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Special Edition –
Holiday Homecoming

 


 


Trey Turner
and his wife, Sierra, are hosting a Christmas gathering for their
closest friends and family when an expected event forces them to
pull together and help one of their own through a crisis. Will
tragedy strike, forcing Trey to face his worst nightmare, or will
this holiday be the one that helps them all to heal?
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Chapter
One

Liam Bryson
walked into the master bedroom he shared with his wife, Alisa, and
found her grimacing as she stood sideways, staring at her
protruding stomach in the mirror. Liam thought his wife had never
looked more breathtaking, but he knew the former fashion model was
disconcerted by the changes her body had undergone.

“Hey,
beautiful,” he said, coming up behind her. Her upswept hairstyle
gave him access to the smooth column of her neck, so he took full
advantage, skimming his tongue over the lightly scented skin.

She trembled
in his arms when he drew her earlobe into his mouth. “If you keep
that up, we’re never going to make it to my parents’ house on
time.”

Alisa’s
parents were hosting their annual holiday party for their close
friends and family, and Liam knew they all looked forward to it.
Last year was their first Christmas as a couple, but he already
considered the party the highlight of their busy holiday
season.

“We have a
little time before we have to leave,” he whispered in her ear. “Why
not make the most of it?”

“Oh God, are
you two at it again?”

Alisa giggled
and Liam winced when his teenage daughter, Abby, appeared at the
door.

“Can I help
you?” he asked, turning toward her. He still found it difficult
sometimes to believe the baby girl he’d raised was a young woman
now.

She was
attending art school in New York, and they only saw her once a
month, at best. Liam would have given anything to keep her with
them, but when his wife encouraged him to let her pursue her dream,
he knew standing in her way was selfish. He’d made the right call
because she flourished at the prestigious school. Her esteemed
instructors claimed her natural talent set her apart from artists
desperate to earn a living doing what they loved.

Fortunately,
money would never be an issue for his daughter since his recent
plans to expand his hotel chain and foray into resorts had placed
him firmly in the elite billionaire’s club.

“I was hoping
Alisa could help me with this,” she said, holding up the diamond
tennis bracelet they’d given her for her last birthday. “I always
have trouble with the clasp.”

“I’d be happy
to help,” Alisa said with a smile.

Liam watched
the two loves of his life, their heads bent together in
concentration. His daughter had dark features, much like his, and
Alisa was fair with light hair and eyes. He and his wife were
different in so many ways, yet she completed him. Since they’d met
and married, he found a sense of contentment he never thought
possible. He spent so many years building his empire and raising
his daughter that he assumed those were the only things that would
ever matter to him.

Then he sat
down beside Alisa on a flight to Las Vegas, and in the span of
twenty-four hours, she’d made him question everything he thought he
knew about what mattered. Being her husband was more important than
brokering multi-million dollar deals, so he gave up the life he
knew for the life they now shared in Alisa’s hometown of Nashville.
He was finally living his fantasy. A fantasy he hadn’t even known
he wanted until she made him realize how much he would stand to
lose if he was foolish enough to let her go.

“Is your
grandmother here yet, Abby?” Liam asked. His mother flew in on his
private jet from San Francisco to spend the holidays with them.
When he got tied up on a conference call, he’d sent his driver to
pick her up.

“I don’t think
so.” The doorbell rang, and Abby grinned. “I stand corrected. You
guys go back to whatever you were doing before I interrupted. I’ll
let Nana in.” She winked at her father. “Take your time. I’ll just
tell her you’re… busy.”

Liam tried to
hide his smile when he said, “Would you just answer the door,
kid?”

“I’m so glad
she’s home,” Alisa said when her stepdaughter walked out of the
room. “I’ve missed her.”

Watching the
relationship between his wife and daughter evolve was gratifying.
Abby’s mother had abandoned her as soon as she realized giving her
wealthy boyfriend a child wouldn’t secure her role as mistress of
his manor. His former girlfriend never even tried to build a
relationship with their child, yet the bond between Alisa and Abby
seemed instant and effortless.

Alisa reached
for his hand. “Let’s go greet your mother.”

He brought her
left hand to his lips, chuckling when the huge diamond nearly took
his eye out. “You look beautiful tonight.” The conservative, long
velvet dress with low cut back and scooped neckline hugged her new
curves to perfection, and the sight of her, pregnant with his baby,
turned him on in a way no tight, short, little black dress ever
had.

“I feel like a
fat—”

He silenced
her with a kiss as he framed her face with his hands. He hated that
she couldn’t see herself the way he saw her. “You’re gorgeous,” he
said, pulling away. “And you should know better than to argue with
me.”

Alisa smiled
as she locked her hands around his neck. “You may intimidate
everyone else, but you don’t scare me, Liam Bryson.”

“That’s
because you have me wrapped around your little finger and you damn
well know it.” He laughed at her smug smile. “If my board of
directors could see me, totally at your mercy, they’d question
whether the company was safe in my hands.”

Alisa smiled
before pressing a kiss to his lips. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. It’ll
be our little secret.”

Liam grunted.
“Some secret. Anyone in the same room with us can tell your
happiness is the only thing I give a damn about these days.”

“That, and
your daughter,” Alisa said quietly, rubbing her stomach gently.
“This baby is going to be the luckiest little boy or girl in the
world to have you as his father.”

Liam held her
tight. He fought back emotion as he remembered all of the mistakes
he’d made when Abby was growing up. He missed out on so many
important events because his business took him all over the world,
and he questioned whether he was the parent she needed every day.
He was so afraid his absence would make her bitter or resentful,
and she’d throw his love back in his face as she blamed him for
caring more about amassing wealth than raising her. Nothing could
be further from the truth, but that didn’t ease the pain of knowing
he hadn’t always been there when she needed him.

“Hey, what’s
wrong?” she asked, bracing her hands on his shoulders as she pulled
back to look him in the eye. “Why do you look so sad all of a
sudden?”

“I was just
thinking about the mistakes I made with Abby. Sometimes, I wonder
if she resents the choices I made.”

“Honey, how
can you even think that?” Alisa asked, cupping his cheek. “You’re
her hero. Your hard work allows her to live her dream. She knows
that, and she appreciates all the sacrifices you made. Believe
me.”

Liam’s eyes
fell to the baby Alisa carried, and he said, “I just wonder if she
ever feels bitter. Her entire life, I was so focused on building
the business, and then you came, and within a matter of weeks, I
decided to start delegating so we could build a new life together.
Do you think she wonders why I never made that kind of sacrifice to
spend more time with her?” That was on his mind a lot since his
daughter left for school, especially since he found out he was
getting another chance to be the father he’d never been to
Abby.

“Why don’t you
ask her?”

He shrugged.
“I’m not sure she’d be honest with me. Abby’s a sweet, sensitive
girl. She wouldn’t want to hurt me.”

“And I know
you would never, ever, do anything to hurt her.” Alisa placed his
hand on her stomach when the baby kicked, making him smile. “You’re
an amazing father, Liam. Don’t ever doubt that.”

He approached
everything in his life with fierce determination, but he couldn’t
help but feel when it came to being a parent that he’d fallen
short. “I guess we should get out there. Abby’s going to have her
grandmother convinced we’re in here…” Liam laughed when a blush
stole over Alisa’s cheeks. “I’m just teasing. Come on, let’s
go.”

 


 


Alisa smiled
when her mother-in-law patted her stomach and greeted the baby.

Jana Bryson
had insisted on coming to stay with them until after the baby was
born, and although she was unwilling to admit it, Alisa was
relieved to have the support. Liam could hire an army of baby
nurses to help them care for the newborn, but Alisa wouldn’t trust
a stranger with her baby. Jana was family, and she was already a
doting grandmother who couldn’t wait to spoil their newest
addition.

“How have you
been feeling, sweetheart?” Jana asked, concern knitting her
eyebrows. “Are you still seeing that midwife or have you come to
your senses and decided to have the baby in a hospital like
everyone else?”

“Mother,” Liam
warned. “I told you before this is not open for discussion. Alisa
wants to have the baby at home with a midwife and that’s the way
it’s going to be.”

“Oh, I just
worry about you,” Jana said, slipping an arm around Alisa’s nearly
non-existent waist as she led her into the family room. “If
something were to go wrong—”

“Nothing’s
going to go wrong, Mother,” Liam said, between clenched teeth. “If
you’re trying to scare us, it’s not going to work.”

“I’m not
trying to scare you. I’ve been in the delivery room, young man, and
I know from experience that things don’t always go exactly as
planned. Even a perfectly uneventful pregnancy can result in
complications during delivery. Take me for example,” she said,
putting a cushion behind Alisa’s back as Alisa lowered herself onto
the couch. “When Liam was born, he was breech, and I thought I
could handle giving birth without the epidural.” She rolled her
eyes. “Good Lord, what a fool I was. By the time I started
screaming and crying for meds, it was too late to do anything about
it.”

Alisa glanced
up at Liam, who stood by the fireplace, glaring at the back of his
mother’s head.

“Do you think
you could save your horror stories for another time?” he asked. “We
have to get over to the Turners’ house for the party.”

“Oh, that
reminds me,” Jana said, jumping up. “I brought a lovely bottle of
wine for them to try. It’s from—”

“How many
times do I have to tell you…” Liam drew a deep breath and slipped
his hands into the pockets of his custom dress pants. “Alisa’s
father doesn’t drink. He’s a recovering alcoholic, remember?”

“Oh, that’s
right,” she said, pressing a manicured hand to her cheek. “Oh well,
maybe Sierra would enjoy it.”

Liam rolled
his eyes. “Sierra is not going to drink a whole bottle of wine by
herself.”

“Well, I’m
sure someone will drink it,” she said, fisting a hand on her
hip.

“Yeah, me, if
you keep this up.”

“Now, Liam,”
she said, wagging her finger at him. “You know you’re not to
over-indulge in alcohol. Remember what the doctor said after your
heart attack? Everything in moderation.”

“Oh for the
love of God,” Liam said, ushering his mother toward the door. “I do
not overindulge in anything, but if you keep badgering me, I just
might start.”

“Who’s
badgering you? I’m merely suggesting…”

“Abby,” Liam
said, “help your grandmother with her coat. We’ll be right behind
you.”

Alisa smiled
at her husband’s exasperated expression. She knew he loved his
mother, but Jana was definitely a force of nature. Her opinion was
the only one that mattered, and heaven help anyone who dared to
argue with her.

“You really
want that woman living under our roof for a month?” Liam asked,
helping her up off the couch. “I may have to take up drinking.”

Alisa laughed.
“Be quiet. She’ll hear you.”

“It’s nothing
I haven’t said to her before.”

Alisa slapped
his chest. “Let’s get over to my parents’ house. I’ve been craving
my mama’s cheese puffs all day.”

Liam looked
down at her bare feet. “What shoes do you plan on wearing?”

“I’ll be lucky
if I can even fit these things into a pair of shoes.” Swollen feet
meant she’d had to say good-bye to her favorite designer stilettos.
Another sacrifice she had to make for the sake of her baby. She
couldn’t help but smile when the baby kicked her in response to her
errant thoughts.

“It’s already
coming down out there. The roads and sidewalks may be a bit slick.
I want you to wear something with decent traction.”

Great, Uggs
with an evening gown. Now that’s a hot look. Alisa glanced out
the window and saw big snowflakes sticking to the windowpane. “Can
you believe we may actually have some snow for Christmas? How cool
is that?”

Liam laughed
at her enthusiasm. “It’s pretty cool. Let’s go before your cousins
eat all the cheese puffs.”


Chapter
Two

By the time
Alisa had greeted all of her friends and family, the pains were
more frequent and more difficult to hide. She didn’t want to ruin
the party or worry her husband if they were false labor pains, but
she began to fear these may be the real thing. With only ten days
until her due date, her midwife, Maria, told her it could happen
any day, although first babies were often born full-term, if not a
few days late.

Her Nana
Turner sat down beside her on the sofa and patted her leg. “You
look beautiful, dear.”

Alisa grimaced
when the pain shifted to her lower back. “You’re sweet, but I don’t
feel very beautiful right now.”

Elaine rubbed
Alisa’s back, as though she could sense her granddaughter’s
discomfort. “Every woman feels that way toward the end. It’s
perfectly natural.”

“You mean I’m
not a terrible person because I just want this to be over already?”
Alisa just prayed it wouldn’t be today. She didn’t need an audience
of fifty of their closest friends and family hovering, hoping to
witness the big event.

“Honey, I
haven’t met a woman who doesn’t feel that way by this stage of the
game.”

Alisa had
hoped to talk to her grandmother about her concerns for weeks, but
with the holiday rush at her boutique, she couldn’t sneak away.
That she insisted on working so hard this close to her due date
drove Liam to distraction, but she needed to know that Lena, her
best friend and manager, could handle things when she took some
time off after the baby was born.

“Nana, can I
ask you something?” She grit her teeth and tried to smile as pain
ricocheted through her abdomen, stealing her breath.

Elaine
frowned. “Honey, are you okay?”

“I’m fine.
Braxton Hicks contractions, I’ve been getting them for a couple of
weeks now.” She wasn’t going to alert anyone, least of all her
elderly grandparents, until she knew this was the real deal.

Elaine didn’t
look convinced, but she asked, “You said you wanted to ask me
something?”

“It’s about
the delivery. How do you feel about me having my baby at home with
a midwife instead of going to the hospital?” She sighed when she
caught her father’s eye across the room. He was engaged in a heated
conversation with Liam, no doubt trying to change his mind about
their delivery plan. “I know Daddy’s dead-set against it, but do
you think there’s anything wrong with it?”

Elaine
laughed. “Honey, there was a time when we didn’t have a choice.
Heck, I practically delivered my own nephew.”

“Really?”
Alisa was surprised she had never heard this story before. Of
course, if it ended badly, that may be the reason her nana chose
not to talk about it. “Was everything okay? I mean, there weren’t
any complications, were there?”

Elaine patted
her hand. “No, my sister gave birth to a beautiful baby boy. We
were living in a pretty rural area at the time and we got snowed
in. Most people, including my parents, couldn’t afford a car in
those days, so we had to make do. Fortunately, my mama had given
birth to six babies of her own, so she knew what to do.”

Alisa bit her
lip when she would have preferred to release an unabashed moan. She
glanced at her diamond wristwatch. How long had it been since the
last… contraction? She had to face facts. She may not have
done this before, but her body was sending her a definite message.
She was in labor. She tried not to panic. It would probably be
countless hours before her baby made his grand entrance, still…

“Sweetheart,
are you sure you’re all right?” Elaine asked, pressing a hand to
her forehead. “You look kind of pale, and you feel a little
clammy.”

“I’m fine, but
I think I need to use the restroom. Excuse me, Nana.” Alisa took
several minutes to get up and make her way down the long hallway to
the powder room. By the time she closed and locked the door, she
barely sat down on the commode before she felt the rush of water
escape. Oh God, my water broke! No question about it, this
baby was coming.

Alisa took a
few minutes to wash her hands and collect herself before she called
down the hall for her mother.

Sierra was
there in seconds, but her smile slipped as soon as she saw the tear
on her daughter’s cheek.

Alisa promised
herself she would be strong when the time came, but she feared the
pain may be more intense than she could handle. “Mom, I…” She
squeezed her mother’s hand as Sierra brushed the hair off her
forehead.

“Honey, what
is it? Is it the baby?”

“My water just
broke,” she whispered. She looked down the hall, hoping to find her
husband. “Can you help me to a bedroom? Then tell Liam I need him.
Oh, and someone will have to call Maria.”

Sierra gripped
her hand and slipped an arm around her waist as she led her to the
bedrooms in the opposite wing of the house. “Honey, are you sure
you don’t want to go to the hospital?”

“I thought you
supported my decision to have this baby at home?” Alisa cursed the
tears sliding down her cheeks. She didn’t know if they were
prompted by pain, fear, or indecision, but she wished they would
stop. She wanted to be strong, for her husband and baby, not a
weak, sobbing, screaming mess.

She watched
television shows and saw women giving birth under water, welcoming
their baby into a calm and soothing environment. That’s what she
wanted. Okay, maybe she could live without the water, but she
wanted to know her baby was being born in a comfortable
environment, surrounded by people who loved him or her, not a cold,
sterile hospital room being passed around by doctors and nurses
wearing surgical masks.

“I do… if
you’re sure that’s what you want,” Sierra said, ushering Alisa into
her childhood bedroom.

“We should put
something down on the bed,” Alisa said, looking at the plush duvet
and decorative pillows with concern.

Sierra
laughed. “We’ll worry about that later. Your water already broke,
and my guess is we have a little while to go before the big
event.”

“My purse is
on the table by the door. Maria’s number’s in there. Can you call
her for me and ask Liam to come in?” Alisa eased onto the bed and
sighed as she leaned back against the pillows.

“Of course,
and don’t worry about a thing,” Sierra said, plumping the pillows
behind her head. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

“Mom, could I
have something else to wear?” she asked, looking down at the
expensive designer dress she’d bought in honor of the evening.

“Sure, I’ll
bring in one of your father’s old t-shirts.” Sierra laughed. “They
always hit your knees. Remember you used to wear his favorites as
sleep shirts and he’d get so mad when he couldn’t find them?”

Alisa smiled
as she reached for her mother’s hand. “Daddy’s not going to like
this, is he? He’s going to want me to go to the hospital to have
the baby.”

Sierra winked.
“You let me worry about your father. If anyone can talk him down, I
can.”

 


 


Alisa was
lying in bed, trying to breathe through another contraction while
gripping a stuffed white teddy bear her father had given her after
one of his tours, when her best friend, Lena, appeared at the
door.

“Hey.” Lena
paused in the doorway, looking uncertain. “Your mom looked a little
stressed. I wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

Alisa reached
out her hand, inviting her friend into the room. Lena had been a
part of her life since Trey and Sierra welcomed the homeless,
pregnant teen into their family at the tender age of fifteen.

“I’m glad
you’re here,” Alisa whispered. “I could use a friend.”

Lena sat down
in the chair beside the bed and took her friend’s hand. “Are you
sure you don’t want me to get Liam?”

“My mom is
going to tell him.” Alisa tried to shift her body to relieve the
pain in her lower back. “God, it hurts so much.”

“I remember,”
Lena said quietly, fixating on their joined hands.

“Oh, honey,”
Alisa said, squeezing her friend’s hand. “If this is too hard for
you, you don’t have to stay.”

“No,” Lena
said, shaking her head. “It’s okay. There’s nowhere else I’d rather
be right now.”

Lena had given
her own baby up for adoption the day she was born. Jay and Victoria
Spencer raised her daughter, Ava, and Lena felt blessed to remain a
part of her life as a friend and confidante.

“Do you ever
think about it?” Alisa asked. They didn’t talk about Lena’s
pregnancy often. She knew from experience some events were too
traumatic to relive, even with your best friend.

“Of course I
do. Sometimes I’m sitting there with Ava, eating popcorn and
watching a girlie movie, and wonder what it might have been like if
I’d tried to raise her.”

Alisa couldn’t
imagine what it would be like to live with those questions plaguing
you. “You did the right thing. Allowing Jay and Victoria to raise
her was the most selfless decision you could’ve made.”

Lena smiled
and blinked back the tears. “In my mind, I know that’s true, but
it’s my heart that’s still having a hard time accepting it.”

“Ohhhh, here
comes another one.”

“It’s okay,”
Lena said, gripping her hand tighter. “You can do this. Just
remember to breathe.” She inhaled and exhaled with her friend.
“That’s it. Good job.”

“I’m so glad
you’re here. I wanted to ask you to be with me when the baby was
born, but I was afraid there would be too many painful
memories.”

“I’ll never
forget, Ali. It doesn’t matter whether I’m sitting here beside you
to welcome your beautiful baby into the world or driving down the
interstate. It’s always there. She’s a part of me, no matter
what.”

“She’s so
lucky to have you in her life.”

Lena shrugged.
“I don’t know about that. I think she has the perfect parents to
help guide her, but if I can be there to support her in any way, I
will be.”

“Just like
you’re going to be here to support me tonight?”

Lena smiled.
“You better believe it.”

 


 


Liam watched
Sierra going through Alisa’s purse, and he felt angst like pin
pricks on the back of his neck. Something was wrong. He could sense
it. He nodded and smiled politely as Luc Spencer told him about a
stock deal that earned him a bundle. He suggested Liam contact his
broker for the details, but money was the last thing on Liam’s mind
when he saw Trey make his way over to his wife. Liam watched them,
deep in conversation, and the look on his father-in-law’s face told
Liam everything he needed to know.

“Excuse me,
Luc. I need to have a word with Trey and Sierra.”

“No problem,”
Luc said, raising his glass. “We’ll catch up later.”

“Is there a
problem?” Liam asked, slapping Trey on the back.

“You’re damn
right there’s a problem,” Trey said, raising his voice. “My little
girl—”

“Why don’t we
take this into the study?” Sierra said, reaching for her husband’s
hand.

Liam followed
them down the hallway, fear and dread tightening his gut. He hadn’t
seen Alisa in a few minutes, but he assumed she was taking one of
her frequent bathroom breaks. Obviously, he was wrong. “Can someone
please tell me what’s going on?” Liam asked as Sierra closed the
door behind them.

“I’ll tell you
what’s wrong,” Trey said, pacing across the Persian area rug in
front of the stone fireplace. “My little girl is about to have a
baby… without a doctor.” He glared and pointed at Liam. “You need
to do somethin’ about that. Now!”

Liam took a
deep breath and tried to calm down. He suffered from high blood
pressure and had a heart attack shortly after he and Alisa met. She
needed him now. He wouldn’t be of any use to her or their baby if
he landed in the hospital because he let stress get the best of
him. “Listen, Trey, I already told you, this is Alisa’s decision.
I’m going to support her, no matter what you think.”

Trey raked his
hands through his thick black and silver hair and scowled as he
continued to pace. “You should’ve talked some sense into her back
when she first brought up this hare-brained idea. What the hell was
she thinkin’, wantin’ to have this baby at home? That’s just askin’
for trouble, if you ask me.”

“Well, we
didn’t.” Liam stuck his hands in his pockets and met Trey’s glare
with one of his own. His father-in-law had tried to intimidate him
the first time they met. It didn’t work then and it wasn’t going to
work now. The world may see Trey as a famous country singer, but to
Liam, he was just a man like any other. He liked and respected him,
but he wouldn’t be dictated to by anyone. “If you’ll excuse me, I
need to see my wife.”

“Not so fast,”
Trey said, taking a step toward him. “I’m not finished talkin’ to
you about this.”

Sierra cleared
her throat. “Trey, I’ve told you before, this is their decision,
not ours.”

He looked at
his wife a long time before his eyes filled with tears and he
cleared his throat. His voice was husky with emotion when he said,
“You and I both know better than anyone that things can go wrong in
a heartbeat, baby. I don’t want that for them.”

Sierra crossed
the room and slipped her arms around his waist, as she leaned her
head on his chest. “I know that. But you can’t assume the worst. We
have to believe everythin’ is going to be fine.” She tipped her
head back and looked him in the eye. “Alisa is almost full term.
There’s no reason to believe there will be any complications.”

“But what if
there is?”

Trey looked so
tortured, it almost made Liam feel guilty. But he would always side
with his wife above anyone else. Her happiness was the most
important thing in the world to him. “Trey, everything’s going to
be fine. This has been a very uneventful pregnancy, thank God.
There’s no reason to believe there will be any complications during
the delivery. If I thought for a second Alisa or the baby was at
risk, I’d drive them to the hospital myself, no questions
asked.”

Trey gave his
wife a quick kiss before he said, “Do you mind if I have a quick
word with Liam, sweetheart? You go on in and sit with Alisa. We’ll
be right there.”

Sierra looked
back and forth between her husband and son-in-law, looking
uncertain. “Okay, but don’t be too long. Alisa needs you, both of
you.”

Trey waited
for his wife to close the door behind her before he turned to Liam.
“Look, you know I wasn’t too crazy about you marryin’ my daughter,
but during the past couple of years, I’ve come to know you and
respect you. You’re more than my son-in-law, Liam. I consider you a
good friend.”

Liam shared
the sentiment. Trey had become someone he could count on, unlike
his own father, who was more interested in amassing wealth than
raising a family. “I feel the same way.”

“I’m askin’
you now, as a friend, please don’t let her do this.”

Liam sighed as
he sank into one of the leather guest chairs in front of the desk.
“Listen to me. I’m not getting any younger. This may be the only
child Alisa ever has. I want this to be a beautiful memory for
her.”

Trey claimed
the chair next to Liam and dropped his head into his hands. “You
assume everything will go smoothly, but there are no guarantees.”
He looked up with a pained expression. “You can’t even begin to
imagine what it’s like to hold your baby in your arms as she takes
her last breath. Nothin’, and I mean nothin’, can ever prepare you
for that. It’s like a part of you dies, right then and there, and
no matter what you do, or how long you live, you know you’re never,
ever gonna get it back.”

Liam swallowed
the lump in his throat. As a father, he couldn’t imagine what it
was like for Trey and Sierra to lose their premature newborn. “I’m
sorry for what you had to go through. I know it must have been hell
for you, for both of you, but this isn’t the same thing. Alisa’s
almost full-term, and there’s no reason to believe there will be a
problem.”

“Really?” Trey
sat back and folded one leg over the other. “What if the baby’s
breech, is in distress, or Alisa starts hemorrhagin’ and that
goddamn midwife can’t stop the bleeding because she’s not a doctor
and she doesn’t have the medication she needs to take action? Are
you willin’ to take that kind of risk with your wife and baby?
’Cause I sure as hell ain’t.”

Liam didn’t
know what to say. He hadn’t allowed himself to consider the worst
possible scenarios. He hadn’t built his empire worrying about what
could go wrong. He took action and dealt with consequences when and
if problems arose. But this was different. They were talking about
two people who meant the world to him. If anything happened to
either one of them, he didn’t know how he’d go on living, knowing
he could have done something to prevent the tragedy if he heeded
Trey’s warnings.

Sierra tapped
on the door and stuck her head in. “I just got off the phone with
the midwife. The roads are a bit slick because of the snow, so she
didn’t feel comfortable driving. Ryan and Brianna are on their way
to pick her up now.”

“Thanks,
Sierra,” Liam said, feeling numb. What the hell am I supposed to
do now?


Chapter
Three

Ryan Spencer
didn’t argue when his good friend Brianna Cooper offered to drive
his Audi to pick up her cousin’s midwife. His all-wheel drive
handled much better than hers on the slick roads, but since he’d
already had two drinks at the party, she said she had no intention
of letting him get behind the wheel.

He loved that
she cared so much. Even though he’d dated countless women, he never
had a better friend than Brianna. They grew up together, their
families were the best of friends, and as the years passed, Ryan
began to question whether his feelings for her were evolving into
much more than platonic friendship.

“You okay?”
Ryan asked, looking at her hands.

They clenched
the wheel so tightly her knuckles were turning white. “Yeah, sure.”
She turned up the volume on the country music station filtering
through the speakers. “I love this song.”

“Clint Davis
is our client,” Ryan said, tapping his fingers against his leg in
time to the music. “He’s a great guy, and if his debut album is any
indication, he’s got one hell of a future in this business.”

Ryan and his
brother, Evan, took over their father, Luc’s, company, Titan
Records, earlier that year, and Clint was one of the artists his
brother had signed. They knew the first time they heard his demo
they had to have him on their team.

“There’s
something unique about his voice. It’s so sexy and raspy.” She
laughed as she fanned her face. “I checked out his website the
other day. My God, is he gorgeous, or what?”

They had
always talked to each other about their dates, but now Ryan felt a
twinge of jealousy every time he heard her mention another man’s
name. “I think he has a girlfriend.” Ryan didn’t know why he
blurted that out. She hadn’t asked whether the man was available;
she merely said she found him attractive. He knew he was crazy to
let it bother him, but no one ever accused him of being
rational.

Brianna
snapped her fingers and shot him an amused, sidelong glance. “There
goes my chance.”

Anxious to
change the subject, Ryan asked, “How’s school goin’?”

“Good.” She
grinned. “I’m happy to be finishing soon.”

“Still excited
to get out into the real world?” Evan had offered Brianna a job at
Titan Records when she graduated law school in the spring, a
decision Ryan still had mixed feelings about. He adored Brianna and
loved hanging out with her, but he didn’t know how he would feel
about seeing her every day. Seeing her more often may make ignoring
the feelings he successfully repressed for longer than he cared to
admit impossible.

“Excited and
scared,” she said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

Ryan had the
overwhelming urge to reach out and slide the soft tresses between
his fingers. He knew that it felt like fine silk. He’d held her in
his arms dozens of times over the years, when she cried over a
broken relationship, sad movie, or bad test grade. She was his
friend. He had to keep reminding himself of that before he did
something stupid like…

He tipped his
head back and closed his eyes as that night came flooding back to
him. Brianna was dating one of his friends and they were all at a
party together. Ryan led her outside to get some fresh air. He’d
been drinking, and the filter that usually censored his thoughts
and actions must have drowned in his booze because he pulled her
flush against him for an intense kiss that blew both of their
minds. He told her the truth, that he couldn’t stop thinking about
her, that he wanted her, but she laughed it off and pushed him
away.

She didn’t
take him seriously because he’d never been serious about a woman in
his life. But she wasn’t some random woman. She was the person who
made him laugh when he felt down, nursed him back to health after
dozens of hangovers, held his hand when they went bungee
jumping…

Brianna
snapped her fingers in front of his face. “Hello, are you still
with me?”

“Sorry, baby.”
He silently cursed the endearment when she gave him a strange look.
They didn’t have that kind of relationship. They weren’t friends
with benefits. They were just friends, plain and simple, except
nothing he felt for her was simple. It was complicated and
confusing and he felt caught between two worlds: the bachelor’s
life he’d known and loved and the woman he believed he may be
falling in love with. “I, uh, guess my mind was somewhere
else there for a minute.”

“I’m worried
about Alisa.” She propped her elbow on the door and scraped her
hand through her hair. “What if something happens with the baby?
What if she needs a doctor and—” She shook her head, curling both
hands around the steering wheel. “No, you know what? I’m not even
gonna let myself go there.”

Ryan grabbed
her leg. It was supposed to be a show of support, but the current
that charged up his arm reminded him that nothing was the same
between them since that kiss. “She’ll be fine. She has Liam, and
you know he’d never let anything happen to her or their baby.”

Brianna
smiled. “He’s such a good guy. I’m so glad Alisa found someone like
him.”

Ryan withdrew
his hand and stared out the window as she rounded a corner. “You
ever hope to meet a guy like him someday?” Just thinking about her
with someone like that hurt, because he knew Liam was everything he
could never be. Responsible, secure, the kind of guy a woman could
count on in a crisis. He had never been that guy. Partying and
having a good time were his forte, and Brianna knew that, which was
why she’d never take a risk on him. Even he had to admit he was a
terrible bet.

“Sure, every
girl dreams about meeting a man like that someday. He’s perfect:
gorgeous, smart, successful, and it’s obvious she’s the center of
his world.”

Ryan turned
his head to look at her. He could see her becoming the center of
his world, but making that kind of commitment to anyone still
scared the hell out of him. He wasn’t even thirty yet. He told
himself he had years before he had to start thinking about settling
down with a wife and kids, but he knew Brianna would have found the
man she was looking for by then and their friendship would have to
take a backseat to her new life.

“So, you think
about gettin’ married and havin’ a couple of kids?”

“Sure. Don’t
you?”

He hadn’t
allowed himself to think about the possibility… until now.

“You know me.
I’m too busy havin’ a good time to think past tomorrow.” He cursed
when he realized he was just feeding into her perception of him.
Maybe he didn’t want to be that guy anymore. Maybe it was time to
change, to commit to the right woman and think about—

“I’m surprised
you didn’t bring anyone to the party tonight,” Brianna said,
turning down the street leading to the midwife’s house. “What
happened to what’s her name, that girl you met at Jimmy’s a couple
of weeks ago? Mandy… Mindy… Michelle.” She laughed. “There are so
many, it’s hard to keep track.”

His hand
curled into a fist. He’d enjoyed the company of beautiful women all
of his life, and he had no regrets, but he wished he saw at least a
flicker of annoyance when she mentioned the ladies in his life.
“Her name was Miranda, and we only went out a couple of times.”

She laughed.
“What happened, she didn’t do it for you? Not adventurous enough in
the bedroom?”

He saw the
wicked gleam in her eye and he realized she was having fun teasing
him about his sex life. He realized how far apart they were. The
thought of her having sex with another man made him see red, yet
the prospect of him taking other women to bed amused her. “It never
got that far. I just wasn’t into her.”

“Since when
has that mattered to you? I always assumed if she had a pulse, she
was fair game.”

“Come on, I’m
not that bad.” He hated that he had earned her low opinion of him.
She was right; he indulged in sex with women he didn’t care about
too many times to pretend he wasn’t guilty of being out of control.
His perspective had just started to change. Every time he closed
his eyes and moved in to kiss someone, he saw Brianna’s face, felt
her arms curling around his neck, drawing him closer. He got lost
in her sweet body every night in his fantasies when his head hit
the pillow. What the hell was wrong with him? He was becoming
obsessed with his best friend. How had he let this happen?

“No, you’re
much, much worse.” She smiled as she slapped his chest to let him
know she was teasing, but he grabbed her hand and held it against
his heart.

His heartbeat
double-timed as the dark interior of the car closed in on them. He
wanted to kiss her, if only to prove to himself that their
connection wasn’t as powerful as he remembered, but when she gave
him a quizzical look, he released her hand. He wanted to blame the
alcohol coursing through his body for his inability to control his
reaction to her, but he knew it was more than that. She got under
his skin, and he didn’t know how the hell to break free of the hold
she had on him.

 


 


Evan Spencer
came up behind his girlfriend and drew her into his arms. He felt
her body tense and his heart ached. They were drifting further
apart and he didn’t know how to get back what they’d lost. She was
the love of his life, his girlfriend for the past five years. He
always assumed she would be the mother of his children someday, but
he began to fear that day may never come if they didn’t figure out
how to find their way back to each other.

“Alisa and
Liam must be so scared and excited,” she said, looking out at the
lit trees lining the walkway. “I know I would be, if I were in
their position.”

He knew she
was ready to settle down. She was in her last year of veterinary
school, and with plans to join her father’s practice, she felt it
was the perfect time to start planning for the future.
Unfortunately, Evan was at a completely different place in his
life. He’d just taken over his father’s company and his workload
had doubled. They barely had time to make love anymore, much less
plan a wedding.

“I’m sure
everything will be fine, Erika.”

She turned in
his arms and he saw something in her eyes that terrified him. “Do
you really think so?”

He knew she
wasn’t talking about Alisa and the baby anymore. She was asking him
whether he thought they would be okay, whether their relationship
would survive. “Of course I do.” He leaned in to kiss her, but she
braced her hands on his biceps to push him away.

“I’m not so
sure anymore. We used to be happy. There was a time when I had no
doubt we’d end up together, but so much has changed since
then.”

“Don’t say
that.” He felt panic rising. He was used to being in control.
Everyone who’d known his father, Luc, in the early days said Evan
was a carbon copy of the old man, but he felt powerless when he
thought of Erika leaving him. He loved her. He needed her.
“We’re just going through a rough patch. We’ll get through it. We
just need to give it some time, you’ll see.”

She shook her
head, looking as miserable as he felt. “We’ve been saying that for
the past year. When do we decide that it just isn’t working
anymore? Maybe…” She touched his face. “Maybe we just have to
accept that we weren’t meant to be together. We want different
things out of life now.”

“No!” He
gripped her hands in his and was surprised to realize that his felt
ice cold by comparison. “You don’t mean that. We’re perfect for
each other, you know it.”

“I used to
think that, but you’ve changed, Evan.”

His mouth was
dry as he searched for the words to stop the runaway train that was
about to destroy his life. “I haven’t changed that much. I’m still
the guy who loves you, who would do anything for you.”

A tear slid
down her cheek. “You can’t give me what I need. Not anymore. I need
to find someone who can.”

Evan couldn’t
breathe. He’d given the last five years of his life to this woman.
She helped him grow into a man he could be proud to look at in the
mirror. She was his best friend, his lover. Hell, she was his soul
mate, the only woman in the world who could make him happy, and now
she was telling him she didn’t think he could make her happy
anymore. “Don’t say that,” he said, trying to control his emotions.
They were in the midst of a party, with his family and their
friends only a few feet away in the next room. “This isn’t the
right time to have this conversation.”

She shook her
head and said, “It’s never the right time. Isn’t that part of the
problem?”

He knew he
hadn’t made as much time for her as he should, and he wrestled with
the guilt every day when he heard the sadness in her voice, but he
had a multi-million dollar company to run, and famous artists
depended on him to guide their careers. It seemed everyone wanted a
piece of him, and there was nothing left for her. Damn it, how
had he let this happen?

“Look, I’m
sorry, okay? I know things haven’t been easy lately, but maybe
after the holidays we could sneak away for a few days… get a little
R & R… re-connect.” He felt like a drowning man trying to grab
on to the life preserver floating just out of his reach.

She looked at
him a long time before she said, “Don’t you think it’s a little too
late for that?”

He watched her
walk away. It couldn’t be too late. He wouldn’t let it be too
late.


Chapter
Four

Liam walked
into the room and felt the cold fist of fear render him speechless.
Alisa looked like a prisoner to the pain gripping her body as she
winced and cried out, squeezing her mother’s hand as Sierra wiped
her forehead with a damp cloth.

She looked up
at him and tried to smile through the pain. “There you are. I
thought you and my dad were off somewhere, conspiring to load me
into the car against my will.” She rubbed her distended stomach.
“Even two big strong guys like you probably couldn’t carry me out
of here in this condition.”

He pulled a
chair up beside the bed and took her hand. “Maria’s on her way,
sweetheart. She didn’t feel comfortable driving, so Ryan and
Brianna went to pick her up.”

“I hope she
gets here soon,” she said, glancing at her mother. “The
contractions are only a few minutes apart.” As if on cue, another
one started and she gripped his hand, squealing through the
pain.

“Just try and
breathe through it, honey,” he said, brushing the damp hair off her
forehead. “Just like they taught us.” Liam took a few deep breaths,
trying to control his own anxiety. He was on another continent when
his daughter was born, and until Alisa came into his life, he’d
never imagined he would experience the miracle of watching his baby
come in to the world.

He was excited
and terrified at the same time. Trey’s words continued to haunt
him. He was right. So many things could go wrong. If anything
happened to his wife or baby, he knew he couldn’t live with the
pain. It would be like losing a part of himself, the best part.

“Are you
okay?” she asked when the contraction finally passed. “You look a
little pale. Have you eaten anything tonight?”

Liam fell in
love with her a little more every day and this day was no
exception. She struggled to bring their baby into the world without
benefit of painkillers and she was worried about him. There was no
doubt about it. Their kid was going to be beyond lucky to have
Alisa as a mother. “Don’t worry about me. I’m fine.”

Sierra got up
and passed the cool compress to Liam. “I’m going to get you some
water. Is there anything else I can get you, Alisa?”

“Maybe a
rolling pin with a tea towel wrapped around it?” She tried to sit
up as Liam fluffed the pillows behind her. “I read that can help
with the back pain.”

“You got it.”
Sierra smiled at Liam, as if to reassure him. “I’ll be right
back.”

“Do you want
to get up and walk around, sweetheart?” Liam asked.

“Maybe in a
bit. Tell me the truth,” Alisa said, gripping his hand. “Are you
really okay? I know the doctor said you should avoid stress.
Worrying about me having the baby here probably wasn’t the smartest
decision in light of your condition.” A tear slid down her cheek.
“I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think about that when—”

He kissed her
lips to silence her recriminations. Since he met her, Alisa had put
him first. She already did more for him than he could ever do for
her, even with all of his money and power. She gave his life
meaning beyond negotiating the next deal and he would never be able
to re-pay her for that.

“You made the
right choice, sweetheart. I can’t think of a better place to bring
our baby into the world than right here.” He looked around her
childhood bedroom and smiled at the framed photos of her as a child
and teen. He knew their son or daughter would one day have a room
just like this in their home, filled with the memories of a happy
childhood. “Surrounded by the people who’ll love and support him
most throughout his life.”

Alisa tried to
breathe through another contraction as her nails bit into his hand.
When the pain finally subsided, she asked, “You said him.
You think it’s going to be a boy?”

“It doesn’t
matter, boy or girl. As long as you’re both strong and healthy at
the end of the day, that’s the only thing that matters to me.”

She smiled as
perspiration slid down her cheek. “How’d I get so lucky?”

“I ask myself
the same question every day.” He wiped her face with the cloth
Sierra gave him. “I never expected to have this life. If you want
to know the truth, I think it’s more than I deserve.”

“You’re
wrong.” She kissed his hand. “You’re the best man I’ve ever known.
You deserve everything you’ve been blessed with and so much more.”
She smiled at the pom-poms tacked to the wall. “Do you ever think
about the kind of person our baby will be when they grow up?
Whether he’ll be more like you or me or his own person?”

He grinned.
“You said he, too.”

She rolled her
eyes. “Are you using the power of suggestion to try and influence
the outcome?”

He didn’t
respond right away, and she asked, “Is part of you hoping for a
son?”

Liam didn’t
want to admit it, but he’d give anything to be the kind of parent
to his own son that his father never was to him. He missed all of
his little league and football games. Hell, he’d been on a private
island with his mistress the day Liam graduated from an Ivy League
school.

“I told
you—”

“I know what
you told me. Now I want the truth.”

“Having a
daughter has been amazing. It’s given me some serious insight into
what it takes to keep a lady happy…” He returned her smile. “I
wouldn’t trade one single second with my little girl for anything,
but…”

“But?”

“I’d give
anything for a chance to do with my son the things my father never
cared enough to do with me.”

“Do you wish
we’d found out the sex of the baby when we had the chance?”

“No, I’m glad
we waited.” He kissed her lips. “But I gotta admit, I can’t wait to
find out.”

 


 


Alisa held
Liam tight as she caught a glimpse of her father hovering outside
the bedroom door, obviously reluctant to intrude on their private
moment. “Come in,” she said, raising her hand. “I wondered where
you were hiding.”

“Liam, you
mind if I have a minute alone with my daughter?”

“Of course
not.” Liam stood up and bent to kiss Alisa’s cheek. “I’m gonna call
Ryan to make sure they found Maria’s house.”

“Thanks,” Trey
said, patting him on the back as he walked out the door.

“I’m glad to
see you’re not holding him responsible for the choices I made,”
Alisa said, eyeing her father cautiously. She didn’t want to upset
him. Everyone who knew him knew he’d never gotten over losing his
first daughter, Callie, and probably never would.

He claimed the
seat Liam had vacated and reached for her hand. “You know how brave
I think you are for doin’ this, right, baby girl?” He smiled,
shaking his head. “Crazy maybe, but brave nonetheless.”

“Daddy…” She
tried to breathe through the contraction, knowing the man who’d
made it his mission in life to protect her would feel helpless in
the face of her pain. When it passed, she opened her eyes to see
him looking at her, wide-eyed and pale. “It’s okay,” she said,
stroking his arm. “I’m gonna be fine. We’re gonna be
fine.”

“That’s the
only thing that matters to me, honey. You and that baby you’re
carryin’.” He brought her hand to his lips, kissing it, before he
said, “You’ve got yourself a good man. I don’t know that I’ve ever
told you that before, but I couldn’t have picked a better husband
for you if I tried.”

Alisa smiled.
“No doubt about it, he’s the best. The love of my life…”

Trey glanced
at a picture on the bedside table. Alisa was fourteen, and she and
Sierra went to one of Trey’s concerts. The three of them were
backstage after the show and a friend captured a candid shot of
them laughing at a shared joke. “You and your mama have been the
very best part of my life. I want you to know that.”

“I do know.
You’ve shown us every day, in every way.” Alisa closed her eyes,
bit her lip, and tried to keep from crying out. Where the hell
is Maria?

“You okay?”
Trey asked, leaning forward.

“I’m fine,”
she said, anxious to put his mind at ease. “You were saying?”

“I worried
about you for a long time…” He paused as though he wanted to
consider his next words carefully. “First with the modelin’ thing,
then when that bastard cheated on you. You were so unhappy, so
lost. I thought you married Liam to fill some kind of void, but it
didn’t take me long to realize you’d found the real deal with
him.”

Alisa smiled
at her father’s assessment of her marriage. “How could you
tell?”

“You guys
looked at each other the same way your mama and me did. Hell, still
do.” He grinned before his smile fell. “I’ve been a lot of places,
met a lot of people, but I knew only one person could be everything
I needed. That was Sierra.”

It used to
embarrass Alisa to see her parents kissing and hugging like
teenagers, especially in front of her friends, but now she realized
how lucky she’d been to grow up in a home with two parents who
loved each other as much as they did.

“Baby, the
reason I’m tellin’ you this is because I don’t wanna see you make
the same mistakes I made.”

“What do you
mean?” Another contraction wracked her body, and it was even more
intense than the last. “Sweet Jesus…” she whispered.

Trey glanced
at his diamond wristwatch. “Where the hell is that midwife? She
should be here by now.”

“Relax, she’ll
be here soon.” At least Alisa prayed she would. She didn’t know how
much longer her baby would wait to make his or her grand entrance.
“You were saying something about mistakes?”

“When your
mama and I first married, I got so caught up in bein’ the next big
thing in country music that I lost sight of what really
mattered—our marriage.”

Alisa knew her
parents had divorced after they lost their first child, but Trey
never discussed the details with her. “But that’s all behind you
now. You learned your lesson.”

“Yeah, but I
sure wish I hadn’t had to learn it the hard way. Those five years
without Sierra were the toughest of my life. I was drinkin’ every
day, goin’ from one party to the next ’cause I didn’t want anyone
to know how bad I was hurtin’. Hell, I couldn’t even write
music.”

Music had been
a part of Trey’s life for so long. Alisa had trouble imagining how
difficult it must have been for him when his gift was suddenly
taken away. “How’d you get it back?”

He smiled.
“The only way I knew how—by gettin’ your mama back. I knew that my
life would never make sense without her. She brought out the best
in me and never judged me for the worst. She made me believe I
could be a better man.”

“Why are you
telling me all of this now?” Alisa asked. “Not that I’m
complaining. I could certainly use the distraction.”

“Honey, your
life’s about to change in a big way. I just want you to remember
what your mama and I went through.”

“You’re not
saying you think that could happen to me and Liam, are you?” She
couldn’t even conceive of a life that didn’t revolve around her
husband and family.

“I know you’ve
got big plans to expand the boutique, and I think that’s great. I’m
all for followin’ your dreams. At the end of the day, you don’t
wanna feel as though you left anything on the table…”

“But?”

“Take it from
someone who came out on the other side of makin’ the biggest
mistake of his life. Put your family first, ’cause nothing else
matters if you don’t have them.”

Liam appeared
at the doorway with Maria standing just behind him.

Alisa looked
up at her father. “I expected you to come in here and try to talk
me out of having the baby here. Why didn’t you?”

Trey brushed a
fingertip over her cheek as he looked into her eyes. “My baby
girl’s all grown up. It’s time for me to let her make her own
decisions. Just remember one thing, sweetheart. I’ll always be here
for you. Anything you need, anytime, you just call on me.”


Chapter
Five

Alisa had been
in labor for several hours. She was exhausted, and Liam was getting
nervous. What if…

“Hey, Dad,”
Abby said, slipping an arm around Liam’s waist. “How’s Alisa?”

Liam had just
stepped outside for a breath of fresh air while Sierra and Lena sat
by her bedside, helping her to breathe through the endless
contractions.

“She’s getting
tired.” He kissed his daughter on the top of her head. “It’s been a
long night, for all of us. Why don’t you and your nana head on
home? We’ll call you later.”

“No way! I
wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

Liam slipped
his jacket off and wrapped it around his daughter. It was cold,
with a rare snowfall gracing the ground, but he barely felt the
chill. He felt numb. “You’re really excited about becoming a big
sister, honey?”

It was just
the two of them for so long, until Alisa came into their lives. Now
his wife and daughter were as close as any mother and daughter he’d
ever known and Abby finally had the female role model she’d craved
her whole life. Liam was grateful they formed a strong bond, but he
worried about all of the changes he forced on his daughter during a
tumultuous time in her young life.

“Are you
kidding? I can’t wait.”

Liam pulled
her into his side and rested his chin on the top of her head.

“I’m so glad
you have Alisa in your life now. I was so worried about you… you
know, being alone when I went away to college.” She tipped her head
up and smiled. “Now I don’t have to worry. You have Alisa to take
care of you and a new baby to spoil.”

“You’ll always
be my baby.” He brushed her hair off her forehead and his heart
ached with the knowledge she was growing up. The day would come
when some other man would become the center of her world and he
would be relegated to the background as she began a new life with
him. “You know that, don’t you?”

She smiled as
she turned to look at the trees capped with snow and clear lights.
“I know.”

“Have you
spoken to Colin lately?”

Colin’s family
owned the property next to their vacation home in Barbados and Liam
suspected his daughter’s relationship with him was evolving faster
than he wanted it to. She was too young to get serious with anyone,
even a kid they’d known for years. He wasn’t ready to let her go.
Alisa reminded him that he didn’t have a choice; his daughter was
growing up. But for a man who dominated boardrooms and brokered
multi-million dollar deals, complacency wasn’t an option,
especially when it came to the people he loved.

“Yeah, he
called earlier to wish me a merry Christmas. He was wondering
whether we would make it to Barbados over the holidays. They’re
going to be there in a few days.”

“Are you
disappointed that we won’t make it this year?” That was their
tradition when Liam was single, one of the rare times he was able
to take a few consecutive days off and spend some quality time with
his daughter.

She shrugged.
“Not really. Things are different now. I get that.”

He sensed the
hesitation in her voice, and he knew this conversation was long
overdue, though he didn’t know how to broach the subject or prepare
himself for the potential fallout. The last thing he wanted was to
create a rift between them, especially with Abby living so far
away.

“Come here,”
he said, taking her hand and leading her back into the house. He
led her down the back hallway to Trey’s empty study. “There’s
something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.” He sat down on
the leather couch in front of the fireplace and invited her to join
him. Turning toward her, he asked, “Honey, I need you to be honest
with me about something. Do you have any resentment about me giving
up so much to build a life here with Alisa?”

“What are you
talking about? Why would I be resentful? I want you to be
happy.”

He reached for
her hand. “I wish I could have been there for you growing up so
many times, but I had the company to run and…” He sighed. “There
were never enough hours in the day to get everything done.”

“I know that.”
She released his hand and reached for a cushion, holding it against
her body. “I’m not gonna lie. I got lonely sometimes. I wished you
were around more, but I knew why you worked so hard, to give me the
best. And you did. I’ve had the kind of life most kids only dream
about.”

Liam felt a
pang of regret for all of the years they could never get back. He’d
trade every cent he’d ever earned if he could re-live his
daughter’s childhood and make different choices. “But we both know
material things don’t matter, not in the big scheme of things.”

Abby grinned.
“Maybe not, but I wouldn’t turn down a car, you know, if you’re
looking for ideas for my next birthday.”

Liam chuckled,
relieved when he saw that playful glint in her eye. “I’ll keep that
in mind.”

“Dad, I know
you feel guilty you weren’t there more, but you don’t have to. No
one’s childhood is perfect. Do I wish I had a different mother, one
who cared? Sure, but that’s life.” She looked into the blazing fire
a long time before she said, “I learned so much from you growing
up. When you want something, you go after it until you get it. Why
do you think I wouldn’t give up on the idea of going to art school?
I am your daughter, after all.”

Liam set his
arm on the back of the couch and tugged a lock of her hair. “That
you are. I want to do things right this time, Abby. I’ve learned a
lot from the mistakes I made with you—”

“That’s just
it, Dad. You didn’t make any mistakes. You made choices, and they
were the right ones. You made me the person I am and I love you for
that.” She leaned her head against the back of the couch and looked
at him. “I know this baby is gonna get a different father than I
had, because you’re a different person than you were back then.”
She grinned. “Thank God.”

“Hey, what’s
that supposed to mean?”

“Alisa did
what I thought no woman would be able to… She reined in the great
Liam Bryson.” She grinned when he frowned at her assessment. “And
I’m glad. Alisa could never have loved the guy you were back
then.”

He thought
about it a minute before he asked, “What do you mean? She fell in
love with the man I was when we met.”

“She also left
that guy, remember?”

Liam hated
thinking about that time. He’d married Alisa on impulse in Las
Vegas, fallen in love with her virtually overnight, and he almost
drove her away with his compulsive need to put his company at the
top of his priority list. When he had a heart attack that almost
claimed his life, he realized he didn’t want to live that way
anymore, and nothing, not even the company he spent his life
building, was worth losing the only woman he ever loved.

“How can I
forget?”

“I’m so glad
you came to your senses and realized what’s important… before it
was too late.” She looked him in the eye. “You’ve never talked to
me about your father much. What it was like for you growing
up?”

Liam didn’t
like to dwell on the past, and his father wasn’t a man who’d earned
the title. “My old man was busy building his own business. I didn’t
see him much.” He tried to conceal the bitterness when he said, “It
was probably for the best.”

“Nana’s talked
to me about him,” she said quietly. “She used to say that you were
so much like him that it scared her.” She held a hand up when he
would have protested. “Not as ruthless or nasty, but you were so
focused, so determined to succeed.”

“I had to be,
honey.” He didn’t want to sound defensive, but he knew he did. If
there was one man he didn’t want to be compared to, it was his
father. “I would never have achieved what I have if I hadn’t been
driven.”

“I know that.
I’m just glad that you’ve found some balance now.” She smiled. “It
makes me happy to see you so happy.”

“Thanks,
sweetheart.” He leaned over to kiss her forehead when someone
knocked on the door. “Come in.”

Trey stuck his
head in the door and smiled. “Looks like it’s showtime.”

Liam took a
deep breath and said a silent prayer.

“Everything’s
gonna be fine,” Abby whispered. “I promise.”

 


 


Ryan and Evan
sat in the basement watching sports re-runs on the big screen.
While everyone rallied around Alisa, offering their support, the
Spencer brothers knew they had nothing to contribute, so they
decided to stay out of the way until it was time to meet the new
arrival.

“You okay?”
Ryan asked, shooting a sidelong glance at his brother.

“Not really.”
Evan tipped his head back against the suede sectional and closed
his eyes. His life was spiraling out of control. The woman who’d
been his anchor for so long was slipping away, and he had no idea
how to get her back.

“You wanna
talk about it?”

Ryan had a
reputation as being a little wild and out-of-control at times, but
those who knew him appreciated the fact he was fiercely loyal and
loved deeply. “I don’t even know what to say.”

“Is it about
Erika?” He shrugged when his brother looked at him. “It looked like
things were pretty tense between you two upstairs.”

“She’s not
happy, Ry. She’s talkin’ about leavin’ me.” Even getting the words
out was difficult, much less contemplating how losing her would
impact his life.

“Shit,” Ryan
said, releasing a slow hiss of air between his teeth. “Anything you
can do to change her mind?”

“Not unless
I’m willin’ to change, and I don’t know how the hell to do that.”
His head started pounding that familiar staccato that usually meant
he’d been so busy working he forgot to eat, drink, or sleep.

“You can’t
really blame her, man.” Ryan looked apologetic when he said, “I
know it sucks, but you’ve been workin’ crazy hours ever since you
took over as president of Titan. It doesn’t leave a lot of time for
a relationship.”

Evan knew his
brother was right. They hadn’t made love in weeks, and with every
passing day, the rift between them grew wider and he had no idea
how to close the gap. “Maybe I should ask her to move in with me.”
He tossed a cushion at his brother when he smirked at the
suggestion. “What? It could work.”

“How would
that change anything? You’re at the office by seven and you don’t
get home until nine most nights, right?”

Fourteen-hour
days, seven days a week had become par for the course since he’d
stepped into his father’s shoes. He knew he had to work twice as
hard as the old man to prove he was half as good. Luc Spencer was a
legend in this town, a star-maker, and the big-name artists on
their label were antsy ever since they learned he was stepping
down. Earning their trust and proving to them they still had a home
at Titan Records was Evan’s job. That required time and patience, a
commitment that seemed to overshadow everything else in his life at
the moment.

“It might give
us a couple of hours in the evenin’.” To regain the intimacy
we’ve lost and make her fall in love with me again. That’s what
scared Evan the most. The past several months, every time he looked
Erika in the eye, he saw the words she seemed reluctant to say. She
didn’t love him anymore, and that terrified him because he knew
without that, they had nothing left to fight for.

“I guess it’s
worth a shot.” Ryan glanced at the TV screen when Aiden Cooper, his
good friend and Brianna’s brother, flashed across the screen.

“I don’t even
know if she’d go for it. It feels like she’s already given up on
us.”

“Did she say
that?”

“She didn’t
have to. I’ve known her a long time. I know what she’s thinkin’,
how she’s feelin’.” He sighed. “To tell you the truth, I think
she’s just waitin’ till the holidays are over to let me down
easy.”

“There’s no
way around it. If she dumps you, we both know you’re gonna fall
hard.”

Evan covered
his face with his hands, trying to control the emotion he knew was
evident to the man who knew him almost as well as he knew himself.
“What the hell am I gonna do? I can’t lose her.”

“I wish I
knew, man.” Ryan reached for his beer bottle and brought it to his
lips. “You can’t change who you are. Everyone says you’re just like
the old man was in the early days. Maybe you should talk to him
about it.”

Evan knew
there was no solution. He had a career he loved that took over his
life, leaving no room for the other love of his life. He could make
noise about making more time for her and finding a healthy balance,
but he didn’t know if that was even possible. The thought of
letting her go to find what he couldn’t give her twisted him up in
knots. He’d heard the saying about setting the person you love free
and having faith they’d come back to you, but his every instinct
told him that if Erika walked out on him, it would be the last
time.


Chapter
Six

Alisa had
insisted Liam take a break from his bedside vigil to get a breath
of fresh air and stretch his legs, but now that the moment was
here, she just needed him by her side.

Liam walked
into the room just as Maria instructed her to push with the next
contraction and Alisa finally felt like she could breathe.
Something about her husband’s presence, the solid grip of his hand
holding hers, made her believe that everything would be okay.

“You can do
this, baby,” he whispered, kissing her hand. “You’re doing great.
I’m so proud of you.”

“It’s not over
yet,” she said, screaming as the most violent contraction she’d
felt so far ripped through her. Nothing could have prepared her for
the pain, not the books or TV shows or horror stories she’d heard
from her girlfriends. She never experienced pain like this. “This
is it,” she shouted. “I can’t do this again.”

Maria gave
Liam a look that made Alisa want to kick her, hard. Didn’t
they understand this little being inside of her was hell bent on
splitting her in two?

“We’re almost
there, sweetheart,” Liam said, leaning forward on the edge of his
chair. “Just think, we’ll be holding our baby in our arms any
minute now.”

Liam always
knew what to say to calm her down, and she held on to that image as
she followed Maria’s instructions, pushing through the contractions
and pausing to breathe when she was told to. Seconds seemed like
minutes and minutes seemed like hours as she tried to focus on her
mother’s gentle words of encouragement in her ear.

She watched
the expression on Liam’s face as he watched the event unfolding,
and she could see it in his eyes when they neared the end of their
ordeal.

“Oh my God,”
he whispered, his eyes filling with tears.

“The head is
out,” Maria said, in a firm voice. “Just let me get a grip on him.
One more gentle push and we can welcome your little angel into the
world, Alisa.”

The tears came
full force as Alisa realized it was almost time to bask in the
miracle of bringing their baby into the world. She couldn’t wait to
meet him, to hold him, to watch her husband fall in love with the
life they created together.

“I have to…”
She didn’t even get the words out before her body interceded,
urging her to push with as much strength as she could muster.
Before she knew what was happening, she was mesmerized by the
sweetest sound she’d ever heard, her baby’s first cry.

“Oh, wow,”
Alisa said, staring down at the slippery infant wriggling to break
free of Maria’s tight grip.

“It’s a boy,”
Liam whispered, almost as though he couldn’t believe he’d been
lucky enough to witness this miracle, much less partake in it. “We
have a son,” he said, kissing Alisa gently. He looked her in the
eye before touching his forehead to hers. “Thank you. He’s the most
incredible gift…”

She cried as
she held her husband close. “I already love him so much.”

“I love you,”
he whispered. “More now than I ever thought possible. You’re
amazing.”

Alisa followed
Maria’s final instructions as Maria prepared to cut the cord and
hand the baby off to his daddy.

Liam stared at
him a long time, whispering and rubbing noses with him as Liam
blinked back the tears threatening to spill down his cheeks.

“We’ll give
you a few minutes alone,” Sierra said, reaching down to kiss her
daughter’s cheek. “Congratulations, to both of you.” To Alisa, she
said, “I’m so proud of you.”

“Thanks,
Mama.”

Alisa watched
her mother and Maria leave the room before she said to her husband,
“Do I get a turn?”

Liam smiled as
he walked toward her, beaming like the proud new father he was. “Of
course. You did do all the work, after all.” He settled their baby
in her arms, and he immediately started rooting around at his
mama’s breast. Liam laughed. “A man after my own heart.”

Alisa tried to
hide her smile as she pulled her T-shirt up and watched her baby
latch on with a fierce intent that took her by surprise.

“Are you
okay?” Liam asked, frowning. “It doesn’t hurt, does it?”

“No, it’ll
just take some getting used to, that’s all.”

“You’re so
beautiful,” he whispered, claiming the chair beside her as he took
one of his son’s tiny feet in his big hand and massaged the
wrinkled sole.

“I must be a
wreck,” she said, wincing when she imagined what the mirror would
reveal when she finally felt brave enough to look.

“You’ve never
looked more beautiful.”

Suddenly,
Alisa didn’t care what she saw in the mirror. She saw the truth in
her husband’s eyes.

 


 


Trey paced
back and forth in front of the fireplace, much to the amusement of
their friends and family, when he saw his wife rounding the corner
with the midwife close behind. The expression on her face told him
everything he needed to know. His baby and grandbaby were fine.
History hadn’t repeated itself. They weren’t going to have to pull
together to face a tragedy tonight, as they had so many years ago.
This was a day to celebrate the miracle of life and love.

He glanced at
the clock hanging on the wall as Sierra stepped into his
outstretched arms. It was 12:35 a.m. “Looks like we have a
Christmas baby, y’all.”

Everyone
cheered and started hugging, talking, crying, and laughing all at
once.

“It’s a boy,”
Sierra whispered, reaching up to kiss his lips. “Congratulations,
Papa.”

Trey felt the
hot burn of tears sting his eyes. “No way.”

“He’s perfect,
Trey. Just wait till you see him.”

“How much does
he weigh?”

“Maria decided
to give them a few minutes alone first. She’ll go back in soon and
find out all the details for the record.” Sierra laid her head on
his chest as his arms tightened around her.

Trey could
hear the excited voices filtering in and out of his head, but in
this moment, the only things that mattered were the woman in his
arms and the love of the people surrounding them. He’d made so many
mistakes in his life. He had no idea how he ended up here, with
family who would lay down their own lives for him and friends who
rallied around him when he needed support. He was a lucky man
indeed. Granted, a man who faced his share of tragedy and trials,
but the pleasure he experienced most days was more than many people
experienced in a lifetime.

“How did we
get so lucky?” he asked his wife, kissing her lips gently. “I mean
you, I understand, but me… What the hell did I do to deserve all
this?”

She ran her
hand through his hair. “I was worried about how this would affect
you. I know you were scared for Alisa.” She pressed a kiss to the
opening at the collar of his button-down shirt. “It brought it all
back, losing Callie, didn’t it?”

“Yeah, but you
know what else it made me realize?” He held her tighter, marveling
in the fact that she fit him even better now than she did all those
years ago when they’d first started their life together.

“What’s
that?”

“Everybody
faces tragedy sometimes. It’s hell, but death is a part of life,
and you can’t let the loss steal your will to live. I did that for
so many years. I let it take over my life. I drove you away, and I
ended up alone. God, I was so alone. Now look at where we are,
surrounded by friends and family. Hell, it doesn’t get much better
than this, does it?”

“No, it
doesn’t.” Sierra smiled as she looked around them. “Hey, where’d
everybody go?”

Trey picked
her up and kissed her neck. “Maybe they thought we needed a few
minutes to celebrate in private.”

“You ready to
meet your new grandbaby, Trey?”

He grinned,
feeling his heart swell with love and anticipation. “I don’t think
I can wait another minute.”

 


 


Alisa watched
her parents step into the room and Trey’s eyes zeroed in on the
baby sleeping in his father’s arms.

“Wow,” Trey
said, grinning. “Just look at him.”

Alisa reached
out to take her father’s hand and he stepped toward her, reaching
down to hug her gently. “I can’t tell you how proud I am of you,
baby.”

“Thanks.”
Alisa didn’t even try to stop the flow of tears. She figured she’d
earned the right to shed a few tonight. “Isn’t he amazing?”

Trey leaned
over to sneak a peek inside the blanket. “He sure is.”

Liam held the
baby out to Trey. “Meet your grandson, Trey Matthew Bryson.”

“Are you
serious?” Trey looked from his daughter to her husband and back
again before Liam gently placed the baby in his arms, being careful
to cradle the infant’s neck as he made the transfer.

“Of course
we’re serious,” Liam said, shifting to stand beside Trey as he
looked down at his son. “I wasn’t close to my own father, and since
I’ve married your daughter…” Liam thrust his hands into his
pockets, rocking back on his heels. “Let’s just say after you got
over the initial shock, you couldn’t have been more supportive.” He
placed a hand on Trey’s shoulder. “I want you to know how much I
appreciate that.” Liam smiled at Sierra, who was wiping away tears.
“You’ve both welcomed me into your family, and I want you to know
how grateful I am.”

Sierra reached
out to hug Liam. “We couldn’t have chosen a better man for our
daughter.”

Alisa’s eyes
welled with tears as she watched the exchange between the four
people she loved most in the world.

A light tap on
the door drew their attention and Abby smiled at the baby in Trey’s
arms.

“Can anyone
join the party?” she asked, locking eyes with her dad.

“Come here,
you,” Liam said, walking toward her, his hand outstretched to pull
her into the room. “There’s someone we want you to meet.” He led
Abby to the baby and put an arm around her shoulders as she gazed
at him in wide-eyed wonder. “I want you to meet your baby brother,
Trey Matthew Bryson.”

Abby pressed
her fingertips to her lips and stared at him for a moment before
she said, “Look at him. He’s perfect.”

Liam pressed a
kiss to her temple and winked at Alisa. “We think so.”

“Would you
like to hold him?” Trey asked Abby.

“Do you mind?”
Abby asked.

Trey grinned.
“Of course I don’t mind. If I know your old man, he’s gonna keep
you busy babysitting whenever you’re at home.”

Abby looked up
at her dad. “This does feel like home,” she said quietly. “I wasn’t
sure that it would. I mean, I grew up in San Fran, and I spend the
better part of the year in New York, but being here with all of you
feels right, like I’ve figured out where I belong.”

Liam drew his
daughter into his arms and Alisa saw how much it meant to him to
know that Abby was happy with the choices he’d made.

They’d both
given up their lives in San Francisco to build a life here with her
and she was grateful not only to have Liam in her life, but to have
a relationship with his daughter that went beyond anything she
could define. She loved and respected the teen. Abby taught her
more about herself than she ever expected when she took on the role
of being her stepmother.

Abby accepted
the baby and Trey rubbed her back as he took Sierra’s hand. “We’ll
be back in a bit. I’m sure everyone’s dyin’ to see this little
one.”

Alisa glanced
at her husband. He was so engrossed watching his two children, she
had to clear her throat to capture his attention. “Honey, do you
mind if I have a minute alone with Abby?”

“Of course
not. I could use a drink. Can I get you anything?”

“No, I’m fine.
Thanks.”

His eyes
traveled over her face and he mouthed the words “I love you” before
he left the room.

Abby sat down
in the chair at the edge of Alisa’s bed. “I can’t believe how tiny
he is.” She slipped her index finger inside his fingers and smiled.
“I haven’t had much experience with babies.”

“How do you
feel about having a brother, Abby? I mean, I know we’ve talked
about it before, but it’s different now that he’s here. I know you
must have mixed feelings about having to share your dad.”

Abby didn’t
respond at first. She simply stared at the baby in her arms. “I
don’t think you realize what it was like before my dad met
you.”

Over the past
two years, Alisa and Abby had many meaningful talks. She thought
her stepdaughter had confided everything in her, but she suspected
this was different. “What do you mean, sweetie?”

“He was so
unhappy. You have no idea.”

Alisa’s heart
clenched when she saw how much it cost Liam’s daughter to
acknowledge the truth about her father’s emotional state. “But he
had you, a business he was passionate about—”

“He threw
himself into his business because he felt it was the only thing he
had, aside from me.” She brushed a finger over the baby’s chubby
cheeks. “Sometimes I looked into his eyes and it scared me to see…”
She shook her head. “I don’t know how to describe it. It just
looked like he wasn’t really there, ya know?”

“I think
so.”

“The first day
he came home and told me about you, there was this fire in his
eyes. He was excited about something other than business and I
can’t tell you how relieved I was.” She lifted her head to meet
Alisa’s eyes. “I think I loved you before I even met you because I
knew you were the person who could make my dad happy.”

Alisa reached
for a tissue on the bedside table, giggling through her tears. “My
hormones are all over the place, and you’re just making it worse. I
hope you know that.”

Abby smiled as
she readjusted the baby’s blanket. “I just want you to know that
whatever happiness you and dad are able to find together, I’m all
for it, Alisa.”

“I love you,”
she whispered. “I know I’ve told you that before…” Alisa cleared
her throat, trying to get the words past the lump in her throat.
“Not just because I see so much of your dad in you, but because of
the person you are. You’re sweet and smart, creative and funny. If
I’d imagined my daughter, I’d have imagined someone just like you,
sweetie.”

“It hurt,”
Abby said, her voice breaking, “knowing my mother didn’t want me. I
always wondered what I’d done to drive her away. I mean, did I cry
all the time or scream all hours of the day and night? Did I refuse
to eat for her, or… did I just make her crazy?”

“You didn’t do
anything,” Alisa said. Her heart broke because she knew that even
with all of Liam’s money and power, he’d never been able to give
his daughter the one thing she so desperately wanted: a
mother. “Some people don’t deserve to be parents.” She knew it
was harsh, but her resentment toward a woman she’d never even met
had been building since the day she met Liam and his daughter. She
didn’t know how a woman could choose not to be a part of
their lives.

“And some
people were born to be parents, even to children they didn’t give
birth to.” Abby reached for a tissue and brushed at the tear
sliding down her cheek. “I know I was practically grown by the time
you met my dad, but still, you’ve had a huge impact on my life. I
hope you know that.”

Tears
obstructed Alisa’s throat, so she nodded.

“You convinced
my dad to let me go so I could pursue my dream. I don’t know if you
realize how much that meant to me.”

“You earned
that right all on your own.”

“You’ve become
more than a step-mother to me. You’ve been a friend, someone I can
talk to…” She reached out to squeeze her hand. “Someone I can count
on, and for a kid who grew up without a mother, that means
everything.”

“Come here,”
Alisa said, reaching out to draw her son and stepdaughter into the
circle of her arms. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am that you
and your dad came into my life.” She kissed Abby’s tear-streaked
cheek. “You mean everything to me. Both of you.”


Chapter
Seven

Trey had
escaped to his study for a few minutes to try to process everything
that happened tonight when his best friend, Luc Spencer, opened the
door and strode in. Luc didn’t bother knocking. The two men had
been friends too long to stand on ceremony.

“How does it
feel to be a granddad?” Luc asked, grinning as he crossed the room
to claim one of the leather club chairs in front of the stone
fireplace.

“Incredible.
Surreal.” Trey shook his head as he sat down across from Luc. “I
still can’t believe it, if you wanna know the truth.”

“Marisa and I
just peeked in on them. Let me tell you, that is one good lookin’
kid. Thank God he looks like his old man and not you, right?”

Trey chuckled.
“Smart ass.”

“They told me
his name. That’s pretty cool.”

Only someone
he’d known most of his adult life would understand how much being
honored that way meant to him. “Ya know, I’ve won lots of awards
for makin’ music. I’ve got platinum records linin’ the walls, but
the three best days of my life, without a doubt, were the day I
re-married Sierra, the day Alisa was born, and tonight.”

“What about
the first time you married Sierra? That doesn’t make the list?”

“I didn’t know
what the hell I had until I lost her. You know that. I’m ashamed to
admit that I was so wrapped up in makin’ a name for myself that I
didn’t realize none of it meant a damn thing without her.”

Luc smiled.
“Now you’ve got it all, buddy. The wife, the career, and family and
friends who’d do anything for you. That’s a hell of a lot more than
most people.”

“Don’t I know
it.” Trey took a deep breath. He’d played this conversation out in
his mind the better part of the last year. “I’m thinkin’ it might
be time for me to pack it in, Luc.”

Luc looked as
though someone had knocked the wind out of him. “You can’t be
serious. Your last tour sold out every major city in fifteen
minutes or less. You’re still one of the hottest tickets in any
town.”

“That’s the
way I wanna go out. On top.”

Luc looked
into the contents of his crystal glass a long time before he said,
“I can’t say I don’t understand how you feel. Hell, I was ready
when the time came to pack it in, but you, you have the music
inside of you, Trey. You think you can just turn it off?”

“Probably not,
but I can write music from anywhere in the world. It’s time for me
to devote the rest of my life to re-payin’ my wife for puttin’ my
career first all these years. We both know how much she’s had to
sacrifice.”

“I can’t argue
with that.” Luc grinned. “My son is gonna go crazy when he hears
about this.”

“I’ll talk to
Evan about it after the holidays. I wanted you to be the first to
know.”

“What about
Sierra? You haven’t told her yet?”

“I kind of
wanted it to be a surprise. I thought I’d wait until New Year’s Eve
to tell her. You know, new year, new beginnin’s and all that.”

“Sounds like a
plan.”

“Yeah, but I’m
startin’ to re-think that. What better time to tell her than the
night we welcome our first grandchild into the world? Talk about
startin’ a new chapter, right?”

“You got that
right.” Luc closed his eyes and sighed. “Ah, Trey, how the hell did
we get here? It seems like just yesterday we were startin’ out,
workin’ our asses off to make it in this business, now here we are,
thinkin’ about retirin’ and movin’ on. I don’t feel old enough to
be retired, if you want to know the truth.”

Trey laughed.
“Trust me, you are.”

Luc kicked his
friend’s knee with the toe of his cowboy boot as he hid his smile
behind his hand. “I see my kids makin’ some of the same mistakes I
made, and it kills me. I just wanna grab them and shake them
sometimes.”

“What do mean?
Your kids seem to be doin’ well. Evan took over for you like he was
born to the job, and all the talent thinks Ryan’s cooler than you
ever were.” He winked. “Trust an insider, I know what they say when
you’re not around.”

“Shut up. Who
the hell asked you?” Luc laughed when Trey gave him the finger.
“Seriously, I see Ev throwin’ himself into the company, tryin’ to
prove himself to everybody…”

“What’s wrong
with that? He’s driven, determined, just like his old man.”

“Yeah, but
Erika’s not like Marisa.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Marisa worked
in the industry, hell, she’s your sister. She saw how much you
sacrificed to make it to the top. I don’t think Erika wants this
lifestyle. She’s gonna be a vet soon, join her father’s practice.”
Luc sighed as he set his drink down on the table beside him. “I
think she wants the simple life. She wants to get married, settle
down, have a couple of kids, a dog…”

“And Evan’s
not there yet?”

Luc rolled his
eyes. “How can he make that kind of commitment? His assistant tells
me he doesn’t have time to eat most days.”

“They’ll work
it out, don’t worry.”

“I’m not so
sure.” Luc linked his hands in front of him and leaned forward. “I
was watchin’ her tonight, watchin’ them. I’m thinkin’ this might be
the end of the road for them.”

“Come on, man.
They’ve been together, what, five years? That’s a lifetime when
you’re their age.”

“I know. She’s
a great girl. Marisa and I think the world of her, but I just don’t
think my son can make her happy anymore.” He placed his hands
behind his head. “I can’t help but feel responsible. If it wasn’t
for the business…”

“Hey, you
can’t blame yourself. Evan loves that company as much as you did.
You couldn’t have kept him out even if you wanted to. It’s in his
blood.”

“Yeah, I
know.” Luc chuckled. “I’ve got one son who refuses to leave the
office and another who rarely remembers to come in. What’s up with
that?”

Trey laughed.
“Don’t sell Ryan short. He’s damn good at what he does. The talent
loves him.” Trey smirked. “Especially the ladies, from what I
hear.”

“Yeah, I know.
That’s part of the problem. Makes me wonder if that one’s ever
gonna settle down and get his act together.”

Trey masked a
laugh behind a cough as he fisted his hand in front of his mouth.
“This comin’ from the guy who made datin’ an Olympic sport when he
was single.”

“Don’t remind
me.”

“Good thing
you came to your senses when you married my sister. You ever
cheated on her and I’d have kicked your ass.”

Luc looked at
the platinum and diamond wedding band that had been on his left
hand for the past three decades. “Marisa’s the only woman in the
world for me, Trey. You gotta know that.”

“I do. Hey,
don’t worry. Your sons will find that special one, too. The girl
they can’t live without.”

“Yeah, I just
hope it’s sooner rather than later.” He pointed to the silver
streaks in his black hair. “I’ve got enough gray hair already.”

 


 


Sierra peeked
into the study and found Trey sitting alone in front of the
fireplace. “Hey, what are you doing in here all by your lonesome?
We’re making pancakes. Aren’t you going to join us for
breakfast?”

“Come in here,
sweetheart. I wanna talk to you about somethin’.”

“What is it?”
She sat down in the leather chair across from him, leaning forward
when he reached for her hand. “What’s going on? You should be
thrilled, yet you seem… I don’t know, so somber.”

“I’ve been
doin’ a lot of thinkin’ lately.” He slid the diamond rings around
on her fingers. “I’ve been so blessed in my life. You, Alisa, now a
grandbaby. It doesn’t get much better than that.”

“But?”
Sierra’s heart began to race. She’d never known her husband to be
indecisive. He spoke his mind and dealt with the fallout, yet
lately he seemed to be withdrawing and it scared her. Communication
was the foundation of their relationship and they promised each
other, no matter what, they’d always talk about what bothered them.
They learned the hard way how much misery and heartbreak silence
could cause.

“I’ve been
lucky in my life, so damn lucky.” He glanced at a row of platinum
records hanging behind his desk. “I don’t know what the hell I did
to deserve all this.” He pointed to his favorite acoustic guitar,
sitting upright in a stand in the corner. “You know how many
thousands of people have a great voice, yet they never make it in
this business?”

Trey had
always been humble about his success. That was one of the things
she loved about him, but he didn’t downplay his accomplishments. He
worked harder than anyone she knew, and that work ethic allowed him
to believe he earned his success. “Honey, where’s all this comin’
from?”

“All good
things must come to an end, right? Isn’t that what they say?
Nothin’ lasts forever and all that shit?” He chuckled as he
released her hand and leaned back in the leather club chair. He
closed his eyes and tipped his head back.

She waited for
him to continue, but when he said nothing, she felt compelled to
ask, “Does this have something to do with us? Are you trying to
tell me you’re unhappy?”

His eyes flew
open and he raised his head, looking her in the eye a long time
before he asked, “You can’t be serious. Don’t you know that you’re
my anchor? Without you, none of this…” He raised his hands,
gesturing to the awards lining the built-in books shelves. “None of
this means a goddamn thing to me. You’re the reason I wake up in
the mornin’, Sierra. You and our family.”

Sierra finally
felt like she could breathe again when he gave her the reassurance
she hadn’t realized she needed. She hadn’t thought about that dark
time when she and Trey were divorced in so long. As much as she
wanted to forget that time in their lives, she knew it would always
be a part of her, a painful reminder of what could happen when you
took the love of your life for granted.

“When you left
me…” His voice cracked and she held up her hand to silence him.

“Trey, we
don’t have to go there. That was a long time ago.”

“Yeah, but
it’s important to me that you know. Hell, I don’t ever wanna forget
what I went through back then. It reminds me to never take you or
what we have for granted, ’cause it could all be gone like that.”
He snapped his fingers. “If God took you away from me, I don’t
think I could go on.”

“Don’t think
about that. Not tonight.” She placed a hand on his knee. “This is
supposed to be a happy time. We just welcomed our first grandchild
into the world. Let’s just enjoy that, instead of looking back on
times we’d rather forget.”

Almost as
though he didn’t hear her, he continued. “I’d fall into bed drunk,
and I’d wake up in the mornin’ and the first thing I’d do is reach
for a drink.”

She knew he
was talking about the time they were apart. Trey had always loved a
good party, and scotch was his drink of choice, but he didn’t start
overindulging until they lost their baby girl, Callie. “You were
trying to cope with our loss the only way you knew how, Trey.”

“I know. I
spent years in AA tryin’ to come to terms with the fact that bein’
an alcoholic is just a part of who I am. Some days I still think
about havin’ a drink… like tonight.”

Sierra’s
stomach clenched. She hadn’t heard him admit to being tempted by
the lure of alcohol in a long time.

“I was so
scared. I couldn’t get it out of my mind, what happened the night
Callie died. I kept seein’ that look on your face, like you
couldn’t stand the sight of me. I know you blamed me for her death,
Sierra. If we hadn’t been arguin’… if I hadn’t been drivin’ too
fast, we never would have gotten in that argument. I wouldn’t have
lost control, and our baby girl wouldn’t have been born too
soon.”

In spite of
what Trey thought, she’d never blamed him for their daughter’s
death. It simply wasn’t meant to be, and while it took her years to
come to terms with it, she finally had. The charity she founded
raised millions of dollars to help grieving families who lost their
babies, and immersing herself in the cause helped her to heal. Her
husband never found a way to come to terms with their loss.

She reached
for his hands. The hands that had loved and comforted her most of
her adult life. The hands that made him a millionaire hundreds of
times over, made millions of people laugh, cry, and sing along with
his songs. He was unlike anyone she ever knew and the fact that he
chose her as his wife and best friend humbled her every day.

“You will
never know how much I admire you, Trey. You think that I blame you,
that I hold you responsible, but you’re so wrong. My heart aches
for the pain you’ve had to endure because of what happened to
Callie. I just want you to let it go so you can be free. So we can
both be free of it.”

“I always
thought that letting go of the guilt would be disparagin’ her
memory, but when I looked into that baby’s eyes tonight, I realized
somethin’. Life’s a cycle. Things begin and end when they’re
supposed to. I’ll never know why Callie’s life was cut so short,
but during the time she was here, she taught me to love with my
whole heart in a way that I never had before. Because of her, I
learned to love with no boundaries, and I think in the end that
made me a better husband, father, and songwriter.”

She leaned
forward to kiss him, smiling against his lips when he held the back
of her head to deepen the kiss. “I’m glad to hear you say that,”
she said, touching her forehead to his. “Maybe your grandson can
help you to find what you need… closure.”

“I think you
might be right.” He held her hands as she sat on the edge of her
seat waiting for him to continue. “Speakin’ of closure, that’s
another thing I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Okay.”

“I think I was
born with music coursin’ through my veins.” He smiled. “For a long
time, I thought football was my passion, my purpose, but when that
fell apart, I realized it happened for a reason, because music is
what I was meant to do with my life.”

“No doubt
about it. Your music has touched millions of people, probably in
ways you can’t even begin to imagine.” Sierra had read dozens of
letters and emails over the years from Trey’s fans. They told him
that his music about love and loss helped them through a difficult
period in their lives. It gave them hope that things could get
better when they were on the verge of giving up and ending it all.
They’d listen to his songs over and over again, knowing the loss he
suffered, and came to believe that if he could find happiness
again, maybe they could too.

“That’s been
the greatest gift of all,” he said, quietly. “Sure, the money and
the awards are nice, but knowing that I’ve touched people, that my
music has impacted them in some way, that’s the best feelin’ in the
world.”

“I can
imagine.”

“It’s the
music I love. It’s always been a part of me. I know that now.” He
sighed. “But the truth is, I’m getting’ tired, baby. Tired of
tourin’, tired of spendin’ hours and hours in the studio. I think
it’s time…”

Sierra
couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She’d never heard her
husband talk about retiring before. She never thought she’d live to
see the day when he didn’t look forward to going out on the road
and entertaining his legions of fans.

“I’ll still
write music, but I gotta face facts. This is a young man’s game,
and I’m not young anymore. I wanna take time to slow down and enjoy
life before it’s too late.”

“You really
think you can be happy without the crowds and excitement?” Sierra
would love to have more time with her husband, but not if it meant
he was sacrificing his happiness to give her something he thought
she needed. She’d learned a long time ago to love Trey exactly as
he was, and she learned to embrace the music that completed
him.

“I do.” He
rubbed his thumb back and forth across her hand. “I can write music
from anywhere in the world. I’ll still get the pleasure of hearin’
my songs on the radio, knowin’ my words are touchin’ people. It
just won’t be my voice behind the words anymore, and I’m okay with
that.”

“Are you sure
about this? I don’t want you to do this because of me. Because you
think it’s something I want or need. I’m happy with our life the
way it is.”

“No, I need to
do this for me. It’s time to move on to a new chapter. I’m excited
when I think about all the free time I’ll have to spend with you
and our grandbaby.” He winked. “Hell, I may even take up golf.”

She laughed as
he leaned in for a kiss. “Now that I’d like to see.”


Chapter
Eight

The sun was
just starting to rise by the time Brianna pulled Ryan’s car into
his driveway.

“You know, you
didn’t have to drive me home,” he said, shifting in his seat to
face her as she cut the engine. “I haven’t had a drop to drink in
hours.”

“I don’t care.
It’s not worth the risk, especially not with snow on the road,” she
said, dropping his keys into his hand. “I’ll just catch a ride back
to Trey and Sierra’s house with my parents later. It’s no big
deal.”

“I hope it’s
not too much for Alisa, havin’ a big family dinner so soon
after...”

Brianna
smiled. “Liam won’t let her lift a finger. Besides, they all
thought it would be easier if they spent the first night or two
with Trey and Sierra.”

Ryan tipped
his head back against the leather seat and closed his eyes. “Man,
it’s been one hell of a night, hasn’t it?”

Brianna
giggled. “I don’t know that I’ve ever had a pancake breakfast at
four in the morning before.”

“You don’t
know what you’re missin’. I’m usually just rollin’ in around this
time. I can’t tell you how many times my buddies and I have found
an all-night diner so we could have bacon and eggs before we hit
the sheets.”

“Don’t you
ever get tired of keeping up that pace? I get tired just thinking
about it. Of course, you and I have always been as different as two
people could be.”

It bothered
him that she didn’t see all of the things they had in common. They
loved the same music, laughed like a couple of kids on
rollercoasters, and played video games like their lives were on the
line. “We’re not really so different, Bri.”

“Oh, please,”
she said, hiding a yawn behind her hand. “You live for the party
while I always seem to have my nose buried in some book.”

“Yeah, but
you’re gonna be a lawyer in a few short months, so I’d say your
dedication paid off.” At the risk of getting too serious, something
he rarely did, he said, “I’m really proud of you.”

She blushed
and dipped her head. “Thanks, Ry.”

A figure at
his front door drew his attention and he muttered a curse.

“Looks like
you’ve got company.”

Ryan had dated
Gayle on and off for the past year. She was a flight attendant who
often needed a place to crash when she was in town, so he’d shown
her where he kept his spare key. They agreed his bed was as good a
place as any, but that was before he started to question his
feelings for Brianna.

“I should get
home.” She reached for the door handle. “Have fun with… what’s her
name.” She turned back to look at him. “You gonna bring her to
Christmas dinner?”

“No!” He
planned to get rid of her as soon as possible. “Hey, at least let
me walk you home.”

“Don’t be
silly. It’s only a few blocks. Besides, it’s light outside
now.”

“I don’t
care.” He opened the car door and stepped out, grateful for the
bite of wind that helped wake him up. “This will just take a
second, Bri.” He ran up to the door and Gayle pulled him into a
hug.

Brianna
followed him up the driveway. “Hi,” Brianna said, raising her hand
to acknowledge Gayle. “I hope you didn’t have to wait too long for
him to come home. We were having a get-together with family and
friends when my cousin went into labor. Can you believe that?”

“No way!”
Gayle braced a hand on Ryan’s shoulder, neither blushing nor
shivering in her lingerie. “Are they okay… your cousin and the
baby?”

“Yeah, they’re
fine. She had the baby at home with a midwife. Can you imagine
delivering an eight pound baby without benefit of pain meds?” The
two women shared a laugh and Brianna said, “When my time comes, I
want the epidural as soon as possible. I have no tolerance for
pain.” She hit Ryan on the arm. “Remember that time I sprained my
finger playing softball? I cried all the way to the doctor’s
office.”

Ryan looked at
her a long time before he said, “Yeah, I remember.” Why had it
taken him so long to realize Brianna wasn’t that little girl
anymore?

“Well, I
better get home.” She offered a hand to Gayle. “Since he obviously
forgot the manners his sweet mama tried like hell to instill…” She
nudged Ryan out of the way, giggling when he stumbled. “I’m
Brianna. Ry and I are practically family.”

Gayle regarded
the pair before accepting the hand Brianna offered. “Is that
right?”

“Yeah, my dad
worked as Titan’s head of security for years before my older
brother, Mike, took over the job. Ryan and I have grown up
together.”

“That’s nice.”
Gayle smiled. “I’m a flight attendant, so I rarely have time to
make those kinds of connections. My parents have both passed, but
my sister and her family live here in Nashville. They invited me
for Christmas, and I managed to get the day off, so I thought, why
not?”

“We all need a
little R&R now and again. Well, I should be getting home. Happy
holidays, Gayle. It was nice meeting you,” Brianna said, waving a
hand as she turned to walk down the driveway. “I’ll see you later,
Ry.”

“It was nice
meeting you too,” Gayle called after her, tugging a little on
Ryan’s arm.

A warm,
willing, half-naked woman was trying to lure him inside, but Ryan
couldn’t think past the woman trying to get away. “I just wanna
make sure she gets home okay,” he said, hooking a thumb over his
shoulder. “I shouldn’t be too long.”

“No problem,”
Gayle said, placing a chaste kiss on his lips. “I’ll be here when
you get back.”

That’s the
part he dreaded. He jogged to catch up with Brianna, and when he
finally fell into step beside her, he asked, “Hey, why didn’t you
wait for me?”

She stuck her
hands in the pockets of her jacket and pulled the cashmere scarf up
to cover her mouth. “I’m not blind, Ry. I saw what she was wearing.
I knew you’d take one look at her and forget all about me.”

She had no
idea how wrong she was. Even a half-naked woman with lust in her
eyes and a cocktail in her hand couldn’t compete with the soft
curves Brianna hid under layers of winter wear. “My friends and
family come first, you know that.”

She smiled as
she linked her arm through his. “I know. That’s one of the things I
love about you. No matter what, I can always count on you.” She
leaned her head on his shoulder. “Did I tell you that Jared called
me yesterday? He wants me to go out with him on New Year’s
Eve.”

Ryan tensed as
she mentioned the man who had pursued Brianna for the past year.
They dated casually, but Ryan could tell by the look in the other
man’s eye whenever he saw them together that he wanted more,
much more. Ryan hated him the first time he saw him at
Brianna’s parents’ house, and that feeling only intensified as his
own feelings for her began to evolve. “Did you tell him to go to
hell?”

Brianna
laughed. “Why would I do that? He’s my friend.”

“Friend with
benefits?” Okay, where had that question come from? He had no right
to ask, and she certainly wasn’t obligated to answer. If she was
sleeping with someone else, he definitely didn’t want to know. “You
know what? Forget I asked. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.
Since when have you been shy about asking whether I’m getting any
action?” She laughed. “Hell, you’re the one who tells me that if a
guy hasn’t tried to get me into bed by the fourth date, it’s
because he’s gay. You can relax. Jared’s tried and succeeded. Are
you happy now?”

Happy?
He was supposed to be happy that she was sleeping with someone
else? Was she insane? He stopped in his tracks and shoved his hands
into his pockets. “Why the hell are you wastin’ your time with that
guy? We both know he’s not good enough for you.”

Brianna raised
her chin and looked him in the eye. “Who are you to tell me that? I
like him. He likes me. We’re both single. If we want to have sex,
we will.”

Ryan fisted
his hands inside his pockets. He wanted to hit something, and he
knew if Jared Ross were here now, it would be him. “We both know
you’re not the kind of girl to engage in casual sex, Bri. It has to
mean something for you to hit the sheets with some dude.”

“It does mean
something to me. Jared’s a great guy. He’s important to me.”

Ryan felt the
cold wrap around him, chilling him from the inside out. “How
important?” If she told him she was falling in love with him, Ryan
feared he may lose his breakfast all over the sidewalk.

“I don’t know
yet.” She shrugged. “I guess time will tell, right?”

“That’s it.
That’s all you’re gonna give me?” He threw his hands up in the air,
knowing he was acting irrational, but not caring. “‘Time will
tell?’ What the hell does that even mean? Time will tell if you’re
in love with the guy… if you’re gonna marry him… have his babies?
What the hell is time gonna tell exactly?”

She started
walking down the street toward her apartment complex. “You must
have had more to drink than I thought. You’re acting like a crazy
person.”

He was crazy,
about her. “Damn it, don’t walk away from me!” he shouted,
jogging to catch up. “I’m not finished talkin’ about this.”

“Too bad. I
am. From now on, consider Jared off-limits.”

She couldn’t
do that. How was he supposed to know whether that loser was making
inroads if she planned to keep him in the dark? “Bri,” he said,
tugging on her coat sleeve. “Don’t do that. Don’t shut me out. You
know how much I care about you. I just don’t wanna see you get
hurt.”

She smiled as
she stood on the toes of her high-heeled boots to press a kiss to
his cheek. “You’re so sweet.” She patted her gloved hands against
his chest. “But I don’t know who’s worse, you or my brothers. Y’all
have to accept the fact that I’m not a little girl. You don’t have
to protect me from the bullies on the playground anymore.”

If Aiden knew
what he was thinking right now, Ryan would be the one who required
protection. “I’m always gonna want to protect you,” he said, barely
able to resist the lure of her full, glossy lips.

She always put
flavored lip gloss on to protect her lips from the elements. She
told him cherry was yummy, but when he jokingly pleaded for a
taste, she pushed him away. Again.

“I know that.”
She laid her head on his chest and his arms enfolded her. “You’re
one of the best friends I’ve ever had, Ry. I don’t know what I’d do
without you.”

“I feel the
same way.” He shifted, praying she wasn’t able to feel just how
much he needed her.

 


 


Ryan walked
back to his house, rehearsing his speech to the woman who was no
doubt lying naked between his crisp sheets by now, primed and ready
to pick up where they’d left off three months earlier.

There was no
reason he shouldn’t sleep with Gayle, especially now that he knew
Brianna was sleeping with that loser. But every time he took
another woman to bed or even closed his eyes to indulge in a
passionate kiss, he saw Brianna’s face. He wanted to caress her
curves and sink into her hot, tight little body. He didn’t know how
it happened. When did he decide he wanted his best friend to become
his lover?

Before he had
a chance to cross the threshold, the buxom redhead pressed a cold
beer into his hands. The sun had barely crossed the horizon. He
didn’t need a drink. He needed someone to help him understand what
was happening to him.

“You look
tired,” she said, sneaking in behind him to massage his shoulders
after slipping his leather jacket off and hanging it on the wrought
iron banister at the foot of the stairs. “I know just want you need
before you turn in.”

He closed his
eyes against the wave of sensation as she worked to loosen his
tense muscles. “That feels great,” he said, grabbing her wrist.
“But we need to talk.”

“Uh-oh,” she
said, stepping in front of him. “You’re not mad that I just showed
up, are you? You said I could stop by whenever I was in town.”

“I’m not mad.”
He took her hand and led her up the few steps to the family room.
His modern luxury townhome boasted too much space for a single guy,
but it offered several spare bedrooms where his friends could sleep
off the party.

He set the
beer bottle down on the coffee table and tugged on her hand until
she sat beside him.

“You and
Brianna aren’t dating, are you?” When he didn’t respond right away,
she said, “She didn’t seem bothered that I was here, so I just
assumed…”

“No, we’re
not.” Ryan couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a girlfriend.
For years, women drifted in and out of his life. He never stopped
to ponder why they never felt compelled to stay because he never
wanted them to get too comfortable. But that was then, before he
realized he was on the verge of losing the best thing that ever
happened to him. He was smart enough to realize a good thing when
he had it.

“But you’d
like to be?”

Ryan had been
told he had a convincing poker face, but apparently when it came to
Brianna, he wore his emotions for all to see. “What makes you say
that?”

“A guy hasn’t
looked at me the way you looked at her in a really long time…” She
tucked her bare legs up under her. “But I haven’t forgotten what
that’s like.”

The old Ryan
would have been mesmerized by the long legs brushing up against his
hand, but he couldn’t think past Brianna to even consider what
Gayle was offering.

“But the way I
see it, you have a problem, my friend.”

“Oh yeah,
what’s that?”

“I saw you
looking at her that way, but…”

As someone who
made it a point to speak his mind, regardless of the fallout, he
had little respect for people who were afraid to do the same. “But
what? Just spit it out already.”

“She’s
obviously not that into you.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I’m
sorry if that’s not what you want to hear, but it’s pretty obvious.
If she was, she would’ve taken one look at me, and the claws
would’ve come out. That didn’t happen…”

Ryan didn’t
want to accept the harsh truth, but Gayle was right. The fact that
he hadn’t seen it himself only proved that he was delusional.
“Means she just thinks of me as a friend.” It shouldn’t surprise
him. He introduced Brianna to dozens of women over the years, and
she was always sweet, never jealous or petty. Not once had she
reacted the way he had when she mentioned Jared.

“I’m sorry if
you’re disappointed,” Gayle said quietly. “I didn’t mean to hurt
your feelings.”

“No, it’s
okay.” It wasn’t, but he didn’t intend to burden her with his
problems. “Listen, I didn’t get any sleep last night, and I’m wiped
out. Why don’t you take one of the guest rooms and we can grab a
few hours of shut eye?” Not that he expected sleep to come easily
with Brianna on his mind.

“Knowing what
you know now, you still don’t want to…” She glanced down at the
pink, lacy negligee and tried to pull the sheer robe closed. “Wow,
this is really embarrassing.”

“Please, don’t
be offended,” he said, resting a hand on her calf. He should have
felt something. A gorgeous woman was offering herself to him, no
strings attached, yet he felt… nothing. It scared him to
think this may be what he had to look forward to if he couldn’t
come to terms with his feelings for Brianna. “You’re a great girl.
I’ve just got a lot goin’ on right now.”

“My sister and
her family live nearby. I didn’t really feel like doing the whole
Santa thing this morning, but I’m thinking that may not be such a
bad idea, after all.”

“You don’t
have to go, Gayle. I meant what I said. You’re more than welcome to
stay.”

“Thanks, but I
get the feeling you’d rather be alone.” He stood and she reached up
to hug him. “I hope everything works out for you, Ryan. You’re one
of the good guys.”


Chapter
Nine

Alisa awoke to
the unfamiliar sound of a baby crying. She smiled as she pulled up
her T-shirt and positioned the baby at her breast. Stroking his
soft cheek, she said a silent prayer of thanks that her dream came
true last night. Her baby was born safe and healthy, surrounded by
people who loved him. She couldn’t have asked for more.

“Good morning,
beautiful,” Liam said, stepping into the room before closing the
door behind him.

“Where were
you?”

Liam lay down
beside her on the bed, brushing the downy soft hair on the top of
his son’s head. “I went home to pick up a few things. I thought you
might like a change of clothes, and I knew the baby would need some
of his things if we’re staying here tonight.”

“You don’t
mind staying here, do you?”

“Of course
not.” He kissed her lips tenderly before he said, “Whatever makes
you happy, sweetheart. You know that.” He reached into his pocket
and withdrew a small wrapped box.

“What’s
that?”

“Your
Christmas present.”

“Oh no, I left
yours at home.” Alisa shifted the baby to the other breast and
watched with satisfaction while he latched on.

“I have
everything I need right here.” He nuzzled her neck, kissing the
sensitive skin behind her ear.

Alisa knew it
was going to be the longest six weeks of their lives as they waited
for the green light to resume their normal activities. Even
in her last trimester, she couldn’t resist the lure of the sexy man
cozying up next to her. “Stop that,” she whispered. “You know it
drives me crazy when you kiss me like that.”

Liam chuckled.
“Just giving you something to think about.”

“Believe me,
I’ll think of little else for the next forty-two days.” Alisa
smirked when she saw she wasn’t the only one affected by his
teasing.

“Oh, I think
our son will command a fair share of your attention.”

Alisa settled
the baby on her shoulder and patted his back. “Okay, I’m dying to
know, what do you have there?”

Liam pulled
the foil lid off the box and turned it over. A leather box tumbled
to the mattress between them and he picked it up. “I had this made
for you. I hope you like it.”

After all this
time, Alisa couldn’t believe her husband still had doubts. Didn’t
he know he already gave her everything she ever needed and more
than she ever dared to hope for? “I’m sure I’ll love it. Now open
the box, the suspense is killing me.”

Alisa gasped
when he opened the box to reveal a large blue topaz surrounded by
twenty quarter carat diamonds on a platinum chain. “Trey’s
birthstone,” she whispered. She bit her trembling lip. “Oh, Liam,
it’s gorgeous. Thank you.”

“My pleasure.”
He kissed her softly before pulling back to look her in the eye.
“It’s crazy that no matter what I try to do or give you, I always
seem to come up short.”

“What are you
talking about?” Her husband had spoiled her with lavish gifts since
the day they met, and despite her repeated protests, he insisted it
gave him pleasure to treat her to nice things. “You’ve given me so
much…”

“But I’ve
realized something. No matter how big the diamond or expensive the
car, it’s never going to be enough to show you how much you mean to
me. That’s why I decided to do something to prove to you that I
listen to every word you say and my goal…” He smiled and brushed
away a tear sliding down her cheek. “Is to do whatever it takes to
make you happy.”

“You’ve
already made me so happy, you have no idea.”

Liam slid off
the bed and walked to the door.

“Where are you
going?”

“There’s
someone waiting to see you.”

“Who is
it?”

Liam opened
the door and Alisa cried out, startling the baby nuzzling her neck.
“Oh my God, Val!”

Val was her
nanny growing up, but she was so much more than that. She was a
member of their family for more years than Alisa had been alive. “I
can’t believe you’re really here.” Well into her eighties, Val
hadn’t made the trip back to Nashville in more than a decade.

Liam held
Val’s hand as she made her way to Alisa’s bed and reached down to
hug Alisa and her son. “I wouldn’t have missed this for anything in
the world,” Val said, sniffling as she reached for a tissue. “When
your husband offered to fly me here on his private jet, I couldn’t
get to the airport fast enough.”

Val and her
second husband, Terrance, had moved to Florida to be with his
family many years ago, but they continued to travel with Trey and
his entourage to support Sierra as she cared for Alisa.

“I can’t
believe you did this,” Alisa said, looking up at Liam. “How did you
know how much this would mean to me?”

Liam helped
Val claim the seat at the side of the bed and placed a hand on her
back. “Like I said, I listen. You’ve mentioned Valerie to me a
hundred times. I knew how much having her here to meet our son
would mean to you.”

Alisa couldn’t
contain the steady stream of tears sliding down her cheeks. She
wanted to blame the outburst on hormones, but she knew it was more
than that. She had found a man who not only loved her, but seemed
able to read her mind. “You’ll never know how much it means to me…”
She looked from Liam to Val. “Thank you, both of you.”

Liam smiled.
“I’ll give you ladies some time to catch up.”

Valerie waited
for Liam to close the door before she said, “That’s some man you
have there, my dear.”

“I still don’t
know what I did to deserve him.”

Val patted her
hand. “I’m sure he asks himself what he did to deserve you.”

“How are you,
Val? I mean, really?” Valerie had lost her husband three years ago
after a long bout with Alzheimer’s. Since she didn’t have any
family left, Alisa feared she may be lonely.

“I have my
good days and my bad days.” She smiled. “But doesn’t everyone?
That’s just a part of life, especially when you get to be my
age.”

“I know you
have friends in Florida, but…” Alisa and her parents had asked
Valerie to return to Nashville numerous times, to no avail. “We
miss you so much.”

“You’re the
only family I’ve ever had,” she said, a tear leaving a trail on the
deep-set wrinkles in her cheek. “I came to work for your mama and
daddy after my George died, and being here with them filled the
hole in my heart.”

Alisa set the
baby down on the mattress beside her and propped a pillow beside
him so she could take Val’s hand. “I can only imagine how difficult
losing George and then Terrance was for you.” When Liam had his
heart attack, Alisa had only known him a short time, but that
didn’t minimize her fear of losing him. Now she was vigilant about
making sure he ate a healthy diet, minimized his stress, and
exercised every day. With twenty years between them, she knew she
would have to face too many lonely years without him and the
thought terrified her. She needed him, and their son needed his
daddy.

“I thought I’d
never get over losing George.” She gripped Alisa’s hand. “He was
the love of my life. But then your parents took me in and I became
a member of your family.” She reached behind her silver framed
glasses to catch an errant tear with the corner of her tissue.

“You’re still
part of our family, Val. I hope you know that.”

“I do.”

“Then why
won’t you come home?” Alisa didn’t care if she was being selfish.
She loved Valerie and so did her parents. If Valerie only had a few
years of life left, Alisa wanted her to spend them here, with her
family.

“Your husband
asked me the same question when he called to ask me about making
the trip.”

“And? What did
you tell him?”

“I told him I
didn’t know anymore.” Valerie sighed. “At first, I wanted to stay
in Florida because I’d made some good friends there, but most of
them have passed on or moved into nursing homes. It’s not the same
anymore.”

“Does that
mean…?” Alisa held her breath, waiting and praying.

“Your husband
is quite the philanthropist, isn’t he?”

Liam donated a
fortune to various charities every year, but Alisa couldn’t imagine
how that would impact Valerie’s decision to move. “What do you
mean?”

“He told me
about the assisted living facility he’s funding… said it’s right
between your house and your parents’. He also said the first suites
were all ready to go.”

Alisa had
trouble imagining Val, who was always so active and vital, needing
someone to take care of her, but if that’s what it would take to
get her back here, Alisa was all for it. “Are you sure that’s what
you want? I mean, maybe a nice little condo would be better?”

“Honey, when
you get to be my age, the last thing you want is to be holed up in
some condo staring at the same four walls all day. Liam sent me
some information about this place. They have lovely suites, a
beautiful restaurant and dining room, games rooms, exercise
facilities. He said it’s as nice as one of his hotels.”

“It is. I’ve
been there. In fact, Liam’s mother is thinking of taking a suite
there. She’s not that old, but she thought it would be nice to live
in…” Alisa blushed when she realized she may have offended Val.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“Don’t
apologize.” She laughed. “Hell, I know I’m old. No sense beating
around the bush about it.”

“Anyways,
Liam’s mother’s a lovely lady. I think you two would really hit it
off.”

“I met her
downstairs.” Valerie winked. “She seems to enjoy getting your
husband all riled up.”

Alisa winced.
“Yes, they have a bit of an antagonistic relationship.” She held
her hand up. “But he loves her very much. Trust me, he would do
anything for her.”

“I could see
that.” Valerie smiled, looking wistful. “Now that I’m getting
older, I really wish I’d been able to have children.” She glanced
at the sleeping baby beside Alisa. “Your grandparents sure are
lucky to have lived long enough to meet this little one.”

“Val,” Alisa
said, reaching for her hand, “it’s not the blood running through
your veins that makes you a family. We couldn’t love you any more
if you were born to this family. You must know that.”

“I do, honey.”
She held Alisa’s hand. “I just needed someone to remind me.”
Blinking back the tears, she said, “Thank you for convincing me to
come home.”

 


 


Later that
evening, with the Turners, Coopers, Spencers, McCalls, and Brysons
all gathered around the enormous dining table, Liam raised his
glass. “To family.” He smiled at his mother. “Sometimes they’re
your best friends and your worst enemies, but you love them every
day, no matter what. Here’s to another year… with our
family.”

Trey smiled at
his son-in-law as he touched his glass of sparkling water against
Liam’s. “I couldn’t have said it better myself.”

“The food
looks incredible, Sierra,” Marisa said. “But I’ve gotta tell you,
I’ve been salivating over your apple crumble all day.”

Alisa smiled.
Her mother and Aunt Marisa had been best friends since her parents
met, and their relationship renewed Alisa’s faith that some
relationships may fade, but others were built to endure life’s
trials.

Alisa reached
for her best friend’s hand. She knew that no matter what life threw
at them, she and Lena would always be as close as sisters.

It would soon
be Lena’s turn to get the happy ending she so deserved when she and
her fiancé, Dominic, took their vows on a Caribbean beach next
year. Alisa didn’t know who was more excited about the wedding,
Lena or her. Watching her best friend fall in love with Evan
Spencer’s college roommate was bittersweet. She wanted Lena to find
the love of her life, but before she met Liam, Alisa questioned
whether she would ever find a man who looked at her the way Dom
looked at Lena.

Lena squeezed
her hand and her eyes filled with tears. “Who ever thought we’d sit
here like this one day?”

She said it
loud enough for Sierra, who was seated next to her, to hear. “I
knew the first day I met you that you were going to be an important
part of our lives, Lena.”

Lena sniffled
as she reached for the cloth napkin in her lap. “I was in such a
bad place back then. I don’t know what I would have done if I
hadn’t met y’all.”

Alisa touched
Lena’s arm as the large group fell silent. “There’s something I’ve
wanted to ask you for a while, Lena.”

Lena dabbed at
her eyes, careful not to smudge her make-up. “What is it?”

“My business
wouldn’t be the success it is without you. Your ideas are so
creative, so innovative, yet you’ve got this incredible head for
business and marketing.”

Lena grinned
at Trey. “See, I told you that expensive M.B.A. would come in handy
one day.”

He chuckled.
“I had no doubt it would, darlin’.”

“We all know
my life’s about to change in ways I can’t even begin to imagine.”
She looked across the table and smiled when she met her husband’s
eyes. “And I’m looking forward to a whole new set of challenges.
I’m so excited about being a mother, I can’t even tell you.”

Lena rubbed
her back. “I’m so happy for you guys.”

Liam winked at
his wife’s best friend. “It won’t be long before we’re helping you
and Dom celebrate your big day.”

Lena and
Dominic had planned a long engagement, so she could finish school
and find a job. They were supposed to marry last year, but when his
father was diagnosed with a terminal illness, they put their plans
on hold.

“It can’t come
soon enough for me,” Dom said, smiling.

Evan Spencer
stole a glance at Dominic before looking at his girlfriend, Erika.
She quickly turned her attention back to the food on her plate
without acknowledging him.

Alisa couldn’t
help but wonder what that was about. Evan was like a brother to her
growing up, their fathers had been best friends since long before
they were born, and she thought he found the woman he’d been
looking for in Erika, but if the tension between them this weekend
was any indication, their relationship may be at a crossroads.

The platters
of food made their way around the table amid soft chatter and
intermittent laughter as Alisa tried to find the words to express
her wishes. There was no question in her mind that she was making
the right decision, but she wished she had talked to her husband
about it first. They agreed early on to discuss all major decisions
and that was her plan, but she thought she would have a bit more
time before the baby was born. She could wait, but this seemed like
the perfect time to make her announcement, with all of their
friends and family around them.

“You okay?”
Liam mouthed from across the table, frowning at her empty
plate.

Taking a deep
breath, she forced a smile. It felt a little like giving away a
part of herself, but she knew in her heart she would gain so much
more than she lost. “I, uh, want to stay home with the baby,” she
said, gaining the attention of everyone seated around the
table.

“No one could
fault you for that, honey,” Nana Turner said. “Every new mama wants
to be there to care for her baby.”

Liam set his
utensils down on his plate and looked at her, almost as though he
was trying to read her mind. “What about your business… your
expansion plans?”

“I still want
to grow the business—”

“Darlin’,”
Trey said, “it’s not easy to have it all. Take it from someone who
knows. Balancin’ a career and a family is never easy.”

“I know.
That’s why I’ve decided to ask for help.” Alisa stole a glance at
Lena, who looked a little hurt and confused. She undoubtedly
assumed Alisa was on the verge of making a major decision that
affected her livelihood without discussing it with her first.

“You know I’ll
do anything I can to help out at work,” Lena said.

“And we can
hire a nanny to help out at home,” Liam said. “Don’t worry,
sweetheart. We’ll find a way to make it work.”

“I think I
already have, that is, if Lena agrees.”

“Whatever you
need, you know I’ll be there for you,” Lena said quickly.

“Good, because
I want you to be my partner in the business.”

Everyone
digested the news for a minute before an excited murmur stirred the
table.

Lena covered
her mouth with her hand as tears filled her eyes. “You can’t be
serious,” she said, finally. “That business is your baby…”

“It was,”
Alisa said, smiling as she reached for her friend’s hand. “And it’s
given me so much satisfaction. I love what I do, and I’m proud of
the business we’ve built, but I’ve had to sacrifice a lot of
time at home to make that happen. I don’t want to do that
anymore.”

“So what are
you suggesting?” Lena asked.

“Fifty-fifty
partners. I’ll still handle the buying and merchandising. I’ll
scope out new locations, and you manage the day-to-day
operations.”

Lena shook her
head as tears spilled down her cheeks. “You can’t just give me
fifty percent of your business, Alisa. That’s crazy.”

“I’m not
giving it to you. You earned it.” Alisa drew her into a hug. “You
were there for me every step of the way when I started the
business. You’re as responsible for its success as I am. It’s about
time you started to reap some of the reward.”

“I can’t
believe this,” Lena said, swiping at the tears sliding down her
cheeks. “This is the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.”

“I told you a
long time ago,” Trey said. “Families take care of each other and
you’re one of us now. Hell, I can’t even remember a time when you
weren’t a part of this family.”

Lena covered
her face with her hands and cried softly. “I never imagined I’d
have all this. Sometimes, it just doesn’t seem real. To go from
growing up without enough to eat to having people who love me, a
home to call my own…” She looked at Trey, Sierra, and Alisa before
turning her attention to Jay, Victoria, and their daughter. “Y’all
changed my life in ways you can’t even begin to imagine. You taught
me how to believe in myself, to work hard and take pride in my
accomplishments. If I hadn’t learned to love myself, I never
could’ve believed that a man like Dom could love me.”

Dominic got
out of his chair and came around to Lena’s side of the table.
Crouching down in front of her, he said, “You deserve everything
you have, baby. If you hadn’t struggled, you wouldn’t have
appreciated this as much as you do.”

Alisa knew Dom
was right. She’d been born to wealth and she and her husband were
blessed with an embarrassment of riches, but it wasn’t until they
almost lost each other that she realized money and material
possessions didn’t matter if she had to live without him.

Lena hugged
Dominic, whispering, “I still can’t believe this.”

Jay and
Victoria got up and rounded the table. “Congratulations,” they
said, drawing her into a group hug.

Their
daughter, Ava, stood just behind them, waiting her turn to speak to
Lena, the woman who gave birth to her and gave her up for adoption
on the day she was born.

Lena reached
out her hands and Ava took them.

Watching their
relationship evolve over the years was so gratifying for Alisa. Ava
was a little girl when she learned that Jay and Victoria weren’t
her birth parents, but instead of being bitter and resentful, she’d
been curious. Lena was already a part of her life because she
remained so close to the Coopers over the years. At first, Lena was
terrified Ava would resent her for the choice she made, but she
invited the little girl to ask her the tough questions so they
could build a solid friendship.

“You said
something earlier,” Ava said, looking her birth mother in the
eye.

“What’s that?”
Lena asked quietly.

“You said you
don’t know where you would have ended up without this family. I
feel the same way.”

Lena hugged
her and whispered, “I’m so glad to hear you say that.”

With her arm
around Lena’s waist, she turned to the people seated around the
table. “I wake up every day feeling so lucky that I get to be a
part of this family. You may not all be related by blood, but
you’re closer than any family I’ve ever known.”

Lena kissed
her cheek and smiled. “You’re so right.”

“We all get so
busy. Sometimes we forget about the people we love, so we use the
holidays as an excuse to catch up.” Ava made quotation marks
in the air with her fingers. “I don’t have to do that with you
guys, ’cause you’re always with me. No matter what, I know you’ll
be there to cheer me on or pick me up when I need help. That’s what
family’s all about, right?”

Trey looked at
Liam, a smirk on his face. “I’d like to see ya top that.”

Liam held his
hand up and smiled at Ava. “You win, kid. From now on, you can
propose the toasts.”
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Book Two –
Trade Off

Professional
hockey player, Aiden Cooper, should be happy. He’s been traded to
Nashville. But going home also means he has to face the truth. The
love of his life is married to his former best friend and new
teammate, and there’s not a damn thing he can do about it.

When Sela
Clarke finds out her former boyfriend, Aiden Cooper, is finally
coming home, she panics. How can she pretend she’s still in love
with her husband when the only man she’s ever loved is bound to
uncover the lie that tore them apart?

Release Date –
November 2012






Special
Edition – Holiday Homecoming

Trey Turner
and his wife, Sierra, are hosting a Christmas gathering for their
closest friends and family when an expected event forces them to
pull together and help one of their own through a crisis. Will
tragedy strike, forcing Trey to face his worst nightmare, or will
this holiday be the one that helps them all to heal?

Release Date –
November 2012






Book Three –
Game On

When Brianna
Cooper accepts a position with the legal team at Titan Records, she
knows what to expect. She’s been friends with V.P. of Operations,
Ryan Spencer, since they were kids. He’ll try and talk her into
skipping out early and taking long lunches… it’s a good thing she’s
immune to his charm.

Ryan Spencer
has earned his reputation as a ladies man. He loves everything
about them, so much so that he’s never been able to limit himself
to just one. But when every guy in the office starts talking about
the gorgeous new lawyer with the killer smile, it makes Ryan wonder
how he can convince Brianna his days of playing the field are
over.

Release Date –
December 2012






Book Four –
Burn Out

As the
President of Titan Records, Evan Spencer knew he had big shoes to
fill when his father, Luc, retired and awarded him the top spot.
Fifty hour work weeks turned into eighty hours and his girlfriend,
Erika, gave him an ultimatum… either he make their relationship a
priority or she’s leaving him. He doesn’t expect her to follow
through on her threat, until she does.

Erika Carlton
knew his ex-boyfriend, Evan, would be at their friend’s wedding in
the Bahamas. One week in a tropical paradise with her ex could be
torture. It’s a good thing her new boyfriend is there to act as a
buffer.

Evan has a
plan. He has seven days and seven nights to prove to Erika that
he’s willing to do whatever it takes to salvage their relationship.
But when she shows up with a new man, Evan realizes he’s going to
have to step up his plan or risk losing her forever.






Book Five –
Fast Track

Teacher and
part-time artist, Anna McCall, is sweet, shy, and reserved. Living
in her famous father’s shadow is exhausting, which is why she
decides to get away from it all for a while. She retreats to their
family beach house for the summer, intent on painting, reflecting,
and regrouping after a messy break-up. She’s revelling in the peace
and tranquility until a famous race car driver moves in next door
intent on invading her sanctuary.

Justin Hunt
has one goal this summer, to forget the past year of his life ever
happened and if it takes a group of rowdy jocks, loud music, kegs
of beer, and bikini-clad women to help him forget, so be it. Too
bad his new neighbor seems intent on spoiling his fun by
distracting him from his mission.






Book Six –
Time Out

Rancher, Nick
McCall, loves the simple life. Wide open spaces, clean country air,
and sweet down-home girls. But when his mother asks him to
entertain their new house guest, a TV personality with a penchant
for bad boys, he’s wondering if it might be time to add a little
spice to his life.

Megan Moore
moved from Los Angeles to Nashville to accept a job on a country
music network, but she misses dating movie stars and riding around
in limousines. She promises her new agent, Avery McCall, she’ll
stick it out for the remainder of her one year contract, but she
intends to be on the first plane back home a minute after her
contract expires.

Nick knows
Megan’s only in Nashville for a short time, but that doesn’t mean
they can’t have a good time.



Book Seven –
Face Value

Real estate
developer, Lauren McCall, needs a new contractor yesterday. Someone
who’s good, fast, and reliable, but her only option seems to be her
friend’s deadbeat ex-husband. According to her friend, he’s a skirt
chasing, beer drinking, loser who’d rather play pool than play with
his kids, but desperate times call for desperate measures, so
Lauren gives him the job. She just hopes she doesn’t live to regret
it.

Tucker Brooks
knows his new boss doesn’t like him, and he doesn’t much care. He
knows his ex-wife will spew her venom to anyone who’ll listen, and
if Lauren’s naïve enough to believe everything she hears, so be it.
He’s determined to show up for work, get the job done, and avoid
the boss lady as much as possible. If only she’d stay the hell out
of his dreams.






Book Eight –
Blown Away

Ava Cooper
owns a successful Internet dating site. Her life’s work is to
connect people and hope they’ll fall in love, but she isn’t looking
for her soul mate. On the contrary, she’s a busy professional with
a full life. She has a great family, friends, and a cute little dog
who follows her wherever she goes. When she gets a private message
from a man who’s intrigued by her profile, she’s knows her
assistant, Tara, is to blame. She’s determined to help her boss
find a man, apparently against her will. Ava insists she isn’t
interested, but if this guy looks anything like his picture, he’s
bound to be someone’s Mr. Right.

When
architect, Brent Armstrong’s, brother emailed him a link to a
dating website, he thought he was just giving him grief again, but
when Ava`s picture appeared on his screen, he couldn’t breathe. He
knew that woman. For days he tried to get her image out of his
head, but when that didn’t work, he decided to swallow his pride
and send her a private message, hoping she`d remember him. When
hours turned into days, he had a choice to make. Should he let it
go, or give her a friendly reminder of the night she rocked his
world?
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