realization was the worst moment of my life, bar none. She’s my girl, my princess, and those big blue eyes landed on me expecting her daddy to fix it. Fix her. Except for once there was absolutely nothing I could do for her.

      Even now I can still feel that impotence. That lack of control.

      Instead I drive her into the hospital twice a month. Watch as they draw her blood, when I know she hates the needles. Test, probe, and prod her until she’s so exhausted she can barely keep her head up and I often end up carrying her out to the parking lot.

      I did so tonight, and I’d expected her to be asleep, but when I look in my rearview mirror, I catch her eyes on me from the back seat.

      “Hey, Princess. I thought you’d still be asleep.”

      “Why were you fighting with Grampa this morning?”

      Fuck. I knew I was too loud. Now I’m stuck in a dilemma, do I brush it off, or do I tell her the truth?

      If Kelty was any other kid, I’d probably brush it off, but she’s not. Sadly circumstances have made her wiser and more observant than she should be. Chances are she’s noticed her grampa’s attitude toward Mika and may be confused about the reasons as well.

      Truth it is. At least a moderated version of it.

      “Grampa hasn’t been very nice to Mika, and I wanted to know why.”

      “Mika is nice,” she volunteers.

      “I agree. Now you know she used to be on TV, right? A sports reporter?” I take her nod as a yes. “Well, Grampa recognized her and he had heard some gossip about her that wasn’t very nice.”

      “Gossip is never nice.”

      My eyes catch hers again in my mirror and I smile. “That’s true. But it’s a little more complicated because Grampa read it in the newspaper. Anyway, that’s what we were arguing about. I know if Grampa just gives her a chance, he’ll see for himself the gossip can’t be true.”

      “I like Mika.”

      “Already mentioned that, Princess,” I remind her, grinning as I watch her roll her eyes.

      “I mean, you like her too, right?”

      I can feel where this is going but am not sure how to avoid it without lying, so I keep it simple. “I like her.”

      “Right, and I know she likes you, because she always has this little smile when she looks at you. Plus,” she quickly adds when she thinks I’ll interrupt, “she has photos of you.”

      “Photos of me?”

      “From the boat.”

      “She showed you?”

      “Yeah. She has a few of me and you together as well. She wouldn’t do that if she didn’t like us, right?”

      “I guess,” I admit, before teasing, “unless they’re really ugly photos. I don’t think she really likes us much if she takes ugly pictures.”

      “They’re nice, Daddy.”

      “Good to know, baby,” I mumble.
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      Another beautiful morning greets me when I pull open the door.

      As does the unexpected guest sitting on my steps, a little taller and darker than my regular visitor.

      I sit down beside him and follow his gaze over the water as the cove wakes up.

      I haven’t seen much of him this past week except at the restaurant. Other than a few meaningful glances, most interaction had been work-related and in the presence of others. So I’m a little surprised to find he sought me out this morning.

      “My daughter tells me you took my pictures.”

      My eyes dart to his handsome profile.

      “I did. Hers too.”

      He slowly turns his head to me. “Kelty has a theory. She says you can tell a person likes you when they take your picture, but I suggested it all depends on how that picture turns out.”

      I tilt my head. “Is this your convoluted way of telling me you want to see the pictures I took last week?”

      He shrugs his shoulders and one corner of his lips tilt up in a grin, reminding me how tempting his mouth can be in close proximity. I force myself to look away.

      “Wouldn’t mind a coffee either,” he mumbles under his breath and this time when I look back, he’s full-on smiling.

      I quickly get to my feet. “Very well, come on in. I have them all downloaded to my laptop, it’s easier to see.”

      He follows me inside and I resist the urge to look at him when I hear the door close. Instead I busy myself with his coffee.

      “Where’s your daughter this morning, anyway?” I ask him as I pour fresh water into my Keurig.

      “We had a late night watching a movie. She’s sleeping in. Dad’s driving her to Chatham when she wakes up. With her birthday tomorrow, and Cassie still confined to her bed, her mom wanted a chance to celebrate with her at their house. Mark should have her back here around noon. Kelty’s a little disappointed there won’t be a big party again, but it would just wipe her out. At least it’s an improvement on last year when she missed out completely. Maybe for her next birthday we can make up for it.”

      “Poor kid,” I commiserate.

      “She’ll get stronger. She’s already improved a lot. The first weeks after the transplant she was weak as a newborn kitten. Even just going to the bathroom tired her out. She’s come a long way.”

      “I’m glad,” I share.

      “Anyway, I was hoping you’d join us for burgers and cake tomorrow afternoon? At the restaurant. My daughter requested the patio. We’ll aim for around three, before we have people showing up for dinner.”

      “Are you cooking?” I tease him. I’ve been told by more than one person, over the past couple of weeks, while Jude may be a top-notch restaurateur, he can’t cook for shit. They tease him relentlessly.

      He throws me a fake scowl. “Rest assured, Daniel will be doing the cooking.”

      “In that case, I’d love to. Are you okay with me giving her the camera then?” I ask. I’d planned to give it to her when she dropped by in the morning, but she’ll be at her mom’s.

      “She’ll be over the moon, and so will I. She’s relentless when she has her eyes set on something.”

      I shove a mug under the spout and dig through my collection of coffee pods. “Dark roasted?”

      “Please.”

      I press the button and turn around, leaning my elbows on the counter. “So other than Kelty’s birthday, my stellar coffee, and the pictures, what brings you here today?”

      “Am I that obvious?”

      “Not really,” I admit. “But I noticed you have this habit of rubbing your chin when you’re trying to figure out what to say next, and you’ve been rubbing it since we came inside.”

      He immediately puts his hand down.

      “Dad,” he starts and I straighten a little. The older man has been in the restaurant daily, and although not as overtly hostile as the first few times, I could still feel him scrutinizing me from a distance. “I called him out on the way he behaved toward you last week.” He notices the wince on my face. “Honestly, my dad is normally a pretty laid-back guy, which made his behavior out of character.”

      “He’s been fine. Well,” I catch myself, “better anyway. Do you know whether it’s something I did?”

      “God no. And I didn’t really want to bring it up, but with my brother, his family, and few friends stopping by, I don’t want you to be blindsided.”

      “By what?” I’m utterly confused.

      “Do you know your ex has been talking to the media?”

      I snort. It doesn’t surprise me; he made our brief battle in court very public. Something the judge hadn’t been very happy about because he’d clearly instructed—for the sake of privacy—details around the crux of the case be kept from the public. That actually suited Emmett just fine, since he was more interested in portraying me as a cold-hearted bitch anyway, which wasn’t hard to do without providing full disclosure. It’s one of the reasons I wanted out of Boston.

      “I do. He’s been doing this a while. I’m guessing your father got wind of it?”

      He nods, looking down at the mug he has in his hand. “It’s not exactly nice, the stuff your ex is saying.”

      I take in a deep breath. “Believe me, I know. I had to deal with it during the worst period of my life. He’s always been very good at spouting so-called facts without context. He’s angry and determined to take it out on me, and he won’t stop until he’s made it so no one will touch me. Nothing I can do to change it.”

      He stares at me for a long time, looking for something, an explanation maybe? Justification?

      “You don’t strike me as someone who’d so easily give up. Why don’t you sue for defamation of character or something?”

      I drop my head between my shoulders. It’s a valid question, to which there is no satisfactory answer. Not now, not when he’s gearing up for his daughter’s birthday and has friends and family coming to celebrate. It wouldn’t be fair to drop that on him today.

      Besides, it’s a catch-22 at this point; if I share it all with him now, I might clear my name, but the knowledge will still hurt him. Damned if I do, damned if I don’t.

      “I can’t. If this was just about me, I would be fighting tooth and nail, but it isn’t.” I reach over the counter and grab his hand. “Do you trust me?”

      It’s a loaded question and I know it, but I’m asking anyway. I can see the struggle waging behind those brown eyes as he scans mine, and it kills to watch.

      “I told my dad not to make judgments until we have all the information. I also told him I don’t believe there is a malicious bone in your body. I stand by that.”

      Relief has me drop my forehead to our locked hands. “Thank you.”

      “But, Mika,” he continues, “I feel like I’m flying blind here. I have so many questions.”

      “I know, and you’ll have your answers, I promise, but first we celebrate your beautiful daughter’s birthday.”

      It’s selfish, but I want to see her celebrate her tenth birthday. I want to give her Jamie’s camera, and I hope she’ll make good use of it when I’m gone.

      Then I plan to take that memory with me when I have to leave.
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      I watch Mika’s reaction when we walk in.

      Her smile for me is reserved, unlike the wide-open one she directs at Kelty.

      ‘Happy birthday, honey,” she calls out, opening her arms when my daughter immediately heads her way.

      There isn’t a hint of artifice in the way she hugs her, and I’m not the only one who notices.

      “At least that seems to be genuine,” my father grumbles behind me, and I press my lips together.

      I never did end up seeing those pictures yesterday, but I did spend most of my time since then mulling over our conversation. It would’ve been easier if she’d just come out and claimed those stories about her were all lies, but she didn’t do that. She did make it clear there was more to them than what her ex had been spreading.

      Part of me wanted to shake it out of her, but when she implied she was protecting someone else, I backed off.

      Through the windows, I’m surprised to see streamers and balloons decorating the patio, and judging from Kelty’s excited squeal, she’s spotted them too.

      “Thank you,” I mouth at Mandy, who’s taking her turn congratulating my daughter, but she shakes her head, tilting it in Mika’s direction. I walk up to the group and step to Mika’s side, leaning in. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “A girl turns ten only once. She’s double digits now, it’s a big deal,” she says under her breath, smiling as Kelty is being passed between the rest of my crew, getting hugs from everyone. Then her eyes turn to me. “I thought you said you had family and friends coming?”

      “My brother, Ethan, and his wife, Libby, plus their two teenage boys should be here soon, and most of my friends are already here.”

      It’s true, my circle was never that big, but it’s gotten even smaller since my daughter first got sick. It’s the people I work with on an everyday basis, who didn’t shy away. Not that they really had a choice, Kelty’s been a prominent feature in the restaurant since she was a baby. They’d had a front row seat on her life.

      The only other person who stuck close was Steve, who I’m sure will show up at some point.

      “Mika,” my father says with a nod, when he joins our huddle.

      “Congratulations on your granddaughter’s birthday, Mr. Parks,” she says with a tight smile. The old coot just grunts. Can you say passive aggressive? Dad prefers being called Jim and is forever correcting people who call him mister. I’m sure it hasn’t escaped Mika he hasn’t with her.

      Fuck that, I’ll do it for him.

      “It’s Jim, Mika. Dad doesn’t care for formalities, do you, Dad?” I elbow him in the ribs.

      “Jim it is,” she says, her mouth still a little tense.

      The stubborn old man doesn’t say a thing, but when Mandy invites everyone out on the patio, he grabs my arm and holds me back. “That hurt,” he says, looking pissed.

      “Good,” is all I have to say before I turn my back on him.

      We’ve barely sat down when my brother and his family walk in. More hugs, and a brief moment of awkwardness when Kelty proudly introduces Mika to her cousins. The oldest, Ben, almost sixteen, seems to do a double take.

      “Wait a minute, I’ve seen you on TV,” he blurts out. “You were interviewing Brad Marchand.” Before I can come to the rescue, Mika resolves the situation herself.

      “A previous lifetime, kid,” she says easily before she leans in and says in a low, conspiratory voice. “Nice guy, but did you know he’s really short when he’s not wearing skates?”

      My nephew perks up. Good call, since Ben, at five foot nine, was outgrown by his younger brother two years ago and it’s still a sore point, no matter how many times he’s assured that guys can keep growing into their twenties.

      I look over at Ethan, who seems to be observing the interaction as Mika manages to rope Ben into helping her get drinks for everyone. If my brother is aware of who she is, or the stories doing the rounds, he’s not showing it. He’s the levelheaded one of the bunch, much like Mom, whereas Dad and I may appear laid-back but tend to be more passionate.

      When it’s time for presents—after burgers but before cake—I’m surprised to see Mika coming outside with not just a smaller gift, I assume is the camera, but with a much larger one as well.

      She waits until Kelty has unwrapped her last gift before she hands her the big one first. My suspicions are confirmed when the beautiful print is revealed. One of Mika’s images of the white heron.

      “Is that mine?” Kelty asks, her voice pitched even higher than normal.

      “You bet it is, honey,” Mika says, smiling at her.

      “Great print,” Ethan observes, as he takes in the image of the great white heron coming in for a landing, his wings spread wide and legs extended, barely clearing the water.

      “Mika’s a photographer. This is one of hers,” I tell him, and even I can hear the pride in my voice.

      “Actually…this isn’t mine,” she says and I turn to look at her. “It’s Kelty’s. She took it with my camera earlier this week.”

      My daughter’s face is beaming with pride and a lump lodges in my throat as I try to smile at her. There is no way to express the feelings that overwhelm me.

      I just stare at my little girl, surrounded by words of stunned surprise and praise.

      “I guess everyone agrees when I said you had talent,” I hear Mika say and focus on her. “Which is why I think you’re ready for this.” She hands her the smaller package. “I should warn you, it’s not new, but it belonged to someone who loved it as much as I hope you will.”

      I hear Kelty’s gasp as she rips the paper off, but my eyes are locked with Mika’s over my daughter’s head. I know what this means to her, and I hope she understands it means a lot to me too.

      “Christ, babe, you look smokin’!”

      My head twists to the door, just in time to see my best friend, Steve, charging at Mika, lifting her straight up before swinging her around in his arms.

      And she? She throws her head back and laughs, her arms wrapped around his neck.

      What the ever-loving fuck?
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      “You know her.”

      Steve turns his head when I walk into the men’s room.

      I’d managed to keep a polite front while Steve did the rounds, and wished Kelty a happy birthday.

      I stayed quiet while we had cake, and while Mandy and Mika started cleaning up the patio for the dinner guests.

      I even fully intended to walk out with my family when they took Kelty to my place to spend some family time, but then I saw Steve duck into the bathroom. I told Dad I had to check on something and would be right along, before I followed my friend into the men’s room.

      “Who, Mika? Well, yeah. She’s my sister’s best friend. They’ve been thick as thieves since elementary school. How do you think she ended up here?”

      I walk in and lean against the counter. “What do you mean, ended up here?”

      Steve wipes his hands and faces me full-on, crossing his arms over his chest. “I recommended your cottage to her. Is there something I’m missing?”

      He seems genuinely puzzled, but then so am I. “I don’t know if you are, but I sure am.”

      “You’re gonna have to give me more than that, buddy. I don’t understand, I thought I was doing her and you both a favor by referring her. She needed a place to stay to catch her breath, I thought you’d be happy having a single tenant for the entire season, and now I hear she’s even working for you—what’s the problem?”

      I rub my hands through my hair. Everything I learn about her just adds to my list of questions. “Nothing, it’s just…a weird coincidence, that’s all.”

      “What is?”

      “When she ended up here, it was the third time we saw each other. I’m pretty sure she wasn’t expecting me any more than I was expecting her.”

      “You already knew her?” His eyebrows shoot up.

      “By seeing her. I bumped into her twice at Tufts Hospital.”

      “Ah, now that makes sense. Her son was at Tufts around the same time Kelty was there.”

      “I know. The first time I saw her was just after her boy died, in the hallway. She was a mess.”

      Steve grunts as his face turns hard. “That doesn’t surprise me, that douchewipe of an ex of hers almost cost her the only positive she might be able to hold onto from Jamie’s death. What an idiot.”

      His words tumble around in my brain, and suddenly a lot of pieces look like they might fit. “Positive?” I manage on a croak.

      “Well, yeah. He’d been brain-dead for a week, the doctors already told her that time was running out because of cell degeneration.”

      “Running out on?” I ask, but I already know the answer. I know.

      Steve suddenly drops his arms and leans forward, as I watch shocked realization wash over his features.

      “No fucking way.”
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      The moment I realized Steve wasn’t here for me but for Jude, his college buddy, I knew I was living on borrowed time.

      When I watch the two walk out of the men’s room, I know it’s too late.

      Jude’s head hangs low as he stalks straight out the front door without saying a word. Steve’s gaze is focused on me and I feel a hot blush crawl up my neck.

      “Sweetheart,” is all he says and I shake my head.

      “I can’t now,” I whisper, before he says anymore. “We have customers. I just can’t.”

      “You know,” Steve persists.

      I put a pleading hand in the middle of his chest. “Please, Steve…not now.”

      He hesitates a moment before finally conceding with a nod. “All right, sweetheart, but I’m calling my sister.”

      “Steve…”

      “No argument, Mika. I may have just lit a fuse, and you’re gonna need her at your back when it blows up.”

      I don’t get a chance to argue when a group of six walks in the door, and Steve slips out before I can stop him.

      It takes everything out of me to smile and take orders, but apparently, I’m not doing such a great job hiding the turmoil inside, because when things slow down, Mandy pulls me aside.

      “What’s going on with you? You’ve been like a robot all night. Trouble in paradise?” she teases, wiggling her eyebrows, but instead of making me laugh, I feel the first tears spill over. “Oh shit,” she mumbles. She rounds the bar, grabs me by the wrist, and starts pulling me down the hall. “Melissa! Take the bar for me. Emergency,” she yells when we pass the kitchen. She drags me right into Jude’s office, shutting the door behind us. “What on earth, Mika?”

      It’s like opening a can that’s been shaken for a too long, there’s just no way to stop the flow.

      I barely notice Mandy shoving me down on a chair before disappearing out the door. A few moments she’s back, dumping an industrial-sized roll of toilet paper on the floor in front of me.

      “Typical fucking man, not having a single tissue anywhere,” she grumbles, pushing a wad in my hand. “You’re scaring me. Should I call Jude?”

      “No! Please, I…I’ll b-be fine.”

      We both know I’m lying, since my crying is turning hysterical.

      “I’m getting you a stiff one.”

      “I d-don’t d-drink,” I stammer.

      “You’re fucking drinking tonight.” She disappears again and I fight to get myself under control, only partially succeeding. “Here,” she barks, shoving something so potent it stings my nose at me. “Don’t think, just toss it back.”

      I do as she says, which triggers a coughing bout that works sobering. “Talk or I’m calling him,” Mandy threatens when I take too long.

      “I had a son,” I start, and she immediately puts a hand on my arm.

      “I know, Mika. I recognized your name before we even met. I’m so sorry you lost him.”

      “So you read about me?”

      She doesn’t look me in the eye. “I may have seen some stuff online, yeah.”

      I snort. “Bet it was enlightening,” I can’t help snap. Knee-jerk response.

      “Actually one article was,” she says in a serious voice. “It drew my attention because of the headline; “Malice or Mercy.” It talked about your court case and quoted some examples of similar cases and their outcomes.”

      “Problem with every article out there, good or bad,” I stop her, so tired of everything, “is that none of them includes all the information. This was about so much more than just my son’s life. There wouldn’t have been any urgency if that was the only consideration.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “Jamie was a good kid, a good friend to his buddies, a great son to me. He was generous to a T, and was quick to lend a helping hand. He would’ve wanted his death to mean something. I was determined to give him that, to give him a chance to live on. Time was running out and my ex didn’t see things my way. My only option was to take him to court so I could let Jamie go, but save his organs.”

      “Oh Lord.” Her hand presses against her chest. “Kelty.”

      “Yes. Kelty. I swear I had no idea,” I hurry to add. “At least not until I recognized Jude walking up to the cottage. It’s all such a mess.” I grab another wad of paper from the roll and mop at my face. “It’s been a series of coincidences I can’t even begin to explain. The day Jamie died; I bumped into a stranger in the hallway who was unexpectedly kind to me. I saw him again at a fundraiser at the hospital in early May, when he talked about his daughter who had received a heart transplant. I recognized him and knew; I just knew his daughter had Jamie’s heart. I ran out of there.”

      “Jesus.” Mandy sniffles and rips off a length of toilet paper herself. “But wait. The first time you called about the cottage was the end of April. You said you were looking at a few other options.”

      “Yes, my best friend, Sam, gave me your number. Her brother is a Cape Cod real estate agent.”

      “Steve.” She looks at me, her mouth hanging open. “Do you realize how fucked up this is?”

      “Oh, yeah. I do. I swear, Mandy, I didn’t plan this. I just got…swept up and then Jude kissed me.”

      “Jude? You haven’t told him, have you?” I turn away when I see the accusation in her eyes.

      Oh my God, what a mess. I can’t help wonder why our paths seemed destined to cross at every turn, if it was going to end up like this anyway.

      “I told him I was keeping something from him. I promised after Kelty’s birthday I would tell him. He would’ve told me to leave, and I just wanted to be part of her birthday.”

      “Then Steve showed up,” Mandy concludes correctly.

      “And then Steve showed up,” I agree.

      “You have to talk to him.”

      I get up and start pacing the small office. “I don’t know, Mandy.”

      “You owe him that.”

      Ouch.

      She’s right, though, he deserves to hear it from me, but not tonight.

      “Tomorrow,” I promise, but she seems less than impressed. “Mandy, I’m raw, and I bet Jude is too. Tomorrow,” I repeat firmly.

      “Okay, but—”

      The door opens and Melissa sticks her head inside. “Sorry to disturb but, Mika, your phone was behind the bar and has been ringing nonstop for the past five minutes.” She holds out my phone and I take it from her.

      Twelve missed calls from Sam’s number in five minutes. That has to be a record.

      “It’s my friend, Sam,” I begin to explain when the phone starts ringing again.

      “Go,” Mandy says, waving me out the door. “Go home. Get some rest, but tomorrow…” She wags an admonishing finger in my face.

      “Tomorrow,” I confirm. “I swear.”

      “Steve’s an idiot.”

      It’s the first thing out of Sam’s mouth when I answer as I’m walking through the restaurant. I wave distractedly at Melissa and Penny on my way out the door.

      “It’s not his fault.”

      “He’s my brother, of course it is.”

      “It’s such a mess, Sam. I made such a mess of things.” The tears that had mostly dried up start flowing again, as I walk up to the cottage and sit down on the top step. I glance over at the main house. It looks like his family is still there, judging from the extra cars remaining in the driveway.

      “Say the word, babe,” Sam says softly. “I can be out there in a couple of hours. Or you can come here if you feel up to driving.”

      “It’s tempting,” I sniffle. “But I’ve done enough running, Sam. This time I’m staying. It’s the right thing to do, at least until I’ve talked to him.”

      “You like him.”

      “More than I should, given the circumstances,” I admit, suddenly bone-weary and freezing cold. “I need to go inside, Sam. I’m exhausted.”

      “Okay. Call me anytime.”

      “I know. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you. Love you bunches.”

      “You’re a walking disaster, my friend, but I love you too.”

      I hang up, head inside, and in the dark almost trip over the four other frames I had mounted. I stumble straight to the small bathroom, flip on the lights, and strip down, not even bothering to pick up my clothes.

      Letting the hot water pelt on my back, the cold that invaded my bones over the past hour slowly disappears. By the time I roll into bed, still wrapped in a towel, I can’t even form a rational thought.

      I’m emotionally drained.
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      I watch from the window as she comes walking out of the restaurant, her phone to her ear.

      Steve’s already gone. He popped by on his way out, but he picked up on my unwillingness to talk pretty quickly. He said his goodbyes and left.

      My brother is gathering up his family right now, ready to head out. They’re about half an hour north of Boston, so they won’t be home before midnight as it is.

      Kelty fell asleep on the couch next to her grampa, who’s been nodding off as well. I’ll get both of them to bed as soon as Ethan’s gone.

      “Sure you’re okay, Jude?” he asks for the second time. I’ve done my best to put on a normal face, but he knows me well.

      “Just some stuff I need to deal with tomorrow. I’ll be fine.”

      “Okay. We’re ready to get out of your hair. Was good seeing Kelty so much better, man. Happy she’s doing so well.”

      I return his one-armed hug, kiss Libby, and share fist bumps with the boys before walking them out.

      I’m still standing in my driveway when their taillights disappear. My gaze drifts to the cottage and I notice the bathroom light is the only one on. Is she still up?

      It’s probably a good thing I have to get my daughter to bed, or I might be tempted to go knock on her door. I’m still trying to rein in my emotions so it’s probably best I don’t.

      Inside I say good night to Dad, get Kelty to bed, and after tidying up and turning off the lights, head upstairs myself.

      Instead of turning on the lights in my bedroom, I walk straight over to the window and peek over at the cottage. It’s completely dark. She must’ve gone to bed.

      I strip, and slip between the covers, without bothering to brush or wash up.

      Right now I’m beyond caring.
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      It’s amazing how quiet it can get here.

      Before Kelty came to stay with me, I used to be up at the crack of dawn for my daily run. My hand inadvertently goes to my stomach, which I’ve noticed is getting soft. If I’m not careful, I’ll end up with a gut like Dad, and more recently Ethan.

      The gravel of the parking lot crunches under my shoes as I make my way to the cottage.

      She’s up. I saw the lights flick on inside a few minutes ago.

      It’s been a restless night, my brain unable to shut off long enough to reach a proper sleep, and I know today will be long. Longer still, if we don’t clear the air.

      I’m not looking forward to the conversation ahead. I don’t expect it to be an easy one, but it’s a necessary one. This whole situation has me freaked out. Conflicted. Suddenly unsure of the source for the feelings I started developing for her. Disturbed by the sequence of events that brought her here. Angry to be confronted with the reality of something I wasn’t ready to deal with yet: Kelty’s new heart once belonged to someone no longer here. And surprisingly enough, hurt at the possibility the connection I thought I felt with her might quite easily not have been real.

      I tried to reason my way through this all night long, but there doesn’t seem to be an easy way. So the hard way it is, with nerves raw and vulnerably exposed.

      Maybe that’s why I’m dragging my feet, taking my time making it to her steps. I’ve never been one who deals well with emotion, in particular my own. Yet I know talking with Mika will evoke many of them, for as many reasons.

      This is one fucked-up situation, but it’s not one I feel I can run from. Too much is at stake for too many people who mean a lot to me.

      I take a seat on the top step and sip coffee from the travel mug I carried with me, waiting for her to come outside like she seems to do every morning.

      “You’re early,” her soft voice sounds behind me, and I turn my head to see her standing over me, her hair a tangled mess, and her face still showing evidence of her own rough night.

      In a silent invitation I scoot over, making room for her on the step, which she reads and accepts.

      Despite the world of uncertainty hanging between us, I like the feel of her thigh brushing mine.

      “Did you sleep?” I ask, my first words gravelly.

      “Not much,” she admits, taking a sip from the same cup I’ve seen her use before. “I knew this would be a hard conversation no matter what, but I want you to know I never meant for you to find out this way.”

      “I know.”

      “As much as I feel I had no control over what landed me in your life, that part I should’ve managed better, and I regret it deeply. I’m sorry, Jude. So very sorry.”

      I glance over and notice her fighting tears. Almost inadvertently, I reach out and tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. “I know,” I repeat softly.

      It’s true, I know in my bones she didn’t set out to hurt anyone. I believe we’re both victims of some cruel cosmic joke we don’t have the punch line to.

      “It’s funny,” I admit. “I had so many questions, and for some reason, sitting here with you, I can’t think of a single one to ask.”

      “Then let me talk. Let me tell you what I’d planned to tell you today anyway. If it brings up questions then ask, and I promise I’ll answer. All of it.”

      I turn my head and catch her liquid blue eyes on me, swirling with emotions, open and unguarded. “Okay.”

      Listening to her talk about her son is difficult, as she rips that wound wide open so she can bleed—for me. The accident, taking a leave of absence to look after him, the growing tension between her and Jamie’s father, and the last week of Jamie’s life. I understand now why she fought to gain full control over her son. Why she didn’t hesitate to ‘pull the plug before the ink was dry’ as my father put it. As a parent, I understand the need to give the inevitable death of your child value. Make it meaningful. Heck, Cassie and I had discussed some of these things ourselves during the months leading up to Kelty’s heart transplant. Needing to find a purpose for the devastation of your loss.

      It all makes sense.

      “I didn’t do well after Jamie died,” she shares. “Emmett and his family were intent on vilifying me, I continued to be hounded by the press when I just wanted to be left alone. I’m not proud of sinking as low as I did—Jamie would’ve been so disappointed—but I got through somehow. Unfortunately, with the realization I had no clue what to do next, how to fill my life back up.”

      “Then you ended up here.”

      She smiles at my words, but her eyes never leave the water. “Yeah. The first time Kelty visited me I had no clue, but then you walked up. I’d heard you talk about your daughter at the fundraiser, and I just knew my son’s heart was beating in your daughter’s chest. I ran from the hospital as fast as I could, but when I saw you again, and realized Kelty was the daughter you’d spoken of, I felt like maybe I’d been given a gift.”

      “How is that?” My tone is sharp. Probably because I sense she’s getting to the core of her motivations, and I’m afraid I might not like hearing them.

      This time, it’s her reaching for me. She slides her hand, palm up, under mine and curls her fingers to hold on. “In that moment, I thought as long as no one found out, there would be no harm done.” A wave of anger has me pull at my hand, but she only grabs it tighter. “I was wrong, I didn’t take into account the draw I had to you from the start. The feelings that would develop so quickly.”

      “In that you’re not alone,” I confess.

      “I think I realize that. I want you to know, I’m so grateful having had this amazing opportunity to learn that when hope ends for one, life begins for another. To see for myself the good Jamie left behind in your daughter. To get to know both of you. I will never regret a moment of it. ”

      I pull my hand free and twist to face her. “That sounds like goodbye,” I force myself to say.

      “I think it’s better for everyone if I leave.”

      I hate how reasonable she sounds, so I bark, “Why?”

      “Because this kind of information is obviously hard to contain once out there. Because as long as my ex keeps talking to the press, sooner or later, they will find me here, and when they do they’ll find Kelty as well. The only reason Emmett hasn’t mentioned anything about Jamie’s organs, having been donated, is because it doesn’t suit his purpose to paint me as an evil mother and himself as a hapless victim. The reason I haven’t brought it up to defend myself is because the media would have done their best to dig up the names of the organ recipients. The fallout wouldn’t just be for Kelty, but for whomever has his kidneys, his liver, his corneas…the list goes on.”

      I pull myself up and run my hands through my hair as I walk down the steps. There I turn back to her. “Stay.”

      Her eyes brim with tears. “But the risk is—”

      “Every day you get out of bed is a risk. You and I know better than most how true that is. Whether you’re here, or somewhere else, won’t make a difference once the truth is out there. If they dig they could still find us, and all those other families. Leaving won’t serve any purpose.” I’ve been pacing back and forth, but on my last words I stop and face her.

      “I don’t know what the smart thing is to do.”

      She wrings her hands in her lap and her teeth are biting her bottom lip so hard I’m afraid she’ll break the skin.

      I’ll examine why it’s so important to keep her here later, but for now I place my hands on the stair railing to brace myself, and lean forward, my nose almost touching hers.

      “Stay.”
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      “What about that?”

      I follow the direction Kelty is pointing. The remnants of a fishing net are tangled around a piece of driftwood where the last wave is just receding, leaving the sand even and smooth.

      I didn’t expect I’d still be here, but the force of Jude’s determination I stay held a promise I wanted to grab onto. It helped that he reassured me, right before he left, we would talk through any issues that popped up, but there was no rush at this point.

      Kelty surprised me just twenty minutes after her dad left, coming over to ask if I could help her with her camera. That led to her coming with me to the beach. As did her grandfather, who sat stoically beside me in the passenger seat, grumpy as ever. I don’t know whose idea it was for him to come, but given the circumstances I wasn’t about to complain. In any event, he’s sitting on a bench at the edge of the parking lot, keeping an eye on his granddaughter roaming the beach below.

      “That would make a great shot, but instead of aiming right at it and clicking, try to push the button just a little until you see that box appear in your viewfinder. The camera will automatically focus on anything that shows in the box and keep it like that as long as you don’t move your finger. Then you carefully move the camera, just a little, so the wood isn’t in the middle, but more on the side.”

      “Oops,” she says when I hear the shutter click. “I pressed too hard.”

      I grin at her. “That’s the beauty of digital pictures, it doesn’t matter whether you try once or a hundred times, you can just keep trying until you get it right and delete the rest.”

      She tries again and this time she seems happy with the result when she checks her display. “Is this right?”

      I take a peek. All that is visible is the perfectly smooth sand with the driftwood coming in from the right side, making for a more interesting composition. “Right on the nose,” I tell her, handing back the camera. “Want to try something cool?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Remember I showed you that button where you can switch from close-ups all the way to landscapes, depending on what it is you aim the camera at? There’s a setting on there with a little flower beside it.”

      “The one that says micro?”

      “Exactly. Set it to micro and aim the camera at my hand.” I hold my hand just a few inches from the lens. “You know what a microscope does, right?”

      “It makes things look bigger,” she confirms.

      “Well, yes, but more importantly it make the tiniest things visible. Take a look in your viewfinder, what do you see?”

      “Lines, and hair, little holes.”

      “And what do you see now?” I pull my hand from under the lens and hold it up to her when she lowers the camera. She pulls it closer to her face.

      “I can see the lines, but barely.”

      “Exactly. Now let’s have a close look at those rocks.” I point at an outcropping that’s hidden by the sea when the tide is high, covered in algae.

      I’m not sure how much time has passed when I notice Kelty’s yawn. I check my watch and see it’s a lot later than I thought.

      I wrap my arm around her shoulder and lead her back to where Jim has dozed off, his head tilted back, on the bench.

      “Grampa, have a look.”

      She giggles when he snorts awake, but he patiently sits through the thirty or so pictures Kelty took. “You did good, Peanut,” he says, kissing the top of her head.

      Just like that, I feel any negative emotions I have toward the man slip quietly into the background. It’s obvious he dotes on his granddaughter.

      The drive home is quiet without Kelty’s enthusiasm filling the air. I check the mirror to find her slumped in the back seat, her eyes drifting shut. When I pull into the parking lot, and turn the engine off, I’m surprised to find Jim facing me.

      “Going out again tomorrow?” he asks, almost flooring me.

      “If the weather is good.”

      “What time?”

      “Probably around nine,” I answer, not sure what to make of this.

      “If the sun is out, we’ll be ready.”

      Without another word he gets out, helps Kelty out of the back seat, and walks her to the main house, while I’m still behind the wheel, figuring out what to make of him.

      Apparently my solo trips to the beach have become a group affair.
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      I’m standing by my office window when I see Mika’s car return, and like almost every day this past week, my dad lifts himself out of the passenger seat and opens the back door for Kelty.

      This has become their daily routine; one my father seems to have settled into as easily as Kelty has. To say it surprised me would be an understatement, as far as Dad’s concerned. It’s not like he was a fan of Mika, but it almost seems like he’s warming up to her. Ever since Kelty’s birthday.

      I’ve been keeping my distance since my early morning heart-to-heart with Mika. Not because I’m still upset, but because now that I know where we both stand, I’m not sure how to move forward.

      Cassie is the first person I’ve thought about telling. She deserves to know what’s going on as much as I do. What’s holding me back is the concern that Cassie may have her own ideas about having Mika connecting with our daughter.

      I’m being a coward, hanging onto this status quo, and I know it. I’ve seen Mika’s questioning glances in my direction, and I know she’s waiting for my lead. My problem is any move I make, anything I do, might have consequences I can’t foresee, prevent, or control.

      On top of that, it looks like Kelty is pretty worn out again, something that has me a little concerned. I’ve got to make sure to mention it to the cardiologist at her six-month checkup in a few days.

      “Did you call the supplier yet?” Mandy asks, when I walk through the restaurant on my way to check on my daughter.

      “What?”

      “You were supposed to call in that liquor order, or we won’t get it in time for the weekend.”

      Shit. I totally forgot. “I’ll do it now.”

      “No, I’ll do it,” Mandy snaps. “At least that way I know it’ll get done.”

      “Fuck. I’m sorry, I haven’t had my head in the game.”

      “No, you haven’t,” she confirms, never one to mince words. “It’s been up your ass.”

      “Now hold on a minute…”

      “You know I’m right, Boss.” She steps in my space and lowers her voice. “I don’t wish what you have on your plate on anyone, but for God’s sake, step away and take some time to sort it. You’re not helping anyone if you’re here, but you aren’t really. And it’s contagious, because Mika can’t focus when you’re around either.”

      “It’s not that easy…” I let my voice trail off, because whatever I would’ve spouted after is just an excuse.

      “I get that. I get it. I’m probably the only one who does. Who do you think dealt with Mika after you stormed out of here on your daughter’s birthday? I know, and I’m telling you as a friend, get this sorted. Right now you’re just holing up in your office, waiting for the other shoe to drop. Get ahead of the game, Jude.”

      It’s rare that Mandy calls me by my name, so I know she’s dead serious. She’s right too.

      Instead of getting pissed, I hook her around the neck, pull her into a hug, and kiss the top of her head. “You’re a good friend.”

      She immediately wrestles from my hold and fake shivers as she addresses the ceiling, “Jesus, now he’s going soft on me. Get outta here.”

      The house is quiet when I walk in, and I wonder if Dad went to lie down too. Kicking off my shoes, I make my way upstairs to Kelty’s room to find my father sitting on the edge of her bed, watching her.

      “She okay?” I look down on my daughter, who looks like she’s already fast asleep.

      “Yeah,” he says a little hesitantly before getting to his feet. “Let’s let huh sleep.”

      I follow Dad downstairs and into the kitchen. “Did she have lunch?”

      “No, she was asleep on huh feet when we got back. I’ll make something when she wakes up.” He pulls the makings for a sandwich from the fridge and sets it on the counter. “You gonna eat, or aw ya headin’ back?”

      “Mandy kicked me out.”

      His eyes lock on mine. “She sick of ya mopey ass too?”

      Guess I’ve been more obvious than I thought I was. “Something like that,” I mumble.

      “Mmmm.” I watch silently as he slaps together a couple of sandwiches and shoves one my way. “She’s not that bad,” he says, his mouth full.

      “Who? Mika?” I guess.

      “Mmmm. Treats my granddaughtah like gold,” he says, taking another bite.

      I set my sandwich down and take a deep breath. It’s the perfect opening. “Mika cares about her. A lot. She has reason to.”

      His looks up at me. “That so?”

      “Yeah. Those stories you heard—the ones going around about her—they don’t tell the whole story. Mika fought for her son to be taken off life support so his organs wouldn’t deteriorate before they could be harvested.” I see awareness come into his expression. “His outcome was inevitable, but she wanted to give his death meaning.”

      “Kelty?” he whispers, putting his own sandwich down on the plate before pulling over a stool and sinking down.

      I simply nod, giving him a moment to absorb that before I start at the beginning. Lunch sits untouched, all but forgotten by the time I finish.

      “You like huh.”

      “It’s complicated, Dad.”

      “Bullcrap. Nothin’ in life worth anything is easy. Ya problem’s always been wantin’ to know the next step, instead of trustin’ ya feet will land eventually. If this past yeah should’ve taught you anything, it’s that sometimes you gotta just grab on and have a little faith.”

      “I thought you didn’t like her?”

      He shrugs, picking up his sandwich and taking a bite before he responds with his mouth full. “Now ah do.”

      “That simple?” I question him but he just shrugs.

      “She’s the reason ah still have my peanut? Then hell yeah, that simple.”
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      After clearing away the remnants of lunch, I’m just sitting down to upload this morning’s pictures when my phone rings.

      “Bryan, I hope you have good news?”

      I smile at my realtor’s responding deep chuckle.

      “I might,” he teases. “That is, if you consider a bidding war good news.”

      “What?”

      “Did an open house last weekend, like I told you, and had a great turnout. So good, I had two couples setting up a subsequent walk-through, one after the other, and both their agents contacted me with numbers.”

      “Good numbers?” I ask hopefully.

      “At this point, between the two bidders, we’re sitting fifteen grand over asking.”

      “You’re kidding!” I grin wide. I’d been prepared to settle for that amount less than the listing price, so this is an unexpected potential boost of thirty thousand dollars.

      “Not even a little. The only difference between the two offers is that one is looking for a closing September first, and the other couple is currently renting so they’d like a closing of mid-July, so they can be moved in before their lease expires the end of that month.”

      “The sooner the better,” I quickly answer, barely able to contain my excitement.

      Working at the Cooker helps, as do the free meals, but the sale of my house will set me up for whatever I end up wanting to do, without worrying about my basic needs. I have some ideas, especially after stopping by The Cape PhotoArt & Framing. The guy running that place was very helpful, and he did a great job on my prints. With the money from the house I’ll be able to move from toying with ideas to seriously exploring my options.

      “When can you come into town?”

      “Whenever, I may need to shuffle a few things here, but I’m sure I can make it happen. Mornings are better.”

      “How are you enjoying the Cape, by the way?”

      “I love it here. A completely different pace than Boston. I used to love the hustle and bustle of the city, but I have to say, at this age, I’m enjoying this more laid-back vibe.”

      “So can I take that to mean we won’t see you back on the tube?”

      “I haven’t quite figured out what it is I’ll be doing, but I can assure you it will not be in front of a camera.” I realize as I’m saying this how true it is. I don’t really care if it’s waiting tables the rest of my life, or something else, but I’ll never rejoin a profession that can turn on you as quickly as it did on me.

      “I hear you on that,” Bryan rumbles with understanding, and I’m warmed to realize I still have some friends left in this world. “So I’ll set something up and text you with a time. Sound good?”

      “Perfect.”

      The moment I hang up my smile slides from my face.

      I sold my house. The place where I was happy in a previous life, but the memories are painful now. The walls that still echo the disgruntled cries of a newborn baby boy in such a hurry to make an appearance, we never quite made it to the hospital. The kitchen counter, where he’d sit in his high chair, feeding me half his Cheerios with his wide toothless smile. The stairs he fell down, crying uncontrollably until I kissed the bump on his head better. The twelve marks on the kitchen wall, recording how much he’d grown up with every passing birthday. And even the split doorframe, the result of a slammed door during his first adolescent tantrum.

      All of those things had become like sandpaper to my emotions, keeping me raw and mourning. It’s also the place where Sam found me, one morning earlier this year, almost lost to the shadows surrounding me. That wasn’t a testament to Jamie; it was an insult. The once happy house had turned into a trap I couldn’t get out of. Until I did.

      Things, places, and even people aren’t memories—feelings are.

      I don’t realize I’m crying until a knock sounds at my door and I open it to find Jude on my step.

      “Fuck. What happened?”

      He rushes me inside, closes the door, and pulls me close, pressing my face in his neck.

      “I sold my house,” I mumble against his skin, and he immediately loosens his hold. I tilt my head back and look in his confused face.

      “And here I was, thinking that would be good news,” he quips with an eyebrow raised, but concern in his eyes.

      “It is,” I confirm, turning out of his arms and waving in the direction of the Keurig as I head toward the bathroom. “Make yourself a coffee, I’m just going to clean up.”

      By the time I’ve splashed some water on my face and walk out, he’s sipping fresh brew while leaning against the counter. Immediately he sets his cup down and meets me halfway, slipping his arms around my waist. I brace my hands against his chest.

      “Wanna tell me what that was about?”

      “Letting go.”

      He scans my face with his eyes. “Jamie,” he finally says, with a depth of understanding only a parent having gone through his own version of hell could feel.

      “Yeah,” I confirm. “I had to let it go to move forward, let his memory free instead of leaving it locked in brick and mortar.”

      “You won’t forget,” he promises, lifting a hand to stroke my hair, “You’ll keep him here…” before moving his palm to press between my breasts, “…and here.”

      The feel of his large hand on my chest has a flush rise to my cheeks, and my heart beats a staccato against his palm.

      “What brings you here?” I ask, the sound almost breathless around the lump in my throat.

      “You. I want you.” He doesn’t bother hiding the hunger in his eyes, which is both exhilarating and more than a little frightening. “All I’ve been doing is thinking. Fuck, I’ve been thinking so hard my head hurts. I’ve always been one to trust in facts and figures. To process information until I could line it all up in my head. But I’ll be damned if I can make sense of this with any logic or formula or even rationale. There is none, I’ve tried. What’s left are feelings, and as my dad reminded me just now, sometimes you just have to grab on and have faith.”

      Lord, this man is lethal, not only with his lips and hands, but his words too.

      “Your dad?” I clue in on what he just said.

      “Mmmm. Got a stern talking to when I shared with him how much exactly we owe you—owe Jamie,” he quickly amends.

      “You don’t owe anything,” I remind him softly, but he shakes his head.

      “You’re wrong,” he says firmly, his head lowering so his lips brush mine softly. “We owe you and your son our world.”
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      The kiss starts soft, tentative.

      I still have a hand on her lower back and the other between the soft swells of her breasts. It wasn’t meant to be a sexual touch, but with the hitch of her breath at the slightest brush of my lips, and her rapid heartbeat under my hand, it’s where this moment is taking us.

      I angle my head slightly and lick along the seam of her mouth. Immediately she opens to let me in, as her hands slide from my chest up and around my neck, the subtle shift inviting me to stroke my palm over her breast. She groans in response and hardens underneath my thumb when I lightly brush her nipple.

      She smells like the beach, and it’s easy to get lost in the feel of her body, the taste of her mouth. Almost instinctively, my already rock-hard shaft pushes against her gently rounded belly.

      Hungry to feel the silk of her skin, I slip my hand from her lower back down the waistband of her shorts to cover one smooth, pliable asscheek. My turn to groan as her tongue tangles with mine.

      I start walking her back toward the couch, but before we get there her nails dig into my neck, and she rips her mouth from mine.

      “What are we doing?”

      “Making out.” My mouth immediately aims to recapture hers but she turns her head away. I note her hands are still hanging onto me.

      “I start at four.”

      “Two hours is enough for starters,” I counter, guessing at the time.

      “Jude…” she moans when I squeeze the globe of her lush behind. “I need to shower and change.”

      “I can work with an hour and a half.”

      With her head still turned, I have no choice but to drag my lips from her cheek to her strong jawline. She lifts her chin, inviting me to slide my mouth down the slim column of her neck. I latch onto the soft skin where it meets her shoulder and start moving her backward again.

      When we reach the couch, I set both my hands on her hips, twist us around, and land on my back, Mika draped on top of me.

      “What are we doing here?” she asks again, her chin propped up on her folded hands on my chest and her eyes inquisitive.

      I slide my hands under her shirt, finding the soft skin of her back. “Exploring.” It’s the only way I know how to answer her.

      “Me or us?”

      I grin at her. “Both, since one leads to the other. Although I already can pretty much guarantee we’re about as compatible as you can get. Fuck, Mika, just about everything about you turns me on. There’s no denying this chemistry, so don’t even try.”

      A little self-satisfied smile tilts the corners of her mouth up as she lowers her eyes. “Sure of yourself.”

      I pull a hand from her shirt and bring it up to cup her face, my thumb under her chin to lift it. “When it comes to this I am. I may not understand why, but this thing between you and me has been leading to this point from the start.”

      “Yeah,” she agrees mumbling, as she presses her face to the hollow of my neck.

      My hand tangles in her hair and I let myself enjoy the weight of her on top of me. I’d love nothing more than to strip her naked, and bury myself so deep I can’t tell where I end and she begins, yet somehow lying with her like this—our clothes on but emotionally exposed—feels much more intimate.

      My fingers draw mindless circles on her scalp, and every now and then she almost purrs like a kitten. Sounds that make it hard to ignore my body’s response to her.

      “Don’t stop,” she says, when I pull my hand from her hair.

      “Self-preservation, baby. Much more of those little mewls of yours, and I’m afraid I’ll be fucking you on this couch, and I won’t care anyone can see in the window.”

      She chuckles softly before lifting her face just inches from mine. “There’s always the bedroom.” This time it’s me making the pathetic little sounds as she tortures me with the heat her eyes. “I left the blinds closed this morning.”

      A man can only take so much before he acts.

      She giggles when I roll us off the couch and onto our feet, and carry-walk her into the open door of her bedroom and straight to her bed. I let go only to rip my shirt over my head and undo the button on my jeans. Without hesitation, Mika does the same, revealing a simple white bra cupping her breasts and I instinctively reach out, lift them, and bury my face in the resulting cleavage. Not ample, but more than enough to fill my hands and senses.

      “You’re beautiful,” I mumble against her skin and I can feel her laugh.

      “How can you tell, you haven’t even seen me yet,” she teases.

      This is a new experience for me, this playfulness in the bedroom. A light atmosphere in which insecurities that come with getting naked with someone for the first time have no place.

      “I’m going to rectify that now,” I warn her, lifting my face and slipping my hands around her back to undo the clasp on her bra.

      Her eyes are a mesmerizing combination of humor and heat, and I can’t break away from them, even as I slowly expose those glorious breasts. Our eyes stay locked, while our hands bump, suddenly in a hurry to divest ourselves of the remainder of our clothes.

      It’s not until she sits down on the edge of the bed and scoots back onto the mattress that I break the hold of her gaze to take in the rest of her body. All creamy skin and lush curves. Her breasts full with deep pink aureoles pinched tight into firm peaks. A hit of ribs leading down to a softly rounded belly, criss-crossed with thin white lines in memory of the child she carried there. Wide, sturdy hips framing a darker blonde thatch of hair before stretching into a pair of solid but shapely legs.

      “You’re beautiful,” I repeat my earlier words. This time she doesn’t laugh, but her smile is lazy and warm as she lets her own eyes take me in.

      Taking my engorged cock in hand, I squeeze lightly just under the crown in an effort to slow myself down before putting a knee in the bed. She lets her legs drop open, making room for me there and revealing her slick, deep rose pussy. My nostrils flare, taking in the warm scent of her arousal. The urge to slide myself inside that heat almost overwhelming.

      “Fuck,” I grind out between clenched teeth with the sudden realization I came unprepared.
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      My God he’s gorgeous.

      Real.

      Wide shoulders, salt-and-pepper hair lightly covering a well-shaped chest, and narrowing into a straight line down his stomach to the thick, almost purple, shaft jutting from the dark nest of curls between two solid, strong thighs. No countable abs, no bulging muscles, but with a body as real as my own—except all man.

      “Come here,” I whisper when he curses softly, eager to get my hands on him.

      He lifts his eyes and I see the regret. “I don’t have anything. No condom.”

      I let my hand slide down my stomach and run my finger along the thin line bisecting me hip to hip. His eyes follow hungrily.

      “Hysterectomy.” His gaze flies up to mine, and I swear I see a hint of pain there before heat takes over. “And I’m clean. It’s…it’s been a while,” I confess.

      “Same,” he rumbles. “But are you sure?”

      “Come here.”

      His eyes flutter closed as he takes in a deep breath, before climbing over me and slowly lowering his hips between my legs.

      “I’m going to need hours to explore every inch of you.”

      “Next time,” I assure him, tilting my hips.

      “Promise?” The sudden insecurity in his voice tears at me, and I lift my hand to his jaw.

      “Cross my heart,” I whisper, my lips a breath away from his.

      As he takes my mouth in a bruising kiss, I feel the broad crown of his cock probing at my entrance, and I pull my legs up higher. The stretch feels decadent, and almost too much, as he slides himself inside until there’s no air left between his skin and mine.

      The connection much deeper than just our bodies.

      I explore his shoulders, back, and down to his ass, flexing under my hands with every surge of his hips. His head lifts and those brown eyes, dark with emotion, burn into mine, holding them even as his breath becomes ragged and his movements almost erratic. My fingers dig in and I buck up under him…reaching for my release.

      Then I’m falling, my mouth wide, eyes closing, at the involuntary contractions of my body. I’m barely cognizant of the words tumbling from Jude’s lips as he plants himself deep, jerking with his own release.

      His face buried in my neck, I wrap myself around him, waiting for our breathing to slow down. I wish I could make time stop, and stay in this moment indefinitely. I whimper when I feel him slide softly from my body and his head lifts from my neck.

      “It’s gonna get messy,” he warns, humor in his eyes.

      For a minute I’m confused, until I feel his cum slipping out of me. “I need a shower.”

      Then he rolls off me, chuckling softly as I scoot out of bed and into the bathroom. I’ve barely hopped under the steady stream of water when the door opens, and I see his shape through the frosted shower door. Without inhibition, he relieves himself before sliding open the door and stepping in.

      “Preserving water,” he says by way of explanation, pressing a quick kiss on my lips before sudsing himself thoroughly with my light-scented buttermilk soap. “Gonna be hard all day long with your scent on me,” he grumbles, making me smile.

      For all the obvious complications that surround us, being with Jude is comfortable, effortless, and as natural as if we’ve been together forever.

      Aside from sharing longing, appreciative glances, we manage to dry off and get dressed quickly.

      “I should go,” I remind him, stepping out on the porch, Jude following behind me and closing my door.

      “Yeah. I should probably check in to see if Kelty’s up yet.”

      His arm snakes around my middle and he tugs me close, ignoring the fact we’re in full view not only of the restaurant, but the main house as well.

      “They can see us,” I caution him, but he only pulls me closer.

      “I don’t care,” he mumbles right before his mouth closes over mine.

      My hands come up and curl around his neck, amazed how the mere touch of his tongue to mine can have the heat pooling in my lower belly, when I hear a voice calling.

      “Jude! It’s Kelty!”

      One moment I’m melting in his arms, the next I have goosebumps rising all over my body as I watch Jude jump down the steps and sprint in the direction of his house, where his father is hanging over the railing.

      No.
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      “Where is she?”

      I sound breathless, mostly because of the panicked pounding of my heart in my chest.

      “Couch,” Dad says, stepping aside to let me through. “She doesn’t look right and feels hot to the touch, Son.”

      I lean over the couch to find my daughter with her eyes closed. Her face is white, droplets of perspiration on her forehead and upper lip, which is a worrisome purplish hue. Her breathing sounds labored.

      “Dad, get a blanket and get in the back seat of my truck. We’re driving her to Tufts.”

      “Stop.”

      My head swings around at the sound of Mika’s voice. I hadn’t noticed her following me.

      “We’ve gotta go.”

      “Stop and think, please. Calling an ambulance gets medical help here faster,” she urges, taking a step closer. “You’re in no condition to drive and neither is your father. Please, think for a minute.”

      “I can’t just wait around,” I snap at her, scared out of my brain, but then she steps right up to me and puts a hand on my cheek. “Besides, the ambulance will take her to Hyannis or Falmouth, when she should be at Tufts.”

      “Call her cardiologist, he can advise over the phone, arrange for MedFlight to pick her up if necessary, but she needs medical attention now.”

      The next fifteen minutes are an anxious blur as we wait for the ambulance Mika called. I managed to get hold of Kelty’s cardiologist, who immediately put me on hold to make arrangements for MedFlight to pick her up from a predetermined landing spot along Highway 6, where the ambulance will take her.

      The ambulance crew’s assurances, they’ve been in contact with her cardiologist, make it easier to get out of their way so they can get to my daughter, but I still stand frozen when they start wheeling her out of the house.

      “Go. You may not be able to get on the flight, but you can stay with her in the ambulance,” Mika says, squeezing my arm.

      “I’ll follow ya, Son,” Dad adds, grabbing my car keys from the hook by the door, as he too urges me to follow the stretcher.

      I vaguely register Mandy come running from the restaurant, but Mika intercepts her, and I climb into the back of the ambulance and sit down where the paramedic directs me.

      “I need room to move around your daughter, so please stay in your seat.”

      I nod numbly and sit helplessly, my useless hands clutched in my lap.

      “Jude?” I look at the open door to find Mika sticking her head in. “You need to call her mother. Call Cassie.”

      Then the door is slammed shut and moments later the ambulance takes off, sirens blaring. The full gravity of the situation threatens to crush me, when I remember Mika’s instructions and pull my phone from my pocket.

      I’m about to call Cassie’s home number when a stray lucid thought has me call Mark’s cell instead.

      In as few words as possible, I explain what’s happening in logistical terms, even though I have no idea myself what is going on with my daughter. Mark, as he’s often been before, is calm and methodical, much like Mika was earlier, and promises me he’ll find a way to get Cassie to Boston.

      I lean my head back against the side of the ambulance, my fingers pressing into my eyes as I fight to keep control of my emotions.

      “Daddy?”

      My eyes shoot open at the sound of Kelty’s voice. “Right here, Princess.”

      “I’m sorry,” she says in a croaky voice as a tear rolls down her cheek. “I hoped it would go away.”

      All I can do is reach over and grab her little foot, while I press my lips together and try to smile at her blurring face.
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      “I’ll see you soon, Princess. They’ll take good care of you.”

      I give my daughter a quick kiss and have to stand by and watch as they slide her into the waiting helicopter.

      Fear has a sharp, bitter taste, and it burns like acid in your veins.

      Fear is also irrational, which is why—when I see Mika behind the wheel of my approaching vehicle with Dad in the passenger seat beside her—I let loose.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I snap at her through clenched teeth.

      Registering the shocked jerk of her body, I feel instant regret, but it’s too late to call back my words. I’m not even sure why I’m lashing out at her.

      To my surprise Dad steps between us, putting a restraining hand in my chest. “Easy, Son. Mandy told huh to drive. I was shakin’ too bad.” Shame joins fear. Suddenly dizzy, I lean forward into my father’s chest, and his arms immediately wrap around me, holding me upright. “Best we get going. You good to drive, gal?”

      “I’m good.”

      Fuck. Her voice is shaky, but I can hear determination, and it occurs to me she must be scared too.

      I let my father lead me to the passenger side and climb in, remembering to buckle up. Dad climbs in the back and Mika fits herself behind the wheel. She looks too small for this truck as she fastens her seat belt as well, squares her shoulders, and starts the engine.

      “Were you able to get hold of Cassie?” she asks softly, as she pulls onto the highway.

      “Mark, her husband. He’s been a rock this past year.” My voice sounds empty, even to my own ears.

      She reaches for my hand and slips her fingers between mine, holding on tight. “That’s good, that you both had him.”

      I turn to her at the wistful tone in her voice, and realize she didn’t have that. She had an ex-husband, who fought her and vilified her before, during, and after her son’s death. She never had the kind of support Cassie and I have been blessed with, and yet here she is offering it to me.

      I squeeze her hand and she glances my way.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I know,” is her simple reply.

      But it’s not that simple, and I know it.
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      Most of the ride into Boston is quiet.

      I end up dropping Jude and his father off on Washington, right in front of the entrance, before I go hunting for a parking spot. When I find one, I slip the Traverse into the space and turn off the engine. Then I drop my forehead to the steering wheel and break down.

      Deep, heaving, painful sobs tear from my chest and I don’t even try holding back. I’ve been so focused on keeping my head for Jude, I haven’t given myself the chance to be scared, and I’m terrified.

      I don’t know how long I sit like that when my cell buzzes in my purse. I wipe my face with my sleeve, pull it out and see Cooker on the screen.

      “You were gonna call,” Mandy says without hello.

      “I will. I haven’t even made it inside yet. I’m just parking the car.”

      “Are you crying?”

      “I’m done,” I tell her, sniffing loudly before I change the subject. “Were you able to get someone in?”

      “We’ve got it covered here. Get your ass inside and get me an update.”

      “I will.”

      I twist the rearview mirror to check my face; glad I took the time to grab my purse, because my face is a mess. I pull a wet wipe from the travel-sized envelope and clean up as best I can. I’m still pretty blotchy when I get out of Jude’s truck.

      I click it shut, make note of the parking spot, and suddenly realize I’m kind of stuck as long as Jude is here. I’m not even sure how I will hold up inside the hospital, the fundraiser was in the lobby, and already I found it nearly unbearable.

      After receiving a few odd looks, I unclip my hair to hide my face.

      It takes me twenty minutes of wandering around before I find them in a waiting room near the pediatric ICU.

      “I was about to come lookin’ faw ya,” Jim says when he spots me.

      Jude jumps up and stalks over, pulling me roughly into his arms. “Worried maybe I chased you off.”

      I grab on his shirt in the small of his back and hold on.

      “Any word?” I ask, lifting my head from his chest to look up in his face.

      “Only that her cardiologist is with her now,” he says, sounding drained. “They moved her straight to the ICU apparently, and are running tests to find out what’s wrong. I’m hoping we’ll be able to see her soon.”

      Behind me the door opens, hitting me in the back. I step out of the way and out of Jude’s arms as his brother walks in.

      “Sorry, Mika,” he mumbles before taking a few steps toward his brother, giving him a quick hug. “Libby stayed with the boys for now. Any word?”

      I go sit down beside Jim, while Jude repeats what he just told me, and am surprised when the older man pats my knee before he stands up to greet Ethan.

      Waiting rooms are always awkward, and even though it’s only us so far, it’s no less strained now.

      “Did you talk to Cassie?” Ethan asks, when Jude sits close on the other side of me.

      “Mark. I talked to him, he says they’re coming.”

      “I thought she was on forced bed rest?”

      Jude snorts. “There’s nothing that would keep her from her daughter.”

      “Guess not,” his brother concedes before turning to me. “And you, Mika, how did you get here?”

      “She drove us,” Jim says for me, and I throw him a grateful smile.

      “And she’s with me,” Jude says, grabbing my hand in between his.

      Ethan looks down at our hands, then at each of us, but just as he opens his mouth to say something the door opens again.

      A tall handsome man, with brown hair, I recognize from his publicity picture on the back of his books, wheels in a pretty blonde woman in a wheelchair. This has to be Cassie; her daughter is her spitting image. The moment she claps her eyes on Jude she bursts out crying. He’s immediately up and out of his seat, dropping to his knees beside the chair and wraps her in his arms.

      Her husband shoots me an apologetic smile over their heads before he bends down to them. “We’re blocking the door, guys.”

      I grow increasingly uneasy, feeling out of place as the family exchanges hugs and greetings.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be in bed?” Ethan questions Cassie when he leans down to kiss her cheek. Her lips form a tight line as she glares at her husband.

      “She should be,” Mark says, ignoring his wife’s angry look. “Which is why we’ll be heading straight for maternity the moment after she’s had a chance to see her daughter.”

      “You’re a tyrant,” she snaps, but he just grins and bends down, kissing the top of her head.

      “I don’t think we’ve met.” Mark turns to me and holds out his hand. I take it, getting to my feet. “Mark Sommer,” he introduces himself.

      “I know,” I say stupidly and immediately follow it up with, “I’ve read your books. Mika Spencer. I work for—”

      “I know who you are too,” he says with a smile. “I’m a bit of a sports fan, but even if I wasn’t, Kelty’s been talking you up.”

      At the mention of her name, I feel tears welling up. This isn’t about Jamie’s heart anymore; it’s Kelty’s heart now. That little girl has become very important to me in a short time, but it feels wrong to invade her family’s privacy.

      I should go; I don’t belong here.

      “Cassie,” I hear Mark say, stepping aside for his wife. “This is Mika.”

      The smile she sends me is warm. “So you’re the famous Mika. My daughter has a bit of a crush on you,” she tells me.

      “And she’s not the only one,” Jude announces, tucking his arm around my shoulders.

      “Glad to meet you.” I feel like such a fraud as I offer my hand. “Of course I wish it was anywhere but here.”

      “My daughter is strong, she’ll be okay.” Cassie pats my hand in hers when she notices the tears I’m willing back.

      “Excuse me,” I mumble, pulling my hand back and stepping out of Jude’s hold. “I need to find a restroom.”

      With my eyes focused on my feet, I aim for the door, pull it open, bumping into solid barrel chest. Two firm hands grab my shoulders to keep me steady.

      “I’m sorry, I wasn’t…Ms. Spencer?”

      I look up sharply at the familiar voice. “Dr. Cosgrove, I’m sorry, I wasn’t looking.”

      “You know Kelty’s cardiologist?” I hear Cassie saying behind me, and I know the ceiling is about to come down on me.

      “I’m sorry,” I mutter again as I squeeze by the doctor and rush down the hall, locking myself in the first bathroom I see.
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      Shit.

      I resist the urge to run after Mika as the door slowly closes on her retreating form.

      Dr. Cosgrove looks confused from Cassie to me and back.

      “I wasn’t aware you knew—” he starts before I quickly cut him off.

      “What’s wrong with our daughter?”

      He blinks a few times before collecting himself. “Right. It’s not rejection. X-rays came back showing fluid in both her lungs. It looks like Kelty has contracted pneumonia. The lab is running cultures to see if it’s viral or bacterial, but in the meantime, we have her on intravenous antibiotics. This is one of the risks we spoke about that are a side effect of the immunosuppressants, but we have to get this under control. So far her heart looks good, but we need to keep it that way.”

      “I don’t understand, we’ve been so careful. She never showed any symptoms, other than getting tired a lot.”

      The cardiologist nods sympathetically. “She didn’t voice any complaints, am I right?”

      “Not to me,” I confirm before turning to Mark and Cassie. “You?”

      “Of course not,” Cassie snaps, irritated.

      “Doesn’t surprise me,” he says. “You’d be surprised how many seriously ill children try to be tough and downplay their symptoms for the sake of their parents. She knows how scared you were, how concerned you still are, and she doesn’t want to be responsible for adding to it.”

      “Jesus,” I hear Ethan hiss behind me.

      I clearly remember Kelty’s apology in the ambulance. It makes a lot more sense now.

      “Can we see her?” Cassie asks.

      “Give the nurses twenty minutes. Someone will come get you, but they’re in the middle of a shift change. No more than two at a time in the ICU,” he reminds us. “And not for long, she needs rest. I’ll be in tomorrow morning to see if she’s responding to the antibiotics, and we’ll take it from there.”

      A chorus of thank-yous goes up when he leaves the room.

      “Am I crazy to be relieved her body’s not rejecting the heart?” Cassie asks.

      “It was my biggest fear too, so no, not crazy,” I assure her.

      “Let’s not crack open the champagne just yet,” Mark, the voice of reason, contributes. “She has a weakened immune system and is battling double pneumonia. If it’s viral, there’s nothing antibiotics will do and her body will have to work to battle the infection by itself.”

      “Be right back,” Dad says, slipping out of the room.

      Shit, that’s right, Mika.

      “Did you bring that woman to Kelty’s appointment?” Clearly Cassie hasn’t forgotten either, but leaps to the wrong conclusion.

      “No,” I tell her truthfully.

      “That’s some coincidence then.” Her tone makes it clear she doesn’t buy it. Ironically, it is exactly that. I have to squash the urge to go find Mika, and instead take in a deep breath. It’s time for full disclosure.

      “It is, actually. A crazy coincidence.”

      That’s when I start telling her about the woman I saw crying in the hallway last December, and five minutes later I leave her a sobbing mess in Mark’s arms when I head down the hallway to look for Mika.

      I find her in the cafeteria, having a coffee with Dad at one of the small tables. Her eyes are worried when she spots me coming toward them.

      Leaning down I kiss her forehead and pull up a chair from a neighboring table.

      “Coffee, Son? Maybe you can talk huh into eating somethin’.”

      “Get a tray of coffees and some muffins or something, yeah, Dad? I’m sure the others can use some too, and we should get back to them.”

      I immediately feel tension coming off her.

      “I didn’t know—”

      “I know you didn’t,” I tell her, taking her hand between mine. “It’s fine.” She doesn’t look like she quite believes me but she’ll find out soon enough.

      “Your father tells me it’s pneumonia?”

      “Yeah. The heart’s holding strong, though.”

      She drops her head to our clasped hands on the table, and I bend forward to shield her a little from the public eye while she quietly cries.

      “We should head back,” I nudge her gently, when I see Dad trying to balance two trays of coffee and a large brown bag. “Before my dad spills a gallon of coffee on innocent bystanders,” I add, and Mika’s head shoots up. I nod in his direction and she follows my gaze.

      We quickly go divest my father of the bulk of his load and make our way back to the PICU.

      “Give me one second,” Mika stops outside the ladies’ room and hands me her tray before darting inside.

      “Caught huh in the lobby. She was makin’ faw the doaw.”

      “It’s been an intense day. Plus, I imagine the hospital doesn’t hold good memories for her. I’m only now starting to realize how traumatic this must be for her, Dad. If anything happened it would be like losing a child all over again. I don’t know anyone who’d be strong enough to stay standing.”

      “Everything a’ight in theah?” He tips his head to the waiting room.

      “Yeah, although it’d be a miracle if that baby doesn’t decide to come early. I’m not taking any bets on Cassie’s blood pressure.”

      Mika’s strung tight as a bow when I push the waiting room door open, but the only one inside is Ethan.

      “They’re in with Kelty,” Ethan clarifies, but his gaze is fixed on Mika. “A nurse just came to get them.”

      “Good.” I point at one of the trays we set down on the table. “Grab a coffee.”

      “In a minute.”

      Before I realize what’s happening, he has Mika wrapped in a bear hug, her feet dangling off the floor.

      “Set her down, idiot,” I snap when I see a flash of panic on her face. “You’re gonna break her ribs.”

      Mika looks a little dazed when he sets her back on her feet, and Dad grabs for her arm when she teeters on her feet. “I…I should call Mandy,” she stammers, walking on wobbly legs to the purse she left on a chair earlier.

      Ethan gives my shoulder a shove and we both reach for a coffee and sit down, Mika’s soft voice as she gives Mandy an update the only sound in the room.

      A little bit later, after I finally convinced her to eat one of the muffins Dad picked up, Mark pushes the wheelchair through the door. The instant Cassie’s eyes lock on Mika, she bursts out crying again.

      “I’m sorry, it’s hormones,” she explains, grabbing the wad of tissues Mark hands her before he walks over to Mika, bends down, and kisses her cheek.

      “Thank you,” I hear him say softly before he straightens and turns to me. “She’s waiting for you.”

      I get to my feet and realize I’m faced with a dilemma when I meet Mika’s eyes, but she almost imperceptibly shakes her head. I slide my fingers along her jaw, and lace them in her hair, tugging lightly to tilt her head back, before I plant a kiss on her mouth I hope conveys all I’d say if we were alone.

      “Dad?” is all I need to say as I move to the door.

      Right before it closes behind me, I hear Cassie pipe up.

      “Could someone move me closer?”
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      I’m not sure what to expect when Mark wheels Cassie closer to me, and I definitely don’t know how to act.

      “I know I don’t have the right words,” she says, reaching for my hand, pressing a piece of paper to my palm and closing my fingers over it. “But what I do know is: if not for you, I wouldn’t have just seen my daughter blow me a sweet kiss on my way out of her room.” She shakes her head. “There aren’t words to define the deep gratitude, or the deep sorrow, I feel.”

      “Oh, I…” is all I manage before my throat closes on whatever else I was going to say. The truth is, I’m too shocked to react, but inside my mind it’s chaotic. Everything seems to be recalibrating at once.

      It’s not until Mark gently urges his wife it’s time to get her checked out in maternity, and they leave, I realize I’m still gripping the piece of paper in my hand.

      When I open it, I realize it’s a long strip of graph paper. Specifically, EKG graph paper. Kelty’s name and stats are printed in the top left hand corner, and her heartbeat is illustrated in the steady rhythm of lines.

      Swallowing hard, I fold it back up carefully, and tuck it inside my purse for safekeeping.

      “So…you and my brother.”

      I’d almost forgotten Ethan’s still here. “Seems that way.”

      “Not normally a big believer in fate, or kismet—whatever it is they call it—I’m more of a pragmatist, but I gotta say this looks like more than plain coincidence.”

      “I know. It’s a little freaky,” I admit, and he bursts out laughing.

      “My brother’s never done things the conventional way,” he shares, grinning. “Always a little wild—unhinged at times, if you ask me—always looking for something more. Not that he was stupid about it, just…restless. Even when he opened the Cooker, I always sensed it wouldn’t be enough to settle him. Then Kelty came along, and she centered him. He became more focused on the here and now, instead of what all he might be missing out there.” He looks over and smiles gently. “Then Mom died, which shook all of us but it hit my brother hard, and when less than a year later Kelty became ill, I worried. Up to that point, he hadn’t really been tested hard in life. If a roadblock went up in one place, he’d simply moved to the next. He surprised me though. Because as much as Mark may have been the rock for all of us, Jude was the heart: the dreamer. The one who was able to keep everyone’s hopes lifted. He believed so fiercely in his daughter’s future, that the rest of us couldn’t do more than believe right alongside him.”

      “I can see that. Your brother’s a bit of an empath, more insightful than most. He proved that the first time he stopped me, right outside this room, in the hallway. It was only a moment during the absolute worst day of my life, but it touched me in a way that somehow stuck with me right alongside the dark memories. He makes me believe too.”

      Ethan chuckles. “I don’t doubt it. He dreams enough for the rest of us.” His expression grows serious as he leans forward. “But you…you may just be what grounds him.”

      Jude and his dad return not long after, reporting that Kelty is resting comfortably. Ethan suggests we all get some rest and invites us to stay at his place, but Jude understandably wants to stay close to the hospital. While we wait for him to check plans with Mark and Cassie in the maternity ward, I quickly call the Hilton DoubleTree next door and manage to get him a room.

      My suggestion to drive back to the Cape tonight is voted down by all three men. Mark and Cassie will stay at the hospital, Jim is going with Ethan, and Jude and I are heading for the hotel. The plan is for Ethan to bring Jim back tomorrow morning, and depending how Kelty is, at least he and I will head back to the Cape.

      I take a quick shower in the hotel room, while Jude orders us some room service, which arrives just as I hear the water shut off after his turn.

      “Not as good as the burgers at the Cooker,” I admit around a mouthful, sitting cross-legged on the bed, wrapped only in a towel. “But it hits the spot.”

      “I’m surprised we’re even thinking about food after today,” he says almost guiltily, and I lean over to put a hand on his knee.

      “I remember feeling guilty with every bite I put in my mouth,” I share. “It was Sam who reminded me that I wasn’t eating for me, I was eating for Jamie, so I could be strong enough for the two of us.”

      I see him swallow down another bite of hamburger like it was a handful of nails, but he finishes most of it.

      “Why don’t you check in with the nurses’ station while I clean up, and we’ll try to get some sleep,” I suggest.

      I hear him on the phone when I duck outside to leave the tray in the hallway, before quickly brushing my teeth.

      “They just did her vitals and she’s back asleep. Her temperature is coming down a bit and her BP and heart rate are holding strong.” That makes us both smile.

      I slip between the covers on the king-sized bed, ditching my towel on the ground, and wait for Jude to come out of the bathroom. The light turns off and I hear rustling as he slips between the sheets on the other side. Then a long arm shoots out, catches me around the waist, and pulls me across the mattress and into the warm curve of his body. I reach for the arm around me, take his hand, and press it against my chest as his face presses into my neck from behind.

      I start drifting off when I feel his hot tears on my skin. I turn around silently, wrap him up in my limbs, and let him give all of those to me.

      “I’m sorry,” he finally mumbles.

      “Hush,” I tell him.

      No words are needed.

      It says enough that he trusted me to give me both his rage and his tears in a single day.

      For the first time in a long while, I go to sleep feeling purposeful.
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      “She’s had a quiet night.”

      The hospital is slowly coming alive when we walk up to the nurses’ station in the PICU.

      The alarm on my phone went off at five thirty, and we were the first to sit and scarf down some breakfast when the restaurant in the lobby opened at six.

      I’d slept. I didn’t think I would, but letting go of some of the bottled up emotions from the day in the safety of Mika’s arms helped.

      The night nurse confirms what I was told earlier when I called from the hotel to check.

      “Can we see her?”

      “It’s family only,” she says with regret, glancing at Mika who she seems to recognize.

      “She is family,” I state firmly.

      She hesitates, takes a good look at us, slightly bedraggled in yesterday’s wrinkled clothes, and seems to come to a decision.

      “We have a shift change coming up in fifteen minutes. You can sit with her, but if my replacement shows up, you may be asked to leave while they do their checks.”

      “Fair enough,” I concede without argument. I’ll take it.

      Grabbing Mika’s hand, I pull her with me down the hall to the last room. From the cart parked outside Kelty’s door, I grab us masks, booties, and gloves—a prerequisite to entering because of the risk of infection—and quickly pull them on as Mika does the same.

      “Morning, Princess.”

      Kelty’s blonde hair is spread out on the pillow, her face turned to the window, but when she hears my voice she swings around to the door, her eyes bright and clear.

      “Mika!”

      The fact my daughter totally ignores me, as she grins at my companion, doesn’t bother me at all. In fact, it warms me to know my girl is falling as hard as I am for her.

      “Hey, honey.” Mika’s voice is hoarse when she slips past me and approaches the bed. “You’re looking so much better already,” she coos, gently stroking a few strands of hair away from Kelty’s face.

      “I didn’t mean to make you worry,” Kelty whispers when she notices Mika blinking furiously.

      It’s the second time she says something along those lines. I remember what her doctor said last night, about kids keeping concerns to themselves so as not to worry their parents, and decide it’s time for a reality check.

      “Princess…” Her eyes come to me. “It’s our job to worry about you, look after you. That’s what we’re supposed to do. Your job is to let us, so we can help if needed. But when you hide stuff—important stuff, like not feeling well—you don’t make it easier, you make our job harder.” My heart breaks when I see her face crumple, but I have to make this clear. “Yesterday was very scary for you, but for a lot of other people as well, Kelty. People who love you. People who feel very lucky that you’re doing as well as you are, but, Princess, you need to understand it could’ve ended much differently.” I lean over the bed and brush a tear from her cheek, before putting my hand over the incision bisecting her narrow chest. “This, this precious gift you were given, you need to let us help you take care of it, baby. Do you get that?”

      She nods. “I’m—”

      “That better not be an apology coming out of your mouth,” I threaten her. “I may have to tape it shut.”

      Just as easy as that, she giggles, the tears all but forgotten.

      By the time the nurse comes in and sends us back to the waiting room, Kelty’s dozing off again.

      Mika, who’s been quiet during my parental lecture, grabs my hand when we walk down the hall to the waiting room, stopping me right outside the door.

      “I just want you to know you’re an amazing father, a good man, and a wonderful human being.”

      I don’t get a chance to respond—which is probably a good thing, it might not have been coherent—because in the next moment her hands are cupping my face, and she’s up on her toes, kissing me stupid.

      “Find yawselves a room, will ya?”

      “Morning, Dad.” I grin without taking my eyes off Mika.

      “How’s my granddaughtah?”

      “Better,” I share. “Fever’s down. She was pretty chatty for a bit just now, before zonking out again.”

      He nods and grumbles something before opening the door to the waiting room, leading the way inside.

      Mark joins us not long after, reporting they admitted Cassie to Obstetrics overnight after discovering her blood pressure skyrocketing again. I admire the guy, where I’d probably be a nervous wreck; he seems calm. Only the firm statement his wife’s ass will be staying in the hospital bed, even if it means handcuffing her to it, betrays the level of his concern.

      We spend the morning alternating visits with Kelty while we wait for the cardiologist to check in on her.

      When Dr. Cosgrove walks into the waiting room around eleven, we’re all eager to hear.

      “Kelty’s had a good night. She’s responding well to the antibiotics, and we’ll be moving her to a private room in Cardiology in the next few hours.”

      “That’s good news,” Mark comments.

      “It is great news,” he concurs. “But she’s not necessarily out of the woods yet. I’d like to see if we can adjust her medications, and then monitor her for at least a few more days before I’m comfortable discharging her.”

      “Whatever it takes.” I shake his hand. “Thank you so much.”

      He nods and then his eyes drift to Mika. “Ms. Spencer. I was surprised to see you here last night. I wasn’t aware you knew the family?”

      “A chance meeting right here in the hospital the day of the transplant,” I clarify, speaking for her. “We didn’t recognize the significance of it ourselves until very recently.”

      “I see. I’m sure you know we have strict rules about privacy, both for the sake of the donor’s family as well as the recipient’s. This…is a little unconventional.”

      I don’t even have to look at Mika to know this exchange must be extremely uncomfortable for her, but I don’t get the chance to tell the man to back off.

      “Ms. Spencer is family,” Mark calmly enforces, throwing a casual arm around her shoulders. “And as I’m sure you’ve noticed, Dr. Cosgrove, our family is far from conventional.”

      “Of course. No offense intended,” he says, looking at Mika.

      “None taken,” she assures him, lying through her teeth.
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      “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

      Jude’s father shakes his head, waving the newspaper he found on the coffee table at my lawyer’s office. “Missed my Boston Globe. Gives me a chance to catch up. Take yaw time.”

      With the immediate crisis averted, and Kelty and her mother both in the hospital, at least for a while longer, it made more sense for me to head back to Orleans. I’m better off helping out at the Cooker, doing something useful. Not much I can do here, but at least I can take a little off Jude’s load.

      He wasn’t too enamored with my suggestion at first, but when his father said he’d tag along so he could pack a bag for everyone before driving back, he didn’t resist.

      I was a little embarrassed when he came down to the lobby and kissed me thoroughly—in full view of everyone—before watching us walk out to the street.

      My call to Bryan’s office was on the spur of the moment. I figured, while I’m here, I might as well get those papers signed before heading back. Luckily, Bryan was in the office and had everything ready, planning to call me later today.

      “There you are,” his voice is loud and boisterous, as he is. I barely get a chance to turn around before he has me wrapped up in a hug.

      Bryan is the only friend I retained after Emmett and I split. Unlike most of our friends, who either backed away when our marriage disintegrated, or stuck with Emmett—who was quick to garner public sympathy—Bryan had been unwavering in his support for me, even hooking me up with a good divorce lawyer when I needed one.

      I worm from his arms and turn to face Jim, who is observing us closely.

      “Bryan, this is Jim Parks…a friend,” I add awkwardly. “Jim, meet Bryan Stewart, my lawyer and also a friend.”

      The two shake hands before Bryan leads me into his office.

      “Don’t hit me, but you look like shit,” he bluntly imparts when he sits down behind his desk, gesturing to the visitor’s chair.

      “You would too if you had the past twenty-four hours I had,” I fire back, grinning at his familiar teasing.

      “Time to tell me about it?” he asks, but I shake my head.

      “I will, but not now. I don’t have a lot of time. I’ll call you when things settle down.”

      “I’m holding you to that.”

      He hands me a pen and shoves the first of a stack of papers in front of me, and I start signing.

      Twenty minutes later I follow Jim out the door, less a house, but with a whack-load more money heading to my account.

      Jim doesn’t say much on the drive home, but to be honest I’m grateful for the quiet, it gives me a chance to process, and there’s a lot.

      We make a planned detour by Mark and Cassie’s place. Mark gave us his keys, so we could pick a few things up for them as well. It feels a little weird walking into a strange house and going through their drawers, but it didn’t make sense for Mark to make the trek back here too, just for a few clothes and some toiletries.

      I haven’t even scratched the surface of what’s tumbling through my mind when I pull into the parking lot next to my cottage.

      Everything looks unchanged from when I first drove up here—feels like years ago—except it was just last month. Then I was a visitor, unsure of her place in the world. This time it feels familiar—the sights, the sounds, the smells—it’s like coming home.

      “Are ya comin’ out?”

      I realize Jim is already standing next to the Traverse, while I’m still deep in thought behind the wheel. I quickly turn off the engine and get out, meeting him on the other side.

      “Don’t go driving back right away,” I say, as I hand him the keys. “I wanna make sure you have something in your stomach first. I’ll get some sandwiches going while you pack a bag.”

      He scowls at me and walks off, mumbling something about bossy womenfolk under his breath.

      I’m still grinning as I get to the porch steps and hear my name yelled. I swing around and see Mandy running from the restaurant toward me.

      “Everything okay?” she asks, breathlessly.

      “Much better. They’ll keep her for another few days, but her fever is almost gone and she’s starting to feel better.”

      “And the heart?”

      I notice her generic reference, and although I understand her motivation and appreciate her sensitivity, I correct her immediately. “Kelty’s heart? Steady.”

      She lets out a deep sigh and closes her eyes briefly. “Ah, what a relief. What are you doing back here, though?”

      “Jim is picking up some clothes and stuff for him and Jude before he heads back, and I’m here to work.”

      “I could’ve managed, you know,” she blusters defensively.

      “Don’t doubt it for a minute, but now you don’t have to. Besides, I don’t do well sitting around, may as well make myself useful.”

      I grin at her when she rolls her eyes before they land on me, squinting. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. It’s all good.”

      She scrutinizes me for a few more seconds before nodding. “Lunch is covered, so I’ll see you at four,” she says, starting to walk away before she adds over her shoulder, “Gives you time to wash that hospital smell off and do something about the rat’s nest on your head.”

      I’m just stacking a few sandwiches on a plate when a knock sounds at the door.

      “Door’s open!”

      Jim walks in and looks around, stopping on the bookcase. “That’s new. Yers?”

      “No. Jude picked it up at an estate sale. Have a seat. Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Watah’s fine.”

      “Coming up.” I slide the plate in front of him, when he sits at the table, and go to fetch him a glass of water.

      “More of my granddaughtah’s?” he asks, pointing at the frames still leaning against the back of the couch.

      “Actually, those are my shots. I had those made for Jude, but I haven’t really had a chance to give them to him.”

      Jim gets up, and one by one flips the frames around. There’s my shot of the heron, the one Jude liked with the water spray surrounding his head like a halo. The next one is of the whale’s tail, lifting out of the water; a shot I took on our trip to Provincetown. The last two I made on that trip as well. One is a close up of Kelty’s profile just as she pulls down her mask to say something to her dad, who’s just outside of the frame, her eyes bright and mouth smiling wide.

      Jim’s eyes are a little misty as he looks up at me, before turning the last one over. That picture I took when after we got home and Jude had just laid his daughter on the couch. I caught him bending over her, kissing the tip of her nose.

      I love that picture. Their faces fill the entire frame. Hers sleeping—sweet and innocent—and his dark and brooding, but infinitely tender and protective.

      “He’ll like those,” Jim says in a gruff voice, clearly affected.

      I smile my gratitude as he sits down and eats the rest of his sandwich in silence. It’s not until I walk him to the door after, and watch him go down my steps that he speaks, stopping at the bottom.

      “Was all kinds of wrong about ya.”
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      Hospitals get old fast.

      Especially when you’re confined to a small room with a bored little girl and a grumpy old man.

      I’m grateful for Mark, who’ll occasionally pop in and relieve us for half an hour to grab some food, a bathroom break, or a breath of fresh air outside.

      Cassie had been wheeled in here a few times as well, to sit with our daughter for a bit, before she had to get back on the monitor in her own room on the other side of the hospital. They were keeping a close eye on the baby, whose heart rate showed occasional signs of distress. She’s only thirty weeks pregnant and they’re doing their best to keep the baby right where it is so the lungs can mature a little more. Kelty had been a little early too, but born at thirty-six weeks, she’d been healthy and strong and was able to go home with Cassie the next day. Hopefully this baby hangs in there a little longer.

      These last two nights I shared the king-sized bed at the DoubleTree with my father, and let me tell you, it’s not nearly as peaceful as it was the first night sleeping next to Mika. Dad snores, he hogs the covers, and he does not appreciate cuddling, which I discovered as he nearly shoved me out of the bed, when I apparently got a little too close in my sleep.

      Still, I appreciate the hell out of him sticking it out with me. I wish it was Mika here, but if I’m honest, it gives me peace of mind she’s helping Mandy and Daniel keep the restaurant going.

      “Where’s your dad?”

      I turn to find Mark wheeling Cassie into the room.

      “Gone to settle up at the hotel,” I tell them. “He shouldn’t be long and said he’d wait outside with the truck.”

      “Hey, beautiful.” Cassie leans over the bed to kiss Kelty.

      “Hi, Mommy, we’re waiting for the nurse to come back. I get to go home.”

      “I heard, baby. That’s great news.”

      “Are you going home too?” Her little face falls when her mom shakes her head.

      She puts a hand on her substantial stomach. “The doctor wants to keep an eye on me so we can make sure this little pumpkin can come out healthy, sweetie.”

      “How long do you need to stay?”

      “Well, it may be a few weeks. The longer the better it is for the baby, but I hope you’ll come visit me. Dr. Cosgrove will probably want to see you again soon, so you could stop by then.”

      “Can we, Daddy?”

      “We’ll visit as often as we can, Princess,” I assure her, before sticking my head out the door to see what’s keeping the nurse.

      There’s a guy I’ve seen hanging around the hospital, leaning against the desk at the nurses’ station. I’m about to head over there when the nurse he’s talking to spots me and holds up a finger indicating she’ll be right there.

      Not long after she walks into the room, paperwork in her hands.

      “Sorry about the wait. You ready to go?” she asks Kelty, who nods enthusiastically.

      It takes another twenty minutes going over the new medication regimen and her home care instructions. It’s not our first rodeo, but it’s hospital procedure for them to outline every detail again before they can let us go.

      When Cassie and Mark have said their goodbyes, Kelty gets dressed with the help of the nurse, while I pack up the rest of her things. Five more minutes to wait for an orderly to show up with a wheelchair and we’re on our way out the door.

      “Hang on,” I tell them when we get to the lobby. “I’m just going to see if our ride is here.” I head outside to look for Dad, who was supposed to wait for us down here.

      “Mr. Parks?” I turn around at the voice and watch the guy I saw upstairs at the nurses’ station earlier walk toward me.

      “Yes?”

      “Jude Parks?”

      I don’t bother answering again, but brace myself when I see him pull out some small recording device as he steps closer.

      “John Meister of the Boston Telegraph.” I narrow my eyes at the mention of the weekly local gossip rag you can pick up at the grocery store checkout. “Mr. Parks, what is your connection with Mika Spencer?”

      A sudden rage boils up inside me and my hands curl into fists by my side. I’m aware of my daughter behind me in the lobby, just feet away, and squash the urge to slap the recorder he shoves in my face out of his hand. Last thing I want is for his attention to be drawn on Kelty.

      I try to ignore him as he tries to block my way, pelting questions at me. Was I aware of accusations made against Ms. Spencer? What is the nature of our relationship? How did we meet? Did I know where Ms. Spencer was now?

      From the corner of my eye, I see a security guard by the front doors and make my way over to him, the persistent reporter walking backward in front of me. We catch the guard’s attention and he turns fully toward us, just in time to clamp a firm hand on the tabloid hack’s shoulder.

      “This man bothering you?”

      “He is,” I state firmly. “He’s a reporter and I’ve seen him hanging around patient rooms.”

      The guard nods, ignoring the guy’s protests as he grabs him none too friendly around his bicep, while he makes a call on the radio clipped to his shoulder.

      I don’t wait around to see what happens, but rush outside, where I see Dad behind the wheel of my Traverse parked down a ways. I wave him over and head straight back inside, where I just catch John Meister of the Boston Telegraph flanked by now two guards, being marched through a door behind the information desk.

      “Ready?”

      “Who was that man, Daddy?”

      It’s clear my daughter witnessed at least some of that confrontation, but an answer will have to wait. I’m eager to get her out of here. “Grampa’s waiting outside, Princess. Let’s get you in the car.”

      Kelty will only be distracted for so long, and by the time she’s installed on the back seat, and I take Dad’s place behind the wheel and start driving, she repeats her question.

      “Dad? What did that man want?”

      “What man?” my father wants to know, and I throw him a look before focusing on my daughter in the rearview mirror.

      “Did you know Mika was sometimes on TV before she came to us?”

      “Grampa told me,” she says, nodding. “She was kinda famous.”

      “Right. Well, that man was a reporter for a newspaper asking questions about Mika, but she came to Cape Cod for some quiet time.”

      “Like Katy Perry hiding from the paparazzi?”

      “Sort of.” I chuckle and glance at my father but he doesn’t look at all amused. “The guy was from the Telegraph. Approached me by name.” I talk softly to avoid my daughter overhearing. “Seen him hanging around the hospital the past few days, but this morning he was at the nurses’ station outside our room.”

      “Short guy, dawk messy mop that shoulda seen a barbah months ago, and one a them silly little goatee things?”

      “That would be him,” I confirm.

      “Makes sense. Caught him in the lobby starin’ when you kissed Mika the othah day.”

      Like a Jack-in-the-box, Kelty’s head darts between the seats.

      “You kissed Mika?”

      

      
        
        MIKA

      

      

      I feel a little like the pied piper, with Nauset Beach’s gull population following me around as I poke through the clumps of seaweed left in the wake of the ebbing tide.

      I’ve only seen one fellow beachcomber this morning; an older man with a friendly dog, who enthusiastically put his wet, sandy paws all over my khaki linen pants. I didn’t really care, glad for the unexpected affection, but the man had been mortified, insisting he pay for any dry-cleaning, which I refused.

      The shimmer of something smooth catches my eye, and when I brush away the seaweed I see a beautiful piece of polished red glass. A rare color I know from my research, and one I don’t have yet.

      I quickly wipe my hands on my pants—they’re dirty already—and lift my camera. I already know how I’m going to edit these shots, leaving the red of the glass intact, but draining the rest of the frame of color. I’ve done that with a few of the ones I found in the more common greens and blues, and the effect is quite stunning. If I group those images together, they’d make an interesting collection.

      I’m building up a decent portfolio and these past few days, since the sale of the house was finalized, I’ve been seriously considering getting a bunch of them framed and maybe checking around if any place would be interested in displaying them. If anything, it could become a hobby that pays for itself.

      When I’ve taken just about every composition I can think of, I carefully pick up the glass and brush the sand off. Looking at it in the palm of my hand, I notice its unique shape. It’s beautiful, and I carefully wrap it in one of my lens cloths and tuck it away in my camera bag.

      I start walking back to where my car is parked; while behind me the gulls descend on the pile of seaweed I left behind, scouring for anything edible I might’ve left behind.

      To my surprise, I find the old man and his dog I’d encountered earlier sitting on the bench by the parking lot.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” he starts. “But I was sitting here, having a little break before taking Sadie here home to her babies, when I noticed you taking pictures. My name is Giles Taylor, by the way.” He holds out his hand, which I promptly shake.

      “Mika Spencer.”

      “Nice to meet you. I realize this will sound strange—and I’d insist on paying you—but I was wondering if I could ask you to take a picture.” My face must’ve shown my confusion because he quickly clarifies, “Of my dogs. Sadie here…” he distractedly scratches the golden retriever behind the ears, “…had a litter almost two months ago. Four of them. Unfortunately, it appears my girl has a taste for bad boys, because it’s clear their father is the ugly mutt from down the street she’s taken a shine too. Full breed puppies would go like hotcakes I’m told by the local shelter, but an advertisement with the description: mother full-bred golden, father unidentified neighborhood menace, apparently, doesn’t make for good copy. Even when I offer them for free.”

      I chuckle at his description and crouch down to give slutty Sadie some loving. “So the picture…?”

      “Ah, yes, the picture. I was hoping perhaps if people could see how cute they are, it might help make them more attractive. Sadly, I’m a bit of a Luddite, and don’t own a camera or a mobile phone, which is why I am hoping you might be able to assist me. For a fee, of course. I just live up the road.”

      For a moment I contemplate the wisdom of what I’m about to do, but the man is at least eighty, if he is a day, and I could probably take him with my pinky finger if I had to.

      I straighten up and sling my camera bag over my shoulder. “Then by all means, let’s go take some pictures of Sadie’s babies.”

      I finally convince Giles that Sadie can’t do any harm in the back of the wagon and he gets in the passenger seat, directing me to a small, cottage-style house not that far up from the beach.

      “Wait here,” he says when I follow him up on the porch, where Sadie is already scratching at the door. “I have a baby gate I use to block off the porch so they can’t get away.”

      “Perfect. I prefer using outside light to take pictures.”

      He sets up the little gate, disappears back inside, and comes walking out moments later with Sadie dancing around his feet, and carrying—two per arm—the most adorable puppies I’ve ever seen.

      All four are multicolored with floppy ears and predominantly short hair, with occasional longer tufts sticking out from around their little faces. The moment he sets them on the ground, their little fat bodies toddle over and try to climb my legs. I sink down on my butt and let them clamber all over me, laughing as the little boy—the only one with blue eyes—tries to take off with one of my flip-flops.

      “They are adorable,” I confirm to Giles, who’s taken a seat on the porch bench, wearing a benevolent smile.

      “Yes. Must be Sadie’s superior genes,” he quips and I smile up at him.

      I spend at least half an hour taking pictures while the puppies play, chatting with Giles the entire time. I know someone who would love meeting these little bundles of energy, and I ask if he would mind if I came back one day with a friend. I get the sense he doesn’t get visitors a lot, if the wide smile on his face is anything to go by as he quickly agrees.

      I promise I’ll get the shots printed off and even offer to send a new ad with picture to the local newspaper.

      “Young lady, I really appreciate your help,” Giles says, shaking my hand again when I get up, ready to head out. “But you must tell me what I owe you,” he insists.

      I start to climb over the baby gate when the feisty little blue-eyed pup puts his teeth in the hem of my pants. I bend down and pick him up, holding him in front of my face as he frantically wiggles his little butt, trying to lick my nose.

      “They’ll be old enough in a week or two, you say?”

      “Ten weeks by then.”

      I don’t really know what I’m doing, and I’m positive I’ve not thought this through at all, but something drives me to say, “Would you consider letting me adopt this little rascal?”
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      God, it feels good to be home.

      I notice the parking lot is pretty full when I pull into my driveway. Looks like we have a good crowd for lunch.

      “Can we go say hi, Dad?” Kelty asks from the back seat as I turn off the engine.

      “You heard the nurse, Princess, we have to be extra careful for a while longer and going into a busy restaurant may not be smart. How about you have a nap, and I’ll go ask everyone to pop in here to say hello if they have a chance?”

      She doesn’t look thrilled, but she’s smart enough after these past few days not to push the issue. She walks inside under her own steam, but I carry her upstairs to her room.

      “Need anything, baby?”

      She rolls on her side in bed, her eyes half closed. “Is Mika your girlfriend?” she mumbles.

      “What if I said she was, how would you feel about that?”

      Even with her eyelids drifting shut she manages to smile wide, giving me a thumbs-up.

      Dad’s downstairs on the couch, with his feet on the coffee table, arms crossed over his chest, his head back, and eyes closed. A good time for me to slip out and check in at the Cooker.

      Mandy comes charging from the behind the bar when I walk in and throws herself in my arms, startling not only me, but also some of the lunch crowd eating inside.

      “So glad you guys are home,” she mumbles before taking a step back and self-consciously brushing at the wrinkles in my shirt.

      A young guy, maybe early twenties, comes out of the kitchen carrying a large tray of food. “Who’s that?” I ask Mandy under my breath.

      “Nick. He started yesterday.” When I look at her with my eyebrows raised, she puts her hands on her hips. “It’s been crazy busy, and with the weekend coming up, I needed extra hands. Figured it couldn’t hurt.”

      “At least he looks like he knows what he’s doing,” I comment, watching as he serves a table of six on the patio. “Where’s Mika?” I haven’t seen her yet.

      Mandy grins and tilts her head in the direction of my office. “She’s on the phone trying to figure out where our booze is. They missed our delivery yesterday.”

      I’m about to head in there when the door opens and an annoyed-looking Mika walks out. She stops when she sees me and a smile breaks through.

      “Five minutes, Mandy,” I tell her, already moving down the hall.

      Mandy’s lazy, “Sure,” and subsequent chuckle disappear when I back Mika into the office and kick the door shut.

      “I have to check on my tables,” she protests without much conviction, as I tug her close. Her arms slip around my neck and then we’re kissing.

      Kissing like we’re starved, like it’s been months instead of a couple of days. The sweet tang of her mouth tastes like wild ocean and fresh mint. The soft curves under my hands and pressed against my body feel like home.

      “God, I missed you,” I mumble, as I lift my mouth from hers.

      Her blue eyes sparkle with a smile as she looks up at me. “Yeah.” Then her hand lifts to my cheek and she brushes a thumb under my eye. “You look tired.”

      “You would be too if you had to share a hotel bed with my father.” She chuckles at my pained expression.

      “I’ll pass.”

      “Don’t blame you. By the way, Kelty knows,” I share, changing topics. “She overheard Dad and me talking on the way here.” I see a flash of concern in her eyes and quickly clarify, “You and me, she likes it.”

      She blows out a relieved breath I can feel against my face, just a fraction away from hers. “How is she doing?”

      “Napping. So is Dad.”

      “Happy to be home?”

      “Not as happy as I am,” I confess, tightening my hold on her just as the door swings open, and the new guy sticks his head in.

      “Oh, sorry,” he apologizes, but his eyes take us in with more curiosity than I’m comfortable with before he focuses on Mika. “Want me to serve table twenty-one? Food is ready.”

      “I’ll be right out. Thanks, Nick.”

      “I don’t know if I like that guy,” I mumble when he shuts the door again, making her snicker.

      “He’s a nice guy and barely out of diapers,” she says, lifting up to press her lips against mine. “I better get out there or you’re gonna get me fired.”

      “I might have to do it myself if I want any time with you.”

      “Don’t you dare,” she threatens, punching my shoulder. “I like working here, and love the job benefits,” she teases, lifting up for another kiss before she slips from my hold.

      “Mika,” I call her attention when she opens the door and wait for her to turn around. “I’ll be waiting for you when you get off.”

      The flash of heat in her eyes matches the one I feel. I may not get a whole lot of sleep tonight either.

      I sit down at my desk and look over the new schedule Mandy’s left there. Maybe I shouldn’t complain too much about her recent hire, since it looks like it leaves Mika with a little more free time. Time I wouldn’t mind spending with her.

      The next hour I spend calling in the orders for the weekend I’d asked Mandy to leave on my desk. It feels good to be doing something productive, instead of hanging around the hospital.

      Hanging around the hospital.

      Shit. I have to remember to tell Mika about the Telegraph reporter seeking me out. I don’t want her to be blindsided like I was if he shows up.

      We should probably discuss whether or not Kelty should know where her heart came from. I’d prefer she didn’t—it seems like a little too much responsibility on her little shoulders—but with the press already sniffing around, I also don’t want to risk her finding out from anyone other than us.

      I’m going to have to talk to Cassie and Mark too. Get their take on it.

      Folding my arms behind my head, I lean back in my chair and let my gaze drift when something catches my eye. On the wall above the filing cabinet, where an old calendar hung well beyond its years, now hangs a large black and white print.

      My daughter’s smiling face, larger than life, with eyes so clear, I can see the reflection of the ocean in them.

      

      
        
        MIKA

      

      

      “You and the boss an item?”

      I’m rolling cutlery in the linen napkins for tomorrow, while Nick tops up the condiments.

      “What does it look like?” I deflect, a little annoyed at the forward question.

      Don’t get me wrong, he seems like an overall nice guy. He’s charming, has an easy way about him, and seems to fit in seamlessly, but I’ve known him for all of twenty-four hours. Not really at the point where we share details of our personal lives, if ever there would be such a time.

      Nick shrugs, letting my sharp tone slide off his back like water. “Looks like the boss is one lucky man.”

      “Puleeze,” I drawl mockingly. “I’m old enough to be your mother.”

      “Doubtful,” he returns. “I’m twenty-seven.” He looks like he barely celebrated his twenty-first birthday. “Besides,” he continues, “you can’t fault a guy trying for the hot chick who knows the difference between a linebacker and a safety.”

      My hand freezes midair. It’s suddenly clear from the football reference, he knows who I am. My eyes squint as I look up at him. “You’re from Boston.”

      “Quincy. Boston Sports News was one of the few presets on our TV growing up.”

      Ouch. Probably without realizing it, he’s just aged me. I had a good twelve years in as a sports journalist with BSN before I left early last year.

      “Another lifetime,” I share before grabbing the bin of cutlery I’ve been filling, carrying it to the serving station. “Mandy,” I call down the hall where I can see her sitting at Jude’s desk, going over the receipts for the day. “I’m out of here.”

      “Four tomorrow,” she calls back.

      I duck my head in the kitchen, where Daniel is doing some prep work for tomorrow. “Night, Daniel.”

      “Night, girl.”

      “See ya, Nick,” I say on my way out of the restaurant.

      “Later, Mika.”

      The cottage is dark. I forgot to turn on the porch light again. I barely have the door open when I’m suddenly lifted off my feet from behind and pushed inside. The panic only lasts for the second it takes me to recognize Jude’s scent, and no sooner than it takes him to kick the door shut, I turn in his arms and climb him like a tree.

      “Fucking longest eight hours of my life,” he growls, his hands cupping my ass as his mouth slams down on mine.

      Spontaneous combustion has hands ripping at clothes, and I’m barely aware of being carried through the cottage to the bedroom. The moment my feet touch the floor, I’m tugging down my jeans and panties at once. In the span of a few seconds, we’re both buck naked, panting hard as we stare at each other by just the light from the parking lot filtering in through the window.

      I don’t need light to see the hot desire shimmering in his eyes, or the need that has his cock hard and pulsing.

      “Mika…” he groans when I sink to my knees in front of him, curling my hand around the silk steel of his erection. I softly blow on the crown, feeling him jerk in my hand, before sliding my lips around his girth.

      There is something so powerful about feeling his body’s involuntary response to my touch. This need building in him as his hand slips around the back of my head, fingers tightening in my hair, is feeding my own. I let the taste of him imprint itself on my senses as I work his length, trying to take in as much as I can. When I slip a hand around his heavy sac, tugging slightly as I extend a finger to rub his taint, he hisses sharply.

      “Babe, you do that I’m gonna blow and I want to be inside you when I do.” He grabs me under my arms, ignoring my sounds of protest, and pulls me to my feet. “That felt way too good,” he mumbles, pressing his lips to mine as he backs up to the bed, falling back and pulling me down with him. “If I didn’t feel like I need to be inside you now,” he says through grinding teeth as he moves my legs so I’m braced with a knee on either side of his hips. “I’d love to let you explore every fucking inch of my body, and I’d do the same to you.” His hands are on my hips, rocking me along his hard length. “Fuck, you’re so wet. Feel what you do to me?” His hips flex up, grinding his cock against my clit, and I moan as my head falls back. “Beautiful. You’re so goddamn beautiful it hurts.” He surges upright, taking me with him, and buries his face between my breasts. “Jesus, you smell good. Let me inside, baby.”

      His breath is choppy as I lift my hips under his firm guidance and slide myself slowly down on his cock.

      “Jude…” I cry out when I feel the sharp sting of his teeth on the swell of my breast. He soothes the bite with his tongue, before drawing my nipple deep into the heat of his mouth.

      Glorious.

      The way he heats me inside and out, I feel like I’ve been sparked to life. Every hair on my skin stands on end, charged by his touch as his rough palms slide over my body with an urgent reverence. His own muscles ripple when I restlessly stroke his shoulders and back, memorizing every ridge and valley, as I grind myself down on his length.

      Time doesn’t exist as our bodies take what they need from each other: skin sliding over skin, slick with the heat we generate.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you hungry?”

      I chuckle at the question. So like a guy.

      I was almost asleep, snuggled with my cheek to his chest, and leg thrown over his, as his fingers draw circles on my hip.

      “I guess I could eat something. Let me make us a sandwich,” I offer, getting ready to roll out of bed.

      “I’ll go,” he says firmly.

      Five minutes later, he’s back with a couple of waters from the fridge and a stack of sandwiches on a plate.

      “You don’t have any beer,” he mumbles through his first bite, settling back against the headboard.

      “I don’t drink much anymore. I did too much of that for a while.” I take a quick sip of my water and glance at him from under my lashes.

      “Oh?” He tries hard not to be nosy, but it’s something I’ve decided to be open about anyway.

      “Drinking got me into trouble,” I confess. “Actually, drinking and sedatives got me into trouble.” He swallows hard before he puts his sandwich down and takes a sip of water himself, steeling himself for what I’m sure he knows is coming. “I was looking for a way to feel numb. Both worked, but together they worked a little too well.” I look down at my hands. “If I’m perfectly honest, I don’t even know if it was a mistake. Sam found me unresponsive, called an ambulance. I was in an inpatient treatment facility for a while. At my own request,” I add. “When I saw how I’d traumatized my best friend, I owed it to her…heck, I owed it to Jamie not to give up.”

      “You don’t have to tell me this,” he says softly, stroking the back of his fingers down my cheek, and I close my eyes at the comfort of such a simple touch.

      “I do,” I disagree. “The way our lives are connected, I want…no, I need for you to know everything there is to know. I can’t afford to risk losing you, what we have, because it’s almost inevitable some of it will bubble to the surface eventually, especially when the press gets involved.”

      I feel more than see the tension in him, and I realize I hadn’t even considered the possibility he might have second thoughts.

      “The press?” The angry growl is clearly not at me, but because of me. There’s a vast difference.

      “They were still hovering. It made for juicy fodder for a day or two on the pages of the Boston Telegraph. They’re hardly worth the title of newspaper.”

      I try to brush it off, but Jude is having none of it. He sets the plate aside and leans over, cupping my face in his hands. “Fuck, baby. I’m so sorry. Christ, I hate to tell you this, but it doesn’t look like they’re done yet.”

      I’m confused. “What do you mean?”

      “The Telegraph. Some guy by the name of John Meister shoved a recorder in my face just as we were leaving the hospital.”

      The implications rush at me all at once, making my stomach turn.
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      “Cassie okay?”

      I watch Mika walking hand in hand with my daughter, down the beach to the water’s edge, as I stop to take Mark’s call.

      It’s a cloudy Monday morning and Nauset Beach has been virtually deserted since we got here. I’ve been mostly following those two around, listening with half an ear to their exchanges. All photography slang, I’m surprised to find my daughter already has a working understanding of. Mika has taught her a thing or two already. I’m clearly not needed here, but Kelty insisted I come.

      She’s been pretty much over the moon with Mika’s changed status in our lives and seems determined to force us together. Not that it’s necessary; aside from working, we’ve also been spending most of our time off in each other’s company this past weekend. Including our nights in the cottage.

      I’ve set my alarm every morning, so I could be back at the house before Kelty woke up, but this morning I was a little distracted after it went off and Kelty was already sitting on the steps with her camera. I’d given the green light for her to resume her morning adventures with Mika, and clearly my daughter was eager. That’s when she cornered me into coming.

      Before the weekend, I’d already warned both Cassie and Mark about the reporter, in case he showed up in the maternity ward, and we talked about the risk of Kelty finding out about the origin of her heart. We agreed we should jointly tell her. It was Mika who had some valid concerns around Kelty perhaps feeling guilty. Something like survivor’s guilt. It makes sense, as I told her, but it doesn’t negate the fact it’s safer she finds out from us. Any resulting guilt we can deal with. All of us.

      “Cassie’s fine,” Mark says. “I know you don’t bother much with TV or the internet, but you may want to check out today’s Boston Telegraph. I happened to see a copy lying in the hospital cafeteria this morning. I started flipping through, and let me just tell you, I didn’t need to see even the blurred out version of your ass before having my coffee.”

      “What?”

      “There’s a picture of you, and Mika from what I can see, on page three of the Telegraph. Short little story, but pretty suggestive.”

      “You have got to be shitting me.”

      “Nope. I wish I were, I’m scarred for life.”

      “Fuck!”

      Apparently I’m a little too loud when Mika swings around and looks at me with concern. I quickly give her a thumbs-up before I turn away.

      “Are you still coming in tomorrow after Kelty’s appointment?”

      “Abso-fucking-lutely. Especially after this.”

      My clumsy thumbs keep messing up as I try to look up the Telegraph’s website on my phone after he hangs up.

      “Son of a bitch…” I mutter when page three of the gossip rag appears on my screen.

      The picture is taken through the bedroom window at the cottage. It shows me mostly from the back, my ass covered by a blurry circle, but what kills me is it shows Mika face on. She’s clearly on her knees in front of me, her face lifted up, and even with the mattress covering her from the shoulders down at this angle, the intent is clear.

      “Everything okay?” I hear Mika right behind me. I didn’t even notice her walking up. My eyes find Kelty a little down the beach, aiming her camera at something in the distance.

      I press the screen of my phone to my chest as I turn around.

      “No.”

      Shock registers on her face at my blunt answer, but no pretty packaging is going to make this any easier. Ripping off the Band-Aid is the only way to go.

      “The Telegraph has pictures of us in today’s edition. Mark happened to flip through a copy in the hospital and called right away.”

      “Pictures?”

      “Yeah, baby. Brace, because it ain’t pretty.”

      I hand her my phone and watch as her teeth dig into her bottom lip and a deep red blush crawls up her neck.

      I’m not sure what I expected—tears maybe—but certainly not the steel determination in those blue eyes when she lifts them to me.

      “Right. Go get Kelty, Jude,” she orders me with an edge that tells me not to poke the bear. “I have a newspaper to sue and you have an asshole to fire.”

      “What asshole are you talking about?”

      “Who do you think?” she snaps and I see she’s barely hanging on. “That fucking little pervert, Nick.”

      “Kelty!” I immediately belt out. “We’ve gotta go.”

      My daughter is still pouting in the back seat when we get home, even with the promise of a sundae for lunch.

      “Hang on so I can drop her off with Dad,” I tell Mika, who’s already half out the door.

      “Let me do this, please?” she pleads, her eyes echoing her words. “For once I’d like to stand up for myself.”

      It goes against the grain to let her do the dirty work, but I nod anyway. I’ll do anything for her; even swallow my need to jump to her protection. “I won’t be far behind you, though,” I call out as she’s already marching over to the restaurant.
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      Oh, I’m fuming.

      Mortified, but fuming.

      Aside from feeling violated with the publication of photos of what was such a profound and intimate moment, I am beyond livid that they dare drag a good decent man and father through the mud with me.

      I may not have had it in me to fight when it was just my reputation getting trashed, but I will not stand by when they go after Jude, or God forbid, Kelty.

      “You!” I yell, as I slam through the doors.

      Nick is standing beside Mandy, who looks at me like I’ve grown horns. I probably have. “What on earth, Mika?”

      “Not you. Him.” I reach out, grab Nick by the wrist and pull him down the hallway to Jude’s office. He doesn’t resist.

      “Look, it’s just business,” he has the gall to say when I drop his arm and shut the door on a curious Mandy.

      “You call it just business?” I hiss, walking over to the filing cabinet and pointing at the close-up of Kelty I hung there for Jude. Behind a blank-looking Nick the door opens and Jude slips in, but he stays leaning against the doorframe, his arms crossed over his chest. “It’s about this little girl’s life, you miserable scum-sucking piece of shit! I’m fair game, but this beautiful little girl, who’s been through hell and back this past year, does not deserve what you’ve set in motion.” I hate the tears that are burning tracks down my cheeks and I wipe at them impatiently. “This is business to you? Let’s call law enforcement right now and see what they think of your kind of business. Misrepresenting yourself, spying on people, taking their picture and publishing them with some sensationalized version of the truth. What is wrong with you?”

      The mention of the cops seems to be the only thing that elicits any kind of reaction from him. “Look, I had nothing to do with that article, I just do what I’m told, and I was told to take some pictures.”

      I look over at Jude, who’s walked over to the desk and is talking on the phone. To the cops, I hope. I turn back to Nick. “Those were not just some pictures and you know it. Still, you got them, so what the hell are you still doing here?” My eyes narrow on him when he tries to look away, clearly uncomfortable now. “Nick—is that even your name? Nick?” His lips press together and he doesn’t say anything more, but starts slowly backing up. “You have more pictures, don’t you?”

      I move to close the distance but he’s faster and darts out the door, only to be shoved right back inside by a looming Daniel, who apparently was right outside. The much bigger man keeps pushing him until the backs of his knees hit a chair and he plops down.

      “Hey, you can’t manhandle me. I’ll file charges.”

      Daniel plants his hands on the chair railings, down to where he’s almost nose to nose with Nick, and his voice is a deep rumble. “Try.”

      “Vern’ll be here in a few,” Jude says, walking up and throwing an arm around my shoulders.

      “He’s gotta have more pictures,” I tell him, feeling like a large fist is squeezing my lungs.

      “Vern will take care of it.”

      I shake my head, trying to ward off the panic. What if he took pictures of Kelty? “But I know how these guys work. He…he…”

      The words get stuck in my throat and suddenly Jude is right there in my face, holding it between his hands. “Mika, baby…breathe.”

      “He took our picture. He was watching us. My face…it’s all over Boston…Oh my God.”

      I find myself pressed to his chest, one of his hands firmly holding me there as I proceed to lose it on him.

      I keep my face pressed in his shirt, trying to calm my breathing when I register someone else coming in.

      “Boss, Vern’s here,” I hear Mandy announce.

      “Send him in.” Then I hear his voice next to my ear. “I’m gonna let you go, okay?”

      I nod my head against his chest before lifting it away. “I’m sorry,” I mumble, peeking up at him.

      He grins down at me. “Don’t apologize. That was the best tongue lashing I’ve ever been witness to, and well worth the wet shirt.”

      Ten minutes later, Nicholas Castleton—the name Jude’s cop friend found on the driver’s license in his wallet—is escorted out of the restaurant in handcuffs by an officer.

      “What’s going to happen to those pictures?” I ask Vern, a portly man in his fifties and a sergeant with the Orleans PD, pointing at Nick’s iPhone in his hand.

      “You tell me, do you want to press charges?” he counters with his own question, glancing at Jude who waits for me to answer.

      “Yes.”

      I’m done, and I want this over with.

      “Then these will have to be presented to the prosecutor’s office as part of the evidence. There are a few charges we can slap on him, but it’s up to the prosecutor to decide.”

      The thought of other people looking at those pictures on his phone gives me the shivers, even though at least one of them has already been published for all to see.

      “I suggest you talk to a lawyer, get some advice on how to best proceed from here, because you and I both know taking this man into custody does not solve your problem.”

      “I know.”

      When Vern says his goodbyes, and Jude and I are the only ones left in his office, he turns to me.

      “I’m closing the restaurant tomorrow.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because I have a feeling, before long, others may show up here and we need to do some damage control first.”

      “How do you propose to do that?”

      “Well…” he rounds the desk, sits on the edge, and pulls me between his legs. “First thing tomorrow we find us a lawyer, then we drive in to Boston for Kelty’s appointment, and finally we sit down with Cassie and Mark—maybe we can get Dr. Cosgrove to join—and talk to Kelty. After that I propose we pick a paper or a news station that you think would have the most impact, and offer them an exclusive on our story.”

      I stiffen in his hold. “What?”

      “Listen, Cassie and Mark need to be in agreement, but the only way to stop this is to spoil the mystery. You pick one of the channels or papers, use your connections, and see who’s interested in an exclusive.”

      I clap my hands on his cheeks and press my lips to his. “That might just work.”

      He grins at that. “Added benefit is that you finally get a chance to stick it your asshole ex.”

      “You just might be brilliant,” I tell him with a smile.

      “Might be?”
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      “What are you doing?”

      Walking into the bedroom, I find Mika on her knees beside the bed, pulling something from underneath.

      I ended up sleeping in my own bed last night. It had been late after we’d closed the restaurant down, and I didn’t want to oversleep and have Kelty waking up to me gone again. Actually, it had been Mika who had to kick me out, when a goodnight kiss—after I walked her to the cottage—led to a pretty heated make out session just inside her door.

      Kelty is eating her breakfast at home, and I wanted to give Mika a heads-up we’ll be leaving soon. Okay, fine, and maybe grab the small window of opportunity to kiss her properly, which is not necessarily appropriate in front of my daughter.

      Her coffee cup was sitting on the porch railing, and her front door was open, so I walked in.

      “Oh, you startled me,” she says, rubbing a spot on her head where she banged it on the bed frame.

      “Need some help?” I motion to the stack of large frames on the floor at her knees.

      “Yes. No, these were supposed to be a surprise your father is helping with.”

      “Dad?”

      He’d been eager to find out why the hell there’d been two patrol cars pulling in the parking lot, but had the presence of mind to keep Kelty distracted. While Mika explained the lay of the land to the full-time staff, I took the opportunity to pop over and check on my daughter. I took Dad aside and filled him in. He offered to stay behind today to keep an eye on the place. Just in case of unwanted visitors.

      “Yes.” She blows a stray lock of hair from her face, as she grabs onto the edge of the mattress and pulls herself to her feet. “He was going to hang these for me. Have it all done by the time we get back.”

      One by one she picks up the frames, propping them up side by side against the wall underneath the window. I recognize some of the photos, but others are new. Eight altogether, not counting the one still upside down by her feet.

      “Those are amazing,” I tell her truthfully.

      They are. Predominantly black and white, with one single-colored focus. The tail of a whale, with the only color the lighthouse in the background. A piece of red sea glass peeking out from underneath seaweed. The green blistering paint on the stern of the old fishing boat down by the water, just visible in the frame featuring the white heron. All of them portraying slices of life on the Cape. Every one of them stunning.

      “You’re father was going to hang those in the restaurant. A little presumptuous on my part, I guess—and we could’ve easily taken them down again—but I hoped maybe you’d like them.”

      I close the distance and tag her around the neck, pulling her into a bruising kiss.

      “Love them.” Her smile is small, but it lights up her face. “What about that one?” I point at the one frame left upside down on the floor.

      “Your dad says that should go in your bedroom.”

      My imagination momentarily spins out of control with the possibilities, but then I realize since Dad’s seen it, it’s unlikely to be a sexy boudoir shot or nude selfie of Mika.

      She bends down and lifts the last frame, laying it right side up on the bed.

      It’s not what I expected. The close-up of Kelty’s sleeping face as I kiss her is much more.

      I try to breathe through the sting in my nose as I nod my head.

      “Definitely my bedroom,” I manage in a hoarse voice.
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      I look over at Mika, who is wearing an indulgent smile on her face, as my daughter fills the silence with her chatter. She catches me looking and gives my hand she’s been holding, since we started driving, a squeeze.

      “So can I, Dad?”

      “Sorry, Princess, can you what?”

      “Buy the baby a stuffed animal from the hospital store,” she clarifies, a tad irritated that I’ve not paid attention.

      “The baby isn’t here yet, though.”

      “I know,” she singsongs. “But in case the baby comes and I’m not around.”

      Beside me Mika stifles a chuckle, as I pull into the parking garage.

      “Tell you what. We’re a little early for our appointment with Dr. Cosgrove, and I have a small errand to run first, but maybe Mika wouldn’t mind helping you pick something out?”

      An enthusiastic “Yesss” sounds from the back seat, as Mika shoots me a questioning glance. I give her what I hope is a reassuring smile.

      When we walk into the lobby, I watch the two go into the small gift shop before I make a beeline for the cardiology department. It’s a crapshoot, I’m not even sure she is working right now, but I really want to have a chat with the nurse I saw talking with John Meister last week.

      I’m in luck. Although, I’m not too sure the woman feels the same way when she looks up from the chart she’s studying and sees me coming toward her. A red flush stains her cheeks as her eyes dart around, probably looking for an escape.

      “Hi. I’m sure you remember me?” She’s clearly uncomfortable, but I don’t give a flying fuck. “You know I saw you talking to that reporter, John Meister. Just as I’m sure you’ve seen what he ended up printing in that piece of shit gossip rag of his.” The color on her face deepens as she averts her eyes. “I also know that was probably not the first time you spoke with him, but what I don’t get is why? Did he offer you money? Did you get paid to share my little girl’s confidential medical information?”

      Her mouth opens and closes a few times before she manages to say, “I hit on some hard times. I…John said it was background for a human interest story.”

      “And you believed him?” I can tell from her reaction to my question she hadn’t bought his line, but went along anyway. “Never mind answering, I can read it on your face.” I flip around the phone I’ve been holding in my hand to show her I’ve recorded our conversation. “I don’t care what your reasons are to be honest—there isn’t a single good one I can think of to justify throwing a ten-year-old girl under the bus. I will hand this over to hospital administration and let them take care of you.”

      Feeling a smidge better, I head over to Dr. Cosgrove’s office, where I told Mika and Kelty I’d meet them.
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      Nerves have my stomach doing backflips and I can’t stop glancing around me. With my kind of luck, someone who’s read the article will recognize me and blurt out something in front of Kelty before we’ve had a chance to talk to her.

      “Do you think the baby’ll like this one?” She holds up a cute little pink bunny.

      “What’s not to like? How about this one?” I point at a slightly more non-gender-specific stuffed puppy.

      The thing reminds me of the little blue-eyed real pup I haven’t even mentioned to Jude yet. The quiet life I was expecting to find on the Cape has been anything but. More like an emotional spin cycle. I don’t know if he has a strict no-pet policy, or whether either he or Kelty have allergies. My on-the-spot decision to adopt the pup didn’t include any of those considerations. I make a mental note to address that one as soon as possible as well, since I promised Giles I’d pick Rascal up a week from today.

      “I love puppies,” Kelty mumbles, as she grabs the stuffed animal and tucks it under her chin, while I perform an inner fist pump. “Dad said when I’m old enough to look after it.

      Good. Not averse to dogs and clearly no allergies.

      “That makes sense. I remember we had a dog growing up. My mom would feed it, but I had to walk it. I didn’t always enjoy that part,” I share, remembering Toby, our black and white Jack Russell terrier, who’d always bark at other dogs and pull on the leash.

      She decides on the puppy for the baby, and I pick up a kid’s puzzle book for Kelty, in case she gets bored, and a few magazines and a lavender-scented hand cream for Cassie.

      Jude’s already waiting outside Dr. Cosgrove’s office, smiling when we walk in. Whatever he needed to take care of, it left him in a good mood.

      The wait isn’t very long, and neither is Kelty’s appointment, but I still manage to build up an army of anxious butterflies in my stomach by the time they walk out of the office.

      “Ms. Spencer,” Dr. Cosgrove offers me his hand.

      “Mika, please.”

      “Certainly.” He smiles and gestures down the hall. “Shall we go then?”

      Kelty slips her hand in mine as we lead the way. I hang onto that token of affection for dear life, not sure what will happen after she finds out.
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      “We have something to tell you.”

      Cassie doesn’t hesitate to set the wheels in motion after greetings are exchanged. Since I’m fighting down my embarrassment and using my professional on-camera face to hide my discomfort, I’d rather get it over with.

      “Is it bad news?” Kelty looks around the room at everyone, and I realize how this must look to her.

      “No,” I rush to tell her before anyone else has the chance. “It isn’t.” I catch Jude’s encouraging nod to go ahead and I take a deep breath. “I had a son. Jamie. He was thirteen.”

      “Did he die?” she asks with the blunt honesty of a wide-eyed, ten-year-old kid.

      “Yes,” I promptly respond, matching her bluntness as I feel the comfort of Jude’s hand on my shoulder.

      “I’m sorry.” Her earnest little voice almost has me lose it, but I shore myself up.

      “I am too. Jamie was a great kid and I miss him a lot, but what has made it easier is knowing he was able to help quite a few people get better. Someone was almost blind, but Jamie’s corneas helped them see again. Other people received his kidneys, his liver…”

      “His heart?” Her little voice is a squeak as she astutely connects the dots. Smart as a whip.

      “Yes, Princess,” Jude says from behind me. “Your heart was Jamie’s first.”

      Her tear-filled eyes dart around the room, looking for confirmation in every face before she finally lands on mine.

      “Is that why you like me so much?”

      The air is pressed from my lungs, and for what feels like the longest time, I can’t seem to take my next breath.

      “No,” I finally manage to say in a firm enough voice. “That’s not why. I’d been really sad for a long time when I came to Cape Cod. I was hoping maybe I could learn to be happy again. Then I woke up one morning and found this amazing little person on my steps. She taught me all about the great white heron, and helped me see the beautiful world around us I’d been blind to for a while.” I lean over and she lets me take her hand. “That, Kelty Parks, is why I like you so much. I didn’t even know about your heart until later.”

      “You didn’t?”

      “I had no idea. I just knew this little girl who had me look forward to her visits. Then I recognized your father and I knew right away.”

      “You’re not mad at me?”

      I have to close my eyes for a moment at the tearful worry in her crystal-blue eyes.

      “Not at all. Finding out Jamie’s heart is what keeps you alive—this amazing girl I’ve come to care about a great deal—is the best gift ever. You’re Jamie’s very special last gift to me.” I can’t hold back the tears anymore and lower my head.

      “And to me.” Jude’s voice is rough behind me.

      “To me as well,” Cassie sniffles.

      “Count me in,” Mark adds, not unaffected.

      I lift my head to find Kelty’s eyes on me.

      “Do you have a picture?” she asks.

      “I do.”

      “Can I have one?”

      “Absolutely.”

      She nods thoughtfully.

      “I want to hang it in my room so I won’t forget.”
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      “But Mika, why didn’t you publicly defend yourself before?”

      “Because if it became known that Jamie’s organs were donated, it’s possible I could’ve exposed the donor recipients and their families to the dogged pursuit I’ve been victim to. I had no desire to risk compromising the basic right to privacy of innocent families. As the recent publication by John Meister of the Boston Telegraph proves, some members of our fine profession stop at nothing.”

      “Ah, yes. Would you be surprised if I told you John Meister and Emmett Ainsworth, your ex-husband, were fraternity brothers in college?”

      “I didn’t meet Emmett until a few years after he’d graduated, so I wouldn’t know. However, it doesn’t surprise me, neither man is blessed with a functioning moral compass.”

      

      “Again?”

      I grin when Mika stops in the doorway of her bedroom, a hand on her hip. “It’s my favorite part.” I must’ve replayed this clip ten times in the past couple of days.

      On the advice of a lawyer Mika contacted—and to try and keep the focus off Kelty—she insisted doing the interview alone. It was broadcast by two major area radio stations and published in print in the biggest Boston newspaper on Wednesday.

      During the interview, Mika consistently avoided naming names and instead stuck to the general term of organ recipient families. The only admission she made was that she’d become friendly with one of the families. Although I don’t harbor any illusions it’ll be enough to keep the occasional die-hard vulture off our property, I’m comfortable we won’t be overrun by the press.

      “Come here.”

      She raises an eyebrow and tilts her head, but slowly approaches until I can grab her hips and pull her between my legs. Her hands land on my shoulders when I slide mine up her sides. “Jude…”

      “Yeah, baby,” I mumble, nuzzling her breasts.

      “We don’t have time,” she warns, and I press my forehead to her sternum. “We’ll spoil the surprise if we don’t get going now.”

      Dad’s taken Kelty to meet up with Mark who is at their place in Chatham, checking on the house and picking up mail. In the meantime, Mika and I are supposed to be picking up a puppy.

      It hadn’t taken her long to convince me. Heck, the woman could get me to agree to anything as long as it made her happy. The moment she mentioned the puppy she wanted to get, my wishful mind translated that into a sign she was maybe considering staying. Here in Orleans.

      We’ve been so busy dealing with a new crisis almost daily; we haven’t really discussed any future. A future I desperately want with Mika. She fits here—in Orleans, in the restaurant, in our lives—heck, this woman fits my heart.

      I lift my head and look up at her. “Let’s get you your puppy,” I concede, seeing the blush of excitement on her cheeks.

      “His name is Rascal,” she announces, a smile playing on her lips as I get behind the wheel. “He’s the only one in the litter with blue eyes.”

      She already mentioned this when she told me about meeting old Giles Taylor on the beach, a couple of weeks ago, and getting snared into taking pictures for his ad. The guy is a loner, mostly. Comes into the Cooker from time to time, usually sits by himself at the bar, chatting with whoever is behind it.

      “You know Kelty’s gonna fall in love with that dog, right?”

      “Yeah,” she says with a big grin not quite getting my point.

      “Hmmm, it would be hard for her to let him go.” I glance over and catch her looking at me confused. “Should you decide to leave,” I clarify, blowing out a deep breath.

      “Leave? Why would I want to leave?”

      “Well, we haven’t really talked about anything beyond the summer.”

      “That’s true, I just thought…” I don’t like the hesitation I hear in her voice.

      “Thought what?” Another quick glance shows her biting her lip, her eyes on the road ahead.

      “I kinda assumed I’d be here, stay here, but if you…”

      I swing the Traverse into the parking lot of the Stop & Shop and throw it in park, turning in my seat. “I want you to stay,” I tell her firmly, lifting my hand to her face. “Already I can’t remember what things were like before you got here, and I know they’ll never be the same—fuck, I’ll never be the same—if you were to leave. But, Mika, you’re the only one who can make that call. You told me you came here to look for a purpose, and I guess the question is, have you found it? Your purpose?”

      “I love it here.” She lifts her hand to cover mine. “Love the pace, the cove, the beach, the people. I love who I am here. I love waking up early and watching the heron stalking the water’s edge, looking for food. I love that sometimes Kelty’s singsong voice is the first thing I hear. I love your beautiful, bright little girl. I even love your grumpy father, though he didn’t care for me much at first. And, Jude…” She leans forward, pressing her forehead to mine. “…I love you.”

      Fuck me.

      A sigh escapes her lips right before I claim her mouth. I’m at a loss for words, and try to put all I’m feeling into the kiss. It’s not enough, and I desperately fumble to release her seat belt, and haul her over the center console onto my lap. My hands slide under her shirt to the smooth skin of her back as she moans into my mouth.

      She’s staying.

      I feel like my chest might burst when her fingers twist in my hair and she presses herself into me, as hungry as I am for full body contact.

      The honking of a car horn functions like a freezing cold shower, shocking us apart, both gasping for air. She scrambles over the console, settling in her own seat, looking scrumptiously disheveled, wearing a bright blush high on her cheeks.

      “Mika,” I call her attention and wait for her blue eyes to meet mine. “In case I wasn’t clear: I’m fucking over the moon you feel that way, because, baby…” I grab her hand and press the palm against my chest. “…you’ve been in here for a while.”
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      I can’t stop smiling.

      All the way home I hold Rascal in my lap, and he’s making sure to let me know how happy he is. His little body worms and wiggles on my lap with his attempts to lick me.

      “I know how he feels,” Jude comments dryly, giving me the side-eye. “Looks like I’ll have some competition for your affection.”

      I grin over at him, realizing it’s been a long time since I’ve felt this kind of simple happiness. Even just a few months ago, I would’ve felt guilty even smiling. Don’t get me wrong, I grieve for my son every day—feel that hole in my heart his loss left me with in a way I don’t think can ever be filled—but I can’t help feel that somehow he’d be happy for me. That maybe he would want me right here, where I can be witness every day to the legacy he left behind. I’d like to imagine perhaps he had a hand in guiding me to this place, to these people, who in a short time have become so important to me.

      “What’s wrong?” Jude sounds concerned.

      “Nothing,” I smile through the tears I realize are trailing down my face. “I’m happy, which makes me a little sad.”

      He reaches for my hand and gently kisses the back of it. “I get that.”

      I believe he does.
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      “Oh my God! A puppy!”

      Barely through my door, Kelty drops down on her knees.

      We managed to sneak Rascal in when we saw Jim and his granddaughter were already home as we drove up. Jude had gone in his house to distract her, while I beelined it for the cottage. I would’ve brought him into the main house, but Jude was afraid his daughter would assume Rascal was for her instead of my dog.

      I just smiled and did what he asked. He’d find out soon enough I never intended Rascal to be only mine.

      “What’s his name?” she asks, barely keeping herself upright as the pup crawls all over her.

      “Rascal.”

      “You’re so beautiful,” she coos, making the dog wag his little tail even harder.

      I grin over her head at Jude, who is rolling his eyes to the ceiling.

      “Ugly mutt, if ya’ask me,” Jim, who followed them over, points out.

      “Is not!” Kelty immediately protests, but Jim is right: aside from those bright blue eyes, Rascal isn’t exactly blessed in the looks department.

      Adorable maybe, cute definitely, but beautiful is not exactly accurate. Although an argument can be made that beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and the way Kelty looks at the pup, it’s clear right now he’s beautiful to her.

      “Can he sleep with me?”

      “He’s Mika’s dog, though, Princess,” her dad reminds her gently.

      “I actually thought we might be able to share him,” I suggest, almost bursting out laughing when I see Jude’s panicked eyes flash to me. “But for now, we’ll keep him here with me. He still has so much to learn, he needs to be potty-trained. For the next little while, I’m sure he’ll need to be taken out a few times during the night, and you know you need your rest. When he’s a little older, though, and knows how to sleep through until morning, maybe he can come for a sleepover with you.”

      “Hope the mutt’s had his shots,” Jim grumbles, turning on his heel and walking out the door.

      “Your dad doesn’t seem too pleased,” I mutter, when Jude steps behind me and hooks an arm around my middle, pulling my back against his front.

      “Don’t care about Dad,” he says softly, as we watch Kelty roll on the ground, giggling when Rascal won’t stop licking her. “But you didn’t tell me we’d be sharing a bed with the dog.”

      “Can’t let him lick you, honey,” I quickly tell Kelty, ignoring Jude for now. “Even wearing your mask. It’s possible to catch things from a dog too, especially when your immune system is compromised. You’ll also have to make sure to wash your hands real well after you play with him.”

      “Are you ignoring me?” Jude mumbles, his lips against my ear.

      “I’m setting priorities,” I tease him, turning in his arms and tilting my head back. “And I’m sorry, but you weren’t it.”

      “Ouch, woman. Way to put a guy in his place. Not only do I play second fiddle to my daughter, but to her dog as well. You’re lucky I love you.”

      I am—both loved and lucky—I can read it in his deep brown eyes.

      “I am,” I confirm before adding, “but I thought Rascal was supposed to be my dog?”

      He tugs my head back and kisses me sweetly.

      “Same difference,” he whispers against my smiling lips when Kelty pipes up.

      “Ewww, you guys.”
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      “Good to have you back.”

      I fold Trisha in a bear hug, which she only allows for a second before virtually shoving me off. She’s always been bristly at best. Tough, opinionated, and direct, which is oddly what makes her fit in so well with the rest of the crew. Mandy is our mother hen, even though she’s younger than most of us, with the exception of the part-time summer help and Penny, who is our resident innocent.

      Daniel is the tease, Melissa is the clear head, and I’m the dreamer.

      Mika—with her quiet strength—has become an integral part of the team over the summer, slipping from one role to the other, depending on the circumstances. She’s the adaptable one.

      “She still here?” Trisha curtly points out as Mika walks in from the kitchen.

      “To stay,” I inform her, which appears to surprise her.

      “No shit,” she mumbles, looking at me curiously. “It’s like that, is it?”

      “It absolutely is.”

      “Well, dayum. Didn’t think she had it in her,” she shares just as Mika walks up.

      “Good to see you, Trisha. Who didn’t have it in her?” Her smile is friendly enough but her eyes are sharp.

      Trisha being Trisha, she doesn’t hesitate to give her a straight answer. “You. Thought you’d’a been gone by now. Back to your fancy life in Boston. Coulda knocked me down with a feather, seeing you still hangin’ around.”

      “Nothing to go back to. I’m not planning on going anywhere.”

      It’s a challenge if I ever heard one, especially when she slips her arm through mine, facing off with Trisha. With them on either side of me, I’m starting to feel like the monkey in the middle, and wonder if maybe I should duck.

      Trisha surprises me when she starts to chuckle. “There’s the fire. Maybe I could learn to like her after all,” she addresses me as if Mika isn’t standing right beside me.

      “I’m thinking that’d probably be a good thing, seeing as she sleeps with your boss.”

      “Jude!” Mika pokes a disgruntled finger between my ribs, and when Trisha laughs, she pokes the same finger at her. “And don’t you encourage him,” she adds before snagging her tray and marching out to the patio.

      “She’ll do.”
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      “Cove Side Cooker.”

      “Ya left yaw phone.”

      “Dad? What’s up?”

      I tilt my chair back so I can see the front of my house 	through the window.

      “Mawk called. It’s time.”

      I shoot up so fast my chair slams into the wall.

      “Cassie?”

      “Sounds like. Give him a call.”

      Cassie had a few scares before, but each time they were able to slow down her contractions. Now at thirty-seven weeks, I guess the baby is ready.

      I’m already walking out of the office when Mark picks up the phone.

      “For real this time?”

      “You wouldn’t ask me that if you saw the claw marks on my arms,” he shoots back, sounding a little rattled, something I’ve not heard before from the man. I guess it’s not every day you become a father.

      “We’re on our way.”

      “That’d be good. This lasts much longer, and I may need a spare set of arms while these are stitched up.” I can hear Cassie cursing at him in the background and chuckle as I hang up.

      All I have to do is meet her eyes across the restaurant and it’s as if she can read them like a book. She doesn’t even hesitate as she stalks over.

      “It’s time?”

      “Apparently.”

      “Go on then,” she urges, as she starts pushing me to the door. “You don’t want Kelty to miss it.”

      I grab her hand when she threatens another shove to my shoulder. “I want you to come with me.”

      “I can’t. The restaurant,” she mutters as her eyes dart around.

      “Trish is here, they can handle it,” I insist when I see the veiled excitement in her eyes.

      “Cassie may not want me there.”

      “You should know by now that’s not how it works. Cassie is all about family, and fucked up as it may seem to an outsider, family is what you and I are to her.”

      Her eyes shimmer but her lips pull into a smile. “Let’s go then.”

      “Mandy!” I call out. “It’s time, we’re outta here.”

      “We’ve got it, Boss. Don’t worry about Rascal; I’ll look after him. Good luck!”

      It still takes us half an hour before we’re all piled in my truck heading for Boston. We all had to pack a quick bag in case we’d be staying the night, and Mika almost forgot her camera.

      Dad’s in front with me, and Mika sits beside Kelty in the back. My little girl is almost vibrating she’s so excited.

      Turns out an hour and a half is a long time to be confined in the car with a kid hopped up on adrenaline. Feels like we’ve gone over every possible name for a boy, or a girl, by the time I park the truck. The girl’s almost in meltdown mode when I insist she wear her mask before getting out, but a sharp look and admonishing, “Kelty,” from her grampa averts a crisis.

      “You guys wait here, I’ll go see where they are.” I point at the waiting room before heading over to the nurses’ station.

      “Mr. Sommers already alerted us you’d be coming. I’ll tell him you’re here.”

      I remember this from last time, the sense of wonder that permeates labor and delivery, knowing that behind each one of these doors a new life is about to start. A new family is born.

      “Jude.” I hear my name and turn to find Mark rushing toward me, his face a mask of tension.

      “Everything okay?” I immediately ask.

      “They say she’s ready to push.”

      “That’s good news,” I assure him.

      He doesn’t look like he believes me. “I don’t know who this woman is. I’ve never heard so much cursing in my life.”

      I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing. I remember this part too. Cassie had made me feel about an inch tall with her sharp tongue while she was delivering Kelty. She’d even smacked me because I was breathing too loudly.

      “Hang in there, man. She’ll be back to her old self once that baby is born.”

      “Fuck, I hope so. This Cassie scares the crap out of me. You’ve done this before, maybe you should go in.”

      This time I don’t hold back and laugh out loud. “Fat chance of that, my friend. She’s all yours. You’d better get in there before you miss the best part. We’ll be in the waiting room, cheering you on from a distance.”

      “Asshole,” he mumbles, but grabs onto me when I give him a quick hug.

      “You’ll be fine. Trust me on this.”

      He nods once, and walks back down the hall, his pace a little slower.

      Entering the waiting room, I have to disappoint Kelty when I mention her mom’s a little too busy right now for visitors. Mika’s gentle reminder that she’ll be a big sister soon puts a smile back on her face.

      Forty-five minutes later, a rather disheveled looking, but broadly smiling Mark sticks his head around the door.

      “It’s a boy. Isaiah.”

      

      
        
        MIKA

      

      

      “I think aftah this weekend, it’s time for me to head back home.”

      I’ve just started counting the little holes in the ceiling tiles again, in an effort to pass time, when Jude’s dad speaks up.

      “Don’t you like being with us, Grampa?”

      He smiles at Kelty and I’m struck by the similarities I suddenly see between Jude and his father. “Oh, but I do, Peanut, and I’ll still be comin’ to visit, but I haven’t seen mah friends in a good long while. Also been thinking about taking a trip on one ‘a them cruise boats.”

      “Dad, you know we’d love for you to stay,” Jude adds.

      “I do, Son. I also know yaw stawtin’ something new that don’t need an old man hangin’ around. Glad to see ya happy, though.”

      “Jim,” I start, but he doesn’t give me a chance.

      “I was hawd on ya…regret that. Always wanted the best for mah boy, just took me a while to see maybe the best is just what yaw.”

      I grin at his gruff delivery, it’s clear the man is marshmallow underneath. “Thank you, that’s a really nice thing to say.”

      He harrumphs, brushing me off with a wave of his hand. “Time faw me to move out, and you to move in. Not like yaw not spendin’ every night togethah anyways.”

      “You could’ve let me ask her, Dad,” Jude says a tad irritated.

      “Takin’ forevah, Son. Didn’t think you were evah gonna. Just movin’ things along.”

      “Will you?” The question comes from Kelty and is directed at me.

      I love that little cottage, but I would love waking up with Jude, without him running off at the crack of dawn more. Besides, I’ve been thinking of another way to hang onto that cottage.

      “I think if your dad would ask me, I’d probably say yes.”

      “Probably?”

      I grin at an indignant Jude. “Yeah, it would depend on whether you’d be interested in letting me continue renting the cottage from you, so I could turn it into a photo studio and gallery.”

      “That’d be so cool,” Kelty pipes up, her face all smiles as she looks expectantly at her dad.

      “Sounds like I’m outvoted,” he grumbles playfully.

      “Bullocks,” Jim says, and I start giggling just as the door opens and a grinning Mark sticks his head in.
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        * * *

      

      So tiny.

      I zoom in on Kelty’s hand carefully cradling her brother’s little foot as she counts his toes. He’s perfect. The surprisingly thick, dark blond hair hides his slightly cone-shaped head and his face is pure perfection, with the same little button mouth Kelty still has.

      “He looks like you, honey,” I tell her, as I zoom out to capture Cassie gently pressing her lips to the little boy’s head just as her daughter kisses his foot.

      I’ve been snapping like crazy since Mark proudly introduced us to Isaiah. Pictures of Mom and Dad with baby, pictures of honorary grampa with baby, and a few with Jude holding that little bundle with Kelty looking on. Some great shots, but I already know this last one will be my favorite.

      “Put that camera down for a minute, Mika,” Mark says. “Don’t you want to hold him for bit?”

      I hesitate, looking at Cassie first, who just smiles at me. “Absolutely,” I finally say, handing my camera to Jude.

      Mark takes Isaiah from his wife and hands him to me. I immediately bring the tiny boy to my nose, closing my eyes as I inhale his baby scent deeply. When I peek up, Jude is looking at me with a deep concern in his eyes. I try to reassure him with a smile.

      “We do have something to ask you, Mika,” Mark announces, breaking through my thoughts as I see him share a significant look with his wife. She grabs his hand and entwines their fingers. “You should probably sit down first, though.” He waits until I have a seat before he continues, “Cassie and I would like to name our son, Isaiah Jameson Sommers, if that’s okay with you.”

      Immediately my eyes blur with tears and I can’t even see Jude stepping closer, but I can sense him.

      “We want to make sure he’ll always be a part of this family,” Cassie adds in a kind voice.

      “Thank you,” I choke out before burying my nose in the little baby bundle.

      With Jude’s hand on my neck grounding me, and Kelty’s sweet weight leaning into my side, I feel my heart heal a fraction more.
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      “If you don’t ask her, I will.”

      My eyes drift outside, where the first snow of the season is starting to come down.

      “It’s not that simple, Cassie.”

      “I know it’s not, but the longer you wait the harder it’ll be. It’s in two days, Jude. Do you think she’s not been aware of the date?”

      “I’m sure Mika’s well aware, but that doesn’t make it any easier to tell her about—”

      “Tell me about what?”

      I look up to find the subject of our discussion standing in the doorway of my office, a scowl on her face.

      “Busted,” Cassie snickers in my ear. “I’ll leave it in your capable hands.”

      “Thanks,” I mumble, but I don’t think she heard me; the line is already dead.

      “Tell me about what?” Mika repeats sharply when I put down my phone.

      “Baby, come sit,” I plead.

      “I think I’d rather stand for this, thanks.”

      I have to bite down a grin at her sharp sarcasm, because I have a feeling that wouldn’t go over to well right now.

      “All right. I’ll tell you.” I get up and walk toward her, noticing how she folds her arms over her chest when I get close. “That was Cassie, she’s been on my case to talk to you about a party she’s organizing for Kelty.”

      “So why haven’t you?” she asks, looking at the ground but not before I see a flash of hurt in her eyes.

      Fuck.

      “Because she has it scheduled for this Saturday.”

      She lifts her face, a confused frown between her eyebrows. “Saturday?”

      “The one-year anniversary of Jamie’s death, I know, babe. But it’s also been a year since Kelty’s transplant.”

      “I know that, Jude. Why do you think I’ve been at the cottage all morning, baking her a cake?”

      Shit. Don’t I feel like an idiot? “I thought—”

      I feel her hand on my chest. “I get what you thought, and I appreciate you trying to protect me, but you’re missing the point here.” She steps closer and loops her arms around my neck, looking up at me with those gorgeous blue eyes. “I’ve celebrated that heart beating for thirteen years. My son may be gone, but that heart is still beating, and I’ll be damned if I stop celebrating it now.”

      “Fuck, baby.” I tighten my arms around her until she is plastered against my front. “I love you so goddamn much.”

      “I love you too, but you’d better get on that phone and call Cassie back to tell her we’ve already got a cake, or I may reconsider.”

      

      
        
        MIKA

      

      

      To say I’m a little nervous is an understatement.

      It’s the middle of the day and the house looks packed. From what Cassie’s told me over the phone yesterday, I’m about to meet both her family and Mark’s.

      I’ve gotten to know the Parks family pretty well, these past few months, so I know there’ll be at least a few familiar faces.

      I haven’t been around a lot of people outside of the restaurant. Aside from a few visits to Boston, I’ve been focusing on my photography, editing the massive amount of images I took over the summer, and turning the cottage into a cute little gallery. I display my prints as well as the work of some local artisans. Trisha told me about her sister, who makes gorgeous jewelry from sea glass, and I’d been surprised to discover Giles has a knack for woodworking, and creates the most amazing sculptures out of driftwood.

      I’m in my element there, and I can handle people if they don’t know me from Adam, but a houseful of Kelty’s family members—who all know who I am and what day this is—may be a bit much.

      “Come on,” Jude says, walking ahead up the driveway, carrying the cake I made. “It won’t be nearly as bad as you think.”

      I’m not too sure about that.

      It’s Kelty who opens the door, a huge smile on her face.

      “Can I see?” I guess her mom told her I’d be bringing cake.

      “You can see later,” Jude says firmly. “Hello would be nice just about now, though.”

      She grins up at him and plasters herself against him. “Hi, Daddy.”

      “Hey, Princess.”

      Then she turns to me, trying very hard not to stare at the big parcel I have in my hands as she gives me a hug. “Happy heart birthday, honey,” I tell her, dropping a kiss on her head.

      She leans back and looks up at me. “Are you sad?” She asks me that from time to time, and I try to be truthful.

      “I’d be lying if I said no, but it’s funny: today I’m sad and happy at the same time.”

      “Wanna feel?” She takes my free hand and presses it to her chest, where I feel her heartbeats steadily under my palm.

      “I love you, honey.” I smile down at her, and her bright blue eyes smile up at me.

      “Love you too, Mika.”
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        * * *

      

      I’ve forgotten the names of half the people I was introduced to, but everyone’s been really nice.

      Still, I volunteered to change Isaiah so I could have a little breather. I’m upstairs in his gorgeous nursery when Jude walks in.

      “You’re timing is off, honey,” I tell him, peeling back the tabs on the baby’s diaper.

      “Jesus,” Jude blurts out, his hand slapping over his nose. “That can’t be normal.”

      “You’re such a lightweight. I bet you changed plenty of Kelty’s diapers.”

      “Yeah, but I’m pretty sure hers didn’t smell like that,” he claims.

      I grin and shake my head, quickly getting rid of the offensive diaper before cleaning Isaiah up and putting on a fresh one.

      “That’s better,” Jude says, reaching around me to pick the baby up.

      “Hey, that’s not fair,” I protest, but he just smiles and walks right out the door with him.

      “Time for presents. Our princess is waiting.”

      Kelty is the center of attention when we get downstairs, and I’m suddenly a little self-conscious at the prospect of giving her my gift in front of a full house.

      Jude is standing across the room next to his father, but when his eyes find me, he hands Isaiah off to Mark and makes his way here. When Kelty starts unwrapping presents, his arm is firmly around my shoulders.

      “You may not know everyone, but I promise every soul here will feel the significance of your gift.”

      He saw it this morning. I’d just picked it up from the printer and unwrapped it to check, when he walked into the cottage. In hindsight I’m glad he did: it had been an emotional moment for both of us.

      “Daddy, I’m opening yours,” Kelty calls out.

      “It’s actually partly Mika’s as well. You’ll see.”

      She opens the box and pulls out the silver chain and beautiful intricately wrapped silver pendant, holding the red piece of sea glass I found. “It’s so pretty. Can you put it on, Dad?’

      Jude briefly lifts his arm from my shoulders and fastens the chain’s clasp behind her neck. She turns to give him a hug, before giving me one too.

      “Yours is next,” she singsongs over her shoulder, walking up to the wrapped frame leaning against the wall.

      It takes her all of two seconds to rip off the paper. When she sees the print she looks at me with big eyes. “Is that him?”

      “Yes, that’s Jamie.”

      I’d promised her a picture of him, but it took me a while before I felt ready to share him.

      I hope I’m ready now.

      The print is a composition, the bottom a close up of Jamie’s smiling face—a picture I snapped of him at a Red Sox game a few years ago—and the top is a recent shot I took of Kelty at the beach. The two images are joined by a red graph line.

      “What’s that red line?” Kelty asks, and I glance over at Cassie, seeing the transformation on her face when she realizes what it is. Immediately her eyes seek me out and her feet are already moving in my direction.

      Her hug is tight, but so is mine.

      Keeping her arm around my waist, she turns us to her daughter and I can feel Jude close behind me.

      “That’s your heartbeat,” I explain. “It’s the heartbeat that Jamie shared with you.”

      

      Superimposed on the steady rhythm of their joint heartbeat are the words:

      when hope ends…life begins
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          PIPPA

        

      

    

    
      I hadn’t realised the day was going to be life changing.

      Walking into Paradise, the high-end hair and beauty salon in Knightsbridge which had been my employer for the last nine years, I nodded to the colleagues already there—mainly the domestic staff—and headed straight for the coffee machine. I didn’t wake up until I had at least two coffees in my system and I’d only managed a few sips of my first before I’d had to be out of the door.

      My best friend Zak, a stylist, must have been two steps behind me because his husky baritone called out, “and one for me, Sugar.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. He loved me because he said I was the only woman who had never gone weak at the knees for him; or assumed because of his job that he was gay. We’d been friends since the day I started.

      I was the receptionist, but my role went beyond that. Clients here were the rich and the famous and they expected a five-star service. Therefore, my sleeve of tattoos on my left arm were hidden by my grey silk shirt and the trail of daisies that went from my ankle and trailed up to my knee were covered in black slacks. A pair of black, patent Jimmy Choos completed the look. My dark hair was back in a sleek ponytail, my make-up on point. It was so far removed from the real me it was laughable. Give me a t-shirt and a pair of cut-off jeans any day. I checked in the mirror to make sure there wasn’t any red gloss on my teeth. If you asked me, I thought I looked a bit horsey around the mouth, but Zak insisted I had the perfect ‘blow job gob’. Huh, the less said about that and the state of my romantic life the better.

      I attached my magnetic work badge, letting everyone know that I was Pippa Nettleton, Client Liaison Assistant. What a crock of shit! My job was to make sure the clients in the waiting room were booked in and had everything their spoiled little hearts desired. So that it didn’t seem like they were waiting at all, but rather enjoying a mini-break before they had their hair or nails done.

      After making sure everything was ready to go including a fresh jug of water with sliced lemon on the coffee table, I took my position behind my desk, fired up the laptop, and waited.

      The first customer was a regular, Ann Davenport. For a woman in her fifties she had great style and today was dressed in a pair of beige wide-legged trousers with a white wraparound blouse. Her arm bore a Rolex and her Chanel handbag swung as she stood in front of me. She turned so I could remove her coat and I took it to the room behind me, returning with a ticket. Yes, a ticket, because we were so upmarket that sometimes in the past customers tried to go home with the wrong coat—accidentally, of course—it would just so happen to be the latest, rarest, waiting-list item. So ticketing was brought in, so no one forgot they weren’t one of six to receive the latest Givenchy shearling.

      “Would you like to see the refreshment menu?” I asked her.

      She flicked her ash blonde fringe out of her eyes. To me it didn’t look like a single hair on her head needed any more attention, but then I guess I was neither a stylist nor extremely wealthy.

      “I’ll take a strong black coffee please. I swear it takes me longer to wake up every morning. My mornings shall have to start in the afternoon soon.”

      I laughed. “I know how that feels. This morning I had to tell Jamie to get up four times. How I manage to get to work on time with him and Liberty, I really don’t know.”

      Ann was a rare customer. She was genuinely interested in my life and made time to talk to me, rather than like the majority who were either too busy on their iPads running their businesses—seriously some had to have their hair styled around their fingers constantly zipping over keys—or barely gave me a glance as if I was just part of the furniture of the place. It was rare someone was downright rude. If so, it was usually someone new to the salon, and that would be their last appointment because respect went both ways here. Marvin, the owner of the salon was not to be messed with. But Ann was always early to her appointments, polite, and asked me about myself. Something I reciprocated. There was just something about her that I warmed to.

      “So how’s your mum?” She asked me.

      I sighed, as I passed her a coffee. Ann never took a seat. She’d just stand and chat to me while she waited.

      “Her MS is really bad at the moment. She’s having a flare up. I’m having to make sure she has everything she needs before I come to work, drop Liberty off at school, and make sure Jamie has everything he needs. I swear he’d go to school in his pyjamas if I wasn’t always two steps behind him.”

      Frown lines appeared between her brows. It was a rare client of Paradise’s that didn’t have Botox. “That’s a lot of responsibility on your shoulders, Pippa. You must feel like you’ve done a day’s work before you even get here?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. I didn’t feel like talking about my shit life this morning. My mother’s illness meant me doing a lot of housework and childcare; and was the main reason I still lived at home at twenty-five. That and well, a lack of a partner, and general London house prices. My dad had died of cancer five years ago aged forty-four, leaving behind a then one-year-old Liberty and a five-year-old Jamie.

      My mum had got pregnant with me four months after she and my father had started dating but had not been able to get pregnant again until my brother’s appearance fifteen years later. That pregnancy had been a welcome shock and then after ‘leaving it to chance’ Libby had turned up four years after that. Within a month of her birth, my father had received a diagnosis of cancer of the pancreas. The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away, right? Then my mother started getting a lot of tingling and numbness, and balance problems. They were first attributed to stress; after all she’d just had a baby and then lost the love of her life. But a year later, the diagnosis of Multiple Sclerosis had devastated us all.

      My life was just a laugh a minute, wasn’t it?

      “I get on with it. What more can you do? Anyway, how are things with you and yours?”

      My question caused her lips to purse. “Hmmm, well, business is good—both the husband’s and my own—but Jude is being his usual difficult self.”

      Ann’s husband ran a publishing house and their son worked there in the commissioning department. As we’d got closer, with her frequent visits to Paradise, she’d disclosed that he’d had some personal issues, namely he’d been seeing his assistant and she’d become pregnant. There’d been many problems and the end result was that Jude had become a single dad. He’d become such a bastard at work that his assistants had resigned one after the other until eventually Ann had recruited Irene, a previously retired secretary in her sixties, ‘because surely to God he won’t go there’.

      “Oh dear. I thought he’d calmed down of late.”

      “Yes, well Irene died suddenly. Heart attack.”

      My jaw dropped open. “That must have been so upsetting.”

      “Yes, it was. He was fond of the woman, but now he needs a new assistant and he’s being difficult. He won’t have a woman ‘in her prime’ as he says they want to worm their way in to get access to his bank account and inheritance, and now he won’t have ‘one that’s going to die on me’. It leaves me at a loss, as a school leaver hardly has the right credentials. Gerry’s rather had enough of him and says son or not he’s going to fire him if he doesn’t get his act together pronto.”

      “Oh dear. What about a male assistant?”

      Ann looked heavenward. “Apparently, they just want in his pants too. Anyway, enough about me. How’s the lovely Liberty doing? I know my grandaughter is becoming quite the handful, so I’d expect Liberty isn’t much different.”

      “She tried to escape from school last week.” I shook my head. My sister had certainly been given the right name, seeing as she was always seeking freedom.

      “She sounds like Jude. He always resisted attempts to get him to behave. He was an imp.”

      Another couple of clients walked in, and Ann stepped away while I booked in the new arrivals. Then her stylist came through and she left.

      I wasn’t sure what Ann did, though I assumed it was some kind of catering business or interior design because she’d talk about her clients’ demanding tastes. I’d never asked her outright as that was a cardinal sin at Paradise. You handled such wealthy and important clients that you weren’t to pry and often I had to sign a non-disclosure agreement that the client had even been present.

      The truth was, I acknowledged, as I sat back in my seat, that I’d grown tired of this job a long time ago. But I stayed because it was a regular income, albeit not a high one; and I got to spend time with a good team of people, including my best friend. There were far worse jobs, and I needed to be able to contribute towards the bills seeing as Mum couldn’t work.

      I felt my eyes fill with tears and berated myself inside. There was no room for a pity party. I could be my mum, cut off in her prime. At forty-five she was a widow with a debilitating condition. She continually told me she felt like a burden, so I did all I could to create a happy home life. But I didn’t see how things were ever going to improve and that left a feeling like a heavy stone in the pit of my stomach all the time.

      I just needed for Mum to get a period of remission or a trial of a new medication that could help her. And for my brother and sister to grow up super-fast so they could help. Basically, I needed a miracle.
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        * * *

      

      “Can you get back to work and stop staring out of the window?” Zak walked past me. “What are you staring at anyway?”

      “I was looking for flying pigs, or a fairy godmother. Something needs to change in my life, Zak. It’s just so… mundane and exhausting.”

      He walked over and hugged me into his manly, muscular embrace. He smelled of our exclusive shampoo that contained all matter of rare plant extracts from around the globe; yet smelled to me like vanilla ice-cream. Then again, what did I know about wealth?

      “Have you ever thought of providing a cuddling service? I’d pay you.” I snuggled in more, enjoying the brief interlude and the warmth emanating from his body.

      “No one would be able to afford me.” He looked down at me winking.

      I moved out of his embrace trying to keep a straight face. “That’s what I need.”

      “Amazing charisma?”

      “A cocky confidence and huge belief in myself, along with everyone loving me so much they’d pay for me to cuddle them. That’s a job that would be a win-win for me.”

      Zak wrinkled his nose. “Not if they had bad BO. Anyway, no normal person is going to pay for hugs, are they? They’d think you were a prostitute of some kind. As soon as you put an arm around them they’d fondle your tits or something.”

      “Only a man would think that. Only a man. I was having a nice talk about cuddles and you’ve made it about sex.”

      I noticed then that Ann was standing waiting to be booked out. Oh shit!

      Zak gave her one of his winning smiles and walked away, swinging his hips in the way he knew made his arse look its finest.

      I met Ann’s gaze with an apologetic smile. “Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t worry about it. If I got chance to have a hug with a man like that, I’d go for it.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Are you two dating?”

      I scrunched my face up, my tongue coming out. “Ew, no. He’s my best friend.”

      She grinned. “I bet there aren’t many women who wriggle their nose in distaste at the thought of dating Zak.”

      “That’s why he’s my best friend. I’m immune to him.”

      Her head tilted to the side as she studied my face. Her lips parted and she lowered her voice again. “So, I couldn’t help but overhear what you were saying. Are you looking for alternative employment; something with a lot larger salary?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “I’m not sure. I do like my job here, but it has crossed my mind given my circumstances that I might be forced to make a change.”

      Her eyes lit up and she smiled. “I have a proposal for you. Come and be Jude’s new assistant.”

      My eyes widened. “What? I can’t do that. I’ve hardly used my secretarial experience, plus he doesn’t want a female assistant; they all want to bed him, remember?”

      “Oh I know what Jude said. But you see, you’ve shown me a strength just now that’s needed. Immunity from good-looking men. Also, you are used to handling high levels of stress. Yes, the more I think about it, the better this idea is. Anyway, obviously we can’t discuss it here.” She passed me her business card. “Call me tonight. Don’t make any decisions yet until you’ve let me talk to you about my whole idea. But all I can say is it will help you with your family’s home life as well as your own.”

      I stood looking stunned.

      Ann touched my arm gently. “Now why don’t you get me booked in for my next hair appointment? That’s one thing about my own job. I always have to look my best.”

      As she looked at me her lip quirked.

      “It’s okay, you can ask me what I do, I’ll not tell the boss.” Her eyes flashed with mischief.

      I hesitated, but curiosity won out. “So, erm, what line of business are you in, Ann?”

      She leant over and whispered in my ear. “I run an escort agency, darling. No sex, just companions for dates. There are a lot of very wealthy men who can’t get a date for a high-profile function, or who in the privacy of their own homes prefer the company of their ‘butler’.”

      I couldn’t help the gasp that escaped my mouth.

      “Now, Jude has no idea. He believes I spend my time on charity work; and as you have to sign an NDA about anything I disclose to you, I know you can’t tell anybody. Anyway, I’m very astute at putting people together and I know you would be just the person to keep Jude on his toes, and finally make him realise that some women are hard-working family people, and not gold-diggers.”

      I passed her a new appointment card.

      “So I’m guessing your husband knows what you do?”

      Again, I received another smirk.

      “Darling, how do you think we met?”
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      I walked into the Heads of Department meeting empty-handed and grumbling under my breath. None of the words coming from my mouth were ones that needed to be overheard.

      I had the agenda for the meeting on my phone. I just didn’t have the things I wanted to discuss. Because I’d left the book I wanted to commission on the kitchen table when Addison had had a tantrum about not being able to have chicken nuggets for breakfast. And I couldn’t remember the name of the author who wrote the book, and I couldn’t get another copy of the manuscript because I couldn’t remember the name of the author and I didn’t have an assistant to get one for me.

      I was going to have to admit defeat and get some help. An assistant at work would mean I’d be more organized at home. Right now, I wasn’t functioning at even an average level at either being a father or a commissioning editor.

      Irene had been amazing. God rest her soul. Although I’d had to up my gym attendance because she was always bringing in cake. Endless drinks came my way and she’d fussed around me. And she’d known office systems despite her age. Experience had counted in her case. She never overstepped the mark, just waited for instructions. She’d never been a dynamic, thinks-for-you assistant, but that was fine. It had been simple and easy. Until she had a heart attack on a vacation with her husband.

      My mother was insisting I get a replacement, saying my father was at his wits end with me. I always knew when I’d pushed him too far, when he could no longer deal with me directly and sent the big guns in—Mum. Speaking of which, she was calling in after her hair appointment this morning. I just had to survive this meeting first.

      “We’ve had some tentative discussions this week with one of the main players in the ebook game. They want to bring out some weekly serials that readers can subscribe too, like episodes of a box set. Think Netflix for readers. The idea would be to trial all ‘episodes’ available at once, versus dropping one ‘episode’ a week. We need two psychological thrillers that keep dropping twists and turns that could maybe be formatted into such an episodic manner, or the name of a couple of authors who write fast and could be approached to submit manuscripts. What have you got in the pipeline, Jude? You said you were bringing in a shit hot suspense today.” My father’s gaze landed on me, expectant and no-nonsense.

      “Er, yes, well something came up with that manuscript. I’m waiting for the author to get back to me about it.”

      “Is it an author we know? Have they submitted before?”

      Shit. “I’d rather keep it to myself for now, just in case it doesn’t pan out and I have to look elsewhere. Let me get them on the phone this afternoon and I’ll call you ASAP with an update.” I pretended to make a note on my phone.

      My father’s cool, calculating gaze spoke volumes. He knew I was bullshitting. However, he moved on to other things and didn’t ask me anything else for the remainder of the meeting.

      On our way out, he pulled me to one side. “Sort your shit out, Jude. You’re costing me money, and son or not, I’m running a business, not a charity.”

      “I suppose I’d better go work for my mum then instead.” I said huffing, like I was still fourteen and not a grown man of twenty-nine, and father to a six-year-old.

      Something about my comment appeared to amuse him. He patted me on my back. “Jude, you’re fabulous at what you do. When you do it. It’s when your stubborn streak comes out, replacing all common sense that I think Christ, why did I hire Mr Bloody High Maintenance. Your mum doesn’t take as much upkeep as you do.”

      “I heard that, Gerry Davenport. You’ll pay for that remark later.” My mum’s voice sounded from behind us.

      “I hope so, darling.” He bent and kissed her cheek. “Talk some sense into the stubborn mule, will you?”

      “It’s all in hand. I think I found the perfect person.” She smiled at him. “Just give me a day or so.”

      

      My mum collected Addison from school each day and stayed with her until I could get home from work. She doted on her. For me it was the best arrangement. I dropped her at school and mum was there for her at the end of the day. No nannies. After her early years with her mother, I wanted to ensure that Addison always knew she was surrounded by people who loved her dearly, not ones who dropped her off with anyone and everyone while they went and got off their tits.  I knew she needed a female role model and my mother had always been a constant in my life. A pain in the arse, but a constant no less. Tillie had played me. My mother had warned me from the outset, but I was young and thought I knew everything. It had been a painful life lesson I wasn’t sure I’d ever fully recover from. I shook my head and shoulders. It was one I didn’t want to think of right now. Right now, I needed to try to remember the name of that author… I think they might be male. That was all. God help me.

      Walking into my office past the empty assistant’s desk, my mother noted the piles of post. Piled high there were manuscripts I needed to look at; slush pile crap sent to me directly that needed to be binned or given to the interns to see if they could spot a diamond in the rough; and what appeared to be hundreds of empty coffee cups that I’d dumped there on my way in to the office.

      “You don’t have to say anything. I know. I need an assistant. I’ll try another old one. I just need to try not to get too invested before they die.”

      My mother tutted. “Jude, I hopefully have a new assistant for you, though I’m not sure when she would be able to start. I’m hoping to meet with her sooner rather than later. She’s a lovely girl. Works at the salon. I’ve known her for years.”

      “So she has extensive experience of publishing then?”

      “Don’t be facetious, Jude. She’s polite, and hard-working. She’d fit in well here. You just need to let people do their job.”

      “I give it a day before she starts opening the buttons on her blouse to show me her breasts.”

      “She won’t. Pippa’s not like that.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “Anyway.” My mum straightened her coat as she sat down. Heaven forbid she crease her immaculate look. “How’s my beautiful granddaughter? I missed her this weekend.”

      “She drew her idea for a stage in her bedroom complete with microphone on the living room wall. She then called Uncle Archie via speed dial and asked if he could come quote.”

      My elder brother Archie was the black sheep of the family who’d not wanted to work in publishing and instead ran a home improvements company.

      “Of course, Uncle Archie said he could do it whenever she wanted. I tried to explain to him that she would have no such thing, especially after drawing on the walls and he just said walls painted over and he’d take care of that too. She’s beyond spoiled, Mother. It’s no good for her.”

      “You had your own corner of the garage, darling, housing miniature Porsche and Ferrari’s. So unless she requests a pole for on the stage, I don’t think you need to worry. Get her into drama classes, maybe she’s the next Meryl Streep?”

      “Don’t you think she’s dramatic enough without her being taught more?”

      “She’s adorable and you know it.”

      She was and that’s how my darling daughter got away with everything. Because she was beautiful, and amazing, and I loved every single hair on her head; and I would never forgive her mother for how she’d left her and the trauma she’d caused.

      “On our way home, we could call at Harrods then and look for microphones and little seats for the audience to sit on?” My mum grinned.

      “If I say no, you’ll do it anyway, so whatever, Mother. Just make sure she does any homework she’s been given.”

      “Don’t I always? She’s so bright too. I’ll have to get her some more books while we’re out. She’s bound to follow you into the business, Jude. She’s voracious. Always telling me what she loves about what she just read. Ooh, maybe I could make a tiny office for her in the corner of her bedroom at our house where she can pretend to be a publishing mogul.” Mother clapped with excitement.

      I shook my head exasperated. Today was already proving to be testing and my mother wasn’t helping.

      “Anything else, Mum? Only I really need to get on.”

      “Only to say that if I do get Pippa to start here, you’re to be kind. I think she’s a sensitive girl underneath. She has a lot on her plate outside of work.”

      “Sounds like she’ll be the employee of the year. I’m a busy man. If she can’t handle that, she’s no good here.”

      “Oh, she’ll handle you. I have no doubt.” Mum smirked.

      “You mean the workload of course? I don’t need handling. That was my previous assistants’ problem. They were always trying to ‘handle’ me, usually by cupping my testicles.”

      “Of course, I meant in terms of the job.” She said. “Okay, I’d better get on. I’ll keep you posted on any developments in her employment.”

      My mum kissed my cheek and bade me farewell; but left me feeling even more out of my depth than I had been at the start of the day. I looked at the work piled up around me. Sod it, another empty coffee cup on that desk wouldn’t make much difference. I’d go get lunch.

      By the time I’d got home from work I’d decided that as long as Pippa kept her hands to herself, then I would welcome an assistant. I would ensure she knew it was firmly business only and make no attempt to be friendly with her. Neither would I be a complete arsehole. I needed an assistant to stay, otherwise I was going to make a mistake in my job I couldn’t get back from. I was good at my job. Though my father had employed me, I’d earned my promotion to commissioning editor in thriller and suspense fiction on my own merit. It was just if I didn’t get a grip, I might also earn my own firing.

      “Daadddddeeeeee.” A small but mighty body hurled itself into my leg clinging on for dear life. I scooped her up and hugged her close, thinking she seemed to have grown again in the few hours we’d been apart. She was tall and slim, a lot taller for her age than her friends, but then I was six foot two and her mother had been five foot ten or thereabouts. With her dark hair and dark eyes she was all mine though in looks; no doubt whatsoever to her parentage in the shape of those chocolate eyes and the cupid bow pout that got her out of many a misdemeanour.

      “Hey, Munchkin.”

      “I’m an actress not a pumpkin, Daddy.”

      “I said Munchkin.”

      “Can you not say pumpkin? Silly Daddy.”

      I put her down and she went running, scooping up armfuls of cuddly toys. “Look, these are my audience, Daddy, for my stage production.”

      I rose a brow at my mother.

      “I may have got a little carried away.”

      “Go and get washed and then I’m going to take you out for pizza.” I said, receiving a delighted squeal in return followed by footsteps running for the downstairs bathroom.

      “I love pizza.” We heard as she got further away.

      “Thanks once again, Mum. Even if you did spoil her again. Anyway, I’ve been thinking about what you said and if this Pippa does want a job as my assistant, I will do my best to try to be a good boss, as long as she knows I am complete off-limits.”

      “God, you flatter yourself. I obviously spent far too long praising you as a child. As long as you know that Pippa is also off-limits. It did take two to tango when it came to you and Tillie, you know?”

      “Yes, well, I didn’t just get my fingers burned there, I got 360° burns requiring skin grafts, so she’s no worries on that score.”

      “One day, darling, you’ll learn to open your heart again. They aren’t all like Tillie. But for now, let’s get your office organised, because the quicker we get your dad off both our backs the better.”

      “Grandad is getting on your backs? But he’s heavy. You need to tell him not to do that. He could hurt you.” My lovely little innocent angel, who didn’t miss a bloody trick was back looking inquisitive.

      “It’s an expression meaning he’s moaning at us, sweetheart. He’s not really on our back.”

      “Oh, okay.” Addison turned to my mum. “Grandma, when I drew on the wall, Daddy got right on my back.”

      I rubbed at my forehead.

      “Pizza, let’s go.” I waved my car keys. “Grandma, you coming?”

      

      Lying in bed that night, I worried about the future. Addison was growing up fast, and soon I wouldn’t feel like I could do everything I did now, like bath her. She’d naturally grow away from me and my heart was already breaking thinking about it.

      I knew that ultimately, Tillie couldn’t help what had happened to her. Addiction had had her in its grasp until it squeezed so hard she couldn’t escape. But she’d left both a beautiful legacy and a desperate tragedy in her wake. No matter how much I cared for my daughter, I couldn’t be her mother. Her mother was gone.

      And I didn’t know what ongoing effect that would have on my daughter, so while ever she wanted to act on make-believe stages, I’d indulge her any way I could.

      But no matter what my mother said, I didn’t think I’d ever trust a woman to be part of both our lives. Addison had already suffered a traumatic loss. I couldn’t risk it. I’d keep to one-night-stands and fuck buddies like I had in the last few years. Keep it simple.

      There was only room for one woman permanently in my home, and that was Addison.

      I walked and stood in the doorway of her bedroom, gazing at her sleeping form.

      I thought my heart would burst. Whatever grief had come from my relationship with her mother, Tillie had taught me how to love, by bringing my daughter into the world.
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      I walked into the after-school club to collect my younger sister. Whereas I was yawning and looking forward to putting my feet up, Liberty was jumping up and down. Was it my imagination or did the after- school club women look extra relieved to see me?

      “How’s she been?” I asked them.

      A fake plastered-on smile greeted me from one of the staff. “Liberty’s been a little bored. She’s so bright and energetic. I’m going to bring her some crafts in tomorrow. Try to get her mind on something productive.”

      “Sounds good.” I said when really I wanted to say, ‘good luck with that’.

      “Can we go to the park?” Liberty asked me running around the nearby table.

      “No. I tell you this every day, Libs. I have to get home to make sure Mum’s okay, Jamie’s doing his homework, and then I have to cook tea.”

      “It’s not fair.” Liberty stamped her feet, her jaw jutting out.

      “Look, I’ll take you after tea, okay?”

      She pouted. “You promise?”

      “Yes,” I answered tiredly, thinking of my chance at a rest going out of the window. “I promise.”

      “Yaayyy.” She picked her bag up from where she’d let it fall to the floor with her tantrum and followed me out of the door.

      Jamie had sent me a text to let me know he’d arrived home safely as he did every day. When I got home, I found Mum in the kitchen trying to cook spaghetti. Jamie was at her side passing her things.

      “Mum! What have I told you about resting?”

      She tutted. “I’m bored of resting, Pip. I’ve had a better day today, so me and Jamie are cooking the tea. Go sit down for once, you look exhausted.”

      “She’s taking me to the park after tea.” Liberty danced around, her blonde hair whipping in her face. “I kissed George today, Mum. He’s my boyfriend now.”

      Mum’s mouth curled at the corner. “George? I thought you liked Ted?”

      Liberty stood with a hip tilted, pulling a face. “Ted weed himself this morning. I don’t date wee-wee heads.” With that she dropped her bag and coat on the floor where she was standing and ran off, no doubt to torment the crap—also known as Liberty saying hello—out of our poor tabby cat Esmeralda.

      I picked her belongings up from the floor.

      “How come I have to put my things away neatly, but Libby can drop hers where she likes?” Jamie grumbled.

      “Usually, I’d make her tidy up, but right now I need to get my own coat and shoes off. Seeing as you have tea organised, I’ll go get freshened up.” No sooner were the words out of my mouth, my mum stumbled, dropping an empty dish that smashed all over the floor.

      “For Christ’s sake, I’m so useless. Jamie, why don’t you have anything on your feet?” She snapped. “I don’t need you getting cut on top of this crap.” I saw him flinch. I nodded to him to leave the room and I went and put my hand on my mum’s shoulder. “Mum…”

      Tears swam in her eyes. “I know. I know. I shouldn’t have yelled like that. But I’m just so frustrated at being clumsy.”

      “You’re not clumsy. You have MS. Anyway, anyone can trip and drop things; it’s not necessarily due to your illness.”

      But of course the worry was that it was, and there was always the underlying question of would she one day end up in a wheelchair or would she be able to stay mobile with the help of her stick like she could now.

      “Okay, this meal is almost ready, so I need you to let me tidy up this broken stuff and plate up.”

      Mum sighed and started to make her way out of the room. “Jamie. Can you set the table?” I shouted. He came running in to get the silverware. “Is Mum okay?” His ten-year-old forehead was etched with worry lines.

      “She’s fine. She actually tripped on a loose bit of lino.” I lied. “I’ve stuck it back down.”

      Looking reassured, he ran off and with that I turned around and finished the meal.

      Jamie deserved his own downtime, so once the meal was finished, I went and washed the dishes and checking he was okay in his room with his Xbox and Mum was settled in front of the tv, I took Liberty to the park.

      Sitting on a bench watching her run around, I was jealous of Libby’s innocence. Of the exuberance and joy she had for everything life offered. I wished she could keep it. Didn’t have to grow up with the possibility of having to share care of our mother. To be weighed down with responsibilities.

      Then as fast as she’d been full of energy, the next minute Libby looked tired and sleepy and she came back over rubbing at her eye.

      “You ready to go?”

      “Yeah, I’m pooped.” She giggled and I put my hand over my mouth in fake shock then giggled along with her before taking her home where I bathed her and got her ready for bed.

      It was harder to get Jamie ready. At the age of ten he felt like he should be able to stay up later. He would delay and dawdle in getting ready. By the time he finally admitted defeat and got in bed it was quarter-past-ten.

      I headed for the sofa and flopped down next to my mum.

      “What are we watching?” I asked her, while yawning.

      “Whatever you like.” She handed me the remote control.

      I flipped the channel until an ‘Escape to the Country’ repeat came on and sat back. I kept it on low though because we would only ever half watch while we got caught up on the day. Mum had had to give up her job and so a lot of her day was spent alone.

      “How was your day?” She asked me.

      I told her about the job offer and her face animated.

      “I think you should go for it. Call her or text her.” She said.

      “I’m better off in my steady job. What if it went wrong?”

      “And what if it went right?” Mum’s focus narrowed in on me, no longer distracted by the country houses flashing across the TV screen. “Pippa, this post. To be a Personal Assistant at a publishing company. This could lead onto other things. Maybe one day you could be one of the people looking at the books deciding who’s going to be the next JK Rowling.”

      “Steady on, Mum. It’s making cups of tea and coffee for an entitled BratBoy by the sounds of it.”

      “It’s an ‘in’; an opportunity. You need to go talk to this woman, and really give it some serious thought. I know you like the place where you work, but there are no promotional opportunities there. Promise me, you’ll think about it?”

      “Okay.” I sighed. It was easier to say so, whether I messaged Ann or not. Mum smiled and turned back to the television. “And you never know, this Jude might be Mr Right and then you’ll really have landed on your feet.”

      “Absolutely not. He sounds a complete idiot; thinks all his assistants are after his body.”

      Mum’s gaze was back on mine. “Well, is he hot? Maybe they all are?”

      “No idea. Never seen a photo, and I will not be mixing business with pleasure if I take the post. I’d be the consummate professional so that I could use the opportunity as a stepping-stone to other roles in the future.”

      “Okay, love. Just promise me you will go see the woman, at least let her tell you all about the post.”

      “I will.”

      She nudged my arm with her own. “Text her now.”

      I let out a sharp exhale. “A minute ago, you told me to ‘think about it’, now you’re asking me to text her.”

      “Yes, because you should think about it after you meet her to discuss it.”

      “Okay, nagbag.” That got me another nudge.

      I picked up my phone.

      
        
        Pippa: Hey Ann. Sorry for the late message. I’d like to meet to talk to you about the post if possible.

        

      

      Within a minute my phone bleeped.

      
        
        Ann: What time do you have lunch? We can lunch at Chandra’s. My treat because I’m totally trying to bribe you into working for Jude!

        

      

      Chandra’s was an upmarket restaurant a few doors down from the salon. It was the place our customers would lunch, but that we staff couldn’t afford.

      
        
        Pippa: My lunch is one pm until two pm. Sometimes I can be a few minutes late out depending if I’m with a customer. Is that a problem?

        Ann: Not at all. I’ll have the table ready, just come in when you can.

        

      

      I sighed. I’m sure they’d be so impressed when I turned up in my non-designer clothes, lowering the tone of their establishment.

      
        
        Pippa: See you then!

        

      

      “Oh yes, you should definitely go for that one.” Mum said.

      I looked up to see she was talking about the house on screen.

      “All done?” She asked me.

      “Yup. I’ll see what she has to say.”

      “I have a good feeling about this, Pip.” She smiled.

      We watched the end of the programme and then we went up to bed. I made sure she was safely in bed, checked on the kids, and then made my way to my own room.

      I was dead on my feet. Could Ann really offer me an opportunity where I could improve my family life too? I didn’t see how a few more £’s on my wage slip was going to alter the fact my family needed me so much. Paradise might not have a large wage, but it gave me an escape. Zak was such a laugh, and the rest of the team were great. It was respite from the monotony of home.

      Turning off my light, I settled down to get some rest. Until a scream at 3.30am had me hurtling out of bed to see to a sobbing Liberty who’d dreamed she was being chased by Ted, holding his wet wee-wee pants in the air.
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      “You got a date?” Zak looked at me closely, his eyes zipping up and down my body.

      “No.” I shook my head. “Whatever gave you that idea?”

      “You’re wearing your Chanel Gardenia.”

      Trust Zak to notice that I was wearing my special occasion perfume, the one a famous singer had sent me as a thank you gift when I’d found her packet of cocaine down the back of the reception seating. That man knew far too much about me.

      I beckoned him to one side with my head and told him about my lunch meeting.

      He began pouting. “What am I supposed to do if you leave? Although that would mean a new member of staff. Fresh pussy for me to pursue. Break a leg, honey. How long’s your notice period?”

      I swatted at his arm with the latest issue of Tatler.

      “I’m only joking. I’d miss you like crazy, Pip. And you would have to meet me on a weekly basis because I need my best-friend-forever to keep me grounded, or I’ll get too big-headed with no one around to tell me I’m not perfect.”

      “Give it a rest.”

      “But seriously, although I’d miss you heaps, you must give this your all. It would be a great opportunity for you. Davenport Publishing is huge. Nearly as large as my cock.”

      “But not as large as your ego. Got it. Now go and transform Kalina’s one millimetre of roots; she has an interview with Graham Norton tomorrow.”

      

      I was beyond nervous by the time I stepped through the entrance of Chandra’s. But surprisingly, I was greeted by a lovely lady who escorted me to a seat at the far left of the restaurant where Ann stood up and greeted me with air kisses and a hug.

      We ordered drinks. I stuck with a mineral water as I was working, and Ann ordered a tonic water.

      “Thank you for meeting with me, Pippa. I hope I didn’t shock you too much when I told you about my background.”

      I took a sip of my water. “I can’t lie. It wasn’t what I was expecting you to say, but I admire you for running your own business; and I can see there would be a market for it.”

      “There really is. Especially amongst men who have just been ditched for the gardener. They want to show their exes that they’ve moved on, when really they are still crying into their caviar.”

      “And you said that’s how you met your husband?”

      “Yes. At that time the business was run by someone else and I’d joined to earn some extra money to support me through college. I ended up on a date with Gerry to a charity auction and we got along very well. He asked me on a proper date afterward and I ended up with a husband. I kept in touch with my old friend Maria who ran the agency, and when she’d had enough and was ready to move on to new things, I took over. I have a team though who worked for Maria and now work for me who arrange everything. I don’t do much of the day-to-day. Just vet the applications on both sides with the help of ex-detectives and computer tech experts, and make sure none of the girls are selling themselves afterward.”

      “That must be hard to stop.”

      “Some do it. They’re just no longer on our books when they do.”

      We broke off to order our lunch. Ann ordered a chicken salad and so I went with the same.

      “Did your husband try to stop you from running the business? I thought rich men wanted stay at home wives who create charity events.”

      “Some do. Some want trophy wives. But Gerry and I are new money, from working-class backgrounds. He recognized the business as a shrewd investment. One day, I’ll pass it all over to someone else, but for now I’m happy to have something interesting to occupy my time.”

      “I bet you have a whole host of stories. You should write a book that your publisher husband can publish for you.”

      “I have toyed with the idea.”

      “Do it. Send it to Jude.” I chortled.

      That had Ann dissolve into fits of laughter. “Can you imagine? Maybe I will write something.”

      Our lunches came and while we ate, Ann told me a little more about the company and Jude.

      “So, the bad experience with his ex. If I take on the post, will I have to deal with her? Does she still cause trouble?”

      Ann’s body posture slumped slightly. “No. Tillie died.”

      My hand went to my mouth. “I am so sorry. I had no idea. When you’d spoken about him…”

      “I never mentioned it. No, it’s something I’m afraid we try to avoid thinking about.”

      “Oh, Ann, forget I said anything.”

      “No. If you come to work for him, you need to know. Tillie became an addict. She’d always taken cocaine on the party circuit, but even though she could be difficult, when she got pregnant she got clean. Unfortunately, she struggled with motherhood and Jude basically looked after Addison from day one. He tried to make it work by living with Tillie for the first couple of years but when Addison was two, Jude came home to find Addison sat at the side of Tillie’s dead body. She’d taken heroin, but at a dose too strong for someone not used to it.

      “Oh, Ann. Oh my god.”

      “Jude was in a mess. He had his daughter and he had guilt over Tillie, because while he didn’t wish her dead, she had been such a cause of stress for such a long time that he felt some relief that she wasn’t around anymore. It put him off relationships, and assistants. Until Irene. When she died suddenly of a heart attack, Jude was hit for six again. She’d been such a help to him with Addison. If he was stuck, she’d tell him to bring her in. Addison saw Irene as an extra grandmother. I think Jude feels he’s protecting them both by not letting anyone else in, but he’s just causing himself more pain.”

      “I get his reluctance though. It’s all a lot clearer now.”

      “If you do take the post you mustn’t let him know you are aware of any of this though. If he decides to confide in you himself, that’s different, but he’s fiercely private and protective about Addison.”

      “Yeah, I understand. So, tell me more about the job itself.”

      Ann went on to describe the kinds of tasks I would have to undertake. It all seemed pretty straightforward and while I knew I’d need time to get used to my new post, I was used to computerised systems and had learned to type a long time ago.

      “So, ordinarily your salary would be this.” Ann wrote some numbers on a piece of paper. It was a decent salary but not enough to take me away from the safety of my current job.

      “However, working for Jude will be difficult. Very difficult, and even though he’s told me he’s ready for a new assistant, I have no doubt he will not be the easiest boss to deal with. But I know you could handle it. This is what I’m proposing as a bonus payment. It would go into your bank account at the end of every month.”

      She wrote an obscene number on the paper. Money that meant I could get help for my mum and the kids. It was a no-brainer. If it didn’t work out, that money covered around four months salary for me, and let’s face it, I was only a receptionist, I could get another job if I had to leave.

      “I don’t know what to say. This is just too much.”

      “Say yes. You’ll not think it’s too much when you take the job. You’ll feel like you’ve earned every penny, and I’m not exaggerating when I say that. I love him dearly, he’s my son; but he’s a pain in the arse to work for these days.”

      For a moment, I hesitated. It would mean that there was a large possibility that for a time, my work and home life would both be stressful. But the hope that maybe, just maybe, I could get into a working routine with Jude, and get the help needed to make our home life more bearable, had me reaching out my hand to shake Ann’s.

      I smiled at her and then it turned into a beam.

      “Then yes. I’ll take the job.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

          PIPPA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One month later

      

      

      Here it was. My first day in my new employment. I was beyond nervous. Had I made the right decision? Time would tell. My final wage from Paradise included holiday pay, and had meant I could employ a housekeeper to come in daily to do the housework and prepare an evening meal. My mum’s protests had been quashed as soon as I’d told her this was to benefit all of us, not just because she couldn’t get around as much as she used to. I also planned to have some changes made to the house with our second sitting room being turned into a bedroom and the study into a downstairs wet room, but I’d tell her about those plans once I was settled in my new job. Ann had become my fairy godmother, and that spark of hope for our future was carrying me through. I’d be fabulous at this job. I had to be.

      Dropping off Liberty at breakfast club, she headed straight off to the painting table. I followed her and gave her a quick hug, but she was too busy telling everyone they had to paint flowers to be bothered that I was leaving.

      I’d just reached the door when I heard, “Pippaaaa, wait!!!” and she came hurtling at me, her little body almost knocking me over as I bent down to receive a bigger and much improved hug.

      “I forgot about your new job. Have a lovely day, and don’t forget your please and thank you’s.”

      “I won’t. Thank you for my cuddle. Love you.”

      “Love you too.” She shouted as she ran back off.

      

      My morning was taken up with meeting human resources, getting passwords and security badges, and a short induction by the head of the secretarial team, Lena. Lena was a middle-aged woman with short, spiky white-blonde hair. She reminded me a bit of P!nk, only older. She helped put me at ease and finally I followed her into the lift to head up to my new office.

      We came out onto the fourth floor where a large sign in the foyer said Editorial Floor. Then other signage pointed to the different editors and other staff you could find. I followed Lena as she walked down a corridor until we met a door that said on it in gold lettering: JUDE DAVENPORT, COMMISSIONING EDITOR, AND PA.

      As she pushed open the door, I saw a large space with a huge white desk with a computer on it. Well, I think it was white, given the small amounts of desk I could see underneath piles of paper and what appeared to be five billion empty coffee cups. There was a black leather sofa facing my desk with a small white coffee table in front of it. The carpet was slate grey. The sofa and chair were far enough away to make visitor and PA comfortable, but near enough for communication.

      There were tea and coffee making facilities on a trolley that had several cups, saucers, spoons, napkins etc underneath.

      To the left-hand-side as I walked in was another door and a window with a closed venetian blind against it. Again, this said JUDE DAVENPORT, COMMISSIONING EDITOR on the door. The door was closed and no lights shone through.

      “Jude will be here shortly to meet you.” Lena said, “so for now, just make yourself at home, answer the phone, and well, maybe make a start on that desk.”

      “Yeah, are there any black refuse sacks around?” I pointed to the coffee cups.

      “I’ll get housekeeping to come up now you’re here. They won’t visit this room when it’s just Jude because he tells them to get out.”

      Lena stared at my face closely.

      “You don’t seem overly concerned about what I’m saying.”

      “I deal with my ten-year-old brother and six-year-old sister on a daily basis. I’m used to brattish behaviour.”

      Lena laughed. “Right, good luck. Stiff upper lip and of course, no one has to suffer abuse. We are zero tolerance here. Jude steps out of line, you come see me.”

      “Thanks, Lena.”

      With that she bid me goodbye and left me to it.

      Within ten minutes a lovely gentleman from housekeeping had been and we’d moved the littered coffee cups. I took all the piles of paper off the table and put them on the coffee table and the floor and he wiped the desk down for me, then left. Searching the desk drawers, I found pads, pencils etc which I placed on the freshly wiped desk. I was just making myself a drink when the door banged open and I turned to find a man standing in the room staring at me.

      He was tall and dressed in a sharp navy suit, white shirt, black tie. Was this Jude or a client? I’d not had chance to look at the diary yet. The first thing I noticed was the tattoo on his hand and I wondered if he had a sleeve of them like I did. Mine were covered up today with my grey blouse and black tights. The guy’s dark hair had a slight grown out on top style but it looked like some paste product had been run through it and his dark eyes were mesmerising.

      He dropped an empty coffee cup on the corner of my clean desk.

      “I assume you’re Pippa and not some random woman who’s come in to make herself a drink?” His tone was neutral.

      “I am.” I walked towards him and held out my hand. “It’s nice to meet you.” We shook hands but I couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable at the feel of his warm strong grip in mine. I quickly took my hand away. “Would you like a drink? I’m just making one.”

      “No, thank you. I can’t stand that crap they supply here. Costa is just down the street. Do yourself a favour and buy them from there. I would like a refill though so if you could pop out and get me another at midday, along with a chicken and bacon panini. There’s a card in that top drawer for business expenses.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      So we had coffee in the room but I had to go out to Costa any time he liked? I didn’t mind the lunch run, but surely I couldn’t keep disappearing away from my desk to stand in queues for hot drinks?

      “Is there anything else you want me to do today?”

      He looked down his nose at the carpet. “If you could just sort through the piles you currently have all over the floor so we can get cleaned up in here, and then give me a shout and we’ll go through them together and talk about how we can work together. What I expect, etc.”

      “Okay. I’ll tidy and then go out for your lunch. Then we can discuss office systems and schedules.”

      “Thank you.”

      With that he turned and walked straight into his office. I’d expected him to be much more abrupt than he had been. Don’t get me wrong, he was hardly the friendliest man I’d ever met, but if he kept business-like, I could live with that.

      I worked on the things that had been left on the desk so that I ended up with a pile of actionable post and a pile of manuscripts. I then started on the emails and began opening and reading them, deleting what was clearly unimportant and studying the folders that my predecessors had set up as JudeDavenportAssistant@DavenportPublishing.co.uk. There were hundreds of emails that went back months. I groaned. Looked like I needed to learn about publishing fast. At least my induction had given me some background into what was required of me as a PA and what Jude did. I would certainly be hitting the ground running. I decided I’d grab my new boss’ lunch for him, get my own and get ready for a busy afternoon. I just needed to make a quick call to Lena first.

      It was the guy serving me in the coffee shop who pointed out the paint splat on my top. A splash of bright purple. I’d gone all morning, walking around on my first day with a paint splattered top and no one had pointed it out. I didn’t have time to get a new one right now, I’d just have to hope it was washable. I told the guy behind the counter I was just popping to the ladies and I’d be back for my order.

      All I ended up with was a wet top. And I couldn’t dry it very well with the Dyson hand dryer. Giving up as the order would be ready, I opened my blouse and folded it over so you could no longer see the paint splat. It meant seeing a hint of cleavage but nothing that looked inappropriate. It was better than looking like I couldn’t be bothered to find a clean shirt on my first new day of employment.

      When I came back to the office, I put the box I’d brought back with me on the desk and knocked on Jude’s door.

      “Come in.”

      I walked through and over to his desk. Jude kept his eyes on his computer and not at me, which would have been fine if I’d not tripped on a chair leg as I went past. His wrapped sandwich sailed through the air and landed on his lap.

      His head shot towards me in shock. In my panic I leaped for the sandwich knowing that the greasy residue of the wrapper would leak out if there for any length of time, but Jude had got there first, so instead my hands met his groin.

      I shot away from him fast.

      “Oh my god, I am so sorry. I just—”

      “Look, Pippa.” He said coolly. “I thought my mum would have explained about my requirements for an assistant. This…” He pointed to my lowered blouse, “and this fake tripping to get to my groin. Been there, seen it, done it; and lived to regret it. So, if you’re trying to land a rich man, you need to go somewhere else, because I’m not interested.”

      My face flushed a deep red; I could feel it scorching my cheeks. I ran from his office, out of the door, and out of the building. He’d thought I was hitting on him. How much more embarrassing could this get? What did I do? I needed this job. I bought myself a bottle of water and went straight in New Look. The first thing I’d do was buy a new blouse.

      With a new blouse purchased and changed into—one with a very high neckline I might point out—I sat in the cafeteria back at Davenports. A couple of the other PA’s who I’d been introduced to on my induction tour of the commissioning floor beckoned me over.

      “How’s it going so far?”

      “Fine.” I lied. “I’m just trying to get settled and work out what I’m supposed to be doing.”

      “You’ll get there. It’s a balance between thinking for them, while at the same time not stepping on their toes.”

      “Oh simple then.” I laughed.

      Chatting with the others helped me to calm down, so by the time I went back to the office, I was ready to apologise. Firstly, I unpacked the box I’d brought back from the coffee shop and got it set up. It needed to be passed by Health and Safety, so I gave the department a ring and told them it was an emergency. The guy laughed and said he’d be there within a half hour.

      Then with a deep breath, I knocked on the door of Jude’s office.

      “Come in.”

      I walked through.

      “Oh.” He looked up. “You’re still here?”

      “Where else would I be?”

      “Well, I thought when your seduction plan failed, you’d have left.” Dismissing me, he started tapping at his keyboard.

      “Just a second.” I said and returned to my own office where I got the offending blouse out. Walking back in, I held it up.

      “This is my blouse. As you can see, I have paint on it. I didn’t know it was there until a guy at the coffee shop pointed it out. It wouldn’t wash out, and so then I ended up with a wet top. I tried to cover it up by rolling it over. Then because I’m nervous as it’s my first day, I tripped and so we had the sandwich debacle. I didn’t want you getting grease on your trousers.”

      His eyes were back on mine and his lips hinted at a bemused grin.

      “I’m aware that I have embarrassed myself enormously on my first day, but I can assure you that I most definitely do not want in your pants. I’m here to work and to gain experience in office work, so I can climb the corporate ladder. Now can we please start again because I need this job.”

      He threw the blouse back at me. “My mother says you’ll be a great assistant. We’ll see. I’ve told her I don’t want office assistants who want my money and I hear your protests, but the fact remains your hand has been on my cock within the first day of you being here. I think it would probably be better if you did leave, don’t you? My mum will understand. She’s right that I need an assistant, but I think I should try an older one again.”

      I gritted my teeth.

      “I’m going nowhere.”

      He arched a brow. “Is that so?”

      My eyes narrowed and my hands balled into fists. “You betcha. Your mum has hired me to do a job, and that’s what I’m going to do, whether you like it or not. Someone needs to take you down off that pedestal you’ve put yourself on; cos, babe, if I’d wanted to feel your dick, I’d have been rubbing your forehead.”

      Jude sat back in his seat. “Well, my assistant seems to have changed a little from the meek, ‘yes, sir, no, sir’ feebleness I met earlier.”

      “I was trying to be polite. I hadn’t realized you were such a twat.”

      “But you knew I was. I’m sure my dear mum warned you.”

      “Okay, I hadn’t realized you had a First Class Honours Degree in Twatism.”

      “Now watch your language. I could have you fired for that.” He said in a condescending tone.

      I cocked a hip and crossed my arms over my chest. “You sure about that? Who has the most sway at this firm? You or your mother?”

      That made his smug face fall a little, but he recovered quickly.

      “So, first of all, Assistant. I’d like another coffee please. If you could toddle off down to Costa again. I’ll need one on the hour, every hour. And if you could bring in your iPad when you bring me the first, we need to go through my diary.”

      I saluted him and walked out, to find the Health and Safety guy putting his electrical testing equipment away.

      “All done.” He said pointing to the coffee machine. “I’d have liked to try it out, but I have an emergency that’s come through.”

      “I’ll have to owe you one.” I told him and he smiled and left.

      And I smiled a great big fat smile, as I took a Costa pod out of the packet and picked up Jude’s coffee cup from the trash. The one he’d left on my desk that morning. I knocked off a few bits of dirt. That was about twenty minutes I reckoned I’d earned myself there. I made myself a coffee and opened a packet of triple chocolate chip cookies. Jude wasn’t getting one. And he wasn’t getting one over on me either.
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      I really had had the best of intentions. To give my new assistant a fighting chance. And then I’d walked into the office and seen her.

      Was my mother having a laugh?

      The body of a goddess encased in a slim black pencil skirt and a pale grey blouse. Her dark hair was glossy and shone under the artificial lights, falling in soft waves down her back. Then she’d turned around and I’d seen it. The Bambi eyes women got when they looked at me. She checked me out and I knew then that she couldn’t stay. I dropped my coffee cup on the clean desk hoping it would annoy her and then after introducing myself I sent her on an errand for coffee. Now don’t get me wrong, I loved a Costa, but when I was at the office I drank whatever was put in front of me. But Pippa wasn’t to know that. When my hand had met hers, my cock had stirred in response. This was not a good thing. I’d done the assistant thing—literally—I wouldn’t be going there again ever.

      And I had noticed there was something on her blouse. I’d thought it was ink. I still didn’t understand why she’d rolled her blouse down later. She could have dried a wet blouse. That and the whole tripping thing seemed so contrived. Looked like my mum had been wrong in her judgement. I mean this was only someone she’d met in the hairdressers after all. The problem with my mum was she was taking her charity work a little too far.

      And then colour me surprised when Pippa returned after running out of the office wearing a new blouse. Nice try, but I decided on a second attempt to embarrass her out of here, culminating in the meek kitten showing me she actually had claws.

      Well she could hiss a bit, but I was still going to chase her off.

      There was no room for pussy here in my office.

      A knock came to the door. It had been twenty minutes since I’d sent her for coffee. She walked in and deposited it on my desk. For a moment I wondered if she’d spit in it or poisoned it and I must have worn my suspicion on my face.

      “Do you want me to take a drink of it first?”

      “No. It’s fine.”

      “I’m not going to poison a boss I want to keep working for. Kind of defeats the object if you’re not alive.”

      “Right, well take a seat and let’s get to work.”

      I would have ordinarily let a new person settle in and not given them much work but answering the phone on their first day. But for the next fifty-five minutes I went through my entire emails and gave her action points for many of them. She’d have work for days. She didn’t pass any comments other than polite enquiries when she wasn’t clear on something.

      As it got near the hour, I sent her out to get me a further drink. She smiled and picked up the coffee cup off my desk. “I’ll clear this one for you too.”

      Twenty minutes later she appeared with another drink for me and still had a smile on her face and she still looked fresh as a daisy.

      “If you can begin to bring in the piles of manuscripts and post, I’ll let you know what needs doing with everything.”

      This kept on until the end of the day. I’d give her a heap of work to do and then send her out on the hour for coffee.

      At five pm, I grabbed my coat and went to leave the office.

      “Oh, Jude. Before you go, I have some letters for you to sign.” She said, revealing a signing book that looked quite full. “If you could sign them now with them being so very urgent.” She stood and grabbed her own coat. “And also, I just sent you through around twenty emails that I need more information on. If you could possibly do them now, so I can get straight on with them in the morning.” She handed me a printout. “Only this is your diary for tomorrow, and you need to have dealt with those before then. You’re in meetings a lot of the afternoon.” She handed me a couple of files and a manuscript. “And it looks like you’ll need to have read all these. Hope you didn’t have any plans for the evening.”

      I took the papers off her, my jaw setting taut.

      Relax Jude, relax. I told myself but my mind was whirring. How had she got this done? I’d sent her to the coffee shop all afternoon. She’d had no time to do anything. I’d been planning to come out here and tell her she needed to get on and quicken her pace, put some stress on her.

      “Oh, so I’m off now, but if you need another drink.” She pointed over at the coffee machine. “Pods are in the container next to it.”

      The bitch.

      “Enjoy and have a lovely evening. Hope you don’t have to stay behind too long.” I was greeted by a fake saccharine smile as she walked out.

      I wanted to grab her, bend her over the desk and fuck her disobedience out of her.

      I needed her gone.

      Time to think about a new plan.

      After I’d done all this goddamn work.
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      Take that you complete and utter dickhead. I smirked as I left the office. I knew he’d have it in for me tomorrow, would turn up the heat, but that was tomorrow and right now I was off home to a lovely home cooked meal as soon as I’d collected Liberty from after-school club.

      My phone beeped in my bag as I walked towards Tottenham Court Road Tube station. Lifting it from my bag I stood still and clicked on it.

      
        
        Zak: How did your first day go? I missed you like crazy here. Have a hot date with the new girl though ;)

        Me: Are you kidding me? Her first day? Marvin will kill you if you break her heart and scare her off.

        Zak: Joking!! She looks about twelve. I like ‘em with experience.

        Me: You’re such a slut! Anyway, my day was… interesting.

        

      

      My phone then started ringing.

      “Tell me everything. I’ve had to talk about holidays and the weather all day.”

      I got him up to speed with the events of the day.

      “You touched his dick? How come you never touched mine in the whole history of working at Paradise? I made you get me a sandwich loads of times. Even asked if you wanted to share my footlong.”

      “It was an accident! Anyway, God only knows what tomorrow is going to be like. He’ll be gunning for me now.”

      “Why? All you’ve done is your job.”

      “Yeah, but my execution of it meant he had to stay behind.”

      “Boo hoo. My heart bleeds for the son of the billionaire.”

      “Pardon. Did you just say his father is a billionaire?”

      “You didn’t know that?”

      “No, I’ve not had any interest in knowing people’s net worth. Like with everyone who came to the salon, I just categorised them all as rich.”

      “My dear naïve friend. Davenport’s Publishing has offices around the globe. They signed Allegra Gabriella; you know, the writer of the film due to come out next year, To Kill for Me?”

      “Whoa. I guess tonight I’d better do some research on the company I’m now working for.”

      “Might not be a bad idea, seeing as Jude signed Allegra and she could pop into the office at any given moment.”

      I gasped. “Are you shitting me? I loved that book.”

      “You were working with celebs at Paradise, now you’ll no doubt be seeing some more at your new job. Anyway, let’s think about how you can get one over on Jude again.”

      “I’m just going to ask if we can start afresh.”

      A guffaw came down the phone, almost deafening me.

      “That is not going to happen. I suggest you do this instead, just in case.”

      He gave me some suggestions.

      “You’re a wicked, wicked man, and that’s why I love you. Are we meeting Friday night as usual?”

      “No can do. I have a hot date. How about I meet you Saturday? I’ll come to Jamie’s football practice.”

      “Oh he’ll be over the moon at Uncle Zak being there to cheer him on. You’re on. I’ll supply the hot drinks.”

      “And can I have some hot sandwich action?”

      “Sod off.” I said and ended the call.
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      Walking through the office door on my second day, my desk was piled high with manuscripts, letters, and notes from Jude. There wasn’t a spare bit of the white desk showing. He must have stayed late last night going through every bit of paper that had ever crossed his desk.

      Ignoring it all for the moment apart from my cursory glance, I switched on the laptop and made myself a coffee.

      A few minutes later Jude walked in.

      “Morning, Pippa.” He said brightly, a smug smile on his face. “I don’t know if you’ve had time to check your emails yet, but I’ve quite a few urgent matters that need attending to today.”

      I lifted my coffee cup up. “Just waiting for my laptop to open up properly, then starting as I mean to go on. Powering up via my coffee and then I’m on it, Boss.”

      I watched his smile slip a bit. Yep, you weren’t expecting me to be happy about all the work. Well, I’m going to be so fucking happy it’s going to get right on your nerves, mate.

      “I’m so glad we’re on the same wavelength workwise, Jude. I’d heard you were, well, a tad disorganized and, well, some said lazy; but I’m not seeing that at all. I’ll get as much done as I can. You say there are a lot of urgents so I’ll try and prioritize, but with me being new, if you need something doing fast, just give me a heads up and I’ll get straight onto it, okay?” I didn’t give him time to answer. “Now, you go and sit down and I’ll bring you your drink. Then, how do you want us to do this? Do I come to you for a morning briefing, or shall I just crack on?”

      “Erm, well I think it’s best I just leave you to it. Thank you for the offer of a drink. I’ll take you up on that and then just knock on the door if there’s anything you’re not sure about and need some more direction on.”

      He started for his office.

      “Okay, will do, Boss.”

      I needed direction on a LOT of things. I made sure to knock on his door around every ten minutes for the next two hours. With every knock his ‘Come in’ became shorter and terser. And I did all my knocks exactly like Sheldon from The Big Bang Theory.

      “Jude.” Knock. “Jude.” Knock. “Jude.”

      Even though he said, ‘Come in’, after my first knock, I carried on with the others. After the first three times I went in, he opened his door and said I didn’t need to bother knocking.

      “No, I like to be polite and also I’m a little OCD and it weirds me out if I don’t knock.”

      Two hours later Jude erupted.

      “Pippa. For fuck’s sake. Do you really have OCD or is this just revenge for all the work I gave you because if you’ll just stop knocking, I promise to never overload you with work ever again. You win, okay? Just please stop knocking every goddamn minute.”

      I smirked.

      “I don’t have OCD although I can quickly develop it again if you restart your twat games with me.”

      He sighed.

      “Sit down. Let’s start again.”

      I took a seat in front of him and watched as he rubbed his temples.

      “Okay. Hi, Pippa. I’m Jude, commissioning editor at Davenport’s and I need an assistant. I want someone who is organised because I am not. Someone who can keep my diary managed and get me to where I need to be. In turn, I will not be a twat. Sometimes I might be grumpy because I’m very busy, but I will anticipate that should I take any of my mood out on you I shall be subjected to evil revenge behaviour until I change my ways. Do you accept the post? Please say yes because from what I’ve seen so far of your secretarial skills, I think you’d handle the post well.”

      Ha! He’d given up on the second day. Result!

      I walked over to him and held out my hand.

      “Hi, I’m Pippa Nettleton. I’m your new Personal Assistant. Perhaps you could explain a typical week to me of the life of a commissioning editor and what sort of tasks I’ll be expected to do, what the priorities are etc. Then the rest of the time I can be sorting out the rest of the workload in my office. Maybe we could go back through your emails and re-categorize what is really urgent and what is routine?”

      He shook my hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Pippa. While my work has varying degrees of urgency, the only real urgent matter at any time is my daughter Addison. If you get any calls about her, anything at all, then you interrupt me even if I was somehow having tea with the Queen, and you get that message to me.”

      “So if she rings saying she just did the most amazing turd, you want me to relay that in front of Her Maj?” I raised a brow.

      “Okay, okay, use your judgement, but if you’re unsure, always interrupt me. I’d rather that than I miss an important message about my daughter.”

      “Not a problem. Got it.”

      “And also a regular supply of hot coffee is a must.”

      “Already ahead of you with that one.”

      “Yes, the coffee machine is a genius move. I’m not sure why I hadn’t thought of it myself.”

      “Probably because your head has been up your own arse blocking any normal thoughts.”

      He laughed and I tried not to think about how much it suited him.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever had such a rude assistant, but I like it. It’s refreshing. As long as it doesn’t come out in front of our clients and other staff, feel free to keep me in line where needed.”

      “I’ll be the politest assistant ever as long as you aren’t a dick.”

      “Don’t say that. It may encourage me to misbehave.”

      “Yeah, well it’s that which has got you in a mess before, so how about we try to be extremely professional from this point out?”

      His demeanour tightened and his voice turned ice-cold. “Yes, of course. Well, that will be all for now, thank you, Pippa. I have a meeting in ten, don’t I? Thanks to you I already read the paperwork needed. I’ll let you get back to your desk.”

      With that I was dismissed. Sitting at my desk I wondered why I felt disappointed that he’d returned to his icy self. It was better for us both that he did. Right?

      

      While Jude was at his meeting, I tidied the office into piles I could work my way through, clearing my desk and putting documents on the shelves behind me and into the filing cabinet. I answered the phone and took messages. Once my desk was clear, I went into my bag and pulled out the photo of Liberty and Jamie we’d had done via an offer on Groupon. In it they looked the picture of innocence, hugging each other. Jamie in his Chelsea strip and Liberty dressed as an angel, which couldn’t be further from the truth.

      When Jude walked back into the office, he had a smile back on his face.

      “Wind changed direction? Only you’re smiling.” I snarked.

      “Your revenge actually did me a favour. For once, I went into a meeting looking like I knew what I was doing. Even my father looked impressed with me, so miracles do actually happen. Who knew?” He walked over to the coffee machine. “Want one?”

      My jaw dropped open. “You’re going to make me a drink?”

      “Yes. I do have the ability to clothe and feed myself. Someone even put me in charge of a six-year-old, so you’d be surprised what I’m capable of. Straight black, right? Do you take sugar?”

      “Just regular Americano. Black, no sugar. Splash of that water in the top please to cool it down.”

      “And a cookie to go with it? Triple chocolate chip, isn’t it?” He took a packet out of his inside jacket pocket.

      “How do you…?”

      “Empty wrappers in the bin. Did you really eat a whole packet to yourself yesterday? I love a cookie.”

      “You didn’t deserve one.”

      He opened the packet and put them on my desk. “Do I deserve one today? Your call.” He stood back.

      I looked him in the eye with a cool expression schooled on my face. “You can have one and then we’ll see how it goes.”

      As he went to take a biscuit, his eyes settled on the photo of my younger siblings.

      “You have kids? My mum didn’t say.”

      I went to correct him, but he carried on talking.

      “Well, I really must apologise. I admit I was a complete arsehole to you yesterday, Pippa. I don’t know how much my mum told you, but I’ve had difficulty in retaining assistants for various reasons, not just because of my disastrous past relationship with one; although I could never regret Addy.”

      “Yeah, they all want to get in your pants. Well, don’t worry, you’re safe with me.”

      He actually looked ashamed and down at his feet for a moment.

      “Again, my apologies. Thank you for agreeing to stay. So, tell me about your family.”

      Now I could explain.

      “So there’s just my mum, me, Jamie who’s ten, and Liberty who’s six.”

      “Oh, you’re a single parent like me. Mum’s are a godsend, aren’t they? Mine picks Addy up from school every day but you probably already know that. Does your mum do the same?”

      “No, you misunderstand, my mum has MS and—”

      “Multiple Sclerosis? Crikey, Pippa. You have a lot on your plate then, looking after your mum as well as your kids.”

      “They’re not—”

      “I feel even worse about being such a shit to you now. Single parenthood is bad enough, and you’re a carer as well. How do you manage everything? Well, I’m impressed, and it goes without saying, family first. So if there’s ever any problems at home, you just let me know and I’ll manage.”

      Once again, I tried to correct him but this time my phone rang. “I’ll let you get on.” He mouthed and he went back to his office.

      I answered the call and by the time I was done, Jude had left to go to another meeting. Pondering things for the next couple of hours, I decided that maybe it was better if I did let him assume the kids were mine. It gave us some common ground to talk about and let’s face it, I was doing my fair share of parenting them. For now, I’d not correct him, but I’d not lie about it either. At no point would I say they were my son and daughter. I just wouldn’t say they weren’t either…

      Yes, for now, while Jude and I were actually getting along, I’d leave things be…
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      What a dipshit, fucktard idiot I was.

      I’d not given Pippa a chance, assuming she was just like the rest of them, seeing me as a possible meal ticket.

      A fact which couldn’t have been further from the truth.

      My mum had tried to tell me. Saying she had got me an assistant who was polite and hardworking. I’d not listened. That was my problem of late. Not listening and assuming I knew everything. So battered by my past I was blinkered about the present.

      Walking into the meeting with my father, he’d immediately started up again about the suspense serial idea and had I managed to come up with the goods.

      He was therefore very surprised when I handed out the first three chapters of a manuscript to everyone; one of the tasks I’d had Pippa do yesterday on the never-ending list of work I’d given her.

      Then after she’d batted the manuscript back to me last night as I needed to read the whole thing and follow up on it ASAP, I’d done exactly that when I’d got home and had put Addy to bed.

      I thought about how good I’d looked in the meeting and smiled to myself.

      “So you see, there are enough cliffhanger chapters in this lengthy novel to serialise it. And Thomas has sent me the synopsis for two potential standalone books in the series after it. If everyone could give these chapters a read through tonight. Then if all are in agreement, I could get him in to discuss moving forward. He agrees to the idea in principal, although I told him I couldn’t confirm an offer would be made at this point.”

      “Thank you, Jude. So, if everyone can do that tonight and we’ll meet again in the morning. I want this happening at the earliest opportunity before one of the bastards gets wind of it and tries to get there first.”

      The bastards was my father’s all-encompassing word for any other publishing company.

      “Are you ill, darling, because I’ve seen you smile about three times in a row now, and given you aren’t weeks old I can’t excuse it for wind.” My mother stood beside me having managed to come from behind me while I was daydreaming.

      “Just having a good day, Mum. Thanks for employing Pippa. I think you’ve played a blinder. She’s well organised, takes no shit, and also knows what it’s like to have a six-year-old, so she’ll understand any issues I have with Addison.”

      “I’ve told you the whole way through your life that you should listen to your mother. I only ever have your best interests at heart, Jude.”

      “Yes, Mum. You are right. I love you.” I kissed her cheek.

      “Okay, Jude. Enough or I’ll think you’ve taken something.”

      I flinched.

      “Oh, Jude. I’m sorry. It was a slip of the tongue.”

      “I know. Forget it. We can’t live our lives on eggshells just because of how Tillie chose to live her life. I’m sure it does seem like I’ve been brainwashed or something. It’s just that I forgot how much easier life is with an organised assistant.”

      “Well, I’m pleased to hear it’s going well. Pippa certainly needs to feel her job is stable. She gave up a job she’d done for years to come here. She took a chance because of the pay rise, but she’s no gold-digger, Jude. I can assure you. If she was, she had plenty of opportunity at Paradise to pick up a rich man. They didn’t only do female hair there.”

      Mum went off to see my father, and I considered what she’d just said. I really was an idiot. Pippa had worked around wealthy people for years. God, I must have come across as such a conceited dickhead. I needed to do what I could now to keep my new assistant, both for her and for me.

      A winning team.

      

      Back in my office around 4pm, Pippa called me on the intercom.

      “I have your daughter on the line. I must warn you in advance that she had a whole heap of questions for me as she said she didn’t recognise my voice and needed to know whether to be friends with me or not.”

      “And did you make the cut?” I laughed.

      “I’m not totally sure. She asked me a few things then went ‘uhmm, hmmm, I’ll speak to my daddy now’. Be sure to give me any feedback.”

      She dropped the call at her end.

      “Hey, sweetheart. How was your day?”

      “It was so basic. Is the new lady nice?”

      “She is actually.”

      “Cool, you gonna have a baby with her?”

      I choked on my own saliva.

      “Pardon?”

      “My mum was your assistant, right, and you had me. Irene was too old to have babies, she told me. She’d already had them with her husband and loved him, so she wasn’t available. So, Pippa. Is she available to have a baby because I need a brother or sister very soon because Saskia is getting one.”

      “It doesn’t work like that, sweetheart. I told you. Mummy and Daddy fell in love at work, which is not something that happens between every boss and assistant. We had you and then God took Mummy remember because he decided she needed to be an angel.”

      “God, I know all that, Daddy. You tell me all the time. But how do you get another person to fall in love with you, so I can get a brother or sister?”

      “Well, I don’t know if I’ll ever meet someone else, baby girl.”

      “I’m a big girl, and that’s not acceptable. If Saskia is having one, I’m having one.”

      I rubbed at my eye and decided to try to change the subject.

      “So what did you ask my new assistant about? She also has a girl who’s six.”

      “She does?”

      “Yep.”

      “So if you marry her, I’ll already get a sister faster than Saskia. Go ask her, Daddy. I can hold on the line.”

      “Is Grandma there?” I couldn’t understand why my mum wasn’t getting her off the phone.

      “Yes, she’s at the side of me.”

      “Well, put her on.”

      “Not until I’ve finished talking, Daddy. It’s rude to interrupt you know. Anyway, I like Pippa because she has a six-year-old like me. And she has a nice voice. So please go ask her if her six-year-old can be my sister.”

      I heard Addy say, “Oh, Grandma, I wasn’t done,” before my mum’s voice came on the line.

      “You should have rescued me earlier.”

      “It was far too amusing.”

      “I’m going to have to sit with her tonight and try to explain things.”

      “By the time you get home she’ll have forgotten all about it and be talking about the latest toy she wants. I’m putting you a roast in the oven; I haven’t cooked in forever.”

      “Thanks, Mum.”

      “See you shortly.”

      Glancing at the clock, I saw it was time to start winding down. I went through to Pippa’s office.

      “Can we go through my schedule for tomorrow?”

      “Sure, I have everything here.” She lifted up a folder. “Survived your telephone conversation then? Did I pass?”

      “Oh you passed alright. She’d like you to give her a brother or sister, so if you could put that on the agenda. She will however accept your six-year-old as an alternative.”

      Pippa burst out laughing. “Oh my. Six-year-olds are the best, right?”

      I laughed along with her. If I’d said that to anyone else, they’d have assumed I was making a pass, but Pippa knew exactly how my daughter’s mind was working.

      As I looked at my assistant’s laughing face it struck me just how beautiful she was, and the inside appeared to match the outside.

      Oh shit.

      I most definitely couldn’t let this train of thought continue.

      “Anyway, tomorrow’s agenda?” I said curtly.

      “Oh yes, sorry, Jude.” She picked it up and went through the items, passing me the papers I needed.

      “Thanks so much. I’ll be off now. See you tomorrow, Pippa. Have a good evening.”

      “Did I say something wrong?” She asked.

      “Not at all. Just the day’s business is finished now, so I need to get home.”

      I left, not looking back to see her reaction, because if it was disappointment, I didn’t think I’d be able to handle it.
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      Thank God, Jude had for the most part become a relatively normal human being. I did find though that if we started laughing and joking about anything, he pulled back into ‘professional’ mode. I didn’t comment because I fully understood his protective barriers. As long as I could do my job without any issues, I didn’t care.

      Then on the Friday morning, a sweating and panicking Jude rocked up to the office with a dark-haired, darked-eyed female with him.

      “I’m so sorry.” He said, standing looking lost. “She says she’s too sick for school and I have the urgent meeting with Thomas Arkell about the book serialisation. My mother’s dealing with an urgent charity issue. Can I leave her with you until after the meeting?”

      “Of course.” I stepped forward and got on my knees to Addison’s level. “Hi, Addison. I’m Pippa. Do you feel okay to stay with me while Daddy does some of his work? He won’t be long. I have a comfy sofa you can lie on?”

      She rubbed at her head. “I feel so hot. Yes, I can go lay down. You go to your meeting, Daddy.” She went to lie on the sofa.

      I turned to Jude. “Go get ready, and for God’s sake brush your hair. I’ll explain when Thomas arrives and ask him to go straight to the conference room.”

      “You’re a lifesaver. Okay.” He ran over to Addison. “Bye, Angel. I’ll be back very soon.” Looking around, he jumped up and grabbed a wastebasket and put it next to the sofa. “I put a bucket there just in case. Maybe take your coat off so you don’t get overheated.”

      “Go to your meeting, Daddy. Pippa has a six-year-old, she can look after me fine.”

      “Okay, okay. Well, like I said, I won’t be long.”

      She nodded to him and laid back down.

      “She’s never usually like this. I’ve not known her to just lie down so quietly. She usually whines and moans when she’s ill.”

      “Go.” I insisted and Jude reluctantly went into his own office.

      I went over to Addison and felt at her forehead and then at the back of her neck. As I suspected she was as cool as a cucumber.

      “Do you want a hot chocolate? Liberty loves my hot chocolate.”

      “Maybe in a little while. For now, I’ll just lie here.”

      “Okay.”

      I got on with my work. Addison wriggled a lot. Then Thomas arrived and Jude was ready, so they went off to the conference room.

      And Addison sat up.

      “I’m feeling a little better. Could I try your hot chocolate now?”

      “Sure. Your pyjamas are cute. Are they L.O. L. Surprise ones?”

      “Yes! Does Liberty like L.O.L. Surprise?”

      “She does, but they’re very expensive so she doesn’t get many.”

      “Oh, I have lots. I’m spoiled, but that’s because I don’t have a Mummy. I’d rather have a Mummy than L.O.L. dolls, but that’s just the way it is. If you marry my daddy, then I have a mummy and Liberty can share my L.O.L. dolls. Sorted.”

      Addison was now sitting up, bright as a button and fully animated. A complete miracle recovery had occurred.

      It was time to tell the truth to someone. Even if they were six years old.

      “Liberty isn’t my daughter. She’s my younger sister. Marrying your daddy wouldn’t make her your sister, so there’s no point.”

      “There is because you can have a baby with Daddy, and I can still see Liberty, can’t I? What would she be to me?”

      “She’d be your auntie, but…” Why was I explaining this?

      “I don’t have one of those! And I could still see her lots then.” Addison was now up off the sofa and inspecting my desk where she saw the photo. “Is that Liberty? She looks nice. I like her outfit. Who is the boy?”

      “That’s my brother Jamie. He’s ten.”

      “I’d get an uncle too?” She said excitedly. “I already have an Uncle, but I can have another.”

      I began to shake my head and she looked confused. “No because I’m not marrying your daddy, Addison.”

      “Okay then. Well, I tried.” She sighed, going quiet for around ten seconds before she said. “Do you take your brother and sister out to play sometimes?”

      “Yes. Jamie plays football and Liberty likes play centres with ball pools, or trampolines.”

      “Ooh me too. I want to meet Liberty. I think we’ll be best friends.”

      I looked at the clock and saw only eleven minutes had passed since Jude had gone to his meeting. It was going to be a long morning…

      

      Jude came back smiling and then took a double take when he saw Liberty was sitting on my chair pretending to work in the office.

      “She’s feeling better?”

      I stood near him, leaned in and lowered my voice. “Yes. The minute you left all her symptoms disappeared like magic. You got played, Daddy. Addison just wanted to work on her plan for getting a sibling.”

      Jude actually turned crimson. “Oh my god, she didn’t…?”

      “She did. Anyway, she’s letting me get to know you better first and now just wants a playdate with Liberty because she thinks they’ll be best friends. I’m sorry, but in the end I gave in, she was relentless; so tomorrow afternoon you’re meeting me and Libby at the trampoline park on Uxbridge Road.”

      Jude shook his head. “What an absolute devil she is. Don’t worry, I’ll tell her we can’t go. I’m so sorry.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “You can come along for me. We go there every Saturday afternoon as I take Jamie to football on Ealing Common on a Saturday morning. I take him home, grab lunch, and then go out with Libby. If she has someone to hang with, she’ll probably less of a pain in my butt who asks for drinks and snacks every three seconds.”

      “Well, I guess it will be something to do. I get bored of thinking of new activities. Addy has a short attention span. She rarely wants to go to the same place twice.”

      “And you get an adult to talk to. Plus, they sell the most amazing gingerbread men.”

      “Right, I’m sold. It’s a date.” He blanched to a point where he looked ill. “I mean a play-date.”

      “I knew what you meant.” I elbowed him and laughed, but his shutters had come down again.

      “Come on, Addison. I think you seem fine to go to school now. I’ll take you for the afternoon.”

      “Okay, Daddy.” Addison jumped down from the chair and ran to the sofa grabbing her coat. “See you tomorrow, Pippa. Tell Liberty I’m so excited to meet her.”

      She ran to Jude and grabbed his hand. “Let’s go. Friday lunch is fish and chips, I don’t want to miss it.”

      Jude looked in my direction, shook his head in disbelief, and they left.

      I couldn’t stop laughing, and then I made the most of the peace and quiet while I grabbed my own lunch. Addy would give Liberty a run for her money and that was saying something.
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      I was mortified. My daughter had completely hoodwinked me and had managed to force Pippa into meeting us tomorrow. As Addy launched into a story of how she was sad that Liberty couldn’t afford some kind of toy, I decided I’d make amends by bringing one with us tomorrow. When I got home from work tonight I’d take Addy out and she could show me what she meant. I’d also noticed that the football strip Jamie wore on the photo was of Chelsea so I’d see if I could get him something too. I could turn up at the football even and pass it to him, then drop him off, or take everyone for lunch.

      What are you doing, Jude? My inner voice was going, Remember Tillie? She seemed fine too.

      But she hadn’t. Not really. I’d just been very young and very naïve, and Tillie knew how to seduce a man and how to fuck. I’d never loved her. Of course I told Addy I did, it was her mum, but those words had never been uttered from my mouth. One day maybe I’d sit and think about the mess of a relationship I’d had with Tillie Simmons, but for now I’d do what I always did and shove it all down a deep dark hole and forget about it. The trouble with deep dark holes was you could unwittingly fall down them later.

      I returned to the office and placed a fancy pink cupcake on Pippa’s desk. “Peace offering. I am so sorry.”

      “Forget it. How did the meeting with Thomas go anyway?”

      “Amazing. He’s totally on board with the idea and we’ve discussed how to break up the first book so he’s off doing rewrites now. So again, thank you for caring for Addy as there were other publishers after Thomas’ book. I just needed to be able to show him how our deal was the sweeter one and he signed today. Another Jude Davenport success story.” He did a little dance on his feet.

      “Never ever do that again. It was a total Dad dance.”

      “It was not! I have the moves.”

      “No.” Pippa looked at me with the look of pity usually reserved for street musicians with puppet orchestras. “You really do not. Stick to business deals. Those we can agree you’re good at. This…” She made a twirling motion with her finger. “Well, I’ll be applying for compensation for post traumatic stress if I’m forced to witness that again.”

      “Charming.” I pretended to be in a huff and flounced into my office. When the door closed, I did another little dance.

      And pretended it was because of the deal and not the playdate happening tomorrow.

      

      Addison could barely sleep that night. She made me buy some sparkle thing that came in a ball and said she needed one too so she and Liberty could open them together. On my way home I’d bought a Chelsea DVD for Jamie.

      My own sleep was disturbed. Full of dreams of me turning up to watch Jamie’s football match stark naked and getting arrested; or various different sex dream scenarios of me and Pippa.

      I was screwed all right. In my dreams and real life.
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      I woke with butterflies in my stomach. Usually I would be groaning at having to get out of bed and watch Jamie’s football game, yet today I was looking forward to it because I was meeting Zak for a catch up, and then later we were meeting Jude and Addison.

      Though I could tell Addison had been spoiled, there was no mistaking that she had a huge appetite for love and really wanted a mum.

      Things hadn’t been helped by my dreaming that I’d married Jude, though my dreams were largely focused on him shagging me senseless, rather than my mothering abilities.

      What on earth was I doing? I couldn’t develop a crush on my boss. It could never happen. That was why his mum had hired me. Exactly so I didn’t fall for him. Immune, remember?

      So, somehow, I had to keep my distance on this playdate. I actually hoped Liberty and Addison hated each other on sight and Jude could then take her home and leave.

      Liar.

      I put make-up on and plaited my hair and refused to think about the fact that I usually left it in an unwashed heap and probably still had sleep in my eyes when we arrived at the pitch.

      

      “You didn’t need to make all that effort for me, but thanks, babe. You do look rough in a morning sans make-up, so it’s appreciated.”

      I punched Zak in the arm and then hugged him. “So, you survived a whole week without me?”

      “Yeah, it was hard, babe, but that’s cos the new girl is soooo fineee.”

      “Zak!”

      “God, you are so easy to wind up. I told you, she’s too young for me. I like my women with experience. How was your first week with the boss from hell then?”

      “Surprisingly okay. He admitted defeat, apologised for being an arsewipe and we’ve got along fine since. Work is going well; I’m pleased to report. Your idea to be annoying was first class. I owe you a beer.”

      “Oh no.” Zak held me at arm’s length and looked down at me.

      “What?”

      “You have that look. The one you always got when the sexiest customers were due in. You like him. You fancy your boss. It’s not allowed is it?”

      I was going to deny it, but I always told Zak everything. “I only realised I think I like him this morning. But it’s okay, I’m just going to act professional, because although Ann didn’t say outright that I couldn’t date Jude, she did say it was the fact I seemed immune to good-looking men’s charms that landed me the job.”

      “I’ve never understood how you’ve been unable to resist me. There must be something wrong with your vision.”

      “That’s exactly how I resist you; it’s nothing to do with sight. It’s my ears with that patter. I need a bucket it’s so sickly.”

      Zak hugged me again and pretended like he was going to kiss me. “Let me show you how good I am with my tongue; you’ll change your mind.”

      “Get off me you idiot.” I laughed and pushed him away. “Now watch Jamie play and behave.”

      

      
        
        JUDE

      

      

      When she’d said there was just her mum and the kids and her, I’d never considered she may have a boyfriend, or that the dad could still be on the scene. As Addy and I walked onto the pitch, I watched as Pippa kept hugging and being hugged by a tall, very good-looking man. It was clear they were close and as a boy who I presumed was Jamie ran up and the man hugged him and rubbed the top of his head affectionately, I realised that turning up here unannounced was a huge mistake.

      “Silly Daddy. I got the wrong place.” I told Addison who’d complained the whole way here about having to come to the football first. Luckily, she’d not spotted Pippa in the crowd.

      “Oh, Daddy. You are a silly-billy.”

      “I know, so why don’t we call for burgers for lunch?” I’d take Addy on the playdate but only because I didn’t want to disappoint her. There was no point in both of us being miserable.

      

      Driving to the play centre, once again Addison started going on about Liberty and Jamie.

      “Please marry Pippa and then they can be my auntie and uncle.”

      “Do you mean siblings?”

      “What’s a sibling?”

      “A brother or a sister.”

      “Then no, Daddy. I meant auntie and uncle.”

      I was starting to become stressed. “Addy, sweetheart. Pippa is Jamie and Liberty’s mummy; and no one is getting married anyway. Please drop it.”

      “What-ev-er. Adults are soo stoopid.”

      “Addison Romilly Davenport. Shall I turn the car around and go home?”

      She sighed.

      “No. I’ll be quiet, even though you’re wrong.”

      

      We walked into the trampoline park and there at the entrance was Pippa, with a blonde girl. It hadn’t been as clear on the photo but there was no doubting they were related. Though Pippa was dark haired, they had the same green eyes and pouty mouths, which looked cute on Liberty, and sexy as all fuck on Pippa. I felt my cock harden. Great, a rock-hard cock in a kids’ trampoline park. I’d just wait to get arrested.

      “Hey.” Pippa waved over at us, as the girl with her ran off towards the trampoline entrance. Pippa dashed and caught her. “Don’t start, Libby, or we’ll go straight home. You know we have to book in and pay. Now this is Jude, and this is his daughter, Addy.”

      A cool, calculating, assessing gaze came from Libby.

      “I brought us both a sparkle L.O.L. Do you wanna go open them?” Addy shouted, holding up her bag.

      The girl’s face changed from cold to warm in a millisecond. “Oh my god, really? You got one for me? Yes, please.” The girl turned to Pippa. “Pippa, please can I go through and sit at the café table? I promise not to go jump without you.”

      “No. I’m sorry but you’re not old enough yet, Libby. Plus, Addison’s daddy has to get her membership sorted first.” She looked over at the far corner where there was a windowsill. “Why don’t you both go over there? We can see you from here.”

      “Okay.” The kids went off, chattering away like they’d known each other forever.

      “You’ll have to excuse Libby. She can be a handful at times. I don’t know if it’s her not having a dad, or what’s going on with Mum, or whether she was just born with satanic genes.”

      “I noticed she didn’t call you Mum.”

      Pippa chewed on her bottom lip. “That’s because I’m not her mum… I’m her sister. I did try to correct you when we were talking about it, but it was difficult to get a word in and then my phone rang. I should have told you afterward, but it had made you be nicer to me so I kind of… left it.”

      I should have been mad that she’d let me believe otherwise, but there was no real harm done. Addy still had a new friend her own age to play with. But, what about the guy I’d seen her with? Was that her boyfriend then? My stomach lurched at the thought for a moment but then my stomach rumbled, despite the fact I’d just eaten two double cheeseburgers and large fries.

      “Never mind. I’ll let you tell me all about it over one of these famous gingerbread men, and you’re paying now.”

      After I completed a health and safety form, we went through to the main part of the trampoline park and sat down at a café table. The girls sat down and opened up their L.O.L. balls.

      “Oh that’s adorbs.” Liberty shouted sounding American.

      My forehead creased.

      “I gather you’ve not watched the videos on YouTube where they open them live?”

      “No, and I think I’ll not bother.”

      Pippa grinned and began to remove her coat and that’s when my mouth dropped open as the short-sleeved white t-shirt she wore meant that a sleeve of tattoos was visible all the way down to her wrist.

      “Blouses hide a lot of things.”

      “This artwork is amazing. Who did it for you?”

      “A guy in Acton. He’s really good if you ever want to expand yours. I know you have the design on your hand; how many do you have?”

      I removed my own coat revealing my black t-shirt and my own sleeve of tattoos.

      “Snap!”

      “I also have these up my ankle.” She showed me her trail of daisies that ran up her leg. I imagined my fingers tracing them, going higher.

      “I have them across my chest too. A tribal design. You’ll just have to guess how that looks. I’m not lifting my t-shirt. I’m shy.”

      “Of course you are. But yeah, I think that goes beyond the friend zone.”

      Was that where we were? In a friend zone?

      The lines between boss and employee were definitely blurring.

      “Okay, I’ll go grab some drinks and gingerbread men. Do you two want slushies?”

      While she was at the counter, I kept an eye on the kids who were playing and chattering away and I sat back and relaxed, realising it was a long time since I had done.

      “So, there’s just your mum at home then?”

      “Yeah.”

      Pippa’s gaze went wistful and that’s when she told me all about the loss of her father and I discovered just how much she did for everyone to keep her family together.

      Making me fall for her that little bit harder. Becoming something increasingly difficult to deny to myself.

      “So did Jamie enjoy his football this morning?”

      “Oh he did. His Uncle Zak was, there so that made everything even better.”

      “Uncle Zak?” The guy was her uncle?

      My friend from the hairdressers where I worked. He’s been a good influence on Jamie.

      “Ah.” Shit, what was his influence on Pippa though?

      “You and he ever…?”

      “Oh God, no. He’s a total vain manslut. But he has a heart of gold and he adores Jamie. He took on a distant uncle role. Pops to see him play footie about once a month.”

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked anyway. It’s not appropriate boss behaviour.”

      She smiled at me. “Well, you’re not my boss here, are you? You’re the father of my sister’s playdate, so I think I’ll be the bossy one today. Go get me another gingerbread man.” She ordered.

      “I’ll get my revenge on Monday.” I told her, standing up.

      “No you won’t.” She laughed.
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      For the last month Jude and Addy had met us at the trampoline park. This last Saturday, Jude had come to Jamie’s football and presented him with a Chelsea DVD. I wasn’t sure what was happening. We got along at work. I was learning to anticipate what Jude needed without overstepping. He was explaining more of the processes to me and suggested I could take a few slush pile manuscripts home if I liked, to get an idea of the kind of things he was sent.

      Now, Addison had insisted that Liberty, “My new best friend forever,” came for tea and got to see her playroom. I had to accompany her. The problem was, the more time passed, the more I’d really started to lust after my boss, and the thought crossed my mind that I’d quite like to see his room.

      “So, if you’re bringing Libby around, I’ll make us some pasta. I’m not the best cook ever but I can manage to rustle up spag bol.”

      “Erm, okay.” I agreed, not knowing how I could avoid it given I needed to keep an eye on my sister. I was in deep trouble.

      Maybe I needed to get myself a date? Distract myself from my hot boss.

      It was that which was at the forefront of my mind when Thomas Arkell came in for yet another meeting with Jude. He wasn’t really my type and I didn’t fancy him, but he seemed like a really nice guy and he had no wedding ring. Perhaps I’d flirt with him a little?

      “Hey, Thomas.” I flicked my hair and smiled at him. “Good to see you again. Can I take your coat?”

      He passed it to me and I hung it on the coat stand.

      “Coffee, milk, two sugars, right?”

      “Right.” He smiled. “Have I been coming here too often?”

      Jude came out as I spoke.

      “You couldn’t come here too often, Thomas. It’s always a pleasure to see you.” I flicked my hair and smiled again.

      Jude looked from me to Thomas strangely. “Do you want to come through, Thomas?”

      Thomas looked at me. “Pippa was just getting me a drink.”

      “Oh, I can bring it through, no problem at all.” I answered breezily. “Would you like a cookie to go with it?”

      “Oh wow. I am being spoiled today. That would be great.” He turned to Jude. “You’re so very lucky to have this woman to organise you. I could do with a Pippa.”

      “Yes, well she’s mine.” Jude grumbled. “So don’t get any ideas.” He followed it with a fake sounding laugh.

      “I work alone with a kettle and tea bags. I don’t think I could offer Pippa what you do. Your assistant is safe from me.” Thomas joked.

      Then as he went into Jude’s office, he gave me a wink.

      WTF?

      

      All was revealed when Thomas came back out. “Thank you, Jude. I’ll see you next week. I’m just going to have a word with Pippa before I go.”

      Jude’s expression clouded over again, but he shook Thomas’ hand before going into his office and closing his door, a bit louder than usual.

      Thomas turned to me. “I do believe my publisher is a little bit in love with his assistant.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Oh, Pippa. Did you not notice how jealous he was? When all of that shit went down with Tillie, we were all very sad. Jude is an amazing publisher, but he lost his way for a while. He got back on track when Irene took him in hand, but he’s not had that spark back in him; not until you. You’re bringing the life back into him. So if you feel the same way, for heaven’s sake let him know, or please, let him down gently, won’t you?”

      He looked at my slack-jawed expression.

      “Sorry, that news seems to have knocked you sideways a little. Oh and also, you might want to get your fringe cut. You kept flicking it when you were offering me a drink, looked like you had a tic. I guess you’re not getting it trimmed as regularly now you don’t work at the salon?”

      Could I just crawl under my desk and die?

      “I’ve not had it cut since I started here.” I pretended to blow my fringe out of my eyes when it wasn’t even in them. “I’d better get on that.”

      “Your hair or your boss?” Thomas quipped. “Anyway, I’d better get back. Janet’s having a night out tonight and leaving me in charge of the children. Burgers and chips it is! They’ll be asking me who I am though, I’ve been blasting this next novel out and doing rewrites for the past two weeks.”

      With that he went on his way, and I sat down feeling even more confused.

      Was it possible Jude liked me too?

      And how did a person find out without potentially destroying their employment?
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      Even though I knew Thomas lived happily with his partner and their three children, it still made my hackles rise when I went outside and saw Pippa being extra friendly with him.

      I was being an idiot. She was just being courteous to one of our authors.

      Wasn’t she?

      She’d flicked her hair. The universal sign of a woman flirting.

      Had she been flirting with Thomas?

      Anyway, I couldn’t think of that now. I had my client to talk to.

      

      “Lovely girl that Pippa. You’re very lucky your mother found her.” Thomas said.

      “Yes, she’s a very good assistant.” I replied.

      “Certainly seems to be having a good effect on you. I’ve not seen you so animated and enthusiastic in a long time.” He straightened his tie. “I’ve always stayed loyal because you started my career, Jude, but I have to admit there were times when I was sorely tempted to change publishers, feeling you’d lost your way and weren’t going to find your way back. But Pippa seems to have managed what even good old Irene couldn’t. She’s made you find your old spark. It’s fabulous to see my friend back. Whatever you do, don’t let that one slip through your fingers.”

      “Well, I hope she stays in post, but that’s largely up to Pippa.”

      “Yes, let’s keep pretending we’re talking about her being your assistant. I strongly suggest you do everything you can to hold on to your assistant.”

      I was positive he mumbled ‘preferably around the waist’, but when I looked up from my desk Thomas was his usual composed self and the rest of the meeting passed without anything other than business talk.

      When he left, my mind went into overdrive.

      I couldn’t let her know how I felt, could I?

      What if she rebuffed me and then left her post? Then where would I be?

      No. I really couldn’t risk it.

      A knock came at the door and she walked in. I wasn’t going to be able to get up from behind this desk without a very thick set of files in front of me.

      I was in deep trouble, and she was coming over later for a meal…
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        * * *

      

      Addison was buzzing around like I’d fed her all day on e-numbers alone. The doorbell rang.

      “She’s here. She’s here. She’s here. She’s here.” She went running off and I trailed after her, my heart beating extra fast.

      “Can you move back from the door, sweetie, so that I can actually open it?”

      When I finally got the door open, Libby burst through from the other side. The two girls hugged hard and then Addy grabbed Libby’s hand and they ran in the direction of Addy’s playroom. As she ran through, I heard Libby shout, ‘You didn’t say you lived in a castle’.

      “I almost brought her over an hour early because she was driving me mental asking what time it was.” Pippa said as she followed me into my home. I watched as she took in the interior of my five-bedroomed detached home. “Wow. What a beautiful home.”

      “Thanks. Could you keep an eye on the kids while I just check I haven’t burned the kitchen down to the ground?”

      “Yeah, sure. Is the playroom easy to find if I just walk in the direction the kids went?”

      “Straight on and turn left. There’ll be a trail of toys leading your way towards it.”

      I made my way into the kitchen noting the slight tremor to my body. I was nervous and my mind began swirling with thoughts. What did Pippa’s house in Acton look like? Would she judge me because I had more money? Would it drive a wedge in conversation as my wealth become so apparent? I couldn’t hide who I was. I was a very wealthy man, most of it coming from my parents, but I earned a decent wage of my own. I began to feel like some kind of spoiled prince when I saw myself through Pippa’s eyes. It hadn’t always been this way. I just wanted Addy to have everything she possibly could to make up for the one thing I couldn’t give her—her mother back.

      I walked back into the playroom with two plates of fish fingers, French fries, and beans and put them on the small table I’d set up earlier.

      The girls hurried and began tucking in, while still chattering away, talking with mouths full of food.

      “They’ve not come up for air. I think Libby thought Addy was a real-life princess for a moment.” Pippa took a look around the playroom. “I can see why she made the mistake.”

      I looked at the playroom through Pippa’s eyes. It was a large room, with an art corner, a library corner with a sofa, a dressing up area with play equipment, and a place to eat and drink with friends, though this was the first time anyone had ever been around. I’d been too busy to have people around and also the same rules applied at home—I didn’t want women hitting on me. Some single mums had made their feelings very obvious at the school gates and so had a couple of the married ones. It wasn’t that I thought I was the World’s Most Eligible Bachelor. It was just I wasn’t ugly and even if I was, my wealth made me attractive on its own. Add to that the sob story of Addy’s loss of a mother and well, we were a family who needed ‘saving’ in the eyes of the school gate crowd.

      “You’re thinking she’s spoiled to death, aren’t you?”

      Pippa shrugged. “It’s only what all parents would do if they had the chance. Libby’s spoiled in her own way. I’m actually looking at it, thinking I’d have killed for this room when I was younger. I’m wondering how I can make myself a grown-up version when I finally get my own place.”

      “Have you plans for that?”

      Another shrug. “I can’t see it happening until the kids are a lot older and can help out with our mum. She can’t be on her own when her symptoms are bad.”

      “It can’t be easy, being unable to live your own life. Having restrictions…?”

      “It’s not, but there’s nothing really I can do about it. It’s how the cards have been dealt, and we have a housekeeper now, who I’m hoping will become a full-time carer for Mum in time. I’m just letting Mum get used to her as someone who helps with housework and meals first, and then she’s going to slowly start helping her. My mum’s very proud. I couldn’t just say, you need help. She’d shut down and refuse it.” Pippa picked up a toy from the floor and put it on the shelf it had fallen off from. “Gosh, sorry, I’m oversharing. I’ll shut up now.”

      “No, you’re not. And it’s good we’re getting to know each other better. It helps with our working lives. I understand if you have a problem with your mum that means you need to drop everything and run; you know why I avoid the school gates and send my mother.”

      She laughed. “True.”

      “Come through to the kitchen and I’ll cook us that spag. I have a monitor so we can keep an ear on what the girls are up to.”

      

      Once in the kitchen, Pippa hitched herself onto a stool against the central island while I stood nearby at the oven, putting dry spaghetti into a pot on the hob.

      “Shall we be decadent and have one glass of wine on a school night?” I shook an already open and breathing bottle of red at her.

      “Well seeing as the cork’s out it would be a shame to waste it.”

      I’d thought conversation between us might be awkward, but it wasn’t. We chatted about the kids. Pippa told me more about life with her mother and siblings, and about her previous job.

      I’d moved us to the dining table and Pippa remained polite as she ate some spaghetti that was still clumped together in a huge piece. As we sat eating a chocolate fondant which I’d confessed came from Waitrose, the air around us became more charged. I don’t know if it was the fact the evening had turned dusky, the second sneaky glass of wine each, or the close proximity we were sitting in, but something changed.

      “Are you glad you made the move to Davenport’s?”

      “Yes.” Pippa nodded. “I think the job has potential.”

      Then she looked at me.

      And I stared back at her.

      Chocolate sauce had dripped onto her chin, and I took my thumb and wiped it away.

      “You had a little chocolate sauce there.”

      Pippa’s breath hitched.

      “Thanks.”

      My thumb was still on her chin. We were both caught in the moment.

      Take your hand away, Jude. See if she wants a coffee and leave the table. Once you cross this line, there’s no going back.

      As I dithered, she said quietly. “Do I have sauce anywhere else?”

      Her dark brown eyes were filled with hunger and I leaned forward. “I think there’s some on your mouth. Let me check.”

      And I leaned in and kissed her.

      Her mouth opened surrendering to mine. She tasted of the cinnamon and berries from the red wine, mixed with dark chocolate; while the aroma of orange notes from her perfume filled my nostrils creating a heady mix that I was no match for.

      My hands tangled in the back of her hair and our tongues tangled together as we succumbed to each other.

      Then…

      “DADDDDDYYYY, I KNOCKED OVER MY DRINK.” Boomed out of the monitor. We shot apart, staring at each other. Breathing heavy. Pippa’s chest rose and fell, her nipples stiff peaks through her pale top.

      “I’d better…”

      “Yeah, I’ll help.”

      Pippa grabbed the kitchen towel, and I got a wet cloth and we dashed back to the playroom.

      The moment was broken and shortly after that Pippa and Libby left as time was getting on.

      I got Addy ready for bed, only vaguely listening to her constant chattering about her new best friend, while I wondered if Pippa would show for work the next day, or whether I’d just made a huge mistake.

      But as I replayed the kiss in my head, it had felt anything but.
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      “Pippa, are you even listening to me?” Libby whined as we reached home.

      “Yes, but I also have to concentrate on making sure we get home safely, so you know I can’t answer you every time.” I turned to her and stroked her cheek. “But I know you’ve had the best time with Addy, and I know she had great fun with you.”

      “And I’ll see her again on Saturday at trampolines.”

      “If her daddy can take her.”

      “Oh, I hope he can.” Worry lines creased my little sister’s forehead, and I smoothed them away. “I’m sure he will.” I lied.

      Because I really didn’t know what came next.

      

      “Had a nice time?” Mum asked us both as we walked into the living room. I didn’t have time to reply before Libby launched into a play-by-play of everything from the moment she’d met Addy at the door. I raised a brow, but Mum just smiled and mouthed, ‘Thank you’. I nodded. “I’m going to get a shower and chill in my room. Give me a shout if you need anything. I’ll check in on Jamie.”

      “He’s watching that football DVD in his room again. Again!”

      I laughed. “I’ll have to see if there are any different ones.”

      “Oh well. It could be worse. He could be shouting and screaming at Fortnite.”

      I answered back ‘true’ but it was lost in the loud voice of Libby commanding Mum’s attention for her tales again.

      After saying a quick hi to Jamie, I went into my room, grabbed my robe and hair towel and I went into the bathroom. Standing under the hot stream of water, I finally allowed my thoughts to properly run through the events of the evening and I lingered on the kisses that had happened between us.

      But now what?

      Had we made a mistake?

      Would Jude regret this by tomorrow?

      Was work now going to become the most awkward and uncomfortable place to be?

      And what about Ann? Had I made getting my monthly bonus null and void? If anything did continue with myself and Jude, I would have to tell her. She had given me an amazing opportunity that would benefit my family. That kiss could have ruined it all.

      Yet, I couldn’t regret it myself.

      Not one little bit.
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        * * *

      

      I’d barely been able to sleep, spending the night tossing and turning and dreaming of kisses and tangled bodies. I’d woken up sweating and disoriented. A colder shower had woken me up.

      I laughed at my own pathetic behaviour as I put on a tight skirt and more revealing blouse, before taking them off and changing into plain black trousers and a red blouse with a high neck. I would not be a woman who dressed to seduce her boss.

      Jude would have to make the next move.
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        * * *

      

      “Morning, Pippa.” Jude said, greeting me with enthusiasm, but I noted the tenseness to his shoulders. It was fake buoyance.

      “Morning, Jude.” Jeez, now I was doing it too. “Libby still hasn’t stopped talking about her playdate.”

      “Addison too. What have we done?” He said and I flinched.

      I walked towards the coffee machine turning my back towards Jude. “Coffee?” I busied myself preparing mugs and adding pods, so much so that I didn’t hear Jude behind me until I felt him there, so close I felt his warm breath on the back of my neck, eliciting a shiver running up my spine.

      “I’ve thought about nothing else, Pippa. Nothing else but my mouth on yours.” His voice had a lower cadence than usual, lust dripping with every syllable. “But I understand you might not want to take things any further. Especially given my reputation with previous assistants.”

      I stood still for a moment while I thought about what I wanted.

      Not what my family needed. For once, what did I want?

      My libido was at war with my logic.

      Pushing back my hips and arse, I ground back against him, feeling his hardness against my butt.

      He turned me around, moving us and pushing me up against the back wall. Leaning down, he brushed his lips against mine. Once. Twice, and then hardened the kiss. My mouth opened to allow his tongue to enter.

      And then I drew back. Because he had done this before with assistants. How many had he pushed against this very wall?

      Had he fucked them on the desks?

      I wouldn’t be like the others.

      He groaned as he moved back. “I’m sorry. I thought you wanted it too. Let’s just forget it happened, okay? I don’t want to lose you.”

      I straightened my shirt. “I don’t want to forget it, Jude. But I won’t be another assistant you fuck. You want something to happen between us then you date me properly. I want to be wined and dined. Romanced. I’m not willing to put my career on the line for a quick fuck on a desk. I won’t go where assistants went before.”

      Jude smiled and I saw the tension leave his body. “I can date you?”

      “Yeah. We’ll take it slow.”

      “So can I pick you up tonight? I know a gorgeous little Italian off the beaten track.”

      “That sounds nice. Do they know how to separate pasta there so it’s not in thick lumps?”

      He put a hand over his face, peeking through his fingers. “I didn’t stir it enough because I was too distracted by the gorgeous woman in my kitchen.”

      “Flatterer. Anyway, you can’t be getting distracted at work. Not when you’ve just been gaining your work mojo back, so let’s agree to keep our work life as exactly that, deal? Keep the boundaries of personal and professional well apart.”

      “I’ll agree to that in a few minutes,” he said, and he kissed me again.
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      I still had an ongoing argument between my inner voice shouting ‘this is a mistake, a risk,’ and my body that was going, ‘he is such a fucking hottie, let’s jump his bones’. It had been a while.

      Finally ready, I came downstairs dressed in a black sleeveless dress that stretched to my knees and had a V-neck just the right side of respectable. I wore my heels that tied with ribbons up my ankles, and then accessorised with a bag and clutch that were plain black with red embroidered roses. I’d gone for a smoky eye but left off my lipstick in case kissing happened. God, I hoped kissing happened.

      I needn’t have worried. As I climbed into the passenger seat of Jude’s Mercedes, he took one look at me and groaned.

      “Fuck, Pippa. Can we skip the meal and order in after I take you to bed? I’m only hungry for one thing and that’s you.”

      And my body won out over my brain as I replied.

      “Take me to yours.”

      Ann had Addy and so as we pulled up in front of the double garage, Jude departed the car, came around my side and helped me out, his hands sliding around my back and grazing my buttocks. Closing the car door, he scooped me up placing me over his shoulder and opened the front door, carrying me in.

      “Put me down.” I yelled.

      “Not until we reach my bedroom.” He said. “But I’ll hurry up.” He took the stairs two at a time and I squealed, unsure if it was with fright or delight.

      As he turned me the right way around and put me on my feet, I went a little dizzy and leaned towards him. “Falling for me. I like it.” He quipped and then he picked me up again, placing me on the edge of the bed.

      My breath hitched as he knelt before me placing a hand on each ankle.

      “I’ve wanted to touch you so fucking bad all day.”

      His right hand trailed up, following the path of the daisy chain and beyond until he couldn’t access any higher. He pulled me further forwards and hitched up my skirt. Then his fingers started their path again until he trailed them across the front of my lace panties.

      “I can feel your panties are wet, Pippa. I bet if I touch you there, you’ll be soaked for me.”

      I swallowed. “Find out.”

      Lifting my buttocks, Jude pulled my panties down and off, so I sat there, the bottom of my dress rucked up, in killer heels and nothing else. My bare pussy felt the warmth of his breath as he got closer and teased me with a finger, running it through my wetness, teasing my nub and then pushing inside me.

      “Ohhh.”

      “Just as I thought. Soaked. More for me to taste.” Jude leaned closer and his tongue licked up my centre.

      Leaning back, he looked at me through hooded eyes as he licked his lips. “You taste so good on me.”

      Returning to my core, his tongue licked and sucked and nibbled until I was bucking furiously against him. His hands were on my buttocks to stop me falling off the bed as he ate me up.

      Then I was soaring, spasming and trembling against his mouth as he held on wringing out every last tremor from my body. As I went seemingly boneless, he got to his knees, lifted me up and put me on the bed resting my head against his pillows.

      My eyes finally took in my surroundings having been focused entirely on Jude. His room was decorated in pale greys, and there was no doubt in my mind it had all been done by an interior designer. The duvet was black and dark grey squares and made of the softest cotton, the quilt so thick I felt this must be what being in the womb would be like.

      My eyes returned to Jude’s hungry gaze.

      “Strip for me.” I commanded.

      “Bossy. I like it.”

      “You might be the boss of me in the office, but in the bedroom, I get to call the shots too.” I winked.

      Jude shuffled off the bed and loosened his tie. He threw it beside me on the pillow. “In case we need it later.” His belt followed the same path. My eyes drank him in as his jacket and shirt hit the floor and I took in the sight of those perfectly sculpted abs. My tongue ached to lick his body all across the tribal tattoo that adorned his chest and then all the way down that happy trail…

      His trousers came off next and his socks, until he was standing in front of me in just his boxer briefs. Walking to his bedside table he took out a condom and put it on the top of the table, and then he dropped his pants.

      “I have to go for extra-large.” He grinned.

      He wasn’t kidding, his dick was mighty, and I couldn’t wait to see what he could do with it.

      I sat up and pulled my dress over my head and then I pulled off my black satin bra so that all that remained were my black heels with their silk ties. Reaching down to the laces I stopped when Jude growled, “leave them on.”

      I smirked. “Kinky.”

      “I can be. But we’d better start slowly. I don’t want to tire you out too early.”

      With that he leaped onto the bed at the side of me. He pulled me on top of him, so I was straddling his thighs.

      “Okay, boss lady. How do you want me?” He said. I answered him by moving and putting him in my mouth.

      “Oh my fucking god, Pippa. Yes.” He arched up and I took him to the back of my throat. I sucked, twirled my tongue around the tip, and lightly scratched his balls until he was spurting into my mouth and I savoured every last drop.

      “You taste good on me too.” I said, as Jude rolled me underneath him.

      His mouth trailed up the side of my neck, licking and biting and I quivered under his touch. After a while I felt him grow hard again. He moved and sheathed himself before positioning himself between my legs.

      “You sure about this? There’s no going back once we do this.”

      “I’ve swallowed your cum. The professional boundaries are already obliterated, just fuck me already.” I ordered.

      He plunged into me. “God, when you say the word fuck it makes my cock rock hard.”

      “Fuck me hard, Jude.”

      He did and I grasped his buttocks feeling them clench as he thrust in and out of me with measured strokes. Then his pace quickened, and I thrust my own hips back with vigour until we were both going over the edge.

      Jude pulled me to the side of him, nestling me inside his warm muscular embrace.

      “That was something else, Pippa. I can’t explain it. Other than it was just more.”

      My heart beat faster. Was this just a line Jude trotted out to every woman that ended up in his bed, or did he really feel we could be something more?

      God, listen to me. I was just another pathetic female, hankering for a guy’s attention.

      “I bet you say that to all the girls.” I sighed.

      His body went taut. “No, actually. You’re the first I’ve said it to, and the first I’ve brought home and into my bed.”

      I wiggled in his arms until I was facing him. “Really?”

      “Yes, really. I don’t know what you think you know about me, Pippa, but I think you’ve got me all wrong.”

      I stroked his cheek. “I’m sorry. It was the ‘history with assistants’ thing. Made me assume you were a manslut like Zak. I shouldn’t have.”

      “I’m no virgin, but then you aren’t too, right? So please take my compliments as I mean them. It’s not easy for me to say these things to you. I have Addison. If we do this, we have to take things slow. I can’t get her hopes up; not when she’s obsessed with finding a mother figure.”

      “I have my own family to think of too as you know. So slow and steady wins the race for me, although maybe you should have taken me on that date after all, rather than straight to bed.”

      “My head says slow, my heart and body says fuck it.” Jude confessed. “You’re going to kill me, Pippa Nettleton.”

      I lifted the sheets and looked at his stiff cock. “Yeah, your body definitely says fuck it.” I told him, “now what plans did you have for that tie and the belt?” He rolled me under him again and then I found out.
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      I’d got home late; everyone was in bed. I’d showered at Jude’s and as I laid in bed I could smell the spice of his shower gel on my skin. Sliding down my sheets, I felt the burn between my legs from our frenzied fucking. I replayed his words in my mind, hardly believing that we had got to this stage after our first frosty meeting.

      But I knew one thing. I needed to meet with Ann to see what she wanted me to do. I had this job because of her. I hoped she wasn’t too disappointed because Jude was working hard again, but I’d understand her having reservations about a possible repeat of #AssistantGate.

      The next morning at work was full of knowing smiles passing between Jude and I, and stolen kisses, but we did keep ourselves behaving professionally—for the most part anyway.

      Jude went to a meeting at ten and a few minutes later I locked the door and popped to the cafeteria for a selection of pastries, given that Ann was due to arrive at ten-fifteen.

      She breezed into the office in Fendi, and as I greeted her, she air-kissed me on both cheeks and then gave me a hug.

      “I need to thank you. Jude is a different man since you came on board.” She removed her jacket and placed it over the sofa arm at the side of her, patting the seat at the other side. “Now come, let’s have a drink and one of these delicious pastries and you can tell me how you’ve found it working for Jude. Did you get your bonus payment okay?”

      “I did thank you.”

      “Good.”

      I took a deep breath. “So, I need to talk to you about something, and, well, I’ll understand if you want me to finish today and pack my things, and I will refund the bonus payment.”

      Ann’s eyes widened. “Heavens, what have you done? Killed him? Don’t worry, I’m sure there were grounds.” She laughed.

      “No, I- I’ve fallen for him. I wasn’t immune, Ann. I’m sorry. I messed up.”

      Ann tilted her head to look at me and a smile slowly crossed her lips until it became a huge beam.

      “Oh you’ve not messed up, darling. That’s exactly what I hoped would happen.”

      It was my turn to go wide-eyed. “Pardon?”

      “Darling.” She squeezed my knee. “All the time you’ve been at the salon and telling me how you care for your family, I thought I wished my Jude would find someone like this girl. Then when I got the idea about the assistant post, I saw it as the perfect opportunity to put you in his path. But I wanted you to get to know him first, so I told you I chose you because you seemed immune to good looks and being charmed. If you have ‘fallen for him’ as you put it, even when you’ve no doubt seen him behaving like a shit, then I know it’s the real deal. You have my total blessing, Pippa.”

      “But what if it all goes wrong?”

      “It all went wrong before for Jude. We got through it. You can’t live life on whatifs.”

      “So you don’t want me to leave, or give you your money back?”

      “Absolutely not. You carry on building the relationship with my son, and besides, you’re a fabulous assistant. The bonus payments will continue hitting your bank account at each month end.”

      The door slammed open making us both startle and an angry and puce-faced Jude stormed in. He looked at me like I was shit on his shoe.

      “Bonus payments? God, I thought I’d met someone genuine but you’re just like the others. A money grabbing whore.”

      I gasped. “Jude, it’s not—”

      “Get out. I need to speak to my mother about why she’s felt the need to pay someone to ‘build a relationship with me’.”

      “Jude, you’re getting this all wrong.” Ann said.

      He glared at me, eyes dripping cold fury. “Did you, or did you not get paid a monthly bonus payment to be here?”

      I nodded.

      “How much was I worth?”

      I sighed. “Five thousand pounds. But if you listen to your mother and think about my life, you might understand.”

      “Get the fuck out and don’t come back.” He enunciated slowly.

      “Jude!” His mother yelled, but I’d already grabbed my bag and run out of the door.
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      I’d actually thought Pippa was different. And then I stood at the door, my meeting curtailed early by a no-show and listened to the conversation between my mother and Pippa. The door carelessly left ajar so anyone passing could have heard them. It just happened to be me.

      “So you don’t want me to leave, or give you your money back?”

      “Absolutely not. You carry on building the relationship with my son, and besides, you’re a fabulous assistant. The bonus payments will continue hitting your bank account at each month end.”

      Pippa had been paid a bonus to build a relationship with me. Five thousand pounds. That was some payment for a fuck. She was no better than a whore. When she’d gone, my teeth were clenched and my fists tight. I needed a punchbag, or to break something.

      I wasn’t expecting my mother to slap my face.

      “Ow. What the hell was that for? I’ve not done anything wrong. You’re the one paying people to sleep with me.”

      “You’ve slept with her?”

      That wrongfooted me and I slumped down on the sofa. “You know that. She’s just told you.”

      “No she hasn’t. She just told me she’d fallen for you. She asked if I wanted her to leave because that wasn’t part of our agreement.”

      I placed my head in my hands. “I’m so confused. You’d better tell me what’s going on.”

      “I asked Pippa to take the job as your assistant because I knew she wouldn’t fall for your patter if you laid it on her. I also expected you to be a complete arsehole bastard to work for. So to get her to leave her previous regular employment, I offered her a monthly bonus for every month she stayed. She took it because her mother is ill and needs care and Pippa knew she could start making improvements to her home if she took the job. Five thousand is nothing to me; but for Pippa, she can pay for a carer to help with her mum, a childminder to help with the children, and she’s started to make plans for a room downstairs to be converted to a bedroom with a wet room for her mother.”

      I groaned. “Oh God. I fucked up so bad.”

      My mum started yelling. “You think? You called the woman a whore, Jude. A whore. I’m ashamed of you. Truly. I suggest you get over your pity party and go apologise before it’s too late.”

      “I will. I will. Oh God, what have I done?” My eyes were darting around as I tried to think what to do for the best. All I could picture was my rage and name calling and her darting from the office. She hadn’t even grabbed her coat she’d run so fast.

      My mum stood. “You couldn’t help what happened with Tillie. You weren’t to know how things would turn out. But this with Pippa. It’s all on you. I love that girl. I’ve known her a hell of a long time, and when she met me today, she asked me if I wanted her to leave. If I wanted her to pay back the money because she’d fallen for you. That’s how money-orientated she is. I hoped you’d get together. It’s one of the reasons why I put her in post. Someone like Pippa is who you need. Kind, caring, and she understands the needs of small children. This is on you, Jude. If you mess up again, then you put yourself back together from now on. You’re a grown man. Time to start acting like one.”

      With that my mum stood, tapped my shoulder and left.

      And I sat on the sofa wondering what the hell my next step was from here.
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      I was destroyed.

      In tears.

      Angry at Jude.

      Disappointed at myself.

      Angry with myself for falling for my boss.

      Even angrier that I’d lost my job.

      How did I provide for my family now?

      I’d taken the leap from my safe, reliable, regular job.

      And landed in a tangle of broken pieces, including my heart.

      

      I didn’t know where to go or what to do. If I went home, I could feign illness, but my mother would see straight through it. It wasn’t the first heartbreak I’d experienced. Then she’d start worrying about money and I didn’t need anyone else’s problems right at this minute. I had enough with my own. Wandering the streets, I passed a hotel. I had enough in my bank account to book a night. I didn’t have to rush home. My mum and the kids were taken care of, although it hit me that I would have to give the housekeeper/carer and childminder their notice.

      What a mess. Just when things had been going so right. Burdens had just begun to lift from me and now they came crashing back down.

      My life would never be my own. I may as well accept it.

      I walked into the hotel to see if they had any rooms ready to check into. Booked in, I dashed to the room, threw myself on my bed and cried the most desperate and empty tears I’d experienced since I’d lost my father.

      Not thirty minutes later my phone had started bleeping with text notifications.

      
        
        Jude: I’m so very sorry. I fucked up. I know the truth now. Where are you? Can we talk?

        Jude: I know you’ll be mad at me. I don’t expect you to forgive me straightaway. My words were unforgivable, but please hear me out?

        Jude: I need to see you so badly. Please Pippa.

        Ann:  My son is a fuckwit. I’ve told him it’s on him to sort this out. I can have you moved to another office on a different floor. Don’t worry about your job.

        

      

      But I did. Because I’d still be near Jude and then there’d be gossip of why I didn’t work for him anymore. Oh, I’d manage without the bonus payments. I’d only received one. Life would just return to normal, but to have to work in the same building as him… Yet unless I found another job quickly, I’d have no choice. Where could I find a really high-paying job fast? Maybe I should be the whore he accused me of being. A high class one.

      Wait a minute…

      I didn’t have to be a whore.

      But I could be an escort…

      

      I dialled Ann’s number.

      “Pippa, darling. Are you okay? I’ve been out of my mind worrying about you.”

      “I’m upset, naturally, but I’m sure I’ll get over it. That’s not what I’m calling you about though. It’s about a job.”

      “I can get you transferred no problem.”

      “No. Thank you. I’m not going back there.”

      “Do you need a reference then? I’m more than happy to provide one.”

      “No. I want a job. With you.”

      “I’m not following, darling. Oh… you mean…”

      “I want to be an escort. No sex, just escorting rich men to functions. I need to start as soon as possible please.”

      “Oh, Pippa. Please don’t be hasty. I’m sure Jude will be on his knees to apologise very, very soon.”

      “Your son called me a whore. I’d hate to disappoint him. I might just land one of the rich men you fix me up with.”

      “You’re hurting, Pippa. Please take a few days and if you still feel the same on Monday we will talk more about my company. Though I will point out again, I don’t run a brothel.”

      “But that’s not how your son would see it though, is it? Not that I’ll ever breathe a word of it to him.”

      “My son needs to grow up. Maybe it’s time I do tell him exactly what I do and how I met his father.”

      “Well that’s for you to decide. Prepare to be called a whore like I was.”

      “His words were disgraceful, but he thought I’d been paying you to seduce him, Pippa. We all make mistakes in life. All I’m saying, is take time to think about what you really want and don’t do anything out of vengeance towards Jude. He’s an idiot but I know he can’t take much more. He’s a beautiful, broken boy, is my son.”

      I hung up. Right now, I didn’t need to hear how broken her son was. I was tired of thinking about other people. I sent for a bottle of wine on room service and then drank myself to sleep.

      

      When I woke, my eyes were so puffy I could barely see out of them, my head was banging, and my tongue felt like I’d licked dog fur. I struggled to my feet and used both mugs provided to make two strong black coffees. I’d need both. Then I ran the shower and stood under it until I started to feel human again. I texted my mum and lied saying I was going out straight from work and I’d be back around ten. Then I ordered food from room service so I could try to feel human again. My tears had stopped. Now I just felt bitter and numb.

      Leaning back against the pillows, I decided I’d do one escort job for Ann; just to put an extra few pounds into my bank account, and then I’d search for a new PA post, one with decent prospects. I was good at it and I enjoyed it. My receptionist post had been given to someone else and I owed it to myself to not go backwards anyway, but to move on. I’d focus on my career and forget all about Jude bloody Davenport.

      And the text notifications that still kept appearing.

      I lasted thirty-two minutes exactly before I looked at them.

      
        
        Jude: I totally get why you’re not talking to me. I’m a complete tosser.

        Jude: I meant what I said. I saw a future with you Pippa. Please don’t let one mistake ruin this.

        Jude: If you don’t contact me, I’m coming to your house.

        

      

      Shit! That last text had come through ten minutes ago. I picked up my phone.

      
        
        Pippa: Don’t come to the house. I’m not there. I don’t want to see you right now.

        Jude: Where are you?

        Pippa: In a hotel. I’m going to look for my next trick.

        Jude: I deserved that. I am so very sorry. You are the most beautiful, caring woman I’ve ever met. I can only keep apologising and hope you’ll forgive me.

        Pippa: I’m not sure I can.

        Jude: I’m not prepared to let you go.

        Pippa: You don’t have that choice, Jude. Now leave me alone. I’m turning off my phone. Do not contact my family. That’s something I could never forgive you for.

        Jude: That means maybe you might eventually forgive my harsh words. I hope I don’t cause you any more upset this evening. I’m here if you change your mind and want to talk.

        

      

      I didn’t reply to that. Though neither did I turn my phone off. Instead, I spent time re-reading his messages and thinking random thoughts until finally feeling somewhat human, I checked out of the hotel and went home.

      

      Once the weekend had passed, I pretended I’d booked annual leave.

      “Already?” Mum said.

      “Jude’s on a business trip, so it made sense.” I lied.

      “Well, it will be nice to have you home. Fancy a trip to a garden centre for a potter around?”

      “Sounds good.” I said, and it really did. My family were the most important thing to me, not wealthy name-calling bosses.

      Oh God, I was thinking about him again…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      “Meet me for lunch at Taylor’s.” My mum’s voice came down the line.

      “I don’t want to, Mum. I just want to get my head down and work. I have twice as much to do now my assistant has abandoned me.”

      “It’s about your assistant, and also about me. Leave your judgements at the door on your way in. I’ll see you at midday.”

      I hung up wondering what on earth my mother was talking about. But if it was connected with Pippa, I was going. I called my lunchtime and afternoon appointments and cancelled them and got ready to drive to Taylor’s.

      

      Taylor’s was an upmarket bistro in Mayfair. All genuine Art Deco antiques and gold fittings. The maître d′ escorted me towards my mother, who greeted and kissed me on both cheeks before sitting back down. She ordered a gin and tonic. I asked for a scotch.

      “Make it a double for him.” Mum said.

      “Good job I cancelled my afternoon appointments.”

      “I know you did. I rang Debra to get her to cancel them and she said it was already done.” Debra was one of my father’s assistants. He was so busy he needed two.

      “So what did you want to talk to me about, Mum?”

      “Let’s wait until we get our drinks, shall we, and have ordered our food. The drink because you’ll need it and the food to make sure you stay.”

      My eyes narrowed. “I’m not getting a good feeling about this.”

      My mum just shrugged. “Could go either way, darling.”

      “Hence why you’ve brought me to one of the busiest, swankiest places in London, so I don’t cause a scene.”

      “Well, you do have form.” She answered curtly.

      I sighed. The bartender brought over our drinks and I took a sip.

      “So. Pippa has asked me for a job, and I wanted to run it by you first?”

      “A job? What job? Is she wanting to transfer to another office? She doesn’t want to move to another branch, does she? Is she leaving London?”

      “For God’s sake, Jude, stop panicking. She wants a job at my company.”

      I looked at my mum blankly. “You don’t have a company. Does she want to help with your charity work?”

      My mum’s hands fidgeted around her glass. “This is why I’ve brought you here. You see, I do have a company and it does rather well. But it’s extremely elite and no one knows I run it, or that it’s connected to the Davenport’s in any way.”

      “Go on.”

      “This is where I need you to hear me out entirely and not make a huge scene where you call me a whore or say something similar in your conversation.”

      I felt my face drain of all its colour. She couldn’t mean…

      “I run a high-class escort agency, Jude. No prostitutes. Just dates for the upper classes who can’t get them for themselves. Specifically, it’s for charity functions. My employees are collected from the function and taken straight home. If they meet up with their client again, that’s on them, but I’ve not had many who do. There has been a marriage or two though because of it. Including mine and your fathers.”

      “What?”

      “Close your mouth, darling, there’s a draft.”

      Close my mouth? My mother just told me she ran an escort agency and she’d met my father while she’d been one.

      I swallowed several mouthfuls of scotch, the burn causing me to cough, and requiring me to follow it with a large chug of water.

      “I think you’d better run that by me again, and then you need to explain what this has to do with Pippa.” A lightbulb moment went off in my head and I stilled, the water glass in my hand. “God, you didn’t meet her at the hairdressers at all, did you? She’s one of your women.”

      My mum slowly picked up her gin. “Don’t be silly, darling. Pippa worked at my salon exactly as I said. Though I do believe it’s my ability to choose the right date for the right person that made me realise she’d be the perfect assistant for you.”

      We were interrupted as our food arrived.

      Then during lunch my mother told me all the details of her secret business and how she’d met my father. I ordered several more scotches.

      

      “Okay, so you have your company, which seems a sound business idea actually given that it doesn’t cross the boundaries of decent moral behaviour.”

      “Well, I’m glad the man who slept with several assistants approves of my business.” Mum said, her voice laden with heavy sarcasm.

      “It’s okay with me if Pippa wants some secretarial work there with you. I’d rather she came back to work with me, but I know she needs to keep earning to support her family, so if that’s the alternative, at least she wouldn’t be out of my life altogether.”

      “Heavens. You’re my son, Jude, but sometimes you’re beyond stupid. She doesn’t want a job in the secretarial field. She wants to be an escort.”

      “Absolutely no fucking way.” I yelled, making heads swoop around.

      “That’s my membership cancelled.” Mum huffed.

      “She is not taking a job as an escort.” I said a lot less loudly.

      “Well, I had my own feelings on that.” Mum said, and then she told me her idea.
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      My mum thought I had a date.

      I did. Just not with a guy I met at work like I told her.

      Instead, on this ordinary seeming Tuesday evening, I was meeting a wealthy gentleman called Leon at a charity dinner at The Dorchester. My throat felt like I’d swallowed a golf ball, and my palms wouldn’t stop sweating, even though Ann had confirmed that the men who booked escorts were referenced and had signed iron clad agreements that there would be no inappropriateness with the exception of a small hand to the back in front of others or a whisper in an ear.

      I’d expected to be picked up by the client in the car, but Ann didn’t allow that. I was to be dropped off at the venue and met inside, then picked up and dropped home the same way.

      “The car’s here, Mum. See you later.” I yelled.

      “Have a great time.” She shouted back. “Text me to let me know you arrived safely.”

      “I will.” I answered. I had to text Ann too.

      I was glad my mum hadn’t looked out of the window to see the Bentley that had come for me. A driver got out, tipped his cap at me and then opened my door. Safely inside, he drove me to the venue and pulled up outside the private entrance on Park Lane, before once more opening my door.

      “Text Ann once you’re inside and she’ll tell you what to do next.”

      “Thank you.” I told him. I heard the waver in my voice from my nerves. The driver nodded his head, wished me a good evening and left.

      With a deep breath I made my way inside. A large event banner inside advertised the charity auction for You Matter a charity who helped vulnerable children. It hit my heart hard that there were children so much worse off than me, Jamie, and Libby; and also for that matter, Addy.

      
        
        Ann:	Your date will meet you in the ballroom, you’re on Table Four.

        

      

      Handing in my coat in the cloakroom, I freshened up in the bathroom and made my way into the main venue. The opulence of the venue took my breath away. The floor was white with large gold swirls and there were gold columns, pieces of art, and a crystal chandelier. I searched for table four. The place was bustling with activity and people chattering and laughing. I found my place at the table, but my date was nowhere to be seen. There was no place-name beside mine either. Had he cancelled?

      Then a familiar voice came from behind me. “Hello, Pippa.”

      I rose from my seat slowly and prepared myself for facing the man I’d been avoiding for days.

      “Hello, Jude. I suppose it’s not totally unexpected I’d bump into you at a charity event, but I don’t have long. My date will be here soon.”

      “I am your date. Leon is my middle-name.”

      Scowling at him, I started to move away from the table, but Jude grabbed my arm.

      “You’re in breach of contract, Jude. You’re only allowed to touch the small of my back, remember? And if you’re expecting extras given you think I’m a whore, you’d better study that contract even closer.”

      His eyes looked dark and shadowed beneath but his chin jutted upwards with determination. “If you sit back down at the table, I’ll donate fifty thousand pounds to the charity at the end of the evening.”

      “F-fifty thousand pounds?” I choked out. He’d put me in an impossible position and he knew it. Sitting back down in my seat, I glared at him. “I’m only sitting down for the charity, not for you.” I looked straight ahead.

      “I know, but I’m hoping it’ll give me enough time to apologise profusely.”

      “Don’t bet on it.”

      The rest of the table filled and introductions were made.

      “Hello, Jude. My, you’ve grown into a fine fellow. And who do we have here?”

      “This is my girlfriend, Pippa.” Jude said. I choked on my drink and didn’t have time to correct him. Too busy coughing, the conversation moved on.

      “Fine fellow is Jude, young lady”, the man said. “Incredible things he’s achieved, and we’ve always been able to count on him. Dab hand with our dogs when he was younger, he was. They adored him. Stayed with him when we went on our holidays.”

      “So I’m used to being in the dog house,” Jude whispered in my ear. I had to try not to smile.

      “So how did you two meet?” The man’s wife asked.

      “On a street corner.” I said deadpan.

      She looked from Jude to me for clarification. He laughed. “Pippa is my personal assistant at Davenport’s, and yes, we all know what happened with Tillie, but I’m a firm believer lightning doesn’t strike twice, and well, when love comes calling, I’m not going to send it away just because of what happened in the past.”

      Love?

      Jude wasn’t playing fair. I could feel my defences being worn down when I was doing my best to stay angry at him, but he’d donated fifty grand to charity, called me his girlfriend, and said the L word in reference to me. It was kind of negating his outburst, vile though the word used was.

      I drank more champagne and could feel myself thawing. He had been out of order and angry, but he’d heard something that made him defensive.

      He’d apologised since. Maybe if he carried on grovelling awhile, I’d give him a second chance. I’d name-called people myself in the past, especially some exes. I was no innocent.

      Maybe I’d forgive him. If I saw some more of his Mr Nice Guy side.

      After our meal, the tables were cleared of everything apart from the champagne which carried on flowing. I made sure to stick to water, so that alcohol didn’t sway my ability to make a decision regarding Jude.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen.” The compere on the stage said. “If I could have your attention please. We are about to start the evening’s auction. So, if I could invite the patron of You Matter up to the stage to say a few words.” He gestured to Jude.

      Oh, holy fuck.

      It was Jude’s charity.

      Ann Davenport was one crafty businesswoman. When I’d met her on Monday afternoon, she had made out as if she really didn’t want me to take the job, and yet all along she’d known it was Jude’s event.

      Well played, Mrs Davenport. Well played.

      Jude pushed back his chair and moved forward. He took the stairs up onto the stage, and after shaking the compere’s hand, he stood in front of the microphone and began speaking.

      “I set up You Matter after my daughter lost her mother. My ex was an addict. My daughter was lucky as she had two parents, but some children are not as lucky, and as I learned when I found out the people my ex used to hang around with, some of the children had parents who were both addicts. The more I researched, the more I found that there were children being neglected due to having parents suffering from various addictions, not just substance abuse; and also for other reasons: financial, mental health problems. The list is endless. And so my charity was born. Every penny you pledge tonight for the auction prizes will go straight to the charity. There will also be collectors coming to the tables for donations. I myself am starting the night by donating fifty thousand pounds of my own money.”

      The audience gasped.

      After a short video played on the screen about the charity’s work that broke my heart, Jude spoke again.

      “All that’s left is for me to wish you a pleasant evening. Thank you once again for joining me here and please give what you can.”

      Everyone was on their feet clapping and cheering, and I joined them, as tears streamed down my face for the man who’d had to put his little girl back together after the loss of her mother. Who still fought for her every single day.

      He was forgiven.

      

      “Have you been crying?” Jude said when he eventually made his way back to the table, having been stopped several times by other guests.

      “Maybe a little. It’s an emotional subject to me, vulnerable children.”

      “Of course. I understand.”

      “You’re an amazing father, Jude.”

      He beamed at me. “Thanks. I do my best.”

      He scuffed his shoe against the floor a little. I expected The Dorchester staff to swoop in at any moment to protect their precious flooring.

      “Are you starting to forgive me? Just a bit?”

      I pressed my lips together then released them. “Maybe, but, Jude, if you ever call me anything like that again, there’ll be no coming back from it. Do you understand? I fully expect we’ll argue, couples do, but if you call me a whore again, or anything on those lines, you won’t see me for dust.”

      He placed his hand upon mine on the table. “I won’t ever make the same mistake, I promise you. From now on I will shower you with compliments only.”

      “We will row, Jude. I might call you a twat many more times.”

      “I can live with that.” He said. “So, can we call tonight a date?”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m working tonight, but it is my last day at this job. On Monday, I start back at Davenport Publishing. Have you heard of it?”

      “I’ve heard the boss is a right dickhead.”

      “He has his moments, but most of the time he’s a delight.”

      Jude held my hand for almost the rest of the night.

      As my car arrived for me, Jude enveloped me in his arms.

      “I wish you weren’t going home. I’m desperate for you.”

      “We’re taking things slow this time, Jude, and I mean it. We can date a couple of times a week, and then Saturdays we’ll keep our playdate with the kids.”

      “This is going to kill me.”

      “A month. Date me for a month without further incident and then I’ll… let you kiss me.”

      “Kiss you? I can’t kiss you for a whole month? I’m dying here, Pippa. Dying.”

      I laughed as the car arrived and I said goodnight to Jude and went home.
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        One month later

      

      

      A month had flown by. Well, it had to me, but not to the man who protested he had blue balls. We were at the trampoline park giving the kids an extra treat as it wasn’t a Saturday, and they’d gone off chattering and playing.

      “You know our kiss that I’m allowed today...”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, you didn’t specify it had to be on your mouth. I think I’ll kiss somewhere further south.”

      I clenched my thighs together. “Stop it. We’re in a kids play place for God’s sake.”

      “Yes, I think I’ll peel off your panties and part your thighs with my hands and then lower myself between your thighs and kiss you right on your wet pussy. I’ll tongue you, making sure that my tongue dips inside you, in and out, until you’re pushing yourself against my face, desperate to have me deep inside you.”

      “Jude!”

      He rolled his eyes at me. “I don’t know what else you expect, given it’s been a month now. A very long month. A very hard month.”

      

      It had been a fantastic month. Work was going well, and an announcement had been made about Thomas Arkell’s serialisation that the press and readers were going mad for. A pre-order for the first part of the first serial had been set up and it had hit the Sunday Times Bestsellers List. Work had been so busy that to be honest there wouldn’t have been much opportunity for shenanigans in the office even if we hadn’t been on a month’s ban. Also, I was still determined not to go there. Jude still had a past within the walls of that office, even if we were working towards a future.

      Mum had applied for and received a grant for further adaptations to our home, so my extra savings were helping to pay for Teri, mum’s carer, for now. Mum had finally accepted she needed more help and saw Teri more as a friend who helped, which was what I’d hoped for. Mum was applying for funding for extra carer support now she wasn’t as stubborn about it all, so hopefully that would take over when my savings ran out but if not, we’d manage. We’d managed before.

      Ann was happy that for one thing I didn’t want to be an escort anymore; for a second, that I’d returned to Davenport’s; and thirdly, and she said most importantly, that me and Jude were giving things another chance.

      We’d also eventually made it to the Italian restaurant where we were supposed to have our first date.

      “Penny for them?”

      “I was just thinking of how nice the Italian restaurant was.”

      Jude tilted his head. “No you weren’t; you were imagining my head between your legs.”

      I slid my hand under the table and stroked across his cock. It was already rock hard.

      “It’s a month today. You have to let me kiss you.”

      “Yeah, but that’s all I’m doing. I think another month for some lower-half action, don’t you?”

      He smiled at me wickedly. “Well, no, because you’ve already broken that rule.”

      Damn it, I had with my teasing.

      “I suppose I’ll let you kiss me then. Here.” I pointed to my mouth.

      He leaned over and kissed me briefly.

      “Not now! What if the kids see?”

      “They’re on the trampolines, far too busy to think about us.”

      He was so wrong.

      

      
        
        JUDE

      

      

      “Daddy. Daddy. We saw you kiss. Is Pippa your girlfriend?”

      “Pippa has a boyfriend! K I S S I N G.”

      Oh God.

      “Erm, well, Addy. Yes, Pippa is my girlfriend now. But it’s very new, so don’t get overexcited about the whole—”

      “Can we be bridesmaids?” They both chirruped at once.

      “We’re nowhere near getting married. We are only just boyfriend and girlfriend, and do you remember what I told you, Addy? You have to make sure the person is the right one for you.”

      “I can tell Pippa is the right person, Daddy. If you can’t, well then you’re stooopid.”

      “Addy, you’re being too bossy and rude. We’ve spoken about this.”

      “Huh, you can’t tell me what to do.”

      “Pippa and my mum are like that too.” Liberty joined in. “Always saying things like I can’t say ‘bloody hell’ and then they say it.”

      “Well, I say that you should bloody marry Pippa.” Addy said showing off. Libby giggled.

      “Okay, I think it’s time to go home. Someone needs an early night, and tomorrow there’s no playroom for saying that word.”

      “Whatever. I’ll get my way, Daddy, I always do.”

      I sighed. “You might be the boss of me, Addy, but you’re not the boss of Pippa.”

      Addy’s eyes scrunched up, and she placed her hands on her hips.

      “We’ll see about that, because Libby is on my side.” She said haughtily.

      “Yes, I am.” Libby grinned.

      They went running off back to the trampolines.

      Pippa burst out laughing.

      “That’s us told.”

      I took her words as a really good sign for our future.

      “Let’s get them home, and then while they have their sleepover, we can have ours.” I whispered in her ear.

      “And you call Addy bossy.” She replied.

      

      
        
        THE END
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      “She’s gone.”

      Silence greeted Max. It was the kind of silence that made him wish he already had a shot of something strong and potent in his hand.

      “Hello?”

      “Yes, I’m here, dear. What do you mean, she’s gone?” his mom asked.

      He ran a hand through his short hair and blew out a breath. “I mean, she’s gone. Her side of the wardrobe has been cleared out; all the things on the dresser are missing. She just wasn’t here when I got home.”

      More of that infuriating silence.

      “What about Erin?”

      He looked down at his daughter sleeping peacefully in her crib. “She left her behind.”

      “I’m coming over,” his mother said tersely, hanging up the phone before he could tell her not to bother.

      Max placed his phone back into his pocket. This was not what he was expecting when he came home from a fourteen-hour day at work. Walking back through to his bedroom, he stood in the doorway and studied the space he used to share with his wife. Chelsea and he had been together since they were in high school together—the picture-perfect quarterback and head cheerleader living the dream of popularity. Just before school had finished, she’d told Max she was pregnant. They’d gotten married because that was what was expected, but things were far from perfect. Max had found out she’d lied about carrying his child, and so the seed of doubt and resentment started to grow.

      He had moved on from being the high school jock. He’d gotten a real job, and after eight years of hard work, he had become the manager of one of the most popular bars in LA. Chelsea, on the other hand, seemed to be stuck in the high school frame of mind. The problem with that was there were no doting airheads to stroke her ego every day, and that job got pretty fucking boring when Max was left to do it.

      He had always thought Chelsea was beautiful—everyone did—and maybe that was the problem. She had the signature blonde hair and blue eyes that all the guys at school had liked, and that was perhaps the only reason he had agreed to date her in the first place; Chelsea was the unobtainable girl for every guy, expect for him.

      She was pretty, but had no substance. She was a picture book.

      Slumping down onto the edge of the bed, he let his head fall into his hands. What the fuck was he going to do now? Erin was barely four months old, he worked strange hours of the day and night at the bar and he had no idea how he was supposed to deal with the shit Chelsea had just piled on top of it too. Scrubbing a hand over his jaw, he looked up and saw his tired face staring back at him in the mirror hanging on the wall.

      Erin started crying before he could study himself too closely. Hauling himself up on to his feet, Max went into his daughter’s room to find her wailing, her little fists clenched tight and her face stained red. Scooping her up, he held her close to his chest and rocked her gently. Erin had taken after Chelsea in every way possible. She had blonde hair and blue eyes. She even had the same dimples her mother had when she smiled. Thinking how she had left Erin alone for god knew how long tonight made him angrier than knowing that Chelsea had actually left him. It was one thing to screw him over—he was a grown man, he could take it—but to screw over their daughter, too?

      His blood boiled.

      Erin was going to grow up without a goddamn mother, and that was what really chaffed Max.

      “It’s all right, baby girl,” he murmured into her ear, settling her until her cries became small whimpers of protest. “That’s right. Drift off to sleep now. Good girl.”

      He rocked Erin until she fell asleep in his arms. After he put her down again, he shut her bedroom door and went into the kitchen. Pulling open the freezer, he took out a bottle of vodka then found a glass drying in the rack beside the sink.

      The clear liquor froze his throat on the way down, the burn of the alcohol chasing the sensation away. He was on his second drink when there was a knock on the door. He stood up and walked through his living room to the entryway. He stared at the door—half of him hoping it was Chelsea on the other side, but the other half telling him he was a fucking idiot for thinking she would come back.

      “Max?” his mother called.

      With a sigh, he opened the door. The porch light was still broken, so he couldn’t see his mother’s face clearly, but he knew it would be a mixture of disapproval and pity. She stepped into the entry hall and took off her coat, handing it to him.

      “When did you get home?” she asked, walking ahead of him into the kitchen. Even from behind, he could see her gaze falling on the bottle of vodka and glass sitting on the bench, her head shaking in disapproval. Max watched her fill the kettle and put it on to boil before he answered.

      “About forty-five minutes ago.”

      His mother frowned. “And when did she leave?”

      “I have no idea.”

      His mom’s lips thinned into a severe line. “That woman is so irresponsible. How could she leave her child like that? Anything could have happened to her while she was alone.”

      He leaned against the counter and crossed his arms. “It wasn’t like she was left with lighter fluid and a box of matches in her crib, Mom.”

      She huffed, glaring at him. “Don’t get smart with me, Max. You know what I mean.”

      He nodded. He knew exactly what she was talking about. Erin could have stopped breathing, or gotten stuck in the bars of her crib, or any number of other things.

      “Did she leave a note, at least?”

      The fact that his mom constantly referred to Chelsea as she didn’t escape his notice. From the moment they’d started dating in high school, his mom had instantly disliked Chelsea. She’d said that he would get bored with dating a shallow, superficial girl. At the time, he hadn’t thought much about it, but as time and circumstances beyond his control had fused them together, he finally saw what his mom was talking about.

      “No.”

      His mom angrily made them each a cup of tea, banging the ceramic mugs together. “You don’t seem terribly upset or surprised by this, Max.” She said the words over her shoulder as she poured the boiled water into the cups.

      “I’m not. Things have been…rocky for a while,” he replied, picking up the empty vodka glass and placing it in the sink. “I was keeping things together for the sake of Erin.”

      She stopped what she was doing, placing both hands down onto the counter top. Her shoulders rose and fell with a deep breath. “That poor child—being brought into all this.”

      He knew what she was saying. Erin hadn’t been planned. Max didn’t want to have any children with Chelsea. He’d doubted just how good a mother she would be. Today’s actions certainly cemented that suspicion. But one day, Chelsea had announced she was pregnant even though she was supposed to be on the pill. He had confronted her about intentionally falling pregnant in order to try and ‘fix’ their marriage. She had denied it, but he had found the box of contraception in the trash, all the foil trays untouched.

      Still, he wouldn’t have taken any of it back. Erin had given his life meaning.

      “We’ll be fine, Mom.” He took the mug his mother offered and walked into the living room. “I’ll just have to talk to my boss about working fewer night shifts and maybe getting Erin into day care during the day.”

      “Why would you want to put her in day care?” she asked, placing her mug down on the worn coffee table beside the couch.

      Max frowned. “Because I’ll have to work.”

      “I’ll take her during the day,” she said. “I’ve never had the chance to have her for more than a few hours at a time.”

      “Are you sure about this, Mom? A baby can be a lot of work.”

      She waved away his question. “I looked after you and your three brothers with no problems. What makes you think I can’t look after one sweet little girl on my own?”

      If she was being serious, she was going to save him not only a lot of money, but a lot of worry too. Reaching out, he squeezed her hand. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “When are you working again?”

      Fuck. “In the morning—we’re doing inventory and Evangeline wants us to start early.”

      “I thought as much,” she replied. “I’m staying over. I’ve already got a packed bag in the car.”

      Thank god his mom was always prepared.

      “You take my bed then. I’ll stay on the couch.”

      He looked down into his tea and wished he had the bottle of vodka again. His mother disapproved of drinking because her father had been an alcoholic. The only way he was going to get another drink into him was by going out. Pulling out his phone, he texted his best friend.

      Less than a minute later, he got a reply.

      Standing up, he said, “I’m going to go meet Sam. Don’t wait up for me, though.” Bending down, he kissed his mother on the forehead. “Thanks.”

      Grabbing his keys from the dish by the door, he walked out to his car and got in. Sam had been his best friend since grade school. There was nothing the guy didn’t know about Max and Chelsea’s whole fucked-up relationship. He knew about the time when Chelsea cheated on Max in their senior year, and he knew the reason he had taken her back.

      He drove down to the same bar he and Sam went to every Thursday night when Max wasn’t working. Sam’s bike was already parked out the front when he pulled into the lot beside the bar. Max stared at his left hand still resting on the steering wheel; his wedding ring seemed to be mocking him. Before he got out of the car, he slid the gold band from his ring finger and dropped it into the centre console. He pulled open the door of the bar and was greeted with the familiar smells of nuts and stale beer.

      “What’s up?” Sam asked as soon as Max sat down next to him at the table.

      Dumping his phone and keys on the worn table, Max stared at his best friend. He heaved a heavy sigh, preparing himself to say the words. “She took off.”

      Sam choked on his beer. Wiping a hand across his mouth, he asked, “Chelsea?”

      “Hi, what can I get you?” the waitress asked, interrupting their conversation.

      “A shot of vodka with a beer chaser.”

      The young woman smiled at him. “You got it.”

      “Yeah, so…” He glanced up at the waitress, who was still standing there. “That’s all. Thanks.”

      “Sure.” She gave them another smile and walked away.

      Sam laughed. “Nothing’s changed.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Gesturing to the waitress standing by the bar as she pretended not to look in their direction, Sam said, “Women still throw themselves at your feet. It’s been exactly the same since high school.”

      Internally, Max bristled. Externally, he gave Sam a smug smile. “You’ve always been jealous of me.” He was only joking, but the way Sam’s mouth thinned for that split second, he thought he’d touched on a sore spot.

      “Well, you did get the girl, didn’t you?”

      At the mention of Chelsea, his mood soured once more. “Yeah,” he agreed. He was glad when the waitress returned with his drinks. She slid a cocktail napkin to him with a wink then walked away.

      “You lucky fucking bastard,” Sam muttered. Without looking, Max shoved the napkin in Sam’s direction.

      “Take it. There’s no fucking way I’m getting involved with another woman right now. Getting screwed over once was enough.”

      Sam was silent for a second, giving Max time to drink his vodka in peace. “Do you think she’s coming back?”

      Max scrubbed a hand over his face and groaned. He didn’t need this question asked of him, because he knew the answer. Saying it out loud would only make it more real. “No.”

      “Not even for Erin?”

      Max looked his friend in the eye. “Not even for her. She left her. What kind of woman would leave their own child?”

      Bringing the beer glass to his lips, Max drank until he could see the bottom of the thing. It would take a lot more alcohol than that to make him go numb, but it was a damn good start.

      “What are you going to do now?”

      “The only thing I can,” Max replied. “I’m going to get on with my life. I’m going to look after Erin like Chelsea never did and forget about the bitch.”
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          3 months later…

        

      

    

    
      Gigi let out a groan and let her head fall into the open book in front of her. How long had she been studying? It seemed like forever. She’d be glad when finals were over and she could graduate and get a real job. Reaching her hand out, she waited until her fingers wrapped around the can of energy drink she’d been nursing for the last hour and brought it to her lips. “Argh,” she said to herself, placing it back down. It was warm.

      It was already eight o’clock and the library would be closing in an hour. She’d hang around until then, figuring the more time she spent in a place dedicated to study and learning, the more the information she was reading would stick. All around her were students who had the same idea.

      She picked up her phone, noticing she had another five texts from her roommate, Jen, along with half a dozen missed calls. The screen lit up once more. She canceled the call and put the device down.

      “The Oxford Companion to Anthropology,” someone said beside her twenty minutes later. Gigi turned her head to find Jen standing there, Gigi’s textbook in her hand. “I think I’d rather sit through the Fifty Shades movie.”

      Taking the book from Jen’s hand, Gigi put it back onto the table. “So why don’t you go and do that and let me get back to studying?” She tried to refocus on her notes, but Jen’s hovering was hard to ignore. Tapping a pencil against her page, Gigi looked back at her. “What are you doing down here? Surely all the ignored texts and calls were enough of a clue—even for you.”

      Jen smiled, ignoring Gigi’s comment. Her eyes began roving over the other people completely engrossed in their own books. “Maybe I should come down here more often. Some of these guys look tasty.” She licked her lips appreciatively.

      Gigi huffed. “Did you come down here for an actual reason?”

      “Yeah. I came to drag you out to have some fun.”

      She frowned. “I am having fun.”

      “With your nose buried in a book? I don’t think so,” Jen replied, perching on the edge of the table and putting her feet on the seat of a chair next to her. “Besides, finals aren’t for another two weeks. You’ve got plenty of time to study.”

      “I need all the time I can get. If you haven’t noticed, there aren’t many anthropology jobs up for grabs. I’ve got to beat everyone else in my course if I want to have even a slight chance of landing a position at the museum.”

      Standing up, Jen said, “Gigi, you’ve been working so hard lately. Come out and have some fun tonight and you can get back to studying tomorrow. I promise to make it worth your while.”

      She knew it was hopeless to fight Jen once she got an idea into her head. She closed the book she was reading. “Fine. We’ll go out for one drink. That’s it.”

      Jen grinned. “One drink.”

      After packing up her books, Gigi followed Jen out of the building and into the slightly chilly New York evening. She looked up at the cloudless sky, wondering when she would get to see the stars again; the city just erased them all. “Where are we going?”

      Jen looked at her. “Nowhere, with you looking like that.”

      Looking down at herself, Gigi raised an eyebrow. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?”

      “Nothing, if you want to attract boring snores of men.”

      She did another once-over of what she was wearing. What was wrong with a long-sleeved plaid shirt over a singlet and jean shorts?

      “You have no idea what kind of banging body you have hiding under there, Gigi. I wish you’d let me give you a make-over.”

      “I’m fine the way I am,” Gigi replied quickly. If she was honest, the thought of make-up other than mascara, lip gloss and hair products scared her. Why did she have to primp and preen every day? She had nobody to impress, and she certainly didn’t need to look good while she studied. Besides, Jen’s sense of style tended to border on whore-chic…if that was a thing. She was always wearing tiny skirts, low-cut tops and dresses with plunging neck and back lines. And don’t even get her started on the heels.

      “Not tonight you’re not. I’m going to give you some of my clothes to wear.”

      “I think I’ll be all right,” she murmured, not wanting to offend her roommate.

      Turning to her, Jen said, “Look, where we’re going is this fancy new wine bar that’s just opened up. You won’t get in wearing what you are. You need to look the part.”

      “We could just go somewhere else,” Gigi suggested.

      “I’ve wanted to go to this place forever.”

      “How could you? It’s just opened.”

      Jen waved away the question. “You know what I mean.”

      Gigi looked up to see they were on their street. She and Jen shared a two bedroom apartment near the university. Jen’s parents had organized everything, ensuring they had the lease for all four years and had subsidized rent. They climbed the stairs instead of taking the elevator, and Jen opened the front door. Shoving Gigi’s back, Jen directed her into the bathroom.

      “Get showered. Shave everything then meet me out here in fifteen minutes.”

      Shave everything? Shaking her head, Gigi walked into the bathroom and locked the door behind her. She started up the water, hearing the pipes knocking together in the walls. After stripping out of her clothes, she got under the spray and tilted her head back, soaking her hair.

      A shampoo and condition later, her thick red hair was stuck to her head and trailing down to the middle of her back. Luckily, she’d been blessed with straight hair, which made the fact that it was red not seem like such a big deal. Picking up the razor, Gigi shaved her legs and under her arms, then paused as she looked down at her bikini area.

      “Not happening,” she whispered to herself then cut the water. Wrapping one towel around her head and another around her body, she stepped from the bathroom and went into her room. Laid out on her bed were five different outfits, all with varying degrees of fabric. Jen was rummaging through Gigi’s underwear drawer.

      “Can I help you?” she asked, irritated.

      Jen looked up, a pair of Gigi’s underwear hanging from her finger. “Don’t you have anything slightly more interesting than black and cotton?”

      Marching over, she snatched the offending garment from Jen’s finger. “No.”

      “I need to get you some new underwear, Gigi. You need to feel a bit of lace and silk against your skin.” Jen ran her hands over her stomach, hips and thighs, wiggling her ass a little. “Trust me when I say that once you get a taste for it, you will not want to go back to cotton.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with cotton.” She sighed and looked at the outfits on the bed. “Which one of these god-awful dresses am I supposed to wear tonight?”

      Jen smiled, casually dropping into Gigi’s desk chair. “Whichever one you want. Look over them all then I’ll tell you what one I want you to wear, but the final decision is yours.”

      Groaning, Gigi picked up the first dress, which was nothing but sheer lace except for two panels in the bust and hip area. “Pass,” she said, dropping the dress back to the bed. The next three were just as bad. If they weren’t see-through, they had very low necklines, were backless or were simply too short to sufficiently cover Gigi’s ass.

      The last dress, however, was perfect. It was an emerald green strapless dress that fell to just above her knees. She turned to Jen with a smile. “This one.”

      “Perfect. I was going to have you wear that one anyway. I was just having some fun with you by showing you the others.”

      Gigi wasn’t sure that was true. The fact that Jen even had those other dresses in her wardrobe was a scary reminder of what her roommate liked to wear.

      “Get dressed, then I’ll do your hair and make-up.”

      Gigi shook her head. “No way. You never said anything about that. I’ll wear the dress, but that’s it.”

      Jen pouted for a moment then laughed. “It was worth a try, I guess.” Getting up out of the chair,

      she sauntered over to the bedroom door. “We’re leaving in twenty.”

      Gigi stared after Jen, then back down at the dress in her hands. What had she gotten herself into?

      *

      Three quarters of an hour later, she was standing outside the wine bar, Jen’s arms hooked through hers. Jen had decided on an outfit that was a lot less scandalous than the ones she had shown Gigi. Her blonde hair was flowing down her back in soft waves, softening her face and the strong, bold eye make-up she was wearing. Gigi, on the other hand, had her hair in a high ponytail with very little make-up on except for some mascara to help her green eyes pop.

      “Are you ready?” Jen asked.

      “I’ve already come this far,” she replied, letting her roommate lead her inside.

      The lighting was moody, the walls blood-red. All the furniture was leather and rich, and her immediate thoughts were that this was not a place she would ever come without Jen’s coercion.

      Jen dragged her in the direction of the bar and picked up a wine list. Gigi looked over it, not recognizing one winery or variety.

      “What bottle do you want to try?”

      Gigi’s eyes bulged when she saw the price per bottle. “Let’s just stick to drinks by the glass.”

      Jen grinned. “Good thinking. We can try more wine that way.”

      The bartender couldn’t take his eyes off Jen as he poured two glasses of a red wine. Her roommate then slid her credit card across the polished bar top.

      “This round’s on me,” the bartender said, handing back her card without swiping it through the machine.

      “Thanks. When’s your break?” Jen asked, smiling at him and pushing her card back into her bra.

      “At ten.”

      Her smile widened. “I’m Jen.”

      “Ben.”

      They shook hands.

      “I’ll come find you at ten,” she replied, giving him a wink as she took both glasses, handing one to Gigi.

      “You were speaking to him for all of five minutes,” Gigi said, taking her first sip of wine.

      “That’s all it takes, Borello. Men take one look at me then fall all over themselves to speak to me.”

      Gigi rolled her eyes at her roommate then sat down at one of the tables. “So, when do you start work?”

      Jen had been working at a popular nightclub in town up until a week ago. Thanks to her boss being a douchebag, Jen had applied at a new club that was opening up, called Temptation.

      “The club opens in two days,” Jen replied. “It’s going to be so nice not having to worry whether my boss is going to try something every night after closing up…unless my new boss happens to be smoking hot,” she added with a devious smile. “Then I’d consider it.”

      “You’re unbelievable,” Gigi muttered, taking another sip from her glass. She looked out at the young professionals mingling and enjoying a drink together. They were all dressed so well, and she wondered what kind of work they were in. She couldn’t wait to actually have a job. Once she finished studying, she hoped to have one in the field of anthropology, although she was more than prepared to work in any other job until an opportunity came up.

      “Gigi, that guy at the bar is staring at you,” Jen said, jerking her head in the direction of a man who was dressed immaculately.  She let her eyes peruse his body, and she had to admit that she liked what she saw—not that she was going to do anything about it; she was tragically shy around men.

      “You should go and talk to him.”

      She shook her head. “No. I shouldn’t. I’m not like you, Jen.”

      “What do you mean, you’re not like me?” her friend said in response, her words clipped.

      “I mean I can’t just flirt and talk to a guy and get his number within the same time it takes someone to tie their shoelace.”

      Jen grinned. “I am pretty good, huh?”

      “So, I’m not going to go and speak to him. I’m going to sit here and drink my glass of wine and mind my own business.” She studied her hands, looking at the short, unmanicured tips.

      Jen shoved her elbow into her side suddenly. “Look who’s heading our way,” she hissed.

      Gigi looked up and swallowed.

      “Hi, I’m Declan,” the man said.

      “Hi,” Jen purred. “I’m Jen and this is Gigi.”

      Gigi could feel his blue eyes studying her face. “Hi,” she said, her voice small and almost inaudible over the noise in the bar.

      “Do you mind if I—” Declan motioned at the third chair at their table.

      “Of course, sit down,” Jen said. Gigi kicked her under the table, but she didn’t seem to notice.

      “Gigi is an unusual name. Is it short for anything?”

      “Gianna,” she replied, her voice a little louder than previously.

      “So, what do you do, Declan?” Jen asked, drawing the guy’s attention from Gigi. With his eyes off her, she felt as if she could breathe again. She wasn’t keeping up with the conversation at all. All she knew was that Jen was flirting like she always did, and Declan was eating up the attention. He’d obviously decided that Gigi was a lost cause.

      Thirty seconds has to be a new record.

      “I’m going to the restroom,” she announced, but she really didn’t need to bother. Declan and Jen were too engrossed in each other. Standing up, Gigi tugged her purse onto her shoulder and started in the direction of the restrooms.

      Inside, she looked at herself in the mirror. Beside her were other women, all far more beautiful than her, and looking like they all had a lot more confidence than she did when it came to men and flirting. She sighed and fiddled with her ponytail, prolonging having to go back to the table.

      “I love that dress.”

      Gigi turned to look at the woman beside her. The petite blonde smiled at her. “Thank you. I borrowed it from a friend.”

      “It goes great with your hair and your curves. I wouldn’t be able to get away with wearing that color.” And with that, the woman walked away. Gigi stared after her then left the restroom herself. She found Jen sitting in Declan’s lap when she got back to the table.

      Ben the bartender had clearly been forgotten.

      “Oh, there you are,” Jen said. “I was wondering where you’d gotten to.”

      Gigi gave her a tight smile, avoiding Declan’s gaze. “Restroom,” she announced. “Look, Jen, I’m just going to go home.”

      “What? No.” Jen’s protest was weak, and Gigi had heard that response enough times to know that Jen wasn’t particularly upset that she was leaving.

      “I’ll see you later,” she said, giving her roommate a small wave before leaving the bar.

      Back at her apartment, she undressed and took off her make-up. She changed into her pajamas then got into bed. With any luck she would already be asleep when Jen got home with whichever man she’d decided on for the night.
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      Max was in the middle of pouring a drink when his boss, and the owner of the club, caught his attention.

      “I need to have a word with you,” Evangeline said.

      He nodded at her, slid the beer he was pouring across the counter and snatched up the money that had been left on the bar.

      A ten buck tip. Happy fucking days.

      As he walked to the end of the bar, he slid the bill into the jar by the register and followed his boss to her office. Their head barman, Jeremy, was already there.

      “What’s up, boss?”

      Evangeline was a woman with model good looks and the attitude of a viper. She was a ball-busting bitch of a woman, but she was a damn good boss. She’d also personally seen that he got all the training and mentoring he’d needed to work his way up in the business. Max respected her and her work ethic a lot.

      “I’ve got a favor to ask of you both. I’d completely understand if either of you said no, but I thought I’d ask in any case.”

      Max and Jeremy looked at each other. “What’s the favor?” Jeremy asked.

      “As you know, Temptation has been going well. So well, in fact, that we’ve expanded and we’re opening up a club in New York. We had a head bartender and manager lined up and ready to go for the opening, but something has happened and now neither can do the job.” Evangeline looked both of them in the eye. “I want to know whether you’d both be willing to head over to New York to get the club up and running until I can find replacements. Max, I understand you might want to stay here since your wife and daughter are here, but it’ll only be for a couple of months—four at the most.”

      “No, I’d like to go,” he said, clearing his throat. Getting out of LA would actually be a fucking good idea. Maybe his mom would help out with Erin until he could find a babysitter who would work every night.

      “Really?” Evangeline asked, her brows rising. “That’s great.” Turning to Jeremy, she asked, “What about you? Are you interested? I can set you both up in great apartments in the same building. One of my business partners owns real estate in the city.”

      “Yeah, I’m interested,” Jeremy said. “I’ve never been to New York.”

      “Great. It’s settled then. The club opens in three days so I’ll get you on flights leaving tomorrow night. Will that be enough time to finalize things here?”

      “Fine by me,” Max said.

      “Me, too,” Jeremy replied.

      Evangeline gave them a rare smile. “You boys have just made my night. I’ll book some flights tonight and let you know the details before you finish up.”

      Out in the hall, Max called his mother.

      “How is she?” he asked in lieu of a ‘hello’.

      “She’s been sleeping soundly since I put her to bed a few hours ago.” He could practically hear the smile in her voice.

      “She hasn’t been any trouble at all?”

      “No, Max. She’s been great. How’s work going?”

      He ran a hand through his hair. He wasn’t sure how his mother was going to take the news. She’d probably tell him he was being thoughtless to uproot Erin and move across the country, but dammit, he couldn’t stand the thought of staying in LA for another week, or month, and being reminded of what Chelsea had done to them.

      “My boss is sending me to New York,” he said. “I’m moving.”

      Suddenly there was nothing but the sound of the TV playing in the background. “Say something, Mom.”

      “When are you leaving?”

      “Tomorrow night.”

      “What about your daughter?”

      “Erin is coming with me.”

      “And who is going to look after her while you’re at work?”

      He sucked in a breath. “I was kind of hoping you’d come with me and stay for a couple of weeks until I found a sitter.”

      “This is very irresponsible of you, Max,” she replied, her disapproval giving her words so much more weight. “You’re unprepared. You may have a job, but you don’t have a place to stay and—”

      He cut her off. “I can’t stay here, Mom. It reminds me too much of Chelsea. Besides, Evangeline has an apartment already set up. It’s big enough for Erin and me.” He actually had no idea whether that was true or not. For all he knew, it was a shoebox. “Look, if you don’t want to come, I’ll manage, but I thought I’d ask you. Think about it and we’ll discuss it when I pick Erin up in the morning.”

      He hung up and got back to work. The prospect of not having to deal with the same pretentious plastic people anymore was like a drug to Max; the mere idea of it had him hooked.
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      The next morning, Max turned up on his mother’s doorstep with a bag of pastries in one hand and a bunch of flowers in the other. Some might have said he was trying to sweeten up the old lady…and they would have been right. He was going to go to New York regardless, but if he knew his mom would be there looking after Erin, it would reduce the stress of the whole thing.

      His mom opened the door in her dressing gown. For a woman in her fifties, she still looked great. His parents had been divorced for a few years, but they still stayed in touch. They probably had a better relationship now than when they were married, and often went out to dinner when the other was in town.

      He stepped into the house, pressing the pastries and a bouquet of flowers into her hands. He kissed her cheek and immediately made his way down the hall. She knew he wouldn’t talk to her until he saw his main girl. Nudging open the door of his old bedroom, Max finally laid eyes on Erin. She was lying on her back, her tiny fingers wrapped around the ear of her favorite toy bunny. When he approached the cot, Erin’s eyes opened and she smiled up at him.

      Scooping her into his arms, he held her as close to his chest for as long as he could before she started squirming free.

      “How are you, baby girl?” he murmured, placing a small kiss on her forehead.

      “I didn’t hear a peep out of her all night,” his mom said from the doorway. He turned to find her with two cups of coffee in her hand and a smile on her face. “Come into the kitchen and I’ll rustle up some breakfast.”

      With Erin trying to wriggle free from his arms, he took her into the kitchen and sat her on his knee. His mom put one of the coffee cups down in front of him and then took a sip from hers.

      “So,” he started, “have you thought about it?”

      “I have,” she replied. “I do understand where you’re coming from, Max. But this is a huge change.” He nodded, knowing she wasn’t done yet. “If you think it’s what’s best for you right now, I won’t stop you from going.”

      “But you won’t be coming with me,” he surmised from what she’d said so far.

      “Oh, no, Max. I’m definitely coming with you. I need to be with my darling Erin for as long as I

      can, and if that means tagging along with you then that’s what I’ll do.”

      He stood up and moved to the other side of the kitchen bench. He wrapped his free arm around his mother’s shoulders and kissed her on the head. “Thank you.” His words were choked as they came out, but it did mean a lot to him that she’d agreed.

      She patted his arm. “You’re welcome.” Pushing him away, she busied herself by getting a plate from the cupboard and putting the pastries onto it. Max repositioned Erin on his hip and sat back down again.

      “Last night you said you were getting a flight out this evening. Is that still the plan?”

      “Yeah. Evangeline got Erin and me on the eleven o’clock red-eye; we get in a little before six in the morning.”

      “Have you packed already?” She picked up a Danish and bit into it.

      “I started last night, but I’m nowhere near finished.”

      “I’ll have a look at flights this morning. I’ll fly in tomorrow so you’ll have time to get settled before I arrive.”

      After they ate breakfast together and fed Erin, Max stood up. “We should get back. We’ve got a busy day.”

      “Of course.” His mom smiled at him. “I’ll call you later and let you know the details of when I’ll be getting in.”

      He kissed her goodbye, loaded up Erin in his car and drove home. On the way, he looked at all the palm trees lining the streets, sneered at the rich taking their ridiculously small dogs out onto the lush green lawns to shit. LA was so fake. Moving here had been a mistake, but it was what Chelsea had wanted. She’d been tired of the forests and the rain in Washington State. She’d wanted sunshine and palm trees. It was a toss-up between California and Florida, but Florida was the state you went to in order to retire from life.

      Once home, he set Erin on his bed, and brought down a suitcase from the top of his now empty closet. He’d managed to get that cleared out after work last night. Pulling open all the drawers on the tallboy, he emptied the folded shirts and sweats he kept in there, doing one final visual sweep of each drawer before he shut it. While he worked, he kept chatting to Erin, explaining what he was doing and pointing out colors or shapes. She watched, riveted for the most part, but occasionally giggling at him when he did a funny voice. Zipping the suitcase up and leaving it there, he picked up Erin and moved on to her bedroom.

      Her things were easier to pack, and he was done twenty minutes later. By that time, Erin was rubbing her eyes and pulling at her ears—a sure sign that she was going to crash out. He put her down for her nap and continued packing up a few other bits and pieces. As he looked around his house, he didn’t feel anything. He supposed he should have been sad because he was leaving. He’d be back in a few months in any case, and his life would still be the same, but at least he could escape the Chelsea clusterfuck for a while. Maybe he’d even forget about her.

      By the time they were ready to go to the airport, his mother had called to tell him she was due into New York at six the following evening. A horn sounded and Max looked out the window.

      The cab was here.

      Taking everything outside, he asked the driver to install Erin’s car seat while he collected his daughter. She was still asleep in her cot, so he carefully picked her up, locked the front door behind him and took her out to the car.

      “Where to, buddy?” the guy asked once Max shut the car door.

      “LAX – terminal five.”

      “You got it.”

      Max completely zoned out on the way to the airport. He watched the streetlights fly by the windows, throwing alternate beams of light and shadow on the interior of the car. He didn’t quite know what to expect in New York, and if he was honest, he was more than looking forward to the challenge.

      The previous night, Evangeline had given him a more detailed run-down of the club, so he wouldn’t be walking into the complete unknown. The new club was in the famed meatpacking district. All the wait staff had been hired, the bar was stocked and they were ready for the opening in two nights’ time. That gave Max a day to figure everything out with his apartment and with Erin before he had to start work and begin training the staff to the standard Evangeline demanded.

      At the airport, he wheeled his loaded trolley to the Delta desk and checked in. Erin was strapped to his chest in a sling, completely dead to the world. Everything went smoothly from then and, before he knew it, they were boarding the plane and on their way to New York City.
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      Gigi was woken the next morning by high-pitched laughter, quickly followed by a masculine groan. She put her hands over her ears in an attempt to block the sound through the adjoining wall. After ten minutes of hearing moaning and furniture banging, she got up; she just couldn’t handle it anymore.

      Padding into the kitchen, Gigi started the coffee maker and leaned against the counter, waiting for the rich smell to fill their apartment. It was Friday. She had only one class today, and that wasn’t until the afternoon. Her plans for the remainder of the day were the same as they were every day—study for finals and look for a job, although studying for finals was by far the easier of the two. Job hunting in New York was tough. Hunting for jobs in the anthropological field in New York was even harder.

      There was a loud bang, and Gigi looked where the sound had come from; Jen’s bedroom door was still vibrating. She shook her head and returned her attention to the coffee maker. The carafe was two-thirds full, and that was more than enough. Turning off the machine, she poured herself a cup of coffee, adding a bit of sugar to the mix. Still leaning against the counter, she took her first sip and swallowed. The caffeine hit her bloodstream like a very welcome sledgehammer.

      “I can’t stay in bed all day,” Jen chastised playfully as she opened up her bedroom door. From across the apartment she watched her roommate, dressed in nothing but her panties and a baggy tee, stumble out into the living space. Jen looked just fucked because, well, she was.

      “I thought I smelled coffee.”

      Gigi’s eyes darted back to the bedroom door. Declan was leaning against the jamb with his arms crossed over his chest and a smirk on his lips. He, too, was in only his underwear and Gigi found her eyes drifting down of their own accord. Startling when he laughed at her, she felt a blush creep up her cheeks and she got busy taking another sip from her cup and looking for a cereal bowl.

      “Is Jen coming back to bed?” another voice asked. Gigi choked on her coffee when she turned around. It turned out Ben the bartender had not been forgotten at all.

      Ben looked rumpled and well-used. His dark hair was falling over his forehead, covering his equally dark eyes. He looked over at Gigi and gave her a lopsided smile, which she felt compelled to return.

      “Gigi,” Jen called from the bathroom.

      She put down her cereal and went to the door. “Yes?”

      Jen opened the door and pulled her in. She twisted on the tap, the sound of fast running water drowning out their words. “Can you get rid of them for me?” she asked.

      “Get rid… What?”

      “You know—tell them I’m sick or something. Just get rid of them.”

      Gigi frowned. “I’m not… No. You can do your own dirty work.”

      “Please, Gigi?” Jen pleaded. “I’ll do whatever you want.”

      One of Gigi’s brows rose. “Anything?”

      “Yes, anything.”

      The wheels began to turn in her head. “All right. You’re responsible for cleaning the bathroom until we graduate… Do you want me to get rid of them or not?” she snapped when Jen made a face.

      Begrudgingly, Jen said, “I’ll do it for the next six months.”

      Gigi was triumphant. “I would have taken you doing it for the next two weeks.”

      Jen glared at her for a moment before smiling. “Well played, Borello.”

      “Thanks. I’ll go and get rid of them now.” She turned off the tap and opened the door. Declan and Ben were in the small kitchen, one holding a cup of coffee, the other eating what Gigi suspected was her breakfast.

      “I’m really sorry, guys, but Jen’s just told me that she’s got a raging case of chlamydia and can’t come to see you off.”

      Both of their faces drained of color. Declan was the first to head back to the bedroom. Ben wasn’t far behind him, and when they came out they were both dressed and heading for the door.

      “Oh, please leave your numbers so Jen can call you,” she called out after them. Neither of them stopped. When the door slammed shut, Jen burst out of the bathroom.

      “Why the fuck did you tell them that?”

      She smirked. “You told me to get rid of them.”

      “Yeah, but not by telling them I have an STD!”

      Gigi picked up the half-eaten bowl of cereal and tipped it down the sink. “How do you know? You might after last night.”

      “Oh, my god, you’re so jealous of me,” Jen fumed, putting her fisted hands on her hips.

      She laughed. “I have to get ready and go to the library. I’ll see you tonight?”

      Jen slumped down onto their lumpy couch, all traces of anger gone. “I’ll be at work tonight. I got a call this morning from the new manager and he wants all the wait staff down there for a dry run. He already sounds like an asshole.”

      “Have fun,” Gigi said with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      “Have you heard yet?” Alex, one of Gigi’s classmates, whispered in her ear halfway through the lecture.

      She turned to him. “Heard what?” she answered just as quietly.

      “The AMNH is starting an internship program to run through this summer. One person will be selected at the end of it to secure a permanent position starting after graduation. Applications opened last week and close in two.”

      She couldn’t speak for a full minute. Her heart had started pounding too hard and too loud in her chest. The American Museum of Natural History was the finest and most sought after institution when it came to archaeology and anthropology. She had student loans she’d be paying off until she was fifty, and the prospect of having a job waiting for her after graduation was more than a little appealing. “They started taking applications a week ago?” How had she not heard of this before now?

      Alex nodded. “I put mine in when they opened up, but I heard other people couldn’t as the website had crashed and hasn’t been fixed yet.” Gigi’s stomach dropped. She was a whole week behind everyone else. It wasn’t just the NYU students who she had to worry about, either. Every anthropology and archaeology student from across the country would be applying, so instead of having to compete against two dozen people, she was now up against about twenty thousand. Gigi looked at the time on her phone; she had to get online and apply and time was dragging just to spite her.

      When the lecturer finally wrapped up the day’s discussion, she shoved her notebook into her bag and ran out of the lecture hall, heading in the direction of the library.  Finding a free terminal, she sat down and entered the AMNH web address. She followed the links and filled out the form, crossing her fingers that the site didn’t crash when she clicked the submit button.

      “Did you apply?” Alex asked, falling into step with her as she walked from the library. She looked at him and smiled.

      “Sure did.”

      “I hope you get it, Gigi.”

      “You too, Alex.”

      He grinned at her, and she noticed his dimples for the first time. Alex was such a nice guy, but she’d never seen him with a girlfriend. Granted he was a little nerdy, but he was still good-looking in that boy-next-door kind of way.

      “Hey, wouldn’t it be great if we both get in? That way we could work together.”

      “Yeah, that would be great,” she replied. They’d reached Washington Square Park, and Gigi had the distinct impression Alex didn’t want to go. She gave him another smile. “I have to go and…do some laundry, so I’ll see you in class, Alex.”
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      Max secured Erin into her stroller and started walking down the sidewalk on his way to Temptation. They’d arrived at ten to six that morning. By eight, he’d gotten settled in the three bedroom apartment Evangeline had set up for them. By nine, he’d been in contact with all the bartenders, waitresses and bouncers, telling them to come down to the bar to do a dry run and to make sure their training was up to scratch.

      It was now ten o’clock, and he was making the three block walk from his apartment to the club to inspect the premises and test the staff. He was well-known for being a slave driver in LA, but his hard-line approach got results. End of story. He didn’t care if they didn’t like him. He was there to be their boss, not their friend.

      In his pocket, his phone started ringing. “Mom? Is everything all right?”

      “Max, honey, I’m so sorry to do this to you.”

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, immediately concerned by the tone of her voice.

      “It’s your father. He’s had a heart attack.”

      Max’s world slowed. “How… Is he…?” he croaked.

      “He survived,” she replied and Max had heard no sweeter words. “I need to go to Seattle to be with him. Would you mind if I didn’t come to New York? I know it’s going to be difficult, but—”

      “Mom, please, don’t worry about me. Go and be with Dad. I’ll give you a call later on to see how he’s doing.”

      “All right, Max. I love you.”

      “Love you too, Mom.”

      Max slipped his phone back into his pocket, completely shaken to his core. He had always been close to his dad, but he was closer to his mom. Thank god she was able to be with his dad. He forced the news to the back of his mind and refocused on what he was in New York for. He could worry about his dad later when he didn’t have to put the fear of god into his staff.

      Five minutes later, he slowed as he got his first look of the club. From the outside it just looked like a run-down industrial building, but then the red awnings hanging above the arched doors made him look a little closer. Brass railings led up a short staircase to the front doors. The name of the club was written in brass lettering on the front.

      “Need a hand?”

      Max turned to see Jeremy standing there. “Excuse me?” he asked.

      Jeremy gestured to the stroller. “Want me to lift the front?”

      “Oh, yeah. Thanks, man.”

      Pulling the keys from his pocket, he passed them to Jeremy to open the door. They stepped inside, Jeremy reaching around the corner to flick on the lights.

      “Can you get the alarm? It’s by the rear exit,” Max told Jeremy, who took off at a jog, leaving Max to look around and take it all in.

      “Wow,” Jeremy said when he reappeared from the back. “It looks just like the LA setup.”

      “Yeah,” Max agreed. The interior decor in LA made sense. It was based on a Hollywood Regency design. But that had been carried over to the new bar, too.

      “I guess it’s a point of difference. Plus, I couldn’t see Evangeline changing something that works so well.”

      Max walked farther into the club, looking over the two bars set across from each other and the large space in the middle for tables and chairs. At the top of the large room was the DJ box and dance floor.

      “What time is the staff getting here?” Jeremy asked.

      “I told them to get here at ten thirty.”

      “Hello?” somebody called from the door. A young blonde woman was standing there, dark glasses on her face.

      “You here for induction?” Max called.

      “Are you Max?” she asked in response. He ground his molars.

      “And you are…?”

      “Jen Jacobs.” She walked into the room, pulling the glasses from her face. “I’m one of your waitresses—probably your best waitress.”

      Max noticed Jeremy’s mouth drop open a little bit when he got a good look at Jen. She eyed him just as appreciatively.

      “Sit down. You’re early,” Max said, going behind one of the bars to check out how well-stocked it was. He found about two dozen full boxes and half a dozen empty fridges. He’d get one of the staff to get on that today.

      “She’s gorgeous,” Jeremy said under his breath as he sidled up to the bar.

      Max looked at him. “We’re here to get this bar running smoothly, not fuck the waitresses, Jeremy.”

      There was a warning in Max’s voice that he hoped the guy didn’t miss. By the gleam of pure lust in Jeremy’s eyes, Max surmised that he hadn’t heard a damn word he’d said.

      The next time he looked up, there were nearly thirty people seated in the same area as Jen. It looked like things were about to get interesting. Wheeling the stroller somewhere where it would be out of the way, Max put on his game face and approached the group of people who would be following his orders and asking ‘how high’ when he said ‘jump.’

      Without any preamble, he gave them all a hard look. “You’re all here because you were found to be the best of the best. We had over one thousand applicants across the board for the positions you all hold now. Remember that when you’re working here. If you fuck up once, you’ll get a warning. Fuck up again and I’ll show you the door and hire one of those other thousand. And I can guarantee they’ll work harder for me than you ever will.” Max took in their stunned expressions. “Any questions? No? Then let’s get started.” He turned to Jeremy, who had a smirk on his face. “Take the bartenders. I’ll take the waitresses.”

      “Lucky bastard,” the guy muttered under his breath as he turned around.

      They split into two groups and got to work. Max put every single woman through the ringer, making sure they were up to scratch. He was surprised by how good they all were; not one of them had dropped a drink or tripped up when he asked them detailed questions about the club and how it worked.

      Two hours later, Erin started to fuss, causing Max to give everyone a break.

      “It’s all right, baby girl,” he cooed softly as he unstrapped her from her stroller. She’d slept through the morning, but she would be awake for a few hours now. He rocked her gently as he walked backwards and forwards near the bar. He was so absorbed in the task that he didn’t even notice someone had approached him.

      “She’s beautiful.”

      He turned his attention from Erin to Jen. “What do you want?” he barked back.

      Jen crossed her arms over her chest and stared at him, apparently unfazed by his fuck-off attitude. “Is her mom at work? Is that why you brought her with you today?”

      Max’s jaw tensed. He waited a minute before answering; he had to make sure the growl was gone from his voice. “I don’t see how that’s any of your business.”

      She ignored him. “Let me know if you ever need a sitter. My roommate is looking for a job.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour after their lunch break, Max got everyone together to give them one last pep talk.

      “Well done today. I’m impressed and believe me when I say that’s a hard thing to do. The club’s grand opening is tomorrow night. Everyone who is rostered to work, I want in at four o’clock. There are still things to do, and everything has to be running smoothly. Now, I’m not expecting there to be zero problems, because there will be some. What I am expecting is for all of you to be professional and report any problems that do crop up, either to myself or to Jeremy.”

      He made sure he looked every single one of them in the eye to drive his next point home. “If I find out that any of you were aware of an issue and did not report it, I’ll have your head.”

      Everyone looked wary, except for Jen, whose eyes hadn’t left Jeremy’s the entire time. Max bit back a growl. “Everyone go home…except for you, Jen,” he added as an afterthought.

      The rest of the staff collected their belongings and hustled out of there. Max expected Jen to at least be a little afraid, but her swaggering walk as she came towards him said she didn’t have a care in the world.

      “Sit down,” he commanded.

      Sliding her sunglasses onto the top of her head, she sat, blinking up at him. He couldn’t help but see glimpses of Chelsea in her. They shared the same blonde hair, the same shade of blue eyes—the same goddamn arrogance.

      Max chewed the inside of his cheek, hating what he was about to ask of her. “Your roommate,” he began, unsure how to say what he wanted next.

      “My roommate…” Jen prompted.

      He glared at her. “Give me her number.”

      The corner of Jen’s mouth tugged up in a smug smile. “Give me your phone,” she shot back.

      Begrudgingly, Max pulled his iPhone from his pocket, hesitating for a moment before putting it in her palm. Jen’s thumbs quickly moved over the screen before giving him back the device. “I put it under Gigi Borello,” Jen said with a wink before sauntering out of the club.

      “I can already tell she’ll be a wildcat in the sack,” Jeremy said as he sidled up next to Max.

      Max glanced at the other guy. “Keep it in your pants, Walker,” he said with a growl.
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      Gigi slid the bolt on the front door across as soon as she stepped into the apartment. The smell of grilled cheese had permeated throughout the space, so she knew Jen was already home.

      “Yeah, you tell them, Taylor!” Jen yelled.

      Gigi smiled in the direction of the bathroom. Taylor Swift was blaring through the small speakers her roommate had set up on the side of the sink. The hairdryer started and poor Swifty was drowned out. Gigi dumped her messenger bag on to the kitchen counter and started going through the fridge. She was starving.

      She stuck her head out when she heard her phone ring.  Rifling through her bag, she found the flashing phone and looked at the number. It was one she didn’t recognize. Sliding her thumb across the screen, she held it to her ear.

      “Hello?”

      “Is this Gigi Borello?” a dark, masculine voice asked. Gigi didn’t know why, but the sound of it made shivers chase all over her body.

      “This is she,” she replied, clutching the phone to her ear. Her immediate thought was, Could this be the AMNH recruiter calling about an internship position? She immediately dismissed it, though, since she had only applied that day and applications wouldn’t close for another two weeks.

      “My name is Max Parker. Your roommate, Jen, gave me your number.” Gigi turned to glare at the closed bathroom door.

      “Jen,” she hissed.

      “Excuse me?” he asked.

      “Nothing.” She ground her teeth together.

      She couldn’t believe Jen would do this to her again. She’d given Gigi's number out to random guys before. She thought her roommate had outgrown the compulsion.

      Obviously not.

      “As I was saying, my name is Max Parker. I’m Jen’s new boss down at the club.”

      The club? “What can I do for you Mr. Parker? Are you looking for Jen?”

      “No, Miss Borello. I was calling to speak to you. Jen said you were looking for work. Is that still true?”

      “Umm, yeah… I mean, yes, it is.”

      “Excellent,” he replied. “I have a proposition for you then.”

      She couldn’t help but think of Christian Grey when he said those words. She hoped bondage wasn’t involved.

      “What kind of job are we talking about?”

      “I work nights at the club, but I also have a seven-month-old daughter at home. My…wife and I are no longer living together, which makes caring for my daughter and earning a living incredibly difficult, as you can image.”

      “Yes, I imagine that is quite tough.”

      “Which is where you come in.”

      “You want me to babysit?” she asked. The idea was…scary. She loved kids, but they were only an abstract idea to her. She had never had a lot of contact with small children.

      “I want you to be her nanny.”

      For a full minute, she couldn’t talk. “Nanny?” she croaked.

      “Yes. My mother was supposed to come and care for her for the next few weeks until I could find an agency and hire someone, but unfortunately there’s been a family emergency and my mother can’t make it. I’m actually in a really tough spot.”

      “Why me?” she blurted out. “You don’t even know me.”

      There was a heartbeat of silence. “I know enough. Your full name is Gianna Borello. I know you’re the only daughter of Mani and Marie Borello. I know you were born in upstate New York. You have an academic record that reflects an intelligence that borders on genius levels. You haven’t been in trouble with the law, and you are in your final year of college.”

      Gigi was floored. How did he know all this about her? “How—”

      “A lot of this is public record,” he said offhandedly. “The other stuff, well, let’s just say I have my sources.”

      “I…I…” She couldn’t quite finish her thought.

      “I know this is a lot to take in. I’m not a patient man, Gigi. You either want the job or you don’t. What’s it to be?”

      “Can I at least come and meet you and your daughter before I decide?” she asked as soon as her brain snapped back into action.

      “Yes, of course. Come and meet me in an hour.” He rattled off an address, which she committed to memory. She hung up the phone then put it down onto the bench just as Jen emerged from the bathroom. Gigi turned to stare at her.

      “What’s up, Borello?” Jen asked with a grin. She was dressed in a short skirt and midriff top, her hair perfectly blow-dried and styled.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were giving out my number, and to your new boss of all people?”

      Jen’s face fell. “Oh, that,” she said. “I guess it slipped my mind.”

      “Let it unslip your mind,” Gigi replied with a small snarl.

      “Hey, I don’t know why you’re so upset. My boss needs a babysitter. You’re looking for a job. I think it’s the perfect solution.”

      No matter how much she wanted to deny it, Jen had made a good point. She did need a job, even if it was for only a few weeks until the internship started…if she got a place on the program, that is.

      Snatching her bag from the counter, Gigi kept up the pretence of anger and walked back to her room. She needed to shower and change before going to meet her prospective employer.
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        * * *

      

      Gigi peered up at the apartment building where Max had told her to meet him. It was in the meatpacking district, so the exterior looked industrial, but she was sure it was modern inside. Stepping up to the intercom on the wall, she ran her finger down the list of apartment numbers and hit the button she needed.

      “Yes?” Max’s voice still had that rich timbre to it, despite the tinny edge.

      She cleared her throat. “It’s Gigi Borello,” she said loudly.

      There was a buzz.

      “Come on up.”

      Climbing the stairs up to the fifth floor, she found the right apartment and knocked. She wasn’t sure why, but she was nervous. She swiped her palms on the top of her jeans and let out a short breath. The door swung open. The man standing on the other side made Gigi’s knees weak. His dark hair was artfully messy, his jawline square and strong. His lips were a perfect Cupid’s bow, and her mind turned to fantasizing about what he tasted like.

      “Gigi?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Max?”

      His bourbon-colored eyes gave her a once-over. “Come in.”

      She stepped inside his apartment, her eyes immediately drawn to a large modern painting hanging on the wall. They then traveled down to the rug in the middle of the floor where a baby was playing in a baby walker.

      “Is this your daughter?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he replied in a clipped tone. He gestured to the couch. “Sit.”

      What is his problem? Gathering her small bag into her lap, she sat down on the edge of the leather cushion, not allowing herself to get comfortable. From her first impressions of Max, she didn’t think she’d be there that long.

      Standing in front of her, he studied Gigi… No, it wasn’t studying; he was scrutinizing her. Refusing to be cowed by him, she met his intense gaze and raised one brow.

      “Do you drink?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Do drugs?”

      “No.”

      “Got a boyfriend?” he demanded.

      Her back stiffened. “I don’t see how that’s any of your business.”

      “I don’t want to come home to you fucking your boyfriend while you’re supposed to be caring for my child. That’s how it’s my business,” he snarled.

      He did have a point. If their roles were reversed, Gigi would want to know her child wasn’t being exposed to anything inappropriate. “Fine,” she conceded, her jaw tight as she spoke. “No, I don’t.”

      He nodded slightly. “Good.”

      When he didn’t ask any more questions, and let silence settle between them, she began to fidget. Max’s eyes slid down to her legs as she crossed and re-crossed them.

      “I need to know something else,” he said suddenly.

      “Okay.”

      “Are you interested in this job or am I wasting my fucking time with you?”

      She bit her tongue, took a deep breath and forced her words to come out slowly to conceal her anger. “You’ll have to forgive me, but I only found out about you and your job an hour ago. Jen hadn’t told me she’d given you my number, and she certainly hadn’t told me the job would be as a nanny.”

      His lips thinned. “Fine,” he said. “Tell me about yourself now and I can decide whether you’ll be appropriate to be my daughter’s nanny.”

      She bristled at his tone and his choice of words. Appropriate? “You know what? I don’t need a job this badly.” She stood and moved to leave, but Max was there already, holding the door shut. Gigi’s heart bounced into her throat. “What are you doing?” she asked, glad her words had come out strongly.

      The muscle in his jaw jumped as he looked down at her. She felt like he was seeing past her skin and down into her soul. “I’m…sorry,” he said softly.

      She blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “I’m sorry I’m being an asshole.” Max removed his hand from the door and ran it through his hair. “I’ve had a bad few months and I shouldn’t be taking it out on you. Can you please come and sit down and talk to me and I'll refrain from biting your head off.”

      Gigi looked back at the couch, her eyes drifting down to Erin playing happily. She turned back from the door, and she could have sworn he sighed with relief. She was also surprised when he sat beside her.

      “Tell me about yourself.”

      She looked at her hands. “You already know the highlights. There’s not much more to tell.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know, then.”

      “Like what?”

      “Anything.”

      She bit her lip. “I hate PB&J sandwiches—I think they’re just awful.”

      Max’s mouth curved up a little in the corner. “You’re insane. Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches are the cornerstone of my diet.”

      “Well, you can keep them then,” she shot back with a smile.

      “You’re studying anthropology?”

      “Yes.”

      Max looked impressed.

      “Did you go to university?” She ventured one of her own questions.

      His eyes became stormy, his light mood seemingly gone. “Do you have any questions about the position?”

      Feeling as if she was walking on eggshells, she carefully replied, “Umm, yes. What’s expected of me, exactly?”

      “Ideally, I’d like this to be a live-in position. My hours of work are unpredictable, and if you were living here, it would make everybody’s life a whole lot easier. You’d be responsible for caring for Erin any time that I’m away, which includes feeding, bathing, changing and dressing her. I might also need you to take her to any doctor’s appointments she may have as well as doing some light cleaning and occasionally getting some groceries.”

      Gigi nodded. Her job was to be a stand-in mother. “Where is her mother, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “I do mind you asking.” She noticed his hands curling into fists. He got up abruptly, and picked up his daughter, holding her close. “Look, I need an answer. Do you want the job or not?”

      Did she? Her mother had always told her not to look a gift horse in the mouth. Somehow that didn’t stop her from saying, “I’ve applied for an internship over the summer. If I get it, I won’t be able to work for you as well.”

      He frowned. “That’s weeks away. Do you have another job now?” She shook her head. “Then I don’t see what the problem is. Work for me for a few weeks until the internship starts up. That will give me enough time to go through an agency and hire someone to replace you.”

      “I—”

      Max’s phone rang. Putting up a finger, he stopped her from speaking and answered the call. “Yeah?...What?...No, I’ll come in now.” He hung up and stared at Gigi. “Duty calls, I’m afraid. Can you start now?”

      Gigi looked at Erin in his arms. “I’m not saying yes to the live-in position. I can’t leave Jen high and dry without someone else to help her pay rent.” Max’s nostrils flared in irritation. “I can, however, watch Erin for you now until you get back. When do you think that might be?”

      “I need to get a plumber to come out after hours. It could take all night. Look,” he raced on when he could see Gigi was starting to second-guess her decision, “I need to know you’ll be here when I get back. I need to know someone is looking after my daughter.”

      “You don’t know me,” she muttered, still unable to believe he’d just met her and was trusting her with his child.

      “I’m good at reading people,” he said in reply, growling when his phone rang again. He answered the person on the other end in short, sharp, monosyllabic bursts. “Gigi, I really have to go. I’ll pay you two hundred dollars to stay with her.”

      Gigi met his eyes. “Keep the cash. I’m staying because you’re stuck.”

      He exhaled heavily. “Thank you. We can discuss the arrangement when I get back.” And with that, Max kissed his daughter on the head, passed her to Gigi and left the apartment.
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      Max hoped like fuck he wasn’t making a colossal mistake in leaving Erin with Gigi. He had no choice, though. Jeremy had called him once already to tell him a water pipe had burst, and a second time to tell him the basement was flooding. And all of this shit was happening the night before the grand opening. Which fucking god had he pissed off?

      Stepping out onto the street, he hauled ass in the direction of the club, his mind working to figure out whom he needed to call and how much it was going to cost him to repair and clean up afterwards. His mind didn’t stay focused on monetary shit for long, though, because it wandered back to Gigi.

      She was a beautiful girl, but she hid behind baggy clothing. At first he couldn’t tell the shape of her body, but when she’d looped her bag strap over her head and positioned it on her hip, it had revealed her curves. He didn’t even know why he was noticing. He had sworn off women after what Chelsea had put him through. He’d learned his lesson once; he wasn’t interested in a repeat performance.

      When he got to the club, he saw the pavement outside was wet, water streaming away from the building. “Goddamn sonofabitch,” he said under his breath. He shoved open the front door and found Jeremy with a phone pressed to his ear, pacing across the length of the dancefloor.

      “Now!” he growled. “We need someone now… If I wait another hour, this whole fucking place will be under water!”

      Max walked towards the bar, leaning up against it to show Jeremy he was there. The guy looked at him briefly before staring angrily at his feet again.

      “We’ll pay whatever we have to. Just get someone down here as soon as possible.” He hung up.

      “What the hell happened?”

      Jeremy dragged both hands down his face. “I was down in the basement trying to look at the connection to the kegs since the taps weren’t working as efficiently as they should be. I must have hit one of the mains water-pipes when I was working down there. The next thing I know, I’m standing in water up to my knees.”

      Max’s eyes drifted down. Jeremy’s jeans were soaked through. “I take it from the phone call that you finally got someone to agree to come down here?” The guy nodded. “Good. Once that’s fixed, we can concentrate on getting the water pumped out of the basement.”

      “Any ideas how we’re going to do that?” Jeremy asked, slumping against the side of the bar.

      Max did have an idea. Without saying another word, he left the club and walked a block south. The lights were on inside the fire station, but the roller doors were down. Approaching the side door, he pressed the buzzer attached to the intercom.

      “Yeah?” a guy asked on the other end.

      “Hey. Just wondering if we could get a bit of help here,” Max replied.

      “What’s the problem?”

      “We’ve got a swimming pool in the basement of our nightclub, and opening night is in less than twenty-four hours.”

      There was no response to that. He turned away, thinking it had been worth a try. He turned back when the roller doors started trundling up. A group of four men stood there in NYFD shirts and sweats.

      “So where is this club of yours?” one of them asked, and Max recognized him as the one he’d been speaking to.

      “West thirteenth and ninth.”

      The guy turned to look at the others before turning back to him. “We’ll help you out if you promise us one thing.”

      “Name it,” he replied without hesitation.

      “Our names are always on the guest list,” he said. “And any of my guys who aren’t on tomorrow night can come to the opening.”

      “That’s two things,” Max pointed out.

      “Do you want our help, or not?” the guy shot back.

      “All right. No problem.”

      “And they get free drinks all night,” the guy added.

      Max smiled and held out his hand. “Deal. I’m Max, by the way.”

      “Sam,” the guy replied. Sam looked only a few years older than Max, but he was a lot more built through the shoulders. “We’ll meet you over there.”

      Max nodded and started walking back to Temptation. When he got there, there was a van parked out the front, the decal on the side telling him it was a twenty-four hour plumber. He followed the cursing to the back storage room where there was basement access through a trapdoor.

      “Can you fix it?” he heard Jeremy ask.

      “Yeah, I got the parts I need in the van,” said another man. “But we need to get some of this water out before I can start work.”

      “The NYFD are on their way over,” Max called down.

      “Thank fuck for that.”
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        * * *

      

      Four hours later, Max’s jeans were completely soaked through, as well as his shoes. The burst pipe had been fixed, the basement had been pumped and Max was about a grand poorer. He took down the names of all the guys who worked ladder thirty-three and made sure they were on the list for opening night, and for every night after that.

      “So, what now?” Jeremy asked as they watched the fire truck lurch away from the curb.

      “Now, we clean.”

      When they were finally done, it looked as if nothing had happened to the club at all.

      “Are you going to tell Evangeline?” Jeremy asked, emptying one of the buckets into the sink in the janitor’s closet.

      “No. She doesn’t need to know. She’s under enough stress as it is.” He handed Jeremy the mops they’d been using.

      “Who’s looking after Erin?”

      Shit. Max pulled out his phone and hit redial on the last number he’d called. It rang twice before Gigi picked up.

      “Hello?”

      “Gigi? Max. How is she?”

      “She’s fine,” she replied. “She went to bed hours ago. I’ve just been here studying.”

      His shoulders relaxed. “Good. That’s good. I’m still at work. I won’t be much longer, though.”

      She yawned on the other end of the phone. “Take your time. I don’t have anywhere to be.”

      “Who’s Gigi?” Jeremy asked when he had hung up.

      Max’s jaw clenched. “Do you always eavesdrop on other people’s phone calls?” he snarled before stalking off to grab his wallet and keys off the bar. Jeremy followed.

      “Hey, sorry. I was just asking.”

      He knew he was being an asshole, but life had grabbed him by the balls and refused to let go. That did something to a man. “Go home. I’ll see you at midday to go through all the last minute stuff.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      He walked home quickly, practically bursting through his front door and into the living room. He listened for a moment, expecting to hear Erin screaming, or something equally as frightening. The only thing he could hear, however, was his own breathing. There was absolutely no other sound. Marching through the house, he nudged open Erin’s door quietly and looked inside. His daughter was sound asleep in her cot, her thumb in her mouth. He took a second to just stare at her. That was when he realized Gigi was also in the room.

      She was asleep in the rocking chair in the corner. She was still holding the textbook she’d been reading, one finger under the page as if she was about to turn it. Walking over to her, he slid the book free and placed it on the ground beside her. He then took a blanket from Erin’s drawer and draped it over Gigi.

      Retreating from the room, he went into the bathroom and undressed. He turned on the shower to as hot as he could stand then got under the spray. He turned around and positioned the showerhead to spray on his neck and shoulders, letting the water carry away all the stress of the evening. Coming home to realize Erin was okay and that Gigi hadn’t left as soon as he’d left the house was the biggest relief. But he knew he couldn’t do that to Gigi again without knowing where they stood with regards to the job. She either wanted it, or she didn’t. He killed the water, wrapped a towel around his hips and headed in the direction of the kitchen.

      “Why didn’t you wake me?”

      Max turned at the sound of Gigi’s voice. Her eyes widened a little as they dropped down to his waist. He placed his hands in front of his crotch out of habit.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sneak up on you,” she added quickly, turning around to face the wall.

      “It’s fine,” he replied tersely. “I just needed to take a shower to clean up.”

      “Look, Max, I’ll just get out of here and let you go to bed. It’s late and I have classes tomorrow.”

      “Classes on a Saturday?” he asked incredulously.

      “I meant to say study. I have to study tomorrow.”

      “You can turn around, you know,” he said, getting tired of talking to her back.

      Her shoulders tightened. “No, I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

      He shrugged. “I was hoping we could talk about the job.”

      “I really should be getting home.”

      “Meet me tomorrow for breakfast then.”

      “I—”

      He could feel another brush-off coming. If she didn’t take the job, he’d have to go through an agency and who knew how long it would take them to find someone. Gigi was here now. She was good with Erin, and she had passed his first test. “Let me at least feed you to say thanks for helping me out tonight. I’d feel a whole lot better about it since you refused to take my money.”

      There was a long pause before she exhaled quietly. “Okay.”

      He smiled. “Okay. I’ll text you the address of the place in the morning. It’ll probably be around nine.” He walked her to the door.

      “Good night, Max,” she said as she stepped into the hallway.

      “Good night, Gigi.”
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      “You got in late,” Jen said when Gigi emerged from her bedroom the next morning. It had been after two a.m. by the time she had showered and gotten into bed, and her neck and back were making her pay for the impromptu sleep in the rocking chair.

      “Max got called away. I had no choice but to stay.”

      Jen peered at her from where she reclined on the couch. “What do you think of him?”

      What did she think? She thought he was a Greek god to look at but, but no matter how good he looked, as soon as he opened his mouth, she was left with a nasty taste in her mouth. “He’s a bit of a jerk,” she replied.

      Jen laughed. “Douchebag is more like it. You should have heard him read us the riot act at work yesterday. Everyone was wetting their pants.”

      “Everyone except for you, right?” she asked, shuffling over to the coffee maker. She may have been going out for breakfast, but she couldn’t function without caffeine in her system.

      “You know me, Borello. I don’t bow down to any guy.”

      Gigi smirked to herself. She could just imagine the sparks when Jen and Max went head-to-head. “What are you doing up so early anyway?” she asked, bringing the freshly-poured cup of coffee to her lips.

      “I thought I’d go to the gym.”

      She nearly spat out her coffee. “Since when do you work out?”

      “Since I want to get into the pants of the head bartender at work. He said he was going before work today.”

      “You only met him yesterday, right?”

      “All it takes is a moment,” Jen preened.

      She rolled her eyes. “Well, have fun. I need to take a shower then I’m going out to breakfast.”

      “With Alex?” Jen drew out her classmate’s name, smirking at Gigi’s frown.

      “With Max, actually.”

      For a moment, Jen had nothing to say in response. Gigi soaked up the blissful quiet. “Is this a date?” she spluttered.

      “No. It’s not a date. This is him saying thank you to me staying with Erin last night while he had to go to work.”

      The smile on her roommate’s face was devious. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      After showering and getting dressed, Gigi got a message from Max with the address of the place they were meeting. She actually already knew where it was; she and Jen went there quite regularly for breakfast. Picking up her messenger bag, she left the apartment.

      She walked into Amy’s Bread twenty minutes later. Max wasn’t there yet. Finding a table, she looked over the menu, but glanced up when she felt eyes on her.

      Max was standing in the doorway, staring at her intensely. She squirmed in her seat, dropping her gaze to the table. The air seemed to thicken as he approached. Eventually, the wheels of Erin’s stroller crept into Gigi’s field of vision.

      “Thank you for coming.”

      She looked up. “Thank you… I mean, you’re welcome.”

      “Have you ordered yet?” She shook her head, watching Max sit down in the chair opposite her. He gave the menu a cursory once over. “I’ve never been here before. Have you?”

      “Jen and I come here quite often, actually.”

      “What’s good?” He was looking at the rear page now, his eyes scanning the whole thing. Even though she had only really known him for just over twenty-four hours, from her experience—and from Jen’s reports—his default mode was serious. She might also add grouchy to that list.

      “The Parisian breakfast is pretty good.”

      Max flipped the menu back over again and read the description. “What are you having?”

      “The Manhattan.”

      He stood up abruptly and strode towards the counter. She took the opportunity to look at him. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t shake the image of Max standing in a towel from her mind. His hard sculptured chest had featured heavily in her dreams last night, and the way the material had clung to his hips was the best supporting actor.

      The sound of Erin laughing tore Gigi’s eyes off of Max’s ass. A blush crept up her cheeks. Max returned then, touching his daughter’s cheek lightly before sitting back down.

      “I ordered you a coffee,” he said.

      “Thank you.” Her reply was more like a squeak.

      “So, have you made a decision yet?” he asked, placing both elbows on the table and pinning her in place with his stare.

      “You’ve hardly given me a lot of time to think about it.”

      He leaned back in his chair, his eyes unwavering. He finally gave her a tight nod. “Of course. I’m just anxious to get the position filled.”

      “How many nannies have you already interviewed?”

      “You’re the first.”

      He hadn’t interviewed anyone else? “I’m not even a qualified nanny,” she muttered under her breath.

      “What was that?”

      She peered at him. “How long have you been looking for someone?”

      His nostrils flared for a moment, and she realized he didn’t like being questioned. “Less than forty-eight hours.”

      She sat forward in her chair. “Max, I think you need to find someone else. There are hundreds of nannies in New York. I can guarantee you’ll find someone you like; you’ll find someone qualified for the job.”

      “I don’t want someone else, Gigi. I want you.”

      For a second, she couldn’t breathe… But then her brain wheezed and she got back with the program. He wanted her as a nanny. “Max, I’m focused on my studies at the moment.”

      “You have classes during the day, right?” She nodded. “Well, I work at night, so you’ll still be able to look after Erin and it won’t impact on your education.”

      “All right,” she conceded. But there was still the matter of living arrangements. “But I’d rather not live with you and Erin.”

      His lips pressed together into a hard line. “Would you reconsider if I made my case?”

      She shrugged. “Sure.”

      “Okay. Here’s the reason why I’d like you to live in. Last night was a prime example. I could get called away at any time, day or night, weekend or weekday. If that happens, I need to make sure I can leave straight away if need be. If you live in, I will be able to get to the club as soon as I can. If I call you and have to wait for you to come around, the emergency I’m required to attend to will be out of control by the time I get there.”

      “Fair point,” she said.

      “Right, so it’s settled then,” he said.

      “No, it’s—”

      “One coffee and one tea,” the waitress announced, arriving at their table. Gigi looked at the woman and accepted her drink. “Your meals will be out soon.”

      “Thank you,” Max replied, ripping open a sugar stick and adding it to his tea. As he stirred, he looked at Gigi. “You were saying?”

      “Yes, I was saying it’s not settled. I still don’t want to live in.”

      “Why not?” he shot back.

      “Because…because…” she floundered. Dammit, why couldn’t she think of something? He took a sip from his cup, a smirk on his lips. She glared at him. “We can talk about this later.”

      He shrugged. “Fine. What else do you want to discuss?”

      She was too flustered by Max to think of anything else. “I think that about covers what I need to know,” she said stiffly.

      He raised a brow. “Are you telling me that that’s all the information you need from me?”

      Unsure for a moment, she nodded slowly.

      “You don’t want to know how much I’ll pay you?”

      The mention of money gave Gigi pause. Cash was the centre of every college student’s universe.

      “Actually, let’s make this a bit more interesting.”

      She blinked at him. “Excuse me?”

      Resting his arms on the table, he leaned in. “Give me a number. How much would I have to pay you in order to have you live in and look after Erin?”

      She studied his face. He was being completely serious. But she would see just how serious he was. With a smug smile, she crossed her arms over her chest. “Two thousand a week.”

      Max’s expression didn’t change. “That’s around fifty dollars an hour based on a forty hour week.”

      Gigi picked up her coffee cup and took a sip. “You told me to give you a figure.” It was outlandish and there was no way in hell he would accept it.

      “Done,” he replied, reaching out his hand to shake hers. She was dumbstruck.

      “E-excuse me?” she spluttered.

      “I said, I agree. Two thousand a week. But this is for being available to me seven days a week, day or night. If there’s any time where I don’t have to work, you are free to do what you want. However, any time that I am at work, I expect you to be looking after Erin.”

      Gigi jerked her chin up in defiance. “I haven’t agreed to this yet.”

      He smirked at her, his expression telling her that she soon would. She thought he was just arrogant enough to believe that.

      “I’ll need to go home and think about this before I give you an answer.” She took another sip of her coffee. “I suggest you start interviewing other nannies in the meantime, just in case it doesn’t work out like you’ve planned,” she added as an afterthought.
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      Max watched Gigi walk away from him, his head warring with his body. The brazen way she’d made demands both enraged him and turned him on.

      “No,” he snarled, his hands curling around the handles of Erin’s stroller. He wouldn’t get drawn in by her. Whether she was aware of it or not, the woman was playing a dangerous game with him. He had given Chelsea everything she had ever wanted, and that bitch had walked away with his balls in her hand. Now that he had them back, he wasn’t about to let another woman do exactly the same thing.

      When she’d questioned him about hiring someone else, the very male, very primal side of his brain had thrown up a big hell no. He realized she wasn’t a qualified nanny. He knew she was too studious to want to take on a job—especially one so intense—but he’d seen her eyes when he’d offered her two hundred to stay with Erin the night before. It was only a shadow across her face, but it was there: need.

      He’d told her that he didn’t want anyone else, and he hadn’t been lying. He did want her as a nanny, but there was also this small voice that said he wanted her in his life in another way too, and that’s what made no sense. Whatever the reason, he was determined to have Gigi as Erin’s nanny, and he always got what he wanted.

      When he got back to his apartment he fed and changed Erin before putting her down for a sleep. When there was no more noise coming from her room, he strode into the spare room that Gigi would be using. There was already a twin bed set up against one wall, along with a bedside table. On the opposite wall was a tallboy. It was spartan, but it would be fine. Next, he went into the bathroom and cleared a drawer for her in the vanity.

      He poked his head into Erin’s room to see she was still sleeping before retreating to the kitchen to make himself a snack while he watched the football. During half-time , his phone started to ring. It was his mom.

      “Hi, Mom. I’m sorry I didn’t call earlier.”

      “Don’t be silly, Max. You’ve had a lot going on.”

      He relaxed back into the cushion. “How’s Dad?”

      There was squeal like a door had been pushed open. “He’s doing okay,” she replied. “Luckily he had the presence of mind to call the paramedics as soon as he felt the tightness in his chest.”

      “Yeah, that was lucky,” he replied, running a hand over his hair. “When do the doctors think he’ll be able to go home?”

      “They said in a few days.”

      “And how are you, Mom?”

      She sighed heavily. “I’m all right. I’ve been spending my days with your dad, and then I get a bit of rest when I go back to his house in the evening.”

      Max couldn’t help but be a little envious of the strength of their relationship, despite them being divorced. He’d asked his mom about it once. She’d said that she and his father were best friends—they just shouldn’t have gotten married. It had taken them twenty-five years to figure it out.

      “How’s my darling Erin?” she asked. “Has she settled in?”

      “As much as a seven-month-old can,” he replied with a small smile. “She’s good. I don’t think she’s even realized we’re living in a different city.”

      “I’m sorry I left you high and dry with her. Have you adjusted okay?”

      His mind went back to Gigi’s face. She looked like an angel, but he had a feeling if he pushed her too hard, she could grow horns and a tail. “I’ve managed to find a nanny,” he heard himself say. It wasn’t exactly true. He’d managed to potentially get himself a nanny—depending on the whims of said nanny.

      “So soon? How did you manage that?”

      “Pure luck, really. One of the new waitresses had a roommate who was looking for work.”

      “Well, don’t hold out on me, Max. Tell me about this person,” she urged.

      “Her name is Gianna—Gigi—and she’s a college student. She’s too focused on her studies to go out and party, so she really is the perfect person for the job.”

      “Is she pretty?”

      His mom’s question left him speechless. Pretty didn’t seem like a descriptive enough word. Gorgeous. Beautiful. Stunning. All of these words seemed much more fitting. But the word naïve also seemed to fit Gigi—innocent, guileless, and very, very unaware of what she was…of what she could be. She was the opposite of Chelsea in every way.

      “Max?”

      “I don’t see what that has to do with anything.” He tried to keep the growl from his voice.

      She chuckled. “I’ll take that as a yes. What hours will she be working?”

      He frowned at his mother’s words. “We haven’t worked out the particulars yet.”

      “When does she start?”

      “As soon as I can convince her to,” he replied. “Look, Mom, I hate to cut you short…”

      “No, you’re right. I should get back to your father. I’ll call you in a few days with an update.”

      “All right. Thanks, Mom. I love you.”

      “Love you, too, Max. Give Erin a big kiss and hug from me.”

      “I will.”

      Max hung up the phone and finished the sandwich. His plan to have Gigi as his nanny was taking a little longer than he’d anticipated. He didn’t want to push her to make a decision too quickly, especially since their talk over breakfast had been somewhat progressive. But without someone available to look after Erin that night, it looked like his daughter was going to a night club opening. That would be something to tell her on her twenty-first birthday.
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      Gigi returned to the apartment to the sound of retching coming from the bathroom. Silently placing her messenger bag on the floor by the front door, Gigi approach the bathroom.

      “Jen?” There was a pained groan followed by more violent sounds. “Jen, are you all right?” Gigi asked, placing her hand on the door handle only to find it locked. “Jen?”

      “Kill me,” Jen moaned. The toilet flushed.

      She sank to her knees, her hand still resting against the door. “What’s wrong?”

      The lock disengaged and Gigi immediately opened the door. The overwhelming smell of vomit hit her nostrils, causing her to seal her lips up tight. Jen was slumped against the toilet, her cheek pressed to the closed lid. She was pale and shaky. Gigi swept her damp blonde hair away from her forehead and felt her temperature.

      “You’re burning up, Jen.”

      “Kill me,” she repeated, her eyes still tightly closed.

      “How long have you been vomiting for?”

      Jen waved a hand in the air. “Don’t know. Hours? Days? Argh, it feels like days.”

      She pursed her lips. Jen had been fine when she’d left no more than an hour or two before. “When do you start work?”

      “At four,” Jen managed to whisper, her eyes squeezing shut more tightly.

      Gigi looked at her watch. It was only midday. There was still time for her to rest and recover. “Come on. I’ll help you get into bed.” She helped her roommate get onto her feet. Together they shuffled towards Jen’s room where Gigi tucked her into bed and went to fetch some water and a bottle of Gatorade. She placed them on the bedside table. “Get some sleep. I’ll check in on you, and if you can, try to drink this,” she said, gesturing to the two bottles on her bedside.

      “You’re the best, Gigi,” Jen murmured before falling to sleep.

      She went back to the bathroom and opened the cupboard under the sink. She found some bleach, a pair of gloves and a rag and got to work cleaning the bathroom. She checked in on Jen then went into her room to study.

      When she resurfaced at three-thirty, Jen was still asleep and her temperature was still high. Gently, she woke her up. “Jen, you have to go to work in half an hour.”

      “Kill me,” Jen said, and Gigi rolled her eyes. She could at least come up with something more original.

      “I’m not going to kill you. I am, however, going to call Max to let him know you won’t be coming in.”

      Jen replied by making a gagging noise and bolting to the bathroom. Gigi sighed and retreated to her room to find her phone. She pulled up Max’s contact details and made the call. His rich voice on the other end was just his voicemail. She left a message then hung up. Making her way to the bathroom, she found Jen passed out on the bathroom floor.

      When she tried to move her, Jen weakly fought her off. “Leave me here. It’s cold and I don’t have to run as far.”

      “I’m going to try Max again. Hang tight.”

      Three more voicemails later, and another dozen hang-ups, Gigi gave up. Max obviously couldn’t hear his phone. She had to phone the club directly. A quick search on the Internet couldn’t help her. Because the club was so new, no number had been added to the business details, which left her with only one choice.

      She put her shoes back on, grabbed her bag and headed for the door.
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      Max felt his pockets for his phone, and found they were empty. He must have left the goddamn thing in his office. It was nearly five o’clock and almost all of the staff rostered on for the opening were there…almost all of them. Jen Jacobs was missing, and he was just about ready to fire her ass if she didn’t turn up in the next five minutes with a valid excuse.

      Five minutes went by without so much as her blonde hair in sight.

      Everyone else had managed to make it there, and they were all working their asses off just as he expected. He knew Jen was going to be the fucking thorn in his side. This stunt was just another mark against her name.

      He scanned the bar, finding all of the waitresses carefully avoiding his gaze. He had them polishing the glassware again, and the bartenders were taking inventory…again. The club officially opened at six, and nervous, excited energy was filling the room. Max strode towards Jeremy, who was stocking one of the last empty fridges.

      “How are we doing? Are we all set?” he asked.

      The guy looked up from his work, sliding the pencil he’d been marking the inventory off with behind his ear. “We’re good. We got an extra box of Bombay from the supplier. I’ve stuck it in storage, but other than that, we’re square and right on track.”

      Max nodded, glad to hear something was going right. “Are all your guys here?”

      “Yeah, they all arrived on time. Yours?”

      Max ground his teeth. “Jacobs is missing.”

      “Jen?” Jeremy asked, looking surprised. “I ran into her at the gym this morning. She said she was looking forward to coming in today.”

      Max’s brow arched. “You saw her at the gym? Forgive me, but she doesn’t look like the kind of girl who would hit the gym very often.”

      Jeremy smiled. “She’s not. She came to check me out.”

      Somehow, that did not surprise him. “Have you heard from her? I mean, I assume you’ve already given her your number.”

      “You know me too well,” he replied. He slid his phone from his pocket and looked at the screen.

      “Nothing yet.”

      “She’s got one more fucking minute to show up. If she doesn’t, she’s fired and I’m calling in one of the other girls.”

      Jeremy shrugged. “This is your show, boss.”

      Max stalked away, heading to the front door to look outside. Just as he stepped out into the late afternoon heat, his eyes zeroed in on a very familiar figure.

      “Gigi?” he asked, watching her come to an abrupt stop. Her eyes started at his face then slowly made their way down his body. He was wearing a fitted black button down with a black tie and a pair of black slacks. Her eyes lingered on his hips and he couldn’t help but smirk. “Gianna?” he asked again, his voice stern.

      Her eyes darted up and a blush fanned across her lovely cheeks. “Sorry. Yes. Hi,” she replied.

      “What are you doing here?” He ushered her into the club. It took his eyes a few moments to readjust from the bright sunlight his retinas had been bathing in not two seconds ago. Gigi was looking around, taking in the décor.

      “This is nice,” she said absently.

      “Gigi, what are you doing here?” he repeated.

      “Oh. I tried calling you, and I left a bunch of messages.”

      “I left my phone in the office. I was about to go and get it. Why were you calling?”

      “It’s about Jen. She’s really sick. I came home after meeting you and she was vomiting violently. She managed to sleep for a while, but she started vomiting again as soon as she woke up. Suffice it to say, she won’t be able to make it in tonight. I know she was looking forward to it.”

      “Thanks for coming down to tell me.”

      She smiled at him, and Max’s icy exterior melted just a little. “Did you find a sitter?”

      “A sitter?”

      “For Erin,” she replied.

      Impulsively, he took her hand, pausing just a second to think about how soft her skin was before taking her back to the office. Everyone they passed stared, but he ignored them.

      “Max, where are we—” Gigi began, just as he pulled open the door. He knew it wasn’t ideal, but he had Erin set up in a playpen with all the toys he had brought with him from LA. He spent as much time as he could back there with her, but he also had to focus on work and make sure everything ran like a well-oiled machine.

      “You brought her to work with you?” Gigi asked, bending down to pick up Erin; Max couldn’t help but stare at her perfect ass as she did. When she turned around, his eyes shot back to her face.

      “I didn’t have a choice,” he replied. “The girl I want to hire as a nanny left me with no real answer to my job proposition, and I won’t be getting someone else until I know what her decision is.”

      She frowned at him. “You should have told me you were stuck. I would have helped you out.”

      “You made it abundantly clear this morning that you weren’t prepared to start working for me just yet, even with my generous remuneration package.”

      Her frown deepened. “You can’t bring your seven-month-old daughter to a nightclub.”

      Max did feel guilty about it, but like he’d just told her: he’d had no choice. “So what are you going to do about it?” he asked, watching Gigi bounce Erin on her hip.

      She met his gaze steadily. “I’m going to stay right here and look after her.”

      Even fucking better. He thought she’d tell him to give her his apartment keys so she could watch Erin at his place. But this way, Max could come and see them both whenever he wanted, and with the way he was feeling about Gigi, it would be a bonus to lay his eyes on her once an hour.

      “Good,” he said. “Want anything to drink?”

      “Just a soda,” she said, her attention firmly fixed on his daughter.

      Max left the office and made a beeline for one of the bars. He reached for a glass and bottle of Coke from the fridge and dropped them off to Gigi.

      Looking over her shoulder at him, she smiled. “Thanks.”

      Goddamn, her smile was amazing. He didn’t return it though. It would ruin his reputation for being an asshole. Instead, he picked up his phone and a clipboard from the desk. “Text me if you need anything.”

      And with that, he turned and left. Outside in the hallway, he pulled up the directory of all the staff on his phone and started ringing to find a replacement for Jen. With such short notice, he thought he’d have to call at least ten people before he found someone willing to fill in. He was pleasantly surprised when the second girl he called said she’d be there soon.

      In a quarter of an hour, the club would be opened, but Max was determined not to let this one small problem ruin the whole night. While he’d been talking to Gigi, the DJ and the half a dozen security guards had shown up. House music was thumping through the speakers, and the lights had been dimmed. Walking over to the head of security, Max pulled the guy aside.

      “How are we doing, Rocco? Are your boys ready to go?”

      “Max,” Rocco said, thrusting out his hand. “I had a small issue with one of the comms systems, but it’s all good now.”

      “Here’s the guest list for tonight.” Rocco held out his hand to take the clipboard, but Max kept his grip tight, meeting the guy’s eyes. “No exceptions. No letting friends in. Nothing. You got it?”

      The guy nodded. “Yeah, I got it.”

      “Doors open in ten.”

      Max strode away, hearing Rocco barking orders to his guys. Ten minutes until show time. Jeremy was giving his bartenders the last minute pep-talk across the other side of the bar, which left only the waitresses.

      “Staff meeting,” he announced loudly over the music. All the women started making their way over to him. Now that they were dressed in the Temptation uniform, Max had to admit they all looked good. They looked like they could lure in a man and coax him out of his money. That was exactly what he wanted them to do.

      “In less than ten minutes, those doors and this club will be open. We’ve got a full list tonight, including some VIPs and celebrities. We will be busy. Like I said before, I expect you all to give one hundred percent of yourself. If you don’t, you’ll be looking for another job.” He paced in front of the group, facing them again after a few seconds. “If you work hard for me, I’ll make sure you’re taken care of. There are a few ground rules though. Number one: you can flirt with the customers, but under no circumstances are you to exchange numbers with them. Rule two: break rule one and I will find out about it. Rule three,” he looked each of them in the eye, driving home his point, “look out for each other.” He glanced at his watch. One minute to six. “Get ready, ladies.”

      Making his way to the door, Max stepped outside, pulling up beside Rocco and one of his other bouncers. There was a crowd already formed, the line snaking down the block. Clearing his throat, he said loudly, “Ladies and gentleman, Temptation is now open.”
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        * * *

      

      It was nearly two hours before Max could get back to the office to check on Gigi. The club was at capacity, and there hadn’t been any major incidents. Skirting around a group of women standing directly in front of the doorway leading to the staffroom and his office, he pushed into the hallway and took a moment to enjoy the muted pulse of the beat tearing through the club. He opened up his office, finding Gigi sitting in his chair. She looked up from her book, put a finger to her lips and pointed. His eyes followed her finger to find Erin asleep in the port-a-cot he’d also managed to bring down to the club earlier in the day.

      “How long has she been sleeping?” he mouthed.

      Gigi looked at her phone lying on the desk. “Maybe an hour,” she replied in a whisper. “How’s it going out there?”

      “So far, so good.” He approached the cot and stared down at his daughter. He couldn’t help but smile. He heard Gigi get up, felt her approach.

      “She’s a good sleeper,” she said beside him.

      “Yeah, she is.”

      Gigi’s deep green eyes met his. “You can’t keep doing this, Max.”

      At first, he didn’t understand what she was talking about. Then he realized she was referring to bringing Erin to work. “You’re the solution to this problem.”

      She frowned at him and turned away. “Maybe temporarily,” she admitted. “But I’ll have to get a real job soon. You’ll still have to hire someone who’s properly qualified eventually. Why put off the inevitable?”

      Why was he? Because he wanted to get to know her a little better. Although he’d sworn off women altogether, he couldn’t seem to shake the need to claim Gigi as his own somehow. She was a challenge to him. Max had always gotten what he wanted in life. Nobody said no to him, but this little spitfire of a woman had and continued to, and that intrigued him.

      “I always get what I want in the end, Gigi. You should know that.”

      Her chin jerked up a little, and he could see her spine straightening. “Well, you should know that I’m stubborn and don’t like being told what to do,” she retorted in a hushed hiss.

      His lips flexed into a small smile, which he hid almost automatically. “I’ve always liked a challenge.”

      She huffed angrily. “Do you always do business this way?”

      “Yes,” he replied without hesitation. “Always.”

      After staring at him for an immeasurable amount of time, Gigi looked at Erin again. “I told you, I’ve applied for an internship over the summer. If I get it, there’s a chance I’ll have a job ready and waiting for me when I graduate.”

      “What happens if you don’t get the internship?” he asked.

      She looked back at him, her eyes dropping to his mouth for a fleeting second. “Then I guess I’ll come and work for you.”

      Max’s pulse quickened. “When do you find out about it?”

      “In two weeks.”

      “I can’t wait that long, Gigi,” he replied, and he wasn’t exactly sure whether he was referring to having to bring Erin to work with him, or to waiting for Gigi.

      She let out a small, annoyed breath. “Can we talk about this later? I’m sure you have to get back to work.”

      She was right. He did have to get back to running things. He nodded. “Do you want anything? A drink? Something to eat?”

      Gigi put her hands over her growling stomach. “I haven’t had dinner yet.”

      “I’ll send someone out to get you food.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      Gigi had stared into Max’s bourbon-colored eyes, wondering what was going through his head. He was being an irresponsible fool. Why would he wait two weeks just so she could babysit Erin for him? Surely he’d be able to find someone to fill the position of nanny in that time. There were hundreds of people out there looking for live-in nanny positions, so why was he offering it to her when she didn’t even want it in the first place?

      I always get what I want in the end, Gigi. You should know that.

      She sat back down behind his desk, unconsciously snuggling into the suit jacket hanging on the back. It smelled like Max—part woodsy, part earthy and one hundred percent masculine. She picked up her textbook and found the spot where she’d stopped reading. Pulling her notebook closer, she started making notes. Time slipped by like it always did when she was studying, and she looked up when there was a knock on the office door.

      She stood up and opened it. A young guy was standing there with a large brown paper bag in his hand. “Gigi?” he asked.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m Jeremy. Max asked me to get you some food. I wasn’t sure what you’d like so I got a steak, fries and steamed vegetables. There’s also a tiramisu in there for dessert.”

      Gigi took the bag from him. She wasn’t expecting something so elaborate. “I thought he would have told you just to grab some fast food from somewhere,” she muttered.

      “He specifically said not to get you shit food.” Jeremy shrugged. “I have to get back to work, but enjoy it.” He smiled and left. She shut the door behind him and returned to the desk. Pushing her notebook out of the way, she opened up the bag.

      Once she’d laid out the feast, she ate quickly, unaware of how truly hungry she was. She was scraping the bottom of the tiramisu container with a spoon when Max stepped into the room.

      His eyes seem to devour her for a second before his expression slid back to indifference. “How was dinner?”

      She placed the spoon back into the container and leaned back in the chair. “Delicious. Thank you.”

      He nodded, folding his arms over his chest and leaning up against the wall. In that position, his shirt strained against his muscular arms and broad chest. Gigi couldn’t help but admire the view in these few minutes of peace. “Has Erin been any trouble?”

      “No,” she said, making sure her eyes were on his face. “She hasn’t stirred, but I think that has to do with the soundproofing in this room more than anything.”

      He looked at his daughter then returned his gaze to Gigi. “I know it’s not ideal having her here. I had absolutely no choice though.”

      “You don’t have to justify yourself to me, Max. You did what you had to do to care for Erin.”

      “I know,” he said quietly. “It doesn’t mean I don’t feel like shit for doing it. She’s a baby. A nightclub is no place for her. She deserves to be at home.”

      The words “with her mom” had remained unspoken, but Gigi heard them in the longing in his voice. “Max?” she asked, the question she’d wanted to know the answer to since she’d met him poised on the tip of her tongue. “Where’s your wife?” He’d shut her out before. Perhaps now that they knew each other a little better, he’d tell her something more. “You said before that you were no longer together.”

      His expression darkened, and she was sure he was going to tell her to mind her own business again. Instead, he uncrossed his arms and shoved them into the pockets of his slacks and looked down. “She’s dead.” His words were uninflected, which was strange. Her death had to have been in the last seven months. Either this was how Max dealt with grief, or they weren’t that close to begin with.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He looked at her. “Me too,” he said. “I should go. Do you need anything else?”

      “Can I have the key to your apartment?” One of his brows rose. “So I can take her home when…if she wakes up before you shut the doors,” Gigi explained. “She needs to be at home.”

      “You’ll stay with her?”

      “Of course I will,” she replied quickly, wondering whether he actually believed she’d just drop Erin off and leave.

      Both of their heads turned when the little girl let out a small cry. Max was over there in a heartbeat, picking her up and cradling her to his chest. Gigi stood back and watched him, seeing how much he loved his daughter, and seeing what a shitty situation he’d found himself in. Max turned around and looked at her.

      “Here, strap her into her stroller while I pack up what you can take home with you,” he said. When he was done, he pressed his apartment key into her hand, his hand lingering. For a second, Gigi couldn’t breathe.  She knew she shouldn’t be attracted to Max. He was hard and demanding and potentially her new boss, but she couldn’t deny the short, sharp burst of electricity that sparked between them when they’d touched.

      “You should get going,” he eventually rasped, clearly as affected as she had been.

      Gigi forced her head to bob up and down then worked on getting her brain and legs to start functioning together again.  A few seconds passed before they did, then she was wheeling the stroller down the hallway to the door she had come in through at the start of the night.

      “Not that way,” Max said too closely behind her. She stiffened when she felt his warmth against her. “I’ll take you out the back door so you don’t have to deal with all the assholes out there.”

      “You mean your customers?” she asked with a smile.

      His face remained serious. “Yeah. Them. Come on.” He turned and led her in the opposite direction. They arrived at a thick metal door with the words ‘Emergency Exit’ written across it. He pressed against the metal bar in the center. It opened up into the alleyway behind the club. “I’ll be home as soon as I can,” he said.

      Walking through, she peered over her shoulder at him. His features were cast in shadows, making him appear even more mysterious. He handed her the bag he’d packed and she slung it over her shoulder.

      “Call me when you get there,” he called out as she made her way down the long alleyway.

      Gigi had been living in New York City for four years, but she had never walked the streets alone at night before. The fact that she had Erin was a small consolation, since she wasn’t truly  alone, but being a single female with an infant made her easy prey for anyone looking for a target.

      Thankfully, the fifteen minute walk to Max’s apartment building was uneventful. There had been a lot of people walking around in clothes that said they were either on their way to a bar, or were going to another one, but she didn’t notice anyone studying her too carefully. Pushing the stroller into the elevator, she pressed the button for Max’s floor.

      As the door slid open smoothly, she got the keys out ready to open the front door. Once inside, she slid the bolt across, dropped the bags and took Erin from the stroller. The little girl had slept through the entire thing. Quietly, Gigi took her into her nursery and put her to bed.

      Back in the living room, she took out her study notes and textbook, placing them on one end of the couch. She then took off her shoes and padded into the kitchen. She rummaged through Max’s cupboards, finding a packet of teabags, and made herself a cup. Mug in hand, she checked to see if Erin was still asleep, then decided to have a look around the other bedrooms in his apartment.

      If she took the job, she would be living here with Max, in one of these rooms. She poked her head into the room closest to Erin’s and immediately stepped back. It was Max’s, and she felt as if she was intruding somehow. From the quick glimpse she did get, it didn’t seem to suit Max. It was too bright, too stark and industrial. For him, she would have chosen darker colors, heavy, warm fabrics and maybe some leather furniture thrown into the mix.

      Back down the hallway, Gigi pressed against the only remaining door she hadn’t seen behind. It was just a single room, and it was decorated in much the same way as Max’s. As she looked around the space, she could imagine her books lined up on the small desk, the comforter her mother had given her when she’d left for college on the bed.

      As she stared at the empty room, picturing all of her things in it, she realized that Max was right. The announcement for the placements on the internship was at least two weeks away. That meant she could earn four thousand dollars in that time. As a struggling student with loans to repay, she’d be a fool to pass up the opportunity. Turning off the light, she shut the bedroom door and made her way back to the living room.

      She really had to check in with Jen and let her know where she was. She curled up on the couch and looked at the time. She didn’t want to call in case she woke her roommate up. Unlocking her phone, she tapped into her text messages and started a new one to Jen.

      At Max’s place, looking after Erin. Don’t know when I’ll be home. Hope you’re feeling better.

      Gigi hit send and placed her phone beside her. It was barely a minute before there was a small beep.

      Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. Maybe if Max got laid he’d lighten up a bit. Do me proud, Borello.

      Gigi huffed in frustration, punching out an angry response.

      I’m not sleeping with him, Jen! I’m watching his daughter while he’s at work. That’s all. Good night.

      Jen was obviously feeling better if she was in such a provoking mood. Thankfully, there was no reply to that last message. Gigi picked up her cup of tea and flipped open her textbook. She stared at the page until all the words began to blur together. She rubbed her stinging eyes, recognizing the signs of tiredness. She put her cup down along with the book and got a little more comfortable. She’d just rest her eyes for half an hour then get back to studying.
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      Max slid the take for the night into the safe and twisted the dial. The opening had gone really well. They’d nearly doubled their projected profit, all his staff worked and worked hard and there hadn’t been any security issues. All in all, Max felt pretty damn proud of himself. It had all come together perfectly.

      He looked at the time on his phone. It was half past four, and he was the last one there. He’d sent everyone home at four when they’d closed the doors of Temptation for the night—or morning—whichever way you looked at it. Pulling the suit jacket from the back of his chair, Max slid into it and paused when he smelled Gigi on it. She must have leant up against it while she was studying. He inhaled deeply, catching the sweet, fruity scents of her shampoo.

      Flicking off his office lights, Max strode down the hallway to the rear entrance. Making sure he had the keys for the building in his pocket, he set the alarm and slid outside. It was still dark, but he could already feel the heat of the day infiltrating the pre-dawn. He’d thought LA was bad in summer, but it had nothing on New York, although the heat and humidity were different here. Keeping his head down, Max walked back to his apartment. The streets were empty except for a few groups of club goers making their way home, and the street sweeper doing the rounds.

      He was home in less than fifteen minutes. He pulled out the spare set of keys for the apartment building and let himself in. When he got to his place, he slid the key into the lock, the teeth chattering along the tumbler too loudly in the near silence. There was just one lamp on in the living room, and Max shut the door softly behind him so he didn’t disturb Gigi.

      She was asleep on the couch. There was a cup of what looked to be tea sitting beside the couch and her textbook was on the cushion beside her. Picking the book up, he put it on the floor, then took the blanket from the back of the couch and laid it over her body. Then he did something really fucking stupid.

      Some of her silky hair had fallen across her face. He reached out and pushed the stray lock back off her forehead, then let his fingertips trail gently over her cheek. She exhaled and turned her head into his touch. Stunned, Max retracted his hand and straightened.

      He didn’t know what it was about her. The initial attraction was because she didn’t look anything like Chelsea, but there was more to her than that. She was intelligent, but he could tell that under all the bookishness, she had a razor wit and a sense of humor he’d like to explore…if only he could get his head out of his ass about women screwing him over.

      “Damn you, Chelsea,” he said under his breath and moved to turn off the lamp. The apartment was plunged into darkness for only a second before Max’s eyes adjusted. Like in LA, it was never truly dark in New York City. There was always ambient light leaking in from somewhere, making the apartment just light enough to see where he was going without bumping into everything.

      Opening up his bedroom door, he took off his jacket and hung it up. His fingers made short work of the tie and the buttons at his throat. Pulling the tails of the shirt from his pants, he shucked that too, his slacks falling to the ground beside it. In just his boxer briefs, he walked out to the bathroom to take a shower.

      The feel of the hot water on his body made him groan softly. It was hitting all the right spots, washing away the tension in his shoulders and neck. Keeping it brief, he turned off the taps and stepped out onto the tile. Wrapping a towel around his hips, he crept back to his room where he collapsed into bed.
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      Max woke the next morning to the smell of bacon cooking and coffee brewing. Picking up his phone from the bedside table, he looked at the numbers. Was it only eight o’clock? He’d gotten three hours of sleep, and it wasn’t enough if he had to work again that night. Putting on a pair of jeans that had been lying on the floor, he staggered out into the kitchen. Erin was playing on the rug in the living room while Gigi was at the cooktop, spatula in hand. She’d obviously made herself a lot more familiar with his apartment than he had, because she was wearing an apron he certainly didn’t own.

      She was singing to herself softly, a wire running from her jeans’ pocket to her ear. She spun around, and she saw him. A blush fanned across her cheeks. Popping the bud from her ear, she said, “I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “I’m not surprised,” he shot back. Gigi blinked at him, clearly shocked by his attitude. When he let a small smile creep onto his features, she relaxed.

      “I’m making breakfast. You interested?” she asked, pulling a mug from one of the cupboards and filling it up with coffee. She slid it over to him.

      “Thanks,” he said, picking it up and taking a shallow sip. He didn’t need any of those fancy-ass creamers a lot of other people took; he liked it hot and strong. “And breakfast would be great.”

      She grinned at him and turned back around to the griddle. He sat back and watched her work, moving smoothly between the cooktop and the toaster, all the while taking sips from her own coffee cup.

      “What were you listening to?” he asked.

      Her blush made a return appearance. “Oh…just a bit of Taylor Swift. She’s—”

      “I know who she is,” he said, cutting her short. “I’ve listened to some of her music.”

      “You have?” she squeaked.

      “Is that so hard to believe?”

      Instead of answering, Gigi spun around and attended to the bacon. A few moments later, she placed a plate in front of him. He looked down at the small feast and his mouth started to water.

      “This looks good.”

      “Thanks,” she replied, placing an identical plate down beside him. She sat down and they both ate. “Max?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Why didn’t you wake me when you came in? I should’ve gone home.”

      “You looked too peaceful lying there. You needed the sleep.”

      She stared into his eyes, and he wanted her to be staring up at him while lying in his bed. He shook his head and focused on eating his breakfast.

      “Gigi?” he asked after finishing his last sip of coffee.

      “Yes, Max?” she breathed. Her soft voice made him look at her. Her cheeks were flushed again, and he wondered what he’d done to make the color rise.

      “Have you thought about my offer?”

      She met his intense gaze. He needed her to say yes to this. Erin was already used to her, and he didn’t want to go through all the shit of finding another nanny. He just wanted Gigi to agree to take the job.

      “I have.”

      “And?” His reply was too eager, but he didn’t give a shit. She already knew what he wanted so there was no point trying to hide it.

      “You were right.”

      His eyes narrowed. “About what, exactly?”

      “About everything. The internship doesn’t get announced for two more weeks, and I don’t even think I got my application in on time anyway.” She took a deep breath and looked down at her plate. “The fact is, you need someone to help you out now, and for the next two weeks, I’ll be free to do that.”

      “Are you saying yes to me, Gigi?”

      It must have been something about his words that made her turn to him, her eyes wide. Her mouth had parted slightly, and her breathing had grown ragged. She shook her head a moment later, her gaze retreating back to the plate. “I’m saying yes to being Erin’s nanny.”

      “And you’ll move in, too?”

      “I have to speak to Jen about it first, but if it’s only for two weeks, I don’t see there being any problem.”

      Max could feel the smile stretch out on his lips, only this time he made no effort to conceal it. “That’s great news. Thank you, Gigi.”

      She picked up her fork and shoveled some scrambled eggs onto it. She brought it to her mouth, but not before saying, “You need to look for another girl, though, Max.”

      His smile faltered. They were back to that already? “Of course,” he replied. What she didn’t know was that he had no intention of going through an agency to find someone else. He was determined to keep Gigi for himself. “Will you move in today?”

      “After I clean up after breakfast, I’ll go home, speak to Jen and pack some bags.”

      Max nodded. “Good. I have to work again tonight. I’d like you to be settled in before I have to leave.”
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      Gigi had had a hard time concentrating on the conversation about her new job with Max while he’d been sitting there shirtless. She could feel the warmth of his body, could smell his skin, and her senses and thoughts had been going wild. He obviously had no idea what kind of effect he had on women…or perhaps he did. He was the perfect specimen of a man, and she really had to try and keep her eyes off his chest and shoulders.

      But all of the ogling was just that—ogling. Someone like Max would never take a second look at someone who looked like her. She was too plain, and perhaps a little too bookish for him. Max was a mysterious, intriguing and aloof man. She was…well, she was just Gigi. She knew her limitations. She knew  she would  never  have  a  guy  like  him  in her  life  in a  capacity other than  employer and employee, or perhaps as a passing acquaintance.

      After Gigi had cleaned up after breakfast, she stood back and watched him play with Erin in the living room. A smile was on her face, and she found that she couldn’t shift it. There was just something so attractive about seeing a man playing with his child—especially his daughter. She had to admit that just about everything about Max was attractive. She could see he was trying to keep up the appearance of being a hard-ass, but when she caught him in this small moment of vulnerability, she saw through the mask he wore so well. It made her wonder what had happened to him to make him so…abrasive.

      He’d said that his wife had died. Perhaps that was the reason he was the way he was. Perhaps he didn’t want to get hurt again, and he prevented that from happening by keeping everyone at arm’s length? Whatever the reason, Gigi’s initial opinion that he was a jerk was quickly changing to growing respect.

      Heading back to her room, she called Jen, but the call went straight to voicemail. Gigi left it short and sweet, telling her that she was moving into Max’s for the next few weeks and that she’d be home soon to get some things. At least that way Jen had some warning. She went back to the living room.

      “I’m going to head back home to collect some things,” she announced, drawing Max’s attention her way.

      He bent down to pick up Erin, settling her on his hip. “I’ll come with you.”

      “No, you don’t have to,” she protested weakly.

      “It’s no problem. Besides,” His eyes slid down her body and her skin heated up under his gaze. “You don’t look like the kind of girl who can carry a lot of weight very far.”

      With the amount of textbooks she was going to bring with her, she had wondered how she was going to carry them all. “Thank you.” Gigi put on her shoes and stood up. “I’m ready whenever you are.”

      “Can you take Erin for a moment, and I’ll…”

      “Put on a shirt?” she offered boldly. Please don’t put on a shirt.

      For a moment, his intense stare bore into her, and her mouth went dry. But then his lips quirked up, quickly becoming a full-blown grin, which she returned.

      “Is that what you really want?”

      For a moment, all she could do was stare. Was he flirting with her? She studied him, her eyes skating over his face, trying to decipher the look he was giving her. It looked…hungry. She could feel her face flame. “I think for the sake of not getting arrested for public lewdness, you should probably cover up.”

      He laughed. “Being shirtless doesn’t exactly equate to public lewdness, but I should get dressed.”

      He handed Erin to her and walked down the short hallway and into his room. She followed his progress, her breath catching in her throat when he failed to kick his door completely shut before he started unbuttoning his jeans. She knew she should have looked away, but seeing that denim slip from his hips, she knew she was screwed.

      Max’s ass looked better out of his jeans than it did in them. It was perfect in every way— muscular yet still soft enough that she could get her hands around each hemisphere. Sooner than she wanted, he was pulling on a pair of sweats and a running shirt before sitting on the end of the bed to put on his shoes. Gigi watched the muscles in his forearms relax and contract with each movement. She looked back at his face only to find him watching her.

      “Oh, crap,” she said under her breath and turned away. She heard him walk back down the hallway, but she couldn’t look at him.

      “Ready?” he asked, his words sounding smug.

      “Ah, sure.” She handed Erin back to him, still without making eye contact, and picked up her bag. Silently they rode the elevator down and exited the building.

      “Lead the way, Gigi.” Max’s deep voice was like a magnet, and she was the opposing pole. She met his eyes and found his held amusement.

      She turned and walked in the direction of her and Jen’s apartment.

      “Did you enjoy the view?” he whispered in her ear.

      She spun around to face him. “I…I…” She wanted the ground to open up beneath her and swallow her whole. “I…”

      His throaty laugh startled her. “So how far away is this apartment of yours?”

      She breathed a sigh of relief, thankful he’d dropped the subject. “I thought you already knew where I lived,” she shot back.

      “I know the address, but I’m new to this city. How many blocks away is it?”

      “You aren’t from here?”

      “You seem surprised.”

      She stepped closer to Max to let a group of school-aged kids walk past. There was a yell as one of the kids farther back in the group surged forward, clearly running from another boy. He pushed past Gigi, knocking her off balance. She lost her footing and tripped. She expected to find herself lying on the filthy sidewalk, but a strong arm around her waist stopped her before her face got the introduction to New York’s dirtiest landmark.

      “Are you okay?” he asked softly.

      Her hands automatically covered his as she sucked in a small breath. Peering over her shoulder at him, she said on a shaky breath, “I’m fine.”

      Max righted her with very little effort, turning her around to face him. His hands lingered at her waist as they stared at each other from only a few inches away. This close, Gigi could see that his eyes weren’t just brown. Around his iris, there was a starburst of green. This close, they were intoxicating. This close she was mesmerized.

      Gigi broke their locked gazes first, looking down at her feet and resettling the strap of her messenger bag. She cleared her throat. “We should get going.”

      She turned on her heel and began walking again. Not another word passed between them on their walk. As they got closer to her apartment, she couldn’t help but notice how women were openly staring at Max. She thought it was mainly because he was the best-looking man around. Then she saw their eyes dart down to Erin in the stroller, and she got it; women liked seeing a man caring for his child.

      She looked at him from the corner of her eye, expecting to see him smiling at all of them, but his brows were drawn down in a scowl and his lips had thinned. Max really was an enigma. He attracted female attention, yet he didn’t seem to revel in it like most men would.

      She shook her head.

      “What are you shaking your head at?” he asked.

      She glanced at him. “Nothing.”

      “It wasn’t nothing. What were you thinking about just now?”

      She huffed. “I was just thinking about how even after thousands of years of evolution, and after hundreds of years fighting for equality, women are still chasing what their ancestors were chasing.”

      His brow rose. “Which is?”

      She met his eye. “A strong man to look after their children.”

      Max frowned, looking down at Erin a moment later. “I don’t follow.”

      She wasn’t sure whether he was deliberately being obtuse, or whether he was actually unaware of the attention he was getting. “You don’t see them, do you?”

      “See who?”

      Gigi looked around at the women staring. Many of them glared at her for a moment before their gaze flickered back to Max. “Never mind,” she said, lifting the flap of her bag and looking for her keys. She walked up the short stairs and opened up the door, propping it open with her bag, then went to grab the end of the stroller.

      “New York certainly isn’t baby-friendly, is it?” he said as he lifted his end of the stroller.

      “Definitely not.”

      Once  they  were  inside,  they  rode  the  lift  up  to  the  second  floor  and  Gigi  opened  up  the apartment door. It was quiet inside; that either meant Jen was still asleep, or had stepped out.

      “Jen?” she called, closing the door behind Max. She walked farther inside. “Jen?”

      “She’s gone to the gym,” he said. She turned to find him standing by the kitchen bench, a piece of paper in his hand.

      “How do you know?”

      He held up the paper. “She left you a note.”

      “Oh,” Gigi replied. “I guess it’s a good thing she’s not here.”

      Max unclipped the harness on Erin’s stroller, picking up the little girl, whose big blue eyes were looking everywhere, taking everything in. “Why’s that?”

      She pursed her lips, wondering whether she should tell him that if Jen were here, she would be making comments alluding to the fact that Gigi had stayed the night and generally be passive- aggressive towards him. “You won’t have to talk to her.”

      His lips flexed slightly. “I wouldn’t have anyway. She’s my employee.”

      “I’m also your employee, Max,” she stated plainly.

      His eyes fix on her face. “You’re different, Gigi.”

      Her stomach flipped, but before she could read anything into it, she reminded herself that she was different. Max had chosen her to watch his most treasured possession—his daughter. Of course their relationship was more than just employee and employer. “I’ll start packing up my things. Make yourself comfortable.” She waved at the couch. “I won’t be long.”

      “Take your time.”

      Gigi quickly retreated into her bedroom. In her closet, she found a suitcase large enough to fit all her books and the clothes she was going to take with her. She had everything packed in less than twenty minutes, but spent the better part of ten trying to close it. She had sworn at the damn thing more times than she could count.

      “Is everything all right in there?” Max asked through the door.

      Her head jerked in the direction of his voice. She didn’t want him to come in her room. It was embarrassing enough that she was such a nerd, but if he saw her room, he would never see her as anything more. She had post-it notes stuck everywhere with little titbits of information meant to help her to recall the larger piece of text they’d come from. Add to that the myriad of books, notebooks and loose leaves of paper; she was a geek’s wet dream.

      “Don’t come in here!” she yelled.

      There was a pause. “Excuse me?” His tone was hard, like he wasn’t told ‘no’ very often. He probably wasn’t.

      “I mean, I’ll be right out. I’m… I’m naked.”

      “Naked?” he replied, the hardness in his voice replaced with something that made her skin heat.

      “I’m getting changed,” she tacked on weakly. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      Now that she’d said as much, Gigi found her yoga pants and a t-shirt to change into. She pulled on her runners and tried zipping up the damn suitcase again. This time, the teeth on the zip slid together perfectly. Tugging on the handle, the weight inside caused the case to crash to the floor.

      “Gigi?” he called again. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m coming out now,” she replied, gritting her teeth as she tugged on the handle to get it moving. When she stepped into the living room, Max’s expression stole her breath.
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      Max’s eyes slid down Gigi’s body, drinking in the way her yoga pants were clinging to her hips. The shirt she was wearing hugged her curves, drawing his attention to how narrow her waist was. She had the perfect hourglass figure, and it was just one more thing that set her apart from Chelsea.

      When he’d heard the crash from behind her bedroom door, he had sat Erin on the floor and knocked, wondering if he could help in some way. But when Gigi had said she was naked, his cock had paid a little too much attention to the words, his brain following up with an image. He had no idea whether it was accurate, but now that he saw her, he knew he hadn’t been too far off.

      The woman was testing his resolve, and she didn’t even know it.

      All his life, women had been throwing themselves at him, beginning when he started playing JV football at school. When he’d secured the star quarterback position, trying to get a girl to suck his cock had been too easy. His friends told him he was the luckiest sonofabitch out, but he had to disagree. Having women come onto him all the time got real boring, real quick.

      Even as they’d walked to Gigi’s apartment, he saw every set of female eyes on him. He’d kept his expression pissed off, deterring any of them from approaching him, although he could tell more than one had wanted to. Of course, Gigi had noticed. She’d questioned him about it. He’d denied it, but he could tell she wanted to call bullshit on him.

      But Gigi was different. Right from the start, she hadn’t tried any lines on him, hadn’t attempted to touch him ‘accidently’, and when he caught her staring at him while he’d been changing that morning, he had enjoyed her attention.

      “—Max?”

      His eyes snapped back to her face. “What?”

      She looked down at what she was wearing for a moment. “Should I change?” she asked, suddenly unsure.

      Fuck, no. He was enjoying her curves too much. “No. You look fine. Let’s go.” He reached for the handle of the suitcase, pulling it free of her grip and stopping any protests with a shake of his head. “Can you get Erin strapped in and push the stroller?”

      She bit her bottom lip, and he turned around so she wouldn’t see the erection tenting his pants. Sweats were a bad choice. He opened the door, but stopped when she said, “Let me leave Jen a note reminding her where I am.”

      Five minutes later they were out on the sidewalk again. Jen and Gigi’s apartment wasn’t in the heart of NYU student housing; it was about five blocks away from what he could tell, reducing the number of students walking around.

      “How’d you get this place?” he asked as they waited to cross the road.

      “Jen’s parents know someone who owns the building.”

      “Rent must be a killer for university students,” he commented absently.

      “It’s heavily subsidized.”

      He studied Gigi’s face as they waited for the lights to change. Her long red hair looked like it was as smooth as silk, falling in a straight sheet down to the middle of her back. The color was nothing that could be replicated from a bottle. Her neck was delicate, leading his eye to her jaw. She had high cheekbones, which made her seem regal, although he was sure she saw herself as anything but. Her lashes were a shade darker than her hair, framing the most striking set of green eyes.

      “Borello,” he murmured. “That’s an Italian name.”

      She turned to him. “It is. My father is Italian. My mother is Irish.”

      “Huh. That explains the red hair then.”

      She pushed some of that hair back behind her ear, but didn’t respond. Max looked away, realizing his mistake. She now knew he’d been looking at her, had been studying her.

      “What about you?” she asked.

      “What about me?”

      Gigi’s green eyes boldly met his. “Your family, your background.” She paused. “You already know a lot about me, Max. I hardly know a thing about you.”

      She was right, of course, but that was the way he wanted to keep it—at least, he thought he had until he started talking. “My family can trace its lineage right back to the Mayflower,” he started. “My great, great, great grandfather started his own pen company back in eighteen eighty-eight, in Wisconsin. That’s still where all my family is, except for my father. He was the black sheep of the family and left for Seattle when he was eighteen.”

      “A pen company?” she asked. He nodded. “As in, ‘Parker Pens’?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, that’s the one.”

      “Wow,” she breathed. “Why did your father go to Seattle?”

      “A woman, would you believe… My mom.”

      Her smile lit up her whole face. “That’s so romantic.”

      Yeah, Max had thought that too. When he was growing up, that was all he wanted. He wanted to find his soul mate and get married, have kids, grow old together…until his parents told him they were getting a divorce. He was eighteen years old and the illusion of finding his ‘perfect match’ had been shattered. He could have believed in it again if it wasn’t for Chelsea. She had ground the shattered pieces of his fantasy under the heel of her stiletto and laughed.

      “Are they still married?”

      “No.” The word was heavy…sad, almost. “They got divorced about eight years ago.”

      “I’m so sorry, Max.”

      He looked at her. “You want to know what the funny thing is? They’re still really close. They have a better relationship now than when they were married.”

      His revelation made her smile, and he realized he liked being the one to make her do it. “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

      “Three brothers—triplets if you can believe it.”

      “Wow. I couldn’t imagine having triplet brothers,” she uttered. “It was just little old me growing up, so I find it hard to picture there being someone else to share a bathroom with.”

      His lips flexed into a smile remembering what it was like growing up with his older brothers.

      Being the youngest, he was often picked on and made fun of. That lasted until he was about sixteen. Max had started hitting the gym that year. He had bulked up so he was actually the same size—if not slightly bigger—than his brothers and he was able to stick up for himself. After that, they’d left him alone.

      “You’re an only child, right?” he asked.

      “Yeah. It was just me and my parents.”

      “Are they still together?”

      She nodded. “Happily married for twenty-nine years this year.”

      He wanted to ask her more about her thoughts on marriage and family, but held his tongue. He knew she didn’t have a boyfriend, and that was just the way he wanted to keep it.

      “Do you think you’ll remarry?”

      Her question startled him. If she’d asked him that three months ago, he would have told her hell no, but was that what he still wanted? “I’m not sure.”

      “What about kids? Would you want to have more?”

      Max looked down at Erin being pushed in the stroller. She deserved to have a little brother or sister—maybe even more than one. He had always wanted to have four kids. “Maybe. If I met the right girl,” he replied, watching Gig’s expression carefully.

      She bit her lip and he had to fight the urge to kiss her. “What would make the right girl?” she asked quietly.

      He came to a stop at a red light. The perfect girl was standing right in front of him. “Physically she could have any color hair or eyes. I find the personality and the values of a person are much more important.”

      Her head bobbed up and down in agreement, her eyes on the passing traffic. “I don’t think a person’s appearance counts for a whole lot.” She looked at him. “Compatibility is far more important.”

      “I know what you mean,” he said softly, staring at her intently. With the sun beating down on them, Max could see the tiny sprinkling of freckles on her nose. Gigi’s cheeks flushed with color under his close scrutiny and she looked away, clearing her throat.

      “So, how many kids would you want to have?” he asked as they crossed the road together.

      “A lot…four, maybe.”

      “Why?”

      “I was an only child. Sometimes I got kind of lonely when I was growing up. I wouldn’t want my kids to experience that.”

      Christ, could this woman get any more perfect?

      “What about you?” she asked. Her eyes lingered on his mouth for a moment before she looked away. Brushing some hair behind her ear, she added, “You know, just for argument’s sake.”

      Max stepped a little closer to her, trying to avoid being knocked down by a motorized scooter. He heard her breath catch in her throat at his proximity, and it made him smile. “Same.”

      Her eyes widened. “Four?”

      “Always wanted to have four,” he replied with a shrug.

      They kept talking in the same way until they reached his apartment, the time passing too quickly. Max found that he didn’t want it to end. They had a connection and there was so much more to Gigi than he thought. Just as they closed the apartment door behind them, his cell rang. Pulling it from his pocket, he pinned it between his shoulder and ear to lift Gigi’s bag onto the single bed in what would be her room.

      “Hello?”

      “Max, honey?”

      “Oh, hi, Mom.” He walked into his bedroom. “How’s Dad doing?”

      “Better. Much better. He’s actually starting to make jokes again.”

      He smiled. “Well, then, I know he’s getting better.”

      “How’s New York? How’s the new club?”

      He toed off his shoes. “Everything is going great.”

      “And how is my granddaughter?”

      “She’s also great.”

      “I’m planning on visiting as soon as your father has been discharged and is settled at home,” she told him. “How’s the nanny working out? Has she started yet?”

      “She looked after Erin last night while I had the club opening, and she’s moving in today, actually.”

      “That’s great news.” There was a muffled sound before she came back onto the line. “I have to go, Max. Your father is asking for me. All my love to you and Erin. Hopefully it won’t be too long until I see you both again.”

      “Say hi to Dad for me,” he said. “Love you.”

      He hung up and left his bedroom. Gigi had Erin out of the stroller and was playing with her on her bed. Watching Gigi and his daughter together made him like her that little bit more. She was great with kids whether she thought so or not, and Max knew she’d make a great mom someday.

      “Hey, I need to crash out for a while before work. There’s an empty drawer in the bathroom vanity for you already. Help yourself to whatever you want, and make yourself at home.” Max yawned, exhaustion not just creeping up on him, but taking him hostage.

      “Get some rest, Max,” she told him.

      “Are you all right with Erin?”

      She looked at the little girl and smiled. “We’ll be just fine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      Tell me everything, Borello. Leave no detail out.

      Gigi looked at her phone when it lit up, showing her the text from Jen. She’d obviously gotten the note. Instead of texting back and forth a million times as she knew they would, she just hit the call button and put the phone on speaker. She got up to close the door before the call could connect, though; Erin had just gone down for her nap and Max had been out for about two hours already.

      “I can’t believe you just left me a note,” Jen said in lieu of a greeting.

      “Hello to you, too,” Gigi shot back, putting her phone on the tallboy while she filled its drawers with her underwear and shirts.

      “Seriously? That’s what you say to me? You’ve moved in with him!”

      “Yes, as his nanny,” she said. “I’m just his nanny, Jen.”

      Her roommate laughed. “It always starts out that way, but I can guarantee he’ll be in your pants before too long.”

      Gigi didn’t want to admit it to anyone else but herself, but she did want Max to get into her pants, and anywhere else he wanted to go. The talk they’d had on the way back from her place had been so revealing. He may not have realized it, but he had exposed so much of himself to her. She loved hearing about his family and how he grew up. They’d lightly touched on his wife, and he’d skimmed over the details, as she knew he would, but everything else had been great.

      “How long will you be living there? I mean, should I get your mail redirected?”

      “No! I won’t be here that long—only for two weeks.”

      “Why only two weeks?”

      “That’s how long I said I’d work for him,” she replied. “The successful applicants for the internship will be announced shortly after that. Don’t worry about the rent. I’ll still pay my share.”

      “I wasn’t worried, but now that you mention money, how much is Max paying you?” Jen asked. Gigi paused as she placed a shirt in the drawer. They’d briefly touched on the issue of pay, but what she’d demanded was ridiculously absurd. There was no way he’d willingly pay her two thousand a week.

      “We haven’t discussed an exact figure yet.”

      “He’d better pay you well. If he doesn’t, demand that he does.”

      Gigi made a noise that was neither agreeing nor disagreeing with what Jen had said. “How was the gym?” she asked, to change the subject.

      Jen heaved a heavy yet very satisfied sigh. “Amazing.”

      “I take it you’re talking about Jeremy when you say that.”

      “He is amazing,” she gushed. “He has a banging body. I just wish he wasn’t off-limits.”

      “Wait. What?”

      “Jeremy is off-limits.”

      “Who told you that?”

      In the background, there was the sound of the pipes knocking together. Jen must have been getting ready to take a shower. “He did.”

      “And you’re going to toe the line and not do anything with him?” Gigi asked incredulously.

      “Hey! Why is that so hard to believe?”

      “It’s just the Jen I know wouldn’t let a silly little rule stand in her way.”

      She snorted. “You’re right about that, but this is different. I like him, so I’ll play by the rules…for a little while longer anyway.”

      Gigi laughed. “Now there’s the Jen I know and love.”

      “Speaking of love, I have to love you and leave you. I have a hair appointment in twenty. Talk to you later, and remember to always use protection!”

      “We’re not having sex!” she yelled into the phone, but it was too late. Jen had already hung up.

      “Who’s not having sex?”

      Gigi spun around and faced Max who was standing in the doorway. Her cheeks instantly stained with color. Crap. “Sorry. Nobody. That was just Jen being Jen.” She cringed and closed the drawer at her back. “Sorry if I woke you.”

      “You didn’t,” he replied. “My stomach did. I was going to make some lunch. You interested?”

      “Lunch would be good,” she replied, following him out of her room. She looked at his now jean- clad ass as he walked and let out a breathy sigh.

      In the kitchen, she was instructed to sit at the bench while Max threw together a Spanish omelette for them to share. She watched him chop the potato and onion, and was not afraid to say she was impressed. As he worked, she thought it would be a good chance to talk about her pay.

      “Max, we need to discuss something.” Her statement drew his attention immediately. He looked at her from under his lashes, the knife in his hand stilling. She exhaled and said, “We need to talk about how much you’re going to pay me.”

      “I thought we’d already decided on a figure.”

      “We did, I guess, but…”

      “But?” he prompted, his attention returning to the peppers he was now cutting up.

      “Two thousand a week seems like too much.”

      “I don’t share your point of view,” he replied, not bothering to meet her eyes.

      “Max,” she said, reaching out to touch his hand that held the pepper firmly on the board. His brown eyes flipped to hers, and she felt a jolt of electricity flow between them. He put down the knife, wiped his hands on a towel and planted his palms on the stone bench. Not once did his eyes move from hers.

      “Yes, Gigi?” he replied, his voice low and gravelly and oh, so tempting.

      She sucked in a breath to settle the butterflies in her stomach. Her eyes dipped to his mouth, which had parted slightly, and she wanted to just get up and press her lips against his. She wanted to know whether he tasted as good as he smelled and looked.

      “I—” she started, but stopped when Max moved around the bench and stood so close to her that she could practically feel his heartbeat. “What—”

      Her words were cut off when he leaned down and kissed her. For a second, she was too stunned to do anything. It didn’t take her body long to figure it out though. Her mouth moved against his, her lips finding a rhythm she wasn’t aware she knew. She felt his tongue dart out, and she opened her mouth, letting him in, letting him take her. She was getting lost in the sensations, happily drowning in them, when Max pulled away. He had a frown on his face that Gigi couldn’t decipher, but she had a feeling it wasn’t a good thing.

      “Max…”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, cutting her off. “That was inappropriate.”

      Inappropriate? It had been electric and spontaneous and completely unexpected, but it had not been inappropriate, at least not as far as she was concerned. He moved back around to the other side of the bench and picked up the knife again, cutting the pepper carefully and precisely.

      He cleared his throat. “You were saying?”

      She was speechless. She wanted to tell him that kiss had been everything she had hoped and dreamed it would be, but he clearly wanted to forget that it had ever happened. Was it her fault? Had he not enjoyed it? She could count the number of boys she had kissed before on one hand, and none of them had complained.

      “Two thousand is too much,” she whispered, her fingers finding their way to her lips. He watched her touch her mouth and his knuckles turned white as he clutched the knife harder.

      “I’m making some pretty hard demands on you, Gianna. Two thousand a week seems more than fair for the inconvenience.” His words were clipped, and they deflated Gigi in a way she hadn’t thought possible.

      “Can you even afford it?”

      He pinned her with a hard glare, the muscle in his jaw twitching. “Don’t worry about that. Two thousand is what we agreed on. I plan on honoring that whether you like it or not.” He continued cutting. “Now, I don’t want to talk about this anymore. Okay?”

      “Okay,” she replied weakly, her compliance plunging them into silence.

      When she couldn’t stand the quiet any longer, she slid from the stool to go and get one of her textbooks. She curled up on the couch, Max still in her line of sight as she pretended to read. What they’d shared was like nothing she had ever felt before. She wanted to kiss him again. Hell, she wanted to do a lot more with him, but he clearly didn’t have the same desire as she did. He’d withdrawn from her completely, his frosty demeanour hurting her a lot more than she thought it would.

      He glanced up at her a few times when he thought her eyes were on the book, and the look of disdain on his face was unmistakeable. The silence was cut when he began throwing the vegetables into the frying pan. The scent of onions and peppers filled the air, making Gigi’s stomach sit up and pay attention. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched him as he attended the skillet, occasionally turning things over in the pan. His broad back was being hugged by a white t-shirt, and she suddenly wished she was that stretch of cotton. Was that weird? Argh, who knew? All she and her libido knew was that they wanted more of Max. Sighing, she forced her eyes to read and her brain to store the information she needed from her textbook.

      “It’s ready,” he announced suddenly, cutting through the tension. Gigi looked up from her book. He was setting two plates on to the counter, along with some cutlery and paper napkins. Sliding the book from her knee, she stood up and walked towards Max, who was watching her every step.

      “Thank you,” she said as she sat down. Leaning down, she inhaled the delicious scent. He grunted a reply and sat beside her, their thighs brushing briefly. He stiffened from the contact, and she held her breath. She could practically taste her pulse in the back of her throat. She hated how tensely he held himself, like he didn’t want to accidently touch her again. “Can we talk about what just happened?” she found herself asking.

      Max went still, his knife and fork poised over his omelette. “I’d rather not,” he replied.

      “Please? I just want to clear the air.”

      Placing down his cutlery, he looked at her. He was running his tongue along the front of his teeth, and she couldn’t tell whether it was because of anger or something else. “What happened was a mistake—a lapse in judgement and sanity. I apologize. We need to keep our relationship professional, especially since you’ll be living here.”

      They were not the words Gigi had wanted to hear, but what could she do? She had to play by Max’s rules. This was his place, his child, his job to give. Even though it hurt to agree to his terms, she nodded. “Of course.” She kept her voice carefully devoid of any emotions, not wanting him to know just how much he had wounded her. It never would have worked out anyway. He was still grieving for the loss of his wife. He was also four years older than her—not that that bothered her— but perhaps it bothered him.

      They finished lunch in silence. When they were done, he stood up and took her plate, placing it in the sink, and began washing up. She watched him for a moment before sliding from the stool and returning to her room.
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      Max had watched Gigi leave the kitchen, her head hanging low and her eyes on the ground. Christ, what a fucking idiot he’d been. He wasn’t angry at himself for the kiss; that kiss was amazing. He was pissed off that he’d handled what happened after it so badly. The whole time he’d been saying the words to her, in his head, he was saying the opposite. Okay, so it may have been inappropriate considering she was now his employee, but saying it was a mistake was so far from the truth. The feel of her soft lips against his only confirmed what he’d thought kissing her would be like.

      Perfection.

      When she’d reached out and touched him, a jolt of electricity surged through his body like he’d been plugged into the electrical mains. It made his blood boil, it made his cock stir. He had to see whether she would react to him, and when her eyes had dipped to his mouth, he knew. Functioning on autopilot, he’d rounded the bench and got up in her personal space. The scent of her shampoo was somehow hard-wired to his cock because his erection began to strain against the fly of his jeans. It had actually hurt, but he welcomed the pain, hoping it would calm the damn thing down.

      Although he knew he shouldn’t have, he simply couldn’t stop himself. He’d leaned down and claimed what he’d wanted since pretty much the first time they’d met. She hadn’t reacted at first—she was just still—but then when he’d coaxed her mouth open with his tongue, she gave everything up to him. He was getting lost in a tactile ocean of Gigi, and that was the problem. He remembered a time when he had gotten lost in Chelsea, had given everything to her, and look where that had gotten him.

      He’d broken off the kiss out of fear. Even though she felt nothing like Chelsea, looked nothing like her, she was making him feel like Chelsea had made him feel in the beginning. When he looked up from doing the dishes, Gigi was gone. Checking down the hallway, he saw that her bedroom door was shut. He guessed he should have been happy with himself. He had wanted to stop anything more from happening, and he’d achieved that by driving her away…but why did he feel like shit for doing it?

      He stood there staring at her room, his hands balled into fists at his side. He wanted to go in there and tell her he was being a dick because he’d been screwed over, but before he could move a foot, his phone rang. It was his mom.

      “Hi, Mom,” he said, retreating back to the kitchen and his sanity.

      “Hi, Max. I’ve got some good news.”

      “Is it about Dad?”

      “They’ve given him the all clear to recuperate at home. I’m trying to convince him to come back to LA with me so I can keep an eye on him.”

      He felt the weight he’d been bearing since he’d heard his father was sick lift from his shoulders. “That’s great.”

      “Yeah, it is. Anyway, I just wanted you to know how he was progressing.”

      “Have you told the triplets yet?”

      “I’ll call them now. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Bye, Mom.”

      Max noticed the time on his phone. He had a few more hours before he had to be at work, and he wanted to spend it with Erin. Poking his head into her room, he found her smiling face beaming back at him; she always woke up happy from her naps.

      “How are you, baby girl? Did you have a good sleep?” he asked. Erin simply reached up her little hand and grabbed his nose. Gently prying her loose, he checked her diaper then took her out into the living room. “Do you want to go for a run, baby?” he asked her, getting a coo back in response. “I’ll take that as a yes,” he laughed.

      He glanced at Gigi’s room briefly. Should he ask her to go? Would she agree to even if he did? In the end, he decided to simply tell her where he was going. She probably had to study anyway. With Erin in his arms, he knocked on her door. A few seconds later it opened slowly.

      “I’m taking Erin out to the park…” he said, leaving the rest of the statement open for her to either say she was coming or not.

      She looked at Erin and smiled. “Have fun, you two.”

      “Gigi, you didn’t want to—”

      “Come with you?” she finished. He nodded. “I’d love to but I have a ton of studying to do.”

      “Yeah. Of course you do. We’ll be back soon.” He knew she’d just lied to avoid the inevitable awkwardness. Max had to get over it, too, and the only way he could think to do that was to pretend it had never happened. And to run until his body nearly gave out.
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      Gigi shut the door on Max and walked over to her bed, throwing herself back down onto it. She should have been studying, but her mind kept replaying the kiss she and Max had shared. It was going to be hard pretending it had never even happened.

      Her phone chirped then and she picked it up, expecting to see Jen’s face pop up onto the screen. It wasn’t. It was a text from an unknown number. Her stomach flipped. Maybe it was the AMNH texting her to tell her she’d made it, even though she knew it was too early for that—it was also highly unlikely that successful candidates would be alerted via text message.

      Opening up the text, she read then re-read the message.

      Hi, Gigi. It’s Alex … from class. Was just wondering whether you’d like to get together to study sometime? Hit me back on this number to pick a time and a place :)

      “Oh, no,” she said to herself. She remembered giving Alex her number for a group project back in their second year. She’d been reluctant to, of course, but in order to work together, they’d needed a way to contact each other. She’d been naively hoping that he’d deleted her details as soon as the assignment had been over.

      Clearly, she’d been wrong.

      She deliberated about texting back for the better half of thirty minutes, eventually deciding that it would be rude if she didn’t respond.

      Hi, Alex. Sure. Why not? How about tomorrow? Around midday?

      Gigi bit her lip and put the phone down on the comforter. She didn’t have to wait long for his reply.

      Sounds great. Meet you at the library and we can go from there.

      It sounded like a date to Gigi, so she’d have to make sure Alex was on the same page as her when it came to their non-existent relationship status. They were just friends. Rolling over onto her back, she picked up a textbook and flipped it open, holding it above her. Time disappeared like it always did when she had her nose buried in a book and when she looked at her phone again, it was almost four o’clock. Venturing out of her room, she saw that the apartment was still empty.

      She turned her head at the sound of a key chattering along the lock, the front door opening a moment later. Max pushed the stroller inside. He was breathing heavily and dripping with sweat. Gigi felt as if she was having a divine moment seeing him as he was. He was in his jogging shirt and shorts, sweat beading off his brow. Their eyes met and she could feel the lust that had built between them before crackle into life once more.

      “Hi,” she managed to choke out.

      He closed the door behind him. “Hi. How was studying?”

      “Boring,” she replied. “I thought you went to the park.”

      “I did. For a run,” he corrected. Unstrapping Erin, he approached Gigi. “I have to be at work in an hour. Can you feed and bathe Erin then put her to bed?”

      Holding out her hands, she settled the little girl on her hip. “Sure I can.”

      He gave her a brief smile before making his way down the hallway. She watched him—she couldn’t help herself—until he closed the door behind him. Looking back at Erin, she said, “Let’s get you some dinner.”
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      The next day at half past eleven, Gigi left the apartment and started the twenty minute walk to the university library. She would be a few minutes early, but she preferred to be early rather than late. As she approached the red stone building, she saw Alex leaning up against one of the pillars out the front, his fingers idly playing with the leaves of one of the trees in the planter boxes there. His expression was serious until he saw her—that was when his whole face lit up.

      “Gigi, hi,” he said, a face-splitting grin on his face. It made him look even younger than twenty- two. Slung over his shoulder was his overloaded book bag. “So, I thought we could get some lunch before we actually start serious study.”

      “Yeah, that’d be great. Lead the way.”

      She fell into step with Alex as he prattled on about something vaguely related to anthropology. Gigi was completely unfocused on the conversation. Her mind was still very firmly on the conversation she’d had with Max that morning when he’d surfaced briefly for breakfast. He’d come out of his room dressed in just a pair of baggy sweats. Seeing him dressed like that made a column of heat shoot through her body before it pooled between her legs. Did he really have no idea what the sight of him partially naked did to her?

      “Gigi, I just want to apologize again for yesterday.”

      His words had startled her, as well as confused her. She couldn’t keep up with his vacillating moods. He was either rude or repentant. “It’s okay, Max,” she said, pouring herself a glass of juice before asking him if he wanted some by raising the carton.

      He shook his head. “No, it’s really not. When I went out for my run, I thought about it. The way I reacted was…extreme.”

      “I get it. You regret kissing me, and I understand why. You’re my boss. Doing something to jeopardize our professional relationship is like putting a gun to the side of my head and pulling the trigger.” He frowned at her analogy. “What I mean is, it was a mistake—and one that can’t happen again.” She took a sip of her juice, looking at his face over the lip of the glass. “Let’s just put it behind us and pretend that it never happened.”

      He gave her a slow nod. “Yes, I think that’s for the best.”

      She smiled. “Great. Are you working again tonight?” He nodded, looking a little miffed. “What time do you start?”

      “Five.”

      “All right. I’ll make sure I’m home no later than four today.”

      “Going somewhere?” he asked, his scowl deepening.

      “I’m meeting a friend at midday to study.”

      His jaw bulged for a moment. “A guy- friend or a girl- friend?”

      She blinked at him, confused by the question. “Does it matter?” she replied, placing her juice down onto the counter.

      For a moment, he didn’t say a thing. He seemed to be thinking about something pretty damn hard before saying, “No. It doesn’t. Have fun. I’ll see you at four.”

      “—don’t you think?” Alex said.

      Gigi shook her head. “Sorry, what?”

      “I said this place looks as good as any to get a bite to eat.” He gestured to the huge window they were standing in front of. It was a busy deli, their meat cabinets filled with a dozen different kinds of cold-cuts and cheeses.

      “Ah, sure. This works for me.”

      He opened the door for her, stepping into the deli behind her. It was heaving with people, but Alex saw a couple vacating a table. He rushed to grab it for them, piling the dirty plates on one end. Seeing all the cured meats hanging from the bars above the refrigerated cabinets reminded Gigi of her family get-togethers. Being half-Italian, family affairs were the three Ls—long, large and loud. Her uncles all cured their own meats, and brought enough along with them to feed everyone comfortably for a week.

      “What do you feel like?” Alex asked, interrupting her thoughts. Her eyes drifted to the chalkboard above the counter.

      “The roast beef sounds good.”

      He smiled. “Coming right up.” He stood up and joined the line, glancing back at Gigi every now and again and smiling. She had the distinct feeling that he thought this was some kind of date. The more she thought about it, though, she couldn’t see why this couldn’t be a date. He liked her—that was clear—and she did like him. He was sweet and nice and safe. He was everything any girl would want to have in a boyfriend. His crush on her had been a long-running joke between her and Jen. Wouldn’t Jen get a kick out of it if Gigi announced she and Alex were dating?

      She could tell the wait was going to be a long one, so instead of wasting time doing nothing, she pulled one of her textbooks out of her messenger bag. She opened it up on the table, flipping to the last chapter she’d been reading. She glanced up every now and then to check on Alex’s progress, and after ten minutes, he was finally at the front of the line. He returned to the table, triumphantly holding a plastic number in a metal stand.

      “I didn’t know what you wanted to drink so I got you a chocolate shake,” he announced.

      “I haven’t had one of those since I was a kid,” she said with a grin. “Thanks, Alex.”

      He sat back down, looking at her study notes upside down. “History of Anthropology is the best, don’t you think?” he said.

      She liked how enthusiastic he was about his studies. That was one thing she found lacking in other guys. “Yeah. It’s my favorite, although I also like linguistic anthropology.”

      They chatted about classes and their assignments while waiting for their food. She hadn’t realized how easy it was to talk to him. He was a very carefree, cheerful person, and she felt better just being around him. When their food finally arrived, it didn’t dampen the conversation. They talked with their mouths full, trading stories of encounters with different professors over the last four years.

      Alex eventually sat back in his chair, grinning at her.

      “What?” she asked, her smile a reflection of his.

      “We should have done this years ago.”

      “Studied together?” she asked, wiping the corners of her mouth with a napkin.

      “Gone on a date.”

      She paused. “Is that what this is?”

      Alex leaned his elbows on the table and looked at her seriously. “It’s taken me four years to get the courage up to ask you to spend time with me outside of the classroom, Gigi. I’m definitely counting this as a date.”

      She  could  sense  he  was  waiting  for  her  to  shoot  him  down,  to  reject  him  and  his  careful advances. “We should do it again soon then.” Her answer surprised him, but he soon recovered, his mouth turning up in a shy grin.

      “Yeah, we should.”

      “We should—” Gigi paused, listening carefully. Yep, her phone was ringing. She dug it out of her bag and looked at who was calling her. It was Max. Seeing his name on the screen made her heart flutter a little. She looked back at Alex, giving him an apologetic smile. “Sorry. It’s my boss. I have to take this.”

      “Oh? Sure thing.”

      She slid her finger across the screen. “Max?”

      “Gigi, hi.”

      “Hi,” she replied, confused. “Is something wrong with Erin?”

      “No, nothing like that. I just have to go into work a little earlier than I thought. Are you able to cut your study date thing short?”

      Her eyes went to Alex. “Yeah, I guess I can. I’ll see you soon.”

      “I didn’t realize you had a job,” Alex said as soon as she disconnected the call.

      “It’s a very recent thing.”

      He idly played with the corner of her textbook. “What about the internship, if you get it? Will you still do it?”

      “Yes. I’ve already told Max that I’ll be working for him for only two weeks.”

      That seemed to lighten his mood because his grin was back. “So, since you’re cutting our date short, it’s only fair that you reimburse me and agree to go on another one.”

      There was a little flutter in Gigi’s stomach at the thought, but it wasn’t like the one she felt when Max was around her. She pushed any thoughts of Max and his effect on her out of her head. That was a lost cause; Alex was a tangible reality. “Tomorrow is Sunday. I don’t believe Max is working tomorrow night so how about we go out then? Maybe a movie and some dinner?”

      “Great. Give me your address. I’ll pick you up.”
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      Max’s hand plowed through his hair once more. When he’d called Gigi, he hadn’t meant to tell her to come home. He didn’t even know why he’d called her in the first place. It may have been because the idea of her potentially being with another guy was driving him insane. He didn’t even know if she was, but just the thought of it was making him crazy.

      He acknowledged his thought processes were pretty fucking skewed though.

      She didn’t belong to him.

      She wasn’t his woman, but the desire to make her his was too strong to ignore. Now he had to kill some time before he actually had to go to work. He supposed he could just make up another excuse and spend his free time with Gigi instead.

      Down the hall, Erin started grumbling, demanding his attention. He got his little girl up and changed her diaper then went back into the kitchen to get her lunch organized. Twenty minutes later, Gigi stepped through the door.

      He glanced at her, seeing her cheeks were a little flushed. “Sorry for calling you back so soon,” he told her, his attention on guiding a spoon into Erin’s mouth.

      Dropping her messenger bag on the couch, she said, “It’s fine. I’ve got the rest of the evening to study when little Miss has gone to bed.” She stepped into the kitchen, grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge. “What time do you have to be at work?”

      This was it. Either he could go through with his lie, or he could create another one. “Jeremy was able to cover it in the end. He called me back after I got off the phone with you. I feel bad for making you come home now.”

      She twisted off the cap of her bottle and put it to her lips, taking a shallow sip. “It’s all right. We have another date set for tomorrow night anyway…” Her words trailed off and he realized it was because she’d seen the look on his face. She hurried on, “Only if that’s okay. I assumed you weren’t working tomorrow since it was Sunday.”

      He worked hard to make his expression blank. “Yeah, of course.” He cleared his throat. “So who is your study partner?”

      “A guy from my course.”

      He blinked, his jaw aching from being held too tightly. “Where are you meeting?”

      Please, fucking god, let it not be here.

      “He said he’d pick me up, but I can call him and tell him not to if you’d prefer?”

      Forcing a smile on his lips, he said, “No, that’s fine. I look forward to meeting the guy.”

      Gigi gave him an unsteady smile and replaced the cap on her bottle. “I’m just going to get changed into something a little more comfortable.”

      Now, why the fuck did she have to say something like that? Max’s mind didn’t just land in the gutter; it was swimming through every delicious dirty thought. He watched her walk away, the slight sway in her hips making his dick twitch. Fuck, women were torture. He’d learned that a long time ago under the steady tuition of Chelsea. He’d resisted being changed by her, but Max knew Gigi was the one woman he would willingly give it all up for.

      He finished feeding Erin, placing her down in the living room to play while he tidied up the kitchen. He was so damn frustrated since the kiss that he had to find an outlet for the frustration; otherwise he’d be in real danger of barging into Gigi’s room and claiming her mind, body and soul. He stalked around the kitchen, banging doors and slamming cupboards until Gigi emerged once more dressed in those goddamn yoga pants and a tight tee. Blood flooded south, making his erection painful as it pushed against his pants.

      She looked at him warily for a moment, and he had an awful thought that maybe she’d seen what he was sporting. He glanced down, breathing a sigh of relief when he saw the island bench was providing the appropriate cover.

      “I thought I’d take Erin for a walk in the park,” she said. “If that’s okay with you? It’ll give you a chance to get ready for work in peace.”

      Not trusting his voice, Max nodded. He watched her load his daughter into her stroller and leave. He started running the hot water, filling up the sink to wash up a few plates and glasses. While he scrubbed, he willed his cock to deflate. Now that Gigi wasn’t in the room, it seemed to be a pretty easy thing to achieve. He groaned when just thinking her name made his erection surge back to life. Angrily, he finished the washing up, spending more time than usual wiping down the benches.

      And loading the dryer.

      And rearranging the fridge.

      But it was no good.

      He couldn’t get his mind off Gigi.

      “Fuck.” He walked down the hall to the bathroom, pulling his shirt over his head and losing his pants. He kicked them into the corner and started up the shower. His erection was standing out in front of his body, unashamedly demanding that it was taken care of. It didn’t care whether it was Max’s hand or Gigi’s—all it was concerned with was getting some relief.

      He stepped into the cubicle, and as soon as the hot water hit his over-heated body and his straining cock, he let out a hiss. Planting one palm on the tile in front of him, Max took his cock into his other hand and began running it along its length. In his mind’s eye he could see it was Gigi’s delicate hand rather than his own, her slight wrist twisting when she reached the end of his molten length.

      Max threw his head back, his mouth slightly parted. A groan bubbled its way out of his throat, echoing around the bathroom. In his imagination, Gigi had slowly lowered herself down to the ground, kneeling in front of him, her luscious lips open and her tongue waiting for him to use. His hand moved faster as her warm, wet mouth encased him completely. The head of his cock touched the back of her throat, causing her to choke on him slightly. The constriction kicked things up another erotic notch. His hips started to rock back and forth of their own accord, his body completely in sync with his mind.

      “Fuck,” he barked out suddenly. His orgasm had caught him by surprise—something he’d not experienced since he was in high school and he’d just discovered how good getting his dick sucked was. His palm kept up the frenetic pace as he spilled all over the tiles in front of him and all over his hand. When his breathing had returned to a somewhat normal pace, he managed to finish his shower and cut the water.

      He suddenly felt very, very dirty for jerking off to the thought of Gigi, but at least this way, his cock wasn’t going to be making a nuisance of itself when she was around. Snapping a towel from the rail, he wrapped it around his waist and ran another one through his hair and over his body. He scooped up his dirty clothes and dumped them into the hamper before stepping out of the steamy room. He walked a few steps towards his room, coming to an abrupt stop when Gigi came out of Erin’s room, closing the door softly behind her.

      He felt his heart bounce into his throat. How long had she been back? How long had he been in the shower? Had she heard what he’d been doing in there? He scanned her face, looking for any signs that she knew.

      “I thought you went for a walk,” he blurted out.

      “We did. We were gone for at least forty-five minutes.”

      Forty-five minutes?

      “I’ve just put Erin down for her last nap of the day.” Max’s eyes drifted over her shoulder to look at the closed bedroom door. When his gaze snapped back to Gigi, her eyes were on his hips. Although it shouldn’t have been possible, his cock reacted to the attention.

      He turned his body away, moving to push past her to get to his bedroom before he made a big fucking mistake. Unfortunately, Gigi moved in the same direction and brushed past him, becoming stock-still. Her eyes bulged slightly as she felt what he was attempting to hide under his towel.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, the words tumbling from her mouth. “I’ll let you get dressed.” Her freckles began to stand out as her face slowly turned a bright shade of red. His fingers twitched, the urge to take her by the arm and press her against the wall almost unbearable. He couldn’t fight it for very long though. Whether it was the fresh memory he’d conjured from his shower, or whether it was the fact that there was potentially another guy on the scene, he forgot about having to stay away from Gigi. His strong fingers wrapped around her bicep. She looked up at him as a small gasp escaped her mouth.

      With a small movement of his wrist, she was against his chest, her hands coming up to rest on his shoulders. Her breathing was erratic as she looked into his eyes. “Max?” she whispered.

      “I take it all back,” he practically growled. “It wasn’t a mistake kissing you. The mistake was stopping.”

      A small, strangled moan broke free from her throat. “What about—”

      He shook his head, backing her against the wall. “It doesn’t matter. None of it matters. I can’t live in the same apartment as you and not touch you.” To prove his point, he captured her mouth with his, claiming her. Her sweet lips parted as his tongue stroked them, and he plunged inside. Gigi’s hands inched up his shoulders to his neck, her fingers interlacing and anchoring her in place. He skimmed his fingers down her ribcage, his fingertips rippling over her ribs until he fixed his hands on her hips. She pressed her breasts into his chest, and he could feel her pebbled nipples through the fabric of her shirt.

      Max’s hips flexed, driving into her lower belly. His erection was uncomfortably contained behind the towel, but Gigi had to be the one to remove the barrier. If she wanted him as much as he did her, she would have to show him. He trailed his lips down her neck, his tongue darting out to taste her sun- kissed skin. Her head fell back as he kissed down to the hollow at the base of her throat, his teeth gently nipping at her skin. As his mouth moved south, her hands became tangled in his hair, holding him close.

      The scent of her flushed skin rose up to meet him and he knew he had to have a taste. Sliding his hands under her shirt, he glided his fingers up to the underside of her breasts, caressing them through the fabric of her bra. She breathed his name, her back arching to bring her closer to him. That was the sign he needed. Max went back to the hem of her tee and peeled it from her body, dumping it on the ground beside them. Her bra soon followed.

      He stepped back to look at her, to finally see whether his imagination had been accurate. It was. And then some. Gigi may have been half Irish, but she had the Italian olive skin, which was evenly tanned and sinfully smooth. Her breasts were perfect, just the right amount to cup in his hand. She sucked in a breath when he did just that, causing him to smile at her. Lowering his head, he began kissing her again where he’d stopped, languidly moving over her collarbone and down her chest.

      Her grip tightened in his hair when his mouth brushed against one nipple. He repeated the action, this time getting a small squeak out of her. She was sensitive, and perfectly receptive to his touch. He swiped his tongue over that same nipple before dragging it into his mouth.

      “Max,” she said, her fingers opening and closing fitfully. “Ahhh, yes.”

      He sucked at her sensitive flesh, running his tongue around the tight bud until he felt her knees begin to shake. Before he gave the same treatment to the other one, Max gently blew on her nipple. She writhed against the wall. Bringing the other breast into his mouth, he suckled at it, biting and flicking the tip of his tongue over it. She made more inarticulate noises at the back of her throat, her already tight grip tightening further.

      Dropping to his knees, Max slid his fingers around the waist of her yoga pants, gently pulling the fabric away from her skin. He looked up at her, asking her silently if he should continue. He waited until she nodded. Tugging at the cotton, he removed her pants and her underwear, exposing her completely. She was a feast for the eyes, and he couldn’t help but lick his lips.

      Gripping her behind the knee, he lifted her leg, draping her slender thigh over his shoulder as he positioned himself and his mouth over her sex. Her fingers dug into his shoulders as his tongue darted out, taking the first intoxicating taste of her. He groaned softly as her flavor hit all of his senses. She was perfection. She was his.

      Max alternated between long, slow strokes, quick flicks of his tongue and concentrated laps of her clit. Gigi alternated between digging her fingernails into his shoulders, grasping his head and pulling his hair. He had to admit that he liked all of them. He brought her to the very edge of orgasm before backing off, knowing how to draw out the pleasure. Her body was so easy to read, so responsive to his touch.

      “Max, please,” she whimpered after the third denied orgasm. He’d been waiting for those words. He liked the idea of being in control of her pleasure. He had to make sure he was a drug she’d become addicted to. He had to make sure she couldn’t walk away from him.

      With a satisfied smirk, he focused his attention on her clit, flicking the tip of his tongue over the sensitive flesh and bringing her in record time. She cried out above him, throwing her hand over her mouth before the sound could build any more. Her whole body shuddered as pleasure washed through her. When she dropped her hand, her harsh breathing was competing with his, her legs still quaking every now and again. He stood up, weaving on his feet a little. Everything about Gigi was enthralling. Her skin glistened with sweat, rivulets dribbling down between her breasts. Leaning down, he ran his tongue between those perfect mounds.

      “That was…amazing,” she wheezed out.

      Max couldn’t agree more. But they were far from done. Taking her by the hand, he led her towards his bedroom. She followed willingly, tripping over her feet a little. With the door shut behind them, he walked her backwards until her delectable ass hit the edge of the mattress.

      “Lie down, Gigi,” he ordered. She did as he said, inching her way up to the pillows at the head of the bed. He stood back and watched, memorizing her curves. With any luck, this would not be the last time he would see them; he would make sure she came back for more. Her breasts heaved up and down with her increased breathing, her skin flushed. Her green eyes were on his groin, on his still covered rock-hard cock. He brought his hand to the edge of the towel.

      “You want me to take this off?” he asked. Her eyes snapped to his, her teeth sinking into her bottom lip. She nodded. “I can’t hear you, Gigi,” he said. “Tell me what I want to hear.”

      “I want you to take the towel off.”

      He smirked. “Why?”

      She blinked at him, seemingly surprised by the question. But then she raised her chin a fraction and boldly met his eyes. “I want to finally lay eyes on what I’ve only felt up to now. I want to see whether it’s anything like I imagined it to be.”

      “You’ve thought about me like this?” he asked.

      She nodded her head up and down deliberately. “More than once.”

      Fuck, he loved hearing that. Taking the end of the towel between his fingers, he pulled and let the fabric fall to his feet. Gigi’s eyes became heavy-lidded as she looked at him, her little pink tongue darting out of her mouth to moisten her lips.

      “Well?” he asked.

      She looked him in the eyes. “Even better than I could have imagined.”

      Max growled and crawled up the bed, covering her body with his. He was so desperate for her now. It had been too long since he’d felt this way about anyone. He dragged his fingers over her skin, smiling when goosebumps rose in his wake. He palmed one of her breasts, his thumb running over the nipple repeatedly while he sucked the other into his mouth once more. The small noises she made for him made him want to beat his fucking chest like a goddamn caveman.

      Releasing her breast, he leaned over to the bedside table, pausing when his eyes landed on the clock.

      That couldn’t be right.

      “Max, is everything okay?” Gigi asked, obviously noticing how he had stilled.

      He shook his head. “For a second there, I thought the clock said it was quarter to five.”

      She tipped her head back and looked at the clock too. “It does say it’s quarter to five,” she said, looking back at him. Her eyes widened. “You’re going to be late for work.”

      “Fuck,” he cursed bitterly, pushing himself upright. He looked down at the woman he’d rather spend the evening with and knew what they had started would have to wait. “I’m sorry. I have to go.” He stood up and held out his hand to her. “Believe me when I say I’d rather be here with you.”

      She blushed deeply. “It’s okay, Max. Go and get ready.”

      He kissed her hard before picking up his towel and throwing it in the corner of the room. He rifled through his cupboard and wardrobe, dressing in the Temptation uniform. When he turned around, Gigi was gone, the door left slightly ajar.

      “Fuck.”

      Max opened up his door all the way, hearing her door click closed at the same time. He wanted to go back in there and finish what he’d started, but knew that was impossible. If he expected his staff to get there on time, he had to lead by example. Striding past her door, he grabbed his keys and phone. He brought up Jeremy’s number on his phone.

      “What’s up, boss?” Jeremy answered.

      “I’m running late,” he bit out. “Erin wasn’t settling.”

      “No problems. I thought the nanny would have helped out with Erin.”

      He ground his teeth. “She was out,” he lied. “Look, I’m going to be there in fifteen, and I’m going to go through the rear entrance.”

      Jeremy laughed. “Don’t want to be seen coming in late, huh? I don’t blame you. You worked hard to put the fear of god into the staff. I wouldn’t want to see you lose your edge.”

      Max growled into the phone. “Just make sure everyone is where they’re supposed to be and working hard.”

      “You got it, boss,” Jeremy replied seriously.

      He hung up, pocketing his phone for a moment before pulling it out once more. He found Sam’s number and hit dial.

      “Max,” his best friend said, two rings in. “How’s NYC treating you?”

      “Good, Sam. How are you? Sorry I haven’t called you in a while. I was busy getting settled in.”

      “Don’t sweat it. I’m good. Work is the same. Life is the same, except that I don’t get to hang out with you anymore.”

      “I’ve barely been gone a week. You trying to make me feel guilty?”

      His best friend laughed. “Is it working?”

      “I won’t be here that long. I’m sure Evangeline’s looking for replacements.”

      “So, what’s happening with you? How’s the club?”

      Max paused at the edge of the sidewalk to check for traffic before stepping out. “Like clockwork. I’m on my way there now actually.”

      “And you thought you’d just call me for a chat? That’s sweet.”

      “Fuck you,” he shot back, grinning. “I need some advice, man.”

      “Shoot.”

      “I’ve met someone here.”

      “I fucking knew it wouldn’t take you long,” Sam muttered, and Max could just picture the guy shaking his head.

      He ran a hand through his hair. “She’s the girl I hired to be Erin’s nanny.”

      “Nice,” Sam said, drawing out the word. “What’s her name?”

      “Gigi.”

      “Sounds exotic. What does she look like?”

      Max gave him the details, and Sam whistled through his teeth. “She sounds fucking hot, and nothing like Chelsea.”

      “Yeah. That’s the appeal, I think.”

      “Knowing you, you’ve already sealed the deal.”

      Max’s brain burped up the image of him pressing her against the wall and eating her out. His cock stirred even from that brief memory. “Almost…but she’s different. I don’t want to just fuck her and leave her.”

      There was silence on the other end for a moment. “Are you going to tell her about Chelsea?”

      He bristled at the sound of his wife’s name. “I’ve told Gigi that I’m a widower.”

      “Cold,” Sam replied.

      “Hey, that bitch left me. She’s dead to me in every other sense other than she’s not six feet under.”

      “Yeah, but Chelsea is alive and kicking. What happens when she comes crawling back, begging you to give her a second chance?”

      Max barked a harsh laugh. “That’s not going to happen.”

      “Max…” Sam hesitated for a moment making Max’s stomach tighten.

      “You’ve spoken to her, haven’t you?”

      Sam’s sighed heavily. “She called me yesterday asking where you were.”

      “You didn’t tell her, did you?”

      “Fuck no. You’re my boy. I’d never betray you like that, but…”

      Oh, fuck. “But, what?” he bit out.

      “She said she’d been trying to get in contact with your mom, too.”

      That brought him up short. Max had ground to a halt in the middle of the sidewalk, forcing people to move around him like he was a stone in a stream. He had more than a few curses thrown his away, but he didn’t give a shit. His mom would more than likely be screening Chelsea’s calls while she was still at the hospital with his dad, but eventually she would cave in and answer one of them. He also knew Chelsea would play the mommy card and beg his mother to tell her where he and Erin were.

      He got his feet back with the program, moving one in front of the other until he found himself standing at the back entrance of the club.

      “Max? You still there?”

      “Yeah,” he croaked. “I’ve got to go. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Take it easy, man.”

      The call disconnected, leaving Max cold all over.
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      Gigi quickly collected her clothes from the hallway and slipped into her room. Less than a heartbeat later, she could hear Max’s heavy footsteps walk past, followed by the front door clicking shut. She let out a shuddering breath, feeling her body still tingling in all the places he had touched…and sucked and bitten.

      A moan rolled from her throat. She had never been touched like that before. He had known what he was doing, unlike all the other guys she’d been with before. She laughed. ‘Boys’ was a more accurate description. They were inexperienced boys. Max was a man—a man who had made sure she was pleasured and satisfied. He was a man who she wanted to have more of. The reality of life had sure disrupted the moment, but she would be counting down the hours until they could finish what they’d started.

      This development—although amazing and just what Gigi had wanted—also created new problems. She realized what she and Max were doing was just about sex—about mutual attraction—and although she wasn’t actually okay with that, she wanted to explore these feeling for him. The other problem was, what was she going to do about Alex? He was too sweet and too naive for her to hurt him so badly. It was obvious she had to cancel the date, but she didn’t know how he would take the news. Picking up her phone from the dresser, she created a new message to him and started typing.

      Alex, I’m really sorry to have to do this to you, but I can’t go out with you tomorrow night as we’d planned…

      She paused, wondering whether the truth or a lie was going to spill out into the message.

      My boss needs me to work tomorrow night. I’m really sorry. Raincheck?

      Gigi hit send and placed the phone carefully back where it had been. She chewed on her bottom lip, waiting for his reply, which never came.

      Picking up her towel from the back of her desk chair, she went to take a shower although she was loath to wash away the lingering scent of Max. She couldn’t just walk around for the rest of the night smelling of him. It would come across as too desperate. When she stepped out of the bathroom, she heard Erin stirring. She got the little girl up and brought her into the living room to prepare her dinner.

      Once Erin was fed, bathed and dressed in her pajamas, Gigi sat up with her until she began to yawn. Taking Erin back into the nursery, she read her a book and settled her down to sleep. She drifted off like she didn’t have a care in the world, and for a second Gigi envied her. She couldn’t remember a time when she didn’t have to worry about something. Even when she was little, her mom had told her she had worried about small, insignificant things like whether or not the goldfish had had enough to eat, or whether she had brushed the cat one time too many.

      As she’d grown up, that sense of worry hadn’t abated—it had gotten a little worse. Gigi blamed it on university and her high drive and desire to succeed at everything she put her mind to. Closing Erin’s bedroom door behind her, she collected her phone and a couple of textbooks from her room and set up in the living room. There was a movie on she hadn’t seen since she was a kid. She left it playing in the background as she studied…or tried to study.

      Her brain didn’t seem to want to concentrate on cultural anthropology. Rather it was much more interested in replaying the whole encounter she’d had with Max…over and over and over. Her body reacted as if he were actually there touching her again. She had been so lost in the sensations he’d been able to draw from her that she wouldn’t have cared whether the apartment was burning down around them, or whether they were being robbed. All that had mattered was the feel of his body against hers, the feel of his mouth on hers.

      It had been terribly one-sided—Max had been giving, and she had greedily taken it all. Gigi also hadn’t had the chance to touch him as much as she wanted to. She’d decided that when he got home, she would do something about it. Any lingering doubts about whether or not this was right or wrong were now gone. She knew, unequivocally, that she and Max were meant to happen.

      Her phone beeped.

      Sorry to hear that, Gigi. Was really looking forward to tomorrow. I’ll definitely take that raincheck. XX

      Her gaze was stuck on the little kisses Alex had put at the end of his text. Staring at them, her stomach dropped. They were only a single letter, but they represented so much; they were his hope for the relationship he’d always wanted with her and they were the physical sign of her betrayal of Alex by leading him to believe there could be more.
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      Gigi woke with a start. She blinked, taking in the room; the TV was on, her textbooks were all on the floor, the side of her face was creased from the couch cushions. She tried to focus on what had woken her up, her eyes sweeping up to find Max standing in the doorway. She sat up.

      “Hi,” she said, her voice rough.

      For a moment, he only stared and she could feel his eyes roving over every inch of her exposed skin. She had changed into her sleep shorts and tee after her earlier shower, forgetting how tight and short they were. “I’ve been thinking about you all night,” he said.

      She swallowed, her face flushing with heat. “You have?” He nodded. “What have you been thinking?”

      He took a step closer and a thrill went through her. “I’ve been thinking about how I made you come with my mouth.” His voice had taken on a coarseness that made Gigi tremble. He closed the feet between them like they were only inches. This near, she could smell his aftershave, his skin and the distinct smell of hard liquor from pouring drinks all night. “And I was also thinking about how I’d like to do it again.”

      “Oh.” The word came out of her mouth with a hesitant shudder, her nipples hardening against her shirt.

      Max’s eyes tracked down to her chest, and his lip hitched up on one side. “I see you like that idea.”

      Licking her lips, she managed to nod her head. He reached out and took her by the hand, tugging her against him. She went willingly, inhaling deeply. She looked up into his eyes, seeing how molten his bourbon depths had become. One hand went to her neck, his strong fingers wrapping around the base of her skull. He applied to smallest amount of pressure and, like before, she yielded to him. His lips pressed impatiently against hers, his tongue forcing its way inside her mouth. He swallowed her moan, the sound dragging out as his free hand brushed against one of her taut, aching nipples.

      “Your breasts are perfect,” he said against her, his lips moving from her mouth to her jaw. “You are perfect.”

      Gigi didn’t think that about herself, but when he said the words, she believed them. “Yes,” she whispered, her breath catching on the word when his hand skimmed down her torso and dipped past the waistband of her shorts.

      “You wear things like this on purpose, don’t you?” he growled, his mouth now on her collarbone. She didn’t understand what he meant until he snapped the elastic waistband of her sleep shorts, making her gasp. “You drive me insane, Gigi.”

      She whimpered in reply, bringing her hands into his hair, grabbing large handfuls of it. “You drive me insane, Max.”

      He lowered her to the couch, dragging her hips to the edge. Falling to his knees, he placed a hand on either side of her shorts and tugged the fabric down and off her legs. Gigi’s plain cotton panties looked too tame for what he was doing to her—what he was going to do to her. For once she wished she’d listened to Jen and gone out and bought a black lace thong.

      Before she could think about that anymore, he traced his finger down the center of her sex. Her hips bucked uncontrollably, her body more than remembering what he’d done to it earlier. “I want to taste you again.”

      She stared into his eyes and nodded. That was what she wanted, too, but she would make a point of repaying the favor later on. With her permission, he slid her panties off and discarded them like they were just a token article of clothing rather than a necessary one. His attention dropped from her face to between her thighs. He hungrily licked his lips, and she felt the moisture pool where his searing gaze was now fixed. She was afraid that just one touch was all it would take.

      He slid his hands from her hips, along her thighs, to the tops of her knees. Gently, he pulled them open wider, allowing his broad shoulders to fit. She only had a second to brace herself before Max’s tongue descended on her, driving her to the very edge with just a few strokes. She could feel her heart pounding against her chest as he took his time with her—just as he had before. He expertly brought her closer and closer to orgasm, always pulling back just before she shattered.

      The game of cat and mouse he was playing with her sanity was taking its toll on her. She felt too full, the rim of her mental cup wanting to spill over, but wasn’t able to. And Max was the reason.

      She ground her teeth together as she begged him, like she had begged him before. It seemed  that  that  was  what  he’d  been  waiting  for  because  his  strokes  were  more  deliberate, perfectly timed and expertly pressured. She came so hard so saw stars bursting in front of her eyes. The orgasm took everything out of her and it was glorious. Gigi shut her lids, trying to gain control over all her senses again, and when her eyes fluttered open, Max was staring at her.

      “Just beautiful,” he murmured, standing up and offering her his hand. “Come to bed with me.”

      When she reached for his hand, she saw she was shaking, but as soon as his strong fingers wrapped around hers, that stopped. Bending down, he drew one of her arms across his shoulders and then swept his other arm under her knees. She was cradled against his chest, breathing in his heat and his skin as he took her towards his bedroom. Kicking the door shut behind them, he lowered her onto the bed.

      “Strip,” he commanded, and Gigi complied, tugging the hem of her tee up and over her head. When the fabric cleared her face, she could see he was kicking off his shoes and unzipping his pants. His erection sprang free as soon as his boxers had cleared his waist, and she couldn’t take her eyes off it. Without waiting for him to fully undress, she slipped from the bed and fell to her knees in front of him, wrapping one hand around the base of his cock. It kicked a little in her hand, making her smile.

      Max’s eyes were half-lidded, his mouth set into a firm line. His hands were balled into fists at his sides, and she hesitated. Did he not like this? She loosened her grip, intending to stand up, but his words stopped her.

      “Don’t you dare think about standing up.” She glanced at his hands, which were contracting and relaxing at his sides.

      She bit her lip and met his intense gaze. Making sure he was watching, she opened her mouth and let her lips glide over the head of his erection. She took him to the base then brought her mouth back up to the head.

      “Fuck,” he hissed, his whole body shuddering. Gigi had only done this a few times before, so she was a little unsure of what she was doing. Max seemed to like this though. She repeated the action, making his breathing come out in short sharp bursts. Feeling emboldened by him, she brought the hand she had resting on his hip down between his legs, letting her fingers stroke over the sensitive skin of his balls.

      His hips jerked forward, sending his cock to the back of her throat. It shocked her, but she breathed through the strange sensation and relaxed her throat. Suddenly there was pressure on the back of her head and under her chin, and she realized Max was holding her head still. His hips, however, were moving against her mouth, sliding his cock in and out, moving it over her tongue. Although she was restrained, she wasn’t afraid. She felt…empowered by what he was doing. She was making him groan and grind his teeth like the pleasure he was feeling was too much, like he couldn’t take it anymore.

      Just as suddenly as the pressure had appeared, it disappeared. Gigi blinked up at Max, seeing the anguish on his face.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, withdrawing and bending down to touch one side of her jaw. “Did I hurt you?” She shook her head. He looked relieved. “Thank god. I don’t want to cause you pain, Gigi, but your mouth and your lips just feel too damn good.”

      She blushed at the compliment. “Yours too.”

      With his hands under her arms, he lifted her from the ground and pressed against her until her knees hit the edge of the bed. “I want to fuck you. Put your head on my pillow like you did before.”

      She scooted into position, never taking her eyes off Max. On his hands and knees, he crawled up the length of her body, leaning on one elbow beside her. One finger traced the peaks and troughs of her collarbones, gliding down between her breasts. He circled one nipple and then the other before continuing on his original path. She squirmed when he reached her mons, his finger dragging through her cleft and into her warm, wet entrance.

      “So ready for me,” he murmured, placing a kiss against the corner of her mouth.

      She made an inarticulate sound meant to sound like ‘yes’. The meaning didn’t seem to get lost in translation though because he reached over to the bedside table and pulled open a drawer. A box opened and foil ripped. When he leaned back over again, his length was sheathed.

      “Are you sure, Gigi?” he asked.

      She nodded, gripping him by the base of his cock and guiding him to her drenched opening. Max held her gaze the entire time he entered her, and she felt as if he was doing it to make sure she knew this wasn’t just a casual thing. When she had fully taken his length, he held himself above her, dropping just his head to kiss her passionately. She returned his kiss with fervor, wrapping her arms around his neck and interlacing her fingers. After a full minute of kissing, he started to move within her. His strokes were slow at first, withdrawing almost completely from her body before sliding back in again leisurely. She groaned each time he reached the end of her, and squeezed her eyes shut when he withdrew because as he did, his tip rubbed against her g-spot.

      He seemed more than content to keep up this relaxed, almost unhurried pace, but she wasn’t so patient. She needed more of him. Tilting her hips up, she deepened his angle, making him pause. He looked down at her disapprovingly. “So impatient,” he chastised gently.

      “I had to wait nearly twelve hours for this,” she shot back, arching against him. “We can go slow next time.”

      He smirked at her. “Well, if there’s going to be a next time,” he replied.

      Max pulled almost all of the way out of her and slammed himself back in again. She cried out as the part of her brain responsible for pleasure started sparking out. Her fingers dug into his shoulders and she panted, “Again,” into his ear.

      He did do it again, and again and again until Gigi fell apart in his arms. Her orgasm tore through her,  and  she  could  feel  her  internal  muscles  clamping  down  on  him,  almost  as  if  they  were disciplining him for making her wait so long for another orgasm. She thought the sensation of her own release would undo him, but she was wrong.

      Instead, he gritted his teeth and continued with his punishing rhythm. His stamina more than impressed her. His hips rocked into hers over and over. Sweat started to trickle down his arms and chest, his body working hard to hold back the tide of his pleasure. She held on for the ride, surprised when he managed to coax yet another orgasm from her. This time when she shattered, so did he.

      His breath was a hiss in her ear as he bowed his head and came inside her. Gigi felt boneless, her arms falling away from his shoulders and her legs splaying on either side of his body. Her eyes had slid shut, but opened again when his lips and tongue played with her mouth.

      “Was that worth waiting twelve hours for?” he asked. She scrunched her nose and pretended to think about it. He growled. “Don’t tempt me to make you come again.”

      She smiled, touching his face gently. “It was so worth it.”

      He rolled off her and stood up. “I’ll be back in a minute.” He disappeared out the door, the light from the bathroom turning on. Now that the haze of lust had worn off, she realized she was lying naked in Max’s bed. She really should go back to her own room. This was sex—not a relationship— they were having. Perching on the edge of the mattress, she looked around the room, trying to locate her shirt. She stood to pick it up, and was holding it in her hands when Max returned. He was still gloriously naked and Gigi couldn’t help but admire the view.

      His eyes slid down to her tee. “Going somewhere?” he asked.

      She looked at her feet. “Back to my room.”

      “Why?”

      His question jerked her attention back to him. “I thought…” She frowned. “I thought this was just sex—just two people scratching an itch.”

      “Is that what you want, Gianna?” he asked.

      Was it? “No,” she whispered.

      Her answer must have been the right one because he nodded and reached for her shirt, tugging it from her hands and dropping it back to the floor. “Come to bed then.”
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      Max woke the next morning to Erin’s little voice calling from down the hallway. He focused his eyes on the digital readout of his bedside clock and saw that it was seven am. He’d only managed two hours of sleep thanks to the marathon session with Gigi. If he hadn’t been so damn tired, he would have had at least another three times with her, but he had barely been able to keep his eyes open the first time.

      Turning his head, he found her with her gorgeous red hair fanned out on his other pillow, her chest rising and falling gently as she slept. He took a moment just to stare at her. She’d been amazing last night. He liked to have all the control in the bedroom. It was something Chelsea had fought him on, but Gigi had responded beautifully to his commands. It wasn’t that he was into that whole Dom/sub thing—he just liked to take charge in every facet of his life. He thought it stemmed from his parents’ divorce, since that kind of broke the fragile sense of balance he’d had growing up.

      Rolling off the side of the bed, he pulled on his sweats and opened up the bedroom door. The fresh air hitting his face only confirmed that his bedroom still smelled of sex. Max found Erin babbling to her bunny in the cot, and from the look on her face, the conversation was a pretty serious one. He gathered her to his naked chest and kissed the top of her head; he was rewarded with a one-toothed smile.

      “Is it time for breakfast, my girl?” he asked her, taking her through to the kitchen. He fixed her breakfast first, sitting her in her highchair to feed her. When she was done, he let her go and play in the living room while he started up the coffee maker. Gigi was still asleep, and he had the urge to make her breakfast in bed.

      While the scent of coffee warmed the apartment, he scooped Erin up and took her to his bedroom. Gigi was just waking up, her relaxed expression only lasting a moment before she looked like she wasn’t so certain about what had finally happened between them. She sat up, clutching the sheet to her chest.

      “Max,” she breathed.

      “Don’t get up. I’m bringing you breakfast,” he ordered, striding into the room and handing her Erin. Bending down, he placed a gentle kiss first to Erin’s forehead then Gigi’s. “I’ll be right back.”

      In the kitchen, he threw together into a griddle the things he needed for an omelette, put some toast on and poured them each a coffee. Opening up one of the cupboards above the fridge, he found a tray large enough to fit all the plates onto. He loaded it up, carefully carrying it back towards his bedroom.

      Through the open door, he could see Gigi blowing raspberries onto Erin’s stomach, his little girl’s smile wide with a soundless laugh. He stood there and watched them before he was noticed, and a pang of longing went through him. What he and Gigi had wasn’t meant to last forever. How could it? He was supposed to be leaving in a few months once the club was up and running properly. She was supposed to graduate from university and get a job—a job directly in line with her chosen career path.

      But seeing her with Erin, Max wanted it to last forever.

      Erin deserved that much even if he didn’t.

      Letting out a sharp breath, he walked the last few feet into his room, drawing both of their attention. “Hungry?” he asked, his eyes drifting down to where Gigi had covered herself up with her t-shirt. He was disappointed to see her body hidden again, but for the sake of propriety and the fact that Erin was there with them, he kept his mouth shut. Setting the tray on his bedside table, he got back into bed, propping himself up with some pillows.

      Twisting, he picked up the plate of eggs and the two forks he’d placed on the side and started feeding Gigi small mouthfuls.

      “This tastes great,” she said quietly.

      He leaned forward to kiss some ketchup from the side of her mouth. “You taste great,” he murmured, managing to draw the color from her cheeks. He sat back with a grin. “Do you have to study today?” he asked, loading up another forkful of eggs.

      “No, I don’t have to. Why? What did you have in mind?”

      “I thought we could go to Central Park Zoo today.”

      Gigi’s mouth turned into a grin. “You know what? I’ve been in New York for four years and I still haven’t been there.”

      “It’s settled then,” he replied, taking a bite of toast. “Eat up.”
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      An hour later, Max and Gigi stepped through the front gates of the zoo. They strolled around with Erin, looking at the sea lions, the red pandas, and the snow leopards, and explored the children’s zoo. Gigi surprised him when she took Erin and sat with her on the back of a giant rabbit statue to have their photo taken. Chelsea would never have done anything like that. She was always too concerned with what people would think of her if she was acting silly. Max clicked half a dozen photos of his two girls then took a few candid shots of Gigi as she picked Erin back up again.

      “Time for a coffee?” Max asked, smiling at Gigi.

      She nodded. “Sounds great.”

      Taking a seat at the cafe, he enjoyed the easy way he and Gigi could talk about everything, enjoyed how much fun she could be.

      “What are you smiling at?” she asked.

      “You,” he replied.

      A blush crept up her neck, and she bit her bottom lip. “Why?”

      Leaning forward, he took her hand in his. “Because you’re perfect.”

      She scoffed at him. “I’m far from perfect.”

      “You seem pretty perfect to me.” And she was. She was the antithesis to Chelsea.

      She looked up at him from under her lashes. “What is this between us, Max?” Her voice was unsteady—unsure.

      “Honestly?” She nodded. “It’s something that I know I can’t fight—this attraction between us. I know you feel it too.”

      “I do.”

      “But…” he began.

      “But?”

      “But, I’m not going to be in New York forever. I have to return to California, and my real job.” For a moment, she didn’t say a thing. “Gigi?”

      “California?” she asked in a squeak, her eyes widening.

      “Yes,” he said slowly. Had he not mentioned that to her? “That’s where I live. I’m only here helping out my boss with the new club temporarily. I’ll be going home as soon as she finds someone to run the place full-time.”

      “I didn’t know that,” she said, her gaze darting away and her hand slipping from his. She sucked in a deep breath. “I didn’t know that,” she repeated. He reached out for her again, but she dropped both hands into her lap.

      Max didn’t like the fear uncurling in his belly. “Don’t pull away from me.”

      Her wild eyes met his. “How can you say that to me? You’re leaving.”

      “Maybe, but I want you in my life even if it’s only for this short time.”

      She looked down at the table. “I think this is a mistake.”

      He sat taller in his chair. “What is?” he replied, his words clipped.

      She sighed. “This.” She motioned between them with her finger. “There’s definitely some attraction between us. I can feel it every time you look at me, but…” She looked him in the eye. “I don’t know how to do casual sex.  I  don’t  know  how  to  be  in  a  relationship  that  isn’t  going anywhere.”

      He frowned. “You know that wasn’t what it was.”

      “I know,” she whispered. “But knowing there can never be more than a few weeks or months together changes things. What’s the point in even having a relationship if it’s inevitably going to end?”

      “Everything ends.” He sat back in his chair, making sure to keep his eyes locked on her face. “And what’s the point of the whole thing? The point is, we get to experience each other. We get to share something that nobody can change, or even have the vaguest notion of what it’s like to feel. Having your body pressed against mine is heaven, Gigi. Isn’t it worthwhile having heaven even if it’s for just a few months?”

      He hoped he was getting through to her. He would have a hard time giving her up now if she decided that was what she wanted. Her lips sank into her bottom lip as she thought, the very image of it sending blood rushing south of his belt. Too fucking bad they were in a public place, because if they weren’t, he was going to remind her just how good they were together.

      This conversation was depressing the hell out of him. Standing up, he watched her watch him. “We should get home. It’s getting late.”
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      Gigi stared at Max’s broad back as he pushed Erin in the stroller ahead of her. The news he’d broken to her at the cafe had affected her more than she cared to admit. She hadn’t known he was only in New York for a short time and just the thought of Max leaving to go back to California caused her chest to ache. Although it had only been a matter of days, although she had just met him, it didn’t seem to matter to her heart.

      She sighed.

      What was she supposed to do? She briefly considered ringing Jen to talk about it, but revealing the truth about her and Max’s relationship, or lack thereof, would only fuel Jen’s fire. She supposed she could call her mom, but when the opening line of the conversation went a little something like: Mom, I’ve moved in with a man. I’m looking after his child and we’re also having mind-blowing, but unfortunately casual, sex that will not lead to a relationship, she knew her Catholic mom would have an aneurism.

      She could see where Max was coming from; he was saying why not enjoy what they had while they had it, but Gigi’s brain was vetoing the notion. She thought she could do casual sex, and she had, but when Max had asked her what she’d wanted, when he’d invited her to stay in his bed, she realized what had happened between them could never be deemed to be casual and meaningless…at least not for her. She was in it for the long haul. She was in very real danger of falling for him. Putting an end to it before it could begin was the only way she could think of to stop the unavoidable pain that would come later.

      When they arrived back at the apartment, the atmosphere between them was charged. Gigi excused herself to her room immediately. She found her iPod and secured the earbuds in place, then lay down on the bed to drown out her thoughts. She stared up at the ceiling, her brain cycling through all the possible outcomes. If she continued this thing with Max, she knew she would be left heartbroken at the end of it. If she put a stop to it now, she would always wonder what if…

      Someone was shaking her leg, making Gigi snap into an upright positon. She must have fallen asleep. She looked down to find Max standing there, his arms crossed over his chest. His expression was pinched. She pulled the earbud from her ear.

      “Max?”

      “There’s someone here to see you,” he grit out. “A guy,” he tacked on with a small snarl.

      “Who is it?” Her brain was clearly still asleep because she could not keep up with the conversation.

      “I didn’t catch his name.”

      Moving off the bed, she stood up and went to the door, but was stopped when he took her by the wrist. She looked back at him.

      “I don’t share well, Gigi.” He had brought his face closer to hers. His gaze was hot and hungry, and focused on her lips. Her mouth parted, a small gasp slipping from her throat. Max kissed her hard, possessing her in every way possible. His tongue slid inside her mouth, stroking her own with a rhythm she was becoming addicted to. When he pulled away, she was breathless.

      Dazed, she walked into the living room. Alex was sitting on the couch with a bottle of wine in one hand, and in the other was a pizza box with a DVD case sitting on top of it. “Alex?”

      He looked up at her, a grin spreading across his lips. “Since you had to cancel, I thought I’d bring our date to you. Dinner and a movie, right?” he asked, gesturing to the pizza and DVD.

      “Right,” she replied. She turned when she felt the fine hairs at the back of her neck stand on end. Max had just walked into the kitchen, his watchful eyes on the pair of them. “Umm, you already met my boss.” The same boss I’m sleeping with, she mentally added.

      “Yeah, we met briefly,” Alex said, his voice becoming sharp. She looked between both men warily, watching them stare at each other from across the room; testosterone was thick in the air. Alex was the first one to break, though.

      She knew exactly what Max was doing—he was marking his territory. Well, she wasn’t about to let herself become their fire hydrant. Turning back to him, she asked sweetly, “You don’t mind if we watch a movie, do you Max?”

      His jaw bulged before he managed to say, “Not at all, Gigi. I’ll get out of your way.” Banging around in the kitchen for a few minutes, Max stalked down the hall with everything he needed to make a sandwich. Gigi stood up, her legs a little shaky, and went to get some plates and glasses. Alex was unscrewing the cap of the wine bottle when she came back. Placing everything on the table, she opened up the DVD and placed it in the player.

      She sat on the couch, Alex passing her a glass of wine and a plate with a slice of pizza on it. After getting himself two slices, he sat beside her, their bodies touching from hip to calf.

      “I’m glad you didn’t get upset that I still came around,” Alex said, taking a bite and chewing.

      “Why did you think I’d be upset?”

      He shrugged. “Dunno. Just thought that maybe you wouldn’t want me here.”

      “I felt really bad about having to cancel,” she said, but in her head she was screaming, Liar, liar, liar! Gigi truly didn’t want to hurt Alex, but she knew she inevitably would—Max was just too much of a temptation.

      “Mind if we turn off the lights?” he asked once they’d finished dinner.

      “Umm, no.” She stood up and flipped off the main lights in the living room and kitchen.

      “Can we kill the lamps, too? I like watching movies in complete darkness.”

      She did turn off the lamp, but she felt uneasy doing it. Darkness could hide any multitude of sins, and she was suddenly wishing it was Max she was sitting beside. She did want to like Alex as more than just a friend, but she was struggling with the concept now that she knew what Max could give her.

      The first half of the movie managed to keep her attention. It was a romance between a former bull rider who wanted to make a comeback after a major, nearly fatal injury and a young woman who was visiting her grandfather one last time before he passed away. To be honest, she wouldn’t have thought it was the kind of movie Alex would like.

      When it got to the sex scenes, Gigi started to get really uncomfortable. Alex’s hand ‘accidently’ brushed up against hers at first, then it landed on her knee. Clearly he was trying to get the courage to hold her hand. Completely uncomfortable with his advances, she repositioned herself on her stomach on the floor, feigning a sore back.

      She was thankful when the credits began to roll. Rolling onto her side, she looked at Alex. He wasn’t able to hide his disappointment that she’d moved away from him. “What did you think?” she asked.

      “It was a lot better than I thought it’d be.”

      “Yeah, I agree.” She glanced at the time on her phone. It was only nine-thirty. “Thank you so much for coming around tonight, Alex,” she said, “but, I’m beat.” She stifled a yawn to add to the theatrics.

      He jumped up off the couch. “Yeah, I guess it’s time to go.” He picked up his bag, and Gigi took the DVD from the player. Handing it back to him, she smiled.

      She walked him to the door. “Thanks for dinner and the movie.”

      Alex’s fingers brushed against her cheek, his focus on her lips. “No problem. It was fun.”

      She doubted it was. ‘Awkward’ was a better adjective. Gigi stepped back a little, opening up the door for him. Just as he was stepping through, he paused and turned back to her. He was thinking hard about something, and she could just guess what it was. By the way his eyes kept returning to her mouth, she was in no doubt he wanted to kiss her. She also prayed that he fought the urge. He shook his head and turned around once more. Letting out a sigh of relief, she was about to close the door when his foot stopped it.

      “Alex?” she asked, opening up the door once more. “Did you forget something?”

      “Yeah,” he replied. “This.” Stepping into the line of her body, his lips pressed against hers. They were warm and soft, and Gigi had to admit they felt nice, too, but Alex’s touch didn’t light a fire in her belly like Max’s could. His mouth moved against hers clumsily, his tongue brushing against her closed mouth. She didn’t open for him, not wanting to deepen the kiss.

      He stepped back with a frown on his face. “Was that… Did I do something wrong?” he asked.

      “No, Alex. You just took me by surprise.” Lies, lies and more lies.

      “We can try it again,” he suggested with a smile, stepping closer. She turned her head as he leaned forward, his lips landing on her cheek.

      “It’s late,” she told him. “I’ve got a few things I need to do before I go to bed.”

      He stepped back. “Yeah, of course.” He studied her face for a beat longer then turned on his heel and walked towards the elevator. She closed the door, more than happy to block out the whole evening.

      “How did he match up to me?” Max asked.

      Gigi spun around to find him standing against the island bench, his muscular arms over his chest. He was wearing a plain white tee and his sweats again. Her whole body warmed as she looked him over. Squeezing her thighs together subtly, she breathed, “Incomparable.”

      “You got that fucking right,” he growled, stalking towards her. She counted his steps, her heart pounding out the same rhythm as his naked feet. She whimpered when one of his strong hands wrapped around the back of her neck, and the other cinched shut around her hip. His kiss was bruising, making her whole body light up with passion. He broke away first, but didn’t release her. “Tell me to stop if you don’t want this, Gigi,” he said, pushing his hips into hers. She felt his erection—hard and unyielding—press against her, and she knew she could never tell him no.

      He could be gone in a matter of months—perhaps sooner—but she had to experience him. She had to know what it was like not being able to breathe without someone in her life.

      “I don’t want you to stop, Max,” she moaned, arching into him. He tilted her head back, exposing her throat to him. His lips covered her, his teeth gently nipping where he’d just kissed. She could feel her body respond to his, getting wetter, begging to have him inside of her again. Her hands snaked to the hem of his tee, pushing it up and exposing his stomach. Her fingers traced the hard lines and curves of his body, making them a tactile memory she would keep for the rest of her life. And of that she was sure. Max would etch himself onto her soul and make her compare every other guy in her life to him.

      “I need you naked,” she said, surprising herself. He only smiled and pulled on the back of his t-shirt, dragging it over his head. When he moved to take off his sweats, she stopped him. She wanted that job. Slipping her fingers under the waistband, she gently lowered them until they were pooled around his feet. Gigi let her eyes take him in…all of him. His erection bobbed up and down when her eyes were on it, causing her stomach to flutter and her core to pulse. She stepped into his body, wrapping her hand around the base of his cock and tightening her fingers slightly.

      He hissed, his hips flexing forward.

      She started to move her palm over his length, feeling the veins beneath his skin surrendering to the pressure of her hand. With her thumb, she ran it over the slit at the top of his head, applying just the slightest amount of pressure. Max groaned long and low, throwing his head back. He stood there for a moment, just absorbing the sensations.

      “Fuck, I need to see you naked again.”

      She smiled. “You’d better do something about that then.”

      He kissed her, tearing at the button on her shorts and shoving them, along with her underwear, down to the floor. His fingers pulled at the buttons on her blouse, sending the little discs scattering all over the floor. Pushing the fabric from her shoulders, her ruined shirt joined her shorts on the hardwood. She reached out to grip his cock again, claiming what she had before. She pumped him a few times, drawing more moans from his throat.

      Their fervent kiss turned nuclear. He consumed her until she felt as if they were sharing the same breath.

      “Touch me, Max,” she whispered, trailing her lips down his throat and opening her teeth over the muscles in his neck. “Feel me.”

      He groaned, his deft fingers tracing an invisible line up the inside of her thighs. He swept one inside her wet folds. He circled her clit, teasing her mercilessly. Her hips tried to guide him where she really wanted him to be, but he always changed direction. Beyond frustrated, she took him by the hand and showed him exactly what she wanted.

      “Impatient for what I’m going to give you, are we?” he asked against her mouth, smugness dripping from his words.

      “Don’t make me beg.”

      “That’s exactly what I want you to do, Gigi,” he replied.

      He slipped his finger lower, finding her drenched opening. Pushing in just the tip of his finger, he withdrew it, then repeated the action. She was cognizant of the fact that he was driving her to the edge of insanity, but two could play at that game.

      She tightened her hand around the base of his cock, applying more pressure than she had before. He pulled his hips back, a hiss pushing past his teeth. He looked at her, a dark seductive glint in his eye. “Be careful,” he warned.

      “What are you going to do?” Gigi shot back. “Tie me up? Spank me?”

      Taking her by the hand, Max dragged her from the living room and down the hall. Once inside his bedroom, he told her to sit on the edge of the bed. She watched as he closed the door first then went to his wardrobe and came back with a tie. Her mouth went dry. It looked like she was right—he was going to tie her up.

      “Give me your hands, wrists up.”

      She complied, curious to know what being tied up was going to be like. She’d heard that bondage could be quite liberating. He didn’t take his eyes off hers for a second as he wrapped nearly the entire length of the navy blue tie around her wrists. Once he’d secured the knot, he pulled on it gently. “Stand up.”

      When she was in front of him, Max kissed her mouth gently. “Just say stop if you want me to.” She nodded. Then in a stronger voice, he said, “Turn around.”

      She faced the bed, her skin tingling, her pulse pounding. She was so turned on that she could feel her arousal slipping down the inside of her thigh.

      “Spread your legs apart, bend over and put your forearms on the bed.”

      It was awkward at first. Her legs were at least a foot away from the edge of the mattress, her body stretching over the expanse. All thoughts of discomfort soon evaporated. The second she was in positon, Max’s tongue was lapping at her sex, drinking from her. She squirmed as he ate her out, his wicked tongue darting in and out, stroking her clit and causing her knees to go weak. Her bound hands were clutched together and if she wasn’t naked, it would have looked as if she was praying; the words coming out of her mouth were certainly praising God. She gasped when one finger penetrated her, her inner muscles tensing as another finger was added. He finger fucked her, his tongue still tickling her clit and Gigi could feel herself start to unravel.

      Her orgasms always started in the same way—it felt like a ball of tension in her belly. It unfurled like a flower when the first rays of the sun hit it.

      “I’m going to come,” she said, her eyes squeezing shut, letting the sensations of her release roll over her body. She cried out, unable to hold in the sound. It was all connected—her tensed body, her orgasm, the sound of pleasure coming from her mouth. She was being washed away by it all, and yet Max didn’t slow. He kept thrusting in and out of her body, kept swallowing her down and relishing the flavor. She was hypersensitive, trying to move away when he ran his tongue over her clit again. She couldn’t stand the sensation; it was too much for her brain to comprehend.

      “Enough!” she said. “Please.”

      He stopped with a chuckle and helped her to stand up, his hands going to her shoulders, massaging the tension out. Gigi hadn’t even realized she’d been putting so much pressure on them.

      He turned her around, the look on his face carnal. Before she could say anything, he kissed her, nipping at her bottom lip. “Amazing,” he murmured.

      “It was,” she agreed.

      “It’s not over yet; we’re only just getting started.”
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      Max felt content for the first time in a long, long time. Gigi took him back to a time before Chelsea poisoned him and his whole goddamn life. He didn’t want to go to work tonight. He wanted to stay in and make love to the woman who was tucked up against him, her head on his shoulder, her red hair tickling his skin. He’d had no intention of starting a sexual relationship so soon. After Chelsea, he’d sworn up and down that he would only do one-night stands, and that was only if he got desperate. Erin and work had kept him too busy to actually hook up with anyone, so the only action his cock had been getting was with his right hand.

      With an expiration date in sight, he knew he had to make the most of Gigi. This girl was amazing. Her willingness to try different things blew his mind; what was left of it came up with different ways to make her submit to him. She was also amazingly receptive to every touch, every caress and every stroke. Chelsea had always battled with this side of him, never fully giving herself over to Max. He hadn’t realized how frustrating that was until now.

      Until Gigi.

      His hand slid between their bodies, his finger sweeping up over the tops of her thighs and lower belly. She sighed in her sleep, snuggling closer to his side. One of her dusky pink nipples was revealed when she shifted, giving Max more ideas than he knew what to do with. One of his biggest fantasies, and one that Chelsea had never indulged him in, was having a woman get herself off while he watched. Just the thought of it made his cock begin to swell.

      Gliding his fingers back down her body, he slipped them between her folds and into the well of her body.

      “Gigi,” he whispered, nuzzling into her neck. She moaned gently and turned onto her back, putting her naked body on glorious display. Leaning down, Max took one of her breasts into his mouth and teased her nipple with his tongue. She moaned again, louder this time, and her eyes slowly opened.

      “Good morning,” he said, his mouth and tongue still preoccupied.

      She smiled then gasped when he bit down on her sensitive flesh. “I should wake up like this all the time.”

      Damn fucking straight. “Will you do something for me?”

      “If you keep doing what you’re doing, I’d agree to just about anything.” One of her hands dug into his hair, her fingers tightening against his scalp when he flicked his tongue over her nipple again.

      “I want you to masturbate while I watch.” He moved his mouth over to her other breast, waiting for her response. He could see her chest rising and falling faster, the very idea of doing what he’d asked turning her on.

      “Okay.”

      He lifted his head. “Really?”

      She nodded. He sat up, positioning himself beside her. She stayed on her back, staring at him. In his periphery, he could see she’d started tracing slow circles around her glistening peaked nipples, her mouth opening slightly to let a shuddered breath escape. Max’s eyes darted to her other hand, watching it move down her body. Gigi’s legs fell open, her fingers skimming through the fine hair of her mons. Impossibly, his already engorged cock hardened further. He palmed himself, rubbing his hand from base to tip. She watched his progress, biting down on her lower lip. Her cheeks, neck and chest had all blossomed with color, the side of her throat barely able to contain her racing pulse.

      She gasped when one of her fingers sank inside her, and Max wished it was his cock. He restrained himself though. He knew what denial did to someone—it made getting the prize at the end so much better. She pushed her digit in again, deeper this time. It made her writhe against the bed, making her breasts tremble and drawing his attention. With his hand still on his erection, he bent and sucked one of her perfect breasts into his mouth.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      He leaned back; he had to rein in his desires to watch Gigi bring herself to orgasm. Her hand was moving at a frantic pace now, her fingers alternating between circling her clit and thrusting inside her.

      She licked her lips. “I’m going to come soon,” she whimpered, her eyes first fixing on his face then dropping to his hips.

      Max was still massaging his erection, his actions just as frenzied as hers. He was matching her stroke for stroke, and he could feel the first signs of release on the horizon.

      “Watching you is such a turn on. Come with me,” she added.

      “Fuck, yeah,” Max agreed with an erotic growl, his palm increasing the friction. His lower back tightened, the muscles in his abdomen starting to coil. Gigi’s hips popped off the bed, her breathing coming out in short sharp pants.

      “Yes, yes, yes,” she exhaled. Her lids slid down over her green eyes, her mouth forming a little ‘o’. Watching her orgasm was the final straw. With a shout, he came. He offloaded onto his hand and stomach, his whole body shaking with the aftershocks. When he could focus on the room once more, he found her looking at him.

      Bringing the finger she’d been using to get herself off with to her mouth, she slid it past her lips, licking off her arousal. Max’s eyes rolled back in his head.

      “Fuck, don’t do that, Gigi,” he ground out.

      “Why not?” she asked innocently.

      His eyes cut to hers. “Because I’ll want to fuck you and I need at least fifteen minutes to recover.”

      She sighed, letting her hand drop away from her mouth. “It’s probably for the best. I have a class in about an hour anyway.”

      Fuck. He forgot it was Monday.

      “Let me just go and get cleaned up and then the bathroom is all yours.” Sitting up, he grabbed his boxer briefs from the floor and wiped away what he could then walked to the bathroom. The whole way, he could feel Gigi’s hot gaze on his ass. Once in the bathroom, he turned on the shower and jumped in, stepping from the cubicle less than a minute later. Sliding a towel from the rack, he wrapped it around his waist, leaving the rest of his body wet.

      Stepping into the hall, he turned to go back to his bedroom, but the tone of Gigi’s voice coming from the direction of the living room immediately set off his internal alarms.

      “Max, there’s a woman here to see you,” she called, her words cold and clipped. He frowned. The only women who knew where he lived were his mother and Evangeline. He walked down the hall, emerging in the kitchen and into his own personal hell.

      “Chelsea? What the fuck are you doing here?” he snapped, his hand grabbing for the edge of the towel and holding it protectively against his body.

      “Who is she, Max?” Gigi asked.

      “Who am I?” Chelsea chimed in. “I’m his wife. Didn’t he tell you he was married?”

      Gigi’s already pale skin seemed to lose more color. “Wife?” she whispered.

      “That’s right,” Chelsea purred, stepping forward and dragging her hand down Max’s chest and stomach. He tensed from the contact, his muscles bunching and twitching in irritation.

      “Oh,” Gigi said quietly. “I guess I’ll just get what I need and get ready at my apartment.”

      “Gigi, wait,” he called.

      “Now, where’s that cock I’ve been missing?” Chelsea asked. With one of her long nails, she unhooked Max’s towel and let it drop to the floor. She wrapped her fingers around his shaft and pulled roughly. He looked down, thankful that his dick had no intention of rising to the occasion.

      With a tight jaw, he picked up the towel and stepped away, making his way down the hall. He nudged open Gigi’s bedroom door with his bare foot. “Gigi?” He found her angrily stuffing clothes and books into her suitcase. He stepped fully into the room. “What are you doing?” he demanded.

      She looked up, perhaps noticing him for the first time. Her eyes had tears in them, but beneath them was anger. It shone more brightly than her tears, and he was damn sure it would last longer than them too. “You told me your wife was dead.”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “She is to me.”

      “Calling yourself a widower and actually being one are two different things,” she spat. “You’re still married.”

      “You don’t understand,” he said, wanting to wrap his arms around her and stop her from packing up her things. “She left me.”

      “How am I supposed to believe you after you lied about something so huge?” Her demand was made with a wave of her arm to indicate the other room and the shit-storm that had arrived on his doorstep.

      “I know it looks bad, but you have to believe me, Gigi. I never meant to hurt you. I never meant for—”

      “Your wife and mistress to meet?” she volleyed back. She snorted, derision coating the sound. “No, I don’t suppose you did. Are you even from LA, or was that a lie too?”

      Max wanted to lash out at her, but he held his tongue. She had every right to be angry. “I am from LA.”

      “And the whole leaving in a few months thing? Was that when you had to get back to your supermodel wife?” She slammed her suitcase shut, jerking the zip halfway around before it got stuck. She began swearing under her breath, trying to get the thing shut.

      “Here, let me help you.”

      “No!” she yelled, glaring at him. “I can do this myself.” She struggled for another few minutes before she gave up completely. Tugging on the handle, the bag dropped to the floor, books and clothes spilling out the side. Gigi ignored them, dragging the bag behind her on the way to the front door. Chelsea was sitting on the couch, looking self-righteous.

      “Trouble in paradise, Max?” she asked smugly.

      He shot her a keep-the-fuck-out-of-this look and continued after Gigi. She was out the door and almost at the elevator. “Gigi, just wait.”

      She spun around, jabbing a finger into his chest. “Wait for what? More lies? More heartache?” The fight drained out of her, and her gaze fixed on something over his shoulder. In a whisper, she said, “I quit.”

      The elevator car arrived, swallowing Gigi up and making her disappear before his eyes. When he turned back, Chelsea was lounging against the doorjamb in her designer outfit and Louboutin heels.

      He felt his shoulders slump. “How did you find me?” He knew Sam hadn’t blabbed. He hoped that his mother hadn’t.

      “Evangeline,” she said. “Yes, your boss was surprised to hear that I didn’t know where my husband was.”

      He couldn’t be upset that Evangeline had sent the bitch his way; she was ignorant of the situation. “What did you tell her?”

      Chelsea stared at her false nails, pulling a face. “I broke a nail,” she pouted, holding her hand out for him to see. He arched a brow at her and crossed his arms. How had he ever been attracted to this woman? She was so vacuously clichéd. “I told her I’d been away on an extended vacation and had come home early to surprise you only to find my apartment packed up, and my husband missing.”

      Brushing past her, he walked back into his apartment and looked around. He saw Gigi everywhere in there. Goddamn Chelsea.

      “Who was the girl, Max? She was a little young for you, don’t you think?”

      “Erin’s nanny,” he replied, not biting at her other dig. He turned to her. “You remember Erin, don’t you? She’s your daughter; you know, the one you walked out on?”

      Chelsea’s haughty expression faltered, her regret peeping through. The bitch does have a heart, after all, Max thought.

      “How is she?” she asked.

      “Still alive, no thanks to you,” he snarled. He wanted to go to Erin’s room and pick her up—hold her close to him—but he didn’t want Chelsea to see her. She had given up the right to have anything to do with their daughter the second she’d decided she was going to leave.

      “Can I see her?”

      Hell-fucking-no. “Is that why you came here, why you tracked me down?”

      “I made a mistake, Max.” She was wearing her repentance like a couture gown now, but Max could see through it all. She wanted something from him. The question now was, what was it?

      “It’s too late for that, Chelsea. You made your decision. You can damn well live with it.”

      She walked towards him, her eyes fixed and hungry. She ran a hand over his bare shoulder, pulling him down so she could whisper in his ear. “I can live with the decision, but I know you can’t live without me, Max. We’re so good together; we always have been.” Her tongue darted out and ran around the shell of his ear, her lips wrapping around the lobe.

      Max gently pushed her off him and walked a few paces away. “We were good together, Chelsea—past tense.”

      Her expression flickered to annoyance. “We’re married. We have a child together.”

      “You’re right. We are married, but that can be changed. And if you take me to court to get custody of Erin, I can guarantee I’ll fight you. You would never get a judge to rule in your favor anyway. You left your then four-month-old daughter alone in the middle of the night.” Fuck, he needed to get dressed. Having this conversation in nothing but a towel didn’t really scream serious. Stalking off in the direction of his bedroom, he attempted to get dressed quickly, but his spine stiffened when he heard her move to the doorway.

      “There’s no rush to get dressed so soon, Max. It’s been a long time. I thought we could get reacquainted.”

      “Get out of my bedroom,” he snarled, not bothering to turn around. He couldn’t stand the sight of her. There was only one woman he was interested in now, and she had just run out on him. But he was determined to get her back. Chelsea reached around him, palming his cock through the towel. “What are you doing?” he bit out.

      “Making you feel good, baby.” She pressed her breasts into his back, rubbing them against him.

      “I’m not interested,” he replied. Pulling her hand away, he added, “And neither is my dick.”

      Her expression turned arctic. “You’re fucking that girl, aren’t you?” Her demand made his fingers twitch.

      “Even if I were, I don’t see how that’s any of your business. You left us, remember?”

      “And I already said that I made a mistake. I want to come back to you and Erin. I want us to be a family again.”

      Max knew he should have at least tried with Chelsea, but couldn’t think about it now. He was too angry. Dropping his towel, he stepped into a fresh pair of jeans and pulled a tee over his head. He didn’t give a fuck that Chelsea was there watching him. Brushing past her, he went to collect Erin and strapped her into her stroller. Speaking over his shoulder, he said to Chelsea, “I want you gone by the time I get back.”
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      Gigi kept her head down as she walked back to her and Jen’s apartment. The suitcase in tow felt heavier than it should, but she put that down to her humiliation hitching a ride with it. How could she have been so stupid? He was married? She knew she shouldn’t have gotten involved with Max, but he really was too much of a temptation for her to resist. She felt as if every person she passed knew what had just happened to her, and were judging her.

      She felt the first of her tears as she yanked her suitcase up the few steps in front of her apartment and opened up the door. The ride in the elevator was smooth and uninterrupted, the car slowing to a stop on her level. She was undecided whether she wanted Jen to be home or not. If she was, they could talk and Jen would no doubt try to cheer her up. If not, then Gigi could lick her wounds in peace.

      Opening up the door to her apartment, she looked around. The place was in the same disarray it normally was, but it was silent. She quickly walked to her room and shut the door. Propping the suitcase up against the wall, she sank onto her bed, her eyes fixing on the bright yellow ceiling.

      “I thought I heard you come in.”

      Gigi looked up to find Jen standing in the doorway.

      “What’s wrong?” her roommate asked, her expression turning serious.

      “Nothing’s wrong.”

      She stepped into the room. “Bullshit. You’ve been crying.”

      Gigi swiped a hand under her eyes. “I’m fine.”

      “Again, that’s bullshit.” Jen nudged her to move over, lying down next to her on the bed.

      “Did my asshole of a boss do something to upset you?”

      “He’s not an asshole.”

      “That’s because you don’t work for him.”

      “Actually, I do… I mean, I did. I quit.”

      Jen sat up, jostling Gigi. “Really? Why? It seemed like a pretty sweet deal to me. Did he at least pay you for the days you did work?”

      She shook her head, making Jen’s frown deepen. “That douchebag. Don’t worry, Borello. I’ll make him pay up.” The idea of making Max’s life more difficult obviously appealed to Jen because she was now smiling widely.

      “Jen, please don’t.”

      “Why not? He can’t expect you to work and not pay you.”

      Gigi sighed. “Can you let me deal with this? Please?”

      Jen’s eyes narrowed. “There’s something more to this, isn’t there? Why’d you quit? Did he make a pass at you or something?”

      “Or something,” Gigi replied under her breath.

      For a few seconds, Jen was silent before she said, “He got into your panties, didn’t he?”

      Gigi looked into Jen’s blue eyes and felt the weight of her secret like it was planted directly on to her shoulders.

      “Holy fuck,” Jen breathed, looking impressed. “You have to tell me everything.”

      And Gigi did. Starting from the beginning, she told her about their first meeting, their subsequent breakfast and her moving in.

      “Just get to the good bits,” Jen urged. “Get to the part where you got to see his cock.”

      “You can be so crude sometimes. You know that, don’t you?”

      “Ha! You love it when I talk dirty to you,” Jen shot back.

      “It all started with a kiss,” Gigi said. Jen made the appropriate noises to that information. “He’d apologized to me afterwards, telling me it shouldn’t have happened, but then later on, he went down on me while I was pinned to the hallway wall.”

      “Hot,” Jen commented. “But I didn’t think you did casual anything, Borello.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t, but there’s something about Max that made me want to try. I didn’t think it was anything special for him—you know just a one-time thing—so I agreed to go on a date with Alex when he asked me.”

      “Wait!” Jen said, sitting up and crossing her legs, facing Gigi. “You went out on a date with Alex?”

      Gigi nodded. “Yeah, and I also suggested we go on another one after that since Max had called me to come home early…. What? What’s that look for?” she asked, eying Jen suspiciously.

      “Nothing, I’m just impressed. Two guys at once…I didn’t think you had it in you.”

      Gigi rolled her eyes. “Anyway, when I got home—”

      “He told you it was all a mistake and fucked you stupid?” Jen said, hopeful.

      “Not exactly. We started up again, but he had to go to work. He woke me up when he got home and we made love.”

      “It wasn’t just fucking?”

      Gigi shook her head. “We slept in the same bed. I assumed it was only sex, but he wanted me to stay with him.”

      “Is he any good?”

      Gigi could tell it was a question she had wanted to ask for a long time. “I’m not going to answer that,” she replied acidly.

      Her roommate put her hands up in the universal sign for surrender. “Okay, okay. So what happened? Why did you quit if things were going so great?”

      Gigi’s chest expanded with a deep breath. “His wife showed up.”

      It looked as if Jen’s jaw had suddenly unhinged. “Wife? Max is married? Did you know?”

      “Yes, yes, and no. He’d told me his wife had died. He never spoke about her beyond that, and I just thought he was still grieving, or he just didn’t want to share that stuff with me.”

      “What did Max say to you? Did he explain?”

      “I didn’t let him. I was too upset. I just packed my suitcase and left.”

      A buzzing came from the intercom out in the living room. Gigi looked at Jen. “If that’s him, I don’t want to see him.”

      Jen frowned for a moment then scooted off the bed. “If that’s what you want, Borello,” she said softly, disappearing out the door. Gigi draped her forearm over her face to block out the glaringly cheerful sunshine streaming through the window above her bed. Although wallowing all day was what she wanted to do, she couldn’t. She had to get to class.

      Standing up, she looked at herself in the mirror, wiping away the tears and finger-combing her hair. At least she didn’t look like she’d been crying. She quickly got changed and collected the books she needed for class. Stepping from her room, she found Jen standing at the intercom.

      “I told you already that she doesn’t want to see you.” She looked at Gigi as she spoke.

      “And I said I won’t be long. I just need to explain the situation to her.” Max sounded angry, but under that anger was desperation. “Please.”

      Jen raised her eyebrows in question. Clutching at the strap across her body, Gigi shook her head. She wasn’t ready to see Max yet; the wounds were still raw.

      “Sorry, asshole,” Jen muttered, releasing the button. She shrugged. “I doubt he’ll leave.”

      Gigi suspected as much too. “I guess I’ll have to take the rear exit then.”

      “Good thinking. I’ll try get rid of him in the meantime.”

      “Thanks, Jen. I’ll see you this afternoon?”

      “I’ll be here. I might even have a bottle of vodka with your name on it to help drown your sorrows,” she added with a mischievous grin.

      “Sounds like a plan,” Gigi said, making sure her keys were in her pocket and reaching for the door. “I’ll see you.”
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      Gigi stayed in the library until it closed at eight. She had no intentions of going back to her apartment if there was a slight chance Max was still hanging around. From the texts and voicemails she’d listened to, he still was. He kept telling her to call him when she got the message. She deleted them all and turned off her phone.

      Earlier, she’d texted Jen to let her know she was staying back later than usual. Jen had replied that the vodka was in the fridge and her schedule was clear. The walk home had been a nervous one. She was constantly looking over her shoulder, her eyes scanning for Max. Although she knew he couldn’t possibly have stayed outside her apartment all day, it didn’t stop her from thinking that he just might have.

      Approaching her building, Gigi breathed a sigh of relief; Max wasn’t there. She pulled open the flap of her messenger bag and searched around for her keys. Unlocking the front door, she stepped inside and made her way up the stairs to the second floor. Before she could even get the key in the door, Jen pulled the thing open. In her free hand was the bottle of vodka she’d promised. It looked expensive.

      With a devilish grin, Jen said, “I swiped this from work.”

      “Jen,” she groaned.

      “Hey, if Max is going to screw you over—sorry, wrong choice of words—then I’m going to return the favor.”

      “You’ll get fired if he finds out.”

      Her roommate laughed. “He won’t find out. I asked Jeremy to take one off the inventory for me.”

      Taking the opportunity to change the subject and take her own mind off Max, Gigi raised an eyebrow at Jen and smiled. “Jeremy, huh? What’s going on there?”

      Jen’s expression turned dreamy. “Nothing…yet. But give me time, Borello.” Giving Gigi a little shove in the direction of the couch, Jen added, “Now, go and get comfortable and prepare yourself to get drunk.”

      Gigi slumped onto the couch, letting the cushions swamp her body until she was being cocooned by them. All day her heart had been aching. She doubted she took in anything that her professors had told her, her mind too preoccupied with Max. How could he have lied to her like that? That fact hurt more than the betrayal.

      “Here. Drink this. You’re wearing the same expression you had on this morning.”

      She took the glass from Jen, the cubes of ice knocking together as she brought it to her lips. She cringed after she swallowed, the liquor burning her throat. She let her eyes roam around the room, but they stopped when they reached a bouquet of long-stemmed red roses.

      “Where did they come from,” she demanded, pointing at the flowers like they were carrying the Ebola virus.

      Jen peered over her shoulder. “Oh. Them. They arrived about an hour after you left.”

      Gigi could see a card sticking from the top. “They’re from Max.”

      Jen shrugged. “I didn’t read the card, but that’s what I assumed.”

      Putting her glass down, Gigi got up and plucked the card from the clear plastic arm. Sliding her finger under the edge of the flap, she opened up the envelope and pulled out the card.

      Gigi,

      I’m so sorry. I’ll tell you everything. Call me. Max xx

      “Is he begging for your forgiveness?”

      Wordlessly, Gigi passed the card to Jen and swallowed the rest of her vodka. She coughed, but was determined to follow through with the getting drunk plan Jen had come up with. She poured herself another drink.

      Jen turned to look at her now standing at the kitchen bench. “Are you going to call him?” Gigi shook her head. “Why not?”

      “There’s no point. The whole relationship—if that’s what you can call it—was pointless. He’s leaving in a few months—maybe sooner.”

      Jen frowned. “So, you’re just not going to try?”

      “There’s no point,” she repeated.

      Standing up, Jen walked towards her. “Does he treat you nicely?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does he respect you?”

      “Yes,” she sighed, not liking where this line of questioning was going.

      “Does he worship you in bed?”

      Her breathing hitched, her body remembering just how well he had taken pleasure in her body. “Yes.”

      “Well, if you ask me, which I know you are, you need to give that man a call.”

      “You don’t even like him,” Gigi shot back.

      Jen shrugged. “I don’t have to. You do.”

      Gigi tried to find a hole in Jen’s logic, but she was right. Max made her feel like nobody had ever made her feel before. Perhaps she had overreacted, but he could hardly blame her. They’d just mutually masturbated in his bed only minutes before his wife, his supposedly dead wife, showed up at the door. She wasn’t afraid to admit that she was intimidated. The woman was stunning. She’d introduced herself as Chelsea, although at the time, Gigi’s mind was far from retaining that information. All she knew was the little world she had created with Max was beginning to crumble.

      She should have heard him out. He was genuinely sorry for what had happened, but she was too embarrassed to even consider what he was asking her to do. The only thing she was focused on was getting away from him as fast as she could; her humiliation had been debilitating.

      “So, what are you going to do?”

      Gigi considered Jen’s question. She knew what she had to do, but she didn’t have the strength tonight. Pouring herself another glass of vodka, she topped off Jen’s and picked up her drink. “We’re going to get drunk and then I’ll deal with it all tomorrow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      Max hit redial and put the phone to his ear. Gigi’s voicemail kicked in straight away and he ended the call. He was tired of leaving messages he was pretty sure she was just deleting. It was after ten in the evening; she had to be home from school by now. She hadn’t called him back, which meant she had ignored Max’s floral apology. He dropped his phone onto the couch and stalked around the living room, running his hands through his hair.

      Erin had gone down for the night a couple of hours ago, so he was effectively housebound. Thank fuck he didn’t have to make an appearance at the club. He was in absolutely no mood to deal with drunk people slurring their words and stumbling about the place. He went into the kitchen and opened up one of the cupboards, searching for what he hoped was there. When everything in his life was moderately okay, he didn’t usually drink anything more potent than beer. He’d drunk when he’d discovered Chelsea gone, and now he was going to drink because she’d barged back into his life and demanded he love her again.

      Snagging the bottle of Grey Goose, he grabbed a short glass and moved back to the couch.

      Setting the bottle and glass down on the table, Max sank into the couch beside his phone and picked it up.

      No missed calls.

      Big fucking surprise.

      Leaning forward, he opened up the vodka and poured himself a double. As he sipped, he thought back to how the day had started off. It had been perfect. Watching Gigi come while she watched him watch her was perhaps one of the best ways to begin a day. Her skin had flushed with color the closer she came to release, and the little moans and groans she was making had made him impossibly hard. He hadn’t been directly responsible for getting her to make those noises, but he had been a damn unmistakeable part of it.

      But it had all turned to shit with Chelsea’s arrival. After Gigi had left, Max had followed her, had tried to speak to her, but it didn’t do any good. Jen had blocked him before he even made it through the front door.

      By the time he’d returned home, he had somewhat calmed down. Although he would rather be skinned alive, he realized it was time he talked to the woman who had abandoned him and their daughter to find out just what the fuck had been going through her head.

      “You’re here now. You might as well just tell me why you left us,” Max said. He was too agitated to sit down. His mind was still replaying the look on Gigi’s face as she looked at Chelsea over his shoulder and told him she quit.

      Patting the seat beside her on the couch, Chelsea said, “Come sit down. You’re awfully wound up.”

      “Just tell me, Chelsea. Don’t try to fucking placate me.”

      Her expression was pinched, but she nodded and crossed her legs. He was ashamed to admit that he watched the action. “I just couldn’t do it anymore, Max.”

      “Couldn’t do what, exactly?”

      “Be a mommy. Stay at home all day, look after Erin. Before I got pregnant, I could hold lunches and spend all day shopping if I wanted to.”

      He ground his teeth together. Yeah, she’d do those things, and spend his money while she was at it. “Being a parent is about making sacrifices.”

      “I know that,” she hissed. “I wasn’t ready to give up my freedom though.”

      He bit his tongue. Although she was a former cheerleader and painfully vain, he knew she wasn’t stupid—no matter how hard people tried to stereotype her.

      “You probably should have thought about that before you got pregnant.”

      She shrugged. “I thought it would fix our marriage.”

      He glared at her. “Where did you go when you left?”

      “Back to Chase.”

      He suddenly saw red when he blinked, and there was a ringing in his ears that had nothing to do with any external alarm going off. Back in the final weeks of their senior year, Chelsea had cheated on him...

      With Chase.

      Chase had been one of his best friends, but fucking his girl put an end to that friendship. It seemed that Max had been the last to know, and when he found out, he fucking lost it. He’d cussed Chelsea out in front of the entire school, swearing never to forgive her, or Chase. He held his resolve for about a month…

      Until Chelsea came to him one day in tears. She told him she was pregnant and she didn’t know who the father was. Chase had sworn up and down that they had used protection, but according to Chelsea, the condom had broken. Facing the disapproval of her parents, Chelsea convinced Max that they needed to get back together and tell everyone the baby was his.

      He couldn’t trust her after her betrayal, but he’d been raised right. If there was a possibility that the kid was his, he was going to do the proper thing and take care of it and Chelsea. As soon as they’d graduated, he stayed true to his word and he and Chelsea had a civil ceremony at city hall. Three weeks later, Chelsea had told him the truth: she had never been pregnant. She’d lied to him so they could get back together.

      He should have gotten the damn marriage annulled as soon as she’d dropped the bombshell, but he had no intention of being a divorcee at the tender age of eighteen. Instead, just to spite Chelsea, he stuck it out. He didn’t think he could forgive her for going back to Chase a second time though. As soon as Max got back from New York, he was going to see his lawyer and get the divorce papers drawn up. He was also going to make damn sure she wouldn’t get custody of Erin. He was just thankful that his mother had insisted on there being a pre-nuptial agreement. It turned out his mom’s instant dislike of Chelsea from the beginning had been for good reason.

      He’d thrown Chelsea out of his apartment, telling her to fuck off back to California and to expect to hear from his lawyer. He was immensely satisfied when the smug look she was wearing was wiped off her face as he slammed the door after her.

      The high he’d experienced was short-lived. As soon as the sheen had worn off, Max was back to thinking about Gigi. He should have just let her walk away from him. It would be for the best. He was leaving in a few months. She hadn’t even wanted to continue a sexual relationship with him anyway. But…

      But the thought of not seeing her, not kissing her, not making love to her every night made his whole body ache in a way he’d never experienced before. He’d never been in love before. He thought he had loved Chelsea, but since being with Gigi—no matter how short the time—he knew that’s what it was.

      He loved her.

      And he’d be damned if he didn’t try and get her back.

      Picking up his phone, he called her again. He expected it to go straight to voicemail like it had every time before, so he was ready to just end the call. But then it connected.

      “Max, you bastard,” Gigi said, her words slurring together.

      He frowned. “You’re drunk.”

      “Yup,” she replied, popping the ‘p’ then laughing. The sound was drowned out with a sudden burst of dance music, like a heavy door had opened and closed. “Where are you?”

      Jen’s muffled voice said something in the background. “I’m not telling you,” Gigi sang, laughing again.

      He ground his molars together in frustration. “I need to speak to you.” Talking to her while she was drunk was not ideal, but he would take what he could get.

      “Well, I don’t want to speak to you, Max.”

      He clutched his phone closer to his ear as if it was actually Gigi’s arm and he was trying to pull her to him. “Come to my apartment,” he demanded, his voice changing just slightly. She had reacted to it unconsciously before while they were fucking, and he was hoping his tone would punch through the alcohol haze.

      “Okay,” she replied softly, after a beat. “Let me lose Jen.”

      He hung up the phone and started to pace. He had no idea where she was, or how long it would take her to get to his place but he hoped like hell it wouldn’t be long. His feet ate up the distance across his rug, his eyes constantly returning to the clock hanging on the wall. Ten minutes went by. Then twenty. At the thirty-three minute mark, there was a buzz from the intercom. He pressed the button, not bothering to check who it was; it could only be one person.

      Yanking open the door, Max stood in the entrance, waiting for Gigi to walk towards him from the elevator. When he saw what she was wearing, his eyes slid shut and he wanted to drag her inside, away from prying eyes, for wearing something so revealing out to a nightclub or a bar while he wasn’t there to keep an eye on her.

      She was in a mini skirt and halter neck top that barely covered her beautiful breasts. She wobbled on too-high heels and was wearing makeup a lot heavier than he was used to seeing on her. Her red hair was unrestrained and curled, falling over one shoulder in thick ribbons. She wouldn’t meet his eyes, her gaze on the floor. She weaved on her feet a few steps from him, causing her to stumble forward. He caught her effortlessly, holding her close to him.

      She smelled of tequila. A lot of tequila.

      “You need to drink some water,” he told her, guiding her into his apartment and closing the door behind them.

      “I’m fine,” she replied. “I just need to sit down for a minute.” He lowered her onto the couch and walked into the kitchen to get her the water she thought she didn’t need. He placed the glass on the table in front of her.

      “Drink.”

      Dutifully, she picked up the glass and brought it to her lips. She swallowed greedily, a little water running from the corner of her mouth. It dripped onto her shirt, leaving a dark patch on the fabric.

      He took the glass from her hand, settling it on the table beside him. “Where did you get those clothes?”

      “Jen,” she squeaked, staring at her feet.

      Max pursed his lips. Of course Jen had played dress-up. “Why have you been avoiding my calls all day?”

      She looked up, biting her lip. “I didn’t want to talk to you.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I would have given in and forgiven you.” She put her hands over her mouth. “Crap,” she said under her breath.

      She was being so candid, and he was going to ask her all the questions he needed to while she was in such a talkative mood.

      “Why would you have forgiven me?”

      She blinked at him slowly. “I doubted I could resist you if you looked at me like you’re doing right now.”

      He was more than aware of how hungry his expression was. Seeing her barely dressed and pliant even when she was supposed to be angry with him was turning him on. If she had been sober, he wouldn’t have bothered asking her questions; he would have seduced her, knowing she would give in to him.

      But she wasn’t sober.

      She was rolling drunk, and Max would never take advantage of a woman while her mental faculties were compromised. He stood up, holding out his hand to her. He hauled her up off the couch, holding her close to the front of his body. She had to tilt her head back to look him in the eye, the position exposing her long, lean neck to him.

      “Come.”

      “Where?” she whispered, her eyes lingering on his mouth.

      “To bed.”

      Gigi stumbled a little as he tugged her down the hallway to his room. She didn’t resist, and she didn’t voice any objections—all of which he was taking as a good sign. Softly closing the door behind them, he brought his hands to the waistband of her skirt, searching for the zipper in the back.

      As he pulled the slide down, she didn’t take her eyes off his face. “Are you undressing me?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Max replied, letting the skirt pool at her feet. He brought his hands to the hem of that miniscule halter neck. The fabric was stretchy, expanding and hugging each and every one of her curves. He pulled it over her head, her bare nipples tightening in the cool breeze.

      “Are you going to make love to me?” Her voice was hopeful, but her eyes were glazed.

      Touching the side of her cheek, he ran his thumb over her bottom lip. “No.”

      Her brow furrowed. “What are you doing then?”

      He stared at her, his eyes roving hungrily over every inch of her flesh. He wanted to press himself against her. He wanted to get reacquainted with her curves even though she’d only walked out on him less than twenty-four hours before. “I’m putting you to bed.”

      Disappointment flittered across her features, lasting only a moment. “Are you coming to bed too?”

      He pulled pack the quilt and motioned for her to get in. Her red hair fanned out on the pillow above her head when she lay down, giving her an almost ethereal look. He arranged the bedding back into place quickly, mainly to stop himself from ogling her perfect body and ignoring the stern pep-talk he’d just given himself. “Soon.” Leaning down, he kissed her forehead and walked from the room.

      When she woke up, she would have a killer headache. Going back to the living room, he picked up her glass and refilled it, then went searching in the cabinet in the bathroom for some Tylenol. He put both on her bedside table, briefly looking down at her; she was fast asleep.

      Max checked on Erin one last time, giving her a bottle and changing her diaper before going to bed himself. Stripping down to his boxers, he slid into the bed beside Gigi, turning on his side with his back facing her. Even though she had asked if they were going to have sex, he didn’t want her waking up in the morning and thinking that something other than sleeping had happened—especially if she was still holding on to some of that anger from before.

      Just before he drifted off to sleep, he felt her arm wrap around his waist, her hand coming to lie over his heart.
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      Gigi’s mouth felt like every ounce of moisture had been syphoned out of it. Her tongue was stuck to the roof of her mouth, and she was pretty sure that when she opened her eyes, her lids would sandpaper her eyeballs.

      Her fingers flexed involuntarily, meeting some unexpected resistance. Some warm, hard resistance.

      Even though she knew it would hurt, she opened her eyes. It was still dark, thankfully, so the sensation of a railroad spike going through her temple wasn’t immediate, nor was it as sharp as she was expecting it to be, but it was still there and her eyes began to water. She did her best to focus on what she was touching. Her sluggish brain wasn’t joining her in the land of consciousness just yet, leaving her to puzzle it out on her own. Maybe I killed too many brain cells with all the tequila I drank last night, she thought miserably as another round of spike-through-temple assaulted her.

      She inhaled sharply, the scent of warm skin and aftershave invading her senses and tickling her memory. She knew that smell. Realization dawned on her quickly, and her fingers flexed once more.

      Max.

      And she was being the Big Spoon.

      Gigi let her eyes drift up, taking in the shock of hair she knew was more black than brown and the broad muscular back she had sunk her nails in to before. She licked her lips and tried not to move, trying to remember what had happened last night. Had she shown up on his doorstep and demand he fuck her? Had he actually done that? With the smallest movements possible, she tried to look under the sheets. She could feel the softness of the cotton against her bare breasts, but that would have been possible because she wasn’t wearing her—Jen’s—halter neck anymore. That was okay. She could deal with that. As long as she still had her underwear on…

      “We just slept.” Max’s sleep-affected voice drifted between them. She knew he wasn’t shouting the words, but to her ears, it sounded as if he was announcing it through a megaphone. She groaned and tried to pull her arm from around his chest. He grabbed her wrist before it could slide free, holding her in place. “Leave it there, just for a little while longer.”

      She couldn’t deny him. He felt amazing against her body, but after the way she’d left him the morning before, she wasn’t so sure about the status of their relationship. Swallowing her embarrassment, she finally asked, “How did I end up here?”

      “I called you last night and you answered.”

      She got a flashback of that phone call, the sketchy jangle of images from the night before coming together slowly, although still not completely. “I called you a bastard,” she said.

      Max chuckled, the vibration running through his chest and into her hand still over his strong heart. “You did.”

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it.”

      “Sure you did. You have every right to call me any number of names. I screwed up.”

      “How did I end up at your apartment? I didn’t just…show up, did I?” Talking about her holey memory from her drinking binge was embarrassing—at least it was easier talking to his back rather than his face while she was doing it.

      “I asked you to come around.”

      “And I just showed up?”

      He laughed again. “You said you were going to lose Jen first.”

      She groaned. “Jen.” Her roommate had made her promise she wouldn’t answer any calls from Max. She had also promised she’d forget about him for the night and try to have fun. Jen’s idea of fun involved tequila and random hook-ups. Gigi was okay with the alcohol, but not with the casual sex. “I’ll have to call her.”

      Max squeezed her hand. “Call her later.”

      She nodded and relaxed against his back. What they were doing was nice, but it couldn’t last. The problem they fought about yesterday still existed. For right now, she would just enjoy the feel of his strong, warm body against hers. Gigi inhaled and let the breath out slowly. “Max?”

      “Hmm?”

      She thought maybe he had drifted off to sleep again. “Tell me about Chelsea.” She felt his whole body stiffen instantly. “Please?”

      He was too silent and too still for a long minute. She thought he’d refuse her. But then he said, “I’ll tell you everything you want to know.” Rolling over, he faced her. “But let’s do it over breakfast.”

      “Why—”

      “You’re hungover, and probably severely dehydrated.” Glancing over at the nightstand, he added, “Drink the water. Take the pills. Get dressed then meet me and Erin out in the kitchen.” He leaned forward, kissed her temple and rolled off the bed, taking his phone from the nightstand as he went. She watched him go, studying the muscles as they moved in his back. She would miss him when he was gone. Sitting up, she held the sheets to her body and reached for the glass he’d left and the two Tylenol.

      When she felt able to, she got up, finding her clothes folded up neatly on the back of a large armchair in the corner of the room. Putting on the skirt and top, she looked at herself in the mirror and balked. She had gone out like that last night? Jen had actually picked that particular outfit and thought it looked good? Max must have had a heart attack when she turned up on his doorstep.

      She looked down at the ground, snagging one of Max’s tees from a pile. Holding it to her nose, she inhaled; it smelled of Max’s aftershave and of his skin. Slipping it over her head, she padded out into the kitchen.

      Erin was sitting in her high chair while Max fed her breakfast. The little girl smiled widely at Gigi before opening her mouth for the next mouthful of porridge.

      Max gave her an appraising look. “I just put the coffee on, but I want you to have some more water first.”

      She resisted the urge to roll her eyes and did as he asked. She drank two more glasses of water then tackled the coffee pot. Slumping down onto a chair at the kitchen bench, she announced, “I’m never drinking tequila again.”

      He laughed at her. “I think that’s a good idea. How’s your stomach? Think you can handle some food?”

      She didn’t think putting anything else in her body other than coffee was a good thing, but the idea of bacon was too alluring. “As long as it’s greasy, I think I’ll be all right.”

      He nodded and got busy putting strips of bacon on the griddle. “How do you like your eggs?”

      “Scrambled, please. I don’t think I could handle even the sight of runny yolks this morning.”

      He gave her a brief smile and cracked a couple of eggs into a bowl, then started whisking. Gigi’s eyes were fixed on the way his muscles bunched and relaxed in his exposed shoulders, her thoughts turning sexual. She cleared her throat, ignored the moisture pooling between her thighs, and got Erin out of the high chair when she started to fidget. She placed the little girl on the floor to play then took a seat on the couch.

      “Where do you want to eat?” Max asked from the kitchen.

      “Wherever you want.”

      He brought over her plate, the flatware balancing on the side, and placed her coffee cup on the table. He retreated to the kitchen to get his breakfast, but instead of sitting beside her, he perched on the edge of the coffee table beside her cup. Gigi had another one of the missing pieces flash into her head; he had done exactly the same thing last night.

      “Can I just start by saying I’m sorry,” he said, his bourbon eyes fixed on her face. “I know it all looks really bad, but it’s complicated.”

      She had decided she had to hear him out. Now that Chelsea wasn’t there, it made it easier. She nodded to encourage him to continue.

      “A little over three months ago, I returned home from work at the nightclub to find Chelsea gone. She’d cleared out her wardrobe and left Erin sleeping in her crib.”

      She placed her fork back down. “She just left?”

      He nodded slightly, pushing his eggs around his plate. “I had no idea where she’d gone. I tried calling her, but she’d turned her phone off. Eventually I gave up completely. Honestly, our marriage had been on the rocks before that. Coming home to find her gone wasn’t exactly a shock, but finding that Erin had been left alone was.”

      “Did you ever get an explanation from her?”

      “Yesterday morning was the first time I’d seen her since she abandoned Erin.”

      “Did she tell you why?”

      “Yeah,” he replied, setting his plate on the table. “She said she didn’t want to be a mom anymore, that she wanted her old life back—the life where she could hang out with her socialite friends and have champagne breakfasts and go shopping all day.”

      Gigi made a small noise in the back of her throat.

      “What?”

      She looked at him, showing him that what she was about to say had nothing to do with spite; rather it was just an observation. “She doesn’t sound like the kind of woman you’d be interested in.”

      He sighed, his attention fixed on Erin who was playing with some blocks. “Like I said, it’s complicated.” He looked at her. “But I want you to know it all. That way, you have all the facts and if you want to walk away from what we have, then I’d completely understand.”

      “Okay.”

      His chest rose and fell with a deep breath. “Chelsea and I have been together since high school. I was the quarterback every girl wanted to be with. Chelsea was the head cheerleader every guy wanted to have.” He gave her a meaningful look.

      “So you ended up together,” she finished for him. “Of course.”

      He nodded. “I dated her because she was unobtainable to every other guy. We weren’t compatible though. Chelsea was an only child. She was spoiled by her parents and given everything she could ever want. That sense of entitlement became her way of life. I was just a prize she could claim. We stayed together because that was just the way it was. I simply ignored her bad behavior and put up with her narcissism.

      “The end of high school was rolling around, and I couldn’t wait to be free of her. She had no plans to go to college. She thought her parents would continue to bankroll her ever-growing extravagant lifestyle. I, on the other hand, had a football scholarship all lined up…”

      Max looked wistful for a moment, his thoughts obviously on what could have been. Gigi leaned forward and grabbed her coffee and took a sip.

      “I was supposed to start at Washington State in the fall. About six weeks before school finished, I found out that Chelsea had screwed around on me. She told me it was only one time, but the rumors around school said she’d been cheating on me for a while. At the time, I was angry, but I was also relieved; she’d just given me a legitimate reason to break up with her, and I did. A month later, Chelsea came around to my house in tears. She told me she was pregnant and she didn’t know who the father was since she’d slept with this other guy as well as me within days of each other.”

      “Oh, Max,” she said, unable to stop herself from reaching out and taking his hand. All of this certainly made his attitude and behavior when they’d first met make sense.

      “That was the moment my life changed forever. My dreams of playing pro ball were sliding down the drain and I was left with a decision I knew could only end one way.”

      “You married her,” she murmured.

      He sighed. “I married her.”

      “But…” Gigi was doing the maths. “Erin’s too young to be the baby she was talking about.”

      Max smiled at her, but it was humorless, and anger bled from the edges. “Days after graduation, I married Chelsea at city hall. Soon after, she told me she wasn’t ever pregnant. She’d only told me that so I’d take her back and she would have everything she ever wanted—to be married to the high school star quarterback.”

      “Neither of you were in high school anymore.”

      “Try telling Chelsea that. The real world was a smack in the face for her. She was no longer the queen bee. She no longer had the other cheerleaders kissing her ass and telling her how perfect she was. I thought moving to LA would help her to realize that life wasn’t just high school for grown-ups. She never did get it though.”

      “Why didn’t you just get divorced?”

      “I had planned on being married only once. I’m a stubborn sonofabitch, and although Chelsea made my life hell, I stayed with her. I wasn’t in love with her anymore, though—how could I be after she did that to me? She knew it, too. She wanted to have a child. She thought it could ‘fix’ things between us, but I’d sworn never to have children with her. It even got to the point where I refused to sleep in the same bed as her.”

      Gigi glanced down at Erin, who had her chubby fingers wrapped around a bunny’s ear. “You must have slept with her at least once.”

      He followed her gaze. “I meet up with my best friend every Thursday at a local bar. One time, we both drank too much and I stumbled home, collapsing on the couch. When I woke up, Chelsea had my pants down around my ankles and…” he grimaced. “Let’s just say it was the least satisfying orgasm I’ve ever had. I felt violated, but to Chelsea, she saw what she’d done as a way of getting what she wanted…again. Almost ten months later, Erin arrived.”

      “But she didn’t fix the marriage.”

      “No, she didn’t. Don’t get me wrong; I love my daughter. I wouldn’t change anything that’s happened except for marrying Chelsea and believing all her bullshit.” Leaning down, Max picked up the little girl and sat her on his knee. “So that’s it.”

      “What about Chelsea? Has she gone home?”

      “I told her never to come around to talk to me again. I’ve been in contact with my lawyer, and when I get back to LA, I’m going to have a meeting with him to discuss my options.”

      “You’re still going back, then?” she asked, her stomach clenching into a tight knot at the reminder. He studied her face carefully. “I have to, Gigi. My life is there—my mom, my friends, my job. My boss will need me back, too. She only asked me to come over here temporarily until her new club was set up properly and running like she needed it to be.”

      “I just realized I have no idea what your other job is.”

      He gave her a small grin. “It’s exactly what I’m doing here in New York, but just in LA. I manage Temptation six days a week.”

      She looked down. “So where does that leave us?”

      “I’d like us to still have a relationship. Whatever this is between us, it works. Being in the same city as you and not being able to touch you would be torture.”

      She bit her lip, thinking. There were so many reasons why she should just end it now: Max was still married, he was still leaving and he would still break her heart. His warm palm cupped her chin, forcing her eyes to his face.

      “Don’t overthink this.”

      “I’m not,” she whispered. “I wouldn’t be able to stand the torture either.”
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      Max smiled triumphantly at Gigi, her answer just what he needed to hear. “When will you move back in?”

      Her returning smile was shy. “I have classes today, but I’ll come back around tonight. Do you have to work?”

      Now, that was a sobering thought. “Yeah. I have to be in at four.” Her gaze dropped to his mouth, her eyes devouring him. His body responded as if he hadn’t touched her in weeks rather than hours. He cleared his throat. “What time is your first class?”

      “Ten,” she replied.

      Leaning forward, he kissed her hard, leaving her breathless when he pulled away. “It’s thirty now.”

      She blinked once. Twice. “What?”

      “It’s nine thirty. You have half an hour to get to class.”

      She jumped up from the couch, almost knocking her empty plate from the cushion beside her. “I have to get ready. I have to go back to the apartment and take a shower.”

      “Check in your room here first. You were in such a hurry to leave that some of your clothes were overlooked.”

      She dashed off in the direction of her bedroom. Her bedroom. Max would have to fix that when she moved back in tonight. There was no way he was having her sleep in there when she could be sharing his bed. She must have found what she needed because a few moments later, the shower began to run. He cleared the dishes then went to change Erin into new clothes for the day. He had planned to take a walk in the park that morning. When his daughter was ready, he put her on his bed and got changed himself. After pulling a running shirt over his head, he slipped his feet into his shoes and tied the drawstring on his shorts. He was just strapping Erin into the stroller when Gigi emerged.

      Dressed in a pair of shorts, a tank top and a pair of red Chuck Taylor’s, she didn’t look at all hungover. “You look nice,” he said.

      “I feel terrible,” she shot back with a small grin. “Seriously, don’t let me drink tequila again.”

      “You got it. Want me to walk you to university?”

      “Are you heading that way?”

      “I was going to take Erin to Central Park.”

      She waved away his offer. “It’s in the opposite direction. I’ll be okay.”

      He stalked towards her, wrapping a firm arm around her waist and pulling her in close to his body. His kiss was demanding, letting her know that although they didn’t have time to get reacquainted now, that time would come later.

      They rode the elevator down together, parting ways out the front. He said, “I’ll see you this afternoon.”

      She got up on her toes and kissed his cheek. “See you then.”
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      Max had been running for about twenty minutes when his phone rang. Pulling the stroller to a stop, he wheeled Erin off to the side of the track and dug a hand into his pocket.

      “Evangeline,” Max said, breathing hard, “how are you?”

      “Did I catch you at a bad time?” his boss asked.

      “No, just out for a run with Erin. What’s up?”

      “It sounds like New York is agreeing with you. I kind of hate to be the bearer of bad news.”

      “You’ve filled the positions, haven’t you?”

      “One of them, yeah. The guy taking over for you is named Brian Wilson. I head-hunted him from Bembe when I heard he was looking around.”

      Max whistled. He’d heard of Bembe before; it was voted one of New York’s top dance clubs. “What about the head bartender position?”

      “I’m still waiting back to hear from a few people. Jeremy is just going to have to stick it out for a bit longer.”

      He laughed. “I’m sure that won’t be an issue for him.”

      Evangeline was silent for a moment. “Chelsea came by looking for you.” He didn’t say anything. “I didn’t realize you two were having problems.”

      “What makes you think we’re having problems?”

      “Max, please; give me a bit of credit. You didn’t even tell your wife that you were leaving with your daughter to go to New York for four months.”

      He swirled the words he was going to say around in his mouth for a moment. “She walked out on us three months ago.”

      “Oh, Max.”

      “I don’t need your pity, Angel.” His words were weary with resignation. “Sending me here was the best thing you could have ever done.”

      “Well, I didn’t know any of this before I told her where to find you. I’m sorry if she shows up.”

      “She already did,” he replied. “I sent her away.”

      “Is there anything I can do for you?”

      He wiped the sweat now trickling from his brow. “No. I’m good. Thanks, though. So, when is Brian coming in?”

      “Tonight. I told him to go and see you at five. I also gave him your number.”

      “How much longer will I be staying in New York?”

      A pen tapped in the background. “Once you give Brian the rundown, which I can’t see lasting more than a couple of days, I’d like to have you back at work for Friday night. I’ll start looking at flights leaving mid-morning. That should get you back with enough time to rest and get ready for the night shift.”

      Max smiled tightly at a couple of female joggers smiling at him after glancing down at Erin.

      “Sounds fine. I guess I’ll see you on Friday.”

      “It’ll be good to have you back.”

      He ended the call and began walking again, his muscles already tightening up from the short break. He replayed the phone call in his head, always coming back to one thing—he was leaving on Friday morning. That invisible deadline that had been hanging over his and Gigi’s head was now a tangible reality. The thought of leaving almost hurt as badly as it had when she had walked out on him the morning before. What was she going to say? What were they going to do? He didn’t think she would take the news very well. He also doubted they would do a long-distance thing, but the thought of walking away from what they had was also a huge hell-fucking-no.

      Palming his phone again, he pulled up Gigi’s contact details. “Hello?” she answered a few rings in. She sounded breathless.

      “Are you running?” he asked.

      She chuckled. “I forgot to put my phone on silent. My professor hates cells going off in class so I had to leave the room in a hurry to escape the laser beams he was shooting at me with his eyes.”

      His mouth flexed into a smile at the image, but his mood quickly sobered. “I just spoke to my boss, the one in LA.”

      “Oh?”

      He squeezed the muscles in the back of his neck. “I’m leaving on Friday.” For a moment all he could hear was her heavy breathing on the other end of the line. “Please say something.”

      “Friday?” she whispered.

      “I know; it’s too soon, but she found a new manager to run the show. The guy is starting tonight to learn the ropes. It won’t take him long, though—he used to run Bembe.”

      “Friday?” she repeated, her disbelief haemorrhaging from that one word.

      “I’m sorry.” What else could he say? He hadn’t thought beyond his time in New York. Could they do long-distance? He knew he couldn’t ask her to come back to LA with him; she had her whole life here in New York. She had her hopes pinned on the internship at the museum, and if she got it, he had no doubt that she would secure the job at the end of the year too.

      Could he live in New York, though? He couldn’t leave his job. He couldn’t leave his mother; he couldn’t keep Erin away from her. He had made a life in California, even if Chelsea had temporarily destroyed it.

      “Gigi? Are you still there?”

      She cleared her throat. “Yeah, I’m still here.”

      “Will you still come and stay with me and Erin?”

      She exhaled. “Yes.”

      The tension in Max’s shoulders eased. “Thank you.”

      “I have to go. I’ll see you tonight.” With a click, the call disconnected.
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      Gigi was still staring at the screen of her phone long after it had gone into sleep mode. Max’s words were bouncing around in her head, the word ‘Friday’ one long echo repeated over and over again. She didn’t know how, but the moment he had paused, her stomach had started to tie in knots. She knew what he was going to tell her, and he’d only confirmed her worst fears: he was leaving.

      With shaking hands, she pushed back into the classroom, her professor cutting a sideways glance in her direction.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled. “It was an emergency.” She took her seat, picking up her pen as the lecture continued. But it was all white noise to her. For the remaining forty-five minutes, she made a few notes and asked no questions while the students around her debated animatedly. She hadn’t even realized the class was over until Alex touched her on the shoulder, startling her from her thoughts.

      “Gigi, hi,” he said, smiling bashfully.

      She forced a smile onto her lips. “How are you, Alex?”

      Initially, things had been a little awkward after their first—and last—kiss, but he had warmed up to her again, although she knew he was hoping they’d give dating another try. “I’m good. I was just wondering whether you heard from the AMNH yet.”

      She felt her pulse begin to race. “Have you?” Had two weeks already passed?

      The grin that split his face in two was all the answer she needed. He had made it. “I got a spot. Did you?”

      She reluctantly shook her head. “I haven’t heard from them.”

      “Oh.” His smile faded. “Well, give it time. I’m sure you made it. I’ll see you later.” Alex waved goodbye, leaving her alone in the lecture room. She packed her notebook and pen back into her bag and slung it over her shoulder. Great! Now she not only had Max’s leaving to worry about but also the fact that the best chance she had at getting a job after school had just evaporated into thin air.

      She started walking back to her apartment, her buoyant mood completely sunk. She had another lecture in an hour, but she couldn’t face it. She decided that she would rather be wrapped up in Max’s arms instead—after all, they had only a few more days together.

      Jen was home when she got there, her roommate talking in soft whispers behind her closed bedroom door. For a second, she thought Jen was on the phone, but as Gigi passed by her room, she heard the distinct timbre of a male voice. She had known Jen would forget about Jeremy sooner or later.

      Gigi trudged to her closet and started pulling a few things from the hangers—she wouldn’t need much to get her by. She packed her suitcase carefully, slipping in a few extra non-study related books to keep her attention while Max was at work in the evenings. Closing the case, she zipped it shut and hauled it out into the living room. Calling through Jen’s bedroom door, she said, “I’m going to Max’s.”

      There was a small thump and then Jen called, “When will you be back?”

      “A couple of days. Stay safe, Jen.” Gigi hoped she took her advice.

      “I always am,” her roommate replied, the guy she was with chuckling at her mischievous tone.

      She walked to Max’s apartment with a cloud of gloom hanging over her head. She hardly looked up once, and never deviated from her path. When she reached his building, she pushed the button on the intercom beside the door.

      “Yeah?” he asked coolly.

      “It’s me,” she replied.

      “Gigi, come up.” This time his words were warm. The door unlocked and she rode the elevator up to his floor. He was standing in the doorway when the doors opened, Erin cradled in his arms, his hair still damp from his shower. “What’s wrong?”

      She didn’t reply. Dropping the handle of her suitcase, she wrapped her arms around his waist and placed her head against his broad chest. His free hand came to rest on her back, giving her the strength she’d been so desperately looking for since she’d spoken to Alex.

      “Come inside,” he urged, stepping away. Passing Erin to her, he picked up her suitcase and brought it inside. She sat down on the couch, holding the little girl on her lap.

      “What’s happened? Is it your folks?” he asked, propping her case against the wall near the door.

      She took a deep breath, looking at him. “It’s the internship.”

      He sat beside her. “What about the internship? Have they announced the successful applicants?”

      This time she nodded. “Alex got a place.”

      Max frowned at the mention of her classmate. “What about you?”

      She felt the first tears prick the corners of her eyes. She wiped them away and shook her head. “Oh, Gigi,” he murmured, scooting closer and wrapping an arm over her shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s not the end of the world.” She sniffled. “There are other opportunities out there.”

      “I know. I just know how much that one meant to you.”

      “It did,” she whispered. More tears fell, and although she was trying incredibly hard to hold it all together, her disappointment soon overwhelmed her. Turning into his body, she cried into his chest, even as Erin struggled in her arms.

      “Let me put Erin in her room,” he told her, taking his daughter and walking down the hall. There were a few cries of protest, but soon she had quietened down. Max emerged and wrapped Gigi up in his arms. “It’s been a day of bad news, huh?” This only caused her to sob harder. He rubbed circles on her back, soothing her.

      “I’m sorry,” she eventually said, wiping the last of her tears away. Her eyes felt puffy and her nose was running. She looked hard at his stomach, refusing to let him see how awful she no doubt looked. Crying never did anyone any favors.

      With his finger under her chin, she tilted her head back up. “Don’t hide your tears from me.”

      “I look hideous,” she protested.

      “You look beautiful.” He kissed her hard and fast, silently telling her not to fight him on this one. She wound her arms around his neck, clutching him closer to her. His kiss became more passionate, more demanding, and she found herself willingly giving in to him. His hands slid down to her ass. He cupped it roughly and pulling her hips into the hard line of his body. She groaned into his mouth, her fingers flexing instinctively.

      Holding onto her bottom lip, he sucked at the flesh and pulled away at the same time. “I need to feel your skin.” She nodded, knowing exactly what he was talking about because she felt the same way. Unhooking her hands, she took off her tank top, letting it fall to the ground. Rolling onto the other side of the couch, she worked the button on her shorts while he took off his shirt and undid his jeans. The smell of fresh linen and soap drifted up between them. Leaning back against the cushions, she kicked off her underwear. His body covered hers, his skilful fingers sliding between their bodies and finding her silken folds. He rubbed at the knot of nerves, eliciting desperate whimpers from her throat. His mouth opened over one of her breasts still confined by her bra, his tongue darting out to torture her hardened nipples. Reaching behind her back, she undid the clasp of her bra, the straps slackening against her shoulders. Max peered up at her from his position, a salacious grin spreading over his lips.

      “I like this position,” he said. He pulled the cups of her bra down under her breasts, exposing them. He took her into his mouth again, his tongue and teeth driving her insane with need. Add the way his fingers expertly applied pressure to her clit, and she wasn’t sure which way was up or down.

      “Please, Max,” she begged, her teeth biting down into her bottom lip.

      “Tell me what you need, Gigi.”

      “You.” She was breathless. “I need you.”

      He pulled away abruptly, leaving her feeling empty. “Come and have a shower with me.” He held out his hand to her and she was unable to refuse. She let him lead her to the bathroom, turning on the water and sticking his hand under the spray every now and again to test the temperature. He didn’t say anything else to her—he didn’t have to. She could read what his thoughts were by the look in his eyes and by the way he touched her; it was almost reverent.

      He nudged her into the shower first while he took off his jeans and underwear and stepped in after her. His hands were on her in an instant, his mouth melding to hers less than a heartbeat later. His tongue explored her mouth while his hands explored her body. He moved down her throat, kissing down to the depression of her collarbone. Gigi threw her head back to allow him better access, her fingers getting a firmer grip around his biceps.

      He worshiped her entire body with his lips, tongue and teeth, finally dropping to his knees in front of her. Droplets of water were clinging to his eyelashes, sliding down his face and dropping from his chin. Gently, he inched his hands up her inner thighs, applying the slightest pressure to get her to open them a little further. Propping her hands on the tiled walls, she braced herself, spreading her legs wider. He kissed the inside of her thigh sweetly before swiping his tongue through her sex.

      She cried out, the walls throwing the sound back at her; she sounded so wanton. Max lapped at her, drinking her down. Before she knew it, he had coaxed an orgasm from her. Her knees buckled under the intense pleasure, Max’s hands supporting the weight of her body effortlessly. She came while he was still stroking and greedily drinking from her. She could feel her whole body warm as the last of her pleasure ebbed away.

      When she could refocus her eyes, she found him staring at her—still from his kneeling position. “Beautiful,” he mouthed, standing up and kissing her. She could taste herself on him. “I hope you’re ready for me, Gigi, because I can’t wait another second.”

      She nodded, crying out a moment later as he wrapped her legs around his waist and slammed into her. With her back pressed against the tile, the water hit him fully in the back as his hips pistoned in and out of her. He was in a frenzy, and once again, she could understand why—they were running out of time together. She held on tightly as he continued with his demanding rhythm, riding each jerk and jolt.

      “I can’t hold on,” he ground out, his hips flexing into hers once more before he groaned low and long into her ear. Hearing that sound made her entire lower body clench. The muscles in her pelvis tugged at Max’s erection, drawing a hiss from his lips. He withdrew from her body, pressing his forehead to hers as their breathing returned to normal. He touched the corner of her mouth, then pressed a kiss to it.

      “Can I wash you?” she asked, eyeing his broad shoulders.

      With a grin, he handed her the sponge. Putting a little shower gel on it, she started rubbing slow circles over his chest, letting her fingers trail over his hardened nipples. Dragging the sponge down, she made sure his stomach was also clean before dipping down between his legs. He shuddered as she washed his cock then trembled when she let her fingers linger there for a moment longer.

      He shook his head at her, causing her to pout. “I have to go to work soon, remember?”

      “I can be quick,” she shot back with a grin.

      His strong fingers wrapped behind her neck, dragging her to his mouth. He kissed her before saying against her lips, “I don’t ever want quick with you, Gigi. Leisurely, yes. Adoringly, most definitely. But never quick.”

      She knew he was thinking it, but she had no desire to say it: their days of leisurely enjoying each other’s bodies were coming to an end.

      The thought left her cold.

      “I should get ready for work, though,” Max said softly, seemingly reading her mind. He shut off the water, wrapping her in a towel before getting one for himself. She let him get dressed alone while she went to collect her suitcase. Just as she was toting it into her room, Max stopped her.

      “I thought you’d want to leave it in here,” he said, indicating his room with his head.

      “You want me to stay in your room?”

      “You sound surprised. We’ll be spending every night together anyway.”

      He was right, of course. With the suitcase rolling behind her, she walked the last few feet of the hallway and into his room.

      “I cleared out a drawer for you and there’s some space in the closet if you have anything you’d like to hang up.”

      “Thank you,” she said, watching him slide his arms into a black dress shirt. He looked delectable. Sitting on the end of the bed, he put on his socks and shoes.

      “How do I look?” he asked, giving her a knowing grin.

      “Good enough to eat,” she replied.

      He kissed her softly. “Keep that look for me for when I get back home. I’m looking forward to having you in my bed.”

      “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.”
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      “Mr. Parker?”

      Max looked up from his paperwork to see a guy standing at his office door. He looked young—maybe only twenty or so. “Yeah?”

      “Brian Wilson,” he said, walking in and offering him his hand. They shook and Max got a better look at the guy. He was a little taller than him, a little slimmer through the shoulders, too, but they shared the same dark hair and eyes.

      “Evangeline told me you were coming in.”

      Brian nodded. “She said you were going to show me around tonight.”

      “That was the plan. I’m booked on a flight home on Friday, so I figured I could give you the run- down tonight, let you do things by yourself tomorrow while I hang back, then Temptation is all yours.”

      He grinned. “Thank god I get a bit of freedom here. My boss at Bembe was into micromanaging. It was a pain in my ass.”

      “Let me give you the tour,” Max said, getting up from his chair.

      They spent the next hour talking about the ins and outs of the club. The rest of the evening, Brian shadowed Max in everything he did from briefing security to talking to his waitresses. He was impressed with Brian. Despite his age, he was attentive, his sharp eyes missing nothing. Max felt as if Evangeline had made a good choice by hiring him, and he also felt comfortable leaving the club in his capable hands.

      “So, you’re from LA?” Brian asked as they did the final count for the night. Since it was only a Tuesday, the take was light.

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ve never been; I’ve always wanted to, though. Did you grow up there, too?” Max shook his head. “Seattle. I moved down to LA after I got married.”

      “Oh,” Brian said, his eyes flickering down to Max’s left hand. He had long since taken off his wedding band. “I didn’t realize.”

      “We’re in the process of getting divorced,” Max added, feeling as if he had to explain himself. “You got a girl, Brian?”

      His smile was mischievous. “A guy. His name is Pete.”

      “Been together long?”

      He shook his head, thinking. “Maybe only a month or so.”

      Max grunted, stretching his legs out under the desk. “It’s working out okay?” He didn’t know why he was so damn curious.

      Brian nodded, leaning forward in the chair opposite Max’s, resting his elbows on his knees. “You want to know something, though?”

      “What?”

      “Even though I’ve only known him a month, I know he’s the one I want to be with forever. Does that… Does that sound crazy?”

      Max shook his head, thinking about how he and Gigi shared that unmistakeable spark. “No. That doesn’t sound crazy at all.”
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      Max shut the apartment door behind him softly, finding a soft glow coming from under Erin’s door. Walking into the hallway, he could see that his bedroom door was open, and his bed was empty. At his daughter’s room, he carefully opened the door, mindful of the squeak in the doorknob as he pushed it open.

      Gigi was in the rocking chair with Erin cradled in her arms. She was humming softly, doing her best to soothe the baby. He leaned against the jamb and watched as Erin slowly quietened in her arms, her jerky movements stopping. Gigi flipped her gaze up to meet his eyes and smiled. For a few more minutes she rocked, her eyes never leaving his until finally she put a sleeping Erin back into her crib.

      He followed Gigi out of the room. Just after he closed the door, he was surprised when she pressed him against the wall and kissed him.

      “I’ve missed you,” she purred, running her hands down his chest and along the top of his pants. She pulled the tails of his shirt out of the waistband then skated her fingers up his stomach. Leaning forward, she kissed him again, sliding her tongue into his mouth. He had to admit he liked the way she was taking charge, but he wouldn’t let her have all the control. Sliding one hand behind her neck, he dragged her closer to him. She whimpered into his mouth, surrendering to him once more.

      “I’ve missed you, too,” he said, breaking their kiss for the briefest second. “I’ve been counting down the hours.”

      Her expression sobered. “We only have a little over forty-eight hours left together.”

      “We better make the most of it then,” he growled. Picking her up, he threw her over his shoulder, leaving her head hanging down near his lower back. When she squealed in protest, he spanked her on the ass. “Quiet. We don’t want to wake the baby.”

      She stifled a giggle, but made no other noise. Once his bedroom door was shut behind them, he dumped her onto the bed. She was wearing those damn yoga pants again—the ones that showed off every one of her delectable curves. He tugged at the bottom of the legs and she slid the waistband off her hips.

      “Forgetting something?”

      Gigi smiled and removed her underwear also. Then without any further prompting from him, she took off her tank top and bra. She leaned back on her elbows, letting him drink his fill of her naked body. Leaving her was going to be one of the hardest things he’d ever have to do. Even in this short time, she had found a place in his heart.

      “Are you just going to stand there all night?” she teased. He watched, enraptured, as she ran a finger down her chest, circling one nipple playfully as she went. Max couldn’t get undressed fast enough. Kicking off his pants, he crawled up the bed and covered her. He kissed her gently, lowering his hips until he was cradled by her. She arched her back, lifting her breasts closer to his mouth, inviting him to taste. Not wanting to disappoint, he did just that; she gasped.

      Lifting his hips back, his erection brushed against her opening. “Don’t tease me,” she groaned, raising her pelvis to make contact again.

      Max smiled. “I wouldn’t want that now, would I?” He slid into her, slowly inching his way inside her body. Her hands traveled from his shoulders to hook around his neck, her eyes always on his face. When he was fully seated within her, he started the leisurely strokes that would ensure they would both last a long time. He didn’t want to miss a minute of this, and he certainly didn’t want to rush it. He needed to remember every single detail of how she felt, how she smelled, how she looked at him with such…love.

      “I love you, Gigi,” he murmured. He held his breath, waiting for her to reject him. It was too soon to be saying those words to her. They were also pointless, as he was leaving, but he had to tell her at least once even if she didn’t feel the same way about him.

      Gigi kissed him. “I love you, too, Max.”
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        * * *

      

      It was still dark when Max’s eyes shot open. Something had woken him, and he realized it was his phone.

      Where was his phone?

      Scrambling out of bed, he dug through the pockets of the pants he’d taken off and found his cell. It was his mom.

      “Mom?” he answered, glancing over at the clock by his bed. It was four in the morning, which made it about one a.m. in LA. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s your father, Max.” His mom’s voice was flat—the tone lifeless and devoid of any of the usual spark he was used to hearing.

      He sat down on the edge of his bed, feeling Gigi’s arm wrap around his waist and her head lean on his shoulder. He exhaled before speaking. “What’s happened?”

      “He passed away.”

      Max felt the ripple of the words striking his heart like a sledgehammer. “When? How?”

      His mom sniffled, the first sign that the wall she’d built up to deliver the heartbreaking news was beginning to crack. “He developed an arrhythmia after his heart attack. His heart muscle had sustained just too much damage and couldn’t stand up to the abnormal heart rhythm.”

      Gigi’s squeezed him tightly for a moment; it was obvious she could hear the other side of the conversation.

      “When?” he croaked. “When did he pass?”

      His mom’s shaky exhale was a lance of pain through him. “Ten minutes ago.”

      He had just one thought. “I’m coming home.” When his mom didn’t tell him not to be so silly, he knew this was what she wanted. She needed the support, not that she would ever ask for it. “I’ll call you when I have my flight booked.”

      “I love you, Max,” she sniffled before hanging up.

      “I’m so sorry,” Gigi murmured. She was still draped over him, lending him a strength he didn’t think he’d ever need.

      “Yeah,” he replied. “Me, too.” He patted her hand to let her know he wanted to get up. He had to get some flights booked to go home. He had to call Evangeline and let her know what had happened. He also had to make Brian aware of his change of plans.

      “Is there anything I can do? Anyone I can call for you?”

      Turning, he leaned down and kissed her. “Just look after Erin for me, okay?”

      She nodded, her lips pressed into a thin line. He pulled on a pair of sweats and a tee then made his way into the living room. He didn’t have a laptop, so he opened the browser on his phone and started looking for flights. He didn’t even know Gigi had followed him out until she started filling the kettle.

      “Would you like to use my computer instead?” she asked.

      “Did you bring it with you?”

      She nodded, ducking back into the bedroom. She came out with a thin laptop and handed it to him. “The password is no sharing,” she told him with a small smile before returning to the kitchen to make tea. Max found a flight leaving at quarter past eight in the morning. He had only a couple of hours to pack and get Erin ready, but he wasn’t willing to get back to LA any later than that.

      “What time do you leave?”

      “In about four and a half hours.”

      “You’d better get packed then. I’ll take care of Erin’s things… Are you sure there’s no one else you want me to call?”

      He shook his head. “It’s too early. I’ll just send them a text now, and then call when I’m at the airport.”

      A little over an hour later, he was ready to go. He’d made sure everyone who needed to know he was leaving was in the loop and he had called a cab to take him to the airport. Gigi had watched Erin while he was packing, his mind running constantly through an internal checklist. The buzzer downstairs sounded, fracturing his thoughts. Gigi was up and at the intercom before he could react.

      “Your cab is here,” she announced, opening the door. She wheeled the stroller out the door, grabbing Erin’s small suitcase as she went.

      Max picked up the duffel bag he’d packed and followed her into the elevator. The ride down was quiet, but he could feel Gigi watching him. Outside, she’d kissed Erin goodbye then handed her to Max. When she was strapped into the car seat and their bags were in the trunk, Gigi threw her arms around Max’s neck and they just held each other.

      “Call me when you get in.”

      “I will,” he promised, kissing her one last time. “I love you.”

      She smiled at him, touching his cheek. “I’ll see you when you get back.”

      He nodded, a large knot forming in his stomach. What if he didn’t come back? He was supposed to be leaving in two days anyway. The apartment was empty of everything he had brought with him. Max pushed the thoughts away. His heart couldn’t take much more loss. Bringing her hand to his mouth, he kissed it then got into the cab.
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      Gigi watched Max’s cab drive away, its taillights disappearing around a corner too soon. The goodbye they’d just shared was bittersweet, but in a way she thought she preferred it to the one they would have had in two days’ time. This one was veiled with another kind of sadness, which seemed to eclipse the pain she felt because Max’s was that much more potent.

      She couldn’t fathom losing one of her parents. It was one of her greatest fears, but something that every child had to experience along this long road called life. Turning, she stepped back into the apartment building. The place felt so empty, knowing Max and Erin wouldn’t be returning. Walking the quiet hallway, she shut Max’s bedroom door behind her and breathed in the silence. It settled heavily in her lungs, making her feel as if she were suffocating. She re-packed her suitcase and then climbed into Max’s side of the bed. The scent of him lingered there and Gigi clutched at his pillow.

      She felt the first of her tears fall. She wondered how it hadn’t taken all that long for him to become so important to her. It made absolutely no sense at all, but she supposed it didn’t have to. He had become imprinted on her soul and she knew she would never forget him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sunlight streamed through the sheer curtains, waking Gigi. Her eyes felt puffy and sore, evidence that she’d cried herself to sleep after Max had left. Grabbing her phone from the nightstand, she looked at the time; he would be boarding his flight. She got out of bed and staggered to the bathroom for a quick shower. She had classes this morning that she couldn’t miss, considering she’d skipped the one the day before. Once she was satisfied with the state of the apartment, she dragged her suitcase out into the hall. But instead of going to the elevator, she went just a few doors up from Max’s place and knocked.

      Jeremy looked surprised to find her standing on his doorstep. “Gigi, right?”

      She nodded. He did remember her from the club, then. Holding out her hand, she dropped the set of keys Max had cut for her into his palm. “I’m sure you’ve heard by now.”

      “Yeah, I did. Is he all right?”

      She shrugged. “He’s okay—shocked mostly. Anyway, I thought I’d give you my keys to pass onto the realtor since I won’t be needing them anymore.”

      Jeremy frowned. “Why won’t you need them?”

      “He won’t be coming back.”

      His frown deepened. “Am I missing something?”

      “You don’t know?” she asked. Jeremy shook his head. “Max was returning to LA on Friday. His boss found a replacement for him.”

      “Right.”

      “I’m sorry if I’ve told you something I shouldn’t,” she said in a rush.

      “It’s fine, Gigi. Don’t worry about it. I’ll make sure to get these keys back to the realtor.”

      “Thanks. I guess I’ll see you around.”

      He nodded and Gigi turned, riding the elevator down for the final time and stepping from the apartment building.
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        * * *

      

      Classes dragged by that day. Gigi couldn’t recall a single thing that had been discussed—nor could she summon the interest to care. She was functioning on autopilot until lunch when Alex tracked her down at a local deli.

      “Gigi, I’ve been trying to catch you all day,” he said, taking the empty seat beside her.

      She didn’t even bother to look at him. Her attention was firmly fixed on the turkey on rye in front of her. “Sorry.”

      “Hey,” he said softly, touching her shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong.”

      “You know you can tell me anything, right?” he said, ignoring the way she’d just shrugged off his concern.

      With a sigh, she looked at him. “There’s nothing to tell, Alex.”

      “Is it the AMNH internship position?”

      Yeah, that’ll do, she thought. “Sure.”

      “They do second-round intakes, you know. Some of the people who applied turned down their offer.”

      “When are those positions announced?”

      He looked at the date on his watch. “In the next few days.”

      “Great.” Her voice was hollow. Nothing seemed to matter anymore. Before Max, all she’d cared about was studying and getting a great job after university. Now her life seemed to lack color.

      “How about this,” he started, “to cheer you up, we can do whatever you want after the last class today. We can catch a movie, or get an early dinner. We can try this dating thing again.”

      She gave him a watery smile. “I appreciate it, Alex, I really do, but I’m just not in the mood. I’m just going to go home after last class.”

      He studied her for a long time before he gave a short, sharp nod. He turned to face the window. “I get it, you know.”

      “Get what?”

      “You brushing me off as nicely as you can. You’re seeing someone else, aren’t you?” She said nothing. “And I’m pretty sure it’s your boss.”

      Gigi stiffened.

      “And it’s okay,” Alex continued. “I could definitely sense something between you two when I came over.”

      She stared at him. “So why did you kiss me?”

      He shrugged, smiling bashfully. “I had to try, didn’t I?” He laughed, stood up and kissed her on the head. “Take it easy, Borello,” he said, Jen’s nickname for her falling easily from his lips.

      She finished her sandwich, and had every intention of going to her final class for the day, but she found her feet taking her in the direction of her apartment instead. Jen wasn’t home yet, giving her time to herself—time to grieve. She dumped her messenger bag on the floor in her room and went into the bathroom, running the bath while she searched for a bottle of wine in the fridge.

      By the time the water was ready, Gigi had poured herself a glass of wine and had it set up on the side of the tub along with her phone. It was two o’clock now, and Max would be texting soon. She was desperate to talk to him, to find out how he was. Undressing, she stepped into the bath, hissing through her teeth as the hot water lapped at her bare skin. She submerged herself, resting her head back against the bath pillow and closing her eyes.

      She couldn’t keep going on the way she was. Yes, she missed Max, but he’d barely been gone a day. The reality was what it had always been: he was always going to leave and she was going to continue studying and hopefully get a job at the Museum of Natural History. If she failed in that, then she’d try at another museum. New York wasn’t the be all and end all for her, but it was her first preference; she didn’t want to be too far away from her parents.

      If someone had asked her last year whether or not she’d be moping over a guy, she would have laughed in their faces. But things had changed. Along the way, she had changed. Her thoughts were jarred when her phone started to ring. Picking it up, she answered the call.

      “Max?”

      “Yeah, it’s me,” he replied. Just the sound of his voice soothed her and she relaxed back in the tub. “There’s an echo. Where are you?”

      “The bath.”

      “Fuck, Gigi. Why’d you have to tell me that?” he growled, his voice sending shivers along her skin.

      “How’s your mom doing?”

      Her question seemed to sober him. “I called her again before I left New York. She was doing okay. I’ve just landed at LAX. I’m going to go straight to the hospital to see her now.”

      “I miss you, Max,” she muttered.

      “I miss you, too, Gigi.”

      “Call me after you leave the hospital. It doesn’t matter what time it is.”

      “I will. Talk soon.”

      She  hung  up  the  phone  and  took  a  big  drink  from  her  wine  glass.  She wouldn’t let this speedbump in her life drag her down. It could very easily distract her from her goals in life, but she wouldn’t let it. She was better than that—stronger than that.
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      The funeral was three days later in Seattle. Standing shoulder-to-shoulder with his brothers, Max nodded at one of his father’s colleagues as they shook hands at the wake, accepting his condolences stoically. People had flown in from all over the country to pay their final respects to his dad and it said something about his father that Max hadn’t considered before: he was a well-respected and well- loved man.

      Max, along with the triplets and two of his uncles, had been the pallbearers at the funeral. They loaded their dad into the back of the hearse, watching it drive off to the crematorium. It was his father’s wish that nobody attend that part of the funeral. His dad had wanted people to celebrate his life, not watch his coffin burn to ashes.

      “I’m so sorry, Max,” one of his aunts said in a soft voice. “It was such a shock.”

      “Thanks, Aunt Lucille.” He hugged her. “We’ll miss him.”

      She nodded and moved along the line, talking to one of his brothers. Max excused himself when another friend approached him to tell them how sorry they were; he was so sick of hearing the words. They didn’t bring his father back, and they certainly did nothing to ease his pain.

      But of course, that pain was two-fold. Leaving Gigi behind had broken something inside him. At the time, he hadn’t wanted to acknowledge they weren’t going to get another goodbye—that that was it. It was only when he was in the cab that it dawned on him just how much he had wanted her to come with him.

      It was too late, though—he couldn’t have asked her to just drop everything and travel across the other side of the country to go to a funeral of all things. To ease some of the pain, he called her every day and he found that as soon as he was off the phone with her, he wanted to call her back to hear her voice once more. It was insane to think that someone could have had such an impact on his life in such a short time.

      In the kitchen of his father’s house, he opened up the cupboard and found a glass. His mom had forgone the no-alcohol rule on account of the occasion, so malt whiskeys and bottles of bourbon were clustered together on the counter top. Max picked up a bottle indiscriminately and opened it. Pouring himself a healthy sized drink, he swallowed it all in one go, wincing as it burned.

      “I think she wants her daddy,” his mom said from the entry to the kitchen, frowning when she saw the glass of liquor in his hand. In her arms was a fussing Erin. Max put the glass down, feeling like he was getting scolded, though she hadn’t said a word.

      He took his daughter, feeling her little arms snake around his neck. It had been a long day and she was tired. “She just needs her nap,” he said, leaning down to kiss his mom on the forehead. “Thanks for looking after her.”

      She nodded, her eyes misting. “It’s been nice to have a distraction.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed. He knew exactly how she felt. “I’m going to see if she’ll go down for a while.”

      Max carried Erin away from the wake, away from the buzz of voices. He opened up the door of the room he and Erin had been staying in and closed it behind him. Blissful silence enveloped them both. Closing up the drapes, he rocked Erin for a while, feeling her getting more and more relaxed in his arms. When he was sure she was out, he gently placed her in the travel cot, tucking in the blankets around her. With any luck she would get a good couple of hours rest. Retreating quietly, he stepped back into the hall and closed the door. He just stood there for a moment, savouring the privacy.

      When he felt ready, he turned back to the living room but stopped when someone stepped into the hall ahead of him.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked in a hiss.

      Chelsea gave him a sympathetic smile that he knew to be fake. That woman didn’t know the meaning of empathy. She was dressed in black, as the occasion had called for, but the cut of her dress was too tight to be appropriate. Her blonde hair was loose and falling over her shoulders. “I came to pay my respects to my father-in-law.”

      “Ex father-in-law,” he reminded her. To distract himself from the terrible reality that his father had died, Max had seen his lawyer before flying to Seattle and set the divorce wheels in motion.

      She pouted. “Yes, I received the papers yesterday. I wanted to talk to you about them, actually.”

      “How about you get your lawyer to talk to mine. I’m not discussing anything with you, especially at my father’s wake.” He would have shoved past her, but he was the only thing standing between her and Erin. She obviously picked up on his anxiety.

      “Is she sleeping?” she asked.

      “You know she is.”

      “Can I see her before I go?” Chelsea looked penitent as she spoke.

      He shook his head. “I’m not letting you near her again.”

      Her expression turned to rage. “She’s still my daughter, Max. You can’t keep her from me.”

      “Actually, I can. You walked out on us. According to my lawyer, that gives me every right to keep her from you. And I’m sure you’ve already read the details of the divorce, but I’m getting full custody of her.”

      Her lips thinned. “I’ll fight you on this.”

      He shrugged. “I’m sure you will. Now, get out of my father’s house before I call the cops.”

      She laughed at him, throwing her head back. “What are you going to tell them? I came to say goodbye to my father-in-law?” she challenged.

      He gave her a sardonic smile. “How about trespassing? If you try to touch Erin, I’ll add attempted abduction to the list of complaints.”

      Max could see the moment when Chelsea accepted defeat. She turned away from him, rolled her shoulders back and sauntered back the way she’d come. He stayed in the hallway for a few more minutes before re-emerging.

      “Was that who I thought it was?” Sam asked, handing him a glass of scotch.

      Max drained the glass before answering. “Yep.”

      “What did she want?”

      “To talk about the divorce.”

      “So you’re going through with it?”

      “Yes. I’ve forgiven her too many times before.”

      Sam raised his glass to him. “About fucking time,” he said, taking a drink. “Do you want to go outside for a bit?”

      He nodded. “Let me get a refill first.”

      “I’ll meet you out there.” Sam walked towards the front door while Max headed in the direction of the kitchen. Using the same glass as before, he filled it up then joined his best friend outside.

      “So, you’re back for good then?” Sam asked, his eyes on the street in front of the house, on the cars lined up on both sides.

      “I was supposed to start work on Friday night.”

      “Evangeline give you some time off?”

      “I have to be in on Monday.”

      “Tough, brother.” Max couldn’t agree more. “What happened to that New York girl you were seeing? Gigi, was it?”

      Pain lanced through his heart. “She’s still there.” He could feel Sam studying him, but he didn’t turn his face.

      “Things got serious, didn’t they?”

      Max took a sip from his glass, balancing it on the armrest of the wooden deck chair he was sitting in. “More serious than I ever thought they would.”

      “Is she going to come to LA, or are you doing long-distance?”

      “I don’t know,” he replied honestly. “We didn’t get around to discussing it,” he said with a shrug. “We were supposed to have two more days together, but because I had to come home so quickly, we didn’t talk about it. I just said goodbye to her outside my apartment as I was getting into a cab.”

      Sam shook his head.

      “What?” Max demanded.

      “This is the first time I’ve ever seen you torn up about a girl.”

      “So?”

      Sam put down his glass and turned his body to properly look at him. “She obviously means a lot more to you than you’re letting on. Let me ask you this: do you want to have a relationship with her?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then have one.”

      He made it sound so easy. “It’s complicated,” Max replied.

      “Uncomplicate it, Max. If you want her, tell her. She can’t read your mind.”

      Being spoken to so bluntly made him realize he hadn’t really ever tried to have a serious conversation with Gigi about what would happen when he left. All he had ever done was predict what would happen. He looked at his watch. It was three p.m., which made it six p.m. in New York. Leaving his glass where it was, Max reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. There was a text there he hadn’t seen; it was from Gigi.

      Just letting you know I’m thinking about you today. I hope you get to say good bye to your father comforted by family and friends. Call me if you need to talk. I love you. xxx

      He got up, took a few steps away from Sam, and dialed Gigi’s number.

      “Hello?” she answered.

      “Hey.”

      “How are you? How was today?”

      “It was nice—sad, but nice.”

      “How was the wake?”

      He turned around and looked through the front window, seeing all his family recounting different stories about his dad. The scene made him smile. “It’s still going.”

      “Oh…We can talk later—”

      “No. It’s fine. I wanted to speak to you about something.”

      There was a squeak in the background, and he could picture her sitting down on the end of her bed. “Okay.”

      He breathed in deeply and let it out. “I left pretty quickly, huh?”

      “You had a good reason,” she replied cautiously.

      “I didn’t want to leave you, Gigi. As that cab was driving away, all I was thinking about was how I wanted you sitting next to me on the backseat.”

      “Max, you don’t have to say that.”

      “I want to. I said I couldn’t live in the same city without touching you. The truth is, I can’t live in the same country without touching you.” He heard her sharp intake of breath on the other end of the line. “I know I have no right to ask you, but would you consider moving to California to be with me?”

      The beat of silence that followed his question made him sweat. He knew he was asking a lot of her, but his life was on the west coast.

      “Max,” she started. “I heard back from the AMNH. I got a place on the internship program.”

      “That’s great.” He only just managed to cough up the congratulations within the socially acceptable timeline. The truth was, he saw the announcement as another huge wedge being driven between them.

      “I didn’t want to tell you like this. I should have waited until you’d had a bit more time to grieve.”

      “Believe me, the distraction is good, but...”

      “Where does this leave us?”

      “Yeah,” he said on a sigh. “I mean, I know what I want...”

      “I want you, Max, just like I always have. The thing is I’ve wanted to get a job at AMNH since I started studying. Now I actually have a chance of getting one. I can’t give it all up to move across to the other side of the country.”

      “And I’m not asking you to.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “You won’t come here, and I can’t leave,” Max reiterated. He tried not to sound contrite, but he heard it in his voice.

      “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

      I want you to say, “I choose you, Max”. Chelsea had never done that. It was all about what she wanted and what she needed. That was the reason they had moved to LA in the first place. That was the reason they got married. “Then I can’t tell you, either,” he eventually said, his words clipped. “Perhaps our relationship only worked in New York because we knew there was an end date.”

      “You can’t mean that,” she replied. He heard the hurt, could almost see the way tears trembled on her lashes, threatening to fall. “We can try having a long-distance relationship,” she reasoned.

      “I’m not sure that could work,” he murmured, realizing what he was saying—what he was doing—but being powerless to stop it. “Maybe we should just part as friends and leave it at that. I still love you, Gigi. I doubt I’ll ever stop. But we both know it’s not going to work out how we want it to.”

      He expected to hear her fight for them, instead she simply said, “You’re right. We just met at the wrong time.”

      Remorse flooded him, mingling with the sorrow of the loss of his father. Together, they were a potent mix of emotions that he felt were trying to drown him. He sucked in a breath. “All right. Well, I guess this is goodbye then.”

      “No, not goodbye—just talk to you later.”

      Max smiled despite himself. “Talk to you later, Gigi. I love you.”

      “I…” she hesitated, the sound of a click ending the call. He pocketed his phone and turned back to Sam.

      “By the look on your face, things didn’t go as you’d planned.”

      Collapsing back into the chair, he picked up his glass and drained it. “It’s over.”

      His best friend arched a brow. “I thought you were going to tell her you wanted her.”

      “I did. But she got an internship at the museum that could lead to a job when she finishes studying. It would be selfish of me to want her to come here and give up on her dreams. Maybe it’s just like I said to her—we worked in New York because we knew there was an end date. Here in the real world, things don’t always work out how we want them to.”

      Sam was studying him. He was sure he was going to tell him he was a fucking idiot, but instead he said nothing—he just stared. “I know you can’t just walk away from her, so for your sake I hope you sort it out before you lose her for good.” And with that, his best friend got up and disappeared back into the house.
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      Gigi stared down at her phone, tears blurring her vision until her wallpaper screen became a smear of indiscernible colors. She had wanted to tell Max she loved him, too, but the words had become stuck to her tongue, refusing to leave it. She’d known that their relationship had been over the moment he drove off in the cab, but still, hearing it and acknowledging it made it seem more real.

      He hadn’t been willing to try long-distance, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to, but she’d suggested it because if he had been willing, she would have given it her all. She knew that you only got a chance at a love like theirs once in a lifetime, and walking away from it was one of the most difficult things to do. But she had to. So many times before, her mother had told her never to pass up her dreams because of a boy…

      Except he wasn’t a boy, was he? He was the first man to take her seriously, to see her for her. Had she just made the biggest mistake of her life?

      “Want to go out and get drunk, Borello?” Jen asked from her bedroom door.

      Swiping at the tears on her cheeks, Gigi looked at her roommate. “Umm, no, thanks.”

      Jen’s brow furrowed. “Hey, what’s up? Something happen with lover boy?”

      The tears she had denied dripped from her eyes, opening up the floodgates.

      “Whoa, hey, what’s up, girl?” Jen asked, wrapping her arms around Gigi and pulling her against her chest.

      “It’s Max. He’s gone and he’s not coming back.”

      “I thought you were okay with him leaving.”

      “I thought I was,” she replied, “until he actually left.” Pulling back, she looked into Jen’s blue eyes. “He asked me to go to California.”

      “And you said…?”

      “I said I couldn’t.”

      “Why the fuck not?” Jen blurted out. “Sorry.”

      “I got a call from AMNH today. I made the second-round acceptance. I got a position on the internship program.”

      Jen whistled through her teeth. “Congrats, Borello.”

      “Thanks,” she muttered, not feeling at all excited about her news.

      “Do you want to know what I think you should do?” Jen asked her, holding Gigi at arm’s length.

      “What?”

      “I think you should forget about Max. He was just something fun for you to do while he was here, but now you have to get serious. You graduate at the end of this year. You need to get the best grades you can, and work hard at the museum to make sure you get the job. You don’t need to worry about a guy.”

      Jen’s logic struck a chord with Gigi. What she’d said was all true. Before Max had come along, Gigi had been focused on her studies, on getting the perfect job and establishing her career. Somehow he had distracted her completely. She’d skipped classes because of him, but she was going to stop that now. Pre-max, her priority had been school. She was going to make it a priority again post-Max.

      “You know what, Jen? You’re right. I just need to get through the end of this year and make sure I get the job at the AMNH.”

      “Damn straight,” her roommate agreed. “Now, get dressed. We’re going out to celebrate your success.”
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        * * *

      

      Finals week came and went for Gigi. She’d poured all her efforts into studying before starting work at the museum over the summer. Although she was spending more time with Alex, he didn’t try to make another pass at her. In fact, Alex met another girl while they were working—Lisa Woo was from Yale and they’d immediately hit it off. Gigi had been invited to go have lunch with them on more than one occasion. After the first time, though, she politely declined; being a third wheel was too depressing.

      The weeks passed quickly, until finally it was the end of summer and the announcement for who would secure the permanent position at the museum was only days away. Alex didn’t think he’d gotten it, but he was already making plans to move to Connecticut to be closer to Lisa. Gigi also wasn’t as confident as she’d been at the beginning of the summer. All the people on the internship were smart and incredibly competitive. After Max, she seemed to have lost some of her motivation and drive even though she’d tried really hard to get it back.

      Without Max, her life had drained of color. Without Max, Gigi had lost some of her spirit. Jen constantly told her to stop moping, but Gigi thought she wasn’t—she was just living like the love of her life was across the other side of the country. She hadn’t called him since the day of his father’s wake. She wanted to, but she wasn’t sure what she would say. Sometimes in her moments of weakness, she’d block her number and call his phone just to hear his voice. On more than one occasion he had whispered her name into the phone, causing her to hang up abruptly. It was better this way.

      She wondered if he’d moved on. She wondered if he’d taken his wife back. They had a long history together, and because of Erin, she thought he might have tried to make it work. Deep down she hoped that wasn’t true.

      Sometimes she would find herself looking for anthropology jobs in Los Angeles, or at least California. She’d actually applied for one at the Natural History Museum of Los Angeles but knew it was a long-shot. They wanted someone with actual experience, not some college graduate still wet behind the ears.

      Still, it was worth a try. She couldn’t pin all her hopes on AMNH.

      Her final day at the museum arrived with a crisp New York morning. It was just a taste of the autumn to come, and she found herself smiling to herself. She’d always loved the cooler weather. Finding her only winter coat in her closet, she slid it on and walked into the kitchen to grab a cup of coffee.

      “Last day, Borello?” Jen asked, biting into a slice of toast.

      “Yeah,” she smiled. “It is. What have you got planned for today?”

      Jen waved her hand casually through the air. “A little of this, a little of that.”

      She laughed. “Right. So nothing at all.”

      Her roommate shrugged and sauntered off in the direction of her bedroom. “I need a little time to recuperate before classes start again.”

      Taking her travel mug from the cupboard, Gigi filled it up and grabbed one of the muffins Jen had bought home the day before. “I’ll see you tonight,” she called. Jen didn’t reply.

      She arrived at the museum at the same time as Alex. He smiled and waved, his bubbly personality strangely infectious. Bumping her on the shoulder as he sidled up beside her, he asked, “Are you ready for the announcement today?”

      “I am. What time are they doing it again?”

      “At the morning tea at around ten. Do you think you have a chance?”

      She shook her head. “Not at all. You’ve seen the competition. One of the others will get it—Inga, maybe. Or perhaps Dave will.”

      He nodded in agreement. “I think you’re right.”
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        * * *

      

      Gigi finished up what she was doing a few minutes earlier to go to the restroom before the morning tea began. She picked up her bag en route, opening the flap and pulling out her phone. The mail icon on the bottom had a red circle in the corner. She tapped into the email and stopped walking when she read the subject line. Quickly her eyes scanned the rest of the email before she turned her phone off and slid it back into her bag.

      She made it into the staff lunchroom on the lower level just as the director of the museum was making his way to the front of the room. She saw Alex over on the left standing beside Lisa. He waved her over with a friendly smile. Gigi apologized as she walked in front of people to get to the pair.

      “Good luck,” Alex said excitedly.

      “Same to you.”

      “Three months ago, I stood in front of all of you welcoming you to the museum,” the director said. “And today I’m saying goodbye to all of you, except for one. One of you is the lucky winner of the internship. You are the one person who has shown promise, who has proved that you’re one of us and who has impressed all of us with your work ethic and dedication.” A few nervous murmurs broke out around the place. “I know you’re anxious to know who that lucky someone is. So without further ado, I’d like to announce that the winner of the job after graduation here at the museum is…”
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      Max tucked the blankets around Erin tightly and kissed his daughter good night. He hadn’t had to work tonight, and being able to put his daughter to bed was something he treasured. She was nearly ten months old now—crawling and getting on her feet as often as she could. His mom thought she wasn’t that far off walking, and he had to agree.

      He had returned to work soon after his father’s funeral, throwing himself into it. It had definitely helped distract him from thoughts of Gigi, although sometimes he’d get calls from a blocked number, which he suspected was her. Sometimes he’d call her name, but the person would always hang up.

      He often thought about her, whenever he had moments when he didn’t have to worry about what Erin was trying to put in her mouth, or whether Evangeline was going to tell him to talk to the staff again about using their phones at work. He wondered whether she had gotten the position at the museum after she finished school, or how she had done on her finals. More often, though, his thoughts were on whether or not she had found someone else.

      He hated it when his thoughts strayed there. He hadn’t started dating again. Sam had tried to set him up a couple of times, but after a heated discussion each time, his best friend had eventually stopped. Max stopped by the kitchen, grabbing a beer from the fridge and the pizza box from the counter. He changed channels to the game and got comfortable, fully intending to enjoy the rare night off.

      He had just opened up the box on his pizza when there was a knock on his front door. Max was expecting Sam to come around at some point so he stood up and went to the door, his attention turning to the TV as his team scored a touchdown.

      “I thought you were coming later,” he said, watching the crowd go wild. The game was all tied-up now.

      “Three months is already pretty late.”

      Max’s eyes darted to the person standing on his doorstep. She looked just as beautiful as when he’d left her behind in New York.

      “Gigi? What are you doing here?”

      She shrugged, and that was when he noticed the large backpack over her shoulder and her rolling suitcase beside her. “I thought I’d see what all the fuss was about.”

      “I don’t follow,” he replied, still unable to believe she was standing opposite him.

      She gave him a shy smile. “I got a job offer.”

      “In New York?”

      “No, Max. Here. I got an offer at the Natural History Museum of Los Angeles. I had to turn down the one at the AMNH.”

      “You got the position from the internship, too?” He knew all he was doing was asking her more questions, but somehow he couldn’t stop.

      “I did, but I regretfully declined that position and accepted the one here.”

      “Where are you staying?” Yep, another question.

      “I was kind of hoping you’d let me stay here.”

      Max snapped out of his stupor, stepping forward and reaching for her. She dropped her backpack, wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him hard. Max took the deepest breath when she pulled away, the weight of everything lifting off his shoulders, and he knew Gigi was the one responsible for it.

      Resting his forehead against hers, he said, “I love you.”

      “I love you, too. Don’t ever leave me again.”

      “Never,” he whispered, kissing her again.
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      Cliffhanger.

      Please know that this is a cliffhanger.

      I didn’t want it to be this way but I had no choice.

      I’m currently writing the books that this story is a part of.

      I really hope to have it to you soon.

      Don’t hate me.

      Kay, bye.

      Enjoy… if you dare <3
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            CHRISTIAN COLE

          

          Two Years Later

        

      

    

    
      I hang up the call and sit on my truck for a moment too long contemplating what I just heard. I let the news sink in. I’m surprised that I got offered a job on a weekend. Not bad.

      “Are you going to sit there all day or are you going to get to work?” My boss shouts from inside the house. I don’t bother responding to him but instead jump out the bed of the truck and follow in behind him.

      Nigel bumps me the moment I walk in through the front door. “He’s being an ass today,” he says, pointing at the retreating jerk we call boss. David Hollister. He runs Hollister Construction and has always been a tool.

      “He’s always an ass,” I respond, stretching my arms, getting ready to continue painting.

      Nigel smiles. “True, but there must be something else going on this week. His assholery is at peak level.”

      I laugh at Nigel’s words. There’s not a lot of joy that I find in this job, so I’m grateful to have a friend like Nigel who can always lighten up the mood.

      Construction.

      Painting.

      While some people love this kind of work, I don’t.

      I never imagined I’d be at someone else’s house making their dreams come true. I didn’t think I’d be building a deck for other people. I wanted to play football.

      Now you have a chance to do something different, the voice in the back of my head says.

      “What are you thinking about?” Nigel asks as I touch the wall and confirm that it’s ready for a second coat.

      I haven’t had enough time to think about it. But it seems that opportunity is knocking at my door and I’d be a fool to not answer. “Coach Morales is retiring,” I tell him.

      “Like your former high school football coach, that one?” Nigel asks. He didn’t go to school in Forest Pines. He moved here three years ago because he was searching for something new. Getting away. Funny that he finds coming here a getaway, while I feel trapped.

      “Yeah, that one.” He knows about Coach Morales from our conversations about my time playing football at Bragan High.

      “And you’re thinking about him retiring because…?” I dip the roller into the container of paint and begin applying the second coat of blue.

      I shake my head. “They want me to take over his job.”

      I hear something fall then Nigel mutters something under his breath. I turn to find that the paint bucket has tipped over and the blue paint is all over the tarp. Thank God we covered that before we started; otherwise, the floors would be ruined.

      I sprint into action. Lifting the bucket, I use my roller to get as much of the paint from the tarp as possible. I roll it onto the wall and repeat the actions a few more times until I’ve gotten all the paint I can get from the floor. Can’t waste any paint, I imagine Hollister’s voice in the back of my head.

      I hate this job.

      “Thanks,” Nigel says when it seems everything is under control.

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “So, he wants you to be head coach?” he asks, returning to our conversation.

      “Yeah. I actually just got off the phone with him.”

      “What did you say?” Nigel presses as he stands up from his place and heads to the wall opposite me.

      “I said yes.” I did. I agreed on the spot without asking for more details. I didn’t need any more information, didn’t want it. I wanted an out from this job. Football was once my dream. Coaching it, while not playing it, is as close to achieving my dream as I’m going to get.

      “Why are you still here?” Nigel asks, like the moment I accepted the offer I should’ve been out the door. He knows I hate it here.

      I shrug. “I can’t just walk out on the job.”

      “Why not?” he asks, baffled.

      “I need to talk to Hollister about it. I’d like to give him a two-week’s notice, but they need me to start tomorrow morning.”

      “He’s not going to be happy about that. If I were you, I’d leave now and never talk to him again.”

      “I’ve got to do this the right way.” I’ve had my life planned-out before, only to have the plan go to hell. I don’t want to have to go through that again. I want to make sure that it’s actually going to work out.

      “You excited to start over?”

      I nod. I’m happy to get to do something I love again. The last six years of my life haven’t been terrible. They started off rocking me, but I still wouldn’t trade them for anything.

      Not even for her.
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            AMARI SANTANA

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t believe I’m coming back to the place where I grew up. Forest Pines wasn’t great for me the first time around. I’m not really sure why I think it’ll treat me better the second time.

      But even with all my doubts, I still pack my things into my bags and get in the car.

      I settle in for the drive to the place I came from.

      The place I had avoided for a very long time. Six years, to be exact.

      My phone rings as I pull onto the highway for what’ll be the longest drive of my life. A drive down memory lane.

      “Hey,” I answer by pressing the button on my steering wheel.

      My best friend’s voice fills the vehicle. “’Sup girl!” she says, immediately making me smile. Thank goodness at least that relationship survived the end of high school. I don’t know what I would’ve done without her if she had left me too.

      “What’s up, Emely?” I say, trying to mask the sadness in my voice.

      “You know, living my best life, sipping on piña coladas beach side,” she says excitedly. She’s truly been living the life… I wish I had too.

      “Why did you let me get a teaching degree again?” I ask, knowing I could never afford to live the life Emely lives with my expected salary. Then again, you couldn’t pay me enough to do what she does.

      “Because you thought business administration wasn’t for you,” she says, reminding me.

      I nod. I did think that. I still do. Teaching is my passion. “Still wish I were beach side right now with enough drinks to quiet my thoughts,” I tell her.

      “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.” I don’t know about that. Emely is always up to something, always on a new adventure.

      “Where are you again?” I ask. It’s Fall here in the Northeast, so she’s definitely not in this part of the world.

      “Mexico! I love it here,” she exclaims.

      “See, you definitely can’t complain about your job.”

      “Ugh, I have a client meeting tonight, so I’m just resting until then,” she says.

      “Tonight? It’s Sunday. Where’s the client meeting?” I question, wondering what kind of client wants to meet on a weekend.

      “A nearby club… and before you say anything, it’s not my fault the client owns several and wants to show me around so that I can see his business before we talk about how to grow it.”

      “Grow his business, you say,” I joke, merging onto the highway that’ll lead me straight to Forest Pines.

      “Very funny, Amari. Anyway, I called you and here you are trying to distract me from what I wanted to ask you.” She got me there. I knew she was calling because of this, because of the move. My best friend wouldn’t forget. Not after all the tears she saw me cry.

      I pretend not to know what she’s talking about. “I just want to know about your latest adventure,” I tell her, trying to lead us away from the real motive behind her call.

      “While deflecting questions about your own,” she adds.

      “I’m not really going on an adventure,” I tell her.

      “You’re going back home.”

      I don’t know that I can call it that anymore. “Yes I am.”

      “How do you feel?” Emely asks, not wasting a second and getting right to it. I don’t know when she became the girl who wanted to talk about feelings, but right now I need my party-first-ask-questions-later friend. I don’t want to think about my choices. I don’t want to think about what factors are driving me to make them.

      “I’m fine,” I tell her. Fine could mean anything, in my book, so it’s not technically a lie.

      “Fine… you know what they say it means when a woman tells you she’s fine.”

      “No, what do they say?”

      “That it stands for freaked out, insecure, nervous, and emotional. So if that’s the fine you’re feeling, then you are not okay.”

      “I’m… I’m fin—” I start to say again, but Emely cuts me off.

      “Amari, don’t lie to me. We’re like sisters, we always have been. We don’t lie to each other.”

      “What do you want me to say?” I ask, knowing she won’t leave it alone until I give her what she wants.

      “Just tell me the truth,” she says, taking on a compassionate tone I seldom hear from her. She’s usually laughing at everything. I don’t even know how she holds a business job. I guess it’s good that it revolves around entertainment so it fits her personality perfectly.

      I exhale loudly, trying to build up the courage to put words to my emotions. To talk about my fears. “It would be a lot easier to talk about this if you were here in person,” I say, stalling.

      “I’m sorry I’m not there to help you with the move. I feel bad enough as is, but I couldn’t reschedule this meeting,” she says, matter-of-factly.

      “It’s not your fault your job moved up the meeting,” I say, agreeing with her. She was supposed to be right here with me but, alas, duty calls.

      “Talk to me, Mari,” she presses.

      “I’m scared.”

      “To see him again?” she says, going straight to the source of my emotions.

      I let out a sigh. Seeing him again is my biggest fear. “I haven’t heard anything about him. From him. I have no reason to think that he’s still there. But part of me can’t help…” I start but struggle to let the words out.

      “Think about what would happen if you saw him again?” my best friend finishes my sentence.

      “Should I be doing this? Is this stupid?” I ask, questioning my choice to go back for the millionth time since I made the decision in the first place.

      “It’s not stupid. It’s a promotion. You’ll get to be an elementary school principal,” she tells me the same words she’s been repeating to me for a while now.

      I’ve been a teacher for two years in a system where I feel I can’t do anything. I’m just supposed to follow orders, even though it’s not the best for the kids. This is supposed to be different. “Right,” I say, agreeing with her because I know it makes sense.

      “This is an opportunity to build your resume and to not have to answer to anyone,” she adds.

      “Well… I’ve got to answer to the board.”

      “You also get to live on your own,” Emely says, ignoring my comment. I’ve been rooming with someone my entire adult life. At first it was college, and after college I couldn’t afford my own apartment, so I lived with roommates again. Now, I get to move into my old house and feel like a truly independent person.

      My parents left Forest Pines shortly after I did. They always wanted to move somewhere near the beach, so they settled in Newport, Rhode Island.

      They never sold their house though. They said it was my childhood home and would always be there. They gifted it to me and told me I could sell it if I wanted to.

      I wanted to.

      And I didn’t want to.

      I avoided going back to Forest while they were still there, coming up with any excuse I could find. For a while, my parents visited me, and when they moved, I had no reason to go back. No reason to make a six-hour drive down memory lane.

      No reason until now. Now, I’m coming back to stay.

      “It’ll be nice living on my own,” I say, looking at the bright side.

      “So, it’s a good choice and an amazing opportunity.”

      “With a high risk.” I’m risking seeing him again and having all the pieces I picked up after he broke me fall apart again.

      “He probably doesn’t even live there anymore. He had plenty of other opportunities, he’s probably gone with no desire to ever come back.” I know Emely’s words are supposed to make me feel better, but the tightness I feel in my chest makes me question what I fear most. To see him or to learn he’s gone. That he’s moved on.

      “You’re right.”

      “And if he is there, you better tell me right away so I can get my ass on a plane and plant my foot on his face.” Her words cause the tension within me to dissolve into laughter.

      When I finally stop laughing, I say to her, “I love you.”

      “Same here, girl. Same here.”

      “I’m going to be so much farther from you now,” I complain.

      “Distance has never kept us away before,” she reminds me. That’s true. We went to colleges in different states but managed to keep our friendship going despite the hundreds of miles in between. We got together as often as we could. We vented to each other. We Skyped and Facetimed. Even from afar, she comforted me while I cried myself to sleep every night for weeks.

      Because of him.

      “How long till you’re there?” she asks.

      “I just left, so basically I’ve got about six hours.” Not long enough.

      “Great. Well, I’ve gotta go get ready for this meeting. Message me once you get in and get settled and I’ll call you as soon as I can.”

      “Alright.”

      “And, Amari?”

      “Yes?”

      “Remember you’re stronger than you think.”

      “I know, I know.” I hang up and blast some music as I drive to the place I brokenly drove away from six years ago. I let the music drown out my thoughts, afraid if I don’t my thoughts will eventually drown me.
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      I park the car, shake off the nerves, and open the driver side door. The house looks the same. The same green door. The old swing on the porch. The welcome mat. It’s like nothing’s changed. Like being the operative word.

      I will my feet to move. I don’t bother to take my belongings out of the car. Instead, I close the distance toward my front door and let myself into my childhood home. Half of me expects my parents to meet me on the other side of this, but I know they won’t.

      I instantly turn on the light and take in all the surroundings. The house opens up to the living room, which I find is still furnished. My parents must’ve paid someone to clean it because it smells amazing in here. They were excited to know I was coming back to what we called home for many years, so I’m sure they wanted me to just come in and not worry about much.

      I walk around the entire house, letting the memories guide me through every room.

      “You’re headed back home?” I recall my mother squealing through the phone as I told her about the offer.

      “She’s coming here?” my dad shouted from the background.

      “No no. She’s going back to Forest Pines.”

      “Put it on speaker. I want to hear,” I heard him say.

      “Fine fine,” my mother responded.

      “I got offered the job as the principal of the elementary school, so I figured I should give it a try,” I tell them, giving my dad the news I had already given my mom.

      “Now you get to use the house!” she exclaimed.

      I remember trying to muster some of the enthusiasm I knew was running through my parents’ bodies, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t think about the good times spent here because all those memories were all soured by him.

      Home wasn’t a safe place anymore.

      They thought I was so eager to finally make my way back, but I wasn’t. They had chalked up me never coming home during those first two years to school being really busy. They came to me instead, visiting me whenever they had a chance.

      My parents never knew what happened. I never really explained to them why I never wanted to come back. Why I avoided every story they wanted to tell me about Forest Pines. They never knew about the guy who broke my heart. They didn’t know him or the fact that he and I were dating.

      If they had, they would’ve questioned my choice of college—of not even applying to the school of my dreams because I had a different dream to chase. I wanted to go where he was going. That was stupid of me, I realize now.

      They might’ve judged him because of his tattoos. His grades. The way he swore with each sentence he uttered.

      They would’ve helped you avoid a lot of suffering. I’m reminded of the fact that if I had told my parents, they may have stopped me from dating him. Then again, I was so in love with him that I don’t think anyone could’ve kept me away. He was my everything. I thought I meant the same to him. That was my mistake.

      

      The rest of the conversation was much of the same. My parents reminisced about their time here but told me how much they loved living so close to the beach. I told them they should’ve moved to Florida so they could swim as often as they wanted. They shot that down, saying they liked the Rhode Island cold. They loved the beach, but there was something they loved more about being there.

      Before hanging up, Dad told me to visit and Mom told me to call often. I promised to do both and then hung up the phone and cried myself to sleep. Something I hadn’t done in a very long time.

      I thought I had gotten over him. Over what he did, but the thought of returning to the place where I left him… or better yet, where he left me, brought back the scars I’ve tried so hard to cover up.

      Shaking the negative thoughts out of my head, I go back outside to the car and retrieve my luggage. After a few trips to the car and back, all my belongings are inside the house and the sun has set.

      With the lights in the house pushing away the darkness, I rummage the kitchen for something to eat, hoping I get lucky. Too bad luck isn’t typically on my side. No one’s lived here for four years and so hoping to find something edible was a long shot. I guess I half expected my parents to have gotten someone to take care of that too.

      Picking up my telephone, I open the pizza app and order a large pepperoni pizza and a molten lava cake. I opt for changing into pajamas, turning on the TV, and watching a movie. Thank God I was smart enough to call earlier and make sure that all the utilities and the internet were working by the time I got here.

      

      When the pizza comes, I tip the delivery guy and bring it all straight to the couch. Opting for a comedy, I get comfortable and let the hours go by.

      I start the new job tomorrow.

      Other people would’ve moved a couple of days earlier, but not me.

      I didn’t want to have more days drowned out by my thoughts.

      Christian Cole has taken enough of me already.

      No need to give him time to take more.
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      I’ve been dreaming ever since Principal Jackson offered me the job a couple of days ago. Even on my way to work this morning, I couldn’t believe that this is where I was headed. I couldn’t help but think about what could’ve been. The career I should’ve had. The fact that I’m getting a second chance, which although is not as great as the first, is something.

      Principal Jackson takes me around the rest of the school, showing me the place I’ve seen too many times before.

      Bragan High School isn’t new to me. I came to this school back when I was in high school. A rebel child who didn’t care about anything.

      Careless.

      That’s what I was.

      But in these halls, I learned to care about one person. 	Her.

      I also had to say goodbye to her. Here. Everyone watched as I broke the heart of the one person I loved. Breaking her wrecked me.

      Walking around these halls is a reminder of the life I could’ve had. The one that got away. But maybe being in these halls is also a second opportunity.

      I worked construction for six years.

      I’ve missed playing football. Missed the sport. While coaching it won’t be the same, getting paid to teach others about football is the next best thing.

      “Are you ready to start?” Principal Jackson’s words bring me back to the present.

      “Absolutely. Just say when,” I tell him after he finishes refreshing my mind as to how everything works.

      “Time is of the essence, so we need you to start now,” he says, not surprisingly. Considering teams start preparing in August, we’re already behind where we should be.

      “I can do that,” I tell him.

      “Feel free to schedule practice as needed. Bragan High School football isn’t what it used to be when you were here. These kids need a lot of guidance and help if we want to win any games this season.”

      “Just leave it to me. I’ll make sure we pick it up,” I tell him, sounding more confident than I feel.

      Principal Jackson beams at me. “That’s what I was hoping for.”

      “They’ll all be here after school today. They know the new coach is starting today. Feel free to make them love or fear you. Whatever works for you.”

      “Got it.” I’ve been thinking about what kind of coach I want to be since I knew I was going to be one. I haven’t necessarily figured that out yet.

      Walking into the head coach’s office, my office, I notice it still has Coach Morales’ name. “We’ll make sure we swap that out for ya,” Principal Jackson tells me when he sees me pause and stare at it.

      “Doesn’t bother me.” Coach Morales was a role model. “Coach Morales pushed me to be the best I could be on the field each day.”  I don’t think I could ever fill his shoes, but I’ll try.

      Principal Jackson looks down at his watch. “Alright, well, I got administrative business to take care of. You know where my office is if you need me.”

      “Thanks for everything,” I tell him, extending my hand to shake his.

      “It’s good to see you, Christian. We’re proud of you,” he replies, his words catching me by surprise. Aside from my mother, and her, no one’s ever told me they were proud of me before. I’ve disappointed a lot of people in my life though, including myself.

      Disappointed that I didn’t get the girl.

      That I didn’t get to play football.

      That I made mistakes.

      “Thanks,” I tell him, not knowing what I did to make him be proud of me but not questioning it either. This job fell on my lap when I thought I’d be stuck in construction, forever becoming insane. If he doesn’t remember the Christian Cole I was back then, I’m not about to remind him.

      Principal Jackson leaves my office and I close the door. Pulling my phone out of my back pocket, I immediately call my mother. “Hey ma,” I greet her the moment she answers.

      “Hey Christian, how are you?” she asks, her tone sweet as usual.

      I take a seat and rest one of my hands on the desk, admiring the picture left behind. It’s of our team, senior year, after winning the championship game. I look at the expression on my face, an uncharacteristic smile. I was happy back then. I was clueless as to what would happen next.

      I’m happy now, I remind myself.

      “I’m good, I officially have the job!” I tell her. I hadn’t told her about the offer earlier because I wanted to make sure it was real. I half expected to show up here only for Principal Jackson to laugh at me and send me packing. All I told her was that I was interviewing for the coaching position.

      She squeals. “You did?!”

      “Yes, I start coaching today!”

      “That’s great, son! Did you put in your two weeks at the other job?” she asks.

      “I don’t know that I can. The school needs me to start as soon as possible, so two weeks isn’t going to cut it unless Hollister wants me to work the weekends. I’ve got Ari though, so I don’t really want to be working every day of the week. I have to hold practice today already.”

      “I know you don’t want to leave on a bad note, but you’ll love this job a lot more than you ever liked the last one,” my mom says knowingly.

      “That’s true. I’ll figure it out and let you know.”

      “So, are you there right now?” she asks curiously.

      “Yup. Just sitting at my desk,” I say, looking around and taking it all in.

      I can hear the excitement in my mother’s voice. “You deserve this.”

      I don’t know about deserving anything, but I don’t bother saying anything. “Speaking of starting today, could you do me a favor?” I hate asking for help, but I’ve realized that raising a child takes a village.

      “Anything for you,” my mother replies. This woman is a Godsend. Nothing I’ve done, not even my rebellious phase, which included coming home and telling my mother that I’m not going to college because I got a girl pregnant, got her to stop loving and being there for me. She’s always been my rock. Unmovable.

      “Can you pick Ari up from school?” I ask.

      “Absolutely, same time as always?”

      “Yes ma’am.” I usually pick Ari up, but with practice after school that won’t be possible. I really have to figure out what I’m going to do about that.

      “We’ll go for ice cream and maybe even stop at the park.” Mom’s all too eager to give my daughter whatever she wants. She says it’s her job to spoil her grandbaby.

      I laugh. “Not too much ice cream. I’ll get her from your place as soon as I’m done with practice.”

      “I can always keep her overnight. You know I love spending time with her.”

      “I know, I know. I love spending time with her too.”

      “She’s your kid. You spend all the time you want with her,” my mom retorts.

      I chuckle. “You can’t keep her overnight. She’s got school tomorrow. If you want, she can stay over on Saturday since I’ll be meeting with the players Saturday mornings for practice.”

      “Perfect! I’ll hold you to that. And wow, you’re already forcing them to do Saturday practices?”

      “Gotta do what we have to do to win.”

      “I’m so proud of you.” Wow. Two people proud of me in one day. That’s gotta be a record.

      “Thank you for everything, Mom. Tell Ari I love her.”

      “I always do.”
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      “It’s our pleasure to introduce you all to Principal Santana,” the head of the Board of Directors, Stephanie Walden, says as she ushers me to the front of the room.

      “Hi all,” I say, trying to not sound awkward as I greet the teachers at Bragan Elementary School. “My name is Amari Santana. I’m actually from this town. I even attended Bragan High School,” I tell them, a nervous laughter escaping me, but they don’t find it funny. “I didn’t attend this elementary school, but that’s because I lived closer to Middlestone,” I add, rambling. I can’t help it, I’m nervous.

      I look around the room and notice the disenchanted and disinterested looks from the teachers who are all much older than me and are probably wondering what the heck I’m doing leading their elementary school.

      I push through their silence and skepticism. “I wanted to introduce myself to you all as I will be taking over Principal D’Amico’s functions. If you have any questions, feel free to reach out to me. While I become acquainted with the school, I’ll be stopping by each of your classrooms making my rounds. I’d like to learn about your teaching styles as well as get to know the kids. In a couple of weeks, I’ll want to set up a parent-teacher conference so that I can get to know the parents as well.”

      Continuing to talk, I don’t let the silence discourage me. This is my dream job and I’m going to do whatever is necessary to make it work. “If you need any supplies for your classrooms, let me know. I know that there were budget cuts last year, but I’m sure we can find a way to make sure you each have what you need.” As I expected, those words bring some light to the teachers’ eyes. They look at each other and nod, their features softening. I’m glad that worked.

      I know transitioning in as someone less experienced will be hard. But I’m sure I’ll gain their trust in no time. Right now, they have no reason to believe I’m equipped to do this job.  Truth be told, I don’t really know what I’m doing. Don’t know what I’m expected to do. I was handed the keys to the school with little direction.	But I’ll pick it up soon enough.

      Teaching had always been my dream, but I realized soon enough that I cared more about making sure that the kids had what they needed than being the person in the classroom instructing them. This position gives me a bigger opportunity to make sure they have the tools to succeed.

      I have a bigger impact.

      It won’t just be my classroom. It’ll be every classroom.

      I want the kids to dream big. To know they can make it as far as they want. I want them to chase their goals. To do what they thought could never be done. And I want to help empower them. Being the principal increases my ability to do just that.

      

      The meeting ends thirty minutes later and I walk away with a smile on my face. When it ended, a few of the teachers walked up to me to introduce themselves. Even the teachers who looked at me with skepticism at the beginning walked up to me and said hello. They seemed a little more sure at the end of the meeting that I wasn’t going to mess it all up.

      I walk over to my office, close the door behind me, and then take a seat at my desk. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath, releasing all the tension and anxiety I’ve been holding.

      A knock on the door startles me. “Hi, sorry to interrupt,” Hannah, who was introduced to me earlier as my assistant, says. She’s around my age and I’m really hoping that she doesn’t think I was sleeping. On the job. On my first day.

      “No worries, I was just…” I start, making sure she doesn’t get the wrong impression.

      “Taking a deep breath?” she finishes for me and I smile, relieved she’s not judging me.

      “Yeah. That was a lot,” I tell her honestly.

      “Didn’t expect to have this job so early in your career?” she asks and I don’t sense any judgment in her voice, just curiosity.

      I nod. “I’ve only been teaching for two years. To think that I am now in charge, of basically everything and everyone, is a lot to take in.”

      She walks all the way into the room and takes a seat on one of the two chairs in front of my desk. “You’re still teaching.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, a little confused.

      “You’re teaching teachers how to be better teachers. You’re teaching students about the responsibilities of their actions. You’re still going to be teaching, so think about it like that.”

      I never thought about this position being one where I’d still get to teach. “I thought this job was finding out what everyone needed and making it happen.”

      “That’s your main job, but this is an elementary school. From your time teaching, you know that children are sponges that observe everything. They’ll learn from you, whether you want them to or not.”

      I smile. “This is true.” I decide to be more trusting than usual and ask Hannah a few questions. “So, be honest, am I in over my head here?”

      She shakes her head. “Nonsense. If anything, you’re exactly what we needed. A breath of fresh air. New ideas. New energy.”

      “Do you think the other teachers will appreciate a new perspective from someone who hasn’t been doing it as long as they have and now gets to tell them what to do?” I ask candidly.

      “Absolutely. It won’t happen all at once, but you’ll get them all on board. As long as you do a good job, it won’t matter how long you’ve been doing it.”

      “How do I start getting them on my side?” I ask. I really want them to like me because that would make my job a lot easier.

      “You’ve already started. That line about coming to you if they are lacking any resources, that definitely earned you some brownie points.”

      “That’s what I was aiming for!” Talking to Hannah is so easy. Even though I met her earlier today, her personality is already making me feel comfortable.

      “You’ll be fine,” she says with the certainty I lack. Her words and unfounded confidence in me are helping me believe that I can, in fact, do this. Coming back here is a risk I never thought I would take. But I’m hoping I made the right decision.
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      “Daddy, I’m home!” I hear Ari yell as she walks through the front doors of our house. “Grandma and I went out again!” It’s Friday and already I haven’t been able to pick Ari up from school the entire week. Mom’s been helping me out and staying with her until I get out of work.

      “Where’d you guys go?” I ask her as I walk out of the kitchen and meet her in the living room.

      “She took me for ice cream,” her huge smile says it all.

      I pick her up from the floor, lift her, and hug her tightly. “Your grandma is always spoiling you.”

      “That’s because I’m a princess,” she says resolutely.

      I nod. “You are.”

      “And a warrior,” she adds and I smile.

      “This is true,” I tell her, kissing the top of her head.

      “And a fighter,” I laugh at that last one.

      “But you don’t get into fights, right?” That’s not something I’d ever want her to do. Defend herself, yes. I teach her to defend herself always. But not seek out fights. I want to raise her to be better than me.

      She shakes her head. “No, Daddy. What I mean when I say I’m a fighter is that I don’t give up.”

      “Ohhh, so you’re not a quitter,” I say and she nods.

      “Exactly!” Her arms hold me tightly as I walk us over to the kitchen. “So, now that you’ve had your ice cream, think you’ve got space in your belly for dinner?”

      “In a few minutes, I’ll be hungry again.”

      I set her down on the floor. “Do you wanna go upstairs, shower, and change into pajamas? Then maybe you’ll be hungry enough to eat.”

      “And then can we watch a movie, Papa?” she asks. Just like my mom, I can’t say no to her either, so I guess we’re all spoiling Ari. She’s a good

      kid though, deserves everything I can possibly give to her and more. “I don’t know,” I tell her, putting on resistance I know won’t last.

      “Pretty pleaseeee,” she begs, looking up at me with the puppy dog eyes she knows get her what she wants every time. I crouch down so we’re eye to eye.

      “Give me three reasons why we should watch a movie,” I tell her, “And then we’ll see if that convinces me.” I read somewhere that allowing kids to try and use arguments to convince you to do what they want helps them develop their intelligence, so I’ve been making Ari do it.

      I look at my daughter’s face as she thinks of the best three reasons she could possibly use to convince me. The reality is, she doesn’t have to work that hard, we’re definitely watching a movie. My mom always said that everything’s a teaching moment though, so I let her continue.

      “First, today is Friday. So, it’s the weekend,” she starts counting her reasons with her fingers. “The weekend means time to rest from a long week.”

      “Okay, that’s one.”

      “Two…” she starts, “I put away all of my toys and my room is clean.”

      “Clean room, I like that. What’s the final reason?”

      She gives me her winning smile. “Because you love me.” That one wouldn’t win her a real debate, but it works on me every time.

      I laugh. “This is true but that’s not a real reason to watch a movie.”

      “Yes, it is!”

      “I’ll let you get away with it this time,” I tell her, knowing very well I’ll let her get away with that one always.

      She kisses me on the cheek. “Thanks, Daddy. I’ll be down soon.”

      “What do you want for dinner?”

      “Could I have mac and cheese?” I knew she was going to say that. I was so sure of it that the mac and cheese is already ready and in the oven.

      “Of course you can, Ari.”

      “You’re the best dad in the whole wide world,” she tells me. I doubt that, but I’m definitely trying to be the best father I can. I’ll do anything for this girl. She’s my world.

      She starts walking away but, before she disappears from my sight, I ask her one more question. “What movie do you want to watch?” I throw a prayer that the answer isn’t what I think it will be.

      “Moana please,” she says, exactly what I feared she would.

      “Are you sure?” I ask her, but what I want to say is, do you really want to watch this movie for the tenth straight weekend in a row?

      She nods excitedly. “I love Moana.”

      “Okay, Moana it is,” I give in. When it comes to Ari, there’s nothing I wouldn’t do to make her happy. Nothing I wouldn’t do to see the smile on her face.

      “I’ll be back soon!” she says, disappearing down the hall. While I wait, I start setting up the kitchen table.

      

      Ten minutes later, my phone rings. I fish it out of my back pocket and my mood instantly sours when I look at the caller ID. Katie’s calling.

      Katie is Ari’s mom, or at least the woman that gave birth to her. We were never together. We had one messy night after I’d gotten drunk out of my mind and saw her at a party. She walked up to me, brushed her hands by mine, and led me to an empty room. I gave in. She was a pretty girl and I was going through a rough time.

      It was one night of sex that changed my life.

      I’d like to think it changed it for the best, I mean I have Ari, but it also caused some chaos in the process.

      I think about not picking up the call but knowing that won’t do anything to keep her away, I answer it, instead hoping the sooner I talk to her the faster I can hang up.

      “Hi, are you there?” she says the moment I put the phone to my ear.

      “What do you want?” I ask, instantly not hiding my lack of desire to speak with her. Whenever she calls it’s never to see how Ari is doing. It’s always about something else. Something to do with her.

      “So, I’m having a bit of a tough time,” she starts and I can instantly tell where this is going.

      “What do you need?” I ask anyway.

      “So, my parents cut me off…” she starts and I roll my eyes. It’s always the same story with her.

      A dry chuckle escapes me. “And?” I’ve never liked Katie’s parents. They never liked me either. When Katie realized she was pregnant with my child, her parents gave her an ultimatum. She could either get rid of ‘the kid’ or lose her millions of dollars in inheritance.

      She chose to have Ari and I’m so glad she did because this little girl is my everything. I owe Katie for making that choice. Only that because, when she realized that her parents were serious about taking away her millions of dollars, memberships to country clubs, and all the luxuries she’d grown up with, she wished she had chosen differently.

      So, then she changed her choice.

      She ‘got rid of the kid’ in the only way she could now.

      At first, I felt bad for Katie and her family outing her. But then, one day I woke up to the doorbell. She stood on the other side of my door with tear stains in her eyes and my daughter in her arms.

      “I can’t do this…” she said to me as she cried uncontrollably. I wondered what she was referring to. I scanned to make sure she was okay, that no one was following her. That she wasn’t hurt.

      “Can’t do what?” I asked, taking Ari from her hands so that she didn’t get sick from being outside with the wind blowing.

      “I don’t want to be poor. I don’t want this life. I didn’t ask for it.”

      “Neither one of us asked for it.” But we were both reckless.

      “I want my old life back,” Katie said as she began crying uncontrollably. I wanted to understand her. I wanted to feel bad for her, but with my daughter in my arms, I couldn’t. I couldn’t empathize with her not wanting our child because she wanted all the money instead. That she missed the money more than she loved our kid.

      I didn’t blame her for thinking about her old life. I thought about mine too. I wanted the girl I had to let go because I didn’t want to ruin her. Didn’t want her to be disappointed in me. Or worse, to stay with me. I didn’t deserve her. I wanted a lot of things, but I had new priorities. I had a daughter now and I needed to be there for her more than anything.

      “We can’t just go back to where things were,” I tell her, trying to make her see reason.

      “You might not be able to, but I can.” Those were the words she said to me before she walked away from our lives.

      She didn’t call for a year. A whole year we didn’t hear from her while she was off on her own. Katie didn’t bother to check up on her daughter. Katie missed out, by choice, on her daughter’s first steps, first words, first birthday.

      I tried to call her. Tried to go to her parent’s house and make sure nothing was wrong.  Her parents gleefully showed me pictures of Katie on a boat with some friends in what they told me was Mexico. I walked away from that house that day and lost all respect for her. I focused all my attention on my daughter. I wasn’t going to abandon Ari like Katie had. I promised to be a mom and dad for her.

      “Do you think you could send me some money?” Katie’s voice brings me back to the present.

      I bite my tongue so I don’t say what I want to. I don’t want Ari to overhear it. “Why would I do that?” I need to use the money that I’m finally starting to make to secure my daughter’s future, not fund her absentee mother’s vacation.

      “Because… you owe me.”

      “Why do I owe you?” I ask, entertaining her ludicrous words.

      “I gave you Ari.” Wow.

      “She wasn’t a toy or a gift. She was a fuc— a child,” I stop myself from cursing. “I don’t owe you anything. Don’t call again,” I tell her and then hang up the phone when I see Ari walking to the kitchen.

      She perches herself on the seat opposite mine. “Who was that?” she asks.

      “No one important,” I tell her, trying to sound calm and collected though inside I’m fuming right now.

      “Was it my mom?” she follows up and for a second I wish she wasn’t as smart as she is. I wish she was still young and couldn’t notice her mother’s absence.

      I promised myself I would never lie to her, so I nod.

      “Is she doing okay?” she asks. Her mother didn’t bother to ask how she was doing and yet that’s the first thing that comes to my six-year old’s mind.

      “She’ll be okay,” I tell her. Her parents will bail her out. As long as she does what they want, they’ll always rescue her.

      “I hope so,” Ari says and I can tell she’s thinking. I bet she has a million questions she can’t really put into words yet. One day, I’m going to have to start answering them.

      “You ready for mac and cheese?” I ask her, effectively changing the topic of the conversation.

      She nods eagerly. “Mac and cheese and then Moana.”

      

      We finish dinner and I throw some popcorn in the microwave. “I’ll be right back!” Ari says, running out of the kitchen.

      When the popcorn is ready I head over to the living room preparing myself for the torture to begin. “I’ll start the movie without you,” I yell jokingly, knowing that the moment I say that Ari will magically reappear.

      “Not yet, I’m coming!” she shouts from her bedroom.

      I search for the movie on Netflix. Seconds later, Ari comes in and the first thing I notice is that she’s not wearing her pajamas anymore.

      “What happened to the pajamas?” I ask though I know the answer. I was surprised she was wearing her pajamas in the first place. Friday nights are reserved for Moana and princess dresses.

      “I needed to wear this so I could be a princess too,” she says. Ari’s wearing a pink dress, like the ones you see on the TV shows my mom got her, and a tiara.

      “What are you hiding back there?” I ask when I realize her hands are still behind her back.

      She gives me a devious smile. “When I was with grandma, I got you something to wear.”

      “Something for me to wear?” I ask, wondering what the two of them could’ve possibly gotten me.

      “Yup,” she says, bringing her hands forward. “I got you a tiara of your own!” she announces.

      I look at the tiara she holds up to me. “That’s pretty.”

      She nods. “It is. I wanted you to wear it so that we can both be princesses.”

      I look at the excitement and love in her eyes as I take the tiara from her hands. Giving it back to her, I lower myself from the couch onto the floor. “You don’t want to wear it?” she asks, taking the tiara back, a pout replacing what was once a smile.

      “I think you should put it on me. I don’t want to mess it up. A princess’ crown should never be crooked, right?” I ask and the smile returns. At times like this I feel on top of the world, like I’m doing everything right.

      She smiles widely. “That’s right! I’ll put it on you and then it won’t be crooked!” she says, placing the tiara on my head.

      “How does this look?” I ask as I turn around and pose for her.

      “It looks beautiful!” she says, clapping her hands animatedly.

      “Are you ready to watch the movie now?” I ask, realizing that it’s getting late.

      “Yes, but you have to keep the tiara on the whole time we watch the movie.”

      “I wouldn’t dare take this off,” I tell her.

      

      We press play and start our 100th viewing of Moana. Thirty minutes into the movie Ari falls asleep, like she always does, and I finish watching the movie by myself, tiara still on my head and all. I promised I wouldn’t take it off until the movie ended and I stopped breaking promises long ago.
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      I close the door to my house and turn around. I give myself a moment to take in my surroundings. A week ago, I was scared out of my mind about who I could encounter coming back. I was worried about a million different things I didn’t want to be here.

      I did, but I didn’t.

      Right now, I watch as the wind picks up slowly and the leaves move along with it. The orange-red of the leaves reminds me of a Fall I didn’t get to see too much while I was away. Autumn has always been my favorite season and looking at all the trees around me now, I know that it still is.

      There’s something about the trees preparing to let go of everything that encourages me to do the same. The trees lose their leaves every year, but they don’t die. They stay standing, and after cold and snow and rain showers, they come back. Every year. Like clockwork. Not allowing themselves to be defeated.

      Today, I decide to take a lesson from Mother Nature’s playbook. I won’t give up. I won’t stand down. I’m going to move forward regardless of what comes my way.

      I smile at myself, feeling like I’m genuinely progressing after feeling like I’d been stuck for years. For too long.

      Looking down at my watch, I realize that it’s time to go. It’s been a week and the work keeps piling up on my desk. Between planning a parent-teacher conference and meeting with all the teachers to see what they need, I have an insurmountable amount of paperwork on my desk.

      The fourth graders are taking a trip to the zoo. The first graders are going to the aquarium. And the fifth graders are having a field day.

      Unlocking and getting into the driver side of my car, I realize that regardless of all the work that’s waiting for me, I’m enjoying myself. Turning on the car, I pull out of the driveway. Seconds later, my phone rings and I click the button on my steering wheel and answer.

      “Hey girl heeey!” Emely’s voice fills the vehicle.

      “Wow, someone’s back to life,” I tell her. I haven’t spoken with her in a week. A whole week. Granted, I didn’t call her because everything was sort of chaotic, but I’ll give her a hard time for not calling me anyway. That’s what best friends are supposed to do.

      “What do you mean?” she asks, clueless as ever.

      I stop moving as I approach a red light. “I mean, I’ve been here for a whole week and you haven’t messaged or called me to make sure I was alive.”

      “You’re so dramatic!” she says, laughing from the other end of the line.

      I smile to myself and keep driving when the light turns green. “I’m just saying, if something had happened to me, it would be too late for you to do something.”

      “Well thankfully you’re okay.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I can tell.”

      “How so?”

      “Because if something bad had actually happened, you would’ve called me to tell me instead of waiting for me to check in with you.” This is true. When my world came crashing down, she was the first person I went to. It was the first time I had ever skipped class. The first time I had broken the rules, but there was no way I was going to stay in school that day after what I’d just learned. It was the last day of class, so it’s not like it mattered.

      “This is true.”

      “I know you so well,” Emely says triumphantly from the other end of the line.

      Turning right, I immediately spot Bragan Elementary. It’s in the same strip as the high school only that’s a couple more blocks away.

      “How are you? I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you too. I stayed in Mexico for a whole other week. The client wanted me to get more exposure to his business.”

      “And is that the real business or are you trying to tell me something?” I ask, laughing.

      “Eww. No. The real business. His nightclubs. He’s tried to hit on me, but he’s like twenty years my senior, which isn’t necessarily a bad thing, but he’s definitely not my type.”

      “He hits on you?”

      “Yeah…” she says, sounding a little frustrated. Emely is gorgeous and single but not for lack of men lining at her door. Her relationship status is a personal choice.

      Pulling into the parking lot, I transfer the call from the speaker system in the car to my phone.

      “What’d you do?”

      “Ignore it, like I always do. Anyway,” she says changing the topic, “We sealed the deal, so I’m officially handling his account. Work gave me a pretty nice bonus for landing them, so what do you think about getting away this coming weekend?”

      I shut the car off and mull over her offer. “I don’t think I can head out for a weekend just yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “What if they need something at the school?” I ask.

      “You’re an elementary school principal not a first responder. They’ll survive.” Even if they would, it just feels too rushed to take a weekend trip when I’m still trying to figure out what I’m doing. I don’t think I bought enough groceries last weekend. There are a few things to repair around the house. I need to buy more clothes. There’s too much going on to take a break.

      “This is true, but I have a lot of school events coming up, so I just want to settle in properly before leaving again.”

      “Wow. At first you didn’t want to go there and now you don’t want to leave,” she says, reminding me of my hesitance to come here in the first place.

      Exiting the car, I lock it and start walking toward the front door. “I really like my job.”

      “That’s good to hear,” she says and I can sense the relief in her voice. “Here’s what I’ll do. Instead of us going elsewhere for a weekend, I’ll come to you.” That’s a much better idea.

      “I’d love that! I miss you so much and I can’t wait to see you.” I enter the school and wave at a few of the teachers I see making their way to their respective classrooms.

      “You better miss me, I’m your best freaking friend after all. Let me confirm with my boss and then I’ll let you know.”

      “Awesome, I can’t wait to see you. Anyway, I’ve gotta—”

      “You’ve gotta go,” she says, finishing my sentence.

      “Duty calls.”

      “You’re taking this waaaay too seriously,” she jokes.

      “It’s an important job.”

      “Educating our future,” she says, quoting a phrase I’d tell her at least once a day when we talked about why I was majoring in education.

      “Alright. Go make sure our future is in good hands. I’ll call you later.”

      I go for one last dig because I can’t help it. It’s fun poking my best friend. “And by later you mean a week!”

      “Stop it!” she retorts.

      “Bye!” I say hanging up the call.

      When I get to the principal’s office, Hannah isn’t at her desk yet. I head straight into my office and take off my coat, hanging it on the rack. Then, I take a seat at my desk and my phone vibrates with an incoming text seconds later.

      
        
        Emely: Drama queen. Maybe you should’ve gone into acting.

        Me: I’ll consider that for when I retire.

        Emely: **Rolls Eyes** Bye.

        Me: Love you too.

        Emely: Always.

        

      

      I love my best friend. I can’t stress that enough. She’s been in my life for ten years now. She knows my every fear, my every dream and wish. She knows when I’m angry or happy. When I need her to just listen or when I need her to talk me out of something stupid.

      She knows me so well that she didn’t bother to ask about him and I appreciate her so much more for it than she will ever realize.
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      I arrive at my new job feeling more refreshed and energized than I’ve felt in years. Even though it’s only been one week, the team is doing better and so am I. I haven’t been the miserable asshole I typically am, even Nigel told me this over drinks last Friday. It’s crazy what getting back to the football field, the place where I excelled at college, does to a person’s mood.

      I’m not playing professional football, but at least I’m not painting other people’s houses for a living. That’s not a knock on people who do, it’s a profitable profession that some enjoy, but it wasn’t what I wanted.

      I’ve always wanted a football in my hand. I wanted to call the plays. To execute the game. To be on the field. I always felt invincible when I was there. Felt like I was on top of the world. While I don’t have that exact feeling, it’s pretty close.

      Coach Cole is not a title I envisioned myself carrying, at least not this early in my career, but I will embrace the crap out of it. This team hasn’t won a championship in a long time and I’m trying to figure out how to change that. I’ve got something to prove and all these kids do too. I can tell they want to win. They’re thirsty for a championship trophy. They want to end the drought.

      Many of them expressed to me their desire to make a splash so that colleges look at them. I’ll try my hardest to give them the opportunity that I ruined for myself, the chance to go to college. To play professional football. To follow their dreams.

      I had to abandon mine.

      I don’t regret it because I have Ari and she’s my world.

      If there’s one thing I wish I didn’t have it would be memories. As I walk by the halls, I can’t help but remember the past. Remember every kiss stolen from her lips. Every hello and goodbye. Walking by her locker, I’m reminded of the first day I felt her staring at me as I walked by. The words she shared with her best friend that she thought I couldn’t hear.

      This school reminds me of what I lost every day. I guess that’s sort of my punishment. I deserve that. I make my way to the locker room. I’m here before the assistant coaches because I want to finish typing up the notes on the players I’ve been observing. I want to come up with a plan. I also want to figure out the practice schedule. I gotta prepare if we want to win.

      Reaching the door to the locker room, my mind recalls the many times she waited eagerly for me to step out after each game. She always had a smile on her face and pride in her eyes. She made me want to go back and play the game over and over again.

      She was too good for you, my mind tells me, but it’s not like I’ve forgotten. Me not being good enough for her was a pill I swallowed the moment we started dating and every day since then. It’s why I tried to be the best boyfriend I could be. But there wasn’t much I could do to come back from what I’d done.

      Nothing could salvage it. Us.

      I couldn’t keep lying to myself thinking I could somehow be good for her.

      I had to be good to her... And to do that, I had to let her go.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After I finally shook those thoughts out of my head, I got to work. I went into my office and started getting things ready. I filled out my calendar. Between scheduling practices, extra practices, film time, game time, and everything in between, there were no empty spaces left.

      With a full week under my belt, I had a chance to look at all of our players. I watched their every move, analyzing them. I wrote notes about their weaknesses and strengths. I had a personalized plan for most of them by the end of last week. Six days was not nearly enough time to make a plan for all of them, so that’s the next task on my list. Looking down at my calendar, I look at where I’ve circled our first game. Two weeks. Two weeks until we face our first opponent. Two weeks for this team to be championship ready and they will be. Their success is my success and I’ve lost enough in my life already to keep on losing.

      I look down at my watch. The guys don’t get out of class for another hour, which means I’ve spent six hours getting things ready. My daughter should be getting out of school around the same time the guys will be piling into the locker room.

      I decide to give Mom a call and remind her to pick up Ari. I used to be able to pick her up every day, but with conflicting practice times, that’s something I can’t do anymore.  The phone rings for a few seconds before she picks up. “Hey,” she answers.

      “Hi Mom, I was just calling to remi—” she cuts me off.

      “To remind me to pick up Ari from school at 2:30,” she finishes.

      “Exactly.”

      “I remember. I once had a kid too, you know.”

      “Yeah yeah, I just wanted to make sure you didn’t forget.”

      “I won’t leave my grandbaby stranded. You worry about getting Bragan High it’s next championship and I’ll worry about picking her up every day.”

      “Thanks again for taking care of that. I’ll pay someone to do it soon,” I tell her. I’m grateful for her help, but retirement is supposed to be about her resting, not taking over my responsibilities. I just need a little more time to save some extra money before I can pay a babysitter.

      “Pay someone!?! Absolutely not. This job is the best thing that’s happened to me. I get to spend more time with Ari. You will not be paying someone to do something I want to do.”

      “You say that now, but eventually you’re going to want to just rest.” She needs rest. My mom’s been working hard for too long.

      “I’ll rest when I’m dead.”

      “Don’t say that!”

      “It happens to all of us. Anyway, I gotta run a couple errands before pickup, so I’ll let you go for now.”

      “Alright, thanks again, Ma.”

      “Of course. You may be a man, but you’ll always be my baby and that child of yours is my child too.”

      I realize that there’s another call on the line when the sound interrupts the conversation with my mom. I look at the caller ID and realize it’s Ari’s school calling. My stomach drops immediately. They never call me. “Ma, I gotta go.” I don’t even bother telling her why.

      I hang up on her before she has a chance to say goodbye and pick up the call on the other line. “Hi, could I speak with Christian Cole please?” A woman’s voice says from the other end of the line.

      She sounds too serious, like she’s about to tell me something I won’t like. “This is he. What’s going on?”

      “Hi, this is Hannah Robles calling, I’m the assistant here at Bragan Elementary. We need you to come over to the school,” she says, ending her sentence there like that’s enough information. I feel my heartbeat increase as a fear for my child’s safety creeps within.

      “Is Ari okay?” I ask getting up from my desk and grabbing my coat. I feel for my keys in my jacket pocket and rush out the door.

      I run right out of the school as I wait for the woman on other end of the line to answer my damn question. Why is she taking so long?

      “She was just involved in an altercation.”

      All air leaves me in one breath. “Altercation?” I repeat, trying to figure out what the hell she means by that. My daughter isn’t the kind of kid to get into any fights. Any trouble whatsoever.

      “Is she okay?!” I ask again, hoping she gives me a less coy answer.

      “She is. She was the aggressor in this case.” Aggressor? Ari doesn’t fight. We talked about this last week when we clarified that for her being a fighter meant not giving up.

      “She got physical with one of the other kids during recess.”

      I wish this damn woman would stop speaking in code and would just tell me exactly what it is that took place. “What happened?” I press, tired of picking up the crumbs she leaves behind and ready for her to give me the entire story.

      “It might be better if you just come in. The principal would like to talk to you.”

      I feel a headache start to form in the back of my head. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      Luckily for me, this town likes to keep the schools together and so my daughter is just around the corner. I get in the car anyway and five minutes later, I’m pulling into the parking lot of Bragan Elementary School.

      Before stepping out of the car, and now that I know Ari is physically okay, I make sure to text the assistant coach to let him know that I’ll be coming in a few minutes after practice has started. I hate to be late to work, but my daughter is my priority.

      I wrack my brain for reasons why Ari would get physical with someone.

      Maybe the call she knew I had with her mother upset her.

      Maybe I missed some signals or signs that she wasn’t okay.

      Maybe I screwed up.

      Ari’s different than me. She’s better.

      She has my eyes and other physical features, but in all other ways, she couldn’t be more different. She’s a genius for her six years of age. She’s responsible. Caring. Loving.

      She’s all the good parts of life mixed together.

      Stepping out of the car, I take the same path I’ve taken numerous times before to the principal’s office. Except this time, it’s not me who’s in trouble, it’s my kid.
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      Emely sends me a few more messages, but eventually I get her to stop talking to me. Somehow, despite me believing I wasn’t going to be able to get through it, I sign off on the last expense for the day—the trip to the zoo.

      While there’s more work for me to get done, I decide to take a second to breathe. Sitting comfortably on my chair, I rest my head on the desk. Half a second later, a knock on the door followed by the door opening startles me.

      “Hey Hannah!” I greet her, trying to sound as awake as possible. I don’t want to be accused of sleeping on the job, which isn’t what I was doing anyway. I was just resting my eyes for a little while because I’ve read through too many proposals and my vision is starting to get all weird. I also skipped my lunch break, so technically, laying my head on my desk could be it.

      Hannah waves. “So, I called the father of the little girl, Ari, that kicked the boy in the playground earlier,” she tells me, reminding me of the one thing I’d forgotten to add to my list.

      Not only did I have to do paperwork all day, but now I have to play the role of enforcer. The bad guy. I have to talk to the little girl and then talk to her dad to make sure everything’s alright at home and that he’s aware of what happened. In the past, I’d typically let the principal do the dirty job for me. This is karma for every conflict I avoided.

      “Okay. And you said she just kicked the boy?” I ask again, making sure I know all the facts.

      Hannah nods. Back when I was in elementary school, a long time ago, that wasn’t enough of a reason to call a parent. But apparently, this school has a no-tolerance policy on ‘violence.’ I guess it is violence, it just seems like something we should be able to handle without needing a parent to come in. Then again, I’m not a parent and I’m sure if I were, I’d want to know and be here to talk to my child and figure out what happened.

      “Where is she?” I ask, ready to get this over with.

      Hannah points behind her. “She’s waiting just outside the door.”

      “Is the other kid okay?” I ask, realizing I didn’t bother to check on him. I’ll remember to do that after I talk to the little girl and her father.

      “Yes. He’s in class right now. Do you want us to bring him in too?”

      “Not right now. Let me talk to her first. I’ll talk to him after. Do we need to call in his parents too?” I ask. I don’t know what the protocol is.

      “I’ll be on the lookout for his parents when they come to pick him up and let them know what happened. Do you want me to let Ari in?” At least I don’t have to talk to two sets of parents.

      “Awesome, thank you. And yes, please let her in.” Hannah nods. She walks out of my office and seconds later I watch her come back inside with a little girl in tow. She’s got long blonde hair, caramel colored eyes, and tears on her cheeks.

      “Hi,” I tell her, rounding my desk so that she doesn’t feel like there’s a barrier between us.

      When I reach her, I lower to her level to make sure she’s not intimidated by me. “Don’t cry. We’ll figure this out,” I tell her the moment I see tears streaming down her face.

      “I’ll be outside if you need me. I’ll let you know when her dad is here,” Hannah says, walking out once again.

      “Thanks, Ms. Robles,” I say and wait for her to walk out the door before trying to speak to the little girl again.

      “You called my dad?” Ari asks, her eyes opening wide.

      “We had to. You kicked someone during recess at the playground.” I should’ve asked Hannah for the name of the kid Ari kicked. Her dad will likely want to know too.

      “It was his fault,” the little girl says immediately as she takes the seat in front of my desk. I walk the short distance and take the chair to the left of hers. I rearrange the chair so it’s facing her, then I try my hand at figuring out what’s going on.

      “It was his fault that you kicked him?” I say, a look of confusion likely visible on my face.

      “Yes,” she says, not skipping a beat as she crosses her arms in front of her. I have to stop myself from smiling. I can’t have her thinking I want her going around kicking other kids. But there’s something about her sass, her spunk, that feels familiar.

      “Ari, you have a beautiful name,” I start again trying to gain her trust. But also, I really do like her name. “How old are you?”

      “Thanks… I’m six. As I was saying, Kayden Harrison should be the one in trouble, not me.” I make a mental note to remember the other child’s name for when her father inevitably asks.

      “You kicked him though…” I remind her.

      “Yes,” she says firmly. “But that’s his fault,” she says once again. The tears that were falling down her face are nowhere to be found. Instead, there’s a fire there and I recognize it as steely determination.

      I try a different approach. “And why do you think it’s his fault?”

      “Because… he called me names and then he pushed me.” We did not get this side of the story. Hearing it now, if true, I understand why she did it.

      “He pushed you?”

      “Yes. I was playing with a ladybug at the playground and he called me an idiot and stupid. Then, he pushed me and I unintentionally stepped on the ladybug. So, I kicked him in the shin.”

      Wow. I mean, if I were her age and a kid called me those words and pushed me, I’d probably kick them too. As the principal, though, that’s not something I’m allowed to say. “Those are not nice things. He shouldn’t be calling you that. He also shouldn’t have pushed you. But you know that kicking him back wasn’t the right thing to do, right?”

      “My dad taught me to not let others hurt me. He said if someone attacks me, I have the right to defend myself.” With the way she recounts what happened, I find myself believing her. She’s never been in trouble before, Hannah told me as much. I’m sure her father will not be happy to learn that we called him about his daughter kicking someone without first figuring out that she was pushed first. And called names. The more I learn, the less I’m looking forward to the conversation with her dad.

      “You seem like a very smart kid to me,” I tell her.

      “That’s what my daddy says,” she replies with a winning smile.

      Her dad sounds like an especially interesting man. “I get why your father would say that. But you can’t be going around kicking other kids.”

      “Kids shouldn’t be going around pushing other people and calling them names. If Kayden hadn’t done that, I wouldn’t have kicked him,” she says, shrugging. Trying not to laugh, I let out an uncharacteristic snort.

      This six year old girl speaks with more confidence than I’ve ever spoken.

      “I agree with you on the first part. No one should be going around pushing people or calling them names. I’ll make sure I talk to Kayden. But if it happens again, instead of taking matters into your own hands and kicking someone else, just let me know, okay?”

      “Are you going to take care of it?” she asks, pinning me down with an inquisitive look.

      “Absolutely,” I assure her.

      “Are you okay?” the door opens wide and my world freezes as I sit there and look up at someone I never expect to see. What is Christian doing here? I swear it feels like being hit by a truck, blinded by the sun, and pushed under water all at once. Nothing makes sense. I don’t know what to feel.

      Confusion.

      Heartbreak.

      Shock.

      There are too many emotions running through my mind at once to focus on just one.

      “Hi Daddy,” Ari says, getting up from the chair and running straight toward him. Daddy. Did she just call him that? Christian? My Christian?

      The person standing in front of me is not the boy I fell in love with. No, a man has taken his place. This version is taller, with broad shoulders and a strong jaw. If it weren’t for his piercing eyes, which are currently focused on me, I’d be convinced it isn’t the same person. Christian had been gorgeous in high school, but that fades in comparison to the man he’s become.

      Pushing those thoughts to the back of my mind, I focus on one thing only, the only thing that matters... he has a daughter.

      “This is Mr. Cole, Ari’s dad,” Hannah says as she stands to the left of him. I didn’t even realize she was here until now. Her introduction of the guy who broke my heart confirms to me that I’m not crazy. That it’s really him. That Ari is his daughter. That he’s standing in front of me just mere inches away.

      “Amari,” my name falls from his lips as he lifts his daughter in his arms and embraces her. He looks at me and I see the confusion in his eyes. That makes two of us. He didn’t know I was back. I didn’t think he had stayed here. That wasn’t the only thing I didn’t know.

      I look at him and then at Hannah. My eyes move to the girl in his arms. The one hugging him like that’s her lifeline and looking at him like he’s her hero. I don’t know what to do. I bring my hand to my chest, feeling like that’s the only thing I can do to stop myself from falling apart. I feel my heart breaking all over again.

      He stayed in Forest Pines.

      He’s in this room.

      He has a daughter.

      He left me.

      He moved on.

      “Ari, why don’t we go get your things while your dad speaks to Ms. Santana?” Hannah says and I know there’s no way she missed the tension in the room. The way Christian uttered my name with familiarity. The way my face is probably pale and my words have left me.

      “Is it okay if I go with her, Daddy?” Ari asks, bringing her small hands to Christian’s chin and dragging his attention toward her. He tears his eyes away from me and looks at his daughter. I intrude in their moment, watching the way he inspects her to make sure nothing’s wrong before nodding.

      He sets her down and Ari holds on to Hannah’s hand. They both walk out of the room and the moment the door closes the tension in the room becomes twofold.

      Christian Cole.

      My high school sweetheart.

      He’s not my anything anymore.

      He made me fall in love with him and then he left me.

      Christian doesn’t move. Doesn’t attempt to get closer to me. He just stands there next to the door and I bet he’s weighing whether he should stay and try to talk to me or follow his daughter out and avoid this altogether.

      I don’t move either. I stay seated because if I stand I may fall. I haven’t seen him in six years.

      His daughter is six years old; the realization comes out of nowhere.

      “She’s six.” Those are the first words to leave my mouth since he entered the room. Since he barged in and flipped my world upside down, again.

      “I didn’t know you were back,” he says, avoiding my statement.

      “She’s your daughter and she’s six,” I tell him, again ignoring his words. Of course that’s his kid, she called him dad. He barged in here looking for her. She’s got his eyes and his confidence. That’s why it all seemed so familiar. Ari is a copy of him. Him and someone else.

      I close my eyes. I know he’s here. I know this is real. But I wish so much that it wasn’t. After being here for the last couple of weeks, the last thing I expected was this. Yes, I knew there was a chance he may have stayed here. I knew I could run in to him at any point if he was. But I was hoping he was gone. I never expected that my assistant would call him in because his daughter kicked someone and I’d be standing in this room face to face with him.

      I open my eyes and find him taking a few steps toward me. I shake my head, which causes him to stop moving. It takes me longer than it should, but I finally put two and two together.

      He can tell from the look in my eyes that I know. He hangs his head and moves toward me again. “It’s not what you think,” he starts to defend himself.

      Chills run through my body the moment those words leave his mouth because it confirms that I’m right. I may be bad at math, but this is really simple. Six years. Six years ago we were in high school. It was senior year. He was my boyfriend. Six years ago was when he broke my heart.

      “Did you think I was going to follow you around? And do what? Go to college with you? Be your doting boyfriend forever.” The words he said to me as he broke up with me six years ago come back to mind.

      He used those words to drive the knife into my heart and tear me to shreds.

      He should’ve used some simpler words.

      He should’ve just told me… he cheated.
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      “Daddy!”

      Shrieking loudly, my two-year-old daughter Lily runs past me, blonde hair tumbling across her face. Smiling, I drop to my hands and knees and chase after her, growling as I do. When I catch her, I snatch her by the waist and roll onto my back, holding her above me.

      “Airpwane!”

      Lily’s loud burst of giggles fills the small space as she kicks her arms and legs around. After only a few minutes, I sit up and drop her onto my lap. Immediately she looks defeated, and I give her a small smile.

      “Sorry, baby girl, but Mommy is gonna be here soon and you need lunch.”

      Dragging myself up off the floor, I toss her into the air and take her out to my little kitchen. She climbs into her booster seat and I grab a loaf of bread from the cabinet, busying myself with making a couple of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches before snagging her the last juice box from my fridge.

      Sitting across from her, I pull my cell from my pocket and check the time. Dana is ten minutes late. Not surprising. She’s not exactly the most together person, but she gave me my daughter, so I deal with her.

      Two hours later, I’m sitting with Lily in my lap watching some show she loves called Paw Patrol, still no sign of Dana. I’ve called her four times and sent a multitude of texts. I know I should be worried, but I’m just completely fucking annoyed. Dana has no concern for anybody but herself and I’m tired of it. I only get Lily on the weekends, and I’ve been thinking about fighting her for more time. We broke up a mere month after my daughter was born, and at the time, Dana was a decent mother. When she was given primary custody, I didn’t fight, thinking it was best for her parents to be amicable. Now I regret that decision.

      I just opened a tattoo shop downtown with my younger brother, Caden, and business has actually been pretty good. We’re young, but we’re good at what we do. I’m not trying to sound like a cocky son of a bitch, but it’s the truth. Not just anyone can slap a tattoo on someone and call it art. No, we work fucking hard and constantly try to improve our craft. There’s nothing in the world like giving someone fresh ink. Absolutely nothing.

      One more hour of no Dana and I’ve had enough. Switching off the television, I scoop up a sleeping Lily and as carefully as I can manage, I grab her bag by the front door and my keys from the hook. Carrying her out to my truck, I reach for the back door when I feel my cell vibrate. Dropping the bag, I pull out my phone, and in that moment, my entire world changes.

      
        
        Dana: I’m sorry, Levi, but I can’t do it anymore. I’m just not cut out to be a mom. Lily is better off without me. I hope one day she understands.

        Levi: She’s your daughter, how can you just abandon her? Are you fucking kidding me right now? What is wrong with you?

        Dana: I never wanted to be a parent.

        

      

      Locking my phone, I stand in the quiet parking lot of my apartment building, my little girl still asleep, her sweet face tucked into my neck. Scrubbing a hand down my face, I have to fight the combination of anger and sadness. Placing a gentle kiss to her soft hair, I turn around and carry her back into my apartment. Locking the door behind me, I take her to her bedroom and set her on the bed. She doesn’t stir, and I quietly shut the door behind me.

      Dropping onto the couch, I pull my phone out yet again and scroll through the contacts until I find the number I need. Taking a deep breath, I steady myself with what I need to do, then hit the button to connect the call.

      “Hey, Levi. How’s it going?”

      “Dad, hey. Listen, you got some free time later?”

      “Of course. What’s going on, Levi?”

      Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes.

      “I need to file for full custody.”
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          Two Years Later

        

      

    

    
      “All right, man. Take it easy, and Cade will see you in a couple of weeks for the final session.”

      Ending the call, I shove my cell into my pocket and huff out a breath. Looking up at the clock on the wall of our shop, I see I need to go pick Lily up from my parents’. Marveled Misfits Ink, the shop Caden and I own, is closed to clients every Monday and Tuesday. I came in today to do some paperwork, and some fuckwad felt the need to call and triple-check every move he needs to make. Cade inked him just a couple days ago, and the guy is already asking about his next appointment. Like I know anything about it. He’s not my client, and I don’t have time for this shit.

      Swinging out to my Ford parked in front of the shop, I climb in and rev the engine. Checking the time on my watch, I’m annoyed to see I missed lunch with my mom and Lily, but I’m still out early enough that we can take advantage of this beautiful day. Switching the onscreen navigation to my call log, I dial my mom, the loud ringing filling the cab.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Momma. I’m on my way over now.”

      “Levi, oh good. I should prepare you, Lily isn’t feeling well. Poor thing threw up her lunch about an hour ago.”

      Shit.

      “Is she okay?” I press the gas pedal close to the floor in order to get there faster. In her four years, Lily has never really been sick.

      “Honey, she’s fine. She’s lying on the couch now watching some princess movie with her bunny, waiting for you.”

      “I’ll be there soon. Love you, Momma.”

      I disconnect the call and focus on the road in front of me. My little girl needs me, and nothing is going to stop me from getting there in the next ten minutes. Breaking a few speeding laws on the way, I’m pulling in the driveway soon enough. Parking next to the garage, I slam the door shut and run inside, shoving my keys in my pocket as I do.

      “Momma!” Shouting as I yank the front door open, I move through the kitchen, the house completely silent. Swinging into the den, I find my mom in her rocking chair and Lily asleep on the couch next to her. My mom holds her finger to her lips and puts the magazine she was reading down, pulling me from the room.

      “Let her rest, honey. She’s fine.”

      Ignoring her, I drop to my knees in front of the couch, brushing the soft blonde locks away from my little girl’s face. Softly kissing her warm forehead, I let my hand rest on her small cheek, thumb caressing her skin gently. Her big blue eyes flutter open and land on me.

      “Daddy,” she whispers.

      “Hey, baby. I’m here now. How you feeling?”

      “I don’t feel good, Daddy. I frew up and my belly hurts.”

      “I’m sorry, Lil. What can I do to make it better?”

      “Can we go home, Daddy? I wanna go home.”

      “Of course.”

      Placing another kiss to her forehead, I stand up and pull the blanket off her small body. Grabbing her bunny, I tuck it under my arm and gently lift her off the couch. She tucks her face into my neck and I feel the heat radiating off her body.

      “Does she have a fever?” I ask.

      “Just over 101. I gave her some Tylenol, and she’s kept all the water down I gave her.”

      Clutching Lily in my arms, I give my mom a kiss on the cheek.

      “Love you. I have no clue what I’d do without you.”

      “Love you too, Levi. Get that sweet girl home to her bed.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Winking, I carry Lily out to my truck and settle her in her booster seat. In the bright daylight, I can see how flushed her cheeks are, and her eyes are droopy. Snapping the last buckle, I rush around the back of my truck and climb in, rushing to make the few-minute drive to my house a couple blocks over. Pulling in my driveway, I park and pull Lily from her seat, carrying her inside and upstairs to her bedroom. I help her change into her favorite nightgown and tuck her into bed. Checking my watch again, I do the math on when she needs more medicine and go across the hall to my master bedroom.

      Figuring I have a few minutes at least, I step into my adjoining bathroom and rush through a quick shower. Towel-drying my hair, I change into a pair of sweats and an old tee before poking my head in to check on my baby. Sound asleep. Leaving the door ajar, I head back downstairs to grab some cold pizza from dinner last night, not bothering to heat it up. Snagging a water from the fridge, I take the pizza box with me into the living room and turn on the television, searching for something to watch.

      Our DVR is loaded with kid shows and movies, and I hardly have time to keep up with television shows anyway, so I settle on an old rerun of Houseand kick my feet up on the coffee table. I’ve only made it through another slice and half the episode when I hear her.

      “Daddy! Daddy!”

      Jumping off the couch, I rush upstairs and race into Lily’s room just in time to see her throw up all over herself and the floor in front of her bed.

      “Oh, Lily bug.”

      Her cries tear at my heart, and I carefully maneuver myself around the puddle so I can grab her. After getting her washed up and in clean pajamas again, I carry her downstairs to the couch so I can clean her bed. Stripping the sheets and blankets, I throw it all into the washing machine and then Lysol the shit out of her floor.

      When I go back downstairs, Lily is still awake and clutching her bunny. Swinging by the downstairs bathroom, I grab her thermometer and some more Tylenol. Sitting next to her on the couch, I run the back of my hand over her forehead, concerned to find her even warmer than when we left my mom’s earlier. Holding the thermometer in her ear, I watch the number shoot up to almost 103 and my pulse kicks into overdrive.

      “How you doing, Lily?”

      “Head hurts.” Her voice barely penetrates the silence, and it spurs me into action. Hurrying to the front door, I stuff my feet into my Chucks and grab my keys. Scooping her from the couch, I grab her bunny and hustle her into my truck.

      Five minutes later I’m flying down the road, getting to the emergency room as fast as I can. Looking in my rearview mirror, I can see her head lolling around and her eyes drifting shut.

      “C’mon, Lily. Baby, I need you to keep your eyes open for Daddy.”

      I clench the wheel so tight my knuckles are white, and I’ve broken out into a sweat. Lily has never been sick before, and it’s killing me to see her like this.

      What if something is horribly wrong?

      Screeching into the parking lot, I don’t bother parking, just hit my hazards and race around to her side of the car, pulling her out as gently yet quickly as possible. Her eyes are closed and I can tell her breathing is labored. Cradling her to my chest, I run as fast as I can inside the building.

      “I need help! Please, it’s my daughter!” I shout, running over to a large circular desk. A nurse pulls Lily from my arms and places her on a stretcher against the wall.

      “Please….”

      “Sir, I’m gonna need you to let them take care of her.”

      “That’s my little girl.” I can barely speak over the lump in my throat.

      “Okay, what is your daughter’s name?”

      “Lily.”

      The nurse grasps my forearm, leads me over to the room they’ve taken Lily to, and stands with me outside the room.

      “Can you tell us what happened?”

      Nodding, I scrub a hand over my face, trying to keep my shit together.

      “Yeah, my mom was babysitting her and said that she threw up around noon. Gave her some Tylenol and put her down on the couch. Her fever was at 101 when I picked her up. I got her into bed when we got home, and she vomited again and her fever spiked to 103.”

      “Okay, and how was she acting until you brought her in?”

      “Fine. Tired, but okay. When she threw up the second time, she said her head hurt.”

      “Give me just a moment.”

      She moves into the room, leaving me alone. I drop into a chair outside the door and lower my head into my hands. Taking a deep breath, I pray for my little girl, needing her to be okay. A doctor walks into the room a few minutes later and a good twenty minutes pass while I sit there, slowly losing my mind, before the same nurse comes back out to me.

      “Your daughter is asking for you, Mr.…”

      “Jackson. Levi Jackson. She’s awake?”

      “Yes, Mr. Jackson. Your little girl is going to be just fine.”

      Practically running over the nurse to get to the door, I step into the room and am almost brought to my knees at the sight of Lily sitting up in bed with a small bottle of water in her hands. I’m at the bed in only a couple of strides and sit next to her, running my hand over her head and kissing her face.

      “Oh, baby, you scared the hell outta me.”

      “Daddy, you said a bad word. Owe me a buck.”

      Chuckling, I pull away from her and turn to the doctor. “How is she?”

      “Your little lady is going to be fine. She has a massive double ear infection. Generally, they cause a fever and vomiting, but we’ve started her on antibiotics. In about a week she’ll be good as new.”

      I blow out a deep breath and I can’t help breaking into a smile.

      “Oh, thank God.”

      The doctor excuses himself to get a prescription and her paperwork, and the nurse comes over to the bed to check on Lily.

      “So, sweetheart, you feeling a little better?” she asks softly, brushing her blonde hair over her shoulder.

      Why did I just notice that?

      Shaking my head, I watch her interact with Lily, smiling when I hear my sweet girl’s giggle. I try to find the nurse’s name tag, but it’s out of my line of sight.

      “I’m sorry, I never asked your name,” I say.

      “Oh. I’m Emerson Reese. I’m actually a nursing student here.”

      “Emerson. Well, it’s nice to meet you. Thank you for taking care of my baby.”

      “It was my pleasure.” Emerson smiles softly, and I take in the sparkling blue of her eyes, framed with dark lashes. I reach out and she shakes my hand, her warm one fitting perfectly in mine.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            EMERSON

          

        

      

    

    
      Poor guy.

      When this man ran in with his daughter, my heart immediately went out to him. You could see the genuine fear and concern for her all over his face. His bright blue eyes showed every emotion that his features didn’t.

      And that sweet little girl. I find myself completely drawn to her, those big blue eyes identical to her daddy’s.

      I know I’m completely unprofessional, but he’s also the most attractive man I have ever laid my eyes on. Considerably taller than my five-foot-two frame, his arms are huge, and I could see a tattoo peeking out of his shirt. Not that I noticed any of that.

      Like I said, completely unprofessional.

      I’m only a year away from being done with nursing school and I’m so ready. I work here at the hospital full time in the housekeeping department, and I also put in several hours a week in the ER doing clinicals. I was on my way to clock out when Levi Jackson came running through, and I knew I had to help.

      Heading back to my locker, I throw my sweatshirt on over my scrubs and grab my purse. As I walk back up toward the floor, I twist my long blonde hair up into a knot and swing by the ER. Checking in on the few patients I helped oversee, I notice Levi still sitting in Lily’s room.

      When I knock on the doorframe, he looks over his shoulder at me and I give him a smile.

      “How’s she doing?” I ask, leaning against the frame.

      “Better. Thank you, by the way, for everything.”

      “Just doing my job,” I say with a shrug.

      Standing from the bed, he jams his hands in the front pockets of his sweats and staggers over to me. “Lily has never been sick like that before, and it really scared me. I’m sure I overreacted, but I couldn’t help but panic over her fever.”

      “No, you didn’t overreact. Seriously, Levi, you seem like a really good dad. You did the right thing and she’ll be fine. I promise.”

      Levi flashes me a smile and I swear I melt into a puddle. Straight white teeth and those dimples.

      Jesus. He’s so handsome.

      Get it together, Reese.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. I thought you guys would be out of here by now?”

      Looking over his shoulder at Lily, he turns back to me and runs a hand over the back of his neck. He looks tense and exhausted.

      “They wanted to run another test just to make sure she’s okay. I just want to get her home and into her bed. I don’t like seeing her here.”

      I can hear the pain in his voice. I’m not entirely sure what comes over me, but before I can second-guess myself, I step forward and loosely wrap my arms around his waist, gently hugging him. I almost giggle when I realize my head barely reaches his shoulders, but that dies when his arms lock around me, hugging me incredibly hard.

      Taking a deep breath, I get a whiff of his cologne or body wash, and it smells heavenly. It takes me three full seconds before I yank away from him, eyes wide.

      “Oh my gosh, that was inappropriate, I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. I needed that.” Levi gives me a sheepish smile and I grin back at him.

      “Okay, good. I hope Lily is feeling better soon. I need to get going, but it was nice meeting you, Levi. Only wish it had been under better circumstances.”

      “Nice meeting you too, Emerson Reese. You have a good night, sweetheart.”

      With a small wave, I turn around and rush out of the hospital, cheeks burning the entire way. Oh my God, I can’t believe I freaking hugged him. What the hell was I thinking? He didn’t seem to mind, but I feel like such a weirdo. Who does that?

      Making it to the parking garage, my cell phone starts ringing from my purse and I pull it out to see it’s my mother calling.

      “Hey, Mom, what’s going on?”

      “Emerson, how was work today?”

      Cradling the phone under my ear, I dig around in my purse for my keys, then hit the key fob and unlock my car.

      “It was good, only had a couple of patients tonight. What are you and Dad up to?”

      “Well, your father is watching a baseball game and I’m prepping dinner. You want to come over? We’re having pork roast and potatoes.”

      “Sure. You mind if I swing home and shower first?” Dropping my stuff onto the passenger seat, I get into my car and shut the door.

      “Oh, that’s fine. It won’t be done for a while anyway. You come over whenever, honey.”

      “Okay, I’ll see you a little later, Mom. Love you.”

      “Love you too. Drive safe.”

      “Always.” Dropping my phone into the cup holder, I turn the car on and take off for home. I live a good twenty minutes away, so I crank the radio and turn up the newest Chase Rice single. While I drive, my thoughts drift to a certain handsome father, but I push them from my mind. Hell, Levi’s probably a married man and I’m being a silly ho bag.

      But damn was he yummy.

      Pulling into my apartment complex a bit later, I park and head up to my place. I live in a seedy area of town, and I definitely want to get out of here soon; my lease is up in six months and I’m already looking for a new place. Letting myself in, I shut the door behind me and lock the crappy deadbolt. I can already hear the couple above me screaming at each other as I hurry to my tiny bathroom. Turning the water on, I wait for it to heat, then strip out of my scrubs and jump in.

      Rushing through my routine, I wrap my hair and body in towels and go in search of some clothes. Deciding on a pair of yoga pants and a long-sleeved tee, I towel-dry my hair as best as possible and find my Chucks. Since I never wear makeup, I’m ready to go in minutes.

      Grabbing my purse, I’m out the door to my parents’ only fifteen minutes after getting home. As I shut myself into my car, I take a deep breath and rest my forehead on the steering wheel. I moved here when I was assigned to the hospital for my clinicals, but maybe I should ask for a transfer so I can get out of this shady area.

      While I’m driving, I decide that I should talk to my dad about my apartment. Maybe it’s not worth the deposit I put down and I should just move anyway. My dad is a realtor, so maybe he can help me find something better.

      It doesn’t take long before I’m turning into their driveway. Their golden retriever, Rosie, comes racing around the front of the house, barking with delight. Parking next to their cars in the driveway, I climb out and kneel down to give Rosie some love. When she’s satisfied, she runs away, and I look up to see my parents coming out of the house.

      “Hey, baby girl!” Dad yells, rushing over to pull me into a bear hug. My feet leave the ground, he hugs me so tight, and Mom is right behind him. I’m the only child and have always had an incredible relationship with them. Smiling, Mom wraps an arm around my shoulders and we all head into the house.

      “How’s work, Daddy?” I ask, taking a seat at the kitchen counter. He offers me a beer but I decline. Shrugging, he pops the top off one and takes a sip.

      “Not bad. Sold a couple properties, still trying to help one couple find a place.”

      “Is the market bad right now?” I ask, resting my chin on my hand.

      “No, it’s doing okay. They just had a new baby, so they’re trying to find the perfect place. A house they can have more kids in and grow into.”

      “I can understand that. How are rentals doing?”

      “You looking to move, kiddo?”

      “Yeah, I am. That neighborhood is so bad, and my apartment is crap. Every night I’m either listening to people fighting, someone having a party, or loud, nasty sex. I hardly sleep anymore.” Shaking my head, I see my dad’s eyes narrow.

      “Em, why didn’t you tell us that? We could have gotten you out sooner.”

      “It wasn’t too bad when I first moved in, but it’s gotten worse and I’m just sick of it, ya know? I only have a year left in school and I want to be at my best for it, but I’m either at work, or at school doing all my work there.”

      “I’ll take care of you, baby girl. Don’t you worry.” With a wink, Dad walks away and I hear him go into his office. Mom laughs and then offers me a glass of wine, which I gladly accept. I shouldn’t drink when I’ll be driving tonight, but it’s a small one, and I’ll fill up on Mom’s food soon enough. I need a nice night to just relax and stop stressing.
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        * * *

      

      A week later, I’m sitting on my lunch break at work and have just hung up with my dad. He found me a small house for rent closer to theirs. It’s a tiny bit out of my price range, but if I’m careful it’ll be fine. After all, if I can get a job at the hospital right after graduation, I’ll be making much more money. It’s only a year.

      Placing my phone on the table in front of me, I look up when my coworker comes into the room. Ashley has a huge grin on her face and I raise an eyebrow.

      “What’s up?”

      “Someone is here to see you,” she says, pointing over her shoulder.

      “Who is it?”

      “No clue.”

      Standing from my chair, I toss my food into the wastebasket and stroll from the room. Looking down the hallway to the left, I don’t see anybody.

      “Ms. Reese!” a high-pitched voice shrieks, and I turn around to a small force knocking me onto my butt. Grabbing the child, I maneuver us so I can stand up, then look down into her sweet face. Lily.

      “Hey, sweetie pie, what are you doing here?”

      “I’s all better. See!” Pointing to her ear, I laugh at her excitement.

      “I’m so glad to hear that, Lily! High five.” I hold my palm up, and she slaps her much smaller one against mine.

      “Lily bug, don’t run from Daddy like that, please. You almost gave me a heart attack.” I hear his deep voice before I see him, and the butterflies flutter in my stomach. I count to three in my head, and with Lily still in my arms, I turn around and find myself face-to-face with the man I’ve spent the last week thinking about.

      Levi’s blue eyes are filled with humor, and his mouth is tilted in a half smile with that dimple on full display. In a pair of tight jeans and a black sweatshirt, he is completely enchanting. I’m also screwed, no doubt about that.

      “Levi,” I say, using Lily as a tiny shield to hopefully keep Levi from seeing his effect on me.

      “Emerson. Hope we aren’t bothering you.”

      I take a deep breath and then smile at him.

      “Absolutely not.”

      Yep. Completely screwed.
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      “So, what are you guys doing here?” Emerson has her head tilted to the side and it’s obvious that she’s suspicious of us right now.

      “Lily was asking to see you,” I tell her honestly, tucking my hands into the pockets of my sweatshirt.

      Her smile grows and she turns her face to kiss Lily on the cheek.

      “Well, I’m real glad, Lily. Good to see you well, sweetheart.”

      Lily sticks out her tongue and then wiggles to be let down. Emerson complies and Lily runs over to me, grabbing me around the leg.

      “Daddy, ask her!”

      “Real subtle, Lily bug. Ms. Reese, my little monkey and I would like to know if we could take you out to dinner this weekend, on us?”

      As Emerson tucks a strand of her long blonde hair behind her ear, I can see the blush spread over her cheeks. I’m starting to wonder if she does the hair thing when she’s nervous.

      “Uh, yeah, I suppose that would be okay. Is your wife coming?”

      Well fuck me.

      Chuckling, I step forward, shaking my head. “Do I look like the kind of man who would ask you on a date if I had a wife?”

      “You don’t look like someone who would ask me out period.”

      “Well, I am. We both are. Let us take you out this weekend. Hell, it doesn’t even have to be a date. But I would like to get to know you.”

      Emerson takes a moment to mull it over, and then she looks up at me with a huge smile, those gorgeous blue eyes sparkling.

      “Let’s do it. Sure. I’d love to go out with you guys.”

      “Awesome. Let’s exchange numbers and you can give me a call when you’re off shift tonight. We can make plans.”

      Pulling her phone from her scrubs, she hands it to me and I program my number in. She does the same with mine, and five minutes later I’m leaving the hospital, Lily holding my hand and a stupid fucking smile on my face.

      This is gonna be interesting.
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        * * *

      

      After a long day of playing dress-up and having make-believe tea, Lily and I had an elaborate dinner of mac and cheese and hot dogs, and some spilled milk. Now she’s zonked out in her bed and I’m relaxing with a beer on the couch, watching some horrible sitcom that I just can’t seem to shut off. I’m contemplating just calling it a night when my cell phone rings from the coffee table. Leaning over with a groan, I grab it and my mood instantly lifts.

      Emerson.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Levi. It’s Emerson. I hope I’m not calling too late.”

      I look at my watch: eight fifteen.

      “No, not at all. It’s only after eight. That’s not late.”

      “I know, but I didn’t know if you were trying to get Lily to bed, and I didn’t want to wake her up or throw off her routine.”

      “That’s incredibly sweet, but she goes to bed at seven thirty. I’m just lounging on the couch before I eventually get to bed myself. Are you just getting off work?”

      “Yeah, I had clinical plus a regular shift.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, getting more comfortable on the couch.

      “I’m in my final year of nursing school, but I work at the hospital in the housekeeping department to pay for my house and such. I’ve been in that department for four years now.”

      “Oh, I gotcha. Well that’s good. I hope you don’t pull too many of those doubles. You’ll wear yourself out real fast, sweetheart.”

      “Trust me, I’m always worn out. I’ve learned to adjust. How about you? I never asked, what is it you do for work?”

      Smiling, I place my beer down on the coffee table and switch off the television.

      “I own a tattoo shop downtown with my brother, Caden.”

      “Oh, how cool!” Her voice rises with excitement and I can’t help laughing.

      “We think so.”

      “How long have you owned it? You seem young to have your own business.”

      “Only a couple years. Bought it just after I turned twenty-eight.”

      “So, you’re thirty?”

      “Yep.” Standing from the couch, I shut all the lights off and make sure the front door is locked before heading upstairs to my bedroom.

      “Yeah, I thought you were way older than that. You aren’t much older than me.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-seven.”

      “And here I was thinking you were younger. You said nursing school, so I assumed you were in your early twenties.” Peeking my head into Lily’s room, I see her still sound asleep with her bunny tucked under her arm, so I shut her door halfway and venture into mine, switching the light on before closing the door behind me.

      “Yeah, I got my associate’s after high school, but I was working full time at this day care and one day, one of the kids had a seizure. Scariest moment of my life. Here I am, this twenty-year-old, thinking I want to be a teacher, and I watched a child almost die in front of me. Something switched in my head and I was like no, I need to help people. So I started applying to every job I could find at the hospital, and when I had enough money saved up to start applying to nursing school, I did.” She giggles softly, then sighs. “Geez, listen to me ramble on and on about myself, and I’m not even letting you talk. I’m sorry, Levi. Tell me more about you.”

      Laughing, I climb onto my bed and lean back against the pillows.

      “No, I like listening to you. And I think it’s amazing that you took charge of your life like that. Not many people would be brave enough to change their plans and go after something that I’m sure is as difficult as being a nurse. I’m in awe of you.”

      Well, would you listen to this chick I’ve turned into.

      “Thanks. So, how is Lily feeling?”

      “She’s good, thanks for asking. Once the medicine kicked in, she was almost back to her normal self in a couple of days. Thank fuck.”

      “She’s a very sweet little girl. I don’t know your situation, but you’re doing an amazing job with her. You should be a proud daddy.”

      Emerson’s words cause something in my chest to swell, and my smile grows even larger.

      “Thank you, sweetheart. I appreciate that.”

      “Of course, Levi. I’m gonna get going, I need to take a shower. Hopefully my neighbors will keep it down tonight. I need some sleep.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I sit up in bed. “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, they’re just really loud. I think the guy’s a drunk, and sometimes he goes banging through the building, screaming and raging about the girl.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah, it happens a couple times a week. No biggie, but I’m tired.”

      “Do you have your door locked? Are you okay?”

      “Levi, please don’t worry about me. He’s harmless, just really freaking loud. I promise. But I’ll talk to you tomorrow, maybe?” Emerson’s voice is quiet, and I worry I spooked her.

      “I’d really like that. I’ll call you, okay?”

      “Okay. Night, Levi.”

      “Sweet dreams, Emerson.”

      She disconnects the call and I’m left reeling, staring at the call log on my phone. Scrolling to my texts, I fire off one to her, hoping I didn’t upset her.

      
        
        Levi: I didn’t mean to freak out, I was just concerned.

        Emerson: It’s okay, really. I’m moving out next week. They’re just annoying.

        Levi: Okay, just checking. Night, Emerson.

        Emerson: You can call me Emmy. Emerson makes me think I’m in trouble.

        Levi: Yes, ma’am.

        Emerson: Night.

        Levi: Night, Emmy.

        

      

      Putting my phone on the charger, I drop it on my nightstand after turning on my alarms, then strip to my boxer briefs, pull down the blankets, and climb into bed. It takes me forever to fall asleep and when I do, visions of a tiny blonde fill my dreams.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I’m getting ready for work and Lily is in her room getting dressed when my cell phone beeps with an incoming text.

      
        
        Emerson: Morning, Levi and Lily. Hope you both have a great day!

        Levi: Thank you, sweetheart. Don’t work too hard today. Call you tonight?

        Emerson: Looking forward to it.

        

      

      Tucking my phone back into my pocket, I hear Lily rushing back into the room and can’t help but laugh when I see how she’s dressed. Blonde hair everywhere, she has on a pink tutu with a long-sleeved shirt with a unicorn on it. Her ensemble is completed by a pair of rainbow sandals. Lily runs over and stands right in front of me, looking incredibly proud.

      “How do I look, Daddy? Did I do good?”

      “You look stunning, baby. You did fabulous. Nana is going to be so excited to see your pretty outfit. You ready to go?”

      “Yes, Daddy!”

      She gets her backpack from the couch, and after grabbing my travel coffee, I hold the door open for her and lead her to my truck. The entire drive, she chatters on about her new Barbies and how she’s going to show Nana the new dresses they have. I can’t keep a smile off my face at my little girl’s excitement, coupled with the idea of talking to Emerson again tonight.

      Yeah, life is real fucking good right now.
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      I’ve spent the last three days doing nothing but thinking about Levi. It’s almost like I’m entirely obsessed with the man. We talk every day, and every night we sit on the phone for hours. We made plans to go out on Saturday with Lily and I can’t wait to see him. I feel like a teenager, talking to a boy on the phone every night and getting all giddy when he calls me sweetheart. I seriously need to rein it in. It’s ridiculous.

      I got off shift early, and now I’m trying to decide what to do with my day. Checking the time on my phone, I see it’s only one thirty. I should go home and finish packing up my apartment, considering I’m moving on Monday and I’ve hardly started. As I make it to my car, an idea forms in my head, my lips tipping into a smile. It’s totally crazy, but I decide to just go with it.

      Ten minutes later, I pull up to the drive-through of the local Starbucks and order two hot coffees, one black and one loaded with cream and sugar. Putting them both into my cup holders, I take off for downtown, not entirely sure where it’s located. I see it on the left-hand side a few minutes later, nestled between a tiny coffee shop and a bakery.

      Well, this was a stupid idea. He has coffee right next door.

      Oh well, I’m already here.

      I pull in behind a large Ford and park, then grab the coffees and climb out of my car. Setting them on the roof, I brush my hair off my face and smooth my scrubs down. I look a mess, but I don’t care. I take a deep breath and head inside Marveled Misfits Ink, both drinks in hand. It’s very brightly lit, with a small coffee table and chairs all around it. There are black binders stacked on the table, and the walls are covered in intricate artwork and photographed tattoos.

      I can see a small hallway off to one side, and music plays over the speakers, some sort of rock with a heavy bass line. I make my way to the small desk where a young girl with long brown hair is sitting.

      “Hi, can I help you?” she asks, looking up from whatever she was typing.

      “Yeah, is Levi around?”

      “Did you have an appointment?”

      I suddenly feel nervous and am rethinking this surprise. “Uh, no I don’t. He’s a friend, and I was just hoping to say hi for a moment.”

      “One sec.” Standing from her chair, she walks down the hallway, and I’m left alone to my own thoughts. I’m getting ready to turn around and leave when she comes back out. “He’s just cleaning up, so you can go back.” She points behind her to the hallway.

      Heading down the short hallway, my nerves have completely gotten the better of me, and when I get to the room he’s in, I have to take a deep breath. After counting to ten, I come around the doorway and find Levi with his back to me, pulling off a pair of latex gloves. Tossing them in the trash, he scrubs a hand through his hair before turning around.

      “Hi,” I say quietly, unable to keep the grin off my face. Levi’s expression quickly goes from shock to happiness, that damn dimple standing out next to his beaming smile.

      “Hey, you,” he greets, coming over to place a gentle kiss to my cheek. I have to compose myself, so I hold up the coffees.

      “I come bearing coffee, although I have no idea how you take it.”

      “Black, thank you.”

      I hand him his cup and he takes a sip. I watch him over the brim of my own cup, knowing my cheeks are bright red.

      “I can’t believe you’re here. What brings you by?” he asks, gesturing to the two chairs in the room. I take a seat across from him and cross my legs.

      “I just got off,” I stammer.

      “Oh really?” Levi’s lip quirks up and my eyes pop open when I realize what I just said.

      “Work. I just got off work, not ‘got off’ got off. Oh my God, I’m gonna stop talking now.” Shaking my head, I force myself not to run from shame. “I got off work early, and I was thinking about you and wanted to see the shop.”

      “Thinking about me, huh?”

      Yep. My face is beet red.

      I can’t answer him without stuttering, so I take a sip of my coffee instead and play coy. Levi scoots his chair forward until our legs are touching and places his coffee next to him on the floor. I almost drop my cup when he rests his hand just above my knees.

      “Emmy,” he whispers, voice deep and husky.

      “Yeah?”

      “Why did you come here today?”

      His blue eyes bore into mine and I chew on my bottom lip, unable to look away.

      “I wanted to see you.”

      “Why?”

      Be brave, Reese. Be bold. Just tell him.

      “Because I like you, and I didn’t want to wait till Saturday to see you.”

      Levi smiles and leans forward until our faces are only inches apart.

      “Good. And for the record? I fucking like you too.”

      And then his lips are on mine in the gentlest, most soul-searing kiss I’ve ever had. His rough hands move up to cup my cheeks and I forget about anything but his firm yet soft lips, his tongue running along my bottom lip. With a quiet moan, I open to him and his tongue is sweeping against mine, making me light-headed and dizzy. After several seconds, he pulls back and I open my eyes to look at him.

      “Damn, sweetheart. I should’ve known you’d be fucking addictive.” And his mouth is on me again, this time attaching to my neck. He wraps his arms around my waist and without warning I’m lifted onto his lap. I rest an arm around his neck and lean forward to kiss him, needing to feel his mouth with mine.

      Levi groans and pulls me tighter to him. When his erection presses against me, I drop my coffee, the splashing sound jolting us apart.

      “Fuck,” he mutters, sliding me off him to jump up and grab a towel. My cheeks heat and I sit in my own chair. My cheeks are burning and I’m embarrassed knowing that I basically just mauled him in his office.

      Levi looks at me while he’s cleaning up, smirk on his face.

      “Sorry,” I mutter, casting my eyes away from him.

      He doesn’t respond, and I’m contemplating my next move when he kneels in front of me, hands on my legs.

      “For what?”

      “For acting like a little slut.”

      Levi throws his head back and laughs, forcing me to let out a little giggle.

      “Jesus, Emmy. You’re the furthest thing from slutty. And for the record, I enjoyed that. More than enjoyed it. You’re lucky I don’t have you up against the wall right now.”

      My cheeks heat once more, but this time it’s not from embarrassment.

      “You like that idea, don’t you?” Levi reaches up to brush a strand of hair from my face, kissing the side of my neck as he does. Nodding, I bite my lip, but when he moves to kiss me again, I lean out of his reach. “What?”

      “We haven’t even been on a date. I hardly know you. We need to slow down.”

      Levi nods and then stands, holding a hand out to me. I take it and stand up next to him.

      “You aren’t angry with me?” I ask.

      “No, why would I be? You aren’t wrong, but for the record, we will be doing that again. Like, every time I see you. Prepare yourself, Emmy. Now, would you like a tour?”

      Nodding eagerly, I take the hand he holds out to me, giving it a squeeze. Levi takes me around the rooms out back, showing me the equipment and such. I have no tattoos, and even Levi doesn’t seem to be that inked up, but I have a new appreciation for what he does. This isn’t just a job for him—it’s his life. He’s an artist, and a damn good one, if I do say so myself.

      When he leads me back out to the waiting room, the girl who was there earlier is on the phone at the desk. When she hears us come out, she ends the call and comes over.

      “Levi, your two o’clock just rescheduled for next week.”

      “Thanks, Syd.” I watch him lean over to kiss her on the forehead, and I’m immediately jealous. I should have known.

      Syd waltzes back over to her desk and Levi walks us over to the front doors, holding them open for me. Once we’re outside, I move to brush past him but he catches my wrist and turns me around, pulling my body into him.

      “Sydney’s my little sister, before you go running away.”

      “I wasn’t running away,” I retort, but Levi raises an eyebrow.

      “Em….”

      Em, huh? I like that.

      “Okay, fine. I hardly know you and I just got jealous over something silly. I feel absolutely ridiculous.”

      “Don’t be. I like it.”

      “You like me being ridiculous?” I laugh, walking to my car and leaning my back against it.

      “No, I like that you like me so much you got jealous over my sister. Listen, I know we only just met a couple weeks ago, and we’ve been talking less than that, but I really like you, Emmy. You’re kind, and sweet, and you make me laugh. Since I broke it off with my ex and gained custody of Lily, I haven’t dated. Nothing. She’s my only priority.”

      I can’t help my eyes widening briefly. This is the first Levi has spoken of Lily’s mom.

      “I didn’t know.”

      “It’s not something I really talk about, and it’s much more complicated that it sounds. One day I’d like to tell you, but today isn’t that day. Meeting you has helped me realize what I’ve been missing.”

      Levi steps forward and places his hands on the hood of my car, caging me in. Looking up into his blue eyes, I smile and his face lowers to mine.

      “You gonna take off?” he asks quietly.

      “Yeah, I have some packing to get done. I told you I’m moving Monday.”

      He presses his lips to my forehead and doesn’t pull away, lingering against my skin.

      “Let me know if I can help, okay?”

      “I will, Levi. Can I FaceTime you tonight? I’d love to say hi to Lily.”

      “We’d like that.”

      Leaning down, he takes my lips in a gentle kiss, and I can’t help smiling against him.

      “I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Yeah, you will. Drive safe, baby.” Levi softly kisses the corner of my mouth. With a wink, he backs away and heads inside his shop, leaving me alone with a dopey grin on my face. Going around the hood, I climb into my car and touch my lips with my fingers.

      Did he just call me baby? And why do I like that so much?

      Shrugging, I put the car into Drive and take off for my apartment, ready to get down to business. I hate packing, so if I’m smart I’ll get everything done as fast as I can. I brought a ton of boxes home from the hospital yesterday, so hopefully they’re enough.

      Soon enough, I’m pulling into my apartment complex. As I shut the car off, my phone dings with a message.

      
        
        Levi: Hope you made it safely. If you need help moving, let me know.

        Emerson: I’m here. My dad is helping me, but we could use an extra vehicle.

        Levi: I have a truck. It holds stuff. Let me help.

        Emerson: Geez, fine. If you must. Already meeting my dad, this must be serious.

        Levi: Don’t worry about it, I’m a big boy. I can handle your dad.

        Emerson: I’m his only child, and I’m a girl. You sure?

        Levi: On second thought, what kind of beer does he like?

        Emerson: I’m joking, Levi. Calm your tits.

        Levi: I don’t have them. But I’m down for calming yours.

        Emerson: Oh God, shut it. I gotta go.

        Levi: ;)

        

      

      Face beet red, I rush into my place and shut the door behind me.

      Levi Jackson is trouble. And I like it.
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      “Shut the hell up, Syd. I did not.”

      My sister’s laughing at me, and I have to bite back a grin.

      “You did too. You should have seen it, Cade. It was so funny.”

      Sydney and I are sitting at the coffee table in the shop with Caden. He has an appointment in an hour, but he brought a pizza with him so we’re all eating a late lunch. Sydney is currently telling him that I had puppy eyes for Emmy and dropped my balls when I walked her out to her car. She’s not wrong, but I won’t admit that.

      “Lay off Levi, Syd. He’s a grown man, and he can date or fuck whoever he wants.”

      “Thanks, man. I think.” I smack my little brother on the head, and he chuckles before stuffing half a slice of pizza into his mouth. “And trust me, since Lily became my responsibility alone, there has been no fucking or dating. So maybe, I dunno, you could just be happy for me?”

      I raise an eyebrow at my sister, and she gives me a small smile. “I am happy for you, Levi. I just don’t want you to get too attached and then she bows down. How do you know she’s ready not only for you but for Lily?”

      “Trust me, my daughter isn’t an issue for her. Emerson adores Lily. She was the nurse in the hospital the night I brought Lily in. She was so good with her, and so kind and patient with me. She’s amazing, Syd. She really is.”

      Sydney leans forward and touches my forearm, squeezing tight before letting go.

      “Then I’m happy for you. You and Lily deserve that. Lily deserves a mom and a dad.”

      “I know she does. I want that too.”

      The phone ringing from the front desk interrupts us, and Sydney stops to give me a kiss on the cheek before she hurries over to answer it. Caden trains his eyes on me, a smirk on his face.

      “What?” I ask, closing the empty pizza box and standing so I can throw it away.

      “Nothing, bro. Just happy for you and that little princess of mine.”

      “Don’t get too excited. We don’t even have our first date till this weekend.”

      “Yeah, but you never even got this excited when you first started seeing Dana. The only time we see you this happy is when you’re talking about Lily.”

      “True, Cade, but still.”

      “Just let me know when my best man duties kick in,” he jokes, and I laugh at him.

      “Yeah, don’t take the time off quite yet, man.”

      “Oh, I won’t. I’m just waiting to see how long it takes before you’re both ruined. Because I sense it’s coming quick, if this is how you talk about her already.”

      I have nothing in response, because I know it’s true. Emerson has completely rocked my world, but I wouldn’t change a thing about it.

      Caden takes the empty box and trash out of my hands. Clapping him on the back, I grab my ball cap from the couch and pull it on, waving as I head out of the shop. I send my mom a quick text to let her know I’m on my way to get Lily and jump in the truck.
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        * * *

      

      “Daddy, can I wear the princess pajamas tonight?” Lily has a towel wrapped around her and her hair up in another one. She just had her nightly bath, and now we’re looking for the perfect nightgown for my little lady.

      “Sure, baby girl. Here you go.” Grabbing it from the dresser, I hand it to her and she pulls it on as I get a hair brush and elastic.

      “Come here, Lily.” Plopping down onto her bed, I settle her between my legs and run the brush through her wet hair. In a few minutes, her long hair is in a braid and she’s scurrying downstairs.

      Emerson texted me a few minutes ago to ask if she could call soon. I was grateful, as I’d figured she would’ve called earlier and was starting to worry that she changed her mind.

      Coming down the stairs behind Lily, I step into the living room as my phone starts ringing with an incoming FaceTime call. “Lily, come say hi to Miss Emmy!”

      Running over, she jumps onto the couch and I sit next to her, holding up my phone to accept the call. In a matter of seconds, Emerson fills the screen, and I can’t help the large grin that comes onto my face. She’s so beautiful. But something is wrong. She looks exhausted, and her eyes are slightly puffy and red.

      “Miss Emmy! I been waiting for you to call me!” Lily shrieks.

      Emmy laughs loudly. “Hey, sweetie pie. How are you doing?”

      “I’m clean from bath time! And we had hot dogs for dinner.”

      “Sounds good, I’m so jealous. I love hot dogs!”

      Lily talks to Emmy for only a few minutes before she asks to go play with Barbies before bed, so she says good night and runs upstairs. Settling back into the couch, I train my eyes on Emmy’s beautiful blue ones and smile at her.

      “She’s so sweet, Levi. I hope you know how lucky you are.” Her voice is quiet and shaky, and I can tell something is wrong, but I don’t want to push her.

      “I am. She can definitely be a handful, but that girl is my entire world.”

      Emerson nods and I watch as she tries to hide the tear she wipes away.

      “Em, what’s going on? I can tell you’re upset. You don’t need to hide from me.”

      She bites down on her bottom lip and nods, her chin trembling.

      “Levi….”

      “What is it, baby? Are you okay?”

      Emmy’s head drops and she lets out a quiet sob, her free hand covering her face. I watch her fall apart for only a few moments, my heart hurting for whatever happened. She composes herself a moment later and starts wiping all the tears from her face.

      “What happened, Em?”

      “Sorry. My coworker Andie called me about an hour ago. One of our patients died earlier today. She was an older lady, but she’d been in many, manytimes over the last year for episodes related to her Alzheimer’s. She wandered from her home, had accidents, and her son would bring her in to get checked out. She was the sweetest lady ever.”

      “Oh, Em. I’m so sorry, sweetheart. Can I do anything for you?”

      “Yeah, you can,” she whispers, lying back on what looks to be her bed.

      “Anything, you just name it. Tell me what to do.”

      “Can you stay on the phone with me until I fall asleep? Just talk to me about anything.”

      “Of course. So after you left my work, my brother, Caden, showed up and we…”

      As I tell her about the rest of my day, I watch her eyes grow heavy with sleep, and she moves so her phone is propped up and she can lie on her side. I watch her fall asleep, and for a few minutes I just stare, rapt with the vision in front of me. Hanging up the call, I scroll to my texts and leave her a message for the morning.

      
        
        Levi: I’m so sorry for your loss, baby. Call me when you wake up.

        

      

      Satisfied with the message, I shove my phone into my pocket and head upstairs to play with Lily for a little while before bed. But my mind doesn’t stray too far from Emmy.
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        * * *

      

      Standing in the kitchen waiting for the pancakes to be done, I absentmindedly scroll through my phone. I got a text from Emmy earlier, thanking me for last night and that she was off shift today due to the circumstances. I hate knowing that she’s home alone and grieving and there’s nothing I can do.

      Lily is sitting at the table, drinking her orange juice and babbling on about this new toy she saw on the TV this morning.

      “Yeah, baby? Maybe we should put it on your list for Santa.”

      “Yes, Daddy! Let’s do that! Will you help me?”

      “Of course. Pancakes are ready, so let’s eat up, okay. We’re gonna run an errand in a little bit.” Dropping one onto her plate, I cut it into pieces and slide it down in front of her with a kiss to her head. Lily douses her pancakes in syrup and digs in, a smile on her face.

      Ten minutes later, I’m cleaning up the sticky mess all over her face and laughing when she insists yet again on dressing herself. My little girl is four going on twenty-four, and I want her to stop growing and stay little forever. Crossing into my own bedroom, I go to my dresser and grab a pair of jeans and a shirt to get changed into. As I’m pulling a pair of socks on, Lily comes racing into the room and I can’t help laughing. Her outfit this time consists of pink leggings and a blue and purple striped T-shirt, topped off with her cowboy boots.

      “How do I look?” She holds her arms out at her sides and tosses her hair back.

      “Beautiful, baby. So beautiful.”

      “Fank you!” She runs from the room, her boots clomping down the stairs. After stuffing my wallet and cell phone in my pockets, I follow her downstairs, shove my feet into my sneakers at the front door, and grab my keys off the table.

      “Ready, Lily?”

      She comes around the corner with her bunny tucked under her arm and a juice box in her hand. “Ready, Daddy.”

      Holding the door open for her, I follow behind her to my truck. As soon as she’s strapped in, I pull out my phone to text Emmy. A few minutes later, I get the text I was waiting for and with a grin, I pull out of my driveway and head downtown. Lily claps loudly in excitement when we pull into the flower shop.

      “C’mon, Lily bug. Let’s go pick out some flowers, okay?”

      “Okay!”

      Pulling her down from the truck, I carry her inside and she wriggles to be put down a few minutes later. She’s running around going from one display to another when an older woman walks out from a back room to help us.

      “I have no idea what we’re looking for, to be honest.”

      “Well, what’s the occasion? Let’s start there.”

      With a grim smile, I run a hand over my hair. “A friend just lost someone, and we’re trying to cheer her up.”

      “Oh, the poor thing. How about something with color? Something cheerful.”

      Following behind her, Lily comes up to take my hand. Walking with her, we’re led to a display of pink and red and yellow roses. Lily runs over and points at them.

      “Daddy, let’s get these! Miss Emmy will really like these! They so pwetty!”

      “I agree. Can I get two dozen?”

      Giving me a smile, the woman starts grabbing a mixture of the colors, arranging them all together in a beautiful bouquet. Lily and I go up to the counter to pay for the flowers, and then we’re swinging back out to my truck. Looking at the address on my phone, I realize Emmy lives in a seedy part of town, and I’m instantly glad when I remember she’s moving next week.

      Turning into her apartment complex fifteen minutes later, I spot her vehicle, so I know she’s still home. Getting Lily down, I hold her hand tightly as I grab the flowers and lock the doors. Keeping Lily close, we start up the stairs.

      When we reach the second floor, I look for Emerson’s apartment number and am unhappy to see it located at the back corner, with no type of security around it. Picking Lily up, I settle her on my hip and let her hold the flowers. Knocking loudly, I wait a few moments, and then I hear noise coming from behind the door. A second later, a lock flips and the door opens slowly. Emmy is dressed in a baggy sweatshirt and a pair of tight black pants. She has on no makeup and her eyes are red, hair up in a messy bun on top of her head.

      She looks beautiful.

      “Miss Emmy! I brought these for you!” Lily yells, thrusting the flowers at Emmy, who catches them before they hit the floor, a look of surprise on her face.

      “Oh, thank you so much, Lily.” Emmy reaches out with one arm to grab Lily from me and hugs her tight. I shove my hands in my front pockets and rock back on my heels, unsure of what to say to her.

      After a moment, she releases Lily and invites us both inside.

      “What are you guys doing here, Levi? I thought you needed my address for Saturday.”

      “Yeah, well I wanted to do something nice for you.”

      “Thank you.” Her voice is quiet as she pads into the tiny kitchen to place the flowers in water. I follow behind her, careful to keep some space between us.

      “Lily, would you like to watch a movie?” Emmy calls to her. After placing the vase down on the counter, Emmy brushes past me to help her with Netflix, and I soon hear the beginning sounds of Trolls.

      Leaning my back against the counter, I wait for her to walk back over. When she reaches me, her hands come to her hips as she stands in front of me.

      “What are you doing here, Levi?” Emmy asks. I see the tears in her eyes, and quite frankly, she looks exhausted.

      “I don’t have a good answer for that.”

      “Well, I really don’t mean to be rude. I’m looking forward to this weekend, but now isn’t a very good time. I’m not up for laughing and going out.”

      “I understand.”

      “I’m sorry,” she says quietly, hanging her head down.

      Pushing away from the counter, I step forward until only a few inches separate us.

      “Actually, I do know why I’m here,” I tell her, cupping her face gently.

      “Why?”

      “Because you need this.”

      Bending down, I pull Emmy into my arms, resting my cheek on top of her head. She goes willingly and buries her face into my neck, and I soon feel tears sliding down. Emmy clutches the back of my shirt tightly as I hold her, rocking her gently from side to side.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper, kissing her head.

      “Thank you for being here.”

      “Always.”

      Standing in her kitchen, with my daughter watching a movie a mere ten feet away, I let Emmy collapse and use me for her comfort. I know she’s going to get through this, but I think what she needed was someone to be there for her. She needed to be held.

      She needed me.

      After a few minutes, she’s calming down and her tears have stopped. Sniffling, she pulls away from me, and I use my thumbs to brush the remaining tears from her face. “You okay, Em?”

      “Yeah. Sorry, it’s just really good to see you guys. And the flowers are beautiful.”

      “They don’t hold a candle to you, sweetheart.”

      Leaning over to the counter, Emmy grabs a box of tissues and uses a couple to blow her nose. She skirts around me to throw them away and then comes back to me. Standing on her tiptoes, she leans up to place a kiss to my jaw, and I take the opportunity to steer her lips to mine. Emmy’s arms move up to my forearms, and she uses the leverage to deepen the kiss. I immediately harden when I feel her tongue brushing against mine, and I reach down to grip the top of her legs and pick her up, spinning around to place her on the counter.

      Emmy opens her legs so I can position myself between them. One of her hands comes up to pull the beanie off my head, running her fingers through my hair. Groaning into her mouth, I press myself against her, and she breaks the kiss to throw her head back. Leaning toward the column of her neck, I start kissing my way down it. I’ve just reached the base when I hear Lily start laughing loudly, causing me to jolt backward.

      Breathing heavily, we both stare at each other, trying to control ourselves. Jesus, I’m such an asshole. She’s mourning the loss of someone, and my goddamn daughter is in the next room, and I was three seconds from ripping those tight-ass pants off her and fucking her into tomorrow.

      Shit, get yourself under control, Jackson.

      “I’m sorry, Levi. That was so inappropriate.”

      “Trust me, Em,” I scoff. “There was nothing wrong with that. Hot as hell, but not wrong.”

      Her cheeks darken and she bites her lip, which I lean toward and pull on with my teeth. Emmy moans and wraps an arm around my neck.

      “Fuck, you’re making me so hard. But we can’t do this right now.”

      Emmy laughs but doesn’t stop kissing me, one of her hands roaming over my chest. I have to bury my face in her neck when that hand moves down to rub against my erection.

      “Seriously, baby, we gotta stop.” But she just rubs me harder. Before I come in my pants, I have to grab her wrist, pulling it away from my rock-hard dick. “Baby.”

      Giggling, Emmy gives me one more gentle kiss, then pushes me back so she can hop off the counter. Walking toward the living room, she looks over her shoulder and winks at me.

      “C’mon, let’s go watch the movie with Lily.”

      “I’ll be there in a second, Em. I need a minute.”

      “I bet you do.” Sticking out her tongue, Emmy hurries over to my daughter, and I have to stand there thinking of anything to make my dick go down.

      When I’ve calmed myself down, I head into the living room, plopping down next to Emmy. It doesn’t surprise me when she cuddles up next to me, but it does when Lily crawls into her lap, snuggling against Emmy. But I love that my little girl is so taken with this beautiful woman.

      God knows I am.
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      Four hours later, Lily has fallen asleep. After moving her to Emmy’s bed and shutting the door, Emmy and I are sitting at her small kitchen table deciding on what to do for lunch, since I figure Lily will probably sleep for another hour or so.

      “There’s actually this new diner a couple blocks over I’ve been meaning to try. We could go out when Lily wakes up. I’d just have to shower really quick.”

      “Sounds good to me, Em.”

      Smiling, she stands to put our coffee mugs in the sink, and I can’t help watching the way her hips sway while she walks, or the way her ass looks in her pants. Turning on the water, she starts washing the dishes and I can’t take it anymore. Standing up, I slowly walk up behind her, my dick already responding to her. But this isn’t about me.

      I rest my hands on her waist, placing a gentle kiss to her neck.

      “Levi,” she begins quietly, goose bumps breaking out over her skin.

      “Yeah, baby?”

      “What are you doing?” she whispers, shutting off the water. But she can’t move away from me, I have her completely blocked in.

      I don’t bother answering. Instead, I continue my torture on her neck and move one of my hands from her waist, trailing it up to the side of her breast. Her breathing speeds up when I run it under her sweatshirt and find her completely bare.

      “Fuck, baby.”

      “Levi.”

      My rough fingertips find her hardened nipple, and she moans out my name when I pinch it hard, my cock completely ready to go. Her ass presses against me as she arches her back, and I remove my hand from the bud, running it back down to her waist.

      “You want me, baby?” I croon into her ear, biting down on the lobe.

      “Mmm.”

      “I bet you’re ready for me, aren’t you?”

      Emmy doesn’t respond, but when I run my hand down over the material of her leggings, she’s completely soaked through. “Jesus.”

      I give her a chance to stop me, but when she doesn’t, I slip my hand under the band of her pants and slide inside, down to where she needs me. My fingers slip through her wetness and I find her clit, running my thumb over it.

      “Oh my God,” she moans, head dropping back onto my shoulder.

      “So wet for me, baby. God damn.” Teasing her gently, I continue to rub circles over her clit, my middle finger finding her opening and carefully pushing inside. She’s so fucking tight, I almost blow my load, but I just want this to be about her.

      Emmy starts thrusting her hips against my hand, and I can tell how close she already is.

      “That’s right, fuck my hand, Em. Take what you need. Come, baby.”

      I press down roughly on her clit and her mouth opens on a silent scream, her entire body convulsing, her juices soaking my hand. I wrap my free arm around her waist to hold her up as I continue to finger her through her orgasm. Her entire body trembles as she comes down and I gently remove my finger, pulling my hand from her pants. Emmy turns around with hooded eyes and watches as I suck her release from my fingers.

      “Levi, what the—”

      Cutting her off with a rough kiss, I lick my way into her mouth and leave her panting.

      “You’re fucking mine, Emmy. Got that? I have no idea what this is, and I plan to explore everything with you. I don’t give a fuck if it’s fast, but you’re claiming every part of me that I swore I would never give someone. I need you, okay?”

      “Okay,” she whispers, a huge smile on her face.

      “Now go take a shower. I want to take my girls out for lunch.”

      Swatting her on the ass, I quickly wash my hands at the sink, then walk over to the couch and sit down, smiling when I hear her laugh. A moment later I hear the bathroom door shut, and I settle down to wait for her.
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      “Miss Emmy! Come see! It’s my favwiiiite!” Lily shrieks, running ahead of us. After lunch at the diner, we decided to go to the huge aquarium in the city. Lily has been dragging us from one exhibit to another, a smile never leaving her face. It’s not too busy, so we’ve been able to let her run ahead, Levi holding tight to my hand the whole time.

      After our encounter in the kitchen, I hurried off to shower, but mostly to gain control of myself. Nobody has ever made me feel the way I do right now. Levi is this complete enigma: he’s so quiet and respectful, yet he also knows exactly what he wants, and he doesn’t bother holding back. He’s absolutely amazing with Lily, and she’s completely head over heels in love with her daddy. I’m finding myself becoming attached to Lily as well, so I’m nervous.

      What if Levi and I become a thing and we don’t work out? I’d hate to hurt that sweet girl. And if I’m being honest, I’d hate to lose her too. Being twenty-seven, I constantly find myself imagining being a mother, getting married. And the more time I spend with these two, the more it becomes clear that it’s what I really want. Whether it’s with Levi and Lily, I don’t know, but I want that one day for sure.

      “Coming, baby girl.” Releasing Levi’s hand, I jog ahead to catch up with Lily, sweeping her up into my arms as we go. Rotating her around until she’s piggyback on me, I turn to Levi shouting my name. Holding his cell up, Levi motions to us that he wants a picture, so I smile brightly and hear her giggling behind me. He snaps the picture and gives a thumbs-up, and I turn back to where Lily wanted to go.

      “Penguins!” Lily wriggles to get down when we reach the display, and she goes racing over to the edge, leaning over the railing. I stand behind her and keep a tight hold on her, making sure she doesn’t lean over too far. While she’s pointing out her favorites, Levi comes up behind me, his large hands resting on my shoulders. I lean back into him a little and he kisses the top of my head.

      “You’re so good with her, Em,” he murmurs, and I smile, turning my head to meet his eyes. That scruff on his face, that dimple, and fuck, that smile. This man is perfection, and for the moment he’s all mine.

      “She’s an amazing little girl, Levi. You’re such a good dad.”

      “Thank you. I try my hardest. From the second she was mine, I’ve done nothing but try to be the best thing in her life. I worry that not having her mother is bad for her upbringing, but I know what happened and I know deep down it was the best decision for her.”

      “What happened?”

      Levi looks down at Lily with a tight smile, and then turns back to me.

      “Dana gave her up just over two years ago. She’s an addict.”

      He doesn’t elaborate but he doesn’t need to. Tears fill my eyes and I look back down at Lily, completely unaware and laughing over the animals in front of her.

      “Emmy….”

      “Sorry, wasn’t expecting that.”

      “Why are you crying?” Levi wipes my tear with his thumb and leans forward to kiss my cheek gently.

      “How do you give up a blessing like that little girl? My heart hurts for you guys.”

      “Don’t be sad, baby. We’re doing just fine without her. And now we have you.”

      “Levi.”

      “I told you, Emmy. I don’t know what this is, but it’s happening.” Gently placing a quick kiss to my lips, he moves to kneel next to Lily, pulling her toward his chest.

      “Okay,” I whisper, my lips turning up into a smile that widens as Levi laughs over Lily’s excitement.

      This freaking guy.
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        * * *

      

      “So, this weekend,” Levi begins, a sly grin on his face.

      “What about it?”

      Standing at his truck, Lily asleep inside, I’m not looking forward to him leaving in a few minutes. After the aquarium, we went out for ice cream, and Lily zonked out almost immediately on the way back to my apartment. We drove the thirty minutes in silence, Levi holding my hand tightly in his lap. It was an absolutely amazing day, and I’m not ready to let them go yet.

      Silly, but I don’t care.

      “Can I take you out Saturday night?”

      “Yeah, that sounds great.”

      “Perfect. Say five? I’ll get my mom to watch Lily for the night.”

      I raise an eyebrow at him. “I thought you wanted to bring Lily with us?”

      “She came with us today. Saturday is about you and me.” Leaning forward, he drops his forehead to mine, his lips hovering over mine. “That okay with you, Em?”

      “Of course.” Goose bumps break out over my skin when his rough hands come around my waist, sliding under the hem of my shirt.

      “I’ll text you when we get home.”

      “Okay. Drive safe.”

      “Always do.”

      Leaning down, he presses a chaste kiss to my lips, and I give him a small wave as I rush inside. Closing the door behind me, I lean my back against it, a huge smile on my face. I turn the lock and look around my almost completely boxed-up apartment. Dropping my purse onto the kitchen counter, I hear the phone inside beep with a message.

      
        
        Levi: I really enjoyed today, Em.

        Emerson: Me too. Thank you, Levi. Really, it got me out and kept my mind off things.

        Levi: I’m glad, baby. We’re leaving now, talk to you later.

        Emerson: I thought you left?

        Levi: Nope. Wanted to make sure you got inside safely.

        Emerson: Goofball.

        Levi: You know it.

        

      

      I toss my phone aside and head to my bathroom to take a shower and get changed for the night. I still have some packing to finish up, and I know I’ll end up calling Levi once I’m done. Or maybe he’ll call me first. I feel like a teenager with her first crush.

      I’m totally ridiculous.
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        * * *

      

      “Good night, sweetie pie! I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay?” I blow a kiss at my phone, watching Lily giggle and blow one back. Levi sent a text about an hour ago asking if we could FaceTime before Lily went to bed, and of course I was game.

      “Em, give me just five minutes, okay? I’ll call you right back?” Levi’s face appears for a moment and I give him a thumbs-up.

      “Don’t rush on my account. I’m heading to bed soon as well, so if you want I can just talk to you tomorrow.”

      “No, seriously. I’ll be right back.” Levi winks at me and the screen goes dark as he ends the call.

      Shaking my head, I stand from my place on the couch and carry my phone into my bedroom, placing it on my end table. I leave it there while I go into the bathroom to brush my teeth. Pulling my hair up into a bun, I climb into bed and reach for the television remote, finding some comedy reruns and settling back against my pillows.

      Halfway through, I hear an incoming FaceTime call chime and I smile, muting the television so I can answer.

      “Hello again,” I joke, laughing when he rolls his eyes.

      “Sorry, Lily needed an extra hug and then another story. And then another hug. That child is something else.”

      I laugh loudly. “She is the sweetest thing in the world. I adore her, Levi. Truly, she’s such an amazing and beautiful little girl.”

      He smiles, and my eyes go to his dimple again. Fuck, he’s just so handsome.

      “Thanks, baby.”

      I’m pretty sure I blush from my head all the way to my toes and he laughs, which only makes me blush harder.

      “What?”

      “Nobody has ever called me baby before. Or made me feel like this. It freaks me out.”

      “Why does it freak you out? Talk to me, Emmy. You don’t have to hide from me. What’s going through that pretty little head of yours?”

      I make myself comfortable and set my phone up on my end table, resting my head on my pillows. Levi shifts the camera around to do the same, almost like we’re lying side by side.

      “I don’t know. I’ve watched my parents be head over heels in love my whole life. They got married when they were barely out of high school. I’ve dated, and I’m not some virgin who lives with her head in the clouds and believes in love at first sight, but I’m so drawn to you and your little girl. And what if this is a fluke? What if tomorrow you find another hot nurse to start dating? What about Lily? How does this work?”

      “Can I talk, Em?” I nod, and he gives me his signature smile. “Listen. Lily is four, and in her entire life I have only been with one person—her mother. After we broke up when Lily was an infant, I never had time for dating, too busy running a new business with Caden and trying to be a good father. When Dana split, I was so consumed with making sure that Lily had everything she needed. See, she adjusted to the change okay, because she was only two. She didn’t understand, and after we told her that she’d be living with Daddy every day, she never asked for Dana again because when she was with Dana, she bounced from babysitter to babysitter. Lily barely knew her mother even when she was around.”

      “That’s horrible,” I say, finding it hard to not want to spend every waking second with your baby. It makes no sense to me.

      “I agree. But it’s the hand I’ve been dealt, and I like to think that my daughter will turn out just fine, mother or not. But you need to know, me wanting to be with you? It’s not something I take lightly, Em. I saw the connection you had with Lily that night in the hospital. You’re all she can talk about. So yes, things are happening fast, and I’m scared too, baby. I promise you, you aren’t alone. For four years, my daughter has been my entire world. Now you’re working your way in, and I wouldn’t change that for anything.”

      “Levi….”

      “You’re amazing, Emerson Reese. You’re dedicated to your job, and you work your ass off. You’re driven, talented, beautiful, and I like you a hell of a lot. I don’t think it will take much for you to find a permanent spot in my life, so please don’t worry. We’ll be okay.”

      “You really think so?”

      “Dad says he saw my mom across the parking lot of the restaurant they first met at and he knew then he’d marry her. Took him about three years of convincing, but he got his way. I’m an awful lot like that stubborn old fool. Just a fair warning.”

      “Three weeks, Levi.”

      “So I guess we got a head start, then, huh?”

      “Guess so.”

      “Have faith, Em. I get the feeling we’re in for the ride of our lives.”

      I can’t keep the grin off my face, and when we end the call ten minutes later, I fall asleep with it still there.
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        * * *

      

      “Dad, all my stuff isn’t gonna fit in your truck. Levi offered to help us, so I accepted. So I need you to be nice, okay?”

      I’m at my parents’ for dinner tonight, and while we eat, we discuss the plans for the move on Monday.

      Mom chuckles at the look on Dad’s face.

      “When am I not nice, sweetheart?”

      “Oh, I’m not sure. Let’s see. How about Billy, my junior prom date? You cleaned your gun in the living room that night.”

      “What, a man can’t clean his gun?”

      “It’s a decorative piece, Daddy.” I raise an eyebrow and he starts laughing.

      “Okay, you got me. I’ll be nice to this Levi guy, okay? How well do you know him, anyway?”

      “I know him very well. When I’m not at work or sleeping, we’re talking. And not just the usual ‘what’s your favorite movie’ garbage. We talk about everything.”

      “How many dates have you had?” Mom asks, offering me more wine.

      Shaking my head, I push back from the table and start clearing the empty dishes.

      “One. We took Lily to the aquarium the other day. We’re going out tomorrow night for dinner though.”

      “Lily?” Dad questions.

      “His four-year-old daughter.”

      Oh shit. Guess who never told her parents she’s dating a single father.

      This moron.

      “His daughter? Honey, are you sure that’s a good idea?” Dad asks. Mom is giving me one of her most sympathetic looks, and I know I’ve just stepped into a pile of shit the size of Texas.

      “Why wouldn’t it be? I met her the same night I met Levi. He brought her into the emergency room one night I was on shift.”

      “I just don’t think now is a good time for you to be getting mixed up with a guy with that kinda baggage, what with your final year of nursing school.”

      Slamming the bowl onto the counter, my blood boils as I storm back into the dining room. Coming to stand in front of Dad, I rest my hands on my hips.

      “Number one, Lily is not baggage, and don’t you ever say that again. Second, Levi is a thirty-year-old man who owns his own business and treats me like gold. He was there for me when Ellen passed away this week and I can never repay him for that, so watch how you speak about him. I really like him Dad, and I can’t have your overprotectiveness ruining it.”

      Spinning on my heel, I march out to grab my purse and come back to my parents. Neither of them has moved, but they both look completely taken aback by my outburst, so I’m not surprised.

      “I’m gonna head out, but I’ll see you Monday morning. Levi will be there around nine, so same time, okay? Thanks for dinner, Mom. Love you guys.”

      I curtly make my way to the front door, but my mom comes running up behind me.

      “Em, hold on a second. I want to talk to you.”

      “Mom, you don’t—”

      “No, I’m proud of you. Your father isn’t trying to hurt you or get involved, but you know him, honey. He wants the best for you, okay?”

      “I know, but Levi is what’s best for me.”

      Mom gives me a small smile and folds her arms over her chest.

      “It’s really nice to see you in love. It’s a beautiful look for you.”

      I throw my head back and laugh, hardly able to believe what she just said.

      “Mom, are you high? In love? You’re joking, right? I’ve known him a month. Not even. I am not in love with Levi.”

      “Tell that to the girl who just bit her father’s head off for talking about this man the way he did. Don’t worry, your brain will catch up to your heart faster than you think. Drive safely and I’ll see you Monday, okay?”

      Kissing my cheek, Mom heads back into the living room and I take off, quickly getting into my car and heading home. Her words follow me the entire way, and even later, when I talk to Levi and Lily, I can’t get them out of my head.

      I’m not in love with Levi. You can’t fall in love in three weeks.

      That’s impossible.

      Isn’t it?
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            LEVI

          

        

      

    

    
      Waking up Saturday morning, two things immediately register. I have a date with Emmy tonight, and my daughter weighs a hundred pounds when she’s bouncing up and down on my stomach. Grunting, I sweep her off me and onto the bed, making her giggle.

      “Can I help you, little lady?”

      “I’m hungry, Daddy!”

      “All right, Lily bug. Let’s get you breakfast. Race you to the kitchen?”

      Kissing me on the cheek, she goes screaming and yelling downstairs and I groan, lying back down. Turning my head, I catch sight of the time and scrub my hand down my face.

      Six in the morning. On a Saturday.

      Noticing my phone blinking next to me, I pick it up and see a text from Emmy.

      
        
        Emerson: Morning. Looking forward to tonight.

        Levi: You have no idea, Em.

        

      

      She replies back almost instantly, and I laugh.

      
        
        Emerson: Lily wake you up?

        Levi: She used me as a trampoline.

        Emerson: Ouch.

        Levi: Why are you up so early?

        Emerson: Excited for a first date tonight. And I’m finishing cleaning my apartment.

        Levi: Lucky girl.

        Emerson: That’s how I feel too.

        

      

      “Daddy! I made a mess!”

      Fuck.

      Unplugging my phone, I go racing downstairs to see what my spirited four-year-old has gotten into. Hopefully nothing that will make my hair fall out so early in the day.

      Stepping into the kitchen, I see her standing on a chair in front of the counter. A bag of flour is on top of her head, and the entire area is covered in white powder, including my sweet girl.

      Bursting into loud laughter, I unlock my phone to take a picture, Lily giggling the whole time.

      “Oh, baby, what did you do?”

      “I tried to help make pancakes but it falled on me. Daddy, there was so much!”

      “I can see that. Let’s get you cleaned up, and then how about we go to Nana’s for pancakes?”

      “Aw, yeah! Nana!” Jumping from the chair, she rushes out of the room, the bag of flour laying behind, and I know she just left the biggest mess on her way to her bedroom.

      Shaking my head, I grab the broom from the closet and start cleaning. This is going to be the longest day in the world.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Pulling into my parents’ driveway forty-five minutes later, I see my brother’s SUV there as well. Putting my truck into Park, I turn around to look at Lily.

      “Looks like Uncle Cade is here, baby girl.”

      “Yay!”

      Climbing from the truck, I help her out, watching her go tearing to the front door. It opens and my mom steps onto the front porch, waving at me before being attacked by my daughter and picking her up with a smile. Shaking my head, I grab her overnight bag from the back seat, making sure I don’t forget her bunny, and follow behind her.

      Kissing my mom on the cheek, I step into the house, Lily shrieking when she finds my brother in the kitchen with Dad. Making my way into the kitchen, I see them sitting at the kitchen table with a half-full pot of coffee in the center. Dropping Lily’s bag, I make a beeline for the pot, snatching a mug on the way.

      “Rough morning, bro?” Cade jokes, bouncing Lily on his lap.

      “You have no idea, man. I need caffeine stat.” Pouring myself a cup, I sit across from them, blowing on the hot liquid.

      “Mom told us about the flour catastrophe of 2017,” my brother laughs.

      I flip him off and Lily shouts at me, and we all erupt into laughter.

      “Lily, come with Nana. I have a new toy for you to play with today.” Mom pulls Lily from Cade’s lap and takes her out to the backyard.

      “What are you doing here, anyway?” I ask Cade, finally taking a sip of the sweetest-tasting heaven in the entire world.

      “Dad asked me to help him fix the shower in the upstairs bathroom.”

      “Fuck that,” I groan.

      “Well, we can’t all have a hot-ass girl waiting for us later today.”

      Laughing, I take another sip of coffee. “Pretty sure no girls are waiting for you ever, man.”

      Running his hand over his face, he laughs at me. “Yeah, pretty sure that shit went out the window the first time I fucked my college boyfriend.”

      “Well, all right then. I’m gonna go check on my daughter now,” I mumble, not wanting to hear anything about my brother’s sex life.

      “Oh, she’s fine. We bought her a sandbox. Tell us about this girl, son.” Dad pours himself another cup of coffee and stares at me.

      “What do you want to know? I told you about Emmy weeks ago.”

      “Well yeah, you told us you met a pretty nurse the night you brought Lily to the hospital, and that you went to her see her a week or so later. Where does a date fit in with that?”

      “Somewhere after she came to visit me at work, and I spend every single spare moment of my days talking to her. We took Lily to the aquarium the other day.”

      Dad looks shocked to hear that.

      “What?” I ask, pouring myself some more coffee.

      “I’m just surprised. I didn’t realize you had Lily around her.”

      “She adores Lily. My daughter is four, and Emmy’s the only woman I’ve ever had her around since Dana left. Why are you making a thing of this?”

      “Levi,” Dad sighs, getting up from his chair and coming to stand next to me. “I’m not making a thing out of it. I just want to know about her. You clearly like this girl.”

      “I’m kind of crazy about her, Dad. I know it’s way too soon, but I am.”

      “You know what I think about that. I loved your momma long before she was even my girlfriend. I’m happy for you, son.”

      “Thanks.”

      He claps me on the shoulder and then heads out of the room, Cade following behind him.

      Left alone, I pull my phone from my pocket and see another message waiting for me.

      
        
        Emerson: Where are we going tonight? Trying to decide on an outfit.

        Levi: Dress comfortable. I’m cooking. Bring pajamas too.

        Emerson: Awfully sure of yourself, bucko.

        Levi: Don’t pretend you don’t want me too, baby.

        Emerson: We’ll see about that.

        

      

      Chuckling, I stuff my phone back into my pocket and head out to the backyard.
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        * * *

      

      Stepping from the shower into the steam-filled bathroom, I wrap a towel around my waist and stride into my bedroom, using another towel to briskly dry my hair. I’ve just pulled on a pair of boxer briefs and my favorite jeans when I smell something funny. Grabbing a random T-shirt from my dresser, I pull it on as I race down the stairs.

      Son of a bitch.

      The smoke alarm starts going off as soon as I reach my kitchen. Rushing over to the oven, I yank the door open only for a stream of black smoke to pour out. I grab the oven mitts and pull the ruined meatloaf out of the oven. Slamming it onto the counter, I wave a dish towel in front of the smoke detector to silence the piercing sound. When it quiets, I open the back door, trying to get the smell out of the house.

      I’m opening the window over the sink when the doorbell rings.

      “Motherfucker,” I growl. Rushing to the front door, I pull it open and my mood only grows worse. Emmy is standing on the front porch in tight jeans and a simple white T-shirt, a cute pair of sandals on her feet.

      “Fuck!” I shout, and her eyes grow wide. I usher her inside, barely speaking a single word to her. “Shit, shit, shit,” I mumble, unaware that she’s behind me until I hear her start giggling.

      “Oh my gosh. Do you need help?” She tosses her stuff onto the couch and rushes into the kitchen.

      “Oh, I think it’s long past help. I murdered our dinner.” Rubbing my hand over the back of my neck, I slowly follow her and am shocked to find her laughing next to the stove.

      “Murdered it? Levi, this looks like you murdered it twice and then threw it into a woodstove. What the hell were you trying to make?”

      “Meatloaf.” I yank the fridge open and pull out a couple of waters, offering her one. She takes it and I sit on the stool at the island. “Fuck. Well, I’ve completely ruined dinner, so now what would you like to do?”

      Emmy takes a sip of water and then sets the bottle down, coming to stand between my legs. I rest my hands on her slim waist, hers on my shoulders.

      “Hey, Levi? Can I tell you something?”

      “What, Em?”

      “I’ve been looking forward to our date since you first asked me out. I think it’s sweet that you wanted to cook for me, but I’m fine with going to grab burgers or something, as long as you don’t send me home now.”

      Brushing her long hair off her shoulders, I lean forward to kiss her neck, smiling against her warm skin when I feel her body shiver.

      “Trust me, Em. You’re not going anywhere tonight.”

      “Good,” she whispers, leaning down to kiss me. Banding my arms around her waist, I pull her tight against me, breathing in the scent of her shampoo, feeling her soft skin against mine.

      “Let’s go grab some food,” she says, standing up straight. Emmy steps back and I kiss her cheek, moving around her to run upstairs. Going to my room, I pull on a pair of socks and stuff my feet into my boots, then throw on some cologne and grab my gray beanie from the dresser, putting it on as I head back downstairs.

      I find Emmy in the living room, looking at the photos I have on the mantel. Coming to stand next to her, I drape my arm over her shoulders.

      “Is that your brother?” she asks, pointing to a photo of Caden and me outside of Marveled Misfits Ink.

      “Yeah, that was the day we opened. And this one right here is the day my life changed.” I point to the large photo in the center from the day Lily was born. I’m holding my little six-pound baby girl, placing a gentle kiss to her tiny face.

      “It’s a beautiful photo, Levi. She’s lucky to have you.”

      “I’m the lucky one,” I say, kissing the top of her head.

      “You ready?” she asks.

      “Let’s roll, baby.”

      Grabbing my keys from the hall table and shoving my wallet into my front pocket, I hold the front door open for her. Shutting it behind us, I follow Em to help her into my truck, then jog around the hood and hop in. She looks tiny sitting next to me. I mean, my truck is huge, but I never thought she’d look so little.

      “What?” She raises a brow, the side of her mouth quirked up in a grin.

      “Nothing. Just thinking about how good you look riding shotgun.”

      Emmy blushes and looks out the window, and I can’t help the shit-eating grin on my face, which never leaves as I drive us the ten minutes to a local dive. When I park the truck, she unbuckles and leans over the console to kiss me. Pulling away, she grins at me.

      “What was that for?”

      “Thank you for the best first date ever.”

      “You realize we’re only ten minutes into it, right?”

      Emmy laughs and hops out of the truck. “So what? I’m having fun. Isn’t that the point?”

      “This is true.” Grabbing her hand, I lead us into the restaurant and we get a booth at the back. Settling in, I order us Cokes and we both decide on cheeseburgers and fries. The waitress takes the menus from us and we find ourselves alone.

      “How was your day, Em?” I reach across the table for her hands and she blushes again.

      “It was good. I finished my packing, so now I’m living out of a suitcase until Monday. The idiots in the apartment above me kept me up half the night fighting. Pretty sure he smashed a few things too. Ridiculous.”

      “Jesus, I’m glad you’re moving.”

      “That makes two of us. So, what’d you and Lily do?”

      While we wait for our food, I tell her about our day, laughing when she sees the photo I took of Lily in the midst of the flour disaster.

      “Would it be okay if we video-chat her tonight?”

      My heart fills with her question and I nod, unable to form the right words. Her genuine interest in my daughter is something I can’t ignore; if anything, it makes my feelings for her stronger.

      Our food arrives and we’re both quiet as we dig in. It’s definitely better than the platter of charcoal I had ready for us. As we work toward finishing our food, the waitress comes by and drops the check, which I make sure to grab quickly. I refuse to let Emmy even think about paying. Taking a sip of my drink, I find her staring at me with a look I can’t figure out.

      “What’s up, Em?”

      “Nothing, just thinking about something my mom said to me yesterday.”

      “Oh yeah? Care to share?”

      “Not yet.” Emmy winks at me and pops her last fry into her mouth.

      “Ready to get going, babe?” I ask, finishing my drink.

      “Yeah, I am.”

      Leaving a couple twenties with the check, I guide her from the restaurant. When we make it to my truck, I pin her against the tailgate, kissing her gently while my arms cage her in.

      “I really like you, Emerson Reese,” I whisper against her soft lips.

      “I really like you too, Levi Jackson. Thank you for dinner.”

      “My pleasure.”

      Gently kissing her forehead, I step back so she can get into the truck. After shutting her door, I get in and look over at her.

      “Ready?” I ask, and her eyes close for a moment. Opening them, she trains them on me and bites her bottom lip.

      “Yeah, I think I am.”

      I know she means more than the drive back to my place, and I grin as I take us home.

      Home. I like the sound of that.
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      The drive back to Levi’s is silent. He’s holding my hand in his lap, his thumb slowly brushing the back, and my nerves begin to kick in. Looking over at him, my heart races. I know that at some point tonight we’re going to be making love. Levi is beautiful, inside and out. He’s gorgeous, and he’s so strong, I can’t imagine disappointing him. I’ve had sex, and I know what to do—I’m not an idiot—but I’m anxious.

      I’m suddenly self-conscious. I don’t have a toned stomach, like I’m sure he does. I don’t work out daily, just run a couple days a week. I don’t compare to him even the slightest.

      Fuck, maybe this isn’t a good idea.

      When we arrive at his house ten minutes later, I’m completely ready to bail. When he kills the engine, I grab my purse and hop down, avoiding his stare.

      “Em?”

      I stride up to his front door, and he comes up behind me to unlock it. His cologne washes over me and I close my eyes. He pushes the door open and we step inside, and I start thinking of ways to get out of this. Tears are brimming in my eyes and before I can think of an idea or a good lie, Levi is pulling on my arm to turn me to face him.

      “Hey, what’s this? Emmy, baby, talk to me.” Levi’s eyes are filled with concern and his rough hands grip my face, forcing me to look at him.

      “Nothing, I’m fine. Just tired. Can we take a rain check?”

      “Please, Emmy. What’s the matter? Did I do something wrong?”

      “No, it’s me. I’m sorry, I’m acting like an idiot.”

      Levi smiles at me and leans down to pick me up, my legs going around his waist. He carries me over to the couch and sits down with me still in his lap. Gently brushing a stray tear off my cheek, he covers it with a kiss.

      “Talk to me,” he whispers. “I’m never gonna pressure you into something you aren’t ready for, but I need you to always be honest with me. What’s wrong?”

      Taking a deep breath, I lean back to meet his eyes.

      “You’re perfect, Levi. Amazing father, gorgeous, smart, funny. You’re in amazing shape, you own a business. And then there’s me. Plain old Emerson. I’m nothing special. I pale in comparison to you, Levi. I just want to be worthy of you.”

      “Oh, Em. Jesus, baby, you are. You’re worthy of far beyond what I’ll ever be able to give you. Your beauty is so much more than your looks. You have no idea how special you are. You’re fucking beautiful, and every time I see you, you take my breath away. Your heart is bigger than anybody’s I know. The way you care about my daughter… Em, you have no idea the power you hold over me.”

      Levi is holding my gaze and I can’t look away. I know he’s a man of truth and would never lie to me, so I know that’s how he really feels. This man, in a matter of seconds, made me feel more wanted and beautiful than I ever have before.

      No going back now.

      “Okay,” I whisper, leaning forward to kiss him.

      One of his hands cradles the back of my head as he deepens the kiss, sweeping his tongue into my mouth. His touch is quickly setting my skin on fire, and in a matter of minutes my hips start grinding against his. He groans into my mouth and tears his lips from mine.

      “Do you want to take this upstairs?” he asks, eyes on mine.

      “Yes, I do,” I confess.

      No further words are needed as he sweeps me into his arms and throws me over his shoulder. Laughing, I try to wriggle my way off him, but he just swats me on the ass and chuckles, continuing his way upstairs. By the time we reach his bedroom, I can’t stop laughing, and he tosses me onto his bed. Climbing up next to me, he rests his elbows by my shoulders and lowers himself on top of me.

      Opening my legs, I make space for his hips to settle with mine and moan quietly when his erection presses against me. His weight pushes me into the mattress, and I’m completely gone. Wrapping my legs tightly around his waist, I use it as leverage to rock my hips against his. He groans into my mouth and pulls back, staring down at me with hooded eyes.

      “Emmy.”

      Reaching up, I pull the beanie off his head and toss it across the room, running my fingers through his hair. Levi lowers his mouth to my neck, one hand pushing my shirt up. He rises to his knees, straddling my legs, and with my help pulls my shirt over my head. My chest heaves up and down as I struggle to catch my breath. His hands move to the front of my bra, unclasping it in seconds and pushing it away, baring my breasts to him.

      “Fucking perfect,” he growls, dropping his head to one of my nipples and taking it into his mouth. My back arches against his ministrations, and I clasp the back of his head. Shamelessly, I grind myself against one of his legs, needing the friction, the ache between my legs becoming unbearable.

      “Levi,” I gasp, free hand fisting the blankets below me. He doesn’t answer me but sits back up, undoing the button on my jeans. Before I can react, he’s yanking my pants down, leaving me lying there in just my lace panties, clearly soaked in my arousal. He loops his fingers under the band and pulls them off me.

      “Fuck,” he groans, running a hand down my body, stopping just short of where I need him most. Something about being completely naked in front of him while he’s still fully clothed has heightened my arousal, and I spread myself for him, needing him to do something.

      Anything.

      “Yeah, that’s it, baby. Show me that sexy body. What do you need?”

      “You,” I mumble, eyes falling closed when he grips my knees, pushing my legs open even wider. “I just need you.”

      I don’t see but feel his mouth close over where I need him most. My eyes spring open and my entire body goes stiff. I try to push him away but his large hands hold me down, and I surrender to the pleasure quickly overtaking my body. His mouth makes me dizzy, leaving me panting and crying out, mumbling incoherent words. He reaches up to tweak one of my stiff nipples, twisting the peak between his rough fingers. The other hand finds my opening and he slowly begins to enter me, my mouth dropping open on a silent scream.

      He growls against my center, and the vibrations are almost my undoing. He adds a second finger and begins pumping them both in and out, his wicked tongue continuing its torture on my swollen clit.

      “Levi….”

      His mouth leaves me and he sits up, staring down at me, biting his bottom lip. His fingers never stop their movement, his thumb pushing down on my clit.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I throw my head back onto the pillows, moaning his name as I come. And fuck, I come so hard my entire body tingles with the pleasure. He doesn’t stop wringing my release out of me until I’m lying in a boneless heap.

      “Watching you come apart is the sexiest fucking thing I have ever seen.”

      Ripping his shirt off, I finally come face-to-face with his bare torso, and I swear my mouth waters at the sight of him. His toned chest, his rippling arms, and yeah, that stupid V. He’s beautiful. And he’s all mine.

      Getting up onto my hands and knees, I move to the end of the bed where he’s standing and kneel in front of him.

      Levi looks down at me and I smile, knowing I get to have my fun now. Reaching up, I place a kiss over the pink and white lily tattooed across his chest, my lips trailing down his toned abs, not missing the way the muscles jump under my touch. I don’t move my lips from his skin as I fumble with the button on his jean. Finally, I get it open and pull the zipper down, careful of the bulge pressing behind it.

      “Em,” he grunts, his head falling back onto his shoulders. Pushing his jeans down his hips, I leave his underwear in place, the material in the front damp. Looking up, I keep my eyes on him as I grip the band and pull them down his hips, his erection springing out.

      Holy hell.

      Levi must see my eyes widen, because he chuckles and pulls away from my touch, completely shucking the clothes from his body. Stepping over to the nightstand, he grabs a condom and pushes me back down onto the bed. He settles himself atop me once more, and I can’t help the words that fall from my mouth.

      “Is that even going to fit?”

      Levi throws his head back and barks out a laugh, unable to contain himself.

      “Oh, Em, baby, you kill me. Trust me, it’s gonna fit.”

      “Well, I’m sorry. I don’t normally sleep with guys packing a twelve-inch dick. That monster is going to hurt.”

      He laughs even harder at me and then buries his face in my neck.

      “First off, it’s more like eight. And yes, it’s going to hurt you. It’s going to hurt you so fucking good. I promise.”

      His heated words have me ready for him in no time, and he leans back to rip the condom open and roll it down his shaft.

      “Mmm. Have at it, handsome.”

      Levi’s grin widens and he cradles me in his arms, shifting us around until he’s holding himself at my opening. My eyes shut when the head pushes inside. His hand grips my face and I open my eyes, looking directly into his as he thrusts inside, our eyes locked as we come together.

      “Levi.”

      “Baby. Fuck me, you feel so good.”

      Slowly he begins moving in and out of me, stretching me and filling me so perfectly. I grip his back tightly, feeling the muscles shifting under my hands as he moves. He takes my mouth in a passionate kiss, tongue sliding along mine as he picks up the pace. Pushing up onto his hands for better leverage, he begins moving impossibly faster, the base of his cock rubbing my clit, causing sparks of pleasure to shoot through me.

      “Levi, I can’t. Not again,” I break off, moaning loudly. He pushes up to his knees and grabs my legs, throwing them over his arms and sliding me down so my ass is resting on his thighs. He wraps my legs around his lower back and grips my hips.

      “You can. Just feel, Em. Let me take you there. Your pussy is so fucking tight right now. It wants to come again, and this time you’re gonna take me with you.”

      Levi’s eyes lock on where we’re connected, watching himself slide in and out of me. I look down and the sight is so erotic that I fall back against the bed, legs beginning to shake.

      “That’s it, Em. Don’t fight it. Let me make you feel good. Fuck, yeah.”

      He releases one of my legs and flattens his hand over my lower belly, his thumb rubbing fast circles on my clit. Biting my lower lip, I tighten my legs around him and reach up to grab the pillow, panting his name.

      “Emmy. Come, baby.”

      And God, do I. This orgasm is even more intense than my first, and I register him slamming into me harder, hearing the harsh groan that tears from his chest as he finds his own release.

      Dropping my legs, he moves back to me, gathering me in his arms as we try to catch our breath. His lips find mine in a scorching kiss, and I run my hands up and down his sweaty back.

      “Jesus,” he mutters against my lips.

      “What?”

      “I just came so hard I think my eyes crossed.”

      I burst out laughing, his own chuckles joining mine. Carefully pulling out, he rolls onto his side, taking me with him. Levi cups my face and kisses the end of my nose. “You want to take a shower?”

      “Yeah, I think I do. I hope you have conditioner though. Otherwise I’ll never get the knots out of my hair.”

      Levi gets up off the bed and disposes of the condom. I hear him start the water in the bathroom and come back into the bedroom. I take his hand and he helps me off the bed. Leaning down, he palms my sensitive breasts, thumbs rolling over my nipples.

      “Who said anything about needing to wash your hair?”

      Grinning wickedly, he carries me into the bathroom. True to his word, I have no reason to wash my hair in there. And when we finally emerge, wrapped in towels and unable to keep our hands off each other, I know there is no thinking about it.

      My mom was right. One hundred percent.
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        * * *

      

      Waking up slowly, my eyes find the most handsome face sound asleep next to me. Lying there quietly, I take in the peaceful look on Levi’s face. Last night was absolutely amazing. After we finished in the shower, we went downstairs to watch a movie and FaceTimed Lily to say good night to her. Something about that sweet little face. I may not know exactly where my feelings for Levi are going, but I am one hundred percent completely head over heels in love with Lily. It’s hard not to be. As much as I adore her father and enjoy being with him, I’m looking forward to the next time I get to spend time with her.

      As carefully as I can manage, I climb from the bed and pick up Levi’s discarded shirt from last night, slipping it over my head as I sneak down to the kitchen. Taking a quick look around, I spy a coffeemaker and immediately start brewing a pot. Poking my head into the fridge and cabinets, I decide on omelets and bacon, shutting the door to the fridge with my hip.

      Twenty minutes later, I’m placing everything on his small kitchen table. Satisfied with how it looks, I tiptoe into the bedroom, finding the bed empty. Raising an eyebrow, I notice the bathroom door shut.

      Well crap.

      Levi steps from the bathroom a second later, and yes, I swoon. I swoon really fucking hard. He’s in just a towel wrapped around his lean waist, water sparkling on his bare chest. His damp hair is in his face, and I can’t help biting my bottom lip.

      “Like what you see, sweetheart?” he quips, leaning over for a quick kiss, then opens the drawers of his dresser.

      “Maybe I do.”

      He’s in sweats and a tee in just a few moments, and when I finally tear my eyes from him, I remember breakfast.

      “Oh, I have a surprise for you.”

      “Yeah? Does it involve what we were doing last night?” Levi swaggers over to me and pulls me into his body, a strong arm wrapping around my waist. “By the way, my shirt looks fucking hot as hell on this sinful little body.”

      “No, it doesn’t have to do with that, actually.” Turning him around, I stand behind him and reach up on tiptoes to cover his eyes. I walk us out his bedroom door and he chuckles.

      “You gonna help me down the stairs blind?”

      “Oh, shit. No, I’m sorry. I totally forgot.”

      “No worries. I won’t peek, I promise, Em.”

      But as soon as we hit the first-floor landing, he groans loudly.

      “Woman, did you make me bacon? Fuck, I think I just fell in love.”

      Laughing, I kiss him on the cheek and pull him into the kitchen. I go to take a seat at the table but he grabs me, lifting me until my legs wrap around his waist.

      “You made me breakfast?” he asks, leaning his forehead against mine.

      “Yeah. Is that okay with you?”

      “It’s more than okay with me. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Now eat before it gets cold.”

      Dropping a soft kiss to my lips, Levi puts me down and holds a chair out for me, waiting until I’m settled before he sits next to me.

      “So, what’s the special occasion?” he asks, grabbing the plate loaded with bacon.

      “No reason, I just wanted to do something nice for you.”

      “Feel free to do it more often, babe.”

      Blushing, I dig into my own food. Pouring us both some coffee, I hear my phone start ringing from my purse on the counter. Levi smiles, so I excuse myself to answer the phone.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Em.”

      “Hey, Dad. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing much. Listen, honey, I was way out of line the other day, and I need to apologize to you.”

      “No, Dad, it’s okay, you don’t have to—”

      “No, Em. It’s not okay.”

      Biting my lower lip, I lean my back against the counter, watching Levi out of the corner of my eye.

      “Dad….”

      “Listen to me. You’re a grown woman, and if you’re really serious about this guy, then know you have me in your corner no matter what. And if you’re ready to start thinking about being a mother, we support you. And you’d make one hell of a mom, Emmy girl.”

      Tears burn my eyes at his words, and I fight to bite them back.

      “Daddy.”

      “I love you, baby. You’re my entire world, and I need you to forgive me.”

      “You know I do, Daddy. I always do. And thank you.”

      A few tears betray me and fall down my cheeks. Levi’s brow furrows and he comes to stand in front of me.

      “Em, can I ask you something?” my dad asks.

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you love him?”

      I look up at Levi and he bends over to kiss the tears away, smiling.

      “Yeah, Daddy. I think I do,” I whisper, knowing the man in front of me has no idea what I’ve just said. But the words couldn’t have been truer.

      I’m just not sure what to do now.
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      Pulling into my parents’ driveway, I can’t get rid of the stupid grin on my face. I’m looking forward to having Lily back, but I also miss Emmy. She left my place about a half hour ago, and even though I know I’ll see her tomorrow, it’s already been too long.

      After she got off the phone with her dad, she told me all about the conversation she had with him, and while I was slightly annoyed, I also understand completely. I have a little girl too. I’m in the same shoes as him, and I’m sure I would react the same. I gotta say though, hearing how she defended my baby to him, I was stunned. I knew she liked Lily, but after hearing her talk about how important my little girl is to her, my heart is completely full.

      Climbing from my truck, I’ve just shut the door when I hear the most beautiful sound in the entire world: Lily screeching and running across the front yard to me.

      “Daddy, you’re here!”

      Laughing, I drop to my knees and scoop her into my arms, covering her sweet face in sloppy wet kisses.

      “Hey, baby girl. I missed you! You have a good weekend with Nana and Papa?”

      “Yes, Daddy. We stayed up till ten firty, and then Nana made us go to sleep. We had waffles for breakfast too!” Lily’s blue eyes are sparkling above her huge smile.

      “I’m so glad, baby. Let’s go inside, okay?”

      Jumping off my lap, she goes racing back to the front porch where my parents are sitting. Jogging over, I step onto the porch, leaning down to kiss Mom on the cheek.

      “Waffles, huh? She seems wound up.”

      “That’s your brother’s doing,” Dad says, offering me a cup of coffee from the pot sitting on the table in front of them. I take it and sit down next to them.

      “What did Cade do now?”

      “Oh, nothing bad. We were just up early this morning finishing the bathroom, and he’s had Lily going since then. You know how much she loves him.”

      “Yeah, he’s a pain in the ass.”

      “How was your date with Emerson?” Mom asks, leaning over to pat my leg.

      “It was real good, Momma. Went out for dinner, spent the night together. And that’s all I’m gonna tell you.”

      “Oh please, like I don’t know all my children are having sex.”

      “Mom, please stop. I can’t discuss my sex life with you.”

      Dad roars with laughter, clapping me on the back.

      “I’m kidding, Levi. Trust me, I don’t need all the sordid details. I’m glad you had a nice time though. This Emerson, she’s a nice girl?”

      “She’s the best. Really. I’m consumed with her. Is that crazy?”

      “No, it’s not. Love is always all-consuming and fast.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I look at my mom with surprise.

      “Love? It’s a little fast for that, don’t you think?”

      “No, I don’t.” Smiling at me, she stands up to take mine and Dad’s empty coffee mugs inside, leaving me alone with my father.

      “I’m happy for you, son,” he says, looking past me to watch Lily playing in the yard.

      “Thanks.” I shut my mouth and turn to watch my daughter, thoughts filling my head.

      Fuck. I think I might actually be in love with Emmy.
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        * * *

      

      “Daddy, come on! I wanna go see Miss Emmy!” Holding my hand tight, Lily drags us out the front door to my truck. It’s eight thirty on Monday morning: time to head over to Em’s apartment to help her move. Lily has been bouncing off the walls, so excited about the present she made for Emmy’s new house. I’m a bundle of nerves over having to meet her father, knowing he probably isn’t my biggest fan. Lifting Lily into the truck, my smile grows when she wraps her tiny arms around my neck and hugs me.

      “I love you, Daddy,” she whispers, kissing me on the cheek.

      “Love you more, Lily bug.”

      Giggling, she sits back so I can strap her in. I climb into the truck, hitting the onboard navigation to my recent calls. Hitting my girl’s name, we listen to the phone ring and within a few moments, she answers.

      “Hey.”

      “Miss Emmy!” Lily squeals from the back seat.

      “Hi, sweetie pie! I can’t wait to see your face today.”

      More giggling. “Miss Emmy, you gonna see all of me, not just my face!”

      Em starts cracking up, but I can hear a commotion behind her.

      “What’s going on, babe?” I ask, straining to hear what’s happening.

      “Sorry, just my jerk neighbor. Dad and I moved some of my stuff into the hallway to give us space and he’s being an asshole. No biggie, I’m just glad to be moving. Are you guys on your way?”

      “Yeah, we’re leaving now. See you soon, Em.”

      “Drive safe, Levi.”

      “Bye, Miss Emmy!”

      Ending the call, I throw my truck into Reverse and back out of my driveway. The whole way there, Lily can’t stop chattering and holding up the present she has for Emmy. My daughter’s excitement is infectious, and by the time we pull into the apartment complex, I no longer feel weird about meeting her dad. I’ll just have to talk to him about my intentions and prove to him that his daughter is in good hands.

      And she is. Emerson Reese is safe with me.

      Turning into the apartment complex fifteen minutes later, I pull my truck into the closest spot I can find. Emmy’s car is parked only a few spaces down, so I figure it’s good enough. Unbuckling Lily, I pull her down from the cab and toss her onto my shoulders. Laughing, she wraps her arms under my neck to hang on, effectively choking me like she always does.

      Bouncing up the stairs, I reach Emmy’s floor and hear shouting and cursing. My senses on high alert, I walk us around the corner to find some dickbag flailing his arms around, shouting at Emmy, her arms crossed over her chest.

      “I said to move this shit, bitch!”

      “Hey!” Pulling Lily from my shoulders, I move her behind me and stride over to the prick.

      “Wasn’t talking to you, asshole,” he retorts, turning back to Emmy.

      “Don’t fucking care. Watch how you speak to my girlfriend and get the fuck away from her. Now.” I tower over him, but he doesn’t care. I can smell the alcohol on his breath, so this is no doubt the drunk of the building.

      “Screw you, buddy. I live here too, and I don’t want to be tripping over her shit.”

      “I get the feeling those Budweisers you’ve been drinking since noon yesterday help with your issues walking. I won’t ask again, pal. Back the hell off before we have a real issue.”

      Scoffing, he flips us off and turns around, falling over himself as he bangs up the stairs, cursing us the whole time.

      “Jerk,” Emmy mutters with a shake of her head.

      “You okay?” I ask, tipping her face up to mine.

      She nods. “Yeah, I’m fine. Glad to get out of here.”

      “Trust me, the feeling is mutual.”

      Emmy smiles and leans up on her tiptoes to kiss me.

      “I missed you,” she whispers, blushing at her admission.

      “Missed you more, baby. Let’s get you moved, okay?”

      Another nod and she moves around me to go see Lily. Looking back over my shoulder, I watch her pick up Lily and fold her into her arms. It must have been the anger in my voice, but I completely terrified my daughter.

      “Oh, Lily bug. I’m so sorry, baby girl.” Pulling her out of Emmy’s arms, I hold her to my chest, my large hand cradling her head to my chest.

      “Why are you so mad, Daddy?” she whispers, curling her little hand around my fingers.

      “I’m not mad, Lily. That man was being mean to Emmy, I wanted him to leave her alone. I’m sorry, baby.” Pressing a soft kiss to her forehead, I give her my biggest smile.

      “Okay,” she mumbles, turning to Emmy while still in my arms. “Let’s go pack, Miss Emmy.”

      Emmy holds out her arms and I hand Lily to her, shoving my hands into my front pockets while I let my head droop between my shoulders. I just scared my own daughter. I never raise my voice in front of her, not wanting her growing up around anger and bullshit.

      Motherfucker. Way to go, Jackson.

      Strolling in behind them, I watch Emmy take Lily over to the couch, sitting her down. Emmy grabs her a huge coloring book and a box of crayons. Clapping in excitement, Lily busies herself with a picture and Emmy comes over to me, taking my hand to pull me into the hallway.

      “Thank you,” she says quietly, her arms coming around my neck to hug me.

      Burying my face into her neck, I hold her tight, breathing in her sweet scent.

      “For what?”

      “That asshole. Dad went to get me a couple extra boxes, so I was on my own with him.”

      “It’s my job to take care of you, so don’t thank me for that, Em. I just wish my daughter didn’t have to see that.”

      “She’ll be okay, Levi. She’s little and doesn’t understand anger.”

      Nodding against her, I pull away to kiss her, resting my forehead on hers.

      “Em—”

      “Got you three more boxes, sweetheart.”

      Emmy pulls away and I turn around, finding myself face-to-face with her father. He’s tall, almost my height, with Emmy’s blue eyes and a smirk on his face.

      Dropping the cardboard he has under his arm, he holds out a hand to me.

      “You must be Levi. I’m Elliott Reese. It’s a pleasure to meet you, son.”

      Gripping tightly, we shake and I see Emmy beaming.

      “Levi Jackson. It’s great to meet you, sir.”

      Slapping me on the shoulder, Elliott bends down to pick up the flattened boxes, handing me one of them. With a wink over my shoulder, I follow him into the apartment, leaving Emmy behind with a smile on her beautiful face.

      Well, we got that out of the way real quick.
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        * * *

      

      "Knock it off, Levi. We still have work to get done," Emmy chastises me, bending over to grab another box off the floor.

      "God damn," I groan, watching her tight pants show off that toned ass I love so much.

      Looking up at me over her shoulder, she rolls her eyes and stands up, turning to face me.

      "What?"

      "Em, it's not my fault. Those pants are paper thin and look like they're made for you. I'm a guy, baby. It's what I do. My girlfriend has a fucking perfect ass. Sue me."

      "Jesus, Levi. My dad is in the other room. You've seen me in leggings, what’s wrong with you?"

      Swaggering forward, I pull the box from her arms and place it on the kitchen counter.

      "True, but now I've seen what you have underneath them. It's like having a perfect fucking steak for the first time. You make my mouth water, Em, and I'll never get enough of you."

      Slapping her hard on the ass, I kiss her reddening cheek and grab the box from where I placed it, whistling as I walk out to my truck.

      I'll pay for that later, I'm sure.

      And fuck, am I looking forward to it.

      It took almost all day, but all of Emmy’s stuff is in her new place. I was stoked to find that she only lives about five blocks from me, in a small rancher on a good street. I will definitely sleep better at night knowing she’s safe.

      I sit on the couch, Lily sharing the recliner with Emmy’s dad, and I have to say my daughter’s charm is growing on him. Elliott and Lily have been inseparable today, and she certainly enjoyed helping him move boxes.

      The couch shifts and Emmy sits next to me, a huge smile on her face.

      “Is there any way I could persuade you and Lily to stay for dinner with me and Dad?”

      Smiling, I lean over to her. “Give me a kiss and I’ll think about it.

      She laughs and presses her lips to mine, eyes closed. Her hand runs over my shoulders, pulling me closer to her.

      “You better stay, mister,” she mumbles against my mouth.

      “You know I will, Em.”

      Pulling away, I notice Lily watching us out of the corner of my eye.

      “Daddy and Miss Emmy, sittin in a tree!”

      Laughing, she runs over and hurls herself at us. Seeing Elliot take it all in, I lock eyes with him and note the slight nod of his head.

      He approves. Thank fuck.
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      How on earth have almost three months gone by? Maybe it’s the amount of fun I’ve been having. Levi and I have barely spent any time apart. My classes have started up again, so it’s been hectic, but it’s been no challenge fitting him and Lily into my free time. Every single day just has me falling harder and deeper for him. Being with Levi has changed me.

      No, he doesn’t know quite yet, but I’m hoping to get up the courage soon. It’s not so much the fear of being rejected that I’m worried about, it’s how much it will change things for us. I love Lily, and I love Levi. But what if he’s not in love yet? I know how much he cares about me, but if Levi isn’t ready for the next step, what would that mean for us? I don’t want to lose them, so until Levi makes that first move, I’m staying right where I am. It’s not just me I have to think about; I need to make sure that Lily is okay. I can cast my feelings aside for a little bit longer, so long as Lily doesn’t get hurt.

      That’s all I care about.

      Stepping from my bedroom, hair still wet from my shower, I look around my house to make sure it doesn’t need to be kidproofed. Tonight I’m having a sleepover with Lily, just us girls. It was my idea and Levi seemed excited for us. Lily though? That girl almost went through the roof. She started screaming about watching Trolls and painting our nails. I’m even gonna pull out my old air mattress and set it up in front of the television so we can camp out. Hell, I even made a stop at Target and got some new Barbies, and a huge princess blanket for us to sleep under. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t excited.

      Pulling my wet hair up into a bun, I hear my cell phone ring from the counter. Glancing over at it, I see it’s my mom.

      “Hey, Mom, what’s going on?”

      “Sweetheart, hi. I was calling to see if you and Levi had any plans this weekend.”

      “Nope, as far as I know we don’t. I have to pull a night shift at the hospital Friday night, a girl needed her shift covered. But we’re free other than that.”

      “Oh good. Dad and I were hoping to have you all over for dinner.”

      “Yeah, sounds good to me. I’ll double-check with Levi, but we should be fine.”

      “Awesome.”

      Smiling, I tuck my phone against my shoulder, reaching into the fridge for a water.

      “Can I make a request?”

      Mom chuckles. “Shoot, baby.”

      “Make your chicken parm. Please. I’m dying for it.”

      “You got it, Em. I gotta run to yoga, but we’ll chat later, okay? Have fun with Lily tonight. Give her a kiss for me.”

      “Okay, Mom. Love you.”

      “Love you more.”

      Ending the call, I put my phone back down and head down the small hallway, needing to get some laundry done. Levi is bringing Lily by around eleven, so I want to be ready.

      This is going to be an amazing day.
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        * * *

      

      “Levi, don’t worry about it. She’s four, my house can handle it.”

      They got here about twenty minutes ago and in her excitement, Lily knocked a glass off the table and spilled milk all over the floor. Grabbing the paper towels, I get the mess cleaned up while Levi paces next to me.

      “Emmy….”

      “Seriously, Levi. Chill. We’re gonna be fine. I can handle this, you know.”

      “Babe, I know. That’s not what I mean. I just don’t want her overwhelming you.”

      Standing from the now-clean floor, I make my way to the trash can to throw the dirty paper towels away. We’re alone in the kitchen, Lily looking over her new toys.

      “Levi, I want to have this time with her. I’ve been looking forward to it. I know you’re worried, but I got this, okay? Now really. Go home, relax, have a beer.”

      “Okay. But seriously, Em, any problems, call me. I’m more than happy to come slumber with my girls.”

      Shaking my head, I reach up to hug him, arms tight around his neck.

      “You smell good, baby,” he mumbles into my neck, breathing in deep.

      “You’re a weirdo.”

      “But I’m your weirdo.”

      With a soft kiss, and a huge hug to Lily, Levi is out the door, leaving us girls alone.

      Lily is in the center of my couch, surrounded by Barbies and their tiny clothes, using her brush to fix their hair.

      “All right, sweetie pie, it’s just you and me. You excited for the most super-fun sleepover ever?”

      Shrieking, she starts bouncing up and down.

      “Yes, Miss Emmy, yes!”

      “All right. So, we’re going to go to my favorite restaurant ever for lunch. Then I was thinking we could go to the park and play for a little while. How’s that sound?”

      “Will you go on the swings wiff me?”

      “Absolutely!”

      “Yay!”

      Laughing, I move around the back of the couch and plop down next to her, grabbing one of her dolls.

      “Miss Emmy?” Her voice is quiet and I look down at her sweet face.

      “Yes, sweetheart? And you don’t have to call me Miss Emmy. You can just call me Emmy. Or Em. Whichever you like best.”

      “Okay. Emmy. Can I ask you a question?”

      “You can ask me anything, Lily.”

      “Are you and my daddy gonna get married?”

      Oh hell.

      “Why do you ask?” I question, fidgeting with the Barbie in my hands.

      “Well, ’cause you and Daddy see each other all the time. And he likes you. And well, I don’t have a mommy, didja know? Maybe one day I’ll have a mommy.”

      “Well, Lily, I don’t know. I really like your daddy. And I also really like you too. But we’ll see. Who knows what can happen, okay? Just know that no matter what, I’m your friend. And I love you like crazy, okay?”

      “Okay.” Lily gives me a bright smile and turns back to her toys.

      Sitting on the couch next to her, I swallow down the lump in my throat. Such a sweet girl, and so young. No child should have to ask if they can have a parent. But this little girl was blessed with the most amazing father, who is more than enough for her. And one day, when she’s old enough to understand, she’ll know that. Lily may have been dealt a shitty hand when it came to her mother, but her father?

      Thank God for Levi is all I can say.
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        * * *

      

      “All right, Lily. You ready to swing, baby girl?”

      After grabbing some grilled cheeses for lunch at the diner, we’re heading across the street to the park. I promised Levi we’d call him after to fill him in on our day so far. He’s at the shop, working on a client’s outline, whatever that means.

      “Yes! Let’s go!”

      I hold tight to her hand as we cross the street, Lily laughing loudly the whole time. Once we safely reach the playground, she takes off running. I settle myself on a park bench, tucking my legs under me to get comfortable. There are only a couple other children playing, the weather cooler than I had planned for. I know she’s having fun and will hate having to leave in a bit, but I can just let slip that I have special ice cream in my freezer for us.

      Bribery. Always a good plan.

      Watching her play, blonde hair flowing everywhere, her sweet words run through my head. I need to talk to Levi. The past almost three months have been amazing, and I know if we work hard and continue down this road, we could have a beautiful future together. My earlier thoughts about waiting are gone, as there’s no reason to worry about Lily. She’s a tough kid, and I know Levi involving her in us wasn’t a decision he made lightly.

      Levi consumes me at every moment. We never go more than a few hours without talking, unless we’re asleep or at work. Or when I’m in class, but even then, I try and sneak a couple texts in here and there. Levi Jackson and his beautiful girl have completely thrown my world onto its side, and I wouldn’t change a thing about it.

      Hearing Lily yell to me, I get up from the bench and go over to the swing set, helping her climb onto one of the swings. When she’s comfy, I start pushing her gently, laughing at her excitement. When she has some momentum going, I step back and pull out my phone, taking a quick video of her that I can send to Levi in a little while.

      “Daddy is gonna love that video, Lily,” I tell her, shoving my phone into my back pocket.

      “I hope so.”

      “Oh, he will. I promise.”

      Sitting on the swing next to her, I swing back and forth gently. Only a few minutes pass and Lily grows bored, hopping from her swing and racing across the playground to the monkey bars.

      Standing up, I brush my jeans off. Ducking around the jungle gym, I come face-to-face with the worst nightmare of my life. The hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and my heart is racing.

      Lily’s not there.

      I take a deep breath and tell myself to calm down, she just ran to another spot. But after doing a full circle of the playground, I don’t see her.

      “Lily! This isn’t funny, baby!”

      Running back to the monkey bars, I’m on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Holy shit, she’s gone. What the fuck?Pulling my phone from my pocket, my fingers hover over the screen, hysterics setting in.

      “Emmy!”

      It’s the most earth-shattering scream, and I whip around, frantic eyes searching everywhere.

      Nothing. She’s nowhere.

      Where is she?

      Stumbling around the jungle gym, I look around in terror. And then I see her. Just on the edge of the playground is a man dressed in all black, baseball hat pulled down low. He has a grip on Lily’s arm, but she’s struggling against him, crying and yelling.

      “Lily!”

      Taking off at a dead sprint, my legs take me as fast as I can to them. This man could have a gun, he could be a danger to her life, and yet I don’t care. Nothing is stopping me from getting to her. When the man notices me, he tries harder to get control of Lily, but she fights him even more, screaming at the top of her lungs.

      “Let her go! Lily! Stop! Please, no!”

      One of the families takes notice, and the father rushes over to help. Mere feet from them, the man shoves Lily, taking off at a run when he realizes so many people have seen him. Tears start running down my face when I get to Lily, who immediately hurls herself into my arms, shaking like a leaf.

      “Oh, Lily! Oh my God, baby girl. Are you okay? Does anything hurt? I’m so sorry.” Holding her in front of me, I look her over, chest heaving up and down with my cries. “Let me see you. Oh, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry, sweetheart. Oh, Lily.”

      “Ma’am, my wife called the police. Are you both okay?” The father who came to our aid is crouched next to me, concern all over his face.

      Nodding, I swipe at the tears and stand up, carrying Lily over to a bench, trying to calm her down. She’s hysterical, and my shirt is soaked from her tears.

      In minutes, the area is filled with the sound of wailing sirens, and I try to gain control of myself before dealing with cops. My stomach turns when I realize I need to call Levi. He’s going to be so angry at me. Screw maybe being in love with me, he’s not going to want anything to do with me after today. I have completely fucked up.

      Holding Lily tight, I pull out my phone, hands shaking. Shushing Lily, I hold the phone to my ear and brace myself, tears burning.

      “Hey, baby,” Levi answers, his voice loud and cheerful.

      “Levi.” I can’t bring myself to say the words.

      “Em, you okay?”

      “No,” I whisper, a soft sob breaking from my chest.

      “What is it, baby? You’re scaring me.”

      “We need you, Levi. Please.”

      “I’m coming now, Em. Where are you? Is Lily okay? Fuck, baby, what happened?”

      “We’re at the park downtown. Levi, I….”

      “I’m coming, baby. Just hold on, okay?”

      The call ends and I cry, the screen going dark again.

      “I love you,” I whisper, knowing this is the end of us.

      It has to be.
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      “Cade!” I shout, ripping my latex gloves off. Muttering a half-assed apology to my client, I shove my cell into my pocket and rush out to the main room. Grabbing my keys, I’m pulling on my sweatshirt when he comes flying out of his own room, holding an unopened package with a fresh needle in it.

      “What? Everything okay, man?”

      “No. No, everything is not okay. Emmy called and something happened.”

      Cade’s eyes widen in shock and he pulls off his glasses.

      “Lily?”

      Shaking my head, I rein in my anxiety and pinch the bridge of my nose.

      “I don’t know. Emmy called me crying, said they needed me. I don’t know, they’re at the park downtown. Can you have Syd reschedule the guy when she gets back from lunch? I’ll call you.”

      Without waiting for an answer, I run out to my truck, turning the key and flooring it out of there. Our shop is only about five miles from where they are, but I hit every red light. Every stop sign has a wait. When I get about a mile from the park, I watch cruisers go racing past me, sirens blaring. My stomach begins to roll, nausea threatening to erupt.

      Please let my girls be okay.

      Not bothering to give a shit, I drive straight through the red light in front of me. As I close in on the park, I pull my truck to the side of the road, trying to see through the madness. One ambulance is parked at the opening, and there are police officers everywhere. Stumbling from my vehicle, I race toward the crowd.

      “Emmy!”

      An officer steps in front of me, placing a hand to my chest.

      “Sir, we aren’t letting people through. You need to step back.”

      “No, my girlfriend called, said they were here and needed me. Please, what happened?”

      Looking down at a small notepad, he looks me over and sighs.

      “Are you Levi Jackson?”

      Holy fuck.

      “Yeah, that’s me.”

      “Follow me.”

      Walking behind him, my heart starts racing. I have no idea why they’re being so secretive, unless something really awful has happened. He takes me around the back of a cruiser and then I hear it.

      “Daddy!”

      I almost pass out when I turn around and Lily is flying into my arms, her face red, hair wet and matted from her tears. Scooping her into my arms, I bury my face in her tangled hair and take a deep breath, thanking God and whoever else can hear my thoughts.

      “Oh, baby, what happened? Are you okay?”

      She shakes her head against me and I gently shush her, squeezing her as tight as I can without hurting her. Looking at the officer, I see Emmy sitting on the step of the ambulance, clutching a handful of tissues to her chest.

      Fuck. They’re both okay.

      I try to get her to come over but she ignores me. Now I’m really freaking out. What the hell is going on?

      “What happened? I need answers, Officer. Why is my daughter so terrified?”

      “Mr. Jackson, there was an incident a little while ago. Your daughter was the victim of an attempted kidnapping. Ms. Reese scared the perp off, and we’ve now opened a full investigation.” Tucking the small notebook into his breast pocket, he excuses himself for a moment.

      Looking down at Lily, I hate the tears burning in my eyes, but Jesus Christ. Who would try to take my child? And Emmy saved her? Holy shit.

      “Oh, Lily. I’m so sorry I wasn’t here, baby. Are you hurt?”

      Lifting her head from my neck, she nods, pointing to her arm. Fury rises in me when I see the giant purple bruise in the shape of a hand. I gently run my finger over it, placing a soft kiss to the sore skin.

      “Daddy’s got you, okay? You’re safe now, Lily bug.”

      “Emmy got me, Daddy. Emmy ran after me and saved me from the mean man.”

      “I know. Emmy is so brave and strong. Let’s go tell her, okay?”

      Lily nods and I shift her around so she’s settled on my hip, making it easier to walk with her. Carefully I walk us over to the ambulance where Emmy is sitting. Coming to stand in front of her, I can see how hard she’s shaking, and her eyes are red and swollen. I reach a hand out to her but she flinches, avoiding eye contact with me.

      “Em, come here.”

      Shaking her head, she hiccups through her tears, and I exhale loudly. Keeping Lily tight against me, I reach out and grab her shaking hand. When I have a tight enough grip, I pull on her and she gives up the fight, standing up and falling into my chest.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispers, fisting my shirt in her free hand.

      “Stop it, baby. It wasn’t your fault. Shh, it’s okay. I got you.”

      Wrapping my arm securely around her shoulders, I lock her and Lily tight in my embrace, keeping my girls safe in my arms.

      “It wasn’t your fault, Em. I’m not angry with you. I don’t blame you.”

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell her how much I love her. If at any moment before today I wasn’t confident about my feelings, I am now. She’s completely devastated and torn up over something that happened to my child, and she protected her.

      I love her.

      God, how can she even think for a second that I’d be angry with her?
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        * * *

      

      “Mr. Jackson, we understand the frustration. This investigation is not closed, but as we have zero leads to go on and very few pieces of evidence, there is nothing more to be done at the moment.”

      I can tell the detective in front of us feels bad, but I don’t care. I want to know who the fuck tried to come after Lily, and I want to know right the hell now. Emmy is upstairs with Lily giving her a bath, keeping her distracted from the events of today.

      Once Emmy calmed down enough, she was able to give a more detailed account of what happened. Now we’re home, trying to figure out the next step. It’s only been seven hours since the attempt, but I know what this guy is telling me.

      No evidence.

      Nothing they can do.

      Basically it’s over.

      Well, fuck that.

      After talking a few minutes more, I walk him to the front door. Closing it behind me, I lock the deadbolt and turn to head upstairs, finding Emmy standing behind me.

      “Hey, sweetheart. How are you doing?”

      “I’m okay. How are you doing?”

      Shrugging, I walk past her to the kitchen, opening a cabinet to grab the can of coffee. After setting a pot to brew, I turn to lean back against the counter. Emmy is just looking at me, arms crossed over her chest.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Someone tried to kidnap my daughter. They left bruises on her tiny arm. Yes, Emmy, I’m perfectly fucking fine.”

      When she doesn’t answer, I turn away from her, ashamed at how I just snapped. But in seconds, her arms are circling my waist from behind and her head drops to my back.

      “I’m sorry, baby,” I whisper, gripping her hands in mine.

      “Don’t be.”

      “Where’s Lily?”

      “Asleep. She asked me to read her a story after her bath and she fell asleep before the end. She’s safe in her bed.”

      “Thanks to you, Em.”

      Turning around, I circle her waist with my arms, pulling her flush to my body. Tucking a loose strand of her soft hair behind an ear, I give her a small smile.

      “Of course, Levi.”

      Her voice is quiet and I can tell the events from today still have her shaken up, so I bend down and grab her just under the ass, lifting her so I can carry her over to the couch. When I sit us down, Emmy stays on my lap, wrapping her arms around my neck and rests her head on my shoulder.

      “What’s wrong?” I mutter against her hair, burying my face into the softness of it.

      “Nothing.”

      Not wanting to upset her any further, I hold her tighter and settle back against the cushions, making myself comfortable. She sniffles against my skin, and that’s it for me. Pulling her from my chest, I force her to sit up, heart clenching when I see the tears, how upset she is.

      “Em, what is this? Baby, I get it. I thought I was gonna pass out when I got to the park, but she’s safe. You kept Lily safe, so why the tears? Did something else happen?”

      I brush at her tears, but more quickly replace them.

      “Levi….” Her blue eyes, red-rimmed and swollen, meet mine.

      “Em.”

      “I love you,” she whispers. Her entire body is trembling as she leans forward to kiss me, her touch hard and insistent.

      My hands tangle in her hair and I pull her back, looking deep into her eyes.

      “You what?”

      “I love you, Levi. I love you more than anything else in this world, except maybe Lily. I just wish I had been enough for you both.” Emmy’s eyes fill with tears once more and she climbs from my lap, rushing out of the room. I’m left sitting in stunned silence, unsure of what to even do.

      She loves me? And what the hell does she mean, ‘had been enough’?

      I get my answer a moment later when I see her cross the kitchen, grabbing her purse.

      She’s leaving me.

      Standing up, I follow after her, preparing myself for a battle. No way in fucking hell is this girl walking away from me.

      Not. Fucking. Happening.
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      “What are you doing?” Purse in hand, I turn to find Levi behind me, hands on his hips.

      “I’m doing the right thing.”

      Slinging my purse over my shoulder, I prepare myself to walk past him, but when I step in front of him, he looks down at me.

      “The right thing for who, exactly?”

      “Don’t make this harder than it needs to be, Levi.”

      “Harder than it needs to be? You’re joking, right? You think you can drop a bombshell like being in love with me and I’ll just say goodbye like nothing? Fuck that, Em.”

      He’s angry. He should be. I completely fucked up.

      “I’m so sorry. I need to go. I should leave.”

      I can’t allow myself to make eye contact with him, knowing I won’t be able to keep my emotions in check when I walk away from him. But I don’t get more than a few feet away before he’s spinning me around and dragging me into my arms.

      “No.” His voice is gruff and his hold tightens.

      “Levi—”

      “You aren’t leaving. I can’t let you.”

      “You should hate me, Levi. I screwed up and put Lily’s life in danger.”

      “No.”

      Levi pulls away and lifts me so my legs go around his waist. Leaning my back against the wall, he takes my lips in a dizzying kiss, leaving me breathless.

      “You saved her life. You saved my baby, Emmy. You fucking kept her safe, so what other way can I thank you other than to spend the rest of my life loving you?”

      “Levi, I don’t….”

      “Emmy, please. Don’t do this.”

      His forehead drops to mine, and I can see his throat working to clear his emotions.

      “I’m so scared, Levi,” I whisper, tears clinging to my lashes and blurring my vision.

      “I know you are, Emmy. I know. But I’m scared too, baby.”

      “Of what?”

      Biting his bottom lip, he drops his head momentarily, and I allow a few tears to roll down my cheeks. Taking a deep breath, he lifts his head and trains those blue eyes on me.

      “I’m scared you’ll walk out the door and the best thing I’ve ever had will be gone.”

      I lose all control of my emotions and my face falls.

      “I love you, Emmy. I have loved you for what feels like forever, and I can’t let you end us before we even get our chance. I love you. Please don’t leave me. Don’t leave my little girl.”

      His words are thick with emotion, but they ring strong and true.

      “Levi.”

      “Please, baby. I love you so much.”

      Letting out a quiet sob, I lean forward and kiss him, devouring his mouth, completely addicted to his taste. How I ever thought I could leave this man, I’ll never know. In seconds, my tears are forgotten about; all that matters is how badly I need him. I’m not exactly in a position to dominate him so I start rocking my hips, deepening the kiss so my tongue brushes his.

      Levi groans against my lips, running his hands down my back to my ass. He grips me tight, shifting us so he can force my hips to rub against his erection.

      “Oh….”

      “Fuck, baby, the things you do to me. I need you, Em.”

      “Levi… now, please.”

      I’m panting as he moves his hips harder. We’re both in jeans, but the layers don’t matter. I’m minutes away from crashing into an orgasm, and I need him inside of me when I do.

      “Hang tight, babe.” Holding me tight, he races up the stairs as fast as he can manage, kicking his bedroom door shut behind him. Twisting the lock, he drops me down and swings to the nightstand to grab a condom. His nostrils flare when he turns around to see I shed my clothes, standing there in nothing but a lacy bra and its matching thong.

      “Motherfucker,” he mumbles, ripping his own shirt and pants off. The tattoos, the muscles, and God, his eyes—I’ll never get enough. Never breaking eye contact, he rips open the condom and sheaths his cock before striding forward. I bite down on my bottom lip when he reaches me.

      His rough hands run down my body, making goose bumps break out over me. Hooking his fingers into my panties, he rips them off me, chuckling to himself.

      “Proud, you caveman?”

      “Mmm. Yeah, I am.”

      Lifting me again, he braces me against the wall, his face buried in my neck.

      “I’m an asshole. I shouldn’t be taking you like this.”

      “Levi, I swear to God if you don’t get inside me now, I’m—”

      In one thrust, he bottoms out, and we both cry out in unison. His hips immediately start a brutal pace and I force myself to keep quiet, knowing his daughter is asleep just down the hall.

      “Fuck,” he grunts, breath coming in harsh pants.

      “Levi.”

      Every thrust he connects with my clit, and my body is thrumming with pleasure. He’s never been this rough with me, and I love it. He’s completely setting my body on fire as I clutch at his shoulders, nails biting into his skin.

      “Harder,” I sigh, my head falling back against the wall.

      “Em, fuck. I’m gonna….”

      His rough thumb starts rubbing my clit and my legs tighten around his waist, my entire body stiffening as I begin to climax.

      “I’m coming,” I moan, shaking through my orgasm, unable to keep my eyes open. Levi rests his head against my shoulder to muffle his groans, his hips punching forward. My body wrings his orgasm from him, his strong body trembling beneath my hands.

      We take a moment to catch our breath, sweaty foreheads pressed together. Not removing himself from me, he carries me over to the bed, lying down beneath me. I brace my hands against his chest and sit up so we’re chest to chest. He cups my tender breast through my bra, the material scraping over my stiff nipple.

      “Mmm. Do you have any idea how perfect you are?” Levi mumbles against my skin. His touch has me closing my eyes, my arms tight around his shoulders.

      “I’m nowhere near perfect.”

      “You’re perfect for me,” he whispers, kissing me softly.

      How could I not love this man?
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        * * *

      

      After another round of Levi working my body into a tizzy, we’ve come downstairs to get something to eat. The clock above the stove shows seven in the evening, but I’m so tired I have no idea how much longer I’ll be able to keep my eyes open. We’re sitting next to each other at the table eating boxed mac and cheese, Levi looking completely beat.

      “Em, I’m gonna head upstairs, get showered and stuff. I know it’s early, but I have to go to the shop in the morning and I need sleep. This has been such a shitshow of a day.”

      Leaning over, he drops a kiss to my lips and then takes his bowl to the sink.

      Watching his back, I can’t believe what he just said.

      “Levi, you have to be kidding me.”

      “What?”

      “You’re going into work tomorrow?” Rising from the table, I carry my own dishes into the kitchen, standing next to him.

      “Yeah, I need to finish my work from today. It won’t take but a few hours.”

      “Your client can wait. You should be home.”

      Levi turns around, annoyance all over his face.

      “Em, it’s my job. Today was awful. I don’t know that I’m ever going to sleep the same, or rest until they find out who did this, but I need to work. I have bills, and this is a huge piece. It’s going to make me enough money to finally have a decent savings account.”

      “And that’s wonderful, Levi. Really. But the guy should understand that your daughter is more important. Lily needs you.”

      “I’m not doing this right now.” His voice is tight and he starts to leave the room, but I can’t keep my big mouth shut.

      “Lily needs you, Levi. Don’t put your work ahead of that little girl.”

      Turning toward me, he looks livid. So angry that for a moment I’m tempted to just tuck my tail and run for my life. I know he’d never hurt me, but I totally fucked this up.

      “Don’t you ever imply that my daughter is not my priority.”

      “Levi, I didn’t mean—”

      “Stop talking, Em. Stop.I am the only person who has stepped up and taken care of her. While her mother was out fucking any person who would stick a needle in her, I was working my ass off to make something out of myself so my daughter would be proud of me. If I could just ‘take off work,’ I would, but life isn’t that easy.”

      “I took the rest of the week off,” I whisper, eyes filling with tears.

      “Well, I didn’t fucking ask you to do that, did I? It’s not like you’re her mother.”

      He may as well have slapped me across the face. It would’ve hurt less.

      Nodding, I try to hide my pain, but I’ve never been good at that. He reaches for me, but I’m done.

      “Understood,” I grit out, biting down on my bottom lip.

      “Fuck, baby, I’m so sorry, I shouldn’t have—”

      “No.” I hold up my hand, stopping him. Tears are falling down my cheeks, but I keep my voice steady and in control. “You’ve said enough, Levi. I get it. I wasn’t saying that your job is more important. I was trying to say that Lily was almost taken from you today. Maybe for forever. Your job can wait. Cade would understand, and if your client didn’t, then fuck him. Nothing is more important that your daughter. And you’re right, I’m not her mother. Because if I was, I never would have walked away to begin with. I know you’re scared, Levi, and I am too because deep down, you know this wasn’t random. This man was way too prepared.”

      He flinches at my words, but I don’t stop.

      “Stop being such a coward and fight for your daughter. Fight for us! Because damn it, Levi, your family is worth it. So fuck you for making me feel any less than that.”

      Hiccupping, I push past him, needing to put some space between us before words are said that we can’t take back. Reaching the staircase, I hear a loud crash, a loud curse, and then a bang. I want so much to go racing back to him, but I don’t. Instead, I hurry into the guest room and shut myself inside.
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        * * *

      

      I never went to sleep. I’ve been reading on my Kindle for the past couple hours, mostly waiting for Levi to calm down. After crying myself sick, I thought on how he acted, the things he said to me. I’m hurt, yes, but really it was Levi’s way of crying for help. He’s scared and doesn’t know how to process it. Most people would’ve gotten angry at him and just left, said to hell with him. But I know my Levi.

      He needs me. I need to heal his heart right now.

      Finishing the chapter I’m on, I set the device down on the bed and go looking for him. Coming to the end of the hallway, I notice a light on in his office, the door cracked open. I hear his voice so I go to open the door, but I come to a stop when I hear him.

      “You don’t understand. I can’t even stand the thought, Mom. I hurt her so fucking bad. She wouldn’t even look at me.” Levi’s words crack, and I can hear the hurt in them. Peeking in, I see him sitting with his back to me, one hand holding his phone to his ear, the other supporting his head.

      “I love her. I finally told her tonight. I thought everything would be okay, but I said some of the most despicable things. I wouldn’t be surprised if she left me. I’m an asshole. From the second she entered my life, Emmy has done nothing but love Lily and accept the both of us, and I just threw that all away.”

      Turning around, I head back down the hallway, but this time I don’t go back to the guest room, I go to Levi’s. His bed is still unmade from our earlier session, so I quickly strip the sheets and find clean ones. Once it’s ready, I shut off the lights and climb under the covers. Lying down on what’s becoming my side of the bed, I get comfortable and wait for sleep to take me. But it doesn’t. I can’t shut my brain off, and all I can do is think about today.

      I force the tears away and try to think of anything else. Closing my eyes, I have just started to drift off when I hear the bedroom door open. Keeping still, I feign sleep, not wanting Levi to know I’m awake. With the darkness of the room, he must not notice me at first. But when he climbs into the bed, he bumps into me, and I feel his body go still.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I prepare for him to wake me up. But he doesn’t. Instead, he gently folds himself around me, pulling me against his chest. In just a few minutes, he begins whispering to me.

      “I’m so sorry, baby. God, I’m never gonna forgive myself for treating you like that. You deserve so much more than an asshole like me. I’m just so fucking scared. Why would someone take my baby? I don’t know what to do. Please forgive me. We need you so much. I love you so much, and I’ll do anything to make this up to you. I’m so sorry.”

      I feel what I swear are tears falling down my neck, and it breaks me wide open. Still pretending to be asleep, I roll over, needing to touch him. He still doesn’t realize I’m awake, so I bury my face in his chest, gently resting one of my arms over his waist. Levi has his face in my hair, and his chest hitches with emotion when I squeeze him. Knowing we still have a battle ahead of us, I close my eyes and, with my broken man in my arms, fall asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Waking up, I blink against the bright sun streaming in the windows. I’m alone in the bed and I sit up, stretching my muscles. I quickly use the bathroom and brush my teeth, pull my tangled hair up into a messy bun, and head downstairs in search of coffee. Lily’s bedroom door is still shut, so I assume she’s sleeping.

      Coming into the kitchen, I find Levi sitting at the island. He’s wearing his gray beanie I love so much, and has since changed into a pair of sweats and a white tee. I see the half-full pot of coffee in front of him, so I step around the island to stand across from him.

      “Morning,” I say softly.

      “Morning.” His voice is quiet and lifeless as he pours me a cup of coffee, standing from his stool. I add cream and sugar to my mug and watch him stride across the room to the back slider, looking out the window. I glance at the clock and see it’s only six thirty. So much has happened in the last twelve hours, and I just want it to be over.

      Taking a sip of coffee, Levi comes back over to the island, placing his cup down. I turn my back on him, trying to find the right words. The air is thick with tension, and while only about ten feet separate us, it feels like it’s a mile. Our fight last night really rocked the two of us, and I have no idea how I’m supposed to fix this.

      With the kitchen island separating us, I steel myself before turning around.

      Levi looks worn.

      Broken.

      My heart aches knowing how much he’s hurting right now, and I can see the pain in his eyes. The normally bright and clear blue orbs are almost a dull gray, and the stubble on his face just adds to his exhaustion. I heard him up pacing late last night when I woke up to get a water, and I now see that he never got any sleep.

      “Levi,” I begin, unsure of what to even say.

      “Baby.” His voice cracks on that one word and it spurs me on. Dropping my cup of coffee, I scramble around the island and jump into his arms, legs locked around his waist. My beautiful man squeezes me tightly and I feel the warmth of his body against mine.

      “I’m so sorry,” he whispers harshly, and I carefully pull back to look into his eyes.

      “No, don’t. I heard you last night, Levi. When you came to bed.” Knocking the beanie off his head, I run my fingers through the dark silky locks and bring his face to mine. “I love you,” I whisper.

      His eyes clench shut at my words, and he takes a deep breath.

      “I love you so much, Emmy. So much more than I thought I could.”

      “I know, and I forgive you. I love Lily as if she was my own, and I want to be with you. Don’t push me away, Levi. I know you’re hurting, but don’t try to hurt me. I don’t deserve that.”

      “You don’t, baby. I’m so goddamn sorry. You’ve been more of a mother to Lily in the last three months than Dana ever was. We’re so lucky to have you.”

      “I love you, Levi.”

      I kiss him, smiling against his lips, then gasp when he runs a hand down my back, stopping only when he reaches my ass. Squeezing gently, I unintentionally press myself against him, shivering when I feel his hard length pressing against me. I pull away from him and find him staring right at me.

      Levi smirks and then his mouth is on mine, groaning loudly when I bite his bottom lip. With me still in his arms, he guides us up to his bedroom and shuts the door behind him. Placing me on my feet, Levi reaches behind him to lock the door and turns back to me.

      With my eyes locked on him, I slip my nightgown over my head and watch his nostrils flare as he takes in my completely bare body. In seconds, he rips his shirt off, exposing his strong, solid chest and that “make girls stupid” V.

      Levi Jackson is the most beautiful man I have ever seen. And he’s mine.

      Striding over to me, he lifts me gently and tosses me onto the bed. He grabs my ankles and yanks me to the edge, and I’m given no warning before I feel his mouth on my inner thigh, stubble causing goosebumps to break out over my skin. Looking up at me between my spread legs, he keeps his eyes on mine as he kisses up and down one leg before moving to the other. By the time he gets to where I need him, I’m a shaking and trembling mess, soaking wet with need.

      “Levi, please.”

      He doesn’t make me wait as he leans forward to open me to him, his tongue tracing around my hardened clit. My back arches on a loud cry and my hands fist his hair. This only fuels his fire and he gives me no mercy, sucking hard while running a finger down to my opening. His teeth scrape over my clit at the same time he thrusts a second finger in and I come fast, moaning his name as I do. Levi doesn’t stop, drawing as much pleasure out as he can until I pull him off me, too sensitive and needing him inside of me.

      Sitting up on his knees, he watches my chest rapidly rising and wipes his mouth off on the back of his hand. He shucks his pants down and his hard cock bounces off his lower stomach. Grabbing a condom, he quickly rolls it on and then climbs onto the bed, taking my mouth in a messy frantic kiss, and I open my legs so he can lie between them.

      “Nothing, fucking nothing tastes better than your sweet pussy,” he groans, reaching down to line himself up with my center. Without another thought, he thrusts hard, completely filling me. Moaning loudly, he gathers me into his arms as he begins to move. My ankles lock around his lower back, and I move my hips to meet each thrust.

      “Fuck, Em.” Levi groans loudly, pushing onto his hands to gain the leverage he needs. I run my hands up his hard chest, smirking when I scrape my nails over his stiff nipples, drawing a growl from him.

      “You feel so good,” I whisper, suddenly overwhelmed with emotion and love for this man. His strokes slow, and gently he lowers himself so we’re completely entwined. Grabbing both of my hands, he threads our fingers and holds them above my head, hips gently rocking into me.

      This is my Levi. The man who always makes gentle love to me, makes me feel so loved and cherished, even in the throes of lust and passion. Closing my eyes, tears threaten to spill and I bury my face in his neck. It could be minutes, or it could be hours, but I finally give myself to him and my orgasm crashes over me, his name falling from my lips in a quiet moan. Levi leans up to watch me crest and only a handful of thrusts later, he’s groaning out his own release before dropping down on top of me.

      Running my hands up and down his sweaty back, I keep my face hidden, my tears finally falling down my cheeks. Gently pulling out, he moves to my side and pulls me into his arms, starting when he sees my tears.

      “Hey, what’s wrong? Did I hurt you?” He cups my face and uses his thumbs to brush the wetness away.

      I shake my head. “No, of course not. It was beautiful.”

      “Then what’s the matter, baby?”

      “I just… I feel like I’m always hurting you. I’m so sorry about last night, Levi. I wish I could take back what I said. I hurt you and I hate myself for that.”

      “No, Em, no. Get out of your head. I’m an asshole. I shouldn’t have gone off on you. I know you’re just looking out for me and Lily, and I can never tell you how much it means that you love my little girl as if she were yours.”

      “I can’t lose you, Levi. You own my heart.”

      “You’ll never lose me. I promise, okay? God, please stop crying. You’re killing me.”

      Lowering my face to his chest, I try to control my breathing, his deep voice in my ear whispering soothing thoughts. I have no idea what is going to happen, and I know my fear of losing him will never fade.

      Too much has happened to us for my faith to be solid.

      I’m terrified, and I know it’s not over yet.

      Not by a long shot.
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      It’s been a week since the attempt to take my daughter. Since I almost ruined the most important relationship besides Lily. Emmy is this beacon of light, and I swear, seeing the hurt on her face when I threw those words at her, I’ve never felt like such a piece of shit. I’m so glad she heard the words I spoke that night. To say I felt like a dick would be an understatement. At least she didn’t see me falling apart. I needed her strength even when I didn’t deserve it.

      Today is my first day back at work. Emmy’s words resonated with me and I took the time off. And if I’m being honest, I needed it. We all did. Lily has been completely attached to the two of us. My client from that day is my only appointment today, and I’m looking forward to getting it done. He was actually really cool about needing to reschedule, saying as a fellow father he understood completely. We had a really quiet week, and last night Lily slept in bed with us.

      Even as a baby, she always slept in her own bed. I know she’s been scared, but even at four years old she’s tough as nails. I’m worried about her, not knowing how much of an impact last week made on her. The police called this morning to let me know there is no update. This asshole vanished into thin fucking air. All they found was a piece of paper with Lily’s full name, her description, and the address of the park.

      It turns my stomach and tears at my heart in the worst way possible that this wasn’t a random abduction attempt. This was planned, and the vile people behind it will pay dearly if I have any say in it. Yesterday, with Cade’s help, we found a security company and had a system installed, a camera included. It was crazy fucking expensive, and I hate knowing he helped me pay for it, but I couldn’t be more grateful. Knowing my girls will be safe gives me a peace of mind that no amount of money was an issue.

      Sitting in my office, getting my supplies ready, I look up when a knock sounds on the doorframe. I smile when I see Sydney standing there, two coffees in hand. She hands me one and I give her a grateful smile.

      “How ya holding up, bro?”

      I shrug and take a sip. “I don’t know.”

      “They’re gonna find him, Levi. Have faith. I know I do.”

      “What would I do without you, Syd?”

      “Get your own coffee.” With a wink, she heads back out to the waiting room.

      Pulling out my phone, I take another sip and fire off a text to Emmy.

      
        
        Levi: I miss you.

        Em: Miss you more, handsome. Lily didn’t want to go with your mom.

        Levi: Fuck. What happened?

        Em: Didn’t want to leave me. Cried until your mom promised to get her a donut. Broke my freaking heart, Levi. This sucks.

        Levi: I know. But she’s scared, and I don’t blame her.

        Em: I love you.

        Levi: Love you more, baby. Call me on break?

        Em: You know I will.

        

      

      Dropping my phone onto my desk, I turn back to my coffee, ready to get home to my girls. Emmy doesn’t have class tonight, but she’s working until four. Lily and I will be home before her, and I’m thinking we’ll make dinner for my Em tonight. That way she can relax before doing schoolwork. I want her to be completely de-stressed.
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        * * *

      

      I worked for almost six hours nonstop and that guy’s tattoo still isn’t fully done. In three weeks he’ll be back for the final touches. Peeling off my latex gloves, I roll my shoulders, stretching my muscles. Groaning loudly, I toss the gloves in the trash and clean up, ready to get out of here.

      Thirty minutes later, I’m out the door, heading for my parents’. The drive is easy, no traffic whatsoever, and in ten minutes I’m pulling down the long driveway. Parking my truck, I head inside, smiling when I hear the loud giggling coming from my daughter.

      Stepping into the living room, I find her surrounded by white paper and markers, drawing to her heart’s content. My mom is sitting in the rocking chair next to her, laughing at something Lily is showing her.

      “Looks like I’m late to the party, huh?” I laugh.

      “Yay, Daddy!” Lily shrieks, jumping up and running to throw herself into my arms.

      Grabbing her, I sit her on my hip and give her a smooch.

      “Hey, Lily bug. You have fun with Nana today?”

      “Yes! We had so much fun. I love my Nana.”

      Mom is beaming and stands up to come kiss Lily.

      “I love you too, my beautiful Lily. I’ll clean this mess up. Why don’t you go home and hang out with your other girl.” Mom kisses my cheek and hurries us off. I laugh at her excitement, but I know how she feels. I love going home to Emmy.

      As we drive back to my house, I turn the music off and look at my daughter in the rearview mirror.

      “Hey, Lily. Can Daddy ask you a question?”

      “Okay.”

      “What would you think if I asked Emmy to come live with us? Would you like that?”

      Lily cheers loudly while clapping.

      “Then we can have sleepovers everynight!”

      Looking at the huge smile on my daughter’s face, I decide that we’re gonna do it. Tonight, we’ll ask Em to move in with us. I hope she says yes. I know our relationship has been pretty fast, but we love each other. I think we both felt it long before we said it, so why not?

      Pulling in the driveway, I see Em’s car is already here, which is strange. Raising an eyebrow, I park next to her, noticing that she’s still in the driver seat. Jumping down, I unbuckle Lily and then pull Em’s door open.

      “Now, before you freak out,” she begins, pulling a baseball hat down low before stepping out of her car.

      “What happened? Saying don’t freak out is not a good conversation starter, babe.”

      Emmy pulls her hat off, and I notice the large bandage across her forehead. I reach out to gently inspect her face, concern noticeable on mine.

      “I’m fine. We had some girl come in tonight, I guess she was high as a kite, screaming gibberish about her daughter. Anyway, I was in the room cleaning when she threw a bedpan. Got me in the face, and they had to close it with glue. It should heal to where you don’t even notice it.” Giving me a quick kiss, she moves around me to grab Lily, tossing her in the air.

      “How’s my best girl doing? You have fun with Nana today, baby girl?”

      Hand in hand they walk up to the front door, leaving me behind with a small smile on my face.

      My girl is absolutely amazing.
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        * * *

      

      “Emmy, Daddy and I want to ask you sumfin,” Lily says, putting her empty cup down in front of her. Together, we made spaghetti for dinner and now that we’re done, Lily is chomping at the bit to ask her.

      Emmy laughs and takes a sip of her wine, folding her legs under her.

      “Shoot, Lil. What do you want?”

      “For you to come live wiff me and Daddy.”

      Emmy’s eyes go wide and she turns to me, a shocked expression on her face.

      “Please, Emmy. We could have so many sleepovers!”

      Emmy smiles at Lily, then looks at me with tears shining bright.

      “Are you sure?” she whispers, wringing her hands together nervously.

      Reaching over, I calm her hands with mine, looking deep into her beautiful eyes.

      “Yeah, baby, I’m real sure. It’s totally up to you, but I’d really love to have you here every day. Permanently.”

      Laughing, Emmy jumps up and sits on my lap, kissing me hard. “I’d be honored. Thank you, Levi. I love you so much.”

      “Love you too,” I whisper.

      “Ewww! You kissed my daddy!” Lily giggles.

      “Shit,” I groan.

      “Daddy! That’s a bad word! Owe me a buck, now!” Lily marches over to the kitchen counter, grabbing the mason jar dubbed the “swear jar.”

      Shaking my head, I reach into my pocket and toss a dollar into it.

      “Way to go, Levi.” Em snickers, covering her mouth with a hand.

      “Like you don’t say bad words, baby. Oh please.”

      “I do not,” she retorts, taking a sip of wine.

      “Then why did you say ‘Oh fuck’ last night when I was sleeping?” Lily asks.

      Emmy sprays red wine across the table, coughing and spluttering.

      Throwing my head back, I laugh harder than I ever have, unable to contain myself.

      “Levi!” Emmy growls, wiping her face with a napkin, face the color of the liquid in her glass. I wipe at the tears streaming down my face, finding Em staring at me.

      “It’s all your fault,” she whispers, trying hard to cover her own smile.

      “You’re damn right it is,” I quip, winking at her.

      “Daddy!”

      “All right, all right.”

      Tossing a five-dollar bill in, I look at my daughter.

      “This should cover the rest of the night. Now, who wants ice cream?”

      In minutes, the embarrassing moment is forgotten and Lily enjoys her dessert. Emmy is going to move in with us, and Lily’s okay with it, excited even. Life couldn’t be better.
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        * * *

      

      “Daddy!”

      Lily’s high-pitched scream has me jolting out of a sound sleep and blindly racing toward her bedroom. Switching on the light, it takes a second for my eyes to adjust and when I do, my racing heart doesn’t calm.

      “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

      Holding her stuffed bunny, she frantically jumps from the bed and attaches herself to me, burying her tiny face in my neck. Keeping her tight against me, I sit on the edge of her bed and softly stroke her blonde hair, waiting until she calms. She’s four, so realistically I know it was probably just a simple nightmare, but that doesn’t stop the thudding of my pulse.

      “Lily, you need to talk to Daddy so I can help you, baby. What’s the matter?”

      She lifts her sweet face from my shoulder and hiccups loudly. Gently I brush her tears away and place a kiss to her forehead.

      “Monster.”

      “Oh, Lil. There are no monsters in here, I promise. Just your big ugly dad.”

      Giggles burst from her mouth, and I laugh as I try to make the scariest face at her I can, but instead I just make her laugh more. After a couple minutes of goofing around, I get her some water and then tuck her back into bed. Sitting next to her, I brush her hair from her forehead and place her bunny next to her again.

      “Daddy?”

      “Yeah, baby?”

      “Why don’t I have a mommy?”

      The blood drains from my face, and it takes everything in me to not lose it. She has never asked for Dana since I got full custody, and I have no idea where this is coming from. Maybe because she loves Emerson and knows she isn’t her mom.

      “Why do you ask, Lily?”

      “’Cause I want a mommy. I wanna play princess and Barbies.”

      “I play Barbies with you, baby girl.”

      “But you’re a boy. I need a girl to do it with me.”

      “Emmy is a girl,” I tell her, reaching out to hold her hand, but she pulls away.

      “She’s not my mommy.”

      “I’m sorry, Lily. But not every family has a mommy. Every family is different. Our family is me and you. Just us. And that’s pretty cool, huh?”

      “Was I bad?”

      Fuck. Jesus fuck.This isn’t happening.

      “Oh, Lily, no. Of course not, baby. Not at all. Listen, you have a mommy, okay? But she wasn’t ready to be your mommy. She was young and made mistakes, and we decided that what was best for you was for you to only have a daddy. You’re too young to understand but one day you will, okay? You aren’t bad, you’re the best little girl ever. I promise.”

      “I love you, Daddy.”

      “Oh, sweet girl, I love you more than every star in the sky. Now go back to sleep.”

      Dropping a kiss to her forehead, I fight the burning in my throat. All these years I thought I would be enough for my daughter, but now I’m not so sure. Did I do something wrong by allowing Dana to just leave her life? Should I have made her stay?

      Shutting her light off, I pull the door closed behind me and head across the hall to my bedroom. Completely forgetting that Emmy is still in my bed, I let myself go for a second as the tears I kept at bay fall down my cheeks. I’m swiping them away roughly when I cross into my room, stopping in my tracks.

      Emmy is sitting on the edge of my bed in one of my shirts, face wet with tears.

      “Oh, Levi,” she whispers. Biting my bottom lip, I rush over to her and pull her into my arms. One of her hands is tight against the back of my neck and I squeeze her to me. Her chest is shaking with her cries and I pull away.

      “What’s the matter, baby?”

      “How could somebody just walk away from that little girl? How could someone do that?”

      “I don’t know,” I choke out, angry at the emotions, but even angrier with Dana for putting me in this situation.

      “I heard what she said, Levi, but she’s just a baby. She needs you so much. You are her entire world.”

      “Am I? She’s right though. I can’t do all the girl things with her. I can’t pick out dresses, and I can’t teach her about makeup. I can’t do her hair. I’m failing my daughter, Emmy. I’m fucking failing her, all because I chose the wrong person to screw.”

      “Levi, look at me.”

      Emerson’s soft hands grip my jaw, and she forces me to look into her eyes. With a small smile, she places a gentle kiss to my cheek and pulls back.

      “You can show her how hard her daddy worked for her. How much he loved her. How he made sure that everything he did in his life was for her. Be her hero, Levi. Show her what an amazing and wonderful man you are. Teach her to love life, to laugh loudly.”

      “Emmy….”

      “You are everything your daughter needs. You are more than enough. Don’t you ever doubt yourself again. I’m so proud of you, Levi. So proud.”

      “God, Emmy. Where have you been all this time?”

      “Waiting for you to find me.”

      “I love you, baby.”

      “Love you too, handsome.”

      Pulling me back to bed, Emmy climbs in next to me, laying her head on my chest. Running my fingers through her soft hair, we fall back to sleep.
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      “Hey, Mom,” I greet, stepping into the cafe. Meeting my mom on my lunch break was the best idea, and I’m so glad to see her. Work and life have just been so busy, and now with this investigation into the guy who tried to take Lily, we haven’t had even a moment to relax.

      “There’s my girl.” Standing from the corner table, my mom comes to wrap me in a tight hug. Breathing in her familiar scent, I sit across from her and a waiter comes over with a menu.

      “Can I just get a large coffee and one of your breakfast croissants?” Smiling, I hand him the menu as Mom orders her own food.

      Once the waiter leaves, Mom turns to me, her eyes bright. “So, how is life, Emmy? Anything new and exciting going on?”

      “Not really. Levi has been really on edge with them not having any leads.”

      “That’s awful. How is Lily doing?”

      “Better. No more nightmares since last week, thank God.”

      When I called my mom a couple weeks ago, she was frantic when I recounted the events to her. She came over to Levi’s one night for dinner with us when Dad had a late showing, and she made sure we knew we had their full support. Not shocking, since my parents are amazing. Levi’s parents are the same. We’re both so lucky.

      “I’m glad.”

      “Oh, and I do have some news,” I tell her, grinning widely.

      “Spill.”

      “Levi asked me to move in.”

      I steel myself for her concern, but instead I’m met with a huge genuine smile, and she reaches across the table for my hands.

      “I’m happy for you, sweetheart. Levi is a good man.”

      “He really is. It’s funny, I was thinking the other day that ever since high school, I’ve been kind of a loner. Not a weirdo or anything, so don’t you laugh. But school has always been my priority, and work at the hospital. I love my girls there, but we all have busy lives and we’re lucky to have hung out once a month.”

      “What’s wrong with that, Em? Putting work and school first is important.”

      “No, I just mean that now my priorities are changing and I’m worried about it.”

      Our food arrives a moment later, and after thanking our waiter, we dig in.

      “Talk to me, honey. What’s wrong with things changing? Are you having doubts about Levi? Do you not want to move in with him?”

      “No, oh my gosh, no. I love Levi, and my life has only gotten better since he and Lily have become a part of it. I’m just worried that going to school and my job are only going to make me busier as the year goes on, and I won’t have time for them. And then once I finish school, I have to decide if I’ll try to stay there or if I’ll have to go work in the city. That’s an hour away, you know?”

      “Sounds to me like you want to be with Levi, and be a mother to his little girl.”

      “I really do, Mom. I don’t know, it’s crazy, right? All these years, working toward my dream job, and yet I have another one standing right in front of me.”

      Giving me a serious look, Mom pushes her plate to the side and stares at me, giving me a serious look. “Okay, then let’s figure this out. If you dropped out of school right now, how would you feel?”

      “Like a failure. I’ve worked really hard and have spent so much money.”

      “Okay. Now, what if you quit your job and only went to school?”

      “Well, I guess I could do that, but then how do I pay for everything?”

      “I’m sure you have enough in savings for the rest of this school year. Then you can start working right after graduation.”

      “But I love my job.”

      Running my index finger along the rim of my mug, my eyes burn with tears at the hopelessness I’m feeling. I want to spend more time with Levi and Lily, but I also don’t want to give up the things I love. I know being a parent and a spouse means sacrificing things to make the others happy, but I don’t think Levi would ever ask me to do anything that made me unhappy.

      “Em?” Mom smiles at me and squeezes my hand. “When you get off work, talk to your boyfriend. I know you’d like to be there more, but you have to make yourself happy too, you know? Maybe moving in with him and that sweet girl will make things easier. But trust me, you have to talk to him. Don’t decide anything without talking to him.”

      Agreeing, we get back to our food, and I start to feel a little better. I don’t spend nearly enough one-on-one time with my mother anymore and I really needed it today. When I get home, I’ll wait until it’s bedtime for Lily, and then Levi and I can talk. I’m not sure what kind of decision we’ll come to, but we’ll do it together.
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        * * *

      

      Lily went to bed twenty minutes ago, and I’m trying to get these dishes finished. I came home from work today much less stressed than when I went in. Levi had already started dinner, so I read books with Lily and just enjoyed a simple evening with them. I’m supposed to move my stuff in here in a couple weeks, so Levi had keys made up for me to just come and go. He says this was home for me the second I agreed to move in.

      Loading the last plate in the dishwasher, I close my eyes when Levi’s arms wrap around my waist, his lips pressed against the back of my neck.

      “Hi, baby,” he says quietly. His lips trail around my neck until I turn my face, capturing his mouth with mine. Breaking the kiss, I turn back to wipe the counter and then turn to face him, drying my hands on a dish towel.

      “Hi, yourself. Where’d you go?”

      “Threw a load of laundry in.”

      “Oh. Levi, can we talk for a few minutes?”

      “You know it.”

      I follow him into the living room and we plop down onto the sofa together, me throwing my legs across his lap. Levi runs his hands up and down my legs, his eyes on me.

      “What’s going on, Em?”

      “Well, Mom and I got lunch today on my break, and I told her about how I’m going to be moving in, and it got me thinking.”

      “Talk to me, baby. What’s going on in that pretty head of yours?”

      “Well, between school and work, I’m hardly home with you and Lily, and I know moving in won’t change my schedule. And I hate feeling like I have to choose between my life and you two.” Sitting up, I turn so I’m facing Levi, and he throws his arm over the back of the couch to pull me closer to him.

      “I would never ask you to choose, babe.”

      “I know. So I was thinking about quitting my job so I could be home every day, but how am I supposed to pay my way?”

      “Don’t even think about money, Em. If that’s what you want to do, you have my support one hundred percent.”

      “But I can’t let you have all the financial responsibility, Levi. That’s not okay with me.”

      “Em, I can handle it.”

      “Well, I decided what I’m gonna do.”

      Levi leans forward to brush my hair off my face, his fingers lingering along my cheek.

      “What’s that?”

      “I already let my supervisor know, but I’m dropping down to part-time. I’ll only work Monday through Thursday. That way, I can have all of Friday with Lily and then be home on the weekends. My rate won’t change, so I’ll still make enough money.”

      Getting up on my knees, I straddle Levi and his hands settle on my lower back. Wrapping my arms around his shoulders, I drop my forehead to his.

      “So I get more time with my girl?” he mumbles, running his nose down the side of my neck.

      Nodding, I clasp the sides of his face, placing a gently kiss to his forehead.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay with this.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be, Em? All I want is for you to be happy. And if dropping some hours does that, then so be it, Hell, you could have told me you were dropping out of school and planned to spend all day every day in my bed and I’d have been game.”

      Laughing loudly, I drop my head back, shaking it at him.

      “Really?”

      “Well no. I don’t want you to leave school. I know how important it is to you, so it’s important to me too. But really, baby, I support you no matter what.”

      “I love you, Levi.”

      “Love you too. Now do you mind? It’s been a long day and I’d really like to take you upstairs so I can make love to you. That okay with you?”

      “Mmm. Yes, sir,” I joke, saluting him with a wink.

      Growling at me, he lifts me and tosses me over his shoulder, smacking me hard on the ass as he carries me up the stairs. We fall onto the bed in a heap and in minutes, all serious talk is forgotten.
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        * * *

      

      “Nana, can we play Barbies now?” A couple nights later, we’re sitting around the kitchen table with Scott and Abby, Levi’s parents. We invited them over for dinner to tell them the news about me moving in, and needless to say they were absolutely thrilled with it.

      “Sure, honey. Just let me grab the dishes first.” Abby stands and starts to gather plates, but Levi grabs them from her and kisses her cheek.

      “Mom, no. Go play with Lily bug. No cleaning for you tonight.”

      Swatting Levi on the arm, Abby leaves the room laughing, Lily running next to her.

      Taking a sip of my wine, I watch them go with a smile. Levi collects the dishes and carries them over to the sink. I offer Scott more wine, and he holds his glass out to me.

      “I gotta say, Emerson, I haven’t seen my son this happy in a very long time.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Taking a sip, he swirls the wine in his glass before placing it down on the table.

      “Lily is the magic in our lives. Always has been. But even before Dana got pregnant, Levi wasn’t happy with her. Not truly, anyway. I see the same light in his eyes that I have in mine for my Abigail. My boy loves you. I hope you know that.”

      Blushing, I look down at the table. “I know he does. And I love him too. Especially that little girl of his. She’s incredible.”

      “She is. And she needs a momma.”

      “Well, she’s got one,” I whisper, feeling tears well up in my eyes. With a smile, Scott stands from the table and comes around it to me.

      “Welcome to our family, Emerson,” he says, dropping a hand to my shoulder. He squeezes and leaves the room, heading out to his wife and granddaughter.

      I’m sitting in silence when Levi comes back into the room a few moments later, grabbing the rest of the dirty dishes. He notices the tear that falls down my cheek and rushes around the table, dropping to his knees in front of me. Wiping it away, he grabs my hands and holds them in my lap.

      “What is it, baby?”

      “I love your dad,” I say softly, giving him a watery smile.

      “That’s a good thing, although I may have to kick his ass for making you cry.”

      “Good tears, Levi. I promise.” Leaning forward, I kiss him, giggling when he pulls away. “I’m such a freaking mess lately. So much has happened.”

      “Yeah, I know what you mean. But I think everything is going to be okay. As long as we stick together, we can handle anything, Em.”

      And I know he’s right. Life is perfect right now, and I couldn’t ask for more.
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      “So, what’s on the agenda today?” I ask Emmy, pouring us both a cup of coffee. Thank God tomorrow is Friday, because I am in serious need of a weekend with my girls. I’ve been thinking about a spontaneous journey into the city, complete with dinner out and a trip to the American Girl store for Lily. Standing next to me, Emmy is already in her pink scrubs, blonde hair in a messy-looking bun thing.

      “Well, I have class in about an hour, and then I have a clinical at the ER until six tonight. Do you have any appointments today?” She takes a drink of coffee and then hands Lily a plate with her waffles.

      “Yeah, three. I should be out of work around two or three, depending on how long the last session takes. It’s a huge arm piece, so we’ll see.”

      Nodding, Emmy kisses Lily on the top of the head and comes to kiss me as well.

      “I’m gonna leave early so I can get a good parking spot. Thank you for the coffee. I’ll see you later tonight.”

      Kissing her temple, I squeeze her to me.

      “Love you, Em.”

      “Love you too.”

      Emmy goes rushing from the room, and I’m left alone with my princess.

      “Eat your breakfast, baby. We gotta go to Nana’s soon, okay?”

      “Okay, Daddy.”

      Pulling down a box of cereal, I pour myself some breakfast and sit across from Lily. Scrubbing a hand through my hair, I make a mental note to check hotel prices in my downtime at work. They’re going to be so excited. I mean yeah, I’ll be spending a hundred bucks on a doll, but Lily is my everything. So is Emmy. They deserve a nice weekend away.

      Thirty minutes later, we’re in my truck heading to my parents’. Lily is chattering on about something that happened on Paw Patrol this morning, and I have no idea what any of it means. But she’s excited and happy, and that’s all I care about.

      Pulling in the driveway a few minutes later, I shut off my truck and turn to look at Lily in the back seat.

      “Hey, Lily bug. You want to help Daddy plan a surprise for Emmy?”

      “Oh yes, Daddy! Yay!” Clapping, she giggles and dances, and I can’t help laughing. She’s so excited and doesn’t even realize what she’s gonna get to do.

      “Okay. Let’s get you inside to Nana and I’ll tell you all about it, okay?”

      We walk hand in hand into my parents’ house, and when I finish telling her about going into the city and spending the night in a hotel room, she’s almost giddy. Kissing her goodbye, I hand her off to my mom and head into work.

      Yeah, this weekend is going to be perfect.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re all set, man. Just make sure to keep it dry, and no scratching it. If you need anything, just give me a call. Here’s my card. You can always reach me on my cell.”

      I hand my client my business card, he shakes my hand, and then I’m left alone in the lobby with Sydney. Looking over at her typing, an idea forms in my head.

      “Hey, Syd?”

      She looks up at me and stops whatever she’s doing.

      “What’s up, broski?”

      “Really? Must you call me that?”

      “Well, I wanted to call you ‘giant pain in the ass,’ but I figured that was rude.”

      “Fuck off, Sydney.”

      Laughing, she gets up from the desk and comes over to me. “What do you need, Levi?”

      “I want to take Lily and Emmy away this weekend, go into the city for dinner, check out that American Girl doll store. Do you know what the best hotel is? I haven’t had to book a hotel in like years, and I want the best for them.”

      “That’s really sweet. How about this? You give me your credit card and I’ll get you guys all booked up. Your next appointment should be here soon.”

      Draping my arm over her shoulder, I lean down to kiss the top of Sydney’s head.

      “Thanks, Syd. I love you.”

      “Love you too, big brother.”

      Leaving her alone, I head back to my room so I can get cleaned up and have it ready. When everything is taken care of, I pull out my phone to call Emmy, but she doesn’t answer. Not too worried about it, I get back to my own work when my client walks in five minutes later. This is the final appointment of the day, but I have no idea how long it will take.

      Better get started.

      Four and a half hours. Jesus God. It should’ve been two hours tops, but the guy kept needing breaks and then would want to reschedule. Sometimes I think I picked the wrong career because fuck me, I wanted to wring his neck and tell him to either get lost or man the fuck up. It’s a tattoo, not open-heart surgery. Whatever.

      Cade didn’t have any appointments today, so it was just me and Syd all day. As I’m heading out to the lobby, she comes over to me with my card and a piece of paper.

      “You’re all set. Tomorrow night at the Hilton you check in, and checkout is eleven in the morning Saturday. There are like seven restaurants within five miles, and the store you’re taking Lily to is three blocks away. Have fun, Levi.” Kissing me on the cheek, she grabs her purse and swings out the door, waving as she goes.

      Shaking my head, I look down at the paper she gave me, unable to help the shit-eating grin. They’re going to be so excited.

      Sticking my Visa back in my wallet, I fold the paper and stuff it into my back pocket. Locking up behind me, I head to get Lily, ready for Em to come home from work. I didn’t talk to her all day and I’m worried.
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      I’m standing in the kitchen, Lily coloring at the table while I stir the pasta on the stove. It’s almost seven and I still haven’t talked to Em. To say I’m concerned is an understatement.

      Pouring the pasta into the strainer, I’m just adding the sauce to the pan when I hear the front door open and then close. Dropping the wooden spoon, I rush out to the living room, thanking the heavens above when I see Emmy.

      “Shit, baby.” Striding forward, I scoop her into my arms, burying my face in her neck.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” Pulling back, Em is looking up at me with a frown.

      “What’s wrong? Why haven’t you answered any of my calls or texts? I’ve been worried, Em. It’s not like you to ignore me.”

      Understanding dawns in her eyes and she reaches up to grab my face, kissing me.

      “It died and I didn’t even think about it. Oh, Levi, I’m so sorry. They threw a surprise test at us today, and then on the way to work I got stuck in traffic behind an accident, so I was late. I worked right through my lunch break and only realized my cell was dead when I was leaving. I forgot to charge it last night.” She wraps her arms around my neck and I hug her tight.

      “It’s okay, I was just worried.”

      “I’m sorry,” she mumbles against my lips. Pulling away, she cups my cheek as she gives me an apologetic look.

      “Emmy, you home!” Lily comes running in the room, blonde hair flying everywhere. Emmy grabs her before she’s knocked over and settles Lily on her hip.

      “I am. And guess what? Tomorrow is an Emmy and Lily day, baby girl. Smells like Daddy started dinner, and I’m starving. Let’s go set the table, huh?”

      They bounce into the kitchen and I follow them, the sauce bubbling on the stove. Adding it to the pasta, I dump it in a serving bowl and carry it to the table.

      “Dinner is served, ladies.”

      Lily giggles. “Daddy, I’m a little girl, not a lady, silly face.”

      “My mistake, madam.”

      When I bow in front of her, she laughs harder and grabs my face in her tiny hands.

      “Daddy, you is so weird.”

      “Where do you think you get it from, goofball?”

      “Uncle Cade.”

      Throwing my head back, I roar with laughter. I only wish my brother had heard that.

      Emmy laughs and hands me a plate. She serves Lily first, then sits down next to her.

      “So, how was your day, Levi?” she asks with a wink.

      Rolling my eyes, I proceed to tell her all about my last appointment. She chuckles when I tell her about the guy, and by the end we’re all laughing.

      Once we’ve finished dinner, Emmy takes Lily up for a bath while I clean up the dinner mess. Placing the final dish in the strainer, not bothering to use the dishwasher, I lock the front door and head upstairs. Poking my head into the bathroom, I remind Lily that bedtime is in fifteen minutes and she gives me a thumbs-up.

      Heading into my bedroom, I change into a pair of sweats and a T-shirt. Grabbing my iPad from the bureau, I settle myself on the bed, scrolling through emails and notifications. I’m only halfway through when Lily comes running into the room in her favorite princess nightgown, her wet hair in a long braid.

      “Daddy, come tuck me in!”

      “Coming, baby.”

      I follow her into her room and she hops into bed, burrowing under the covers and then poking just her sweet face out. Kissing her forehead, I hand Lily her bunny and tuck the blankets tight under her.

      “Sweet dreams, Lily bug. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Night, Daddy. Love you.”

      “Love you more.”

      Giving her just one more kiss, I back out of the room, shutting off her light as I go. Heading back to my room, I hear Emmy poke her head into Lily’s room, saying good night. As I’m getting comfortable on the bed again, Emmy comes into the room, shutting the door behind her. I look over at her as she locks the door, a wicked gleam in her eye.

      “Yeah?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. Emmy just nods, and I toss my iPad to the side as I sit up. Laughing, she rushes over and jumps in my lap, wrapping her legs around my waist. Her lips are instantly on mine, aggressive and rough. My girl is completely worked up, and I am so fucking good with that.

      My cock hardened almost as soon as she jumped on me, so gripping tight to her hips, I roll mine under her, making her gasp. In minutes, she’s panting and moaning loudly. “Levi,” she groans, yanking her shirt over her head.

      “Yeah, baby?”

      “I need you.”

      “You have me.” Moving her up to her knees, I reach over to the end table for a condom. Pushing my pants down my legs, I roll the rubber down my shaft and watch through hooded eyes as she removes her panties. Settling herself back on top of me, Emmy takes my lips at the same time she lowers herself onto my cock.

      We groan loudly into each other’s mouths, holding tight to one another. As she begins to move up and down, I tangle my hand in her hair and use it to pull her head back, exposing her delicate neck. Leaning forward, I run my tongue along the length of it, grunting when she tightens her muscles around me.

      “Fucking heaven on earth, baby. Being inside you is my heaven.”

      “I love you, Levi,” she sighs, arching her back as I begin pumping my hips from below.

      “Love you, Em.”

      So fucking much.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            16

          

          

      

    

    







            EMERSON

          

        

      

    

    
      Waking slowly, I stretch and yawn loudly. I’m so glad that today is my day off and I have nowhere to be. I get to hang out with my little lady all day and I can’t wait.

      Climbing out of bed, I take a quick shower and hit my hair with the blow-dryer. Grabbing my phone from the end table, I carry it with me downstairs, finding Levi alone in the kitchen drinking coffee.

      “Morning, handsome,” I quip, bending over for a kiss.

      “Morning, babe.” He smiles and offers me a mug of coffee, which I gladly take.

      “Lily still sleeping?” I ask, sitting across from him.

      “Yeah. She’ll be getting up soon though, I’m sure.”

      “Yup. How many appointments do you have today?”

      Draining his mug, he places it on the table. “None, actually. I’m just gonna go in and do paperwork. We’ve been so busy that I want to get a jump on it. Tax season will be here before we know it.”

      Laughing, I stand to peer into the fridge. “You want me to make you breakfast first?” I ask, hand on my hip as I come to the realization that we need to go grocery shopping.

      “No, Em, don’t worry about it. I’ll probably grab a bagel next door while I work. I’m gonna jump in the shower and get going so I can get home sooner. I have a surprise for you tonight.”

      Winking, he leaves the room, allowing me the pleasure of watching his ass in those sweatpants. Fuck me.

      Shaking the thought from my head, I grab the carton of eggs and decide on scrambled eggs and toast for us girls this morning. Lily comes downstairs a few minutes later, sleepy-eyed and messy-haired. Laughing, I help her to the table and serve her some breakfast.

      “Can I have a juice box, Emmy?”

      “Of course, sweetie pie. Here you go.”

      I drop into a chair next to her and we both dig into our breakfast.

      We’re just about finished when Levi comes back downstairs, fully dressed and smelling delicious.

      “Okay, I’m off to the shop. I should be done around three, but it could be later. I’ll text you, okay?” He places a kiss to my cheek and ruffles Lily’s hair, causing her to giggle.

      “Bye, Daddy!”

      The front door shuts behind him, and moments later I hear his truck roar to life.

      “All right, what are we going to do today, Lily?”

      “Barbies!”

      “Shocker,” I laugh. “I’m gonna get the kitchen cleaned up. Why don’t you run upstairs and wash your face and brush your teeth, okay? Then we can get your Barbies.”

      “Yes!” She runs upstairs and I hear her laughing and yelling up there, and then the water starts running.

      Knowing I have a few minutes, I get the kitchen spotless and head into the living room. Sitting on the couch, I turn on the news with the hopes of seeing the weather, and then Lily comes bursting into the room, her tiny plastic suitcase in her arms.

      “You can be this one, okay? I want to be the prettiest one!” Handing me a brunette doll, she grabs her favorite doll and climbs onto the couch next to me.

      “Party time,” I joke, holding the doll up.

      “Hello, Lady. My name is Princess Lily. Do you want to be my friend?”

      Laughing, I allow myself to get swept up into Lily’s imaginary world.
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        * * *

      

      “Lily, you want a snack, sweetheart?” Standing up from the couch, I push the dolls and accessories to the side. Grabbing myself a bottled water, I get another juice box and carry it into the living room with a couple bananas. Lily takes her juice and I peel her snack, handing it to her.

      We sit in comfortable silence while we eat, and as I’m taking the last bite of my own banana, I ask her if she’d like to read some stories. I need a break from Barbies, and I know a book is the perfect distraction for her. Lily loves to read, but she especially loves being read to. She goes over to the bookcase and picks out a couple of her favorites, skipping back over to me. She sits on my lap and I hold the book out in front of us. It’s almost eleven, so I’m hopeful that Levi will finish his work early. I miss him, and yes, I’m aware it’s only been several hours. I’m a sap, what can I say?

      About halfway through the first book, we’re interrupted by the sound of the doorbell. Raising an eyebrow, I kiss Lily on the head and move her over, standing to answer the door. Punching in the security code, I pull the door open halfway, finding two strange men on the porch.

      “Can I help you?” I ask.

      They’re both tall, probably around Levi’s height, but they’re much larger than my boyfriend. They don’t answer me, so I start to shut the door in their faces.

      “Emerson Reese?” one asks, reaching into his coat pocket.

      “Yes.”

      The other gives me a wicked smile and my skin prickles. My heart races when the man on the left shifts his stance and I see a gun tucked in the waistband of his pants. And that’s when I realize the guy on the right is familiar.

      “Emmy!” Lily yells, kicking and screaming, terror all over her little face.

      Holy fuck, it’s the man from the park.

      I didn’t see his face that day, but his build, the way he’s standing there, that sickening grin on his face—it’s him, all right. I know I only have moments to react so in one swift move, I slam the door shut and twist the lock. Turning around, I race toward where Lily is. Sweeping her into my arms, I go racing for the stairs, the two men banging and cursing against the front door.

      “Emmy?”

      “Shh, baby. I need you to listen to me.”

      I run up the stairs as fast as I can, tears running down my cheeks. Making it to Levi’s room, I rush to the closet door and shove her inside.

      “Don’t come out until Daddy or I tell you to. I love you, Lily. I love you so much, baby girl.” Sobbing, I shut the door, ignoring her cries and her small fists hitting the door in fear. Looking around, I spy the chair to Levi’s desk and shove it under the knob, locking her inside.

      A loud crash from downstairs has me rushing back toward the stairs. I hear them shouting, and from the locations of their heavy footsteps, they’re coming upstairs. Running to the guest bathroom, I stand behind the door, hoping they’ll move past. Covering my mouth with my hand, I try to keep quiet as best as possible, but it does nothing to stop the tears.

      I’m trapped. I need to make a move. Not knowing where they are, if they’re even upstairs anymore, I go running down the hallway, praying to God they don’t find Lily.

      “There’s the bitch. Grab her, asshole,” one of them yells, and I race down the stairs, trying to get to the front door. I just need to get to the security box to sound the alarm and we’re safe. Hitting the landing, my legs buckle and I fall to my hands and knees, pain lancing through me. Scrambling up, I only make it as far as the front hallway before I’m grabbed by the hair and cry out against the pain.

      “Stop running. It’s only gonna make it worse.”

      “Fuck you,” I grit out, fighting against his hold. I’m swung around to face the bastard, who has pulled a black ski mask on. I try to hit him, but it only makes him angrier. He slaps me hard and I shout, more tear springing to my eyes. I start fighting for all I’m worth, but this man is huge and I’m no match for him. I kick and scream, but it does nothing.

      I never see it coming.

      The pain of my face meeting the wall is enough to throw me into a fog, and then I’m alone, swimming through the darkness, knowing I’ll never find my way through it.
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      Pulling onto my street, I can’t keep the smile off my face. Caden agreed to meet me to help with the paperwork, so I’m home earlier than I’d planned. Now I get to spend the rest of the day with my girls, and I couldn’t be happier.

      As I turn into my driveway, the hairs on the back of my neck stand up and I slam the vehicle into Park.

      The front door is wide open.

      Heart pounding, I fly from the truck and rush up the front steps, not caring if I should be calling the police or not disturbing anything.

      Fuck that. My girls are inside.

      “Emmy!” I scream as I cross the threshold. I take in the sight before me and it feels like my heart has been ripped from my chest.

      The recliner is flipped over. The plant she brought here the other day is smashed on the floor, lamp on its side, entry table broken into pieces. But that’s not the worst.

      There’s blood smeared on the floor.

      “Em! Baby!” I rush through every room in the house, tears burning my eyes, my stomach in knots. Please God, don’t let me find her dead. Jesus fucking Christ.“Lily!”

      As I’m racing up the stairs, I hear a faint sound. Stopping halfway up, I hold my breath as I listen, trying to find where it’s coming from. Slowly, I take the final step and walk as quiet as I can. I search Lily’s bedroom, but it’s empty and doesn’t look touched.

      “Lily!”

      Then I hear it again; it sounds like it’s coming from my bedroom. Stepping inside, I look around and hear it again: a loud thump, the unmistakable sound of something hitting a wall or a solid object. My vision falls to my closet and I see the desk chair shoved against it.

      One of the legs snaps off as I yank it from its position and rip the door open, almost falling to the ground when I find Lily cowering in the corner, tears falling down her cheeks.

      “Daddy!” She hurls herself into my arms and I fall back onto my butt, cradling her into me, holding her tighter than I ever have.

      “Oh, thank you, God. Sweetheart, what happened? Where’s Emmy?”

      Lily is screaming and crying, and I know what I need to do. Holding my daughter, I pull my phone from my pocket and dial the three numbers, tears stinging my eyes.

      “911, what is your emergency?”

      Clearing my throat, I speak above the emotion threatening to drown me.

      “I think my girlfriend’s been taken. Please send someone. Please.”

      “What is your address, sir?”

      Rattling it off, I stand with Lily still curled against me, her tiny body shivering with her sobs. Gently I carry her back downstairs, eyes avoiding the red stain on the floor. Stepping onto the front porch, I sit at the top of the stairs and give the dispatcher as much information as I can. I’ve just hung the phone up, sirens wailing in the background, when Lily sits up on my lap.

      Framing her little face with my hands, I press a kiss to her forehead.

      “Daddy?”

      “Yeah, Lil?”

      “I want my mommy back.”

      The burning in my eyes intensifies, and I do nothing to stop the few tears from escaping. Fear like I’ve never felt before is coursing through my body, and Lily just called Emmy her mom. What should be the happiest moment of my life is the worst.

      Hugging her little body to me, I bury my face in her soft hair and let out a shaky breath.

      “Me too, baby. Me too.”
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      “Mr. Jackson, we’re going to need you to come down to the station.”

      “Levi. Please just call me Levi.” Facing the detective in front of me, I shove my hands in my front pockets and rock back and forth on my heels.

      “Levi, we need you to come to the station. Is that gonna be a problem?”

      “No, but I don’t understand why. You know I’m not involved, and you already have the case pending in the attempted kidnapping of my daughter a month ago. I don’t understand why you’re so fucking worried about asking me the same goddamn questions when you should be out there trying to find the fucking woman I love.”

      “Levi—”

      “No. You know I have nothing to do with this. You didn’t want to listen when someone tried to take Lily. Told us there wasn’t enough evidence, that you couldn’t do anything more. Well, clearly you should’ve taken it fucking seriously. That’s her blood in my house! She could be lying cold in a ditch somewhere and you’re….”

      Breaking off, I have to scrub my hands over my face and take a deep breath. I know I need to keep my head on straight, but I’m struggling. Lily was taken into the ambulance to be checked over, and thank the Lord there was nothing physically wrong with her. She fell asleep about twenty minutes ago on the stretcher in the ambulance, and that’s where she still is.

      “You can check the security cameras. Just do something, please. You need to find Emmy, and you need to find her before I lose her.”

      “Son, please trust me when I tell you that she is our main priority and we are doing everything in our power to find her.” He pulls his phone from his pocket and checks something, then turns to me with a look of determination on his face. “We have something.”

      Turning, he strides across the street back to my house, and I rush after him. Bypassing all the techs swabbing and searching the living room, he runs up the stairs with me on his heels. We don’t stop till we get to my office, where two lab techs and another analyst stand around my desk.

      “Mr. Jackson, how long have you had this security system in place?”

      “Only a few weeks. After an attempt was made on Lily, I felt we needed more security, and my brother Caden helped me find a company to install.”

      “Well thank fuck you did.”

      One of the techs clicks around on the screen and I see a clip pop up. Emmy is sitting on the couch with Lily, some book on her lap. I fight to bite back the lump in my throat and focus on the task at hand. As if in slow motion, we watch as Emmy goes to answer the door, and that’s when everything goes wrong. The camera angle is over just enough that we can’t see exactly what happens, but Emmy comes racing past the camera, grabbing Lily as she goes.

      “That must be when Ms. Reese took your daughter up to your bedroom.”

      Nodding, I turn back to the monitor. Two men with black ski masks swarm into my living room, and then they’re off screen as well. Chasing after Emmy, no doubt. There is no movement for several minutes and then Emmy is back on screen, running toward the front door. In horror, I watch as one of the guys catches her, grabbing her by the hair. When she fights against him, he slaps her across the face, but she doesn’t stop. Only when he grabs her by the hair and slams her face against the wall does she stop, body dropping to the floor, unmoving.

      Fuck, baby. No.

      The other guy enters the room and picks Emmy’s body up, slinging her limp body over his shoulder. Blood is seeping through her blonde hair, and I know that’s where the stain downstairs is from. She could already be dead. Emmy isn’t big, and taking a blow like that to the head could’ve killed her. Did I just watch her die?

      Turning around, I race to the bathroom and in seconds I’m losing the entire contents of my stomach into the open toilet. My body shakes with each heave, and tears are coursing down my cheeks. How the hell can this be happening to us?

      Does it not matter how much Lily and I need her? How much we love her?

      How my entire soul will die right along with her if she’s forever taken from us?
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      My house is a crime scene and I don’t want Lily here any longer. She hasn’t stopped crying, clutching her bunny and refusing to leave my side. Loading her into my truck, I let the detective know that I’ll be at my parents’ house. I have a million phone calls to make, and I’m hanging on by a thread here.

      During the drive, I call my mom and manage to keep it under control when I tell her we’re on our way. Her cheery voice and excitement have me fighting tears. Pulling in, I see my brother’s truck there, and I thank God that he’s here too.

      Climbing down, I see they’re sitting on the deck, Cade waving to us. Going to Lily’s door, I pull her out and she wraps herself around me, tears falling down my neck.

      Slowly, I make my way to the porch, and I know Mom can tell something is wrong. Rushing down the steps, she makes it to us in only a few steps and reaches up to cup my face.

      “Levi? Honey, what’s wrong.”

      Still holding Lily, I drop to my knees in front of her, the tears finally falling. Mom cradles me to her and I grab her with my free arm, tucking my face into her neck as I bawl.

      There is commotion around us as Dad and Cade come barreling toward us. My brother pulls Lily from me, who clings to her uncle, crying loudly. I use my mom as a crutch, holding her with both arms. She rubs circles on my back, holding the back of my head with her other hand.

      “Momma,” I whisper, lifting my wet face from her shoulder.

      “Levi, you’re scaring us, son. What happened? Where’s Emerson?” Dad asks, kneeling next to us, gripping my shoulder.

      Just hearing her name has me fighting to break down again, so I shake my head, wiping the tears from my face.

      “She’s gone, Dad. I don’t know. After Cade and I left work, I went home and the door was open. She locked Lily in a closet and there was blood and she’s gone. They fucking took her, right from my house. They hurt her.”

      Mom takes my face in her hands and looks me in the eyes, tears falling down her cheeks. “Breathe, Levi. You need to calm down and breathe.”

      Doing as she says, in moments I feel better, but I’m still trembling. Standing up, I take a deep breath, letting it out shakily.

      “Dude,” Cade begins, coming over to hug me hard. Slapping his back, I pull away, finding Lily standing next to him, holding his waist tightly.

      “Baby, come here,” I whisper, holding a hand out to her. She runs to me and jumps in my arms. Holding her on my hip, I turn to my parents. “Can we come in? I need to get in touch with Callie and Elliott. Fuck. I told the cops we’d be here, so I’m sure they’ll be coming by soon.”

      “Let’s go inside. I’ll get you something to eat,” Mom says, walking us inside.

      But I’m not hungry. I’m sick to my stomach with worry.
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      Slowly blinking my eyes open, the first thing that registers is pain. My entire body hurts, but my head feels like it’s full of lead. I can barely hold it up.

      When my vision finally stops blurring, I’m able to take in my surroundings. I’m in a basement, or so it looks. It’s dark, with no windows and only one bare lamp in the corner, barely throwing off any light. Scanning the room, I note a large bucket in the corner, and I’m tied to a sparse metal bed, covered in a dirty mattress.

      Looking down my body, I see that my clothes have been removed, and I’m only in my bra and panties. There is dried blood smeared across my thigh and I immediately start crying, trying to figure out how to get myself out of this.

      Crying softly, I conjure up images of Levi in my head. Those blue eyes that give away every emotion. His beautiful smile that always makes me feel loved. His strong arms that always hold me tight. And just Levi himself. The most genuine, humble, and beautiful person who has ever come into my life, besides his sweet little girl. Lily, the one I consider my own child. The little darling I wanted to adopt so I could be her mommy. And now she’s never gonna know either her real mother or the one who loved her like one should. Levi will be on his own again.

      Why is this happening to us?

      With that thought, I begin to sob, not caring how loud I’m being. My head throbs with each cry, though the pain in my heart overtakes the pain in my body. I have no idea how long I lose it for, but I’m startled by a loud bang and the sound of a door opening. Trying to get myself under control, I close my eyes and wait for whatever is about to happen.

      “Wakey, wakey, you whorey little bitch,” a deep voice taunts and my body shakes, waiting for a blow that never comes.

      Turning my head, I’m met with the evilest pair of green eyes I have ever seen. I’ve never seen him before, and I hope to God I never do again. The man has a nasty snarl on his face and when I don’t respond, he reaches out to slap me, causing tears to slip from my eyes.

      With a sinister laugh, he reaches down to untie me, my wrists and ankles sore from the tight rope that was around them. Grabbing me by the hair on the back of my head, he pulls me from the bed and yanks me with him. His face is only inches from mine, and I’m forced to stare directly at him.

      “Time for some fun,” he whispers, lips curling into a horrifying smile.

      “What do you want? I don’t have any money. Why are you doing this?” I cry, trying to stop him. I’m so scared, and I have no idea what this man is capable of. But considering I’ve been stolen, beaten, and God only knows what else, he’s certainly capable of vile things.

      “What do I want? I wanted that sweet little girl who belongs to your sweetie, but you were the next best thing.”

      “Leave Lily alone! You try to touch even one hair on her head—”

      His fist makes contact with the side of my head and my vision grows dark, but I fight to the surface. The smile is gone from his face and he’s pissed. Really pissed.

      “You listen to me, you fucking cunt. You are mine. I fucking own your filthy ass now. Fucking Dana screwed this entire plan to hell, and she’ll fucking pay for that. But you, my dear? You’re mine to do with as I so please, and it just so happens that my boys haven’t had a chance to, how shall we say it, release the tension. That’s where you come in.”

      I’m hazy but I have to push through it.

      “Dana? Lily’s mother? What does she have to do with this?”

      “Oh, you stupid fucking clueless girl. Dana is the reason for all of this. Lily was supposed to be mine, but you got in the way last time. We decided you were a good enough second place. You understand?”

      “Please, you can let me go. I won’t tell anyone, I promise. No, please!”

      Dragging me by the hair, he hauls me up the stairs I didn’t notice before and I kick the entire way up. My body is crying out with each step, but I can’t let him do this. I have no idea why Dana would want this man to have her daughter, and I can only pray that she screwed up enough for the police to catch her.

      Once we reach the landing, he shoves me hard across the floor and I go sprawling into the living room. Looking around, I see at least three other men. There are drugs and empty bottles of booze everywhere, and one of the guys glances to me after snorting a line of some white substance. Crawling backward, my back meets the wall and my teeth chatter. Please, no.

      “Well, fuck. Mark, my man, what do we have here?” The guy closest to me takes a swig of his beer, then stands to come crouch in front of me. I can smell the alcohol on his breath, and his pupils are completely blown. High on cocaine, no doubt.

      “This is Emerson, our new pet.”

      “Please,” I mumble, holding my hands up in front of my face.

      The man grabs my arms and pulls me to my knees. More tears fall when he starts unbuckling his pants, rubbing himself through the material of his jeans. Scrunching my eyes shut, I let my mind go to Levi. I was just with him hours ago—happy, in love, and safe. What the fuck is going on?

      I hear some of the men start hooting and hollering, and I begin to cry. At this point, I start praying for death, because anything would be better than being passed around as their personal sex slave or whatever they have planned for me.

      I won’t survive it.

      The sound of a zipper interrupts my thoughts, and my eyes pop open in fear. He frees himself and I fight the urge to vomit when he grabs my face. But before he can try to force himself into my mouth, I raise my right arm and punch him as hard as I can, right where it counts. A loud curse flies from his mouth and he drops to the floor, clutching himself as he howls.

      “Fuck you,” I grit out. But I know it was the wrong move when Mark comes over and backhands me across the face. Spitting out blood, I try to stand up but he kicks me in the side, pain stabbing through my stomach.

      “Stupid bitch.”

      I have no idea how many blows rain down, how many kicks. When one of them collides with my face, I’m thrown back into the darkness, and this time I welcome it. That way I won’t have any memories of them, won’t have to remember what they did.

      I need it to swallow me whole and not let me out until I’m safe.

      With Levi.
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        * * *

      

      Waking slowly, I find myself back on the bed in the basement, only this time I’m not tied down. I try to roll over but the pain lancing through my back stops me, tears springing to my eyes. My skin is covered in bruises, and God only knows what my face looks like. One of my eyes is swollen shut, and I can taste blood in my mouth. Lying in the dingy room, I allow myself to mourn what was my life.

      Clearly I’m not getting out of here alive. And if I do, I may as well die.

      Levi.

      Lily.

      My family.

      I’ve lost everything. My only saving grace is that Lily is safe with her daddy, where she should be. I pray that one day they find a way to move on without me. It hurts, imagining Levi with another woman, but he deserves to be loved and cared for. Lily needs a mother.

      “I’m so sorry, Levi. So sorry,” I cry, dispensing of all my fears. “I thought I was doing the right thing. I wanted to keep Lily safe. I miss you so much, Levi. I’m so scared. I don’t want to die. It’s just not fair. I want to be home with you. I want to feel your arms around me, telling me everything is okay.”

      Covering my face with my battered hands, I cry louder, not feeling the pain anywhere else but my chest. “Please tell Lily I love her. I was ready to be her mommy forever. I wanted your last name, wanted forever with you. It’s not fair! I love you, Levi Jackson. You were the only thing in life that I wanted, and now I’ve lost it. Please don’t forget me.”

      My whispers break off as I start to fall asleep again, the pounding in my head growing too strong to fight the darkness. I welcome it; it’s the only place I feel safe.

      The only place they can’t touch me anymore.

      Levi is waiting for me there.
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        * * *

      

      I have no idea how long I’ve been here. It could be hours, could be weeks. Since the last beating, they’ve left me alone. My mouth is completely dry and my stomach aches, growling and in pain. I keep praying that they’ll just let me go, but I know there’s no chance of that. They’re probably just waiting for my body to heal so they can try to rape me again.

      I open my eyes, my vision blurring as I look around the room for some sort of escape. But there is none. As carefully as I can manage, I stand on shaky legs, body crying out in agony. My teeth shake with my pain and anguish, and I force myself to take step after step. It takes me forever but I finally get to the stairs Mark dragged me up.

      Each step hurts, my breath coming in ragged pants. I’m light-headed and bordering on passing out. It hurts to breathe, hurts to move, and I fear that I won’t make it. But with every searing rip of pain, I think of Levi. I think of Lily.

      I need to get out.

      I need to survive.

      Finally, I make it to the top step, hands shaking as I reach for the doorknob. I fight back sobs of relief when it opens. Those assholes made me think I was locked up, when really I was free to get out. In the back of my mind, I should know this is a trap, but the desperate part of me ignores it, shoving the door open.

      Wrong move.

      “Well, look who’s awake. Hello there, Emerson. Ready to get started?”

      “Let me go,” I force out, voice cracking and weak.

      “I don’t think so. Come sit on my lap.” Mark pats his legs, laughing when another man waltzes into the room. It’s the one I punched.

      “No.”

      He reaches for me and I stumble back. Grabbing me by the upper arm, he yanks me to him, brushing my hair off my face.

      “This time I’m gonna get what I want. And what I want is to fuck this perfect mouth for as long as I want. Got it?”

      I shake my head and he grabs my face, pinching my cheeks.

      “I fucking said got it?”

      Oh, Levi. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.

      As carefully as I can manage, I nod, tears falling down my cheeks. He grins at me and my stomach lurches. Before I can stop it, I vomit all over him, crying with the pain.

      “What the fuck?” he shouts.

      “Please, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

      “Someone hasn’t fucking learned yet.” Grabbing my hair, he yanks me back over to the stairs, dragging me halfway down them. I fight him the whole way, not wanting to be back down there, but he shoves me the rest of the way. Falling to the hard ground, I cry out when my head hits, stars crashing across my vision. I hold up a hand, trying to stop him, but everything goes quiet. I don’t want to go back to the darkness, because this time I’m scared I won’t leave it.

      I don’t want to die. Not like this.
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      Three days.

      Emmy has been gone for three days. We’ve sat vigil day and night at my parents’ house, waiting for any news. Detective Warren, the lead on the case, just called me ten minutes ago to let me know they finally have something and he’ll be here soon. Lily is playing a board game with my parents, and Emmy’s parents are due any time now.

      I called Elliott and Callie right after telling my parents, and they immediately raced over to the house. They took one look at me and Callie started sobbing, hugging me tightly. I kept apologizing over and over but they stopped me, saying it wasn’t my fault.

      But that’s not true. It is my fault.

      I should have been home. I could have done something. I hate feeling so helpless. I’m staying in my old bedroom and Lily has been sleeping with me, her tiny frame curled up to me every night. She won’t leave my side unless she’s with my brother or mom.

      Sydney came rushing over after Em’s parents got here. She’s been my rock, sitting with me through countless interviews, holding my hand when the detectives told us they had no leads.

      It’s been hell. Completely. I hope whatever news Warren has for us is actual news, not the promise that they’re trying. I’m wrung out and don’t know how much more I can take. They’ve cleared my house, so technically we can go back, but I just can’t. She may not have moved in all her stuff, but that was Emmy’s home too. Our home. And I can’t go back without her. It doesn’t feel right.

      The sound of the doorbell ringing a few minutes later has me standing up and moving to open the front door. Expecting to find Callie and Elliot, what I find has my jaw dropping.

      Dana. Filthy and looking completely strung out.

      What the actual fuck?

      “Levi,” she begins, wringing her hands together.

      I step onto the porch and close the door behind me.

      “What are you doing here? After all this time?”

      “I heard about your girlfriend and I just wanted to say I’m sorry. I fucked up, Levi, letting you and Lily go. I shouldn’t have—”

      “Excuse me? You fucked up? You’re sorry? My girlfriend? What the fuck, Dana? How do you even know about Emmy?”

      “Please, Levi. I just… I need some money. I haven’t had a hit in hours and I’m dying.”

      “So you came to me? The man who has raised our child alone after you abandoned her? Yeah, smart fucking decision.”

      I advance on her and she shrinks back. She’s taller than Emmy by a good four inches, but she somehow looks smaller now that she’s in front of me. I can see fresh track marks on both her arms, and I’m sickened by it. Grabbing her upper arm, I twist her around so her back is against the house. Leaning down, I’m in her face and I see a flash of fear come over her.

      “You want money? You need to shoot up that fucking badly?”

      Frantically, she nods, her entire body shaking.

      “Then you’re gonna fucking tell me why you’re talking about Emmy. Do you understand me?”

      Nodding, she opens her mouth, but before she can get another word out, Detective Warren’s car come pulling into the driveway. Jumping from his car, he jogs over to me.

      “Levi, we need to talk.”

      “Gotta wait, Detective. My ex-girlfriend was just telling me some interesting things.”

      “Levi….”

      “No, she needs to finish talking.” I turn back to Dana and she’s shaking uncontrollably, eyes still distant. “Tell me,” I roar, back in her face.

      “I need—”

      “You either need to tell me what you know or get the fuck outta here. Now.”

      “Fine, asshole. Then I hope she gets what she deserves.”

      I go still, and my heart begins to race.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I watch the blood drain from her face and realization dawns on her that she just said too much. “Tell me now.”

      “Okay, Levi. I need you to go inside. I’ll take care of this.” Warren has stepped up to my side and places his hand on my shoulder to calm me down.

      “She said she hopes Emmy gets what she deserves. I want to know why!”

      I turn back to Dana, but she’s sunk down to the floor of the porch, shivering and coughing.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Warren asks.

      “She’s detoxing. Came here for money and said she needed more drugs.”

      “Levi, listen to me. We found some surveillance tapes that caught the vehicle they took Emerson in. We’ve been able to track it to a warehouse a few towns over. I think we’re close to finding her.”

      “She fucking knows something, Warren. I just know it.”

      “And that’s why I’m taking her in.” He pulls his cuffs from his belt and bends down to place them on Dana’s wrists. She doesn’t fight him, and he’s able to maneuver her to his car. I start to follow but he turns and stops me. “You’re staying here, Levi. Whether she knows shit or not, you aren’t coming.”

      “Fuck that.”

      “Jackson, get your ass back inside and let me do my damn job. You hear?”

      “Jesus Christ,” I groan, then spin on my heel and head back inside. I start pacing in circles, and my dad comes over to see what’s going on.

      “Son, what is it?”

      “Dana fucking knows something, Dad. She said she hopes Emmy gets what she deserves. What the hell could that mean?”

      “I have no idea. That girl has always been trouble. Let the police do their job.”

      “I can’t lose her, Dad. I love her too much.” My voice is hoarse with emotion that I refuse to let free. I need to be strong. Lily needs me, and Emmy needs me to hold it together so she can come home.

      “Levi, you won’t lose her. Have faith, son. She’s going to be fine.”

      Nodding, I pinch the bridge of my nose to stifle my tears. Before I can protest, Dad has me in a tight hug, one hand cupping the back of my head. Closing my eyes, I grasp the back of his shirt and bury my face in his shoulder.

      “I need her so bad,” I mumble into his shoulder.

      “We do too, Levi.”

      I let a few tears soak into Dad’s shirt and then I pull away roughly, swiping the back of my hand over my eyes, embarrassed at my display.

      “Don’t be sorry,” Dad says, knowing what I’m about to do.

      “Love you,” I say gruffly, holding out a hand.

      “I love you too, Levi. I’m proud of you. I never say it enough, but I want you to know that. The way you stood by Lily, and the incredible person you’re helping her become. You’ve been a part of this investigation, doing everything you can to help find Emerson, and have never wavered. I’m so proud of you, son.”

      Gripping my hand one last time, Dad lets go and walks back to the living room, leaving me alone with my thoughts and fears in silence. Striding into the kitchen, I start another pot of coffee and look out the window to the backyard.

      “Hold on just a little longer, baby. We’re gonna find you, Em,” I whisper to myself, wishing there was a way to get that message to her.

      Just hold on for me.
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        * * *

      

      Mom ordered pizza for dinner a couple hours ago, and after forcing a few slices down, I excused myself to take a shower. Standing under the hot water, I hang my head. Bracing my hands against the cold tiles, I allow myself a moment to fall apart. Warren gave us more news after returning a few hours later: they found the car Emmy was in, and the trunk had blood all over it. Not enough to confirm if she’s dead, but enough that they’re concerned they could be looking for a body now, not a person.

      Leaning against the tiles, my arms can no longer support me. I can’t stop the tears or the brutal sobs falling out of me. For the first time since she was taken, I’m afraid that she’s dead. I’m so fucking scared, and until they find something else, I won’t know.

      They’ve had Dana in an interrogation room since she was hauled in, and from what Warren said, she is involved in all of this. They’re even saying that they believe the attempted abduction on Lily could be connected. It’s a total nightmare, and I just want to wake up from it. I want to wake up in my own bed, with Emmy in my arms. But I can’t, and I don’t know if I ever will again.

      Forcing myself to calm down, my tears slow and I turn to face the water. Grabbing the bar of soap, I scrub myself clean as fast as I can. When I’m done, I step from the shower and wrap a towel around my waist.

      Ten minutes later, I’m walking downstairs in a pair of sleep pants and a sweatshirt. My parents, my siblings, and Emmy’s parents are sitting in the living room, a pot of coffee on the small table in the middle.

      “Where is Lily?” I ask, reaching for an empty mug and pouring coffee into it.

      “Sleeping, honey. We put her up in Cade’s room. She was exhausted.”

      Nodding, I glance over at the clock and see it’s only six at night.

      “Thanks, Momma.” Sitting between my brother and sister, I let out a sigh.

      “Oh, Levi,” Sydney whispers, leaning her head onto my shoulder. Turning, I place a kiss to her forehead.

      Caden grips my shoulder, and when I expect him to let go, he doesn’t. Taking a sip of coffee, I look over at Callie, who’s asleep with her head on Elliott’s shoulder. Biting my bottom lip, I place the cup of coffee back down and stand up.

      “I’m gonna head to bed, okay? Sorry, I just… I can’t right now.”

      Walking past everyone, I rush upstairs to the bed in my room. Lying down, I roll to my side and curl up, much like when I was a kid with a stomachache. Everything hurts, but mostly my heart. It’s shattering into pieces and I can’t stop it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Levi!”

      Jolting upright in bed, I see it’s still dark out; my bedside clock shows it’s three in the morning. Lily is asleep next to me. She must have crawled in after I fell asleep. Shaking my head, I stumble from the bed and practically fall down the stairs to where my mom is yelling for me.

      When I rush into the kitchen, all the lights are on and both my parents and Emmy’s parents are standing around the room, my dad clutching his phone tightly. I take in their faces, and when I see Callie crying into Elliot’s chest, my own emotions bubble to the surface and I almost drop to my knees. Mom comes to me quickly when she sees the breakdown about to happen and reaches up to grab my face. Staring into her tear-filled eyes, I brace myself for her words. But I’m wrong, and as soon as she finishes speaking, I have to tell myself to remember to breathe.

      “They found her, sweetheart. They have Emerson, Levi.”

      “Momma?”

      “Come here, baby. It’s okay. It’s all gonna be okay.”

      Mom pulls me down into her arms, my arms are around her so tight I must be hurting her, but I don’t care. Someone’s arms wrap around me from behind and I can sense it’s Callie.

      Our three days of pain, grief, and fear are over. I have no clue what my girl has been through, but I don’t care. She could be in pieces and I would still see to it that she’s put back together. As long as we’re both breathing, I’ll ensure she makes it through this.
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      Boom!

      Slam!

      I struggle to open my eyes, loud bangs and screaming waking me up. I’m back on the cot, tied down once more. I don’t even remember anything after getting up the stairs. Gunshots ring out and I begin to shake, terrified that they’re coming for me. I can’t make out anything beyond the loud noises. Voices are warbled, and I haven’t the faintest idea who they even belong to.

      Turning my head, I find the stairs and seconds later a crash sounds, followed by light streaming into the room. Squeezing my eyes shut, I pray that this time they just kill me. I can’t take much more, my entire body littered in bruises and blood.

      “Emerson Reese?”

      My eyes creak back open, and I swear I must be hallucinating. A man wearing a black vest with the word SWAT on the front is standing before me, a large gun in his hands.

      “Ms. Reese, my name is Daniel, and you’re going to be okay. You’re safe now, ma’am.”

      Tears begin to fall down my cheeks when I realize this isn’t a dream. They found me. As carefully as he can manage, he begins to untie my wrists and ankles. When my hands are free, he grabs for the walkie on his vest.

      “We need an ambo down here now. I’m with the victim and she’s alive.” Turning back to my ankles, he gets me completely free and looks around the room. Shivering, I try to sit up but he stops me, being as careful with me as he can.

      “Ms. Reese, you need to stay still. They’ll be down in just a moment to check on you.”

      “Please,” I whisper, starting to feel tired as I reach for his hand. When he realizes what I’m doing, he grabs my hand, squeezing gently.

      “Tell him I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      “Tell who?”

      “Levi, my boyfriend. Tell him I’m sorry and that I love him,” I force out, my lips dry and raw, the taste of tangy blood in my mouth.

      “Just wait a little longer and you can tell him yourself.”

      But he’s fading, my eyes closing again. I register him trying to keep me awake, but it’s no use. I can’t hang on any longer. I did my best, and I fought as long as I could, but I can’t anymore.

      When everything goes dark, I’m assaulted with the most beautiful memories one could have. Levi and Lily laughing. Our first date. Making love. Our life together.

      All the beautiful things that I didn’t cherish enough. That I took for granted.
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        * * *

      

      “Ms. Reese, can you hear me?”

      Loud sirens are shrieking, and I look up into the gentle face of a young woman wearing a paramedics jacket.

      “I died,” I mumble, looking around in confusion.

      “No, I believe you just passed out. Can you tell me how many fingers I’m holding up?”

      She lifts four fingers, I tell her as much, and she smiles.

      “That’s good. We’re on our way to the hospital, and they’ll take good care of you.”

      Nodding, I close my eyes, exhausted and hurting but so grateful.

      “Did… did they find him?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure, honey. We just got you out of there as quickly as possible. I’m sure the police will be checking on you soon enough. I’m gonna give you something for the pain, so just close your eyes and rest.”

      Doing as she says, I feel myself drifting off again. I have no idea what’s going to happen next, but I know one thing for sure. I survived. And I’ll be with Levi soon.

      Thank God.

      I did it.
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      Warren has spent the past hour telling us everything. Dana broke down and confessed, knowing she had no other choice. They offered her a deal if she talked, and for once in her sorry life, other than giving up Lily, she did the right thing.

      Dana owed her dealer ten grand. She came up with this elaborate scheme that Mark, the guy behind this whole thing, could have Lily in place of the money. She sold our daughter for drugs. Tried to, anyway. Mark was one of the guys who orchestrated the attempted kidnapping of Lily last month. When Emmy got in the way, he saw her as the next best thing.

      The people Dana has been involved with over the last couple years are some of the worst that Warren has seen. They go far past low-life druggies—they deal heroin and cocaine, some levels of the ring are involved in drug smuggling, and they’re even known for prostitution as well. Mark, Dana, and everyone found in the house are behind bars, and will be for a very long time. They’re fucking lucky I didn’t get my hands on any of them or they’d be six fucking feet under right now. Rest assured.

      Emmy was found in the basement, tied to a piece-of-shit metal bed, and she’d been beaten several times. We’ve been prepared for what we’ll seen when we’re let into the room, and while I sit here in the waiting room with my parents, I’m trying to find some way to be ready to see her. From what Warren said, she looks bad, barely recognizable. The only silver lining is her rape kit came back negative. She’s been through fucking hell, and I just need to see for myself she’s alive. That she’s breathing. That she’s really here and mine.

      My leg bounces up and down with anxiety as I wait for Elliot and Callie to leave her room. They’ve been in there for almost an hour. Looking at my watch, I see it’s now almost ten in the morning. When we got the news that she’d been found, we had to wait until they had her at the hospital before we could come here. Lily is home with Cade and Sydney, not even aware that Emmy is okay. Telling her that she gets to see Emmy is going to be emotional, but I’m so happy that we get to instead of planning her funeral.

      Emmy has several bruised ribs, a concussion, and several lacerations. They said her upper body is littered in bruises, and her wrists and ankles are torn up and swollen. My blood is boiling just thinking about someone putting their hands on her. I’ve never in my life felt rage like I do right now. Those fuckers should be glad they’re fucking locked up.

      Hearing a door open, I look up to see Emmy’s parents leaving her room, both of them crying and holding on to each other. Biting on my bottom lip, I stand to meet them and Callie instantly comes to hug me. We break apart after a moment and she looks at me with a smile.

      “She’s asking for you.”

      “She’s awake?”

      “Barely. They’re giving her more medicine soon, but she wants you first. Go see her.”

      My chest is tight as I swallow past the lump in my throat. With heavy feet, I walk the few feet to her room and after counting to three, I carefully push her door open and step inside, closing it behind me with a click. The room is dark, and as I walk to her bed, my hands tremble and my legs are barely holding me up.

      Fuck. Yeah, nothing could have prepared me for this.

      Emmy’s entire face is black and blue. Her lips are split open, and I can see a chunk of her hair missing near the back of her ear. Her wrists are a deep purple, and several of her fingers are bruised. I don’t miss the dried blood in her hair, and my eyes well up.

      “Jesus,” I whisper hoarsely. Sitting on the chair next to the bed, I close my eyes tightly, trying to force down the tears.

      She needs me strong, damn it.

      Opening my eyes, I tip my head back and look at the ceiling.

      “I’m so fucking sorry, Emmy. God, baby. I’m so sorry.”

      “Levi?”

      Her raspy and quiet voice breaks through to me and I snap my head over to her. One of her eyes is swollen shut, but the other is open and trained right on me.

      “Hey, sweetheart. Yeah, it’s me, I’m here.”

      Gently, I reach out to brush some hair from her forehead, hand shaking. She tries to wet her lips, but I can see the struggle. Noticing a cup of water with a straw, I grab it and bring the straw to her mouth. She takes a sip, and after a second I place it back down.

      “Levi,” she begins.

      “Shh, Em. We don’t need to talk, okay. I’m just so glad you’re here with me. I’ve missed you so much. Now we just need to focus on getting you better.”

      Tears fill her good eye, and it breaks my heart when they slide down her swollen cheek. As carefully as I can manage, I lean over and kiss them away, relishing the fact that she’s alive.

      “Where is she?” she whispers in my ear.

      Pulling back, I raise an eyebrow at her.

      “Where is who?”

      “Our little girl. Where is Lily? Is she okay?”

      “Yeah, baby. You saved her. She’s with our parents.”

      My head drops to my chest and I don’t bother to hold it in anymore. Tears are rapidly falling down my cheeks, and I cry harder when her hand moves to cup my cheek. My heart has never hurt this badly before and with her finally safe next to me, I let go. I lean forward and rest my head on the bed next to her hip, tears soaking into the blankets. Three days of thinking she was dead, that I’d lost her forever. My chest burns with the sobs I release as she runs her hand up and down my back.

      “It’s okay, Levi,” she whispers.

      Shaking my head, I refuse to accept that. This isn’t okay. None of this is okay.

      “I almost lost you,” I sob. “I saw him hit you, Emmy. I saw him take you. I found Lily crying for you in a closet, and I saw your blood on my floor. I’ve been so scared, baby.”

      “Shh.”

      “I love you so much. I can’t be in this world without you. Please don’t ever leave me, Emmy. I won’t survive it. Please, baby.”

      “I love you, Levi.”

      “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.” My body shakes with every cry, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t stop. It feels like she’s going to be ripped away from me and this is the only chance I get with her.

      “It’s not your fault, Levi. I fought for you and Lily.”

      “I love you. I love you so much, Emmy. I’m so sorry.”

      “I love you, Levi.”

      One of her hands moves to my head, fingers gently running through my hair. Turning my head, I rest my cheek on the bed and grip her hand, bringing her bruised fingers to my lips.

      “My Emmy.” Through my tears, I see her own cheeks wet with tears and I close my eyes. We came so close to losing everything.

      Her life.

      Our future.

      Lily’s future.

      Our love.

      But by the grace of God, she’s still alive, and she’s still mine. And I’ll see to it that no matter how much it takes, no matter what it takes, we will get it all back. Everything they tried to take from us will never falter, and I’ll show her that I was worth fighting for.
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        * * *

      

      I wake to someone touching my shoulder, gently stirring me from sleep. Blinking my eyes open, I sit up to find Elliott standing next to me. Scrubbing a hand down my face, I turn to Em, who’s still asleep.

      “Son, why don’t you go get something to eat? It’s been four hours, and they think it’ll be a while before she wakes up again.”

      “I can’t leave her,” I murmur, leaning over to place a gentle kiss to the back of her hand.

      “Levi….”

      “Okay.” Reluctantly, I stand, bending over to kiss Emmy’s forehead, whispering to her for a moment before I go to leave.

      “I’m not kicking you out, Levi. Cal and I are so grateful for you, for everything you’ve done for our little girl. But I just need a moment with her.”

      “Understood, sir. I’ll be back in a couple hours, okay? Call me right away if there’s any change, please?”

      “You know I will, son.”

      Giving him a quick hug, I take one final look at my girl before turning around and leaving them alone. I walk the several feet to the waiting area, finding my parents sitting there still. Mom jumps up when she sees me, rushing over to pull me into her arms.

      “How is she?” she whispers, voice thick with emotion.

      “She looks terrible,” I mutter, clinging to my mom. Dad comes over and puts his arms around us, giving us both the comfort we need. I keep my emotions in check, pulling away after a few minutes.

      “Elliott is gonna sit with her a while, so I’m gonna go home, see Lily. I need my daughter right now,” I say.

      Mom nods and they follow me from the hospital. We all drove over together in Dad’s SUV, so he drives us back to their house. When we pull in the driveway, I take a deep breath and we head inside.

      Sydney and Caden are sitting at the kitchen table with Lily, eating peanut butter sandwiches and coloring pictures. Lily laughs when she sees me, and I bend down next to where she’s sitting and pull her small body into my arms.

      “Hey, Lily bug,” I say, pulling back to give her a kiss.

      “Hi Daddy. Where did you go?”

      I take another deep breath and blow it out.

      “I went to see Emmy, sweetheart.”

      Her eyes get huge and I watch them fill with tears, her smile wide and bright.

      “You sawed Emmy? Where, Daddy? I want to go!”

      “She’s in the hospital where the doctors are taking good care of her, okay? You can see her when she comes home.”

      “When, Daddy? I want to see her! I miss her so so so much.”

      “I know, baby. I’ve missed her too. But she needs medicine and sleep, so when she comes home she’s feeling better, okay?”

      “Okay, Daddy.” Kissing me on the cheek, Lily climbs into her chair, going back to her food and drawing.

      Sydney comes to give me a fierce hug and wipes a few stray tears.

      “I’m so happy she’s okay, Levi.”

      “I don’t know about okay, but she’s alive, Syd.”

      “You guys will get through this.”

      “I hope so.”

      Emmy is alive, yes. She’s safe. I just hope my sister is right.

      I hope she’s okay.
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      Waking slowly, the first thing that registers is the light. It’s so bright. And my head feels like it weighs twenty pounds. Blinking until everything comes into focus, I look around the room, realizing I’m in a hospital. Glancing down, I see the wires in my arm and the monitors next to me, quietly beeping. I’m looking toward the windows when I turn my head and find my father sitting next to me, staring down at my hand he has between his.

      “Daddy?” I rasp, trying to clear the frog in my throat. His head whips up and I watch tears silently track down his cheeks.

      “Hey, honey. Oh, you have no idea how good it is to see you.” Standing up, he wipes away the tears and kisses my forehead.

      “How long?” I ask, head hurting with every word.

      “How long what, Emmy girl?”

      “Since they came,” I whisper, finding it easier to get the words out.

      Dad taps at his phone for a second and then sits again, taking my hand.

      “You were gone three days, and you’ve been here for around ten hours. You’ve been asleep most of that time. Are you hurting? Do you need anything?”

      I carefully shake my head as best as I can manage, then motion to the water pitcher. My mouth feels like it’s filled with cotton, and when he puts the straw between my lips, I taste the most heavenly cold water imaginable. After a couple sips, he takes it away, slowing me down.

      “Where is Levi?” I manage to get out. My throat hurts so bad.

      “He went home to see Lily, get some food. He’s been here the whole time. I just texted him and he’s already on his way back here. Soon, Emmy. I promise.”

      “Is he okay?”

      Dad shakes his head, emotion crossing his face. “No. He’s been an absolute wreck, Emmy. I hope you know how much that man loves you.”

      “I love him too.”

      Smiling, Dad leans back in his chair, telling me to rest. I do as he says and close my eyes, falling back to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I have no idea how long I slept for, but this time when I wake up, I find the most beautiful blue eyes looking back at me. I’m immediately overcome with emotion. Levi stands from the chair and sits on the bed next to me, his smile not quite meeting his eyes.

      “Levi,” I whisper, fighting against the tears threatening to spill.

      “Fuck, it’s so good to hear you say my name, Em.” Gently, he cups my face in his rough hands, softly stroking his thumbs over my cheeks.

      “I love you,” I say, needing him to know. Nothing else matters to me.

      “I love you too, baby.”

      Nodding, I look down at my hands, needing to compose myself.

      “How is Lily?” I ask.

      “She’s okay. She’s safe, thanks to you. I found her, Em.”

      Biting my bottom lip, I nod again and the flood of emotions rises, pulling me under. Dropping my head, I begin to sob, my chest on fire. Levi pulls me into his arms as carefully as he can and I tuck my face into his neck, fisting his shirt in my battered hands, not caring how much it hurts the bruises on my face.

      “Shh, baby. It’s okay. You’re okay. I have you, Em. You’re safe.”

      Rocking me back and forth on the hospital bed, Levi allows me to fall completely apart. Lily is okay. As painful as this has been, and as much as I’m hurting, it was all worth it. It meant something.

      I kept Lily safe.

      “Thank you,” he whispers, kissing me gently on the forehead. I give him a tiny smile and then pull away from him, completely exhausted.

      “I love you,” I say softly, his thumb running down the side of my face.

      “I think you mentioned that,” he jokes, lightening the mood.

      “Yeah, I know. But I wasn’t sure I’d ever get to tell you again, so I’m going to repeat it forever, okay?”

      “Okay,” he mumbles, placing the softest kiss possible to my lips. “And for the record? I love you just as much, okay. Maybe even more after what you did for my daughter.”

      “Our daughter,” I say, my eyes closing against my will. My next scheduled dose of medicine must have kicked in, and as much as I don’t want to, I fall asleep, Levi whispering to me the entire time. And for the first time since this ordeal began, I sleep peacefully.
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        * * *

      

      “So, you may still have a lingering headache for the next few days, but that’s to be expected with such a severe concussion. Your ribs will be sore for a few weeks and it’ll take time for the bruises to fade, but overall, you’re a very lucky woman. I’ll send you home with prescriptions for pain medication, but if you think you can get away with just ibuprofen, that’s what you should take first. Any questions?”

      Two days later, the doctor is giving me my discharge papers and orders. Levi is standing next to the bed with a wheelchair, all ready to go. I was finally able to get showered this morning, and even though he wanted to help me, I asked him to leave. When I realized the magnitude of my injuries, I couldn’t let him anywhere near me.

      I’m sickened by how I look. Especially the hand-sized bruises on my inner thighs. They told me my rape kit came back negative, but that doesn’t mean they didn’t try. Memories have been rushing back at me in chunks, and the doctor doesn’t have to tell me how lucky I am. There is zero doubt in my mind that if they hadn’t fucked up and Dana hadn’t opened her mouth, I’d be dead right now. And no matter how hard I try, that’s the worst thing for me.

      I shake the doctor’s hand, taking the papers he hands me. Dressed in an oversized sweatshirt and leggings, I carefully get up from the bed and settle myself into the wheelchair.

      Levi runs his hands up and down my arms before kissing my head.

      “Ready to get home, baby?”

      “Yeah.”

      Making our way down, I close my eyes and tell myself just to breathe. I’m so glad that we aren’t at the local hospital; I don’t think I could bear my coworkers seeing me like this. My anxiety is starting to rise about going back to the place this all started, but I’m ready to see our families, get Lily in my arms. I have missed that girl something fierce.

      When we reach the hospital entrance, Levi leaves me at the sidewalk, going to grab his truck. In just a short few minutes, he’s pulling up in front of me. Getting out, he jogs around the hood and helps me inside, taking extra precautions to make sure I’m okay. When he climbs back in, he buckles up and then turns to look at me.

      “What?” I ask, buckling my own seat belt.

      “I just can’t believe you’re with me.”

      “Levi.”

      “You have no idea what this has been like for me, for your family. Hell, my family. Em, it’s been an absolute fucking nightmare, babe. Every day was a struggle, and I had to force myself to keep going on, not knowing where you were, if you were okay. If you needed me….”

      Breaking off, he turns to look out the other window, his throat working furiously.

      “Hey, I’m right here, Levi. I’m okay.”

      Undoing my buckle, I push the arm rest back so the third seat is exposed and slide over, resting my head on his shoulder, linking my arm with his. He doesn’t say anything, just rest a hand on my upper thigh.

      “I might need you to remind me that for a while, okay?”

      “As long as you need it,” I whisper, picking up the hand on my leg and kissing the back of it. We sit in silence for another minute more, and then he puts his truck into gear, pulling onto the road. I never move back to my seat, and he never asks me to.
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        * * *

      

      As we pull into the driveway, my palms are sweaty and I’m a bucket of nerves. There are “welcome home” posters all over the deck, and my eyes fill with tears. Levi shuts off the truck and then turns to look down at me.

      “Welcome home, baby,” he murmurs, taking my lips in a soft kiss.

      “You guys did all this for me?”

      “Why don’t you come see, Em?”

      Carefully getting down, I take his hand as he guides me inside. Stepping into the front hallway, I shut my eyes, memories threatening to drag me down.

      “Breathe, Em. It’s just us. Nobody but us, baby. You’re safe.”

      Draping his arm over my shoulders, Levi takes us into the kitchen. Turning toward the dining room, I’m overcome with happiness. His parents, my parents, and his siblings are standing in front of the table, Lily in front of them with a sign that says “Welcome Home, Emmy.”

      Brushing a stray tear away, I give them the biggest smile I can imagine.

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      Caden strides forward first, carefully pulling me into the tightest hug I can handle. When he moves away, he grabs my face and kisses my forehead.

      “Welcome home, Em.”

      In the short time that I’ve been dating his brother, I’ve grown incredibly close to Caden. He came to see me every day in the hospital, and he even helped Levi get me through one of my nightmares there. He’s an amazing man, much like his brother.

      Lily looks nervous, and her eyes keep darting between me and her father. Levi nods at her and she comes running at me, tiny cries coming out of her. Lily flings herself into my arms, and even though a sharp pain pierces my chest, I still pick her up, her face pressed against my shoulder. Brushing her soft hair back, I look down into her little face and see tear stains on her cheeks.

      “We’ll be right back,” I say to the others, and I carry Lily into the living room so we can have some privacy. I take a deep breath through the pain and sit on the couch with her cradled on my lap.

      “Oh, sweetie pie. What’s the matter?”

      “I missed you so much,” she sniffles, sitting up so we’re nose to nose.

      “I missed you too, Lily. But I’m okay, I promise. I know my face looks funny, but it’s just temporary. I’m still the same old Emmy, okay?”

      “Okay. Can I make it all better?” Lily leans forward and kisses the end of my nose.

      “Thank you, baby. I feel much better now,” I say, giving her my biggest smile.

      “Good.”

      “Thank you for being so brave, Lily. Your daddy and I are so proud of you.”

      “I tried, Emmy. I was scared, but I didn’t come out for anyone but Daddy.”

      “Good girl.” Cupping the back of her head, I lean back as far as I can and hold her to me, breathing in her sweet shampoo, so happy to have her back in my arms.

      “Daddy missed you too.”

      “I know. I missed him too.”

      “I heard him talking to you at night. He cried too. It made me sad. I don’t like Daddy like that. He’s supposed to be silly. Daddy was brave, and I tried to be brave liked him.”

      Letting a few tears trickle down my own cheeks, I stroke her hair and pull her even closer to me. My heart aches and it feels like it could break open. Imagining what everyone went through, hearing about my strong man breaking, it kills me. I can’t stand the thought of Levi crying for me, or grieving what he thought was the loss of me.

      But then, instead of getting more upset, I get angry. And only one thought comes to mind.

      Fuck you, Dana. Rot in hell.
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        * * *

      

      It’s pitch dark. Whipping my head around, I search for anybody, anything. When I finally find a sliver of light, I race toward it, only to come face-to-face with Mark. Sitting in the darkness, he grins, making my stomach churn and my pulse race.

      “Be a good girl and come do your job. A whore’s job is to sit on my dick whenever I want. Now get over here.”

      “No.”

      Wrong answer.

      Leaning over the side of his chair, he waves a black gun is in my face, my throat swelling as I stare down the barrel.

      “You can either suck my cock or you can suck this. Your choice, princess.”

      Frantically, I shake my head, images of everyone I love running through it. I feel so lost and I start crying, refusing to make a decision.

      “Have it your way, then.”

      My eyes widen as Mark shoves the gun in my mouth, the deafening sound of my life ending echoing around the empty room.

      Gasping for breath, I shoot up in bed, a sob tearing from my throat. Struggling to push the blankets away, my arms are grabbed and I scream, trying to get away.

      “Emmy, it’s me baby. Em! It’s Levi. Look at me.”

      My hand connects with his cheek, the slap loud and shrill, but he doesn’t falter. Levi grabs my face with one hand, the other slapping the wall to hit the light switch, bathing the room in a soft glow. The light forces me to open my eyes and I take in my surroundings.

      The bed is disheveled, and Levi is sitting in front of me, wearing his boxer briefs and a gray T-shirt. My heart hurts when I see the bright red mark on his face, and my hands shake.

      “Baby,” Levi whispers, patting his lap, inviting me to come to him. But the image just brings back repugnant memories and I race for the bathroom. As my stomach churns and I heave into the commode, Levi pulls my hair back, gently rubbing my back to soothe me.

      “Just let me go,” I say, voice so quiet I can barely hear it over the roaring in my ears.

      “I can’t,” he tells me, hand moving up and down.

      “I should’ve just died. It would be so much easier. I don’t want to hurt anymore, Levi. Take the pain away.”

      Wiping my mouth, I turn to him, not caring that I haven’t brushed my teeth and I’m disgusting as I bury my face in his chest, hot cheek against the cool material of his shirt. Levi picks me up to carry me back to bed. Laying me down, he pulls me against him and tugs the blanket over us.

      “It wouldn’t have been easier. We’re gonna get through this, baby. I’m not letting you go. I can’t. I love you too much. I’m so grateful you fought and came home to us. I love you, Em. This time we’ll fight together. Take my hand and let me come with you into the dark, and I promise to be your light.”

      Crying softly, I rest my head in the crook of his neck while Levi continues whispering to me. Between his sweet words and his soothing hands, I fall back to sleep.

      It doesn’t last long before I’m back in the dark.

      But this time, Levi is with me, just like he promised.
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          One Month Later

        

      

    

    
      I wish I could say that life is back to normal, but it isn’t. Em is struggling, and I’m at a complete loss on how to help her. Nightmares still plague her weekly, and she refuses to talk to anyone. I’ve told her countless times that seeing a therapist doesn’t mean she’s weak, but she won’t hear it. The only time she seems calm is when we’re alone in bed, just lying together and watching a movie. But then we go to sleep and she wakes up, spending the rest of the night awake. She’s exhausted, and it’s starting to take a toll on me.

      I was off work for three weeks. I went back last week, and it’s causing problems. Emmy texts me around the clock, and every time the security system alerts her that someone is close by, she hides in the bedroom and calls me to come home and check the house before she comes out. I do it all without hesitation, and I always will. She’s my girl and I love her, but she needs help. She refuses to talk about what happened, and while we know bits and pieces of what went on, until Emmy speaks fully about it we won’t know the details.

      I know I’m a selfish bastard for it, but I miss the Emmy I fell in love with. The fearless, brave girl who didn’t let anything hold her back. Em is a shell of who she was, and by not confronting her trauma, she’ll never be her old self. And I don’t know what to do anymore. I didn’t get her back from hell only to lose her to herself. I refuse.

      Leaning back in my chair, I drop my black-rimmed glasses onto the desk in front of me, scrubbing a hand down my face, only more aware of how badly I need to shave. The sound of footsteps has me turning in my chair, finding Caden and Sydney standing in the doorway. She has coffee and Cade is holding a brown sack filled with food from the café next door.

      “We thought you might be hungry,” she says softly, offering me a tall white cup.

      “Thank you.” Taking a sip, I let out a loud sigh, offering them each a chair. I had no appointment today, but I came in to schedule a few, wanting the time to think.

      “How you holding up, man?” Cade asks, holding out a sandwich to me. Gratefully, I take it and rip it open, stuffing it into my mouth.

      “I don’t know,” I grumble, inhaling my food.

      “Listen, we were thinking. What if we watched Lily tonight so you and Emmy could have a night alone?”

      “Probably not a good idea. She gets up twice a night to check on Lily.”

      “But it’s worth a try, right?”

      “Yeah, maybe. I’ll talk to Em in a little bit and see how she feels.”

      “Okay.” Syd and Cade dig into their own food and we’re all silent, the elephant in the room growing by the second.

      “Just spit it out you guys,” I say, tossing my garbage into the trash can.

      “Say what?” Cade asks, raising an eyebrow at me.

      “Whatever you came for. I know you both want to ask, so here’s the answer. No, Emmy isn’t doing okay. I have no idea what to do and I’m three seconds from snapping. I’m… I’m losing her, you guys.”

      “Bro, we didn’t know. We didn’t come here for that, honest. We just thought you could use some company, something to take your mind off everything. Sorry, we really weren’t trying to pry. Do you want us to leave you alone?”

      Caden moves, about to get up, but I stop him with a shake of my head.

      “Fuck, Cade, I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be a dick. I’m so grateful for everything you guys and Mom and Dad have done. I’m just frustrated.”

      Sydney leans forward and places her hand on my knee, squeezing for a second.

      “Levi, if things are that bad, I think you know what you need to do.”

      I rest my elbows on my legs and hang my head.

      “Levi, she needs help.”

      “I know that,” I groan, lacing my fingers behind my head.

      “Do you want me to help you find a therapist, one you can take her to tonight? While we watch Lily?” Sydney has her eyes trained on me, waiting for my response.

      “I don’t know,” I begin, but the look in her eyes is telling me everything. I need to step in and do something. An intervention of sorts. I’m just scared Emmy will shut down.

      “What’s wrong, Levi? Don’t you want Emmy better?”

      “Of course I do,” I spit out, anger laced in my words. “I just want to know why I wasn’t enough to help her. Why can’t I do anything for her? Why won’t she let me help her?”

      Sydney scoots her chair forward and wraps her arms around my neck, pulling me to her in a second, running a hand up and down my back.

      “Emmy went through something unimaginable, Levi. She’s scared to tell you things, and she probably feels ashamed, even though she has no reason to. Levi, she was brutalized for three days. She’s traumatized, and she needs to talk. No matter how much you help her, she’s never going to begin to heal until she confronts it.”

      Pulling away, she looks at me with determination, and I press a kiss to her forehead.

      “How’d you get so smart, Syd? College finally starting to pay off for you?”

      She shakes her head. “Nah, I have two big brothers who I’ve been learning from my whole life.”

      Cade and I share a smile and then we move on, finding anything to talk about that doesn’t involve what happened. For the first time in weeks, I feel hopeful again.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, I walk through the front door of our house to the smell of something delicious, my stomach growling loudly. Kicking my boots off, I set the alarm and head to the kitchen. Emmy and Lily are standing at the island, country music playing from the wireless speaker as they sing along, cooking what looks to be a lasagna. My heart is completely full, watching them until they notice me. Emmy waves and Lily blows me a kiss.

      Turning the music down, Emmy sways over to me, standing on tiptoes to kiss me.

      “I’m so glad you’re home,” she says, squeezing my biceps in her small hands.

      “What is all this, baby?” I ask. I keep my voice steady, when really I feel like I’ve walked into an episode of The Twilight Zone.

      “I’m making dinner tonight. Is that okay?”

      She smiles up at me, hope in her eyes. I haven’t seen her this happy and alive since before that day.

      Dropping a kiss to her forehead, I cup her face.

      “Of course it’s okay, Em. I’m just surprised is all,” I say.

      “Lily, we’ll be right back, okay?”

      Lily nods and Em grabs me by the hand, pulling me into the living room. As soon as we’re alone, she reaches up to grab me by the back of the neck, smashing her lips onto mine. It’s been so long since I’ve kissed her, really kissed her, that I can’t help groaning into her mouth, my dick stirring in my pants. But the last thing I want to do is make any physical moves toward her, so I force myself to calm down.

      “I did something today, Levi.”

      Sitting on the couch, I pat my lap and she comes over, sitting across my leg, arm around my shoulders.

      “What’s that, babe?” Looking at her beautiful face, I’m so glad that most of her bruises are gone. Except for one on the side of her face, she’s healing well and I’m thankful.

      “I had a Skype call with the resident psychiatrist at work.”

      I’m blown away. Holy shit.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, I did,” she says, laying her head against my chest.

      “How’d it go?” I ask, playing with her hair.

      “Really good,” she whispers.

      We sit together in the quiet room, and I have no idea what to say. I’m not stupid, I know one call didn’t fix her, but she does seem better and I’ve only been gone six and a half hours today. Placing a hand under her chin, I lift her face so I can look in her eyes.

      “Tell me,” I say, resting my forehead against hers.

      “Well, I woke up last night, had another nightmare. And you were sound asleep next to me, and I realized that for the first time since I came home, you were getting rest. I know I’ve been running both of us ragged, and I’m tired. I want to feel normal again. I was starting to get some really dark thoughts and I didn’t like that.”

      Nodding, I motion for her to continue, just holding her close to me.

      “So I called Jean. I’ve worked with her a couple of times, mostly around Ellen, the patient who died four months ago. Anyway, she agreed to a video chat and I don’t know… I just purged everything, Levi. All my fears, everything. We talked for three hours. I had my mom come and hang out with Lily while I did. I hope that’s okay.”

      “Of course it is, baby.”

      “Well anyway, I told her my biggest issue was that every time I closed my eyes, I was back in that room. No matter what. So she gave me some breathing and mental techniques to help me when I get scared, and it worked, Levi. I almost cried, I was so happy.”

      “That’s amazing, Em.”

      “Yeah, didn’t you notice? Check your phone. I didn’t text you once today.”

      Furrowing my eyebrows, I dig my phone from my pocket and confirm it. I was so lost in my own head today that I didn’t even realize it.

      “So, you’re okay now?” I ask, moving her so I can wrap my arms around her waist.

      With her hands on my shoulders, she shakes her head and I’m confused.

      “Not yet. I’m a work in progress. I will be though. I do have to tell you things eventually, and I worry that it’ll change things between us. But for now I think I’m okay.”

      Kissing her, I frame her face with my hands.

      “I’m so damn proud of you,” I say, voice thick with emotion. And I am. She faced her fears head on and asked for help.

      “Thank you. But I did it for us, for Lily. I miss you so much, Levi.”

      “I’m right here, baby. I haven’t gone anywhere, and I never will.”

      “I love you, Levi. So much.”

      “I love you too, baby. Now, can you finish cooking? I’m starving.”

      Em bursts out laughing, the sound loud and filled with happiness.

      And it’s the best thing I’ve heard in weeks.
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      Every day that passes, I feel better. Stronger. Physically, my body is almost back to normal. I still have pain in my chest every so often, and there are still a few tender spots, but other than that I’m okay.

      I talk to Jean every day, and she’s one of the biggest reasons I’m getting better. I knew eventually I’d need to get help. I was going on days of no sleep, and now that I’m actually getting a couple hours a night, I feel better.

      But the nightmares are still there, and the fear is still present. Today she told me that she wants to try something different, but it’s fucking with my head. She wants Levi to join us for one of the video sessions, and it’s one of my biggest fears. Levi knows so little about what happened to me, only the basics, and I’m not sure I want him to know everything.

      Since my first call with Jean two weeks ago, I’ve been doing everything in my power to be intimate with Levi. It’s probably stupid of me, but I need him. From the very beginning, we’ve had an intimacy that went far past the physical act of sex. We were always finding ways to be together, even if it wasn’t going all the way.

      I miss him. My body misses him. I initiate it every chance I get, but he pushes me away. The other night, I waited until he fell asleep and then I kept teasing his body, trying to get him in the mood while he was asleep, hoping he’d do what he used to—wake up and fuck me into the following week—but he didn’t. He actually rolled over and went back to sleep.

      I left the bed a few minutes later when he started snoring, and I crept into the guest bathroom, taking the hottest shower possible, trying to rid myself of the filth that’s keeping Levi from touching me. I mean, I get it. Why would he want me knowing men tried to use my body for their own needs? But I still need him.

      Lily is having a sleepover at Abby and Scott’s tonight and I’m alone downstairs, finishing a load of laundry. When it’s all done, I fold the clothes and leave the basket on the couch. Padding to the front door, I lock the deadbolt and turn the security system on. Looking through the peephole, I find nothing as usual, but I still have to do it. I can’t sleep at night unless I make sure we’re safe.

      Strolling through the dark house, I go in search of Levi. It’s so quiet without Lily here, but we need the alone time. It’s been a month and I’m hoping that tonight can be the night. I need to be intimate with him. Need to feel close to him. I miss us.

      I find Levi in our bedroom, sitting up in bed with his tablet on his lap. He has on the dark-framed glasses I love so much, and he’s in just a pair of gray sweats. He looks up when I enter the room and smiles at me.

      “Hey, baby.”

      “What are you doing?”

      I climb onto the bed, and he puts the tablet to the side so I can settle myself on his lap.

      “Checking emails. Nothing too exciting.”

      Sliding my arms loosely around his neck, I give him a soft kiss and run my hands through his hair. Levi’s hands gently rest on my waist and I try to deepen the kiss, holding him tighter.

      “I love those glasses on you,” I mumble, pulling them from his face.

      “Thanks, I think,” he chuckles. But before I can move things further, he kisses me on the nose and slides me off him, picking his tablet back up. Tears burn my eyes and I fight to push them back.

      “Sorry, I’m just really tired. I need to finish this and then we can head to bed, okay?”

      Nodding, I fold my legs under me and pretend to focus on whatever movie is playing on the television. A few minutes later, he turns the tablet off and gets off the bed. He stops at the dresser and pulls on a T-shirt, then moves to the bathroom. Before he reaches it, I finally have the courage to ask him what I’ve needed to since he first started rejecting me a couple weeks ago.

      “Don’t you want me anymore?”

      Levi stops dead in his tracks and his body goes rigid. He doesn’t turn to face me, so I continue on, the tears finally falling down my cheeks.

      "I knew you'd be repulsed by what they did. I shower twice a day and I'm still nasty—”

      “Do not finish that sentence. I swear to Christ, Em. Don’t.” Levi turns around, his features filled with pain.

      “I’ve told you I’m fine, Levi. I’m ready to be with you, and you reject me every time.”

      “You’re not fine. And you aren’t ready. I’m not rejecting you, Emmy. I’m protecting you.”

      “Protecting me? Like you did the last time?” The words fly from my mouth before I can stop them, and I instantly see the effect they have on him. Levi’s expression hardens and I don’t miss the tears that fill his eyes. He nods and turns to leave the room.

      “No, Levi, please don’t. I’m so sorry, that’s not what I meant.”

      “Heard you crystal clear, Emerson.”

      Emerson.

      He’s almost at the door when I scramble from the bed and run over to him, grabbing his arms. He fights against me, and the sobs break free from my chest.

      “Levi, please don’t leave me. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it. Please. I love you. Don’t go.”

      “Em….”

      “Don’t go. Please. Oh my God, Levi, you can’t leave me.”

      He stops fighting me and my head drops to his back, and I wrap my arms around his waist from behind. I’m not sure if it’s the idea of him leaving or how much I just hurt him, but I finally let myself grieve for what we’ve gone through. Tears are unashamedly soaking into his shirt, and his rough hands grip mine tightly.

      “Levi, please don’t go,” I whisper brokenly into his back. “I swear I didn’t mean what I said. None if this was your fault. I hate myself for hurting you just now, but I want it all to be over. I want to go to bed and not see their faces. I don’t want their hands to be the last that touched me. I want the man I love to want me back. To not wish I wasn’t a filthy reminder of who he used to have. Please.”

      Levi is still as stone, and I fear that no number of apologies will fix this. He doesn’t force me away, just holds my hands while I weep into his back.

      “I’m sorry,” he rasps. His forehead drops to the wall in front of us, and his back shakes as he cries with me. I squeeze him tighter and he finally turns in my arms. His cheeks are wet with his own emotions, and he looks completely devastated. Bending down, he picks me up and carries me over to the bed. He sits on the edge and maneuvers me onto his lap, my legs wrapping around his waist.

      I drop my forehead to his and clasp the sides of his face.

      “Why are you sorry?” I whisper.

      “I need you to listen to me, okay?” I nod and wrap my arms around his neck. “I watched the security tapes. I saw you take Lily upstairs. I saw you running from those men, and I watched that piece of shit smash your face into a wall. I watched you bleed onto the floor, and I was helpless. He carried you from the house like a rag doll and I couldn’t do anything about it. It replays over and over and over.”

      My heart clenches with every word as tears continue to run down his face.

      “For three days, I had no idea if you were alive. If I’d get to see your beautiful smile again. If I’d wake up with you in my arms. If we’d get to raise Lily toge—” He breaks off on a sob and I pull him to me, his face buried in my neck.

      “Levi.”

      “I watched you wander the house like a zombie. I watched your nightmares, and I see the fear that still lingers in your eyes when the doorbell rings. I know you think you’re ready for things, but what if I touch you and it takes you back? I can’t be the reason you have those nightmares. I can’t be the one to hurt you again. I love you so much, baby. I’m so sorry for how I’ve made you feel. I’m such an asshole for that. Fuck, I hate that you feel so dirty. You aren’t anything less than the beautiful, sexy, amazing woman I fell in love with.”

      Levi’s words have me crying harder, and he grabs my face to force my gaze to his. His tears haven’t slowed, but despite them, he smiles at me.

      “You’re still my Emmy. Are there more scars than when I met you? Sure. But that doesn’t change my feelings for you. I just want you to get better, baby. I know how much this destroyed you, because it hurts me too. Every time you cry out for me in your sleep, it breaks me, knowing I couldn’t save you. That I wasn’t there for you.”

      “Levi, stop.”

      “Em—” he begins, but I gently place my index finger over his lips.

      “Stop. I need to talk now, okay?”

      He nods.

      Climbing off his lap, I brush the tears from my cheeks and take a deep breath, then sit back against the headboard and pull the blankets over my lap. Levi moves to sit in front of me, folding his long legs under him. He reaches out to take one of my hands and nods again, his signal to continue talking.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that tape, Levi. I hate that you hurt so bad, not knowing what happened to me. Where I was. But while you were looking for me, I was fighting. Not just for me but for us, for Lily. I wasn’t going to die without a fight. Every time they touched me, or tried to hurt me, I went to this place inside my head where it was just me and you. You were the only thing I could think about. Your touch, your scent, your smile. You are the only reason I survived, Levi.”

      Dropping my head into my free hand, I cry loudly for a moment, but Levi doesn’t move. His thumb softly rubs the back of my hand but I don’t look at him, knowing I need to finish. That I need to tell him my fears.

      “I know for a fact that if I’d never been found, I would’ve died. But not before they raped me over and over again. Before they’d gotten some sick pleasure from hurting me, torturing me. I didn’t let them take anything from me that I couldn’t get back. It cost me a lot of pain, and I know so many of those wounds and scars are emotional, and it’s gonna take me a lot of time before they even start to heal. But I really am okay, Levi. I’m home safe with you.”

      I open my eyes and look at the beautiful yet hurting man in front of me. I reach out to brush the tears off his stubbled cheeks, then lean forward to gently kiss him.

      “I love you, Levi. I’m sorry that you think you didn’t help me, but you did. You are the only reason I’m alive. I knew you wouldn’t let me go.”

      “I never will, baby. Without you, my heart isn’t whole. I’m not even half the man I know how to be without you. I promise, when we’re both ready to be together in the way you want, we will. But just give it time, Em. My love for you will never lessen. And stop hiding your pain and emotions. Fuck, I feel like a douchebag for breaking down again just now. I’m supposed to be strong for you and help you.”

      “No. You’re my hero. You really are. You are strong, Levi, but like you just said, hiding your pain, holding it back? It’s only hurting you. If we’re gonna heal and move on, we need to stop pretending and start talking. If that means we close the door and cry, then that’s what we do. If it means watching a movie we’ve seen a hundred times, then we do that. We’re stronger together, Levi. We need each other. I love you, so much more than you know.”

      Levi gives me a small smile, and then he pulls the blankets back, crawling into bed next to me. We lie on our sides facing each other, one of his strong arms tight around my back. He presses a soft kiss to my forehead and then closes his eyes.

      “I love you, baby. And no more extra showers, okay? That kills me. Just come to me when you feel that way and we’ll find other ways to get you through it. I’m going to do whatever it takes to fix this. To get you healthy again.”

      “I just need you, Levi. We’ll be okay. You promise?”

      “I promise, baby. Now close your eyes and sleep. No bad dreams, okay? Just think about this beautiful world we have together. Only sweet dreams.”

      “You are my dream, Levi Jackson.”

      I feel his smile against my skin, and I follow him into the first peaceful night of sleep I’ve had in a month. No bad dreams, just Levi and me.
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      “Daddy, come on! I want to see the stingways!”

      We’re back at the aquarium today, just Emmy, Lily, and me. I felt like we needed a day to get out of the house and have some fun again. I wanted to go to the movies, but Lily insisted, so here we are. She’s holding tight to both mine and Em’s hands, giggling and bouncing around. We probably shouldn’t have let her eat ice cream at ten in the morning, but fuck it.

      Today is a big day for us.

      It’s the first day of the rest of our lives together, forever. Every day Em gets stronger, gets better, and I couldn’t be any prouder of her. I’m in awe of her strength and every time I think she’ll regress, fall back into her fears, she pushes forward, fights them.

      Her nightmares are finally starting to go away; she’s only had one in the last couple weeks. She sleeps at night again. Sometimes I hear her get up to check on Lily, but I know that’s something that goes farther than what happened to her. This whole nightmare started with someone trying to take Lily. I still have moments where I catch myself being extra watchful, refusing to take my eyes off her, forcing her to hold my hand even when it’s not necessary.

      Lily breaks the connection with us and goes running. I see the fear wash over Emmy, but then she closes her eyes and takes several deep breaths. Squeezing her hand, I watch Lily standing in front of the touch tank, waiting her turn to feel the stingrays in the water. After a moment, Em squeezes back and I know she’s okay.

      Stepping forward, we help Lily climb up on the bench, laughing when she touches the stingray and squeals. Emmy holds her phone up and we both smile at her, happiness written all over our faces. When another one goes by, I sink my hand into the water and let it run under my fingers, feeling the almost slimy skin. Shivering, I yank my hand back and laugh when I see the look on both Em’s and Lily’s faces.

      “What?” I ask, playing it off like it was nothing.

      “Gross, huh?” Emmy laughs, covering her mouth with her hand.

      Shaking my head, I stand up and pull Lily into my arms, resting her on my hip.

      “How about we go see the sharks, baby?” I ask Lily, who claps in delight.

      “Oh yes! Let’s go,” she shouts, pointing in the direction of the exhibit.

      Laughing, I carry her and take Emmy’s hand in mine. Together we let ourselves get lost in the wonderful world of the sea, not leaving until it’s closing time and we have no choice.

      When we pull into our driveway hours later, Lily is sound asleep in the back seat and Emmy is looking beat next to me. Without waking her, I carry my baby inside and get her into bed, pulling the blankets up to her chin and shutting off the light. Backing out of her room, I step into the hallway to find Emmy waiting for me.

      “I know it’s early, but I think I’m gonna turn in. Want to watch a movie together?” she asks softly.

      I nod and follow her into our bedroom. Stripping to my boxer briefs, I climb into bed and wait for my girl. Em heads into the bathroom and comes out a minute later in one of my old T-shirts and a pair of sleep shorts, hair pulled up in a ponytail.

      “Find anything good?” she asks as she climbs into the bed. Plugging her phone in, she pulls the blankets back and gets comfy next to me, resting her head on my bare chest.

      “We can either watch some new Marlon Wayans comedy or we can watch the greatest superhero known to mankind,” I say, clicking through the channels.

      “Deadpool?” she asks, and I laugh.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I joke, putting the movie on.

      “Well, for the record, he’s not the best superhero. He’s just the superhero with the best ass.”

      Emmy begins giggling when I toss her back onto the bed, falling down on top of her.

      “Care to repeat that, baby?” I growl, placing kisses to her jaw, suppressing the urge to bury myself deep inside her when her body shivers.

      “I said Ryan Reynolds has the best ass ever.” She tries to wiggle away from me but I cage her in, taking her lips with mine. In seconds, we’re both panting and worked up. She tears her mouth from mine and I look down at her, taking in her flushed cheeks and sparkling eyes.

      “I love you, Mr. Jackson.”

      “I love you too, Ms. Reese.”

      “Let’s watch the movie, boyfriend with the best ass ever.”

      “Now was that so hard to admit?”

      Laughing, we get comfortable as the opening credits begin to roll.
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        * * *

      

      It’s late evening, and I toss a few more blankets in the bed of my truck. Emmy is visiting her parents, so I’m gonna have some alone time with Lily, and I have a huge surprise planned for her. The bed is filled with soft pillows and blankets, and I packed a small cooler with a picnic dinner for us. My stomach is a bundle of nerves and I have no clue why. My little girl is my entire world, has been for her entire life.

      This is important to me.

      Ten minutes later, the truck is ready to go, so I head inside to where she’s playing with her dolls. Looking up at me from the couch, she smiles and I give her my best grin.

      “Ready to go, Lily bug?”

      “Yes, Daddy. Can I bring my bunny?”

      “Absolutely. Go use the potty really quick, okay?”

      Nodding, she bounds off the couch and goes racing for the bathroom. Ten minutes later, we’re heading down the road, Lily singing some song she loves from Trolls. Why she loves that movie, I have no idea. Personally, I think they’re creepy as all hell, but I digress. She gets excited when she sees us pull into my parents’ driveway, but I have to calm her down.

      “Nana and Papaw aren’t home, baby. We’re driving down into the backyard, okay?”

      “Okay,” she chirps, dancing along to the music.

      Their backyard is only about an acre, but it’s cleared and level, so it’s perfect for tonight. Driving around the house, I pull down as far as I can go, the sun only just getting ready to set. Parking the truck, I shut off the engine and turn to face Lily.

      “Ready, sweetheart?”

      “Oh yeah!” she shouts, pumping her little fist.

      Laughing, I mimic her and then get out of the truck. Pulling down the tailgate, I go around to get her out and then help her into the bed of my truck.

      “What are we doing, Daddy?” she asks, sitting on the piles of blankets.

      “Well, little lady, we’re gonna eat some turkey and cheese sandwiches, and then we can split the piece of chocolate cake I got us at the bakery. And then we’re gonna count the stars and talk.”

      Lily seems excited with the idea and gives me a thumbs-up. Climbing up into the truck with her, I sit cross-legged and dig into the cooler, handing her a sandwich I cut into quarters. We eat in comfortable silence, Lily completely enthralled with the sunset.

      An hour later, we’re lying on our backs, covered with a soft blanket.

      “Now that, Lily, is the Big Dipper, you see?” I ask, pointing up at the sky.

      She laughs and holds her own finger up too.

      “I see it, Daddy. It’s right thered!”

      I show her a few more of the constellations I know and then turn to look at her. In the soft glow of the night sky, my baby looks more beautiful than any little girl could, her wide eyes filled with wonder and excitement.

      “Hey, Lily bug?”

      “Hey, Daddy.”

      “Can I ask you something important?”

      Lily turns to look at me, not sitting up from her position.

      “Okay.”

      “What would you think about Emmy being your mommy?”

      Lily beams and her blue eyes sparkle.

      “I think that’s the bestest idea ever!” she exclaims, hugging my neck tightly.

      I laugh and pull her against me.

      “I want to ask Emmy to marry me, but I also want to ask her to be your mommy. What would you think if she adopted you, baby?”

      “What’s adopted?”

      “It means that your mommy and daddy will be together. You’ll have a mommy for the rest of your life. What do you think?”

      Sitting up in the truck, clutching her bunny, Emmy smiles, and then her small face falls as she begins to cry loud, heart-shattering sobs.

      Sitting up, I pull her onto my lap and cradle her to me.

      “What’s the matter, sweetheart? I thought you wanted a mommy?”

      Sniffling, Lily raises her head, hair stuck to her wet cheeks.

      “Thank you, Daddy. That’s all I want.”

      “I love you, baby. You’re the most important person in my life, and I’m so blessed every day that I get to be your daddy. You know that, Lily bug?”

      Hugging me tight, she buries her face in my neck and sighs.

      “I love you, Daddy.”

      Rocking her back and forth, I run a hand through her tangled hair, thanking God for making me the happiest man on earth. I haven’t a clue how I got this lucky, but I did, and I’ll be forever grateful.
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      Tomorrow I go back to work. I’m still on leave of absence from school, but I’m ready to get back to work. I spent tonight with my parents, and Levi is still out with Lily, so I head inside the dark house, ready for bed and a good night’s sleep. I’m only working a five-hour shift and I don’t go in till noon, so I have plenty of time to be well rested, but I’m beat.

      It’s been a couple weeks since I finally told Levi everything, since the night I almost destroyed the only good thing in my life. I still hate myself for what I said to him, but I think in theory it was a good thing. It forced me to stop hiding and let everything out. And every day since then, we’ve only grown stronger.

      Locking the door behind me, I head upstairs to the shower. Letting it warm up, I step inside and quickly get washed, my long hair taking the most time. When I’m finished, I wrap myself and my hair in fluffy towels and head into the closet. Grabbing a long shirt and shorts, I get changed. I know I should dry my hair, but I’m not in the mood, so I towel-dry it the best I can and then toss it in a braid. It can be curly for work tomorrow.

      Climbing into bed, I grab my Kindle from the end table and turn to the book I’m reading, letting myself get lost in the pages.

      I must have fallen asleep at some point, because I’m startled awake by Levi climbing into bed next to me in just his boxer briefs.

      “Sorry, baby, didn’t mean to scare you,” he says, kissing my brow.

      “You didn’t. Are you just getting home?”

      “Yeah, it’s a little after nine. I did the dishes when I got back.”

      “Thank you,” I mumble, closing my eyes when his arms come around my waist, pulling me back against his solid chest.

      “You’re welcome. Love you, Em.”

      “Love you.”

      In seconds I’m asleep, not even remembering what it was I thanked him for.
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      My first day back to work was amazing. It felt so good to get back to my normal daily routine. Stepping into the house, I shut the front door behind me and flip the lock.

      “Honey, I’m home!” I yell out with a laugh, tossing my purse on the table. Walking through the living room, I find my handsome man standing with his back to me, stirring something on the stove that smells heavenly.

      “Hey, baby.” The deep timbre of his voice sends tingles up my spine and I smile, walking over to him.

      “Hey. How was your final session?”

      “Good. Here, try this.” Levi holds out the spoon he’s using, and I hurry over to try it.

      “Holy hell, that’s so good. What is it?”

      “Hmm. Family recipe. Sworn to secrecy.”

      I pout and then laugh when he shrugs.

      “Oh, c’mon, I’m your girlfriend. I think I count as family. I mean, I’m sure I could persuade you.” I turn my back to him and stick my butt out, laughing when he groans.

      “Fine, you win. The secret? My momma cooked it. I reheated it.”

      “I figured. You burn ice cream.” Winking, I walk over to the fridge to pour myself a glass of wine. “It’s awfully quiet in here. Our sweet girl taking a nap?”

      “At my parents’ for the night. Lily wanted a sleepover with her nana.”

      “Aw, man. I was looking forward to hanging with my girl tonight.”

      Levi places the spoon in the pot and comes to stand in front of me, resting his hands at the small of my back.

      “Can I tell you a real secret, sweetheart?” His forehead drops to mine.

      “Of course.”

      “You calling my little girl ‘ours’? Best fucking thing ever.” Levi drops his lips to mine for a short yet passionate kiss that leaves my heart racing. It’s been so long since he’s kissed me like that and the emotions start bubbling, but I force them back.

      “I love her, Levi. I hope you know that. I’m gonna get changed. Is that almost finished? I’m starving.”

      “It’s ready when you are.”

      Leaning up on tiptoes, I kiss his stubbly cheek and turn to go upstairs. Grabbing a pair of sleep shorts and one of his work shirts, I change and throw my long hair up into a high bun. Rushing back downstairs, I find Levi setting the table, candles already lit in the center.

      “Levi…,” I begin, the back of my throat burning.

      “Come eat, baby.” He ushers me to a chair, holding it out for me. When I take a seat, he kisses the top of my head and then sits down across from me.

      “What is this?” I ask, picking up my glass of wine from before.

      “This is a beautiful dinner for my beautiful girl. It’s us toasting to the start of forever.” Levi holds up his own glass of wine and we clink them together.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, taking a sip of my drink.

      “Anything for you. Now eat before it gets cold.”
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      Dinner is quiet, and I find myself growing nervous. I feel as though Levi has something up his sleeve, though I have no idea what. I pour myself a second glass of wine as he begins clearing the table. I’m lost to my own thoughts when music starts playing from his surround sound.

      “Dance with me,” he whispers in my ear, his hands coming down on my shoulders.

      Setting my glass down, I stand from the table and am swept into his arms, laughing when he steps on my bare foot.

      “Never said I could dance well,” he jokes, spinning me in a circle and then pulling me back into his arms. I run one of my hands up his back to his shoulder, the other resting at the back of his neck, fingers running through his hair.

      “You’re a terrible dancer, but that’s not why I love you,” I say, closing my eyes and letting my head rest on his chest. The low sounds of “Mind Reader” by Dustin Lynch swirl around us, and we sway back and forth.

      “Why do you love me?”

      Looking up at Levi, I don’t even hesitate with my answer.

      “You’re the most amazing man I have ever met. The way you’ve raised Lily, I’m so proud of you. Every time I’m in your presence, it’s like being a child on Christmas. I know every day with you is a gift, Levi. I feel loved, cherished. I feel like the luckiest person alive to be loved by you.”

      Levi bends down and kisses me softly as we continue to dance to the music. His lips don’t leave mine even when the song ends and the next one begins. And when he does break the kiss, he rests his cheek against mine and his grip on me tightens.

      “Hey, Em?” he whispers, not moving his head.

      “Yeah?”

      “Can I make love to you?”

      My eyes pop open and I lift my head to look into his. I see no humor there, only love and respect. It takes me a second to react, but I slowly nod.

      “I need you to say the words, baby. I need to know that you’re ready for this. I’m content to hold you all night if need be, but I miss you.”

      My head drops to his chest and I feel him kiss my head.

      “Yes, I’m ready. I trust you, Levi. I need you to love me.”

      “I do, baby. More than anything in this world.”

      “Show me,” I whisper.

      He smiles and I’m in his arms, legs wrapping around his waist. He grips the back of my head with one hand, the other tight around my hips as he kisses me hard; only when I’m panting does he break away, lips skirting down my throat. Then he carries me upstairs to our room, dropping me onto the bed.

      “Levi.”

      “Yeah, baby?”

      “I’ve been waiting to talk to you, but now seems like the right time. They did bloodwork on me in the hospital and well, I’ve been on the pill since I was in college. I’m clean.”

      Levi raises an eyebrow as he looks down at me.

      “What are you saying, Em?”

      “I’m saying that I don’t want anything between us anymore.”

      Climbing onto the bed, he rests on his hands above me and lowers himself until his face is mere inches away from mine.

      “I want nothing more than that.” Levi kisses me, and in seconds we’re pulling at each other’s clothes, frantic to get undressed. While I try undoing his jeans, his hands come over mine and he kneels on the bed. He’s barely gotten the button undone and zipper down before I’m reaching out to free him from his boxer briefs.

      “Em….”

      “Let me,” I whisper, pulling his pants and underwear down his hips. His breathing hitches when I wrap my hand around the thick base, grinning wickedly as I slowly pump up and down his shaft.

      “Baby… oh God.”

      Licking my lips, I take advantage and lean forward to take just the head into my mouth. I’ve barely covered an inch or two when I find myself flat on my back, Levi hovering over me.

      “This will be over if your wicked mouth does any more. This is about you.” Levi gets us out of the rest of our clothes, but then I take control again, flipping us around so I’m straddling his waist.

      “No,” I tell him, sliding back down his body. His hard cock is straining toward his belly button, and I take him in my hand. “This isn’t about just me. It’s about us taking back what we could have lost. I want this, Levi. I want to do this for you.”

      “Fuck,” he chokes out, head dropping back onto the pillows. I know this is his way of admitting defeat, so I return to his pleasure. Leaning forward, I lick the pearly drops of precum falling from the tip, and his hips buck forward. My hands on his hips, I slowly take him deep into my mouth, moaning at the musky taste of him.

      “Emmy… Jesus, that’s good.” He drops one hand to my head, but doesn’t force me to take more than I can handle. With every upward pull, I hollow out my cheeks and his moans grow louder. The salty taste of him grows stronger and I know he’s close to coming.

      Releasing him with a wet pop, I look up his gorgeous body to see him staring right at me, pupils blown in pleasure, chest heaving.

      “Get your ass up here now.”

      Giggling, I crawl up his body, but once again take him by surprise when I straddle his waist.

      “Fuck.” I chuckle at his curse when I grip his hard shaft and begin rubbing him where I need him the most. “Shit, you’re so fucking wet. Get up here so I can fill my mouth with that sweetness.”

      “No,” I breathe, placing him at my entrance and lowering myself onto his cock.

      Levi sits straight up, arms coming around my waist as I take him fully into me. Squeezing my eyes shut tight, I dig my teeth into my bottom lip and force away the tears that come.

      “Baby, open your eyes. Look at me.”

      I do as he says, and a tear betrays me as it falls down my cheek.

      “Em, if you aren’t—”

      “I love you,” I say quietly, hiccupping on a quiet sob as I begin to move up and down slowly. “I love you so much, Levi.” My arms band around his shoulders and I hang on tightly as he helps us move together.

      “God damn,” he moans, forcing me down harder on his cock. Every time he does, he rubs against my swollen clit. I’m not going to last long. “Emmy.”

      “Yes,” I mumble against his lips, licking and nipping at his soft skin.

      “You look like a fucking angel. My angel. You are everything.” He brushes the hair off my face and I finally dare to make eye contact with him, not shocked to find tears sparkling in his own eyes.

      “Levi….”

      “Come, baby. I’m not nearly finished with you.”

      Burying my face in his neck, I find my release quietly, body shaking in his arms as his thick shaft continues rubbing that spot deep inside me. When I lift my head, he gathers me up and turns us so he’s on top of me, my legs around his waist.

      Levi moves his hips slowly, but he’s already working my body toward a second orgasm. My nails dig into his sweaty back and he groans into my neck.

      “You feel so good, Em. It’s incredible to be inside you bare.”

      “I love feeling you too. I’ve missed you so much.”

      “I’m right here, baby. Never going anywhere.”

      His thrusts speed up and I swear I feel wetness sliding down my neck.

      “Levi?”

      He lifts his head and it’s then I see the tears on his cheeks.

      “Could have lost this. Could have lost you,” he mumbles, never once slowing his movements. His lips graze down my neck, not stopping until he’s taking one of my pebbled nipples into his mouth, causing my back to arch in pleasure.

      “I love you,” I sigh, gripping the hair on the back of his head.

      “I love you, baby. Best fucking thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      I let more of my own tears go, and I know in this moment that we’re finally healed.

      No more monsters.

      Just us.

      “Levi, I’m so close,” I groan. Pushing up onto his elbows, he moves a hand down to my clit and begins rubbing, my orgasm coming out of nowhere. It’s so powerful I almost sob with relief at the pleasure swimming through me.

      “So fucking good, baby.” I feel his body stiffen and then he’s grunting through his own release, sealing my body from the inside out with his love, marking me forever his.

      I close my eyes when he pulls out and I lay across his chest. His eyes are shut and he smiles when I lean forward to place a kiss to the pink lily across his heart.

      “Love you.”

      “Love you, my Emmy.”

      We fall asleep together after getting cleaned up, my head on his chest. The steady thrum of his heartbeat lulls me to sleep, and I’m filled with dreams of happiness.

      Levi.

      The only thing worth dreaming about.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

          SIX MONTHS LATER - EMERSON

        

      

    

    
      Life can change in a heartbeat. Everything you once knew can change, and you’re left drowning, with only a leaf as a life preserver. If you had told me a year ago that not only was I about to meet the man who would change everything, but that only months later our worlds would be rocked with such a horrific tragedy, I wouldn’t have believed it.

      It’s hard to imagine Levi Jackson not being in my life. Not being mine. So many things could’ve steered us both in such different paths, but I thank God every day that he crossed mine. That I get to have this amazing man and his beautiful little girl.

      We got the call a few days ago that Mark and Dana will be going on trial next month. It’s been this long, drawn-out process, and I’m not looking forward to it. Levi and I had a long talk after Detective Warren called us, and we’re on the same page. I need to testify, I need to put this behind me. Not only are they both facing various drug-related charges, but Dana is charged with attempted kidnapping in the case of Lily, and Mark is facing kidnapping, assault, and attempted murder charges. They’re both looking at many long years in prison, and I’m going to do everything I can to help send them there.

      Today we’re heading into the city to visit the American Girl doll store and have dinner for our one-year anniversary. Levi had originally toyed with the idea of Lily staying with his parents and us going alone, but I want her with us. She’s as much a part of our story as the two of us are. Lily is so freaking excited, and I have to admit I am too. I mean, I was a young girl once, and I remember when the dolls first came out. I’m jealous of a five-year-old. Sue me.

      Lily turned five three months ago and we had a huge birthday party for her. She starts kindergarten in only a few months, and as much as I look forward to her going and learning new things, I’m also a little sad. I can’t believe how fast this year has gone by. It’s bittersweet.

      Standing in front of the mirror, I brush my long hair and grab my curling iron, tossing in a few waves. When I’m satisfied, I fluff it and grab my darkest red lipstick, painting it on. I’m just blotting my lips when my gorgeous man comes walking in, rolling up the sleeves on his navy button-up. Levi has left his hair longer than usual, and he’s mostly clean-shaven, with only a hint of scruff. He looks gorgeous, and thanks to the Polo cologne I got him this past Christmas, he smells friggen delicious.

      “Fuck, baby,” he groans, bending over to run his nose along my neck.

      “What?”

      “You look so damn beautiful. Are you sure we can’t leave Lily behind?” he jokes, pulling away to spin me around, taking in every angle of my new black wrap dress.

      “Yes, goofball. I want her with us, you know that.”

      “I do too. Okay, the truck is running. You ready to go?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Watch it, Em. Don’t make me take you over my knee.”

      “Please do, Jackson.” Winking, I waltz out of the bathroom, only stopping to grab my black ballet flats next to the closet door. Lily is waiting for us in the living room, getting her American Girl doll ready to go, chattering about all the new outfits she’s going to get for her.

      “Let’s go, sweetie pie. We’re all ready to go.”

      “Ready, Freddie!”

      “Weirdo,” I laugh, pulling the front door open. Levi is right behind us, closing the door once we’re all out.

      As we pile into his truck, I keep finding him staring at me, this goofy smile on his face. Ignoring it, I get buckled up and we head out, Lily still going on in the back. The whole drive there, I can’t stop thinking about the surprise I have for Levi. It’s completely unplanned, and I have no idea how he’s going to react.

      The stomach flu ripped through our house a couple months back, and my birth control must have gone wonky when we were all taking antibiotics. Now we’re gonna have an addition to our family in about seven months. I have a little Levi and me in my belly, and I’ve never felt this complete.
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      This store is straight insanity. Lily is going to have a complete meltdown. This was a dumb idea. There are clothes, accessories, almost anything you can imagine everywhere. Levi is just walking hand in hand with Lily, exclaiming along with her, pointing out the newest things on the shelves. We told her she could pick out three new outfits for Penny, her doll, and one other accessory pack. She’s bouncing from one thing to another, and I’m starting to worry we’ll miss our dinner reservation.

      Going up to Levi, I pull him down so I can whisper in his ear.

      “Levi, dinner is in forty minutes and she hasn’t picked anything yet. Should we hurry her along?”

      The side of his mouth tilts up into a grin and he nods, looking down at Lily.

      “Okay, Lily bug. We need to start making decisions, okay?” He winks at her and she winks back. I’m starting to feel like I’m missing something here.

      “Okay, Daddy. Can we just go look at one more thing? Please?”

      This man is such a sucker for his little girl that he nods and we follow her back to the front of the store. I tell them I’m gonna look around and wander away from them, hoping that when I find them again they’ve made a selection or two. I’m starving. And I need to pee. Or throw up. I’m going to tell them at dinner, so I just want to hurry up and get there.

      Ugh. Please don’t let me puke at the table. I’m so nervous.

      “Emmy!” Turning around, I see Lily racing toward me, a giant white box in her hands. “Daddy said we could get her!” Dawning hits me. She’s getting another doll.

      Ordinarily I wouldn’t care, but these things are expensive, and I’m afraid she’s just weaseled her way into another one. Lily is a good kid, and I know Levi means well, but this wasn’t part of the plan, and the mommy-to-be in me rears her head.

      “Levi, we talked about this,” I hiss at him when he reaches us.

      “Baby, it’s—”

      “No, seriously. You said no new dolls, so what is this?”

      “It’s for you, Emmy,” Lily pipes up, holding the box out to me. I raise my eyebrows.

      “What?”

      “Yeah, Daddy saw it and said we had to get it for you. It looks like you.”

      I don’t have a good response, so I grab the top of the box and pull it open. Nestled inside is a brand new American Girl doll, with blue eyes and long blonde hair in a braid. She’s wearing blue scrubs with a tiny stethoscope around her neck. Smiling, I lift her out of the box and run my finger down the doll’s cheek.

      “I love it, Levi. Thank—” I break off, my eyes locked on the hand. Raising the arm, I see the tiny engagement ring on her finger, the fake plastic diamond shining in the bright lights.

      “What the…?” Moving the doll, my eyes fall upon Levi, who is down on one knee in front of me. My eyes immediately fill with tears when he pulls a small box out of his pocket. “Levi….”

      “Emmy, when you came into my life a year ago, I had no idea the journey we were both about to be sent on. I love you, and every day I spend with you is a blessing I cherish. Marry me, Em. Be my wife. Spend the rest of your life with me. Make me the happiest man in the world, baby. Will you marry me?”

      Lily is bouncing up and down next to him, a huge smile on her face.

      Taking a deep breath, the tears begin falling down my cheeks. I try to get the one word out, but I’m so overwhelmed that I can’t help what happens next.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      Shock flashes across Levi’s face and he slowly stands, stepping in front of me.

      “You… what?”

      I make a noise that’s a cross between a sob and a laugh, and Levi cups my face.

      “I’m pregnant,” I whisper, barely getting the words out before he’s kissing me, looping an arm around my waist to hold me tight against him.

      “Holy shit,” he whispers, leaning his forehead onto mine.

      “Yes.”

      “What?”

      “Yes, I will marry you, Levi Jackson. Sorry, I should’ve said that first, huh?”

      Laughing, Levi kisses my nose and then pulls away, slipping the most beautiful emerald-cut diamond onto my finger. When it’s secure, he bends down and kisses right above where the ring sits.

      “I love you, baby. Thank you.”

      “For what?” I ask, cupping his strong jaw, the diamond sparkling bright.

      “For being everything I didn’t know I wanted and more.”

      Smiling, I reach up on tiptoes to kiss him, completely wrapped in his arms. Pulling away, I wipe at the tears on my cheeks, praying I’m not a complete mess.

      “Emmy?” I hear Lily’s voice from behind Levi, and I move around him to kneel in front of her. I grab her hands and smile at her.

      “Yeah, Lil?”

      “Does this mean I can call you Mommy now?”

      I swallow hard past the lump in my throat and look over my shoulder at Levi, tears swimming in his eyes as well. I look back at Lily and pull her into my arms.

      “I’d love nothing more, Lily. I love you, baby girl.”

      “I love you, Mommy.”

      Crying softly into her hair, I feel Levi’s hands come down on my back, rubbing gently to comfort me. Lily sniffles and I know she’s crying too.

      Pulling away, I stand up and wipe my fresh tears, Lily doing the same thing.

      “Well, now that we have several things to celebrate, what do you say we head to the restaurant?” Levi asks, kissing me on the cheek.

      “Let’s go,” I say, gripping tight to his hand. Lily runs ahead of us, carrying the Emmy doll, giggling loudly. We walk behind her, my head resting against his arm.

      Stepping into the cool air, we walk down the empty sidewalk, the restaurant only a few blocks over. When we arrive, I turn to Levi and wrap my arms around his waist. He grasps my face and kisses me, his lips soft against mine.

      “I love you,” he murmurs, looking deep into my eyes.

      “I love you, Levi Jackson.”

      As we head inside, I can’t wait to see what happens next.

      After all, our story has only just begun.

      

      The End.
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      Hunter smiled down at his daughter, wondering how he’d gotten so damn lucky. Grace was his life now, but he hadn’t always been so at ease with the idea of raising his daughter alone. His mate, Natasha, had always wanted at least three kids. He hadn’t wanted any—his fear that both the pregnancy and birth would be too dangerous for her, much more of a risk than he was willing to take.

      Natasha had smiled and told him not to worry, that the chances of anything going wrong would be slim to none. Still, he hadn’t been able to shake the idea. He wanted to make his mate happy though, so in the end, he agreed to try, agreed to help her through the pregnancy the best he could.

      But it wasn’t supposed to be this way. It was supposed to be him and Natasha raising this child—together—except she wasn’t here now. For a long time, he’d been so angry at her. Angry  at her for leaving him, for not being able to hang on, for not listening to him when he begged her to stay. He traced the shape of Grace’s brow, her nose, the cupid bow of her lips. He thought she was a carbon copy of his dead mate. More than once, he’d wondered how he was supposed to do this on his own. How was he supposed to mold this little girl’s life into something that would honor her mother’s memory?

      Fuck. He had no idea where to start.

      “How’s our little princess doing?” his mother asked, sweeping into the room. He turned to her, smiling faintly.

      “She’s good, Mom.”

      She clicked her tongue, smiling at little Grace as she fussed over her. “Come to Grandma,” she cooed, taking her from Hunter’s arms.

      He blew out a relieved breath and slumped down into the armchair. He loved watching his mom rocking Grace back and forth, whispering to her, singing to her, doing everything her mother should’ve been doing.

      Christ, he missed her so much.

      It was true that his and Natasha’s romance had been a whirlwind, but it had been more powerful than he had ever believed it would be. They were truly meant to be together…

      But that was over now.

      “I’ll go and get her lunch ready,” he murmured, excusing himself from the room. In the kitchen, he pulled out the bread and peanut butter, making her a quick sandwich. Grabbing an apple from the bowl, he sliced it up and stuck it on the side of her plate.

      “Hunter, honey, she’s eating her own shirt,” his mom called.

      “I’ll be there in a minute,” he called, picking up the plate and wandering back through to the living room. His mom was sitting on the floor with Grace now, trying to encourage her to stand up without holding on to anything. His mom loved it. She loved raising the next generation of werewolves, helping them grow and achieve their milestones.

      Grace was the first female born into their pack in nearly twenty years. His sister, Casey, had been the last.

      “We found another stray,” his mom announced.

      “Another?” he asked. That had to be the second this month.

      She nodded and looked at him. “A female.”

      “What?” That was so rare. Males survived. Females didn’t. That was just the way it went.

      “She somehow made it through the transition—alone, I might add—and is now adjusting to her new life as a werewolf.”

      Whatever. He didn’t have the brain capacity or inclination to care right now. “Why are you telling me this, Mom? I thought Casey was handling all the strays.”

      “She is, Hunter,” she replied, somewhat exasperated. “But there’s only so much temporary accommodation on offer. We’re packed to the gills at the main house.”

      “And?”

      She rolled her eyes. “And you’re still the alpha of this pack, whether you like it or not.”

      He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. Yes, he was the alpha of this pack, although he’d been depending heavily on his brothers and sister to run the day-to-day stuff. His grief was still suffocating. “What do you want me to do, huh? I have Grace to think about.”

      She glanced down at his daughter. “That’s what I mean, Hunter. You have Grace. You’ve lost your mate. You’re not handling her death well at all.”

      “I’m doing the best I can, Mom.”

      She smiled at him sadly and he felt like an ass. She knew exactly what losing a mate was like. Despite their relationship barely holding up in the last decade, Hunter knew his mom loved his dad. “I know you are, honey. I just think it might do you good to have a bit of adult company around here.”

      A female. That’s what she meant. Someone to replace Natasha. His hands balled into fists. “I won’t disrespect my mate’s memory like that.”

      “I’m not asking you to. All I’m asking is for you to accept help when it’s given to you. There’s no way you’re coping.”

      He wasn’t. He was so fucking far from coping he barely recognized his own face in the mirror every morning. “I don’t want you to move in here with me.”

      She laughed. “I wouldn’t cramp your style like that,” she replied. “But there is another solution.”

      He arched a brow. “Yeah?”

      “You could allow this Bitten wolf to move in here.”

      “Fuck no,” he replied. “Fuck. No. Not with Grace here.”

      “Just hear me out,” she pressed. “She needs somewhere to stay. She’s been vetted and we’ll have someone keeping tabs on her until her probation period is over.”

      “I’m not having a strange fucking female in my house with my daughter,” he barked, standing up from his seat. What the fuck was his mom thinking?

      She looked at him, pleading him with her eyes. “Just give her a chance, okay? Give yourself a chance to grieve.”

      “I have grieved,” he snarled.

      Lie.

      Shaking her head, she said, “No, you haven’t. You’ve not dealt with your mate’s passing at all.”

      “Whatever,” he muttered.

      “Hunter, please. You’re responsible for this woman now and she needs you. It’s your duty.”

      He studied his mom. Of course she was right. He was alpha, even if he hadn’t felt like that for a while now. Despite that, as alpha he was responsible for caring for all his pack mates, whether they be Born or Bitten wolves. He chewed the inside of his cheek before saying, “Fine. She can stay for a couple of days. As soon as she finds something more permanent, she’s out of here. And that’s a goddamn order.”

      She nodded. “That’s all I ask.”

      It wasn’t supposed to be this way.
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      Ava splashed water onto her face, watching the rivulets track down her cheeks in her reflection in the mirror. She couldn’t get used to this—this feeling of being hot all the time. A woman who had introduced herself as Patricia the second day she was here had said it was normal. Everything about her genetic makeup had changed when she’d undergone, and survived, her first shift. Ava was an anomaly. Females didn’t survive the shift, and the ones who did became so lost to their wolves that they had to be put down.

      “Everything all right, dear?”

      She turned to find Patricia standing in the doorway to the bathroom, her graying hair swept up into a loose bun on top of her head. Ava turned around, leaning up against the counter.

      “Fine,” she replied. “I just can’t get used to this heat.”

      The older woman smiled. “Born wolves don’t notice a difference, but I can see how you’d be suffering with the change.”

      “Born wolves?” she asked.

      Patricia nodded. “The ones who came from a pure bloodline. The ones who were born to werewolf parents.”

      “Like you?” Ava asked quietly. She kept her eyes averted, not quite understanding why she felt a desire to supplicate herself to this woman.

      “Yes, dear.” She walked into the bathroom, lowering the lid on the toilet and perching on the top. Ava almost laughed at the sight of this regal woman sitting there and talking to her. “Do you feel different when you look at me?”

      She nodded. “It’s hard to explain. I just feel…”

      “Respectful,” Patricia supplied with an easy smile.

      “I guess that’s the feeling.” Ava tried looking in her eyes again but found she couldn't. It was the strangest sensation. Up until a month ago, she’d been the top pediatric surgeon in Seattle. She headed teams of mostly men, kicking ass and running things how she liked them done. Now she was…

      Lost in a world she didn’t understand.

      She’d been told she wouldn’t be able to return to work yet—not until she got a hang of her shifts and her wolf. Surgery would have to be done under extreme care with the chance of blood exchanges more dangerous than before. She’d called the hospital, telling them she was taking a three month sabbatical. It had kind of been perfect; they’d been pushing her to take some time off anyway.

      “I have some news,” Patricia said, breaking her from her thoughts.

      “Oh?”

      “You know we’ve been trying to find you somewhere to stay until you’re ready to return to your life and your work.” Ava nodded to show she was following. “Well, I think I’ve come up with a solution. You’ll be staying with my son, Hunter, and his daughter until you’re ready to leave us, although we do hope you’ll reconsider returning to Seattle.”

      “The alpha Hunter?” She nearly choked on her own tongue. She’d seen Hunter. She was terrified of Hunter. Brooding didn’t even start to describe him. He was tall, built like he lifted cars for a living and had a stare that made her feel like she was being stripped bare. He had a streak of white running through his hair, adding to that air of mystery he had.

      “Yes, dear. Is that all right?”

      Ava started shaking her head but stopped. “What does he have to say about this?”

      “He’s... coming around to the idea.”

      “You mean he hates it?” she asked.

      Patricia smiled. “Yes, he does, but he listens to his mother, and when I tell him something is going to happen, you can set your watch to it.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” she replied. Patricia looked like the kind of woman who commanded any room she walked into. She was a matriarch in the truest sense of the word. Ava licked her lips. “When do I move in?”

      “I can take you around right now if you like.”

      She glanced around, although it wasn’t like she had any possessions. She was far from Seattle and had no means to return. She looked back at Patricia, her gaze automatically finding the other woman’s chin. “Okay.”

      “Good. He’s expecting you.”

      Ava followed the woman from the bathroom and down the hall. The house she’d been staying in was nice, but she knew it was only ever meant to be a temporary arrangement. There were too many people crammed into the place that she didn’t actually feel comfortable staying there—more like she was just crashing there.

      Patricia stepped outside, and Ava expected her to go to one of the many cars parked out front. Instead, she turned down the path that led to a small guest house detached from the main house. She glanced back at the cars longingly. She’d thought about taking one of them and driving herself back, but with no money for gas, she knew she wouldn’t be able to make it that far. And honestly, what did she have to get back to? She lived to work. She had no family. No social life. No reason to return other than  her job.

      Patricia knocked on the door of the guesthouse, which looked more like a rustic cottage. There was a wrap-around porch, the railings looking rickety at best. Jesus, what had she gotten herself into? Hunter answered the door, his pale blue eyes taking her in first before focusing on his mother.

      “Well, don’t just stand there, Hunter, let us in,” Patricia said, shoving him aside and bustling in. Cautiously, Ava followed, letting her gaze sweep the main room.

      It was decorated in dark colors, browns and tans and dark blues.

      “Hunter, this is Ava. Ava, Hunter.”

      Ava turned at the sound of Patricia’s voice, her eyes finding Hunter’s face. His blue eyes danced with flashes of yellow as he looked at her. She wasn’t sure whether that was a good or bad thing.

      She cleared her throat. “Hello.”

      He grunted, his head turning at the sound of a cry from another room.

      “Stay,” Patricia announced. “I’ll go and get the little munchkin.”

      Hunter opened his mouth to argue, but his mother had already disappeared into what must’ve been his daughter’s room.

      “Thank you for letting me stay here,” she said, hoping to break the silence. Man, this guy was intimidating. She looked into his eyes, finding them fixed on her. Oddly, she didn’t feel the need to cower to him.

      “I don’t want you here. My mother needed a favor.”

      Wow. Blunt much? “Right. Well, as soon as I get the all clear to leave, believe me, I’ll be out of here.”

      “Good,” he snarled.

      “Look who wants to see her daddy,” Patricia announced in a sing-song voice, coming back into the room holding a beautiful baby girl with dark hair and blue eyes. Patricia looked to her. “Ava, meet Grace, Hunter’s daughter.”

      Her heart melted the instant that little girl looked at her. “Hi,” she said, stepping closer. She reached out to touch the child, but a growl from Hunter made her retract her hand, her eyes widening as she stared at him.

      “Hunter,” Patricia chastised sternly. To Ava, she said, “You can hold her.” She gestured to Hunter with the jerk of her head. “Don’t worry about him.”

      “She’s so lovely,” she said to nobody in particular. Shifting the girl into her arms, she whispered, “Hello, Grace.” When she was rewarded with a smile, she glanced at Hunter. “How old is she?” Looking at her, she would’ve pegged her for about eighteen months old.

      “She’ll be one next month,” he replied begrudgingly.

      Wow. It seemed Shifter children age a little differently. Fascinating.

      Turning her attention back to Grace, she said, “Well, you are just perfect, aren’t you?”

      Grace laughed and chattered away, her sounds a garbled mix of actual words and nonsense.

      “Hunter, can you show Ava where she’ll be sleeping?” Patricia said.

      Hunter grunted and turned away, leading Ava to the mezzanine level. The whole space was open, a bed, a couch and bedside table filling it. He gestured to the room.

      “It’s not much.”

      She readjusted Grace on her hip, saying, “It’s perfect.”

      Hunter stared at her with those impossible blue eyes, his gaze moving all over her face as if he were searching for something. “I need to get Gracey her milk,” he said, practically snatching the little girl from her arms and hustling down the stairs.

      She watched him go, dumbfounded.

      “He’ll warm up to you,” Patricia said, appearing at the top of the stairs.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      She nodded. “Quite sure. It’s been just him and Gracey for a while now. He’ll get used to having company around soon enough.”

      “If you say so,” she replied.

      “I do. Just be patient with him. He’s still hurting.”

      Hurting? From what? “I think I’ll just stay out of his way, to be honest.”

      The older woman shrugged. “Whatever works for you. Now, I’ve given Hunter some money for your upkeep.”

      She cringed at that comment. She hadn’t had somebody looking after her since she was a minor. As soon as she’d been old enough to get a job, she’d gotten one, paying her way all through high school, undergrad and partially through med school.

      “But I also wanted to give you some to go and get some new clothes—clothes you can call your own. I know you’ve been wearing Casey’s for the past few days, but you need some more.” Patricia held out her hand, placing one hundred dollars into Ava’s palm. “I’ll tell Hunter to take you tomorrow. It’ll be a chance to get to know each other better.”

      “Okay,” she replied, suddenly overwhelmed.

      “Why don’t you lie down, dear? I’ll let Hunter know you’re taking a rest.”

      Ava glanced at the single bed, at the quilt cover that looked handmade and well-loved.

      “Actually, that sounds great.”

      She laid down on the mattress, turning over onto her side and watching Patricia disappear down the stairs. Ava’s eyes were already heavy, the events of the morning more taxing on her new body than she’d thought they would be. All she needed was a nap and then she’d be ready to take on Hunter and his apparent moodiness.

      Just a few weeks, she told herself. She could manage him for just a few weeks.
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      Hunter rolled over onto his back, staring at the ceiling. It was just after midnight. Gracey had been asleep for the last six hours, yet he couldn’t manage to get his brain to stop working. All it ever came back to was Ava. Ava, the Bitten wolf who was asleep above him. Ava, the woman whose intense green eyes and strawberry blonde hair distracted him more than they should.

      After his mom had left, he’d given Gracey her dinner, bathed her and put her to bed. He started on making dinner, but when Ava didn’t come downstairs after he called out, he put the leftovers into the fridge and settled in to watch some mindless TV. It had done nothing to take his thoughts away from her though.

      He didn’t like having her here. He didn’t like sharing his space with anyone other than Grace. Throwing the blankets from his body, he sat up, resting his elbows on his knees and staring at nothing. It was clear he couldn’t sleep. He also couldn’t go for a run and leave Grace alone, so he got up and walked into the kitchen to pour himself a glass of milk. Alone in the dark, he wandered into the living room and sat on the couch, trying to clear his head of Ava. He wasn’t supposed to be with anyone else. He didn’t want anyone else, but his wolf, it seemed, had other ideas.

      The sound of creaking floorboards made his head jerk up.

      “I’m sorry.” The words were barely a whisper, yet his wolf had perked up and listened. He gritted his teeth, trying to ignore it. “I guess I fell asleep.”

      Ava appeared out of the shadows, her hair piled on top of her head, her clothes rumpled from sleep. He stared at her, studied every little nuance. She was tall for a female, her hair looking more strawberry than blonde in the near darkness.

      She took a step closer to him but stopped. She glanced over her shoulder then back to him. “I can go back upstairs…”

      “No.” He cleared his throat and looked away. “You don’t have to leave.”

      He heard her pad a little closer, her feet coming into view in his periphery. “I just wanted to thank you for letting me stay.”

      He glanced at her, narrowing his eyes on her face. Fuck, he was attracted to her—his wolf more so. Her nostrils flared delicately, drawing in the scent of his lust. Her brow furrowed but then smoothed out.

      “It’s fine.”

      She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Well, I know I’m invading your personal space here. I don’t want to, believe me, but your mother is a hard woman to say no to.”

      Yeah, didn’t he know it. Now that Natasha was gone, there was no female figure in power. His mom had taken control of that title temporarily….until he found another mate. Which, if he got his way, would be never.

      Ava, his wolf whispered. What the fuck was he thinking? He wasn’t ready to replace Natasha.

      “I also wanted to let you know that if you ever want to take a break, I’m more than happy to look after Grace for you.”

      He gave her an incredulous look. “Do you have a lot of experience with children?”

      “I’ve had my fair share.”

      “Your fair share?” he asked, baiting her.

      “I’ll have you know I’m the top pediatric surgeon in Seattle,” she said in a quiet voice.

      “A doctor, huh?”

      She met and held his stare but said nothing more.

      Strange.

      “Asshole,” she muttered under her breath.

      He smiled, despite his overall mood. It seemed this Bitten wolf had some fire in her. “So I’ve been told,” he drawled in reply, daring her to say more. She had the grace to look stunned. He tapped one ear. “Werewolf hearing.”

      “Right. I’ll have to remember that.” Ava crossed her arms. “I don’t think this is going to work.”

      She turned toward the door, but he sprang out of his seat, grabbing her arm and pulling her to a stop. She turned her head, their eyes meeting. Hunter licked his lips, his gaze drifting down to her mouth. It had almost been a year and a half since he’d slept with someone. Honestly, he’d had no desire to until now, it seemed.

      “Stay,” he said, his voice hoarse. Forcing his fingers to release her, he retreated back to the couch and sat down. He needed to keep her on his side. He needed to prove he was okay. “My mom said you need some new clothes.”

      She cleared her throat after a few tense seconds. “I do.”

      He breathed a sigh of relief. “We can go out tomorrow and get you some.”

      “I don’t want to be an imposition,” she tried to argue, but he stopped her.

      “You won’t be. I need to get Grace some more clothes anyway. I’d planned on going tomorrow.”

      He wondered why he was lying so easily to her. He’d had no intention of going shopping. His idea of retail therapy was hitting up Amazon and getting shit delivered.

      “Well, if you don’t mind me tagging along, I’d love to get some underwear that hasn’t been worn by your sister.”

      He turned his head sharply toward her, his mind throwing up all kinds of images of her wearing next to nothing. His mouth began to water. Once more, the scent of his lust filled the air. She stared at him, her eyes dropping to his mouth briefly before she cleared her throat.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked. “I saved you some dinner.” Hunter walked into the kitchen, popping open the fridge door and letting the cool air swirl around his ankles. This female would be the death of him—he knew it. Reaching inside, he pulled out the plate of chicken along with a bowl of salad and placed them on the countertop. He sensed movement behind him, finding Ava there.

      “Plates?” she asked.

      “The second cupboard on the left.”

      She nodded, pulling two plates from the pile and placing them beside the salad bowl. He retrieved some cutlery for both of them, figuring there was no harm in eating again. It wasn’t like he’d be returning to bed anytime soon.

      Pulling the lids from the food containers, he nudged them toward Ava, who grabbed one of the forks and started piling up her plate. He felt a small grin pull at his lips for just a moment.

      “Hungry?” he asked.

      A blush crept up her neck. “I can’t seem to stop eating,” she admitted. “Is that...is that normal?”

      “It’s your new normal.”

      She shoveled some chicken into her mouth, chewing

      slowly—thoughtfully. “I can’t get used to it.”

      Filling up his own plate, he waited for her to continue.

      “A month ago, I was working nearly seven days a week, barely eating, barely sleeping.”

      He rested his hip against the sink. “It doesn’t sound like much of a life.”

      Ava shrugged. “It was the only life I knew.” She sighed. “And now it’s all changed.”

      They both ate in silence for a moment longer, each of them staring at the other. Hunter was used to people cowering away from his stare, from his position and power as alpha, but not this female. He wondered if she realized what that meant.

      “What happened?”

      There was a shift in the air and Ava put down her plate. Her chest expanded and contracted with a deep breath before she said, “I was seeing a guy. He said he wanted to go camping, so I agreed, even though I hate the idea of sleeping outside and shitting in a hole.”

      Hunter barked a laugh; the noise startling even him. “I hate to break it to you, but you’ll be doing that a lot if you’re in your wolf’s form any longer than a few hours.”

      Her face scrunched up in distaste. “Anyway, we were out camping, he went to get some firewood. An hour passed and he still hadn’t returned, so I went looking for him. I’d heard wolves could be in the area, but I never expected to come face to face with one.”

      “What happened?” he asked, picking up a slice of chicken and popping it in his mouth.

      “One must’ve been stalking me. It jumped on my back, and it was pure luck that I had literally just picked up a stick. It broke in our fall, and somehow, I managed to drive the sharpened end through its eye. I only realized I’d been bitten after I shoved the body away.”

      She pushed back her plate and pulled down the neck of her shirt, revealing the scar on her shoulder. “I was struck down by a fever. I had no idea where I was or where I was going. It turns out I was heading right into your territory.”

      “And you survived the first shift.” By some miracle, he tacked on mentally. “You’re an anomaly.”

      “That’s what your mom said, too.”

      He shrugged, clearing away their plates and putting them into the dishwasher. His actions seemed to shut down their conversation, leaving nothing but silence and stillness between them.

      “Do you need anything else?” he asked, breaking the tension.

      She shook her head. “No, I’m fine.”

      “All right. Well, I’m going to go to bed.”

      “Sure,” she said with an easy smile. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      With one final nod, he left the kitchen and returned to his room.
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      Ava looked at herself in the mirror, smoothing her hands over yet another set of borrowed clothes. She’d decided she’d do without Casey’s loaner underwear today, the thought of actually having some of her own—with her own scent on them—was a luxury. And how odd was it that she could recognize her own scent now. It was hard to describe because there was a definite wolfy hint to it, but on top of that musk was a more delicate fragrance, something like lavender.

      The other scent she hadn’t been able to get enough of was Hunter’s. It saturated every fiber of his house, and when she laid her head down to sleep last night, it was there too, right under her nose. She had only been a werewolf for about a week now, but everything she thought she understood about human biology and psychology didn’t apply here.

      She could feel the wolf who shared her body shift, as if the very mention of the beast inside her stirred her subconscious. Of course she had noticed the very handsome and brooding alpha and tried to get him to notice her.

      There was a knock on the door, and she turned to see the man of the hour standing there, little Grace on his hip. She took a moment just to enjoy that picture—the strong, dependable male with his child.

      Fuck, where had that come from?

      “Ava?”

      She refocused on his face. “Sorry... What?”

      “I asked if you were ready to go.”

      She glanced around at nothing in particular. “Sure. Yeah. Let’s go.”

      Walking toward him, she was hyper aware of the way his eyes tracked down her body. She cleared her throat, her gaze darting to Grace.

      “And how’s this little girl this morning?”

      Hunter grunted, shifting her to his other hip and just out of her reach. “She’s fine. Let’s go.”

      Following after him, she stared at his back, wondering what had changed. Last night, he’d seemed somewhat relaxed with her, only something was different now.

      Outside, Hunter popped open the back door of his Jeep and strapped in Grace while Ava opened up the passenger door.

      Oh sweet lord. Hunter’s scent was even stronger now—concentrated. Keeping her shit together, she buckled herself in, watching Hunter from the corner of her eye as he slammed the door shut behind him.

      His actions were short and sharp as he tugged the seatbelt across his body and started the car. She expected him to take off quickly, speeding down the drive that led away from their property, but surprised her when he practically crept along the gravel, clearly careful not to jostle Grace.

      The drive into town was quiet. She spent most of her time looking out the window, longing for the freedom to be back in her own home among familiar surroundings. Twenty minutes later, he pulled into the parking lot of a mid-sized mall. Finding a space quickly, they both got out, Ava hanging back as Hunter pulled out a stroller and got Grace settled into it.

      In her regular life, she didn’t get to do this a lot—just stroll casually through the mall, taking her time to look at things. She soaked in the simple pleasure of it, watching couples and groups of young girls moving from shop to shop. She glanced at Hunter when she felt eyes on her. He was staring, but she looked away, doing her best to ignore him. The thing was, it was really hard to ignore him. He was a living wall of heat beside her.

      She inhaled deeply, letting out a sigh as the familiar red and white target logo came into view.

      “I’ll wait for you out here,” Hunter said. She turned to look at him, her gaze darting to the benches outside.

      Hadn’t he said he needed to get Grace some clothes? “Are you sure?”

      Looking down at Grace, he nodded. “She likes to keep moving. I’ll take a walk and come back.”

      “Okay. Sure.” Ava turned toward the store entrance, a plan of attack already in place in her head. Underwear first. Then bras. T-shirts. Shorts. She needed everything but could only afford the absolute essentials. This was going to be a difficult shopping trip. Grabbing a cart, she attacked the clothing department in order of importance, finally lingering where some new-season spring dresses were hanging. Running her hands over the soft fabric, she wondered why she was even looking at this. It wasn’t like she had anyone to wear it for. There was nobody to impress.

      Letting the dress slip through her fingers, she headed to the beauty section to pick out some lotion, shampoo and conditioner as well as a toothbrush and some toothpaste. At least she’d feel a little bit like herself again after she got to wash her hair with her regular brand of shampoo. Asking a Target employee what the time was, she realized she’d been in there for a good three quarters of an hour. Hunter was going to be pissed off with her.

      Pushing her laden cart in the direction of the front of the store, she paused as she walked past the baby section. There was a little outfit there that Grace would look perfect in. She glanced toward the entry, wondering if Hunter was already there waiting impatiently for her. Quickly, she flipped through the sizes, finally deciding on the eighteen to twenty-four month size despite Grace only being one.

      “What are you doing?”

      She paused, turning her head to find Hunter. His eyes had gone from their usual blue to yellow, and she recognized her wolf staring out at her. Swallowing, she saw his eyes dart down to her throat.

      Weakness, a voice whispered softly.

      “I said, what are you doing?” he repeated, his voice low. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, her eyes darting to the two-piece set on top of her mound of clothes. He snatched up the clothes, throwing them back onto the rack. “You’re not her mother,” he hissed. “You don’t need to buy her clothes.”

      “I’m not trying to be her mother. Look, I’m sorry—”

      “Yeah,” he said, cutting her off. “So am I.”

      Before she could explain, he wheeled the stroller around and left the store. A part of her understood why he reacted the way he had, but another part of her, the female part of her, didn’t know why he was acting like this—like she was his greatest enemy when she was just trying to do something nice. With a small snarl, she paid for her new clothes and supplies, walking out of the store with the shopping cart.

      Hunter snapped, “Are you done? Grace needs to take a nap.”

      She nodded, too afraid her voice would break if she tried to speak. If he assumed she’d been cowed by his little outburst, he would have another thing  coming. She trailed behind him, glaring at his back all the way back to the car. Putting her bags into the trunk, she put her cart back and got into the car. Hunter had just finished strapping Grace in, his mood unimproved.

      Ava buckled herself in, trying to ignore Hunter like he was ignoring her. The male was infuriating.

      “You’re staring.”

      “Yeah, I am. What is your problem?”

      His brows rose, but he kept his eyes on the road. “I don’t have a problem.”

      “Like fu—” She stopped herself, peering over her shoulder at Grace. “Like hell you don’t,” she hissed. “You’ve been an asshole all morning and then that outburst in Target? What was that?”

      Yeah, she was calling him out on his shit.

      His mouth shut with an audible click. “She’s not your daughter.”

      “I know she’s not my daughter,” she snarled in reply. “I was trying to do something nice to say thank you for letting me stay. What makes you think I want to sweep in and play happy families with you?”

      His eyes flashed yellow. “You wouldn’t be the first female to try.”

      She snorted—actually snorted. “Believe it or not, Hunter, all I want to do is go home. I have no interest in staying here any longer than I have to.”

      “All the more reason to not try and insert yourself in our lives. I don’t want Grace getting used to someone only for them to ghost us the next day.”
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      Hunter chewed the inside of his cheek, fighting with his self-control. His grip tightened on the steering wheel, hearing the leather creaking under the pressure. He didn’t like the way he was feeling, and he knew Grace would be able to sense it too. He just had to get back to the packhouse and get away from Ava. She seemed to bring out the worst in him.

      He made the trip back in fifteen minutes, pulling into the driveway of the house. Although nothing seemed out of place, the tension hanging in the air was almost tangible.

      “What’s wrong?” Ava asked.

      He turned to see her staring hard out the windscreen. Could she…?

      “I don’t know,” he replied, bringing the car to a stop and unbuckling his belt. “Wait in the car.” He got out, slamming the door shut.

      Casey appeared at the front door. “I was just about to call you.” She held up her phone and wiggled it for visual confirmation.

      “What’s happening?”

      “Rhett and Indi have come to visit you.”

      He stopped dead. “The Helheim alpha and his mate?”

      His sister nodded.

      “Why?”

      Casey shrugged, smiling a little. “I don’t know. That’s why you’re alpha.”

      “Right,” he grunted in reply. He glanced back at the car, seeing Ava getting out on the passenger side. Turning back to Casey, he said, “Are they in my office?”

      “Yeah.”

      Blowing out a breath, he started toward the house. “Tell Mom to keep an eye on Grace for me.”

      “Oh, I can do that,” she offered.

      “Are you sure?” he asked, studying her carefully. Although it had been more than two years since Saxon’s death—the male she’d identified as her mate—and the end of her torture and imprisonment, there were still a lot of wounds she hid. He’d often seen her writing in a journal, working through her feelings and emotions; she was far from getting back to the person she was.

      “Please,” she said, rolling her eyes. “She’s my favorite niece.”

      “She’s your only niece.”

      “And whose fault is that?” she replied with a smirk.

      “Don’t start. Mom has been on my case too.”

      She gave him a look that said she knew exactly what their mother had been saying.

      “Can you get her some lunch? I should be back to put her down for a nap.”

      Casey tipped an imaginary hat to him and walked down the steps of the porch.
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      Ava popped open the rear door and stared at the three-point harness holding Grace hostage.

      “Now, how am I supposed to…” she muttered to herself.

      “Just press the red button,” someone said from behind her. She glanced over her shoulder to find Casey standing there.

      “Here, let me show you.” Casey reached around her, placing her thumb in the middle of the red button and pressing it. Grace giggled when Casey tickled her before pushing the straps out of the way and picking her up. Ava’s gaze darted down to Casey’s visible hand, her eyes lingering on the bare nail beds. She’d never asked, nor found out, what had happened to her.

      When Casey found her staring, Ava cleared her throat and walked to the trunk to retrieve her new clothes.

      “You did some shopping?” Casey asked. “Getting sick of my style?”

      “I’m sorry, but yes.”

      “You’re not sorry.” She shrugged. “I get it. Okay, let’s get this Gracey-monster something to eat!”

      Ava followed the other female to Hunter’s place, her eyes lingering on the front door of the main pack house.

      “He’s a good guy, you know,” Casey said.

      Ava wrenched her head around so quickly she thought she may have done some damage. “What?”

      She smiled. “I saw you looking where my brother went.”

      “I wasn’t!”

      “Uh-huh,” Casey replied, opening up the door of Hunter’s cottage. Ava followed her in, shutting the door behind her. Casey put Grace in the highchair and wandered into the kitchen. “So what did you buy?” she called.

      Ava placed her bags on the countertop but didn’t pull anything out. She wasn’t the sharing and caring type of girl. “Just some essentials.”

      Casey pulled open the fridge. “Underwear.”

      “Underwear,” Ava replied. “And some shirts and shorts.”

      “Shampoo too, huh? And lotion?”

      Ava looked down at her bags, checking to see nothing was showing. “How did you…”

      The other female shut the fridge door, some cheese slices and tomatoes balanced in her hands. She placed everything on the countertop, staring at Ava for a moment, her eyes haunted. “I know that’s what I was craving after my imprisonment: the familiar.”

      Ava cleared her throat, looking away. “I’m—”

      “It’s fine,” Casey replied.

      She looked at her hands. It seemed as if the nails had been ripped off. “What happened to you, Casey?”

      She glanced down. “Something I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy.” She moved to get the bread, putting together a sandwich for Grace, who was happily sitting in her highchair, waiting.

      “Casey—”

      Casey was staring hard at the counter, her hands still balled into fists. “Don’t,” she snarled softly. “Don’t pity me.”

      Ava nodded. “Of course. Well, I’m going to put these clothes away.” Picking up her bags, she walked into her room, upending the bag and removing the tags. In the small bureau, she folded and placed her clothes inside, once more mentally counting down the days until she could return to Seattle.

      Heaving a sigh, she headed back down stairs and took a seat on the couch. If she were at home, she’d be kicking back with a glass of wine and watching some Netflix. She eyed Hunter’s TV, doubting it had the capability. In the kitchen, she could see Casey sitting in front of Grace’s chair, talking and laughing. She looked so carefree now, but she must’ve gone through something terrible as well.

      “Do you want something to eat?” the other woman called.

      Ava stood up. “I’ll make myself something.” In the kitchen, she put together a cheese and tomato sandwich, pulling out a seat at the small four-seater table.

      “So how do you like it here?” Casey asked, taking a bite of her own sandwich.

      “I need to get back home, Casey. I have my job to think about, and I need to figure out how to be a werewolf in the city.”

      “I still don’t think you should go back.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, how’s your control? Are you having any issues suppressing your wolf’s instincts?”

      Was she?

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      Casey frowned. “Ever feel like you’re losing your grip on your own thoughts?”

      Only when it comes to your brother. “No.”

      “Can you feel your wolf peering out through your eyes sometimes?”

      Ava shrugged. “Sometimes, but it’s never a strong push; it’s more like she’s curious.”

      “Huh,” Casey replied.

      “Huh?”

      “Well, every Bitten wolf I’ve met has had that problem, well, except for one.”

      “Who was that?”

      “Alex D’Angelo. He joined the Helheim Pack about two years ago.”

      “What’s his story?”

      Casey picked up Grace’s leftover crusts, piling them onto her plate. “Actually, his story was a lot like yours. He was Bitten while he was out hunting. He survived the fever and when my brothers and I found him, he was only hours away from his first shift.”

      She swallowed. “Do you think we were bitten by the same wolf?”

      Casey thought about that for a moment before saying, “No, I don’t think so. I think a lone wolf got you. It’s not unheard of for someone to accidentally get Bitten, survive but then stay in their wolf form. It’s easier to survive that way. It’s easier to let their instincts become your instincts.”

      “Well, I need to get back. I have patients. I have a life.” Ava let Casey digest those words before saying, “How much longer do I have to wait?”

      “Two more weeks, tops, but Hunter will need to make the final assessment.”

      Ava wiped the crumbs from her fingers. “Assessment? What kind of assessment?”

      “He’ll just test you to see if your wolf is submissive to an alpha or not.”

      Submissive. Well, she knew she was submissive to Patricia. She’d felt that, but Hunter? “What happens if I’m not submissive to an alpha?”

      Casey stood up, taking her and Grace’s plates into the kitchen. “If you’re not submissive, then you may be expelled or…”

      “Or, what?”

      Casey turned to look at her, the gravity of the words she was about to speak heavy in her eyes. “Executed.”

      Executed? “Seriously?”

      “Hunter wouldn’t stand for an unsubmissive wolf in the pack.”

      “But I wouldn’t be in the pack,” she countered. “I’ll be back in Seattle.”

      The female shook her head. “Hunter wouldn’t let you return back to Seattle unless he was sure you would be submissive to the new alpha.”

      Ava ignored the desire to get out of her seat. “Hunter isn’t my goddamn—”

      “Goddamn what?” Hunter asked, stepping into the kitchen.

      Ava turned her eyes to him, her mouth clicking shut. She knew what battles to fight.

      “Casey?” he asked, turning to his sister.

      Casey smiled casually. “I have no idea.”

      Hunter grunted, his fierce expression softening when he looked at Grace. “Did she eat well?”

      “A whole sandwich,” Casey replied. “I’m going to get out of here if you don’t need me.”

      “You’re good. Thanks, Case.”

      Touching him on the shoulder as she passed, she said, “Anytime, bro. We females have to stick together.” She winked at Ava behind her brother’s back then disappeared.

      She wasn’t sure what to make of Casey. On one hand, she was thankful to the woman for covering her ass just then. On the other hand, she was blunt and opinionated. Ava liked it.

      “How was Casey? Was she nice to you?” Hunter asked.

      “Yes.”

      He frowned, picking up Grace and resting her on her hip. “Right. Well, I’m going to put Gracey down for a nap.”

      “Fine,” she replied, picking up her plate. Giving him a wide berth, she walked around him to the sink and rinsed off her plate. Her wolf shifted beneath her skin, whining softly. “I might go for a run, actually.”

      Turning, she walked from the kitchen, through the living room and out the front door.

      “Ava, dear, how are you?”

      She glanced up, her gaze landing on the older woman’s chin on instinct. “Patricia, how are you?” Ava couldn’t understand why she was submissive to his mother but not to Hunter.

      “I’m fine, dear. Going somewhere?”

      She looked over her shoulder at the cottage. “Just for a run.”

      “Escaping one of Hunter’s moods?”

      Her head jerked back around. “Is it that obvious?”

      The other female laughed gently. “He hasn’t been the easiest male to live with recently. Want to talk about it?”

      Ava sat down on the porch step, surprised when Patricia sat down beside her.

      “What’s my son done now?”

      Ava breathed in deeply through her nose and let it out. “I may have stepped on his toes when we went out shopping today.”

      “In what way?”

      Glancing in her direction, she stared back at her hands and said, “I picked up an outfit for Grace, thinking it was sweet and she’d look really cute in it.”

      Patricia pursed her lips. “I take it that didn’t go down well.”

      She shook her head. “He accused me of trying to replace her mother, which is ridiculous!” Patricia only nodded for her to continue. “I kind of gave him a piece of my mind on the way home.”

      At this statement, the other woman’s brows rose. “You did?”

      “It sounds like this doesn’t happen very often.”

      “It doesn’t,” she replied. “Tell me, how did he react?”

      “He accused me of trying to wheedle my way into his life, like I was a fucking jersey chaser in college or something.”

      “A jersey what, dear?”

      Ava shook her head. “A woman who chases after athletes in the hopes  of gaining a husband and money.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know that, dear.” She paused, then added, 	“Has Hunter told you about what happened to his mate?”

      She shook her head.

      “Perhaps he will, soon. In the meantime, try to be patient with him. You being in his house is doing him good.”

      “Is it?”

      The older woman patted her knee. “Believe me, I haven’t see him with this much spark in his eyes in a good long time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

          One Week Later…

        

      

    

    
      Hunter looked up at the mezzanine for the fifth time in five minutes. It had been a week since his and Ava’s disagreement in the car after their shopping expedition. It had been a week of short answers and clear hostility, and even though he’d tried to let his wolf dominate hers, to try and break this tension, he had been unable to make her bend.

      He knew the only way to break the stalemate was to apologize to her, to admit that he was out of line. With a soft growl, he looked back at the TV, trying to focus on the show he was forcing himself to binge watch. He was also pretending to enjoy the damn thing. His eyes darted back up to where he knew she was reading. He’d watched her shadow flip the pages against the wall. He’d heard the small sighs of contentment.

      He forced his eyes back to the TV.

      “Fuck,” he growled, standing up and walking to the stairs. He hesitated at the bottom, his hand clutching at the railing. What was he doing? He couldn’t just barge up there are demand she talk to him…

      Yet that was exactly what he was about to do.

      “It’s my fucking house,” he grumbled, powering up the treads. When he arrived at the top, Ava turned to look at him, lowering the book to the bed. He took a step closer and saw her wolf shift in her eyes. It was just a split second change, but he saw it.

      “Can I help you?” she asked, her tone clipped.

      His wolf bristled, but still he forced himself to take another step closer. “I just wanted to…” He swallowed, the words he wanted to say getting stuck. He never apologized.

      “Yes?” she replied expectantly, a smile pulling at the corner of her mouth. She knew what he was trying to tell her, yet she was making him say it.

      Clearing his throat, he tried again. “I want to apologize for snapping at you the other day. What I said was out of line.”

      “Oh? Which part?”

      He ground his teeth together. “I know you’re not trying to take over the role of Grace’s mother.”

      “I believe you used the word insert.”

      He glared at her. She was challenging him, and he could only blame it on the fact that she was a new wolf and had no idea about rank. Nodding, he added, “I didn’t mean to yell at you for looking at that outfit for Grace either.” He gestured to the bed, “May I?”

      Crossing her legs beneath her, she said “It’s your house.” He perched himself on the end, twisting his body to face her.

      “I want to explain why I reacted the way I did.” When she simply nodded, he sucked in a breath, ready to lay it all out for her. “I’m sure you know by now that my mate died. It was during childbirth. I got this beautiful baby girl at the same time as I watched the life drain from my Natasha’s eyes.”

      “That was her name? Natasha?”

      He nodded. “After she died, and after the news had spread, I had more than one female turn up on my doorstep, looking to step in and play Mommy to Grace. Because females are so rare among our kind, my mom pressed me to entertain the idea because she thought that was what was best for me.

      “I wasn’t ready to move on, though. Natasha was the love of my life.” He fell silent, his mind consumed with memories of Grace’s mom, of the life they’d had together—however brief it was.

      “Tell me about her?”

      His head jerked up as if it was connected to a string. “What?”

      Ava met his gaze. “Tell me about her.”

      He swallowed. Hunter hadn’t spoken about her to anyone since she passed. “We met purely by accident. Her father was petitioning to be the alpha of a Canadian pack, going up against the current alpha who’d been found guilty of negligence. They’d visited our pack house, and my father and hers had had a closed-door discussion, leaving Natasha and me to entertain ourselves.

      “She was nothing like I’d ever seen before. Her hair was the color of cornsilk, her eyes like the bluest ocean. She had a wild streak in her, too.” He smiled, remembering how they’d gone skinny dipping in the lake. He refocused on Ava, her green eyes studying him closely.

      “Losing someone you love is never easy.”

      He sucked in a breath and released it. “No, it’s never easy, but at least I got Grace. She’s been keeping me sane, but I didn’t realize how tough it was going to be.”

      “You’ve got your mom and Casey though, right? They help?”

      “Only when I’m desperate. I don’t want to be dependent on them.”

      Her brows rose. “They’re your family, though. They’re supposed to be there when you need them.”

      “You sound like you have a good family support network.”

      She got busy looking at the comforter, the fierce woman who was there just a moment ago somehow lost. “We’re not talking about me right now.”

      “Right,” he said, sensing the conversation was over. He stood up and walked toward the stairs.

      “When can I go home?”

      He turned to look at her. Why was the idea of her leaving him so distasteful? “Not yet.”

      Her eyes hardened as she replied, “Right.” She picked up her book, dismissing him.

      

      Hunter woke with a start, the sounds of Grace’s screams cutting him to the bone. Leaping out of bed, he ran to her room, his heart pounding out a staccato rhythm. Grace was standing up in her cot, tears streaming down face.

      “What’s wrong, Gracey, huh?” he said, scooping her up into his arms. Christ, it felt like she was on fire. He ran his hand over her forehead, felt her temperature and swore. Hustling into the bathroom, he rifled through the drawers until he found the infants’ Tylenol. Grabbing the syringe, he started  filling it up.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He spun around to find Ava standing in an oversized sleep shirt, her hair wild around her face. “I don’t know,” he breathed, refocusing his attention on the bottle in his hand. Trying to draw the plunger back, he almost dropped the bottle.

      “Fuck!”

      Ava was there in an instant, her hands wrapping around the bottle and the syringe. “Let me do that.” Before he could protest, she took over, popping the bottle down on the bathroom counter and drawing in the recommended dose.

      “Make it 6ml.”

      “What? No, that’s too much.”

      Grace’s wailing intensified. “We have to account for her metabolism. Give her six. Trust me.” He could see she wasn’t so sure about that but drew out the extra amount. “Thank you.”

      She gave him a curt nod then brought the syringe to Grace’s mouth and depressed the plunger. He studied her face, noticing that this close up, her green eyes had a little blue in them. Her gaze darted to him, their breaths shared, the heat of their bodies noticeable, although probably only to him. Like he’d done before, she ran her hand over Grace’s brow and frowned.

      “She’s burning up. I mean, for a werewolf, she is.”

      “I know.”

      Her crying hadn’t quietened yet, so he tried to jiggle her on his hip.

      “Look, I don’t know much about werewolf physiology yet, but what I do know is we need to bring down her temp,” Ava announced, pushing past him and kneeling in front of the bath. “Normally a cool washcloth will be enough, but I think we need to do a little more to cool her off.” Popping the plug into the hole, she turned on the cold water then added a little hot to take the edge off. She stood up to face him. “She’s probably going to cry even harder once she’s placed in there.”

      Nodding, he said, “Okay.” It would take all his willpower to stop himself from snatching her out of the bath, but he knew it was what had to be done.

      When he hesitated, Ava asked, “Do you want me to do it?”

      He turned to her, wanting so desperately to say yes. He didn’t want to be the bad guy here. Gritting his teeth, he shook his head.

      “No. I need to do this.”

      Laying Grace down on the plush bath mat, he stripped her out of her pajamas and diaper and placed her into the water. Somehow, the pitch of her screaming intensified as she thrashed against his hold. He felt like the worst parent on the planet, forcing his child to endure this. Her little face was getting redder and redder, her tears streaming down her face. What was he doing? He couldn’t do this to his own flesh and blood.

      Ava placed her hand on his shoulder, her grip firm yet gentle. “Just a few more minutes, Hunter,” she murmured.

      He glanced over his shoulder at her, shocked to see her nibbling her bottom lip, her eyes focused on Grace. Her gaze darted down to meet his, her intense forest green eyes morphing into a blazing orange as her wolf peered out at him. He nodded to her, feeling his own wolf stepping forward for just a moment before slipping back into the shadows of his mind.

      For five agonizing minutes, he held Grace in the cool water until, finally, she quietened. Ava ran her hand over her forehead, her professional persona firmly in place.

      “How is she?”

      “She still has a temp. Damn it; I thought the bath would’ve brought it down a little.”

      “Do we leave her a little longer?”

      “No. Get her out. Just put her in her diaper. We need to keep her as cool as possible until the fever breaks.”

      His eyes darted back down to Grace. “How long will that take?” he asked desperately. Grace had never been sick like this before. He always prided himself on being in control, of knowing exactly what he was going to do, but being a father threw all sorts of curve balls at him.

      “Hunter,” Ava said in a tone he could only describe as doctorial. “I don’t know how long this will take, but you have to trust me when I say I’ll do all I can to help her, okay?”

      He felt himself nod, although he wasn’t sure if he or his wolf were doing it. The bastard always had better instincts than him. “I can’t lose her too,” he croaked, and Ava’s expression softened.

      “You won’t lose Gracey. I promise.” She stood up from her crouch. “Come on, let’s get her back to bed. I think the Tylenol has kicked in.”

      He glanced back down at his daughter, seeing her glassy-eyed stare. He lifted her from the bath, wrapping the towel around her and holding her close. At least she felt cooler than before. Ava followed at his back. Instead of going to Grace’s room, he brought her into his. He glanced over his shoulder when he felt Ava stop at the door.

      “It’s fine. You can come in.”

      She took one small step, then another, before finally coming all the way inside. He placed Grace on the bed, snatching a diaper off the dresser.

      “Can you fix the pillows so she won’t roll out?” he asked.

      “Of course.”

      By the time he was done with the diaper, Ava had set up two pillows along the edge of one side of the bed.

      “Is this okay?”

      “Fine,” he replied, picking Grace up and placing her down. He lay down beside her, his eyes on her small chest as it rose up and down as she drifted off to sleep.

      “I’ll check in on you in a few hours,” she announced.

      “There’s no need. I’ve got it from here.” She turned around to leave, stopping when he said, “And Ava?”

      “Hmm?”

      He stared at Grace. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later, Ava crept back down the stairs and knocked on Hunter’s door softly. When there was no reply, she pushed into his bedroom, her eyes taking a moment to adjust to the low light. Both Grace and Hunter were sound asleep on the bed. She didn’t want to overstep her bounds here, but she needed to check on Grace’s temperature. Walking as lightly as she could, she moved to Grace’s side of the bed, running her hand over her forehead. She felt a little warm again, and she figured that would be the case. There was still another hour before she could safely give her more Tylenol...well, at least that’s what she thought. Honestly, she had no idea, and the gaps in her knowledge were bugging the shit out of her.

      After touching her arm to confirm her initial suspicions, her gaze darted to Hunter. He had his body practically curled around Grace, protecting her even in his sleep. He looked so relaxed now, so different from his crazed expression before. His words to her, though, they were still an echo of pain in her head.

      I can’t lose her too.

      Hunter must’ve suffered so much loss in his life to have that as his first thought when Grace had a fever. Did he think he was going to lose her from that? His brow furrowed suddenly, a small moan escaping his parted lips. He must’ve been dreaming. She glanced around at the small armchair in the corner of the room. It looked as if he was using it as a closet right now, judging by the number of clothes he had draped over the arms and back. Still, she sat down, tucking her feet up under herself. She leaned back, resting her head against his sweatshirt. Her nostrils flared as she took in his scent. Inside her head, her wolf rubbed against her, appreciating the smell of the alpha.

      Settle down, she thought. The female was acting like she was in heat.

      While she waited to give Grace more Tylenol, she wondered what her life was going to be like once she finally returned home. She had no intention of giving up her career just because she got shaggy at will. She’d worked too damn hard to build it up just to let it all go. She was curious to know more about werewolf anatomy and physiology. If she knew more, she’d actually be of use to more than one group of people. She could help the shifters who lived in Seattle and the surrounding areas. Maybe she could even set up a clinic for the exclusive use of werewolves.

      Her mind whirled with the possibilities. Perhaps being Bitten wasn’t the worst thing to have happened to her. Her eyes darted to the bed when Grace began to stir. She stood up, her wolf whining when she drew away from Hunter’s scent that had cocooned them.

      “Hey there, Gracey,” she crooned softly. Hunter’s eyes were still firmly shut, so she slid her arms beneath the little girl and lifted her up. She felt her forehead and smiled. Somehow, the fever had already broken.

      Was that because of her DNA? Fascinating.

      “Let’s get you something to drink and change your diaper.”

      Back in Grace’s room, she changed her and dressed her in a light outfit that would allow her healing body to breathe. Out in the kitchen, she placed Grace into her high chair, and then got to making some breakfast for them to share.

      “What do you think? Pancakes this morning?” Ava glanced out the window. The sun wouldn’t be up for another hour or so. Grace would probably be hungry after her late-night ordeal anyway.

      The little girl watched her work as Ava cracked an egg into the flour then added some sugar and milk. She was mesmerized by the movement of the whisk, her blue eyes tracking every revolution of Ava’s hand. She was just heating the frying pan when Hunter ran into the room.

      “How is she? Christ, I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” He was next to Grace in the next breath, feeling her forehead. When he realized the fever had broken, he let out a relieved breath.

      “She’s okay,” Ava said. “Although I’m surprised she recovered so quickly.”

      He turned to look at her and shrugged. “Just another one of the perks.”

      “You were so worried though.”

      “It could’ve gone either way,” he told her, lifting Grace from her seat. “She’d either recover quickly or go downhill.”

      She returned her attention back to the pan when she heard the batter sizzling. Flipping the first batch of pancakes, she kept her eyes down, acutely aware that Hunter was staring at her.

      She cleared her throat. “You’re staring.”

      “I want to thank you for helping me last night.”

      Ava turned around to face him, leaning back against the countertop. “You don’t have to thank me; it’s my job to look after kids.”

      Hunter shook his head. “Maybe, but I’ve been an asshole to you the last week. I’m just afraid of getting played by a female looking to become an alpha’s mate. It’s Grace I have to think about now, not my own selfish needs.”

      Selfish needs? This was new. “I get it. Believe me. I’m not interested in you that way though.”

      The words tasted bitter as they left her mouth, and her wolf howled and clawed in protest.

      “You’re not?” he asked, his brows hiking up to his hairline.

      “Believe it or not, Hunter, you aren’t irresistible.”

      With a frown, he said, “Right.”

      Turning back to her task, she took the two pancakes out of the pan and placed them on a plate.

      “I made enough for all of us,” she told him, setting the plate aside.

      He came up behind her. “I haven’t had pancakes in forever.”

      “I’m glad I could break the dry spell.”

      His eyes shifted quickly: blue to yellow and back to blue. His gaze was locked on hers and she didn’t know whether it was the heat of the gas range, or the heat from this alpha male, but she was suddenly too warm. Clearing her throat, she glanced away, breaking the moment.
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      Hunter watched Ava move around the kitchen like she’d always been there, always fit into his life.

      He cleared his throat. “Had a lot of experience with making pancakes?”

      Ava smiled over her shoulder at him. “I made pancakes for me and my brothers every Sunday from the age of  ten.”

      “Impressive,” he replied genuinely. “Casey did the same thing... Well, once Mom actually let her into the kitchen.”

      She smiled and turned back around. His eyes drifted down to the hem of her sleep shirt. The thing wasn’t damn near long enough. It barely covered her ass, which he could see was perfectly round and firm.

      “—Hunter?”

      His eyes darted back to her face. “What?”

      “I asked if you wanted syrup or ice cream.”

      “Can I have both?”

      “A man after my own heart,” she replied with a small smile before pulling out the ice cream and then hunting around the kitchen for the syrup.

      “Top shelf in the pantry.”

      “Thanks.” She popped open the door and stretched up to grab the bottle of syrup. As she did, her t-shirt rose, revealing the object he’d been staring at.

      Fuck.

      He shifted in his seat, his cock getting hard. Glancing down, he saw the tent in his sweats and surreptitiously tried to pull his shirt down to hide it. It had been so long since he’d been remotely interested in a woman that this reaction kind of took him by surprise.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, tugging at the bottom of her shirt. Had she smelled his arousal?

      He cleared his throat. “Fine.” He reached for the syrup she’d put beside his plate, concentrating on pouring it out carefully. Next, he scooped out some ice cream, placed it next to his small stack of pancakes. Grace smacked her lips, waiting impatiently for him to share with her. With a small chuckle, he cut some small squares and put them aside to cool down.

      Ava was still moving around the kitchen, putting another batch of batter into the frying pan.

      “Will you sit down and eat with us?”

      “In a minute,” she replied, half-distracted.

      Grace made another small sound of distress at being made to wait, so he started to feed her. She ate hungrily, chewing and swallowing what he’d cut up for her in a matter of minutes.

      He ate between her bites, feeding her more small mouthfuls until his plate was cleared. Wiping some syrup off the corner of her mouth, he asked quietly, “Hungry, huh, little one?”

      He glanced up as Ava took the seat opposite him, a plate loaded with both ice cream and syrup. He watched her eat for just a moment before taking his plate to the sink to begin washing up.

      “Someone’s tired,” Ava said.

      He turned to find Grace yawning and rubbing her eyes. Drying his hands on the dish towel, he took her from the highchair.

      “Come on, Gracey, let’s get some rest.”

      

      When he came back into the living room after reading Grace a book and tucking her in, he could smell the sweet scent of vanilla and jasmine and knew Ava had been in the shower. He found her curled up in his armchair, a blanket  draped over her legs and a book in her hands.

      He hesitated for a moment, suddenly unsure. For the first time in a long time, he felt ashamed for treating a female like he had. Despite that, and despite her own feelings toward him, Ava had stepped up and helped him last night. Perhaps she was different from all the other women.

      “Do you like spy novels?” he asked, gesturing to her choice of book.

      She looked at the cover and shrugged. “It’s a book. I take it you do, though. You have so many.”

      Sitting down on the couch opposite her, he said, “I don’t have much time to read anymore.”

      “Not since Grace was born?”

      “Not since I became alpha.”

      She frowned. “You sound like you didn’t want to be alpha.”

      “It’s not that. I did want to rise to this position, but I would’ve liked to have had it under different circumstances.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      He sat back in his seat and heaved a sigh. “Wolf territory usually goes from father to son, as long as the son has secured a mate. I became alpha before that happened though.”

      “How?”

      “My father was killed. In order to maintain our territory, a replacement had to be found quickly. I was the natural choice, but I think I assumed power too early. I still had so much to learn.”

      Why was he being so open and honest with her? Maybe it was because she was a doctor—she was a professional—and much like a priest in a confessional, weren’t her secrets taken to the grave?

      “And Natasha?” she asked.

      “After my father died and I became alpha, we got mated. Not long after that, she fell pregnant, but... I was scared.”

      “Why?”

      “Pregnancies for werewolves are dangerous. There are so many things that could go wrong. She’d insisted though. She said she’d always wanted to be a mother. I loved her. I wanted to give her the world, so I gave in and agreed to it.”

      She asked, “What happened?”

      He shrugged. “There was a complication, although nobody really knows what that was.”

      “Why not?”

      “We don’t have a physician in the pack. My mom is a retired nurse, but she isn’t a midwife.”

      She placed the book on the arm of the chair and sat forward. “And you didn’t take her to a hospital?” she asked in disbelief.

      “No. Hospitals mean tests. Tests mean results and results mean questions and studies. We don’t want that.”

      “Still...” She looked down. “It seems like such a waste of a life.”

      Didn’t he know it. “It is what it is. We haven’t had a doctor among us for a good decade now. Sometimes... Sometimes I wonder what life would be like if Natasha had survived the birth.”

      Ava said nothing, but he could see the compassion in her eyes. His gaze slid to her bare shoulder, to the scar, to the only physical reminder that remained of her shift from her old life into his.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ava tugged her shirt back into place and sank back into the cushion. She’d swear she could still feel the teeth buried in her flesh, the saliva that carried the lycanthrope virus infiltrating her bloodstream and mutating her DNA. Her life had irrevocably changed, and despite all the improvements to her stamina and ability to heal, she’d also discovered some major weaknesses in the species. If their birth survival rate was so low, and if the chances of females being born were statistically terrible, then they were—biologically speaking—doomed for extinction.

      She looked back at Hunter, his eyes swimming with his wolf. “I’m sorry. I’m just passionate about postnatal care. It seems like such a waste to have Grace’s mother die because of something that might’ve been so simple and easily treated.”

      He nodded. “I’ve struggled to come to terms with my new reality, but I think I’m turning a corner now. Grace is a little older, things seem to be getting a little easier… I’m just terrified of the time when she reaches puberty.”

      She smiled. “I’ve heard that’s a tough time for the parents of girls.”

      She wasn’t sure if he was aware of it, but Hunter seemed to just relax all of a sudden—his whole body sinking into the couch. “When do you think you’ll want to go back to Seattle?”

      Ava sat forward in her seat. She licked her lips and noticed how his gaze became fixed on her mouth.

      “I want to go back as soon as I can,” she said slowly. When he didn’t do much more than nod imperceptibly, she added, “Casey said I needed to be assessed or something before that can happen.” She bit the inside of her cheek.

      “What does that involve exactly?”

      Sitting up, he mirrored her position. “Well, it’s more of an assessment of your wolf—how much control she exerts on you.” His eyes scanned her face. “For example…” He stood up and gestured for her to do the same. Tossing aside the blanket, she got to her feet, her toes curling into rug beneath her. He approached her slowly, taking measured, calculated steps until they were standing face-to-face with barely a hair’s breadth between them. Her instinct was to step back, to maintain the normal respectable distance between two people, but she planted her feet and tipped up her chin in defiance.

      His nostrils flared, taking in her scent. “Being this close to an alpha should have your wolf cowering. What’s your wolf doing?”

      She closed her eyes, looking into herself and seeing her wolf form. With fur the same color as her hair and piercing orange eyes, she was bigger than any wolf she’d ever seen. Instead of flinching away from Hunter, she was trying to get Ava to close the distance between them, to kiss him, taste him, touch him.

      Mate, she whispered into Ava’s mind.

      Whoa.

      She took a shaky step back, the back of her knees hitting the armchair. She fell into her seat, her breath shivering out of her lungs as she looked up at him, towering above her.

      “Well?” Hunter asked, looking smug.

      She shook her head. “She wasn’t cowering.”

      “What was she doing then?”

      She couldn’t stay here in this room with him. She stood up, moving to walk around him when he reached out and took her by the arm. Heat erupted from where he touched her. Her eyes locked on his, her world slowing down until it was just him and her. Inside her head, she felt her wolf pushing to get out, to be with him...to submit to him.

      His eyes flashed, a shift in color so brilliant she blinked. Hunter lifted his hand to her face, running it along the side of her throat, his fingers curling around the nape of her neck. It was a possessive move, and one she normally wouldn’t tolerate, but looking into his yellow eyes, she wanted to be here. She wanted this. She wanted him.

      Leaning in, his lips hovered above hers, and she realized he was asking permission. She pressed her mouth to his, feeling his tongue slide against the seam of her lips. He pulled her closer, his free hand sliding around her waist and tugging her into the cradle of his hips. She gasped when she felt his cock straining against his sweats.

      Groaning, he trailed kisses down her neck and throat. She was vulnerable in this position—she knew it—but somehow she didn’t care. Hunter was doing things to her that was making her knees buckle.

      “I don’t think I can stop, Ava,” he said, his voice rough with his wolf. Without waiting for her answer, he slid his hand up over her ribcage, brushing the underside of her breasts. She moaned into his mouth, her hips flexing into his.

      “So don’t,” she whispered against his mouth.

      He ran his hand down her stomach, dipping lower into her yoga pants. He brushed the edge of her panties just as a knock came on the front door.

      “Yo, Hunter, are you there?” a male asked.

      They sprang apart, both turning their heads in the direction of the small entry hall. Riley appeared, a grin splitting his face in two as he took in their gasping breaths and flushed faces.

      Hunter stepped in front of her, growling, “What the fuck, Riley? What do you want?”

      “I wanted to see if you wanted to go for a run.”

      “I don’t have time,” he snarled in reply.

      Riley rolled his eyes and Ava decided she liked Hunter’s little brother. “You never have time anymore.” He turned his attention to Ava. “How about you, Red?”

      Red? Like he was one to talk. Ava opened her mouth to answer, but Hunter cut her off. “She’s busy too.”

      “I see that,” replied Riley, his smile growing. “Well, I guess I’ll go and ask Casey. See ya!”
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      Hunter couldn’t believe what he’d just done. His self-control had slipped, and it was only thanks to his little brother that he’d stopped. If Riley hadn’t sauntered in unannounced... He shuddered to think. In his mind, he was still mated to Natasha. Thinking about another female, hell, kissing another female felt like the ultimate betrayal.

      He spun around when Ava wrapped her hand around his forearm. He studied her face. He was still insanely attracted to her, wanting to continue what they’d been doing, but his own guilt made him pull his arm free.

      She frowned, folding her arms over her chest. “What’s going on, Hunter?”

      “I—” His head jerked up at the sound of Grace’s cries. “This was a mistake,” he muttered, walking around her and heading for the bedroom.

      “A mistake?” she asked.

      He glanced over his shoulder. He couldn’t read her expression but knew that had been the wrong thing to say. “I have to get Grace.”

      Pushing into the room, he found the little girl standing up in her cot, a smile appearing on her face when she saw him. Christ, what was he thinking, kissing Ava?

      More, his wolf whispered.

      What. The. Fuck?

      He shook the image of storming back out there and claiming Ava from his mind, focusing instead on Grace, who was now clenching and unclenching her fists in a vain attempt to reach him. He smiled.

      “Hey, little one,” he said to her, scooping her up into his arms. He stared down at her chubby face, at her bright eyes. He was so damn lucky to have her in his life. Why in the hell would he need anyone else?

      “Are you hungry? Want a snack?”

      She garbled something happily, and he walked out into the living room. Wondering if Ava was still there, he looked back at the place she’d been sitting, an ache forming in his chest when he saw the discarded blanket and book. He still wanted her, he realized, despite the conflicting feelings. He walked into the kitchen, coming to a stop when he saw his mother there, cutting up some watermelon.

      “I thought it was about time she woke up,” she said.

      He placed Gracey into her high chair and put on her bib.

      “Where’s Ava?” he asked, unable to stop himself.

      “Oh, she was the one who let me in. She was on her way out.”

      His head snapped in the direction of the door. Seeing that Grace was fine, he peered out of the living room window to see if he could see her. He was suddenly unnerved. Where the fuck was she?

      “She said she was going for a run,” his mom said right behind him.

      He turned back. “A run?”

      “You could go and join her if you like.”

      “What about Gracey?”

      His mom laughed. “I can look after her for a couple of hours. I managed to raise your brothers and sister just fine on my own.”

      Some time to himself did actually sound amazing, but… “I can’t leave Grace.”

      “Of course you can, Hunter,” she replied. “Please don’t tell me you think you’re the first person to deal with single parenthood.”

      He stayed quiet.

      With a huff, she said, “Do I have to throw you outside like I did when you were a kid, or will you just go?”

      He glanced at her again and smiled. “I’ll be back in an hour.”

      “Take two.”

      With a resolute nod, he strode into the kitchen, kissed Grace and his mother goodbye then pulled open the front door.

      On the porch, he drew in a deep breath, feeling it working its way through his body and igniting every instinct. He stripped out of his clothes, leaving them in a neat pile on the bench seat beside the door. Walking slowly down the steps, he smiled when his bare feet hit the grass. It had been too long.

      Exhaling deeply and slowly, Hunter closed his eyes and turned his attention inward—to his wolf, which was creeping closer to the surface. Between one breath and the next, his whole body began to tingle, the prelude to the agonizing pain that would rip him apart.

      He grunted, his knees buckling and sending him to the ground as the first wave of pain rippled over him. Regulating his breathing, he embraced the pain rather than fighting it, learning long ago that shifting was a much smoother process when there was no resistance.

      His jaw started to ache, right before his head felt like it was being cleaved in two. Pressing his lips together, he held in the yell that wanted to break free. His whole body had changed shape now, but the worst was yet to come. His fur—as black as his hair—began to grow, the follicles pushing through his skin. After a few seconds of agony, he stood up on four lupine legs and shook out his coat.

      Clarity.

      There was so much clarity now in his wolf’s body. All of his senses were tuned to his surroundings, which meant that even a falling leaf had him captivated for the briefest second. Looking back at the house, he saw his mom standing by the window with Grace. Giving him a little wave and a smile, she disappeared from view, leaving Hunter free to revel in his freedom.

      He moved toward the fringe of the forest, stopping every now and then to sniff the passing trees. He caught Ava’s scent almost immediately and decided to follow her path. She’d weaved a dog-leg through the trees, occasionally brushing past the trees. Lifting his head, he drew in a deep breath, pausing when he heard a frustrated scream.

      Hunter took off into the underbrush, zeroing in on the sound, until he emerged in a clearing. On the ground, to his left, was a pile of clothes, but Ava was nowhere in sight. He stepped farther into the small field, taking a moment to smell the wildflowers growing in abundance.

      “I didn’t pick you as the kind of guy who stopped and smelled the flowers,” she said, stepping out from behind a huge tree trunk.

      He huffed; the sound as close as his wolf could make to a laugh. His gaze traveled down her naked body, slowly. Being in his wolf’s body, there was nothing sexual about her nakedness, but if he were human, that would’ve been a completely different story.

      “I’m not into beastiality,” she said, crossing her arms and covering her breasts.

      Another huff—this one to indicate his disgust.

      “Okay, fine.”

      He tilted his head to one side, asking what she was doing behind the tree.

      Ava glanced behind her, then back at him. “I couldn’t shift when I tried.”

      It was a common problem for new wolves. Slowly, to show he was no threat to her, he padded closer. His wolf’s body was almost five feet from paws to withers, and Ava took a step backward. Her fear flooded the space between them and he shook his head, dropping it to make himself look smaller. When he was close enough, he sat on his haunches, his head still bowed, even though it wasn’t very alpha-like behavior. Whining, he asked her to try again.

      “I don’t…” He pawed the ground. “Oh... Try again?”

      He nodded, finally looking at her. Her eyes flashed orange, her wolf staring at him unashamedly. Not even Natasha’s wolf had been able to do that right away. It had taken months of shared runs.

      Maintaining that eye contact, he drew in a deep breath, his large chest expanding out, then exhaled and emptied his lungs. After demonstrating this a few times, Ava got the idea, copying the rhythm—finding the calm. He knew that this shift was going to be more painful than his was. He’d had years of practice; Ava had only managed it once as far as he was aware.

      He made sure to keep breathing deeply, hoping that she’d remember it as the pain tore through her. It would be her only saving grace.
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        * * *

      

      Ava studied the wolf—Hunter, her head reminded her—in front of her, marveling in his sheer size and the fact that if he wanted to, he could tear her apart right now. Sitting down, he came up to her shoulders, his huge body covered in black fur, except for a streak of white over his eye. She watched the way his chest expanded and contracted with each breath and realized that deep breathing would calm her... But it would also bring her pain.

      Her muscles seized at that thought and she looked down, trying so hard to relax her whole body again. She jumped when Hunter’s head came into view, his pink tongue darting out to swipe at one of her balled up fists.

      “I’m sorry,” she ground out, her heart pounding wildly in her chest. “I’m still getting used to all this.”

      From her periphery, she saw him settle down onto the ground, putting his head below her eye line. A part of her realized that for him, this was his position of vulnerability, placing himself in a position of supplication. He studied her with those yellow eyes, seemingly saying Try again without making a sound.

      With a resolute nod, she let out a long, shaky breath and closed her eyes. She could do this. Her whole life, she’d been the overachiever, always aiming high and attaining those goals, whether they be academically or professionally. This was her reality now, and she was going to master the goddamn shift if it killed her.

      Oh, god... Could it kill her?

      Hunter whined, drawing her out of her self-doubt. Right. She was being ridiculous. Blowing out another breath, she closed her eyes and tried to let her breathing guide her. She listened to the thud of her heart, the sound of her breath leaving her lungs in long slow streams. She could also feel her muscles relaxing, becoming more fluid. At the first stab of pain, she resisted the urge to balk. Instead, she embraced it, knowing that in the end, she would feel a sense of freedom she’d never before felt in her life.

      Gritting her teeth, she bowed her head and rode that pain. It felt as if liquid fire had been poured into her veins, her muscles melting and reforming into her wolf’s body. When the pain in her jaw made her head pound, she knew the end was coming. All that was left was…

      She screamed, but instead of a human noise, it was purely animal—her wolf. Collapsing onto the ground, she felt every stick and rock beneath her body, but she couldn’t bring herself to give a fuck. Her lungs were working overtime dragging in precious oxygen as the last of the pain tapered off into a dull ache. Hunter whined softly and she turned her attention to him. He was on his feet, his head lowered so they were eye to eye. Exhaustion rolled through her. It was as if she’d just run a marathon and was expected to get up and do it all again.

      He nudged her with his nose, urging her to stand. Maybe she’d feel better once she was on her feet—her four feet. Man, she could not get used to this. Last month she was human. This month she was a werewolf, a shifter, a lycanthrope. She was the stuff of myth and legend, but she was nothing like the glossy Hollywood version most people knew. She was not lost to her wolf; rather, her wolf complemented her and made her whole.

      With one final push, she willed herself onto her feet, drawing in deep lungfuls of air as she waited for the last of the pain to ebb away. Turning her head, Ava looked at Hunter. Cautiously—slowly—he approached, licking at her muzzle.

      Was he apologizing for being such an asshole before? She pulled away, unsure what to make of his actions. Regret shimmered in his eyes for a moment before he turned around and started to walk into the forest. Hesitantly, Ava just watched him, relief flooding her when he stopped and looked at her over his shoulder.

      Slowly, she began to follow. He led her through the forest, his feet light where hers were still clumsy and obvious. He was like a shadow, his black coat disappearing between one breath and reappearing in the next. She realized then that he was a lethal creature, one that could very easily have you by the throat before you had a chance to blink. For what felt like hours, they wandered through the forest, Hunter teaching her how to use her improved senses to track and hunt.

      Ava wasn’t so sure about killing another animal, but she also found that her reservations didn’t transfer over to her wolf. Every time she hesitated, her wolf stepped forward, taking a little more control from her so she wouldn’t second guess her instincts.

      He eventually began walking with purpose, rather than the aimless wandering she knew he’d been doing. When they arrived at the side of a lake, he took a few steps away from her, his whole body shivering as if he was cold. She soon realized he was shifting back. So this is what they were doing now? Turning, she found a bit of cover behind some bushes then started to work on her own shift back.

      Pain seemed to be the common theme, although it was less than shifting into her wolf’s body. Once it was over, her skin was slick with sweat. Ava eyed that lake, longing to take a dip. Peering over the top of the bushes, she couldn’t see any sign of Hunter yet. She walked to the edge of the water, wading in slowly until she was fully submerged.

      “How is it?” he called from the shore after a few moments.

      She turned to face him. “Heaven.”

      He grinned, then motioned that he was coming in. But he didn’t right away. He was waiting for her permission. She nodded slightly and the tension in his broad muscular shoulders eased. It took her a moment to realize he was buck naked, which was a stupid realization to have since she was also in the same state.

      He kept his eyes on her as he walked closer and closer, the water lapping at his knees, his thighs, his hips. She wasn’t ashamed to admit that she watched him too, taking him in, wondering what version of the alpha she was going to get this time.

      He stopped a few feet from her, his eyes shifting from yellow to blue. “How are you feeling? Sore?”

      She nodded. “And tired.”

      “That’s completely normal.” His gaze dropped to her shoulder, and she peered down at the scar that was almost completely gone now too. Fascinating. “How did you find the shift back?”

      “Nearly as painful as the shift into my wolf.” She looked down at the surface of the lake, rippling with each movement of her arms as she tread water. “Does it... Does it hurt less the more times you do it?”

      He shook his head. “No, but you’ll learn to control it better. Soon, it’ll be like breathing.”

      She wondered how long that was actually going to take. Looking around, she took in her surroundings—the lake, the small rock pool at the far end, the sheer cliff faces forming a protecting ring of stone around them.

      “Where are we?”

      He smiled. “Lake Hunter,” he replied proudly.

      “Ah, you can’t be serious.”

      “I am. I discovered this. It’s mine.”

      Frowning, she said, “I’m going to have to call bullshit on that.”

      Throwing his head back, he laughed. She got the feeling that he didn’t do that very often. “When I was seven or eight, my younger brothers and I often had free rein to come and go as we pleased. My mother wanted us out of the house as often as possible, so we would go on adventures.”

      His eyes lit up as he spoke, revealing another side to the Alfheim alpha to her. Is this the real Hunter? she wondered. Was this the man before the burdens of life were forced on him?

      “So, we were all out running one day when I came across this lake.” Spreading his arms out, he proudly displayed it to her and she smiled at how carefree he looked.

      “I hate to burst your bubble, but this lake probably has its own official name.”

      He clutched his chest, looking wounded. “You’re killing me here, Ava. Can’t a man dream?”

      “What is a man without a dream in his head?” she mused softly. She watched as he closed the distance between them. There was some hesitancy in his eyes, some sort of lack of self-confidence. She found it...enthralling.

      “I want to say something to you.”

      She felt her cheeks flush and she turned around. “If it’s about what happened before, I clearly misread the signs.” She hadn’t though, had she? She knew when a man was interested in her, so why was she giving him an out? Spinning back around, she added, “Actually, you can apologize to me. What you did was a dick move.”

      He actually grinned at her. “That’s what I like about you, Ava—you’re direct.” He sucked in a deep breath and let it out. “I want to apologize for kissing you.”

      “You make it sound as if you didn’t want to do it.”

      “Believe me, I wanted to, but I shouldn’t have.”

      Interest piqued, she said, “If we’re going to have this talk, I think it should be on dry land.”
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      Hunter swam to shore, emerging from the water resolute. Ava wasn’t far behind him, but he knew she’d want to have some form of clothing on for this. Scanning the tree line, he found the hollowed out oak he used as a hiding place and went to check out what was still there. Inside, he found a pair of sweats, one of his t-shirts and a blanket. Putting on the pants, he took the blanket and shirt and returned to the lakeshore.

      He found Ava standing on the bank, shivering. His eyes drifted down her body, drinking her in. She was a little thinner than Natasha had been, but he supposed that was because she worked all the time and hardly ate. With her arms wrapped around her breasts, Ava didn’t look anything like the feisty woman he’d learned she could be.

      When she saw him staring, she jerked her chin forward and dropped her arms. His eyes—goddamn them—dropped to her breasts. They were small and lovely, just a handful by his estimation, and his fingers ached to reach for her. Instead of giving in to his baser instincts, he calmly—casually—walked toward her, offering her the shirt.

      She took it, their fingers brushing briefly and her eyes widened in surprise.

      So, she’d felt it too...

      The electric current. The heat. The spark that arced between them.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, sliding her arms into the shirt and pulling it over her head. Unashamedly, he watched the fabric fall down her body, disappointed when it stopped at her mid-thigh.

      “Where did you find the clothes?” she asked as he spread the blanket out on the grass.

      He gestured for her to sit. “I always keep a set here. You know, just in case.”

      “Just in case,” she repeated.

      He took a seat opposite her, closing his eyes and turning his face toward the sun. He’d forgotten how long it had been since he’d just enjoyed being outside in the sun with nothing to worry about but living in the moment.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you smile like that.”

      His eyelids flew open and he stared at Ava. “What?”

      She stretched her legs out in front of her, crossing them at the ankles.

      “I smile,” he shot back, leaning back on his hands.

      “You smile at Grace. You hardly smile at anything or anyone else.”

      Hunter was quiet for a moment, wondering if this assessment was truly accurate. He knew he’d been...difficult for the past year, but he hadn’t thought he’d been that bad. If a near stranger could pick it up after a couple of weeks of being forced to live with him…

      Letting out a breath, he shrugged. “I’m not sure I’m ready to find joy in anything else.”

      “You’re talking about losing Natasha?” He nodded. “You can’t live like that, Hunter. If you think you can, you’re going to be miserable for the rest of your life.”

      “I know,” he said, finally realizing the weight of those words. Is that what he wanted, though? To be a complete asshole to everyone but his own daughter? Christ, even Grace would get sick of that when she was older—her perpetually hovering and over-protective father, holding on to the last piece of his dead mate. “I’m scared of living another way.”

      There. He’d said the words he’d been dancing around for the last twelve months.

      Ava crossed her legs beneath her, the shirt barely covering her hips. “And where do I come into that?”

      Blowing out a breath, he looked her in the eye. “Honestly, Ava, I don’t know.”

      “You want me.” Wow. She’d just said that. “I know you want me.”

      He had to admire her. “I do,” he replied.

      She studied him for a long while. “So why do you keep pushing me away?”

      “I don’t know,” he repeated.

      She scoffed quietly under her breath before getting to her feet. He jumped to his too, catching her by the arm before she could walk away.

      “I don’t know,” he started, “but I don’t want to do it anymore.”

      “Actions speak louder than words, Hunter, and all I’ve seen from you is a whole lot of actions that you regret in the next breath.”

      “I don’t regret anything, Ava,” he told her, making sure to hold her gaze so she could see just how serious he was. “I only wish I could take it all back and try again.”

      She looked down at his fingers wrapped around her forearm. “Life is all about second chances. All you have to do is take them.”

      She was right.

      This was his second chance.

      Uncurling his fingers, he wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her closer. Goddamn, she fit so perfectly into the line of his body. He stared into her intense green eyes, knowing without a doubt that this is what he wanted to do. Without thought, he kissed her, sliding his tongue into her mouth. He was rewarded a second later when her arms wrapped around his neck and she pressed herself closer.  Fuck, she tasted good—felt good—and he wondered why he’d resisted for so long.

      Ava broke the kiss, pressing her forehead to his. “You got your second chance. What are you going to do with it?”

      What was he going to do? He was going to make sure she never forgot his name. With a soft, possessive growl, he scooped her up into his arms and laid her down on the blanket. He kissed her again, laying claim to her in the most basic of ways. Everything about this female was driving him crazy, from the way she moaned to the way she panted his name. He trailed his lips down her jaw, her neck, his tongue darting out to rim the neck of the shirt. He needed more—more contact, more everything.

      He pulled up the hem, gliding his hands under the fabric, moving up, up, up. He skimmed the underside of her breast, his palm engulfing the whole thing. She moaned a little at the touch, and he was determined to get a little more. Running his thumb over her nipple, he drew the sensitive flesh into a taut peak before giving the other breast the same treatment.

      He was stunned when Ava started to push at his chest. Immediately, he broke the kiss. Wordlessly, she pushed him farther and farther until he was on his back and she was straddling his waist.

      Fuck. Me.

      Stripping off her shirt, she dropped it beside them and he took a moment just to stare at her. She was…

      “Beautiful.”

      She smiled. “There’s no need for flattery now.”

      He smiled back, cupping her breasts, plucking her nipples into hard peaks. Her head rolled back, eyes sliding shut. He snaked one of his hands down, finding her clit and drawing small circles with his thumb. Her hips jerked forward at that first contact and he groaned. He wanted to be buried so deeply within her that it was the strongest emotion he’d felt since his descent into grief.

      “You’re still wearing sweats,” Ava breathed. “That’s a problem.”

      He smiled. “You’d best get rid of them then.”

      Lifting herself up, she helped divest him of his clothes, her eyes gravitating to his hips. His cock twitched at the attention. Ava’s tongue darted out, swiping at her bottom lip. Her gaze slowly moved up his body until they were on his face.

      “Be gentle with me, okay?” she said.

      He sat up, rubbing her arms. “Of course,” he replied. He had a feeling she was talking about more than just her body. He kissed her, igniting a passion neither of them could ignore.
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      Ava was putty in Hunter’s hands. She moaned when he laid back, settling her onto his hips. She ground into him, unable to stop herself really. It seemed wherever Hunter was concerned, she lost all ability to curb her more animalistic instincts. For example, right now, her wolf was baying inside her head, demanding she ride the alpha like a goddamn bucking bronco.

      He kneaded her breasts, rubbing the pads of his thumbs over her sensitive nipples again and again and again. She arched her back, thrusting her upper body forward and creating an oh so delicious friction between her thighs. Leaning down, she kissed him, enjoying the way his tongue mimicked what his cock should be doing.

      “You’re driving me insane right now, Ava,” he breathed.

      “Ditto.”

      There was a soft growl before he flipped her onto her back. She welcomed him into the cradle of his hips, reveling in the weight of him. She hadn’t ever dated, let alone slept with a man like him. It wasn’t just his imposing size. It was his very presence that made women pay attention to him. His hips jerked forward a little, the head of his cock brushing against her wet opening.

      Ava’s head dropped back. Fuck, this felt too good. Hunter took advantage of her position, his lips finding her neck, his tongue licking at the column of her throat. She let out a surprised hiss when his teeth grazed her jugular, and instead of inspiring fear, all she felt was ecstasy. Moving lower, he kissed her shoulder, tracking his mouth across her collarbones, inching down, down, down.

      He sucked one of her breasts into his mouth, biting at her nipple gently. Ava’s hands balled into fists at her sides, riding the line between pleasure and pain. When he shifted his attention to the other breast, she bit her lip to stop from moaning his name.

      She must’ve made some sort of noise because he looked up and grinned at her wickedly.

      “Do you like that, Ava?”

      “Stop talking,” she replied. “More…” she made a vague circular gesture with her hands, “doing what you were doing.”

      His eyes flashed yellow for a moment before he returned his attention back to her. He moved lower, taking his time kissing her stomach, her thighs, but never touching her where she needed to be touched. Frustrated, she tilted her hips up, angling them toward him. He placed his large palm between her hip bones and pressed gently, forcing her back to down.

      “Be patient,” he murmured, moving his hand to her inner thigh, his fingers digging into her flesh.

      Yes, just a little closer, she begged him silently. Just a little more.

      “You’re doing this on purpose,” she ground out.

      “Tell me what you want then, Ava.” He spoke the words against her pussy, his hot breath teasing her.

      She arched her back. “Right there,” she moaned. When he chuckled, she threaded her fingers through his hair and pulled him down.

      He laughed again. “You know what you want.”

      “I want you, Hunter,” she replied, panting. She sucked in a breath as his tongue darted out, dragging through her folds in slow, agonizing strokes. He settled into a steady rhythm, bringing Ava to the point of orgasm but not sending her over.

      “Please,” she panted. “Please.”

      Hunter’s mouth was suddenly back on hers and she could taste herself on him. His cock was once again nudging her pussy, sliding through her folds, through her arousal. Tilting her hips, she invited him in, throwing her head back when he slid inside her fully. Full. That’s how she felt when he was inside her. With his hands braced on either side of her head, he held himself above her, waiting. She stared into his blue eyes, seeing his wolf step forward for just a moment before sliding back into his mind.

      “Are you ready?”

      She nodded, anticipation riding her. She was more than ready for this. When he started moving, she felt every single inch of him.

      “Holy...fuck,” Hunter hissed, his pace increasing until he was slamming into her. “I’m sorry,” he said, kissing her. He must’ve seen her frown, because he added, “I don’t think I’ll last that long.”

      She felt a smile tug at her lips. “Just don’t stop.”

      He grinned fiercely at her. “I don’t intend to.”

      Hunter thrust in her, pushing them both closer and closer to the edge. Her orgasm caught her by surprise, making her scream out his name, her fingers digging into his shoulders.  Dropping his head to her shoulder, he placed a kiss there before his hips flexed into her one more time. He came with a groan, his release triggering yet another one for her. She’d never had that happen before—coming after a man had come. Usually she was a come before or not at all kind of girl, but with Hunter, things were different. She could feel that, even now.

      When he finally lifted his head, there was a fine sheen of sweat on his brow, his cheeks flushed. She kissed him softly and sweetly, savoring this moment. He rolled off her, tucking her against his side. Stroking her arm, they just laid there, staring up at the blue sky above them, the clouds rolling across it lazily.

      “Thank you,” he murmured.

      “For what?”

      “For calling me out on my own shit.”

      She smiled. “I get it. I’ve seen grief. I know what it looks like. But I’ve also seen acceptance and forgiveness and resolution. The death of a loved one might seem like the end of your life, but it’s really just the start of a new chapter in the book you call life.”

      “Huh,” he replied. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

      Turning into the line of his body, she threw her arm over his stomach and laid her head on his chest. They both fell silent, each of them lost in their own thoughts.

      Hunter asked, “When would you like to return to Seattle?”

      Ava propped herself up on to her elbow. “Are you letting me leave?”

      He eyed her. “I’ve seen how much control you have over your wolf. I think you’re ready.”

      Did he want her to go? Hell, did she want to go? She’d never considered staying behind, never thought there was anything worth staying behind for.

      “Great,” she replied, although her heart wasn't in it. She was afraid her heart suddenly belonged to him.
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      Hunter threaded his fingers with Ava’s, a searing heat forming between their clasped palms. They were on their way back to his cottage after spending a couple of hours laid out on that blanket, switching between making love and just...talking.

      She was an intelligent woman, one driven not by her emotions as most females were. Whip-smart and funny, she challenged him and made him laugh, even though he’d only known her for a matter of weeks. Thinking back to how it was with Natasha, maybe a few weeks was all it took.

      He cleared his throat, torturing himself with what he was about to ask her. “When do you think you’ll leave?” He felt her staring at him, her gaze stripping him bare.

      “Do you want me to go?”

      His head jerked around. “No. Of course not.”

      Her eyes moved over his face, looking for something he wasn’t sure was there. She opened her mouth to speak, closed it then looked away.

      “Ava?”

      She sucked in a breath. “Tomorrow.” She looked at him. “I’ll leave tomorrow.”

      He nodded slowly, turning to face forward once more. She squeezed his hand, making him turn to look at her.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “I didn’t think you would leave so soon.” He didn’t want her to leave so soon—not when he finally threw off his doubts and guilt.

      Ava studied him with such intensity before shrugging. “There’s nothing for me here, is there?”

      What did she want from him? His body—yes, clearly—but was he ready to give her more? “We could use a doctor in the pack,” he offered weakly.

      Why couldn’t he just tell her he wanted her to stay, to be with him, to learn to love him and his scarred soul.

      She shrugged, her face going perfectly blank and unreadable. “I don’t think that’s a good enough reason.”

      He bit the inside of his cheek. “I’ll miss having you around then.”

      A small crease formed between her eyes before disappearing. “I’ll miss you and Grace too.”

      She let go of his hand and walked ahead. He watched the hem of his shirt swinging with her gait, revealing glimpses of her tight ass and the remnants of his fingers digging into her flesh.

      

      When they arrived back at the cottage, Ava walked straight inside and up the stairs. No doubt she was going to pack now that he’d given her the all clear. He supposed he could always rescind his permission for her to leave but dismissed the thought as soon as it had appeared. He had to start acting like the alpha he was.

      Swiping up his shirt from the bench beside the door, he pulled it over his head, bundled the rest of his clothes under his arm and went inside.

      “How was it?” his mom asked, bringing Grace through to him.

      Dumping his clothes onto the back of the couch, he held out his arms for Grace, peppering her face with kisses and making her laugh.

      His mom touched Gracey on the head lovingly. “Did you find the answers you were looking for?”

      He frowned over his daughter’s head. “I didn’t ask any questions.”

      “Oh?” she replied. “I could’ve sworn you did.”

      Hunter glanced up at the mezzanine, wondering what Ava was doing right now. Was she packing, or was she considering his offer of staying as the pack’s physician? She herself had said she was passionate about postnatal care and women’s health. His pack needed her.

      “How are we going with finding a doctor for the pack?” he asked his mother.

      “Well, we’re not, Hunter. What are our options, get a human in here and swear them to secrecy?”

      His eyes found their way back to Ava’s space in his house. His bed should’ve been her space, but he couldn’t seem to summon the courage to ask her to stay.

      His mom touched his face, breaking his thoughts. “Where were you?” She looked up at the mezzanine. “Ah, I see,” she replied, answering her own question. “How are things going with Ava?”

      “There’s nothing going on between me and Ava,” he said sharply. When his mom’s brows rose in question, he sighed, adding, “I think I blew it.”

      She nodded in the direction of the door, telling him they should step outside. He took a seat on the porch swing, sitting Grace beside him, while his mother sat on an adjacent bench.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      His eyes darted to her, but somehow telling his own mother he’d just had sex multiple times with their temporary visitor seemed wrong.

      “Oh, I see,” she murmured, looking out onto the grass in front of them. “Tell me something, son, how do you feel when you’re with Ava?”

      “Frustrated and irritated,” he began. “But also like the weight of my responsibilities and my grief isn’t as heavy at the same time.”

      His mother hummed in understanding. “And how is her wolf? Is she in control of her?”

      “Yes. I didn’t expect anything less from her, though. Her professionalism translates well to her control.”

      “And what of her reaction to you, son?”

      He began shaking his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Does her wolf submit to you?”

      Submit? “No,” he replied softly. She didn’t submit to him, yet she wasn’t a threat to him either. This had only happened once before—with Natasha.

      “Have you seen how her wolf reacts to me?”

      He stared at her. “No.”

      “She won’t look me in the eye. She supplicates herself to me like any low-ranking wolf would.”

      Hunter shook his head, trying to ignore the truth. “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Doesn’t it?”

      Shaking his head, he focused his attention on Grace, who was happily inspecting a ladybug that had flown onto her bare toes.

      “When is she leaving?”

      Clearing his throat, he said, “Tomorrow.”

      “And are you planning on stopping her at all?”

      “Why would I do that?”

      She scoffed softly and stood up. Hunter watched her walk to the edge of the balcony, her hands resting on the railing. “You need her, Hunter.” Turning around, she pinned him with a stare that only a mother could deliver. “You need her and she needs to hear it from your lips.”

      “I can’t, Mom.”

      “Why not?”

      If only life were that simple. “I can’t ask her to stay here when she has a life in Seattle. She’s a top surgeon. She wouldn’t want to stay here with us.”

      “Not even if you asked her?”

      He sighed. “It’s going to be just me and Grace, I think. That’s all I need.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ava stepped away from the door. She’d never been one to eavesdrop on conversations, and truly, that hadn’t been her intention, but she’d heard every single word spoken between Hunter and his mother. He wanted her to stay—she’d heard as much—but the stubborn fool would never tell her. He was right about one thing, though. She did have a life and a job in Seattle that she needed to return to. She just wasn’t sure that’s what she wanted to do now.

      She retreated back to the safety of her room, pulling out the clothes she’d bought... Christ, only a week ago. So much had happened. So much had changed. Folding one of Casey’s borrowed shirts, she placed it on the bed and sat down. Her and Hunter’s relationship was a strange one, although relationship might be the wrong word.

      It felt as if whatever they had shared was an intensified, pressure-cooker version. She had to face it, she’d only known him for a matter of weeks. Feelings and emotions didn’t develop that quickly, did they?

      Mate.

      Ava wanted to roll her eyes, but somehow, instinctively, she knew her wolf was whispering the truth. Which made things even more difficult Grabbing a pair of underwear, she folded them and added them to the pile. Downstairs, she heard the front door open and close.

      Her stomach growled too loudly in her quiet little corner of the house. She supposed shifting and having sex multiple times did burn some calories. Ignoring the desire to eat and get Hunter on his back again, she continued to pack, ducking downstairs quickly to retrieve her shampoo and conditioner from the shower stall. When her eyes lingered on Hunter’s body wash, she wondered what her life would look like if seeing that on a daily basis became normal.

      She heaved a sigh and turned around, only to find him waiting for her in the doorway.

      “Are you packing?”

      She glanced down at the bottles in her hand. “As you can see.”

      “Right. Well, I was wondering if you’d join me for dinner tonight.”

      She frowned. “Don’t we normally have dinner together?”

      “I meant alone. We won’t go to the main house.”

      Oh. “And you’re cooking?”

      He smiled slightly. “I can cook. So will you join me? My mother is taking Grace for me.”

      Hugging the bottles closer to her body, she asked, “Like a date?”

      That statement seemed to shock him before he recovered smoothly with a smile. “If you’d like it to be.”

      She did want it to be a date, but he’d already made his mind up. He wouldn’t pursue her. “It seems kind of strange.”

      “In what way?”

      “Well, we’d be working backward. We already did living together and sex. Now we’re going to have a date?”

      He chuckled softly, bringing a smile to her face. “I guess so… Still, will you join me?”

      She nodded; afraid her voice might betray her. Clearing her throat, Ava said, “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to finish packing.”

      She brushed past him on her way out, a frisson of heat slamming into her body. She stopped, turning her head to face him. Hunter was staring at her, his wolf front and center. Licking her lips, her eyes darted to his mouth just as a low growl rumbled from his chest.

      “Tell me you feel it, Ava. Tell me I’m not the only one.”

      She swallowed. “You’re not.”

      He stared at her for an interminable amount of time, a thousand thoughts clearly running through his head. His arm snaked around her waist as he turned and pressed her against the doorframe. The shampoo bottles fell from her arms, clattering to the floor at her feet. The sharp angles of the jamb bit into her back, but with the wall of muscle standing in front her, she couldn’t bring herself to care.

      Very slowly, he leaned in, claiming her mouth. His kiss was punishing, dominating all her senses. She wrapped her arms around his neck, her fingers running through his hair at the base of his skull. There was another growl, possessive and holding so much promise. When his mouth trailed down her neck, she moaned, urging him to go lower, to take what he wanted from her. If this was going to be their last time together, he was going to make it count, damn it.

      Wrapping his hands around her thighs, he picked her up, positioning her legs around his waist. His erection pushed persistently against her core, causing her to moan once again. He walked them into the living room, sitting her down on the couch. He hovered above her, his eyes dancing from blue to yellow then back again. Lifting his arms, he pulled his shirt up over his head, her eyes drifting down to take him all in, her tongue darting out when they reached the V in his hips. With a wicked grin, he dropped his sweats and dropped to his knees in front of her.

      “Lift,” he murmured, indicating she needed to lose the pants she’d slid on as soon as she’d come back to the cottage. Pressing down on her hands, she lifted her hips into the air, sucking in a breath when he pulled on the waistband and slid them down her legs. His eyes were fixed on the juncture between her thighs, his nostrils flaring to take in her scent. God, she could smell it herself—her arousal, her absolute desire for this male.

      Spreading her wide, he just stared at her for a moment, a feral look in his eyes.

      “I could spend hours here,” he told her in a low voice edged with lust.

      Her head rolled back when his tongue darted out to taste her for the first time. He slid through her folds, sucking in her clit and humming in satisfaction. The vibrations shot through her, forcing a moan from her throat. At her sides, she balled her hands into fists, trying to suppress her screams. Her hips jerked off the couch, forcing Hunter to spread his hand across her abdomen and ease her back down again. His hand was so large that his thumb and little finger touched her from hip bone to hip bone.

      Hunter settled in, hooking her legs over his shoulders and concentrating his efforts between her thighs. She never really enjoyed this. Most of the men she’d been intimate with either avoided going down there altogether or were so clumsy that she forbid them to go down on her again. Hunter, though... He was something else. He could stay down there for as long as he wanted.

      Sliding one finger into her, he started to pump, matching the pace with his tongue. Ava’s back bowed, her body trying to keep up with his punishing tempo. Her orgasm surprised her, though. She thought it would take a lot more, but as soon as Hunter bit down and sucked on her clit while simultaneously curling the finger inside her up into a hook shape, she came apart. She squeezed her eyes shut tightly, seeing stars. When they finally opened again, she gasped, staring down her body to find Hunter rubbing the head of his cock through her slick folds.

      His eyes tracked its movement for a moment before they lifted to her face. She stood up on shaky legs, taking off her shirt and turning around. She kneeled on the couch, resting her arms on the back, and spread her knees out wide. Hunter didn’t do anything for a moment. She peered over her shoulder at him. He was just staring at her. Reaching out, he ran his index finger down her spine, making her shiver. In the next breath, he reached out and wrapped his hand around the back of her neck, his fingers firm. Ava gasped, surprised by how her body reacted to that pressure. She was turned on by this. Hunter pressed a kiss to her shoulder, biting the space between her shoulder and neck.

      In one smooth motion, he sank inside her, driving himself to the hilt. Every single inch of her was alight, her senses firing with the overload of absolute pleasure. Withdrawing from her, she felt his absence before he was filling her once again. She braced herself, absorbing every single thrust, every grunt of pleasure.

      His free hand slid along her ribs, coming up to cup one of her breasts, kneading her sensitive flesh in time to his thrusts. He pulled her to him, kissing her neck and back, whispering words she couldn’t decipher. Honestly, she didn’t care. This was pure ecstasy. Her eyes slid shut, her mind lost in pleasure until she felt something sharp press against her throat. There was a swipe of something wet, and she realized it was Hunter’s tongue, his mouth clamped on the column of her throat.

      She tilted her head to the side, giving him more access. Ava sucked in a hiss when his teeth sank home, the sharp tang of blood hanging on the air. He groaned, his hips jerking unsteadily for a moment before he was spilling inside of her. He lapped at the wound he’d created, stopping the bleeding and deadening the sting of his bite.

      She didn’t know what this meant—this mark he’d given her. All she knew was she’d let him do it again and again and again. Willingly.
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      Ava slid from Hunter’s bed early the next morning. After they’d made love, he’d doted on her, cooking her dinner while insisting she take a long soak in the claw-foot bath. She’d done as he’d asked, only to give her some space to breathe and think. Last night, she’d made up her mind about leaving the Alfheim territory, but now, she wasn’t sure that’s what she wanted to do. At least, not permanently.

      Padding from his room, she crept up the stairs, finding some clothes to put on. She glanced over at the wad of bills Hunter gave her last night while they were having dinner. It was money she could use to buy a plane or train ticket so she could return to Seattle. He’d said there were no strings attached to that money; it was simply for her to get back home.

      But what if this now felt like home?

      She looked around the room, smiling. Despite her horrible start in this life, everything had worked out so beautifully that she couldn’t dismiss the idea that it was almost meant to be. Shaking the thoughts from her head, she started to pack her clothes into the spare bag Hunter had given her. There was no use second-guessing things now. She’d booked a taxi to come and get her in ten minutes.

      She zipped up the bag, hauling it downstairs as quietly as she could. She took a moment to tame her hair and wash her face. She just hoped Hunter would understand.

      Her eyes darted to the side when a set of headlights swung toward the front of the cottage. Cursing softly, she grabbed her bag and hauled ass toward the door. Opening it up, she took a moment to look at everything inside, her gaze lingering on Hunter’s bedroom door for a moment. Stepping outside, she closed the door and got into the car.

      “The airport, is it?” the driver asked.

      “Please.”

      

      
        
        Two months later…

      

      

      Ava leaned closer to the passenger window, taking in the sight of the main house. Just a little farther and the house would reveal the secret cottage at its rear. She hadn’t seen or spoken to Hunter since she left here in a cab two months ago. Two months. Two agonizing months where she longed for Hunter like she’d never longed for anything in her whole life. At university and med school, she was driven, yes, but never so focused on the goal that everything else disappeared. Hunter did that to her.

      She’d had to return to Seattle to get her affairs in order, drafting her resignation letter and giving it to her boss. He’d asked if she was sure, what she’d do. With a smile, she’d told him she was going to do some philanthropic work for a while before settling into another surgical position on the east coast. Ava sold her apartment, sold her car. Putting her furniture in storage temporarily, she packed what was left of her clothes and got on a plane.

      And now, she was here.

      Home.

      She was suddenly nervous. What if Hunter didn’t want her back? She’d just left him without leaving a note. The only consolation was he knew she was leaving; he just hadn’t known when. The driver pulled to a stop and looked behind him.

      “That’ll be one-hundred and fifty all up.”

      She pulled out the money and handed it to him before opening up her door. He got out too, rounding to the back of the car to open up the trunk and retrieve her luggage.

      “Good luck, lady,” he said, getting back into the driver’s seat and reversing back down the drive.

      Ava turned to look at the cottage, noticing how the railings were freshly painted and in good repair. It even looked as if the door had a fresh coat of varnish and new curtains were hanging in the windows. Leaving her bags, she walked up the porch steps slowly.

      Her heart was pounding under her ribs as she reached up and knocked. There was a squeal of happiness, followed by a female voice. Casey must’ve been looking after Grace. She couldn’t wait to see that little girl again.

      The knob twisted and Ava felt the smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. That smile vanished, however, when an unfamiliar female stared back at her.

      “Hi. Can I help you?” She bounced Grace on her hip as she waited for Ava to find her tongue.

      “Ah...no. Sorry. I think I got the wrong address.” She turned around, eyes downcast. She was too late, it seemed. Hunter must’ve found someone else when she up and left him. She couldn’t blame him—not really.

      “Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes,” someone said.

      Ava’s head jerked up, her gaze settling on Hunter “I’m sorry.” They were the only words she could think to say. “I’ll go.”

      As she walked past him, he reached out and pulled her to a stop. “Where are you going?”

      Without looking at him, she mumbled, “I made a mistake.”

      “Leaving without saying goodbye to me? Yeah, you’re damn right you made a mistake.” He tugged her closer, wrapping his arms around her waist. She blinked, unsure what the hell was going on.

      “I’ve missed you, Ava,” he murmured, leaning in and gently kissing her on the mouth.

      When he pulled back, she stammered, “Wh-what about her?”

      “Who?”

      She turned to look at the cottage, at the female standing on the porch with a smile on her face as she looked at them both. “Her.”

      Hunter’s eyes drifted over her head, a grin forming. “Oh, I see you’ve met my cousin, Louise. She comes over a few times a week to look after Gracey while I take care of pack business.”

      Her eyes widened. “You got help?”

      He nodded. “It took me a while to figure it out, but yeah.”

      “That’s great, Hunter. Really.”

      “You still haven’t told me what you’re doing here.” His eyes slid down to her suitcases. “With a lot of stuff.”

      “I don’t know,” she replied softly.

      “Yes, you do, Ava. Did you come back to me?”

      She smiled gently. “I came home.”
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          Travis

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe you talked me into this, Cass.” If she hadn’t begged me and I didn’t already owe her a million favors, I wouldn’t have agreed. “What’s the point of this exactly?”

      “I told you, Travis,” frustration evident in her voice. “Stranger shoots are all the rage right now. You put two strangers together and place them in front of the camera in intimate situations. Then you watch the magic happen. Kevin’s doing a web series for the magazine on the subject and I’m the photographer assigned. You should know this, since you were there when we pitched the idea.”

      As CEO of Emerald City Corp, one of the nation’s largest media conglomerates, I find it hard to keep track of every idea pitched. Between the magazine, both web and print, and the numerous publishing houses, pitches happen all the time and keeping track proves difficult, especially now, with Riley in my life.

      “I know. I know. At the time, I didn’t realize my pictures would be the ones being used. I own the company and prefer to stay behind the scenes,” I grumble, sounding like a petulant child.

      This is not my idea of fun.

      “Buck it up. My first choice backed out and that leaves you. And please, don’t be an asshole.” Before Cassidy can continue to scold me, the sound of tires crunch on the gravel driveway and she claps her hands in excitement. “Perfect, she’s here. This will be over before you know it.”

      I direct my gaze to the woman I’ll be shooting with and I’m struck speechless.

      This may be easier for me than I originally expected.

      The woman walking toward me personifies sex. Silky, black hair grazes her shoulders and provides a striking contrast to her porcelain skin. Her sinful body sends all blood flow to my dick, barely able to be contained behind the zipper of my jeans.

      Lush.

      Curvy.

      Perfection.

      A body I would love to explore all day and night.

      “Did you have any trouble finding the place?” Cassidy’s question pulls me from the obscene thoughts running through my mind. “I know it’s in the middle of nowhere, but the setting’s perfect for my image of this shoot.”

      I couldn’t agree more, since I own the place.

      “I didn’t have any problems.” Her raspy, slightly accented voice sends lust south, not helping the situation in my pants. “I’m familiar with the area.”

      She could read the phone book and I still wouldn’t get tired of listening to her talk.

      “That’s great. Let’s make some quick introductions and we’ll get started.” Cassidy nudges my side with her shoulder. “Rayne, this is Travis.”

      I extend my hand in her direction. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      She places her hand into mine and electricity shoots through my body. “It’s nice to meet you too.” Releasing her hold, a slight frown appears on her lips.

      Did she feel it too?

      “Let me explain how this shoot will go.” Cassidy hooks her elbow through mine, walking toward the back of the house. “We’ll kick the shoot off with some basic shots as you warm up to each other. After those, we will switch to shooting in the pool. Does this sound good to you, Rayne?”

      “Uhm… I’m sorry.” Rayne stands there with a puzzled expression, staring at where Cassidy’s arm’s looped through mine. “I completely missed everything you said. Isn’t this going to be weird for you guys? You know… uh… being a couple and all.”

      Is that jealousy or discomfort I detect?

      “Oh, this?” Cassidy nods toward our linked arms. “We’re best friends. Nothing more.”

      Relief crosses Rayne’s face as Cassidy repeats her previous instructions and then elaborates. “I’ll throw a few prompts and suggestions at you. Roll with it and have fun. Pretend you’ve known each other for years and lower your inhibitions. At first, it may be awkward, but you’ll get the hang of it, I promise.”

      Rayne turns her head in my direction and for the first time, I get a clear view of her features and I gasp. Gorgeous smoky violet eyes stare back at me.

      I’ve never seen anything like them.

      Caught staring, I quickly offer up an explanation. “I’m sorry. I’m awestruck by your eyes. Are they real?”

      “I get asked that all the time. Honestly, it gets old.” Rayne rolls her beautiful orbs at my question and her voice fills with irritation. “I’m not wearing contacts. They’re actually a strange blue color, but…”

      “No,” I cut her off. “They’re not strange, but beautiful and unique. They remind me of the exotic purple in an after-market duo chrome paint job on a high-end sportscar.”

      What the fuck word vomit did I spew just then?

      I sounded like a lovesick idiot.

      The annoyance washes from Rayne’s face, and her expression softens.

      “Thank you… uhm… I think.” She ducks her head and her shoulders shake slightly.

      Oh fuck. Is she crying?

      Great, Travis. You’ve offended her now.

      I lift Rayne’s chin to offer my apologies. Sure enough, tears run down her face, but not from crying.

      Nope.

      The little vixen’s laughing at me.

      “Oh. I see how it is.” I raise an eyebrow in question.

      “I’ve just… never… I mean nobody ever…” Rayne chokes on her words through laughter. “I’ve never heard my eyes described quite like that before.” Her laughter gets louder with her final words. “It’s sweet… mmm… really.”

      Great. I was going for suave and smooth, not funny.

      Can I fuck this up anymore?

      Camera poised, Cassidy whispers loudly, “Wow, Travis. Is she mocking you?” She clicks her tongue and shakes her head. “Hmm… I bet she’s ticklish. Maybe you need to give her something to laugh about?”

      “Good idea, Cass,” Mentally thanking Cassidy for the suggestion, I focus my attention to Rayne. “You find me funny, huh?” She shakes her head, eyes wide.

      I take a step in Rayne’s direction, wiggling my fingers on the approach, and she takes one back. Taking another large step, my hands lower to her waist and I launch into a tickle assault.

      “No. No.” Her pleas can barely be recognized over her giggles. “I’ll stop laughing at you, I promise.” She breaks free from my hold and darts behind the loveseat on the patio.

      “Oh no, you don’t.” I circle slowly to the right and she moves left, keeping the piece of furniture between us. “I will catch you and when I do, you’ll be in real trouble.”

      We continue the pattern of rotating around the loveseat. Her eyes calculating an escape plan with every step. When her gaze lingers too long in one direction, I prepare for her to run. She makes a break for it and manages to get five steps before I catch up and throw her over my shoulder.

      Cassidy did say to let our inhibitions down and roll with it, right?

      “Caught ya.” I hold on to her tightly with one arm as I proceed to resume tickling her with my other. “Say uncle and I’ll put you down.”

      “What are we… five?” She ramps up her squirming, making it more difficult to keep my hold without dropping her. “No. I won’t say it. I’ll never admit defeat.”

      “I guess I can toss you into the pool instead.” I walk toward the edge and position both hands on her waist, ready to lift and toss her in.

      “Okay. Okay. I’ll say it,” Rayne screams in panic. “You win. Uncle. Uncle.”

      I slide her off my shoulder and down the front of my body. Sparks ignite along every inch she presses against me. Once her feet are firmly planted on the ground, she rests her forehead against my chest, gasping to catch her breath.

      What the fuck’s going on?

      Now, that I’ve touched her, I can’t seem to let her go.

      

      
        
        Rayne

      

      

      I take a moment to compose myself. When I can finally breathe again, I raise my head and stare back into a pair of deep blue eyes, full of heat and lust.

      “Sorry. You’re a mess.” Travis gently wipes under my eyes with his fingers. “Your make-up is a little smudged.”

      My breath hitches at the intimacy of the act.

      Sweet Jesus, the things this man does to my body.

      I already need a cold shower and we’ve barely gotten started.

      “It’s fine. I was going to have to take it off before we got into the pool anyway.” Taking Cassidy’s directions to heart, I raise my hands and place them on Travis’s chest.

      With a growl, he pulls my body a hair’s width from his. “But still so beautiful.”

      “You’re not bad yourself, Travis.” I decide to lay my cards on the table.

      Everything about this man does it for me.

      Deep, alluring voice. Check.

      Closely shaved facial hair. Check.

      Tall, tone body; muscular but not bulky. Check.

      Medium brown hair flecked with silver at the temples. Check.

      “This shoot appears like it may not be too bad after all.” Travis admits, unashamed. “To be honest, when Cassidy called me to step in for the guy who backed out, I fought hard. I was still complaining when you pulled up.”

      “Do you always tell it like it is?” I ask, trying to get a read on this beautiful man with his arms still wrapped around me.

      “Always.” He pulls my body toward him until every inch of my front presses against his.

      “I must admit, your honesty’s refreshing.” I allow my body to lean into his and drape my arms over his shoulders.

      “At my age, I don’t have time for games. Not with my company and definitely not with my personal life.” His hand lightly strokes my back, leaving behind a trail of tingles.

      “I agree.” Intrigued by this man, I continue with my game of twenty questions. “What do you do for work?”

      He abruptly dips me back over the pool and I hold on to him for dear life. When he pulls me back up, a naughty smirk plays across his face.

      Holy shit. Travis defines trouble.

      “Let’s talk about the boring stuff later.” He skillfully dodges the question, and I let him. “I want to talk about the important things, like are you in a relationship with anyone?”

      “Nope and I’m assuming the same’s true for you or you wouldn’t be asking.” My flirty response garners a deep chuckle from him.

      “No, ma’am. Very much single.” Without a word, he swoops me into his arms bridal style and carries me over to the loveseat we ran around a few minutes ago like children.

      “Whoa.” I’m surprised when he sets me on his lap. “What are you doing?”

      I remember Cassidy’s words.

      Go with it, Rayne.

      Be honest with yourself. You want to be here in his lap, touching him.

      “This would be called getting to know you.” He shifts me slightly into a more comfortable position and I relax into him. “I mean, you’re going to see me practically naked in a few minutes. I want to know a little more about the woman who’s going to have her hands all over me.”

      Why does that sound so dirty?

      And, oh so, delicious?

      “You make it sound like I’ll be pawing at you.”  I brush my hair behind my ears. “How do I know it won’t be you who can’t keep his hands to himself, huh?”

      “I’m not denying it for one moment, honey.” His voice deepens as he whispers his next words. “And I’m going to enjoy every moment of it too.”

      A dip in the pool sounds real nice right now. Anything to cool off my libido and get some distance from Mr. Charming.

      I attempt to climb off Travis’s lap, but he places me back where he wants me. “Not letting you up yet. I’m not finished getting to know my co-model. Let’s continue. How old are you?”

      “You first.” I flip the question to try to wrangle back some control.

      I can’t control my body’s reaction, but I can attempt to lead the conversation.

      “Thirty-eight.” He casually places his hand on my upper thigh and gives it a little squeeze. “I’m guessing you’re around twenty-seven. Am I right?”

      Can someone say silver fox? Yum.

      Older men have always done it for me. There’s something about the touch of gray and their life experience that can get my libido revved from zero to sixty in no time.

      “Close. I’m twenty-four.” I watch his expression to see if there is any hesitation after revealing my age. If he finds issue with it, he doesn’t show it. “What else would you like to know?”

      “What do you…” His next question dies off as we both notice Cassidy standing next to us.

      Shit.

      I got so wrapped up in Travis I forgot all about today’s purpose and the fact someone else’s here with us.

      “Wow, guys! You did great!” Cassidy stares at her camera’s display and cycles through pictures. “I got some fantastic shots. We’re ready to take this to the pool. Unless, you need more time for…” She trails off as she waves her hands back and forth between us, with a smirk, as if something scandalous is going on.

      “I think we’re good. Right, Rayne?” Travis wears a mischievous smirk. “It’s quite hot today and I’m ready to lose the clothes.”

      “Uhm… sure.” I shift to get off his lap and this time Travis lets me. “I dropped my stuff around here somewhere. Let me find it and I’ll go change.”

      “Here you go.” Cassidy hands the bag to me. “The slider’s unlocked, and the bathroom’s down the hall, the first door on the right.”

      “Thank you,” I murmur as I walk quickly past her knowing gaze.

      I find the bathroom with no problem and lean against the door after I flip the lock.

      Why does it feel like I’ve run a marathon?

      And why’s every nerve-ending in my body on high alert?

      Because you engaged in the equivalent of thirty minutes of foreplay.

      Reaching into my bag, I search for my make-up remover wipes and spot the bikini I brought for today.

      You’re asking for trouble with this swimsuit selection, Rayne.

      Too late.

      I have a suspicion I’m already in trouble.
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      “Hmmm… If I didn’t know better, I would say you actually liked her.” Cassidy fiddles with her camera, getting things ready to shoot again.

      While Rayne changes in the house, I decided to utilize the bathroom in the small pool shed and let myself recover from the inferno raging inside my body.

      “She’s attractive. I can’t deny it,” I respond as I jump into the pool.

      I’m not ready for Cassidy’s version of twenty questions, more so because I don’t understand what I’m feeling myself. Attraction’s one thing, but this is a whole new level. It’s like an invisible force pulling me to her.

      The opening of the sliding door draws my attention to Rayne and I’m glad I slipped my sunglasses on while I waited.

      Hot damn. That’s how a woman should look.

      The bikini, which would be modest on most, accentuates every single one of her assets. Pairs of cherries dot the white bathing suit and her generous breasts strain against the halter top, providing a magnificent amount of cleavage. While simple, the bottoms rest low on her hips, highlighting her tiny waist. Her body’s soft and rounded in all the right places.

      “Where do you want me?” Rayne asks Cassidy who failed to notice her arrival.

      “Whoa, mama.” Cassidy’s eyes open comically big. “I’m not into women, but I can admit you in that suit makes me reconsider it.”

      A growl erupts from my chest at Cassidy’s comment.

      What the fuck?

      I’m getting jealous of my best friend.

      My female best friend.

      My very straight, female best friend.

      Cassidy turns towards me, her eyebrows raised clear to her hairline. I shake my head, praying she doesn’t ask, because the hell if I know what that was all about.

      “The two of you have great chemistry, so I’m going to take your lead.” She points to the edge of the pool. “Rayne, I’ll have you start by sitting here and then go with what feels natural between you two.”

      Rayne follows Cassidy’s direction and lowers herself onto the pool deck, allowing her feet to hang over into the clear water. I remove my sunglasses and toss them onto the towel I placed nearby before I jumped in.

      Once I swim over to Rayne, I stand to my full height in the three-foot depth. My entire torso now exposed, as well as, the edge of my trunks riding low on my waist.

      “Aren’t you a sight to behold?” I slide open Rayne’s legs and scoot in between them.

      She places her hands behind her on the concrete and leans back. “I could say the same, but I don’t think I could possibly ever be as cheesy as you.” Her eyes take a deliberate perusal of my body, widening slightly when she catches my semi below the water. “But, then again, it appears you have a lack of blood flow to the brain. I’ll let it slide this time.”

      “Oh, you have jokes now.” I take a step back and paste a sinister smile on my face. “How quickly you forget what happens to those who make fun of me.”

      “You wouldn’t?” She asks, eyes narrowed.

      I nod. “I definitely would.”

      I lower my cupped hands into the water and push a wave in her direction. Water drips from her face and hair, and she’s still fucking gorgeous.

      Is there ever a time she doesn’t look like a damn wet dream?

      “This means war.” She slips into the pool with a quickness and before I can find cover, she sends water splashing into my face.

      I lunge in Rayne’s direction as she continues to shower me. When I reach her, I grab her waist and toss her several feet away.

      I’m frozen in place as I watch her emerge from the water, tossing her wet hair back like some siren, unable to take my eyes off her.

      Fuck.

      What I would give to have that body lying naked under me as I pound into her from above.

      While, I’m sidetracked by my impure thoughts, I miss her sneaking behind me. It’s too late when she jumps up and pushes my head below the water.

      Two can play this game.

      As I breach the surface, I wrap my arms around her thighs and fall backward, taking her under with me. Struggling to breathe through my laughter, I call a time out with my hands when we’re both above water. We take a moment to swim to our towels to dry our faces and compose ourselves.

      “Are you going to be nice?” I ask as Rayne walks back to the center of the pool.

      “Me? If I’m correct, you started this, Mister.” She pokes me in the chest with her pointer finger.

      I pick her up and her legs instinctively wrap around my midsection. “You obviously don’t remember clearly. This started when you decided to make fun of my word choices.”

      “Oh, yeah!” Rayne tosses her head back and laughs.

      I watch as a single drop of water rolls down her neck. Unable to help myself, I run my tongue up her creamy skin to catch the droplet, following the path up to her jaw.

      “You taste as sweet as you look,” I whisper into her ear.

      She places her hands on my cheeks and stares deeply in my eyes. “What’re you doing to me?”

      I’ve been asking myself the same thing all afternoon.

      “I don’t know, but I can ask you the same question.” I pull her into an embrace and her pebbled nipples rub against my chest through her suit.

      “This is crazy,” she whispers into my ear and places a gentle peck where my neck meets my shoulder. “I’ve never reacted this way to a man before. You have my body under some sort of spell.”

      I shudder at her confession.

      “Look at me, Rayne.” Her hooded eyes meet mine, full of heat. “I’m going to kiss you now.”

      

      
        
        Rayne

      

      

      “Uh huh,” I reply at a loss for words.

      His lush lips press against mine, tentative at first. The scraping of his beard against my skin feels like heaven. When his lips part and his tongue gently traces the seam of my lips, I open willingly.

      Travis continues to kiss me in a lazy manner. He explores every space in my mouth with his tongue, coaxing me to do the same.

      One of his hands slides down my back and massages my ass cheek under water. Every so often his finger comes close to grazing my core, causing a whimper to escape into his mouth.

      Needing something to do with my hands, I raise one to his head and grip his hair and the other slides between us to lightly stroke his chest. His hand tightens on my ass and holds me as he shifts my body enough to cause his erection to graze my core.

      I pull back, breaking the kiss and needing to gather my wits. “Wow. That was… just wow.”

      “Agreed.” Travis clears his throat. “I’m going to set you down. I need to adjust the problem downstairs before we witness an unfortunate appearance of the goods, which my best friend could probably do without.”

      I giggle at his description and when my feet hit the bottom of the pool, I take several steps away from Travis.

      “Well, guys, I’m not sure whether I need to bleach my eyes or take care of myself.” Cassidy jokes from where she’s laying on her stomach on the patio. “But the camera and I appreciate your enthusiasm.”

      “Cass,” Travis groans as he pinches the bridge of his nose. “Please never mention yourself and masturbation in the same sentence again.”

      Getting back on her feet, Cassidy brushes off her legs. “Just like I never want to bear witness to my best friend practically having sex in front of me again?”

      And the spell’s broken.

      The rest of the afternoon proceeds much the same. The heat level raises from time to time, but we manage to keep things reined in. All the while, Cassidy raves about the great shots and how if she didn’t know we were strangers before this, she never would’ve guessed from the pictures.

      “I’m calling it a wrap,” Cassidy announces after we finish a round of shooting by the outdoor fireplace. “Rayne, you can go ahead and shower in the bathroom you changed in. I’m sure you’re dying to get the chlorine off your body. Take your time.”

      “Oh no, Travis, can go first. I don’t mind.” I know it will take me longer than him.

      “Go right ahead. I’ll use the shower in here.” Travis nods his head toward the small pool shed. “The bathroom’s stocked with everything I need. I use it all the time.”

      Hold on a second.

      “What?” I ask truly puzzled.

      “Oh. I thought we mentioned it. Travis owns the place.” Cassidy packs up her camera supplies not realizing the bomb she dropped on me.

      “I’ll be out shortly,” I call over my shoulder as I head inside.

      Why did he keep the fact he owned this place from me?

      He never even hinted at the fact. And did he keep it from me for the same reason he avoided talking about what he did for a living?

      I run through all the scenarios in my head while I shower and change. The only thing that comes to mind is he’s a player. But then again, after our kiss, he stopped with the blatant advances.

      Not wanting to give it any more of my time, I place everything in my bag and slip on a pair of flip flops. Fiddling with my phone as I walk out of the bathroom, I’m stopped by the conversation pouring through the open window.

      “Wow, Travis. The shoot was hot. The two of you hit it off great. Are you going to get her number?”

      “Cass, stop playing match maker. You know I don’t date and Rayne screams commitment to me. I have Riley and the company to worry about. I’ve only had him for two weeks and I’m still trying to establish my new normal.”

      Riley?

      The asshole told me he was single.

      Who in the hell’s Riley?

      “When was the last time you went out on a date, or even got laid for that matter?” So maybe my player assumption was wrong. “Riley’s two months old. He’s not going to notice if you go out a few times.”

      Whoa. He has a kid.

      “Leave it alone, Cassidy. Rayne’s young, too young. I would never ask her to hang in my world and I’m not in the market for arm candy.”

      Arm candy?

      What the actual fuck?

      “I think you’re not giving her enough credit, or yourself for that matter.” Cassidy’s voice rings with irritation.

      Done listening to this train wreck of a conversation and ready to get out of here, I make my way outside.

      “Cass, thanks for the shoot. It’s been a lot of fun.” I hoist my bag on to my shoulder. “Email me the pictures when you’ve edited them. I would love to see them before they get published. I should be heading home. I have an early start to my day tomorrow morning and still got things to do.”

      “Definitely,” Cassidy replies. “Let us walk you out.”

      The three of us silently walk around the house to where my car sits in the gravel driveway. I open the driver’s side door and toss my bag into the passenger seat.

      Sliding my sunglasses from the top of my head, I push them up the bridge of my nose while I look at Travis. “You know, Travis, you were wrong about me. I’m not looking for a commitment or any relationship for that matter. I may only be twenty-four, but I know what I want in life. And being burned by an older guy who thinks he’s superior to me, is not it. I’m too smart to be anyone’s arm candy.”

      With my parting comment, I climb into my seat, turn on the ignition, and get the hell away from this place. And from men with egos the size of Texas.

      I would be okay with never seeing him again.
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      “How can I help you?” the grandmotherly receptionist asks from her perch at the front desk.

      “We have an appointment with Dr. Schaeffer at ten o’clock. My son’s name’s Riley Dawson.” Anticipating her next question, I slide my driver’s license and Riley’s insurance card across the counter.

      “Thank you, Mr. Dawson. I see you already completed all the new patient paperwork online. Perfect. Let me get these scanned and then we can get you all checked in.” She hands me back my cards after running them through the scanner and I electronically sign a few forms. “All set. Go ahead and have a seat and the nurse will call you back shortly.”

      “Thanks.” I push the stroller towards a corner in the waiting room to keep it out of the way. I take use the time to respond to a few emails and texts on my phone.

      I will never understand why doctors ask you to arrive fifteen minutes before your appointment when they’re always running late.

      I note the time and realize Riley will probably be waking here shortly to eat. Removing the diaper bag from the bottom of the stroller, I pull out what I need and quickly mix a bottle, so it’s ready when he is.

      As I’m putting the bag back under the cart, I see her.

      Rayne Meadows.

      Maybe if I stay down here behind the stroller, she won’t see me.

      The mature approach. No.

      But with the way things were left a month ago, it’s the easiest one.

      Especially, since I can’t get the woman out of my head. She’s constantly on my mind and it doesn’t help Cassidy can’t shut up about her.

      I did well for the first few days and then Cassidy sent me copies of the damn photos. She said she was sending them to me to get my approval on which ones should be used for the piece.

      Like Cassidy has ever asked for photo approval before.

      No. She wanted to thrust the images in my face to remind me of the day and the mistake she swears I’m making.

      And some days I wonder the same thing.

      My hope of going undetected goes up in flames when her sexy voice calls out. “Riley Dawson.”

      Fuck. Is it too late to find a new pediatrician?

      Swallowing my pride, I stand from my perch. “Right here.”

      Rayne’s gasp echoes in the quiet waiting room. “Travis?”

      “Oh. Hey, Rayne.” I try for surprised. “I didn’t know you worked here.”

      “Yeah. I’ve been with Dr. Schaeffer for the last two years, since I graduated nursing school.” She bends down and peers into the stroller. “This little guy’s one handsome fellow. Yes, you are.” Riley laughs and gives Rayne a wide smile.

      Guess he’s awake now.

      “Go ahead and follow me back.” Rayne holds the door open as I push the stroller through. I wait for her to pass and then follow her into a large exam room.

      “Travis, why don’t you strip him down, but leave his diaper on for now, and we’ll get his weight and a few measurements.” She turns to the computer in the room and types away.

      I wonder. Is she making a note that I’m a douche bag and I tend to open my mouth and insert my foot?

      Doing as she asked, I remove Riley’s clothes and when he begins to fuss, I wrap him with the blanket draped over his diaper bag. I bounce him slightly and find Rayne staring at me like she’s doesn’t know who I am.

      “Where would you like me to put him?” I ask, snapping her out of her head.

      “Let’s get a weight on him first. Go ahead and take his diaper off now. Then lay him on the scale.” She motions to the side of the room where the scale sits on a waterproof pad.

      “Why do you need him naked to weigh him?” I scoff.

      “Getting an accurate weight’s important.” She giggles at my reaction. “If the diaper’s wet, it will add to the weight. Every ounce counts.”

      “Okay,” I grumble and lay a now naked Riley on the scale. “By the way, do you laugh at all the father’s that come in?”

      “Nope.” She pops the p and presses a few buttons on the scale. “Just you. You can go ahead and put his diaper back on.”

      “Great,” I mumble as she goes back to her computer to enter his weight.

      “Did you say something?” She pretends she didn’t hear me the first time and takes Riley from my arms to lay him on the paper-covered exam table.

      “I didn’t say anything.” I can pretend too.

      The room’s silent while Rayne takes measurements of Riley’s head circumference and length. By the time she’s done, he’s full-blown crying. Effortlessly, she picks him up and rocks him to settle him down.

      If only I had time for a relationship and Rayne wanted one.

      “I think he may be hungry. We’re past his feeding time. Am I allowed to give him a bottle, or do I need to wait?” I reach for the bottle from the cupholder of the stroller.

      “You’re more than welcome to feed him.” She hands me Riley and I pop the bottle in his mouth after settling him in my arms. “I have a questionnaire to go through with you and then it will be a few minutes before the doctor comes in. You have plenty of time.”

      “Thank you.” Taking a seat on the padded bench in the room, I make myself comfortable and get ready to answer questions I’m not looking forward to.

      Rayne sits on the rolling stool and switches screens on the computer. “Okay. Let’s go through these forms. I see from the new patient form you have Cassidy Rivers listed as the emergency contact. You have no prior medical history listed or information on his mother?”

      And here we go.
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      Travis drops his head and sighs. “Please don’t judge me, okay?” The vulnerability in his voice strong.

      Wow.

      I never thought I could find him more attractive, but in this moment, I do.

      “I won’t judge, Travis,” I reply sincerely. “If it makes it easier, I can get a different nurse.”

      “No. That’s okay.” He pulls the half-empty bottle from Riley’s lips and burps him. “I don’t know his past medical history because I don’t know who his mother is and when she left him, she left no history.”

      “What?” Stunned, my mouth drops open.

      “Riley was left outside the County General Emergency Room with a note stating his name, his birthdate, and listing me as the father, as well as, my company’s name. A social worker showed up about six weeks ago to inform me and conduct a paternity test.”

      Holy shit.

      “You have no clue?” I question, not sure what else to say in the moment.

      “Honestly, I have an idea who she is, but I don’t have a name. Cass was telling the truth when she said I hadn’t been with anyone in a while or had been in a relationship.”

      “I...” Travis holds up his hand, cutting me off.

      “We can talk about it later, after I finish this story.” He takes a deep breath and releases it. “I’m no saint and I indulged in the occasional one-night stand. That’s what Riley’s mom was. A night of release for both of us. We never exchanged names, but obviously she knew who I was. The paternity test was the easy part. It took six weeks, a slew of attorneys, and multiple court dates to get a new birth certificate and social security card issued, and to get him added to my insurance.”

      I’m speechless. As a woman, I could never imagine abandoning my child. This situation sounds like it’s been a nightmare for him.

      I obviously read him entirely wrong.

      “I’m so sorry, Travis.” I enter a few notes into the computer for future reference. “You’re an amazing man for stepping up like this. I know many men who wouldn’t”

      “It was an easy decision to make. He’s a baby and didn’t ask to be in this fucked up situation.” He removes the now empty bottle from Riley’s mouth and lifts him to his shoulder. “And regardless, if I knew who his mother was and she’d come to me, I would still want to be a part of his life.”

      And that’s what makes him a good man.

      A man I could love with all my heart.

      A man I haven’t been able to stop thinking about.

      When Cassidy sent me the pictures, I relived each emotion as I scrolled through. Regardless of the shot, one thing always stood out. The chemistry between us was off the charts. Some of the pictures looked like they came right off one of the covers of romance novels I read.

      We tackle the remaining questions I need to ask, and by the time we’re done, Dr. Schaeffer’s finished with her last patient and ready to see Riley. I relay the back story before she enters the room and emotion clogs her throat when she asks me to get a new parent bag for him and pack it with some extras.

      I laugh at Travis’s expression when I hand him a bag full of freebies and coupons. Like the CEO of Emerald City Corp. would use coupons.

      And, yes, I Googled him after our photo shoot.

      “Alright. We need to give this little man his vaccines and you can be on your way.” I set the syringes on the exam table where Travis currently has Riley laying down.

      Travis squats and gets eye to eye with his son. “You got this. Us Dawson men are tough, but if you need to cry, you go right ahead.”

      My ovaries have left the building, ladies and gentlemen.

      “You’re too cute.” I throw Travis a wink and place my hands on Riley’s chunky thigh. “And you are too, little guy.”

      After the vaccines have been given, I dispose of the syringes and wash my hands. “That’s it. You can make his next appointment on your way out or you can call in and schedule it. Whatever’s easiest for you.”

      “Rayne.” Travis places his hand on my wrist, stopping me from making the exit I hoped for. “Can we talk about the shoot and what I said?”

      “What’s there to talk about, Travis?” I question. “You were clear about what you wanted as was I. Did your stance on having a relationship change at all?”

      “No.” He shakes his head.

      “Mine didn’t either.” I place my hand on his, which still holds my wrist. “I wasn’t lying when I said I wasn’t looking for a relationship either. I was burned by my last one and it’s not something I’m wanting to repeat.”

      “Do you mind me asking what happened? I aired all my dirty laundry; it only seems fair to know yours.” He pulls me further into the room and I retake my seat on the stool while he places Riley in his stroller.

      “It’s not an unusual story.” I sigh in resignation. “I have a thing for older men. Don’t ask why, because I really can’t tell you. I met a guy while I was in nursing school. We dated for two years and while I thought I was in love and he was the one, he was apparently screwing half the co-ed population during some early mid-life crisis.”

      “Wow. Really? Who would be stupid enough to cheat on you?” Travis blurts out.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.” I giggle. “It’s why I’m a little gun shy at pulling the trigger on another relationship. I’m content with my career and watching Netflix with my cat.”

      Travis stands up and positions himself behind the stroller, getting ready to leave. “Can we at least be friends? I know you and Cass have hung out a couple times.”

      I nod. “Yeah. Friends I can do.”

      He places a kiss on the top of my head and pushes Riley through the door I’m holding open.

      But what if I really don’t want to be only friends?
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      “Cass, I don’t know what to do.” I’m sure my panic resonates crystal clear across the line. “Riley’s fever’s already up to one hundred three and it’s still climbing. I don’t want to take him to the emergency room in an Uber. They’re probably full of all sorts of germs and he’s already sick. I don’t need him catching something else, but my car’s still in the shop. I should’ve taken them up on the damn loaner car.”

      “You have money, Travis. Can’t you pay a doctor to make a house call?” Cassidy asks.

      “I tried that too, but when I called the nurse line, she wouldn’t even put me through to the doctor because his fever isn’t alarmingly high, and he hasn’t been running a fever long enough.” I pace my living room while I continue with my rant. “I thought about finding someone else, but another doctor wouldn’t know our history and I’m not in the mood to explain it again.”

      “First, you need to calm down. If I wasn’t out of town, I would come over. My suggestion’s to call Rayne. I will text you her number. She’ll know what to do.” Cassidy pauses to talk with someone in the background before getting back on the line. “Shit, Travis, I need to go. I’m texting you the number now. Swallow your pride and call Rayne or get your ass in an Uber.”

      “Thanks, Cass.” As I disconnect the call, the chime of a text echoes in my silent apartment.

      
        
        Cassidy: Call her. 555-437-9864

        

      

      The fact of the matter is an Uber scares me less than Rayne, but that’s my issue to deal with. Riley didn’t ask to get sick and he’s miserable.

      It can’t hurt to call for advice, right?

      Decision made, I click on Rayne’s number and wait. After three rings, I’m convinced she’s not going to pick up and I find myself suddenly disappointed.

      Why? She’s too young for you, Travis, and she doesn’t need to be tied down by your baggage.

      “Hello,” Rayne’s husky voice catches me by surprise and pulls me from my internal debate.

      “Hey, Rayne. This is Travis.” Taking a breath to slow down my rambling, I continue. “Cass gave me your number. Riley’s sick and I don’t know what to do.”

      “Why don’t you take him the emergency room?” Rayne asks.

      “My car’s in the shop and I opted against getting a loaner. I don’t want to pack him up in the middle of the night and put him in a germ-ridden Uber. I figured I would call you first and maybe you could help me over the phone, and I could avoid leaving the house with him all together. But it sounds like I’m interrupting you, so I can…” I spew my words in a rush. My anxiety grows with each syllable leaving my lips.

      “Slow down, Travis,” Rayne speaks slowly. “I get it. I’m happy to help. Tell me what’s going on and I can help you come up with a game plan.”

      “His fever’s up to one hundred and three. It’s still climbing, and I gave him acetaminophen, but it’s not helping. He’s fussy and won’t eat. I don’t know what to do.” I shift Riley on my chest, and he releases a pathetic whimper.

      “Poor baby. Do you have any infant ibuprofen? You can alternate between the two.”

      “No. I don’t. Do I need to bring him in?” I resign myself to the fact leaving the house may be unavoidable.

      “Try not to stress. I know it’s easier said than done,” Rayne reassures me. “It’s common for babies to run high fevers. He could have an ear infection, but that’s also nothing to be concerned with.”

      “Tell me what to do, please.” The desperation in my voice clear as day. “I’ll do anything.”

      The sound of Rayne releasing a sigh of defeat echoes in my ear. “I’ll tell you what. You need to put him in a lukewarm bath. He’ll fuss, but it will help with the fever. While you give him a bath, I’ll head to the twenty-four-hour pharmacy and pick up some supplies and head over.”

      “Thank you so much, Rayne. I’ll leave the front door open. Let yourself in, in case I still have Riley in the tub.” Before disconnecting the call, I rattle off my address and head into the bathroom.

      After stripping him down, I put an unhappy Riley into the infant bathtub. I gently cascade the cool water over his overheated body with a washcloth and try to soothe him the best I can.

      “Travis,” Rayne yells from the living room, catching my off guard.

      “Hey. I’m in the bathroom. It’s the first door on the left down the hall. Come on back,” I reply as I continue to pour cooling water over Riley.

      The bathroom door creaks as Rayne pushes it open. “Have you had him in there the entire time since we talked?”

      “Yep, but the water’s getting cold now.” I turn my head and the expression on Rayne’s face confuses me.

      She shakes her head, seeming to clear it of whatever trance she was in. “You can go ahead and take him out. We can’t bundle him up too much, but a diaper and a thin onesie would work great.”

      “Are you ready to get out little man?” Riley’s red-rimmed, watery eyes and flushed cheeks break my heart.

      I gently lift him from the bath and lay him on the towel draped against my chest. Wrapping him up, I stand and make my way into the nursery, while Rayne follows behind.

      “Let’s get another temperature on him and see if the bath helped.” Rayne grabs the thermometer sitting next to the changing table and swipes it across his forehead. “One hundred two point three. That’s great news, munchkin. Isn’t it? We’ll have you right as rain in no time.”

      Rayne scoops Riley up as soon as he’s dressed and brushes her cheek against the downy fuzz atop his head.

      She would make a great mother.

      Whoa. Slow your roll, Travis.

      Clearing my throat gets Rayne’s attention. “Should I try feeding him again?”

      “Not yet. I bought some ibuprofen and an infant electrolyte solution.” She turns toward the nursery door. “Let’s get him some more meds and see if he’ll drink a little first.”

      As she leaves the room, I can’t help but wonder what if.

      

      
        
        Rayne

      

      

      I flee down the hall into the kitchen to put some distance between Travis and myself. My libido needs a cold shower.

      I find nothing sexier than a father taking care of his child. Add in the fact Travis is one sexy specimen of male and fireworks ignite in my body like a Fourth of July display.

      Holy hormones, he’s damn fine.

      F. I. N. E. With a capital F and a gazillion exclamation points.

      I turn and find Travis hot on my heels. “Can you take him from me while I get some meds drawn up and a small bottle filled?”

      “Of course,” he answers as he removes the precious baby from my arms causing an empty feeling to overcome me.

      One I’m nowhere near ready to explore yet.

      I pretend to be reading the dosing on the back of the ibuprofen box, even though as a pediatric nurse I have the it memorized. Stalling even a couple minutes will hopefully allow me to refocus.

      Fingers crossed.

      With the meds drawn in the syringe and the electrolyte solution in a bottle, I head into the living room where Travis holds Riley on the couch.

      “Here you go, little man.” I place the syringe in Riley’s mouth, and he takes the dose like a champ. “Why don’t you see if he won’t suck a little of this down?”

      Taking the bottle from my hand, Travis places the nipple against Riley’s lips, and he latches on, guzzling the liquid greedily. “What is this stuff?”

      “It helps with dehydration. When babies run such high fevers, it’s always a risk. This will help prevent it.” I absentmindedly stroke the top of Riley’s head with my fingers. “If he can keep this down, we can go ahead and try some formula. Do you remember what time you gave him his last dose of acetaminophen?”

      “About two hours before I called you. I meant to write it down and forgot, damnit.” He curses under his breath and I find his frustration endearing.

      Hello, biological clock.

      “Don’t be hard on yourself. This is a tough situation for all first-time parents.” I grab his phone off the coffee table, surprised when he punches in the pin without question. “I’m going to set two alarms. One for in an hour and one in three hours. You will keep alternating the meds back and forth until morning. I’m sure by then, the worst of this fever will be gone.”

      “He’s out,” Travis whispers. “Let me go put him in his crib. I’ll be right back.”

      For the first time since I arrived at his house, I take it all in. I find the place to be a surprise. It’s not as over-the-top as I would’ve expected. Don’t get me wrong. The house screams money with its large size and expensive décor, but it also exudes warmth and a homey vibe.

      Maybe you need to stop judging him, Rayne.

      The couch dips as Travis resumes his place next to me. “Thank you again for coming over. I usually pride myself in keeping it together, but even I’m man enough to admit, I was losing it.”

      “Really, it’s no big deal.” Travis shifts until his thigh rests against mine and I shiver. “I’m happy I could help, but don’t you have a nanny you could’ve called?”

      I assume with his money he has a nanny.

      “I don’t have one. I have an in-office daycare for my employees to use.” He rubs his hands down his face with an exhausted groan. “I take Riley there. That way he’s close and I can check on him whenever I want.”

      I place my hand on his thigh and give it a little pat. “You’re a great dad, Travis. Never doubt it.”

      Reaching up, he brushes a piece of hair away from my face. “And you’re so damn beautiful.”

      “Thank you?” It comes across as a question, unsure of how to respond to his sudden intimacy.

      Travis locks his eyes with mine, fire blazing in his dark blue irises. “Fuck it,” he growls before he firmly places his lips against mine.

      Sweet baby Jesus.

      I forgot how well this man could kiss. He leads, but not in an aggressive way. His tongue and lips coax mine into submission with every movement.

      The way his hand gently pulls my hair revs my body in ways I’ve never experienced. His other hand slightly collars my throat in a way which both leaves me feeling dominated and protected.

      Being this good at kissing should be a crime.

      As I allow my body to fully surrender to him, he pulls back and I whimper at the loss. “We need to talk.”

      “Okay,” I whisper.

      “Rayne, I’m done fighting this. There’s obviously an attraction and the chemistry’s off the charts between us. I want to explore it.” He takes my hand in his and gives it a little squeeze. “We can take it slow, but we are going to explore this.”

      “Okay,” I reply, nodding in agreement.

      “I’m going to call you and text you this week. Then this weekend I will take you on a proper date.”

      “Mmm hmm,” I agree.

      “Rayne, I need some actual words here other than okay, babe.” He chuckles.

      Doesn’t he realize my inability to speak is his fault?

      Lifting my finger, I non-verbally ask for a minute.

      I close my eyes and take several deep breaths to compose myself. “I thought we already talked about all this. You had a laundry list of reasons why this could never work out. What’s changed?”

      “My list was complete bullshit. I know it and you know it. Just like your reasons were utter crap as well.” He rotates his body slightly to be able to look at me head-on. “I’m the first to admit you scare me. The minute I saw you, I knew you had the ability to bring me to my knees. For a man who maintains control over all aspects of his life, allowing someone to have that sort of effect on me is scary.”

      Whoa. Talk about being honest about your emotions.

      If he can be honest with his, I guess I can be honest with mine.

      “You’re right. My list was crap. Like you I’m running scared. Not only have I been burned in the past, you’re significantly older than me. What do I have to offer you?” Tears clog my voice with my vulnerable words.

      “Just you. All I want is you, as you are.” Leaning in he places a kiss on my forehead. “I want a shot, Rayne. That’s it.”

      “Okay,” I reply, once again rendered speechless.

      Say goodbye to your heart, Rayne.

      You keep giving it away a piece at a time.
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          Travis

        

      

    

    
      I don’t think I’ve taken someone out on a date since high school and I can’t remember ever being as nervous as I am right now.

      This feels bigger. More important.

      Like I promised, this past week I called Rayne every night and texted her throughout the day several times. We spent a lot of time getting to know one another through those texts and calls. I learned Rayne’s favorite color’s pink, even though she doesn’t wear it, her weakness is donuts, and she’s always wanted a puppy, but can’t have one in her apartment.

      There was such an ease in getting to know her this way. No questions were off the table and while many of our conversations were light and fun, a few of them delved into deeper subjects.

      I throw my car into park and head up to Rayne’s apartment. When I reach her door, I dry my sweaty hands on my jean clad thigh and then knock.

      The door swings open leaving a vision standing before me. “Hey, Travis. Let me grab my purse and we can get out of here.”

      Rayne turns and takes a few steps to grab her purse. All I can do is stare. Her ass looks amazing in the black jeans which fit her like a second skin.

      “Really?” Rayne asks when she spins around.

      Not ashamed in the least, I shrug. “What? You have a fabulous ass.”

      “What’s the plan for tonight?” She chooses to ignore my last comment. “You never told me where we were going. Just that it’s casual.”

      “If it’s okay with you, there’s a little pub I want to take you to. They have a great menu and a live band tonight.” I wait as she locks the door and then place my hand on the small of her back as we walk down the hall.

      “Sounds great to me. I’m game for low key. It’s been a crazy work week and I don’t think I can handle any more than that, if I’m honest.” She yawns which punctuates her point.

      “Are you sure you’re up for this?” I lightly stroke her back with my hand. “If you’re too tired, we can do this another night.”

      “No. I’ve been looking forward to this. It’s been forever since I’ve gone out.” She leans her head on my shoulder. “I’ll catch a second wind soon, I promise.”

      Without thinking about it, I place a kiss on her forehead and then on her nose. “Promise to tell me if it becomes too much.”

      “Promise.” She lifts her head off my shoulder and continues walking toward my car.

      The conversation flows easily on the way to the pub and all throughout dinner. There’s an ease between the two of us, like we’ve known each other forever. And when the conversation halts, there’s no awkwardness.

      “This band’s great.” Rayne bounces her foot in rhythm with the music. “This is exactly what I needed tonight.”

      The song ends and the band slows things down. Couples flood the dance floor.

      “Let’s dance.” I raise from my seat, grabbing Rayne’s hand. “I’m dying to have you in my arms.”

      I lead her to the crowd and pull her in close, my arms wrapped around her waist. She lays her head on my chest and her arms lightly drape on my shoulders.

      We sway to the music and the current song turns into another and then another. When the song changes again, but into a fast one this time, we return to our table.

      “It’s getting hot.” Rayne fans her neck.

      Peeking at my watch, I notice the time. “Let’s get out of here and cool off. It’s getting late.”

      “Do you have to get back to Riley?” Rayne’s throws her purse over her shoulder and squeezes through the crowd toward the entrance.

      “No.” The cool night provides a nice relief from the sauna inside of the pub. “Cass told me she was kidnapping him until tomorrow morning.”

      “If you’re in no hurry, would you like to come to my place and have a drink before we call it a night?” Rayne asks shyly, which surprises me. I would never describe her as shy. “I mean you don’t have to if you don’t want to, but I figured we’re having a good time and I’m not ready for the night to end.” The words rush out of her in a flurry of nerves.

      Stopping my steps, I spin her around and lift her chin to be sure she understands everything I’m about to say. “Rayne, I would love to spend a little more time with you and there’s no reason for you to be nervous. I’m a big boy and I understand coming up to your place for a drink is just that. I know it’s not an invitation for more. I told you we would take this slow.”

      She releases a deep sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

      I pull her into my arms and kiss the top of her head. “No need to thank me. One of these days you will realize my words match my intentions.”

      “Travis, can I ask you something?” Rayne hesitantly asks.

      “Anything.” Curiosity grabs me.

      “At the shoot, why did you say those things to Cass?” She rests her forehead on my chest and speaks into my shirt. “You know, when she asked about the possibility of the two of us. Why did you say them when, according to you, you always say what you mean?”

      It’s about time she brought this up.

      “I’ve been wondering when you were going to be ready to talk about it. I know it’s been bothering you.” I take a deep cleansing breath before I explain. “At the time, there was a speck of truth to my words. I didn’t date, never had the time. Then Riley came into the picture and my world shifted. You’re young, and it wasn’t so much I thought you were too young for me. I was more concerned as to what you would want with me. You’re in your prime. I’m fourteen years older than you with a son to take care of and big responsibilities with my company. I felt like I would be tying you down.”

      

      
        
        Rayne

      

      

      Man, I read the situation entirely wrong.

      “So, you didn’t think I was a gold digger looking for some sugar daddy like a pretty little puppet?” The words sounding stupid as they come out of my mouth.

      “That’s what you really thought?” Travis growls. “Baby, I didn’t think it then, neither did Cass, and I don’t think it now.”

      Decision made.

      “Travis, take me home.” I whisper, my voice holding all sorts of promise.

      “Are you sure?” His words speak of hesitance, but his eyes scream nothing but lust.

      “I’m positive.” I grab his hand and walk to where the car’s parked.

      The drive from the pub to my apartment seems to move at a snail’s pace and Travis’s thumb rubbing slowly, teasingly, on my upper thigh builds anticipation.

      When Travis parks the car, we both throw decorum out the window as we fling the car doors open and practically run through the building to my apartment. As we approach it, I dig through my purse to find my keys.

      Keys in hand, I unlock the door in a fury and push it open. Before I’m fully through the entryway, he grabs my purse and tosses it on the floor as he shuts the door.

      “I’m going to ask one last time,” Travis picks me up and my legs wrap around his waist. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure.” I place my lips against his.

      He allows me a moment of control and then takes over. This kiss is nothing like the ones we’ve shared to this point. It’s aggressive. It’s demanding.

      It’s so fucking hot.

      While we kiss, he carries me through the living room and into the hall. The bedroom’s easy to find in my tiny apartment and without warning, Travis tosses me onto the bed.

      “I’d like to say I’ll be able to go slow, but I’ve been dreaming of this day since I saw you in your tiny ass bikini.” He pulls the stilettos off my feet and tosses them over his shoulder. “Do you know how many times I’ve given myself relief with my own hand to your image, baby? Do you know all the dirty things I’ve imagined doing to you?”

      Oh, holy hell!

      I may come from his words alone.

      A whimper escapes my lips as he reaches the zipper of my jeans and lowers it. Slowly he peels the denim off my legs, watching with rapt attention as, inch by inch, my skin is revealed to his gaze.

      With the barrier of pants out of the way, he kisses his way up my legs, alternating between the left and right until he reaches the hem of my panties.

      “I can smell how wet you are for me, Rayne.” He rubs his nose over my fabric covered pussy. “I can’t wait to taste you, but I’m going to finish undressing you first.”

      “Please.” I press my thighs together searching for some relief.

      A dark chuckle escapes him. “Patience, baby. I’m going to make this good for you. I promise. The anticipation’s the best part.”

      Can one die from too much anticipation?

      “Fuck, you’re cute.” Resting his head on my now bare stomach, he pauses in the removal of my shirt. “But, no. I’ve never personally known anyone to die from too much anticipation.”

      Okay, I said that out loud.

      My embarrassment flees as Travis lightly places kisses on my bare stomach. He continues kissing up my torso as he lifts the shirt over my head and up my raised arms.

      Once I’m laying in only my bra and panties, Travis lifts himself off the bed and removes his clothes piece by piece. His eyes hold mine as he tortures me with the most delicious strip tease I’ve ever seen.

      Watch out Magic Mike.

      Losing my patience, I lower my arms and release the front clasp of my bra. After tossing the unwanted article on to the floor, I shimmy out of my panties.

      “Now that’s a beautiful sight and I want to explore every inch of your porcelain skin, but I’m afraid if I touch you right now, I’m going explode like a thirteen-year-old.” He slides his boxer briefs down his thighs releasing his long, thick erection. “Condom?”

      Knowing he didn’t come prepared, confirms my decision in letting my guard down tonight.

      I point to the side table drawer. “In there.”

      I lick my lips as I watch him tear open the wrapper with his teeth and my pussy tingles at the visual of him rolling the latex onto his length.

      Travis climbs onto the bed between my legs. As he positions himself at my entrance, he leans in and kisses me. I rub my hands up and down his back, needing to touch him. The kiss becomes frantic as he rubs the head of his cock up and down my pussy, lubricating himself in my wetness.

      He pulls back from the kiss and lowers himself onto his elbows. His eyes never leave mine as he pushes his cock inside me. We continue our stare as he moves at a slow, deliberate pace.

      The only sounds to be heard are our panted breaths as Travis makes love to me. There’s no rush. There’s no dominance. It’s only two souls reaching out to each other and coming together in a tender moment.

      As Travis picks up the pace, the pressure inside builds. “Yes, Travis. I’m going to come. Don’t stop.”

      “Let go baby. I’m right there with you.” He rests his forehead against mine as we both let go and let our orgasms take us.

      We lay there connected, panting to catch our breath, and I take in the magnitude of this moment. Somehow over the last week, this man stole my heart.

      I love him.

      “I know it’s soon, but I’m all about honesty and it wouldn’t be honest if I didn’t share this with you.” Travis pushes his weight off me and leans in for a tender kiss. “I love you, Rayne Meadows.”

      I brush my fingers tenderly against his beard covered jaw. “Good, because I love you too, Travis Dawson.”
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          Travis

        

      

    

    
      “Babe, get your pretty little ass down here already.” I place my shaking hands into the pocket of my shorts. “Cass is going to be pissed if we’re late.”

      “I’m coming. How did we get conned into another photo shoot with her?” Rayne looks even more beautiful than the first day I met her, if it’s even possible.

      “You know I can’t control the beast and I rarely know what her plan is. All she told me is she’s doing a shoot with all the original stranger couples.” I attempt to steady my voice to keep the nerves at bay. I pull at the collar of my shirt which suddenly got too tight.

      Man, it’s hot in here.

      Rayne places her palm on my forehead with concern in her eyes. “Are you feeling okay? You look really flushed.”

      “I’m fine. You know how much I hate being in front of the camera.” With a shrug of my shoulders, I place my hand on the small of Rayne’s back and direct her toward the front door. “How did dropping off Riley with your parents this morning go?”

      “It went fine. You know how much his Nana and Papa love him and spoil them. He barely gave me a second glance when I said goodbye.” She places a kiss on my cheek as she grabs her purse on the way out to the car.

      It’s been a year since I first met Rayne while reluctantly doing the stranger shoot for the online magazine and what a year it’s been. While we have our disagreements from time to time, our relationship flows effortlessly. Loving her is easy.

      Six months after we officially started dating, Rayne moved in with Riley and me. She’s the best mother to my son I could ever wish for. He adores her as much as I do and I’m grateful every day I found her.

      When we pull up to my cabin, the same one from a year ago, Cassidy waves at us like a crazy woman from the front porch.

      “Uhm. Cass seems extra excited today.” Rayne stares out the windshield watching Cassidy and I roll my eyes at the scene I’m witnessing.

      If Cass blows this for me, I will be searching for a new best friend.

      “You know Cass, baby,” I say as I open Rayne’s door. “She’s passionate about her work and over-the-top on her worst day.”

      Placing her hand in mine, Rayne steps out of the car with a chuckle. “That’s so true. God help the man who manages to tame her.”

      I pull Rayne into my side and place a kiss on the top of her head. “I know what you’re thinking and no. Just no. The last time you tried to set her up was a disaster.”

      “I only want her to find what we have,” Rayne says as she places her arm around my waist.

      “I know, baby, and she’ll find it one day.”

      “Will you two get your butts over here already? I’m ready to get this show on the road.” Cassidy yells from her place on the porch steps.

      “We’ve been summoned.” Rayne chuckles and my nerves skyrocket to a whole new level.

      “Okay. The game plan’s a little different than last time. I found a little clearing off the backyard. It’s perfect for what I’m trying to accomplish, and I’ve already staged it with props,” Cassidy explains as she walks us to the back of the cabin.

      With every step, it takes more and more effort to get my legs to cooperate. By the time we reach the area for the shoot, I’m a mess.

      “Wow. This is gorgeous, Cass.” Rayne takes a moment to appreciate the setting.

      White lanterns and fairy lights hang from the trees. A soft, white blanket covers the ground. Dozens of vases full of white roses surround us. The entire area screams romantic.

      Exactly like I asked Cassidy to set-up for me.

      “Let’s get started.” Cassidy’s eagerness does nothing to calm my racing heart. “I want you barefoot for this shoot. Go ahead and take off your shoes. We’ll take with some pictures of the two of you standing first, and then will have you sitting.”

      Rayne and I follow Cassidy’s directions as she furiously snaps her camera. The minutes pass at an excruciating pace as I wait for my cue.

      “These are perfect.” Cassidy glances at the display on her camera. “Rayne, I want you to turn your back toward Travis.”

      It’s showtime.

      As Rayne turns her back to me, I reach into my pocket and drop to one knee.

      “No. I don’t like this after all,” Cassidy grumbles. “The lighting isn’t good. You can turn around, Rayne, and we’ll do something different.”

      Rayne’s hand fly to her mouth in shock when she spins around and finds me on one knee. Her eyes sparkle with unshed tears.

      I reach out and grab one of her hands with mine. “Rayne, a year ago today we met at this same cabin. Two strangers thrown into each other’s orbit by a crazy lady with an idea. The attraction was obvious from day one, but we both had built walls around our hearts.”

      Bringing her hand up to my lips, I place a brief kiss on the back and continue. “The problem is the universe had different plans for us. It kept throwing us together. Well, that and a meddling best friend.”

      Rayne chuckles. A smile lights up her beautiful face as tears stream down her cheeks.

      “I didn’t know what my life was missing until you entered it. Riley and I need you. You’re our missing piece. Marry me, Rayne. Be Riley’s mama and be my partner in crime.”

      

      
        
        Rayne

      

      

      “Say yes, Rayne. Let’s be a family and have more beautiful babies. Will you marry me?” With those final words, choked out through emotion, Travis presents me a ring. A beautifully simple ring with a large center stone.

      “Yes, I’ll marry you,” I whisper through my tears. Throwing my arms around his shoulders, I plaster kisses all over his face.

      I take a step back and jump up and down squealing, “yes, yes, yes.”

      “Get back over here, crazy girl and let me slip this ring on your finger.” Travis slides on the gorgeous princess cut diamond.

      With the ring in place, he stands and pulls my body into his. “So, how soon do you think until I can get you to tie the knot? I’m eager to knock you up.”

      “Travis,” I scold as I lightly smack his chest. “Can you be any more crass? Maybe I need to rethink this whole marrying you thing.”

      Little does he know…

      “Can’t blame a man for trying.” Travis gives me his signature smirk and sets my libido ablaze, like it did a year ago.

      We’ve come a long way and I have no doubt in my mind this is the person I’m meant to marry.

      Travis is my forever.

      He’s my soul mate.

      My happily ever after.

      “Well, about that…” I search around Travis’s shoulder at Cassidy who hasn’t stopped snapping pictures. When her glassy eyes meet mine, she nods her head in understanding.

      “What?” Travis hesitantly asks, his eyes full of worry. “About what, Rayne?”

      “It appears I’m not the only one who had Cassidy keep a secret.” Placing my hand in my back pocket, I pull out the little stick which has been in there this entire time.

      Honestly, I’m surprised he hadn’t noticed it with the way he likes to grab my ass constantly.

      Travis stares at the thin plastic for several minutes before he lifts his watery eyes. “This better not be a joke, Rayne. You better be serious right now.”

      Oh, honey.

      “Your master plan has a little flaw in it, handsome.” My voice breaks, and I clear my throat. “It appears you already knocked me up.”

      “No joke, baby? Are you sure?” He takes the stick from my hands and closely inspects it. The blank expression on his face makes it hard to determine his reaction. “Two lines. That’s pregnant, right?”

      “Yeah, Travis. I’m pregnant.” I stare up into the eyes of this beautiful man who’s changed my life in ways he could never understand. “I had Dr. Schaeffer confirm it during my last shift. We’re having another baby.”

      I watch Travis’s face closely and witness the moment everything sinks in. A huge smile transforms his face and he throws his arms around me and lifts me off the ground.

      His laughter’s contagious as he spins me in circles. Then without warning, his lips crash into mine in a passionate kiss full of love and the promise of things to come when we’re alone.

      Setting me back on my feet, he steadies me as I sway slightly. “Now you need to marry me as soon as possible. I’m not joking, Rayne. I want you to have my last name before your pregnancy shows. How long until that happens?”

      And there he is, ladies and gentlemen.

      My bossy, alpha pain in the ass.

      “I’m about eight weeks. We have a few months before I’ll really be showing, but there’s no need to rush this. Who cares if we have the baby before we’re married?” I ask, irritated.

      “I care.” His firm voice leaves little room for negotiation. “Cass, you can help Rayne plan a wedding in three months, right?”

      “Yep. One step ahead of you. When Rayne told me she was pregnant, I started reaching out to some contacts.” I gasp at Cassidy’s confession.

      “Traitor,” I hiss out.

      She shrugs her shoulders in a what can you do manner. “Really, Rayne? Are you telling me you didn’t see this coming? Who are we talking about here?” She asks as she waves her hand in Travis’s direction.

      “Hey!” Travis’s mouth opens in shock and then having appeared to think about it, the expression leaves his face. “You know what? I can’t even be mad when it’s true. Especially if it gets Rayne to marry me sooner rather than later.”

      I can’t be mad either.

      “Whatever,” I concede. “I’m not going to fight about it.”

      “Roll with it, honey. It’s the best way to deal with his temperamental ass.” Cassidy throws her arm around my shoulder and steers me away from my fiancé.

      Wow, fiancé. That will take some getting used to.

      “You’re right, as always, Cass.” I lay my head against her shoulder as we walk farther and farther away from Travis.

      “Bring Rayne back here. I’m not done with her.” Travis shouts from behind us as we ignore him.

      “But you know payback’s a bitch, right?” I bat my innocent eyes up at Cassidy’s narrowed ones.

      “I’m not sure I know what you mean,” she answers cautiously.

      “You know exactly what I mean. You’ve meddled from day one with me and Travis.” I step out from Cassidy’s hold and walk around the cabin. “And while things worked out, you still stuck your nose where it didn’t belong multiple times.”

      “Sucks to be on the receiving end, doesn’t it?” Travis asks Cassidy, having caught up with her. “I may help Rayne enact her plans too.”

      I continue walking, leaving a huffing Cassidy and laughing Travis behind, chuckling to myself. The sparkle of my ring in the summer sun catches my attention.

      I’m getting married and having a baby. If you would’ve told me this would be me a year ago, I may’ve laughed in your face.

      Neither were in the plans.

      And yet, here we are. Back where it all started.

      A place I never want to leave.
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