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    The MacKenny family has six brothers, of which I’m the youngest. 
 
      
 
    They are all honest men, but I’m not.  
 
    I lie, I cheat, and I’ll do anything to get what I want. 
 
      
 
    My life got complicated the day my girlfriend walked in on me with another woman. It meant nothing, but to Annette, it was the ultimate betrayal.  
 
    Annette should have called before her surprise visit, but I suppose her grandmother dying was why she didn’t. 
 
      
 
    I don’t deserve a second chance, but the universe conspires to give me one. 
 
      
 
    What would you do if the woman you loved lost her memory and didn’t remember what a bastard you are but instead went back to a time when you were in love? 
 
    Would you go along with it? 
 
    Would you do anything to keep her in the dark? 
 
      
 
    I’m not wasting the time we have together. My brothers can go to hell, this is my redemption, and I’ll do whatever is necessary, to keep Annette and prove I can be the man she needs me to be. 
 
      
 
    From USA Today Bestselling Author Kathleen Kelly comes book six in her MacKenny Brothers series.
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    For Tipsy. 
 
    We only had you for a little while, but you were loved. 
 
      
 
    ‘Infinity plus one.’
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    Annette 
 
      
 
    Lochlan has been working hard for a month. He’s opening a chain of health clinics that work with people wanting to up their fitness, lose weight, or improve their mental outlook. It’s very exciting, and he’s trying to collaborate with retired or high-profile athletes to partner with him at various locations.  
 
    Grayson Moore has joined forces with him to open the first of the clinics in Boston. Grayson was a linebacker for the New England Warriors but is now retired. It’s all Lochlan has talked about for weeks, and now the grand opening is only a few days away.  
 
    Being without him for so long has been unbearable for me, so I arranged with work to get some time off and caught the first plane out. My grandmother says I shouldn’t chase him, but we’ve been together for longer than she or any member of his family knows. The MacKenny brothers are a close-knit family, and it was hard for us to keep our relationship a secret.  
 
    I’m walking through the airport with my overnight case. There’s a line-up for cabs, but I don’t mind. When I get to the hotel, I’ll get my reward in the arms of my lover. Absently, I pull my cell phone out of my handbag that’s been switched off since I boarded the flight. As it powers up, I tap my foot restlessly while advancing in the queue for a cab. 
 
    My phone chimes as a dozen messages come through. Most of them are from Kyle MacKenny, Lochlan’s older brother. He treats me like part of the family and is always visiting my grandmother. She and his grandfather were close. I believe Kyle thinks of us as his responsibility.  
 
    Ignoring Kyle, I find my grandmother’s number and call her instead. I don’t want to worry her.  
 
    “Hello?” It’s Kyle MacKenny’s voice on the line and my brows pull together. 
 
    “Kyle, are you visiting Annie?” 
 
    In a soft tone, he asks, “Where are you, Annette?” 
 
    “I’m in Boston. I thought I’d surprise Lochlan. Is everything okay?” Kyle doesn’t respond. “Kyle, are you there?” 
 
    “Are you with Lochlan?” 
 
    “No. I’m waiting in line for a cab.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he whispers. 
 
    “Kyle?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Annette. It’s Annie.” 
 
    My throat burns, and tears immediately well in my eyes. “Yes?” I choke out. 
 
    “I tried to get her on the phone for most of today, and eventually, I came to check on her. She was still in bed. At first, I thought she was asleep. I’m so sorry, Annette… she’s gone.” 
 
    My legs buckle, and my knees connect with the pavement. The sudden jolt of pain surprises me.  
 
    A man next to me instantly grabs me by the arm and helps me back to my feet. “Ma’am, are you okay?” 
 
    I shake my head at him, the tears fall, and I say, “My grandmother is dead. T-They found her in bed.” 
 
    He releases me and steps back. It’s obvious from the way he’s distancing himself he doesn’t know what to say. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Looking down, my cell phone is still in my hand, so I put it back to my ear. 
 
    “Annette! Annette, talk to me!” shouts Kyle. 
 
    “I-I’m here.” 
 
    “Find Lochlan. Don’t worry about anything, we’ll take care of everything.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whisper. 
 
    The woman at the head of the cab line grabs my hand. “Come on, honey, you can have this one. I’ll get the next.” 
 
    Absently, I nod at her and climb into the cab, putting my carry-on onto the seat next to me. 
 
    “Where to?”  
 
    “The Four Seasons Hotel.” 
 
    “Which one?” I glance up at him and shrug. “Dalton or Boylston Street?” 
 
    “Dalton, I think.” 
 
    It’s only a fifteen-minute drive from the airport to the hotel, and thankfully, the cabbie lets me grieve in peace. The cab stops, and I look at him. 
 
    “It’s twenty-four dollars and seventy-three cents.” 
 
    Opening my wallet, I hand over thirty dollars and get out, dragging my overnight case with me. Stumbling, I walk into the hotel and go straight to the elevators. Lochlan is on the twenty-first floor. I press the button for his floor, but nothing happens. On autopilot, I hit it again, and still, nothing happens. A man clears his throat, and I look up at him. 
 
    “You need a room key.” 
 
    “Oh.” Tears stream down my face, and I nod.  
 
    “Are you okay?”  
 
    “Y-Yes.” Then I shake my head. “My grandmother just died. My boyfriend is staying here, and I wanted to surprise him.” 
 
    The man nods and pushes the button for the twenty-first floor. “I’m staying on that floor too.”  
 
    Relieved I don’t have to tell anyone else that the most important person in my life is dead, I simply nod at him.  
 
    The doors open, and I look for Lochlan’s room. It’s at the end of the hall. The very thought of having to tell him about Annie draws fresh tears. Tentatively, I rap my knuckles on the door.  
 
    His voice sounds out through the closed door. “Just a minute.” 
 
    He opens the door, and I wrap my arms around him. The tears now flowing freely down my cheeks. 
 
    “Annette, what are you doing here? And what’s wrong?” Lochlan bows his head to stare into my eyes. 
 
    “It’s Annie, sh-she died.” 
 
    His face creases with sadness, and he guides me to a chair. “Oh, sweetheart, how?” 
 
    I grasp for his hand, something to ground me as I re-tell the story. “I thought I’d surprise you with a visit, and I called her when my plane landed. Kyle answered the phone. He said they’d been trying to ring her all day, and when they went to check on her, she was still in bed. A-At first, he thought she was a-asleep…” In his arms, I let myself fall apart, safe in the knowledge that he has me. 
 
    “What can I do?” 
 
    “Can you come home with me? Help me with the arrangements?” 
 
    “Of course, love, of course. I can do that.” 
 
    As I look up, I see a woman standing in the doorway to the bedroom. From here, I can see that the sheets are mussed. My tears stop, and I notice he’s wearing nothing but a robe. 
 
    Lochlan closes his eyes and sighs, and it’s then I understand what the fuck is going on. While I’ve been missing him, waiting for him, he’s been fucking someone else.  
 
    Standing, I ask the female, “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Sabine.” 
 
    “Who is she?” I demand to know, peering down at Lochlan. 
 
    “Annette, it’s not what it looks like.” He shakes his head slightly. 
 
    “And if by that you mean, have we been fucking? Yes, we have,” replies Sabine as she picks up her purse and heads for the door. “Call me.”  
 
    Then the bitch has the audacity to wink at me as she strolls out of the room. The door closes, and I find myself standing in front of it, my hand on the doorknob. My heart is beating so rapidly I feel faint, but worse than that I feel like such a fool.  
 
    My grandmother was right—Lochlan still has some growing up to do. She said he’s too young, but we’re the same age. Grams said he wasn’t done sowing his wild oats. She warned me I was setting myself up for heartbreak, but I never expected this, not from him. I thought he was better than this. 
 
    “Annette, please, can we talk?” pleads Lochlan. 
 
    Not shifting or turning, I shake my head. I’m afraid if I do, I’ll believe all his lies. From the moment I laid eyes on him, I thought we were meant to be.  
 
    What a fool. 
 
    Quietly, I whisper, “It’s funny, when I found out about Annie, you were the one person I wanted to be with. I know how much you loved my grandmother and she you. Do you have any idea how much you would’ve disappointed her? Or for that matter, me?” 
 
    “Please, don’t go.” 
 
    “I never want to see you again.” Straightening my shoulders, I open the door and pull it closed, loudly, behind me.
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    Lochlan 
 
      
 
    Standing in the cemetery, I’m watching from a distance as they lower Annie’s coffin into the ground. It’s raining, and I let myself get soaked. The entire MC is here, a lot of the town’s people and Annette. She’s standing stoically by herself, head bowed, and I want so badly to go to her, but I know she doesn’t want me here. After she found me with Sabine, I’ve tried to call her, to explain, to lie, but she wants nothing to do with me.  
 
    Even though I am straining, I can’t hear the preacher from where I’m standing. I’m sure he’s saying what a good, god-fearing woman Annie was and how everyone loved her. Kyle moves to stand next to Annette. I watch as he puts an arm around her, and she leans into him. Her body seems to sag, and Kyle dips his head at Sean, who moves to stand on her other side. Both my brothers are holding her up, being her strength when it should be me. 
 
    People begin to walk away, but Annette, flanked by my brothers, stays as they lower Annie into the ground. 
 
    “You’re brave, coming to this.” 
 
    Turning, I find Cutter. He’s in the Loyal Rebels MC and is their enforcer. 
 
    “Not so. If I were brave, I’d be standing with family instead of here, by myself.” 
 
    Cutter chuckles. “Kyle wants to skin you alive for what you did.” 
 
    Sighing, I look up at the sky, letting the rain hit my face. “It meant nothing. Sabine is an old friend.” 
 
    Cutter lets out a long, low whistle. “It meant something to Annette.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I pin him with a look. “It’s none of your business.” 
 
    Cutter laughs. “No, it’s not.” He tilts his head toward the dispersing crowd. “Kyle wants to see you. He told me to find you and tell you he expects you to come to the clubhouse at eight. Annette should be gone by then.” 
 
    “Well, like the good little lap dog you are, you’ve told me. Now go.” 
 
    Cutter grins. “I’m going.” He raises his eyebrows and smirks. “Seeing as Annette is single, I might go comfort her. It seems she could use a man about now.” 
 
    The blood in my veins runs cold, and I grab Cutter by his cut and walk him backward until he hits a mausoleum. Cutter laughs, and I shove him hard against the stone wall, his head thumping against it loudly. 
 
    “You best get your hands off me, Loch.” 
 
    Anger clouds my vision, and I raise my fist. The next thing I know, I’m face down in the dirt with Cutter on top of me. 
 
    He leans down, his mouth close to my ear, and he whispers, “I’ve killed men for less. You’re lucky your brother is my president, or I’d gut you and put your body somewhere they’d never find you.” Cutter pushes my face into the wet dirt. “See you tonight, after eight.” 
 
    He stands and walks away. I flip over, angry at having been bested and relieved he didn’t kill me. Cutter is Kyle’s psychopath, the enforcer he uses to do the things he can’t or won’t do. I’m incredibly lucky to still be breathing.
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    Annette 
 
      
 
    As I sit in my grandmother’s home, I feel disconnected from everyone. Many offer their sympathies and condolences. My body is on autopilot. I smile, and I thank them, but the whole time I’m wishing they would all leave. It feels like an intrusion to have them here, in her home, without her here. Annie would be disappointed in me. She’d want me to be offering them tea or coffee and serving her homemade cookies or cakes. Just about everyone from her church brought food, and the preacher is serving the refreshments.  
 
    There are so many people here—the neighbors, her church friends, and all the MC—but the one person I wish was here, Lochlan, isn’t. Not that I expected him to be here, considering I told him not to come.  
 
    Not that I told him to his face.  
 
    I sent him a text message.  
 
    Lochlan is like a drug, one I can’t be exposed to, as I want so badly to forgive him. Fresh tears well in my eyes at the hurt in my heart. The woman next to me pats my leg. I smile at her and stand, dabbing my eyes as I go into the bathroom and shut the door. 
 
    I’ll not cry over him.  
 
    A knock at the door startles me, and I open it a few inches.  
 
    “Are you okay?” asks Kyle. 
 
    “I just need a minute.” 
 
    His eyes search mine, and he nods. “It gets easier over time.” 
 
    Kyle is talking about his grandfather, his namesake. He died a few years back, and the whole MacKenny clan mourned him. It was painful to watch as they all tried to find a way to go on without him in their lives. Kyle, always the strong one, helped his brothers and Heather, their long-dead sister. 
 
    I smile and open the door. “I know.” 
 
    “No one is in the backyard, so you could slip out for a moment?” 
 
    “Thank you,” I whisper as I head toward the back of the house and the fresh air. 
 
    Annie’s yard has a swing in the oak tree down in one corner. She put it up for me when I was a child. So I walk toward it and sit on the old wooden plank with my back facing the house. If anyone comes out, hopefully, they’ll leave me with my grief and heartache and stay away.
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    Lochlan 
 
      
 
    The backdoor opens, and I watch as Annette walks toward the old swing. She looks broken. No one follows her out, and as she sits on it, then kicks one foot out, letting herself sway back and forth, I know I shouldn’t be here. 
 
    Today is the day she gets to reminisce about Annie and grieve. Me being here will only hurt her, and that’s the last thing I want. Like a peeping Tom, I walk around the back and watch her through the windows. Annette made it clear she didn’t want to see me. 
 
    I take a step off the back porch and then another toward her when a hand lands on my shoulder. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here, Loch. You were told.” 
 
    Turning around, Sean is there with Beth, his woman. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Sean sighs and lets his hand fall. “She’s in a world of pain. First Annie, then you. What the fuck were you thinking screwing someone else?” 
 
    Shaking my head, I say, “It meant nothing.” 
 
    Beth’s eyes blaze. “You’re a pig.” 
 
    “Now, Beth,” says Sean. 
 
    “Oh, don’t you go defending him. He’s a grown man, and the rest of you treat him like a baby. What he did was wrong, and I swear if we weren’t at Annie’s wake, I’d slap him silly!” hisses Beth, then she leans into me. “You get out of here before she sees you.” 
 
    Glancing at Annette, she’s still facing away from us and swinging back and forth. I want to comfort her, but Beth is right… I am a pig. Letting Annette see me will only bring her more pain, and that’s the last thing I want for her. So I turn away from Sean and Beth and move around to the side of the house, leaving the same way I came in. When I walk into the front yard, Sean is waiting for me. He must have cut through the house. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Go to the clubhouse. From the looks of Annette, she won’t want to come out there anytime soon. There’ll be a few of the boys there and some of the club’s angels.” 
 
    Running a hand through my hair, I let out a frustrated sigh. “I fucked up.” 
 
    “You don’t say?” Sean folds his arms across his chest and scowls at me. 
 
    His disapproval weighs heavily on me, and I know the rest of my family will want to discuss my lapse in judgment at great lengths, but here and now isn’t the time. Without another word, I turn away from Sean and walk to my car.  
 
    Anything I say now will only get rehashed tonight.  
 
    The clubhouse has a bar, one I intend to partake in.

  

 
   
     
 
      
 
    [image: A picture containing logo  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    Kyle 
 
      
 
    Before I go to Annette in the backyard. I wait until it’s only Lola and I left. We kept most of the mourners away from her, and slowly, one by one, they made their condolences and left. When they were all gone, I asked the boys to go to the clubhouse, leaving me alone with her. It’s not just Annie she’s missing, my younger brother has a lot to answer for.  
 
    “Do you want me to go get her?” asks Lola, staring out the window at Annette. 
 
    Pulling her into me, I kiss the side of her head. “No. I’ll only be a minute.” I glance around the room and see Lola’s cleaned everything up. “Place looks good.” 
 
    “I didn’t want her to have to clean up after all of us. Tell her not all the food will fit in the fridge, and she should either eat it or toss it.” Lola moves away from me, her fingers still entwined with mine. Before she breaks our touch, she stops and looks me in the eyes. “Go easy on her. I’ll meet you out front.” 
 
    Instantly I yank her hand, causing her to fall into me. “Love you.” 
 
    Lola smiles and kisses me. “Not as much as I love you.” 
 
    She places her hands on my chest and pushes off me, leaving me to talk to Annette alone. Turning, I walk out the backdoor and stand behind Annette as she swings back and forth. 
 
    “It’s late.” I tuck my hands into my jeans’ pockets. 
 
    She jumps and turns her head toward me. “You scared me.” 
 
    “Everyone’s gone.”  
 
    Annette stands and wraps her arms around herself. “I lost track of time.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Dragging a hand through my hair, I nod. “Lola says not all the food will fit in the fridge, and you should eat it or throw it out.” 
 
    “Right.” She shakes herself. “I should’ve seen everybody out. They must think I’m so rude.” 
 
    Frowning, I shake my head. “Nah, people understand.”  
 
    I’m not good with the emotional stuff. It’s one reason Lola and I get on so well—she doesn’t need grand gestures to know how I feel. Lola is one in a million.  
 
    Annette walks toward her grandmother’s home, and I fall in beside her. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    She smiles, then her lips turn down. “Sell the diner.” 
 
    This surprises me. Annie has owned and run the diner for as long as I can remember. 
 
    “And the house?” 
 
    Annie opens the back door and walks inside, looking around. “No. This is home. I can’t sell this place. It’ll be somewhere for me to come back to.” 
 
    “Come back to?” I ask. 
 
    Annette looks up at me. “Yes. I’m leaving. There’s nothing here for me anymore.” She trails a hand lovingly over Annie’s dining table. “Right now, this place only feels sad. I need time and distance to remember the good. My grand-Annie deserves that much.” 
 
    “That she does. But where will you go?” 
 
    Annette chews on her bottom lip. “I’ve accepted a job in New York. I start next week.” 
 
    “That was quick.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s been in the works for a while. Lochlan was the only reason I held off on making a decision, but now…” 
 
    “Time and distance from him might be a good thing too.” I cast a last look around Annie’s home. “How much do you want for the diner?” 
 
    Annette swivels her head toward me. “You want to buy the diner?” 
 
    “The MC. It makes a tidy profit, and I’d hate to see it fall into the wrong hands. We’ll keep it going the way Annie would’ve liked.” 
 
    “You’ll keep on the current staff?” 
 
    “If that’s what you want, yes.” 
 
    Annette nods, her lips go into a hard line, and she scrutinizes me. “Promise?” 
 
    “Annette, I know Smithy has been working for Annie for over ten years, and I’m not about to throw him out or change anything. The diner will be in safe hands.” 
 
    She draws in a breath and lets it out slowly. “Okay, I’ll have the lawyer draw up some papers.” 
 
    “No need. We’ll keep this in-house. I won’t cheat you, you’re family.” 
 
    Annette barks out a laugh. “Right. Of course, the MacKenny family thinks they can handle everything on their own.” 
 
    Taking a step back, I raise my eyebrows. “I’m not my brother. I’ve known you for a long time, and if you’ll remember, I told Lochlan not to go after you. You’re a grown woman, and you made that choice. You’re the closest Loch has ever come to holding down a serious relationship. I’m sorry he fucked you over, but that’s him, not me and not the rest of my family.” 
 
    A tear slides down her cheek, and she wipes it away quickly. “I’m sorry. You’re right. But I’m still getting papers drawn up.” I scowl at her, and she holds up both hands. “Just so it’s done right.” 
 
    Not wanting to argue with her, I dip my head and look her in the eye. “You going to be okay?” 
 
    “With time and distance.” Annette smiles. “Got any cures for a broken heart?” 
 
    I shrug. “I’ve only ever loved one woman.” Annette looks surprised. “Best advice I can give you is to move on. He’s not worth the dirt on your shoes.” 
 
    “He’s your brother.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
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    Lola is at home, warming our bed, and I’m at the clubhouse, about to walk inside and have a talk with my youngest brother. I’d rather be with my woman though. Sucking in a deep breath, I push open the doors and find him at a table with two of the club whores. Jade sees me first, and her smile turns into a frown the closer I get to the table. Reaching over, she taps Tiffany on the arm and whispers something. Tiffany turns to look at me, dips her head, and stands. 
 
    “Hey, Prez, we were just leaving.” 
 
    Jade stands, and they both walk over to the pool tables. I wait until they are out of earshot before I sit. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” I ask Lochlan. 
 
    “I was talking to two beautiful women and drinking. What did it look like?”  
 
    Lochlan’s eyes are bloodshot and glassy like he’s had one too many drinks or something stronger. 
 
    “What are you drinking, brother?” 
 
    He holds up the glass, staring at it lovingly. “Fireball. I like the burn.” 
 
    Sean walks into the clubhouse with Jamie and Maddock. Lochlan follows my gaze, then slumps down in his chair. 
 
    “Ooh, guess I’m going to get it now!” 
 
    “You’re drunk,” I state. 
 
    “Not nearly as much as I should be.” 
 
    Sean drags over a chair and sits beside him. “Loch.” 
 
    “Sean.” 
 
    Jamie and Maddock grab a chair each and sit next to each other opposite Sean. 
 
    “Brothers, how are you?” asks Lochlan as he finishes his drink and holds up the empty glass for another. 
 
    I hold up my hand, indicating that he’s cut off.  
 
    Lochlan scowls at me and slams the glass onto the table. “What the fuck? I thought this was a wake?” 
 
    “The way you’re going, it’s going to be your funeral we’re all attending next,” replies Maddock. 
 
    Lochlan sits up in the chair. “Don’t be so melodramatic. It’s not the first time a man has cheated on a woman, and it won’t be the last.” 
 
    Maddock purses his lips and looks from Lochlan to me.  
 
    With a heavy sigh I lean forward, clasping my hands together on the tabletop. “Annette is family. If you weren’t serious about her, you should’ve left her be.” 
 
    Lochlan scowls at me. “Like you all did?” I nod at him, and he barks out a laugh. “She had a hand in this, too, you know?” 
 
    Sean taps the tabletop. “Yeah, but she didn’t screw around on you.” 
 
    Lochlan’s face falls, and he swivels his head toward Sean. “I told you, I fucked up.” 
 
    “How are you going to fix it?” asks Jamie. 
 
    For him, the world is a simple place. Everything is black and white. Until recently, Jamie had no use for shades of gray, but with his new woman, Isabelle, came a whole bunch of what-ifs and if-onlys. He’s learned the hard way that life can get messy. 
 
    Lochlan looks down at his empty glass. “She won’t see me. Hell, she won’t even talk to me. Why do you think I stayed hidden today? Annette is done with me.” 
 
    “Do you blame her?” asks Maddock. 
 
    Still looking at his glass, he shakes his head. “No.” 
 
    “Work the problem. Focus up,” advises Sean in typical military fashion. 
 
    Lochlan smiles. “I can’t see a way to fix the problem. She’ll never trust me again, and I don’t blame her.” 
 
    “Do you love her?” I ask. 
 
    His eyes meet mine, and he nods.  
 
    “Work the problem,” repeats Sean. 
 
    Lochlan swings his head in Sean’s direction. “Annette is done with me.” 
 
    Sean reaches out and touches his shoulder. “Yeah, maybe. But you ain’t done with her. Find a way.” 
 
    Lochlan lets his head fall back. “Any suggestions?” 
 
    “You need to start by admitting what you’ve done and beg forgiveness. After that, you’re on your own.” I stand. “Stay here tonight. You can have my room.” 
 
    “That’s it, that’s all we’re going to say to him?” asks Jamie. 
 
    “Look at him, brother, he knows he fucked up. I’m sure if he could change things, he would. Like Sean said, he needs to work the problem and focus up but not tonight. Tonight, he needs to sleep. Tomorrow he can try to repair what he’s ruined.” 
 
    Lochlan smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “She’ll never have me back. I’ve hurt her too deeply.” 
 
    Jamie stands, his chair scraping loudly on the floor. “A grand gesture is needed. We could beat you bloody and leave you on her lawn?” 
 
    Lochlan gives him wide eyes. “You’ve been hanging out with Kyle and Sean for too long. Besides, Annette would probably pour gasoline on me and light it. It’s no less than I deserve.” 
 
    Maddock stands. “You’re right, you deserve worse. I love you, brother, always will, but right now, I’m ashamed of you. Da taught you better than that.” 
 
    “Yeah, but Da isn’t here, is he? All I’ve got is you four when it should be five of you, but Angus is gone. Our family is fractured, and I made it worse.” 
 
    Lightly, I clap my hands, staring at Lochlan. “You done?” He sits up and pins me with a look. “That anger you’re feeling right now is better than self-pity. Grow a set. Apologize. Annette loves you. Why you fucked some other female is beyond me. You deserved to get caught. Make this right.” I point a finger at him and walk out of the clubhouse.  
 
    Jamie and Maddock catch up with me as I mount my bike. 
 
    “That’s it?” asks Jamie. 
 
    “He knows he fucked up. Lochlan is a grown-assed man, and he can figure this shit out on his own.” 
 
    “And Annette?” asks Maddock. 
 
    “She’s gone and gotten herself a job in New York. I’m buying the diner, and I’ll check on the house from time to time.” 
 
    “Annette is moving?” asks Jamie. 
 
    “Yeah. Gotta give it to her, she’s not wallowing. Annette lost Lochlan and her grandmother on the same day, and she’s moving forward. Takes guts.” 
 
    “She’s working the problem,” says Maddock. 
 
    I shake my head. “Nah, she’s running from it, but I don’t blame her. Some distance between her and Loch will be good for her… give her perspective, and maybe she’ll realize she was always too good for him.” 
 
    “Hell, Kyle, she knows that, but I was hoping she’d tame him a little. Loch hasn’t been right since Heather died. With Annette, he became the brother he once was. I miss him.” Jamie puts his hands in his jacket and walks toward his car. 
 
    Heather was Lochlan’s twin, our sister, and she was killed in a car explosion meant for Maddock. This family has had its run of bad luck over the years, but losing Heather nearly destroyed us. 
 
    Looking at Maddock, I say, “What Jamie doesn’t get is Annette did tame him a little. She’s the longest relationship he’s ever had, and him fucking someone else was all about him proving he’s a fuck up. He wanted to get caught.” 
 
    “Why would he want to get caught?” 
 
    “To prove he’s not worthy. Loch is broken. Has been for a long time. He doesn’t want to be fixed or loved. He’s been lost since Heather. Fucking things up with Annette was his way of proving all of us right. He’s the younger brother, the one who makes mistakes, and we all pick him up and dust him off. Don’t do it this time, Mad. Let our little brother work this one out for himself, or we’ll be doing it for the rest of our days.” 
 
    Maddock lightly punches my arm as I start my bike. “See you around. Don’t be a stranger.”  
 
    Before leaving the compound, I wait until he’s in his car.  
 
    It’s been a long week.  
 
    I need my woman and a nice soft bed.
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    Annette 
 
      
 
    The walls of my tiny apartment in New York feel oppressive. It’s all I can afford, but at least I’m in New York and not on the other side of the river. Although it is much cheaper to rent there, this is closer to work.  
 
    Luckily, I got a job as a personal assistant to Derek Strauss. He owns one of the hottest yoga studio chains in New York, where many high-profile clients and the rich and famous all want to go. He’s worked hard and has been on a press tour for three months. Derek needs me to organize his work life, but I have a feeling I’ll be helping with his personal life too.  
 
    A knock on my door has me walking through my apartment and looking through the peephole. Derek Strauss is on the other side, so I open the door. 
 
    “Derek, what are you doing here? I don’t start work until tomorrow.” 
 
    He holds up a bottle of champagne. “Welcoming you to New York.” 
 
    Quickly, I move out of the doorway, and Derek comes in. He walks down the hallway toward my bedroom, looks around, and then comes back.  
 
    “Jesus, Annette Farrow, how much am I paying you? Clearly not enough. This dump isn’t big enough to swing a cat in, and there’s no doorman.” 
 
    “I rented it sight unseen. The photos didn’t do it justice.” 
 
    Derek thrusts the bottle at me. “I’ll say.” He casts another look around. “How long is your lease?” 
 
    “A year.” 
 
    Derek’s lips turn down, and he looks horrified. “Oh, dear. Well, this won’t do.” 
 
    “Derek, it’s fine.” 
 
    “It is not fine.” He puts an arm around me. “You work for me, and you’re going to be my right hand. I can’t have my right hand living in a dump.” 
 
    “It needs a little decorating.” I shrug. “It’s cheap.” 
 
    “I doubt that.” He points at the bottle. “Do you have glasses? Let’s open it and drown your sorrows, and then we’ll discuss you moving out and into something a little nicer.” 
 
    My apartment is one long rectangular space. You enter the front door and walk down a small hallway, where on the left is a bathroom, then the kitchen, which leads into the dining room and living room, and finally, a small bedroom at the end. But it does have windows that look out over the city, and the view is okay since I’m on the sixth floor. 
 
    Turning around, I walk the short distance to my kitchen and pick up a box from the floor, pulling out two glasses. Derek is watching me as I rinse them off in the sink. He reaches for the bottle of bubbles and pulls off the foil, then pops the cork. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you have crackers or cheese or…” 
 
    “No. Why don’t we go out?” 
 
    “Nonsense. It’s tradition to have a celebratory drink in one’s new domicile.” He takes a glass for me and fills it. 
 
    “I haven’t had a chance to go shopping, and I’m still unpacking…” I hold my hands out wide to express how awful I feel that he’s in my dreary space. 
 
    “No. This is perfect. Besides, I wanted to talk to you outside of the office and in a relaxed atmosphere.” 
 
    “And you think my home is that space?” 
 
    Derek scowls and casts another look around. “It’s truly horrible. It’s no bigger than a shoebox.” He plasters a fake smile on his face, tilts his head to the side, and holds up his glass. “Welcome to New York, Nettie.” 
 
    We clink glasses, and I take a sip. “Nettie?” 
 
    “You don’t like it?” He pauses. “Annie?” 
 
    Hearing my grandmother’s name, I shake my head. “What’s wrong with Annette?” 
 
    “Nothing. But it’s New York, and you can be anyone you want. Why not start fresh with a new name?” 
 
    It’s the whole reason I moved, to start my life over again. 
 
    Tilting my head to the side, I look up at the ceiling with the paint peeling off and sigh. “You’re right. Nettie it is.” 
 
    Derek smiles, grabs the bottle, and sits at the dining table. “When does your couch arrive?” 
 
    “The space is so small, I was thinking maybe I didn’t need one.” 
 
    “But where will I sit when I come to visit?” 
 
    “Umm, you’re sitting at the moment.” 
 
    Suddenly, he stands and holds up his hands. “Did this come with the apartment? Is it clean?” 
 
    “Calm down. Yes, the table and chairs came with the apartment, but I wiped them down more than once. They’re clean, princess.” 
 
    Derek scowls. “Princess?” 
 
    Fearing I’ve overstepped myself, I say, “Sorry, Derek. A slip of the tongue.” 
 
    “No, I like a bit of sass.” He sits back down and leans back in the chair, crossing his ankle over his knee. “So, the real reason I’m here…” Derek sips his drink, “… I find you very attractive.” 
 
    My face instantly burns, and I take a huge sip of champagne. “Derek, I—” 
 
    He holds up a hand and waves it in the air. “Hush. As I was saying, I find you very attractive, but you work for me. You’re my fourth…” he pauses and counts off his fingers, “… no, fifth personal assistant. I’ve slept with the last four.” He shrugs, sits up straight, and leans across the table. “I’m a terrible flirt, and I like sex, but I need you to do your job and at the same time tell me to keep my hands to myself. We aren’t allowed to have sex. It has ruined every business relationship I’ve ever had. Women can’t seem to separate sex and love. They’re two totally different things, and I need you to work for me for a very long time. Flirting is fine, but no intercourse.” 
 
    Derek looks so serious as he explains himself. Try as I might not to, I burst out laughing. 
 
    “Okay. I’ve got it. We flirt, we drink together, we work together but no sex.” 
 
    Derek smiles, a dimple appearing on one cheek. “See, I knew you’d get it.” 
 
    Derek is six foot with blond hair and blue eyes. He has a permanent tan, and I’m yet to discover if it’s natural or fake, but either way, it suits him. His body isn’t muscly like Lochlan, but lean and sculpted as a yoga instructor should be. Before I went for the interview, I researched him, and he’s a well-known womanizer.  
 
    Smiling, I raise my glass. “To working together for a really long time and no sex.” 
 
    Derek clinks his glass to mine. “Cheers!” 
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    It’s Monday morning, and I’m at our head office. Derek has three yoga studios in New York and half a dozen throughout the United States. He regularly drops in on all of them to make sure they are in line with his vision. The majority of his clientele is women, but that’s slowly changing. My guess is it is single men looking for love. It’s a market Derek hopes will expand.  
 
    The yoga studio is open downstairs, and I wave at the instructor as I go up to the third floor. The entire building has been decorated in neutral colors with many potted plants scattered throughout. Derek’s aim is to have a relaxed, stress-free atmosphere, and I think he’s achieved it. 
 
    My office is next to Derek’s, but I know he won’t be at his desk—he’ll either be teaching a class or participating in one. Opening my door, I see an enormous bouquet of various assorted flowers on my desk, so I pluck the card out of the middle.  
 
    The handwritten note says: 
 
      
 
    Good luck in New York. 
 
    I miss you, and I’m sorry. 
 
    L. 
 
      
 
    My eyes well up with tears.  
 
    L—Lochlan. 
 
    As beautiful as the flowers are, I pick them up and put them in the trash. 
 
    “I must remember never to send you flowers.” Derek’s voice startles me, causing me to jump. “Whoa! Sorry, Nettie.” 
 
    “You scared me.” With my hand on my heart, I hurry away from him and slip Lochlan’s card into my top drawer. 
 
    Derek tilts his head to the side and studies me. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yes, perfectly fine and ready to start my day.” 
 
    Derek purses his lips and shakes his head. “Your energy is all wrong. Let’s have ourselves a green tea and talk about how your first day is going to go.” 
 
    “Is that how you normally do things?” 
 
    “No, normally we’d have sex on your desk and then go for lunch, have more sex then—” 
 
    Holding up a hand, I say, “Okay! I get the picture.” Staring down at my desk, I frown. “Did you have sex on this desk?” 
 
    Derek grins. “Like your dining table and chairs, it’s been thoroughly cleaned.” 
 
    “Ugh.” 
 
    Derek laughs. “Come on, Nettie. Let me introduce you to the team, and then we can have that tea.” 
 
    He walks out of my office, and I follow him down a hallway into a meeting room. Fruit and cut-up vegetables are on the table, and everything looks healthy. There are six people in the room. The only person I recognize is Nancy, who held the first interview with me. 
 
    “Nettie!” Everyone looks at me. “Team, this is Nettie, and she’s the newest member of the Infinite Essence team!” Nancy embraces me and smiles widely at the others. 
 
    “Hello,” I mutter, embarrassed at Nancy’s show of affection. 
 
    “Hey, Nettie, I’m Calista. I’m the manager of this studio.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m Doug. I look after security at all the Infinite Essence locations.” 
 
    Another guy holds up his hand. “Jacob. I’m the resident medical adviser and do all the jobs no one wants to do.” 
 
    A quirky-looking girl with her dark hair in two pigtails smiles at me. “Harmony. I look after all computer issues. If you have any kind of internet problem, I’m your girl.”  
 
    Harmony gives me a salute, and I notice she has tattoos from the inside of her wrist up to the cuff of her sleeve at her elbow. I’m wondering if they go all the way up her arm when another girl bounds over and embraces me. 
 
    “Hello, I’m Aurora. I keep the mystical energies flowing in all of Derek’s locations and make sure the team and the clients are happy.” Aurora holds me at arm’s length. “Your aura is all wrong. Are you okay?” 
 
    “See, I told you,” chimes in Derek. 
 
    “I’m fine. First-day jitters is all.” 
 
    Aurora frowns and searches my face. “I’m also a licensed shrink, and I can tell when people are lying.” She looks over her shoulder at Derek. “Did you do something?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Did you hit on her?” 
 
    Derek walks toward us and takes me by the hand, pulling me out of Aurora’s grasp. He thrusts a tea into my hand and motions for me to sit, then he gives Aurora his full attention. 
 
    “No, I did not.” 
 
    Aurora squints at him. “She’s pretty.” 
 
    Derek throws his arms up in the air. “I hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    “Now who’s lying?” teases Jacob. 
 
    “Pfft!” replies Derek as he sits beside me. “Nettie and I have an agreement. She’s my personal assistant and nothing more.” He smiles at me, then focuses his attention on Nancy. “Can you please get Nettie up to speed on all things me? And what do you all have for me today?” 
 
    “Of course, I can.” Nancy sits next to me, patting my arm. “As for you, you have a late lunch meeting scheduled at two. It’s all on your calendar. Memberships are up by twenty percent.” Nancy flips open a book in front of her and looks at Harmony. “How did you get on with our most recent cyber-attack?” 
 
    “It was fine. In fact, I think I’ve tracked them down. Doug and I are going to have ourselves a little road trip and pay them a visit.” 
 
    “You’ll be safe?” asks Derek. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re just teenagers. But we’re going to put the fear of God into them.” 
 
    Doug chuckles. “You mean the fear of Harmony into them.” 
 
    Harmony grins and nods. “Maybe.” 
 
    Doug winks at me and shakes his head. “Our Harmony has a wicked temper.” 
 
    “I do not. I have a wicked sense of justice, that’s all.” 
 
    Derek thrums his fingers on the table. “Anything else?” 
 
    “The girl who was trying to sue us?” says Jacob. 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “We settled and made her sign a non-disclosure agreement.” 
 
    “We settled?” asks Derek, raising his voice. 
 
    “Yes, it saved us a courtroom battle and probably a lot of money. At least we’ll never get caught like that again.”  
 
    “Like what?” I ask. 
 
    Derek waves a hand over the table as though he doesn’t want to talk about it. Nancy shakes her head at him and looks at Doug. 
 
    “She set us up. Her name is Tracy Yan. She joined this studio and fell over in the locker rooms. Claimed we didn’t do enough to prevent a dangerous situation. It was all bullshit. Ms. Yan was looking for a payday. So, we settled.” 
 
    “We didn’t need to,” growls Derek. 
 
    “No, we didn’t, but it’ll never happen again.” Doug crosses his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Why didn’t we use the footage?” 
 
    “Derek, that would’ve opened up a whole bunch of lawsuits we didn’t want to face.” 
 
    “What kind of lawsuits?” I ask. 
 
    Doug flops into a chair. “The kind we get sued over for having cameras in the locker rooms.” 
 
    “We have cameras in the locker rooms?” I ask incredulously. 
 
    Derek scowls. “It’s not what you think. We don’t spy on our clients. It’s for incidents, just like this one.” 
 
    “Except no one knows they are in there,” counters Doug. 
 
    “Pfft!” Derek waves a hand at him. 
 
    “Isn’t that wrong?” I ask. 
 
    Nancy sighs. “Yes, and no. The cameras are in there to protect our clients and us. Unfortunately, in the world we live in, not everyone plays by the rules.” 
 
    “Including us?” 
 
    Nancy nods. “I guess so.” 
 
    “I know I’m new here, but you need to remove the cameras or tell our members. If it got out that you had them, we could be in a world of pain.” 
 
    “Agreed,” states Harmony. 
 
    “She’s right,” says Aurora. “If not for future issues but for our sense of what’s right.” 
 
    Derek reaches over and puts his hand on mine. “Years ago, a woman was raped and beaten pretty badly in one of my studios. We never caught the bastard. The cameras are simply a way of making sure that never happens again.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, you look like a pervert who spies on women,” I say. 
 
    “Don’t forget the men,” says Jacob with a nod. 
 
    “You’re all missing the point.” Derek crosses his arms, mimicking Doug’s posture. 
 
    “No, you are.” I turn to face him. “I understand why you have hidden surveillance, but this isn’t the way.” 
 
    Derek smiles and claps his hands together. “I told you this one was the one. Fine, Nettie, we’ll remove the cameras, but you and Doug need to figure out a way that ensures the safety of our members and staff.” Derek stands. “Okay, is there anything else?” He looks at his team. “Good! I’m off to our second facility. Doug, you ready to go?” 
 
    Doug stands. “Yeah, boss. It was nice meeting you, Nettie.” 
 
    Derek pats me on the shoulder, then he and Doug walk out of the room. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” 
 
    Nancy smiles at me. “After six months of telling him we needed to pull the cameras, you succeeded in one meeting. Well done.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I look around the room. “I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “He needed an outside perspective, and you gave that to him.” Aurora smiles at me. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s nothing all of you haven’t said before.” 
 
    “True, but Derek can be difficult. I think he wanted to remove the cameras but didn’t want to back down to us. He is, after all, the boss. The real question is, what’s your solution to the problem?” Nancy asks. 
 
    “It’s easy. All we need to do is have an employee in the locker rooms at all times. They can clean while they are in there. Two birds, one stone.”  
 
    Nancy smiles. “Oh, that’s good. Not only will we be keeping our members safe, but we’ll also cut costs. The one person can do two jobs.” 
 
    “We’ll need at least four people to do the job on rotation.” 
 
    Nancy scribbles something in her book and stands. “Come with me, Nettie, and I’ll help you settle in.” 
 
    The others rise as I stand.  
 
    “Welcome to the team, Nettie. My door is always open.” Jacob smiles at me as he snags an apple off the table. 
 
    “Before we go, I have a question. Is there no bad food kept on the premises?” 
 
    Jacob winks and points at Harmony. “Our girl here always has a stash hidden in her desk.” 
 
    “Like you don’t,” accuses Harmony. 
 
    “It’s true, I do. Just don’t tell Derek.” 
 
    “Amen.” Nancy laughs and looks at me. “We all have a stash. Derek wouldn’t approve, so we don’t tell him.” 
 
    “Phew! I don’t think I could get through a day without chocolate or some form of baked goodness.” 
 
    “We got you,” says Harmony as she walks out the door. 
 
    “Come on, Nettie. Let’s get to work.”  
 
    Following Nancy out, I smile at my new co-workers.  
 
    I think I’m going to like it here.
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    Lochlan 
 
      
 
    We haven’t opened our first health center, and today, I have a meeting to help consolidate our holdings in New York. Sure, I’m doing it to be closer to Annette, maybe even accidentally run into her, but ultimately, it’s to cement a deal and open a clinic here. Grayson is meeting me at my hotel—the Langham on Fifth Avenue. 
 
    The elevator takes me down to the lobby, and I see him and his gorgeous wife, Diandra, sitting in chairs, chatting easily with each other. Even from here, I can see her baby bump. Walking toward them, Grayson sees me first and waves. I dip my head in response and smile broadly at the loving couple. 
 
    “Don’t get up,” I order Diandra as I bend to kiss her cheek. 
 
    “Hello, Lochlan. It’s nice to see you again.” 
 
    Grayson rises, and we shake hands. “Loch, you look good.” 
 
    “Where’s Dawson?” I ask. Dawson is Grayson and Diandra’s son.  
 
    “He’s staying with my parents. They spoil him rotten, so he decided he didn’t want to come.” Diandra smiles. 
 
    “Sounds like he’s smart,” I tease. “Did you get the approval in all countries for our name?” 
 
    Grayson smiles. “Elite Wellness Collective is available. We’re in the process of trademarking it worldwide.” 
 
    “Good. How’s Boston coming along?” 
 
    “Oh, my God! It’s Grayson Moore!” booms a loud male voice. The man extends his hand to Grayson and pulls off his huge Stetson hat. “Son, I’m a huge fan, and it was such a shame when you retired from the NFL.” 
 
    Grayson stands and shakes the man’s hand, or should I say, held on while the older gentleman pumped it up and down vigorously. 
 
    “Thank you for saying that.” 
 
    “Wait till I tell my Fern that you’re here. Are you staying in the hotel?” 
 
    “No, sir. I’m here for a business meeting, and then we’re back to Boston.” 
 
    The man looks from me to Diandra.  
 
    “Oh, where are my manners? I’m Chip Hewitt, and I won’t take up any more of your time. It sure was nice to meet you.” 
 
    I stand. “Chip Hewitt from Texas?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, that’s me.” 
 
    Grayson frowns, so I explain. “Mr. Hewitt owns the Home Mart chain of stores across the country.” 
 
    The older man nods. “Guilty as charged.” His laughter echoes around the lobby. “Hey, could I convince you to stay and have dinner with me and the wife? She’s a huge New England Warriors fan.” 
 
    “Sounds like a date,” I answer for Grayson. 
 
    Chip grins and nods. “Great! I’ll make a reservation for the five of us at six. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I reply. 
 
    Chip Hewitt puts his hat back on and shakes his head. “My Fern isn’t going to believe it! Dinner with Grayson Moore. Well, I’ll let you get back to it. It was nice meeting you folks.” 
 
    Chip walks away, talking to himself and shaking his head. 
 
    “What the hell, Lochlan?” asks Diandra. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, but if we can secure some sort of endorsement from the Home Mart chain, it will put us into the stratosphere in the US. It’ll be good for business.” 
 
    “And what do I tell my son, or his grandparents for that matter?” asks Grayson. 
 
    “You tell him Mommy and Daddy are working and about to bring home a whole lot of bacon.” 
 
    Diandra stands and takes my hand in hers. “I’m going to say this once. Don’t you ever make plans with us without asking us first.” Then she turns to face Grayson. “I’ll smooth things over with my parents. You go get us a room, and then you’re taking me shopping.” Diandra looks at me over her shoulder. “And you’re paying for our room.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Grayson shakes his head at me. “Why don’t you agree with me so easily?” 
 
    “You’re not a pregnant woman who I’m a little bit scared of.” 
 
    “No, he was a linebacker for the New England Warriors and could turn you into a pretzel, but yeah, fear me.” Diandra puts her hands on her hips and eyeballs me. Slowly, a smile spreads across her face, and she giggles. 
 
    “Yeah, your wife is scary.” 
 
    “Damn straight, she is,” agrees Grayson. 
 
    “Okay, you two. We’ve got an hour before our meeting. Let’s get a hustle on.” Diandra pulls her cell phone out of her purse. 
 
    I escort Grayson to the concierge desk.  
 
    “Yes, Mr. MacKenny?” 
 
    “Could I please book an extra room for my friend here and his wife?” I say as I point at Diandra. 
 
    “But of course. Same floor?” 
 
    “Is it high up?” asks Grayson. 
 
    “Ahh, yes, sir. Mr. MacKenny is staying in one of our premier suites.” 
 
    “Excellent, we’ll have the same.” Grayson smiles at me and winks. 
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    New York is one of the busiest cities in the world. You can always spot a tourist from a local. The tourists are looking around at their surroundings while the people who live here have their eyes firmly planted on the ground, in a hurry to their destination. 
 
    We enter the Infinite Essence yoga studio and are immediately whisked upstairs to an office with a large glass wall that looks over the three rooms below where classes are being held. 
 
    “It’s smaller than I thought.” 
 
    Diandra nods and looks at me as she takes a seat at the table. “It is small. The owner, Derek Strauss, has been in negotiations with the building’s owner next door to either buy it or lease it. As yet, he’s had no luck.” 
 
    “And you know this how?” I sit next to her. 
 
    “Tyson owns it.” 
 
    Tyson Reed is a close, personal friend of Diandra’s, and he’s also the owner of the New England Warriors. 
 
    “Ahh, so that’s how this ended up on my desk.” 
 
    Grayson chuckles. “Yeah, it had nothing to do with Annette taking a job with his firm. Nothing at all.” 
 
    “So, you know about Annette and me?” They both nod. “And you said nothing?” 
 
    “Not our place, but we knew it might motivate you to expand a little more quickly,” explains Grayson. 
 
    Turning my chair, I sit back in it and smile at the two of them. “I’m feeling played.” 
 
    Grayson shrugs. “Don’t. It’s a good deal. We get his established studios across the US, and maybe you can fix things with Annette.” 
 
    Diandra frowns and reaches out, touching my leg. “I thought you loved that girl.” 
 
    “I do. I got lonely. It meant nothing.” Diandra pulls back her hand and glances at Grayson. “What?” 
 
    “You couldn’t have loved her, or you wouldn’t have done it.” 
 
    Not wanting to have this conversation, I make a point of looking at my watch. “He’s late.” 
 
    “Only five minutes,” replies Grayson. 
 
    I can feel Diandra’s gaze on me. 
 
    With a sigh, I say, “How did you two find out anyway?” 
 
    “We keep tabs on you.” I quirk an eyebrow at Grayson. “Fine. Sean, he’s the big one out of you MacKenny boys, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He keeps in touch with Colt.” 
 
    Colton Anders is the quarterback for the New England Warriors and Grayson’s best friend. I introduced him to my family a while ago, but I had no idea they were still in touch. 
 
    “Why is Colt talking to Sean about my life?” 
 
    “Hey, it came up in conversation. Sean is pissed at you.” 
 
    Sitting upright, I shake my head. “Tell me something I don’t know. I’ll fix it. I’m just not sure how.” 
 
    Diandra looks at me sideways. “Trust is a hard thing to earn back.” 
 
    “And do you think by buying her boss’s company that this is the best way to do it?” asks Grayson. 
 
    “I’m not going to tell her.” 
 
    “You’re going to lie to her? Did I not just say trust is a hard thing to earn back?” 
 
    Holding up my hands, I say, “I’ll tell her but not straight away.” 
 
    “Right, so we’re back to the lying?” 
 
    My eyes glance at my watch. “He’s ten minutes late.” 
 
    “Give the man a break, it’s New York. He’s probably stuck in traffic.” Grayson shakes his head. 
 
    “We got here on time.” 
 
    The door opens, and it’s one of the girls from reception. “I’m so sorry Mr. Strauss is late. Can I get you anything?” 
 
    Diandra rises. “Ladies’ room?” 
 
    “Of course, if you’ll follow me.” 
 
    Diandra walks out of the office, and I look at Grayson watching his wife leave with a smile on his face. 
 
    “She’s right, you know. If you truly loved Annette, you wouldn’t have cheated on her.” 
 
    “It was a moment of weakness.” Grayson swivels his head and looks at me. I avoid his gaze and stare at the ceiling. “If you must know, I did it deliberately. Annette is the first long-term relationship I’ve had. I wasn’t sure I wanted to commit, so I called up an old friend. The minute it was over, I knew I’d fucked up. It was going to be my secret, but Annette surprised me with a visit. Otherwise, she’d never have known.” 
 
    Grayson laughs, and I stare at him. “Are you listening to yourself? It’s not about getting found out but about betraying the woman you claim to love with another. I knew you had issues, Loch, but come on. This is self-righteous crap you’re spewing right now.” 
 
    It’s just like Grayson to spell it out for me. He doesn’t understand. After my twin sister, Heather, was killed, my life went into a tailspin. I haven’t allowed myself to get close to any woman until Annette. She’s sweet, a hell cat in the bedroom, and she oozes niceness. Annette is the polar opposite of me, and I had to be sure of my feelings for her. 
 
    Diandra waddles back in, ending our conversation.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask. 
 
    “You try being pregnant. I’m sure the baby loves to sit on my bladder, so I have to pee every five minutes.” 
 
    I chuckle. “How long do you have to go?” 
 
    “Six weeks,” replies Diandra, as if she can’t wait for the time to pass. 
 
    “Is Dawson looking forward to a brother or sister?” 
 
    “He can’t wait.” Diandra rubs her belly and smiles. 
 
    The door to the office opens, and Derek Strauss walks in. He’s grinning at us, and we all rise. 
 
    “I’m so sorry I’m late! I had a long lunch meeting, and traffic in New York is murder this time of day.” He extends his hand to Diandra first. “Derek Strauss.” 
 
    “Diandra Moore, and this is my husband Grayson, and our business partner, Lochlan MacKenny.” 
 
    Derek shakes hands with all of us, then walks around the table to sit opposite. “So, you want to buy me out?” 
 
    I like a man who doesn’t beat around the bush and gets straight to the point. “Yes. We want all nine of your studios.” 
 
    “How are you going to incorporate them into your clinics?” 
 
    Grayson pushes a folder toward Derek. “In there, you’ll find detailed information on how we plan to incorporate the Infinite Essence brand into our brand, Health, Exercise, Longevity, and Performance.” 
 
    “HELP?” Derek chuckles. “That’s clever.” 
 
    “We believe in the overall health approach. We want to help elite athletes with their mental struggles, the wife or husband who put on a few too many pounds, or the guy who simply wants to fit in ten minutes of exercise every day on his lunch break. With your studios, we believe we can build on your foundations to cement us as one of the best clinics in the country.” 
 
    “You have plans to expand overseas. Aren’t you worried about getting too big too quickly? I’ve seen other people do this only to fail within five years. I don’t want to see my hard work disappear because of rapid expansion.” 
 
    I lean forward. “We have the capital to expand quickly while ensuring we don’t go broke. This is a long-term investment for all parties. If you look over our projected figures, you’ll see we’ve thought of everything.” 
 
    Derek smiles. “I’ve read all this before. I wanted a sit down to see what kind of people you are. How about dinner tonight so we can talk at length?” 
 
    “I’m sorry we can’t. We’re having dinner with Chip Hewitt tonight,” I reply. 
 
    “The Chip Hewitt of the Home Mart chain?” 
 
    “Oh, you know Chip and his lovely wife Fern?” 
 
    “Only by reputation.” 
 
    “Perhaps another night? I’d hate to disappoint them. We’re going over a few business deals too, and it often turns out to be a long night.” 
 
    Derek nods. “Chip Hewitt, hey?” He takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “I think we can work something out. I’ll get my lawyers to call yours, and we’ll get together soon.” 
 
    “Sounds promising,” says Diandra as she stands. 
 
    “Indeed, it does.” Derek moves around the table and opens the door. “I’m looking forward to seeing where the HELP brand goes.” 
 
    We all shake hands, and the three of us walk out of his building and onto the sidewalk. Grayson bursts out laughing. 
 
    “Oh, you know Chip and his lovely wife Fern? That was pure gold!” 
 
    I smile at him. “Now we just need to have a picture of you and Chip in the newspaper tomorrow to make it look like we’re in business with him. It’s all about the power of suggestion.” 
 
    “You’re crafty, I’ll give you that,” says Diandra. 
 
    “No, we’re crafty.” 
 
    Diandra looks up at the building, then her gaze drifts to the one next door. “Let’s hope he wants to sell. The figures for Infinite Essence are in good shape, even with the downturn in the economy. He’s built a solid foundation, and one we can only expand on.” 
 
    Holding up my hand, I signal for a cab. “Are you two going back to the hotel or shopping?” 
 
    “Shopping,” replies Diandra, who suddenly looks excited. 
 
    “I’m going back to the hotel. Have fun.” 
 
    “Fun?” Grayson gives me a withering look. “Fun? Oh, no, my friend. This is a pregnant woman whom I can’t say no to. It’s going to be expensive.” 
 
    “Grayson Moore! I can’t believe you said that!” 
 
    Grayson laughs and kisses Diandra on the lips. “You know I love you, but woman, you can shop. Baby bump or no baby bump.” 
 
    “Well, you can shop too. You’ll need something for tonight and tomorrow.” 
 
    The cab stops in front of us, and I open the door. Grayson gets in first and slides across the seat. Diandra kisses my cheek and climbs in. 
 
    “See you tonight,” I say. 
 
    Diandra winks at me, and I close the door. 
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    The next morning, I’m woken by someone knocking. With a groan, I grab my robe and stumble to open the door. It’s room service. 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. MacKenny.” 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    As they wheel the trolley past me, I pick up a newspaper. Smack bang on the front page is a photograph of Grayson and Chip smiling widely at the camera. The subtitle underneath reads…  
 
      
 
    Home Mart Tycoon in Talks with Grayson Moore Over His New Business Venture, Health, Exercise, Longevity, and Performance, HELP. 
 
      
 
    I burst out laughing as the woman unloads my breakfast onto the dining table. 
 
    “Good news?” she asks. 
 
    “The best news. It’s going to be a fabulous day.” 
 
    My cell phone in the bedroom rings, and I rush to it. “Hello?” 
 
    “Did you see?” asks Diandra. 
 
    “I’m holding the newspaper in my hand. This is good for us.” 
 
    “How did you pull that off?” 
 
    “I simply made a call to an old paparazzi friend. He was grateful for the scoop.” 
 
    Diandra laughs. “And what about Fern? I was feeling like a third wheel. Could she have fawned over Gray anymore?” 
 
    Fern Hewitt turned out to be at least twenty years younger than Chip, and she certainly had a thing for Gray. Not only was she a huge New England Warriors fan, but she also knew all there was to know about Gray’s professional football life. Far more than I ever did. 
 
    “She’s definitely a fan.” 
 
    “Do you think Chip will be interested in sitting down with us?” 
 
    As the trolley is wheeled out of the room, I move back into the dining area. As soon as the door shuts, someone knocks. So I open the door again, and the concierge is standing there with an envelope. He smiles, hands it to me, and walks away. 
 
    “I just got a letter delivered. Hang on…” I close the door and walk to the table, put my cell phone down, and open the envelope. Inside is an invitation to the Hewitt’s home in Texas. They’re having a party, and on the back is a handwritten note, presumably from Chip. 
 
      
 
    I’m looking forward to hearing more about your business proposal. 
 
      
 
    I pick my phone back up. “Diandra!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We just got invited to the Hewitt’s for a party next month, and he wants to know more about HELP.” 
 
    She squeals so loud I pull the cell phone away from my ear. “That’s great news! When is it?” 
 
    “It’s on Saturday the 17th. Will that work for you and Gray?” 
 
    “So long as the baby doesn’t decide to come early.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Cross your legs or something.” 
 
    Diandra giggles. “I’m not sure it works that way.” 
 
    “Try.” She giggles some more. “Where’s Gray?” 
 
    “He’s gone to the gym. My idea of exercise at the moment is letting Gray massage my feet, so I stayed in the room.” 
 
    “What time are you two leaving?” 
 
    “Not until just after lunch.” 
 
    “Want to catch up for brunch? Say tenish?” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Downstairs in the hotel restaurant?” 
 
    “Sounds perfect. Gray got a late checkout. See you at ten.” 
 
    Diandra ends the call, and I sit down and eat my breakfast. 
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    Early, I headed out with Diandra and Grayson to the airport. Now, I’m back in my room trying to decide how I’m going to accidentally run into Annette. I’ve decided to wait until Friday. That way, she’ll have had a week working for Derek Strauss and time to settle into her new routine. 
 
    Knowing I have to at least try, I know she probably won’t want to speak to me. Her daily activities seem to include having a drink after work with her fellow employees. They all go to an upmarket bar called Bar None. 
 
    Figuring I can be there when she arrives and try to look as surprised as I possibly can, then I can invite her to join me for a drink. The worst that can happen is she’ll say no, or she’ll scream abuse at me, which is unlikely since we’ll be in a crowded room.  
 
    Until then, there’s much to go over before our upcoming opening of HELP. We’ve invited the who’s who of the Boston elite along with the entire New England Warriors football team. There will be champagne, canapes, and desserts. We’ve also finished hiring for the clinic, so all the staff for HELP will be there—everyone from the personal trainers to our mental health team to the cleaners. All are important, and the business won’t succeed without any one of them. 
 
    I’m walking through Manhattan when my cell phone rings—it’s an unknown number. Frowning, I debate whether I should answer the call or not but decide it could be Chip or one of his employees, so I do. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello, brother.” 
 
    It’s Angus. He’s been in hiding from the US authorities for a while now with his girlfriend, Tula. 
 
    “Did Tula have the twins?” 
 
    His laughter trickles down the line. “I thought you’d want to be the first to know. A boy and a girl.” 
 
    Tears spring to my eyes. “Just like Heather and me?” 
 
    “Yes, brother, except Hugh came first.” 
 
    “Hugh? Does it have a meaning?”  
 
    In our family, our grandfather or Da was a fan of knowing what people’s names meant. He was always disappointed our parents didn’t put more stock in it. My name means land of lakes, not exactly a powerful name. 
 
    “Heart. Which is fitting as I never knew my heart could exist outside my body, but I swear, brother, the moment Hugh and Heather were born, that’s exactly what happened.” 
 
    “Heather?” 
 
    Angus’ voice breaks. “Seemed fitting.” 
 
    A tear slides down my face. Unable to speak, I nod. A hand lands on my shoulder, I turn, and standing next to me is Angus. Immediately, I throw my arms around him. Tears stream down my face as I grip him tightly. He claps me on the back and tries to pull away. 
 
    “H-how?” I choke out. 
 
    “Loch, you’re squeezing the life out of me.” 
 
    Holding him at arm’s length, I study his face. He’s tanned and looks happier than I’ve seen him for a long time. Reality kicks in—the government is looking for him and Tula, so standing out in the open on the street is dangerous for him. There are cameras everywhere in New York. Grabbing Angus by the arm, I drag him down an alleyway and into a doorway. 
 
    “Loch, calm down. We fixed it.” 
 
    “How?” I ask as I take in my surroundings, making sure there isn’t a camera pointed directly at us. 
 
    “Tula and I made a deal. They wanted Nomad back, and we wanted to come home. They also wanted Locutus. It was a win-win for all of us.” 
 
    “You gave up Nomad?”  
 
    Nomad is the supercomputer the US government doesn’t want anyone to know about. Through a series of events, Angus gained control of it. 
 
    “Not entirely. Tula put in a backdoor. It’s likely in time they’ll find a way to lock us out, but right now, we’re golden.” 
 
    “Where’s Tula?” Using the cuff of my jacket, I wipe my face. 
 
    “Not far. She wanted our babies born on US soil, so they’re in the NewYork-Presbyterian Hospital.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re safe?” I’m looking at everyone near our surroundings, making sure no one is watching us. 
 
    “Yep. You wouldn’t believe the secrets Nomad had in its files.” Angus grins and shakes his head. “Too many things the US government doesn’t want the public to know.” 
 
    “They could kill you.” 
 
    “Not likely. We have multiple fail-safes in place. If we don’t check in with them at different intervals, lots of interesting things go public.” 
 
    “Do the others know?” 
 
    “Not yet. I’m going to take Tula and the twins home and surprise them.” 
 
    “Sean has missed you the most. I think he feels responsible.” 
 
    Angus barks out a laugh. “It wasn’t his fault. It was me trying to be the hero. Besides, I fixed everyone’s credit issues, so you should all be grateful.” 
 
    It’s true Angus wiped out all our histories, and I mean everything. Sean was pissed, but Angus reinstated everything and gave us all glowing credit ratings and paid off all our debts. It’s because of him I’m able to afford to open all the HELP centers.  
 
    “We are, brother.” Moving away from him, I point back toward the front of the alley. “There’s a coffee shop not too far from here, let me buy you a meal.” 
 
    Angus smiles. “Later. Why don’t we go visit your niece and nephew?” 
 
    Sucking in a deep breath, I nod. “There’s nothing I’d like more.”
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    Angus 
 
      
 
    Lochlan has Heather in his arms. Tula is holding Hugh. He has a contented look on his face as he gazes down at her. Occasionally, he’ll smile and look up at me with wonder in his eyes, as though he’s never seen something so perfect.  
 
    Understanding this look, for I recognize it myself whenever Tula or I look upon our children, I smile. When I said Tula wanted our children born on US soil I lied to him—it was me. They and Tula deserve better than to be on the run for the rest of their lives. Our coming home came with many instructions, and I’m hoping Sean will help me with some of them. The worst being Charlotte Manning. Nomad was her baby, and she’s not happy I stole it from her. Even Tula doesn’t know all the parts in play. They haven’t captured Locutus, and they, the government, thinks I’ll be the bait to draw him out. From the chatter online, he still searches for Tula and me. 
 
    Lochlan stands and walks toward me. I’ve kept tabs on all my family since we’ve been in exile. He really screwed things up with Annette, and it’s something I don’t understand. I thought she’d tamed the demons inside of him. Healed the hurt. From what I can gather, he fucked it up on purpose. 
 
    “She looks good on you.” 
 
    Lochlan smiles, and like everyone who’s ever held a baby, he rocks from side to side, bouncing her.  
 
    “No. This isn’t the life for me.” 
 
    I chuckle. “You sure about that?” 
 
    Lochlan holds her out, and I take my precious baby off him.  
 
    “Angus is right, you’re a natural.” 
 
    He quirks an eyebrow at Tula. “I think not.” Lochlan touches the top of Heather’s head lovingly. “First, you need a partner, and I don’t have one of those.” 
 
    Tula looks at me—she knows how badly he fucked things up.  
 
    “Are you tired, love?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    Gently, I lay Heather in the crib next to Tula’s bed, then reach for Hugh and lay him next to his sister. They’ve been out in the world for a week now, and already we’ve discovered they sleep better together than apart. There were complications with the birth, and Tula has yet to be given the all-clear to leave the hospital.  
 
    “Come on, Loch, let’s let Tula rest while you tell me all about Annette.” 
 
    Tula winks at me as I bend to kiss her forehead.  
 
    “You be safe.” 
 
    Stepping back, I stare into her eyes. “I always am. Sleep, I’ll be here when you wake up.” I steal a quick kiss, and with Lochlan following, we go downstairs to the cafeteria.  
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    With coffees and pastries to eat, we sit at a table. I know my brother well enough to see he has circles under his eyes, so something is bothering him. Lochlan used to be a model. There was a time when you couldn’t pick up a magazine without finding him within its pages. From modeling, he went into real estate, but he’s always taken care of himself. Maybe it’s Annette, who’s responsible for giving him the dull look, or perhaps it’s the opening of his first health center. 
 
    “You’ve made an offer to Infinite Essence to buy them? Was that for Annette?” 
 
    Lochlan puffs out his cheeks. “Is there anything you don’t know?” 
 
    “Yeah, why’d you fuck it up?” 
 
    He rubs between his eyes and purses his lips. “Next question.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Fine. Do you love her?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. I like her, always have.” 
 
    “You’re not going to give me the standard family lecture on how she’s family and always will be, even though I fucked her over?” 
 
    “Nah, I figure Sean or Kyle has probably done that. I’m here to help any way I can.” 
 
    Lochlan relaxes back into his chair. “Thank you.” 
 
    Grinning at him, I hold up my coffee and tap it against his. “We’re family. We stick together. Family first, always.” 
 
    “Could you remind the others of that?” 
 
    “They know.” I take a sip of coffee. “The problem is, Annette is family too, especially now that Annie’s gone.” 
 
    Lochlan winces. “The funeral was hard on her.” 
 
    “Yeah, she spent hours in the backyard on the swing. Kyle was the one to bring her inside. Did you know he bought the diner?” 
 
    “Annie’s diner?” 
 
    “Yep. He kept all the staff on and employed a couple of the MC to work there. I think it’ll be good for everyone.” 
 
    He smirks. “How the fuck do you know all of that?” 
 
    I shrug. “I have my ways. Satellites help.” 
 
    Lochlan looks surprised. “How long before you leave?” 
 
    “We’re only here until Tula gets the all-clear, then we’re headed for home.” 
 
    “Is she okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Gave me a scare, and I don’t think we’ll be having any more kids.” 
 
    Lochlan looks somber. “I don’t know how you do it.” 
 
    “Well, when a man loves a woman, they have sex. It’s where he puts his penis—” 
 
    “Very fucking funny, you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Then you don’t love Annette ‘cause, brother, you’d get it.” 
 
    Lochlan gives me a slow blink and looks like I just slapped him. 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    “When you love someone, you put their needs before your own. Have you done that once since you’ve been dating Annette?” 
 
    Lochlan screws his face up, steeples his fingers in front of him, and the vein in his neck pulses. It’s a sure sign he’s about to have a nuclear meltdown. Ever since he was a little kid, these have been the telltale signs.  
 
    Before he takes my head off, I hold up my hands and laugh. “Think about it. Have you ever put her needs before your own?” 
 
    Lochlan looks down at the table. He’s nodding as though he has come to some sort of decision. Cocking his head to the side, he narrows his gaze and slowly exhales. 
 
    “You know I’m right. Annette is the toy that got away, and you don’t want anyone else playing with her. This whole move to New York and buying the company she works for is your way of making sure she comes running back to you, but guess what, little brother?” He raises his eyebrows at me. “Annette doesn’t need you. She moved away from you, and have you heard that old saying?” Lochlan shakes his head. “If you love someone, let them go, and if they come back to you, they were always yours.” 
 
    Lochlan stands. “It was good seeing you, brother. Give Tula and the twins a kiss for me and say hello to the others when you get home.” 
 
    He dips his head at me and stalks out of the cafeteria and presumably out of the hospital.  
 
    Well, it could’ve been worse. At least he didn’t punch my lights out.
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    Lochlan 
 
      
 
    Fun fact about being the youngest in a family of men? They all think they can tell you how to live your life. They’ve all made mistakes and want to stop you from making the same ones. The thing every single member of my family seems to forget is making mistakes is how you grow. Fuck Angus and him telling me I don’t love Annette. He has no fucking idea.  
 
    In my rage, I’m walking aimlessly through the streets of New York. It’s not until I trip over a small fluffy dog that some upper-class woman is walking that I take in my surroundings. I’m in front of Infinite Essence’s head office. Subconsciously, I’ve walked to the one person I need.  
 
    Make no mistake, I do need her.  
 
    Annette is the only woman who has ever soothed my soul.  
 
    “You should watch where you’re walking,” says the woman with her mutt now held tightly in her arms. 
 
    With my hands in my pockets, I face the woman and give her my best smile. “I apologize. My mind was elsewhere. I hope your dog is unharmed.” 
 
    She looks at me from head to toe, then turns and walks away, mumbling something unintelligible. 
 
    “Have a nice day,” I shout at her retreating figure.  
 
    She doesn’t turn, nor does she acknowledge me. Chuckling, I spin around to find Annette standing there with her mouth open. 
 
    “Hello, beautiful.” 
 
    Annette staggers back. There’s a woman next to her who looks from me to Annette and then back to me. 
 
    “Can I help you?” she asks me. 
 
    “No, you can’t. He’s broken, damaged, a shell of a human being. One I do not want to see.” 
 
    Taking my hands out of my pockets, I hold them up. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “No, we never need to talk again.” 
 
    The woman puts herself between Annette and me. “Buddy, you better back the fuck up.” 
 
    I give her a cursory glance and then look Annette in the eyes. She’s still walking backward, away from me. 
 
    “Annette, please.” 
 
    She shakes her head, turns, and runs. I take a step to the side to go around Annette’s friend, but she blocks me. 
 
    “No way, no how.” 
 
    Looking down at her, I growl out, “Move.” 
 
    She shakes her head and reaches into her handbag, rummaging around inside it. A loud screech of tires and the sound of a collision draws our attention. Looking up, I see Annette’s small form sailing through the air. 
 
    Shoving the woman out of my way, I run toward Annette as her body hits the asphalt with a sickening thud, which seems to echo around me. Kneeling next to Annette, her body convulses, she coughs, and blood spurts out of her mouth.  
 
    “No, no, no!” I yell.  
 
    “Loch?”  
 
    “Don’t talk. It’s going to be okay. I’ve got you.” 
 
    Annette shakes her head, and the blood runs down the side of her face, and her eyes go wide. “Not anymore. You ruined it.” 
 
    Sirens sound in the distance, and the woman appears beside me. “I’ve called an ambulance.” She looks down at Annette. “Oh, honey…” Tears well in her eyes, and she drops down next to me. “What did you do?” 
 
    Annette smiles, and her teeth are covered in blood. “S-sorry, Aurora.” 
 
    “No, honey, this isn’t your fault.” She scowls at me. 
 
    “I’m Lochlan.” 
 
    Aurora cocks her head to the side. “Something tells me I don’t care who you are.” 
 
    Annette convulses again as more blood comes out of her mouth. Looking down at her, she reminds me of a China doll. Perfect in every way, but broken.  
 
    A hand lands on my shoulder. “You two need to move back so we can do our jobs.” 
 
    We both stand and let the paramedics do their thing. 
 
    “Decreased breath sounds on her left side.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I ask. 
 
    He shakes his head at me, and the other one says, “Multiple fractures. Blood pressure is dropping. We need to move her now.” 
 
    The two men exchange a look and nod at each other. 
 
    “Is she going to be okay?” 
 
    “Buddy, we need to get her to the hospital. Let us work.” 
 
    One of them grabs a backboard, and I watch helplessly as they roll Annette onto it. They lift her onto a gurney and run it toward the back of the ambulance. 
 
    “Where are you taking her?” 
 
    “NewYork-Presbyterian. Are you a family member?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No, he’s not,” states Aurora. 
 
    “Yes, I am. We recently had a falling out, but Annette Farrow is family.” 
 
    “She’s never mentioned you.” 
 
    “She’s only been in New York for a red-hot minute. I doubt Annette has given you her complete life story.” 
 
    “People! We’re moving,” announces the paramedic as he climbs into the back of the ambulance. 
 
    “Can I come with you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The other paramedic slams the doors shut and runs for the front of the vehicle.  
 
    I glance down at Aurora. “I love her.” 
 
    “Yeah, but she doesn’t want you. She called you broken.” 
 
    The woman has a point, but now isn’t the time for debate. Turning, I run for a cab as I pull my cell phone out of my pocket. 
 
    “You still angry with me?” he asks playfully. 
 
    “Angus!” 
 
    Hearing the panic in my voice, he asks, “What do you need?” 
 
    “Annette is on the way to the hospital. She’s hurt. I need you to be with her until I get there.” 
 
    “What the fuck did you do?” 
 
    “Not me. A car, I think?”  
 
    Looking over my shoulder, I see Annette’s friend, Aurora, talking to a police officer, and she’s pointing at me. With no time to waste, I open the cab door and climb in. 
 
    “NewYork-Presbyterian and step on it!” 
 
    The police are running toward the cab, and as I look out the back window, I can see them talking on their walkie-talkies.  
 
    No doubt they’ll catch up with me at the hospital. 
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    The cab comes to an abrupt stop, and I throw money at the driver as I open the door and run toward the entrance. My only thought is to get to Annette and find out if she’s okay. There’s a reception desk, and I push my way to the front of the line. 
 
    “Annette Farrow, she was brought into emergency.” 
 
    “Sir, you’ll have to wait your turn. There is a line.” 
 
    “Please, she was only just brought in,” I plead. 
 
    A hand lands on my shoulder. Turning, I see Angus. With his arm around me, he guides me down a hallway.  
 
    “She was only brought in a moment ago. They’ve rushed her upstairs into surgery.” 
 
    “Did you talk to her?” 
 
    Angus scrubs a hand over his face. “No, brother, they were all working on her. I briefly spoke to a nurse. I told her Annette was family.” 
 
    He keeps me walking into an elevator. The doors close, and he moves to stand opposite me, worry etched into his face. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Leaning my head back, looking up at the ceiling, I put my hands in my pocket. “You pissed me off, and without thinking, I ended up in front of her place of employment. Annette saw me. I tried to talk to her, but she bolted from me. I didn’t see what happened. All I saw was her flying through the air and hitting the road. Hard.” I close my eyes and take a deep centering breath. “She had blood coming out of her mouth.” I look at Angus. “I can’t lose her like this. She ran from me. It’s my fault. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I had a plan, and I was going to get her back.” 
 
    The doors open, and he takes me by the upper arm and guides me to a waiting room. 
 
    “I was told to wait here.” 
 
    “I can’t sit here, Angus, and do nothing.” 
 
    “There’s nothing for you to do. You have to let them do their jobs.” Angus points to a chair. “Sit. I’ll be back.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Kyle will want to know, and I need to check on Tula.” 
 
    Sitting in the chair, I put my elbows on my knees. “Don’t tell Kyle. Not yet.” 
 
    “Sorry, brother, not your call.” 
 
    Angus turns and stalks out of the small waiting room. The walls are painted mint green, and the chairs are dark blue. There’s a picture on the wall of the seaside. I’m sure everything has been chosen to be soothing for those waiting for news about their loved ones. To me, it’s anything but, and the walls feel like they are closing in as I go over what happened again and again with Annette on the street.  
 
    If I hadn’t fucking walked to her building.  
 
    If I’d just left her alone.  
 
    If I hadn’t screwed another woman. 
 
    If… 
 
    Standing, I pace around the room. The hospital feels so quiet. Someone clears their voice, and I look up. There’s a police officer, breathing heavy, hand on his gun. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Were you in front of Infinite Essence’s recently?” 
 
    “Is that a crime?” 
 
    “A woman was chased into the street and struck by a car. The man matches your description.”  
 
    Another police officer, a woman with more stripes on her shirt, arrives beside him. Same stance, same suspicious attitude. 
 
    “It was me, but I didn’t chase her. Annette ran. I’d never hurt her.” 
 
    “You’ll need to come with us,” replies the woman. 
 
    “Under what charge?” 
 
    She stops and smiles. “Just a friendly chat.” 
 
    “He’s not going anywhere with you without his lawyer,” states Angus as he comes back into the room. 
 
    Angus puts his cell phone to his ear. “I need your help.” There’s a pause, and he frowns at me. “There are two officers here talking to my brother, Lochlan. There was an incident.” He glances at me and nods. “Can I have your name and badge numbers?” he asks them. 
 
    “Angus, I don’t mind answering their questions.” 
 
    Angus looks at me sharply. “Shut your mouth. Not another word.” His gaze goes back to the officers. “Names and numbers.” He holds out his cell phone and looks at the senior officer. 
 
    “Sergeant Louisa Holt.” She reaches into her top pocket and produces a card, handing it to Angus and her partner does the same.  
 
    Angus reads everything off the cards to whoever is on the other end of the line. 
 
    “Angus, I have nothing to hide.” 
 
    With the cards in one hand, he holds it up and raises one finger, waving it in my face and a firm shake of his head. 
 
    “Thank you,” he says into the cell phone, then he hangs up and puts it and the cards in his pocket. “Officers, you’re in way over your pay grade. If you just contact your superior, you’ll discover we have nothing for you.” 
 
    Officer Holt scowls and takes a few steps away from us. Her younger counterpart eyes us with suspicion but follows his sergeant’s lead.  
 
    Her cell phone rings, and she answers. “Sir?” Officer Holt looks at me, and her lips turn down. “I understand.” She hangs up and looks at Angus. 
 
    “Sorry to have bothered you. You have a good day now.” 
 
    Officer Holt and her partner turn and walk away from us.  
 
    “What the fuck just happened?” I ask Angus. 
 
    “Never talk to a police officer. Always invoke your fifth amendment rights. Fuck, Lochlan, what were you thinking?” 
 
    “There’s nothing to hide,” I say through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Really? There was a woman on the scene who claimed you chased Annette into the street. They could easily say you were stalking her.” Angus pokes me in the chest. “The next time you get questioned, you shut the fuck up.” 
 
    Angus has never spoken to me like this before. His whole demeanor is off. Angus is the loner in our family and uses humor to get through any situation. Maybe being away from us and becoming a father has changed him. 
 
    “All right.” Angus nods. “Who were you on the phone to?” 
 
    “Need to know.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Angus shakes his head. “I need a laptop. You stay here. Don’t talk to anybody, and if Kyle or Sean ring, answer your fucking phone.” With that, he strides away, shaking his head and talking to himself. 
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    It’s been hours. 
 
    Angus hasn’t returned.  
 
    No one has rung, and I’m slowly going mad waiting. 
 
    I’ve checked my cell phone hundreds of times, making sure it’s on and working. Nothing. No one is reaching out, and no one is coming to tell me what the fuck is happening with Annette. I feel like I’ve worn a track in the small waiting room as I’ve paced back and forth.  
 
    Frustrated, I stalk out of the room, not knowing where the fuck I’m going when I walk into a woman dressed in blue scrubs. 
 
    “Jesus!” she cries. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. I was going slightly insane waiting in that room. I-I…” 
 
    “I’m Dr. Jane Jolt. Are you the family of Annette Farrow?” 
 
    Suddenly I feel faint, and I sag against the wall. “Yes.” 
 
    The doctor smiles. “She’s okay.” Dr. Jolt reaches out and touches my arm. “Annette isn’t out of the woods yet, but she’s stable. We’re most concerned about the swelling in her brain. The next twenty-four hours are critical, but for now, she’s holding her own.” 
 
    “How badly is she hurt? On the scene, they said broken arms and leg? There was a lot of blood.” 
 
    “How about we sit down?” 
 
    “Dr. Jolt, please just tell me.” 
 
    “JJ, call me JJ, and I will, but I’ve been on my feet for hours, and I need to sit.” 
 
    With a slight nod, I follow her back into the waiting room. We both sit in those horrible blue chairs. JJ is in her mid-fifties, crow’s feet line her eyes, but it’s not until she smiles I realize they are from laughter, not pain. Her hair is pulled back into a ponytail, where there’s the odd gray hair streaking through her dark brown locks. Strangely, it doesn’t make her look older, only more distinguished. She appears tired, and when she stares at me, it’s as though she’s searching for the right words. 
 
    “Give it to me, JJ. I need to know.” 
 
    Her lips press together in a sort of smile, and she nods. “Her left arm and leg are broken. One of her ribs pierced a lung, and when she landed on the asphalt, Annette hit her head hard. This is what we’re most concerned about. The next few days…” she pauses and puts a hand on my upper arm. “These are critical.” 
 
    “Can I see her?” 
 
    “Yes. Follow me.” 
 
    We wind our way through the hospital. JJ appears to be well liked as many nod, but none approach her. It’s as though they can tell I’m the loved one of someone, and she’s taking me to see them.  
 
    Annette is in the ICU.  
 
    Her leg and arm have pillows under them and are attached to wires hanging from the ceiling. There are bandages around her head, a tube coming out of her mouth, and the machine beeps monotonously in the background as it monitors her heartbeat. 
 
    “Did you shave her head?” 
 
    “Most of it.” 
 
    I chuckle. “She’s not going to like that. Annette loves her hair.” 
 
    “It’ll grow back,” replies JJ pragmatically. 
 
    “You can tell her that when she wakes up.” 
 
    A tear slides down my face as I look at the woman I love lying broken. “She will wake up?” 
 
    “She’s stable. Is she a fighter?” 
 
    “You have no idea. She’d tackle you and win for a chocolate bar.” 
 
    “Then she has a chance.” 
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    Hours later, Angus comes into the ICU. He sits beside me in a chair. The chairs in here are black, which I find morbid. Surely, the blue ones would be a better choice? 
 
    “You need to come with me.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving her.” 
 
    “They’ll call if she wakes up. Now, come.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Angus leans into me. “For fuck’s sake, Lochlan. Come. With. Me.” 
 
    When I look into his eyes, he’s angry, and there’s something else there I can’t quite decipher. I nod, stand, then take one last look at Annette and follow him out. It’s times like these that hospitals feel like a maze.  
 
    Angus leads me out of the hospital, past a firehouse, and down to the river. He doesn’t speak and doesn’t acknowledge me until we hit the river.  
 
    “Angus, where are we going?” 
 
    He stops and looks at me. “We’re nearly there. Come on.” 
 
    Angus keeps walking along the river. He holds up a hand and signals for me to follow. With a frustrated growl, I jog to catch up with him.  
 
    Focusing ahead, I see what we’re walking toward. There’s a group of men, and I’d know them from any distance. The MacKenny brothers are all standing in a group, and if I’m not mistaken, their women are with them. 
 
    A howl pierces the air, and Sean comes running. He grabs Angus around the waist and hoists him into the air as though he weighs nothing. 
 
    “Welcome home, little brother!” Sean cries. 
 
    “Put me down, you big oaf!” 
 
    I stop walking and let the others come to us. They aren’t interested in me. All the attention is on Angus, and they all swarm around him.  
 
    Beth is the first to approach me. She takes me by the hand and moves me away from the others. “How is Annette?” 
 
    Closing and reopening my eyes, I put my hands in my pockets and look out over the river before answering, “Not good.” 
 
    “Will she live?” 
 
    At her words, I suck in a ragged breath and drag a hand over my face. “She’s a fighter.” 
 
    Beth wraps her arms around my waist, and I cling to her, wishing I hadn’t fucked things up so badly. If Annette dies, I’ll never forgive myself. 
 
    “Loch, if you don’t disentangle yourself from Beth, we’re going to have a problem.” 
 
    I bark out a laugh at Sean’s jealousy but do as he wishes and release Beth. Possessively, Sean pulls her into his side and kisses her temple. I’m sure he’d piss on her to mark his territory if she’d let him.  
 
    “Relax, Sean, there’s only one woman I’m interested in.” 
 
    “Yeah, now you are.” 
 
    “Lola!” scolds Kyle. 
 
    “Oh, come on, she’s only saying what we’re all thinking,” says Jamie. 
 
    I hold up my hands and nod. “You’re all right. I’m a bastard. I fucked up, and even Annette’s accident is on me.” 
 
    “No. I saw the footage. Annette ran, and she didn’t look. Maybe she wasn’t thinking because of you, but it’s all on her,” says Angus. 
 
    “Pfft!” Lola points at me. “All his life, all of you have made excuses for him. Don’t do it now. He’s a grown-assed man. He fucked another woman, he stalked Annette here in New York, and she ran to get away from him. Why are we here, Angus?” 
 
    “We’re here for a very good reason.” Angus points at a light pole further down. “Between that light and the one up there, there are no cameras. We can talk openly as I’m jamming all listening devices with this.” He pulls a small device out of his pocket. “And to answer your question, we’re here, Lola, for one reason only.” Dramatically, he looks at each of us. 
 
    “And that is?” asks Lola. 
 
    “Family first, always.”
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    Lochlan 
 
      
 
    It’s been two weeks. Annette has woken up once, but only for a few minutes. I’ve been by her bedside day and night. I only leave when the nurses kick me out, or my brothers make me. The hospital has showers, and I sleep in the chair.  
 
    Tula was released from the hospital, and she and the twins are staying in my suite at The Langham. Jamie and Isabelle are staying in an Airbnb, and the others have all found accommodation with an MC. The Savage Angels have welcomed them with open arms. I wouldn’t say Kyle or Sean are relaxed, but they trust them enough to have their women stay at the clubhouse with them across the river.  
 
    A groan from Annette has me up and on my feet, hovering over her.  
 
    Her eyes flutter open, and she looks at me. “Loch?” 
 
    “Yes, babe, it’s me.” 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “You’re in the hospital. Do you remember the accident?” 
 
    “Accident?” Annette tries to lift her arm with the cast, then the other. “Loch?” She sounds scared. 
 
    “You’re okay. You were struck by a car. You broke your arm and leg.” Holding onto the headboard, I lean over and put my forehead to hers. “You gave me a scare, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Does Gran know?” 
 
    “Annie?” 
 
    “Yes, Annie. Is she here? She must be so worried.” 
 
    “I’m going to get a doctor. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Annette nods and smiles as I rush for the nurse’s station. 
 
    “She’s awake!” 
 
    One nurse smiles then follows me back to Annette. She has her hand on her head and is feeling the bandage there. 
 
    “Did you cut my hair?” 
 
    Smiling down at her, I nod. “You hit your head pretty hard.” 
 
    Annette reaches up and touches my face. “I’ve never seen you with a bit of scruff before. I’m not sure I like it, Loch.” Her hand drops, and she looks around the room. “What hospital am I in?” 
 
    “NewYork-Presbyterian.” 
 
    “Was I hurt so badly that they transferred me here? Gran must be so worried.” Her forehead creases into a frown. 
 
    Confused, I glance at the nurse, who shakes her head. “Annette, I’m going to get the doctor. It’s good to see you awake.” 
 
    Annette waits until the nurse leaves before she asks, “How long have I been here?” 
 
    “A little over two weeks.” 
 
    “You’ve been here the whole time?” 
 
    “There’s nowhere else I want to be.” 
 
    A tear runs down the side of her face, and I brush it away. “I love you, Lochlan MacKenny.” 
 
    Carefully, I lean over and kiss her lips. My heart races, and for the first time since she discovered my affair, I feel happy. 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    JJ walks in, clearing her throat. I grin down at Annette and move back. 
 
    “Welcome back, Ms. Farrow. You gave us quite a scare. I’m Dr. Jane Jolt, JJ for short.” She picks up Annette’s chart. “Annette, may I call you Annette?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    JJ smiles. “Annette, what’s the last thing you remember?” 
 
    Annette frowns. “I went with Lochlan to a party.” Annette glances at me. “We had an argument, and I left early.” 
 
    Jesus, that was months ago. It was the night Kyle asked Lola to become his wife. The night Annette found out I was opening the first of many HELP clinics, which meant I’d be traveling a great deal of the time. I never discussed it with her first, and I should have.  
 
    JJ nods and writes in Annette’s chart. “Okay. Annette, I need to talk to Lochlan for a moment. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Is something wrong with me?” 
 
    “No, not at all. We’ll be right back.” Dr. Jolt stands outside Annette’s room. “How long ago?” 
 
    “More than six months.” 
 
    “It’s normal. Sometimes, after a traumatic event, the brain tries to protect itself by blocking things out. Did anything happen during this time?” 
 
    “Her grandmother died. She was the only family Annette has.” 
 
    “Is that all?” JJ scrutinizes me. 
 
    “Yes. Nothing else. Will she get her memories back?” 
 
    “Some do, or they get snippets of information. Unfortunately, in some cases, no.” 
 
    Relief floods my system. Is it wrong to hope she never regains her memories? This way, my affair never happened, and I’ve got my second chance with a clean slate. 
 
    “Do we tell her about her grandmother?” 
 
    JJ frowns. “Yes, but not today. Your family is all here, so bring them in. It might trigger some memories. Just don’t wear her out.” 
 
    Walking back into Annette’s room, I grin at her. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “Am I dying?” Tears slide down her face. 
 
    “No, love. Your memory is a bit fuzzy, is all. You’ve forgotten a few things, but the doc thinks some familiar faces might help. I’m going to ring my brothers and see if they can come and see you.” 
 
    “Oh, Loch, don’t. It’s so far for them to come.” 
 
    I chuckle. “You’re family, honey. They’re already here.” 
 
    More tears, and then she sobs. Picking up a tissue box, I sit on the side of her bed and pull out a handful of tissues to wipe her face. 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey. What’s all this?” 
 
    “I’ve made a mess of things, haven’t I?” 
 
    “No, love.” 
 
    “How did it happen?” 
 
    “You ran out into traffic.” I search her face to see if she remembers anything, but she frowns and shakes her head. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You were scared.”  
 
    Annette looks up at the ceiling. I can almost see the workings of her brain as she tries to remember.  
 
    “Annette, it’ll come back. Give it time. I’m going to ring Kyle. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Gran, don’t forget her.” 
 
    Nodding, I put a handful of tissues in her hand and walk out of the room. I keep going until I hit the sidewalk outside the hospital and dial Kyle’s number. 
 
    Lola answers. “Hey, Lochlan, how is she today?” 
 
    “Awake.” 
 
    “Oh, my God! Kyle! Annette is awake!” yells Lola, nearly deafening me. 
 
    “Hello?” I can hear noises, but whatever Lola is doing, she doesn’t have the phone next to her ear. “Hello?” I repeat. 
 
    “Loch, is it true? Is Annette awake?” asks a breathless Kyle. 
 
    “Yes, brother.” 
 
    “We’re coming.” 
 
    “Wait.” I scrub a hand over my face. 
 
    “Wait? Why?” 
 
    “Her memory is fuzzy. She’s gone back six months. Annette doesn’t know Annie’s dead, and she doesn’t know about me either. The doc says it might not come back, and she’s hoping by seeing all of us, Annette’s memories will come to the surface.” 
 
    “Can we tell her anything?” 
 
    “Doc said not to mention Annie, at least not today. Obviously, we have to tell her, but Annette doesn’t remember moving to New York or my indiscretion. Nothing.” 
 
    “Well, didn’t you get lucky, brother?” 
 
    “A second chance.” I sigh. “Could we keep my… mistake from her too? Just for the moment?” 
 
    “You are going to tell her?” 
 
    “Yes, no, maybe? Fucked if I know. I’m happy she’s awake and talking. I don’t want to ruin anything, at least not until I’ve proved to her I love her.” 
 
    “We’re coming. See you soon.” 
 
    Kyle hangs up, and I’m left hoping he and the rest of them will help to keep my secret.
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    Annette 
 
      
 
    They’ve removed the bandage from around my head. Everyone has left the room, and I have a small mirror in my hands. I’m so nervous about holding it up. It’s only hair. I know I’m being ridiculous and am lucky to be alive. With my eyes fixed firmly on the top of the bedcovers, I raise the mirror. I close my eyes, let out a breath, and stare at myself. The hair on one side of my head has been shaved and not in a neat, pretty kind of way. It looks as though someone has hacked at it, and my left eye is black, as though I’ve been hit in the face. 
 
    A single tear runs down my face. Turning my head, I look at the long, ugly red scar with staples running along it in a jagged line. The nurse said the staples are due to come out tomorrow.  
 
    A knock at my door draws my attention.  
 
    Lochlan. 
 
    He’s been nothing but supportive, caring, and loving. A smile splits his face, and, as always, I’m reminded of how handsome he is. Lochlan made his money modeling, and I’ve always wondered why he picked me. 
 
    I still remember the day he walked into my gran’s diner with his brothers, and he pursued me as no man has ever done before. Lochlan chased me even though we both knew his brothers wouldn’t approve. He made me feel precious. 
 
    I didn’t care that his family didn’t want us to be together or that my gran thought he wasn’t ready to settle down. Lochlan loves me. The way he’s been beside me through this proves it. 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts?” he asks. 
 
    “I love you,” I whisper. 
 
    His smile broadens, and he saunters into the room, cupping my face, kissing me lightly. 
 
    “I’m digging the shaved-head look, very Charlize Theron in Mad Max.” Lochlan picks up a tissue and dabs at my face. “It’ll grow back, love.” 
 
    Smiling, I nod. “I know.” Holding up the mirror, I stare at myself again. “Do you think I should shave the rest of my head?” 
 
    “Totally up to you. You’re beautiful no matter what your hair looks like.” 
 
    Staring into his eyes, I see nothing but love radiating from him. Lochlan cups the side of my face and runs his thumb across my cheekbone. 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    He tilts his head to the side and studies me for a moment. “No, you’re not.” I frown at him. “You will be, in time. My brothers are here, and they want to see you.” 
 
    “Where’s Gran?”  
 
    I’ve asked this question at least a dozen times, and everyone avoids it. I’m guessing she isn’t here, and they don’t want me to worry. But she’ll be worried, and I should at least ring her. Whenever I bring her up, they change the subject or talk about my recovery. 
 
    Lochlan avoids eye contact and clears his throat. “Kyle and Sean are arguing over who gets to see you first. Kyle pulled the club president card on him.” He chuckles. “So, he will be first in.” 
 
    “Lochlan, where’s Annie?” 
 
    Dr. Jolt comes into the room, and Lochlan looks at her.  
 
    “She needs to know.”  
 
    Dr. Jolt moves Lochlan out of the way and looks at me with kind eyes. “Do you know what the date is, Annette?” 
 
    “Not the exact date, but we’re in June, yes?” 
 
    Doctor Jolt shakes her head. “No, it’s November.” 
 
    “But that can’t be. I-I…”  
 
    Looking from the doctor to Lochlan, I shake my head. Tears well in my eyes.  
 
    “It’s okay,” whispers Lochlan. 
 
    “It’s normal. Your body has been through a lot. It will take time, but your memory should come back.” 
 
    “Should?” 
 
    Dr. Jolt nods. “Should. In some cases, it doesn’t, or it takes a long time.” 
 
    “What does this have to do with my gran?” 
 
    She looks at Lochlan and nods, then Dr. Jolt moves out of the way.  
 
    Lochlan takes my hand in his. “Annette, your gran, Annie, died in her sleep six months ago.” 
 
    My throat closes, and my chest aches. “No.” 
 
    “Yes. You came to Boston. You arrived at my door in tears. Kyle found her. The funeral was a huge event with all her friends and family there. At the wake, you sat outside on the swing for hours.” Lochlan has tears in his eyes as he tells me about my grandmother. 
 
    “No, it can’t be.” 
 
    Lochlan moves and puts a hand to the back of my neck, and his thumb caresses my face. “She loved you. I’m sorry you have to go through all this again. It was hard enough to watch you the first time… so stoic on your own. I’m here, and my brothers are here this time, so you’re not alone. We’ve always considered you family. You belong to me, and I belong to you. Nothing else matters.” 
 
    Great wracking sobs take over my body, and Lochlan moves to hold me awkwardly. My gran was the only family I had left.  
 
    And what did he mean by watching me go through it alone?  
 
    Why wasn’t he with me? 
 
    Dr. Jolt injects something into my IV as I glance at her. 
 
    “It’s something to help you sleep and calm you down. You need to rest.” 
 
    My eyes grow heavy, and as much as I fight it, I can’t keep them open. 
 
    “Go to sleep, love. We’ll all be here when you wake up.”
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    Annette 
 
      
 
    I’ve been in this hospital for six weeks. Six weeks of hell. The MacKenny boys, except for Lochlan, have all gone home. My memory hasn’t come back, no matter how hard I try to remember. The doctor said something might trigger it, and the past six months will all come flooding back. Sometimes it feels like it’s all about to come back, like when you have it on the tip of your tongue, but then it fades away.  
 
    Lochlan watches over me like never before, and whenever I ask him about us, he sidesteps the question. It’s as though he’s hiding something from me, but I have no idea what it could be. News of my grandmother’s death was devastating. It’s hard to believe she’s been gone for over six months. Well, I guess it’s closer to eight now. She was this sweet, unstoppable force I relied on to help me navigate everything in my life. I don’t have a single childhood memory that doesn’t have her in it.  
 
    It’s hard to believe I sold her diner to Kyle. I’m so glad I kept her home. Fresh tears fill my eyes when I think about her.  
 
    How could I forget I’d lost her?  
 
    Lochlan walks into the room, drops the bags he’s carrying, and rushes to me. 
 
    “Are you in pain? Do you need me to get you a nurse?” 
 
    Shaking my head, I reach for his hand. “No, I’m fine. Thinking about Gran is all.” 
 
    Relief sweeps through his features. “I’m so sorry, love.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I can’t believe she’s gone.” 
 
    “Gone but never forgotten. Much like Da.” 
 
    Lochlan’s grandfather, Da, died a few years back. All the MacKenny boys got a tattoo for him in his honor. It’s a variation of the Scottish Victoria Cross war medal. Lochlan has his on the inside of his forearm.  
 
    “Your casts come off today.” 
 
    I know he’s trying to brighten my mood, so I go along with it. “Yes, and I can finally have a shower.” 
 
    “It’s the little things,” teases Lochlan as he kisses my temple and goes to retrieve his bags from the floor. 
 
    “What’s in those?” 
 
    “Clothes. All for you and perfume, makeup, skincare, shampoo, conditioner, and anything else I could think of that you might like.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that!” 
 
    Lochlan winks. “Yeah, I did. And there’s something else I have to tell you.” 
 
    “The thing you’ve been hiding from me?” 
 
    He cocks his head to the side and sits on the edge of my bed. “You think I’m hiding things from you?” 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t know why.” 
 
    Lochlan purses his lips. “We haven’t been totally honest with you. You weren’t airlifted to the hospital here. Annette, you had moved to New York when you had your accident. In fact, it happened outside your place of employment.” 
 
    “I was living and working in New York?” 
 
    “Yes. You were working at Infinite Essence for a man named Derek Strauss.” 
 
    “Wait. Didn’t you tell me you were buying the Infinite Essence chain of studios?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” 
 
    “So, was I working for him, for you? To get inside information?” 
 
    Lochlan’s lips turn down, and he nods. “Something like that.” 
 
    “Something?” 
 
    His lips go into a smile. “It was a little more complicated, but yes.” 
 
    “What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    “The team at Infinite Essence has been trying to see you since you’ve been in here. We haven’t let them in, as I didn’t want you upset. I’ve tried explaining to them you don’t remember them, but they have their lawyers involved and are demanding to see you.” 
 
    His explanation sounds reasonable, but why wouldn’t he want me to see these people, unless, of course, I was a spy for him? 
 
    “Why did they get their lawyers involved?” 
 
    Lochlan sighs. “I told you I wouldn’t let them see you. I think they think I’m holding you against your will, which I’m not.” 
 
    “Let them in. Maybe it will help with my memory?” 
 
    Lochlan cups my face. “You know I love you, don’t you?” 
 
    “I love you too. Are you worried they’ll think badly of me?” 
 
    “Not at all. No one could ever think that way about you. Me? Absolutely, but never you.” 
 
    “I want to meet them, Lochlan.” I smile at him. “Maybe we could do something about my hair before they visit? Could you have them come tomorrow? That way, I can shower, and my casts will be off.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Lochlan’s eyes bore into mine, searching them. 
 
    “Yes. Seems silly to go to court over me. I wish I could remember living and working here. I can’t believe I left home to move here.” I smile mischievously at him. “I must love you an awful lot to do that.” 
 
    Lochlan says nothing except he smiles and then rolls his eyes. “Not as much as I love you.” 
 
    He’s never been one to express his feelings so openly. It’s strange for me to hear him declare his love now. It’s not that I don’t like it, I do. It’s just taking a little time to get used to the new him. 
 
    A nurse walks in. “You ready to lose those casts?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” I reply with a grin. 
 
    “Well, okay then. Let’s get this show on the road.”
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    Lochlan 
 
      
 
    Not able to put it off any longer, I’ve used excuse after excuse to keep Derek Strauss and his employees at Infinite Essence away from Annette. Even after the deal went through, he still made inquiries about her. My fear is Annette will remember everything. So far, her memories haven’t come back. All she knows is we’re in love, and I’ve been faithful.  
 
    Once Derek Strauss had his attorney pay me a visit, I knew I couldn’t delay them any longer. Now, I’m waiting downstairs in the hospital for them to come through the doors and perhaps destroy everything I’ve tried so hard to protect in the last few weeks.  
 
    Even though I now practically own Infinite Essence, Derek said he’d be happy to squash the deal if he couldn’t see Annette. It’s the final hurdle before his company joins mine. 
 
    “Ahh, Lochlan!” Derek holds his hand out to me. “So good of you to meet us.” 
 
    I shake his hand. “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.” 
 
    “Is that so?” asks Aurora as she stands beside Derek. 
 
    “Of course. Annette is my only concern. Lochlan MacKenny, and you are?” 
 
    “Aurora Styles.” She doesn’t hold out her hand. 
 
    “How is she?” asks Derek. 
 
    “She’s good. Her memories haven’t come back. Annette doesn’t remember you or moving to New York. The doctors are hopeful, in time, that her memories will return.” 
 
    “Do you want them to?” asks Aurora. 
 
    “I only want what’s best for Annette.”  
 
    Derek nods. “Aurora is in charge of keeping clients happy and is a licensed psychologist.” He turns slightly and holds out his arm to another woman, who stands next to him on the other side. “And this gorgeous woman is Nancy. Nancy was the one who hired Nettie as my personal assistant.” 
 
    Instantly, I hold out my hand to Nancy, who glances at Aurora before taking my hand. “It’s nice to meet the woman who convinced Annette to move to New York. However did you manage it?” 
 
    “Nettie seemed eager to move.” 
 
    This whole exchange feels like a farce.  
 
    I smile at the three of them and say, “Before we go up, perhaps an explanation is needed. Will you join me in the cafeteria for a coffee so I might explain?” 
 
    “Now, we’re talking,” says Aurora. 
 
    The four of us sit in the cafeteria, but no one orders coffee. Derek sits next to me, and Aurora across from me.  
 
    With my elbows on the table, I stare at the two women opposite me. “It’s true. Annette moved to New York to get away from me. The day I ran into her—” 
 
    “You mean stalked her?” clarifies Aurora. 
 
    I shake my head. “I can assure you I did no such thing. I love Annette. We were taking a break, she—” 
 
    “She called you broken and was so scared of you. Annette ran out into traffic and got hit by a car. It doesn’t sound like a break to me.” 
 
    Clearing my throat, I try again, “If you’d let me finish?” Aurora nods. “We were on a break. I don’t know why she ran from me. Our last exchange wasn’t a pleasant one, and perhaps she didn’t want to argue in front of you? But that’s beside the point, we’ll never know. Annette remembers nothing from the past seven months. Her memories start just before her grandmother died. She didn’t even remember her passing, nor does she remember her and I splitting up.” I pause and stare at each of them. “She’s very fragile right now. I don’t want her upset. Annette has agreed to see you even though she has no memory of you. All I ask is that you are careful around her and don’t upset her.” 
 
    “Will you be in the room when we talk to her?” 
 
    “No. You’re welcome to see her by yourselves. She had the casts taken off yesterday and had her hair cut, so she would look good for you. Annette is self-conscious about her hair, so if you could say something nice about it, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “That’s it?” asks Derek. 
 
    “That’s it. She’s on the fifth floor, room 518.” 
 
    Derek nods at the two women. “You two go up. I’ll only be a minute.” 
 
    Neither woman says anything as they walk out of the cafeteria. 
 
    Twisting in my seat, I turn to face Derek Strauss. “Are you happy now?” 
 
    Derek tilts his head to the side. “Why did you and Nettie break up?” 
 
    “It’s not important.” 
 
    “Do you want me to sign on the dotted line?” 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I give him a predatory smile. “You will sign on the dotted line. We’re giving you a lot of money, Derek.” 
 
    “Money isn’t everything.” He pauses. “Did you put her in my offices to spy on me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How do I know if you’re telling the truth?” 
 
    “Even if I did, which I didn’t, it has nothing to do with you selling your company. This is an entirely separate issue.” 
 
    “Then why wouldn’t you let us come and visit Nettie before now.” 
 
    Scrubbing a hand over my face, I say, “Because I don’t want Annette to get her memories back. You want the truth? I’m scared once she lays eyes on you, she’ll remember what a bastard I am and leave me. I love Annette with every fiber of my being. The reason I didn’t let you see her is I don’t want to lose her.” 
 
    Derek stands. “That’s probably the most truthful thing you’ve ever said.”
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    Annette 
 
      
 
    My hair is about an inch long all over. I’ve got a light pink turban on my head to hide my scar, and I’m wearing a dark pink long-sleeved silk nightshirt with white piping around the collar and cuffs of the sleeves. I’m sitting up in bed, waiting for these people, my work colleagues, to enter my room. Lochlan said he wouldn’t be with me when they came to visit. I think he’s hoping my memories will come flooding back. 
 
    A knock on my door has me looking up.  
 
    Two women are standing in the doorway. 
 
    “Please, come in.” 
 
    One appears to be in her late fifties, and the other can’t be older than forty, if she’s that. 
 
    “Hello, Nettie,” says the older one and embraces me in an affectionate hug. 
 
    “Oh,” I reply, surprised by her familiarity. When she steps back, I ask, “Nettie? You called me that?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m Nancy, and this is Aurora.” 
 
    Smiling at both, I dip my head. “It’s so nice to meet you both.” 
 
    “You don’t remember us at all, do you?” asks Aurora. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry, I don’t. It seems I’ve lost the past few months. The doctor says it might come back.” 
 
    “Have you thought about hypnosis?” asks Aurora. 
 
    “No.” I shake my head. “I guess I was hoping it would come back by itself.” 
 
    “Nothing about us seems familiar?” 
 
    Slowly, I shake my head as I study each of the women. “No, I’m sorry. Were we close?” 
 
    “I was with you the day you had your accident.” 
 
    “You were there?” 
 
    “Yes, you ran away from Lochlan MacKenny.” She searches my face, then says, “You said he was broken, damaged. Nettie, you didn’t want to be anywhere near him.” 
 
    “Do you know why?” 
 
    Nancy walks around the bed and sits on the side, taking my hand. “You weren’t big on sharing your personal life. I knew your grandmother had passed away, and you were reinventing yourself. Well, New York is the perfect place to do that. I hired you to be Derek’s personal assistant. Nettie, you were very good at your job and well-liked by the other members of our team.” 
 
    Aurora sits on the other side of the bed. “We’ve been so worried about you.” 
 
    “Indeed, we have!” a man bellows as he sweeps into the room. Nancy immediately stands, and he takes her position on the bed. “Tell me, Nettie, how are you feeling? And not just the standard ‘fine thanks.’ I want to know. And this Lochlan MacKenny, can we trust him? And in case you forgot, although I’m not sure how you could forget me, I’m Derek Strauss.” 
 
    Overwhelmed by this man, I blush. “I am fine. A little shaky on my legs, but with exercise, I’m sure I’ll be up and about in no time. Loch is the most trustworthy man you’ll ever meet. We’ve been together for over a year. Our families have known each other for a long time. His grandfather used to date my grandmother before he died.” 
 
    Derek Strauss listens to me and glances at the other two women.  
 
    Aurora pats my leg. “Why do you think he wouldn’t let us see you before now?” 
 
    “Lochlan worries. I’m sure he just didn’t want me to get upset.” 
 
    “Because seeing us, your work colleagues would upset you?” asks Derek. 
 
    “I guess?” 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense, does it, Nettie?” asks Aurora. She exchanges a look with Derek. “Would you consider hypnosis?” 
 
    “If Dr. Jolt says it’s fine, I can’t see why not.” 
 
    “Dr. Jolt, not Jane, JJ?” asks Aurora. 
 
    “Do you know her?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes. I knew her a long time ago.” Aurora smiles down at me. “I’ll be back.” Aurora pats my leg and leaves the room. 
 
    “Do I look at all familiar?” asks Derek Strauss. 
 
    Like I did with the two women, I study him for a moment, then shake my head. “No, sorry. Did you like me working for you?” 
 
    “Yes! Except for that nasty little apartment you rented.” He looks at Nancy. “Who rents an apartment sight unseen?” Derek shivers in disgust, and I giggle. “Oh, laugh if you must, but it was no bigger than a shoebox.” 
 
    “You came to my home?” 
 
    “Of course. We shared the odd bottle of bubbles or vino or whatever you had lying around on many occasions.” 
 
    “At my home?” 
 
    Derek winks at me. “Yes, at your home. We worked some long hours, you and I.” 
 
    He’s holding onto my hand, stroking it with his thumb, and it suddenly feels very intimate. Was I having an affair with Derek Strauss, my boss? 
 
    “Derek, you’re making the poor girl uncomfortable,” says Nancy. 
 
    “I am?” Pulling my hand out of his, I pretend to straighten the bed covers. “Oh, I am.” Derek chuckles. “We didn’t have that kind of relationship. In fact, I made you promise we wouldn’t.” 
 
    “You made me promise we wouldn’t…” 
 
    “Yes, no sex for us. I wanted to keep you as my personal assistant.” 
 
    Nancy laughs and shoos Derek off the bed and away from me. “He’s not kidding. Derek has a way with women. We didn’t want you to be another of his conquests. Even though you only worked with us for a short time, you never fell for his advances. And I suspect you never would have.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” 
 
    Nancy waves a hand at him. “She’s so far out of your league, and you know it.” She looks back at me. “We’re so glad you’re okay.” 
 
    Derek walks around the bed and sits back down, once again taking my hand in his. “Yes, we are. What are you going to do now?” 
 
    I open my mouth to answer him, then shut it, then tilt my head to the side and frown. “I have no idea. My gran’s house is vacant, so I guess I’ll go home?” 
 
    “You still have an apartment here in New York. Why not stay there until the lease expires? Get a taste for life outside your hometown.” Derek leans in. “Experience New York like a local. It’s a totally different experience.” He winks at me. 
 
    It’s the one thing Lochlan and I haven’t talked about. Through this entire process, it’s all been about me getting better, and there’s been no talk of the future or what we’ll do. 
 
    “That’s a wonderful idea. I’ve always wanted to explore New York.” 
 
    “Excellent!” booms Derek. 
 
    Aurora comes back into the room and stands near Derek. “What’s he talked you into now?” 
 
    “Derek thinks it’s a good idea for me to stay in New York. In my apartment.” I look back at him. “Where’s my apartment?” 
 
    Derek laughs. “Shoebox. You’ll certainly get the whole New York experience from there.” 
 
    Aurora slaps his arm. “Don’t be like that.” She smiles down at me. “Dr. Jolt sees no reason for you not to try hypnosis. It is completely up to you.” 
 
    “I wish I could remember.” 
 
    “There’s no guarantee it will work, but if you’re willing to try?”  
 
    As I stare into Aurora’s eyes, my heart speeds up, and for no reason at all, I’m scared. “Can I think about it?” 
 
    “Of course. There’s no hurry.” Aurora opens her purse and pulls out a card, handing it to me. “You can get me on this number twenty-four hours a day. When you’re ready, you give me a call.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I suppress a yawn. 
 
    Derek stands and also pulls out a card. “You need anything, you call. It’s good to see you, Nettie.” He bends and kisses my forehead. “I’m glad you pulled through.” 
 
    Nancy moves in and embraces me, followed by Aurora. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming.” 
 
    “It would’ve been sooner if Lochlan MacKenny hadn’t stopped us,” states Aurora. 
 
    “He worries. Lochlan only wants what’s best for me.” 
 
    “Or is it for him?” Aurora smiles and walks out of the room. 
 
    “Don’t mind her. She’s like a Pitbull when she thinks someone she cares about is in trouble. Remember, call me if you need anything.” Derek waves and walks out. 
 
    Lastly, Nancy pats my leg and says, “We’re only a phone call away.” 
 
    Alone in my room, I’m perplexed by their concern.  
 
    Lochlan would never hurt me.  
 
    He’s been here day and night.  
 
    Maybe I should try hypnosis?
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    Lochlan 
 
      
 
    Like a coward, I waited until they left before I entered Annette’s room. My fear is if she saw Aurora and me together, she’d remember. I can’t lose her again. 
 
    Her eyes are closed as I shut the door to her room, then take a seat beside her bed. I have a dozen things to attend to with the takeover of Infinite Essence. Pulling out my cell phone, I flip through my messages. Thankfully, Grayson and Diandra have picked up much of my work. Diandra is on complete bed rest, as their baby hasn’t come into the world yet. She’s overdue, and if the latest member of the Moore family doesn’t make an appearance soon, Diandra will be induced. She’s grateful for the work to keep her occupied but anxious about the baby. 
 
    “Hey, handsome.” 
 
    Turning off the cell phone, I slip it into my coat pocket and take Annette’s hand. “How was it?” 
 
    “They were very friendly. It was kind of weird.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “They knew me, but I didn’t know them.” Annette shakes her head. “And they called me Nettie.” 
 
    “Not even a glimmer of recognition?” 
 
    Annette shrugs. “Nope. Aurora suggested hypnosis.” 
 
    My heart skips a beat.  
 
    “Is that something you want to do?” 
 
    “Maybe?”  
 
    “What about a change of scenery?” 
 
    “Are you breaking me out for the day?” 
 
    I smirk at her. “I was thinking something a little more adventurous.” 
 
    “Oh, am I getting out of the hospital?” Annette asks with a grin. 
 
    “Do you remember when I told you we were going to expand HELP internationally?” 
 
    “Yes, we fought about it. It’ll mean you’ll be traveling a lot.” 
 
    It amazes me Annette can remember this argument but not walking in on me with Sabine. I need to thank the gods for that. 
 
    “Yes, we did. I’m sorry, I should’ve told you, but…” I pause for dramatic effect. “How would you like to come with me?” 
 
    “With you where?” 
 
    “London.” 
 
    “It’s a seven-hour flight. I’m not sure I could deal with seven hours on a plane.” 
 
    Taking her hand in mine, I say, “Who said anything about flying?” 
 
    “How else will we get there? Swim?” 
 
    Chuckling, I kiss her fingertips. “Ship.” Annette cocks her head to the side. “You said you always wanted to do a transatlantic crossing. Well, now we can.” 
 
    “And you always said seven days on a boat with no way to get off wasn’t a vacation but a prison sentence.” 
 
    My nose turns up her words. “True, but I have to go, and I want you to come with me. We can be cellmates together.” 
 
    “What ship?” 
 
    It’s true the idea of spending a week on a ship and not being able to get off fills me with boredom, but if it will keep Annette with me, I’ll do anything. 
 
    “Queen Mary 2.” 
 
    Annette’s face lights up. “How many formal nights are there?” 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    “Three?” Annette claps her hands. “We’ll need to go shopping!” 
 
    I laugh. “So, is that a yes?” 
 
    “Yes! When do we leave?” 
 
    “Monday.” 
 
    “But that’s only three days away.” Annette reaches for me. “We can’t possibly go. I’m too unsteady on my feet.” 
 
    “We’re going to take a male nurse with us. I’ve made inquiries, and there’s an agency that specializes in this sort of thing. All you need to do is say yes.” 
 
    “Do you think we could do the hypnosis before we go?” 
 
    Taken aback by her request, I shake my head. “I don’t think we’ll have time. We could do it when we get back?” 
 
    Her forehead creases in a frown, but slowly, she nods. “You’re right. I mean really, what could I be missing? Apart from Gran dying.” Annette’s eyes fill with tears.  
 
    “It’s okay, love. Annie’s passing was a shock to all of us. It’s no wonder you didn’t want to remember. She might be gone, but she’ll never be forgotten.” 
 
    A single tear falls down her cheek as Annette tries to smile. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    With my fingers entwined with hers, I hold her hand to my lips. “Never apologize. I know how much you loved her.” 
 
    Annette nods, and more tears fall. She pulls out of my grasp to wipe her face. “Have you talked to Dr. Jolt about me leaving the hospital?” 
 
    “JJ says so long as you don’t overexert yourself and you do your physical therapy, there’s no reason for you to stay. Besides, they do have doctors in the UK.” 
 
    Smiling at me, Annette nods. “Will you take me shopping tomorrow?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Her mouth drops open. “No?” 
 
    “No.” I sit back in the chair and pretend to look bored by staring at my fingernails. 
 
    “All right, MacKenny, what are you playing at?” 
 
    I laugh. “Being a fashion model means I know a lot of designers, and some of them agreed to give you a private show here in the hospital. I’ve already cleared it with JJ, and they’ll be here tomorrow after your physical therapy session.” 
 
    “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “I was worried you might be too tired, and this way, you can order them in the comfort of your bed.” 
 
    “You’re too good to me.” 
 
    Giving her a small smile, I wish I was the man she needs me to be. I wish I’d never faltered, and as awful as it sounds, I’m grateful that Annette doesn’t remember my betrayal.
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    Annette 
 
      
 
    The Queen Mary 2 is as beautiful as she is extravagant. Lochlan booked us the most luxurious suite with a huge balcony. True to his word, Lochlan hired a nurse and got me a wheelchair to make it easier for me to get around on the ship. My nurse, Simon, is six foot two of muscle. We met on the ship, and he has a suite adjoining ours. Dr. Jolt made it perfectly clear that I’d need to do exercises every day to build up the strength in my arm and leg.  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me with you?” asks Lochlan again. 
 
    I quirk an eyebrow at him. “No. Go explore the ship. Simon and I are going to check out the gym. He’s going to torture me, and then we’ll find you.” 
 
    “I don’t think Simon calls it torture. I’m pretty sure he calls it physical therapy.” 
 
    Holding up my hand and turning it up and down as though I’m weighing up what he’s said, I comment, “Torture? Physical therapy? Same thing.” 
 
    Lochlan chuckles. “I’m going to wait for you in the Grills Lounge.” 
 
    “No, explore the ship!” 
 
    “I have work to do. I’m going to find myself a quiet corner and catch up on a few things.” He bends and kisses the top of my head. “Don’t wear yourself out.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    There’s a knock at the door, and Lochlan moves to open it. Simon is on the other side. 
 
    “How’s my patient? Ready to go?” 
 
    Lochlan brings him into our suite. “I believe she called you a torturer but she’s ready to go.” 
 
    “Hey! Don’t give away my secrets!” 
 
    Simon chuckles. “It’s day one for you and me. We’ll take it slow, it’s our first time out together. But by the end of the week, you’re going to see huge improvements, promise.” 
 
    “I’m going to wait for you both in the Grills Lounge. Have fun.”  
 
    Lochlan kisses me on the lips lightly and slaps Simon on the back, then leaves me alone with the big man. 
 
    “Do you want to drive, or can I push you?” 
 
    “Would you mind taking the wheels? It’s hard to push on the carpet.” 
 
    “Good for muscle building, though.” 
 
    “Do we want to get to the gym today?” 
 
    Simon laughs. “Good point. Do you know where it is?” 
 
    “Deck seven, front of the ship.” 
 
    “You mean bow?” 
 
    “Yep. It’s supposed to be very well equipped.” 
 
    Simon pushes me out into the hallway. “We’ll mainly be doing a few stretches and some strength training. By the end of the week, we’ll have you up on the treadmill.” 
 
    “Slave driver.” 
 
    Simon chuckles. “You have no idea.”
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    Lochlan 
 
      
 
    I’m sitting at a table for two beside an enormous window. The sea is calm as the ship makes her way to Southampton in the UK. Surveying the room, there are only about half a dozen people in here, and they are seated under the ceiling’s dome filled with stained glass. The entire room is one of opulence. There’s a lot of polished wood, and the waiters serve you food on silver trays with white gloves.  
 
    Gazing out at the sea, I hadn’t realized how much the sight of it would calm me. It’s vast, and from my seat, I can see nothing but its endless blue. The most surprising thing is the different shades of blue. I had no idea the sea could go from almost black to nearly green.  
 
    My laptop beeps, and I look down at yet another email. I have a team of people who work for me, all making sure everything goes to plan. The hardest part of my job is finding the right type of investors in each country and then getting them to invest. At home, it was easy. Grayson Moore’s football career had just ended, and he fell into my lap. In the UK, I’m hoping to land celebrity chef, Roman Palish. He has his people looking at our proposal. 
 
    My only concern with having Roman as our face is his propensity for drama, which inevitably ends up on the front page of every magazine and newspaper. He’s well-liked by the media as he’s always excellent fodder for their stories. He’s known as bisexual but is currently dating an English heiress in the royal family. My public relations people tell me if he screws this up, the nation will turn against him. If it’s one thing the British like, it is their royal family.  
 
    The email is from Roman and he’s willing to invest but wants to go back over the nutrition side of the business, which is short for he wants to control it. Inwardly, I groan. He’s a prima donna who’s used to getting his way. We’ve had the best doctors and psychologists go over every detail, but I must indulge him. Our Boston clinic is already breaking our predictions for memberships and merchandise sales. It’s about overall health, a one-stop-shop, where we look after you in every way. 
 
    “Sir, would you like a drink?” A waiter brings me out of my musings.  
 
    Checking my watch, it’s been nearly two hours since I left Annette, and she should be here by now.  
 
    “Yes, could I please have a cosmopolitan and Belvedere vodka on the rocks?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    He walks away, and I look around the room. It’s odd for Annette to have taken so long, and worse, I didn’t notice. Standing, I walk to the entrance of the Grills to see if she’s waiting outside. In the distance, I see her being pushed by Simon. They’re laughing and talking, and Annette is waving her arms around, which means she’s deep into the conversation. When she’s enjoying the conversation, Annette is expressive with her hands. Something close to jealousy sweeps through me. Simon is a good-looking man. He’s tall, muscular, and easy to talk to and I hired him for those very reasons. Well, not the good-looking part, and now I find myself annoyed Annette is spending time alone with him. She sees me in the distance and waves. I wave back and walk back to my table. I’m packing up my laptop when Simon delivers her to me. 
 
    Bending, I kiss her lips. “Hey, beautiful, how’d it go?” 
 
    “She did good.” 
 
    “Oh, stop it. It was fine. My arms are killing me. Simon made me do weights.” 
 
    “Is that wise?” I question him. 
 
    “It’s to build up muscle, and they were only two pounds. You should be proud of her. Annette did far better than I thought she would.” 
 
    “Slave driver,” teases Annette. 
 
    “You changed?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes. After my torture session, we went back and showered. I was all sweaty and wanted to look nice for you.” 
 
    “How did you do that by yourself?” 
 
    Annette’s face flushes red. “Well, Simon helped.” 
 
    Not being able to help it, I scowl at him, and he cocks his head to the side while studying me. “I’m a trained nurse. It’s why you hired me.” 
 
    Annette fidgets in her chair, looking embarrassed. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    Simon glances from me to Annette and nods. “Okay then, I’ll see you tomorrow. If you need anything, I’ve got my pager. Hit the button, and I’ll come running.” 
 
    “Thank you, Simon.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” I say to him and hold out my hand. 
 
    Simon shakes my hand and walks out of the lounge. 
 
    “What was that?”  
 
    I sit and shake my head. “That was me being jealous. Did he see you naked?” 
 
    “It’s not like that. He’s a nurse, and I’m a patient. Don’t make it weird.” 
 
    Our drinks arrive, and the waiter places them on the table before disappearing. I pick up Annette’s cosmopolitan and hand it to her. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m a dick.” 
 
    Annette bursts out laughing. “You’re a dick?” 
 
    “I can be.” 
 
    She takes a sip of her drink. “Oh, that’s heavenly.” Carefully, Annette puts it back on the table and reaches for my hand. “You have nothing to worry about. We wouldn’t do that to each other, would we?” 
 
    Picking up my drink, I swallow the contents and grit my teeth as it burns going down my throat. 
 
    Shaking my head, I slam the glass down onto the table. “Yeah!”  
 
    Annette bursts out laughing, and I cup her face and kiss her. Not a chaste kiss, but a passionate, consuming, claiming kiss. When I pull away from Annette, her lips are swollen, and she looks dazed. 
 
    “How about we go back to our room?” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Unless you’d rather do something else?” 
 
    Annette sits further back in her chair and avoids my gaze. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    Reaching out, I put two fingers under her chin and tilt her head so she’s looking at me. “Babe, we don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.” 
 
    She chews on her bottom lip. “The soul is willing, but…” she touches her wheelchair, “… the flesh is weak.” 
 
    “I could do all the work?” 
 
    “Maybe if we were in the Jacuzzi?” 
 
    She looks timid and a little afraid. 
 
    “Do you a deal. How about we get a bottle of champagne, some strawberries, fire up the Jacuzzi, and see what happens? If you’re not feeling it, that’s okay. We have the rest of our lives to get this right.” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispers. 
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    Sitting in the Jacuzzi, which is little more than a bathtub, I’m naked with a glass of champagne, waiting for Annette. She asked to be left alone while she changed. The door to the bathroom is open, and it’s been over five minutes since I made myself comfortable. I keep looking at the doorway, hoping she’ll appear. I wait another five minutes, then climb out, wrap a towel around myself, and pad into the bedroom. Annette is sitting in her chair, staring out at the dark ocean. You can’t see anything as it’s night, so I’m assuming she’s looking at her own reflection in the glass. 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts?” 
 
    Annette jumps, startled by my voice. “Sorry. I was miles away.” 
 
    She’s wearing a black silk dressing gown, and with her short blonde hair, Annette looks gorgeous. 
 
    As I wait for her to speak, I sit on the bed near her. She doesn’t, and eventually, a tear runs down her face. 
 
    “Babe, we don’t have to do anything.” I drop to my knees in front of her and take her hands in mine. “There’s no pressure.” 
 
    “Because we have the rest of our lives to get this, right?” 
 
    Frowning, I dip my head once. “Yes, unless you don’t want to spend the rest of your life with me?” 
 
    Annette has her head bowed and looks at me. “Sounds an awful lot like a marriage proposal. We’ve never even had that conversation, and you were the one who didn’t want to live together. Now, it all sounds very permanent.” 
 
    “I nearly lost you. The thought of you not being in my life almost broke me in two.” One of her hands cups the side of my face. “Annette, I’ve been an ass. I took you for granted. I’ll never do that again.” 
 
    “All it took was for me to nearly die for you to come to your senses?” She’s trying to make light of the situation with humor, but I can tell Annette is looking for answers. 
 
    “First, there was Annie. Watching you break at the loss of her killed me. You moved away, you went to New York, and I missed you so much.” It feels like my heart is beating way too fast as I skirt around the truth. “Then you had your accident, and I thought I’d lost you forever.” I squeeze her hands. “You were given back to me. You’re alive, we’re together, and I’m not wasting this second chance. I love you. Only you.” 
 
    Annette studies me, searching my face. “You really do love me, don’t you?” 
 
    “How can I prove it to you? I’ll do anything.” 
 
    Her gaze drops to her lap and our hands. “Give me time.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Honey, we have all the time in the world.” I stand. “But there is a nice warm Jacuzzi with champagne and strawberries. What if we sit in it together and talk about what you’d like to do in London?” 
 
    “That’s all?” 
 
    “Yep, unless you want there to be more?” 
 
    Annette shakes her head. Bending, I put an arm around her back and the other under her knees. 
 
    “Lochlan!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t drop you.” 
 
    Annette clings to me as I walk us back into the bathroom. I place her on the side of the tub, and she undoes her dressing gown. She’s wearing a black bikini underneath. 
 
    “I’m a little underdressed for this party.” 
 
    Annette swivels and puts her feet in, then lowers herself into the bubbling water. 
 
    “I don’t mind.” She picks up a glass of champagne. “Want me to look the other way?” 
 
    Swiftly, I let the towel fall to the floor and join her in the tub, careful not to bump her leg. “Nope. I don’t have anything you haven’t seen before.” 
 
    “Men, do any of you have self-doubt?” 
 
    “It’s all about faking it till you make it. Besides, I know you love me, so you won’t mind seeing me naked.” 
 
    A blush creeps its way up her neck, and she nods. “You’re right.” 
 
    Reaching behind her, she undoes her bikini top and throws it onto the bathroom floor.  
 
    “You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “I know, but I wanted to.” 
 
    My cock comes to attention at the sight of her near-naked body, but I don’t want to make her feel uncomfortable, so I hold out the chocolate-covered strawberries to her. “Can I tempt you?” 
 
    Laughing, she takes one and bites into it. “I think I prefer them without the chocolate.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that for next time.” I sip my champagne and try to get my cock to calm down. “How does the water feel?” 
 
    Annette closes her eyes. “I feel good, although this is a little cramped. When you said Jacuzzi, I was thinking a little bigger.” 
 
    Moving, I sit on the edge of the tub, so Annette has it to herself. 
 
    “Don’t leave!” 
 
    “I’m not.” I put my feet on the floor and wrap the towel around me, then assume my position on the edge of the tub with just my feet in the water. 
 
    Annette looks at the tent I’m making with the towel and bursts out laughing. 
 
    “Nice. Here I am exposed, and you’re laughing at me?” 
 
    “You always were ready to go,” muses Annette. 
 
    “Only for you.” 
 
    Annette frowns, then smiles at me as she takes another sip of champagne. “What will we do in London?” 
 
    “Our first night, I have a dinner organized with Roman Palish.” 
 
    “He’s your latest investor?” 
 
    “Yes, and a prima donna, but he has a good head for business. If we can get him on board, it’ll be a huge bonus for us.” 
 
    “Am I coming to dinner?” 
 
    “Yes, unless you’d rather not? It’s at one of his restaurants in the heart of London.” 
 
    “You know I love food, but I don’t want to distract you.” 
 
    Looking down at my covered cock, I say, “What makes you think you’d distract me?” 
 
    Annette giggles. “I don’t know, something just popped up.” 
 
    Smirking at her, I nod. “It sure did.”
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    It’s our last night on board the ship. Tomorrow morning, we land in Southampton. I’m hiring a driver to drive us to London. It’s only about an hour and forty minutes to the city center. There’s no point in hiring a car as traffic in London is horrendous and finding a parking space is just as hard. We’re staying at the Stafford London, simply because it’s close to all the major attractions and Roman’s restaurant.  
 
    I’m getting dressed for dinner tonight. It’s a black-tie affair, so I’m putting on my tuxedo. We’ve spent most nights in our room, having a quiet dinner together alone. Annette has been exhausted by the end of the day after working out with Simon. She’s getting stronger but still isn’t completely wheelchair-free, and I think this is one reason she hasn’t wanted to dine with other people. They do tend to stare at her or ask how she came to be in the wheelchair. Annette is a private person, and I’ve felt her unease every time she recounts her accident.  
 
    Simon suggested she make up stories. I heard him tell one curious passenger that she broke her leg while climbing Mount Everest. They were so intrigued they quizzed Annette, who laughed and said she saw a large yeti and lost her footing.  
 
    “What are you smiling at?” 
 
    Turning around, Annette is standing in a floor-length black dress with a deep V in the front. She looks stunning. 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    Annette looks down, then back up at me apprehensively. “Too much?” 
 
    Hastily, I close the gap between us and wrap my arms around her waist. “No. You look beautiful.” 
 
    I kiss her lips lightly, then pull back. 
 
    “You can do better than that,” purrs Annette. 
 
    Surprised, I cock my head to the side. “Is that a challenge?” 
 
    Annette nods, and I lower my lips to hers. Her fingers entwine in my hair as she sags against me. She opens her mouth, and I groan as my tongue plays with hers. My cock goes hard as my hands move down her body and press her against me.  
 
    I haven’t wanted to rush her. She’s been so hesitant to take this further, even though I’ve assured her she’s the most beautiful woman inside and out. Trailing kisses down her neck, I suck and nibble on her collarbone. 
 
    “Lochlan?” 
 
    Immediately, I stop and lean back but keep her in my embrace. “Yes?” 
 
    “Make love to me.” 
 
    Pulling the straps of her dress down her arms, it falls to the floor, leaving her with nothing but a strapless black bra and matching lace panties. Picking her up, I lay Annette on the bed. I’ve wanted this for so long, and I’m going to take my time.  
 
    Peppering kisses down her body, I reach her panty line and lick along the top of it. Annette arches, and her hands once again entwine in my hair. Smiling, I hook my fingers under the lacy material and pull them down her legs.  
 
    “Roll over.” 
 
    Annette does, and I undo her bra. She attempts to roll back, but I stop her. 
 
    “Not yet. Stay where you are.” 
 
    Walking into the lounge area, there’s a bottle of champagne chilling on ice. I pick up a couple of cubes and walk back into the bedroom. I place one in my mouth and lean over her as I kiss my way down her body. Her skin pimples at the cold sensation, and she gasps in surprise. 
 
    “Do you like it?” 
 
    “More.” 
 
    Chuckling, I slide the other ice cube down her body, over her ass, and press it against her pussy. Annette reacts by opening her legs wider. Taking this as an invitation, I insert the ice cube into her. 
 
    “Turn over.” 
 
    Annette does as she’s told, and I kiss her, claiming her mouth as our tongues duel in pleasure.  
 
    “You’re wearing too many clothes,” pants Annette. 
 
    “This isn’t about me.” 
 
    Dragging my teeth down her neck, along her breast, and further down her body, Annette arches. Kneeling on the floor, I drag her toward me, letting my tongue delve into her folds. She tastes sweet, and her scent is intoxicating, like burned toffee. Annette spreads her legs further apart as she rests her feet on my shoulders. I lick, suck, and insert two fingers into her, working her into a frenzy. 
 
    Annette’s moans grow louder, and her hands hold me in place as she rides my face. I’ve missed this. I’ve missed her and the way her body responds to me even when she’s mad or asleep. No other woman has ever been so ready for me so quickly as my Annette. 
 
    Annette’s body bucks, and I lay a hand on her to keep her in place as I draw every quiver from her.  
 
    “No more,” she whimpers. 
 
    So I stop and kiss my way back up her body, keeping mine above hers so as not to crush her. Annette’s hands go to my belt, and she undoes it and my pants. 
 
    “We don’t have to,” I whisper. “This is enough.” 
 
    “Maybe for you, but not for me. I need to feel you inside me.” 
 
    Standing, I undo my pants the rest of the way and let them fall to the floor. Annette moves back up the bed, and I crawl my way to her. One of her legs encircles my waist as I thrust up inside her. 
 
    Both of us gasp. Crushing my mouth to hers, I move in and out at a leisurely pace, taking my time, enjoying the feel of her tight pussy. Annette rocks her hips in unison with my thrusts. Her hands go up under my clothes, clawing at my skin. I wish I’d gotten completely naked, but I was desperate to be inside her.  
 
    Staring into her eyes, all I see is love.  
 
    “You’re beautiful,” I whisper. 
 
    “Fuck me, Loch, fuck me. I won’t break.” 
 
    Increasing my speed, I feel my balls tingle, but I’m not ready to end this too soon. I pull out, and she cries out in frustration.  
 
    “I need you to orgasm with me.” 
 
    Annette smiles. “You were always the best lover.” 
 
    “The hardest part is finding a comfortable position for you.” 
 
    “Bathroom vanity?” 
 
    Smiling, I grab her by the ankles and pull her toward me, and she squeals with delight. I pick her up and carry her into the bathroom. With her ass on the vanity, I enter her again, but this time, I have my thumb working her clit as I pump in and out of her. 
 
    “Come for me, love.” 
 
    Sweat beads on her upper lip. “So c-close,” Annette purrs. 
 
    Continuously swirling my thumb over her sensitive nub, I feel her pussy contract around my cock. There’s nothing like fucking a woman when her body orgasms, the feeling of her pussy clenching around your cock is extraordinary, and I lose myself in the feeling as my release spills into her.  
 
    With an almighty growl, I bite down on her shoulder, causing Annette to cry out as I continue to lose myself in her. She sags against me, holding me close. I kiss from her shoulder up her neck to her mouth.  
 
    Tears stream down her face, and I immediately pull out, cupping her face in my hands. 
 
    “Did I hurt you?” 
 
    “N-No.” 
 
    Great sobs rack her body, and I kiss all over her face. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. I pushed too hard. For fuck’s sake, I bit you.” 
 
    Annette pulls back from me, holding her hands to my face. “It was good. I’m feeling a little overwhelmed.” 
 
    “What can I do?” 
 
    Sniffling, she tries to smile. “I’m going to need a shower.” 
 
    Moving back from her, I make sure she’s not going to fall off the vanity. I turn on the shower, ensuring the water isn’t too hot, and it’s coming out of the wand, not the overhead rainfall shower. Next, I go back and pick her up, carrying her into the shower, and I place Annette on the shelf. 
 
    As quickly as I can, I strip off and join her. Annette is holding the wand, letting the water fall down her front.  
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Annette nods. “I’m okay. Soap?” 
 
    Inside the shower are three dispensers, one for shampoo, one for conditioner, and the last for shower gel. I soap up a washcloth and slowly worm my way down her body, cleaning every inch of her. When I’m done, she’s crying again. 
 
    “I did hurt you,” I state with dread in my voice. 
 
    “No, Lochlan. You’ve never looked after me so completely before. I’ve never felt so loved. You put me first. You’ve always been a good lover, but at this moment, you’re the best partner I could ask for.” 
 
    “There’s nothing I won’t do.”  
 
    “And at this moment, I believe you.” 
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    Annette changed into a knee-length black dress with sleeves to cover up my bite mark. It’s eight o’clock, and we’re in the Britannia Restaurant for dinner. The room is fairly busy, and we are seated at a table for two.  
 
    “I’m starved,” says Annette with a grin. 
 
    “And no wonder.” Annette giggles, and I return her grin. “Me too. Ravenous!” 
 
    Annette giggles louder and shakes her head. I reach across the table and take her hand in mine. 
 
    “What are you going to have?” 
 
    “Entrée, main, and dessert.” She smiles mischievously at me. 
 
    “You sure you can fit it in?” 
 
    “Someone gave me a workout. I’m ravenous, too,” she purrs. 
 
    My cock hardens, and I shift uncomfortably in my seat. “Anytime you want a workout like that, you let me know.” 
 
    Annette blushes and looks down at the menu.  
 
    A waiter comes to our table. “Would sir or madam like a drink?” 
 
    I look at Annette. “Wine, champagne, or…” 
 
    “I don’t think I can drink a bottle. Maybe just a cosmopolitan?” 
 
    “Sounds perfect, and I’ll have a glass of Belvedere vodka on ice.” 
 
    “Very good,” replies the waiter as he walks away. 
 
    “What are you thinking of having?” I ask Annette. 
 
    “For starters I’m going to have the garlic king prawns with Pernod, and would you mind sharing the Chateaubriand with me as a main?”  
 
    It’s a tenderloin that is usually cooked between two steaks that are discarded after cooking. This method of cooking makes the tenderloin melt in your mouth and imparts incredible flavor to the steak. 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that.”  
 
    Annette grins. “Yay! And for dessert, I’m going to have the poached pear.” She puts down the menu and looks at me. “What about you?” 
 
    “Well, I think I’ll have the prawns too, but for dessert, I’m going to have the bitter chocolate souffle.” 
 
    “Will you share your dessert?” she asks as she tilts her head to the side. 
 
    “Will you share yours?” 
 
    “Of course,” Annette replies playfully. 
 
    “Then how can I say no?” 
 
    The waiter returns with our drinks, and we place our order. After he walks away, Annette leans forward. 
 
    “Lochlan?” 
 
    “Hmm?” I take a sip of my drink. 
 
    “Thank you for this. I’ve enjoyed every minute of this cruise. You’re amazing.” 
 
    I, too, lean forward and then shake my head. “No, love, you’re the amazing one. And to be honest, I wasn’t looking forward to this.” I look around the room. “Being stuck on a boat in the middle of the ocean, unable to get off, isn’t my idea of a good time, but with you, it’s been great. I’d do it again. In fact, I’ve booked our cruise back on her. I hope that’s okay?” 
 
    Her smile is so genuine, I feel my heart swell. 
 
    “I’d love that. How long are we staying?” 
 
    “We’ll be in London for a month. Hopefully, we can close the deal with Roman quickly, which means we’ll have time to explore before we sail home.” 
 
    “Where are we staying?” 
 
    “The Stafford Hotel. I’ve booked the Gatehouse two-bedroom suite. That way, you and Simon can continue with your rehabilitation while I’m working.” 
 
    “How long do we have Simon for? I know he was looking forward to seeing his family.” 
 
    “We’ll only have him for another week. And then we’ll transfer to the penthouse suite.” 
 
    “Sounds fancy.” 
 
    “It’s in the heart of London.” 
 
    Annette chews her bottom lip. “Sounds expensive?” 
 
    With a wave of my hand dismissively, I shake my head. “Don’t worry about that.” 
 
    It’s incredibly expensive, but I want Annette to be comfortable, and it is close to everything. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her. 
 
    Annette scrutinizes me and cocks an eyebrow questioningly. 
 
    “It’s a business expense. Please, don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Would you have stayed there if it weren’t for me?” 
 
    “Can I lie?” 
 
    “Lochlan! No!” 
 
    Chuckling, I say, “No. I’d have stayed in Vauxhall in the Staybridge Suites. It’s close to public transportation and…” I nod at her in defeat. “A good deal cheaper.” 
 
    “Why don’t we spend a week at The Stafford Hotel, then the rest of our time there?” 
 
    “I’ve already booked, and it’s not a problem.” 
 
    Annette shakes her head. “I bet even with a cancellation fee, it’ll be cheaper to move. I don’t want to be a bother.” 
 
    “Babe, you’re nothing of the sort.” 
 
    Annette picks up her drink and takes a huge sip. “Change the booking.” 
 
    It’s not like her to argue with me. In fact, in our entire relationship, she normally gives in with minimal fight. I shrug and smile, but it doesn’t affect her the way it once did. Annette straightens her shoulders and crosses her arms across her chest. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll change the booking.” 
 
    With no small amount of attitude, Annette tilts her head to the side and quirks an eyebrow, a smile playing on her face. 
 
    “I promise, I’ll change the booking.” 
 
    Annette unfolds her arms and grins. “Thank you.” 
 
    I like this new Annette.  
 
    She knows what she wants and has the inner strength to demand it. 
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    It’s mid-morning when we disembark the Queen Mary 2. Our driver met us at the port, and now we’re seated comfortably with Simon in the back.  
 
    “Simon, will you join us for lunch?” asks Annette. 
 
    “If it’s no trouble?” he asks, looking at me.  
 
    “Of course not. We’ll be having lunch in our rooms at the hotel.” I pull out my cell phone and look at my messages. 
 
    “Have you stayed here before?” asks Simon. 
 
    “No. My first time. You?” 
 
    Simon shakes his head. “No. It’s a little rich for my blood.” 
 
    “But you’re from the UK, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, my flight out of the UK to travel to the United States is the only time I’ve ever been to London.” 
 
    I put down my cell phone and give him my full attention. “Why not?” 
 
    “My family lives in Wolverhampton, and it’s about three hours by car to London.” 
 
    He says it as though it should explain why he’s never spent any time in the UK’s capital city. I glance at Annette, who shrugs. 
 
    “I don’t understand. I don’t live in Washington DC, but I’ve been there many times.” 
 
    Simon stares at me and quirks one side of his mouth up into a half-smile. “There was never a need to go to London. Every year for holidays, we went to Tenerife in Spain, and it wasn’t until I finished my studies that I expanded my horizons.” 
 
    “Every year, you went to Tenerife? Why?” 
 
    “My parents booked the same villa every year. The beaches are great, I’d work on my tan, and we’d have a wonderful time.” 
 
    I’m about to ask him another question as I can’t believe someone would go to the same place for a vacation year in and out. I’ve traveled extensively and never holidayed at the same place twice. 
 
    “I think it’s wonderful you spent holidays with your family. It’s rarely done now. Look at you, Loch, have you ever holidayed with yours?” 
 
    Surprised, I open my mouth to say something, then close it again. Annette scowls at me, and I’m completely at a loss for words, so I pick up my cell phone and once again go through my messages. 
 
    My phone rings so I answer, “Roman! How are you?” 
 
    “Good, my friend, you?” 
 
    “We’ve just arrived and on our way to the hotel.” 
 
    “Ahh, good, good. I have my best table reserved for you tonight. I’ll be bringing Margaret with me. You’re going to love her.” 
 
    “Sounds wonderful. What time?” 
 
    “Seven?” 
 
    “Fabulous, we’ll see you then.” I hang up, and Annette is looking at me with her arms folded. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    Confused, I stare at her and spread my hands wide. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “No,” she replies coldly and stares out the window. 
 
    I glance at Simon, who shrugs, then looks out the window too.  
 
    Great. 
 
    Somehow, I’ve managed to piss her off, and I have no idea what I’ve done. With my lips pressed together, I pick up my cell phone and continue to make my way through my messages. The rest of the trip is made in silence, and neither Annette nor Simon try to make small talk. I’m grateful when we pull up in front of The Stafford, and our driver opens our door. I climb out first and hold my hand out for Annette. She ignores it and awkwardly makes her way out of the car on her own steam. When she’s leaning against the car, breathing heavily, I put my hands on my hips and scowl at her. 
 
    “Happy?” 
 
    Annette speaks to me through gritted teeth. “Just peachy.” 
 
    Simon looks uncomfortable as he walks around us to his bags. I pay him little mind, as I’m focused on Annette, who takes a step and stumbles. Bending, I sweep her off her feet and into the hotel. 
 
    “Put me down!” 
 
    I ignore her and keep walking until I find a seat where I deposit her with some force onto its soft surface. 
 
    “Don’t move,” I order as I stalk back outside to collect our luggage. 
 
    Simon and the driver are chatting easily. He either missed my interaction with Annette, or he’s pretending not to notice. 
 
    “All good?” he asks. 
 
    “Just peachy,” I reply. “Do you have everything?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Excellent.” I look at the driver and say, “Thank you.” Then I grab our four suitcases and try to maneuver them inside the hotel.  
 
    Simon only has one. “Can I help?” 
 
    “No. I’m fine.” 
 
    He takes a step back and nods, then walks inside the hotel with his suitcase sitting on Annette’s wheelchair, leaving me, like the idiot I am, to wheel all four suitcases into the lobby. After much wrangling and a member of staff coming out to help me, I emerge into the lobby. Annette is talking to Simon, smiling and appearing to have a fantastic time. 
 
    “Mr. MacKenny?”  
 
    Now I’m focussing my attention on the member of staff who has addressed me. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We’re delighted to have you at The Stafford Hotel. We have your rooms prepared for you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “If you could follow our member of staff?” He gestures to a man behind me, and I turn. 
 
    “Hello, Mr. MacKenny, I’m Susan. If you’d leave your luggage here, we’ll have a member of staff take them to your suite.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “And if you and your party would follow me?”  
 
    Annette has trouble standing, and Simon removes his suitcase. She gives me a piercing look and sits down. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I ask her. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    I look at Simon. 
 
    “I’ve got her, Lochlan. We’ll bring up the rear.” 
 
    I give him a curt nod, then follow Susan. 
 
    “If you don’t mind me saying so, Mr. MacKenny, you’ve picked one of our most luxurious suites. You have a private courtyard too.” 
 
    “Is there a gymnasium here?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. You have complimentary access to it twenty-four hours a day.” 
 
    “My girlfriend was in an accident. She’ll need it to exercise.” 
 
    Susan nods and continues walking.  
 
    Our suite is three stories with a lift. We enter through a private entrance, which opens up into a living slash dining room combination.  
 
    Susan hands me the keycard and smiles. “We hope you enjoy your stay with us, and if we can be of any service, please don’t hesitate to call the front desk.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I wait for her to leave, then look at Simon. “I’m taking Annette upstairs to our room. Could you please let the hotel staff in with our bags and tell them to leave them down here? Please, make yourself at home.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “There’s wine in the fridge and a fruit basket. I also asked them to stock it with bread, ham, and mayo. Feel free to eat or drink whatever you’d like.” 
 
    “I thought we were doing lunch?” 
 
    “Yes, we are,” replies Annette. 
 
    “Indeed, but our booking isn’t until two.” 
 
    I give him a tight smile and wheel Annette toward the elevators. She hits the button to go up, and once inside, I push the button for the top floor. Neither of us speaks on the way up. When the doors open, I back out of the elevator and push her into our bedroom. Annette has her arms folded and her face twisted into an angry scowl. 
 
    Frustrated, I pick her up and throw her onto the bed. “What the fucking hell is going on?” 
 
    “How dare you!” 
 
    “Tell me, Annette. What have I done to upset you so badly? Because I’m fucked if I know what it is?” 
 
    “You didn’t invite Simon to dinner! You ignored him in the back of the car.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You heard me!” Annette pushes herself up the bed and crosses her arms. 
 
    “Simon works for us. He’s not my friend. Nor is he someone I’d invite to a business meeting,” I growl at her. 
 
    “Well, maybe you should’ve explained that to him!” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly, flaring my nostrils as I do. Turning to face the windows, I count to ten, making sure my temper is under control. 
 
    “Simon is having dinner tonight with his mother. She drove down today so she could see him. I had them make up a cot in his room to surprise him.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Because it was a surprise for him. She should be here any moment,” I say as I look at my watch. 
 
    “Loch, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.” 
 
    With my hands in my pockets, I turn slightly. “Well, now you do. Perhaps next time, you’ll give me the benefit of the doubt before crucifying me?” 
 
    Not waiting for her to answer, I stride into the bathroom and strip off my clothes. I turn on the shower and step under the cold spray of the water. Quickly, I play with the hot water faucet and wait for the warm water to come through. I’m so angry, I don’t hear the bathroom door open. It’s not until I feel her hands around my waist that I realize Annette has followed me in. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You’ve said that already.” 
 
    With a shake of my head, I place my hands on the tiled surface in front of me.  
 
    “Please, Loch, don’t be like this.” 
 
    “Like what? Pissed off? Angry? Hurt?” 
 
    “Yes, I said I was sorry.” 
 
    I can hear the emotion in her voice, and I have no right to treat her badly. Twisting in her arms, I grasp her face in my hands and kiss her. At first, she’s unresponsive, but like always, Annette melts into me. 
 
    “Tell me you love me,” I demand. 
 
    “You know I do.” 
 
    I pick her up and put her back against the cold tiles as she wraps her legs around me. 
 
    “Tell me.”  
 
    I crush her mouth to mine as the warm water runs over us. 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    Angry, horny, and wanting to lay claim to her, I thrust up inside her. Annette moans, and her neck arches against the tiles. 
 
    “Loch!”  
 
    This isn’t sweet lovemaking, this is me exerting control over her, and I thrust again and again. Annette’s nails dig into my shoulders as she holds on. My fingers dig into her buttocks while I continue my assault.  
 
    “Harder,” demands Annette. 
 
    So I increase my speed, and she makes a screeching noise as her nails drag down my arms and her pussy clenches around my cock. Her orgasm takes me by surprise as we’ve never had angry sex before. It’s always been make-up sex or lovemaking, never this. Feeling her get off on this drives me over the edge, and I thrust into her one last time as I explode with a groan. 
 
    Annette laughs. “Oh, my God. Can we do that again?” 
 
    “Did I hurt you?” 
 
    She doesn’t answer immediately, so I lean back to look into her eyes.  
 
    “Not at the time. But my now that you ask, my leg is beginning to ache.” 
 
    Pulling out of her, I slowly lower her to the floor. She winces when both her feet touch the tiles. 
 
    “Bad?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She nods. 
 
    “Painkillers?” 
 
    “Yes. They’re in my handbag.” 
 
    I prop her against the shower wall, grab a towel, and find her purse on the floor in the bedroom. It must have been on her lap when I threw her on the bed. Rifling through it, I find her small, zippered purse containing her meds, then dash back into the bathroom. 
 
    Annette has her hands resting on the shower wall, bent over, letting the now hot water run down her back. 
 
    “I thought the hot water would help.” 
 
    “How many do you need?” 
 
    “Give me one, and if I’m no better in an hour, I’ll have another.” 
 
    I push the pill from its plastic bubble and hold it out to her. Annette places it in her mouth, then she cups her hands together for water. She swallows the pill, and I look at her, not sure what to do. 
 
    “I’m okay, Loch. I just overdid it.” 
 
    “You mean I overdid it. I’m so sorry, love.” 
 
    She smiles. “Stop it. I felt good, better than good. We should fight more often.” 
 
    “Not if this is the end result. I never want to hurt you.” 
 
    Annette limps to me, resting her head on my chest. “You didn’t. It was the position I was in for too long. I’ll be fine once I lay down and my muscles can calm.” She lifts her head and smirks. “Was it good for you?” 
 
    “Yes.” I kiss her lips, nose, and forehead. “Sex with you is always good. But I’m not doing it again unless you’re one hundred percent comfortable. You need to tell me if you’re in pain. The last thing I want to do is hurt you. I love you.” 
 
    “I know. Can you towel me off and help me to bed?” 
 
    “My pleasure.” 
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    It took Annette all of five minutes to drift off to sleep. I held her in my arms until I knew she was out to it. Painkillers will do that to you. Without waking her, I get out of the bed and cover her with a blanket. Picking up my pants and shirt from the bathroom floor, I put them on, then continue on downstairs.  
 
    Simon is sitting at the dining table talking to his mother. I’m doing up my shirt as I join them at the table. 
 
    “How is she?” he asks. 
 
    “Fast asleep. She took a painkiller.” 
 
    Simon holds up a coffee cup. “Do you want one? We just made a pot.” He stands, then hits his head with his hand. “Shit, sorry! Lochlan, this is my mum,” he laughs. “Sorry, my mom, Fiona.” 
 
    “Thank you so much for letting me stay.” 
 
    “You’re more than welcome. Your son has been a godsend for my…” I pause, searching for the right word. Girlfriend doesn’t sound permanent enough, so I say, “Annette.” 
 
    “Simon said the poor girl was struck by a car.” 
 
    “Yes, she was.” 
 
    Simon comes back with a fresh cup of coffee. “Annette is stubborn. She pushes herself too hard. I’m not surprised she’s feeling it.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “She insisted on a training session at five o’clock this morning. I told her we should wait, but she said she wanted to get one in before you got up this morning.” 
 
    Rubbing the back of my neck, I squint at him. “I didn’t even realize she’d left the room.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised.” He smiles at his mother. “Annette is determined. She walked to the gym. I told her she needs to dial it back a bit, but sometimes your women won’t listen.” 
 
    Fiona slaps his arm affectionately. “Maybe she just wants to get on with it?” 
 
    “I understand, but her body is still healing. She’s made remarkable progress, but it all takes time.” 
 
    Simon and his mother fall into an easy conversation as I look around the room. The table we’re seated at is round with an oak top, and in the middle of it is a wooden carving of a horse. The living room has a mantel with a television hung above it, but there’s no fireplace. I don’t understand this type of décor. What’s the point of having a fake fireplace? It looks ridiculous. There are two tan-colored leather wingback chairs and two couches. All the seating has a red cushion placed on them, and the curtains are beige, white, and red. It all feels high-end and very stylishly put together—apart from the fireplace. Thinking about the décor, there are hints of red throughout the entire townhouse which gives it a homey feel.  
 
    Simon clears his throat, drawing my attention. “I know I said I’d have a late lunch with you two, but would you mind if I took my mum out instead?” 
 
    “No. I was thinking of getting room service and keeping Annette in bed so she can rest.” 
 
    Simon grins. “Great! Come on, Mum, let’s find a pub, and you can fill me in on the family.” 
 
    Fiona stands. “It was nice meeting you.” 
 
    I stand and hold my hand out to her. “You too. Enjoy your afternoon. We’ll catch up tomorrow.” 
 
    Simon grabs a jacket from the back of his chair. “What time should I come and get Annette in the morning?” 
 
    “Ten, we’ll give her a sleep-in.” 
 
    Simon nods and guides his mom toward the front door. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Have fun.” 
 
    Fiona waves at me as the door closes, and I’m grateful to be alone. My cell phone is in my pocket, and I pull it out. There are a dozen missed calls from Angus. I don’t listen to his messages, but I hit dial. 
 
    “Where the fuck are you?” Angus growls into the phone. 
 
    “London. But you probably knew that, didn’t you, brother?” 
 
    “Why are you in London, and why did you take Annette?” 
 
    “Business. And where I go, Annette goes.” 
 
    “She’s injured. Why didn’t you tell us you were going?” 
 
    Sighing, I stand and move to the tan couch—it’s much more comfortable. “I knew you or one of the others would talk me out of it. I wanted to be alone with Annette.” 
 
    “So, you got on a fucking boat and stole her away?” 
 
    “It was a ship, not a boat, and Annette has always wanted to do a transatlantic crossing. I made her dream come true.” 
 
    Angus huffs into the phone. “Have you told her what you did?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Is that why you dragged her away, so there’s nothing familiar that might trigger her memories?” 
 
    I make a clicking sound. “There was no dragging, she came willingly. I only want what’s best for her.” 
 
    “And what’s best for her is for you to lie to her? To deceive her?” 
 
    “Calm down, Angus. She’s doing well. Annette is even walking on her own.” 
 
    “Can I talk to her?” 
 
    “No, she’s sleeping.” 
 
    “It’s like early afternoon there. Why is she sleeping?” 
 
    Sighing, I run a hand through my hair. “She’s taking a nap, Angus. I’ll get her to call you if it makes you feel better.” 
 
    He huffs into the phone again. “Why didn’t you tell us you were leaving? Did it occur to you, brother, we might be worried about you both?” He sounds resigned like he’s talking to a petulant child. 
 
    “I wanted her to myself. You’re right about me. All of you are. I’m a selfish bastard, and I don’t want her to remember. You should see how happy she is. We’re in love on an adventure, and we’re happy.” 
 
    In a quiet tone, he says, “But it’s all a lie. What are you going to do when she remembers? Will she hate you for the deception? Will Annette be able to forgive you?” 
 
    I’m shaking my head because, of course, she won’t. It will be another betrayal. I know he’s right. I know I should come clean, but I don’t want to risk losing her. 
 
    “Lochlan?” 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    “Her co-worker, Aurora, contacted Kyle. She said Annette had agreed to try hypnosis. Is that why you left?” 
 
    “Yes. I don’t want Annette hating me. I love her, and right now, she loves me.” 
 
    I hear his exhale of breath, and then he says, “You’re really fucking this up. Annette deserves the truth.” 
 
    Closing my eyes, I rest my head on the back of the couch. “I know.” 
 
    “How long are you staying?” 
 
    “A month. We’re taking the Queen Mary 2 back. I have a business deal to tidy up, and then we’re going to explore London and wherever else Annette wants to go before we come home.” 
 
    “When are you going to tell her?” 
 
    “Soon,” I reply flatly. 
 
    “If she loves you, really loves you, Annette will forgive you.” 
 
    I bark out a mirthless laugh. “No, she’ll never forgive me nor trust me again, and I wouldn’t blame her. Annette deserves better.” 
 
    “Yes, she does.” 
 
    “Jesus, Angus, thanks for the vote of confidence.” 
 
    “See you when you get back and answer your fucking phone when I ring, will you?” 
 
    “Yes, brother.” I end the call and open my eyes, staring at the ceiling. 
 
    Over this past week, things between Annette and me have strengthened, but I have no idea how she’ll react when I tell her of my betrayal.  
 
    Will she forgive me, or will she run like the last time?
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    Lochlan 
 
      
 
    We’re seated in Roman’s restaurant at the back in a booth. Annette looks tired, and I told her it was fine for her to stay at the hotel, but she insisted on coming. It’s nearly seven thirty, and although this is a meet and greet to get to know each other better, it’s also a business meeting, one where Roman is late.  
 
    Annette reaches over and touches my leg. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Frustrated. It seems everyone we fall into business with has a different idea of what ‘on time’ means.”  
 
    The restaurant isn’t at all what I expected. The floors are polished concrete, the tables are wooden, and the chairs are plush black velvet with silver studs down the back of them. There are four booths, identical to the one we’re in, covered in black leather. The walls are painted stark white, and the only decorations around the room are plants. There’s no artwork on the walls, and the lights are dimmed. The only word that springs to mind is minimalist. 
 
    A server approaches our table. “Could I get you a drink?” 
 
    “I’ll have a cosmopolitan, and he’ll have a glass of Belvedere vodka on ice.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, but we don’t stock Belvedere vodka.” 
 
    “He’ll have a glass of your best then, and could we please have some bread?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    I reach out and touch her arm, stopping her. “Do you know how long Roman is going to be?” 
 
    “What time did he say he’d meet you?” 
 
    “Seven.” 
 
    She looks at her watch. “He’ll probably be here by eight.” 
 
    “Does he do this often?” I ask. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, he says it’s to test the mettle of a man.” She walks away, a smirk on her face. 
 
    I drop my head to the table and bang it a couple of times. Annette laughs, and I sit up straight. 
 
    “Do you think it’s a British thing? Or do I just pick business partners who like to test me?” 
 
    Annette strums her fingers on the table. “Maybe a bit of both.” She shivers and wraps her arms around herself. Standing, I take off my coat and drape it around her shoulders.  
 
    “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Thank you for the coat.” 
 
    The server returns with our drinks and a basket full of warm bread and a pot of butter. “Roman called, he shouldn’t be far away.” 
 
    Pursing my lips, I try to smile. Whatever it looks like makes Annette laugh. 
 
    “Thank you. And thanks for the bread.” Annette reaches for a bread roll and breaks it in half. 
 
    “Enjoy.”  
 
    Sighing, I slouch back in the booth as she walks away. Annette puts a buttered roll under my nose. 
 
    “They’re good.” 
 
    I take it off her and take a bite. Annette’s right, they are good. With my arm slung over the top of the booth, I swivel around and give Annette my full attention. “Have I told you how beautiful you are?” 
 
    Chewing, she nods and takes a sip of her drink. “Not in the past hour.” 
 
    Laughing, I lean in and kiss her buttery mouth. “You’re beautiful.” 
 
    “Aww, how sweet is that?” bellows Roman as he slides into the booth. “Sorry I’m late. Margaret had a wardrobe issue, so much so, she didn’t come with me.” He tosses an envelope across the table. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “I had my people go over your proposal, and I’m in.” 
 
    “You’re in?” 
 
    Annette claps her hands and grins. 
 
    Opening the envelope, I pull out the contracts, and Roman’s signature is on all of them. 
 
    “So, when do we open our first HELP in London?” asks Roman as he clicks his fingers over his head. 
 
    Our server appears and puts a drink in front of him, and then more of his staff arrive with plates of food. 
 
    Annette picks up a fork and stabs a potato on one of the plates. Roman stares at her, and she shrugs. 
 
    “I missed lunch, and you were late.” 
 
    “Roman, this is Annette Farrow, my… woman.” 
 
    Annette quirks an eyebrow, and Roman barks out a laugh. 
 
    “You Americans…” He shakes his head. “So strange. Woman? Not girlfriend or fiancée or wife but woman?” 
 
    Annette pulls me in for a kiss and nods. “Yep, I’m his woman, and he’s my man.” 
 
    Roman holds up his glass. “Here’s to HELP being crazy successful here in the UK and abroad.” We clink glasses. “Eat! I had my chefs prepare all of our signature dishes.” 
 
    “These potatoes are good,” gushes Annette. 
 
    “The key is to cook them three times and the last time in duck fat. It makes them crispy on the outside and fluffy in the middle.” 
 
    Reaching across the table, I stab a potato of my own and take a bite. It’s exactly as Roman said it would be—delicious.  
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    We’re in Hyde Park, strolling hand in hand. It’s Christmas Eve. It is fucking cold, and I wouldn’t be here except that Annette wanted to see the park. She’s wearing layers under her black trench coat and is sporting a pretty red beret.  
 
    “Isn’t it beautiful?” 
 
    “You or the park?” 
 
    “The park. Do you know it was opened to the public in 1637?” 
 
    Annette has looked up every piece of history for every venue we’ve visited in the past three weeks. It’s like having my own personal tour guide. 
 
    “No, I didn’t.”  
 
    “Uh-huh, and it was originally a hunting ground for Henry VIII.” 
 
    “Anything else I should know?”  
 
    A man is walking toward us with a dozen helium balloons. “Can I sell you a balloon, mate? Only a fiver.” 
 
    Digging into my pocket, I pull out a ten-pound note. He takes it and hands me a heart-shaped gold balloon, then keeps walking. 
 
    “I thought you said they were five pounds?” 
 
    “It’s Christmas!” he shouts as he tips his hat and keeps walking. 
 
    Annette laughs and takes it from me. “He’s right.” 
 
    “It’s fucking lot of money for a balloon.” 
 
    “I’m worth it, though, aren’t I?” 
 
    Scowling, I eventually nod, and we emerge from the park onto Kensington Road. We’ve had the most amazing time so far, so I don’t want it to end. The balloon dances in the wind as Annette holds onto it. Stopping, I pull her into me and kiss her.  
 
    Annette breaks the kiss to pull back, and her balloon is floating away. Laughing, I run after it across the street. The gold foil balloon dances in the wind as I leap to grab hold of its string.  
 
    I realize too late I’ve walked out in front of a bus. 
 
    The windscreen explodes as my body bounces off it, and I’m propelled across the road. It’s the strangest sensation. One moment I’m flying through the air, and the next, I’m tumbling along the asphalt, but strangely, I feel no pain. When I stop, I’m staring up at the bluest sky, and Annette’s balloon is high above me. My gorgeous girl appears above me screaming, and I try to move, to tell her I’m okay, but nothing works. 
 
    She drops to her knees, and I worry she might hurt herself. Her hands are on my face, but I can’t feel them. Annette is looking everywhere, screaming for help, tears streaming down her face. 
 
    “Lochlan!” With great effort, I lift my hand, and she grasps it in her own. “Don’t move, honey.” She lowers her face to mine. “You’re going to be okay.” 
 
    Ironic that I’m hit by a bus in the pursuit to keep her happy, and Annette was hit by a car to escape me.  
 
    “I-I’m s-sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t talk. Hold on, help is coming.” Tears fall from her face, and they must land on me, but I don’t feel them. 
 
    “You’re the only woman I’ve ever loved.” My voice is barely above a whisper. 
 
    “Please don’t,” begs Annette, shaking her head. 
 
    “I h-hurt you, and I lied.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Loch. None of it matters.” 
 
    “It does.” It’s getting harder to breathe, and an ache is spreading across my chest. “The day Annie died, I w—” 
 
    Her fingers flutter around my face. “I remembered.” Annette’s face is a mask of pain as she nods, gulping in air. 
 
    “Y-You did?” 
 
    “Yes. On the ship, the night we were supposed to sit in that tiny tub together, it all came back.” She holds my hand to her lips. “But it doesn’t matter. I forgive you, Lochlan. I’ll always forgive you.” 
 
    “I d-don’t deserve you.”  
 
    Annette sits upright, still clutching my hand. “Somebody, help me!” her anguished scream fills the air. 
 
    I try to tell her I’m okay, but the words won’t form.  
 
    She’s looking around frantically and even like this, she’s still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I want to tell her she’s too good for me, and I’m sorry I screwed it up, but it’s hard to breathe. 
 
    Suddenly, she moves away from me, and a man is leaning over me. I don’t know what he’s saying. I’m trying to find Annette to focus on her face.  
 
    Eventually, she comes back into view, and I smile at her. 
 
    “F-Family first, always.”
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    Annette 
 
      
 
    I’m in the morgue. Lochlan’s lifeless body is on a steel gurney. I am clutching his hand, unable to let him go. The hospital staff has been in and out, and I know I need to leave him, but I can’t make myself let him go. I keep telling myself it’s time, but who will look after him when I’m not here? 
 
    There’s a blue sheet over his body, and his hand is so cold. I’m rocking back and forth, trying to make sense of this day. How can he be dead? We’ve been through so much, and I forgave him. Lochlan worked so hard to make it up to me. His indiscretion with that Sabine was a memory, a painful one, but I believe he really loved me. He proved it time and again these past few weeks. 
 
    How can God be so cruel to us? 
 
    Why did he have to die? 
 
    A hand lands on my shoulder, and I look up at a woman with kind brown eyes.  
 
    “It’s time for you to go.” 
 
    As fresh tears form in my eyes, I shake my head. 
 
    “We’ll take care of him.” A sob escapes me. “He’s not here anymore, sweetheart. This is just a shell. The man you loved is in a better place.”  
 
    Gently, she helps me to my feet and guides me out of the room. She keeps me walking until we’re outside.  
 
    It’s dark. 
 
    How many hours have I been sitting in there holding his hand? 
 
    “Where are you staying?” 
 
    “I-I’m at the Staybridge Suites in Vauxhall.” 
 
    “Is someone with you?” 
 
    I look back over my shoulder at the hospital’s doors. “Only Lochlan.” 
 
    Patting me on the shoulder, she nods. “I’m Barbara. I’m coming with you back to your hotel. I’m a nurse here at the hospital. It’s the end of my shift.” She smiles at me as she opens a taxi cab’s door and nudges me inside. 
 
    “Where to, love?” 
 
    Mechanically, I sit in the cab and put on my seat belt. 
 
    Barbara does the same. “Staybridge Suites, Vauxhall.” 
 
    Moments later, we’re standing in front of the hotel, and Barbara has her arm around me. I feel numb and so tired. Like a child, she helps me through the lobby and into the elevator. 
 
    “Where’s your room key?” Opening the small handbag slung across my body, I find the key and give it to her. “What floor?” 
 
    “Fourth,” I whisper. 
 
    Barbara hits the button, and we travel to my floor.  
 
    When we exit the elevator, she asks, “Which room?” 
 
    “418.” 
 
    Smiling at me and nodding, Barbara goes ahead and opens the door. She has the door propped open with her foot, waiting for me to enter. I stumble through the small kitchenette to the couch in the living area, where I sit down, staring aimlessly at the television. 
 
    “How about I make us both a cup of tea?” 
 
    When I look at Barbara, her eyes are full of sympathy, and I nod. She smiles, pats my leg, and moves back into the kitchenette. I hear her filling up the kettle and pulling mugs out of the cupboard. A phone rings and rings and eventually Barbara answers it, but she’s talking in hushed tones, so I can’t hear what she’s saying. 
 
    With a mug in each hand, she sits next to me and holds one out. I take it and automatically take a sip. My first thought is it’s not coffee, my second is it’s incredibly sweet. Frowning, I put it on the coffee table in front of us. 
 
    “Wasn’t sure how you liked it, love, so I put two sugars and milk in it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She smiles at me, and I wish I knew what to say to her, but my mind is in a fog. Lochlan’s face enters my thoughts, and fresh tears stream down my cheeks. Barbara places down her mug and pulls me in, letting me cry as she strokes my hair and tries to comfort me.  
 
    I have no idea how long we stayed clinging to each other like that. It’s not until the first rays of a new day streak through the window that I finally let her go. 
 
    “You should go home. It’s Christmas.” 
 
    “My family knows where I am.”  
 
    It’s only then I realize I haven’t telephoned any of Lochlan’s brothers.  
 
    “I need to call his family.” 
 
    Barbara nods. “What if you have a shower first to clear your head?” 
 
    Nodding, I stand and stumble into the bathroom opposite our bed—the bed that hasn’t been made yet. It strikes me as odd that in this hotel, they only make up the bed if you ask them to. The sheets are still a tangled mess from our morning lovemaking. Turning from them, I strip out of my clothes and turn on the hot water. Lochlan would get under the spray before it went hot, no matter the temperature, but not me. I always make sure it’s nice and warm before I get in.  
 
    The water feels good as it washes over me. I use the shower gel and clean myself all over and then shampoo my hair, not that there’s much there to wash. I don’t bother with conditioner as it’s really not long enough. Holding my face to the spray, I try to sort out what the hell I’m supposed to do. 
 
    Weariness has settled into my bones, and I feel like I could sleep for a week. Turning off the water, I towel myself off, wrap the towel around me, and look for my bathrobe. It’s at the foot of the bed. I put it on, grateful for the soft fluffy material which feels comforting. 
 
    Barbara is standing in the kitchenette, leaning up against the dining table. She has a cell phone in her hand and is staring at the tiled floor. 
 
    “Barbara?” 
 
    She looks at me and straightens a sad smile on her face. “Do you feel better?” 
 
    “Yes. You really should go.” 
 
    She comes toward me and puts the cell phone in my hands. “It was Lochlan’s. I collected his belongings before I brought you here.” 
 
    Staring down at it, the screen is cracked in several places. 
 
    “It rang while you were in the shower. I spoke to one of his brothers, Sean.” 
 
    My heart misses a beat, and I shake my head.  
 
    “He’s coming. I think he’s bringing others with him.” 
 
    “Lochlan was the youngest of six boys. I-I should’ve phoned them.” 
 
    Barbara embraces me. “I explained you were in shock. Seeing him pass away like you did would send anyone for a loop.” Barbara holds me at arm’s length. “You look exhausted. Why don’t you lie down for a bit?” 
 
    “It’s Christmas, Barbara. Go home. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “How about you lay down?” Barbara hands me a glass of water and two pills. “These will help you sleep.” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t think I’ll need them.” 
 
    “The mind is a funny thing. You must rest, you need to heal.” Barbara nods at the pills. “Trust me, take them.” 
 
    I put both pills into my mouth and swallow them down with a glass of water. 
 
    “Good. Now, go lie down. I’ll be here when you wake up.” 
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    When I rouse, the room is full of light. I must have slept for at least an hour. I can hear hushed voices. Sitting up, the entire MacKenny clan and their women are staring at me. 
 
    Beth rushes to my bedside and sits next to me. “We were beginning to think you’d never wake up.” 
 
    “How long have I been out for? It can’t be more than a couple of hours?” 
 
    Beth’s long dark hair is in waves around her face. “You’ve been out for over a day. We got the first flight over.” 
 
    “All of you?” 
 
    “Yes. Barbara stayed with you until we arrived. She seems like a nice woman.” 
 
    “I need the bathroom.” 
 
    Beth stands. “Of course. You go. We’ll be here when you’re ready.” 
 
    The others smile at me, but no one else speaks as I close the bathroom door, use the toilet, and then take another shower. I put the robe back on and walk out into the bedroom area. I don’t want to face the MacKenny boys without fresh clothes on, so I gather some items and go back into the bathroom to change. It’s not until I’m staring at myself in the mirror that I realize all the items of clothing I’ve picked are black. Sucking in a deep breath, I open the bathroom door and walk into the small living area.  
 
    Sean is the first to approach and engulfs me in a bear hug, crushing me. “We’re so sorry, Annette,” he whispers into my ear. 
 
    My throat burns, and fresh tears run down my cheeks. Clutching onto him, Sean squeezes me tighter as his grief pours out of him in great sobs. Each of them hug me, their sadness smothering me as they offer their condolences. I feel like a fraud. Lochlan was the love of my life, but he was their brother.  
 
    They’ve lost so much over the years. It seems tragedy follows them around like a shroud.  
 
    Angus is the last to hold me. 
 
    “Where’s Tula and the twins?” 
 
    “She was here. We all got rooms in the hotel. She’s gone to feed the twins. You slept through their screaming.” Through his tears, he smiles down at me. “We’re just glad you’re okay.” 
 
    Kyle clears his throat. “The earliest we can get Lochlan home is a flight the day after tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He looks around the room. There’s seating for three on the couch, and there are two chairs near the small dining table. Not enough for all of us. 
 
    “There’s a pub around the corner. They have a private dining room. Maybe we could all go there, get a meal, and talk?” I suggest. 
 
    Kyle nods. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Angus squeezes my upper arm. “I’m going to go up and let Tula know what’s happening.” 
 
    “She’s not coming with us?” 
 
    “Too hard with the twins. She’ll understand, and she can order room service.” 
 
    “This hotel doesn’t have room service. They do breakfast downstairs in the dining room until nine thirty in the morning, but that’s it.” 
 
    “I’ll pick her up something nearby.” 
 
    “There’s a Pret a Manger around the corner. They have healthy food. It’s good too. Lochlan likes it.” 
 
    Angus’ face twists in pain at the mention of his brother. He looks at Kyle, who tilts his head to the side. 
 
    “Go. We’ll wait for you downstairs.” 
 
    Angus gives him a chin lift and walks out of the room. I walk back into the bedroom area, pick up my handbag, and sling it across my body. 
 
    “I like your hair,” states Jamie as he pulls Isabella in and kisses the top of her head. 
 
    “Thanks.” I run a hand over its short strands. “Where’s Charlotte?” 
 
    Isabella answers, “Cutter is taking care of her and the bakery.” 
 
    I give her wide eyes. “He bakes?” 
 
    “No. We’ll only be open for coffee. There’s no way I’d trust him to bake anything.” 
 
    “Cutter is industrious, you should’ve let him try. He might have surprised you,” rumbles Kyle, then he flicks his gaze to me. “You ready?” 
 
    “As I’ll ever be.”
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    Kyle 
 
      
 
    For every person I’ve loved and put in the ground, the heavens have opened up. Standing at Lochlan’s gravesite, it’s pelting down. Lola is trying to shield me from the rain, but there’s no need. It’s as though God knows we’re grieving, and he’s crying right along with us. Lochlan is buried next to Heather. It’s fitting he’s beside her—he never completely recovered from her passing.  
 
    This family has seen so much turmoil over the past few years, but I never thought I’d lose another brother. Closing my eyes, I raise my face to the sky, letting the rain wash over me. The minister is talking, but I’m not listening. I feel Lola’s hand in mine, and I look at her. She squeezes my hand and gestures toward the minister. Turning my head toward him, I realize everyone is looking at me.  
 
    It’s my turn to talk about my little brother. Puffing out my cheeks, I slowly let the air out. I have a whole eulogy written out in my top pocket. It’s a carefully crafted speech Lola helped me write. Shaking my body, I look around at the people who loved Lochlan the most, and finally, my eyes land on Annette. 
 
    She has dark circles under her eyes, and from the way her dress is hanging off her, I’d say she’s lost weight.  
 
    Taking a step forward, I place a hand on his coffin and watch as the rain runs off it in lots of tiny rivulets. 
 
    “Lochlan was the youngest of the MacKenny family. He joins our sister, Heather, in heaven.” I smile down at the coffin. “Loch was a complicated man. He made his path and forged ahead, first on his good looks, and when he grew up a little, he put his brains to good use.” Laughter filters through the crowd. “My brother’s legacy will be the clinics he set up to help other people.” Annette nods. “Lochlan was passionate about helping people reach their best potential. He was taken from us too soon. Brother, we’ll take care of your Annette.” My voice falters as I say, “Family first, always.” 
 
    The minister clamps a hand down on my shoulder. “The wake will be held at the MacKenny family home.” 
 
    “All are welcome. Please come and share stories about Lochlan. We’d love to know how you knew him.” With that, I take Lola by the hand and walk out of the cemetery.  
 
    We came in Lola’s car as the rain is pissing down, and she’s wearing a dress. I didn’t want her flashing the whole town on the way to my brother’s funeral. Opening the passenger door, Lola climbs in quickly to get out of the rain, then I walk around to the driver’s side. The rain is cold, and I feel as though I’m soaked through to my bones. Shivering, I put the key in the ignition and start the car, turning up the heat as high as it will go. 
 
    Her beautiful red hair is pulled back in a ponytail, hanging down her back like a limp noodle. Lola moves closer to me, cupping the side of my face. I press my forehead to hers. She knows I’m hurting, and there’s no need for words. We sit like that for what feels like forever, and then, without speaking, we drive back to our home. 
 
    Cars line the streets as do motorcycles. Out of respect for me, all my MC brothers will pay their respects today.  
 
    “We could stay out here?” 
 
    “No, we can’t. Annette’s car is already here. She’ll need our support.” 
 
    “Annette isn’t nearly as breakable as you seem to think she is.” 
 
    With a grunt, I open the door and step out into the rain. Lola opens her door and runs the short distance into our home. Me, I saunter in. I can’t get any wetter than I already am. Many pat me on the back as I walk through on my way to the kitchen. Opening the refrigerator, I pull out a beer, screw the top off, and look for one of my brothers. None of them are near me, but Lola’s son, Logan, is. 
 
    “Do you know where Annette or the boys are?” 
 
    “Out back.”  
 
    I ruffle his hair and keep moving through the house. Sitting outside, I find Annette and all my brothers. She’s staring down at her hands, none of them speaking. Sean gives me a chin lift as he puts his beer to his lips.  
 
    “Does anyone need a drink?” 
 
    All eyes come to me, but no one speaks. Sean shakes his head. 
 
    “What are you going to do now, Annette?” 
 
    Her haunted eyes meet mine. “I’m moving to New York.” 
 
    “You don’t need to leave,” states Maddock. 
 
    “Yeah, I do. I can’t stay here. Too many memories.” 
 
    Angus reaches out and touches her arm. “You’ll always have a home here.” 
 
    Annette stands. “If it’s all right with you all, I’m going to leave.” 
 
    “You’re leaving for New York now?” asks Maddock. 
 
    Annette laughs. “No, silly. I’m going to Annie’s. I’m freezing, and I want to curl up and sleep for a week.” 
 
    “You won’t leave without saying goodbye, will you?” asks Jamie. 
 
    Annette smiles at him, her eyes go misty, and she says, “I never told you all what Lochlan’s last words were.” Staring at me, she blinks back her tears. “Family first, always.” 
 
    My heart thumps in my chest. Whatever demons Lochlan had, he thought of Annette as part of the family, which means for us, she’s part of the family. With one arm, I pull her into me and kiss the top of her head. 
 
    “You’ll always have a home here. You need anything, you call. Loch loved you, so we love you.” 
 
    Wiping at her face, she leaves us. We fall into companionable silence until Beth walks out with a huge plate of sandwiches. 
 
    “Hungry?”  
 
    Like a swarm of locusts that haven’t eaten in days, we each take two sandwiches from the plate. 
 
    “Thanks, babe.” Sean kisses her cheek.  
 
    “I’m going to go with Annette. I don’t think she should be alone.”  
 
    Beth is looking at Sean. It is her way of making sure it’s okay that she leaves. He smiles and kisses her lips. 
 
    “Do you want me to drive you?” 
 
    “No. Just wanted you to know where I’d be.” 
 
    Beth turns and walks back inside, squeezing my arm on the way through. 
 
    “You need to put a ring on her, brother, before she wises up and realizes what a huge mistake she’s made.” 
 
    The others chuckle at my comment, but Sean looks at me solemnly. 
 
    “I’m going to. Losing Loch has made me realize life is short, and we’re not promised tomorrow, so, yeah, I’m going to marry her.” 
 
    Angus launches himself at Sean, hugging him. 
 
    “Get off me,” growls Sean. “I haven’t done it yet.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re going to.” Angus slaps him on the back. “This probably isn’t the best time to announce this, but…” he puts his hands in his pockets, “… Tula and I got married two months before the twins were born.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything?” I ask. 
 
    “There never seemed to be the right time.” 
 
    I hold out my hand to Angus, and we shake hands, then I pull him in for a quick hug. 
 
    Jamie holds up his beer. “Congratulations, Da would be proud of you.” He winks at me. “Although, he probably wouldn’t have been too happy with you getting her pregnant first.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Yep. He’d have whipped your ass.” 
 
    Angus grins. “Da would’ve forgiven me the moment he saw the twins.” 
 
    Angus is right. Nothing was more important to Da than family. Right now, ours feels fractured with the loss of Lochlan, and yet, we’re all together. We all have the love of a good woman. Our futures are full of weddings, babies, and good times. Well, except for the baby part, that’s not in the cards for me. I have Logan, Lola, my brothers, and the club. I don’t need more than that.
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    Annette 
 
      
 
    I’m standing in my apartment in New York. It’s the first time I’ve been here since my accident. A smile creeps across my face as I remember Derek Strauss coming here for the first time and being horrified at how small it is. All of his studios have been converted to HELP centers.  
 
    A thin layer of dust covers most of the surfaces. I run a finger across the kitchen counter, drawing a line on the surface. With a sigh, I open the cupboard under the sink and pull out a cloth. It’s going to take the better part of a day to get this place back to where I’ll feel comfortable living here. 
 
    A knock at the door frightens me. Standing on my tiptoes, I peer through the peephole. Maddock MacKenny is on the other side of the door. It’s been six weeks since Lochlan died. The MacKenny family has checked on me every day since we all came home on that awful flight with Lochlan’s body.  
 
    I plaster a smile on my face and open the door. “Maddock, what are you doing here?” 
 
    He’s older than Lochlan and a little bulkier. Lochlan had higher cheekbones which were perfect for modeling. Maddock has a stronger jawline, one that always seems to have permanent stubble. He engulfs me in a hug and walks into my apartment. 
 
    “I was in New York on business and thought I’d see how you are.” 
 
    “Liar.” I close the door and go back to cleaning the countertop. 
 
    Maddock puts his hands in his pockets and rocks back on his heels. “You wound me, Annette.” 
 
    “Sure, sure. Where’s Cherie?” 
 
    Cherie Lake is his fiancée, and he rarely goes anywhere without her. His devotion to her is something I’ve always envied. 
 
    “Shopping. Lord help my credit card.” 
 
    I giggle. “Coffee?” 
 
    He surveys the room. “Sure.” Maddock walks further into my apartment and pulls out a chair at the dining table. “What’s the term the real estate folks use to describe something this small?” 
 
    “Compact or cozy.” 
 
    Maddock chuckles. “It certainly is compact.” 
 
    “I prefer cozy.” 
 
    “Did Lochlan like it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He came here to collect some of my things, but we were never here together.” I open the coffee machine, and I’m relieved to see nothing is growing in it. At least I emptied the grounds out before my accident. “But you know Loch, this wouldn’t have measured up to his standards.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s not true.” 
 
    Opening the refrigerator, I find coffee grounds, spoon some into the machine, and then fill it with water. 
 
    “We both know it is true. Lochlan had extravagant tastes. He went five-star all the way.” 
 
    “It’s why he loved you.” 
 
    I laugh. “Smooth, MacKenny, real smooth. You and Loch had that in common. He sure could spin a story.” 
 
    As though he can’t sit still, Maddock stands and grabs the cloth off the counter, rinsing it out under the tap, then he goes back to the dining table and wipes it down. 
 
    “You know, you don’t have to stay here. We could rent you a bigger apartment in a better neighborhood.” 
 
    “I don’t need you taking care of me.” 
 
    Maddock keeps wiping the table down. “Lochlan would want us to.” 
 
    I will not cry.  
 
    All I’ve done is cry, and I don’t want to shed any more tears. Drawing in a deep breath, I let it out slowly. Lochlan wouldn’t want me to be sad forever. Moving back to New York is my first step in rebuilding my life. The second will be finding a job. 
 
    “You know, I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself. I have a little money from the sale of Annie’s diner to Kyle. And this apartment is big enough for me.” 
 
    Maddock walks back into the kitchen area, rinses off the cloth, wrings it out, and wipes down the table again. 
 
    “You were provided for in Lochlan’s will.” 
 
    Maddock doesn’t make eye contact with me as he makes this statement. I pull cups out of the cupboard and rinse them in the sink. 
 
    “Did you know Lochlan was the only one of you who could look people in the eye and lie?” Maddock looks at me. “There’s no way I’m in Lochlan’s will.” 
 
    Maddock purses his lips together and stops cleaning the table. “Not technically, no.” 
 
    “Then I’m not in the will.” 
 
    He puts one hand to the back of his neck and rubs it while the other goes back into his pants pocket. “Lochlan had a lot of real estate, and he invested his money wisely. I helped him establish investments, and with the clinics he was setting up, he was on his way to being a very wealthy man.” 
 
    Maddock is an accountant and looks after most of the family’s money. Lochlan used to call him the smart one of the bunch. He’d know where all Lochlan’s money was hidden, which I’m sure there’s a considerable amount. 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “We want to take care of you.” Maddock puts both of his hands in his pockets. “And we need your help.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    His lips go together in a hard line. “Before your accident, you were employed as Derek Strauss’ personal assistant.” 
 
    “I remember.”  
 
    Maddock nods. “You know the ins and outs of his yoga studios. We were hoping you’d help us by stepping back into that role for Grayson.” 
 
    The coffee machine beeps, so I pour us a coffee each and sit down at the dining table. Maddock sits opposite me. 
 
    “You’re offering me a job?” 
 
    “Yes. One with a hefty pay increase. You’ll be overseeing the transition as Infinite Essence becomes HELP. You’d be doing us a favor.” 
 
    Wrapping my hands around the cup, I let the heat warm my fingers. “I do need a job.” 
 
    “Is that a yes?” 
 
    “Does Grayson know you’re talking to me?” 
 
    “Absolutely. We had dinner last night, and he’s on board. Derek Strauss speaks very highly of you.” 
 
    Smiling, I take a sip of coffee. “I only worked for him for a short time. He was an interesting man.” 
 
    Maddock picks up his cup and takes a sip. “This is good.” 
 
    “Umm, it’s from Guatemala. My favorite.” He looks at me expectantly. “What if I meet up with Grayson first, and we take it from there?” 
 
    Maddock grins. “That’s yes if ever I heard one.” 
 
    “It’s a yes for now.” 
 
    He reaches into his coat pocket and pulls out a check, sliding it across the table to me. “This is your first month’s pay, with a little extra. Think of it as your first bonus.” 
 
    The check has way too many zeros.  
 
    “I can’t take this.” 
 
    Maddock stands. “Sure, you can. Trust me when I say you’ll be earning it.” 
 
    “Mad, it’s for twenty-five thousand dollars.” 
 
    “I wanted to give you more, but Kyle said you probably wouldn’t take it.” 
 
    “Kyle?” I rise to my feet. “So, you’re all in on this?” I ask as I wave the check in his face. 
 
    “Yep. We take care of our own.” 
 
    My chest constricts, and I feel like I’m going to cry, so I dig my fingernails into the palm of my hand. “I’m not one of you.” 
 
    “Those last words Lochlan said to you, you know it’s our family motto, yeah?” I nod. “It was a sign. He was letting us know you’re family. We look after family.” 
 
    Maddock pulls me in for a quick hug and strides for the front door. “If you could come to the Infinite Essence’s head office tomorrow at ten, Grayson and Diandra and the rest of the team will be there.” 
 
    “Did you keep everyone who worked for Derek?” 
 
    “Yes, except for Doug. He stayed with Derek to act as his personal security. Everyone else stayed, which is a blessing.” 
 
    Maddock opens the door. “See you tomorrow at ten.” 
 
    “I’m not cashing this check.” 
 
    Maddock shrugs. “The money has already been credited to you. If you don’t cash the check, I’ll just deposit into your bank account.” 
 
    “You can’t do that.” 
 
    He smirks. “Honey, I’m an accountant, I can do anything.” Maddock winks and closes the door, only to reopen it and poke his head back in. “Make sure you lock this.” 
 
    Then he closes it, leaving me alone in my cozy apartment, shaking my head at the craziness that’s the MacKenny family. 
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    The next day I wake up feeling like hell. My stomach rolls, and I barely make it to the toilet as I lose the contents of my stomach. This isn’t a nice way to wake up. Turning on the faucet, I rinse out my mouth and wet my face. Nausea sweeps through me. Groaning, I go back to the toilet, but apart from feeling like death warmed over, I don’t vomit again. 
 
    I shower, brush my teeth, and sit at my dressing table with a towel wrapped around me. If I didn’t have a meeting today with Grayson and Diandra, I think I’d stay home in bed. Looking at myself in the mirror, I still see shadows under my eyes. It doesn’t matter how much concealer I use, to me, I look haunted. 
 
    I dream every night of Lochlan lying broken in the street and his beautiful face with cuts and scrapes as he bleeds out. With each passing day, the nightmare becomes more vivid. I’m sure it’s Lochlan’s way of making sure I don’t move on. To keep me forever his.  
 
    I smear moisturizer over my face and begin getting ready for my meeting at Infinite Essence. It’ll be good to see everyone again.  
 
    By the time I’m finished getting dressed, my stomach has calmed down, and I feel almost back to normal. I’m wearing a dark blue pantsuit with a cream silk blouse. Unfortunately, I still can’t wear high heels, so I have on a cute pair of red flats with little bows on top of them. Heels would look better, but flats will have to do. Instead of my usual handbag, I opt to take my tan briefcase—it looks more professional. My hair is slicked back with gel as it’s still growing. I’m not sure I like it this short, but it is much easier to take care of. 
 
    The idea of food makes my stomach roll, so I decide to skip breakfast. There are plenty of cafés or vendors where I can grab a quick bite on my way to work. 
 
    Work. 
 
    It feels good to have a plan, something to look forward to. The check for twenty-five thousand dollars is tucked into my jacket pocket. It’s a waste of time arguing with the MacKenny boys, so I’ll deposit it a little later today. I’ll find a way to pay them back. 
 
    There’s nothing like walking through New York in the mornings. The streets are teeming with people as they rush to get where they are going. The cars are already bumper to bumper, and horns are being blown, long and loud. I catch sight of myself in one of the department store windows. I’m smiling as I weave in and around the people on the sidewalk.  
 
    I’ve missed this.  
 
    The hustle and bustle of a busy city.  
 
    A pang of regret courses through me as I wish Lochlan and I could’ve experienced this together.  
 
    Opening the front door to Infinite Essence, I’m greeted by Harmony, who grabs my hand. “Damn, girl! It’s so good to see you.” She links her arm with mine and walks with me to the elevator. “So, I understand you’ve got the skinny on our new employers?” 
 
    Laughing, I pat her hand. “It’s good to see you, too, and yes. I’ve known some of them for a long time.” 
 
    “Am I going to like them?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    The elevator opens, and we step inside. 
 
    “Good. It’s always hard when you get new bosses. Some can be dicks.” 
 
    Harmony hasn’t changed at all. She still speaks her mind and wears her hair in pigtails. 
 
    “They aren’t dicks,” I assure her with a smirk. 
 
    She winks at me, and the doors open. Together, we make our way into the conference room, where the other members of the team and Grayson and Diandra are waiting.  
 
    Grayson is the first to see me. He stalks toward me and holds out his hand. “Hey, Annette, it’s good to see you.” 
 
    I shake it and smile widely at him. “Thank you for the opportunity to work with you.” 
 
    Diandra makes a beeline for me and hugs me. “Are you kidding? We’re lucky to have you. We expect you to keep the MacKenny family happy and out of our way.” 
 
    “Are they a problem?” I ask. 
 
    “No, not at all. Maddock has been in on the deal since day one. But now that the others have a say in the business, it could get more complicated.” 
 
    Harmony disconnects herself from me and heads for the coffee machine. 
 
    “Have you met the entire team?” I ask Grayson and Diandra. 
 
    “Many times. You’re the last piece of the puzzle.” Grayson takes my arm and guides me to a table filled with food. “We hope you’ll consider staying on with us. Maddock hinted you might have reservations?” 
 
    “What would you expect of me?” 
 
    Diandra joins us. “The same as you did with Derek Strauss. Except there’s two of us, and I’m not working full-time because of the baby.” 
 
    “Oh my God! I completely forgot! What did you have?” 
 
    “A girl. We called her Gaia,” Grayson proudly announces. 
 
    “Does it mean something?” 
 
    “The Greek goddess of Earth, mother of all life,” replies Diandra. 
 
    “Lochlan would’ve loved that.” 
 
    Grayson chuckles. “No, he’d have preferred it was a Scottish name.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    Harmony bounds over and thrusts a cupcake at me. “I made sure they got your favorite, red velvet.” 
 
    Nausea washes over me. I put my hand over my mouth and run from the room, dropping my briefcase. Harmony jumps out of the way, sending the cupcake flying through the air. Thankfully, no one is in the bathroom as I throw myself into one of the stalls. 
 
    There’s nothing in my stomach except clear liquid, but my body seems intent on purging it from my system. I’m heaving and groaning as I wait for the purge to end.  
 
    Diandra appears with some wet towels, and I hold them to my forehead. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Turning, I sit on the floor. “I’ve been better.” 
 
    “How far along are you?” 
 
    Puzzled, I look up at her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s morning sickness, yes?” 
 
    The walls of the bathroom close in on me. Staring straight ahead, I try to remember the last time I had a cycle. It’s been weeks. Too many for me to count. London? Did I have a period in London?  
 
    Diandra crouches beside me. “You didn’t realize?” 
 
    “I-It’s been… no, I can’t be.” Tears spring to my eyes. “No, no, no!” 
 
    “It could be a bug. Let’s get you up off the floor. Maybe Jacob can take a look at you?” 
 
    Jacob is the resident medical adviser for all the yoga studios.  
 
    Shakily, I get to my feet. “I can’t be.” 
 
    Diandra puts an arm around me. “Come on, Annette. Let’s get you looked at.” 
 
    [image: A picture containing text  Description automatically generated] 
 
    Jacob is sitting at his desk, and I’m on the other side. He stands and walks around his desk, leaning against it. 
 
    “We’ll need to run a few more tests, but…” he puts his hands together, looks at the floor, then meets my eyes. “You’re pregnant.” 
 
    I spring to my feet and pace. “No, no, no,” I chant. 
 
    “How far along do you think you are?” 
 
    Not stopping my pacing, I glance at him several times as my scrambled brain tries to remember. “I know I had a cycle while I was in the hospital.” 
 
    “Did you and Lochlan practice safe sex?” 
 
    Shaking my head from side to side, wringing my hands, I say, “No. No.” I stop and stare at him. “No!” 
 
    His mouth is open as though he’s searching for the right words. 
 
    “My life isn’t supposed to be this! I’m supposed to be with Lochlan and my gran, and I should be a hell of a lot older. Instead, I’m alone, and I’m pregnant!” I flop into the chair and hold my head in my hands.  
 
    Jacob crouches in front of me. “You’ve got this. The good Lord never gives us more than we can handle.” 
 
    “Lately, he’s given me too much.” Tilting my head up, I ask, “How am I supposed to do this on my own?” 
 
    A knock sounds on his door, and Jacob holds a finger up to me. He walks over and opens it. 
 
    “Is she okay?” asks Maddock. 
 
    Checking over my shoulder, Jacob is staring at me. I nod, and he lets Maddock into the room. 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    “Diandra said you were sick.” His gaze goes to Jacob. “Does she have a virus?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, and both men look at me. “And in about sixish months, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Maddock looks confused. I push past both men, back into the conference room, grab my briefcase off the desk. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Are you sick?” 
 
    “Can I do anything?” 
 
    A volley of questions are thrown at me, but I don’t stop to look at anyone. I keep walking to the elevator.  
 
    Maddock steps in front of me, so I do an about-face and head for the stairs. 
 
    “Annette?” shouts Maddock. 
 
    I wave a hand at him and keep going. I’m halfway down the stairs when he catches up with me. 
 
    “Annette, please stop.” 
 
    “Can’t. I’m late.” 
 
    “For what?” I keep moving, and he jogs past me and waits at the bottom of the stairs. “Annette, talk to me.” 
 
    “You know you look like him.” 
 
    “Who? Lochlan?” I raise my eyebrows. “Technically, he looked like me. I’m older.” 
 
    A single tear runs down my cheek. “I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “No?” Maddock’s eyes go to my stomach, and he reaches out to touch me, then jumps back and twirls around. “Yes!” He does a fist pump in the air. 
 
    “I’m glad one of us is happy.” 
 
    He stops his dancing and frowns. “Oh, Annette, this is a good thing.” Maddock puts one arm around my shoulders and rests his hand on my stomach. “Lochlan lives on through your child.” 
 
    “I just want Loch,” I whisper. 
 
    “We all do, but that’s not going to happen. In me, in my, our family, you are loved, Annette. We will take care of you. You are not alone.” 
 
    Those last four words are the ones I needed to hear. 
 
    I throw my arms around Maddock. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Family first, always,” whispers Maddock, and my heart breaks a little.
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    Sean 
 
      
 
    New York is an overcrowded cesspool of a city filled with rude, impatient people waiting to trample you at the first sign of weakness.  
 
    “Sean, you’re going to wear a hole in the carpet,” says Kyle. 
 
    “How long does it take?” 
 
    Angus chuckles. “As long as it takes. Tula was in labor for hours.” 
 
    “Yes, but she had twins. Annette is only having one.” I stop pacing and glare at him. 
 
    He smirks at me and shakes his head. “It’ll take as long as it takes.” 
 
    I resume pacing. If Beth were here, it would calm my nerves, but unfortunately, she and the rest of the women are in the birthing suite with Annette. Losing Lochlan put a deeper crack in my heart, but knowing his child is about to enter the universe helps heal that rift. 
 
    As if she can sense me thinking about her, I feel Beth’s arms snake around my waist, and her head rests on my back. 
 
    “What did she have?” asks Kyle as I thread my fingers with Beth’s. 
 
    “A boy.” 
 
    Looking up at the ceiling, I send a prayer to the gods, thanking them 
 
    “Is she okay?” asks Jamie. 
 
    Beth releases me and giggles. “She’s fine, but poor Charlotte fainted.” 
 
    Turning, I pull Beth into my side. “Is she okay?” 
 
    Beth looks up at me. “She split her lip, but she’s all right. Although, I don’t ever think she’ll have children.” 
 
    Looking into Beth’s eyes, my heart swells, and then I think of Annette and the heartache she must be feeling. 
 
    “Can we see her?” 
 
    Beth looks around the room and holds up her pointer finger. “One at a time. Oldest to youngest.” 
 
    Kyle laughs and jogs from the room.  
 
    “That’s not fair,” I growl into Beth’s ear.  
 
    “How do you think I feel? I’m coming last,” pouts Angus. “Why can’t we all go in at once?” 
 
    “She’s exhausted. Don’t you remember how Tula was?” 
 
    “She was off her face on happy drugs.” 
 
    Beth laughs. “Well, Annette refused everything. She’s tired, sore, and needs sleep.” 
 
    He gives her a bored look and flops into a chair. Beth arches a perfectly shaped eyebrow at me, and I shake my head. 
 
    “Was the birth hard on Annette?” asks Maddock. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t easy, but she pulled through just fine.” 
 
    Maddock looks relieved. “I don’t think I could cope with losing another family member.” 
 
    “No! Stop it. No more talk like that. Today is a joyous day.” Beth points at us. “All of you, smile, right now! I want to see happy, smiling faces, and it’s what Annette needs too. She’ll be thinking about Lochlan. She’ll be sad, and we need to make her focus on the baby.” 
 
    “Did she tell you she’s thinking about Loch?” I ask. 
 
    “No. But if it were me, having your baby and you weren’t h-here,” Beth’s voice cracks. “You’d be the only thing I’d be thinking of.” I pull her into me and kiss the top of her head. Beth pushes me away, slapping at my chest. “Enough.” She takes a deep breath. “It’s a happy day!” Her voice waivers, and her face crumples as tears fall down her cheeks.  
 
    I pull her into me, Beth’s face is on my chest as she cries. My brothers, one by one, leave the small waiting room as I hold onto her and let her get it all out. When she eventually looks up at me with puffy eyes, I kiss her lips. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere. It’s you and me for the next fifty or sixty years and more kids than you can count.” 
 
    Beth slaps my arm. “No kids until I’m wearing your ring. Remember?” 
 
    Reaching into my pocket, I pull out the small ring that has been burning a hole in my soul since I’ve been carrying it around with me for the past week. 
 
    “Elizabeth Trent, will you marry me?” 
 
    Her mouth drops open, and she looks from the ring to me and back again. 
 
    “Beth?” 
 
    Tentatively, she takes the ring off me, and I pluck it out of her fingers, take her hand, and slip it on her ring finger. 
 
    I look at her expectantly. Beth takes a step back, and I hold out my hands, waiting for her answer. She holds her hand up, smiling at the ring. 
 
    “Is that a yes?” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “Is that a yes?” I put my hands on my hips. 
 
    Beth holds up her hand again, then slaps me hard across the face. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I growl, throwing my hands up in the air. 
 
    Beth launches herself at me, wrapping her legs around my waist and showering my face with kisses. “Yes, yes, yes!” 
 
    My hands go to her ass, holding her up. “Why did you hit me?” 
 
    “So, you’ll never forget.” 
 
    “Babe, I wasn’t going to forget. Every moment with you is unforgettable, especially the moment I ask you to be my wife.” 
 
    “You have a point.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    Kyle walks back into the room and clears his throat. “Your turn.” 
 
    Beth holds out her hand. “Look! I’m going to be a part of the family.” 
 
    “Congratulations, but Beth, you were already part of the family,” responds Kyle. 
 
    She drops her feet to the floor, and I release her. “Go on… go see Annette.” 
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    Not knowing what I’m going to say, I open the door to Annette’s room. My brothers are all lined up, waiting for their turn. Quietly, I open the door and walk in. Annette is in bed with the baby cradled in her arms. Her gaze is firmly placed on the tiny bundle. 
 
    I sit on the side of the bed and look at the tiny boy whose face is all red, and he’s scowling with his eyes closed. 
 
    “Jesus, he looks like Loch.” 
 
    “I think so too.” Annette strokes the side of his face with her finger. 
 
    “Do you have a name?” 
 
    With tears brimming, she looks at me. “I’ve thought long and hard about the best name. One that would please Lochlan.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Beathan, it means life.” 
 
    I swipe at my face as a tear falls down my cheek. “Lochlan would’ve loved that.”
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    Annette 
 
      
 
    The sun is barely up, and the world is slowly coming alive. My gaze lands on Beathan, asleep next to me. His little face, so like his father’s, is screwed up into a scowl. It’s moments like these I miss Lochlan the most.  
 
    Beathan is six months old and growing so fast.  
 
    The MacKenny brothers all visit me on a regular basis, although apart from Maddock, none of them like coming to New York. They were all concerned about Beathan’s and my safety in my apartment, so Grayson and Diandra introduced me to Tyson Reed. He’s the owner of the New England Warriors and has an apartment in New York he rarely uses. It’s huge, and it’s where Diandra and her son, Dawson, lived when they were here.  
 
    Beathan and I have a wing to ourselves, and in the four months we’ve lived here, Tyson has only stayed a handful of times. He won’t accept rent from me and says I’m helping him by staying here by keeping the cupboards stocked with food for when he does come home. 
 
    Carefully, I move off my bed so as not to wake Beathan, put on my silk robe, and pad out of the room. As I move down the hall toward the kitchen, I smell coffee. Tyson must be here. When I step into the kitchen, he’s standing there in black slacks, no shoes or shirt, staring out at the view. 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    Tyson twirls, spilling his coffee. “Jesus! You scared me.” 
 
    As I walk toward the coffee machine, I giggle.  
 
    “Decaf?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes.” Smiling widely at him, I pour myself a cup and join him near the window. He’s bent down using some paper towel to clean up the coffee mess. 
 
    “You know it’s better for you.” 
 
    “So is prune juice, but I don’t drink that either.” 
 
    “But you are drinking my decaf.” 
 
    Tyson looks up at me and scowls. “When in Rome.” Then he smiles. “Do you still suffer from heartburn?” 
 
    “You’re mean, and yes, sometimes, but the decaf certainly helps.” Tyson stands. “When did you get in?” 
 
    “Late last night. I’ve got meetings all week. Do you think you and Beathan might like to share the odd dinner with me?” 
 
    Moving away from him, I sit at the small table next to the window. “Are you sure we’re not imposing?” 
 
    Tyson chuckles. His laughter makes me smile. 
 
    “No, it’s nice to come home to someone, and you keep my favorite cookies. What else could a man ask for?” 
 
    “His home to himself?” 
 
    Tyson reaches across the table, putting his hand on mine. “I’m hardly ever here. Besides, if I didn’t want to see you, I wouldn’t. This place is big enough for a small army.” He removes his hand and picks up his coffee cup. 
 
    “Then we would love to have dinner with you.” 
 
    Tyson winks at me and averts his gaze back to the view.  
 
    It’s a comfortable silence, and neither of us finds it necessary to fill the void with chit-chat. 
 
    Tyson Reed is a good-looking man. I’ve seen pictures of him in all of the magazines and newspapers with different women. He doesn’t appear to have a steady girlfriend, and to the best of my knowledge, he’s never brought anyone back here. 
 
    “What are you up to today?” he asks. 
 
    “Thank god it’s Saturday. I’m thinking of taking Beathan to the park. I’ve been working at HELP and need a day to recharge. How about you?” 
 
    “I have nothing planned.” Tyson smiles at me. 
 
    “Did you want to join us?” His eyes widen a little, and I quickly say, “I’m sure you have something better to do. Please don’t feel like you have to say yes.” 
 
    Tyson leans back in the chair and grins. “Will there be ice cream?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well, you’re going to the park. In my experience, when you go to the park, there’s ice cream.” 
 
    “Okay, I can spring for ice cream.” 
 
    Tyson laughs. “No, I’ll buy the ice cream. You do eat ice cream?” 
 
    “Chocolate chip is my favorite.” 
 
    He rests both elbows on the table and leans forward. “Wanna know a secret?” 
 
    Giggling, I mimic him and lean forward. “Yes.” 
 
    “I like chocolate chip too.” 
 
    “Well, aren’t we a match made in ice cream heaven then?” 
 
    With a knowing smile, Tyson leans back and nods. “I think so.” 
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    If you liked this series, you might also like: 
 
      
 
    The Savage Angels MC Series 
 
      
 
    Savage Stalker Book 1 
 
    Click here to purchase 
 
        
 
      
 
    BLURB 
 
      
 
    Dane Reynolds 
 
    President of the Savage Angels MC. 
 
    Fierce, strong, and loyal. 
 
    He’s had his eye on Kat for a while now, waiting for her to come to him, but he’s had enough of waiting. 
 
    He’s decided it’s time to make her his. 
 
      
 
    Katarina Saunders 
 
    Kat to the world, international rock star. 
 
    Lead singer for The Grinders. 
 
    Until she has an accident that ruins her career and sends her running into the mountains away from everything and everyone. 
 
      
 
    Will these two come together? 
 
    Or will Kat’s savage stalker get to her first? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Savage Fire Book 2 
 
    Savage Town Book 3 
 
    Savage Lover Book 4 
 
    Savage Sacrifice Book 5 
 
    Savage Rebel (Novella) Book 6 
 
    Savage Lies Book 7 
 
    Savage Life Book 8 
 
    Savage Christmas (Novella) Book 9 
 
    Savage Angels MC Collection Books 1 – 3 
 
    Savage Angels MC Collection Books 4 – 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Other Books by Kathleen Kelly 
 
      
 
    Spark: The MacKenny Brothers Series Book 1 
 
    Spark of Vengeance: The MacKenny Brothers Series Book 2 
 
    Spark of Hope: The MacKenny Brothers Series Book 3 
 
    Spark of Deception: The MacKenny Brothers Series Book 4 
 
    Spark of Time: The MacKenny Brothers Series Book 5 
 
    Spark of Redemption: The MacKenny Brothers Series Book 6 
 
      
 
    Tackling Love – The Tackling Series Book 1 
 
    Tackling Life – The Tackling Series Book 2
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    To Google for being an endless source of knowledge and making it so easy for me to fact-check everything. 
 
      
 
    To you, the reader, for buying my books – thank you. 
 
      
 
    And to my husband, who is my biggest cheerleader, supporter, lover, and the only person I want to navigate this crazy life with, thank you for being you. x

  

 
   
     
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Check these links for more from Kathleen Kelly 
 
      
 
    READER GROUP 
 
    Want access to fun, prizes, and sneak peeks? 
 
    Join my Facebook Reader Group. 
 
    Click here 
 
           
 
    NEWSLETTER 
 
    Want to see what’s next? 
 
    Sign up for my newsletter. 
 
    Click here 
 
           
 
    BOOKBUB 
 
    Connect with me on Bookbub. 
 
    Click here 
 
         
 
    GOODREADS 
 
    Add my books to your TBR list on my Goodreads profile. 
 
    Click here 
 
       
 
    AMAZON 
 
    Click to buy my books from my Amazon profile. 
 
    Click here 
 
         
 
    WEBSITE 
 
    Click here 
 
         
 
    TWITTER 
 
    Click here 
 
          
 
    INSTAGRAM 
 
    Click here 
 
           
 
    EMAIL 
 
    Click here 
 
      
 
    FACEBOOK 
 
    Click here
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    Kathleen Kelly was born in Penrith, NSW, Australia. When she was four, her family moved to Brisbane, QLD, Australia. Although born in NSW, she considers herself a QUEENSLANDER! 
 
      
 
    She married her childhood sweetheart, and they live in Toowoomba. 
 
      
 
    Kathleen enjoys writing contemporary romance novels with a little bit of steam. She draws her inspiration from family, friends, and the people around her. She can often be found in cafes writing and observing the locals. 
 
      
 
    If you have any questions about her novels or would like to ask Kathleen a question, she can be contacted via e-mail: kathleenkellyauthor@gmail.com or she can be found on Facebook. She loves to be contacted by those that love her books. 
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