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			To everyone who had wished 
for a second chance at love

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE
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			tess

			“Tell me again,” Noah begged. “About my mom and dad.”

			I stared down at the little boy who had completely taken over my life more than two years ago and ruffled his curly blond hair. It was time for a haircut, but I couldn’t bring myself to cut his shining, lush locks just yet. I did this every time. He was going to be four next month, but more like going on forty; entirely too perceptive for a three-year-old.

			Unsurprising, considering the life he’d had so far.

			“You know this story already.” I pulled the covers up around his neck and patted them around his little body. He’d chosen fire truck pajamas tonight, his favorite. He smelled sweet from his bath, and his blue eyes had that sleepy look that made me want to curl up next to him and pretend the world outside didn’t exist.

			Tomorrow I had to go to the Harnett Correctional Institution and see my father. Every six months I had to check in with him, and every three months I couldn’t fight the dread that pooled in my stomach for days beforehand.

			I had only temporary guardianship of Noah, my little brother, and every time I saw my father, I had to prove to him that I was doing fine both in school and financially. Every time I saw my father I begged him to let me adopt Noah permanently—after all, Dad still had five more years on his sentence before he’d be out, and it wasn’t like he even wanted Noah.

			But I did, and I was going to do everything in my power to make sure nothing could come between us.

			I took a deep breath. I hated lying to him about his parents, but when he started asking about a year ago, I couldn’t tell him the truth: that his mother was an ex-student of our father’s and they’d been fooling around until she got pregnant. The student was eighteen, so my father got only a verbal reprimand and it all got swept under the rug, except for Noah, of course, who ended up with my father when the girl decided she didn’t want to be a mother when he was just under one.

			The next time it happened, though, my father wasn’t quite so lucky.

			I had just finished my first year at Brown when everything fell apart. The accusations. The arrest. The trial, and then . . . my father got sentenced to eight years in prison for having sex with a minor.

			Noah’s mom didn’t want him back after my dad went to jail; she had her own life and was happy, so it was either me or foster care. It was an easy choice for me. I dropped out of Brown and made Noah my top priority. The only way my father had agreed to this plan was if I would check in every six months with bank statements and grades showing I was not only moving forward with my education but also getting all A’s while doing it.

			All while holding down a job and raising my little brother.

			I knew my father was just waiting for me to fail so he could say “I told you so” and put Noah in foster care, erase the glaring evidence of his mistake and his problems. He hated that I’d put Noah above everything else in my life, especially when he had pushed me so hard to succeed. It took all my willpower not to point out that he was the one who had ruined it all, but I didn’t.

			Not when he held all the control.

			I took a deep breath and started the story like I always did, absentmindedly rubbing his back in small circles as I spoke. “Your mom and dad loved you very much, but they just couldn’t take care of you. But they knew someone who would love you more than anything . . .”

			Noah grinned and pointed at me. “You!”

			“Yes, me. So that’s what they did, and now we are a family and always will be.”

			Noah nodded very seriously, his tiny brow furrowed. “You’re my sister, but you do all the things a mom does. That’s what Louisa said. You cook me breakfast and take me to the park and kiss my boo-boos and hug me every day.”

			My chest tightened. “Yep,” I managed to squeeze out around my thick tongue.

			Noah snuggled against my chest and even though I hadn’t given birth to him, he was my heart. He was my life. And tomorrow, I’d have to once again prove to the biggest bastard I knew that I was capable of taking care of him.

			But it was a dance I’d perform every day for the rest of my life if it meant that I got to keep Noah with me.

			“You look tired. Are you sure you can handle everything? Don’t you want to go back to real college and start taking care of yourself? Earn a real degree? Learn how to make a proper living?”

			That was the first thing my father said when I sat down across from him in the dreary visiting area. It was the same thing he said every time I came to see him. He’d gotten a haircut since the last time I was here, and despite the new gray at his temples, he was still handsome. I looked a lot like my father, with the same cheekbones and chin shape, though I hated it. I wished that I resembled my mom. She was beautiful, both inside and out.

			There wasn’t a day that went by that I didn’t wish she were still alive. If that drunk driver had never hit her, I never would have gone to live with my grandma when I was just eight. I never would have had to go live with my father, a man who barely acknowledged I existed before that, when Gran got sick.

			Even back then my father was selfish. He left my mom when I was very young to go and teach English at a private college in California. She wanted us to go with him. He divorced her instead. It was hard to believe Gran could have a son who was so uncaring when she was the most loving person I knew, apart from my mom.

			I stared at my father. He had blue eyes and thick eyelashes, and when he smiled, which I rarely ever saw, a dimple would appear in his left cheek that made him look boyish.

			I guess that’s what made it so easy for him to seduce his students.

			My father raised an eyebrow, waiting for my answer. Of course he wouldn’t acknowledge the community college where I’d been taking online courses for the past two years as a “real” school. To my father, if it wasn’t Ivy League, it wasn’t worth anything.

			It didn’t matter to him that I studied my ass off when Noah napped or after I got home from work late at night. He wouldn’t care that I tried to make sure Noah had a happy childhood, despite how hard it was for me to keep everything together while working toward a degree.

			He barely acknowledged my 3.99 GPA when I told him about it.

			“No. I’m happy right where I am.” I set the manila folder down in front of me, the one that basically outlined my life the past six months. I hated this, letting my father in on every little detail. But that was him—controlling—and I had to play his game.

			“You moved?”

			The way he said it made me realize he already knew the truth. I wasn’t going to tell him about that. I narrowed my eyes.

			“How did you know that?”

			My father snorted. “Like I’d take your word on how things are going just because you bring a fancy folder with you. I have someone checking up on you. Telling me how things really are.”

			Anger flared in my gut. “Then why make me go through this charade?” I waved vaguely toward the folder. If he already knew everything, then this check-in he made me suffer through every six months was a farce. “To make sure I know who’s in charge?”

			I didn’t miss the look of satisfaction flicker over his face. It had always been that way. Him telling me what I needed to do and me doing it. Not because I wanted to, because I had to. Because he made it almost impossible to make my own choices, even now.

			With the anger came panic this time. I’d had to use up a good part of my savings when the brakes on my ten-year-old Honda had to be replaced the same week that tuition was due two months ago. I had very little set aside right now, but he had to know it took time to build back up a savings account.

			And that had been my last tuition payment, so I would be able to set more aside now.

			Except he didn’t open the folder. He barely glanced at it.

			“Come back in three months and show me something worth looking at or I’ll make the hard decisions for you, Tess.” Then without another look, he stood up and pushed his chair back. The guard moved to his side and then my father left.

			I sat at the table in stunned silence.

			My father had just threatened me with taking away the most important thing in my life, and there wasn’t a goddamned thing I could do about it.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO
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			“Pops,” I called out as I banged through our front door. “I brought burgers from that place down the road that you like.”

			I set the bags on the kitchen table and started clearing away the newspaper and plate left over from Dad’s lunch. At least he ate today. Some days I came home and there was no indication he’d even moved from his chair, save for the empty beer cans lined up alongside his recliner.

			None of which was new.

			It had been that way for the past six years, since the day my mom walked out on us. I didn’t know what had happened, what made her decide that we weren’t worth it anymore. I asked Pops right after it happened, but he refused to talk about it with a sixteen-year-old, brokenhearted kid.

			I was never a kid again after that, though.

			My memories of my mother weren’t bad ones. I don’t remember my parents arguing or yelling much at all. Actually, she was the mom who had cookies waiting when I got home from school, and the trailer was always sparkling clean and smelled like vanilla and flowers.

			I don’t think she was unhappy, but looking back, I don’t think she was really happy either. I never had the chance to ask her, because aside from a birthday card every year, I hadn’t had any contact with her since she’d left. No return address, no phone number, not even an e-mail address.

			It was clear she didn’t want me in her life, so I accepted it and moved on. Pops, on the other hand, sank into himself the day she walked out and still hadn’t come back. He stopped caring about his small handyman business, which had always been his pride and joy, so eventually I stepped up and started doing his jobs for him while I finished high school. I learned everything I knew about construction through our school’s vocational program during my last two years of high school and hands-on after school every day.

			Over the four years since graduation, I’d built up a pretty damned good business. I made a name for myself and I was the one people called when they wanted something done. I made more than enough now to move out on my own; I even thought about getting my own place, but that wasn’t really an option. With Pops like he was all these years, he needed me around to take care of him.

			So I decided to get both of us out of Granite Estates. I thought maybe the change would be a good thing, but Pops had a fit. He owned the trailer and had to pay only a lot rent, and this was his home. He wasn’t ever going to sell it. He put his foot down and I had no choice.

			Part of me wondered if it had anything to do with my mother, but I didn’t ask.

			So it was either leave him alone, or stay.

			So here I was, twenty-two, stuck living at home, taking care of my father.

			Pops shuffled over with a fresh can of beer and sat down at the table. He had on an old flannel shirt that I’d washed yesterday and a pair of worn jeans. There were dark circles under his red-rimmed eyes, a side effect of sitting up all night watching TV. At least tonight he was sitting with me to eat. I pulled out a cheeseburger and fries and set them in front of him.

			“How was your day?” I asked him the same question I always did during our dinners, and got the same answer.

			“Damned ruckus all day. Someone moved in next door,” he grumbled. “A woman, by the looks of it. She hung up a damned wind chime first thing and it’s been making noise ever since.”

			I stared at Pops. That was the longest sentence he’d said to me in forever.

			“I went to the door after a couple of hours and told her to take the damned thing down.”

			Shit. Now I was going to get a visit from an angry neighbor about my father’s manners, or lack thereof.

			“You know what she said to me?”

			I shook my head.

			“She said my chi needed cleansing and that the wind chimes would help my attitude. Then she smiled and went about her business. Damned broad,” he muttered. “Don’t know what the hell chi is, but mine is just fine.”

			I fought the urge to laugh. Whoever she was, I liked her already. Pops hadn’t been worked up about much of anything except his reality shows for a very long time.

			I took a huge bite of my burger and washed it down with a swallow of soda. “What’d she look like?”

			“Black hair, twisted into some kind of knot on her head. This long skirt that had about a million colors on it and this top that kept sliding off her shoulder. She looked like some kind of gypsy. Damned woman didn’t even have shoes on either. And bracelets, from here”—he pointed to his wrist—“to here.” He indicated toward his elbow.

			I think my jaw was on the table. That he had noticed all these details was crazy. I’d made us a new kitchen table and chairs a few years ago and it was more than a year before he even noticed. Even then all he said was that the old one was just fine.

			“Did you get a name?” I asked.

			Pops snorted. “Why the hell would I want to know her name?” He finished his burger and grabbed his fries to take back to the recliner. He propped them in his lap, shifted the lever, and sat back with a long exhale. Jeopardy! began blaring from the TV.

			I finished my dinner and balled up all the trash. The garbage was full and I knew Pops wouldn’t take it out—he didn’t do much of anything around the house anymore—so I tied it up and carried it out to the Dumpster. It was only a few trailers down and I had to walk by our new neighbor’s place to get there. The front door was open, so I could see in through the screen. The place was lit up like Christmas and a string of white lights had been wrapped around the front-step railings.

			No matter that she was irritating Pops, the smells coming from the place were incredible. Spicy and sweet, and my mouth watered despite my full stomach. On the way back inside, my phone vibrated.

			Feel like getting together Friday night?

			Shari. I grinned and texted back, Hell yeah.

			Shari was Avery’s best friend, and Avery was my best friend’s girl. We’d all hung out together for a while now, but it wasn’t like Shari and I were a couple or anything. I didn’t do the whole relationship thing, and Shari was sowing her wild oats before she settled down with some trust fund dick.

			Until that happened, though, we had a pretty good thing going. Hooking up: no strings, no expectations. Just two people enjoying each other. I was perfectly happy with the casual thing and didn’t see myself ever wanting anything else. I’d seen firsthand what loving someone did to a person. It had ripped my pops in two.

			And I wanted no part of that.

			“You need to find a nice girl,” Seth said Friday afternoon when I met him for lunch.

			I nearly choked on a bite of my gross salad. I would have chosen pizza or burgers at our favorite dive bar over this rabbit food any day, but Avery had Seth on this ridiculous “clean foods” kick, so here we were digging into these tooty-fruity salad bowls at a lame health bar like a couple of chicks. I swear, I loved what Avery had done for Seth and his life, but she had his balls in a vise and everyone knew it.

			After I managed to swallow, I laughed. “I do just fine, thanks, even without my wingman.”

			“I’m not talking about getting a piece, man. Something more serious. A relationship. What about Shari? You guys have been spending more time together lately. Avery mentioned it last night.”

			“Don’t go there, bro,” I interrupted. “I’m happy that you found Avery and all, but that relationship shit isn’t for me. You know that. Shari and I are having fun—no strings attached. Neither of us are looking for anything beyond that.”

			Seth sighed. “If anyone deserves to find someone, it’s you, man.”

			“Except I’m not looking for a someone. I’m happy with the way things are, okay?” And no way in hell did I need to fall for some chick who would just turn around and walk out when everything seemed to be going great. I loved women, but anything more than messing around, no fucking way.

			I was never going to be the settle-down-with-a-picket-fence guy. Seth knew that; he’d been there when all the shit with my mom happened. I wasn’t sure why he was pushing me so hard, except for that he was happy with Avery and wanted me to be that happy. He was my best friend and I loved him like a brother, but if he didn’t back off soon, I was going to gut-punch him.

			I didn’t want what he had. It would only lead to heartache.

			I took a bite of what I think Seth told me was arugula to cover the bitter taste in my mouth, not that it helped much. Did people willingly eat this shit? I gulped down a huge drink of flavored sparkling water and cringed.

			There was a McDonald’s drive-through in my very near future.

			“Not all women are like her, you know,” Seth said quietly.

			Suddenly I was chewing a mouthful of sawdust. I didn’t want to talk about this shit, and Seth knew that. The topic of my mother was and always would be off-limits, even with my best friend.

			“I’m not trying to piss you off, man,” Seth said. He sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re just always taking care of everyone else, and I’d like to see someone taking care of you for a change.”

			I finally managed to swallow and pushed the plate away. No way was I getting any more down right now. Not while Seth insisted on being a Grade A asshole.

			“Oh, I’m taken care of just fine, thank you.” I lifted an eyebrow so he would not miss the double meaning. “And I appreciate the thought, but it isn’t gonna happen. I like how things are. I got decent money in the bank, a good job, and I’m not shackled to one woman. It’s the life for me.”

			And Seth needed to drop this line of conversation before shit got ugly.

			“I’ll drop it, okay? I just want you to be happy.” Seth reached over and clapped me on the shoulder. “If Shari helps, then keep doing what you’re doing. I won’t piss you off about it again.”

			The anger faded. He had my back. Seth knew better than anyone else what my mother’s leaving had done to me and my dad.

			“I get it, man, but what you have, it’s just not for me.” I grabbed my plate and pulled it back over. I was suddenly so hungry again that even this nasty excuse for a meal was looking appealing. “So Avery’s at the club with her parents today? Without you? Her mother still hasn’t warmed to the idea of you two, huh?”

			Seth choked back a laugh. “She fucking hates me. It’s awesome. I begged Ave to let me go with her, just to see the look on her mom’s face.”

			I shook my head. “You are crazy.” How the hell had he gone from prison to dating the daughter of the fucking mayor? No matter, he was happy and on track to make something of himself and I was proud as shit of him. I always knew he’d be the one to get out.

			Me?

			I planned on making sure my old man was taken care of and that meant I’d probably never live anywhere other than the esteemed Granite Estates trailer park.

			This was my life, and nothing was going to change that.

			“So Sunday, concert in the park. You, Shari, me, and Ave? I hear there’s a picnic involved.”

			Shari had mentioned something about that the last time we were together. Her dad was some big-deal music exec and often asked her to go check out bands with her friends. Sounded like a good time. I laughed. “Who would have thought we’d be picnicking in a fucking park listening to live music? On purpose?”

			Seth laughed. “If Ave asked me to walk across a tightrope dressed in a tutu, I’d do it.”

			The thing was, he wasn’t joking. He loved Avery enough to do anything she asked, and that’s what scared the living hell out of me the most.

			I hated grocery shopping.

			Usually Dad and I managed with a pizza or subs every night, but we still needed essentials every couple of weeks. I had my chicken-scratch list in my hand.

			I’d stopped at the Discount Food Mart two blocks from our trailer park. The place was a zoo even though it was evening by now, and bored-looking cashiers didn’t seem to notice the lines of people at their registers. Typical really.

			I knew where everything was and could shop blindfolded, so I had my basket of stuff pretty fast and got into the closest line. I grabbed a king-size peanut butter cup as my reward for sticking it out and for actually swallowing that sorry excuse Seth called a meal earlier.

			A cute kid with blond hair, about three or so, sat in the cart in front of me and looked at my candy bar, then leaned forward and stuck his hand out.

			“My candy, pwease?” He gave me a gap-toothed grin that I couldn’t help returning. Couldn’t blame him at all. Peanut butter and chocolate rocked.

			And I’ll bet no one told him no with that smile.

			The woman who was unloading the cart seemed distracted, muttering numbers under her breath as she shifted items from the cart to the moving belt. I realized she was adding up her total in her head as she went. She stopped for a second and barely glanced at me before she looked at the candy bar and then the boy.

			“Sorry, Noah, not today.”

			Her hair was twisted up in a loose knot and dark brown pieces stuck out at odd angles. She had on a light green jacket and jeans that hugged her legs very nicely. She didn’t have on any makeup, which was surprising, but I still recognized her.

			I would know her anywhere.

			The breath left my body.

			Tess. She was standing right there in front of me. I’d thought about this moment, about seeing her again, but nothing could have prepared me for the way the ground tilted. Or when a giant invisible vacuum sucked all the sound and light from around me and left me in some black void.

			“Candy?” the boy asked again.

			“No candy today, Noah.” Her voice rasped against my skin, and I clenched my fingers around the handle of the basket. Her gaze barely skirted higher than my chin, but I still waited for her to recognize me. For a smile. Or a glare. Something that told me she knew who I was.

			She didn’t actually look at me, but I couldn’t look away from her. It had been seven years since I’d seen her. She’d moved to Granite Estates to live with her grandmother when she was eight. Three trailers down from me. I couldn’t remember how many summers I spent sitting on her porch sipping sweet lemonade. She was the first girl Seth and I let hang out with us, and she was the first girl I fell in love with when I was fifteen and she was fourteen.

			Friendship had turned into love over the years, and I was convinced that we were it. We were going to be the ones who were together forever. Then her grandma got sick and she told me she was going to live with her father. She promised that wouldn’t change anything.

			The day she drove off with him, the day after freshman year ended, I believed her with all my heart. And for a while, it seemed like nothing had changed. We still talked every day. She came back to see me, and I took her out on the weekends.

			When school started back up, she went to the fancy private academy where her father was a teacher. She stopped calling every day because the coursework was ten times harder than it had been at our public school.

			But I still believed her when she said she loved me.

			Then something changed. We barely ever saw each other, and when I would call, her father said she was out with friends. It took me six months to figure out the obvious. Six fucking months to stop believing what she had promised me the day she left Granite Estates.

			I looked at the kid, Noah, to distract the direction of my thoughts. He had dark brown eyes, the same shade as Tess’s. It hit me in the gut and I almost dropped the basket. This had to be her son.

			Questions burned on my tongue. I stared at the back of her head, willing her to turn around again and look at me.

			“That’ll be sixty-two fifty-five,” the cashier interrupted.

			From behind I saw her shoulders drop. She looked at the belt where the bagger had put almost everything away. “Could you put back the face wipes, please?” she asked quietly.

			The cashier looked at the bagger, who exhaled and started digging through the bags. The person behind me groaned. Tess must have heard, because the back of her neck turned fiery red. I wanted to turn around and tell that person to go the fuck right to hell. I might not know what Tess was doing here, but I knew what it felt like to be belittled.

			The bagger finally found the face wipes and the cashier swiped them, then set them under the register. “Fifty-seven twenty-two.”

			Tess handed her three twenties. As soon as she got her receipt, she ducked her head and pushed the cart away. She didn’t look back at me, didn’t look anywhere but at her hands as she and Noah disappeared out the door. Again the feeling struck me that this was all wrong. She was not the Tess I remembered.

			This Tess seemed tired. Defeated.

			I stared after her until the cashier cleared her throat. I’d been standing there holding my basket full of stuff like a dumb-ass. I set my things on the conveyor belt and tucked the basket underneath it.

			“Forty-eight eighty-two,” the cashier said. I don’t know what the hell made me do it, but before I could decide otherwise, I opened my mouth. “Add those face wipes on too, will you?”

			“The ones that girl left?” the cashier asked. I could see the confusion on her face.

			“Yep. And one more candy bar.” I grabbed another peanut butter cup as the woman dressed in a hideous pink velour tracksuit behind me sighed. I looked over my shoulder and smiled the most insincere fucking smile I could manage. “So sorry. Am I keeping you from your hair appointment?”

			Her derisive return snort made my day.

			The cashier dug the wipes out from under the counter, scanned them and the candy bar, and then gave me my new total. I paid the girl and grabbed my bags, then walked as fast as I could to the doors. I thought I caught a glimpse of a green jacket a little farther down and headed in that direction.

			It was like fifteen-year-old Ryan had climbed inside my skin and was driving me toward where Tess loaded her things into a shitty white Honda. I was surprised. I’d expected her to be driving some fancy Mercedes SUV by now.

			By the time adult Ryan realized what a crap-assed mistake this was, teenage Ryan had stopped just behind Tess. She slammed the trunk shut and turned to reach for Noah.

			That’s when she saw me. And took a step in front of Noah and reached into her purse. I was pretty sure I was about five seconds away from getting maced. I held up my hands, with grocery bags dangling from them, and gave her a half smile.

			“Hey, Tess.”

			Her hand froze and her eyebrows dipped down. For the first time, she looked straight into my eyes. I waited for the flicker of recognition. My heart thundered against my ribs. It was pretty obvious I’d made a huge mistake.

			“I, ah, got these. For you.” I moved the bags to one hand, reached into one and pulled out the wipes and candy bar. Noah immediately reached for the candy and pulled it from my hand. I barely noticed. Tess was looking at me, and I couldn’t look away. She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen when we were young, but now?

			Now she was the most beautiful woman on the planet.

			When she saw the wipes her lips turned down but her chin shot up. “We don’t need charity.”

			“It was just an excuse to talk to you. A dumb mistake obviously.” I shook my head. “Enjoy the candy bar, buddy,” I said to Noah. I allowed myself one last look at Tess. I guess seven years is long enough to forget someone who never really mattered much. That burn of not being good enough, one that I had put behind me until right this second, filled my chest. “Good to see you again, Tess.”

			Then I turned and started to walk away.

			“Ryan?” Her voice was so low that I thought I imagined it. “Ryan.” Louder now and impossible to resist, I stopped. “It is you, isn’t it?” Her voice shook, but still I didn’t turn around. From the moment I saw her in that line, I hadn’t been thinking straight.

			What had I expected when I came over?

			That she would be glad to see me? That she might tell me she was sorry she stopped calling me without any kind of explanation as to why? What kind of asshole was I to hold on to a broken heart for so long?

			She told me a week before she left that her father had money, and even though she never really knew him growing up, he had promised her the best education and a real house in a nice neighborhood and a private school.

			That if she lived with him she could really be someone, go places, do things. Things that didn’t include me, apparently. She hadn’t said as much, but I could see it written all over her face—Tess wanted out of her trailer-park life more than she wanted me, and this was her ticket.

			Despite her promises.

			I didn’t ever tell her that I was afraid I was going to lose her. And then I did. For seven years I wondered if she had done all the things she’d wanted to.

			I had the chance to ask her now, but it didn’t even seem important. Resentment burned in my gut as I finished crossing the distance to my truck without looking back and threw my bags into the bed. I knew she was still watching me, because I could feel her gaze like a physical touch.

			I jammed the key in the ignition and lowered the window as soon as it started.

			Don’t look back.

			And then I heard it.

			Ticktickticktick.

			I knew that sound. Someone’s starter was shot. The back of my neck prickled. No way. But I knew the sound had to be coming from the white Honda. Because that was my fucking luck today.

			Ticktickticktick.

			Tess could crank the key all she wanted, but there was no way in hell the car was going to start. I banged my head on the steering wheel. What kind of fucked-up universe does something like this?

			I could just drive away. She could call whomever she had in her life now and I wouldn’t have to get my hands dirty again. Except I already knew what I was going to do. I turned my key and the engine went quiet.

			There was a damsel in distress, and me, I was the fucking knight in shining armor.
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			I was shaking so badly I didn’t know if it was my car or my hands giving me the problem.

			I could have handled running into anyone from my past except for him. Anyone but Ryan in a discount grocery store. I still hadn’t reconciled the fact that he had been standing close enough to touch only a few minutes ago. Close enough to see the hurt in his eyes when I didn’t recognize him.

			It wasn’t my fault. Not really. He’d changed so much from the scrawny kid I grew up with in that run-down trailer park. His shoulders were broad and the T-shirt he had on stretched taut over muscles that had not been there before. The angles of his chin were covered in a shadow of stubble and his dirty-blond hair curled out from under his ball cap.

			I thought he was just some guy being a guy. It wasn’t until he lifted his chin up enough and I could see his deep brown eyes that the flicker of recognition shook me to the bone.

			I would have known it was him in an instant if I’d gotten more than three hours of sleep last night. When he stood right in front of me, close enough that I could see the flecks of green and gold mixed in with the deep chocolate color, I remembered.

			And it felt like someone kicked me in the gut.

			It had been seven years, yet it felt like only yesterday now. As I stared into the eyes of the first boy I loved, the one I had planned my forever with, the pain of leaving him in that godforsaken trailer park for what I’d thought was the faraway castle that held all my dreams shot straight into my heart. It hadn’t been my choice, not really; when my father had come for me, I wasn’t in a place to say no. But I’d be lying if I said a small part of me hadn’t been excited to see what was waiting outside the tiny trailer park where I’d lived with Gran—I would miss Ryan, but nothing would really change, and I’d finally live the life I’d always dreamed of.

			What a fucking joke.

			By the time I realized all that, it was too late. Years had passed and I’d given up the best thing in my life pursuing my father’s dreams, never my own. And the irony was that it had been my father who had ruined my chances at that bright future. Everything was gone in a blink. College. Scholarships. Freedom.

			So of course life had to kick me when I was down and send the boy who made my fourteen-year-old heart race back into my life at its lowest point.

			I took a deep breath and focused on the situation at hand: getting the hell out of this parking lot.

			I turned the key. All I heard was a ticking sound. I tried again. The same.

			I’d just spent my last sixty on groceries, and I didn’t work again until Wednesday.

			I lowered my head to my crossed arms.

			Shit.

			One break. Why couldn’t I catch just one break?

			Tears burned my eyes.

			“Is the car broked again?” Noah asked innocently.

			I glanced in the rearview mirror and saw him with chocolate smeared all over his face. From the candy bar Ryan brought him because I didn’t even have enough for a goddamned piece of chocolate. The tears splashed free and streamed down my face.

			I had no one to call for help. No money to pay for a cab, and definitely no money to pay for more repairs. I took a ragged breath in. We lived about four blocks away. Could I walk it with the groceries and Noah?

			Before I could decide, someone tapped on the window.

			I looked over to see Ryan leaning down, peering in at me. I guess the universe hadn’t had its fill of screwing with me today. There was something in his eyes that looked too much like concern, so I quickly wiped my face and rolled down the window.

			Ryan leaned in and put his hand on my shoulder. It was bigger now, and warm, and for one second I basked in the feelings his touch ignited. I had the sudden urge to move my own hand up to cover his, but panic, exhaustion, desperation, and hopelessness kept my hands immobile in my lap. How long had it been since anyone had touched me?

			I tried to convince myself it was worth the sacrifice, but right at this moment, I wished more than anything I did have time for me, for my needs. At least for someone to lean on for thirty seconds.

			“Pop the hood, Tess,” Ryan said slowly. “I’ll take a look.”

			So I did, because Ryan always had a way of taking control of the situation, and he had only gotten better at it with time. It was just a few words, but they made me feel safe. Which made no sense at all, considering that he probably couldn’t care less about me anymore.

			Our past was in the past.

			He sauntered to the front of the car and flipped his cap around before pulling up the hood and ducking under it.

			Let it be a loose wire. 

			God, please let it be a loose wire, because after I pay Louisa I’ve got only enough left for gas and the electric bill this week.

			Ryan was back way too soon. “Just like I thought. Your starter is shot.”

			My stomach sank. I had no idea what that was, but it sounded like an expensive repair. “Is that something that costs a lot?”

			“Looking at over three hundred with labor, probably. If nothing else is wrong.”

			I crossed my arms over the steering wheel and dropped my head again. Three hundred dollars? Fresh tears burned the backs of my eyes. I could not get ahead. Every time I managed to eke out a tiny bit of savings, something happened and it was gone; the problems never stopped.

			My father’s words echoed in my head. Show me something worth looking at or I’ll make the hard decisions for you. How the hell was I supposed to pull things together when they kept falling apart?

			“Tess?” His voice had gone lower, more gravelly, and it was all I could do not to burst into ugly tears. Why now? Why here? Because yes, I had dreamed about seeing Ryan again one day. About what I’d say to him.

			None of this was part of that dream.

			I took a wobbly breath in and blinked a few times.

			“It’s fine,” I said hoarsely. “I’ll just call a cab and a tow truck.” I tried to smile, but my lips trembled. My gaze skirted past his. I could do neither, not without money. But he didn’t need to know that.

			I needed him to walk away.

			Right now.

			“I can get a starter for about fifty bucks,” he said. “And it would take me about an hour to put it in. Save you some aggravation trying to find a place open on the weekend that can get you in fast. I could fix it in your own driveway if you want.”

			It took a moment for his words to sink in. Fifty dollars? If I pushed back the electric bill by a week, I could manage that. But why?

			He had to hate me, because I hated me too, for what I did. For letting him slip out of my life without much of an effort to hold on to him.

			I lifted my head. His gaze was steady and I saw no judgment in his eyes. “You’re a mechanic?” It would stand to reason. He was always very good with his hands. I dropped my gaze to them without meaning to, remembering . . .

			“Nope, I work construction.” His voice pulled my attention back to his face. “But I know my way around these older-model cars.”

			“Why?” I asked. “Why would you help me?” I met his eyes, defiant. I wouldn’t let anyone take pity on me, not even Ryan.

			“Jesus, Tess.” He took his cap off and scrubbed his fingers through his hair. It stuck up in all directions before he slid his hat back on. “You looked like you could use a break today. That’s all.”

			I’d spent years taking care of myself and prided myself on being independent. Cinderella I was not, but somehow Prince Charming had appeared in the parking lot of a discount grocery store on a Friday. In the form of Ryan. The last person I ever expected to see again.

			I wanted to tell him thanks but no thanks, because being this close to him made my chest ache, but I couldn’t. He was offering me a lifeline and I was adrift in the middle of the ocean. Something had to give soon, and I was pretty sure it was going to be my sanity.

			“You going to fix our car, mister?” Noah asked before I could answer. He kicked his feet into the back of my seat, and when I peered into the rearview mirror, I saw his messy face grinning back at me.

			Ryan chuckled. “Still waiting on the answer to that one.” He met my gaze and gave me this questioning lopsided grin that made my pulse leap. Why didn’t he hate me? It would be so much easier to turn down his invitation and pretend I never even ran into him. Because after years of wondering about the man he would turn into, he stood right there next to my car and I could not deny he had it all going for him.

			I swallowed and drew in a quick breath to steady the thumping in my chest.

			Think of Noah, I admonished myself. Was pushing Ryan away still going to feel good when we didn’t have a way to get around, or couldn’t make one of the bills piling up on our table? Was I really going to torture myself in the name of survival?

			“Yeah, he’s going to fix our car.” I could handle one afternoon of being around him. When he was done, he’d leave, and that would be it.

			Ryan smiled that stupid smile again. “Do you have Triple A?” he asked.

			I almost laughed. That was a luxury I couldn’t afford. Along with dozens of other things I once had but didn’t anymore. “No.”

			Something passed over his face. Some emotion that I couldn’t quite figure out. Working at the club made me pretty good at reading people, but I didn’t get that one.

			“I have a buddy with a tow truck who owes me a favor. Let me give him a call, and then I can take you guys home. That way I’ll know where to come by to fix it. If that’s okay?”

			I nodded and opened the door. He reached in to help me out of the car.

			His hand was warm and calloused, and I ignored the way my arm tingled from just a touch. It had been so long since I’d felt anything other than exhaustion that it took me a second to pull my hand away.

			God, how long had it been since . . . I shook my head. Too long. That had to be why my body was running hot. I took a shaky breath in and hoped he didn’t notice. As I got Noah and his seat from my car, Ryan grabbed the groceries from the trunk.

			“Leave the keys under the visor,” he said. “And if there’s anything valuable, you might want to grab it just in case. Not the best neighborhood.”

			I almost laughed again. Unless my Taylor Swift CD counted, I had nothing worth anything.

			“I’m good.” I tucked the keys where he said and then took Noah’s sticky hand. I followed Ryan across the parking lot to a black jacked-up truck that had to have cost a fortune. Obviously he’d done well for himself. It made me strangely happy that he had.

			Especially because it meant my father had been so wrong.

			Soon after I’d moved in with my dad, my father asked what Ryan’s plans for the future were. I didn’t have an answer, because Ryan still wasn’t sure. I knew he could do anything he set his mind to, but my father questioned how he would even afford college.

			The next time I saw Ryan I asked him. He didn’t know and I told him it was important to make a decision. High school wouldn’t last forever. I’d already taken on extra coursework to pad my transcripts, at my father’s urging. He said if I applied myself 100 percent, I could aim for the Ivy Leagues.

			That was something I never even dared to dream about.

			He encouraged me to join after-school clubs that would look good on an application. Community service. Student council. Before I knew it, my schedule was full. Something had to give and somehow, my father managed to convince me it was Ryan.

			The worse part about all of it was that he never expressly forbade me from seeing Ryan. The choice to move on with my life had been all mine when I got too busy with everything else in my new life. My father had convinced me that Ryan was not part of my future without ever saying those words.

			Seeing Ryan now, the confident, successful man standing in front of me, made me strangely proud of him. My father was so wrong.

			But then, he’d been wrong about a lot of things. And I was the one paying the price.
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			I tried to get the car seat buckled in the middle of the bench seat in my truck, but holy shit—some engineer must be laughing his head off somewhere at all the idiots trying to work these things. Straps and buckles and nothing made any sense.

			Finally with a little sigh of frustration, Tess pushed my hands aside and pulled the seat belt around it and clicked the belt shut. Oh. That didn’t make me feel dumb at all.

			I tried to ignore the way she smelled like strawberries when she leaned in close. Or how every nerve pulled tight when her fingers brushed over mine.

			It was like all those years just disappeared. Being this close to her screwed up my head. I wanted to ask her so many damned questions that I practically choked on them, but I didn’t. That show of defiance when I told her that I could fix her car made me want to smile. That was my Tess. She’d been missing when I first approached her and it worried me, but it didn’t take long for the spark I remembered to come through.

			The girl who used to call me on my bullshit and, in the same breath, tell me that she loved me. God, how the hell was I supposed to reconcile that girl with the one sitting next to me now?

			She glanced over at me and I recognized the look of both hopelessness and sheer determination in her eyes. Seth had the same look when he got out of prison and couldn’t help his sister, Sara.

			He could have gone either way in the weeks that followed. He almost had despite the fact that both Avery and I tried to help him. When he went after his stepfather, I thought that was it. I thought I’d have to visit my best friend behind bars for the next ten to twenty.

			But Seth finally got a break from the shitfest that had been his life and now Sara was out of rehab and on her way to a real life, and Seth didn’t have those shadows in his eyes anymore. Because Avery gave enough of a shit to make him see he was worth it.

			Which has nothing to do with this situation, I reminded myself.

			“So where to?” I asked when she closed the door and pulled on her seat belt.

			Tess gave me directions to her home, and I was surprised to hear that it was only about a half mile from Granite Estates. Neither was in the best part of town. I wanted to ask, but it wasn’t really my business. I glanced over at Noah, who was sitting in the middle of the bench seat, singing the ABCs. Tess had her head resting on the glass, staring out the window. I turned the heat up as soon as the truck was warm enough.

			“Let me know if it gets too hot, ’kay?” I told her.

			She gave me a short nod in reply but didn’t turn her head away from the window. If Noah wasn’t sitting there, I’d be tempted to ask her what happened to her life. I assumed it had something to do with Noah. There wasn’t a ring on her finger, and the amount of groceries she’d bought would barely feed her and Noah, let alone someone else.

			It struck me that she hadn’t called anyone, or asked to borrow my cell. Because there wasn’t anyone at home to call?

			So she was doing this alone, as far as I could tell.

			Why did that make my heart rate speed up?

			“What’s that?” Noah asked, pointing to the toolbox I had wedged in front of the bench seat.

			“My tools. I build things.”

			“I build things too,” Noah said proudly. “I have a lot of blocks, and I make tall castles that my cars can go through. Do you have a lot of blocks too?”

			I chuckled. “Yeah, I guess I do. But I use nails and hammers and a saw to build houses.”

			His eyes got round. “Wow. I need a hammer and a saw too.”

			Tess chuckled. The sound raised goose bumps on my arms. Damn it. “Yeah, I don’t think so,” she said. Her gaze met mine for a second, then dropped.

			“But I could build us a real house, like in the picture we have,” Noah said.

			Tess’s face crumpled and she looked away. Her fingers curled into fists in her lap and I could see her shoulders rising and falling as she sucked in deep breaths.

			Shit. That haunted look was back. The one that made me want to pull her close and not let go. Tess had always had this confidence, this light around her that drew people like moths to a flame. It’s what caught my attention all those years ago.

			Even back then, I just knew she was going places. Not only because she was crazy smart but also because her determination didn’t leave room for anyone to doubt her ability.

			But I didn’t see any of that in the girl sitting in my truck.

			“Hey, buddy, maybe you can be my helper when I come back and fix your mom’s car tomorrow?” I asked, trying to distract him and Tess. From what I had no idea, but it was clear as day, something about a picture made her draw far inside herself.

			“Her name is Tess,” Noah said, puffing out his little chest. “And I can do that,” he said excitedly.

			I saw Tess relax her shoulders, and her fingers loosened in her lap. I wanted to tell him I already knew her name, had known it for a while, but it didn’t seem like the time.

			“Cool.” I reached over and ruffled his hair, then wondered why the hell I just did that. What the hell was I doing? Playing with fire, a voice in my head said. I ignored it.

			“This it?” I asked as we got close to Center Street.

			“Turn right here, then it’s the building on the left.” Tess straightened up and reached down to get her purse.

			I pulled the truck into a small parking lot. It looked like there were eight units, four on top and four on the bottom. The building could use some work and definitely some paint. I hoped she was in one of the top ones, since it was a little safer up there.

			“I’m that one. Three B.” She pointed at the end apartment, top floor, and I pulled into a spot with a tilted sign that read 3B in faded paint. Tess reached over and unbuckled Noah, then started to push the door open before I could pull the keys out of the ignition.

			“Hold on.” I turned off the truck and pulled the seat belt free, then jumped out and jogged around to her door. When I opened it, a bemused smile crossed her face.

			“Thank you.” She hopped out and then lifted Noah down. He immediately headed toward the steps that led up.

			I helped Tess collect her bags and the car seat, but kept it and the heavier bags to carry for her.

			She tilted her head and looked up at me. The gesture was so familiar that it took me a second to remember we weren’t teenagers anymore. This weird mixing of the past and present was fucking with my head.

			“I can carry those myself you know,” she said.

			“I know. I just need to feel useful.” I gave her a half smile and a shrug.

			Noah had reached the small balcony and waved down at us. “You coming, guys?” he yelled down.

			Tess shifted her bags and I thought she was going to ask for the ones I was holding, but with a resigned shrug of her shoulders she turned and started leading me up the stairs. I followed behind, trying to keep my eyes above the waist. And almost succeeded. I was an ass man, and damn, she had always had a nice one that seemed to have only improved.

			I shook my head.

			Not going there.

			Then what the hell are you doing carrying her groceries, dumb-ass?

			Hell if I knew.

			She stopped in front of the door and Noah dug into her purse. He pulled out the keys and struggled to push one into the lock.

			“I got it. I got it,” he muttered.

			I caught Tess’s gaze and chuckled. This kid was a hoot. I didn’t have a lot of experience with little kids, but he seemed damned smart for his age. Which made me wonder exactly how old he was and what the story was with him.

			She’d always wanted kids, but not until we were older and had that house with the blue door and pink roses all around the front. After she became a famous astronomer, of course.

			Looked like her dreams had changed.

			Finally Noah pushed the door open with a loud tada and ran inside. Tess stepped in, then turned, and I could literally see her wall go right back up.

			“I can leave these right here, if you want.” I got it. This was awkward for her too. What was she going to do, invite me in for coffee? Pretend the last seven years had never happened and ignore the kid in the room?

			Her cheeks turned red but she held my gaze. “That would probably be best, yeah. I wasn’t expecting anyone. It’s kind of a mess right now. Well, most of the time honestly, but Noah refused to pick up his toys before we left for the store, so it’s pretty bad.”

			I doubted there was even enough mess to worry about. After my mother walked out, my father barely found the energy to take the trash to the Dumpster. How many times did I throw out the dishes because they sat encrusted with food for so long, it was easier to throw them away?

			But I wasn’t going to be an ass and call her out on her obvious lie. “No problem, I should get going anyway so I can call my buddy and get your car back here.” I was going to see her tomorrow, so why the hell wouldn’t my feet move away now?

			“Hey, mister, you wanna see my blocks?” Noah asked from just inside.

			“Maybe next time, buddy. And hey, get a good night’s sleep tonight. Can’t have my helper too tired to help.”

			“I will!”

			“Oh, can I see your phone?” I asked her.

			Her eyes widened and I saw her fingers go tight around her bags.

			“I want you to have my number in case something comes up or maybe if you get a better offer.” Her choked-out laugh was worth it. It eased some of the strain around her eyes.

			“Noah, can you give Ryan my phone, please.”

			Hearing my name on her lips hadn’t gotten old yet. And that should have me running for the fucking hills like a madman. Instead, Noah brought me her phone and I programmed my number in. “I should be here around ten tomorrow, if that’s okay?”

			She nodded. “That sounds good. And . . .” She took a deep breath, as if the words hurt to get out. “And thank you, Ryan. For the ride and for fixing my car.”

			“I’m glad I was there to help you.” And I meant it. I actually never expected to see Tess again, but now that I had, I almost wished I hadn’t. Not like this.

			Not close enough to see how vulnerable and tired and determined she was.

			Because the girl I used to love needed help, and fuck me if I’d be able to walk away from that.
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			I would have bet a night’s pay that Ryan wouldn’t show up in the morning. I knew he hadn’t gotten my number, only given me his, so he’d be out nothing if he just didn’t come by. As awkward as yesterday had been, I still wouldn’t trade it for the world.

			I got to see Ryan.

			And it was obvious that seven years had not changed the way he made me feel. Which was what had me half hoping he didn’t show up this morning. I knew nothing about his life. Did he have someone at home? Someone like him surely would.

			Even when we were younger, running round the trailer park and getting into trouble, I knew there was something special about him. He was a good guy. Fair. Honest. I saw it whenever his friend Seth got into trouble, or when one of the smaller kids got picked on, or even the way he treated my grandma.

			We started out as friends, but somewhere around eighth grade I started to see him differently. I’d been so afraid that if he knew, it would change everything. Then one night, the summer before we started freshman year, he kissed me on my grandma’s porch and asked if I’d be his girlfriend.

			He was my first real friend. Then my boyfriend. Then he was my first first and I swore that it would be him forever. Looking back I can’t believe he let me go on and on about how many kids we’d have and the kind of house we’d have and even the color of our dog.

			Part of me ached to be that girl again. So full of hope.

			But now I had my life, and surely Ryan had his.

			I couldn’t help the stab of jealousy that flared to life picturing him in someone else’s arms. He wasn’t mine. I knew that the day I realized what a mistake I had made, but it still didn’t make it hurt less. I had loved him. Enough to take my chances and trust that we would be the ones that surpassed the odds. I trusted him to take care of me.

			My father had managed to change all that.

			And I broke that good heart.

			So I wouldn’t have blamed him a bit if he had just walked away like I’d done seven years ago, but instead he’d done exactly what he said he’d do. Around five yesterday, a tow truck pulled in and left my car right in front of the apartment.

			Trustworthy. Dependable. Things I’d always known about Ryan. Things that had not changed over the years.

			When the knock came at ten this morning, my heart was in my throat as I pulled open the door. Yesterday Noah wanted to go to the park first thing, so I threw on the only clean clothes I had and called it good. After an afternoon of doing laundry, I realized that all we had left to eat was a box of cereal and no milk.

			When I ran into Ryan at the grocery, I was definitely not looking my best.

			This morning I’d gotten up early, showered and blow-dried my hair, then used the straightener on it. I found my cutest top, a short-sleeved wispy blouse that had elastic at the waist and flattered my curves. It was supposed to get up to around seventy degrees today, so I opted for my favorite jeans even though they had a few faded spots.

			I even put on a tiny bit of makeup. Not as much as if I were going to work, but enough to accentuate my eyes. Ryan told me once he thought my eyes were beautiful. Not that I was using that information at all.

			After yesterday, when he saw me in my rattiest jeans and no makeup, I was determined to show him I could still clean up well. Maybe even make him notice me a little. Which was ridiculous, but it didn’t change anything.

			And still, I wanted to look good for him.

			My heart hammered in my chest when I answered the door. God, it was going to be one hundred shades of obvious that I got all made up for him. I wanted to run back into the bathroom and wash my face and pull my hair up, but it was too late.

			With a deep breath, I pulled open the door.

			“Hi.”

			He stood there smiling and I was lost in his eyes.

			“Can I come in?”

			Shit. I swung the door wide. “Yes. Come in.”

			Ryan stepped inside and I let the door close. The room immediately felt smaller. My skin tingled with awareness when he turned and his gaze lazily roamed down, then back up. “You look good. Maybe a little dressed up to change a starter . . .” He gave me that lopsided grin again and my cheeks turned even redder. Right. Car repairs.

			“I can change . . .”

			“No,” he said quickly. Now it was his turn to duck his head. “I mean, you’ll probably just be supervising and making sure Noah doesn’t get every inch of himself covered in grease, anyway.”

			“He’ll be out in a sec. He’s getting dressed. All by himself,” I emphasized as I rolled my eyes affectionately. “Something he’s been very adamant about lately, now that he’s almost four. Practically a man, you know.”

			Ryan chuckled and then we stood in awkward silence until I lifted an eyebrow and looked at the four to-go cups in his hand. “Are you expecting more help?”

			“Oh, right. I didn’t know what you took in your coffee . . .” His eyebrows dipped down. “Hell, I’m not even sure if you still drink coffee, but there is a black, a chai latte—whatever that is—a mocha, and a cappuccino. I also grabbed a raisin bagel, a couple of glazed doughnuts, and a cheese Danish.”

			“You brought us breakfast?” When was the last time anyone had done that? I thought back. Never. No one had ever brought me breakfast, much less several choices because he wasn’t sure what I liked.

			It was amazingly thoughtful.

			And totally unexpected.

			And totally something Ryan would do.

			I held his gaze a few seconds longer than I needed to. He smelled good, like minty soap and shampoo. He’d worn a dark red T-shirt and jeans and boots like yesterday and could have posed for some hunk-of-the-month calendar I’m sure.

			His baseball cap was already on backward and I knew his eyes would be a tantalizingly rich mix of brown and green because I had never forgotten them.

			“Yeah. Thought you guys might be hungry?” Ryan said, asking more than telling. “If you already ate, I’ll just set it on the counter for later.”

			I stared at the holder. There was over twenty dollars’ worth of coffee, not to mention the baked goods, and he did it because he didn’t know what I liked? I was at a loss. I’d been with Jason for a year at Brown and he never once brought me coffee.

			The little things, the small gestures: that’s what got me.

			I remembered how good Ryan was at those. Like he didn’t even have to think about it. Biology notes when I had the flu. A note in my locker when I got a B on a test. Flowers on our first official date.

			And after that night we had sex for the first time . . . I still had the necklace he gave me, the one with the crescent moon that said LOVE on it, tucked inside my jewelry box.

			“So . . .” He looked so uncomfortable standing there that I jolted out of my nostalgic thoughts and took the coffee and bag from him.

			“For the record, I love coffee, any kind as long as it’s hot. Noah adores doughnuts, not so much the coffee. It’s not really in vogue with the three-year-old set just now.” I smiled over my shoulder and set the bag on the secondhand coffee table I’d found at Goodwill. I knew I was babbling but I was still trying to process that Ryan had thought about me before he got here this morning. Having Ryan in my apartment should have felt weird, but it was strangely comfortable. He had yet to ask the questions I knew must be burning up his tongue. I took the coward’s way out and just stopped calling him. He deserved so much better than that now, but at the time . . . well, it was a different time in my life and I couldn’t go back.

			And this? This was just a couple of hours.

			“I hope you know what you’re in for. You might not get anything done with Noah helping, you know.”

			I grabbed the chai latte, something I would never order myself because of the cost, and took a sip. I might have moaned out loud because Ryan’s gaze snapped to my lips. I felt the now-familiar heat climbing up my cheeks.

			“Good choice,” I mumbled, trying to hide the embarrassment.

			Ryan smiled and started toward me. My heart leapt in my chest. “I let the girl at the coffee shop choose.” He stopped just in front of me and I almost choked on my mouthful of chai. Oh, my God, was he going to kiss me?

			Would I let him?

			Was it getting hot in here?

			Maybe it was just me.

			Just when I thought he might lean in, he reached around me and took the black coffee, then stepped back. “Figured this was a safe choice, but on the off chance you like your coffee plain, I don’t mind a good mocha.”

			“Ryan!” a chipper voice called out.

			I watched Noah as he came barreling out of the bathroom, and cringed. He had on a bright orange shirt with a dump truck printed on the front, and red checkered shorts and green socks and . . . his rain boots.

			“Whoa.” I heard Ryan chuckle.

			“Right?” I said with a laugh. But I could see the pride shining from Noah’s face when he came to a teetering stop in front of Ryan. Last night he’d talked about nothing but Ryan. He made sure his toolbox was ready right next to his bed and he even took a bath without a single complaint.

			And he actually slept all night. Ryan was like the toddler whisperer.

			“Hey, buddy. I brought doughnuts.” Ryan grabbed the bag and held it out. “Do you like doughnuts?”

			Noah’s eyes got so big I thought they might pop out of his head, and he nodded vigorously. Doughnuts were a treat. With every single penny going toward necessities, it wasn’t often I splurged, even for something so small. I didn’t want to have to say no the next time Noah asked.

			After Noah pulled out his doughnut, Ryan held the bag out for me. “Doughnut, Danish, or bagel.”

			It had been so long since I’d had a Danish that my mouth was already watering before I even took a bite. How pathetic was that? I took a big bite and, this time, managed to keep my moans to myself. But oh, my God was it so good.

			“We never get doughnuts,” Noah said. He grinned up at Ryan, his mouth covered in glaze. “Thank you.”

			“Well there’s another one if you think you can eat it.”

			“Wow, are you rich?” Noah said, reaching into the bag. “We can’t ’ford doughnuts no more.”

			The last of the Danish turned to dust in my mouth. My face felt like it was on fire. I washed down the Danish with a mouthful of chai and glanced at Ryan out of the corner of my eye. I’m sure he could tell by the apartment and my car that we weren’t rolling in it, but still.

			I waited for the look of triumph on his face. Something that said, Ha, not so successful now, are you?

			Instead, he shifted his feet and cleared his throat. “So, you ready to get to work, bud?”

			“Ready!” Noah grabbed his toolbox, a bright red plastic thing I found at the dollar store last year. It was cheaply made and the handle had broken off a week after he got it. But it was one of the few toys he had and he treasured that beat-up thing.

			Ryan held the door and Noah ducked under his arm like they did it all the time.

			I set down my cup and followed. Not that I’d be any help at all, but Ryan might need interference with Noah.

			“Thank you for breakfast,” I said as I moved past him.

			“Not a problem.” His timing was perfect because I felt his hot breath on my shoulder and almost tripped out the door. His hand shot out and took my elbow to steady me. Electricity zinged up my arm and I forgot how to breathe for a second.

			“Thanks,” I breathed out. I somehow made it down the stairs without falling on my face, even though I could feel him right there behind me. By the time I got to the ground, I was covered in goose bumps.

			I unlocked the car and pulled the hood release while he jogged over to grab a bag and a toolbox out of the back of his truck. He set everything down and lifted the hood.

			“Whoa,” Noah said, leaning his body half inside the engine compartment.

			“Pretty cool, huh?” Ryan asked. He kneeled down and lifted things out of the bag. A smallish square box. Several even smaller boxes. “So what we need to do first is take out the old starter . . .”

			I watched as he opened his toolbox and took out . . . something. I knew what a hammer looked like but that was about it. The things he was taking out . . . I had no idea what they were. Ryan lifted Noah and stood him on the bumper. I moved in behind him just in case he fell, and found myself right next to Ryan.

			There wasn’t a lot of room under the hood of a Honda.

			So there we were, three heads hovering over the engine of my car on a Saturday morning, fixing the starter. Ryan let Noah hold the tools and the new starter, and Noah did everything Ryan asked. It probably took Ryan twice as long because Noah kept pointing and asking questions. Ryan opened the smaller boxes to reveal four small bulblike things.

			He handed them to Noah, who clutched them in his hands like they were prized M&M’s. One by one, an old one was pulled from somewhere and a new one put in. It took me until the third one to notice he wasn’t working around where he’d been before.

			“What are those?” I asked.

			“Spark plugs. I noticed that yours were pretty rough-looking. Might as well replace them while I’m here, right?” He ducked his head farther under the hood.

			“How much do they cost?” My tone sounded sharper than intended, but I’d already pulled fifty from the teapot above the fridge. It was like removing a limb to take money from my bill money, it was one thing I had to keep on top of, but I had to do it. A couple more dollars I could do, but anything more . . .

			“Don’t worry about it. They practically give ’em away. There, all set.” He stood up and grabbed the rag off the bumper.

			I lifted Noah and set him down on the ground. He had more grease on him than Ryan did. When Ryan handed him the rag, Noah took it and wiped his hands just like Ryan had. A pang shot through my chest. They had the same dirty-blond hair. God, they could be father and son to anyone looking.

			The thought nearly knocked me on my ass.

			What the hell?

			I reached into my jeans and pulled out the cash. “Fifty, right?” Handing it to Ryan felt awkward, especially given the business I was in, but I swallowed against the feeling. He fixed my car. That was all.

			That’s all it would ever be.

			And after today, I’d probably never see him again.

			My chest ached at the thought. Even though I knew we had our chance and I blew it, I couldn’t help but wonder what would have happened if I’d ignored my father and called Ryan anyway. Would we still be together? Would I have been able to weather all the shit that happened better if he’d been by my side? Ryan would never have walked out like Jason, my college boyfriend, did when he found out about Noah.

			I mentally shook my head.

			It didn’t matter now.

			But Ryan inadvertently gave me a sneak peek at how it should have been for Noah. Seeing them together, doing things that a father and son would do, hit closer to home than I wanted to admit. Guilt that wasn’t mine to bear burned in my stomach.

			He should have had a much different life.

			“Time to wash up,” I told Noah. My voice cracked and the smile plastered on my face shook. I hoped that Ryan didn’t notice.

			Noah started whining immediately.

			“I’m gonna go get cleaned up too. You were a great helper today, Noah. Thank you.” Ryan took a few steps and held out his hand. Noah took it and they shook. The image blurred and I turned my back on them. No man had been this nice to Noah before. I could see how much it meant to him too. His smile was huge.

			“Thank you again,” I managed to get out. His gaze was on me. I felt it. But I didn’t look up. Couldn’t. I was back on the ledge again and afraid I was getting ready to tumble over.

			“Listen, Tess . . .” Ryan started to say.

			I panicked and pretended I didn’t hear him. I couldn’t do this now. I felt too raw to explain everything that had happened, who Noah really was, why I was living in this dump. Ryan probably assumed Noah was my son, just like everyone else, and that was okay.

			It also prevented a lot of unnecessary come-ons. A woman with a kid tended to scare away a lot of guys. It certainly had made Jason run the other way. I couldn’t deal with letting someone in only to watch him bolt when things got hard.

			Not that Ryan was a possibility. I was the one who let him fade out of my new life. Out of everyone, he deserved an explanation the most, but I just couldn’t do it. Not today. Maybe never. Because telling him the truth would be admitting that I was weak. That I put a future my father dangled like a carrot higher than us.

			“Thank you. Again,” I said too fast as I ushered Noah toward the steps. I glanced over my shoulder. Ryan was still standing there. I lifted my hand and sort of half waved, then did my best to focus on the steps. One by one I made it up the stairs. My stomach ached. I wasn’t going to see him again.

			“Goodbye, Tess,” I heard him say.

			“’Bye, Ryan,” I replied softly. But I was turned away, so he couldn’t hear the break in my voice as I said the words that had separated us all those years ago.
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			“They aren’t half bad,” I said to Shari.

			Shari and I met Seth and Avery at the park Sunday afternoon, and somehow Shari worked her magic and we got center-stage seats though there was no assigned seating. I’m sure it helped when she name-dropped her father’s record company name.

			“They have a new kind of sound without being over the top.” She pulled out her phone and recorded some of the set.

			I glanced over at Seth and saw he had his arm around Avery’s shoulders and she leaned into him, her hand on his thigh. They were connected even though both of them were intent on the music. Every once in a while, Seth would brush his fingers over her hair, or along her neck, and she would look over at him and smile.

			Yeah, I admit, love worked . . . for other people.

			I looked at Shari. She was a hell of a lot of fun and had a wicked sense of humor. After graduation she’d cut her hair about shoulder length and colored over the red streaks. Now it was a warm brown color that reminded me of caramel and almost matched her eyes perfectly. She did it all to look more professional. Now that she was interning three days a week at some fancy interior-decorating place for people with too much money, she had to play the part.

			She glanced over and caught me staring and winked at me. I grinned back. It was easy with her. Sex. No expectations. No demands for more. I knew she was fooling around, and so was I. We were perfect for each other. We fit, right at this moment. Down the road, we both knew this wasn’t long-term.

			“They aren’t too bad,” Avery said.

			Shari shrugged as if it were no big deal. A few more bands had cycled through, but none earned being recorded. Shari twirled her hair around a finger, a sign that she was getting bored.

			“You done?” I asked.

			“God, yes. That last band almost made my ears bleed.”

			They hadn’t been that bad, but the guitarist needed to lay off the wannabe Hendrix riffs.

			I leaned forward to see Seth past where Avery sat. “You guys ready to go too?”

			We began to head out, and I put my hand on Shari’s back as we made our way out of the crowd. There had to be three hundred people in front of the pavilion now.

			“I’m going to grab a drink. Anyone want anything?” I gestured to the area where a bunch of vendors had set up off to the side.

			“I don’t think they have screaming orgasms here, so I guess I’ll just wait until later,” Shari said, grinning over at me. That’s what she’d been drinking the night we met—and that’s what she’d been having later that evening too. And apparently what she planned on having tonight.

			Fine by me.

			I laughed. “You guys go ahead, I’ll catch up.” I jogged over to stand in the shortest line, one that was selling tortilla chips dripping in fake yellow cheese and corn dogs on a stick. When it was my turn I asked for a root beer.

			It didn’t take long to catch up with the group. Avery eyed my drink and wrinkled her nose. “That’s all corn syrup and artificial shit, you know.” She turned to Seth for support, and he nodded his agreement. I almost smacked Seth on the spot—if this kept up, Avery would be scheduling him for monthly pedicures and eyebrow waxes.

			I took a long drink and then made an exaggerated ah noise. “And don’t those fake flavors taste good.”

			Shari laughed and swatted at my arm. “Ryan, don’t tease her!” I grinned and was just about to lean in and ask if she’d like a taste when I heard my name. With all the people in the park, there were probably a dozen Ryans, so I only half glanced around.

			“Hey, Ryan!” I heard again, and saw Noah barreling across the playground toward me. I couldn’t help but grin at the way he pumped his arms as he ran. When he stopped in front of us, he held out his fist. I chuckled this time. When I was working on Tess’s car, we came up with this manly handshake.

			I bumped fists with him and then we both opened our hands and said, “Pswwww.”

			Someone cleared his throat behind me and when I looked over my shoulder, I had three very curious glances on me. “Guys, this is Noah. He’s . . .”

			“Noah,” I heard a breathless voice say. “Don’t ever run away like that again. You scared me to death . . .” Tess looked up and the rest of the words froze on her tongue when she met my stare. “Oh, hi.”

			“Hey.” I couldn’t help but notice how long her tan legs looked in the tiny pair of cutoff shorts. Her hair was piled high on her head and there was a pencil sticking out of it. “How’s the car running?”

			She smiled. “Perfect. Better than it has in a while.”

			“Let me know if it starts acting up again.”

			She looked down at Noah, then smiled up at me from under her eyelashes. “I will.”

			“So, who’s your friend?” Seth asked, coming to stand beside me. I’d forgotten that they were all waiting for me. Shit. I hadn’t told him about fixing Tess’s car, or even that I ran into her, because even though we all played together growing up, he’d never really been a fan of hers, especially when Tess and I started dating and he became the odd man out. Then he pretty much hated her after she’d ripped my heart out.

			Tess’s gaze darted from me to Seth. I saw the second she recognized him with a brief flash of panic before she lifted her chin.

			I scratched the back of my neck. This was about to go downhill fast. “Uh, you remember Tess?”

			I felt Seth stiffen next to me. “Are you fucking kidding me right now?” he snapped. He sent a glare her way, then one at me.

			“Seth,” Avery gasped, nudging him in the side. “There’s a little kid present. Language.”

			Red tinged Tess’s cheeks and she reached for Noah’s hand.

			“We should get back to the playground,” she said, not really looking at anyone.

			Seth crossed his arms over his chest. He lifted one eyebrow and I knew, just knew, he was going to be a jackass before he opened his mouth.

			“Nice to see that taking your daddy’s offer paid off exactly like you planned, Tess. Makes everything worth it, doesn’t it? The whole coldhearted bitch thing.”

			Avery gasped, and Tess turned ten shades of red.

			Seth had no right talking to her like that and I rounded on him, getting right in his face. “Hey, man, cool it. That was an asshole thing to say.”

			“You’ve been seeing her again?” he demanded. “When the hell were you going to share that, Ry? Christ, I thought you learned your lesson the first time.”

			I clenched my fingers into fists. Tess and I weren’t anything anymore and he needed to back off and stop acting like an ass.

			“Ryan, drop it,” I heard Tess say faintly. “It’s fine. I need to get back to our table anyway. I’ll . . . I’ll see you around. Or not . . .” She murmured a goodbye before she pulled a very confused-looking Noah away from us.

			I loved Seth like a brother, but right now I seriously wanted to punch him. “What the fuck was that?” I growled.

			Seth shrugged. “What, it’s the truth. She had an offer for a better life and took it the first chance she had. Now look at her, saddled with a kid at twenty-one. You have to admit that’s some fucking fine irony right there.”

			I got it. Seth didn’t like Tess, but to be a dick like that. Not cool. I knew he’d never apologize, but someone needed to. I started after her when he grabbed my arm.

			“Seriously? You’re going after her? Why?” he demanded.

			“Maybe you should let Ryan handle this himself,” Avery said to him, putting a restraining hand on Seth’s wrist.

			Seth snorted. “Where Tess was concerned, he never thought straight. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you saw her. Don’t go back there, man. She screwed you up big-time. How long was it before you actually admitted that she wasn’t going to call, half a year? You don’t need that again.”

			There was too much truth in those words to ignore and a slash of pain hit my chest. That fall after Tess stopped calling, my mom left. It was a fucked-up sophomore year, one that pretty much made me reevaluate everything I thought I knew. But Seth had been an ass and Tess deserved an apology. If not from him, then from me.

			With a sigh Seth let go of my arm. “But sure, be a moron. Go ahead and make another huge mistake. Then I’ll just get to say I told you so.”

			Seth stormed away, and Avery stood there biting her lip. “Look, he doesn’t mean to be an ass. He just cares about you.”

			“Well, Tess should get an apology from someone. No one deserves to be treated like that, no matter what they did seven years ago,” I said.

			“Oh, Seth is going to get an earful about his manners, believe me,” Avery replied with a glare.

			“So . . . should I ride back with them?” Shari asked. “So you can go find her?”

			I forgot she was even standing there. Fuck. I yanked my ball cap off and drove my fingers through my hair. I glanced in the direction Tess had taken, but the crowd of people had eaten her up already. I could go after her—hell, I knew where she lived—

			I shook my head. What the actual fuck was I doing?

			I knew it was more than just apologizing for Seth. That look in Tess’s eyes when Seth went off about brought me to my knees, and all I wanted to do was protect her. Take care of her.

			But then what? It didn’t change anything.

			I was still the same guy as I was three days ago, before I even ran into Tess.

			I sighed. My stomach felt twisted up in knots, but I reached out and took Shari’s hand. I knew what the score was with her. Uncomplicated. That’s all I wanted. It’s what Shari wanted. Casual I could do. Getting involved in any way with Tess would be a huge mistake. We had too much history. Seth was right about one thing: I didn’t need to go back there.

			I couldn’t give her what the younger me could have. Not now. It just wasn’t in my DNA.

			I didn’t want anything more, and Avery was right. I needed to stop whatever I thought I was doing before I hurt someone who didn’t deserve it. Mainly Noah.

			“No. Let’s go.” I pulled her away from the playground, toward the parking lot.

			Shari didn’t say anything, but I could see the way she side-eyed me. “You still coming over tonight?” she asked. She’d hinted at a screaming orgasm earlier. I ignored the pang of guilt in my gut and nodded.

			That was the only thing I was capable of.
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			I tucked Noah into his car seat, thinking of all the things I’d wanted to hurl back at Seth but hadn’t. Instead, I’d run like the loser I was.

			I should have stood up for myself, for Noah too, but seeing Ryan there with a beautiful woman who clearly had it together threw me for a huge loop.

			They looked like they belonged together. I saw the way he took her hand after Noah and I had gone back to the table where I’d left my books. They walked toward the exit hand in hand, heads bent together.

			They didn’t belong together; they were together.

			He’d fixed my car only because that’s who Ryan was. At least now I knew and could stop playing the what-if game that had been on loop inside my head since Friday when he walked me to my door and something seemed to spark to life between us. It was all in my head apparently.

			Except my brain didn’t get the memo and my dreams were filled with Ryan. Every time, we would be living in our house with the blue door when that girl would come waltzing in and take his hand and they would walk out together. He’d never say a single word to me as he left.

			I didn’t need a shrink to see the significance of that dream.

			It wasn’t until the following Wednesday night, when I was mixing drinks for the guys who came to see the girls stripping onstage, that something clicked. I had nothing to be ashamed of. I had a plan, and circumstances changed. I would have done anything to protect Noah and would keep doing it. I didn’t give a shit what anyone thought.

			“Hope that glare isn’t for me,” Eve said. “You are shooting some serious daggers, girl.” She was one of the waitresses who skillfully moved through a sea of roving hands to deliver longnecks and cocktails.

			“Sorry.” I turned my attention back to the bottles in front of me. I wasn’t really friends with any of the other girls. I tried to keep this job and my life as separate as possible.

			Eve leaned back against the bar, her elbows resting on the gleaming wood. “Let me guess. A man?”

			I lifted the glass I was holding and tilted it toward her.

			“If you ask me, anything that has a dick is a dick. That’s why I don’t do men.” She grinned at me and it took a minute to get what she was saying. When my eyes widened she laughed. “Yep, I like my men with a little more curves and a lot less stick.”

			Wow. I’d been working there a little over a year and I had no idea.

			It wasn’t any surprise I didn’t know, except I assumed anyone working in a strip club liked guys. Not really sure why I thought that, though, now that I knew. It’s not like the girls even used their real names here, me included. My name was Darla between the hours of five and one.

			Everyone had a life outside these walls that we didn’t talk about.

			I glanced at Eve from under my eyelashes. She really was stunning. Her caramel-colored skin practically glowed under the dim lights, and she had the longest black hair, which brushed over her back when she walked. She rocked the tiny shorts and bustier the waitresses had to wear, and more than one guy turned his attention from the stage when she was nearby.

			“You thinkin’ about switching teams, sugar?” Eve purred. When I caught her eye she winked. Oh. Oh.

			I could feel the heat climbing up my face. “No,” I stammered.

			I felt her gaze run down over me. I didn’t have to wear the tiny shorts, but the black leather pants sat low on my hips and I did have on the requisite bustier. My makeup was heavier and my eyes smokier than normal. And Glen, the club owner, insisted I wear my hair in two pigtails, and it felt ridiculous every time I did it, but he was the boss and I needed the job.

			“A shame,” she said. “Let me know if you ever get curious.” Then she stacked her drinks on a tray and sauntered away.

			Some kind of planet had to be in some kind of retrograde because this week was off the charts. First Ryan, then that ass Seth, and now Eve. Up, down, up. Which meant down was next. Perfect.

			I’d had about enough down to last awhile.

			Fully done with my pity party for one, I got to work on the next order. The hours flew by and suddenly it was time to clean up. I tidied as I went, so there was never much to do except carry the tray of dirty glasses back to the kitchen.

			Then I could put down my towel, grab my purse, and go home.

			I reached under the counter and grabbed my envelope. I got to keep my tips from the bar, and the girls all gave me 10 percent of their tips. Tonight had been slow but steady, which meant I should have about one-fifty. Enough to catch up the electric bill that I had to postpone because of my car.

			Thinking about my car had me thinking about Ryan. I needed to stop doing that. I was a capable independent woman who could take care of herself. And yes, maybe I was a bit lonely for company, but I had lots of options if I really wanted to. Men were everywhere at work.

			A few regulars slipped me their numbers every once in a while. The logistics would be tricky—I would never take a guy back to the apartment, not with Noah there, but what did that leave? His place or a hotel room? That just wasn’t me.

			So for over a year, it had just been me and a lot of batteries.

			Not that Ryan was even an option. I had burned that bridge years ago, unfortunately. Because damn, he had grown into one fine-looking man. Not that looks were the end all. I could tell he hadn’t changed much from the boy I knew. He was still easygoing; he didn’t tell me to go straight to hell when he saw me. He was generous: who else would have fixed my car for practically nothing? And he was nice to Noah. Not once did I see Ryan look at Noah like he was a nuisance. Even after a couple of hours of Noah “helping” under the hood.

			The questions in his eyes when we were done were what stayed with me. He never asked, but I wanted to tell him so badly. No one really cared to know, because everyone thought the same thing. No one knew what I gave up to keep Noah with me.

			The looks. The assumptions. Most negative. Some kind in a comrade sense.

			I just wished that one person knew the truth.

			And the fact that I wanted to tell it all to Ryan threw me. I walked away to be so much more and yet wanted him to know about my lowest point? Why would I want to open up to him of all people?

			Physical attraction.

			That was feasible.

			He reminded me of what I was missing. That’s all. His touch did things I hadn’t felt in a while. And the fact that I knew what his mouth felt like, even if it had been seven years, only made me wonder if it had changed.

			Natural curiosity.

			Healthy curiosity.

			Curiosity killed that damned cat.

			God, I hoped I wasn’t the cat.

			These were the thoughts that ran through my head as I walked to my car. I waved to Jesse, the big brute bouncer who made sure we all got out safely, and made the ten-minute drive home. Louisa slipped out after I gave her a check for seventy-five dollars for looking after Noah for this week. I liked to prepay her so that I knew it was taken care of.

			I knew how lucky I was that I had found her. Not only did Noah like her, but I trusted her and she charged me half of what anyone else would cost, especially this late into the night or morning as it were. I’m awake anyway, and I know how hard it is. I’d love to help.

			Without her, I’d never be able to keep on top of everything.

			After a quick check on Noah, I went into the bathroom and turned on the shower. Pulling the elastic bands out of my hair always made me sigh in relief. I loved washing off work and settling into my favorite worn pajama pants and a tank top.

			It took me about an hour to wind down on the nights I worked, so I grabbed one of my textbooks and a snack and settled on the couch with my laptop. I had a paper due tomorrow in English, and I was almost done proofreading it.

			It had taken me two years to finish my sophomore year of college. The first year after I moved back to take care of Noah was still a blur. I did nothing but panic a lot and cry. Sink or swim when it comes to a one-and-a-half-year-old. That’s when my father had threatened me with losing Noah.

			So I enrolled in an online course through the local community college and got a job working nights. Two years later and I was only a class away from my AS degree in business. Once upon a time, I dreamed of being an astronomer. Reality set in after I got guardianship of Noah. Business was much more practical and would make it easier to find a job after I graduated. I did use my electives to take astronomy classes, though.

			I hit Send on the assignment and powered down my laptop. Once the grade posted and the semester ended next week, I’d be done and somehow managed to keep a 3.99 average the whole time.

			Noah would be ready for preschool this fall, which would make taking on-campus college courses easier. I knew there were already programs to help with the cost of child care, but I hadn’t used any yet. I wanted to make sure that Noah had adjusted to all the change in his young life before I thrust him into another new situation.

			And selfishly, I loved spending my days with him before I went to work, even if it meant late nights of studying. Plus, if we had to move again, if I got accepted into a program at whatever university would take me, I didn’t want to have to pull him away from any new friends he might make.

			Provided I got into one. All I had to do was figure out where I could go to finish my BA while still working somewhere that paid decently.

			It was a lot, and it might even take me four more years, but I was going to succeed.

			I had to start applying to in-state schools soon, and as a last resort, a few out of state just in case. Tuition would be a lot more than if I stayed in North Carolina, where I was a resident, so I was really hoping I got lucky and could stay.

			It didn’t even matter which school, as long as they had a bachelor’s program for business management, which most did.

			After tucking my books back into my bag, I pushed the light switch and headed down the hallway in the dark. This place wasn’t much and we didn’t have much, but this was all me. Somehow I’d managed to survive the past two years.

			And I’d make it through the next five, the next ten—because failing wasn’t an option.

			I wasn’t the same girl I was before all this. I was stronger. More determined. Nothing—and no one—was going to make me apologize for any of it.

			Damn anyone who tried.
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			“So why didn’t you tell me that you’d run into Tess?” Seth asked, trying way too hard to be casual. He’d apologized for Sunday when he got there, but I knew that the only reason he did was because Avery put him up to it.

			It was Wednesday night and we were tinkering under the hood of his truck. He kept it at his old trailer—well, it was really his now, even though he stayed with Avery most nights. Seth’s stepfather never actually put the thing in his name, so it was deeded to Seth’s mom, who had died years earlier. As the eldest child, it went to him. He rarely even went inside. There were way too many bad memories there for him to deal with.

			“Didn’t seem like a big deal,” I said, making my tone equally neutral as I reached for a wrench. “Saw her, gave her a ride, then fixed her starter, then said see ya.”

			I really didn’t expect to see her again. The park was a fluke. That we were both there on Sunday.

			“She tell you what the deal was with the kid?”

			The way he said it, so condescending and judgmental, made anger flare in my gut. Seth was normally the last guy to pass judgment on anyone’s choices. “His name is Noah,” I ground out.

			“Whoa. Hold the fucking fort. Why the hell are you getting all defensive? You met the kid, like, once. All I was asking was did she tell you anything?”

			I stood up and tossed the wrench into my toolbox. We’d barely spoken since his dickheadedness at the park, and when he came over looking for help with his truck, I thought it was a peace offering. Clearly not so much. “Yeah, man. Right between the starter and spark plug she spilled her guts and told me her entire fucking life story.”

			“Jesus, Ry, chill out. What the hell is up with you?”

			I pushed back from the truck and walked over to the front steps of Seth’s trailer. He had a cooler of beer next to them, so I grabbed one. I couldn’t answer him because I didn’t have a clue. Seeing Tess had scrambled things in my head.

			Color me twenty shades of surprised when the first thing I felt was attraction to her, not anger. Maybe I just hadn’t reconciled the woman she was now with the girl who broke my heart. My brain hadn’t quite caught up yet.

			When it did, I could stop thinking about her.

			“I saw the way you were looking at her,” he said, coming over to sit. He wiped the grease off his hands and tossed the towel on the ground. “Didn’t look like much has changed.”

			“For fuck’s sake, Seth, what’s your problem?” I didn’t know why he was pushing it so far. Even if I did decide that I was going to see her again, it wasn’t up to him. He might be my best friend, but he’d done a lot of shit I told him not to do.

			“I was there after she left. If you don’t remember how destructive you got, then I’ll be happy to remind you.” And he would list every single thing I did in those weeks after too.

			“She’s not fucking Melissa, okay? She wasn’t using me for anything,” I ground out. I knew it was dirty to bring up the pretty little rich girl who’d broken Seth’s heart when we were younger, but dude was pushing all the wrong buttons. “When she left I was hurt, pissed off even, but we were kids. Her grandmother got sick and her father stepped up. She had opportunities that she never would have stuck where we were. I don’t blame her for wanting something better.”

			Maybe that was the draw to her. I needed her to know that whatever happened back then was in the past. Seeing her again was my chance to really put it behind me. Closure or some bullshit like that.

			It had nothing to do with the emotions that flickered through her eyes when I stared at her lips too long, or the way her breath caught when we got too close to each other.

			It definitely had nothing to do with the urge to rediscover how she felt under my fingers, or how she tasted, or what sounds she made when she was on the verge of letting go.

			None of those things mattered.

			And I’ve got some beachfront property in Iowa to sell you too, my mind snorted.

			Seth reached over and grabbed a beer, then leaned back against the door. “I just don’t get how you’re not pissed at her. After what she did . . .”

			I shrugged. I didn’t have an answer for that because I knew I should be at least a little peeved at her still. Your first heartbreak is a big deal. “I’m not fifteen anymore. We all made mistakes. It was a long time ago.” Did Seth want everyone judging him by the shit he did when he was younger, or even more recently? I’d bet no.

			“She’s in your head already, isn’t she?” Seth asked. “Why?”

			It was a legit question. Seth had been the one who made sure I stayed out of trouble during those months after Tess walked. I wanted to break things. Do stupid shit to make me forget about her. He let me get it out of my system, but he also stayed right there making sure I didn’t get too stupid. Dangerous stupid. Juvie stupid.

			“I don’t know, man. When I saw her in the grocery, it was sort of the collide-with-a-train feeling. Then when I was helping her with the car and everything, there were times when . . .” I scrubbed my hand over my face.

			“When?” Seth prodded.

			“She looked so damned lost. Like she was a breath away from breaking into a million pieces.” I’d seen her crying before I knocked on the window of her car that day in the store parking lot. It tore me apart not to be able to reach in and pull her out, tell her everything was going to be okay, but as soon as she saw me there, she straightened her shoulders and gave me the I dare you to pity me look. She had a strength inside her that made me proud. Out of everything that had happened, she hadn’t lost that.

			Seth pointed his beer bottle at me. “Folks, we have a winner. Ding. Ding. Ding. That right there is the answer.”

			“Huh?”

			“You are a saver. You have a fucking hero complex the size of Texas. You take care of people without anyone even asking. Your dad. Me. Sara. It’s what you do. It’s who you are, man.” Satisfied with his Freudian analysis of me, Seth sat back and took a long draw off his beer.

			“And you are full of shit,” I said, even though I knew it was true. I had felt like a knight coming to the rescue of the princess when I walked across that parking lot on Friday. Fuck me.

			“So what you need to do is stay away from her. If you can’t see her being all ‘Save me, Ryan’ ”—he wiggled his fingers and pitched his voice to sound like a girl—“then you won’t feel the need to swoop in and take care of her. Problem solved.”

			“Didn’t realize there was a problem in the first place.” I finished my beer and tossed the empty bottle into the can by the door.

			Seth sighed. “Just promise me you won’t do anything stupid, okay? You got a good thing going on with your job and Shari. You said it yourself: you aren’t looking for a relationship. You got everything you want. Enjoy it, man. Why rock the boat?”

			I shook my head. “You’re so full of shit, man. Last week you were telling me to get serious about someone. Now you’re saying leave things the way they are. You need to decide which person you want me to be here.”

			Seth turned and looked me straight in the eye. “No, bro,” he said. “You do.”

			Why rock the boat?

			That was exactly what I was asking myself the following Saturday morning when I pulled up outside Tess’s apartment with a chai latte, a chocolate milk, and a bag that had three doughnuts and a Danish inside.

			I knew she was home because her white Honda was parked in the same spot as before.

			I could still drive away. There was no rule that said just because you drove to a girl’s house you had to knock on the door. Seth’s voice pounded in my head. Seriously, what the hell was I doing?

			Checking on her car. Any good mechanic always follows up. That’s the excuse I’d come up with earlier. Which was complete bullshit because most don’t even care if they fixed it right the first time. But before I could change my mind and restart my truck, the second-floor door opened and Noah bounded out and jumped down the steps, one at a time.

			He glanced over his shoulder and I waited, but Tess wasn’t behind him.

			He hit the sidewalk and ran over to Tess’s car, then pulled on the door handle in the back. I took the keys out of the ignition and pushed out of the truck. I couldn’t imagine Tess would just let him run around outside by himself, not after the look she had on her face at the park when she’d lost track of him for a minute.

			With the coffee and paper bag in hand, I sauntered across the parking lot.

			Noah was pulling on the handle harder now and trying to see into the car window. I looked around but there wasn’t anyone else in the parking lot. God, how long would it take some nut job to swipe a kid? Goose bumps sprang up on my arms.

			“Hey, buddy, whatcha looking for?” I asked, leaning an elbow against the roof.

			Noah looked up, his eyes wide with fear before he saw me. His face immediately lit up. “Hey, Ryan. I was just lookin’ for my red car. I lost it.” Now a frown turned his mouth down.

			“Maybe you should ask Tess to help you? Does she know you’re outside by yourself?” If I hadn’t come by this morning, Noah would have been out here alone. “Where is Tess anyway?”

			Noah ducked his head. “In the shower.”

			Yeah. I needed to get him upstairs in a hurry.

			“How about if I carry you and you carry breakfast?”

			His eyes lit up when he saw the brown paper bag. “’Kay.”

			He was squirmy and warm and smelled like soap and still had on his dinosaur pajamas and no shoes. It made me wonder again where his dad was.

			“So you know how to unlock the door, huh, buddy?” I wondered if Tess knew this.

			“In case of ’mergency,” he said importantly.

			I chuckled as we made it up the stairs and I was trying to figure out how to knock on the door with my hands full of coffee and a kid when it flew open. Tess slammed into my chest, then took a step back. Her eyes were wide and her gaze slashed from me to Noah.

			“Found him trying to get his toy out of the car,” I said.

			It may have sounded more like a croak, though, because Tess was standing there with wet hair clinging to her face in nothing but a towel. A not very big towel that barely covered the parts that counted. What was I doing there again? My mind was blank.

			Water droplets clung to her skin and glistened in the sunlight. I tried very hard not to swallow my tongue. Or lean over and lick them off. Jesus. I took a step back and exhaled.

			“Noah Riley Maxwell.” Her voice was high-pitched and it shook as she tried to keep it steady.

			Noah’s bottom lip shot out and started to tremble. “I couldn’t find my red car.”

			“You know you are never supposed to go outside without an adult. What if . . .” She took in a ragged breath and then shook her head. Fear had been shining out of her eyes, but now relief mixed in with it. “You need to go to your room for a time-out, and then we are going to talk about this.”

			I set him down, and he walked toward the back of the apartment with his head hanging down.

			He almost made it to the bedroom door when I whispered, “He has the bag of doughnuts I brought. There’s a Danish in it for you too. You don’t even have to get dressed either.”

			I grinned and let myself have one more thorough look. Temptation proved too much and I reached out and used my thumb to wipe off a stray drop of water from her collarbone. We both froze and surprise flickered across her face. I heard her breath catch in her throat and damned if it didn’t make my jeans too tight in the time it took me to exhale and step back.

			Her eyes went wide and her gaze darted from the coffee to my face and back. Then she seemed to remember that she was wearing nothing but a towel, because she squeaked and stumbled away toward the bedroom, clutching her towel tight.

			“I’ll be right back,” she mumbled, turning three shades of red.

			I stood there like an idiot holding the coffee and staring after her. What the hell was that? I didn’t mean to wipe that drop away, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. And I fucking carried Noah up the stairs with his arms wrapped around my neck.

			Warning bells should be ringing the fuck out of my head right now.

			Where were they?

			I set the coffee down on the table, clasped both hands behind my neck, and looked up at the ceiling. I should go. I should never have even come. It seemed like a good idea when I was getting dressed earlier, and once I thought about it, it was like there was a fire under my ass to get here.

			Now, my feet were stuck in quicksand.

			Shit.

			I heard a door open and Tess came out in a flowy tank top and her cutoff shorts. Her hair was still wet, but she’d brushed it. She also had the bag.

			“I confiscated it, but not before he ate two.” She shook her head. “Thank you. For bringing him back up. When I got out of the shower and couldn’t find him . . . God, he knows better. I showed him how to unlock the door only in case there was a fire or something. I never thought he’d just go outside.” Her hand started to shake, and I grabbed the chai latte from the holder and gave it to her.

			“I think he was headed right back up once he figured out the car door was locked,” I offered.

			“But what if . . . I mean, this neighborhood isn’t the best. God. Our old one was so much better. He could play outside. We had nice neighbors. Now, I don’t even like to let him play with me standing right next to him.” Her eyes started to glisten and she blinked rapidly. “We have to drive to the park so he can stand in line for the slide now. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be.”

			She said the last words under her breath and sank down onto the couch. And sank some more as the cushion gave way. That thing had to be as old as time, and it looked like it might have belonged in a tribute-to-the-sixties museum—all huge flowers in awful colors. Or maybe Tess was into that retro look?

			Her entire apartment, what little furniture there was, seemed to have been collected for its . . . age. A lot of things were. Her car. This place. Even the toolbox Noah had used to help me with the starter was a cheap plastic knockoff with a broken handle.

			I wanted to ask so badly it hurt.

			But I bit my tongue.

			Tess took a long drink of chai, then exhaled. When she looked up, there was less panic around her eyes. “Sorry. That just really freaked me out. So, since this really isn’t a destination hot spot, you can’t have just been in the neighborhood . . .”

			“I . . . ahhh . . . wanted to make sure your car was running okay.”

			A half smile turned her lips up on one corner. “Better than it has in a long time.”

			“Good.”

			And . . . I hadn’t quite thought through to this awkward part after I checked on her car. I didn’t want to leave her yet. I yanked my cap off and dragged my fingers through my hair.

			A smile danced over her lips. “You used to do that a lot when you were nervous.”

			I froze and her eyes went wide. The monkey in the room just danced across the high wire between us. I cleared my throat and shoved my cap back on. I should go now. Since I didn’t really know what the hell I was doing here in the first place, standing there saying nothing was just making it worse.

			“I, ahh . . .” I said.

			“So you . . .” she said at the same time.

			“Go ahead,” I said a little too quickly.

			Tess pushed herself up and moved a little closer to set her cup down and grab the bag that was on the coffee table. “So you said you work in construction?” Her gaze was interested and not censorious. It was hit or miss when people found out what I did.

			Shari seemed incredulous that this was what I wanted to do for the rest of my life. Working with my hands gave me the kind of satisfaction nothing else did. I created things. Fixed things. And yes, the irony was not lost on me.

			But I was good at it and had no plans to do anything else right off.

			“Yeah. I started helping my dad out a few years ago and it stuck. Guess I’m pretty good at it, because I stay busy.”

			“How are your parents? I remember they were always so nice to me.”

			Anger pooled in my gut. “My mother took off about a year after you did.” I didn’t mean it to sound so harsh, but any time my mother came up, I couldn’t stop the surge of raw fury that always followed.

			Her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, God, Ryan. I’m sorry. That must have been awful.”

			For the first time since I first saw her, the bitterness rose up. “Yeah, it sucked pretty bad.” I met and held her gaze until she looked away. Her cheeks were flushed and she fiddled with the edge of the paper bag. I knew she didn’t misinterpret the meaning.

			But it didn’t make me feel any better. In fact, when I heard her ragged inhale and saw her shoulders start to shake, I felt like a huge dick.

			“I really am sorry, Ryan,” she finally said. When she looked up, her eyes were shiny and damned if it didn’t sucker punch me right in the stomach. “If this me could go back and tell that me what an idiot I’d be, well”—she gave a hiccupy half laugh—“hindsight is twenty-twenty, right? We all have regrets. I’m sure.”

			What was she saying? That she regretted not trying harder to make things between us work before she gave up? My pulse leaped and thundered in my ears. Jesus, I couldn’t even imagine how things would have turned out if Tess had been there all along. If she’d been there when my mom left. If we had the future we always talked about.

			What if Noah had been ours?

			I almost stumbled back. What the fuck was I thinking?

			“Sorry. I think that Noah’s little escapade hit a little harder than I realized.” Tess stood up straighter, and I could see the determination in her smile. Yes, there was an edge of desperation there too, but that had been there since I saw her in line at the grocery.

			Life may have kicked her a few hundred times, but she hadn’t broken. Somehow she was making whatever had happened work and doing it all alone. And so I wanted to take that look of fatigue off her face, if only for a little while.

			And selfishly, I wanted to just be around her.

			“Not sure what your plans are today, but this house I’m working on right now has a killer backyard with one of those wood play sets. The owners aren’t back for a month, waiting on the renovations to be done. If you’re not doing anything, I could take you guys there. Noah could have it all to himself.”

			Her face lit up. “Would you show me what you do? I’d love to see that too.”

			My damned pulse stuttered again. No one had ever asked to see what I do. Not even Seth. Sure, he helped out one or two times in the early days, but I was a hell of a lot better at it now. My dad never showed up anymore. Shari would not be caught dead at a job site.

			That one little request hit harder than it should have.

			I cleared my throat. “Not much to see, really.”

			“Are you kidding me? You make things with your hands. Buildings and rooms and . . . oh, I don’t know . . . bookshelves or something.” Her hands were flying all over the place as she talked too fast. “I can’t even put together LEGOs. I would love to see it up close.”

			I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to kiss anyone as badly as I did Tess right that second.

			When I came over last Saturday morning to fix her car, and leaned close to her to get my coffee, the urge was almost too strong to resist. She’d smelled so damned good and looked even better, and I heard the way her breath had caught. Only at the last second did I pull away.

			That was a road I didn’t want to go down, though.

			Or thought I didn’t.

			Because right now, the idea of backing her against the counter and tasting her again was all I could think about. Judging by the way her tongue darted out to run over her bottom lip, how she kept looking at my mouth, she wanted it too.

			We stood like that, with the tension building between us and my jeans getting tighter until I was two seconds away from dragging her into my arms—consequences be damned.

			“I’ll get Noah,” she said breathlessly.

			She turned and moved past me, and the back of her hand brushed against mine and I could have gone off like a fucking firecracker just from her touch. As soon as she went into the bedroom I made a few adjustments, so my jeans weren’t quite as uncomfortable.

			Part of me knew this was a shitty idea. Spending more time with her was going to be torture, especially after the last few minutes. But Noah deserved to play someplace safe and with everything to himself, and I had the ability to give him that. I was doing it for Noah.

			Tess and I were just . . . God, could we be friends?

			How the hell would that even work? Aside from Sara and Avery, I didn’t have any chick friends. They all fell under the umbrella of hookups. Even though I hung out with Shari sometimes, it was always with Seth and Avery, unless we were hooking up. Not sure that counted.

			“Okay, we’re ready,” Tess said, appearing with Noah at her side. He looked contrite but bubbled with excitement.

			“I get a whole playground just for me?” he asked.

			“Sure do, buddy.”

			I glanced at Tess, who was looking at Noah with so much love shining in her eyes that it took my breath away. I had no idea if this was a good idea or not, pretty sure not actually, but the smile Noah shot me chased away any doubt.

			And the one Tess gave me?

			Made me seriously doubt that a friendship with her was possible.
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			“You built this?” I asked incredulously. We were walking around the inside of an amazing house while he explained the work he’d done. I tried to keep my jaw from hanging open. I had no idea he was so talented.

			Ryan scratched the back of his neck and ducked his head. “Well, the house was here, but we pretty much gutted the downstairs and are building it back up more to what the current owners want.”

			“But you’re doing it,” I said. “Making walls and rooms and ceilings. That’s amazing. I had no idea you wanted to do this.” My voice got quieter. He never mentioned wanting to do anything like this when we were younger. I talked about my dreams all the time, about how I wanted to find new stars and name them after people I knew. The very first one would be called Ryan.

			I chuckled to myself.

			Ryan never talked about what he wanted, though; he was content to just listen to me dream.

			“Well, I sort of fell into it and found out that I’m not too bad at it.”

			“Not bad?” I turned a full circle and looked at every single thing I could see. “Not everyone can do what you do. Create something from just parts.” I stopped and met his gaze. “You should be very proud of what you’ve done. I am.”

			His eyes darkened, and for a second, it felt like we were the only two in the room. His gaze caught mine and I couldn’t look away. There was something so intense there that it made me ache everywhere. This draw between us kept getting stronger.

			“What that?” Noah asked, breaking the spell that held Ryan and me together. He’d been equally entranced by all the construction, but more by the tools than anything else.

			Ryan cleared his throat and tugged on the brim of his cap before kneeling down next to Noah.

			“You want to help me out and hammer a nail into that board right there?” Ryan asked him.

			I thought Noah was going to implode from excitement. “Yes.”

			I moved closer.

			“I’ll show you how it’s done, ’kay?” Ryan pulled out a nail from a pouch of some sort that was part of a pile of things I could never identify. He took out a hammer and held the nail up to one of the boards that ran from the floor to the ceiling. It looked kind of important.

			“Are you sure he should practice on that board?” I asked. “What if it falls down?” I could just picture Noah hitting that board and the whole house falling in around us.

			Ryan grinned, and my pulse skipped a beat. “It’s fine, Tess. Would take more than one stud to destroy a house.”

			My brain stuck on the word stud and I almost missed it when Ryan lifted the hammer and drove the nail into the board in three hits.

			“Whoa,” Noah gushed. I silently agreed.

			“Now you try.” Ryan tapped in the nail so it stood up straight, then gave the hammer to Noah. “Hold it steady and then keep your eye on the nail. Then when you’re ready, hit it.”

			Two tiny fists wrapped around the handle and it was all Noah could do to lift it up. He stared at the nail, then brought the hammer down. It missed and bounced off the wood, then fell onto the floor with a thud.

			“Sorry,” Noah said quickly. He glanced at me, then at Ryan. “I missed.” He looked so crestfallen that I wanted to hug him.

			“I dropped it a dozen times when I first tried,” Ryan said. He picked up the hammer and urged Noah closer. “Put your hand on mine, so you can feel how it works.” Noah did, and Ryan slowly brought the hammer back, then down. It hit the nail square on, and Noah shouted in joy.

			“Now try again,” Ryan said.

			I backed away a few steps. My chest tightened and I needed to catch my breath. Again, I realized how much Noah was missing without a man in his life. When he lifted the hammer and brought it down, hitting the nail this time, he jumped up and gave Ryan a high five.

			“Awesome,” Ryan said with a grin. “Pretty soon you’ll be building stuff all by yourself.”

			“Maybe we can build somethin’ together?” Noah said.

			Ryan laughed and ruffled Noah’s hair. “Sure, buddy.” Noah let out a whoop and darted off to the next architectural wonder that probably seemed like magic to a three-year-old boy, Ryan trailing close behind.

			The vise that had hold of my heart tightened. I had no idea at all what Ryan wanted. Why he came over this morning, or why he invited us to this house. Part of me waited for him to say that the joke was on me and just leave. Just walk away and leave us stranded.

			But I knew Ryan would never do that, even if he hated me. Which he should, but I couldn’t tell if he did. Especially when he looked at me like he wanted to do things we hadn’t done in a long time. Earlier, I thought he was going to kiss me.

			And I wanted him to.

			Would have let him.

			Because it had been so long since I’d felt anything strong enough to wish it would happen. Since I’d become Noah’s guardian, something inside me clicked off. I put all my energy into taking care of him. There just wasn’t any extra time in my life to try and figure out this dating-with-a-child thing.

			I couldn’t give up another part of myself when I had so little to give.

			Sometimes, I would wish I had someone. Late at night, when I was alone and lonely, I’d wonder if it was time to try again. But then my mind would race ahead. How would I give Noah the attention he deserved while getting to know someone new? Between work and school and him, I had precious little time to myself.

			I’d always thought there would be time later, when Noah was older. And I was fine with that. Until Ryan appeared in my life again. He made me physically crave more. When I touched his hand earlier, it was like someone shocked me. I wanted to twist my fingers in his, tug him closer, and wrap my other arm around his neck.

			I wanted to feel his lips on mine. On my neck. My shoulder. Everywhere. It made me finally acknowledge just how much I did miss having someone.

			“Tess?”

			Ryan’s voice pulled me from my thoughts and I saw that Noah was gone. I looked around and familiar panic rose up when I couldn’t see him. God, I’d been daydreaming about Ryan, and Noah disappeared.

			“Easy,” Ryan said, suddenly next to me. “He’s just outside exploring.” He wrapped his warm, firm hand around mine and led me to a huge window. Just outside I saw Noah running around a wooden play set that looked like it should be in a magazine.

			I exhaled in relief and watched him climbing up a short wall that led to a small slide. He could not be grinning any bigger. “I should go out with him.”

			“Tess, wait,” Ryan said.

			I realized that he had not let go of my hand and I stared down at where we were connected. We were teenagers again and hanging out at the park, holding hands and kissing. Nothing else mattered back then.

			I closed my eyes.

			Some days that girl felt like she existed a lifetime ago. I couldn’t remember what freedom tasted like. I had woken up every single day since that call two years ago knowing that I was responsible for another human being. A nineteen-year-old kid had to be the responsible one then.

			And I still had to be now.

			I forced a smile and pulled my hand free, though every nerve in my body begged me not to let go. “Looks like he needs a push. I should really go out.” Each step took me away from Ryan, and I desperately wondered what he’d been about to say.

			But whatever it was, it couldn’t matter.
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			“So where the hell have you been?” Seth asked. “Called a few times but you never called back.”

			I tucked my phone against my shoulder and stretched out the tape measure against the wall. I made a mark with a pencil and let the tape slide back in. “God, you sound like a whiny girlfriend,” I joked. Truth be told, I didn’t want to tell Seth I’d spent the morning with Tess and Noah. He’d shit a brick if he knew. “Some of us work for a living and don’t hang around a bunch of books and chicks all day.”

			Seth knew I was kidding with him. I was damned proud of my boy for going to college, and he knew it.

			“Don’t forget the coffee shop study dates,” he answered back.

			“Just don’t tell me you’re drinking mochaccino lattes now, or I am officially revoking your man card.”

			He laughed. “So I called because the girls wanted to go out dancing tonight. We’ll all meet at the apartment at seven and go from there.” By girls he meant Avery and Shari. Going out would entail drinks and dancing and then there was a good chance that Shari would want to hook up after. Which had never been a problem before.

			Shit.

			Why the hell did the idea of hooking up with Shari suddenly make me feel guilty as all fuck?

			“Can’t, man,” I said, before my brain caught up with my mouth.

			“Why the hell not?” I had to be careful what I said because he’d know in a second that I was bullshitting him. At least I didn’t actually have anything planned with Tess, so I didn’t have to lie about that.

			“Dad isn’t feeling well, and I don’t want to leave him alone tonight.”

			After a few seconds, Seth exhaled. “Everything okay?”

			Things with Dad were up and down constantly. It had been like that since Mom left us. Seth had my back like I had his. Which made lying to him feel like a kick in the gut. But the alternative? Yeah, that would be a real kick to my ass.

			Seth had big fucking feet.

			“I think he’s coming down with a bug, but you know how he gets. Won’t take medicine and won’t eat. Just want to make sure it’s nothing serious.”

			“I’ll let Ave know. She’ll probably want to drop by with chicken soup or something.”

			“Better not. I don’t want anyone else getting sick. You guys are out straight right now with classes. Would suck to fall behind.”

			I knew that Seth was busting his ass trying to get in as many classes as he could manage, and Avery, well she’s a classic overachiever who needs to have six things going on at once. They really were perfect for each other.

			Since I’d told Seth I was going to stay home, home was exactly where I ended up. I didn’t have anywhere else to go. Not that I really wanted to spend the evening watching Jeopardy! reruns.

			As soon as I walked into the door, I knew something was up. Instead of being in his usual spot in the recliner, Dad was pacing back and forth in the kitchen.

			It had been the same thing for the last six years, so seeing him clearly sober and clearly agitated sent warning bells off in my head.

			When he’d first started screwing things up on the job sites, I stepped in and started fixing shit. For the first couple of years, people kept calling him to do remodeling projects. They had no idea it wasn’t him doing them.

			It was during that first summer after Mom left that a few people figured it out and started calling me instead. Then word spread and more people called. I barely made the grades to graduate because I worked every day after school, but I hardly cared. The money was pretty damned good.

			And the kicker was that Dad didn’t even care. He sat home and did nothing all day and I found something I was good at. Except now something was wrong.

			“Hey, Dad,” I said carefully.

			He swung around and pinned me with a clear-eyed gaze.

			“That goddamned woman is trying to drive me insane,” Pops said.

			Ah, that goddamned woman being our new neighbor I’d bet.

			“What did she do this time, try to fix your chi again? Give you a dozen wind chimes?”

			“She baked me a blueberry cobbler.” He spat the words like that was the most horrific thing that could ever happen to a man.

			Sure enough, a rectangle baking dish sat on the counter next to where he’d been pacing. I moved into the kitchen and lifted the tinfoil and groaned. It looked and smelled delicious. “You gonna eat it?” I asked, already digging out two forks from a side drawer.

			Pops side-eyed the dessert like it was a rattler. “You eat that whole thing you’ll be sick as a dog. I better try it and make sure it’s fit for eating.”

			I hid my smile as I wordlessly handed him a fork.

			Pops took a bite and closed his eyes and fucking groaned out loud. I laughed. There was nothing I could do to stop it. “Admit it, you like our neighbor’s cobbler.”

			Pops glared at me, but he shoveled another mouthful in before I could even take my first bite. “It’s just all right,” he grumbled.

			But not once did he stop moving the fork from the dish to his mouth.

			“So why did our irritating neighbor bake you a cobbler after you told her you hated her wind chimes?” I asked a few minutes later, when I’d finally had my fill. Over half the dish sat empty now.

			“She said I needed something to sweeten me up.” Now Pops was glaring at the dish again. I think he might have been mad that he ate almost half of it when he wanted to be mad.

			I patted Pops lightly on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. I can wrap it up and take it to the guys tomorrow. You don’t have to suffer through any more of it.”

			Pops nearly growled at me, then covered the cobbler back up and took it to the refrigerator. “Don’t you dare. She baked the damned thing for me.”

			He headed back to his recliner, but I noticed that he didn’t have a beer with him, nor were there any waiting by his chair. Before I could comment on it, my phone buzzed. A shot of anticipation kicked my pulse into gear. I was hoping that Tess might call. But it was only a text from Seth.

			How’s your dad? If he feels better, get your ass to Club Nine. Shari says to tell you she’s feeling lonely . . . oh, no, wait, she said horny. Heh.

			Will let you know, I texted back.

			“That the fancy girl you’ve been running around with?” Dad asked.

			“What?”

			“The one who drives the black Mercedes crossover that drops you off too early for the rooster to notice some mornings.”

			I had no idea he was even coherent enough to notice anything that early, much less me coming home. I rarely saw him before I left for work.

			“She’s just a friend,” I said. I had no desire to talk about Shari with my father. Or any woman for that matter. I had a belly full of homemade blueberry cobbler and didn’t feel like having this conversation.

			“She’s the only one I’ve seen you with more than a few times. Sure it’s not serious?”

			Christ, I’d spent the last however many years pretty much doing my own thing while Dad did his, and now he wanted to talk about my sex life? Uh, no way in hell.

			“You want pizza later? I’ll order it.” I quickly changed the subject and stood up and went to the kitchen. We had a dozen delivery menus on the fridge, and I pulled down the first one I could reach. Maybe I should have just gone out with Seth and the girls. I could have thought up some excuse why I wasn’t in the mood to hook up with Shari tonight.

			Beat the hell out of this twilight zone moment with my father.

			I couldn’t remember the last time we actually talked about something besides what he wanted to eat or whatever reality TV show he was watching that month.

			I heard my dad’s voice from behind me. “I’m tired of takeout. We got anything in the house to make instead?”

			I may have forgotten what the hell I was doing for about ten seconds. The last time Dad tried to cook anything had been years ago. We’d had takeout every single night. About all we had was a bottle of ketchup and a twelve-pack of beer.

			“Not really,” I finally answered.

			“Next time you stop at the store, pick up the stuff to make chili, will you?”

			If a vortex opened up and sucked me back to the Jurassic age with fucking dinosaurs, I would not have been more surprised. The last time my father made chili was when my mom was still around. It was one of her favorites.

			And he had not made it again since she left.

			God, maybe he was really sick. Shit, what if he was dying or something? Mrs. Taylor from a few trailers down took him to his doctor appointments when I couldn’t, which had been more often lately. Was his blood pressure worse?

			“Everything okay, Pops?” I asked.

			“I ever tell you about the time your mother chained herself to a tree?” he said instead, out of the blue. A smile danced over his lips and his gaze went to some memory I couldn’t see.

			My feet filled with lead, and it was all I could do to walk to the old couch. Dad never talked about Mom. Ever. Something had to be wrong. Whatever it was, I’d take care of it. I hope he knew that.

			“What’s going on? Really.”

			“Kate said something the other day when she was taking me to get my medication and it got me thinking. I’m holding you back, son.”

			“What the fuck, Pops?” I jumped up and started to pace. Busybody Taylor told Dad he was a burden to me? Jesus. Tomorrow I was going to have a talk with her and tell her to mind her own goddamned business. I appreciated the time she’d taken the past few years to get Dad to the doctor when I couldn’t, but it didn’t give her the right to fill his head with a bunch of shit.

			“You’ve been taking care of me since before you should have had to. Don’t you want to find a nice girl and settle down? There must be things you want to do with your life that don’t include taking care of your old man. You have the trust money from your mother; you could travel, or go to school, or something you want to do. There’s enough to do all of that.”

			I whirled around, unable to contain the fury that washed over me. “I will never use one cent of that guilt money. The only reason she sent it was to ease her own fucking conscience, so no, I will never ever do any of those things. I will not give her the satisfaction of thinking I give one fuck about her when she left me without a backward glance. That money can rot for all I care.”

			Pops cringed. “Ryan, that’s not true. I should have told you—”

			“Forget it. I can’t be here right now. I can’t listen to this.” I stuffed my keys into my pocket and headed for the door. “I need to get some air. I’ll be back later.”

			“Ryan, wait . . .” I heard my pops’s voice behind me as I pushed out of the trailer and slammed the front screen behind me.

			My hands were shaking and my head felt like it was going to explode. Six years of barely talking and when he finally decides to pull his head out of his ass and stay sober for one night, he has the fucking nerve to tell me I should settle down? Travel?

			Using my mother’s guilt money?

			Gravel flew from under my tires as I tore out of the trailer park. I had no clue where I was going, only that I needed to get some space between Dad and me. Did he even know how crazy he sounded, spouting off advice like that after barely talking for years?

			Because of her.

			He fell apart. Stopped functioning. Stopped fucking living because of her.

			I slammed my palms against the steering wheel. My mother and Tess had somehow morphed into the same image in my head.

			I was never going through that.

			Hell, I’d been torn up when Tess left, and I was fucking fifteen. My parents were married. They chose to love and honor and cherish and then my mother shit on all of it and just up and left.

			Why? That’s what dug down under my skin and rubbed me raw from the inside. I had no idea why, had never found out, had always been too afraid that I was somehow what drove her away. Coming so close after Tess left, I couldn’t help but think part of it was me.

			And there was the kicker.

			Everyone always said how much my old man and I were alike, before he let himself go. The spitting image, they said. What if we were even more alike than just in looks? What if I was also destined to be made a fool of in the name of love?

			I drove blindly, making turns on a whim and losing track of where I was.

			I should go to the club and meet up with Shari and then go back to her place and remind myself why it was so good to get up and leave afterward. No strings. No fucking heartbreak when it fell apart.

			No feeling at all except physical satisfaction.

			So why couldn’t I make myself want that?

			I did.

			Just not with Shari.

			Fuck.

			Spending the morning with Tess probably was not the smartest thing I’ve done lately, but I couldn’t stay away. Seeing her in a towel, well that made it even harder now. But I already knew that Tess was not someone to just fool around with. Someone with a kid had to be careful, and she was probably looking for long-term and that was just one place I could not go.

			Would never be able to. There was too much baggage and I knew that, and I didn’t give anyone any indication that hooking up was more than just hooking up. It was why Shari and I had been working so well together.

			Until Tess came back into my life.

			And now that she was here, I didn’t know how I would be able to let her go.

			After I missed the nail and pounded my thumb for the third time in the last half hour, I chucked my hammer and stormed out of the house. I was acting like a wuss and knew it. I just . . . wanted to see Tess again.

			Usually work was the perfect antidote for whatever was bugging me, helping me to refocus and get over whatever was on my mind. But not today. Oh, no, not today.

			Spending Saturday with Tess, watching her face light up, hearing her laugh—it was as if a heaviness had been lifted off her shoulders. I hadn’t seen her look like that before. That Tess reminded me of the girl I used to love.

			Except she was a woman now and she hit all my hot buttons without even knowing it. Not only was she amazingly beautiful, but she was damned strong too. I’d seen her bending more than once now, yet she never broke. Somehow she kept going, and it impressed the hell out of me.

			I knew what it was like to have responsibility that weighed you down, sometimes more than you ever expected. It wasn’t easy to keep going some days, but she did it.

			Then she had to go and gush about my work.

			How impressed, how proud she was of me.

			And now I couldn’t get her out of my head. Trying to work on the same house where I’d taken her and Noah wasn’t helping much either.

			“Everything okay, boss?” Stan, one of my workers, stood on the edge of the veranda.

			“Just getting my head out of my ass,” I said back.

			He chuckled and mumbled something about needing a lot more time for that, before disappearing back inside. Smart-ass. I exhaled and pulled off my cap. This was fucked-up. I needed to do what I said I was going to do and just forget about Tess. She would have called if she was interested in picking up where we left off.

			Take a fucking hint, Mullany.

			But then I made the mistake of looking at the play set and I could almost see Noah on the swing, with Tess behind him. They both laughed so much when they were playing that I could have watched them all day.

			I’d almost groaned along with Noah when Tess had said it was time to go.

			What if they didn’t leave? What if it was our house and Tess came inside and we made dinner together while Noah played in his room? I could see myself backing her against the counter and stealing kisses while she tried to chop stuff for a salad.

			I shook my head. What the hell?

			I shouldn’t have brought them here, because now I would have to relive that every time I looked outside, at least until this job was done. Another few months of torture. Great.

			I pulled my cap back on and went inside.

			This house wasn’t going to remodel itself.

			“Hey, boss, why don’t you come out with the guys tonight?” Stan said. “I guarantee you will forget anything that’s bothering you. Hell, you won’t even remember your own name by the time we’re done with you.” Stan nudged one of the electricians working near him, and they both chuckled.

			With this bunch, they could be doing just about anything.

			“We won’t take no for an answer. Boys, the boss is coming with us tonight,” Stan shouted. Half the guys working hollered their approval.

			“So where are you idiots hitting up?”

			“Oh, don’t you worry your pretty little head. I’ll personally pick you up. Be ready at seven, sunshine.” Stan walked over and clapped me on the shoulder. “Don’t puss out on us now. A boss man needs to bond with his crew.”

			His laughter echoed in the gutted space.

			I rolled my eyes and muttered obscenities toward Stan’s back as he retreated, but a smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. Stan could be an ass, but he was a good guy at heart. The whole crew was, really, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d just shot the shit with everyone outside of work.

			Maybe a night out with them was just what I needed to forget everything that had happened this past fucked-up week.

			“A strip club. Seriously?” I asked a few hours later. I should have known better. “This is what you knuckleheads do with all your money?”

			Stan had pulled his Prius into the parking lot of Girls! Girls! Girls! and killed the engine. Like it wasn’t bad enough he’d picked me up in a fucking two-door mini-car, he had to lay on the horn, making sure everyone within a mile radius saw us.

			I struggled out of the car and felt the blood rushing back to my legs. No way was I getting into that thing again. Either I’d catch a ride with one of the other guys, or I’d take a cab, or even walk if I had to.

			“Every Wednesday night, bossman.” Stan grinned and headed to the entrance. A huge guy in a black T-shirt stood just inside the door. He looked like he could rip apart Arnold Schwarzenegger.

			“Hey, man.” He and Stan did some kind of secret handshake and then the guy stepped back and opened the inside door. A wash of music poured out. “Have fun tonight.”

			“Always do,” Stan threw back over his shoulder.

			He made his way to a table of guys sitting center stage. I knew some of them from the construction site, but there were a few others I didn’t know. After the introductions were made, Stan headed for the bar. I definitely needed a beer, so I followed.

			It wasn’t like I’d never been to a strip club. Hell, Seth and I used to hit up a couple on the other side of town quite a bit before he got sent to prison. Went home with a couple of strippers more than once too.

			So they held some fond memories, but on a Wednesday night? When half these guys had to be at work at six the next morning? It sucked always being the responsible one. I looked around. Onstage a pretty brunette had her legs wrapped around a steel pole coming out of the ceiling. I had to admit it was damned impressive how she could hold herself parallel with the floor with just her thighs.

			“Two longnecks, sweetheart,” Stan said to the bartender.

			When I turned around to face the bar, the bartender had her back to us. She had on the same black corset that all the waitresses wore, but instead of the short shorts, she had on skintight jeans that hugged her very nice ass. Maybe tonight wasn’t such a bad idea after all. Her brown hair was pulled into two low ponytails that should have looked immature but just added to her overall appeal.

			She turned with two longnecks dangling from her fingers. It took a few more seconds of appreciation for me to make it back up to her face. And when I did, I froze. Holy fuck. No way. Even under the layers of makeup and the ponytails, I knew that face.

			“Tess?”

			“Ryan?” A slight widening of her eyes was all that gave her surprise away as she deftly slid the bottles onto the bar.

			“You guys know each other?” Stan interrupted. “Dude, I thought you told me you’d never been here before.” He gave me a grin like he thought he knew what was going on.

			“No, I haven’t.”

			“Get you boys anything else?” She leaned forward and it made her corset tighten; her tits looked like they were about to spill over. I wasn’t the only one who noticed, judging by Stan’s throaty chuckle. I swiftly elbowed him in the gut.

			“He’s good. Feel free to head back to the table,” I growled at him.

			Stan saluted me with his beer and a grin, then sauntered off to join the other guys.

			“So, you work here?” I lifted an eyebrow and scanned the room before coming back to Tess. God, she looked good, in a very bad girl way. I’d never seen her like this. Her name tag said her name was Darla.

			“Nah,” she said, leaning in closer to be heard over the steady music blaring through the speakers next to the stage. “I just come in when I have the insane urge to mix up a few drinks and be ogled by horny men.”

			A girl hollered out “Order up,” and Tess spun around and shook her ass over to where one of the waitresses was standing, waving a white slip of paper.

			I couldn’t take my eyes off Tess. It wasn’t that she looked so different but that she had a totally different vibe going on. She seemed more like her old self tonight; flirty and confident as I watched her move around mixing drinks. She smiled a lot and I saw her wink at a couple of guys who were waiting.

			I slid onto one of the stools and took a long drink from the bottle. I didn’t need to be in front of the stage to watch something that interested me. Not tonight. After she loaded up the waitress’s tray and took care of the guys waiting, she made her way back over.

			“Shouldn’t you be sitting with your friends over there, watching the show?”

			I tipped the bottle back again and settled in. “Nah. There’s nothing over there that beats the view from over here.”

			Finally I got a reaction. Even under the makeup I saw the red rush to her cheeks.

			“So how long you worked here?” I asked.

			“About a year and a half. Pays the bills.” She shrugged and the tips of her ponytails bounced over her bare shoulders. She didn’t need to explain anything to me. The fact that she did whatever she had to do to take care of Noah was damned impressive in my book. I doubted that the father helped out at all, judging by where she lived.

			“So what are you doing here?” she asked. One brow lifted over a heavily made-up eye.

			I jerked my thumb over my shoulder. “The guys thought I needed a night out.”

			“On a Wednesday? Don’t you have to get up early to work? I mean, I thought construction guys were on the job super early.” She held up a finger, then walked a little ways down the bar to take care of another of the waitress’s orders. There were three girls working the floor and they moved among a few tables near the stage.

			The place was about half full, not bad for midweek, though I’d only ever been to places like this on a weekend night when they’re bound to be packed. When Tess came back over, she had another beer for me.

			“That one’s from Sheila. She said if you weren’t busy later to look her up.”

			I glanced over at the blonde who was leaned over a table, passing out drinks. She definitely looked good from this angle, and I appreciated it just like any guy would, but I wasn’t interested. Which should have freaked me out more.

			Considering the object of my earlier fantasy was standing right across from me. I vowed to never settle down, yet here I was dreaming up a fucking fairy tale about Tess and me and our life together.

			I pushed the full beer back across the bar and grabbed my almost empty one. “Tell her thanks but no thanks.”

			“What if I bought it for you?” Tess asked with a flirty grin, sliding the bottle back.

			I nearly choked on the last swallow from my own bottle. Jesus, was she saying what I thought she was? I’d spent half a week driving myself crazy about her and now . . . “Hell yeah I’d take it.”

			“Good to know,” she said with a smirk.

			She disappeared to the other end of the bar again and I finished off the first beer and took the one she’d given me back. I needed to give Stan a raise for dragging me here tonight. Even if all I did was watch Tess work.

			She flirted and winked and laughed and every time she did, it was like someone kicked me in the gut. God, I missed seeing her like that. Her confidence was there and it was sexy as hell. Before I knew it, I heard the waitresses giving last-call warnings.

			“You need a cab?” Tess asked.

			“I got those guys . . .” When I turned, the table that Stan had been sitting at was empty. “What the hell?”

			Tess leaned forward. “They took off about a half hour ago. I thought they told you.”

			“Shit. Yeah, I guess I do need that cab then.”

			Tess pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and stared at me. “I can give you a ride.”

			My buzzed brain went there and holy fuck was it a glorious image. I must have smiled because Tess knocked my arm.

			“A ride home, you drunk perv.” I was far from drunk, but there was laughter in her voice, so I played it off and wiggled my eyebrows. “I need to clean up here. Give me about ten minutes after the music dies down.”

			As if on cue, the music wrapped up and the lights got a little brighter. There was grumbling among the last few guys, but they shuffled out when burly bouncer guy crossed his arms. It took a second to notice that he was staring at me.

			“I’m with her,” I said.

			He lifted one eyebrow.

			“I have no idea what he’s talking about,” Tess said.

			Big bouncer guy started toward me and I swung around, my jaw hanging open.

			Her eyes were bright and she was smiling like crazy. “On second thought, Jesse, I think I just might take him home.”

			Bouncer guy stopped a few feet away from me. Holy fuck, he was huge.

			“You sure?” The bouncer seemed surprised. Maybe that was a sign Tess didn’t do things like this often, I thought with an unexpected jolt of relief. Then I gave myself a mental kick. She wasn’t mine to be territorial over.

			“He’s an old friend,” she said. “We’re good.”

			With a nod, Jesse ambled off toward the front doors.

			“Jesus, I thought you were going to throw me under the bus. That dude is fucking scary as shit. I think he must bench-press cars or something.”

			Tess laughed again. “He’s good at what he does. Always looking out for the girls. Walks all of us to our cars every night.”

			“But first he bench-presses them, right? You can tell me; I won’t give away his secrets.”

			Tess shook her head. “You had three beers. Didn’t take you for such a lightweight.”

			“I am drunk on you,” I said before I could think.

			Her expression sobered, and she stared at me without blinking. “Ten minutes,” she said softly.

			I got up to use the bathroom and when I got back out, she was waiting. I took all of her in, from her ponytails to that damned corset that hugged her like second skin to her tight jeans. I wasn’t drunk, not even close, but I wanted to pretend and stumble into her just so I could touch her.

			How pathetic is that?

			“This way. We park out back.” She led the way and I didn’t complain, given the mouthwatering view I got to enjoy.

			The cool night air hit me and I inhaled a deep breath. The lot wasn’t as lit up as the front, and I moved into step next to her without having to think about it. There was a chain-link fence around the small parking lot, but there were too many shadowy places for my liking.

			“So bouncer guy walks you to your car? Every night?”

			Tess looked at me sideways. “On the nights I work, yes.”

			“Okay, good.”

			“Do you ever stop?” We were at her car and she pulled out her keys to unlock the door.

			“Stop what?”

			“Taking care of people?”

			I shrugged. No use denying it I guess. “It’s sort of my thing. Superman leaps tall buildings. The Hulk turns green. I’m all about the damsels in distress.” I climbed into the passenger seat next to Tess. The key was in the ignition but she didn’t turn it. Instead, she moved her head to look at me.

			“Who takes care of you, then?” Her eyes caught and reflected the light closest to the car, and I could see something I didn’t quite understand in them.

			“I’m a big boy, I can take care of myself.”

			“I’m sure you can, but you shouldn’t have to.” A small smile danced over her lips before she turned the key and the car purred to life. At the parking lot exit, she stopped the car. “Do you still live there?”

			“Yep. You can take the trailer park out of the boy . . .”

			I started to tell her which direction to go, but she shot me another smile.

			“I remember.” And she made all the right turns to Granite Estates. “Do you mind?” she asked softly as her car rolled past my place.

			I knew what she was asking and I shook my head. The silence in the car grew thick.

			“I haven’t been back here since . . . well yeah, you know.”

			“I know.” There must have been something in my voice, because her wide eyes flew to my face, her gaze sad and filled with something that looked like regret. “Ryan . . .”

			I held out my hand. “It’s okay, Tess. It took a while to realize it, but it was for the best. How many people actually get out of here, right? I mean, look at me. Still here after all this time. I’m happy that you’re one of the few.”

			Tess laughed, not unkindly, but laughed all the same. What the fuck? Here I was opening up to her, and she was laughing in my face?

			“Ryan, please,” she said, still with a giggle in her voice. “Let’s not pretend. You and I both know I’m not one of the lucky few.” The smile in her tone faded. “At least not anymore.” I wanted to press her to tell me more, to just be vulnerable with me for one goddamned second, but she didn’t say anything else and I worried pushing her would just turn her away.

			Her car slowed to a stop in front of a white trailer with a faded yellow stripe around its middle. When they lived here, her grandma kept the place looking nice. Flowers surrounded the dented skirt and everything was neat and clean and smelled like lemons.

			The people there now didn’t have any flowers planted.

			“Wow. Things have really changed. I guess I thought that somehow it would stay the same, you know? When you’re away from it, it’s always like you remember. Why didn’t you leave?”

			“Pops didn’t want to, and I can’t just leave him here alone.”

			She sighed. “You’re one of the good guys, Ry. You always have been.”

			I was about to reach out and take her hand when she exhaled a shuddering breath and put the car into reverse. My head was spinning and my heart pounded against my ribs. Being back here together was screwing with my mind.

			When she pulled the car up to my trailer and cut the engine, it was as if neither one of us wanted to be the first to say a thing. I glanced at her from the corner of my eye and saw her staring at my home.

			This place, her place, practically every inch of Granite Estates had a memory that connected us. Everywhere I looked, I saw what used to be. Did she regret driving me home tonight?

			“Thanks for the ride,” I finally said, climbing out and walking around to her side of the car. She rolled down the window and I crouched so that I could lean half in.

			“I have a feeling you would have been just fine in a cab.”

			I couldn’t take my eyes off her and she held my gaze. When she licked her lips I tried not to groan. It had to be the mind-fuck of seeing her back here again. God, she was killing me and didn’t even know it.

			“Well, thanks again,” I said, starting to push to standing.

			“Ryan . . .”

			When I ducked back down, she wrapped her hand around the back of my neck and then she was kissing me softly. At this angle I couldn’t drag her into my arms like I wanted to do, but I could kiss her back.

			Like I’d been wanting to do since the moment I saw her.

			I ran my tongue over the seam of her lips and when she parted them with a sigh, I sank into her mouth and lost myself. Our tongues dangled and danced and her fingernails dug into the back of my neck. I was two seconds away from dragging her out of the car when she pulled back.

			We were both panting like dogs.

			Her lips were swollen and glistening in the porch light. I used my fingers to nudge her chin up, then this time I took her mouth. Every inch of my body was on fire, and I slid my hand down to rest on her shoulder. I used my thumb to trace along her collarbone, then lower, over the swell of her breast above that damned corset.

			She groaned. I answered. Fuck, but this felt too good. I wanted to pull her out of the car and feel her entire body against me, but that would mean I’d have to stop kissing her.

			Finally Tess pulled back with a small sigh.

			I leaned my forehead against hers and cupped her jaw.

			“I should go,” she whispered.

			Everything inside screamed for her to stay.

			“Noah’s babysitter will wonder where I am.” I saw the regret shining from her eyes. Did that mean she wanted more of what was happening between us? God, did I? I brushed my lips over hers one last time, then stood up.

			She reached out and put her hand over mine. That small touch sent my senses spinning.

			“I’ll see you . . .” Hesitation filled her face.

			“Definitely,” I answered hoarsely.

			“See ya, Ry.”

			“’Bye, Tess.”

			I stared at the spot where Tess’s taillights disappeared for about five minutes before I went inside. The trailer was dark, and Dad was not sitting up in his recliner kicking back beers and watching late-night TV.

			Alarm raced up my spine and I rushed down the hallway. His door was closed and I exhaled before pushing it open. Dad lay in his bed, snoring softly. The piles of clothes were gone, and his room was tidy and clean.

			I pulled the door closed, then leaned my forehead against it.

			Dad was safe and in bed. I should follow his example, but I was wound tighter than a top. I could take a shower and try to find some relief from the tension in my entire body, but the thought of getting myself off held no appeal.

			I wanted Tess.

			My gaze landed on the keys now sitting in a clean bowl on a small table by the door. It took all of three seconds to make the decision. Fuck it. Everything was spinning out of control in some fucked-up twilight zone, so why the hell not.

			I grabbed the keys to my truck and pushed out of the trailer. I could still taste Tess’s lips and I wanted more.

			Much more.

			As I drove I practiced what I would say to her. I’d let her know right up front that the physical stuff was all I had to give her. If she wanted some kind of commitment, I couldn’t be that guy. If she wanted relief as badly as I did, we’d be good.

			When I pulled into her parking lot and killed the engine, I looked up at her darkened window and realized what an asshat I was being.

			I must have sat there for another ten minutes, not ready to admit defeat, when I saw a light flicker through the blinds in her window. I was up and out of my truck in three seconds flat. That was my goddamned sign and I was taking it.

			I took the stairs two at a time and stood in front of her door.

			It was almost two in the morning; I had to get up in about three hours, and I was standing outside the door of someone who had not invited me over, hoping against everything that she’d let me in.

			So that I could taste her again. Touch her.

			Now that I was standing there, I wondered if that’s what she wanted too. What if she’d been caught up in the same feelings that had filled me at having her back where it all started? What if she drove away relieved that she could leave it behind again?

			I clasped my hands behind my neck and exhaled. This was a batshit crazy idea. I should talk to her in the light of day and make sure she had no regrets. I turned around, ready to leave, when I heard a low moan.

			I froze, then moved closer to the door. Again I heard it, but this time I swear to God that I heard my name. Adrenaline spiked swift and fierce. What if she was sick? What if she was lying on the floor not able to move? Shit, what if she’d fallen, broken something?

			I knocked, then called out to her.

			Nothing. Panic set my nerves on end. I could picture her, on the floor, maybe bleeding. I knocked again. “Tess?”

			I heard a curse and something fell.

			Now I was half out of my mind. “Tess, it’s Ryan. Is everything okay?”

			More mumbling came from behind the door.

			“Damn it, Tess, what’s going on?”

			Finally she opened the door and before I could stop myself I stormed inside.

			The truth of it was I’d battle fucking dragons to save her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN
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			After I said good night to Louisa and took a quick shower, I threw on my comfiest pajama bottoms and a tank top. Noah was sound asleep and I should be too, but I could not stop thinking about Ryan.

			And about that kiss. The one I had started but he more than finished. I would have climbed out of the car and wrapped myself around him right there in his driveway in a couple more minutes.

			Being back in that trailer park had opened some kind of floodgate.

			Seeing where I grew up, remembering all the good times I had there, how happy I’d been—and all my memories had Ryan in them. The regret, the guilt, had opened a chasm in my chest and the only way I knew how to fill it was with him.

			So I kissed him.

			And it was everything I needed, but I needed more. The water had been almost painful on my hypersensitive skin, and when I brushed the pads of my fingers over the tips of my breasts, the pleasure would have sent me to my knees if I hadn’t stopped.

			I didn’t go any further. Not yet. I sat on the couch and leaned back. Closed my eyes and let myself think about what his hands would feel like. They were rough and calloused and would drag over my skin.

			My own hands became his.

			I touched myself like a lover would. No, like Ryan would. Purposeful. Confident.

			When I slid one hand under the elastic waistband of my pajama pants, I panted. Softly groaned. My head fell back and I spread my legs open. I let my other hand slide up my ribs, over my breast, until I rubbed my palm over my nipple. It pebbled under the touch, and I twisted it between my thumb and finger.

			And thought about what Ryan would be whispering in my ear as he touched me.

			So close. Oh, God. I pictured Ryan’s face, pretended that the fingers sliding over my clit were his. Knowing it was his eyes I looked into sent me spiraling to the edge. The tension built, and for a second I hovered there, muscles tight with need, and then with one last brush of my fingers . . .

			“Ryan,” I moaned.

			“Tess?” a deep voice called out from the front door.

			My head shot up toward the door. What. The. Hell. In the fogginess that hovered in my head, I had to be hearing things.

			A soft knock followed. “Tess, it’s Ryan. Is everything okay?”

			I pulled my hand free from my bottoms and jumped up.

			How long had he been out there? Had he heard . . . ?

			Oh God oh God oh God oh God.

			My legs shook and I stumbled, slamming my toe on the end table.

			When I cried out in pain, the knocking got louder. “Damn it, Tess, what’s going on?”

			Every nerve in my body was tingling when I yanked open the door.

			“Shhhh. Noah’s sleeping,” I got out just before he pushed past me and stormed into the apartment.

			He looked around, then swung around to pin me with his stare. “I heard you cry out.”

			Oh, kill me now. Heat climbed my face, and I let the door swing shut behind me.

			“I was just . . . studying.” But I couldn’t look him in the eye. If I did, well, I hadn’t quite recovered yet from my near-release, and looking at the object of my fantasy would be way too awkward. Especially since I hadn’t caught my breath yet and every movement of my legs reminded me that I had been right there a minute ago.

			I dared a quick glance and watched as his gaze roved over me. He took a step closer, then seemed to make himself stop. Were his hands shaking? God, was he mad?

			“I stubbed my toe . . .” I stammered.

			My nipples were hard and very visible through the thin tank top. I hadn’t quite pulled it back into place and one side was still bunched under my ribs. When he met my gaze, I could see the fire burning in his eyes.

			He knew.

			“Why are you all flushed?” His voice dropped low, seductive, and he took another step toward me. “What were you doing, Tess?”

			My face turned even redder. “I told you. Studying.”

			Now he was only an arm’s length away and I could see how dark his eyes were.

			God, I never expected that he’d come over. But my traitorous body still craved release and with the object of all that pent-up anticipation standing right there, it was hard to focus on anything but that throbbing need.

			He reached out and ran a finger down over my cheek, my jaw, then wrapped his entire hand behind my neck. He hadn’t moved yet—just stood there holding on to me. My breath caught and I wanted to step into his arms, but whatever this was . . . he was calling the shots.

			I felt like a puppet, and God, did I want him pulling my strings.

			“Bullshit. My imagination is fucking out of control right now thinking about what you could have been doing, Tess,” he said, finally getting close enough that I could feel the heat from his body. He leaned his forehead against mine. “Tell me that you were not touching yourself and thinking about me. Please. Because if you were, I’ll be too damned tempted to finish what you started.”

			I shook my head back and forth in a literal attempt to clear the fuzz of lust that was clouding my vision and, apparently, my brain. In all my embarrassment I had forgotten to ask what the hell Ryan was doing knocking on my door at two in the morning.

			“Ryan,” I said, my voice huskier than intended. “Why did you come here?”

			“Isn’t it obvious, Tess?” He ran his free hand down my side and cradled my hip. He dug his fingers in and pulled me closer. Now I was pressed against the length of him and I could feel how much he wanted me. “I was going to take care of it myself too, but I couldn’t stop thinking about you. I wanted you, not my own hand.”

			His words sent heat racing straight between my legs. Ryan wanted me.

			Ryan was standing there, holding on to me and asking me to tell him that I wasn’t just thinking about him. If I did, if I admitted the truth, I had no doubt he would be able to finish me in record time. And oh, my God did I want that.

			The dam that had been holding me back from everything cracked and right that second, I wanted to feel something besides pressure and obligation and loneliness. If I was going to fool around with someone, why not someone I knew already? Better than risking anything with a stranger.

			“What about that girl?” I asked breathlessly. He hadn’t even done anything and I could feel the tension seeping into my bones, but if he said yes, this would end now. “The one I saw you with at the park?”

			Ryan’s eyes darkened a touch but he shook his head. “We aren’t together. What about you? Is there anyone else?”

			I snorted. “No. Not in a very long time.”

			He guided my head closer and then stopped, our lips just an inch apart. I wanted to grab him and scream for him to kiss me already, but he still held back. I could see hesitation in his eyes. Maybe he thought I was looking for more—even a father for Noah. Well, he didn’t need to worry—I’d stopped expecting someone to save me a long time ago.

			“I’m not looking for anything except tonight . . .”

			“I don’t do commitments, so if you’re looking . . .”

			Ryan froze. Fire filled his eyes. “Say that again.” His fingers tightened on the back of my neck and a wash of goose bumps danced down over my arms. He wasn’t looking for long-term either. Maybe . . .

			“I’m not in a place to handle a relationship right now. I just want . . . this . . .” I said. “I just need you right now.” I brushed the back of my hand over the bulge in his jeans.

			“You are fucking killing me,” he groaned. “You deserve so much more than just a hookup. I wish I could be that person . . .”

			“We have a past, Ryan, and that’s why I want it to be you. We were friends first, you know,” I said breathlessly. “Maybe someday we can get back there? I . . . I miss you, Ryan. I’ve missed you so much.”

			He sucked in a breath and then his lips crashed down over mine. I opened immediately, savoring the warm velvety feel of his tongue stroking mine. His other hand slid to my hip and under the elastic of my pajamas and he dug his fingers into the fleshy part of my butt.

			“I don’t want to be your fucking friend, Tess,” he rasped out. “I want to drag you over to that couch and taste every inch of you before sinking so deep inside you, it’s all you think about for weeks after. Friends don’t want to bend each other over the couch and drive into them until they scream your name.”

			His words, gritted out from between clenched teeth, had me right back on the edge. I whimpered and pressed my lips to the underside of his chin. If friends didn’t do those things, then I didn’t want to be friends either.

			“I’m not looking for forever either,” I said between kisses. “So why don’t we just let this happen, and when it’s time, we both just walk away. No expectations. No hurt feelings. No promises at all.”

			I’d worry about the consequences later, because right now, I wanted everything he just said to me. I wanted it more than I had ever wanted anything else.

			“No promises?” he asked.

			I saw the hesitation under the fire burning in his eyes. I could see he didn’t want to hurt me and I was grateful for that, but I was a big girl and right now, I just wanted him.

			“None. Just one kiss at a time. One lick. One taste.” I ran my tongue over his neck and he groaned out loud. “Nothing but what’s happening right here, right now.”

			“God, you deserve fucking flowers and dinner and picket fences, Tess.”

			It was so sweet of Ryan to say that, it made my insides ache, and it was true, maybe once I wanted all that. Reality has a way of opening one’s eyes, though. Right now, right here, I just wanted Ryan. Needed Ryan. Deserved to feel his hands on me.

			“I had my hand down my pants and I was touching myself and pretending it was your hand. I was so close to coming when I called out your name.” Each word I whispered made his eyes grow stormier, darker.

			“Fuck,” he growled. “Are you sure about this, Tess?”

			“More than I have been about anything in a long time,” I said honestly.

			“Good.” Then his lips moved over mine and he did what his eyes had been threatening to do for days: he devoured me.

			I groaned into his mouth and met his tongue with mine. We both knew this dance, but it was different now. We were older, more experienced, and the urgency building between us was so much more than the teenage lovemaking we used to do.

			This . . . this was sex. Hot and spontaneous and desperate.

			“I couldn’t get the taste of you off my tongue,” Ryan said against my lips. “I had to have more.”

			I gripped his arms, thickly corded with muscle that came from doing something he was so good at, when he wrapped his arm around my waist and lifted me off the ground. He took three steps and I was pressed against the wall next to the door; his hard body pinning me there.

			He moved his mouth between my shoulder and neck and I felt his hot tongue glide over my skin. I tried to touch him too, but he kept me crowded against the wall on purpose.

			“I want to touch you,” I panted.

			“Nope,” he said against my collarbone. “We’re going to finish what you started earlier. Put your arms around my neck and hold on. Don’t let go no matter what.”

			I nodded because my throat had completely dried up.

			When I had my arms where he wanted them, he leaned back enough so that he could run his hand down over my shoulder. His thumb brushed the edge of my breast and I sucked in a breath at the surge of need his touch caused.

			It had been so long since I’d been with a man, but even when I was fourteen there was something more between Ryan and me, something that blazed brighter, hotter than pure chemistry should allow for. With other guys, it had never been the same, and feeling it again was like the sweetest dessert I never thought I’d get to savor again.

			If I was going to give in and indulge, then damn it, I was going to enjoy every single second of it.

			“So responsive,” he whispered appreciatively. His hand slipped under the hem of my tank top and he pushed it slowly up. When the tips of his fingers brushed the underside, I sucked in another breath. “Tell me what you want, Tess.”

			“Touch me,” I begged. “Please.”

			I let my eyes close when the cool air washed over my hot skin. Ryan flicked his thumb over my nipple and I gasped. My back arched. I needed more.

			“You like that?”

			“Yes. God, yes.”

			This time, he rolled the end between his thumb and finger. The perfect amount of pressure. Not too light, not too hard. If he hadn’t been holding me up, my knees would have buckled.

			“Do they taste as good as your mouth?” he asked.

			I didn’t know whether to nod or shake my head, so I arched again. He leaned his head down and pulled one tip between his teeth.

			A sharp twinge of fire shot through me. “Oh, fuck.” I dug my fingers into his hair and pulled him closer. The fire from earlier flared back to life and I could feel the pressure building again. He drew me away from the wall without moving his mouth, then guided me backward until I felt the couch at the back of my legs.

			Instead of lowering me first, he swung around and sat, pulling me down onto his lap. I moved my legs to straddle him, and he tugged my tank top off and dropped it on the floor.

			“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured. “I always thought you were the most amazing thing I had ever seen, but now . . .” He slid his hands up my ribs and then cupped both of my breasts. He flicked the tips at the same time and then leaned in close to suck one into his mouth.

			I arched back with a low groan.

			“You called out my name when you were close; I heard you do it. I want to hear it again, but this time, when you come.”

			His commanding tone took me even closer to the edge and I panted. His fingers dipped into me, striking up a steady rhythm that was driving me crazy, and I rocked my hips to get more friction. My breath caught in my throat as the brightness behind my eyelids turned blinding.

			I stopped moving. Stopped breathing. Held myself tense and ready and balancing on that tightrope. Ryan’s hand kept up a steady pace and all it took was a few more strokes inside me and I shattered.

			“Ryan,” I whimpered, half out of my mind. My muscles clenched down on his fingers and each stroke brought me even higher. I was breaking apart and tears burned in the back of my eyes.

			He took my mouth and swallowed my low moan.

			I rocked my hips and sobbed his name over and over again. When the fissures of pleasure finally started to slow down I opened my eyes. Ryan stroked me with his fingers a few more times before he pulled them out and I shuddered at how good it still felt.

			He brushed kisses over the corners of my mouth, then across my jaw, then just under my ear. He was breathing hard, and when he pulled back enough so that I could look at him, his eyes blazed with fire.

			“You’re a fucking wet dream,” he rasped out. “God, I was almost there just watching you come apart.” Ryan leaned his forehead against mine. “Jesus, Tess, that was the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen.”

			Still straddling his lap made me very aware of how much he had enjoyed it. If I only had tonight, then I wanted to feel him again. I scooted back enough to flick open the button on his jeans. When I looked up, he took my breath away.

			“I want you, Ryan,” I said. “Inside me. Now.”

			His eyes grew even stormier, if that was possible, and he shifted his hips so that I could unzip his jeans. He slid them down enough so I could run my fingers along the outline of the bulge that made my mouth dry. God, his muscles weren’t the only thing that had gotten bigger.

			Ryan groaned, and his head fell back when I used my nails to run over the fabric.

			“You like that?” I asked.

			“Fuck yes,” he hissed.

			I loved the heady feeling of control that flooded my body. I reached under the elastic of his boxers and wrapped my fingers around the hot, hard length of him. I’m not sure who groaned the loudest when I guided him free.

			“Fuck, that feels good, baby,” he muttered.

			Goose bumps skittered over my skin. He called me that all the time once and I didn’t realize how much I’d missed hearing it. I closed my eyes and ran my thumb along the underside of the head of his cock and his hips jerked up.

			“You’re killing me, Tess.”

			“Good, because you pretty much broke me into a million pieces a few minutes ago.”

			I closed my fingers around the girth of his cock and slowly moved them up and down. Every sound he made shot straight between my legs. God, I wanted him. And I knew that once I had him again, everything would change.

			Or it wouldn’t. He made it clear he wasn’t in it for anything more than just a good time. I wasn’t either, if I was being honest, but this felt so right, it was hard to ignore the little voice in my head whispering what if . . .

			“If you keep doing that it’s going to be over before it starts,” Ryan gritted out between his teeth.

			“Can’t take a little hand job action?” I asked with a devilish grin.

			His head lifted and his gaze pierced mine. I could lose myself in the desire I saw radiating from his eyes. “From you? After all this time? After what I just watched you do? No, Tess. You drive me fucking crazy; you always have.”

			Something tightened in my chest. My tongue felt thick, and I could feel my throat start to itch.

			“Then show me how much,” I whispered.

			In the next instant Ryan sat up and flipped me onto my back on the couch. He stood and pushed his jeans and boxers down his hips and reached into his back pocket. He had the condom out and ripped open before I knew what he was doing. I watched, entranced, as he rolled it over his cock.

			“You are so fucking beautiful, Tess. I wondered . . .” He shook his head as if he were clearing away memories. “Nothing I dreamed could have come close though.”

			I fought back a sob. He thought about me? After I turned my back on him, he wondered about me? Of course I’d thought about him. Too often to admit. If you really could find the one in high school, then I had done it. Every man since never came close to making me feel what Ryan did. Still did.

			He kneeled on the couch, between my legs, and slid my pajama pants down and off. His sharp intake of breath ignited the heat between my legs again. Then he leaned forward and held himself right at the opening I so desperately wanted him in.

			I lifted my hips, urging him on. Now that we were so close I wanted him inside me.

			“Ryan,” I begged. I slid my hands under his shirt and dragged my nails down his chest. His hips surged forward and he slid halfway inside me.

			We both gasped.

			Ryan groaned.

			It wasn’t going to take much more to set me off again, I could tell that already. When he slid the rest of the way in, I wrapped my legs around his waist and moved my hips.

			“Fuck it, Tess. Stop moving,” he growled.

			“No,” I panted. God, I was close. He was hitting all the right spots and the friction was making me insane. Just a little more and . . .

			I tensed. My fingers stilled and I lifted my head. Shit. I pushed Ryan back and he sat up on his knees, his eyebrows dipping down. Before he could say anything I put my finger to my lips.

			And I heard it again.

			Noah was crying out for me.

			I pulled my leg free and sat up. My breathing was still too fast and every movement reminded me just how close I’d been to orgasm.

			“What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?” Ryan asked. There was so much concern in his voice that I leaned over and kissed his shoulder softly.

			“It’s Noah. He has nightmares sometimes. I need to go to him.”

			His eyes widened and he stood and pulled up his boxers and jeans. I wanted to point out that he still had the condom on, but he was buttoning his pants already. “Shit, I forgot . . . I’ll go.”

			A sharp stab of disappointment shot through me. Was this it? Was this our one chance and it was gone now?

			“I’m sorry,” I said.

			Ryan shook his head. “Don’t be sorry. You’re a . . . mom. You should go take care of him. I’ll let myself out.”

			“Ryan?” I had pulled on my pajama pants and stood up facing him. He could barely look into my eyes. Hollowness spread inside my chest. I knew that when he walked out the door, that was it.

			For a few minutes it had just been us, the old Ryan and Tess, but then reality came crashing down. We couldn’t go back to being the people we used to be. I took his hand and squeezed to let him know I understood.

			“Thank you,” I said.

			“For what?” He finally looked up and his eyebrows were drawn down.

			“For reminding me what it’s like to feel something. It’s been . . . a long time. I’m glad that it was you, Ryan.” I stepped closer and pressed my lips against his. It was a quick kiss. A goodbye kiss. “I’ll call you.”

			But I was pretty sure I wouldn’t, and it must have shown on my face because Ryan’s lips turned down. For a second I thought he might argue with me, but I gave him a tight smile and let his hand go.

			Pressure built in my chest as I watched him leave, and I pressed my hand against my mouth. God, this hurt like hell. How had he done it all those years ago? How had he watched me ride away with nothing but a promise?

			The urge to call him back and . . . what? Ask him to take a chance on something I wasn’t even sure I had to give? My hand fell and I locked the door behind him.

			No, this was my life right now.

			I had to get my shit together before I could drag someone else into it with me. And I had the sinking feeling that by the time things fell into place, Ryan would be well out of reach.
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			Two days later and I was still beating my head against the wall.

			What the fuck had I been thinking?

			Tess had a son. She wasn’t just another hookup either, no matter what she said. She was different; she had always been different. Having her in my arms, feeling her come apart on my fingers, was like a drug I desperately wanted more of.

			I could not stop thinking about it, and fuck me if I didn’t want more, even with the regret burning in my gut.

			“You hungry?” Dad asked, coming into the kitchen. “I can make an omelet and bacon if you don’t have anywhere to be.”

			I looked up and set my cup down. It was barely eight. He was wearing clean clothes and his hair was combed and his eyes weren’t red and puffy like I was used to. Usually I’d run out and grab something from McDonald’s and bring it back to leave for him when he dragged his ass out of bed around noon.

			This . . . was fucking throwing me, which didn’t help the screwed-up way I was already feeling.

			“Tell me the truth, Pops. Are you dying?” I had to know if this change was because he didn’t have much time left.

			“I told you I’m fine.” He pulled out pans I didn’t even know we had and then took what he needed from the fully stocked fridge; all his requests.

			I exhaled and looked out the window to gather my thoughts. After a few seconds, I squinted. “Did you wash the windows?”

			“Yep. Figured that way the sun could actually get inside this place. Sabine said a bright home leads to a bright soul.”

			“Sabine?”

			“The new neighbor with the chi. Blueberry cobbler.” Dad moved around the kitchen like he hadn’t been avoiding it for the past six years. The rein on my anger snapped. Some woman who he barely knew had brought on these changes? When I was the one who’d been taking care of him so far, and he’d never once acknowledged a goddamned thing?

			I stood up and my chair tipped and fell to the floor. I could not deal with this. Not with the frustration of trying to figure out what the hell I had to do about Tess eating a hole inside me. All this time I thought I’d been doing a fucking fine job of taking care of him, and it turned out I’d been doing nothing.

			The place was a dump because I never did anything about it.

			Jesus. What a fucking joke.

			I let Seth down by not taking care of Sara when he was in prison. I let my dad down because, all this time, I was barely doing shit for him. I couldn’t even keep the windows clean.

			For the past six years I thought I was doing okay.

			Dad needed me and I stepped up. But how much? Enough to ease my own guilt for wanting to get away just like my mother did? I’ll never understand why she didn’t take me with her.

			Because you were not good enough.

			That fucking voice that had been tormenting me since she walked out rose up and echoed in my head as gravel sprayed out from behind my tires. Screw her. Screw everyone. I’d been trying half my damned life to make sure everyone else was taken care of.

			So where in the hell did that leave me now?

			I spent the morning at the house I’d been remodeling. It felt good to hammer my frustrations out on framing in the new dining room. I went old-school and instead of using the nail gun, picked up my hammer instead.

			When my phone rang, I ignored it.

			I didn’t really want to talk to anyone right now.

			I drove another row of nails in and wiped my forehead.

			The phone rang again.

			I blew out a breath and picked up more nails. One more half wall and the dining room would be ready for electrical Monday morning.

			My phone buzzed with a new text message. Okay, now I knew it wasn’t Dad, because he didn’t ever text, he only called me when he needed something. I threw down the hammer and strode over to where I left my keys and the phone.

			Since you aren’t answering your phone, this is an official booty call text. But not technically sexting. Unless you want me to text dirty to you. ;P ~S

			I shook my head and exhaled a frustrated breath. Shari had a way of just putting it right out there. Even after last weekend when I totally blew her off. I sat down on a roll of cable. What did I want? I could have things back to normal in a blink.

			I knew what the score was with Shari. I never felt guilty or unsure. I never had to worry about what she was feeling because I knew it was the same as me. With Tess, it was already complicated. I saw it in her eyes when I left the other night; she wasn’t going to call, even though she’d said she would. And yet I waited, hoped that she would so that I could talk to her again.

			But I had no idea what the hell I’d even say.

			That was all sorts of screwed up.

			Dirty texting. Now there’s something we haven’t done yet.

			As soon as I hit Send, I regretted it and didn’t even know why. I should be able to text anyone anything, if I wanted to. The problem was that I didn’t want to with Shari. I sighed in resignation and typed out a message.

			Gonna have to pass tonight. The electrical guys are dragging me out for boys’ night. Lots of testosterone. You’d hate it. ;)

			Since when was I that guy who fucking lied all the time?

			I tossed my phone next to my keys and went back to pounding in nails. It buzzed a couple more times but I ignored it. For two hours I took out my frustration on two-by-fours. And Tess still didn’t call. She didn’t even text. Maybe she regretted what we’d done and she didn’t want to talk to me again. Screw that. She said she wasn’t looking for any kind of promises. No expectations.

			Why the hell was I sitting around expecting her to call?

			Fuck this. Why not? I tossed my hammer again, grabbed my phone, and hit Reply before I could talk myself out of it.

			On second thought, a night of fucking is just what I need. How’s that for sexting? ;P See you at ten, your place.

			I ignored the queasy feeling in my stomach and started picking up my tools. A small bit of normalcy would be good. Get back to how things were, since it was apparent that Tess wanted it that way. My phone buzzed. Then immediately buzzed again. And again.

			What the hell?

			Ryan?

			If this is your idea of a joke, you suck.

			Just realized that this was probably not meant for me. Never mind. I guess we have nothing to say to each other after all.

			I scrolled back and saw that the text I’d replied to hadn’t been from Shari after all—Tess had sent me one earlier that I hadn’t seen. We should probably talk.

			The floor dropped out from under my feet.

			“Fuck,” I shouted at the ceiling. The queasy feeling turned to a burning heaviness that made me want to throw up. I started to apologize but what the fuck could I say that would not sound like an excuse? I fucking sent a hookup text to the wrong person, the last person I’d ever want to treat that way now.

			I’m sorry.

			And I fucking was. So damned sorry.

			Me too, Ryan.

			I stared at my phone with my heart pounding in my ears.

			Now I would never know what she wanted to talk about.

			Or what I might have said in return.
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			I can’t believe I had been ready to take a chance and tell Ryan the truth. All of it.

			What an idiot I was. Three days ago we’d been about to have sex on my couch, and today he was hooking up with someone else.

			Not that he couldn’t if he wanted to but, damn it, knowing that he was going to be with someone else tonight was like a kick in the gut.

			I scrubbed the glass that had just come out of the dishwasher and set it on the rack.

			“Everything okay, doll?” Sheila asked. We weren’t open yet, but the girls got here early to get dressed and set up their stations.

			“Momentary lapse of judgment,” I said.

			“Hate those,” she said with a frown. “We all do it, so don’t beat yourself up too hard.”

			By the time Jesse opened the doors, I had all the glasses wiped and a pile of lemon and lime wedges. The music kicked on, the first fifteen minutes were just to let anyone who got here early to settle in before the shows started. It was busy for me because that’s when everyone wanted their drinks.

			I was filling an order for Sheila when I saw someone sit down from the corner of my eye.

			“Be right with you,” I called out.

			“Take your time.”

			I froze. No way. No fucking way was Ryan here. My hands shook as I somehow finished up the three slow gin fizzes without spilling them. When Shelia took her tray, I rounded on Ryan.

			“Why are you here?”

			“I wanted to explain.” He looked a little rough and he needed to shave. There was sawdust all over his arm and his pupils were slightly dilated. I could smell the beer when I got closer.

			“Are you drunk?”

			“I’ve been waiting in the parking lot since three. I had a few in the truck.”

			More than a few by the looks of it. I motioned for Sheila, who was immediately at my side.

			“Can you cover for a few minutes? I won’t be long.”

			Sheila looked at Ryan, then back at me. She gave my arm a squeeze. “Do what you need to, honey.”

			I pushed out from behind the bar and grabbed Ryan’s arm, dragging him toward the hallway that led to the supply room. The last thing I needed was a scene at my job. At the end of the hall, I stopped and let him go, then spun around with my arms crossed.

			“There is nothing to say, Ryan.”

			“Tess, I want to explain.”

			“You don’t owe me anything. You can go sleep with whomever you want to. We’re just . . .” I waved my hand between us. “We’re just something that happened in the past.” It hurt to say, but it was the truth. I thought for a few minutes that maybe we could find a new normal for us, for a while anyway. I guess I didn’t realize until the whole texting thing that I didn’t like the idea of being one of many.

			His eyes grew dark and he leaned closer. “We’re something that happened three days ago too.”

			I threw up my hands and a slightly hysterical laugh escaped from between my lips. “So what if it did? It didn’t mean anything. Neither of us is looking for anything serious, right? It was just . . . almost sex. That’s it.”

			“That’s just it,” he half slurred. “It wasn’t just almost sex. Whatever’s between us is driving me fucking crazy. I can’t get you out of my head. Every time I close my eyes I see you. I can’t stop thinking about you.”

			“Really? Me?” My voice was bordering on hysterical again, and I saw Sheila sidle up to the ordering station and shoot me a questioning look. I ignored her. “You can’t stop thinking about me, yet . . .” I pulled out my phone and scrolled until I found the text, then shoved my phone in his face. “A night of fucking was just what you needed. But not from me. So just stop the bullshitting, all right? Go home and sleep it off, Ryan.”

			I started back down the hall, but his hand on my arm stopped me.

			“Damn it, Tess,” Ryan croaked. “I fucked up. I thought I could screw you out of my head with someone else. It was a huge fucking mistake.”

			I spun around and pointed at Ryan. “You’re right, it was. But it was my mistake too because I let you in the other night. And I let you stay. So we will split the blame, call it even, and say goodbye.”

			“Tess,” Ryan growled.

			“It was never going to be anything more, Ryan. We both said it. We both understood that. You just need to go. There isn’t anything else to say.” I yanked my arm free and made my way back toward the bar. Just outside the hall stood Jesse. His arms were crossed over his chest and he lifted an eyebrow at me.

			“Ryan needs a cab, Jesse. Can you see he gets it okay?”

			“Time to go, buddy.”

			“Wait! Tess, just wait a second. I just . . . can we at least try?”

			I moved closer to where Jesse held Ryan by the arm. “Try what, Ryan?” I ground out between my teeth. More people were starting to come through the door and I had to get back to work.

			“Us.”

			My heart ripped open right there in the middle of Girls! Girls! Girls! I dropped my hands. I could not do this right now. “Ryan, please just go home.”

			Ryan yanked on his arm but Jesse didn’t let go. “Not until you talk to me, Tess.”

			“Go home and sleep it off, Ryan. When you’re sober, you’ll realize what you almost did tonight and be glad.” I was done. “Good night, Ryan.”

			Each step away from him hurt a little more. I hated that we’d gotten to this point so fast, but at least I didn’t have the chance to get in any deeper. Ryan never lied about not being a relationship guy. I was the one who lied to myself that I could do casual, especially with him.

			The boy who I gave my heart to so long ago.

			Behind me, Ryan swore and I heard a fist and an oomph. But instead of turning around, I kept moving toward the bar. Sheila was looking over my shoulder, her eyes wide. The sound of scuffling grew louder, and I knew what was going to happen next. The boss had a zero-tolerance policy.

			You get asked to leave only once. Then the cops were called.

			I closed my eyes and sucked in a deep breath. It was for the best. If I let him in, if I trusted that he meant what he said and really wanted to try, then I would have to tell him about Noah and my father.

			Even though I had almost told him earlier, the more I thought about it now, the more I realized that things were too precarious with my father and he still had the power to destroy my life. And honestly, I was terrified of what Ryan would do if he found out about all of it.

			“He’s gone, honey,” Shelia said. “Jesse took him outside and they called the cops. In case you were wondering.”

			Shit.

			“So was that the bad judgment you mentioned earlier?”

			I wasn’t really close to any of the girls at work, but mostly by choice. This was just a temporary job. But sometimes, not being able to talk to an adult about things really sucked.

			“Yeah. We have a history but neither of us is in a place where a relationship makes sense right now.”

			Shelia took my hand and squeezed. “Honey, people are rarely ever ready when that lightning strikes. He may not be your happily ever after, but he might just be your happily right now.”

			I finally turned to look at the spot where Ryan had been standing.

			If only it were that easy.
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			“Dude, jail is supposed to be my thing. What the hell did you do?” Seth asked when he showed up to bail my ass out.

			I sat in a hard plastic chair while Seth paid the clerk and filled out some paperwork. The bail wasn’t set at much and as soon as I got home, I’d pay Seth back.

			“They are saying drunk and disorderly,” I answered.

			“Jesus, where were you?”

			“Strip club.”

			Seth barked out a laugh and I cringed. I had no idea how many beers I’d had while I was waiting for the club to open. All I knew was that I had to see Tess and I would wait all night. Then I cringed again when I remembered what an ass I made out of myself.

			I just wanted to talk to her, explain my epic fuckup.

			Somehow that had morphed into what I think was me asking for a chance at a relationship. Jesus. I dropped my head into my hands. “Leave me here, man, I deserve it.”

			“Sorry. I owe you like another dozen bailouts before we’re even.” He took the papers that the clerk gave him and rapped them upside my head. “Let’s go, lawbreaker. I’ll even buy you breakfast. You look like you need it.”

			I climbed into his shit-kicker truck and rested my head on the glass.

			“So you gonna tell me what the fight was about?” Seth asked after he started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot.

			I grunted. The last person who would be understanding would be Seth if he heard who I’d been at the club to see.

			“So a girl then. Was she one of the strippers? Was she hot?”

			“She’s not a stripper.” That’s all I was going to give him. He could make up the rest, whatever crazy-assed story he wanted.

			“Hmmm, waitress?”

			“Just drop it.” I tucked my head and leaned away from him.

			“Seriously, bro. Is this the chick you’ve been blowing Shari off for?” Seth turned into a parking lot and killed the engine.

			I raised my eyebrow at him. “You sure Avery would be okay with . . . Denny’s?” I lowered my voice as though I was saying a dirty word and widened my eyes in mock horror.

			Seth laughed. “Fuck off. Even us green gods get a free pass every now and then.” We got out of the truck and started walking toward the restaurant’s blazing lights. “So back to the Shari thing. What gives, dude?”

			“I haven’t been blowing her off. Just been busy.”

			“Well Shari thinks you’ve been avoiding her. She told Avery, who mentioned it to me.”

			I scrubbed my hand over my face. I needed to talk to Shari, to explain things face-to-face, because I knew I had to. If whatever this was with Tess had a chance, I had to man up and face my shitty actions.

			“Look, I know you like to play it loose, and that’s great for you,” Seth said, “but I’m your best friend and what the hell is going on, Ry? Not some bullshit story either. I want to know.” The hostess led us to a booth and I slid in on one side. Seth moved into the other. We gave the waitress our order: two Grand Slams and coffee. As soon as she was gone, Seth leaned in and stared at me.

			“You going to tell me? Or have we reached that point in twenty-two years where we start bullshitting each other? You were around for the darkest part of my life, so now it’s my turn. And if it’s hot sex, then I’m your man for that too. Details, man.”

			He grinned but I couldn’t make myself smile back. I was going to have to tell him and listen to him freak the fuck out. I decided to start with the lesser of the two evils. “My dad is sobered up and cooking and cleaning now and it’s messing with my head. I think he might be dying or something and he’s not telling me.”

			Seth’s mouth dropped open.

			Now to yank the Band-Aid off.

			“Plus I sorta hooked up with Tess the other night and now she’s in my head again and I don’t know what the hell to do about it. The fight at the club was because I was trying to talk to her. She bartends there. Probably not the greatest idea while I was drunk off my ass, but I fucked up big-time and I needed to explain.”

			“Back the fuck up.” Seth glared at me, and I could almost see the steam coming out of his ears. “You slept with Tess?”

			“Well, not technically, since we were interrupted by Noah.”

			“Her kid?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I would punch you in the face if we weren’t sitting in public. One of us winding our asses up in jail today is enough. Are you out of your goddamned mind, Ry?”

			I held up my hand and glared back. “Look, I appreciate that you have my back, but what went down between us was years ago. We were kids. I’ve moved past it and am over it. Okay?”

			Seth crossed his arms and leaned back. “And yet here you are, freshly bailed out of jail because of her. And I know it was a long time ago, I get that. But you can’t tell me that you are suddenly ready to settle down with that picket fence and two-point-five kids because Tess is back in your life.”

			“No, you jackass. And she knows that. She’s in the same place.” We were interrupted when the waitress came and set our plates on the table. After she left I grabbed the syrup and drenched my stack of pancakes. “But this shit with my dad and all this tension with Tess, I sort of freaked out and sent Shari a text to hook up yesterday afternoon.”

			Seth paused midbite. “Shari was over at Avery’s last night. Alone. All night.”

			“I know. Because I fucking sent the text to Tess by mistake. I just wanted something to be normal, just for a little while. Everything feels like I’m on this ride I can’t get off of. I thought I was doing so good taking care of him, and now some neighbor woman who just moved in has gotten through to him and he’s suddenly washing the fucking windows. I never thought to wash the fucking windows, Seth.”

			Seth pointed a home fry at me. “Hey. Don’t you dare start second-guessing anything. He checked out and pretty much left you to fend for yourself. You were sixteen. What sixteen-year-old kid takes up all the slack and not only makes sure there is food on the table but also steps up and takes over his job? Just because he’s decided that he’s going to get sober for what, a few days, doesn’t mean you didn’t do the best you could. You lost both your parents and look at you. You’re a damned good guy, and you’re the best damned friend anyone could have.”

			I let his words sink in. Aside from Seth, no one even noticed, much less cared about everything I’d done for my father for the past six years. No one else had noticed much of anything, except Tess.

			She made me feel important. Like I was worth something.

			Then in one fell swoop, Pops sent me crashing back down.

			“What if this is him now? It’s a little late for him to start playing at being the doting father.” I stabbed a sausage and crammed it into my mouth. “I’m twenty-two for Christ’s sake.”

			“I know that. But maybe give him the benefit of the doubt for a little while? Some people are capable of getting their shit together and coming out for the better.” I knew he meant himself. And he was right, I just wasn’t sure there was enough left between my father and me to build on. Our roles had been reversed for so long I didn’t know how I could go back to respecting a man who gave up on everything when he had a kid to take care of.

			“Great. That problem is solved. Now, about Tess.” I glared at Seth and he waved his fork at me. “Don’t get all pissed at me. I was just going to say that if you do decide to move forward with whatever it is you’re doing with her, make sure you’re both on the same page. The last thing you need right now is complications, and, man, where that girl is concerned, you never were able to think straight. And she has a kid now. You sure you’re up for that?”

			“That’s the thing, though. It doesn’t matter about Noah. They’re like this package deal and I can’t imagine one without the other.” That was the truth. I wanted them both in my life.

			“Just . . . be careful. For both your sakes,” he said.

			I nodded. I got it, I really did, but something about Tess made my thinking go off half-cocked and I ended up doing stupid shit. Like showing up at her job drunk. God, I was an ass. If I was going to fix this, it had to be something big. Something that would mean more than just sorry.

			We finished eating and avoided any more talk of Tess or my father. Once I got Seth talking about classes, all I had to do was sit and listen. It was awesome, watching him light up when he rambled about English Comp or Intro to Renaissance something or other.

			“So Avery and I are thinking about getting a place closer to campus.” We’d finished up our breakfast and downed three cups of coffee apiece. I was officially full and not hungover anymore.

			“Don’t you guys practically live together already at her condo?” I reached for the check and grabbed it before Seth could.

			“I still have my shithole apartment, but this would be our place. And give me the damned bill. I took you to breakfast.”

			“Dude, you’re a broke college prick now who is going to shack up with his girlfriend and live in sin. I got it. Besides, I owe you for bailing my ass out of jail.” I pulled out a couple of twenties and threw them on the table. “Thanks by the way. You can always tell who your true friends are by who shows up to post your bail.”

			We stood up and Seth knocked my shoulder. “Like you have any better friends than me.”

			And he was right about that.
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			“Can we go to that park again?” Noah asked first thing Sunday morning.

			“Sure, we can go to the park,” I answered automatically as I stood at the stove, scrambling some eggs for our breakfast.

			“And I can hammer again too?” he asked. The excitement in his voice drove a wedge through my chest. Oh, he meant the play set where Ryan took us last week.

			“Not this time. We’ll go to the other park. The one with the sandbox and the tall slide. You love that, remember?”

			“But I like the other one better,” he whined. “I want to go there. You said we could go there.”

			I took a deep breath in and exhaled slowly as I pushed the eggs around the frying pan. Arguing with a three-year-old took strategy and calm. Two things I was sorely lacking this morning.

			I promised it would never happen again.

			“It’s either the sandbox park or nothing. But if we stay here, we can’t get an ice cream from that cart you like.” Yes, I had resorted to bribery, but I needed to get out of the apartment. I needed space and fresh air and to not have to look at the spot where Ryan got me off and we had almost had sex.

			I could not forget what Ryan said last night and it only made the feelings worse.

			“Okay, go grab your shovel and your hat while I finish making breakfast.” I watched Noah skip into the bedroom and my heart swelled. I had turned in my last assignment and was waiting for my final grades before I’d be an official AS holder. Soon I could start applying to four-year colleges, and after that, my father would see I was more than capable and let me have Noah for good. Our lives would change for the better; I just had to be patient. We were getting there, just not how I originally planned, that’s all.

			There was a knock at the door that grabbed my attention. Sometimes Louisa would stop by on her way out to touch base for the next week. I pulled it open and came face-to-face with an enormous bouquet of flowers.

			“Tess Maxwell?” a voice asked. Then a head popped out from one side and looked at me.

			“Yes?”

			“Sign here, please.” A clipboard appeared and I scribbled my name.

			“Are you sure they’re for me?” No one had ever sent me flowers. Not for a very long time. And they were gorgeous.

			“They’re yours now,” the guy said, and he shoved them at me. I grabbed the vase before it could fall, and the guy hopped away down the steps. I drove my face into the blooms and inhaled. Lilies and roses and . . . one red carnation.

			My hands shook as I carried them to the table to look for a card. But I didn’t need a card to know who they were from. The only time I ever got flowers was from Ryan in high school. And it had always been a single red carnation.

			I clasped my hand over my mouth as tears burned my eyes. What the hell was that idiot doing? I found the card with my name and opened the tiny envelope.

			I meant what I said last night, but I’m leaving it up to you. I can’t promise anything except right now. If that’s not enough, I understand, but I need you to tell me in person.

			R

			There was another knock and I stumbled to the door. This time, when I opened it, Ryan stood there. Holding a damned red carnation.

			I couldn’t stop the tears now.

			“Damn you,” I croaked. “We both know this is a bad idea.”

			“It probably is and it will blow up in my face, but all I know is that when we’re not together, I can’t stop thinking about you. I honestly can’t give you anything except a promise that I will always tell you the truth when it comes to us. I just . . . I want to be around you again. I want to get to know you, this you that is strong and holds shit together and who I admire more than anyone I’ve ever met.”

			I choked on a hiccup and took a step closer. “You don’t play fair, Ryan.”

			“I went and talked to Shari. I told her I couldn’t see her anymore because there was someone else I had to focus on. So it’s just you and me, Tess. I’m pulling out all the stops here. And every single one is worth it.” He held out the carnation and I knew that if I took it, that it would mean we were giving whatever this was a life. We could stop dancing around it and just admit there was something there.

			I reached out and plucked the flower from his fingers. A yes to his question. He exhaled, then closed the distance between us and wrapped his arms around my waist. “Thank you.” Then his lips brushed over mine and I wound my arms around his neck.

			I still knew we could only end one way, but damn it, I was going to enjoy it while I had him because this time I had with him was worth a lifetime of heartache.

			It was time for my own confession now.

			“We should talk . . .”

			“Hey, Ryan! Did you come to take me to that playground again?” Noah asked just behind us.

			Ryan pulled away and I could see the reluctance in his eyes. I slid my fingers down his arm and clasped our hands together. If I was in, I was all in.

			“Playground?” Ryan asked, looking to me for help.

			“He means the play set at the house you’re remodeling. Sorry, it apparently made quite the impression on him. I managed to talk him into the regular park just before you got here.”

			“You want to go back to the other one?” Ryan asked.

			“Yep! It was so cool and had a slide and I didn’t have to share and maybe I can hammer again because I don’t have a hammer here and I can’t practice . . .” He took a big breath in and Ryan laughed.

			“You don’t have to take him back there. The regular park is perfectly fine.” I didn’t move away from Ryan, but I did turn around so that I could make sure Noah understood that it was up to Ryan. I felt Ryan squeeze my hand, and I tried not to smile like a giddy teenager.

			It felt so good having him close again.

			“I don’t mind as long as you’re coming along.” He said those words so close to my ear that his hot breath washed over the sensitive flesh and gave me goose bumps. “There are a few things I’d like to show you too.”

			I giggled. God, when was the last time I giggled?

			“Okay, buddy. You ready?” Ryan asked.

			Noah jumped up and down. “Let’s do this!”

			“Hold on there, mister.” I held up my hand. “At least four bites of egg first. It’s on the table.” Noah was over to our small table in a flash, seated and shoveling egg into his mouth as fast as he could swallow.

			I felt Ryan’s laughter against my back and I joined in.

			Half an hour later, we were at Ryan’s remodeling site. Noah was headed right for the play set while Ryan and I followed behind at a slower pace.

			“I’m sorry about last night,” he said. “I was an ass and I hope you didn’t get into trouble at work. And I am so sorry about the text.”

			“I get it.” I stopped just out of earshot of Noah. “What we’re doing isn’t exclusive and we never actually talked about other people. You don’t have to explain.”

			He took my hand. “But I do. Shari is a friend of Avery’s, Seth’s girlfriend, and we all just sort of hang out together. We used to get together, no strings. Jesus, I’m fucking this up aren’t I?” He dragged his fingers through his hair. “Yesterday when Shari texted me, I wasn’t in a good place. I was feeling guilty as hell and hadn’t heard from you and I didn’t want to just show up in case you were regretting everything because I didn’t have your number and I know it’s no excuse, but I can promise you that as soon as I sent it, I regretted it. I wasn’t going to meet her.”

			Jealousy burned in my stomach, though I had no right to feel anything. “I should have given you my number so you didn’t have to wait for me to call you. And I don’t regret any of what happened between us, Ryan. I just needed to figure out what I was doing. We’re too good together and it blurs the lines.”

			“Right,” he said, leaning down to kiss my nose. “But you have to admit we were always good at the us part.”

			He was right. We made an amazing couple before. But we weren’t really a couple now, and I had to remember that. I just had to remember not to fall back in love with him.

			“So are we going to do this?” he asked.

			“Casual exclusive dating for the time being?” I said. “Has a certain ring to it, doesn’t it?”

			He grinned. “I like the sound of it.” He took my hand and we walked over to where Noah was pumping his legs on the swing.

			“Hey, guys,” Noah sang out. “Swing with me!”

			I looked at Ryan and he inclined his head. I sat and he immediately pulled me back and gave me a huge push. I screamed. Noah laughed so hard that he had to stop swinging and urge Ryan on. I went higher and higher and begged them both to slow me down.

			“Should we let her stop?” Ryan asked Noah.

			“No way. Higher,” Noah squealed.

			“You are so grounded,” I yelled at Noah, who only laughed harder.

			When Ryan finally showed mercy and grabbed on to my hips to slow me down, I thought I was going to lose my breakfast. I took a few unsteady steps and sat down in the grass. I hadn’t been on a swing since I was probably eight.

			Ryan plopped down next to me as Noah kicked off on the swing again.

			“I see where your loyalties lie.” I smacked him on the shoulder and he fell back with a chuckle. Then he reached out and drew me down into the crook of his arm. I settled in and looked up at the sky. Puffy white clouds drifted across a stunning blue background.

			“So if we’re going to be seeing more of each other, is it okay to ask questions?” Ryan asked.

			I already knew what he wanted to ask, and I had already decided to tell him the truth.

			I plucked a few pieces of grass and looked up at him.

			“I’m not Noah’s mother.”

			I felt him stiffen under me and then he sat up, taking me with him. We ended up facing each other. “What?”

			“He’s my brother.” I took a deep breath. “It’s kind of a long story.”

			Ryan looked over to where Noah was now playing in the sandbox under the play structure. “So that’s why he called you Tess in the truck and not mom. I thought it was just some silly thing he did, like some kids do.”

			I shook my head and looked at Noah. I could feel love filling my face and a smile ghosted across my lips.

			“I had just finished up my freshman year at Brown when my father . . . when he was caught with one of his students. This wasn’t the first time he’d done something like that. Once I left for college, I didn’t go home, so I didn’t know about Noah until I got the call from social services. I guess the other student before the one who got him arrested got pregnant and decided she didn’t want the baby anymore after about a year. She dropped Noah off with him and disappeared. When they arrested my father, Noah was just one year old. They put him in temporary foster care until I got home. As soon as I held him I knew I had to take care of him. I quit school and used what was left of my college savings to get an apartment in a decent neighborhood. After that ran out, I got the job at the club and, well . . . you know the rest.”

			Ryan was staring at me so intently that I shifted away from him. “Too much baggage?” It was a lot to take in and something I had never told anyone else before, but I was glad it was Ryan who knew.

			“Hell no. Jesus, I thought you were amazing before, but now? You are definitely the strongest person I’ve ever known and I’ve known some pretty good fighters. Not many people would do what you did, Tess.”

			I swallowed against the lump in my throat. I guess I never realized how nice it would feel to hear someone say that. I did what I had to do without any kind of acknowledgment, and that was okay, but hearing the admiration in Ryan’s voice sort of made it worth it.

			“Thank you for saying that. No one’s really told me that before.”

			Ryan pulled me into his arms. “Someone should tell you that every fucking day.”

			As I buried my face in his neck, all I could think was that so many parts of me wanted it to be him.
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			Even though we were keeping things casual, it was damned hard to actually find any time to spend with Tess alone.

			I went over Monday and Tuesday after work and brought pizza one night and sub sandwiches the next. We all ate together, and then Noah showed me the house he was building with his blocks. Then Tess gave him a bath and read him a bedtime story while I watched whatever was on TV that didn’t require cable.

			Tess and I got to snuggle on the couch, and do a few other things, but so far there hadn’t been a repeat of that disastrous—but awesome—night yet. Monday night Noah wandered out when I had my hand up Tess’s shirt and there had been some scrambling and a quick good night.

			Tuesday we weren’t interrupted but the idea that we could be pretty much killed anything more than kissing. Now it was Wednesday already and Tess was working tonight and I was sitting home with nothing to do.

			Literally. Because the place was spotless and Dad had pasta boiling on the stove to go with the homemade meatballs he’d cooked up earlier.

			I forgot that Dad was cooking again, so I had grabbed steak sandwiches from the deli down the street before I came home. They were both sitting in the fridge now and I was waiting for dinner to be ready. The last time he cooked dinner, I was a sophomore in high school.

			He stood at the stove and stirred the pot and he was wearing some ridiculous apron that read, Go ahead and kiss the cook. You might get seconds.

			“How’s work going?” he asked.

			“Gut job down by the lake.” I hated talking shop with him because in the beginning, when I had to pick up the slack and fix his screwups, he never liked it when I asked what I needed to do. After a while I stopped asking and he stopped even trying and we just didn’t talk about work.

			He nodded while lifting a piece of pasta out of the water and testing for doneness. Satisfied, he carried the pot to the sink to drain it.

			“You seem to be busy all the time—that’s great. Do you like doing it? Working with your hands, I mean.” As he mixed and carried things to the table I watched him. What the hell had happened to him?

			I figured that after a week or so, he’d slip back into his old ways and this would all be a blip on his radar. But if anything, he was doing more. I couldn’t remember the last time I did laundry, yet I had clean clothes every time I checked.

			Even the bathroom sparkled.

			“Dinner’s ready,” he said just as someone knocked on the door. “Hope you don’t mind but Sabine is joining us tonight. We have an argument going on about who makes the best meatballs.” He wiped his hands and actually patted his hair before letting her in.

			Sabine beamed when she saw Dad and then her eyes widened in surprise when she saw me at the table. She was just like Pops had described her: bohemian-looking, flowy clothes, with a mess of curly hair that was swooped up in a towering bun. “Hello, you must be Ryan.” She held out her hand and I shook it. “Your father talks about you all the time. He’s very proud of you.”

			That was fucking news to me.

			Dad pulled out a chair and Sabine sat down across from me. She had on a red off-the-shoulder blouse and her skirt had about ten different colors on it. Her feet were bare too.

			“I brought you something,” she said to Pops, then pulled a wind chime out of her enormous bag. It wasn’t fancy or anything, just a simple triangle with metal tubes hanging down. I waited for my father to explode.

			“That the one you were telling me about?” he said instead.

			I looked from her to him. They’d actually talked about wind chimes? When?

			Sabine nodded enthusiastically, then looked at me and smiled. “Wind chimes disperse the bad energy and encourage good chi. I make these to sell at that little flea market on Pine Avenue. I told your father I would make him one that was manly and not all covered in butterflies and flowers.”

			Pops chuckled and took the damned thing. “So I hang it near the front door?”

			“That’s the best place for it, but I’ll double-check to make sure it’s in the right segment of the house.” Sabine glanced at me and must have seen something on my face. “I practice the ancient art of feng shui. It makes all the difference in the energy of the home. Just wait, I’m sure you will feel it too.”

			I wanted to get up and leave. Go someplace where people were not talking about chi in a serious voice. But I stayed, because seeing Pops like this was like watching a movie you haven’t seen in so long, you forgot the actual plot.

			“So this is my competition?” Sabine asked, cutting into a meatball.

			“I will put it against any other meatball.” Pops watched her put a bite into her mouth and I saw the hopeful expectation on his face.

			She chewed slowly and then closed her eyes. “Basil. A little oregano and . . . Romano cheese. Not too much, but enough to give it that tangy flavor.” Her eyes popped open and she grinned. “I will have to make some of mine to make this a fair competition, but you are already ahead in the poll.”

			For the rest of the meal, I watched the two of them interact. It was clear Pops had been leaving out a lot of what went on during the day when I wasn’t there. Already I could see inside jokes and quick glances.

			“So I guess I didn’t know you two knew each other well enough to exchange recipes,” I finally said after I finished my pasta.

			Sabine giggled. There may have been gray streaking her black hair, but she glowed with energy most younger people didn’t have. I didn’t want to like her. She’d done something I’d failed at for six years: pulling Pops out of his funk, but it was hard not to get caught up in her larger-than-life personality.

			“I think it was the apple turnovers that did him in,” she said with a wink.

			What the hell? She made turnovers and he didn’t bother to share. I narrowed my eyes on him, and he lifted his hands in defeat.

			“I didn’t mean to eat them all before you got home. They were just so damned melt-in-your-mouth good.”

			“I had to do something to butter him up. All he did all day long was complain about my wind chimes. And, Ryan—” She reached out and patted my hand. Her touch was surprisingly smooth and warm, and comforting. “I’ll make you a batch that you can share with your new friend. Everyone loves a good apple turnover.”

			Now I glared at Pops. He was talking about my personal life with a stranger? He went from grunting at the TV to getting up close and personal with our new neighbor pretty damned fast.

			I’d had enough with the floor show. Pops was laying on the charm, and I couldn’t stand to watch much more of it. It was almost unnatural, and it put me on edge.

			I got up and rinsed off my plate. “Thanks, Pops. Sabine, it was nice to meet you. I’m just going to head out for a while.”

			I grabbed my keys and pushed the door open. I had nowhere to go, but I needed some air. Seeing my dad acting all . . . normal threw me.

			“That boy’s aura is so chaotic. I have some crystals that you could hang around that would help to balance his emotions. Maybe I should make him a wind chime too. If you show me where his room is, I can tailor a few things that might help him,” I heard Sabine say to Pops as I pulled the door shut. I didn’t need a fucking wind chime of my own. Or crystals or anything else. Everything was fucking fine.

			None of that voodoo shit was going to change anything.

			Pops had checked out during the hardest part of my life, and pulling himself together now was just a little too late. I was all grown up. I didn’t need a father to cook me dinner and give me advice now.

			I didn’t need to ask him what he thought about Tess. About what we were doing. I didn’t need his opinion at all. Things with Tess and me, they were complicated but there was a lot of history between us and that’s what the pull was.

			I was just trying to recapture a time in my life before everything fell to shit. She’d been a part of it when things were very good. Being around her reminded me of that, of what it felt like to be carefree and happy. That was all. And yet I still found myself pulling into the parking lot of Girls! Girls! Girls!

			When I told Tess I didn’t do permanent, I meant it. But this was new territory to me, this need to be around her all the time without the expectation of falling into bed together at the end of the night. I never just hung out with any of the women who I slept with. Well, except for Shari, but that was a different situation.

			We hung out because of Seth and Avery. Without them, it would just be about the sex.

			I’d spent the last three days with Tess and Noah doing nothing special, and I couldn’t wait to see them again. If anyone had told me I’d like spending time with some chick and her kid, I would have laughed.

			And technically, Tess and I hadn’t even had sex yet.

			I glanced at the door to the club. I wasn’t even sure they’d let me in again. Not after I made an ass of myself and got arrested. Yeah, coming here might not have been a smart idea.

			So I sat in my truck instead, just because I knew she was on the other side of that wall. How fucking pathetic had I become?
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			“Dude, that was awesome!” Ryan shouted.

			Noah ran over and gave Ryan a high five and I couldn’t help but smile. When Ryan showed up with the basketball and very short hoop, I almost said no. I knew that Noah deserved all kinds of fun stuff, but right now I just couldn’t afford it.

			It made something burn inside my chest that I couldn’t do something so basic for Noah.

			Ryan asked me first before giving it to Noah, though, so it wasn’t a complete blindside. I knew Noah would love it and I caved. He should have more than some blocks and an old plastic toolbox to play with.

			He and Ryan had been in the corner of the parking lot for an hour shooting hoops. It was hilarious to watch Ryan goofing off while slam-dunking that three-foot hoop. He taught Noah how to do the same thing, and I think my heart grew three sizes watching them together.

			It would be so easy to pretend we were a real family. Something I never quite let myself think about because I could just never see a man in my life. Until Ryan came back into it.

			I exhaled and carried the plate of brownies over to them. It was the least I could do. I had a couple of store-brand sodas and a juice box in a bag too.

			“Break time,” I called out. “Who wants brownies?”

			A chorus of me was the answer. Ryan and Noah jogged over to the curb where I sat down and held out the plate. I’d cut the brownies into small squares so that Noah could have more than one. Ryan plopped down next to me and grabbed two.

			“Oh, my God, these are amazing,” he said around a mouthful of chocolate. I handed him a can of no-name ginger ale and he didn’t even blink before popping it open and downing half the can in one swallow. He grabbed two more brownies and lay back on the grass.

			“They’re just a box mix,” I admitted.

			I popped the straw through Noah’s juice box and handed it to him to wash down the brownie he was wearing more of than eating.

			Ryan held his arm over his head and glanced at me. “No one ever bakes for me. These are divine. You could win some baking-war show with these.”

			Heat climbed up my face and I nudged him in the side. “They’re a box mix. Hardly even worth mentioning.”

			Noah took another brownie bite off the plate.

			“Last one. Don’t want to spoil your lunch, ’kay?” I said, trying not to get too distracted by the way Ryan’s shirt clung to him and his muscles bunched and rippled whenever he moved.

			“Aw, man. How come Ryan got four?” Noah stuck out his bottom lip and I tried not to laugh.

			“Ryan is a lot bigger than you. When you grow up you can eat brownies for breakfast, lunch, and dinner if you want.” Noah’s eyes got so wide I thought they would pop out, and I laughed.

			“It’s true, buddy,” Ryan said. “And if Tess made these every day, I’d totally do it.” He reached around me and took two more and shoved them in his mouth. The groans and moans coming from him were bordering on X-rated.

			I elbowed him in the side. “They’re. A. Box. Mix. And a store-brand one at that.”

			Ryan wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me as close as possible. “Stop arguing with me, Tess,” he said in my ear. “They are the best goddamned brownies I’ve had because no one has made me brownies since my mom left.”

			My heart skipped a beat. God, now I wanted to run back upstairs and bake him a dozen more pans.

			“I’m sorry.” I kissed the side of his neck and then laid my head on his shoulder. “I remember she always smelled like vanilla and she made us sandwiches with the crust cut off. She reminded me of a princess, so poised and nice all the time. And her hair and makeup were always perfect. I wanted to be just like her when I grew up. One time I drank my hot chocolate with my pinky sticking out like she did. Do you ever hear from her?”

			He tensed under me and I wanted to take back the question. So far today, things had been light and fun and here I was ruining the mood. Noah had finished his juice box and was practicing his new dunking skills.

			Which pretty much were him running up to the net and bouncing the ball off the rim, but he never gave up.

			I turned back to Ryan and saw the scowl on his face. “Never mind. You don’t have to answer that,” I said. “It’s not any of my business.”

			He exhaled long and loud. “Not really. When I turned eighteen she mailed these papers to me. I guess she set up some trust fund in my name.” A sharp hollow laugh escaped from him. “Apparently the going price for forgetting about your kid was around thirty thousand.”

			There was so much pain and bitterness in his voice. How could a mother do that, just walk away? I wasn’t even Noah’s real mother and I couldn’t imagine ever leaving him. I tightened my hold on Ryan’s arm because there was nothing I could say.

			“It’s really her fault, you know.” His words were so low that I barely heard them. “Why I can’t let myself take that chance. The people you love leave and then what are you left with? My dad has been a ghost for the past six years.”

			I wanted to cry. I was one of those people. And yes, it might have been years ago when we were just teenagers, but our connection had been real and I had walked away without any kind of explanation. God, I wanted to go back and kick myself in the ass. What I gave up . . .

			Hindsight is a bitch.

			“You know the crazy thing?” he said, resting one arm on a bent knee. “A couple of weeks ago some crazy neighbor moved in and she and my father immediately clashed, but the other night, he cooked for her. Fucking homemade meatballs. Why the hell do people pull themselves out of the dark to put themselves right back where they started?”

			“What do you mean?” I set the plate of brownies down and turned toward him. I liked this, being close to him, talking about things that mattered.

			“My father stopped existing basically because my mother left us. Now he’s back to himself again like none of it happened, and it’s because of a woman? Why?”

			I traced my finger up and down his arm. “Maybe he was lonely?”

			He didn’t say anything for so long that I thought I might have crossed a line. Finally he looked up from where I was touching him. “Maybe,” he said quietly.

			“I’m sorry, Ryan. It can’t have been easy reversing roles that young and having to take care of him.”

			He ran his fingers over my jaw, then tilted my head up. His eyes glittered with emotion that took my breath away. I wanted so badly for him to tell me this wasn’t just a temporary thing we were doing here. But really, could I blame him for not wanting to take a chance? I walked away first, then his mom. I can’t even imagine what he went through.

			I remembered his mom. She always had a smile and a hug when Ryan and I hung out at his house. She baked cookies and made amazing fried chicken. Nothing said she wasn’t happy. I never saw anything but love on her face when Ryan was in the room with her.

			I wished that he could have answers.

			“It’s okay, Tess. I got over it a long time ago.”

			I cupped his cheek before sliding my fingers around to the back of his neck. When I tugged him closer, he came willingly. Our lips met softly and it was only light brushes of touch. He leaned his forehead on mine and we were eye-to-eye.

			“I’m suddenly wishing we were inside, where I could show you just how much I liked those brownies.”

			I laughed and he grinned. The seriousness of the moment was gone, just as he planned.

			“I’ve got a super intense slam dunk competition going on right now, so I’m going to take a couple more for the road.” He grabbed two more brownie bites off the plate, then jumped up.

			Noah yelled, “Hey, no fair!” until Ryan jogged over and gave him another one.

			The look on Noah’s face was priceless. They bent their heads together munching chocolate and looking over at me while whispering. Noah nodded, and Ryan burst out laughing.

			“What are you guys talking about?” I yelled.

			“Sorry. Guy talk,” Ryan answered with another grin.

			“Yeah, guy talk,” Noah echoed. They high-fived and Ryan grabbed the ball and dribbled it toward the tiny hoop. Noah ran up next to him and “stole” it to make his own shot.

			I sat for the next thirty minutes and watched them while my heart grew bigger and bigger. I hadn’t realized how much Noah would need a guy around. I had two left feet and sucked at any kind of sport. How was I supposed to teach him how to throw a baseball or make a touchdown?

			Honestly, he never dribbled a basketball until today, and look at what a natural he was at it.

			I caught Ryan’s eye and he lifted an eyebrow at me. I didn’t realize I was frowning, so I gave him a smile.

			“So I was wondering if I could take you guys out to dinner tonight?” he said while dribbling the ball past Noah. “There’s this place that has great burgers and fries. It’s kid-friendly too.”

			I could not remember when going out meant anything other than the dollar menu at a fast-food place.

			“Do they got hot dogs?” Noah asked.

			“Yep. And they’re that long.” Ryan held out his hands about a foot apart.

			“No way,” Noah said, wide-eyed.

			“Way.” He bounced the ball to Noah and sauntered over to me. God he was sexy. His T-shirt hugged his torso and he had on dark gray cargo shorts and sneakers that showed all kinds of tanned skin. Of course, he had on his baseball cap.

			“It’s Saturday night and usually a popular night to go on a date. So what do you say, can I take you guys on an official date?”

			How many guys would include a kid in the invitation? Ryan had without even hesitating. It excited and confused me all at once. This was just a casual thing. Actually, I wasn’t really sure what it was, because aside from some pretty awesome kissing, we hadn’t gone any further because the opportunity just wasn’t there.

			I half expected him to fade off in the distance once it was apparent that he might have to wait longer than he thought. Who goes into a hookup situation when actual hooking up was in question?

			“Stop thinking so much and just say yes.” Ryan had knelt down in front of me and tilted my chin up with a finger. He brushed his thumb over my bottom lip and heat exploded in my gut. I was anxious for the actual hooking up part too.

			His gaze caught and held mine and there was so much promise in it that I wanted to pull him down right there and have my way with him. Maybe tonight. I could get Noah to bed and if Ryan wanted to stay a little late . . .

			“Yes,” I said against his thumb.

			“I told you she’d say yes,” Ryan said over his shoulder. Noah fist-pumped and jumped up and down.

			“Already ganging up on me I see.”

			“Us guys gotta stick together.” He leaned in and brushed his lips over mine, then hopped up and grabbed Noah, lifting him high and spinning him upside down to jam the ball into the net.

			“I’m going to take this stuff inside,” I said, gathering what was left of the brownies and the empty drinks. Really, I needed to go collect myself. Today showed me that what Ryan and I were doing might not be a good thing. Casual for us worked, but what about Noah? He already idolized Ryan, and every day they spent together tightened that bond.

			What was going to happen when Ryan got tired of all this?

			When he got tired of playing house with us and was ready to walk away.
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			I don’t think I’ve ever met a smarter three-year-old. Well, almost four, since Noah had a birthday coming up soon. Already my mind raced with possibilities for what I could get him.

			The restaurant had coloring pages and crayons, and he was doing a damned good job at staying in the lines. Me on the other hand? Not so much.

			“How about some tic-tac-toe?” I’d about had it with trying to color the farmer and her tractor with blunt crayons.

			“You and Tess play. I’m busy.”

			I quirked an eyebrow at her. “You sure you’re up for it? I’m the reigning champion of Granite Estates, I’ll have you know.”

			She picked up a red crayon. “Bring it.”

			Halfway through the sudden-death match at game five, our food came.

			“This isn’t over,” I fake growled at Tess. She threw back her head and laughed, and it took my breath away. She was so beautiful when she let herself get lost in the moment.

			I didn’t have a fucking clue what I was doing, but I knew without a doubt that I wanted to be around her all the time. And Noah? I felt ten feet tall and bulletproof every time he grinned at me. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be that guy who settled down, but if I was, this was what I’d want.

			“Anyone need anything else?” the waitress asked.

			“I’ve got everything I need, thanks,” I said, not taking my eyes off Tess.

			She ducked her head, but I saw the smile that turned her lips up.

			Noah dug into his hot dog basket and Tess grabbed her burger. The noises coming from her throat as she chewed made my jeans too tight. Did she even know what she was doing to me?

			“God, this burger is good.” She grabbed a couple of fries and dunked them in ketchup. “These fries are hand-cut too. This is officially heaven.”

			“Wait till dessert. They make a triple-chocolate cake that’s freaking amazing.” Her eyes went dreamy and that’s when I remembered Tess used to have a thing for chocolate. I made a note to bring her chocolates from the place near Avery’s condo. The truffles were pretty damned good.

			Noah got a brownie sundae and of course Tess got the triple-chocolate cake, which she shared with me. Every time she lifted her fork to my mouth, I wanted to devour her instead of the cake.

			“My turn,” I said, taking my fork and digging it into the cake. I lifted it to her mouth and her tongue darted out first and I tried not to groan. Then she opened her lips and I slid the cake in, and I swear I felt it in my toes when she closed her lips around the fork. “That was not well-thought-out.” I sat back with a sigh.

			Tess grinned over at me and I knew she knew what she was doing.

			“So there are no rules? Good to know.” I sat with a smirk on my face while she finished her cake. By the time we were finally finished, Noah’s eyelids were drooping like crazy and I ended up carrying him to the truck.

			Several smiles followed us out the door. I knew that people probably thought we were a family. It didn’t bother me as much as it should have. Noah fell asleep on the way home, so I carried him up the steps and into the room he shared with Tess.

			She tucked him in and I waited in the living room. As soon as she came into the room I stalked over to her and backed her up against the wall. Her pupils dilated and her breath grew short.

			“So you like teasing, huh?” I brushed my lips over her collarbone, then up her neck. She shuddered when I bit the soft lobe of her ear. “You were driving me crazy at dinner.” I kissed along her jaw and her arms wound up and around my neck. Her hips moved back and forth and only added to the tightness in my jeans.

			“I want you, Ry,” she whispered.

			So much for my plan to tease her for half the night. I reached down and gripped her thighs and hefted her up, holding her against the wall with my body. She wrapped her legs around me and rolled her hips. Fuck.

			When I took her lips there was no holding back. Our tongues clashed and danced and I could die happy in the hot wetness of her mouth. When I pulled back we were both breathless.

			Her eyes were dark and filled with desire, and I know they mirrored my own.

			“God, you drive me fucking crazy, Tess.”

			“I need you right now.” She tightened her legs, and I groaned.

			Emotion pounded through my veins and there was nothing I could do about it. Every day that I spent with her and Noah was another step toward not wanting to let them go.

			And that terrified me because what if I tried and couldn’t do it? What if I was the one who ended up walking away?

			I leaned my forehead against hers. “You got me, Tess. I’m not going anywhere.”

			But it was a promise I had no idea if I could keep.
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			Ryan had no idea what his words did to my insides. If he knew how much I wanted him, more than just a casual thing, he’d be running for the door. Tonight had given me a glimpse of what it could be like to be a family, and God, I had no idea how badly I wanted that.

			The hard ridge of his cock rubbed between my legs. “There are too many clothes between us,” I gasped out. “Off. Now.”

			“Okay, bossy pants.” He lowered my legs and took my hand and then backed up until we were in front of the couch. He reached down and turned on the small lamp. “You first.”

			I’d watched the girls onstage long enough to know how they did it and how much the guys loved it. I never wanted to put myself on display like that, but for Ryan, yeah, I would. And he was going to get one hell of a show.

			“You want me to strip?” I asked with a grin.

			“Hell yes.”

			His eyes widened when I playfully pushed him back and he fell-sat on the couch. I hummed a slow song to myself and started to sway my hips. Ryan’s immediate groan shot my confidence level through the roof. I hadn’t felt this sexy in a long time, not like this. Especially not with a guy.

			I ran my fingertips up my sides and then back down over my chest. The way Ryan was watching me made my nipples hard. Right now, I wouldn’t bet who was more turned on.

			I hooked my fingers under the hem of my top and slowly pulled it upward, revealing inch after inch of skin. I could feel Ryan’s eyes following the shirt’s progress. At the last second, I spun around and pulled it over my head.

			When I threw it at Ryan over my shoulder, he choked out a laugh.

			I reached back and unhooked my bra, then slid the straps down my arms. All the while I was swaying my hips seductively. Now was the fun part. Just as I started to unbutton my shorts, I felt Ryan behind me.

			“Can I help?” His voice was low and rough and goose bumps sprang up all over my skin. “Because you’re driving me insane and I need to touch you.”

			“Okay,” I whispered.

			His finger traced over my shoulder and down my bare arm. I sucked in a breath when I felt his touch on the small of my back. I arched involuntarily. Ryan’s breath hitched.

			“You are so fucking beautiful, Tess.”

			He pressed his hot mouth to the back of my neck and sparks shot through my body. My legs weren’t going to support me for much longer, so I leaned fully back against him. Ryan slid his arms around me from behind before slowly turning me to face him.

			His eyes were burning with desire, and I lost myself in them.

			When he cupped my face, I leaned into his hand. All kinds of feelings were bubbling to the surface, and I swallowed desperately to keep them inside. This was only a casual thing. I couldn’t let myself fall for Ryan again, because I already knew he didn’t do the long-term thing.

			“Take off your shirt,” I said.

			“Help me,” he answered.

			I moved my hands under the bottom edge and slid my hands up and under. His skin was hot and hard under my fingers. His muscles twitched as I moved higher. I loved that my touch affected him as much as his did me.

			I wanted to take my time and tease him, but my own greed won out. I wanted to see him. All of him. I lifted and he reached back and tugged the neck up and over his head. My mouth went dry. I needed to know what his skin tasted like.

			He groaned when my lips met his shoulder. I made my way up his neck to the same spot he liked to kiss on me. “Christ, Tess,” he panted.

			He stepped closer and drove one hand into my hair. The other he slid around my waist and jerked us together, flesh on flesh. His mouth swooped down and took mine in a hot and hungry kiss.

			I arched against him, loving the feel of his muscled chest against the tips of my breasts. Heat filled me, restless tension made my limbs ache. Enough playing around. I wanted him so badly I could almost taste it. I ripped my mouth away and looked up into his dark eyes.

			“If you keep looking at me like that, I’m going to rip off your shorts and bend you over the couch and fuck you,” he growled.

			Stars danced in my vision. His words ignited an inferno in my blood. Holy hell, that’s exactly what I wanted. I reached down and popped the button free on his jeans. “Promise?” I asked breathlessly.

			“Actually, I’ve got an even better idea.” He reached for my shorts and had them loosened and off before I could blink. “You are so fucking sexy, Tess.” His gaze raked over every inch of my body just as thoroughly as any touch.

			Ryan toed off his sneakers and pushed his jeans and boxers down. He stood back up without an ounce of self-consciousness, and he had no need to be. Good Lord that boy was perfect. Working construction definitely did a body good. Hard planes of sculpted muscles covered everything, and next time, I wanted to spend an hour tracing the dips and curves of them.

			He hooked his finger under the edge of my panties and tugged me over to the couch. He sat in the middle and pulled me to stand between his legs. Now he had both sides of my underwear in his grip and he slowly pulled them down.

			When I stepped out of them, he leaned forward and pressed a kiss just below my belly button. I gripped his shoulders to keep from falling over. Every nerve in my body was strung so tight that I was ready to implode at any second.

			All he had to do was touch between my legs and I knew it wouldn’t take long. I rocked my hips, begging without words.

			“You want something, baby?” he asked, pressing more kisses along the sensitive flesh of my hips.

			“Yes,” I gasped out. I tangled my fingers in his hair and urged his head closer.

			He ran one hand along the inside of my thigh and lifted it so that I was standing with one leg on the couch. When his hot mouth moved between my legs, I almost fell. He nibbled everywhere except the spot where I needed him the most.

			I whimpered and moaned and moved my hips, but he was playing dirty.

			“Ryan, please.”

			“Is this what you want?” He ran his tongue up and over my clit and my eyes rolled back in my head.

			“God, yes,” I groaned.

			He did it again and everything centered on that spot. I rocked my hips back and forth and it was his turn to moan. His tongue moved faster and I forgot how to breathe. So close. Knew it wasn’t going to take much more.

			I was lost in the urgency building in my body. My legs shook. I gasped for air. Tension wound tighter and tighter and with each breath I was closer to the edge. “Ryan.” I called out his name.

			He dug his fingers into my hip to hold me steady, then moved his other hand up the inside of my thigh until I felt two fingers sliding into me. His tongue pressed against my clit and he moved them slowly in and out as the tension spiraled out of control and light burst brightly behind my eyes.

			All that kept me from collapsing was Ryan’s hold on me. My hips bucked and wave after wave of sweet pleasure rolled over me. Somewhere in the haze I heard Ryan groan. He was moving, shifting back and taking me with him.

			I heard foil tearing and then he was guiding my knees onto the couch on each side of his thighs. I blinked, tried to regain some focus, and looked into his eyes. They were dark and intense and filled with desire.

			“Ride me,” he said hoarsely. “I want to watch you on my cock.”

			I shifted up and forward and he positioned himself right at the spot that was still throbbing. I didn’t need any more coaxing. I wanted to feel him inside me. I sank down over him in one long movement.

			“Fuck,” he hissed. His fingers gripped my hips and he started to guide me back and forth.

			He didn’t need to. Pleasure started building as soon as I moved, and I leaned forward enough to lift my hips until he was almost all the way out before driving myself back down.

			The gasps coming from his mouth only spurred me on. He wanted a ride? I was going to give him the ride of his life. Desperate energy built between us. Every time I lifted up and drove myself back down, the pressure grew more intense.

			I was so close again. Ryan tangled his fingers in my hair and pulled my head down. His tongue was hot and frenzied and matched the rhythm of our hips. A couple more strokes and I teetered on the edge.

			“Fuck,” he growled. “I’m going to come, baby. Let go. I want to feel you explode on me first.”

			He didn’t need to ask twice. Only a couple more thrusts and I tightened around him. He swallowed my muffled cries and his hips lifted in his own frantic climb. Then I was drinking in his cries of release.

			He stiffened under me and arched up and his whole body shook. I pulled back so that I sat up straight, and zings of pleasure echoed through me when I rocked my hips and rode out his climax.

			Movement slowed. The hands that had been digging into my hips softened and Ryan ran them up and down my back. I fell forward against his sweaty skin and pressed my lips to his neck. I could hear his heart pounding under my ear.

			We sat like that for several long minutes.

			I didn’t want to let him go.

			Not now, not ever.
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			I was falling for Tess.

			I knew it because casual stopped being casual somewhere along the way and I hadn’t even noticed. Normally, after I was with a woman, that was it. I’d never felt the need to stay, to see if there was something else there besides sex, because that’s all I ever wanted.

			It wasn’t just about the sex with Tess, though, because we’d only officially had it once. There was more to it. All day at work I looked forward to seeing her and Noah. To listen to him tell me every single thing they had done that day. And the nights that Tess worked, I sometimes even stopped by just to see how Noah was doing.

			Tonight was one of Tess’s nights off, so I was on my way there now with a shiny new toolbox I found at the hardware store today. It had real tools, only pint-size. It was an early birthday present I couldn’t resist. Noah was going to freak. I went through the KFC drive-through and got a bucket of fried chicken and some sides before I got there.

			I was balancing everything and trying to get up the steps when I heard an excited voice shout, “Hey, Ryan!”

			Over the bucket of chicken I saw Noah standing on the balcony waving furiously. When I got to the top, he immediately zoomed in on the toolbox.

			“Is that for me?” he asked.

			“Is what for you?” Tess said, appearing in the doorway.

			She had her hair twisted up on the top of her head and had on cutoff jean shorts and a tiny tank top. I didn’t really feel like chicken for dinner anymore. I had something much sweeter in mind.

			“I saw this”—I held out the red toolbox as best I could, and Noah took it right away—“and thought it might be perfect for a certain little helper I have.”

			“Whoa.” Noah had sat down right there and opened the top. “A real hammer.” His voice was filled with awe. “And real nails.”

			“You do know he’s almost four and we live in an apartment, right?” Tess asked.

			Shit. She was right.

			“Hey, buddy. Those tools are only for when you’re helping me on a job, okay?” I handed Tess the chicken, and she narrowed her eyes at me. “What? I figured you guys would be hungry.”

			“Ryan, this is the fifth time you’ve brought dinner over. I budget and meal plan for a reason, you know.”

			I wasn’t sure if her anger was real or not. I knew she had to be very careful spending money on food, so I thought this would help her out by not eating all her food. Free up some cash for something else she needed.

			“I’m used to getting dinner for someone, and since my dad decided to snap out of it, I’ve got no one. Humor me?” I pouted and gave her what I hoped was the biggest puppy-dog face ever. She was back to work tomorrow night, which meant I wouldn’t be seeing her for the next four nights.

			And I didn’t want to spend it arguing about food.

			“No more food,” she said instead. “I hate having to tell Noah no when you’re not around. Peanut butter and mac-and-cheese used to be his favorite. Now he wants only burgers and fried chicken. I just can’t do that.”

			I saw the pain in her eyes and felt like a dick. I only did it to make them both happy, not to make her feel guilty. “I’m sorry, Tess. I wasn’t thinking. Next time I’ll check with you first.”

			She glanced down at Noah and his toolbox. “I just . . . I don’t want him to get used to this.” She gave me a trembling smile and went back inside.

			I knew what she meant. When this thing between us stopped, but what if it didn’t? I couldn’t promise her anything, but I did know that I had no desire to be with anyone else except her. That had to mean something, because I’d never felt like that with anyone else before.

			What if I asked her for more and then realized I couldn’t do it? If we went to shit and I ended up hurting her, I’d never forgive myself. But she was under my skin too deep to back off now.

			“You ready to eat?” I asked Noah. He picked up his toolbox and carefully closed it, then carried it inside like it was gold. My heart swelled watching him. Maybe on Saturday, I’d take them back to the house I was remodeling and let him have at it.

			Tess had laid out an old blanket on the floor and there were plates and napkins and the bucket of chicken waiting. Noah loved having indoor picnics, and we ate like that a lot.

			“Maybe Saturday we can have a picnic in the park, then go by the house I’m working on so Noah can hit some nails?” I asked Tess.

			“As long as peanut butter and jelly sandwiches are on the menu.”

			I chuckled. Damn woman never gave an inch. “You bring lunch, then, and I get to take care of dessert. There’s a great little ice-cream cart near the fountain. Best hot fudge sundaes ever.”

			Noah jumped up and did some ninja kick moves.

			Tess was going to argue; I could see it on her face, so I reached out and took her hand. “Can I do that for you guys? I’d really like to.”

			“Pleeeeease,” Noah said.

			“Pleeeeease,” I said.

			“You two are very dangerous together. I’m outnumbered now when it used to be a tie all the time. Yes fine, one ice cream on Saturday, but nothing before then, you got it?”

			I high-fived Noah, and Tess sighed. Before she could react I pulled her into my lap and wrapped my arms around her.

			She squirmed and wiggled, trying to get away. “That’s it, baby, keep moving just like that,” I growled playfully in her ear. Pink crept into her cheeks and she stopped moving, but she did lean back against my chest.

			“I changed my mind. I think maybe you’re the dangerous one all by yourself.”

			I kissed her behind the ear and reached for a piece of chicken without letting her go. “You clearly have no idea how backward that really is.”

			If anyone here was dangerous, it was Tess. Because she made me think about things I wasn’t sure I was ready for, and it scared the shit out of me.

			“He’s been sleeping with that toolbox right next to him all week,” Tess said.

			I watched Noah pounding nails into a board I’d strung up, and he was doing a damned good job.

			“Louisa even brought him over a piece of scrap wood so he could practice and impress you.”

			“I am officially impressed. Hey, buddy, you need a job?” I asked him.

			He looked over his shoulder and grinned. God, he was fucking adorable.

			“He hasn’t smiled this much in the past year,” Tess said. “He really likes you.” She glanced up at me through her eyelashes. “We both kinda do.”

			I took her hand and pulled her close enough so that I could kiss her. “I kinda like you too. Both of you.”

			“Hey, guys, watch this,” Noah shouted. He lifted his hammer and brought it straight down on a nail. Tess and I cheered him on.

			“So did your father teach you how to do all this? I mean . . . before . . .” Tess sat down on a stack of drywall and looked around. “It’s amazing. I wouldn’t know the first place to start.”

			“I kind of had to learn trial by fire. I’d been on jobs with him since I was about eight, but it wasn’t until after he stopped caring that I made myself learn. It was just small stuff. Putting in a cabinet or laying a tile floor. I guess people liked what I was doing because I kept getting calls that weren’t just to fix my dad’s screwups. It just took off from there. Didn’t have much choice back then, we had to eat.”

			“But you love it now,” Tess said.

			“I really do. There’s a hell of a lot of pride when you finish something that you did with your own hands. Never thought I’d end up doing too much.” I never had dreams of college or a suit-and-tie job. That’s part of the reason I knew Tess did the right thing when she followed her father’s advice. She had plans; I knew without a doubt she’d do great things.

			Even now, with her life on a totally different track, she’d make it.

			“What about you? You said you have your two-year degree now. What do you plan to do with that?”

			Noah finally got tired of hammering and after he carefully put his tools away, he raced outside to the play set. Tess and I followed and stood on the stone patio watching.

			“I’m planning on applying to a few colleges where I can finish up my bachelor’s in business. Community college made the most sense because I could work nights and take online classes. It’s been hard, but now I know I can do it.” She smiled and a burst of pride swelled in my chest.

			“I’d never bet against you doing anything you set your mind on. So you still like to look at stars?”

			Her smile turned sweet. “You remember that?”

			“I’m still waiting to have a new one named after me.”

			Her delighted laughter floated through the air. “I can’t believe you even remember that.”

			“I remember pretty much everything when it comes to you,” I whispered in her ear.

			It was easy to slip my arm around her waist, and she leaned into me without any coaxing. In fact, all of this was easy. Being with her and Noah, hanging out, talking, not talking. There was never a moment where I wanted to run away from her.

			I wanted to ask her if she thought we had a shot at another chance, but I couldn’t get the words out. What if she was counting on this being temporary? She was applying to colleges. What if she got accepted to one out of state?

			For the first time since we’d starting seeing each other again, I didn’t know what to do.

			Or what I would do if she ended up leaving and taking the best parts of me with her.
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			Ryan had a mouthful of pizza and was showing Noah how to fold a slice in half before taking a bite when someone knocked on the door. Today was Noah’s official birthday and I had splurged and bought pizza and ice cream to celebrate.

			I was still smiling when I pulled it open. “Hello?”

			An unfamiliar man stood there. “Are you Tess Maxwell?”

			“Yes.” I smiled again but he didn’t smile back. Instead, he held out a large manila envelope.

			“Tess Maxwell?”

			I nodded.

			“You’ve just been served.” Then he turned and walked down the steps without another word.

			I stood staring after him in shock.

			“What the hell was that about?” Ryan asked from behind me.

			“I don’t know.” The envelope felt like it weighed a hundred pounds in my hand. I racked my brain to try to remember if I owed money to anyone, but I knew that I didn’t. I shut the door and slowly moved to the couch.

			Ryan’s gaze followed me, but he went and sat back down next to Noah.

			My fingers shook as I tore open the envelope. The papers inside were thick and held together by a paper clip, and I started to pull them out.

			NOTICE OF HEARING TO TERMINATE TEMPORARY GUARDIANSHIP.

			The words hit my brain like shrapnel. God, no. I yanked them out and read as fast as I could. Tears blurred my vision and I choked on a sob. No, no, no. I covered my mouth to try to keep from screaming.

			My father was terminating my guardianship of Noah because he was essentially selling him. He was terminating his parental rights and adopting Noah out to another family. Damn him to hell, he knew how much I loved Noah, how much I wanted to keep him part of my life. He was my brother. My blood.

			“Tess?” Ryan called out, and it sounded like it was coming from inside a long tunnel. I looked up and stared blankly across the room. I had nothing to fight him with. He was Noah’s father and he held all the cards.

			I had been going along with everything he asked for two and a half years and had hoped that the next visit would be the one where I convinced him I should have Noah permanently, but now . . . now I was going to lose the little boy I loved more than life. Why? Why was he doing this to me today of all days?

			The couch moved as Ryan sat down and tugged the papers from my grasp.

			“Are you fucking kidding me?” he gritted out. “Does this mean what I think it does?”

			“He’s . . .” I looked over at Noah and gave him a watery smile. “Hey, Noah, Ryan and I are going to go sit on the steps outside and talk. I’ll leave the door open, but you can build something really cool for us, okay?”

			His eyes lit up and he pushed himself off the low chair. “Okay.”

			Pressure built in my chest and I struggled to stand up and get outside before it burst. Ryan took my arm and guided me out the door, and I leaned against him hoping I would not fall down. My legs were like rubbery sticks and I couldn’t feel my fingers.

			“Your father still has actual custody of Noah?” Ryan asked as soon as we sat.

			“Yes. I tried to get him to give me full custody, but he refused. Said I had to finish school and he would not allow my life to be ruined by taking care of some kid. I’ve had to prove myself over and over again to that man. He acts like Noah isn’t even his own flesh and blood. I’ve been doing just fine so far. Yes, maybe things haven’t gone as fast or as easy as I hoped, but I wouldn’t trade a single day of it. I should have known this would happen. I should have prepared for it.” I hung my head and drove my nails into my thighs.

			“How do you prepare for something like this?” he asked. He snaked his arm around my shoulders and pulled me against his body.

			It was nice to have someone there to lean on. Even if he wasn’t a permanent part of my life.

			The court date was in three weeks. I had only twenty-one days to figure this out.

			Maybe my father could see reason. What if I took Noah to see him in prison, to show Dad I was doing just fine. I could tell him I just finished my associate’s degree and was applying to a bunch of colleges, and he would see that Noah and I were fine.

			Then he’d give me full custody.

			It shouldn’t matter one way or the other to him if I raised Noah. He never cared about his son. It was just a reminder of how much he had screwed up.

			“I can help,” he said in my ear. “Anything you need is yours.”

			When was the last time I had anyone on my side? God, a part of me wanted to just put it all in his lap and let him take care of it like he offered. One second. That’s what I gave myself to even think that way before I sat up straighter.

			I’d gotten us through the last two and a half years, I could fix this too.

			“I’ve got this.” I gave him a smile that I knew wasn’t quite real. I had no idea if my father would go for my idea, but I had nothing to lose by asking. “But thank you.”

			He didn’t look convinced and started to say something, but I threw my hand over his mouth.

			“This is my fight; Noah is my responsibility. I appreciate you wanting to help, but I can do this on my own.”

			“But you shouldn’t have to, Tess.”

			Those words ripped right through my chest. Before Ryan came back into my life, I’d been content with what I had. Taking care of Noah was enough for now, except Ryan awakened all these feelings I’d pushed deep down inside and I found that I wanted to be around him more than I should for our arrangement. This connection between us was temporary, even though my heart already felt like it was more.

			Ryan made it clear that he never wanted anything more than just casual, and honestly, I had so much more that I needed to do before I was ready for a serious relationship. It . . . wasn’t our time. Again.

			“We should get back inside. No telling what Noah’s up to in there.” I pushed to my feet, and Ryan grabbed my hand.

			“It’s not a one-time offer. Open-ended. Just so you know.”

			“Thank you, Ryan.”

			Tuesday morning I got Noah bathed and dressed in his nicest outfit. I had on jeans and a casual blouse and had pulled my hair back into a ponytail. I had never taken Noah with me when I went to see my father at Harnett Correctional Institution. Noah knew I wasn’t his real mom, but I sure as hell didn’t want him knowing that the man in the orange jumpsuit behind bars was his father. I pushed that thought away. Today was about making my father see that I was capable of being Noah’s permanent guardian.

			“Where are we going?” Noah asked from the backseat.

			My throat started to itch. What was I supposed to tell him?

			I already dreaded the day that he was old enough to know the real truth behind his birth. But that day wasn’t going to be today.

			“There is someone I need to visit and you’re coming with me. ’Kay?” The only reason I was taking Noah was so that my father could see that he was healthy and happy and that I’d done a damned good job. Could still do it. “I got you a new coloring book and crayons to use while he and I talk.”

			“Superheroes?” he squealed.

			“Maybe,” I hinted with a smile.

			Noah talked the rest of the hour-long drive about how awesome the Hulk and Superman and even Iron Man were. I teared up listening to him. There was no way I’d ever let anyone else have him. Noah and I belonged together, and nothing was ever going to change that.

			I pulled into a space marked VISITOR and cut the engine. The place was huge and it never failed to intimidate me, though I had been there a half dozen times. Fences and barbed wire and guards standing around all over the place. With a deep breath I unbuckled Noah and grabbed my bag.

			Just inside the door a guard stepped up and asked for my name, my ID, and who I was there to see. He checked his list, then nodded and guided us to where we had to walk through a huge metal detector.

			Noah clutched my hand tight and looked up at me. I was having so many regrets, but it was too late. I’d made the appointment right after Ryan left on Tuesday night and we had only an hour to see my father today. What I had to ask him could not wait.

			“It’s okay. We just have to walk through and we’re done.” I gave Noah an encouraging smile, and with a nod, he stepped through, his eyes wide and shining with uncertainty. I followed and my bag was searched and then we were done.

			We waited with several other people and then followed yet another guard to the visiting area. It was basically a large room with tables spread throughout. There were men already sitting at the tables and several more guards stood around the room. My heart thundered against my ribs.

			I could feel myself growing tense. Being around my father did that. He was demanding and uncompromising and I’d never won an argument with him. Today, though, I had to.

			I looked around the room until I saw him. When our gazes met, he looked down and his eyes narrowed. And just like that, I felt like I was fifteen again. I walked stiffly over to the table and lifted Noah up to sit as far away from him as possible. I got out his coloring book and crayons and kissed his cheek.

			“You just color as much as you like while I talk to this man, okay?”

			He gave me a grin, already thumbing through the coloring book to find his favorite characters. I sat down across from my father. “Hello, Dad.”

			“Can’t say I’m surprised to see you, Tess.” He sat back and crossed his arms over his chest.

			So he wanted to cut right to it, did he? “Why are you doing this?” I kept my voice low and my tone neutral, desperate for Noah not to pick up on anything being amiss. “I’ve done everything you asked for the past two and a half years.”

			His gaze sharpened. “And what have you done with your life in that time?”

			“I got my degree. I kept us fed and clothed and a roof over our heads.” And I am damned proud of what I’ve accomplished.

			My father snorted and something like victory flashed across his face. “Three years to get a two-year degree? How long will it take you to get a BA? Five years this time? And then your master’s like you planned. You’ll be thirty before you even get out of school. How are you going to earn your degree taking care of him?” When he jerked his head at Noah, but couldn’t even bother to look at him, I glared at him and resisted the urge to wrap my hands around his neck and squeeze tight.

			“The same way I’ve done so far. I’ve managed to take care of him and me, Dad. I want full custody. You don’t care anyway.”

			“Well, see, this is where there’s a problem with your plan, your future aside. I get out in three months.”

			My mouth dropped open. He was supposed to serve eight years. It had been only a little over three.

			“Overcrowding. Good behavior. Whatever the reason, I’m out very soon. I have nothing. People will pay good money for a healthy toddler. Private adoption. I was damned surprised when I looked it up on the Internet.”

			Bile rose in my throat. Oh, God, he was selling Noah for the money?

			He was a monster.

			“How much?” I managed to get out past the thickening of my throat. Maybe there was some way I could—

			“Thirty thousand. Already got someone interested.”

			My vision went hazy. “You can’t do this.” Tears burned my eyes and I fought the urge to throw back my head and scream.

			“I can. You’re only a temporary guardian, Tess. This will help you too. You’ll be free. You can go back to Brown. Get your real degree just like we planned. Then you can start the life you should have, not this one you’re settling for.”

			“Please just let me have him,” I pleaded. “You won’t ever have to see him, won’t have to have anything to do with him, but I can’t lose him.”

			My hands shook as I held them out, begging my father.

			“It’s not a negotiation.”

			At those words, my heart broke. I knew there was nothing else I could say to him. Nothing I could do. This was a path so familiar that there were deep worn spots.

			I reached blindly for Noah. “Why don’t you put those away, okay, sweetie? We’re all done now.”

			When my fingers brushed over the curls at the back of his neck, I almost lost it.

			Noah put away his things and I stuffed them into my bag. I got up without looking at my father and took Noah’s hand.

			“Who is that?” Noah finally asked.

			My father lifted an eyebrow at me. Daring me to tell him.

			“That,” I said with a shaky breath, “is a very bad man.”

			I walked away without another word and didn’t let the tears fall until I was back on the road toward home.
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			I’d been waiting for Tess to text or call since this morning.

			When the guys broke for lunch, I jumped in my truck and hauled ass to her place. I didn’t even know if she was back yet, but I had a sick feeling in my stomach that I couldn’t shake.

			Her car was in her spot when I pulled in.

			So why hadn’t she called?

			I ran up the steps and knocked on her door. When it swung open, it wasn’t Tess who answered. Louisa, who I’d met a few weeks ago when I stopped by and Tess was at work, looked worried.

			“I’m looking for Tess.”

			“Ryan!” I heard, and then a bundle of a four-year-old came flying toward me. I kneeled down and he threw his arms around my neck.

			“Hey, buddy, how are you?”

			Noah leaned in close. “We saw a bad man today. Tess cried in the car.”

			I glanced up at Louisa. “Where is she?”

			After only a moment’s hesitation, she answered. “There’s a dive bar two blocks from here. She said she needed to think. She looked . . . not in a good way. I’m not sure what happened today, but it’s almost as if her spirit broke. I’ve never seen her look so defeated.”

			Louisa frowned, and I stood and handed Noah back to her.

			I could feel my heart thumping against my ribs. The meeting with her father must have gone worse than she thought it would. Goddamn that man. I hated him seven years ago and I loathed him now.

			There was no way in hell Tess was going to lose Noah.

			I ran down the steps and pulled out my phone. When Avery answered I didn’t waste any time. “I need the name of the best fucking family attorney in the area.”

			“Ryan? What’s wrong?”

			“I just need a name.” I was jogging down the block and realized I hadn’t even taken off my tool belt. The hammer hanging from it bumped my thigh with every step. “Like yesterday.”

			“Let me talk to my dad and I’ll call you back. It would help if I had more details, though.”

			“Someone who can terminate parental rights because the father is a blackhearted bastard. That enough detail?” I snapped. The bar was just ahead and even in the middle of the day, it really was a dive.

			“Oh. Okay. I’ll see what I can do.”

			I exhaled. “I’m sorry, Ave. This is just really screwed-up. I’ll tell you more when you call back with a name, but I have to go now.” I pocketed my phone and pulled open the door below a sign that read TIME OUT.

			The place was fairly empty, so it was easy to find Tess. She was in the corner, draped over a mug that sat untouched, but there were three empty ones around her on the table. Her shoulders were shaking so hard that the table shook. I clenched my fists. God, I just needed three minutes alone with her old man. To make him pay for hurting her so much.

			“Tess?” I croaked out.

			She looked up and everything inside me shattered. She looked destroyed. Utterly devastated, and all I could do was groan and pull her up and into my arms. I held her against my chest and felt her whole body shaking. Low moans were coming from her throat, and it scared the living shit out of me.

			My girl was strong and determined, and seeing her completely falling apart like this made my knees weak. “Tess, baby. What happened?”

			When she didn’t answer, I leaned back so I could cradle her face between my hands. I wiped at the tears streaming down her face with my thumbs. Her eyes were unfocused and I lifted her face so that she was looking at me.

			“Baby, it’s Ryan. Talk to me.”

			She blinked. Then blinked again, and I could see her coming back to herself a little.

			“Ryan?” She hiccupped before I watched everything inside her collapse. “Oh, God. I . . . he’s . . . I can’t . . .” The words punched out between the racking sobs and I sat down and pulled her onto my lap.

			I needed to know what happened so I could fix it. I had to fix it, because seeing Tess like this was destroying me.

			I held her close to me and worked my other hand up and down her back. “I’m here. It’s okay. Whatever happened, we can deal with it.”

			“He’s selling Noah.”

			“What?” I must have heard her wrong. I swear she said . . .

			“My father is selling Noah to the highest bidder.”

			“What the fuck?”

			Tess finally sat back a little and looked at me. “He’s getting early release and he needs money. He figured out that people will pay a lot of money to privately adopt a healthy child. So he’s selling Noah so that he’ll have money when he is released.” Hysterical laughter bubbled from her throat.

			If that wasn’t the most fucked-up thing I’d ever heard in my life, nothing was. “How much?”

			“I guess you can buy a child for the bargain price of around thirty thousand dollars these days,” she choked out. “I don’t have anywhere near that kind of money. There’s only one thing I can do. I’ve been thinking about it since we drove away. I have to take Noah and go somewhere else.”

			“What?” A chill ran down my spine. She was thinking about running?

			“Nothing is more important than Noah. We’ll just . . . disappear. I’ll get a fake ID or something and we’ll move far away and my father won’t be able to sell Noah because he won’t be able to find us. Ever.”

			Jesus. She wasn’t thinking clearly. “If you don’t show up at court, they’ll issue an arrest warrant, Tess. You’re father can have you charged with kidnapping. If you’re caught . . .”

			“We won’t be. I’ll be careful.” She blinked and looked deep into my eyes. Her hand was warm when it settled on my jaw. “I have to do this. There is no other way. I won’t lose him. He’s my life now.”

			God, she looked so calm while talking about breaking the law. She was drunk, not making sense.

			“Tess, I can—” Her hand moved to cover my mouth.

			“I’m glad that we ran into each other, Ryan. These last few weeks have been the best that I can remember in a long time. But I’m glad we never tried to make this more than it was. It’s hard enough knowing I won’t ever see you again.”

			Tess pressed her lips against mine and I wanted to yell loudly enough to bring down the fucking roof. “Tess, you’re not thinking straight. There has to be another way. I asked Avery to get me the name of the best attorney in the city. We’ll fight this. Do it right.”

			“I appreciate that you want to help, I really do. I just can’t take the chance that I’ll lose. This is the only way I can guarantee I won’t lose Noah.”

			Shit. I had to do something before she did something that was going to ruin her entire life. Kidnapping was a federal offense. Her life would be over if she did this and got caught.

			“Baby, I’m going to take you back home. You need to rest, okay?”

			She gave me a sad smile but let me help her to her feet. We walked out of the bar hand in hand, but I don’t think I’ve ever felt more disconnected from someone. She threw a switch between us. She was already pulling away.

			I’d never been more scared in my life.

			What if she disappeared before I could take care of this? Because I was going to. If that bastard wanted money, I was going to shove it down his throat. If karma was the bitch everyone says she is, he’d choke on it.

			I got Tess back to her apartment and Louisa took one look at her and ushered her into the bedroom. A few minutes later, she came back out. “I had her take a couple of aspirin before she fell asleep. It should help.”

			“I need to go take care of a few things, but can you stay with her? I should be back in a few hours.”

			“Of course.” Louisa looked at Noah and then back at me. “Noah really likes you. After you left, he told me all about the things you do with him. He needs that, a good man in his life. She does too.”

			“And I’m going to make sure they have that. I’ll see you in a bit.”

			As soon as I hit the pavement I pulled out my phone.

			“Ryan. I was just going to call you,” Avery said.

			“Slight change of plans. I need someone who can take care of a business transaction for me. Discreetly.”

			“Okay, now I’m going to need a little more information, Ryan. And don’t worry, this is just between us. I may not be an attorney yet, but I know how important client confidentiality is.”

			So I told her everything, including what I wanted to do.

			“Jesus,” she said when I finished. “I’d like to kick that man in the balls with my pointiest shoes. So you’re sure you want to do this?”

			“No question about it. And I need it done yesterday. Ave, Tess is thinking about taking Noah and running.”

			“Shit, that’s serious. Does she know—”

			“I told her and she doesn’t care. All she sees is protecting Noah.”

			“I’ll go to my dad. He may be the mayor, but he’s still an attorney. He can draw up the papers so they are ironclad and he’ll be able to find out who that bastard’s attorney is. And, umm . . . the money? Do you need some time . . .”

			“Is a bank check okay?” I asked. “I can have it in about an hour.”

			“Oh.” Avery sounded surprised, and I guess I couldn’t blame her. I was a construction worker who lived in a trailer park. About as cliché as they come. But for Tess, there wasn’t any question. I was going to use every cent of the money my mother gave me to help her. “When you have that, go ahead and take it to my dad. I’ll make sure his people know you’re coming. But, Ryan, if this guy’s the asshole you say he is, there’s a chance that he’ll want more.”

			“Whatever he wants, I’ll take care of.”

			“This is an awful lot to do for someone who’s just a casual hookup,” she said softly.

			I sighed. “It was never just that, Ave.” Saying it out loud made it feel more real, but I’d known it for weeks. I may have said I don’t do the whole picket-fence thing, but damn it, with Tess I wanted it all.

			I could hear the smile in Avery’s voice. “About time you admitted it. I’ll call my dad as soon as we hang up. And, Ryan, you should tell Tess everything. This is kind of a huge thing you’re doing and if she finds out after—”

			“When the time’s right I will.” Which would likely be never, but if she did and she ended up hating me, it would still be worth it. “Thanks, Ave. Seth is a lucky guy.”

			“I tell him that every day,” she said with a laugh. “See ya.”

			After she ended the call, I jumped into my truck to head to the bank. I wanted everything taken care of so nothing could go wrong. And it needed to be done right now, because Tess was crazy enough to do exactly what she said she was going to.

			And there was no way in hell I was going to let her walk away from me again.

			Not when I knew she was the only girl for me.
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			My plan was to work my regular shift the whole week and bank all my tips because I wasn’t going to worry about rent or power or anything except what I needed to get somewhere else. Mia, one of the girls at the club, even knew someone who could get me a new ID. Then Noah and I would take off.

			The ache that had been a permanent thing since I made my decision got worse.

			Walking away from Ryan was going to be the hardest part of all this.

			But it wasn’t like he was looking for happily ever after. We were having fun and for a little while, he’d made me feel like me again. I’d never forget that. Never forget him.

			“You are on fire tonight, girl,” Mia said. “Actually, this whole damned place is. I can’t keep up.” She laughed. “Get it? Keep it up.” She winked and I laughed. I had to agree with her—the testosterone in this place tonight was off the charts.

			The boss had hired some high-profile porn star to do a cameo this week, which couldn’t have been better timing. The place was packed, and it should stay that way all week.

			I’d been there for two hours and already made about a hundred and fifty, and there was still a line out the door. With any luck I might have over a grand when I left in four days. It wasn’t a lot but would get us away from the city. Away from my father.

			There was very little time for small talk, so I worked my ass off all night, mixing drinks and smiling and flirting. Every time I stuck money in my tip jar I grinned. This was the best I’d felt since I left the prison yesterday.

			Because I had a plan and it was going to work.

			My father thought he won, but the joke was going to be on him. A great big screw-you to the man who had controlled my life for the last time.

			By the time my shift ended, my feet and back were aching and I had half a dozen phone numbers on napkins tucked into my tip jar. As if. When the last customer left and the girls started cleaning up, I wiped down the bar and pulled the cash out of the jar.

			When I was done counting it, my jaw was on the floor. Six hundred and twenty-seven dollars. That’s more than I usually made in a week. I tucked the envelope into my purse with a grin and headed toward the door.

			“Hey, Darla,” Mia called out. I swung around and she hurried over. “You forget something, girlie?”

			Shit, did I not do something?

			Mia held out another envelope. “You forgot your take of our tips. You did great tonight, by the way. I didn’t know one human could mix that many drinks for that many people.”

			I took the envelope with shaking fingers. In my excitement I’d totally forgotten the girls gave me 10 percent of their tips too. This was going to work. I threw my arms around Mia.

			“Thank you.”

			She hugged me back, then gave me the side eye. “You have a few of those drinks you were mixing? You’ve been getting a cut since day one.”

			“Just a good night,” I said with a grin. “See you tomorrow.”

			“’Night, crazy girl.”

			Jesse walked me to the parking lot and said good night. I drove home with a smile on my face. If I could make the same kind of money all week, then Noah and I could go practically anywhere. I’d always wanted to see Maine. Noah would love the snow in the winter.

			Would Ryan like the snow?

			I shook my head. It didn’t matter. He could never know where we were. Heaviness settled in my chest as I walked up to my apartment. I had only a few more days with him. That realization nearly sent me to my knees.

			I loved him.

			Had never stopped.

			And I had to walk away from him again.

			By the end of my shift Thursday night, I was floating on air. I had made over three thousand dollars the past two days thanks to the boss’s publicity stunt with the porn star. But the best and worse part was that tonight, I would get to see Ryan.

			Maybe for the last time.

			It was bittersweet, this financial victory, because it brought me one step closer to being able to leave. I headed up the steps to my apartment with a heavy heart. I wished things could be different. Wished that my life wasn’t on the verge of collapsing or that Ryan wasn’t the kind of guy to settle down with even if I had all my shit together.

			I shoved my key in the door. Ryan would be there any minute and I couldn’t stop my pulse from leaping at the thought.

			“Tess?”

			I spun around with a squeak and found Ryan already at the top step as if I had conjured him out of thin air.

			“I didn’t mean to scare you. God, it feels like fucking forever since I got to do this . . .” He stepped closer and his finger nudged my chin until I looked up. His eyes, dark brown pools of simmering passion, looked down at me and I swallowed against the lump forming. His intense gaze left me breathless, like I’d run a marathon, and my lips parted to catch any bit of air available.

			His head lowered slowly and the feathery-light touch tickled the sensitive flesh of my lips before his warm tongue traced a slow path across them, stopping in the middle to nip my bottom lip between his teeth. The playful bite sent a shiver of desire racing up my spine.

			I gasped into his mouth.

			His hand tangled into my hair and held firmly as his mouth claimed mine, his tongue sinking between my lips and stroking the warm, wet recesses until I could do nothing but kiss him back with abandon.

			Our tongues clashed, danced, and fought for dominance. Tonight I wasn’t giving an inch. If I had to leave him again, I wanted to remember this night for the rest of my life. I pulled away, gasping for breath. Every fiber in my body was electrified. With so little time left, I wanted all of him.

			“I need to shower,” I said between kisses. “I could use a back washer.”

			“Fuck yes,” he growled.

			He was wrapped around me when I opened the door and slipped inside. Louisa was sitting on the couch and she smiled at us.

			“He went down around nine and haven’t heard a peep. I’ll leave you two alone.” She grinned at us before letting herself out.

			“God, I thought she’d never leave,” Ryan said. His mouth was hot on my shoulder and he reached around to unfasten the hooks that held the corset closed in the front.

			“I’m not wearing a . . .” The leather fell to the floor.

			“You are going to kill me.” Ryan cupped my breasts and ran his thumb over the tips. “And I will die a happy man.”

			I arched and pressed my entire back to his front. His teeth nipped at my neck and I groaned. “Shower.”

			“In a minute. I need to help you out of your work clothes.” He ran his fingers down my ribs before bringing them together just above the edge of my jeans. His lips made a path down my spine that almost sent me to my knees.

			“Ryan.” I moaned low, and he slowly turned me around and then sank to his knees.

			When he pressed his lips right above one hip, I threaded my fingers in his hair. He undid the button and lowered the zipper, pressing kisses on the skin he revealed. My breath caught.

			It seemed to take him an hour to peel my jeans down to where my boots kept him from going farther. I gripped his shoulders when he unzipped them and tugged them off. Before I could get my balance, he had my jeans off too. I stood there in nothing but a pair of black lace panties.

			“You are so amazingly beautiful.” He kissed both hips, then I felt his hot breath right between my legs. Even through the thin fabric, I felt his hot tongue moving over me. It wasn’t enough and he moved away too soon so that he stood in front of me now.

			Heat still pulsed from the point of his brief contact and desire curled up my body. When he lifted my hand and took the tip of my finger into his mouth, scraping his teeth along the sensitive underside, a shudder racked my body.

			His eyes were burning and I couldn’t look away. What I thought I saw there should have made my heart soar, but instead, the ache in my chest made it hard to take a breath.

			When he cupped my jaw, I tilted my head into his hand.

			“Tess . . . I need to tell you . . .”

			I stood on my tiptoes and pressed my mouth against his. He could not say anything because it would change nothing. I slid my fingers down his arm and pulled him toward the bathroom.

			While he was taking off his clothes I started the water and lit a couple of candles so we could turn off the harsh overhead light. With everything bathed in the soft glow, it was magical. This was what I wanted to remember. Ryan. Just like this.

			He was completely naked and magnificent. Hard corded muscles ran down his arms and legs. Grooves on the side of his hips pointed right between his legs where his cock was hard and ready and beautiful.

			We’d had sex before this, but I knew tonight was more than that.

			Tonight was about love. And goodbye.

			It made everything more important. I tried to catalog every detail because I never wanted to forget this night. I crooked a finger under the waistband of my panties and pulled them down. Then I reached up and tugged the elastic bands from my hair, one then the other. I shook my head, savoring the relief in my scalp.

			My sigh was answered by a groan. We both stood naked, staring at each other, and the anticipation made my skin buzz. It took only a step and he was in front of me again. His mouth lowered over mine, possessive and demanding. His tongue stroked the inside of my mouth and fresh desire exploded over me, reigniting into a fury of intense need. I returned the kiss with my own urgency. His body pressed harder into mine and his cock pressed against my stomach.

			Steam from the shower filled the room and covered our bodies with a thin layer of moisture.

			I scraped my nails lightly over the muscles in his back. He groaned into my mouth and deepened the kiss, pushing against me slowly until I felt the edge of the tub on my calves. I stepped inside and felt the flow of hot water down my back.

			“God, you taste good,” he said, following me in.

			As if to prove it, he caught my lip between his teeth and bit down lightly, tugging on the kiss-swollen flesh. He somehow managed to turn me around so that my back was against his front.

			The shower was small and with Ryan in there with me, I could barely move. But I didn’t need to. With him pressing against me in the back and the hot water running between us, it was perfect.

			“Do you know how many nights I stood in my shower, thinking about you and getting myself off?” he asked against my neck.

			If I’d had the room, I would have melted into a puddle.

			His hand ran down my water-slickened stomach and settled between my legs. I let my head fall forward and rest on the shower wall. He moved my hair aside and kissed the back of my neck. When his fingers slipped inside me I groaned.

			“I never want to stop touching you,” he said. “You are so perfect, Tess. So goddamned perfect for me.”

			I cried out, partly from what his fingers were doing to me and partly because of what he’d said. I wanted to be so much more for him, but I couldn’t. And the pain of that knowledge mixed with the explosive pleasure he was pushing me toward.

			“Ryan,” I moaned.

			“Let go, Tess.”

			I leaned my head back against his shoulder and closed my eyes. Lights danced behind my eyelids and the tension inside grew tighter. Tears filled my eyes and seeped out from the lids. The water washed them away immediately.

			“Come for me, baby,” Ryan said.

			I shattered. My mouth fell open and I gasped in shallow breaths and the tension peaked and exploded into a million shiny pieces. Ryan tightened his arms around my waist and kept moving his fingers, keeping me from finding myself again for a very long minute.

			“God, I could watch you do that over and over again. But right now, I need to be inside you.” His hands slid over my wet skin and he guided me out of the shower.

			The edge of the counter was cold against my ass and I gasped. Ryan grabbed the towel off the rack and laid it behind me, then he tugged my arms around his neck.

			“Hold on to me, beautiful,” he said, pressing his hot mouth against my throat.

			I did and he lifted me up and set my ass on the edge of the sink. The height of it put me exactly where I needed to be to fit against him perfectly.

			I wrapped my legs around his hips and he groaned when his cock slid against my wet skin.

			“You are so fucking perfect, Tess,” he mumbled, staring down between us. He traced a path of water droplets over my shoulder to the tip of my breast.

			“Ryan, please.” I shifted a little closer and moved my hips back and forth.

			He gritted his teeth and the air hissed out from between them. “You are killing me.” But he reached down and grabbed his jeans and pulled out a condom. He had it opened and on faster than my desire-filled mind could comprehend.

			When I felt the tip of him nudging between my legs, I tightened my grip on his neck and slid to the very edge of the counter. I dug my heels into the back of his thighs and let my head fall back when he slid all the way inside, filling me.

			“Fuck,” he gasped.

			I answered with my own nonsensical words because he had started moving.

			“Lean back as far as you can,” he urged. His fingers dug into my hips and held me steady, so I let go and braced my hands on the edges of the counter. Then I leaned back until I felt the mirror at the back of my head.

			I heard the sharp intake of his breath and almost smiled. He made me feel like the sexiest woman on the planet. I arched my back as much as I could and he surged inside me, driving harder now.

			“You are not playing fair,” he growled, punctuating each word with a harder thrust of his hips.

			The angle was perfect, and with every stroke he hit the bundle of nerves just inside me. Every stroke brought me closer and closer.

			I moaned his name, long and loud, and he lifted my hips off the counter so that I was supporting all of my weight, but the small change was all it took to send me flying over the edge. The tension in my body ebbed and flowed in waves of pure pleasure.

			Ryan crowded over me and drove with faster and faster movement. He caught my lips and our tongues tangled in urgency. Then, he stilled and his deep groan filled my mouth while he pulsated inside me.

			Finally he leaned back with a gasp then laid his forehead against mine. My legs were like rubber and slid down the outside of his thighs. We stayed like that, still connected, gazes locked while we both caught our breath.

			“Fuck, Tess,” he said, raining soft kisses along the corner of my lips. “That was . . . incredible.”

			His fingers slid into my hair and he pulled my head down to his chest, holding me there while his free hand stroked up and down my back. His heartbeat still pounded an erratic rhythm in his chest, in time with my own.

			It was . . . amazing.

			I knew that it was only that way because it was Ryan, because I . . . I choked on the word, but my relaxed brain filled in the spot . . . because I loved him.

			I buried my face in his neck and hoped the moisture from the steam would hide the tears. I loved him with all my heart and I had to leave him. Again.

			Why the hell was my life so messed up?

			Didn’t I deserve to be happy after everything I’d sacrificed?

			I wanted to tell him so badly, but that would only make the pain of leaving him a hundred times worse. Let him think that we parted as just a casual hookup. That hearts were not involved this time.

			I kissed the spot right over his heart, then slid off the counter.

			As far as goodbyes went, I already knew this one was going to be the best and worst of my life.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			[image: ]

			ryan

			Tess had fucking rocked my world.

			I wasn’t prepared for how much it would affect me, but I knew the reason why. All those other girls were just sex. With Tess there was something else. Something that should have freaked me out to the moon and back, but it didn’t.

			I loved her.

			I fucking loved her so much that all I could think about was her. Her smile. Her laugh. Those fucking ponytails she wore to work. I loved every single part of her. And as soon as Avery’s father let me know everything was taken care of, I was going to tell her.

			Me. The me who swore he was never settling down with one woman, wanted to do exactly that. And with a kid in the picture to boot. The craziest part was none of it freaked me out. I was looking forward to this new chapter.

			I was actually excited about being a one-woman man.

			Seth was going to give me shit about this for years.

			I didn’t even care.

			My phone buzzed Friday morning and Avery’s name popped up on the screen.

			“Hey, Ave.”

			“Ryan. So my father sent all the paperwork to Tess’s father’s attorney and he heard back from him about five minutes ago.”

			My heart stuttered and slammed into my chest. “And?”

			“And . . . he took your offer. He signed everything and all my father has to do is file it with the courts and the adoption will be all set. Tess will be Noah’s permanent guardian.” The happiness in her voice made me want to jump in the air.

			“How long does the filing take? When will Tess find out?”

			“He’s sending everything over now, so she should get the official paperwork this afternoon, since I made sure that they would be delivered via courier. I know how anxious you are to get them to her.” If Avery were standing next to me I would have hugged her.

			“God, Avery, you are amazing. I couldn’t have done any of this without your help. I owe you big-time.”

			“I’m glad it worked out and that little boy will have a good life.” Avery had changed her major from corporate law to family law to help people in just this way. “What you did was selfless, Ry. Not many people would have done that.”

			“Anything for Tess.”

			“Are you going to tell her what you did?” she asked.

			I didn’t know the answer to that yet. “I’m not sure.”

			Avery was quiet for a minute. “Are you going to tell her that you’re in love with her?”

			I chuckled. “That I can and plan on doing very soon.”

			I could hear the smile in her voice. “Good.”

			“So by this afternoon Tess should know?”

			“Yes.”

			“I guess it’s going to be a pretty eventful day, then.”

			Avery just laughed. “You bad boys always fall the hardest.”

			Tess usually left for work around four, so at two thirty I called her. It went straight to voice mail. I left her a quick message, that I was thinking about her, and waited.

			Maybe she was celebrating? But why wouldn’t she call me first?

			Getting custody of Noah would be a huge deal for her.

			Without making it obvious, I couldn’t just show up and ask her if she got some good news today, but I could get off work early and show up before she left “just because.” After last night, I could say I couldn’t get her out of my mind, which was the truth. God, I fucking loved her so much.

			I was grinning like an idiot when I pulled into her parking lot just before four.

			Her car wasn’t there. I knew Louisa lived in 4C and she usually looked after Noah when Tess worked, so I got out of the truck and went to her door.

			When Louisa pulled open the door, she looked surprised to see me. A feeling of dread started creeping into my gut, but I tried to push it away. “Hello, Ryan.”

			“Have you seen Tess today?”

			Confusion crossed her face. “She came by earlier and said that she and Noah were spending the night with a friend. I thought she meant you.” Louisa’s eyebrows drew down. “She put some boxes in her car before they left.”

			It felt like I’d swallowed a brick. “Do you still have a key to her place?” I had to see for myself if what my gut said was true. Because it couldn’t be. Not when I was so close. Louisa handed me a key. “Did you see anyone go to her door today?”

			“I was gone all morning and came home around two. That’s when Tess came down to tell me I had the night off even though she paid me for the whole week already.”

			Shit. I turned and jogged to her steps, then took them two at a time. Maybe she had to do laundry? Maybe she was out celebrating with Noah? Maybe . . . no, she could not be gone. I jammed the key into the lock and pushed open the door.

			She was definitely gone.

			Not that her place had a lot to start with, but it was the little things. The striped pillow she loved that was always on the couch. Noah’s blocks that never left the living room. I walked to the bathroom. There was nothing in the shower; no shampoo or body wash or even soap. The candles were gone too.

			I sent Avery a text. Did the papers get delivered today?

			Because if they were, this made no sense at all.

			I was going through empty drawers in the bedroom when my phone rang. Without thinking I hit Accept. “Tess?”

			“It’s Avery, Ryan. What’s going on?”

			“Tess is gone. Her place is cleaned out. Did she get the papers today?” I paced up and down the hallway. She was definitely not here anymore.

			“I called my dad right after you texted. The courier brought the papers back to his office. He said that when he tried to deliver them, a woman slammed the door in his face. I assume that must have been Tess?”

			“That makes no sense.” I made my way into the kitchen. A last-ditch effort to try to convince myself she was coming back. The fridge was empty but a slip of paper on the table caught my eye.

			The note was short, but it was to me. She knew I’d come looking for them.

			Ryan,

			I’m sorry I didn’t get to say goodbye, but maybe it’s better this way. I’m afraid I can’t stay here any longer. I think my father is going to try to take Noah before the hearing and I can’t let him.

			For what it’s worth, the last month has been the best in a very long time. Don’t shut yourself away from love. You deserve to be happy.

			All my love,

			Tess

			“Ryan?” Avery’s worried voice came over the line. I heard Seth in the background asking what was wrong, and then Avery whispered she didn’t know. “Ryan? Are you still there?”

			“She’s gone,” I croaked. “There’s a note.”

			“Shit,” Avery said. The line was quiet, then Avery spoke again. “Technically she isn’t breaking the law now, so that’s good.”

			“But she’s fucking gone.” I crumpled up the note and shoved it in my pocket. Damn it. Why didn’t she wait? Why did she slam the door in the courier’s face?

			I think my father is going to try to take Noah before the hearing.

			“Fuck,” I growled, forgetting I was still on the phone.

			“What? Did you find something else?” Now Seth was on the phone, and I swore again.

			“She thought the courier was someone bringing her more bad news. That’s why she slammed the door in his face. That’s why she ran.” Fuck it. I had to figure out how to get in touch with her. Let her know that everything was okay. “Look, I’ll call you later. I need to find Tess.”

			“Where the hell are you even going to start looking?” Seth asked.

			“I don’t have the first fucking clue, man.”

			As soon as I ended the call, I pushed Tess’s number. It went straight to voice mail.

			“Tess, you need to call me as soon as you get this. You don’t have to run. Just . . . call me, please.”

			I hung up and jumped back into my truck, but after I started it I just sat there.

			She never said where she thought about going. I didn’t know if she went east or west. I slammed my hands into the steering wheel and shoved the truck into reverse. Damn it, she had to call me back.

			A sick feeling settled in my stomach.

			What the hell was I going to do if she never did?
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			I made it all the way out of North Carolina before Noah had to use the bathroom.

			It took my heart about as long to stop thumping in my chest. That man from earlier, the one with the paperwork that had to be from my father, scared the shit out of me.

			It took us about an hour to pack up everything and I told Noah we were going on a trip. I hated giving up that night’s tips; they would have put me way over my goal, but I didn’t want to take the chance.

			What if someone came back while I was at work and took Noah?

			That alone sent me into the biggest panic of my life.

			I really had no idea where we were going, and I had to figure it out soon because just driving around was going to eat up all my gas and then, a chunk of money. We’d have to stop soon for the night anyway, so after I put Noah to bed, I’d get my shit together.

			“Okay, buddy, let’s go to the bathroom and get some snacks.” The rest stop I pulled over at was one of the nicer ones. The bathrooms were clean and the vending machines full. I grabbed some Goldfish and an apple juice for Noah and a granola bar and water for myself.

			Once we found a hotel, I’d get us some real dinner.

			A map on the wall showed that about twenty miles farther there were hotels and gas and food.

			“Just a little bit more and then we can stop and stay in a hotel for the night. Sounds like an adventure, huh?” I asked with more cheer than I felt.

			“When are we going home?” Noah asked. His bottom lip quivered and he hugged the ratty stuffed dog that I bought him the very day I started taking care of him.

			I reached down and picked him up. He immediately threw his arms around my neck and buried his face. My heart felt like it was going to explode.

			“Let’s sleep on it, and tomorrow we can look at a map together. That will be fun, right?” He shook his head and I sighed. I was tired, he was tired, and I had about as much of a clue as he did right now.

			I carried him to the car and opened his snacks, then stretched my arms over my head. We’d been running for only a few hours. How could I do this for the rest of my life? I didn’t even have time to get the fake ID that Mia’s friend was taking care of. How the hell was I supposed to disappear as myself? Tears burned my eyes and I had to take a deep breath.

			I ached to feel Ryan’s arms around me. To hear him say everything would be okay.

			But that wasn’t possible and I had no other choice.

			I got back into the car and pulled out of the rest stop. This was my reality, and I had to figure out how to make it work. That was the simple truth of it all. That’s all I had anymore.

			Noah was awake already when I opened my eyes. He was sitting on the floor playing with his blocks and I couldn’t remember the last time he had not woken me up as soon as he opened his eyes.

			“Whatcha doing?” My voice was scratchy from the air-conditioning that had been on all night and I sat up and rubbed my eyes. The clock said it was 6:22.

			Noah didn’t look at me. “Playin’.”

			“I’ll get dressed, then we can get some breakfast, okay?”

			I sighed. He was never this quiet. “What’s wrong?”

			He finally turned to look at me and his bottom lip quivered. “Are we going home now?”

			The tears I’d been fighting since I pulled out of the parking lot of our apartment finally spilled over. I ducked my head so that he wouldn’t see them and pressed my hand over my mouth.

			“I’m sorry,” I finally said when I wasn’t on the verge of breaking down completely. “I’m trying to do the right thing, except I don’t know what I’m even doing.”

			What was I doing?

			I was kidnapping Noah, that’s what. In the eyes of the law, he didn’t belong to me. Right now, I technically was his guardian, but in a couple of weeks that could all change. In a couple of weeks, if I didn’t show up at court, I’d be breaking the law.

			My stomach twisted into knots.

			Now that I was sitting in a cold hotel room that smelled like disinfectant, I realized that this might be my life—Noah’s life. The tears streamed down my face. I’d never be able to finish college, get a real job, or enroll Noah in school.

			I dropped my face into my hands.

			I’d been trying to give Noah a life and I was the one taking it away from him.

			But if I went back and my father got his way, I’d lose Noah forever.

			What the hell was I supposed to do?

			I took a deep breath. I had two weeks to decide. Two weeks of pretending that my life wasn’t going to change, one way or the other.

			“You know what?” I asked, wiping away the tears. “How about if we drive to the beach and stay there for a week? We can build sand castles and have picnics and walk in the water. How does that sound?”

			Noah jumped up and ran over to the bed. He pulled himself up and started jumping up and down. “Yes, yes, yes,” he chanted.

			When he was done I grabbed him and held him tight.

			“I love you so much, baby boy,” I whispered into his ear.

			He pulled back, looking indignant. “I’m not a baby. I’m four now.”

			“You’re right. I love you so much, big boy.”

			“I love you too.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			[image: ]

			ryan

			A week.

			Tess had been gone almost a week and I was in agony. I wanted to drive all over the fucking country looking for her, but Seth and my father had gotten together and hid my keys when I was ready to walk out the door. Dad dropped me off at work, Seth took my work truck to the site and left it there so I had my tools, but then Dad picked me up at five.

			I was pissed off at both of them for treating me like a two-year-old, and the guys on-site were walking on eggshells all week. I knew I was acting like a crazy man, but helpless was not something I did well.

			I was pacing the trailer while Pops fixed dinner, feeling helpless as all get out.

			“Did I ever tell you how your mother and I met?” Pops asked.

			“You never really told me much of anything about her,” I snapped.

			“I was remodeling her parents’ bathroom. They hired me when their usual contractor was too busy. I was cockier than hell; a twenty-year-old who knew everything. She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen in my life. She was kind and polite and always said the right things while I was left stumbling all over my words. She was this ray of sunshine every time she walked into a room.”

			I wandered over to the table and pulled out a chair.

			“There was something there between us from the start. Chemistry. Pretty soon we were sneaking around and fooling around. Her parents didn’t have a clue. Well, until we found out you were on the way. Weren’t expecting that. Her parents were beyond furious. They said if she kept you, they’d disinherit her. I promised her I’d take care of her. So we got married. You need to know that she really tried, Ryan. This life was never really her. When you were sixteen, she got a letter from her parents. The first time they’d ever reached out to her. They made her an offer. If she came home . . . alone . . . they would add her back into the will and forget about everything. She told them no at first, because she wanted to take you with her. I knew they’d make your life hell just because you existed, because you were part of me too.”

			I stared at Pops. His head hung down as he stirred the pot of stew.

			“I knew she would never really be happy here and I hated knowing that I let her down. I made her promises I would never be able to keep in this lifetime. So I talked her into going and leaving you with me. It was guilt that knocked me down for so long. It wasn’t that she left, it was that I couldn’t take care of her, give her what I had promised her.”

			My limbs felt heavier, but somewhere inside, there was a new lightness.

			“It was nothing you did, son. I’m sorry I let you think that all these years. That trust fund your mother set up was her way of making sure you had a decent start to life. That if you had a dream, you could chase it and not worry. Her greatest wish for you was that you were happy. I’m sorry I was the one who held you back, that I wasn’t the parent you needed. It’s funny how guilt only builds on itself and makes it damned near impossible to pull yourself out of. Sometimes, you need an outsider’s help with it.”

			“Sabine?” I asked.

			“Yeah. She has a way of looking at you and seeing all the good and the bad. She called me on my bullshit and made me think about what I’d been doing. She’s helped me move on.”

			“And I never did that for you.” I realized that what I had been doing all this time wasn’t taking care of Pops so much as enabling him. I knew it now because I knew why.

			“That was never your responsibility, Ryan. And I will regret that burden I put on you until the day I die. But I’m telling you this so you know it wasn’t anything you did. Your mom loved you enough to stay for sixteen years. You’re the only thing that kept her here for so long. Love does work, and you need to know that believing in someone, trusting in their love for you, will make things work out.”

			“Things didn’t work out for you, though, Pops.”

			He gave me a watery smile. “Maybe they did. Maybe they happened just like they were supposed to.”

			I wasn’t sure that was really true, but it seemed to give him a little bit of resolution. “I remember your Tess. I remember the way she used to follow you around, how she looked at you when you didn’t see it. She must have grown into an exceptional young woman for you to fall in love with her again. Second chances don’t come around often. Now you have to trust in her love for you. Don’t give up on life, don’t let some misplaced guilt keep you from hoping and living.”

			“Do you still love her?” I asked.

			“I do,” he said with a smile. “But in a way that I hope she never comes back.”

			That was some messed-up logic, but it made sense.

			Pops dished up stew and for the first time in days, I ate until I was full.

			Tess hadn’t returned any of my calls all week; they’d all gone straight to voice mail and I was going crazy. Two days ago I broke down and told her the truth in a message. That Noah was hers and that she could come home now.

			Even if she hated me for it, she had to know.

			She still didn’t call.

			“Dude, you need to let it go.” Seth had come to the trailer Friday night and practically threw my ass in the shower, then insisted he was taking me out to eat something. He drove of course.

			“I’m not fucking letting it go,” I growled. “Tess thinks she’s running from something that isn’t true.”

			“You don’t know that for sure. She could have gotten your message and decided it was the perfect time to start over. She thinks you guys were just playing it casual, that you aren’t a settling-down kinda guy.”

			“That hasn’t been true for a while.” I dropped my head into my hands and exhaled. “I miss them, Seth. God, spending time with Noah was the highlight of my days and just being with Tess . . . that was enough.”

			Seth nudged my shoulder with his. “That’s fucking love right there. Trust in it. If she feels the same way, she’ll come back.”

			“My mother didn’t. That mean she didn’t love me?” I said the words before I realized and wanted to take them back immediately.

			“Shit, Ry, it’s not the same. Your mom never really belonged there and you know it.” He held up his hand. “I know you remember the good shit. The smiles. The cookies. But I don’t think you really remember how sad she looked all the time.”

			It was true. All of it. “I remember. For a year I waited for her to come back.” I never told anyone that. “I’d come home from school and throw open the door hoping she’d be there, but all I ever saw was my dad, sitting in the same chair with the same blank expression. Pops told me the truth about her leaving, about why she didn’t take me with her. It was never me; it was her who never belonged here. And he wasn’t brokenhearted all these years, it was guilt that made him check out.”

			“Christ. It’s amazing we both made it without some seriously screwed-up issues.”

			I raised an eyebrow at him.

			“Dude, a little prison time and a hero complex are pretty okay in my book.” He grinned, and I couldn’t help but smile. He was an asshole, but he was right. It was all behind us now, and we’d come out relatively unscathed.

			“If Tess loves you, she’ll come back.”

			I hoped Seth was right. Without her, it felt like I was just existing, and it sucked. She was the light and the air I needed to really live. The days before her were marked in gray. The ones after, full of bright color and laughter. I needed her a hell of a lot more than she needed me.

			“When the fuck did you get all wise and shit?” I asked.

			Seth picked up his beer and took a swallow. “Beats the hell out of me.”

			We finished our meal and Seth drove me home. I must have had about a dozen too many because when Seth got closer to my trailer, I swore I saw a little white Honda parked behind my truck.

			“No fucking way,” I muttered. “Do you see a Honda in the yard or is it just me?”

			“What? You know who that is?” Seth pulled in behind the car and put his truck in park.

			“That’s Tess’s car.” My entire body went from ice-cold to burning hot.

			“No shit.” Seth was grinning like a fool and I waited for about two seconds. He punched me in the arm. “Told you so.”

			“For once in my life, I’m glad you did.” I was already out of his truck and didn’t look back as I took the steps two at a time.

			When I pushed the door open, the first thing I saw was Tess. She had a forkful of spaghetti midway to her mouth and, when she saw me, she shot straight up from the table like she’d been shocked.

			Noah on the other hand jumped out of his seat and ran at me as fast as his little legs could go. I grabbed on to him when he slammed into me and lifted him into my arms.

			“Hey, Ryan!” Noah said.

			“Hey, buddy.” My voice shook and I tried to make eye contact with Tess.

			They’d all been sitting at the table eating dinner. Dad, Sabine, Tess, and Noah.

			Eating. Dinner.

			What the fuck was going on?

			Dad looked up and met my stare. “Tess, if you want to talk to Ryan, I can keep an eye on this little guy. I think there’s some ice cream in the freezer we can keep ourselves busy with.”

			Noah wiggled from my arms and I set him down.

			“Thank you both. For dinner and . . . everything.” Tess came over to me and stood next to me. She was so close I could reach out and touch her, but damn it, I needed some answers. Relief warred with anger. She left without a word for a week, didn’t return my calls, and then here she was, eating dinner like she hadn’t fucked up my entire world.

			“Outside,” I said in a clipped voice.

			Tess cringed but followed when I led the way.

			“Ryan . . .” she started to say, but I rounded on her before she could get another word out.

			“What the fuck were you thinking?”

			Her eyes narrowed on me. “I was thinking that I was protecting the most important thing in my life.”

			I exhaled. Now that she was standing right there in front of me, close enough to touch, I did what I’d wanted to since I walked into my house and saw her. I took three steps until I was right in front of her, then cradled her face and kissed her. Her lips parted at once and I was lost in the warmth that I’d been craving. Her fingers slid up my arm and she dug her nails into my shoulders. Fire surged through me and I groaned.

			“Don’t ever fucking scare me like that again. I had no idea where you were. I wanted to look for you, but the United States is a big fucking country. Why didn’t you call me back? I was out of my mind. Seth and Pops took my truck away to keep me from taking off looking for you.”

			“I got the first two messages and I’m sorry I didn’t call back. Noah and I ended up in a cottage in Virginia Beach. I had to think about everything. The day we got there, we were playing in the water and I dropped my phone in the ocean. It hasn’t worked since. When I was on my way back I realized I didn’t know your number by heart to let you know. So as soon as we got back in town, I came here. I had to see you.”

			“I can’t believe you’re really here.” I kissed her forehead and pulled her into my arms. “I’m never letting go, you know.”

			“I missed you too,” she said, wrapping her arms around my waist.

			“So . . . you’re back? For good, right?” I sat down in one of the lawn chairs and pulled her onto my lap. Tess wrapped her arms around my neck and laid her head on my shoulder. She better be back for good because I wasn’t letting her go ever again.

			“I had to come back. I can’t run. It’s not fair to Noah. I panicked and didn’t think, but being alone for the past week made me realize that I was trying so hard to keep Noah safe, I was the one putting him in danger.”

			I sat up and held her at arm’s length. Of course—her phone was toast.

			She didn’t know.

			“Stay here.” I jumped up and ran into the trailer. Three curious glances followed me to the side table in the living room, where I grabbed the manila envelope the courier tried to deliver to her.

			When I got back outside, Tess was pacing. Until she saw the envelope. Then she stopped and her hand flew to her chest. “They gave it to you? Why?”

			“It’s not what you think. Open it.” I handed it to her, and she eyed it like it was a copperhead. “Trust me, Tess.”

			She looked so scared and so lost, but she had to see what was inside. I took her hand and put the envelope in it. She was shaking and her eyes glittered in the dim light. I could tell her, but she needed to see it for herself.

			“I came back to take you up on your offer of help,” she said softly. “I know that things between us were just casual, but you said . . .”

			I closed the distance and pulled her into my arms. “Things haven’t been casual since day one, and you know it. We were both dancing around the truth and I’m done pretending. When I thought you were gone, I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again. I was terrified that you’d never know how I felt.”

			“Ryan, you don’t have to . . .”

			“Be quiet and listen. I love you, Tess. I did when I was fifteen and I do now, more than I thought I could ever love someone. You make me believe that happily ever after is possible, that sometimes people love you back and they stay. I want to take a chance and I want it to be with you. So no matter what’s in that envelope, I need you to know that I fucking love you, okay?”

			Now the tears were falling down her face and for a split second, I had no idea what was going on in her head. Then she threw her arms around me and her lips were on mine and I could feel the hunger burning with every swipe of her tongue.

			“I love you too. That’s part of the reason I had to come back. I couldn’t imagine being without you. I’m scared of what’s going to happen at the hearing, but I want you there by my side when I fight for Noah. I just can’t lose both of you.”

			“You’re not losing anyone, Tess. Open the damned envelope.”

			“I don’t understand,” she started to say.

			I threw up my hands. Christ, she was the most exasperating woman on the planet. The answers were right there in her hand if she’d only look. I was going to have to tell her. There wasn’t any other way.

			“Tess . . .”

			“I know. Open the damned envelope.” She slid her finger under the flap and pulled the top open. Her hesitant gaze met mine and I nodded. With a deep breath she pulled out the packet of papers.

			I watched her read and her eyebrows dipped down. “My father gave me full custody?” She kept reading. “What does that mean? Third party? An offer of thirty thousand dollars was made and accepted? Someone bought Noah and gave him back to me?”

			I should have asked Avery exactly what the papers said beforehand, but I didn’t intend to hide anything now anyway. I shifted my weight from one foot to the other and waited. She either understood or she hated me.

			“I don’t understand, who would have paid my father for . . .” The papers slipped from her fingers and her gaze shot to me. Her mouth fell open and she stood there, pale faced, staring at me. “The money your mother left. You said it was around thirty thousand dollars.”

			“I told you in one of the messages I left. That you didn’t have to run anymore. That Noah was yours forever.”

			“You did this?” Her voice was nothing but a whisper and dread crawled up my spine.

			“I had to. I couldn’t stand by and let you lose Noah.” My voice cracked and I swallowed hard. “I would never have used that money for myself, but for you, I’d do anything.”

			“I don’t understand . . .” A desperate edge crept into her tone now, sending that heavy dread straight to my gut. This was it. Time to lay it all on the line. My heart pounded against my chest and my palms were sweaty.

			“You’re a package deal, Tess. You and Noah. And I couldn’t even imagine living life with only one of you. I love you and I love him and I would have done everything to make sure that you two got to stay together. Because of you, I could see myself with that house, with that fucking picket fence, and the person next to me was you. I need you and Noah in my life, Tess. That’s”—I held out my hands—“that’s all I have. I love you, and I want to be with both of you for the rest of my life.”

			“What?”

			My insides were threatening to relocate to the outside, but I told myself that if I got the chance, I’d take it. I reached into my pocket and took out the box I’d bought two weeks ago when I realized she was the one.

			Her eyes went round when I dropped to one knee. Somewhere behind me I heard Seth mutter “Holy fuck.” I didn’t even know he was there, but it didn’t matter. I had one goal. One thing to say before Tess made any kind of decision.

			“You were the first girl I ever loved, and truth be told, you’re the last girl I ever want to love. I’ve been waiting for you since I was fifteen years old, and I think I always knew that it was you, Tess. That I was just waiting for you to come back. And you did. So will you marry me?” The lump in my throat grew bigger the longer I waited.

			“You want to marry . . . me?” She pressed her hand to her mouth and her shoulders shook.

			“Yeah, I really do. I want you at my side for whatever life throws at us. Together. All of us.”

			“Ryan?” she asked. Tears poured down her cheeks. “Really?”

			I got to my feet and took her by the shoulders. “How much clearer can I be? I fucking love you more than anything in this world and I want to spend every single day waking up next to you. I want to hold your hand when we take Noah to his first day of kindergarten and again when he walks at graduation. I want us to fight and make up and then make up again.” I tilted her chin up. “I want you and only you. Forever.”

			She sucked in a breath, then her body relaxed and she cried even harder. “Yes,” she whispered. “I want all that too. I love you.” Her arms were around me and I lifted her off her feet.

			In the distance I heard clapping and laughter, but all I could see was the beautiful smile on Tess’s face.

			“I never stopped loving you, Ry. I think I was waiting for you too.”

			“No more running,” I said.

			“I’m right where I’m supposed to be. Wherever I go, we all go.”

			I kissed her softly and she snuggled into my arms. “Deal.”
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