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Heartless – Book
Six


 


Derek McCall was devastated when his girlfriend married his
best friend, Josh. He respected the boundaries of friendship for years, but one
night they gave in to temptation. Feeling guilty for betraying his best friend,
Derek left town, determined to put the past and Ashley behind him. 


Ashley Cooper has loved two men in her life, her ex-husband,
Josh, and her ex-boyfriend, Derek. This single mom is finally ready to start
dating again when Derek returns to town, ready to throw his hat in the ring.
Her kids are dead-set against the relationship, but will she risk their
disapproval for a chance to re-write history? 
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“This
series is very emotional and I can’t wait to pick up a new book after it’s
release.” 


Book
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“I read
the whole series and let me tell you, I love it. I read all four books in two
days. I couldn’t put them down.”


My
Eclectic Bookshelf


 


“Shameless is a sensual story
packed full of passion, temptation, and forbidden love.”


For the
Love of Reading


 


“Shameless drew me in heart and
soul from the very first page to the satisfying conclusion after the final page
was turned. Those wanting an emotional roller coaster ride, climb on board and
add this one to your bookshelf.”


Wow from
the Scarf Princess Blog


 


“There
were times throughout Shameless where I was actually overcome with emotion. It made me cry
and smile, and sometimes gasp or laugh out loud; a piece of art that couldn’t
have come at a better time. Simply a must read. I give this book a solid five
stars!”


Read2Review


 


“The flow
of this story (Fearless)
was perfect. I cannot wait for the 3rd installment.”


Insightful
Minds Reviews


 


“I really
adore all of the characters in this series.”


Autumn
Review
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[bookmark: one]Chapter One 


 


Derek McCall sat
listening to his brother’s friends and family pay tribute to a life cut short
in the line of duty, fighting for his country. They called him a hero. But to
his sobbing wife, he was a husband who would miss out on the opportunity to
dance with her at their daughter’s wedding, and a father who wouldn’t live long
enough to hold his first grandchild. 


Derek and his late
brother were cut from the same cloth. A soldier and a cop, who believed in
fighting for what was right, standing up against injustice and crime, and
putting your life on the line when necessary. Only Dave had paid the ultimate
price for his beliefs, and it left Derek to question when his number would be
called. When it was, would he have a wife and children to mourn him or would he
be lying on his death bed wishing for more time to live the life he’d dreamed
about? 


He glanced across
the aisle of the small church and was reminded why he was still waiting for his
life to begin... Ashley Cooper, his best friend’s ex-wife, his college
girlfriend, and the only woman he ever loved. She was as beautiful now as she
was back then, and it reminded him of the girl he’d fallen in love with a
lifetime ago. She had grown children now, but when he looked at her, Derek felt
as though time had stood still. 


He could still
remember lying on a blanket in the bed of his truck, holding her in his arms
and watching the fireworks explode over the lake on the 4th of July,
or making love in the tall grass when she planned an impromptu picnic to
celebrate the start of their first summer together. They would plan for the
future, dream about the kids they would have, the exotic places they would
travel, and the careers they were planning. 


Derek’s life took
a sharp turn during his junior year. Football started monopolizing more of his
time, keg parties dominated his weekends, teammates became his family, studies
became an afterthought, and Ashley got tired of waiting by the phone for the
calls that never came. That’s when she told him it was over, and instead of
trying to win her back, Derek dealt with the pain by partying harder and
pretending he didn’t care. 


He watched her
fall in love with his best friend, Josh Cooper. He stood by Josh as he married
the woman who should have been his bride. He snuck into the hospital room the day
their twins were born, kissed cheeks, shook hands, and went home and cried for
the first time, cried for the life he’d lost.


Josh was his
partner on the Nashville police force for years, his other brother. It wasn’t
his fault they’d fallen in love with the same woman. Derek didn’t want to lose
his best friend and the woman he loved, so he remained quiet, living a lie,
pretending it wasn’t tearing his heart out every time he saw their happy
family. 


He was the ‘cool
uncle’ to Ashley’s kids, taking them to hockey games, coaching Little League,
and savoring the piece of their lives they were willing to share with him. He
loved those kids like they were his own. If things had turned out the way they
were supposed to, they would have been his. 


He looked over at
the boys, who weren’t boys anymore. Jay and Mike Cooper were grown men, both
successful in their own right, and sons any father would be proud to call their
own. 


Uncle Derek hadn’t
been their hero since they found out he slept with their mother while she was
still married to their father. Now he was just the guy they loved to hate. 


Derek’s younger
brother, J.T., nudged him. “Hey, you okay?” 


No. How could he
be okay? They were getting ready to lower their brother’s lifeless body into
the ground for eternity. Nothing would ever be okay again. Their family would
never be the same. But Derek couldn’t say that because he had to be the strong
one. Now that Dave was gone, they were all counting on him to be the glue that
held their shattered family together. 


“Yeah, I’m okay.
How ‘bout you, kid?” 


J.T. squeezed his
fiancée Nikki’s hand and she smiled up at him. “I’m gettin’ through it, man.”


For the first
time, Derek envied his younger brother. At least J.T. had someone to help him
get through it. After the last guest left and silence fell, J.T. would have
someone to hold him, someone to remind him that life went on. Derek only had
the promise of a big empty bed waiting for him. 


“It’s time,” J.T.
whispered, rising to his feet. 


They all watched
Dave’s fellow soldiers carry the casket out of the church, across the field to
his final resting place. A small cemetery flanked the pristine land surrounding
the church. One of the few places untouched by progress, and the place Dave had
chosen as his eternal home. 


Dave was honored
with the fallen hero’s service, complete with the presentation of their flag, a
reminder that his life mattered, his service was appreciated, and he was part
of something bigger and more important than most could comprehend. 


Derek walked beside
his mother, holding her trembling frame as she tried to come to terms with the
fact that she’d lost her first-born son. Derek couldn’t begin to comprehend his
parents’ pain. Losing a brother was devastating. He couldn’t begin to imagine
what it must feel like to know that your child’s life was cut short in his prime.



The mourners all
sat in silence, listening, praying for strength to navigate the coming weeks
and months without their brother, son, husband, father, and friend. 


By the time he
tossed the final rose on the lacquered casket, Derek just wanted to disappear.
He’d faced his fears before. He’d looked down the barrel of a gun, felt a
bullet ricochet through his body, negotiated with mad men, but he’d never felt so
lost before. He’d always had direction, known where he was going and how he was
going to get there. Today, he felt adrift, as though he’d been cast out on a
deserted island with no tools for survival or hope of being rescued. 


 He felt the heat
of a hand sear through his suit and he knew only one person could make him feel
that way. Ashley. 


She reached up to
hug him and he held on to her as though she were throwing him a lifeline in a
sea of never-ending water. He didn’t care that her sons and ex-husband were
probably watching the scene unfold. He needed her now, and to hell with what
everyone else thought. 


“I’m so sorry,
Derek,” she whispered, stroking his hair. “Your brother was a good man.” 


“The best.” He
cursed the tremor in his voice. He was raised to believe that cowboys don’t cry.
He may be a big city cop now, but he would always be a rancher at heart. He
cleared his throat. “I still can’t believe he’s gone. It just doesn’t seem
real.” 


“I know,” she
said, brushing away the tear that slipped down her cheek. “I can’t even imagine
how Christine and the kids must be feeling right now.” 


He took her hands
in his. It was the first time he’d felt free to touch her in years. “We’ll do
everything we can to help them get through this.” 


She squeezed his
hands, a small smile tugging at the corner of her full mouth. “But who’s going
to help you get through it? You’re always so busy taking care of everyone else
you forget to take care of yourself.” 


Ashley still knew
him so well, even after all these years. He had dozens of relationships over the
years, some serious, but no one had ever been able to read his mind the way she
could. “I’m just takin’ it one day at a time.” 


“How long are you
in town?” 


He shrugged. “I
have a lot of unused vacation time. I can afford to take a month if I need to.”



Jay and Mike
walked up behind their mother. They were both dark and brooding and, like their
father, tall and imposing. Derek couldn’t see any of their mother’s softness or
compassion in the hard set of their square jaws. 


Mike was the first
to extend his hand. “I’m sorry for your loss. Dave was a good man.” 


Derek accepted his
outstretched hand. “Thanks, Mike.” 


This was the same
kid who’d driven around with him on a Sunday afternoon with the top down,
begging for ice cream. Now, he spoke to him like he was a stranger. One night,
one moment of weakness obviously had the power to erase years of good memories.



Jay put his hand
on his mother’s shoulder, forcing her to take a step back, before offering
Derek his hand. “I’m sorry for your family. It shouldn’t have happened to a man
like Dave. His wife and kids needed him.” 


Derek didn’t know
if he was just being sensitive or feeling sorry for himself, but he couldn’t
help but wonder whether Jay intended to imply that it should have been him
instead of his brother. He didn’t have a wife or kids counting on him; no one waited
for him to come home. 


“Thanks for comin’,
guys. I appreciate it.” 


They both nodded.
“Mom, we’re leavin’ now. Do you need a ride to the reception?” 


She shook her
head. “No, I’m going with Josh and Lexi, thanks.” She kissed each of her sons
on the cheek. “I’ll see you there in a little bit, okay?” 


Jay and Mike
exchanged a brief glance before glaring at Derek over their mother’s shoulder.
“Okay,” Jay said, finally. “We’ll see you there.” 


Derek sighed as he
watched them walk away. “They still hate me.” 


Ashley closed her
eyes as she shook her head. “They’re still bitter. They think we betrayed their
father.” 


“We did betray
Josh.” Derek raked his hand through his hair. “No sense sugarcoatin’ it, Ash.” 


“That was a
lifetime ago. Josh forgave us. Don’t you think it’s time we forgave ourselves?”


Derek watched Jay
and Mike climb into a black SUV. “Your kids have obviously forgiven you, but
you’re their mom. Think they’ll ever be able to forgive me?” 


She looked down at
the ground, giving him his answer. 


“I’m sorry. I know
it’s not fair, but you know how loyal they are to Josh. It doesn’t matter that
he told them it’s time to let it go. They can’t.” 


“I can’t imagine
they wanted to come here today, knowin’ I’d be here?” 


She set her
sunglasses in place to shield her eyes. “They love your family. You know that.”



He clenched his
jaw in frustration. He knew she was just trying to spare his feelings, but he
preferred to know where he stood, rather than being blindsided. “That’s not
what I asked.” 


“Josh encouraged
them to come.” 


Josh walked up
behind them and gripped Derek’s shoulder. “Josh encouraged who to go where?” 


Derek turned to
his old friend, trying to find a hint of the animosity he saw in Ashley’s sons,
but it wasn’t there. Josh had moved on with his life. He had a beautiful wife,
two children with her, and the kind of marriage he and Ashley were never able
to forge, no matter how hard they tried. 


“We were talkin’
about your sons and the fact that they can’t stand me.” 


Josh sighed. “Are
we back to that again?” He watched the mourners filing in to their cars. “We’re
here to honor Dave, not rehash the past. You worry about grievin’ for your
brother. Let me handle my boys.” 


Derek shoved his
hands in his pockets, trying to resist the urge to clench his fists. He was
used to being in control. He hated feeling so damn helpless. “Your boys aren’t
kids anymore, Josh. They’re twenty-four years old. You can’t send them to their
room for refusin’ to play nice.”


Josh chuckled.
“No, I guess you’re right.” He smirked. “I guess I’m used to dealin’ with Aiden
and Brianna, huh?” 


Aiden and Brianna
were the kids Josh shared with his current wife, Lexi. Derek tried not to envy
the fact that his best friend had four great kids who idolized him, a wife who
loved him, and an army of friends and family to watch his back. He loved Josh
like a brother, but it was tough not to covet his life. 


“Don’t worry about
it,” Derek said, sighing. “I’ll deal with Jay and Mike.” 


Ashley began
wringing her hands, a sure sign she was nervous. “I don’t think that’s such a
good idea. Maybe we should just let it go.” 


Derek stared at
her for a long time before responding. At forty-six, she was still the same
beautiful girl he’d fallen in love with back in college. Sun-kissed hair framed
a heart-shaped face with big blue eyes, still so wide and seemingly innocent,
though Derek knew that was wishful thinking on his part. She had to be tough to
be a single parent to two rowdy boys. A lifetime had passed since they were
young and idealistic. She may look like the same girl, but she wasn’t. She was
a mature woman now, a mother with a failed marriage and a lifetime of
experiences behind her… experiences that didn’t include him. 


“I don’t want to
let it go, Ash. We’ve tried to bury this under the rug for too long. Don’t you
think it’s time we dealt with it?” 


She set her
sunglasses atop her head and looked to her ex-husband, obviously hoping he
would back her up. “I don’t see what good it would do. You’re going back to
Arkansas in a few weeks anyway.” 


“Those kids were
an important part of my life once. Josh and I are still close, and I have to
assume I’ll be spendin’ a lot more time here, at least for the foreseeable
future. If I could have a civil relationship with them, I’d like to try.” 


She rolled her
eyes. “Good luck with that.” 


Josh looked at her
long and hard. “Are you forgettin’ how persuasive Derek can be, Ashley? Nobody
knows that better than you, right?” 


Her mouth fell
open. “What the hell—”


He held his hand
up to silence her. “Lexi’s over by the car. Do you still need that ride?” 


“I’ll take her
back to the house,” Derek said quickly. He suspected, given the choice, she
would rather be trapped in a car with him right now. Besides, it would give
them a chance to talk. Something they should have done a long, long time ago. 


Ashley clasped her
hands in her lap and counted off the miles to the McCall house. The low drone
of country music in the background did little to mask the sound of her heart
pounding in her ears. 


A lifetime had
passed since the last time Ashley was alone in a car with Derek, yet it felt
like yesterday. If she closed her eyes, she could still imagine them as young
lovers: carefree, laughing, holding hands, and teasing each other mercilessly.
What she wouldn’t give to go back in time, just for a day, to relive that
moment when anything seemed possible. 


“Do you like
living in Arkansas?” she asked, hoping to fill the awkward silence and
remaining miles with innocent conversation. 


He shrugged.
“Sure, it’s home… has been for a long time.” 


How could she
forget the day Derek decided to move to another state? They’d made love for the
first time in years. She was nearing the end of a loveless marriage, and she
thought Derek was offering her a new beginning. But he pulled the rug out from
under her when he said he couldn’t live with the guilt of betraying his best
friend. He suggested she give her marriage another chance, for the sake of her
kids. 


She’d taken
Derek’s advice. For six months, she and Josh lived under the same roof, shared
the same dinner table, and slept in separate beds before they finally admitted
it was over and had been for a long time. They parted on good terms, as
friends, and wished each other the best of luck finding their second chance.
Josh found his with Lexi, but Ashley was still waiting for hers. As the years
slipped by, the odds diminished, but she wasn’t willing to settle this time. If
she ever married again, he would have to be her soul mate. 


“Is there anyone
waiting for you back home?” She hadn’t intended to ask, but her curiosity took
precedence over etiquette. 


It was difficult
to imagine Derek was as lonely as she was. He was every bit as handsome now as
he was back in college, maybe more so. He was still tall and broad with the
physique of the athlete he’d once been. Only the laugh lines fanning out from
his blue eyes and the faint silver strands weaving through his black hair
reminded her that twenty-five years had passed. 


“I lived with
someone for four years, but it didn’t work out.” 


She’d already
tipped her hand, no sense backing down now. “Do you mind if I ask why?”


He grinned,
revealing the shallow dimples that used to make her melt. “You know you can ask
me anything.” 


 There was a time when
they’d been best friends. He was her phone call in the middle of a crisis or
the first person to tell her he was proud of her when she aced an exam. It
wasn’t until their junior year when football and partying started to take
precedence over their relationship that she let him go to pursue the life he
seemed to want. She thought he’d come back to her, but when he didn’t, she
found comfort in the arms of his best friend. 


She didn’t know if
she wanted to hear the details of his failed relationship, but it seemed easier
than allowing her overactive imagination to fill in the blanks. “So… what
happened?” 


“She was as
committed to her career as I was to mine.” He shot her a sidelong glance. “The
only time we saw each other was in bed.” 


The sharp pang of
jealousy shouldn’t be so acute after two and a half decades, but there it was.
Ashley was envious of a nameless, faceless woman, simply because she had the
pleasure of sharing Derek’s bed for four years while she’d been curling up
alone. 


She turned her
attention to the passing sights outside the window. He was always so good at
reading her emotions, and she didn’t want him to see the telltale signs of
possessiveness still lurking beneath her carefully applied mask of
indifference. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out.” 


He smiled. “Are
you? Really?” 


Dare she tell him
the truth? She shrugged. “Okay, maybe I’m not.” 


He threw his head
back and laughed as he pulled up to a stoplight. After a moment of amusement,
he turned to look at her, a smile still lighting his eyes. “Thanks. I haven’t
laughed since I got the call about Dave.” 


She reached across
the seat to hold his hand. It seemed like the most natural thing in the world.
Years and miles should have made them feel like strangers, but he was still
Derek, her first lover and the man she’d once built her dreams around. 


Derek kissed her hand
as the car behind them sounded their horn. He scowled into his rearview mirror.
“Too bad I’m out of my jurisdiction.” 


“You probably
haven’t written a traffic ticket in years. Josh said you were a detective
inspector?” Josh didn’t speak to her about Derek often. It was still awkward,
given their history and their sons’ resentment toward him, but she would listen
carefully and glean any information she could from casual conversations. 


“Yeah, I’m up for
another promotion. I’ve got another eight years before I can retire with full
pension, but I don’t know what the hell I’d do with myself if I did pack it
in.” 


“Do you still
think about traveling?” It had been one of their shared dreams in college. They
wanted to see the world together after they got married and raised a family.
Their retirement, they promised, would be filled with fun and adventure. 


He glanced out the
window, admiring the farmland stretching out on either side of their vehicle.
“Sure, I still think about it. But unless I find someone who shares the dream,
it’s not likely to happen.” 


She knew they were
venturing into dangerous territory, talking about lost dreams, but she couldn’t
help herself. These were the questions she swore she’d ask him if she ever had
the chance. “Do you still think about having kids?”


He gripped the steering
wheel until his knuckles turned white. “I think that time has passed, don’t
you?” 


“You’re only
forty-seven. You could still find the right woman.” She forced a laugh, trying
to pretend the thought of him having a family with someone else wasn’t tearing
her heart out. “Granted, she might have to be a younger woman to make that baby
fantasy a reality.” 


He glanced over at
her and their eyes locked. “I have different dreams now. I don’t need a white
picket fence and two-point-two kids to make my life complete anymore.” 


She cleared her
throat, trying to decipher the look of intensity in his eyes. “What do you
need?” 


“I want someone to
share my life. I just want someone to laugh with or someone who’ll listen when
I want to bitch and moan about my day.” He shook his head as though he were trying
to decide how much to reveal. “I want someone to cuddle with, make love to. I
want to know I’m not alone.”


Ashley was struck
by his vulnerability. It wasn’t like Derek to share his feelings on a whim.
Maybe his brother’s sudden death had forced him to reevaluate his own life. “We
all want that, don’t we?” 


He pulled into his
parents’ driveway and cut the engine before turning to face her. “Do you want
those things, Ash?”


“Of course I do.” 


“Why haven’t you
found them?” 


Did she have the
courage to tell him that every man still paled in comparison to her memory of
him? No, she wasn’t that brave. “I don’t know. I haven’t given up hope,
though.” 


He smiled before
kissing her hand again. “That’s good. Neither have I.” 
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Derek slipped out
on the back patio, needing a moment of peace to catch his breath. He looked out
over the open fields, most of which belonged to the neighboring rancher now. He
could still see himself and Dave as kids, playing baseball in that field and
later taking shots at old tin cans with BB guns. They both wanted to be
sharpshooters, even back then. 


With less than two
years separating them, they were closer in age than any of the other brothers.
Growing up, they were inseparable, best friends who always had each other’s
backs. Now his brother, his hero, was gone, and he didn’t know how to come to terms
with the fact that he never said the things he always intended to say. Even
though they both put their lives on the line every day, Derek just assumed they
would have a lifetime to reflect. He imagined them sitting on their parents’
big, old wraparound porch when they both retired, reliving some of their best
memories. Now they’d never have that chance. 


Derek turned
around when he heard someone clear his throat. He smiled. He and Trey Turner
had been the best of friends in college. They were football teammates that
never outgrew their love of the game. Trey had turned to music when his
football dreams died in college, while Josh and Derek pursued careers in law
enforcement. Those choices meant that Josh and Derek remained tight after
graduation, while Trey forged a different path. Still, Derek was grateful that
Trey was the kind of friend he could see only once a year, but it seemed no
time had passed since the last time they spoke. Friends like that meant
everything to Derek. 


Derek extended his
hand and Trey pulled him into a hug. “Thanks so much for comin’, man. I know
you had to cancel a couple of tour dates to be here.” 


Trey slapped him
on the back. “Hey, you’ve always been like family to me and Sierra. You know
that.” 


Despite his hectic
life, Trey always made time for his friends, and Derek was no exception. The
phone calls, text messages, and dinner when they were in the same city meant
the two had maintained a friendship that probably would’ve died a long time ago
if not for the mutual effort to stay connected. 


“When do you hit
the road again?” Derek asked, watching the neighbor’s cows grazing in the
meadow bordering the two properties. 


“I was plannin’ on
headin’ out the day after tomorrow, unless you need me to stick around longer?
It’s not a problem if you do.” 


Derek smiled. Just
knowing his friend, a multi-platinum selling recording artist with sold-out
concerts all over the world, was willing to put his life on hold to support him
through a tough time meant everything. “Thanks, man, but there’s nothin’ you
can do here. There’s nothin’ anyone can do. He’s gone.” He looked up at the
clear, blue sky. There was barely a cloud in sight, but it felt like one of
those days when the sky would open up and beat you down at a moment’s notice.
“We all have to figure out a way to come to terms with that.” 


Trey leaned
against the octagonal cedar table Derek’s father had made in his woodworking
shop. “It’s never easy to lose someone you love. You figure out how to get
through the day, but you never forget, and you never get over the pain.” He
crossed his arms and scowled. “Whoever said ‘time heals’ was a goddamn liar. It
doesn’t.” 


Trey and Sierra
lost their baby girl years ago, and Derek knew the loss cost them their
marriage. It took years before they finally found their way back to each other.
“I know you’re right. We’ve lost a few men in the line of duty. I even lost my
partner the first year I was out in Arkansas, remember?” 


Trey nodded,
indicating he remembered. 


“It hurt like
hell, but this’s different. It’s family. And it’s not just what this is doing
to me. I mean, how the hell are my parents supposed to deal with this? And what
about Christine and the kids? Where do they go from here?” 


Trey looked him in
the eye a long time before responding. “Your brother, their son, husband,
father… he was a hero. How many people can say that a real, honest-to-God hero
touched their lives?” 


Derek smiled,
appreciating the sentiment. He knew that’s how those who knew Dave would
remember him. He put his life on the line countless times, saved numerous others,
and he never lost the essence of what made him a great man. Derek felt so
blessed to be able to call him his brother. “You’re right.” 


Trey pointed at
him. “You and Dave aren’t all that different.” 


Derek rolled his
eyes. He didn’t need false praise now, and he knew Trey wasn’t usually one to
dish it out. “Spare me, buddy.” 


“Listen to me.
You’re a hero to the people whose lives you’ve saved. You’re a hero to the families
who stayed awake nights praying their child’s murderer would be brought to
justice. You’re a hero to the kids you rescued from abusive homes.” Trey shook
his head. “I sure as hell couldn’t do what you do. Josh told me you’re the best
cop he’s ever known.”


Derek held his
hand up to silence his friend. He didn’t need to be reminded that his life had
meaning. He knew it did. Even on those dark days, like today, he knew his work
mattered. “Listen, I appreciate—”


“Just shut up and
listen for a minute!” 


Derek was taken
aback by his friend’s outburst. “Okay, I’m listenin’.” 


Trey sighed. “When
you lose someone, you think about what you would have said to them, given
another chance, am I right?” 


“Yeah, I was just
thinkin’ about that.” 


“That’s what I’m
tryin’ to do now, so shut up.” He smirked at his friend. “There have been
dozens of times throughout the years when I thought about you and Dave, what
you do, and I’m in awe. Guys like you put your lives on the line every day, and
you’re not properly compensated for it.” 


Derek smiled.
“Thanks, man. That means a lot comin’ from you.” 


“I love what I do,
but sometimes I wonder how the hell things got so screwed up, ya know? Here I
am, making millions for strummin’ my guitar, and guys like you and Dave are out
there doin’ what you do, never knowin’ if you’ll live long enough to see the
next paycheck.” 


“Hey, don’t make
us out to be martyrs, Trey. Dave and I both got into this knowin’ the risks. We
talked about it, weighed the pros and cons, and decided it was worth the risk
to know at the end of it all, we’d made a difference. Dave made a difference.”
He shrugged. “And I’d like to think I’m makin’ a difference. I’ll go on doin’
what I do, to honor him and his life.” 


“That’s what I
wanted to talk to you about,” Trey said as he crossed his booted feet. “I’d like
to pay for his kids’ college education.” 


Derek’s mouth fell
open. Trey had always been generous with his family and friends, but this was
totally unexpected. “You can’t be serious.” 


“Damn straight I’m
serious.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “What’s more, I’d like to set
up a scholarship in Dave’s name at the university. That place was a big part of
all of our lives. It helped shape us into the men we are today. I think it
would be a good way to make sure that the kids there remember it’s not always
about how much money you have in the bank at the end of it all, but what you do
with the time you’re given. Dave didn’t have a lot of time to walk this earth,
but he sure as hell made the most of it, right?” 


Derek nodded. It
wasn’t often he was struck speechless, but he had no idea what to say or how to
thank his friend for wanting to honor his brother this way. “Jesus, you’ve
really caught me off guard, man. I don’t even know what to say, except thank
you.” He extended his hand as he looked Trey in the eye. “I know Dave would be
so honored and humbled by what you’re doin’.” 


Trey clasped his
hand tight. “I’m the one who’s honored to be able to do it. At a time like
this, people always say they wish they could do something to help. It makes me
feel good knowin’ there is something I can do to help Dave’s kids, his
family. If there’s anything else I can do… if they need help with expenses—”


Derek raised his
hand. “Dave had the insurance angle covered, but thanks.” 


“Okay.” He pushed
off the table. “If you need to talk, you know I’m always just a phone call
away, right?” 


“Yeah, I know
that.” Derek smiled. “You know, sometimes we take our friends for granted. I
don’t think I’ll ever make the mistake of doing that again. You just reminded
me that without guys like you in my life, I’d be lost.” 


Trey smiled and
tipped his cowboy hat. “I feel the same way, buddy. Hey, you still gonna be
around when I get back next month?” 


“I don’t know,
maybe.” 


“If you are, we’ll
have you over to the house for dinner.” 


“I’d love that.
Thanks again, Trey.” 


Derek watched his
friend walk away, and he was reminded that, in spite of the years he’d spent in
Arkansas, Nashville would always be his home. 


Josh passed Trey
on the way out to the patio and the two men exchanged a few words before
shaking hands. 


“You doin’ okay,
buddy?” Josh asked Derek. 


He’d been asked
that question repeatedly since he learned about Dave’s death, but he still hadn’t
figured out how to respond or what people expected him to say. How could he be
okay when he just lost his brother? “I don’t know. I still feel kinda numb, to
tell you the truth.” 


Josh claimed one
of the cedar chairs lining the patio. “I can imagine. It must have come as a
hell of a shock.”


Derek knew it
shouldn’t have. They all lived with the fear of getting that phone call since
Dave enlisted more than twenty years ago, but he supposed time eased their
apprehension, giving them a false sense of security. “Yeah, you never expect
it. Even though you know you should.”


“You think that’s
how your family feels about what you do?” Josh asked, tipping his head back to
let the sun warm his face. “You think they hold their breath every time the
phone or doorbell rings? You imagine your mama goes to bed every night prayin’
it won’t be your last?”


Derek gripped the
iron banister as he felt his fury rising. “You tryin’ to lay a guilt-trip on
me, man? ‘Cause trust me, now’s not the time.” 


“Isn’t it?” Josh
asked as he folded his arms over his chest. “I happen to think it’s the perfect
time. I just had a long talk with your mama. She’s a wreck over what happened
to Dave. You gonna let her go through that again? You gonna make her bury
another son?” 


“You son of a
bitch,” Derek said, unable to believe what he was hearing. If anyone should
understand what being a cop meant to him, it was his former partner. “What the
hell gives you the right to come out here and start makin’ judgement calls?” 


“You and I have
been like brothers for the better part of three decades, man. You’ve been there
through it all. You told me what I needed to hear, even when I didn’t want to
hear it. I’m just returnin’ the favor.” 


Derek sank down on
one of the benches flanking the table. “What are you tryin’ to say? You think I
should quit because I could get killed in the line of duty, like my brother
did? You know I’m not a quitter.” 


Josh smirked. “If
you meant to imply that I am, your insult missed its mark. I don’t miss the
force, and I’m not sorry I walked away. I got to watch my boys grow up. Now I’m
watchin’ Aiden and Brianna grow up. I wouldn’t have missed out on that for
anything.” 


Derek dropped his
head in his hands. He didn’t want to insult his best friend, and he didn’t want
to argue with him. He knew Josh was just looking out for him. “Look, you know I
love bein’ a cop. It’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted to do, and I’m good at
it, damn good.” 


“You don’t think I
know that? I’d be dead if it weren’t for you.” 


There was one
night, their third year on the job, when they inadvertently interrupted an
armed robbery at a convenience store at one a.m. Josh, in full uniform, was
rounding the corner, approaching the cashier, when the gunman spotted him in
the overhead mirror. Derek realized what was happening a second before it was
too late to stop him from shooting his partner. It was the first time Derek had
ever shot someone, and he would have done it all over again to save his
partner’s life. 


“Then what are you
tryin’ to say?” 


Josh sighed.
“You’ve proven yourself to everyone, man. You don’t have to do it anymore. Take
a cushy desk job for the next few years. Ride it out ‘til you retire. Start
focusin’ on other areas of your life instead.” He smiled. “There’s more to life
than work, ya know?” 


Derek couldn’t
imagine what he would do with his time if he wasn’t working eighty hours a
week. It had been his way of life for as long as he could remember. 


“Why do you think
things didn’t work out with Rosanna?” 


“Uh, ‘cause she
was a workaholic, too?” 


“Sure, she loved
her job, but she wasn’t obsessed with it the way you are.” 


He scowled. “How
do you know that?” 


“I called one
night when you were at work and we started talkin’. It was a couple of months
before you guys split. She said she thought you were using work to fill some
kind of void in your life, some void she’d never been able to fill.” 


Derek laced his
hands on the tabletop. He didn’t like where this was going. He’d only lied to
Josh once before, about his relationship with Ashley. They’d come too far for
him to make the same mistake again, but he didn’t want to reopen old wounds.
She was still his ex-wife, the mother of his children. 


“So, is what
Rosanna said true?” 


Derek shrugged.
He’d always been one to face his problems head-on, but he was emotionally wrung
out, and avoidance was starting to seem like his safest option. “She obviously
wasn’t the right woman for me. If she was, we’d still be together, right?” 


Josh looked at him
carefully. “Are you sayin’ you’ve never made the mistake of letting the right
woman get away before?” 


His friend was
crossing a long-buried line at a time when Derek didn’t have the patience to be
polite. “Jesus Christ, why are grillin’ me like this?” 


“Don’t you think
you’ve been hidin’ out in Arkansas long enough, man?” 


“Hidin’ out? What
the hell are you talkin’ about? I’ve been livin’ my life. I haven’t been hidin’
out.” 


“Oh yeah? What
kind of life has it been? You’ve been workin’ eighty hours a week, you rarely
take a vacation, and before Rosanna, you went from one bad relationship to the
next. Face it, your life is a mess.” 


Derek glared at
him. “Who the hell are you to judge me? Just because you have the perfect wife,
kids, house, job, friends… we can’t all get that lucky.” 


Josh leaned
forward as he gripped the armrests. “You think all that came easy for me? You
think I didn’t have to wade through my fair share of shit to get there?” 


Derek knew his
friend had to fight for the woman he loved. He’d been in Arkansas with Lexi
when she and Josh almost lost each other. He knew it wasn’t easy for either of
them to find the courage to take the risk. But they had, and now they had a
life Derek envied. 


“No, I know you
did.” He scraped his hands over his face. “But it was different for you and
Lexi. You were at a different place in your life. I’m too damn old to be takin’
stupid chances now.” 


Josh stared at
him. “Man, you’ve wasted almost half your life wishin’ you made different
choices. Are you gonna spend the last half doin’ the same?” 


In his gut, Derek
knew Josh was right. He couldn’t go on this way. “What would you suggest I do?
Quit my job, join the monks, and try to find inner peace?” 


Josh rolled his
eyes. “Don’t be a smartass. What I’m sayin’ is… don’t be such a chicken shit.
If you want somethin’, go after it already.” 


Derek didn’t want
to assume his friend was talking about Ashley. His blessing was too much to
hope for, given their history. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talkin’
about.” 


“Yes, you do. I
saw the way you were lookin’ at her today, the way she held you at the
cemetery. I’d be lyin’ if I said it didn’t hurt, knowin’ that the woman I
married, the mother of my children, was in love with my best friend the entire
time.” 


Derek shook his
head, trying to deny the claim. He didn’t want to believe what Josh was saying
was true. If it was, he’d wasted the better part of his life without the woman
he loved when they could have been together. Her kids could have been his kids.
“You don’t know what you’re talkin’ about, man.” 


“Don’t I?” Josh
glared at him. “Did Ashley tell you that we weren’t sleepin’ together the last
eight months of our marriage?” 


Derek lowered his
head. “I know you weren’t sleepin’ together before…” He couldn’t say it. He
didn’t even want to think about what his betrayal had cost his friend. 


“Yeah, did she tell
you why we weren’t sleepin’ together anymore?” 


Derek shook his
head. He’d never wanted to know. Thinking about Josh making love to Ashley was
always too painful for him to contemplate. “It was none of my business.” 


“The hell it
wasn’t. You were the reason I moved into the guest room.” 


“What the hell are
you talkin’ about?” Derek hadn’t tried to insinuate himself into their
marriage. He tried to keep his distance and encouraged them to work out their
problems. A raging storm prevented either of them from driving home, and they
found themselves giving in to temptation. 


“The last time
Ashley and I made love… she called out your name.” 


Derek muttered a
curse as he lowered his head. If what Josh said was true, that would have
happened months before the storm. “I never meant to ruin your marriage. You’ve
got to believe me.” 


“I do.” Josh
sighed. “Look, I was an idiot for pursuin’ her in the first place. You were my
best friend; she was your ex… I mean, it goes against guy code. Not sure what the
hell I was thinkin’.” 


Derek had asked
himself that question a time or two. What the hell had Josh been thinking back
then? Wasn’t it obvious to him that Derek still loved her, that he’d never
stopped loving her? “So, why’d you do it? Why’d you hook up with Ash after we
broke up?” 


Josh laced his
hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair. “You and I both saw her at
the same time, remember?” 


Derek smiled.
“Yeah, the first day of classes our freshman year. We were at the campus
bookstore. She was just about the hottest little thing we’d ever seen.” 


Josh chuckled.
“Yeah, not much has changed. Ashley’s still a beautiful woman.” 


“She sure is.”
Derek turned his head to look at his friend. “You were pissed that I had the
balls to ask for her number.” 


“You could have
given me a chance, or at least asked if I was interested.” 


If it was any
other woman, he probably would have, but there was something special about
Ashley. “Yeah, I guess I could have.” He shook his head. “But if you’re
expectin’ me to say I’m sorry I didn’t, you’ll be waitin’ a while. I wouldn’t
trade the time I spent with her for anything. I’ve never loved anyone else like
that.” 


Derek knew it was
time for him and Josh to have the conversation they should have had twenty-five
years ago. It may have saved them all a lot of heartache. 


“I know.” Josh
sighed. “And this is hard for me to admit, but I don’t think she ever loved me
the way she loved you.” 


Derek grimaced. He
couldn’t even imagine how difficult it would be to admit that your wife was in
love with another man. “I’m sorry.” He raked his hands through his hair. “Man,
what a mess.” 


“I’m over it. I
have Lexi now, and I wouldn’t go back for anything.” 


Derek smiled. “I
know. You two are perfect for each other.” 


“Sort of like you
and Ashley?” 


“No, not at all
like me and Ash. I have a career I love in Arkansas, and she has two sons who
hate my guts because they think I busted up their family. That’s not exactly a
solid foundation to build a relationship on, is it?” 


Josh kicked his
feet up on a footrest. “You love the job, not the place.” 


His friend was probably
right, but he wasn’t willing to admit as much, at least not yet. “I have a nice
place to hang my hat, a lot of good friends, and a routine I like—”


“Hmm, the only
thing you don’t have is a woman to share it with. Why do you suppose that is?
Could it be because that woman’s here, in Nashville, where you belong?” 


Derek covered his
face with his hands. “Are we back to that again? You’re gonna try and talk me
into movin’ back home?” 


“Man, your family
needs you now more than ever.” 


“Weren’t you
listenin’ to a word I said? I have a life back there. I can’t just pick up and
move. I’m up for a big promotion—”


Josh held his hand
up. “What would you say if I told you that you could get a better job right
here in Nashville?” 


Derek frowned.
“How the hell would you know that?” 


“Mathers and I
keep in touch. He called me when he heard about Dave.”


“Is that right?”
Derek and Josh were both tight with John Mathers back in the day. Now, he was
the local police chief. 


“He wanted to know
when you’d be back in town.” Josh watched his friend as he imparted the last bit
of news. “He asked me to tell you to give him a call.” 


“Shit,” Derek
muttered as he covered his mouth with his hand. They were talking about a desk
job. It was more challenging, paid a lot more money, but with none of the risk.
He lived for the adrenaline rush that came with the risk. “I wasn’t expectin’
that.” 


“What’re you gonna
do?” 


“I don’t know.” He
smiled at Josh. “I know what you think I should do.” 


“What’s to think
about, man? Your family and friends are here. You could have the job you wanted
back in Arkansas, and this is home. Besides, Ashley’s here. Maybe you guys
could finally get that second chance.” 


“That really
wouldn’t bother you?” Josh was a better man than he was. If their situations were
reversed, he could never have been so magnanimous about Josh making a play for
Ashley. 


“Why should it?
I’ve moved on. I love my wife. Ash and I are friends; I want her to be happy.
If she can find that with you, I think it’s great.” 


“Too bad your boys
don’t share your opinion.” 


“Give it some time;
they’ll come around. They’re good guys, just a little overprotective where
their parents are concerned.” 


Derek smiled.
“You’re a lucky man, Josh. They’re amazing. You should be really proud of
them.” 


“I know how hard
it must be for you. I haven’t forgotten how much you loved them when they were growin’
up.” 


“I still do,” he
said quietly. “They may hate me, but…” 


“But you still see
them as the same snot-nosed kids who used to beg you to let them drive your
Corvette, right?” 


Derek smiled at
the memory. They were way too young to drive, but that didn’t stop him from
letting them coast around deserted parking lots on a Sunday afternoon. “Yeah, I
do. You think they remember shit like that?” 


“I know they do.
That’s why it’s so hard for them to come to terms with the fact that you and
their mom slept together while we were still married. You were closer to them
than anyone, outside of me and Ash. They felt betrayed. I think they still do.
They loved you, Derek. They looked up to you.” Josh laughed. “Hell, I was kind
of jealous sometimes. They had a serious case of hero worship for you. It was
always Uncle Derek this and Uncle Derek that.” 


He sighed. “Yeah,
until I screwed everything up, right?” 


“You and Ash made
a mistake. You’re human. Had I found out about it at the time, I probably would
have hunted you down, but now I see it from a different perspective. I had no
business marryin’ her in the first place. You were her first love…” He cleared
his throat. “Hell, I think you were her only love.” 


Josh stood up and
patted his friend on the back. “That makes you one lucky bastard in my book.
Don’t make another mistake. Don’t let her get away again, man.” 
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Ashley could
scarcely believe her ex-husband was encouraging her former lover to make a play
for her. Did Derek still have feelings for her? 


Josh almost ran
into her as he barrelled into the kitchen. “Jesus, you startled me.” He grabbed
her shoulders to steady her. “You hear any of that?” 


She felt the
tell-tale blush rise up her neck, staining her cheeks. “I wasn’t eavesdropping,
if that’s what you’re implying. I just wanted to say good-bye to Derek. Mike’s
going to drop me off at home on his way back to work.” 


He hooked a finger
over his shoulder. “I meant what I said out there, Ash. If you and Derek can
find your way back to each other, I’m all for it.”


She stole a glance
at their sons. Their heads were bowed in conversation and Jay had a nasty scowl
on his face. “I think Jay and Mike might have something to say about that,
don’t you?” 


“Look, they’re not
kids anymore. You were a great mother to them while they were growin’ up. They
don’t have the right to expect you to sacrifice your happiness just because
they can’t deal with the man you choose.” 


“I don’t want to
do anything to jeopardize my relationship with my kids.” She wrapped her arms
around her midsection. “When they found out what happened between me and Derek,
it created a rift that I thought would never heal. Now that Derek is back, it
just reopens all of those old wounds. It reminds them of what I did, what we
did, to you.” 


“Listen to me; we
both know our marriage was over long before you slept with Derek. We were just
goin’ through the motions, for the sake of the kids, for a hell of a long
time.” 


The failure of her
marriage was one of her biggest disappointments in life. It still wasn’t easy
for her to acknowledge, even to herself, that it was a union that should never
have happened. “I know that and you know that, but our kids don’t. In their
eyes, you were the victim and Derek and I were the villains.” 


Josh rolled his
eyes. “They’re not preteens anymore; their world isn’t that black-and-white.
They’re grown men who know damn well that every situation has shades of gray.” 


Ashley sighed. “I
just don’t know that I’m willing to risk rehashing all of this now. We’re
finally in a good place again. I don’t want to jeopardize that.” 


He frowned.
“Doesn’t it bother you that they haven’t forgiven Derek for what happened? They
may have given you a pass, but they’re still treatin’ him like their worst
enemy. That’s not right, Ash.” 


“You don’t think I
know that? I hate all of this tension between them. I hate that they’re blaming
Derek for something that was just as much my fault as his.”


Josh held one
finger up to indicate to his wife he needed another minute with Ashley.
“There’s plenty of blame to go around here. If I hadn’t married you in the
first place… if I hadn’t been so focused on work… if I’d made more time for
us…” He sighed. “The boys were too young to understand that back then, but
they’re grown men with a few broken hearts behind them now. I have to believe
they’d get it if we tried again to make them understand. Maybe you, me, and
Derek could sit them down, talk to them about what happened back then. We could
make them understand.” 


Ashley would
always love and respect her ex-husband. Josh was a generous and forgiving man
and an incredible father, but he was a lousy matchmaker. “I don’t even know why
we’re discussing this. In a few weeks, Derek will be back in Arkansas.” 


“What if he’s
not?” Josh looked at her carefully, obviously trying to read her reaction.
“What if he decides to stay in Nashville?” 


The miles between
them always created a safe barrier. Without that, she didn’t think she could
trust herself to keep her distance from Derek. “What are you talking about? Did
he tell you he’s considering moving back home?” Home. No matter how she
felt about it, Nashville was Derek’s home. He had as much right to be here as
she did, even if it would wreak havoc with her heart. 


“I happen to know
he has a pretty sweet job offer waitin’ for him, if he decides to take it.” 


“What kind of job
offer?” 


Mike had just been
promoted to detective a few short months ago. If Derek joined the force as
Mike’s superior, it would only add tension to an already tumultuous situation. 


“He’s gonna have
to tell you about it when, and if, he decides to take it. But I have to tell
you, I want him here, in Nashville, especially now.” He glanced into the
adjoining dining room where most of the McCalls were gathered around the table.
“His family needs him now, and I’m not gonna lie; it would be nice to have my
best friend around again.” 


Ashley closed her
eyes. She knew Josh was right. Derek’s family needed him. They needed to know
he was here and he was safe, behind a desk, instead of out in the field,
putting his life on the line every day. As the mother of a cop herself, she
knew how difficult it was to go to sleep with the knowledge that you could be
awakened by a call telling you your son was gone, lost to a madman wielding a
gun. 


“I don’t know what
you want me to say, Josh. This is Derek’s life. It’s his decision.” 


Josh tipped her
chin with his index finger, forcing her to look him in the eye. “I think we
both know that if you asked him to stay, it would influence his decision. Don’t
you think you owe it to his family, him, and yourself to do that?” 


She resented being
called out like this, especially by her happily married ex. He couldn’t begin
to understand what she was feeling. “What about my loyalty to my sons? How does
that figure into this?” 


Josh let his hands
fall to his sides. “It doesn’t, or at least it shouldn’t. You’ve always been a
good mother—you still are—but they don’t have the right to tell you who to
love. That’s your call.” 


She looked at the
floor, refusing to look up into his handsome, smug face. She’d be damned if she’d
admit to him he was right, even though she knew he was. She’d sacrificed her
love life while her sons were growing up because she didn’t want to confuse
them or cause undue stress, but Josh was right. It was her turn to find
happiness. 


“That’s easy for
you to say. They love Lexi.” 


“They used to love
Derek, too.” 


It was too painful
for her to think back to that time. The years with Derek in her home, sharing
her dinner table, playing with her kids, were some of the happiest and most
difficult of her life. She watched him tossing the football with her boys in
the backyard and wondered how different their lives would have been had she
married Derek instead of Josh. Then she’d feel guilty for her errant thoughts
and stow them away in a dark corner of her mind until they resurfaced,
demanding her attention. 


“You think I don’t
remember?” She raked her hands through her long hair, scraping her scalp with
her fingernails. “I was the one who had to dry their tears when Derek moved to
Arkansas.” She blinked back the tears. “I knew it was my fault… that I drove him
away because he felt guilty about what happened between us.” 


Josh’s eyes
darkened. “Did you feel guilty?” 


They hadn’t talked
about this in years, but Derek’s presence seemed to bring everything back to
the surface, as though it happened yesterday instead of fifteen years ago. “You
know I did.” 


Josh folded his
arms over his chest. “Why didn’t you just tell me that you were in love with
him… that you wanted to be with him?” 


“I couldn’t do
that to you or my kids. Besides, Derek didn’t want that either. He made that
pretty clear when he accepted that job in Arkansas.” 


“Is that what you
thought he wanted when you slept with him? Did you think he was going to
encourage you to leave me so you could start a life together?” 


She didn’t expect
this conversation to be so painful. Nor did she expect it to happen in the
middle of Derek’s family home on such a solemn occasion. “Yes,” she whispered,
knowing there was no point trying to conceal the truth now. 


Josh nodded. “I
knew it. It wasn’t the result of the circumstances, like you said. You hoped
for something like that to happen for months, maybe years.” He glared at her.
“You can’t deny it, can you?” 


“I’d be lying if I
said I didn’t have feelings for Derek back then—”


“Were you in love
with him the entire time we were married?”


How could she
possibly answer that question without hurting a man she still loved and
respected? Josh was her friend, the father of her children, but he wasn’t the
love of her life. After all these years, she was finally able to admit that
Derek still held that distinct title. “I don’t know how to answer that.” 


“Try a little
honesty. You know what they say… it just might set you free.” 


“Fine,” she said,
feeling her anger rising. “Did I love Derek the entire time we were married?
Yes, I did. Are you happy now?” 


“That’s real nice,
Mom,” Jay said. 


Ashley felt the
blood rush to her head as she turned to face the twin looks of shock and
disappointment on her sons’ faces. “God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t intend for you
to hear that.” 


Josh gripped her
shoulders. “Guys, it’s okay. I asked your mom to be honest with me—” 


Jay held his hand
up to halt his father’s defense of their mother. “Save it, Dad. I don’t want to
hear it.” He nudged his brother. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” 


Mike glared at
Ashley. “You can find your own ride home.” He pointed to the door leading to
the patio. “Why don’t you ask Captain Casanova? I’m sure he’d be happy to give
you a lift, especially if he thought you were willin’ to repay him with sexual
favors.” 


Ashley gasped as
Josh reached over her to grab his son by the front of his shirt. “Listen to me.
You disrespect your mother like that again and you and me are gonna have big
problems.” 


“Josh, please,
don’t do this here,” she hissed. She could feel the eyes of the other mourners
on them as Josh released his grip on their son. “Can’t we talk about this at
home?” 


“We have nothing
to say to you right now,” Jay said, leading his brother away. 


“Oh God,” Ashley
whispered, covering her face with her hands. “What have I done? It was bad
enough when they thought I made one stupid mistake, but for them to know that I
was in love with Derek for years, while we were married… They’ll never forgive
me. How can you forgive me?” 


Josh pulled her
back against his chest as he kissed the top of her head. “Hey, it was time for
all this to come out. They’ll deal with it; we’ll help them. They just need a
little time.” 


“What if they
don’t come around?” She closed her eyes. “What if I lose my sons because of
this?” 


Derek was walking
back into the house when he overheard Ashley tell Josh that she’d been in love
with him throughout their marriage. He also heard the ensuing argument with her
kids. It took everything in him not to step in, to jump to Ashley’s defense,
but he knew she would never forgive him if he widened the gap between her and
her boys. 


“Hey,” he said
quietly, trying to decide if he should acknowledge that he overheard the
altercation. 


Ashley turned to
face him, her blue eyes belying her misery. “I guess you heard that?” 


Without thinking
about the consequences or how it might look to onlookers, he reached out and
pulled her into his arms. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.” He stroked her hair. “I hate
that you had to go through that. I know how much they mean to you.” 


“I’m the one who
should be apologizing to you,” she whispered as she laid her head on his chest.
“This is a day to mourn your brother, not rehash our sordid past.”


It’s not like he
didn’t think about it every damn day, anyway. Ashley was always with him,
sometimes at the forefront of his mind, sometimes a distant memory, but there
was rarely a day he didn’t think about her. Since he’d learned of his brother’s
passing, he’d been able to think of little else. Dave’s death reminded him that
life was too short to live with regret. 


“It’s okay,” he
whispered, stroking her back. “This isn’t your fault. It was bound to happen sooner
or later. We’ve been tryin’ to avoid dealin’ with this for too long.” He was
more than ready to call Jay and Mike out, even if Ashley didn’t agree it was
the best course of action. 


Josh gripped
Derek’s shoulder. “Hey, buddy, would you mind takin’ Ash home? Aiden’s got a
baseball game in an hour.” 


“Yeah, that’s not
a problem.” He tucked Ashley against his side as he shook his friend’s hand.
“Thanks for comin’, Josh.” He inclined his head toward the patio just beyond
the kitchen. “And for tryin’ to talk some sense into me. Believe me, I heard
everything you said.” 


“I hope so.” Josh
smiled as he brushed a tear off of Ashley’s cheek with his thumb. “Hey, they’re
gonna get over this. Trust me.” 


She sniffled. “I
hope you’re right. I don’t know what I’ll do if they cut me out of their lives.
I—”


“That’s not gonna
happen.” Josh cut her off. “We’re not gonna let it happen.” 


Derek admired and
respected the fact that even though Jay and Mike were grown men now, Josh and
Ashley still worked together, as a team, to present a united front in the face
of conflict. “Josh is right, Ash. We’re gonna figure this thing out.” 


She leaned her
head against his shoulder as he wrapped her arm around his waist. “I sure hope
so.”


Josh’s wife
approached their group. “Am I interrupting?” 


Ashley brushed her
tears away and smiled. “No, not at all. How are you?” 


Lexi frowned. “I
think the better question is, how are you? Mike and Jay looked pretty angry
when they left. Did y’all have a fight?” 


Derek knew that
Josh’s former and current wives had forged a close friendship over the years,
which Josh claimed made it easier to co-parent their kids. “They’re still
pissed at me, Lexi. What else is new?” 


Lexi touched
Derek’s arm. “You’re one of the sweetest guys I’ve ever met. Hell, Josh and I
wouldn’t even be together if not for you, so if my stepsons keep giving you a
hard time, they’re going to have to answer to me.” 


Josh laughed as he
put his arm around his wife’s waist. “Easy, tiger, they’ve got enough
opposition to deal with already.” 


Lexi smiled as she
gestured to Derek and Ashley. “Anyone can see they’re perfect for one another.
Jay and Mike would be damn lucky to have him as their stepfather.” 


Josh chuckled.
“You’re preachin’ to the choir, honey. But judgin’ by that shade of red on
Ashley’s face, I’d say you’re puttin’ them on the spot, so why don’t we get the
hell out of here? I’ve got a bet with one of the other dads that Aiden’s gonna
pitch another no-hitter today.” 


She rolled her
eyes at Ashley and Derek. “Can you believe he bets on his son’s baseball games?”



Derek had no
problem believing it. They used to do the same thing when Jay and Mike played
Little League. He smiled at Josh. “Some things never change, huh?” 


“True…” He looked
at Ashley. “But some things do, or at least they should.” 


Lexi tugged on her
husband’s arm. “Okay, let’s go.” She reached up to press a kiss to Derek’s
cheek. “You need anything, don’t hesitate to call us, okay?” 


He and Lexi had developed
a solid friendship during the years since she married Josh, and he counted her
among his favorite people. “You know I will, darlin’.” 


Lexi gripped
Ashley’s hand. “Same goes for you. I’ll be home later, if you need to talk.” 


“Thanks, I just
might take you up on that.” 
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Ashley felt
conflicted inviting Derek back into the family home she’d once shared with her
husband and sons. They had so many great memories here, but it would be strange
seeing him back in the house that had been his second home in the early years
of her marriage. 


A smile lit his
handsome face as soon as he crossed the threshold. “Damn, it’s been a long time
since I’ve set foot in this house, huh?” 


“Yeah, it has.”
She watched him wander into the great room. 


He stopped to
admire some of the framed photographs lined up on the mantle. “Hey, I remember
the day Josh took this one. I’m surprised you kept it.” He picked it up to look
closer. “What’s more, I’m surprised your boys didn’t bust it up.” 


The photo he held
was one of him with Jay and Mike on either side of him. The boys were wearing
their baseball uniforms and holding big trophies. Their proud coach knelt in
the middle, a big smile on his face. It was one of her favorite photographs. A
reminder that they shared a lifetime of good memories before that one night
changed everything. 


“I catch them
looking at it once in a while,” she said quietly, coming up behind him. She
rested her hand on his back. “In spite of how angry they are now, losing you
was hard on them, Derek. You have no idea what it did to them when you moved to
Arkansas.” 


He set the
photograph down on the mantle and sighed. “It was the hardest thing I ever had
to do, but I knew you and Josh didn’t have a prayer of makin’ things work as
long as I was still in the picture. I love your kids like they are my own. I
didn’t want to be the reason your marriage ended. If there was a chance, even a
small chance, that they could have two parents livin’ under one roof, I wanted
to step back and give them that.” 


“I know.” She
rested her head on his shoulder. “I know why you did it, but it didn’t make it
hurt any less.” She decided it was time to say all the things she should have
said fifteen years ago. “I loved you, Derek. I thought we were finally going to
get a chance at that life we always dreamed about.” 


He pulled her into
his arms and sighed. “Ah, baby, you don’t know how much I wanted that, but…” He
hesitated. “It wasn’t just you and me. If it was, the decision would have been
easy, but I loved you, your kids, Josh. I didn’t want anyone to get hurt.” 


She tipped her
head back to look at him before looping her arms around his neck. “But we did
get hurt, all of us.” 


“Yeah, I guess we
did, didn’t we?” 


She glanced at the
picture he’d replaced on the mantle before grabbing his hand and leading him
into the adjoining kitchen. “Let me make that pot of coffee I promised you.” 


He claimed a stool
at the granite breakfast bar. “That sounds great. It feels like I haven’t slept
in a week.” 


She busied herself
preparing the coffee, trying to ignore the fact that having him in her home
felt so right. The four-bedroom house was too big for her now that Jay and Mike
had bought condos in a new building downtown, but she hadn’t been able to
consider downsizing. This house was a part of her. 


He pointed to the
pool area beyond the French doors. “It looks like you’re havin’ some work
done?”


She rolled her
eyes as she propped her hip against the counter, waiting for the coffee to brew.
“I hired a contractor to rebuild the fence around the pool. He was supposed to
have it finished a week ago, but he’s barely started.”


Derek chuckled.
“That’s why I live in a condo, so I don’t have to worry about home improvement
projects.”


She grinned. “I
seem to remember you were pretty good with your hands.” A beat of awareness
passed between them and she could feel the room growing warmer and smaller by
the minute. “I… uh… meant you knew how to…” She reached for a takeout brochure
to fan her face.


He threw his head
back and laughed. “I know what you meant.”


She dipped her
head to hide her smile. Her favorite thing about Derek was his sense of humor.
He wasn’t afraid to laugh at himself or her. “Stop teasing me.”


He reached for her
hand with a wicked gleam in his eye. “I’ve missed teasin’ you.” His smile fell.
“I missed you… period.”


The coffee maker
chose that moment to sound, indicating the fresh brew was ready. She withdrew
her hand, grateful for the distraction. She didn’t know where this was going or
where she wanted it to go. A week ago, she’d just been looking forward to her
summer vacation; now here she was, with her former lover, contemplating her
future. 


“Josh told me you
went back to school to get your teaching certificate a few years back.”


She smiled as she
poured the coffee. Without thinking, she added a drop of milk and spoonful of
sugar to his before passing it to him.


He grinned. “I
can’t believe you remembered that.”


She matched his
smile. “I shouldn’t feel as though I still know you so well, but I do.”


“I know what you
mean.” He shook his head. “It feels so good bein’ back home, reconnectin’ with
everybody. I wish the circumstances were different, but hey, maybe my big
brother’s tryin’ to send me a message, huh? Maybe he’s tellin’ me it’s time for
me to come home.”


She realized how much
she wanted that. At first, she was uncertain, but now she realized how much she
missed Derek, her friend. “I know your family would love that.”


He looked her in
the eye. “How would you feel about it?”


“I’m not gonna
lie. I’ve missed you.”


He smiled. “I’ve
missed you, too.” He pointed to the stool next to him. “Sit down. Tell me about
your life, your job, and your friends. I want to know everything.”


She set her coffee
mug down on the counter and claimed the stool beside him. “Well, let’s see…”
She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I teach second grade, and I love
it. It reminds me of when my own boys were that age, wide-eyed, innocent, and
curious about everything.” She smiled. “I miss that. Now they’re so damn
cynical, unwilling to give anyone a break. Sometimes I wonder how they got to
be that way, you know.” 


Derek took a sip
of his coffee before responding. “Mike’s a cop. It goes with the territory. If
you’re not suspicious of everyone, it’s only because you haven’t been doin’ it
long enough.” 


She sighed. “I
guess you’re right. And Jay got his heart broken a while back.” She shook her
head. “His college girlfriend dumped him after two years together. Poor kid,
he’s never really gotten over it.” 


Derek shot a sidelong
glance in her direction. “I know how he feels.” 


She rested her
hand on his forearm. “I never meant to hurt you back then; I need you to know
that. I thought…” Did she have the courage to tell him that she broke up with
him to teach him a lesson? “We always had this amazing connection. I never
imagined you’d really let me go.”


He frowned. “Are
you tellin’ me that you broke up with me because you wanted me to start bein’
the boyfriend you deserved?” 


She laughed.
“Something like that. I didn’t want you to take me for granted anymore. I
wanted you to appreciate me and what we had.”


“Ash, I did. I
knew, even back then, that you were the best thing that ever happened to me.” 


“With age comes
wisdom, right?” She traced her finger around the rim of her coffee cup,
refusing to look at him. “Instead of just talking to you, trying to work it
out, I decided to end it to try and teach you a lesson.” She tried to smile, to
pretend it didn’t still hurt thinking about where they went wrong. “That was
immature, but then, so was I back then. I was only twenty. What the hell did I
know about relationships, right?” 


He smirked. “You
probably knew a hell of a lot more than I did.” He looked her in the eye. “The
only thing I knew for sure was that I’d never felt about another girl the way I
felt about you.” 


She clasped her
hands around her mug as she tried to still her racing heart. “That’s sweet.” 


“That’s the truth.
It’s still true to this day. You’re the only woman I’ve ever really loved.” He
sighed. “I’d be lyin’ if I said I haven’t been with my fair share of women over
the years, tryin’ to find the right one. But eventually I had to admit
to myself that I met that girl when I was just a kid. Too damn young to
know a good thing when I had it.” 


It was a small
consolation to know that he shared her sentiment. They were the love of each
other’s lives, but they still lived those lives apart. Even if he moved back to
Nashville, there was a seemingly insurmountable roadblock in their path: her
sons. 


“What’re you
thinkin’?” he asked. 


“I’m thinking
about the past, the future, the present. Where the hell do we go from here?” 


He shook his head.
“I wish I knew. This time last week, my team and I were workin’ on a
high-profile serial killer case that was startin’ to consume me. Now here I am,
back home, grievin’ my brother and tryin’ to make sense of my life. The things
that mattered to me before, like work, don’t seem to matter as much when I
realize that life is too damn short to live this way.” 


She refused to
read too much into his comment. He was still confused, still grieving. He could
wake up tomorrow, find out there was a break in the case, hop on a plane, and
never look back. This conversation would be just another memory in their
catalogue. “Does that mean you’re thinking about making a change?” 


He shrugged.
“Hell, I don’t know. I know there are a lot of people who think I should, but
this is still my life. I have to do what’s gonna make me happy.” 


“What would make
you happy?” 


He smiled. “Bein’
with you.” He took her hand, turned it over, and pressed his lips to her palm.
“But I know that would create a rift with your kids and that would make you
unhappy. I don’t wanna do that to you, sweetheart.” 


There was no sense
denying his claim. They both knew it was true. 


“I’d never forgive
myself if havin’ a relationship with me cost you a relationship with your
kids.” 


She shook her
head. “I could never let that happen. I still care for you, but Jay and Mike
are a part of me, the best part. I can’t imagine them not being in my life.” 


He released her
hand and bowed his head. “I’d like to say I understand, but I’m not a parent,
so I don’t know exactly what you’re feelin’. I know it’s an impossible choice.”



It was an
impossible choice. She and Derek hadn’t been a couple since they were kids
themselves. They didn’t even know if they’d be compatible anymore. How could
she risk her relationship with her children on the off-chance this relationship
could be as wonderful as they remembered? Was anything in life able to live up
to the memory of that first love? Not in her experience. 


“I don’t know what
to say. I’m just so confused.” 


He slid off his
stool and stood in front of her. “I think we both need a little time to think.”
He framed her face with his hands. “This has come at us out of nowhere. We need
to figure out where the hell to go from here, and we can’t do that as long as I’m
here crowdin’ you.” 


His presence
didn’t make her feel stifled. He made her feel safe, protected… cherished. She
didn’t want him to go, but she knew she couldn’t ask him to stay under the
circumstances. If they made love again, she knew it would be impossible to let
him go back to his life in Arkansas. When or if she invited him back into her
bed, she needed to know that he was committed to building a new life in
Nashville, with her. 


“Can I call you in
a few days? Maybe we can go out for dinner?” 


She couldn’t
imagine waiting that long to talk to him. Knowing that he was in the same city,
a short drive away, would be torture. “Sure. School’s out for the summer, so
I’m pretty flexible.” 


He pressed a
tender kiss to her lips as she brought her hands to his shoulders. She wanted
more. She wanted to know if he still tasted the way she remembered, if he could
still ignite her with just one kiss, even after all these years. But just when
she thought he was ready to take it a step further, he stepped back, just out
of her reach.


He chuckled. “That
was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, but we both know what will happen if
I kiss you the way I want to right now.” 


She did know what
would happen. They’d end up in her bed, and as much as she wanted to believe it
would be the start of something amazing, it could just as easily end in
heartache for both of them. 


“Let me walk you
out.” 


He laced his
fingers through hers as she walked him through the kitchen and foyer to the front
door. “Do you still have my number?”


He smiled. “It
hasn’t changed.” 


She tipped her
head to one side. “How do you know that?” 


“I’ve picked up
the phone to call you dozens of times over the years, Ash. Sometimes I’d hang up
before you answered, other times I’d get the machine and be afraid to leave a
message, or one of the boys would answer and I’d just hang up.” 


She laughed. “I
can’t believe you did that. You’re the most confident guy I know. It’s not like
you to second guess yourself.” 


He nodded.
“Usually, you’re right, but when it comes to you, all bets are off.”


She pressed a kiss
to his mouth because she couldn’t let him leave without touching his full, warm
lips just one more time. 


He groaned and
bowed his head. “I’d better get outta here while I still can.” 


She watched him
walk down the stone stairs leading to her paved drive, and she knew that sleep
would be fleeting tonight. 


Derek drove
through the dark night, heading in the direction of his parents’ ranch house,
but the closer he got, the worse he felt. He needed a stiff drink, not a quiet
house filled with memories and tears. 


He made a U-turn
and a sharp left, deciding his kid brother’s bar might be his best option. If
he wasn’t up to the long drive back, he knew J.T. had a fully equipped
apartment upstairs where he could crash. 


J.T. hadn’t
changed the name of Jimmy’s when he bought it from the old owner, and as soon
as Derek walked through the door, he realized the bar may not have been the
best place to escape his nostalgia. Everything looked the same now as it had
the last time he’d been there years ago.


Dave had been home
on leave and he and Derek went to their favorite watering hole to catch up on
life and exchange war stories. Dave was stationed in the Middle East at the
time, while Derek was fighting a losing battle in his own backyard with the
drug dealers and pimps who were trying to take over the streets he called home.



Derek glanced over
to the booth in the rear corner where they last shared a beer. He half-expected
to see him sitting there, raising a pint, with a ‘gotcha’ grin on his face.
What Derek wouldn’t give to see that cocky smile one last time. 


J.T. came up
behind his brother and wrapped his arm around his shoulder. “It helps, doesn’t
it?” 


“What’s that?” 


“Bein’ in a place
where we all raised a little hell. It reminds me of the good times.” 


J.T. was right.
Maybe that’s what Derek had been looking for when he turned the truck in the
direction of Jimmy’s, a reminder of all the good times they’d shared over a
beer, game of pool, or just watching the football game on the big screen.
“You’re right, kid. It feels good to be back here.” 


J.T. pointed to
the booth Derek had been preoccupied with earlier. “Let me buy you a beer.” 


Derek smirked. “You
remembered.” 


J.T. laughed. “His
favorite booth? Of course I remembered. He said that was the best one in the
house ‘cause you could watch the game or the band…” 


Derek laughed.
“Yeah, he also said you could check out the hot chicks as soon as they walked
in, before any other guys beat ya to it. But you probably wouldn’t remember…
that was before he met Christine.” 


“He really loved
her. Jesus, I feel for her… and the kids.” J.T. slid into the booth. “I mean, I
know how we’re feelin’. I can’t even imagine what they’re goin’ through right
now.” 


Derek claimed the
spot his brother used to dominate. He could almost feel his presence, looking
down on them, sharing a laugh, raising a beer to the good old days. “Damn, I’m
gonna miss him, J.T.” 


“I know, man. So
am I.” J.T. raised two fingers to the waitress. “I’m really glad you came home
when you did. We wouldn’t have been able to get through these last few days
without you.” 


Derek had taken
responsibility for planning the service, reception, and helping Christine
handle the insurance claim. It had given him little time to think, which was a
blessing. He couldn’t bear to think about the man they’d lost. “It was the
least I could do. Mama and Dad are goin’ through hell, and Christine and the kids…”
He didn’t have to say it; J.T. understood. 


The waitress set
two beers down between them. Budweiser. Dave’s beer of choice. Derek smiled as
he picked up the bottle. “Here’s to Dave. A better brother and friend than I
could ever hope to be.” 


J.T. tapped his
bottle against Derek’s. “To Dave.” He took a swig of beer before setting it
down on the table between them. “But don’t sell yourself short, man. Dave may
have been your hero, but you’ve always been mine.” J.T. smiled. “Given what
happened… I just realized I never told you that. I should have.” He looked his
brother in the eye. “I’m glad I got the chance.” 


Derek was taken
aback by the comment. Dave was the oldest, the strongest, the leader, and Derek
had always been happy to let him own that role. “Thanks.” He didn’t know what
else to say. He was humbled to know that his kid brother looked up to him as a
role model the same way he looked up to Dave. 


“So you couldn’t
stand to go back to the house either, huh?” J.T. asked, peeling the label off
his bottle. 


“I thought the
folks may need a little quiet time to grieve. The house has been full of people
for the past few days.” 


“Yeah, I know.”
J.T. sighed. “I dropped Nikki off at her old man’s place and decided to crash
here tonight. In fact, I’m gonna be stayin’ here for a while, so you’re more
than welcome to use my place if you need a little space while you’re here.” 


“That’d be great,
thanks.” Derek loved his parents, but he hadn’t lived under their roof since he
graduated from high school. “Why’re you stayin’ here?” 


“I want to spend
as much time as I can with Nik before she hits the road again. The bar is
central. It’s an easy commute for her to the studio and local radio stations
when she needs to do her promo thing.” 


Nikki and J.T.
hadn’t announced their engagement to family and friends yet, but they had told
a select few people, including her father and stepmother, Ty, and Derek. “Why
isn’t she stayin’ with you tonight?” 


“She’s comin’ back
later. She just wanted to catch up with Luc and Marisa and pack a bag.” 


Derek was happy
that his brother had finally found the right woman, but he couldn’t help but
envy the fact that he found her while they still had the promise of a long
future ahead of them. The possibilities were endless, including children,
travel, and the home of their dreams. The world was theirs for the taking. “I’m
happy for you guys. Nikki’s a great girl.” 


J.T. grinned. “She
sure is. I’m one lucky man.” His smile fell. “I don’t know how the hell I
would’ve gotten through the last few days without her.”


“You’re tougher
than you think. You would’ve gotten through it.” Derek paid lip service to his
brother’s strength, but he knew that getting through life’s challenges without
a partner was enough to break even the strongest man. 


“I don’t know
about that.” J.T. brought the bottle to his lips. “Before Nik came home, I was
out of control and missin’ her like crazy. When I found out about Dave, I was
in a pretty dark place. If Nik hadn’t helped me realize that I could still find
happiness on the other side of this mess, I may have gotten lost in this
stuff.” He tipped his bottle to indicate the alcohol swimming at the bottom. 


Derek knew what
that was like. There had been too many times over the years when he’d turned to
alcohol to escape the fear, sadness, loneliness, and frustration that seemed to
plague him on a daily basis. He loved his career, but there was a void in his
life that job satisfaction would never be able to fill. 


“Booze has gotten
the best of some good men. Look what it did to Trey.”


“Yeah, I know
you’re right.” J.T. shook his head. “So listen, I was talkin’ to Luc when I
dropped Marisa off at the house. He said he was thinkin’ about gettin’ some of his
artists together for a benefit concert to help the families of fallen soldiers.
How cool is that?”


Derek raised his
eyebrows. “That’s pretty damn cool.” They were lucky to have friends who could
pull together at a moment’s notice and make the kind of impact most people
could only dream about. “Speaking of Luc, it looked like you and your future father-in-law
were gettin’ along pretty well at the service.”


J.T. shook his
head. “Luc’s tough, but fair. I respect that. Besides, we both love Nik. We
just want her to be happy. I think Luc’s finally accepted the fact that I’m the
guy she wants to be with. He’s not gonna stand in our way anymore.”


Too bad Ashley’s
sons didn’t share Luc’s viewpoint. They were as stubborn as their old man, and
Derek knew Josh would take a bullet before he’d back down from a fight. He had
no doubt he’d raised his kids with the same fearless attitude, which made the
odds of Derek winning them over with reason slim to none. 


“I’m glad to hear
that.” Derek laughed. “Luc Spencer is definitely a man you want to have on your
side.”


J.T. chuckled. “I
can’t argue with that.”


“So, what are your
plans when Nikki and Ty go back out on the road?”


J.T. inclined his
head toward a middle-aged man behind the bar. “I’ve got a great manager here.
That gives me the freedom to come and go as I please, knowin’ the bar’s in good
hands.” He smiled. “You know one of the things I loved most about ridin’ the
bulls was the travel. I’m thinkin’ I might hit the road with Nik and Ty for a
bit, see how the other half lives.”


“You’re just
afraid she might find someone to take your place if you let her out of your
sight for months on end.” Good natured ribbing had always been the basis of the
McCall brothers’ relationship. The three remaining brothers hadn’t felt much
like teasing each other in the days since they came back together. It felt good
to remind J.T. that even though Dave was gone, he could still count on him to
bust his chops. 


J.T. laughed. “Why
do you think I plan to put a big ol’ diamond on her finger before she hits the
road again? You think I don’t know there are millions of guys out there who’d give
their right arm to be with my woman?”


Derek knew his
brother was right. Nikki was poised to become the next big thing in country
music, and given her talent, beauty, and appeal, she would undoubtedly have
legions of male admirers. “That’s probably a smart move.”


“What about you?
How long you think you’ll stick around the old homestead?” 


“I don’t know. I
can afford to take about a month off. I’ve got a lot of unused vacation time,
but I was workin’ on a big case when I left. My team can handle things without
me for a while, but if there’s a break, I’ll need to head back.” Derek was
reluctant to tell his brother about the job opportunity in Nashville,
especially since he didn’t have any of the details yet. He didn’t want to get
their hopes up, only to realize that staying in Nashville, a stone’s throw from
the one woman he wanted and couldn’t have, would be harder than he thought. 


“I noticed that
Ashley left with you.” J.T. raised his eyebrow. “Anything goin’ on there?” 


J.T. had been
graduating high school when Derek left Nashville. He was too wrapped up in
partying with his friends to think much about his big brother’s inner turmoil,
and Derek knew J.T. didn’t have the life experience to relate back then. The
only person he chose to confide in at the time was Dave. His older brother
obviously took his secret to the grave, since the rest of his family had never
mentioned his indiscretion with Ashley. He told Ty about it some years back,
shortly after he told Josh, but he knew Ty was nothing if not discreet. 


“Ashley and I go
way back, kid.” Derek liked basking in the glow of his brother’s praise. He
didn’t relish the idea of telling him he’d messed up by betraying his best
friend. Even if it was fifteen years ago, it still felt like it happened
yesterday. 


“I remember you
and Ashley were an item back in college. That was before she hooked up with
Josh, right?” 


“Yeah.” Derek
sighed. No sense keeping the truth from J.T. any longer. If his kid brother
could learn from his stupid mistakes and not repeat them with his future bride,
then maybe it would be worth the embarrassment of discussing his weakness where
his ex-girlfriend was concerned. “Ash was the best thing that ever happened to
me, man. I was selfish… caught up in football and partying. I guess I wanted to
get the most out of the whole college experience. Long story short, I didn’t
give her the attention she deserved.” He clenched his jaw, trying to suppress
his bitterness. “Obviously, Josh did.” 


J.T. whistled
under his breath. “Man, that must have been rough, watching your ex fall for
your best friend.” 


“You have no
idea.” Derek dropped his head into his hands. “I was spiralling out of control
back then. The closer they got, the harder I tried to push them away. I’d stay
out all night, gettin’ loaded, tryin’ to find relief from my pain at the bottom
of a bottle just like this one.” He smirked. “Needless to say, it didn’t work.”



“Jesus, I had no
idea it was that bad.” 


“No one knew. I
sure as hell wasn’t about to bring my problems home to Mama and Dad. I knew how
disappointed they’d be. It wasn’t easy for them to put us all through school.
Money was always tight just trying to keep the ranch goin’. I didn’t want them
to think I was pissin’ their hard-earned money away at school.” 


“Yeah, but you
graduated on time, so you must have gotten your shit together.” 


“I did,
eventually. I realized that I could either shut Josh and Ashley out of my life
or figure out how to deal with it. I didn’t want to lose either one of them, so
I dealt.” 


J.T. drained his
beer bottle and raised his hand to the waitress, indicating they were ready for
two more. 


“I don’t know if I
should,” Derek said before draining his own bottle. “I have to drive back to
the house.”


J.T. shrugged.
“You can grab a room across the street if you need to, no big deal.” 


His brother was
right. It had been a long time since he surrendered to the lure of alcohol, but
he couldn’t remember a time when he was more tempted. The pressure of the case
he was working on, his brother’s death, and the uncertainty with Ashley
suddenly seemed like more than he could endure without a liquid remedy to help him
get through the night. 
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Four beers later, J.T.
had to excuse himself to resolve a conflict between two of his wait staff,
leaving Derek alone to watch the live band. 


“Derek McCall… I
thought that was you.”


Derek looked up to
see his old high school girlfriend, Heather Collier, wagging her pink-lacquered
fingernail at him. 


He grinned. “I
don’t believe it.” He slid out of the booth to draw her into a hug. “Girl, how
is it you look as pretty today as you did at our senior prom?”


She rolled her
eyes as he released her. “You sure you don’t need glasses, McCall?” 


He laughed.
Heather was as sweet as she was sassy, and every guy on the high school football
team wanted to date her back in the day. The years had been kind to her. “I’m
serious. You look great, Heather.” Her blond hair was shorter, a shade or two
darker, and she was curvier than she used to be, but she was still a head-turner.



She smiled.
“Thanks, so do you.” She pointed to the empty seat across from him. “You mind
if I join you?” 


“No, not all.” He
waited for her to sit down before he motioned to their waitress. “So tell me
what you’ve been up to.” 


The waitress
approached their table and Derek ordered one more beer while Heather ordered a
white wine. 


Heather waited for
the waitress to leave before she said, “Well, I married Todd Baxter right after
we graduated college.” 


Derek laughed. “No
way!” Todd and Derek had played football together in high school, but he lost
touch with his old friend after they graduated. “How is Todd?” 


She shrugged. “I
don’t know. You’ll have to ask his new girlfriend.” 


Derek winced. “Oh
man, I’m sorry.” 


“It’s okay. These
things happen.” She pulled her phone out of her purse. “I’ve got three great
kids to show for it, so I have no regrets.” 


Derek took the
phone she offered and smiled as he looked at the screensaver of her three
teenagers. The boy, who looked a lot like the Todd he remembered, was flanked
by his two younger sisters. “Wow, you’ve got a nice lookin’ family. You must be
proud of ‘em.” 


“I sure am.” She
slipped the phone back in her purse. “How ‘bout you, Derek? You got a wife and
kids waitin’ on you at home?” 


“No. In fact,
Nashville isn’t even home anymore. I’ve been livin’ in Arkansas for the past
fifteen years.” 


“No kiddin’? What
made you move out there?” 


He couldn’t tell
her the truth, that he ran because he couldn’t face the harsh reality of his
actions. “I got a job offer.” 


She grabbed a handful
of beer nuts and started popping them into her mouth, one at a time. “Really?
What do you do?” 


“I’m a career
cop.” He chuckled. “Detective inspector, actually.” 


“No way.” She
smiled. “I wouldn’t have pegged you for a cop. You wanted to play pro ball back
in the day, remember?” 


Derek rolled his
eyes. “Didn’t we all? Eventually I had to decide on a real job, so I changed my
major to law enforcement in college. I’m glad I did. I love it.”


“Good for you.”
She leaned back and looked at him appreciatively. “Damn, you look good. It’s
true what they say about men and aging. For women, it’s all downhill after
forty, but men just keep getting sexier.” 


He knew she was
flirting with him, but with Ashley still fresh in his mind, he couldn’t even
entertain thoughts of another woman. 


“Well, well, isn’t
this cozy?” 


Derek looked up
into Mike’s smug face. It didn’t matter that his conversation with Heather was
innocent, or that he didn’t owe Ashley’s son an explanation, he still couldn’t
help but feel like he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. 


“You couldn’t wait
to drop my mom off so you could head over here and knock a few back with your…”
He gave Heather a cursory once-over, taking in her short black skirt, high
leather boots, and tight white tank top. “Friend.” 


Heather smirked.
“Man, you know you’re getting old when your girlfriend’s son busts you for
messin’ around on his mama in a bar.” 


Derek didn’t see
the humor in the situation. He knew Mike wouldn’t waste any time running back
to Ashley to tell her that he’d seen Derek in a bar with a woman hours after he
left her. “Not that I owe you an explanation, but Heather and I just ran into
each other. We went to high school together and were just catchin’ up over a
drink.” 


Heather looked up
at Mike and smiled. “Tell your mama she’d best not be lettin’ this one out of
her sight, honey. I’ve seen half a dozen women eyein’ him all night.” 


Mike folded his
arms over his chest and glared at Derek. “Why don’t you hook up with one of them
and leave my mother alone, McCall?”


There wasn’t a
woman in this bar that could make him forget the woman he loved, but he wasn’t
about to discuss his feelings for Ashley with her overprotective son. “What
your mother and I do or don’t do is none of your goddamn business, kid.” He’d
had a rough day and the last thing he wanted was to get into it with Mike, but
he’d never backed down from an argument in his life, and he wasn’t about to
start now. 


Mike sighed.
“Look, I’m sorry about your brother, but the service is over. Don’t you think
it’s time for you to go back home?” 


Derek stood up,
getting in Mike’s face. “You really think I’m gonna let you run me outta town,
kid?” He smirked. “You’re crazy.” 


“What the hell do
you want, McCall?” 


There was no use
pretending anymore. Mike was a grown man, and if he wanted to call Derek out,
he might as well give him good reason. “I want your mother.”


Mike shoved him
back, hard, causing Derek to lose his footing. “You stay the hell away from
her! She doesn’t need a dirt bag like you messin’ with her mind.” 


Derek tried to
remind himself that Mike was his best friend’s son and no matter how much he
may want to, he couldn’t take his anger and frustration out on him. “I’m not
gonna tell you again. You need to mind your own business, man.” 


“Oh yeah? You
gonna make me?” 


There was no way
he would have let anyone else disrespect him like that, but if he took a shot
at one of her sons, Ashley would never forgive him. He had no doubt Mike knew
that, and that’s why he was baiting him. “You need to leave, now.” 


J.T. walked up
behind them, slapping Derek on the back. “Is there a problem here, guys?” 


Mike and Jay had
both been close with J.T. growing up, and as far as Derek knew, they were still
friendly. 


Mike nodded toward
Derek. “Why don’t you ask your brother?” 


Derek knew where
Mike was going with this, and he didn’t want Ashley’s reputation smeared just
because her sons seemed determined to make him pay for his past sins. “This
isn’t the time or place, kid.” 


Mike glared at
him. “Who the hell are you to tell me what to say or when to say it?” 


When Mike was
being stubborn and obstinate, he looked every bit his father’s son, and Derek
knew from experience that Josh didn’t walk away from a fight unless he walked
away a winner. 


“Did you know your
brother had an affair with my mother when she was still married to my old man?”
Mike asked J.T. 


J.T. looked to
Derek, obviously expecting his brother to refute the claim. 


Derek could have.
It was only a one-time deal, not a full blown affair, but it didn’t seem to
matter now. “You’re drawing a crowd,” Derek said, lowering his voice. “You may
not give a shit whether I look bad, but I thought you had a little more respect
for your mother.” 


“I did, until I
found out she slept with you.” 


It was killing
Derek to know that a kid he once loved like a son openly despised him now. He
knew that Mike and Jay’s hostility was warranted, but he was only human. He
made a mistake, one lousy mistake, and he tried to make it right by leaving and
giving them the space they needed to rebuild their broken family. It’s not like
he set out to take their mother away from them. He loved her, but he knew he
could never compete with her children, nor would he want to. 


“What do you want
me to say? I’m sorry, okay? I wish it never happened, but it did. I can’t take
it back.” 


“If you were
really sorry, you’d have the decency to get the hell out of town.” 


J.T. stepped up,
wedging his body between the two men as he faced Mike. “Listen, Derek’s right.
This isn’t the time or place to talk about this. I’m gonna have to ask you to
leave.” 


Derek didn’t need
J.T. to fight his battles for him, but it was still nice to know his brother
had his back. 


Mike took a step
back and scowled at Derek over his brother’s shoulder. “Seriously? You really want
me to leave after what I just told you?” 


J.T. raked his
hands through his hair, looking tired and defeated. Obviously, the day had
taken its toll on his him, too. “Look, I’m not perfect, so who the hell am I to
judge Derek for a mistake he made years ago?” 


Mike shook his
head. “I should’ve known you’d defend him. Fine, I’ll go.” He pointed a finger
at Derek. “But I meant what I said. You stay the hell away from my mother, or
I’m going to make you wish you had.” 


Ashley was roused
after a fitful night’s sleep by the persistent ringing of her doorbell. She
groaned and pulled her duvet over her head, hoping her unwanted guest would
take the hint and leave her alone. One of her favorite things about summer
vacation was sleeping in, but her intruder was clearly intent on robbing her of
that pleasure this morning. 


Muttering a curse,
she grabbed her short black robe from the foot of the bed and slipped it on
before padding barefoot down the stairs. She stood on her tiptoes to steal a
glance in the peephole before opening the door. Derek McCall with a tool belt
strapped to his waist. Lord have mercy. The man clearly missed his calling. He
should have been a contractor or at least posed as one for some glossy men’s
magazine. 


She looked in the
mirror hanging above the bench in the foyer and groaned once more. Her face was
scrubbed free of make-up, her hair was tousled, and she had morning breath. If
the mere sight of her didn’t send him running in the other direction, he was a
braver man than she gave him credit for. 


Ashley took a deep
breath, forced a smile, and pulled the door open. “Good morning, Derek.” 


He laughed before
leaning in to brush a kiss across her cheek. “Good mornin’, beautiful.” He held
a paper bag from her favorite bakery and two tall takeout cups of steaming
brew. “I wasn’t dumb enough to come here at this time of mornin’ without an
entry pass.”


Her heart
contracted when his sweet gesture reminded her of the man she used to know.
When they were dating, he’d sneak out to her favorite bakery so he could
surprise her with chocolate croissants and coffee before she woke up. They’d
sit in bed, sipping coffee and spilling crumbs as they talked, laughed, and
made love until they felt compelled to get up and face the day. 


“You remember,” he
said, smiling. 


How could he think
she would forget? No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t erase those
memories from her mind. “Of course I remember.” She was almost tempted to
suggest breakfast in bed for old time’s sake, but she didn’t have the guts to
tempt fate. 


He grinned. “So,
are you gonna invite me in, or do you plan to take the pastry and run?”


She pretended to
size him up. “I don’t know. You look pretty quick, and you probably know how to
break a door down so…” She sighed dramatically. “I guess I’ll have to share.” 


He stepped inside
and closed the door. “I was hopin’ you’d say that.” 


Her spacious foyer
had never seemed cramped and airless… until now. 


Derek was crowding
her, between the bench butting against her bare legs and the solid wall of his
chest. His short-sleeve button-down shirt was untucked, slightly creased, and
open at the neck to reveal a smattering of dark hair dusting his tanned skin. 


More than anything,
she wanted to reach for the buttons tracing a line down the front of his shirt.
She longed to spread the fabric just enough to satisfy her curiosity. Was he as
spectacular without clothing as he had been the last time they made love? Had
the years been as kind to him as she suspected or had middle age claimed the
hard, muscular physique she remembered? 


He gaped at the
line of creamy flesh trailing down the front of her robe and she wished he
would take action, since fear and uncertainty were warring to render her
immobile and speechless. 


He closed his eyes
and drew a deep breath. “Why don’t we head into the…” 


She waited,
breathless, praying and fearing he would say the word she longed to hear. 


“Kitchen.” 


She cleared her
throat as she cursed herself for getting her hopes up. At least one of them was
still capable of thinking clearly. “Right… follow me.” She tried to ignore the
brush of her silk camisole and tap pants against her sensitive skin. One look
at him in torn, faded blue jeans and her body went on high alert. 


He set the
pastries and beverages on the breakfast bar and smiled at her. “Aren’t you
gonna ask me what I’m doing here at this obscene hour?”


She glanced at the
neon clock on her stainless steel range. Three minutes past eight was a
respectable hour for most people, but since she was temporarily enjoying a life
of leisure, she didn’t count herself among the masses, especially since her
sleep had been interrupted by the image of broad shoulders, thick black hair,
and light blue eyes. 


Her cell phone
sounded, indicating she had new messages. “Excuse me,” she said, reaching for
it. She was surprised to see an email from Mike, with an attachment. The
subject line read, Enough said? Her eyes darted to Derek as she waited
for the attachment to download. “Sorry, it looks like a picture from Mike. I
just want to see what it is.”


The color drained
from his face as he hooked his heel on the bottom rung of the stool. “Uh…”


She could
understand why he suddenly seemed so nervous. The picture was obviously taken
at Jimmy’s bar. The buxom blonde was whispering in Derek’s ear while his eyes appeared
to be fixed on the cleavage peeking out of her low-cut top. The date and time
stamp indicated the picture was taken less than two hours after he said
good-bye to her. Now she understood why he was in such a hurry to leave; he had
another woman waiting on him at Jimmy’s. She had no claim on him, but it still
hurt to know she’d misread his signals. 


“I think you’d
better go,” she said, quietly. 


“Damn it,” he
said, reaching for the phone. “At least let me see it.” He clenched the phone
in his hand before looking up at her. “This isn’t what it looks like. She was…
a friend from high school. I ran into her at Jimmy’s and we took a minute to
catch up.” 


“A friend, huh?”
Ashley crossed her arms over her chest. She knew she didn’t have the right to
act like the resentful girlfriend, but Derek awakened every jealous tendency
she possessed. “You sure that’s all she was?” 


He closed his eyes
and tipped his head back. “Jesus, that was thirty years ago. What difference
does it make now?” 


Ashley reached for
the coffee he brought, trying to feign interest in something other than his
response to her next question. “So she was more than just a friend?” 


“Yeah, she was my
girlfriend, okay?” 


She reached for
the phone, giving him no choice but to relinquish it. The image wasn’t as clear
as Ashley would’ve liked, but it was obvious the woman in question was
beautiful and apparently not afraid to flaunt her killer body. “Heather?” It
was the only girl he’d mentioned to her from his high school days. 


He frowned. “Yeah,
I’m surprised you remember that.” 


“I was hoping you’d
tell me I was wrong, that it wasn’t her. It would make it easier to buy your
story that you just ran into each other by chance.” 


She knew Mike was
using this image to try and make Derek look bad, and unfortunately, it was
working. Given Mike’s biased opinion of Derek, she knew she couldn’t trust her
son to be honest about what he saw, but she didn’t know if she could trust
Derek either. Fifteen years was a long time. People changed, and she couldn’t be
sure that the honest, trustworthy guy she remembered hadn’t been replaced by a
bitter player with a penchant for well-endowed blondes. 


He raked his hands
through his hair. “You’re sayin’ you don’t believe me?” 


“Honestly, I don’t
know what to believe.” She was in the impossible situation of having to choose
between the man who claimed to care for her and the sons who were trying to
protect her from choosing the wrong man.


Derek started
pacing back and forth across the tile floor. “I can’t believe this. You’re not
even willing to give me the benefit of the doubt?” 


She wanted to,
more than anything, but how could she take his word over her own son’s? “Did
you go home with her?” She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear his answer, but she
knew she had to ask. 


He released a
gusty sigh before turning to face her. “Would I be here if I had?” 


Just because he
was here now didn’t mean he hadn’t been in Heather’s bed last night.


“Why are you
here?” Pushing him away seemed like the safest option. She needed time to think,
and she couldn’t do that if he was here hovering, trying to convince her he was
telling the truth. 


“I thought I’d
finish that fence for you.” 


That was the Derek
she knew and loved. Always willing to help a friend or neighbor in need,
whether they asked for his help or not. “Look, I know you don’t owe me an
explanation. There’s nothing between us—”


He held his hand
up to silence her. “We both know that’s a lie. There’s been somethin’ between
us since the day we met. How long are we gonna go on denyin’ it?” 


She knew he was
right, but she wasn’t ready to define it. Did she love him, like him, respect
him…? Was she willing to risk her relationship with her boys on the off chance
he may decide to abandon his life in Arkansas to try and build a life with her
in Tennessee? There were still so many unknowns, not the least of which was the
woman in the photo. 


“I just need a
little time to think…” 


He took a step
toward her. “I’ve given you fifteen years to decide how you feel about me.” 


She knew if he
touched her now, she would still be putty in his hands, in spite of her
reservations. “Please, don’t do this,” she whispered.


He traced her
cheekbone with his index finger as her eyes drifted closed. “I could walk away
and let your kids win, or I could stay and convince you that I’m the man you’ve
always thought I was.” He brushed her hair off her face. “What do you want me
to do, sweetheart?”








 


 


 


 


[bookmark: six]Chapter Six 


 


Derek had no
intention of walking away from her again. Her son could show up wielding his
weapon like a madman, threatening his life if he didn’t start walking, and
Derek would invite him to take his best shot. That’s how committed he was to
seeing this through. He’d walked away from her once before, but this time, they
were going to stay and face their fears together. 


It would take some
time, but he would win Jay and Mike over eventually. He knew they were good
guys. They loved their mama and just wanted to protect her. Derek would have
felt the same way in their position, but he was determined to prove to them
that no one would ever love Ashley as much as he did. 


“That’s not a fair
question,” she said, pressing her palms to his chest. 


He’d missed the
little things, the feel of her hands on his skin, her husky voice rousing him
from a deep sleep, the smooth slide of intimacy when they finally connected. He
wanted her back, and this time, he wanted it to last forever. 


“It’s the only
question that matters right now, honey. What do you want? Don’t think about
what your kids want, or what your ex wants, or even what I might want. The
question is… what do you want?” 


She bowed her head
so he couldn’t see her face. “I want the same thing I’ve always wanted… you.” 


Her quiet
admission sent him reeling. He couldn’t count the number of times he’d
fantasized about her saying those words to him over the years. There were too
many nights when he’d taken the wrong woman to bed, imagining she was Ashley.
But no matter how beautiful, smart, or sexy his date was, she didn’t have a
prayer of measuring up to his memories of the woman who stole his heart when he
wasn’t old enough to realize that a love like theirs only came along once in a
lifetime… if you were lucky. 


“I want you too,
sweetheart.” He leaned in to whisper in her ear. “I want to be your lover, your
best friend, your rock. Do you remember what that was like when I was your
everything and you were mine?” 


He felt the slight
tremor move through her, and like always, they were able to communicate without
words. He knew she was feeling it too, but her fear of the unknown was still
standing in their way. 


“You have a life
in Arkansas.”


Arkansas was never
his home. It was a place to escape when living without her became impossible to
endure one more day. “What if I told you I’m ready to rebuild my life here,
with you?” 


She wrapped her
arms around his waist and leaned into his chest. “I want that, I do, but we’d
have a long and difficult road ahead of us, trying to convince Jay and Mike to
forgive us.” 


He clenched his
teeth in frustration. Everything he ever wanted was so close he could almost
reach out and grab it, but she was still just out of his reach. “I don’t need
their forgiveness or their approval. All I need is you.” 


She sighed. “You
may not need it, but I do. As much as I care for you, I’m not going to do
anything to jeopardize my relationship with my kids. If I did and it didn’t
work out between us, I’d have nothing left. I’d be completely alone, and I’m
not going to lie; that scares me.” 


He couldn’t
comprehend her position. He wasn’t a parent, but he was no stranger to
loneliness. Even when he was in a committed relationship with a woman, he still
felt alone. He knew Ashley was the only person who could fill the hole in his
life… and his heart. “Do you want me to try and talk to them again?” 


She stepped out of
his arms and raked her hands through her hair. “I think we both know they’re
not ready to listen.” She pointed to the cellphone on the counter. “That proves
how serious they are about keeping us apart. They resent you. They think you
betrayed them and destroyed our family.” 


Derek started
pacing the floor, just to put some distance between them. Whenever he was
within a few feet of her, he just wanted to pull her into his arms and make her
forget the world outside of their locked door. But he knew a temporary reprieve
wouldn’t help him earn the life he wanted. 


“They were just
kids then. They couldn’t possibly understand what I felt for you or what it was
doin’ to me, bein’ in love with my best friend’s wife and knowin’ there wasn’t
a damn thing I could do about it.” 


He stopped at the
French door leading to the patio. The pool was a reminder of the fun he used to
have, tossing those kids around on a warm summer day while watching Ashley out
of the corner of his eye, allowing himself to pretend, for just a moment, that
it was his family, not Josh’s. He hated himself for feeling that way, but every
time he tried to suppress his feelings, they just got stronger, until they
started to consume him, day and night. 


She walked up
behind him, pressing her cheek to his back. “I know what you’re thinking. I
stand here and look out at the backyard and I can see you, I can see them, as
though you were all right here in front of me. Then I close my eyes and it’s
gone. I realize my kids aren’t kids anymore, you’re living in another state,
Josh is remarried with kids of his own, and I’m here, all alone, rattling
around in this big, empty house, with just my memories to keep me company.” 


Derek closed his
eyes, trying to fight back the wave of nostalgia. They couldn’t go back. He
couldn’t erase the mistakes he’d made in college or the mistake he made years
later. If he had it to do again, he would have leveled with Josh. He would have
told his best friend that he needed to step aside so he and Ashley could find a
way to make their relationship work. Now here he was, faced with the decision
of taking the easy way out and going back to Arkansas or staying here and
fighting Ashley’s sons for the privilege of loving their mother. It seemed like
a no-brainer to him, but Ashley had to be onboard or he’d be fighting a losing
battle. 


“What do you want
me to do, Ash?” The decision had to be hers and hers alone. They were her kids
and he wouldn’t do anything to create a rift between them. 


She sighed. “Can
we just take it slow, get to know each other again, and see where it takes us?”



Ashley still knew
him better than anyone else on the planet. She knew his heart, his goals, and
his dreams. None of that had changed. And standing in the circle of her arms,
twenty-five years later, he knew it never would. “I can’t take more than a few
weeks off work.” 


She slipped her
arms from around his waist and took a step back. “Josh said you had a job offer
here in Nashville. Does that mean you’re not thinking about taking it?” 


He shrugged. There
was a part of him that wanted to grab her and shake some sense into her. They
were so close to having everything they’d ever wanted, and she was too afraid
to take a risk. “I don’t even know what the job is yet. Besides, there’s no way
in hell I can stay in Nashville if you and I can’t be together.” It would be
torture knowing she was here, free to pursue a relationship with him, but she’d
chosen not to. 


She turned away
and began pacing the floor. “I don’t know what you want me to say. This is all
happening so fast.” 


He chuckled.
“Fast? Really? I don’t know that I’d call twenty-five years in the making fast,
sweetheart. I’ve loved you more than half my life.” 


She turned to look
at him and her eyes were brimming with unshed tears. “You know I feel the same
way.” 


“Do you? I don’t
know.” 


He shoved his
hands into the pockets of his jeans when the urge to reach out and pull her
into his arms got harder to resist. He hated to see her hurting, but he knew
they couldn’t get to the other side of this without some pain and tears. 


“When do we get
our shot? You and Josh had your chance. Your boys have had you their entire
lives. When do I get to make you mine?” That’s all he wanted, the opportunity
to claim her as his best friend, his life partner… his wife. 


When she would
have responded, her cellphone rang. She glanced at the screen and a blush crept
up her neck, staining her cheeks. 


Derek looked at
the screen. Bill Morrow. “Aren’t you gonna answer that?” 


“Um… I can let it
go to voicemail.” 


He knew if she
refused to answer, it was because she had something to hide, which pissed him
off even more. The Ashley he knew didn’t keep secrets from him, especially not
where other men were concerned. “Answer the goddamn phone.” 


She winced at his
tone before picking it up and connecting the call. She took a deep breath
before pressing the phone to her ear. “Hi, Bill. What’s up?” 


Derek listened
carefully to the pitch of her voice, her mood, the words she spoke to her
caller, and those she didn’t. He was trained to read people and he was damned
good at it. His every instinct told him that this Bill character was Ashley’s
lover, and the mere image of it made him want to trade the tool belt for his
gun and track this guy down. He knew his possessiveness was irrational. She was
a beautiful, single woman. She could sleep with anyone she wanted and he had no
right to weigh in on it, but right or wrong, he knew he couldn’t stand by,
knowing she was sharing another man’s bed. 


She disconnected
the call and set the phone down on the counter before looking up at him. “I’m
sorry about that.” 


He crossed his
arms over his chest and glared at her. “You wanna tell me who the hell this
Bill guy is?” 


She licked her
lips as her eyes darted to his. “He’s… uh… a friend.” 


“Bullshit.” He
stared her down. He knew he must be making her feel like one of his suspects
during a particularly intense interrogation, but he couldn’t summon an ounce of
sympathy when the jealousy was burning a hole in his gut. “Now, you wanna try
tellin’ me the truth?”


She released a
gusty sigh before shoving her hands into the pockets of her robe. “Fine. He’s
Mike’s partner. We’ve been seeing each other for a couple of months.” 


He should have
known her son would be behind this. It certainly explained Mike’s determination
to make sure he stopped this relationship before it even got started. He’d
already handpicked the right man for his mother, and once again, he must think
Derek was trying to interfere with her happiness. 


“Have you slept
with him?” 


Her mouth dropped
open. “You have no right to ask me that.” 


“Don’t I?” He
smirked as he pointed at the phone. “You were pretty curious about what
happened with Heather last night.” 


“That’s
different.” She crossed her arms. “I was already seeing Bill when you came back
to town. You just hooked up with this Heather person last night… after you left
me.” 


“Did I hear you
makin’ plans with him?” 


She had the grace
to look embarrassed as her eyes shifted to the floor. “He went to a lot of
trouble to get tickets to the Reba concert for my birthday. It would be rude to
tell him that I’d changed my mind. Besides, I didn’t think anything had been
settled between us.” 


He couldn’t
believe what he was hearing. The thought of going out with, much less sleeping
with, another woman right now was appalling to him. What the hell was she
thinking? “I’ve gotta get outta here.” 


She grabbed his
wrist when he walked past her. “Derek, wait, please don’t leave like this. We
need to decide where we go from here.” 


“You just decided
for me when you accepted a date with another guy. Hope you have fun.” 


Derek was still
cursing himself for allowing his temper to get the best of him when he was
turning onto the road leading to his brother’s log cabin. He needed a little
peace and quiet to sort things out and gain some perspective. 


When his cellphone
rang, he was tempted to ignore it, until the number flashed across the screen.
It was one of Nashville’s finest, and unless he missed his guess, it was the
top cop, calling to talk to him about the job offer Josh mentioned. 


“Hello.” 


“Damn… it sure is
good to hear your voice, McCall.” 


Derek smiled, in
spite of his foul mood. John Mathers was one of his closest friends on the
force back in the day. It had been too many years since they took the time to
reconnect. “Same goes. How’s life been treatin’ ya, Chief?” 


John chuckled. “I
can’t complain. Listen, I was sorry to hear about your brother. He was a damn
fine man.” 


John and Dave went
to high school together, and Derek knew the two men had remained friendly over
the years. “Thanks, John. I know he felt the same way about you.” 


“I’m sorry I
wasn’t able to make the funeral. I was tied up in meetings all day.” 


“No problem, I
understand. Before I forget, thanks for the flowers.” 


“It was the least
I could do. Listen, you got time to stop by my office? There’s somethin’ I
wanna talk to you about.” 


Derek had nothing
to do and nowhere he needed to be. Besides, if he didn’t listen to Mathers’s
proposal, he would always question what might have been. “Sure, I can be there
in half an hour, if that works for you?” 


“Sounds good. I’ll
see you then, buddy.” 


Derek was
surprised by the number of familiar faces he met at the police station, though
he knew he shouldn’t be. He knew most men and women in uniform felt the same
way he did; they were in it for life. They stayed on until it was time to
collect their first pension check or a bullet took them out before they got the
chance. 


Derek was waiting
at the reception desk to speak to the woman with a phone pressed to her ear
when Mike rounded the corner. 


He glared at Derek.
“What the hell are you doin’ here?” 


“Chief Mathers
asked me to stop by and see him.” He could have told the kid it was none of his
business, since it wasn’t, but he didn’t want to burn any bridges with Mike or Jay,
not as long as there was still a chance he could make their mother see reason. 


Mike raised an
eyebrow. “Really? What’d he want?” 


Derek shrugged. He
wasn’t willing to tip his hand yet. “I don’t know. The chief and I go way back.
Maybe he just wanted to catch up, you know, pay his respects in person.” 


“Or maybe he wants
to offer you a job?” 


Derek knew that
police stations, no matter how big or small, were like most high schools in
that gossip spread like an ant infestation. If he was being looked at for a top
spot, he wasn’t surprised that Mike had heard about it. “We’ll see what he has
to say. I’m here to listen.” 


Mike glanced
through the window of an open interrogation room. “You got a minute to talk
before you go in to see the chief?” 


Given his open
hostility the day before, Derek was surprised that Mike seemed willing to be
civil today. “Sure, why not?” He had nothing to lose and everything to gain by
making peace with Ashley’s son. 


Mike ushered him
into the room and pointed to a chair on the other side of the table. “Have a
seat.” 


Derek smiled. “No
thanks, I’ll stand.” The kid may be good, but Derek had been at this a lot
longer. He knew Mike was trying to lower his defenses so he could pump him for
information. 


Mike leaned back
in the chair and sighed. “I guess you know about the picture I sent my mother?”



“I was with her
when she got it.” He wanted to give the kid hell, but he couldn’t. He was just
trying to protect his mama, and Derek had to respect that. “You wanna tell me
why you felt the need to do that? Heather was just a friend, someone I hadn’t
seen in years.”


“Yeah, but my mom
didn’t know that.” 


At least he had
the guts to be honest. Derek had to admire that. “Just so you know, it didn’t
work.” 


“I didn’t think it
would be enough, but at least it planted a seed of doubt, right? I just have to
keep workin’ on her.” 


Derek braced his
hands on the back of a chair and leaned in, glaring at Mike. “You need to mind
your own goddamn business and stay out of my way.” 


“My mother is my
business, McCall. You hurt her and you disrespected my old man. I can’t forget
and I won’t forgive… ever.” 


“It’s not your
decision to make. It’s your mother’s, and whether you like it or not, I’m in
love with her. I want to be with her, and I know she wants me, too.” 


Mike folded his
arms over his chest. “She’s got a boyfriend, ya know.” 


“I know all about
your partner. Trust me, I’m not worried.” Mike didn’t need to know that little
piece of knowledge set him off not more than an hour ago. 


He smiled. “I
don’t believe you.” 


Josh’s son was
obviously cut from the same cloth as his old man. With only a few years under
his belt, he was already an astute cop. “Believe what you want. Whatever you
think your mother has going with this Bill guy can’t compare to the history we
have.” 


“Tell me
something… How could you do it, man?” 


For the first
time, Derek saw the bitterness and anger replaced by a hint of sadness and
regret when he looked at Mike. “Do what?” He took the seat across from Mike,
knowing this may be his only chance to say what he should have said before he
left for Arkansas years ago. 


“How could you
sleep with your best friend’s wife? How could you come over to our house,
pretend to be my old man’s buddy, pretend to care about me and Jay, all the
while you were just there for my mom?” 


Derek closed his
eyes. There was no easy way to make him understand that he loved all of them;
he just happened to be in love with Ashley. “You’re wrong, Mike. Your
father’s been like a brother to me, long before we ever met your mom.” 


“Really? Would you
have thought about screwing Avery or Christine, or hey, how about Nikki?” 


“I don’t expect
you to understand—”


“Good, because I
don’t, and I never will.” He stood up and scraped his chair across the floor.
“I’ll never understand how my father could trust you or forgive you. And I’ll
never understand how my mother could tear our family apart over a loser like
you.”


Derek watched Mike
walk out the door, feeling helpless to stop him. There was so much he wanted to
say, not the least of which was that he was sorry for all the pain he’d caused
him and his brother. 
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Derek claimed the
chair on the other side of the chief’s desk and tried to focus on the business
at hand, but it wasn’t easy when his mind kept drifting back to his
conversations with Ashley and her son. 


John kicked his
feet up on his desk and leaned back in his swivel chair. “I hear you’re one of
the best damn detective inspectors that department’s ever had.” 


Derek found it
difficult to accept praise for doing the job he was paid to do. He loved it. He
was passionate about it. He took criminals off the street. That was the only
reward he needed. “I don’t know about that, John. I had some pretty big shoes
to fill when Morris retired.” 


John chuckled.
“Modest as ever, I see. So, I hear you’re up for another promotion. Can’t say
I’m surprised. You’re one of the best damn cops I ever had the privilege of
working with, bar none.” 


Coming from John,
whose rise through the ranks was practically iconic, that was a valuable
compliment. “I appreciate that.” Normally Derek would have addressed his chief as
‘sir,’ but his friendship with John made the formality seem unnecessary.


“So, I didn’t call
you in here to offer you an inspector or commander’s job. I thought I’d have to
sweeten the pot a little more if I expected you to make the move back to
Nashville.” 


Derek was
surprised. He assumed the offer would be comparable to the one he expected to
receive when he returned home. “What did you have in mind?” 


“I’m offerin’ you
Deputy Chief of Investigative Services.” 


Derek was rarely
at a loss for words. But when he walked in, he hadn’t expected a proposal he
would be hard pressed to refuse. “I don’t know what to say, John.” 


“I’m hopin’ you’ll
say yes.” 


He wanted to, but
he couldn’t. Not until he knew where things stood with Ashley. Living in the
same city with her, knowing they would inevitably cross paths because of Josh,
would be torture if they weren’t together. “Can I have some time to think about
it?” 


“Of course.” He
set his feet on the ground and leaned forward. “How long are you here?” 


“I was plannin’ to
take the month off.” 


“Good. You’d be
takin’ over for Norton. He’s retirin’ at the end of the month. I have one of
our own inspectors in mind for the job if you decide not to take it, but I’m
going to level with you, Derek. You’re the man I want.” 


“I’m honored.”
This job was the one he’d had his eye on most of his career. He wasn’t
interested in the politics that went with the top spot, but this position would
allow him to remain involved in the investigative work he loved so much. “Thank
you for even thinkin’ of me. Seriously, it means a lot.” 


“Give me your
card. I’ll email you the compensation package later. Have a look at it and get
back to me if you have any questions.” 


Derek slid a
business card out of his wallet and scribbled his personal email on the back.
He knew all of his emails at work were monitored, and he didn’t want anyone
else to know he was considering another position until he decided whether he
was going to take it. 


He pushed the card
across the desk. “Here you go.” 


John smiled. “You
know this job comes with a lot of perks, right? A forty percent salary
increase, two extra weeks paid vacation every year…” 


Derek grinned.
“You’re quite a salesman, Chief.” 


“Hey, it’s my job
to recruit the best men and women for our top spots. Sometimes that means
having to lure them away from another force. If I have to play dirty, I will.”
He pointed his finger at Derek. “I want you. Tell me what it’s gonna take to
make this happen.” 


Derek sighed. He
wished it were as simple as laying out his terms and negotiating, but John
couldn’t give him the one thing he wanted. Ashley. “Honestly, a lot’s
happened in the last little while and I’m still reelin’. I just need some time
to figure out where the hell I go from here, personally and professionally.” 


John sighed. “I
understand… I do. I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to pressure you. I know you’ve been
through a lot with Dave’s death. But when Josh mentioned that now may be the
right time to lure you back to Nashville, I jumped on it.” 


“Josh suggested
you contact me?” 


“I’ve been askin’
him for a long time whether he thought you might be ready to make the move. He
always said he thought you were happy in Little Rock. This time, he said you
might be willin’ to consider it.” 


He didn’t know
what might have given his friend that impression, but he intended to find out.
Derek stood up and extended his hand. “I appreciate your time, and the offer
exceeded my expectations. Thank you for havin’ so much faith in me, John.” 


John smiled as he
grasped Derek’s hand. “When you’ve been workin’ with cops as long as we have,
you know the good ones stand out. When you left us, I knew we were losin’ one
of the best damn cops this force had ever had. I still feel that way today.” 


“Thanks, buddy.”
Derek smiled. “I’ll look over your proposal and let you know what I think,
okay?” 


“Sounds good.” 


Derek drove to
Josh’s house on autopilot. There were so many things fighting for dominance in
his mind. His brother, Ashley, her sons, the job offer… He was so close to
having everything he ever wanted, yet it still seemed just beyond his reach. 


He cut the engine
and took a few minutes to compose himself before facing his friend. He knew
this conversation wasn’t going to be easy, but it was one they should’ve had
years ago. Derek was tired of suppressing his feelings. It was time to get it
all out so they could deal with the inevitable fallout. This could cost him the
longest friendship of his life, but the alternative was to continue living a
lie, and that wasn’t an option for him anymore. 


He walked up to
the big double doors and rang the doorbell. 


Josh answered,
grinning when he saw Derek. “Hey, buddy, come on in.” 


“Sorry to just
drop by like this. I probably should’ve called first.” 


Josh rolled his
eyes. “Get your ass in here. You know you’re always welcome here.” 


Derek hoped he
would still feel that way an hour from now when he’d said his piece. 


“Lexi and the kids
went to visit Sierra, so it’s just us. Lemme grab a couple of beers. We can
head out to the patio.” 


“Yeah, that sounds
good.” Derek was glad they were alone. He knew Lexi and Josh didn’t keep
secrets from each other, but he was pretty sure his current wife wouldn’t want
to hear the intimate details of her husband’s relationship with his former
wife. 


Derek made his way
out to the patio to wait for Josh. Josh’s property was in the midst of five
forested acres with mature trees to ensure complete privacy. The house itself
was a post-and-beam home with stone accents. It was exactly the kind of home
Derek would want for himself if he moved back to Nashville, unless Ashley
wanted to invite him to move in with her. He didn’t know how he would feel
about living in the house she’d shared with her ex-husband and sons. 


“Here you go,”
Josh said as he passed him an open bottle.


“Thanks, man.”
Derek brought the bottle to his lips. “So, I just came from seein’ Mathers. He
told me you thought this might be a good time to approach me about movin’ back
home. Why’s that?” 


“Like I said
before, your family needs you.” 


“You sure that’s
all there is to it?” 


Josh sighed. “You
know Ashley has been seein’ some other guy?” 


“I just found out
this mornin’. Why didn’t you tell me?” 


Josh sat in one of
the cushioned teak chairs bordering the stone patio. “I didn’t know how you’d
react. I thought maybe you’d take it as a sign and back off.” 


Derek turned to
face his friend. “And you don’t think I should do that?” 


“Hell no!” He
tipped the bottle to his lips. “Look, don’t get me wrong; he’s a decent guy,
but there’s no spark there. I love Ash. I don’t want to see her make another
mistake.” 


“Another mistake?”



“Look, we both
know that Ashley and I weren’t right for each other. That’s so obvious to me
now that I’ve found Lexi.” 


Derek tried to
suppress his frustration. If his friend had come to that conclusion twenty-five
years ago, before they married and had children together, it would have saved
them all a lot of anguish. He reminded himself that he wasn’t here to spare
Josh’s feelings. “Why the hell did you marry her if you knew it wasn’t right?”
He set his bottle down on a nearby table. “What’s wrong with you, man? You
called yourself my best friend, and then you hook up with my ex-girlfriend less
than two months after we break up. Who does that?” 


Josh glared at
him. “I don’t know. Maybe the same kind of guy who sleeps with his best
friend’s wife and waits ten years to tell him about it.” 


Derek knew there
was plenty of blame to go around and he accepted his fair share, but it was the
decision Josh and Ashley made twenty-five years ago that set this whole thing
in motion. “Were you so blind that you couldn’t see that I was still in love
with her? I was drinkin’ myself into a stupor most nights, flunkin’ out of
school, instigatin’ fights on the football field, and you were standin’ by and
watchin’ me self-destruct. Didn’t it ever occur to you to ask me what the hell
was wrong with me?” 


Josh shrugged. “Would
you have been straight with me if I did ask?”


Derek knew he was
young and stupid back then. He probably had more pride than sense. “I don’t
know, but you could’ve tried. At least then I would’ve known you two gave a
shit about what happened to me.” 


Josh shook his head
as he stared out at a deer grazing in the tall grass bordering his property.
“You think it was easy for me? Ash and I got married straight out of college.
The twins were born within the first year. It all happened so fast. I tried to
convince myself we were just goin’ through the usual growing pains, but every
time I saw you two together, I knew it was more than that.” 


Derek braced his
hands on the railing and tipped his head back. He didn’t want to go back. He
wanted to move forward, but he knew he couldn’t do that until they had this
conversation. “I did everything I could to keep my feelings for her in check,
man. I knew she was off limits. I told myself she was my best friend’s wife, my
godsons’ mother, my friend. But I couldn’t stop myself from lovin’ her or
wantin’ her, no matter how hard I tried.” 


Josh nodded. “I
know. I went through the same thing with Lexi. When we got together, I kept
tellin’ myself that we wanted different things out of life and we were all
wrong for each other, but the heart wants what it wants, right?” 


“It sure does.”
Derek took a deep breath and said the words he’d been afraid to say. “I hated
your guts for a long time.” 


Josh hung his
head. “Wow. Why don’t you tell me how you really feel?” 


“I should have, a
long time ago.” He faced Josh, willing him to look him in the eye when he
finally told him the truth about the pain he’d endured. “I’d see you two
together and it would eat me up inside. I mean it. I felt physically sick.” 


Josh set his beer
down beside his chair and covered his hands with his mouth. “I didn’t know. I thought
you moved on. You were datin’ again—” 


“No, I was fuckin’
again. And do you want to know why? Because it was the only thing that would
drown out the sound of my best friend bangin’ the woman I loved on the other
side of the wall.” 


Derek and Josh shared
an apartment during college, so Ashley was there all the time, still close
enough to touch, but off-limits. He’d see her first thing in the morning,
wearing one of Josh’s shirts, or when he stumbled in at 2:00 a.m., she’d be curled
up in Josh’s arms, watching a movie. The same things she used to do with him. 


“I thought you
were over her, Derek. I had no idea your feelings ran that deep.” Josh sighed.
“Let’s face it. You checked out of that relationship long before she and I
hooked up.” 


Derek wanted to
deny it, but he knew Josh was right. Admitting that he pushed her into his friend’s
arms was the hardest pill of all for him to swallow. “I didn’t want to miss out
on the whole college experience by gettin’ serious with someone right away.” 


Josh chuckled.
“Well, you sure didn’t miss out on anything. I seem to recall you drank enough,
partied enough, and played around enough for all of us.” 


“I was a stupid,
self-absorbed kid. I had to be so responsible all my life, workin’ the ranch…”
He sighed. “College was my first taste of freedom. I sure as hell didn’t expect
to meet someone like her so soon, before I was smart enough to realize what we
had.” 


Josh nodded. “I
know.” He picked up his beer bottle and clenched it in his hand. “Ash and I
were friends, just friends, the whole time you two were datin’. I never thought
of her as anything more. She was my best friend’s girlfriend and that made her
off-limits.” He smirked. “Guy code and all that bullshit, right?” 


Derek rolled his
eyes. “If that were true, you wouldn’t have even thought about goin’ out with
her when we broke up.” He needed to understand his friend’s motives if they had
a prayer of letting go of the past. “I need to know… why the hell did you do it?”



“Like I said, we
were friends, good friends. She’d call the apartment lookin’ for you and we’d
start talkin’. The conversations got longer toward the end ‘cause you were
never home. Sometimes she’d stop by when you were out with the boys…” 


Derek gripped the
railing behind him. He didn’t want to ask, but he needed answers. “Did anything
happen between you while we were together?” 


Josh scowled. “No,
never.”


“You can’t blame
me for askin’, man.” 


“No, I guess I
can’t.” Josh brought the beer bottle to his lips. “I didn’t want to fall for
her. Hell, it’s not what she wanted either. We both tried fighting it. The
first time we kissed—”


Derek held up his
hand. “I don’t need to know the details.”


Josh closed his
eyes. “We both cared about you. We knew what we were feeling was wrong, but…” 


“You couldn’t help
yourselves, right?” He understood that feeling too well. He felt the same way
the night of the storm, the night he and Ashley made love and she made the
decision to end her marriage. “It’s okay. What you did was no worse than what I
did. I’ve been feelin’ like shit about it all these years, but there was a part
of me that was still bitter and resentful about what you guys did to me back in
college.”


Josh looked him in
the eye. “Don’t blame her. She didn’t owe you a damn thing. You treated her
like she was invisible long before she dumped you.” 


Derek wanted to
defend himself, but he couldn’t. Josh was right. “You don’t think I know that?”



“If you want to
blame someone for what happened back then, you’re lookin’ at him. I should’ve
had the self-control to put an end to it. Hell, at the very least I could’ve
come you to before we slept together.” 


Derek turned away
and braced his hands on the railing. It shouldn’t hurt this much after so many
years, but it did. Josh was the father of Ashley’s children. Logically, Derek
knew they’d made love hundreds of times during the ten years they were
together, but the thought of that first time, the night they made the decision
to be intimate, still cut the deepest. 


“Why didn’t you?” 


“I didn’t want to
lose your friendship. You were like a brother to me. When I finally asked you
if you minded, do you remember what you said?” 


“Yeah. I told you
to do whatever the fuck you wanted with her.” Derek sighed. “I said I didn’t
give a shit.” By that time, he knew it was too late to stop them from falling
in love. He already saw the way Ashley looked at Josh. The same way she used to
look at him. “But you asked me about it after the fact. It was already a done
deal. You were in love with her. She was in love with you. I knew I couldn’t do
anything about it.” 


“Why’d you agree
to be the best man at our weddin’, godfather to our boys…?” Josh released a
gusty sigh. “Jesus… man, I can’t even imagine what that must have been like for
you.” 


He turned to face
Josh again. “No, you can’t.” He folded his arms across his chest. “Those were
the happiest days of your life, but they were the most miserable of mine. I
thought…” He couldn’t say it. He wasn’t a quitter, and acknowledging how close
he came to quitting just reminded him of how lost he was back then. 


“You thought…
what?” 


What the hell?
He’d come this far, might as well go all the way. “The night the twins were
born, seeing how happy you two were, knowing I’d never have that for myself… I
thought about pullin’ my car into the garage, closin’ the door, and just
fallin’ asleep. I didn’t want to wake up because I knew if I did, nothin’ would
ever be the same again. You and Ashley had a bond that nothin’ and no one would
ever be able to break. You were the father of her children, the love of her
life, and I was just some guy from her past, a distant memory.” 


“My God,” Josh
said, dropping his head into his hands. “I had no idea. I mean, I didn’t know
you still felt that way about her even after we were married. You never let on.
You treated her the same way you did Sierra or any of our other friend’s wives
or girlfriends.” 


Derek smirked. “I
was a damn good actor, wasn’t I?” 


“Better than she
was. I saw it every time she looked at you.” Josh looked him in the eye.
“Sometimes, I’d come in and she’d be standin’ at the kitchen window watchin’
you play in the pool with the boys or tossin’ the football around, and I knew
she was wishin’ that you had been the father of her children instead of me.” 


Derek tipped his
head back and closed his eyes. He didn’t know which was worse, knowing your
wife was in love with another man or being that other man and being powerless
to act on it. “Man, this whole situation is so messed up.” 


Josh shrugged.
“Not anymore. Now, you finally have a chance to get it right. You and Ashley
can be together. There’s nothin’ standin’ in your way anymore.”


Derek smirked. “If
only that were true. I went to Jimmy’s last night and ran into Heather.
Remember her from high school?” 


“Yeah.” 


“Anyways, your
boys were there. Mike took a pic of me and Heather together and emailed it to
Ashley to prove to her that I was a worthless piece of shit.” 


“That little…”
Josh shook his head. “I’ll talk to him.” 


“I already did,
this mornin’ at the police station. It didn’t do any good. He doesn’t want me
to be a part of his mother’s life, and Jay obviously feels the same way.” 


“What about
Ashley? How does she feel?” 


“She doesn’t want
to alienate her kids. I can’t blame her for that.” 


Josh leaned back
in his chair. “So, where does that leave you two?” 


“I’ll be damned if
I know, man.” 


“Listen, Lexi and
I are havin’ a birthday party for Ash here this weekend. It’s a surprise. You
should come.” 


“I don’t think
Mike and Jay would appreciate that.” 


“Too damn bad.
It’s not their house or their decision. We want you here. Ashley would want you
here. What do you say? You game?” 


Derek shrugged.
“Why not? What else have I got to lose?” 
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Three days had
passed since Derek showed up on her doorstep and Ashley was beginning to wonder
whether he’d decided to return to Arkansas without saying good-bye. She knew
Josh and Lexi would know his whereabouts, but she couldn’t bring herself to
call and ask. Instead, she wasted away the hours reading, gardening, shopping,
surfing the Internet, and cooking delicious meals for one, even though she
didn’t have the appetite to eat them. 


Her sons had been
uncharacteristically quiet as well, and she knew they were still angry about
the conversation they’d overheard the day of Dave’s funeral. She wished there
was something she could do to spare them the pain of knowing their mother had
been in love with a man who wasn’t their father, but the damage was done, and
she couldn’t take it back. She didn’t even want to take it back. They weren’t
children anymore. It was time for them to accept the fact that their mother was
a woman with the same feelings and desires as other women her age. 


Ashley looked in
the mirror above her bathroom sink. She was another year older today, but no
closer to the life she’d envisioned for her twilight years. Maybe this was all
she could hope to expect: a big empty bed, dinners for one, and the echo of a
near-vacant house. She couldn’t help but wonder if karma was repaying her for her
betrayal all those years ago.


The telephone in
her bedroom rang and she ran in to answer it. She’d been secretly hoping Derek would
remember her birthday, but when she saw Josh’s number flash across the screen,
she realized that was probably too much to hope for. 


Trying to inject
some enthusiasm into her voice, she cleared her throat as she picked up the
cordless phone. “Hello.” 


“Hiya, birthday
girl,” Lexi said. 


Ashley and Lexi
had become close in recent years. It was difficult not to like a woman who’d
embraced her children as though they were her own, all the while respecting
Ashley’s role as their mother. 


“Hi, Lex. How’s it
going?” She sank down on the bed and glanced out at the empty pool. The fence
remained unfinished, thanks to her errant contractor. If she were smart, she
would’ve taken Derek up on his offer to fix it the other day instead of running
him off with the mention of her friend. 


“What are your
plans for the day? Sierra, Marisa, Avery, Nikki, and I want to take you out for
lunch.” 


It was nice to
have friends who cared, though she didn’t feel much like socializing. Getting
older hardly seemed worth celebrating, especially when you were facing the
prospect of getting older all alone. 


“I don’t know.
Bill’s taking me out for dinner later. He managed to get those tickets to the
Reba concert. That should be fun.” She loved Reba, but the thought of another
evening in Bill’s company after spending just a few minutes in Derek’s strong
arms was anticlimactic, to say the least. 


“Listen, why don’t
we plan to have a little fun today? Just the girls. We’ll do a spa day; then
we’ll do a little shopping to help you find a killer outfit for tonight. What
do you say?” 


It beat the
alternative, sitting around the house feeling sorry for herself. “Sure. Why
not?” 


Lexi giggled.
“That’s the spirit. I’ll round up the girls and text you with the details in a
bit, okay?” 


“Sounds good.” She
replaced the phone in its cradle. At least she had something to take her mind
off Derek for a little while. 


Ashley eased her
car into a parking spot at the upscale restaurant Lexi had chosen for lunch.
They indulged in the works at the spa: manicures, pedicures, facials, massages,
hair, and make-up. Ashley had subjected her poor credit card to a rare beating
and worked up a serious appetite at the shoe boutique before they all agreed it
was finally time for a quick bite before Ashley headed home to get ready for
her date tonight. 


Once the ladies
were settled at a large, round table in a semiprivate room, Lexi said, “Okay, I
can’t stand it anymore. Tell us what’s going on with Derek.” 


Four pairs of
expectant eyes shifted to her, and Ashley resisted the urge to squirm in her
seat. “There’s not much to tell. I haven’t seen or spoken to him in days.” 


Lexi sighed. “Why
not? Now that he’s home, I thought you two would have a chance to reconnect.” 


She’d like nothing
more than to reconnect with Derek, but he seemed to have other ideas. “Jay and
Mike have been giving him a hard time. I think they scared him off.” 


Avery laughed. “I
can assure you, my brother-in-law doesn’t scare that easily.” 


Ashley knew Avery
was right. If he really wanted to be with her, nothing would keep him away.
Since he hadn’t made another attempt to reach out to her, she had to assume it
was because he decided it wasn’t worth the aggravation of pursuing a relationship
with her. 


“We had an argument
when he found out about Bill.” She took a sip of water to coat her dry throat.
“I haven’t heard from him since.” 


“Josh said he was
offered a job as chief of investigative services right here in Nashville,” Lexi
said. “Did he mention that?” 


“I knew there was
an offer pending.” If he was considering a future in Nashville, that kind of
offer would seem like an irresistible lure. “Did he accept?” 


“Apparently, he’s
still considering his options,” Lexi said. 


Ashley tried to
suppress her disappointment. “I’m sure he’ll make the right decision.” 


“Do you want him
to stay?” Sierra asked, bringing her water glass to her lips. 


“I want him to do
what’s right for him.” 


Marisa rolled her
eyes. “We didn’t ask for the politically correct response. We want to know
whether you still have feelings for the man.” 


Sierra nudged her
sister-in-law. “Back off. If Ashley wants to confide in us, she will.” 


If her friends
could help her put this situation into perspective, she was more than willing
to listen to their advice. “The truth is… I’d love for Derek to stay, but I’m
not sure that’s what he wants.” 


“He wants you,”
Lexi said. “There’s no doubt in my mind about that. He’s always wanted you.” 


All of her friends
knew about her history with Derek, the good, the bad, and the ugly. “I want him,
too, but we’ve been apart a lifetime. How do we know we’re even compatible
anymore?” 


Sierra smiled. “I
asked myself the same thing when Trey came back into my life. I wasn’t the same
person after the separation and neither was he. But the one thing that hadn’t
changed was the way we felt about each other. I still loved him and he still
loved me. I suspect the same is true for you and Derek.” 


Ashley decided
there was no point trying to hide her feelings from her friends. They’d each
had difficult journeys on the path to finding their soul mate. If anyone would
understand what she was going through, they would. 


“I do still love
him, but my kids are still so angry and resentful about what happened when Josh
and I were married. I don’t think they’re ever going to get past that. I keep
asking myself, is it fair to subject Derek to that kind of open hostility for
the rest of his life? Is that a price he’d be willing to pay just to be with
me?” 


Lexi set her menu
down on top of her plate. “Based on everything Josh has told me, Jay and Mike
loved Derek back in the day. They respected him. They’re not little kids
anymore, Ash. Given the chance, maybe they could forgive him and begin to forge
the kind of relationship they used to have.” 


Nothing would make
her happier than seeing her sons love and respect Derek the way they once had,
but given their current attitude toward him, it was difficult to imagine that
happening any time soon. “I want that, but who knows how long it might take,
assuming it would ever happen. Is it fair to ask Derek to put up with their
B.S. in the meantime?” 


Sierra looked her
in the eye. “Is it fair to allow him to go back to Arkansas believing that you
don’t love him anymore?” 


Avery chimed in,
fixing her with an intense stare. “Or that you don’t think he’s worth fighting for?
You gave up on him once. Are you really going to make the same mistake again?” 


Ashley couldn’t
help but feel her friends were ganging up on her. She’d been counting on their
support. Instead, it seemed they were supporting Derek. “Derek was the one who
chose to move to Arkansas. He left; I didn’t.” 


“Did you ever
think about going to Arkansas to see him?” Marisa asked. 


She’d thought
about it dozens of times over the years, but she’d never found the courage to
act on it. “I’ve thought about it.” 


“We’re moms,”
Marisa said. “We know you’d lay down your life for Jay or Mike without giving
it a second thought, but when do you stop living your life for them? You’ve
been there for them their entire lives. You’re still there for them, but when
do you get a chance at the life you want… the life you deserve?” 


Ashley had been
asking herself that question ever since Derek arrived in town. Was she
short-changing herself and Derek, putting Jay and Mike first? Was it fair to
any of them to give her sons that kind of power over her life? “I don’t know
what to do. I don’t want to lose my kids.” 


Avery grasped her
hand. “You’re always going to be their mother. Even if they don’t support your
decision, they’re never going to stop loving you.” 


She blinked back
the tears welling in her eyes when she thought about how empty her life would
be without them. “Can I get that in writing?” 


Sierra squeezed
her other hand. “Hey, you deserve to be happy. Your kids may not get that right
now, but they will, in time. They’ll see how happy you and Derek are together
and they’ll support your decision to be with him.” 


Ashley wasn’t
convinced. Jay and Mike were their father’s sons: opinionated, determined, and
relentless. “I don’t know. I want to believe you’re right, but it’s a risk I’m
not sure I’m willing to take.” 


“Have you tried
talking to them?” Marisa asked. 


She thought about
calling them and asking them to come over so they could clear the air, but she
was afraid of fueling the fire that was already raging. “They overheard
something at the funeral… something that hurt them… disappointed them.” 


Lexi looked at her
under the veil of her lashes and Ashley knew that her ex-husband had confided
in his wife about the conversation his sons overheard that day. 


There was no sense
keeping the rest of her friends in the dark. “Jay and Mike heard me admit to
their father that I’d been in love with Derek throughout our marriage.” 


The women exchanged
a glance before looking down at their plates, obviously at a loss as to how to
respond. Lexi was Josh’s wife. Her loyalty lay with him, first, last, and
always. 


Ashley cleared her
throat. “I guess now you understand why they feel I betrayed their father. It
wasn’t just the fact that Derek and I slept together… I was still in love with
him for all those years.” 


Sierra shook her
head. “I can’t even imagine how difficult that must have been for you, honey.
When Trey and I reconnected, I was just engaged to another man, and the thought
of committing to him, given the way I felt about Trey, was inconceivable. To
feel the way you did about Derek for so many years… especially when he was a
part of your daily lives… it must have been torture.” 


“That’s one word for
it,” Ashley said. “I loved Josh and I loved my kids. I didn’t want to do
anything to hurt them or destroy my family, but I was in love with Derek.” 


“I remember the
connection you and Derek had back in college.” Sierra smiled. “It was so
obvious to everyone how much he loved you. There were times when I was a little
jealous.” 


“That’s what I
don’t understand,” Avery said. “How the hell did you guys lose that?” 


Ashley sighed.
“Sometimes I think if we were more mature, if we knew how to communicate, we would
never have split, but we were so young and inexperienced. He wanted to go out
and have fun with his friends, and I just wanted to be with him. Maybe if we
could have found a way to compromise… if we had realistic expectations of each
other… I don’t know. Maybe we’d still be together.” 


“Every
relationship goes through growing pains, Ash,” Avery said. “But with you and
Derek, the decision you made at that time made it impossible for you to work
through them.” She held her hand up when Ashley sought to defend herself. “I’m
not blaming you. I understand why you turned to Josh. He was a friend, he was
there to support you, and he made you feel special at a time when Derek was
making you feel unimportant.” 


“Exactly,” Ashley
whispered. 


“But maybe you
should’ve tried talking to him about it,” Marisa said. “I can understand why
you made those mistakes back in college, but it seems to me you guys are making
the same mistakes again. You’re shutting down when you should be talking to
each other about how you feel.” 


Ashley couldn’t
deny that her friend was right. Whoever said that wisdom comes with age was
obviously much wiser than she was when it came to matters of the heart. 


“Not only that,
but you’re turning to someone else to make you feel special when you should be
turning to Derek,” Lexi said. 


“Excuse me?”
Ashley asked. 


“Bill represents
what Josh did back in the day. He’s the guy to make you feel special because
the guy you really want isn’t giving you what you need.” 


Ashley lowered her
head, embarrassed to acknowledge the truth behind that statement. 


“Let Bill go,”
Lexi whispered. “That’s the only way you and Derek can begin to find your way
back to each other.” 


Ashley nodded. It
was obvious what she had to do. “I will. I’ll tell him tonight.” 


“Speaking of
tonight, Josh and I want to have you over to the house for cake and coffee. Jay
and Mike are going to be there. It might give you a chance to talk to them
about Derek,” Lexi said. 


Ashley knew she
couldn’t put it off forever. Her sons needed to know that she was finally ready
to take her life back. 
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Derek walked into
his parents’ house and was assailed by the scent of fresh-baked cinnamon rolls.
That aroma always reminded him of Sunday morning breakfast when he was a kid.
His mama would treat them to her famous cinnamon rolls before they left for
church. They were young and innocent back then. Their only concern was who was
going to win the football game that afternoon. Now they had to figure out how a
broken family could begin to heal when they’d lost one of their own. 


His mother looked
up from the needlepoint she was working on at the kitchen table when he walked
in. She smiled. “There you are. We haven’t seen much of you these past few
days.” 


He wanted to stop
by, but he knew he didn’t have the words to ease their pain. No one did. “Hey,
Mama. What’re ya workin’ on?” 


She held the small
piece of fabric at arm’s length. “Just a pillow for the church bake and craft
sale.” She set it down on the table with a heavy sigh. “You know what they say
about idle hands.” 


He sat down across
from her. “Does it help… to stay busy, I mean?” 


She shrugged. “I
can’t say it does, but the alternative is to curl up in a ball and refuse to
face another day without him. I know he wouldn’t want us to do that.” 


“No, he wouldn’t.”
Derek reached for his mama’s hand. “Dave loved you guys so much.” 


She rewarded him
with a wobbly smile. “He was a good son. We were so proud of him.” 


Derek kissed her
hand. Her skin was a cold, transparent layer covering bones that seemed more
prominent than the last time he held her hand. It reminded him that his parents
weren’t getting any younger. Living in Arkansas, his visits weren’t as frequent
as he would’ve liked. When it was his parents’ turn to leave them, he’d hate to
think he wasted precious time he could’ve spent with them. 


“Dave was proud of
you guys too, Mama. He told me all the time. You and Dad taught him the meaning
of hard work, patriotic pride, and most of all, how to be a good husband and
father. I think he was most grateful for that gift.” 


She squeezed
Derek’s hand. “I want you to have what Dave found with Christine, honey. You
deserve that.” 


Derek shrugged.
His mother had enough to deal with; the last thing he wanted was to add his
problems to hers. “It’ll happen, when the time is right.” 


“You can’t wait
for tomorrow. Your brother just reminded us that tomorrow may never come.” 


He knew his mother
was right. He couldn’t continue waiting for his life to begin. “I’ve been doin’
a lot of soul searchin’ since I got that call about Dave.” 


“And? Have you
come to any conclusions?” 


He sighed. He
never talked to his parents about Ashley, though he suspected they knew how he
felt about her. “I let the woman I love marry the wrong man.” 


“I know,” she
whispered. “I know that’s why you moved away, because it hurt too much to see
them together.” 


His mother’s
insight never ceased to amaze him. She rarely needed him to fill in the blanks
for her. If there was a problem with one of her children, she just knew,
intuitively. “You’re right.” 


“But they’re not
together anymore.” 


“No, they’re not.
But there are new obstacles in our path now.” He smirked. “I’m beginnin’ to
think maybe it’s just not in the cards for us.” 


“If you’re talking
about her children…” 


Derek looked up, surprised.
“How’d you know that was the problem?” 


She rolled her
eyes. “You could’ve cut the tension with a knife the other day, honey. They’re
hurt and angry. Anyone can see that.” 


Derek wouldn’t
burden his mother with the whole story, not when she was still reeling from
Dave’s death. “They have their reasons.” 


“I’m sure they do.
They’re both good boys. They love their mama and daddy, and I know how
protective they are. Same way you boys have always been protective of your
daddy and me.” 


She was right. Jay
and Mike were reacting the same way he or any of his brothers would have if
anyone tried to create a rift in their family. It helped Derek to see things
from their perspective. His parents had been in love for as long as Derek could
remember. They’d been each other’s strongest support during the difficult
years, but if there had been another man or woman in the picture, trying to
drive a wedge between them, Derek would have despised him or her, the same way
Ashley’s sons resented him. 


Derek sighed. “They
were great kids. You don’t know how much I missed them when I left.” 


“Did you ever tell
them that?” she asked quietly. 


“No. I thought it’d
be best if I kept my distance for a while.” 


“Fifteen years is
a hell of a long while.” She looked him in the eye. “You abandoned those boys,
son.” 


“I was just tryin’
to give Ash and Josh the space they needed to make their marriage work.” 


“I know that, but
we’re not talking about them right now. We’re talking about their kids.” 


Derek had never
been able to think about Mike and Jay without thinking about their parents, but
he knew he should have. The relationship he had with them was independent of
the relationship he had with Josh or Ashley. He was their coach, their
godfather, their confidante, their tutor, their friend… God, it killed him to
think what a void he left in their lives when he left without so much as a
good-bye. Their family was falling apart, and they didn’t even have him to talk
to about it. 


He dropped his
head in his hands. “God, I really messed up, didn’t I?” 


His mother stroked
his back. “You can’t go back, Derek. You can’t change anything you did back
then, but you can be there for them now, as their friend. You can tell them
you’re sorry. You can try to explain why you did what you did. Maybe if you’re
able to heal your relationship with them, you can begin to work on your
relationship with Ashley, too.” 


It occurred to him
that his mother was right. He’d been so focused on his relationship with Ashley
he hadn’t even considered making amends for what he’d done to her boys. “To
tell you the truth, I wouldn’t even know where to begin. How do you say you’re
sorry for abandonin’ two kids who counted on you?” 


His mother smiled.
“Maybe you should ask Luc about that. He and Nikki managed to repair their
broken relationship, and he left her when she was just a little girl.” 


“That’s different.
Luc and Nikki were flesh and blood. That gives them an unbreakable bond. The
boys and I didn’t have that.” 


“Really?” She
smiled. “You were closer to those kids than most fathers and sons I’ve ever
seen. You may not have had any biological children, but you loved those kids
like they were your own. I saw it every Sunday when you’d all come out here for
dinner after church. They worshipped you, and I know you adored them. You were
more than their godfather. You were a huge part of their life.” 


“I know.” 


“I’ve always been
so damned proud of you,” his mother whispered. “But if there was one thing that
disappointed your daddy and me… it was the way you abandoned those kids when
they needed you the most.” 


Growing up, Derek
had been on the receiving end of a well-placed slap by his mother’s hand a time
or two, but nothing hurt as much as the underlying disappointment he heard in
her voice now. “I was reelin’, Mama. I was just tryin’ to get through it, one
day at a time. I thought I was doing what was best for them and their parents.”



She shook her
head. “When you have children depending on you, you don’t have the luxury of
putting your feelings first. I know you weren’t their father, but they depended
on you and you were the one who encouraged them to trust you when you nurtured
that relationship. You let them down.” 


Derek closed his
eyes as he tried to process his mother’s words. “What do you think I should do
about it now?” 


She stood up
before reaching over to hug him. “That’s your decision to make, honey.” 


Derek arrived at
Josh and Lexi’s home for Ashley’s birthday party knowing it may be his last
chance to establish whether he and Ashley had a prayer of having the life he
envisioned.


Josh met him at
the front door and drew him into a half hug as he shook his hand. “Can I talk
to you outside for a minute?” 


Derek hadn’t
spoken to his friend since that day on the patio, and he had no idea what to
expect. “Sure.” 


Once they made
their way outside, Josh turned toward Derek. “I’ve been thinkin’ a lot about
what you said. I hate that I found what I was lookin’ for in Lexi and you and
Ash still seem so lost. If I hadn’t interfered back then… if I’d just kept my
distance—” 


Derek held his
hand up to halt his friend’s words. “I didn’t come here to make you feel
guilty, man. I just needed to understand how it happened, so I could figure out
where to go from here.” He raked his hands through his hair. “I love you. I love
Ash. Hell, I still love your kids, even though they can’t stand the sight of
me.” 


Josh sighed. “I
just want you guys to have a shot at the happiness you deserve. Tell me how I
can help make that happen.” 


Derek shrugged. “I
don’t know, man. I don’t know what it’s gonna take to undo the damage I’ve
done. But make no mistake; this is my problem, my fault, not yours.” 


Josh shook his
head. “I can’t help but feel that it was my actions that set this whole thing
in motion.” 


“No, I was the guy
stayin’ out all night, takin’ Ashley for granted. I should’ve realized a good
thing when I had it. I didn’t. That’s all on me.” 


“So, what’re you
gonna do?” 


Derek sat down and
dropped his head in his hands. “I don’t know. My first order of business is
trying to make amends with Jay and Mike. I let them down, and I can’t expect
them to accept my relationship with Ashley until I earn their trust again.” 


Josh sat down
beside him and slapped him on the back. “That may take a while. Does that mean
you’ve decided to move back to Nashville?” 


“I’m still
considerin’ my options. It’s a big decision, and I want to make sure it’s the
right one.” 


“I can understand
that.” Josh cleared his throat. “So, you know that Ash is coming here with Bill,
right?” 


Derek scowled. “Uh,
no, you failed to mention that the other day when you invited me here.” 


“Apparently the
girls had lunch together today and Ashley mentioned that they were goin’ to a
concert together tonight. Lexi thought it would be the easiest way to get her
here…” 


“Great.” Seeing Ashley
with another man would be almost as difficult as it had been back in college,
maybe more so, because now he knew what it felt like to live without her. “I
don’t know if I should stick around, Josh. She may not want me here, especially
if…” 


Jay wandered out
onto the patio. “Dad, you mind if I have a word with Derek before the party
gets underway?” 


Josh looked from
his son to his best friend and back again. “Uh, no, you go ahead. I’ll see if
Lexi needs help with anything.” 


Jay claimed the
chair his father had just vacated. “So, you and my mom, huh?” 


Derek didn’t know
how to respond to that statement. Jay was the more subdued of Josh’s sons. Mike
wore his emotions on his sleeve, but Jay was more guarded, more difficult to
read. Derek couldn’t decide whether he was trying to bridge the gap between
them or instigate an argument, so he decided to err on the side of caution. 


“There’s nothing
going on between me and your mom, Jay.” 


Jay laced his
fingers and looked out at some unseen focal point in the distance. “But that
doesn’t mean you wouldn’t like there to be, right?” 


“I still care
about her, even after all these years.” 


“Anyone can see
that. You love her.” 


He didn’t seem
openly hostile, so Derek decided honesty was the best approach. “Does it bother
you knowin’ I still love her?” 


He shrugged. “I
know it shouldn’t. We’re not little kids anymore. Dad’s moved on with Lexi, and
we’re happy for him. It’s not like we’re holding out hope that our parents will
ever get back together…” 


“But?” 


“I can’t speak for
Mike, but I’m having a hard time getting over the fact that you bailed on us,
man.” 


Jay was giving him
an opening, and he knew he may not get another opportunity to say the things he
should have said fifteen years ago. “Listen, I know this may be too little, too
late, but leavin’ the way I did was probably the biggest mistake I ever made. I
ran, like a coward, and I’m not proud of that.” 


Jay smirked. “I
never pegged you for a coward. Aside from my dad, I thought you were just about
the bravest guy I knew.” He looked Derek in the eye. “You were my hero, man.” 


Derek swallowed
the lump of emotion in his throat. He never expected Jay to be so forthcoming
after everything that had gone down between them. “I know… That’s why I’m so
sorry I let you down. I feel like shit about what I did. I hurt you guys; I
hurt your old man, your mom…” 


“I know you
weren’t the only one to blame. You were just the easiest target.” He covered
his mouth with his hands as he seemed to consider his next words. “It’s not
easy for a kid to acknowledge their parents’ mistakes. We wanted you to be the
scapegoat so we could let our mom off the hook.” 


“I get that. You
were right to blame me.” 


Jay shook his
head. “Not really, at least not entirely. You couldn’t help how you felt; I get
that now.” 


Derek was
surprised and humbled that Jay seemed willing to consider forgiveness an option.
“If I could have… I would’ve walked away. I would’ve let your mom go. I just
couldn’t do it.”


“But you did…
eventually. Why?” 


This was one of
the most difficult conversations he ever had in his life. There was no easy way
to explain to Ashley’s son why they betrayed his father. “I knew I passed the
point of no return that night. It was a line I swore I’d never cross, sleepin’
with another man’s wife… my best friend’s wife… It was inexcusable. I hated
myself.” 


Jay looked at him
out of the corner of his eye. “Were you thinkin’ about us when you left? Did
you even consider what it might do to us?” 


Derek sighed. “I
thought about you guys every damn day, about how much I missed you. I wanted to
see you or talk to you again, at least to try and explain why I had to leave. But
to tell you the truth, I wasn’t ready to face what I’d done to you and your
brother. I was a mess, kid. I couldn’t eat or sleep. The only place I was able
to function was at work, so that’s where I stayed from sunup ‘til sundown,
every damn day for the past fifteen years.” 


“Seriously?” 


“Leavin’ you guys
behind was killin’ me, but I wouldn’t let myself believe it might be killin’
you, too. That would be too much to take. I was already so close to the edge.
If I let myself believe that I’d hurt you guys… hell, that would’ve pushed me
right over the edge.” He sighed. “I tried tellin’ myself that you had your mama
and dad. I knew they’d always take good care of you.” 


“Yeah, well it
wasn’t the same. Nothin’ was ever the same after you left. Me and Mike would
talk about you all the time. We’d wonder what we did to make you want to leave
without even sayin’ good-bye to us. We thought it was our fault.”


Derek braced his
hand on Jay’s shoulder, half expecting to be rebuffed, but Jay continued
talking. 


“We didn’t know
what the hell happened between you and our mom. We didn’t know that our
parents’ marriage was fallin’ apart. We just knew that one day you, one of the
most important people in our lives, were there, and the next you were gone.” 


Derek closed his
eyes as he tried to process his guilt over what his thoughtless actions had
done to those two kids. “I’m sorry. Jesus, I was so damn selfish. I was goin’
through my own personal hell, feelin’ guilty for what I did to your dad,
thinkin’ about your mom all the damn time, missin’ you guys like crazy…” 


Jay shook his
head. “I can’t imagine what that must’ve been like for you. Mike would probably
say you deserved it, but I don’t feel that way. I know you were a good guy who
got caught up in a bad situation.” He shrugged. “It happens to the best of us.
None of us, including my self-righteous brother, are perfect.” He smiled. “But
don’t tell him that. He likes to pretend he is… perfect, that is.” 


Derek and Jay
shared a rare smile, and Derek could literally feel the ice thawing beneath his
feet. “I can’t tell you how much it means that you had the courage to talk to
me about this. I know it wasn’t easy for you.” 


Jay shook his
head. “No, it wasn’t easy, but it was long overdue. I love my mom. I want her
to be happy. If she can find that with you, who the hell am I to stand in her
way, right?” 


Derek extended his
hand, knowing full well he may be overstepping the boundaries of Jay’s civility.
“Thank you, for being man enough to confront this, so we can start to put it
behind us. I’d really like for us to be friends, Jay.” 


Jay looked at his
hand a long time before accepting it. He looked Derek in the eye. “I choose my
friends carefully. I’m loyal to the people who have my back. Prove to me that
you’re worthy of my trust, that you love my mom, and you’d never hurt her. If
you can do that, then yeah, I think we can be friends.” 


Derek smiled. “I
can do that. I will do that.” 


Jay grinned. “You
may have made inroads with me, but my brother is still madder than hell. It may
take a long time for him to come around.” 


“That’s okay. I
just decided I’m not goin’ anywhere.” 








 


 


 


 


[bookmark: ten]Chapter Ten


 


Ashley had been
putting this conversation off all night because she didn’t want to spoil the special
evening her date had planned, but cocooned in the privacy of his car on the way
to her ex-husband’s house for cake and coffee, she knew she couldn’t continue
the farce. Bill was a good man. He just wasn’t the man for her. 


She winced when he
reached across the seat to grasp her hand in his. “I had a great time tonight,
Bill. Thank you.” 


He brought her
hand to his lips. “It was my pleasure.”


“I… uh… have been
meaning to talk to you about something.” Despite Derek’s assumptions about her
relationship with Bill after the early morning phone call, they’d never been
intimate. She supposed that should make this conversation easier, but hurting
someone had never come easily for her. 


“Sure. You can
talk to me about anything. You know that.” 


It was true; he
was a good listener. He’d often been her sounding board after a difficult day
at work or a disagreement with one of her sons. He was her friend, but he would
never be her lover. “You know I think you’re a wonderful man. I’ve really
enjoyed getting to know you these past few months…” 


He shot her a sidelong
glance when they pulled up to a traffic light. “Uh oh, I don’t think I like
where this is going.” 


She forced a smile
to lighten the mood, but her stomach was churning. There was no way for her to
explain why she didn’t want to pursue a relationship with him. On paper, they
were perfect for each other. They were both divorced with grown children. They
enjoyed rewarding careers and were active in the community, loved to read,
travel, and go to the movies…


He sighed.
“Whatever’s on your mind, just say it.” 


She heard the
uncharacteristic edge to his voice, and she had little doubt he knew what she
was going to say next. “I like you a lot, but…” 


He gripped the
steering wheel. “But you can’t see a future with me?”


“No, I’m sorry. I
can’t.” 


“Does this have
anything to do with that McCall character?” 


She was surprised
Bill knew about Derek. Obviously her son had filled him in on the details. She
clasped her purse strap in her hand, silently cursing Mike for putting her in
the awkward position of having to determine how much Bill knew about her
relationship with Derek. “Mike spoke to you about Derek?” 


He clenched his
jaw. “He’s a hot topic of conversation at the police station. It seems the
chief is jumpin’ through hoops to try to get him to accept the position he
offered. I can’t say that I’m thrilled about the prospect of havin’ that guy as
my boss.” 


She couldn’t
imagine Mike was thrilled with the prospect either, but it wasn’t their
decision to make. It was Derek’s, and she could only hope he made the right
one. Above all, she wanted him to be happy. 


“I don’t know what
Mike told you about Derek, but he’s a good guy and a good cop.” She knew Derek
would tell her he didn’t need her to jump to his defense, but it irked her to
know her son had painted him in a bad light. “Your precinct would be lucky to
have him.” 


He whistled under
his breath. “Wow, I guess Mike was right.” 


“About what?” 


“You still have
feelings for this guy.” 


How could she deny
it when it was so painfully obvious? “I guess I do.” 


“Does that mean
you’ll be resumin’ a relationship if he decides to move back to Nashville?” 


She didn’t want to
discuss Derek with anyone, least of all Bill, but she knew he deserved some
answers. “Honestly, I don’t know where Derek and I will go from here.” 


“But you’re hopin’
he’s still interested in pursuin’ a relationship with you?” 


If she and Mike
were face-to-face right now, she’d give him a verbal lashing for discussing her
personal life with Bill. He had definitely overstepped, and she intended to let
him know at her first opportunity. “Derek and I have a long history. We have a
lot of issues to work through.” 


Bill chuckled. “So
I’ve heard.” 


That’s it; she was
definitely going to throttle her son. Before she could demand to know the
details of Bill’s conversations with Mike, they were pulling into Josh and
Lexi’s circular driveway. 


“Looks like they have
company,” Bill muttered. 


She cursed their
lousy timing. The last thing she wanted was to engage in small talk. “Maybe we
should just go. I’ll call Lexi and tell her—”


“We’ve come all
this way. We might as well go in and say hello.” 


Before she could
argue, he was out of the car and rounding her side to open the door for her. 


He helped her out
of the car and settled her arm in the crook of his. Bill was nothing if not a
gentleman. In spite of the tension in the car, he was obviously prepared to put
on a show for the benefit of her ex’s guests. 


She waited while
Bill rang the doorbell, wishing she could feign illness or a headache or…


“There you are,”
Lexi said, pulling them into the spacious foyer. “We thought you’d never get
here.” 


Ashley was stunned
when dozens of people shouted, “Happy Birthday!” 


“Oh my God,” she
said, looking around at the familiar faces. “I can’t believe you did this.” It
didn’t take her long to zero in on Derek. He was lounging by the breakfast bar,
a drink in his hand, watching her. 


Lexi giggled and
pulled Ashley into her arms. “Did it work? Are you surprised?” 


Ashley grinned. In
spite of her foul mood, she knew her friends had gone to a lot of trouble to
make this evening special for her, and she was determined to enjoy it.
“Shocked… stunned… overwhelmed. Take your pick.” 


Ashley’s eyes
settled on Mike, who raised his glass in mock salute. The smug smile on his
face told her that he knew she was on to him, but he didn’t seem to care. 


Lexi pulled her
through the crowd of enthusiastic well-wishers. “Let me get you a drink.” 


Ashley took a deep
breath and tried to prepare for the difficult conversations that lay ahead. She
needed to acknowledge her feelings for Derek and her precarious situation with
her sons before she could even think about moving on. 


Derek watched Ashley
circulate, talking and laughing with her friends as she worked the room. She
was breathtaking, even from afar. She’d been carefully avoiding his intense
scrutiny for the last half hour, but he had no doubt she could feel his eyes on
her. It felt like there was an invisible bond between them. The other guests
may not be able to see or feel their connection, but it was as obvious to Derek
as her lack of chemistry with the man at her side.


He eyed her date
as he sipped his merlot. He was early to mid-fifties, receding silver hair,
average height and build. In fact, there was nothing striking about him at all,
except of course for the woman on his arm. 


“You haven’t taken
your eyes off her since they got here,” Mike said through clenched teeth.
“Could you be any more obvious?”


In spite of Jay’s
willingness to cut him some slack, he knew Mike would be a harder sell, but he
was up for the challenge. “I have some good news for you, kid.”


Mike looked skeptical
as he folded his arms and leaned against the counter. “Oh yeah, what’s that?
You’re headin’ outta town?”


“No, I’ve decided
to take that job after all. I guess I’m going to be your new boss.”


Mike scowled as he
pushed off the counter. “You can’t be serious. Does my mother know about this?”


Derek hid his smile
behind the crystal glass in his hand. He was feeling infinitely better than he
had days ago. He and Josh had put the past to rest, Jay was starting to come
around, he had a great new job to look forward to, Ashley’s feelings for her friend
clearly paled in comparison to her feelings for him, and he was finally
coming home, where he belonged. “She will by the end of the evening.”


“Why’re you doing
this? Why can’t you just leave her the hell alone?”


Derek knew Mike
was struggling to control his temper, given their surroundings, but the tension
was still unmistakable. Anyone within a few feet of them would know they were
arguing, in spite of their hushed tones. “That’s not your call; it’s your
mother’s. If she wants me to be a part of her life, then I will be.”


Mike looked
stunned. “You would really do that to her… make her choose between you and her
children? And you claim to care about her?”


When Mike put it
like that, Derek realized how far they had to go to bridge the gap between them.
“Is that what you’re gonna do, force your mother to choose between us?” He
prayed it wouldn’t come to that because he knew that was a fight he couldn’t
win. 


“I’ll do whatever
I have to… to protect her from you.”


Mike was tough,
every bit as unyielding as his old man back in the day, but Josh was a trained
martial artist and that meant he possessed a level of self-control his son
obviously didn’t share. “Ashley is a grown woman. She can make her own
decisions.”


“Right, like the decision
she made to sleep with you while she was still married to my old man?”


The room fell
silent as everyone turned to stare at them. Derek saw Ashley’s stunned
expression before she slipped out the back door. He didn’t hesitate to push
Mike aside so he could go after her. 


“I’m sorry,” he
whispered, pulling her back against his chest. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you.
Obviously, this wasn’t the time or place to have it out with your son.”


Ashley closed her
eyes as a tear slipped down her cheek. “He’s so angry. My God, has he always
been like this? Has he been harboring all of this resentment toward us for all
these years?” She sighed. “Maybe I should have insisted he talk to someone when
he found out about us… a counselor…”


He wrapped his
arms around her waist, reveling in the sweet floral scent of her perfume
wafting through the breeze. “Maybe you’re right, but we can’t go back, Ash.
You, me, and Josh… we all did the best we could. We made mistakes, we may have
failed those kids, but we can’t undo the past. We can only move forward from
here and try to forge healthy new relationships.”


She tipped her
head back, resting it on his shoulder. “You really think that’s possible after
everything that’s happened?”


“I think I made a
good start this week,” he said quietly.


She turned into
his arms and looked up at him. “You did? What happened?”


“I had a long talk
with Josh about what happened back in college. I needed to try and understand
things from his perspective.”


She fixed her gaze
on the buttons lining the front of his shirt. “It wasn’t his fault, you know.”


He brushed her
hair off her face. “I know that. Hell, if anyone’s to blame, it’s me. You were
the best thing that ever happened to me and I was too young and immature to
recognize that.”


She leaned her
cheek on his chest as she wrapped her arms around his waist. “We were all young
and stupid. We acted impulsively, and it cost us so much.”


Derek kissed the
top of her head. “I realized somethin’ this week. I need to focus on making
amends with Mike and Jay before you and I can even think about starting over.”


“How do you plan
to do that? You saw how angry Mike is.”


He loved holding
her like this, her soft curves pressing into the hard planes of his body. He
couldn’t wait to explore those curves again, in the privacy of his bedroom, but
he knew they had a long road ahead of them before he could expect to be
intimate with her again. “He’ll come around. I had a good talk with Jay
tonight.” He smiled. “He’s a good kid. He just wants you to be happy.”


She smiled. “Jay
is more like me. Mike, on the other hand, is exactly like his father.”


Derek grinned.
“Yeah, he’s as stubborn as a mule.”


She straightened
her spine, obviously ready to defend her son. “He’s protective of those he
loves. I love that about him.”


“I know.” 


Their eyes locked
for an intense moment, and Derek knew her children and her ex-husband were the
last thing on her mind. It was just the two of them. Time, space, and obstacles
were irrelevant. The only thing that mattered was the brief distance between
their lips and the sweet longing they shared to taste the forbidden once more. 


Her arms coiled
around his neck as she thrust her hands into his hair, bringing his mouth down
to meet hers. It wasn’t a gentle exploration. It was an explosion of passion
and longing, a testament to wasted years. 


She opened for him
and the slow slide of their tongues awakened needs he’d been denying too long…
since the last time they made love. He’d always reserved a part of himself when
he was with other women, the part that belonged to Ashley. 


Ashley seemed as
desperate as he was to solidify their connection, to convince herself that time
had done little to dull their insatiable hunger for each other. 


He cupped her
bottom, forcing her to acknowledge the evidence of his arousal. He wanted her
now. He didn’t care that there was a houseful of people just a few feet away.
The only thing that mattered was that the woman he loved was back in his arms,
surrendering to the force of their irrefutable bond. 


She finally pulled
her mouth away from his as she struggled to catch her breath. “My God,” she
whispered. “A kiss shouldn’t have the power to make me feel that way, should
it?” 


He smiled as he
pressed his forehead against hers. “You’re askin’ the wrong guy, sweetheart.
I’m as lost as you are right now.” 


She stroked his
cheek before tracing his swollen lips with her fingertip. “I love being with
you like this again. Touching you, kissing you, holding you…” 


“Me too, Ash.” He wrapped
his arms around her waist and lifted her off the ground. “By the way, happy birthday.”



She grinned. “This
is the best birthday I can ever remember.” 


“Really? Are you
forgettin’ about that year we borrowed Josh’s family’s cabin for the weekend?” 


“Oh God…” she
whispered, pressing her fingertips to her lips as a tear slid down her cheek.
“I tried going up there once after the twins were born, but there were just so
many memories of the weekend I spent there with you. I couldn’t go back. From
then on, Josh just went with the boys.” 


Josh had invited
him back there several times over the years, but he always offered an excuse.
Derek knew walking through those doors would be like walking back in time. If
he closed his eyes, he could imagine Ashley sitting in front of the fireplace,
wearing one of his flannel shirts, giggling as her roasted marshmallow fell
into the roaring fire. 


“Listen, about
your boyfriend…” 


She rolled her
eyes. “Bill’s not my boyfriend. Would I be out here with you if he was?” She
glanced through the glass door leading to the kitchen. “Speaking of which, that
was pretty insensitive of me to just leave him inside to fend for himself after
Mike’s outburst. He must have noticed you followed me out.”


Derek couldn’t
summon the energy to care about some other guy’s feelings. The only thing that
mattered to him was how Ashley was feeling about him. “Where do you two stand?”


“I told him I just
want to be friends. He knows I still have feelings for you.” 


Derek couldn’t
have supressed his smile even if he wanted to, which he didn’t. “I can’t say
that I’m sorry you set him straight. He’s all wrong for you. Anyone can see
that.”


“And I suppose
you’re going to tell me that you’re right for me?”


He chuckled. “I’d
say that’s pretty obvious.”


She slapped his
chest as she tried to hide her grin. “You’re impossible.”


“By the way, I
have something for you.” He slipped the small velvet box out of his pocket and
pressed it into her open hand. “Happy birthday, baby.”


She opened the box
and gasped at the diamond encrusted locket nestled in a bed of black velvet.
“Oh, Derek, it’s beautiful,” she whispered. 


“Open it.” He held
his breath, waiting for her response.


Her hand flew to
her mouth when she saw the tiny photographs mounted in the gold frames: one of
each of her sons on the day they were baptized. 


That was the day
Derek promised to be there for her kids should they ever need him. “I haven’t
forgotten the promise I made to you and Josh that day. The promise I made to
your boys…”


She closed her
eyes as she tried to suppress her emotions. 


“I still want to
honor that promise, Ash. I know they’re grown men now, but I still want to have
a relationship with them. I want to witness all of the important events in
their lives, by your side. Their weddings, the births of their children… I want
to see it all.” 


The tears were
flowing freely now and she wasn’t even trying to stop them. “I want that too,
but—” 


He pressed a
gentle kiss to her lips to silence her. “I know we still have a long way to go,
and I’m prepared to do whatever it takes to make amends with Jay and Mike. Not
just for you, but for me and for them. I love those kids. They were like my own
sons, and it kills me that I hurt them… that I disappointed them.” 


She held the
locket between her trembling fingertips. “Will you put it on for me?” 


He fastened the
clasp at the back of her neck before standing back to admire it. “That’s more
than a piece of jewelry, sweetheart. I want you to know that I understand how
important your boys are to you. They’re your heart, and that’s as it should be.
I would never try to come between you. I just want to be a part of your lives…
if you’ll let me?” 


Jay cleared his
throat before stepping out onto the patio. “Sorry, guys, I didn’t mean to
interrupt.” He smiled at Derek. “I seem to be doin’ that a lot tonight, don’t
I?” 


Derek grinned. “I
don’t mind, Jay.” He could feel the camaraderie they used to share slowly
returning and he realized, once again, how much he’d missed it. 


“I just wanted to
make sure you were okay, Mom?” He sighed. “I couldn’t help but overhear Mike
putting his foot in his big mouth again.” 


She offered her
son a watery smile as she stepped into his waiting arms. “Thanks for coming out
here to check on me.” 


Jay pulled back to
hold her at arm’s length when he noticed the white gold necklace hanging around
her neck. “New bling?” 


Derek stepped up
behind Ashley, settling an arm around her shoulder. “It’s more than that. It
kind of signifies that I recognize your mother’s heart belongs to you and your
brother. I’m not tryin’ to take her away from you or make her choose between me
and her kids. I hope you know that I would never do that to her or you.” 


Ashley opened the
locket to show her son the images. 


The outside lights
made it possible for Jay to see clearly. He looked up at Derek. “Wow. That’s a
really nice gift.” 


Derek knew he
understood the significance of it, and he couldn’t help but feel it helped his
cause with Jay, though that hadn’t been his intent. “I’m glad you think so.” 


Jay smiled. “I
just got her flowers and a gift certificate to her favorite spa. Are you tryin’
to make me look bad or what?” 


Derek laughed as
he slapped Jay on the back. “I don’t think you could ever look bad to your
mama, kid.” They exchanged a brief smile. “Or to me.” 
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By the time Ashley
returned home, she felt out of sorts. She didn’t want to be alone tonight. She
knew if she went upstairs, she would lie awake thinking about Derek, so that
wasn’t an option worth considering. She’d already wasted too many nights lost
in her memories. 


A drive often
helped to clear her head when she couldn’t sleep. Since she’d sipped the same
glass of wine for the better part of the evening, she knew she could get behind
the wheel without fear of impairment. 


Without taking
time to reconsider her decision, she snagged her purse and headed out the door.
Being alone with her thoughts in the cocoon of her car always seemed more appealing
than rattling around a big, empty house filled with framed photographs and bittersweet
memories of her old life. 


As she eased her
Lexus SUV out of her driveway, she decided to stop at the local drive-thru for
a cup of coffee. Since there was little chance of sleeping within the next few
hours, she figured it would help her remain alert for the drive. 


There was no
telling how far she might drive or where she could end up. That was one of the
few advantages of living alone. There was no one waiting for her to come home.
She had the freedom of being spontaneous when she chose to. Though, she rarely
made rash decisions; she didn’t think it was in her DNA. Her father, the judge,
always told her acting impulsively often landed people in jail. 


The only time she
acted without thinking about the consequences was the night she and Derek had
to ride out the storm together. But she already punished herself enough for
that. She spent years being the daughter her parents could be proud of, a wife
Josh could count on, and the mother who baked cookies and attended every school
concert and sporting event her children participated in. But it was that one
mistake that people, namely her son, couldn’t seem to forgive or forget.
Thankfully, her parents still didn’t know about her indiscretion with Derek. If
they did, she suspected they might share Mike’s opinion. In her father’s mind,
things were black or white, right or wrong; there were no forgivable shades of
gray. 


Trying to shut out
the whirlwind of condemnation and confusion spinning around in her head, she
took a sip of coffee before selecting Ty’s newest CD. She allowed her mind to
wander as she traveled the familiar roads of the city she’d called home all of
her life. She drove by her favorite restaurants, shops, and place of work
before she began navigating the country roads leading out of the downtown core.
She had no idea where she was going, but she trusted her inner compass to guide
her in the right direction. 


Within twenty
minutes, she was pulling into the separate drive leading to the log cabin where
Derek was staying. How would he feel about her surprise visit? She could see a
light in the great room and the flicker of the big screen TV bouncing off the opposing
wall, so she decided to take her chances. 


She drew a deep
breath as she ascended the stairs leading to the wraparound porch. It was
difficult to draw enough air into her lungs as she lifted her trembling hand to
the door. She’d never propositioned a man before, and the thought was utterly
terrifying… and humiliating. Before her hand connected with the heavy wood
panel, she turned away, deciding this was one of her more absurd ideas. 


Derek opened the
door and reached out to grab her arm. “Ash? Hey, I thought I heard someone out
here. What’re you doin’ on my doorstep at this hour?” 


Ashley was
mortified, being caught on his porch in the wee hours of the morning. There was
no reasonable excuse, so she decided to tell him the truth and hope she would survive
the embarrassment. “I was lonely, and, um, I couldn’t sleep.” She cleared her
throat, trying to sound braver than she felt. “So, I thought I’d go out for a
drive, and I ended up here. I hope I’m not bothering you.” 


He pulled her
forward into his arms. “I should lecture you about drivin’ alone out here at
night, but I’m just so glad to see you.” 


With just a few
words, her tension melted away. She allowed him to shelter her in his big,
strong arms, knowing it had been years since she’d felt so safe, so protected,
so loved. “I know it sounds silly, but I missed you,” she whispered, burying
her face into the soft cotton of his T-shirt. 


He chuckled. “Why
do you think I was sittin’ here watchin’ Three’s Company reruns?” 


She laughed. “You
hated that show when we were together.” 


“Nah, I just told
you I did so you’d let me watch M.A.S.H. instead.” 


She’d loved the
playfulness that had defined their relationship when they were younger. Maybe,
just maybe, they could recapture some of that. “You gonna invite me in so I can
watch it with you?” 


He shrugged.
“Sure, but we’ve already seen it. This is the episode where Janet and Jack
pretend to be married to appease her parents.” 


Ashley pushed him
out of the way and claimed a spot on the big leather sofa. A few mindless
laughs with the man she loved at her side were exactly what she needed tonight.
“Aw, I love this one. I haven’t watched this show in ages.” She looked up at
him when she realized he was still standing there watching her. “Aren’t you
gonna make popcorn?” 


Derek threw his
head back and laughed. The sound reverberated through the room and sent chills
up her spine. She knew she would never tire of hearing that sound as long as
she lived. 


“Of course,” he
said, smiling. “What’s a sitcom marathon without hot, buttered popcorn?” 


Her mouth fell
open. “You didn’t tell me it was a marathon.” She reached for the remote
control to make sure he wasn’t baiting her. “Ohhh, you’d better make it a big
bowl.” 


He grinned. “Comin’
right up. You want anything to drink?” 


She tipped her
head to one side as though he’d lost his mind. “You’re not serious.” 


He slapped his
forehead with the palm of his hand. “Of course. What was I thinkin’? You always
drink Diet Coke with your popcorn, right?”


She smiled and
nodded as she watched him walk into the adjoining kitchen. 


It was so nice to
be with someone who knew her so well. There was a time when Derek had known her
better than anyone: her likes, dislikes, fears, and dreams. She couldn’t help
but wonder how much had changed during the years they’d been apart. Would they
be just comfortable strangers now, or would they be able to pick up where they
left off twenty-five years ago? 


Derek could
scarcely believe Ashley was here. He’d conjured her up in his dreams so many
times over the years that he couldn’t be sure this wasn’t another one of those
times. But the sound of her soft laughter coming from the other room reassured
him that she was here with him, of her own volition. They were both single,
consenting adults who were finally free to pursue the relationship they’d
always wanted, and he didn’t intend to let this opportunity slip away. 


When he walked
back into the room, she was holding a framed photograph of Dave wearing his dress
uniform. It was the last photograph taken of him, and his wife and kids were at
his side. They were all smiling, looking so happy. Derek wondered if any of
them could have imagined when that photo was taken that it would be the last
image any of them would have of Dave alive. 


She stroked the
glass covering the photo, a sad smile tilting her full mouth. “He was so
handsome, so brave.” 


Derek cleared his
throat. Ashley was one of the few people who understood his relationship with
Dave, how much his brother impacted his life and career choice. “My life will
never be the same. I can’t imagine a day goin’ by when I don’t think about
him.” 


She set the photo
back in its rightful place on the heavy oak end table at her side and nodded.
“I’m sure you’re right, but you have to hold on to the good memories you had
with him.” 


He sat on the
leather ottoman across from her and hung his head. He didn’t trust himself to
get too close to her when he was feeling so vulnerable. “I have to hope that’ll
get easier. So far, it hurts too damn much to allow myself to go there, ya
know?”


Ashley got up and
sat on the ottoman beside him. She stroked his back as she leaned her head on
his shoulder. “You ever heard that Garth Brooks song, ‘The Dance?’” 


He nodded. “Sure.
What about it?” 


“It talks about a
lost love and questions whether you’d still invite that person into your life
if you knew they were only going to leave you in the end. Would you trade one
moment you spent with Dave if you knew losing him was going to cause you this
much pain?” 


He couldn’t
imagine trading his time with Dave for anything. His relationship with his
older brother defined his life in a way nothing else had. Dave’s fearlessness
prompted Derek to choose a career in law enforcement, and that was a decision
he would never regret. 


“No… never. I
don’t know where the hell I’d be or what I’d be doin’ without him. He helped me
find my way, sort out my life. He taught me to face my fears and get the job
done, no matter the cost.” 


She smiled. “Most
people aren’t lucky enough to have a role model like that in their lives. I’m
grateful my boys had two men like that to look up to during their formative
years.” 


Derek shook his
head, trying to deny her claim. He didn’t feel he was fit to be called a good
role model. In his mind, he wasn’t even in the same league as Dave. His brother
would never have walked away without a backward glance. He would’ve stayed and
fought for a relationship with Ashley and her kids. “Josh was a good role model
for your boys, no question about it.” 


“Mike said he
became a cop because of you, not Josh.” 


Derek reared back,
stunned by her claim. “What’re you talkin’ about?” 


“He was about fourteen
at the time. It was before he found out about what happened between you and
me…” 


“Go on.” 


“By that time,
Josh had already left the force to join Trey’s team. We were sitting around one
Saturday night watching some action adventure movie on TV, and I asked the boys
what they wanted to be when they grew up.” 


Derek held his
breath, waiting for her to continue.


“Jay had been
practicing martial arts since he was four, so that was a no-brainer. But what
Mike said surprised me.” 


Derek cleared his
throat, trying to find his voice. “What did he say?” 


“He said he wanted
to be the kind of cop you were.” 


“Me?” Derek didn’t
feel he deserved Mike’s praise after the mistakes he’d made. “What about his
dad? Josh was a damn good cop.” 


“He said you were so
passionate about it. You’d tell him stories about the calls you went on, and
you’d get this look in your eye, like you had the best job in the world.”


Derek allowed
himself to smile at the memory. He’d often take the boys out, just the three of
them, for ice cream, to the car races, batting cages, or just out for burgers,
and they’d talk for hours. Mike was always curious about his job, and Derek
looked forward to telling him the sanitized version of the week’s events. He
knew from the spark in Mike’s eye that he would one day share his passion for
law enforcement. 


“From the stories
I hear, your son’s already one hell of a detective. To move through the ranks
as quickly as he has, that’s no small feat.” 


She smiled. “I
know; I’m so proud of him. Of you, too. That new job you’ve been offered says a
lot about your ability, the way you’re perceived by your peers. Josh told me
the chief doesn’t even want to consider anyone else for the position. He only
wants you.” 


Derek still hadn’t
told her he’d decided to stay in Nashville. “I’ve decided to accept the job
offer, Ash.” 


She threw her arms
around his neck and squealed. “Oh my God, I’m so happy for you, for your
family. You’re moving back home. I can’t believe it.” 


He was relieved
that she was as excited as he was about his decision to stay. “Nashville is my
home,” he said, holding her close. “Always has been; always will be.” After all
this time, he was finally ready to admit something he should have had the
courage to acknowledge years ago… His home was anywhere Ashley was. 


She framed his
face with her hands. “I’ve dreamed of this for so long, you coming home. I
never really thought it would happen.” Her smile fell. “I kept waiting to hear
that you’d met someone out in Arkansas, that you were getting married, or
getting ready to be a daddy, or…” 


He could see the
sadness in her eyes and he wanted to say or do anything to ignite that spark of
joy again. “I never even came close.” 


“I can’t believe
that. Look at you… You’re the kind of husband any woman would want.” 


“How ‘bout you? Am
I the kind of husband you’d want?” He knew it was too soon to be talking about
forever. They had to get to know each other all over again, figure out if they
were still compatible, and he still had to overcome a huge hurdle with her son.



“You know you
are,” she whispered. She closed her eyes. “I’ve imagined what it would be like
to be married to you a million times over the years.” She let her hands fall to
her lap. “I pictured our life together…” 


He held her hands
in his as he shifted his body to face her. “Tell me about it. Tell me what you
envisioned for us.” 


“I can’t.” She
shook her head. “It’s silly. I—”


He pressed his
fingertip to her lip to silence her protest. “It’s just you and me, sweetheart.
No fear. This is a judgement free zone. We can say whatever we want to each
other.”


Ashley smiled.
“There are so many things I’ve wanted to say to you for so long. I don’t even
know where to start.”


“Close your eyes,”
he whispered. 


She did as he
asked, without hesitation.


“Just tell me
about that life you dreamed about for us. I want to know everything, every
detail.” He knew he couldn’t make her dreams come true unless he knew what they
were. He had a new mission in life, and it had nothing to do with taking
criminals off the streets. His mission was to finally make all of her dreams
come true. 


She grinned.
“Okay. Well, I imagined we’d be living here in Nashville…” 


“In your house?” He
hoped that wasn’t the case. He’d thought about it a lot over the last few days.
He wanted to make new memories with Ashley, and he knew living in the home
she’d shared with her family would be a constant reminder of the past. He
wanted her to imagine a future with him. They could be so much more than the
past they shared, if only she was willing to take that leap of faith with him. 


“No.” She sighed.
“I haven’t been able to think about selling the house because of all the
memories. The thought of starting over somewhere new, by myself, was too scary
to contemplate, so I just stayed. But I feel like I might be ready to make a
change now.” 


Their eyes were
still closed, but he leaned in to kiss her. He was so grateful she shared his
desire to move on to a home of their own, a place where they could start over.
“I’m glad to hear that. Go on, tell me more.” 


“I love what I do,
and I know you do, too. I could imagine us both working for another ten years
or so. But it would be nice if we could have the summers off to spend
together.” 


Derek knew his new
position offered eight weeks paid vacation. He would just have to ensure he
would be able to take those weeks consecutively. “What would we do during those
long, lazy days of summer?” He opened his eyes to see a pretty pink blush creep
up her neck, staining her cheeks. 


“I was thinking we
could buy a little cabin on one of the big lakes. We could go swimming, fishing,
waterskiing, or just lounge on the beach.” She shrugged. “Maybe we could have
the boys up sometimes or invite our friends?”


He knew it would
be a long time before he was comfortable sharing her with the world, but he
would do anything to make her happy. If she wanted a parade of people in and
out of their home at all hours, he’d be willing to go along for the ride. It
didn’t matter; none of it mattered, as long as he had her in his life again. “I
love the sound of that.” 


She opened her
eyes to look at him, seemingly surprised by his easy acceptance of her vision
for their future. “You do?” 


He set his hands
on either side of her head, pulling her closer. “I do.” 


She smiled a smile
big enough and bright enough to light up his world, a world that had been
shrouded in darkness too long. “I was thinking when we retire we could do some
traveling. Remember, we used to talk about that when we were kids?” 


He allowed himself
the luxury of slipping back in time. “I remember everything, Ash.” 


She braced her
hands on his shoulders as she looked into his eyes. “How is it even possible
that I still love you as much now as I did back then? We should feel like
strangers, but it’s like no time has passed since we fell in love.” 


He couldn’t speak,
couldn’t concur, though his heart was expanding to fill his chest. She’d caught
him so off-guard when she told him she still loved him. He’d been hoping,
praying he would hear her say those words to him again someday, but he never
expected today to be that day. 


She drew her
bottom lip between her teeth before she said, “I’m sorry. Am I getting ahead of
myself?” 


“No,” he whispered.
He pulled her into his arms as he buried his face in her hair. “God, no. I love
you, honey. I’ve never stopped loving you.” 


She pulled back to
look at him, her eyes traveling over his face as though she was searching for a
hint of doubt. “Really? Are you sure?” 


He grinned. “Of
course I’m sure. How can you even ask me that?” 


Twin tears left
trails on her cheeks. “This is just so much more than I ever expected, ever
dared to hope for. The only thing that would make it perfect is if Mike
supported us.” 


“He will,
sweetheart. It’ll just take some time. Whatever it takes to win him over, I’m
willing to do it. Not just because I want you to be happy, but because I want
him in my life again. I missed him, and whether he’s willing to admit it or
not, I think he missed me, too.”








 


 


 


 


[bookmark: twelve]Chapter Twelve 


 


Ashley didn’t want
to think like a mother anymore. She wanted to think like a woman, a woman
intent on pleasuring her man. 


She climbed into
Derek’s lap, straddling him. 


He grabbed her
waist. “Uh… darlin’… I…” 


She pressed her
lips to his mouth, taking advantage of the fact his guard was down to slide her
tongue between the seam of his lips so she could once again taste the unique
flavor that had been taunting her all night. 


He couldn’t expect
her to be satisfied with the one kiss he’d given her on Josh’s deck earlier. That
didn’t even scratch the surface. They had long, lonely years to make up for,
starting now. 


Ashley pressed her
hand against his chest, forcing him back on the oversized chair. “I want you,”
she whispered as she kissed the light stubble covering his jaw. “I’ve wanted
you for so long, but I thought I had to deny myself, deny us. I don’t want to
do that anymore. Let’s take what we want. Here, now… tonight.” 


He groaned and
closed his eyes when she pressed her softness into the ridge of his jeans.
“Honey, you don’t know how much I want to, but…”


Her hands quickly
worked the buttons on his shirt. She didn’t want him to talk her out of this.
She’d played it safe for too long. Tonight was about taking risks and
obliterating boundaries. “I can feel how much you want me.” She drew his
earlobe into her mouth, grazing it with her teeth. “Now I want you to show me.
Make love to me, Derek.” 


She was a second
away from pleading with him to take her when he scooped her up and carried her
down the hall to the bedroom. His lips never left the smooth column of her neck
as he licked and nibbled a trail up and down the sensitive skin, eliciting a
series of moans and gasps from her. 


“God, you don’t
know how many times I’ve thought about doing this.” His voice sounded coarse,
as though he’d inhaled a lungful of smoke and was waiting to exhale. “To have
you back in my bed instead of taking you against some cheap metal desk like an
animal.” 


He was talking
about the night they were trapped in his office. She’d stopped by the police
station after she got a flat tire to ask Josh for a ride home, but Josh had
already left for the day. Derek was still there, working, in spite of the
threat of the storm looming. The police station was nearly deserted, as most of
the officers who didn’t have to be there had already gone. Those who were
required to be there were out on calls, and the dispatcher was at her post— 


No, she didn’t
want to think about the past tonight. Tonight was about forging a new future,
together. 


Derek laid her on
the bed and came down on top of her as he braced his weight on the arms
bracketing her head. “Are you sure about this, sweetheart? If you want to
wait…” 


She reached for
the buttons running the length of her fitted black blouse. She had wasted years
pondering the repercussions of her actions, trying so hard to be the perfect
daughter, the perfect wife and mother. She’d eventually lost herself in her bid
for perfection, and she knew the one person who could help her recapture that
lost, carefree girl who used to love life was the man hovering above her,
waiting for her to give him the green light. 


Instead of
responding to his question, she spread her blouse wide to reveal the gunmetal
silk and lace bra she’d selected at the lingerie shop that afternoon. 


His eyes devoured
her, taking in every inch of exposed skin. “God, you’re beautiful.” 


Suddenly she felt
shy and uncertain. It had been fifteen years since Derek had seen her without the
benefit of clothing, twenty-five years since they had an intimate relationship.
She didn’t have the same hard, athletic body she had back then. What if he was
used to dating younger women, women who didn’t bear the evidence of a
C-section, and…


“Stop,” he
whispered, leaning down to press his lips to the pulse point in her neck.
“Don’t question yourself, not with me. You’re more beautiful than you’ve ever
been. Bein’ here with you makes me feel like the luckiest man in the world,
baby.” 


It was unnerving
that he seemed able to read her mind without so much as a hint as to what she
was thinking. Unnerving, yet somehow comforting. 


Ashley reached
inside his shirt and ran her hands over the taut muscles above his waist. She
would have felt better if time had taken its toll on him, too. Instead, he
seemed to be as fit and toned as ever. “How do you stay in such great shape?” 


He chuckled. “In
my line of work, you need to have a stress reliever or you’ll go crazy. Mine
just happens to be the gym.” 


She was glad it
wasn’t recreational sex; though she had no doubt there had been a fair share of
women in and out of his life over the years. “Tell me something. Why didn’t you
ever marry or have kids?” 


He grinned as he
pressed his arousal into her stomach. “You want to talk about this right now?
Really?”


She answered his
question by wrapping her legs around his waist. “You’re right. We’ll talk
later, much later.” 


He looked into her
eyes for a split second before claiming her mouth in a hot, hungry kiss. They
were tearing at each other’s clothes before she could catch her breath. 


She watched him
toss garments over his shoulder to the floor—his, hers, she couldn’t tell. It
didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was feeling him inside of her
again. “Please…” she whispered, skimming his shoulder with her teeth.


“God, I wish I
could promise this would last all night, but I want you so damn much…” He
pressed the clasp at the front of her bra before circling her peaked nipple
with his tongue. 


She arched into
his mouth, silently begging him to give her more. His hands branded her at the
same time his tongue seared her sensitive skin, reminding her that he was the
one, the only one, who could make her feel this way. “Derek… I…” Before she
could find the words to express the maelstrom of sensations coursing through
her body, he robbed her of speech when he penetrated her wet core with his
fingers. “Yesss…”


Derek guided her
body like a world-class maestro leading his orchestra. He concentrated all of
his attention on the tiny bud under his fingertip, circling it slowly, lazily,
until he’d led her to the rising crescendo. 


Her heart was
pounding in her ears and her throat was dry, but she knew she was bathing his
fingers with the evidence of her arousal. “Oh…” She couldn’t have stopped the
force of her release for anything. It took over her body, viciously demanding
her complete and total surrender. 


“That’s it, baby,”
he murmured in her ear, holding her close as she rode out the delicious pulses
wracking her trembling body. 


“Sweetheart, I
want to make you come apart like that again. But if I don’t sink inside of you
soon, I’m gonna lose it. And I sure as hell don’t want it to go down like that,
not tonight.” 


His breathing was
ragged and she could feel the perspiration beading on his forehead. She knew he
was as close to the edge as he’d ever been, and she wanted, more than anything,
to be right there with him when he finally lost control. “Now,” she whispered. 


He pulled the side
drawer opened and grinned. “Thank God my kid brother’s always prepared.” 


She would trust
Derek with her life, and since an unplanned pregnancy was no longer a risk, the
condom wasn’t necessary. “We don’t need that… unless you want to.” She’d had
two lovers in the years since her divorce, one a retired pharmacist, ten years
her senior, and the other an accountant who needed prescription medication to
help him perform. 


“Sweetheart, I
always use protection. It doesn’t make sense to take that kind of risk.” 


She forced a smile
even though it hurt to be classified in the same category as his other lovers.
“Of course.” 


Derek set the
package down on the bedside table and lowered his body over hers, careful to
bear the burden of his own weight so as not to hurt her. He brushed her hair
off her face. “We have a lot of decisions to make before we talk any more about
the future, right?” 


She felt the panic
bubbling up in her throat. What was he talking about? Was he having second
thoughts about them, or was he asking her for more than she’d ever be able to
give him? 


“The condom is for
your protection, not mine. I’ve always been careful, but I would never want to
put you in a situation you weren’t ready for.” 


Oh God, he was
talking about an unplanned pregnancy. How could she possibly tell him that was
never going to happen? She knew many women her age still had healthy
pregnancies, so she wasn’t surprised Derek still felt it a viable option, but
he was so wrong. 


She pushed against
his shoulders. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak, when he was poised above
her with so much love and hope in those intense blue eyes. She couldn’t stand
to tell him the truth about her situation, not now, when he still saw her as a
sexy, virile woman capable of carrying his child. “Maybe this was a bad idea.” 


He looked stunned
by her rebuttal. “Why? Because I want to wear the goddamn condom or because I
want to take care of you?” 


She closed her
eyes. He was pressing her weight into the mattress, refusing to let her run or
hide, but she couldn’t face him either. She knew he deserved to know the truth.
They couldn’t plan a future together without full disclosure, but it never even
occurred to her that he would consider a child of his own part of the plan. Of
course it made sense. Derek was a youthful, sexy man. He could easily date a
woman ten or fifteen years his junior, one who would be able to give him a
family of his own. 


“No, this isn’t
your fault. It’s mine. I just…” Don’t want to disappoint you. 


“Baby, just relax.
You’re nervous; I get that.” He smiled that arresting McCall smile that made
mature, intelligent woman act like giddy teenagers. “We’ll take our time. We’ve
got all night. I’m not goin’ anywhere, and I’m not lettin’ you go anywhere
either.” 


It had been a
long, long time since she made love to a man like Derek, fifteen years to be
exact, but it wasn’t her physical discomfort she was worried about. It was the
emotional fallout that would inevitably come when he learned she couldn’t give
him what he needed. She knew she should just pose the question. She should ask
him if he wanted a baby with her. If he said yes, she could tell him why it
would never happen and allow him to the opportunity to walk away now, before
they got in any deeper, but she couldn’t form the words. Her tongue felt thick
and useless in her mouth. 


He dipped his
finger into her wet heat as his tongue slid into her mouth, breaking past all
of the barriers she’d been trying to erect to keep him at a safe distance. He
was wearing her down with every slip of his masterful tongue, coaxing her to
submit to his will. 


She could only
moan into his mouth as he brought her closer to another climax with the barest
brush of his thumb. It was so unfair that the only man who ever made her feel
this way was the one man she could never have. 


“Ash,” he
whispered, pressing kisses along her jawline. “This is what I want, all I want,
every night for the rest of my life.” 


Was he saying what
he sensed she needed to hear or could she, on her own, really be enough to
satisfy him for the rest of their days? Before she could resolve her conflict,
her body silenced her mind, commanding her full attention. She felt the power
of her climax move through her. She was clenching, trembling, and crying out
his name as he continued his intimate caresses across her tender, swollen
flesh. 


“Are you ready?”
he whispered, pressing his lips against her ear. 


She could only
nod. The force of her orgasm robbed her of the ability to think clearly. There
was no fear or sorrow crowding her mind now, only overpowering need. 


Derek reached for
the condom and made quick work of rolling it on before balancing his powerful
body above hers. “There’s no goin’ back now. Once I make love to you again,
you’re mine. I won’t let you go, ever.” 


Thrill bumps
chased each other along her skin at the intensity of his words. She had no doubt
he was sincere, but would he feel the same way once she disclosed her physical
limitations? 


He eased his way
into her body slowly, carefully, all the while clenching his teeth. His eyes
were closed and his head was tilted back. “Jesus, Ash, I didn’t expect it to be
like this.” 


She knew she was
impossibly tight. Three years of celibacy tended to have that effect on a
woman. “It’s been a while,” she whispered, closing her eyes to hide her shame. 


“How long?” 


He cursed softly
and she knew her body was making it difficult for him to maintain control. 


“Damn it, answer
me. How long has it been since you made love?” 


She wanted to say
fifteen years, because it had been, but she knew he was referring to the
physical act of sex, so she said, “Three years.” 


His eyes flew
open, burning her with their intensity. “You haven’t slept with a man in three
years?” 


He sounded so
shocked by her admission that her cheeks burned hotter, prompting her to turn
her head to hide her embarrassment. 


“Hey,” he said,
coming down on top of her. “Don’t do that. Don’t hide from me. I wasn’t judging
you. I was just surprised, pleasantly surprised.” He stroked her slowly,
kissing her lips tenderly. “Hell, I don’t even want to think about the last
bastard who shared your bed.” 


She smiled.
“Believe me, you and he are nothing alike.” 


He tilted his head
back to look her in the eye. “Oh yeah? What’s that supposed to mean?” 


She loved baiting
him, but it was difficult to think of a witty response when he was filling her
so completely, treating her to the kind of erotic pleasure she’d been forcing
herself to live without. “Back in school…” She could barely get the words out
as the pleasure he was imparting moved to the forefront. His thrusts became
deeper, more demanding, and she had no choice but to follow his lead. 


“I’m waiting…” 


“You would have
called Al a nerd.” 


He laughed. “Glad
to hear it. I sure as hell don’t want to think about some muscle-bound Greek god
doing this to you.” 


She smiled as she
opened her eyes to look at him. He was the only man in the world who could
erase her fears, doubts, and insecurities with a smile. No matter what happened
between them, this man had owned a piece of her heart for the past twenty-five
years, and he’d claimed a bigger piece tonight. First when he gave her the
locket with her sons’ photos, then when he made her feel beautiful and sexy for
the first time in years. 


“I love you,” he
whispered. “I love you so damn much. It scares me just to think about what you
could do to me.” 


It was difficult
for her to imagine Derek, a former sharpshooter, Squad team member, and hostage
negotiator, could be afraid of anything. “I feel the same way.” 


She knew he was
nearing his physical breaking point. So was she. 


Derek used his
hand to coax a final climax from her as he gave in and surrendered to the force
of his own release. 


Derek could sense
the shift in Ashley’s mood before they made love. Something he said or did
spooked her. He leaned over the bathroom counter, staring in the mirror, as he
tried to figure out what the hell he’d done to screw this up… again. 


He tried his best
to make her feel at ease with him, to prove to her that he was in this for the
long haul, and he didn’t care how many obstacles they would have to face. To
him, she was worth it. 


Pushing away from
the counter, he took a deep breath and forced himself to put one foot in front
of the other as he walked toward the bedroom. He didn’t want a breakdown in
communication to cost him another chance with Ashley because he knew, with
everything in him, this was his last chance to get it right. 


When he returned
to the bedroom, she was snuggled up under the duvet, sound asleep. He smiled.
It was a little thing, watching her sleep, but it had been too many years since
he’d been able to enjoy that small luxury. He missed it. Hell, who was he
kidding? He missed everything about her: her smile, her laugh, the way it made
him feel when she told him she loved him. 


He’d spent the
past twenty-five years comparing every woman he met to the woman sleeping in
his bed, and he knew he’d spend the next twenty-five living in the same quasi-limbo
if he didn’t find a way to make her believe in him again. 


He eased in beside
her and pulled her tight against him. Morning would come soon enough. They
would have plenty of time to sort out their relationship when the sunlight
finally forced them to face their fears. 








 


 


 


 


[bookmark: thirteen]Chapter Thirteen 


 


Ashley woke the
next morning cocooned in Derek’s strong arms, her head on his bare chest,
listening to the steady beat of his heart. Before she could bid him a good
morning, the cell phone on the bedside table rang. 


He groaned as he
lifted his head off the pillow and opened one eye to look at the screen. “Damn
it, it’s work. I have to get it.” 


She sat up to
allow him to retrieve the phone. 


“Hey, Martin,
what’s up?” Derek sat up, running his hand over his tousled hair. “No shit?
Hell yeah, I wanna be there to interrogate him. Okay, hold him ‘til I get
there.” He glanced at the neon numbers on the alarm clock. “I shouldn’t be more
than four hours.” He laughed. “Yeah, that worthless piece of shit best get used
to bidin’ his time behind bars. Hey, thanks for lettin’ me know, man. Yeah…
later.”


Ashley’s whole
body tensed at the news he was leaving town. He was going back to his old job,
his old life. Would he opt to stay in Arkansas after all? Would he decide that
giving up everything that was familiar to him would be irrational when his
future in Nashville was still so uncertain?


He turned to her,
a grin splitting his handsome face. “I guess you heard. We finally got him.
Damn, I’ve been workin’ on that case for the better part of a year. I was
beginnin’ to wonder if it would ever happen.” 


She drew her knees
up to her chest. She wanted to share in his joy, to be happy for his success,
but it was difficult when there was still so much uncertainty plaguing her.
“Congratulations.” 


He leaned in to
kiss her cheek. “Thanks, hon.” He pushed the covers back. “I guess I better
grab a quick shower. Looks like I’ve got a plane to catch.” 


“Do you want me to
fix you some breakfast?” 


“No time,” he
called over his shoulder. “I’ll just grab a bite at the airport.” 


Just like that, he
dismissed her, like some annoying one-night stand who was intruding on his busy
life. “Um, okay.” 


He closed the door
behind him with a definitive click. 


She stared at the
raised pine panel, trying to make sense of what just happened. Last night he was
so loving, so demonstrative, making her feel as though their relationship was
the most important issue in his life. But this morning, he was like a
completely different person. 


Ashley decided she
could work through her feelings in the privacy of her own home, curled up in
her own bed, where she would be free to cry without being caught in the act.
She wasted no time getting dressed and scribbling a note, which she left
propped on the kitchen counter between his keys and wallet, where he’d be sure
to find it. 


 


Derek, 


I had a great
time last night. Thanks again for the beautiful gift. Good luck in Arkansas. 


Stay Safe,


Ashley 


 


She knew it was
impersonal and certainly less than he deserved, given the incredible night they
spent together, but she couldn’t very well bare her soul on a piece of lined
paper. 


Besides, she knew
his mind was somewhere else right now, as it should be. She’d followed the case
he was working on, along with the rest of the world. He and his team got a
dangerous serial killer off the streets before he could claim another victim.
He had every reason to be proud of his accomplishment and to be stoked about
seeing the case through to the end. Arkansas was clearly the place he needed to
be, at least for the foreseeable future. Beyond that, only time would tell. 


Derek was
whistling when he came out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his
waist. His life was finally coming together. He had the woman he wanted, the
perfect job waiting for him upon his return, and he could leave Arkansas
knowing he and his team were responsible for getting another dangerous criminal
off the streets. 


He frowned when he
saw the rumpled bed. Pausing mid-step, he listened for some hint that she might
be in another part of the house. Silence. “Shit,” he muttered, walking quickly
into the main living area. He walked into the kitchen when he saw the scrap of
paper on the counter. He read it once, twice, three times, before he crumpled it
up in his hand and tossed it into a nearby wastebasket. 


Derek glanced at
his watch before reaching for the phone. He didn’t have a moment to lose, but
speaking to Ashley took precedence over everything else. Without her, his work
didn’t matter. He would have no reason to come back to Nashville at all if he
wasn’t coming home to her. 


Cursing his
stupidity as he paced the floor, listening to the ringing signal that preceded
her voicemail message, he berated himself for not talking to her sooner. He
knew something was bothering her last night. He should have forced the issue
then. He should have put his case on hold to talk to her about it when he had
the chance. Now she was gone, he couldn’t reach her, and he had no choice but
to get on a plane and pray to God she’d still be willing to talk when he
returned. 


Derek had been in
the interrogation room for twenty-two of the last forty-eight hours. He was
exhausted, physically and emotionally, but he knew he couldn’t put this
conversation off any longer. He’d already accepted the job in Nashville. Now it
was time to say farewell to the team that had been like family to him for the
past fifteen years. 


He tapped on the
door and waited for his chief to respond. 


“Come in,” he
muttered. Chief Roberts was a cantankerous old man, but he was still one of the
best cops to ever don the uniform, and every man and woman under his command
respected that. He wasn’t just their boss. He was their leader, and Derek knew
he wouldn’t be in the position of starting his dream job if not for the fact
that Chief Roberts had taken a chance on him fifteen years ago. 


“Hello, sir. I was
wonderin’ if I might have a moment of your time.” 


The chief offered
one of his rare smiles as he pointed to one of the leather guest chairs on the
opposite side of his big mahogany desk. “There’s the man of the hour.” He
extended his hand across the desk. “You and your team conducted a flawless
investigation, McCall.”


“Thank you, sir.
I’m just glad we got him.” 


“There was never a
doubt in my mind. I know you wouldn’t rest until you had him in custody. I know
you’ve been eatin’, sleepin’, and breathin’ this case for months. You should
take the rest of that vacation time you have comin’ to you. You deserve a
little R&R.” He sobered, sitting up straighter in his leather swivel chair.
“I was sorry to hear about your brother, McCall. It’s always a damn shame to
lose a good man that way.” 


Police forces
across the country lost too many men and women in the line of duty every year,
and even when you didn’t know the officer personally, it still felt like you
were losing one of your own. That was one of the things Derek loved most about
being a cop, the camaraderie, knowing you had an extended family that always
had your back. 


Derek cleared his
throat. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate that.” He sat down, lacing his hands in
front of him. There was no easy way for him to say this, so he decided to take
the direct approach. “Chief, I’ve decided to accept another position.” 


The chief leaned
forward. “No.” 


“I’m afraid so.
I’ve decided to move back to Nashville. Given what happened with my brother, I
want to be closer to my family so I can help them through this.” It was true,
but he knew he wouldn’t be making the move if he didn’t think he had a chance
of making it work with Ashley. 


Chief Roberts
sighed as he rubbed his hands over his face. “Damn, it’s tough to argue with
that, though you know I want to. Do you mind if I ask what they’ve offered?” 


“Chief of
Investigative Services.” 


He muttered a
curse. “You know you’d be up for that job here, too, but not for a few more
years. When Michaels retires…” 


Derek nodded. “I
understand, sir.” 


“I wish I could
match that, but we both know I can’t.” He slammed his palm down on the desk.
“Damn it, you’re one of the best cops I’ve ever had the pleasure of working
with. I’m gonna hate like hell to lose you.” 


“I appreciate
that, Chief.” 


“Okay, what are we
lookin’ at here? How much time can you give us?” 


“I thought I’d
stick around for a couple of weeks, tie up a few loose ends, but I really would
like to get back to Nashville as soon as I can.” He’d tried contacting Ashley
half a dozen times over the last two days, but he kept getting her voicemail.
It was making him crazy, not knowing where she was or what she was thinking. 


“Why do I get the
feelin’ you’re just offerin’ us a couple of weeks because you think you owe it
to us?” 


“I do, sir. I
would never want to leave you in the lurch. Besides, I want to make sure
everyone’s up to speed on the cases I’ve been workin’ on… That is, when y’all
decide how my caseload will be redistributed once I’m gone.” 


“Tell you what,
I’ll get Taylor on that now. You give me the rest of the week, and you can
check out of here on Friday. Taylor’s a good man. You’re leavin’ mighty big
shoes to fill, but I think he’s up for the challenge, don’t you?” 


“Taylor’s a good
cop. One of the best.” Derek knew Taylor had a young family to support and he
would welcome the promotion. He was also a good man and a good friend. Derek
was happy to know he’d be leaving his open cases, and his department, in
capable hands.


Chief Roberts
stood up and extended his hand. “I guess that settles it, then. Just know
you’ll always have a home here if things don’t work out in Nashville.” 


“I appreciate
that, sir.” Derek grasped his boss’s hands. “It’s been a pleasure to work for
you, Chief. I’ve learned so much. I know I’m a better cop because of your
influence.” 


He smiled. “Good
luck, son.” 








 


 


 


 


[bookmark: fourteen]Chapter Fourteen 


 


For the second
time this week, Ashley was casting aside her fears and taking action to get
what she wanted. She hadn’t responded to Derek’s phone messages because she
knew they needed to have this conversation in person. So instead of resigning
herself to another sleepless night, she got the address from Josh and was
navigating a compact rental car through the busy afternoon traffic on her way
to Derek’s condo. 


Her hand trembled
when she finally picked up the phone in the lobby and pressed the series of
buttons linked to his name on the list of tenants. A female voice answered
almost immediately. “Oh, I’m sorry; I must have dialed the wrong number. I’m
looking for Derek McCall’s suite.” 


“This is Derek’s
place. He’s at work. He should be home soon if you want to come up and wait for
him.” 


Who the hell was
the woman making herself comfortable in Derek’s home? Ashley was dying to ask,
but someone walked in behind her, clearly waiting to use the phone. “Okay,
thanks.” 


The heavy glass
door swung open and Ashley walked through, trying to look more self-assured
than she felt. She came all this way because she believed in Derek and their budding
relationship. Was it possible she misread his signals the other night? Had he
been calling to tell her he decided to stay in Arkansas? 


Ashley stepped off
the elevator and raised her hand to the door as she tried to force air into her
lungs. She didn’t know what scared her more: the prospect of seeing the woman on
the other side of the door or the possibility of losing Derek to her. 


The door flew open
and a pretty brunette in fitted jean shorts and a tank top stood on the other
side, smiling at Ashley. “Hi, come on in.” 


“Thank you.”
Ashley tried to ignore the fact that the woman was clearly fifteen years her
junior, with the kind of hard body she had prior to her pregnancy. 


The young woman
extended her hand. “I’m Rosanna, Derek’s girlfriend.” She rolled her eyes.
“Sorry, his ex-girlfriend. I’m still getting used to that. When you live with a
guy for four years, it’s kinda tough to move on, ya know?” 


“I’m Ashley.” It
took everything in Ashley to smile and clasp the other woman’s hand as though
they were simply two strangers meeting for the first time. They were clearly in
love with the same man, both had shared his bed in recent months, and Ashley
had no doubt Rosanna would gladly warm his bed again at the slightest
provocation. 


“Ashley?” The
other woman’s perfectly arched brows drew together, creasing her smooth
forehead. 


For the first time
since she entered the spacious apartment, Ashley noticed the packing boxes.
“Um, are these Derek’s boxes?” 


Rosanna shrugged.
“Most of them. I still had a few things left here. He told me he was moving to
Nashville and he wanted the place to be empty so he could pass the keys off to
the realtor before he left town.” She sighed. “I guess I was leaving them here,
hoping, well, you know.” She picked up a framed photograph of the two of them
together, Derek’s arms wrapped around her from behind, his chin resting on her
shoulder as they smiled at the camera. 


She blinked
several times before carefully wrapping the photo in tissue and placing it in a
half-empty box. “I was such a fool.” She sank down on the suede sofa and
dropped her head into her hands. 


Ashley was as
compassionate as the next person, but the thought of comforting her lover’s
ex-girlfriend left a bitter taste in her mouth. Feeling she didn’t have much
choice, Ashley sat on the edge of one of the upholstered chairs across from the
natural beauty and glared at the top of her head. “Why do you think you were a
fool?” 


“Derek wanted the
whole deal: marriage, kids, the house in the ‘burbs…” She sniffled. “I didn’t
think I wanted that, didn’t know if I’d ever want it. Then he broke up with me,
asked me to move out, and I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him ever
since.” 


Ashley tried to
remain calm, but her heart was pounding so hard she was sure Rosanna could hear
it across the room. “He wanted to marry you? He wanted to have kids?” She
wracked her brain, trying to recall their conversation about the woman who’d
been sharing his life for the past four years. 


Rosanna looked up,
seemingly surprised by the question. “Of course he did. We were together for
four years.” 


“He said your
careers got in the way, that’s why you broke up.” 


She covered her mouth
with her long, bare fingers. “God, what an idiot I was, to let my job interfere
with the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” 


Ashley was about
to do the hardest thing she’d ever done. She didn’t have a choice. Derek
clearly wanted kids, something she would never be able to give him, while the
woman sitting in front of her, crying over her lost love, could, and clearly
would, given the chance. “Have you told him how you feel?” 


She shook her
head, looking miserable as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I was
hoping I’d have the chance to talk to him when he got home today.” 


Ashley stood up,
grateful she wouldn’t have to sit here fighting back the tears for one more
minute. “In that case, I’m going to get out of your way. It was nice meeting
you, Rosanna, and good luck. I hope things work out for you and Derek.” 


By the time Derek
fit the key into his lock, he was dead tired. It was only four in the
afternoon, but he couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten, much less slept.
He was working ‘round the clock so he could leave town tomorrow night with a
clear conscience. 


He was surprised
to see Rosanna sitting on the couch waiting for him when he pushed the door
open. He asked her to leave the key with the security guard at the front desk, but
he was too tired to wait around for the guard to get back from his afternoon
rounds. 


“Hey,” she said
quietly, looking up at him. 


He smiled. “Hey,
yourself.” They had ended their relationship on good terms, as friends. She was
a sweet girl, just not the right one for him. 


“I hope you don’t
mind that I waited around. I wanted to talk to you.” 


Derek assumed she
wanted to say good-bye, since she knew he was leaving town. “No, I’m glad we
got to say good-bye in person.” Four years was a long time, even if they had
felt like strangers for the better part of those years. 


“I made you
something to eat.” She smiled. “Let me get it for you.”


He was surprised
by her offer. Rosanna wasn’t the domestic type. She didn’t like to cook or
clean, and she didn’t like anything that required a commitment, so kids, pets,
houseplants, and husbands were not an option for her. “Thanks, you didn’t have
to do that.” 


She touched his
forearm as she walked past him. “I know how you are. You forget to eat, sleep… hell,
sometimes you forgot to let me know you were still alive.” 


Derek knew she
didn’t intend to offend him, but she was right. He hadn’t given her the
consideration she deserved during their relationship. 


He followed her
into the now sparse kitchen, a kitchen they used to share as they prepared for
their equally busy days. “Hey,” he said, grabbing her upper arm as he turned
her to face him. “I’m sorry if I wasn’t the man you needed, the man you
deserved.” 


She reached up to
stroke his cheek. “You were the man I needed. I just didn’t realize it in
time.” 


He frowned when he
turned away from her. He didn’t understand where this was coming from. Rosanna
was nothing if not decisive. When they broke up, he thought it was amicable,
mutual. They acknowledged that they weren’t right for each other, that they
wanted different things out of life. He didn’t expect her to have a change of
heart, if that’s what this was. 


She passed him a
plate containing a cold meat sandwich on fresh Italian bread with a side salad.
He knew his cupboards and fridge were bare. She must have taken the time to
stop at the grocery store, knowing he wouldn’t have taken the time for mundane
tasks like feeding himself. 


He grinned.
“Thanks. This was really nice of you.”


“It was the least
I could do. I didn’t cook for you enough while we were together.” 


Derek didn’t think
it was appropriate to mention she hadn’t cooked for him this time either. “You
were busy, Ro. We both were.” He sat down on a stool at the granite breakfast
bar in the center of the spacious gourmet kitchen. “Aren’t you gonna join me?” 


“I’ve already
eaten. Would you like some coffee?” 


What he really
wanted was a soft bed and a night of uninterrupted sleep, but he knew the
strongest pot of coffee she could brew wouldn’t prevent him from drifting off
as soon as his head hit the pillow. “Sure, why not?” 


Derek sensed she
was nervous, that she needed something to keep her hands busy. It wasn’t like
Rosanna to be uneasy. She was always so confident and secure. Those qualities,
coupled with her external beauty and work ethic, were the things that attracted
him to her almost five years ago. 


“A friend stopped
by to see you while I was packing up.” 


He paused with the
sandwich halfway to his mouth. “A friend? Who was it?” Most of his friends were
cops from the station, and they had all made a point to stop by and see him at
work over the past few days so they could say good-bye before he boarded the
plane for Nashville. 


“She said her name
was Ashley.” 


He forced himself
to take a breath as he set the sandwich back down on the plate. He’d been
trying to reach Ashley for days. What could have prompted her to come all this
way to see him when she wouldn’t even answer his calls? It didn’t make sense,
unless what she had to say couldn’t be said over the phone. For example, he
knew a woman like Ashley was far too classy to ever break his heart when she
couldn’t be there to hold his hand and tell him she was sorry. 


“What did she
say?” 


Rosanna finished
her task before turning around to face him. “Not a lot. She asked a few
questions about us, and then she said she had to go.” 


Derek felt the
fatigue being replaced by stone-cold fear that had his pulse pounding. “What
kind of questions?” 


She appeared to
consider his question. “Um, come to think of it, I guess I did most of the
talking.” 


He closed his eyes
and forced himself to draw air into his lungs. He questioned people for a
living. He was the guy who showed new cops how it was done, so why was it so
difficult for him to ask his ex-girlfriend what was said during a casual
conversation with his current lover? Maybe because he was terrified of what her
response might be. Had she said something to deter Ashley, to ruin his chances
at a relationship with her? 


“Why don’t you
just tell me what you two talked about?” 


She frowned. “Does
it really matter? She was only here a few minutes before—”


He fisted his
hands before he said, “It matters to me. Tell me everything.” 


“This woman… she’s
important to you, isn’t she?” 


“Yes, very.” 


“Are you two
involved?” 


He looked her in
the eye. He didn’t want to hurt her, but he had no intention of giving her
false hope either. “Not as involved as I’d like to be.” 


She sank down on
the stool across from him. “I’m sorry, Derek. I had no idea. She didn’t act
like your girlfriend. In fact, she wished us luck and basically told me that
she hoped we were able to work things out.” 


Derek pushed his
plate aside before dropping his head into his hands. “Why the hell would she
say that? You gave her the impression that we were gettin’ back together?” 


“No, I just told
her that I had so many regrets where you were concerned. I told her I should
have gotten married and had children when you wanted to, instead of—”


“What the hell are
you talking about? You and I never talked about gettin’ married and startin’ a
family.” The fact that Rosanna didn’t want those things was one of the things
he liked about her. There was no pressure to take their relationship to the
next level.


“I know we didn’t
talk about dates or venues or anything like that, but you always said you’d
like to have someone to grow old with. You love kids. Whenever we’d go to one
of those barbeques or Christmas parties with your coworkers, you’d be the guy
all the kids would fawn all over, dying to get your attention. It was obvious
to me what you wanted.” 


The only thing he
knew for sure was that he wanted Ashley, and the woman sitting before him may
have cost him that opportunity. It was difficult to hold on to his temper, but
he knew it wasn’t Rosanna’s fault. She didn’t know who Ashley was or how much
she meant to him. “How did Ashley respond when you said we broke up because I
wanted marriage and kids and you didn’t?” 


“She got a little
weird.” She studied her manicure, refusing to look at him. “She didn’t say much
more after that. She just got up and left.” 


“Son of a bitch,”
he whispered. 


She reached across
the counter to cover his hand with hers. “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to cause any
problems between you two.” She sighed. “To be honest, I came here today hoping
that you and I could have another shot. I was even willing to move to Nashville
with you, if that’s what you wanted.” 


He and Rosanna had
been apart for months. He was ashamed to admit he’d barely thought about her
during that time, which only reinforced his decision to end their relationship.
He wanted to be with a woman he couldn’t live without, and he knew there was
only one person who fit that description. Ashley. 


“Listen, you and
me, we had a lot of great times together, Ro. You’re a great girl…” 


“But I’m not the
one for you?” She sniffled as she brushed away a tear. “It’s okay; I kind of
figured as much. I knew you’d have been beating my door down if you were having
second thoughts.” 


“I don’t want to
hurt you, but—”


She held up her
hand as she offered him a wobbly smile. “It’s okay. You don’t have to explain.
I just knew that I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t try one last time, ya
know?” 


He did know, only
too well. That was the entire reason he was moving back to Nashville… to try
one more time. “Any man would be lucky to have you in his life. When you find
the right one, there won’t be a doubt in your mind about whether you should
build a life with him. You’ll just know.” 


“Sorta like you
and Ashley?” 


He smiled.
“Exactly like me and Ash.” 








 


 


 


 


[bookmark: fifteen]Chapter Fifteen


 


Instead of
boarding a plane back home to Nashville, Ashley decided at the last minute to
visit her parents in Arizona. She couldn’t stand to go back to that empty
house, not now. She knew she would, soon, and when she did, she’d be ready to
pack up her memories and find a new place to call home, alone. 


She slept most of
the flight, after putting ear buds in her ears to block out the drone of
passengers chatting around her. When the plane landed and others were waiting
to retrieve their carry-ons, she texted her sons to let them know she was
visiting their grandparents. Jay responded right away, telling her to have fun
and give Nana and Pops his love. Mike replied a few minutes later, telling her
to be safe and that he loved her. 


Ashley knew Mike
was probably still feeling guilty about his outburst at the party. They hadn’t
spoken since, though he left a voicemail message to apologize for his behavior.
She wasn’t angry with her son; she was angry with herself for believing that she
could go back in time to reclaim a lost love that had clearly run its course. 


She would be lying
if she said it didn’t feel incredible to be back in Derek’s arms again, but she
was foolish to think they could turn back time and pick up where they left off
all those years ago. They were two different people, living very different
lives. She was a mother with grown children. She would soon be looking forward
to grandchildren, while he had never even known the pleasure of being a father.
He deserved that. He’d been wonderful with her children, and she knew he would
be incredible with his own someday. 


Her heart was
painfully heavy by the time she stepped outside of the airport terminal to
search for her mother’s gray Lincoln. When she called to tell them she was
coming for a short visit, her mother had been thrilled and assured her that her
father would be too. Apparently the judge was on the golf course and wouldn’t
be joining them until later. According to her mother, that would give them some
much needed ‘girl time.’ She loved her mother dearly, but Ruth Munroe was relentless
when she wanted information. Ashley had no doubt that she’d take one look at
her and know she was trying to conceal a broken heart.


Her mother pulled
up to the curb and rolled the window down to wave at her. 


Ashley smiled as
she reached for the door handle. This was exactly what she needed right now, a
change of pace and scenery, surrounded by people who loved her and wouldn’t
judge her. 


As soon as her
luggage was stowed and she was seated in the passenger’s seat, she reached over
the gearshift to put her arm around her mother. “Hi, Mama.” 


“It’s so good to
see you, honey.” Her mother kissed her cheek as she stroked her hair. “It’s
been too long. Your daddy and I were hoping you’d make it out here this
summer.” 


She pulled back
and fastened her seat belt. “Sorry about the short notice.” 


“Nonsense. You’re
always welcome; you know that.” 


Her parents had
retired to Arizona six years ago, and they seemed to be enjoying the climate as
much as the new friends they were making. She admired them for having the
courage to pick up and move at that stage in their lives. She couldn’t find the
courage to move to a new house down the street, much less dig up stakes and
move to a new state. Maybe it was easier for her parents because they had each
other to lean on for support. 


Her mother reached
for her hand. “How are you, really?” 


Ashley knew it
wouldn’t take long before the inquisition started. She cracked a window, hoping
some fresh air would make her feel better than the recirculated air filtering
through the car. “I’m fine, Mama. Work is good. The boys are good…” 


“Tell me about my
grandsons. Do either of them have serious girlfriends yet?” 


Ashley felt a
modicum of guilt for shifting the attention to her sons’ love lives, but at
least it would take the heat off her for a while. Her mother made no secret of
the fact that she thought she should have remarried years ago. According to
Ruth, the longer a woman waited, the harder it was to compete. After meeting
Derek’s ex-girlfriend today, Ashley couldn’t disagree. Dating was definitely a
younger woman’s game. 


“They’re not
seeing anyone special.” She rolled her eyes. “Not that they’d tell me if they
were.” 


Her mother laughed
as she navigated the traffic. “Your brother was the same way. Remember, he
didn’t bring Carolyn home until he was ready to pop the question?” 


“I remember.” Her
older brother Jack was one of the lucky ones. He got it right the first time.
He married his best friend and soul mate. After twenty-five years of marriage,
they still acted like teenagers. “How are Jack and Carolyn?” 


“Oh, they’re doing
fine. They’re planning a visit out here for Christmas. You and the boys should
come, too. It would be so nice to have the whole family together again.” 


“Does that mean
Ellen is going to be able to make the trip?” Her younger sister was a
pediatrician. She and her husband and their three young children lived in
Boston. Now that her parents were retired, it was easier for them to travel to
visit their daughter and her family. 


“We hope so, but
you know how busy they are.” 


Ellen’s husband,
Howard, was a gynecologist and they co-owned a medical building in the downtown
core. “Yeah, I was talking to Ellen last week. She was saying that Hope is
starting school full time in the fall. Time sure does fly, doesn’t it?” She
could remember when her own boys were starting school. It seemed like only
yesterday, instead of a lifetime ago. 


“You want to tell
me why you were coming in from Little Rock and not Nashville?” 


Ashley winced.
She’d forgotten that she gave her mother the flight number in case she was
going to be late. Of course she would’ve checked it and learned that she wasn’t
coming from home. “I was just visiting a friend.” 


Her mother raised
an eyebrow. “It must be some friend for you to travel so far to see them.
Anyone I know?” 


There was no way
to avoid telling her mother the truth. Besides, she’d always tried to
discourage her boys from lying; she couldn’t very well lie to her own mother
without feeling like a hypocrite. “I was visiting Derek… McCall.” 


“My goodness, I
didn’t even know you two were still friends. I thought you lost touch when he
moved out there.” 


“We did, but he
came back home for his brother’s funeral and we sort of reconnected.”


“His brother’s funeral?
Oh dear, you didn’t mention that. What happened?” 


Ashley and her
mother spoke at least once a week, but she hadn’t had time to fill her in since
Dave’s funeral. “His older brother Dave was killed.” 


“Oh no. He was the
one in the military, right?” 


Ashley nodded.
“Yeah, they’re all taking it pretty hard. Dave was a great guy.” 


Ruth smiled. “I’m
sure he was. It takes an exceptional man or woman to make that kind of
sacrifice for their country.” 


Ashley’s father
was enlisted when her parents met, so her mother knew firsthand how difficult
it was to wait by the phone and worry about the man you loved. “Derek’s been
offered a job in Nashville.” 


Ruth couldn’t hide
her smile even if she wanted to. Ashley’s parents loved Derek.
Fortunately, they didn’t know about their indiscretion years ago. If they did,
she was fairly certain that would color their opinion of him and their
daughter. 


“So, Derek’s
finally moving back home, is he?” Ruth turned down the tree-lined street
leading to their luxurious penthouse apartment. 


“It would seem
so.” 


“What do you mean?
You don’t know for sure?” She swiped a key card to gain access to the
underground parking garage. 


“I didn’t actually
see him when I went to his place.” She cleared her throat, wishing there was an
easy way to tell her mother that Derek was involved with someone else. She knew
she would be disappointed. “His… um… girlfriend was there.” 


“His girlfriend?”
Ruth parked the car and pushed the button to turn off the engine before
shifting in her seat to look at her daughter. “He has a girlfriend? Is she
moving to Nashville with him?” 


Ashley tried to
pretend the thought didn’t affect her, but she knew her smile must appear fake
to the woman who knew her so well. “I don’t know what his plans are.” She got
out of the car and reached for the piece of luggage she’d stowed in the backseat.
“I guess I’ll find out when I get home.” Ashley led the way to the entry door,
praying her mother would see that she needed to change the subject before she
succumbed to the tears threatening to overcome her. 


When they were
finally alone on the elevator, her mother pulled her into her arms and stroked
her hair. “Everything’s going to be fine, honey.” 


She wanted to
believe that, more than anything, but she feared it may be a long time before
she felt ‘fine’ again.


Derek was cursing
life by the time his plane touched down in Nashville. He’d been trying to reach
Ashley since he got word that she came to see him, but her phone went directly
to voicemail every damn time. He thought about texting, but he had no idea what
to say. 


Ty was supposed to
pick him up at the airport, but he told him to park in the pick-up area so he
wouldn’t be mobbed by overzealous fans. Ty may be a household name, but he
would never forget where he came from. He was grateful to have legions of
supportive fans, but Derek knew he would be just as happy to forgo the
attention as long as he was able to play the music he loved. 


Derek spotted his
silver truck parked amidst other family members and friends who were patiently
waiting for weary travelers. He opened the back and stowed the suitcase he’d
brought with him. The rest of his belongings were being shipped next week. 


“Hey, man,” Ty
said, grinning. “Good to see you.” He offered his hand and Derek took it before
fastening his seatbelt. “How was the flight?” 


“Uneventful, just
the way I like it.” One of Ty’s songs was playing on the radio, and Derek
reached for the knob to turn the volume down. “Man, you have lousy taste in
music.” 


Ty chuckled as he
pulled the truck out of the crowded parking lot. “You love bustin’ my chops,
don’t ya?” 


“Who else will if
I don’t, kid?” A beat of silence passed as they glanced at each other. Each
knew the other was thinking about their older brother. He was the one who used
to enjoy giving them grief at every opportunity.


“We’re goin’ out
to do a few shows for the troops next week, before we hit the road again.” 


Derek smiled. He
wasn’t surprised his younger brother would’ve thought to organize something
like that. He was always the first one to help a friend or neighbor in need,
doing anything he could to make their lives a little easier. “Who’s we?”


“Me, Trey, Nikki,
and Tory.” 


Derek raised an
eyebrow. “Tory’s goin’ with you? How’d that happen?” Tory Warner had been one
of the hottest names in country music since she won a TV singing competition a
few years back. She was only sixteen when she won, and Derek couldn’t imagine
how she went from being a normal high school student to a superstar virtually
overnight. 


“Luc just signed
her to his label.” 


“Wow,” Derek said,
smiling. “That’s quite a feat. He must be stoked.” 


Ty laughed. “You
could say that. He’s been walkin’ around with a smug smile on his face all
goddamn week.” He rolled his eyes. “As if he wasn’t cocky enough already.” 


Derek laughed. He
knew Luc and his brother had developed a close friendship in the years since he
signed Ty to his label, so any disparaging remarks were undoubtedly payback.
“Seriously, it’s great that you’re doin’ that. Dave would’ve loved it.” 


“Yeah, you know
we’ve made it out there a couple of times before, right? Dave was definitely
the top dog that day, knowin’ all these big country singers.” Ty chuckled. “It
didn’t stop him from givin’ me grief, though.” 


“He was your older
brother. It was his job to give you grief.” 


Ty smiled at his
brother. “Guess you’re gonna have to take his place now, huh?” 


Derek shook his
head, feeling the significance of Ty’s words settle over him. He was the eldest
McCall brother now. They would all be looking up to him the way they used to
rely on Dave. “Those are mighty big shoes to fill, kid.” 


“If anyone’s up to
the challenge, you are.” 


Derek shook his
head. “I don’t think so. Dave was a better man than I could ever hope to be.”
Dave would never have considered sleeping with his best friend’s wife or
abandoning a couple of kids who were counting on him. 


“Don’t sell
yourself short. Dave wasn’t the only hero in this family.” 


Derek rolled his
eyes. “It takes more than steppin’ in front of a bullet to make you a hero, Ty.
The way I’ve lived my life… let’s just say I’ve done a lot of things I’m not
proud of.” 


Ty scoffed. “Who
hasn’t? I think that’s makes you human, doesn’t it?” 


The kind of
mistakes Ty, Derek, and even J.T. had made in their lives paled in comparison
to the burden Derek had to shoulder. 


“Listen, if you’re
talkin’ about what happened with Ashley back in the day, I think you need to
let it go. Josh has obviously forgiven you. I think it’s time for you to
forgive yourself.” 


The word
forgiveness was so easy to say, but it seemed impossible to do. He could
forgive someone else almost anything, but when it came time to forgive himself,
that seemed damn near impossible. 


“I’m beginnin’ to
think Mike and Jay were the real victims in this, ya know? The rest of us were
adults. We had choices, but they were just kids. They didn’t know what the hell
was goin’ on, and I bailed instead of stickin’ around and tryin’ to help them
through it. They must’ve gone through hell when their parents divorced—” 


“Listen, I know
you were close to them. But you were livin’ through your own personal hell back
then. You did the best you could.” 


“Yeah, but my
solution was to turn tail and run, like a goddamn coward, ‘cause I couldn’t
face what I’d done. Who the hell does that?” 


“A guy who’s in
the impossible position of bein’ in love with his best friend’s wife does that.
You didn’t want to tear Josh’s family apart. I know that, he knows that, and
eventually his kids are gonna realize that, too. Just give it some time. Try to
rebuild a relationship with them, when and if they’re willin’.” 


Derek nodded.
“Yeah, I think Jay might come around, but his brother’s gonna be a tough nut to
crack.” 


Ty grinned. “Hey,
you’re gonna be his boss. That’s gotta give you some leverage, right?” 


Derek refused to
use his position to influence Mike’s opinion of him. That wouldn’t be fair to
either of them. If Mike ever saw fit to treat him as a friend again, Derek
wanted it to be because he earned that friendship. “I don’t know what the
hell’s gonna happen. I guess we’ll just have to wait and see how it all plays
out.” 


“What about
Ashley? Anything happenin’ there?” 


Derek covered his
face with his hands. “I don’t know. I thought we were gettin’ closer. She even
came to see me in Little Rock, but…” 


Ty grinned. “You
can’t leave me hangin’ like that, man. What the hell happened?” 


“Rosanna was at
the apartment when Ash got there. I don’t know exactly what was said, but it
couldn’t have been good. Ashley’s been refusin’ to answer my calls ever since.”



Ty muttered a
curse as he turned down the dirt road leading to their family home. “Man,
that’s gotta suck, but hey, now that you’re back, you guys can talk it out…
figure out where you go from here.” 


Derek was afraid
to consider the possibility of moving on without Ashley, especially when they
were so close to finding their way back to each other. “I want to be with her,
that’s the bottom line. I don’t want anyone else.” 


Ty smiled. “I know
how you feel. I felt the same way about Avery.” 


“Yeah, but you got
the girl.” Derek sighed. “And the kids, and the great career… Don’t ever take any
of it for granted, Ty.” 


“You know I
won’t.” 


Derek reached for
his seatbelt when Ty eased the truck up to the front porch of their brother’s
log cabin. “You deserve it. You deserve all the good things that’ve happened to
you. You’ve worked your ass off, and you’ve been a good husband and father. I’m
proud of you, real proud, and I know Dave was, too.” 


Ty reached across
the seat to give Derek a quick hug. “Thanks, that means a hell of a lot comin’
from you.” 
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Derek knew his new
co-workers weren’t expecting him at the station bright and early on Saturday
morning, but he had a few hours to spare before he met with his real estate
agent. He thought he should be productive instead of wasting any more time
obsessing about Ashley. 


He’d done
everything he could—left countless voicemail messages, called Josh, stopped by
her house—all to no avail. She knew he needed to see her, but she was obviously
determined to make him sweat it out. 


A knock on his
door interrupted his thoughts. “Come in.” 


Mike stood in the
doorway clutching a file. “You got a minute, Chief?” 


They hadn’t seen
or spoken to each other since Ashley’s birthday party, and Derek had no idea
how he would feel now that he’d officially taken over as his boss. “Yeah, come
on in. I was just settlin’ in.” 


Mike surprised him
by extending his hand. “It’s good to have you on our team.” 


Derek reached
across the desk to grasp his hand without thinking twice. If Mike was ready to
call a truce, he would welcome the opportunity to make amends. “Thanks, Mike.
It feels damn good to be back.” 


“Mind if I sit
down?” 


He gestured to one
of the chairs on the opposite side of the desk. “Be my guest.” 


“Congratulations
on breaking that case back in Little Rock.” He cleared his throat and held the
manila file folder tighter. “That was some amazing police work.”


“I can’t take all
the credit. It was a team effort.” Derek glanced at the file. “You wanna go
over a case?” 


Mike suddenly
looked uncomfortable. “Uh, no, not exactly.” He took a deep breath and passed
the file across the desk. “There’s somethin’ I wanna show you.” He shrugged. “I
thought it might help you understand.” 


Derek opened the
file and was shocked to see newspaper clippings of various high profile cases
he’d worked on over the years. “Oh wow,” he said, holding the most recent one
in his trembling hand. “These date back years…” He looked up at Mike. “A lot of
years.” 


“I wanted to be
just like you.” He looked at the worn newspaper clippings instead of looking
Derek in the eye. “I thought if I could figure out how you did it, you know,
solved cases, then maybe I could be as good a cop as you someday.” 


Derek cleared his
throat. He didn’t know what the hell to say to that. Other officers and
superiors had praised his skill and work ethic before, but he knew with Mike,
it was personal. “I’m flattered, hell, beyond flattered.” 


Mike lowered his
head. “After you left, I asked my old man if I could subscribe to the local
newspapers in Arkansas. I knew I could just look it up online, but there’s
something about seeing it in print, ya know?” 


Derek shook his
head. He rarely read the coverage of his cases, but knowing that Mike did made
him glad he’d been fortunate enough to garner so much publicity in his career. 


“Do you get it
now?” Mike asked quietly. “You were my idol, man. Then you just bailed on us.
That was a really shitty thing to do.” 


Derek closed the
file and set it aside before leaning forward. “You’re right; it was. I’m not
even gonna try to give you an excuse, because the truth is, I can’t. What I did
was inexcusable. You and your brother were great kids. I loved you like you
were my own sons, but…” 


“But you thought
you were doing us a favor by leavin’? You thought if you weren’t in the
picture, maybe my parents could work it out.” 


“Who told you
that?”


“Jay. He said I
should listen to what you had to say.” He smirked. “He also said I should cut
you some slack, ‘cause I sure as hell ain’t perfect.” Mike sobered as he looked
Derek in the eye. “He’s right; I’m not.” 


“None of us are.” 


“But I expected
you to be ‘cause you were larger than freakin’ life to Jay and me. My parents
were the disciplinarians, especially my old man, but you were so cool. You’d take
us places, coach our teams, let us ride in the front seat of your sports car
with the top down.” He laughed. “It may seem stupid now, but we thought it was
the coolest thing.” 


Derek smiled at
the memory of the boys begging him to put the top down at the first hint of
decent weather. They didn’t want to take the school bus; instead they wanted
Uncle Derek to drive them to school so they could show off for their friends.
“I remember.” 


Mike laughed. “You
were this badass SWAT dude. Nobody at school wanted to mess with us.” 


“Your old man was
a badass too, ya know?” 


He shook his head.
“I know. I love my dad. He’s the best, but you were the guy we counted on when
we couldn’t go to our parents with stuff, ya know?” 


“Yeah, I know.” Derek
had never felt smaller than he did seeing the disappointment reflected in
Mike’s eyes. “I’m sorry. I screwed up, big time.” 


“Yeah, well… since
we’re gonna be workin’ together now, I thought we should try to put the past
behind us.” 


“I’d like that a
lot.” 


“You’re still the
best,” Mike said quietly. “And I wanna learn from the best.” He smirked. “Just
so you know, I’m gunnin’ for this office one day.” 


“That’s okay by me.
I figure I’ll be ready to give it up in another ten years or so anyways.” 


“About my mom…” 


Derek held his
breath, waiting. “What about her?” 


“If you two wanna
try to work it out, I’m cool with that.” 


Derek’s face split
into a grin. “You don’t know how glad I am to hear you say that.” 


He shrugged. “I
just want her to be happy. She hasn’t been happy in a really, really long time.
Not since before you left.” 


“Her happiness is
the only thing that matters to me.” 


Mike stood up and
extended his hand again, a smile tugging at his lips. “Just so ya know, you
hurt her and you’ll have me to answer to.” 


“Hey, speakin’ of
your mama… do you happen to know where she is?” 


“She was visiting
my grandparents, but she must have decided to cut the trip short ‘cause I just
got a text askin’ me to pick her up at the airport in about an hour.” 


Derek smiled. “You
mind if I do the honors?” 


“Be my guest.” 


 


 


After a day and a half,
Ashley knew hiding out at her parents’ house was a waste of time. She needed to
return home, contact a real estate agent, and start packing. She made some
important decisions while she was away. Just because she and Derek weren’t
going to be moving on together, that didn’t mean it wasn’t time for her to move
on alone. 


She loved her old
house, but she didn’t want to live in the past anymore. She was thinking about
a nice little bungalow within walking distance of the elementary school where
she worked. She could have flowers and a little vegetable garden, maybe a few
fruit trees and a swimming pool, but most important, it would be all hers.
There wouldn’t be any ghosts from her past haunting the hallways. 


Ashley was busy
looking for Mike’s black SUV, so she didn’t see Derek right away. When she did,
she stepped off the curb and nearly did a nosedive onto the concrete. 


He looked so
handsome; she had to slip her sunglasses back in place to hide her reaction to
him. He was wearing faded blue jeans and a light blue, graphic print T-shirt
that matched his eyes. Without even realizing it, he was attracting the
attention of every woman walking by. But he didn’t seem to notice because he
couldn’t take his eyes off her. 


She dipped her
head when he was only a few feet away. “Hi.” She didn’t know what else to say.
She felt foolish for tracking him down in Arkansas, even more foolish for
avoiding his calls since. They were going to be living in the same city. They
had many of the same friends, so like it or not, they would have to learn to
coexist. 


He grinned as he
slipped his Maui Jim’s in the front of his shirt. “Hi, yourself. I hear you
been hidin’ out with the folks?” 


She tried for
righteous indignation, but didn’t quite pull it off when he caught sight of the
smile she’d been trying to hide from him. “I wasn’t hiding out… exactly.” 


Derek laughed,
revealing a flash of white teeth against a deep, summer tan. “What would you
call it? You must know I’ve been tryin’ to reach you all goddamn week.” 


She sighed. “I
know… I’m sorry. I should have answered, but I didn’t know what to say.” 


“I know what to
say.” He reached for her hand and, without thinking about the consequences, she
let him have it. He quickly pulled her forward and she landed against the solid
wall of his chest. “How ‘bout I start by tellin’ you how much I missed you?” 


Ashley permitted
herself the luxury of relaxing into his strong arms. She didn’t know where
things stood between him and Rosanna, and at the moment, she couldn’t summon
the energy to care. The only thing that mattered was that they were both here,
together. “I missed you, too.”


He pulled back to
frame her face with his hands. “Then why the hell did you leave my condo before
I got there?” 


She rolled her
eyes. “Three’s a crowd, Derek.” 


“You’re right. That’s
why I sent Rosanna home.” 


Her heart started
beating double time. She didn’t want to allow herself to get her hopes up.
There was still the not so little matter of the family she knew he wanted. “You
two aren’t getting back together?” 


He threw his head
back and laughed. “What the hell would give you a crazy idea like that,
darlin’?” 


At the sound of
his husky laughter, several women turned and shot appreciative glances his way,
prompting Ashley to tighten her grip on him. Those curious onlookers needed to
know he was off-limits. “She said that’s what she wanted.” 


He sighed. “Did
you ever think to ask me what I wanted?” 


“I don’t—” 


He silenced her
with a kiss. “Can we talk about this later? I have an appointment to get to and
I want you to come with me.” 


She tried to step
back, but he wouldn’t release her hand. “What kind of appointment?” 


“You’re gonna have
to come with me if you wanna find out.” 


She rolled her
eyes, suddenly feeling happier than she had since she slipped out of his house
the morning he left town. He was here because he wanted to see her. That had to
count for something, didn’t it?


Derek knew he was
taking a risk inviting Ashley on his house hunt. He didn’t even know if she still
wanted a future with him. But he didn’t want to buy a house she couldn’t
imagine sharing with him… eventually. No matter how long it took, he was
willing to wait. 


Judging by the
listings his real estate agent had sent him, the first house they were going to
see was by far the best. It was tucked away in an area of Hillsboro Village he
and Ashley used to love. It was so close to the university, they would often
sneak away to one of the local cafés or restaurants whenever they needed a
little alone time in between classes. That area had some great memories for
them, before their relationship took a turn for the worse.


Ashley smiled as
they drove past the boutiques and funky vintage shops she used to love. “God,
it’s been years since I’ve been here.” 


He threaded his
fingers through hers. “We used to waste quite a few Sunday afternoons down
here, remember?” 


“Of course I
remember.” She looked out the window. “I think that’s why I haven’t been back.
Everything here reminds me of you.” 


He loved that this
was still their place, an area untouched by memories of the other people who
shared her past. He didn’t begrudge her the husband she’d built a life with or
the kids she adored, but it was nice to know there was still a place that
belonged to them and only them. 


Derek turned down
a tree-lined street mixed with older and newer houses. Another street they knew
well. They used to walk Fairfax and the neighboring streets and imagine what it
would be like to share one of the quaint houses. The newer homes were bigger
and more luxurious than the ‘charming’ homes they used to favor, but they
weren’t kids starting out anymore. He thought she would appreciate the added
space and upgrades of the house he’d selected. 


Ashley pressed her
fingers against her lips and blinked back the tears. “God, I used to love this
street. That house was up for sale when Josh and I bought our first home…” She
pointed at one of picturesque bungalows that would be perfect for a small
family. “I just couldn’t do it. I think he knew why.”


Derek spotted the
‘For Sale’ sign and turned into the paved drive. He sat there staring at the
house for a few moments, lost in his vision of the new memories he and Ashley
could create in this house. It was perfect. “Wow,” he whispered, smiling. “I
love it. I didn’t know if the pictures would do it justice, but they do. In
fact, it’s even better than I imagined.” He turned to Ashley. “Don’t you think
so?” 


“It’s beautiful,
but…” 


His heart sank. He
knew if she didn’t love it as much as he did, they would simply keep looking,
but his intuition told him this was the house for them. “You don’t like it?” 


She gestured
toward the house with a trembling hand. “What’s not to love? It’s gorgeous, I
mean from the outside, but…” 


The real estate
agent waved as she pulled into the double drive beside them. He’d called a
woman Ty used to know from his high school days. In fact, if memory served,
they were once an item, but Derek couldn’t swear to it. With four boys, there’d
been a parade of pretty girls through the McCall house over the years. 


“Come on,” he
said, reaching for his door handle. “Let’s see if this house looks as good on
the inside as it does on the outside.” If the virtual tour was any indication,
he knew Ashley would be impressed. 


“Hey, y’all,”
Tanya said, stepping out of her shiny convertible. She walked around to the
front of Derek’s truck, giving him an enthusiastic hug before he could reach
Ashley’s side of the vehicle to help her out. 


“Hey, Tanya, long
time no see. How’s life been treatin’ ya?” 


She grinned. “I
can’t complain. I married my business partner. We’ve got twin boys. All in all,
life’s pretty good.” She poked him in the ribs. “Not as good as it is for that
hot shot brother of yours, though.” She rolled her eyes. “If I’d known he was
gonna hit the big time, I wouldn’t have ditched him the night of our senior
prom.” 


Derek laughed. “I’ll
tell him you said that.” 


“If I had a dollar
for every dumb mistake I’ve made over the years, I wouldn’t have to work for a
living.” 


Lord, did he know
how she felt. “With age comes wisdom, right?” 


She set her
large-framed sunglasses on top of her head, pushing her shiny blond tresses
away from her face in the process. “God, I hope so.” She walked toward Ashley
and offered her hand. “You must be the lucky Mrs. McCall.”


Ashley glanced up
at Derek, looking decidedly uncomfortable. “Uh—” 


“Why don’t we get
started on that tour you promised me, Tanya? I can’t wait to see the inside.”
He didn’t feel the need to explain their relationship to a virtual stranger,
and he could tell Ashley appreciated the reprieve. 


Tanya pulled the
keys out of her oversize designer handbag. “You got it, Derek. I have the keys
right here. The owners have already moved out of state, and they didn’t want a
lockbox on the house, so they just left the keys with their agent. Another
agent in our office has the listing, and he assures me the vendors are very
motivated.” Her high heels tapped against the cobblestone walkway as she led
them to the stained mahogany door. 


Derek pressed a
hand to Ashley’s back, encouraging her to move forward. Judging by the look on
her face, she would flee at the slightest provocation. Like he would let that
happen; hell, he’d stand guard by the door if he had to. 


Tanya glanced at
the gun and badge strapped to the waist of his jeans before she opened the door
and punched in the alarm code. “So, you’re one of Nashville’s finest, huh?” 


“I am now. I just
packed up my place in Arkansas last week.” 


“Well, welcome
home.” 


He smiled as he
pulled Ashley against his side. The look on her face when she looked around the
main floor of the open-concept house said it all. She loved it as much as he
did. “Thanks, it’s great to be back.” 


“How’s the real
estate market in Arkansas?” 


“It must be good.
I got two offers on my two-story penthouse within twenty-four hours of puttin’
it on the market.” 


Her lacquered
mouth fell open. “Are you serious? God, I thought multiple offers were a thing
of the past in this economy.” 


He shrugged. “I
guess I got lucky. My building always had a waiting list and there were only
four penthouse suites in total.” He followed Ashley’s gaze into the cozy family
home off the gourmet kitchen. It had wall-to-wall built-in cabinets, painted
soft ivory, a floor-to-ceiling fireplace, hardwood floors, and impressive
plaster mouldings. He wouldn’t change a thing. Everything, right down to the
furniture, was perfect. 


Tanya smiled. “You
just might be gettin’ lucky this time around, too. This house was custom built
about eight years ago, but they spared no expense. Everything, from the kitchen
to the games room, is top quality.” 


Derek didn’t know
a lot about new home construction, but even a layperson could see this was a
quality house. “I like what I see so far.” He squeezed Ashley’s waist. “What
about you, sweetheart? What do you think?” 


Ashley gaped up at
him, as though she was at a loss for words. 


Tanya’s cellphone
buzzed and she checked the screen. “Damn. My husband’s supposed to be showing
the house down the street, but he got caught up making an offer, so I’m gonna
have to head over there and meet up with his clients.”


Ashley slipped out
of his grasp and crossed the foyer to investigate the kitchen. 


Derek wasn’t ready
to leave this house. In fact, he didn’t know if he’d ever be ready to leave,
and judging by Ashley’s reverent expression, she felt the same way. “You mind
if I lock up for you?” He grinned. “You can trust me.” 


She laughed. “Of
course, take your time.” She handed him the keys. “I’m so sorry to have to  bail
on you like this.” 


“No worries.”
Derek would much rather wander around the house at their leisure. He wanted to
have an opportunity to read Ashley without an overzealous salesperson breathing
down their necks. 


Tanya handed him a
business card. “Don’t worry about the alarm. I can come back to set it later,
but would you mind dropping the key by my office when you’re done? It’s the
real estate office right on the corner—”


“Not a problem. I
saw it when we were driving in.” He watched Ashley slide her hand over the
granite countertops as she stared out at the mature landscaping in the generous
backyard. “You gonna be at the office later… if I decide I want to make an
offer on this place?’ 


Tanya frowned.
“Don’t you wanna look at the other houses first?”


Ashley smiled as
she opened the sub-zero refrigerator. For someone who enjoyed cooking as much
as she did, Derek knew the spacious gourmet kitchen would be a dream come true.
Her home dated back to the ‘20s, when kitchens weren’t designed to be as
efficient. He knew she and Josh had expanded theirs, but it hadn’t been updated
in a while.


“I don’t know if
we’re gonna need to look at any of the others. I’m thinkin’ this might be the
one.” 


Tanya giggled as
she pulled a feature sheet out of her purse and passed it to him. “I can’t tell
you how many people go back to the very first house they saw after looking at
dozens more. Problem is, sometimes it’s already taken by the time they realize
it’s the one they want.” 


Derek would never
make the mistake of letting something he wanted slip through his fingers again.
His experience with Ashley taught him to seize every opportunity instead of
wasting time questioning his decisions. “I don’t think that’ll be a problem for
us.” 


She winked at him.
“Your wife seems to like it. You know what they say, happy wife, happy life. My
husband can vouch for that. Why do you think he doesn’t even try to curb my
shoe shopping?” 


Derek chuckled as
he scanned the paper she gave him. “I’ll keep that in mind if Ashley ever gets
carried away shoe shopping.” He scanned the listing quickly. “It says here all
the furnishings, light fixtures, window treatments, and appliances are
included?” Could he be that lucky… to find the perfect house, turnkey? 


“What you see is
what you get. The previous owners were transferred. Apparently, his company is
setting them up with a new house, complete with a budget for new furniture. I
guess it’s so expensive to ship large items across the country, it just didn’t
make sense for them to take it with them.” 


“I’m not
complainin’. Everything looks perfect, exactly as it is.” 


“I’m glad you
think so. Sometimes these things are just meant to be, I guess.” 


Derek glanced at
Ashley, who’d moved to a set of French doors in the family room. “I guess so.” 


Tanya raised her
hand to Ashley. “It was so nice meeting you. I’m afraid I have to dash to
another appointment, but take your time looking around.” 


“Oh…” Ashley looked
at Derek. “Okay, thanks.” 


He waited until Tanya
closed the door behind her before turning his attention to Ashley. “Well, what
do you think?” 
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How could Ashley
answer that question without sounding presumptuous? This was her dream home, but
he hadn’t offered to share it with her yet. “I think it’s beautiful, Derek.” 


He grinned. “I
think so, too. What do you think of the furniture and accessories? Apparently,
they’re part of the deal.” 


Given the choice,
Ashley wouldn’t change a single thing about the house. She thought it was
perfect exactly as it was. She pressed a palm to the glass door. “Wow, they even
have a saltwater pool. Look at all that beautiful stone work, and the
landscaping… It’s breathtaking.” 


Derek pulled her
back into his arms as he nuzzled her neck. “Could you imagine barbequing on
that patio… or how about just lazing around by the pool?” 


“Yes and yes.” She
turned into his arms. “But we have to talk first.” 


He stroked her
face with the palm of his hand. “Of course, you can talk to me about anything;
you know that.” 


Ashley did know
that. If there was one thing that hadn’t changed over the years, it was the fact
that she still felt comfortable sharing her deepest secrets with this man. “I
learned something about your relationship with Rosanna when I was in Arkansas. That’s
why I left.” 


He frowned. “Okay…
What did you learn?” 


“I found out that
you wanted to get married and start a family with her.” 


“That’s what she
told you, huh?” He chuckled as he lowered his head. “Honey, nothin’ could be
further from the truth. I got involved with her because she didn’t want those
things, and neither did I… at the time. I’ve always been married to my career,
and that’s the way I wanted it. I didn’t want to sacrifice time at the station
for time at home.” 


She pressed her
palms against his chest. It would be so easy to accept everything he said at
face value because her heart desperately wanted to believe it was finally their
time, but she couldn’t let it go until he addressed all of her fears. “How do
you feel now, about marriage and kids?” 


He tipped his head
to one side. “We already talked about this. You know I want to spend the rest
of my life with you, Ash.” 


She forced herself
to step out of his arms. She couldn’t bear to look him in the eye and deliver a
blow that may change everything. “What about kids?” 


He laughed. “What
about them? I love kids; you know that.” 


Ashley’s heart
felt a little heavier when she asked, “Does that mean you still want to have
children of your own?” 


“I don’t know. Do
you?” 


This was so
frustrating. She knew he was trying to read her, gauge her reaction so he could
tell her what she wanted to hear, but she couldn’t start a life with him
knowing she wasn’t able to give him everything he needed to be happy. It
wouldn’t be fair to either of them. “Derek, please. I just need to know how you
feel about this.” 


“Fine.” He stuck
his hands in the pockets of his jeans and started crossing back and forth over
the Persian rug laid out in front of the stone fireplace. “Kids are a huge
commitment. Jesus, we’re forty-seven years old. That means I’d be sixty by the
time the kid was ready to start high school, a senior citizen when he or she
graduated.” 


Ashley allowed his
words to begin to permeate the wall she’d built around her heart to protect it.
“Does that mean you don’t want any children?” 


He looked at her
for a long time before responding. “I want you to be happy; that’s the only
thing that matters to me. If you’re set on havin’ another kid, I’m good with
that.” 


It sounded like he
was willing to make the sacrifice because he thought it was something she
wanted. She released the breath she was holding. “I can’t have any more
children.” 


Derek took a step
forward, grabbing her hands in his as he looked into her eyes. “What happened,
baby?” 


The concern in his
eyes shook her to the core. It had been so long since a man had looked at her
that way, like she was the only thing that mattered, the only thing he needed
to make his life complete. 


“I had to have a
hysterectomy about four years ago. It was a blow at first, but I came to terms
with it. My kids were already grown, so I just accepted that part of my life
was over. I was so afraid that you would want a baby, and I wouldn’t be able to
give it to you.” 


He framed her face
with his hands as he leaned in to kiss her. “The only thing that matters to me
is that you’re healthy.” He leaned his forehead against hers. “I may be a
selfish bastard, but we’ve lost so many years together. I want you all to
myself for the rest of our lives.” 


She smiled. It
seemed like it was the first time in years she’d allowed herself to believe
that all of her dreams may really come true. “I’m so glad you feel that way. I
was so scared…” 


He gripped the
back of her neck with his hand before kissing her gently. “You have nothin’ to
be afraid of, not anymore.” 


She didn’t want to
say or do anything to spoil this magical moment, but they couldn’t avoid the
issue forever. “We still have to figure out what we’re gonna do about Mike.” 


Just then the
Blackberry fixed to his waist buzzed, indicating he had a call. “Damn, I think
that’s the call I’ve been waitin’ on. You wanna check out the backyard? I’ll be
out to join you in just a minute, okay?” 


She reached up on
her toes to brush a kiss over his lips. “Sure, but don’t be too long. We still
have to see the rest of the house.” She smiled. “And I can’t wait.” 


Derek could have
just told Ashley he and Mike had agreed to a truce, but he knew it would mean
more coming from her sons. Besides, he wanted them to see the house he and
their mother would be calling home from now on. 


Mike and Jay were
going to be his stepsons just as soon as they granted him permission to marry
their mother. He wanted them to feel that their opinion mattered, because it
did, not only to Ashley, but to him, too. 


Ashley’s sons were
great kids back when they stole his heart, and they’d grown into two of the
finest men he ever met, no thanks to him. He may not have been there for them
when he should’ve been, but he wanted them to know he would be from now on.
He’d never try to take Josh’s place in their lives, but he wanted both of them
to know that if they ever needed anyone to have their back, he was the guy. 


Within minutes,
they’d both agreed to meet them at the house, and Derek couldn’t imagine a
better surprise to welcome Ashley to their new home. He hadn’t had the time to
buy a big diamond ring, but he knew this would be more symbolic than a band of
gold. Family meant everything to Ashley, and knowing that she wouldn’t have to
choose between the men she loved would give her more happiness than any
material possession ever could. 


Derek wandered out
to the backyard and found Ashley crouched over, admiring a budding rose bush.
The picture of her here, in the home that should have been theirs years ago,
brought it full circle for him. He was finally, after twenty-five years of
waiting, getting everything he ever wanted. 


“Hey, beautiful.”
He stood behind her, stroking her hair, relishing the fact that he was finally
free to touch her without worrying about the repercussions. 


She looked up at
him and smiled, a smile bright enough to rival the sun hanging low in the sky.
“It looks like someone had a green thumb.” 


Derek knew
gardening had always been one of Ashley’s passions, which made impressive
gardens one of the first things on his list of must-haves when he started house
hunting. He was finally able to give her everything she ever wanted, and he
didn’t intend to let a single thing on her list go unchecked. 


“Think you’re up
to the challenge of maintainin’ all this?” he asked, grinning. 


“Are you kidding?
I can’t wait to get my hands dirty.” 


The police station
and Jay’s karate studio were only a few minutes from the house, so Derek wasn’t
surprised when he heard Mike calling out to them through the open door. 


Ashley frowned.
“Is that…?” 


He pulled her to
her feet, a secret smile on his lips. “Why don’t we go and find out?” 


Jay smiled when he
saw them walk in from the backyard. “Hey, there you are. I thought you were
sendin’ us on a wild goose chase, Derek.” 


Derek stepped
forward to shake Jay’s hand, then Mike’s, as Ashley looked on, appearing
stunned. 


Mike surprised Derek
too by pulling him into a half hug and slapping him on the back. 


“Thanks for comin’,
guys.” Derek said, as he settled his arm around Ashley’s waist. “I really
appreciate it.” 


Jay looked up at
the high ceilings and natural light streaming in through the wall-to-wall
windows framing the west wall of the kitchen. “This house is great, but what
the hell are we doin’ here?” 


Derek squeezed
Ashley tighter. He was suddenly nervous. It was one thing to call a truce with
Ashley’s boys, but another thing to ask them to accept him into their family.
What if they told him it was too soon or they may never be ready to support
their marriage? “Um, I asked you guys to come here because I wanted to ask you
somethin’.” 


Mike and his
brother exchanged a glance before he asked, “What’d you wanna ask us?” 


He cleared his
throat, trying to find the words to express a love that defied logic and
reason. “Guys, I’ve loved your mother for more than half of my life.” Derek
took a deep breath when neither of the men standing before him seemed ready to
utter a word in response to his declaration. “I know that may not be what you
want to hear—”


Mike held up his
hand to silence Derek. “It’s okay. We get it. Jay and I have talked about this,
and we understand how you two feel about each other, how you’ve always felt
about each other.” 


Jay nodded. “We’ve
talked to Dad about it, too. And he’s totally on board with you guys tryin’ to
make this work, so who the hell are we to judge you? What happened when we were
kids… happened. We may not have been old enough to understand it back then, but
we are now.” 


“Yeah, and we get
why you had to leave, Derek.” Mike smiled. “You were doin’ what you always did,
tryin’ to protect us.” 


Derek was so
relieved to hear Mike say those words. It was almost as sweet as hearing Ashley
say she still loved him after all these years. He didn’t realize how much he
needed their forgiveness before he could finally feel free to forgive himself.
“Leaving you two was almost as difficult as leaving your mother behind. You
need to know that.” 


Ashley sniffled
and brushed away the tears sliding down her cheeks. 


“We do know that
now,” Mike said. “Hell, I think we’ve always known you weren’t a bad guy. But
it was just easier to be mad at you ‘cause we so damn hurt that you left
without a word to us.” 


“I know. I’m
sorry.” 


Jay grinned. “It’s
forgiven and forgotten.” He clapped his hands together once. “Okay, you gonna
tell us why we’re here, or you gonna keep us in suspense a while longer?” 


Derek looked down
at Ashley, who was beaming up at him. “You wanna do the honors?” 


She shook her head
as she gestured toward her sons with one hand. “This is your show.”


“Okay, I wanna buy
this house.” 


Jay and Mike
turned in a slow circle to admire the open concept main floor. 


“Sweet,” Mike
said, finally. 


“I’m hopin’ you
guys will wanna spend a lot of time here.” 


Jay glanced out
into the backyard. “It looks like you got a big-ass barbeque and a pool. I’m
in.” 


Mike chuckled. “Me
too, but I know you didn’t call us over here ‘cause you need our approval
before you buy a house.” 


“Actually, that’s part
of the reason. But I need your approval about somethin’ bigger, somethin’ way
more important.” He stepped forward, looking both men in the eye. “I love your
mother more than I have ever loved anyone in my life. Her happiness means more
to me than my own. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her.” 


Mike and Jay
smiled at each other. 


“Go on,” Mike
said. 


Derek knew they
were enjoying this, seeing him sweat, and he knew they’d earned the right. “I’m
asking for your permission to marry your mother.” 


Jay was the first
to extend his hand. “On behalf of my hard-headed brother, permission granted.” 


Mike shoved him.
“If anyone has the hard head around here, it’s you. Hell, I’ve seen you break a
board with that rock sittin’ on top of your shoulders.” 


Derek couldn’t
help but laugh out loud. It was the first time in years he’d been privy to
their taunting, and it felt so damn good to be back in the fold again. 


“Welcome to the
family, Derek,” Mike said, clasping his hand as he grinned. 


“Thanks, buddy.”
Derek cleared his throat. “That means everything to me.” 


Ashley stepped
forward and tapped Derek on the shoulder. “Aren’t you forgetting something?” 


He’d imagined this
moment a hundred times over the years, what he would say, how he would say it,
but now that he finally had his chance, he couldn’t find the eloquent words
Ashley deserved to hear. 


Jay nudged his
brother. “Maybe we should leave, give them some privacy, huh?” 


“Good idea.” 


Derek held his hand
up as he looked at the two men preparing to leave. “Wait, please.” 


His mind flashed
back to the little boys who’d loved joyriding in his convertible or squealed
with delight when he took them to the race track. Those memories raced through
his mind like a movie, highlighting some of the best years of his life. 


Derek turned to
face them as he raked his hands through his hair. He suddenly knew that he
couldn’t say what he needed to say to Ashley until he bared his soul to her
sons. “I was miserable for so many years. My career and my relationship with
you guys seemed like the only bright spots in my life. Sure, I had my family
and plenty of friends, but the only time I laughed, really laughed, was when I
was with you two.” 


Mike smiled. “We
sure had a lot of fun together, didn’t we?” 


“You taught us to play
baseball and let us drive your car down those dirt roads.” Jay laughed. “Hey,
remember that time one of your cop buddies pulled us over to give you grief?” 


Mike winked at his
mother. “And you used to take us to the shooting range as long as we promised
to tell our mom we went to the movies.” 


Ashley nudged
Derek’s shoulder, trying to hide her grin. “So it’s your fault he’s obsessed
with guns, huh? All this time I’ve been blaming his dad.” 


Derek chuckled as
he lowered his head to hide the emotion in his eyes. “Guilty as charged.” He
finally found the courage to face Mike and Jay again, looking them directly in
the eye. “You’ll never know how many times I picked up that phone to call you
guys. How many birthdays and Christmas presents I bought for you…”


Jay grinned. “The
year you left, we got a paper route after school so we could buy this really
cool autographed baseball card for you.” He shrugged. “But dad found out it was
a fake, so we were too embarrassed to send it.” 


Derek was moved
beyond words to know that they still thought of him, even after he left. “I
know I’ve already said I’m sorry, but that doesn’t even begin to make up for
it. I hope I can earn your trust and friendship again, in time.” 


“Hey, it won’t be
long before me and Mike are havin’ kids of our own. We’ll be countin’ on you to
teach them all the things you taught us.” 


The fact that they
were even willing to consider allowing him to be a part of something so
precious gave him hope that they could rebuild their relationship. “You have no
idea how much that would mean to me.” 


“I think we have
some idea,” Jay said, tipping his head toward his brother. “Listen, anyone who
could put up with this guy for as long as you did deserves a second chance.”


“Derek, we missed
you,” Mike said, before clearing his throat. “A lot. That’s why I was still so
angry and bitter when you came back to town. I thought you were just passin’
through on your way back to your real life.” 


“This is my home,
and you guys are part of my family. If you still wanna be?” Derek had put
himself out there more in the past week than he had in the past fifteen years,
but he knew the potential reward outweighed the risks. If he could have Ashley
and her sons back in his life, he wouldn’t ask for another thing as long as he
lived. 


Mike grinned as he
grasped Derek’s hand and pulled him closer. “Like we have a choice. You’re our
old man’s best friend; you’re gonna be our mother’s husband…” Mike looked Derek
in the eye as his smile slipped. “I’d be proud to call you my stepfather, but
even more than that, I’d like to call you my friend.” 


They were giving
him a gift that exceeded his wildest expectations. He’d been hoping for
forgiveness for his mistakes and acceptance of his place in their mother’s
life, but they were giving him so much more than that. They were offering him
another chance to be a part of their lives again, and not just as Ashley’s
husband. 


“Thank you,” Derek
whispered. “I swear to God, I won’t let you down this time.” 


Jay slapped Derek
on the back and laughed. “You better not, man. ‘Cause this time we’ll hunt you
down if you try and get away.” 


Ashley was
completely overwhelmed watching the three people she loved most in the world
reconnecting. 


Jay drew her into
his arms when he saw her wiping away the tears. “You made the right choice,
Mom.” 


“Thank you for
supporting me, for supporting us,” she whispered, hugging him hard. 


Mike pushed his
brother out the way and laughed when he pretended to stumble. “Back off; it’s
my turn.” 


When Ashley looked
up to see the son who was so angry and bitter just days ago smiling down at her
with unconditional love in his eyes once more, she couldn’t hide her emotion.
“I love you so much.” 


“Right back
atcha.” He lifted her off the ground. “I couldn’t have picked a better man to
stand by your side for the rest of your life, Mom. I mean that.” 


There were no
words to express her gratitude to her sons for giving her the gift of accepting
her relationship with the man she loved. She knew without Derek, her life
wouldn’t be complete, but without her children, her life would be hollow. 


She drew back and
took one of Jay and Mike’s hands in hers. “I cannot tell you how proud I am of
the men you’ve become.” Her voice was trembling, but she knew she had to say
everything that was in her heart. “You’re so strong and brave…” She turned to
smile at Derek. “Forgiving and generous… You’ve all given me a second chance at
happiness, and you’ll never know how much that means to me.” 


Mike leaned in to
brush a kiss across her cheek. “You were the best mom a kid could ask for. You
deserve to be happy.” 


Jay smiled. “For
once, he’s right.” 


Ashley laughed
through her tears. “Thanks.”


“I’m serious,” Jay
said. “When Derek left… then Dad left, it was rough.” He cleared his throat.
“It felt like the rug had been ripped out from under us, but you were the one
constant, the one person we could always count on to be there for us, day and
night.” 


Her sons had never
talked to her about the divorce and the impact it had on them. She was glad
they were all finally able to say things they should have been brave enough to
say years ago. “You were the only reason I got through,” she said, biting down
on her lip. “Those were the darkest days of my life, but somehow you always
managed to make me smile.” 


“We don’t want you
to be alone anymore,” Mike said quietly. “We’ve watched you date over the years
and we kept hopin’ you’d find that connection again, but you never did. Then we
saw you with Derek the day of the funeral and it was so obvious why.” Mike
sighed as he released his mother’s hand. “It wasn’t easy for me to accept at
first, but Dad helped me realize you sacrificed everything to be a good mother
to us. It was time for us to give a little in return.” 


Ashley would have
to remember to thank Josh for his part in this tomorrow. In spite of
everything, she still counted him and his new wife among her closest friends
and she knew she was blessed to have people like them in her life. “Your
father’s a good man.” 


“The best,” Derek
said quietly.


They all turned
toward him and smiled. 


“Okay,” Mike said,
shaking Derek’s hand. “I gotta get back to work. I hear the new boss is a real
tyrant.”


Derek laughed.
“You heard right.” 


“So, when are guys
movin’ in?” Jay asked as he walked with his brother toward the door. 


“The sooner, the
better,” Derek said. 


Ashley couldn’t
agree more. She couldn’t wait for her new life to begin. 


Once they walked
her boys to the door and waved them off, Derek closed the door and turned into
her arms. 


She smiled up at
him. “It’s been quite a day, hasn’t it?” 


“The best.” He
leaned in to kiss her. “I didn’t feel I had the right to ask you this question
until I had your sons’ approval, Ash…” 


Her heart started
thumping in her chest. She’d waited most of her life to hear Derek utter those
four little words that would change her life forever. She could scarcely
believe after years of wishing and praying for a miracle, the day had finally
arrived. 


“I know I’ve let
you down,” he said, taking her hands in his as he looked into her eyes. “First,
back in college, when I was too young and stupid to realize that a love like
ours only comes along once in a lifetime, if you’re lucky…” 


Ashley didn’t even
try to stop the flood of tears; she knew there was no way to keep her emotions
in check now. 


“Then fifteen
years ago, when I wasn’t man enough to stay and fight like hell for what I
wanted.” He palmed her cheek, absorbing her tears. “I’ll never make that
mistake again. I swear to you, Ash, I’ll never leave you and I’ll never let you
leave me. You’re mine, and I’m yours, forever.” 


“As it was meant
to be,” she whispered. 


“Let’s make it
official. Agree to be my wife, sweetheart.” 


There wasn’t a
moment’s hesitation when she finally said, “Yes.” 
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Derek reached out
to pull Ashley into the circle of his arms. After twenty-five years of waiting
to make Ashley his bride, the day he’d been secretly planning for the past
month was finally here. 


Ashley snuggled in
closer, releasing a contented sigh. “I love waking up with you every morning.”


They’d been living
in their new house for a month, and Derek still woke up in awe of his good
fortune when he glanced at the woman sleeping next to him. “Me too,
sweetheart.” He kissed her neck, smiling when he heard the hitch in her breath.
“You and the girls still on for today?” 


“As far as I know
we are.” 


Ashley assumed she
and Derek would be saying their vows next week at the courthouse, but Derek had
waited too many years to allow this day to fly under the radar without getting
the fanfare it deserved. Ashley argued this was her second wedding, and they
weren’t kids anymore. She joked that it didn’t matter how they took their vows
as long as their marriage was legal, but it mattered to Derek, a lot. 


She deserved the best
of him, and he wasted so many years he should have spent by her side, as her
husband, her best friend, her shoulder to cry on. He was determined to give her
the wedding they should’ve had years ago. 


Thankfully, they
had the best friends and family in the world. They worked tirelessly to help
him pull this off. Trey and Sierra volunteered their home for the venue, Marisa
was handling the wardrobe, Lexi had volunteered to help him with the flowers
and catering, Nikki and Avery were arranging the transportation and
entertainment, Mike and Jay were dealing with security and photographers, J.T.
was handling the alcohol, and Sierra was working with the wedding coordinator
to ensure their home was picture perfect for the big day. 


Derek was still
amazed they’d managed to pull it off without tipping Ashley off. “What time do
you have to meet them?” 


She turned into
his arms before pressing her lips to his bare chest. “We thought it would be
fun to have another spa day.” She raised her head to look at the alarm clock.
“I have to be there in a couple of hours.” 


Derek tipped her
chin to claim her mouth. There were so many things he wanted to say to her
today, but the surprise he was planning meant he had to suffer in silence. “I
love you,” he whispered. He knew in the end that was the only thing that
mattered and once she walked into the fantasy he’d created for her, she would
have no doubt about how much she meant to him. 


Ashley smiled. “I
love you, too.” She brushed her fingertips through his hair. “It would be nice
to get away for a few days next week, wouldn’t it?” 


He told her he was
swamped at work. Since he’d just taken over the new position, she believed him
when he told her it would be difficult, if not impossible, for them to have a
proper honeymoon right now. Of course, that was just another part of his
surprise. Trey and Sierra had offered their condo in Panama for the honeymoon
and presented him with plane tickets as their wedding gift. 


“It sure would,
but I’ll make it up to you over the holidays. Right after Christmas, we’ll go
somewhere tropical…” 


“Yeah, I know.”
She forced a smile. “I can hardly wait.” 


He knew she was
trying so hard to pretend it didn’t bother her, getting married at the
courthouse, postponing their honeymoon, but she had been the one to try and
convince him it was their best option. She claimed it was too soon after Dave’s
death to consider a big family celebration. Besides, she argued, this was her
second time walking down the aisle. She didn’t need the fancy dress or legions
of guests to watch them take their vows. 


If he didn’t know
her so well, he may have believed her, but she couldn’t hide what was in her
heart, not from him. He knew she felt the same way he did. They had waited
twenty-five years for this day; it should be a day they’d remember forever. Thanks
to their friends and family, it would be. 


Derek had shared
Ashley’s concern about having the wedding so soon after Dave’s death, but his
parents and brothers assured him that Dave would want them to claim their
happiness, and he knew they were right. So many times in recent weeks he felt
his brother’s presence, and he knew he’d be with them today, in spirit. 


Derek leaned over,
pinning her to the mattress with his body. “Since you don’t have to be at the
spa for a couple of hours…” 


She laughed as she
wrapped her arms around his neck. “What did you have in mind to kill the time,
handsome?” 


They’d made love
more in the past month than they ever had in the preceding years, but Derek
knew he’d never get enough of her. When he thought of all of the lonely hours
he’d wasted, thinking about her, lying in his big empty bed, wishing she were
beside him, he knew they had a lot of time to make up for, and he didn’t want
to waste another second. 


She tipped her
head back and moaned when his tongue found the sweet spot at the base of her
neck. “Mmm, I love when you do that.” 


He had spent the
past month mapping her body. He knew exactly what she liked and what she needed
to be satisfied. He shifted his attention to her sensitive breasts, using his
hands and mouth to heighten her arousal. 


She grazed his
back with her nails as she arched her back. “I need you… now.” 


He knew, judging
by her desperate plea, that she couldn’t withstand endless foreplay today.
Neither could he. He looked into her eyes, hoping he was effectively conveying
everything he wished he could say with words. He wasted no time seeking the
heat radiating from her core as her eyelids trembled in an effort to hold his
gaze. 


“Yes,” she
whispered as she opened to accept his intense invasion. “God, I love the way
you feel, Derek, the way you make me feel. So complete, so—” She lost her
breath when he couldn’t hold back any longer. 


He wanted to take
her slowly, reverently, this morning, but his body had other ideas. “Jesus,
Ash,” he muttered, bowing his head, silently praying for an ounce of the
self-control he was so famous for. On the job, he was the epitome of
discipline, but when she worshipped him with her beautiful body, he couldn’t
remember his own name, much less how to control his reaction to her. 


“Let go,” she
whispered, drawing his body down until he was resting his weight on top of her.
“You don’t have to be on guard with me,” she said, peppering kisses all over
his neck and shoulder. 


He knew she was
right. Ashley was the one person in the world who knew him inside out. She knew
how to please him in bed, what made him laugh, his favorite memories, his
dreams, and the only thing in the world that terrified him beyond reason… the
thought of losing her again. 


His body took
over, shutting his brain down as he gave himself over to the sensations tearing
through him. He filled her, thrusting deeper, harder, faster… “Oh man…” He
clenched his jaw, trying to draw on the remaining ounce of sense his raging
libido hadn’t displaced. “Baby, please, I’m so close.” 


“It’s okay. I’m
right there with you.” 


And when he opened
his eyes to watch her give in to her body’s demands, it was the sexiest thing
he ever witnessed. Seeing her climax with his name falling from her lush lips
was the one thing guaranteed to send him over the edge faster than anything
else. She was so gorgeous. And from this day on, she would be his wife. 


By the time they
both descended that elusive peak, they opened their eyes and smiled at each
other. “Wow,” she said, shaking her head. “How is it you keep getting better
and better?” 


He stole a kiss
before rolling over. “You bring out the best in me, baby.” 


Ashley felt a
little overwhelmed as she looked at her reflection in the mirror. Her friends
had convinced her to surprise Derek with glamorous make-up and a formal up-do,
but she hadn’t expected anything like this. It was breathtaking. The make-up
artist and hair stylist were clearly magicians. She’d never looked or felt more
beautiful in her life. Not even the day she married Josh all those years ago. 


“Oh my God,” Avery
whispered, placing a hand on her shoulder as she stood behind her in the
mirror. “You look incredible.” 


“It’s the hair and
make-up…” She held a trembling hand against the soft upswept tendrils. 


“No,” Avery said,
shaking her head. “It takes more than a few sparkly pins and a mascara wand to
create that.” She squeezed Ashley’s shoulders. “You’re radiant.” 


Ashley felt a pang
of regret that she wouldn’t be able to recreate this look for her wedding day.
It would look silly, she reasoned, getting all dolled up to exchange their vows
in a stuffy judge’s office. “Thanks, Avery.” She placed her hand on her
friend’s as she smiled at her reflection in the mirror. “You look beautiful,
too.” 


All of the ladies
decided to treat themselves to manicures, pedicures, massages, hair, and
make-up. Nikki teased they would have to insist their men take them out on the
town tonight so their glamorous looks wouldn’t go to waste sitting in front of
the TV watching the big game. 


Sierra clapped her
hands as she peeked out the window. “Look, girls… the car’s here.” 


Ashley frowned.
“What car? We all drove here. I thought we were heading home—”


“Not just yet,”
Sierra said before taking Ashley’s hand to pull her out of the chair. “We have
a little surprise back at my house. Come on, let’s go.” 


Derek stood
beneath the floral arch taking in their magnificent surroundings. Trey and
Sierra’s home was beautiful without the additional lights, flowers, organza
fabric, and satin covered chairs lining the lawn. But with the elegant adornments,
the grounds looked like they belonged on the pages of a glossy magazine. 


Josh, who stood at
Derek’s side, slapped him on the back. “You nervous, man?” 


“Not nervous, just
anxious. I can’t wait to make Ashley my wife.”


“You should’ve
done this a long time ago, if you ask me.” 


“It means a lot to
me and Ash that you support us. If not for you, Jay and Mike may never have
come around.” 


In the weeks since
he and Ashley had moved in together, her sons has been over for dinner a
handful of times, and the time they spent together was even better than Derek
could have hoped for. Day by day, they were slowly, carefully, rebuilding their
relationship. Jay or Mike would often come over to watch sports with him, shoot
pool in the basement, or talk shop. He thought Ashley’s absence created the
void in his life, but the time he spent with Jay and Mike made him realize that
he’d missed them almost as much as he’d missed her. 


Josh shrugged.
“They’re hard-headed like their old man, especially Mike, but I know they
would’ve come around eventually.” 


“Hey, thanks for
agreeing to be my best man. I hope it’s not weird for you.” 


“Why would it be
weird for me? You and Ash are my best friends. The fact that you guys have
finally found your way back to each other is awesome.” 


J.T., Ty, Trey,
Mike, and Jay made their way down the aisle to take their place alongside Josh.
Having Ashley’s sons standing beside him, showing their support for this union,
meant everything to him, and he knew Ashley would feel the same way. 


The only person
missing was Dave. Derek looked over to his nephew and saw so much of his
brother in the young man; it was almost like he was still with them. He tipped
his head back and looked up at the cloudless blue sky. I love you, brother.



Mike and Jay
stepped up to shake Derek’s hand before taking their place in the line of men
there to support him. The hundred guests who had come together to witness their
vows were already seated, and a hum of excitement filled the open space. 


Derek could
scarcely believe this was finally happening. He took a step back to ask Mike,
“Have you spoken to your mom? Is she okay?” 


Mike grinned.
“She’s better than okay. I’ve never seen her happier.” 


He released the breath
he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. Taking it upon himself to plan this
surprise had seemed like an inspired idea at the time, but he couldn’t help but
worry that she might be angry with him for leaving her out of the loop until
the last minute. “You sure she’s not pissed at me?” 


Jay chuckled.
“Yeah, she’s pissed that you’re messin’ with her make-up. She’s so blown away
that you’d do this for her that she can’t stop cryin’.” 


Mike looked him in
the eye. “It means a lot to us, seein’ her so happy.” 


He included both
of his future stepsons in his smile when he said, “It’s nothin’ compared to how
happy your mama makes me.” 


A hush fell over
the crowd when Marisa, Avery, Sierra, Lexi, and Nikki made their way down the
aisle accompanied by their gorgeous children. Nikki was walking with her
half-brother, who was a picture of their father at his age. 


The guests waited
for the ladies to claim their places before the pianist began playing the
traditional wedding march. Derek watched his bride appear in the most stunning
white dress he’d ever seen. It was long, slim, strapless, and scattered with
pearls. She looked like every fantasy he’d ever had materializing as she looked
up into her father’s eyes when they paused at the end of the long white runner.



“You are one lucky
man,” J.T. said with a smile. 


Derek didn’t
respond. He didn’t have to. He knew he was the luckiest man alive the day
Ashley agreed to become his wife. 


Ashley’s father
lifted her short veil to kiss his daughter’s cheek before he offered her hand
to Derek. “This day is long overdue, son,” he said to his future son-in-law. “I
know you’ll take good care of my baby.” 


Derek grasped his
hand firmly. It had been a long time since Ashley’s parents had been a part of
his life, but when he left work early to have dinner with them last night, it
felt like the years melted away as they brought him up to speed on their family
and friends. “I promise I will, sir.” 


Ashley claimed her
place at the altar, facing him, and Derek could tell she was on the verge of
tears. “I can’t believe you did all of this for me,” she whispered. “Thank
you.” 


He wanted more
than anything to kiss her, but with the minister looking on, he decided not to
tempt fate. “I love you. You know there’s nothin’ I wouldn’t do for you, sweetheart.”



She closed her
eyes as a tear slipped down her cheek. 


The minister
welcomed their guests and proceeded with the ceremony before offering Derek the
opportunity to speak directly to Ashley. 


“I knew the first
time I laid eyes on you more than twenty-five years ago that there would never
be another woman to take your place in my heart. The years have slipped by and
we’ve led separate lives, but there wasn’t a day that went by when I didn’t
think of you.” 


Her bottom lip
trembled as she tried to contain her emotion. 


“You were the only
thing missing in my life. No matter how far I ran, or how hard I tried to
forget you, I couldn’t. I knew I’d never feel complete unless I earned the
right to stand up here in front of God and the people we love and make you my
wife. It’s taken me almost half my life to become the man you deserve, but now
that I am, I promise you, I will never let you down again. I’ll fight for you
and us with my dying breath because, Ashley, you are my world. Without you,
nothing else matters.”


The guests dried
their tears as the minister invited Ashley to speak to her groom. 


“Derek, when you
walked back into my life, you reminded me what it felt like to be alive. For so
long, I’d just been going through the motions, pretending to be happy, but
feeling this huge void that nothing and no one could ever fill. Then I realized
why… You were the only person who could make me feel complete.” She sniffled.
“Living without you for so many years, trying to pretend I didn’t love you, was
the hardest thing I’d ever done. Now, being able to stand here, in front of the
people who mean the most to us, and tell you, and them, that you’re the love of
my life, my soul mate, is a blessing, one I’ll never take for granted. Today
has been a gift, one I’ll treasure always. Thank you for making my dreams come
true.” 


Derek cleared his
throat softly, trying to mask his emotion as the minister asked him the
question that would link their lives forever. “I do.” 


Ashley smiled up
at him. He knew that she was the one person who knew how close he was to losing
it. She repeated the words before watching him slip a narrow diamond band next
to the diamond solitaire he’d placed on her finger weeks earlier. 


The minister’s
final words barely registered until Derek heard him grant permission for him to
kiss his bride. He held her face in his hands and claimed her mouth in a
tender, but passionate kiss that reiterated his love for her. 


“Ladies and
gentleman, I’d like to present Mr. and Mrs. Derek McCall.” 


Derek winked at
her as he led her down the aisle to greet their guests. “Damn, I like the sound
of that.” 


She laughed as he
raised her hand to his lips. “You better.” 


“I love you, Mrs.
McCall.” 


“Not as much as I
love you, Mr. McCall.” 
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Book Seven in the
Nashville Nights Series


 


 


Shameless – Book One 


Trey Turner may be topping the country music charts, but his
life has been going downhill since his wife left him five years ago. He’s
desperate to make amends for the mistakes he’s made and convince Sierra that
their love deserves a second chance. 


Sierra Brooks is happy for the first time since her divorce.
She has a career she loves and a man who loves her. Unfortunately, her fiancé
isn’t the only man professing his love. He may be able to offer her safety and
security, but will she decide to risk everything for another chance with the
man who broke her heart? 


 


 


Fearless – Book Two 


Lexi Brooks has overcome adversity to build a successful
real estate business that will enable her to live life on her terms. The life she
envisions includes travel, fun and excitement, not marriage, kids or
commitment. But will Trey’s sexy bodyguard throw a wrench into her plans? 


Being a cop has taught Josh Cooper to take calculated risks,
but he’s tired of living with the daily threat of danger. He’s ready to settle
down with someone who wants to be a step-mother to his two teenage sons. Too
bad Lexi isn’t that woman. She’s sexy, smart, head-strong, and they’re totally
in sync in the bedroom , but she isn’t willing to settle for a life of domestic
bliss. Or is she? 


 


 


Ruthless – Book Three 


Marisa Turner has wanted Luc Spencer forever, but she also
wants a baby and it seems Luc isn’t up to the challenge. She has to choose
between the man she loves and the family she hopes to have. Fortunately,
there’s another man waiting in the wings who would love to make her baby
fantasy a reality. 


Luc Spencer is tired of hearing about marriage and babies.
He loves Marisa, but he’s not a forever kind of guy. After two years together,
she tells him it’s over. He’s not worried, he believes she’ll be back. But what
will happen when he finds out there’s another man waiting to take his place?


 


 


Reckless – Book Four 


As a publicist, Avery Collins knows that mixing business
with pleasure is a recipe for disaster so she has one rule. Her bedroom is off
limits to clients, no matter how enticing and persistent they may be. 


Ty McCall is country music’s newest rising star, but he
needs the best team in the business of help him make it to the top. That team
includes Avery, who gave him the most unforgettable night of his life only to
disappear the next morning. 


Avery agrees to work with him, but Ty isn’t willing to
settle for a professional relationship with the woman of his dreams. Can this
sexy cowboy convince her that rules were made to be broken?


 


 


Relentless – Book Five 


Nikki Spencer is all grown up, but the world still sees her
as the cute little girl she used to be. She’s ready to prove to her adoring
public and a certain rough riding rodeo champion that sweet little Nikki isn’t
as innocent as everyone thinks. 


J.T. McCall has a reputation as a rough rider, both on the
bull riding circuit and with the ladies. So, what’s he to do when an innocent,
like country crooner, Nikki Spencer, sets her sights on him? He plans to do
what any good old country boy would do, save the lady from herself. But who
will save J.T. when this little firecracker sets his world on fire?


 


 


Heartless – Book Six 


Derek McCall was devastated when his girlfriend married his
best friend, Josh. He respected the boundaries of friendship for years, but one
night they gave in to temptation. Feeling guilty for betraying his best friend,
Derek left town, determined to put the past and Ashley behind him. 


Ashley Cooper has loved two men in her life, her ex-husband,
Josh, and her ex-boyfriend, Derek. This single mom is finally ready to start
dating again when Derek returns to town, ready to throw his hat in the ring.
Her kids are dead-set against the relationship, but will she risk their
disapproval for a chance to re-write history? 


 


 


Hopeless – Book Seven 


When Jay Cooper has to hire a
black belt instructor for his karate studio, he doesn’t expect the most
promising candidate to come with a huge chip on her shoulder. He knows there
must be a story behind those tortured brown eyes. If only she would let him get
close enough to find out why she seems to determined to keep her past a secret.



Victoria Pierce grew up in
the foster care system. For her, martial arts was more than a hobby. It was her
best hope of survival. She learned at an early age that the only person she
could count on was herself. She doesn’t let anyone get close enough to hurt
her, not friends, boyfriends, and definitely not her new boss. She shuts Jay
down at every opportunity, so why does he keep coming back for more? 


 


 


Careless – Book Eight 


Detective, Mike Cooper, loves
a challenge. So when his father, Josh, ask him to consult on a tough case, he
can’t resist the temptation. He agrees to take a brief leave of absense from
the police force to accompany country singer, Tori Warner, on tour. His
objective? To find the crazed fan who’s been stalking her. If only Tori wasn’t
so determined to play hard and fast with the rules. 


Tori is tired of living in a
bubble. She’s been allowing this stalker to control her life for months, and
she’s sick of it. So when some hotshot detective decides to become her
self-appointed bodyguard, she’s determined to show him that she’s the one
calling the shots. 


Tori is the most infuriating
woman Mike has ever met. She refuses to take orders, even when her life is at
stake. He’s tempted to let her fend for herself, but Mike can’t walk away
knowing some maniac is out to get her. Especially not after one explosive night
makes him lose his objectivity. Suddenly, this case is personal, and Mike can’t
rest until he knows Tori is safe. 
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