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				Chapter 1


				Michael Oliver groaned as yet another emergency call catapulted him from the edge of sleep.

				“Engine 31, Rescue 31,” the voice blared over the loudspeaker at the firehouse.

				Michael pushed out of his bunk for the fourth time in one shift and they were only twelve hours in to their full twenty-four. He raced to his waiting bunker gear and suited up as the rest of the crew joined him.

				“Another one?” Tommy Klipper shook his head in disbelief.

				“Looks like it. Been a busy Fourth of July.”

				“It’s always busy on the Fourth. Damn idiots and their constant need to light shit on fire.”

				Michael pulled himself into the cab of the engine and offered a sarcastic, “Really?”

				Klipper put the rig in gear and switched on the lights and siren as he eased the massive fire truck into the street.

				“What? I’m allowed to play with fire. I’ve got a title that makes it okay.”

				Michael stifled his chuckle and forced himself to focus on the task at hand. Another potential fireworks-related casualty. They’d already responded to two brush fires set by unwitting kids whose bottle rockets went haywire and seen one kid with severe burns to his hand because he thought it would be awesome to hold his roman candle instead of plant it in the sand.

				“Think we’ll break the record tonight?”

				“Ten?” Michael shook his head. “I hope to hell not.”

			

			
				Two hours later, after washing the grime off his face, he landed back on his bunk willing himself to sleep. He dreamed of dark, almond-shaped eyes and long espresso-colored hair, flawless coppery skin and lush, pillowy lips.

				Lena—his wife.

				He hadn’t seen her in nearly three months and his body ached to be with her.

				By the time he woke, he had less than two hours left in his shift. He stretched and yawned, working through the aches in his shoulders before heading into the kitchen for some coffee. Klipper sat at the table spreading cream cheese on an onion bagel. He looked more refreshed than Michael had seen in a long time.

				“Guess we didn’t break any records,” Michael muttered.

				“Thank the sweet baby Jesus. I slept better than I have in weeks.”

				As he poured a heavy dose of cream into his coffee, Michael eyed Klipper. “You been doing all right?”

				Klipper shook his head. “I’m fine. Just some stupid shit with the ex-wife. She wants to sell the house, I want to keep it.”

				“I thought the house was hers.”

				“We split everything fifty-fifty. She owns half of the house, I get the other half. I can’t afford to buy her out, but I built most of that house myself. I don’t want to see it going to some yuppie assholes who’ll gut it and try to make a profit.”

				“Shit, man. I didn’t know it was like that. Sorry.”

				Klipper shrugged. “It is what it is. We’ll figure it out.” He took a bite of his bagel and chewed for a moment before his eyes brightened. “So, when’s Lena getting back this time? She bringing you anything special from Thailand? Maybe some pirated copies of crazy Thai porn? I hear it’s out of control.”

				He bypassed Klip’s questions and took his mug to the sink; the mention of Lena making him uncomfortable. Their last few conversations had turned into shouting matches. He wouldn’t admit that to anyone.

			

			
				“I’m going to hit the weight room before shift’s up.”

				Klip nodded and kept silent. Wise man.

				As Michael moved on the rowing machine, breaths heavy and measured, he tried to keep his mind off his strained relationship with Lena. Just the thought of her made his chest tight.

				He stopped when he caught sight of Sheriff Kelli Franklin’s reflection in the mirrored wall. Her expression was grim and laced with pity. Fear lanced his heart. He knew that look. It was the look of someone about to deal a crushing blow.

				“What is it, Kelli?”

				She shook her head and handed him a large manila envelope. “I’m sorry, Michael. You’ve been served.”

				Before he could ask her what the fuck was happening, she turned and left the room.

				He tore open the seal and pulled out the papers.

				His stomach turned to stone as he read the words: 

				PETITION FOR DIVORCE.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 2


				Eighteen months earlier:

				Lena Shirakawa swayed in her spot as the unseasonably warm October sun beat down against them. She wiped the beads of sweat from her brow and waited for the models to get into position.

				She heard them as they approached, filling the quiet beach with rowdy banter. Twelve drop-dead gorgeous firefighters from different stations across the Virginia coast filed into the partitioned section of sand and surf. Her heart raced at the sight of the men in uniform—chiseled, well-muscled, and confident.

				“Where do you want them?”

				Lena snapped her mouth closed as her assistant waved a handkerchief in her face.

				“I wasn’t drooling,” she told Hallie, aware of the indignant tone in her voice.

				“It’s for your forehead. You’re sweating . . . but now that you mention it—”

				“Shut it, Hal.”

				Hallie laughed as she gathered a reflector and started her stroll toward the group.

				“Can you line them up by month? I want a few shots of all of them and then we’ll go down the line, January through December.”

				“Any particular poses?”

				Lena shook her head and snickered as her gaze fell to the collection of props. A few axes, a coiled fire hose, rope, chains, and a bottle of baby oil covered the surface of the table. This was going to be fun. She counted the men as Hallie lined them up and stopped short at eleven.

			

			
				“Hal? There’s one missing. And where’s my truck? I was told we’d have a truck and that I’d get real flames to work with.”

				Hallie nodded. “The truck is on the way, along with Mr. December . . . Michael Oliver.” She nodded to the pile of driftwood stacked about twenty yards down the beach. “There’s your fire.”

				Lena cocked an eyebrow and smirked. “I trained you right, didn’t I?”

				Hallie chuckled and continued positioning firefighters which turned out to be more difficult than it seemed. They were loud, boisterous, and Lena couldn’t stop herself from snapping candid shots as they teased and flirted with her assistant.

				Six of the men were from Station 31, Golden Beach’s local firehouse. She knew most of them by reputation alone, and one due to a mistake she’d made a year earlier.

				“Okay, fellas. Line up. Backs to the waves, if you please. Let’s go ahead and get your shirts off.” Hallie directed them without batting an eye while Lena stood back and watched.

				She started plotting the next few hours in her head, planning for the best poses, but lost her focus as bare chests, tattoos, and washboard abdominals came into view.

				Stop it. You are a professional. Ogling is not okay.

				She snatched the bottle of baby oil and tossed it at Hallie with a wink. “Glistening,” Lena instructed.

				“Some days this job sucks. Today is not one of them.”

				As Hallie offered oil to each of the guys, Lena turned her back, organizing her thoughts and planning the shoot. The waves crashed behind them, and the sun hung low in the sky. All she needed was the damn fire truck and Mr. December.

			

			
				The sound of a siren broke through the chatter. Engine 31 rolled down the beach, lights flashing, and Lena rolled her eyes.

				Michael parked the truck and jumped down from the driver’s seat, a wide grin on his perfect face.

				“Damn. That man is beautiful.” Hallie’s breathy whisper echoed Lena’s own feelings. He was beautiful. Pouty lips, a chiseled jawline, gentle eyes graced with soft laugh lines. She knew what those lips felt like . . . everywhere.

				“Physical perfection. Too bad he’s only pretty on the outside,” Lena muttered.

				“I don’t know. Might be worth it.”

				Lena offered a light shrug and walked over to inspect the truck.

				“Freshly waxed just for you.” Michael’s deep baritone drew a layer of arousal over her body.

				“Good. You’re late!” she snapped.

				“You’re welcome.”

				She eyed him, trying to get past the jaw-dropping good looks and focus on the reason she was here—a calendar for charity.

				“Shirt off, please,” she ordered. “Let’s see what we’ve got to work with.”

				That had been a bad choice. He stripped off his thin, blue t-shirt and tossed it at her. It smelled of leather and something spicy. She had to force herself not to bring the fabric to her nose and inhale deeply.

				“Do I get your stamp of approval?” He cocked an eyebrow and smirked as he flexed his chest.

				She had to clear her throat before she could get her voice to cooperate, then she shrugged.

				“You’ll do,” she threw over her shoulder as she walked away, gripping her camera tightly and trying to control the shaking of her fingers.

			

			
				After a few deep, calming breaths, she got past the sparks of attraction she felt for Michael, and the shoot fell into place. At the end of the night, all that remained were the embers of the bonfire and three firefighters, including Michael. They sat around the dying fire, talking and watching the waves.

				“Should we leave?” Hallie asked under her breath.

				Lena shrugged as she continued packing up. Donovan Miller, the newest firefighter at the station, had already taken the truck and borrowed props back to the firehouse. All that was left to do was make sure the flames were extinguished and load the table into the back of her van.

				She tipped the table on its back and started collapsing the legs while Hallie carted a bag up the path to the parking lot. Struggling to gain traction in the sand, Lena lifted the long rectangle at one end and began to pull.

				“Let me help you with that, princess.” Michael’s voice sent warm tingles down her spine.

				He grabbed the other end of the table and lifted it with ease, grinning as he followed her lead and they made their way to the waiting van.

				Hallie snickered and cast her a knowing glance as she passed the pair on her way back to the beach. “I’ll get the boys to help me put out the fire. You don’t need to hang around on my account, L.”

				She could practically feel his broad smile behind her and she shook her head, fighting a laugh.

				The idea of a night or two tangled in the sheets with a gorgeous man sounded exactly like what she needed. Unfortunately for Michael, she wasn’t willing to give him the satisfaction of adding her notch to his bedpost—again.

				As he helped her load the table he brushed his fingers along the exposed skin of her shoulder. She fought off an involuntary shiver, pushing the door closed and turning to face him.

			

			
				“So, are we doing this?” His tone was confident as he closed the distance between their bodies—his hips touching hers.

				A wave of need crested over her. It was all she could do to wait for it to recede.

				“Not tonight.” She could barely manage a whisper.

				His lips turned down in a playful pout, but instead of backing away, he pressed closer, one hand on either side of her face.

				“That’s not a never.”

				Her breaths came in soft gasps as she tried to keep her eyes from drifting to his luscious mouth.

				One kiss would be okay—just one.

				He smelled even better up close. Bergamot, maybe? She watched his tongue dart out to wet his lips as he brought his face a breath away from hers. A feather-light brush of his mouth on hers sent tingles running down her spine. Eyes closed, she leaned in to deepen the kiss and give in to her baser instincts, but was met with empty space. He was gone—walking away without a word.

				When he was out of sight, she leaned her head back against the van and took steady, even breaths, willing herself to calm the storm of lust raging inside. He could have had her, right then and there.

				So much for keeping her name from doubling on his bedpost.

				Lena lay in bed, eyes trained on the sliver of light escaping her curtains. She’d been awake most of the night—thinking. She wanted to wipe the smile off her stupid face at the memory of Michael’s warm lips on hers, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t keep him out of her head. His overconfident murmur of That’s not a never sent tingles across her skin as she rolled the words over in her mind for the hundredth time.

			

			
				Before long, the soft glow of dawn brightened into an undeniable announcement of morning. She groaned as she gave in to her insomnia while her alarm blared. Yawning and stretching, she stripped out of her pajamas in favor of a swimsuit. She needed the solace of the waves and the focus she knew would come from time on the water. There was no room for anything but the ocean—distractions were dangerous.

				As she loaded her surfboard onto the rack she’d installed on her bicycle, she laughed to herself. Years ago, before she fell in love with surfing, she remembered watching people as they rode to the beach, their surfboards along for the ride. She’d thought they looked ridiculous pedaling along with a gigantic board strapped to their bikes. Now, here she was, one of them.

				As she rode the ten minutes to her favorite spot, she breathed deep, embracing the heat of an Indian summer, the smell of sea salt, and the warm breeze on her skin. She loved her hometown, but she itched to travel the world, see the ocean from the other side of the globe.

				Her phone rang as she parked her bike. She let out a light chuckle when she saw her mom’s number on the screen.

				She answered in Japanese by default. “Ohaiyo, Okasan.”

				“Lena-chan. Did I wake you?” Her mother’s soft-spoken voice brought a smile to her face.

				“Nope. Just about to hit the beach for some time on the water.”

				“Oh, maybe I’m bothering you, then. You will call me after?”

				“No, it’s okay, Mama. What’s up?”

				“I need to make a decision about the kitchen. Can you help me? My English is not very good.”

			

			
				“Your English is great. You’ve been speaking it since before some of those contractors were born.”

				“No. I get nervous.”

				Lena sighed. “What time are they coming over?” she asked, resigned.

				“Noon.”

				“Today?”

				“Hai.”

				“All right. I’ll be there.”

				“Arigatou. Have fun surfing. Ki o tsukete ne.” Her mother hung up with her usual warning to be careful.

				After locking up her stuff and applying a liberal coat of wax to her board, Lena rolled her shoulders and headed into the waiting surf. The water was cool, but welcome as she paddled out and sat astride the surfboard. She caught a few swells, tumbled into the break several times, but the waves weren’t cooperating this morning and it was turning out to be more work than it was worth. As she trudged up the shore, lugging her board and frowning in disappointment she watched as three figures ran along the water’s edge, one significantly ahead of the other two.

				Her heart caught in her throat as she realized a shirtless and sweaty Michael was fast approaching. Maybe he won’t notice me. She had mere moments to decide whether to make a break for it or to hang back and let him pass. One choice made her look uncomfortable, the other, aloof. Aloof was the best approach, she decided. That would let her keep some semblance of power over the situation. Wading in the ankle deep water, she smiled brightly as he slowed before coming to a full stop in front of her.

				“Photographer,” he said, his heart-stopping grin spreading across his face.

				“Firefighter.”

				The other two figures closed the distance and stopped alongside him. Fireboys travel in packs. I should have known. Tommy Klipper and Carson Sullivan—Sully for short—eyed her speculatively.

			

			
				“Go ahead, guys. I’ll catch up,” Michael assured them.

				“It’s your funeral, Mikey,” Klipper chided as he and Sully jogged on down the beach while Michael’s eyes roamed Lena’s bikini-clad body.

				“Damn. Maybe I should take up surfing. You give lessons?”

				She fought the heat creeping up her cheeks and laughed him off. “You couldn’t afford me.”

				He crossed his arms over his chest and smirked. “You’re probably right.”

				Navigating the shallow water, she made her way onto the beach and headed past him.

				“Wait, where are you going?”

				“I’ve got somewhere to be.”

				“Can I take you out tonight?”

				She turned her head and glanced at him over her shoulder.

				“I’m busy.”

				“Tomorrow?”

				Damn, he was persistent.

				“Fine,” she grumbled, laying it on thick. There was no way she’d let him know how much she wanted to kiss him again.

				“I’ll call you.”

				“You don’t have my number.”

				He winked. “That’s what you think.”

				Before she could press the issue, he started running toward the figures of his buddies on the horizon.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 3


				Michael checked the clock on his phone as he waited outside the coffee shop Lena had agreed to meet him at. She was twenty minutes late. Grasping the back of his neck, he sighed. He’d been stood up. It figured. He’d switched shifts with Sully so he could get this girl to go out with him and now she wasn’t going to fucking show. He never switched shifts anymore. The last time he had, he’d lost his brother. A chill ran down his spine, setting the hairs on his neck at attention as he remembered getting the phone call telling him John had died in the line of duty. What if Sully met the same fate . . . because of him?

				Running a hand through his closely cropped hair, he decided he’d waited long enough. He started down the boardwalk, toward a barstool and a cold beer—ready to dull the pain.

				A light touch on his shoulder stopped him. “Give up already, firefighter?”

				He couldn’t contain his smile as he turned to face her. She didn’t have any idea how her voice had just saved him from himself and the precarious edge upon which he teetered at all times.

				Her grin and cocked eyebrow made him want to have a witty retort at the ready, but as soon as he set eyes on her, his mouth ran dry and all coherent thought evaporated from his brain. She was a goddess. Her dark hair, straight and shining in the sunlight, fell like ebony curtains over her bare shoulders, covering her flawless skin. Without a care for what was appropriate, he reached out and brushed the hair away from one side, revealing a bare shoulder and delicate collarbone.

			

			
				Her eyes went wide at his gesture of familiarity and she tugged the top of her fire-engine-red sundress a little higher.

				“You look fantastic.”

				She calmed at his compliment and offered a small smile. “You look pretty good, too. Even with a shirt on.”

				Teasing her, he grabbed the hem of his shirt and lifted. “I could always take it off. For the sake of making you more comfortable.”

				Her hand fell to his to stop him as she laughed. “No, I’d like to see if I can make it through a conversation with you while all of your clothes are on.”

				“Your loss.”

				She hadn’t removed her hand and he took the opportunity to entwine his fingers with hers and start them on their path toward his car, dinner, drinks, and who knows what else.

				“So, where are you taking me?” she asked.

				“Ah, that’s a secret.”

				“But what if I’m deathly allergic to something?”

				Worry snuck in. Shit, he hadn’t thought of that.

				“Are you?”

				“No. I just like to see you squirm.”

				“You’re a smart ass.”

				“Absolutely.”

				When she squeezed his hand tighter, he felt an unfamiliar tightening in his chest, accompanied by an almost crippling fear. She was different—a good different—but somehow terrifying.

				“Have you been to Kaneyo?”

				Her bright smile made his skin tingle. “That’s my favorite place. But it’s over thirty minutes away.”

				He shrugged, bursting with pride at her reaction. Clearly, she’d been expecting a night in Golden Beach. “I don’t mind a little driving. Especially on a day like today.”

			

			
				“Of course that is yours.” She laughed as she gestured to his 1967 Chevy Impala.

				“Don’t tease me about my baby. I spent the better part of a year restoring her with John.”

				He opened the passenger door and watched her slide along the rich leather seats. Her eyes closed in appreciation and he fought the urge to bend down and kiss her. Shaking his head, he climbed behind the wheel and pulled out into traffic.

				As they drove along the coast, she leaned her head back and let her hair whip around behind her in the wind.

				“I see why you don’t mind driving. In a car like this, I’d be tempted to drive all the way to Maryland.”

				“John and I drove to San Francisco after graduation.”

				“Wow. That’s a long way.” Her eyes filled with pity at the mention of his brother’s name and a pang of loss went through him.

				He shrugged away the hurt and chose to focus on the good memories. “Yeah, it was awesome, though. This car can make even fourteen hours with my baby brother tolerable.”

				They drove the rest of the way in comfortable silence. He stole glances at her along the way, catching glimpses of her red lips, the line of her neck, and the swell of her breasts as the neckline of her dress crept down.

				The setting sun cast a warm, red streak across the sky as they pulled into a parking space and wandered through the sand to the surf shack-turned restaurant.

				“Confession,” he started.

				“You don’t like Japanese food?”

				He laughed. “Uh, sort of. The closest thing to sushi I’ve ever had is rice.”

				“Don’t worry, it’s not all raw fish and rice. This place is amazing. The owner is half-Japanese. His parents own a place exactly like this in Japan.”

				“Have you been to Japan?”

			

			
				She shook her head, then paused as though reconsidering, a soft frown creasing her brow. “I was so little I can’t remember it. Mom took me back right after my dad left us. I think I was around two. It’s on my list. I’m going to travel the world and take pictures.”

				They chose a table in the sand, twinkle lights and torches bathing them in a golden glow. He let her order for them and crossed his fingers that she wasn’t going to poison him.

				“Raw tuna? I don’t know,” he said, glaring dubiously at his bowl as the waiter placed it in front of him.

				“Baby.”

				He accepted the chopsticks she handed him as a threat of anxiety flared. Two fucking sticks. No wonder Japanese people are so thin. Built-in portion control.

				“You need help?” Lena offered, holding her chopsticks up to show him the proper finger placement.

				“No. I can figure it out.”

				He squeezed a piece of fish between the two utensils and immediately flipped the food into his lap.

				“Son-of-a-bitch,” he muttered.

				She was out of her seat and taking his hand before he could stop her. The scent of her hair invaded his senses, making his crotch swell uncomfortably. “Here, like this,” she said, manipulating his fingers and sliding each chopstick into place. “Now, open and close like this.” She helped him deftly collect a bite and watched as he finally tasted the tuna.

				“Oh, my God. That’s freaking amazing.”

				She nodded and slipped back into her seat.

				After a few more stumbles with chopsticks, he finally got the hang of it and stopped embarrassing himself.

				“So, firefighter, runner, womanizer. What else is there to you?”

				He choked on his beer. “Womanizer?”

				She laughed. “Please. Don’t patronize me. You get around—a lot.”

			

			
				He felt a hot blush creep up his neck. He didn’t want her to see him that way.

				“Just haven’t found the right woman.”

				“Maybe you have impossible standards.”

				“What about you? Photographer with wanderlust, surfer . . . and?”

				“Man-eater,” she offered, a mischievous smirk turning up her lips.

				“Aren’t we a pair?”

				She lifted the dessert menu and hid her face.

				“Dessert? They have Hawaiian ice cream.” She was clearly trying to change the subject.

				He shifted in his chair, thinking the sight of her licking ice cream from a spoon might undo him.

				“I’ve made some other plans. If you don’t mind.”

				She cocked an eyebrow and tugged the neckline of her dress higher again, causing the swell of her breasts to press as the fabric adjusted.

				Jesus. This girl is going to kill me.


				The house smelled of fresh paint and sawdust. Lena smiled as she rounded the corner and made her way into her mom’s kitchen. After all of her indecision, her mother had finally gotten the kitchen remodel off the ground.

				“Okasan?” Looking around the space, she saw tools on the counter, cabinets half installed, and a hole where the sink should be.

				“Hai!” her mother called from the back porch.

				Lena followed the sound of her mother’s voice and pushed open the screen door. Expecting to see her mother tending the herbs in her garden, she bounded onto the cement patio. And stopped short. The long, lean legs encased in worn denim and stretched out on the porch swing definitely did not belong to her mom.

			

			
				“Photographer.” Michael’s greeting sent warm waves of excitement up her spine.

				“What are you doing here?” It came out a little harsher than she’d meant it to, but the sight of him, at her childhood home, suddenly made her a nervous mess.

				He offered a soft grin and made to sit up, wincing slightly. “I’m working on your mom’s kitchen.”

				“No, you’re not. I met the contractors two weeks ago.”

				“Well, as you can see, I’m here. Working.”

				“Doesn’t look like it to me. It looks like you’re taking a nap.”

				As he stood, she noticed the ice pack in his hand. “Yeah, I cracked my head pretty damn hard on an open cabinet. Your mama made me lay down with an ice pack. I tried to tell her I’m a certified EMT, but she wouldn’t hear it.”

				She couldn’t contain her broad smile at the thought of the tiny woman bossing around a burly firefighter.

				“She’s a little scary,” he whispered.

				At that moment, her mother came around from the side yard, a basket of fresh picked herbs hooked on one arm. “I heard you, Michael.”

				Lena burst out laughing as his cheeks flushed a soft pink.

				“She hears everything,” Lena warned. “It’s like a superpower.”

				“Lena-Chan, did you come for lunch? I have no kitchen. We can go get some food.” Her mom eyed them, shrewd gaze lingering on Michael. “I can bring something for you, Michael.”

				“Thank you, ma’am. That would be nice.”

				Lena fought off an eye roll at his overly polite behavior. “You invited me to lunch, Mama. Remember?”

				Her mom smirked and waved off Lena’s question. “Must have forgot.”

				Michael’s soft chuckle brought Lena’s attention back around. “I need to talk to Michael for a minute. Can I meet you at the car?”

			

			
				The small woman nodded and left, only the spring breeze and the sound of birds chittering between them.

				“Couldn’t wait to get me alone?” he asked, one corner of his mouth turned up in a cocky grin.

				“Sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

				He answered her with a hand around her waist and his lips on hers.

				Yes. He was sure.

				And he was right.

				She wanted more.

				Too soon for her liking, he pulled away. Already, she missed the warmth of his skin on hers, the scratch of his slight stubble, the smell of his cologne as he pressed her to him. She could easily get carried away with this man. Before things got out of hand, she pushed back, forgetting why she wanted to talk to him in the first place.

				“I, uh, my mom is waiting,” she stammered, out of breath and tongue-tied.

				“Can I take you out again?”

				“I’d like that.”

				“Friday?”

				A quick flip through her mental calendar gave her a disappointing answer. “No. I’m booked for a weekend wedding in Maryland.”

				His eyebrows rose. “Maryland? That’s a hell of a long way to travel for a wedding.”

				He was right. Her pride swelled at the thought. People paid her a lot of money to capture their special moments. “Yeah, it is. But they wanted me. I wasn’t going to say no to paid travel and a weekend in a resort.”

				“Guess I didn’t realize how good you really are.”

				She shrugged, trying to play off the compliment. “It’s all about what the client thinks.”

			

			
				“So, when are you free?”

				“Monday or Tuesday.”

				He frowned, his eyebrows furrowing and lower lip pushing out into a delicious pout. “I’ve got duty on Monday. How about Tuesday evening?”

				“Maybe. Call me and we can make a plan.”

				Excitement raced through her at the idea of seeing him again, maybe taking things farther than just a heated kiss.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 4


				Two weeks had passed since Lena had agreed to go out with Michael again. She hadn’t heard a word from him. Try as she might, she couldn’t keep the disappointment from seeping into her head. He’d been so different this time. Engaged, interested, eager to know more about her. If she let herself remember, she could still feel his hand on the small of her back, fingers playing over her hips. He’d left her with a kiss to remember him by and a promise to call.

				Now, as she looked at the blank screen of her phone, she felt like a fool. She should have known. After all, they’d been here once before. Granted, a one-night-stand a year ago did not constitute a strong knowledge of a person. But when they’d slept together in an alcohol and passion fueled haze, he hadn’t exactly been interested in getting to know her. They’d screwed and said goodbye; no strings, and barely any conversation. A familiar wave of humiliation hit her at the memory of the awkward farewell, and her expectation that he’d at least ask for her phone number.

				He hadn’t.

				Raking a hand through her hair, she scooped the long locks into a ponytail and rolled her head from side to side. The beep of the kitchen timer filled the quiet room and she made her way to the waiting bread dough. Pulling the towel off the top of the bowl, she turned the dough out onto the counter, diving in and kneading away her frustrations.

				The screen on her phone lit up as a call came through. Wrist deep in the sticky concoction, she had no way of answering, so she chose to let the call ring to voicemail. A niggling strand of hope wormed its way into her head as a text message followed the call.

			

			
				How’s my favorite photographer? Sorry I didn’t call sooner.

				Her heart jumped into her throat and she had to read the text a second time. What should she do? Make him sweat, or write back? She grinned as her phone lit up a third time.

				I didn’t mean to take so long. I’ve got duty today. Can I call you tomorrow?

				Forcing herself to keep her hands connected to the dough and off her phone, she focused on the back and forth motion until she absolutely had to stop kneading. Only then did she wash her hands and consider her options.

				Make him sweat.

				She flipped the phone face down on the counter and began to pinch off portions of her dough, forming small balls with each one, then rolling them in a mixture of cinnamon and sugar. Before long, she’d filled a Bundt pan with what would become the most delectable, caramel pull-apart bread.

				By the time she decided to text him back, her apartment smelled of the sweet treat, and she had a plan. He wasn’t going to get away with ignoring her for two weeks. If he didn’t want to see her again, he could damn well tell her to her face.

				Her heart raced as she placed the caramel drizzled bread, still warm, in a box and headed for her car.

				The firehouse sat on the main street of Golden Beach. A tall, brick building with a classic look, the facade added even more small-town charm to her home. Donovan Miller and Tommy Klipper stood outside, washing Engine 31. She winced as they caught sight of her. Before Michael, she’d had a brief and tumultuous relationship with one of the station’s former crewmembers. Brian had transferred to a station in Richmond, only after she’d found out he was married. She’d not reacted well to that revelation, to say the least.

			

			
				“Keep your eyes on the tires Miller, the slasher is here,” Tommy said.

				Her cheeks burned and her chest tightened at the dig. Firefighters were like brothers. She knew that, and slashing all four of the tires of Brian’s stupid truck had been a little crazy. It had felt damn good at the time, though.

				“You’d better be nice to me, Tommy. I brought you guys a treat.” Her voice was a little wobbly, but she pushed through her nerves and plastered on a big smile. “I’m not done with the edits on your calendar photos either. You’d be amazed at what I can enhance, or minimize with Photoshop.”

				Donovan burst out laughing as Tommy’s face drained of color. “Yeah, man. You need all the help you can get in the enhancement department. Don’t piss her off.”

				“I’m looking for Michael. Is he around?” She mentally patted herself on the back at the calm tone of her voice. The last thing she wanted was to let these guys know how much their comments hurt.

				Tommy and Donovan exchanged a look and she rolled her eyes as she saw the wall go up between her and them.

				“I’m not sure where he is. I thought he traded shifts with Sully today didn’t he, Miller?” Tommy came toward her, hands in his pockets and a slight smirk turning up his lips.

				“I haven’t seen him,” Donovan added.

				“I’ll take the box in.” Tommy reached out grasping the pastry box, but she held tight. “Unless you poisoned it.”

				She bit back a retort, and pulled the box free of his hands. “Thanks. I’ll just text him.”

				“Text me what?” Michael’s voice echoed from the open garage.

				Heaving a soft sigh of relief, she turned her attention to the man who already held the power to break her.

				Offering the bread to him, she fought off a flutter of anticipation. His dark blond hair was a little longer than it had been the last time she’d seen him. It was deliciously tousled and messy. Her fingers itched to feel the strands between them as she tugged and pulled. The sharp line of his jaw was shaded in light stubble. He looked tired. He looked freaking hot. She wanted him to kiss her again. And again.

			

			
				“What’s this?” he asked, one eyebrow raised.

				“Caramel pull-apart bread.” She couldn’t stop the smile that spread across her face as he inched the lid of the box up and inhaled.

				“Oh, sweet baby Jesus. That smells amazing.”

				She shrugged. “I bake when I’m frustrated.”

				A derisive snort escaped Klipper, but one look from Michael had him turning away, focusing instead on polishing the hubcaps of the engine.

				Michael’s eyes widened. “You made this?”

				“It’s no big deal. I thought you guys might like a treat.”

				Before she could make her excuses and leave, he had his arm around her waist. “Come on. I’ll show you around the house and we can put this in the kitchen.”

				He led her through the rooms, ignoring her reluctance. As they walked through the house, he gripped her hand, running his thumb across the inside of her palm, making her forget why she was hesitant. Wandering the halls, he showed her where he spent his days and nights. They ended the tour in the large communal kitchen. Sitting across from one another at the table, he poured a cup of coffee for each of them.

				She watched, amusement filling her, as he popped a piece of bread into his mouth, then groaned in pleasure.

				“Oh, God. How are you so good at everything? This is almost better than sex.”

				Flashes of their night together so long ago ran through her mind and she had to laugh. Nothing had compared to that, certainly not her baking. “I don’t know about that. We were pretty good together. I don’t think I’d trade that for baked goods.”

			

			
				He licked the caramel off of his lips, heat filling his eyes. “We are good together. That was only a kiss. Give me a chance and I’ll show you just how good we can be.”

				A tendril of unease slipped through her haze of attraction for him as she realized what he was saying. He didn’t remember sleeping with her. She’d been that insignificant.

				She narrowed her eyes, fighting off the burn of angry tears. “Okay, then. We’re done here. I’m glad you like the bread. Don’t bother calling me two weeks from now, when you find time.”

				His mouth dropped open. The chair screeched along the floor as she shoved it back and stormed out—the righteous flame of fury burning in her chest. The sound of his footfalls behind her had her increasing her pace until the alarm blared through the house and she knew he’d have to stop his pursuit.

				Letting out a frustrating breath, she slammed her car door shut.

				“Fucking firefighters!”

				The gray haze of morning light seeped through the skylight at the firehouse. Michael stood in the kitchen, staring at the remnants of the almost-better-than-sex bread Lena had made. Maybe Klipper had been right. Lena was crazy. She’d gone from playful, sexy banter to raging in the course of less than a minute. He played the conversation over in his head again and again, but he couldn’t figure out where they’d gone wrong.

				“Yes! There’s some left.” Klipper sauntered over to the table and snagged a gooey piece of bread. “Keep her around. She’s hot and she can bake. Just don’t piss her off and you’ll be fine.”

				Michael shook his head, not willing to tell him he might be right about her.

			

			
				“So, you went back for seconds. I can’t blame you. Was she as good the second time?” Klipper offered a lascivious grin as he licked the caramel off the last piece of bread.

				“What are you talking about? There hasn’t even been a first time.”

				Klipper let out an ugly, choking laugh. “Uh, dude, yeah there has.” His eyes widened. “Shit. You don’t remember screwing her last year? Was she that bad?”

				A chill ran down his spine as realization hit.

				Last year.

				He’d hit rock bottom after John died.

				Lost his way.

				Nearly lost his mind.

				Fuck!

				“I don’t kiss and tell,” he muttered.

				“Since when?”

				“Since now. Shut up, Klip. Leave it alone.”

				Glancing at the clock, he willed time to move faster so he could make it up to her. Explain.

				Thirty minutes later, he was out the door and in his car, the engine rumbling to life with a growl. His chest felt tight, uncomfortable, and panic hovered on the edge of taking over. How could he have spent a night with her and forgotten? She’d taken over his mind since the photoshoot, and that was before they’d actually kissed. Even when his days and nights bled together with overtime and side work, he thought of her.

				The shame of so many bad choices and weak moments made this situation even worse. That he could have discarded her so easily without a second thought left a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. She was something special. He’d been an idiot not to see it the first time.

				He pulled into the parking lot of her apartment building and sat in the car, engine idling, thinking of what he could say to put this right. A knock on his window startled him, and he smiled as he saw Lena’s roommate, Valerie, standing outside of his car. The petite blonde seemed harmless, but he knew better. She was a firecracker, a tiny package with fierce firepower.

			

			
				Rolling down his window, he shut off the engine and offered his most charming smile. “Hey, there, Val.”

				She crossed her arms over her chest and cast him a dubious glance. “What are you doing here?”

				“Needed to talk to Lena. She home?”

				“Why? So you can make fun of her for dating Brian some more? You know, that guy was a world-class asshole. He deserved to have his tires slashed.”

				Had Lena not mentioned they’d been on a date? Maybe he was making a bigger deal of the connection between them.

				“No, nothing like that. I, uh, I wanted to book her for family pictures. Mom’s birthday is coming up.” He stumbled over the words, hoping she wouldn’t see through the lie.

				“She’s not home. She has a website, you know. E-mail her like the rest of her clients.”

				Biting his tongue, he nodded and gave her a tight-lipped smile. “Right, thanks.”

				“She’s booked pretty solid until she leaves for New York.”

				His heart sank. “New York?”

				Valerie hitched her purse higher on her shoulder and offered a thoughtful smile. “She’s been hired to do a fashion shoot. Why are you so interested?”

				Trying to shrug it off, he started his car and looked away from Valerie’s curious gaze. “I’m not. Never been to New York. Sounds cool.”

				“Yeah. I’ve seen the airport a few times, that’s it. If you want to book her, you’d better get on it. I wouldn’t be surprised if Lena gets out of this little town for good. She’s on the verge of something amazing.”

			

			
				Val’s words sent a sense of urgency racing through his veins. What did she mean? He wasn’t ready to let Lena go. He’d just put himself back together, just found her.

				“Thanks for the advice. I’ll make sure to get that session booked.”

				With a smile, she turned and headed to her car as he put his into gear and pulled out of the parking space. He had piles of homework waiting on his desk, a mountain of laundry, and he was pretty sure all that was in his fridge was the remnants of a pizza from a week ago and a solitary beer. There was plenty to do, but he couldn’t think about anything other than Lena.

				Deciding to avoid his responsibilities, he turned left instead of right and drove the short distance to his favorite place on the beach. He needed a long walk, some quiet, and time to get his head straight.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 5


				Michael pulled his feet free of his socks and shoes, rolling up the ends of his jeans before he strode down the beach. The water was calm and the soft waves lapped at his toes. The Atlantic waters were already bitterly cold and the chill radiated up his legs, shocking his system. Helping him. He just needed a moment outside of his own head.

				As he walked through the sand at the water’s edge, he stared at the swirls of surf. He couldn’t help remembering countless hours he’d sat on driftwood logs sipping beer with John, talking about nothing. That familiar pang of loneliness hit him as he wandered. Losing his brother had been the tipping point. He knew it.

				The soft shutter clicks pulled his attention from his memories. Turning his head toward the sound, he felt a jolt of electricity run through him. She was there. Only a few feet away. He watched her as she crouched, adjusting the lens of her camera and snapping another picture.

				When she rose, he made his move, calling out her name. “Lena.”

				Her back stiffened, shoulders pulling back. She’d heard him, but there was no answer.

				He tried again. “Lena. I’m sorry.”

				Tucking a lock of hair behind her ear, she turned to face him, distrust and anger on her face. “You’re sorry?” She let out a bitter laugh. “You’re all the same. Egotistical assholes.”

				That hurt, probably because there was a note of truth in it. Her only experiences with firefighters had been with assholes, himself included. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I can’t fix what Brian did, but I can tell you I’ve changed. I’m not the same man I was last year.”

			

			
				She rolled her eyes. “No one’s the same person after a year of living. We all change. It’s not a monumental thing to say you’ve changed.”

				“Okay, I’ve changed for the better. How’s that?”

				“You mean, you’re not the same douche who sleeps with women and can’t remember their faces?”

				God, she was really pissed. Swallowing hard, he ran a hand over the back of his neck. He didn’t know how to handle her.

				“I wish I remembered being with you. I can’t believe I don’t. It doesn’t make sense because I can’t stop thinking about you now.”

				“Ha! That’s good. Do you practice in front of the mirror first?” Her tone was vicious—unforgiving. “You know what? It’s too late. You had a chance and blew it. I’m done.” She shoved past him, her hair hitting his face as the wind picked up.

				“Lena, wait. I can—”

				“What? What can you do? Try to remember me? No, thanks. I’m done.”

				Her words cut him deep. He knew he deserved it though, after all, he had forgotten her. Regardless, he had to go after her. Something deep in his bones told him she was special, that he couldn’t give up on them. “Please. Let me make it up to you.”

				Whirling around to face him, her eyes blazed onyx fire. “No. I don’t have time to be played by you. Besides, I’m booked on location for the rest of the year, all the way to February. Somehow, I don’t think you’re cut out for long-distance exclusivity.”

			

			
				He tried to form words, come up with something to stop her as she stormed off.

				He failed.

				Lena slid the last batch of cookies into her oven and turned on the timer. Glancing around the room, she sighed. Her kitchen looked like a bomb had gone off. A fine layer of flour covered the countertops, her hands, arms, apron, and she was sure, her hair. With one day until Thanksgiving, she was thankful for the excuse to bake. She’d hoped after weeks of avoiding Michael she’d be able to put him out of her mind. Instead, she spent most of her free time in the kitchen, baking for anyone and everyone that she could—except for the firefighters.

				“Mmm, it smells amazing in here.” Her roommate’s cheerful voice rang out from the living room.

				Lena grinned as Valerie walked into the kitchen and her big blue eyes went wide.

				“What in the world happened in here, L?”

				Shrugging, Lena snagged a peanut butter blossom off the cooling rack and took a bite.

				“Don’t shrug at me. Who pissed you off? You’ve been baking so much lately, I think I’ve gained ten pounds just living with you.”

				“It’s no big deal. Just something that didn’t work out. Besides, these cookies are for Thanksgiving. Your family is so big, I have to make a lot just to keep your brothers fed.”

				Valerie laughed and grabbed a pinwheel. “True, and it’s just going to get worse as they get older. Three boys. My poor parents aren’t going to be able to keep them all fed.”

				“At least you and Angie are grown and out of the house.”

				“You’ve got that right. My mom likes to pretend she wants us home, but I think knowing we’re independent makes her more proud than anything else we’ve accomplished. I know my dad feels that way.”

			

			
				Grabbing a dishtowel, Lena ran the cloth under water and started wiping down the counters. She didn’t want to admit it, but she’d always been jealous of Valerie’s big family. Her own family unit consisted solely of her and her mother. They’d been so lucky when the Peters family moved to town. The big, boisterous group had welcomed the two of them with open arms.

				Valerie took one more cookie before diving in to help with the dishes. “Mom said we’ll be eating a little later this year. She’s trying something new with the turkey that’s supposed to take longer but makes it amazing according to the Food Network.” 

				“So, what time does she want us there?”

				“Oh, same time as always. She said it gives us more time to talk. Which Angie and I are interpreting as drink wine and avoid discussing our love lives.”

				“I’m sure I can keep her entertained with stories of that wedding fiasco in Maryland. I still can’t believe I found the groom servicing his best man in the coat closet.”

				Valerie shook her head, laughter making her shoulders shake. “What was it he said to you, again?”

				Tears sprang to her eyes as she worked through her own laughter and tried to get the words out. “I . . . I was just . . . helping him with the zipper.” Wiping her eyes, she fought to control her giggles. “You should have seen the look on the best man’s face. There’s nothing like being busted mid-orgasm.”


				After the kitchen was finally clean, the two friends sprawled out on the couches in the living room, coming down from a sugar high.

				“Want to go out tonight?” Lena asked.

				Valerie shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve only been back a month. I’ve still got a lot of extra work to take care of. Ingram needs me in the office by seven most mornings.”

			

			
				Frowning, Lena tossed a pillow at her friend’s head. “Boo.”

				“Call Hallie. She follows your ridiculous schedule, doesn’t she?”

				“Yeah, for the most part. Oh, maybe she’ll go karaoke with me. I feel like singing bad love songs and getting a little shit-faced.”

				Chuckling, Valerie tossed the pillow back at her. “Just not so shit-faced that I have to come pick you up.”

				“Yes, Mom.”

				Two hours later, Lena sat in Hallie’s car debating their destination choices.

				“How about Mike’s?” Hallie asked.

				Mike’s. The name made her clench her teeth, hard. Shaking her head, she pulled her phone from her bag and began searching for karaoke bars farther away from their small town. Small town bars meant a greater chance of running into a certain sexy firefighter. “Here, let’s try this place,” she said, pointing to the location on her phone.

				“That’s all the way in Norfolk. It’s forty minutes away.”

				Rolling her eyes, Lena shrugged. “It’s not that bad. I just want to go somewhere new.”

				“Okay, there’s a place I’ve been to before. It’s only like twenty minutes away. There’s no karaoke, but we can dance.”

				That lightened her mood. She loved dancing. “Sure. Fine, sounds good. Let’s try it.”

				As they pulled into the parking lot, Lena grimaced at the length of the line at the door. “We’re never going to get in.”

				Hallie laughed. “Yeah, we are. Have you seen yourself? What’s going on with you? You’re usually so self-assured.”

				“I don’t know. I’m just . . . in a weird place.”

				“Well, shake it off, girl. Go get your confidence back.”

			

			
				Lena couldn’t fight the grin that spread across her face. She added a little extra swish to her hips as she stalked to the front of the line. The bouncer looked her up and down with a smirk on his beefy face.

				“How many?” he asked.

				“Just the two of us.” She offered him a sensual smile as she leaned closer and lowered her voice. “What’s the cover charge?”

				His gaze landed on her breasts. “No cover tonight, ladies.” He moved to let them in, taking her arm as she passed. “You don’t find what you’re looking for in there tonight, you let me know. I’ll take good care of you.”

				Hallie gasped and burst into a fit of giggles, pushing them both into the club. “That was gross,” she said. “Let’s get a drink.”

				She came back with a shot of tequila for each of them and a wicked gleam in her eye. “Bottom’s up.”

				Lena closed her eyes as she did the shot, enjoying the burn of the alcohol as it filled her belly. “One more?” she asked.

				Hallie winked and turned back to the bar, where two more shots were already waiting.

				“You’re always so prepared.”

				“I thought you might need it.” Hallie’s gaze was trained behind Lena.

				The hair on the back of her neck tingled as she fought the urge to whirl around and follow Hallie’s focus. Taking a deep breath, she turned and locked eyes with Michael. What the hell was he doing here? He leaned against the wall, casually taking a pull from his beer while he watched her.

				“Shit,” she breathed.

				Before she could tear her eyes away from him, a tall blonde wrapped her body around his and whispered something in his ear. Lena’s chest burned with jealousy as she watched the woman take his earlobe into her mouth and he grinned.

			

			
				Downing her second shot, she grabbed Hallie’s hand and pulled her into the pulsing crowd, needing to get lost in the music. Her head felt light, pleasantly humming from the alcohol in her system. As the song changed she grabbed the first guy she saw and flashed him a sultry smile. He took the invitation and pulled her close, grinding against her and running his hands over her curves. Catching a glimpse of Michael and his trashy date out of the corner of her eye, a thrill ran through her at the fierce look on his face. He was watching. And he was pissed.

				“I need another drink,” she told her partner as she extricated herself from his arms.

				“I’ll be here, baby.”

				As she walked through the crowd, she felt empowered. She wasn’t planning on taking this nameless man home, but she knew she could turn heads without much effort. Michael wasn’t the only man in the world who was interested in her. She’d just proven that, and he’d witnessed the whole thing. After ordering a whiskey sour, she leaned against the bar, watching the bartender put her drink together. A warm palm slipped around her waist and she let out a gasp of surprise.

				“You think that guy is what you want?” Michael’s voice rumbled in her ear, sending shivers down her spine.

				“I’m just dancing.”

				He grazed her neck with his lips and whispered against her skin, “Dance with me.”

				She wanted to say no, to tell him to get lost, but the truth of it lay in her body’s reaction. Goosebumps rose on her skin, her breath caught in her throat, and a rush of need flowed through every cell in her body. Draining half of her drink in one gulp, she turned to him, his beautiful face adding fuel to the fire raging inside her.

			

			
				Pulling her against his body, he pressed his forehead to hers and whispered, “Please?”

				The alcohol guiding her judgment, she nodded, and let him lead her to the throng of dancers. The sensual, driving beat of the song had them pressed against each other, staring into one another’s eyes. The heat she found there sent undeniable need careening through her.

				God, she wanted him, even if it was just once more.

				Michael bit back a groan as Lena’s warm body slid over his. Her full breasts swayed under the silk of her top as she moved, making him want to take her right then and there. How could he forget a night with this woman? And to have to watch her dance with that other jackass. Rage boiled his blood even now, at the mere thought of another man’s hands on her.

				Pressing her back through the crowd, he moved them toward a dark corner. He needed more contact, more privacy, more—Lena.

				“I didn’t know firefighters could dance,” she murmured, her breath tickling his ear.

				He shrugged, fighting off a grin. “I’m a stripper in my free time.”

				Pulling away, she looked at him, eyes sparkling with laughter. “Must be why your calendar page is the most popular.”

				Before he could answer, her lips were on him. A rush of lust flowed over him, making him harden almost instantly. God, she smelled better than he remembered. They’d stopped the pretense of dancing and seconds passed into minutes as the rest of the world around them fell away. Their kiss deepened, morphing into something so much more needful than he’d been prepared for.

			

			
				Hitching her leg around his, she groaned into his mouth as he pressed her against the wall behind them.

				“Still mad at me?” he asked, lips a breath away from hers.

				“Shut up. Don’t ruin this, firefighter.”

				In the back of his mind, he knew they should talk. That they needed to clear the air and start fresh. But when her hand snaked under his shirt and she grazed his waist with her nails, he was lost.

				“Michael? What the fuck? Who is this skank?” A shrill, nasal voice cut through the veil of arousal around them.

				Lena stiffened in his arms as he took her hands, pulling them away from his belt buckle. He watched her face color, changing from pink to red. At first he thought she was embarrassed. Until she pushed away from him, squaring her shoulders and tossing her dark hair back.

				“Well, now. That’s not very nice.” Lena’s voice was smooth, but deadly. “You don’t even know me.”

				“I know your slutty ass is all over my boyfriend.”

				His stomach clenched. He was far from her boyfriend. Hell, he wasn’t even sure he remembered her name. Kelsey, or Kristy, or something like that. They’d only met a few hours ago.

				“Boyfriend? Huh. It seems like maybe you need to take your attitude and point it in his direction.” Lena turned her steely gaze on him and smirked. “I should have known better. You’re going to need some privacy with your girlfriend.”

				As she stalked past him and Kristy/Kelsey, he ran a hand over his jaw, trying to figure out the best way to handle this. He wanted to run after her, kiss her until she forgot all about anything but them together. But, that nasal voice was right in his ear, making him shudder, and not in a good way.

				“So, is this what it’s like being with a firefighter? I’ll have to defend my territory all the time. Cause, I’ve got to tell you, it’s pretty fucking sexy.” The woman next to him mimicked Lena’s position, attempting to wrap a leg around him.

			

			
				“Too bad you’ll never find out.” He moved her leg and left her there.

				As he searched the crowded club, he saw no sign of the long, black hair he loved to feel slipping through his fingers. “Son-of-a-bitch,” he muttered under his breath. She was always running from him.

				“Looking for Lena?”

				He turned to find Hallie grinning up at him from a seat at the bar. “Yeah. You know where she went?”

				“Outside. She’s stewing.”

				Tipping his head at her, he started toward the exit.

				“Have her text me if she’s going home with you!” Hallie called over the crowd.

				He hoped to God that would be the case.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 6


				Lena sat on the hood of Michael’s car, shivering in the cold. She knew he would be pissed if he saw her, potentially leaving scratches on his precious baby. She didn’t give a damn. At the sound of heavy footfalls, she looked up and into the hazel eyes she’d been dreaming of.

				“What are you doing?” Michael asked, a curious expression on his face. She was surprised by his reaction, and a little disappointed. She’d enjoyed the idea of making him angry. He’d certainly done the same to her. It seemed fair.

				“Sitting.”

				“Hallie said you’d be stewing.”

				“She’s not wrong.”

				Instead of asking her to get off of his car, he surprised her by leaning against the hood next to her. “That girl is not my girlfriend. I just met her tonight. I don’t even know her name.”

				Wanting to hear truth in his words, she stared into his eyes, seeing an intensity in their depths that made her feel like she was falling. With a raised eyebrow, she teased, “No way. It seemed like you knew her so well.”

				He slipped his hand over hers and entwined their fingers. An intimate gesture that knocked her off guard. When she tried to move her hand away, he squeezed slightly. “Give me a chance.”

				“Michael, I’m leaving in a few days. I’ll be gone more than I’m here for the next three months.”

			

			
				“Then spend those days with me. There’s something between us. I know it.”

				She chewed on her lip, torn between wanting to protect herself and wanting to be with him. “I’m not sure. How do you know it would be worth it?”

				In answer, he let go of her hand and pulled her to him, crushing his lips against hers. The softness of his mouth and the scratch of his stubble sent waves of desire through her. Her head swam with memories of him. Of everything they could be. Of everything she could lose. When his tongue entered her mouth, she let out a soft gasp and melted into him.

				He pulled away, breathing just as heavily as she was, and grinned. “Come on, I’ll take you home.”

				He took her hand again and helped her to her feet. “Yours or mine?” At her words, the tension between them changed from smoldering to blazing.

				“Mine.” His gaze was heated with passion.

				Mouth suddenly dry, she nodded, hoping he wouldn’t see the slight ribbon of fear running through her. She took a breath, reminding herself that not every relationship was doomed to fail. Not every man was as faithless as her own father had been.

				The car started with a deep rumble, breaking the silence and pulling her out of her own head. She watched him as he drove, hands clenched tightly on the steering wheel, eyes focused on the road, shoulders tense. She affected him just as much as he did her. Damn, she wanted so much more than tonight with him. Maybe they could make it work. They were both busy people, but carving out time for something special was always worthwhile. Wasn’t it?

				As he turned down a dirt road, she stiffened. This wasn’t familiar at all. Where was he taking her?

				“Uh, where are we going?” she asked.

				“My place.”

			

			
				“Did you move?” Her heart caught in her throat when they pulled up to a beautiful farmhouse. Even bathed in the moonlight she could see the gorgeous plantation shutters, the wrap-around porch, and charming wicker chairs.

				Grinning, he turned off the engine and looked at her. “Yeah. I moved.”

				“Wow.”

				As she sat in the car, staring at the house, he got out and pulled her door open. Taking his offered hand, she tore her gaze away from his home and found herself staring up into his hazel eyes once again. His lips were so close. All she needed to do was let herself fall forward, just a bit, and they’d be connected.

				“So . . . um . . . when did you buy it?” She found herself needing a minute to steady her raging hormones.

				A low chuckle escaped him as they separated. “I built it. Been working on it a few years now. John and I bought the land about six years back.”

				“Built it?”

				He dropped his gaze to the ground and rubbed at the back of his neck as they walked up the steps to the front door. “Yeah. I like to work with my hands. Always have.”

				“You said you and John bought the land. How much land?”

				“It’s almost four acres. We were going to split it, each build our homes, start our families. Things . . . didn’t work out.”

				Her heart broke for the expression of grief that passed over his face. Everyone in town knew that the Oliver brothers were closely knit, but she didn’t realize how devastating John’s death had been to Michael. 

				Placing one hand on his cheek, she stood on tiptoe and brushed a tender kiss on his lips. “I’m sorry.”

				He took a deep breath before sliding the key into the lock and letting them inside. “It’s not totally done yet. But I’ve got the main rooms finished, and the bedroom. Just small stuff left.”

			

			
				As he flicked on the lights, she stared in awe at the workmanship. Crown moldings, wainscoting, breathtaking hardwood floors. He led her into the kitchen, where the open space and enormous center island practically made her drool. She squealed at the sight of the double oven and proofing drawer.

				“This stuff is commercial grade.”

				Shrugging, he helped her out of her coat and tossed it on the back of a barstool. “I like to cook.”

				“I guess you must.” Running her fingers over the gorgeous granite counter top of the island, she sighed. “If I had a kitchen like this, I’d never stop baking.”

				He closed the distance between them, pressing his hips into hers before lifting her and sitting her on the island. “You can use it anytime you want.”

				She shivered as his hands traced the neckline of her top, drifting over the fabric and down to her waist. Without a word, he pulled the shirt over her head. Her nipples stiffened at the cool air and she momentarily wished she’d worn a bra, until he dipped his head and pulled her breast into his mouth.

				She cried out. The sensation was too much. He was too much. As his tongue swirled over her skin, she threw her head back to give him better access. When he moved his attention to her other breast, she sighed as desire pooled low in her body. His lips moved further down, blazing a trail of heated kisses across her skin while he slowly laid her against the granite. The shock of cool stone against her back and his warm skin at her front only served to increase her desire.

				“You are so beautiful,” he murmured against her as his mouth ran down her belly.

				Her heart felt like it was going to beat out of her chest as he ran his fingers up her legs and under the skirt she wore. When he brushed her inner thighs, she shuddered and bit back a moan. Yes. This is what she wanted.

			

			
				“Lift your hips,” he demanded. As soon as she complied, he slipped her underwear down her legs and backed away, leaving her exposed, with only a rucked up skirt around her waist.

				She watched him move, his muscles bunched as he lifted his shirt and slipped it over his head, revealing beautifully bronzed skin and surprisingly, a tattoo over his heart. “I didn’t know you had a tattoo.” She was unwilling to raise her voice any louder than a whisper for fear of diminishing the tension of the moment.

				He glanced at the floor, a lost expression flashing over his face, then back at her. “It’s new. And there’s a lot you don’t know.”

				“I’m a fast learner.”

				His answering grin took her breath away. It took years off his face, making him seem carefree. She loved being the reason for his smile. Wanting to keep this version of him going, she sat up, pulling him forward by the waistband of his jeans. The button popped free easily and she slid the zipper down, watching his expression change from teasing to burning. Unable to resist, she pushed his pants to the floor and cupped the hard length straining against his boxer briefs.

				He sucked in a sharp breath when she freed him from his underwear and took him in her hand, stroking slowly. God, he was so incredibly hard. At that moment, she wanted nothing more than to feel him inside her.

				“Condom?” she asked.

				Nodding, he stepped free of his pants and boxers before turning and walking down the hall, giving her a view of his perfectly sculpted ass. She heard him shuffling papers, moving around in what must have been his bedroom.

				A muffled exclamation of, “Son-of-a-bitch!” filtered through the walls, making her snicker at the mental picture of him, naked in his room, yelling at something.

			

			
				“You okay in there?” She hopped off of the counter and padded down the hallway in search of him.

				He met her halfway, a frown creasing his brow.

				“What?”

				His cheeks went pink and he wouldn’t meet her eyes. “I’m out.”

				“Out?” She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. He was out of condoms?

				“Well, not out. They’re all expired.”

				She held her laughter back as his blush deepened. “Hmm.”

				“I could . . . go to the store?”

				Shaking her head, she pressed her body to his. “There’s plenty of other stuff we can do without protection.”

				Letting out a groan, he lowered his mouth to hers in a deep kiss that sent fire through her veins. Yeah, there were plenty of ways for them to spend the evening.

				Michael woke on his living room floor. He would’ve been uncomfortable if not for the beautiful woman in his arms. Lena’s legs tangled with his, her naked skin warm against his body, and he couldn’t help but harden as he recalled their passionate night spent together, learning each other. He’d never been so intimate with a woman, and they hadn’t even had sex.

				“Well, good morning to you, too.” Her voice startled him as she wiggled her ass and pressed against his length.

				Pleasure shot through him at the contact. Damn it all, why didn’t he have any condoms? “Morning. You sleep okay?”

				She rolled over, turning those large, almond-shaped eyes on him. “What time did we fall asleep?”

			

			
				He couldn’t resist running a hand through her hair. “Must’ve been close to sunrise. I’m not sure.”

				With a happy smile, she lay back and stretched, groaning before she pulled the blanket off him and covered herself. “You have coffee?”

				“Of course. I’m civilized.”

				As she rose, the blanket dipped, revealing the expanse of her back. He shuddered, remembering licking every inch of her. Her phone rang from across the room and he sighed as he realized they both needed to get back to the real world. Reluctantly getting to his feet, he strolled into the kitchen with her, picking up his discarded pants and slipping them over his nudity.

				He watched her slide her clothes over her body before she answered the phone, and he felt a deep pang of regret that their night was over. Shaking his head, he started making coffee while she was busy. Feeling a little guilty for eavesdropping, he tried to distract himself, but he couldn’t help but overhear the call.

				“Morning, Hallie . . . Yes, I’m fine.” Her cheeks reddened at whatever Hallie had said on the other end of the line. “No, I’m with him.”

				He couldn’t hide the smile that spread across his face at her hushed tone. Almost like she’d been caught doing something she shouldn’t.

				“I’ll tell you later . . . Shut up.” Tucking her hair behind one ear, she cast a glance in his direction.

				She paced the room, her expression changing from playful to alarmed as Hallie spoke. “What? Are you fucking kidding me? All of them?” She tossed her purse on the counter and began rummaging through it with her free hand. “I’ll be right there.”

				Turning distressed eyes to him as she hung up, she raked a hand through her hair. “I have to get home.”

			

			
				“Now?” The coffee was brewing and he had just cracked an egg into the frying pan.

				“I’ll call a cab.”

				Switching off the burner, he sighed. “No. I’ll take you.”

				“Thanks,” she said, surprising him by wrapping her arms around him and kissing his shoulder.

				A flash of need hit him like a bolt of lightning at the contact. Fuck, she was like a drug. He tangled his hands in her long hair, and lowered his mouth to hers.

				As the kiss built from sweet to passionate, she pushed him away gently, her eyes glazed and lips swollen. “Good lord, you’re dangerous.”

				That sent a wave of pride over him and he chuckled. “I was thinking the same about you.” He caught her by the hand before she shrugged into her coat. “Can we do this again before you leave?”

				A wistful expression passed over her face. “You can’t know how much I want to say yes. But today I’ve got a massive fire to put out before Thanksgiving dinner with the Peters family, and tomorrow I’m sure I’ll be crazy all day until I leave for the airport.”

				He nodded, understanding, while also wishing he could change things. “Promise me something?”

				Inquisitive eyes looked up at him. “What?”

				“When you get back, we give this a real chance.”

				His stomach churned as he waited for her response.

				“Let’s see what happens, okay? You might not want me three months from now.”

				A laugh escaped him. That was the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard. She was the only one he wanted, but he’d already hurt her once. She needed him to prove his faithfulness. 

				That was fine. He was willing to wait.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 7


				Lena dozed in the taxi as it carted her from Norfolk to Golden Beach. She was almost home for good. Only returning a few days at a time over the last three and a half months had taken its toll. Her stint in New York had turned into assignment after assignment. She’d been sent all over the United States to photograph travel destinations, resorts, and activities for Escape Magazine. While it was amazing that her photos were featured alongside articles written by her new partner, journalist Rhett Havens, she couldn’t wait to get away from him. The man was so full of himself. He’d won a few awards years ago and thought he was hot shit now. He wasn’t.

				“Miss? Excuse me. We’re at your destination.” The taxi driver’s voice broke through the haze of sleep.

				“Oh, sorry. Thanks.”

				She shook the sleep from her brain and stepped out of the cab, waiting for the driver to help her get her bags from the trunk. After paying him, she trudged to the elevator, wanting nothing more than to fall into her bed and sleep for two days straight. Instead, when she opened the door, she found Valerie standing in the kitchen, a bottle of wine in her hand, and a scowl on her normally sweet face.

				“Bad day?”

				Her friend’s expression changed instantly into one of joy. “Thank God you’re home.”

				“Wow, what’s been going on?”

				A big glass of wine later, Valerie had filled her in on everything she’d missed around the small town. Lena barely contained her laughter as her friend talked all about Donovan Miller rescuing her from the pool when she’d cracked her head open while swimming. The malice in her voice as she went on about his arrogance only thinly veiled her obvious attraction to him.

			

			
				“He can’t be that bad.” Lena couldn’t help but tease her a little.

				“Oh, he is. Conceited, arrogant, bossy. He clearly feels like he’s God’s gift to women. He won’t stop calling me sweetheart every time he sees me. I just want to punch him.”

				“Punch, or jump?”

				Valerie’s cheeks reddened and Lena knew she was on to something. “He’s hot. But he knows it.”

				“They always know it. Especially firefighters. I mean, they’ve got calendars dedicated to their hotness. I should know. I shoot the photos.”

				A yawn took over before she could stifle it and Valerie sent her a sympathetic glance. “Go to bed. We can catch up tomorrow night.”

				“What’s tomorrow night?”

				“Angie’s got a gig at the Bar and Grill.”

				That made Lena smile. She hadn’t seen Panic Station play in too long. Valerie’s sister’s band was amazing, and she genuinely loved watching them perform.

				She nodded and padded to her room, falling to the bed fully clothed, waiting for the oblivion of sleep to claim her.

				An annoying buzz filled her head, pulling her from dreams she didn’t want to give up. Refusing to open her eyes, she fumbled blindly to find her phone on the nightstand.

				“Ugh, what time is it?” she muttered, finally answering the call.

				“Oh, good. So you aren’t dead. I’ve sent you six emails. I need the proofs from our last location again.”

				She winced at the sound of Rhett’s voice. The man was insufferable.

			

			
				“Rhett, I just got home.”

				Glancing out the window, she sighed. The sky was beginning to change from midnight blue to the soft gray of early morning. It couldn’t be later than five-thirty.

				“So that means you don’t need to do your job?”

				Rolling her eyes, she plopped back onto the bed. “I’ll get to it today. Keep your shirt on.”

				“I need them as soon as possible. Layout is breathing down my neck. I was supposed to have the final draft to them two days ago.”

				“What did you do with the first proofs I sent?”

				“I accidentally deleted them.”

				She could hear the sheepish tone and had to smile. “You really need to learn how email works. You could have recovered them.”

				“I know how to do email.”

				“First of all, you don’t do email. You send it.”

				He scoffed. “Semantics. When are you going to send them to me?”

				Groaning, she pulled her tired body from bed and shuffled to her laptop bag. “I’ll do it now.”

				“Good.”

				“Rhett, in the future, don’t ever call me before nine in the morning.”

				The line clicked as he hung up without acknowledging her.

				“Typical,” she said to the empty room as she sent Rhett the proofs for the second time.

				Yawning, she wandered around the quiet apartment, careful not to wake Valerie as she started making coffee and pulled together the ingredients for banana bread. She needed something to distract her. All she wanted to do was call Michael, but it was way too early for that. Besides, the fact that he was on her mind, and had been every day since she’d left, made her uncomfortable. She was a traveler—just like her father had been. Dear old Dad had been a perfect example of why wanderlust didn’t pair well with long-term relationships. He’d left them for good by the time she’d turned two. It killed her how much like him she was.

			

			
				Her mom reminded her every time another assignment came up. “So much like your father. Never stay in one place. Nothing is good enough to keep you still.”

				The last thing she wanted to do was fall in love with someone who wanted to keep her tied down. She couldn’t do what her dad had done. But she wasn’t in love with Michael. More like, in lust.

				Lust was fine.

				Lust didn’t tie you down.

				“Head’s up, Miller!” Michael tossed a roll of paper towels at Donovan.

				It had been a slow shift so far. In fact, all month had been quiet. The crew spent their free time cleaning the house, the rig, and anything else that needed maintaining. Chief Roman was a stickler for them keeping their hands busy, and Michael, as a newly appointed Lieutenant, had a responsibility to uphold.

				“Shit, I’m so bored I actually want to clean something,” Klipper announced as he strode into the kitchen. “Anyone get any action since last shift?”

				Donovan chuckled and nodded before turning his back and restocking the kitchen shelves.

				“So, that’s a big fat no from Miller. How ‘bout you, Lieutenant?”

				“Cut it out, Klip. Why are you so focused on us? No one keeping you warm at night?” Donovan threw a bottle of glass cleaner at Klipper’s head.

				“Oh, oh, you wound me! I’m just looking out for you boys. You know what they say, if you don’t use it—”

			

			
				A call interrupted Klipper and rang through the house. “Engine. Medic. Structural fire.”

				Michael shot Klipper an angry glare. “You just had to complain.”

				As they pulled up to the Golden Beach Bar & Grill, the crew jumped into action, assessing the scene. Smoke poured from the building, but from the size of the crowd standing in the parking lot, it looked likely that everyone was clear.

				“Valerie’s in there!” A familiar voice carried over the murmur of the bystanders.

				Donovan sprinted for the door, while Michael locked eyes with Lena. She stood less than twenty feet from him. He wanted to pull her to him, to kiss the daylights out of her and never let her go, but he had a job to do. Nodding at her, he headed to the bar to help Donovan evacuate any remaining people.

				He saw Valerie emerge, her eyes streaming from the burn of smoke.

				“Oliver! Get her to the aid car. She’s gonna need some O2,” Donovan barked the order with such determination Michael almost forgot who was the Lieutenant here.

				Michael wrapped an arm around Valerie’s tiny frame and helped her to the waiting ambulance. “Okay, we’re gonna get you set up with oxygen and check your vitals to make sure you didn’t inhale too much smoke.”

				He was aware of Lena’s eyes on him the whole time he worked with her friend. It felt like electricity running up and down his spine.

				As soon as he was sure Valerie was in good hands, he forced himself to go back to his duties. He had to make sure the crew stayed safe. When they confirmed the bar was empty and the flames had been extinguished, he let his focus drift to where Lena had been standing. She was gone, but seeing her had rattled him. He hadn’t heard a word from her since their night together before Thanksgiving. Had she even thought of him? He’d certainly spent many of his evenings replaying memories of her body next to his.

			

			
				“All right, we’re all packed up. You ready to get back, Lieutenant?” Donovan asked.

				Forcing himself to clear away thoughts of Lena’s lips on his bare skin, he offered a slight smile and nodded. “Let’s get out of here.”

				The rest of the night passed without incident and by the time Michael’s shift was over he was itching to see her. Even if it was so she could crush him. He glanced at the clock on his dashboard as the engine of his car roared to life. Eight-thirty was a little early for social calls, his mom had taught him that much over the years. He headed home even though every fiber of his being wanted to steer the car to Lena’s apartment.

				His jaw dropped when he pulled up to the house. There she was, sitting in one of the wicker chairs on his porch. Her breath fogged in the chilly March air, making him want to wrap her in his arms to warm her.

				“Don’t you know you’re never supposed to show up at someone’s house without calling?” he teased, hoping to keep his cool and not let her know how desperately he’d wanted to see her.

				“I needed to thank you.”

				“For what?”

				“Saving us last night.”

				He shrugged, his heart racing as she stood and crossed the porch to stand in front of him. “Looked like you all saved yourselves. We just put out the fire.”

				“Just say you’re welcome, firefighter.”

				“You’re welcome.” He whispered the words against her skin as she wrapped her arms around his neck and claimed his mouth.

			

			
				As soon as Lena’s lips met his, Michael was done for. He knew he couldn’t let her go again. The sweet smell of her perfume flooded his senses as he wrapped his arms tight around her and pulled her body flush with his. God, how he wanted her.

				“We should go inside.” His voice was a hoarse rasp.

				Nodding, she slipped one hand into the pocket of his jeans, pulling the keys free and letting them into the house. As soon as the door closed, she was back on him, trailing fevered kisses along his jaw. Knowing he should slow things down, he took her face in his hands and forced some space between them. He needed to get reacquainted with her, make her see he wanted more than just something physical.

				“Come with me. I want to show you something.” He pushed through the break in his voice.

				“Can’t you show me after?”

				That sent a bolt of lust straight to his already painfully hard groin. He wanted so badly to be inside her, to make her his. He let out something between a groan and a whimper as she pressed her lips to his again and started toying with his belt buckle.

				He was trying to be a gentleman, but she bulldozed right through his efforts when her nimble fingers unbuckled the leather at his waist and popped the button of his fly.

				“I’ve missed you.” Her hands slid his jeans down his hips.

				“Fuck.” It was all he could manage as she teased his earlobe with her tongue.

				Unable to hold to his ideals, he gave in and pulled her shirt over her head. As he trailed his fingers over her exposed shoulders, warmth spread through him. Her skin was impossibly soft, like silk. Dipping his head, he brushed a kiss over her collarbone as he slid the straps of her bra down her arms before unhooking it and freeing her breasts. Stepping free of his pants, he cupped her bottom and picked her up. Her legs wrapped around his waist as he walked down the hall to his bedroom.

			

			
				Placing a hand on his chest, she leaned back slightly and looked into his eyes. “I’m not on the pill. I can’t take it. It makes me sick. Do you have protection this time?”

				Nodding, he laid her on his bed and pulled an unopened box of condoms from his nightstand. “I’m never going to be unprepared for you again.” 

				Her eyes widened as he ripped the box open and pulled two foil packets free. “Two?”

				“At least.” He wasn’t about to let her out of his arms for the rest of the day.

				Watching her slide her hands down her taut belly and to the top of her pants brought on a fresh rush of blood to his cock. If he didn’t get inside her soon he was sure he would die.

				“Let me do that,” he growled.

				His fingers shook momentarily as he pulled at the material. Trying to disguise his nerves, he pressed soft kisses to her ribs, stomach, and hips until she was completely bared to him.

				“God, you’re torturing me.”

				She moaned as he slipped a finger between her legs and pressed deep inside.

				“Just want to make sure you’re ready for me.”

				His thumb circled her most sensitive spot, making her cry out.

				“I’m ready. I’ve been ready to have you inside me again for a very long time, Michael.”

				Her words sent a shockwave through him, reminding him of how much he needed to show her he’d changed.

				“I’m going to make you scream before we even get started.”

			

			
				She sucked in a harsh breath at his statement, only to cry out again when his lips replaced his hand. Her legs trembled and hips bucked as he brought her to her peak and backed away, over and over. He was sure he heard a whisper of, “Please, Michael,” fall from her lips. His restraint obliterated the moment she convulsed and screamed her pleasure.

				Backing away, he tore off his boxer briefs and rolled on a condom. He filled her in one strong movement, an unimaginable tightness enveloping him.

				“Lena, God you feel so good.”

				Her eyes were darkened by lust as he moved inside of her. The feel of her around him, combined with the look of ecstasy on her face almost sent him careening over the edge all too soon. He forced himself to slow his pace, to savor her.

				She moaned and bit her lip as he pulled himself completely free of her and slid back inside, sheathing himself to the hilt.

				“Faster, please.” Her words were breathy pleas.

				Taking a steadying breath, he began to move in deep, measured thrusts. His skin was slick with a sheen of sweat as he tried so desperately to harness his raging desire. When she reached up to pull him to her lips he lost hold of his control. He began to roll his hips hard and fast, not caring that his orgasm was hurtling toward him like a freight train. He only hoped she would find her release with him. The moment she came around him, he fell off the edge, exploding in sensations that made him gasp for breath and shudder in euphoria.

				She clutched him to her as they came down from their high together. Her fingers traced the line of his back, sending tingles down his spine.

				“Is there a special school where they taught you how to do that?” Her breathless voice brought him an overwhelming sense of pride.

				He laughed. “It’s a gift.”

			

			
				“I guess so. I don’t think any sane woman would let you go. Unless there’s something wrong with you.”

				He tensed at the turn their playful conversation had taken. Rolling off her, he stood and made his way to the bathroom.

				They always let him go.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 8


				Lena sighed contentedly as she watched the waves roll and crest on the horizon as she stood, ankle deep in the water. The weather had finally warmed enough for her to enjoy a day on her board and the ocean called to her. She’d spent the better part of March and April tangled up with Michael, avoiding the real world. Today she was taking time for herself before diving back into work.

				“If it isn’t the tire slasher.” Tommy Klipper’s cocky, over-confident voice broke through her moment of happiness as he jogged up to her.

				Turning to look at him, she was thankful she’d chosen to wear a wetsuit rather than her bikini. He eyed her up and down, smirking as if he’d seen her naked before.

				“If it isn’t the asshole,” she shot back.

				He clutched at his chest, squeezing his eyes shut and feigning injury. “Oh, I’m wounded.”

				Holding her board upright with one hand, she placed her free hand on her hip. “Did you need something?”

				“Nah. Just wanted to say ‘Hi’ to the woman who has Mike’s balls in a vise. You must have beer flavored nipples or something. I haven’t seen him like this since Kate, and that was a long ass time ago.”

				Before she could respond, he started running down the beach.

				Kate? Who was that?

				She was pretty sure Klipper had just complemented her—in his own, special, douchebag way. That was a step up from his usual vicious antagonizing. She hadn’t told anyone about Michael, but clearly, he had shared their relationship with at least one person. Either that, or Klipper was more perceptive than she’d given him credit for. A thrill ran through her at the idea of Michael wanting to tell people about them.

			

			
				Rolling her shoulders, she cleared her mind and paddled out into the welcoming silence of the sea. The rhythmic motion of the water helped her find herself in the jumble of feelings her brief conversation with Klipper had stirred up.

				By the time she called it a day, the beach was still dotted with sunbathers and families enjoying the warm weather even though the sun hung low in the sky. A pleasant ache had taken hold in her shoulders, the sign of time well spent on the water. Making her way through the sand, she stopped at the locker she rented regularly and gathered her belongings. The sound of sirens pulled her attention to the road in front of the boardwalk. She searched for Michael reflexively, even though she knew he was home.

				She needed to go home herself. Her shoulders ached with the thought of how many photos she had on her computer, waiting for edits. Hours of work that she should’ve taken care of in small spurts over the last few days. Instead, she couldn’t pull herself out of the Michael Oliver sex vortex she’d willingly walked into.

				With a sigh, she loaded her board on her bicycle and headed back to her apartment.

				“Your phone has been ringing off the damn hook!” Valerie didn’t even give her a chance to drop her bag on the side table as she opened the front door.

				“Wow. Someone’s on her period.”

				“No. Shitty day at work.”

				“I think it’s more like, shitty boss.” She hated the way that man treated her friend. She was special. The kind of sweet that made you smile even when all you wanted to do was punch someone. Now that job was sucking all of the life from her. Lena couldn’t stand it.

			

			
				Shrugging, Valerie poured herself a glass of wine. “I ordered Chinese. Want some?”

				“Absolutely. I’ve got to shower, but then I’m in.”

				Her friend’s face brightened. “Good. I need something to distract me. Donovan has duty and Angie’s working on new songs with Garrett.”

				“I’m so glad I can be there in your time of need. As your last choice.” She couldn’t help but feign indignation.

				Valerie’s eyes widened. “No. I didn’t mean it like that. I just . . . You’ve been busy. I figured you wouldn’t be home tonight.”

				“I’m just kidding. I’ve been . . . occupied lately.”

				Her roommate arched one blond eyebrow. “Anyone I know?”

				Lena swiped a hand over her mouth and mimed locking her lips before turning and heading into the bathroom. She wasn’t ready to tell Valerie about Michael—even if he was telling people. That would mean he was important. She wasn’t ready to admit that yet.

				As they ate, the conversation dwindled and eased into a comfortable silence. Before Valerie had finished her second glass of wine she was snoring softly on the couch. Lena cleared the cartons of half-eaten fried rice and broccoli beef as quietly as she could. After tucking a blanket around her friend, she headed to her room and her waiting laptop. Settling into her chair, she began the tedious task of editing and polishing the three engagement sessions she’d done over the last two weeks. Guilt wormed its way into her mind, leaving her brows furrowed as she stared at the smiling faces. She should have had this done already. Working around Michael’s schedule of twenty-four hours on shift followed by a full two days off really messed with her flow.

				Her phone rang almost as soon as she got started on the first couple’s session. Annoyance coiled in her chest at the interruption. No matter who it was, she didn’t have the time. Letting the call roll to voicemail, she settled in again, and before long, two hours had passed. She stretched and blinked rapidly. A deep ache had settled in her shoulders and lower back from the position she’d been sitting in, and her vision had gone blurry. It was time to call it a night.

			

			
				A faint knocking sounded at the front door, pulling her from the last few photos of the session. Glancing at the clock, unease ran through her when she saw it was after midnight. Something must be wrong. She padded slowly to the front door and peered through the peep hole, worried about who she’d find on the other side. Her heart stopped as Michael came into view. A bolt of pure lust hit her like lighting. She sucked in her breath and opened the door, ready to give him hell for disturbing her. His eyes burned with an intensity she hadn’t seen before and they held some other emotion she couldn’t place.

				“What are you doing here? It’s after midnight,” she snapped.

				A slight smirk turned up his lips as he stood at her threshold, hands shoved in the pockets of his jeans. “You didn’t answer any of my calls. That’s not like you. I got worried.”

				A thrill ran through her, but she pushed it aside. She should be mad at him. “So you come to my house in the middle of the night?”

				His cheeks flushed. “No, I drove by and saw your light on. Then I came up.”

				“That’s a little stalker-ish.”

				Shrugging, he licked his bottom lip and stepped forward. “Concerned boyfriend.” Her heart jumped into her throat at the word boyfriend, but she let him continue, making a mental note to come back to that later. “I’ve talked to you every day for the last two months. It felt weird to go so long without any contact.”

			

			
				He had a point. Even when he was on duty they talked, via text or phone. Unless he was in the middle of a rescue, he answered every time she called him.

				Feeling a little sheepish, she offered him a smile. “Sorry. I was in the middle of some work I’d been putting off.” She motioned for him to come inside, and with a glance at the empty couch, heaved a sigh of relief that Valerie had ended up putting herself to bed. “I tend to go into ostrich mode when I’m overwhelmed.”

				Nodding, he wrapped one arm around her waist and pulled her roughly against him. “And now? Are you still overwhelmed?”

				Yes, she wanted to answer. She was overwhelmed by him, by the feelings that swirled in her, pulling her in every direction. He tipped her chin up toward his face and lowered those delectable lips to hers. Her knees buckled for a moment, but he held her so tightly she barely needed to stand on her own. With a groan against her mouth, he scooped her into his arms and carried her toward the bedroom. The wrong bedroom.

				“Michael, stop. That’s Val’s room,” she warned, pointing to the correct door. “That’s me.”

				He chuckled and took them into her room.

				“It’s about time I slept over at your place. Does Valerie wear earplugs?”

				Shaking her head, she laughed. “Not that I know of.”

				“Too bad for her. I don’t plan on either of us being quiet.”

				A tingle started in her belly as he lifted her thin camisole while kicking the door closed.

				“I’ll bake her some cookies as an apology.”

				When Lena woke the next morning she was deliciously sore, a little hoarse, and starving. Michael had kept her up until the sky turned from inky dark to a soft dove gray. Only then had they slept. The sound of her door opening and closing had her smiling as she stretched in bed.

			

			
				“Uh, I may have just given Val a Full Monty show on accident.” Michael’s gravelly voice was tinged with embarrassment.

				“You what?” Sitting bolt upright, she stared at him, wide-eyed.

				“I took a shower. When I was done, I couldn’t find any towels. Heard someone moving around, and assumed it was you. And, I might have stepped out into the living room butt ass naked.”

				All she could do was laugh, picturing Valerie’s already large eyes widening to saucer-like proportions. “Oh, my God.”

				His eyes darkened as he sat on the edge of her bed. “She didn’t know about us.”

				A cold chill covered her. This was not a conversation she was ready to have. As he looked at her, she saw a wall of protection go up around him. His shoulders straightened, lips pressed into a hard line, jaw clenched.

				Pulling the sheet around her naked body, she crawled over the bed so she could be next to him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what we were telling people.”

				Eyes trained on the floor, he spoke in a measured tone. “We’ve been together nearly every day for the last two months. In my book, that means we’re dating.”

				“Well, we’ve never talked about it. I didn’t want to label what we have until I was sure we were exclusive.”

				His gaze snapped to hers. “Aren’t we? I waited months for you to come back. As far as I’m concerned, you’re it for me. Ever since the calendar shoot, you’ve been it.” His brows pulled together and he took a deep breath before continuing. “Unless . . . you’re seeing other guys.”

			

			
				The hurt look on his face made her heart ache. Sure, she was hesitant to get attached, but she couldn’t stand the idea of him feeling anything but wanted.

				“No. No. Only you.”

				A hint of a smile crossed his lips. “So, why aren’t we putting a label on this?”

				Why weren’t they? She could think of a million selfish reasons not to, but the one thing that held true was, despite all of her reasons, she wanted to be his more than anything.

				“I don’t know.”

				His smile turned to a wide grin and the walls came down again, showing her the man she was falling for. Vulnerable. Open. And best of all, hers.

				“As far as I’m concerned, there’s never going to be anyone else,” he murmured, leaning into her, effectively pressing her body back down onto the bed.

				“I’m okay with that.” It came out as a whisper, but it didn’t make it any less true.

				She was his. One hundred percent.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 9


				Lena stared at the bowl of Soba in front of her, pushing the cold noodles around with her chopsticks rather than eating. She could feel her mother’s sharp gaze, but refused to make eye contact. Tension had her on edge and until she got the e-mail Rhett had hinted would be coming, she couldn’t handle her mom’s scrutiny.

				“Why aren’t you eating?” her mother asked.

				Lena shrugged, pulling her phone free of her pocket and placing it on the table so she could keep an eye on it. “Just have a lot going on right now.”

				“Ah, what has Michael-san done to upset you?”

				Annoyance clawed at Lena’s chest at her mom’s immediate assumption that Michael had done something wrong. “Nothing, Mama. It’s not about him. We’re good. Great, actually.” She couldn’t help the flutter in her belly at the thought of seeing him tomorrow morning. Suddenly missing him more than usual, she toyed with the idea of stopping by the firehouse later to bring him dinner.

				“You’re in love.”

				That sent a shockwave through her. Was she? Was that the feeling she couldn’t put a label on? Unable to answer, Lena felt a hot blush creep up her cheeks as she cleared her throat, fidgeting with her phone.

				“It’s not a bad thing. Even better when the man loves you back. And how could he not love my beautiful Lena?” A proud smile spread over her mother’s face, making the woman look deceptively sweet. In truth, she could be a tiger mother when she wanted to be.

			

			
				Lena’s phone lit up with an incoming e-mail and her heart hammered in her chest. Rhett had sent her a cryptic message in the early hours of the morning, telling her to be waiting for big news. Her mind had gone from one extreme to the next—some kind of major award or a lawsuit. Either way, she’d been keyed up and obviously, her mother noticed.

				Desperate to read the email in private, she wolfed down the rest of her lunch and said a quick goodbye to her mama. Hands shaking as she sat in her car, she gasped when she read the e-mail. A three-month assignment touring Japan. Holy shit! Excitement raced through her, chasing away all the nervous energy in her body. She couldn’t believe it. This was the exact opportunity she’d been hoping for. Been needing. As she put aside her phone and shifted her car into gear, she began formulating an acceptance email in her mind.

				As she drove the short distance home, doubts began to set in. What would Michael think? She hadn’t been gone for longer than a few days since they’d gotten together. Could she handle not seeing him for three whole months? He was like a drug, she needed an almost daily fix from him at this point. Pushing her worries to the back of her mind, she turned up the music and let herself be happy.

				A few hours later, take-out bag in hand, Lena walked into the firehouse with her heart in her throat. She wasn’t going to tell Michael about Japan yet. No, that would have to wait for a better time.

				He was sitting in the kitchen, staring intently at the deep grooves in the oak tabletop and running one finger back and forth over a jagged scratch. Her chest tightened as she watched him, so absorbed in that one thing.

				Setting the paper bag and drink carrier in front of him, she cleared her throat. “Hey, firefighter.” She tried to keep her tone light and teasing, but when his hazel eyes rose to meet hers she knew something wasn’t right. “What’s wrong?”

			

			
				His fingers only stopped tracing the marred table when she took his hand. Shaking his head, he brushed her question off. “Tough call earlier.” His voice was rougher than normal. It held an edge she’d never heard before.

				“Anything I can do?” she asked, the discomfort in her chest abating when he squeezed her hand.

				“I’ll be fine.” His gaze slid from her to the bag in front of him. “You brought burgers?”

				“And chili cheese fries.”

				“You’re an angel.” He pulled out the paper-wrapped grease bombs and handed one to her. His eyes rolled back in his head as he took a bite and moaned. “Oh, yeah. That’s the stuff.”

				Laughing, she opened the Styrofoam box of fries and snagged one. “You have a weirdly sensual relationship with food.”

				“Food was my first love. No one will take her place in my heart. You might be able to share though.” He winked and took another bite.

				Her pulse pounded in her ears. Love? What was he saying? Nerves getting the better of her, she compulsively tore at her napkin.

				“I’m off duty at eight tomorrow morning. You free? Maybe we could go surfing. I’ve always wanted to learn, and having a hot teacher is a fantasy of mine.” He was completely oblivious to her distress.

				She almost laughed, but her voice caught in her throat. Nodding, instead, she took a sip of her Coke. “Sure.”

				“You seem spooked. Everything okay?” His large hand slid up her neck to rest on one cheek, fingers softly caressing.

				“I love you.” The words spilled out in a tumble without permission. She’d never said that to anyone before, and now, here she was, baring her soul over a romantic dinner of greasy fast food.

			

			
				She expected his eyes to soften, a smile to turn up his lips, and maybe a little relief to flood his features. Instead, she watched in humiliation as he closed off, pulling his hand away. A sorrowful expression crept over him.

				“I’m . . . I’m not . . . uh—” he stammered.

				Oh, God. She’d completely misread him. As she sat there, willing him to pull it together and go back to the Michael she’d fallen for, her heart sank. Mortified, she snagged her purse from the floor and raced from the room. Praying the alarm would go off and save her just like it had the last time she’d fled the firehouse.

				It didn’t.

				As the warm night air hit her face, his hand wrapped around her arm.

				“Wait, Goddammit!” he barked as he gently pulled her back against his chest.

				She refused to face him, further embarrassed by the hot tears pooling in her eyes.

				“Will you look at me, Lena?”

				Forcibly turning her in his arms, she stared up at his intense gaze. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. It’s too soon.” She hated the way her voice wobbled with unshed tears.

				That sad look spread over his face again, but the pity in his eyes set an angry flame burning in her. All his talk of her being it for him, his relentless pursuit, everything, had gotten her to this point. She’d trusted him enough to let herself fall, and now he wasn’t there to catch her.

				“I’m sorry. I didn’t . . . react very well to what you said.” He looked away, as if he were ashamed of something—of her.

				Before she could say anything, Klipper’s voice rang out from the open garage, getting louder the closer he got. “Hey, Lieutenant. Kate’s on the phone for you . . . again. What is that, like the fourth freaking time this week? How do you manage to keep them all on such short leashes, man?” As Klipper stepped into view, his face paled and his eyes darted from Michael to Lena and back again. “Shit. Oh, shit, man. I’m sorry.”

			

			
				Righteous anger took over. Not again. She was not going to be played by another firefighter. “You know what, Michael? I’m not sorry I said it. I’m only sorry I was stupid enough to believe you weren’t the asshole I originally thought you were.” Staring hard at him, she waited for some sort of response. “You and Kate have a nice time. We are done.”

				His expression turned stony, surprising her. She expected him to try and stop her as she walked away.

				He didn’t.

				Five days post-Michael. Lena had baked everything she could think of and Valerie was begging her to stop, citing her expanding ass and constant sugar comas. Lena hadn’t heard a word from Michael. Well, that wasn’t totally true. She’d heard plenty through Donovan, who didn’t have a clue how loud of a talker he was. The walls in the apartment were paper-thin and she’d caught more than her share of gossip during Valerie and Donovan’s sleepover tonight. Up until now, it had been all about the station, how Michael was busting everyone’s balls and being a general pain in the ass. Not news to her.

				She was about to put on her noise canceling headphones and settle in for a date with Photoshop when she heard her name.

				“Lena doesn’t want to see him. That’s why I told him she was going to Barbados.” Valerie’s voice was high and tense. Lena could picture the protective stance her friend would undoubtedly be posed in. Arms crossed over her chest, stern expression creasing her brow.

			

			
				“He’s miserable,” Donovan countered, making Lena snort in disbelief.

				“He’s been seeing other women. Klipper said some woman named Kate had been calling all week.”

				“Trust me, Kate is not a problem. He never shuts up about Lena. I don’t know why Kate’s been calling, but it has nothing to do with them screwing around.”

				Valerie was silent, and must have sat down, because Lena heard the bed squeak.

				“Sweetheart, just put in a good word for him, okay?” Donovan pleaded.

				The springs on the bed groaned as more weight must’ve been added, sending Lena scrambling for her headphones and turning up the music. She didn’t want to admit how much she missed Michael, how much she wished he’d try to call. Pushing through her distraction, she poured all her energy into editing her latest session, working until her eyes burned with fatigue. With her headphones blasting Panic Station’s demo album, she fell into a dreamless sleep.

				A few days later, the email Lena had been waiting for arrived in her inbox as she was sending a set of proofs to her latest client. Confirmation of her contract in Japan. It was officially happening. She’d be heading to Tokyo in November and staying for at least three months. Her heart felt like it might explode. This assignment would be filled with so many opportunities for building her portfolio—high fashion, travel, culture—and she’d be getting a chance to see where her mother came from.

				Breaking the news to Valerie had gone over easier than she’d thought it would. Now all that was left was Michael. Just the thought of talking to him made her heart race. But they needed to talk, especially after what she’d overheard between Valerie and Donovan the other night.

			

			
				Pulling out her phone, she took a calming breath and dialed Michael’s number. She half-hoped he wouldn’t answer, that the call would be lost in the ether and she wouldn’t have to hear his voice. The moment he answered, the deep rumble of his timbre covered her like a warm blanket. God, how she missed him. Overcome with emotion, she couldn’t bring herself to speak.

				“Lena? Are you there?”

				Shaking her head to clear her senses, she croaked out a response. “Yeah, yeah, I’m here.”

				“Everything okay? You sound . . . shit, you sound amazing. I’ve missed you. I’m so sorry about how I handled everything.”

				That caught her off guard. She’d been planning on being the one to apologize. She’d done much worse than him. Going off half-cocked and thinking the worst of him, running off without giving him a chance to process the bomb she’d dropped. All he’d been guilty of was not giving her the response she’d wanted.

				“I . . . I overreacted. I heard Klipper teasing you about Kate and didn’t give you the benefit of the doubt.”

				He grunted and she heard the slam of a car door. “Can I come to you? I need to see you. I need to explain.”

				She held back her knee-jerk reaction and bit her tongue. She wanted him to explain now, not twenty minutes from now. Nodding her head, she murmured an affirmative reply and his answering sigh sent shivers through her. The line clicked silent, leaving her trying to control the rapid beating of her heart. Glancing around her messy room, she blew out a breath and began frantically tidying up, needing at least one thing in her life to fit into a neat little box.

				The knock on her door came exactly twenty minutes later, causing her breath to catch in her throat. With a quick glance in the mirror and a deep breath, she opened the door, more eager to see Michael than she’d thought.

			

			
				His broad shoulders relaxed the minute her eyes met his and a spark ignited deep in her core. God, he looked good. Lips quirked up in a slight smirk, hands tucked in his front pockets. She wanted to forget everything else around her and get lost in him.

				“Can I come in?” His words were a rough, deep rumble.

				“Yeah.” She winced when her voice cracked on the word.

				Turning, she walked to the kitchen and pulled two beers from the fridge, cracked them open, and shoved one into his hand without asking if he wanted one.

				An amused expression colored his features. “Uh, thanks. It’s a little early, don’t you think?” Gesturing to the clock, which read eleven-thirty AM, he chuckled but took a swig anyway.

				“I could order a pizza,” she offered.

				Sitting on the couch, he placed his bottle on the coffee table and took her hand, pulling her down next to him. “We’ll get there. I’ve got so much I need to say to you.”

				He seemed uneasy as she turned her gaze on him, so different from the light-hearted man he’d appeared to be just moments earlier. Running his hands through his short hair, he sighed. “Fuck, I don’t even know where to start.”

				Unable to resist her urge to touch him, she rested a hand on his knee. The answering spark burned between them but she held onto her control, deciding to start the conversation with the one topic that bothered her the most. “Can we talk about Kate? I’ve heard her name twice from Klipper. Who is she to you?”

				He gritted his teeth and downed the contents of his bottle in one long swallow. Her eyebrows raised as she realized this was more serious than she’d thought. Letting out a groan, he dropped his head into his hands and stared at the floor.

				For a moment, she worried he might not answer. But after a brief pause, he began to speak.

			

			
				“Kate . . . uh, Kate was my fiancée. We’d been together since college. I, uh, I proposed five years ago. I thought she was the one. Turns out, she didn’t feel the same way. Didn’t tell me until two days before the wedding.” He let out a harsh bark of laughter and reached for his empty beer bottle, trying to take a sip and frowning as he remembered it was empty. She pushed her nearly full bottle toward him, and waited as he took a pull and continued. “She didn’t really tell me much. Just texted me she was sorry and . . . left me.”

				Her chest ached as he raised his head and looked into her eyes. His face was raw with a deep pain she couldn’t come close to comprehending. It hurt to see how deeply he still felt for another woman. “So, now she’s calling you? Have you been in contact with her before this?”

				He shook his head. “No. She’s never reached out before. She just disappeared. I even hired Donovan’s PI brother to try and find her after John died. There was no trace. And now . . . now she just comes out of the freaking woodwork.”

				“What does she want?”

				“I have no clue. I haven’t called her back. I don’t want to.”

				A big part of her heaved a sigh of relief. This woman, a woman he’d almost married, wanted back in his life and he wouldn’t let her come near him.

				“So, when I said . . . what I said,” she started.

				“You mean, that you love me?”

				A hot blush flooded her cheeks. “Yes. That. You were in the middle of dealing with her?”

				“Lena, you don’t understand how destroyed I was when she left me. My entire world came crashing down. I had just started to pick myself up and put myself back together when John died. I’m broken. Damaged goods. There are parts of me that will never be whole again, no matter what. That doesn’t mean I don’t feel deeply for you. I just . . . that’s something I’ll never be able to say to anyone again.”

			

			
				Tears filled her eyes, stinging as they threatened to spill down her cheeks. Before she could wipe them away, Michael’s warm palm was cupping her cheek, his thumb catching her tears as they fell.

				“Please give me another chance? I didn’t handle it the right way when you told me, but knowing how you feel made me even more sure that we are meant to be together,” he whispered, bringing his lips a breath away from hers. “Come away with me this weekend. Let me show you just how much you mean to me.”

				Fire raced through her veins as his mouth connected with her own. Everything in her screamed, Yes! This is it! He’s the one.

				All she wanted was to keep this feeling forever.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 10


				“I’m pretty sure we made a mistake.” Lena stared at the diamond and matching band which adorned the third finger of her left hand. The stone caught the light and sparkled, throwing rainbow prisms against the walls.

				Michael—her new husband—shifted under the bedclothes, soundly sleeping and unaware of her worries. She watched him, bronzed back, strong and toned, bare to the waist. The sight of him never failed to make her sigh with want. He was gorgeous, there was no denying that.

				Her gaze drifted to the top of the white hotel sheet. It sat, barely covering the top of his ass, leaving the deep line of his spine in view. She fought the urge to lean down and drop kisses on the dimples at the base of his back. She needed to remember the reason they were here—in a hotel in Vegas.

				They’d gotten married. After dating on and off for less than six months—they were legally bound together.

				It seemed to her that a situation like this should accompany the worst hangover of her life, but no. They’d been stone sober. Drunk on each other and the idea of happily ever after, maybe, but aside from that, they had no excuse.

				Panic clawed at her chest. She needed coffee . . . or a Bloody Mary. Maybe both.

				Careful not to wake him, she pulled on some clothes and grabbed her plastic key card. She’d feel better with some fresh air and perspective.

				As her hand turned the knob on the door, her damn cell phone rang, a blaring version of “Turning Japanese” that made her jump.

			

			
				“Moshi, moshi,” she whispered, hoping Michael would keep sleeping.

				“Lena-Chan, what are you doing?” Her mother’s soft voice came out in a stern tone.

				“Mama, I’m on vacation. You remember? I told you.”

				“No. You texted me yesterday. Not the same.”

				Before Lena could escape the room in order to have a real conversation with her mother, a warm arm wrapped around her waist.

				“Morning, gorgeous. Sneaking off?”

				She winced as Michael’s deep baritone seemed to bounce off the walls and back through the phone.

				Her mother’s sharp intake of breath sent a chill up her spine. “Lena? Is that Michael with you?”

				Slipping out of Michael’s hold, she hurried into the bathroom and shut the door. “Mama, I can explain.”

				Her answer came in the form of angry, rapid-fire Japanese. She didn’t understand much, but what she did get was bad.

				Looking down at her ring once again, she groaned as the line clicked and her mother hung up on her.

				“Definitely a mistake.”

				Michael watched his wife of twenty-four-hours from across the dinner table. He’d scored them a reservation at a high-end restaurant in the Bellagio hotel. The view was awe-inspiring and for anyone else, the lights of the strip and choreographed fountain would be the sole point of focus. Not for him. He couldn’t stop looking at Lena. Her long curtain of black hair fell over one shoulder, making his fingers ache to feel the silky strands.

				Watching her as she pushed the last of the food around on her plate, he fought a wave of unease. She was different now. And not just in an I’m-married kind of way. Since he’d woken this morning, she’d been distant. Closed off. Cold.

			

			
				“What’s going on with you today?” He had to push the words through the lump in his throat.

				Tilted, almond eyes met his and his heart sank at the sadness he saw there.

				“I . . . what are we doing? We can’t be married. We’ve spent more time broken up than we have as a couple.”

				He fought the rush of desperation that coated his skin. He couldn’t fail at this again. “But something keeps bringing us back together.”

				As she spoke, the fountain started its show in the background. Sprays of swirling water danced to a schmaltzy romantic ballad.

				Perfect. Just what I needed. A fucking chick flick moment.


				Her gaze dropped to the ring on her finger. “I don’t know. Remind me why we thought this was a good idea.”

				His chest tightened as he reached out for her hand. “We’re right for each other. I promise.”

				Her dark eyes widened as he brought her hand to his mouth and pressed a kiss to her palm.

				“What about love?” she whispered.

				His head spun and his vision blurred as her question sank in. Hadn’t they already talked about this? He let out a sigh. “I want to be with you forever. Isn’t that enough?”

				Her expression softened at that. She knew his issues with the L word. He’d been honest. This was what he could give her. Him. No word could change the fact that he’d chosen to bind himself to her for a lifetime.

				“Give it a chance,” he pleaded. “You’re so worried about whether it will work or not, you can’t let yourself enjoy it now.”

				She let out a heavy sigh and offered a wan smile. “My mama is going to be so angry we did this. She likes to pretend I’m still a virgin. You should have heard her when she realized you were here with me.”

			

			
				He couldn’t contain the chuckle that escaped his chest. “You think an angry Japanese mama is bad? Wait until you see my mother. Alex got married in a courthouse. I was her last chance at a wedding.” A pang of loss gripped his heart at that thought. He wasn’t supposed to be the last chance. John would have given her the wedding she’d dreamed of. But he was dead.

				Shaking his head, he pushed away thoughts of his brother and forced a smile as he watched Lena’s shoulders relax.

				“Looks like we’d better enjoy our honeymoon. When we go back we’re in for it.” She grabbed his hand and squeezed.

				Raising one eyebrow, he lifted his beer to his lips, considering her statement.

				“What?” she asked. “You’re doing the eyebrow thing.” Her cheeks flushed and she licked a drop of wine from her lips.

				“Was that a proposition, Mrs. Oliver?” The thrill of her new name gave him a rush of excitement.

				She twisted the ring and brought those dark eyes to his. “Maybe.”

				He knew she was worried, that she needed him to do more than tell her he’d never leave. The only way he could do that was to show her. He’d spend the rest of their lives proving that she’d made the right decision when she’d said, “I do.” But for now, he’d use these few days together to build the foundation they’d need.

				They spent the rest of the weekend absorbed in each other, avoiding the important topics he knew they should be discussing. As they walked through the shops at Caesar’s Palace, his mind spun with questions. Would she move in with him? When would they tell everyone? The idea of telling his parents both thrilled and terrified him. He was Catholic. You don’t just elope to Las Vegas. At least, not in his family.

			

			
				Cocking his head to one side, he pulled her toward a crepe shop. “Come on, I’m hungry.” He really just wanted to take some time and sit with her. They were heading home in a matter of hours. It was time to make plans.

				While he ordered a sweet chocolate and banana confection for them to share, she found a seat and toyed with her phone. He watched her face as she scrolled and occasionally tapped the screen. He loved the way she took her lower lip between her teeth when she was concentrating. It reminded him of the amazing things she had done with her mouth that morning in the shower.

				“Sir? Sir? Your crepe is ready.”

				Snapping out of his lust-fueled haze, he snatched the whipped cream and chocolate-laden plate from the kid at the window and made his way to where his wife waited. As soon as he sat down across from her, she put her phone away and offered him a bright smile.

				“That looks so good. Maybe we should’ve gotten two,” she said, stealing a bit of cream off the top with her finger.

				His groin tightened as she sucked her finger clean. Christ almighty she was distracting. Adjusting his pants, he forced himself to tear his gaze from her perfect mouth.

				“I’m Catholic,” he blurted.

				Her eyes widened in surprise at his outburst. “That’s nice?” It was more of a question than a statement and coupled with the look on her face, he’d just confused the hell out of her.

				“What about you?”

				She shrugged. “Buddhist, I guess. I wasn’t really raised religious. Why?”

				He felt stupid after everything he’d said to her about just enjoying their time. Now, here he was, about to start grilling her and pushing the real issues.

			

			
				“My mom’s going to ask. And, I don’t know, we should probably know these things about each other, right?”

				A thoughtful expression spread over her face. “Yeah, we should. Okay, so you’re Catholic. Now it’s my turn?”

				Something in his chest loosened at her lighthearted attitude. Nodding, he took a big bite of the crepe and waited.

				“Um, my parents got married in Japan six months before I was born. We moved to Golden Beach a year later. Then my asshole of a father left us on my second birthday. We haven’t ever heard from him again but my mom still carries on as if they’re married. She hates that I legally changed my last name to Shirakawa instead of keeping my dad’s.”

				That surprised him. He’d always thought her family name was Shirakawa. “What is your dad’s last name?”

				“Blackpool.”

				“So, your mom isn’t Ryoko Shirakawa. She’s Ryoko Blackpool?”

				Lena nodded and speared a slice of banana.

				“I’ve been calling her Mrs. Shirakawa all this time.” He felt like an idiot.

				“It doesn’t bother her. I think keeping his name is the last little bit of my dad that she has. Everyone calls her by her maiden name, but her driver’s license still has his.”

				“Are you going to take my last name?” he asked, suddenly caring more about her answer than the tempting dessert in front of him. His blood pounded in his ears as he waited anxiously for her verdict.

				Her shoulders stiffened, eyes trained on the tabletop. “I . . . hadn’t thought of that. Do you want me to?”

				A primal part of him, the caveman part that wanted to club her over the head and drag her to his cave, screamed yes. But as he looked at her face, conflicting emotions passed through him.

				“I’d love it. But I want you to do what makes you happy. If that means keeping your name, that’s fine. Just as long as you’re mine.”

			

			
				A grin spread over her lips. “You could always take my name.”

				He could feel the blood leaving his face. There’s no way that would fly at the firehouse, or with his family.

				She burst out laughing as he floundered for the right answer. “Okay, okay, firefighter. We’ll figure it out. Lena Oliver doesn’t sound too bad.”

				He let out a relieved sigh, as they stood and tossed the remnants of their dessert in the trash. She looked up at him as she leaned into his body, sending a wave of emotion through him that scared him.

				“Michael Shirakawa sounds pretty good, too,” she whispered in his ear, her tone light and teasing.

				His heart flipped when her hand slipped into his and she idly twirled his wedding band as they walked.

				This was the right choice.

				It would work.

				It had to.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 11


				Lena set her purse on the floor in the entryway at Michael’s house, stomach fluttering with anticipation. They’d been home two days, getting into the swing of things and trying to figure out how to break the news of their marriage to friends and family. So far, they hadn’t been able to agree on how best to share their impulsive wedding with their parents. Maybe it was the impulsive part that scared her. She knew her mom would move past her disappointment pretty quickly, as long as she was sure Lena was happy. Michael’s mother was a different matter.

				The sudden blare of Def Leppard’s “Pour Some Sugar on Me” made her jump as she walked down the hall toward the kitchen. She smiled, catching a whiff of warm spices and fresh baked bread. Her smile turned to laughter when she rounded the corner and caught sight of Michael, a chef’s apron tied around his waist as he cooked. He was dancing as he stirred something on the stove. She had to cover her mouth with a hand to keep from making noise and giving herself away. When he spun around using the wooden spoon as a microphone, she lost it, bursting into loud giggles and breaking the spell.

				His eyes popped open and blood rushed to his cheeks. “You’re early,” he said, composing himself.

				“I missed you. If I’d known I was going to an all-male revue, I would’ve stopped and got some dollar bills.”

				Lips turning up into a smirk, he swayed his hips and pulled her against him. “You can pay me in other ways.”

				“Oh, can I?”

			

			
				Nodding, he lowered his mouth to hers. “Definitely,” he murmured against her lips, before releasing her. “But not until after dinner.”

				Pouting, she batted her eyelashes. “I’m not that hungry.”

				A smile in his eyes, he shook his head. “Nope. I’ve never cooked for you and this is my favorite dish.”

				He pulled out a stool from under the bar and helped her up onto it. Pouring her a large glass of red wine, he winked and turned away. She couldn’t stop her gaze from drifting over his strong shoulders, down his back, and to his amazing ass while he served her dinner.

				His expression was filled with excitement as he placed a bowl filled with mashed potatoes and a rich beef stew in front of her.

				“Go on, tell me what you think.” He was like an eager puppy, watching her take a bite. She had to fight off the urge to laugh.

				Truthfully, the food was delicious, but all she could think about was tasting him. “Michael, it’s so good.”

				A wide smile spread across his face as he dug in to his dish. They ate and drank slowly, savoring the food and exchanging flirtatious glances. As the meal drew to a close, Michael’s expression changed from relaxed to pensive.

				“What’s that face for?” Her chest tightened at the seriousness in his eyes.

				“Were you going to tell me about Japan?”

				Stomach clenching, she took a sharp breath. “How did you know about that?”

				“You left your email open. I saw it when I was turning off your laptop.”

				Reaching out, she grabbed his hand. “I planned to tell you. I just didn’t want to spoil anything. We’ve been so wrapped up in being us. I wasn’t ready to go back to the real world yet.”

			

			
				“Baby, you’ve got to tell me things. What do you think I’m going to do? It’s your job. It sucks that you’ll be gone, I can’t deny that, but I’m not going to tell you not to do it.”

				The tension released its hold around her heart as she stared into his eyes. “I’m leaving in November.”

				Nodding, he offered her a soft smile. “Then I guess we need to make good use of our time before you go.”

				“And we can video chat while I’m there. Rhett said as long as I have Wi-Fi I’m good. I don’t really want to deal with tons of international charges for phone service. According to him, the reception is spotty anyway. Seems like a waste of money. There should be Wi-Fi everywhere.”

				“Are we talking, Skype sex? I’ve never done it, but I’m not one to shy away from new things.”

				She let out a laugh. “I’m sure that can be arranged.” Cocking an eyebrow, she gave him her best come hither stare. “You want to practice now?”

				“Baby, I always want to be with you.”

				Snagging her bowl, he placed the dishes in the sink and crossed the room, scooping her into his arms without another word.

				“You did what?” Hallie shouted over their table at The Creekside.

				Lena winced, and ducked her head behind her menu. “Keep your voice down, will you?”

				“Sorry, sorry. I’m just shocked. You never told me it was serious with Michael.”

				A flutter started in Lena’s chest at the thought of just how serious it really was between them. “I’m in love with him,” she admitted.

				Hallie sat back in the booth and took a deep drink from her wine glass. “Well, I should hope so. You married him.” A dreamy look came over her before she shook her head and leveled her piercing gaze on Lena. “Is that why we’re here? You buttering me up before dropping a bomb like that?”

			

			
				“Actually, there’s something else.”

				Her friend’s eyes narrowed. “You better not be firing me so you can spend your life bearing Michael Oliver’s children. We’ve got a good thing going here. I’m making enough money now to finish paying off my student loans.”

				Lena held up a hand. “Stop. I’m not firing you. I want you to take over the business.”

				Hallie’s jaw dropped. “What?”

				“I’m going to Japan for a three month assignment. Honestly, I’ve been gone more than I’ve been here. You’ve already been running things most of the year anyway.”

				“Do you mean permanently? You’ll be back, right?”

				Lena nodded, pushing away the slight ache in her chest at the thought of stepping away from the business she’d started years ago. “I’ll be back, but who knows when I’ll be gone again. We’ve got enough steady business that we need someone reliable. Someone who’s schedule is steady. No one wants to book a photographer who jets off to parts unknown all the time.”

				“I don’t know, L. I’ve been fine doing this by myself when I knew you’d be back to save me if I screwed up.”

				Lena almost laughed. “You’ve never needed me to save you. Usually, you’re the one saving me. Reminding me we’ve got clients booked, helping me remember what to bring. There’s no one better to take this on than you.”

				Shaking her head, Hallie finished her wine and flagged down the waiter. She ordered each of them a glass of champagne before Lena could protest, and flashed a beaming smile.

				“What did Michael say about you jetting off for three months?”

				That caught her off guard. Why would Hallie think he’d have a problem?

			

			
				“He was fine with it. He knows what I do.”

				Hallie shrugged. “I don’t know. I’d be a little disappointed if my new husband was leaving me for a quarter of our first year of marriage.”

				“It’s fine. We’ll be fine,” she argued, but deep down a tightness took hold in her chest.

				“I guess this means we’ve got two things to celebrate. To you and Michael, and to change.” Hallie clinked her glass with Lena’s, and with a bittersweet cloud hanging over them both, drank deeply.

				“Wait, what did your mom say when you told her?” Hallie asked.

				Biting her lip, Lena hid her shame by taking another sip. “I, uh, I haven’t told her yet.”

				Hallie clicked her tongue and shook her head. “Bad idea, Shirakawa. Wait, is it Oliver now?”

				“We haven’t figured that out yet.” She avoided Hallie’s gaze and broached the other topic of conversation. “I’m going over to Mom’s tomorrow for breakfast. I’m going to tell her then. I was hoping the Japan trip might soften the blow, distract her a little.”

				A slight smirk turned up the corners of Hallie’s mouth. “Good luck with that.”

				Michael tugged at the collar of his shirt, popping the top button and loosening the uncomfortably tight tie. A clammy layer of sweat covered his forehead and he was sure he looked sick as he waited for Lena to arrive at Kaneyo with her mother. His parents were already seated, enjoying the beachfront table and the warm summer air. Why was he so nervous? Lena’s mother loved him. She’d practically thrown them together the last time he’d seen her. Still, his chest tightened when he saw them, slowly making their way down the sandy path.

			

			
				“Ah, Michael-san. You like Japanese food? Good.” Lena’s gaze found his as her mother called out to him.

				His eyes focused on Lena’s left hand. Bare for now. He’d forgotten to take off his wedding band, but so far, no one had noticed. Taking Mrs. Shirakawa’s arm, he led her to the table, hoping Lena had given her a head’s up that his parents would be joining them. Clearly, she hadn’t. Her mother’s face paled when she saw them.

				“Why are your parents here, Michael-san?” Those glittering dark eyes darted from the table where his parents sat to him. “What’s going on?”

				Lena took her mother’s hand and pulled her to a seat. “Okasan, sit down.”

				He watched as his wife murmured to her mother in Japanese, a sly grin spreading over the older woman’s face.

				His mother piped up from across the table. “It’s nice to see you again, Lena, Mrs. Shirakawa.”

				Silence fell heavy over the table until Lena’s mother bowed her head slightly.

				“Please call me Ryoko. We are all friends here.”

				Lena heaved a sigh of relief and squeezed Michael’s hand. At the contact, his body flooded with warmth and the nervous feeling in the back of his mind eased. Over the course of the next hour, they chatted together about his family’s time overseas and Ryoko’s life in Japan, but tension still filled the space between topics.

				A lull in the conversation bought him a moment to order another beer and he had just begun to flag down a server when his dad tossed his napkin on the table and cleared his throat.

				“All right, son. It’s time to get down to business. What’s going on? Something is clearly up with you two.”

				His throat and tongue were suddenly as dry as the Sahara. Swallowing, he took Lena’s hand. “Uh, yeah. You’re right.” His mom was bouncing in her seat in anticipation. A broad smile on her sweet face. “Lena and I . . . Uh, well . . . we got married.”

			

			
				Letting out an audible sigh, he ran a hand over the back of his neck, happy to have made it through the moment without his voice cracking from nerves. He brought his gaze to his mom first, expecting the smile from earlier to be there still. Instead, her eyes were wide in disbelief and before long, tears pooled in their hazel depths.

				“Married? You got married without telling us?” His heart nearly broke at the sadness in her voice.

				“It uh, it just sort of happened,” Lena offered.

				He winced inwardly. She was trying to help, but that just made it worse.

				“You mean to tell me that you and this girl ran off and got married just because?” His dad’s voice wasn’t sad. He was angry. “Is there anything else we need to know? Was there a particular reason this needed to be done quickly?”

				Lena sucked in a sharp breath. “If you’re implying that I’m pregnant you’d be mistaken. We got married because we want to be together. I love him.”

				Michael stared at her, pride filling his chest. They hadn’t really talked about why they’d gotten married. It truly had just happened.

				“But . . . where did you get married?” his mom asked.

				“Vegas.” He tried to keep his voice controlled.

				“Please don’t tell me Elvis married you. Was it a priest at least?”

				He couldn’t hide his smile. “No. No Elvis. It was a justice of the peace. Lena’s not Catholic.”

				“Oh, honey.”

				Her eyes were sad. The look in them stabbed at his heart. He hadn’t meant to hurt his mom, but this wasn’t about her. It was about him and Lena and their life together. He’d almost done the big Catholic wedding once before. He had zero interest in doing that again. Glancing across the table, he saw Ryoko staring down at her plate, avoiding eye contact with everyone.

			

			
				Shit. This was not going well.

				“Can you just be happy for me? Please?” he asked.

				He watched as his dad wrapped an arm around his mom and whispered something in her ear. A softness fell over her features, almost a look of resignation.

				“I am, sweetie. I’m just sad I missed it.”

				That was as good as he was going to get. His dad didn’t say a word until the bill came and even then it was just a curt goodbye as they got up to leave.

				“God, I didn’t think it would be so bad,” Lena said as they walked her mom to her car.

				“It is disrespectful, Lena-chan. Marriage is not something to be taken so lightly. Families should be invited to celebrate love. It shouldn’t be hidden.”

				Lena fell silent.

				While Ryoko had been quiet after the announcement, Michael hadn’t thought she would be offended. Guilt hit him full force for a second time that evening.

				“I’m sorry for disrespecting you.” He hoped his sincerity was clear in his words as he opened the door for her.

				Turning up her softly lined face to see him, she smiled. “I know. Make it up to me by loving my Lena. Treat her the way she deserves to be treated. Don’t make her regret letting you over her walls.”

				Nodding, he closed the door and stepped away from the car, taking Lena’s hand.

				“You riding with me?”

				She waved at her mom as the car pulled away. “Looks like it.”

				He wrapped her in his arms, needing to feel her against him. “It’s not as bad as you think.”

			

			
				“Really? Your dad thought you must’ve knocked me up and your mom is horrified you married a heathen.” 

				Unable to contain his laughter, he dropped his head to the top of her shoulder. “I’m surprised you didn’t burst into flames when she looked at you.”

				“I’m glad you didn’t tell her our officiant was dressed in drag.” She chuckled in his arms.

				“Ha! She would’ve needed me to resuscitate her on the spot.”

				Pulling her even tighter to him, he kissed her long and deep. The hard part was over. Now they could start their life together.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 12


				Michael chuckled as another dirty text from Lena appeared on his phone. He’d been on duty less than six hours and she’d practically blown up his cell with all of the naughty things she wanted to do when he got home. This latest message sent all the blood straight from his brain to his crotch. Two months in and married life was working out just fine. Glancing at the clock, he scowled. Time seemed to move slower when he was away from her.

				The alarm blared through the firehouse, startling him back to the reality of his job. “Engine. Ambulance. Vehicle fire. Multiple injuries.”

				“Son-of-a-bitch,” he muttered, willing his erection to subside as the firehouse came to life.

				“Lieutenant, you coming?” Klipper called.

				“Yeah.” Shifting gears, he shoved his phone in his locker and rushed to the truck, donning his bunker gear with the smooth motions of years of practice.

				By the time they arrived on scene, the car was totally engulfed in flames. Bystanders waved the ambulance crew over to where the injured had been pulled to safety. The smell of burning rubber hit him as soon as Sully parked the engine. Thick, black smoke invaded the surroundings as tires melted and electronics burned. Scenarios ran through his head as he assessed the scene. The car had clearly run off the road and slammed into the trees, leaving mangled remains of the vehicle wrapped around the scarred wood, flames already licking at the bark.

			

			
				“Klipper, Sully, we’ve got toxic fumes. Mask up and get your air on. We need to get this contained before it spreads and becomes more than a car fire.”

				The two men on his crew were already sliding off their helmets as he spoke. They knew instinctively what needed to happen. Although only minutes had passed since they’d arrived on site, every second that ticked by felt like an eternity as he pulled his SCBA gear on and connected the air valve. Before long, they’d attacked the flames and beat them into submission. The smoldering husk of metal that had once been a classic car sat dripping and stinking, but no longer held any threat.

				Standing in the stillness, everyone safe, the fire gone, he was reminded of why he loved his job. John used to say it was the thrill of it, running toward danger rather than away. He and his brother had always been so different. Even now, years after John’s death, it felt like the crew was missing a vital organ. If Michael was the brain, John had been the heart.

				“Lieutenant? We good?” Sully stood next to him, arms crossed, mouth turned down in a frown.

				Michael shook away the memories of his brother and brought himself back to the present. John was gone. No amount of wishing would bring him back.

				“Yeah, let’s pack it up and get back to the station. Any word on the victims? They make it okay?”

				Klipper shook his head. “Driver made it. Passenger wasn’t wearing his seatbelt. He was only fifteen. Poor kids. Brooks worked on him as long as she could for his brother’s sake, but she said he was gone before we got here.”

				Michael’s heart sank at the look on Klip’s face. The guy could be a grade-A douche sometimes, but not when it counted. Any time they lost someone, Klip took it harder than the rest of them. Clapping a hand on Klipper’s shoulder, Michael gave it a squeeze. “We know the family?”

			

			
				“No. They’re not local. Probably out for a joyride in Dad’s baby.”

				Michael’s chest tightened as flashes of he and John doing the exact same thing invaded his head. They’d snagged the keys to their father’s precious Corvette countless times over the years. As soon as Michael was able to drive, and a few times before he’d been technically legal, their adventures ended with burned rubber prayers that their dad wouldn’t check the odometer.

				“It’s a damn shame. That boy will never forgive himself.” Clearing his throat, he pulled himself into his seat as Klipper started the engine.

				The ride back to the station was somber. Tinged with the anxiety that accompanied any incident resulting in a fatality. They’d be on edge for the rest of the shift, everyone hoping they could make up for the loss on their next time out. He knew it didn’t work like that. There wasn’t a way to wipe the slate clean. Every experience stayed with him, buried behind the walls he had to put up to stay sane.

				By the time his shift ended he’d been on two more calls and finished piles of paperwork. Both incidents ended in tragedy, and both could have been prevented. All he wanted to do was crawl into bed beside Lena and breathe in the soft flowery scent of her hair as he held her close. He hadn’t worked a shift this terrible in a long time. He needed something beautiful to take the place of all the ugly he’d seen in the last twenty-four hours.

				The sound of a door opening and shutting broke through Lena’s deep slumber, pulling her from her dreams. She’d spent the night unable to settle, working instead. The soft gray light of dawn had begun to spill through her window before she’d finally fallen into bed and let sleep claim her. Limbs heavy, she stretched as she rose, pulling on her robe, hoping it was her husband making noise in the house. A series of thuds followed by another door closing confirmed her suspicion.

			

			
				A thrill ran through her at the thought of seeing him, rumpled and ragged. His face sporting the five o’clock shadow she loved so much. Typically, when he came home after a shift, he’d putter around the kitchen, making coffee and breakfast. As she padded down the hall, she nearly tripped over his boots, tossed haphazardly in the middle of the walkway.

				“Michael?” She listened for the familiar sounds of his morning routine.

				The kitchen was empty and had she not seen his shoes, she’d have thought the sounds she’d heard had all been in her head. Circling around the kitchen island, she made her way toward the front of the house. The door to the guest bathroom was closed, light coming from beneath. She could hear the shower going full blast. Why wasn’t he using the bathroom in their room? Knocking, she waited a moment before trying the handle.

				“Michael?” Peeking around the corner as she came into the room, her mouth ran dry when she caught sight of him.

				He didn’t hear her. That much was clear as she watched him stand under the water. His hands were braced on the shower wall, head hanging down as the spray beat on the back of his neck. Something was wrong. His eyes were pinched tightly shut as if he were in pain, and the muscles in his arms flexed with the tension he carried.

				Not wanting to startle him, she tapped softly on the glass door, hoping he’d hear her. His eyes opened and the look he gave her sent her heart plummeting to the ground.

				“What’s happened?” she asked, sliding the door open.

				He shook his head. “Bad night. I just . . . I needed to wash it away.”

			

			
				He’d never come home like this before. She knew firefighters saw awful things, but had never experienced the aftermath of a rough shift firsthand. The broken sound of his voice cut her. Slipping her robe off her shoulders, she stepped into the shower with him and took his face in her hands.

				“Let me help you,” she murmured, pressing a soft kiss to his lips.

				His arms wrapped around her, crushing her to him as he deepened the kiss and changed it from something sweet to something primal. Trailing his fingers down her body until they found her center, he worked them back and forth until her breaths grew harsh and her limbs trembled. She hovered on the edge of release, waiting for the final touch to send her over the cliff.

				“Give me this.” He breathed his request against her mouth.

				All she could offer was a slight nod, afraid her voice would falter if she tried to speak.

				She expected him to return to what he’d been doing. It had been so perfect and she was still wanting. But his hands slid around her waist and he turned her body away from him. Calloused hands palmed her breasts as his lips blazed a path across her shoulder blades.

				“Bend over.”

				The command caught her off guard, but she did as he asked, feeling a rush of desire at the rough edges to his tone. And then he was inside her—bare. Moving in strong, sure strokes, his hands finding purchase on her hips. Her cries ricocheted off the tile walls as his thrusts became more forceful, more demanding. She was close, so close. All she needed was that one perfect movement. As if he’d heard her silent plea, his hand worked its way between her legs. That was it. She was gone. Her legs nearly gave out as she rode the pulses of pleasure.

			

			
				“Jesus, God,” he hissed as she moaned and pushed back to force him deeper inside even as he tried to pull out. She didn’t want to let go of the moment.

				“Lena, oh fuck.” His teeth grazed her shoulder sending shivers over her.

				“I love you, Michael,” she said, knowing he needed to hear it more now than ever before.

				She felt him harden even more and moved her hips forcefully to encourage him. A brief flicker of worry lit in the back of her mind as he groaned his own release, but she pushed it aside.

				It was only once. The risk was there, but small.

				Everything would be fine.

				Two weeks later, Lena stared at the calendar in disbelief, her hands clammy and heart racing beneath her ribs. Five days. She was five days late. Nausea curled in the pit of her stomach. She was only twenty-five. She wasn’t ready to be pregnant.

				“L? You okay over there?” Hallie asked, her shrewd eyes missing nothing.

				Lena swallowed through the lump in her throat. What should she say? Was she okay? The honest answer was that she had no clue.

				Shaking her head to clear the panic, she sighed. “Just tired. I think the trip is getting to me. Rhett told me if we nail this, he’s up for his own travel show.”

				Arching one eyebrow, Hallie took a sip of her coffee. “Good for Rhett. What about you?”

				“It’ll open a lot of doors. Rhett’s been throwing around big name magazines to try and keep me at his beck and call. I swear, the man thinks I’m his assistant rather than his partner.”

			

			
				“He’s lucky we’ve never met. I’d hand him his pompous ass.”

				Lena couldn’t contain her laughter. Hallie would do just that, and then some. “He’s really not that bad. Like a lobster. You have to break the shell to get to the good stuff.”

				Hallie wrinkled her nose before turning back to her work. “I’ll take your word for it. I’m allergic to lobster.”

				The rest of the afternoon passed in silence as they each focused on their tasks. Editing and emailing proofs, confirming bookings, and scheduling the last few sessions before Lena left for Japan. It wasn’t until her phone rang that Lena realized she’d worked through lunch. Michael’s handsome face appeared on the screen, sending a sickly tendril of anxiety through her.

				“Hey there, firefighter.” She had to work to keep her tone light and teasing.

				“God, I’ve missed you. When are you coming home?” His voice curled over her, easing her rising panic.

				“I’m almost finished for the day, actually. You caught me at the perfect time.”

				He let out a soft groan, and even in her uncertain state she warmed.

				“I’ve been home less than six hours, haven’t slept in about two days, but all I can think about is being inside you. Surrounded by you.”

				Her heart stuttered as heat crept up her cheeks. “It’s not my fault you worked a double. I was home . . . waiting.”

				“Naked?”

				Casting a glance at Hallie, she whispered under her breath, “You’ll never know.”

				“If you don’t get here soon I might have to start without you. I stopped and restocked the nightstand. I plan on making a sizable dent in our supply tonight.” His voice was a low, raspy murmur. It should have sent a flood of arousal through her. Instead, the mention of condoms brought back the queasy knot in her belly.

			

			
				“Lena? You still there?”

				Jarred back to the moment, she shook her head to clear her mind. “Sorry. I was distracted by . . . something.”

				“So, see you soon?”

				“I . . . uh, I’ve got to pick up a few things from the store, but after that, I’m all yours.”

				After they hung up, she let the panic wash over her. Breaths fast, chest tight, she dropped her head in her hands and tried to ride it out.

				“You are definitely not okay. You’d better tell me what’s wrong.” Hallie rubbed a gentle hand over Lena’s back, waiting for an explanation.

				“I’m late.”

				After a sharp intake of breath, Hallie sat next to her. “How late?”

				“Five days.”

				“Shit.”

				“Exactly.” Lena rested her head on her friend’s shoulder, needing some kind of solace.

				“What are you going to do?”

				Lena shook her head. “I have no clue.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 13


				There was a suspicious pink and white box sticking out of his wife’s purse when she walked through the door. Michael couldn’t help the racing of his heart at the sight. He knew all too well what a pregnancy test looked like. Lena hugged the purse close to her side as she brushed past him and made straight for the bathroom.

				“I’ll be out in a few,” she called as the door slammed in his face.

				A sense of unease crept in to spoil his excitement. She hadn’t looked nervous in a this-could-be-amazing sort of way. In fact, she looked like this was the worst thing possible.

				He sat on the couch, compulsively checking the clock as the seconds ticked by. How long did those damn tests take? At the sound of the bathroom door opening, he clenched his hands into fists and forced himself to appear calm.

				She shuffled into the room, eyes tired, and he thought he’d go insane trying to read her impassive expression. The woman was like a wall. If she didn’t want you to see through her, you couldn’t.

				“You okay?” He winced when his voice cracked like a damn teenager.

				Shrugging, she settled next to him and laid her head on his shoulder.

				He wanted to leave it alone. Let her tell him if there was anything to tell. But that niggling worm of doubt crept its way to the forefront and pushed.

				“So? Anything you need to tell me?”

				She stiffened against him. “No.”

			

			
				So, she wasn’t pregnant then. Surprisingly, he felt no relief, only a deep twinge of disappointment.

				“Okay, then. You know—”

				“I’m starved. You want something?” She jumped up and headed into the kitchen. 

				Taking a deep breath, he followed her. As she searched the fridge, he wrapped his arms around her, pressing kisses to her nape.

				“It would’ve been okay.” Wanting to ease her worry, he rested his chin on her shoulder.

				“What?”

				“If you were pregnant.”

				She whirled around in his arms, eyes wide. “Are you kidding me?” Extracting herself from his grasp, she grabbed a wine bottle and yanked the cork free, pouring a sizable glass. “It would have been the complete opposite of okay.”

				An ache took hold in his gut.

				“Why? We’re married adults. Isn’t this the next step?”

				Downing half the glass of wine in one go, she shook her head.

				“I’m about to go to Japan for three months. I can’t be pregnant. I can’t be a mother right now.”

				“True, the timing could’ve been better.”

				The look in her eyes sent a wave of apprehension through him.

				“Michael, I . . . I’ve never planned on having kids. I’m not . . . mother material.”

				A disbelieving laugh escaped him. Surely this was a joke. Since he was a kid he’d known that one day he’d be a dad. He’d always envisioned bedtime stories, tossing the football in the yard with his son, teaching his kids about cars, campouts.

				“You mean, not right now, right? But after things settle down, maybe in a few years —”

			

			
				“No. I don’t want kids. I couldn’t risk doing to a child what my dad did to me and my mom.”

				All the air left his lungs. Desperation clawed at him as he tried to think of something he could say that might change her mind. A family, loud, crazy, and loving had always been his goal, even more so since his brother died. Now, with one word from Lena it was all gone. Hands shaking, he pulled a beer from the refrigerator and popped the top.

				Her hand slid along his shoulder and he flinched away.

				“Michael.” Her voice was tender, apologetic.

				Leaving his full beer bottle on the counter, he walked away from her. Needing space. Time to process the loss of something he’d never have.

				He needed to be anywhere but with Lena right now. For the first time, he couldn’t stand the sight of her.

				Michael ran, trying to clear the anger from his head. His feet pounded the sun-bleached wood slats of the boardwalk, sending jolts up his legs. Lena didn’t want to have children. More than that, she didn’t want his children. He knew leaving her like that, angry and frustrated, had been cowardly, but he didn’t want her to see how much it hurt his pride to know that the idea of a family with him was so awful in her eyes.

				Jumping the rail, he landed in the sand and headed to the surf. The wind whipped his face and gave him some much-needed resistance. He wanted something to focus on. He ran until his lungs burned, until his legs gave out, and he fell into the sand. Breathing heavily, he stared out at the choppy water, mesmerized by the ebb and flow of the ocean. This was what he needed—a minute of nothingness.

				His phone rang in his pocket, and he thought about ignoring it, letting it go to voicemail so he could continue to bask in this sliver of time where nothing else mattered. But then Lena crept into his mind, her dark eyes and soft lips, the way she commanded the room no matter where they were, and above all else, the hold she had on his heart. What if it was her calling? He wasn’t willing to let her go, even over something as major as this. They’d talk this through and figure out where to go next.

			

			
				“Hello?” he said, his voice rougher than he’d intended.

				“Michael?” The feminine voice on the other end of the line had his gut twisting and a cold sweat covering his brow the moment it hit his ears. “Kate?” What the fuck was she doing calling him?

				Her soft gasp sent a chill through him. They hadn’t spoken in five years. Not for his lack of trying.

				“I . . . uh, h-how are you?”

				“Fine.” He wanted to laugh. Hell, even six months earlier he’d have had a very different answer for her. Lena had changed everything.

				“You’ve been avoiding me,” Kate said, accusation in her tone.

				“Avoiding? We haven’t seen each other since you left me at the fucking altar, Kate. I think we’re past avoiding.”

				“I’ve been calling the station.”

				“Yeah. I know. As far as I’m concerned, we’ve got nothing to say to one another. How did you get this number?”

				“Klipper gave it to me.”

				“Son-of-a-bitch,” he bit out. Klipper was such a softy. She’d probably started crying and he’d caved.

				“I need to see you, Mike. I’ve got things . . . I just need to see you.”

				Shaking his head, he stood and started walking along the beach, back toward his car. The last thing his marriage needed was a ghost from his complicated past haunting them.

				“No can do, Katie. I’m not interested.”

				“But, you don’t understand—”

			

			
				“I said no. I don’t owe you a damn thing and if you think you can call me up after five years and expect me to fall at your feet, you’re dead wrong.”

				“Michael, please.”

				“No. I’d say it’s been nice talking to you, but it hasn’t. Have a nice life, Kate.” He hung up, his entire body trembling as the adrenaline took over.

				By the time he made it back to his car he’d calmed down. His head was still spinning, but he’d stopped shaking and was now left with only a mildly nauseated feeling in his gut. Kate. He hadn’t expected to hear her voice again. Even with her calls to the station, he’d made it clear to the guys that she was never going to make it through to him. Damn Klipper and his weakness for weeping women.

				His phone buzzed, vibrating against his thigh and startling him as he sat in the driver’s seat, keys in hand. Anxiety tightened his chest at the possibility it would be Kate texting him, that he’d have to deal with messages from her all the time. Pulling the phone free of his pocket, he turned it over to check the message. A wave of relief crashed over him, making him sigh audibly.

				It was Lena.

				I’m sorry. I don’t want to fight. Please come back to me.

				The car started with a satisfying purr and he was on his way back to where he belonged. They could work through this. He knew it, deep in his core.

				As he pulled into the driveway, Lena was waiting for him on the front porch, a mug of tea in her hands. Her eyes were red-rimmed and puffy.

				“Oh, baby. I’m sorry,” he said as he slammed his car door shut and bounded up the steps to the porch. Pulling her into his arms, he held her tight. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he murmured into her hair.

				“We should have talked about this. Kids are a deal breaker and we didn’t even think about it.”

			

			
				Heart turning to a cold lump in his chest, he held onto her for dear life. He didn’t like where this conversation was going. “It’s okay. It’s fine. We can work it out. We’ve got lots of time.”

				She shook her head and pressed her face into his chest. “I’m not going to change my mind.”

				“I’m not going to let you go.”

				Sighing, she tilted her chin up to stare at him. “You’re really stubborn.”

				“You bet your ass I am. I’m the middle child. I had to be a pain in the butt to get what I wanted.”

				“We’re going to have to have a conversation about this, you know.”

				He knew. Dammit, he fucking knew. “Not today.”

				Nodding, she kissed his neck and let him go. “Come on. Your dinner is in the oven.”

				As they walked inside the house, the smell of baked goods enveloped him like a warm hug. “You’ve been baking. Shit, you were really pissed at me.”

				“Yeah. You just bailed on me without a word. I freaked out.”

				Her words hit him like a punch to the gut. “Why? I just needed some time to think.”

				“My dad bailed. Left me and my mom. We never knew why and he never came back.”

				Taking her face in his hands, he pressed a firm kiss to her lips, needing to show her just how important she was to him. Her fingers curled around the nape of his neck sending shivers down his spine as he deepened the kiss and pushed his tongue inside, searching for hers. Hands cupping her bottom, he lifted her and sat her on the counter before grinding his hips against hers.

				As he pulled his lips from hers, he stared into her fathomless brown irises. “I’ll always come back. Always. Do you hear me? Even when you don’t want me to.”

			

			
				Her lower lip trembled and he crushed her to him in response. “I love you, Michael.”

				In answer, he pulled his shirt over his head while toeing off his shoes. As he removed the rest of his clothes, she did the same and he carried her down the hall to their bed. He might not be able to say the words, but he could damn well show her exactly how he felt.

				“Baby, do we have plans tonight? Donovan asked me to go play poker with him.” Michael’s voice carried from the bedroom into the master bath where Lena was stretched out, reading a romance novel.

				Pouting, she closed her book and called back to him, “No. I was planning on spending the night showing you how much I’m going to miss you when I leave.”

				His voice got louder as he made his way to the bathroom. “I’ll call and cancel.”

				Her heart swelled. She loved knowing that he’d change his plans simply because she wanted to spend time with him. As he sat on the edge of the tub, he took her foot in his hand and began massaging the arch. Sliding down a little deeper in the water, she gave in to the power his touch had over her. “Mmm, that feels nice.”

				“Can I get in with you? I can make it a whole hell of a lot nicer.” His gravelly voice was thick with desire.

				She was about to tell him yes, when her phone rang. Seeing it was Valerie, she held up a finger. “Hold that thought.”

				His mouth turned down in a pout as she answered. “Hey, what’s up?”

				“He’s such an asshole.”

				“Who? Donovan?”

				Her friend hiccupped. “Yes. He’s such a jerk.”

				“What happened?”

			

			
				“Can you come over? We can go out, have a drink.”

				Casting an apologetic glance at Michael, she sighed. “Sure.”

				“Thanks.” Valerie sniffed. “Let’s get dolled up. I want to look amazing so if I see his friends they can tell him how good I looked without him.”

				Lena laughed. “Okay. Sounds fun. What time do you want me to come get you?”

				“Six-thirty? That’ll give me a chance to fix myself up. I’m a mess.”

				“I’ll see you then.” Hanging up the phone, she smiled softly at Michael. “Guess I’m going out with Valerie. She and Donovan had a fight. Apparently he’s an asshole.”

				Michael chuckled. “I could have told her that. Looks like we’re babysitting tonight. If they had a fight, Donovan’s gonna be in a shitty mood.”

				“And Valerie and I are going to need to get drunk and go dancing.” Trailing a finger over his denim-clad thigh, she offered him a wicked grin. “I’ve got a couple hours. Want to give me a preview to hold on to before I leave?”

				Taking her hand, he pulled her out of the water and against his chest. She laughed as her wet, naked body soaked his clothes. “Baby, I’ll give you more than a preview.”

				Three hours later, she was sitting at the bar of The Creekside, dressed in a slinky silver dress and sky-high black heels. She and Valerie had just settled in to order some food at the bar when Lena caught sight of Donovan, dressed in a suit and tie with that stupid smirk on his handsome face.

				“What is he doing here? I thought you were fighting.”

				Her friend grinned. “He’s here for me. And, he is here for you.” 

				Lena caught sight of Michael as he followed Donovan through the crowd. Her heart caught in her throat. He looked amazing in the black three-piece suit he wore.

				“Michael? I thought you had a poker game.”

			

			
				He shrugged and moved to kiss her. It took all her strength not to melt right then and there.

				“Yeah, about that . . .” Donovan cast his eyes to the floor, reaching back and rubbing his neck with one hand. “There’s no poker game.”

				“What do you mean? What did I get all dressed up for? You told me it was a high roller game. Important.”

				“Come on, Mike. A high roller game in Golden Beach?” The sarcasm in Donovan’s voice was hard to miss.

				Valerie took Donovan’s hand and the couple led them through the crowd.

				“Where are we going?” Suspicions raised, Lena followed with wide eyes.

				“Happy wedding.” Valerie giggled as she threw open the doors to the party room.

				Lena’s chest tightened as she surveyed the room, taking in the candle light, the ethereal hanging lanterns, and the soft creams and blush pink flowers on each table.

				“Val, this is amazing.” Her voice was thick with tears. She hadn’t expected this.

				“We all pitched in. Your mom, the Olivers. We wanted to celebrate your marriage.”

				Hugging her friend, she murmured, “Thank you.”

				Valerie pushed her away, smiling. “Go on, get your groom and enjoy.”

				At that, Michael slid his hand around Lena’s waist, pulling her close and nuzzling her neck. He whispered, “Donovan told me before we got here. I can’t wait to pull that dress over your hips and slide inside you later. Wife.”

				Her nipples hardened beneath the thin material of her dress and she shuddered even as the hot blush flooded her cheeks. As his hand crept up her back, he found the bare skin between the straps of her dress, making her sigh in anticipation. When was this party over again?

			

			
				“Michael!” Marianne Oliver bustled over to them from across the room. Her round face beaming. “Do you like your party?”

				He moved his fingers away from Lena’s bare back and smiled at his mom. “It’s awesome, Mama. Thanks.”

				Marianne turned her attention to Lena. “Lena, you look beautiful. Were you surprised?”

				She couldn’t contain her smile. Surprised didn’t cover it. Overwhelmed might have been a better choice. “Yes. It’s so beautiful. Thank you, Marianne.”

				The older woman took Lena’s hand and shook her head. “Nope, you call me Mama now.” Then, casting a knowing glance at Michael she added, “Hopefully you can call me Grandma sooner rather than later.”

				Lena’s gut clenched and she watched Michael’s face pale. Elbowing him in the ribs, she laughed and smiled just a little too brightly. “We’ll keep you posted, Mama.”

				Her husband pulled her a little closer and let out a long breath as his mom walked away. “I’m sorry about that.”

				“You don’t have to apologize. I get it. Kids are a big part of your family. It makes sense that she’d expect us to have them.”

				Stiffening, he looked away, unwilling to meet her gaze. “Can we talk about something else?”

				Sadness crept in as she watched him close a part of himself off and they danced without speaking. She’d just lost that piece of him, possibly forever.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 14


				“Baby, what the hell are you wearing?” Michael’s jaw dropped as he watched Lena walk through the firehouse doors in fishnet thigh-highs, a frilly red and black corset, and sky-high heels. Casting a frantic glance around the room, he sighed in relief when he realized they were the only two people.

				A sexy smile spread her lips and she glanced at him with sultry bedroom eyes. “Rocky Horror tonight. I wanted to come by and show you what you’ll be missing.”

				Grabbing his jacket off the back of a chair, he wrapped it around her shoulders and ushered her back to his bunk. “You’re going out in public like that? You mean this isn’t some sexy seduction just for me?”

				Laughing, she shrugged out of the coat. “Oh, come on. It’s Halloween. No one will even notice. I just wanted to give you little something to look forward to when you get home tomorrow morning.”

				She was going to kill him. He’d be so distracted thinking of her, he wouldn’t be able to handle himself on a call. Pulling her to him, he crushed his lips to hers, kissing her as if his life depended on it in the dark silence of the small room.

				“Don’t leave. I don’t want you to go to Japan.” He hated the pleading in his voice, but he couldn’t stop himself. He needed her.

				“Stop. It’s only three months. I’ll be back before you know it.” Stepping away from him, her voice broke as she spoke.

			

			
				His hand found hers in the darkness as she started out of the room. “Lena . . . I—”

				The alarm blared through the house, sending a wave of panic through him. He’d been so close to saying the words. It was as if the universe was warning him that now wasn’t the time.

				Standing on her toes, she cupped his face in her hands and pressed her forehead to his. “Be safe, firefighter.”

				Klipper barreled down the hall, barely sparing Lena a glance as he headed for the truck. “Lieutenant, come on, didn’t you hear the call? It’s the middle school.”

				“Son-of-a-bitch,” Michael muttered as he watched Lena walk away.

				Shaking his head to clear his mind, he shut down the part of his brain that was screaming at him to go to her. He needed to focus on his job, on making sure the school wasn’t a total loss. Lena would be there for one more day. He could tell her tomorrow.

				Hours later, he hung up his helmet and sat in front of his locker. His last name graced the front, marked with masking tape haphazardly applied to the metal door. The damn call that took him away from his wife had been a prank. Stupid kids had pulled the fire alarm and ran.

				“Damn, I’m beat. Why is it we always get the short end of the stick, Lieutenant?” Klipper massaged the back of his neck with one hand while opening his own locker.

				“What do you mean?”

				“You and me. We’re always working the worst fucking holidays. The Fourth, New Year’s, Halloween. Vandals and fireworks. If it isn’t pranks, it’s idiots blowing themselves up.”

				Shrugging, Michael opened his locker and reached for his deodorant and extra shirt. He wanted to spend time making love to Lena, not getting cleaned up. As he pulled his shirt free of the shelf his arm caught one of the photos he had taped to the inside of the door. The glossy picture floated to the floor as he watched. There, smiling up at him was him and his two brothers, all decked out in their turnout gear, standing in front of the engine. Alex gave it all up after John had died. He’d been a newlywed and said he couldn’t risk it anymore, not after what they all watched Grace go through when she lost John. Now it was just Michael at the firehouse.

			

			
				“Hey, I remember taking that picture. That’s a good one.” Klipper was standing behind him, looking over his shoulder. “Not as good as your Mr. December spread, though. I’m still pissed they didn’t ask me to be in the calendar.”

				“What can I say? They didn’t want a scrawny New Yorker to represent Golden Beach.”

				Klipper laughed and walked away. “There ain’t nothing scrawny about me, Oliver.”

				“That’s not what your girlfriend told me.”

				“Fuck off.” Klipper walked out of the room, but called out after he got a safe distance, “I’ve seen what you’ve got packing. I feel sorry for poor Lena. I hope you bought her a vibrator for Christmas.”

				The house was quiet when he walked through the door, though the smell of coffee greeted him as it usually did when he came home from a shift.

				“Baby? Are you here?” he called as he slipped off his boots.

				The sound of muffled voices carried from the living room. Voices? Who else would be at his house before nine in the morning? As he rounded the corner he caught sight of a dark haired little boy sitting at the dining room table playing with toy cars. Big, dark eyes found his as he approached. The little boy stared at him for a moment and went right back to racing his cars.

				“Michael, good, you’re home.” Lena’s voice pulled his attention from the kid in his dining room,

			

			
				A sick feeling took hold in his gut when he looked past Lena into the familiar sea-green eyes of the woman who broke him into a million tiny pieces five years ago.

				“Kate.”

				Lena watched Michael’s face pale as he stared at Kate. The woman had just shown up at the crack of dawn, hammering on the door, insisting on seeing Michael. What was she supposed to do? The kid was crying, Kate was yelling. It was all too much. Now, seeing his reaction, she realized just how badly Kate had fucked him up.

				“Kate.” The incredulity in Michael’s tone was unmistakable.

				“Good to see you, Michael.”

				He raked a hand through his hair and flicked a glance in Lena’s direction. She could tell his nerves were getting the better of him.

				“What are you doing here?”

				“I told you I needed to talk to you. You wouldn’t listen.”

				“It’s been five years. What could you possibly want to talk about now?”

				Her eyes went soft as she stared at him and a wave of jealousy washed over Lena. “I need your help.”

				“With what?”

				Lena’s heart sank as she watched Kate walk across the room and put her hands on the little boy’s shoulders. “With him.”

				Michael’s eyes widened as she stood over the boy. “What are you talking about?”

				“I made a mistake, leaving you. I found out I was pregnant when I got to San Francisco, but I knew I couldn’t come back.”

				His jaw clenched as he ground his teeth. Lena didn’t know what she should do. Unease clutched at her throat as she weighed her options. Michael needed something, she just couldn’t figure out what that was.

			

			
				“You mean I’ve had a kid for five years and you didn’t think I should know about him?”

				“His name is Mitchell and he’s almost five.”

				Mitchell raised his eyes to Michael and as Lena watched, the man fell apart. She could practically see his heart breaking as he tried to work through years of feeling all at once.

				“Why didn’t you tell me about him?”

				Kate shot a look at Lena and shook her head. “I think this is a conversation we need to have in private.”

				Bristling, Lena took a deep breath as she tried to keep hold of her control. “Yeah, sure. I can give you guys some space. I’ve got some last minute packing to do.”

				Hoping Michael would call her back, she began walking to the bedroom. Instead, she heard the scrape of a chair on the tile floor and the soft rumble of Michael’s voice as he and Kate started talking.

				Tears pooled in her eyes as she packed the last of her carry-on items. This couldn’t have come at a worse time. She was hours away from leaving for three months and now Michael had a kid and an ex coming out of the woodwork. This was not how she wanted to leave things.

				The sound of the front door opening and closing had her wiping her eyes and working to pull herself together. It wouldn’t be long before Michael came to find her. A soft knock on the door proved she’d been right. She couldn’t bring herself to look at him. Each breath built her resolve as she prepared to hear the words, I still love her, fall from his lips.

				“I’m sorry, baby. I had no idea.” He sounded so lost as he spoke.

				She busied herself with menial tasks, moving around the room, straightening a blanket, pulling open her drawers and tucking the clothes a little deeper into them, anything to keep her gaze away from his.

			

			
				“Is she gone?” She hated the break in her voice.

				The springs on the bed squeaked as he sat. “Would you stop it and just look at me?”

				Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath to calm her nerves before turning to face him. The minute she saw the sadness in his hazel eyes her lower lip began to tremble.

				“Oh, baby. Don’t cry.” He reached for her and pulled her into his arms.

				“This isn’t how I wanted to leave.”

				Stroking her hair, he pressed soft kisses to her temple. “It’ll be fine. I promise. We’ll figure it out.”

				“What are you going to do? Clearly she wanted something from you.”

				He sighed. “She’s an alcoholic. She needs me to take care of Mitchell until she’s out of rehab.”

				“Rehab?”

				“It’s a sixty-day program. She doesn’t have anyone else. Besides, I’m his . . . father. I should be the one looking after him.”

				“He’s going to stay here?”

				Shrugging, he took her face in his hands and kissed her. Those soulful eyes of his stared into hers when he pulled away. “I’m going to convert the guest room into a bedroom for him. He’ll need a place to stay when he visits after she’s done with her program.”

				She couldn’t say anything. How could she? This was bigger than her. Bigger than them.

				“I know you don’t want this. But I can’t abandon him. He’s mine.”

				Shaking her head, she stepped free of his arms. “I never said I wanted you to abandon him. It’s just . . . the timing is so bad. I’m leaving in three hours and you’ve suddenly got a kid. He’s moving in with us. It’s a lot to take in.”

			

			
				Nodding his head, he stood and caught her up in his embrace again, refusing to let her go. “If we’ve only got three hours, I guess we need to make them count.”

				Lena spent the entirety of her flight working on photo edits. She couldn’t let herself think about Michael and Kate. Every time their faces flashed in her mind she thought about how dramatically life had changed in the span of a few hours.

				“What is your problem?” Rhett groaned from his seat next to her. “You look like someone pissed in your champagne.”

				Shaking her head, she closed her laptop. “Nothing. I’m just trying to wrap up a project before we land. There’s a lot I want to see and do while we’re in Japan. I don’t want anything looming over me.”

				“Looming. You’re so dramatic. Lighten up and have a drink. We’ll be landing soon and then it’ll be nothing but work for three months.”

				“Can you just lay off me, Rhett? I’m not in the mood for this right now.”

				Raising his eyebrows, he turned away and stared out the window. “You should have warned me you’d gotten your period. I would have changed seats.”

				God, he was such a prick. And she was stuck with him for three months. On purpose.

				As soon as they landed, she connected her Wi-Fi hotspot and messaged Michael. It was the middle of the night for him, but she knew he would want to hear from her.

				Landed safely. Miss you already.


				Tucking her phone away, she and Rhett waited for their bags and navigated customs. The taxi ride to their hotel was blessedly short. Aside from the concierge speaking to her in rapid-fire Japanese until she finally remembered how to tell him she didn’t understand, things had gone smoothly.

			

			
				“You really don’t speak Japanese?” Rhett asked, as they waited for the elevator.

				“Look, just because I’m Japanese, that doesn’t mean I speak the language. I only know the little my mom taught me.”

				He frowned. “You’re not going to be any help at all, then.”

				Irritation settled in the space between her shoulder blades. If he didn’t shut up soon, she was going to get fired. Luckily, the elevator arrived, and they both shuffled inside, dragging their bags behind them. All she wanted was a hot shower and a soft bed so she could sleep away the remaining hours of this disastrous day.

				As Rhett got off on his floor, he sighed. “Bright and early tomorrow. I hope you’ll be more entertaining and less bitchy.”

				She bit her tongue as he walked away and the doors slid closed again. Two floors later, she made her way to her room. The breathtaking view brought tears to her eyes. The skyline of Tokyo spanned the wall of windows and she couldn’t wait for the sun to go down so she could stand at the glass in her darkened room, letting the lights of the city color her walls. Her body ached with fatigue as she wandered the small space. Lying on the bed, it wasn’t long before she drifted to sleep, haunted by images of Michael and Kate with their dark-haired little boy, living the life he’d wanted all along.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 15


				Michael’s heart jumped into his throat as his phone buzzed in his pocket. Hope swelled in his chest that it was Lena. So far, he’d only heard from her once. Once in two-goddamn-weeks. He needed to talk to her. There was so much up in the air right now and she wasn’t even able to call. He stared at the screen and immediately sagged in disappointment.

				You’re a complete bastard. You’ve got a fucking kid and I had to find out from Mom?


				Alex.

				Shit, he’d meant to let his brother know about Mitchell, but there was so much happening. He’d finally told his parents last night at dinner. Mitchell would be moving in the day after tomorrow and Michael knew he’d held on to this for far too long already. He was going to need help, and his mom was exactly the person to enlist.

				It’s new to me, too. Don’t be a dick. I’ve got no fucking clue what I’m doing.

				Michael waited for Alex to respond. Instead of a text, his phone rang.

				“Miss me?” He tried for aloof, but was pretty sure the stress in his voice bled through.

				“Who did you knock up?” Alex’s gruff voice held frustration.

				“What do you mean? Kate. Can’t you do math? The kid’s almost five.”

				His brother scoffed on the other end of the line. “Dude, you whored yourself around plenty after Kate, and even more after John died. Forgive me for not knowing who your baby mama is.”

			

			
				The mention of John was like the strike of a whip over barely healed flesh. Pushing away the hurt, he walked the perimeter of the firehouse, hoping to keep the discussion quiet.

				“I’m not an idiot. I know how to use a condom.”

				“Sure. That’s how you ended up with a kid. So, why is she showing up now?” His brother sounded skeptical. That was Alex, always guarded, always level headed.

				“She’s got some . . . personal issues to take care of.”

				“And? She just decided that now was the time to let you see your own son? What a bitch.”

				Anger bubbled hot in his chest. “Hey. Don’t talk about her like that.”

				“Are you fucking kidding me? She left you two days before the wedding. Two. Fucking. Days. Now it turns out she kept your child from you all this time. I can’t believe you’re not more upset about this.”

				Raking his hand through his short hair, Michael shook his head. “I am. But being angry doesn’t change the fact that I have a kid and he needs me. He’s coming to live with me for two months while Kate sorts her shit out.”

				“Damn,” Alex breathed.

				“Yeah.”

				“But Lena’s gone. How are you going to handle your shifts with a five-year-old in tow?”

				“I’m working on that. Mom offered to help. I just . . . I want to keep this quiet for now. Get to know him without all the busybodies in this damn town getting in my business.”

				“Then you’d better not breathe a word of this to Klipper. He’ll blab to anyone who’ll listen. You know that.”

				“Yeah. I’m going to take leave for the first two weeks he’s here. But after that, he’s going to spend a lot of time with Mom and Dad.”

			

			
				“That’s a good plan. Mom know you want to keep him on the down-low for now?”

				Michael cleared his throat. Their mom hadn’t been thrilled about that. “Yeah. She doesn’t like it. I can’t blame her. This is her first grandkid and she can’t tell anyone about him.”

				“Actually, uh, Roxie’s pregnant.”

				His jaw dropped and a flood of excitement filled the gnawing hole his stress had formed in his gut. “You’re serious?”

				“Yeah.” The pride in his brother’s voice was unmistakable. “She’s four months already. We find out if it’s a boy or girl in a few weeks.”

				“That’s fucking fantastic.”

				“I was planning to wait on telling Mom and Dad until after the ultrasound. Maybe I can convince Roxie to tell them on Sunday at dinner.”

				News like that would definitely distract their mom and give her something to celebrate. “That would be awesome. Wow, Alex. This is huge.”

				Letting out a nervous laugh, Alex agreed, “Fucking life-changing.”

				The room was ready for Mitchell. Michael had bought him some building blocks, a few toy cars, and an Avengers bedding set in hopes that he could make the transition a little easier for the kid. Pacing the front porch, he waited to see the car he knew would appear any second, ushering in an entirely new chapter of his life.

				As the telltale rise of dust began to billow in the distance, signaling an approaching car on the dirt driveway, his phone rang. Pulling it from his pocket he smiled as he saw it was Lena trying to have a video call with him.

			

			
				“Son-of-a-bitch,” he muttered, swiping across the screen to accept the call.

				Her beautiful almond eyes stared at him a second later. “Hey! I finally have internet and it’s not the middle of the night.”

				Shifting his gaze from her to the oncoming car, he tried to keep a neutral expression on his face. “Yeah, I thought maybe you’d been kidnapped by a vengeful Japanese ghost.”

				Her face lit up in a bright smile as she laughed. “We did stay at this one house that totally looked like the house from The Grudge.”

				It felt so good to talk to her, to see her. His arms ached to hold her against him. He wanted to tell her how much he missed her, but the beep of the car’s horn distracted him from their conversation. Looking away from the phone, he watched with his pulse pounding in his ears as Kate and his son got out of their car.

				“Michael? What’s going on?” Lena’s voice barely registered as he took in the woman who broke him to pieces, and the little boy they’d made together.

				“Kate and Mitchell are here.” He focused on Lena’s face. “I’m sorry, baby. Now’s not a good time. Can we try again a little later? I need to get Mitchell settled.”

				The disappointment in her eyes killed him, but she nodded and smiled sadly. “Sure. I’ll text you the next time I’m somewhere with a good connection. Good luck.”

				Without waiting for him to respond, she disconnected the video call. Swallowing hard, he pushed aside the guilty feeling in his gut as Kate walked up the steps and pulled Mitchell behind her.

				“He’s nervous,” she said.

				“Me, too.”

				Chuckling lightly, she rolled her eyes. “You’ll be fine. He’s a good kid. He’s never been away from me overnight, though. Aside from babysitters and daycare, it’s been us on our own.”

			

			
				He wondered idly where she found the time to drink. Then anger seeped in. She’d put her own son at risk.

				Big, chocolate-brown eyes peered at him as the boy peeked around his mother’s legs. A wave of love rushed over Michael at the sight of that little face—love and recognition. There was something so familiar in those eyes. Crouching, Michael smiled at his son. “Hey, buddy. I fixed up your room. Do you like the Avengers?”

				Mitchell’s face brightened, and he nodded emphatically.

				“Cool. Want to come with me so you can see it? We can put your suitcase in there, then maybe we’ll have a snack. I think I’ve got some cookies.”

				Kate sighed, her expression relieved when Mitchell detached from her and took Michael’s hand.

				“You want coffee?” Michael asked her.

				She nodded and followed the two of them into the house.

				It didn’t take long for Mitchell to make himself comfortable. As soon as he’d seen the toy cars on his bed, he’d started racing them; creating pile-ups, and narrating the races to himself.

				“He really likes cars, doesn’t he?” Michael stood in the doorway, watching.

				“Like his daddy.” Kate’s tone was wistful.

				Pride welled in his chest along with grief for all the years he’d missed.

				“I wish you wouldn’t have kept him from me.”

				She didn’t acknowledge his statement, just turned and walked toward the kitchen. “You said there’s coffee?”

				He had so many questions for her. Things he needed to know, things he’d convinced himself he didn’t want to hear. After pouring a cup for her, he slid it across the counter. “Still take it black?”

			

			
				She grinned before lifting the mug to her lips and taking a sip. “Still drink yours like a girl?”

				Unable to keep the laugh inside, he chuckled. “Cream and sugar is not girly.”

				Her hand brushed against his in a familiar gesture. “I’m sorry for hurting you.” The statement sparked unease in his chest, and the feel of her fingers touching his hand sent a tingle of wrongness over his body.

				Shifting away, he cleared his throat and poured his own coffee, doctoring it until the liquid turned from black to a pale, creamy tan. “Lena’s sorry she’ll miss Mitchell’s time with us. I told her we’ll have lots more in the future though.”

				Shrugging, Kate stared at her cup. “We’ll see how this goes.” She tapped the tip of her fingernail on the edge of the mug and took a deep breath. Then her gaze snapped up to his. “I can’t believe you married her. She’s so . . . different.”

				“What do you mean by that?” His hackles rose at the hint of disgust in her voice.

				“She’s gone all the time. How can she be there for you? With your schedule, you need a woman who can care for you when you come home from a bad call. Someone who knows what you need.”

				Anger boiled close to the surface. “Like you?”

				Her eyes widened at the undisguised venom in his words. “No. Not me.”

				Frustration had him pacing the kitchen and gripping the back of his neck with one hand. This wasn’t what they needed right now. “Look, let’s just focus on getting you better and moving forward. The past is over and done with. I want to move on. Build a family.”

				She nodded. “Okay. I’m going to say goodbye to Mitchell. You’ll call and check in?”

				“Yeah. Do you want me to bring him for visits or anything?”

			

			
				A worried look crossed her face. “Oh, um. I don’t know if that’s a good idea. I don’t want him to see me in a place like that.”

				“Sure. That makes sense. I’ll give you a call after a couple of days, okay?”

				Lips tight, she nodded again and walked back to Mitchell’s bedroom. As Michael waited, the soft sounds of Mitchell’s voice floated down the hall, followed by Kate’s placating tone.

				“Come on, baby. I have to go. You need to let go of mommy.”

				Kate walked out of the room with Mitchell attached to her leg, holding on for dear life. She shot Michael a pleading look.

				Not knowing what to do, he took the boy’s hand and carefully pried him off his mother. Big tears streamed down Mitchell’s face. Terror gripped Michael’s chest for a moment. How was he going to do this? Scooping Mitchell up into his arms, Michael hugged him.

				“All right, little man. Let’s tell Mommy goodbye and get those cookies we talked about.”

				Mitchell nodded and held on tight as they watched Kate leave.

				Standing on the beach on the other side of the world, Lena let the cold water of Sagami Bay lap at her feet. The sun had just sunk below the horizon, leaving the backdrop of Mt. Fuji across the bay. Watching the mountain standing, a lonely silhouette against the purple sky, she couldn’t contain the emotions bubbling up inside. Her mother had spent summers on this very beach as a child. She’d played, swam, stared at the mountain in awe, right in this very spot. Pulling her camera out of its bag, she snapped photo after photo, documenting this moment in time so she could share it with her mom.

			

			
				A familiar ache took hold in her chest as she walked along the beach. She wanted Michael. They hadn’t spoken again since their video call three weeks earlier. She’d been gone over a month already. They just couldn’t seem to hook up. Pulling out her phone, she checked the time. It would be five in the morning for him right now. If she could get somewhere that had a Wi-Fi connection, she might be able to talk to him. She really needed to hear his voice.

				As she walked along the streets of the beautiful town of Hayama, she smiled when the familiar green and white Starbucks logo came into view. Starbucks always had Wi-Fi. Heading inside, she smiled at the baristas, ordered a chai tea latte and grabbed a table in the corner. Her knees bounced uncontrollably as she connected to the internet. As soon as the all-important signal was available, she called.

				Michael’s handsome face appeared almost instantly and her heart swelled.

				“Hey, baby.” His voice was sleepy, quiet, and tender.

				“Did I wake you up?”

				A soft smile turned up the corner of his mouth. “Yeah, but it’s fine. Hang on a sec.”

				She watched the screen as he got up, the form of a sleeping child visible on her side of the bed.

				“How’s Mitchell doing?” she asked.

				Lights came on in the kitchen as he walked away from the bedroom. “Good. It took a while, but he’s settled. For the first week he wouldn’t even talk to me. Now, I can’t get him to stop.”

				“I see he snagged my place in bed.”

				He rubbed at his stubbled jaw and a wave of longing ran through her. She wanted to feel the scratch of his five o’clock shadow on her skin. “Yeah, he has pretty bad nightmares when he’s by himself.”

			

			
				“How’d your family take it?”

				“Pretty good. Mom wants to dote on him constantly. Dad’s a little less invested. Oh, and Alex and Roxie are having a baby.”

				“What? Wow, that’s great.”

				“Yeah, he’s freaked out.”

				Laughter colored with tears threatened to escape and she had to take a deep breath and paste on a smile. “I miss you. I don’t know why this time is so much harder.”

				“Me, too. I’m sorry we haven’t been able to talk.”

				“Do you have duty today?”

				Shaking his head, he flicked his eyes away. “Nah, I’m going to uh, visit Kate.”

				She couldn’t keep the frown off her face. Why was he going to see her? “You are?”

				“Yeah. I’ve been visiting her a few times a week. It’s good for her to feel supported. She doesn’t have anyone else, you know?”

				“Well, it didn’t seem like she cared too much about supporting you five years ago.”

				His eyebrows drew in at her words. “She needs me. Kate’s always going to be a part of my life. We’ve got a kid together. I can’t just abandon her.”

				A sick feeling took hold as she pondered his statement. Kate will always be in his life. Always.

				“Hey, I’ve got to go. I’m about to run out of battery.”

				Disappointment clouded his features, bolstering her mood a little bit. “Okay. Thanks for calling, baby.”

				“I’ll try and call again in a few days. Maybe you could email me your schedule?”

				“Sure,” he said, his head turning away from the phone at the sound of Mitchell crying. “Shit, I’ve gotta go get him.”

				“Michael?”

				His face stared back at hers as he moved toward the crying child. “Yeah, baby?”

			

			
				“I love you.”

				With a smile, he started to speak but the connection timed out and the call disconnected.

				“Damn,” she whispered, unable to quell the niggling worry in her head. Something was different with him, and it wasn’t just Mitchell. The way he talked about Kate, the look on his face, proved he wasn’t over her.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 16


				“So, this is a high-speed train. Huh. I’ve seen more impressive things.” Rhett’s unenthusiastic voice grated on her nerves as they rode the Shinkansen from Yokohama to Kyoto.

				“We’re going over two hundred miles per hour and cutting our travel time in half. I think that’s pretty impressive.”

				He shrugged and Lena turned her attention back to the scenery which flew past at breakneck speed. She almost mourned not rolling slowly through the little towns, then remembered she’d have to do that with Rhett right next to her and said a prayer of thanks to the gods of high-speed travel. The best part of the bullet train was the free Wi-Fi. Michael was on duty right now, but she knew he’d like to see a picture of the train. Snapping a quick selfie, she sent it to him and sat back in her seat, smiling. Her phone buzzed as a message came in, causing her smile to widen.

				Beautiful.

				Her heart fluttered as she imagined the sound of his voice.

				Aren’t you working?

				Just got back from a call.

				You okay?


				Scenarios ran through her mind of him being injured, struggling with the aftermath of a bad call, needing her.

				Yeah. Tired though. I need to get to sleep.

				She let out a tense breath.

				Okay. We’re heading to Kyoto. I’ll call when I can. I love you.

			

			
				He didn’t respond. She figured he’d probably fallen asleep with his phone in his hand as she’d seen him do countless times before. Resting her head on the cool glass of the window, she closed her eyes and willed herself to clear her mind. Another buzz from her phone made her jump, and she glanced down at the screen, hoping for more from Michael.

				Come baaaack!!! 


				It was Hallie. She’d attached a picture of herself, mouth open wide in a mock scream, blond hair frizzy and unkempt.

				Nah, you look good.

				She waited for her friend’s response, chuckling to herself as she looked over the photo again. Another text arrived, but this one caused her to frown due to its seriousness.

				Things are falling apart here. Valerie is a hot mess. I know she’s not my friend, but someone needs to set her straight. Donovan is gone and she’s dating that douchebag doctor. I’m pretty sure you’re the glue that holds this town together.

				Lena thought about that for a moment. She was the least together of anyone in Golden Beach, and she knew it. Even Tommy Klipper had it more under control than she did.

				Valerie told me what’s going on. They’ll figure it out. Those two just need time.

				Knowing the conversation wasn’t over, she watched her phone, waiting for another tidbit from Hallie.

				Who’s the kid? Her message came along with a photo of Michael walking down the boardwalk with Mitchell, hand in hand.

				Her heart simultaneously swelled and sank at the sight.

				Remember Kate? The girl I told you about that he almost married? That’s her kid.

				She sent the message, then continued typing,

				Their kid.

			

			
				Holding her breath, she picked at her fingernail polish. Hallie’s reply came almost instantly.

				WTF? He’s got a kid?!

				Wincing, she typed furiously.

				Don’t say a word to anyone. I know him. He’ll want to do that on his own.

				Fine. Killjoy. You know I love a good piece of gossip.

				A smirk curled up her lips.

				Who do you have to gossip with? I’m gone.

				Don’t remind me. Well, I guess you’ve got a kid now, too. He’s a cutie, even though he doesn’t really look like Michael, more like his brother.

				That sent a worm of worry through her. She knew which brother Hallie was talking about and it wasn’t the biological one. John had been adopted as a newborn. Michael had only found out after John’s death, when John’s long-time love, Grace, ran away to England to get over him. Instead, she’d stumbled across his identical twin and they’d fallen in love. It was a crazy story and it turned the Oliver household on end at first. The only people who’d known were Michael’s parents. She was pretty sure most of the town knew the story, people talk and scandal spreads like wildfire.

				Shit.

				She could be wrong. She’d only spent a little time with the kid. But if she was right, this was big. It would break Michael.

				Shit. Shit. Shit.

				What was she going to do? How could she tell Michael of her suspicions? Lena chewed nervously on her fingernail as she waited for their call to connect. Should she tell him? Maybe she was jumping to conclusions. She’d only seen Mitchell once and for such a short period of time. Surely the Oliver’s would notice a strong likeness. Marianne wouldn’t just let it lie.

			

			
				The call finally went through, and Michael smiled brightly at her.

				“Hey, baby. This is a surprise.”

				Clearing her throat, she forced a smile. “Yeah, well. I just wanted to check in with you.”

				“Oh, I’m good. Real good, actually. Mitchell and I have been working on the Impala, getting it ready for our road trip this weekend.”

				“Where are you going?”

				A high-pitched little voice shouted, “Busch Gardens!” Then, softer, he asked, “Right, Daddy?”

				“Mitch, you want to say hi to Lena? She’s all the way in Japan.”

				Her heart hammered in her chest as the little boy appeared. A face overwhelmed by big, chocolate brown eyes, unkempt dark hair, and striking eyebrows appeared on the screen. God, she couldn’t ignore the resemblance.

				“Hi, Lena.” He couldn’t say his L’s yet, so her name sounded like ‘Wena’.

				“Uh, hi, there.”

				“We’re fixing the car. Daddy says I’m a grease monkey.”

				She couldn’t help her smile. He was pretty damn cute. “Have fun. Can you put your daddy back on the phone?”

				He nodded and Michael’s face filled the screen again. “He’s pretty awesome, right?”

				Unease worked its way to the forefront of her mind. “Yeah, he’s sweet. Listen, Michael, there’s something about him that we need to discuss.”

				Frowning, Michael sighed and looked away. “I’ll be right back, buddy. Why don’t you sit on the porch for a minute, okay?” The scene behind him changed as he walked. “Look, I know you don’t want kids. I get it. But he’s mine. We’re a package deal now.”

			

			
				“That’s not what I mean,” she said, shaking her head.

				“What, then?”

				His eyes blazed with defensive indignation. He was daring her to say something. A crash sounded in the background, followed by Mitchell’s wail. “Shit. He fell out of the chair. I’ve got to go.”

				The call was disconnected before she could say anything else. A wave of relief washed over her, making her sigh and shake her head.

				I’m a fucking coward.


				Her blood pounded in her ears as the adrenaline hit her. He was so determined to make her see that nothing was going to get in between him and Mitchell. Was this how she was going to lose him?

				Gently closing her laptop, she paced her hotel room. Those enormous brown eyes stared back at her every time she closed her eyes to think. Maybe she just wanted this to be true. Maybe this was her desperate attempt to get out of having a kid in her life. She thought back to the years John had spent with Grace. They’d been so in love, so devoted to one another. There was no way John would have done anything to hurt her . . . or to hurt Michael.

				Taking a deep breath, she calmed a little, thankful she hadn’t been able to share her suspicion with Michael. She knew him well enough to know that a bad word against John was like a slap to the face.

				She couldn’t do that to him. Not unless she had proof.

				“Remind me what the hell is happening right now?” Donovan rolled his shoulders and sighed as he pushed the shopping cart through Toys ‘R’ Us.

				Michael chuckled. “It’s almost Christmas. I’ve got no clue what to buy a kid.”

				Shaking his head, Donovan grabbed a football and tossed it into the basket. “Dude, I’ve got teenage sisters. That’s so different from a five-year-old boy.”

			

			
				Grabbing two Lego sets, Michael held them up. “Which one?”

				Raising an eyebrow, his friend laughed. “Well, since he’s five and those are for ages eight and up, I’d say neither.”

				“Shit. I suck at this.”

				“Yeah, you do.” The younger man clapped him on the shoulder and handed him an Avengers action figure. “Every kid likes superheroes. Get him this.”

				Michael collected every action figure he could find and added them to his cart. “You think I got enough?” He surveyed the items as he placed them on the conveyor belt.

				“Ha, yeah. You bought the whole fucking store.”

				As he watched the numbers total up, his eyes widened. Shit. He’d gone a little overboard. Handing over his credit card, he let out a pained sigh. Donovan just stood back and laughed. Michael’s phone rang as his purchases were being bagged.

				“Hey, this is Alex. I’ve got to take this. Can you meet me at the car?”

				Donovan nodded and shrugged, as Michael brought the phone to his ear.

				“Alex, what’s up?”

				At his brother’s harsh intake of breath he knew something was wrong. “She lost the baby.”

				His gut clenched at the words. “What? When? Is she okay?”

				“A . . . A few days ago. I haven’t even told Mom yet. We thought . . . this time . . . it’s not fucking fair.”

				“Where’s Roxie?”

				Alex took a shuddering breath. “She’s still in the hospital. It was bad.” He paused, then in a choked voice said, “It was a girl. We were going to tell Mom and Dad at Christmas. Roxie thought it would be a great present.”

			

			
				“Okay. I’m on my way. I’m off all day tomorrow. Mitchell and I are going to pack up and we’ll be there in a few hours. You just hang tight.”

				“Thanks, Mike. I don’t know . . . I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

				After hanging up, he let out a heavy sigh and ran his hand over his jaw.

				Donovan’s voice rang out across the parking lot. “Hey, Oliver. Get over here and help me with all of this shit.”

				Bracing himself, he popped the trunk and turned to face his friend. “Sorry. Thanks for your help.”

				As they loaded the bags into the car, Donovan sighed. “What’s happened now? You look like someone kicked your puppy. Was that really Alex on the phone, or did Lena just extend her stay in Japan?”

				The thought of Lena staying in Japan any longer than planned sent a knife through his heart. It was already harder than he’d thought it would be just being away from her now.

				“It was really Alex. He’s . . . he’s got some shit happening. I’m heading to Richmond as soon as I pick up Mitchell.”

				“You want me to tag along? Sully’s not on shift either. We could caravan over, get Alex out of his head for a while.”

				Michael let a slight smile curve his lips. “Nah. Thanks, though. This one’s strictly family stuff.”

				“Fine. Just remember, he’s always going to be part of the fire family, even if he’s not at the station anymore.”

				“I know that, but he could probably use a reminder. I’ll tell him.”

				It made him feel good to know that his firehouse brothers would be there for him and for his family. He only hoped he’d never need their help again.

				“Lieutenant, there something going on with you? You’ve been more moody than usual, if that’s even possible.” Klipper stared dubiously at the recipe in front of him as Michael grabbed a cutting board and knife.

			

			
				Shrugging, he started chopping the carrots, potatoes, and onions for the stew he’d planned on making for dinner. The crew loved a hearty meal, and when Michael was on duty he was the house cook.

				“Huh, well, you need to talk, my door is open.”

				“Thanks, Klip.” He continued focusing on the carrots as Klipper pulled out the two slow cookers and plugged them in.

				“Who’s the kid you been hanging around with?”

				Michael’s shoulder’s stiffened. He still hadn’t told anyone else about Mitchell even though he knew it was only a matter of time before they found out. He shouldn’t be surprised, but he wasn’t ready for this conversation. Knowing he couldn’t avoid answering, he set the knife down and turned to face his friend. “My son.”

				Klipper’s mouth dropped open. “Are you shitting me? When did you knock some chick up? Oh, fuck, Lena can’t be too pleased with this development.”

				So many things raced through Michael’s head, but Lena was the main focus. Klip was right. Lena hadn’t had a chance to tell him how she felt. He hadn’t given her a choice. But how do you choose between your wife and your kid? “It’s, uh, he’s the reason Kate was calling.”

				“No fucking way. Kate? It’s been years, man. Why did she wait so long?”

				He’d been over and over that same question in his own mind. Not wanting to rehash it, he pushed past Klipper and made for the refrigerator, pulling out the roast and tossing it on the counter. “Doesn’t matter. He’s here for another week.”

				“Shit.” Klip ran a hand through his shaggy hair. “You got it under control?”

				A smile spread Michael’s lips as he cut the meat into cubes and started browning them. “Yeah. He’s staying with my mom and dad when I’m on shift, but he likes cars, plays with Legos, and eats pretty much everything I put in front of him.”

			

			
				“Wow, you’re a fucking dad. That’s crazy.”

				“Yeah. Fucking insane. He’s such an awesome kid, though.”

				Klipper poured himself a cup of coffee. “So, when do we get to meet him? You know he’s a part of the family now.”

				Shrugging, Michael threw the cubes of roast into the slow cookers, then added herbs and broth before topping each one with vegetables. It seemed like such a monumental step to introduce Mitchell to the boys at the station. That would make it even more real.

				“I don’t know. I think I want to give it some time. He’s just getting used to my family. After we get through this first stay, I’ll think about bringing him by. Kate and I have a lot of shit to talk through.”

				It was surprising how cool Klip was being. The guy was usually a wise ass, ready to fuck with anyone for any reason. The serious side of him only came out on rare occasions.

				“Let me know if you need anything, man. This is a big fucking deal.”

				“I will. Thanks, Klip.”

				The alarm blared to life just as Michael set the timers on the slow cookers. The two of them raced out to their waiting gear and piled into the engine with the rest of the crew. Another structural fire, this time clearly intentionally set. Luckily, the building was empty when they got there, and as Klipper and Donovan manned the hose, he assessed the scene, double-checking for signs of any potential dangers to his crew.

				The building smoldered, sending curls of acrid smoke into the air.

				“One day this bastard is going to get someone killed,” Klipper muttered, as they loaded up and got back on the road.

			

			
				“He already did.” The crew went silent and all eyes fell on Michael. “We’ve got to do something to stop this shit. The police aren’t doing a damn thing.”

				Donovan coughed and looked away. “Sorry, Michael.”

				Shaking his head, Michael pushed the anger aside. “This stupid fucker is the reason John died. He’s getting cocky. He’ll get caught sooner or later. I just don’t want anyone else to get hurt.”

				The crew remained silent for the rest of the drive back to the station. Tension sat heavy between them for the rest of the shift.

				He watched the clock as the minutes ticked by, waiting for the new crew to come on and relieve them of duty. He wanted to get home, shower, and pick up his son.

				As he headed to his car, Klipper jogged behind him. “Lieutenant, wait up.”

				“What’s up, Klip? I’ve got to get Mitchell from my mom.”

				“I just wanted to say I’m sorry for what I said. I didn’t forget about John. It’s been almost three years, it isn’t as fresh in my mind.”

				Gritting his teeth, Michael took a deep breath. “I get it. It’s always going to be fresh for me. He shouldn’t have even been there.”

				“It’s not your fault.”

				Raking a hand through his hair, he shook his head. “Klip, you can say that all you want, but we all know if I hadn’t traded shifts with him, he’d still be here.”

				“Don’t put that shit on yourself, Mike. You can’t change it.”

				“I know. Fuck. I know.”

				His chest hurt. This was shit he didn’t talk about with anyone. Even Lena only had the slightest glimpse of his struggle.

			

			
				Klipper turned concerned eyes on him. “You call me if this shit gets too strong of a grip on you.”

				All Michael could do was dip his head in a nod.

				“I’ll see you in a couple days, Lieutenant.”

				As Klip walked away, Michael rubbed at the back of his neck with one hand while opening the door to his car. He needed Lena to be home. Today had turned into one of those shifts he wanted to forget by burying himself in her beauty. Instead, he had to hope for a brief text or maybe a video call. The engine turned over with a satisfying purr and he pulled into traffic, eager to wash the grime of this shift off his body.

				His phone rang as soon as he pulled into his driveway and he answered without looking at the screen.

				“Lena?”

				“Uh, no. It’s Kate.”

				His stomach clenched as confusion swirled through him at her voice. Even now, she still affected him.

				“Hey, what’s going on?”

				“I just wanted to check in. You didn’t call yesterday.”

				“Oh, shit. I was on duty. Mama was supposed to have Mitch call you. Did she forget?”

				A bitter laugh floated over the line. “I’m sure she knew exactly what she was doing. She hates me.”

				“I’m sure she doesn’t hate you.”

				“Michael, she hates me. I left you at the altar. Any mother worth her salt would hate me for doing that.”

				“True. Still, that doesn’t mean she should keep Mitchell from you.”

				Kate sighed. “I’m out of here in a week anyway.”

				Dread clutched at his gut. He wasn’t ready to share Mitchell with her. “Right. So, uh, I guess we need to talk about custody.”

				“Look, I don’t want to get lawyers involved. Can we come up with something mutually beneficial?”

			

			
				“Like what? I can’t afford to fly back and forth to see him. I doubt you can either.”

				“Actually, I was thinking about moving us to Golden Beach. Or somewhere close. I’ve got a job lined up in Norfolk. Maybe we could have joint custody? We could work around your duty schedule.”

				“You’d do that?”

				She cleared her throat. “Honestly, I think he needs a dad. I’m getting better, but I’m still a screw up. He needs more than me. He deserves it.”

				“Kate.” His voice was thick with emotion. “I’d love that.”

				“Do you think you could help me find us an apartment?”

				“Of course. Yeah. You guys can stay with me until we get you settled.”

				“You don’t think your wife will mind?”

				Lena. Fuck. He hadn’t even thought about her. “I’ll talk to her as soon as I can. She won’t be back for another three weeks anyway. That’s probably plenty of time to find you guys a place.”

				“Thank you, Michael.”

				His gut churned as he hung up. What had he just done? He highly doubted Lena would be okay with him sharing a house with his ex. Typing a quick message to her, he hit Send.

				I need to talk to you.

				A text came back immediately.

				Message failed to send.

				“Fuck.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 17


				The lights in the house were on when Lena’s cab pulled up. Michael had duty, she’d been sure of it. Nervous energy flowed through her. He must be home. She was a week and a half early, excited to surprise him, but she’d planned on making him breakfast and greeting him in nothing but a robe when he came home in the morning. As she let herself inside, the sound of soft laughter filled the room. A woman’s soft laughter. Her chest tightened as the weight of the situation settled over her. A sigh floated down the hall.

				No. No. No.

				Stalking toward the sound, her jaw dropped when she saw Kate tangled up with Michael on the living room floor.

				“What the hell?” she asked, her voice shaking in disbelief.

				Michael’s head popped up, eyes wide, face smiling. The grin slipped when he saw her. “Baby? What are you doing home?”

				“Are you kidding me? I wanted to surprise you. Consider me the one surprised.”

				Turning on her heel, she walked back to the front door and her waiting bags. Hearing a muffled, “Shit,” from Michael, she knew he was coming after her. Sure enough, the sound of his footsteps followed her as she grabbed her suitcase and stepped outside.

				“Baby, wait.” He had her in his arms before she could get down the porch steps. “We were playing Twister. Mitchell was right there.”

			

			
				“What is she doing here?” she asked, her voice muffled by his chest.

				“I tried to text you a bunch of times. She and Mitchell are moving here. I said they could stay in the guest room until they got settled.”

				“They’re moving here?” How was she going to deal with this?

				“Yeah. Kate wants me to be in Mitchell’s life. She got a job in Norfolk.”

				“So, you’re letting the woman who crushed you waltz back into your life. No questions asked? Who’s to say she won’t do it again? This time taking Mitchell with her.”

				His gaze hardened as he stepped away. “I can’t abandon him. That’s not who I am.”

				“You didn’t even take a second to think about what I would be okay with, did you? I bet you told her she could stay in our home without a single care about how I feel. Do I get a say in all this or were you just going to tell me how it’s going to be?”

				The guilt in his eyes broke her heart. She’d been pushed to the backseat. Kate and Mitchell were already riding shotgun.

				“I’m only back for a few weeks. I wanted to spend them with you. Rhett and I got an assignment in South America. It’s only a month this time.”

				Hurt flashed over his features. “Again? You’re going to leave again?”

				She sighed, annoyed and frustrated. “This is my job. This is who I am. You knew that. You said it wasn’t an issue. Just like I knew you were going to risk your life every hour you’re on shift.”

				“Dammit, Lena. I’m sorry. There’s so much happening right now. I don’t know what to do. I need you here to help me navigate.”

				Even though his words sent a wave of longing through her, she stiffened and pulled her keys out of her pocket. “I’m going to spend the night with my mom. Maybe Kate should be your navigator for a while.”

			

			
				As she opened the garage, she sucked in a harsh breath when she saw the booster seat in the back of her car, along with a cardigan and a bag of half-eaten chips.

				“You let her use my car?”

				His cheeks reddened. “She’s buying one next week.”

				“Fuck you, Michael.”

				After pulling the booster seat out of the back, she slammed it on the hood of his precious Impala and tossed the bag of chips on the garage floor.

				“Baby, please don’t do this.” He started toward her but she held up a hand.

				“Get away from me. I’m so mad right now, I can’t be held responsible for what I’ll do.”

				With a hard slam of the car door, she pulled out of the garage and headed down the dark driveway to her mom’s house. Her heart hurt, her eyes burned, and she wanted to scream. Everything had fallen apart.

				“I’m sorry, Michael.” Kate’s soft voice broke through his thoughts as he stirred his coffee the next morning. “I didn’t realize Lena didn’t know we were here. Still, it was a little immature of her to freak out like she did.”

				Shaking his head, he took a sip and grimaced—it was cold. “It’s my fault. I should have tried harder to get in touch with her. I thought you guys would be gone by the time she came home.”

				He sounded like a dick. Hiding Kate and Mitchell from Lena as if he were a cheater. As he popped his mug into the microwave, he tried to think about ways he could make it up to his wife.

				“Well, I just heard from the apartment manager. We can move in tomorrow. They were just waiting to get the carpets cleaned. You can let your wife know we’ll be out of her space.”

			

			
				Too little, too late ran through his head. He knew he’d fucked up badly. Lena was already struggling with abandonment issues. Now, in her eyes, he’d replaced her.

				“Good.”

				Kate’s face fell. “Wow, good to know you won’t miss us.”

				Anger bubbled up in his chest. “I’ll miss Mitchell. I can’t say I’ll miss you, Kate. He’s the only reason you’re here at all.”

				“What happened to you? You used to be so easy going.”

				A bitter laugh escaped before he could control it. “You happened. You left me, my brother died, my parents lied to my brothers and me, take your fucking pick.” Mitchell’s laughter filled the living room as he watched a movie on television. “You know what? I’m going to take him out for breakfast. Then we’re going to stay the night with my parents. You can have the house to yourself. Pack up your stuff. I’ll help you move tomorrow.”

				She opened her mouth as if to argue, but he walked away from her, heading for the little boy in his living room.

				“Hey, buddy. Want to go spend the night with Grammy and Papa?”

				Mitchell’s wide brown eyes turned up to face him. “Yeah! Can we make sand castles again?”

				“Sure. Let’s go get your stuff packed. We can go get waffles and pick out some flowers for Grammy.”

				He jumped up and ran down the hall, Michael following close behind, not letting his gaze connect with Kate’s as he passed.

				The Windsurfer was busy, as usual, when Michael and Mitchell walked in. Up until now, he’d kept his son under wraps for the most part. They’d spent a lot of time on the beach at his family home as well as hanging out on his property. He didn’t want to face the questions, the judgment, and the curious glances he knew they’d get out in town. As they sat at the only empty booth in the place, Michael could feel the eyes on him. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end and his skin heated uncomfortably.

			

			
				“I’m going to get hot chocolate, Daddy!” Mitchell yelled at full volume.

				The waitress chose that moment to stop in front of their table. “Holy crap, Michael, you’ve got a kid?”

				Michael took in her shocked expression. Fucking small towns. “Yeah, Missy. This is Mitchell.”

				A sweet smile spread over Missy’s lips as she bent down to get closer to Mitchell. “Hey, there. You sure are a handsome guy. Like your daddy.”

				Pride filled Mitchell’s face. “Mommy says I look just like my daddy. Spit . . . spitty image.” He looked at Michael with a question in his eyes. “Right, Daddy?”

				Nodding, Michael couldn’t keep the amusement from his tone. “Spitting, bud. Spitting image.”

				A confused look crossed Missy’s face as she looked at the two of them. “Well, it’s nice to meet you. What do you want for breakfast? I heard hot chocolate.”

				“We’re having waffles!” Mitchell crowed.

				Michael nodded. “Waffles, with the works on them.”

				Missy sashayed away with their order as Michael pulled out his phone and called Lena.

				She answered on the first ring.

				“I’m still mad at you.”

				Disappointment took hold in his gut. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry, baby.”

				“You could fill a bucket with all of the sorrys you’ve handed me since we met.”

			

			
				“I deserved that. Look, can you at least let me come see you? I missed you so much.”

				“That’s not how it seemed last night.”

				Missy deposited a mug of cocoa in front of Mitchell with whipped cream piled so high all that was visible were the little boy’s eyes behind the confection. She slid a cup of coffee in front of Michael with a wink before she left and he murmured a soft, “Thanks.”

				“Where are you?” Lena asked.

				“I took Mitchell to breakfast.”

				“Just Mitchell?” Her tone was wary.

				“Yes. He’s my priority, not her.” He kept his words guarded, not wanting to speak badly of Kate in front of Mitchell. “Can I see you? We’re going to spend the night with Mom and Dad tonight.”

				She let out a defeated sigh and his heart clenched. “Fine. I’ll be at Mama’s all day.”

				A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. If he could see her, he could convince her to forgive him.

				“I don’t know, Hallie. Things are so complicated.” Lena dug her toes into the sand, shivering a little as the cold, February wind gusted.

				Her friend looked down the beach, before tossing a rock into the surf. “It really is. So, you think he still loves her?”

				Lena shrugged. “I’m not sure. He can’t say the words to me. I’ve always thought if you can’t say them, it’s because they belong to someone else.”

				“I wish I could offer you some sage words of advice, but I’ve struck out on the love front. Honestly, I’m probably the worst option for a pep talk.”

				Tears hovered on the brink of falling from her eyes as she took a steadying breath. “It’s okay. I think I lost him the minute he found out I don’t want kids. He’s just holding on out of obligation to me at this point. I should just cut him loose.”

			

			
				“Really?”

				“I don’t see how this can work. He’s never gotten over her, she’s giving him what he always wanted. If I let him go, he can be happy with her.”

				Handing her a rock, Hallie tossed another one at the gray water. “Not that I’m complaining, but why aren’t you talking to Valerie about this? She’s your bestie.”

				“She’d tell Donovan. He’d tell Michael.”

				“Damn,” she muttered under her breath. “You’re right. Well, thanks for trusting me. Even if I’m no help.”

				Lena turned the smooth stone over in her fingers, rubbing her thumb over the flat surface again and again. “You know, just talking it through was a big help.” Her phone buzzed in her back pocket. When she glanced at the screen, a weight settled on her chest.

				Heading over now.

				With shaking hands, she slid her phone back into her pocket. “I’ve got to go.”

				“Michael?” Hallie asked.

				Nodding, she offered a weak smile to her friend. “Thanks for listening.”

				“Good luck. Call me if you need to.”

				Michael was waiting for her when she pulled into the driveway at her mom’s house. The sight of him still sent waves of need through her body; need and love. His eyes looked tired, as if he’d stayed up all night. Good. She hoped he’d spent the whole night tossing and turning just as she had.

				As soon as she stepped out of the car, he moved toward her. “Baby, please listen.”

				She stopped him with a firm hand pressing against his chest. “I don’t think I can do this, Michael.”

			

			
				“What?”

				“I’m sorry,” she said, though her voice trembled. “I can’t do this anymore.”

				“Can’t do what?” He bit the words out, his shoulders shaking.

				“You are so desperate to have this life you pictured that anyone will do. I was just the first willing participant. Only, you didn’t take the time to consider what I want. I told you, I’m not the two-point-five kids, white picket fence, pearls and heels kind of wife. That’s what you want. What you need. I can’t give it to you. That’s what you could have with Kate and Mitchell.”

				“Baby, I want this to work. I want us. But Kate and Mitchell are going to be a part of my life now.”

				“Are you even sure he’s yours?”

				“What did you just say?” Anger burned in his eyes.

				“He doesn’t look like you at all. How can you trust that he’s your son when she left you the way she did?”

				“He’s mine. You don’t know her like I do. She’s been through a lot.”

				Her heart clenched at his defense of the woman who’d crushed him. “See? You’ll defend her until the end. It’s not me you want. Let me go.”

				Panic flashed over his features as a tear slid down his cheek. Her heart shattered when his hazel eyes met hers.

				“I love you, Michael. But you don’t love me. Not the real me. You might love the idea of me. The woman you want me to be. The truth is, we never should have been together in the first place. We’re too different.” Her voice wobbled as she struggled to keep her heartbreak under control. “Tell me you love me and I’ll stay.”

				Anguish flashed in his eyes, followed by defeat. She had her answer. Blinking back tears, she took back her hand and moved to pull off her wedding rings.

			

			
				“No,” he said, placing his hand over hers. “We’re not done. We’ll figure this out one way or another.”

				Sighing, she pulled her hand free. “Rhett called. South America was canceled. They want me in New York instead. I said I’d go. Take some time. Figure yourself out. I need to do the same.” She fought off the sobs that threatened to escape from her chest.

				“Baby, please . . .”

				“Stop. Don’t call me baby anymore, Michael. Leave me alone. I need to figure out what’s best.”

				Before the sobs broke through, she pushed past him and into her mom’s house, locking the door behind her. She heard his shout of “Goddammit!” as she sank to the floor and finally let the tears come.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 18


				She’d left him. Lena was gone, just like Kate. Michael pinched the bridge of his nose and willed away the tears burning his eyes. They always left him. Every person he’d ever loved had eventually left him.

				“God-fucking-dammit!” he screamed at the empty room.

				It had been two days, two fucking days, and she was already gone. Her mom said she’d spent one night with her before getting on a plane and heading North. To New York—to the life she really wanted. Her words played over and over in his head, a constant loop, torturing him. Tell me you love me and I’ll stay. That was all he’d needed to do. Why couldn’t he say it? He’d been so free with the sentiment just five years earlier when he’d thought he’d found forever with Kate. Even now, the memory of that day sent a searing pain through his chest.

				He stood outside the cathedral, heart racing as his family waited for hers to arrive. This was it. After the rehearsal, they’d spend a day apart and then they’d be married. It was all he could think about. A life with Kate, a happy future filled with family dinners and laughter.

				Checking the clock on his cell phone, he shifted uncomfortably, tugging at his tie. She was late. Not surprising, really. Kate was late for everything. But the longer he stood there, waiting in the crisp fall air, the more uneasy he felt. Where was her family? They should be here at least. Her maid-of-honor was pacing, texting furiously. Michael locked eyes with her and his heart sank. The look on her face was full of pity.

			

			
				“What? What happened? Is she hurt?” His voice broke on the last word.

				As she opened her mouth to speak, his phone vibrated in his breast pocket.

				I’m sorry. I can’t.


				Four words, sent in a fucking text message, ripped his heart from his chest and crushed it to a bloody pulp right there on the steps of St. Andrews.

				I’m sorry. I can’t.


				After everything—years together—he’d been relegated to a break-up via text two days before their huge Catholic wedding ceremony. Three hundred people were coming. Practically the entire town. He was going to be sick. Everything they’d planned together was wiped away by her four simple words.


				Shaking his head to clear the painful memory, Michael poured himself a bourbon. He downed it in one long gulp, the burn filling the ache in his belly and numbing his senses. Letting out a harsh cough, he poured another.

				And another.

				And another.

				The phone was ringing. No, it was blaring. The sound sliced through Michael’s alcohol-soaked brain, sending agony straight to his nerve endings.

				“Whoever this is better be on fucking fire right now,” he slurred into the phone.

				“Michael Eugene Oliver, you don’t speak to your mother that way!” His mom’s sharp tone sobered him just enough to bring rolling nausea with it.

				“Mama, shit, I’m sorry.”

				“Are you drunk?”

				“Maybe,” he muttered. “I’m a grown ass man. I can drink if I want.”

			

			
				“Oh, honey. What happened?” Her voice turned sympathetic.

				He didn’t want to talk about it. He just wanted it to all go away. “Nothing. I’m fantastic.” He drew the last word out, making it sound like two.

				Stumbling through his kitchen, he checked the clock. It was just before nine in the morning. The last thing he remembered, he’d been making friends with a bottle of bourbon twelve hours earlier. Shit. “What do you need, Mama?” he managed, as he tossed a few tablespoons of coffee grounds into a filter and started the brewer.

				“Gracie called. She wants us to send some of John’s old things, some photo albums, a few mementos. I guess Drew is ready to learn more about him. I wanted to check with you. Did you have anything you think he should see? Maybe from your cross-country trip?”

				Shaking his head to clear the fog, he winced as his skull throbbed. “I don’t know, Mama. Maybe. Can I call you back?” He didn’t want to think of his brother.

				She sighed. “Honey, you don’t sound right. Can I help you?”

				“No. I’ll be fine. Just give me a few days, okay?”

				“Sure. I’m going to send the package off on Friday. Can you have your contribution to me by then?”

				He grunted something that sounded like an affirmative response and hung up the phone, pouring himself a coffee and sitting at the table. His stomach ached, head pounded, and his heart felt numb. Letting his coffee get cold, he rested his head on his folded forearms and willed away the deep pain that covered his body.

				The sound of the doorbell woke him. His face was lying in a puddle of drool and as he came to, he clumsily knocked over the full cup of coffee he’d poured earlier.

				“Fuck,” he swore under his breath.

			

			
				The doorbell rang again, this time accompanied by loud knocking and Donovan’s voice. “Michael, come on, man. I know you’re in there.”

				Rolling his head from side to side, he stretched out the tense muscles of his neck as he tossed a kitchen towel over the pool of spilled coffee. “I’m coming, you jackass. Stop shouting.”

				Pulling open the door, he came face to face with not only Donovan, but Valerie. The petite blonde’s large blue eyes were filled with pity. He wanted to slam the door in their faces.

				“Hey, Michael.” She kept her voice soft and measured. “You doing okay?”

				“No, I’m not fucking okay,” he grumbled. “What do you want?”

				Donovan tensed. “Don’t start getting pissy with her. She’s just doing what Lena asked.”

				Lena asked them to check on him? That was a good sign. Maybe she’d changed her mind.

				“She wanted me to pick up her stuff and send it to her in New York. I, uh, I guess she’s planning to stay.”

				All the air left his lungs. Stay? She was staying? No. How could they fix anything if she didn’t come back?

				“Dude, you look like you’re going to puke,” Donovan said, stepping in front of Valerie and grasping Michael’s shoulders.

				“She’s fucking staying?” Michael whispered, mostly to himself.

				“Man, what happened?”

				Michael sank to the floor with his head in his hands. “I don’t know. She left me. I fucked up and she left.”

				Valerie brushed past him, giving his shoulder a little squeeze as she made her way to the bedroom. “I’m sorry, Michael.”

			

			
				Donovan’s gaze landed on his fiancée. “You need help, sweetheart?”

				Shaking her head, she offered a sad smile. “No. You guys hang out. I’ve got this.”

				He sat on the floor as Valerie boxed up Lena’s belongings. Donovan brushed past him and started banging around in the kitchen, opening and closing cupboards. Michael heard the sound of his gas stove igniting, followed by the crack of eggs.

				“You got any bacon?” Donovan called.

				Forcing himself off the floor, Michael trudged into the kitchen to find his friend had made himself at home.

				“No.”

				“Sausage?”

				“No.”

				“Hmm.” Donovan stuck his head in the refrigerator and searched. “Ah, ham, cheese, spinach. Perfect.”

				“What the fuck are you doing?”

				“Dude, I’m hungry. I’m making an omelet, then some coffee. You want to eat?”

				He rolled his eyes as Donovan continued preparing breakfast. “You’re always fucking hungry. Fine. Make me one, too.”

				Sitting down to eat, Michael stared at the eggs, willing away the hangover. They’d found some potatoes and fried up hash browns as well while fresh coffee had brewed. Donovan doused his food with hot sauce and shoveled a forkful into his mouth, gaze trained on his plate.

				“Aren’t you going to try and give me some sort of bullshit relationship advice?”

				His friend shrugged, swallowing and taking a swig of his coffee before answering. “What the fuck do I know about relationships?”

				“You and Valerie seem pretty damn happy.”

			

			
				A soft look crossed Donovan’s features. “We are, now. It wasn’t easy to get here, though.”

				Nodding, Michael returned to his meal. The two men ate in silence for a while, until Valerie walked in, pulling a suitcase behind her. “Okay, I think I’ve got everything.”

				Donovan stood, grabbing the heavy luggage and pressing a light kiss to Valerie’s forehead. “Let me get that, sweetheart.” Turning to Michael, he asked, “You good?”

				Michael nodded and waved him off. The two of them headed outside, leaving him alone in the stifling silence.

				Lena grimaced as her phone rang . . . again. Michael had been calling non-stop for the last day and a half. She’d only been in New York for a week, and already he was trying to bring her back. She should have known sending Valerie to pack up her things would upset him, but she’d left with nothing but the clothes in her suitcase. She couldn’t face him. Not yet. Valerie was the best option.

				Sighing, she walked down 5th Avenue, heading for Tiffany’s. She’d spent countless hours watching “Breakfast at Tiffany’s” with her mom. With a paper cup filled with coffee in one hand, and a croissant in the other, she stood before the vast facade and stared at the sign. Pulling out her phone, she stuck the pastry between her teeth, stood next to the familiar logo, and snapped a selfie. As she prepared to send the photo to Valerie, her phone rang once more. She couldn’t avoid him any longer.

				Her hand shook as she answered the call, attempting to balance her breakfast on top of the coffee cup.

				“This isn’t space, Michael. Calling me a week after I leave is the opposite of space.”

				His heavy sigh on the other end of the line sent pain lancing through her heart. She hated that he was hurting, but this was the right thing to do. He needed her to let go.

			

			
				“Lena, shit. I don’t want this. I don’t want you to be gone. Please come back. We need some time together, just you and me.”

				“That’s not what this is about. You’re no good for me.” The words burned her throat. “You . . . You make me feel like I’m not enough, like any second you’re going to realize you don’t want me.”

				He let out a scoff, and cleared his throat. “How have I done that? I spent every damn day waiting for you to find time to call me while you were gone. I answered every goddamn text, every email. I waited up until I couldn’t keep my eyes open, just in case you called. So tell me . . . how did I make you feel like that?” His voice was filled with anger, the volume rising with each word.

				“I could see it in your eyes. When you looked at Kate in our house. When you talk about her. You’re still in love with her, you just can’t see it yourself.”

				“I’m not in fucking love with her!”

				“You are!” Tears sprung to her eyes as she walked aimlessly down 5th Avenue. “I can’t talk about this now. Please, don’t call me. I need some separation, like I said. And you . . . you need the same. Stop trying to make this happen. We need to admit we made a mistake and move on.”

				Before he could say anything else, she hung up and turned off the phone. Taking a deep breath, she swallowed the lump in her throat and threw the remnants of her breakfast into the garbage.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 19


				Two months had passed since Michael had spoken to Lena. He’d almost convinced himself he was better off without her. It was a lie. Aside from the joy of spending weekends with Mitchell, he was hollow inside. A bone-deep ache took hold in his shoulders as he started his car, heading home from his latest shift. He was exhausted; mentally, physically, even his spirit felt heavy.

				As he drove home his phone chirped, telling him he’d received an email. Frowning, he thought back to the last email he’d gotten, months ago, from Lena. She’d made him start checking the stupid account, saying he needed to be more accessible. Squashing down the hope that the message might be from her, he held back the urge to look at his phone until he’d parked in his driveway. As soon as the car was stopped, his curiosity got the better of him. He pulled the phone from his pocket, swiped across the screen, and opened his email. Surprise raised his eyebrows at the name in the sender field. Grace McConnell-Tensley.

				Why was Grace emailing him? The subject line simply read, We need to talk. His chest tightened with worry. Had something happened to her? He’d looked at Grace like a sister for the last ten years. He’d planned on her being his sister-in-law until John had died. Opening the email, he read the few lines of text quickly.

			

			
				Michael,

				I came across something I need to talk to you about. Can we talk on Skype ASAP?

				Love,

				Grace

				Sending back a quick affirmative response, he rushed into his house, snagging his laptop and turning it on. In moments, Grace was calling. As he waited for her familiar, sweet face to appear on the screen his heart started hammering in his chest. The sound of crying babies filled his ears, and the soft shushing murmurs Grace was making eased his mind a little. He couldn’t contain his smile when she came into view, a little baby propped on her shoulder, dressed in pink with a tuft of dark hair sticking up wildly on top of her head.

				“Gracie, is everything okay?”

				She gave him a weak smile as the little bundle started to cry again. Her husband, Drew came into the frame and Michael had to take a deep breath when he saw John’s face staring back at him.

				“Hi, Michael.” Drew’s British accent broke the spell, reminding him that John was gone and the man on screen was a different person.

				“Hey, Drew. Congratulations on the little ones.”

				The man nodded and took his daughter from Grace’s arms. “I’ll just leave you two to it, love.” He squeezed her shoulder once before walking away, bouncing the baby in his arms.

				“What’s going on?” Michael questioned.

				Grace’s face turned serious as she looked at him. “Your mom sent me a bunch of John’s old stuff.”

				He nodded. “Yeah, I know. She asked me to pick some things to send. Said Drew wanted to know more about him.”

			

			
				“I found something . . . upsetting. I need to ask you about it.”

				Upsetting? He knew he hadn’t included anything that would upset her. “Sure, what is it?”

				Her lower lip trembled slightly as she reached for something off screen. Closing her eyes, she held up a picture. Michael’s world tilted as he took in the scene. It was John, smiling, holding a baby.

				And Kate.

				John, a baby, and Kate.

				Kate.

				He felt sick. Nausea clutched his stomach.

				“Where did you find this?” he managed.

				“Tucked in the lining of one of his photo albums. Why is he with her, Michael?” Her voice wobbled as she asked the last. “Why does it say Our Family on the back?”

				Shock coursed through him. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think.

				Tears streamed down Grace’s cheeks. “How could he do this to us?” It came out a choked whisper.

				Hands shaking, he slammed the laptop shut without even saying goodbye. He had to talk to Kate. There had to be some explanation—anything was better than what this seemed to be. He couldn’t believe his brother, the person he’d been closest to in the world, would have done this to him.

				Pulling his phone out, he dialed Kate’s number.

				It rang until it reached her voicemail.

				“Kate, I need to see you. Call me back.”

				An hour later, he got a text from her.

				What’s up?


				Dinner tonight? The Creekside?

				Yes!

				The single word held excitement from her. He let out a bitter laugh. He wanted to rage at her, tear her story to pieces, get her to tell him it wasn’t true. Instead, he opted for silence—needing to see her face when he asked the hard questions.

			

			
				Michael waited outside The Creekside with his heart in his throat. A cold sweat covered his body as he watched Kate walk toward him with a sweet smile on her face. He’d loved that face once. Now he felt the dark grip of disgust as he looked at her.

				“Hi, there. This is nice.” Her greeting was filled with the promise of friendship, possibly more. She probably thought this was a date. That maybe he’d finally forgiven her and wanted to start again. That couldn’t have been farther from the truth.

				All he could do was nod as they walked inside. He’d wanted to do this in a public setting to help him control his reaction. Choosing dinner kept Mitchell out of it as well. No matter what, the boy was innocent in all of this.

				After ordering their drinks and entrees, Kate stared at him, a smile on her lips and her big blue eyes wide. “So, what brought this on? Not that I’m complaining.”

				Taking a deep breath, he steadied himself. “Is Mitchell mine?”

				Her eyes narrowed. “What are you saying?”

				“Is. He. Mine?”

				She dropped her gaze to the tablecloth, then twisted the napkin around her finger until the tip turned white. Still, she wouldn’t look at him.

				“Tell me the truth, Kate. You owe me that.”

				“No.” He barely heard the choked whisper.

				His heart turned to stone. She’d let him fall in love with Mitchell, let him believe he’d unwittingly been a dead-beat dad.

			

			
				“Tell me who his father is.” His voice was low, measured, and controlled.

				Shaking her head, she continued twisting the napkin. “It doesn’t matter.”

				Slamming his fists on the table, the clatter of silverware carried through the restaurant. “Yes, it fucking does!”

				Her gaze darted around the dining area, which had gone silent as the other patrons stared at them.

				“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

				“Sorry? You and your goddamn sorry. All this time, I’d finally gotten better, finally started to build a life, and you come in like a bulldozer and tear everything down. You were screwing my . . .” He swallowed down the bile in his throat before he could say the word. “My brother.”

				“It wasn’t like that. I . . . I loved him.”

				Harsh laughter escaped him. “That’s supposed to make me feel better? You loved him. You left me, two days before our wedding and I’m supposed to care that you loved him?”

				“We didn’t mean for it to happen. When I found out I was pregnant we decided I had to leave. He was planning to move to San Francisco to be with us.”

				He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “No. He loved Grace. They were moving in together. He bought her a ring.”

				She shook her head. “That was for me. We picked it out online together. I was there when he ordered it. Then . . . he was gone.” A tear slipped down her cheek. He would have felt bad for her if it were any other situation. Now, all he felt was rage.

				“Fuck you, Kate.” She’d just taken the last good thing in his life and shit all over it. “You let me into Mitchell’s life. Lied to both of us.” Then it dawned on him. Hit him like a ton of bricks. “Oh, God. Mitchell is John’s middle name. You named him Mitchell because you couldn’t get away with naming him John.”

				“Michael, please don’t take this out on him.”

			

			
				Seething, he stared her down. “I’m only going to say this once. You aren’t going to tell him. As far as that boy knows, I’m his father. I’ll never tell him otherwise. You, though, you stay away from me. Aside from weekend drop offs, I don’t want to see or hear from you. You don’t exist to me.”

				The waiter arrived with their food at that moment, prompting Michael to push back his chair and stand. “I’m not hungry.” Gesturing toward Kate, he said, “She’s paying.”

				He left her there, never looking back as he stalked through the restaurant. His head throbbed as he worked to calm his fury. The churning in his gut gave way to rolling nausea and, as he approached his car he raced to the bushes and vomited until nothing was left. Shaky and agonized, he started his car and drove to the only place he thought he might be able to make sense of it all. Home.

				His mother was sitting on the porch with a cup of hot tea in one hand and a paperback in the other, enjoying the warmth of spring. When he pulled up, she smiled, then paled as she took him in.

				“Honey? What’s happened?”

				Chest tight, he coughed, trying to control the tears that wanted to escape.

				He would not break.

				Sitting on the step beneath hers, he dropped his head to his hands. “Mama, I need to ask you something.”

				She turned pained eyes on him. “Go ahead.”

				“Would you still love Mitchell even if he’s not mine?”

				Her mouth dropped open but she closed it almost immediately. “So, it’s true, then.”

				“What?” Her response confused him.

				“Damn it. Oh, Johnny. How could you?” she muttered. Even though she’d said the words quietly, he heard every single one.

				“You knew?”

			

			
				Her gaze snapped up to his, almost as if she’d forgotten where she was. “I didn’t know. Your dad and I suspected something was going on. We’d seen them having hushed conversations, sometimes it was just a look that passed between them. I didn’t want to admit it. When she left, I heaved a sigh of relief for both you and Gracie.”

				Anger gripped him again. “He was planning to leave. To go be with her. With his family.” The last word felt like ashes in his mouth.

				He could tell she didn’t know what to say. The town worshiped John. He was practically a saint, right up there with Mother Teresa, in the eyes of most everyone in Golden Beach. Now, everything was shot to shit. The brother he’d loved had stabbed him in the back, betrayed him beyond belief, and tarnished every memory they had together.

				Sitting silently with his mother, he stared out at the fireflies as they began blinking across the lawn. Her warm hand moved in soothing circles around his back.

				“When does Lena get back?” she asked.

				He continued staring straight ahead, a single tear finally escaping his eye. “She’s not coming back.”

				With a soft gasp, his mom wrapped her arm around his shoulder and pulled him closer. “You’ll be okay, honey. I promise you will.”

				Dropping his head into her lap, he continued watching the lights blink in and out of existence as she raked her fingers through his hair, just as she’d done when he was little. “I don’t think so.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 20


				Lena stepped off the plane in LA, excited for the first time in a long while. She’d been hired to shoot for Rolling Stone Magazine, a coveted job for any photographer. The early summer weather was warm and comfortable and as she waited for her driver to put her bag in the car, the slight breeze sent a wave of nostalgia over her. She longed for the swells at Golden Beach, wishing she could strap her surfboard to her bike and head out to spend hours in the water.

				The drive was short, and as she walked through the doors to the studio she’d be working at, a familiar bubble of nervousness started in her chest. But then Angela Peters, lead singer of the band, Panic Station, walked out of the dressing room. Valerie’s little sister looked nothing like the girl Lena had grown up with. This woman was sultry, sexy, and a little slutty.

				“Angie? What in the world?” She couldn’t contain her amusement.

				Shaking her head, Angela pulled at the top of her corset and blushed to the roots of her honey-blond hair. “I know. I know. I look ridiculous.”

				“I wasn’t going to say that. I just don’t think I’ve seen this much of you . . . ever.”

				Rolling her eyes, the girl plopped down on the plush couch. “Where have you been hiding? It seems like everyone has seen everything I have by this point, thanks to the internet and social media.”

				“I, uh, I haven’t really been paying much attention to that stuff lately.”

			

			
				Cocking an eyebrow, Angela smirked. “Too busy living the newlywed life?”

				So, Valerie hadn’t told her. That was interesting, and very like her best friend. The woman was loyal to a fault.

				“Sure.”

				As the rest of the crew arrived and made sure all the props were set, they got to work. The click of the shutter sounded over and over as Lena had Angela try pose after pose. The magazine wanted out of control sexpot, but she wanted to capture the real woman Angela was. This girl wasn’t slutty, she wasn’t on a downward spiral, she was torn.

				After the shoot, they sat around in Angela’s dressing room, catching up.

				“So, are you enjoying the life of a rock star?” Lena asked, genuinely curious. It always seemed so glamorous, but there was such a look of defeat in her friend’s eyes, it made her second guess her assumption.

				“To be honest, not at all. Everything is falling apart.”

				That surprised her, but, then again, she hadn’t been following the gossip. “What’s going on?”

				“If I tell you, I need you to promise you’ll keep it between us, okay?”

				Lena nodded. “Promise.”

				“I’m in love with Garrett.”

				Smiling, Lena reached out and put a hand on Angela’s knee. “That’s not news. Everyone in town has known that for years.”

				“God, you really haven’t been keeping up with your gossip, have you?”

				When Lena shook her head, Angela continued. “I’ve been in a fake relationship with Aiden Boyd since the tour started. Everything got out of hand, we got engaged, then Garrett and I got caught . . . together and the video was put online.”

			

			
				Lena’s jaw dropped. “Aiden Boyd from Violet Hour?” He was only the hottest rock god in the universe. Angela was engaged to him? “Wait, you have a sex tape with your drummer?”

				“It’s a disaster. I don’t know what to do. I haven’t been able to talk to my mom because I know how angry she’s going to be.”

				This made Lena’s marital problems look like small potatoes in comparison. “I’m sorry. I wish I had some words of advice for you.”

				Shrugging, Angela stood and straightened her shoulders. “I guess I just have to keep my chin up, right? Keep focused on the goal. Let the bad roll off my back.”

				Lena nodded. “That’s all any of us can really do.”

				“So, what about you? How’s Michael? Those Oliver boys have always been a weakness of mine.”

				Angela’s long-time crush on John Oliver had been a source of entertainment for Lena and Valerie in high school. But now, hearing Michael’s name fall from her lips, Lena could barely breathe. How was he? She had no clue.

				“Uh, I think he’s fine. There’s a lot going on right now.”

				“Really?”

				Not wanting to delve into her own personal heartbreak, Lena started packing up her bag and getting ready to head out to the car. “You know, I’ve got to go. This was just a quick in and out for me. I’ve got a plane to catch.”

				After hugging awkwardly, Lena and Angela parted ways, but Lena didn’t miss the concerned look on her friend’s face.

				Her phone rang as she slid into the back of the shiny, black town car.

				“Hello?”

				“Lena, it’s Rhett.”

				Rolling her eyes, she sighed. “Hi, Rhett.”

				“Listen, I’ve got some jobs lined up for us, but they’re not until late July.”

			

			
				“Great.”

				“Uh-huh, but the real reason I’m calling is that I’ve put your name out at Vogue. They’re really interested in hiring you for a few high fashion shoots in New York. I told them you moved to the city earlier this spring and they’re eager to get you in. They should be calling you soon.”

				Excitement stirred her belly.

				Vogue.

				As a teenager, she’d ripped page after page out of the magazine and plastered them on her walls as inspiration. Her mom had thought it was because she wanted to look like the models, but really, she’d been studying.

				“Are you serious?”

				“Of course. You’re good, Lena. Why do you think I put up with you?”

				“Shut up, Rhett.”

				“I’ll email you our schedule for the next shoots. Bali in July is going to be hot as balls.”

				She shuddered. “Thanks for the visual.”

				“No problem, babe. See you this summer.”

				He hung up, leaving her reeling. Vogue magazine wanted her. Maybe if she buried herself in work she could forget about Michael. Maybe she could let him go.

				A phone call jolted Michael from the depths of his Impala’s engine, startling him and sending his head up to connect with the hood of the car.

				“Fuck, ouch!”

				A soft little gasp came from next to him. “Daddy, that’s a bad word.”

				Looking down at Mitchell, he sighed. “Sorry, little man. You’re right.” Carefully closing the hood, he pulled his phone from his pocket and sucked in a harsh breath when he saw Lena’s name on the screen. Settling Mitchell on the porch with some toy cars, he walked out of earshot of the little boy.

			

			
				“Lena?”

				“Hi, Michael.”

				“Shit, baby. It’s been months.” His heart ached as he said the words. He’d missed her so damn much.

				“I know. It was important. We needed time apart.”

				“Are you ready to fix this?”

				She sighed over the line. “I don’t think we can fix anything.”

				His gut clenched. No. This was not what he wanted to hear. “We can. We have to.”

				“Michael, I’m staying here for at least six months.”

				Her words shot ice through his veins. This was exactly what he’d feared. “How can we work on us if you’re not here to do it?” He couldn’t disguise the anger in his voice.

				“That’s just it. I don’t think we should work on us. I think you need to be with your son. Learn how to be with him, how to love him. I’m a distraction.”

				“Would you stop putting words in my goddamn mouth? I’m sick of you using me as an excuse for your fear. If you don’t want to be with me, fucking say it.”

				Her silence on the other end of the line killed him. He wanted to tell her how much he needed her, how all of the shit with Kate was crushing him—a slow weight pressing him into the ground until he eventually wouldn’t be able to breathe.

				“I’m sorry. I can’t.” 

				All of the air left his lungs at those four words. Leaning against the side of the house, out of Mitchell’s view, he closed his eyes and gasped for breath. Bringing the phone back up to his ear, he let his anger get the better of him.

				“Are you fucking someone else? Is that it? You spread your legs wide for that asshole Rhett? Everyone told me to stay away from you. I should have known better.”

			

			
				Her sharp intake of breath had him regretting his words as soon as they left his mouth. “Fuck you, Michael.”

				“I’m sorry, shit, I’m sorry. Everything is turning to ash over here without you.”

				She let out a soft sound that made him think maybe she’d forgiven him. “I took a position with Vogue. They need me in New York six months out of the year.”

				His jaw tightened. “Don’t do this,” he pleaded, unable to keep the hurt from his voice.

				“I can’t turn this down. This is my dream.”

				Desperation clawed at him. “When do you start?”

				“Officially? September. I’ve been booked for a couple of freelance shoots in the meantime. After that, Thailand, then Bali with Rhett.”

				“Are you coming home at all? To see your mom?” He didn’t dare throw himself in the mix.

				“Yeah, I’ll be back in August. We can . . . finalize things then.”

				His stomach hurt.

				Finalize.

				Letting out a sharp cough, he pushed through the fear in his throat. “Lena, I’m . . . I wish you could understand how I feel about you.”

				“Tell me, Michael. Just tell me.”

				At that moment, Kate’s voice rang loud across the driveway. “Mitchell! It’s time for dinner. Come on!”

				Lena scoffed. “You know what? Never mind. It sounds like you’re doing fine without me.”

				The line went dead and he cursed under his breath until a little hand gripped his.

				“Daddy, Mommy is here. She brought dinner!” The wide grin on Mitchell’s lips made his chest ache. Now that he knew the truth, it was so obvious. Looking at the child he loved fiercely, he was torn. The bright, infectious smile did what it always had, brought joy to the people it was shared with, but for Michael it was tainted. He’d had a lifetime of that same smile on the face of his brother.

			

			
				“I brought take out from Spiro’s.” Kate kept her expression open, neutral, but Michael saw the hesitation in her eyes.

				“We were supposed to meet up tomorrow at Cups. You can’t just show up here whenever the fuck you want, Kate.” Fire burned in his gut as he looked at her. He’d loved her once, a long time ago, and maybe Lena was right, maybe there had always been a candle burning in his heart for her. Whatever it had been, there was nothing left but a hollow shell of feeling now.

				She let out a soft laugh, batting her lashes and tossing her hair over one shoulder. “Come on. You have to eat. I don’t see your wife here taking care of you.”

				Her hand slid along his shoulder, sending a sick feeling over him. Shrugging away from her touch, he stared her down. “My wife is not your business. You need to leave. I’ll meet you at Cups tomorrow like we planned. Mitchell and I were going to make pizza tonight.”

				Narrowing her eyes, she pursed her lips and crossed both arms over her chest. “Fine. You know what? This was a bad idea.” Turning her head toward the porch, she called, “Mitchell! Get your stuff, baby. We’re leaving.”

				“But, Mommy, I don’t want to go.”

				Locking eyes with Michael, she continued talking to the little boy. “Daddy doesn’t want us here. Let’s go.”

				Without giving him a chance to interfere, she stalked inside the house, grabbing Mitchell by his arm to keep him close. As Michael followed, he heard the boy’s sobs and anger bloomed in his chest.

				“Get your hands off him, Kate. You’re scaring him.”

				She turned on him, hitching the boy’s backpack over one shoulder. “What are you going to do? You’ve got no legal right to him. I thought maybe we could work things out, maybe you’d forgive me. Instead, you treat me like shit and expect me to just roll over and take it.”

			

			
				Mitchell’s big brown eyes shone with tears as he turned his face up to look at Michael. “Daddy.”

				Kate was right. He had no recourse. For all he knew, she might call the cops and say he’d kidnapped the kid. Kneeling, he took the boy’s face in his hands and pressed a kiss to his freckled forehead. Not wanting to scare him, he put on a calm expression. “It’s okay, buddy. I’ll see you soon. We’ll go to the beach.”

				“Promise?”

				Nodding, he swallowed past the lump in his throat. “Promise,” he whispered, fighting the heavy weight of the lie.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 21


				The alarm came to life with a harsh blare as the firefighters of Station 31 sat poised to eat their dinner. Sully and Klipper groaned while Donovan tossed his napkin over his plate and shoved his chair back, clearly eager to get in on the action. Michael worked to pump himself up, get energized and in the moment, so he could forget everything else in his life.

				“Engine, Medic,” came over the loudspeaker as they stepped into their boots and pulled their bunker pants over their hips. The minute Klip got behind the wheel of the engine, he revved it to life and switched on the lights.

				As they drove toward the fire, they waited, listening to the radio chatter, learning as much about the fire as possible.

				“Shit, man. Another barn. If it’s not a warehouse, it’s a barn, but they’re getting closer to town. I bet this is our firebug again.” Klipper’s jaw was set as he said exactly what Michael had been thinking. They needed to stop this guy.

				The radio crackled as more information was relayed. “Multiple victims trapped in the structure. Ladder 5 is en route.”

				“Fuck,” Donovan muttered as the engine pulled to a stop in front of the barn. “They’re not going to make it in time.”

				He was right. Flames were visible from the roof, licking up the dry wood exterior and thick plumes of smoke seeped from between the boards. As he circled the building, he caught sight of something that looked like a white flag hanging from the loft window. Over his radio, he called for help.

			

			
				“Someone’s in the loft. Get that wall opened up and get some water on those flames. Donovan, you’re with me.”

				Pulling his SCBA mask over his head, Michael led the way as they barreled inside the burning barn. Flames crept up the walls close to the entrance, but the rear of the room was untouched, for now. He knew how fast fire could spread. They had to get in and get out. Pointing to the stairs at the back of the building, he and Donovan swept the room, making their way to the loft. By the time they got up to the second level, the fire below had moved along the walls, igniting old bales of hay and rapidly changing the severity of their situation.

				“Sully, where’s that Ladder?” Michael called over the radio.

				Sully’s rough voice filled Michael’s ears. “ETA two minutes, Lieutenant.”

				With a curt nod, he scanned the loft. Two bodies lay in a heap close to the window, a smoldering beam next to them. The person on top had an angry red burn across his bare back and neck, but Michael could see the clear rise and fall of his chest.

				“Donovan, let’s get these two out of here.” Michael moved across the floor with careful steps, willing the wood to hold. When he didn’t get a response from his partner, he turned, worried he’d somehow missed something. “Miller!”

				The man stood, breaths heavy and eyes wild. Shit. Michael should have known better than to pull Donovan into a situation like this with him. He’d been John’s partner on the call that ended his life. “Miller. Pull it together,” he shouted, grasping Donovan’s shoulder and giving him a shake.

				Donovan blinked and nodded. “I’m good. I’m good.” He sprang into action, moving toward the couple while Michael surveyed the window.

				Ladder 5 had arrived, was already in position and at the ready. With floorboards creaking and flames eating the wood under their feet, they carried the unconscious young man and woman to safety. Donovan sighed as he took a seat on the back of the engine and pulled his jacket open.

			

			
				“You okay, Miller?” Michael asked, raking a hand through his hair as he poured cool water over his head.

				Donovan wouldn’t meet his eyes. “I’m sorry, man. I . . . I thought I was over this. It was just too much. All I saw was the back of your coat, Oliver written on it, me behind you, flames everywhere. Exactly the fucking same as John.”

				Nodding, Michael took a seat next to him. “You’re getting there, man. You controlled it. Got shit done.”

				“What if I’d had another flashback? Sully got hurt last time that happened.”

				“You didn’t. You worked through it and we saved those two.”

				Donovan looked toward the ambulance and grimaced. “That’s Garrett Donalson’s little brother.”

				The name sounded familiar, but he wasn’t quite sure who Donovan was talking about. “Who?”

				“Angie’s drummer.”

				Recognition dawned on him. Valerie and Lena had been at Angie’s band’s show the night of the kitchen fire at The Golden Beach Bar and Grill.

				“He was breathing when we got to him.”

				“Yeah. I’ve got to go check on him.”

				Clapping a hand on Donovan’s shoulder, Michael nodded. “You did good, Miller.”

				“Thanks.”

				As Michael watched Donovan head toward the ambulance, he thought of the night he’d seen Lena at the Bar and Grill. That had been the moment he knew he wanted to marry her. Seeing her in potential danger had torn him up, making him all too aware of his desire to never let her go. Staring down at his wedding band, he twisted the ring on his finger. He loved her. He knew it beyond the shadow of a doubt. But now, he feared it was too little, too late.

			

			
				“Are you sure you want to do this, Lena?” Valerie asked, her face showing concern over the small screen on Lena’s phone.

				“It’s done, the papers are on the way to him. I’ve got to let him go for both of us.”

				“But divorce is so . . . final.”

				Huffing out a breath, she unwrapped a stick of butter and began cutting it into the mixture of flour, sugar, and salt. “Don’t you think I know that? He won’t give up until I make a move to end things permanently. He’s stubborn.”

				“Maybe that’s because he doesn’t want to give up on you.”

				“He replaced me. He might not realize it, but he did. It might be different if he loved me . . .”

				“He does. I’ve seen that look on a man’s face before. He’s crushed. If he didn’t love you, I doubt he’d be taking this so hard.”

				Drizzling water over the lumpy combination of ingredients on her counter, Lena sighed and started kneading until a ball of dough formed.

				“Are you baking?” Valerie’s voice sounded suspicious.

				“Maybe.”

				“I can see you, remember? Oh, you’re making pie. You’re really upset about this.”

				Tears sprung to her eyes as she tried to focus on rolling out the piecrust. “Shut up. Can’t I just make a freaking pie?”

				“No.”

				As she laid the crust in the beautiful stone pie plate she’d had Valerie send from home, she fought off the urge to sob. “Fine. I’m upset. I love him and he broke my damn heart. I never should have married him in the first place. That’s what I get for letting my need to be impulsive rule my decisions. I’m leaving him before he leaves me. Before I end up falling even deeper for him, letting him convince me we could start a family, and having it all taken away . . . just like my mom.”

			

			
				“Oh, Lena.” Valerie’s eyes, always so expressive, shined with tears. “You don’t—”

				“Just stop, okay? I need you to be supportive of my decision. Don’t try and talk me out of it.”

				Valerie took a deep breath and nodded. “You’re right. So, what kind of pie are you making?”

				The end of a shift was usually the best part of Michael’s day. At least, it had been when he’d had Lena to go home to. Now, as he walked to his waiting car he felt nothing but numbness gripping his chest. The door creaked as he opened it, making anger ignite in his body. The damn door. He’d fixed it over and over, but the fucking thing continued to creak like the old bastard it was. He and John had joked about that very thing, laughing that the car was plotting their downfall, creaking on purpose so they’d get caught sneaking out at night to drive it.

				John.

				Fucking John.

				The spark of rage burning in his heart grew as he thought of his brother. Nothing could have prepared him for this year in his life. Not losing Kate, not John’s death. Until recently, he’d never thought his brother would have done anything to hurt him. They’d been thick as thieves, doing everything together even as adults.

				Shaking his head, he tossed the envelope Sheriff Franklin had served him on the passenger seat and turned the key. The engine started with a satisfying purr and before he knew it, he was headed in a direction he hadn’t gone in a very long time.

			

			
				The cemetery was quiet, only the soft tittering of birds filling the air with sound. Michael sucked in a harsh breath, trying to quell the overwhelming emotions warring for control in his heart. John’s headstone stood out amongst the older, less cared for markers of the people buried around him. His was well-kept, the newness still apparent. Tensing, he glared at the name and inscription, John Mitchell Oliver, beloved son, loyal brother, hero.

				“Damn you. You weren’t loyal, you bastard,” he muttered, staring down at the piece of stone before him. “Why would you do that? You had everything. You had Gracie. Why would you take everything I wanted? You always did that. You son-of-a-bitch.” His voice rose with every word. “I want to fucking hate you. I want to kick the shit out of you, but you went and died a God damn hero. Were you ever going to tell me? Part of me thinks you weren’t really going to leave town. You probably just made Kate think you’d marry her.”

				Pacing in front of the gravesite, he raked a hand through his hair as he let it all out. Everything he’d been holding on to burst from him like a dam breaking, the words spilling from him getting louder until he was all but screaming at his brother’s grave.

				“I lost everything because of you! My wife, my chance for a family, my fucking sanity. Do you know how fucked up this has made me? When Kate left me I closed my heart off, swore I’d never love anyone again. Then you died on me . . . because of me. I’m the reason you’re dead. I’d finally started moving on. I got married. Did you know that? I married the most amazing woman. We were happy.” His voice dropped to a low, icy tone. “But then I find out you couldn’t keep your dick in your fucking pants. And the worst part was, I couldn’t even see it. He looks just like you. Down to the freckles on his face!”

			

			
				His heart beat erratically as his resentment grew. “You know who told me? Gracie. The woman who loved you more than anything. She found the picture.”

				Legs shaking, he sat on the grass, leaning against the headstone behind him. “I wish she didn’t know. I wish she could just keep on remembering you as a good man who’d loved her. You deserve to be hated by me. That’s the really shitty thing. Any anger I have, you earned. But you’re still my best friend. My brother. And maybe that’s why this is so much more painful. I can’t hate you. But I can be angry, and I can be damn disappointed.”

				Crossing his arms over his knees, he rested his head on his forearms. As the adrenaline faded and his throat burned with the aching sobs he’d been holding back, he let the tears come. All the hurt, the guilt, the betrayal poured out until he had nothing left. Sighing, he lifted his face and stared at the clouds. “He’s a great kid, Johnny. Really. I wish you could know him. He’s funny, and so fucking smart. He reprogrammed all of my contacts in my phone to have different ringtones. He’s got a thing for hair bands. Every time someone calls, it sounds like I’m at a strip club.”

				He sat there until the sun was high in the sky and his stomach ached with hunger. Standing, he groaned as his stiff muscles pulled and the blood rushed back to his unused limbs. Resting a palm on top of John’s headstone, he said a silent prayer and let go of his anger.

				Days later, Michael and Donovan stood outside the Burn unit at Golden Beach Memorial, after spending some time with Jamie Donalson. The kid had been a hero—realizing he and his girlfriend were trapped in that loft, he’d taken off his shirt, hung it from the window, and used his body as a shield when a rotted beam came crashing down on them.

			

			
				“That kid has balls the size of Texas,” Donovan observed, as they walked down the hall toward the exit.

				“Damn right. He’s got firefighter written all over him.”

				They walked in silence, Michael waiting for Donovan to ask about the divorce papers Lena had served him only a day earlier. Surely, she’d told Valerie what was going on. When they got into Donovan’s jeep and he still hadn’t said anything, Michael broke.

				“Lena wants a divorce.”

				Taking a deep breath, Donovan nodded. “I heard.”

				“I don’t want to let her go.”

				His friend started the car and pulled into traffic, not saying anything. As they drove, Michael stared down at his shoes, trying desperately to avoid the pity he knew he’d see in Donovan’s eyes.

				Donovan surprised him by saying, “Valerie won’t set a date for our wedding.”

				“Shit, really?” When Donovan pulled into the parking lot at the station, Michael took in a heavy breath. “She say why?”

				Shrugging, Donovan killed the engine and sat looking straight ahead. “I fucked it up between us once before. I don’t blame her for not being sure.” Raking a hand through his hair, he sighed. “I thought . . . you know . . . you get the girl, ask her to marry you, and then everything else falls into place. I never thought we’d still be on the fence.”

				“I fucking married my girl, now it’s all gone. The truth is, you can never stop working to deserve her. The moment you do, is the moment you lose her.” Michael wanted to stop the words from pouring out of him, but he couldn’t staunch the flow. “One day, you’ll look back and realize what a fucking idiot you were if you let her slip through your fingers because you stayed quiet.”

				“Not talking about me anymore, are we?”

			

			
				Gritting his teeth, Michael focused on the dash. His life was a cluster fuck. How could he be offering any kind of advice? With a curt nod of his head, he opened the door and stepped out into the warm summer air. Palming his keys, he walked to his waiting car and leaned against the side. He couldn’t go home, couldn’t face the emptiness.

				Running his hand over his face, he pushed himself away from the Impala, pulled a baseball cap out of the open window, and stalked down the sidewalk. He needed a drink, something to numb the pain. Heart pounding in his ears, he kept his gaze trained on the cement in front of him, narrowly missing a kid on a bicycle who was trying to pass him.

				“Watch out!” the kid shouted as he swerved.

				“Stay off the fucking sidewalk!”

				It was busy on Front Street this time of evening. People stopped and stared, some he knew, others he didn’t. Looking down at his GBFD T-shirt, he let out a groan of frustration. Shit. He was basically advertising that the Golden Beach firefighters were a bunch of assholes. Turning on his heel, he headed back to the station, and straight into Chief Roman’s office.

				The older man looked up from his computer as soon as the door shut. “Oliver, you’re not on shift today.”

				“Chief, I need some overtime. Can you put me in to help out at any station that needs me?”

				Chief Roman’s dark gaze landed on him, making Michael feel as though he’d been caught in a lie. “What’s going on?”

				“Nothing. I just need to work.”

				The man missed nothing. He shook his head and stood. “Listen, Michael. If there’s something going on, you’d better be talking to someone. Donovan kept quiet and Sullivan got hurt. You need to talk, let me know.”

				Shaking his head, Michael sat down in the chair across from the Chief’s desk. “Truth? I need a distraction from the quiet. I’ve got personal shit going on, but I’m solid. I can either drown my sorrows in work or alcohol. Give me this. Give me something to do so I don’t end up where I was after John died.”

			

			
				His boss lowered himself back into his chair, lips pursed, eyes narrowed. “I’ll see what I can do. But if I get even one twitchy look from you, I’ll be putting you on leave so fast you won’t know what hit you. Am I clear?”

				“Clear.”

				“Fine. I’ll update you as soon as I’ve got you approved.”

				Thanking him, Michael headed back to his car, hoping to push away the heaviness in his chest at the thought of busying himself with extra shifts and maybe taking on another project at his house. He needed to sharpen his focus, keep thoughts of John and Kate away, keep the pangs of longing for Lena at bay.

				An hour later, as he sat on his front porch, beer in hand, his phone buzzed with a text from Chief Roman.

				Got you on at Station 5 B-shift tomorrow 8 AM.

				Letting out a heavy sigh, he downed the rest of his drink and headed inside, hoping to make it through the night without nightmares of Kate leaving him for John, and memories of Lena’s silky hair sliding over his skin.

				He woke with a cold sweat covering his skin, an orgasm hovering just on the edge of release, and an empty feeling in his chest. He was rock hard and aching as the dream of Lena faded. Where was she right now? What was she doing? He wanted to know, but didn’t at the same time. Against his better judgment, he pulled his phone off the charger and opened his social media account. Typing in her name, he had to squeeze his eyes shut at the sight of her picture. It was them at their wedding party. She still had him listed as her husband, still wore the happy facade he wished was true.

				Looking through her pictures didn’t help his state of mind, or his physical reaction to her. Photos of little things that wouldn’t matter to anyone but them made his breath hitch. She’d spent so much of their time behind her camera, snapping shots of them together, of candid moments when he didn’t know she was there. Damn. This had been a bad idea.

			

			
				Tossing his phone on the bed, he shoved the blankets aside and stood, raking a hand through his hair and working to control his rising panic. He’d let her go. This was his mess to clean up, but he had no clue how. Until he had a solution, a way to win her back, he would do the only thing he could to keep his head above water. Work.

				Stalking through his quiet, empty house, he headed for the garage and his tools. Hefting a sledgehammer across one shoulder, he made his way to the back bedroom, the one which stood empty and unused. With a harsh shout, he swung the hammer as hard as he could. The wall gave with a satisfying crack and puff of plaster. This would get him through the days when he wasn’t on shift. This would distract him from the grip of depression and let him harness the anger building in his chest. If he didn’t get it out somehow, he’d fall back to the shell of a man he’d been years ago. He didn’t intend to go back.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 22


				Lena toyed with the glittering band that graced the third finger of her left-hand. By now, Michael would have the papers. He’d have to have them. Taking off the ring, she opened a drawer in the kitchen and shoved it inside. She stared hard at her phone, waiting for his name to flash across her screen.

				A call.

				A text.

				Something.

				A bead of sweat trickled down her back, between her shoulder blades. She pulled her thick hair back and twisted the length into a topknot before padding across the floor of her sparsely furnished apartment. Hefting the heavy window, she let the slight breeze slide across her skin and took in the sounds of the city.

				New York.

				Her professional career had finally taken off in a direction she’d never expected. No more weddings, drooling toddlers, or matchy-matchy families. She was a serious photographer, on her way to being the next Annie Liebowitz. But everything sat veiled behind the ache of a broken heart.

				A pang of regret sliced through her as her phone rang and Michael’s photo appeared on the screen.

				“Michael.” She hated how her voice caught on his name.

				“You couldn’t even call to give me some warning, Lena?” The venom in his tone made her wince.

				She’d thought about calling, even considered delivering the papers herself, but she couldn’t face him. Not after their last conversation.

			

			
				“We’ve already said everything. Don’t you think?” 

				He sighed and she could almost picture him, leaning against the back of his beloved Impala, maybe toying with the paper label on a beer bottle.

				“This doesn’t work. We’re too different.” She’d told herself that so many times it sounded rehearsed.

				“Bullshit. That’s what makes us so good.”

				Her mind drifted to the feel of his stubble under her fingers, the smell of his skin, even the sounds he made in his sleep. There had been so many good things.

				“Lena? Are you there?” His deep, gravelly voice broke through her memories.

				“I’m here. Just sign the papers, please?” She grimaced at her pleading tone.

				“Not until we talk this through, face to face.”

				She didn’t want to see him. Not when she knew the depth of his charms. He’d use his mouth and hands to distract her from the truth of their relationship. They wanted different things. He had what he wanted in his son and Kate.

				“I’m not coming back. I just got settled here.”

				She heard him clear his throat and shuffle the phone. “What do you mean, not coming back? You said this was only for six months out of the year. What about your mom? Valerie? What about . . . everything you have here?”

				“Val knows where I am. She’s already working on coming up for a visit. And my mom is fine. She’s hoping to go visit her sister in Japan this September.” She didn’t answer his last question, hearing the unspoken What about me?

				“Christ almighty, Lena. You can’t just send me papers and expect me to roll over and accept them.”

				Shaking her head, she paced back and forth as she tried to push down her rising frustration. “I don’t know what else is left. When Kate came crawling out of the woodwork, you made it clear what you wanted. Her, Mitchell, a family.”

			

			
				“She’s not what I want!”

				Lena gritted her teeth and fought off the wave of rage at his comment. “How can I compete with what she’s given you? She’s the mother of your child. You loved her. That’s what you want. I can’t stand in the way of you getting everything you’d planned for.”

				“God dammit, why are you putting words into my mouth? I never said that. I wanted you. Yeah, I wanted you to be home more, to have a family with you. Is that so bad? We were lucky if we saw each other for a week out of each month.” He let out a heavy sigh and for a moment, she thought he was going to leave it at that. “I’m not signing the papers until you come back. Look me in the eyes and tell me there’s nothing left between us.”

				The line clicked as he hung up. The only sound in the room, a jarring clatter as her phone fell to the kitchen counter. She let herself give in to the shaking of her hands.

				The soft click of heels on the hardwood brought her gaze to a tall stranger standing in the entryway. “Yikes. You look like hell.” She crossed the room and headed toward the kitchen. “God, why is it like five thousand degrees in here?”

				“I’m sorry, who are you?” Lena stared at the woman in her apartment. She looked like a model, long and lean, with flawless mocha skin, perfectly styled hair, and expertly applied makeup.

				The woman grinned and hit a few buttons on the thermostat. Seconds later, a cool breeze spread throughout the room. “Chanel Rowlins. I’m your new assistant.” Lena sighed and smiled as she took Chanel’s offered hand. She felt like she was cheating on Hallie by welcoming a new person into her space.

				“How’d you get into my house?”

				The woman held up a key. “It’s your spare.”

			

			
				“Uh, can I have it?”

				Shaking her head, Chanel pocketed the key. “Nope. I’ll need to be able to get in. We’re going to be busy, Lena. You’ve never worked for a company like Vogue before, have you?” She started brewing a pot of coffee. “We’ll be doing spreads for all of the top designers of the year, special interest pieces, and you’ll be approving the work of our intern photographers. You need to be at the office by seven-thirty tomorrow so I can show you around. Then they’ve got you scheduled for a few freelance shoots.”

				“I don’t officially start until September.” Lena fought the scowl she could feel furrowing her eyebrows.

				“I’ve got to get you acclimated before then. That only gives me four weeks.” Chanel pushed a mug of heavily creamed coffee in her direction. “So, who had you shaking with rage when I came in? Boyfriend? Girlfriend?”

				Lena stared down into the steaming liquid and pondered. How should she answer this? She barely knew the woman. “Neither.” Technically, it wasn’t a lie.

				Chanel cocked her hip and smirked as she added sugar to her own coffee. “Yeah, okay. Play it that way if you want. Just let me know which calls I need to send to voicemail in the future.”

				“I need more light,” Lena called over her shoulder. Although she was only working for Vogue on a freelance basis for the summer, they’d kept her busy and Chanel was surprisingly fun to work with.

				“Yeah, can’t help you with that. Sun’s going down. How about a different lens?”

				Chanel handed her a lens designed to handle low light and Lena quickly changed hardware.

				“Great, give me ten more minutes. I’ve got almost everything I need.”

			

			
				The models rolled their eyes and shrugged back into their coats and hats. It was still hot in New York, even though fall was creeping in, and they all wanted to be done for the day.

				“Sorry, ladies. I promise, we’ll be out of here in no time. Think, cold.”

				Chanel sidled up next to her while the camera shutter clicked furiously. “Why didn’t Desdemona want you to shoot indoors again?”

				“She wanted the collection to be classic contemporary meets iconic New York. In her mind, the only place we could achieve that was the middle of Central Park.”

				“In the freaking middle of August? She’s crazy.” Chanel gestured to the pouting, slouching models. “They’re wearing leather and fur. They must be miserable.”

				The moment the words had left her mouth, one of the models fainted dead away and all work stopped on the shoot.

				“Shit.” Lena handed Chanel the camera and rushed to the girl’s side. “Juno, can you hear me?”

				Juno’s eyes fluttered open and she nodded. “Sorry. It’s just so hot. I couldn’t stand anymore.” Her cheeks were flushed and her breaths came in rapid gasps.

				“Call an ambulance. She needs to go to the hospital.”

				Juno shook her head and tried to stand. She immediately fell back to the ground, her face paling and body shivering. “I feel sick.”

				“It might be heat stroke. I’ve seen it a few times back home. Just stay still, we’ll get you some water.” Lena stared down at the girl. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen. “And take that damn coat off.” She helped Juno peel the fur-lined leather jacket off and folded it up to use as a pillow.

				“Desdemona is going to be so pissed they’re using her coat like that,” one of the other models whispered to her friends.

				Lena snapped as the words floated to her ears. “I don’t give a fuck what Desdemona thinks right now. Everyone needs to take off the coats and hats. We’re done here.”

			

			
				The sound of sirens grew closer, and Lena sighed in relief when she saw the EMT’s rushing toward them. Her heart squeezed when two firemen followed behind. As she watched them get Juno onto a stretcher, she bit back a wave of longing for Michael. She remembered how his GBFD shirt stretched over his broad, muscular shoulders. How he’d come home from a twenty-four-hour shift with dark circles under his gorgeous eyes, a shadow of beard on his jaw, and he’d still kiss her breathless.

				“Ma’am?” She was jolted back to the real world by the EMT’s voice. “We’re taking her to Mt. Sinai.”

				Dazed, she nodded and thanked him. He offered her a concerned look. “Are you feeling all right?”

				“Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry. Adrenaline rush.” She waved off his question and headed over to the other models. “I’ll let Desdemona know. I think I got everything I need. Go cool off.”

				As they returned the wardrobe to the racks, Lena and Chanel set about packing up her gear. She couldn’t shake the memory of Michael after seeing the firefighters and it left an ache in her chest she didn’t want to feel.

				“You’re being weird,” Chanel said as she pulled out her phone and started composing a text.

				“We almost killed a model.”

				“True. But that didn’t seem to bother you as much as those firefighters did. Man in uniform, huh? I’m a sucker for a cowboy, myself.”

				Against her will, Lena’s cheeks flamed. “It’s been a while.”

				“We can remedy that. Let’s go out for the evening. I think I can get us into Spark tonight, since you’ve got a thing for firemen.”

			

			
				Lena laughed. Spark was a new club that featured hot male staff dressed as sexy firefighters. It was exactly what she did not need. “No thanks. I’m not feeling great either. I think I need a cold bath and some ice water.”

				“Fine, come on.” Chanel pouted as they walked to their waiting town car.

				They both let out groans as the chilled air hit them when they settled into the backseat.

				“Oh, God. Let’s just stay here forever.” Chanel stretched her legs out in front of her as far as she could and shivered.

				The vehicle jerked to a sudden stop, throwing Lena’s bag to the floor and dumping the contents everywhere.

				“Damn.” She leaned down and started blindly searching under the seats for her belongings. Her phone started ringing, but she couldn’t see it anywhere.

				“Good, God Almighty. Who is Michael and where can I get one?” Chanel held up Lena’s ringing phone and grinned at the picture on the screen. He’d been about to go in for duty the day she’d snapped that quick shot. His hair slightly tousled from the kiss she’d given him.

				“He’s my husband.”

				Her jaw dropped. “What? You’re married?”

				“We’re getting a divorce.”

				“Why?” It was a ridiculously personal question, but she understood the disbelief in Chanel’s voice. Why would anyone leave a man who looked like that?

				“We want different things.”

				“If I were married to him I’d want him to tie me down and never let me out of his bed.”

				Lena ripped the phone out of Chanel’s hand and ignored the call. She knew she was joking, but it still hurt.

				“But seriously,” Chanel continued. “What happened?”

				“He didn’t really want me. I was a replacement for someone else.”

				Chanel frowned. “Hmm.”

			

			
				“What?”

				She shook her head. “Nothing. I definitely understand your firefighter thing now, though.”

				Lena’s phone rang again before she had a chance to put it away. Sighing, her thumb hovered over the Decline button, but she stopped when she saw the Caller ID displayed Golden Beach General Hospital.

				With shaking fingers, she answered, “Hello?”

				“Lena Shirakawa?”

				“This is she,” Her voice barely broke through the fear bubbling to the surface.

				“This is Doctor Ainsley Moreno. I’m calling about your mother.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 23


				“Son-of-a-bitch!” Michael swore as the hood of his Impala came crashing down on his finger. He resisted the urge to kick his car and opted for storming around his driveway and letting a stream of expletives fly.

				“Calm down, Mikey. You’re scaring the neighbors.” Klipper tossed a cold beer at him and leaned against the garage.

				“The nearest neighbors are a mile down the road.”

				Klip looked across the land Michael had built his home on and shrugged. “Yeah, well, you’re scaring me.”

				The two friends leaned against the car and cracked open their beers in comfortable silence as the late summer sun sank behind the trees.

				“So, you ever gonna sign those papers?” Klip asked.

				Just the thought of legally severing his relationship with Lena made Michael’s chest ache. “Not until she comes to see me.”

				“Buddy, it’s been almost two months since she sent them. How long has it been since you saw her?”

				Michael took a long pull from his beer, relishing the burn of the carbonation as it rushed down his throat. “Too damn long.”

				“She still in New York?”

				“Yeah.” His answer was terse and he hoped Klip would change the damn subject. He didn’t want to talk about Lena—about his failure as a husband—about anything.

				“You know, she can make the divorce happen with or without you.”

			

			
				He knew it was the truth, but he didn’t think Lena would do that. He honestly thought she’d come back at least one more time. “We’ll see.”

				“All right, enough girly shit. Come on, the game is on.”

				“Whatever, man. It’s pre-season. Talk to me after this week.”

				Klip rolled his eyes. “Research. Fantasy draft is tomorrow. I’m gonna win it this year.”

				“Sully wins every year.” Michael fought off a laugh at the memory of Klip and Sully going head to head last season.

				“Not this year.” The man was determined, Michael would give him that.

				“Go on in. I’ll be there in a few.”

				Klip put a hand on his shoulder and offered a slight squeeze. “Just sign the papers, man. It’ll get better once you let her go.” He walked back to the house without another word.

				It irritated Michael that his friend had known exactly what he’d been thinking . . . again. As soon as the front door shut, he pulled his phone out of his back pocket and scrolled through his recent calls list. His stomach clenched as he counted the number of times he’d called her in the past two months. She never answered. Letting his finger hover over her name, he hesitated momentarily. Klip was right. He needed to stop calling.

				His phone rang in his hand, startling him and nearly causing him to drop the stupid thing.

				“Lena?” he answered without thinking.

				“Uh, no. It’s Donovan.”

				He winced at the pity in his friend’s voice. “Oh, hey, D. Sorry.”

				“Listen, man. Lena’s home.”

				His breath caught in his throat. Was he really hearing Donovan correctly?

				“What did you say?”

			

			
				Donovan cleared his throat, clearly uncomfortable. “She’s home. Her mom had a stroke yesterday.”

				“Shit. Is she okay? Her mom?”

				“Not sure. Valerie only got bits and pieces of info from Lena early this morning. She’s going to pick her up at the airport now. I thought you needed to know. Val won’t be happy I told you, but there was no way in hell I was gonna let you run into her on the street.”

				Sitting on his porch, he offered Donovan a quick thanks and hung up the phone. His heart felt like it was going to explode.

				Why was he upset? Aside from Ryoko’s condition, this was exactly what he’d wanted. Wasn’t it?

				This was his chance to see her, to remind her why they’d gotten married in the first place. He had so much to tell her. There was so much she didn’t know about Kate, Mitchell, and John, about how he really felt. He wanted to rush to the hospital, meet her there, check on his mother-in-law, but this had to be handled with care. He’d hurt her by not considering her needs in the first place. Wiping the grease from his hands with a rag, he walked inside the house with a lightness in his chest he hadn’t felt in months.

				As Lena crossed the small hospital room, her heart caught in her throat at the sight of the fiery woman who’d raised her, now unconscious, small, and weak in the bed. She’d never looked so frail.

				“Okasan,” she whispered, sinking into the chair next to the bed and taking her mom’s hand.

				Tears burned her eyes as she watched the vitals monitor offering constant reassurance that her mom was alive. The only sounds in the room were the hiss of oxygen and the whir of the air conditioning.

			

			
				A soft knock on the door was followed by the smiling face of a woman in a white coat.

				“Hi, there. Are you Lena? I’m Doctor Moreno.” The woman held out a hand and Lena stood.

				As they shook, she glanced back at the form of her mother on the bed. “Is she going to be okay?”

				“Her vitals look good. But with any stroke there is a risk of permanent damage. We won’t know the extent until she wakes up and we can run cognitive tests.”

				“How long will it be until she wakes up?”

				Doctor Moreno offered a slight smile. “It’s up to her. But like I said, her vitals are strong. She’s breathing on her own, her organs are functioning normally. I’d say it’s likely she’ll wake in the next day. Sleep is the body’s way of protecting itself.”

				Nodding, Lena took her place in the chair again and gripped her mom’s hand. “What do I do if she wakes up?”

				“Call the nurse. They’ll page me or the doctor on call.”

				As the door clicked shut, Lena let out a sigh. It was bad, but not as horrible as she had thought. So many awful scenarios had run through her mind as she’d raced to the airport and waited at her gate for her flight. Each one had grown worse as the hours passed. Now that the doctor had eased some of her fears, Lena let her chest loosen and gave in to her need to rest her eyes. Before long, her head drooped and she felt herself drop off into a light doze.

				A soft thud, followed by a gruff, “Shit,” woke her. Her neck ached from the unnatural angle she’d slept at and it took her a second to recall her surroundings. Blinking through the haze of sleep, she realized it hadn’t all been a bad dream. Her mom was still here in the hospital, still unconscious. A familiar scent overtook her and she fought the urge to cry. Turning her gaze toward the door, she saw him. Her heart gave a harsh shudder at his furrowed brow, the tightness in his eyes, and the stiff posture of his body.

			

			
				“Michael.” His name came out on a choked sob. She couldn’t help it.

				His arms were around her before she could stop him, pulling her out of her chair and against his firm chest. He didn’t say a word, just held her tight and let her cry. The feel of his heart beating under her cheek and his hand stroking her hair broke the dam holding her emotions at bay. She finally let it all out—the hurt, the fear, the pent up worry that she’d made a mistake.

				The pressure of his lips on the top of her head sent a tremor of heartbreak through her, but with it came clarity. He’d leave her eventually, he just wouldn’t admit it. Sniffing, she pushed away and pulled every ounce of self-control she had around her.

				“You didn’t have to come,” she said, wishing her voice was stronger.

				A gentle expression softened his eyes. “I did. She’s my mother-in-law. You’re my wife.”

				“Not for much longer.”

				Raking a hand over his short hair, he let out a harsh breath. “Shit, Lena. Are we really doing this now?”

				Shaking her head, she took her seat, intending to return to her vigil as she watched her mom for any sign of consciousness. “You’re right. Now’s not the time.”

				The scrape of metal across linoleum brought her attention back to him as he pulled up a chair and placed it next to hers.

				“What are you doing?” she asked.

				“You shouldn’t be alone right now. You need a support person.”

				She couldn’t understand why he refused to let go. “Valerie is coming in the morning.”

			

			
				Offering a curt nod, he stared her down. “Fine. I’ll leave when she gets here. Until then, I’m not getting out of this chair. Sleep. If anything changes I’ll wake you.”

				He made it damn hard to stop loving him.

				Michael waited in silence, seated next to his wife as she stared, unmoving, at her mother. He wasn’t sure how long they sat there, but eventually the weight of her head rested on his shoulder. Leaning back in his chair, he wrapped an arm around her and pulled her against his chest. This wasn’t about getting her back. This was purely about being what she needed right now.

				Hours passed as she slept. The only indulgence he allowed himself was the feel of her hair as he ran his fingers through the length. Silky strands slid between his fingers over and over as he stroked her hair from crown to end, committing the feeling to memory.

				The door clicked as it opened, causing him to stiffen and brace himself for the realization that his time with her was up. Sure enough, Valerie’s wide blue gaze found him, shock on her face.

				“What are you doing here?” she whispered.

				“Being a husband.”

				Her expression changed as sadness flooded her features. “Oh, Michael.”

				He didn’t want to hear it. They all thought he was pathetic—Klipper, Donovan, Sully, even his own family. They’d told him to move on. To give up. That may have been him years ago, when Kate had crushed him or when John had died. But Lena was worth so much more.

				Lena stirred and his arm tightened around her instinctively. Pressing a kiss to the top of her head, he murmured, “Valerie’s here, baby. Should I go?”

			

			
				She let out a contented noise and snuggled further into his chest. “Mmm, you smell so good. Why do you always smell so good?”

				He knew she wasn’t herself at the moment, but he wanted desperately to hold on to this as long as possible. Hugging her to him, he took her chin in his hand and tilted her face up to bring her lips within inches of his. Dark eyes blinked slowly at him as he brushed his mouth over hers, savoring the first kiss they’d shared in months. His heart screamed, Tell her! Tell her now! But his fear took hold and he backed away before she could reject him.

				Rising, he looked at Valerie. “Call me if there’s any change?”

				She nodded, and took his seat, her focus turning immediately to Lena. “You okay?” she asked.

				Lena didn’t answer, instead she stared at him as he shrugged into his jacket, her lips turned down into a slight frown. Hope bloomed in his chest when she took a sharp breath, as if she were about to say something. Her gaze found his, then dropped to the floor immediately.

				“Thank you, Michael,” she finally said. “It means a lot that you came.”

				Although it wasn’t exactly the open door he’d hoped for, it was something other than her insistence that they needed to break up.

				With a tilt of his head, he forced himself to turn away from her. Walking down the quiet hospital hallway, he almost turned around twice, the ache in his body was so intense. Leaving her when she was finally so close was torture.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 24


				Lena let out a heavy sigh as she stepped outside the doors to the rehab facility her mom was in. She’d been there every day to visit for the last week since her mother had finally woken up.

				It was hard. Hard to see her mom struggle, hard to know that she probably wouldn’t ever be completely independent again, hard to fathom going back to New York. She couldn’t leave her mom to fend for herself. Could she?

				Panic gripped her chest as she reached the car, forcing her to rest both hands on the steering wheel and take slow, deep breaths.

				By the time she felt calm enough to drive, her phone started ringing from the depths of her purse. Pulling it out, she frowned at the display. It wasn’t a phone number she recognized.

				“Lena Shirakawa,” she answered, trying to sound professional in case the caller was a client.

				“Hi, Lena. This is Parker Sheffield. I’m Angela Peters’ friend.”

				“The bass player, right?”

				He chuckled. “Yeah. Something like that.”

				“What can I do for you?”

				“Well, I know it’s short notice, but I’m getting married in a week and I was hoping we could hire you to do the pictures. We had someone booked but when he found out it’s a same sex wedding, he bailed.”

				Lena rolled her eyes. “Jackass.”

			

			
				He let out a sigh. “Yeah. Anyway, Valerie told us you were in town. She said you might be available.”

				“Sure. Email me the date and time so I can put you on my calendar.” She rattled off her email address and smiled to herself after they hung up. She hadn’t done a wedding in a long time. It would be a welcome distraction from everything else in her life.

				Starting the car, she drove the short distance to her mother’s house, dreading the heavy silence she knew would welcome her. It seemed everywhere she went was clouded with a temporary feeling. As though no one wanted to get close because they knew she’d only be leaving again. Even Michael had kept his distance, giving her space to breathe, but she’d found herself missing him even more now that she’d seen him again. She kept expecting him to call or come by, but he hadn’t. Her only solace was Valerie, but even her best friend was wrapped up in her own world with Donovan.

				Rounding the corner to her old neighborhood, she made the reflexive turns toward her childhood home. But just as she approached the house, she accelerated, passing it, needing freedom from the stifling walls. She found herself parking outside of her favorite coffee shop, an eclectic place called Cups. The air held the warm smell of roasted coffee, and familiarity blanketed her. A lone guitarist sat perched on a stool in the center of the stage at the end of the room, soft acoustic music filling the space. She had to smile. This place was like a safety net.

				After ordering a cup of coffee and selecting a corner table, she wandered to the wall of bookshelves and scanned the titles.

				“How’s your mom?” Michael’s gravelly voice sent a wave of need through her.

				Turning to face him, she took a steadying breath. “Her left side is really weak, but she’s in a rehab facility and doing physical therapy.” His hazel eyes found hers and she had to hold on to the bookcase to keep from closing the distance between them.

			

			
				“Can we talk? I’ve got so much I need to tell you.” He reached out, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear.

				Heartbeat racing, she swallowed past the lump in her throat and nodded. This was why she’d run in the first place. She didn’t have the strength she needed when he was this close. “Here?” she managed.

				“No. I can’t do this in public, baby. Come home?”

				Home? God, she wanted to.

				“I don’t know.”

				Raking a hand through his hair, he let out a groan. “Damn it, baby. I am not going to have my heart ripped out in front of the whole fucking town again. Come home with me so we can do this in private.”

				That hit her like a punch to the gut. She didn’t want to hurt him. She was doing this to give him a chance at what he really wanted. “Fine, come on. I’ll follow you.”

				Her nerves had her shaking as she fumbled for her keys, dropping them on the floor. Michael was there, handing them to her and twining his fingers with hers before she could stop him. She wasn’t going to be able to do this. Then suddenly, staring into his eyes, she didn’t want to be anywhere but in his arms.

				Michael clenched his jaw the whole way home, his eyes flicking to the rearview mirror every few seconds to make sure Lena was still behind him. He wasn’t sure how to handle this. She’d been so skittish, so unsure of herself. Not at all like the confident woman he knew.

				It had begun raining, the drops of water catching the light of her headlights in his window. As he pulled his car around to the side of the house, he killed the engine and hit the button to open the garage door for her. Waving her forward, he waited to see if she’d take the space in the garage. She did.

			

			
				“You didn’t have to let me take your spot,” she said, as she climbed out of her car.

				Shrugging, he followed her inside and closed the door behind them. “It’s no big deal.”

				His stomach hurt from the tension of the moment. He hated the unexpected, but walking into this, knowing she was going to end it, was worse than anything he could imagine. The only sound in the dark house was the click of her shoes on the hardwood floor as she led the way into the kitchen. Without a word, she pulled two beers out of the fridge and twisted off the caps, then leaned against the counter top. He watched as she took a long pull from the bottle and handed him the other.

				With a grimace, she placed her beer on the worktop and turned to face him. “This is why I left.”

				Confusion drew his brows together. “Beer?”

				“No, dammit. You, me, the pull between us,” she said as she pushed off the counter and brought herself mere inches from him. “I can’t think clearly when we’re this close. I can’t think of anything other than how much I love you. It’s not fair. I know what the smart thing is, what my mom should have done, but I’m walking right into the same situation.”

				He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. How could he have not known the level of damage her dad had done when he’d walked out on them?

				“I’m not like your dad, baby.”

				Shaking her head, she ran one finger from his temple, along his jaw, and down his neck. A rush of arousal spread across his body.

				“You represent the same thing he did. Love is more than one small word. It’s an ocean of feeling that sends waves crashing into protective walls, breaking them down, changing everything to make way for it. It doesn’t care about what’s safe.”

			

			
				Without thinking, he reached behind him to set his beer on the island, missing the surface, and letting the bottle crash to the floor. He didn’t give a shit. He lowered his lips to hers, wrapping his arms around her and crushing her to him.

				What started tentative, turned heated as she lifted her shirt over her head, then ran her fingers through his hair. Tingles raced down his spine, making him groan against her mouth. Her hips pressed forward as her tongue slipped between his lips. She smelled like cookies, a warm vanilla sugar scent which made him want nothing more than to wrap himself around her and never let go.

				Breaking the kiss, he licked a path down her neck before nestling his lips in the valley between her breasts. Her skin was soft, smooth, and delicious. Everything he’d missed for so many months.

				“Baby, I’ve missed you so much.” His voice was hoarse, rough with desire, and he knew she liked it because of the soft moan she let out.

				“Bedroom,” she whispered.

				As she moved away, he caught her by the arm and scooped her off her feet. “Hang on. I want to be kissing you, some part of you, the rest of the night.”

				Dark desire filled her eyes and when she bit her bottom lip, he dropped his mouth to hers, tongue delving inside. Thank God the bedroom was close. His erection strained against the fly of his jeans, begging for attention. As he lowered her to the bed, he chuckled when her hands grasped the back of his shirt, pulling it over his head.

				“Skin to skin. It’s only fair,” she teased.

				“Except your skin is like velvet. Mine isn’t.”

				Her fingers played across the light spray of wiry hair on his chest. “It’s so fucking hot. So . . . masculine and strong.”

			

			
				Hearing those words fall from her lips made a surge of pride wash over him. He had her back. She was here, with him, under him, wanting him.

				“Lena,” he whispered in the quiet of the room. “I . . .” he had to clear his throat, and damn it, his heart was racing, palms sweaty. “I love you.”

				She closed her eyes, a slight tremble visible in her lower lip. Fear lanced his heart when a tear slid down her temple and into her hair. Her body went still beneath him, and he knew something was deeply wrong.

				Sitting back on his heels, he took her hand and pressed a gentle kiss inside her palm. “Baby, what is it?”

				To his dismay, she pulled her hand free and scooted away from him. “I’ve wanted to hear that from you, for so . . . so fucking long. But now? I think it’s too late.”


				She got off the bed and walked out of the room, leaving him confused beyond belief. Heart pounding, he followed her. When he found her in the kitchen, he didn’t know what to say. He’d just opened his heart to her, shared the most meaningful words he could have ever said, and she was rejecting him.

				“I don’t understand,” he said, his voice breaking.

				Pulling her shirt over her head, she kept silent, not making eye contact. As she brushed past him, he caught her by the elbow.

				“Tell me what the fuck just happened.”

				“I didn’t come here to fix things. I came here to get you out of my system. Now you say you love me? What am I supposed to do with that? I can’t let you break me.”

				Anger ignited in his chest. “You make me fucking crazy. I’m not going to break you. I’m going to love you. You’re my family.”

				Her eyes widened. “No. Kate and Mitchell are your family.”

			

			
				“Fuck, Lena! You’re so scared of getting hurt that you won’t listen. They’re not more important than you. You were fucking right. He’s not mine. He’s John’s. Are you happy now?” A soft gasp escaped her, and for a moment he thought he’d finally reached her. Taking her face in his hands, he continued. “You left. You were my anchor and you left me. Don’t you get it? You left me.”

				Tears filled her eyes and she pulled away. “So, what happens with Mitchell? That poor boy thinks you’re his daddy. He loves you.”

				Raking a hand through his hair, he sighed. “She took him. It’s done. She let me fall in love with him and then she ripped him away.” He kicked the side of the refrigerator in frustration. “Fuck! If anything, I should’ve been the one afraid of you. But, no. I fucking fell in love with you. You know what? You’re just like her. You and Kate. So, if it makes you happy, if this is what you really want, I’ll sign the damn papers. I can’t keep going back and forth like this. It’s killing me.”

				She didn’t say a word. She just stood there with a sad look on her beautiful face as he stalked over to the pile of papers littering the dining room table and snagged a pen. With a harsh slash across the documents, he shoved the divorce papers at her and walked away, out into the rain.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 25


				Two weeks later, Michael hadn’t heard a word from Lena, or his lawyer. He stared down at the pale line of skin where his wedding band had been. He couldn’t believe he’d let her go. But as his mom had said time and time again, you can’t make someone see things the same way you do. Lena would never move past her fear of abandonment. He couldn’t spend his life trying to keep her if she didn’t want to be his. So, in an effort to move on, he had taken the ring off and tucked it away in the back of his sock drawer.

				His phone rang, the jarring tones of “Eye of the Tiger” blaring from his pocket. Shaking his head, he couldn’t fight his chuckle. Mitchell had changed all of his ringtones by accident, setting up random songs from his music library for each contact. Now he never knew what was going to happen when someone called.

				“Hello?” he answered.

				“Hey, Mike. You got a minute?” Alex’s voice sounded strangely tight, causing alarm to set up residence in Michael’s head.

				“What’s going on?”

				“I’m at Mom and Dad’s. Can you come by for some coffee?”

				Fuck. Something bad was happening. Alex lived too far away for this to be a casual drop-by, and after Roxie had lost the baby, things just hadn’t been right. Clearing his throat, he ran a hand over his jaw. “Yeah. I’ll be there in fifteen.”

				Just one more thing to add to the growing shit pile.

			

			
				Pulling up to his childhood home, he braced himself for some sort of horrible news. He didn’t know how much more he could take. 

				They were waiting for him, grim expressions on their faces as he settled himself on the flowery patterned couch in the living room.

				“What’s this all about?” he asked.

				“Honey, there’s been an accident.” His mom’s voice was light and cautious, as though approaching someone unpredictable and unstable.

				His gut clenched. Who? Everyone he cared about was in front of him . . . except for the one person he wanted most. “What do you mean?”

				“Kate . . . and Mitchell.”

				A cold stone settled in his chest. “What happened? Where is he?”

				“She’d been drinking. Crashed into a telephone pole.” His dad stood as he spoke and crossed the room. “Mitchell is fine. Just a few cuts and bruises. Kate’s in critical condition, but this is her third DUI in just over two years. She’s going to have to do time.”

				Anger took hold in his chest and squeezed. “Where is he?” he asked again, his words harsh and clipped.

				“Social services is bringing him here now.”

				Shaking his head, he gripped his thighs so hard his knuckles turned white. “He should be with me.”

				“We know. It’s just . . . we’re his legal guardians. Kate will be in jail for a minimum of six months. She might even lose custody. More than likely she’s going to be charged with child endangerment. Until the dust settles between you and Lena, we think it would be best he stay here. He’s going to need something stable.”

				“Are you fucking kidding me?” His vision blurred as hot tears burned his eyes. “He’s mine. I’m the only dad he knows. I’ve put aside the fact that my best friend, my own brother, screwed me over and stole the family I was supposed to have. I didn’t tarnish John’s precious image at the station, or in town. But I’m not letting the fact that Mitchell isn’t my blood keep me from being his father.”

			

			
				His mom took the empty seat next to him and wrapped her arm around his shoulders. “Honey. Give it a little time. We’ve got no problem with you being there for him, but right now he needs all of us. You’re not thinking clearly. How is he going to feel when you’re gone on shift? Let him stay here. Be here as much as you can. You can still be his dad if he’s living here. At least until we figure it all out.”

				“Mike, trust me. Mom’s right.” Alex’s gruff voice cut through Michael’s haze of frustration. “What Kate and John did was horrible, but you know Mitchell needs a stable family and you’re in the middle of a divorce. Roxie and I can’t take him. Things are . . . there’s a lot happening for us right now. Mom and Dad can give him the best of both worlds. You get to be his dad, no one is taking that away from you.”

				The doorbell rang before Michael could answer. Tension sat heavy in the room as his parents walked down the hall to answer the door. Soft murmured voices floated in the hallway, growing closer as he stood, waiting with his heart in his throat. Big brown eyes found his as soon as the group rounded the corner. A dark bruise had blossomed on Mitchell’s cheek. The sight made Michael’s throat constrict.

				“Daddy,” Mitchell said, his haunted eyes brightening as Michael crouched and opened his arms.

				The little boy broke away from the group and ran to Michael, crashing against his chest and wrapping around him.

				“Hey, buddy. I missed you so much.”

				His heart broke for his son. How could he explain this?

				“I promise I’m going to take care of you.” He held Mitchell and stood with the boy wrapped in his arms. “It’s you and me.”

			

			
				Lena used to think the worst feeling in the world was losing something. That moment when you know exactly where you dropped your precious cargo only to go back and have it be gone forever. As she sat at her computer, staring at the photos from Parker and Jason’s wedding, she realized that getting something you thought you wanted could be worse than any loss imaginable. The instant Michael cut her lose, signed those papers, and walked past, staring at her with a harsh coldness in his eyes, she knew leaving him had been a mistake.

				A takeout bag appeared in front of her, the smell of fried deliciousness rousing her from her wallow.

				“You need to eat something.” Hallie stood with her hands on her hips, a frown turning down the corners of her mouth.

				“I know. Thanks,” Lena said, opening the bag and pulling out a container of French fries. “I need to get Parker his photos. It never takes me this long to do touch ups.”

				“You’re distracted. There’s been a lot on your plate with your mom and Michael.”

				“I thought I’d be relieved when it was over.” A tear slid down her cheek, but she swiftly wiped it away, hoping Hallie hadn’t seen her. “I’m not. I miss him more now. It’s like half of me is gone.”

				“God, you really love him.”

				Taking a heavy breath, she stood, rolling her shoulders and stretching. “Can we talk about something else?”

				Hallie nodded. “Have you decided what to do about your mom? Are you staying or going back?”

				Rolling her eyes, Lena paced the room. “That’s no easier a topic, Hal. I don’t know. It depends on what the doctors say about Mom’s recovery. She’s been there three weeks. I’ve already asked for my start date at Vogue to be pushed back until October. I have no clue what the right thing to do is.”

			

			
				“Okay, well, answer this question. Does working for Vogue define you?”

				Confused, Lena frowned and took her bottom lip between her teeth. “I don’t understand.”

				“I mean, was something missing from your life before you got the job at Vogue? I don’t remember you really talking about that being your end goal. I remember you wanting your photos to be beautiful. I remember you wanting to be able to support yourself. You never said you needed to be a big shot photographer.”

				That threw her. “I . . . uh . . . I always loved the pictures in the magazine. But you’re right. I was happy with my life before Rhett came along with his big ideas and you can be more speeches.”

				“Yeah, the bastard.” Hallie’s tone was light and sarcastic.

				“Okay, so it wasn’t all him. I enjoyed being busy. But, did I tell you that I have to be in the office at the butt crack of dawn at Vogue?”

				“Oh, the horror.”

				She took a deep breath. “But God, I miss it here. I miss you.” Hallie was right. She’d been telling herself Vogue was her dream, maybe trying to convince herself of that fact. But in truth, she’d been running. “I don’t want to be there. I want to be here,” she whispered. “Why was it so hard for me to see that?”

				Hallie chuckled. “I don’t know, maybe because you were in the middle of a complicated situation with your husband?”

				“Jesus, I’m such an idiot.”

				“You’re not an idiot. You’re in love and it scares the hell out of you.”

				Her hands shook as she pulled out her phone. “I’ve got to call him. But Hal, you should have seen his face. He told me he loved me and I pushed him away. That was the worst thing I could have done.”

			

			
				“I’ll admit, it wasn’t your wisest move. All you can do is be honest with him.”

				Nodding, Lena stepped outside into the warm September afternoon. The wail of sirens in the distance pulled her attention from the ocean view outside of her studio. Each time she heard that sound her heart clenched, and no matter where she and Michael stood, she knew that would be the case for the rest of her life.

				Dialing Michael’s number, she held her breath, waiting for an answer. After three rings it went to voicemail, Michael’s gruff voice announcing his name followed by a beep giving her only seconds to come up with a good message to leave him.

				“Hi, Michael. It’s Lena. I . . . I know you signed the papers, but I think we made a mistake—I made a mistake. I’m staying. I’m giving Vogue my notice, and I’m not giving up on us. Call me when you get this, please? I love you.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 26


				Why was she calling?

				Michael hesitantly sent Lena to voicemail, frustrated that he couldn’t put her out of his mind. He’d given her what she wanted and cut ties—she needed to do the same. Standing in the elementary school office with his mom and Mitchell, he didn’t have time to deal with whatever she wanted to say now. His heart couldn’t take it.

				“Daddy! It’s our turn.” Mitchell’s little face lit up with excitement as they approached the registration desk.

				“Well, hi there, Marianne.” The older woman behind the desk smiled at his mom. “Who do you have here?”

				“This is my grandson, Mitchell. We need to register him.” His mom beamed with pride as she squeezed Mitchell’s shoulder.

				“Grandson? I didn’t know Alex had children. Have he and Roxie moved back into town? You know only his legal guardian can register him.”

				Michael took the little boy gently by the arm and walked him to the window, so Mitchell wouldn’t hear the words Michael knew were coming.

				The faint murmur of the conversation still carried to Michael’s ears while his boy was preoccupied staring at the giant playground. “No. He’s John’s boy. Brian and I are his guardians.”

				“John?” The woman’s voice held a note of scandal and Michael grimaced. It had been hard to accept the fact that Mitchell was going to need to know who his real father was eventually. After several long conversations, the family had decided together that they’d be honest with people about Mitchell’s relation to John from the beginning. The family had been shrouded in enough secrets over the years.

			

			
				Walking back to the registration desk, Michael interjected, “Yeah. We’re all glad to have him here. So, can we get this guy set up for Kindergarten, or what?”

				Looking flustered, the woman pulled out a packet of paperwork and handed it to them. “Just fill these out and we’ll get everything taken care of. Then you can take a tour of the school.”

				After checking out the Kindergarten classroom and letting Mitchell run around the playground for a while, the three of them headed out for a celebratory ice cream. As Mitchell dug into his bowl, Michael cast his mom a glance and cocked his head. Standing, he took a few steps away from the table, hoping she’d follow. 

				“Everything okay?” Her voice was wary.

				“I’ve been thinking. We should tell him about John, soon. I don’t want him to realize one day that we all lied to him. Just think about how John would’ve felt if he’d ever found out he was adopted.”

				Guilt crossed his mom’s face. “When?”

				“I think I should do it. Maybe this weekend.”

				Nodding, she gripped his arm and gave him a squeeze. “I’m so proud of you. You know, Dad and I have started talking about suing for custody. It makes sense that we tell him the truth before that happens. It’s going to be hard enough on him to have to adjust to a new home.”

				He returned to sit next to Mitchell, the boy holding out a spoon with a big smile on his face. Michael chuckled when he looked at the mostly eaten banana split they were supposed to be sharing. As he spooned up a piece of banana, his phone rang.

				“Hello?”

			

			
				“Lieutenant? It’s Chief Roman. Sorry for the short notice, but Sully’s at the station and sick as a fucking dog. Can you come in and relieve him?”

				Glancing at the table where his little family sat, he felt a pang of regret. He couldn’t leave Sully there to fight through the rest of the shift though. It wouldn’t be safe for him, or the crew. “Yeah, sure. I’m just around the corner. I’ll be there in ten.”

				Hanging up, he walked back to the table and offered his mom an apologetic smile. “I’ve got to go fill in for Sully at the station. You guys good here?”

				“Yeah, honey. You go ahead.”

				Hugging Mitchell tight, he kissed him on the top of the head. “You be good for your grandma, okay? I’ll see you tomorrow for pizza night.”

				The little boy smiled. “Yes! That’s my favorite.”

				Walking the short distance to the firehouse, his phone chirped, alerting him to a voicemail he already knew he had. Fuck, he couldn’t be in a shitty frame of mind while he was on duty. He had to listen to Lena’s message and get it over with, otherwise he’d be wondering what she’d said all night.

				Holding his breath and squeezing his eyes shut, he braced himself for another round of heartbreak. Her words knocked the air clear from his lungs and he froze halfway through the station door.

				Chief Roman hollered, “Oliver, hurry up and relieve Sullivan. He’s puking all over the goddamn place.”

				Silencing his phone, he pulled his spare uniform from his locker and changed, seeking out Sully just as a call came in over the house alarm.

				As he pulled himself into the passenger seat of the engine, more info came through the radio. His heart sank as dispatch relayed the situation. An apartment fire. Confirmed victims trapped inside.

			

			
				“Ladder 5 and Engine 5 are on their way in, but we’re going to get there first. Miller, you’re with me on search and rescue, Klip, you hang back until the Ladder arrives.” Michael pushed through the tension in his voice. Every second they weren’t inside the building, searching for survivors, lowered the chances they’d be bringing people out alive instead of in body bags.

				Klip parked the engine behind the medic unit and they were out, strapping on their SCBA gear, protective hoods, and helmets. Michael led the way inside the building. Unfortunately, the structure was all hallways and stairs, a maze of doors. The flames had spread up the internal walls, increasing Michael’s suspicion that this wasn’t a simple case of someone leaving a burner on or forgetting to stub out a cigarette.

				“Lieutenant, we doing this?” Donovan asked.

				With a curt nod, Michael kicked open the stairwell door and started up. His heavy breaths echoed through the mask of his breathing apparatus as they rounded the landing to the final flight of stairs.

				“Getting old, Lieutenant.”

				“Fuck you, Miller. I can hear you huffing and puffing the same as me.” Laughing, he shook his head and pushed through the last few steps. The SCBA gear weighed a solid forty pounds. Add the bunker gear and boots, along with the Halligan and axe he had, he was carrying the weight of a good-sized ten-year-old.

				Thick smoke-filled the corridor of the fifth floor, shrouding everything in a gray haze. Most of the flames were isolated to the South side of the building, giving them an unobstructed path as they searched for survivors.

				“Fire department! Call out!” Donovan shouted every time they kicked open a door.

				Klip’s voice crackled over the radio. “Ladder is here. They’ve got two guys up on the roof venting and spraying. Each floor’s got flames visible. According to the IC we’ve got one guy unaccounted for on five.”

			

			
				“All right. We’re working on five now.” As Michael spoke, smoke filled their vision, disorienting them. Ominous creaking echoing through the hall. “Miller, let’s find the guy and get the fuck out of here.”

				As they approached the next apartment door, the thump of loud music carried from under the threshold. Donovan hammered his fist against the surface before forcing it open. Michael fought off the urge to gag as they entered the small space. Every surface was covered in grime. Multiple bongs sat haphazardly on the floor along with discarded syringes and old takeout containers. A soiled mattress was shoved in one corner and roaches crawled along the kitchen counters.

				“Fuck,” Donovan muttered before shouting, “Fire Department! Anyone in here?”

				“I’ll check this end, you get the other,” Michael directed.

				As he searched the bathroom and closets, Michael sent up a prayer that they’d find this guy before it was too late. Maybe nearly dying would help him turn his life around.

				“Whoa, easy there, buddy.” Donovan’s calm slow voice caught Michael’s attention as he walked back into the room.

				His stomach dropped when he caught sight of his friend, hands up, backing slowly away from the bedroom. A skinny, shirtless man with a scruffy beard and tattered jeans stood before Donovan, a pistol in his hand.

				“Get the fuck out of my apartment!” the man screamed. His wild eyes darted back and forth as he gestured erratically with the gun.

				“There’s a fire in the building. We’re here to get you out.” Michael worked to keep his voice steady as he took small steps toward Donovan.

				“Who sent you? I don’t got Nico’s shit. He said I don’t got to pay him until next week.”

				Hands in the air, Michael continued to close the distance between himself and his friend, hoping to keep the crazy asshole in front of them calm.

			

			
				“We’re not here for your money.” Looking up, Donovan gestured slightly at the ceiling. “See that? Smoke. Your building is on fire. If you don’t come with us, you’ll die.”

				The man’s eyes bulged and he cocked the gun, pointing at Donovan. “You’re not fucking killing me over this!”

				A loud pop sounded as Donovan made a move for the guy. Donovan let out a harsh grunt and fell to the ground, sending terror through Michael. With only a second to react, he knocked the gun out of the tweaker’s hand and pulled him into a chokehold. Within moments, the guy was unconscious.

				“Miller! Holy shit, are you okay?” Michael’s heart was hammering in his chest.

				“He fucking shot me! The asshole fucking shot me!”

				Donovan’s thigh was covered in blood, visible even through his dark bunker gear. A pool of red had already started gathering under him.

				“Think you can walk?”

				He tried to move his leg, but let out a harsh breath as soon as he put pressure on the limb. “Shit. Fuck. I think it’s pretty bad, man.”

				Pulling his radio out, Michael barked, “Mayday, mayday, mayday! Firefighter down. Fifth floor. I need some fucking help up here. Miller’s been shot in the fucking leg.”

				Shucking his bunker jacket, he unlatched his belt and made a tourniquet on Donovan’s thigh.

				“Ah, shit. I don’t want to fucking die at the hands of a junkie.”

				As Michael watched the bleeding slow, he let out a sigh of relief. They just needed to stay put until the rescue team got to them.

				“They’ll be here for us soon, Miller. You’ll be fine.”

				As the minutes ticked by, Michael watched the tweaker to make sure he wasn’t going to cause any more trouble. Smoke filled the room, thicker than before.

			

			
				“Lieutenant! Miller! Call out!” Klipper’s voice rang out from down the hall.

				“Here! Klip, we’re in here!”

				Klipper burst through the door with an SAR bag at the ready. “Damn, Miller. You’re fucking engaged already, you don’t have to keep being the hero.”

				Donovan chuckled as Klipper inspected the tourniquet job. “Scars are sexy, Klip. Must be why you’re still single.”

				“Come on, let’s get you to the hospital.” Klipper helped Donovan to his feet and they moved toward the door.

				Glancing at the asshole on the floor, Michael had the fleeting thought that he should just leave him. The guy was throwing his life away anyway, he could have killed Miller.

				“Lieutenant?” Klipper called from the door.

				Heaving a sigh, Michael pulled the guy over his shoulder and they started out into the hall, toward the stairwell. Staring behind him at the exposed brick that made up the exterior wall in the apartment, alarm bells rang in his head. Smoke was floating between the bricks close to the ceiling. The fire was in the fucking attic.

				“Klip? They have guys on the roof?”

				He nodded. “Yeah.”

				“We need to haul ass. There’s a—”

				A loud crack broke through his words before the plaster above their heads opened, raining a mixture of embers, heavy beams, sheetrock, and flames down on them. He watched almost in a daze as debris hit his brothers, knocking them to the ground. Large support beams connected with his helmet and at the same time, a strange feeling of weightlessness gripped him as the floor under their feet gave way under the pressure.

				The last thing that flashed over his mind before he blacked out was the sound of Lena’s voice as she said, “I love you.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 27


				“I’m so glad we decided to do this,” Valerie said, leaning back in her chair and stretching. It amazed Lena how much food her petite friend could put away without gaining an ounce.

				Staring down at her plate, Lena sighed. She shouldn’t have ordered dessert, but damn it, she needed a good wallow and Double Chocolate Cheesecake paired best with wallowing.

				“It was a good idea,” Lena agreed. “Thanks for making me come out.”

				Her friend turned shrewd eyes on her. “Have you heard back?”

				Shaking her head, Lena scraped the last remnants of chocolate off her plate. “Nothing.”

				“Maybe he’s on shift?”

				Lena shrugged. “Or, he’s finally finished with me.”

				Valerie’s expression turned stony. “Look, it’s possible. But can you blame the guy? From everything I saw between you, he was all-in. You ran away.”

				“He wants kids, I don’t. I thought I was doing the right thing, letting him go and giving him that with Kate.”

				“And?”

				Sighing, she delved deeper and admitted the whole truth. “And I was scared he would leave me just like my dad did.”

				“That’s not who Michael is. You know that. For God’s sake, he’s planning to raise that little boy even though everyone knows what John did. Now, with Kate gone, Michael could just wash his hands of the whole thing and be an uncle, but Donovan told me Michael considers himself the kid’s dad, no matter what.”

			

			
				Her stomach clenched. “What do you mean, Kate’s gone?”

				Valerie’s face paled. “Didn’t you hear? She’s in jail. Apparently she’s got an alcohol problem. This was her third DUI. I guess the kid was in the car when it happened.”

				“When?”

				“A few weeks ago.”

				“Michael must be a wreck,” Lena murmured, mostly to herself. Guilt wormed its way into her heart at the thought of him dealing with this alone.

				“Donovan hasn’t said. All I know is that Michael and his family really stepped up.” With a slight frown marring her features, Valerie pulled her phone from her purse. “Hmm.”

				“What?”

				“Nothing. It’s just . . . I texted Donovan a few hours ago. We always keep in touch when he’s on shift. He’s never been silent this long.”

				“He’s probably on a call. Or one of the guys stole his phone. They’re always playing stupid pranks on each other.”

				Her friend smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Yeah, probably.”

				Standing, Lena grabbed the check before Valerie could pay. They walked down the boardwalk, enjoying the late afternoon sunshine and the calm breeze coming off the water.

				“So, we’ve rehashed my disaster of a relationship. Tell me something good about you. What’s the word on your wedding?”

				Surprisingly, Valerie’s shoulders stiffened. “Not much to tell.”

				“Oh, come on. You’ve been engaged over six months. Honestly, I’m hurt you haven’t asked me to be a bridesmaid yet.”

			

			
				“We’re, uh, taking it slow. No rush.”

				“Val?” Lena stopped and rested against the railing, training sharp eyes on her friend.

				“I’m just not sure. What if he leaves again?”

				“I can’t promise he won’t. But do you remember what you told me when you came back from Grace’s wedding?”

				Her friend’s cheeks turned pink at the memory. “That I couldn’t stop picturing him at the end of the aisle waiting for me.”

				“Exactly. That’s the feeling you need to hold on to. You’ve seen him at the end of that aisle since the beginning. That means something.”

				She stayed silent, standing next to Lena, staring out at the ocean. The waves crashed and pulled, drawing the tide out as the sun began its descent. Valerie’s phone chirped, breaking the peace between them.

				“Donovan?” Lena asked.

				She watched as her friend’s gaze grew wide and terror flashed across her face. “Oh, my God.”

				A cold pit formed in Lena’s stomach as tears pooled in Valerie’s eyes. “What happened?”

				“He didn’t answer me. He didn’t . . .” The phone fell from her hands as she collapsed onto the boardwalk.

				“Val? Shit, what the hell?”

				Crouching next to her friend, Lena picked up the cell phone and checked the message. It was from Angela.

				Firefighters are missing. Apartment fire. Building collapsed. Tell me D isn’t on duty today.

				Grabbing Valerie by the arm, she pulled her to the nearby sports bar and helped her find a seat at the counter.

				“I don’t want a drink. Oh, Jesus, I think I’m going to be sick,” Valerie moaned.

				Heart in her throat, Lena shouted for the bartender to turn on the local news. In seconds there it was, in living color. The reporter stood outside a smoldering five-story apartment building while the camera panned across the scene. Multiple responders crowded the streets. She counted three ambulances, two engines, the Battalion Chief.

			

			
				“Firefighters responded to this structure fire in Golden Beach, Virginia a little after noon today. As far as we know, there are at least three firefighters trapped in the building. We can’t release their names until next of kin has been notified, but what we do know is this occurred during a rescue attempt when one of the firefighters was injured while searching for survivors.”

				As the reporter continued, Lena watched the screen for any sign of Donovan. All she needed was a fleeting glance of his last name on the tail of his bunker jacket to help ease Valerie’s mind. When a commercial took the place of the destruction, she sat back on her stool.

				“I didn’t see him. Did you see him?” Valerie asked, panic sending her voice up an octave.

				Shaking her head, Lena pulled out her phone. “I’ll call Michael. I’m sure he can get us some information.”

				The phone didn’t ring even once. Straight to voicemail. “Damn. No answer. Let me try his mom. He’s probably over there.”

				As the line rang, nerves took hold in her gut. She hadn’t spoken to her mother-in-law throughout the divorce. After three rings, Marianne answered.

				“Hello?”

				“Mari? Hi, it’s Lena.”

				“What can I do for you, Lena?” She sounded confused, and Lena couldn’t blame her.

				“Is, uh, Michael there? He’s not answering his phone.”

				“Oh, he’s probably out on a call.”

				Her heart turned to an icy cold stone in her chest. “What?”

			

			
				“He went in this afternoon. Covering for Sullivan. Poor boy was sick as a dog.”

				She hung up without another word, letting Marianne’s information sink in. Her chest tightened, head spun, and suddenly the room was too warm as her breaths became labored. “No, no, no.” Turning to face Valerie, she took her friend’s hand. “Michael’s on shift.”

				“If they haven’t called, they must be okay. If something had happened to them Chief Roman would have contacted us. They have to. It’s protocol.” 

				Nodding, Lena worked to control the shaking in her hands as her eyes drifted to the screen, now returned to show the husk of the burned-out building. A sob caught in her throat as the camera zoomed in on an ambulance and two EMTs as they loaded a man into the ambulance. The familiar black and yellow bunker gear stood out, but his face was covered by an oxygen mask. “They got someone out. That’s a good sign, right? If they got one, they must have the others.”

				Pushing herself off the stool, Valerie hitched her purse higher on her shoulder and stared at Lena with determination on her face. “Come on. I’m not waiting around for a phone call. Let’s get to the hospital.”

				Nodding, Lena followed, her nerves humming and jumping under her skin like live wires.

				This wasn’t how she was going to lose him.

				If she had it her way, she wasn’t going to lose him at all.

				Lena’s knuckles were white as she gripped the leather steering wheel for dear life. Stopped at a traffic light, she looked out at the horizon at what would usually be considered an amazing sunset. She could imagine people in town going about their business without a care in the world, pausing to appreciate the gorgeous colors splashed across the sky.

			

			
				She hated them. Why were they allowed this beautiful, peaceful moment when she and Valerie were hanging on by threads?

				“Anything?” she asked, glancing at Valerie in the passenger seat. Her friend had been calling Donovan and the firehouse over and over during their drive.

				With a trembling lip, Valerie shook her head and swiped the tears off her cheeks. “No one is answering. Why aren’t they answering?”

				“I’m sure they’re still at the call. We don’t even know the names of the missing guys. Maybe it’s not Station 31. I bet when we get to the hospital no one we know will be there.” The words felt hollow as they left her lips. A heavy sense of dread covered her, making her heart ache and her stomach feel sick. Deep down, she knew this was close to home.

				Nodding, Valerie exhaled a long breath. “When I finally get ahold of Donovan, he’s in for it. I’m talking no sex for a week.”

				A nervous laugh escaped Lena at Valerie’s attempt at levity. “Poor guy. Maybe you should take it out on him in a different way, that sounds like a punishment for you, too. There’s a reason I bake. I take my frustration out on the ingredients.”

				As they pulled into the hospital parking lot, Valerie’s gaze locked on the Battalion Chief’s bright red SUV. Killing the engine, Lena grasped the door handle with a shaking hand. Valerie’s phone rang as they walked across the parking lot, stopping them in their tracks.

				“Hello?”

				As her friend listened to the voice on the other end of the line, Lena watched in fear. Valerie’s expression turned from hopeful to shattered.

				“We’re at the hospital now. Is . . . Is he going to make it?” Her voice trembled, turning to a whisper at the end of her question.

			

			
				“Okay, uh, thank you, Chief Roman. I’m on my way inside.”

				Hanging up, she turned watery eyes on Lena. “Donovan was shot. Th . . . They pulled him from the rubble. He’s in surgery.” Her breaths came in harsh gasps as a panic attack took over. “I can’t . . . I can’t breathe. It’s him. I can’t believe it’s him.”

				Wrapping an arm around her friend, Lena held her close, pulling her toward the doors. They had to get inside and get more information. Maybe then the harsh pounding of her pulse in her ears would stop and she could take a full breath without her chest aching.

				The moment the doors slid open a wave of nausea washed through her. The emergency room was a sea of faces, most of whom she’d seen before. Guys from A and C shift sat cradling cups of coffee, eyes tired and ringed with dark circles. Scanning the men and women crowding the waiting room, her heart sank with each person she saw. Michael wasn’t there. When her eyes connected with the serious gaze of Chief Roman, a heavy weight landed on her chest. The sympathy on his face said it all.

				“Where is he?” she asked.

				The man placed his large, dark hand on her shoulder. “He’s okay. They’re just checking him out, making sure he doesn’t have any internal injuries.”

				“What?” She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She’d been so sure God wouldn’t grant her another chance with Michael. “Can I see him?”

				Chief Roman shook his head. “I don’t know where he is right now. And . . . I’m not sure he’ll want to see you.”

				Hot tears burned the corners of her eyes, but she held up her head, and stared the big man down. “I’m not leaving until I see him with my own eyes. You can tell him that.”

			

			
				Hours passed as she and Valerie waited. Valerie twirled her engagement ring around and around on her finger, alternating between smiling and crying. When Valerie’s family arrived, Lena offered them a soft smile and a wave. She dropped her head into the cradle of her hands as her friend rushed to the arms of her family.

				She must’ve fallen asleep like that, hunched over, on the verge of tears, because she woke to the feeling of fingers running through her hair. A sob caught in her throat when she saw the familiar uniform boots next to her feet.

				“Baby, don’t cry.” Michael’s voice sent a wave of relief through her. With a choked sob, she sat up and took in his weary, beautiful face.

				His left arm was in a sling, eyes pinched with pain, but as she looked him over, she saw he was whole. Without a word, she wrapped her arms around him, holding on as best as she could without hurting him.

				“I got your message,” he murmured into her hair, his good arm coming around her and pulling her tighter against him.

				“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I thought I was doing the right thing. I thought you—” He silenced her with a gentle press of his lips to hers.

				“Stop. We’re here, right now, together. I don’t want to think about what happened. There’s so much more waiting for us from right now. All you need to know is that I love you. I’ve loved you since that fucking monkey bread. We were both so scared of the same thing that we lost sight of what we have together. I know it sounds cheesy, but when that floor gave out under my feet, the one thing I saw was you. I saw your face and knew I needed to get the hell out of there so I could tell you I wasn’t done with us. I won’t give up on us.”

				Joy radiated through her as he kissed her forehead and just held his lips there, not moving, not letting her go.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 28


				Michael woke with a scream caught in his throat. His heart hammered against his ribcage as he tried to pull himself from the clutches of the nightmare.

				Collapsing ceilings.

				He was falling into flames . . .

				Nausea rolled his stomach and he clenched his teeth, breathing deeply through his nose as he tried to regain control. His body ached all over.

				A warm hand slid across his chest in soothing circles. “You’re okay. I’ve got you.” Lena’s voice was like a balm, healing and bringing him back to reality.

				The erratic beating of his heart slowed as she trailed soft kisses over his shoulder and onto his chest. “Sorry. Bad dream.”

				“You want to tell me about it?”

				Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath. Did he? It was all a blur. “No. Go back to sleep. It’s fine. I’ll be fine.”

				Settling herself on his chest, she wrapped her arm around him and snuggled in. He inhaled the scent of her hair and tried to go back to sleep, wishing away the memory of ash burning his eyes, and the grit of powdered sheetrock in his mouth. He should be thankful that he was home, in his bed, with Lena. Both Donovan and Klipper were still in the hospital, still in critical condition, fighting for their lives. The asshole who’d shot Donovan was fine.

				With a gentle hand, he moved Lena off his body, needing to do something to distract himself from the anxiety and fear of the unknown future ahead. These guys were his family. He couldn’t lose another one of them.

			

			
				After showering, he started a pot of coffee brewing and wandered the dark house, trying to ease some of the stiffness in his limbs. He wanted to call the hospital, check on Klip and Donovan, but it was three in the morning, and they wouldn’t give him information over the phone anyway. Staring out the large glass doors that led to the back yard, he got lost in thought as he contemplated ways he could have kept them all safe. Things he could have done differently.

				The soft scrape of ceramic against granite turned his attention from the thoughts of what if to the kitchen where Lena stood, pouring coffee into two mugs.

				“Can’t sleep?”

				He shrugged, trying to play it off. “I’m good.”

				“No, you’re not. There’s a lot happening in your head, and your heart. You’ve just been handed more than anyone should have to deal with at one time. I’m sorry I added to that.”

				Crossing the room, he pulled her to him as panic rose in his chest. The instant he breathed her in, he calmed. “It wasn’t just you. You were right, I didn’t put you first. I hadn’t let go of the idea of Kate because I thought that was love.” He shook his head. “It wasn’t. You are love. You were willing to let me go because you thought I’d be happier without you. You were damn wrong, but you did it because you loved me.”

				“And because I was afraid.”

				His chest hurt at the thought that she might still feel that way. “I’ll never leave you, Lena. As long as my heart beats, it’s yours.” Leaving his coffee forgotten, he cupped her chin between his fingers and turned her face up to meet his. “I love you.” Their mouths were a breath away, his hips pressed against hers. “I need you. Let me inside you, baby. Let me have you.”

			

			
				He felt her hips grind into him and let out a groan. He was hard and aching for her. It had been so long and he needed her. The thin fabric of his sweatpants did little to conceal the straining erection beneath. Her lips ghosted over his, denying him the connection he so desperately wanted as she slid the straps of her nightgown down her arms, letting the satin pool to the floor. She was gloriously naked before him making him curse the dislocated shoulder and sling that accompanied the injury. He wanted his hands on every inch of her body, both of his hands.

				Her fingers blazed a trail over his bare chest and down to the waistband of his pants, sending fire through his blood. When she dropped to her knees he sucked in a sharp breath, knowing what was coming. Slowly, she sat back on her heels and slipped his sweats over his hips and down until his cock sprang free, begging to be touched. Anticipation had his whole body tense as he stood over her.

				“You’re killing me,” he murmured.

				She rose on her knees and traced the line of his hips with both hands, never touching his aching erection. It was equal parts torture and amazing. With a feather-light touch, her lips grazed his hip. Her hair brushed the head of his arousal, making him shudder. His jaw clenched as her mouth came closer to the place he needed her the most, and when her lips closed over his tip, he had to stop himself from thrusting into her.

				“Oh, fuck. Baby, I’ve missed your mouth.”

				She responded with a moan that sent vibrations down his shaft and had his eyes rolling back in his head. If he didn’t stop himself, he’d orgasm before they really got started. As she took him in and out, he gripped her hair with his good hand and fought the urge to let himself go. The intensity built until he reached his breaking point. Gritting his teeth, he bit out a harsh cry and pulled away from her.

			

			
				“Why did you stop?” She looked up at him, cheeks flushed, lips swollen.

				“I want to be inside you when I finish. I want to make you come right along with me.”

				With a slight nod, she stood, crushing her lips to his, all teasing gone. She broke the kiss, breathing hard and took his hand, leading him to the bedroom. In a few weeks, when he had the use of both arms, he’d lift her and press her against the wall so he could fuck her hard, then follow up with a soft and tender lovemaking session. Now, he needed her to take control.

				“Let me take care of you,” she whispered as she pressed him back against the mattress. “I want to love you.”

				He groaned at the sight of her. “God, I fucking want you to.”

				She crawled over him and grasped his cock, positioning it at her opening. In one smooth movement, she sank down onto him, letting out a small moan as he filled her. “I love you,” she sighed.

				Unable to stop himself, he kicked his hips forward, thrusting up and deeper inside her. She cried out and shuddered, moving in steady, rhythmic strokes, and riding him with a confident familiarity. Her hair fell over her shoulders, the ends barely covering her nipples as she moved up and down his length. Reaching up, he brushed the long locks of dark hair behind her shoulders so he could see her breasts bounce with the movement of her hips. Her nipples stiffened and a flush crept up her chest as she tightened around him and picked up the pace—chasing her release. He was close, the tingling ache in his balls a signal that he’d almost reached the point of no return. Sweeping his thumb across the rise of her clit, he moved over her in small, tight circles. The clench of her walls around him made him harden even further and the moment she threw her head back with a cry, he lost it. Hips rising off the bed, he let go of his control and pulsed long and deep inside of her.

			

			
				Breathing heavily, she smiled down at him. Her skin was slick with sweat, making her shine in the dim light. He wanted nothing more than to roll her over and take her again, but that would have to wait. As she moved off his body, she let out a soft sigh.

				“I’ll be right back. I’ve got to clean up.”

				As he watched her walk away, his heart gave a squeeze, but for the first time in a long time, he let himself feel happiness. She was his.

				Drifting back to sleep, he dreamed of her, of the smell of her skin on his sheets, and the warmth of her body.

				The song, “Cherry Pie” roused Lena from sleep. Frowning, she blinked a few times, before sitting up and searching for the source of the noise.

				“Dammit.” Michael’s voice carried from the hallway as the song cut off. “Hello?”

				She listened, hearing his murmured conversation but was unable to discern his words. Getting out of bed, she pulled one of his GBFD shirts over her head and slipped a pair of his boxers over her hips. Not the best fit, but all of her clothes were still in New York, and anything she’d packed to bring home was at her mom’s house. Padding down the hall, she stood in the kitchen, watching him as he talked. His back was to her, the thick muscles tensing as he listened to whoever was on the other line.

				“But they said he was doing better. The surgery was successful.”

				Her pulse quickened.

				“Who is going to give them the news?” His shoulders slumped. “Is she okay? God, I’m sure she’s a mess. She loved him so much.”

			

			
				Something was very wrong. Please don’t let it be Donovan. Feeling sick, she pulled out a barstool and sat before she fell over. He must have heard the scrape of the stool on the floor because his back stiffened and he turned to face her. The look in his eyes said it all. Someone was dead.

				“Thanks for letting me know, Chief.” He hung up without taking his eyes off her.

				“What happened?” She hated the wobble in her voice.

				“Klipper. He, uh . . .” His lip trembled and a tear spilled down his cheek. “He didn’t . . .”

				Her stomach clenched. “Oh, my God.”

				“Son-of-a-bitch!” He grabbed his coffee mug from the counter and threw it across the room.

				She couldn’t hide her flinch as the cup shattered against the wall. The dark liquid ran down the cream-colored paint, staining the wall with streaks of coffee.

				Chest heaving, he closed his eyes and balled his fists. Everything about his posture said she should stay away, but she couldn’t. Taking the few remaining steps between them, she wrapped her arms around his waist and held him. His entire body trembled around her as he gave in and let the sobs come.

				“Shh, it’s going to be okay. It’s going to be okay.” She repeated the meaningless words over and over, unsure of what else she could say as he fell apart.

				Pulling away from her, he dropped a soft kiss to her forehead and took a harsh breath. “I’ve got to go. His parents are still in Rochester, but he’s got a sister in Norfolk. I need to go with the chief to let her know.”

				Nodding, she stepped back, giving him space. Grabbing a towel, she started mopping up the coffee.

				“Shit. I’m sorry, baby. Don’t clean up my mess. I’ll take care of it.”

				Ignoring him, she collected the big pieces of the mug and wiped down the wall as best as she could. “No. You go get cleaned up. What can I do to help?”

			

			
				Raking his free hand through his hair, he sighed. “I don’t know. Just . . . be here? I need you here with me when I get home.”

				“Sure. I’ve got to get my stuff from Mom’s, and I need to see her today. I’d planned to visit her yesterday but . . .”

				“Right. I’ll call you when we’re on our way back. We’ll be with her for a while. There’s a lot to do.” Turning to walk back to the bedroom, he looked over his shoulder. “Thank you.”

				“I love you, Michael.”

				“God, I love you, too, baby.”

				As he walked away, she let out a shuddering breath. Guilt flowed through her like a raging river. She couldn’t fathom Klipper being gone, but her first thought when she’d heard someone had died was that Valerie had lost Donovan. When Michael had said Klipper’s name, a wave of relief had washed over her, immediately followed by remorse. What was wrong with her?

				The sound of the shower running helped bring her out of her own head and back to the present. She needed to get herself together. This had to bring back so many memories for Michael. She remembered clearly the weeks after John’s death. Michael had been a shell of himself; careless, angry, and bitter. Worry clutched at her as she wandered into the bedroom, listening to the water rain down in the bathroom.

				He’d get through this. The last time he’d been alone. Things were different now and she wasn’t going to let him deal on his own.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 29


				The funeral was set to start in a matter of hours and Michael couldn’t control his panicked breaths. He stared at himself in his dress uniform, remembering back to the same moment at John’s funeral years ago. How was he doing this again? The sling holding his left arm stood out against the dark blue of his uniform, making him frown. He couldn’t even be a pallbearer for his friend.

				“Hey, are you ready? Do you need help with anything?” Lena’s husky voice floated into the room, bringing comfort.

				“I’m good. I think I’ve got it all.” He glanced at the mourning band covering his badge. “Actually, my damn sling is blocking my badge. Can you adjust it so it’s not in the way?”

				She stood in front of him, her long hair cascading over one shoulder. Her brows furrowed and lips turned down in a frown as she fiddled with the strap of the sling. “There. Does that feel okay?”

				Letting out a heavy breath, he nodded. “Thank you.”

				“Is this dress good? I had to go buy one. I’ve never been to a funeral.” She skimmed her hands over the black fabric.

				Unable to resist letting his gaze rake over her body, he took in the demure dress. The sleeves were sheer, letting just a hint of her skin show through while the rest of the fabric was solid, fitted at her waist and fell to her knees. She looked tragically beautiful.

				“You’re perfect.”

				“Valerie says Donovan is going to be there. He has to be in a wheelchair, but he’s feeling a lot better.”

			

			
				He nodded. “I talked to him this morning. Doctor says he’s got months of rehab before he’ll be back at work. The bullet broke his femur.”

				“It’s only been a week. I can’t believe they let him out of bed.”

				“That guy is a tank. Donovan broke his finger playing a game of basketball at the station once. He splinted it and worked the rest of the shift without complaining. We didn’t know he was hurt until he had to take medical leave because the chief made him.”

				“I used to think he was an ass. I’m so glad he turned out to be a good guy.” He smiled when her face lit up with laughter.

				“He’s one of the best men I know. In the end, I’d want him to have my back.”

				Lena stood slightly behind him and stared at their reflection in the mirror. “You see that guy? He’s the best man I know.”

				His phone beeped from his pocket, reminding him of the time. There were a lot of things to attend to before the service and he had to get to the station. Pulling Lena in for a kiss, he held her tightly, not wanting to let her go.

				“I love you,” he murmured against her lips.

				“I know you do. I’ll see you at the church.”

				With a curt nod, he straightened his shoulders as much as he could, and grabbed his hat. Today wasn’t going to be easy, but knowing she was there with him made it bearable.

				Lena hadn’t ever cried so much in her life. She’d been lucky enough to never experience a loss like this. Sure, she’d known John, and when he’d been killed the town mourned. But he wasn’t a friend, wasn’t someone she’d grown to like. Klipper had become so much more than the annoying loudmouth she’d first met.

			

			
				She’d watched Michael at the church, his posture stiff and controlled as he sat on the front pew, right next to Donovan. Her heart broke for them both as they went through the motions, paying their respects. This crew had gone through too many funerals.

				Now, standing behind Michael at the burial, she just wanted it to be over. She wanted to be able to comfort him, to let him lose himself in her however he needed. A steady stream of tears fell down her cheeks, her face hurt from crying, and she didn’t know how much more she could take.

				“It’s almost over,” Valerie whispered, grasping her hand and giving it a squeeze. “I know it’s hard.”

				Shaking her head, Lena murmured, “This isn’t about me. I just didn’t realize how sad it was going to be. My heart hurts.”

				The radio crackled and let off a tone before dispatch came on to give Klipper his last call. Each time his name was called, the muscles in Michael’s neck and jaw flexed. She ached to close the distance between them. If he wasn’t there in an official capacity she could put her hand on his uninjured shoulder and remind him that she was right there, hurting with him.

				With the final strains of the bagpipes still echoing, Klipper was laid to rest and the sea of blue uniformed firefighters began making their way back to their normal days. Lena was sure that some of them would return to their homes and families, moving on without much more than an occasional pang of sadness. But the guys from Station 31 wouldn’t. This was a hole in their tight knit family. A loss that would leave a gaping wound for years.

				Following Valerie to her car, Lena watched Michael with longing lodged deep inside her. He walked alongside Donovan and Sully, all three of them wearing grim expressions.

			

			
				“I wish I could be with him,” she said, working to keep the tremble from her voice.

				“Me, too. Things will be different later. Tonight at the Bar and Grill it’ll be easier. You’ll see. This is the hardest part. It’s so somber, but for good reason. It reminds them . . . all of us, how dangerous their job is. The wrong place at the wrong time for any of them and—”

				“Stop. I don’t want to think about it.” Her pulse thrummed in her ears and a cold pit formed in her stomach.

				Valerie stopped in her tracks and pulled Lena into a tight hug. “I’m so glad you two worked your shit out.”

				God, so was she.

				Her friend released her and unlocked her car. “We’d better get over to The Bar. I want to make sure the food is ready before everyone arrives.”

				Klipper’s favorite place to hang out had been the local dive, The Golden Beach Bar and Grill. Lena smiled at the memory of nights spent laughing as he made a fool of himself, drinking too much and pretending to sing karaoke on the stage. They hadn’t had a karaoke machine back then. Today, as she walked inside, the first thing she noticed was the DJ set up with a monitor and a microphone. The tables held big binders with laminated pages of songs available for performers to choose from.

				“He finally got his Friday karaoke,” she muttered under her breath.

				A perky blonde with big boobs smiled and waved as Lena made her way to a stool. She was wearing a shirt with a picture of Klipper across the chest. His handsome face was distorted by the stretched fabric, but it almost made Lena laugh to think how happy he’d be.

				“You here for the memorial?” The woman sized her up, cocking her head to the side.

				“Of course we’re here for the memorial, Felicia. Don’t be an asshole.” Valerie’s voice carried from the doorway to the kitchen as she came into the room. “The food is in the back. Make sure they bring it out soon. The guys will be here any minute, and they’ll be hungry and thirsty.”

			

			
				Felicia smiled. “I’ve got four kegs tapped already.” Reaching behind the counter, she pulled out two more Klipper-shirts and tossed them at Lena and Valerie. “Suit up, ladies. Anyone with tits has to wear one today.”

				“What?” Lena couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

				“Tommy Klipper was a man who liked to plan things to the last detail. He had this drawn up years ago when he updated his will.”

				“How do you know so much about Klipper?”

				Felicia let a little sadness seep into her expression. “We spent some time together. It didn’t work out between us, but he was a good man.”

				Shrugging, Lena slipped the shirt over her head and watched as Valerie did the same. “Donovan won’t like Klipper’s face being all over your boobs.”

				With a laugh, Valerie jutted her chest out. “It’s the least I can do.”

				The door to the bar opened to a rush of sound. Loud male voices filled the space in a matter of seconds as the room filled with off-duty firefighters. Their brothers from across the state had volunteered to work at Station 31 over the next twenty-four hours in order to let Klipper’s co-workers have time to mourn him. Lena scanned the crowd for Michael’s face, frowning when she couldn’t find him.

				A warm hand snaked around her waist and pulled her backward. When her body came up against the familiar planes of Michael’s strong chest, she smiled. “Photographer,” he murmured, his breath brushing the shell of her ear.

				“Firefighter.” A shiver ran through her at the delicious scent of his soap and shaving cream.

				He hugged her tight and pressed a kiss to the space between her neck and shoulder before turning her to face him. As he took her in, a frown wrinkled his brow.

			

			
				“Baby, what the hell are you wearing?”

				Pushing her breasts forward, she shimmied her shoulders. “What? You don’t like it?”

				He cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t love it.”

				Laughing for the first time in a week, she grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the bar. “Come on, let’s get a drink and remember what a cocky bastard Klipper was.”

				“He was, wasn’t he?” He let out a soft chuckle under his breath and her chest tightened. They’d get through this.

				As the beer began to flow, the mood in the room changed from somber to raucous. The karaoke stage was never empty, with Klipper’s favorite songs filling the air, sung badly by all of his friends. Lena sat on a barstool with Michael standing behind her, his hand stroking up and down her arm while they watched Sully sing “Friends in Low Places”.

				“Damn, I didn’t know Sully could sing.” Michael’s words were only for her, muttered into her ear like a secret shared between them.

				“He’s good. He sounds a lot like Garth Brooks.” Lena jutted her chin in the direction of a voluptuous redhead at a table near the stage. “Who’s that? She and Sully seem to know each other pretty well.”

				A heavy breath escaped him, making her turn in her seat. “Kiera. She’s Klip’s ex-wife.”

				“I didn’t see her at the funeral.”

				“No, she wouldn’t have been there. She’s not very popular around here. I can’t believe she’s showing her face now.”

				She watched as he downed half of his beer in one long swallow. “What’s the story there?”

				“Typical bullshit. She cheated on him with a paramedic from Newport News. Broke his heart.”

			

			
				“How long were they married?”

				“Ten years.”

				Her eyes widened. Ten years was a long time. How had she not known this? He’d been at the station the last eight. “Kids?”

				Shaking his head, he took another long drink. “Nope. She didn’t want them. I don’t know.”

				That sent an ache through her. “She probably had her reasons.”

				He stiffened and looked over Lena’s shoulder. “Maybe. I think she’s a heartless bitch. She married the medic. They’ve got three kids now.”

				“Oh.” She didn’t know what else to say. The bitter anger in his voice made her cringe.

				The anger in his eyes softened as he looked at her. “Baby, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get so pissed. It’s just . . . he was a good guy. It tore him up when she left. He was never the same after her. Now, to see her here. It’s just too much.”

				Nodding, she grabbed her glass and finished her beer. “I’ll be right back,” she said, standing and separating herself from Michael.

				Her heart hammered in her chest as she stalked over to Kiera’s table. “Excuse me.” She had to push through the fear in her voice.

				“Yeah? Who are you?”

				Lena smiled sweetly at Klipper’s ex. “That doesn’t matter. What does matter is that you weren’t invited today. I think you need to leave.”

				“Excuse me?” The disbelief in Kiera’s voice was palpable.

				“You heard me. Get out.”

				Kiera stood, cocking her hip and staring daggers at Lena. “Tommy was my husband. I’ve got as much right to be here as anyone.”

			

			
				“No. You lost that right when you cheated on him. This is a private party. Get your skanky ass out of here before I kick it out.”

				A stormy expression on her face, Kiera grabbed her purse and stomped out of the room, shoving past Chief Roman and a few of the guys from a neighboring station. As soon as she cleared the doors, the room, which had gone silent for the exchange, erupted in applause.

				“Damn, baby. That was fucking hot.” Michael’s voice held a hint of pride as he pulled her to him.

				She couldn’t keep the smile off her face as she grabbed the full beer he’d brought her and held it high in the air.

				“To Klipper.”

				The crowd cheered and raised their glasses as Michael stared at her with love clear on his face.

				“I’ll never let you go again, baby,” he said, nuzzling her neck.

				“I never want you to.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 30


				“Daddy!” Mitchell raced across the living room and into Michael’s arms as soon as he stepped through the front door of his family home.

				“Hey, buddy. I missed you.”

				“Grammy said your shoulder is all better.”

				With a grin, Michael wiggled his shoulder and nodded. “Yeah. All better. Are you ready to do something special with me today?”

				Mitchell’s eyes lit up. “Are we going to Disneyland?”

				Letting out a loud laugh, Michael shook his head. “No. I thought I’d take you to work. Would you like to go for a ride on the engine?”

				“Really? Do you have a dog I can pet? Is there a pole? Can I do the siren?”

				“Slow down, slow down. There’s something really important I want to talk to you about first. I need you to sit down.”

				The light left Mitchell’s eyes. “Am I in trouble?”

				“Nope. But this is big stuff, and I really need you to listen. Can you do that for me?”

				“Yeah.”

				He followed Michael to the couch and sat, eyes wide and locked on the man in front of him. Michael took a breath, forming the words in his head before he spoke.

				“Do you remember seeing pictures of my brother?”

				“Uncle Alex?”

				“No. I have another brother. His name was John. He was a firefighter just like me.”

			

			
				Mitchell looked up at the family portrait which hung over the fireplace. All three of them were standing together, Alex, John, and Michael, in their dress blues, flanked by their parents.

				“Yeah, that’s him. Well, you know, there’s nothing I want more in this world than to be your daddy, but the truth is, I’m not.”

				The boy’s face fell. “What do you mean?”

				“John is your daddy. He loved your mommy.”

				“But why did mommy say you’re my dad?”

				Shaking his head, he wrapped an arm around Mitchell’s tiny shoulders. “I don’t know. I think she might have been scared that you wouldn’t be taken care of. But I’m glad she brought you to us. You’re so special to everyone in our family, Mitch. And we’ll always take care of you. All of us.”

				“So, if you’re not my daddy . . .”

				“I’m your uncle. Just like Uncle Alex.”

				Nodding slowly, Mitchell smiled. “Can we go see the fire trucks now?”

				Feeling a heavy weight lift from his shoulders, Michael chuckled. “Yeah, buddy. But I’ve got to warn you, there’s not a dog or a pole.”

				“Oliver, I need to see you in my office.” Chief Roman’s booming voice startled Michael, pulling him from the overflowing paperwork on his desk and bringing his attention to the hulking man standing behind him.

				Unease prickled at the back of his neck. The Chief rarely insisted on private talks . . . unless something was wrong.

				Fuck.

				He’d only been back on duty for a week since getting cleared by the doctor. That wasn’t enough time for him to have screwed up. He stood, hoping he wasn’t going to get chewed out for letting Mitchell run the siren a few days ago. As he followed his boss out of the makeshift office of partitions, a desk, and a computer, Michael worked to control the uncomfortable tension building between his shoulder blades.

			

			
				“Close the door,” Chief Roman directed.

				Shit. What had he done? It was only seven-thirty in the morning. His shift technically hadn’t even started yet.

				Doing as he’d been asked, Michael felt a frown forming on his lips. “What’s going on, Chief?”

				“I’m planning to go over this in the morning briefing, but I needed to let you know now.”

				Michael took a seat, then nodded and leaned forward, concerned at the seriousness in Roman’s tone. “Know what?”

				The Chief let out a heavy sigh. “The apartment fire . . . they found remnants of two boxes with rags soaked in linseed oil. Both were sealed up, one in the attic and the other left in the basement crawlspace.”


				“Just like the others.” Michael’s voice was rough as it caught in his throat.

				“Exactly. It looks like the fire that took John might have been the beginning for this guy. Forensic data from that fire pointed to improperly discarded oil rags, but now . . . this one makes three fires started by deliberately sealed boxes of combustible material.”

				Ice filled his veins as he listened and processed the words. “So, we’re thinking the first fire might have been an experiment? Sort of a trial run to see if it was true that linseed can spontaneously combust?”

				“That’s what the Fire Marshal is saying. And I’m inclined to agree. I think this guy got the taste for it and has been upping his game. What might have started as mischief has turned into something much more sinister. For now, the arson investigation team is scouring photos from the scenes, trying to make a connection between bystanders. Do you remember seeing anyone who looked suspicious before the roof collapsed?”

			

			
				Wracking his brain, he let out a frustrated breath. “No. Aside from the asshole who nearly killed Donovan, I didn’t really survey the crowd.” He should have been checking the faces of onlookers before he went inside.

				Nodding, Chief Roman crossed his arms over his chest. “That brings me to another topic I need to address with you.”

				“I’m fine, Chief. I’m good. Shoulder’s a little stiff, but I’ve got full mobility back.”

				“That’s not what I wanted to talk about. Michael, you’ve seen more in fifteen years in the fire service than most people with double your time. I know you’re a solid firefighter. Hell, you’re one of the best I’ve worked with. But sometimes the job changes the person and priorities shift. After everything you’ve seen, I want you to know that a move to a different job in the department wouldn’t be something to be ashamed of.”

				Michael’s breath caught in his throat. “What? You think I can’t handle the job?”

				Holding his hands up, his boss shook his head. “That’s not what I’m saying. It’s been suggested to me by the higher ups that you might be well suited for a career in fire investigation. It’s not a lateral move by any means. You’d be promoted, better hours, less risk, and you’ve already got most of the training.”

				“But . . . I wouldn’t be here anymore. I can’t leave this station. This place has been my second home.”

				“I’m not asking you to. Just presenting the opportunity. Think about it. Talk to Lena. You don’t have to choose right now.”

				Furrowing his brow, Michael let the possibilities wash over him. “Okay. Thanks, Chief. Anything else?”

				Chief Roman turned back to his computer, signaling to Michael their conversation was over. With a nod, Michael stood and walked toward the door.

			

			
				“Oliver, one more thing,” the Chief called. “You remember we’ve got a probie starting today? She’ll be here any minute. You might want to remind the guys that sexual harassment is a real thing.” 

				As Michael walked back to his desk, he let the idea of a career change ruminate. Is that what he wanted? No more putting out fires, but catching the bad guys instead. He wasn’t sure.

				The alarm blared as soon as he sat down. “Engine. Medic. Motor vehicle collision. “

				At the same time, a slight woman with coffee-colored skin and bright eyes burst through the door. “Is that the alarm? Where do I go?”

				Michael stared her down and raised an eyebrow. “Probationary firefighter Makayla Gray?”

				With a mixture of fear and excitement on her face, she nodded.

				“You’re with me. Let’s go.”

				“I’m so fucking excited, I think I might puke.”

				He fought off a laugh as he showed her to the engine and her waiting bunker gear. “Don’t puke on me and we’ll be fine.”

				As they piled into the engine, he shot Sully a look that said, she’s-off-limits. Sully flipped on the siren and lights with a chuckle and a shake of his head.

				“I’m not fucking kidding, Sullivan,” Michael said over the noise in the truck.

				Sully feigned innocence, but paled when Makayla shouted, “Hey, didn’t we sleep together once? You do yoga, right?”

				Lena followed with her heart in her throat as her mom walked slowly but surely from the car to the front door of her childhood home. It had been almost two months of rehab, physical therapy, speech therapy, and doctor visits, but she’d finally been able to bring her mom home. Sirens rang out in the distance, making her jump and tense.

			

			
				“Lena-chan, it will be fine.”

				She winced, not realizing she was so transparent. The fear of losing Michael was even more palpable now that she’d had such a brush with that reality. “You don’t know that.”

				“I can only hope. You can’t spend every day worried he’ll be taken from you. If you do that, one day you’ll wake up and realize all of your time together was darkened by fear.”

				“I’m afraid of everything with him.”

				A soft smile spread across her mother’s face as they entered the house. “You love him. If you weren’t scared, I’d wonder what was wrong with you. You’re like your father. He used to tell me I scared him because of the possibilities I showed him.”

				Anger bubbled up in her chest. “Don’t say that. He left us. I don’t want to be anything like him.”

				“You can’t change that. Besides, there was a lot of good in him.”

				Rolling her eyes, Lena huffed out a breath. “If good means abandoning his wife and child, then I think I’ll pass.”

				“Sit down. I think we need to talk about something.”

				The seriousness in her mother’s voice brought her up short. Sinking down onto the small couch, she stared at eyes that were almost a mirror image of her own.

				“Lena, why is it that you don’t want to have children?”

				An uncomfortable prickle started between her shoulder blades. She and her mom never talked about stuff like this. “I know what it’s like to be abandoned by my father. I don’t want to put my child in a situation like that.” Shrugging, she pushed away the ache she felt when she thought of what a child made of her and Michael would be like. “I saw how hard it was for you. You never got over him. He left you saddled with me.”

			

			
				Her mother’s face crumpled, and her eyes glazed over with tears. After a harsh breath, she looked at Lena and blinked, letting the moisture fall down her cheeks. “I never told you the truth about your dad.” A sick feeling clawed at her stomach as her mother continued. “The man I married wasn’t your biological father.”

				“What?”

				“When I was young, I worked at the Navy base in Japan. I met a man there, fell in love, ended up pregnant. He was transferred before I even knew about you. He asked me to go with him, but I broke his heart and said no. I wasn’t ready. The man I married was someone I met shortly after your father moved. When I found out I was pregnant, I was distraught. My parents would never have accepted me being a single mother. He agreed to marry me, to bring me back to the US so I could become a citizen and give you a good life. I fell in love with him, but his heart was never in it. He left us because it was what we’d agreed to do. He purposefully didn’t get close to you because he knew he’d be leaving.”

				“This is a joke, right?” Lena’s chest hurt. Her whole life, she’d thought her dad hadn’t wanted her. And all along, he’d never even known about her.

				“I’m sorry. I thought it was better for you not to know.”

				Shaking her head, she stood. “No. This is not better. Not at all.”

				“I see that now. I made you afraid of settling down, of having a family. I’m so sorry.”

				Tears brimmed in Lena’s eyes. Her mother was right. She’d spent her life thinking that it was easy to leave your child, easy to break up a marriage. Now she knew the truth. “Did you ever try to find my real dad?”

				“He died in the Gulf War, right after he left Japan.”

			

			
				Closing her eyes, Lena tilted her face up to the ceiling and let out a shuddering breath. “I see.” She didn’t know how to feel. Her poor mother must have spent her life silently mourning the loss of two men she’d loved. A tear slipped down her cheek as she turned her gaze on the small, defeated form of her mom. She wanted to be angry, but instead a heavy sadness gripped her. “You must have been so lonely.”

				Her mom shook her head vehemently. “No. No, I had you. I wouldn’t have changed anything if it meant not having you, Lena-chan. You are the most important thing I’ve done. You’ve brought me so much happiness.”

				Crossing the room, Lena wrapped her arms around the smaller woman, breathing in her familiar scent and let go of all the resentment she held toward her father.

				A pang of longing ran through her as she got in her car and started the familiar drive home. She wanted to see Michael, to tell him everything she’d learned, but he was on duty. She wouldn’t see him until morning. Needing to talk to someone, she pulled into the parking lot of Donovan and Valerie’s apartment complex, fished her phone out of her bag, and dialed.

				“Hey, Lena.” Valerie’s weary tone set her on edge immediately.

				“What’s wrong with you?”

				“Oh, nothing. I just . . . I’m a little tired.”

				Glancing at the clock on her dash, she frowned. “It’s not even four in the afternoon.”

				“I just finished exercising.”

				Lena was about to ask her if she could come up when she heard the deep rumble of Donovan’s voice in the background. “Sweetheart, I’m pretty sure I still owe you two more after this morning. Get off the phone and let me pay up.”

				“Oh, gross. Exercising? When does he go back to work?” Lena fought off the urge to gag at the idea of Donovan giving Valerie what she thought he was planning to deliver.

			

			
				Valerie chuckled and Lena heard the sound of a door shutting. “He’s still at least three weeks out at the earliest.”

				“It sounds like he’s taking advantage of all his leave.”

				“I think he’s trying to make up for lost time. He’s only started to feel better over the last few days. It might have something to do with the fact that we set a date for the wedding.”

				That made Lena break out into a wide grin. “You did?”

				“Yeah. Almost losing him,” she took a shuddering breath. “It made me realize how stupid I was being. I want to spend every minute I can married to him.”

				“So? When?”

				“January seventh.”

				“January? That’s not far away. Are you knocked up?” Lena teased.

				“Ha-ha. You’re hilarious. Do you think Hallie will do our pictures?”

				Hurt coursed through her at Valerie’s question. “What? Why wouldn’t I get to do that?”

				“You’re going to be in the wedding. There’s no way I’m getting married without you up there. I want you in the pictures not behind the camera.”

				Her heart swelled with love for her friend. “Thank God you said that. I was going to have to revoke your best friend credentials.”

				“That’s not happening. So, what did you call for?”

				“Oh, right.” Not wanting to spoil the mood, she searched for a possible excuse. “No reason really. Michael’s at work and I just dropped Mom off at home. I was bored.”

				“You know you can call him at the station.”

				“I know. But . . . I’m afraid if I call him, he won’t be there and I’ll be terrified all over again.”

				Valerie let out a heavy sigh. “I get it. You need to remember, he’s good at his job. He’s been doing it for years and that was the first time he’d ever been hurt in the line of duty.”

			

			
				She felt better almost immediately. “You’re right. I need to let go a little.”

				“I’ll never stop being worried, but you could be hit by a bus tomorrow.”

				“Thanks,” Lena said, sarcasm dripping from the word.

				“No, seriously. Any one of us could die at any moment. Grace told me once that she chose to be proud of what John did for a living rather than be worried about him constantly.”

				The mention of John made rage bubble up inside Lena’s chest. “Yeah, well, aside from his job, there isn’t a lot she should be proud of when it comes to that man.”

				“God, I know. I still can’t believe it. But I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about being a firefighter’s wife. You can take her advice there. It’s the only thing that’s going to get me through the nights Donovan is on duty.”

				Lena sighed. “How did I get such a smart best friend?”

				“Blind luck.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 31


				The house smelled like cinnamon when Michael walked through the door, tired and ready for a few hours of sleep. At the sound of the mixer kicking on, he fought a wave of unease.

				Peeking his head around the corner, he caught sight of Lena, a frown creasing her brow as she poured powdered sugar into the mixing bowl. “Baby? Everything okay?”

				Her dark eyes found his as the sugar dust flew out of the bowl in a cloud of sweetness. She didn’t speak, just nodded and dropped her gaze back to the mixture.

				Crossing the room, he switched off the machine and slid his free hand across the small of her back. “It smells amazing in here.”

				“Cinnamon rolls.” Her voice was tight as she leaned back into him.

				“Come on, I know you well enough to see when something’s wrong.”

				“I just needed a distraction.”

				Wrapping her in his arms, he dropped a kiss to the nape of her neck. “From?”

				A sob shook her body, sending panic through him. Turning her around, he took her face in his hands and forced her to look at him. “What’s going on?”

				“I don’t know, it just . . . it all hit me today. I heard the sirens and you were on shift. I panicked.” The words rushed from her in a torrent as she continued. “Then Mom told me my dad isn’t my dad, and Valerie and Donovan are getting married in January, and—”

			

			
				“Whoa, hold on. What about your dad?”

				Shaking her head, she pulled him close. “I don’t want to talk about it now. Can you just . . . make me forget?”

				He couldn’t deny her, not with the desperation in her voice. “Anything you want, baby.”

				His skin heated as she untucked his shirt and trailed her fingers along the sensitive skin at his waist. And when she whispered, “Kiss me,” in his ear, he fought off the desire to take her right there on the floor. She needed gentle and tender. She needed him to love her.

				“Come on, if I’m going to make you forget, I want to do it in our bed.”

				With a slight nod, she let him lead her down the hall. He could sense the aching need in her as they walked. She’d been so strong after his accident, so put together. Without her, he didn’t know how he would’ve gotten through it all. But now it was her turn to fall apart, and that meant he would be there to help her put herself back together.

				Slowly, he pulled at her light sweater, baring her toned stomach and tucked-in waist. When she made a move to help him, he backed away. “Oh, no you don’t. I’m finally back to my normal self, and I want to worship you.”

				Dropping to his knees, he kissed the skin of her belly as his hands popped the button on her jeans. She sucked in a sharp breath as his fingers ran along her waistband and pushed the fabric down until it pooled at her feet. The sight of the thin lace of her panties had him straining against his pants. His fingers ran up her inner thigh before tracing the band of fabric covering her. Slipping his hand under the scrap of lace, he pushed one finger deep inside her, causing her to cry out when he added a second. He moved back and forth inside her, feeling her knees shake against his shoulders. When her breathing grew erratic, he cast a glance up her body and a rush of arousal hit him like a lightning bolt at the look on her face. Her head was thrown back, eyes closed, lips parted. It was the most erotic thing he’d ever seen.

			

			
				Before she found her release, he slid his fingers from her body and pulled her panties down her hips.

				“Jesus, Michael. Don’t tease me,” she let out on a breathy sigh.

				Standing, he unbuttoned his uniform shirt and slid it off his shoulders while she removed her sweater. Her breasts swung free, nipples hardened with arousal, sending a wave of need crashing over him. “God, I love it when you don’t wear a bra.”

				Unable to wait any longer, he unbuckled his belt and stepped out of his pants. His erection pressed against the fabric of his boxer briefs, begging for attention. As she stared down at him with hunger burning in her eyes, he knew there would never be anyone else for him.

				“I love you, Lena. So much.”

				She leaned into him, pulling him free of his boxers, and stroked his aching length. “Then show me.”

				With a feral growl, he pushed her onto the bed, his lust overtaking his desire to be gentle. Spreading her legs, he filled her in one solid thrust as she moaned under him. Her breaths came in sharp gasps each time he withdrew.

				“I need to slow down. I won’t last like this if you keep making those noises,” he murmured as he moved inside her again.

				Arching her back, she tightened her legs around his waist and took his face in her hands. “Don’t you dare stop.”

				He groaned as she took his earlobe between her teeth, the sound of her soft whimpers against his ear ratcheting his desire. The ache built inside him with each thrust and the moment he felt her body reach its crest, he followed, vision blurring with the overwhelming sensations racing through him.

			

			
				They must have dozed off, because he woke to the smell of smoke and the sound of the fire alarm broke through the haze of sleep. Adrenaline coursed through his veins as he sat up and tugged on his pants. 

				“Shit,” he said as Lena bolted from the bed. 

				“The cinnamon rolls.”

				Running into the smoke-filled kitchen, he pulled open the oven door. More smoke poured into the house and flames covered the ruined breakfast.

				“Son-of-a-bitch!” Slamming the door shut, he reached for the fire extinguisher he’d stashed under the sink. “Stand back,” he directed, as Lena jumped to the side. She rushed around the house, sliding open windows as he opened the oven, spraying down the interior.

				When the fire was out, he sat back against the island, breathing heavily and laughing. “Fuck. What is wrong with us?”

				Her hand snaked over his bare chest as she snuggled up behind him. “I don’t know, but that was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen. A half-naked firefighter in my kitchen, saving my life and destroying our oven.”

				Pride rushed through him. “You don’t have to burn down the house to get me half naked. I’ll get all naked anytime you need me to.”

				With a soft groan, she cupped his growing arousal and licked a line up his neck. “Promise?”

				“Come on, let’s take a shower and I’ll show you.”

				Walking hand in hand on the beach, Lena smiled as Michael pulled her closer. The house still smelled of burned food and chemicals after they left the shower, so she’d suggested they take a walk on the beach. They had a lot to talk about, and she knew she couldn’t avoid it any longer.

			

			
				“So, are you going to tell me more about your freak out earlier?” he asked, reading her like an open book.

				Kicking the surf as she walked along the water’s edge, she looked down at the swirling foam as it caressed her toes. “Where do I start?”

				“Let’s talk about me. I can help you with that. I don’t know about the rest.”

				She stopped in her tracks and turned to face him. “I just realized how dangerous your job is. The moments in the hospital before Chief Roman told me you were alive . . . I felt hollow. Even after Klipper, I thought I was fine because I had you. But then yesterday, all I heard was a siren and my chest felt like it was being crushed. Am I going to feel that way every time you’re on duty? It really hit me that every day you put yourself at risk. Every day I could lose you.”

				He wrapped her in his arms and pulled her tight against his body. “Baby, I know. I can’t promise nothing will happen. I can’t know that, but I can promise I’ll do everything in my power to come home to you after every shift, for the rest of our lives.”

				She fought off the urge to cry. She’d shed enough tears today. Hugging him tightly, she pressed her nose to his chest and inhaled the spicy scent of him. “I guess I need to tell you about my dad now?”

				Pressing a kiss to her forehead, he chuckled, the sound rumbling in his chest. “It seems like something I need to know about.”

				Steadying herself, she took a deep breath and led him to a driftwood log, settling on it before beginning. After she finished, he stared at her with an unreadable expression on his face.

				“Are you okay?” he asked.

				Surprised, she stared at him. She’d expected shock, maybe some anger toward her mother for keeping this from her for so long. Warmth spread through her at the realization that he’d put her first. “I don’t know. Everything I’d based my beliefs on turned out to be a lie. Who knows if my dad would have wanted me? He didn’t get that chance.”

			

			
				Taking her hand, he squeezed. “He’d have wanted you.”

				“How can you be sure?”

				“Because you’re amazing.”

				Leaning into him, she tilted her face up and pressed her lips to his. The kiss grew from light and innocent to something fiery and deep in seconds. Before long, his hand crept up her shirt, fingers tracing the lace detail at the band of her bra.

				“We’d better head home. We’ll get arrested out here.” His voice was rough and needy against her lips.

				Pressing her breast into his palm, she moaned and caught his bottom lip between her teeth. He let out a harsh groan and lowered her to the sand, his hips pressing her legs apart.

				“I don’t care. No one is out here right now. It’s the middle of the week,” she murmured as he trailed his mouth over her neck.

				“I don’t have a condom.”

				Excitement raced through her. “It’s fine.”

				“Are you on the pill? I thought you couldn’t take it. You said it made you sick.”

				“I said it’s fine.”

				Confusion furrowed his brow. “Baby. We’ve been reckless the last few times.”

				“I’ve been thinking . . . about a lot of things. And, I think I’d be okay. You know, if it happened. I’ve learned so much about myself, about us, over the last year. I was afraid of being tied down, of ending up like my mom. I didn’t want to risk being a single mom. I thought I wanted to travel the world for the rest of my life.”

				His eyes widened as she spoke and she could feel the rapid beating of his heart against hers.

			

			
				“I’ve been all over the world. I’ve seen and done remarkable things. That used to be enough, but now, I think the most amazing adventure I could go on is starting a family with you.”

				“Are you serious?” His voice held a note of wonder as he stared down at her.

				“I am. You’ve shown me what real love looks like. Not just by how you treat me, but your willingness to be a father to Mitchell, your love for him in spite of the circumstances. I know if you thought it was the best thing, you’d have let him live the rest of his life thinking you were his dad. The fact that you were able to see that the truth was what he needed shows me how much you love him.”

				“But you don’t want kids.”

				“I didn’t. Until I realized I wouldn’t be doing it alone. I don’t want just any kid. I want yours.”

				His lips twitched and a smirk turned up one corner of his mouth. “Right now?”

				Unable to control her laughter, she pushed at his chest lightly. “Maybe not right at this moment. But like I said, if it happens, I’m fine with it.”

				He didn’t say another word, just sealed his lips over hers and kissed her breathless. There was nowhere she’d rather be, and in that moment, Lena knew that the impulsive decision to marry him in a little chapel in Vegas had been the best thing she could’ve ever done.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Epilogue


				Six months later


				“Baby, are you ready to go?” Michael called from the front door as he waited for Lena.

				“Yeah. Just a second. I can’t find my damn camera bag.”

				“It’s in the car. I loaded it this morning.”

				He smiled when her beautiful face appeared from the door to the studio he’d finally finished. After his break down and destructive rampage months earlier, he’d decided to do something productive and turned the demolished room into a home photography studio for Lena. He’d put in a dark room, a small office for her and Hallie to work out of, and a place for her to do interior shoots. When he’d finally finished it and let her inside, she’d rewarded him with a beaming smile and later, other things.

				Rushing outside to the car, Lena laughed when she looked at the pile of wrapped presents filling the back seat.

				“I think you went a little overboard,” she said.

				Heat crept up his cheeks. “Hey, listen, it’s not every day we get a new family member. My parents gaining permanent custody is a huge deal.”

				“I just think this might overwhelm him a little.”

				Shrugging, he opened her door and, after she was inside, he headed to the driver’s side. Glancing back at the full car, he chuckled. “You might be right.”

				When they pulled up outside his parents’ house, a tightness filled his chest at the sight of Alex’s car in the driveway.

			

			
				“Alex is here,” Lena breathed, surprise in her voice.

				“Looks that way.” He hadn’t talked to his brother in months. Not for lack of trying. “You ready?”

				With a squeeze of his hand, Lena nodded and smiled. “Let’s get in there and welcome your nephew to the family.”

				His parents were all smiles as they welcomed them inside. The house was filled with the scent of barbecue sauce and smoked meat.

				“Mama, did you make ribs?” he asked.

				“Of course I did. We’re celebrating. Besides, your dad has been begging for an excuse to use his new smoker since he got it at Christmas.”

				His dad piped up. “Damn right. She wouldn’t let me outside in the cold. But now, it’s springtime and I’m going to smoke everything I can get my hands on.”

				“Excuse me for not wanting you to get frostbite for the sake of smoked meat.”

				Michael laughed and walked into the kitchen to grab a beer. Alex was standing at the bar looking like a shell of himself. His brother’s eyes were ringed with dark circles, a heavy beard covered his normally clean-shaven jaw. He looked like hell.

				“Hey, Alex. How’s it going?”

				Alex let out a bitter laugh. “Oh, you know. Aside from my life fucking falling apart, it’s going great.”

				“Is Roxie okay?”

				“I wouldn’t know.”

				Popping the cap off his beer, Michael settled on a barstool next to Alex. “What are you talking about?”

				“She left me.”

				“What?” He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Alex and Roxie had been having a hard time since her miscarriage, but they’d been together since high school. There’d never been a moment where Michael had doubted their commitment.

			

			
				“She, uh, she left about a month ago.” The tremor in his brother’s voice made him feel sick.

				“Is there anything I can do?”

				Raking a hand through his shaggy blond hair, Alex closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “No. She hasn’t been the same since we lost the baby. She won’t go to therapy. I don’t know how to reach her.” With a sigh, Alex squared his shoulders. “Sorry, man. I’m not trying to bring the day crashing down. I’ll pull it together.”

				Clapping his hand on his brother’s shoulder, Michael said, “You let me know if I can help. Okay?”

				Alex offered him a nod and a wan smile peeked out from under his beard. “It’ll be fine. I’ll get her back.”

				“You will.” He hoped it was true. Alex had spent over half his life with Roxie. Michael wasn’t sure how he’d move on if they didn’t work things out.

				“Hey guys, what’s going on in here?” Lena asked, breezing into the kitchen with a grin on her face. The answering silence sat heavily between the three of them. “Okay . . . sorry I asked. So, where’s Mitchell? Hallie is here and ready to get this photo shoot going.”

				The sound of feet hitting the stairs had them turning their heads. Mitchell’s bright eyes and wide smile changed the mood of the entire room as he bounded up to them. “Uncle Alex, Uncle Michael! Guess what? I’m your brother now.”

				A light laugh escaped Michael. “No. You’re still our nephew. But you get to live with Grammy and Papa now for good.”

				“That’s why I have to wear this stupid bowtie.”

				“Yeah. Sorry about that. Grammy likes to get dressed up for family pictures.”

				Mitchell pursed his lips and tugged at his tie. “She said I can take it off after.”

				“Well, what are we waiting for then?” Scooping the little boy into his arms, Michael headed out to the living room where his parents were waiting. “You guys ready?”

			

			
				They stood on the beach, the waves crashing in front of them, his childhood home in the background as Hallie snapped photo after photo of the family. They smiled, laughed, and held each other tightly as the sun started to dip below the horizon.

				“Okay, I want to get a few of you two,” Hallie said, motioning to Michael and Lena. “We haven’t taken your picture since your wedding party.”

				Nodding, Michael pulled Lena to him. “Sounds good to me.”

				“Michael, can you walk about twenty feet that way? Don’t turn around until I tell you. I’ve got something I want to try.”

				He was used to being the guinea pig for Hallie and Lena. They were always testing new poses on him. Doing as he was told, he waited, hearing the shutter click over and over. The scent of Lena’s perfume filled his head and at the same time, he felt her hand link with his.

				“Okay, turn around and face me,” Hallie called.

				As he turned, he saw his family staring at them, grinning from ear to ear. “Now, look at Lena.”

				He stared into his wife’s deep brown eyes and was surprised to see tears threatening to fall. “Baby, what’s wrong?”

				“Look down,” Lena whispered.

				His gaze traveled down to the chalkboard she held in her hands. Heart in his throat, he took in the words scrawled in neat lettering. You’re going to be a daddy.


				“Are you kidding me?” His head spun as the weight of what he’d just read hit him.

				Shaking her head, Lena blinked hard, letting the tears fall down her cheeks. “It’s been so hard to keep it a secret.”

			

			
				Sweeping her into his arms, he held her tight and crushed his mouth to hers. Between kisses he murmured, “I love you so damn much.”

				“I love you, too.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Sneak-peek of Resolution


				Lauren Garcia turned the letter over in her hands as she sat on the bed in the unfamiliar room she now called home. She shouldn’t open it. She knew that. But the curiosity she felt clawing at her resolve only grew as time went on.

				“Don’t open it, Lo,” she told herself, staring down at the dusty envelope. The edges of the paper were tattered, a name scrawled across the front, just like all the others. Rae.

				Pacing the room, she navigated the maze of unopened moving boxes and went to the closet. She stared up at the old shoebox she’d found tucked away in the back of the highest shelf. She should just put this thing away, forget the multitude of letters it held, and move on. But she couldn’t.

				Slipping her fingers under the flap, she traced the line of folded paper before pulling the letter free.

				Who was Rae? Maybe she’d stumbled upon a love story she could use to inspire her own passion for writing. These letters looked old, the box had been caked in a thick layer of dust. They probably chronicled an epic love that defied all odds from fifty years ago.

				Settling herself down on her bed, she opened the letter and began reading.


				Rae,

				Happy birthday. I’m going to ask you to be mine forever today. It might not seem like it while we’re together, but there’s no one more important to me than you. You know I’m terrible at saying what I mean, especially around you. You make me forget everything when I look at you. All I want to do when I see you is kiss your beautiful mouth until we’re both breathless. So, as a way for me to remind you how I love you, I’ve decided to start writing you letters. Words on paper can’t be forgotten over time. We’ll always have these. And if you say yes, which I hope you do, when you need a reminder you can look back and remember the one thing at the core of us. Love.

			

			
				I want to be the man you need for the rest of our lives. I know you’re the woman I’ll always need. Please say yes. God, I hope you say yes.

				Always yours


				Her heart swelled and she dropped the letter on the bed as she fell back against her pillow. That’s what she needed in her life. Where were the men who knew how to love a woman? Lost to the past most likely. That was why she’d broken her engagement. It was why she’d moved out of Dean’s house and into this ground floor duplex. This was supposed to be her chance to strike out on her own, be independent, make her own choices.

				Sighing, she carefully folded the letter and slipped it back into the envelope, tucking it away behind the rest of the letters. She wouldn’t read any more.

				At least not tonight.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Also by Kim Loraine and Soul Mate Publishing:

				RESTORATION


				After the tragic death of her fiancé, Grace McConnell turns to the only remaining constant in her life, her work. So when she’s offered the lead position for an international restoration project, she jumps at the chance to get away from her small town, full of John’s memories. 

				Drew Tensley has always been a hard worker. Dedicated to his family and community, he put aside his own London career to take over the family business after his mother’s terminal diagnosis. Five years later, he’s ready to start living for himself when he literally runs into his hometown’s newest architect. 

				Grace quickly discovers that traveling halfway across the world was the best decision she’s ever made. Until she meets Drew, a man whose personality and lifestyle are the exact opposite of John’s, but whose face is the spitting image. Struggling with her own motivations and feelings, research uncovers secrets she isn’t ready for; secrets that could ruin her second chance for true love.

				Available on Amazon: http://tinyurl.com/nfxo38x


				RENOVATION


				Valerie Peters is done with bad boys and ready to start living for herself. She’s determined to settle for nothing less than a romantic, sweeps-you-off-your-feet, nice-guy. So when a sexy firefighter with the hottest reputation in town saves her from near-drowning, there’s no doubt he’s everything she shouldn't want. 

			

			
				Donovan’s looks and image have kept his nights entertaining and his ring finger empty. One-night stands serve as a short-term distraction to the flashbacks of his past he increasingly struggles to ignore. But a chance encounter with his best friend’s sister makes him realize that one night is no longer enough. 

				Together they discover that bad can actually be the best and forever is worth everything.

				Available on Amazon: http://tinyurl.com/jqzgeh7


				RESONANCE


				Fame . . .

				It’s all Angela Peters has wanted for the last twelve years. Determined to keep their focus on their band, Panic Station, she and Garrett made a pact that they’d never sleep together. No relationships. No distractions. Now, on the brink of getting everything she wants, she wakes up in bed with her drummer the day before their big tour begins, a recipe for disaster.

				Love . . .

				Garrett Donalson has been in love with Angela since they were twelve years old. The moment she broke their pact, he thought he’d finally found his forever with her. Unfortunately, the road to success is paved with lies and deceit, leaving Garrett fighting to keep the girl he’s wanted for so long.

				Sometimes holding on to what you have is harder than getting what you want.

				Available on Amazon: http://tinyurl.com/j3g4jgq


			

			
				FOUNDATION 

				(A GOLDEN BEACH NOVELLA)


				Grace and Drew are finally married and ready to begin their happily ever after. Drew’s expanding his business; Grace finds out she’s pregnant. Life couldn’t be more perfect. 

				But secrets, lies, and questions about the past get in the way. And before they know it, everything is on the line.

				Available on Amazon: http://tinyurl.com/hdvzfbu
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