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Chapter 1

Garrett

In my thirty-one years, I’ve been called a lot of things—bastard, ass, jerk, motherfucker, scumbag, and soulless cocksucker. One title that has never been bestowed upon me is nice guy, which is why I couldn’t tear my gaze from the only woman I’ve ever truly wanted, but could never have.

Savannah. Where did I even begin?

I downed my neat scotch and tapped the bar for another.

Onstage, Jerry Baritone and the Tone-Ettes crooned Billy Joel’s “Uptown Girl.”

My father, the great Richard “Dickey” Marsden had summoned us all to the club—Julep, Mississippi’s Fairview Country and Golf Social Society for those who weren’t in the know—to celebrate clever Savannah’s med school graduation. She’s everything I’m not. Warm and welcoming. Friendly to dogs, kids, and old people. As a doctor, she’ll no doubt possess flawless bedside manners.

I didn’t just want my stepsister beside my bed, but in it—on me—riding me, fucking me hard enough to burn her from my soul.

Another scotch returned me to age sixteen.

“Son…” Dad planted his big hands on my shoulders, propelling me forward toward the girl who changed everything. “Meet your new sister, Savannah. Isn’t she a peach?”

The girl, fourteen, ducked her head. Her long hair spilled forward, a black wave shining in the hot May sun, playing hide-and-seek with pale cheeks flushed from the heat. I couldn’t yet see her eyes, but her lips were large and full and pouty. She wore a slip-style floral sundress. The shoulder strap had fallen, and I couldn’t stop staring at the creamy transition from her collarbone to her shoulder. She was tall for her age, but somehow not gangly. My attention-starved sixteen-year-old cock roared at a peek of side-boob.

“Dickey, you have such a charming way with words.” The girl’s mother, my soon-to-be-stepmother, Delilah, smiled beneath her giant pink Derby Day hat. My mother hadn’t been the hat sort—a habit that had proven fatal when she died in a motorcycle accident while not wearing a helmet. The fact that her death had come while she’d been on hiatus from being a wife or mom was never discussed. My sister Jennie, older than me by two years, struggled with Mom’s passing to the point that she’d been in and out of in-house depression therapy that my father called her spa visits. That’s where she was today, and I shamefully didn’t miss her. Her black moods brought me down, and in this moment, with this girl, I only wanted to fly. “Savannah, where are your manners? Give your new brother a hug.”

The girl looked up and the shock of her green eyes made me bite my tongue. Blood, coppery and deep, flavored her first fleeting brush against me. She’d smelled clean. Of soap and sweat and the champagne allowed by the occasion.

My attraction had been visceral.

I’d popped my cherry at thirteen with my Dutch nanny, and continued munching cuntcake at the New Orleans boarding school where Dad tucked me away. No shit, I wanted Savannah, but this was different from my standard operating procedure. She was different. The fact that she would soon be my sister? Was this a fucking joke?

Another scotch returned me to the present.

Jerry and his girls sang Van Halen’s “Hot for Teacher,” and instead of being repulsed, Savannah went with it, laughing and twirling and shaking her tight ass. As siblings, we’d shared countless celebrations. Holidays and weddings. Graduations, birthdays, and Dad’s work promotions. She’d partied through them all while I typically sulked and wondered if I was a bad person for not missing my birth mother as much as Jennie did. What can I say? I’m not a fun guy. As a general rule, people don’t like me, and I couldn’t give two shits.

When Jennie met and married Luke when she was in college, and he and I subsequently went on to be friends and business partners, I thought it marked a fresh start for all of us—especially once they had three kids. But her depression clung to her like black emotional tar, and six months earlier, she took her own life. Luke understandably took it hard. He packed up their children, resigned from the company, and moved closer to his parents in Maine. We haven’t seen them since. My father and I never spoke of Jennie’s passing or the three grandchildren—my nieces and nephew—who were for all practical purposes, strangers.

Savannah and her mother had been especially kind to my sister, which only made me love them both all the more. Most of all, I craved their normalcy and light.

Sure, the booze and being back home and thinking of Jennie had turned me extra morose, but for real, nothing in life brought me pleasure other than causing others legal pain. I had more money than I could spend in two lifetimes. I had great cars, houses, and an endless supply of eager women. Literally, the only thing I didn’t have—could never have, but had always wanted—was Savannah. And that fact killed me. It had fueled every horrible act I’ve ever committed, and as she strode toward me in a red cocktail number, long legs bared to her American thighs, frustration and pain clenched inside. I wanted to pitch my glass against the nearest wall. Punch something. Kick a barstool into the club’s glowing aqua pool.

Instead, I pulled my shit together, bracing myself against her spell.

“Hey, smiley…” She leaned in for a hug and cheek-kiss combo, wreathing me in her custom perfume’s lush blend of vanilla, jasmine, and the ocean. I knew, because I had a fresh batch made for her on my every trip to Paris. She wore her long hair up, and I fought the urge to tug it down. “Just for me, couldn’t you at least crack a hint of a smile?”

I tried and failed, but she hugged me again and I couldn’t help it, being with her was so amazing that a half-assed grin emerged like shy sun peeking out from behind clouds.

“There it is. God, it’s good to see you. It’s been too long.”

“Yeah.” An eternity, yet still not long enough.

“How have you been? Mom said your friends Liam and Ella finally had their baby?”

I nodded.

“Is she as adorable in person as she is in tabloids?” The media adored Ella, and she loved them back—for a price. She used all photo proceeds of the little princess to fund her battered women charity.

Shrugging, I said, “I guess she’s okay. If you go for that sort of thing.”

“Garrett, stop. You cloak yourself in this tough-guy persona, but it’s me. I see beyond your mean lawyer act.”

“Whatever.” The growing crowd pressed her closer. Heat radiated from her thighs to my needy fingertips. “Let’s talk about your residency. When do you leave for Boston?”

“Two weeks. Mom insists on me having a new wardrobe. I don’t have the heart to tell her I’ll spend ninety-five percent of my waking hours in scrubs and the rest sleeping.” My mouth went dry. The only thing I remembered about her clothes happened over Christmas vacation. We’d fallen asleep together while watching Scrooged. Her faded Monroe Prep T-shirt had ridden high, exposing the curve of her perfect ass in reindeer-themed boy shorts.

“Take care of yourself. I’ve heard…” The rest of my sentence was muffled by too many drunken conversations and Jerry’s ridiculous wail.

“What?” She smiled and cupped her ear.

“Nothing!” I shouted above the band.

She shocked me by taking my hand, grabbing a bottle of Patrón from the bar, and then guiding me through the club until we reached the deserted pro shop where only muted ghosts of the party remained.

After parking on a padded bench, she screwed the top off the bottle and chugged.

She coughed, then laughed. “That’s better. Part of me doesn’t believe med school’s really over. I knew it would be bad, but…” She took a few more chugs, then passed me the bottle.

I downed enough to catch up.

“Remember when we used to spend our whole summers at the club pool?”

“Sure.” My mind’s eye saw flashes—slanted cut scenes of her mounded breasts squeezed into a red bikini. Her belly, gently rounded and beaded with sweat. The bronzed backs of her thighs. The bits of forbidden skin the sun never got to kiss that, when she rolled over, I caught lucky glimpses of when I thought no one was watching.

I drank a lot more, and handed her the bottle.

She downed more than she probably should have. “I used to watch you.”

“Yeah?”

“My friend Elaine told me you always had a towel over your lap because you were happy to see me.” She laughed before taking another few sips. “I told her she was full of shit. You’re my brother, right?”

I fucking died—especially, considering my cock was in equally bad shape now.

“But there was this one time when you were home from school and I caught you getting out of the shower. You must have just jacked off, because you were still semi-hard. I’d heard girls at school talk about sex, and sure, I’d made out plenty of times, but that was the first cock I’d seen live and in person.” She giggled.

“Glad my cock amused you.”

“Oh no…” She once again hit the bottle, then slid off the bench to kneel between my legs. I stopped breathing when she leaned forward and kissed my package. “I’m sorry giant, beautiful cock. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.” She laughed and laughed.

“Jesus, stop. This isn’t funny.” I tried shifting away from her, but that only made her more determined.

“No, really…” She clasped her hands around my knees, and buried her face into my crotch. “Haven’t you ever wondered what it would be like to be together? Like, we’re brother and sister, but not really. It’s such a wicked taboo, but why, you know?” She palmed me, and I damn near lost my shit.

I’ve never been harder. Like fucking never.

Using my knees for leverage, she rose high enough to kiss me, and I was lost.

How long had I waited to feel her pouty, full lips crushed against mine? I slipped her my tongue and we were off. Flying high on what had apparently been years of mutual curiosity.

She stood the rest of the way, parking her honey box against my face. Momentarily stunned, the alcohol fogged my reaction time. It didn’t take long for my hands to catch on to her drunken offer.

I shoved up her dress to find she still preferred boy shorts, but in a silky-smooth variety. I tugged them down, pushed apart her legs, nipped at her inner thighs, and then went higher until I was spreading her and tonguing her and loving the way she’d fisted her fingers in my hair, pulling harder the deeper I plunged.

“Holy fuck…” she said on the heels of a moan.

I kept going until she tensed and then shuddered.

She stepped free of her panties, and then tore at my waistband, springing me free.

“Shit—” I said. “I don’t have a condom.”

“I don’t care.” Just like she had a million times over in my fucked-up, twisted teen fantasies, she sat on me, swallowing me whole. I closed my eyes and surrendered to the moment, to her, to the promise that this must never happen again.

Once was enough, I told myself.

Now, I would know the absolute wonder of being not just beside her, but inside her. I planted my hands on her ass, squeezing for greater purchase. I had to get deeper. I had to forever freeze this moment to make it last a lifetime.

Her hair fell from its pins, curtaining us as we kissed. I was all at once immersed in her body, her scent, her spell. Pressure raged and roiled inside me until release hit in a crash of light, sensation, and sound. She quivered around me and cried out. I wrapped her in my arms, refusing to let go. I’d waited so long for our union that it now seemed like a fragile, fleeting dream. If I moved, I’d wake and she’d be gone.

“Savannah?” Some guy called from down the hall. “Babe, where the hell are you?”

“Shit.” In a mad dash, she climbed off me to pull up her panties and pull down her dress.

I tucked myself in, then zipped and buttoned my fly.

“My hair…Shit…” Crystal pins glinted in the moonlight pooled on the wood floor. She snatched them up, using the mirror above a display of women’s golf sweaters to twist her mane back to some semblance of its former glory. Finished, she asked, “How do I look?”

Spellbinding—only our spell had been broken. “You’re gorgeous.”

She kissed me quick. “Thanks. Are we good?”

Unable to speak past the nine iron lodged in my throat, I nodded.

“There you are.” A douchey, fratty sort rounded the corner.

“Chad. Hi. I’m sorry. Garrett and I were reminiscing and lost track of time.”

“Oh, hey.” Fratty held out his hand for me to shake. “You’re the long lost brother I’m always hearing about, but never met.”

I shook the guy’s hand, but wasn’t happy about it.

“Chad and I both snagged Boston residencies, only we’ll be at different hospitals.”

“Sucks to be me.” Chad pulled her against him and kissed the crown of her head.

I fucking hated him. “So,” I forced myself to ask, “are you two an item?”

Chad said, “As much as you can be in med school, huh, babe?”

“That’s about right.” Her green gaze met mine, and spoke an encyclopedia of regret. You won’t tell, right? We’ll never speak of this again? “Well, this has been fun, but I guess I’d better get back to my own party.”

“Sure.” I wanted to at least give her a hug, but instead, I shoved my hands into my pockets. The Patrón on top of my earlier scotch shredded my guts. “You two enjoy what’s left of the night. I’ll have Dad’s driver run me home.”

“Probably a good idea,” Savannah said. “That way you’ll be fresh for tomorrow. Daddy chartered a plane, and we’re all flying to Biloxi to play slots and drink Long Island Iced Teas.”

“Mmm…sounds like a good time.” Her father had died when she was young, so she’d adopted mine. I fucking hated it when she called him Daddy. It made me feel like more of a perv than I already was. “Chad, are you joining us?”

“You bet.” He kissed my stepsister’s full, gorgeous, delicious lips. “Now that we’re out of school, I’m hoping to never be apart.”

“Great.” For Savannah, I pasted on a smile. If the douche bag made her happy, I’d support her. It wasn’t as if I had another choice. For all practical purposes, what had happened between us had to be erased. It shouldn’t have happened the first time, and it would never happen again.

To ensure there were no awkward aftereffects, I got the hell out of the club and state.

By morning, thanks to my own chartered flight, I was back in California where I belonged.


Chapter 2

Savannah

I peed on the pregnancy test stick, then set it on the white tile bathroom counter and waited.

It had been two months since my graduation party.

Much to my parents’ dismay, I’d spent the whole summer in my apartment. It was safer than risking another encounter with Garrett. Funny, with most tragedies, time healed. But when it came to my memories with him, the longer we were apart, the more my emptiness yawned before me like a chasm. Since we obviously could never be more to each other than what our circumstances had already dictated, I focused on my future. My residency. My relationship with Chad. And, at the moment, the move that would land me that much farther from the home I’d forever craved in my stepbrother’s forbidden hold.

Furniture and boxes had already been taken by the movers, and now, the flotsam of tomorrow’s move from Durham, North Carolina, to Boston surrounded me like trash left in a field after a summer rock fest. A shoe here, a magazine there. An ancient souvenir from my undergrad days—a Kappa Kappa Gamma Christmas formal glass with something brown and crusty on the bottom. I picked it up, filled it with hot water to soak, and then wandered into the bedroom of my barren second-story walk-up to say goodbye to the magnolia I’d woken up to almost every morning I’d been at Duke.

The test was probably done, but I couldn’t look. Not yet.

A baby at this stage of my medical career was unthinkable. Even worse, if my lack of menses, constant nausea and aching boobs did turn out to be a zygote, the paternity was up for grabs. Odds were, the baby would be Chad’s. Had to be. Because if it turned out to be Garrett’s, I wasn’t sure I’d survive the disgrace.

Those brief, torrid minutes with him in the pro shop had been the culmination of over a decade’s yearning, lusting, and self-loathing. How could I be attracted to my brother? It was sick. Sure, Garrett wasn’t my real brother—we weren’t in any way blood-related—but society had forged the connection that long-ago defined our relationship’s acceptable boundaries, and screwing in the golf club’s pro shop definitely crossed a line. A hauntingly beautiful line composed of a hundred tightly-woven love sonnets tucked deep in my secret heart. I loved Garrett. Had always loved Garrett. But in much the same way I’d always adored Prince William or Matthew McConaughey, common sense told me my stepbrother could no more be mine than a member of either Great Britain’s or Hollywood’s royalty could.

The apartment’s door creaked open. “Van? You here?”

Shit. Chad wasn’t supposed to be home for another hour.

“You’re early.” I fairly burst from the bedroom to reach the hall bathroom. Not for the first time, I wished I’d opted for a more modern building with an en suite, but I’d always had a thing for old people, buildings, and things. Maybe I was an old soul. Maybe I just liked the patina of antique silver.

“I’ve gotta piss like a racehorse.” He cut me off at the pass, veering into the bathroom just before me.

On the off chance he wouldn’t notice the pregnancy test on the otherwise empty white tile counter, I darted in after him, planning to snatch it up before he could see it.

“What the…” He had his right hand on his fly’s zipper. With his left, he pointed. “Are you?”

I closed my eyes. Apparently, I was. I am. The news I’d all-along suspected was devastating, yet at the same time, oddly calming. A diagnosis for my symptoms. A reason for my constant malaise. A primal link between me and this great big world.

“Holy shit…” He came to me, wrapping me in a warm hug that more than made up for our last argument. He had a perilously short fuse. “Babe…let’s get married. We’ll find a justice of the peace, and—”

“Slow down,” I said against his chest. “I just found out I’m pregnant. I need a moment to catch my breath.”

“Sure. Right.” He kissed my forehead, then let me go. In that instant, I felt adrift. And cold. “Let me take my piss, then we’ll celebrate. I’ll call a few friends, and we’ll head to the Buck—no, too smoky. Let’s do Proud Mary’s. It’s got that great patio.”

“I’d really rather finish up around here and get on the road.”

“Are you kidding me? You can’t tell a guy he’s going to be a dad, then expect him to go into hibernation. This is great news, babe. I wanna shout from rooftops and hand out cigars.”

“I can’t be more than eight weeks. Isn’t this all a bit premature? Shouldn’t we keep it to ourselves until I’m further along?”

“Hell, no. If you want to stay behind in this shithole, be my guest, but I’m partying. It’s not every day you become a father. I’ve even got the perfect names—Chadwick for a boy and Chadellina for a girl. Done and done. Right?”

I closed my eyes again. Chad was a blend of spoiled-rich kid and frat guy. He had his sweet moments, and knew how to behave in polite company. He was smart, handsome, had more money in checking than God, and was even better connected than my stepfather, which was saying something. In Jackson, Mississippi, his family was royalty. By every standard my mother had carefully set, Chadwick William Ridgemont IV was a catch. So why wasn’t I happier about having him in my proverbial basket?

Simple. He’s not Garrett.

I squashed that thought like a big, fat southern roach.

Garrett had nothing to do with any of this. We’d only been together that one time.

Chad and I had boinked like bunnies the rest of that weekend.

But only because you’d been trying to erase the feel of Garrett inside you.

Nope. I belonged with Chad. I was carrying his son or daughter and I loved him. Granted, our love was no great passion, but given time, it would be comforting and satisfying and enough to make me forget my unhealthy obsession over Garrett.

“Yes, we should get married.” I plucked up the accusing pregnancy test and carried it to the big black trash bag in the kitchen.

“Tonight?” He flushed the commode, then joined me.

“No. But soon. Our mothers would kill us if we denied them a proper southern affair. How about if we go ahead and party tonight, get our apartment set up in Boston, then head back to Mississippi for our wedding? No one needs to know we’re expecting—just that we’re so in love we want to get married before starting our residencies.”

After making a silly, throaty growl, he settled his hands low on my hips. “Mmm…I always knew you were crazy about me. Sounds like a plan. You call your friends, I’ll call mine, and tonight, we’ll celebrate all of our great news.”

Perfect. But first, I had to make a brief stop in the bathroom to throw up.


Chapter 3

Garrett

The fact that I had been summoned for a return trek to Julep so soon after my last didn’t bode well for my peace of mind. Dad had been quite cryptic on the phone.

Come down for the weekend, Son. We’ve got big news—huge.

So now I once again sat in the club, only this time, at a table set for twenty-two in the private dining room as opposed to the bar. White linens had been paired with lilies and the flowers’ cloying sweetness clawed at my throat. A string quartet played on the veranda just outside open french doors. On the rolling golf course, fireflies hovered above hole one’s manicured perfection. The sun had set. Twilight transformed old faces to glowing and young to dewy. Candlelight reflected off crystal stemware, silver flatware, serving platters, and candlesticks that had all been in continuous use since before the War of Northern Aggression.

Savannah and Chad flanked my father at the table’s head. Then came my stepmom, Delilah; Chad’s parents, Theo and Suzette; his older brother, Canton—all Jackson, Mississippi, lawyers—and lining the bride and groom’s respective sides of the table sat an A, B, C, D, E, and F assortment of Savannah’s sorority sisters and Chad’s frat bros. Delilah told me in confidence that Theo went by his middle name on account of there being too much confusion between his father, grandfather, and him. Out of my great respect for her, I’d refrained from telling her I didn’t fucking care.

Rocket science had never been my forte, but it didn’t take book smarts to guess Dad’s big surprise.

The sole woman I’d ever had the slightest interest in obtaining was on the verge of announcing her engagement to a man I didn’t know—didn’t care to know—and there wasn’t a damned thing I could do about it.

Scarlett O’Haras were the night’s assigned cocktail.

I discreetly asked the waiter for a neat scotch.

The meal began with polite chatter and, according to the embossed menu at each place setting, Jumbo Lump Crabmeat Remick.

Sorority Sister A leaned too far into my comfort zone. “Savannah tells me you’re a close personal friend of Liam and Ella Stone. Is it true Liam bought her a South American country for her birthday?”

Though my natural inclination was to growl at the ridiculous question, I instead downed the remains of my scotch and signaled the waiter for another. “Absolutely true,” I said. “He wants to be king and make Ella a queen, so he’s restructuring the entire government—replacing democracy with monarchy, putting photos of family and friends on all currency. I’m handling the legalities. You’d be amazed at the complexities.”

“Gracious…” Her blue eyes widened. “What country did he buy?”

“Keep this between us…” My drink arrived. I downed it in a single gulp. “But Liam now owns Venezuela.”

“What?” She graced me with a not-very-ladylike gape. “He’s got that much money?”

“More than Bill Gates or God.”

“And you’re a close friend?”

“Absolutely. My handsome mug will be on his country’s twenties. But personally, I’ve got my real estate agent looking into buying Brazil.” I winked. “I’m a big fan of topless beaches.”

She cupped her hand on my thigh. “I’m not sure we were formally introduced. My name is Constance, and…” She zoomed in, whispering the rest of her speech directly into my ear. “I give great head.”

Her statement was so absurd that during the lull in between Louisiana Drum Meunière and Bananas Foster, I slipped her into the deserted pro shop so she could prove her claim.

Not bad, but I’d had better.

The whole time she worked me, being the ass I am, I closed my eyes and saw Savannah. I smelled her perfume. Vanilla, jasmine, and the ocean. I craved a replay of our lone, forbidden night the way a fat kid craves Twinkies.

We returned to the dining room just in time to see Dad stand, then clank his fork against one of the champagne flutes the waiters had distributed.

I signaled for more scotch.

Dad said, “I can’t thank all of you enough for being here. Delilah and I planned for this announcement to be a big surprise, but I’m guessing by now, that ol’ cat has jumped clean out of his bag.”

Laughter. Applause.

I swallowed the bile rising in my throat. Too much scotch. Too much rich food. Too much of seeing Chad fawning all over my stepsister.

“But I digress. I’m not sure there’s a thing in this great big world that could make my heart happier than seeing my girl smile. Her mother and I dreamed of this night, and honestly, if we’d been given a catalogue of potential prospects, I doubt we’d have found a young man even half as suitable for our Savannah as Chad is.”

Whistles accompanied applause from the groom’s portion of the party. Chad’s mother daubed the corners of her eyes with a monogrammed white handkerchief.

“I had a formal speech written about how much pride fathers feel for their daughters, but damned if I didn’t spill my first drink on it, so honey…” With tears shining in his eyes, Dad took Savannah’s hand. “Let me just say I love you, and your mother and I think you did a real good job of picking your man.”

“Aw, thank you, Daddy.” Savannah rose from her seat to give my father, and then her mother, a hug.

Chad and his parents joined in on the lovefest with plenty of hugs, backslapping, and handshakes. And then the future groom slipped a rock the size of Gibraltar onto Savannah’s ring finger and I had to leave the room.

I wandered into the bar.

For a July Friday night, the place was relatively dead. Golf played on all five muted TVs. A golden oldies band butchered “Peggy Sue.” Four old geezers sat at the bar and three couples spun each other on the dance floor. Three more couples sat at a corner table drinking and swapping stories. The scene was quite ordinary. So why did my pulse race as if instead of witnessing an engagement announcement, I’d seen the dropping of a nuclear bomb? Why did my head and heart and stomach ache? Why was my mouth dry and stomach queasy?

Why, with every fiber of my being, did I want to tear back into that dining room, scoop Savannah into my arms, and then run off somewhere crazy—like fuck, I don’t know, Switzerland or Australia? I’d take her anywhere in the world that wasn’t Julep, Mississippi. Where no one thought we were brother and sister, because technically we weren’t.

“I wondered where you’d run off to.” Constance had found me. “I got lonely. Wanna head back to my B & B for a private celebration?”

No. “Sure. Got a car?”

She jingled her keys.

—

I woke the next morning with a headache and regret.

Delilah had booked the bridesmaids at the Magnolia Inn, which was an antebellum B & B with far too thin walls and ridiculously easy-to-pick locks that literally any key would open—a fact Savannah and I had discovered one Christmas break when Dad had rented the whole place for his top employees and my usual saint of a stepsister and I had sampled treats from every minibar. At the tender age of seventeen, scotch had already been my sin of choice. She’d gone for cold Snickers.

Even though I was alone in the bed, plenty of feminine laughs and chatter invaded my privacy from behind the room’s closed door.

I stretched in the canopy bed, then eased out from beneath too many covers into too hot air. Why was it that no matter how much money was thrown at these historical restoration projects, no one ever got the central heating and air right?

Sunshine shone through lace-panel curtains. The resulting filigree on the wood floor made my eyes hurt almost as badly as my head. I needed a shower and coffee—neither of which I cared to find here. I dressed in last night’s clothes, then headed into the thankfully empty hall.

I’d made this particular walk of shame during three other pre-wedding events and one post-wedding one. What can I say? Kinda like my work pal Carol’s former man-whore, Nathan, weddings bring out my inner player.

Downstairs, I slipped out the back door into an already steamy morning.

Julep was too small of a burg for Uber or Lyft, so I called the one person I knew who wouldn’t give me shit about a one-night stand.

Ten minutes later, Savannah rolled up to the corner behind the wheel of her mom’s gold Jag.

I climbed in and cranked the A/C, aiming the vent at my face.

“Really?” She hit the gas, throwing me back in the leather seat. “You’re such a pig.”

“Love you, too, Sis.” I leaned my head back and closed my eyes.

“Screw you.”

“Already had the pleasure.”

“When my friends you sleep with and never even call again tell me you’re a bastard, I defend you, but I’m done.” She turned too sharply, jolting me from my attempted slumber.

“And?”

“Never mind. You screwed Constance, didn’t you?”

“Don’t remember.”

“Of all of my bridesmaids, why’d you have to pick her? She’s got the fluffy heart of a baby bunny.”

I snorted. “And a mouth big enough for my hard lion.”

“You’re evil.” I opened my eyes in time to see her veer into the cypress-lined parking lot of McKinney’s Drugs. She parked, then snapped, “Wait in the car. You’re the last person I want to be seen with.”

“Aye-aye, Dr. Savannah.” I saluted her.

She flipped me the bird.

Five minutes later, I was answering an email from Liam on the legalities of acquiring a Taiwanese electronics manufacturer when Savannah climbed back into the car, and tore into a roll of Tums.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Fine.” She popped two tablets into her mouth and chewed.

“You look like shit.” Of course, she didn’t—even at her worst, she took my breath away, but dark circles beneath her eyes made her appear gaunt.

“And you’re an ass.” She started the car, backed out of the parking space, then gunned it toward our parents’.

“Being a bastard is part of my charm.”

“Please, Garrett.” She stopped for a red light, and pressed her hands to her forehead. “I can’t deal with sarcastic you—not today.”

“What’s wrong?” I angled to face her. As if she was on the verge of tears, her green eyes shone. For a soon-to-be-blushing bride, she looked anything but happy.

“Nothing. I don’t want to talk about it.”

“It’s me. We used to tell each other everything.”

“Those days are long gone.” The light changed, and she moved the car forward.

Our relationship rolled backward.

“They don’t have to be,” I said. Sure, we could never be what my secret heart had always wanted, but the thought of not at least having her as a friend was intolerable. “Savvy…” I reached for her hand, but then drew back. “Let me in. Maybe I can help? Did you and Chad have a fight?”

“No.” She sniffed, brushing away silent tears with the back of her hand while swerving around two moms with baby strollers. “Chad’s wonderful. I love him with all my heart. I just don’t feel well, okay? And Mom’s gone more than a little wedding-crazy. We’re having teas and luncheons and showers. It’s all too much. I wanted something quiet. Just a small church ceremony with family and friends. A punch and cake reception at the club.”

“Want me to talk to her?”

She shot me a narrow-eyed glare. “Who are you, and what have you done with my prick of a brother?”

Don’t call me that, I wanted to rail. How many times had I wished our parents had never married? But if that had been the case, maybe I never would have met her. If having her as my stepsister was the best I could do, I’d take it.

“Seriously, G, this sudden nice guy routine doesn’t suit you. Makes me suspicious—like you’re pulling one of your sharklike lawyer moves to set me up for a fall.” She pulled into our family home’s circle drive and pressed the garage door remote.

“Knock it off. I would never hurt you, and you know it.”

Her pinched expression told a different story.

Did she think about our night together? Did she remember how incredible we’d felt? The way, for those all-too-few intense moments, the world had stopped?

“Take a shower,” she said before climbing out of the car. “You smell like an ashtray that got left in a brewery.”

Don’t go, I wanted to say. Let’s do brunch. Tell me about your residency and dreams for the future and what it felt like the first time you saved a patient’s life.

Of course, I didn’t say any of that, and she shut her car door and entered the house.

I sat utterly still, staring at the blank garage wall.

If we hadn’t had sex, would we not feel like strangers now? Was she pissed at me for ruining things between us? Or was I flattering myself to think I was even on her radar?


Chapter 4

Savannah

In the house, I ran straight to my room and quietly shut and locked the door.

The exertion sent me straight to the bathroom, where I threw up the toast I’d managed to eat for breakfast. For some women, pregnancy was one of the happiest times of their life. They felt consumed with peace, well-being, and the joy of having a tiny life growing inside them.

I was not one of those women.

I’d lost ten pounds and my pale complexion and straw-like hair made me look like a background sewer rat from Les Mis. At the same time, my boobs were enormous. My obstetrician said this was normal—even fairly common—for first trimesters. I thought I was being karmically punished for not telling my future husband that there was a possibility that this baby could be Garrett’s. But how would I even start that conversation?

Um, sweetie, love you lots, but I accidentally drank way too much at my graduation party, and then jumped my stepbrother in a pro shop. We couldn’t be bothered to use a condom, because I’ve been secretly hot for him literally from the moment we met. Promise, it was only that one time, and we’ll never be together again, but there’s a fifty-fifty shot that this baby you’re marrying me for isn’t even yours.

I flushed the toilet, then wet a washcloth with cold water, and clamped it to my forehead.

I’m a horrible person. The worst.

Further complicating matters was the fact that my insides glowed nuclear neon green with jealousy of my friend Constance. I hated her for sleeping with Garrett. How could she not know he was mine? But then the joke was on me, because no matter how desperately I wanted him to be my sole property, he could never be.

And so I’d been pissy with him in the car—not because I’d resented picking him up, but because I’d been out of my mind with not just wanting him, but needing to talk to him. How had I landed in this unimaginable place? In love with my stepbrother, yet on the threshold of marrying another man? I loved Chad, but not like I loved Garrett—never with the all-consuming need and longing that had clearly, quite literally, driven me out of my mind.

Finally consummating my every fantasy with Garrett hadn’t only been morally reprehensible, but just plain stupid. How had I thought just once would be enough? If anything, since being with him, I now had emotional and physical proof of the wild suspicions I’d fought most of my life to hide. Yet for all of my determination to be done with my feelings for him, he might as well have been a glass jug with a skull-and-crossbones poison emblem blazed across the front.

Only wait—that symbol was out of vogue in the medical world, as it was seen as not threatening to impressionable young minds, but tempting—like a pirate. Which, in the case of my forbidden love for Garrett, made perfect sense. Lord knew I wanted to be plundered.

God, I was a mess!

I cupped my palms to my forehead, praying for peace. Clarity.

Instead, I fought a fresh round of nausea.

Chad, his father, brother, and Daddy were playing eighteen holes at the club before this afternoon’s barbecue that Mom’s BFF, Vivian, was hosting to celebrate our engagement. I should have been glowing—ecstatic about the outpouring of love from friends and family. But how could I be happy about starting my marriage with a lie?

A knock sounded on the bedroom door.

If that was Garrett…

What? Would I run to him? Explain everything before flinging myself against him? Beg him to spirit me away?

I left the washcloth on the counter, forced a deep breath, and opened the door to thankfully find my mom.

“Where’d you dash off to?” she asked.

I explained in G-rated terms that her stepson had needed a ride.

“That was good of you to pick him up. Your brother does have his wild side.”

Just what I needed to hear. I shrugged before sitting on the still unmade bed.

Mom shut the door, then joined me. “When were you planning to tell me you’re pregnant?”

I gaped in shock, but then the hormonal relief of having at least part of my secret exposed brought on instant tears. I hugged her, sobbing like I hadn’t since my dachshund Ollie had died back in tenth grade. Wild, drunken sex with my stepbrother had brought on temporary amnesia in regard to my bachelor’s in chemical engineering and shiny new med school degree. I’d been stupid for not using protection with Garrett, and, even worse, for purposely not using a condom with Chad. What was wrong with me?

“Aw, sweetheart, why are you crying?” Mom smoothed her hand up and down my back. “A baby is a wonderful blessing. If you’re anything like me, the morning sickness will pass, and then the rest will be a blur of shopping and showers.”

“Mom, I start my residency in September. I’ll barely have time to take a shower, let alone come home to be the guest of honor at one.”

“Pish. We’ll figure it out.” She tucked my flyaway hair behind my ears and kissed my forehead. “Granted, this baby could have come at a more convenient time, but you and Chad have been together awhile now, so I can’t say I’m surprised. Your residency will work itself out, and if you need to, you’ll file for some sort of leave, and then get back to it after the baby’s born. I’ll come for visits, and so will Chad’s mom—”

“Suzette knows?” I drew back in horror.

“Honey, we might be old, but neither of us were buying that story about how you and Chad were so in love you couldn’t wait to get married. Usually, folks don’t insist on getting hitched under such a tight deadline unless the bride doesn’t want to be showing in her wedding gown. Now, take a nice nap. You look like a wilted bouquet left too long in the sun.”

“Thanks.”

She left and I sighed. It wasn’t my style to feel defeated. My whole life, I’d set up goals and met them. I followed rules and always, always did what was expected of me by my parents, friends, and professors.

That night with Garrett? I was pleading temporary insanity.

He’d looked so damned good, and for years, I’d worked so damned hard.

For that brief window of time, rules be damned.

I didn’t want him to be my brother, I wanted him to be the man who didn’t make me feel like anything other than a wholly desired woman. I didn’t want to believe I’d planned on seducing him, but deep down, I knew on some level I had. Loving him was no excuse.

In the panicked aftermath of guilt and shame, I’d then been with Chad in the shadows behind the club pool. I’d needed to erase what Garrett and I had done.

Moreover, I’d needed to reassure myself that Chad was the man I wanted—needed—to be with. We had similar goals. He had his issues, but overall, he was a good guy and I loved him. Together, we would make a great life.

As for the miniscule chance that my baby was Garrett’s?

I refused to believe it was even a possibility.

Eyes closed, my mind drifted to the Turks and Caicos villa Daddy had rented four years earlier as a treat for his top-selling team members. I’d been on summer break between finishing college and starting med school. Mom begged Garrett to meet us there, and he had.

The trip had been beyond idyllic.

Plenty of blazing sun combined with Garrett’s ripped chest.

I’d been so hot for him that I’d had to pop into my bedroom for “naps,” during which I’d crawl into my bed and beneath cool sheets touch myself in all the places I wished my stepbrother’s fingers and tongue could be.

I was used to the base urges he raised—geez, I’d been fighting them practically since puberty. But then he’d gone and done something that made him all the more desirable on a level I’d never even considered.

Daddy’s top-selling agent had brought his wife and newborn daughter. They wanted to take a day sail and asked me to babysit. Of course, I agreed, and Garrett offered to help…

“Who knew my legal shark of a brother was a secret softie?” I teased poolside while he slathered lotion on the adorable creature’s bare arms and legs. She wore a pink gingham bathing suit with matching hat and one of those swim diapers. “Have you been practicing on Jennie’s girls?”

“Yeah. She tries, but she’s kind of a shit mother.”

“Stop. Don’t say things like that.”

“Sorry. It’s the truth. I guess whatever lousy parenting gene Mom had, she must have passed down to my sister. Hell, maybe I’ve got it, too?” He lifted the infant, cradling her close. She rested her chin atop his shoulder, melting my heart at the sheer beauty of this forbidden man I loved and the tiny angel I hardly knew. My heart ached for Garrett. His sister was the perpetual elephant in the room of our otherwise happy familial home.

For a moment, the baby fussed, but then Garrett gave her a few light jiggles and soothing rubs on her back. Her expression morphed from fear and apprehension to sleepy contentment. My Garrett had done that. I was surprised, but shouldn’t have been. He’d done the same for me for all these years. Whether I’d gotten a bad test score or lost my favorite earring, I couldn’t remember a crisis when he hadn’t been there for me. The times when we were apart, I only felt half alive. When we were together, my heart sang as if he was the missing half that made me whole.

Together, we kicked off our sandals on the pool surround, hopping and jogging and laughing away the pain of the hot tiles burning our soles. Finally on the sand, had Garrett not been my stepbrother, I would have taken his hand. Instead, I settled for just being near him, for reveling in the warm Caribbean sun, walking through sun-kissed sand that made us laugh and skip in a mad dash to the cooling water. Once there, we sat at the surf’s edge, where the baby giggled when the gentle surf licked her toes.

I filled a mental bottle of the scene. The white sand, turquoise water fading into a cerulean sky, the faint briny smell, the lonely cry of gulls diving high over our heads and the occasional happy shrieks of our temporary ward.

I looked toward Garrett and our gazes locked. My breath caught in my throat and my chest tightened with all the trapped words I’d forever wanted to say. You’re beautiful. I love you. Kissing you just once would make my life complete.

With the infant between us, he leaned forward, and I leaned forward.

All air had long-since left my lungs.

We were alone in paradise with no one to bear witness to what may or may not happen. He leaned closer still. Close enough now for me to smell lunch’s sweet mango chutney lingering on his breath.

He tilted his head.

I slanted mine in the opposite direction.

Kiss me, my heart cried. No one will ever know. It’ll be our secret.

He reached out to me, sweeping flyaway strands of my long hair behind my ear. His simple touch made my body hum, and I topped his hand with my own. With our gazes still locked, I moved his hand lower, over my lips, where I kissed his palm.

A low, guttural moan escaped him. He closed his eyes, arching his head back.

“We’re alone,” I said.

“No, we’re not…” He snatched back his hand to cup the baby’s head.

Okay…What did that mean? Sure, we had the baby, but the sweet little thing napped more than she was awake. Was I flying solo in my attraction for him? Had I forever imagined the whole thing?

No. He shifted his legs—I assumed to hide his Empire State Building-sized erection.

“Do me a favor,” he said. “Either hold the baby or run to the house to grab my phone. I’m expecting a call from Liam that I have to take.”

Just like that, whatever magical web circumstance had spun between us was gone, just as it had been too many times before to count. We’d played this game for years. Pretending what we felt for each other was normal. Deep down, we both knew it wasn’t.

Maybe I should have pressed the issue? Maybe we could have carried on a clandestine, long-distance affair? Meeting up in Denver to boink like bunnies, then never speak of it again?

The really scary part of our avoidance dance was that I feared just sex with him would never be enough. I wanted the total package. Holding hands and sharing meal prep and stories at the end of our days. He might be my stepbrother, but he was also my best friend. I had no right to want more, but I did. And that fact crushed my heart.

The baby fussed, so he pulled her back into his arms, inadvertently filling me with an irrational jealous rage.

“Are you ever going to at least kiss me?” I blurted.

“No.” He clambered to his feet. “My mom and Jennie put my dad through enough, no way would I disrespect him—you—like that.”

“What if I want you to kiss me?” I chased him all the way back to the villa.

“You only think you do.”

“I think you’re afraid!” I ran around him, blocking his way.

“You should be.” His tone darkened the way it usually did when he talked business.

I wanted to press my bikini-clad, sun-drenched body against him. I wanted to kiss his every objection away until nothing but the obvious truth stood between us—that our being together was inevitable. Only what he was more of an adult to realize was that it wasn’t. Our parents’ marriage had forever ruined our chance at a normal loving relationship, and in that moment, I hated them.

The rejected woman in me hated Garrett even more…

It had been a while since I’d thought of our day on the beach with the infant whose name I now couldn’t remember. Garrett had been wonderful with her—far better than I had been. Back then, he’d accused Jennie of being a poor mother.

I cupped my belly, afraid the same could already be said of me.

During my night with Garrett, I’d taken what I’d always wanted. If this baby did turn out to be his, of course he deserved to know the truth, and I would tell him. But this early in my pregnancy, the only paternity tests were invasive and potentially harmful to my child. With luck, my son or daughter would be Chad’s, and the whole issue would vanish.

If only I could so easily erase my memory of Garrett cradling that darling infant that day on the beach. If only I could know he’d make a lousy parent or husband. Unfortunately, deep down, I suspected just the opposite would be true.

Someday, some lucky lady would win Garrett’s heart.

Sadly, because our carefully structured social world saw us as brother and sister, that woman would never be me.


Chapter 5

Garrett

Snatches of the conversation between Savannah and her mom floated to me from the upstairs hall.

…This baby could have come at a more convenient time.

…I’ll come for visits, and so will Chad’s mom.

Now that there was a reason for the hasty nuptials, I understood.

My mind flashed on our lone time together. The fact that we hadn’t used protection.

Could the baby be mine? Christ…

I swiped my hands through my hair and paced. I mean, sure, anything was possible. But Savannah was a fucking doctor. If anyone knew whose baby she was having, it would be her.

With my blessing, my childhood room had been transformed into a nondescript guest repository. Magnolia wallpaper, roomy four-poster bed, and enough lace to knot into a decent-length rope to restrain a Constance-du jour to the bed.

I now paced the, no-doubt, pricey Persian rug.

I didn’t want to be here.

I was a fraud. Attending parties and toasting the happy couple when all I really wanted was to toss my stepsister caveman-style over my shoulder and carry her off into the great beyond. I had money. We could escape. Hell, if she wanted, I’d even take her to some godforsaken third world country where she could save the locals from diphtheria and malaria and whatever-ia that needed curing.

For her, for us, I’d give up everything.

And because of that realization, in that moment, I knew it was time to not only regroup, but get my priorities in order. There was no us—would never be.

The sooner I got that through my apparently thick skull, the better.

—

Twenty minutes later, I stood in front of the main kitchen’s fridge, eating cottage cheese straight from the container when Savannah wandered in.

“Excuse me.” She nudged me aside and took a Sprite from the side door.

I wished the sweep of her forearm against mine didn’t bring our night roaring back. The brush of her lips against my neck, the curtain of her hair. The floating sensation of being so deep inside her that I’d finally found home. In a ridiculous attempt to banish the memory of her tequila taste, I took another bite of cottage cheese, then retreated to a barstool at the kitchen’s center island.

Without saying a word, she opened her beverage, chugged, then closed the fridge door and left the room.

I should have let her go, but couldn’t.

“Congrats on the baby.” Is it mine?

She froze. “How do you know?”

“The upstairs walls are thin. Your secret’s safe with me.”

“Whatever.”

“I have to ask…”

“No. The baby’s not yours.” She’d thought about it, too?

“How do you know?” My mouth went dry. The mere thought of us sharing a child stole all strength from my grip. I dropped the spoon into the plastic tub I’d been eating from.

“I know, okay?”

“Well, sure. You’re a doctor, but how do you know? Is there some special test?”

She sighed before drinking more of her Sprite. “Yes.”

Damn. I’d seen enough Jerry Springer during college to know she must have tested Chad’s DNA against the baby’s. I thought the kid had to be further along to definitively tell that sort of thing, but hell, I was hardly an expert. If she told me the baby wasn’t mine, I believed her. She wouldn’t lie—not about something this important.

She started walking, but I asked, “Do you love him?”

“Chad?”

“No—Santa.”

“Please, don’t be a smart-ass, Garrett—not this morning. Usually, I can give as good as I get, but…” She turned to me. Her faint, sad smile through silent tears had me abandoning my cottage cheese to wrap her in a hug.

Above all, she was family.

Sure, we’d had our drunken five-minute fling, but that was over and now, reality had to rear its ugly-ass head. As this beautiful, smart, funny, sexy woman’s big brother, it was my duty to ensure she never cried.

I held her tight, stroking her long hair. She felt so good—incredible. It took superhuman strength to not get wood. “Tell me what’s going on. It can’t be that bad.”

“It’s not…” She melted against me, and I rested my head atop hers, holding her, rocking her. “I’m just always so sick, and Mom’s taking the wedding to a freak show, circus-level I never wanted it to be. I need to set up our Boston apartment, but there’s no time. The residency I’ve literally spent my entire life preparing for is barreling toward me, yet instead of being excited about it, I’m living in dread and fear. It would be hard enough under normal circumstances, but now…”

“Shh…” I smoothed back her hair the way I had when she didn’t make cheerleading her sophomore year of high school. “You’re going to be a great mom. If you and Chad are as tight as you seem, everything’s going to work out fine. Hell, I’ll even help. I never thought of myself as an uncle, but I’ll have this kid sipping the best aged scotch from his bottle.”

“Stop! You’re horrible.” She shoved me away, but then pulled me back. “I love you. Thank you for always being such a great big brother.”

“You’re welcome. Love you, too.” Her words killed me. Our words. How many years had we performed this routine? The one where neither of us acknowledged the part where that love we professed on Christmas and birthdays had infinite layers. Familial love, friendly love, and then there was the kind of dark-hot-sexy-velvety-dirty love that by mutual consent we’d shoved so far back into the corners of each of our closets that it was never to be taken out again.


Chapter 6

Savannah

“You look beautiful.”

“Thank you.” I stood on my tiptoes to kiss Chad. My trip down memory lane had left me feeling horrible. Unfaithful and unworthy of Chad’s love. At that moment, I vowed to do better by him. I would eradicate all thoughts of Garrett from my mind to focus on the future Chad and I shared. Odds were, the baby wasn’t my stepbrother’s, so I had no cause to worry aside from the challenge of raising a newborn while completing my residency. “You’re not looking too shabby yourself.” He wore a tux, and I’d squeezed my already enormous boobs into a floaty red cocktail dress I hadn’t worn since the holidays two years earlier. Mom had wanted to take me shopping, but what was the point of buying a new dress, when I’d outgrow it in weeks?

“How was golf?” Though we’d just dressed for the evening together, there hadn’t been time to talk. He took my hand for the trip down the circular stairs.

“Good. Dickey won.”

I smiled. “Daddy always wins.”

“That’s funny…” Midway down the stairs, Chad knelt in front of me and kissed the spot where my baby bump was already growing. “From my perspective, I’m the winner.”

I cupped my hands to his head, trying not to cry—not because I didn’t desperately need the release, but because I didn’t have time to redo my makeup.

I love this man, I told myself. We’re going to have a wonderful life.

So why, when I closed my eyes, did my mind’s eye envision Garrett? Laughing Garrett, asshat Garrett, Garrett leaning in for a kiss…All of those images were wrong—by-products of haywire pregnancy hormones. Chad and I were the perfect couple. We’d breeze through our residencies, join thriving practices, and become the sort of power couple who co-chaired hospital fund-raisers and art galas. But what then? Would any of it have meaning? Given enough time, would my fascination with my stepbrother fade?

Chad stood, nuzzling my neck. “I’ve got the perfect name for our bambino.”

“Yeah? Let’s hear it.” We’d played through this scenario before.

“Obviously, Chadwick, for a boy, and…” Careful not to muss my makeup, he nibbled my earlobe.

“Let me guess—Chadellina if it’s a girl?”

He feigned shock. “How did you guess?”

Not caring about my lipstick, I kissed him. Not because I was particularly fond of his name choices for our child, but because he was sweet and funny and we truly would have a wonderful life. All I had to do was give myself permission to breathe. To put the baby first, my health first, Chad first, and for once in a very long time—if ever—I had to put my dream of becoming an amazing doctor on hold.

As for my secret thoughts of Garrett? Those were totally off the table. I would soon be a married woman and I intended to honor my vows—not only physically, but emotionally. Chad and my child deserved all of me—the best of me. Not just the part left over after I’d devoured one of Garrett’s emails or he’d surprised me with a text or call.

“I love you,” I said. “Are we going to be okay?”

“Are you kidding me?” We shared another kiss. He fixed my smeared lipstick, and said, “I love you, too. Once this whole wedding thing is behind us and we get back into our groove, we’re going to be awesome.” He took both of my hands to resume our journey down the stairs. He walked backward, ensuring my safety. “See? All safe and sound.”

“Thank you.” I squeezed his hands. “Finals week was more fun than this.”

“It’s just a party. You’ve been to hundreds. What makes this different?”

Garrett stepped out of the study.

My heart caught in my throat.

He wore a tux, but no bow tie, with his shirt open at the throat. He hadn’t shaved, hadn’t brushed his hair, and he held a cocktail tumbler with what I guessed was scotch. He was criminally handsome, yet I should be the one in jail for my wicked thoughts about what I’d like to do with him minus his tux. I closed my eyes, picturing myself pressed against him, planting openmouthed kisses up his neck, breathing him in, drowning in his achingly familiar lime and vanilla smell.

“Hey…” Chad held out his hand to shake my brother’s. “Long time, no see, man. We missed you this afternoon on the links.”

“Likewise. Sorry. Had unavoidable business.”

“Sure. I understand.” Knowing Garrett like I did, I knew he hated golf and had probably not spent his afternoon on the phone or computer, but instead sleeping off his hangover.

“There you are.” Mom drifted into the foyer on a cloud of her trademark Chanel No. 5. She’d worn it my whole life, and it served as a scented security blanket. “Dickey got a limo so we could all ride together.”

“Great,” I said. There was safety in numbers.

Daddy entered and then Chad’s parents and brother.

Though I was surrounded by loved ones, never had I felt more confused and alone. I wasn’t ready for marriage any more than I was ready to be a mom.

The back of my neck tingled. I looked behind me to catch Garrett’s stare. Our locked gazes produced a visceral pull I wasn’t equipped to handle.

He’d been my stepbrother for so long, that I didn’t know him in any other capacity—only, that was a lie. Lately, it seemed as if my body had known all along that we were pussyfooting around the issue of our attraction. I couldn’t get him out of my head. I couldn’t forget the feel of his big hands cupping my ass, pounding me—heat rose in my cheeks.

I grabbed hold of the newel post for support.

“Babe, you okay?” Chad asked.

“Perfect.” I forced a smile.

—

By the time congratulatory toasts were made and we had eaten from Vivian’s poolside buffet, I’d turned avoiding Garrett into a game.

I currently occupied a thick-cushioned chaise located between a potted palm and trellised bougainvillea. No one had found me for the past ten minutes, and the solitude made for my own private heaven.

I blamed my earlier downright wicked attraction for my stepbrother on pregnancy hormones, and of course, the fact that we’d even had sex in the first place had clearly been stress and alcohol-related. I wasn’t accepting any responsibility, because there was none—for either of us.

What had happened, happened.

We were two fairly young, good-looking people who had traipsed down a wrong path. End of story.

And if your baby really is Garrett’s? my stupid, nagging conscience asked.

It’s not. Fate wouldn’t be so cruel.

And the fact that you love Garrett? Have always loved Garrett? How are you planning to explain that away?

“Did you get enough to eat?” Chad’s mom, Suzette, had somehow discovered my secure location, but since she looked genuinely concerned, I forgave her. As an added bonus, her presence forced my focus away from my stepbrother.

“Plenty,” I lied. The mere smell of barbecue sauce threatened to make me hurl.

“Good, good. Need me to bring you anything? Milk? Ice cream or pickles?” She winked, then perched on the chaise’s end. “Your mom confirmed what I’d already guessed, and doll, Chad’s father and I couldn’t be happier. You’re going to make a wonderful momma. And with our combined lineage, your little prince or princess will be southern royalty. Can you imagine if you had a son named King of the Krewe of Bacchus? I know they’ve been going with celebrities for years, but…” she leaned in to whisper, “we have very deep pockets, and the connections to see that our contributions make it into the right pockets.”

“Good to know,” I said, proud to keep a straight face. We didn’t even know the child’s sex, and my future mother-in-law was already planning a Mardi Gras coup?

“If you have a daughter, we’ll have to be as careful about choosing her debutante ball as her sorority. Picking wrong can have disastrous results on a girl’s future. My friend, Olivia Boatright, got bids for Chi O and a lesser house at Mississippi State that shall go unnamed. Well, she chose the lesser house—said the girls were more real—whatever that means, and hand to God, she married an auto mechanic and was never again seen in polite society. To this day, I don’t even have a clue of where to send her a Christmas card.”

“That’s awful.” I hoped I put proper emphasis on just how vexing this situation truly was without tipping my hand about the fact that I thought the debutante/sorority game was something I’d played more for my parents than for my own satisfaction—least of all because I thought it actually mattered in the grand scheme of things. “Have you seen Chad?”

“Not lately, but I’ll find him for you, sugar.”

I pushed myself up. “I can do it.”

“Nonsense. A lady should rest when in your condition.”

“Probably.” I didn’t have the heart to tell her that medically, it was actually best for expectant mothers to get regular exercise. Regardless, I was already upright. “I promise as soon as I find Chad, I’ll sit right back down.”

“Deal.” She gifted me with a European double cheek kiss, then thankfully flounced off on a cloud of floral-scented chiffon to see and be seen.

Unfortunately, I didn’t find Chad at the buffet, or playing billiards in the pool house’s game room, or watching NASCAR at the swim-up bar. I did find Garrett seated in Vivian’s dining room, speaking what sounded like Chinese on his cell. Wait, he mouthed before I beat a hasty retreat.

A few minutes later, he was done, and asked, “Having a good time?”

“Sure.” But honestly? I’d be happier to see more of my fiancé and less of my stepbrother. Our night together refused to grant me a moment’s peace—kind of like those dreams I still had about showing up at a college final without having attended a single class.

“But?” His smile took my breath away. White teeth against dark stubble. Brown eyes as tempting and rich as hot fudge.

I wrinkled my nose. “What do you mean?”

“I sensed a but in your tone. Like you were having a good time, but…”

“Oh—guess I just haven’t seen Chad in a while, and I’m kind of perturbed that he’s no doubt off with his guy pals when I’d appreciate his help in navigating this social quicksand.” I shared a fraction of Suzette’s plans for our child. “Don’t you think the baby’s health should come before college Greek life selections?”

Garrett laughed. “In a perfect world. But you forget we live in ‘the South,’ and our mothers are old school. If they knew what we’d done, they’d—”

“Shh!” I glanced over my shoulder to make sure no one had overheard. “You promised we’d never talk about that again.”

“Sorry.” He picked up his half-empty scotch. “My bad. Let’s go find your sweetie.”

To my everlasting horror and secret delight, he rested his arm atop my shoulders. Everything from that pleasant weight to his cologne’s faint familiar lime and vanilla scent made me crave him. He was the cake with too many calories. The car that drove too fast. The designer purse that cost double my monthly budget. He represented every sinful longing I’d ever had, and it had to stop. I was not only on the verge of marrying another man, but also carrying that man’s baby.

“Thanks, but I’ll find Chad on my own.” I refused to be this awful, duplicitous tramp anymore, and shrugged out from under his light hold.

“Suit yourself. But seeing how I have nothing better to do, I might as well tag along.”

I sighed.

Together, we searched Vivian’s house from the formal living room to the kitchen to the wine cellar, but Chad was nowhere to be found. One of his frat brothers said he’d seen him talking to Daddy on the front porch, so we headed in that direction only to find the eight white wicker rockers unoccupied.

We were just about to head back inside when Garrett froze. “What’s that?”

“I don’t hear anything.”

He grinned, then pointed toward our limo. The tail end just happened to be bouncing up and down. “Who do you suppose snuck off for a little adult entertainment?”

“You don’t think?” I raised my hands to my mouth. Of course he was right, but I didn’t want to catch a glimpse of the lucky couple actually enjoying the stodgy event.

“Come on…” Before I could protest, he took my hand, dragging me across the lawn. “The back window’s cracked. Let’s sneak up on them. My money’s on Constance. Trust me, that girl gets around.” He winked.

“Garrett, you’re awful! She’s a nice girl.”

“Especially, if your idea of nice includes a woman who can do the splits in two directions.”

I smacked his arm.

He laughed.

Why was I more pissed about the thought of him having been with another woman than I was by his crude assessment of one of my best friends? How long would it take me to finally be over him?

We reached the limo and sure enough, a variety of not-so-subtle sexy-time noises drifted through the partially open window and sunroof.

Oh, oh…Yes!

You like that, baby? I’m gonna fuck you into the next county…

“He’s a dirty boy,” Garrett teased.

That voice…I might have physically stilled, but my heart took off at a gallop. Are you kidding me? No. No way would my sweet Chad—the father of my baby, the man I was about to marry, be screwing some tramp in the back of my limo!

I yanked open the door to discover not only my fiancé’s bare ass pumping up and down, but also his dick apparently plunging in and out of Constance. I hated Garrett for dragging me over here to see this. Even more, I hated myself for not having known. For never in a million years even remotely suspecting these two people I loved could be capable of betraying me in such an unspeakable manner.

“Get out!” I raged. “How dare you?”

“Oh, shit…” Chad yanked up his slacks while Constance pulled down the sundress that had been around her neck. “Baby, this isn’t what it looks like. I love you.”

“You just said you love me!” Constance slapped him.

The darkness marring Garrett’s handsome features frightened me. He grabbed Chad by the back of his starched button-down, yanking him from the car. “You dirty, sonofabitch!”

“Calm down, man.” Out of the limo, with his pants up, but unbuttoned and with his fly still down, he held up his hands, only to then sucker punch Garrett’s left jaw.

“Stop it!” Constance screamed from the backseat.

“I’ll fucking kill you.” Garrett delivered a hard right and then left to Chad’s perfect chiseled chin.

“Not if I kill you first! You think I didn’t see the way you looked at your sister the night of her graduation?” Chad answered back with a slam of his fist to Garrett’s stomach, another punch to his jaw, and then nose.

A growl emitted from deep in Garrett’s chest, and then he pounded Chad hard enough on his nose that my fiancé reeled backward, hitting the back of his head with a sickening thud against a flower bed’s stone edge. I might not have been a fully-certified doctor, but in that freeze-framed instant, I knew this was bad.

My mind no longer saw Chad, but a textbook case of an intracranial hemorrhage brought on by trauma. I’d spent years learning to shut off my emotions in an emergency and I all but threw myself on the ground, checking his pupils, only to find them fixed and fully dilated.

There was no pulse, so despite the fact that I knew if there was even a chance of a neck injury he shouldn’t be moved, I barked at Garrett, “Help me get him flat. He needs CPR. Constance, call 9-1-1!”

I vaguely recalled a crowd gathering and then a woman’s otherworldly cries.

There were sirens.

And paramedics pulling me away, telling me there was nothing more to be done.

Police arrived and there were questions upon questions.

I needed sleep. I needed time and space to process what my addled brain refused to compute—Chad was dead.

Garrett had killed him.

I stared at my stepbrother. Complex confusion welled from a frightening place so deep I feared I might never emerge. What had he done?

Sure, my future with Chad might not have been a fairy tale scenario, but it was mine. It had been my only chance of wrenching my heart from the ridiculous fantasy I’d spun of Garrett and me sharing full lives together. Chad and his family would have given me support with this baby, and I wouldn’t have been alone while navigating being a new mom and medical resident.

If my stepbrother truly loved me, how could he have not only stolen all my security, but ever dragged me toward that limo to bear witness to that unfathomable scene? Chad and Constance? Together? No. Just, no. I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. Kappa Kappa Gammas were nice girls. We wear Lilly Pulitzer and sip our cokes through straws. We didn’t fuck our sisters’ fiancés, and even if we did, we’d certainly find a classier place to do it than in the back of a rental limo that probably hadn’t had a proper cleaning in years!

Rage consumed me.

I wanted to lash out. To punch something—someone. Chad, Constance, and Garrett. My limbs had gone numb. My tongue had as well. The only part of me still functioning were my eyes. I couldn’t stop staring at him, hating him for what he’d done. For what my sick attraction to him had made me do. On a base level, was I any better than my cheating fiancé? I might not have physically been with my stepbrother lately, but emotionally, he was constantly in my head and heart.

I let my mother lead me away from the ugliness.

She practically tried shoving a Xanax down my throat. Oh—don’t think for one hot second I didn’t want about three of the little gems, but it wasn’t recommended during pregnancy, so I abstained. I fell onto a downy-soft canopy bed, staring up at peonies, but only seeing Garrett.

How could I hate him, but still love him? He’d killed Chad, yet some perverse part of me needed him and only him for comfort. What was he going through? I’d seen it all, and Chad’s death had been a horrible accident—which I’d told the sheriff. But he hadn’t listened. I was viewed as the grief-stricken almost-widow far too overcome to fully comprehend the afternoon’s events. As such, my voice lacked value.

What the man didn’t understand was that without Garrett, my life lacked value.

But how did I reconcile that with the fact that the entirety of my allegiance should belong with my dead fiancé—the victim? How did I wrap my head around the fact that even though Chad had been caught cheating, I was now expected to mourn his loss?

Only I couldn’t fully.

Confusion swirled my thoughts and emotions. The rational side of me understood I needed sleep. The side of me that needed to make sense of the horror of what had happened needed Garrett. Only he was trapped behind bars and I was trapped inside the prison of my heart.


Chapter 7

Garrett

I’d just killed a man.

It didn’t matter that I’d only meant to temporarily punch the cheating little fucker’s lights out. It didn’t matter that he’d thrown the first punch—making this legally an open-and-shut case of classic self-defense—I still felt like shit. Never in a million years would I have purposely hurt the guy Savannah loved. Even worse, we were in Mississippi, and that changed everything. Down here, the law was of course, followed, but the interpretation of true justice could sometimes be different than the way it would have been in, say, San Francisco or New York.

In Julep, the sheriff didn’t see two guys fighting, he saw the fact that Chad and Savannah were engaged and she was pregnant, and I’d just killed the father of her unborn child. The reason there’d even been a fight in the first place, because we’d caught the groom screwing a bridesmaid—a trusted sorority sister—no longer seemed to matter.

Our two families that had only an hour earlier planned lifetimes of fruitful social connections had instantaneously become sworn enemies. Chad’s father and brother called me a murderer.

Sheriff Monroe, who hadn’t seen a single murder in his twenty-six years in office, presided over the scene as if directing a stage play. With much pointing and shouting, he’d parked me in our hostess’s dining room where I was apparently under house arrest.

Dad’s longtime attorney, Harvey Leigh Wilcox, had been in attendance at the party, and now sat at the opposite end of the table as me, nursing a dirty martini, snacking on a mountain of pulled pork and reading Southern Living as if we were waiting to see a fireworks show. The man easily weighed over four hundred pounds, yet had crammed himself into a navy and white seersucker suit.

From my vantage point, I watched as deputies took hundreds of photos of the body. They buzzed about Chad, wielding evidence kits and bags as if they were busy bees on a goddamned episode of CSI.

It was self-defense! I raged inside.

Was I sorry I hit the cheating bastard? No. Was I sorry he was dead? Of course. I wasn’t a stone-cold killer and felt horrible about what I’d done.

Most of all, I was sorry for what this was doing to Savannah who had been so overcome by the spectacle of it all that her mother and our hostess had whisked her upstairs, presumably to lie down. Was she okay? Was her baby okay?

A deputy opened the room’s french doors, then cleared his throat. “Ah, Mr. Marsden, the sheriff wants me to bring you in.”

“This is preposterous.” Harvey slapped his magazine to the table. The absurdity of the cover’s patriotic fruit tart in this moment didn’t escape me. “My client was clearly within his right to return Mr. Ridgemont’s initial threat. There were two witnesses to that very event.”

The deputy took handcuffs from his utility belt. “I’m not here to pass judgment. I just need to take Mr. Marsden to the station.”

“Are cuffs really necessary?” Harvey asked. “My client comes from one of the most well-known, respected families in the state.”

“Sorry. Sheriff’s orders. He considers Mr. Marsden a flight risk.”

“Just do it.” I rose, presenting the deputy my wrists. “Let’s get this over with, so I can get home to take a shower.”

—

Five days later, I found myself still at the station.

The knot in my gut had grown to the size of a fucking watermelon.

My longtime friends and business partners—Liam Stone and Owen Mitchell—had flown in from Palo Alto, and sat across from me in a mint julep–colored conference room. Luke, Jennie’s husband, was conspicuously absent. The magnolia wallpaper border worsened my indigestion. Had the sheriff’s wife stopped by to decorate?

“They want you charged with murder?” Liam said. “You told us your sister’s fiancé threw the first punch.”

“He did. But I mouthed off, and said I was going to kill him, and that’s all the two witnesses seem to remember. For the record, Chad popped right back that he’d kill me, but we all know what happened from there. He comes from a long line of attorneys and down here, who you know matters. I’ll be lucky to get off with involuntary manslaughter. And hell…I killed him. I deserve it.”

“Christ…” Liam raked his hands through his hair. “What can we do? Name it. I’ll fly in the best criminal defense team in the world.”

I shook my head. “Thanks, but all that’s going to do is piss off the locals. The judge assigned to my case won’t even grant bail—says I’m a flight risk.”

Owen snorted. “You are. But still, this is BS. Maybe what we need is to reassemble Liam’s team that he used to take down Ella’s bastard ex. They could round up all the good ol’ boys trying to take you down, and—”

“Stop.” I held up my hands. “I appreciate you two dropping in for a visit, but I’m screwed.”

Liam narrowed his gaze. “Who are you, and what have you done with the meanest SOB I’ve ever encountered? Seriously, man, you’re acting like you’ve already thrown in the towel when between us, we’ve got enough money to pay off every crooked cop and judge ten times over.”

“Yeah, only the problem is that this isn’t about money, but pride. Some things can’t be bought—like vengeance. Chad’s family doesn’t just want me charged with their son’s murder, they want me annihilated. At the very least, once I’m charged with a felony, they’ll see me disbarred, and make sure I never practice law again.”

“Fuck that.” Liam leaned across the table. “Garrett, wake up. Fight.”

“I can’t.” I rubbed my thumb and forefinger over my stinging eyes.

“Why the hell not? What are we missing?”

Savannah. Liam hadn’t seen the look she’d given me before her mother—our mother—tore her away. Liam didn’t realize that the longer this mess dragged on, that if I insisted on taking it to trial, her life would be even more fucked-up than it already was—all because of me.

A hundred times, I’d stared at my cell’s ceiling, asking why. Why had I insisted on dragging Savannah over to that limo? Why, once I’d absorbed the gist of the unfolding events, hadn’t I quietly suggested that Savannah and I return to the party and leave the two lovebirds alone? I could have dealt with Chad and Constance later, making their lives living hells in a multitude of oh-so-personally-delicious ways. But, no. I’d had to have the immediate gratification of punishing Chad for hurting Savannah. I’d punched him to protect her honor, but had only succeeded in having her lovely, teary-eyed face on the cover of every newspaper from New Orleans to Atlanta. Not only had I destroyed my family’s name, I had also destroyed her.

I needed to see her, but my father said she was indisposed—a polite, southern colloquialism that could mean everything from she was literally unable to leave her bed to she hated me to such a degree she’d just as soon spit on me than look at me.

“Garrett, come on, man.” Liam waved his hands in front of my face. “Help us help you. How many times have you gotten all of us out of jams? When I was locked up for punching that cop, you rode in to the rescue and when Nathan was charged with killing that socialite, you knew just what to do. Now, when it comes to saving your own ass, you’re waving a white flag? Why do I feel like I’m missing a vital piece of this puzzle?”

“Because you are, okay?” I hadn’t meant to snap, but my words had erupted, rather than been spoken. “Thanks for coming, but I’d rather you leave.”

“That’s all well and good,” Owen said, “but what about the company? Your arrest has already made international news. How do you want to spin this?”

“It’s spun.” I rose, waving to the deputy through the door’s window. “Effective immediately, I hereby resign. I’ve got a great team in place. Vance Knight has got a razor blade for a heart. Name him as my replacement.”

“Fuck this,” Liam said. “Garrett, we’ve been friends for how long?”

The deputy entered. “Yes?”

“I’m ready to go back to my cell.”

He led me out the door.

Liam and Owen followed until another deputy stopped them. They tried reasoning with me the entire way, but it was no good. My goose was cooked.

Eventually, Savannah came to the jail multiple times to see me, but I refused to see her. I couldn’t see her. Did she hate me for what I’d done? If so, could I blame her? I hated myself. I couldn’t stomach the thought of her even being in this place.

Two weeks later, I plea-bargained to voluntary manslaughter—quite a coup for Harvey, considering Chad’s family had been fighting for the death penalty. Regardless, it was the least I could do for taking a man’s life—accidentally, or not.

Two weeks after that, I was informed that my license to practice law had been revoked. Shortly thereafter, I was transported from Julep’s quaint town jail to the Mississippi State Penitentiary where I was to spend the next five years.


Chapter 8

Savannah

SIX MONTHS LATER

Eighteen hours of excruciating labor were behind me, the morning sun had washed me clean, and I finally held my freshly scrubbed angel in my arms, peering down at him with an impossibly pure, yet not-quite-complete love. Oh—I wholly loved my son, but wished I could share this beyond special moment with his father. That man had to be Chad. Though my son had dark hair and the blue eyes I’d learned in med school that melanin may have caused as opposed to genetics, I still took that gorgeous blue as a sign that he looked like the father he would never know he had.

The pressures of my residency made me not sure if I’d fully accepted Chad’s death.

I hadn’t even kind of dealt with Garrett’s subsequent incarceration.

All I really knew was that I missed both men in different ways. I’d tried reaching out to my stepbrother, starting a hundred different letters a hundred different times, but in the end, abandoned them all for the simple fact that I didn’t know what to say.

Of course, I still loved him, but Chad’s death had scared me straight. The closer I’d come to delivering my son, the more I refused to believe he could be Garrett’s. Fate wouldn’t be so cruel. Everything between us was a mess far too sloppy for a simple cleaning, and so maybe a selfish part of me was glad he was far away? On a deeper level, I still craved his hugs, and the special brand of reassurance he’d always managed to bring.

With my mom and Suzette finally out of the room for their morning coffee—for the sake of the baby, with Garrett out of the picture, they’d insisted our families at least try being civil—and Daddy, Theo, and Canton off to tour Boston’s golf offerings, I cherished this first alone time with my son. He squirmed and scrunched his little face in preparation for what I could only guess would soon be a cry.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, fitting my pinkie into his palm, surprised by the strength in his grip. “Hungry?”

He answered by turning redder.

“Let’s see if this will help.” When it came to breast-feeding, I’d read everything I could get my hands on, but none of that data prepared me for the realities of fumbling to get my son to latch onto my nipple. After a fifteen-minute, ever-increasing struggle, I finally resorted to calling a nurse, who helped me position baby Chadwick more securely. When he took his first tentative samplings of the nourishment my body had to offer, the release was a beautiful thing. I found myself crying, stroking his hair, apologizing for bringing him into such a messed up world, but promising to make it better.

A knock sounded on the door.

I assumed it was the nurse and called, “Come in. I think I’ve got the hang of it.”

The door opened and Chad’s younger brother, Canton, stepped through. He was a shiny new law school graduate and there were only a handful of times I’d seen him out of a suit. This was one, and along with starched navy slacks he wore a chunky forest green sweater. The more casual look suited him, and softened his usually pinched features.

“Oh—hey. Thought you were off golfing?” Embarrassed by having him see my bare left breast, I covered myself and my son with the powder blue receiving blanket Mom had draped over the bed rail.

“I was—will be soon, but hoped to catch you alone.”

“Okay…” My stomach knotted. Canton hadn’t fared well after Chad’s death—not that any of us had, but he and his mom took it hardest. He’d come to see me a few times and seemed to find comfort in our mutual love for his brother. Despite catching him with Constance, I loved Chad if for no other reason than he’d unwittingly helped me through my imagined crisis with my stepbrother. I now realized all of my lusty yearning for him had been temporary insanity from which I was now cured. To honor the memory of my son’s father, I would be the best mother possible. Even after his eventual release, I sure as hell would never again initiate anything physical with Garrett. Those days were behind me, and so I forced a deep breath and smiled. “What’s up?”

He sat in the armchair alongside my bed. “Geez…” He clasped his hands. “I’m not even sure where to start.”

“The beginning is fine,” I teased.

He nodded. “It’s like this. I’ve tried bringing this up before, but it never seemed like the right time. Now…”

Oh God. He wasn’t about to play the consummate southern gentleman by offering to stand in for his brother by caring for me and his nephew, was he? “Canton, if you—”

“Let me finish.” He held up his hands. “Please know I mean no disrespect, but before he died, Chad came to me with some information I found…” He paused while my heart skipped a beat. “Well, let’s just say I told my brother he was out of his mind to believe something so foul could be true.”

My happy glow faded. What was this about?

The baby squirmed and fussed. He was probably ready to switch to my other breast, but I didn’t feel comfortable performing that tricky maneuver in front of Chad’s brother. “Would you mind stepping out? This will only take a minute.”

“Why—oh. Of course.” He reddened while glancing at the commotion going on against my chest. “I’ll be right outside.”

The whole time I got my son situated against my other breast, apprehension for what else Canton had to say ruined what should have been a special time of bonding. Ready to get this awkward visit behind me, I called him back in.

Settled in his chair, he leaned forward. His expression was so intense, his eyes so blue like his brother’s that I had to look away. “There’s no gentle way of putting this, so here it goes. Chad told me he barged in on an indelicate scene between you and your stepbrother. He didn’t want you to know, so he did the gentlemanly thing by walking away. He doubted whether this baby was his, and I advised him that as soon as the child was born to run a paternity test.”

I heard Canton’s words, but they didn’t fully compute. Chad knew?

No. No, this wasn’t happening.

“Forgive me for taking the liberty, but I had a nurse obtain a cheek swab, and—”

“You what?” I sat up with enough force to jostle the baby from his meal. Beneath his blanket, he cried in protest, but then found his way back to my nipple. This was all surreal. Breast-feeding while getting slammed with beyond shocking news. “How dare you.”

“Relax,” he said with a grim smile. “I paid to have the results expedited and tested your son against my own sample. There were clear family markers and your baby is my brother’s son. Case closed.”

I expelled the breath I only now realized I’d been holding. Of course, I’d eventually planned to do a paternity test, but on my own schedule. What Canton had done was beyond invasive and borderline criminal. Still, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t relieved to once and for all have the entire issue officially behind me.

He cupped his hand to my shoulder. “When Chad approached me with his suspicions—that you and your brother were having some sort of seedy affair—I told him he was crazy, that you were devoted to him, and he was just nervous about how soon he was becoming a husband and father. Now that I was proven right, you and your son will always be welcome in the Ridgemont kingdom.” He smiled again, then gave me a reassuring squeeze.

At that point, I should have relaxed and looked forward to my life’s new chapter. Instead, I felt thoroughly creeped out.

“Remaining in our kingdom is easy. Stay the fuck away from my brother’s killer. Are we clear?” His sanctimonious smile raised bile in the back of my throat.

“Time for you to leave.” I held my son extra close. How could the man I’d once loved have had such a vile brother?


Chapter 9

Garrett

EIGHTEEN MONTHS LATER

Visiting days sucked.

On this gloomy Saturday nearly two years into my incarceration, rain hammered the visiting room’s windows and I sat at a table, pretending to listen while my father rambled on about his newest Miami high-rise deal. All I really wanted to hear about was Savannah and her child. Now that he was walking, what sort of trouble was he finding, and had he spoken his first word? How was my stepsister’s residency going? How did she manage to keep up with her work and spend quality time with her son? Did she miss me? Think about me? Obsess over me the way I did her? Even now, I had her picture with me in the chest pocket of my prison-issued shirt.

“Liam phoned again.”

“Oh?”

“He wants to know why you won’t add him and your friend Owen to your visitor list.”

“Did you tell him I don’t want to see him?”

“Of course not. It’s not in my nature to be rude.”

I coughed. That was my father, ever the image of southern gentility, yet when it comes to hammering out real estate deals, he was as ruthless as a fighting cock—albeit a gracious cock.

“Your sister wants to see you, too.”

“She does?” That shocker made me sit up.

“Of course. She’s family. Imagine my surprise when I made an inquiry only to discover she and your stepmother also aren’t on your list.”

“Neither of them belong here.” The devil himself didn’t belong here. The only reason I’d fared better than I’d expected was because my cellmate discovered I’d been a lawyer. I worked in the library, and pretty much held court while doling out free legal advice. Well—not exactly free. I worked for safety and contraband scotch.

“Mom wouldn’t survive the bus ride over.”

Dad chuckled. “You’re probably right.” The trip from the front gate to the visitation center was a good five miles, and taken via prison bus. “But Savannah’s a lot tougher than she looks. It might do you good to see a friendly face.”

“Let’s be real. I killed her fiancé and the father of her child. I doubt she wants anything to do with me.”

“Well, she’s still mighty torn about this whole state of affairs, but she’s practically blood and stands by you. You know she fought for you to be released on account of what happened with Chad being an accident.”

I waved off his words. Ancient history. I got what was coming to me. As for losing Savannah? How could I claim a woman who had never really been mine?


Chapter 10

Savannah

THREE YEARS LATER

Our reunion was inevitable.

And if I was honest with myself, from the day my mother told me Garrett was being released and would soon begin his court-assigned job as a groundskeeper at Julep’s Swan Park, I’d started taking my lunch there not because of its close proximity to my clinic, but for a chance to see the man who’d forever changed the course of my life.

It had taken a lot to get me to this point—to have assigned Garrett the blame of merely having shaped my life as opposed to ruining it. If I was land, he’d been a mighty river, carving out deep, pain-filled channels at will. In those crazy days after Garrett had been locked in the city jail, I’d been desperate to see him, to beg him to fight for a self-defense ruling, and to tell him whatever he needed from me, I would give. But he’d not only denied my legal assistance, but physical comfort, and more than anything, that hurt.

Now, my love for him was still there—would always be there—but it had changed into something I no longer cherished or fantasized about while touching myself in the quiet dark of night. Truthfully, I didn’t know what I felt for him. It was all so terribly complicated. And painful. And beyond my comprehension of how any of us had gotten to this unfathomable place.

Every weekday since his release, I sat on a bench beneath the outstretched arms of an enormous live oak draped in Spanish moss. I ate my turkey and swiss. My apple. My three Fig Newtons. And then I waited until my phone’s timer went off at the end of my allotted thirty minutes.

The last thing I wanted was to talk to him.

The only thing I wanted was to talk to him.

Time had a funny way of condensing facts, and the events of the day of Chad’s death had now been distilled to a mere few truthful morsels. Chad was dead. Garrett killed him. My life had never been the same. I couldn’t entirely blame him. That wouldn’t be fair. In keeping with those facts, I’d played a huge role in all of this. Had I discovered Chad’s cheating all on my own, I probably—shamefully—would have still married him. Not out of love, but sheer panic. Deep down, where it mattered, I’d been afraid of learning the truth about which man was my son’s father, and even though I now knew Garrett didn’t hold that title, a sick part of me wished he did.

What did that say about me as a person?

Maybe guilt is why I now ran a mostly free clinic. And had formed a food bank. And lived in what my mother called the unfortunate side of town.

I tried to see Garrett in prison. I wanted to thank him for essentially falling on his sword. Daddy told me my stepbrother had taken a plea to ease his own guilt and save the family the embarrassment of a public trial. I should have at the very least sent him cards on his birthday or Christmas, but I hadn’t.

Instead, in my own twisted attempt to save the family from the added shame of having a dropout, I’d insisted on completing my residency, even though the stress and absence from my son had almost killed me. And then, during a particularly cruel winter, Chadwick William Ridgemont V had caught pneumonia and come frighteningly close to dying, prompting me to give up my stab at completing the prestigious residency. He was two when I transferred, finishing at tiny Mercy Saints Hospital where the stress level was almost as nonexistent as the prestige. I didn’t care. I just wanted to be with my son. The love of my life.

Chad’s family rightfully wanted to play an important role in his son’s life, and I’d agreed. The more I was with them, the more distance I put between myself and Garrett. Canton never again spoke of Chad’s paternity suspicions and I fought like hell to put all thoughts of Garrett playing any future role in my life to the way back of my mind.

I called my boy, Cook—short for cookie, which had been his first word.

Cook might officially bear Chad’s name, but I couldn’t say it. Not multiple times a day. Not when, whenever I closed my eyes, I still saw his lifeless gaze staring up at me, accusing me of having been unfaithful, when all along, so had he.

It was an ordinary mid-October Tuesday when I finally saw Garrett.

The sun didn’t shine brighter.

Yet lightning didn’t stab the earth where he walked, either.

Nothing, in fact, felt remotely different, even though from here on out, nothing would ever be the same. The town was too small for both of us, and since Cook loved his kindergarten and daycare and I’d successfully launched my food bank and primary care clinic, I obviously wasn’t going anywhere. It was my secret hope that Garrett resumed living some portion of his former California life. He may not be able to practice law, but surely there was something within their empire his friends Liam and Owen could find for him to do?

As if he’d been away for battle or obtaining a higher education, Mom and Daddy announced their intentions to host a Welcome Home dinner for my stepbrother.

Sides had long since been drawn on the matter of his guilt, and any friends of the Marsdens were clearly in his camp. They’d wept to hear he’d refused a trial, because they’d believed in his innocence, in the validity of his self-defense claim. I had, too. And I’d been prepared to admit it in court. But that day had never come, and for a while, it had been all-too-easy to climb aboard my parents’ ridiculous denial train and pretend all was right with our carefully structured world.

I watched him now, feeling like a dirty voyeur as he knelt to scoop fallen leaves he’d blown into a pile. He wore his hair in a buzz cut and had exchanged his usual pricey suit for a white wifebeater and faded jeans that, if I were truthful, hugged his ass like a second skin when he crouched.

I hated him.

I still wanted him.

For all the work I’d done trying to forget him, in that instant, I knew I still loved him to an incalculable degree. Which only made me hate him more.

His arms were sheer muscular perfection. His ripped forearms led to biceps and tight shoulders my inner tramp wanted to bite. That same bad girl wanted her tender skin roughed by his stubble.

I begged him to look up, to end the awful anticipation of our inevitable reunion, but he did not.

The timer on my phone discreetly dinged, and so, with my heart beating loudly and fast in my ears, I crumbled my last Fig Newton, tossed it to a trio of wrens, then forced myself to turn my back on Garrett and slowly walk away, pretending everything was still normal and good, when nothing could be further from the truth.


Chapter 11

Garrett

Did Savannah think I didn’t see her? Didn’t she know five fucking years in prison had given me eyes in the back and sides of my head?

In that time, I’d loosened my own personal visitation policy to welcome visits from not just my father, but also Liam and Ella, Owen and Natalie, even Luke, and Carol and that Nathan kid who’d actually managed to make something of himself. The one person I’d considered a staple in my life who hadn’t shown up was Savannah—not that I’d expected her to. But I’d be lying if I said that when I’d finally added her name to my visitor list I hadn’t hoped. In the same respect, I hadn’t wanted her anywhere near that shithole. I hadn’t even wanted her breathing in the foul-ass perpetual stench of cigarette smoke and BO.

But look at us now, drenched in warm fall sun, drinking in gallons of crisp, loamy-scented air, no bars between us other than the ones we’d erected in our heads, and yet our friendship had perhaps irrevocably decayed. We were no longer the happy, colorful leaves at the top of my pile that everyone wants to take pics of and jump into. We were the scum-covered brown and black variety at the bottom. We weren’t going in scrapbooks or being carefully preserved between two squares of wax paper. Whatever had been special between us was now lost. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust—gone.

When she tossed the cookie she hadn’t eaten to the birds, and then stared at me a bit longer before finally leaving, I wasn’t sad about her exit, but relieved.

Lying on my prison bunk, I’d imagined our reunion hundreds—maybe thousands—of times. But then the effort—the inevitable pain—of wanting and never having it grew too hard. I’d carefully wrapped memories of our happy times in tissue to be placed in a box, then shoved so far back into my mental closet that I never saw it again. What was the point?

The only memory I refused to give up was the photo her mother had taken of Savannah and me on the day we’d met at the Kentucky Derby.

“Put your arm around her,” Delilah said. “She won’t bite.”

“Go ahead,” my dad prodded. “It’s okay.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I did as I was told, praying I didn’t get a boner. God, Savannah was hot. The guys at school would be jealous when I showed them the gift I’d gotten for my father’s wedding.

“Smile, Savannah!” Delilah snapped us from all angles. “I want a happy memory of the day you met your big brother.” Crowds pressed in around us. I remembered everything—the smell of horses and freshly turned dirt. Perfume and gin. Most of all, I remembered Savannah’s smile. Her sweet scent. The way the breeze caught her long hair, feathering it against my face. The way for the first time since I’d been sexually active, I didn’t just want to fuck her, but know her, savor her, protect her.

Most especially, I didn’t want to be her brother, but her boyfriend.

Once our parents married, I’d crammed all of those forbidden wants deep inside, pretending they didn’t matter, and that they weren’t real. But to this day, they were. And I didn’t know how to make them go away.


Chapter 12

Savannah

Monday, it was too rainy for me to eat in the park.

But Tuesday, the sun came out to play.

I sat on my usual bench, watching for any sign of Garrett.

My mouth was too dry to eat, so I sipped my bottled water, wishing I knew why I kept torturing myself this way. I claimed to not want to see Garrett. Because of Cook, I, in fact, had a very real reason to keep a safe distance from Garrett. Honor dictated that I avoid the man who’d killed his father. Yet, here I was, sitting on a potential powder keg primed to blow. I could pretend all I wanted that my feelings for Garrett had changed, but if they actually had, then why did my runaway pulse make such a huge deal out of the mere possibility of our reunion?

Wednesday, rain again forced me inside.

But Thursday, everything changed.

I approached my favorite bench, but couldn’t sit down, because Garrett lounged in my usual spot. He’d stretched out in the sun, hiding his eyes behind mirrored Ray-Bans. His usual wifebeater was off, and his chest was a bona fide Michelangelo. He’d clasped his hands behind his head, showcasing ridiculously toned arms my fingertips itched to touch. His skin would be hot from the sun, and maybe a little sweaty. If I ran my tongue along his ripped abs, would they taste salty?

This was insanity. I turned to leave.

“Going so soon?”

I froze. My heart beat too fast. “I, um, forgot something back in my office.”

“Bullshit.” He sat up, and in the process, stole what little remained of the air in my lungs. His buzz cut made him look dangerous—every inch the murderer society claimed him to be. But I knew differently. What happened with Chad had been an accident. It could have happened to anyone, right? My inner self snorted. Sure. It could have happened to anyone packing a punch powerful enough to knock a grown man to the ground.

Like a cat, he stood in fluid motion. Before I could think to flee, he was beside me, wreathing me in his earthy, musky smell.

“I have to go…” I refused to look into his eyes—not that I could have seen them through his sunglasses. This incarnation of my stepbrother wasn’t any person I knew. This man scared me—not because I feared him doing me physical harm, but because I feared the primal urges he brought out in me. He was no longer a southern gentleman, and he made me feel like I no longer wanted to be a lady, but to be the kind of filthy dirty slut who screws her stepbrother not just once, but over and over again.

“No one’s stopping you…” He held out his arm, as if showing me the way. But he had always been my way. One of my dearest friends. My moral compass that was now obviously broken and twisted.

“Why are you doing this?” I asked in a small voice I didn’t recognize.

“What?”

“Playing games. Stop. I’m sorry for what you’ve been through, but you killed a man—not just any man, but my fiancé. The father of my child.”

“Point of fact.” Garrett crossed his arms, in the process making his chest all the more impressive. I refused to look his way. “At the time of his death, your beloved was banging one of your best friends. This is the last time I will ever say this, but he came at me first. He hurt you first. What happened next was an unfortunate accident for which I will pay a lifetime.” He stepped perilously deep into my personal space. I could no longer think or breathe or focus on anything but his sheer size, and all-too-familiar musky, manly smell. The day had turned unseasonably warm, and sweat clung to his bare skin. “That said, given the chance to do it all over again, I would—not that I’d kill him—but I’d sure as hell have knocked him into Louisiana for humiliating you the way he did.”

His impassioned speech left me trembling inside, maybe outside, as well. I couldn’t be sure. He made me unbalanced and confused, and before he further twisted my heart, I turned and ran, sidestepping some guy taking pictures of flowers.

I ran and ran until I reached my tiny corner office in the clinic I’d been so proud to have renovated from a once abandoned apothecary shop. The cheery sun streaming through tall south- and west-paned windows usually filled me with peace and goodwill. Today, the openness made me feel vulnerable. On display.

I shut the blinds.

The Chippendale desk Mom had gifted me, as well as the Duncan Grant floral, had been too much, but I loved both. They, along with the striped chintz sofa I catnapped on and the pale blue-on-blue striped walls usually made me feel safe in my new world, but now, with Garrett’s unreadable face haunting me, I feared I might never again feel secure—unless he returned to California.

His leaving was my only possible solution.

And so, I sat at my desk and dialed Daddy’s work number. His secretary patched me through, and I asked how his progress was coming on getting my stepbrother’s legal license reinstated. Mom had told me he was working on it as a surprise.

“Aren’t you a sweetheart,” he said. “Every inch your mother’s daughter, showing concern for Garrett—especially, in light of what your brother had done. But that’s all behind us now.”

“Of course. Which is another reason why I called.” I had never hated myself more. I selfishly wanted Garrett to return to California more for my own mental well-being than out of concern for him. If he stayed in town, how long would it be before I slipped and did something stupid like throwing myself at him all over again? Yes, I still loved him, but that love didn’t give me the right to further disrupt our family. Maybe even more importantly, if Chad’s family learned Garrett and I had been together, how might they react? “How can I help with your surprise? Should I write a recommendation letter to whichever committee’s in charge of Garrett’s case?”

“You’re a doll for asking, but I’ve got this under control. That said, the next time you visit Chad’s family with Cook, you might put in a good word. Chad’s father has a lot of friends in high places. I understand they’ve been through an unspeakable tragedy. But you need to make them understand that they’ve punished Garrett enough for what they have to know in their hearts was an accident.”

“Yes. I’ll broach the topic with Suzette.” I made obligatory small talk with my father, then hung up, feeling more despondent than ever. If the Ridgemonts had anything to do with restoring Garrett’s license, it would never happen.

For his sake, for mine, I needed Garrett gone. But how could I make his leaving a reality?

—

As if my proverbial plate wasn’t already loaded, two days later was Suzette’s birthday.

I’d forgotten she was coming to town, and her gift was to share lunch with Cook at his school. I’d promised to join her, and was already five minutes late when I parked beneath a magnolia that was taller than my house. The school encouraged family visits, and even had an appointed cafeteria table that was used for special occasions.

“Mom!” Cook leapt from his chair to crush me in a hug. “It’s Grandma Suzette’s birthday, and Uncle Canton even came to see me!”

Chad’s brother smiled and waved. “Nice to see you.”

“Likewise,” I said while giving his mother a hug from behind. “Sorry I’m late. My appointments were overbooked.” In my head, I crossed my fingers against the lie, but the last thing they needed to know was how much I hadn’t wanted to see either of them. Especially, Canton. Ever since his speech in the hospital, he’d given me the creeps. Still, as Cook’s uncle, he had a right to see his nephew, which was why he and Suzette both had privileges to pick up my boy from school. Cook adored them, so I made lemonade from the acid their smothering produced in my stomach. “Happy birthday, Suzette.”

“Thank you, dear.” She accepted the small, gift-wrapped box I held out. “It was sweet of you to come.”

“Grandma, guess what?” Cook hopped alongside her chair.

“What, my handsome prince?”

“We’re having tater tots for your birthday! They’re my favorite and I bet the cooker people made them just for you.”

“Really?” She feigned wide-eyed shock. “How incredibly kind of them. And clever of you to know how much I enjoy a nice tot.” She winked at me and her son.

“Mom, we waited for you to go through to the lunch ladies with us. Are you ready?”

“Absolutely.”

My son took Suzette’s hand, guiding her toward what remained of the student-filled line. She wore a black-and-white plaid Chanel wool suit and black pumps. Her multiple strands of Chanel pearls and the matching purse would no doubt keep my food bank healthy for years. Her massive diamond tennis bracelet sparkled in the sun.

“Your bracelet’s gorgeous,” I said.

“Thank you. It was my birthday gift from Theo. I adore it and the man.” She winked before falling back in step with her grandson.

“After you,” Canton gestured for me to precede him.

“Thank you.” I forced a smile. I didn’t particularly like having him at my back, but then I wasn’t a fan of his under any circumstance. He’d always been a nice enough guy on family occasions—even when Chad had been alive, but his behavior after Cook’s birth had been tough to forget.

“Mom’s been excited about this for weeks,” he said close enough for only me to hear.

“Oh?”

“She wanted me to drive in case she cried.”

“Why would she cry?” Cook and Suzette had gotten far enough ahead that five kids slipped into line between us.

“She says every time she sees Cook, he reminds her of my brother more and more. Dad and I worry about her. She’s never been the same.”

“I’m sorry.” There wasn’t much else I could say. What happened to Chad had been an awful accident, but, in part, due to his own stupidity.

Canton shrugged. “There’s nothing for you to apologize for. Now that we’ve got a moment for a face-to-face, there has been something I’ve been meaning to run by you.”

“Okay…” I grabbed a plastic food tray, gripping it hard enough for my knuckles to turn white. As far as I was concerned, the two of us had nothing to say.

“My parents are in the process of setting up a trust—a rather substantial amount—for Cook to receive on his eighteenth birthday. Of course, we’re having the papers drawn up in-house, so keep an eye out for them. Mom and Dad wanted to present them to you at a big party, but I convinced them to handle it privately. I didn’t think you’d feel up to something that flashy—didn’t seem like your thing.”

“Thank you. You’re right.” Just when I was convinced Canton was a monster, he went and proved himself human after all. Had I been wrong about him all this time? “But a trust isn’t necessary.”

“Of course, it’s not necessary, but what college-bound kid wouldn’t welcome extra cash?” His crooked, endearing smile reminded me of his brother’s. Guilt for the way I’d treated Canton for so many years pressed a lead weight against my chest. Maybe it wasn’t Canton’s long-ago speech that had upset me, but my own poor judgment in having ever been with my stepbrother? Looking back on it, Canton had done me a favor even back then by keeping the whole matter a secret between us.

“True. Thank you.” Tears welled. “Really. Lately, things have…”

“Been tense?”

“Yes. You read my mind.” I slid the tray down the row to accept a cheeseburger, tots, and applesauce.

“I’ve actually been worried about you. Having your stepbrother back in town can’t be easy.”

“You knew he’d been released?”

“I made it my business to know. If he gives you the slightest trouble, call me, and I’ll take whatever steps are necessary to protect you.”

“As much as I appreciate your offer, that won’t be necessary.” I grabbed a chocolate milk from a cooler. Canton, on the other hand, might one day become an actual friend. “I plan to stay as far away from him as possible.”

“Good.”

Yes. Avoiding my stepbrother would be very good.


Chapter 13

Garrett

Savannah was smart enough to stay away for the rest of the week.

Friday night, Dad and my stepmom were hosting a dinner in my honor. Under ordinary circumstances, this event would have been held at the club, but my father had explained that ever since Harrison “Tink” Washington had been to prison for bank fraud, the club had instated a strict no-felon policy, as some of the more “seasoned” members—a polite way of saying old ladies—felt convicts had no business being in polite society. Plus, they deemed me a potential risk to their ample jewelry collections.

Whatever. I gave two shits about returning to the place where, for all practical purposes, the life I’d once known had died the night my stepsister and I consummated my every wicked fantasy.

Due to a stern letter from Chad’s father about my questionable nature to the parole board—whatever the hell that meant—I had been assigned to work in the park and reside in a halfway house for the next month. It was barely a step up from my cell, but at least had fewer roaches.

My stepmom had sent over an assortment of my old clothes that Ella had shipped from my Palo Alto house, which I’d had auctioned my first year in the pen, donating the proceeds to Ella’s pet women’s charity. Fuck it all, right? Without my law degree, I was never going back to my old life. Might as well make the cut as clean and quick as possible.

So now, here I stood, dressing for my reentry into society, only my Ralph Lauren suit no longer fit. I’d lost weight, but daily prison-yard workouts had made my shoulders broader and waist smaller.

I surveyed myself in the bathroom’s medicine cabinet mirror and frowned.

“You look like shit,” said Grady. He’d allegedly committed armed robbery of a Piggly Wiggly back in 1969, and had just now been released. Though his role had been limited to driving the getaway car, since his friend killed the pharmacist and clerk on duty, he’d had not just the proverbial book, but the entire library thrown at him. My legal advice got his life sentence reduced to time served. Having both grown up in Julep, we’d been friends on the inside. He was a tall thin black man, with a long wiry beard more white than not. My first day in the halfway house, he’d cooked me a mean grilled cheese and tomato sandwich. We’d been bosom buddies ever since.

“You’re one to talk.”

“Who me?” His gravel-filled laugh sounded like hard times and too many Pall Malls. “I’m a damned good-lookin’ man. Just ask Nina down at Bone-R’s.”

I rolled my eyes. “Next time I’m there, I just might ask.”

“You do that.” He took a fresh pack of cigs from his shirt pocket, and beat the bottom of the pack against his palm. “Where you headed to all gussied up?”

“My folks.” I took off the jacket and tie. “Wanna come?”

He winced. “I don’t know…Ain’t you from the fancy part of town?”

“Used to be.” I took off the starched white shirt, too. “Want all of this?” I handed him the wad of clothes.

“How much you want?”

“You mean money?”

“Hell, yeah. Ain’t nobody giving me nothin’ for free ’cept on my birthday.”

“Well, then happy birthday. I’m gonna find something else to wear. Meet me downstairs in five.”

“What about the pants?” he asked. “I can’t wear a suit with no damned pants.”

I laughed, then dropped trou in the hall. I picked the pricey pants off the floor, and handed them to him.

He blanched. “I can’t wear these after you’ve gone commando in them.” He waved toward my junk. “Cover that shit up.”

“Yes, sir.” I laughed all the way into my room.

It was the first laugh I’d had in a good, long while and it felt good. Maybe there was hope for tonight, after all? If I got lucky, Savannah wouldn’t even show.

My stomach clenched at the reality that she most likely would.

—

Was it any surprise my luck had long since run out?

Of course, Savannah was there.

I hadn’t seen her yet, but her laugh drifted through the back porch screens. My mood darkened with dread. I’d selfishly dragged Grady along, because I not only got a kick out of the guy, but I needed a diversion. If Dad and my stepmom were too busy wondering why I’d brought a fellow ex-con to dinner, they’d have less time to worry about me or what I was wearing.

“I don’t know about this…” In the day’s fading light, Grady took in my family home as if it were the Empire State Building. The white, black-shuttered, three-story antebellum mansion was as stereotypical Old South as it got, with sixteen columns bracing the front and a long drive lined with Spanish moss-draped live oaks. “Maybe I’ll wait on the front porch, and you can bring me a few rolls—and plenty of margarine.”

“Aw, come on.” For my own sanity, I tried keeping it light. “You trying to make me feel bad? First, you Lysol my suit pants, and now, you don’t like my house?”

“Oh—I like it plenty fine. I just don’t want no one accusing me of stealing no silver.”

I patted him on the back. “If that happens, you’re with the right guy. Don’t forget I used to be a lawyer.”

“Used to be.” Grady snorted.

I tried letting myself in, but the front door was locked, so I rang the bell.

“Mister Garrett…” Violet had been our housekeeper for as long as I could remember. On a few school holidays, I’d even played with her niece, Kenya. Violet was a great big black woman who had a penchant for wigs, bright lipstick, and taking no bullshit from anyone other than my stepmother, whom she doted on. “It’s good to see you again, but Ms. Delilah’s not gonna like you showing up for dinner without a proper coat and tie.” She pulled me into the first, genuine hug I’d had from anyone besides my parents, then eyed Grady as if he were a roach in need of stomping. “What’s he doing here?”

“I’m an invited guest. Don’t get all uppity on me.” Grady straightened his tie before giving the woman a scathing look all his own.

Violet harrumphed. “I’ll have to set an extra place at the table. Ms. Delilah’s not gonna like having an odd number of place settings.”

“Blame it on me,” I said. “That’s what everyone else does.”

“I hear that…” Grady wandered the front hall, studying family portraits as if he was in a museum.

“There you are.” My stepmother flounced into the long central hall from the screened back porch that ran the length of the house. In the instant she saw Grady, her polite mask slipped, but then was instantly back in place when she held out her hand for him to shake.

I made introductions, and then she was leading us to a place my dry mouth and thundering heart told me I didn’t want to go. I used to be able to work any room, but five years in prison had changed me. I now felt more comfortable with guys like Grady than my own father. The elite world I’d once known had turned its back on me. Inside, once word got around that I was a former lawyer, I became one of the cool kids. My advice helped a few fortunate souls get an early release based on legal technicalities or appeals for which I’d helped file the paperwork. It hadn’t mattered that my legal advice wasn’t backed by the state. Knowledge alone had value.

Now that I was out, former attorneys were as common as roadkill.

One end of the porch served as a seating area, the other held the long wicker table my stepmother used for entertaining when the weather was fine.

Save for the crickets’ chirps, the night was quiet and still. It was only in my mind that the air was as oppressive as if we’d been expecting a summer storm.

Just like when we were in the park, Savannah’s stare hung like a weight between my shoulders, dragging me down. I ignored her in favor of shaking my father and Harvey’s hands. The attorney’s wife, Rose, hugged me.

Tears glistened in my stepmother’s eyes as she introduced Grady to the remainder of the guests.

“Good to finally have you home.” Dad stood behind the white wicker bar. “Son. Grady. What can I fix you to drink?”

“Sweet tea for me,” Grady said. “I gave up the bottle quite a ways back.”

“Scotch.” I planned to embrace the bottle.

Savannah’s presence grew like a ringing in my ears. I wanted to look at her, but refused to give her the satisfaction of knowing I cared. All right, sure, part of me was glad she’d never seen me in that place. But another part was irrationally pissed she’d stayed away.

“Grady,” Harvey cleared his throat. “Did you and Garrett meet at Parchman Farm?”

“Yessir.” He accepted the sweating glass of iced tea Violet delivered with a huff. I’d always thought the Farm was a helluva nickname for the state’s toughest prison. Something my stepmother might have thought up to make the pen sound more civilized. “Thank you, ma’am.”

She gifted him with her most gracious smile.

“Since you’re all clearly wondering,” I downed my scotch and waved my glass in front of my father for another, “Grady drove the getaway car during an armed robbery back in the sixties. He was nineteen at the time of the crime. Hard to believe. I killed a man, yet look at me—out in five.”

“Garrett!” As if scolding a bad little boy, my stepmother shook her finger at me. “What a horrible thing to say.”

“Since when did we all become afraid of the truth?” I finished my second drink, then shrugged.

“Son…” Dad stepped out from behind the bar to grab my tumbler, but I wouldn’t let go. “I think you’ve had enough.”

Wrong. I wouldn’t have enough until my head stopped pounding Savannah’s name.

“Since we’re all present and accounted for,” my stepmother said with forced cheer, “let’s eat.” As if she were a game-show hostess, she gestured the group to the same table where Savannah and I had shared our first official home-cooked meal. Back then, we’d been teenagers, and hardly spoke three words. Interesting how we’d landed right back where we’d started—as hyperaware kids too wary of each other to even acknowledge the other’s existence.

“Garrett,” Rose waited alongside the table while her husband pulled out her chair, “Delilah says you’re working at the park. What sorts of things are you doing?”

I put my gold linen napkin in my lap. “This morning I fished three condoms from the drinking fountain, and this afternoon, I raked a dead cat out from under the slide.”

My stepmother pinched her lips. “Garrett Marsden—you know better than to be distasteful at the dinner table.”

“Rose asked, so I told her. What did you want me to say? That I skipped through the leaves and then planted pink impatiens in the flower beds? In point of fact—I’m not qualified to plant flowers. That job goes to the guys with more seniority. So basically, I rake, pick up trash and dog shit, then head to Bone-R’s to get drunk enough to sleep, then I wake up and start all over again. The one perk is job security. I can count on the fine citizens of Julep to keep right on fornicating, littering, and letting their dogs shit in the sandbox.”

During my rant, the two waiters who had been hired for the night placed lovely plates in front of us that were filled with salmon and shrimp on top of rice with a creamy sauce. Emerald green asparagus as thin as drinking straws snuggled next to the main course.

While everyone present stared at me—well, almost everyone, I wouldn’t know what my stepsister was doing since I refused to look her way—I dug right in. “Y’all should eat. This sure beats the hell out of anything we had in prison. Don’t you think, Grady?”

My friend shook his head. “Apologize to your momma. Here she puts on this fine meal for you, and all you can do is sit there and act a fool? Shame. If you were my son, I’d smack the back of your head.”

“Damn…” I guzzled the white wine that had been so thoughtfully poured. “You know you’ve been an ass when you get called out by an ex-con.”

“Garrett, shush your foul mouth.” Grady stabbed a shrimp with his fork. “Ma’am,” he said to my stepmother who still sat staring at me as if horns had grown from my forehead, “this meal is delicious. Thank you for having me.”

“You’re, ah, most welcome, Grady.” The return to civility perked her right up. “We’ll have to do this again soon.”

“Not too soon.” I took a still warm croissant from the basket in front of me. “I’ve been watching my figure and all this rich food will go straight to my hips.”

“That’s enough.” Dad pounded his fists against the table. “Garrett, apologize to everyone present or leave.”

I drenched my croissant in the cream sauce, pushed my chair back, and then stood. “Good night, everyone. It’s been real.”

Grady’s gaze darted about as if he was unsure whether to follow me, or keep on enjoying his meal.

“Grady,” my stepmother said, “please feel free to stay as long as you’d like. Violet made her lemon meringue pie for dessert, and it’s truly not to be missed.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” Grady smiled. “I sure do appreciate homemade pie.”

“Suck-up…” I snatched three more croissants before turning toward the porch’s door.

Had I had too much to drink? Hell, yeah. But it was the only legal way I could get through the night. I thought being around Savannah again would be no big deal.

Turns out I was wrong.


Chapter 14

Savannah

“What’s wrong with him?” my mom asked no one in particular once Garrett had gone.

“Give him time.” Daddy raised his empty wineglass for the waiter. “I’ll apologize on his behalf. We can only imagine what he’s been through, and it can’t have been pleasant.”

“No, sir.” Grady used silver tongs to transfer a rose-shaped pat of butter to the edge of his plate. “It’s been my experience that prison will do one of two things to a man—either break him down, or build him up to the point that where he used to have skin, there’s now a big wall constructed out of concrete blocks. Your son is buried so deep under them blocks that I’m not sure he’ll ever make it out.”

“No offense,” Daddy said to their surprise guest, “but I hope you’re wrong.”

“Me, too, sir. Me, too.”

From that point on, my mother deftly wielded the conversational rudder to upcoming holiday parties, and to what Cook wanted to be for Halloween. The normalcy of it all made me want to scream. Had they been seated at a different table than me? How could they ignore the fact that Garrett had apparently lost his ever-loving mind? Was he that drunk? On drugs? Or just that angry about the disaster that had become his life? But if that was the case, how dare he act as if his once carefully structured days had been the only ones affected?

“Savannah…” Mom forked a shrimp. “Would you like me to host a Halloween party for Cook’s kindergarten class? It would be so much more festive than trick-or-treating. Don’t you think?”

I shook my head. “Don’t you all care what’s wrong with him?”

“Who? Cook?” Daddy signaled for still more wine.

“Who do you think? Garrett’s always been rough around his edges, but that was…” When my mind didn’t know where else to go or even why his behavior had me concerned, my words trailed off. I would never fully get over Garrett having killed Chad, but he was still my stepbrother. I owed him a certain amount of family allegiance.

No—it was more than that. Far more.

But admitting the truth behind my own personal darkness was unthinkable. Lust wasn’t justification for crazy, which would be the only way to describe my actions should I ever again let down my guard around Garrett. Despite our newfound friendship, Canton’s warning to steer clear of his brother’s killer still haunted me. If he discovered Garrett and I were pals, I didn’t know what he’d do. Then there was Suzette, always wanting to spend more time with Cook. I honestly wouldn’t be surprised if the Ridgemonts used my sordid affair to make a sole custody claim. In my heart, I hoped such a case would lack standing to even make it to trial, but who knew? This was the same state that had sent Garrett to prison for an act that had been self-defense.

“Let it go,” Daddy said. “He’ll eventually come around. I don’t want to say anything to him until it’s official, but y’all know I’ve been making calls about having his law license reinstated. Once he’s back in a power suit and seated behind a nice, big desk, he’ll be good as new.”

What about me? I selfishly wondered. When did I get my second chance? When did I get to feel good instead of guilty? When did the statute of limitations expire on a broken heart?

—

I spent Sunday afternoon at the food bank. In anticipation of the holidays, my manager, Kenya, and I had ramped up donation requests and our efforts had finally paid off. This was good, but sorting through stacks of boxed and canned goods was time-consuming, and tough on our backs.

Kenya’s daughter, Mary, was two years older than Cook. While we worked, the two of them played school, with Mary assuming the role of teacher and telling her student to color the apples on his activity book’s page, red.

“How cute are those two?” Kenya asked. Heavy rain clattered against the warehouse’s tin roof. She complained about water being no friend to her hair, but she always looked beautiful to me with her chocolate skin and long dreads she wore braided—usually with a few fresh flowers tucked into the folds. Though she was Violet’s niece, the two couldn’t be more different. Kenya embodied the new southern spirit of equality, with everyone working together for a better world. To her, people were judged by their actions—not their wallets. Violet was as old school as my parents. If you didn’t belong to their club, they’d be polite, but never truly accept you.

“They’re pretty darned adorable.” Except for the fact that my overactive imagination told me Cook looked more like Garrett every day. It wasn’t just his deep brown hair and eyes that had darkened within a few months after his birth, but the way he sucked in his lower lip while focused on completing a task. The way he cocked his head after asking a question. Chad had been fair-haired, but his parents assumed their grandson took after me in his appearance. If Canton himself hadn’t done a paternity test the day of Cook’s birth, I might have actually believed Cook was Garrett’s son.

Kenya and I sorted for a while in companionable silence, then she said, “I heard through the grapevine that Garrett’s back in town.”

“Who?” I cast a sad smile in her direction. We’d spent last New Year’s Eve together and over too much wine, I’d poured out everything to this woman who wasn’t just my employee, but friend. She was working on her master’s in English Lit, and wanted to teach at Julep Community College. The thought of her leaving the food bank made me sick, but I was happy for her success. She was a fellow single mom, and I sometimes felt she was the only one who truly understood what I was going through. Mary’s biological father refused to accept the fact that he was even a father. Meanwhile, my poor kid had never even met his father.

“Ha-ha. Have you seen him?” We both knew whom she was referring to.

“Twice. Once at the park on my lunch break. And again for about twenty minutes at our parents’. He was a total ass. Got Mom and Daddy all upset, then Daddy finally asked him to leave.”

“Sounds exciting. Did you have Cook with you?”

“No. Thank, God. Violet ate with him in the kitchen.”

“You know it’s only a matter of time before the sparks between you two catch fire.”

“Nope. Not happening. I’m over it.”

“Uh-huh…”

“From what I hear, Garrett’s looking fine. Hell, I’m not related to him by blood or marriage. If you don’t want him, maybe I should make a play for the man?”

I dropped the three cans of peaches I’d been taking to the fruit shelves.

“Does that mean you’re on board with my plan?”

I picked up the cans and frowned in her direction. I might not want him, but that didn’t mean he was fair game for anyone else in town. Which was why he needed to leave ASAP.

She busted out laughing. “Uh-huh…That’s what I thought. With you, girl, that thirst is all too real.”

She earned another glare.

“Laugh all you want, but I’m staying true to my word. For not only my son’s sake, but my parents’; when it comes to Garrett, I’m done. And get this—Daddy’s trying to get Garrett’s law license reinstated. If he does, then I can’t imagine him not going back to California. He led a great life out there. He’d be happy, right?”

Kenya frowned. Hands on her hips, she asked, “Don’t you think he’d be even happier here with you? Stop fighting your attraction. Sure, your parents may not understand, and Chad’s folks will flip, but once the dust settles from that initial bomb being dropped, you and Garrett might actually live a great life. Stranger things could happen.”

“Like what? A UFO whisks me off to become the prince of Saturn’s bride?”

When my cell rang and I saw Canton’s name on the caller ID, I was all too happy to nix my previous conversation. Even the most mundane chat with my almost brother-in-law was preferable to dissecting the mess currently residing in my heart.


Chapter 15

Garrett

At the halfway house, we ate together on Wednesday nights. It was supposed to be our time of sharing, but what it really amounted to was a bunch of ex-cons rating the pros and cons of Julep’s two strip clubs and three bars over crappy meat loaf, canned greened beans, and instant mashed potatoes.

“Y’all seen Misty? Down at Knight Trips?” James helped himself to thirds of the potatoes. He did time for drug trafficking back in the nineties. Rumor had it that his court-appointed attorney had been one of his best clients, which was why he’d been in so long. “I don’t care what you say, she’s got the best titties—hands down.”

Grady snorted. “Bet you’ve had your paws all over those titties.”

“Damn straight…” He felt up himself to demonstrate—even adding groaning noises. Lane, Ian, and Dewitt—all in their twenties, also in for drugs, but lesser charges—thought that was real funny.

I finished my meal, then said my goodbyes. I needed fresh air. Time to think.

I’d been an ass with my family, and before that, with Savannah when we’d met in the park.

I’d felt bad about it ever since I watched her run away. I hadn’t wanted to be cruel to her, but it was the best way I knew to keep her at arm’s length. I was stuck in the halfway house till the end of the month, and in the state for a year’s probation. As long as I stayed out of trouble and behaved like a good little ex-con, I would then be free to go.

But what did that even mean? My old life in Palo Alto felt like a dream. Liam called my new cell all the time, but I always let him go straight to voice mail. We had nothing to say.

I walked until the sun faded and a few hearty crickets chirped, and I’d reached a part of the historic district that was more seedy than restored—but it was getting there. The neighborhood used to be the jewel of downtown Julep. The homes were shadows of the area’s former fabric mill glory. Georgian, antebellum, and Victorian palaces marched along the magnolia-lined street like forgotten wallflowers at a grand southern ball. Since the fabric mill work had gone overseas, most of the places were boarded up, but a few were works in progress or fully restored to their former glory.

On the corner stood the most grand of them all—a five-story Victorian monstrosity. Mismatched bay windows, and dormers had been stacked beneath a mansard roof and three turrets. All of that had been decorated like a gaudy architectural cake with dentil molding, trim, and columns. Most of the lower windows had been busted or covered with warped plywood, save for one stained glass beauty way up on the highest turret’s top. The crusty old place reminded me of myself—broken, but still standing. Barely. It was fucked up and made no architectural sense, yet possessed a sort of James Dean house-swagger I was all about.

Screw law. Dad had made a great life for himself out of real estate and contracting—mostly commercial, and on big deals thousands of miles from here—but who’s to say I couldn’t start small?

Suddenly, with a sense of excitement I hadn’t felt in a very long time, I wanted not only the house, but a purpose. A reason to wake up in the morning.

I made note of the address on my phone, took a few pictures, then started to jog back to the halfway house. I took a different route I hoped was shorter, but soon wished I hadn’t. On the block behind what would soon be my new house was a Queen Anne in far better shape than most of its neighbors. Seated in a windowed alcove with her head next to a small child’s—as if they were working on a puzzle or playing a game—was Savannah and her son.

I should have moved on, but couldn’t help myself from stopping and just staring.

Her boy was as beautiful as her. Dark hair, chubby cheeks. I was thrilled to see he took after her as opposed to being fair like his father. I wish he’d been mine. It would have been a nightmare for our family, but given time, maybe Dad and my stepmom might have gotten over the scandal. Before Chad’s death, when Savannah told me she’d run tests to confirm her baby was Chad’s, I’d been relieved, but also let down.

If her kid had been mine, I would have had a logical excuse to be with her. Without that biological link, we weren’t really family. We’d at least been friends once, but the whole Chad thing had shot that to hell. Now, I wasn’t sure how I felt about her other than that just watching her and her son through a window filled me with the oddest sense of longing, of wanting to be part of something larger than myself.

Hands down, she was still easily the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, but even more unobtainable.

I’d decided to run back to the halfway house to guzzle the scotch I wasn’t allowed to have there when she looked up.

Busted.

Our stares locked. I should have walked away. Instead, I raised my right hand. Hi.

Her gaze narrowed. What the hell are you doing here?

She looked to the boy and smiled. Said something that made him hop up from his chair to scamper off.

The next thing I knew, her screen door shot open, then she charged barefoot across the painted wooden planks of the front porch wearing nothing but hip-hugging boy shorts and a vintage Strawberry Shortcake T-shirt. She’d piled her long, dark hair into a lopsided bun that rode her head like a funny little Charlie Chaplin hat. Stray strands of hair escaped, framing her dear features in spiraling mayhem that matched the spark in her green eyes.

She ran down the five steps, then stomped down the winding redbrick walk leading to the city sidewalk. Hands on her hips, she stopped in front of me.

“Go away.” She looked back to the house. Checking to see if we had a pint-sized audience? “No—first tell me what you’re even doing here? Are you stalking me?”

“Don’t flatter yourself. I live about six blocks north, and was out for a walk. I didn’t even know this was your place.” As a show of good faith, I smiled. “So see? Stumbling across you was a happy accident.”

“With you, there’s no such thing. We all remember what happened the last time you had an accident.”

I rammed my hands into my pockets. “Even for you, that was a low blow. You know how sorry I am for everything that went down, but you—better than anyone—also know I never would have punched Chad in the first place if I hadn’t been defending your honor.”

“My honor was fine.”

“Was it? You were A-OK with him fucking another woman at your own engagement party?”

She winced. Only she knew if that was because she’d found my choice of wording crass, or the question itself had hit home. “Please, go. And forget you know where to find me.”

The screen door banged open. “Mommy! I brushed my teeth!”

“Okay, sweetie!” Hands trembling, she smoothed flyaway strands of hair from her face. “Go upstairs and pick your bedtime story. I’ll be in soon.”

In twilight’s faint remains, I only saw the boy’s red PJs, giant teddy bear slippers, a shock of dark hair, and slash of a smile. He was my nephew. Sort of. Just the way I wanted a real connection between Savannah and myself, I didn’t want to downgrade her son to merely a step-nephew. But even that request was sick, because I sure as hell wouldn’t want his mom to be my true sister.

“Please, G…”

“Sure. I’ll go. Sorry to be a bother.” She hadn’t called me “G” since the morning of what had essentially been the last day of my life. Did that mean we’d made progress? Instead of hating all of me, she at least remembered the good times? Late-night movies, popcorn, and deep conversations about our different chosen roads.

There was much I wanted to say to her, but couldn’t—no, shouldn’t. I owed it to myself to stay away. She represented trouble. My lone addiction that no mere AA group could fix. I had my job at the park to keep me busy, and with luck, I’d soon have a house—even if at the moment, it was technically just a pile of what would no doubt be pricey-to-fix wood.

“Please?” Her voice sounded small and scared and defeated. I hated that I’d done that. It crushed me that she would never again officially be home. On college holidays, I’d climb out of my car, and she’d be waiting for me. She’d jump up from a porch rocker to run squealing across our parents’ yard, flinging herself against me to have me lift her into my arms. She’d wrap her long legs around me and I’d bury my face in the black silk that was her hair, and finally exhale at the sheer relief of being back with her where I belonged—only all along, that had been our reality’s cruel joke. The fact that society saw us as brother and sister when I’d always just viewed her as my deepest secret. “Garrett, you have to go.”

Dazed, I yanked back from my daydream too fast. Even though the whole time I’d stood there, my eyes had been wide open, I hadn’t truly seen. There was no warm welcoming smile behind her gaze, but cold contempt. That hurt. Reality hurt. But then on some level, everything about my knowing her had always hurt.

She crossed her arms. Raised her chin.

She might be smaller than me in stature, but her stance told me she wasn’t budging. Probably just as well. So just like she stood behind her personal wall, I turned my back on her and built one of my own. “FYI—you’re nipping it. Our mom wouldn’t like you being out on the street with no bra.”


Chapter 16

Savannah

“Mom!” Cook called from his open bedroom window. “I picked a story!”

I’d waited outside until the streetlights came on, and I knew for certain Garrett was gone. I didn’t trust myself to be alone with him. The more I saw him, the more I realized just to what extent I’d missed him—not just our always-too-fleeting hugs, but talking and knowing he was my best friend. Part of me longed to invite him inside for coffee and dessert. Another part egged me on to try making out with him on the sofa. Then my conscience kicked in to remind me he’d killed my son’s father. No matter what my heart demanded, loyalty to my son and his paternal family took precedence over all else.

At some point during our conversation, darkness turned the once balmy air cold and damp.

I shivered, running my hands up and down goose-bumped arms. Tomorrow, I would not only take my lunch to the park, but initiate a deal with Garrett that would hopefully convince him to leave town.

“Mom!”

“Coming, sweetie!” I wiped away infuriated tears I had zero reason for crying, then jogged back into the house, closing and locking the front door behind me.

—

Starting Thursday morning with rushing Mrs. Benson hadn’t been my intention, but this was the third time in two weeks she’d been in about her chronic cough, and the third time I’d told her that odds were the cough wouldn’t stop until her two-pack-a-day habit stopped.

“I’m sorry.” I typed a quick note about her aftercare into the exam room computer. “I don’t mean to sound short with you, but we’ve already discussed your options. Bottom line, the smoking’s got to stop.”

“I know, but it’s hard.” Her shoulders sagged. “My kids moved away, and ever since Billy died, it’s just me, all alone in that big house.”

“Have you thought of volunteering? We always need help at the food bank. If you’d rather not leave your house, Etta—my receptionist—leads her church group, which makes quilts for senior citizens and soldiers.”

“I am a senior citizen.”

My patience was wearing thin. “You’re sixty. Haven’t you heard it’s the new fifty? I couldn’t be sorrier about you losing Billy. He was a wonderful man, but that doesn’t mean you get to quit life. Please, do me a favor and at least try one of the smoking-cessation patches I gave you—just for a week. You don’t have to quit cold turkey.”

“Promise?” she asked in a raspy voice after her latest fit of coughs.

“Promise.” I gave her a hug, then sent her on her way. I was antsy to get to the park.

As soon as I finished with my latest notes in Mrs. Benson’s chart, I told my nurse I was leaving for lunch, tossed my lab coat over the back of my office chair, and then set off to find Garrett. It was time for a new tactic to get him out of town, and as my mother always says, it is far easier to catch flies with honey than vinegar. Although, I doubted Mom’s perpetually faultless manicure had ever once swatted anything other than a fellow shopper while fighting for a pair of Manolos on sale at Neiman Marcus—not that she’d ever needed a sale to buy whatever her heart desired. But she certainly wasn’t immune to the thrill of the hunt.

The late October day was gloomy, and I wished I’d grabbed a sweater.

Halloween was Saturday, and I still had to find Cook a costume. A few weeks earlier, Suzette announced that she and Theo would be down to help me take their grandson trick-or-treating. She’d seemed so depressed, I hadn’t had the heart to tell her no. The only bright spot of their visit was that since I logged such long hours, they usually brought tons of food or their personal chef. Suzette had wanted me to take Cook to them, but I’d begged off due to work. The four-hour round-trip drive to their Jackson mansion was too much to heap onto my already full plate.

In the park, my usual bench was taken by an elderly couple, which was just as well, considering Garrett wasn’t nearby. The park wrapped in a giant C around cypress-lined Blood Bayou. When I’d first moved here as a young teen, a couple had been picnicking with their newborn son at the water’s edge. A nine-foot alligator had lunged from beneath the duckweed to take the baby. A massive manhunt had ensued in the hopes of at least finding the infant’s remains, but though locals killed hundreds of gators, no sign of the baby had ever been found. There’d been talk of closing the park, but then sanity prevailed, and a local fencing company donated six miles of green wrought iron, and no one had died since.

Until today.

Because I was pretty sure that at the rate my heart was racing, I wouldn’t last the next five minutes, let alone however long it took to track down my stepbrother.

I finally found him wielding a skimmer at the closed community pool.

Leaves had turned the water brown, and the lounge chairs had been stacked into neat piles of ten. Despite the clouds and nip in the air, he wore his mirrored sunglasses, customary white wifebeater, and faded Levis. God help me, but I felt trapped by a visceral push-pull. My brain told me to run, to stop playing with fire. I’d been so long without a man that I obviously wasn’t thinking clearly. A hot bath and a spicy read usually took care of most physical cravings. But then there were those times when flashes of what Garrett and I had done at the club haunted, taunted, and made me desperate for him and only him, filling me over and over again.

The night of my med school graduation party, I’d never been drunker, yet in complete control. Deep down, I’d planned my attack. I’d known Chad and I were barreling toward marriage, but before then, I’d needed to know if being with Garrett would equal my teen and college coed fantasies. Our chemistry had always been explosive. But maybe years of waiting and wondering had made fucking him feel so good? Or maybe the taboo element of our relationship? I didn’t know or care. Just standing here staring made me wet enough that if we hadn’t been in a public place in broad daylight, I wouldn’t have trusted myself not to drag him off into the bushes.

Finally, I cleared my throat. “Garrett?”

“That’s me.” He kept right on working. The in-and-out motion he used with the pool skimmer called to mind other activities calling for a fluid pumping action.

“We need to talk.”

“Thought you wanted me to go away? You even said, please.” In and out he moved that stick. Gathering leaves, dumping them just over the fence, then starting over again. My imagination had me so hot and bothered that if he kept it up, I feared I might come.

“Because you were at my house,” I explained. “Now that we’re in a neutral zone, I—”

I stopped talking to let a jogger with a camera pass.

“This is my place of business,” Garrett said. “You don’t see me busting into your clinic…” His broad, white-toothed smile held all the warmth and acid of a bowl of bad gazpacho.

“Sorry. We need to talk, and I wasn’t sure where else to find you. Are you allowed to take a break?”

“Nope.”

“Why are you making this so hard?”

“Why are you even here?” He paused, clasping both hands atop the submerged pole. “Last night, you made it painfully clear you want nothing to do with me. Fine. Turns out this town is plenty big for both of us, so you stick to your side and I’ll stick to mine. Problem solved.”

From where I stood, I had nothing but problems. I forced a deep breath. I’d come here with a plan, and for my own sanity, I needed to follow it. “Did you know Daddy is trying to get the state bar to reinstate your license?”

He snorted, then resumed his work. “Never going to happen. Your lover boy’s family will never allow it.”

“Stop with the digs at Chad—especially, when he’s not here to defend himself.”

“My apologies to the love of your life. But answer something that’s puzzled me for years. If you were so happy with Chad, why’d you fuck me?”


Chapter 17

Garrett

The second the words left my mouth I wanted them back—not because I regretted being crude, but because I didn’t want Savannah to answer. God’s honest truth? I couldn’t bear for her to tell me our union had been a lark. A dare. A meaningless side effect of too much booze combined with the stress release of her graduation.

It had to mean more, because for me, to believe anything else would have been the final nail in my emotional coffin. Oh—don’t get me wrong, I knew I could never have her again, but to believe that, for those few moments when reality had been suspended, making way for pure fantasy, she’d been wholly mine, kept me sane.

Turns out I needn’t have wasted my time worrying, because as usual, after a nasty glare in my general direction, Savannah turned around and skittered down the sidewalk like a leaf caught in a stiff breeze. I suppose I should have been flattered that my question had disturbed her to such a degree, but I wasn’t. I’m not sure what I’d expected from her, but avoidance wasn’t it. I would have welcomed a confrontation. A full-on screaming match. This might sound sick, but like anyone trapped in an abusive relationship, any contact with her—no matter how toxic—would be preferable to none.

I finished out my day with little fanfare. I had a four-thirty meeting with my probation officer, so I stopped there on the way home. After a twenty minute wait while sitting on a ratty folding chair, reading the jokes in a three-year-old Reader’s Digest and eavesdropping on a couple fighting over money, Adam Ryker called me into his office. Adam was tall, balding, and lanky with a nose too big for his face and a penchant for frayed-hem khakis and too-short sweaters that never fully reached his waist. Otherwise, he seemed like a nice enough guy, just trying to do his job.

“Garrett. Have a seat. How’s it going?”

“I would say I can’t complain, but…” I forced a weak smile. His lone guest chair wasn’t much better than the ones in the shared reception area, but at least when he closed his door, the office was private.

“Yeah, I’m guessing for a guy like you, the past few years have been quite a culture shock.”

I shrugged.

“Well, look, so far, you’ve been a poster child for the right way to stay on my good side. Having any troubles you need to talk over? Maybe a run-in with drugs or guys offering you ways to make a quick buck?”

“Nope.”

He typed something into his decade-old desktop computer. “You’re coming to the end of your required stay at the halfway house. Considering the fact that you have family here in town, I’m assuming you have a place to stay? But if you don’t, you’re welcome to keep your current room, but the state will no longer pick up your rent.”

“Thanks, but I’m good.”

He nodded, then started typing again.

“Your case was pretty high profile. Have you had run-ins with the press? Any trouble with the victim’s family?”

Since Savannah never had the chance to marry Chad, did that mean she didn’t count? But her son did. The fact that because of me, he’d grow up without his father was sobering.

“Garrett? Any issues?”

“No.” I shook my head. “None at all.”

“Okay, well, like with the housing, you’re also welcome to seek employment outside of your work at the park, although your supervisor tells me you’re doing great.”

“Good to know. One of these days I might need a reference.”

Adam chuckled. “Maybe so.” Type, type, type.

“It’s been a long day. Am I good to go?”

“Sure.” He stood, and extended his hand for me to shake. “Oh—but there is one more thing. How’s it going with the ladies?”

“Does the state really want to know?”

He laughed again. “I doubt any higher-ups care, but I’ve been at this job for a while, and it’s been my experience that trouble of the female variety can sometimes lead my guys down bad roads. On the flip side, a positive relationship has been proven to work wonders for a broken man.”

“Are you implying I’m broken?”

“No, no…” He waved off my question. “Not at all. You’re doing really well. But then, you’re not exactly the type of guy I usually see—not to say female issues don’t run across all levels of society. Can I get an amen?” After flashing me a quick smile, he pat my back on our way out his door, and called in the guy who’d been fighting with his woman.

Adam was good. I had to give him props for unwittingly zeroing in on my life’s only problem. No shit women were a pain in the ass. Too bad I didn’t just want any piece of ass—that issue I probably could have solved. Getting Savannah out of my head and heart was a much bigger deal.

—

The halfway house was a three-mile walk from the parole office. It took about thirty minutes, and even though I’d done hard physical labor all day, I welcomed more. Usually, walking or work kept my mind from wandering, but today, my thoughts played on a loop.

What if Dad did get my license reinstated?

It would be a game changer.

I could get my parole transferred, then get the hell out of this town and never look back.

The wheels had already been put in motion for what Grady called my haunted mansion, but if Dad’s cronies turned out to be more powerful than the Ridgemont clan, I could always hire a contractor and handle the project long-distance. Turns out the house had been owned by a bank for ten years, and they were all too happy to unload it. They’d accepted my cash offer, and it would be mine by the end of next week.

At the halfway house, I found Grady in the kitchen, making himself a grilled cheese.

“Pay you twenty bucks if you’ll make me one.” I sat at the round oak table in the center of the room. My stomach growled.

“Deal.” He grabbed the loaf of white bread.

“Extra pickles. And use the real butter I stashed behind the catsup. I can’t stand that fake shit.”

“Yessir.” Grady saluted. “Tough day at the office?”

I snorted, then leaned back in my chair, rubbing my eyes with the heels of my hands. “What’s worse than fishing a dead raccoon and three rats from the bottom of a swimming pool?”

“Aw, hell, did you find a body?”

“Seriously?” I shook my head and laughed.

“It could happen. Folks around here like to think that fence keeps ’em safe, but that swamp’s gonna eat when it’s hungry.” He tossed my sandwich in the skillet, punctuating his rant with a satisfying sizzle. It smelled so damned good. No matter what anyone tells you is bad about prison—group showers, roaches, guys coming at you with shanks—the very worst thing is the food. The day of my release, on the way back to Julep, I’d had Dad take me to a real nice steakhouse, and told the waiter to tell the chef to butter-the-hell out of everything.

“True enough. But no, thankfully, the only bodies I found were small and slimy.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“It’s complicated.” I closed my eyes and saw Savannah, but couldn’t exactly blurt her name.

Grady flipped my sandwich. I couldn’t wait to sink my teeth into all that buttery, melted cheese. “Since you’d have to literally hatchet your boss to get fired from a court-appointed job, I’m guessing you got woman problems. Am I right?”

I nodded. “Grady, you are a man of many talents. I already knew you were a great cook and orator, but I’m adding psychic to your impressive list of skills.”

“Damn straight.” He transferred my sandwich from the pan to a paper plate. Swear to God, the anticipation for that sandwich had built like a fucking orgasm. He swung around to set it on the table, but the flimsy-ass plate bent and my perfectly browned, cheese and pickle masterpiece splatted onto the yellow linoleum floor. “Well, hell…”

At that point, all I could do was laugh.

That damned sandwich was the perfect metaphor for my life.

—

I needed to talk to Dad about what Savannah had said. Was it true? Did he think I had a prayer of getting my license reinstated?

After helping Grady make another sandwich that didn’t look nearly as tasty as the first, I walked to my parents’. One of these days I needed to buy a car, but for that I’d also need a driver’s license, and a day off work to get it. I figured once my required month at the park had passed, I’d tackle ride procurement.

It was a good five miles to the right side of the tracks.

I looked forward to seeing my parents. Normal chitchat over aged scotch sounded good. Downing one of Violet’s delicious meals sounded even better.

Because of my feelings for Savannah, as a general rule, I tried not to think of Delilah as my mom, but she’d always been good to me—far better than my own nonexistent birth mother. Even before she died, she’d been pretty much absent, so it wasn’t as if losing her had been any great loss to anyone other than my sister. Delilah’s entry into our lives had been the equivalent of sunshine punching through the clouds on a rainy day. She’d burned the fog off of me and Dad’s misery.

When I came home from school on weekends, I no longer sat in my room, playing video games. Delilah supervised my homework and regular haircuts and insisted all meals be eaten as a family—only not always in the dining room. Most Saturday nights, she’d made a game out of having the five of us dine in the oddest places. Dad’s boat. My old tree fort. A rickety old dock on Mumford Bayou. Ever the embodiment of Southern grace, she always brought the good silver, crystal, and china along for the ride. I’m sure Violet and the rest of our servants hated Delilah’s shake-up of our morose household, but I loved her—almost as much as her daughter.

Meanwhile, my sister Jennie had quietly turned Goth and started cutting herself. After she’d threatened suicide and Dad checked her into a clinic, her absence came as a relief.

I turned the corner onto our quiet road. A nostalgic rush softened all that the last years had hardened.

I saw Savannah as a teen, darting between live oaks, playing tag. In slow motion, her hair streamed behind her and lightning bugs sparked twilight. I saw her waiting by the mailbox for her bestie, Elaine, and her mom to pick her up for swimming at the club. When the days were especially hot, she’d kick off her flip-flops, popping tar bubbles on the road with her big toe. She’d wear her long hair up, and the back of her neck would be dewy with sweat. I’d been seventeen, watching her from high in a tree—too old for climbing. Not old enough to articulate the crisis just looking at the girl created in my heart.

Pulling my adult self together and tugging at my fly to better accommodate my throbbing dick, I trudged onward, hating walking, hating that my California license was long expired. If I wanted to operate my own vehicle, I’d have to camp at the DMV.

At the drive’s end, I noticed a green Land Rover.

My parents had company.

The same vehicle had been there at the dinner party from hell. Shit. My stomach clenched. No need to wonder whose car it was when Savannah’s laugh punctured the still night. A child’s laughter followed, and then Dad and my stepmom joined in.

Every instinct told me to turn around. I had no business barging in on a gathering to which I hadn’t been invited. So why was I rounding the house to stand on the back patio, peering at my own family like some creepy Peeping Tom? Why was I staring at Savannah’s interaction with her son in awe, as if I had never seen a woman wipe mustard from a kid’s mouth?

I edged five feet closer, then tripped over a goddamned flowerpot.

“Is that Garrett?” my stepmom asked.

While I dropped to my knees, scooping up chunks of dirt and terra-cotta, my family discussed me. I knew all of their voices as well as I knew The Young and the Restless cast, all of whom I’d grown far too intimately acquainted with during my incarceration. Another piece of prison trivia—cons fucking love soap operas. The Bold and the Beautiful, General Hospital—all of them. There’s some kind of weird synergy with the two-timing, fraud, and murder.

Dad said, “What would he be doing lurking outside?”

“I have no idea.” My stepmom asked, “Garrett, hon? Is that you?”

The screen door banged open. A pair of killer legs stepped into view. I looked up to take in all of Savannah. Her khaki shorts, the strip of her abdomen between her yellow tank and waistband that was probably only visible to a ground-level perv.

Hands on her hips, she asked, “What are you doing here?”

I rose to my full height, then brushed dirt from my knees. “Not that it’s your business, but I need to talk to Dad.” The last thing I ever wanted was to reinforce the fact that we legally shared a parent, but tonight, I needed that formality to remind me to keep my distance.

For this time of year, the night was uncomfortably warm.

Muggy.

I wished it was cool enough for Savannah to wear sweatpants and a roomy jacket. I wanted the elegant column of her throat covered and not glowing with a fine sheen of sweat.

“Fine. Give me a sec to pack up my son, and then come inside.”

She turned, but I clasped the back of her upper arm. “Let me see him.”

“No.” Her eyes widened and nostrils flared. “Keep him out of this.”

“Keep him out of what, Savvy? What the hell do you think I’m going to do?”

“I. Don’t. Know.” She punctuated each word, drenching them in acid. “That’s my point. The last time you were here, you acted like you were out of your mind. I can’t deal with a repeat performance—not in front of Cook.”

“Give me some credit. I would never hurt him.” My stepmom hadn’t visited me in prison, but she had gifted me with epic letters. She told me everything from the gossip at club luncheons to the cute story behind her grandson’s nickname.

Savannah crossed her arms, fixing me with a narrowed-eyed stare. Was this her way of implying I would—hurt her? Little Chad? If she did think that low of me, then we’d never really known each other at all. “You’re a loose cannon. No one knows what you’ll do.”

Unsure of how to reply to the statement that was mostly true, I clasped my hands on top of my head and groaned.

“See? That noise? Is that frustration, or are you about to stab me with a pottery shard?”

“Jesus…really?” I released her to enter the house that had been mine since birth. I’d be damned if she was going to dictate my comings and goings.

“Mom…” My stepmom and father sat on the lounge end of the porch. I hugged her from behind. “Dad…” I hugged him next. I wasn’t a hugger—at all. But fuck it. I also wasn’t the monster my stepsister apparently believed me to be. Okay, so yeah, since my release, I hadn’t been Prince Charming, but she sure as hell hadn’t been a princess. She’d been total bitc—no. I wouldn’t sink to name-calling. She hadn’t exactly been welcoming, and I’d leave it at that.

But then what had I expected?

Accident or not, I’d killed her fiancé, the father of her child. An apology wouldn’t cut it, and neither would time served.

“Are you my uncle Garrett?” a little voice said from behind me.

I turned to face the child who’d unwittingly started this all. If Savannah hadn’t been pregnant, odds were, she’d have never tied herself to a loser like Chad. That fact aside, I owed this kid a father. Would Savannah let me see enough of him to at least try being a great uncle?

“I sure am.” I knelt in front of him, holding out my hand for him to shake. “Are you Cook?”

He nodded, shaking my hand as expertly as if we were longtime acquaintances at a board meeting. He was a beautiful child with inky hair like Savannah’s and root beer-colored eyes. Had his father had brown eyes? I couldn’t remember and didn’t care. Everything I saw in the child belonged to his mother. Her high cheekbones and easy smile. Because of Chad, I wanted to hate the kid on sight. I could not. Instead, I found myself in the unfamiliar position of being quite fascinated.

“What do you do for fun?” I asked.

“Play with my trucks. And shoot pirates from my fort!”

“Are there many pirates in the yard?” I raised my eyebrows and shot a worried glance behind me. “Should I get my sword?”

“Yes!” After a solemn nod, his enormous smile brightened his whole face. “But wait here! I’m gonna get mine!”

“Cook!” Savannah shouted. It was too late. Her son had already vanished from the screened porch into the house proper.

“He’s a good looking kid,” I said to no one in particular. “Seems smart.”

“It’ll be nice for him to have another man in his life.” Sometime during my conversation with the boy, my stepmom had left her chair to stand behind me. She cupped her hand to my shoulder. “I’m glad you’re home. And just in time for the holidays. We’re going to have an especially bright season.”

Savannah stood alongside my father. “I promised Suzette that Cook and I would join them for Christmas.”

“Oh, honey, why?” My stepmom’s pout seemed more fitting for one of Cook’s contemporaries than a pillar of society. “You were with them last year.”

“Mom…” Savannah looked to her hands that she held clasped so tightly near her waist that her knuckles had turned white. “Cook is all Suzette has. She’s retired from her firm, and doesn’t even do charity work. She’s a ghost of her former self.”

“If this is your attempt to make me feel guilty,” I said, “it’s not working.”

“No one’s trying to make anyone feel anything.” My father grunted while pushing himself up from his lounge chair. “In fact, after losing your sister and then you, now that you’re finally home, it’s high time we all get back to being a family.” He put his hand on my back, propelling me toward Savannah. “Give your sister a proper hug and from here on out, at least when the two of you are under my roof, I want no more mention of the ugliness that’s passed. Garrett served his time, and once his license is reinstated, all will be back to normal.”

Savannah said, “Nothing will ever be normal again.”

“Not with an attitude like that.” Mom gave her daughter a shove against me, and there we were, trapped in a beyond awkward embrace of our parents’ making. The feel of my stepsister against me, the way her breasts mounded against my chest, produced a keen longing and ringing in my ears. I wanted her. Here. Now. No matter how much damage time and circumstance had done, my body was all too willing to reconnect.

Savannah wriggled sideways out from my fumbling embrace.

Hands to her flushed cheeks, she said low enough for only me to hear, “Don’t ever do that again.”

“What?” She wasn’t making sense. Did she think I wanted the length of her pressed against me, teasing me? Tormenting me? Making me hate myself for what we’d both done? Because now that I’d sampled that most forbidden fruit, she was right. I only wanted more.

“Don’t stand there playing innocent,” she whispered.

“Don’t act like you didn’t like it,” I whispered right back while dropping my gaze to her rock-hard nips. Should I be flattered? What was that old saying? Two times a charm or three? I couldn’t remember. Not that it mattered. The fact that we were still turned on by each other didn’t mean squat in the grand scheme of things.

She raised her hand to slap me, but I grabbed her wrist.

Our gazes locked, and then she wrenched free.

“Uncle Garrett! I found my sword and got one for you!” Cook reappeared with an assortment of at least six plastic swords and knives. He’d changed out of plaid shorts and a mini red Lacoste into a pirate suit complete with a tricorn hat and eye patch. “Come on, I’ll show you my fort. We have to kill all the pirates in the yard!” He took my hand. I wasn’t sure how it was even possible, but holding his chubby fingers against my palm affected me more deeply than when moments earlier, I’d held his mother. “Come on,” he said with a tug, “let’s go!”

“Maybe another time,” Savannah said. “It’s a school night. We both have to be up early in the morning.”

He blew a raspberry, then released me to race out the back door, letting the screen bang behind him. “I don’t wanna go! I wanna play pirate with Uncle Garrett!”

“Get back here! Cook…” Savannah chased after him.

“That right there,” Dad returned to a side table for his scotch, “is what I love about that boy. He’s got spunk. He’s sees what he wants, and refuses to take no for an answer.”

“Oh, hush.” My stepmother gracefully collapsed into her chair. “A boy his age shouldn’t be so willful. Mark my words, if Savannah doesn’t take a firmer hand, by the time he’s in high school, he’ll be the hellion of the county.”

“And you see that as a problem?” Dad laughed.

My stepmom scowled. “Garrett, please go after him, and take a stern hand. The boy needs a strong male influence.”

“I’d rather stay out of it.” I took the end of the sofa closest to Dad. “Children aren’t my thing.”

“You’re as impossible as your father.” After casting a scowl in his general direction, my stepmom was next out the back door.

“You sure know how to clear a room,” Dad said.

I shrugged. “You think there’s a real chance of getting my license back?”

“Let’s just say to get the ball rolling, I greased a few palms. Keep your nose clean, and with any luck, by this time next year, you’ll be back on track.”

“What can I do to help?”

“Nothing. Let me handle it. Suzette and Theo Ridgemont are worthy adversaries, and if they can’t put you six-feet-under or behind bars, they’ll come at you through your wallet.”

“Garrett! What a nice surprise.” Violet set another drink next to my father, then sat beside me. “Staying for dinner?”

“Of course he is,” Dad said. “You know how much he loves your catfish.”

“Is that what smells so good?”

She beamed. “Yessir. Only since your daddy’s heart attack, I learned how to fix it grilled.”

“Wait—” I looked to Dad. “You had a heart attack? When?” What else was my family not telling me?

“It was nothing.” Dad waved off my concern. “Just an excuse for your mother to get me to eat more rabbit food and force me down to only two drinks a night.”

Guilt wrapped me in a black tarp, then shoved me under murky water. “Did stress cause it?”

“Who knows? Who cares?” He raised his glass. “Violet, would you be a dear and get Garrett a neat scotch. We need to toast.”

“Yessir, we do.” She smiled and pat my knee, humming all the way down the wide central hall.

“She’s a good woman,” Dad said. “So is your mom. I’m blessed.”

“Man-to-man, are you okay now? What’s your doctor say? What’s your long-term prognosis?” On top of everything else, the thought of losing him was unthinkable.

“I’m fine. Just do me a favor and don’t kill anyone else, okay?”

“Dad…”

“I’m fine. Get that constipated mule look off your face, and tell me about this house you bought. Did you think I wouldn’t find out?”

I shook my head and smiled. “First, when’s the last time you even saw a mule? And second, considering I had Betsy from your office write up my offer, I knew it was only a matter of time before you were all up in my business.”

Violet returned with my drink. “Here you go. Let me set a place at the table, and we’ll have dinner in about fifteen minutes.”

“No hurry,” Dad said.

“Thanks, Vi.”

She winked. “Any time. I sure am glad you’re home—especially, without that Grady character.”

“What’s wrong with Grady?” I asked after gladly accepting my drink. “He’s a good guy.”

“Mmm-hmm…” She trotted back toward the kitchen, calling over her shoulder, “Ask him ’bout prom.”

“Oh, I will.” It was nice to have an apparent scandal that didn’t involve me.

“It’s good having you home, Son.” Dad had grown teary-eyed. A first—at least for me. I had never once seen the man cry—not even after my birth mother or Jennie died. He might claim the heart attack was no big deal, but this new emotional side of his made me wonder if maybe he was more concerned about his health than he let on.

All the more reason for me to avoid Savannah.

If Dad’s heart was barely strong enough to survive me going to prison, I hated to see what could happen should he discover every time I so much as shared a room with my sister, I got wood.


Chapter 18

Savannah

“Cook, get your rear down here now, or you’re not going to Mary’s birthday party.” I hated pulling out the big guns, but what other choice did I have? This was one of those times when being a single parent sucked.

My mother crossed her arms. Had she ever been this deep into the backyard? “I still don’t see why you couldn’t have let Garrett handle this. Men are naturally better at conflict.”

“I’m pretending you didn’t say that.” I held out my arms to protect Cook on his shimmy down the ancient ladder Garrett built when he wasn’t that much older than Cook. He’d told us the rickety structure’s history during one of Mom’s mandatory picnic dinners in his clubhouse. During one of her especially dark spells, Jennie had tried to burn it down. The black char still showed beneath the rug in front of the door. “I think I’m a bit more qualified to discipline my own son than his uncle, who had never even met Cook before tonight because he’s been in prison.”

“Uncle Garrett was in jail? Cool!”

“No. Not cool.” When his sneakers finally touched ground, I landed a light swat on his behind. I wasn’t a spanker, but in this case, never had one seemed more appropriate.

“Cook, honey, hold Grandma’s hand. This grass is so wet it’s like walking on a sponge.”

“Yes, ma’am.” My anger vanished when he clasped my mother’s hand, then led her to higher ground. “Come this way, Grandma. It’s more dryer.”

“Thank you, hon. Now how about you run ahead and get washed up for supper.”

“Okay!”

“Mom,” I jogged to catch up, “I already told you we can’t stay for dinner.”

“Nonsense. Violet’s already set your places at the table. And you love her grilled catfish. Besides, you worked so hard all day down at the clinic. If you don’t eat here, what will you feed Cook? You two eat far too many burgers as it is.”

“Okay, okay. We’ll have dinner, but then we have to go or Cook’s stuck wearing his bathing suit to school.”

“I still don’t see why you refuse to let one of our girls do your laundry. They wouldn’t mind.”

“I would mind.”

They’d reached the redbrick pool surround. Mom kicked off her beige Ferragamo pumps. “They’re ruined.”

“Sorry. I’ll have Cook save his allowance to buy you a new pair.”

Her sideways scowl spoke volumes. “You know, I worried Garrett would be the one to spoil tonight’s meal, but at the rate you’re going, you’ll do a fine job of spoiling it all by yourself.”

She stormed into the house, leaving her shoes where they lay.

I picked them up, saving the staff the effort. The pricey shoes were far from ruined. All they needed was a good cleaning. My mother was a product of a bygone era. She’d never washed socks or dishes, and even had a beautician on call to wash and style her hair. As a little girl, I used to watch her getting ready for fancy nights out with my dad and think she was the most glamorous woman on earth.

The memories of back then were old and faded. Hard to see through time’s fog.

I sometimes wondered if those idyllic days had been my Camelot.

When I was three, my birth father died of pancreatic cancer. I don’t remember much about him. Mostly snatches of sensory memory—the scent of his favorite cigar, the feel of him stroking my hair before bedtime. I’d always known I was loved. He’d written a letter for me to open on every birthday until I turned twenty-one. He’d added an extra one for my wedding day and the birth of my first child. I had read it in the hospital just before Canton’s visit. He’d done a great job of squashing my happy mood. The bridal letter was my last one. I’d considered opening it a half-dozen times. Mostly, after flipping through old photo albums while drinking too much wine. In every way a man could, Dickey had proven himself to be a loyal and loving father. He’d even gifted me with a lovely white lacquer box to use for storing my cherished letters. My love for him made my feelings for his son all the more confusing, and downright unacceptable.

I looked up from my mother’s shoes to find Garrett standing on the back porch’s lone step. I had no idea how long he’d been there, and didn’t care. All I knew was that I lacked the energy for one more fight.

“Did you get all of them?” he asked. “The pirates?” His half-smile tugged at a forgotten place low in my belly. Aside from a brief fling with a guy from my trauma unit rotation, I hadn’t been with anyone since Chad. My body remembered the pleasure Garrett offered all too well. The hum between my legs disregarded common sense and the fact that my current standing with my stepbrother fell somewhere between enemy and a common stranger. He used to be one of my dearest friends. Now, he’d become an enigma I had no business exploring.

“What are you doing, Garrett?”

“Making small talk.” He shoved his hands into the back pockets of faded jeans. The move made his biceps appear all the more powerful. “Look…” He bowed his head. “You might not believe this, but I don’t want to fight.”

“Me, neither. But…” Where do I start? I couldn’t exactly blurt that he needed to leave town to save me from myself. I was terrified that if I allowed myself ten minutes with him, I would wind up begging for ten more. Chad’s family scared me. As much as I had once loved Garrett, they hated him to an equal or larger degree. If they found out he had been around Chad’s son, the fallout wouldn’t be pretty. So see? By staying away from my stepbrother, I wasn’t just saving my own neck, but his.

“Why didn’t anyone tell me about Dad’s heart attack?”

“I assumed he did.”

“Was it serious? I mean, of course, any heart condition is a big deal, but—”

“He’s good. Actually, it turned out to be a blessing. A blockage was found and cleared, and now, with the proper meds, a better diet, and regular exercise, he’s good as new.”

“You sound like a drug commercial. How is he? I mean, really? Was this brought on by stress?”

“Maybe? But if you’re asking if you caused this—not directly.”

“But I could have been a contributing factor?”

I started to agree, but then clamped my lips closed. Another argument would hardly achieve the goal I most wanted. “Garrett, Daddy is fine. Don’t go looking for trouble where there is none.”

His expression darkened. “You’re a grown-ass woman. Why do you call him, Daddy?”

“Why do you care?” I sidestepped him to head for the house.

“I care, because it makes me sick. He’s not your daddy. He’s nothing to you.” For the second time in an hour, he grabbed my upper arm, spinning me around to face him. “Why do you want to emphasize this bogus family tie?”

“Because we are family. Why would you deny that?”

“Really? Really?” He tossed his hands up, letting them fall to his thighs with a slap.

He was back to grabbing my arm, and then propelling me to the pool house.

“Stop,” I protested, shoving him off. He only held on tighter. “What are you doing?”

“Something I should have done a long time ago…” We’d reached the side of the one-bedroom bungalow and he took my wrists, pinning them over my head. Cool wood siding bit the backs of my arms and hands, and before I found the wherewithal to stop him, he was kissing me and I was falling—not physically, but spiritually. I fell topsy-turvy, upside-down, spiraling headfirst without a chute from thirty-thousand feet.

“Stop!” I bit his lower lip.

He kissed me harder, grinding against me. I tasted his blood on my tongue.

God help me, I leaned into him. Hungry—no, desperate—for more. Breasts swollen and achy, nipples reaching, I wanted to continue where we’d left off so long ago. I wanted to fuck him all day and all night and into the next morning. I wanted to fall asleep in his arms and wake still there.

And then, just as suddenly as this madness started, Garrett released me, stepping back, and holding his hands up. “Jesus…”

Our gazes locked and my heartbeat turned chaotic.

There was so much I needed to say, but my mouth refused to speak and I couldn’t catch my breath.

“Savannah! Garrett! Supper’s ready!” Violet’s booming voice parted what had become painful silence.

Garrett simply walked away.

But then I was chasing him, only he was going the wrong way. “What was that? You can’t kiss me and just vanish. G—we have to talk.” He cut across the side yard. His stride was double mine and I was jogging to catch up. “What’s wrong with you? You have to be dead inside not to have felt something—anything. Talk to me!”

He did not.

He kept walking, and I was too tired to follow.

Not physically. Physically, I felt electrified—wired. But emotionally, spiritually, my soul recognized what I’d fought all these years to forget—that the one man in the world who made me feel alive, was for all practical purposes, dead. At least to me. There were a hundred practical reasons why we could never be together, yet only a selfish one why we should.

Lust.

Out of breath and just done, I crossed my arms, watching him go. Darkness dropped a wedge between us until Garrett was swallowed by the horizon.

“Garrett! Savannah! Get yourselves inside! Supper’s gettin’ cold!”

I sighed, rubbing my goose-bumped arms.

It wasn’t just supper getting cold, but also my heart.

—

Three nights later, Kenya and I logged in a massive anonymous canned good donation.

I should have been ecstatic. Instead, I felt shrouded in gloom.

Our parents hadn’t understood where Garrett had run off to, and I resented the fact that he’d left it up to me to tell them. I resented everything about him, from his kiss to his freedom. Ironic, wasn’t it? He’d spent the past five years in prison, yet I was the one still trapped behind bars of my own creation. My family, my career, my permanent binds to a ghost, all closed around me like a straitjacket, locking me in.

Canton had called again that afternoon, and as much as I welcomed the fact that he no longer felt like an enemy, I knew if he ever found out I’d been with Garrett again he’d lose it.

I shut my eyes, remembering every last detail of that kiss. It had been dirty and raw and I’d loved every second. How could I not when my stepbrother had only grown hotter with age?

Cook and Mary played tag. Did it make me a horrible person that their shrieking laughter got on my nerves? “Cook!” I snapped. “You’re getting too loud.”

He quieted for about two seconds, then was back at full volume.

“You all right?” Kenya asked.

I shrugged. “Long day.”

“I told you I can handle this on my own.”

“You shouldn’t have to. In fact, for the holidays, I think you should hire more help.”

“Sure?” She hefted a case of creamed corn onto a shelf. “We get way more volunteers this time of year. It usually offsets the need for extra paid help.”

“I’m sure. Do it now, so you have time to train them. You and Mary should visit your folks for Christmas.”

“I don’t have money for that.”

“Sure you do…” I winked.

“No,” Kenya said. “You’re already too generous.”

“Is there such a thing?” I abandoned the iPad we used for keeping track of stock to hug her. “This place wouldn’t be possible without you. I need to keep you happy.”

“Mission accomplished.” She wiped happy tears. “Now, what do I have to do to bring back your smile? That was the third time you’ve yelled at Cook.”

“Was it?” I shook my head. “Sorry. Guess I’m a little overwhelmed.”

“By what? How can I help?”

“Unless you have the power to slow down cold and flu season, I’m afraid my dance card’s full till spring.”

“Did you find Cook’s Halloween costume?”

“Nope.”

“You do know Halloween is Saturday night?”

“Unfortunately…” I counted fifteen cases of green beans, and logged them in. “Mom wanted to throw a party, but Suzette and Theo are staying the weekend. Want to come over? Share a few bottles of wine while we hand out mini Snickers and Kit Kats?”

“What about trick-or-treating?”

“We can go out early for an hour before dark, then have wine. With Chad’s parents in the house, we’ll need it.”

She leaned in for a quick hug. “Sounds like a plan.”

We worked in silence for the next thirty minutes, then closed up shop to go home.

Kenya had just powered down her office computer when she asked, “How much of your mood has to do with Garrett?”

I took my purse from the locker I always stashed it in. “Nosy much?”

She laughed. “I’m going to take that to mean you’re overwhelmed because Garrett is still in town, and you’re still crushing on him? Am I right?”

Of course, she was right. Guilt had created a permanent knot in my chest.

“Tell him. Just blurt it out—done. Odds are, he’ll be cool about it. Better yet, he’s hot for you, too.”

“Oh, really?” I almost told her about our kiss, but the rebel in her would take it as a sign of encouragement. “Good to know. But what about our parents? Chad’s parents? Society columnists?”

“Society columnists? Aren’t we fancy?”

“You know what I mean. Chad’s death made national news—not because it was that remarkable, but because Garrett knows a lot of big names. Liam and Ella Stone are everywhere. The fact that Garrett’s the equivalent of black tar on their otherwise flawless fairy tale sells magazines.”

“I forgot. Yeah, I guess a secret affair with your stepbrother who also happens to be your ex-fiancé’s accidental killer might generate press—but only if they found out about it.” Kenya turned off the overhead lights, and I trailed her to the parking lot. The kids had already shot out the door like twin rockets, and now chased each other around our cars. “And what happened was an accident.”

“Folks in Julep love gossip more than sweet tea. Somehow, they’d find out.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“What about my father’s heart? What if he can’t handle the stress?”

“Tell him. You’ll always find another excuse.”

Maybe because I had to. Wasn’t self-preservation one of nature’s strongest forces? If Chad’s family so much as caught a whiff of me talking to Garrett while Cook was around, they’d flip.

—

“Dr. Boudreaux?” Friday morning, Etta, my office receptionist caught me in the hall when I was between patients. “Sorry to bother you, but your mother-in-law is holding on line two. She says it’s an emergency, and that she’s already tried your cell.”

“Okay, thanks. Please let Red know I’ll be right back.” Red was my nurse, and official link to sanity while in the clinic. She wore her corkscrew-curly red hair in a bun and by the end of each day, usually looked like a freckled, prickly sea urchin. Temporarily bailing on the three patients already waiting in exam rooms, I ducked into my office to answer Suzette’s call. I didn’t like the way she referred to me as her daughter-in-law, but I wasn’t sure how to gracefully stop her. I suppose if and when I ever started a new relationship, the habit would naturally end, but it wasn’t as if dating prospects were lined up at my door. Even if they were, only one man besides Chad had ever captured my attention, and he was off-limits.

Just thinking about that kiss brought on a hot flash.

I sat behind my desk, picked up my phone and punched line two. “Suzette, hi. What’s wrong?” I fanned myself with a drug company brochure.

“Why haven’t you answered my calls?”

“I’m sorry. It’s been a full morning, and I haven’t even looked at my cell.”

She sighed. “You’d think for family, you could make an exception. Canton said you’ve been talking regularly with him, but suddenly, I’m not good enough?”

I leaned back in my chair, dropping my makeshift fan in favor of grabbing a heart valve–shaped stress ball to squeeze while I was being reprimanded. The paperwork for Cook’s trust glared at me from across my desk. The documents had to be signed in front of a notary, and I hadn’t gotten around to that, either.

“When Chad was alive, he always made it a point to check in every morning.”

“Suzette, I don’t mean to be short with you, but I have patients waiting. My receptionist said you had an emergency?”

“Yes, I do. Theo and I had planned to drive down this afternoon to be with Cook for Halloween…” Oh boy, was this going to be good news or bad? “But he’s on a double murder trial, and says he can’t leave his client. Canton’s tied up in court, too.”

“Oh no.” That was the emergency? “Well, you’ll still make it, right? Cook’s excited to see you.”

“Aw, I miss him terribly, but my doctor doesn’t want me to drive on my new antidepressants.”

“What are you taking?” This was a new development. I knew she liked her Xanax, but then at times, didn’t we all?

“I don’t have the bottle with me.”

“Suzette, if you’re unhappy with the side effects, you need to—”

“I don’t need a lecture. I just need to see my sweet angel. And that’s really why I called. I know you’re busy with your patients and little charity, but could you please bring him to me?”

My little charity fed hungry people from four counties!

“Please, doll. You know how tough the holidays are on me. Chad loved them all. I’ll never forget the year you two went to his fraternity party as Antony and Cleopatra. You made a gorgeous couple.”

“Thank you. But Suzette, if you’re emotionally struggling, find help.”

“I will, but are you bringing Cook? I need him.”

I gave the stress heart an extra-hard squeeze. “I’m sorry, Suzette, but I can’t get away.”


Chapter 19

Garrett

“This place is bigger than my whole cell block was.” Grady gazed at the dining room’s fading fresco fourteen feet above our heads. The Victorian was officially mine. I’d expected—hoped—home ownership might somehow cure my unease, but if anything, it had only worsened my sense of not belonging in the town where I’d once been the king’s son. Now, I didn’t fit in with polite society, and I’d grown bored with the work and guys on my park crew. Rake, pick up trash, feed fallen branches into the chipper/shredder.

Much like it had been in prison, my life felt set on constant repeat.

I was restless. Needed more.

Aw hell, who was I kidding? All I needed was the one thing I couldn’t have—the girl.

“What are you gonna do with all this space?” Grady’s question startled me from my thoughts.

“Don’t have a clue. Just seemed like a waste to let this pretty lady sit here and rot.”

“Pretty my ass…” Grady was back to staring at the ceiling that would no doubt cost me thousands to restore. “This bitch is high-maintenance. A real ballbuster.”

“That’s what I love about you, man.” Laughing, I slapped his back. “You’re bursting with unicorns and rainbows.”

He flipped me the bird. “Ride this unicorn. Just sayin’. This ain’t gonna be cheap. And you know it’s haunted.”

Someone banged on the massive front door. “Trick or treat!”

“Did you know today’s Halloween?” I asked.

“Yep.” He ambled to the door.

“What’re you doing?”

“What’s it look like?” He took out a battered leather wallet. “You have to give the kids something. They wait all year for this night.” He opened the house to a vampire, hobo, and Cinderella. “Aren’t y’all something. Really something.”

They held out plastic pumpkins.

He landed a dollar in each. “There you go. Y’all have fun.”

“We will! Thank you!” The three kids raced to the next house.

“How did they even know anyone was here?” I stood next to Grady on the imposing brick front steps. Whereas most homes on the block featured wide front porches, welcoming guests to linger, my house’s imposing double doors, steep stairs, and squat covered landing screamed, Go away.

“For a used-to-be hotshot lawyer, you’re not very smart.” He ducked inside to flick off the porch light I hadn’t realized I’d turned on.

An alien and ghost ran up the walk. “Trick or treat!”

“Your turn,” Grady said.

I shot him a dirty look before paying both kids to leave. “We should probably lock up for the night. I’m low on ones.”

“Sounds good. You can show me the rest some other time.”

I switched all the lights off, then used the skeleton key to lock the front door. The electricity hadn’t been updated for decades. If I didn’t want the place to burn down, replacing the cloth wiring should be a top priority. But then I also had a leaky roof and wood rot to contend with.

Grady and I made it halfway down the block when I got ambushed by a pirate. “Uncle Garrett!”

“Cook.” My clenched stomach disliked this development. “Hey, bud. Great costume.”

“Thanks. I was s’posed to be a cowboy, but Mom didn’t have time to find a hat and boots.”

“Where is your mom?”

“Back there with my friend, Mary.” He pointed toward Savannah and another woman with a small girl dressed as Buzz Lightyear. “Wanna see my candy? I got lots!”

“Sure…” I knelt. How did I play this? Cook seemed like a great kid. I had no beef with him. If anything, I owed him. His mother, on the other hand, would no doubt use this opportunity to hurl some dumbass accusation of me stalking her and her kid. “Wow, bud. You got quite a haul. Wanna sell that big Snickers?”

“I don’t know?” He wrenched his little features into a mask of concentration. “Snickers are my favorite.”

“Mine, too.” The closer Savannah came, the more determined I grew to make her kid love me. Why? Because he deserved a great substitute dad and I knew it would piss her off. “How about if I give you a hundred bucks for that Snickers?” I took a hundred from my wallet, and handed it to him.

His eyes grew huge. “Whoa…”

“Damn,” Grady whistled. “If I’d known you paid that kind of cash for candy, I’d have run to the corner store.”

“Do we have a deal?”

Cook handed over my purchase, then tore off down the sidewalk. “Mom! Look what Uncle Garrett gave me!”

Score.

Grady whistled again. “You sure do like stirring that pot. She’s gonna be pissed.”

“What can I say? I live for danger.”

As if on cue, Savannah charged in my direction. Even with her lips pressed into a scowl, she looked beautiful. Her faded jeans hugged her hips, and her scoop-necked long-sleeved T-shirt showcased the sexy column of her throat. For the first time since I’d been back, she wore her long hair down. It billowed as she walked. If she hadn’t been on a sidewalk in Julep, Mississippi, holding her little pirate’s hand, she could have starred on a Paris runway.

“Cook, please give Uncle Garrett his money.”

“Why? We had a deal.”

“Because that’s too much money for you.” She looked straight at me. “Which Uncle Garrett should have known.”

“Here.” Pouting, Cook held out his profit. “Mom said I can’t have this.”

“Bummer.” I took it, returning his candy. “Good thing I hadn’t already eaten it.”

“Yeah…” He squirmed free of his mom’s hold. “Come on, Mary. Let’s go to the next house.”

Before his mom could stop him, Cook darted across the quiet street to a Queen Anne home that had a stuffed Frankenstein seated in a porch rocker.

“Mom,” Cook’s friend said to the woman with Savannah. “He didn’t look before crossing the street.”

“I know, sweetie. That’s why you should run and catch up with him. He needs you to keep him out of trouble.” The striking black woman looked familiar.

“Okay.” The girl made quite a show out of looking back and forth down the street.

Meanwhile, Savannah crossed her arms and seemed to withdraw inside herself.

“Garrett, it’s nice seeing you again.” Savannah’s friend held out her arms for a hug, which I awkwardly stepped into.

“Do I—”

“Know me?” She laughed and tightened her hold. “Yes, you do. But I’d be lying if I told you my ego wasn’t bruised over being forgotten.”

Had I slept with her? If I could go back in time, I’d tell my younger self to take better notes. “Sorry.”

“No need for apologies. It has been a while. I’m Kenya. Violet’s niece.”

“Of course.” I conked my forehead. “Damn. You grew up.”

“Likewise.” She laughed. “Only, I tried staying out of the limelight. Since you’re so popular, I had an unfair advantage over you.” A wink followed her dig.

“Touché.”

Grady cleared his throat. “Garrett’s never been known for his manners. I’m Grady Nesbitt. I knew your aunt back in the day.”

“No kidding?” Kenya’s eyebrows shot up. “Do tell. I always wondered if my old spinster aunt had a wild side.”

Grady chuckled. “I’m not one to kiss and tell, but don’t let her uppity front fool you.”

“I’m intrigued.” She linked her arm with Grady’s. “Spill everything.”

“Mom!” Kenya’s daughter shouted. “Can we go to the next house?”

“Sure.”

As if just now aware of the conversation, Savannah shook her head. “It’s getting late. Shouldn’t we get back?”

“It’s barely six,” Kenya said. “The kids are having fun, and I’m getting dirt on my aunt.”

“I have a headache,” Savannah said.

“Then let me watch the kids, and you go lie down. Garrett can ensure you make it in one piece, and Mister Grady can gossip with me. Problem solved.”

“I like this plan,” Grady said with a big smile. “Let’s go.”

My two old friends made it halfway across the street before Savannah would even look at me.

I cleared my throat. “This is awkward.”

“Why are you here?” She tipped her head back, catching the last few rays of sun. “Why are you always here?”

“I could ask the same of you. This is my block.”

Her eyes widened in surprise. “I thought you lived six blocks north?”

“I’m flattered you remembered. Actually, I bought the house on the corner, which makes us neighbors.”

“No.” She shook her head as if her word needed extra emphasis. “No, I will not accept that.”

A flurry of trick-or-treaters giggled while skipping by, followed by presumably one of their fathers chasing after them with a camera.

“Funny, I don’t recall your approval being a contingency anywhere on the paperwork.”

“You know what I mean. I thought you were leaving town? Going back to California as soon as your license is reinstated.”

I sighed. “That’s a longshot, so could we please try getting along?” I held out my hand to her. “Since we both know you don’t really have a headache, let me show you the house. From the cupola, on a clear day you can practically see all the way to Jackson.” I was rambling. I knew I was. The fact was embarrassing, but I couldn’t seem to stop. Just being near her made me crazy in the best way. “Plus, the stained glass is original. You have to see it.”

“Stop pretending we’re friends. We’re not. And, as you so eloquently pointed out, we’re not even technically family, which makes us nothing.”

“You know that’s a lie.” I raised her hand to my lips, kissing each finger.

“Don’t.” She wrenched her hand free. “Someone will see.”

“But it’s all right for me to kiss you when we’re by ourselves?”

“No. Of course not.” She started walking toward her house. “That’s not what I mean.”

We both stepped off the sidewalk to avoid colliding with the entire Ghostbusters team.

She inadvertently landed her ass against my fly. My lonely cock roared in approval. I slipped my hand around her waist, pressing her closer. I buried my face in her hair, breathing her in. Vanilla, jasmine, and the ocean. But how could that be? I hadn’t replenished her stock.

I whispered in her ear, “You still wear my perfume.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. It’s habit.”

“I call bullshit.” I nuzzled her neck, and she groaned. “I’m in you. I am you. But only the best parts.”

“You’re ridiculous.” She was yet again charging down the sidewalk, and then running, and I followed her all the way to her house where she fumbled while fitting her key into the lock.

I took it from her and finished the job, letting us both inside before closing the door and locking it behind us. And then my hands were in her hair, on her cheeks, her shoulders and hips. I crushed my mouth to hers, intending to be gentle, but somehow going astray. I needed all of her, all at once and couldn’t slow down.

There were stairs, but I was caught up in a controlled freefall, bringing her with me, atop me, refusing to let her go. Our kiss became my air. Her scent, the ground beneath me. Nothing mattered but her. The whole of my life was funneled into the undeniable fact that she was all that had ever been. Without her, I was a miserable, mean SOB. With her, all things were possible and probable and true.

She was tugging at my waistband, and my roving hands skimmed her waist beneath her shirt. We were still kissing, but then after wriggling her free of her jeans, and me of mine, I was on top of her, arching my hips down to meet her every upward thrust. But gravity worked against us, and so I rolled her on top. My ass met the stairs’ smooth wood, and we were still kissing and my mind was swimming in a lake pooled with her. Only her.

A gasp escaped her when I shoved myself in whole. “I’m sorry,” I said. “You weren’t ready.”

She shook her head, then nodded and flavored our ongoing kiss with her tears. “I-I am.”

I pumped in and out, trying to take it slow and failing. She made me lose control. She made me forget I’d ever even had control. She made everything good and clean and pure. She erased the ugly in my past and made a silent promise to fill me with her beauty and light.

She tensed and then cried out, pulling me along with her over the edge. I dug my fingers into her ass, pushing her farther down my pole, afraid I’d leave marks, yet wanting tangible proof this wasn’t a dream.

But then it was done. We were both breathing heavily and the sanctity I’d attached to our act felt spoiled somehow.

She was up and grabbing for her jeans. “There’s a bathroom at the end of the hall.”

Her words barely registered before she passed me on the stairs in what I took to be a mad dash to get away.

“Fuck…” Heart still hammering, I covered my face with my hands. What had I done?


Chapter 20

Savannah

I didn’t know the woman staring back at me in the mirror.

She was a traitor I needed gone.

I wrenched my hair into a loose knot, then turned on the shower. Beneath the too-hot spray, I tried scrubbing my body free of my stepbrother once and for all, but how could I when my need for him consumed me? Had always obsessed me? When the love I’d thought banished had roared back with frightening intensity? What happened was wrong on so many levels, yet given the chance, I’d do it all over again. But I couldn’t. Ever.

This had been an accident. A horrible mistake brought on by years of loneliness and pain. It wasn’t him I’d craved, but sex itself. I’d been horny—nothing more.

But if that were true, then how come tears hardly felt held at bay? Like if I surrendered to them, to the honest depth of my feelings for him, they might never stop? All of a sudden we were back on that Turks and Caicos beach, only instead of him denying me, we’d rewritten history and he’d tucked our temporary ward into her crib and then carried me to his bed. Every ounce of the emotion I’d felt for him not only then, but the years before and after crushed me beneath their cumulative weight.

I closed my eyes, surrendering to the comfort of my watery cocoon.

But then the shower door opened, and Garrett was towering over me. Naked and honed.

My lips were already swollen, but I all but hurled myself against him, ready for another round. Never again, I promised. Once more, and that would be enough to exorcise him forever from my system. I would once again make Cook my top priority and honor Chad’s memory by keeping myself pure.

Our first kisses were frantic, as if we only had moments to quench a lifetime’s thirst.

But then he lifted me against him, onto him, and the pace slowed.

Warm water streamed over and between us and I clung to him as if he was the sole answer to my every prayer. His kisses turned unbearably tender when he slanted his mouth against mine. I moaned with every sweep of his tongue. Our union was wrong, yet nothing had ever felt more right.

His every thrust awakened the long-sleeping woman in me. I’d forgotten the singular satisfaction of being filled by a man, probably because no one had ever made me feel anywhere near as full as him. Pressure rose and swirled in an agonizing vortex of pleasure and pain. The first time I’d been with Garrett could be blamed on liquor and the excitement of the night. The second time was about two grown adults satisfying a mutual itch.

But this time…

I’d run out of excuses.

This time, Garrett was inside of me for one simple, terrifying reason. Because I couldn’t bear for him not to be. I loved and adored him—always had. And I feared I always would.

My climax came too fast, and I could have wept again at fate bringing this most special occasion to its inevitable end.

He stiffened and pumped deeper, filling me with his seed. For a woman who’d already had one pregnancy scare, what special brand of fool I must be to invite the same sort of trouble all over again? I was a doctor. At the very least, why hadn’t I asked him to use a condom?

The darkest part of my heart volunteered an answer.

I hadn’t wanted to risk stopping for protection, because I’d been afraid allowing even that infinitesimal sliver of reality would give either of us time to regain the sanity needed to put an end to this abominable act. He might not want to recognize the two of us as being brother and sister, but like it or not, that was exactly how society, our family, and friends viewed us ever since we’d stood with our parents at their marriage altar, serving as their best maid and man. Moreover, he’d killed my son’s father. Accident or not, it was an act we couldn’t escape.

I clung to him until he kissed me for what I sensed by his fervor to be our final time, then he set me on my feet. He took my peach body wash, poured some into the palm of his hand, and then washed me, all of me, while I quietly sobbed with my hands in his hair. Emotions I didn’t understand spilled from me. All at once, as if a highlight reel of my greatest joys and sorrows played in my heart, I saw him at his high school graduation, and again at mine, handing me not a bouquet of flowers like other family members had done, but a clumsily hand-crafted bouquet of fast-food and iTunes gift cards so I could feed my body and soul while away at college. To anyone on the outside looking in, the gift would have seemed silly. As the only daughter of one of the richest men in the state, I was never hurting for money. But it had been Garrett I’d turned to on far too many occasions to admit I’d forgotten my wallet. Along with the cards, he’d given me a Chanel wristlet to store them in. I still had it, tucked at the back of my underwear drawer. I saw him again and again, coming to my rescue after a flat tire or failed test or bad haircut. I only just now realized how much I’d missed and needed him. But that didn’t mean I deserved him. Or that no matter how much I wanted him, I could never again know him in this particular way.

When the water ran cold, he turned it off.

He reached for a towel, presumably to dry me, but I took it from him. “Let me.”

He arched his head back and closed his eyes while I ran the soft terry cloth over his every muscle. Before, caught up in the physicality of our act, I hadn’t had time to fully appreciate his assets, but now, I worshipped him, the powerful swell of his calves and thighs, his impressive size even while flaccid. The sexy-as-sin, V-shaped cut in his lower abdomen formed by hollows on either side of his obliques that led smoothly into six-pack abs and pecs that I lingered over and kissed. I dried his impressive arms, and then circled to his backside, which was equally as impressive as his front.

I dreaded finishing, because I knew it had to be goodbye.

He turned to face me, gifting me with a kiss that was simple and pure. “Let’s pack up Cook and run away. I have money. We’ll go wherever you want. Warm, cold—doesn’t matter. All that matters is that we’ll be together.”

“It’s not that easy,” I said. “What about Cook’s grandparents? I have patients and my food bank. Hundreds—maybe even thousands of people depend on me. Mom and Dad depend on me—and you. Daddy—Dad—could survive your return to California, but what if your disappearance brought on another heart attack? How could you live with yourself? I know I couldn’t. Could you?”

Lips pressed tight, he punched the walk-in shower’s wall hard enough to break the glass tile. Blood rained from his shredded knuckles. But he didn’t cry out or even flinch.

His only reaction was to stare at me.

Instantly in healing mode, I wrapped his hand in the towel, and then tried leading him out of the shower, but he brushed off my attempt to help.

“Garrett, don’t be stubborn. Let me get you dressed, and then drive you to my office. You probably need stitches.”

“Don’t bother.” He’d brought our clothes up with him. The sight of our entwined pants legs returned flashes of what we’d shared. A look. A kiss. The flick of his tongue against my nipple. Heat rose in my cheeks, pooling between my still naked legs.

The doorbell rang. “Mom!”

Next, came banging on the door. Repeated ringing.

“Coming!” I untangled my jeans from his, and tried pulling them on, but my legs were still wet and the denim refused to budge. “Shit.”

Garrett just stood there, naked, leaning against the white marble counter. Blood had already seeped through the towel. During my residency, I’d seen blood practically all day every day, and it hadn’t fazed me. But now? Seeing Garrett’s blood? My legs felt about as solid as a pair of Rice Krispies Treats.

“Mom!” More banging.

I hopped in a futile attempt to wrangle on my jeans. Though the wet denim refused to budge, my cell flipped out of my pocket, clattering to the tile floor. It thankfully hadn’t broke, so I called Kenya.

“Where are you?” she asked.

“I’m having a bit of a situation. Could you please take the kids for ice cream, and we’ll talk in about an hour?” I sucked in my lower lip, clamping down with my upper teeth.

“Sure. Everything okay?”

“Fine.”

“You don’t sound fine. Is that some kind of code for you needing police? Did Garrett hurt you?” Not in the way you might think. Of course, he’d hurt me, but not purposely. I’d invited the pain. I’d eaten the proverbial forbidden fruit and it had turned right back around and eaten me. Now, I was stuck with a bleeding, pissed off and naked, hot-as-fuck stepbrother in my master bathroom with nowhere to go that wouldn’t announce to my son and best friend that I was a whore. “Give me a sign, and I’ll hang up and dial 9-1-1. Say cupcake and I’ll do it. If your situation’s more dire, I could break a window, or—”

“Kenya, stop. Really, I’m good. Just take Cook and Mary and even sweet, old Grady if he’s still around, and go get ice cream or a hamburger or I don’t know—tacos. Just, please, buy me time to—”

“OMG. You had sex with him, didn’t you? Right now, you’re upstairs naked and—holy shit. Yes. I’m loading up the kids and Grady and will see you in an hour with two bottles of wine.” She disconnected.

I turned off my phone and set it on the counter.

The brief conversation with my best friend returned what little remained of my sanity. I kicked off my jeans, took the time to dry myself, then tugged them back on. Still topless, I tried unwrapping Garrett’s hand, but he wasn’t having it. While I’d been on the phone, he’d dressed. He grabbed a fresh towel from a pile on the counter, and wrapped it around the one he already had, then strode out the bathroom door.

“Garrett, wait.” On the off chance Kenya hadn’t yet left with the kids, I pulled my shirt on before following him down the stairs. “You’ve lost a lot of blood. Let me get you a juice box, and then patch you up at my clinic.”

“I’ve been in prison for five fucking years and you wanna get me a juice box?” He shoved his feet into leather flip-flops, then froze with his good hand on the front door’s thumb-latch.

I could see out the front window that Kenya’s red Fiat was gone, so I hugged Garrett from behind. “I’m sorry. I know you can take care of yourself, but what if I don’t want you to have to? What if I want to help?”

“If you wanted to help, you would have agreed.”

“To run away with you? Garrett, that’s crazy. You and I both know it.”

We walked out onto the porch. During our interaction, the sky had turned dark.

I flipped on the porch light, then chased him across the yard. “At least let me get you a bottled water. You’re probably dehydrated.”

I hadn’t put shoes on, and stepped on a pebble on the sidewalk. Pain shot through my heel. In the time it took me to hop to soft grass, his long-legged stride had already carried him halfway down the block.

Happy, laughing families were everywhere.

A guy I assumed was a single dad stood across the street snapping pics of a walking Rubik’s Cube.

I caught movement in my peripheral vision, and turned in time to watch a ghost and bunny run up the stairs to ring my doorbell. “Trick or treat!”

Lord…I swiped at silent tears with the backs of my hands, sniffed, then forced a smile for Donnie and his little sister, Tabitha, my neighbor’s children from two doors down. “You two look precious.”

“Thank you,” Donnie said, “but I’m supposed to be scary.”

“Oh—you are,” I assured him, opening the front door to reach for the bowl of candy I’d set earlier on the entry hall buffet. My socks and sneakers were still at the foot of the stairs, glaring. “You’re super scary.”

I was going to be sick.

I scooped half the candy into Donnie’s paper sack, and the other half in Tabitha’s.

“You two have fun. And be careful.”

“We will. Thank you!”

The moment they left the porch, I turned off the light and closed and locked the door.

What had I done?

A slow tremor hit me from inside out. I felt cold and hot and every temperature in between.

In the moment, I couldn’t have imagined being anywhere but Garrett’s arms. Now, however, I realized the gravity of our actions. I wouldn’t even try denying that being with him hadn’t felt incredible, but since when had I ever taken a path in life simply because it felt good? Honestly, if I had, I never would have finished college, and I sure as hell wouldn’t have finished med school or my residency.

The very possibility of being with Garrett full-time was a non-issue.

Too many people stood to get hurt.

What about yourself? Clearly, you still love him. Stepbrother or not, are you prepared to give up a possible lifetime’s happiness all because Chad’s parents and your own may disapprove?

This was about so much more than mere disapproval. Chad’s mother was unstable. His father and brother sued for sport. I wasn’t sure how they might legally sue for full custody, but if they caught me with Garrett, I wouldn’t put it past them to try. Growing up, my mother taught me love conquered all, but it hadn’t been able to save my father from dying, and it sure hadn’t done anything to heal the hole in my heart created by loving Garrett.

My head and soul hurt, so I downed two shots of tequila, took a Xanax chaser, then wrapped myself in my favorite fuzzy blanket and waited for Kenya to bring my son home.

When my cell rang twenty minute later, I raced to retrieve it from the hall table, but scowled to see Canton on the caller ID rather than Garrett.

I let the call go straight to voice mail. Hey, Savannah. Look, Dad just got tickets for the circus Saturday night, and wants you and Cook to go. He wanted to talk to you, but you know he’s long-winded, so I figured I’d save you the trouble. Anyway, let me know.

I called him back and accepted. Cook would be thrilled.

And yes, Chad’s dad was a major windbag. I had to laugh at the fact that Canton not only realized that fact, but saved me from it. Oddly enough, I was actually looking forward to watching a circus instead of living one!


Chapter 21

Garrett

One advantage of living in a small town was the fact that pretty much everything was within walking distance. Only seeing how I was fucking sick of walking, at the end of Savannah’s street, I called one of Julep’s two cabs to take me to a drugstore, liquor store, and then my halfway house.

I locked myself in the upstairs bathroom and cleaned my hand.

Punching that wall had been a stupid move, but not nearly as stupid as some of the night’s other poor decisions. For a guy determined to never show my cards in regard to just how much I cared about Savannah, I’d done a bang-up job. As if screwing her hadn’t been bad enough, why the fuck had I asked her to pack up her kid and run away with me?

Like seriously, what the hell had I been thinking?

While pouring alcohol on my still weeping wound, I welcomed the biting pain. I deserved it for being such an idiot about a girl. And really, that’s all Savannah was, right? All these years, I’d placed her on a pedestal, but why?

I opened my scotch, intent on pouring more alcohol into me, than on me.

What had my stepsister ever done for me?

I wasn’t talking about the cupcakes she’d made or times she’d covered for me with Mom and Dad, I meant like how had she ever made me anything but miserable? From day one, she’d been a cocktease. Traipsing around, wearing nothing but a bra and panties or too-small T-shirts with boy shorts that didn’t leave enough to my imagination. For as long as I could remember, I’d wanted her to an unholy degree, and for what? What had all my adoration gotten?

Five years in prison.

In retrospect, had I tried, I could have gotten off those bogus charges, but I’d chosen not to for her. She’d been pregnant. Beyond feeding my own guilt, I hadn’t wanted to put her through the stress of a trial. But what about the stress her asshole fiancé put me through?

I drank more.

I got out the picture of us that had sustained me through years behind bars. The two of us at the Derby.

With my eyes closed, I still smelled the sweet floral scent of her hair.

Did she know the guilt that came along with accidentally killing a guy, that knowing deep in the darkest part of your soul that the moment you’d seen him for the lying sack of shit he was that you’d wished him dead?

Glug, glug.

I put the photo on my nightstand.

I dried my hand, then squirted a bunch of Neosporin on it, before slapping on a few sterile pads, and then wrapping those with an elastic bandage. I cleaned up my mess, drank more, then retreated to my room, where I proceeded to get thoroughly shitfaced.

I’m not sure how long I was in there when Grady stopped by. “Garrett? You in there?”

“Sure am!” I shouted. “Go the fuck away!”

We weren’t allowed to have locks on the doors, so he walked right in. “Why are you sitting alone in the dark, when—” He flicked on the overhead light, then grabbed the near-empty bottle from my good hand. “What the hell are you thinking? There’s no booze allowed in here. You trying to get yourself kicked out?”

“Maybe. It’s kind of a dump.”

“True, but for a man trying to get back on the right side of the law, you’re doing a piss-poor job.”

“Who said I was trying to do anything other than get drunk?”

“What happened to your hand?”

“Life.”

“Give me a straight answer. You’ve got blood all over your bed. Probably need stitches.”

“Fuck stitches.”

“You’re damned lucky Phil’s at a Halloween party, or you’d get busted for sure. Come on…” In an effort to get me on my feet, he wedged his arm behind my back. “Where’s your fancy phone? I’ll call a cab to take your sorry ass to the urgent care over in Morristown. Let’s grab your fat wallet, too, ’cause I’m for damn sure not paying to have your ass patched up.”

—

Six hours later, Grady and I shared a cold, concrete bench while waiting for a cab outside the clinic he’d taken me to. I was far too sober, and had twenty-three stitches in my hand.

He lit a Pall Mall. “You never did tell me what possessed you to punch a wall. What’d that sweet Miss Savannah do that got you so riled up?”

“Nothing.” I was as sick of waiting for transportation as I was of walking. License or not, as soon as I woke up in the morning, I was buying a car. “Who said I was even talking about her?”

“Nobody, I s’pose. Just trying to connect some dots.”

“Yeah, well, do me a favor and keep your dots away from mine.”

He chuckled, then took a drag from his cig. “Will do.”

We sat in blessed silence for a few minutes. The crickets were the only sound louder than the automatic doors swishing back and forth each time a kid who was up way past his bedtime stepped in front of the sensor.

“What did you think of Miss Kenya?”

“She’s a looker, but seems a little young for you.”

He smacked me. “Watch yourself. She’s young enough to be my daughter. I just thought she was a real nice girl.” He took a few more pulls from his cig, then said, “I sure did enjoy strolling down memory lane. Back in the day, her aunt Violet was a wildcat. She was the only black girl I’d ever seen who was into that sixties hippie shit—used to put all different colors of flowers in her afro.” He whistled. “She was really somethin’. I took her to prom, and had just asked her to be my steady when I got messed up in that robbery. I wasn’t even s’posed to be there. She came to visit the farm once—brought me the best damned oatmeal cookies I’d ever had—back in the day, the pen was a lot more lenient about gifts. I told her I was gonna marry her, but hell, I was nineteen and convinced I’d get let go early for good behavior.” He pitched his cig on the ground, tamping it with his tennis shoe. “We both know how that turned out.”

“Have you talked to her since you’ve been back?”

He snorted. “You saw the way she looked at me when we showed up at your fancy house. Besides, what would an old ex-con like me even have to offer?”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” I said. “You’ve always been good to me. When I get my house renovation going, I’ll hire you to be on my crew. Once you’ve got a nice bankroll in your pocket and get sprung from our current less-than-ideal digs, you should try hitting her up again.”

“We’ll see…”

Five years earlier, if someone had told me I’d envy Grady and our family housekeeper, I’d have told them they were crazy, but I did. With my help—or hell, even without—Grady had as good a chance at winning Violet’s attention as anyone else. He might just marry her, and buy a nice house. It was probably too late for kids, but Violet had always been close to her niece, so that was kind of the same thing.

As for me ever finding that kind of happiness with Savannah? Tonight proved that was never going to happen. I’d already known—I mean, I liked to pretend we might one day be together, but that was a fool’s game. I’d gladly served time to protect her and her unborn child. When I’d asked her to consider running away with me, she hadn’t even taken a beat to consider our options. It didn’t have to be an all-or-nothing kind of thing. Once I got my license reinstated, I could have moved to Alaska, and she could have followed later. Our parents would never have to know there was more between us. But she hadn’t even cared enough to wonder how good a shared life might be.

—

Saturday morning, I took a two-hour cab ride into Jackson, where I paid cash for a fully-loaded, Cadillac ATS-V Coupe—cherry red. The dealer got all bent out of shape about me having neither a valid Mississippi driver’s license or insurance, but I paid him extra to put me on the dealership’s insurance for a week until I found some back home.

The scent of my new supple white leather seats reminded me that it was good to be me. I’d allowed Savannah and the whole ugly business with Chad to beat me down, but no more. I was back, baby, and this car was just the start.

I completed the return two-hour drive in just under an hour, then pulled up to the halfway house to grab Grady. The two of us had some long overdue partying to do. My hand hurt like a sonofabitch, so the first stop we’d need to make was at the pharmacy to fill the prescriptions the doc had given me last night.

Upstairs, I found Grady folding socks. “Put up your laundry, it’s time to celebrate our freedom.”

He didn’t even look my way before asking, “Have you been drinking again?”

“No. Why would you even ask? I’m high on life. Check it out…” I cracked his window shade to show him my car. “See that beauty? She’s mine.”

“No kidding?”

“Would I kid about a sweet ride like that?”

“When did you get your license?”

“I didn’t. I’ve just got my state ID. I figure I’ll grab the real deal Monday.” I ducked into my room for the wad of twenties I kept in a box of tampons—no derelict’s checking there for treasure.

“What if you get pulled over between now and then?”

“Won’t happen.”

“You better hope not. I ain’t got time for that.”

We swung by the pharmacy for my meds, I downed two dry, then parked front and center at Knight Trips—the classier of Julep’s two strip clubs.

“I don’t know about this…” Grady looked apprehensive. “I’ve been thinking real hard on what you said about me gettin’ Violet back, and seems to me this isn’t the right way to start.”

“Look,” I killed the engine. “Consider this a training exercise. When’s the last time you even talked to a woman?”

“Last night, if that sweet Kenya counts.”

“She doesn’t. Let’s go.”

Grady grumbled all the way inside. I ignored him.

My pain meds were starting to kick in, and I needed a drink and a lap dance—stat.

Fuck Savannah. The only reason I’d ever wanted her was because I couldn’t have her. Well, guess what? I did have her, and now I didn’t need her anymore. With as many twenties as I’d crammed in my pocket, any gal in here would worship me.

I split my cash pile with Grady. His attitude improved tenfold.

Techno pounded and the only lights were on the stage and bar. The air smelled of fried food and stale carpet that no doubt suffered a nightly flood of beer and tequila. The crowd was a good mix of young and old, all intent on having a good time. If you didn’t like strippers, four different football games played on big-screen TVs.

I led Grady to the only empty table in front of the current stripper—Heidi. The only reason I knew her name was because the stripper order was listed on a video monitor. Up next—Venus.

Heidi had blond braids, crotchless lederhosen, and a stick pony she rode hard. I gave her an A for effort, but just wasn’t feeling it.

“Look at her go!” Grady cheered her on.

When she rode his way, he tucked a twenty into her garter.

I signaled the waitress and told her to bring me a bottle of Johnnie Walker Blue Label.

“Didn’t you just take pain meds?” Grady asked.

“I’m still hurting,” I said above the music. What I didn’t tell him was that my hand had nothing to do with my pain. Why did I let Savannah get to me? How much booze would it take to erase her from my mind?

I didn’t know, but was about to find out…

By the time Venus and her penis-shaped rocket left the stage, I’d loosened up.

By the time Cheetah finished her lion-taming routine, I had taken another round of meds.

By the time Candy plucked a twenty from a guy’s nose using only her pussy, I struggled to make both hands come together for a round of applause. I threw money at her, and kinda remember Grady telling me I’d pissed away a grand, but it was all good. Losing Savannah didn’t hurt anymore, but I was sleepy, which worked out great since I fell out of my chair and decided to nap on the floor…


Chapter 22

Savannah

“Mom, is Uncle Garrett dead?”

“No, sweetie…” But if he ventures much further down his current path, he might be soon. Luckily, by the time I’d reached the strip club, he’d already barfed most of the pills he’d taken and booze he’d drank. He was lucky Grady called me instead of the paramedics, and helped me get him to my place. Chad’s parents were ridiculously well-connected, and itching for Garrett to mess up. They’d admitted as much during our circus weekend.

Thankfully, Canton had cut them off before they’d really gotten out of control.

My stepbrother now rested comfortably in the downstairs guest bedroom where Suzette slept when she came to town. If she knew he was in my house, let alone in what she and Theo considered their room, she’d have a stroke.

I was in the process of cleaning his hand, and wishing he’d gone to me or a plastic surgeon for his stitches, when Cook rested his palm against Garrett’s forehead. “What are you doing?”

“Checking him for fever.” He scrunched up his face in concern. His sweetness tugged at my heart, and made me feel worse than I already did. Suzette struck me as emotionally fragile. Learning her grandson had become fast friends with the man who’d killed his father wouldn’t sit well, and might even bring on a full mental breakdown. More than anything, I wanted to scold Garrett for being so reckless. Didn’t he know how much I needed him? How much I cared? Even if we couldn’t be together in the biblical sense, that didn’t mean I didn’t love him.

“Mom?”

“Yes, sweetie?” I’d finished cleaning Garrett’s wound.

“Can we keep him?”

“Uncle Garrett?” The question brought on instant heartburn. I’d love nothing more than to hold him hostage on an exotic island of our choosing, where the three of us could live judgment free. But what would happen when Cook grew old enough to ask specifics about his father? What would happen when he learned the uncle he adored had been responsible for him never meeting his own father? It was an unconscionable situation to land my son in.

Cook nodded. “He’s cool. And he looks a lot like me, don’t you think?”

“Not really.” But strangely, he did. Of course, logically, their resemblance was only in my head, which only hurt more. If Cook was Garrett’s son, it might have changed everything. Granted, our parents may not have spoken to either of us again, but at least Cook would have a dad and I would have—No. I was done spinning fairy tales that would never come true.

With luck, Daddy—Dad—would get Garrett’s license reinstated, and then my stepbrother would be on his merry way. The last place I needed him was in my house, where he served as a constant reminder of how I still wanted him. My smashed shower wall was reminder enough. Until I found a tile repairman, I put a black plastic trash bag over the hole, and sealed the edges with duct tape. It was a lovely souvenir of how trashy I felt about our act. At the time, nothing had ever felt more beautiful or right, but then reality hit like a concrete block to my forehead, and the multitude of reasons why we could never be together rushed at me like an ever-rising, inescapable wave.

“Mom, Uncle Garrett’s dead. He’s not moving, just like SpongeBob when he died.” May he rest in peace. Poor Sponge had been Cook’s goldfish who’d lived to a ripe, old age of two months. In goldfish years, that was like two thousand.

“Sweetie, let me show you a trick so you can check if people are alive. See Uncle Garrett’s wrist?”

“Uh-huh…”

“Put your middle finger over it like this.” I showed him the proper placement to check his uncle’s pulse.

“Mrs. Hinkey said not to use the middle finger or we hafta sit in the poor decision corner.” He delivered this bit of news with a grave expression.

“Usually, she’s right, but when you need to check your patient’s pulse and you don’t have any of the fancy equipment like I have at my clinic, then it’s okay to use your middle finger all you want, because your other finger has its own pulse.”

“Huh?” He scrunched his nose.

“Never mind that last part, and just feel here…” I placed his chubby fingers over my stepbrother’s strong pulse. The simple act squeezed my heart with the strength of a pair of forceps. “Feel that?”

Cook’s brown eyes widened. “Yeah…”

“That’s his heart. If he was really sick, it would be slow, and you’d hardly feel it at all. But since he’s going to be okay, his heartbeat feels nice and strong.”

“Oooooh.” He nodded. “Good. Because I like him lots.”

While Cook continued monitoring Garrett’s pulse, I applied a clean bandage to his hand, and then shooed my son out of the room.

Downstairs, we emptied the dishwasher, and while Cook played a racing game on my iPad, I paid the November batch of bills. The tasks were mundane, yet my still-racing pulse hadn’t gotten the message that it was okay to calm down. Realistically, it probably wouldn’t until Garrett left the house. If and when he left the state would be the relaxation equivalent of a week at a spa.

My conscience asked, Who are you trying to kid?

I wouldn’t have real peace until I figured out how to stop loving him as a man instead of a brother. Kenya kept pushing me to come clean with him about my true feelings, but why? What good would a big confession do? Beyond the obvious issues I’d been over ad nauseam were the especially tricky bits. What happened if Suzette flipped and declared me an unfit mother before demanding joint custody? Her husband was a legal mastermind. What if he pulled out the really big guns and somehow sent Garrett back to prison? It was a long shot, but with Theo, anything could happen. The pain of never truly being with Garrett would be nothing compared to what I’d feel if I lost my son. But then wait—Suzette had already lost her son. Irrevocably.

I paused in the middle of paying the natural gas bill to indulge in the simple pleasure of watching my child. He still had his summer tan, and a few freckles dotted his nose and cheeks. His hair was on the long side, and probably needed a cut. Crazy, but he really did look like his uncle. He had Garrett’s dark eyes, chin, and attached earlobes. And sometimes when Cook smiled, he cocked his head like Garrett so much that I doubted the results of Canton’s paternity test. But then sanity returned. At the time of Cook’s birth, Canton’s suspicions about the child not being his brother’s had been strong enough to act upon. If the test hadn’t turned out in their family’s favor, what would he have to gain by lying? It made no sense.

“Mom?”

“Uh-huh?” I closed my laptop.

“Can we have spaghetti for dinner?”

“Let me see if we have all the ingredients.” I checked the freezer and found a pound of Italian turkey sausage. In the pantry, we didn’t have spaghetti, but fettuccine, and plenty of canned tomatoes. I’d use leftover hot dog buns for garlic toast. “We do. Are you going to help?”

“Yep.” He hopped up from the table looking so cute that my eyes stung. My whole life, my conscience had been my guide, so why not now when the most serious moral test I’d ever faced stared at me from across the kitchen island? For Cook’s sake, why couldn’t I exorcise Garrett from my life? “Want me to wash my hands?”

“Yes, please.” I watched him scamper toward the downstairs hall bathroom, and then caught sight of my reflection in the window. I hated myself. Lately, I felt as if my whole life was one, giant lie. Only at the moment, the person hurting the most from my constant denial of how I truly felt about my stepbrother was me. Sure, down the road, once Cook was older, telling him what Garrett had accidentally done wouldn’t be easy, but I had a few years before tackling that problem. Then there was the not-so-small matter of Suzette and Theo considering me to be their daughter-in-law. Truthfully, if there were no one’s feelings but my own to consider, maybe I wouldn’t have been so hasty to turn down Garrett’s offer. Maybe nothing would make me happier than to vanish from my every responsibility in favor of simply existing. Of letting life unfold. No more worrying about keeping up appearances for my parents and almost in-laws. I’d have nothing to do but love and be loved.

“Mom! Come here! I checked Uncle Garrett’s pulse, and it’s gone!”

I ran to the guest bedroom, terrified at what I might find.

The scene actually unfolding was maybe worse in some ways than anything medically life-threatening I might have imagined.

Cook had helped himself to the stethoscope I kept in my medical bag, and held it to Garrett’s elbow. He also wore a disposable emergency surgical mask, coat, and of course, shoe covers over his blinking sneakers. I probably should have yelled at him for getting into my equipment, but he looked so adorably intent on tending to his uncle that my heart melted.

“Sweetie, put the stethoscope on Garrett’s chest. Like this…” I showed him the proper placement, and his eyes widened.

“He’s got a loud heart!”

“See? I told you he’ll be fine.” As for myself, I wasn’t so sure…


Chapter 23

Garrett

I woke to find myself in a soothing, sun-flooded blue room. A cool breeze fluttered gauzy white curtains, and a doctor no taller than a hobbit stood over me, pressing a stethoscope to my chest. Upon closer inspection, I recognized Savannah’s son, Cook, then vaguely remembered her and Grady getting my belligerent ass to her house.

“Am I going to live?” I asked the pint-sized doc.

“Whoa! You talked. I gotta get Mom.”

I held up my hands to stop him, but the kid was already gone.

Groaning, I pressed the heels of my hands to my throbbing forehead. The strip club had been a bad idea, as had the scotch. Pretty much all I remembered was wanting the hurt of losing Savannah to go away—stupid, considering she’d been right here the whole time. The whole stepsister issue made me feel as if she were radioactive, stored in a special glass case through which I could look all I wanted, but never touch. Only I had touched. And now, I wanted her even more.

Cook returned with his mom in tow. “Look, Mom! I saved him again!”

“Thanks.” I held out my hand for the little guy to shake. “You did a great job. But do you have any Advil?”

He wrinkled his nose. “What’s that?”

“Sweetie,” Savannah cupped her son’s shoulders, and turned him toward the hall. “Could you please check to see if the bird feeder needs food?”

“Huh?” He looked up at her and cocked his head. “We weren’t even talking about birds.”

“I know, but they’re probably hungry.” She winked in my direction.

“Okay, Mom.”

“He’s a cutie.” Once he tore off, I ran my hands over the day’s stubble.

“You’re a moron.” Hands on her hips, she asked, “Since when does it seem like a good idea to mix a practically full bottle of scotch with pain meds?”

“Speaking of which, got any? Pain meds? My head and hand hurt.”

“You can’t be serious?” Even her scowl was sexy. Don’t get me started on the way her black yoga pants hugged her ass. “You could have died from that blend. Happens all the time.”

“Yeah, well, clearly I’m still ticking, so I’m going to need more—of both.” I sat up, but my head protested in the form of stabbing pain behind my right eye.

Urging me back down, she slipped one hand behind my back, and her other against my chest. “Take it easy. I know you like to come off as Mr. Tough Guy, but your body’s telling you to slow down.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to quip something smart-assed about her not being my doctor, but since at the moment she was, in fact, my doctor, I kept my mouth shut. Plus, I did feel a helluva lot better with my head back on the pillow.

“Thirsty?” she asked.

I nodded. “Got any Perrier?”

She laughed. “I’m fresh out, your highness, but could probably find you a Sprite.”

“That’ll do.”

“Mom!” Cook returned. I winced at his volume. The kid apparently had healthy lungs.

“I’m right here,” Savannah said. “No need to shout.”

“Okay, but the birds have food.”

“Good. Now, could you please get Garrett a Sprite?”

“Yeah…” Still wearing the no-longer-sterile booties over his sneakers, he skated down the hardwood hall. “I’m fast, Uncle Garrett!”

“Thanks, bud.” I figured because the boy had Chad’s DNA, he’d be a little douche like his father. Actually, I liked him. He looked nothing like his dad, and from everything I’d seen Savannah was a great mom. “Aside from Jennie’s crew, I haven’t been around many kids Cook’s age, but he seems cool.”

“Thanks. I’m almost afraid to ask, but how are her children? Have you talked to Luke since you’ve been home?”

“We shared a quick call. Kids are fine. His new bank job’s fine. Fine, fine, fine except for the fact that my stupid sister went and killed herself, leaving him without a wife and her babies without a mother.”

“G…Don’t talk like that. Jennie couldn’t help her depression.”

“She could have tried…” My eyes welled and I looked away. Damnit. It wasn’t like me to get emotional, but when it came to what Jennie had done, I was still pissed.

Savannah crawled into the bed beside me and just held me. Her comfort served as a warm blanket, hot cocoa, a crackling fire on a snowy night. She was all I’d ever needed and more.

She cupped her hand to my cheek and our gazes locked.

She leaned closer, as if planning to kiss me.

Anticipating her landing, I stopped breathing.

But then she pulled away, scrambling from the bed as if remembering I had become an infectious disease. I already felt like shit. Yay, her, for instantly making me feel worse.

“Maybe now is the wrong time to bring this up, but it would probably be best for you to start keeping your distance—especially with Cook.”

“Why?” Sure, I was technically an ex-con, but considering the fact that I’d gone to the big house on bogus charges, she couldn’t claim I was a bad influence. Like my stepmom had earlier mentioned, it might even be good for the little guy to have a man in his life. I know it would do me a world of good being around him. I couldn’t bring Chad back, but I could sure as hell do right by his son.

“Well…” Her gaze darted to the opposite side of the room as me. Body Language 101 told me she was holding back.

“Look,” I perched on my side. Lowering my voice, I said, “If this is about…you know…those scenes on the stairs and shower? Won’t happen again. You were right—first and foremost, we’re a family, and with Dad’s heart condition, let’s keep things civil.”

“I’m glad you feel that way, but…” She bit her lower lip. “There’s something more you need to know. I should have told you a while ago, but the timing never seemed right. Garrett…the way I feel for you, it’s—”

“Here!” Savannah’s son reappeared. He wielded a Sprite can as if it were a gold bar. “I found this for you, Uncle Garrett. Want me to shake it so it fizzes good?”

“No!” Savannah and I cried in unison.

Too late. He must have jiggled it the whole way from the kitchen because the instant he pulled the tab, soda spewed like Krakatoa. I shot into action to grab the can, but my efforts only succeeded in dowsing me with the syrupy drink.

“Cook,” his mom scolded. “You know better than to do that inside.”

“Sorry.”

I ducked into the attached bathroom, trying not to notice how the simple brush against Savannah’s backside felt so good.

Towels in hand, along with a few wet washcloths, I returned to the guest room. I handed one to Cook, whose chin touched the Incredible Hulk on his green T-shirt. “How about helping me dry the carpet, and everywhere you see Sprite—like the wood parts of the bed, and the nightstand? Go ahead and clean those with the wet rag.”

“Okay, Uncle Garrett!”

While he wiped, I used the dry towels to daub the beige carpet.

“We make a good team,” I teased.

“I’m cleaning real good!” Cook grinned over his shoulder. “Right, Mom?”

“You sure are, sweetie.” Savannah stood watching with the oddest look on her pretty face.

“What about me?” I asked more because I was probably still buzzed than for any practical reason. At least that’s what I wanted to believe. The only other option—that I genuinely cared about Savannah’s opinion of me—was not on the table. As for what she’d been on the verge of confessing? I didn’t want to hear. I could only imagine the tone of her well-meaning speech: I’m attracted to you, G. Big surprise. But we’re brother and sister and shouldn’t like each other like that. You understand, right? Fuck no. I didn’t understand and was starting to no longer care.

Her answer to my question was a glare.

We finished cleaning in a few minutes, and then she put her arm around her son, hustling him off to stir dinner—spaghetti that smelled damned good.

The slight exertion made my hand and head hurt worse, but I ignored the pain in favor of following mother and son.

The kitchen was bright and airy, with plenty of tall, paned windows, white cabinets, white marble counters and stainless steel appliances. Sunny yellow curtains and the three baskets of potted mums that marched across the center island provided cheer to what might otherwise have been a sterile space. A ceramic rooster collection flocked above the cabinets.

“You should go back to bed,” Savannah said from the stove. “Better yet, since you’re sober, your friend, Grady, left the keys to your ridiculous new ride on the table by the front door.”

“Is that a thinly veiled hint to go?”

“Was it veiled?” She didn’t look up from snipping fresh basil from a windowsill herb garden.

“Mom?” Cook had scrambled onto one of four island barstools. “Can Uncle Garrett stay for dinner?”

“No.” She cut a glare at me as efficiently as she’d snipped her herbs.

“Why come?” he persisted.

“How come, is the correct way to ask, and it’s because Garrett needs to rest.”

“He doesn’t look tired.” Cook spun three times on the swivel stool. “You’re not tired, are you, Uncle Garrett?”

“Cook! I said no, and I mean it. Now, please take all the dirty towels and washcloths from the spilled soda to the laundry room, and then wash your hands.”

“Yes, ma’am.” With his chin drooping again to his T-shirt, he scampered off to do his mother’s bidding.

“Damn, I never figured you for the strict parent.” During the exchange, I’d leaned against one of a pair of floral upholstered wing chairs that faced a weathered brick hearth in the open-spaced plan.

“Shut up.”

“Ouch.” I clutched my chest. “Babe, you’re killing me with this awful bedside manner.”

“What’s it going to take for you to leave?”

I tossed my cards all in. “A kiss.”

“Stop.”

I shrugged. “You asked. Take it or leave it.”

She stirred her sauce. “I’m not even going to try denying we share chemistry, but that doesn’t change anything. Dad still has his heart condition, Chad’s parents still consider me their daughter-in-law, and you killed Cook’s father…” She stopped stirring to bend over the counter. The bastard in me went right to the gutter. That guy wanted to send Cook outside to play with a neighbor, while I jerked down Mommy’s yoga pants and rammed myself into her. The good guy in me went to her, but hovered a respectful distance behind, keeping my hands to myself.

“If Dad’s heart was fine,” I asked, “and Chad’s parents were out of the picture, are you saying you’d at least consider being with me?”

“No. Yes.” She groaned. “I don’t know what I’m saying. It’s all complicated, and I’m tired. Ever since Chad’s death, I’ve felt like every day’s a struggle, and I’m exhausted. My job seems like it’s more about jumping through insurance company and bureaucratic hoops than helping people. Being a single mom is no piece of cake, and if she had her way, Suzette would have adopted Cook to raise as her own son. She ignores personal boundaries and tells everyone I’m her daughter-in-law, but Chad and I were obviously never married.”

“Come here…” I held out my arms to her and when she willingly stepped into my embrace, I felt like the luckiest man on the planet. “Everything’s going to be okay. Cook’s a great kid. It’s obvious you’ve done an awesome job with him. And now that I’m back, for real, I promise to never make another pass at you. Just let me be part of your life—Cook’s life. That will be enough.” It had to be, because like she’d already pointed out, we had no other options. One thing was for certain, regardless of whether we were friends or lovers, I needed her in my life. Even at the strip club, in my mind, every woman was her. I buried my face in her hair, deeply inhaling the jasmine scent. “Everything’s going to be okay. I’ll get my law license back, maybe set up a practice here. For Chad, I can be the man Cook needs—do the whole Little League and scout thing. Show up for his school plays. Whatever the two of you need, I’ll be your guy. No strings attached.”

At least not for her.

But the longer I stood in her kitchen, holding her, reassuring her, and making her promises I prayed like hell I’d be able to keep, the more I recognized that instead of achieving the forward momentum needed to forge a new path for myself, all I’d really accomplished was to fall deeper under her spell.

“Stay for dinner,” she said softly into my chest.

“Of course.”

“And while I make a salad, please find Cook. When he’s quiet for this long, it inevitably means trouble.”

“Will do.”

Savannah hadn’t been kidding about her kiddo having a penchant for finding trouble. I found him in the laundry room, dumping an entire bag of Tide pods into the washer.

“Look, Uncle Garrett! I’m surprising Mom.” He stood atop an overturned laundry basket. “I did the washer all by myself!”

“That’s awesome, Bud, but hold up.” In my Palo Alto house, my housekeeper had done my laundry, but back in my college and law school days, I’d done my own enough to realize it didn’t take an entire bag of detergent to wash a few towels. “Let’s read the directions. Can you do it for me? I’m sure I’m not as good a reader as you.”

He frowned. “I only know part of my letters.”

“Oh, well, in that case, let’s see if we can sound it out.” We leaned our heads in close enough to read the package together. As I said the words, a strange tightness squeezed my chest. I felt drawn to this kid. I couldn’t explain it. Didn’t want to even try. All I knew was that he was as amazing as his mother, and I wanted to spend more time with him not just to ease her load, but to give back in a way I never thought I was capable. I finished reading, then held up one of the detergent pods, “What do you think?”

“Probably we only need one. Can you help me get the rest out before Mom comes in and gets mad?”

“Absolutely.”

We made a game of it by me holding him by his ankles to lower him giggling into the washer. His laughs were contagious, and the little guy’s antics soon had my cheeks hurting from smiling.

“What are you two doing?” Savannah stood in the laundry room door with her arms crossed.

“We’re washing, Mom!” Still holding Cook by his ankles, I raised him all the way out, then gently lowered him onto his head on the floor, where he giggled and wriggled onto his back and then feet. “Uncle Garrett taught me. We’re gonna help you do all the washes!”

“Oh?” Brows raised she looked to me.

“He’s got a natural affinity for it.” I winked. “You might have a laundry savant on your hands.”

She tried maintaining her stern pose, but failed by cracking a sliver of a smile. “You two are nuts. Wash up for supper.”

“Come on, Uncle Garrett! You can use my special Hulk soap! It’s green and everything!” When Cook held out his hand for me to hold, I clasped it and experienced the sort of inexplicably strong connection that I’d never felt with anyone besides his mother. On a rational level, I knew my affection for her was transferring to him, but that knowledge didn’t change the fact that I couldn’t wait to spend more time with the munchkin.


Chapter 24

Savannah

I sat across the table from Cook and Garrett and for a few fragile moments, felt incredibly blessed. I pretended that instead of this shared dinner being a rare and precious gift, that it was the norm. I envisioned how different everything might now be if Garrett was Cook’s father. Would he have fought to get released sooner? Would our parents have disowned us? Would Garrett and I have united anyway, raising our son together despite our parents’ disapproval? Or gone our separate ways to keep up appearances, but still sharing custody?

Garrett launched a sword fight using a garlic hot dog bun as a weapon. Cook was thrilled to play along.

Of course, I should have stopped the fun. These kinds of shenanigans would never fly at one of Suzette or Mom’s formal meals, but then Cook usually ate his dinner in the kitchen on formal occasions.

When Garrett surrendered to Pirate Cook, I asked, “How much longer are you required to stay in the halfway house?”

“I’m officially done today. Same with my court-appointed park job. I still have another eleven months of parole, but as of tonight, I’ll be staying in my own place.” That long? My heart sank at the realization that my stepbrother wasn’t leaving any time soon. How would I find the will to resist his many charms for even mere days? Let alone, months?

“The haunted house?”

“There’s not a ghost in sight.” He helped himself to seconds of Caesar salad.

“Ghosts are scary.” Cook froze with a strand of spaghetti hanging from the corner of his mouth. “Uncle Garrett, is your house really haunted?”

“Not even a little bit—except I am scared of how much it might cost to fix. Do you know any good electricians or carpenters?”

He wrinkled his nose. “What’re those?”

“Great question.” Garrett’s rich, baritone laugh thawed parts of me I never thought could be warm again. “Those are guys—or gals—who will fix up my icky, old haunted house to make it look like new. But from the quotes I’ve gotten, they will also be stealing all my money—just like a pirate!” He lunged close to Cook to tackle and tickle him into a shrieking frenzy.

In all of his five years, I’d never seen him happier—even on a trek to Disney World with Suzette and Theo. He needed a man in his life. He needed his dad. But since Chad was gone, maybe his uncle would do? Maybe Suzette and Theo would see the benefit of having Garrett pay homage to the life he’d accidentally taken by helping to raise Chad’s son?

What about you? Your own need for a man in your life—but not just any man, but Garrett? Maybe—just maybe—the Ridgemonts might understand Garrett’s need for penance. But they would never come to grips with me hooking up with Chad’s mortal enemy. Then there were our parents to contend with. Dad and Mom weren’t likely to sign off on their son and daughter playing house any time soon.

Canton called, but I let him go to voice mail. I selfishly didn’t want the happy spell of this family scene broken. Hey girl. Mom literally just bought a snow leopard for the Jackson Zoo, and they’re putting Cook’s and Chad’s names on a plaque in my brother’s honor. It would be great if you both could come to the Sunday afternoon ceremony. If you can’t get away, I’d be happy to drive down and grab Cook for the weekend. Let me know.

This news should have made me happy, but all it really did was make me feel dirty. What was wrong with me? Why couldn’t I stop myself from welcoming Garrett into my home? Why couldn’t I remain loyal to Cook’s father? Why couldn’t I stop lusting for the one man who held the power to destroy my carefully balanced life?

—

Two weeks passed.

My weekend with Canton, Cook, and his grandparents was surprisingly pleasant—at least during those times when my mind didn’t drift to Garrett and his kisses.

He’d hired a contractor to fix the tile he’d broken in my shower. The physical proof of what we’d done might be gone, but striking those images from my head wasn’t as easy. His stitches were out, and all that remained of his injury were a few angry red scars.

Since he’d moved into his Victorian mausoleum, he’d started eating dinner with me and Cook most every night. I knew I was playing with fire, but couldn’t stop myself. The three of us felt right together.

Suzette, Theo, and Canton were due in a little over a week for Thanksgiving with my parents and I didn’t know how to tell Garrett that even though Mom had invited him for the holiday dinner, I wished he’d politely decline.

To say I was stressing about the event was a massive understatement.

I was terrified.

Canton and I were in a shockingly good place, and I actually liked it. Now that we were on friendly terms, it took the awkward edge off of being around his parents.

The renovation project had transformed Garrett into a new man, making my life all the more confusing. His bitter edge had been replaced by a fun-loving prankster and flirt, and he didn’t deserve the wrath of Chad’s parents. As for Canton, I knew he wouldn’t approve of what was happening between Garrett and me, but given our new and improved relationship, maybe he wouldn’t take it so badly? Still, my mother had suggested that Suzette and Theo stay in Jackson for the holiday, but my pseudo mother-in-law insisted on seeing her grandson. Mom—a master societal diplomat, assumed everyone would be on their best manners.

I did not.

It was an ordinary Tuesday night, and we had just finished eating carryout Chinese. Garret and I had put Cook to bed after a bath and story, and now came that awkward time of night when we were alone. This was the time that would be ideal for cuddling and talking about a shared future, but since that wasn’t in our cards, I was never quite sure what to do with my hands when all I wanted to do was skim my palms over his chest.

“Want me to make a fire?” Garrett asked after topping off both of our white wines.

“Please.” I put detergent in the dishwasher, closed the door, and started it.

I joined him in the living room. He knelt at the hearth, adding kindling and paper beneath the logs already piled onto the metal grate. I drew the drapes before settling into an armchair, tucking my legs beside me, then covering myself with the hand-crocheted afghan from the back of the chair. I needed to ward off the chill I suspected had less to do with the November night’s cold air and everything to do with fooling myself into believing I could ever be satisfied with just being friends with my stepbrother.

Once a fire crackled, Garrett sat on the sofa. “You’ve got a nice place—cozy.”

“Thanks.” I somehow managed a smile. Want to make love on the rug in front of the hearth?

“Not sure if Dad told you, but my law license appeal was denied.” Staring into the fire, he ran his fingers atop his still buzz-cut hair.

“Oh, G, I’m sorry. I hadn’t heard.”

He shrugged. “It is what it is. I knew it was a long shot. They did say I could appeal again in another year.”

“Still…” My body wanted to go to him, but my conscience refused to let me. Holding him would lead to kissing him and possibly even more. That couldn’t happen again. “I know you’d hoped for a better outcome.”

“True. Dad used to have friends in high places. Now, I’m guessing they’ve all retired?”

“Honestly, I don’t think that’s the case at all. I think it’s more likely that Chad’s parents have former law school buddies on the board. Of course, you’d never be able to prove anything, but my guess is that you were doomed from the start.”

“Don’t sugarcoat your delivery for my benefit.”

“Sorry. I’m just calling it like I see it.” Against my better judgment, I joined him on the sofa, putting my hand on his knee. My plan was to comfort him, but he covered my hand, easing his fingers between mine. I needed to tell him to let me go, but his simple touch felt so good, I couldn’t. “Chad’s parents…they’re still angry—probably always will be. They don’t accept any blame on their son’s part for what happened. It’s all on you.”

He tightened his grip on my hand. “What about you? Where do you put the blame?”

I arched my head back and sighed. “Myself.”

In all these years, I don’t think I’d admitted my truth. If I hadn’t been so desperate to mask my guilt for screwing my stepbrother, I never would have pinned Cook’s paternity on Chad, we wouldn’t have gotten engaged before either of us was ready—clearly, since he’d felt the need to screw one of my bridesmaids, he hadn’t been fully committed to our relationship, and probably wouldn’t have even proposed—at least not until after our residencies. If I hadn’t been drunk the night of my graduation party, I wouldn’t have, for all practical purposes, molested Garrett.

See? Probably I should serve time—in a nuthouse.

“What did you do other than love the guy and have his kid?”

“It’s complicated.”

“How?” He raised my hand to his mouth, flipped it, and brushed his lips against my palm.

“If I knew, there wouldn’t be an issue.” I shivered—not from cold or my blatant lie, but my attraction for him that societal mores demanded I deny.

He said, “I’m going to kiss you.”

“No.” For added emphasis, I shook my head.

He framed my face with his hands, giving me no option but to meet his intense gaze. “After I kiss you, I’m going to carry you to your bed, and give you a proper fuck.”

“Way to woo me…” I might have feigned being offended by his indecent proposal, but I wanted it—him—whatever he had to offer. My body craved a repeat performance of our time on the stairs and in the shower and even back to the golf pro shop. The fact that we shared a mutual attraction was no secret—at least to us. On the flip side, no one else had a clue. For the sake of my reputation as the respectable town doctor, it needed to stay that way.

“Is that what you want? The wine and roses routine? Diamonds? Trips to Paris and Bora Bora? Name it—literally, anything money can buy, and it’s yours.” He still held my face, and had steadily leaned closer until the achingly familiar scent of his breath wreathed me like hypnotic smoke.

“I have everything I’ve ever wanted.” Except you. Who was I kidding? From the first time we’d met at the Derby, our physical attraction had been undeniable. But then, given time, our friendship had grown, too. Until he’d been the one I’d called when needing to vent about a professor or when I’d been summoned into a sorority standards meeting for having beer in my room.

“I don’t.” He leaned closer still, until his warm exhalations tickled my lips, teasing me with the promise of how good it would feel to kiss him. Have him inside me. Wake with him beside me. “Prison messed with my head. It made me see life doesn’t guarantee shit. If you see something you want, you have to go for it—fight for it. I want you.”

“Y-you can’t have me.” Only we both knew he could. If he breached the one-eighth of an inch separating our lips, he could have me any way he wanted for as long as he wanted, but what would that solve? If anything, it would only make our situation all the more untenable, given that the more I was around him, the more I wanted him. “You know why.”

“I’m an ex-con. People already think the worst of me. So what if I screw my stepsister? As long as Mom, Dad, and your pseudo in-laws don’t find out, we’re golden.”

“You can’t be that naïve. This is Julep. Gossip is as common as dandelion fuzz floating in the breeze.”

“So what do you want to do?”

“There’s nothing we can do.”

“That’s my cue to leave.” He backed away, and my hopeful heart shattered. Part of me wanted him to just take me so the decision would be out of my hands. My whole life, I’d been responsible and played by the rules, but where had that gotten me? Sure, I had a great kid, and a few treasured friends and parents I adored, but where did any of that leave me personally? It had been years since I’d been on a date. Maybe if I hadn’t been so horny, I wouldn’t have been so quick to succumb to my stepbrother’s advances?

“Garrett, wait.” I chased him to the door.

“Why?” His sigh struck me as impatient. “We’re both adults. It’s no secret I want you, but I’m tired of our dance.”

“What do you propose? We regularly fuck like bunnies, but hide the fact from our parents and Chad’s?”

“Something like that. Or, we could try the adult approach, and sit them down for a rational discussion.”

“And say what? Make an official announcement that we’re fuck buddies? No. Not going to happen. If whatever’s simmering between us was more serious, I can see maybe going to them, but—”

“You want a marriage proposal?”

“Did I say that?”

“You implied it. Done. Marry me—now.”

“Mommy?” Cook wandered down the stairs, hugging his stuffed turtle. “How come you and Uncle Garrett are fighting?”

I met him midway up the stairs. “We’re not, sweetie. You must have heard the TV.”

Garrett snorted, mumbling for only me to hear. “You lie to the kid as easily as you do to me.”

“Uncle Garrett, can you read me another story? There’s a monster on my window.”

“Sure, bud.” When Garrett eased behind me on the stairs, the brief contact made my eyes sting with frustrated tears. The brush of the front of his body against the back of mine sent me into an emotional tailspin. My want for him, my need, was a breathing visceral ache I could no more control than the weather. “Run ahead, and pick out which one you want.”

“Okay.” Cook darted back up the stairs and to his room.

Without announcing his intentions, Garrett flattened his hands against the wall behind me, then slashed his lips against mine. The kiss wasn’t pretty or tender or kind. It was elemental and raw and made me wet. As abruptly as it had started, he broke our connection to finish climbing the stairs.

In the moment, I was ashamed to feel jealous of my son. I wanted to share story time and more dinner table, hot dog bun sword fights. I wanted to be a normal mom and wife, but considering Garrett was my stepbrother, what did normal even mean? He’d been back in Julep for barely a couple months—out of which we’d only been civil a few weeks. Yet in that time, the years between us had shortened until I now felt as if we’d never been apart.

Even worse—I didn’t want to be apart.

My cell rang. Knowing there was nothing more to be done in regard to Garrett, I dashed to the office to answer. Once I saw the caller was Canton, my plan was to let it go to voice mail, but then I changed my mind. I needed a friend.

“Hey, girl,” he said when I answered. “I didn’t think I’d catch you.”

“I’m glad you did. What’s up?”

“I haven’t heard from you in a few days and wanted to check in. You good?”

“Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“No particular reason. Are we still on for Thanksgiving at your folks?”

“Yes. I’m looking forward to it.”

“Me, too. And look…” Long pause. “I probably don’t even have to ask, but Garrett’s not going to be there, right?”

Geez. I rolled back my desk chair to drop my forehead to my desk.

“I mean, I know Dick and Delilah are his family, too, but I’m not sure my mom could handle seeing him.”

“I understand.”

“Of course, you do. I admire the way you put our family first. You’re a good woman, Savannah. I see why Chad loved you. You’re a woman who would be all too easy to love.”

“Thank you, Canton.” Warning bells pealed in my head. He wasn’t making a pass, was he? “Someday, you’re going to make a lucky lady very happy.”

“What if it’s you I want to make happy?”

What in the world could I say? I couldn’t exactly blurt the fact that if I were dead honest with myself, there was only one man on the planet who’d ever truly make me happy—the same man who’d killed his brother, my fiancé, my son’s father.

“Savannah? Did you hear me?”

“Yes, Canton. I did. And I’m flattered, but it’s too soon. As much as I’m enjoying our new friendship, please know that my heart still belongs to Chad.”

Liar!

Why had I said that? The falsehood might temporarily put off my pseudo brother-in-law, but it wouldn’t fix the fact that I was madly, undeniably, wholeheartedly in love with my stepbrother.

“Of course,” Canton said. “I understand.”

“Do you? You’re the last person I’d want to hurt. Since we’ve started really getting to know one another, I can’t tell you how much your friendship means. Not just to me, but Cook. Thank you.”

“Sure. Any time.”

“Canton? I meant what I said about a girl being lucky to land you. You’re a keeper.”

He snorted. “Right. Only the one woman I care to catch wants to toss me back in.”

He ended the call, and I now felt worse than when our conversation had started. I’d made such an incredible mess of everything. If I’d kept my distance from Canton, if I’d never allowed my attraction for Garrett to reach its current fevered level, everything might now be okay. Instead, I felt as if I wasn’t just walking on eggshells, but the slimy yolks. There was no safe place to land where I wouldn’t slip and fall flat on my ass.


Chapter 25

Garrett

“And the goat family lived happily ever after. The end.” I set the book on Cook’s nightstand. Midway through, I thought he’d drifted off, but he stared at me through dark eyes that I was glad looked nothing like his father’s. If he had more closely resembled the man I’d killed, I was afraid I wouldn’t now feel such affection for him.

“Uncle Garrett?”

“Yes?” I pulled his comforter up to his chin.

“Are we like the goat family?”

“I suppose. Would you like that?” The story revolved around a herd of goats that weren’t related by blood, but had formed a family nonetheless. On the surface, I got that the author was trying to send a message to children about blended families, but on a deeper level, considering this was the fourth or fifth time Cook had chosen the story, I had to wonder if he was the one sending me the message.

He nodded, then bolted upright, wrapping me in a chubby-armed choke hold. “I love you. My friends have dads. Could you be my dad?”

Talk about a loaded question…“You know what, I’ll be something better than a dad.”

“What’s that?”

“Your uncle—duh.” I landed a noogie on the crown of his head. “If I were your dad, I’d have to punish you when you’re in trouble, make you eat brussels sprouts and do homework and chores. But as your uncle, all I have to do is make sure you’re safe and happy.”

“Oh…” He cocked his head like I sometimes did when trying to make a point. “I guess that sounds good.”

It did. But I greedily wanted more. With him, I wanted to be the total package. I wanted to guide him into manhood by teaching him to avoid my mistakes. If I had any say about it, he’d never spend so much as a single day in boarding school, and every weekend until he grew into a teen and was sick of me, would be spent together—fishing or building a new fort or watching college football. If those activities included his mother, all the better.

“Uncle Garrett?”

“That’s me…” He giggled while I turned off his lamp and turned on his night-light.

“Will you stay with me till I fall asleep?”

“Absolutely—under one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“If it’s all right with your mom, after school, I’d like you to help fix up my house. I’ve got a couple jobs that are way too hard for me, but would be perfect for you.”

“Cool! But can we do it now? I’m too excited to sleep.”

I smoothed his hair back from his forehead. “Try.”

He giggled and wriggled, but eventually succumbed to sleep.

He was a beautiful child. But then considering Savannah’s beauty, it would be impossible for her to have anything but a perfect son. My mind wandered to the possibility of her one day having a daughter. What a prize she would be. Rosy-cheeked with her mom’s raven’s wing–colored hair. I shook my head, as if I were a human Etch A Sketch, clearing myself of the image.

I left Cook’s room, being extra stealthy when closing his door behind me, then drifted down the stairs. I needed to go. The longer I stayed here, the more I wanted to stay. On my way to the front door, I passed Savannah’s home office. She sat behind an ornate desk, working at a laptop. Her hair was a mess and her makeup long gone. I’d never seen her more beautiful.

She must have sensed my presence because she looked up. “Is he asleep?”

I nodded.

“Thank you for reading to him. I needed to catch up on paperwork. The dirty secret med school keeps from its students is that actual patient treatment ranks at the bottom of your daily to-do list.”

“Sure. No problem.” I hooked my thumb toward the door. “I’ll leave you to it.”

“G?”

“What?” There was so much more I wanted to say—always.

She opened her mouth, and for the longest time stared, but then dropped her gaze.

“What, Savannah?”

“Sorry. Nothing.”

“Right.” Story of my life. Our lives. But I was done playing.

I was tired and without saying another word, left.

Dealing with Savannah was tough enough, but now that Cook had entered the picture, I no longer had the luxury of freezing her out. With my law license a pipe dream and months of probation keeping me in the state, I felt trapped by my feelings for her, and now, her son. The son of the man I’d killed.

Outside, a light mist fell. Sweet wood smoke filled the air.

A neighbor stood outside snapping pictures of his car.

Walking down the street filled me with unexpected pride. I was part of this community.

The home I was renovating would better the lives of whoever eventually lived there. Many more homes needed work. What if I did them all? I had the money and time. What if I never returned to California? But how could I live a life beside Savannah without her being mine? And now, I selfishly wanted Cook, too. They were a package deal—unavailable at any price.

The thought was as sobering as it was depressing.

I hustled the rest of the way to my house. The mist turned into rain, and by the time I reached the porch, I was soaked. I’d switched out the skeleton key for a legit dead bolt, and used a regular key to let myself in to the cavernous space.

The home was ridiculously big—built for a family of nine. After the war, the former owner, Mr. Buckley, had run the largest sawmill for six counties, and provided the wood for a huge amount of reconstruction. The last remaining Buckley died in 2005, and the house had sat vacant ever since.

I flicked the switch on the entry hall lights, but nothing happened. Not a big surprise, considering my electrician’s quote had been in the tens of thousands. I felt my way to the kitchen for a flashlight, then trudged to the basement to try changing a fuse. That did the trick, and when I got back upstairs, the lights were on.

The room I’d picked for my personal use was on the third floor. It featured a private bath, balcony, and three walls of paned windows. My stepmom helped me buy a bed through some catalogue, and even arranged for it to be delivered and set up—right down to the comforter, sheets, and pillows. It was a great bed. It would be even better with Savannah snuggled beside me.

Just thinking about her produced wood.

I rubbed one out beneath a hot shower’s spray, the whole while trying to forget the images burned into my brain of her all soap slick and in a category beyond sexy.

In bed, I stared at the twelve-foot ceiling, holding my favorite photo of the two of us against my chest, listening to the rain patter against the windows. Every day, I tried keeping myself so busy and working myself so hard that by the time I eased between the sheets, I was too tired to think of what might have been were Savannah not my stepsister. But on this night, my brain refused to shut down.

In my work for Liam, running probabilities and what-if scenarios had been a favorite game. Now, my mind had grown rusty, but hadn’t completely shut down. I ran scenario after scenario of ways Savannah and I could be together without tearing our family apart or risk riling the Ridgemonts. Sadly, the only conclusion I arrived at was that there was no way in hell Dickey and Delilah were ever going to be okay with their son and daughter being an item.

Which then begged the question, what would I have to do to make Savannah want me enough to not care what anyone thought about our being together? What if she grew to care about me—us—more than she feared public condemnation?

The rain was really coming down. The roof needed replacing. Judging by the steady drip in the corner by the bay window, it might be my new top priority.

Out of bed, our Derby Day photo tucked safely between the pages of the leather-bound Bible I never opened except to look at her, I wandered through the house searching for a bucket. I ended up using a Styrofoam cooler one of the four-man carpenter teams had used for bringing shrimp up from the Gulf. The damned thing reeked, but it worked well enough to keep water off the original cherry floors.

In the time it had taken me to find one water-holding vessel, two more leaks had sprung. In the kitchen, I found an old cast-iron skillet in the pantry, and then borrowed a plastic veggie bin from the relatively new fridge. Home ownership in Palo Alto had been a lot more user-friendly, but something about this old girl compelled me to save her. As for saving myself?

Yeah…that wouldn’t be quite so easy.

While I was in the kitchen, since clearly I wouldn’t be seeing Savannah anymore tonight, I grabbed a bottle of scotch to keep me warm.

—

“Garrett, I’m sorry, man, but you’re looking at miles of cloth wiring.” On the Tuesday before Thanksgiving, my electrician’s prognosis wasn’t giving me much to be thankful for.

“How long will it take to replace?”

“I’ve got two jobs ahead of you, but—”

“I’ll double what they’re paying.”

“That’s a fine offer, but…” Skeet Duggar was the only licensed electrical contractor in town, which put him in high demand. He removed his camo baseball cap to wipe his brow. “You can’t just go waving around your money in these parts and expect folks to jump. Now, back in the day, for your daddy, they would have, but not you. Not after what happened.”

“Skeet, you and I go way back. How many golf tourneys did we play at the club?”

“More than I can count, but Garrett, you killed a man.”

“By accident—and in self-defense. It could’ve happened to anyone.” And I was damned sick and tired of having to defend myself. I’d served my time.

“Look…” He lowered his voice, presumably so the carpenters repairing wood rot on the staircase and railing wouldn’t hear. “Between you and me, I heard through the grapevine you killed him while protecting your sister’s honor, and can’t nobody fault you for that. But there’s an awful lot of folks around here who take their commandments literally, and ‘Thou shalt not kill’ is a biggie.”

“Sure. So where does that leave me in regard to my new electricity?” I clenched my fists, damn near ready to kill again. I guess I’d noticed folks giving me a wide berth at the grocery store and DMV, but figured it had more to do with me being a virtual stranger in town rather than people not only knowing who I was, but what I’d done.

“You’re third in line. No way around it. My advice? Keep a close watch on how much power you’re running at the same time, and for God’s sake, patch your leaky roof. Water and electricity don’t play well together.”

—

As if my meeting with Skeet hadn’t been fun enough, my next stop was at the parole office. The wait was thirty minutes, and the same damned Reader’s Digest I’d read last time was still on the crusty side table. I occupied myself by researching historic home restoration on my phone.

Apparently, my cloth wiring issue was as common as it was expensive.

The reception area was filled with a lively assortment of thieves and jittery, strung-out crackheads. I couldn’t fucking wait to get past this last legal hurdle. I didn’t belong here. But the law and my conscience said I did.

Finally, Adam stepped from his office to greet me. “Come on in, Garrett.” He closed the door behind me, and I once again took the lone guest chair. “You look pissed.” Behind his desk, he was already typing away on his keyboard.

“I’m just over it.”

“It, meaning the parole process?”

“Sorry. It’s cool.”

He laughed. “Not really. Don’t think I don’t spend half of every day plotting how the hell to get myself out of here. But for the other half, I try doing some good.”

“Sure.” I shifted in the too-small chair. My cramped legs felt like a pair of those old-timey folding yardsticks.

“The reason I called you in a little early this month is that I noticed you quit your job and moved out of the halfway house. What are you doing for employment and putting a roof over your head?”

“I bought a house, and I’m fixing it up.”

“Nice.” Adam nodded while typing. “I forget that unlike most of the guys I see, you have more than a couple bucks in your pocket.”

Yet I would have gladly given it all to share the kind of simple, ordinary life with Savannah—and now Cook—of which it sometimes seemed as if I’d forever dreamed.

“My daughter brought home a tabloid the other day and I caught her reading it instead of doing her homework.”

“Yeah?” I sighed. What the hell did this have to do with me?

“Imagine my surprise when I took it from her, only to find your ugly mug gracing the cover.” He fished a magazine out from under a pile of folders, and slapped it in front of me. In the corner was a barely legible picture of me handing a hundred dollar bill to Cook on Halloween. The caption read: “Killer Bribes Victim’s Kid.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I flipped through the pages for the article that basically accused me of trying to buy little Chadwick’s affections to make him forgive me for killing his daddy. Even worse, was an inset photo of me hugging Savannah. The reporter went on to imply we were involved, and that I was trying to make Chad’s son my own. “This is sick. And who the hell took the pictures?”

“I don’t know and don’t care,” Adam said. “What I do care about is the fact that you’ve gotta stay away from this kid and his mom. I’m sure I don’t have to remind you of all people that his grandparents have some awfully powerful friends in high places. I get that this Chadwick kid is your nephew—his mother, your stepsister—but from where I sit, your best move is to maybe consider a move. To the other side of the county. If you’d like, I could get your parole transferred to another part of the state.”

“No. Fuck no. This is my home.” Rage didn’t begin to cover what I was feeling. If Chad’s folks were behind this, then they were monsters. What kind of grandparents force-fed a piece-of-shit story like this to a gossip rag?

Maybe the better question was what kind of man was I? The truth was that I had been trying to bribe Cook. And lord knew Savannah and I had already moved far past involved to downright messy as fuck. But where did that leave me?

“Can I have this?” I eyed the tabloid rag.

“Of course.” He shoved the magazine toward me and I took it, rolling it tightly enough to shove into my jeans back pocket.

“Garrett, look, man.” Sighing, Adam pushed away his keyboard and leaned forward. “I like you. You served your time and are out there, trying to put the pieces of your busted life back together. I don’t know what’s going on between you and your stepsister and I don’t care. What I do care about is making sure you stay out of trouble. And trust me, where you’re concerned, this woman and her cute kid are all-caps T-R-O-U-B-L-E.”

—

“You didn’t have to come,” Savannah said that night at her food pantry. It was a little past seven, and from where I stood with a mover’s dolly on the loading dock, it looked like half the town had turned out to donate to her holiday food drive. “I know you’re busy with your house.”

“It’s okay.” I hefted a couple cases of granola bars onto the dolly, followed by three cases of peanut butter. “My construction crew already left for the holiday, and our mom pretty much threatened me with no seat at her Thanksgiving table if I didn’t show up to help.”

“Sounds like her.” Her laugh made me inexplicably happy. Which, if I were to listen to my parole officer, was not a good thing. But honestly, now that I’d had time to get over the initial shock of being slammed by the article, I was over it. If that was the best the Ridgemonts had to throw at me, my only worry was figuring out how to ensure neither my stepsister, nor family, ever saw the magazine. I was done playing by society’s rules. From here on out, my life would be lived my way. As for Savannah, if I’d known all it took to please her were a few canned goods, I’d have let her know a long time ago that through my accountant, I’d been a secret benefactor for years. Not that I’d spill my secret now, but don’t think that for brownie points, I wasn’t sorely tempted. “But seriously, G, seems like we can never have too many hands on deck at these things. I appreciate you being here.”

Not nearly as much as I appreciated my view down her prim white blouse. She’d added a hip-hugging plaid skirt and thigh-high stockings that fed into my every naughty schoolgirl fantasy. “What do you make of those two?” I nodded toward Violet and Grady who’d been in their own private world in a shadowy corner ever since my friend had caught sight of her.

“Kenya said they used to be high school sweethearts. Then Grady went to jail, and that was that. I guess Violet was so upset that she barely managed to finish her senior year, then she stayed with relatives in Atlanta before coming back here to work for your dad. Mom said Grady’s starting to be a regular at their house, visiting Violet most every night.”

“Good for him. Glad someone around here is happy.”

“You’re not?”

The tabloid cover flashed before my mind’s eye, but I torched it. At the moment, I had a more pressing issue. “Let me put it this way, Dad told me Chad’s parents and brother are invited for Thanksgiving, and our mother thought everyone could put away their hostility for one day. I guess it’s a tradition so neither family has to be without your munchkin?” I wheeled the dolly toward the open loading dock garage door.

“True. I’ve been meaning to bring it up, but…”

“Yeah. I was looking forward to spending time with everyone. Any chance of the Ridgemonts staying away?” I stopped in front of a long table where an assembly line had been set up to create complete meals in cardboard boxes and bags. There was another whole crew driving around town, distributing the meals to folks in need.

“Maybe? I mean, I can ask. But Suzette wouldn’t take it well.”

“I don’t care. You and Cook? I want you to be mine.”

“G, you can’t say things like that.”

The hell I couldn’t. She glanced over her shoulder as if checking to see that no one else was within earshot.

“Why not? Because it makes you realize you want the same?” She refused to meet my gaze, so I tucked my hand beneath her chin, drawing her face to mine. “Fuck it. I love you. Always have. Let’s stop pussyfooting around and do this thing.” Because as much as I didn’t give a shit about what that tabloid said, deep down, I was scared to death she would. What if she used it—and god forbid, more articles like it—as an excuse to sever all ties? The mere possibility had me looking over my shoulder to check if some sleazy photographer was hiding behind a car or bush. Just in case, I dropped my hand. “Savannah, talk to me. Please.”

“I can’t. Not here. I’ll do what I can about getting the Ridgemonts to skip Thanksgiving, but don’t get your hopes up. Suzette’s on a new antidepressant and the last few times I’ve spoken with her, she hasn’t sounded right.”

“Of course, she doesn’t.” I loaded case after case of canned green beans and corn. “Can you honestly say you’d rather have some head case around your son than me?”

“Stop. This isn’t the right time or place for this conversation. In fact, maybe it would be best if you—”

“Uncle Garrett,” Cook called on his way inside. “Look how many I lifted!” He and Kenya’s daughter, Mary, had been doing their part to help. Cook held four cans in his arms, and had a box of stuffing tucked beneath his chin. I couldn’t have been prouder of him than if he’d been my own son. God, he was a great kid. Chad would be proud, but I couldn’t go there. Not now, when I was literally fighting for my own life, because Cook and Savannah were my life.

“That’s impressive, bud. Mary, you’re doing great, too.”

“Thank you.” Kenya’s daughter had been shy the first few times we’d met, but the more we were together either here or at Savannah’s for game night or dinners, the more she’d thawed.

Once the kids went inside, and I’d finished loading the dolly, Savannah pressed her hand to my forearm. “Cook adores you.”

“Good. I like him.”

“No…I mean,” her expression turned wistful, almost as if she wanted to say more. “I’m pretty sure he loves you like he would a father.”

And? What the hell was this polite speech supposed to accomplish? The last thing I needed was to be reminded a kid I loved, and who loved me, would never be mine.

“You can’t know how much I appreciate you being in his life. Obviously, when you first got back in town, I thought it was a bad idea for the two of you to be together, but I was wrong. I will talk with the Ridgemonts, but not this soon. At this late date, they wouldn’t understand me asking them not to come for Thanksgiving. But maybe Christmas? You and I could share that. Not as a couple. But you know what I mean. Cook needs you. You’re as good with him as you are with me.”

I froze midway into the building, well out of earshot from the other volunteers. “Am I good with you, Savannah?” A sharp laugh escaped me. “I mean, hell. What does that even mean?”

I’d never been the philanthropic sort, and all of this hauling reminded me of my pseudo-relationship with her. We were all buddy-buddy, but to what end? From where I was standing, what would our friendship produce other than a perpetual hard-on and bitterness? I waved my arms to take in the depressing warehouse surroundings. “What does any of this mean? You’re handing people free food, but it’s like poking your finger in a fucking dam. You’ll never single-handedly fix the issue.”

“Did I ever claim I could?” Tears shone in her eyes, and I was selfishly glad. For once, I wanted her to hurt the way I hurt. Fuck the Ridgemonts locking me out of my own family’s Thanksgiving. “If I save one person from being hungry, that’s good enough for me. It allows me to sleep at night, knowing I at least tried. What do you try for, Garrett?”

She didn’t know? You, Savannah. Everything I am is all for you. And I was sick of it. Maybe the whole time I’d been playing nice, my anger had quietly built. Or maybe the fact that I wouldn’t be welcome at my own family’s Thanksgiving table or that folks around town like Skeet thought I was a piece of shit. Whatever the cause, my frustration was ready to blow.

“Tell me,” she pressed. “What do you wake up for in the morning?”

“You can’t be this oblivious?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” She took my hand, tugging me into one of the warehouse’s unused back rooms. Save for moonlight streaming through dirty, two-story windows, the split-level space was dark, but not dark enough that I couldn’t see silent tears glistening on her cheeks. “I thought the whole issue of you and me had been settled?”

I laughed.

“How is that funny?”

“Because you’re a grown adult—a fucking doctor—yet you’re worse at playing hide-and-seek than your five-year-old son. Can you honestly tell me that if I bent you over that stair rail and pounded you from behind that you’d object? That you’re so indifferent to me that every time we’re together, you don’t crave a repeat performance of our playtime on the stairs?”

She folded her arms and raised her chin. “Don’t be crass. You don’t mean any of that.”

“The hell I don’t.” I kissed her hard and fast, punishing her with angry sweeps of my tongue. She could have launched the slightest protest and I’d stop, but she groaned in what I could only assume was consensual pleasure before grabbing for my fly. But I was done playing by her rules.

As promised, I spun her around, bending her over the pipe rail. I shoved up her good-girl plaid skirt to reveal black lace panties that I tore off in a single pull. With my right hand, I freed myself from my fly. With my other, I shoved my hand up her blouse, pushing up her bra to palm a breast and pinch a nipple.

I rammed my dick into her waiting pussy with punishing force, and she took it, covering my hand that was still on her breast, then bringing it to her mouth, alternately biting and sucking my fingers. Adrenaline surged. I was out of my mind with anger and need and frustration that it had to be this way.

I felt the force of her climax when she clenched around my dick and bit my finger to keep from crying out. I fell after her, and it was a long way down. I pumped harder and harder, filling her with my pain. I was a disgusting animal for taking her this way. My apology was to thumb her clit until she came again.

We stayed like that for a lifetime. Our ragged breathing rose above the corrugated metal walls’ creaks and moans. Muted voices spilled over from the main room and the reality of what we’d done in a potentially very public setting shamed me.

Shit. How were we even going to clean up?

Still inside her, I jerked my T-shirt over my head. When I pulled out, I wiped her clean, then myself.

She straightened, adjusting her bra and skirt.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t know what happened.”

With the backs of her hands, she swiped at more tears. What was she thinking? Did she hate me? I hated me. What if that photographer was lurking? Why wasn’t she talking? I needed her absolution of my guilt.

How was I even going to leave the warehouse with no shirt and my dick still hard?

Facing me, she cupped her hand to my cheek, then pulled back and slapped me, but then reeled me back in, kissing me every bit as hard as I’d kissed her. “We’re never doing this again.”

“I know,” I said during a brief pause for air.

Our kiss went on and on until Kenya called for her, and then Savannah was shoving me toward a back exit.

I stumbled out the door, and somehow made it to my car. Five minutes later, I was home, only inside was dark and lonely and just a big empty house with no soul.

Kind of like me.


Chapter 26

Savannah

What Garrett and I had just done was in a category beyond depraved.

I should have been furious with him, but truthfully, I was more upset with myself for wanting more. At any time, I could have stopped him, but I hadn’t. I’d wanted that down-and-dirty fuck from the moment I’d bought thigh-highs from my newest Victoria’s Secret catalogue.

I was a tease. I’d asked for trouble and gotten it. But now what?

For a few minutes, I hid out in a restroom no one ever used. I stared at my image in a dusty, cracked mirror and felt as broken as my likeness. After what my stepbrother and I had done, how could I go back out to greet my volunteers? Surely they would know just by looking at me what we’d done. I still tasted him, smelled him, felt him pounding away at my every resistance. If I wasn’t a mom, if I wasn’t in charge of this entire charitable event, I’d still be with him, engaged in the sort of sordid acts I’d only read about in racy novels.

Of course, he was angry about Thanksgiving. He had every right to be. Mom and Dad were also his parents and Cook wanted to be his son. Somehow, someway, I had to fix the horrible mess I’d made of all our lives. But how?

“Savannah? You out here?” Kenya was calling.

I forced a deep breath and smiled. “Coming!”

“What are you doing out here with the spiders?”

“I thought I heard a noise, but it must have been the wind.” Garrett was right. I was too good of a liar.

“Well, come inside. I have news—seriously crazy news.”

“Good, I hope?” Now that we were both under bright lights, I saw that she wasn’t her usually put together self. Her hair was a hot, rummaged-through mess and her complexion looked streaked as if she’d been crying. “You’ve got me worried.”

“I’m not sure how I feel.” She took my hand, and led me into the relatively quiet office. “You’ll need to sit down. I know I did.”

“Now, I’m kind of scared.” Had she somehow found out about me and my stepbrother’s extracurricular activities?

She shut the office door. “You know how my aunt and Garrett’s friend Grady have been seeing each other again?”

I nodded, then released a long, slow exhale upon realizing the whole world didn’t center around Garrett—just mine did.

“Turns out the reason she left town right after high school graduation was that she was pregnant—with me. She’s not my aunt, but my mother. Grady’s my father.”

I raised my hands to cover my gaping mouth. “But your parents are in Atlanta. You grew up there.”

“Only because with Grady in jail, my grandparents didn’t want Violet raising me as a single mother, so she gave me to her married sister to raise as her own. How crazy is that? When we met Grady on Halloween, there was the strangest connection—as if I’d known him forever. He just proposed to Violet and she accepted.”

My head was spinning.

“All this time, you’ve been afraid of your true feelings for Garrett, but look at how much time you’ve already wasted. When I think about all the years I’ve missed with my dad I’m just sick. Even though Grady was in prison, I had a right to know. And I’ve always had a soft spot for Aunt Violet, and sometimes felt disconnected from my own mom—or, at least the woman I thought was my mother.”

“Wow.” I hugged her. “This is a lot to take in.”

“I know, but I had to tell you. Your love for Garrett has always weighed on you, but see? I’m proof that there’s no need to keep it a secret anymore.”

“Please don’t take this the wrong way, but Grady isn’t Violet’s stepbrother. And Grady didn’t accidentally kill your son’s father. Suzette, Theo, and Canton will never understand. As for me and Garrett sleeping together…” I sliced my fingers into my hair. “Mom and Dad also won’t be amused.”

“Who said they have to be?” She put her hands over mine. “You and Garrett aren’t related in any way other than on paper. You haven’t done anything wrong.”

I half-laughed, half-choked. “Try telling that to the fine, upstanding citizens of this narrow-minded town. Look what lengths Violet went to. She had to give up her child to save her family’s reputation. Yes, you were raised in a wonderful, loving home, but look how much her sacrifice caused her—both of you—to miss.”

She smiled through tears. “Thank you for further making my point. If you two didn’t have the whole sibling label looming over you, how long ago do you think you would have been together?”

Because the answer to her direct question hurt too badly to voice aloud, I took a tissue from the box on her desk, and blew my suddenly runny nose. This was all too much. Screwing Garrett, discovering my best friend’s whole life had been a lie…

“Tell him, Savannah. Tell him you want to marry him and make your own happy family. Tell him that together, you two can conquer the world. Tell him tonight. Mary and I will stay at your house with Cook, or he can come to our house—either way, let me help you finally make this right.”

I nodded. “Can you handle everything here? Before I lose my nerve, I need to go to him. Now.” I managed a tremulous smile. Could we really make this work? Kenya made it sound so easy, but I still wasn’t sure. The only thing I was sure of was that Garrett and I couldn’t go on behaving like randy teens. The next time we were together, it would be in a proper bed, where I could meet his gaze while telling him I loved him more than anything in this world.

“Yes. Of course. Go.” We shared one more hug, I told Cook he was having a sleepover with Kenya and Mary, and slipped out the same back door Garrett had used earlier. Time to grow up. As much as I wanted to protect Cook from the truth of the awful events that had shaped his life, I could no longer deny I was tired of living my own life chained to Chad’s ghost. I was very much alive and thirsting for the love and companionship only Garrett had ever been able to bring. Yes, the Ridgemonts and Mom and Dad might never understand, but I could no longer live my life for them. Garrett was wonderful with Cook. If anything, because of the guilt he still felt for what he’d done to Chad, he’d make an especially great father to his son.

—

I pulled into Garrett’s narrow, brick-paved driveway and killed the engine.

Every light in the topsy-turvy wedding cake of a house glowed. Cold mist fell. Ground fog rose and eerily swirled as if the street’s ghostly former residents had returned. Bass from Disturbed’s “Down with the Sickness” greeted me at the front door. I rang the bell and knocked, but when Garrett didn’t answer, I let myself in through the unlocked door. My heart beat loud enough to drown a good portion of the violent music accosting my ears.

Scaffolding and plastic drop cloths served as the predominant décor.

My cell rang. Fearing it was Kenya, calling to tell me something was wrong with Cook, I took it from my purse. Canton. I ignored the call and set my phone on vibrate.

Old-school Metallica was up next on the playlist—not particularly music to confess by. But then why was I even labeling my declaration a confession?

At the base of the towering staircase, I forced a breath and reminded myself that this should be a happy occasion. After tonight, there was no telling how we’d tackle damage control of our world learning we were together, but that was the inherent beauty of being part of a couple, we’d now weather any and all storms with our hands and hearts intertwined.

“Garrett?” I wandered through the vast first floor, in awe of the opulence visible beyond the construction’s mess. When finished, this place would rival our parents’ or any of the other nice homes in town.

When I didn’t find him downstairs, I ventured up the wide, winding staircase. I assumed that to protect the wood, the steps had been covered in cardboard. The banister and newel posts were intricately carved with lions in the center of each. The bared fangs gave me the creeps, and reminded me of Garrett when he was in a foul mood.

The deeper the rising labyrinth led, the more I wondered how my stepbrother would react to my confession. I hoped he’d be happy and cautiously optimistic. I also hoped he’d respect my wishes to take things slow where our family was concerned—especially, with the Ridgemonts.

Rob Zombie led me through the second floor, but I still found no sign of Garrett.

From the third story came a power tool’s whiny scream. A saw? I hustled up still more stairs past windows covered with cardboard and draped with plastic. I arrived on the third floor, and found Garrett still bare-chested and wearing the same faded jeans and black leather work boots. His powerful build was made all the more attractive by the ease with which he fed a partial sheet of plywood into a table saw. Interesting that he still held his breath when he was extra-focused.

Not wanting to spook him into a possible injury by my sudden appearance, I held back until he’d finished.

“Garrett?”

He lurched, planting his hands on his chest. “Jesus…”

“Sorry. I rang the bell and knocked.”

He’d hooked his iPhone up to speakers, and now stopped the music pounding through the walls like a pulse. The sudden silence struck me as equally shocking as the former level of noise. Not bothering to look at me, he asked, “Why are you here? Who’s watching Cook?”

“I’m here because we have to talk. Kenya’s with my son.” Our son. Though obviously, Cook wasn’t Garrett’s biological child, my hope was that given time, he’d become a true father to my boy in every sense of the word.

He nodded, then hefted the five-by-four section of wood to a spot on the floor that had been bared down to what looked like new joists. “Stay in the hall. The floor in here isn’t safe. There’s been a lot of water damage.”

“Is there anywhere in here that’s not under construction? If not, would you want to come to my house? I fed Cook takeout, but I could find something for us to share for a late supper.”

“Not hungry.” He grabbed a nail gun, plugged it in, and then set to work securing the new subfloor. Each bang made me jump. The harsh sound hurt my ears and made me even more uneasy.

“Garrett, please!” I called over the pneumatic blows. “This isn’t easy for me, but I have something to tell you that I think you’ll want to hear.” He finally finished securing the wood, so I stepped into the room to force him to listen.

Ignoring my plea, he took a tape measure that had been hooked onto the waistband of his jeans, and measured the next section of joists in need of flooring.

He set a fresh piece of plywood atop sawhorses, used a carpenter’s pencil to mark where he needed to cut, then took the wood to the table saw. Talking to me seemed to be the last thing on his mind.

The saw had been loud from downstairs. But in front of it, the sound was deafening.

“I love you!” I shouted, knowing full well Garrett couldn’t hear me. “I want us—you, me, and Cook—to be a family. But for that to work, I need time.” If he was this angry about even talking with me, there was no way we were ready to announce our union to the world. But secretly? I couldn’t wait to spend nights curled into the security of his strong arms. There would be plenty of time to deal with the rest. “Please, give me space to figure it all out.”

He didn’t even look up.

Frustration manifested in the back of my aching throat.

What was I even doing here?

Kenya meant well, but maybe we’d both been fools to believe Garrett and I shared any sort of meaningful future. I was glad for her—that learning her true family lineage hadn’t freaked her out, but she didn’t know my stepbrother like I did. She didn’t know his mean streak. On one of the few occasions when Mom, Dad, and I visited him in California, we’d been given a tour of the vast Zoogle offices. To me, Garrett had always been funny and sweet and charming. But that was not the same man we’d heard engaged in legal battle. His intensity had frightened me. But then we’d entered his personal domain, and his expression and tone softened as abruptly as if he’d flipped a switch. I’d always wondered about that duality in him. To a certain extent, we all had many sides, but never had I met anyone but him who concurrently lived both existences.

I knew he loved me, and he’d made it no secret how much he cared for Cook, but he always wanted more. And maybe he deserved more. I could see him wanting to adopt Cook one day, but if he and the Ridgemonts clashed, I feared an all-out war.

My coming here had been a bad idea.

I wanted to believe in happy endings, but with Garrett and I, that would clearly never happen.

When he turned off the saw, I said, “I’m going to go. We’ll share a dinner after Thanksgiving.”

“Sure. I’ll look forward to that.” Something in his tone—a cold, cruel note, chilled me from the inside out.

I tested him. “If you want to come over, we could order a pizza? I’d still like to talk.”

“I’m sure you would.” Biceps bulging, he hefted the plywood over his head. The sight of his muscled back turned my mouth dry. Had there ever been a more beautiful man?

My nerves couldn’t take the nail gunshots, so I left, vowing to launch this conversation some other day when Garrett was more receptive, and I had enough air in my lungs to actually breathe.

I ran down the stairs and tripped over a tarp at the bottom, but caught myself before falling. I steadied myself on a stack of lumber, but then in my peripheral vision something caught my eye. Was that Garrett and my son on a tabloid cover?

I snatched up the magazine, and sure enough, the scene I watched play out on Halloween was right there for the whole world to now see. I flipped to the story, and was even more shocked and appalled to find a photo of me hugging my stepbrother. While the picture was innocuous, the story was not. All sorts of lewd suggestions had been made regarding myself and Garrett. Only, to my secret shame, I knew every allegation was true.

How long had Garrett known about this? How could he have kept it from me? Even worse, had Suzette, Theo, and Canton seen the magazine? Our parents? My mother had never set foot in a grocery store, so she would never have seen tabloids at checkout. Violet did the shopping. Was she protecting us? Had she already somehow guessed? For months after Chad’s death, Garrett had been one of the tabloids’ favorite targets. Me, too. To think all of the negative publicity was now starting up again not only sickened me, but told me I’d have to once again deny my love for Garrett to protect my love for my son.

Cook was too young to understand any of this mess.

As his mother, it was my duty to protect him. Garrett would have to understand.

I should have charged up the stairs to confront my stepbrother, but exhaustion wouldn’t let me. In regard to the two of us, I felt as if we’d taken a giant leap backward. Garrett had plenty of time at the warehouse to tell me about the article. But he didn’t.

And for the life of me, I couldn’t understand why.

The whole point of me being here was to declare my love for him, and express how much I longed for us to work as a team to tackle what felt like insurmountable obstacles in front of our finally shared future, but if he couldn’t even tell me about a stupid magazine that very much involved me, how would we handle the big stuff?

I heard a movement above me and looked up. Garrett leaned over the third-story rail. “Why are you still here?”

I waved the magazine. “Look familiar?”

“Imagine my surprise when my fucking parole officer presented that to me. I’m assuming your precious Ridgemonts were behind it? Who else would hire some sleaze to follow me, then have the audacity to plant the story?”

“How should I know? And how dare you be upset with them or me, when you didn’t even have the courtesy to inform me that the story existed? What if a patient had showed me? Or Mom or Dad?” I was furious with him, but also tired. Would it ever be our turn for peace? Hadn’t we already been through enough? Or would Garrett and I spend the rest of our lives karmically paying for Chad’s death? “And what makes you think the Ridgemonts had anything to do with it? Suzette and Theo would be mortified to—” I froze, then slowly covered my mouth with my hands.

“What’s wrong?”

I waved off his question to dig through my purse for my phone. I had six texts. All from Canton.

“No, no, no…” I read them aloud.

“One: I warned you.

Two: Ignoring me won’t make this matter go away. I gave you a chance to tell me the truth, whore, but you preferred to lie.

Three: Does your daddy know you’re such a slut?”

“Looks like there’s about to be another death in the family,” Garrett said.

My hands shook so badly, he took my phone. Was Canton drunk or high? This wasn’t the warm and friendly guy I’d only recently gotten to know. This man was more like the one I’d encountered after Cook’s birth.

I snatched back my phone and kept reading.

“Four: That bastard’s lucky my brother didn’t kill him first. Call me, slut, or you’ll be sorry.

Five: What’s the matter? I picked your most flattering pic. Maybe next time you’d prefer one of the topless ones?”

“That’s it.” Garrett flung my phone against the nearest wall. Unfortunately, it had a soft landing against a rolled carpet.

Six: I thought I was doing a good thing by allowing Chadwick into our kingdom, but now, I’m not so sure. Nice girls don’t take it from behind.

Garrett charged out of the house, shouting into the night, “Where are you, you fucking freak?”

“G, stop.” I grabbed hold of his arm, tugging him back inside and shutting the door behind us. My head refused to stop spinning, yet I had to make sense of this crazy development. “Let’s think about this rationally. I haven’t thought about this in years, but the morning after I delivered Cook, Canton stopped by for a visit. He told me that Chad told him he’d caught us together, and—”

“What?” He sat on the staircase’s third step. “All along, Chad knew, yet he never said a thing?”

“I guess. But that’s not important. Sorry, but when you asked me the day Chad died if I knew whether or not the baby was yours, I lied. I mean, I assumed it was Chad’s, but there was a chance it wasn’t. That early into my pregnancy, paternity tests can be risky, so I put it off. Anyway, there I was, breast-feeding Cook just hours after he was born, when Canton came in, spewing all this crap about how he’d taken the liberty of running a paternity test, using himself as a DNA stand-in for Chad. He told me enough markers were present to prove Chad was Cook’s father, and then he congratulated me and welcomed me to the Ridgemont Kingdom. At the time, I just wanted Canton away from my baby, so I told him to leave. I never ran my own paternity test, because no offense, but at the time, Chad being the father was the best possible outcome.”

“Gee, thanks.” Garrett was back on his feet and headed for the door.

“Where are you going?” I asked after chasing him halfway across the front yard.

“To your house, where I plan on gathering all the materials needed to run my own goddamned paternity test.”


Chapter 27

Garrett

I’ll fucking kill Canton Ridgemont.

But first, I’ll prove Cook is my son.

My legs had turned to pudding, yet the rest of me felt light enough to fly. How many times since getting to know Cook had I wished for this very thing? The first day I’d met him, I remember noting how much he didn’t look like Chad. Now, I knew why.

Because he looked like me.

This changed everything.

Fuck Chad’s parents coming for Thanksgiving. They had no say in anything. They’d already taken my law license, and for what I’d done to their son, I was now man enough to admit it was a fair exchange. I hadn’t meant to kill Chad. All I’d wanted was for Savannah to see he wasn’t half the man for her that I could be. On that very day, had she suspected I was her baby’s father? During her pregnancy, while I’d been holed up in prison, had she cupped her hands around her pregnant belly, thinking of me each time our son kicked?

The thought warmed me, yet destroyed me.

If she had suspected, then how could she have named my son after a dead man? I got the whole honoring the deceased thing, but I should have had a say—in all things pertaining to my kid’s life.

I’m a dad.

A dad!

“Garrett, wait! It’s cold and you don’t even have a shirt on.”

I stopped so suddenly, she damn near ran into me. “Did you know?”

“Know what? That Canton was nuts? Of course not. I thought we were friends.”

“Don’t play dumb. I mean, did you know all along Cook is my son?” Back in prison, if I’d known Savannah was carrying my son, I would have taken my case to the Supreme Court if it meant getting out earlier to be with her and my child.

“Of course, not. G, we still don’t know—not for sure.”

“Can you honestly tell me you haven’t seen a resemblance between the two of us?”

“I see it all the time, but I thought it was my imagination. I never dared dream it could be true. Canton commissioned a paternity test. Why would he lie about the results?”

“I have no clue, but,” I started walking again toward her house, “bet you never thought he’d pay someone to snap dirty pictures of you, either, huh?”

I’d left my house in such a hurry that I didn’t bother turning anything off—lights, cordless power tool chargers, and a bunch of electronics in my room. Skeet warned me about having too much going all at once, but what was the worst that could happen? I blew another fuse? I didn’t have time to baby the house’s electricity when I was about to find out if I had an actual baby! Well, Cook was a kindergartener now, but still. This was a big deal—huge.

Savannah had two choices—marry me and we all lived happily ever after or marry me, and we all lived happily ever after. Period. End of story. I was no longer interested in coddling the rest of the world into submission. Once I proved Cook was my son, they’d all have to deal.

We’d sit our parents down and have a rational conversation about our situation.

They’d have to understand.

If they didn’t? Damned good thing Savannah was a doctor, because she’d be on hand to administer Dad’s CPR.

As for the Ridgemonts? After the stunt they’d pulled with the tabloid and Canton’s psycho texts, as far as I was concerned, they could all go straight to hell. From day one Canton had known Cook wasn’t Chad’s son. He probably hadn’t even had a paternity test done. He’d just bullied an exhausted woman into believing what he wanted.

Ten minutes later, Savannah and I had marched through cold drizzle to walk through her front door. I anticipated the paternity test results like my prison pals used to crave early release meetings. If Savannah didn’t feel comfortable raising Cook with me in our hometown, I’d understand. We could move to California or Paris where I could buy her a never-ending supply of her signature perfume. The knowledge that Cook was my son had brought us around in a perfect circle that had taken years to complete. The gratitude swelling inside me from the certainty that we’d finally be together was surreal. Yeah, I was still pissed at Chad’s dipshit brother, but despite all his bravado, he’d given us a helluva unintentional gift. If he hadn’t spurred Savannah’s memory, there’s no telling when—if ever—we’d have learned the truth.

The mist turned into a hard rain that clattered against the sidewalk and leaves still in the trees.

“I’ll get you a towel,” she said in the entry where we’d been back together for the first time in half a decade.

“Thanks, but I’m good. Let’s just get what we need and go. My roof’s shit. It’s currently half-on, half-off. My guys probably spent more on tarps this week than shingles. According to my electrician, water combined with old wiring isn’t a good mix. Who knew, right?” I elbowed her. I was rambling. Nervous energy had me all hyped up. But hell, even if it rained all night, that’s okay. Savannah and Cook made me embarrassingly happy. If my old crew, Liam and Ella, Owen and Natalie, and Carol and Nathan, could see me now, they wouldn’t recognize the man I’d become. I now saw that I’d been a mean bastard to everyone who crossed my path. I was ashamed by how cruelly I’d treated Ella when we first met, and the next time I saw her—probably at my own wedding to Savannah—I’d apologize. I owed her that much for making Liam as happy as I’d ever seen him.

Outside, a siren wailed. The sound struck me as sad against the backdrop of rain. Someone was having a bad night, but I felt at the top of my game.

“Come on.” I took her hand, then walked straight to Cook’s room. I wanted to stay, to study all of his toys and books and favorite stuffed animals. I wanted to know every part of him like a father should. But there would be plenty of time for that once I proved he was mine.

I found a lone hair on Cook’s pillow. “Is this enough to run a test?”

She winced. “Cheek swabs are best, but his toothbrush could also be used. Hair’s best if it still has the root.”

In the bathroom, I wrapped an Incredible Hulk toothbrush and hairbrush in a towel. For added insurance, I fished used floss from a Cars-themed trash can.

The siren came closer.

“G, what’s your hurry? No lab is going to be open tonight.”

“It will be if I pay them enough.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to wait until morning? We can get a cheek swab from Cook, and have my usual lab run the test.”

“No good.” I shook my head. “Until we know for sure, I don’t want the little guy upset.”

Her expression softened. “Is this really happening?”

“Yes, ma’am.” I set my evidence on the bathroom counter to pull her into my arms. Upon landing my lips atop hers, I felt as if I’d found home. Just as it always had, her body fit against mine as if she’d been made for my pleasure. When we paused for air, I teased, “If I weren’t so antsy to find a lab, I’d make love to you right here on the bathroom floor.”

“I do have a bed, you know?” She kissed me again.

“Don’t tempt me. Hell, yes, I know, and once I’m one hundred percent sure Cook’s my son, we’ll be using that bed every single night. Come on…” I scooped up the test material, then charged down the stairs, thankful that she followed.

A fire truck screamed past the front windows.

“Wonder what’s going on?” Savannah asked.

“Nothing good. And the rain’s coming down harder. Mind driving me to my place? I need a shirt and cash.”

“Sure.” She leaned in for another lingering kiss. “I’ll get my keys.”

In that moment, I felt trapped in a dream. How could everything I’d literally spent a lifetime wishing for, suddenly manifest? If I breathed too hard, could this bubble burst? Savannah’s confession of love, Cook’s paternity—both felt fragile.

In business, I’d always been the asshole who took what I wanted. I was a plow in a dandelion-strewn field. Now, everything I’d ever wanted was right here—mine for the taking. All I had to do was grab it. But what if I reached out and like a dream, my new reality faded? What if my assumption about Cook’s paternity was wrong? What if Savannah only told me what I wanted to hear to placate me?

Moments earlier, I’d been on top of the world, but now that world felt fractured and unclear. Thin, cracked ice. Cotton candy dissolving in a hard rain. Was I being a fool to believe any of this was true?

Fear trapped me in a steel cage.

I wanted so badly for Cook to be my son and his mother to be my world that I didn’t trust myself not to somehow blow it. Like this whole thing with the lab. Where the hell was I going to find a lab open at this time of night in Julep? Maybe Jackson? Why couldn’t I take tonight to make love to Savannah and reassure her that as long as there was breath in my body, her happiness and well-being were my top priority?

“Ready?” My stepsister returned with the keys.

Was I? Ready? Was I a good enough man to be the father Cook needed and husband Savannah deserved? I had a perilously short fuse and got all pissy when things didn’t go my way. That had to stop.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ve gotta go. Wait for me. I need a few minutes to…” To what? Hell, I didn’t even know, so how could I explain my sudden terror to her? All I knew was that she and Cook were too important for me to fuck up, and by wanting to run off half-cocked in the middle of the night to find some seedy lab desperate enough for business that it was open late for paternity testing, I was no better than Chad’s scumbag brother, Canton.

“What?” Her beautiful face read confused. “Where are you going?”

I don’t know. All I do know is that if I stay, I’m somehow going to ruin everything.

I grasped her upper arms, pulling her in for a kiss I hoped conveyed even half of the messy shit I was feeling.

And then I walked out the door and ran into the cold rain.


Chapter 28

Savannah

“Garrett, wait!” I shouted after him, but he’d already vanished into the liquid black night. What happened in the few minutes it had taken me to find my keys and a jacket? One minute, we’d been on the verge of launching our first mission together as a quasi-official couple, and the next he was leaving me? No. Not going to happen. I should have chased after him in my car, but when it came to my stepbrother, common sense rarely won over passion.

A fire truck roared past the house, sirens blaring.

I slipped into my raincoat, pulled on rubber boots, then did what sometimes felt like I’d done my whole life—chased after Garrett.

The rain had thankfully lightened. The sirens were now quiet, but down the block, red lights flashed. If I was a good person, I would have grabbed my med bag to see if anyone needed help. I jogged down the block. At the end of the street, I could tell by the chaotic lights that the emergency vehicles were actually in front of the houses the next row over—near Garrett’s.

Heart racing faster than it should have for the short bit of exertion, I continued at a run until reaching his block, only to find a nightmare come true.

Garrett’s big, beautiful house was on fire.

I dropped to my knees, uncaring that the still-wet pavement soaked through my pants. Please, God, don’t let him be inside…

Neighbors wandered out of their homes and stood on the sidewalk, gawking at the spectacle of flames shooting from the lower floors of the magnificent old house.

“Doc Marsden. Are you okay?”

I looked up to find a middle-aged male patient I’d seen only last week. I’d seen so many, I couldn’t remember his name, only that he’d had a nasty cough.

“Need help?” He held out his hands, and I grasped them.

“Thank you. I have to go…” I should have made small talk and asked how he was feeling, but I’d already wasted too much precious time. I took off running again, and tried charging up the home’s front walk, but a fireman pulled me back.

“Ma’am, you can’t go inside. Too dangerous.”

“My stepbrother—is he all right?”

“We have found a man inside. If you’ll wait over there”—he pointed to the end of the drive—“I’ll have someone let you know if we find him.”

“A man?” I shrieked, struggling from his hold. “I have to make sure he’s not Garrett.”

As if running a slalom, I dodged men, hoses, oxygen tanks, and ladders to make it inside. I was in for about five seconds before realizing the grand old house had become a smoke-filled tomb. My tomb if I didn’t turn back. But how could I with Garrett still inside? We’d both been through so much to finally reach this precious point where we might finally be together. To lose him now was unthinkable. I refused to believe God could be so cruel.

I pulled my sweatshirt over my nose and mouth, charging forward while squinting against the gloom. “Garrett!”

I’d made it midway to the second floor, when lights punched through the darkness and two firemen carried Garrett with his arms around their shoulders, half-dragging him down, scolding him for dodging past them.

“You’re okay…” My eyes already stung from the smoke, but I was crying anyway. “You idiot! What were you thinking?”

“Ma’am, you have to get outside! It’s not safe.”

Now that I knew Garrett would be all right, I followed the men outside, then dragged in gulps of still smoky, but improved air.

A paramedic greeted us. “Let’s get him on oxygen. Any signs of burns?”

“Nope. He was lucky. Wish I could say the same for this old place.”

They perched Garrett on an ambulance’s rear bumper.

A paramedic slipped an oxygen mask over Garrett’s face, but he promptly ripped it off. “I’m good.”

“Sir, you took in a lot of smoke. You should—”

“I’m fine.” He held a book. “Just give me space.”

The paramedic held up his hands and walked away.

I moved forward. “We heard the sirens before you even left. What were you doing inside?”

“I had to get something.”

I took a closer look at what he held. “A Bible? You risked your life for a Bible? I would have bought you a hundred.”

“Good to know.” Still shirtless, he drew me into a hug, holding me, rocking me in the midst of a hive of fever-pitched activity.

“Why did you leave without me?” I pushed back to peer into his dear, smoke-streaked face.

He shook his head, then tipped his face toward the drizzle to smile faintly before pulling me back into his arms. “All I can do is claim temporary insanity. I love you and Cook so much that the thought of possibly losing you sent me over the edge. I needed time to process it all, you know? I couldn’t stop thinking about what could happen if Cook turns out to not be my son. I got about halfway home when I realized no matter what some damned paternity test says, he already is mine—just like you. I’d planned on turning right around to tell you, but then I saw my house on fire. My contractor warned me to focus on fixing the wiring before anything else, and looks like he was right. It was stupid of me to run into the fire, but I needed this.” He released me to take a plastic baggy from between the Bible’s wispy pages. After setting the Bible on the ambulance’s bumper, he held out the bag.

I took it, and by the chaotic red light saw the physical manifestation of the image I’d always carried in my heart. Garrett and I stood side-by-side at the Kentucky Derby. In that moment, I remember feeling too tall and awkward, and painfully aware of my new stepbrother’s size and good looks. Mom had made copies of the photo for both of us, yet mine was long gone. The fact that he still had his—cherished it enough to run into a burning house to retrieve it—warmed me through the cold drizzle. My throat tightened and eyes stung with unshed tears.

“Guess my secret’s out, too.” I shivered when his warm, throaty words fell into my ear. “I love you. I’ve always loved you.”

“Then we’re even.” I stood on my tiptoes, kissing him through the film of soot covering his mouth. “If you’d been hurt—or worse—I’m not sure what I would have done. Don’t ever walk into a burning building again.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

We kissed again and again and I was so grateful he hadn’t been hurt, that in the moment, I stopped caring about him being my stepbrother, because to me, he was all man.

“Come home with me,” I said. “I’ll run you a bath and wash your jeans. In the morning, we’ll grab Cook, get a cheek swab before dropping him at school, then run the paternity test through the lab I use for the clinic. After, we’ll head to Jackson to buy replacements for whatever you lost in the fire. Kenya can pick up Cook from school. I’ll have my nurse reschedule my appointments. We’ll make a day of it.”

“What about Thanksgiving?”

“What about it? It’s Thursday. Tomorrow’s only Wednesday.”

He groaned. “How are we going to handle the Ridgemonts? Especially, Chad’s asshat brother? And do we want to spring all of this on your mom and my dad at once, or in bite-sized chunks?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know.” I gripped him tighter. “Do we have to think about any of that tonight? I just want to be normal. Share a bubble bath and bottle of wine. Is that too much to ask?” It crushed me to think that after all we’d already been through, we still had family hurdles ahead of us. But for now, for this moment, I refused to think about anything but how much I loved this man.

“Not at all. Let’s go.” He eased his fingers between mine, leading me toward a cluster of firemen.

After Garrett gave the fire chief his contact info, we walked to my house arm-in-arm, and in the master bathroom where we’d made love in the shower, and I’d felt desperate and afraid, I now stood before Garrett, steadfast in my belief of our shared future.

It wasn’t so much that things had changed between us or our circumstance, but my perception. If I were honest with myself, from the day I’d learned Garrett had stepped foot back in town, I’d wanted to be with him. Oh, who was I kidding? Since our first meeting at the Derby I’d craved kissing him. Now, with so much history between us, and layer upon layer of heartache and mistrust, of course we shared love, but I wanted to reconstruct our relationship from the inside out.

I ran hot water into the oversized tub, then went to him, unfastened his fly, and tugged down his soot-blackened jeans. We were both filthy, but my intent was to emerge from this bathroom clean. We’d baptize ourselves in each other and escape whole, united in whatever struggles our shared future may hold.

When he stepped free of his boxers and jeans, I took his hand, guiding him into the water. I stripped off my clothes, and along with them, any worries about what our family, friends, and Chad’s parents and crazy brother may say. In this moment, all that mattered was cementing the bond it had taken decades for Garrett and me to formally create.

I flipped on the overhead heat lamp, then took my favorite bar of lily of the valley–scented soap from its rack. I knelt at the tub’s edge alongside Garrett, washing every inch of him from his toes to his hair. When the water turned filthy from soot, I emptied it, only to fill it again. I repeated the process once more until every trace of the fire had been cleared from his precious body.

He returned the favor.

My skin felt electrified from his coarse touch. Manual labor made his hands rough and honed his muscles. The growing need between my legs made it impossible to think beyond where he’d rub next. His every stroke produced greater need.

I finally resorted to putting his hand exactly where I needed it to be, and then I was transported, no longer in a mere tub, but floating in a balmy sea entirely of his making. It was good, so good, but not anywhere near enough.

When he kissed me, all at once I was drowning, yet desperate for something to drink.

We somehow made it from the tub to my bed and in a mad tumble, as rain pelted my windows outside, he waged an insanely sweet storm on my senses.

Eyes closed, with my arms arched over my head, I abandoned myself to him, to us, to the heady pleasure of him drawing from one of my breasts, then the other before dipping his kisses to my abdomen and lower. It felt surreal—the notion that after all this time, after so many years of agonized wanting, that we were finally, truly together.

When his kisses touched the epicenter of my need, I cried out, yet curved my hands to his head, urging him on by raising my hips to meet his tongue’s every thrust. A dizzying spiral rose within me, higher and higher, building a cathedral of sensation through which I could barely breathe. Ever upward I climbed until I crashed through a Technicolor stained-glass ceiling that shattered into a fine, teary mist.

I was still crying when he entered me.

He was huge, and I savored every inch. The weight of him, the simple yet unbearably complex pleasure of the missionary position filled me with the kind of completion I’d never dared dream possible. Our kisses were no longer desperate and stolen, but slowed to gossamer perfection.

“I love you, I love you, I love you,” I said in a whispered rush. Kissing him, abandoning myself to him, promising myself to him forever more.

—

I woke, at first cautiously opening my eyes to the sun slanting in lazy rays across the foot of my yellow and white comforter.

Had last night truly happened or had it been a dream?

My aching body told me the lovemaking had been real, but the empty half of bed where Garrett had slept beside me told a different story.

“G?” I called.

No answer.

I scoured the house for him, but he was gone. Breakfast was half-assembled on the kitchen counter. His red Caddy wasn’t out front. Had he dashed to the store? I tried his cell, but got no answer.

Arms folded, I stood at the living room’s wide front window, staring out at the yard. Had he abandoned cooking in favor of making a coffee and donut run? Or had the intimacies we shared and promises we made lacked the strength to stand up to the brilliance of dawn?

Had he bolted once again?

My throat knotted with fear. For my own sanity, I had to believe he hadn’t been lying when he’d returned my vows of love, but what if he’d gone after suddenly batshit crazy Canton? Or taken off to make arrangements for the paternity test on his own? Worse, what if he’d changed his mind about wanting us to be together?

No. Whatever Garrett’s reason for leaving, I had to believe it was good.

Late for work, I showered and dressed. At the front door, I almost stepped on a yellow Post-it that I guessed had fallen from the door. I exhaled a rush of air when I read: Love you. Fire chief called. Have to go. Be right back. If you’re reading this, get back in bed! B-fast on the way! xoxo

Of course. I pressed the note to my chest, and already my pulse had slowed. How long until I not only trusted him, but us?

I smiled. What I wouldn’t give to follow his instructions, but with patients already waiting, I didn’t have the luxury. But soon.

On my way to the clinic, I passed Garrett’s house. The top two stories were charred and caved in, but the rest of the structure looked intact. Would he rebuild? I selfishly hoped so, because the project would keep him close.

His car wasn’t in the drive, so my next stop was our folks. He wasn’t there, either.

Where could he be?

What he’d been through with the fire, and learning he was in all probability a father had to have been traumatic. He shouldn’t be alone. He’d told me he didn’t want to be alone. So after his meeting, what was up with the vanishing act? Was everything okay?

A quick dig through my purse netted my phone. I called Garrett again, but he still didn’t answer. I wanted to check on Cook, so I dialed Kenya.

“How did he take the news?” she asked after the first ring.

“Not so great, but then his house burned down before we got anything settled.”

“Likely story. What really happened?”

Let’s see…We had a horrible fight, found out we’re being stalked by Chad’s psycho brother, fought more. Made up. Made swoon-worthy, beautiful love. Then I woke to find out he left again.

“I mean, did you at least try telling him? And did his house really burn, or was that just a metaphor for—Mary, don’t put your fingers in the peanut butter! Okay, sorry. The kids are helping me make school lunches. Where were we? Oh yeah, you were about to tell me why you and Garrett aren’t on your way to a wedding chapel.”

“It’s complicated, and yes, his house really burned.”

“Oh wow…I hadn’t had a chance to look at the paper, but now I see it made front-page news. Is he all right?”

“Physically.”

“The fire chief suspects arson?”

“Really? I hadn’t heard.” I pulled into my clinic’s back lot. Was that the reason for Garrett’s early-morning meeting?

“It says fifteen milk gallons filled with gasoline were used as the accelerant, along with a note that was spray-painted on the porch steps that read…” I heard Kenya’s swift intake of breath.

“What? Kenya, what did it say?” Why was I just now hearing about all this? Had Garrett found out and for whatever reason didn’t want me to know?

“Ask Garrett. You shouldn’t be alone.”

“Kenya—stop screwing around. Tell me.”

She sighed. “The note said, Your whore burns next. Savannah, sorry, but I have to ask. Is whoever did this referring to you?”

Oh, Canton…What did you do?


Chapter 29

Garrett

Parked outside of the Ridgemonts’ Jackson estate, I killed the Caddy’s engine and stared at the opulence of it all. Three stories of red brick, white-columned southern charm—in some ways, quite similar to my parents’ home. In others—mostly, the sheer size—not so much.

I’d been midway through cooking Savannah breakfast in bed when the fire chief called. He’d wanted to meet with me immediately to go over his findings. I’d assumed faulty wiring mixed with rain had been the fire’s cause. Wrong. It had been arson. Fifteen flammable gallons worth of arson.

What was I doing in Jackson?

Returning Canton’s favor.

I’d stopped off to buy a tarp, then lined my trunk with gallon-sized thank-you gifts. Two could play this game, and I was good to go. Bring it, Canton. I’ll fucking annihilate you.

The damage to my house, I maybe could have gotten over, but calling Savannah a whore in print wasn’t going to fly. All those rude-as-shit texts? Hiding my son’s paternity? Posing as a trusted friend to Cook and Savannah when in reality, he was a pit viper? Fuck him. Today—now, he was a dead man like his brother.

Fury coiled through me like a rope anchored to rage.

I climbed out of the car, opened the trunk, and then glanced up from the gallons of gasoline waiting to be flung at Canton’s front door to see a boy about Cook’s age.

He rode a bike and had a backpack hitched high on his slim shoulders. When he smiled and waved at me on his ride by, I froze.

What the hell was I doing?

If I burned the Ridgemont estate, would it change anything?

There was already enough evidence to charge Canton with arson, so why was I once again going off half-cocked? Putting not only my future, but Cook’s and Savannah’s futures in jeopardy over vengeance? Especially, when I’d already won. I got the girl. I’d soon have the boy. Meanwhile, Canton would exchange his luxe life for a cell. I was intimately acquainted with that cell, and I’d hated it. Did I really want a return visit for the temporary satisfaction of a bonfire?

As much as I’d craved revenge earlier, I now craved holding Savannah, burying my face in her hair. As a soon-to-be-official father, Cook came before rash decisions like torching an asshole’s family home. Cook and Savannah came before anything, and so I slammed my trunk closed, drinking in fresh air to replace the toxic fumes in my lungs.

I drove to a convenience store with an attached gas station and set the jugs on the concrete islands between tanks.

I parked in front of the store, and went inside. Took a piss. Washed my hands. And when the smell of gasoline, of the fatal mistake I’d almost made of my life, still hadn’t been fully erased, I washed them again and again until I felt clean enough, worthy enough, of being the kind of man and father Savannah and Cook deserved.

After grabbing a candy bar and soda, I walked outside, tipping my face to the day’s warming sun. For the first time in my life, I was free. The frustration of wanting Savannah and never having her was gone, replaced by a warm, squishy emotion I wasn’t at all familiar with, but kind of like…love.

Right now, I needed to talk to her, and share this small victory over my fucked up emotions, but when I reached into my front pocket for my cell, it wasn’t there. I checked the car, but had no luck. To make sure I hadn’t dropped it outside of the Ridgemonts’, I did a quick check of the street outside of their house. When it wasn’t there, either, I assumed I’d left it at home.

Home.

What a clean, simple, wholly complete way to convey a complexity of feelings I may never fully understand, but forever appreciate. Home was not a physical thing, but the people who made life worth living.


Chapter 30

Savannah

As soon as I reached my office, I slipped on the white, monogrammed lab coat I’d worked all those years for the privilege of wearing, then wished myself back in bed, awaiting Garrett’s homemade breakfast.

I tried his cell again, but still got no reply. I called Mom and then Dad, casually asking if they’d seen their son. Neither had. At this point, I was worried. I got Grady’s number from Kenya, and even he hadn’t heard from his friend. Something was wrong. I knew it. But what? His meeting was long over. Why hadn’t he come home?

“Doc?” Red opened the door and poked her head through. “Are you ready to start seeing patients? We’ve got ’em stacked like jets out here.”

“I’m sorry.” I reached for my phone. Since I was already in a funk, might as well deal with Canton. “Let me make one more call.”

“Sure.” She backed out of my office, closing the door behind her.

Hands trembling, I punched the autodial for Canton’s number. I couldn’t believe those ugly texts had come from him. During the past couple months, he’d struck me as a confident and kind soul. At no point, except on the day of Cook’s birth, had I gotten the impression Canton was anything other than a devoted brother to Chad and uncle to my son. But if he’d been secretly stalking me all this time, then he’d known about Garrett from the start.

Had the friendship we’d shared been a lie?

The notion made me shudder.

He answered on the third ring. “Savannah. I’ve been worried. Please tell me you’ve seen my mom.”

His mom? “No, Canton. I’m calling about the vile texts you sent. And what you did to Garrett’s house. What’s wrong with you? How could you be so cruel? He did his time, and—”

“What are you talking about? I’m on business in New Orleans. Have been for the past three days.”

“Then how do you know your mom isn’t home?”

“Dad told me. She’s been gone for nearly forty-eight hours. He said they had a fight. After she saw the tabloid with you and Garrett, she wanted my dad to sue for sole custody of Cook. He tried reasoning with her and told her that the boy needed to be with his mother, but she was hysterical. She told him she was going to a friend’s, but she never showed up and he hasn’t heard from her since.”

“Canton, that is awful. But what about the texts I got from you?”

“I thought I lost my phone, but maybe she took it? I had my old number forwarded to my new phone.”

“Okay, well, Garrett’s missing, too.” He hadn’t been gone long, but long enough to give me cause for concern. “You don’t think she could have done something to him, do you?”

“Why? I mean, I assumed that tabloid rag was lying to sell copies, but was it all true? Are you sleeping with the guy who killed my brother?”

“Let’s turn that around,” I managed above the sound of my heart pounding so fast I was surprised I could even speak. “Are you the guy who lied about my son’s paternity?”

An eternal pause, and then, “Are you talking about the speech I made in your room the day he was born?”

“Damned straight, I am.”

“All right, yes, I lied. There was never any test. I don’t have a clue who Cook’s true father is. But Chad did tell me about the night he found you and Garrett together. It destroyed him. If I had to guess, that’s why he turned around and screwed your friend. It’s not a good reason, but it’s all he had.”

Tears started. Would all of this ever end? I seriously couldn’t take much more.

“Are you going to be in your office all day?”

Even though I was alone in the room, I shook my head. “I-I can’t stay here. I have to find Garrett.”

“Okay, look, let me charter a ride out of here, and I’ll get to your house in a couple hours. Please, don’t do anything without me. Together, we’ll find Garrett and my mom, yes?”

“Please hurry,” I managed through my tears. “I’m scared—for both Garrett and your mom.”

“I know, sweetheart. Trust me, everything’s going to be okay.”

I ended the call and prayed he was right.

—

At home, I called Cook’s school again to ensure he was safe, then tried reading, but couldn’t focus on the page. I cleaned all three bathrooms and made a Crock-Pot stew for dinner. In between all of that, I kept trying Garrett’s cell. Once I dragged out the vacuum and moved a pair of Cook’s sneakers from the front hall, I realized why Garrett never answered. When he left my note, he’d dropped his cell. It was set on silent and showed all fourteen of my calls.

Sighing, I set the phone on the entry hall table.

I traipsed back to the kitchen to make chamomile tea. Back in the living room, I turned on an old black-and-white Clark Gable classic, then curled up on the sofa. That morning’s sun was long gone, and now rain pelted the windows.

Pretending I was indulging in a cozy—and rare—afternoon away from the clinic, I sipped my tea and waited for Garrett to come home.

The movie’s credits were rolling when the doorbell rang. Garrett? My heart sang. He must have forgotten his key. I tossed off the afghan I’d cuddled beneath, anxious to warm myself alongside the man I loved instead. At the door, my relief was palpable—until I opened it to find not Garrett, but Canton. “Oh…” I stepped back. “I forgot you were coming.”

“That’s not exactly a warm welcome.” He smiled. “Still no sign of Garrett?”

“No.” I stepped aside to allow him inside. “How about your mom? Have you heard from her?”

“I’m afraid not.” He rubbed his hands together. “It’s nippy out there. That rain is really coming down. Funny, I just talked to my dad, and he said it’s sunny in Jackson.”

“It’s not that uncommon for our weather to be different than yours.” Was it wrong that talking about such a mundane issue set me further on edge? “Would you like coffee or hot tea?”

“Tea, please. That sounds good.” He followed me into the kitchen.

While I filled the kettle, I struggled for the right words to convey how disappointed I was in him for his lie about Cook’s paternity. But then I was just as much at fault. If I hadn’t been so afraid of Garrett being Cook’s dad, if I hadn’t worried about what our parents and friends would think, I would have ordered my own paternity test years ago.

“I can’t apologize enough for what my mother did.” Canton sat on a stool at the kitchen island. “When we do find her, I’m not even sure what to say. You’re family. How could she treat you that way?”

“Am I family?” I bowed my head, curling my fingers around the counter’s edge. “Canton, if Cook isn’t Chad’s son, then I have no ties to the Ridgemont name.”

“That’s not true.” He left his seat to stand alongside me. His proximity was too close, making me feel unhinged. I sidestepped away, but he caught my hand, drawing me back in. “Please don’t shy away from me. We’ve come a long way in the past few months. I feel close to you in a way I never expected. Please, tell me you feel it, too?”

“Canton…” I forced a long, slow breath. This exchange was beyond uncomfortable.

The teapot whistled, so I busied myself making his tea.

“Aren’t you having some, too?” He nodded to his cup.

“It’s been a long morning. I’ve already had too much.” I put my cup in the sink, eyeing the microwave’s digital clock. It was almost twelve-thirty. Where could Garrett be?

“What could one more cup hurt? Come on,” he nudged my side with his elbow. “I hate drinking alone. We’ll grab a pad of paper, sit at the table, and do some good old-fashioned list making to figure out where my mom and Garrett could be.” He took a fresh mug from a counter rack, then made me a cup.

“You think they’re together?”

“Anything’s possible.” He took both of our mugs and set them on the table. “I hate to be a bother, but do you have any cookies? I missed lunch.”

“Would you rather have a sandwich?”

“That would be wonderful. Thank you. It’s a true testament to your spirit that after all Mom did, you can still be so kind.”

I had no answer, and I suddenly wasn’t feeling kind, but annoyed. Why was Canton even here? Why did he think I would know where Suzette could be? After finishing the prep work on his basic turkey and Swiss sandwich, I set it in front of him, before taking my seat.

“You are too kind. Drink up.” He nodded toward my tea.

Too exhausted from worry to fight him, I downed half my now lukewarm tea, then crossed my hands in front of me. “I don’t know how to say this, so I’m going to come right out with it. I think it would be best if you go. Garrett will be home soon, and—”

“He’s living here? With you?”

“Yes.”

“Are the two of you…intimate?”

If we are, is it any of your business? I’d meant to snap at him, but my mouth didn’t seem capable of forming the words. My mind had grown sluggish, as if there was a disconnect.

“Are you okay?” he asked, once again far too deep into my personal space. “You look pale. Maybe you need to lie down?”

I nodded. Why was I so sleepy? The room was spinning, yet I couldn’t find my hands to hold on.

“Poor thing. I’ll help you to your bed.”

No! I need to be here for when Garrett comes home. He’ll be home any minute.

“Come on, sweetheart.” He inched back my chair, then hefted me into his arms.

What was happening?

“This is probably confusing for you,” he said. “My apologies for this unorthodox matchmaking strategy, but honestly, with Garrett now sharing your bed, you gave me no other choice. I had to make you see I’m the better man.” He mounted the stairs. “What better way to do that than to love you the way a real man should?”

He kissed me, and I was powerless to stop him.

Did you drug me? My mind asked when my lips couldn’t.

He set me on my bed. I was so tired. So very, very tired.

“It’s okay, my love.” He smoothed the hair back from my forehead. “Sleep. You’ve earned it. I’m going to lock the doors to make sure we don’t have any surprise guests, then we can finally consummate our relationship.”

I fell into a deep sleep.

My dreams were chaotic, filled with angry slashes of red and black, shooting flames, and rolling smoke through which I tried to reach Garrett, but never could.

I cried and cried for him, but every time I stretched my arms out to hold him, he was gone.

But then he wasn’t…

I felt his delicious weight on top of me, and his fingers stroking my hair. “Mmm…You came home.”

“I told you I would be back for you, sweetheart. You and Cook. Now, it’s our turn to be a family. Just like we always should have been.” His kiss turned suffocating, his tongue thick. I struggled against him, but my limbs refused to work. “Don’t fight me, darling. What we share is perfect and good. We’ll be the toast of Jackson.”

Jackson? No. This couldn’t be right. This wasn’t Garrett. But if it wasn’t him, then who?

I struggled to open my eyes a sliver, and found not the man with whom I wanted to spend the rest of my life, but Canton. He was naked and leering, and I was naked, too.

“No!” I cried. “Let me go!” Adrenaline shot through my veins. Fighting the lingering drug, I tried recoiling in horror, but found my arms and legs restrained. I remembered him pushing me to drink my tea, and then blacking out. How much time had passed? Why wasn’t Garrett home? “This is sick! You’re sick! You pinned all of this on your poor mom, but all along it was you. Where’s Garrett? What did you do?”

“Shh…” He palmed my breasts while kissing a trail up my arm. “This will feel so much better for us both if you relax. Besides, why would you fight me when you know you love me? Silly girl. From the day we first met at the Ole Miss homecoming all those years ago, I knew we were destined to be together. Chad thought you were perfect for him, but all along, I knew we’d ultimately be one. There was never any other woman for me.” He swept his hand lower, along my hip and outer thigh.

“Stop! You’re crazy!” I struggled against the restraints.

“I never wanted our first time to be this way.” He rose off of me to leave the bed. “In fact, if lover boy had stayed in the pen awhile longer, I truly believe you and I would by now be quite the hot ticket.” He’d walked into the bathroom, then came back with a washcloth, wadded it, and shoved it into my mouth.

I gagged, but he didn’t seem to notice.

He climbed back on me, and I squeezed my eyes tightly shut. If this happened, if he did rape me, I didn’t want to be wholly present. I’d pretend I was anywhere but here. Far, far away on some exotic island with Garrett.

Where was he? Please, God, let him be okay.

Canton’s flesh felt cold and clammy against mine. He was strong, but not toned. The exact opposite of my love in every possible way.

“You know,” he whispered in my ear, “I thought about using a condom for our first time. After all, I don’t particularly care for sloppy seconds, but then it occurred to me that I don’t want to miss a single chance for us to finally conceive our first child. I’m sure you’ll agree. In fact, it was my mother who had you and lover boy photographed. She also leaked the story to the press. She had planned to destroy you, but I took the high road. I was the visionary behind the new plan to make you mine and gift her with more time with her grandson, to marry you. What’s wrong with you that after your precious Garrett killed the man you loved, you’re still lusting after him? It’s sick, darling. Really and truly disgusting.” He traced the tip of his tongue along my jawline and I gagged. “But once I’m inside you, everything else will happily fade away. Don’t you worry about a thing. You’ll soon be my queen and I’ll be your king. Little Cook will, of course, be our prince. Once our daughter is born, we’ll add a princess to our flock and our family will be complete.”

I shook my head side to side, struggling to wriggle my ass enough that he couldn’t ram himself into the spot where he intended to go.

“I’m going to tell you a secret…” His breath spilled hot in my ear and on my cheek. “I never much cared for my brother. Mom and Dad thought he hung the moon, but I saw right through the sainted firstborn. He not only cheated on his women, but school tests—used to brag about it. With him out of the picture, my life—our lives—have truly just begun.”

I tensed when he arched his back to enter me.

I was crying and blinded by the tears.

I was screaming, but choking on the sound.

“Please, don’t be upset, my love. While this isn’t what I’d planned for our first time, if you relax, I know it will still be special.”

“Know what’ll really be special?” an achingly familiar voice asked from the bedroom’s open door. Garrett? “Me, kicking your ass.”

With a savage jerk, Garrett yanked Canton from me, then punched him repeatedly until he collapsed. With Canton unconscious, Garrett dragged him by his feet toward the door.

Garrett left him to come to me. He took the gag from my mouth, then used a pocketknife to slice through the restraints. “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?” he asked. His large hands seemed to touch all of me at once, grazing my cheeks and shoulders, the crown of my head. “I love you so much. If something had happened…”

“I thought the same about you. Where have you been?”

“Long story. Let me call help.” He used the landline beside my bed to call 9-1-1, and give a brief account of what had transpired. Finished, along with the assurance that police would arrive soon, he said, “I was making your breakfast when the fire chief called. He told me the fire had been caused by arson, and I freaked. The arsonist had spray-painted a disgusting message on the front steps and all I could think about was revenge. I loaded the Caddy’s trunk with gallon jugs of gasoline, then drove to Jackson, fully intending to incinerate the Ridgemont estate. But then I saw this kid who reminded me of Cook, and I realized I was done with being a reactionary fool. But then I went and acted rashly all over again by spending a couple hours shopping for a ring. I was going to call you so you wouldn’t worry, but I didn’t have my phone. If I had come straight home, this never would have happened. I’m sorry, babe. So sorry.”

I clung to him. Was I glad he’d bought me a ring? Earlier in the day, I would have been thrilled. Now? I couldn’t care less. I’d rather have him. The thought of Canton inside me was too horrible to put into words, so I just clung all the tighter to my love.

“Get me out of here,” I said, desperate to escape Canton’s unconscious form. Because I saw his chest rise and fall, I knew he was alive. But I wished him dead.

Garrett helped me dress in yoga pants, a T-shirt, and robe.

We heard the police arrive and headed downstairs, Garrett held me as they went upstairs to arrest Canton. I told them what little I remembered, and they took the remains of the tea he’d prepared for testing. When two uniformed officers escorted Canton down the stairs, I looked away.

“Whore!” he shouted. “I tried saving you from your own twisted mess, but you—”

“Stow it,” one of the officers said, shoving him out the front door.

“I’m sorry,” Garrett said again and again.

“Stop. At some point he would have done something—if not today, then tomorrow or the day after. He’s sick. We have to rise above this. We have to be better than him, you know?”

He nodded, drawing me back into his arms.

I rested my cheek against his chest, soaking in his strength. I needed to follow my own advice. What happened with Canton had been awful, but not nearly as tragic as it could have been. I needed to put this incident behind me, just as I would the entire Ridgemont family.


Chapter 31

Garrett

As much as I’d wanted to kill Canton, this time around when it came to one of Savannah’s psycho suitors, I’d thankfully shown restraint. Killing both Ridgemont sons would have been my ticket to life behind bars, and I had far too much to live for to throw it all away on a piece of shit like Canton.

I get that the whole Ridgemont family dynamic had been off since they’d lost Chad, but that was no excuse for him to torch my house or attempt to rape Savannah. His mother had been found sleeping in a park gazebo a few miles from her home. She was now in a high-priced loony bin.

So here we were, one week later, with Thanksgiving behind us, and I was about to leap out of my skin while waiting for a very important call.

Oddly enough, through all the mess surrounding Canton and his mother, Dad and my stepmom were still oblivious about where my stepsister and I truly stood. They knew I was staying with her, but they assumed I was in the guest room—partly to provide her comfort after her ordeal with Canton, but more because I needed a place to stay that was close to my house while I rebuilt after the fire.

As for whether or not I was Cook’s true father? Due to holiday lab closures, that bit of info had been frustratingly slow to obtain. But today was the day. Savannah had gotten them to promise.

It was two in the afternoon, pouring rain, and while Savannah worked at her clinic—for the record, I’d told her it was too soon—and Cook finished his day at school, I sat in front of a crackling fire, poring over cabinetry plans for my house. I’d told myself today was just an ordinary day, but nothing could be further from the truth.

At four-thirty, my cell finally rang.

My pulse hammered louder than my ringtone. It was the lab.

“Mr. Marsden?” asked a cheery-sounding woman.

“Yes.” Get on with it. Am I Cook’s father?

“I’m Isobel Richards from One-Source Labs, and if you’re ready, I have your paternity test results.”

“Yes. Go ahead.” Before my heart beats out of my body and walks down the street.

She spent a good minute on scientific mumbo jumbo before finally getting to the heart of why she’d called. “What all of that means,” she said with a tight laugh, “is that using the materials you gave us, there is a 99.9 percent chance that you are the father.”

“Thank you.” Yes. I finally exhaled. My heart was no longer racing, but dancing. I found the wherewithal to ask her to have the documents sent to me at Savannah’s, and then I disconnected and paced, my smile so broad it hurt.

Cook is officially my son.

I wanted to drive to his school and take him for ice cream and toys and play football and compress all five years of his life into a single afternoon.

Instead, I climbed in my car and aimed for Savannah’s clinic.

The clouds had passed and the sun was shining when I parked at the end of Winchester.

After the storm the air felt fresher, lighter. Colors seemed more vibrant.

I suppose on the surface I referred to that morning’s rain, but on an infinitely deeper level, it was me who’d been washed shiny and new. For whatever reason, fate had given me the ultimate clean slate and I refused to fuck it up. I’d be the best dad, husband—the best everything for Savannah and my boy.

My boy. The phrase would never get old.

But then I thought of myself as my father’s son. What would he think when he heard the news? In his eyes would I be an embarrassment? Would Cook’s very presence become a blight on the family tree?

I forced that still-to-be-dealt-with batch of crazy to the back of my head. I couldn’t control what Dad and my stepmom thought about Savannah, Cook, and I starting our own family. I didn’t want to believe they’d be disgusted by our happiness, but in the same breath, I knew that reaction was a very real possibility.

The street was bustling, and I had to backtrack ten storefronts to reach her building.

In California, I’d had literally everything done for me except for brushing my teeth and wiping my ass. Here, it was strange to find people going to the butcher shop, bakery, and tailor. I’d always been privileged, but never as out of touch as when I’d worked for Liam.

Now, having lived nearly two months back in the town where I’d spent my childhood, I felt more connected to my roots than ever. I remembered walking this very street with Violet and Kenya while picking up a dress for my mom—my real mom. Had she been dressing for my father or her lover? All these years later, it still hurt that we hadn’t been enough. As an adult, I understood relationships fell apart, but how could she have left her child? Was Cook old enough to be resentful that I hadn’t been part of his life from the start?

Up until now, I’d only considered the lighter side of parenting, but what happened when he learned he no longer had a connection with Chad’s side of the family? Or that Uncle Canton damn near raped Mommy? I hadn’t considered the fact that he no doubt loved these people as much as I already loved him. This wasn’t a situation I could bulldoze through sheer will or buy my way out of—or into, as the case may be. I assumed Cook was too young for Savannah to have told him what happened to Chad, but he did have photos of the man he’d believed to be his father in his room. What would happen to those? To the love the little boy had learned from Chad’s family? Out of respect for the man I’d accidentally killed, in Cook’s heart, I didn’t see the point of eradicating him from my son’s life. Cook and I would have enough to work through in our own transition from uncle and nephew to father and son.

Outside the clinic, I stopped to gather my composure. Anger was an emotion I was well-equipped to handle. Derision. Contempt. Rage. All of those I dealt with just fine.

Happiness was a foreign concept to me, and my eyes refused to stop tearing up.

After all Savannah and I had been through with Canton, somehow I wondered if finally telling our family the truth about our love wouldn’t in a way be worse? Canton had been an external force, but telling Mom and Dad that Savannah and I had not only fornicated, but had a living, breathing souvenir of our first night together, wasn’t going to sit well.

I’m not sure how long I stood on the sidewalk outside Savannah’s clinic, running what-if scenarios through my head, hoping to find one that didn’t involve hurting people I loved. But there were none with zero repercussions. With 100 percent certainty, Dad and my stepmom would be hurt. But Savannah and Cook would be thrilled, right? I mean, all along, I’d assumed they would be, but this news was the ultimate test.

I manned-up and went inside.

A receptionist said from behind her counter, “I’m sorry, sir, but we’re closed. I was just about to lock the door.”

“I need to see the doctor.”

“If you’re having a medical emergency, I can call—”

“I’m good. Where’s her office? Through here?” I helped myself to a door.

“If you don’t leave, I’m calling police.”

“Savannah?” I launched a room-by-room search.

“Sir!” The receptionist followed, but not too closely.

My stepsister popped out of a room at the end of the hall. “G.” Her smile was the exhilarating rush of a roller coaster’s downhill slide. She was my ultimate high. “Did you get the results?”

Grinning, feeling my chest swell enough to burst, I nodded.

She squealed, then ran to me, and jumped into my arms.

“Wait—I know you. This is…” The receptionist backed away.

“Yes, Etta. This is Garrett. My fiancé. Go ahead and leave. I’ll lock up and see you Monday.”

“You’re sure? I mean, he’s your brother. And he has a reputation for—”

“Stop right there.” I’d set her down, and now Savannah approached the woman. Hands on her hips, she said, “In point of fact—Garrett is my stepbrother. We’re not related in any way. But we soon will be. If you have a problem with that, I’ll provide you with an excellent compensation package, and—”

“That won’t be necessary,” the woman said. “Sorry. Seeing the two of you—well, I was caught off guard. Congratulations on your engagement. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Time froze until the back door closed on the receptionist.

Savannah’s shoulders slumped, and she leaned against the nearest wall.

“We’re engaged, huh?” I could tell the confrontation hadn’t been easy for her, but the fact that Savannah had stood up for me was incredible.

“Sorry. I didn’t know what else to say. I assume you want to get married? But if you don’t…”

I went to her, scooping her into my arms, then kissed her with enough passion to convey exactly how much I couldn’t wait to not only marry her, but spend the rest of my life with her. I carried her to the sofa I’d spied through her open office door, then gently set her down.

“When I told you this morning that it was too soon for you to return to work, this sort of thing is why. What happened with Canton was a lot for you to handle. Now, we need to tell Cook he has a father. As for our parents?” I shrugged. “I’ll leave that up to you as to when you want to let that last mangy cat out of the bag.”

She groaned. “For now, let’s just grab Cook from his after-school care and tell him our happy news. He’s going to be over-the-moon excited, so let’s focus on that, and see how the rest unfolds.”

“Deal.”

The short drive to Cook’s school took a lifetime, yet in an odd sense, not nearly long enough. My tongue felt heavy and I wasn’t sure what to say.

“Relax.” Savannah placed her hand over mine where I’d been drumming my fingers against the Caddy’s seat. “What’s got you all wound up?”

“Guess I’m scared. It’s not like I’ve been a father before. What if he suddenly doesn’t like me? Or flunks out of school? Or starts smoking?” While she laughed, I pulled into the school’s lot and parked. “Go ahead and yuck it up, but you hear about this shit all the time in the news.”

We entered the school’s front lobby.

Though the building appeared deserted, from down the hall came the sounds of happy kiddos playing. Even though it had been decades since I’d been to elementary school, the smells were the same. Crayons and erasers and a lingering trace of mystery meat school lunch. I’d only been to public school for third grade—the year my private school had suffered storm damage and been forced to close for repairs. I remembered it as a great time. Guess Savannah and I had education decisions to make.

I blurted, “I don’t want Cook to go to boarding school.”

She stopped walking to give me an odd stare, then laughed. “Relax…” She smiled, framing my face with her hands. “We have plenty of time for big decisions. Although, in regard to shipping our angel off to school, you and I agree. I want him home with us as long as possible.”

“What if he changes his mind about liking me?”

“Stop. You’re acting crazy. Cook already loves you and thinks of you as his father. This part when we tell him you actually are his real dad is a mere formality. Semantics.” When she pressed her lips to mine, hope didn’t just blossom inside me, but grew into a freaking wildflower-strewn field. With her and her son—my son—I’d been reborn. But I was new at this. A colt on wobbly legs.

“Mom! Garrett!” Once we entered the gymnasium, I glanced up to see him running toward us, and no matter what happened with our folks, in this singular moment, I was good.


Chapter 32

Savannah

My heart twisted when Cook ran across the wood gym floor in our direction, ambushing us with hugs. When he wrapped his chubby arms around his father’s legs, I didn’t even try holding back happy tears.

“Uncle Garrett! Hi! I’m excited you came to my school!”

“Hey, buddy.” He knelt to Cook’s eye level to give him one more hug. “I’ve missed you.”

“You’re funny.” Cook giggled. “I saw you this morning when you stealed bites of my cereal.”

Garrett cracked a smile and conked his forehead. “You’re right. How come it seems like a million years ago?”

“Like when there was dinosaurs?”

“Exactly. Do I look like a T. rex?” He released Cook to make silly growling noises and pretend to claw.

Cook was all in and growled back. Garrett fell backward onto the floor, laughing, but with tears shining in his gorgeous brown eyes.

I loved him. I’d always loved him.

Not as my brother, but as the most desirable man I’d ever known.

I couldn’t imagine how that revelation would play out with our parents—after the atrocities Suzette and Canton had committed, I no longer cared about Chad’s family’s reaction. Garrett and I had come so far. Sure, we’d had phenomenal sex, but it had also been angry, spontaneous, and maybe even a little cruel. It had been sick and twisted and all at once strangely beautiful as if both of us had been rebelling against the sibling labels we’d been given, but never deliberately chosen. Now, with all of that behind us, everything felt terribly fragile—fierce in an entirely new way. This time, the tightness in my chest stemmed from a desperate longing for the three of our lives to forever be happily entwined.

“Savvy!” Garrett playfully shouted. “Help save me from this raptor.”

“Sorry, mister!” I laughed. “You’re on your own.”

Cook’s perky, twentysomething after-care teacher wound her way over with the sign-out clipboard. “Who’s the hottie playing with Cook? Is he seeing anyone? Nothing’s more adorable than a man who loves children.”

“Actually,” I said, trying not to be defensive while I signed for our son, “I think he’s not only engaged, but planning a Christmas wedding. I met the lucky lady, and she’s a great catch.”

“Bummer. Let me know if they don’t work out.”

“Yeah, sorry. He’s for sure off the market.”

The raptor fell into a fit of sneezing, ending the impromptu party. But after he’d wiped his nose on his sweatshirt sleeve, he asked, “Mom?”

“Yes?”

Cook held Garrett’s hand. “Can we please all get pizza? I’m starving!”

“Absolutely—but only if we get extra cheese.”

“Yaaaay!” In the car, I was happy for Cook’s chatter, as it seemed to ease Garrett’s nerves.

This early in the afternoon, Louie’s Pizza was dead. As usual, the second we were seated, Cook asked permission to play beside the wall-sized fish tank. There was a children’s area and fish-and-pizza themed activity sheets to thankfully keep him and a few other rowdy kids busy.

Classic Frank Sinatra blasted from hidden speakers.

“Well?” I said to Garrett after placing our order. “When are you going to tell him?”

“Soon.” He winced. “I’m looking for the right angle.”

“Let me give you a tip.” I leaned across the table to steal a kiss. “He adores you. No angle needed.”

“Think so?”

“I think you’re being a major doofus. Come on.” I took his hand, then led him to our son. I asked Cook, “What are you drawing, sweetie?”

“A turtle! Look! There he is!” A huge snapper lurked at the bottom of the freshwater tank that held a sampling of almost every fish found in local ponds and rivers. “He’s gigantanormous!”

“He sure is,” I said. “Even bigger than the last time we were here.”

“I know!”

“Sweetie?” I swept Cook’s bangs back from his forehead. It was about time for another trip to the barber. Dad usually took him, and they made a man-day out of it. Would Garrett now be included? It made me inordinately happy to think he would—if Dad accepted Garrett and me as a couple instead of siblings. It killed me to think that after all we’d been through with Canton and Suzette, we faced yet another hurdle.

“Yeah?” Cook held his breath while focused on his coloring—just like his father had while working the table saw and nail gun.

“What would you think…” I felt Garrett’s stare, then looked up to give him a reassuring smile. “If instead of Uncle Garrett being your uncle, he started being your dad?”

“I thought I already have a dad, but he’s with the angels?”

“You do. But this would be different. What if Garrett was your real dad, and you got to see him all the time, and he lived with us, came to your school for plays, and took you fishing and to do lots of other fun stuff?”

He stopped coloring to look at Garrett. “Can we play pirate and dinosaurs?”

“All the time.” Garrett’s eyes were once again shining. Was he happy? Sad? Feeling bittersweet? I couldn’t tell. I used to pride myself on being able to decipher his every mood, but not anymore.

“Okay. You can be my dad and my uncle.” Cook left his stool to give Garrett a hug, then went right back to coloring his turtle.

“Just like that?” Garrett asked. “I don’t have to fill out an application?”

“What’s an applelacation?”

Garrett laughed. “A long piece of paper grown-ups use to get a job.”

“Oh.” He shook his head. “No paper. I just want you to be my dad.”

“Me, too, buddy.” Garrett put his arms around our son, resting his chin atop Cook’s head. Tears shone in his eyes. Cook’s smile was heartbreakingly serene. “Me, too.”

“Let’s tell Mom and Dad tonight,” I said softly to Garrett.

“Sure?” When his dark stare met mine, all the air left my lungs.

Of course, I wasn’t sure. But I nodded.

I was done living a lie.

—

An hour later, Garrett drove me to the clinic for my car.

I then drove Cook and me to our parents’ estate. The plan was for me to lay the groundwork, ask Violet to watch Cook, then Garrett and I would proceed from there.

We’d tell the truth—at least most of it.

Where Cook’s paternity was involved, we’d had a brief fling. An experimentation. As for the more recent stuff? By mutual agreement, it was off the table. For Cook’s sake, we’d decided to forge a family. Of course, there was so much more to our story, but for now, for Mom and Dad, that was all they needed to know.

I parked in the circle drive.

Cook was a master escape artist and had already freed himself from his safety seat.

“Wait up!” I hollered when he jumped from the car. He did not.

Garrett pulled up in his red Caddy and met me midway to the front door.

Since the fire, since realizing I could have lost him, my heart was done playing games. Telling our parents was the right decision—the only decision. I’d always loved him, but in what way? As a sister? Or as the part-time lovers we’d only recently become? And was it the physical intimacy making me feel closer to him than ever before? Or the blend of laughter and tears and shared time with our son. Our son.

“How are you?” I asked. I’m a wreck. I don’t know what to do with my hands.

“How do you think I am? The new father in me is elated. But when I think about what this bomb could do to my dad…” He bowed his head.

“He’ll get through this. So will Mom.” I wrapped my arms around him, hoping to convey that not only were we in this together, but that I loved him in every possible way. Before reuniting with him, my life force had grown mildewed and murky like stale water left too long in a vase, but needing desperately to be washed clean. Garrett’s love had done that for me. And now, I’d never felt more happy and filled with hope for our amazing future together.

“Garrett. Savannah. What a nice surprise.” Mom stepped outside to give both of us hugs. Cook was already in the house. “You know I’m always happy to see you, but after what those horrible Ridgemonts put you through, you should both be resting. They’re snakes.”

“Mom…” I put my arm around her and tried leading her away.

“No—no, I’ve needed to get this out for a while. Garrett, what happened to you is just wrong. It broke my heart. You know you’re as dear to me as if you were my flesh and blood son, and because of that, I can’t bear to see your name dragged through the tabloids like you’re some kind of monster. As for the not-so-subtle insinuations that the two of you are anything other than brother and sister? Well, it’s disgusting, and trust me, I’ve already contacted friends in high places to launch a counterattack.”

“Mom,” I teased, trying to sidestep the last portion of her speech, “have you already had your nightly gin and tonic?”

“Maybe two or three. But I can’t help it. Suzette has always brought out the worst in me. I’m genuinely sorry she’s now essentially lost both of her sons, but instead of dwelling on her loss, why doesn’t she focus all that energy on good? You know, start a charity promoting abstinence—which both her sons clearly needed a lesson in. Or, she could do something for Cook’s little school friends. I know Theo has an active Jackson law practice, but honestly, if I were her, I would move down here to be with my grandson every chance I could.”

“Okay, Mom…” I wrangled her toward the house. “Let’s get you inside.”

Garrett and I shared a glance. His arctic chill didn’t exactly fill me with warm and fuzzies.

Cook popped through the front door, followed by Dad. “There he is, Grandpa! I know you said I have a dad, but Uncle Garrett’s my new dad. I’m happy, aren’t you?”


Chapter 33

Garrett

Jesus Christ…

I wanted my stepmom and Dad to know I’m Cook’s biological father, but not like this. I’d wanted to sit down for a rational, adult conversation with Cook safely locked away from the inevitable histrionics.

My stepmom kicked off the show by kneeling beside her grandson. “Sweetheart, I think you’re confused. Garrett is your uncle—your mommy’s brother.”

Here we go…

Cook peered up at me. “But I thought you said you were my dad, and we’re gonna be a family?” Bile rose in my throat. At that moment, I almost wished the paternity test had turned out the other way, just to save my little guy from this shit show. In a freeze-framed snapshot, I realized Savannah had been right. No one was ready for this new reality—least of all, me. “But if you’re Mom’s brother, you can’t be her husband or my dad, right?”

My throat squeezed to the point I wasn’t sure I could breathe.

“No harm, no foul.” Dad sipped from a dirty martini. “Cook, all these grown-up labels can be awfully confusing. All you really need to know is that your mom and Garrett and your grandma and I all love you very much.”

“Dad,” I stepped between him and my son. Suddenly, I was no longer a grown man, but a teen caught borrowing his Jag without my license. “I appreciate you trying to decipher these semantics for Cook, but the reality is that he is my son. The night of Savannah’s med school graduation party, I had too much to drink, and the two of us acted on a physical curiosity that landed her in…trouble.”

While digesting the meaning behind my words, my stepmother paled. “Savannah? Is that true?”

With silent tears streaming down her cheeks and her fist balled to her mouth, she nodded.

“Mom, Dad, I’m sorry. It shouldn’t have happened, but it did, and the fact of the matter is that for Cook’s sake, we’re going to make our own family, and—”

Now my stepmom was crying, and Dad’s pinched expression looked caught between a heart attack and stroke.

“You had relations with your sister?” Dad asked.

“Dad,” Savannah found her voice, and I loved her all the more for it. “If you want to be mad at someone, I’m your girl. I suspected all along that Cook could be Garrett’s, but to save you two from the shame, I hid that truth. But I’m not hiding anymore. Garrett is Cook’s father. I’m sorry if you disapprove, but that’s the truth, and there’s really nothing else to say.”

“How could you?” My stepmom glared at me and then her daughter. “In all my life I’ve never been more ashamed. We trusted you two. You slept across the hall from each other and shared a bathroom. You weren’t…having relations…all this time, were you?”

“No.” I took Savannah’s hand, wanting her to know I was here for her however she needed me to be. I couldn’t bear seeing her subjected to more sleazy accusations—even if they were true. We might not have had sex back in our school days, but it had damn sure been on both of our minds.

“This is sick.” Dad tossed back his drink.

“Daddy, please, try to calm down.” Savannah left me to place her hand on our father’s arm. “Think about it. Garrett and I aren’t actually related. We’ve done nothing wrong.”

“You’ve done everything wrong,” her mother said before releasing a gush of tears. “How dare you subject our innocent grandson to this sordid state of affairs? I thought the Ridgemonts had ghosts in their closets, but I’ve never heard anything like this. Poor Cook.” She knelt to lift him into her arms.

“I’m so sorry.” I knew confessing our secret wouldn’t be easy, but I hadn’t expected it to be quite this hard.

Taking his cue from his grandmother, Cook had started crying, and she started to carry the boy inside.

At the pizza place, I’d felt high on life and love and the sheer power stemming from knowing I’d shared in creating another human being. But now? Cook and the woman who’d been more of a mother to me than my own mom had left me, and my own father wouldn’t even look me in the eyes.

“Mister Dickey? Missus Delilah?” Violet stepped out onto the porch and cleared her throat, blocking my stepmom’s way. “Now might not be the appropriate time, but after all we’ve with been through with Mister Garrett and Miss Savannah, I can’t keep this to myself. Miss Delilah, you go ahead and fire me if you have to, but when I had Kenya, I loved Grady with my whole heart and soul. My momma made me ashamed to love him or my baby. She told me I was a family disgrace and that no good man would ever love me. I believed that for all these years, but then my Grady came back and I told him about our daughter, and come Christmas, I’ll be a married woman with my very own house. Mister Dickey, I’ve worked in your home darn near my whole life, and you’ve been real good to me, and I’ve always held you in high regard, but what you and Miss Delilah said to Miss Savannah and Mister Garrett isn’t right. If these two found each other, then let them be. They’re not breakin’ any laws. They’re just being young people in love. If my momma had let me keep my baby and be with Grady, there’s no telling how different our lives might be. He might not have gotten himself mixed up with that bad crowd, and—”

“Violet,” my dad said, “thank you for sharing your point of view. You’ve made a valid argument.”

She raised her chin. A hard look of defiance replaced her usual softness. “Don’t you let this break up your beautiful family. You folks are blessed. You’ve got fine children you ought to be proud of. A doctor and a lawyer…mmm-hmm. Even if Mister Garrett’s not lawyering, he’s a good man. And Miss Savannah, you and Cook need a good man in your lives.”

“Yes, we do.” Savannah left me to hug her. “Thank you.”

My mom was next in line to give Violet a hug. “Yes, thank you.”

“Garrett…” Dad cleared his throat, then said, “I think you’ve caused enough damage for one night. While I appreciate what Violet had to say, since this is all still so new, why don’t you do me a favor and give me some space.”

“Sure, Dad.” I bowed my head. “If that’s what you want.”

“Garrett…” Savannah came to me, and pressed her hands to my chest. For a moment, I thought she might kiss me, but then she bowed her head and backed away.

More than anything I’d ever wanted, I wished for Savannah to fight for me. To tell our parents she’d loved me just as clearly as she’d confessed that love to me. Of course, she didn’t, so I abided by my father’s wishes and left the premises, unsure of when—if ever—I’d be welcome in my parents’ home again.

—

I went to the B & B.

The last time I’d been here had been with Savannah’s bridesmaid, Constance. The next day she’d been with Prince Chad. In death, he’d achieved royal status—all sins against God, man, and fiancé forgiven. Would I have to die before anyone forgave me?

My only baggage was my dark mood.

The fact that I had a son, but now shame kept me away was damn near too much to bear. Was it wrong that I wanted to be happy? For years, I’d watched from dark corners as Liam and Ella, Owen and Natalie, and Carol and Nathan had gone through tough times, but eventually received fate’s blessing in the form of happy endings.

Yes, for the vast majority of my life, I’d been a bastard.

See? I’m the first to admit it. But I’d changed.

I got more joy out of playing dinosaur with my son than drinking or going to strip clubs. I’d taken flowers and cash to the sweet, little old lady who’d called 9-1-1 for me when my house was on fire. I’d even once again saved Savannah’s honor. Unfortunately, I’d also had a few not-so-brotherly indiscretions with her, and apparently, that was where I’d karmically veered off course.

In my suite, I took three scotches, two vodkas, one rum, one gin, four Coronas, and a magnum of champagne from the minibar, set them all in the bottom of the oversized soaking tub, then ran hot water. With each inch the water rose, my prizes floated higher. “Look at your dad now,” I said to my boy, even though he was with his mom, “aren’t I a helluva good pirate? Look at all my treasure.”

I stripped before stepping into the tub.

Over the running water, I thought I heard someone knocking, but once the tub was full and I’d sunk all the way under with just my nose and mouth above water, all was blissfully quiet—until it wasn’t.

“Garrett, no!” My peace was interrupted by Savannah, jerking my shoulders. “You have too much to live for. Cook needs you. I need you…” She was once again crying, and though for a split second, the old me, who was cruel and cynical and believed the worst of everyone, was tempted to keep my eyes closed and allow her to blather on about how much she loved and adored me. But I’d established long ago that the girl—the woman—was my Achilles’ heel. What can I say? I loved her. And so I opened my eyes to her, to us, and pulled her atop me in the tub.

After she’d gotten over her initial shock, she demanded to know, “Were you faking?”

“Being dead? Or taking a nap?”

“You know what I mean. You weren’t trying to drown yourself?”

“And allow our parents to ultimately win both you and my son by default?” I laughed, unbuttoning her blouse. “You know me better than that. Where’s Cook?”

“With Mom and Dad.” She put her hand over mine, effectively stopping me. My little soldier already stood at attention, bobbing between the bottles. It really irked me—how could I be mad as hell at her for staying behind with our folks, but still want her with every ounce of my being? “When I told them I needed to make sure you were all right, and that no matter what they thought, I love you and have every intention of marrying you, they were all too glad to see me go. They made zero attempt to hide their disgust at us both, and were thrilled for the chance to babysit our innocent son.”

“Swell.” The rum bobbed closest to my hand, so I grabbed it, opened it, and downed it in one gulp. “But maybe I don’t want to marry you?”

She stared at me with an expression I couldn’t begin to decipher, then reached for a mini bottle of gin. “Like mother, like daughter…bottoms-up.”

“Are we doing this?” I asked with my roving hands back on her buttons.

“If, by this, you mean getting seriously fucked up, then screwing each other in this great big, lovely tub—yes. I believe we are. And after we sleep it off, we can figure out how to proceed.”

“With or without each other?”

“Since you’re back to being stubborn, apparently, the answer to that question is gonna take more booze and sex.”

For the first time in five years, I exhaled. “I’m down with that…”

I swept my hand under the wet fall of her hair, and the ugliness of our latest messy scene vanished. Once again, my sole existence filtered down to her, only her.

We struggled with removing her wet blouse and slacks while maneuvering around the bottles. We laughed and cried and bowed our foreheads together while simply taking in the view of each other. The lights were on. I saw all of her, and she saw all of me. There was no frantic coupling, but tender exploration. I grazed my fingertips along the swell of her breasts, down to her belly, and then to the V of her legs. She spread them for me, and I kissed her deeply while fingering her clit. Over and over, came lush sweeps of our tongues. At least in this precious moment, she was mine and I was hers and everything else could be sorted in the morning.

She cried out, and when she found release, her blissful expression called to mind the way I used to feel when watching her run in twilight. Her long hair streaming behind her. Fireflies dancing just beyond her reach. Those lost times had been good. Now? Far better.

I’d been all around the world, but her beauty was incomparable. She was everything to me, and I could deny it all I wanted, but the truth was that I’d go through this chaos over and over again if it meant spending this very moment with her. I loved her. I’d always loved her. And I no longer cared who knew.

She whispered, “I want you inside me.”

I nodded. But she deserved more than a quick fuck in a tub littered with booze bottles.

With a swoosh, I pushed my way out of the tub.

“Where are you going?”

“To a proper bed.” I knelt, scooping her into my arms, then kissed her all the way to the next room. I stumbled over my shoes and jeans, but eventually made it to the bed and set her on top of the downy white comforter.

The room was warm, but her nipples were hard, begging for attention. I leaned in to her, lavishing them with kisses, sucking and nipping, enjoying their heavy weight in my hands. I’d seen her nude the last time we’d made love, but this felt different. Special, with all of her spread before me like a buffet. We’d been naked, but not fully exposed. Our acts had still been dirty, but now, we were clean. No secrets standing between us or anyone else.

I kissed my way down her abdomen, and then lower until I was once again between her legs, only this time, with my tongue. She bucked and moaned and pulled at what little there was of my buzz-cut hair. She shuddered when she came, and before she had time to fully recover, I plunged inside her. She wrapped her legs around me, arching up to meet my downward thrusts.

Even though darkness had long since fallen outside our room, with her, I soared high above the clouds, carrying her with me into a horizon blazing with sunlight and surreal happiness that no longer felt impossible to achieve, but fully, finally, within reach.

All we had to do was take it, and a happy ending was ours.

“I love you…” Needing to see the entirety of her precious face, I swept her hair back from her clear blue eyes that had pooled with tears. With me still thrusting deep inside her, I kissed the tip of her nose, and her cheeks, and then her closed eyes. “I love you. Marry me. No matter what our parents think, let’s get started on being a family and raising Cook together…”

She nodded. “Yes. Together…I love you, Garrett Marsden. I’ve always loved only you.”

Hearing the words that up to now I’d only imagined filled me with an inner peace I thought only existed in fairy tales. All the rage I’d carried for all the years she’d been denied to me was gone. She’d made me brand new, and I couldn’t wait to watch our shared lives unfold.

A few more pumps and she cried out her release, and then I was done, too, surging life inside her. No one would be happier than me if she were to carry my child all over again. She clung to me, and I clung to her and together we finally found peace. And it was good. And our labels of stepbrother and stepsister no longer mattered because we’d mutually let them go.


Chapter 34

Savannah

I hadn’t planned on spending the night.

But come morning, I woke entangled in Garrett’s arms and legs and smiled. Last night had really happened. We’d told our parents the truth and Dad hadn’t suffered a repeat heart attack and my mother was still speaking to me—sort of. But that darkness was behind us and for now, all I wanted to see was light.

The sun’s first fragile glow filtered through tall, lace-covered windows. The filigreed pattern decorated the wood floor and was so pretty I couldn’t stop smiling—about not just the room, but everything. Who knew whether or not our parents would forgive us? What mattered was that Garrett and I had fully forgiven each other.

I was Garrett’s little spoon, and my favorite naughty part of him seemed glad to see me.

“Good morning,” he rumbled into my ear.

“Yes, it is very good.”

“There’s a question that’s been bugging me…”

My stomach knotted. “Oh?”

He kissed a trail down my spine. “How did you get in here last night?”

I exhaled. When would I learn to stop looking for trouble when there was none? “Don’t you remember that Christmas when Dad rented the whole place? And we were messing around and discovered any key opens any lock?”

I rolled over to find him smiling. “I thought they would have fixed that by now.”

“Apparently not.” I kissed him at my leisure. “Want me to leave, then you can pretend to be asleep and I can pretend to be a naughty maid intent on pillaging you?”

“Sounds good, but first let me do this…”

He rolled me onto my back, then drove deep inside me, and I was too lost in the dreamy world of our own creation to think of anything other than him.

An hour later, after making love and then sharing a room service breakfast, Garrett said, “That was some speech Violet made. Can you imagine how mad Mom and Dad would have been had we gotten busy when I’d still been in high school? I’m pretty sure I’d have been shipped off to the military, and you’d still be locked in a convent.”

“True. But they’ll probably be cool about us now, don’t you think?”

He grunted. “Time will tell. My hope is that Dad wasn’t putting on a show for Violet, and isn’t just waiting to attack later.”

I laughed. “Quit being a worrywart. You’re starting to sound like me.”

He kissed the top of my head. “Don’t think you’re off the hook for your many transgressions. I’m still mad about all those times you pranced around in boy shorts. I had blue balls for years. As penance, I’m going to need a lot of servicing…”

“Hush!” Cheeks blazing, I wrangled around to face him. “You can’t say things like that. Mom and Dad might eventually be reasonably accepting, but let’s take this slow. I don’t think they’re ready for bedroom talk.”

“Wonder if they’re ready for this?” He kissed me, and kept on kissing me until I realized I didn’t care who saw. All I cared about was the wonderful, amazing, spellbound way he made me feel.


Epilogue

Garrett

“Damn, Garrett…” Fifteen minutes before I said my Valentine’s Day wedding vows to Savannah, Liam slapped my back. “You told us you were from down south, but I didn’t think that meant you were southern enough to marry your sister.” He winked.

I growled. “Ha-ha.”

“I’m just messing with you, man. Congratulations.”

“Seriously,” Owen adjusted my black bow tie. “In all the years we’ve been friends, I’ve never seen you smile as much as you have the past few days. Natalie and I are both real happy for you.”

“Thanks, guys. For not only standing up for me, but putting up with me. I know I used to be a mean bastard, but being with Cook and Savannah, and watching our little girl grow inside her…” I couldn’t speak past the knot in my throat. I used to pride myself on never shedding tears, but now, I cried all the damn time. Savannah said it was good that I was finally developing feelings, but I worried it was a sign that I was losing my Man Card. I was actually kind of glad she’d opted to open her last letter from her birth father—the one he’d written for her to read on her wedding day—tonight, when we were alone after the reception.

After reading it, we’d both probably be a wreck.

“Dad!” Cook practically exploded through the church’s dressing room door. “Mommy says get this road on the show!”

Liam asked, “You mean show on the road?”

Cook, looking beyond adorable in his miniature tux, cocked his head. “Maybe? I think I forgot.”

“That’s okay, bud.” I lifted him to plant a kiss on his sticky cheek. “You smell sweet.”

“Mom has cupcakes in her fancy room!”

“She does? No fair.” I tickled him and his laugh fueled my soul. “Let’s go get those cupcakes.”

“Yeah!”

“I’m in…” Liam high-fived Cook.

Owen said, “Nat’s got me on another diet. I could down about fourteen cupcakes.”

Ella and Carol were next through the door.

Carol said, “If I wasn’t seeing this with my own eyes, I’d never believe it. Garrett Marsden with a son, gorgeous fiancée, and an honest-to-goodness smile.”

“Cut me some slack.” I jiggled Cook. “But for the record,” I kissed Carol’s cheek, then Ella’s, “I’m sorry. Without Savannah…” My damned throat tightened again. “I was lost.”

“You’re not lost, Daddy!” Cook squeezed my neck. “I’ve got you!”

“Yes, you do.” And I was elated to have been found.

Carol herded all of us to the cathedral-like Julep chapel where I had been christened. My stepmom had taken her wedding planning duties seriously and had the place decked out in thousands of barely pink roses—save for the altar. That was decorated with red roses she’d told us was to symbolize our love. As I stood near it with my two oldest friends, Liam and Owen, holding my son in my arms, and looking out at the pews crowded with old family friends and my already teary-eyed parents, I didn’t think my heart was capable of feeling fuller. But then the organist began the wedding march, and Violet, Kenya, and Mary marched down the center aisle. When Savannah appeared, my heart raced with anticipation.

Had there ever been a more gorgeous bride?

No one except for immediate family and our closest friends knew she was expecting. We’d tell the world soon, but for now it was our fun secret. She’d had to make a last-minute dress alteration for her gown to fit over her baby bump. When I’d cupped my hand to her belly last night before our last kiss as singles, she’d complained about looking too fat. I’d told her she could be as big as a house and I’d love her the same.

When she finally reached me at the altar, her smile rocked my world.

“Sure about this?” she whispered.

I whispered back, “I’m sure about you.”

“Dad?” Cook said in his loudest outdoor voice. “Are you gonna kiss Mom?”

All present laughed.

And before our wedding, in front of our son, family, friends, and God, I kissed my stepsister who would soon be my wife….


For my Hannah. You’ve overcome so much, and have the world spread before you. I can’t wait to watch the dazzling woman you become….xoxo
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The Editor’s Corner

Swing into spring this May with Loveswept! We’ve got something for everyone, so take your pick from these fabulous romance books.

Tracy March brings you another enchanting novel set in Colorado, with book two in her Thistle Bend series, Just Say Maybe. Brenda Rothert releases her first Loveswept book, Blown Away, a sensual, emotionally charged novel of love and loss in which a tender affair gives two daring storm chasers the strength to overcome shattered dreams and the courage to build a future together. Then we go from extreme weather to the world of extreme sports with Zoe Dawson’s pulse-pounding Mavrick Allstars series debut, the steamy Ramping Up. Bestselling author HelenKay Dimon makes her Loveswept debut with Mr. and Mr. Smith. Moving on from the suspenseful to the sensual is a novel of pleasure and persuasion revolving around a high-stakes business deal in which the rules of negotiation are defined by desire in Shawntelle Madison’s Bound to You. New York Times bestselling author Noelle Adams introduces a notorious tech mogul who makes a mild-mannered woman an offer she can’t refuse and gets in return a battle for control—and a million-dollar affair—in Fooling Around. The Hunt Club continues with Pamela Labud’s A Most Delicate Pursuit. New York Times bestselling author Erin McCarthy follows Nashville’s hottest country music duo as they fight for love in a city where dreams often cost a broken heart in Heart Breaker. And New York Times bestselling author Sawyer Bennett proves that vengeance is sweet—but seduction is to die for—in Sugar Daddy.

Wait—there’s more! Gina Gordon’s White Lace series continues in book two with lots of sizzle and heat in Reason to Believe. A. M. Madden continues the True Heroes series—hot hero alert!—with Glass Ceilings. Two tortured souls share an unbreakable bond even as they break taboos, as Laura Marie Altom does it again with a fabulous stepbrother romance in Stepping Over the Line. Back in the sporting world, Stacked Up continues the Worth the Fight series from USA Today bestselling author Sidney Halston. And Interference continues the Pilots Hockey series from Sophia Henry, where a young single mom falls for a damaged coach pulling double-duty as a cop.

It’s a great month for relationships, so follow us on Facebook and Twitter and let the romance begin!



Until next month ~Happy Romance!
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Prologue

Jaxon

I can see her through the small crack in the door before I even enter my office. Hunched over my desk with the light shining through the window directly on her, she sits in my chair as she goes through my laptop, looking for what I already told her she would never find. My body stiffens as anger pulses through me. What the fuck does she think she’s doing? And what annoys me even more is her stupidity. Why do this when she knows I’m going to be home? And why not shut the door?

Unless she wants to be caught.

Unless she wants me to know what she’s doing. For someone who claims to be so bright, she sure can be stupid. My body tenses as I run my gaze over her. I’ve owned every inch of that body. I’ve done things to it that she should feel ashamed of. A smile brushes my lips as I remember the night before, her petite body under me, fulfilling my every filthy need. I’m going to miss her.

“Something I can help you with?”

She jumps at the sound of my voice, her green eyes growing wide with fear. Only I don’t believe it’s really fear. This woman has proved herself cold and calculated…a female version of me. I struggle to believe that anything would upset her.

“Jaxon,” she breathes. “I didn’t think you were home.”

I laugh, my hands deep in my pockets as I stroll across the room toward her. Bullshit. As much as I love this woman, I don’t believe a word of what comes out of her mouth. She tenses as I near her, the fact that I still cause that kind of reaction thrills me. She thinks I won’t hurt her because of our history?

Big mistake, princess. I’ll destroy anyone who gets in my way. Even those I love.

“You knew I was home, yet here you are in my office, doing the one thing I told you not to do.”

I feel strangely calm as I stand behind the chair she sits in, slowly running my hand down the curve of her neck. She sighs as my fingers trail inside her low-cut shirt, cupping her bare breast in the palm of my hand. Her body responds to my touch, her nipple hardening as I squeeze it between my fingers. My mouth closes on her earlobe and I bite down. Hard.

“You’re hurting me,” she gasps, trying to pull away. I grasp her harder, my cock tightening against the constraint of my pants. She likes the game as much as I do.

“You think you know pain, Brynne? Trust me when I say this: You know nothing. But if you keep this up, I guarantee you will regret it.” My voice is soft and controlled. I spin the chair so she faces me.

Leaning down, I wrap my fingers around her neck as her wide eyes fill with surprise. She panics as I increase the pressure until I can feel her blood pumping against my thumb. How easy it would be to snap that pretty little neck. I smirk, a feeling of satisfaction rushing through me as something I’ve longed to see fills her eyes.

Fear.

She’s scared. And she should be. She knows all too well how this works. She has every reason to fear me, but even then she’s underestimating my determination.

Because she has no idea how far I’ll go to protect my past.


Chapter 1

Charlotte

“Char!”

I look up and see Jess madly waving at me from the middle of the crowded bar. Walking past the well-stocked bar that lines the entire far wall of the converted warehouse, I head toward their table in the center of the room. I’m impressed with Jess’s choice of establishment. The trendy little place has much more class than I’m used to. It’s much better than the seedy sports bars Nick used to drag me to. That guy’s idea of a romantic night out was me eating nachos while I watched him and his friends scream at an oversized television.

I weave my way through the crowd, feeling underdressed in my faded jeans and fitted powder blue top. I should have known Jess would pick somewhere like this. Somehow, she and Dee managed to score a table on a night when it feels like all of LA is here. I laugh as she practically climbs on Dee’s shoulders, trying to get my attention, as Dee grumbles, trying to shrug her off. I put my hand up to let her know I’ve seen them, then head over to the bar to order a drink.

After the day I’ve had, getting drunk seems like a damn good option.

“What can I do for you, honey?” the bartender drawls.

The edges of his mouth curl up into a smile as his eyes roam over the low cut of my shirt and back up to my face. I push a loose strand of chocolate brown hair back behind my ear and shake my head. He’s making it very obvious what he’s thinking, and I’m not interested in the slightest. He’s cute—and probably the type I’d usually go for, with his dark hair and mysterious eyes—but the last thing I need in my life right now is a guy.

It’s been exactly two weeks since Nick broke up with me—or, more accurately, since I walked in on him fucking our neighbor. Naked and on top of her, he still tried to convince me that it wasn’t what it looked like. Apparently they couldn’t even make it to the bedroom, opting for the kitchen counter instead. I didn’t stick around to hear his excuses. Three years gone, just like that. It’s only during the last few days that he’s finally gotten the message that I have no desire to try to salvage our relationship.

“A dry white, thanks,” I say to the bartender, giving him a tight smile. I turn my attention to the crowd in the bar, which is my subtle way of letting him know I’m not interested in him or small talk.

“One dry white.” He smirks, pushing the glass across the counter. I hand him a bill and take my drink, not bothering to wait for my change.

I move swiftly through the body of people and over to the girls, slumping into the chair they’ve saved for me. My body language immediately alerts them to my bad mood and they exchange a look. It’s a look I see from them often; they know me all too well. I roll my eyes, not wanting their pity.

I’ve known Jess and Dee since we were fourteen years old. We attended West Meadows High School together, and somehow our friendship has survived the past ten years and is now stronger than ever. I’d do anything for them, and I know they’d do anything for me.

“Bad day?” Jess asks sympathetically, reaching across the table for my hand. They’ve been extra sweet to me since the breakup, even though I tell them over and over that I’m fine. And I am—mostly. “You had job interviews, right?”

I nod with a sigh. “The usual. ‘We’ll call you.’ But they never do.”

“They will. You just need to stay positive,” she encourages, reaching for my hand. “You’re going to make a damn good journalist when someone finally gives you a chance. What about the paper where you interned? That was a big one, right?”

I snort at her terminology. The LA Times is more than just “a big one.” It’s a dream for any up-and-coming journalist. Especially me. I’d do anything to work there. Hell, I’d do anything if it meant securing a job at any newspaper.

“They’ve thrown me the odd story, but they don’t have any entry-level work, and I’m not experienced enough for any of their senior roles.” I shrug, pretending it doesn’t bother me when it does. It hurts to be constantly overlooked, but I guess that’s what I get for choosing such a competitive career. The sheer number of graduates applying for the same positions I am is the reason I also majored in digital management. If I have an edge over my competitors, I have to catch a break eventually, right?

The worst part is that the editor at the Times is actually a really nice guy who I’m sure would throw me something if he could; but unfortunately for me, I can’t expect him to fabricate jobs out of thin air.

It’s hard to stay positive when all you get is rejections. I foolishly thought that finishing at the top of the class in my journalism program would pretty much guarantee me work at one of the top newspapers. Or some newspaper, at least. Apparently I was wrong. If something doesn’t come through soon, I’m going to have to up the ante on my freelancing—which I enjoy, but which hardly offers the job security I know I need.

I’ve thought about asking Mom for a small loan, just to get me through until I find something, but I can’t bring myself to make that call. It’s almost like admitting that I’ve failed, and I’m not ready to do that yet.

“Is Douchebag still calling you?” Dee asks, frowning. Her dark brown eyes are full of concern as she waits for my response.

“He’s cut down to one or two messages a day. And the flowers have stopped arriving, thank God.” Every freaking day for the last two weeks I’ve put up with a dozen roses sitting outside the door of my new apartment. Huge arrangements that I know Nick must struggle to even afford. And every day they’ve gone straight into the trash, which is where his dignity is, as far as I’m concerned.

“How did he even get your new address, anyway?” Dee asks, rolling her eyes. She tosses her long, dark mane over her shoulder and smiles at a sexy guy walking past, who nearly trips over his feet at her attention. I giggle in spite of my foul mood.

Guys are forever falling over Dee. It’s been that way since high school. Jess and I got plenty of male attention, but next to Dee and her exotic Brazilian looks, we stood no chance. The funny thing is, Dee is one of the most down-to-earth, natural people I’ve ever met. She has no idea how beautiful she really is.

“Who knows?” I shrug, taking a sip of my wine. “He probably conned our landlord into giving it to him after I arranged to have my mail forwarded.”

I was lucky that an apartment opened up in the same building as Jess’s the day after Nick and I were finished. Lucky might be a loose term, considering the previous tenant slit her wrists in the bathtub, but still…timing is everything in LA. Thank God I have some savings and a mother who is more than willing to help me out to get me away from that “twat knuckle.” Her words, not mine.

“Well, I think the best thing you can do right now is pick up a hot piece of ass, take him home, and fuck the life out of him,” Jess declares, her eyes wide.

I cringe, wishing her voice weren’t so damn loud. Now I have at least four guys checking me out, no doubt thinking I’m an easy lay. Who knows, maybe she’s right. Maybe I do need a rebound guy.

“Thanks for the advice, but I’ll pass on guys for the moment,” I say drily.

“That’s fine.” She grins. “I’m sure there are plenty of fuckable chicks here too.” She winks at me, and for a moment I wonder if she’s offering up herself. I laugh, because it wouldn’t shock me that much. Out of the three of us, Jess is the loudest and the one who is always up for anything. She’s also the one always calling me, begging for help whenever things don’t go according to plan. For Jess, that seems to happen a lot.

“How’s Craig?” I ask brightly, changing the subject. Craig is always a safe bet when I want to redirect conversation.

Dee catches my eye and smiles. I snort as Jess rambles on about her married boss, Craig—whom she’s been pining over since she began working as the events coordinator at the Fairmont Miramar, an ultraluxury hotel in Santa Monica, five months ago. Of course, nothing has actually happened, but that doesn’t stop her from dreaming. Even regular pickups fail to distract her from the amazing Craig.

“You should see the way he looks at me,” Jess whines, her pretty face forming a pout. “It’s obvious there’s something there. I mean, why else would he go on about how unhappy he is in his marriage, and always go out of his way to talk to me?”

“Because you drop everything for him?” I suggest. “He strings you along because he likes the attention, Jess. You deserve more than that.”

“Maybe,” she mutters. She narrows her eyes and downs the rest of her vodka. “I just wish he was that easy to get over.”

I flash her a sympathetic smile. I understand, but at the same time I hate seeing her chasing after some married guy. Maybe it’s the aftermath of being cheated on myself, but I can’t help thinking of the guy’s poor wife. No matter how bad their relationship is, nobody deserves that.

—

The rest of the night drags on. Not even the alcohol I’m consuming has the ability to make me forget the mess that is my life. Things were supposed to start going right for me this year, not get progressively worse.

Nick was the one thing I thought I’d always have. He was my constant. There was no hint that he wasn’t happy. Hell, I’d been half expecting him to pop the question on my upcoming birthday, but it obviously wasn’t meant to be. As much as I try to pretend I’m over him and ready to move on, I know I’m not. Especially when I keep wondering if I could’ve done more to try to salvage our relationship.

It’s nearly one in the morning when I stumble into my apartment. The night turned out to be much longer than I had planned, even though I left before the others. Last I saw, Jess had dragged Dee out onto the dance floor, where some random guy had begun hitting on Dee. I watched for a moment as they tag-teamed him, Jess rubbing her way down his front as Dee ground her ass into his back. It was almost painful to watch how drunk they were.

Most nights out with those two end up with me fighting a raging hangover the following morning. Unfortunately, it doesn’t take much to make me regret my behavior. What can I say? I’m a cheap drunk.

Back in the safety of my apartment, I kick off my heels and unzip my skirt, easing the smooth fabric down over my thighs. Standing in front of the bathroom mirror, I reach up and unclasp my hair clip, letting my long, dark curls fall over my bare shoulders. Looking at myself, I can’t help but wonder what’s wrong with me. I’m pretty cute. My body is in pretty good shape, considering the amount of crap I eat, and I like to think I have a good personality. So why did he cheat on me? I sigh, because I hate that he has me doubting myself. If there’s one thing I’ve never lacked, it’s confidence. But I guess catching your boyfriend fucking someone hotter and younger will do that to you.

I’m exhausted, but at the same time I’m too buzzed to sleep, so instead I run a bath. After a second I remember that that’s where my predecessor killed herself, and my desire to bathe begins to diminish rapidly. My mind is groggy from the few cocktails I had, so the last thing I want to do is fall asleep and drown while relaxing in the tub.

Pulling on my robe, I turn the faucet off and curl up on the sofa to watch the end of an old movie. Why can’t life be as simple as it is in these movies? When is my knight in shining armor going to swoop in and rescue me from the hell that is fast becoming my life?

I’m twenty-four, I’m unemployed, and my boyfriend of three years just cheated on me. I can’t imagine things getting any worse.
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