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Wild Card—Book Five

 

High Rollers vice-president, Brett Easton, has to select an interior designer to give their bars an upscale new look to coincide with their re-branding efforts. He knows just the woman for the job, his little sister’s best friend, Carly Lawson. She’s brilliant at what she does. He likes her, respects her, and trusts her, but when one of his partners start making a play for her, Brett realizes his feelings for her are anything but platonic.

 

Carly Lawson is overwhelmed at the prospect of taking on a job as big as the High Rollers project, but she doesn’t want to disappoint her best friend’s brother, Brett. She’s knows he’ll never see her as anything more than a friend, but that doesn’t stop her from indulging in a fantasy or two. When Brett’s partner asks her out, she decides to accept. Little does she know, Brett’s not too happy with her decision.


 

 

Prologue

Ten Years Earlier

 

 

Carly was on edge as she and her best friend, Sophie, walked into the bar where Sophie’s brother, Brett, was planning to meet his friends. Carly had been in love with Brett for as long as she could remember, and she had finally worked up the courage to tell him. She’d even been saving herself for him, which Sophie thought was ridiculous—since she’d have a lifetime to be with just one man—but every time Carly had come close to sleeping with someone else, she hadn’t been able to go through with it. Brett was the only man she wanted, and tonight, she hoped to have him.

“You okay?” Sophie asked, linking her arm through Carly’s. “You can still back out, you know.”

“No, I want to do this.” She took a deep breath as anxiety ripped through her chest, making it tough to breathe. “I need to do this.”

“Well, the good news is we’re finally legal.” Sophie giggled. “At least you can count on a little liquid courage to help you through it.”

“No, I want to be sober.” Carly bit her bottom lip when she spotted Brett and his friends at a round table near the dance floor. They were talking and laughing as Brett’s friend, Dylan, slapped Brett on the back.

Dylan was a professional quarterback in his first year in the league, and according to Sophie, who followed the sport, experts were already saying he could be the next Marino. But as good-looking as Dylan was, Carly only had eyes for Brett. That was the way it had always been for her. No matter how many attractive guys came on to her at school, she kept a safe distance, believing one day Brett would come to his senses and realize she was perfect for him.

She and Brett had been close ever since Carly came to live with her best friend’s family during her junior year of high school. Of course Brett had known she had a crush on him, but he’d managed to laugh it off because of their age difference. When they had been teens, a four-year age difference felt like a lifetime, especially to Brett.

She hadn’t seen him since her last summer vacation because she’d opted to stay at school with a friend’s family over the holidays, and she knew he’d see the changes a year had wrought in her. She wasn’t a little girl anymore. She was all grown up, and she’d worn the dress to prove it.

“You sure you don’t want a drink first?” Sophie asked, her eyes traveling to the cute bartender. “’Cause I’d be happy to get it for you.”

“No, I’m good. Let’s just do this before I lose my nerve.” The little voice in Carly’s head told her to get a grip—Brett was just a guy. Except he wasn’t just a guy. He was the only one she wanted, and if he rejected her again, she didn’t know how she’d cope.

Sophie squeezed her arm. “Okay, don’t worry. You look so gorgeous. My brother’s jaw is gonna hit the floor when he sees you.”

“From your lips to God’s ears,” Carly muttered, flattening her hand over her stomach. God, she felt queasy. If she threw up in front of him, she would die of embarrassment.

Sophie led her to the group of men, most of whom Carly had met before. “Hey, guys,” Sophie said. “What’s a girl got to do to get a drink around here?”

One of the guys gave Sophie a thorough once-over before tipping his beer back with a smirk. “All you had to do was ask, sweetheart. What’ll it be?”

Sophie’s blinding grin hit the poor guy in the gut with the force of a sucker punch. Carly’s best friend was gorgeous, and she had the confidence that came from being told that all the time.

Sophie snapped her fingers. “Hey, you’re that linebacker.” She set her hand on Dylan’s shoulder. “You and Dyl are teammates, right?”

Carly knew Sophie was just trying to knock the guy down a peg or two. If he played professional football, especially on Sophie’s favorite team, she not only knew his name but all his stats.

“Yeah.” He walked around the table, offering Sophie his hand. “Dalton Mitchell.”

“Down, boy,” Brett warned when Dalton’s eyes dipped to Sophie’s cleavage. “She’s my little sister.”

“Seriously, man?” Dalton and Brett shared a look before Dalton sighed and made his way back to his seat. “I can’t catch a break.”

“Can’t catch a football either,” Dylan said.

Everyone joined in laughing, prompting Dalton to crack a smile. Carly could understand why her friend was drawn to Dalton. He was ruggedly handsome, in a sexy, hulking sort of way.

Brett’s eyes finally found Carly’s. “Jesus…” His eyes scanned her until she felt herself blush. “Is that dress even legal, girl?”

Sophie had helped Carly select the black number with the low neckline and lace cut-outs. It fell only a few inches south of her butt when she was upright, and she hated to think what might happen if she had to bend over. But Sophie had claimed it would help her cause, so Carly had gone along with it.

“You like?” Carly asked, placing a hand on her hip and trying her best to look seductive. She tipped her head back to let her long blond hair fall over her shoulder. God help her, she was terrible at flirting. That probably explained why she had to resort to such drastic measures to get the man’s attention.

“I’ll let you know after a few more of these,” Brett said, grinning as he raised his beer bottle.

What the hell was that supposed to mean? That he’d have to get drunk to admit she looked good or that he wouldn’t be able to control himself after a few more? If he was referring to the latter, she’d empty her wallet to ensure the well never ran dry.

“I can tell you right now,” Dylan said, reaching for Carly’s hand. “You look incredible, sweetheart.” He kissed the back of her hand, his eyes darkening with appreciation.

Dylan personified sexy, and Carly couldn’t deny his touch excited her, but not the way Brett’s did.

“You’re so sweet.” Carly cast a quick sidelong glance at Brett.

He barely seemed to have noticed the exchange. He was glancing at something his buddy was showing him on his cell phone. Brett may have felt protective of his sister, but apparently he didn’t feel the same way about Carly. Damn him. This wasn’t going as planned. What did she have to do to get his attention? Dance on the table?

“You feel like dancing?” Dylan asked, standing.

A few groans sounded around the table as Jaxon piped up, “You could’ve given the rest of us a chance.”

“Your problem, losers,” Dylan said, grinning as he led Carly away from the table.

She hadn’t actually said yes, but she could use a reprieve to collect herself. She needed to figure out what her next move would be since the dress clearly hadn’t worked its magic.

“How’s school going, Carly?” Dylan asked once they’d settled into the dance.

Carly had to take a moment to appreciate the moment. She was dancing with one of the hottest guys in professional football, and he seemed to be genuinely interested in her. “Um, it’s going well. One more year and I’ll be out in the real world, trying to survive on my own.”

“I have no doubt you’ll have the top design firms in the country beating a path to your door.” He shifted her hair behind her back so her neck was exposed. “I have to admit though, I selfishly hope you’ll make your way back home. I’ve missed you.”

Carly shivered when she felt his hot breath on her neck. Apparently the dress had worked, but she’d lured in the wrong man. She laughed lightly as she set her hands on his broad shoulders. “The plan is to come back home, but we’ll see what happens. How about you? Long-term contract, right?”

“I’ll be around for at least the next four years, if all goes well.”

“Nice.” She caught Brett watching them as Dylan’s hand slid down her bare back. If making Brett a little jealous helped him see the light, she’d play along. “Life must be crazy busy, huh? One city to the next. A different bed every night.”

He chuckled, the tremor resonating against her breasts. “Something like that.”

Brett tapped Dylan’s shoulder. “Okay, Romeo. It’s my turn.”

Dylan scowled. “Go find your own woman. We’re enjoying ourselves. Aren’t we, Carly?”

As much as she was flattered by Dylan’s attention, Brett’s arms were the ones she really wanted to feel around her. “Rain check?” she asked Dylan. “I haven’t seen Brett in a while. I’d really like to catch up.”

“Fine,” Dylan said, sighing. “But I intend to take you up on that.”

A sigh of contentment moved through her as soon as she rested her head on Brett’s shoulder. Thankfully, Sophie had suggested the high heels that made it easy for Carly’s head to find a home in his arms.

“How’ve you been, sweetness?” he asked, his hand closing possessively on her hip. “From the looks of things, breakin’ all kinds of hearts, huh?”

“I’ve been too busy with school to date much,” she said, hoping the admission didn’t make her sound like a pathetic loser who couldn’t get a man to ask her out.

“I’m glad to hear you’re takin’ it seriously, but that doesn’t mean you can’t make time for a little fun.”

“That’s what this summer is supposed to be about.” She tipped her head back so she could read his expression. “Having a little fun.”

“Hmm.” He seemed to consider that. “Just be careful who you choose to have fun with. Dyl’s a great guy, but he’s a pro athlete, Carls. Everything they say about those guys is true and then some.”

She didn’t know whether to be hopeful that he seemed to care so much or disappointed that he was already mentally pairing her with his best friend. “I promise to be careful.” It was the perfect opportunity to tell him he was the one she wanted, but her tongue was glued to the roof of her mouth.

“You seein’ anybody special in Boston?”

“No, like I said, I don’t have time for dating. Between working at the bookstore and trying to keep my grades up, I’m lucky to find time to eat and sleep most days.”

“I hope you’re taking care of yourself.” His large hand cradled her face as he studied her. “No dark circles. That’s a good thing.”

Only because she’d used concealer. Knowing tonight could be the first night of the rest of her life, she’d barely slept a wink for imagining how it would play out. Her eyelashes fluttered, and before she knew it, she was closing her eyes and turning into his touch. Her lips pressed against his palm.

He looked taken aback before chuckling lightly and dropping his hand. “So, uh, you’re here all summer? Staying with my folks?”

His rejection stung, but Carly refused to let it show. She faked a smile. “Yeah, I don’t know what I’d do without them. They’re awesome.”

“Still haven’t heard from your mama?”

She didn’t tell most people that her mother had abandoned her for a stranger she’d met online when Carly was a teenager, but Brett had been there when it happened. He’d held her when she cried, called her mother foul names when she’d failed to show at Carly’s high school graduation, and cursed her when she’d dropped a quick note to let Carly know she was having another baby with her new husband.

“No, and I don’t expect to.” Carly refused to look Brett in the eye for fear she’d see pity. “She’s out of my life. I accepted that a long time ago.”

“I wish she could see you the way I see you.” He brushed a hand over her cheek. “How sweet and smart and funny you are.”

It wasn’t exactly sexy or irresistible, but she’d take it. “Thank you.” Before she did or said something to embarrass herself again, she asked, “So what about you? Now that you’re finished with school, what are your plans?” She regretted her question as soon as she saw anger harden his features. He’d wanted to follow the same path Dylan had, straight to a pro contract, but an injury had taken him out just as the pro scouts started circling. “I’m sorry, Brett. I didn’t mean to bring up a sore subject.”

“Hey, it’s okay. Life goes on, right?” He smiled. “The boys and I are thinking about starting a sports bar right here in Arlington. How crazy is that?”

“Really?” She loved the way his eyes lit up when he got excited about something. “Tell me about it.”

“Well, planning is still in the early stages, but I think we may be on to something. It would be a pretty upscale place that’d cater to professional athletes and corporate types, not just your run-of-the-mill, blue-collar sports bar. Not that there’s anything wrong with those, but we want to do things a little differently. Those other places are a dime a dozen. This would be more exclusive.”

“Sounds interesting.”

“I think so.” He nodded toward the table where his friends had gathered. “We have three pro athletes and a dot com millionaire to fund the enterprise. How can we go wrong, right?”

Carly could tell Brett felt a little uncertain about what he brought to the table. “I’m sure your business degree won’t hurt either.”

“I guess we all have something to offer. Some more than others, but I think it would be a good fit. Still not sure we can talk Mitch into it,” he said, referring to Dalton Mitchell. “If not, it’ll just be the six of us.”

“About Dalton…” Carly glanced at the linebacker who was cozying up to her best friend. “Why’d you warn him off when he made a play for Soph? They seem to be into each other.”

“The same reason I warned you off Dylan. Dyl and Mitch are great guys, but like I said, they’re professional athletes at the start of their careers. It’ll be years before they’re ready to think about settling down, if ever.”

Carly felt a twinge of disappointment that he was lumping her in the same category as his kid sister. “Your sister is young too. She just wants to have a little fun. Why not Dalton?”

“No way!” He grimaced when he caught sight of Sophie wrapping her arm around Dalton’s neck, pulling him closer to whisper something in his ear. “I know she’s technically an adult and I can’t stop her if she’s determined, but do me a favor?”

When he looked at her like that, she’d follow him off a cliff if he asked. “Anything.”

“Just tell her to think about what she’s getting herself into. Mitch has a different girl in every city. So does Dylan. I don’t want to see you girls get in over your heads.”

“You’re assuming I want Dylan.” It’s now or never.

Brett looked at his watch. “Damn it, I’ve got to go.”

“Already? But we just got here.” She was hoping she’d have all night with him… and maybe part of the morning.

“I know. Why don’t you walk out with me? I’ll ask one of the bouncers to keep an eye on you if you wanna come back in.”

“Sure,” she said, feeling warmth bloom in her chest when he linked his hand with hers. “I’m just going to hit the restroom first.” She needed to check her makeup and give herself a quick pep talk.

“No problem. I’ve got to settle my bill and say goodnight to the boys anyhow. I’ll meet you at the door in a few.”

“Sounds good.”

 

***

 

Brett was waiting for Carly at the door, watching every man in the place stare when she walked past. Some even had the audacity to make a grab for her until they caught his glare. What the hell had she been thinking, showing up in a place like this in a dress like that? She was just asking for trouble. He wanted to get her alone outside to warn her about making herself too available, so he’d asked his buddy, who was manning the door, to keep his eyes on her until she made it safely back inside.

Brett felt it was his job to take care of her. Since her old man had died when she was young and her mother had cut out on her, she was all alone, with only his family to rely on. No way would he stand by and watch some lowlife take advantage of her.

He ushered her outside just as it started to rain. He took his jacket off and held it over her head. “You look too pretty to get all wet.”

She giggled. “What if I told you I’m already wet?”

What the hell was that? He knew she’d been crushing on him for a long time, but she had to realize it couldn’t go anywhere. He loved her—as a friend. He’d always be there for her, but she needed a different kind of guy. Someone who thought about settling down and parking his boots under the same bed every night.

They stopped in front of his pick-up. He knew he should get her inside, out of the rain, but he wasn’t sure he could trust himself with her inside the truck. She was a gorgeous young woman who’d made it obvious she was into him, and he was… well, a man.

“You better get your sweet self back inside. I wouldn’t have asked you to walk me out if I’d known it was gonna start rainin’.”

“Why did you?” She hooked her fingers into his belt loop to draw him closer.

Damn it if his body didn’t choose that moment to make a liar out of him. With her soft curves melding with that delicate scent, he was lost. Everything he’d planned to say slipped away like the water running in rivulets down her angelic face.

“I want you,” she whispered, wrapping her arms around his waist. “I’ve always wanted you. You know that. Don’t make me wait any longer. Take me home with you tonight.”

“Jesus, Carly.” He lowered his head, pressing his forehead to hers. “Baby, you’re not makin’ this easy for me.”

“Please,” she whispered, tentatively touching a fingertip to his lips. “Don’t say no. I need this tonight. I’ve waited for you for so long. I don’t want to wait anymore.”

He eased his hands through her damp hair. “Honey, listen to me. A girl like you doesn’t want a guy like me. You’re forever. I’m just temporary.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, her tears mixing with the rain drops dotting her lashes.

“You need a guy who’ll be there for you a year from now, hell, ten years from now. Don’t settle for less.”

“I’ve been waiting for you.” Her shuddering breath shook him. “I didn’t want anyone else. Now you’re telling me you don’t want me?”

She’d never had another lover because she’d been hoping he would be her first? This was bad, really bad. One more look into those pleading eyes and he would take her right there in the bed of his truck. She deserved so much better than that, especially her first time. She deserved flowers and candles, soft music, and a man who could tell her he was in love with her, that he would be there whenever she needed a strong shoulder to lean on. She needed a partner who could be her rock, and truth be told, he’d never been all that reliable.

“It’s not that I don’t want you. Any man would be lucky to have you. But…” He thought of the woman waiting at his apartment. “I’m sort of seeing someone.”

“You are?” Her hands fell to her sides before wrapping around her waist. “Sophie said she didn’t think you had a girlfriend.”

“Soph hasn’t met her yet.” Since the rain had stopped, he shook out his damp jacket before wrapping it around her. “Neither have my parents.” He wasn’t sure they ever would, but Carly didn’t need to know that. “But, uh, that’s why I’m leaving early. She’s waiting at my place.”

“Oh.” She looked broken-hearted as she stepped away from his truck. “Don’t let me keep you then.”

She tried to hand back his jacket, but he whispered, “Keep it.” An awkward silence passed before he seized her chin. “You’re the most incredible girl. You need a man who’ll treat you like the princess you are, honey. I wish I could be that guy, but I’m not. You need to forget about me. It’s time for you to move on. Forget about this silly little crush and find someone—”

“Silly little crush?” she shouted, thrusting his jacket at his chest. “That’s what you think this is? Some crush? I’ve loved you my whole goddamned life, Brett Easton!”

“I know you think—”

“Shut up! Just shut up! I don’t want to hear it.”

Brett watched her until she was safely back inside the bar, all the while wondering if he’d just made a mistake that would make all others look like minor missteps.

 

***

 

Carly was a sobbing mess by the time she stumbled into the ladies’ room. She just wanted to find Sophie so she could go home, pull the covers over her head, and pretend that night had never happened. She’d never been so humiliated, and the worst part of it was knowing she’d have to face him again.

“He’s not worth it, hon,” a pretty brunette said as she watched Carly try to repair her damaged eye makeup.

“I know.” For the first time ever, Carly believed Brett Easton really wasn’t worth her time. He was right—it was time for her to move on. She knew just the man to help her do it. “I’m so over him.”

“Good for you.” The girl grinned as she fluffed her hair before reapplying her lip gloss. “Get drunk and go home with someone else. That always gets ‘em.”

That was exactly what Carly intended to do. Screw Brett and his girlfriend. “Thanks for the advice.” She tilted her shoulders back as she made her way out of the restroom. She was surprised to find Dylan waiting for her in the narrow hallway.

“Hey, I saw you come back in,” he said, reaching for her hand. “You look kind of upset. Is everything okay?”

“Just fine.”

Carly had known Dylan almost as long as she’d known Brett since they’d all gone to the same high school. She had no idea why it had taken her so long to notice how sexy he was. It probably had something to do with the fact that she had been blind to every man except Brett. Well, no more. She was so done with him. He had rejected her for the last time.

“In that case, can I buy a you drink?”

“I’d love one.” She slipped her hand into his, and he led her to the bar. She surprised him by asking for a shot, telling him to choose what kind since she hadn’t experimented much with alcohol.

He held up two shot glasses, one for each of them. “Here you go.”

She touched her glass to his. “To reconnecting.”

His full mouth tipped into a half-smile. “I like the sound of that.”

Carly threw the drink back, embarrassing herself by coughing and sputtering when it went down. She fanned her face when her eyes watered. “Sorry about that. I’m afraid I’m not much of a drinker.”

“That’s okay.” He patted the free stool in front of him. “What do you like to do for fun?”

She sat down, aware of him fixating on her legs as her dress hiked up, revealing more of her thigh. She’d waxed until she wanted to cry. No way would she let that go to waste. “Truth is it’s been a long time since I’ve had any fun.” She pouted, hoping she looked sultry and not ridiculous.

Dylan set a hand on either side of the bar, bracketing her in. “Now that’s a damn shame. Pretty little thing like you should be gettin’ all kinds of crazy as often as possible.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck, bringing his ear to her mouth. “I guess I just haven’t met anyone man enough to show me what I’ve been missing.” Oh God, was she really going to do this? She thought about what Brett was probably doing at that moment and decided… hell, yeah!

“Is that an invitation, sugar?” He turned his head, looking into her eyes. “’Cause if it is, I accept.”

“Then let’s get out of here.” She hopped off the stool. “Wait. How many drinks have you had?”

“A few.”

“Give me the keys. I’ll drive.”

He looked at her empty shot glass. “I know you only had one, but something tells me you’re a lightweight. Maybe we should take a cab.”

She leaned in to whisper, “We can’t do what I have planned for you in the backseat of a taxi.”

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” he muttered, practically dragging her to the door.

It only took a few minutes to get to the lake she had in mind. On the short drive, she wavered a hundred times, but in the end, she decided she was tired of wasting her life waiting for things to change. She wanted to start living.

“Honey, we could have gone back to my place,” he said when she finally turned into the deserted gravel parking lot and cut the engine.

“No, this is perfect.” She didn’t want any awkward moments afterward of him scrambling to figure out how to get rid of her. This way, they could do the deed, she could cross it off her bucket list, and they could carry on with their lives.

When thoughts of Brett started to creep into her head, she slid across the seat and climbed into Dylan’s lap. He wasted no time responding, kissing her as if he’d never wanted another woman more. That was what she needed—someone to make her feel sexy and desirable, to help repair her shattered ego.

Her cell phone rang, and she prayed it wasn’t Brett calling to apologize for hurting her feelings. That was the last thing she needed. A quick peek told her it was Sophie. Damn. She’d been in such a hurry to leave she’d forgotten to tell her best friend. “Sorry, just give me a minute, Dylan.”

Carly didn’t want to answer Sophie’s call. She’d have a million questions about why Carly was with Dylan instead of Brett, but Carly didn’t want her friend to worry either, so she sent a quick text saying she was safe and would see Sophie at home later.

“Now where were we?” she asked, unbuttoning Dylan’s shirt after turning off her phone and tossing it on the seat beside her. She ran her hands over his smooth chest, moaning in appreciation of his cut abs. “God, you’re sexy.”

“I was just thinking the same thing about you.” He pulled her dress over her head, smiling when he caught sight of her black lace push-up bra and matching thong. “This was definitely worth waiting for.” He captured her face. “Do you know how long I’ve wanted you?”

Carly swallowed, taken aback by his sincerity. He’d wanted her? “No.”

“That’s because you were too busy chasing Brett to notice me.”

“The chase is over,” she said, helping him out of his shirt. “I see him for what he is now.”

He grabbed her wrists when she reached for his belt buckle. “Carly, I don’t want to be your rebound guy.”

“You’re not.” She wanted to believe she’d still feel that way tomorrow, but she didn’t have a crystal ball. She just knew in that moment that she needed something, someone, to help her take the pain away.

The next few minutes were lost to touching and exploring each other’s bodies. He kissed her in places she’d never been kissed, touching her soul in a way no one ever had. He made her feel desired, cherished.

When she finally lowered herself on his hard shaft and the barrier of her innocence halted his entry, she answered his unasked question with the only two words that mattered, “I’m sure.”

 

***

 

Brett was mad as hell when he saw Dylan’s truck pull into his parents’ driveway two hours after Carly had left him standing in the parking lot. He’d sent Chelsea home when he couldn’t get Carly’s eyes out of his head. He had to explain that he’d sent her away for her own good. He jumped out of his truck and walked to the passenger’s side until he realized it was empty. Carly was hopping out of the driver’s door.

“What the hell are you doing driving Dylan’s truck?” Brett took in her swollen lips, tousled hair, and smudged makeup and felt as if someone had kicked him in the gut. “No. Not Dylan. You didn’t—” He grabbed her wrist when she tried to walk past him. “Tell me you didn’t.”

“I don’t have to tell you anything,” she said, trying to shake him loose. “Let me go.”

He grabbed the back of her head and hauled her against his body. She didn’t smell like light perfume and flowery shampoo anymore. She smelled like spicy cologne and sex. “Son of a bitch!” He released her and slammed his fist on the hood of Dylan’s new truck. “What the hell were you thinking?”

“None of your business. You don’t want me. Why the hell should you care if someone else had me?”

“He wasn’t just someone. He’s my best friend, goddammit!” Brett bent over, gripping his knees as he fought the urge to wretch. The only time he’d ever felt worse was lying in that hospital bed and hearing the doctors tell him his football career was over.

“Keep your voice down. You’re going to wake your parents.”

“I don’t give a shit.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder when he stood. “Why the hell are you driving his truck?”

“He’d had a few drinks, so I drove. He told me he’d pick it up tomorrow when he takes me out for dinner.”

“Oh hell no, he’s not taking you out for dinner. Not tomorrow night or any other night.”

“That’s what you think.” Carly crossed her arms, tapping the toe of her high heel against the driveway. “Who the hell are you to tell me who I can and can’t go out with?”

“He’s gonna have a hard time eatin’ his dinner through a straw.”

Dylan had always been the brother Brett had never had, and while they went to different colleges, they’d remained tight. He thought he could trust Dylan with his life, but this felt like the ultimate betrayal. The rational part of his brain told him he had no right to feel so hurt or betrayed. Carly and Dylan hadn’t done anything wrong. They’d known each other for years, and neither of them were involved with anyone else, yet the fact that Carly had told him it was him she wanted made him feel as though she’d cheated on him. It was irrational, but he couldn’t help the surge of rage and jealousy eating him up inside.

“You said you were saving yourself…” He clenched his jaw before forcing out the words. “For me.”

“You didn’t want me!” She shoved him hard. “You went home to be with someone else. How do you think that made me feel?”

It wasn’t difficult for him to put himself in her position, because he was experiencing all the same emotions she must have felt when he’d told her to find someone else. God help him. He’d pushed her into Dylan’s waiting arms.

“I wasn’t with anyone else tonight.” He felt spent, defeated, as he sagged against his friend’s truck. He couldn’t fix this. Carly had already given another man, his best friend, the precious gift he’d foolishly rejected.

“You weren’t?”

“No.” He closed his eyes as he tipped his head back. He would never get the image of them out of his head. He looked through the windshield. “Is this where it happened? Did he even take you back to his place?”

“I didn’t want to go back to his place,” she said, sounding defensive.

“So this is where it happened, huh?” He circled the truck, his fury reaching explosive heights again. “This is where he banged you?”

“Don’t say it like that. It was…”

He glared at her, daring her to continue. “It was what? Beautiful?” He kicked the rear fender. “Special?” He kicked it again. “Incredible?” He kicked it twice for good measure.

“Stop it! Are you crazy? You’re destroying his truck.”

“He can afford a new one with that big fat professional contract of his.” He walked toward her. “Is that why you chose him? Because he made the pros and I didn’t?”

“I chose you first.” She poked him in the chest. “You were the one who rejected me. Don’t forget that.”

 


 

Chapter One

 

Carly Lawson turned the key as quietly as she could, hoping she wouldn’t wake her best friend. Sophie had told her whenever she needed a place to crash, her door was always open, and since Sophie was in San Francisco selling her one-of-a-kind purses at a trade show, Carly figured it would be cheaper to take a taxi to Sophie’s place than hers. She’d been out drinking with the girls and had to abandon her car at the bar after a few too many shots of tequila. Thankfully, she didn’t have to work tomorrow, so she could afford to sleep off the massive hangover she was sure to have.

She tiptoed down the hall before realizing she didn’t have to be quiet, since no one else was there. “Son of a—” she muttered when she caught her baby toe on the edge of the bedroom doorframe.

“Soph? Is that you?”

Carly stopped in her tracks. She’d have recognized that voice anywhere. Brett Easton, the object of every single one of her teenage fantasies. “Um, Brett.” She gripped the wall outside the master bedroom for support. “Hey, I didn’t know you’d be here.”

He switched on the bedside lamp, revealing a broad expanse of tanned skin when the white sheet slipped down to his waist. Wow.

“My house is being painted,” he explained. “Sophie said I could use her place while she was out of town.”

“Oh, um, okay.” Carly stepped back and stumbled. “Well, I’ll just be on my way then.”

“Wait.” He ran a hand over the dark whiskers covering his jaw. “Come here for a minute.”

Carly knew it was a bad idea to get too close. Alcohol lowered her defenses, and the last thing she needed was to be defenseless around the one man she’d never had the strength to resist. “I should go.”

He held out his hand. “Carly, get in here. Have you been drinking?”

According to Sophie, Carly was a lightweight. After five shots, she was lucky to still be standing, let alone stringing words together. “Just a little.”

“Looks like a lot to me.” His hot gaze trailed over her short blue dress before his eyes finally hooked hers. He’d never looked at her that way… as though he couldn’t wait to get her naked. “I had a few drinks myself tonight. Poker with the boys.”

That explained why she hadn’t walked in on him with one of his many conquests. Thank God. That would have given her one more reason to be mortified about intruding.

“Really?” She traced her lips with her tongue as she stepped closer. She was doing what she was too cautious to do when she was sober: flirting with Brett Easton. If she paused to think about the potential pitfalls, she might have started hyperventilating or worse…

“You look hot.”

Hot? It wasn’t the first time she’d heard that, but it was the first time he’d said it. At least to her. “Thanks.”

“You don’t have to go. In fact, I wouldn’t feel right about letting you leave in your condition. It’s not safe.”

Hysterical laughter bubbled to the surface as she clamped a hand over her mouth. “But staying here with you would be safe?”

“That depends.” He sunk his teeth into his lower lip as she stopped in front of the bed, resting her knee on the mattress. “You wanna play it safe, or you feel like havin’ a little fun?”

She sucked in a breath and closed her eyes when he ran a hand up her bare leg. “What’d you have in mind?” She tried to ignore the sensations rippling through her as his hand inched up her leg, hiking her dress up farther.

“I think you know what I have in mind.” After a beat of silence, he whispered, “What do you say? You game?”

She couldn’t believe what was happening. Was she seriously contemplating casual sex with her best friend’s brother? In Sophie’s bed no less? Soph would kill her and rightly so, but that didn’t stop Carly from reaching for the zipper trailing down the back of her dress. Carly watched with satisfaction as Brett’s dark eyes widened in surprise. She wasn’t the same flat-chested little girl who was too embarrassed to wear a swimsuit without a T-shirt in his family’s backyard pool. She’d filled out considerably since she’d gone away to college her junior year of high school, and God had graced her with curves in all the right places.

“Damn.” His handsome features were drawn tight as his hands curled into fists. “I wouldn’t have been able to resist so long if I’d known what you were hiding under all those conservative business suits.”

To think Brett had ever fought to resist her was laughable. She knew this was a one-night stand. They were two unattached people who’d had a few too many and found themselves in the right place at the right time to satisfy a mutual urge. Nothing more.

“You like?” she asked, reaching around to release the black strapless bra that struggled to restrain her full breasts. It wasn’t like her to be coy, but since she was about to live her fantasy with the man of her dreams, she wanted it to be everything she’d imagined.

“Oh yeah, I like.”

She left her thong and high heels on while climbing onto the bed to straddle his waist. Gliding her hands over his six-pack was an indulgence she never thought she’d get to experience, so she took her time, letting her hands memorize every square inch of his skin.

“You’re so sexy,” he whispered, caressing her breasts. “How did I miss that?”

She’d have loved nothing more than to believe he’d simply woken up and found the answer to his prayers standing in the bedroom door, but she wasn’t naïve enough to believe that. He was saying to her what he said to every woman he took to bed.

“You talk too much.” She leaned over, her breasts teasing his chest while her mouth captured his. She wasn’t the type to initiate, but she was determined to be the kind of woman Brett was attracted to, the lover he deserved and she’d always wanted to be. Kissing him came as naturally as breathing, perhaps because she’d imagined it at least a thousand times.

They fit together even better than she’d thought they would. He fisted her long blond hair while probing and enticing her with a lingering kiss. Before she realized what was happening, he’d flipped her on her back and his heavy body pinned her to the mattress.

“We probably shouldn’t be doing this,” he murmured, his lips sliding over her neck while his hand cupped her breast. “You’ve been drinking. So have I. We should wait until—”

“No.” She didn’t want to wait until they were sober. If they did, he’d recognize this for the mistake it undoubtedly was. Instead of giving him the opportunity to retreat, she kissed him while her hand slipped beneath his boxer briefs.

He moaned into her mouth as she stroked him. “God, that feels so good, baby.”

The intimacy of that simple endearment stoked her desire to see this through. Stroking him faster and harder, her mouth traveled down his neck. She nipped his shoulder when he plunged two fingers inside her. He stopped only long enough to shed his boxers and tear off her thong, which felt like a fraction of a second too long. Doubts were creeping in, making her wonder if she was making a huge mistake. It had taken her a long time to get over him, but she was happy with her life now, happy with the friendship they’d managed to build after her one-night stand with his best friend nearly tore them apart.

“Now,” he said, pinning her hands over her head as he thrust inside her.

She was caught off guard by the sudden and deep invasion. Tears stung her eyes, and her doubts fled. She’d been waiting for this forever, and she was determined to enjoy every second of it. Closing her eyes, she abandoned all pretense of restraint. She didn’t know what she said to him as he claimed her body. She recognized the raspy sound of her voice, but the words could have been someone else’s. She raised and pivoted her hips, demanding more, gasping and thrashing as her whole body tightened then released at the same time his did.

Their eyes mirrored the same panic as he exploded inside her. Reality set in. Oh no. What had they done?

 

***

 

“Carly, I’m so sorry,” Brett whispered, collapsing on top of her. Even after he realized the reckless mistake he’d made, he still couldn’t force himself to pull out. The damage may have already been done. “Please tell me you’re on the pill or—”

“I’m not.”

“Jesus, I’m sorry.” He cursed himself for being so thoughtless. Safety was always at the forefront of his mind, yet he’d failed to protect the one woman he’d been trying to shelter for years. “I should have—”

“It’s okay,” she said, trying to ease out from under him. “It’s fine. I’m sure the timing’s off.”

“Yeah, but pregnancy isn’t the only consideration.” He rolled onto his back. “I’m clean, you have to believe that, but I owed it to you to take care of you. I was being selfish. That never should have happened.”

“It’s okay.” She rolled to the edge of the bed and sat up. “Don’t worry about it.”

He caressed her bare back, wishing he could read her mind. He’d never imagined they would be here like this, trying to fill the awkward silence after a spontaneous quickie that may have resulted in an unplanned pregnancy. “Maybe we should take some precautions, you know, just in case.” He’d never taken a lover to get the morning-after pill, but he had friends who swore it had saved them. “I can take you to—”

“That’s not necessary,” she said, jumping up.

Judging by the way she reached for something to steady herself, her head was still spinning. So was his, but he couldn’t blame it on the alcohol. He’d just had sex with Carly Lawson. His sister’s BFF. His parents’ surrogate daughter. What the hell had he been thinking? That she looked hot in that dress. But that was no excuse.

“Wait,” he said, grabbing her wrist. “You can’t leave. Stay. We’ll go to the drugstore in the morning and—”

“Weren’t you listening?” she shouted, turning on him. “I don’t need the goddamn morning-after pill! I’m not pregnant! I wouldn’t dare screw up your life by burdening you with a baby you don’t want!”

He was stunned by her rage. He was just trying to do what he thought was best for her. Of course he didn’t want a baby, but… a feeling of dread washed over him. He leaned against the headboard as he watched her dress. “This wasn’t intentional, was it? Did Sophie tell you I’d be here tonight? Is that why you came? Was this just some ploy to get pregnant?”

“What?”

“Sophie told me about you wanting to find a sperm donor so you could have a baby. Is that why you did this?”

“How can you ask me that?” She held up one finger as her eyes flashed with a mix of tears and anger. “You really think I’m the kind of person who would try to trap you?”

He realized his mistake as soon as her face crumpled. He’d made her cry. Damn it. In the twenty plus years he’d known her, he’d only made her cry once, and he’d vowed he’d never do it again. “Carly, I didn’t mean…” He inched closer to the edge of the bed, hoping to get close enough to grab her before she tried to get away.

“Don’t even think about touching me.” She slowly backed out of the room. “No one can know about what happened tonight. Not your friends and certainly not Sophie. I just want to forget this ever happened.”

If only I could.

 


 

Chapter Two

 

Brett woke up the morning after his night with Carly feeling as though he’d been run over by a train. He’d barely slept a wink. Every time he closed his eyes, he’d imagined his body moving over hers before the sound of his voice came back to haunt him. That accusation had changed everything between them. He forced his eyes open, wracking his brain for a way to clean up the mess he’d made. Flowers wouldn’t sway her. He didn’t think she would listen to an apology.

When his phone buzzed, he reached for it, hoping it was her. He groaned when he saw his sister’s number. “What do you want, Soph?”

“How could you?”

Great, another woman who wanted a pound of flesh. She couldn’t have found out about what happened last night. Carly had made it clear she didn’t intend to tell anyone. “What did I do?”

“Carly knows I told you about the sperm donor. What were you thinking? Why would you do that?” She sounded exasperated. “I told you that in confidence. I was worried about my best friend, and I wanted a man’s perspective.”

“I’m sorry, okay? I had a few drinks and said some things I shouldn’t have. I’ll try to make it right with Carly.”

“I wouldn’t if I were you.” Sophie sighed. “I don’t know what you did to her, but she told me she never wants to see you again.”

His heart sank. Carly had been a part of his life as far back as he could remember. He didn’t want to imagine holiday dinners or family get-togethers without her. “She’s upset, with good reason, but she can’t mean that. I’ll talk to her. Don’t worry. We’ll sort it out.”

“Brett, you didn’t hear her. Whatever happened, it changed the way she feels about you. You went from a hero to a zero in her eyes. What I want to know is how?”

It changed the way she feels about you. The relentless pounding in his head reminded him of the alcohol he’d consumed last night, but his stomach was lurching for another reason. Having sex with Carly had made him realize he had real feelings for her.

“You know I’ve always tried to remain neutral,” Sophie said when he didn’t respond. “I love you both, but it’s obvious you said or did something to upset her. I don’t understand. She’s been nothing but wonderful to you. Why would you hurt her?”

As if he didn’t feel bad enough already, his sister had managed to plunge the knife in a little deeper. “I’m an idiot, okay? I made a mistake. I’ll make it right.”

“You can’t make it right. It’s too late.”

“No.” He reached for the pillow beside him and was accosted by the scent of her perfume. He inhaled deeply. “It’s not too late, sis. It can’t be.”

 

***

 

Carly felt tears prick her eyes when she lifted the plastic lid off her steaming brew, but she couldn’t blame the coffee. She couldn’t believe Brett had said those things after they’d made lo—had sex. How could he think she would try to entrap him? She thought he knew her better than that. She wasn’t an opportunistic gold digger who was only interested in his money. She was the one who’d loved him long before his brush with fame and fortune.

“Hey.”

She looked up to see Brett lounging in the doorway of her office. “Get. Out.”

“Not until we talk.” He invited himself in, closing and locking the door.

Reaching for the phone, she said, “I’m going to call security if you’re not out of here in the next thirty seconds.”

“Are you going to punish my family for my mistakes?”

She released the phone. The Eastons were the ones who’d helped her deal with her father’s death and taken her in when her mother married a man she’d met online and moved clear across the country. She would never do anything to hurt them. “This has nothing to do with your family. This is between you and me.”

He rounded the desk and sat on the edge, mere inches from her. “You’re right. This is between you and me, but you can’t pretend it won’t affect them if you refuse to see me again.”

He was right. There would be no more Easton family dinners or parties for her. Of course, she would continue to see Brett’s parents when he wasn’t around. “I’ll find a way to spend time with your parents.”

“And what about Sophie?”

Carly didn’t know who she felt more betrayed by: the person who’d slain her with those insults or the one who’d given him the ammunition. Sophie had always been like a sister to her, but apparently blood was thicker than water. When given the choice, Sophie had confided in her brother and broken her confidence. “I don’t want to talk about your sister. Please leave now. I have a meeting in a few minutes.”

He surprised her by dropping to one knee and clenching the armrests on her swivel chair. “You’ll never know how sorry I am for the things I said last night.”

“Fine, apology accepted. Please, just go.” She believed he was sincere, but nothing could change what had happened.

“No, not until you listen to me.”

She bit the inside of her cheek, hoping the pain would keep her sadness at bay. She had said good-bye to two of the most important people in her life. “What can you possibly say to make this better?” Her voice broke, but she forced herself to look him in the eye. “Do you know what it did to me to hear you throw that in my face?”

He reached for her hand. “Carly, please—”

She glided her chair back and fisted her hands in her lap. “Don’t touch me. You don’t have the right to touch me. You want to talk? Fine. Let’s talk. Let’s talk about how the man I’ve idolized half my life proved he was never worthy of me.” Brett hung his head, but she swallowed the lump in her throat and continued. “I finally saw you for what you are: a cruel, spiteful, heartless, self-centered bastard.” She never thought she’d say that to him, but speaking her mind somehow gave her a degree of peace.

“You’re right.”

His admission barely registered as she clenched her hands in her lap. “When I walked into that bedroom last night and saw you looking at me like I was beautiful and desirable, it felt like a dream come true. But the things you said to me afterward made it feel like a nightmare. I left wishing I’d never let you touch me.”

His handsome face creased with torment as he whispered her name.

“I got the morning-after pill,” she said after clearing her throat. She reached into the trash bin and tore open the non-descript paper bag so she could show him the empty box. “See? You have nothing to worry about.”

“I wish you hadn’t done that,” he said, taking the torn box.

“What? Why? You were so anxious for me to get it last night.”

“I wasn’t thinking clearly.” He sighed. “You want a baby badly enough that you’re willing to go to a sperm bank and be impregnated by some stranger. Maybe if we’d just let nature take its course, it would have been fate’s way of sending us a message.”

“Are you insane?” She slid her chair back so far it hit the credenza behind her. “I don’t want your baby. I don’t want anything from you.”

He froze before lifting his head and glaring at her. “Let me get this straight. You’d go to a goddamn sperm bank and have a baby with some man you don’t even know, but you wouldn’t even consider having a baby with me, someone you’ve known and loved most of your life?”

“What I felt for you wasn’t love.” She could tell she’d hit her mark by the slump of his broad shoulders. “I was a kid with a stupid crush—just like you said. It meant nothing. You mean nothing to me.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t care what you believe.” When it became apparent he still wouldn’t leave, she said the one thing she was certain would drive him away. “You know why I want a baby? Because I want someone to love me.”

“You have people who love you: my sister, my parents, me.”

She blinked back tears, knowing she would have no choice but to surrender to her sadness as soon as he stepped into the elevator. “No. You all have each other. You’re family. You have your friends, your partners—they’re like your family. I have me.” She didn’t want his pity. She just wanted him to understand why his words had cut so deeply. “Just me.”

“That’s not true.”

She ignored him. Nothing he could say would fill the hole in her heart. “When I turned thirty last year, I realized I was no closer to finding love than I’d been at twenty.” She reached into her desk drawer, withdrew a pink flowered journal she’d kept more than a decade ago, and held it up. “When I was twenty, I wrote about the life I thought I’d have at thirty. I imagined being married to a man who loved me and having a beautiful baby who needed me. I thought I would have a family of my own.”

“You’re still so young. You can have all those things.”

“I don’t want to wait for my life to start. I don’t need a man to rescue me. If I find love, great. If I don’t, I’m honestly okay with that. But I get to decide when I have a baby.” She flattened her free hand against her chest. “That’s my choice. When we had sex last night, I enjoyed it. Not because I thought you were going to wake up and realize you couldn’t live without me, but because it made me feel empowered. I felt sexy and beautiful.”

“You are sexy and beautiful, baby.”

“Then you said those things, and you stripped me down to the pathetic little girl who used to cry herself to sleep because no one loved her. That’s why I hate you.”

He jolted as though she’d punched him. “You don’t hate me. Don’t say that.”

“Yes, I do.” When she looked at him, she saw the sexy façade that had made her fall for him all those years ago, but the pedestal she’d placed him on had crumbled beyond repair. He wasn’t a hero. He was just a man, and he’d shown his true colors when his back was against the wall. “I hate you for making me believe in happy endings.”

“Carly—”

She glanced at the time on her phone. “I’d like you to go now. I don’t want to see you again. There’s nothing more to say.” She felt proud of herself. She sounded strong, unwavering.

“Damn it, you really think you’re going to get rid of me that easily?” He stood and gripped her armrests, leaning in so close his breath mixed with hers. “What happened between us last night changed everything. It made me realize I’d been a fool. I couldn’t see that right in front of me was an incredible woman who was in love with me. Me, not my business or my bank account.”

Carly was afraid to speak, afraid to breathe. She didn’t want him to know she still felt fragile and confused.

“So if you think you’re gonna pay for some goddamn stranger’s sperm, forget it. It can’t happen.”

“Yes, it can. And it will.” She cleared her throat. “In fact, I’m going to the clinic this afternoon.”

He paled before pushing off her chair. “If you hadn’t taken that pill this morning—”

“But I did take the pill.” It was one of the hardest things she’d ever done, given how much she wanted a baby, but the things he’d said to her kept playing over and over in her mind, and she knew she had no choice. “So that lets you off the hook.”

 

***

 

Brett felt nauseated as he chugged water and tried to forget what Carly may be doing at that very moment.

“Great news,” Dylan said, walking into the boardroom. “Carly signed the contract this morning. She’s going to redesign the bars for us. Isn’t that great?”

“What?” Given that she’d claimed she never wanted to see him again, he found that hard to believe. “When did this happen?”

“I met with her this morning.”

“What time?”

Dylan frowned as he snagged a bottle of water from the mini-fridge. “Our appointment was for ten. Why?”

That must have been the meeting she’d mentioned. Brett was relieved she’d agreed to work for them. That would mean their paths would cross whether she liked it or not. “Just curious.”

“But she had one condition,” Dylan said, looking wary. “Uh, I don’t know what went down between you two, but she said she’d rather not work with you. She understands that she’ll have to present her ideas to the board, but she doesn’t want to meet with you alone. For any reason.”

Brett cursed softly. “This is ridiculous. She’s going to be working for my company. She can’t avoid me.”

“I thought you two were tight, man. What the hell happened?”

No way could he tell Dylan the truth. “We had an argument. We’ll work it out.”

“If you say so.” Dylan looked skeptical. “I wanted you to hear this from me. Carly agreed to have dinner with me tonight.”

Just when Brett was convinced the day couldn’t get any worse, it did. “Dinner? As in a date?”

“Don’t look so surprised. You know we’ve been getting close.”

But that was before Brett slept with her—then slayed her with claims that gave her reason to shut him out of her life completely. Of course, he couldn’t tell his friend that without giving Carly more cause to resent him.

“You got a problem with that?” Dylan asked, sounding defensive.

“Damn right, I do. You’re in love with Sabrina. You’re just using Carly to try to get over her.”

It was no secret that the sexy little sports agent who frequented their bar owned Dylan, but he’d vowed to give up on her for reasons he refused to share with his friends.

Dylan set his tablet on the conference table before glaring at Brett. “You don’t know how I feel or what my motives are.”

“I’ve known you a long time. I’ve seen you use too many women, hoping to get Sabrina out of your system. It never works.” Brett wasn’t trying to hurt his friend. He felt Dylan’s pain since what he was going through with Carly felt eerily similar.

Dylan leaned forward. “I haven’t used anyone. I’ve had relationships. Granted they didn’t last long, and most were all about sex, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t tried.” He gestured toward Brett with a raised hand. “You have a lousy track record with women too, so who the hell are you to lecture me?”

Dylan was right, but this was different. This was Carly, and Brett couldn’t stand the thought of her getting hurt again. “Anyone but Carly.” They shared a look before Brett used the one word he hoped would sway his partner. “Please.”

Dylan hesitated before he said, “It’s rare I meet a woman who makes me feel the way she does. I missed out on a chance with her once because I put my relationship with you first. I won’t make that mistake again.”

Brett yanked on his collar, loosening his tie. He felt as though he couldn’t breathe. Was Dylan trying to tell him he was falling for Carly? “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“We’ve spent a lot of time together over the past month while I was trying to convince her to take this job. She’s incredible. Obviously she’s beautiful and sexy, but it’s more than that. We still have a connection. I know you don’t want to hear this, but it’s the same connection that brought us together that night.”

Dylan reached for his tablet and pulled up the home page of Carly’s website. Her picture stared back at them. “She has this sweetness about her, but she’s tough too. She can take care of herself. I like that.”

“Because she reminds you of Sabrina,” Brett said, trying to tamp down his frustration. Why couldn’t Dylan see what was so obvious? Carly and Sabrina shared many of the same characteristics, but they weren’t interchangeable. Dylan couldn’t use Carly to get over Sabrina. Brett wouldn’t let him.

“What are you talking about?” Dylan asked.

“Think about it,” Brett said, hoping he could present his argument without sounding judgmental. “The way you just described Carly, you could have been talking about Sabrina.”

“So?” Dylan shrugged. “I have a type. Sabrina clearly doesn’t want me, but Carly does, and I’m not gonna let you screw this up because you have some baseless theory about my motives.” He sighed as his anger changed to determination. “You’re wrong, okay? I’m taking Carly out tonight because I like her. She likes me. We have fun together. Period.”

“And you don’t care how it makes me feel?” Brett’s pride wouldn’t allow him to admit he had feelings for Carly, especially since she’d made it clear she no longer reciprocated, but he hoped he could appeal to Dylan’s sense of reason.

“Look, I know you care about her. You consider her part of your family, but I promise she’ll be in good hands with me.”

The thought of Carly being in Dylan’s hands again caused a resurgence of rage that Brett found difficult to hide. “So there’s nothing I can say to make you change your mind?”

“No.”

“Maybe this will.” Brett was crossing the line, but he could think of only one thing that would make his friend back off. “She wants a baby.”

“What?” Dylan’s disbelief was obvious. “How the hell do you know that? She told you?”

“Sophie told me. I confronted Carly about it, and she didn’t deny it.” Brett may go straight to hell, but if it was the only way he could keep Dylan away from Carly, he’d risk it. “In fact, she told me she had an appointment at a sperm bank today. With or without a partner, she intends to have a baby.”

Dylan swiped a hand over his jaw. “That’s crazy. Why would she rush into something like that? Why not do it the old-fashioned way: wait until she meets the right guy, get married, and then have a baby?”

“I asked her the same question. Apparently she’s either tired of waiting, or she’s given up hope. Either way, she’s determined to make this happen. I just thought you should know before getting mixed up with her.”

“Yeah, thanks.”

Brett slapped his friend’s shoulder before leaving the room. “No problem, buddy.”

 


 

Chapter Three

 

Carly had never thought of herself as a violent person, but as she listened to Dylan recite all the reasons she should reconsider her plan to have a baby via artificial insemination, she seriously considered killing Brett. How dare he tell Dylan about her plans! She liked Dylan, and she was still attracted to him, but she was beginning to see why he and Brett were such good friends. They were more alike than she’d realized. Apparently both men thought it was their place to tell her how to live her life.

“I simply had a preliminary appointment at the clinic today.” She reached for her water glass as she gave him a tight smile. “I haven’t committed to anything yet.” She wasn’t naïve enough to think she could walk into a clinic, place an order for sperm, and walk out pregnant. She wasn’t ordering a drive-thru hamburger for crying out loud.

“I just want you to think about it before you do anything rash,” Dylan said, reaching for her hand. “I think you’re a great girl. Obviously, it’s none of my business—”

“Obviously,” she said, withdrawing her hand.

“You’re upset that I brought it up, aren’t you?”

“Just a little bit,” she said, holding her thumb and forefinger a fraction of an inch apart. “This is my life, my decision.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry I brought it up. I just thought if we’re going to be seeing each other—”

“This is our first date in ten years,” she said, shaking her head. “No offense, but the jury’s still out on whether there will be a second.”

“Because I brought this up?” He smiled when she didn’t respond. “You have every right to be pissed, but I had to say something about it because I’d like to see you again. Even if that’s not what you want, I hope it won’t make things awkward between us at work.”

Carly prided herself on being a consummate professional. Considering what they were paying her to complete this design project, she could keep her personal feelings out of the equation. “Not at all.”

She reached into her purse when her cell phone buzzed. She’d slipped into the restroom to text Brett minutes after Dylan dropped his little bombshell. She’d asked Brett where he was, and he just texted her back to let her know he was staying at his sister’s for one more night.

“I’m sorry, Dylan,” she said, holding up her phone. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to cut this short. There’s something I have to take care of, and it really can’t wait.”

“Rain check?” he asked, looking hopeful.

In spite of his penchant for inappropriate dinner conversation, she knew he was a good guy who only had her best interests at heart. “I’m not sure. Can I think about it? Obviously I have a lot going on right now, and I don’t want to make promises I can’t keep.”

“Understood. Just let me take care of the check, and I’ll drive you home.”

“Don’t bother,” she said, waving him off. “Stay. Enjoy coffee and dessert. I can catch a cab. I’m not going home anyhow.”

“I don’t think—”

“Don’t worry about me.” She bent to kiss his cheek. “Thanks again for dinner.”

 

***

 

Brett was trying to ease his guilty conscience with a beer while he waited for Carly. He had the feeling she was coming to tear him a new one, not that he could blame her. He deserved it for spilling her secret to Dylan. He’d assumed Dylan would just cancel the date, but when their partner Jaxon mentioned Dylan had left early because of his date with Carly, Brett knew his plan had backfired. Now he had to face the consequences.

With a heavy sigh, he yelled, “It’s open,” when she knocked on the door.

She came in looking amazing in a fitted white dress and strappy sandals, but her light blue eyes were spitting fire.

“Hey.”

“Hey?” she said, her voice dangerously low as she slammed the door. “That’s all you have to say to me?”

Brett would have to do some serious groveling, and he suspected even that wouldn’t be enough to sway her, but at least she was there, talking to him. That had to count for something. Maybe she wasn’t ready to write him off just yet… or maybe she wanted to strangle him. It could go either way.

“You want a beer?” he asked, raising his longneck.

Her eyes scanned the room as though she was looking for something to throw at him. “I want an explanation.”

“Can I start with an apology?” He knew there was no way he could talk his way out of this one. “I’m sorry. There’s no excuse for what I did. I betrayed your trust, but I was desperate. I couldn’t stand the thought of you going out with Dylan after what happened between us last night. What the hell were you thinking anyway, agreeing to go out with him?” He wouldn’t score any points by trying to turn it around on her, but he had to know whether she shared Dylan’s interest in taking their friendship to the next level.

“What was I thinking?” she asked, gripping the back of the chair in front of her. “I was thinking I’d just been betrayed by two of the people I trusted most and I could use a friend. Dylan offered to take me out to celebrate my decision to work with High Rollers.” She met his eyes, looking even more broken than she had earlier that day. “The alternative was returning to an empty house and trying to extricate all traces of you and Sophie from my home.”

“I know you hate me right now, but don’t cut Sophie off. She doesn’t deserve that.” The two women had been as close as sisters since middle school, and Brett would never forgive himself if his stupidity caused an irreparable rift between them. “She talked to me about your decision because she was worried about you. You know how much she loves you. She needed to talk to someone about what you were considering, someone who knows you almost as well as she does.”

“I would have preferred she’d talked to your parents,” Carly said, glaring at him. “At least I can trust them with my secrets. They would never have betrayed me the way you did.”

“If you’re so committed to this decision, why are you ashamed to tell people about it?” He was already skating on thin ice, and pushing her could only make things worse, but he had to be sure she’d really thought it through. “If you get pregnant, everyone’ll know about it soon enough. They’ll have questions. What do you intend to tell them?”

“The truth.” She hesitated as though she was considering her words carefully. “That I’ve worked hard to build a successful business and become an independent person who can take care of herself. I think I’d be a good mom, and I’m ready to share my life with another person.”

“But a baby?” Brett sounded incredulous, but he couldn’t mask his doubt about her decision. “Do you have any idea what you’re getting yourself into?”

“Do you think I’m an idiot?” she asked, folding her arms.

“Of course not.”

“Aside from what happened last night, would you describe me as an impulsive person?”

“No.” He knew what she was getting at. She was pragmatic by nature and clearly felt the need to remind him of that.

“Don’t you think I’ve thought this through and considered all the possible pitfalls of being a single parent?” Before he could respond, she said, “I have. Trust me.”

“Yeah, but I think you’re selling yourself short. You could have it all: the husband—”

“I don’t want that. I just want a baby.”

He was stunned. Carly was a walking billboard for domesticity. She loved to cook, bake, garden, entertain—all the things that turned bricks and mortar into a warm and welcoming home. How could she not want to share that with someone? “I know you’ve been burned in the past. Most recently by me—”

“See, that’s where you wrong. What happened between us last night was just sex. I never allowed myself to believe, even for a second, that it was more than that.”

“Of course it was more than that. How can you say that?” He was hurt and angry that she seemed so determined to downplay what had happened between them. He’d had casual sex enough times to know that had been anything but. They’d made a real connection, and when she was ready to let go of her anger, he wanted to pursue that connection. They couldn’t do that if she was dating one of his best friends.

“I know you. I know the kind of man you are. Sex is sex. It’s a physical act that doesn’t involve love or intimacy. Last night proved that.”

“That’s harsh.” He wanted to deny her claim, but he couldn’t. She was right. But last night had meant more than that, at least to him. It was the first time he’d looked into his lover’s eyes and seen the potential for a future.

Her voice softened marginally when she moved from behind the chair to sit in it. “I honestly don’t mean to be. I’m just trying to explain to you what I was thinking and feeling when I walked into that bedroom last night. I saw an opportunity to live out one of my fantasies. And I did. Despite how it turned out and what I said earlier, I’m not sorry it happened.”

Brett couldn’t deny he was shocked that she claimed she didn’t have regrets. “You’re not?”

“No. It helped me to close an important chapter in my life. It answered some questions in my mind about whether we’re compatible. We’re not. End of story.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” he asked, setting his beer bottle on the end table with a heavy thud. “Are you saying it wasn’t good for you?”

She lifted a shoulder, appearing non-committal. “It was sex. I enjoy the act as much as any woman, but I’m not looking to fill a void.”

“We connected,” he said, trying to control his temper. “You can deny it all you want, but I was there. I know how it went down.”

“You were drunk,” she reminded him. “I’d be surprised if you could remember much of anything.”

“I remember this.” He stood and closed the distance between them, and he claimed her mouth in a heated kiss reminiscent of the ones they’d shared the night before. He expected her to push him away, but she didn’t. So he took advantage of her assent to prolong the moment. Touching her again, feeling that bond growing stronger with every sweep of his tongue and stroke of his hand over her soft skin, felt so good. “God, I want you again. Let me make up for what happened last night. No alcohol tonight. No regrets. No slurs or—”

“No!” She pushed his shoulders until he shifted back, giving her room to breathe. “Haven’t you heard a word I said? I don’t want you in my life anymore. I don’t want to have sex with you. I don’t even want to talk to you.”

“Then why did you kiss me?”

“I didn’t kiss you,” she said, wiping the back of her hand over her mouth. “You kissed me.”

“You can deny it all you want, but you kissed me back.” His eyes traveled over her body, taking in her heaving breasts and flushed skin. The backless dress meant she wasn’t wearing a bra, which made it difficult to pretend she wasn’t affected by his touch. “You want me just as much as I want you. At least admit it.”

“You want to pretend you’re still the guy I obsessed over?” Her swollen lips tipped up, but he wasn’t gullible enough to believe she was amused. The only emotion in that smile was bitterness. “The one who used to screen my dates when they came to the house to pick me up? You’re not that guy anymore, and you haven’t been for a long time.”

That was when the gravity of the situation hit him. The girl had loved him for most of her life, and she didn’t anymore. He’d quashed her innocence, along with her hope and spirit.

“Do you still love me?” He was terrified of her response, but he had to know. “The truth.”

“No.” She slid her tongue over her lips, her eyes darting up to meet his. “Until last night, I loved you as a friend, but I haven’t been in love with you for a long time. That’s what I was trying to tell you. I would never try to trap you because honestly… I wouldn’t choose you to be the father of my child.”

 

***

 

Carly was being brutally honest, perhaps even cruel, but it was the only way she could convince Brett that she was done. She didn’t need his protection. She didn’t want his friendship. She didn’t want him, at least not the man he’d become.

“Can I ask why?” he asked, looking hurt.

It would have been easy to retract the statement, give him an off-hand apology, and make a mad dash for the door, but she was braver and stronger than that. “You once told me you don’t represent forever. You were right.”

“That was a long time ago. Things change,” he said, the muscle in his jaw twitching.

“You’re fun and sexy and handsome and all the things that make a great lover, but you’re still temporary.”

“Temporary?” He looked furious. “Explain your definition of temporary.”

“You’re not a diapers-at-three-a.m., Little-League-after-work kind of guy.” She smiled to soften the blow. “That’s not a bad thing. You’re just not the kind of person I’d want to share my life with. If I ever get married, and that’s a big if, I want a man who will be there to hold my hand when our kid has a high fever or hug me when I cry at her first play.”

“Someone like Dylan?”

In the last few years, Dylan had become everything she’d have looked for in a husband if she were actively looking. He coached youth football, volunteered at the local community center, and spearheaded High Rollers’ fundraising campaigns for under-privileged kids. She knew he loved kids almost as much as she did, but something was missing when she was with him: butterflies.

“Yes, someone like Dylan.” She was careful to make the distinction, but she knew Brett was too far-gone to hear it. He was genuinely hurt by her assessment and as angry as she’d been with him when she came over. Hurting him had never been her intent though. He looked so shattered she almost questioned whether she’d misjudged him.

“So he’s the one you want? Is that what you’re telling me?”

“No.” She shook her head. “I told you I’m not looking for love. If it finds me, fine. If it doesn’t, that’s fine too.”

He sat back on the couch, looking lost and confused as he laced his hands between his legs and hung his head. “Dyl’s a great guy. He’s really into you. You talked about the kind of husband you want, and he’d be all those things and more. But…”

Carly could tell he was searching for the right words, and that made her nervous. Hating him was so much easier than loving him, and while hate was too strong a word to describe what she felt for him, she was still striving for indifference.

“I can’t let him have you,” Brett said.

“Let him have me?” She gave him the opportunity to take it back when he realized how absurd he sounded, but he clearly didn’t have the sense to understand he’d offended her again. Or he didn’t care. Given his behavior of late, she’d have bet on the latter. “You don’t own me, and you have no right to weigh in on the men I date.”

“You and I have history. You’ll never feel about Dylan the way you do about me.”

“I hope not.”

That got his attention. His face transformed from desperate to hopeful in the blink of an eye.

“I consider Dylan a friend. He’s a good man,” she said.

“Ah, and I’m not. That’s what you’re trying to say?”

“You told him I wanted to have a baby because you were hoping it would turn him off, am I right?” She didn’t have to wait for his response to know she’d nailed it. “You don’t give your friend enough credit. It didn’t dissuade him at all. In fact, he’s anxious to see me again.”

“Why are you doing this? Why are you so intent on torturing me? Dylan is one of my best friends.” Brett dropped his head in his hands. “If it can’t be me, why does it have to be him? You could be with any other guy on the planet. But not Dylan.”

“Why?” She smirked. “Do you know how many times I asked myself that question? Why? Why doesn’t he love me? Why does he think she’s prettier than me? Why can’t he feel about me the way I feel about him? Why can’t he see how much I love him?”

“I see it now,” he whispered, his eyes meeting hers. “Don’t tell me it’s too late.”

“The man I used to love couldn’t have accused me of the things you did last night. He would have known better. He would have given me the benefit of the doubt because he believed in me. He knew what was in my heart.”

Brett reached for her hand, but Carly curled it into a fist. Touching her wouldn’t change the way she felt about him. Nothing could.

“He wouldn’t have broken my trust and divulged my secrets just because he was trying to manipulate the outcome of a situation,” she said. “He would have put my feelings first. He would have thought about what something like that would do to me, and he would have made a different choice.”

“I screwed up, okay? I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s not okay.” She closed her steady hands around her purse, marvelling at how calm she felt. “It’s not okay for you to treat me like my feelings don’t matter. It’s not okay for you to behave badly and think an apology will fix it. It’s not okay for you to remind me how much I used to love you in an attempt to break me.” She drew a deep breath when anger made her voice tremble. “None of this is okay, and that’s why I can’t have you in my life anymore. I can’t trust you, and if I can’t trust you, I can’t be your friend.”

“What changed?” he asked, wiping away perspiration from his forehead.

“You changed.” She thought back to the first signs she’d noticed. Maybe it was missing his father’s sixtieth birthday because he’d been partying in Vegas and had a hangover, or maybe it was the year he disappointed his mother after promising he’d be home for Christmas and failing to show. “You stopped caring about the people who made you what you are.”

“That’s not true.”

She shook her head. “Your parents and sister may be willing to make excuses for you, but I’m not. You’re blessed with an amazing family, and you take them for granted.”

“You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

She didn’t care if she was pissing him off. As far as she was concerned, he had it coming. “They know you’re busy with work, so they won’t ask why you couldn’t make it to your grandfather’s celebration of life ceremony. You have to travel a lot, so naturally you can’t be expected to fit a visit into your busy schedule.” She rolled her eyes. “You live twenty minutes from them. When was the last time you stopped by for dinner or to watch a game with your father?” When he couldn’t respond or look her in the eye, she said, “They love you, Brett. They just want to be a part of your life. They’re proud of your success, but you wouldn’t be where you are if they hadn’t struggled and sacrificed along the way. They gave you an education, a roof over your head, love, support, and understanding. You can’t put a price tag on that.”

His features were blank as he stared straight ahead. “It’s not about money. It was never about money. I just wanted to be somebody. I wanted to be successful, to have my own identity.”

“And now you are, but are you happy?”

“Not if I don’t have you in my life.”

A sudden coldness hit her core when she realized everything she’d said had fallen on deaf ears. He still didn’t get it. The reasons he was a terrible son were the same reasons they could never be friends again. He placed more value on things than on people.

“This isn’t about us,” she said. “This is about you. If you don’t feel broken, there’s nothing to fix.”

“I don’t know what the hell that’s supposed to mean.”

“It’s simple.” She didn’t know why she was still there and talking to him as though she didn’t have a mountain of work waiting at home, but she felt she owed it to the Eastons to help their son find his way back to them. “Either you’re content with your life, or you’re not. If you are, then don’t change a thing. If you’re not, figure out what needs to be fixed and fix it.”

 


 

Chapter Four

 

Brett saw Carly shut down as soon as the door behind her opened and she heard Sophie’s voice.

“Oh my God,” Sophie said, dropping her carry-on bag as she rushed toward Carly. “I’m so glad you’re here. When you hung up on me and wouldn’t respond to my texts—”

“I have to go.” Carly stood, slinging her purse over her shoulder. “Good night.”

“Please don’t go,” Sophie said, her wide eyes pleading as she gripped her best friend’s wrist. “Can’t we talk about this?”

Carly sighed. “We can, just not now. I’m tired. I want to go home.”

“But—”

Brett reached for his sister’s hand. “Let her go, Soph. She’s had a rough day.”

“Okay, but you promise we’ll talk about this soon?” Sophie released a breath when Carly nodded. “I love you. You know that. I would never do anything to hurt you. You have to believe that.”

“I do,” Carly said. “I just need some time.”

They watched her walk out before Brett said, “I wasn’t expecting you home tonight.”

Sophie kicked off her high heels and reached for the beer Brett had abandoned on the coffee table. “I was going to stay an extra day to see Brooks, but he had other plans.”

“Other plans?” He frowned. “What could be more important than spending time with his girlfriend?”

She shrugged, looking exhausted as she plopped into the chair Carly had abandoned. “I don’t know and I’m not sure that I care. I’m beginning to think our relationship has run its course.”

Brett couldn’t claim to be surprised. He couldn’t imagine his free-spirited sister settling down with an orthodontist from San Francisco. “Did the show go well?”

“Yeah, but that’s not what I want to talk about.” She narrowed her eyes. “Tell me how Carly found out that you and I had discussed the whole baby thing.” She tipped her head back and drained the bottle. “Please tell me that you let it slip, that it was a mistake, and you never meant to put a twenty-year friendship in jeopardy by opening your big mouth.”

Brett was torn. Sophie knew him better than almost anyone, and there was no one he would rather confide in about his feelings for Carly. He couldn’t do that without telling her what led up to their argument though.

“Spill,” Sophie said. “I know you’re trying to hold back, and it won’t work.”

“Something happened while you were away,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “I take it you didn’t mention to Carly that I’d be staying here while you were away?”

“No, why would I?”

“Well, I guess she was out with some friends, had a few drinks, and decided to crash here. I had been out playing poker with the boys that night, and I’d had a few too many myself. When she stumbled into the bedroom wearing some short, tight dress, I—”

“Please tell me this isn’t going where I think it is,” she said, making a face. “If you tell me you slept with her in my bed, I’ll have to kill you.”

He rolled his eyes. “Relax. My cleaning lady was here today. She cleaned the place from top to bottom and changed the sheets.”

“You’re lucky,” she said, pointing at him. “But that still doesn’t excuse what you did.”

“I’ve beaten myself up enough for both of us, trust me.”

“Then you regret sleeping with her?”

“I didn’t say that.” Sleeping with Carly was the smartest decision he’d made in a long time. “I regret running my mouth afterward. I said things I shouldn’t have, accused her of…” He couldn’t even repeat the words without cursing himself for being so stupid.

Sophie frowned. “You accused her of what? Tell me.”

“Trying to get pregnant on purpose.”

“I don’t follow.”

“We, uh…” He didn’t think it would be so difficult to talk to his sister about sex. They were mature adults with dozens of relationships under their belts, but he felt like an immature kid again. “Didn’t use protection. It was my fault. I should have—”

“Wait a minute,” Sophie said. “Back up. You’re telling me you got so caught up in the moment that you forgot to use a condom? That doesn’t sound like you. You’re always the one complaining about gold diggers who’d love nothing more than to trap a rich husband.”

“Yeah, but this is Carly, Soph. I think subconsciously I knew she would never do anything like that, so I let my guard down. It felt right in the moment, so I went with it.”

Sophie pulled the silk tie from her long dark hair, letting the curls spill over her shoulders, and rubbed her scalp. “There’s obviously more to this story. What happened next?”

“I kind of freaked out when I realized what I’d done. I was concerned about putting her at risk, so I suggested the morning-after pill.”

“I’m guessing that didn’t go over well?”

“No, she got pissed, and I couldn’t figure out why. Then I remembered the conversation we’d had about her wanting to get pregnant.” He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Like I said, I was half in the bag, not that it excuses what I did.”

Hearing himself say it only reinforced the absurdity of the notion. He had no idea how that thought could have occurred to him. He knew Carly too well to think she’d try to take advantage of him.

Sophie tucked her legs under her, removed the straps on her high heels, and let them fall to the floor. “Yet she was here, talking to you. That’s a good thing, right?”

“Wrong. She was here to let me have it because I told Dylan about her visit to the sperm bank.”

“She actually went?” Sophie’s fingertips touched her parted lips. “Wow. I mean, we talked about it, but I guess I didn’t really think she’d go through with it. How’d it go?”

“I don’t know.” After a quick, disgusted snort, he said, “She’s not exactly confiding in me these days.”

“Why the hell would you tell Dylan about her plans? It’s none of his business.”

“He’s into her.” Forcing the truth past his lips was a challenge. “They went out tonight, hopefully on their last date.”

“So you thought he had a right to know because he’s one of your best friends?”

“I wish I could claim I was looking out for Dylan, but I wasn’t. I was looking out for myself.”

“I don’t follow,” Sophie said.

“I don’t want my best friend dating a girl I just slept with. That’s wrong.”

“Does he know about you and Carly?”

Brett felt the same tightening in his chest whenever he thought about Carly being with Dylan, but there was nothing he could do to keep them apart. “No, she asked me not to say anything to anyone about it.”

“Yet you’re telling me.”

Cracking his knuckles, he pursed his lips. “Something I’m beginning to regret.”

“Don’t get pissy with me,” she said, glaring at him. “You only have yourself to blame for this mess.”

“Thanks for reminding me.” Brett sat back, stretching his long legs as he laced his hands behind his head. “So tell me how to fix it, genius.”

“How does Carly feel about Dylan?”

He tilted his head from side to side before fisting his hands under his arms. Just picturing them together made him squeamish. “How the hell should I know?”

“Does Dylan know you and Carly slept together?”

“Weren’t you listening?” he asked, tightening his fists until his nails bit into his palms. “I told you Carly asked me to keep my mouth shut about what happened between us.”

Sophie looked thoughtful. “How do you think Dylan would react if he knew you and Carly had hooked up?”

“Come on,” he said, forcing a laugh. “I don’t have to tell you about bro code. Dyl’s one of my best friends. No way would he mess around with a girl I had feelings for.” He thought about the hell they’d gone through the last time Dylan had agreed to walk away from Carly rather than risk their friendship. Brett had been selfish to ask, but he couldn’t handle the sight of them together—then or now.

Sophie couldn’t contain her grin when she said, “You have feelings for her, huh? You didn’t mention that.”

Brett knew there was no point in trying to hide it. Since they’d slept together, he felt as if he was wearing a flashing neon sign whenever he and Carly were in the same room. “Yeah, well, now you know.”

“So tell Dylan what happened. What other choice do you have?”

Brett had considered it, but the last thing he wanted was to break Carly’s trust again. “Don’t you think I owe it to her to keep my mouth shut?”

“That depends.” Sophie drew her knees up to her chin. “What have you got to lose?”

“Nothing. She already hates me.” Just saying it aloud made his heart ache. He couldn’t stand the thought of Carly hating him.

Sophie wrapped her arms around her legs. “I’m sure she doesn’t hate you. She’s just mad at you. And me. Thank you very much.”

“I’m sorry, okay?” He scrubbed his hands over his face. “I’m sorry I screwed everything up.” He felt as though he’d been apologizing non-stop lately, not that it helped his cause. Everyone was still mad at him—or at least the only person who mattered was.

“Quit whining, and let’s figure out how to fix it.”

“I honestly don’t think telling Dylan about us is the answer.”

“Look, Carly’s my best friend. I know her, and I know how she feels about you. Given the choice between you and Dylan, I still think she’d choose you.” She nudged his leg with her foot. “Not that I get it. Dylan is seriously hot.”

“Thanks a lot.”

Sophie laughed. “Seriously, no one knows better than I do how much Carly loves you.”

Brett’s eyebrows gathered. “Why the hell didn’t you knock some sense into me before it was too late, Soph? She’s done with me. You know what she said to me tonight? That she hasn’t been in love with me for a long time.”

“I don’t know if I believe that. Maybe she was just angry?”

“Carly said she doesn’t like the man I’ve become.”

“Ouch.”

“Yeah, tell me about it.” When silence stretched on, Brett’s gaze hit the floor. “Am I really that bad? Tell me the truth. Do I even deserve a shot with a girl like Carly?”

Sophie opened and closed her mouth. “Honestly? I don’t know. You’re a player. You’ve always been a player. I thought you’d outgrow it, but since y’all started High Rollers, you’ve gotten worse instead of better.”

He wanted to defend himself, but how could he? She was right.

“It’s not that I don’t get it,” Sophie said. “I do. You’re young, single, rich, successful, some might even say good-looking…” She giggled when he raised an eyebrow. “But that doesn’t mean the party has to last forever. Lord knows you’ve sowed enough oats to last a lifetime. Maybe it’s time to think about settling down with someone like Carly.”

“Someone like Carly or Carly?” He knew what he wanted her to say, but if he were Carly’s best friend, he wouldn’t want her mixed up with the likes of him.

“I don’t know.” She cleared her throat. “You know how much I love you, but that doesn’t mean I think you’re the right guy for my best friend. She deserves someone who will appreciate her, who will recognize what an incredible woman she is. No offense, but you’ve been ignoring that fact for a long time.”

“But I get it now, Soph. I do. I want a chance with her, a chance to prove to her that I can be the kind of guy she needs.”

“She seems pretty serious about this whole baby thing. How do you feel about that?”

He considered his answer carefully before he said, “I love being Uncle Brett to Zach’s and Matt’s kids. But am I ready to be a father?” He thought about how he’d felt when he learned Carly had taken the morning-after pill. He’d been almost… disappointed. “Maybe.”

“I think that’s something you should get clear about before you decide whether to pursue Carly. She’s been thinking about becoming a mama for a while now. She’s obviously decided to do it with or without a man in her life, so if you decide you want her, you’ll have to be on board with her decision.”

“Yeah, you’re right.” Brett had so much to consider that he felt as if his head might explode. “Let me ask you something—do you think I’m a bad son?”

“No, why?”

“Carly said some things tonight that made me feel kind of bad. I don’t think that was her intent. She just wanted me to see things from her perspective.” For the first time in a long time, he thought about how his decisions and actions impacted those around him, and he didn’t feel good about the realizations he was coming to. “Have the folks said anything to you about me being distant or self-absorbed?”

Sophie chuckled. “You’ve always been self-absorbed. That’s nothing new.”

He knew she was teasing him, but he needed to hear the truth even if it hurt. “Come on, I’m serious. Am I a lousy son and brother?”

“I wouldn’t say that,” she said hesitantly. “Have you always been there when we needed you? Ah, no. But you’ve been busy building your own life. No one can blame you for that.”

He thought about the different facets of his life. He had a business he was proud of, lots of money in the bank, a large circle of friends, and nothing more. “Maybe it’s time to make some changes.”

She shrugged. “If you say so. Just make sure you’re making them for the right reasons.”

 

***

 

Carly was sitting at the drawing board in her office the next morning when Dylan popped his head through the open door.

“Hey, is this a bad time?” he asked.

She looked up, grinning when she saw the coffee and paper bag bearing the logo of her favorite café. “No, your timing is perfect. I was just thinking I could use a break. Come on in.”

“I thought since you had to run out before coffee and dessert last night I’d bring it to you.” He held out the bag. “How does a pecan Danish sound?”

She rubbed her flat tummy. “Mmm... My mouth is watering already. You’re my hero.”

He smiled as he extracted a sweet treat for himself and handed her the bag and coffee. “It’s my pleasure.” He stood behind her, eyeing the drawings over her shoulder. “Hey, this is amazing. I knew we were right to hold out for you. It would have taken a lot longer to convey our ideas to another designer, but you know us all so well that you get our concept.”

Carly still felt guilty about making them wait so long for a response when dozens of other firms were bidding for the project. “Thanks for having so much faith in me. It means a lot.” She smiled before she took a sip of coffee.

Dylan pulled up a stool so they were at the same height. “Something’s been bothering me. I wanted to mention it at dinner last night, but I didn’t want to spoil our evening.”

“Okay…” She’d tossed and turned half the night, thinking about her conversation with Brett. The last thing she needed was another heavy interaction to ponder. “What is it?”

“You and Brett.” He peeled back the plastic lid on his drink before taking a sip. “It’s no secret you were into him once upon a time, and the last thing I want is to step on Brett’s toes or get caught up in some—”

“Don’t give it another thought. Whatever feelings I may have had for Brett…” Her gaze wandered, looking for a place to land. Thinking about Brett without thinking about their intimate encounter the other night was difficult, and the last thing she wanted was for Dylan to misread her signals. She’d already wasted enough time on Brett and was more certain than ever that she was ready to pursue the possibility of a relationship with Dylan. “It’s ancient history.” If a few days can be considered ancient history. She popped a bite of the pastry in her mouth, hoping it would save her from having to explain further.

“You know he’s very protective of you, right?”

She shrugged. “Maybe he just feels guilty because he didn’t reciprocate my feelings for him. Not that I blame him. You can’t force something, right?”

“Tell me about it.”

They shared a cynical smile that only people who’d been beaten up by love would understand.

“But I’ve known Brett a long time, and I get the feeling there’s more to it than that,” Dylan said.

“How so?” I don’t want to know. Don’t tell me!

“Maybe he finally recognizes that he was a fool to let you go.”

Her choked laugh revealed far more disbelief than her words could. “He never had me in the first place.”

Dylan reached for her hand. “I know better than most how hard it is to love someone who doesn’t love you back. Maybe that’s why we connect—because we understand what that’s like.”

That seemed like the perfect segue into a topic that had been at the forefront of Carly’s mind since Dylan had asked her out. “About Sabrina… Are you sure you’re over her?”

He tapped his fingertips against his knee as though he was suddenly restless. “Are you sure you’re over Brett?”

“I just said I was.”

“But I’m not sure I believe you.” He tipped his head back as his lips thinned into a hard line. “I like you. I think you’re an amazing girl. But I don’t want to be your second choice, and I don’t want you to be mine. I’d like to think we’ve grown up some in the past ten years.”

“So what do you propose?” she asked, feeling her muscles tense. She liked Dylan and wasn’t naïve enough to believe guys like him came along every day. If he walked away because he believed she still had feelings for Brett, she would never forgive herself.

“That we take it slow. Be honest with each other. Continue building our friendship and see if it can evolve into more.”

She smiled. “I like the sound of that.”

“Good.” He leaned in to kiss her cheek. “I’m glad I stopped by. I feel better about this.”

“Me too.”

“Dinner tonight?”

“Can I call you later?” She glared at her cell phone when it vibrated and Brett’s name popped up. Of all the inopportune times for him to call. “My team is trying to wrap up some of our smaller projects so we can devote all our resources to High Rollers. That means I have a few meetings scheduled for later today, and I may have a late night depending on how they go.”

“No problem.” Dylan glanced at her phone when it stopped ringing and started again a few seconds later. “Aren’t you going to get that?”

“I’ve said everything I have to say to him. It’s over and done.”

“If you say so.” He gripped her chin and looked her in the eye before kissing her forehead. “You’re amazing, Carly. If Brett didn’t realize that, he’s even dumber than I thought.”

 


 

Chapter Five

 

Brett was walking into their office building when Dylan’s black Jaguar pulled into his reserved spot by the front doors.

“Hey, wait up!” Dylan yelled, slamming his car door. He jogged toward the entrance. “I want a word with you.”

Brett could tell by Dylan’s tone that his partner was irritated with him, but he had bigger problems and little patience. “Now’s not a good time.”

“Too bad.”

“What’s your problem?” Brett asked, stopping abruptly as he turned to face Dylan.

“Carly.”

Every time he thought of Carly and Dylan together, it made his skin crawl. “I’m not talkin’ to you about Carly, so get out of my face.” Brett nudged Dylan with his shoulder, trying to pass him, but Dylan stepped into his path. “I’m not playin’, Dyl. I’m not having this conversation with you right now.” Or ever.

“You need to tell me what the hell’s goin’ on ‘cause none of this makes sense. You and Carly have been friends forever. Suddenly she wants nothing to do with you, and you’re treating me like the enemy. Why?”

The parking lot was the last place they should have been having that conversation. Employees passed by, offering tight smiles as they tried to pretend they weren’t hoping to catch snippets of their bosses’ conversation.

“Inside,” Brett said, stepping past Dylan and reaching for the door. “My office.”

They rode the elevator in silence. A few employees were between them, so it was easy to resist the urge to pick up where they’d left off in the parking lot, but Brett knew hell would break loose when they were behind closed doors. He and Dylan had Type-A personalities, and they both believed in confronting problems head on. Brett’s frustration was mounting instead of waning, so he had to deal with it or risk an outburst that would compromise his friendship with Dylan.

Once they were in Brett’s office, he pointed at the couch, ordering Dylan to sit. Brett paced the length of the room with his hands on his hips, searching for the right words. He wanted to tell Dylan the whole truth, but that would mean betraying Carly again. “You know Carly and I have a lot of history. I’ve known her forever. She’s like family to—”

“I don’t want to hear that shit again,” Dylan said, his tone deepening as his nostrils flared. “This isn’t because you feel protective of poor, sweet Carly. We both know that girl is more resilient and self-sufficient than anyone. I want the truth. You owe me that.”

Dylan was right, but Brett was torn. Carly had asked one favor of him: to keep their night together a secret. How could he reveal the truth without sealing his own fate with Carly?

“Speak,” Dylan said.

Brett glared at his partner, clenching his teeth so hard his jaw ached. “My urge to protect Carly has nothing to do with the fact that she’s my sister’s best friend. It’s because…” He tried to roll the tension from his shoulders. “I hurt her.”

“What do you mean you hurt her?”

“I knew she had feelings for me.”

“Well, duh. I think everyone who’d ever seen the two of you together knew that.”

Dylan’s comment just drove home what Brett already knew—he’d made the biggest mistake of his life by playing hard and fast with Carly’s feelings. “She was a kid when she first told me. It was easy to brush her off back then.”

Dylan didn’t look pleased about sitting through Brett’s story, but he waited. “I’m listening.”

“I didn’t give her a second thought when I went off to college.” Brett thought back to the day they’d said good-bye. She’d had tears in her eyes, and he’d barely spared her a glance after giving her a quick hug and kiss on the forehead. “I was having too much fun to think about what was happening back home. When I came back to Texas after college, I hooked up with you guys and well… You remember what it was like in the beginning. We were all business. We made time for sex, but relationships were an afterthought.”

“I remember.”

“When she came home that summer before her graduation… well, I was a little stunned. She wasn’t a little girl anymore.”

“No, she was a gorgeous woman.” Dylan chuckled. “I remember we were all circling her like dogs in heat when she showed up at the bar that night.”

That night. The night Dylan took her virginity. “Yeah. She came on to me in the parking lot that night. I told her she was wasting her time because I already had a date lined up.” His throat closed up when he realized that was the night everything changed.

Dylan looked annoyed, probably because it’d dawned on him he’d been her second choice. “Huh, how did she take that?”

“Carly told me recently she hasn’t been in love with me for a long time. I think that night changed things between us. She started to see me as a waste of her time.”

“You can’t expect a girl like Carly to wait forever, man. She’s got her shit together. She knows who she is, what she wants, and she’s not waiting for a man to make her life better. That’s what I love about her.”

That word pierced Brett’s head and heart. “Don’t use that word. You can’t say that.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. I’ve known Carly a long time too. We’ve been friends for years. Sure, it was just casual, but I’ve been spending a lot more time with her lately, and I meant what I said. She makes me feel things I haven’t felt in a long time.”

Brett knew if he told Dylan that he and Carly had been intimate recently, that would put the kibosh on his friend’s plans to pursue her, but for once, he put someone else’s feelings ahead of his own. He didn’t want to be the selfish, self-absorbed guy Carly had described. He wanted to be the man she remembered, the one who would do anything for the people he loved.

“I’m sorry, Dyl.” The heaviness that pervaded Brett’s body made it difficult for him to stay standing, much less force a smile. “I’ve been a jerk. I’ve been letting my ego get in the way of your happiness and Carly’s. I had my shot with her, and I blew it. She’s clearly ready to move on, with you…” He cleared his throat when the words got caught. “Not that you need it, but you have my blessing.”

Dylan crossed the room, offering Brett his hand. “Thanks, man. That means a lot to me.” He pulled Brett into a back-slapping hug. “Hey, you’re like a brother to me. I wouldn’t let anything or anyone come between us. You know that, right?”

Defeat was a bitter pill to swallow, especially for someone used to coming out on top, but Brett had no choice. “I do.”

 

***

 

Carly was stepping out of her office building to grab a quick lunch when she saw Sophie crossing the parking lot. She thought about ducking back inside, but she wasn’t one to run away from her problems.

“Hey,” Sophie said with a tentative smile. “I was hoping I could buy you lunch? I know you said you needed time, but I need my best friend.”

Carly felt the distance between them as acutely as Sophie did, and she hated it just as much. Sophie was the person she’d turned to when her father died, her mother left, her boyfriends dumped her, and Brett’s rejection broke her heart. Sophie had helped her evolve into a woman who could face any challenge. Without her, Carly may still have been the same insecure girl whose mother cast her aside.

“Just tell me why you told Brett about the baby,” Carly said.

“The truth?” Sophie propped her sunglasses on her head. “I was worried about you, but it was more than that. I wanted to see how he would react to the news that you were moving on with your life.”

“I don’t follow.”

“For years, Brett’s seen you as available.”

Carly felt a flush creep across her cheeks. It was embarrassing to realize she’d been that girl for so long, the one who was too dense to take a hint. “I’ve had boyfriends. It’s not like I was stalking the guy!”

“No, of course not,” Sophie said, reaching for Carly’s hand. “I didn’t mean to imply that. It’s just that my brother can be a little thick sometimes. Unless someone thrusts the truth in his face, he doesn’t see it.”

“Why would you think Brett would care about my plans? He made it pretty obvious a long time ago that he doesn’t care about me.” When he’d rejected her in a deserted parking lot in the middle of the night, under a mist of rain with the smell of alcohol on his breath, Carly had come to terms with the fact Brett wasn’t the man for her.

“Yeah, but having a baby means your life will never be the same. That baby will become your first priority.”

Carly frowned, trying to figure out where her friend was going with this. “Uh, yeah. That’s what you sign on for when you become a parent, Soph.”

“But I don’t think Brett ever imagined you having a baby or getting married or—”

Carly clasped her friend’s shoulders. “Read my lips. I don’t care what your brother thinks. I’m over him. I’m ready to move on with my life.”

“Then why did you sleep with him?”

“He told you?” Carly felt the betrayal like a punch in the gut, though she didn’t know why she was surprised. Brett had already betrayed her by telling Dylan about her plans to conceive. “When?”

“Last night.”

Carly started toward her car. “I don’t want to talk about this right now.”

“Why would you do that?” Sophie asked, jogging to catch up with her. “You said you were over him, so why would you sleep with him?”

“I was drunk.”

“You don’t sleep with random guys when you’re drunk. You haven’t had a one-night stand since Dylan, and you sure as hell don’t forget about birth control.”

Carly whirled around, almost bumping into Sophie. “Are you accusing me of trying to get pregnant too? You really believe that?”

“No!” Sophie grabbed Carly’s shoulders, shaking her slightly. “I’m just suggesting it was subconscious. Think about it. You want a baby. You’ve loved my brother half your life. Given the chance to make a baby with him, you took it. I have to believe that’s because you still have feelings for him.”

Carly was grateful she was wearing sunglasses. She hoped they would conceal the tears gathering in her eyes. “Then why did I get the morning-after pill?”

“Because Brett broke your heart again.” Sophie embraced her, patting her back and stroking her hair as Carly cried. “He was stupid and callous and insensitive, but was he wrong to assume you might want to have his baby?”

“Yes!” Carly hadn’t walked into that bedroom intent on getting pregnant, but she hadn’t asked him to use protection. She told herself it had merely slipped her mind, but Sophie was right—she’d never been so absent-minded before. “I don’t want his baby. I want a baby, but not his.”

Sophie stroked Carly’s face to dry her tears. “Oh, honey, do you really want a baby with some nameless, faceless man who may or may not have the qualities you’d want your child to possess?”

“No offense, but your brother isn’t exactly the poster boy for responsibility and devotion. I want my child to have a father they can count on.” Carly would have been lying if she claimed she hadn’t imagined having a family with Brett, but those thoughts were rare and fleeting these days.

“I know Brett’s changed a lot over the years and he may not epitomize dependability, but he’s still one of the first people I’d call if I were in trouble. I know I could count on him.”

“Hmmm.” Carly knew Sophie had blinders on where her brother was concerned, but it wasn’t her job to open her eyes. If it made Sophie feel better to believe Brett was a stand-up guy who would never desert those he loved, she’d let her hold on to the fantasy.

Sophie sighed. “I know you may not believe that, but do you remember that guy I went out with, the one who got drunk and roughed me up?”

Carly shuddered whenever she thought about it. “Sure, but—”

“Our parents told Brett what happened, and my brother beat the hell out of him.”

Carly smiled. “Good. He deserved it.”

“And remember when that girl in my building, Janice, was about to get evicted with her three kids because her dead-beat ex refused to play child support?”

“Uh huh.” Carly had a feeling she knew where Sophie was going, but she didn’t want to hear it. Believing Brett was a jerk was the only way she’d been able to get over him.

“Brett paid her rent and had a little chat with her ex-husband. Janice told me he hasn’t missed a payment since.” Sophie smiled. “I’m not saying he’s a hero, but he’s not a monster either. I let you bad mouth him because I knew you needed to believe those things. That was the only way you could move on. But take it from someone who knows him—he’s not as bad as you think he is.”

Carly reached for her car door handle. “Be that as it may, he still has some explaining to do.”

 


 

Chapter Six

 

It was barely noon, and Brett was already downing his third coffee of the day. He’d barely slept a wink thinking about the things Carly had said to him and asking himself if there was a grain of truth beneath her bitterness. He realized there was. He hadn’t been the man his parents raised him to be, and he was struggling to figure out how to make up for his lapses.

“Your assistant said I could come in.”

He looked up to see Carly standing in his open door. “Yeah, of course.” He raised his hand. “Come in. Close the door. I was thinking about ordering some lunch. Are you hungry?”

“This isn’t a social call.” She moved stiffly into the room and took the seat across from him.

“Okay,” he said warily, knowing he wouldn’t like where she was headed. “But I thought you told Dylan you didn’t want to discuss the project with me?”

“I don’t.” She crossed her legs, drawing her short black skirt up her thigh.

Brett knew it wouldn’t help his cause, but he couldn’t help it when his eyes drifted to her legs. His mind bombarded him with his memories of caressing her soft, supple body.

“We have some unfinished business.” She was glaring when his eyes finally met hers, letting him know she didn’t appreciate his unwanted attention. “You told your sister we had sex.”

“No, I think I told her we made love.” He didn’t know why it was important to him to make that distinction, but he couldn’t let her belittle what they’d shared. “If I didn’t, that’s what I should have said, because that’s what it was.”

She seemed taken aback by his claim. “I don’t care what you call it. I asked you to keep your mouth shut, and you couldn’t even do that, could you?”

He leveled her with a look intended to make her squirm. “I kept my mouth shut this morning. Dylan came to see me. I wanted to tell him that you’re mine, that you’d given me your body and heart the other night. That you let your guard down with me and acknowledged, through your actions, that you wanted me to be the father of your baby, not some goddamn stranger.”

She shook her head. “That’s not true. Please tell me you didn’t—”

“No, I didn’t.” He swore softly, lowering his head. “You know what I did? I told my best friend I want him to be happy… with you.”

“You did?”

“Yeah, I did.” He weighed his words before speaking again. “I heard you last night, loud and clear, and I don’t want to be that guy anymore. I don’t want to be the one who stands in the way of what you want.”

“I appreciate that,” she said, raising her chin. “I don’t want to be your enemy, Brett. I just… can’t be your friend.”

As much as it pained him to hear that, he understood her reasoning. Sitting with a barrier between them felt unnatural, so he moved to the other side of the desk and sat on the edge. “You can deny it all you want, but you still love me.”

“Why are you doing this?”

Ignoring her question, he said, “You told me that night.”

She gasped before shaking her head. “No, I didn’t. I wouldn’t have said that.”

“You may not remember, but I do, word for word.” Searching her eyes, hoping to see some flicker of emotion, he said, “When we were making love, you whispered that you loved me, that you’d always loved me, that you’d thought about what it would be like a thousand times.”

She grimaced as her gaze hit the floor. “I probably said a lot of things in the heat of the moment, things I wouldn’t have said if I’d been sober.”

He reached for her hand, trying to hide his surprise when she took it and allowed him to guide her between his thighs. “But you meant them.” Brushing her bangs off her forehead, he held her face. “I just hate that…”

“What? You hate what?”

“Not seeing it when I look in your eyes anymore.” He’d known pain, both physical and emotional, but something in her shuttered expression took his suffering to a whole new level. “Your laugh used to come as freely as your smile when we were together. You enjoyed being with me. I’d look into your eyes and know how you felt about me. You were an open book, and now…” He held her as though it would somehow make up for all the times he could have and didn’t. “You’re closed off, reserved, and I hate seeing you this way.”

“I had no choice,” she said quietly. “It’s called self-preservation. I can’t continue to offer my love to someone who doesn’t want it.”

“But I do want it. I need it, Carly. Please, just give me another chance.” His behavior was hypocritical and selfish, especially after his talk with Dylan, but he believed if his friend had a chance with Sabrina, he wouldn’t hesitate to take it.

She looked at him, her face stained with tears. “Do you think this is easy for me? It’s not. Letting you go is probably the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but I can’t love someone I don’t trust, and I can’t allow myself to trust you.”

“You can trust me,” he argued. “Let me prove it to you.”

“I’ve given you numerous chances to prove it to me lately, and what did you do? You told both Sophie and Dylan things you knew I wouldn’t want them to know.”

She was right. She had a strong case for turning her back on him, but he had an equally compelling reason not to let her: he was falling in love with her. If he were being totally honest, he’d admit he’d loved her for a long time, as much more than a friend, but he had always known that admitting that would mean giving up his bachelor status. That was something he hadn’t been ready to do until now.

“You have every reason to doubt me, to be angry with me, but don’t make the mistake of using Dylan to get over me. It won’t work. You’ll just end up hurting him and yourself.” Not to mention me.

“I have to go.”

She tried to extricate herself from his arms, but before he could let her go, he gave in to the impulse to kiss her. He knew it could go one of two ways: either she would slap him or kiss him back. Thankfully, she gave him a kiss that lingered on his lips long after she pulled away.

“You can’t kiss me like that and tell me you feel nothing. We both know you’d be lying.”

“You want to know what I feel when I kiss you?” she asked, swiping a tear sliding down her cheek. “I feel sad that I wasted so many years loving a man who couldn’t give me what I needed. I feel ashamed that I still allow you to get to me like this. I think I’m strong, but you make me feel weak, and I hate that.”

“You think you’re the only one feeling weak and vulnerable?” he asked. “You’re not. I feel that way too.”

“You have no idea—” Carly stopped talking when a knock on the door preceded the sound of Dylan’s voice. “Damn it.” She reached for a tissue from the box on Brett’s desk. “I don’t want him to see me here, not like this.”

If Dylan saw her looking so distraught in Brett’s office, he’d question where he stood with Carly. That could only work in Brett’s favor, but he had to prove to her that she could trust him. “Slip into my restroom. I’ll get rid of him.”

“Really?” she whispered, looking startled by his offer. “You’d do that?”

“Yeah.” He pushed off the desk and straightened his tie. “Now hurry up and get in there before I change my mind and tell him everything.” He watched her scurry off before he took a deep breath and opened the door. “Hey, what’s up, Dylan?”

Dylan stepped into the room, frowning. “I thought I heard a woman’s voice? Are you alone?”

“Conference call,” he explained, taking a seat behind his desk. “I had her on speaker. I’ve got a lot of work to get through this afternoon. Did you need something?”

“Jaxon and Sela invited me over for dinner tonight. I was going to ask Carly to join me, and I wanted to make sure you’d be okay with that?”

Brett stared at the icons on his desktop, searching for words somewhere between truth and deception. “I told you earlier you have my blessing. You don’t have to run your plans past me every time you want to ask her out.”

“Yeah, but this is different.” Dylan looked uneasy. “We don’t usually invite the girls we’re dating into our inner circle until it gets serious. It’s kind of an unspoken code, right?”

“Is that your not-so-subtle way of telling me you’re serious about Carly?” Brett knew she was probably listening to every word, and he didn’t want her to know how Dylan felt about her. Convincing her that Dylan was a mistake she’d regret would be easier if she believed he wanted to keep their relationship casual.

“I wouldn’t be doing this if I weren’t serious about her, man. I know this is making things awkward between us.” He sighed. “And I hate that, but—”

Carly stepped out of the bathroom, a faint smile touching her lips. “Hey, Dylan.”

He frowned. “What are you doing here?” He turned. “You weren’t on a call, were you?”

“No, I was talking to Carly.”

“Why didn’t you just tell me that?” Dylan asked, looking from Brett to Carly. “Why all the secrecy?”

She stepped forward and reached for Dylan’s hand. “Don’t blame Brett. He was just trying to protect me. I told him I didn’t want you to find me here.”

“Why not?” Dylan raked his free hand through his dark hair. “Look, I’m not big on lies, and I don’t like feeling like I’m being left out of the loop. You don’t owe me anything, but if you’re still questioning your feelings for Brett, I need to know.”

Brett held his breath, praying she’d find the courage to tell Dylan what he knew was in her heart.

“I’m not.” She glanced at Brett. “I’ve told him how I feel about him.”

He knew in his gut that what she’d whispered to him just a few days ago was the truth, not the asinine garbage she’d been spewing since then. “She’s right, Dyl.” Brett’s eyes never left hers. “She told me exactly how she felt about me.” As her grip on Dylan’s hand tightened, Brett could tell she was wondering whether he would pull back the curtain to reveal their secret.

“Why do I get the feeling there’s more going on here?” Dylan asked, his eyes darting between Brett and Carly.

“There isn’t.” Carly smiled. “I simply came by to clear the air with Brett. Obviously our paths are going to cross now that I’m working on this project, and I thought it would be better if we aired our grievances like adults instead of trying to run away from our problems.”

“You can’t run, can you?” Brett asked, his penetrating stare fixed on her. “And you can’t hide.” What you’re thinking and feeling. Not from me.

Dylan frowned. “Why the hell are you being so cryptic, Easton? If you have something to say, say it already.”

There was so much Brett could have said, but he bit his tongue. “I’m going to grab a quick lunch. I’ll see you guys later.”

 

***

 

Carly was sitting on a stool at Sela’s kitchen counter, chopping vegetables for the salad, when Sela asked, “So you and Dylan, huh? I have to admit I never saw that coming.”

“Why are you so surprised?” Carly asked, smiling. “Dylan’s a great guy.” She didn’t know Sela as well as she knew Jaxon, but she could tell Sela was a straight-shooter, a quality she admired when she wasn’t afraid of the truth coming out.

“You’re right, he is.” Sela bit her lip, obviously questioning whether she had the right to speak her mind.

“But…? It’s okay, Sela. Whatever you’re thinking, just say it. I won’t be offended.”

“Jaxon told me you’ve had a thing for Brett for as long as he can remember.” Sela looked up when Carly gasped, her eyes widening. “I’m overstepping, aren’t I?” She shook her head as she returned her attention to her task. “I’m so sorry. Forget I said anything. This is none of my business.”

“Jaxon’s right.” Trying to deny it was pointless. “I had a serious crush on Brett when I was a kid.”

Sela looked up, her knife poised over the cutting board. “But you don’t anymore?”

“No.” Carly laughed lightly when Sela gave her a “yeah right” look. “Seriously, I was a teenager. He was my best friend’s hot older brother. We lived in the same house for a year.” She was working too hard to defend herself, which probably only confirmed what Sela already suspected. “He was the football team captain.” As if that would explain everything.

Sela laughed. “And?”

“Every girl had a crush on him.” Duh. “Then he got a scholarship to play college ball and—”

“Yeah, I heard,” Sela said. “A shoulder injury kept him from going pro.”

“That’s when I started noticing changes in him. He’d come home for Christmas or summer vacations, and it seemed like he was in a bad place. He didn’t laugh anymore. Hell, he barely smiled. He was drinking a lot more. Sometimes I’d come in and find him at the kitchen table with empty beer bottles all around him.”

Sela perched on the corner of a stool as she set down her knife. “His dream was snatched away. That would be a tough pill for anyone to swallow.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t explain his behavior now. He’s still behaving like a jerk, and he’s making more money now than he ever would have as a football player.”

“It’s not always about the money,” Sela said. “Sometimes it’s about the camaraderie that comes from being a part of a team, working toward a common goal. It gives you a sense of purpose that may have been missing before.”

Carly thought back to the self-assured captain who used to inspire his team at the weekly pep rally. If football had been a religion at their school, Brett had definitely been the minister. “No question, he loved football. But look at the life he’s living now, the success he’s had. How can he not be grateful for that?”

“I think he is grateful, but that doesn’t mean a part of him doesn’t wonder what might have been. One of Brett’s best friends got to live out his dream.”

Carly didn’t know a lot about the sport, but she knew Dylan had been a force to be reckoned with on the football field. He’d even earned a place in the Hall of Fame after a knee injury cut short his career as a quarterback. Many said he was one of the best to ever play the game. “You think he’s jealous of Dylan?” That would certainly explain the rivalry she’d witnessed the past few times she’d seen them together.

“I think he might be envious that Dylan had a shot at the dream, but I don’t think he begrudges Dylan his success. One thing I know about Brett is he’s a supportive friend.”

“Until he’s not anymore.” Carly hadn’t intended to say that aloud, but now that she had, she knew Sela would demand an explanation.

Sela’s eyes softened. “He hurt you. He let you down.” An awkward silence passed as the tension in the room grew thick. “I know what that’s like. Jax hurt me too. He’s let me down.”

“How did you get past it?” Carly didn’t know the details of their relationship, only that they were happily married and devoted to each other now.

“I took it one day at a time. He was determined to earn my trust back, and I still loved him enough to let him try.”

Carly took a sip of her wine, praying Sela wouldn’t voice the obvious next question.

“Do you still love Brett enough to let him try?”

So much for wishful thinking. Carly laughed and realized it may have been the most brittle, hollow sound she’d ever heard. “Brett and I were never a couple. You and Jaxon were. That’s the difference.”

“You’re not answering my question.”

There was a very good reason for that. Fear. “You’re assuming he would want to try. How do you know he even cares?”

“I talked to him.”

Carly’s head snapped up. “You did? When?”

“He passed by my jewelry store around lunchtime yesterday. He popped in to say hi. I could tell he was really down, so I asked him what was bothering him.”

“What did he say?” Stop torturing yourself! Who cares what he said?

“He said he’d really messed things up with you, that he’d said and done things he couldn’t take back and wasn’t sure how to make things right.” Sela laughed. “Naturally, I suggested an expensive piece of jewelry, but he didn’t think you’d go for that.”

Carly knew Sela was trying to make light of the situation, but it wasn’t working. “Sometimes you just have to cut people out of your life. When they continue to disappoint you and let you down and you keep waiting for them to change—”

“I understand,” Sela whispered, covering Carly’s hand with her own. “Believe me, I do.”

Drawing a deep breath, Carly said, “That’s why I cut my own mother out of my life.”

“You did?”

“I had to.” Carly recalled her conversations with Sophie leading up to that breakthrough. “She was holding me back. I kept hoping she would change, suddenly become the loving, supportive mother I’d always wanted. But she didn’t, and I had to face that she would never be that person. It was a toxic relationship. She always loved me conditionally and needed me only when her own life was going to hell.”

“So you cut all ties.” Sela nodded. “I can understand why you felt you had no other choice. That was a very brave thing to do. She’s your only family?”

“Yes.” Facing the world alone was still difficult, but it got easier every day. Carly was getting stronger too. That’s why she couldn’t let the situation with Brett derail her. She’d worked too hard to build her inner strength.

“That’s the reason you’ve built up this wall—to protect yourself.”

“I don’t know that I’d call it a wall exactly.” She hated that term. Too many ex-boyfriends had accused her of having impenetrable emotional walls, claiming that was the reason she couldn’t have a healthy relationship. As far as she was concerned, they had just been looking for an easy out. “I’d like to think that I’m protecting myself. If I don’t, who will?”

“You’re close with Brett’s sister and family, right?”

“They’ve become a surrogate family to me.” Carly took a sip of her wine to ease the burn in her throat when she thought of Sophie. She missed her, but she wasn’t sure she was ready to make amends.

Sela smiled. “Then you’re not alone. I’m glad. No one should have to go through life alone. Everyone needs a support system to help them shoulder the burden when it gets too heavy.”

Jaxon walked into the kitchen and kissed his wife on the cheek before he grinned at Carly. “Sorry to interrupt, ladies. I just wanted to grab the wine. Sparkling water for you, hon?”

Sela’s eyes lit up as they shared a private smile. “I’d better, just in case.” Sela waited until her husband walked out of the room before she said, “Since you’ve been the one spilling all the secrets tonight, I should let you in on one of my own. Jax and I are trying to get pregnant.”

Pregnant. The word echoed through Carly’s head as she remembered her initial appointment at the sperm bank. They’d made it sound so easy, assuring her she was a perfect candidate. But seeing Sela and Jaxon so excited about getting pregnant as a couple made Carly wonder if Brett was right. Maybe she needed more time to consider her options. Not that she’d tell him that.

“Hey, are you okay?” Sela asked, frowning.

Carly shook her head as if that would draw her out of her thoughts. “I’m sorry, Sela. That’s wonderful. I’m so happy for you guys. I have no doubt you’ll be amazing parents.”

“I hope so.” Sela laughed. “Jaxon’s more nervous about it than I am. He thinks he’s ill-equipped to be a dad since he didn’t have the best childhood, but I promised him we’ll figure it out along the way, together.”

Together. Carly knew that, being a single parent, she would miss having someone to help her through the tough times. “Funny, I think my crappy childhood will make me a better mom. If my mother taught me one thing, it’s what not to do.”

“You want to have kids then?”

“Sooner rather than later,” Carly mumbled.

Sela couldn’t hide her curiosity. “I get the feeling there’s a story there. Care to share?”

“I’m thinking about…” She cleared her throat, recalling what Brett had said. If she got pregnant, people would be curious. She had to get comfortable explaining it. “Artificial insemination.” She expected a startled gasp or at least a look of shock from Sela, but her expression remained neutral. She was either non-judgmental or really good at masking her feelings. “You’re not shocked?”

Sela laughed. “Why would I be? You’re not the first woman to do it.”

“Well, I haven’t actually done anything yet. I’m just thinking about it, you know, weighing my options.” A week ago, there hadn’t been a doubt in Carly’s mind that it was the right course for her. But Brett had to stumble back into her life and remind her of a time she’d wished for a family with him. Damn him.

“What other options are you considering?” Sela’s lips twisted up in a wry smile. “Last I heard, there weren’t all that many ways to get pregnant.”

Carly blushed. “I want a baby, there’s no doubt about that, but—”

“But you’re wondering if you’re jumping the gun, so to speak?”

“Something like that.” Carly sighed, dragging a hand through her hair. “I have a few friends with kids, and I don’t know… being with their children, playing with them, holding them, and rocking them to sleep…” She felt that familiar crack in her chest as longing moved in. “I want that.”

“I totally get that. I feel the same way.”

“Then you don’t think I’m crazy?” Carly didn’t know why it was so important to hear Sela’s opinion.

“Of course you’re not crazy. From what I can tell, you’re a smart, together woman. You’ve got a great business, earn a good living, and have your own home. If this is what you want, why wait?”

“Brett thinks I’m crazy.” She couldn’t believe his opinion still carried so much weight. No matter how much she tried to distance herself from him, she couldn’t move far enough.

“Who cares what he thinks?” Sela laughed. “Seriously. Who the hell cares what he thinks? I love Brett like a brother, but he clearly had his chance with you and blew it. That means he doesn’t get to weigh in on your decisions. This is your life, not his. So do what feels right to you.”

Carly slid off her stool and rounded the island to pull Sela into a brief hug. “Thanks, I really needed to hear that.”

 


 

Chapter Seven

 

Brett was sitting at the bar, drowning his sorrows like a loser, when Zach claimed the stool beside him. Brett didn’t feel like talking, but he couldn’t very well ignore his friend and partner. “Hey, man. What’s up?”

“I was about to ask you the same question.” Zach turned to survey the crowd. It was busy for a weeknight, but that wasn’t surprising given the number of games on the large screen TVs. “What are you doing here all by yourself?”

“Well, you and Matt both have wives to go home to, and Jaxon invited Dylan and Carly to his place for dinner.” Brett downed a mouthful of scotch to wash away the bitterness. “Guess that makes me the odd man out, huh?”

Zach eyed the highball glass in Brett’s hand. “Ah, so that’s why you’re here getting loaded. It all makes sense now.”

“Excuse me?” Brett held his glass up when the bartender passed by, indicating he was ready for another.

“Dylan and Carly.”

Brett scowled as the bartender replenished his drink, then he closed his hand around the cool crystal. “I don’t want to talk about it, so just back the hell off.”

Zach held up his hands, chuckling. “Hey, I’m just tryin’ to be a good friend. Don’t take my head off.”

“Oh, yeah?” Brett cast a sidelong glance at his friend. “If you wanna be a friend, help me convince Dylan this is a bad idea. He and Carly don’t belong together. You know that.”

“Actually, I don’t.” Zach waited for the bartender to deliver his usual longneck before he checked his messages and set his phone on the bar. “Carly could be good for him. It doesn’t look like this thing with Sabrina will pan out, and I think it’s time for him to move on.”

“Fine,” Brett said through clenched teeth. “Let him move on. But not with Carly.”

“Why not Carly?” Zach regarded him carefully. “She’s smart, successful, and in case you’re too blind to notice, smokin’ hot.”

Brett glared at him. “You’re married. You have no business—”

Zach chuckled. “Relax. I’m just stating the obvious. Carly’s a rocket.”

“Get the hell out of my face.” Hearing Zach refer to Carly as a rocket reminded him what it had felt like when she went off in his arms, and that was the last thing Brett wanted to think about, especially since she was out with his best friend.

“Man, what the hell?” Zach frowned. “Why are you so bitter? You had your chance with Carly. You didn’t take it. That’s on you.”

Zach was right, but the last thing Brett needed was to hear it. “I didn’t ask for your opinion. Get lost.” Only a solid friendship could withstand the crap he’d often asked his partners to endure, but he wasn’t naïve enough to believe they’d put up with it forever. Like Carly, his friends and family would eventually shut him out. Then he’d be left with no one. He hung his head. “I’m sorry. None of this is your fault. I have no right to take it out on you.”

“Hey, it’s okay,” Zach said, grasping Brett’s shoulder. “That’s what friends are for.”

“How did I let this happen?” He raked a hand through his hair as he stared into his glass. “How did my life get so messed up?”

Zach chuckled. “I think you’re exaggerating. You have a successful business, good friends, and a family who loves you. That’s a hell of a lot more than most people have, so quit whining.”

Brett’s mouth turned up at one corner. “You’re right. My life isn’t a mess, but it’s not perfect either.”

“Who has a perfect life?” Zach tipped back his beer. “I have a great wife, great kids, a career I love, a successful business, great friends, and a solid family. Most people would say my life is perfect.”

“But it’s not?” Brett never would have expected that from Zach. Ever since Rennie had come back into his life, he’d never seemed happier.

“I love baseball, but I hate being away from Rennie and the kids so much. Tyler’s growing up. Before I know it, he’ll be off to college.” Zach sighed. “I missed so much of his life. I don’t want to miss any more.”

“What are you saying? You’re thinking about retiring?” Brett was astonished. Zach wasn’t exactly in his prime, but he still had a lot of years of professional pitching left.

“I can’t say it hasn’t crossed my mind.”

“Don’t be too quick to make that call,” Brett said, thinking he would give anything for the career Zach had enjoyed in professional sports. When he had been an all-star, he was the big man on campus until one hit had ended it all. “You’ll never get these days back. Once you’re off the mound, people won’t even recognize your face anymore.”

Zach scoffed. “You say that like it’s a bad thing. Don’t get me wrong. I love my fans, and I’m grateful I’ve had this opportunity, but I won’t miss the fame.”

“Really?” Dylan said he didn’t miss the fame at all too. He still got recognized sometimes, but he claimed it was nice to be able to go to the grocery store without being mobbed.

“It’s nice in the beginning when you’re young and single,” Zach said, grinning. “It’s your first brush with celebrity. You’ve got the big, fat contract and the fancy sports car, and you feel like you’ve got the world by the tail.”

Brett compared his own life to the one Zach described and realized it wasn’t all that different. He was recognized for his success with High Rollers instead of on the field, but maybe that was a good thing. People didn’t see him as a washed-up athlete. They saw him as a successful businessman, and he would always have that.

“But it doesn’t take long before the novelty wears off,” Zach continued. “I’m really just a small-town guy with a decent arm. I’ve seen too many guys let the fame go to their heads. It changed them. Money started slipping through their fingers like water. They cheated on the women who’d always supported them. They got too big, too important for their families and friends. And you know what they had at the end of their careers?”

“Nothing,” Brett whispered, thinking about the similarities between his life and the ones Zach described. He suspected his friend was trying to send him a message: get his shit together or wind up another washed-up has-been with a huge chip on his shoulder and an empty life.

“You got it, man.”

Brett’s cell phone rang, and his parents’ number flashed across his screen. Days ago, he would have let it go to voicemail and promised himself he’d call them back, which he never would have. Not because he didn’t want to but because something else always took precedence over his family.

“Gimme me a sec,” he said to Zach. “I gotta take this.”

“No problem.” Zach slid off the stool. “I gotta grab something out of the office anyhow.”

“Hello,” Brett said, plugging one ear so he could hear over the noise in the bar.

“Oh,” his mother said, sounding disappointed. “I got you at a bad time, didn’t I? I’m sorry. Should I call you back another time, when you’re not so busy?”

He felt a pang of guilt for making the woman who’d raised him feel like an inconvenience. Carly was right. He had to start making amends. “No, it’s not a problem, Mama. It’s good to hear your voice. What’s new?”

She paused, obviously taken aback. “Not much. You know us. We’re busy with our charity work, the church. We’re planning to take a cruise this winter.”

“Good for you. You deserve it.” He wondered how he could have been raised by two such giving people and turned out to be a self-absorbed jerk who would rather wallow in self-pity than count his blessings.

“I’m calling about Thanksgiving dinner this weekend, sugar. I know how busy you are, but I was hoping—”

“I’ll be there,” he said. That might be a chance to prove to Carly and his parents that he was trying to make positive changes in his life. “Just tell me when.”

“Great,” she said, laughing. “Your father will be so happy to see you. He’s missed you.”

God, how long had it been since he’d visited his parents? Six months, at least, and like Carly said, he only lived a few minutes from them. “I’ve missed you guys too. I’m sorry I haven’t been by lately.”

“It’s okay, honey. We know how busy you are with work.”

“That’s no excuse.” He made time for women who meant nothing to him, yet he didn’t make time for the people who meant everything to him.

“Your nana will be here too.”

They’d had to check his nana into a home last year. At ninety-three, she’d finally conceded she needed a little help. “I can’t wait to see her.” He knew he shouldn’t ask, but he couldn’t help himself. “Um, have you spoken to Carly? Will she be there?”

Ethel chuckled. “Of course she’ll be here. What would a Thanksgiving dinner be without her pumpkin pie?”

“Then you’ve spoken to her? She’s confirmed that she’s coming?”

“I spoke to her earlier today. Why?”

“We, uh, had a bit of a falling out. I wasn’t sure she’d want to be there if she knew I would be.” Not to mention Sophie. He had no idea whether the girls had made up yet, but he hoped so. He hated having caused a rift between them.

“Well, I didn’t tell her you’d be here since I wasn’t sure myself.”

“And she didn’t ask?”

“No.”

He didn’t know if he should be offended or relieved. “Did she ask you if she could bring anyone? A date maybe?” No way could he sit across from his best friend and Carly at the dinner table. Not even for the sake of his family.

“No, why would she? She’s never brought a date before. Is there someone special in her life?”

“She hasn’t said anything to you about anyone?” If she was serious about Dylan, Brett suspected his mother would be one of the first people to know about it.

“No.”

That had to be a good sign. “Okay, well, good.”

“You’re acting kind of strange, honey. Is something going on? You know I’m always here to lend an ear if you need to talk.”

“And I love you for that, but I need to work this one out on my own. I can’t wait to see you guys.”

“We can’t wait to see you either, sweetie. Oh darn, someone’s at the door. I guess I have to let you go. Bye.”

At least Thanksgiving would be a step toward repairing the rift with his parents. Maybe he could make inroads with Carly at the same time.

 

***

 

After a lovely dinner with Sela and Jaxon, Dylan and Carly curled up on her couch and enjoyed a cup of coffee. They’d been talking for almost an hour, about anything and everything. Carly couldn’t remember the last time she’d enjoyed a man’s company so much. She was glad she hadn’t written Dylan off simply because he was Brett’s friend.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said, his smile slipping as he curled a strand of her hair around his fingertip. “And for what it’s worth, I think you’ll be an amazing mom.”

Warmth spread through her at the compliment. She’d always respected Dylan, so his opinion was important to her. “Thank you. I hope so.”

His eyes slid to her lips before he licked his own. “If I had to choose, you’d be exactly the kind of mother I’d want my child to have.”

His comment was so unexpected and deeply flattering. “Stop. You’re making me blush.”

“I’m serious.” He slid a finger under Carly’s chin when she dipped her head. “I’ve been thinking about your situation a lot lately.”

“You have?”

“Yeah.” He chuckled. “I admit I don’t know a lot about how the process works, but, uh, given the choice, wouldn’t you rather choose a person instead of a number to be the father of your baby?” He held up his hand. “I’m not being judgmental, and I hope it doesn’t come across that way. But we’ve known each other a long time, and no matter what happens between us, I want you to be happy. No regrets.”

No regrets. Her night with Brett flashed through her head. Did she regret that? No. She’d gotten to live out a fantasy while solving unanswered questions about the future. It had helped clarify things for her, even if it hadn’t ended the way she would have hoped.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Of course.” She smiled, hoping he couldn’t read her mind. Dylan had been a wonderful, attentive date who seemed truly interested in her. She didn’t want him to know she’d wasted even a moment of their time together thinking about another man.

“Like I said, I’ve been thinking a lot about your dilemma.”

“I don’t know that I’d call it a dilemma exactly.” She became increasingly uneasy under his scrutiny. Carly had a feeling whatever Dylan was about to say would be a game changer.

“This may sound crazy, but just hear me out before you respond,” he said, lacing his fingers through hers.

“Okaaay.” The hair on the back of her neck stood at attention. “But I’m not gonna lie, you’re making me kind of nervous here, Dyl.”

“I don’t mean to, but this is kind of a big deal.”

She could tell he was making an effort to keep his voice calm and level.

He took a deep breath before he said, “You know I love kids, right?”

“Sure.” Oh, no. Please don’t tell me this is going where I think it is.

“I’m at a really good place in my life right now. My football career is over, so I’m not traveling as much. The business is on solid ground, and I feel like I’m ready for a new challenge.”

“A new challenge?” She took a sip of coffee when her throat tightened, making it difficult to speak. She really didn’t want to jump to conclusions, but he was making it difficult. “What did you have in mind?”

“I thought about your reasons for wanting to have a baby at this stage in your life, and it makes sense.”

“I’m glad you think so.”

“You and I aren’t all that different, you know.” He moved in closer, releasing her hand to grip her knee. “We both want the same things out of life.”

She couldn’t speak. If she did, the tremble in her voice would give away her trepidation.

“We want someone to love. We want children in our lives.” He brushed his lips across hers. “We could be really good together, Carly. Think about it.”

She closed her eyes when he deepened the kiss. Her mind was at war, part of her screaming that his proposition was ludicrous while the other told her she’d be crazy not to go for it.

Threading his hand through her hair, he whispered, “Why would you want an anonymous sperm donor when you could have me? I know we don’t know where this is going between us yet, but we’ve been friends a long time. We like and respect each other, and I know that’ll never change. Even if we don’t work as a couple, that doesn’t mean we couldn’t be great co-parents.”

“Co-parents?” She cleared her throat, unable to meet his eyes. The hopefulness in them would break her heart. Dylan was such a good man, and he was offering an answer to her prayers. She wouldn’t have to go it alone. She would have a strong partner to support her and share the best and worst moments of her child’s life. “This is a huge decision. What happens if things don’t work out between us and you fall in love with someone else? How do you think she’ll feel about you having a child with someone else?”

“She’d just have to accept it. Like you, I’m tired of making decisions based on how other people think or feel. I’ll admit when Brett first told me about your plans, I thought you were rushing into things, but after talking to you about it, I can see that you’ve really thought this through and it’s what you want.”

“It is.” She touched his face, thinking how blessed she was to have a friend who was willing to help her make her dream come true. “But this is my dream, not yours. You don’t have to do this just because—”

He flattened her palm against his racing heart as he looked into her eyes. “I’m offering this because I’ve thought a lot about it since I learned of your plans, and this is what I want. I want to be a dad. I want to share the experience of raising a child with a woman who’s as excited about it as I am. Think about it—it makes sense.”

Oddly, everything he said did make sense. The tingling sweat on her forehead had subsided, her breathing had returned to normal, and calm was washing through her. Maybe Dylan was right. Maybe this was the best possible option. “Can I think about it?”

He laughed as he pulled her into his arms. “Of course, take all the time you need. I’m not going anywhere.”

I’m not going anywhere. She believed him with every fiber of her being, which made him the perfect candidate for the father of her baby. Could she really do it? Could she have a baby with Brett’s best friend?

 


 

Chapter Eight

 

Carly was apprehensive about spending Thanksgiving with the Easton family given the tension between her and Brett and Sophie, but when Ethel had called to invite her, she couldn’t disappoint the only woman who’d ever been a real mother to her.

She and Ethel were alone in the kitchen, preparing side dishes, while Sophie and Brett watched a game with their father and grandmother in the family room. Since they were a safe distance away, Carly decided to take advantage of the privacy to open up to Ethel about Dylan’s proposition. Ethel knew Dylan and what kind of man he was. If anyone could help Carly sort through her mixed emotions, it would be Ethel.

“You okay, sugar?” Ethel asked, chopping sweet potatoes. “You’ve been kind of quiet today.”

Here it is—your opening. “Um, actually, there is something on my mind. I was hoping you could help me out with a problem.” Carly cut carrots, grateful to have something to do with her hands. “It’s not a problem exactly; it’s more of a decision.”

Ethel wiped her hands on her apron and perched on the stool. “Shoot. I’m listening.”

That’s what Carly loved about her best friend’s mother. She’d always been there whenever Carly had a problem. Too bad she couldn’t say the same about her own mother. “You know I’ve been thinking about having a baby.”

“I wanted to ask if you’ve looked into your options yet, but I didn’t want to pry. I figured you’d talk to me when you were ready.”

“I have looked into my options, but something unexpected happened.”

Ethel gave Carly a quick once-over, her voice dropping to a hushed tone. “Are you pregnant?”

“No.” Carly’s face flamed when she thought about the fact she could have very well been pregnant with Ethel’s grandchild had she not taken that pill. “Um, you know Dylan…”

“What about him?” Ethel’s eyes narrowed. “You and Dylan? I had no idea!”

“It’s a fairly recent thing.” Carly set the knife down when she realized her hands were shaking. She hadn’t expected that conversation to be so difficult, which confirmed she really was taking Dylan’s offer seriously. “You know we’ve been friends since high school, but we’ve gotten closer over the last couple of months, when he was convincing me to take on the High Rollers design project.”

Ethel looked a little wistful. “Dylan’s a great guy. No question about it.”

“Yeah, he is.” Carly got a cramp in her stomach, a sure sign of nervous tension. “Here’s the thing… Dylan, uh, wants us to have a baby together.”

“He what?”

A sudden chill washed over Carly. She turned to see Brett standing in the doorway. She hadn’t intended for him to find out that way. When and if the time came, she’d planned to sit him down and explain why she’d decided to take Dylan up on his offer.

He fisted his hands at his sides, looking as though it was taking everything in him not to put one of those enormous fists through the wall in his mama’s newly remodeled kitchen. “Outside. Now.”

“Brett, this isn’t a good time,” Carly said, her voice shaky. She felt Ethel’s eyes sweeping over them, obviously trying to figure out why Brett was a smelting pot of rage and tension.

“I don’t give a goddamn! Outside now!”

“Brett!” Ethel admonished. “Don’t talk to her that way. If she doesn’t want to—”

“It’s okay, Ethel,” Carly said, touching the older woman’s arm. “It’s better if we discuss this outside.” The last thing she wanted was to ruin their holiday dinner, especially since it was a rarity for them to get together as a family. “We’ll be right back.”

Carly led Brett outside, and they walked a good distance away from the house. She sat on an old tire swing Brett’s father had hung for his kids when they were young and waited for Brett to start what she knew would be an uncomfortable conversation.

He paced back and forth in front of her, looking as though he needed to burn off some frustration. “You can’t be serious about this.”

“Why can’t I?” She wrapped her arms around the old ropes, twisting the swing to provide some distraction from the apprehension snaking through her.

“Jesus Christ, do I have to spell it out for you?” He threw up his hands. “Dylan’s one of my best friends. You and I just had sex not more than—”

“Ssshhh,” she whispered, looking toward the back door. She knew it was unlikely anyone would come out to the backyard, but she didn’t want to take the chance. “Your family can’t know about us.”

“Why the hell not? I’m sick and tired of keeping my mouth shut. I want my family to know. More importantly, I want Dylan to know.”

“Please.” She used the only weapon she had to plead with him: her eyes. “I’m begging you, don’t do that. We need to forget what happened. It was a mistake. It never should have happened.”

He grabbed the ropes, holding her in place. “I swear to God, if I hear you say that one more time, I won’t be responsible for my actions.”

Carly was breathless as she watched his rage transform into lust right before his lips descended on hers. She should have pushed him away, but she couldn’t find the strength to fight when his tongue pushed past her lips. His hands closed around her face, tipping her head back as he worked his magic on her mouth… and her emotional suit of armor. As he deepened the kiss, he projected an energy so powerful, so demanding, she had no choice but to give in. The kiss was an erotic sequence of advance and retreat, claim and surrender.

When they pulled apart, he slid his moist lips across hers as though he couldn’t bear to lose the connection. “That’s the reason you can’t even think about having a baby with another man.”

Carly closed her eyes and prayed that when she opened them, this would just be another painful daydream starring the man she could never have. She didn’t want it to be real. If it was, she would have to make an impossible choice. Staring into his dark eyes, she knew she couldn’t continue to run from the truth. A part of her would always love him, but that didn’t mean she would let those feelings prevent her from having the future she wanted.

“You’re wrong.” She set her hands on his shoulders, trying to prove to him that she could touch him and still think clearly. “What we have is chemistry, plain and simple.”

“It’s more than that, and you know it.” He shifted her hand to his chest so she could feel his heart racing. “A kiss wouldn’t make my heart pound this way. This feeling is the exhilaration that comes with realizing your—”

“Stop!” She couldn’t hear him say that she was his future, his destiny, his soul mate… his forever. Those words would crush her because she couldn’t allow herself to believe them, no matter how much she might want to. “You’re just saying these things because you can’t stand the thought of me having a baby with Dylan.”

His lips were sealed firmly shut. The muscle in his jaw twitched as his eyes warned her she was straddling a dangerous line. “You’re not going to have a baby with Dylan. Ever.”

“You have no right to tell me what to do!” She shoved his solid chest, but that was like trying to knock down a brick wall with a plastic hammer. “I’ll sleep with anyone I want, I’ll have a baby with anyone I want, and—”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” he murmured, his rough hands skating up her arms. “You couldn’t have sex with someone else without thinking about me.”

She hated him for being so smug, but she resented him even more for being right. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He brushed his thumbs over her breasts, watching with approval as her nipples pebbled. “This is what I’m talking about, the way you react to me. You can’t tell me you’ve ever wanted another man as much as you want me.”

He was right. All of the other men in her life had been a consolation prize, and sadly, they’d known it. “I don’t want you.” She cursed her weakness when a sob seeped past her lips.

His large hand moved up her chest before circling her neck. His finger glided over the pulse point. “You don’t want to want me, but you can’t help yourself. The logical part of your brain is telling you that I’ll hurt you again, that I’ll disappoint you because that’s who I am.”

“If you know that, then why are you doing this? Is it fun for you to watch me squirm?” A tear leaked out of her eye, and she knew it was too late to pretend his words weren’t hitting their mark. “Is it good for your ego to believe that I’m still in love with you, that no other man could satisfy me the way you did?”

“Baby, what happened between us was just a taste of how incredible it could be.” He brushed his thumbs over the pulse points on either side of her neck, smiling when his words made her heartbeat kick up a notch. “We were both under the influence, but next time, it’ll be just you and me. No alcohol, no lies, no tears. I’ll make your other lovers a distant memory.”

She closed her eyes to shut out the sight of his overpowering body. But when she did, it only heightened the allure of his spicy cologne and whispered promises. How was she supposed to resist when he refused to fight fair?

“I’ll prove to you that this was worth waiting for. I’ll make your body mine. Your heart mine.”

Those were the words she’d needed to hear to break his spell. “Never.” With a slight smile of defiance, she pushed his hands away. “Listen carefully. Read my lips. I will never again be that stupid, naïve little girl who propositioned you in that parking lot. You think you still have some powerful hold over me? You’re wrong. Sure, you were good in bed, but not good enough for me to sacrifice my self-esteem for whatever scraps you’re willing to throw my way.”

A look of concern crossed his face. “Damn it, you don’t have to sacrifice anything to be with me. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. You’re trying to teach me a lesson by proving that you don’t need me? Mission accomplished. I get the message. But here’s the thing, I do need you.”

Carly could have physically beaten down the little voice in her head that screamed in excitement at the sound of those three little words. I need you. How long had she waited to hear him say that? “Too little. Too late.”

“You don’t mean that.” He stumbled back when she shoved him again. She’d obviously caught him off guard.

“Yes, I do.” She crossed her arms. “Do you get it now? Are you willing to believe that I don’t want this? I don’t want you.” Her voice trembled, but she was proud she’d managed to get the words out at all.

He was breathing hard, looking torn between rage and devastation. “You want Dylan?” He shook his head. “You’re telling me after all the years you’ve loved me, you want him to be the father of your baby? Him? When I’m standing here begging you for a chance to let it be me?”

Her stomach pitched. If she thought she was strong enough to fight him, she’d been deluding herself. When Brett pulled out the heavy artillery, Carly didn’t stand a chance. Thank God Sophie chose that moment to clear her throat and let them know that they’d been so wrapped up in their conversation that they hadn’t heard her sneak up.

“What the hell are you doing out here?” Brett demanded without turning around. “Can’t you see this is a private conversation?”

“Mama sent me out to let you know dinner will be ready soon.”

“You mean she sent you out to spy on us,” Brett said through clenched teeth.

Carly looked past Brett, and her eyes met Sophie’s. As angry as she’d been with Sophie, she’d never needed her best friend more. “Brett, I need to talk to Sophie. Could we have a minute, please?”

“Now?” Disbelief etched lines in his forehead. “We’re in the middle of—”

“No, we’re finished,” Carly said firmly, hoping he heard the deeper meaning in her words.

He hesitated before muttering to his sister, “Try to talk some sense into her.”

Sophie looked at her brother’s retreating back before turning her attention to Carly. “Oh. My. God. I did not just hear him say he wants to be the father of your baby, did I?”

“He’ll say whatever it takes to get me to change my mind about Dylan.”

“Dylan?” Sophie claimed the tire swing next to Carly and dragged the toe of her boot in the sand. “I knew you guys were seeing each other, but are you telling me it’s getting serious?”

“He told me he’s ready to have a baby.”

“With you?” Sophie asked, her eyes round with shock. “But that’s crazy. I mean, I know you’re not exactly strangers, but having a baby together is a huge step.”

“It’s not like he’s asking me to marry him,” Carly said, feeling the need to qualify Dylan’s proposal. “He knows how much I want to have a baby, so he’s offering me what he feels is a better option.”

“I guess anything is better than going to a sperm bank.” Sophie winced when Carly scowled. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. It’s just that’s so impersonal, not knowing anything about the father of your child.”

“Yeah, well, this way I would know everything about him.” The more Carly thought about it, the more sense Dylan’s proposition made.

“But what about Brett?”

Carly clenched her jaw just hard enough to kill the sob in her throat. When she was satisfied she had her emotions under control, she said, “You don’t think I’m taking any of that seriously, do you? Come on, I’m smarter than that.”

“I don’t know.” Sophie looked up at the house. “I’ve never seen Brett like this. In case you haven’t noticed, he’s a bit of a mess.”

Carly shouldn’t have felt guilty—he’d burned every last bridge on his own—but she still felt a sharp twinge of remorse. “Brett’s like a spoiled kid who doesn’t want to share his toys. He didn’t care about me until he found out Dylan wanted me. How do you think that makes me feel?”

“Like crap.” Sophie sighed. “So what are you going to do?”

“Honestly? I have no idea.”

 


 

Chapter Nine

 

Brett stormed into the High Rollers’ office where his partners had gathered for an emergency meeting over the holiday weekend. Throwing open the door to the boardroom, Brett barely registered the looks of shock on their faces as he lunged across the table.

“What the hell—” Dylan didn’t even finish his question before Brett dragged him out of his chair and slammed him against the wall.

“A baby?” Brett growled, closing his hand around Dylan’s throat. “Are you insane?”

Their friends gathered around, trying to pull Brett off and talk him down, but he wasn’t backing down until he’d convinced Dylan to abandon the idea of getting Carly pregnant. Dylan caught him off guard with a knee to the ribs, giving him just enough time to push Brett away. That was when all hell broke loose. Fists flew, blood splattered the walls amidst grunts and groans, and the sickening thud of bone on bone echoed through the room. Brett didn’t know who was holding him back, only that two men were on each of them, trying to keep a lifelong friendship from ending in a bloodbath.

“Stop!” Jaxon shouted. “Have you guys lost your goddamn minds? This is a place of business!”

Brett took little satisfaction in the blood dripping from Dylan’s split lip and the swelling on his cheek. Dylan had landed just as many shots, and Brett knew there would be no winner, only two losers battling over a woman neither of them were likely to have. Especially after she found out about this.

“How could you?” Brett demanded, glaring at his former friend. “How the hell could you offer to get her pregnant? Did you think, even for a second, about what that would do to me?”

“Back up a minute,” Matt said, releasing Dylan to step between them. “Can someone please tell me what the hell this is about? ‘Cause I gotta tell ya, I’m lost.”

“Carly.” Brett spit her name, unable to hide the raw pain in his voice. His anger had continued to fester through the night until it reached a boiling point that morning. He was way out of line bringing his personal problems into the office, but he couldn’t help himself. He had to deal with Dylan before the situation ate him alive.

“Carly?” Matt looked from one man to the other. “Your Carly?” he said to Brett.

“Yeah,” Brett said, rolling his shoulders when his well-meaning captors released him.

“She’s not his,” Dylan argued.

Dylan and Brett shared a glare that prompted Jaxon to say, “Knock it off, or I’m gonna have security throw both your asses out on the street.”

“You and Carly?” Matt asked Dylan. “Since when?”

“It’s a recent thing.” Dylan massaged the shoulder Brett had slammed against the wall and swore softly. “You told me you were cool with it, man. Then you come in here and attack me? I think you’re the one who’s crazy!”

“I didn’t tell you to get her knocked up!” Brett shouted, his rage rising again. “Take her out to dinner, for drinks, to a movie, but don’t think you’re gonna get her into bed again, ‘cause that’ll happen over my dead body.”

“Who the hell are you to tell me—?”

“I’m the last guy she slept with.” Spilling the truth felt good even though Brett knew Carly would never forgive him. He couldn’t go on pretending they were just friends on the outs.

“What did you say?” Dylan asked, narrowing his eyes.

“You heard me. We slept together.”

“Uh, guys?” Jaxon said to the group. “I don’t think we need to be here for this.”

Zach didn’t look convinced. “You think we can trust them not to kill each other if we leave them alone?”

“I’ll post a guard outside the door, just in case.” Jaxon stabbed a finger in Brett’s chest. “When you’re finished here, I want to see you in my office.”

Brett knew there would be some fallout from this. If any of his partners had pulled a similar stunt, he would have been the first one to call him out. But he was in no mood to hear Jaxon take him to task. “Not today.”

“I’m not asking. I’m telling,” Jaxon said, ushering their partners outside.

Dylan sank into a chair at the head of the table, his head falling into his hands. “I can’t believe this. What a mess.”

Brett looked at his friend, bloody and battered, and realized he had no one to blame but himself. If he’d realized how incredible Carly was years ago, Dylan would never have had the opportunity to move in on her.

“Why the hell didn’t you tell me?” Dylan asked, looking up.

“Carly asked me not to.” He licked the blood on his lip. “She said it was a mistake.”

Dylan leaned back, closing his eyes as he gripped the table. “If I’d known—”

Brett heaved a sigh. “I know. You never would’ve messed with her. I know that, man.”

“Here’s the thing,” Dylan said, running his thumb over his red, raw knuckles. “I meant what I said to Carly. I could really imagine us doing this parenting thing together.”

Brett had assumed that once his partner heard the truth that would be the end of the story. Apparently not. “So you don’t care that I slept with her?”

“Maybe if you’d told me the truth before I started to develop feelings for her…” Dylan threaded both hands through his hair. “Goddammit, Brett, what am I supposed to do with this? You blindsided me. I thought it was impossible for me to get over Sabrina, but Carly’s the first girl who’s made me believe maybe it is possible. I don’t want to give that up.”

Brett couldn’t blame him. He’d almost choked his best friend to within an inch of his life because of the girl. He of all people knew how special she was.

“What does she want?” Dylan asked. “Have you asked her?”

Brett was afraid he might ask that. “Apparently not me.” He sat at the opposite end of the table, giving them the space they needed. “But that doesn’t stop me from wanting her.”

“You had years to tell her how you felt about her. Why now?”

It was a legitimate question, but one Brett felt ill-equipped to answer. “That night…” He cleared his throat. His response wouldn’t be any easier for Dylan to hear than it was for him to say. “When we made love, I just knew.” He swiped a hand across his forehead, not surprised it came away with red streaks.

Brett squeezed his eyes shut. “I don’t get it. This happened recently?”

“The night before she agreed to take the job.”

“Jesus, that is recent.” He shook his head. “So why didn’t she want anything to do with you after it happened?”

“I said things I shouldn’t have said. I’d been drinking, not that that’s an excuse.”

“What did you say?”

Their eyes met across the table, and Brett still saw his best friend. If Dylan and Carly ended up together, he didn’t know if their friendship or partnership could survive. “I accused her of trying to get pregnant on purpose. I knew she wanted a baby, so when she stumbled into my sister’s apartment, half-drunk, and we… had sex without protection, I just assumed that had been part of her plan.”

“Hold up a second,” Dylan said, raising his hand. “You didn’t use a condom?”

“No. My bad.”

“That’s gotta be a first for you.”

“Yeah, it was.”

“So how the hell do you know she’s not pregnant right now?”

For the first time in his life, Brett selfishly thought a baby might solve all of his problems. “I suggested we get the morning-after pill, so she did.”

“Wow, I can’t believe this.” Dylan closed his hands over his eyes, wincing when he brushed tender flesh.

“I’m sorry.” Brett hadn’t expected to apologize, but seeing Dylan in pain made him realize—again—that he was to blame. “This isn’t your fault. You had no idea about Carly and me.”

“I know you want me to tell you this changes everything, but I can’t.” Dylan’s hands almost curled into fists before straightening. “I need to hear what Carly has to say. I need to know how she feels about you, about me, before I can decide what to do next.”

Brett swallowed repeatedly, wanting more than anything to argue.

Dylan spread his hands. “I hate that you two kept me in the dark about this, but this happened before Carly even agreed to go out with me. She wasn’t obligated to tell me about it. You, on the other hand”—he pointed at Brett—“you had to have known if you told me you had feelings for her when I told you I wanted to ask her out that I would have backed off.”

“I didn’t even know then. This kind of came out of nowhere. It blindsided me.”

“Here’s what I don’t understand. How could you have an amazing woman like Carly in love with you for years and be too dense to realize someone like her doesn’t come along twice in a lifetime?”

“That’s why I can’t lose her.” Brett didn’t often show weakness, especially in front of his friends, but he was done holding back. “I’ll regret it for the rest of my life if I do.”

“What if she’s really over you?” Dylan asked. “If she just doesn’t want you anymore? Do you love her enough to want her to be happy, even if that means being with me?”

“I can’t answer that.” He couldn’t even think about it. It hurt too damn much.

“Well maybe you’d better come up with an answer ‘cause it’s a real possibility.”

Brett wanted to hurt Dylan for refusing to back off, but if their situations were reversed, he wouldn’t have let go either. They’d both been single long enough, been played by too many masters and manipulated by too many gold diggers to walk away from a good woman.

Brett winced when he took his cell phone out of his pocket and saw that it was shattered. “I know you’ve been lookin’ to settle down for a while, but this is all new to me. I need time to figure out where to go from here, how to convince Carly I’m not the man she thinks I am.”

“Then you’re tellin’ me you intend to pursue her?” Dylan’s body was tense, as though it took everything in him to stay rooted to the chair.

“I don’t have a choice. I told you walking away isn’t an option. If I give it everything I’ve got and she still decides she wants you, I’ll have no choice but to bow out. But I’m not gonna do that until she knows I’m in love with her.”

“You son of a bitch,” Dylan said. “You don’t fight fair. That girl has been in love with you since she was old enough to know what love is. How the hell am I supposed to compete with that?”

“I’m hoping you won’t.” Brett tried to smirk, but his broken lip wouldn’t let him. “I am sorry about what happened today, but I want Carly, and I’ll do whatever it takes to make her mine. Even if that means going through you.”

Dylan closed his eyes. “This is crazy. I never thought I’d be competing with my best friend over a woman. This goes against everything we believe in. How the hell did this even happen?”

“It happened because I’m a stupid idiot.” Brett massaged his temples when he felt the mother of all headaches coming on. “Don’t think I don’t know that.”

“I need time to think,” Dylan said. “To talk to Carly and figure out how she feels and what she wants.”

“Fine. Even if she claims it’s you she wants, don’t expect me to go quietly, ‘cause I won’t,” Brett said, standing.

“I won’t give you a choice.”

 

***

 

When Brett walked into Jaxon’s office a few minutes later, Jaxon tossed a bottle of aspirin at Brett’s chest and muttered, “Take these, dumbass.”

“Thanks.” Brett had cleaned up in his private bathroom and changed into the clothes he kept there for emergencies, so he looked a hell of a lot better than he felt. He twisted the cap off the bottle, tapped two tablets into his hand, and poured a glass of water.

“What the hell were you thinking, coming at Dylan like that?”

“How would you feel if some other guy wanted to get your woman pregnant, Jax?”

Jaxon leaned back and kicked his feet up on the desk. “I’m gonna let that question slide since you’re already battered and bruised.”

“I’m serious. How would you react?”

“I’d kill him.”

“Good, then you understand how I feel.”

“Here’s the difference,” Jaxon said, lacing his hands behind his head. “Sela’s my wife. Carly’s not even your girlfriend, is she?”

“Carly’s my…” Everything. Brett sat across from his friend, feeling more tired than he could ever remember. “She’s my friend, but she’s so much more than that. When she was a kid, I wanted to protect her. If I saw some jerk at school sniffin’ around her, I’d tell him to back the hell off.”

Jaxon chuckled. “Maybe that should’ve been your first clue. You were jealous.”

“She was just a kid,” Brett said, rolling his eyes. “Four years is a lifetime when you’re that age.”

“Yeah, but she was probably still more mature than you.”

At least Jaxon was cracking jokes instead of lecturing him. Brett supposed he should be grateful for that. “She had a tough time growing up. Her mother didn’t give a shit, and my parents ended up taking her in like one of their own.”

“She was lucky to have them.”

Brett knew Jaxon was thinking about his own childhood. Carly wasn’t the only one lucky to have his parents; Brett was too, and he intended to tell them that the first chance he got. “They loved her. They wanted her to be a part of our family.”

Jaxon smiled. “I’m willing to bet they still do. Remember the Christmas party last year? I was dancing with your mama, and you were dancing with Carly. Ethel said she wondered when you were gonna get your head outta your ass and realize that girl was perfect for you.”

Brett chuckled then cursed when the action caused his split lip to scream in protest. “She did not say that. My mama doesn’t cuss.”

“She said something like that. Point is she said the same thing we’ve all been thinking for years. What the hell took you so long to figure this out, man?”

“I guess I was scared.” Admitting the truth wasn’t easy, but it was a hell of a lot easier than the prospect of losing Carly because he wasn’t prepared to man up and acknowledge his feelings for her. “Commitment, marriage, kids—the whole thing. Man, that’s serious.”

“Yeah, it is.” Jaxon grinned. “But speaking from experience, it can change your life in the best possible way.”

Brett had never seen his friend happier than he’d been since he slipped that ring on Sela’s finger, and he wondered if he would walk around with that stupid grin if he knew he was going home to Carly every night. No doubt.

“I know you didn’t ask for my advice, but I’m going to give it to you anyway.”

“Of course you are.”

“Carly let you go because you didn’t give her a choice. She’s a strong, self-respecting woman. She loved herself too much to keep setting herself up for rejection.”

“If this is supposed to make me feel better, it doesn’t.”

Jaxon gave him a you-can’t-be-serious look. “I don’t give a damn whether it makes you feel better or not. I’m gonna tell it like it is ‘cause I know you’d do the same for me.”

“Fine, tell me.” As if I have a choice.

“When I let Sela go, I thought it was for her own good. I didn’t think I could ever be the man she needed, and I loved her too much to see her sacrifice her future because I was too messed up to work through my issues.”

“You’re saying I have issues?” Brett might have smiled if it didn’t hurt so much. Damn Dylan and his right cross.

Jaxon grinned. “They could write a book about your issues. But that’s not the point.”

Brett tapped his gold watch. “Can we get to the point? ‘Cause I’d kinda like to hear it before I’m too old to care.”

“You need to let her go. That’s my point.”

That was the last thing he’d expected Jaxon to say. Jax was a fighter. When he wanted something, whether in business or his personal life, he went for it no matter what.

“No way. Not gonna happen.”

“If I’d fought to hold on to Sela, we never would’ve ended up together. I wasn’t ready. That’s why I let her go.”

“But I am ready to take this thing with Carly to the next level,” Brett said.

“But she’s not, is she?”

“She claims she’s not, but I know she’s just scared. I have to prove to her that—”

“No, what you need to do is prove to her that you trust her enough to take a step back and allow her to make her own decision.”

“But what if she chooses Dylan?” Brett couldn’t even look Jaxon in the eye when he said that.

“Then she wasn’t yours to begin with.” Jaxon held up his hand before Brett could argue. “I know that’s not what you wanna hear, but if you really love this girl, you’re still gonna feel the same way six months or a year from now.”

“I can’t wait that long. I want to be with her now.”

“Think how she must have felt waiting for you all those years.”

Ouch, low blow. “You know me, Jax. I’m not good at sittin’ around doin’ nothing, especially when I stand to lose everything. Man, that’s what this girl means to me—everything.”

“You need to take off for a while. Get your head on straight.”

“No, what I need is—”

“Just hear me out.” Jaxon waited until he heard Brett’s sigh of resignation. “You attacked one of your best friends today. Face it—you’re not in a good place.”

Jaxon was right, but leaving town didn’t feel like the answer. That would only give Dylan the opportunity to get closer to Carly, and Brett couldn’t allow that. He’d meant it when he said he had no intention of backing off unless Carly told him she could never love him again.

“Just take a few days, a couple of weeks, and go up to your cabin. Hell, take a cruise. Whatever. Just get out of here for a while. Put some distance between yourself and Dyl. You need to give Carly some space to figure out what she wants. The last thing she needs is you two clowns pressuring her.”

Brett wasn’t comfortable giving Carly space, but if Jaxon was right, he may not have a choice. “I’ll think about it.”

 


 

Chapter Ten

 

Brett hadn’t expected to stand on Sabrina’s doorstep that night, but if he were in her shoes, he’d want to know what he stood to lose if he didn’t step up. He tried to convince himself he wasn’t being selfish. He cared about Dylan and Sabrina, and he knew they had feelings for each other. They were just too scared or stubborn to take a chance. Maybe this would be the catalyst they needed.

Sabrina opened the heavy wood door a crack and looked startled when she saw Brett. Turning on the porch light, she flattened a hand over her chest, her breath coming in short gasps. “Brett, it’s you. God, you scared me. I saw this huge guy standing out there and thought…” She shook her head, grabbing his wrist. “Never mind. Get in here.”

“Sorry, I should have called first,” he said, feeling even more awkward about the intrusion. Looking around her large, spotless home, he wondered if she was entertaining someone. He hadn’t seen a car, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have a date. God, talk about awkward. “Are you busy?”

“No, I just got home from work. I was just going to pop something in the oven. Have you eaten?”

“Uh, no, but you don’t have to—”

“Don’t even say it,” she said, waving him off. “It’s no trouble.”

Following her into the kitchen, Brett couldn’t help but appreciate Sabrina’s exquisite dark hair that fell in soft waves to her waist, slammin’ curves, caramel skin, and mesmerizing hazel eyes. He had no trouble figuring out how she’d gotten under Dylan’s skin.

“It’s nice to have some company for a change.” She pulled a tray of lasagne out of the fridge. “Kiara sent some leftovers home for me,” she said, referring to her best friend and co-worker. “She thinks I get so busy that I forget to eat.”

“She’s probably right.” Brett knew Sabrina worked crazy hours. She was a sports agent for her family’s successful company, and she’d been the one who secured the big contracts that had taken their business to the next level. Of course, the fact that her brother was one of the most respected players to ever play football didn’t hurt her cause.

Brett smiled as he perched on a stool at the granite counter. Sabrina wasn’t one of those career women who believed her home was just a place to change her clothes. Her custom-built house was a perfect reflection of her—refined, understated elegance. “Carly decorated this place for you, didn’t she?”

“I should thank you for that, by the way,” Sabrina said, opening a bottle of red wine before preheating the oven. “She was amazing to work with. I’m telling you, she’s a miracle worker. This place was literally a blank canvas when she walked in. I can’t believe what she was able to do with it.” Her eyes drifted to the original oil paintings lining the walls. “I think this is my favorite part: the art. It takes me somewhere else.”

Brett admired the warm landscapes depicting various seasons. He understood why Sabrina was so drawn to them. They forced you to take a moment just to appreciate and reflect, something he didn’t do often enough.

Brett looked around the sprawling bungalow and saw Carly’s influence everywhere. In the soft leather furniture positioned around the built-in cabinet in the adjoining living room. In the sumptuous throw carelessly tossed over the couch arm, beckoning Sabrina to curl up with one of the classic books lining the bookshelf. Carly understood it was the little details that made a house a home.

“That’s what I’m here to talk to you about,” he said, nodding when she passed him a glass of wine. “Carly.”

“What about her?” Sabrina raised her glass. “Hold on a minute. Before you tell me, here’s to reconnecting with old friends.” She treated him to that same genuine smile that lit up her face and stole the senses of every man in a room. “I’m so glad you stopped by tonight.”

“So am I.” He touched his glass to hers, trying to find the words to tell her something that would break her heart.

“You seem uneasy,” she said, touching his hand. “Don’t be. We’ve been friends a long time, honey. You know there’s nothing you can’t tell me.”

“Have you, uh, talked to Dylan lately?”

“No.” She excused herself to set the oven timer, but Brett could tell mentioning Dylan’s name made her uneasy.

When Sabrina sat back down, she said, “Kiara would really let me have it if she found out I couldn’t even reheat lasagne without burning it. I’d just put it in the microwave, but she says that turns the noodles to rubber.” Shrugging, she reached for her wine. “What the hell do I know, right? I can barely make toast.”

Brett smiled, feeling sorry for her. Sabrina wasn’t one to babble, and she was confident in all situations, whether she was in a locker room with half-naked athletes or at a five-star restaurant. “I came here as your friend to tell you—”

The doorbell rang, and Sabrina breathed a sigh of relief. “Hold that thought, hon. Just let me see who’s at the door.”

Brett cursed when he heard Dylan’s voice. Apparently they’d been thinking along the same lines. He had no doubt Dylan would be pissed to see him there.

Sabrina led Dylan into the kitchen, her gaze flickering between the two men. With one hand on her hip, she pointed at Brett. “Okay, I didn’t want to be rude by asking where you got those cuts and bruises, but now that I see you’re both banged up, I have to know what the hell happened.”

“We got into it at work today. Call it a difference of opinion.” Looking to Brett, Dylan said, “I thought that was your truck parked outside. What’re you doin’ here?”

“Catchin’ up with an old friend,” he said, gesturing to Sabrina. “What else?”

“Why don’t you join us for dinner, Dyl?” Sabrina asked. “It’s Kiara’s lasagne.”

Dylan looked uncomfortable. “Uh, Sabrina, I came here to talk to you about something kind of important. I was hoping we’d have a little privacy.”

Damn it. Did that mean Dylan had already talked to Carly and they’d decided to move forward with their asinine idea? “If you want me to leave…” Brett said.

“Don’t be silly.” Sabrina walked around the island to check on dinner. “We’re all friends here. No secrets, right?”

Brett glared at Dylan and crossed his arms. “Fine. Why don’t you tell the lady what you came to tell her?”

Dylan looked angry and more than a little restless. He rounded the island and braced his hands on the end, keeping a safe distance between himself and Brett. “I’ve been, uh, seeing someone. Someone you know, Sabrina.”

She froze, her gloved hand on the glass tray inside the oven. “You have? Who?”

“Carly.”

“Carly.” Sabrina looked at Brett. “That’s why you mentioned her earlier. Is that why you came here, to tell me Dylan and Carly are a couple now?”

Brett could tell she was trying hard to pretend it wasn’t affecting her, but he recognized the pain in her eyes because he saw it every time he looked in the mirror. “That was part of the reason.”

“Why can’t you just mind your own goddamned business?” Dylan demanded, slamming his fist on the counter. “This is between me and Sabrina. Why don’t you get the hell out of here so we can talk in private?”

“No,” Sabrina said quickly. “I want Brett to stay.”

Brett wasn’t sure if she was afraid to be alone with Dylan because she didn’t trust herself or him. Either way, he was happy to give her all the support she needed.

Dylan glared at her. “Fine, have it your way.”

“So you’re seeing Carly?” Sabrina closed the oven and turned it off with the pan still inside. “That’s what you came here to tell me?”

“There’s more,” Brett muttered.

“If you’re going to stay,” Dylan warned, “you’d better plan on keeping your mouth shut.”

Brett smirked. “Are you gonna try to make me?”

Sabrina rolled her eyes. “Oh, would you two just stop? You’re acting like ten-year-old boys. I don’t know what the hell you’re fighting about, but I don’t want any part of it. While you’re in my home, you either act civilized or you can get out.”

Both men muttered apologies. There was just something about a strong Southern woman that commanded respect, and having grown up with one, Brett knew better than to push his luck. Apparently so did Dylan.

“That’s better,” she said, removing her jacket and setting it on the back of the chair beside Brett.

Brett watched Dylan’s eyes travel Sabrina’s taut body. In a sleeveless knit tank and tight skirt, she would have drawn any man’s attention, but Brett hated witnessing Dylan’s desire for another woman when he was still trying to convince himself that he and Carly had a future together.

“So you and Carly?” Sabrina was clearly trying to keep her voice neutral. She twisted the stem of her wine glass instead of taking a sip as though she was looking for a diversion. “How long have y’all been seeing each other?”

“Obviously not long,” Dylan said, his teeth clenched as he shot an impatient look at Brett.

Did that mean he and Sabrina had been intimate recently? Brett was dying to know, but he didn’t dare ask, at least not with Dylan hovering. Sabrina would tell him later, if he asked.

“Well, she’s a lovely lady.” Sabrina scraped a hand through her hair before rubbing the back of her neck. “You’re a lucky man, Dylan.”

Brett rubbed her back, knowing how much it cost her to wish Dylan well with someone else.

“There’s more.” Dylan’s eyes met Sabrina’s, and he covered her hand with his before pulling back when she stiffened. “Carly wants to have a baby.”

Sabrina gasped. “A baby?”

Brett closed his eyes, wishing he didn’t have to witness two of his friends being torn apart because their lives were on opposing paths. They only reminded him of his situation with Carly.

“You know how I feel about family,” Dylan said cautiously. “I had some of the best years of my life playing football, traveling, living it up, but I’m ready to put down roots. This is where my family is. This is where I wanna be.”

“So you’ve said,” Sabrina muttered, taking a healthy swig of the wine.

Brett noticed her hand shaking. Had Dylan not been there, he would have pulled her into his arms and asked her why the hell she was willing to let a man she obviously loved walk out of her life. But he had to remain silent and pray Dylan would see what was so obvious. The woman loved him, and he was crazy if he let her go.

“I’m tired of waiting for something that’s never gonna happen,” Dylan said, walking over to her fridge and grabbing a longneck.

That kind of familiarity told Brett his friend had spent a lot more time at Sabrina’s home than he’d realized. Interesting.

“No one asked you to wait.” She pinched her lips together when he leaned against the counter, crossing one booted foot over the other. “If you’re expecting some big reaction from me, you’re going to be disappointed.”

“Is that right?” Dylan sneered. “I don’t expect anything from you, lady. I haven’t in a long time. I came here to tell you, out of respect, that I found a woman who wants the same things I do. Someone who makes me happy, who makes me laugh… who’s interested in me. Not waiting to find out if there’s someone better out there to—”

“Shut up!” Sabrina shouted. “Just get the hell out!”

“That’s the way you want it?” Dylan slapped the bottle down on the counter. “Fine!”

Brett waited until the front door slammed before he pulled Sabrina into his arms. “What the hell? Why didn’t you tell him how you felt?”

She wrapped her arms around Brett’s neck, holding on tight. “He’s too good for me.”

“What?”

He drew back to scan her face, surprised when he saw tears in her big dark eyes. Sabrina wasn’t a crier. She was tough as nails, the agent who could shout down professional coaches and make team managers squirm. She broke free of his grasp, shaking her head as though she was angry with herself for showing emotion.

“You heard me. Don’t you see? Carly’s the perfect woman for Dylan. She’s exactly what he’s been looking for.” She sniffled while reaching for a paper towel to blot her eyes. “He wants this picture of domesticity, a woman who measures up to his mother.”

Dylan’s mother was a lot like Brett’s: traditional. “That doesn’t mean—”

“Do you know Dylan’s mother hates me?” Sabrina asked. “She thinks I’m all wrong for him. She told me that. She said I’m a self-absorbed bitch who can never put Dylan’s needs before my own.”

Air hissed through Brett’s lips as he imagined Mrs. Clark saying that. She was a pistol, no question about it. “You know Dylan. He doesn’t give a shit what anyone, including his parents, thinks. If he wants to be with you and you want to be with him, that’s the only thing that matters.”

“Don’t you think you have to consider whether you’re compatible before you rush into a lifelong commitment with someone?”

“Of course, but—”

“I asked myself the tough questions when I realized I was falling for him, and I had to face facts. I can never give him the kind of life he wants. The life he left behind—traveling, late nights, parties, crisis calls—is exactly what gets my blood pumping.” She gestured around her. “Don’t get me wrong. I like having a nice home to come home to, but I don’t want a whiny husband complaining that I work too many hours or a screaming baby who makes me feel guilty because I’m never around. I never wanted that life. Dylan does.”

The heavy feeling in Brett’s stomach made it difficult for him to speak. “Jesus, you were my last hope.”

“What does that mean?”

“Dylan and Carly, that’s like my worst nightmare.”

She rubbed his shoulder. “You have feelings for Carly?”

“Yeah. I’m in love with her.”

Sabrina smiled. “You don’t need my help. One thing was pretty evident to me while Carly and I worked together—she’s been crazy about you for a long time. Just tell her how you feel. Once you do, Dylan won’t have a prayer.” She winced. “That sounded really awful, didn’t it? It’s not that I don’t want him to be happy—”

“It’s okay. I get it. Believe me, I get it.” He sighed. “Carly may have had a thing for me, but according to her, she’s over it. She’s over me.”

Sabrina stared straight ahead as she laced her hands on the countertop. “I’m sorry, hon. I know that’s not easy to hear.”

“What do you think I should do?” He thought of the advice Jaxon had given him, but he couldn’t imagine leaving town if there was a hope Carly might change her mind.

“That’s a tough call.” She pondered it before she said, “Dylan mentioned that Carly was ready for a baby. I’ve never even heard you talk about settling down. You really think you’re ready for that? ‘Cause you shouldn’t do something like that just because you think it’ll make the other person happy. You have to make yourself happy. Stay true to yourself.”

“What about making compromises? Don’t you think you and Dylan could meet halfway?” He probably shouldn’t have asked that, but he had to know.

She threw her head back and laughed. “How would you suggest we do that? Live together part time instead of getting married? Buy a cat instead of having a kid? Have an ‘open’ relationship? You know, because Dyl’s insatiable and I’m on the road more than half the year.”

When Sabrina painted that picture, it sounded impossible, but he was learning that if you loved someone enough, you’d do whatever you had to do to make them happy. Even if it meant making difficult sacrifices.

She took a deep swallow of wine. “I don’t want to talk about me and Dylan. That’s ancient history. I’d much rather talk about you and Carly. You really think you could make that work?” She nudged him with her elbow. “You and I are a lot alike, you know. Different bed every night, different places and faces. That’s what makes us happy.”

“Yeah, but my bed always had a different person in it. To my knowledge, Dylan doesn’t share, so how’d that work?” It was a personal question, one Brett hadn’t been stupid enough to ask Dylan. “Were you with other people? Was he?”

“No.” She bit the inside of her lip. “That was one of the ground rules. If I was sleeping with him, I wasn’t sleeping with anyone else.” She shrugged. “That worked for me ‘cause I didn’t want anyone else. Dyl’s always been man enough for me, if you know what I mean?”

Brett shook his head. “I don’t get you two. You’ve always claimed you’re just good friends, but anyone can see it’s more than that. Why don’t you just try to make it work? Wouldn’t that be better than living the rest of your life wondering whether things might have turned out differently if you’d had the courage to take a chance?”

Sabrina smiled as she slipped her hand through his. “You’re maturing. All of you guys are. I’m not sure if I like that.”

Brett smirked. Sabrina had been like one of the guys forever. She’d shown up at their grand opening party with a group of girlfriends and started slamming shots, smoking stogies in the cigar bar, and hustling professional athletes at the pool table. Brett would never forget what Dylan had said the first time he laid eyes on her. “Man, I’m gonna marry that girl someday.”

 


 

Chapter Eleven

 

Carly was putting the finishing touches on the initial drawings for her presentation at the High Rollers’ office the next day when her assistant announced Sabrina was there to see her. Trying to quash the uneasy feeling in her stomach, Carly rounded the desk to greet her friend.

“It’s so good to see you,” Carly said, claiming the guest chair next to Sabrina. “Are you still loving the new house?”

Sabrina’s smile was a little too bright, almost brittle. “It’s great.”

“I have a feeling I know what this is about,” Carly said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Dylan.”

“He came to see me last night. He told me y’all are seeing each other.”

“We are. Are you okay with that?” Carly knew she should have called to tell Sabrina herself since they had bonded while working on the house.

“Don’t be silly,” Sabrina said, tapping Carly’s knee. “You know Dylan and I are just friends.”

Yeah, kind of like Brett and I are just friends. “Then you’re okay with this?”

“If you and Dylan are happy, I’m happy.” Sabrina held Carly’s gaze, refusing to allow her to look away. “That’s why I’m here—to find out if you’re really happy with Dylan. Or are you just using him to get over Brett?”

Oh, man. This girl doesn’t pull any punches. “I get why you’re asking that, Sabrina, but—”

“No, I don’t think you do.” Sabrina leveled her with a look that told Carly to keep her mouth shut. “Dylan is one of the finest men I’ve ever met, and he doesn’t deserve to be jerked around.”

What the hell had happened to the fun-loving party girl Carly had worked with to create a dream home that actually brought tears to Sabrina’s eyes? Sitting before her was a tough-as-nails woman determined to get answers, whether she deserved them or not. Carly felt her face flush as her fury built. Sabrina was pulling a Brett, trying to stake a claim on someone she could have had but didn’t want.

Refusing to be intimidated, Carly sat straighter. She was used to dealing with difficult clients, and she’d learned a long time ago the only way to meet them was head on. “First of all, I have no intention of jerking Dylan around. Second of all, you had your chance with him. If you think he’s so wonderful, why didn’t you tell him so when you had the chance?”

“You don’t know the whole story,” Sabrina said, clutching her oversized designer purse.

“I know enough.” Carly got up to put a barrier between them. A little physical space might help to diffuse the situation. Sitting at her desk, she busied herself reorganizing papers into neat stacks. “I know Dylan was in love with you, and you told him you could never be more than friends.”

“That’s because—”

“Let me tell you how that feels,” Carly said, her eyes boring into Sabrina’s. “When you love someone more than anything and all you want is to make them happy—”

“Carly, I—”

“You came here for answers,” Carly said sharply. “Kindly keep your mouth shut and listen.”

Sabrina looked stunned before snapping her mouth shut. Tossing her purse on the chair next to her, she crossed her arms and glared at Carly, waiting for her to continue.

“It hurts like hell when someone tells you that your all will never be enough. That’s the message Brett sent me, and it’s the same message you sent Dylan.”

“I did what I thought was best for Dylan.”

“He thought you were best for him.” Carly gripped a pen as she wrestled with the idea of stabbing Sabrina in the eye with it. She wasn’t really angry with Sabrina as much as she was angry with the situation. Carly didn’t want to hurt anyone, and she didn’t want to get hurt, but pain seemed inevitable.

“You’re all he wanted. You don’t think I know that?” Carly refused to allow Sabrina to see how much it hurt when she said, “At least you were someone’s first choice. I feel like no matter what I do, I’ll always be the goddamn consolation prize.”

Sabrina’s stance softened as she set her hands in her lap and leaned forward slightly. “That’s not true. Brett loves you. He told me so. He’s the man you belong with, not Dylan.”

“Brett only wants me because he can’t have me.” Carly wished the truth didn’t hurt so damn much or come at the expense of her pride. “If I were to give him what he wanted, he’d only realize he didn’t want it as much as he thought he did.”

“You can’t know that.” Sabrina sighed, looking despondent. “What if you’re wrong? What if Brett really loves you and you’re throwing that away just because you’re afraid of getting hurt again?”

“As long as we’re talking about overcoming fear, why don’t we talk about what you’re afraid of?” Carly swept out her arm, her chin held high. “You came here to challenge me, yet you’re not brave enough to face your own issues. That’s a little hypocritical, don’t you think?”

“It’s not that easy.”

Carly was stunned to see a woman who brought tough guys to their knees look so weak and vulnerable. “Nothing worth having is easy. Isn’t Dylan worth fighting for?” Carly knew, simply because she genuinely wanted Sabrina to fight for Dylan, that he wasn’t the right man for her.

“It’s not a question of fighting for him.” Sabrina closed her eyes, drawing a shaky breath. “It’s about fighting my feelings for him. You have no idea what it did to me last night, hearing that you and he were thinking of having a baby together. I felt like someone had knocked the wind out of me.”

“Why are you here telling me this? You should be telling Dylan.”

“I can’t tell Dylan!”

“Why the hell not?” Carly was so tired of watching people hold back and pretend they weren’t feeling something they were or trying to force feelings that were never meant to be. “We both acknowledge that Dylan is an incredible guy. He has women lining up to be with him. One day, he’s going to choose one of them, and where will that leave you? Alone and trying to deal with the regret and remorse that comes from letting the love of your life get away.”

“You don’t understand,” Sabrina whispered, her eyes falling to her lap. “No one understands.”

For the first time, Carly felt as though she was seeing a glimpse of the person Sabrina rarely showed the rest of the world. She had a vulnerable side that was terrified of… something. “If you need to talk—”

“No.” Sabrina stood, slinging her purse over her shoulder. “This was a mistake. I shouldn’t have come here. I’m sorry.”

Carly waited until Sabrina reached the door before she said, “Sabrina?”

“Yes?” She gripped the doorknob, refusing to face Carly.

“It won’t be me, but it will be someone else. Someone will take your place in Dylan’s life. There’s a woman out there who will show him how incredible it feels to be in love with someone who’s capable of loving him back. Can you live with that?”

“I don’t have a choice.”

 

***

 

Carly wasn’t looking forward to their meeting, but she couldn’t put it off any longer. She and Dylan had agreed to meet for lunch at High Rollers. She only hoped they wouldn’t run into Brett.

The waitress led Carly to a private booth in the back to wait for Dylan, who was apparently in the office talking to the manager. Carly busied herself scanning the menu and checking her messages, but she couldn’t stop herself from perusing the restaurant every few minutes for a sign of Brett.

Dylan met her with a grin and a rueful shake of his head. He bent to kiss her cheek before sliding in across from her. “Sorry to keep you waiting. Duty calls.”

She was stunned to see a bruise on his cheek and a swollen lip. When her eyes fell to his scraped knuckles, her stomach plummeted. “Oh my God! What the hell happened to you?”

Dylan winced, looking contrite. “Brett and I sort of got into it yesterday. He didn’t tell you?”

“No, I haven’t seen him.” Carly flattened her hand against her stomach as guilt assailed her. That was all her fault. If she’d set Dylan straight as soon as he proposed his idea, she wouldn’t have put a long-term friendship and partnership at risk.

“I’m not surprised,” Dylan said, reaching for the menu. “Jaxon suggested Brett take some time off. He’s probably left town by now.”

“He left town?” Unable to tamp down a rising wave of panic, Carly asked, “Where did he go? How long will he be gone?”

Dylan shrugged. “I don’t know. We’re not exactly on speaking terms at the moment.”

Carly covered Dylan’s hand with hers. “I’m so sorry. This is all my fault. I never meant to cause trouble between you and Brett. If I’d known he would react this way—”

“Don’t blame yourself,” Dylan said, squeezing her hand. “It’s not your fault he’s a self-centered jerk who wants what he can’t have. I swear, sometimes that guy has the maturity of a five-year-old.”

Carly wanted to defend Brett, but hadn’t she accused him of exactly the same thing? “He claims he wants to change. You don’t believe him?”

Dylan gestured toward his face. “I don’t know. You tell me. Does it look like he’s trying to change?”

“He’s one of your best friends. You of all people know that he has some redeeming qualities.” They shared a smile before she said, “It may be tough to remember that today, but it might be easier tomorrow or the next day, when the bruises start to fade.”

Dylan sighed heavily as he pushed the menu aside. “I love him like a brother. Nothing will ever change that.”

Carly was relieved to hear that. “I can’t believe he started a fight with you. Because of me?”

“Of course it was because of you.” Dylan smirked. “I’ve got to hand it to him—I haven’t been hit that hard since my days on the field.”

“God!” Carly covered her face with her hands. “What a mess. You’re having it out with Brett. I’m getting into it with Sabrina—”

“You saw Sabrina? When? What did she say?”

If Carly had had any reservations about ending her farce of a relationship with Dylan, they vanished as soon as she saw the look in his eyes when he mentioned Sabrina. “She came to my office today to talk about you.”

“What about me?” His phone rang, but he ignored it. All of his attention was fixed on Carly.

“She was worried that I would hurt you because I still have feelings for Brett.”

Dylan raked a hand through his hair, looking frustrated. “She cares enough to try to protect me, but she doesn’t realize that she’s the one hurting me by refusing to talk to me about what the hell’s going on with her!”

“You want to tell me what happened?” Carly asked.

“I wish I knew.” His face tightened as he rubbed the back of his neck. “After years of just being friends, I felt like we were finally making progress. We were seeing each other, sleeping together, then all of a sudden, bam!” His fist hit the table. “She shut down completely. She wouldn’t even let me touch her. She said it was over, that she couldn’t see me anymore but hoped we could continue being friends.”

Carly thought about Sabrina’s reaction in her office that morning. There was definitely more to the story than Sabrina was willing to share, but what? “I know it must be frustrating, but I think giving up on her would be a mistake. She obviously still has feelings for you.”

Dylan’s gaze was blank, his expression slack. “So you’re telling me it’s what? Over between us before it even started?”

“I’m sorry.” She’d expected Dylan to be relieved, not crushed. “I figured you’d have realized this was a bad idea. We’re friends. I hope we’ll always be friends, but I just don’t think a romantic relationship is in the cards for us.”

“Because of Brett?”

“And Sabrina.” She skimmed her thumb over his scraped knuckles. “We both have some issues to work out before we can think about moving on.”

“I am ready to move on.” He cursed softly before his gaze dropped to their joined hands. “At least I want to be ready. Sabrina isn’t going to come to her senses, and I have to figure out how to move on. I’m tired of being miserable.”

“I get that. I feel the same way. I told myself I was tired of loving a man who would never love me back, but moving on wasn’t as easy as I thought it would be. I’ve loved Brett a long time, just like you’ve loved Sabrina a long time.” She smiled, hoping to prove that it was possible to find pleasure through her pain. “Some habits die hard, huh?”

“I just…” He dropped his head. “I don’t want to do this anymore. I hate the dating scene. I’ve been out with more women, slept with more women than…” His tanned face took on a ruddy hue. “That falls under the category of too much information, doesn’t it?”

She winked to ease his discomfort as she released his hands. “Not among friends.”

“I meant what I said to you. I see my buddies settling down, and I want what they have. I want a woman who loves me to go home to at night. I want a couple of kids to toss the ball with, a basketball hoop in the drive, bike racks in the garage, and a big dog to—” He rolled his eyes. “Would you listen to me goin’ on? What the hell’s wrong with me? If my old teammates could hear me now...”

“What would they think? That you’re human?” She propped her chin in her hand. “You want what we all want, Dyl: love, security, a partner, a best friend.”

“But you said you were okay going it alone.”

“I thought I was, but maybe I was just trying to convince myself.” She shrugged. “I don’t know. This whole thing with Brett has brought up a lot of feelings I thought I’d buried a long time ago.”

“I know what you mean.” He rubbed his bare ring finger with his thumb. “Talking to Sabrina last night really threw me. I don’t know how I expected her to react. Maybe I hoped she’d tell me she didn’t want me to be with anyone else, that she wanted to try again.” His broad shoulders slumped. “God, I’m sorry. That was a really shitty thing to say. I didn’t mean—”

“You don’t have to explain. Believe me, if anyone understands what you’re going through, it’s me.”

“Maybe that’s why it was so easy for me to get close to you, because we’re on the same page—kindred spirits, maybe.” He gave her a lop-sided grin. “So? What comes next? You going to abandon the whole baby idea until you figure things out?”

“I don’t think I have a choice. It’s not the kind of decision you make when you’re torn about your future, right?”

“Yeah, you’re right. I guess I need some time to regroup, figure out what my next move will be.”

“I really don’t think you should write Sabrina off just yet, Dyl. Give her a little more time. I have a feeling she may come around.”

“How many more years am I supposed to wait before that woman realizes it doesn’t get any better than what we have?”

“I wish I could answer that.” Carly wanted her friends to find their way back to each other, but she couldn’t help but feel a touch of envy. At least they had a shot. Her situation with Brett felt hopeless.

“What are you gonna do about that thick-headed partner of mine?” he asked.

“I’ll tell you what I’m not going to do,” Carly said, flattening her palms on the table as she squared her shoulders. “I’m not going to let him hurt me again. My guard is firmly up. I’m not expecting anything from him, so if he disappoints me, he disappoints me. No biggie.”

Dylan reached across the table to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. “Oh, honey, you just keep tellin’ yourself that. You might even start to believe it.”

 


 

Chapter Twelve

 

Brett stared at the house he’d grown up in, the same house where Carly had fallen in love with him, and wondered why he was there. Carly’s words echoed in his mind, and he realized what had led him to his parents’ doorstep. He needed answers. He had to figure out where he’d veered off course and how he could get back before it was too late.

He walked in, smiling faintly when he heard a football game filtering in from the family room and blending with the scent of his mother’s homemade apple pie in the kitchen. Glancing at the foyer table he’d passed hundreds of times, he picked up a picture taken the night of Carly’s junior prom. She had been waiting for her date to pick her up, and Brett had thrown his arm around her to give her a little friendly advice when his sister took the candid shot. Looking at their young faces, it was painful to see what he’d been blind to back then: the adoration in her eyes. He wondered if he’d ever see that look on her face again. Or was it too late?

“Hey,” his mom said, rounding the corner. “I thought I heard someone come in. This is a nice surprise. Did you come to watch the game with your dad?” She switched on the hall light and frowned when she caught a glimpse of his face. She took his chin between her thumb and forefinger. “Do I want to know how this happened?”

His mother had tended to more of his cuts and bruises than he could count growing up, and all of them had come with a lecture about responsible behavior. But he didn’t need a lecture tonight. He needed advice from someone who was a hell of a lot smarter than he was. “Dylan and I got into it.”

“Why am I not surprised?” She shook her head, looking almost amused. “After the way you went off about Carly and Dylan, I was afraid it might come to this.” She dragged him down the hall toward the kitchen. “You can talk football with your dad later. Come talk to me first.”

“That’s an offer I can’t refuse.” Brett didn’t know why he hadn’t made more of an effort to stop by. This was the only place he truly felt at home, maybe because love and warmth had always permeated the old house.

She pointed at a carved oak chair at the large rectangular table. “Sit. I’ll cut you a piece of pie. You want some coffee to go with it?”

“Sure, why not?” He didn’t expect to sleep that night anyway. He had too much on his mind. “I’m takin’ a little time off work. Thinking about goin’ up to my cabin for a while, you know, to sort some things out.”

“That sounds like a good idea,” his mom said, setting a mug and plate in front of him. “You don’t take enough time to relax. Maybe get a little fishing in while you’re up there.”

“Yeah, I just might do that.” He took a bite of the pie, closing his eyes as the perfectly blended flavors exploded on his tongue. “God, how does this keep getting better and better?”

“It doesn’t. You just haven’t tasted it in a long while.”

“Yeah, about that…” Brett knew it shouldn’t be so difficult to find the right words. She was his mother, the person who’d seen him at his absolute worst and loved him anyway. “I’m sorry I haven’t made more of an effort to stop by lately. That’s one of the many things I’d like to change.” If nothing else, he had Carly to thank for making him see the light.

“One of the things?” she asked. “Now you’ve got me curious. What else do you plan to change?”

“Just about everything. How did my life get to be so fu—” He laughed when his mother shot him an exasperated look. The word died on his lips. “How did I mess things up so bad, Mama? Seriously, I wasted so much time feelin’ sorry for myself because my life didn’t turn out exactly the way I thought it would instead of being grateful for everything I had. What the hell’s wrong with me?”

Ethel reached for his hand, a smile twisting her lips. “You were never one to give up. You were the most stubborn boy, so obstinate. I couldn’t tell you a thing.”

Brett remembered his mother threatening to get his father if he didn’t learn to mind her. Brett had always had a mind of his own, and once he decided on something, he was all in. “You think that’s the reason I couldn’t give up on the football dream, even after I knew there was no way it could ever happen?”

“You’re not a quitter.” She withdrew her hand to fold her arms on the table. “That was something that was beyond your control, and you hated it. I think that’s why you withdrew from your family and the friends you had before, because they were a constant reminder of that dream. You looked at me and your dad and saw us cheering for you in the stands. You saw your sister in her uniform, cheering from the sidelines, so proud of her big brother. And Carly…”

Brett’s gut twisted every time he thought about Carly. He wondered what she was doing and whether she was still thinking about him.

“You were so sure Carly loved you because you were some hot-shot athlete on your way to the big leagues. Once you lost that, you thought you had nothing left to offer a girl like her.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You may not have seen it, but I did.” His mother smiled. “You loved the way she looked at you. You looked ten feet tall, like you could do anything. Then when you came home that summer, after your injury, you couldn’t even look her in the eye anymore.”

“I don’t remember that,” he said, thinking back to the way he’d felt then. “I just remember wondering what the hell I was going to do without football.”

“I knew you could survive without football, but when I saw you cutting yourself off from your family and friends, spiraling deeper into depression, that’s what really scared me.”

Brett had been so caught up in his own turmoil that he hadn’t thought about how his pain had impacted those around him. Just like Carly had said, he was too self-absorbed to care.

“Carly came to me so many times, asking how I thought she could help you.”

“She did?” Brett pushed his plate aside when his gut churned. Fisting his hands, he propped his elbows on the table. “How could I have been so blind? Why did it take me so damn long to realize how amazing she is?”

She smiled. “Ah, so you have realized it? I’m glad to hear that. I wasn’t sure if you would ever figure it out.”

“Too little, too late, I’m afraid.”

“Because of Dylan?”

Brett closed his eyes, trying to shut out the image of his best friend making love to the woman he didn’t want to live without. “That may be part of it, but…” Having to admit that he was responsible for his own misery was hard, but Brett had to start accepting responsibility for his actions if he wanted his life to improve. “She wouldn’t even be with Dylan if I hadn’t driven her right into his arms.”

“How’d you do that?” his mother asked, tipping her head.

“By being so clueless. By taking her for granted. By not realizing a long time ago that she’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

She leaned over to rub his back. “Oh honey, you don’t know how happy it makes me to hear you say that. I didn’t want to interfere, but I always prayed you and Carly would find your way to each other.”

“But what if it’s too late? What if I waited too long and she won’t even consider giving me a chance? I want this. I want her, but how do I convince her of that?”

“You know what they say, son. Actions speak louder than words.”

 

***

 

Carly was curled up on her couch with a throw around her shoulders when the doorbell rang. She considered ignoring it since she wasn’t expecting anyone and didn’t feel like company, but it might have been the cute paperboy who lived next door. Just because her life was going to hell didn’t mean she could shirk her responsibilities.

She opened the door while looking for her purse. “Hey, Jason, just—”

“Who’s Jason?” Brett asked, leaning against the doorframe.

Her heart was already racing, and he hadn’t even stepped inside yet. She blamed it on those damn faded jeans that hugged him in all the right places, artfully torn to reveal a glimpse of dark skin. She dragged her gaze back to his eyes, but she didn’t know which was worse: those snug jeans or his mesmerizing eyes. No wonder every other man she’d ever dated had fallen short. “What are you doing here? I heard you were out of town.”

“Where’d you hear that?” he asked, pushing off the doorframe.

“Dylan may have mentioned it.”

“Hmm. Does Dylan know about this Jason guy?”

She considered messing with him but decided against it. “I don’t think Dylan would care, since we’re not seeing each other anymore.”

“You’re not?” Brett appeared to be holding his breath. “When did that happen?”

“Earlier today.”

“Your decision or his?”

“It was mutual.”

“About this Jason guy…”

“My paperboy.” Carly walked away from the door without inviting him in. She knew he hadn’t come over to stand on her front porch all night, but she wasn’t ready to let him off the hook without making him squirm a little.

He didn’t hesitate to accept her unspoken invitation, following her inside and closing the door. “Are you upset about Dylan?” He seemed hesitant as he lingered in the small foyer rather than crossing into the living room.

“No.” She reached for the remote and turned off the TV. “Why would I be?”

“Things were serious enough that y’all were considering having a baby together.”

“I don’t think either one of us ever considered it a real possibility. He threw the idea out there as a solution to my dilemma.” She tucked her legs under her on the couch, letting the throw slip down to her waist when she saw his eyes lingering on her breasts. She’d changed into workout gear when she’d gotten home, intent on hitting the treadmill, but she hadn’t made it there yet. She was suddenly grateful for the yoga pants and racer-back tank. Judging by Brett’s dilated pupils and the way he was licking his lips, he liked what he saw. No matter how many times she told herself she was over him, she enjoyed his open admiration after so many years of feeling invisible to him.

“Have you eaten yet?” he asked. “We could go grab a pizza. Talk?”

“About what?” She’d never been very good at feigning indifference, especially where Brett was concerned, but she couldn’t behave the same way she always had and expect a different result.

“Carly, come on. I’m tryin’ here. Can you cut me a little slack?” He shoved a hand into his pocket.

She wanted to—she really, really wanted to—but giving him the upper hand in an emotional tug-of-war would land her on her ass again. “I don’t know what you want from me.” She couldn’t help but wince when she looked at his face. The last thing she needed was to be reminded of his fight. “You were an idiot to fight with Dylan. What the hell were you thinking?”

“What was I thinking?” He crossed the room, tore the throw out of her hands, and tossed it aside. “You really want to know?” He lowered himself to the couch beside her, intentionally crowding her on the small two-seater. “That it would kill me to let him have you.”

“Brett…” When he shifted, resting his hand on the back of the couch behind her head, she couldn’t breathe, much less remember the reasons she didn’t want him to get too close.

“The thought of you having a baby with another man, especially my best friend, damn near destroyed me,” he whispered, twisting a lock of her hair around his finger. “You’re mine. I can’t let anyone else have you.”

Thrill bumps raced all over her skin as his fingertip tracked them across her arms, down her chest, and over the swell of her breasts. She watched his hand, mesmerized as his words enhanced the mind-numbing effect of his touch. The fact that she had the power to destroy him made her feel a renewed sense of strength. Maybe the balance of power was shifting, giving her a winning hand for once.

She closed her eyes when he dropped his head to the crook of her neck. She gasped when she felt his warm breath right before his tongue descended on that spot men rarely took the time to find. That secret site would make her do or say almost anything. Her body went lax as her head rolled back against his arm. Her hands found his shoulders, pulling him closer. He slipped the tank strap over her shoulder, continuing his exploration as her breath quickened, letting him know he was definitely on the right path.

“Brett…”

His hand slid under her tank, and he moaned when he realized she wasn’t wearing a bra. “I need you, baby. It may have taken me a long time to realize it, but now that I have, I’m never letting you go.”

Carly tried to remind herself of the dozen men who’d said something similar to her in the past, trying to wear her down to get her into bed. She couldn’t afford to believe anything Brett said. He’d hurt her countless times, whether he’d intended to or not, and she couldn’t let him hurt her again. Could she separate her emotions from the physical act? Could she have sex with him without allowing herself to believe they were making love? She’d done it once, and she was still in one piece—more or less. Surely one more time couldn’t hurt.

“Let me make love to you,” he whispered, his tongue skating over her lips. “Let me prove to you that I can’t live without you.”

His claim prompted a shudder to move through her.

He closed his arms around her. “You cold?”

“A little,” she lied. She could never tell him how much she wanted to believe him.

“Let’s take this into the bedroom.” His kiss was slow and seductive, freezing her mind while thawing her heart.

That was the moment of truth. Could she really give her body to him without reading forever in his every kiss and touch?

“Don’t think, sweetheart. Just feel. Feel how right this is.”

 

***

 

They were naked and wrapped in each other’s arms, but Brett had never felt the distance between them more acutely than he did in that moment. She refused to let herself go, unable to believe he’d be there to catch her.

“Condom,” she whispered, reaching for the nightstand. “Grab one.”

“We don’t need one, sweetheart. Let me give you what you want. The only thing that matters to me is making you happy. Let me prove to you I can—”

She closed her eyes, shaking her head. “No, I can’t. Please just use the condom, Brett. If you don’t, I can’t do this.”

He stared at her, willing her to open her eyes and see him for the man he was, not the man he used to be. But it would take longer than days or weeks to prove that he was a changed man. Like Jaxon had said, he had to let her make her own decisions and reach her own conclusions, no matter how difficult that may be.

Brett sheathed himself, frustrated over putting yet another barrier he didn’t want between them. He brushed his lips across her cheek as he buried his shaft deep inside her. “Just let yourself go. Give yourself to me the way you’ve always wanted to, sweetness.”

The endearment prompted her to open her eyes. He hadn’t called her that in years, not since the night she gave her innocence to the wrong man.

“You can trust me,” he said, directing all of his focus and attention on making her feel good. His every thrust met with a soft moan as he filled the empty places in her body and soul. “I swear to you I will never hurt you again. Just let me love you. Tell me you love me. Please.”

He stilled, praying she would find the words to give him the hope he needed to continue fighting, but they never came. Their bodies connected, giving them endless pleasure as one release bled into another. But when she rolled away without uttering a word and fell into a deep sleep, or at least pretended to, he knew she wasn’t ready to trust him. That left him only one choice: he had to let her go.

 


 

Chapter Thirteen

 

Carly rolled over the next morning, expecting to curl into a warm chest. Instead she found a cold pillow and a note.

Carly,

Take your time. Find your way. I’ll be waiting.

I love you.

Brett

She pressed the paper against her trembling lips. He was saying all the right words, giving her more than she’d ever dared hope for, but the higher he took her, the harder she’d fall if he let go. Could she really risk that? What if he thought she was everything he wanted now but changed his mind in a few months, when their relationship settled him into a natural rhythm he found mundane and boring?

The cell phone on her nightstand vibrated, and she lunged for it, hoping it was him. It was Sophie. She hadn’t answered any of Sophie’s calls since their falling out, but she realized if she was willing to forgive Brett, she had to be willing to forgive Sophie as well. Besides, she missed her best friend.

“Hey you,” Carly said after connecting the call. “What’s up?”

Sophie hesitated. “Damn, it’s good to hear your voice. I didn’t think you’d pick up.”

“The truth?” Carly set the note on the nightstand as she propped a pillow behind her head and sat up. “I’ve been missing you.”

Sophie sighed. “I miss you too, honey. You have no idea how much.”

Carly smiled when she heard the relief in her friend’s voice. They would be okay. Like every other fight they’d had over the past twenty years, this one would soon be a distant memory because at the end of the day, they needed each other.

“Mama asked me to call you,” Sophie said. “They’re having lunch at their place after church. You wanna come?”

“Um, will Brett be there?” Carly didn’t know how she felt about seeing him again so soon after they made love. Maybe a reprieve to figure things out would do them both some good.

“I don’t think so. Mama said something about him leaving town for a few days. She said he needed a little R&R.”

“Huh.” Carly told herself she was ridiculous to feel deflated. He was giving her the space he sensed she needed. She should be grateful.

“I told Mama I was gonna cut out on the service today but I’d head over to their place and get lunch started. You wanna help me? We can catch up before everyone gets there.”

“Sure, why not?” She didn’t have anything else to do, except for a pile of work, and she didn’t feel like working today. “I’ll just grab a quick shower and meet you there.”

“Great!” Sophie sounded excited. “I can’t wait to see you, Carls. We have a lot of catching up to do.”

“I can’t wait either.”

“You know how much I love you, right?”

“Right back atcha, girl.”

 

***

 

Carly was rolling out the pastry for her butter tarts when Sophie said, “I don’t mean to pry, and you can tell me to mind my own business, but—”

Carly rolled her eyes. “Just ask already. You’ve never been shy before. Why start now?”

“Okay, I’m dying to know,” Sophie said, covering the cut fruit with plastic wrap. “You and Dylan?”

“We’re not seeing each other anymore.”

“When did that happen?” she asked, popping the large bowl of fruit salad into the fridge.

“Yesterday.”

“And you’re okay with it?”

“Sure.” A beat of silence passed, making Carly laugh. “You’re not done interrogating me, are you?”

“How could you tell?” Sophie fisted her hand on her hip.

“Because no one knows you better than I do.” Carly filled the tin cups with cut pastry and set them in the oven to brown before facing her friend. “So ask already.”

“You and Brett?”

“Ah, that’s a little more complicated.” Carly claimed the stool at the counter that Ethel always used while preparing meals. She wrapped her hands around her tea mug. “He came to see me last night and told me he wants all the same things I want. He claims he’s in love with me.”

Sophie’s eyes widened. “When you say he wants the same things you do, are you talking about a baby?”

Carly wouldn’t think of saying this to anyone else, and it made her a little uncomfortable talking to Brett’s sister about it, but Carly was dying to know how Sophie thought she should handle her dilemma. “We slept together last night. He was the one who suggested we not use a condom. He said he wants to make me happy, that he’s ready to give me everything I want.”

“Awww.” Sophie flattened her palm against her chest. “That’s so romantic. I think I’m going to cry.”

“Soph, get a grip. This is Brett we’re talking about. Do you really think I can believe him? I mean, this is quite a departure for him. When was the last time he had a girlfriend for more than a minute?”

“You may be right.” Sophie took a sip of her hot apple cider. “Maybe you should take it slow.”

Prudent advice but not what Carly wanted to hear. Carly wanted her best friend to tell her that she was over-thinking things again, that the man of her dreams was willing to give her the life she’d always wanted and she’d be a fool to be cautious.

Sophie swirled her drink with a cinnamon stick as she said, “You want me to talk to him, try to figure out where his head’s at? Maybe that would help put your mind at ease?”

Did she want Sophie to run interference for her? “Maybe. I’ll think about it and let you know.”

“You and Brett.” Sophie’s smile grew before she squealed like a little girl. “God, this is so exciting. You could really be my sister-in-law!”

Getting caught up in her friend’s enthusiasm, Carly giggled. “Remember how we used to talk about that when we were teenagers? We’d lie upstairs on your bed, daydreaming about the kind of men we’d marry someday?”

Sophie smiled. “And there was no doubt in your mind you’d end up with Brett. You wanted to buy that big white house on Morrow, remember? The one with the wrap-around porch.”

“I still love that house.” Carly beamed whenever she walked by the old house and thought about living there and raising a family. There were two old rocking chairs, and the couple who owned the house, the Morrisons, could always be found there after dinner, rocking and talking. Carly imagined doing the same one day, making memories with her soul mate. She’d often chastised herself for seeing Brett in the chair beside her. Even after she’d told herself she was over him, that she only loved him as a friend, he was still the one who sneaked into her daydreams when she was least expecting it.

“I have news of my own,” Sophie said, looking like the proverbial cat that ate the canary. “But you have to swear you won’t tell anyone. This is strictly on the Q.T.”

“You know your secrets are safe with me.” Carly hadn’t intended to remind Sophie about their argument, but the way Sophie’s smile slipped told her she had. “Forgiven and forgotten. Now spill.”

“I slept with Dalton last night.” Sophie lit up like a Christmas tree as she set her mug on the counter. “Can you believe it? Dalton-freakin’-Mitchell. The best linebacker to ever play the game. Three-time-Superbowl—”

“I don’t care about his stats! I need to know how it happened. And what about Brooks?” Carly grabbed her friend’s hand.

Sophie wrinkled her nose. “We broke up. It was time. That relationship had run its course.”

Carly felt a stab of guilt that she hadn’t been there for her friend. No matter what Sophie claimed, they’d been seeing each other for more than a year, making it one of Sophie’s longest relationships. “So Dalton was what? Rebound sex?”

“I don’t know what you’d call it.” Sophie fanned her face as she said, “But it was awesome. I mean, seriously, amazing.”

“Oh my God, I can’t believe this.” Carly rubbed her forehead, knowing Brett would go ballistic if he found out. While Dalton was one of his close friends and Sabrina’s brother, he was still a notorious player. “Are you going to see him again?”

Sophie shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe. But chances are I’m going to go back to playing the field. I’m not ready to pick the man for me until I’ve test-driven a few more.”

Carly smirked. “Does Dalton know you were just test-driving him last night?”

“Believe me,” Sophie said, biting her lip, “he was the one doing the driving.”

 

***

 

Brett felt good being up at his old cabin. He’d bought it years ago, when his work schedule had made it difficult for him to escape for a real vacation. The cabin was an easy two-hour drive and promised complete solitude except for his next-door neighbors, John and Ellie. John was a career military man, and Ellie was stay-at-home mom. They were so far removed from his life back home that Brett had no idea how they’d found common ground, but after years of fishing and hunting together, Brett counted John among his closest friends.

Brett was standing on the porch, facing the lake, when John crept up, scaring the hell out of him.

John laughed when Brett jumped. “Hey, man, didn’t mean to scare you. I saw your truck and wanted to stop by and say hi. I’ve got to book out tomorrow.”

“Really? You’re due back already?”

John had spent the better part of the past several years on a peacekeeping mission in the Middle East, but from watching the news and listening to John’s tales, Brett knew there was nothing peaceful about that place. John’s life was still in jeopardy every day, and he hated to think of his friend walking back into the line of fire.

“No choice, buddy,” John said, slapping Brett’s back. “You know me. It’s in my blood, just like my old man and brother.”

“How does Ellie feel about it?” Brett thought about how difficult it would be for him to leave Carly for months without knowing when or if he’d be coming home to her.

“It’s a tough time for her to be alone,” John said. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. You plannin’ on stickin’ around for a while?”

“I’m not sure what my plans are yet. Why?”

“Ellie’s pregnant again. Just about two months.” John grinned.

Brett slapped John on the back as he offered his hand. “Hey, that’s great. How’s the little mama doin’ this time around?” Ellie had had a hard time with her first pregnancy, dealing with debilitating morning sickness the first trimester and complete bed rest the third trimester.

“Looks like we’re in for more of the same, I’m afraid.”

“Shit, that sucks. Anything I can do to help her?”

“I hope so.” John looked hesitant. “I know you’re crazy busy with your work and traveling all the time, but—”

“You can ask me anything. You know that.”

John stared out at the calm water. “I love this place, but it’s so damn rural, you know?”

“Yeah, but that’s part of the appeal.” Brett couldn’t imagine living here all the time though. Complete solitude wasn’t for him.

“For you, maybe.” John clenched his jaw. “Don’t get me wrong, Brett. This is our little slice of heaven, but I hate to think about Ellie out here all by herself with Johnnie, especially in her condition. Ellie wouldn’t want me to worry about her, but…”

“You want me to check on her from time to time?” If Brett were in John’s place, he’d feel exactly the same way.

“Would you mind?”

“Consider it done.”

“Thanks, man. That’ll really put my mind at ease, especially with her parents being in New York.” John gave Brett a sidelong look. “You okay? Looked like you were somewhere else earlier. Got a lot on your mind?”

“I’ve got Carly on my mind.” That wasn’t the first time Brett had mentioned Carly to John, though he’d never met her.

John smirked. “I knew this day would come. You always talked about that girl like she was the be-all and end-all. We wondered how long it would take you to come to your senses and figure out she was the one for you. Ellie was worried you’d wait too long and she’d find someone else.”

“I almost did wait too long. That’s what finally made me wake up and realize I was about to lose the best thing that’s ever happened to me. To my best friend, no less.”

“Ouch,” John said, clutching his chest. “That’s gotta hurt.”

Brett gripped the railing. “You have no idea. Dylan and Carly have some history. I guess it shouldn’t have been a surprise when they hooked up again, but…”

“It was.”

“Yeah, it was.” He lowered his head. “It was the timing more than anything that threw me.”

“Now you’ve really got me curious.”

Brett would have to tell John the whole story if he wanted his advice, so he pointed at one of the Adirondack chairs, inviting John to sit. “You want a beer?”

“No, I gotta head out early. I should get to bed soon.”

Brett watched the sun dip lower, painting the sky amber, and his only thought was that he wished Carly was there to enjoy the sunset with him. “Carly’s always been the sweetest thing, the one who makes you think about forever, whether you want to or not, and I think that’s what scared me, especially when I was younger.”

John chuckled. “I can’t say I can relate. You know Ellie and I’ve been together since we were seventeen. Never thought of bein’ with anyone else.”

“I know how much you love her.” Brett said hesitantly, “But do you ever wonder if you were too young to make that kind of commitment?”

John rested his booted foot on his knee. “Let me tell you something. When you do what I do for a living, you realize real quick how precious every day is. You may not get another, so when you find the person you were meant to be with, you don’t waste time lookin’ for someone else.”

Brett thought of all the years he’d wasted believing there could be someone better when it was clear to him now that Carly was made for him. “You’re right. Why’d it take me so damn long to realize it?”

“It takes as long as it takes, buddy. Never know, maybe it worked out this way for a reason. Ever think of that?”

Brett swiped a hand over his mouth. “Here’s the thing—Carly’s havin’ a hard time trusting me. I’m not the guy I used to be. In her mind, I’ve changed and not necessarily for the better.” Just saying that, knowing her concerns were valid, cut deep. “I think she still loves me. She wants to believe in me, in us, but she’s afraid I’ll hurt her again.”

“Again?” John smirked. “Screw sleep. I’ve gotta hear this. What happened?”

“She had a thing for me for a long time. She was my little sister’s best friend and came to live with us when she was in high school, but there were a few years between us, so I figured she just had a crush that would run its course.”

“But it obviously didn’t?”

“She came home one summer, the year before she graduated college, a totally different person. I looked at her, and it hit me like a ton of bricks. She was all grown up, and craziest thing, she still wanted me.”

“Huh. So what happened?”

“She told me how she felt.” Brett imagined what might have happened that night if he hadn’t let fear get in the way. He would have taken her home, made love to her, told her how he felt about her, and prayed their relationship was strong enough to go the distance.

“And?”

“I took one look at her and saw forever.” Brett swallowed. What he wouldn’t give to see that same look in her eyes again. His gut told him he’d extinguished it forever, but his head and heart weren’t ready to give up. “That scared me. I was still young. I didn’t know what the hell I was gonna do with my life yet. High Rollers was just an idea, and I didn’t think I had anything to offer someone like her.”

“So you told her that?”

“No, I told her there was someone else.”

“Jesus.” John shook his head. “That couldn’t have gone over well.”

“I drove her right into my best friend’s arms.” Brett’s words were spiked with the agony he felt whenever he thought about what had happened after he left Carly at the bar. “By the time I realized I’d made a mistake, it was too late to fix it. The damage was done.”

“What do you mean?”

Brett brought his beer to his lips, not because he needed a drink but because he needed a moment to collect himself before he faced the truth. “She’d been saving herself for me. I was the one she wanted, but when she found out it wasn’t gonna happen, she turned to Dylan. He’d always had a bit of a thing for her. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised it played out the way it did.”

“Still, it couldn’t have been easy.”

Brett rarely allowed himself to revisit that night because hanging on to that kind of resentment could have destroyed his relationship with Dylan, and he didn’t want that. It wasn’t Dylan’s fault. It was his. “I found out about it a couple of hours after they were together, and… it wrecked me, man.”

“That’s when you knew you had real feelings for her?”

“Yeah, but I let my stupid pride get in the way. I couldn’t go there, not after that, so I just tried to put it out of my mind and rebuild my relationship with Carly and Dylan.”

“Did they ever get together?”

“No, it was just that one night as far as I know.”

“I guess the chemistry couldn’t have been all that strong,” John said. “If it had been, you wouldn’t have been able to pry them apart.”

“I guess you’re right.” Brett took some solace in that. “But some things have happened lately that made me realize if I keep denying how I feel about Carly, I’m going to lose her for good. She’s gonna find a man who wants the same things she does, get married, have a couple of babies, and I’m gonna stare at her across the dinner table on holidays knowing she’s going to bed with another man every night. I couldn’t handle that. It’d kill me.”

“So what are you gonna do about it?”

“I’m finally ready.” Brett chuckled as his gut clenched with a little trepidation, but mostly excitement. “It may have taken me a while, but I know what I want now. I want her. Problem is she’s not so sure she wants me anymore.”

John laced his hands behind his head. “Yeah, the girls worth fighting for usually don’t wait around for you to make up your mind. You’re damn lucky she doesn’t have someone else’s ring on her finger already.”

If Brett had a reason to be grateful, that was it. “Jaxon thinks I should just give her some space, let her come back to me. You think that’s the right approach?”

John laughed. “Man, that’s gotta be killin’ you. I’m surprised you’re not beating her door down right about now.”

“I came from her place this morning.” Brett sighed. “Let me tell you, leaving her asleep was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. But I can’t make her love me. I can’t make her want the same things I do. She knows how I feel about her now, so I guess I just have to sit tight and what…? Pray she comes around?”

John nodded. “That’s what I’d do. Sounds like this girl’s loved you most of her life. She can’t just stop, no matter how much she might want to. Prove to her that you’re worthy of her, but it’s gotta come from the heart. Be the man she inspires you to be.”

“That’s damn good advice.” Brett leaned forward, smiling as he offered John his hand. “Thanks for the talk, man. You be safe over there.”

“I’ll do my best.”

 


 

Chapter Fourteen

 

After more than a week at his cabin with no word from Carly, Brett was going a little stir-crazy, but he wasn’t ready to go home yet. If she hadn’t reached out to him yet, it was because she needed more time to sort things out. And Jaxon was right—the solitude had been good for his peace of mind. So good, in fact, that Brett had reached out to Dylan. It was time to clear the air with his best friend so they could go back to the way things used to be or determine whether that was even an option.

He watched Dylan pull into his gravel drive, smirking when a layer of dust coated the car’s shiny surface. Dylan was fanatical about keeping his car clean, something his partners always gave him a hard time about.

Brett leaned against the porch rail as Dylan hopped out. “Thanks for comin’, man.”

“No problem.” Dylan slipped his sunglasses up on his head as he got closer. He didn’t hesitate to shake Brett’s outstretched hand. “It was nice to get out of the city for the day. How’s the vacation goin’?”

“It’s been good for me,” Brett said, pushing off the wood post. “Let’s go ‘round back. You wanna beer?”

“No, I’m good, thanks.”

They walked to the rear of the property in silence as Brett mentally rehearsed what he wanted to say. “Have you heard from Carly?” He hadn’t intended to open with that, but it slipped out. He had to know.

“I’ve seen her at the office a couple of times.” Dylan sat down on an Adirondack chair, crossing one foot over the other as he stretched his long legs out in front of him. “Her ideas are great. All the guys think so.”

“Good.” Brett was so proud of her, not because he’d had a hand in her success but because she’d achieved it all on her own. “I’m glad that’s working out.” Sitting next to Dylan, he watched the birds swooping in to feast on Ellie’s feeder. “Things okay between you two?”

“We’re friends. That’s all it’ll ever be. I get that now, so you can stop worrying.”

“I owe you an apology.” Brett thought about the kind of man he was trying to become, and he knew he was changing as much for Carly as he was for himself. “I acted like an ass, comin’ at you the way I did. I wasn’t pissed at you. I was pissed at myself for waitin’ too long and missing out on the opportunity of a lifetime.”

“Goes both ways. I owe you an apology too. I moved in on Carly even though my gut told me you had feelings for her. I’m not blind. I’ve seen the way you look at her. I should’ve just gotten out of the way and let you two figure things out.”

“So why didn’t you?”

“I’ve always wanted a girl like Carly in my life.” Dylan stroked the stubble on his chin. “Someone sweet who really cares about me. Someone I can count on and trust to always be there for me. Someone who puts me first sometimes.”

“You’re thinking about Sabrina. She and Carly are the same in some ways, but—”

“Different in the ways that matter most.” Dylan slipped his shades back into place, almost as though he was trying to hide his feelings. He tipped his head back. “I just want her to love me, but I guess that’s too much to ask.”

Brett felt bad for his friend. In spite of her claim to the contrary, he’d never doubted Carly’s love for him. He knew she would always be there if he needed her.

“I saw the way Carly looked at you, and I wanted a woman to look at me that way. Even back in the day, I fooled myself into believing if I was Carly’s first, we’d have some special connection, but it didn’t work out that way.”

Brett had resented Dylan all these years because he’d believed Dylan saw an opportunity and took it from him. It had never occurred to him that he’d been trying to forge a serious bond with Carly. “I guess you can’t force something like that, huh?”

“I guess not.” Dylan glanced at him. “You either have it or you don’t, and you two have it, man.”

“I like to think so, but it may take a bit more time for Carly to come around.”

“Doesn’t matter how long it takes as long as she figures it out eventually.” Dylan sighed. “Y’all have your whole lives ahead of you. You’ll be happy together. I know you will.”

It didn’t seem fair that Dylan had been chasing love for most of his life and Brett had been staring it in the face all along but had been too blind to see it. “Hey, if Sabrina doesn’t see what’s she’s missing, then—”

“Don’t.” Dylan held up his hand. “I know you’re tryin’ to help, and I appreciate it, but I just can’t go there right now.”

“I understand.”

They sat in comfortable silence for a few minutes, watching a sailboat and fishing boat in the distance.

Dylan asked, “So what’s the plan now?”

“I’m gonna hang out here for a bit longer. I’ve been checking in every day, put out a few fires, but this is the first real vacation I’ve taken in years. It feels good, having nowhere to go and nothing to do. Gives me time to think. You should try it.”

Dylan grimaced. “That’s the last thing I need.”

“Can I ask you something?” Now that Brett had some insight into why Dylan had come on to Carly, he had to know what had happened with Sabrina to drive him into someone else’s arms. Brett knew Dylan hadn’t talked to any of the other guys about it. It seemed one day they were seeing each other and Dylan was excited about the future, and the next day they were back to being friends and Dylan was miserable.

“Maybe.” Dylan pulled at a loose thread on the leg of his jeans. “But if it’s about Sabrina, I can’t promise I’ll answer.”

“What the hell happened, Dyl? I thought you guys were finally getting somewhere.”

“So did I.” He sighed. “When Jaxon and Sela were getting back together, I swore I was done with Sabrina, that I was ready to move on. But no sooner had I said that than she started showing an interest in me. She’d been spewing the same shit for so long about just wanting to be friends that I didn’t think she’d ever change her mind.”

“But she did.”

“I thought so.” He reached beneath his sunglasses to rub his eyes, and Brett noticed how tired he looked. Dylan had obviously been losing sleep over Sabrina. Again. “We were tight, really tight. I was finally ready to tell her that I was in love with her, that I wanted a future with her, and she blindsided me. She told me she couldn’t do it anymore, that she couldn’t see me anymore. She just cut me off…”

Brett shifted to face his friend. “Go on.”

“She had a thing with someone else.”

“What? Are you sure?” Brett had known Sabrina for long enough to know that she was brutally honest. If there had been someone else in her life, she would have told Dylan.

“It was like all of a sudden she just shut me out. She wouldn’t even let me touch her. What would you think?”

Brett couldn’t deny it would have made him suspicious, but he still couldn’t believe Sabrina had someone else on the side. “Maybe she was worried you were moving too fast. Maybe it wasn’t the sex she was afraid of—maybe it was the intimacy.”

“I don’t know what the hell to think anymore,” Dylan said, lacing his hands behind his head. “All I know is I woke up in some other girl’s bed this morning and threw up as soon as I got home. How the hell am I supposed to go on like this? I don’t want other women. I want Sabrina. But she’s made it pretty obvious she wants nothing to do with me.”

Brett thought about Sabrina’s reaction to the news that Carly and Dylan were a couple. “I wouldn’t be so quick to write her off, Dyl. I’m gonna give you the same advice I’ve been getting: give her some time. Maybe she’ll come around.”

“I sure as hell hope so.”

 

***

 

Carly was pleased with her progress on the High Rollers project, but every time she entered the board room and found Brett’s chair empty, her heart sank a little lower. It had been two and half weeks. She missed him like crazy, but he hadn’t reached out to her once. She had to assume that was because he needed time and space to figure out whether he really wanted a future with her.

Dylan powered off his tablet as his partners filed out of the room. “I know what you’re thinking, but he’s not avoiding you, Carly. He’s still out of town because he’s tryin’ to give you space.”

“You’ve talked to him?” Dylan was the last person Carly expected Brett to confide in after their fight.

“I’ve seen him,” Dylan said, loosening his lavender silk tie. “He asked me to come up to the cabin last weekend to clear the air. We had a good talk.”

Carly was dying to ask what they’d talked about, but she didn’t have the right to pry. Zipping her portfolio, she sat across from Dylan. “Did he seem okay?”

“He seemed…” Dylan struggled, as though he was looking for the right word to describe Brett’s state. “At peace.”

Carly frowned. “At peace? Well, I’m glad one of us is ‘cause I’ve been a mess ever since he left town. I can’t figure out why he hasn’t tried to contact me.”

Dylan tipped his chair back as he laced his fingers. “Could be he doesn’t want to pressure you. He wants you to come to him when and if you’re ready.”

“He left a note that sort of gave me that impression. But if you were into a woman, would you just disappear like that?”

“Honestly? I don’t know what I’d do if I were in Brett’s shoes. I got the feeling after our talk that he’s working through a lot of issues. Obviously what’s going on between the two of you is at the center of it, but he seems to be at a bit of a crossroads. I think he knows it’s time to grow up, but he’s not sure what steps to take.”

Carly felt guilty every time she thought about the way she’d condemned him. She’d made him sound like an immature, self-centered player who didn’t give a damn about anyone but himself, but once she’d calmed down, she realized that was just her frustration and hurt talking. She wouldn’t love him as much as she did if he were as bad as she’d claimed. “I want to see him, but I don’t want to crowd him. If he’s not ready—”

Dylan laughed. “Believe me, nothing would make him happier than seeing you show up on his doorstep. You know where the cabin is, right?”

Carly shook her head. “No, I’ve never been.”

Dylan reached for her phone on the table. Cross-referencing his phone, he typed the address into hers. “Just type it into your GPS. It’s not all that hard to find, but I’d suggest leaving before dark.”

Carly couldn’t believe she was actually considering it. A month ago, the thought of showing up on Brett’s doorstep without an invitation would have had her breaking out in a cold sweat, but they’d come a long way since then, hadn’t they? They weren’t exactly a couple, but maybe they would be if Carly found the courage to take that step. “Okay, I’ll do it.” She stood, gathering her things. “Thanks, Dyl. I’ll let you know how it goes.”

Dylan reached for her hand as she walked behind his chair. “You guys belong together. No matter what’s happened between you and me, that’s obvious. Brett’s the guy you were meant to be with. Don’t lose sight of that. Ever.”

Carly stroked Dylan’s cheek as tears of gratitude sprung to her eyes. “You’re the best. I hope Brett understands how lucky he is to have you as a friend.”

“He does.” Dylan covered her hand with his. “Those guys are my family. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for them.”

The way he said “family” reminded Carly of the conversations she and Dylan had had about how much Dylan wanted a family of his own. She knelt so they were at eye level and set her hand on his knee. “You’re going to get your happy ending, honey. I know you are. You just have to be patient.”

Dylan lifted her hand to his lips. “Don’t worry about me. You just go after the man who makes you happy.”

 

***

 

Brett was enjoying a quiet dinner with Ellie while Johnnie slept in a playpen in Brett’s spare bedroom. As much as he liked his solitude, he was grateful for her company, and he got the sense the feeling was mutual. He could tell how much she missed her husband, but she was trying so hard to be brave. Seeing how much they both had to sacrifice only made Brett respect and appreciate John’s effort more.

A knock at the door prompted Ellie to raise an eyebrow. “Were you expecting company?”

“No. Maybe it’s one of the boys checkin’ in to make sure I’m still alive.” Brett grinned.

Ellie laughed as she got up to clear the table.

“Hey, leave that,” Brett said. “I can get it later. You just sit down and relax.”

Ellie rolled her eyes. “God, you sound like John. I’m pregnant, not terminally ill.”

“Listen, I promised my buddy I’d take care of you, and that’s what I intend to do,” he said over his shoulder as he walked to the door. He swore softly when he saw her ignoring his orders. As soon as he reached the door, all thoughts of Ellie fled. “Carly.” He opened the screen door and pulled her into his arms. “God, it’s good to see you, baby. What are you doing here?”

“Dylan suggested I come. I needed to see you.” Carly’s smile faded when she looked over his shoulder and spotted Ellie. “Oh, uh, I’m sorry. I guess I should have called first. If this is a bad time—”

Ellie rushed into the foyer. “No, please don’t go.” She beamed as she offered Carly her hand. “I couldn’t help but overhear. You’re Carly?”

“Yes.” Carly looked hesitant as she inspected Ellie’s big blue eyes, cropped dark hair, and a petite figure that showed no signs of her pregnancy. It was easy to understand that Carly assumed Ellie was more than Brett’s friend. “And you would be?”

“I’m Ellie.” She laughed as she flattened a palm against her chest. “My husband John and I live next door with our little guy.”

Carly blushed. “Oh, of course. Brett’s mentioned you several times. It’s so nice to finally meet you.”

“You too.” Ellie giggled when they heard a cry from the bedroom. “It sounds like Johnnie has perfect timing. Will you excuse me?”

“Of course.” Carly allowed Brett to fold her into his arms. “Well, that was embarrassing. Do you think she could tell I was jealous?”

Brett laughed, basking in Carly’s envy. “I could, and I have to tell you I liked it. A lot.”

Carly slapped his chest. “The last thing I need to do is stroke that enormous ego of yours. I’m sure the thought of women fighting over you thrills you, doesn’t it?”

“You’re the only woman I need.” He tipped her chin up before encircling her face with his hands. “I mean that.”

“Brett, I—”

Before Carly could finish, Ellie rounded the corner carrying her fourteen-month-old in one arm and a diaper bag slung over her other shoulder. “Is it okay if I come back to get the playpen after I get Johnnie to bed? Or I could wait until tomorrow if”—she looked between Brett and Carly, smiling—“y’all will be busy.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Brett said, relieving her of the diaper bag. “I’ve got this and the playpen. You just worry about getting this little man tucked in.” Brett ruffled Johnnie’s hair.

“Oh, darn,” Ellie said. “I just remembered I forgot to put clean sheets on his crib before I left. I usually do that while he’s in his playpen, but since that’s still here—”

“Go.” Brett reached for his godson. “You do what you need to do. We’ve got this covered.”

“Are you sure?” Ellie asked, looking concerned. “We don’t want to impose. I’m sure you two are anxious to be alone.”

“Just go.” Brett chuckled as Johnnie stuck his fingers in his mouth then reached for Brett’s face. “We’ll be fine.”

“Okay, I promise I won’t be more than a few minutes,” she said, taking the diaper bag before dashing out the door.

Carly stroked Johnnie’s soft, dark hair. “Oh, he’s so cute, and look at those big blue eyes. He’s gonna be a serious heartbreaker when he gets older, isn’t he?”

“As his godfather, I consider it my responsibility to teach him not to make the same mistakes I’ve made.”

Brett watched Carly’s face light up when Johnnie reached for her. Settling the baby in her arms, he felt an unfamiliar tug of longing. He’d never been so serious about a woman that the sight of her holding a baby created a stirring in his gut. This feels so right. The last puzzle pieces were clicking into place, and the picture he’d been struggling to see for so long was clear.

“You’re his godfather?” Carly asked, grinning when Johnnie took a handful of her hair and giggled. “Why didn’t I know that?”

“I guess I failed to mention it.” He hadn’t wanted Carly to think John and Ellie had made a mistake asking someone like him to look out for their son should something happen to one of them, so as honored as he was to be asked, he’d kept it to himself.

“Why?”

“I know you think I’m irresponsible.” He shrugged, trying to pretend it didn’t hurt to admit his shortcomings to the one woman he wished could look past that. “I figured you’d question whether John and Ellie were crazy to ask me, of all people, to be there for this little guy.” He smiled, curling Johnnie’s little fist into his. “But there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for him. Nothing. John and Ellie know that.”

“So do I,” she said quietly, watching him interact with the baby. “I’m so sorry I made you feel bad, Brett. God knows I’m not perfect.”

“Yeah, you sort of are.” He brushed a finger across her cheek. “That’s why I’m so in love with you.” Her eyes widened as her lush mouth opened, and Brett couldn’t wait to get her alone. “Come on. Let’s get him back inside to wait for his mama.”

Carly moved to the leather sofa with Johnnie. Sitting with the baby’s back to her front, she grasped his tiny hands and stroked the soft skin over his puckered knuckles with her thumb. “He’s so perfect, isn’t he?”

Brett braced a hand on the pine mantel and set his foot on the natural stone hearth, watching them. The reverence in her tone softened Brett’s hardened heart. He’d spent so many years building their business and dodging opportunists that he’d almost forgotten to appreciate the little miracles right in front of him. Brett smiled at Johnnie’s gasp when he spotted a bird at the feeder, pointing and turning his head to Carly for confirmation. “He is. His daddy is one lucky man.”

“You said his dad is in the military, right?” Carly shook her head and whispered in Johnnie’s ear.

“Yeah. I can’t imagine how tough it must be for him to leave Johnnie and Ellie, especially now.”

“Why now?”

“El’s expecting again. She doesn’t have the easiest time of it when she’s pregnant. I promised John I’d watch out for her. I just hope this’ll be an uneventful pregnancy.”

“I hope so too, for her sake.” Carly reached for a fishing magazine on the table that had caught Johnnie’s eye. She turned the pages with him, pointing to the big fish and naming the ones she knew. “They didn’t waste any time, did they? How old is Johnnie?”

“Fourteen months. I guess when you’re away from your family as much as John is, you learn to make the most of the time you have.” He wondered whether he was venturing into dangerous territory by asking Carly, “How many kids do you want to have?”

“Three,” she said without hesitation. “I think they have the right idea, having them close together. Johnnie will grow up with his little brother or sister. And hopefully they’ll be best friends.”

“Was it tough being an only child?” He’d always taken his relationship with his sister for granted, but when he considered what his life would have been like without her, he realized how lucky he was to have her.

“It was probably for the best, given the way things turned out,” she said, helping Johnnie turn the magazine pages without tearing them. “My father was great. I still miss him every day, but my mama…” She shrugged. “I guess she just wasn’t ready to be a parent. They got married straight out of high school ‘cause things were so bad for her at home. My daddy did whatever he could to keep food on the table, and I know that wasn’t easy. I was young when he died, but I remember their fights, mostly about money.”

Brett had grown up in an upper-middle class home. His father’s job as a middle school principal had allowed his mother to stay home with her children until they were older. They’d never worried about where their next meal would come from or whether he could afford to play sports or go on field trips with the other kids. Sitting on the matching leather sofa, he clasped his hands and lowered his head. “I’ve thought a lot about what you said about being grateful for the sacrifices my parents have made and—”

She raised her hand. “Please, I had no right to say those things. It’s just that your parents have been so good to me, and I guess I’m a little over-protective of them.” She smiled weakly. “That doesn’t give me the right to lecture you about the way you treat them. They love you. You love them. That’s really all that matters.”

“Not really.” He stared at her, taking in her understated beauty. She was wearing skinny jeans, ballerina flats, a lightweight black sweater, and multi-colored infinity scarf. Her blond hair fell in soft waves around her shoulders. He’d dated plenty of beautiful women but none as beautiful, inside and out, as she was. She not only loved him, she adored his family, and that made him feel like the luckiest man in the world. “You make me want to be a better man. You care about me enough to point out my flaws so that I can hopefully work to correct them.”

“You’re perfect exactly the way you are,” she whispered, her eyes glowing. “That’s why I fell in love with you all those years ago. I thought you were perfect, at least for me. I still do.”

He was grateful when he heard Ellie at the door because he wanted to kiss Carly more than anything and having Johnnie between them made that difficult. “I’m just going to hand this little man off to his mama and take that playpen back for Ellie.” He gestured toward the adjoining kitchen. “Make yourself at home. There’s plenty of food and drinks, and I won’t be more than a few minutes.”

“No problem.” Carly stood to stretch after Brett took Johnnie. “Take your time.” She brushed her forefinger over Johnnie’s chubby cheek. “It was so nice to meet you, buddy. I hope I get to see you again soon.”

Brett passed Johnnie to Ellie. “Anytime you need a babysitter, El, you know who to call. Your little heartbreaker has already got my girl wrapped around his little finger.” It felt so good to call Carly his for the first time.

“Be careful what you wish for,” Ellie said, laughing as she wagged a finger at Carly. “You may not get a moment’s peace.”

“I wouldn’t mind a bit.” Carly smiled wistfully at Johnnie.

“I’m gonna go grab that playpen. Be right back.” Brett rounded the corner into the spare bedroom. As he took his time folding the playpen, he chastised himself for eavesdropping, but he couldn’t help listening to what Carly said to Ellie.

“You’ve known Brett a long time?” Ellie asked.

Carly laughed. “It seems like forever. We practically grew up together.”

“It was the same with me and my husband. It’s nice to have that familiarity with someone, isn’t it?”

Carly hesitated. “Yeah, it really is. Sometimes I’ve wondered if I’m crazy for getting mixed up with someone who knows about all of the skeletons in my closet, you know, the crazy family, most embarrassing moment…” She giggled. “But at the end of the day, it’s really nice to be in love with my best friend.”

Brett sank against the wall, closing his eyes. That was exactly how he felt about Carly, like no one knew him better or had ever loved him more. Getting a second chance to prove to her that he could be the man she deserved was a blessing he’d never expected, and he wasn’t even sure he deserved it. But he never intended to take it for granted.

“I heard a quote recently,” Ellie said. “‘It’s not a lack of love but a lack of friendship that makes unhappy marriages.’ I think that’s so true.”

Carly seemed to consider that. “It is.”

Brett saw Carly smile as he rounded the corner, and his heart literally skipped a beat.

“Brett tells me you and your husband are expecting again,” Carly said to Ellie. “Congratulations.”

Ellie smiled. “Thanks. We’re super excited about it. I just hope the morning sickness doesn’t last as long this time around as it did with Johnnie.” As if on cue, Johnnie squirmed in his mama’s arms. “He just started walking a couple months ago, and now he wants to be on the go all the time. I think I’d better get him home.”

“It was really nice meeting you,” Carly said. “I hope to see you both again soon.”

“Oh, I have a feeling we’ll be seeing a lot of each other.” Ellie winked at Brett before they made their way outside, leaving Carly inside. As soon as Brett let the screen door slam behind them, Ellie said, “Okay, I can see why you’re so crazy about her. She’s a sweetheart, not to mention gorgeous.”

Brett’s chest swelled with pride. No one’s opinion could impact how he felt about Carly, but he was glad Ellie saw the same qualities in her that he did. He wanted them to be friends, especially since being at his cabin reminded him of how much he’d missed it. He could imagine spending weekends up there with Carly, getting lost in each other. “She is pretty amazing. I’m lucky she didn’t write me off a long time ago.”

“I’m sure she would’ve if she could’ve,” Ellie said, twisting the doorknob of her tidy three-bedroom bungalow. “I don’t think you made it easy for her to keep the faith.”

Brett set the playpen down as Ellie released Johnnie to roam free in his baby-proofed environment.

Brett folded his arms as he leaned against the door. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’ve known and loved you a long time,” Ellie said, touching Brett’s forearm. “That’s why I feel I can say this without putting our friendship in jeopardy.”

Brett frowned. “Now you’ve got me worried.”

“You probably don’t deserve her, you know.” Ellie squeezed his arm. “You’ve taken her love for granted for so long there’s no logical reason she should still love you.”

Brett swallowed as Ellie reiterated everything he’d been thinking and feeling since their drunken intimate encounter had changed his life. “I’ve never needed someone like this. If she leaves me…” He shook his head. “If she decides I’m just not worth the effort anymore, I don’t know what the hell I’ll do without her. A while back, I said and did some things that really hurt her, and she told me she wanted nothing more to do with me.”

“That must have been difficult for you,” Ellie said, giving him a sympathetic half-smile. “But it taught you a valuable lesson too, right?”

“Yeah, it taught me that money and status don’t mean a damn thing if you don’t have the respect of the person you love.”

Ellie brushed a kiss across Brett’s cheek. “I’m so glad you’ve finally found your other half. It may have taken a while, but I’ve never seen you so… complete. When you’re with her, it’s like you’re finally content. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen you as happy as you were when she showed up tonight.”

“I was starting to lose hope. She gave that back to me tonight.”

 


 

Chapter Fifteen

 

By the time Brett returned from Ellie’s house, Carly had the dishwasher running and kitchen cleaned up. He sneaked up on her and nuzzled her neck as she wiped the counter down with a damp cloth.

“You didn’t have to do all this,” he said, wrapping his arms around her waist. “I could’ve cleaned up when I got back.”

“I didn’t mind.” She leaned her head against his strong shoulder, thinking about all the times she’d wished she could relax in his arms and shut out life for a while. “It gave me something to do.”

“Tell me what you’re thinking,” he whispered before kissing her temple.

“I’m thinking I’m glad I came.”

“You sure as hell made my night.”

She turned into his embrace and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Then you’re happy I’m here? I didn’t intrude on your vacation?” It would take her a while to believe she belonged in Brett’s life. She’d felt like an annoyance to him for so long that it was hard for her to imagine he considered her a welcome distraction.

“Are you kidding me?” He looked somber. “Don’t you know that you make everything better?”

“Really?” Carly tipped her head back, enjoying the tender kisses raining down on her face. “I’ve waited so long for this. I can’t believe it’s really happening.”

“Believe it,” he whispered. “This is as real as it gets.”

She had so much she needed to say, so many questions rattling around in her head demanding answers, but when Brett eased her sweater over her head, it was obvious talking was the last thing on his mind. That suited her just fine. She’d missed him, and if that was the way he chose to reconnect, she was all for it. He continued kissing her as he backed her down the hall toward the master bedroom.

“I like your place,” she said, smiling as he left a trail of her clothes on the hardwood floor.

“I’m glad ‘cause you’re gonna be spending a lot of time here with me.”

“Is that so?” she asked, watching him undress.

“Damn straight.”

Carly knew she’d never tire of seeing him naked. His broad shoulders and powerful chest led to a narrow waist, cut abs, and the delicious V she was certain only underwear models sported, and he never failed to arouse her. But it wasn’t until his dark eyes found hers in the dim light that she lost her breath. She got a peek into his soul as he moved closer. His gaze lovingly roamed her face as his message became clear: nothing and no one else matters.

Wanting him to know she understood and reciprocated, she gripped his muscled biceps. “You’re it for me. You always have been.” Feeling humbled when she felt his massive body tremble in response to her words, she felt compelled to add, “And you always will be.”

“I don’t deserve you.” He pinched his lips together, struggling to regain his composure. “Don’t think I don’t know that. After the way I’ve treated you, taking you for granted for so long, rejecting—”

“Ssshhh.” She covered his mouth with her fingertips. “I want to let go of all that. The only thing that matters is that we’re here now, together.”

His gaze cut to the nightstand. “I have condoms, but I really don’t want to use one. Are you okay with that?”

Her body tensed, but she felt helpless to curb her reaction. After their last night together, she didn’t want him to think she was questioning him, but she wasn’t willing to rush into something that could have a huge impact on their future either. Linking their hands, she raised their arms above her head. “Can we just take this one day at a time? I’ve wanted this for so long, and I just want to enjoy every second of it.”

He dropped his head to her shoulder. “I saw you with Johnnie tonight. You’re dying to have a baby. Let’s do this, sweetheart. Let’s make a baby.”

Waves of emotion rippled through Carly: love, fear, elation, anxiety…

“I know you’re questioning whether I’ll be there for the long haul, but I swear, I’m not going anywhere. I want you, no one else.”

Years ago, those words would have made Carly happy dance around the room, but maturity had made her more cynical. As much as she wanted to believe him, she knew time was the best teacher. “I want you too.” She initiated a kiss that mimicked the most erotic and sensual sex she’d ever had to let him know her love for him was an integral part of her that ran bone deep.

“You’re not ready, are you?”

Carly knew how much it hurt him that she’d been ready to initiate the process with a stranger but couldn’t take that step with him. “You once asked why I couldn’t wait to have it all. At the time, I didn’t even believe that was possible. Now I do, thanks to you.”

He sighed, reaching into the nightstand for a plastic packet. “So a condom it is.”

“For now.” She gripped his wrist before he could tear it open. “I want it all with you when we’re both ready.”

“I’m ready now.” He stroked her face with his free hand. “Baby, I can’t lose this again.”

Carly was shocked to see real fear in his eyes. “You’re not going to.” She waited for him to confirm he believed her, but when he didn’t, a gaping divide displaced the unity she’d experienced in his arms only moments before. She didn’t want a rift between them, but she couldn’t compromise on this. Not yet.

Stoking the fire slowly building inside her, his fingers glided in and out with careful precision. “No other man can give you what I can. No one can love you the way I do.”

“I know.” She closed her eyes, allowing him to lure her into a universe where the only sound was his voice telling her how much he loved her. The only thing she felt was his touch preparing her for the impact of his body. The only smell was his spicy cologne making her want to inhale more deeply. The only sight when she opened her eyes was the depth of his hunger for her. The only taste was the lingering hint of a fine merlot as his tongue teased hers.

They moved together in a rhythmic dance she’d performed countless times, but she’d never felt so in sync with her partner. Brett knew precisely when to withdraw, demand more, build her up and let her down. Losing herself in his arms, basking in the feel of her body yielding to his while the little voice in her head told her she was safe to surrender, was a moment she would never forget. He made her feel safe. She’d learned to trust him. Again.

But before she could tell him that, his eruption coincided with his cell phone ringing on the bedside table. Her praise would have to wait.

“Damn it,” he whispered, glancing at the screen. “It’s Ellie, baby. I have to take it. She wouldn’t be calling so late if it weren’t important.”

“It’s okay,” she said, stroking his back as he moved to the edge of the bed. “I’m not going anywhere.” Ever.

 

***

 

Brett felt sick when he heard the panic in Ellie’s voice. He heard the words “spotting” and “cramping” and knew he had to get her to the hospital before it was too late. Of course, her first concern was Johnnie.

“I’ll ask Carly if she’d mind coming over to sit with him,” Brett said. Ellie protested about putting Carly out, but Brett cut in. “I’m sure she’d be happy to help. We’ll be there in a few.”

“Is there a problem?” Carly asked, sitting up as the sheet slipped down.

The last thing he wanted was to leave her, but he didn’t have a choice. He’d given his friend his word, and he couldn’t let anything happen to Ellie or the baby she was carrying. “I need to get El to the hospital. She’s having cramps and some bleeding.”

“Oh no,” Carly said, her eyes wide as her hand flew to her mouth.

Brett put his boxers and jeans back on as he explained. “Johnnie’s already asleep, and she doesn’t want to disturb him. Would you mind sitting with him while I take El to the hospital?”

“Of course not,” Carly said, throwing her legs over the edge of the king-sized bed. “Anything I can do to help.”

Brett reached for his shirt. “She can’t lose this baby. It would kill John. El too. But knowing he’d been so far away when she needed him, his conscience would eat him alive.”

Carly rounded the bed to grab his hands. “Hey, don’t even think that way.” She seized his face and looked into his eyes. “She needs you to be strong for her right now. So does John. He asked you to be there for Ellie because he knew you could handle it. I know you won’t let him down.”

Knowing Carly had so much faith in him gave Brett the strength he needed. “You’re right.” He gave her a quick kiss before pulling a long-sleeved T-shirt over his head. “We’ll get through this. I’m sure everything will be fine.”

“And even if it’s not,” Carly whispered, “God forbid, you’ll be there to hold her hand, to remind her that her husband loves her no matter what and she has a beautiful little boy at home who needs her to be strong.”

Brett had faced a lot of challenges, but he was at a loss as to how he’d gotten through so many of them without Carly. When the chips were down, she’d always been there for him, and he knew she always would be. They hurried next door, mindful of the sleeping baby. Brett pulled Ellie into his arms and kissed the top of her head when she collapsed against him, sobbing softly.

“I can’t lose this baby,” she said, curling into his arms. “I’ve already had two miscarriages, one before Johnnie was born and one six months ago. I can’t—”

“Ssssh,” he whispered, gliding his hands over her hair as his eyes sought reassurance from Carly. He’d had no idea about her other miscarriages. Of course, he hadn’t been up at the cabin much lately and he’d often been too busy to call John back for days, if at all. Guilt weighed heavily on him as he tried to comfort Ellie. He hadn’t been the friend he should have been to John and Ellie, but he was determined to go above and beyond tonight, to prove to them that they’d made the right decision trusting him with the most important person in their lives.

“I’m so sorry about this,” Ellie said to Carly. “You came all this way to be with Brett, and I’m intruding on your time together.”

Carly reached for Ellie’s hand, a sad smile crossing her lips. “Brett and I have a lifetime to spend together. The only thing that matters now is taking care of you and your baby. Don’t worry about Johnnie. I promise I’ll take good care of him.”

Ellie nodded. “Thanks, I know you will. I don’t know what I would have done if you two hadn’t been here tonight. John wanted me to go stay with my parents in New York, but I wanted to be here. This is our home.”

“You made the right call.” Brett slipped an arm around her shoulders and guided her to the door. “Baby,” he said to Carly, “I’ll call you later, let you know how things are going.”

“Don’t worry about a thing,” Carly said. “You just take care of Ellie.”

He loved that she understood how important it was for him to support his friend tonight, even though he’d rather have been back in his bed with her wrapped up in his arms.

By the time he had Ellie settled in his truck, his adrenaline had kicked in again, and Brett’s heart was thumping hard, reminding him time was of the essence. He turned over the engine before reaching for her hand. “You’re going to be fine, and so is that baby you’re carrying. You have to believe that, honey.”

“I know.” She closed her eyes, tipping her head back as a tear slipped down her cheek. “Thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me,” he said, frustrated by his helplessness. He was doing the only thing he could for her, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he should say or do something to put her mind at ease. But of course, she’d been through this before, and he hadn’t. She knew exactly what to expect, which probably explained why she looked terrified underneath her brave face.

She laid her hand on her stomach. “Maybe I shouldn’t have been lifting Johnnie so much. Of course the doctor knows we have another baby, but he told me no heavy lifting. Johnnie can walk, more or less, but he still needs me to lift him in and out of his high chair and the bath tub, not to mention his crib. That’s when I noticed the spotting, after I put him in his crib.” She tipped her head to the side. “Do you think that’s why this is happening?”

Brett cursed himself for not offering to help her put Johnnie to bed. He should have been the one to lift him. He knew he couldn’t be there to help her every minute of the day, but he had the resources to hire someone to help his friends. He intended to do that just as soon as they got through this trial.

“Carly really is amazing,” Ellie said, squeezing his hand. “She doesn’t even know me, but the way she stepped up and offered to help like that… She really is special.”

“Yeah, she is.” Brett couldn’t dwell on what had happened between them tonight or the disappointment he’d felt when he realized they still weren’t on the same page about the future. They would have plenty of time to sort that out later. Right now, he needed to focus on helping Ellie.

“I shudder to think about what I interrupted. I didn’t want to call, but I knew it would take an ambulance forever to get out here.”

“You know how pissed I would’ve been if I’d heard those sirens, knowing you could’ve called me and didn’t? No, you did the right thing.”

“I hope Carly thinks so.”

He chuckled, trying to lighten the mood. “Let’s just say your timing was perfect.”

She slapped her free hand against her forehead. “That’s a visual I really didn’t need.”

“Sure, you did,” he said, releasing her hand to squeeze her knee. “It took your mind off things for a minute.”

“That it did.” She covered his hand with hers. “You know, when we first found out some hot-shot business tycoon bought the place next door, we were sure you were going to tear down the Browns’ old place and build some monstrosity complete with an indoor pool and helicopter landing pad.”

“That’s not my style.” The house he currently called home wasn’t really his style either. Zach and Jaxon were his neighbors, but that was the only real benefit of being in his gated community. He’d bought the property because it was available when he was ready to move and his agent had assured him it was a good investment.

“I know that now, but we were worried for a while. As soon as we met you and you told us you planned to leave the place more or less as is, we knew we’d like you. You appreciated that old place for what it was. It isn’t big or fancy, but you can practically feel the warmth and love as soon as you walk in the door.”

Brett had never spent much time thinking about why he felt so comfortable at the cabin, but Ellie was right. It was cozy and comfortable and made him feel he’d found something that had been missing in his life for a long time: a real home.

“What are you thinking about?” Ellie asked.

Her question made him realize he’d been lost in his thoughts for too long. He’d been thinking about the kind of house Carly would want to call home when they were married. He knew he was making a lot of assumptions, but he couldn’t see their future any other way. In his mind, they were destined to be together. He just prayed Carly still felt the same way.

“I was thinking I might put my house on the market when I get home, look for something that suits me a little better,” he said.

Ellie wrinkled her nose. “When we went to your house for that pool party last year, I thought you didn’t belong there. Don’t get me wrong, the house is gorgeous, but no way could a guy who appreciates the simple rustic charm of the Browns’ old place be content living in that modern monstrosity.” She smiled when he pulled his hand from hers, pretending to be hurt. “I don’t mean it as an insult. I just know you, and that house isn’t you. The cabin, now that’s you.”

The cabin had been an impulse purchase he made years ago. He’d gone fishing with his uncle, who owned a cabin on the same lake, and spotted the For Sale sign as they strolled by. Brett had been ready to buy the place, sight unseen, because he loved the exterior, location, and rugged landscape so much, but his uncle convinced him to at least see the inside first. It had been love at first sight, and he’d never regretted that decision.

“Do you think Carly will enjoy spending time at the cabin?” Ellie asked, splaying her hand across her stomach.

Brett wanted to ask if she was okay, if she was experiencing any more pain, but the kindest thing he could do for her was try to distract her until they got to the hospital. “I think so. Carly’s always loved the outdoors. You know my parents have a place on the lake. She spent a lot of time there when we were growing up.”

“I still can’t believe y’all have known each other since you were kids and it took you this long to realize she’s the one. That’s just crazy.”

“Maybe it is.” Brett curled his hand around the steering wheel. If he allowed himself to feel bitter and resentful because of the years he’d lost with Carly, he would taint what they had now, and he didn’t want to do that. “Or maybe the timing wasn’t right until now. I’ve had a lot of fun, dated a lot of pretty girls, and partied like a rock star…” He smirked when Ellie rolled her eyes. He’d been trying to amuse her, and nothing entertained her more than hearing him poke fun at himself. “Maybe I needed to have those experiences to figure out that no one else on this planet can make me feel the way she does.”

“Awww.” Ellie’s hand moved to her chest before she brushed away a tear. “That’s just about the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard you say. I didn’t even know you had it in you.”

Brett pulled into the hospital parking lot and breathed a quiet sigh of relief because it didn’t look too crowded. Hopefully, that meant Ellie would get immediate attention. If not, he’d remind them their hospital had a new pediatrics wing because of High Rollers’ generous support. He didn’t like throwing his weight around, but there was nothing he wouldn’t do for a friend in trouble.

He pulled up to the curb. “Tell Carly I’m a romantic, would ya? I don’t think she believes it.”

Ellie waited until he opened the car door for her and helped her out before she said, “You have to prove it to her. Think of the most romantic thing you could do to prove to her that you love her, that the only thing that matters to you is making her dreams come true, and she’ll be committed to you for life, buddy.”

Brett loved the sound of that. As soon as he got home, he would enlist the help of the person who knew Carly best to help him come up with the perfect plan: his sister. Kissing Ellie’s head, he gripped her shoulders. “You ready to do this, little mama?”

She gave him a wobbly smile. “As ready as I’ll ever be. Let’s go.”

 


 

Chapter Sixteen

 

Brett had been mistaken for the expectant father so many times by the receptionist, doctor, nurse, and now the ultrasound technician, that he wondered if correcting them was a waste of breath.

“Let’s see what we have here,” the ultrasound technician said, smearing some jelly on Ellie’s slightly rounded stomach.

Brett held her hand as they stared at the screen. He’d never been present for an ultrasound, but his buddies had proudly shown him the pictures the equipment produced. Brett had always thought the babies looked like little peanuts floating in outer space, but he couldn’t deny he was excited to see Ellie’s baby for the first time. His thoughts flashed to Carly. He imagined holding her hand when they caught their first glimpse of their own baby. God, he wanted that. He hoped he could figure out a way to convince Carly he was sincere about taking their relationship to the next level.

Brett’s gaze flicked between the screen and the middle-aged man performing the ultrasound. Brett was pretty good at reading people, and if there was a problem, he’d see it on the man’s face before he saw it on the screen.

Ellie squeezed Brett’s hand. “Is everything okay? The doctor said the baby’s heartbeat was strong, but he wanted the ultrasound just to be sure. Is everything okay?”

The technician gave her a soft smile before redirecting his attention to the screen. “Your doctor will discuss the results with you, but everything looks fine.”

“Thank God,” Brett whispered, lowering his head before kissing Ellie’s hand. They’d dodged a bullet, and he felt relief wash over him with an intensity he rarely experienced. He’d been in hundreds of high-level meetings where millions of dollars were at stake, but the excitement he felt at the prospect of closing a big deal paled in comparison to knowing his friend’s baby would survive. Life, he realized, was what mattered. And love. Business was just business. Money, a means to an end. At the end of it all, successful relationships made life worth living. This experience with Ellie had finally brought everything into focus for him.

Brett was silent while the technician helped Ellie clean up and promised her the doctor would be in to see her shortly.

“Hey, are you okay?” Ellie asked, frowning at him.

“I’m just so happy for you.” He kissed her hand. “For you and John both.”

She squeezed his hand. “Thanks. I don’t know how I would’ve gotten through this without you.”

“I’m just glad I was able to be here.” He set her hand on the hospital bed beside her and stroked the back of her hand with his thumb. “You and John have this thing all figured out, don’t you? You know what’s important. You have all along.”

She laughed lightly. “I don’t know that we have it all figured out. We still make plenty of stupid mistakes.”

“But you know what matters: building a life you’re proud of, honoring your love and commitment to each other, being the best parents you can be…” He sighed. “It sounds so simple. So why did it take me so long to figure it out?”

“Everyone figures things out in their own time,” she said, smoothing the thin cotton sheets over her mid-section. “The life John and I have chosen certainly isn’t for everyone. Some people aren’t cut out to be parents and are happy being single.”

“Yeah.” Brett would have fallen into that category only a few months ago. The prospect of settling down had never entered his head until he was faced with the possibility of losing Carly. Brett thought about all the times he’d left John and Ellie’s home with a subtle ache in his stomach. He hadn’t recognized it as longing, but that was exactly what it was. He longed for the life they had. “But I see what you and John have, and it makes me realize I want that too. I think I have all along.”

“It looks like you’re finally going to get it. I saw the way Carly looks at you. She’s in love with you, no doubt about that.” Ellie smiled as she touched his forearm.

Brett considered all that he still had to overcome with Carly. It wouldn’t be easy, but he had faith. “Do you think if John had blown you off in the beginning, you would have remained committed to building a future with him?”

Ellie seemed to consider her response before she said, “I guess that depends on the circumstances. I certainly wouldn’t have wasted my time chasing a man who didn’t want me, but if I knew he loved me and was just scared to commit, I may have given him the benefit of the doubt—until I couldn’t anymore. At the end of the day, a woman has to love herself enough to walk away.”

Brett knew that was what Carly had done the night she’d turned to Dylan. She loved herself enough to walk away from Brett and find what she was looking for with someone else. “I hate that I’ve made so many mistakes with Carly. Sometimes I’m afraid she’ll never be able to get past them.”

“It’ll take time.” Ellie smiled. “Maybe a lot of time, but every day she’ll learn to trust you and what you have a little more. Eventually, if you continue to give her reasons to believe in you, to trust you, you’ll get your happy ending. It’ll be worth waiting for.”

Brett fell silent when the doctor entered the room. He told Ellie that everything looked fine with the baby, but the spotting may be cause for concern, given her history. He wanted her to remain on bed rest for the next few weeks while they monitored her condition.

“But what about Johnnie?” Ellie asked, looking panicked. “How will I care for him?”

“I’d love to stay and help out,” Brett said, “but I have to get back to work. How ‘bout I hire a nurse for you, or maybe you’d like to have your parents come and stay for a while? I can arrange to have the company jet fly them in.”

“Would you really do that?” Ellie asked, gripping the sheet. “That would be amazing.”

Brett stood. “Of course. Let me go out in the hall and make some calls. John gave me your parents’ number before he left, so I’ll call them and let them know what’s going on after I line up the plane.”

Ellie gripped his wrist before he could leave. “I can’t thank you enough for everything, Brett. You’re an amazing friend.”

“I’m just glad I was here to help.”

 

***

 

The following morning, Carly was sitting on the floor with Johnnie, stacking blocks, when a knock on the door prompted her to jump up too fast and knock over their tower. At least Johnnie laughed instead of crying.

Carly expected to see Brett at the door, but she found an older couple instead. “Um, hello. Can I help you?”

“You must be Carly,” the silver-haired lady said, extending her hand. “We’re Ellie’s parents.”

“Oh, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” Carly shook their hands before stepping back and gesturing for them to enter.

“We just left the hospital,” the woman, who introduced herself as Phyllis, explained. “Ellie and the baby are just fine.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful.” Carly flattened her hand over her stomach. She’d been worried sick and barely slept a wink all night. She tried to ignore the flash of irritation that Brett hadn’t called, as promised, to fill her in. Ellie and the baby were fine—that was the only thing that mattered. Not the fact that Brett hadn’t been true to his word…

“Brett arranged to fly us in so we could stay with Ellie and little Johnnie—” Phyllis’s voice broke when she spotted her grandson sitting on a blanket in the middle of the floor, surrounded by brightly colored plastic blocks. “There’s my big boy!” She ran to him, arms outstretched. “Look at how big you’ve gotten. Come see Nana.”

Carly watched Johnnie’s grandparents fawn over him and tried to ignore the stab of regret that her own baby would never get the same love and attention from his maternal grandparents. “I’m so glad everything worked out,” she said, reaching for her purse.

“Thank you so much for staying with Johnnie,” Phyllis said. “I know how much it meant to Ellie.”

“It was my pleasure.” Carly backed out of the room, feeling like an intruder with Johnnie’s family there to care for him.

She closed the door softly, looking at Brett’s cabin. They’d locked the door last night when they left, and she didn’t have a key. She could wait for him, but since he hadn’t called and she hadn’t been able to reach him after calling several times, she had no idea when he intended to come back. She hadn’t taken her overnight bag out of her car last night, so there was no reason she couldn’t head home and connect with him later, assuming he remembered to call her.

 

***

 

Brett’s stomach plummeted when he pulled into his driveway that afternoon and found Carly’s car gone. He knew she could have just dashed out to the store, but his instincts told him that wasn’t the case. He’d meant to call and fill her in, but he’d only left Ellie’s side to contact her parents and make the flight arrangements. Now he knew he’d made a huge mistake.

“Carly’s car is gone,” Ellie said, echoing his thoughts. “I hope she hasn’t left. I wanted to thank her for looking after Johnnie.”

“I think I locked the door to my cabin last night,” Brett said, silently cursing himself for being an insensitive jerk. Of course Carly wouldn’t have wanted to intrude on Johnnie’s time with his grandparents, nor would she have wanted to wait in a cold car for hours for a man who didn’t have the decency to call when he said he would. Shit. One step forward, two steps back.

Ellie frowned. “Why wouldn’t she have stayed at my place until we got back? I’m sure my parents would have made her feel welcome.”

“I’m sure they would have too,” Brett said before rounding the car to help Ellie out. He walked her in and exchanged pleasantries with her parents before explaining he had to get back to the city now that he knew Ellie was in good hands.

Ellie walked him to the door and gave him a kiss and a hug. “I hope I didn’t cause any problems between you and Carly. She must have been pretty upset to just leave like that.”

“Don’t worry about anything.” Brett kissed her forehead. “This is all on me. You just concentrate on taking good care of your babies. It may be a few weeks before I can get back up here, but call me if you need anything. Promise?”

“I promise. Thanks again, Brett.”

“No worries.” Except he had a lot to worry about, namely whether or not Carly was still speaking to him.

 

***

 

Carly had cleaned her house from top to bottom before she wandered into her home office to work on the High Rollers project. She’d intended to take the weekend off and spend it with Brett at his cabin, but since she was alone, she decided to make good use of her time instead of feeling sorry for herself.

So he hadn’t called. He’d been busy caring for his friend. She should commend his commitment, especially since she’d recently accused him of being a lousy friend, but she couldn’t shake the feeling she hadn’t even crossed his mind while he was at the hospital. He couldn’t even spare five minutes to honor his promise to her?

She was lost in her work when the doorbell pulled her out of it an hour later. She glanced out the front window, and her heart skipped a beat when she saw Brett’s truck parked in her drive. Without hesitation, she made her way to the front door—slowly. She didn’t want him to think she’d been waiting for him, though she had.

“Hey,” he said, reaching for her hand. He looked as though he hadn’t slept. He’d obviously showered and changed clothes, but he had stubble on his chin and sported faint circles under his eyes.

“How’s Ellie?” She withdrew her hand before folding her arms over her body. “Her parents said the baby will be fine. She must be relieved.”

He nodded before sticking his hands in the pockets of his worn jeans. “Yeah, she is.” Bracing a hand on the doorframe, he said, “I’m sorry I didn’t call. I—”

“It’s okay. You don’t owe me anything.” She took a step back.

He advanced until he had her crowded against the wall in the small foyer. “Sweetheart, don’t be like that.” Kicking the door shut, he caught her face in his hands. “I’m sorry, okay? I should have called. I was a thoughtless ass. I should’ve known you’d be worried.”

“I was worried,” she admitted, biting her lip and letting her gaze fall to his chest. He looked genuinely remorseful, but with all the reasons he’d given her not to trust him, his broken promise was difficult to ignore. She had to know, with one hundred percent certainty, that she could trust him if they were going to have a future together.

He tipped her face up to meet his. “Let me make it up to you. We can still spend the weekend together, maybe at—”

“I can’t.” She cleared her throat delicately, trying to ignore the disappointment in his eyes. “I was working on the High Rollers project, and I’m kind of in the zone. I should probably get back to it. Besides, you look like you could use some sleep.” She patted his chest. “Why don’t you go home and rest? We can talk tomorrow.”

“Baby, I want to be here with you, not at home in bed alone.”

The thought of curling up with Brett and making up for a sleepless night was tempting, but she had to sort through some things on her own. Any and every decision she made regarding him felt monumental, and she had to be well-rested and clearheaded before they talked about the future. “Please, I just need a little more time.”

“I gave you time,” he said, sounding exasperated. Letting his hands fall to his sides, he stepped back. “Why the hell do you think I went up to the cabin? To give you time, to let you figure things out. I thought we closed the gap last night. Don’t let one stupid mistake on my part change that.”

He wasn’t the only one who was frustrated. She hated that she even had to explain why she was so upset. “It’s about keeping promises, Brett. You have to prove to me that I can count on you to do what you say you will, that I can count on you to be there when you say you will.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” He took his baseball cap off and ran his hand over his dark hair before replacing it. “I was trying to be the kind of man you could be proud of. I was trying to be the man you want me to be. But more importantly, I was being a man I could be proud of.” He slapped his hand against his chest. “I admit I have been a self-centered jerk for a lot of years, but I want to change. I want to be someone you can count on, and I’m trying. I’m really trying. I just need you to cut me a little slack. I’m not perfect. I’m going to make mistakes. I need to know that you’ll still love me when I do.”

Carly felt a stab of guilt as he walked backward out the door. “Brett, wait. Can I at least fix you something to eat before you go?”

“Nah, I ate on the road. Please just think about what I said. I love you, Carly, but you have to decide if you can love me in spite of my flaws. ‘Cause if you can’t…” He threw up his hands before turning toward his truck.

Carly watched him back out of her driveway without a backward glance. He was asking her to trust that he would always be there for her, and that meant the ultimate act of surrender on her part. Was she brave enough or crazy enough to give her heart to the only man who’d ever had the power to break it?

 


 

Chapter Seventeen

 

After a long, restless weekend without a word from Carly, Brett showed up on his sister’s doorstep on Sunday night, hoping she could give him some advice.

“You look like hell,” Sophie said, grinning. “I thought you’d come back from your vacation looking well-rested, ready to take on the world. What happened?”

“Carly came to see me at the cabin.”

Brett wandered into his sister’s apartment, and his eyes fell on a picture of Carly and Sophie on the console table. He picked up the silver frame and noted the look of wild abandon on Carly’s face as she threw her head back, laughing. The picture had been taken last year, right before their first bungee-jump. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d made her laugh like that. It seemed he only brought misery to her life, and he didn’t know how to break the cycle. Every time he tried, he only screwed things up more.

“That’s my favorite picture,” Sophie said. “You know it’s not like Carly to do anything reckless. She likes to walk on the safe side of the street.”

Safe. Sophie was right, which explained why it was so hard for Carly to believe in him. He’d always been the antithesis of safe. He was the player mothers warned their daughters to stay away from. If Carly’s mother had cared enough, she would have done the same to protect her daughter’s fragile heart.

“How do I get through to her?” Brett asked, staring at the photo. “How do I make her see that I’ve changed, that she can count on me?”

Sophie sank onto the sofa, gesturing for Brett to take the chair. “Have you tried talking to her?”

“Yeah, but I feel like every time we make progress, I say or do something to screw things up. You know me. I’m not good at this whole relationship thing, but that doesn’t mean I’m not willing to try for Carly’s sake.”

“For Carly’s sake?” Sophie raised an eyebrow. “She doesn’t need you to do her any favors. You need to do this because it’s what you want.”

Brett dropped his head into his heads. If he couldn’t even communicate his feelings to his sister, he didn’t have a prayer of convincing Carly. “You think I’d be making myself crazy if I wasn’t all in?”

“No, I guess not,” Sophie said, tucking her legs under her. “Okay, why don’t you tell me what you did so I can try to think of a way to bail your sorry ass out?”

That’s what Brett loved about his sister. She was steadfast and loyal whether he deserved it or not. “Carly came up to the cabin, and we had a good talk. We really connected.”

Sophie rolled her eyes. “Don’t think I don’t know that’s code for great sex.”

“Yeah, we had that too.” Brett smirked when Sophie shuddered. “My friend Ellie is pregnant. She was having some problems and needed to go to the hospital, so I took her.”

“I can’t imagine Carly had a problem with that.” Sophie’s cell phone rang, and she snapped it up before Brett could see the screen. She pressed the ignore button before returning her attention to her brother.

He frowned. It wasn’t like Sophie to be secretive. “What was that about? You trying to keep something from me?”

A blush crept up her neck before staining her cheeks as she clenched the phone tighter. “Don’t be ridiculous. Back to you and Carly. What did you do to piss her off?”

Sophie was obviously hiding something, but he had enough problems without borrowing hers. When he had his head on straight again, he’d find out what was going on with her. “I forgot to call from the hospital. I gave her no choice but to leave, and when I showed up on her doorstep, she wasn’t exactly thrilled to see me.”

“Imagine that.”

“I know I screwed up, but my heart really was in the right place. I was trying to help a friend. I thought Carly would be happy that I was putting someone else first for once.”

“You don’t get it, do you?” Sophie asked. “Carly’s whole life, no one has ever put her first. Do you remember what it was like when she first came to stay with us?” When Brett shook his head, Sophie said, “Of course you don’t. You had your own thing going on. You barely even noticed Carly was there.”

“Is there a point to this?” he asked through clenched teeth. “Aside from making me feel like shit?”

“She was always on her best behavior, always acting like the perfect guest. She’d help Mama with dinner, do her own laundry, make her bed before the rest of us were even awake. Hell, she’d even feed and walk the dog. She was trying to give Mama and Daddy reasons to want to keep her around.”

“That’s crazy,” Brett said. “They loved her. They wanted her there.”

“You know that and I know that, but in Carly’s mind, she was an intruder. She was the kid no one wanted, and if Mama and Daddy had asked her to leave, she would have ended up in the system.”

“Our folks would’ve never let that happen.”

“Of course not, but Carly thought one misstep and she’d be out the door.”

Brett tried to see the situation from Carly’s perspective, but it wasn’t easy. He knew his parents and how much they loved the girl they often referred to as their second daughter. “Did you try talking to her about it? Explain to her that their love wasn’t conditional?”

“She figured it out eventually. She learned to trust them, but it took a long time. She had to work through some of her issues first.”

“You think it’s the same with me? I need to give her time and patience?” he asked, leaning back as he laced his fingers behind his head. He couldn’t pretend patience was his strong suit.

“No, I think a bold approach is in your best interest. If you love Carly as much as I think you do, you need to prove it to her in a way that doesn’t just calm her fears, it obliterates them.”

Brett leaned forward. “I like where this is going. How do you suggest I do that?”

“That depends.” Sophie glanced at her phone, quashing a smile before dragging her eyes back to Brett. “Are you in this for the long haul, or do you want to take it slow and see how it plays out?”

Sophie’s question was legitimate, but Brett couldn’t suppress his irritation. “I’ve known her my whole goddamn life. Why would I want to take it slow? To get to know her? Sometimes I think I know her better than I know myself!”

“Take it easy,” Sophie said, lowering her hands in a placating gesture. “You don’t have to bite my head off. It was just a question.”

“I know.” He threaded his fingers through his hair. “I’m sorry. I’m just tired of this waiting game. I love her. I know she loves me. She’s mine, and she has been for years. I just want to make it official.”

Sophie scowled, folding her arms. “Don’t be so cocky, big brother. Carly is her own woman. She’s not a trophy you can—”

“That’s not what I meant.” He sighed when Sophie shot him a skeptical look. “But she is mine. I can’t let anyone else have her, Soph. It’d kill me.”

Sophie leaned forward to grip his knee. “She wants the same thing you do, Brett—to know that you’re her man and no woman on this planet could take you away from her.”

Brett never thought he’d see the day he would so willingly give himself to another, but that day was there. The little voice in his head asked what the hell had taken him so long. “I want to put her mind at ease. So how do I do that? A ring?”

“For starters.” Sophie rubbed her hands together. “Tell me something, that house of yours, do you love it?”

“No. Why?”

She stood, pulling Brett to his feet. “Come on. We need to do a little shopping to put this plan in motion.”

 

***

 

Carly was sitting at her desk, trying to choke down a tuna sandwich after a sleepless and lonely night, when her phone rang. She’d told her assistant to hold her calls, so she couldn’t imagine why she was being bothered. Glaring at the offending object, she tossed her half-eaten sandwich down and swore softly before reaching for the phone. “Carly speaking.”

“Carly, I’m so glad I caught you, dear. It’s Mrs. Morrison. You know, we own that old house on Morrow? The white one with the—”

“Yes, Mrs. Morrison.” My dream house. “What can I do for you?”

“Well, my husband and I were thinking it might be time to update the old house a little. We were hoping you could come by this afternoon and chat with us about our plans.”

Carly couldn’t afford to take on another project with the High Rollers job commanding so much of her time and attention, but she was curious about the house she’d always admired. “I’d love to help you, but I’m awfully busy right now. I have a few colleagues I could suggest—”

“Oh please, dear,” Mrs. Morrison said, the disappointment evident in her tone. “I know how busy you must be, but this means so much to us. You’ve always stopped to admire the house and chat with us about it when you walked by. I know you appreciate it and would be mindful of the history when making improvements. That’s so important to us, maintaining the integrity of the house while modernizing it.”

Carly was torn. Before the High Rollers project, she would have jumped at the opportunity to work on her favorite house, but she was determined to do a good job for Brett and his partners. “Maybe I could come by today, just to have a look around and discuss the scope of the project. I can’t make any promises—”

“I’m not asking you to. Thank you, dear. I’ll see you soon.”

Carly drove to the Morrison house on auto-pilot. Her mind wandered between work and Brett. As she jumped out of the car on Morrow, she took a moment to collect herself. Tipping her head back to enjoy the early afternoon sun, she inhaled deeply, appreciating the silence. In that part of town, trees were mature, lots were bigger, and the only sound that could be heard was a dog barking at a passer-by on the sidewalk.

She thought back to when she’d been a little girl and walked by that very house on her way to school, wondering what it would be like to live there. The Morrisons’ children were teenagers then, and she’d always see them running in and out of the house with their friends, laughing and talking as though they didn’t have a care in the world. She wanted to be them, fun and carefree instead of sad and lonely. That was what the house represented to her. Happiness. Family. Security. She was silly to be so attached to a house she’d never even set foot in, but those memories tied her to the house. Memories of a childhood she wished could have been different.

Carly stood on the porch and turned her back to the door after she rang the bell. There was a toddler on the lawn across the street, rolling a ball to a puppy as her mother looked on with a smile.

“Hey, beautiful.”

Gasping when she heard Brett’s voice behind her, Carly turned. “What are you doing here? Where are the Morrisons? Mrs. Morrison called and asked me—”

“Why don’t you come in and I’ll explain,” he said, reaching for her hand.

She stood in the entrance, awed by what she saw: high ceilings with impeccably stained molding, a polished wood banister that appeared to be original, a crystal chandelier hanging above them. It was traditional in every sense of the word yet perfect. Carly knew Mrs. Morrison wanted to modernize the house, but she thought it was flawless as it was.

Brett reached around her to close the heavy wood door with original stained glass inserts. “What do you think? Is it everything you thought it would be?”

“What do you mean?” She sneaked a peek at the baby grand piano in the sitting room. She knew Mrs. Morrison was a piano teacher who’d spent most of her life fostering a love of music in young children.

“Sophie told me how much you’ve always loved this house, sweetheart. So you tell me, is it everything you thought it would be?”

“More,” she whispered, taking a tentative step toward the formal dining room. The dark wainscoting should have made the room dark, but the high ceilings and large windows made it feel cozy instead. She could imagine all of the holiday dinners the Morrisons had enjoyed around the huge antique table. “It’s incredible.”

“Take a look around.” He gestured toward the swinging door that led to the kitchen.

“I still don’t understand what you’re doing here,” she said, stepping past him. “And where is Mrs. Morrison? She was supposed to be here to meet me.”

Brett said nothing as he followed her into the kitchen. “You like?”

“I don’t understand.” She turned in a slow circle. With French white cabinets, slate tile floor, granite countertops, and stainless steel appliances, the kitchen had obviously been updated recently. “Mrs. Morrison called because she wanted me to consult on a design project, but so far, I haven’t seen a single thing I’d change. It’s perfect.”

“Tell me why you love this house so much. I want to hear what it means to you.” Brett leaned against the counter as he folded his arms over his chest.

She’d never shared the dreams she’d spun around this house with anyone, not even Sophie, but standing in the middle of the house she loved so much with the man she loved even more, she felt compelled to share her story. “After my father died, we lost our little house.” Her hand glided over the dark granite countertop as her eye caught the old-fashioned cookie jar, making her smile. “Mama had never worked outside the home, didn’t have any skills, and was having a hard time getting a job. She tried at first, but before long, she sank deeper and deeper into depression. She told me she couldn’t do it alone, that she needed help, she needed a man. She said it wasn’t fair of Daddy to leave her alone with nothing and no way to support herself.” She shrugged, trying to forget how difficult those days had been.

“She blamed him for dying?” Brett frowned.

“You know my mother. It’s always been all about her.” Carly had learned a long time ago to accept people for what they were.

“She had to have known how difficult it was for you to lose your daddy at such a young age.” He shook his head. “I can’t even imagine what that must have been like.”

Gripping the upholstered chair in front of her, Carly said, “I remember being really scared. When we lost the house, we had to move into this little one-bedroom apartment in a really sketchy part of town.”

Brett frowned. “I don’t think I ever visited your house. It seemed you were always at ours.”

“There was a reason for that,” she said ruefully. Brett and Sophie’s house represented everything her little one-bedroom apartment didn’t: safety and comfort. “I was too embarrassed to invite people over. Mama took the bedroom, and I slept on the pull-out couch in the living room.”

“For how long?”

“As long as we lived there.” She set her purse on the chair, unable to meet his eyes. “Until I came to live with you guys, I didn’t have a room of my own.”

“That must have sucked.”

She smirked at his assessment of the situation. “Pretty much, but the worst part was…” She didn’t like revisiting her childhood, especially with Brett. It was embarrassing and made her feel ashamed. “I always felt so scared.”

“What do you mean?”

“Like I said, it was in a bad area. My mother wasn’t always home. There was just this flimsy lock on the door, and sometimes the neighbors would get drunk or high and try our door instead of theirs. I was always afraid they’d get in and try to hurt me.”

Brett pulled her into his arms. “Forget this. We don’t have to—”

“It’s okay.” She stepped back and patted his chest. She didn’t want him to think she was still broken or unable to move beyond her own sad past. “I don’t mind. It’s not like anything really bad happened to me. No one ever broke in. No one ever hurt me.”

“But you were left alone a lot?” Brett asked, stroking her hair. “That couldn’t have been easy.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Actually, I sometimes preferred it. Mama used to bring strange men home at all hours and they’d…” She cleared her throat. She wasn’t six years old anymore. She should have been able to talk about it without falling apart. “Have sex. The first time I heard all that screaming, I thought someone was hurting her, but when I asked her the next morning, she told me to mind my own business.”

Brett swore softly. “I had no idea things were that bad at your home.”

“I didn’t like to talk about it.” She ran her hand over his chest, taking comfort in his warmth and strong body. “Especially since y’all had this perfect family.” She hesitated, afraid that saying more would make the tears come. “I think I always knew the day would come when my mama would find another man to take care of her. She’d been looking since the day my daddy died. I just never thought she’d be so willing to leave me behind.”

Brett’s expression was pained. “You still haven’t explained your fixation on this house.”

Carly knew he was trying to distract her, but she decided to indulge him. “I had a paper route in this neighborhood when I was about ten. Sometimes I even took the long way to school so I could walk by and admire this place. I think that’s why I bought a house just a few blocks from here. I knew I couldn’t afford this house, but being in this neighborhood felt right to me.” She still hadn’t explained her attachment to the house, but it wasn’t easy to put into words. “Like I said, I hated being so close to the front door in our apartment. I was always afraid of someone breaking in. So I started to pretend I lived in a big house like this one, where all of the bedrooms were on the second floor, far away from the front door.”

He chuckled. “So you liked this house because it was a two-story?”

“That was just one of the reasons. There’s a warmth about this house. Whenever I came to the door to collect money for the newspaper, I’d hear the TV blaring, kids laughing, smell dinner cooking…” She shrugged. “I don’t know. Those are the things I associated with a real home. I sneaked a peek inside once, and while it didn’t look the way it does today, it took my breath away.”

“This is a beautiful home,” Brett said softly, linking his hands behind her neck.

She knew it probably didn’t make any sense to him. He lived in a ten-thousand-square-foot new house built in one of the most sought-after areas of town. A hundred-fifty-year-old home with creaky floorboards and an old-fashioned sunroom probably seemed quaint, at best, to a man who could live anywhere.

“Anyways,” she said, turning away from him, “you wanted to know why I loved this home. There it is. That’s the reason.” She was looking out the window above the kitchen sink when his arms circled her. Sighing softly, she leaned back into his chest.

“When I left your place yesterday, I knew I’d screwed up again.”

She curled her hands around his forearms. “It’s okay. I was tired. I overreacted.” After her initial hurt and frustration had faded, she decided to give this thing between them another chance. If she didn’t, she’d always wonder if they could have gone the distance.

“No, you were right to react the way you did.” He kissed the top of her head. “It must have seemed like I hadn’t been listening to a word you’d said. You told me you needed me to give you reason to trust me, to believe in me, and I let you down again.”

“You were being a good friend. I can respect that.”

“That doesn’t excuse the fact that I didn’t call.” He kissed her cheek. “There are no excuses for disappointing you or letting you down, baby. You deserve better than that. So I left your place feeling a little lost and confused, and I turned to the only person I felt could give me answers: my sister.”

“You went to see Sophie? Why?”

“Who knows you better than Soph?”

She smiled and kissed his arm. “I don’t know. You, maybe?” She felt his smile against her neck.

“Maybe. But there are still things Sophie knows about you that I don’t… like how much you’ve always loved this old house.”

“I was hoping we would get around to that,” she said, turning in his arms. “Are you ready to tell me what we’re doing here?”

“I wanted to do something that would prove to you that I’m not only in this forever but I’m committed to making every one of your dreams come true.”

Carly’s heart raced as her breath got trapped in her throat. She didn’t know what he was about to say, but she had the sense it would change everything.

“I know you don’t need a man to take care of you—”

“You don’t understand,” she said. “That’s the reason I worked so hard to be a straight-A student and earn scholarships. That’s why I worked eighty hours a week to build a successful business and ate macaroni and cheese for five years so I could pay off my mortgage—because I never wanted to be like her. I never wanted to be so desperate that I’d forsake my child just to have someone, anyone, take care of me.”

“You have no idea how much I respect you,” he said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “But it’s okay to lean on people sometimes. It’s okay for you to lean on me.”

She wanted to believe that, but it would take more than days or weeks to convince her. It would take years of trials, pain, tears, laughter, love, and happiness to prove to her that Brett finally believed she was his soul mate.

He trapped her hands in his as his warm, minty breath caressed her face. “You’re just about the strongest woman I’ve ever known, and your example has made me braver and stronger.”

She laughed, thinking he had no idea how weak she felt sometimes.

“I’m serious. You figured out what you wanted, and you made it happen,” he said. “You wanted an education, so you worked hard to get scholarships because you knew there was no other way. You wanted a career you enjoyed, that would allow you to support yourself, and you worked your butt off to be the best damn designer in the state.”

“I appreciate—”

He kissed her softly. “I’m not done. You wanted a home of your own, so you scrimped and sacrificed until you made your dream a reality. You wanted a baby, and you figured out how to make one without waiting for someone else. That takes guts.”

Carly felt the burn of tears stinging her eyes. She hadn’t worked so hard because she wanted Brett’s respect or approval, but knowing she had it made the rewards so much sweeter. “Thank you.”

“But I’m here to tell you that you don’t have to try so hard anymore. Part of being in a relationship means sharing life’s burdens and building dreams together. I’ve been damn lucky in my life. Thanks to the success of High Rollers, there’s very little I can’t have.”

“What does this have to do with…?” She couldn’t say me. It sounded too presumptuous, as though she were expecting so much more than she was. Carly bit her lip as she tore her eyes from his. Her hope was growing, but the memory of too many disappointments warned her against expecting a happy ending. Just being with him was more than she’d hoped for even a few months ago. They were lovers, and for now, that was enough. Maybe someday, when and if he decided he was ready, they could be more.

“Money’s never meant very much to me. I could use it to buy houses and cars, take trips, but I’ve never used it to help anyone else or do something that made me feel good. I’m hoping to rectify that today.”

“I don’t understand.” She felt as though he was talking in circles, and she was desperate for him to get to the point.

He kissed her hands before dropping to his knee.

Breathe, girl. Just breathe.

He pulled a satin pouch out of his back pocket, but instead of handing it to her, he closed it in his fist. “There are things money can’t buy, Carly. It can’t buy love. It can’t buy happiness or forgiveness or trust. So I need to know, do you love me?”

“Yes.” There was no question in her mind about that and never had been, in spite of her claims to the contrary.

“I know I’ve hurt you and I’ve disappointed you, but can you forgive me?”

He was imperfect, but so was she. He’d made mistakes, and so had she. He was man enough to own them, and she would be brave enough to believe he was sincerely sorry. “Yes.”

“Are you happy when you’re with me?”

“Happier than I’ve ever been,” she whispered.

“Most importantly,” he said, lowering his head, “do you trust me? Do you believe that I’m gonna be there for you no matter what? That I’ll be your rock?”

Carly closed her eyes, thinking about the implications of trusting Brett completely and questioning whether she could. “I do.”

He grinned, making her smile. “In that case, I’ve figured out what I can buy.”

“You don’t have to buy me anything.” In a world that valued material things, she needed him to know she valued him more. “I just want you.”

His lips slid into a cocky half-smile. “You’ve got me.” He released her hand to slide a gold key out of the pouch. “And now you’ve got your dream home too.”

Carly’s hands covered her mouth to conceal her shock as she shook her head. “No, you didn’t.” She looked around the kitchen, trying to comprehend what he was telling her. He’d bought this house for her because Sophie told him how much she loved it? “I can’t accept it. It’s too much.” The fact that he was still on one knee wasn’t lost on Carly, but she was still trying to process the news about the house. She couldn’t think beyond that or what it meant.

“I happen to think it’s perfect,” he said, resting an elbow on his bent knee. “Perfect for raising a family. The Morrisons raised four kids here. That sounds about right to me. How ‘bout you?”

Carly closed her eyes, and tears trickled down her cheeks. The man she’d loved her entire life was not on bended knee in the middle of her dream home asking her if she wanted to have a family… with him? This had to be a dream. Any minute she’d wake up and realize her subconscious was playing another cruel trick on her.

“Of course, if you think that’s too many, I’m cool with three kids, even two.” When she couldn’t respond, he said, “Carly? Baby, tell me you want that too. Tell me you want to marry me.” He slipped a large emerald-cut diamond out of the pouch and gripped it between his thumb and forefinger, trying to contain the telltale tremor. “I know I’m not perfect. I know I’ve screwed up time and again. You could probably do a hell of a lot better than me, but you’ll never find a man who’ll love you more or work harder to make all your dreams come true.”

She tugged on his hand, pulling him to his feet. Her chest clenched when she saw hurt and disappointment flash across his face, but she had to tell him what was in her heart. “I wouldn’t change a single thing about you. I love that you’re moody, because I am too. I love that you’re stubborn. If you weren’t, you wouldn’t be so successful. I love that you’re protective, even if you do cross the line sometimes, ‘cause that means you’ll be a great dad. I even love that you lost your way for a while ‘cause that means you’ll appreciate what you have even more now.”

He touched the hand she held against his face. “I’m not gonna lie. You’re scarin’ the hell out of me. Are you gonna marry me or not?”

Carly wanted to throw her arms around his neck and scream yes, but she couldn’t let the moment pass without setting him straight. “You talked about the times you screwed up, but those mistakes made you a better man. They made you smarter. They’ll make us even stronger.”

He took a deep breath. “Us? Does that mean…?”

She took his hands. “You said I may be able to find someone better for me than you, but I’ve spent my entire life looking for a man who could love me as much as I loved you.”

“Sweetheart,” he said, hanging his head, “I hate that—”

“Ssshhh. I told myself that if you didn’t love me, it was because there was someone even better waiting for me. It turns out I was right.”

“Carly… don’t tell me there’s someone else. Please, you can’t tell me that. It’ll kill me.”

She could almost see his heart beating through his thin cotton shirt. “The man you used to be wasn’t a man who could have made me happy for the rest of my life. You didn’t value family the way I did. You didn’t want a life partner. You didn’t want a home like this or a houseful of kids. You were happy with your life exactly as it was.”

“That was then,” he said, his voice raspy. “I can’t be happy without you anymore. I need you.”

“I need you too. The man you are today is so much better for me than the man you used to be, and I’m grateful that I was smart enough to wait for you.”

He heaved a sigh. “So am I. You have no idea.”

“Brett, you’re my best friend. You know me like no one else. I always prayed you’d want the same things I do, that you’d look at me the way you are right this second.” She smiled, her hand trembling as she laid it against his chest. “You talked about making my dreams come true, but I never dreamed for a big house or a diamond ring. I just prayed that you would fall in love with me, and you have. That’s all I want. It’s all I need.”

“Yeah?” He smirked, holding out the ring. “Well, I need you to wear this ring. I need to give you my last name. I need the world to know you’re mine. I need to fill this house with kids—the sooner the better. So as long as you’re getting what you want, how about giving me what I want?” Taking her hand off his chest, he held the ring just shy of her finger. “Come on, baby. Say yes. Say you’ll marry me.”

“Of course I’ll marry you.” She giggled as he slid the ring on her finger. “Was there ever a doubt?”
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www.facebook.com/cheryldouglasbooks

Twitter: CherylDouglasNN

 

Please consider leaving a review for this book or other books in the series.

 

Thank You

 


 

Other Books by Cheryl Douglas

 

Now Available - Nashville Nights

Shameless

Fearless

Ruthless

Reckless

Relentless

Heartless

Hopeless

Careless

 

Nashville Nights Next Generation

High Stakes

Trade Off

Holiday Homecoming

Game On

Burn Out

Fast Track

Time Out

Face Value

Blown Away

Breathless

Imagine

 

Starting Over (Single Title)

 

Music City Moguls

Stone Cold

Envious

Forbidden

Haunted

Jaded

Hero Worship (Coming Soon)

 

Texas Titans

Strike Out

End Zone

First Down

Cheap Shot

Fast Break (Holiday Novella)

Wild Card

Free Agent (Coming January 2015)

Going For It (Coming Soon)

Possession (Coming Soon)


 

Coming Soon

 

Book Six in the Texas Titans Series

 

Free Agent

Dylan Clark has had his eye on Sabrina ever since she walked in to their bar for the first time. He’s watched her place bets in front of the big screen, hustle guys at the pool tables, smoke cigars, drink whisky, and beat a team of rowdy men at darts. She’s sexy, sassy, and unforgettable. They’ve been friends and lovers, but he won’t be satisfied until he makes her his wife.

Sports agent, Sabrina Mitchell, is in love for the first time… with one of her best friends. But when Dylan accuses her of the ultimate betrayal she doesn’t even try to defend herself. She can’t. He thinks she’s committed an unforgiveable sin, but he’ll be the one begging forgiveness when the truth finally comes out. But will it be too late?
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