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    How well do you know the man you married? 
 
      
 
    Isabelle knows all men have issues, but when you’re in love, you make allowances. But what do you do when those issues turn into bruises or worse? 
 
      
 
    Run. 
 
      
 
    Jamie’s family is part of an MC. He may not approve of them, but flesh and blood always come first. 
 
      
 
    For Jamie, Isabelle is someone he wants to get to know, but she has secrets and boundaries which he’s finding hard to get through. He’s falling for her, but she keeps him at arm’s length and firmly in the friend zone. 
 
      
 
    Jamie is sure he can make Isabelle happy. Will the family he keeps at a distance help him? Or will her secrets and past destroy them all? 
 
      
 
      
 
    From USA Today Bestselling Author Kathleen Kelly comes book five in her MacKenny Brothers series.
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    For the people in my life who are there through thick and thin. 
 
    Who accept and love me for the quirky person I can be. 
 
    You know who you are. 
 
    I love each and every one of you. 
 
      
 
    Friendship isn’t about who’s been here the longest, it’s about who came and never left my side and stood next to me weathering the storm.
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    Isabelle 
 
      
 
    His fist connects with my stomach, and all the air rushes out of me. I crumple to the floor, and panic paralyzes me as I try to breathe again. But he doesn’t leave me alone, and his shoe-clad foot slams into my side, sending me across the slippery floor. The floors he had refinished to a dark, almost black stain, as he thought it looked more expensive. I wanted them lighter to disguise the dirt, but he accused me of being lazy.  
 
    Another blow lands on my upper leg, and I manage to draw in enough breath to yelp. 
 
    “Honestly, Belle, see what you made me do?” He’s pacing now, a sign that I might be over the worst of it. His hands rake through his hair as he looks down at me. “Why do you have to be such a bitch?” 
 
    The air in my lungs feels like heaven, and I go up on my knees, in a begging position, head bowed. “I’m s-sorry,” I whisper.  
 
    It’s better to apologize and hope he believes it than to argue with him, or worse still, fight back. Those beatings are the worst. He drops to his knees in front of me, his hands cup my face and tilt my head back, so I’m staring into his blue eyes.  
 
    I thought him handsome once—light brown hair streaked blond by the sun, a tan, and a smile that could make you melt. But that was three years ago.  
 
    How can he profess to love me when he treats me this way?  
 
    How did I ever let myself fall for his lies?  
 
    Chase Kelly appeared to have it all—old money mixed with his determination to make it on his own, to be self-made. Of course, it’s easy when you’re one of the wealthiest families in Chicago. If you don’t make it on your own, you can always rely on family to pick you up and put you back on top of the pile. 
 
    His lips touch mine, and I force myself to remain still. I want so very much to cringe away from him, but if I do that, he’ll keep hitting me. 
 
    “That’s my girl.” 
 
    With tears on my cheeks, I smile at him. “I must look a mess.” 
 
    His eyes search my face, looking for deceit or his perception of it. I try to smile wider as my sideburns—it feels like he’s broken some ribs this time. 
 
    “You love me, don’t you, Belle?”  
 
    Belle. How I fucking hate being called Belle. My name is Isabelle, but from the moment we got married, he started calling me that horrid nickname. And he introduces me to his friends as Belle, to the point where I’ve stopped correcting people. Well, everyone except his sister, Morgan, who calls me by my full name. I think she knows I married a monster, not that she’d ever admit it. 
 
    Chase slides his hands down my body and helps me to my feet. The burning increases and my leg throbs, but I know better than to show my pain. He inflicts it, but he likes to pretend that he hasn’t hurt me, that I’m okay. Chase’s fingers dig into my sides and he pulls me closer to him, so I can feel his erection.  
 
    My stomach rolls, and for a moment, I think I’m going to be sick but swallow it back down like I’ve done so many times before. Chase puts his hand in mine and pulls me toward the bed, undoing his belt as we walk. Part of me wants to run or fight, but I can’t win. I’ve tried. It’s easier to let him do what he wants and hope he won’t hurt me further. 
 
    His pants hit the floor with a thud, his erection glistening in the light.  
 
    I lay on the bed, close my eyes and pretend I’m anywhere but here.
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    Isabelle 
 
      
 
    Three Years Ago… 
 
      
 
    The Kelly family is old money and one of the wealthiest families in Chicago. They made their money in shipping. Importing and exporting, and eventually, they expanded into cargo ships on the Great Lakes, connecting all the larger towns. I have no idea how they heard about my small events business, but I’m so grateful for the work. 
 
    Chase Kelly hired me to cater his party and make sure his guests were wined and dined. He has a small luxury yacht manufacturing business, and tonight they are launching a hybrid yacht that uses solar as well as diesel.  
 
    He’s incredibly excited about it. Chase claims it’s the way of the future. He’s so good-looking and self-assured. He’s as comfortable in a room full of millionaires as he is talking to the workers in his plant. I’ve never met anyone quite like him. 
 
    Chase is six foot three with a swimmer’s body, light brown hair, blue eyes, and a smile that gives me butterflies. This party has been six months in the making. We’ve flirted back and forth but always kept it professional, but tonight it all ends. Tomorrow I’ll go back to event organizing on a much smaller scale, and he’ll go back to all the pretty socialites who flutter around him like bees in search of honey, or should I say money. 
 
    “Ms. Jones, you should try enjoying yourself.” 
 
    Looking up, Chase Kelly is smiling down at me. “I will. When the night is over.” 
 
    Chase takes my clipboard off me and places it on the table, then he puts his hand in mine and guides me to the dance floor. Like a lost child, I let him, even though it’s extremely inappropriate. 
 
    As with everything else this man seems to do, he dances like he was born to do it. We glide around the floor, and I’m lost in those pretty blue eyes.  
 
    “You’ve done an amazing job.” 
 
    Smiling, I shake my head. “You left nothing to chance. I simply brought your vision to life. You knew what you wanted.” 
 
    “Indeed, I do.” 
 
    His double meaning makes me blush, and I break eye contact with him. “Everyone seems to be having a good time. Have you sold many of your hybrids?” 
 
    Chase chuckles. “Nice change of subject there.” I look back up at him. “And yes. We’ve sold two, maybe three, which, for a small brokerage, is amazing.” 
 
    He seems quite pleased with himself. I smile widely at him, and the slow song comes to an end.  
 
    Pulling out of his grasp, I step back. “I should get back to work.” 
 
    “Your team is doing beautifully without you, and all the hard work is done. Now, it’s about having a good time.”  
 
    Another slow song starts, and he embraces me again. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about Chase Kelly, it’s that he’s used to getting his own way. 
 
    “What are you doing tomorrow?”  
 
    Tomorrow is Saturday, and I normally spend it with my older sister, Charlotte. She’s twenty-four, mentally impaired, and has the mental acuity of a teenager. Charlotte lives in a group home. She’s really happy there but looks forward to our weekly visits. 
 
    “I’m busy.” 
 
    Chase raises an eyebrow. “Boyfriend?” 
 
    “No,” I laugh. “Family.” 
 
    “Surely, you can see them anytime?” 
 
    “It’s my sister. I’m seeing her tomorrow. It’s not often I have a Saturday off.” 
 
    “Invite her. If she’s anything like you, she’ll fit right in.” 
 
    I shake my head, and Chase scowls at me. “She’s not like me. Charlotte is learning impaired.” 
 
    The scowl disappears, replaced with empathy. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” I reply with a shake of my head. “Charlotte was born this way. It’s my normal. And she’s amazing.” 
 
    “I’d love to meet her.” 
 
    This takes me by surprise. Over the years, the one thing I’ve come to understand is that people like Charlotte make ‘normal’ people uneasy. Most of my boyfriends met her after some time, and if they made her uncomfortable or I didn’t like the way they treated her, they never got a second chance with either of us. Charlotte is important to me, as she’s my only living relative. Mom and Dad died in a plane crash five years ago. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I shake my head. 
 
    Chase steps back from me. “I understand. Perhaps another time?” He smiles down at me and walks away.  
 
    Why do I feel like I’ve failed some test? Watching him go, he moves from group to group, shaking hands and smiling like a shark trolling through the shallows. The imagery causes me to shudder, and I walk back to the table and pick up my clipboard.  
 
    One server, Joe, stands next to me and holds out the drinks tray. “Here you go, boss, help yourself.” 
 
    I take a glass of bubbles. “I really shouldn’t.” 
 
    “They aren’t going to miss it. There are still over a dozen bottles left, and it doesn’t look like they’re going to drink it all. Most of them seem to prefer the harder stuff.” 
 
    “Make sure the leftovers don’t disappear and are delivered to Chase Kelly’s offices on Monday.” 
 
    Joe frowns. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “Can’t Monday. I’m working at the bistro down by the river.” 
 
    Groaning, I sip the champagne. “Damn. Okay, let’s load them into the back of my car, and I’ll deliver them first thing.” 
 
    “He’d rather see you, anyway.” 
 
    “What do you think of him, Joe?” 
 
    Joe holds his tray higher, puts a hand behind his back, and straightens up. “Old money, used to getting what he wants, and from my experience, those kinds of people are dangerous.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Joe smiles at me and looks me in the eyes. “They don’t take no for an answer.” He moves back into the crowd and disappears.  
 
    It’s going to be a long night, so I walk into the kitchens to make sure the food is hot and going out promptly.
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    Isabelle 
 
      
 
    It’s early Monday morning. I like to jog along the four-mile loop of Chicago’s Riverwalk. I get the serenity of the river with the skyline in the distance. It calms me and centers my thoughts for the coming week. Mondays aren’t busy days for event organizers. Weekends take up the bulk of our work. Mondays are usually Charlotte’s day, but since I saw her over the weekend, I get most of today to myself—a rare respite.  
 
    This time of day, there are people on their way to work or exercising. I maneuver around all of them and concentrate on my breathing and pace. Another jogger falls in beside me, and I pay them little notice. It happens sometimes. They think because I’m a woman, I can’t keep up or I need a protector. I’m coming to an area where there are very few people are around, so I stop running and drop to do up my shoelace. The jogger stops too and positions themselves in front of me. 
 
    Standing, I come face to face with Chase Kelly. “Good morning.” 
 
    With a hand on my hip, I smile at him. “Good morning. What brings you here?” 
 
    “I like to get my exercise in early and saw you, so I thought I’d join you.” His smile lights up his face. 
 
    “Didn’t take you for a runner?” 
 
    “Glad I could surprise you.” 
 
    “Shall we?” I ask as I take a couple of steps to continue my run. Chase falls in beside me. “Actually, I was coming to see you today.” 
 
    “Couldn’t keep away?” 
 
    I grin at him and shake my head. “Leftover alcohol. It’s in the trunk of my car.” 
 
    Chase bursts out laughing and grabs me by the arm, stopping us. “Wait! You were going to give me the leftovers and not keep them?” 
 
    “That would be stealing.” 
 
    Chase laughs harder. “Hard-working and honest. You’re going to go far, Ms. Jones.” 
 
    “Haven’t your other organizers given you what they didn’t use?” 
 
    “No, never.” 
 
    I shrug. “Well, it’s not how I operate.” 
 
    “Let me buy you breakfast.” 
 
    I look at the path along the river. I’ve barely begun my route.  
 
    “Please?” says Chase, and it almost sounds like he’s pleading. 
 
    Sighing, I nod my head. “Sure, why not?” 
 
    “Great! There’s a little place further up just off West Monroe Street. It’s called Tellers. They make great coffee and a hearty breakfast.” 
 
    I scrunch up my nose at the hearty breakfast, as it will mean I’m done running for today since you can’t run on a full stomach. Chase frowns at me, and I smile. 
 
    “Sounds perfect. Race you there?” 
 
    Chase grins and takes off at a hell of a pace. I keep to my stride and let him win. When I finally arrive at the coffee house, he’s doing a Rocky impersonation as he jogs up and down the three stairs, arms held high. 
 
    “You won!” I laugh. 
 
    Chase beams at me. “So what do I get for a prize?” 
 
    “I think we’re supposed to discuss that before you win,” I tease. 
 
    “Ah… but to the victor comes the spoils.” Chase smiles down at me, and I feel flustered. 
 
    “Okay, then. What do you want?” 
 
    “Dinner.” 
 
    He looks pleased with himself, as though I’m some great treasure that he’s won. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Tonight.” 
 
    Shaking my head slightly, he joins me at the bottom of the stairs and takes my hands in his. His bottom lip juts out as though he’s pouting. “Say yes. We can do a cruise on the water and have dinner on my yacht.” 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    Chase shakes his head. “No, I can’t cook, so there will be staff, but other than that, yes, it’ll be you and me.” 
 
    Relaxing slightly at the thought of other people being there, I nod. “What time?” 
 
    The pout disappears, and he threads his fingers through mine. “Six?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He kisses the back of my hand and frowns. 
 
    “What?” I ask, embarrassed. 
 
    “You’re all filmy.” 
 
    “It’s called sweat, and we were jogging.” 
 
    Chase smiles and pulls me into the small coffeehouse. It’s notably bright inside—the walls, floor, tables, and chairs are all white. There’s a neon sign over the counter in a light blue that reads ‘Coffee.’ Apart from the odd plant, it’s the only color in the café.  
 
    Chase walks over to the counter and orders us both eggs over medium, two pieces of crispy bacon, toast, and a side of pancakes with maple syrup. 
 
    “How do you like your coffee?” he asks. 
 
    With wide eyes, I stare at him. No one has ever ordered for me before and gotten it so wrong. I don’t want to cause a scene, so I say nothing about the breakfast. 
 
    “Umm, black coffee and water, please?” 
 
    Chase grins and looks at the lady taking our order. “You heard the lady, and I’ll have a coffee Frappuccino, tall.” 
 
    The woman nods, and I’m a little embarrassed by the way Chase spoke to her. He opens his wallet, and instead of handing the money to her outstretched hand, he puts it on the counter. She gives him a death stare, and he’s completely oblivious to her discomfort. Picking the money up, she presses a button on the cash register. It opens, and she pulls out his change and puts it in his hand with a big smile. “Thank you so much. Please take a seat, and we’ll get your order right out to you.” 
 
    Her eyes come to me, and I smile at her. “Thank you so much. We really appreciate it.” 
 
    The woman does a double-take on me and nods. No doubt she’s confused by the two of us—one incredibly rude and the other trying too hard to be nice. We sit near the front of the café, and Chase reaches over, taking my hand in his. 
 
    “You ordered for me?” 
 
    “I eat here occasionally. I thought I’d speed up the process. You don’t mind, do you?” 
 
    He runs his thumb across my knuckles. “I don’t eat meat every day. Too much processed red meat is bad for you. I try to eat fish or chicken, even pork a few times a week, but red meat is only once or twice.” Chase pulls away from me. “To be honest, I don’t eat a lot of red meat at all and prefer vegetables.” 
 
    “Well, no wonder you’re too thin.” 
 
    I blanch at his statement. Some women worry about excess weight, but with me, it’s the opposite. I have to try exceptionally hard to put on weight. Being told I’m too thin is hurtful. I wrap my arms around myself.  
 
    Chase grits his teeth and leans forward, and in a quiet tone, he says, “I’m sorry. I’m trying to be the big man. I’m trying to impress you, and I’ve come off as a buffoon. Please, Isabelle, accept my apology.” 
 
    He seems sincere, and again he’s pouting. 
 
    “You were also rude to the lady who took our order.” 
 
    “I was?” 
 
    “You didn’t see the death stare she gave you?” 
 
    Chase rises and goes back to the woman. They both stare at me, and she smiles and nods. Chase holds one hand to his chest as he speaks to her, and although I can’t hear what he’s saying, he looks as though he’s trying to win her over. The woman blushes and giggles as she nods at him. 
 
    Chase comes back to our table and smiles at me. “All fixed. And I promise it’ll never happen again.” 
 
    Not knowing what to say, I nod.  
 
    A server arrives and puts down our coffees and dashes off to give someone else their order. 
 
    “How did you get involved in events?” 
 
    “My mom and dad had a patisserie. When they died, it came to me.” 
 
    “Your parents are dead? So just you and your sister?” 
 
    “Yes. They died in a plane crash five years ago, so it’s just been Charlotte and me ever since.” 
 
    Chase sips his drink. I wrap my hands around my cup, enjoying the warmth. It’s not that it is cold outside, but the air conditioning must be set on freezing inside the café. 
 
    “Do you still have the patisserie?” 
 
    Smiling, I shrug. “Sort of? Mom and Dad owned the building that the patisserie was in, and we lived upstairs. I still have it, but I wasn’t much of a baker back then and certainly not a pastry chef, so I went into events. I kept a few of my mother’s staff and changed gears. We only open the patisserie on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. It’s managed by the woman who worked for my parents. She does most of the baking. They also do all the catering for my events throughout the week.” 
 
    “Sounds like hard work, and I noticed you said your mother’s staff. Surely, your dad was in charge?” 
 
    His question throws me. Mom and Dad had a partnership, but it was my mother’s call when it came to running the patisserie. 
 
    “No, Dad was happy to follow Mom’s lead. She was the one with the head for business.” 
 
    Our meals arrive, and for a time, our conversation ceases. I start with the eggs even though I prefer them scrambled. Chase digs into his meal like a man starving. I’ve eaten one egg and one side of bacon, and he’s finished. I’m wondering if he chews his meals or simply inhales. Chase reaches over and swipes a piece of toast off my plate. 
 
    “My mother never worked. Her family originally came from Vermont. Grandmother’s family were textile merchants where my father’s family was in shipping.” 
 
    “The Kelly family is well known in Chicago.” 
 
    Chase puffs out his chest and smiles. “Yes. We’ve always worked hard. Hard work and family… that’s all that matters.” 
 
    “That we can agree on.” 
 
    I push the plate away from myself, having only eaten the eggs, one piece of bacon, and half a piece of toast. 
 
    “Not hungry?” 
 
    “It’s early. I’m still waking up.” 
 
    “Do you mind?” asks Chase as he reaches for my plate.  
 
    “No, please help yourself.” 
 
    He grins at me and quickly finishes the rest of my meal. Watching him devour everything, I’m once again comparing him to a shark. I sip my coffee and wait until he wipes his mouth with a napkin before I speak. 
 
    “About tonight. I really shouldn’t.” 
 
    Chase’s face falls. “Why?” 
 
    “You’re a client.” 
 
    “Not anymore. Besides, you’re my prize. I beat you, and all I’m asking for is a date.” 
 
    I don’t like his tone, but his family is highly influential, and they could destroy my business. Reluctantly, I nod.  
 
    Chase smiles and reaches for my hand. “I promise you’ll have a good time. The water at sunset is beautiful.” 
 
    “Which boat are you taking out?” 
 
    “Yacht,” he corrects me. “The Mary-Lou. She was the first yacht I ever owned. She’s a classic motor yacht built in 1928. Mary-Lou is sixty-two feet of old-world luxury.” Chase talks about it like it’s a living thing. 
 
    “Well, your yacht sounds lovely.” 
 
    “Do you need me to pick you up?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No, I’ll drive down to the marina. Which one is Mary-Lou docked at?” 
 
    “Belmont. I’ll meet you on the pier.” 
 
    As I stand, Chase immediately rises to his feet. I’m five foot three, so he towers over me. Leaning down, he kisses my cheek. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to tonight. Bring a warm jacket… it can get cold out on the water.” 
 
    Smiling up at him, I nod. “Will do, see you at six.” 
 
    “Is it okay if you come a little earlier? Say five thirty?” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    “It’s easier for the staff.” 
 
    Smiling, I head for the door and retrace my steps back to the river. I’m too stuffed with food to jog my normal route, but I can walk instead. The streets are now overflowing with people and cars as they hurry about their day. 
 
    In a way, this is nice. I don’t normally take in my surroundings, but focus on my breathing and pace.  
 
    This is a pleasant distraction.  
 
    Perhaps Chase Kelly will be the same.
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    Isabelle 
 
      
 
    The wind has picked up, making me a little nervous about going out on the lake. I wanted to cancel, but Chase Kelly is a big client, and I don’t want to upset him or his family.  
 
    I’m wearing jeans, sneakers, a white t-shirt, and a Chicago Bulls jacket. Sitting in my car, staring at Chase as he chats with someone on the docks, I realize I’m underdressed. He’s wearing a black suit with a crisp white shirt. When he said to bring a jacket because it could get cold out on the water, I thought it was code for dress warm. Letting out a breath, I lean forward and rest my head on the steering wheel. I have two options—I can go down and meet him, or I can phone him and tell him something has come up, and I can’t make it. The latter seems like the best course of action. Hell, I didn’t even bother to do my hair and simply pulled it up in a ponytail. Chase said sailing, so I envisioned my hair being blown everywhere and thought this was the best way to tame it.  
 
    A knock on my window has me sitting up and coming face to face with Chase. He’s smiling, but he looks confused, and he motions for me to wind down my window.  
 
    “Are you feeling okay?” he asks. 
 
    “Yes,” I blurt out and then wish I’d lied. 
 
    “Do you still want to come out for a sail?” 
 
    I wind up the window, grab my purse, and open the car door. Chase holds out his hand to help me out of the car. 
 
    “You’re dressed nicely.” 
 
    Chase frowns. “I had to go to work today. The office girls told me you dropped off the alcohol, but you didn’t say hello.” 
 
    “I thought you’d be busy.” 
 
    “I’m never too busy for you. Shall we?” He holds out his arm, gesturing toward the boats. 
 
    Looking down at my outfit, I frown. “I think I’m a little underdone for tonight.” 
 
    “Nonsense. It gets cold out on the water, and you’re dressed exactly right. I have a windbreaker in the cabin that I can change into if I get cold.” 
 
    Wishing the ground would open up and swallow me whole, I give him a tight smile and lock my car. I’m here now. I might as well suck it up. 
 
    Chase takes my hand and walks me swiftly along the docks. Many of the other boaties say hello, and he waves and smiles, clearly in his element. When we get to the Mary-Lou, she’s a two-tone beauty. The lower part of the boat is a dark blue, and the upper is white with lots of teak and stainless steel. She has two masts that tower over her. 
 
    “She’s beautiful.” 
 
    Chase smiles and climbs on board, then holds out his hands for me. Everything onboard is pristine, and she doesn’t look her age.  
 
    “How long have you had her?” 
 
    “She was a gift when I turned sixteen. Of course, she wasn’t in as good as shape as she is now, but the Mary-Lou has been a labor of love.” With my hand still in his, Chase leads me around the boat and into the main salon. “Would you like a tour?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, please.” 
 
    Chase grins, obviously happy that I like his yacht. The inside is all dark wood and stainless steel. The wood has intricate carvings, letting you know it’s from a bygone era. Reaching out, I touch the polished surface near the entrance to the salon. 
 
    “It’s mahogany, teak floors, and lots of love.” 
 
    The way he talks about her, it’s obvious he adores her.  
 
    “Did it take long to bring her back to her former glory?” 
 
    Chase nods. “Years.” He pulls me through the salon, and we walk down a small hallway that leads into a bedroom. “This is the master cabin.” He points to our left. “That door leads to the head and this door…” he points to the right of us, “… leads to a walk-in closet.” 
 
    I let go of his hand and open the door to the ensuite. It’s decorated with more polished mahogany but also has a lot of marble.  
 
    “How many people can you sleep on board?” 
 
    Chase is leaning against the frame of the door. “She can accommodate six guests and three crew.” 
 
    “Is everything as lavish as this?”  
 
    Chase chuckles and nods. “Yes. The style is—” 
 
    “Art deco.” 
 
    Chase nods. “Yes.” He smiles approvingly at me. 
 
    “It’s so extravagant.” I move past him toward the king-size bed and run my fingers along the polished wood near the head of it. Peering down, I ask, “Is this onyx?” 
 
    “Yes,” replies Chase, and I jump as I hadn’t realized he was right behind me. 
 
    He moves even closer and touches the surface, tracing the line of black. “Few people even notice it or realize it’s onyx. I’m impressed.” 
 
    Feeling a little boxed in, I skirt around him and walk back toward the door.  
 
    Chase turns around and holds his arms wide. “Do you like her?” 
 
    Smiling at him, I nod. “Yes. The workmanship is impeccable.” 
 
    Chase walks toward me, his hand grasps mine, and he leads me back to the salon.  
 
    “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Starved.” 
 
    Smiling, he guides me up a set of stairs and into a dining room. There are two women there pouring champagne into flutes.  
 
    “Mr. Kelly, we’re ready to set sail if you are?” 
 
    “Tell Captain Smith to take her out.” 
 
    They disappear, leaving us alone. Chase picks up a glass and hands it to me.  
 
    “Here’s to a lovely voyage and all that it brings.” 
 
    I clink glasses with him. “Cheers.” 
 
    We both take a sip, and Chase pulls out a dining chair for me. Like everything else on this boat, the table is highly polished. The setting is quite formal, with white napkins and silver cutlery laid out for two. Chase sits at the head of the table, and I’m to his left. 
 
    “Are you going to sail her out?” 
 
    Chase shakes his head. “No. I wanted to spend time with you to get to know you better.” 
 
    “That’s sweet.”  
 
    This man seems so different from the obnoxious oaf this morning, who was nothing more than a petulant child. Perhaps being in his own element has put him at ease? 
 
    One of the female crew comes back in with a tray and places it on the table. “I’m Celeste. And these are parmesan-crisp canapes with smoked salmon and lemon creme fraiche.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Celeste. These look delicious!” 
 
    Celeste glances at Chase, then smiles at me. “They are.” Chase nods at her, and she says, “Tonight, we have a seven-course degustation menu for you.” 
 
    I glance at Chase. “You didn’t need to go to all that trouble for me.” 
 
    “Nonsense! And besides, the crew rarely gets to entertain anyone. Let alone a woman as delectable as you.” 
 
    My face heats at his compliment, and I blurt out, “I’m sure you’ve had plenty of women on the Mary-Lou.” 
 
    Celeste smirks and backs out of the room quickly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I just meant, you’re Chase Kelly, and women must throw themselves at you.” 
 
    Chase picks up his glass and takes a sip, then slowly shakes his head. “No. I’m not saying I’ve never had a woman on board, but I don’t bring women to the Mary-Lou.” He looks around the room. “You’re special.” 
 
    Not knowing what to say, I take a large gulp of my champagne, and it goes down the wrong way. In my hurry to put the glass on the table, I miss it, and it shatters on the floor. I’m coughing, tears running down my face as Chase stands then hits me on the back.  
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    I’m nodding, coughing, and completely mortified. Celeste comes into the room, pours me a glass of water, and places it in front of me as I continue to cough. The other crew member walks in and begins to gather the glass shards on the floor.  
 
    After a few minutes, I manage to stop coughing. “I’m s-so sorry!” 
 
    Chase sits back down as the two women clean up my mess, pour me another drink, and then discreetly leave the room. 
 
    “You’re not used to being told you are special or pretty or delectable, are you?” 
 
    “What gave it away? The choking or the clumsiness?” Using a napkin on the table, I wipe my face. “Maybe we should call it a night?” 
 
    Chase shakes his head. “We’ve already left the dock. It’d be a shame to turn around now.” He points toward the master cabin. “Why don’t you go freshen up?” 
 
    Nodding, I stand and go to the bathroom. Looking at myself in the mirror, my mascara is running down my face, my eyes are bloodshot, and I’m all flushed. 
 
    “You look delectable,” I whisper to myself.  
 
    Using a washcloth, I wipe off what’s left of my makeup. The woman staring back at me looks better, not as flushed and not such a wreck. I poke my tongue at myself and go back to Chase. He’s standing outside, windbreaker on, staring into the darkening sky. As I open the door, he turns and holds out a glass to me.  
 
    I take it and shrug. “Are you sure you want to risk it?” 
 
    Chase smiles. “I think you’re worth it.” 
 
    Laughing, I shake my head.  
 
    Chase cocks his head to the side and places an arm around me. “Here’s to many more nights just like this, broken glasses and all.” 
 
    Without any warning, his lips brush mine, and my body ignites with a fire I haven’t felt in a long time. The doors to the salon open, and Chase guides me back inside. My head is trying to understand what the hell just happened, but my body wants more. Like a child, he walks me back to my seat. I sit automatically, and Chase takes his position at the head of the table. He reaches for one of the canapes and puts it on my plate. 
 
    “Eat something. You’ll feel better.” 
 
    Picking up the small parmesan crisp, I put the whole thing into my mouth. An explosion of flavor tantalizes my tastebuds. 
 
    “Oh my God! This is delicious!” 
 
    Chase nods and laughs as he eats one. “The chef will be pleased.” 
 
    [image: A picture containing text  Description automatically generated] 
 
    Each course is better than the last. Although they are small, I’m stuffed by the time the seventh course—a dessert—reaches us. 
 
    “This is a vanilla bean, crème brûlée served with cream and fresh raspberries.” Celeste smiles at me. 
 
    “Thank you.” I wait until she’s left the room, then I whisper to Chase, “I’m not sure I can fit it in.” 
 
    Chase chuckles. “How about we go for a walk around the deck? The sea air is good for reviving the appetite.” 
 
    Chase stands and holds out a hand to me. I take it, and we walk out into the crisp night air.  
 
    “Ladies first.” Chase motions for me to walk down the side of the yacht to the front. 
 
    It’s scary, the water is dark and ominous, and the only lights are from the shore and boat. The walkway is narrow with handrails but it opens up as I get to the front, and a long bench faces forward. 
 
    “This is lovely.” 
 
    I sit, and Chase opens a compartment and pulls out a blanket. Sitting next to me, he drapes it across us both and puts his arm around me.  
 
    “In the daylight, this is one of my favorite spots. I like to sit here and take in the view. Tonight, with you, it’s all the better.” 
 
    Looking up into his eyes, I’m mesmerized. Chase grazes his lips across mine, but this time, I’m ready. Reaching up, I hold him to me and deepen the kiss. Chase responds by dragging me across his lap so I end up straddling him. His hands go to my ass, then travel up my spine.  
 
    I’m lost in his kiss.  
 
    I’m lost in him.  
 
    Chase Kelly is Chicago’s most eligible bachelor, and he wants me. 
 
    “Isabelle, we need to stop.” His forehead is resting against mine, and his voice sounds strained. I press my lips to his and dip my tongue into his mouth.  
 
    Chase’s hands go under my jacket and t-shirt, and I gasp as his icy hands rest on my waist. Then he pulls back from me, his large hands flatten themselves on my ribcage, and he holds me back. “We need to stop, or I’m not going to be able to. Do you understand?” 
 
    I nod, but I want him. My body wants him.  
 
    His fingertips trace patterns on my skin, his mouth opens, and I lower my mouth to his. With a growl, he digs his nails into me, then crushes me to him. Roughly, one of his hands moves to my breast, and he squeezes, tweaking my nipple, causing me to yelp. 
 
    Chase mistakes my cry of pain for one of pleasure. “I need to fuck you.” 
 
    His comment, along with my sore breast, is like a bucket of cold water. I pull back from him, but his hands go to my jeans to undo them. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    Chase smiles. “I told you if we went any further, I wouldn’t be able to stop.” 
 
    “We’re outside, and it’s cold.” 
 
    “That didn’t seem to bother you a moment ago.” 
 
    Chase moves swiftly, laying me on the bench as he tugs at my jeans. 
 
    “Chase, someone could see us.” My hands go to his, and he stops trying to undress me. 
 
    Chase looks around, a smile on his lips, then he gazes down at me. “We’re all alone out here.” He grabs his cock. “I’m so hard for you right now. Come on, Isabelle, let’s have some fun. I’ll make this good for you, I promise.” 
 
    Someone clears their throat, and Chase turns his head. 
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you, Mr. Kelly, but the captain wants to know if you’d like to head back?” 
 
    Chase sits back on his heels and smiles down at me. “Saved by the bell.” He winks, then stands. “Yes, tell him to head back.” 
 
    With his back to me, I pull up my jeans, stand, and turn around to do them up. I can’t see the other person, but I’m fairly certain it’s Celeste.  
 
    Chase’s arms surround me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Would you have kept going?” 
 
    “No, absolutely not.” Chase turns me around. “I’m as hard as fuck right now, but I’d never do anything you didn’t want to do.” He kisses my forehead. “Come on, let’s go eat dessert.” 
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    Chase was the perfect gentleman for the rest of the evening—attentive, polite, and charming.  
 
    The yacht has just docked, and he’s chatting with the captain while I stand outside waiting for the crew to tie off the Mary-Lou.  
 
    Celeste comes out and smiles at me. 
 
    “Thank you for a wonderful dinner.” 
 
    Celeste nods. “It was my pleasure.” She glances over her shoulder, then looks back at me. “Did I interrupt something outside?” 
 
    My face flushes red. “No.” I look down at the deck, then shake my head. “No. It’s early days for us. I got a little carried away.” 
 
    “You got a little carried away?” 
 
    I nod and shrug. “Yeah.”  
 
    Thankfully, Chase comes out and wraps an arm around my waist. “Are you ready to go?” he asks. 
 
    I move out of his embrace and hold my hand out to Celeste. “Thank you again. It was a lovely night.” 
 
    Celeste puts her hand in mine and smiles. “Our pleasure, Miss Jones. We hope to see you again soon.” 
 
    Chase puts his arm around me and guides me toward the dock. Together, we walk back to my car as the wind whips my hair around.  
 
    “Thank you for tonight. It was interesting.” 
 
    Chase fakes a heart attack and clutches his chest, and I burst out laughing. 
 
    “Interesting?” 
 
    “It was nice.” 
 
    “Geez, this isn’t getting any better. Here I was thinking the yacht and dinner would impress you.” 
 
    “Chase, I don’t need a boat or dinner. I like you. You’re impressive. I don’t need all the trimmings.” 
 
    Chase puts a hand on either side of me on my car. 
 
    “You’re impressive. I’ve never met anyone quite like you.” 
 
    Chase lowers his head and his lips brush mine. “Night, Isabelle. I’ll be calling you.” He backs away from me, hands in his pockets, looking like a chaste schoolboy.  
 
    Unlocking my car, I open the door and get in. “Night, Chase.” 
 
    “I’ll be calling.” He smiles at me and nods. 
 
    I wink at him, put the car in reverse, then drive away.  
 
    If I’d been smarter, I would never have seen Chase Kelly again.
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    Isabelle 
 
      
 
    I’ve been seeing Chase for three months. It’s like a fairytale. Tonight, there’s a big party at his parents’ estate, and I’m going as his guest. I haven’t met any of his family yet. Chase is big on telling me he’s a self-made man, but a part of me thinks it must be easy with a wealthy family to fall back on.   
 
    The dress I’m wearing came in a box with a card from Chase.  
 
    ‘For the Belle of the ball.’ 
 
    It’s red, floor-length, figure-hugging with spaghetti straps and a deep ‘V’ in the back. He even sent me a pair of matching red six-inch heels. My cell phone rings, and I pick it up. It’s my sister, Charlotte. 
 
    “Hey, gorgeous girl, what’s up?” 
 
    There’s an intake of breath and then sobbing. 
 
    “Charlotte, honey, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “I-Isabelle, T-Tommy was mean to me.” 
 
    “I’m coming. Okay, honey. I’m coming.” 
 
    “D-Don’t hang up.” 
 
    “I won’t, honey.” Picking up my clutch and keys, I head for the door. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    Tommy is in charge of the group home where Charlotte lives. It’s an apartment building donated to the city for the express use as a home for those with disabilities or intellectually impaired. The residents are taught how to live alone, get jobs, and be self-sufficient. The rent they pay is minimal, and I cover Charlotte’s for her. Not that she knows that. The money she thinks she’s paying for rent goes into a fund so that one day, she’ll have enough money not to worry. Well, that’s the plan for her.  
 
    “He yelled at me!” 
 
    Unlocking my car, I climb in and start it. “Why, honey?” 
 
    “Are you coming?” 
 
    “Tell me why Tommy yelled at you.” 
 
    Charlotte sniffles. “He’s mean.” 
 
    “Lottie, I’m on my way. I’ll be there soon, but you need to tell me the why.” 
 
    Charlotte sniffles. “I-I had a friend over.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, Tommy doesn’t normally get mad if you have friends over.” 
 
    She sniffles some more and whispers, “His name is Brandon. He’s nice and lives down the block.” 
 
    Charlotte might look and sound like an adult, but she has the mental age of a teenager. Over the years, she’s gotten pretty good at faking it, but the longer you speak to her, the more the real her slips through, and you can tell she has a learning disability.  
 
    Without realizing it, I press down on the accelerator.  
 
    “Lottie, why haven’t you told me about your new friend?” 
 
    “Brandon wanted to keep us a secret for a little while.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Don’t be mad. Why is everyone mad? He’s nice! He’s my friend.” 
 
    “I’m not mad.” Taking in a deep breath, I let it out slowly. “But, honey, friends don’t want to be secret. They want to know your friends and family.” 
 
    “Then why haven’t I met your new boyfriend? I’ve seen pictures of you in the paper that Mr. Cross gets.” 
 
    Mr. Cross is an army vet who lost his leg in a bombing in Iraq. He keeps to himself, mostly, although he’s always nice to Charlotte. 
 
    “Oh, Lottie. I was going to tell you. We’ve been dating for three months. I wanted to wait before you met him to make sure he was a good guy.” 
 
    “So, it’s okay for you to have a secret, but not me?” 
 
    Jesus, when did she get so smart?  
 
    “Lottie, I wasn’t keeping him a secret.” 
 
    “Well, why haven’t I met him?” 
 
    I pull up in front of her building, grab my clutch, and get out. Someone wolf whistles, but I ignore it as I jog inside. Charlotte’s apartment is on the second floor, and instead of waiting for the elevator, I take the stairs.  
 
    “Honey, I’m here. Open the door.” 
 
    Her tear-stained face peeks through the small opening, then she closes it, and I hear her undoing the chain. Charlotte throws open the door, then wraps her arms around me. 
 
    “I’m s-sorry!” 
 
    With my arms around her tightly, I whisper, “You scared me, honey. You’re the most important person in this world to me, and I should’ve told you about Chase.” 
 
    Charlotte pulls back from me. “I’m sorry too.” 
 
    Cupping her face, I shake my head. “You’re allowed to have friends. But you have to listen to Tommy. He only wants what’s best for you.” 
 
    Charlotte’s face infuses with red, and she bursts into tears. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Putting my arm around her, I close the door and guide her to the couch. “Tell me about Brandon.” Charlotte pouts and shakes her head. I rub her arm. “Lottie, I need a hot drink. Do you want one too?” I stand and walk into her small kitchen.  
 
    Charlotte doesn’t own a kettle, but she does have a microwave, so I put two mugs of water into it and press start. 
 
    “You look beautiful,” says Charlotte softly.  
 
    Turning around, she’s staring at me with her mouth open. I do a twirl and hold out my hands. 
 
    “Chase’s family is having a party tonight at their home, and they invited me.” 
 
    Charlotte moves over and touches the fabric of my dress. “So pretty.” 
 
    “Chase bought it for me.” 
 
    “Brandon bought me a Coke.” 
 
    “Did he now? And how did you two meet?” 
 
    Charlotte smiles, tilting her head to the side. “He followed me home one day.” 
 
    “He followed you home?” 
 
    Charlotte nods. “Yeah, he walked me home, and he told the boys on the corner to leave me alone. He’s nice to me.” 
 
    “And he’s been in here?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Does Brandon stay over?”  
 
    Charlotte might be older than me, and I know one day she’s going to have sex, but I’d hoped I’d at least meet him first. We’ve had many, many talks about what’s appropriate and inappropriate touching. The last thing I want to do is make her think sex is bad or something she shouldn’t do, but I also don’t want her taken advantage of. 
 
    “No! Tommy got it wrong!” Tears stream down her face. 
 
    The microwave dings.  
 
    “Okay, honey, let’s have a coffee and talk.” 
 
    “You don’t believe me!” 
 
    Dramatically, Charlotte runs to the couch and throws herself on it. I let her cry as I make us both a coffee, then go back and sit on the couch and hold out a mug to her. My cell phone rings, and I glance at my clutch. 
 
    “Are you going to answer it?” 
 
    Charlotte is sitting up, her cheeks are red, and she’s sniffling.  
 
    “Nope. You are more important.” 
 
    She reaches for the mug and takes a sip. “Could be Chase.” 
 
    “Could be,” I agree. 
 
    Charlotte pushes her hair out of her face. “Won’t he be mad if you don’t answer it?” 
 
    I shrug. “I don’t care. You are more important. Family first, always.” 
 
    Charlotte smiles, and I pass her the tissue box on her coffee table. She takes a handful and blows her nose. I take a sip of my coffee and wait for her to calm down.  
 
    “Tell me about Brandon and why Tommy was so mad.” 
 
    “Tommy wouldn’t let me explain.” Tears form in her eyes. 
 
    “I’m not mad, honey.” I reach out and touch her leg. “Tell me what happened, and I’ll talk to Tommy.” 
 
    Charlotte nods repeatedly. “Brandon was here early this morning. Tommy came to ask me what I was doing today as I didn’t have a shift at the bookstore.” 
 
    Charlotte works part-time at a bookstore and a doggy daycare. Tommy often takes her to and from her jobs if he can. He does it for a lot of the residents here in the building. Part of his job is to make sure they are safe, and he’ll often call into where they work to make sure there are no problems or to ensure they get to and from their jobs.   
 
    “And Brandon was here?” 
 
    “Yes, I invited him for breakfast. We were having Pop-Tarts.” 
 
    “Your favorite.” 
 
    “Yes! Anyway, Tommy yelled at me and Brandon and said he’d have him put up on charges. But Isabelle, Brandon didn’t do anything.” 
 
    Her face is flushed and twisted in pain as she explains.  
 
    Smiling at her, I reach out and touch her again to reassure her. “Charlotte, have you and Brandon kissed?” 
 
    She shakes her head, smiles, and looks down at her hands. “No. Brandon says it wouldn’t be right.” Charlotte locks eyes with me. “But he says he likes me.” 
 
    Moving closer, I take her hand in mine and squeeze it. “Okay, honey. You know what we need to do, don’t you?” Charlotte shakes her head. “Two things. The first one is, I need to meet Brandon, and the second is for me to talk to Tommy.”  
 
    “I could call Brandon? You could see him now?” Charlotte eagerly suggests.  
 
    I point at my dress. “Maybe not right now.” 
 
    Charlotte beams at me. “You look nice. Should you go?” 
 
    “Soon. First, I want to talk to Tommy. So, you wait here, drink your coffee and I’ll go have a chat with him.” 
 
    Charlotte nods. “Tommy was mean.” 
 
    “Yeah, he was, but he was scared for you.” Charlotte nods. “And honey, this happened this morning. So what set you off this afternoon?” 
 
    She frowns, and a blush creeps its way up her neck. “I-I…” Charlotte shakes her head. “I saw Tommy talking to Brandon just before I rang you, and they were arguing. Tommy yelled and said he was going to ring you and tell you everything.” 
 
    “So, you thought you’d get in first?” 
 
    A tear slides down her face, and she nods. “I didn’t want you to believe all the mean stuff Tommy was saying.” 
 
    It’s hard dealing with someone who’s older than me but mentally so much younger. I’m surprised Charlotte even thought to talk to me first, proving she can be manipulative when she needs to be. 
 
    “Honey, I’m always on your side. Even if you’ve done something wrong.” 
 
    “But I haven’t,” Charlotte whispers. 
 
    Winking at her, I stand. “I know, honey. Now, wait here, and I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Tommy’s apartment is on the ground floor. Walking down the stairs, I make my way to his door and rap my knuckles on the hard wood. After a moment, the door opens. Tommy takes one look at me, and his mouth drops open. “Isabelle?” 
 
    “Hello, Tommy. I think we need to talk.” 
 
    He steps to one side, and I walk past him into his apartment. Tommy is in his early thirties and reminds me of a mountain man. It’s a rare day that you don’t find him in jeans, a t-shirt, and a flannel shirt. He also always sports a three-day beard, neatly trimmed. 
 
    “You look amazing.” 
 
    Embarrassed, I look down at myself, shrug, then look at him. “You shouldn’t have yelled at Charlotte.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    His admission surprises me, and I flop down onto one of his kitchen chairs. 
 
    With his hands up, Tommy sits opposite me. “Seeing a man in her apartment, I overreacted. He seems like a good guy, but…” he pauses and steeples his fingers together. “What kind of man hangs out with a girl like Charlotte?” 
 
    Raising my eyebrows, I copy his hand movements. “And what does that mean?” 
 
    Tommy puts his hands under the table. “It’s obvious when you spend time with Charlotte that she might look like an adult, but she’s not.” His lips turn down, and he tilts his head. “I was only looking out for her.” 
 
    “That’s my job, Tommy. I appreciate you looking out for her, but you should’ve called me or waited until I came to visit. Charlotte is my responsibility, not yours.” 
 
    “I look out for her and all of the residents in this apartment building. Did you even know she was seeing this guy?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t, but you should’ve called me.” 
 
    His lips go into a thin hard line. He nods once, sucks in a breath, and lets it out slowly. “You’re right.” 
 
    I sit back in the chair, placing my hands on my lap. “You spoke to this Brandon?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Is he after something, or does he genuinely like Charlotte?” 
 
    “Both, I think.” I frown at him. “I think he sees her as an easy mark, but along the way, I believe he came to like her. Brandon told me he means her no harm.” 
 
    “That’s not very reassuring.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. I could be wrong. What are you going to do?” 
 
    Fixing Tommy with my best stare, I say, “Don’t ever yell at Charlotte again. As for Brandon, I’ll try to arrange a meeting with him and Charlotte. I’ll either put the fear of God into him, or I’ll make it clear he’s to keep away from my sister.” 
 
    I stand, as does Tommy. 
 
    “I’ll apologize to Charlotte.” 
 
    “Thank you. She was very upset.”  
 
    Turning, I walk toward the door. 
 
    “That’s a hell of a dress.” 
 
    Tommy reaches around me and opens his door. 
 
    “I’m going to a party tonight.” 
 
    “At the Kellys?” 
 
    Frowning slightly, I tilt my head to the side and nod. “How’d you know?” 
 
    “Charlotte showed me the pictures of you in the newspaper.” 
 
    “Ahh, right. The society column, or should I say the gossip column.” Reaching out, I squeeze his arm. “Thank you, Tommy, for always having Charlotte’s best interests at heart.” 
 
    His face relaxes, and a smile spreads across his features. “It’s never a problem. I enjoy my position here. Charlotte is one of the special ones.” 
 
    “I’ll tell her you said that. It might go a long way to fixing her broken heart.” 
 
    The smile falls, and he frowns. “It was never my intent.” 
 
    “I know. We’ll talk soon.” 
 
    I walk back up the stairs to Charlotte’s apartment, and as I enter, she’s on my cell phone talking to someone.  
 
    She smiles brightly at me and says, “She’s just walked in. Do you want to talk to her?” Charlotte rushes to me and thrusts the cell phone at me. “It’s Chase!” She bounces up and down with excitement. 
 
    Putting the cell phone to my ear, I smile brightly at her. “Hello, Chase.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m at Charlotte’s.” 
 
    “I know that! You’re supposed to be here.” 
 
    “I’m leaving Charlotte’s now. I had a family matter to fix. You understand, don’t you?” 
 
    He sighs heavily. “Yes.”  
 
    “Chase?” I’m confused by his tone. I understand why he’s upset, but he knows how important Charlotte is to me. 
 
    “You could’ve rung me. Instead, I’ve been fielding questions about you and not knowing where the hell you were.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to worry you. Charlotte was upset and—” 
 
    “Yes, Charlotte told me she rang you crying. Do you always drop everything for your sister? What about me and what’s important to me, to us?” 
 
    Charlotte has stopped moving, and a frown creases her brow. I reach out and touch her arm to reassure her. 
 
    “Family will always come first. A party for your parents’ friends will never be more important,” I reply in a clipped tone. 
 
    Another sigh filters down the line. “That’s not what I meant. I was worried about you. You weren’t answering your cell phone, and for all I knew, you could’ve been dead in a ditch. Honestly, Isabelle, couldn’t you have answered one of my calls?” His tone has gone soft, and it’s almost pleading. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’ll be there soon.”  
 
    I don’t wait for his reply, end the call, and hug Charlotte. 
 
    “Are you okay?”  
 
    Leaning back, I smile warmly at her. “Tommy isn’t mad at you, honey. In fact, he told me you’re one of the special ones here.” 
 
    Charlotte smiles and shakes her head. “Is Chase mad?” 
 
    “No, don’t be silly. He was worried, that’s all. I should’ve phoned him, but I do need to go.” With her hands in mine, I ask, “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    Charlotte nods. “You’re a good sister.” 
 
    Laughing, I shake my head. “No, you are!” 
 
    Charlotte hugs me. “Are you going to the party now?” 
 
    “Only if you’re okay. Otherwise, I’ll stay here, and we can watch TV together.” 
 
    “What about Chase?” 
 
    “He’ll live.” 
 
    “Could you stay for one more coffee?” 
 
    “I’ll put the water on.”
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    Isabelle 
 
      
 
    The party is in full swing by the time I arrive. The house is enormous, and as I look around, there are so many people. When I walk in, many stop and stare. I smile politely at them and keep walking. Long ago, I learned if you look like you know what you’re doing, people tend to leave you alone. A server stops in front of me with a tray filled with champagne glasses. Gratefully, I take one and continue through the house. It’s one of the oldest in Chicago, built in a time of extreme wealth and prosperity. Eventually, I make it to the back of the house and out onto the patio. There are more people outside than inside. 
 
    “You’re late,” says a female as she stands next to me. “Chase is not amused.” 
 
    “Family emergency,” I reply swiftly with a smile. 
 
    “He won’t care.” She takes a sip of her champagne and holds out her hand to me. “Morgan Kelly, I’m Chase’s younger sister.” 
 
    Tucking my clutch under one arm, I shake her hand. “Isabelle Jones.” 
 
    “I know.” Morgan tugs on my hand. “Come on, let’s go find him so he can show you off to his loser friends.” 
 
    “Is he very mad?” 
 
    Morgan smiles. “His temper is much like our father’s, which, in turn, is like his father. The Kelly men have a mean streak.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like Chase at all.” 
 
    Morgan laughs. “You’ll see.” She stops and points. “He’s down there. I’m going to tell him I found you forty-five minutes ago and have been monopolizing your time. If you’re smart, you’ll agree with me.” 
 
    Confused, I shake my head. “I’m not going to lie. My sister needed me, and she’s the only family I have.” 
 
    “Chase said as much. She’s retarded, isn’t she?” 
 
    “No, she’s mentally impaired. Charlotte has the IQ of a teenager, but she’s twenty-four. She lives by herself and has two jobs. She is perfectly capable of looking after herself.”  
 
    Morgan smiles and nods. “Good, you’ve got a backbone. Don’t lose it.” 
 
    Once again, she grabs my hand and leads me toward Chase. He’s laughing with a group of people, and when he sees me, the smile falls off his face, and he stalks toward us. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Chase hisses at me. 
 
    “I told you I was with my sister.” 
 
    Morgan reaches out and puts her hand on Chase’s upper arm. “Sorry, big brother, Isabelle has been here for a while. I’ve been showing her around the house. I suppose I should have come and found you sooner. My bad.” 
 
    Chase looks at his arm where her hand is and frowns. Slowly, Morgan lets her hand drop, then she turns to me and kisses my cheek. 
 
    “Lovely to finally meet you. We should do lunch next week.” Morgan smiles at me, nods at her brother, and walks away. 
 
    Looking up at Chase, he’s still staring at Morgan’s retreating form. His face is a mask of contempt. There’s obviously no love between the two of them. 
 
    “Chase?” His gaze comes to me. “I’m sorry. Charlotte needed me.” 
 
    “I need you.” 
 
    “And I’m here.” Holding my arms out to the side, I do a twirl. “Wearing your dress, no less.” 
 
    Chase looks me up and down, and a small smile plays on his lips. “You look stunning. I knew that dress would suit you the minute I saw it.” 
 
    “Thank you, it’s a wonderful gift.” 
 
    His face softens. “I was worried.” 
 
    Reaching up, I touch his chest. “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    His hand covers mine, and he raises it to his lips. “It better not.” Frowning, I pull my hand away from him, but he holds on tighter. “Come on. I want you to meet some friends, and then we need to find Father.” 
 
    He links his finger with mine and pulls me toward the group of people who are all staring at us. 
 
    “Everyone! This is Isabelle. Isabelle, this is everyone.” 
 
    I smile politely. “Hello, it’s nice to meet you all.” 
 
    I recognize some of them from past events I’ve done on their behalf, and some of the others are from some of Chicago’s oldest families. 
 
    One man laughs. “You say that now, sweet Isabelle, but wait until you get to know us. You might not think us so nice.” He holds out his hand. “Connery Saint at your service.”  
 
    “Isabelle Jones,” I reply as I put my hand in his. 
 
    “Oh, we know. Your man here has been telling everyone how wonderful you are.” He turns slightly and gestures toward another man. “This gorgeous hunk of a man is my husband, Liam.” 
 
    Liam bounces over and hugs me. “You’re here!” 
 
    “Sorry, family emergency.” 
 
    Chase puts a protective arm around me. “Nothing more than a childish misunderstanding.” 
 
    Looking up at him, I shake my head. “It was a little more than that.” 
 
    Liam wedges himself between Chase and me, moving me away. “Oh, we heard. Something about a sister who got yelled at?” 
 
    Connery walks beside me on the other side. “Is she okay?” 
 
    “She’s fine. Charlotte is sensitive, and I’m the only family she has.” Shaking my head, I look Connery in the eyes. “Charlotte is my sister, and our motto has always been family first, always. She needed me, so I went.” 
 
    Connery and Liam keep walking me away from Chase and back to the house.  
 
    Liam leans in closer and smiles. “Chase isn’t used to dating someone with a moral compass. You might actually last.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Chase appears in front of me and pulls me from their grasp. “You aren’t going to monopolize her time. Now that Isabelle is here, I’m going to introduce her to my family. You two can go find someone else to amuse you.” 
 
    Connery pouts, and Liam rolls his eyes and winks at me. “You have a good time, Ms. Jones. We’ll find you later.” 
 
    The two men walk off arm in arm, leaving me alone with Chase. 
 
    “Are you angry?” 
 
    Chase shakes his head. “How could I be mad at you?” 
 
    Tilting my head to the side, I purse my lips. “That’s not a no.” 
 
    Chase smiles. “Come on, time to meet the family.” 
 
    We walk back into the house and into a study. The only person in here is a man sitting behind a desk, reading papers. 
 
    “Father, this is Isabelle Jones.” 
 
    The man puts down the piece of paper he’s reading and stands. “Ah, yes, the woman who has my son wrapped around her little finger.” 
 
    I stride toward him and hold out my hand.  
 
    He looks at it for a moment before putting his hand in mine. “Noah Kelly.” 
 
    “You have a lovely home, Mr. Kelly.”  
 
    He smiles at me, and his gaze goes to Chase. “She’s pretty.” 
 
    “Yes, she is.” 
 
    I pull my hand out of his grasp and look up at Chase, but he’s staring at his father. It’s strange to have someone talk about you as though you aren’t in the room. 
 
    “And polite. Much nicer than the last one.” 
 
    “And she’s standing in the room,” I state. 
 
    “Yes, you are.” Noah smiles. “Have a good evening.” 
 
    Noah Kelly sits back down and goes back to reading his papers. Chase takes me by the hand and leads me out of the room.  
 
    “What the hell was that all about?” 
 
    Chase frowns. “He liked you.” 
 
    “He was rude.” 
 
    “How was he rude? Father said you were pretty and polite. How was that rude?” 
 
    “Chase, he said it as though I wasn’t in the room. You two had a conversation about me but not with me.” 
 
    Chase takes both my hands in his. “It’s just his way. I think it went really well.” Frowning at him, I shake my head. “Come on, I want to show you my old room.” 
 
    We walk through the house until we come to an elevator. Chase waits until the doors close and then puts a hand on either side of my head. 
 
    “You look stunning in this dress. Very fuckable.” 
 
    Blushing, I break eye contact with him and stare at his chest. “You have great taste.” 
 
    Chase leans in and kisses me lightly. “Yes, I do.” 
 
    The elevator opens, and he pulls me down a long hallway. We come to a door at the far end, and he opens it. 
 
    “After you.” 
 
    His old bedroom is huge. There’s a king-size bed, couch, coffee table, and large television with an Xbox hooked up to it. It’s bigger than Charlotte’s apartment and is decorated in navy and white, with the occasional piece of red thrown in for good measure. This looks like it was decorated by a professional and not Chase himself. 
 
    “How old were you when you moved out?” I ask as I move around the room. 
 
    “Nineteen. My grandfather left me his apartment in the city, so as soon as I could, I moved in there.” 
 
    Chase trails behind me as I inspect his old living quarters.  
 
    “I like your apartment in the city. It feels more like you. This feels… fake.” 
 
    Chase laughs. “Mother had it done. You’re right, there’s not much of me here, apart from the bed.” 
 
    Moving toward the bed, I trail my fingertips over the linens. “Even this doesn’t feel like you.” 
 
    The bed is made out of wood and wrought iron. Its four posts rise to the ceiling, gleaming in the light. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Chase is right behind me, and I shrug. “I don’t know. It feels like someone ordered it out of a catalog. This bed doesn’t feel like you.” 
 
    Chase’s hands encircle my waist, and his lips kiss the side of my neck. “Do you want to know what I feel like?” 
 
    Still mad at him for how he behaved over Charlotte, I pull out of his grasp and put some distance between us. “We should get back. People will be missing you.” 
 
    Chase undoes his belt and pulls his cock out of his pants. “Let them wait.” 
 
    Laughing nervously, I shake my head. “We aren’t doing this in your parents’ house.” 
 
    Chase nods. “Yes, we are.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I head for the door, but Chase grabs my arm.  
 
    “Let me go.” 
 
    “Come on, Isabelle. You owe me for being late.” 
 
    He tries to kiss me, but I sidestep away from him. “Chase, this isn’t happening.” 
 
    “You like me, don’t you?” 
 
    “You know I do, but there’s a room full of people downstairs. What will they think?” 
 
    Chase gives me a lazy smile. “They’ll think you belong to me.” 
 
    Turning, I head for the door. As I open it, Chase closes it, pinning me against it. His hands go inside my dress at the back, and then he moves them around the front to cup my breasts. Chase presses his cock against my ass, and I can feel how aroused he is through the thin material. 
 
    “Chase!” 
 
    His lips move to my neck, and he trails kisses to my earlobe.  
 
    “Chase,” I repeat more firmly. 
 
    “I’ll be quick.” 
 
    He squeezes both nipples painfully, and I push backward off the door, sending him onto his ass. 
 
    “When a woman says no, she means no.” 
 
    Chase gets to his feet quickly. “I’d never force you. Jesus, Isabelle, I love you, don’t you get that?” 
 
    His admission surprises me, and I fall against his bedroom door in shock. “You love me?” 
 
    “Don’t you love me?” 
 
    Chase is one of Chicago’s most eligible bachelors. It never occurred to me he could love me. He’s like an unreachable goal that someone like me could never hope to possess.  
 
    “I-I like you.” 
 
    His face falls. “You like me?” 
 
    “You’re Chase Kelly, and I’m Isabelle Jones. We’re from two entirely different worlds. Why would you pick me?” 
 
    Chase closes the gap between us and cups my face. “Because from the moment I met you, you didn’t use me for your personal gain. I thought you liked me for me, not the rest of the bullshit that comes with being a Kelly.” 
 
    He looks so sincere as he gazes into my eyes. The tension keeping my body stiff and pressed against the door slowly dissipates, and I melt into his embrace. Chase lowers his mouth to mine, and this time he’s gentle, respectful, and his hands don’t wander. 
 
    My arms move of their own accord, and I find myself clutching onto him. Chase deepens the kiss, his tongue teases mine, and a fire gradually builds inside me. A moan escapes me, and Chase breaks the kiss and takes a step back. He’s smiling and holds out a hand to me. Frowning, I put my hand in his, and he walks backward toward the bed. 
 
    “Chase, no. Not here. Not with a room full of people downstairs.” 
 
    “We won’t, I promise. I simply want to hold you and be a little more comfortable as I do.” 
 
    Against my better judgment, I allow him to pull me toward the bed. Chase sits on the edge, opens his legs, and I step between them. His hand reaches up behind my head, and with our gazes locked, I kiss him. 
 
    His other hand encircles me and flattens against my spine. A groan escapes him, and he leans back, taking me with him. The kiss is all-consuming, like a drug, and the fire that was building a moment ago feels like an inferno. Chase rolls and positions himself between my legs. One of his hands pulls down on the dress, exposing my breast. Unlike before, he’s gentle, his thumb teases my nipple, and when he breaks the kiss to suck on it, I groan and arch into him. 
 
    Chase claims my mouth, and it’s not long before my hands are pulling at his shirt, desperate to feel his skin. He groans when I dig my nails into him. Suddenly, he stops and rolls off me. His breathing is as ragged as my own, and I move to stare down at him. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I want to keep going, but I know you don’t want to. I love you, Isabelle. I’d never do anything to hurt you.” He smiles at me and reaches up to move a few stray strands of hair behind my ear.  
 
    I press my face into his palm and then kiss it. His thumb moves to my lips, I open my mouth and suck on it. Chase’s eyes widen, and he pulls me back to him, kissing me passionately. This time I’m on top, straddling him. I’m not wearing any underwear, his cock is hard, and I instinctively grind against it. 
 
    “Isabelle, you need to stop.” 
 
    My mind is screaming at me to stop, but my body needs a release. Reaching down, I unbuckle his pants and release his cock.  
 
    Chase grabs me by the waist and stops me from going any further. “You said you didn’t want this.” 
 
    “I changed my mind.” 
 
    Chase smiles, sits up, kisses me, and then he stands, putting my feet on the floor. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes,” I pant. 
 
    He puts his fingers under the straps of my dress and pushes them down my arms. The dress hits the floor, leaving me naked in a pair of six-inch heels. Before I have a chance to feel self-conscious, Chase kisses me, and all reservations disappear. He turns me in his arms, my back pressed against his front, and moves us back to the bed. 
 
    “Climb on.” 
 
    Not wanting to disappoint him, I do as he says and climb onto the bed on all fours. Chase grabs me by the ankles and pulls me back so my knees are on the edge of the bed. He opens my legs and steps between them. I hear his pants and belt hit the floor. Turning to stare at him over my shoulder, he’s all concentration as he puts on a condom. His tongue is sticking out, and his brow is furrowed. I giggle at him, and he smiles, then he places his cock at my entrance.  
 
    “Are you wet enough?” 
 
    “Go slow, and we’ll find out.” 
 
    Inch by inch, he slowly enters me. My body expands as he makes sure not to hurt me. I’m a little surprised he didn’t touch me to see if I was ready, but every lover is different. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re tight.” 
 
    I move my hips away from him and leisurely move my body back onto his cock. Chase gasps in pleasure as I do it again. His hands rest on my hips, holding me in place. Chase pulls out and moves back in a little faster. He does this three more times, then pounds into me. It doesn’t hurt, but this position is hard for me to orgasm. Balancing on one arm, I touch myself as he digs his nails into me and then suddenly stops with a loud moan.  
 
    Chase bends over me, lightly nips my shoulder, then stands, taking me with him. His limp cock slowly falls out of me. 
 
    “Sorry, Isabelle, you felt so good. Next time, it’ll be your turn.” 
 
    Chase moves away from me, and I place my feet on the floor. As I turn around, he’s already heading for the bathroom.  
 
    That’s it? 
 
    He gets to have a quickie, and I’m left wanting more? 
 
    Sitting on the bed, I stare at him in disbelief. It must have been the quickest fuck I’ve ever had. It certainly wasn’t lovemaking. He comes out of the bathroom, doing up his belt. 
 
    “Do you want to have a quick shower?” Chase asks without making eye contact. 
 
    Slipping off my shoes, I bend to pick up my dress and walk into the bathroom. Showering quickly, I dry off and slip my dress back on. Leaning over, I check my appearance in the mirror. My hair and makeup look fine, but I touch up my lipstick out of habit. 
 
    I’m livid. It was our first time, and he didn’t even get me close to an orgasm. What we just did was all about him getting off, nothing more.  
 
    Once again, I let my body rule my head.  
 
    Never again. 
 
    Sucking in a deep breath, I count to ten, then exit the bathroom. Chase is over by the door, using his cell phone.  
 
    He looks up at me and smiles. “You look amazing.” 
 
    “You owe me.” 
 
    His face falls, and the smile disappears. “I owe you?” 
 
    “Yep, one orgasm.” 
 
    Chase scoffs. “You can hardly blame me. You’ve been teasing me for weeks. You’re lucky I didn’t blow all over you the minute your dress hit the floor.” I scowl at him, and he laughs. “I said next time.” 
 
    “What makes you think there will be a next time?” 
 
    Chase gives me a smug smile. “We both know there will be. Don’t be mad, Isabelle. I was worked up, is all.” He pulls me to his side and kisses the tip of my nose. “Practice makes perfect.” 
 
    With that, he opens the door, and with me pressed into his side, we go back to the party.
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    Isabelle 
 
      
 
    My life is full to overflowing. Between running my business, looking after Charlotte and Chase, there’s no time for me. I don’t remember the last time I had a day to myself. But today is that day. It’s Wednesday. Chase and I have been together for six months now. Our sex life has improved, but I’m left unsatisfied most of the time. He’s truly wonderful in every other area, but a healthy sex life is important to me. I’ve lied to my staff, to Chase, and everybody else and told them I have a meeting upstate so I can spend the day in my PJs. All I want to do is sleep in, eat chocolate, maybe a pizza, and watch romance movies on television.  
 
    My cell phone buzzes, and I pick it up. It’s a text message from Chase. 
 
      
 
    Chase: Are we on for later? 
 
      
 
    Isabelle: No. I’ve got that meeting, remember? Won’t be home until late. I hit send and smile to myself. 
 
      
 
    I need a day. Just one. 
 
      
 
    Chase: Forgot! Okay, ring me when you get home, so I know you’re safe. LOVE YOU!  
 
      
 
    Then he sends me a series of love hearts and kissy faces. 
 
    Groaning, I send back.  
 
      
 
    Isabelle: Love you too. 
 
      
 
    Tossing the phone onto my side table, I put my feet on the floor and walk into my kitchen. The coffee machine is ready, and I pour myself a cup, enjoying the aroma as I hold it to my lips. My cell phone beeps again, and I just know it’s going to be Chase sending me another emoji. Sighing loudly into my empty home, I trudge back into my bedroom and pick up my phone. 
 
      
 
    Chase: I miss you! 
 
      
 
    I send him a heart back, then turn off my cell phone. It’s only nine o’clock, but I head back to the kitchen, open the refrigerator, and pull out my extra-large chocolate bar. One of my favorite things to do is break off a line of chocolate and dip it into my coffee. It’s melted chocolate heaven.  
 
    With my chocolate and coffee, I head to the living room and turn on the television. My couch is plush, the kind of couch that you can fall asleep on.  
 
    Tucking my feet up underneath me, I sip my coffee, dip my chocolate, and settle in for a day of bliss. 
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    The next thing I know, someone is pounding on my door. Glancing at the clock, it’s five minutes past one in the afternoon. I must have fallen asleep.  
 
    “Isabelle! Are you in there?” Chase’s voice filters through the door. 
 
    Quickly, I run to the door and open it.  
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    He pushes past me and walks into my home, his eyes darting everywhere. “Why are you home?” Chase demands. 
 
    Closing the door, I stay near it and say, “My meeting got canceled.” 
 
    He looks at me. “Aren’t you feeling well?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    Chase puts a hand on my forehead. “You don’t have a fever, but you’re all filmy.” 
 
    Stepping back, I look up at him. “My meeting got canceled, so I decided to stay home.” I’m surprised at how quickly I lie. 
 
    “Why aren’t you answering your phone?” 
 
    “I turned it off. I wanted a lazy day. A me day. A day where I don’t have to get dressed or shower or answer to anyone.” Chase frowns at me. “Don’t you ever just want a you day? One where you can be in your PJs all day and relax, eat bad food, and zone out?” 
 
    “No. If I have a free day, I want to spend it with you.” 
 
    Guilt floods my system, and I take one of his hands in mine. “I’m sorry, I should’ve called you.” 
 
    “When did they cancel?” 
 
    “Just after we spoke this morning.” The lies roll off my tongue. 
 
    “And you didn’t think to ring me so we could spend the day together?” 
 
    Shrugging, I let his hand fall, and I go back to my position on the couch. “Honey, I just wanted a day.” 
 
    “You planned this,” Chase accuses. 
 
    “No. But I should’ve let you know I was home.” 
 
    Chase puts his hands on his hips and stares down at me. “I was worried.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You could make it up to me.” He thrusts out his hips. 
 
    My lips turn down, and I pull my knees up to my chest. “I haven’t even showered today or brushed my teeth.” 
 
    “You could do other things?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    Chase pouts and looks around the room. “Well, I’m here now. Do you want to go get lunch somewhere?” 
 
    Lunch with Chase is always a formal affair. I just know he’ll take me to one of the fancy restaurants downtown, where he’ll shake hands with just about every person there as we make our way to the table. It’s annoying, and I feel like a trophy that he likes to show off to his friends and business associates. 
 
    “No, honey. I want a day at home.” 
 
    Chase sits next to me and nods. “So, what are we going to do?” 
 
    Inside, I groan, but outwardly, I smile at him. “You go back to work. I’ll be fine here. Tomorrow we can do lunch or dinner or both. How did you know I was home, anyway?” 
 
    Chase frowns. “Your car is parked downstairs. I was driving past.” He folds his arms across his chest and pouts again. “You don’t want to spend time with me?” 
 
    “Chase, honey, this has nothing to do with you. This is me wanting a lazy day. A day where I just look after me.” 
 
    His pout turns into a smirk. “I could look after you.” His hand trails up my leg, and he moves closer to me.  
 
    Holding up a hand, I shake my head, and he goes back to arms folded and pouting. 
 
    “I haven’t showered, remember? Besides, you must have work today?” 
 
    Chase stands. “Yes, I do. Excuse me for wanting to spend time with the woman I love.” Chase walks to the door. “But I guess she doesn’t love me as I love her.” 
 
    I throw my head back on the couch and look up at the ceiling. 
 
    “That’s it? You have nothing more to say?”  
 
    Sighing, I scramble off the couch and walk to the door, opening it. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Isabelle, you’re not serious?” 
 
    With my hands on his chest, I look up into his eyes. “I love you. But if I’m not with you, I’m working, and if I’m not doing that, I’m with Charlotte. It’s been ages since I’ve had a day to myself. So, when my meeting was canceled, I jumped at the chance to treat myself.” 
 
    “And hanging out in your PJs, not showering, and being alone is treating yourself?” 
 
    “I don’t expect you to understand, but yes.” 
 
    Chase covers my hands with his. “Are you sure?” He smiles and kisses the tip of my nose. 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    Chase removes his hands from mine, steps back and around me, and stands in the doorway. “Fine. I suppose I’ll see you when I see you.” 
 
    “Don’t be like that.” 
 
    “No, really, it’s fine.” 
 
    Chase walks out of my home, and I’m left standing there feeling relieved. I’ll make it up to him tomorrow. The guilt that I felt before seems to have vanished. Walking back into the kitchen, I make myself another coffee and grab the takeout menu for my favorite pizza place. I read the menu, but I already know I want a cheese pizza. Neither Chase nor Charlotte like plain cheese pizzas. I love them.  
 
    Going back into my bedroom, I turn on my cell phone, and it immediately blows up with dozens of messages from Chase and one from Charlotte.  
 
    Ignoring Chase’s, I listen to Charlotte’s. 
 
    “Hey, Isabelle! It’s Charlotte. I just wanted to say, have a good day! And you’re coming on Saturday, aren’t you?” She pauses. “Brandon is coming over.” She giggles nervously. “Call me later?” 
 
    Before I call her back, I order my pizza and garlic bread and then dial Charlotte. I sit on my bed and then lay down as I wait for her to answer. 
 
    “Hello!” 
 
    “Hey, Lottie, how’s my favorite girl?” 
 
    “Isabelle! I miss you!” 
 
    I chuckle. “You saw me last week.” 
 
    “Don’t you miss me?” 
 
    With Chase, I was annoyed as he’s a grown man, but with Charlotte, I don’t mind. She occasionally needs reassurance. 
 
    “Of course, I miss you! What time on Saturday is Brandon going to come over?” 
 
    I’ve met Brandon a handful of times, and Tom was completely wrong about him. He has a younger brother with disabilities, so he understands Charlotte. He has no romantic feelings toward her but was grateful to her as he was out of work when they first met, and Charlotte fed him. He’s a good guy who enjoys spending time with her. Brandon quickly became someone I could rely on when Charlotte has her occasional breakdowns. 
 
    “Can you be here at ten thirty? Brandon said he’d be here at eleven.” 
 
    “Sure can, sweet girl.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ve got to go. I’m at work.” 
 
    Smiling into the phone, I nod. “Well, you better get back to it.” 
 
    “Bye!”  
 
    Charlotte hangs up, and I smile up at the ceiling. She’s doing so well lately. I’m amazed at her tenacity and willingness to learn.  
 
    Sitting up, I go back to my position on the couch and turn on the television. Within thirty minutes, there’s a knock on my door. Opening it, it’s Chase with my pizza. 
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    “I was downstairs when your pizza delivery arrived. I gave him a tip, and he let me bring it up.” 
 
    Opening my door wider, I gesture for him to come in. Chase walks to my coffee table and puts the pizza on it, then stands with his hands in his pockets.  
 
    “Want to share it with me?” he asks. 
 
    “It’s a plain cheese pizza.” I shut my door and go into the kitchen to get some paper napkins. 
 
    “I don’t mind,” Chase yells out. 
 
    Opening a cupboard, I get out two small plates and walk back to him. Holding out my hand with a plate and a napkin, he takes them off me and sits down. 
 
    “I wanted to apologize.” 
 
    “What for?” I ask. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you needed a break from me, from us.”  
 
    Rolling my eyes, I open the pizza box and get out a slice for myself. 
 
    “Me wanting a day to myself has nothing to do with us. Nothing to do with you. It’s about me needing a day to reinvigorate myself, so I can do everything I do.” 
 
    “You’ve never had one before.” 
 
    I take a bite of my slice and groan at the cheesy goodness. Chase leans forward and grabs a slice. 
 
    “I haven’t had the opportunity. It’s been go, go, go.” 
 
    Chase nods as he takes a bite, and I can tell he’s not really enjoying the plain cheese pizza.  
 
    “Don’t you love me?” 
 
    Seeing that he’s not understanding, I put my meal down and stare into his eyes. “Yes, I love you. Yes, I want to be with you. I’m sorry, I worried you. I honestly didn’t mean to. I’ve been so run down and tired, I just wanted a day to recharge.” 
 
    “From me?” 
 
    “No. Chase, you aren’t listening to me.” Reaching over, I take his hand in mine. “When I’m not working, I’m with you, and when I’m not with you, I’m with Charlotte. Sometimes, I just want to be by myself. Sleep in, eat bad food, and be lazy.” He stares at me, so I try another tack. “Okay, sometimes you take out the small boat and sail around the harbor by yourself.” 
 
    “It’s called a sailboat, and yes, I do it to relax.” 
 
    “This is the same thing.” 
 
    Chase nods and takes another bite. “So, this has nothing to do with us?” 
 
    Finally, he gets it. 
 
    “Absolutely nothing.” I smile at him and finish my pizza. 
 
    Chase picks up the television remote and changes the channel to watch football. Shaking my head, I take it from him and change the channel back to my movie. 
 
    “Nuh-uh. It’s my day, remember?” 
 
    “So, I don’t get a say in what we’re watching?” 
 
    “Nope. You’re lucky I’m sharing my pizza with you.” Frowning, I ask, “Wait, didn’t they give you garlic bread?” 
 
    “I told him that must have been a mistake. You don’t usually eat garlic bread.” 
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, I slowly blink at him and let my breath out. “You gave away my garlic bread,” I reply flatly. 
 
    Chase looks uncomfortable and sits forward, putting his plate on the coffee table. “I’ve wrecked your day. How can I make it up to you?” 
 
    “By letting me have the day to myself.” 
 
    Chase stands and nods. “Okay. I’ll leave you to it.” 
 
    Realizing he’s probably not going to let this go, I shake my head. “Why don’t you order us another pizza and garlic bread? I’ll go shower, and we can spend the rest of the night together.” 
 
    “We could go to—” 
 
    “No. We’re staying in. Just us.” 
 
    Standing, I pick up the pizza box and take it into my kitchen and turn the oven on low. Sliding the pizza out, I put it on a tray and place it in the oven. Chase is standing in the doorway watching me. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, honey.” The last thing I want to do is go out, and he’s clearly not taking this well, so I guess I’m sharing the day with him. 
 
    Stretching up on my tiptoes, I kiss him lightly, then go into my bathroom.  
 
    This was the beginning of a series of events that should’ve set off alarm bells. If I could go back, this was the moment I should have ended things. At the time, I thought I was lucky to have a man like Chase Kelly interested in me.  
 
    I was completely wrong.
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    Isabelle 
 
      
 
    We’ve been together for nine months. Tonight is another party at his parents’ home. The who’s who of Chicago and beyond will be there. And, of course, it’s on a Saturday night, my day with Charlotte. Unlike all the other parties, Chase told me to bring her.  
 
    Charlotte is excited. She’s twirling around in a circle so her dress can fan out. It’s light pink with capped sleeves. Chase wanted her to wear heels, but I know she’d never manage, so I’ve paired it with some ballet slippers that are almost the same color as the dress. 
 
    “I feel like a princess!” 
 
    I’m wearing a black dress that clings to my curves. Chase picked it out. It’s sleeveless and flairs at the bottom like a mermaid dress. He insisted I wear a pair of red heels with it. Charlotte and I spent the day at a salon getting ready. She has a little makeup on, and her hair is pulled up into a bun with tendrils hanging down. When I sat in the chair, they informed me that Chase also asked that my hair be up in a similar style, but I declined and asked them to give the ends a curl and left it hanging down in waves. I think it looks nicer this way. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Charlotte nods profusely. “Do you have your clutch?” 
 
    We went together to a department store downtown, and we found her a light pink clutch with a gold strap. Charlotte picks it up and mimics my stance, holding it in front of her. 
 
    Walking to her, I place an arm around her. “Remember, if you tire of holding it, put it on your shoulder or across your body.” 
 
    “I know.” Charlotte bounces up and down. “Can we go now?” 
 
    “Selfie time!” I yell. 
 
    Pulling out my cell phone, we take some photographs, and then I grab her by the hand. “Come on, Lottie. Let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
    “Do I look okay?” 
 
    Smiling widely at her, I nod my head. “No, darling, you look so much better than okay, you look beautiful.” 
 
    Charlotte blushes and hurries out the door.  
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    Pulling up in the circular driveway, the valets open both our doors, and Charlotte gets out. 
 
    “Ah, Ms. Jones, Mr. Kelly has been waiting for you.” 
 
    “Chase?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Looking at my cell phone, we’re a minute early. I smile tightly at the valet and walk toward Charlotte. 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    Charlotte nods, looking apprehensive with a slight frown on her face. “What if they don’t like me?” 
 
    I laugh. “Don’t be silly. How could they not like you? You’re amazing.” 
 
    “You have to say that.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I link her arm with mine and move her forward. “No, I don’t. And besides, who cares what they think? I love you, and you love me.” 
 
    “Family first.” 
 
    “Always.” I wink at her, and we walk through the entrance of the mansion. 
 
    Having been here many times in the past nine months, I guide Charlotte through the throng of people and out onto the back patio. A server with glasses full of champagne stops in front of us, and Charlotte looks at me, dumbfounded.  
 
    Reaching out, I take two off the tray and hand one to her. “Just one glass for each of us.” 
 
    Charlotte beams at me and takes a huge gulp, which, of course, goes down the wrong way. As she coughs, I take the champagne flute out of her hand and put them both down on a table. Picking up a napkin, I hand it to Charlotte as I rub her back. It takes her a moment, but she eventually stops coughing. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Bubbles went down the wrong way. I don’t like it.” 
 
    Smiling at her, I dab her eyes with another napkin as they are watering. “What if we pour out the bubbles and both drink water in those glasses? No one will know.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Taking her by the hand, I guide her into the kitchen. There are people everywhere, and a server comes over to me. 
 
    “Madam, is everything okay?” 
 
    “Could we have two champagne flutes filled with water, please?” 
 
    “Yes, madam, of course.” He smiles at both of us and runs away, only to come back seconds later with my request. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure. Can we do anything else for you?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    Charlotte and I go back to the patio. She’s in awe of all the beautiful dresses and the men in their suits. 
 
    “Everyone looks so lovely.” 
 
    “Just like you, Charlotte.” 
 
    She looks down at her dress and smiles. “I feel pretty.” 
 
    “That’s because you are pretty,” says a flamboyant Liam as he pulls me in for a hug. “You must be Charlotte.” 
 
    Charlotte blushes and looks at me. “Honey, this is Liam, he’s a friend of Chase’s.” 
 
    “Pfft! I’m a friend of yours.” Then he looks at Charlotte and takes her hand. “I’ve known Chase for a long time, but it’s your sister I call a friend.” 
 
    Not knowing what he means by that, I shake my head and giggle.  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” replies Charlotte. 
 
    “And you.” He bends and kisses her hand. Charlotte goes a deep shade of red and looks at me with wide eyes. “Chase is looking for you. He’s down by the gazebo with the usual bunch. I’ll look after Charlotte.” 
 
    “Liam,” I pause and give him a tight smile. “Please don’t leave her alone.” I smile at Charlotte. “Will you be okay while I find Chase?” 
 
    “I think so?” 
 
    Liam laughs. “I promise to take good care of her. Now go before he blows a blood vessel in that gigantic head of his.” 
 
    “He’s mad?” 
 
    “He’s impatient.” 
 
    “We got here on time,” says Charlotte. 
 
    Reaching over, I rub her arm. “Yes, we did.” I smile at her, then look at Liam. “Keep her safe.” 
 
    He nods and holds a hand over his heart. “On my life.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I hurry down the terraces to find Chase. Why he doesn’t pick me up for these gatherings, I’ll never know. It would make my life so much easier. Chase claims it’s a waste of time coming in to collect me when he’s already here. As I navigate through the crowd, I smile and nod at some of the people I know.  
 
    “Isabelle!” yells Connery, Liam’s husband. 
 
    Smiling, I hold up a hand and wave but keep going as I need to find Chase. Taking only half a dozen steps, Connery is beside me. He sweeps me into his arms and sways to the music. 
 
    “Connery, no one else is dancing, and Chase is looking for me.” 
 
    Whispering, he says, “Trust me. This will make the man come running. A gorgeous woman like you should never hurry after a man like him.” 
 
    “Connery,” I hiss at him. “Let me go.” 
 
    “Isabelle!” Turning, I see Chase walking toward us, a huge grin on his face. 
 
    “See, I told you,” whispers Connery. 
 
    Out of the corner of my mouth, I say, “You’re impossible.” 
 
    “You love it.” 
 
    Chase engulfs me and scowls at him. “You’re always monopolizing her time at these things.”  
 
    “What can I say, I have taste. And Isabelle is a rare beauty, one that shouldn’t be kept waiting. Where were you?” 
 
    Chase’s mouth drops open. “I-I was waiting down by the gazebo.” 
 
    “Why? You knew she’d be here. Why weren’t you waiting up at the house?” 
 
    Chase’s face flushes red, and he clenches one of his hands into a fist. Sensing he’s about to lose his temper, I place a hand on his chest. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’m late. I’ve left Charlotte with Liam. Do you think we could go find them?” 
 
    Chase drags his gaze from Connery to me and smiles. “In a minute. I want you to meet someone first.” 
 
    “But Chase, Charlotte is alone up at the house, and I—” 
 
    “You just said she was with Liam. She’ll be fine.” 
 
    “No.” Chase’s eyes widen. “I want to check on her.” 
 
    “But my brother, Mason, is here, and I want you to meet him.” His gaze goes back to Connery. “Why don’t you go find Liam and bring him and Charlotte down here?” 
 
    “Charlotte doesn’t know Connery, and she’s only just met Liam. Please, Chase, let me go get her. I’ll only be a moment.” 
 
    He steps back from me, his mouth in a firm line. “Fine.” Then he turns and walks away. 
 
    Connery holds out his arm to me, and we walk back to the house. 
 
    “Does he treat you like that often?” 
 
    I sigh. “He sulks. He’ll be fine soon enough.” 
 
    “Why do you put up with it?” 
 
    Smiling, I shake my head. “It must be love.” 
 
    “Love?” One side of Connery’s mouth turns up. “Do you know why I married Liam?” 
 
    “Love?” 
 
    He laughs. “Yes, that’s part of it. But the moment I found him, I found home. He comes from nothing, and I was born into this.” Liam holds a hand in the air and waves it around. “Money means nothing to Liam. He had no idea who I was, and we met in some backwater in Mexico, of all places. Liam makes me feel safe, protected, and he is home. All of the trappings could disappear, but as long as I have Liam, I’m okay.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “Love is gentle, love is kind, love isn’t easily angered.” 
 
    “Are you quoting the bible to me?” 
 
    “A version of it.” Connery nods, and I look up to see Charlotte laughing with Liam in the distance. “The love you have for Charlotte is pure, but can you say the same about Chase?” 
 
    “Charlotte is my sister… it’s different.” 
 
    Connery shakes his head. “Yes and no. For me, it’s simple, would you die for Charlotte?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Would you die for Chase?” 
 
    Lost for words, I stare at him, and then Charlotte bounds over and hugs me. 
 
    “Liam! Give Isabelle one of those chocolatey things!” Charlotte yells at Liam, causing some to stop and stare at us. 
 
    Grinning at her, Charlotte grabs my hand and pulls me toward the other man. Liam holds out a martini glass filled with what looks like a mousse. 
 
    “It’s yummy. Liam and I have had three each,” gushes Charlotte. 
 
    “Liam, I thought you were taking care of her?” I chastise him while smiling at the two of them. 
 
    “I was.” Liam leans over and kisses Connery on the cheek. “Connery, this is Charlotte Jones. Charlotte, this is my husband, Connery Saint.” 
 
    Connery holds out his hand, and Charlotte grabs it with both of hers, pumping it up and down. 
 
    “It’s so nice to meet you. I like your husband.” 
 
    Connery laughs. “That’s good, so do I.” 
 
    Charlotte giggles, then looks at me. “Have you tried it?” 
 
    “I think I need a spoon.” 
 
    “Oh!” Charlotte turns around and goes into the house. 
 
    “What have you been doing?” I ask Liam. 
 
    “She’s delightful, and she likes all things chocolate. My kind of girl.” 
 
    Charlotte comes back to us, holding up a spoon. “Here!” 
 
    I put it into the mousse and put a small spoonful into my mouth. The light, fluffy texture and sweetness of the chocolate are an explosion of goodness. “Oh, my!” 
 
    “See, I told you.” Charlotte grins. 
 
    “It’s very nice. Now, we have to find Chase. His brother is here, and they want to meet us.” 
 
    “Mason is here?” asks Morgan as she joins our small group. 
 
    “Yes. Morgan, this is my sister Charlotte.” 
 
    Morgan smiles at us and holds out her hand to her. “A pleasure.” 
 
    Charlotte looks at me and takes Morgan’s hand. “Nice to meet you.”  
 
    Morgan holds onto Charlotte’s hand and tilts her head to the side. “Chase told me about you. But he was wrong.” 
 
    Charlotte looks at me nervously and pulls her hand out of Morgan’s. 
 
    “What did Chase say?” I ask. 
 
    Morgan waves a hand in the air. “You’d best find the Kelly Brothers. It must be important to get Mason away from Europe and the polo scene.”  
 
    Morgan moves away from us, and I turn to stare at Connery. 
 
    “What was that all about?” 
 
    “Morgan, being Morgan. No one likes her, not even the father. But that could be because she doesn’t need any of them. When her mother died, the grandmother left her with the bulk of her fortune. Morgan doesn’t need help from any of the family, and they do so like it when the women rely on them.” Frowning, I open my mouth to ask another question when Connery holds a finger to my lips. “The gazebo, remember? Get going.” 
 
    Scowling at him, I take Charlotte by the hand and give the mousse to Liam. “Thank you for looking after Charlotte.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure.” He leans over and kisses Charlotte’s cheek. “Remember, you owe me a dance later.” 
 
    “Yep!” Charlotte nods. 
 
    Linking my arm through hers, we walk back down toward the gazebo, leaving Connery and Liam on the patio. 
 
    “Did you like Liam?” 
 
    “Yes, he was nice, and he gave me chocolate and another glass of water.” She shakes her head. “He tried to give me more of that other stuff, but I told him I didn’t like it.” 
 
    Laughing, I nod. “They are both nice men.” 
 
    Charlotte nods, and although I think they are both nice, Connery’s conversation with me has me a little baffled. Either he doesn’t like Chase very much, or he thinks I’m not the woman for Chase. 
 
    As we keep walking, Charlotte’s eyes dart everywhere. “Everyone looks so nice!” 
 
    “Yes, they do, but not as nice as you.” 
 
    Charlotte smiles. “You look pretty too.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. I’d say she looks good enough to fuck.”  
 
    We both stop dead in our tracks and stare at the man in front of us. He’s the same height as Chase but with slightly darker hair. 
 
    He laughs at us and holds out his hand. “Mason Kelly, pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Charlotte reaches for his hand, and I put my hand over hers to stop her from touching him. 
 
    “I’m Isabelle, and this is Charlotte Jones.” 
 
    Mason bends over and laughs, points at me, and nods.  
 
    “You were right, brother, she’s a firecracker. Can’t wait until you break this one!” Mason yells loudly to Chase, who is laughing by the gazebo. 
 
    Grabbing Charlotte by the hand, I turn us around and head back toward the house as fast as I can in heels. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asks Charlotte. 
 
    “I’m fine, honey.” But I’m not. Anger boils within, and I want to go back and slap him. 
 
    Chase catches up with me and grabs my arm, halting us both. 
 
    “Isabelle!” Chase laughs. “He was only fooling around.” 
 
    Rearing back, I wrench my arm out of his grasp. “You think it’s funny?” The smile falls off his face, but I don’t give him time to answer. “He’s nothing but a pig. If you think it was appropriate for him to speak to me like that in front of Charlotte, then you don’t know me at all.” 
 
    Taking Charlotte’s hand, I continue toward the house without a backward glance. Liam and Connery are laughing with a group of people. Liam sees me first, and he stops laughing. Connery looks down at him, then follows his gaze, and whatever he sees in my face has him moving in our direction. 
 
    “Isabelle?” 
 
    “We’re leaving, Connery.” 
 
    I don’t stop.  
 
    I don’t want to explain.  
 
    We make it all the way to the front of the house when I’m stopped by Chase. 
 
    “Isabelle, can we please talk about this?” 
 
    Without saying a word, I cross my arms across my chest and stare at him. 
 
    “It’s Mason’s way. He meant nothing by it.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow and flick out a hip but remain silent. 
 
    “Sweetheart, you’re making a scene.” Chase looks around the room. 
 
    Turning to face Charlotte, I grab both her hands. “Lottie, why don’t you go outside? I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
    Charlotte nods, glances at Chase, and hurries past him into the night. Chase is watching her go, a look of surprise on his face. 
 
    “I’m leaving.” Walking past him, I find Charlotte talking to the valet. 
 
    “Do you want your car, ma’am?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No, she doesn’t.” Noah Kelly, Chase’s father, steps out of the darkness. “Isabelle, Charlotte, won’t you please follow me?” 
 
    “I’m leaving.” 
 
    “Soon. Please come into my office.” He sweeps an arm wide, indicating I should walk in front of him. 
 
    Charlotte comes up beside me, takes my hand, and then she pulls me back toward the house. Against my better judgment, I allow myself to be pulled along. Noah walks ahead of us, and when we walk into his office, where he strolls around and sits behind his desk. Charlotte happily walks in and sits on one of his leather couches. I don’t sit. I stand near my sister and stare at him. 
 
    Chase and Mason walk into the room, and lastly, so does Morgan. She closes the door and sits next to Charlotte. 
 
    “Mason, do you have something to say?” asks Noah. 
 
    “You can’t be serious?” scoffs Mason, putting his hands on his hips. 
 
    The older man leans forward and glares at his son. “Every person out there knows why we’re gathered here tonight, and I’ll not be made a fool of.” 
 
    Mason shakes his head, then turns to stare at me. “I apologize if my actions upset you or your sister,” he sneers. 
 
    Taking a step toward him at his tone, I ask, “And what do you mean by that?” 
 
    Mason throws his arms in the air. “It was a fucking joke.” 
 
    “The only joke I see in this room is you.” 
 
    Mason takes a step toward me, and Chase gets between us. 
 
    “Enough!” roars Noah as he slams his fist down on his desk. 
 
    Charlotte jumps up and puts an arm around me.  
 
    Noah stands. “Mason, you’ve made a mess of this. Fix it…” he pauses, “… now.” 
 
    Mason pulls at the collar of his shirt as though it’s choking him, then he takes a deep breath. “Isabelle, Charlotte, I deeply apologize. I meant no offense and hope you can both forgive me.” He bows, and as he rises, he winks at Charlotte. 
 
    Charlotte moves further behind me so she can’t see him. Mason stares at me, and although I don’t want to accept his apology, I nod once. 
 
    “You forgive me?” 
 
    I nod again.  
 
    Chase lets out a sigh and puts an arm around me. “You’ll get used to him. He has a unique sense of humor.” 
 
    Moving out of his embrace, I give him a tight smile. “We’re still leaving.” 
 
    Charlotte threads her fingers through mine and moves closer to me.  
 
    “No, you’re not. For Christ’s sake, Chase, fix this and do it now,” orders Noah. 
 
    Puzzled, I stare at Noah and wonder how he thinks Chase can smooth things over with me. 
 
    “Dad, this isn’t how I wanted to do this.” 
 
    “Well, now you don’t have a choice. This party is for you. My friends are here for you. I’ll not be embarrassed.” 
 
    Chase looks up at the ceiling and tries to take both my hands in his, but Charlotte won’t let go of me. “Isabelle, I love you. My brother is an ass.” Mason laughs, and I scowl at him. Chase cups my face. “This party was for you. For us.” Chase drops down onto one knee. “Isabelle Jones, will you marry me?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Isabelle, will you marry me?” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’ve been planning this for months. It’s one reason I wanted Charlotte here. Isabelle…” he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a ring box. “Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?” 
 
    He’s smiling up at me, holding the ring box up like a trophy for me to take. Looking around the room, the Kelly family is staring at me expectantly. Charlotte looks as confused as I feel. 
 
    “Isabelle, do you love my son?” asks Noah impatiently.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then say yes and let’s all get back to the party to celebrate your upcoming nuptials.” 
 
    Chase stands, opens the box and pulls out the biggest square-cut diamond I’ve ever seen, and places it on my ring finger. 
 
    “Perfect fit.” 
 
    “Chase, I do love you, but—” 
 
    “What else is there to discuss?” asks Noah Kelly. 
 
    “I have Charlotte to consider.” 
 
    “She will be well taken care of,” says Chase. “You do want to get married, don’t you?” 
 
    “It’s only been nine months.” 
 
    “I know.” Chase kisses the top of my hand. “Don’t you feel it, Isabelle? We’re meant to be together.” 
 
    Glancing at Charlotte, she nods, and I nod at her, but Chase mistakes this as a yes. 
 
    He throws his arms around me. “You’ve made me so happy! Now come, meet our friends and some family.” 
 
    As we walk past Mason, he kisses my cheek. “Welcome to the family, Belle.” 
 
    “It’s Isabelle.” 
 
    Chase chuckles. “Tonight, you’re the belle of the ball. Belle… it suits you.” 
 
    “My name is Isabelle.” 
 
    Chase nods and smiles at his father. “Shall we do it as we rehearsed?” 
 
    “No, she has the ring on her finger now. I’ll simply announce it when we go back out.” He looks at me. “Welcome to the family, Belle. May you bear us many children.” 
 
    “My name is Isabelle.” 
 
    Noah Kelly laughs. “Of course, it is.” 
 
    Chase takes me by the hand.  
 
    Charlotte is still attached to my other hand, gripping it tightly.  
 
    “It’s okay, honey,” I whisper, trying to reassure her. “Everything is going to be okay.” 
 
    Chase laughs. “Everything is going to be perfect. You and Charlotte now have an entire family to look after you. You’re no longer alone.” 
 
    Right at that moment, I don’t think I’ve ever felt more alone. The ring weighs heavily on my finger as Chase parades me around the room. Charlotte clings to me and only lets me go when she sees Liam.  
 
    He takes her under his arm. “She’ll be fine with me. Connery and I will take good care of her.” 
 
    I smile mechanically at him and let Chase lead me to the grand ballroom. Noah Kelly is up on a platform with a microphone, smiling and waving at the people assembled. “It’s my great honor to welcome Isabelle ‘Belle’ Jones to our family. Chase and Isabelle are getting married in March for a spring wedding. I know you’ll all make her feel most welcome.” He holds up a glass. “Raise your glasses to my son, Chase, and his beautiful bride-to-be, Belle.” 
 
    Chase kisses me on the lips, and the room explodes in congratulatory cheers.  
 
    I’m stunned at how quickly this has all happened, and most of all, how not one of them listened to me when I told them my name is Isabelle.
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    Isabelle 
 
      
 
    It’s the next day. I’m curled up in a ball in the center of my bed, staring at the diamond on my finger. It’s funny, I never pictured myself with such a huge rock. In fact, in my daydreams, it was a band, not your typical engagement ring. Chase and I have never even had a conversation about the future, let alone marriage.  
 
    Charlotte was confused last night, and it took a little while for her to calm down. She doesn’t like any of the men in the Kelly family. Surprisingly, it was Morgan who helped ease Charlotte. I’ve never had her say more than a handful of words to me, but last night she hugged me and welcomed me to the family. Morgan kissed Charlotte on the cheek and told her she was now her sister as well and that she’d always be there for her. It was touching, but it also felt a little creepy. 
 
    My cell phone chimes, and I roll over, reaching for it on my bedside table. The display says it’s a text message from Chase. Turning off my phone, I sit up and take off the ring. Holding it up to the light, it sparkles. It’s too big and audacious, much like everything to do with the Kelly family. 
 
    There’s a knock at my front door.  
 
    Quietly, I tiptoe to it and stare through the peephole. It’s one of my employees, Joe. He knocks again and looks down. He has something in his hands. 
 
    Leaving the chain on, I open the door.  
 
    Joe thrusts a newspaper through the gap. “You got engaged? To him?” 
 
    Closing the door, I undo the chain and let him in. 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    Joe walks in and flops on my couch. “I thought it was a casual thing? Now, you’re getting married?” 
 
    Sitting on the couch, I stare at the door. “Yeah, it would seem so.” 
 
    Joe touches my shoulder. “You don’t seem happy.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to feel. It was unexpected.” 
 
    “Girl, you and I have been through a lot. I thought we shared everything, but now you’re marrying Chase Kelly.” 
 
    “I’m engaged to Chase Kelly.” 
 
    Joe holds up the newspaper and points to a picture of Chase and me smiling. “Yes, you are.” 
 
    Taking the paper off him, I skim through the article and groan. “They’ve announced the wedding date?” 
 
    “You didn’t know?” 
 
    “It all kind of happened so quickly. There was an argument, then an apology, then a proposal, and I accidentally said yes.” I stand and pace. “Then there was an announcement, dancing, lots of people shaking my hand and looking at the ring. Charlotte was confused, so I was trying to be happy, so she’d calm down—” 
 
    “Stop.” I halt and look down at Joe. “You’re rambling.” 
 
    “Coffee? I haven’t had one yet.” 
 
    “Sit. I’ll make it.” Joe stands and moves past me.  
 
    Curling up on the couch, I stare straight ahead. My mind is fried. I’m not sure I can form a cohesive thought. After a few minutes, Joe walks back in.  
 
    “Your coffee machine was already fired up.” 
 
    “Yeah, I have it set to start nice and early. Sometimes I take a cup with me when I go jogging.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound healthy.” 
 
    I shrug and take a cup off him. “It clears my mind so I can concentrate, or in the case of my early morning exercise, it keeps me from killing whoever gets in my way.” 
 
    Joe chuckles. “I didn’t realize you had such a violent streak.” He sits near me and slurps his coffee loudly. “So, you’re getting married?” 
 
    “I guess?” 
 
    “Do you love him?” 
 
    “I think so?” 
 
    Joe frowns. “You know these are the wrong answers, don’t you?” 
 
    “Are they?” I sit up straighter in the seat. “Chase loves me, and he wants to marry me. It will mean that I’ll never need to worry about money again, and Charlotte will always be taken care of.” 
 
    Joe scoffs. “You’ve never cared about money before. And you’ve always taken care of Charlotte. She’s never wanted for anything. What happens to your business once you get married? Will he allow you to work?” 
 
    “I care about money.” Joe shakes his head. “I do. I’m lucky that I have this building. We make most of our catering needs downstairs, and with the insurance money from Mom and Dad, it allows me to pay all the taxes and keep Charlotte in her group home, but it would be nice to have some extra. I’d love to travel overseas instead of vacations at the beach with Charlotte in budget accommodations.” 
 
    “You love your vacations with Charlotte.” 
 
    Smiling, I nod. “Yeah. But it would be nice to take her somewhere else.” 
 
    “So, you want to get married to go on nice holidays?” Joe laughs. 
 
    Shaking my head, I shift on my couch. “I do care for Chase.” 
 
    “Do you love him?” 
 
    “I think so?” Joe grins, and I wave a hand at him. “No, that’s not fair. We’ve been dating for nine months, and we’re still getting to know each other. I like him a lot. Maybe it’s love that needs to develop?” 
 
    Joe shakes his head. “My wife, Rita and I, knew straight away. One date, and I knew she was mine. It was the same for her.” 
 
    “You’ve never mentioned her before.” 
 
    Joe’s lips turn down, and he looks sad. “She died. It happened before I moved here. We only had two years together, but it was the best two years of my life. Cancer took her.” 
 
    “Oh, Joe, I didn’t know.” 
 
    He looks at me and shrugs. “It was five years ago. I don’t talk about her much, but I miss the life we had. It’s one reason I moved to Chicago. A fresh start. No one here knows Rita or me. It was a chance to start again.” He picks up the newspaper and hands it to me. “If you love Chase, go for it. But if you’re unsure, and I think you are, put off the wedding. If Chase really loves you, he’ll understand.” 
 
    Nodding, I look at the photo of us again. “You’re right, I’ll talk to him.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    He slurps heavily on his coffee, and I laugh. 
 
    “You know, you make coffee sound awful.” 
 
    “Screw you.” Joe laughs. 
 
    “Joe?” 
 
    “Umm?” 
 
    “Thanks for coming over.” 
 
    He smiles at me. “All good. You’re my favorite boss.” 
 
    “Does that mean you have more than one?” 
 
    Joe stands and puts his empty cup on the coffee table. “Yep, I work three jobs. Helps to keep busy.” He opens the front door. “See you tomorrow. We’ve got that party at the Elwes to plan.” 
 
    Standing, I walk him into the hallway. “Yes, we do.” Reaching out, I touch his arm. “Thanks for coming over, Joe.” 
 
    “No sweat. See you tomorrow.” 
 
    I walk back into my apartment and shut the door. All I need is a quick shower, some exercise to clear my head, and then a lengthy chat with Chase. 
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    I’m controlling my breathing, concentrating on the path ahead.  
 
    In and out.  
 
    In and out. 
 
    My feet hit the pavement in rhythm to the music streaming from my Apple watch and AirPods. Today’s playlist is a collection of thrash music. The screaming lyrics mean little, but the constant thump of the drums keeps me running at a nice pace. 
 
    With my head down, breathing under control, I avoid all those who cross my path. A figure looms in front of me, and I sidestep around it. A hand reaches out and grabs my arm. I yelp in fright, but when I focus on the man, it’s Chase. 
 
    Pulling the AirPods out of my ear, I smile up at him. “You gave me a fright!” 
 
    “Sorry.” He lets me go. “You left early last night, and I went by your apartment. You weren’t there, so I figured…” Chase looks at my hand and then reaches for it. “You’re not wearing your ring?” 
 
    Bending over, I pull out of his grasp and put both hands on my knees, sucking in lungfuls of air. “No. Didn’t want to get mugged.” 
 
    “Can we talk?” 
 
    I nod and walk toward a bench. Sitting down on it, I lean over again to even out my breathing. 
 
    After a minute, I sit up and face him. “Sorry, I was hitting it hard.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why you do it. You’re fit and healthy, so why punish yourself?” Chase reaches up and tucks some stray strands of hair behind my ear. 
 
    “It keeps me fit and healthy, and it helps me to gain clarity if I’m having an issue.” 
 
    “And being engaged to me is an issue?” 
 
    Taking his hand in mine, I shuffle closer to him. “We’ve never talked about marriage. We’ve never talked about a future. It was a huge surprise.” 
 
    “Do you love me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Chase smiles and kisses me lightly. “Isn’t that all we need?” 
 
    I link my fingers with his. “What was the plan last night?” 
 
    “I wanted to surprise you… a romantic gesture. Father and I had it all planned, but Mason wrecked everything. I’m sorry for the way he spoke to you.” 
 
    “Why do you want to marry me?” 
 
    Chase chuckles. “Because I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, and I want to take care of you and Charlotte.” 
 
    “And Charlotte?”  
 
    In the past, Chase has not had a lot to do with Charlotte. He’s only ever spent a few hours with her, never an entire day.  
 
    “I know she’s important to you, so she’s important to me.” Chase moves and kneels in front of me. “Tell me what you need from me, and I’ll do it. Whatever it takes. I want you. I love you.” 
 
    He sounds so heartfelt, so sincere.  
 
    Leaning forward, I put my forehead to his. “I love you, Chase.” 
 
    “Then that’s all I need to know. All the rest is just stuff. Stuff we can figure out together as we grow old.” 
 
    Pressing my lips to his takes Chase by surprise, but then he crushes me to him, his hands digging into my sides as he kisses me passionately. 
 
    He breaks the kiss. “Let’s go back to your place. You can shower, and we can celebrate.” 
 
    I nod, and he takes me by the hand and leads me to his car.
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    Isabelle 
 
      
 
    I’m standing in front of the mirror, staring at myself. I am dressed in an ivory gown which is quite simple—a halter-neck dress that cinches in at the waist and falls to the floor. The veil made of the finest lace trails down my back, and a small tiara that belonged to Chase’s mother pulls my hair off my face. 
 
    Charlotte is my only bridesmaid, much to the Kelly family’s dismay. Of course, I have girlfriends, but it’s always been Charlotte and me, and for me, there was no other choice. Her dress is pale gold with sleeves and falls from her bust to the floor.  
 
    We’re in a small room at the front of the church, waiting for the signal to let us know that the ceremony is about to begin. I’m a bundle of nerves, and I fear it’s rubbing off onto Charlotte. 
 
    “Do I look okay, Isabelle?” 
 
    “Oh, honey, you look beautiful.” 
 
    A knock at the door has us both turning around. Joe sticks his head in. He’s wearing a navy suit and smiles at both of us. 
 
    “Damn, girls! You look fine!” 
 
    Charlotte blushes and looks at me. 
 
    “Stop it, Joe. You’re embarrassing my sister.” 
 
    He shrugs and comes further into the room. “Do you need anything?” 
 
    “No, we’re fine.” 
 
    “Is Brandon here?” 
 
    Brandon is Charlotte’s plus one for the wedding. 
 
    “He sure is! Sitting next to me on the bride’s side.” 
 
    “There are sides?” I ask. 
 
    Joe chuckles. “Not really. The whole place is filled with people I usually serve at these fancy things. One of them came up to me, shook my hand, and told me it was nice to see me again. He had no idea where he knew me from and probably wouldn’t have shaken my hand if he realized I was a server.” 
 
    I giggle. “Most are very nice once you get to know them.” 
 
    “It’s easier for you. You own the business, and I’m a simple servant.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Soon you’ll own the business, and you might serve people, but you were never a servant.” 
 
    The smile disappears from Joe’s face, and he rubs the back of his neck. “You sure you want to sell to me?” 
 
    “Yes!” I walk toward him and touch his shoulder. “There’s no one else I’d leave it with.” 
 
    Chase made me see that it will be too hard for me to work in his business and run my events business after we’re married. There simply won’t be enough time. I’m excited to be stepping into a new opportunity with him. 
 
    “I still feel like you gave me the deal of the century.” 
 
    “Pfft!” I wave a hand in his face. “I know you’ll do the right thing.” 
 
    Instead of Joe paying upfront for the business, we agreed on a price, and he can pay me out over two years. This way, he’ll have money coming in and won’t be crippled by debt. A lot of Chase’s friends and business associates use my company as we’re a one-stop-shop. We do everything from catering to supplying servers for the event. It’s turned a tidy profit from year to year, and I see no reason for that to change. And seeing as I’ll be living with Chase, I’m renting Joe the small building for a pittance until he pays me for the business, then we’ll renegotiate the deal on the lease. 
 
    Joe surprises me with a hug. “Thank you, Isabelle, I don’t know what I did to deserve you in my life, but I’m glad you’re part of it.” 
 
    Tears spring to my eyes, and I push away from him to find a tissue so I don’t ruin my makeup. 
 
    “That’s enough of that. You make it sound like I’m leaving for good. I’ll still be around if you need help, and we’re friends.” 
 
    Joe nods. “Much to Chase’s dislike.” 
 
    “That’s not true. He just doesn’t understand why I didn’t consult him on the deal before I offered it to you.” 
 
    “He wanted more money?” 
 
    Not wanting to answer, I look at the clock on the wall. “Oh, my! Five minutes, and it’s showtime! You better go find your seat.” 
 
    “Nice evasion there.” Joe kisses my cheek. “See you soon.”  
 
    Joe walks out of the small room we’re in, and I stand near Charlotte. 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    She nods. “Are you?” 
 
    “I’m nervous.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    Pulling her into my arms, I squeeze her tight. “You’re going to do great.” 
 
    “And you’re only going to be gone for a month… four Saturdays.” 
 
    Leaning back, I look into her eyes. “Yes, honey. Chase and I are going to Hawaii for a month. I’ve planned everything. And when I get home, I’ll have presents for you and lots of photos to share.” 
 
    Charlotte nods, but her lips turn down, and she drops her gaze to the floor. “I’ll miss you.” 
 
    Placing my hand under her chin, I tilt her head back up, so we’re once again staring at each other. “I’m a phone call away.” I place a hand on her chest. “And I’ll always be right here, just like you are for me.” 
 
    A small smile creeps across her face. “I love you, Isabelle.” 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    Another knock at the door has us both turning to see who it is. A member of the church opens the door, a huge smile on her face. 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    Looking at Charlotte, I nod, and so does she. 
 
    “Yes!” we say at the same time. 
 
    “Shall I signal the organist?” 
 
    Stepping back from Charlotte, I smooth out my dress and pick up the bouquet. It’s a cascade of red roses with white tulips dotted through and a bit of greenery around the top. Charlotte’s bouquet is a smaller version of mine. 
 
    “Let’s do this.” 
 
    The woman smiles. “Remember, ladies, take your time. Smile and keep moving toward the front of the church.” She clasps her hands together in front of her chest and gushes, “You both look beautiful.” 
 
    Charlotte takes a deep breath and follows the woman out of the room. I cast a quick glance in the mirror to make sure I look my best, then follow them out. The music begins, and Charlotte makes her way around the corner and then the long march up the aisle. Seeing as our parents are both deceased, I decided I’d give myself away. At the time, I thought it was the smart thing to do, but now, as I’m counting to ten before I follow Charlotte, I wish I had someone to lean on. 
 
    Mentally, I get to ten and walk up the red-carpeted aisle. Chase is there, smiling at me. A hush goes over the church as I try to remember to take my time. Charlotte and I have rehearsed this many times, so I’m concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other and keeping my eyes glued to Chase so I don’t panic being in front of so many people. 
 
     When I reach him, I turn, kiss Charlotte on the cheek, and give her my bouquet, then spin around and face Chase. Mason is his best man, and he winks at me.  
 
    “You may all be seated,” announces the priest. He waits a moment for people to settle, then says, “We are all gathered here today to join this man and this woman in holy matrimony.” 
 
    Not listening to the priest, I reach for Chase’s hand, and he smiles down at me. His thumb runs across my knuckles, soothing me.  
 
    The priest clears his throat, and we both look at him. 
 
    “Chase, do you take this woman to be your wife, to live together in holy matrimony, to love her, to honor her, to comfort her, and to keep her in sickness and in health, forsaking all others, for as long as you both shall live?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    It’s my turn, and before the priest has finished, I say, “I do.” 
 
    The church erupts into laughter at my enthusiasm. 
 
    The priest clears his throat and smiles at me. “It seems the bride is a tad eager.” 
 
    More laughter and I feel a blush creep its way up my face.  
 
    Chase has a slight frown on his face and shakes his head slightly. “Like we rehearsed,” he whispers. 
 
    I nod and smile at him and then the rest of the church. Liam and Connery are in the front on what I assume is the bride’s side of the church, as Joe and Brandon are there, too. Connery is openly laughing while Liam is dabbing his eyes. 
 
    When I look back at Chase, the smile is gone, and he’s staring down at me intently. I grin at him, but he shrugs and looks back at the priest. 
 
    The priest smiles down at me, then looks at Chase. “Repeat after me.” Chase glances at me. “I, Chase Noah Kelly, take you, Isabelle Jones, to be my wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death do us part.” 
 
    Chase doesn’t look at me as he says his vows. Instead, he’s staring at the priest. It’s a little strange that he’s not looking at me. I’m trying to memorize every detail of his face, but he seems more interested in staring at the man in black.  
 
    Maybe he’s nervous? 
 
    Looking up at the priest, he’s not looking at Chase, but down at his book.  
 
    He smiles at me and says, “Repeat after me.” 
 
    I don’t wait for him. I’ve memorized my vows. 
 
    “I, Isabelle Jones, take you, Chase Noah Kelly, to be my husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death do us part.” 
 
    “Well, done!” praises the priest. “Now, let’s make this official, shall we?” He looks at Mason. “Ring bearer?” 
 
    Mason touches his coat pocket, then another one and another. Looking as though he’s lost the ring, I’m about to say something when he bursts out laughing and produces my wedding band. The people laugh, and as he hands it to Chase, I realize it’s not the band I picked out. This one is encrusted with diamonds all the way around, where the one I picked was a plain platinum band.  
 
    Chase puts the ring on my finger and repeats what the priest tells him, but I’m staring at the ring the entire time, wondering what happened to the one I picked. It’s not until the priest clears his throat and Chase squeezes my hand that I realize it’s my turn. Mason also hands me the ring for Chase, and it, too, has changed. It’s a platinum band with a diamond and fancy work all the way around. The original bands were plain, simple, and nothing like these. 
 
    I recite my vows and look expectantly at the priest, as he smiles down at us. 
 
    “By virtue of the authority vested in me, I now pronounce you husband and wife.” He looks from me to Chase and loudly says, “You may kiss the bride!” 
 
    Chase pulls me to him and sticks his tongue halfway down my throat. My hands immediately go to his chest, and I try to push him off. It’s a disgusting display in front of our friends and family.  
 
    Mason laughs. “Guess we know what they’re thinking about!” 
 
    Chase finally lets me go, then turns, and holds my hand up in the air like he’s just won some sort of prize. Turning to Charlotte, she hands me my bouquet and bursts into tears. 
 
    “It’s okay, sweetheart.” 
 
    “You’re damn straight it’s okay! Welcome to the family, Charlotte!” booms Mason. 
 
    This causes Charlotte to step back, and she trips and falls on her ass. Mason laughs louder, and I try to go to her, but Chase grabs me by the hand and drags me from the church. When we get to the doors, I turn around to see Joe and Brandon comforting her. Chase keeps pulling me toward the car and practically pushes me inside. It’s a long black limousine with a partition between the driver and us. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I rage at him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Charlotte fell over. I need to check that she’s okay.” 
 
    “She’ll be fine.” 
 
    Shocked at his flippant reply, I stare at him with my mouth hanging open.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Charlotte was crying.” 
 
    “I’m sure someone is taking care of her.” He pulls me onto his lap. “How about a kiss?” 
 
    “Chase!” 
 
    “What? I want to spend some time alone with you without your sister or my father or anyone else sticking their noses in. You look beautiful.” He holds up his hand with the wedding ring on it. “Did you like my surprise?” 
 
    “You changed the rings.” 
 
    “Yeah! I got yours to match your engagement ring.” 
 
    “But I told you I wanted a simple band, so it wouldn’t matter if I worked with it on. This might get damaged.” 
 
    Chase scoffs. “It’s not like you’ll be schlepping it like you used to. You’ll be in sales, there’s no reason you couldn’t have a ring like this.” He frowns. “I thought you’d like it?” 
 
    There’s nothing to be done for it now, so I nod. “I do.” 
 
    “And what was that all about… you memorizing your lines? Did you do it to show me up? You could’ve told me.” 
 
    Confused, I lean back. “I did it because I love you, and I was excited for today. I wanted the day to be perfect for you.” 
 
    Sensing he’s upset me, Chase puts a hand to the back of his neck and pulls me in for a kiss. “You know what would make the day perfect?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Letting me fuck you in the back of this limo before we get to the reception at the house.” 
 
    “Chase!” I look at the partition. “We have a driver.” 
 
    He shrugs. “He can’t see in here, and the windows are heavily tinted. No one will know.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    His hand goes up under my dress, and he digs his nails into my ass. 
 
    “No,” I repeat more firmly. 
 
    “I’ll be quick.” 
 
    “What else is new?” The words fall out of my mouth before my brain has a chance to catch up. 
 
    Chase’s mouth goes into a hard line, and he pushes me onto the floor.  
 
    “Chase!” 
 
    “Fuck you, Isabelle. Always so needy. I’ve never had any complaints before, but you, you’re always wanting.” 
 
    Scrambling onto my knees and then the seat opposite him, I fire back, “Well, maybe if you got me there first, we wouldn’t have this problem!” 
 
    “Like I said, I’ve never had a complaint before. Maybe you need to take a good hard look at yourself?” 
 
    “Just because all the other women you’ve been with before haven’t complained doesn’t mean you weren’t lacking.” 
 
    His face goes red, and he raises a hand in the air. My mouth falls open, and suddenly, the car jolts to a stop, causing Chase to slide off the seat and onto the floor. I can’t help it, I laugh. Chase looks up at me, surprised, then he laughs too. 
 
    The door to the limousine opens, and the driver is standing there. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Mr. and Mrs. Kelly, but a reporter ran in front of the car. I had to brake suddenly.” 
 
    “It’s perfectly okay. Can you give us a minute?” Chase asks the driver, who immediately closes the door. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t have said those things.” 
 
    Chase kneels in front of me and cups my face. “It must be the stress of the day. You mean more to me than anything. I don’t know what came over me. It’ll never happen again.” 
 
    Leaning into him, I kiss him. “Let’s go face the music.” 
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    We’re on our way to the airport. I’m excited as I’ve dreamed of going to Hawaii for as long as I can remember. I’ve packed for the warmer weather, which means I’ll be living in bikinis for a month. When we arrive at the airport, the car takes us to the VIP lounge, and we go through security there. 
 
    “Mr. Kelly! Lovely to see you again,” says a man as we walk through. 
 
    “Good to be here. Is the plane ready?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. All we need you to do is board.” 
 
    Chase kisses my knuckles and smiles at me. “You ready, Mrs. Kelly?” 
 
    “I can’t wait! You’re going to love the house I picked. It’s in a gated community, right on the water with a private beach. There’s a pool, jacuzzi, and a steam room.” 
 
    Chase smiles as he pulls me through the airport toward the private entrance to his family’s jet. We walk across the tarmac and up the stairs into what can only be described as luxury—plush seats, champagne chilling, and two flight attendants to care about our every need. Giggling to myself, I take a seat, and Chase sits next to me.  
 
    The attendant hands me then Chase a glass of champagne. “Welcome aboard. We’ll be taking off shortly. Would you like some hors d’oeuvres?” 
 
    Chase shakes his head. “My bride will have some strawberries.” 
 
    “Very good.” 
 
    She walks away, and Chase once again takes my hand and kisses it. “We aren’t going to Hawaii.” 
 
    “Yes, we are. I’ve arranged everything.” 
 
    Chase shakes his head. “No, honey. We’re off to Alaska. We own a house up there, and it’s beautiful this time of year. Lots of snow, we can ski, dog sled, and it’s one hundred percent secluded.” 
 
    Frowning, I shake my head. “But I hate the cold, and you know that.” 
 
    “The house is fully heated, so you’ll never know we’re in the snow.” 
 
    “Unless I want to go outside?” 
 
    Chase lets go of my hand and twists in the seat. “Why do you have to wreck everything?” He scrubs a hand down his face. “I thought you’d like the surprise?” 
 
    “But Chase, honey, I’ve been planning the honeymoon for two months. You said I could go anywhere. What about my reservation? Not to mention I packed nothing warm.” 
 
    Chase stands and glares down at me. “It’s never good enough for you, is it?” 
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    He shakes his head and stomps down the plane, leaving me in tears.  
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    Two hours later, I’ve got my feet on the seat, hugging my knees to myself, staring blankly out the window. It’s a six-and-a-half-hour flight to Alaska—I googled it. Chase comes over and sits next to me. I glance at him, and he smiles at me, but I say nothing and continue to stare out the window. 
 
    “Come on, you’re not still upset, are you?” 
 
    Turning my head, I rest it on my knee and stare at him. 
 
    “Don’t sulk. There’s nothing to be done now. You might as well make the best of it.” 
 
    “Why?” I whisper. 
 
    “I thought it would be better. Alaska is beautiful this time of year.” 
 
    “Why did you let me organize the honeymoon if you were just going to change it? And the wedding rings? It’s your way or no way. This isn’t a partnership, it’s a dictatorship. It’s not how I thought our marriage would be.” 
 
    “You’re not being fair. I thought the wedding rings would be an awesome surprise, and Alaska is beautiful at this time of year. So, if we do it your way, it’s okay, but if we do it my way, it’s a dictatorship?” 
 
    Standing, I point at him. “It’s completely different! We chose the rings together. You asked me where I wanted to go and told me you didn’t care, and when I suggested Hawaii, you said yes. Then, without telling me, you did what you wanted without discussing it with me at all. For fuck’s sake, Chase, I packed bikinis!” 
 
    Angrily, I storm down the back of the plane, tears streaming down my face. Opening a door, I walk into a bedroom. There’s a heart in rose petals on the bed. Upon seeing it, I cry louder. Chase walks in and slams the door shut. 
 
    “You will stop this, now.” He has his hands on his hips, and he’s glaring at me. 
 
    A sob escapes me, and he runs a hand through his hair and punches the wall, splitting his knuckles. I squeak in surprise and jump back, away from him. 
 
    Chase holds up his bloody hand. “Look what you did!” 
 
    “W-What I did? You’re the moron who hit the wall.” 
 
    Chase glares at me and then hits me across the face with the back of his hand. It sends me flying backward, and I hit the end of the bed and slide onto the floor. My face is covered in his blood, and I’m crying uncontrollably. Chase immediately drops to his knees. 
 
    “Jesus, Isabelle, I’m so sorry.” He reaches for me, and I shrink away. “Sweetheart, I’m so sorry, I’ll never do that again.” Tears run down his cheeks. “I love you, Isabelle. I don’t know what came over me.” 
 
    Chase is bent over, his head touching the floor close to my side. Reaching out, I put a hand in his hair, and he crawls a little closer to me, his head almost in my lap. 
 
    “Please, forgive me. Please, don’t leave me. It’ll never happen again.” 
 
    “Do you promise?” 
 
    Chase nods, and together we stay like that, clinging to each other until there’s a knock at the door sometime later. 
 
    “Mr. Kelly, would you like dinner?” asks a voice through the door. 
 
    Chase sits up, staring at the wooden surface. “Give us ten minutes, and we’ll be out.” Twisting, he turns to look at me and blanches at whatever he sees on my face. “You need to go clean up. The bathroom is through there, and you’ll need your makeup case.” 
 
    Leaning in, he kisses my nose and helps me to my feet. Without saying a word, I go into the bathroom and close the door. My face has blood splattered on it, and one side of it has a red mark which going to turn into a bruise. Using a washcloth, I wet it and wipe off Chase’s blood. My eyes are puffy from crying, and my cheek is slightly swollen. Using concealer, then a foundation, I cover the mark, but there’s nothing to be done about the swelling. When I come out of the bathroom, Chase is sitting on the end of the bed. 
 
    He frowns at me. “Is that the best you can do?” 
 
    I nod at him without speaking, and he immediately comes toward me. Flinching away from him, Chase hesitates, then keeps coming, cupping my face in his hands. 
 
    “Never again. I love you. Please, tell me you forgive me?” 
 
    Fresh tears fall, and I nod.  
 
    Chase kisses my lips lightly. “Thank you.” He moves past me into the bathroom and comes back with a handful of tissues. “Wait here. I’ll bring dinner to you. That way you won’t have to be embarrassed.” 
 
    I’m stunned. 
 
    So, I won’t be embarrassed? 
 
    Surely, it’s the other way around?  
 
    Chase should be ashamed of himself. I knew he had a temper, but he’s never hit me before. From the moment he asked me to marry him right up to this point, he’s worked hard to be the man I know he can be. We’ve had so many conversations about our future, and I compromised on more than one issue to make this work, and for what? 
 
    I’ll not be treated this way.  
 
    All I need to do is make it through the honeymoon.  
 
    When I get back home, I’m gone. 
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    The plane lands, and Chase whisks me away to his family’s secluded home in the mountains. The view from the bedroom is pristine—mountains, snow, wilderness, and not another person around for miles. 
 
    “Gorgeous, isn’t it?” 
 
    I nod and smile, but the only thing I can see is that I’m trapped. I have no warm clothes, and I wouldn’t last more than five minutes outside in the cold. Snow falls from the sky—a blanket covering everything—sealing me in.  
 
    “Are you hungry?” His hands land on my shoulders, and try as I might, I can’t help the flinch which courses through my body. Chase sighs and kisses the top of my head. “You said you forgave me.” 
 
    “I have. I do.” Twisting away from him, I put distance between us before turning around. “I’m sorry, I’ll try harder.” 
 
    Chase smiles and walks toward me, his hands raised as though in surrender. “It’ll never happen again.” His hands rest on my shoulders, and he rests his forehead on mine. “Now, Mrs. Kelly, what would you like to eat? We have a well-stocked kitchen, cold room, and bar.” 
 
    Leaning back, I smile. “Bar?” 
 
    Chase kisses my nose. “Ahh, the lady wants to drink. My kind of woman.” He releases me and turns around. “One mojito coming up!” 
 
    Wrapping my arms around myself, I take a deep breath to steady myself. I’m stuck here for a month, so I might as well make the most of it.  
 
    My cell phone beeps, and I pick it up. It’s a picture of Charlotte with Morgan. A text message comes through. 
 
      
 
    Charlotte: We hope you’re having a good time. 
 
      
 
    I send a smiley face and a kiss back.  
 
    Looking at the photo, Charlotte appears happy. Her face always betrays her emotions, and I can’t detect an ounce of discomfort.  
 
    Chase appears in the doorway with a glass in each hand. “What have you got there?” 
 
    Holding it up, I move toward him. “Charlotte and Morgan.” 
 
    “Ahh, did they wreck the surprise?” Chase holds out a mojito to me. 
 
    “What surprise?” 
 
    “We moved Charlotte into the house. This way, we’re all under the same roof and can take care of her better.” 
 
    “What? But Charlotte was happy having her own apartment. She has two jobs and a life. Chase, she needs to learn what it’s like to be on her own, to stand on her own two feet.” 
 
    “Well, that’s just it, she doesn’t have to now. Charlotte is part of the family, and we take care of our own.” 
 
    “Chase, you should’ve consulted me first. It took years for her to feel comfortable in that group home, not to mention it took years to get her in there. The waiting list alone took forever.” 
 
    “I thought this would make you happy. To have your sister under the same roof, to know she’s protected and loved by us… her family.” 
 
    Sadness washes through me.  
 
    He planned this. 
 
    Chase knows I’d never leave him if it meant putting Charlotte in any kind of danger.  
 
    Putting the glass to my lips, I gulp down half of it, nearly choking on the amount of alcohol in the drink. 
 
    “Whoa! Take it easy there, honey. We don’t want you getting so drunk you have a hangover.” 
 
    “And why not? It’s snowing, and we can’t go outside.” 
 
    “We could do other things?” Chase suggests provocatively. 
 
    My stomach rolls, and I can’t help the look of revulsion sweeping across my face. Chase doesn’t miss it. He raises his eyebrows and smirks as he takes a sip of his drink. Then he paces while nodding to himself. 
 
    “I make one mistake, and you’re going to punish me forever?” 
 
    “I need time. Please, Chase, just give me a little time.” 
 
    He swallows more of his drink and looks me up and down. “It’s been a day. How long do you need? One more, two? A week?” Chase’s voice rises with each question. 
 
    Walking backward, I keep going until my bare arms touch the ice-cold window. The coldness helps me get my spiraling emotions under control. “I love you, Chase. Your…” I look around the room, searching for the right words, “… outburst frightened me. Please, Chase, give me today to sort out how I feel.” 
 
    “How you feel about what?” He takes another sip and grits his teeth. 
 
    My hand instinctively goes to my face, and he shakes his head, one hand going to his hip, and then he looks up at the ceiling. 
 
    “You said you’d forgiven me.” 
 
    “And I have. But until the physical marks disappear, I’m a little…” Chase looks at me, “… scared of you.” 
 
    His face dissolves into a mask of sadness, and tears fill his eyes. “I don’t want you to fear me, Belle.” 
 
    And at that moment, I understand it’s exactly what he wants. Chase knows I don’t like being called Belle, and he’s doing it deliberately to provoke a response from me. Instead of repeating that I don’t like to be called that name, I smile and walk toward him. Reaching up, I cup one side of his face. “I’ll try harder.” Shivering from the cold, I wrap my arms around myself. “How about we start a fire, get some food, and watch a movie?” 
 
    “You’re cold?”  
 
    I nod.  
 
    Chase moves toward the closet and pulls out one of his gray sweaters. “Here. It’ll be a little long on you, but it should keep you warm until the fire heats the room. I’ll light the one in here too.” 
 
    Smiling at him, I take the sweater. “Thank you, honey. Do you need help?” 
 
    “No, there’s enough wood. Why don’t you go find us something to eat?” 
 
    Holding out the glass, Chase takes it from me, and I put on the sweater, then do a twirl. 
 
    “Perfect fit,” I say, laughing. 
 
    Chase nods. “I like seeing you in my clothes.” 
 
    “Good.” I take my glass off him. “Meet you downstairs?” 
 
    Chase grins. “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    I kiss his cheek and leave the room.
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    Isabelle 
 
      
 
    Present Day… 
 
      
 
    Chase kisses my cheek, pulls out of me, and goes into the bathroom. Tentatively, I touch my side and wince. He’s definitely broken ribs this time. Sitting up, I quietly pad out of the room and into the guest bathroom down the hall. I so badly want to lock the door, but it will only make him mad. I turn on the shower, step out of my clothes and under the cold spray of water.  
 
    This is the last time.  
 
    A sob escapes me, and I hold my hands over my mouth to silence myself. Using a washcloth, I pump the liquid soap onto it and wash myself from head to toe. Bending is hard, but I want no trace of that monster on me. I wash my hair, brush my teeth, and let the cold water soothe me. It’s funny what you can get used to. Three years ago, if you told me I’d get used to cold showers, I’d have laughed at you. Even on the hottest of days, I could never have had a cold shower. It always started out hot and got gradually colder, but now—I chuckle to myself—I don’t remember the last time I had a hot one. I need the cold to keep me sharp, to listen to the distinct tones in his voice, and to see the slight quirks in his face to avoid the beatings if I can. 
 
    Everything sets him off now.  
 
    Where once he cried and begged for forgiveness, now it’s all my fault.  
 
    His favorite line, look what you made me do. 
 
    Stepping out of the shower, I wipe myself down and dry my hair. At least this time he didn’t hit my face—there’s no bruising. Chase smartened up over the years, and he learned that if he didn’t hit me in the face, then no one will know. If he broke my arm, which he’s done three times, he always took me to their family doctor, who never asked me questions. It didn’t matter, anyway, I was well versed in the lie—I fell down the stairs. 
 
    A door slams downstairs, and this signals that he’s left the house. With a towel wrapped around me, I walk back to our bedroom and pull out the suitcase from under the bed that is already packed. Next, I go into the walk-in closet and dress. My ribs burn, and my leg throbs, but I’m happy.  
 
    Chase is predictable.  
 
    After a beating, he’ll go to his family’s estate to talk to his father or his sadistic brother, Mason. They’ll assure him it’s all my fault. He’ll stay for a while, and then he’ll go to his mistress’s home and spend the night.  
 
    One day, I followed him—after I went to the family doctor, Harry Turnstone, who informed me I had gonorrhea—to a townhouse down by the marina. She was pretty, younger than me and, he clearly wasn’t practicing safe sex. 
 
    Thankfully, his doctor contacted him and asked him to come in for a physical. Chase noticed I was taking antibiotics, but we never discussed it. Occasionally, I do a drive-by of the townhouse. He seems to change them out every six months or so. The current one has been there for three months.  
 
    Doctor Turnstone assured me he’d had a conversation with Chase and that he was no longer practicing unsafe sex and had gotten treatment for his ailment. 
 
    The rich and famous get away with everything. They buy themselves out of any circumstance. I don’t even have to lie to the doctor, for he doesn’t want to know. He’s been looking after the Kelly family for years. It turns out Chase learned all his bad behavior from his father. A woman should be seen, have children, and no voice at all. 
 
    Children. 
 
    It’s the reason I’m running. Chase wants to have children, at least two, but he’d prefer four. Once upon a time, a husband and children were the fairy tale, now they are the nightmare. Having children with a monster would surely only breed more monsters? If Mason and Chase are anything to go by, I’m pretty sure I’m right.  
 
    Morgan, though, has been an ally for the past three years. Even now, she’s helping, but not in a way that can be tied back to her. She arranged it, so Charlotte got accepted into an exclusive camp for adults with disabilities. I told Chase that I’d arranged it, but I’d never have gotten Charlotte out of the house without Morgan’s influence and money to help pay for it. 
 
    When Chase and I moved into this house, I thought we’d take Charlotte with us, but Chase said she should stay at the family home. It was his way, again, of controlling and keeping me dependent on him. 
 
    Pulling my hair up into a ponytail, I don’t even bother to brush it. The suitcase has a week’s worth of clothes inside it, fake IDs for Charlotte and me, and all my toiletries. I have a penchant for an expensive skincare line that’s only available from Switzerland. Once I’m out of it, that will be the end of it, but until then, I’m taking it with me.  
 
    Staring down at my engagement and wedding ring, I frown. I’ve never liked either of them. With no remorse, I take both off and leave them on my bedside table. I thought about selling them, but the diamond will have a serial number etched into it, and he’d be able to track the sale.  
 
    With Morgan’s help, I’ve squirreled away a sizable amount of money. It’s under the name of one of my fake IDs. I just have to get out of Chicago to access it. If I tried to do that here, someone would recognize me.  
 
    Picking up the suitcase, I walk downstairs and out of his house of hell.  
 
    One of the house staff is there, and he smiles at me. “Mrs. Kelly, do you need something?” He gestures to my suitcase. 
 
    “I’m donating old clothes to the homeless shelter down on Clifton Avenue.” 
 
    “I could take it for you?” 
 
    “No, Juan, I could use the distraction.” 
 
    He nods knowingly like everyone else attached to this fucking family. He knows what they are capable of, and he knows he can’t do anything to help.  
 
    I parked my Mercedes out front, a birthday gift from Chase. I wanted a red one, and he got a silver one, as they are better for resale. Just another one of Chase’s justifications for giving me what he wants and not what I want or need. 
 
    The drive to the dealership takes only twenty minutes. We had previously talked about me selling it, so they won’t think it strange that I’ve decided to go through with it. Pulling into the lot, one salesman strides out, waving and grinning. 
 
    “Mrs. Kelly, so lovely to see you!” 
 
    “Hello.” I point at the car. “Do you remember we were talking about selling the Merc?” 
 
    “Ahh, yes. But if you don’t mind me saying, you’d get a better deal if you took it to a dealership and traded it in.” 
 
    “Not interested in getting another car. I just want to offload it and be nicer to the environment.” 
 
    “It’s in your name?” 
 
    “Sure is!” 
 
    He nods and puts his hands on his hips. “I think we said thirty thousand?” 
 
    “No, we said forty, and she’s worth more like sixty, so don’t screw me over.” 
 
    He chuckles. “Fair enough. Forty it is. You’ll take a check?” 
 
    “No, I need cash.” 
 
    He raises his eyebrows and rocks back on his heels. “We don’t keep that kind of cash on the premises.” 
 
    Glancing at my watch, I’ve got just over an hour to get to the airport and catch my flight. “How much do you have?” 
 
    “I can ask?” 
 
    “You do that.” 
 
    He turns and walks inside. I open the trunk and pull out my suitcase. Rolling it inside the dealership, I can see him talking to a man in an office at the end of the building. I keep going until I’m in the doorway. 
 
    The man behind the desk doesn’t stand, but he motions to the salesman to stop talking. “Mrs. Kelly?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He pushes his chair out from behind his desk and stands. “Salvatore Agostino, owner of this establishment.” He holds out his hand.  
 
    Leaving my suitcase at the door, I shake his hand. “Did he tell you what I’m after?” 
 
    Salvatore flicks his eyes to his salesman. “Leave us and shut the door.” 
 
    The man gives me a tight smile and does as he’s told. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” I ask. 
 
    Salvatore sits and points to a chair. “In my experience, a woman only sells her car for cash if she’s running. Are you in trouble, Mrs. Kelly?” 
 
    “N-No. Just trying to do my part for the environment.” 
 
    “By selling your Mercedes C Class for much less than it’s worth?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s a gas guzzler.” 
 
    He leans forward and steeples his finger together on his desk. “I’ve had dealings with your husband.” 
 
    “Oh, have you?” Internally, I’m panicking. If he phones Chase, this will all have been done for nothing. 
 
    “Yes.” Salvatore peers into my eyes, and I squirm under his scrutiny. He sits back and says, “I have twenty-five K in the safe. If you give me a forwarding address, I’ll make sure you get the rest.” 
 
    “But I live here in Chicago. Everyone knows that,” I reply with a smile. 
 
    Salvatore cocks his head to the side. His eyes feel like they are piercing my soul. “But not everyone knows that Chase Kelly likes to hurt women. I do.” 
 
    He stands and walks to a print on the wall. He takes it down, revealing a safe. Salvatore puts in the combination, opens it, and pulls out the money. He places it on the desk in front of me. 
 
    “If you let me, I can help you.” 
 
    My chest tightens, and my throat burns, but there’s no way I can trust him. It could all be a ruse, and this man could turn me over at any moment. 
 
    “I’m just trying to do my bit for the environment.” 
 
    Salvatore nods and opens a drawer in his desk. “This is my personal number. If you ever need anything, Mrs. Kelly, please use it. I’m no friend of your husband’s. The car I’ll scrap and sell for parts. No one will know you sold it to me. I’m sorry I only have twenty-five thousand.” 
 
    “Why are you helping me?” 
 
    “I’m a husband and father. My family is everything to me. It’s outrageous that the Kelly family gets away with everything they do. Your husband frequents a brothel that I own. More than once, he’s damaged some of my merchandise. I’m sure he inflicts worse on you. Men like that are abhorrent.” 
 
    It’s then that I realize this is Salvatore Agostino, head of the Abruzzi crime family. They run most of the illegal activities in and around Chicago. Chase has had business dealings with them but nothing public. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I meant it when I said I’d send you the rest of the money.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I say, “No, there can be no trace. He’ll find me.” 
 
    I put the money in my handbag.  
 
    Salvatore nods, walks around his desk, and opens the door. “Do you need a ride?” 
 
    I look at my watch and nod. “If it’s not too much of a problem?” 
 
    Salvatore clicks his fingers, and a short, large-set man walks over. “Yeah, boss?” 
 
    “Mrs. Kelly needs a ride. See that she gets to the airport, unharmed.” 
 
    Standing, I grab my suitcase, but the other man waves a hand at me. “I’ve got it. I’m Tony. If you’ll follow me?” Then he looks at his boss. “Don’t forget to ring Emily, she wants to talk about dinner tonight.” 
 
    “Have plans changed?” 
 
    Tony smiles. “Ring your wife.” 
 
    Salvatore chuckles. “Get going.” He looks down at me. “Good luck, Mrs. Kelly.” 
 
    “Call me Isabelle.” 
 
    He nods and closes his door. 
 
    “Come on. This time of day, we should make it to the airport in fifteen minutes.” 
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    The flight from Chicago to Las Vegas takes just over four hours. I flew on my real name. Next, I caught a flight to Miami under one of my fake IDs. I ditched the ID into a trashcan and pulled out another one and rented a car. I’m tired, and I smell awful, but I have to keep going. Charlotte is waiting for me in a hotel room in Jacksonville with Brandon.  
 
    The drive to Jacksonville is nearly five hours long. With an extra-large coffee, I hit the road. Every police officer I see sends a bolt of fear through me. The Chicago police owe the Kelly family a great deal. They donate to all their causes and appear to be upstanding members of the community. By now, they will know I’m running. They’ll be searching for me everywhere.  
 
    I’ve rented a red Charger with cruise control. If I stay on the I-95 and keep my speed to a minimum, I shouldn’t attract any unwanted attention and be there by morning.  
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    It’s a seedy motel. The type of place you’d only stay in if you were hooking up or hiding from someone. Charlotte and Brandon should be in room fifteen. I rap my knuckles on the door, and within moments, it flies open, and Charlotte is in my arms, crying and squeezing me tight. 
 
    “You’re here!” 
 
    Stroking her hair, I whisper, “Yes, Lottie, I’m here. But could you loosen your grip a bit? My side is a little sore.” 
 
    Opening my eyes, Brandon is standing there with a lopsided grin on his face. 
 
    “I was beginning to think you weren’t coming.” He winks at me. “I told Charlotte she’d have to move in with me.” 
 
    Charlotte leans back and swipes a hand across her face. “I told him you’d be here.” 
 
    “And you were right.” 
 
    “Come on, Charlotte, let’s let Isabelle inside before someone sees us.” 
 
    Not letting go of me, Charlotte drags us inside. “You smell bad.” 
 
    Laughing, I say, “Yep. I need a shower.” 
 
    With a hand pressed to my side, I sit on the edge of the bed. The room has shag pile carpet, and the walls all look like they could do with a good scrubbing. 
 
    “Is the bathroom clean?” 
 
    Brandon holds his hand out flat and twists it from side to side. “I’ve seen worse.” 
 
    “Not a resounding recommendation.” 
 
    “Charlotte, why don’t you start the shower for Isabelle?” 
 
    Looking from Brandon to me, she nods and reluctantly lets me go. 
 
    “How bad?” asks Brandon. 
 
    “I think he broke or cracked a couple of ribs.” 
 
    “Let me look.” 
 
    Pulling up my shirt, Brandon dabs my ribs. I wince a couple of times, and he shakes his head. 
 
    “Not broken, but probably cracked. You have a shoe imprint on your side.” 
 
    I pull my shirt back down. “We need to get going.” 
 
    “Have a shower, and we will.” 
 
    Nodding, I rise and hold out the car keys. “Can you get my suitcase out of the trunk?” 
 
    Brandon takes them from me. “Go shower.” 
 
    Charlotte is standing in the small bathroom, moving from foot to foot. “Have you finished talking?” 
 
    Charlotte might be intellectually impaired, but she isn’t stupid. 
 
    “Yes, honey. I’m going to take a shower, then we’re going to hit the road.” 
 
    “Isabelle, where are we going?” 
 
    “From here, we are driving to Houston. Ellington Airport. Brandon is going to fly home, and we’re going to fly a little further south.” 
 
    “Why won’t you tell me where we are going?” 
 
    I drag my t-shirt over my head and then take off my shoes and step out of my jeans. Charlotte’s intake of breath causes me to look at her. Her eyes are wide open, and she’s staring at my side. 
 
    “It looks worse than it is, honey.” 
 
    “Did Chase do that to you?” Her eyes fill up with tears. 
 
    “Yes.” I cup her face with my hands. “But he can’t hurt us anymore. It’s why we can’t tell Brandon where we’re going. If he knows, Chase might hurt him. Okay?” 
 
    Charlotte nods.  
 
    I slip off my bra and underwear and step under the spray of water. It’s warm, and I immediately turn off the hot water. When we get to our final destination, maybe then I can relax. 
 
    Charlotte leaves the bathroom only to come back moments later with my toiletries bag. She puts toothpaste on my toothbrush and hands it to me. Gratefully, I brush my teeth, and the minty freshness immediately makes me feel better.  
 
    Turning off the water, I step out, and Charlotte hands me a towel. 
 
    “Honey, could you get me a packing cell out of the bag? Each one has a full set of clothes in it.” 
 
    “Any one?” 
 
    “Yep. Whatever you think looks good.” 
 
    The packing cells have mesh tops on them so you can see the different colored clothing inside. Charlotte comes back with a packing cell that has red showing through the top of it.  
 
    “You look nice in red.” 
 
    I wink at her. “Thanks, honey.” 
 
    “Isabelle, we aren’t ever going back, are we?” 
 
    Shaking my head, I pull on a bra and panties. “Never.” 
 
    Charlotte hands me a pair of jeans, and I sit on the toilet to put them on. She’s quiet as she watches me dress. 
 
    “Is there a brush in my bag?” 
 
    Charlotte rummages through my toiletries bag and hands me a hairbrush. With some difficulty, I pull it through my long hair. 
 
    “You should cut it,” suggests Charlotte. 
 
    “You think?” She nods at me. “Okay, then I will. As soon as we get to our final destination.” 
 
    Picking up my dirty clothes, I put them in the now empty packing cell, grab my toiletries bag, and walk out of the bathroom with Charlotte. Brandon has the television on. I toss my bags into my suitcase, zip it up, and look down at him.  
 
    “You ready to drive?” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Yeah, we should get going. I’ll sleep for the first six hours, then we can swap.” 
 
    “I’ve already put our bags in the car, Charlotte. Do you want to ride up front with me while Isabelle sleeps?” 
 
    Charlotte nods. “Okay.” 
 
    I pull her in for a hug and walk hand in hand with her to the car.  
 
    “Your shirt matches the car.” 
 
    Looking down at my shirt, I smile. “Yep, you chose well.” 
 
    Climbing into the back seat, I lay across it. It’s not very comfortable. Charlotte and Brandon sit up front. Charlotte reaches back, trying to touch me. Linking my hand with hers, she visibly relaxes. 
 
    “Lottie, I can’t ride like this the whole way to Houston. We’re together again, and no one is going to separate us. I need sleep, honey.” 
 
    Charlotte pulls her hand back. “Okay. Can we have the radio on?” 
 
    “I’m so tired you could have a dance party in here, and I’d sleep through it.” 
 
    Brandon laughs and reverses the car. “You two ready?” Charlotte nods. “Here we go!” 
 
    Closing my eyes, I finally feel safe. Someone turns on the radio, and I fall asleep to George Michael’s “Freedom.”  
 
    Rolling onto my good side, I smile. How appropriate. 
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    I wake up to Charlotte stroking my arm. Rolling over, I groan in pain as my sore body protests.  
 
    “I’m awake.” I scrub a hand over my face and slowly sit up. We’re at the airport. “What the hell? How long was I asleep for?” 
 
    Brandon is grinning at me. “Fourteen hours. You were out cold.” 
 
    “You snored.” Charlotte giggles. 
 
    “You should’ve woken me.” 
 
    “Charlotte kept me entertained, and we stopped a few times. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Good. I need a bathroom.” Running my tongue across my teeth, I frown. “And I need to brush my teeth, oh… and coffee.” Yawning, I stretch, and my side immediately protests. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    Charlotte is the first to open her door and get out.  
 
    “You’re really doing this?” asks Brandon. 
 
    “There’s no turning back now.” His gaze flicks to Charlotte. “I’ll never see her again?” 
 
    Shaking my head, I lean forward and place a hand on his shoulder. “One day. But not for a long time. Chase will be looking for me. I can’t go back to him.” 
 
    Brandon nods, his lips in a firm line. “No, you can’t.” 
 
    He opens his door, and sadness washes through me. Not only have I up-ended my own life, but Charlotte’s as well. She’s leaving the only city she’s ever known and all of her friends. The family didn’t approve of her friends and made it hard for him to visit her, but he persisted. Morgan helped and would often take Charlotte out to meet him. I’m thankful to him. Without his help in getting Charlotte to Jacksonville, we wouldn’t be here now.  
 
    Charlotte opens my door, and I slide across the seats to get out. Opening my handbag, I take out five thousand dollars and hand it to Brandon. 
 
    “What the hell?” he asks. 
 
    “Take it. I have more money. Use it to get home. It’s my way of saying thank you.” 
 
    “No. I did this for Charlotte. I don’t need a payday.” He thrusts the money back at me. 
 
    Shaking my head, I zip up my handbag and point at the trunk. “Open her up, we need to get going.” 
 
    “Isabelle, take it back.” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    I walk around to the back of the car and wait.  
 
    Brandon looks up at the sky and then levels his gaze at me. “You’re stubborn, you know that?” 
 
    Laughing, I say, “I’ve been called worse.” 
 
    Brandon nods and opens the trunk. We each reach in and grab our bags. Charlotte’s and mine are suitcases on wheels, and Brandon’s is a duffle bag. He locks up the car, and we walk toward the terminal. 
 
    “Can I know where you’re going?” 
 
    “No,” I say flatly. “We’ll contact you when it’s safe.” 
 
    Once inside the airport, we find a sign to show us the different flights. In less than an hour, there’s one back to Chicago. Brandon buys a ticket and comes back to us, holding up the slip of paper. 
 
    “I should go through security.” 
 
    “Can we go with him?” 
 
    “No, honey. We aren’t ready to leave yet.” 
 
    Charlotte’s eyes well up with tears, and my heart breaks. Brandon is her best friend. Because of my mistakes, she’s losing him. A lump forms in my throat, and I hug him. 
 
    “Thank you,” I choke out and then step away. 
 
    Brandon pulls Charlotte in for a hug. “We’ll see each other again, Lottie. I promise.” 
 
    Charlotte says nothing but clings to him as she cries. Brandon puffs out his cheeks and lets out a breath, then holds her at arm’s length.  
 
    He kisses her forehead. “See you soon, Charlotte. Take care of your sister,” his voice is thick with emotion. He nods at me, turns, and walks through security. Brandon stops on the other side, spins around and waves, then disappears around a corner. Charlotte and I cling to each other, openly crying.  
 
    “Come on, honey, we need to rent another car.” 
 
    “But I thought we were flying from here?” 
 
    “No. We can’t take the chance that Chase might follow Brandon. We need to go to Dallas and fly from there. It’s just over three hours.” 
 
    Charlotte nods and looks a little defeated. “I hate him.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    I pull her toward the car rental desk and pull out another ID. With Morgan’s help, I got five IDs for myself and two for Charlotte. It takes no time at all to get a car, and we hit the road. This time we’re in a small silver Chevrolet Spark. It was the only one they had left.  
 
    The further we get away from the airport, the quieter Charlotte becomes. When we finally get to Dallas, she’s been silent for an hour, which isn’t like her. Turning off the car, I reach over and put her hand in mine. “Talk to me.” 
 
    “Why was he so mean?” 
 
    “Chase?” Charlotte nods. “Some people just have something missing inside of them. I thought I could fix him, but I couldn’t. This is all my fault.” 
 
    Charlotte opens her door. “No, it was his fault. He was always mean to me too.” 
 
    My head snaps in her direction. “What?” 
 
    “Chase, he was always mean to me. He made fun of me.” 
 
    “Lottie, why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    She shrugs. “You loved him.” 
 
    My heart breaks in two as I stare at her. It’s true, I loved him in the beginning. Taking her hand in mine, I hold it to my face. 
 
    “Promise me if anyone ever makes you feel bad or is mean to you, no matter who it is, you’ll tell me.” 
 
    Charlotte nods. “I promise.” 
 
    “I mean it, Lottie. You’re the most important thing to me.” 
 
    “Family first, always?” 
 
    “Yes, honey.” 
 
    “But isn’t Chase family?” 
 
    All the air rushes out from my lungs, and I want to scream at the mess I’ve made of things.  
 
    “No. You would never hit me, and I’d never hit you. Real family doesn’t hurt each other.” 
 
    Charlotte nods, but she has a frown on her face. She pushes her door open wider, and we both get out of the compact car. The trunk is so small that only Charlotte’s bag would fit in it, and mine is across the back seat. Once we have our suitcases and are rolling them toward the airport, I stand in the line for a cab.  
 
    “Aren’t we getting a flight?” 
 
    “No, honey. We’re going to buy a car and drive to our final destination.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Not wanting to tell her I’m worried about security cameras and that Chase will be looking for me everywhere and using his considerable wealth to find us, I shrug and pretend to laugh. 
 
    “Road trip!” Charlotte frowns at me, and I know she can tell how false my bravado is. “I thought we’d get to know each other again and how better to do it than together on the road?” 
 
    Charlotte snakes an arm around my waist. “Whatever you say, Isabelle.” 
 
    I kiss the side of her head and move us forward in the line. No man will ever get between us again. I’ll never let another man treat me the way Chase did. The town we’re moving to is the very essence of small-town America. They still have a main street with mom-and-pop shops.  
 
    One reason I picked it is because a bakery came up for sale. It’s similar to what I had in Chicago with an apartment above it for Charlotte and me. It’s a two-story building in the heart of town. I won’t be doing events, but I’ll be making pastries and bread and doing what I used to do when our parents were still alive. The building in Chicago was their dream. Mom made all the pastries, and Dad served coffee out front. I took it in another direction when they died, but I don’t want to do that in the new town.  
 
    Chase might search for me, and a new events company would probably hit his radar.  
 
    A bakery serving coffee won’t.  
 
    It’ll mean investing a good chunk of my money to buy it, but it will also be security for Charlotte and me.
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    Isabelle 
 
      
 
    The man who owned the bakery, Mr. Whistler, Craig to his friends, sold it to me after a bit of negotiation. His wife wanted him to retire so they could spend more time together, but I’m under the impression he didn’t really want to sell. To sweeten the deal, I told him he was welcome back in the shop any time and that I could probably use the help.  
 
    The upstairs apartment hadn’t been used in a long time. Everything was dusty and needed a good clean and the odd repair. It took a month for the bakery to change hands, and during that time, Mr. Whistler let us renovate the apartment. Charlotte wanted her room painted a soft yellow while I painted the rest of the apartment white. The apartment consists of a bathroom, two bedrooms, a living room, and an open plan dining room and kitchen in one long narrow room. One of the best things about the building is we have access to the rooftop. 
 
    Thankfully, Mr. Whistler let us keep the sale of the bakery a secret. I told him I didn’t want to lose business, but I truly didn’t want the local paper doing an article on me and putting my photo in it. The fewer people who know about us, the safer we’ll be.  
 
    It’s been nearly three months since we moved here. My days are hard as I work in the bakery all hours. Charlotte is a big help. We purchased a coffee machine, and we both took lessons on how to use it. She makes a better Americano than me, and the customers seem to love her. We work six days a week and take Mondays off.  
 
    When I crawled out of bed at three in the morning to go downstairs and start making bread, I checked our orders and found one for a custom cake. The customer wants a slab with an edible picture on the top. These are easy enough to do, but he’s also sent through the specific type of cake he wants.  
 
    Most people ask me what we normally do, and they rarely request a particular cake or send me a recipe. Shaking my head, I wander downstairs with the laptop tucked under my arm. After I put the bread into the ovens—the dough was resting overnight—I respond to the email. 
 
    This isn’t a problem. Thank you for your order. Payment can be forwarded via PayPal, and we look forward to working with you.  
 
    Isabelle Lewis. 
 
      
 
    No sooner do I hit send than an email comes back to me telling me I need to deliver it at a specific time. Huffing to myself at his audacity, he explains it’s for his brother’s engagement party, and due to circumstances beyond his control, he can’t attend, and I’d be doing him a huge favor. 
 
    If this were Charlotte, I’d probably be this pushy too. So, I agree with his terms and send him an invoice. Closing the laptop, I make myself a flat white and start making the cupcakes to put in the cabinet for later this morning. I’ve got six hours to make everything for today and need to get a hustle on. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to come?” asks Charlotte as she helps me load the cake into the back of our little van. 
 
    “I’m sure. Put your feet up. I should be home in an hour, tops.” 
 
    Charlotte yawns loudly. “I’m tired.” 
 
    I give her a quick hug and climb into the van. The sooner I deliver this, the sooner I can get home and relax. 
 
    The address for the cake delivery is on the outskirts of town where it’s mainly farmland. When I pull up in front of the house, the music is so loud that I can hear it with the windows wound up. There are motorbikes and cars parked everywhere. Opening the door, I lock the van and walk up to the front door. I knock loudly, but no one answers. The music is coming from around the back of the neat home, so I walk around the side of the building and out the back.  
 
    There’s a marquee and what looks to be hundreds of people dancing, laughing, and having a good time. This is nothing like the parties at the Kelly house. Here, no one is concerned with looking a certain way—they are only interested in having a good time. 
 
    I watch as a man hits a teenager over the head, then tries again only to miss, and the teenager bounds away laughing. He’s clearly had a lot to drink. Unfortunately, his eyes land on me, and he staggers toward me.
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    I agreed to let Maddock have his surprise engagement party out on my farm. The only problem is it means the entire Loyal Rebels MC also gets invited. I’ve always kept myself separate from Kyle and Sean’s MC life. When we thought we lost Maddock all those years ago, I blamed them, even though it had nothing to do with them. The MC attracts danger like a moth to a flame. It’s not something I’ve ever wanted to be a part of, but it’s hard to separate my family from it.  
 
    I’m chatting to one of the MC women who burst into tears when Maddock got down on bended knee to ask Cherie to marry him. I’ve no idea who she is, but obviously, she felt fairly invested in my brother.  
 
    “How long have you been associated with the MC?” 
 
    Her mouth drops open. “I’m a friend of Cherie’s. I’m not one of those… whores.” 
 
    She turns on her pretty little heel and walks away from me. Maybe she wasn’t so invested in my brother after all. Maybe she was simply happy for Cherie. Whatever the case may be, I’ve blown it with that one. 
 
    A shrill whistle pierces the air, gaining everyone’s attention. “Yo, Mad! Woman here for you,” yells Kyle. 
 
    “I bet she is!” 
 
    “Probably wants to send him off in style!” 
 
    “He’s taken, sweetheart, but I can show you a fucking good time!” 
 
    The teasing comes fast and furious. Looking at the petite blonde, she’s gone beet red and has her eyes averted to the ground. She’s dressed in a chef’s uniform, and there’s something else about her, a vulnerability that makes me move closer to get a better look. 
 
    Maddock and I stumble toward the pretty lady. Mad elbows me as we get close to her, and I shove him for good measure. Mad shakes his head at me. 
 
    “Hello, I’m Maddock,” he says to the woman. 
 
    “I’m Isabelle Kelly… I mean Isabelle Lewis.” 
 
    “You don’t know your name?” asks Kyle 
 
    “Newly divorced,” she replies, flustered. “I have a delivery for you, Maddock. It’s a cake from an Angus MacKenny.” 
 
    “Angus?” 
 
    She nods. “He told me I had to deliver it at this precise time. He even paid extra for it. I wanted to deliver it this morning, but he said it had to be a surprise.” 
 
    “It’s a surprise,” agrees Maddock. 
 
    I smile at her. “Where is it?” 
 
    She grins back at me. “Come this way.”  
 
    Intrigued by her and whatever it is my brother, Angus, has for us, we all stumble after her. Outside is a little white van. She opens the back doors and unhooks some straps, then slides a cake box forward. It’s about the size of two ledger-size sheets of paper. Isabelle lifts the lid, and on top of the cake, it reads, ‘Family First, Always.’ The cake has a picture of Angus and Tula in formal outfits holding up a glass of champagne. 
 
    “How did he know?” asks Maddock with a grin. 
 
    “When did you get the order?” I ask. 
 
    “He sent it through last week.” She frowns, her eyebrows drawing together. “He also said if you asked, to say… he’s watching you, always.” 
 
    Laughter bubbles up out of my chest, and soon the others laugh too.  
 
    Sean staggers out to us. “Are you lot partying without me?” 
 
    His face freezes as he sees the top of the cake, then he looks up at the sky and yells, “You should be here, brother!” 
 
    Kyle wraps an arm around his shoulders. “He’s here in spirit.” 
 
    Sean rubs at his face. Out of all of us, he misses Angus the most.  
 
    “It’s not e-enough.” His voice cracks and Isabelle Lewis looks uncomfortable. 
 
    “Angus is our brother. He’s on an extended vacation. Sean, I mean all of us, miss him,” I offer her by way of an explanation. 
 
    Sean nods, punches me in the arm, sticks his finger in the cake, and stumbles away. Shaking my head at him, I look back at Isabelle. 
 
    “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “Could you help me carry it into the party? Normally, I’d use a trolley, but with the uneven ground, it won’t work very well.” 
 
    I look at Kyle, who’s had way too much to drink to be of any help. Next, my eyes land on Maddock. “How much have you had to drink?” 
 
    “Brother, it’s my engagement party. I have certain obligations at the end of the evening, so not that much.” 
 
    Isabelle’s face flushes red again, and I shake my head at him. 
 
    “Could you not have said very little or not a lot? Did you really have to explain it?” 
 
    Maddock shrugs, grinning at me like a fool. 
 
    I look Isabelle in the eyes. “We’ve got it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Kyle laughs and heads back to the party. 
 
    “Ms. Lewis, could you maybe run interference for us? Just so none of the partygoers get in the way?” 
 
    “Isabelle, call me Isabelle.” She looks back at the party, a frown between her brows. 
 
    “I can assure you, they’re a rowdy bunch, but no harm will come to you.” 
 
    She cocks her head to the side and looks me up and down, then nods. “Okay, I’ll lead the way.” 
 
    Maddock grabs one side of the board that the cake is on, and I get the other. Slowly, we slide it out, and once we’ve cleared the back of the van, Isabelle closes the doors.  
 
    “Okay, gentlemen, slow and steady wins the race.” 
 
    “In other words, be careful?” asks Maddock. 
 
    “You’ve got that right. It took me all week to perfect this. I don’t want it ruined and all over your grass before anyone even gets a slice. Even if one of you stuck his finger in it for a taste.” 
 
    “That was Sean.” I chuckle. “He was raised by wolves. I’m Jamie, and this is Maddock.” 
 
    Isabelle walks us leisurely through the crowd, keeping the hordes away from her cake. When we get to a table under the marquee, Isabelle clears the empty cups off it, and we place the cake in the middle. 
 
    Cherie comes running over, then bursts into tears when she looks at the cake. Maddock immediately wraps her up in his frame, whispering to her. 
 
    Angus, and his girlfriend, Tula, are in hiding from the government and a terrorist organization. We do not know where they are, but he’s a crafty bastard. Wherever he is, I’m sure he’s safe.  
 
    Isabelle looks at me, nods, and walks back toward her van. Jogging to catch up with her, I fall in beside her. She gives me a quizzical look. 
 
    “Just making sure you get back to your van safely.” 
 
    She smiles, widens the gap between us, and quickens her pace. 
 
    “I’ve not seen you around town. Have you been here long?” I ask. 
 
    “No. I’ve only been in town for three months.” 
 
    “And you work in the bakery?” 
 
    “I own the bakery. I bought it off Mr. Whistler when I first arrived.” 
 
    We’ve reached her van, and I open the driver’s door for her. “I didn’t even know he’d sold.” 
 
    “I asked him not to tell too many people. Many loved him, and I didn’t want to lose any business.” 
 
    Nodding, I smile down at her. She gets into the van and reaches for the door. I hold on to it so she can’t close it. 
 
    “You know, I used to supply Mr. Whistler with honey and excess fruit.” I chuckle. “Well, anything excess that I have. He was a true artist when it came to baking. Maybe we could have the same arrangement?” 
 
    Isabelle tugs on the door, and I let her close it. She winds down the window a crack. “What was your arrangement?” 
 
    Smiling at her, I wonder what’s made her so distrustful of men. “He gave me some of his excess baked goods for free.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like a very good deal for you.” 
 
    “He also gave the MC a discount if they ordered anything.” 
 
    “The MC?” Her eyes dart behind me.  
 
    “Yeah, my brother Kyle is the president of the Loyal Rebels. They have the odd party, and Mr. Whistler used to help. They also have a commercial kitchen at the clubhouse.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    Nodding, I look into her brown eyes and smile. “You do that, Isabelle.” Knocking on her window twice, I wave and head back to the party. 
 
    She’s an interesting woman and one whose story I intend to find out.
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    Armed with half a gallon of honey, I’m off to see Isabelle Lewis at the bakery in town. Her face has tormented me more than once in my dreams. I’m not sure how she affected me so deeply after one brief meeting. Maybe it was the way she was so cautious around me, or maybe it was her pretty brown eyes, but I feel like a teenager looking for an excuse to talk to her.  
 
    Pulling up in front of the bakery, I wonder how I didn’t know it had changed hands. She’s repainted the bottom half of the building and put on a new awning out in front. There are even tables and chairs outside. It all looks fresh and new, things that Mr. Whistler probably should’ve done a long time ago. 
 
    As I open the front door, a bell goes off, and a young woman comes out of the back with a huge grin on her face. 
 
    “Good morning! Welcome to Baked Goodness. How may I help you?” 
 
    Smiling at her, I place my honey container on the counter. “Good morning, I’m Jamie MacKenny, is the owner, Isabelle, around?” 
 
    “I’m her sister, Charlotte. Why do you want to see Isabelle?” 
 
    There’s an innocence about her, and although she looks to be in her early twenties, she seems much younger. 
 
    “I was hoping to do a deal with her.” 
 
    “Hmm, okay. Wait here while I go get her.” She grins at me and runs toward the back of the bakery. 
 
    Within moments, Isabelle comes out, a swipe of flour under one eye across her cheek. 
 
    “Mr. MacKenny, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “Jamie, please call me Jamie.” I hold up my container. “I have some honey that I thought you might use?” 
 
    Her face goes a lovely shade of red. “That’s so nice of you. What can I give you in return?” 
 
    I wave a hand in the air and then hold out the container to her. “Nothing. Think of it as a welcome present to our town.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure.” Awkwardly, I put my hands in the top pockets of my jeans to stop myself from fidgeting. 
 
    “You have dog tags on,” states Charlotte. 
 
    Instinctively, I tuck them back into my shirt. “Yeah, I was in for a heartbeat.” Isabelle cocks her head to the side. “I got hurt and was honorably discharged. Now, I’m a farmer.” My words sound ridiculous to my ears, and I feel totally out of my depth. “Okay, well… see you around.” 
 
    “Wait!” says Isabelle a little loudly. “Can I at least give you a coffee for your troubles?” 
 
    Nodding, I grin at her. “That would be nice.” 
 
    “That’s a big hat.” 
 
    “Charlotte! Manners!” chastises Isabelle. 
 
    “No, it’s fine.” I laugh. “It is a big hat. But I’ve got a big head so…” 
 
    Charlotte laughs loudly. “I like you.” 
 
    Grinning at her, I tip my hat. “I like my coffee black.” 
 
    Isabelle moves to make the coffee, but Charlotte swipes at her hands. “It’s my job. You’re baking, and I’m doing coffee.” She moves around the machine like a professional and has one in a takeaway cup in no time at all.  
 
    Charlotte hands me a coffee. “One black coffee in a takeaway cup ready to go!” 
 
    “You’re pretty good at that.” I pick up my cup. 
 
    “Yep, better than Isabelle,” she replies proudly. 
 
    “Well, maybe if you let me use it once in a while, I’d be good at it too.” 
 
    I tip my hat at Charlotte and hold up my coffee. “You two have a good day now.” I grin at them both but make sure I make eye contact with Isabelle.  
 
    She’s smiling and waves goodbye.
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    It’s been a week since Jamie MacKenny graced us with his presence. His honey came in handy for a variety of cakes and pies. Charlotte suggested I make him a honey cake. It’s an old family recipe that our mom used to make. So here I am, driving out to his farm to deliver it.  
 
    I pull up in front of his home and walk around the van to get the cake. I have no idea if he’s married or has a girlfriend. To be perfectly honest, I don’t know what I’m doing. But when he tipped his hat to Charlotte, it warmed my heart.  
 
    I knock on his front door, and a woman with long dark wavy hair opens it. A huge smile on her face, her big green eyes shine back at me. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello, I’m Isabelle, the owner of the Baked Goodness bakery in town.” 
 
    “Doesn’t Mr. Whistler own that?” she asks, confused. 
 
    “He sold it to me a few months back.” 
 
    “And you’re delivering cakes to the community?” 
 
    Grinning at her, I shake my head and hold it out. “Your husband, Jamie, gave me some honey, so I thought I’d repay the favor. It’s a honey cake.” 
 
    She takes the box off me. “Jamie isn’t my husband. I live next door with his brother, Sean. He’s out back fighting with the tractor if you’d like to see him?” 
 
    I look around her and shake my head. “No, that’s okay. If you could just give him the cake, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “Nonsense, come in. I’m Beth Trent. He’d be upset if he missed you, and then it would be my fault.” 
 
    I stop in my tracks and look at her. “It wouldn’t be your fault. Never let a man treat you like that.” 
 
    Beth looks at me and cocks her head to the side. “It was just a figure of speech, besides if Jamie even looked at me the wrong way, Sean would beat him black and blue.” 
 
    My mouth drops open. “Really?” 
 
    Beth bursts out laughing. “Well, Jamie wouldn’t speak to me that way, and Sean puts family above everyone else, so…” She shakes her head and reaches for my hand. “Come in.” 
 
    I nod and follow her through the doorway. The home is small with wooden floors. They are honey-colored, and the walls are painted white. 
 
    “Is Jamie married?” 
 
    Beth keeps walking through the home, and I follow her. 
 
    “No.” She laughs. “He’s always been too busy.” Beth puts the cake on the kitchen counter. “He’s out back. I came over to borrow some tools from him. How about I make coffee and slice up your cake, and you can drag him inside?” 
 
    “I really can’t stay.” 
 
    Smiling at me, she nods. “Well, at least tell him you’re here. I’m sure he’ll be disappointed to miss you.”  
 
    Walking through his kitchen, I come to the back door and peer out. The last time I was here, there was a big marquee in the back area, but now it’s just a field. I can see Jamie working on an old red tractor. 
 
    He has his back to me and doesn’t see me approach. 
 
    “Goddammit! Come on, baby, I need you for one more season, and then I promise I’ll get you a new transmission. Please work for me one more time.” 
 
    He climbs onto it and tries to start it. The tractor splutters and coughs but doesn’t turn over.  
 
    “Fuck it all to hell!” yells Jamie.  
 
    I jump and squeak at his outburst. His head swings in my direction, his face a mask of anger. Turning around, I head for the house. 
 
    “Isabelle?” yells Jamie. 
 
    But I don’t stop. I’m in the house and through the kitchen, rushing past Beth to get to the front door. 
 
    “Isabelle, is everything okay?” she asks. 
 
    I turn but keep walking backward, looking for an escape. “Totally. It was nice meeting you.” 
 
    Jamie comes running into the room just as I trip over and fall flat on my ass. 
 
    “Isabelle?” He bends down, then holds his hands out to me.  
 
    I flinch away from him, and whatever he sees in my face has him backing up, arms raised.  
 
    Beth stands next to him, confusion on her face. 
 
    “Help the woman up,” she orders. 
 
    I shake my head and scramble to my feet. “No, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” asks Jamie. 
 
    “I-I bought you a cake to say thank you for the honey.” 
 
    Jamie looks at the kitchen counter. He’s breathing hard, and his white t-shirt is smeared with grease and grime.  
 
    Jamie looks back at me, his hands still raised. “Looks like Beth is making us both a coffee, and she’s sliced up the cake, won’t you stay?” 
 
    Shaking my head vigorously, I say, “No, sorry, I have to get home. Charlotte is waiting. Thank you again for the honey.” I try to smile as I keep heading for the door. 
 
    Jamie takes a step toward me. “I’ll see you?” 
 
    “Sure, if you ever come into town.” 
 
    Feeling foolish, I wave at him and then hurry back to the safety of my van.
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    “What the fuck just happened?” asks Beth.  
 
    I watch Isabelle run to her car, open the door, and lock herself in. 
 
    “I think someone hurt her.” 
 
    Beth stands next to me, and we watch as Isabelle drives away.  
 
    “She’s pretty.” 
 
    I look down at my brother’s woman and smile. “I guess.” 
 
    She shoves me playfully. “Don’t tell me you didn’t notice. I’ve never seen you move so fast,” teases Beth. 
 
    “You made coffee?” 
 
    “And she brought the cake. Want some?” I nod, and we walk back into the kitchen. “Did you fix the tractor?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No, but I will. She just needs some tender love and care.” 
 
    “Just like her owner?” 
 
    I scowl at Beth and take a mouthful of cake. It’s light and fluffy with a delicate honey taste, not just in the icing but throughout the cake.  
 
    “Oh my God, have you tasted this?”  
 
    Beth uses a fork to shovel a piece into her mouth. Her face splits into a grin, and she winks at me. “Befriend the baker, make her your best friend or whatever it takes to get more of this.” 
 
    I laugh at her. “That’s a bit melodramatic, isn’t it?” 
 
    “This is good. I’m taking half home.” 
 
    “It was for me.” 
 
    “And we both know you won’t be able to eat all of it on your own. So, I’m taking half.” 
 
    “I swear if you weren’t for Sean, we wouldn’t be friends.” I shake my head at her. “Cake stealer.” 
 
    Beth giggles. “If it weren’t for Sean, we wouldn’t know each other, and you love me. I know it. All you MacKenny boys are the same. And I’m still taking half.” 
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    Three days later, I’m walking into Baked Goodness. There’s a queue, and I join the end of it. Charlotte is behind the counter, talking to the customers. She looks a little frazzled, but she’s working hard at getting the orders out. Charlotte sees me and smiles. I tip my hat at her, and she giggles. 
 
    The bell behind me sounds, and I turn to see Cutter, a member of my brothers’ MC, standing behind me. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I ask. 
 
    “Same as you. Getting a coffee and something to eat.” 
 
    “You eat here?” 
 
    Cutter smirks. “Yeah, even scum like me need to eat.” 
 
    His hand goes to his side, and I imagine he’s either got a gun or a knife there.  
 
    Raising my eyebrows, I step a little closer to him. “Remember who I am, Cutter. Kyle won’t like it if you mess with me.” 
 
    The smirk turns into a grin. “You got balls.” I nod, and he laughs. “And I know who you are.” 
 
    Turning back around, the other customers have gone, and Charlotte is staring at the two of us, so we both walk up to the counter. 
 
    “Hello, Jamie, do you want to see Isabelle?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Came in for a coffee.” 
 
    “Hey, Cutter.” Charlotte looks at my brothers’ enforcer with a smile, and my stomach turns over. 
 
    “Hey, gorgeous, could I get a coffee, too, and one of those honey-flavored cupcakes?” 
 
    Charlotte blushes, but she nods and turns back around to make our coffees. I glare at Cutter, who shrugs and slouches on the counter. 
 
    “What brings you into town, farmer boy?” 
 
    “The coffee here is good.” 
 
    “Yeah, and nice to look at.” He winks at me and stares at Charlotte’s butt. 
 
    With little thought for my safety, I grab him by the back of his jacket and frog march him outside. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” asks Charlotte loudly. 
 
    “Yes. Cutter and I need to have a little chat outside.” 
 
    When we hit the pavement, Cutter whirls on me, and a snarl escapes his lips. “What the fuck, Jamie?” 
 
    “You don’t look at her like that.” I shove him further down the street. 
 
    Cutter shoves me back, and I raise my fist to strike him. That’s when my brother, Kyle, appears out of nowhere. He has one hand on my chest and the other on Cutter’s. Kyle looks at my fist and shakes his head, and then he twists slightly to look at Cutter. 
 
    Cutter is breathing quickly, his nostrils flare, and his eyes are glued to me. After a moment, his gaze flicks to Kyle, who shakes his head. Cutter locks eyes with me, snarls, and walks in the opposite direction. 
 
    Kyle watches him go. Slowly, his hand drops from my chest, and then he turns to look at me. “You can’t lay hands on my men, brother.” 
 
    “He was—” 
 
    Kyle holds up a hand, and I stop talking. “I don’t care. There’s a code, and you just broke it. I won’t interfere again if you go after one of my men.” 
 
    Pulling my hat off my head in frustration, I glare at him. “He was making eyes at the girl in there. She’s—” 
 
    “She’s off-limits. Cutter knows that.” My mouth drops open. “What? You think we couldn’t tell she’s a little slow? Cutter likes her, but not in a creepy way.” 
 
    “Cutter is creepy.” 
 
    Kyle chuckles. “Yes, he is, but he has a code. A fucked-up twisted code but one where he’d never cross the line with the girl.” Kyle looks into the bakery and waves at Charlotte, who looks confused. “He calls her innocent and has warned everyone off. The boys know not to mess with her.” 
 
    Screwing the side of my hat up in anger, I ask, “Then why’d he provoke me? Why’d he make out he was sizing her up?” 
 
    Kyle shrugs. “Because he’s Cutter. He was testing you.” 
 
    “Did I pass or fail?” 
 
    Kyle tilts his head to the side. “I guess we’ll find out.” He looks up and down the street. “What brings you to town?” 
 
    “I had business here, and I wanted a coffee.” 
 
    “Good coffee, isn’t it?” Kyle smirks. 
 
    “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    Charlotte comes out with two coffees in takeaway containers. “Does Cutter still want a cupcake?” 
 
    Kyle takes both coffees off her. “No, Charlotte… and Jamie here is paying for these. Will you make him another one?” 
 
    Charlotte smiles. “Sure!” 
 
    She goes back inside, and I look at Kyle.  
 
    “I’m paying for all the coffees?” 
 
    Kyle grins. “Yep.” He turns and takes two steps away from me, then stops and looks at me. “We’re having a party at the clubhouse at the end of next month. You should come.” 
 
    I nod at him, and he smiles then shakes his head. Kyle knows I don’t like to associate with the MC. For me, they are a magnet for everything bad that has happened in our family. 
 
    He continues on without turning back, and I go into the bakery. Isabelle is standing next to Charlotte, an arm around her. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” I ask. 
 
    “Did you hurt Cutter?”  
 
    Laughter bursts out of me. “Me hurt Cutter? No. We had a chat, is all.” 
 
    Isabelle narrows her gaze on me. “I already had a chat with Cutter about Charlotte.” 
 
    “You did?” asks Charlotte. 
 
    “Yes, honey.” She turns and puts her hands on Charlotte’s shoulders. “I made it clear that you’re special, and he should remember that.” 
 
    “Does he still like me?” 
 
    Charlotte looks like she’s about to burst into tears. 
 
    “I’m sure he does,” replies Isabelle soothingly. 
 
    “He does.” Both women look at me. Feeling the weight of their stares, I rock back on my heels. “I mean, I’m sure he does. Cutter is a complicated guy.” 
 
    Charlotte smiles. “He’s always nice to me.” The tears are still in her eyes, but she holds out a coffee for me. “Here.” 
 
    Hurrying toward the counter, I take the coffee out of her hand. “I’ll have that cupcake for Cutter too.” 
 
    “Are you going to give it to him?” 
 
    “Yeah, something like that.” 
 
    Charlotte gets two cupcakes out of the display cabinet and puts them in a small box. “One for you too, on the house.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I can’t do that.” 
 
    Isabelle smiles at her sister, then at me. “Hey, she’s the boss around here, so if she wants to give you a cupcake, you best say thank you and move on.” She winks at Charlotte and walks toward the back of the store. 
 
    “Ah, see you next time?” I ask. 
 
    Isabelle turns around and smiles at me. “Maybe.” Then she keeps walking. 
 
    I’m left staring at her retreating back while Charlotte stares at me. Digging into my pocket, I grab out a twenty and hand it to her. She gives me my change. 
 
    “I’ll see you next time,” she replies happily. 
 
    Nodding at her, I say, “Yes, you will.” 
 
    [image: A picture containing text  Description automatically generated] 
 
    For the next couple of weeks, I ventured into town for coffee and a cupcake every chance I got. Sometimes Isabelle was there, but most of the time, it’s only Charlotte. I swear the woman is as skittish as a cat on a hot tin roof. Some days she’ll talk to me, and others, she avoids me. I can’t tell if it’s just me or all men.  
 
    Today, it was only Charlotte. I purchased two cupcakes and took them out to the Loyal Rebels MC as a token of peace for Cutter. Pulling up in my truck, Sean is the first to see me. He bounds over with a grin on his face.  
 
    “Jamie! What brings you here?” 
 
    Holding up the box, I say, “I’m looking for Cutter.” 
 
    Sean swipes the box off me and opens it. His face twists into a smirk. “You bought Cutter cupcakes?” 
 
    “They’re from Baked Goodness in town. According to the girl there, they are his favorite.” 
 
    “You know Charlotte?” Sean asks. 
 
    “Yeah. How do you know her?” 
 
    “They make great coffee, and she’s sweet to everyone. Beth loves their rye bread.” 
 
    I steal the box back off him and walk into the clubhouse. “Is Cutter here?” 
 
    Sean rubs his chin and grins at me. “Wait here while I go find him.” Sean wanders down the hallway where most of the MC sleep, while I sit at a table, and Bags saunters over and sits opposite me. 
 
    “Hey, man, how’s the farming business?” 
 
    “My tractor is fucked.” 
 
    Bags chuckles. “I could take a look at it?” 
 
    Scrubbing a hand over my face, I nod. “I only need it to last the season. If you could get her running, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “You coming to the party next week?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Bags. This is Kyle and Sean’s thing, not mine.” 
 
    “Tell you what, if I fix the tractor, my payment is you come to the party.” 
 
    With a sigh, I sit forward. “What’s the party for?” 
 
    Bags screws up his face and holds his arms wide. “Do we have to have a reason?” 
 
    Cutter flops down next to me on a chair. “You called?” 
 
    I push the box toward him. “For you.” 
 
    Cutter frowns and tentatively opens the box, then he looks surprised and rears back. Sean takes this opportunity to swoop in and steal a cupcake. 
 
    “Hey!” yells Cutter, shutting the box and pulling it off the table. “They were for me!” 
 
    “Pansy,” Sean taunts as he takes a huge bite. 
 
    “Fuck you, Sean.” Cutter scowls at him then turns to me and asks, “Why?”  
 
    “I was hard on you the other day.” 
 
    “Fuck, yes, you were.” 
 
    “Hence, the cupcakes.” 
 
    “Did you bring coffee?” 
 
    “Don’t push it.” 
 
    Cutter grins at me and holds out his hand. I place my hand in his, and he pulls me forward. “Don’t do it again.” There’s a glint in his eyes, a warning, one I won’t ignore. I nod at him, he releases me, stands, and goes back down the hallway. 
 
    “These are good,” says Sean with a mouthful of cake.  
 
    I shake my head at him and look at Bags. “When can you come out?” 
 
    “Now.” He looks up at Sean. “Is it cool, VP, if I help your brother?” Sean nods, and Bags looks back at me. “But first, do we have a deal?” 
 
    Begrudgingly, I nod. “But only if you fix it.” 
 
    Bags gives me a shit-eating grin. “Yo, VP, your brother here is coming to the party.”
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    Bags got my tractor working, and as part of the deal, I said I’d go to the party. So here I am at the clubhouse. I’m sitting in a corner watching the MC members drink, dance, play pool, and have a good time.  
 
    “Why are you here?” asks Lola, Kyle’s woman, as she sits next to me. 
 
    “I made a promise to Bags.” 
 
    Lola barks out a laugh. “That must have been some promise. The only time you come here is when there’s a family emergency.” 
 
    Sucking in a breath, I let it out slowly. “That’s not true.” 
 
    Lola smirks. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “Why is he having a party, anyway?” 
 
    Lola looks around the room. “Your brother is the President. Does he need a reason?” 
 
    I give her a lopsided smile and shake my head. “I guess not.” 
 
    Cutter walks past us, a smile on his face as he yells out, “Catering has arrived!” Then he walks swiftly outside. 
 
    “Catering?” 
 
    “Kyle got that new bakery in town to make desserts and—” 
 
    I don’t wait for her to finish before I am up and stalking out of the clubhouse and down the stairs. Cutter is helping Charlotte out of the van, laughing and smiling at her. Isabelle is already at the back unloading.  
 
    “Hey,” I say to her with a big grin. 
 
    She takes a step back and smiles. “Hey.” 
 
    “Do you need some help?” 
 
    Isabelle opens both doors and nods. “That would be awesome.” She points to a plastic bag. “There are filled with bread rolls. If you could take those in while I carry in some of the cupcakes?” 
 
    Cutter comes around to the back of the van, and to my surprise, Isabelle hugs him. 
 
    “Cutter! Could you help me carry in some cupcakes?” 
 
    “Did you make my favorite?” he teases. 
 
    “You know she did,” replies Charlotte.  
 
    Cutter reaches past me and picks up two boxes. I smile at Isabelle and take the bread rolls inside. Kyle has his arm slung around Lola while talking to Sean. He sees me and raises his head by way of a greeting. 
 
    “Hello, Kyle, where do you want these?” 
 
    He grins at me and nods toward the kitchen. The clubhouse has its own kitchen, surgical center, and sleeping quarters for most of the MC. I’ve been in and out of here for years, so I know my way around. Kyle kisses the side of Lola’s head and follows me. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Bags bribed me.” 
 
    Kyle chuckles and nods. “He told me, but I’m still glad you’re here.” He watches me put the plastic bag on the kitchen counter. “You like the woman?” 
 
    “What woman?” 
 
    Kyle presses his lips together and sort of smiles. “You know who I mean. The boys tell me you’ve been in town two or three times a week getting coffee.” 
 
    I give him a blank stare and shake my head. 
 
    “Right, so you aren’t interested in the baker?” 
 
    “She seems nice,” I concede. 
 
    Cutter walks in with Charlotte, and Isabelle is close behind. I gesture toward the bread rolls. 
 
    “What, do you want a fucking medal? You brought in one bag, and there’s a van full of stuff to bring in,” says Cutter with a grin and a shake of his head. 
 
    With a growl, I walk past him and back out to the van. Reaching in, I pull out another bag of rolls and two boxes of what I assume are cupcakes. 
 
    “Wait!” Turning, Isabelle stands behind me. “Please don’t drop those. Kyle requested them specially.” 
 
    “Kyle did?” 
 
    She grins at me. “Yeah.” 
 
    We both load up with goods, and Charlotte, accompanied by Cutter, bring in more things as well. Kyle whistles and points at the van, and a group of men and women all wander out to bring in the rest. 
 
    Kyle follows us into the kitchen, pulls out a stool near the back door, and takes a seat. “So, Isabelle, do you and Charlotte want to stay for a while and help us set up? We’ll pay you extra, of course.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” replies Isabelle. 
 
    “Please? Can’t we stay for a little while?” 
 
    “Yeah, Isabelle, can’t you stay for a bit?” Cutter mimics Charlotte’s tone. 
 
    Isabelle rolls her eyes at him, and he laughs. “Okay. But only until we’ve got them organized.” 
 
    “Yay!” Charlotte squeals. 
 
    “Cutter, will you please take good care of her while I unpack everything?” 
 
    He grins at Isabelle and nods. “It would be my pleasure. Come on, gorgeous, let me introduce you around.” 
 
    I put a hand on his chest. “You take care of her now.” 
 
    “Jamie,” says Kyle in a warning tone. 
 
    Cutter looks past me to Kyle. “It’s cool, Prez, he’s just looking out for her.” Then he levels his gaze on me. “Touch me again, farm boy, and I’ll break you in two.” I remove my hand, and Cutter winks at me. “Come on, Charlotte. Come meet some members of the MC that you haven’t met yet.” 
 
    I look at Isabelle, who’s watching Cutter as he guides Charlotte out of the kitchen, and she’s smiling. It’s obvious she trusts him. 
 
    “What can I do to help?” I ask. 
 
    Kyle stands. “How many helpers do you need?” 
 
    “Three should do it.” Isabelle looks around the kitchen. “Do you have platters?” 
 
    Kyle shrugs. “No idea, but the women will know.” 
 
    He leaves the kitchen, and Isabelle looks at me. “The women will know?” 
 
    “Kyle is part barbarian, but he means well.” 
 
    Isabelle laughs. “Does that run in the family?” 
 
    “No, it skips certain members,” I joke. 
 
    She shakes her head and opens up one of the plastic bags. “Kyle said they’d be making barbecue, and they’d need a lot of bread.” 
 
    “Yeah, they normally have a lot of meat at these things.” 
 
    “Do you come to these often?” 
 
    “No, never.” 
 
    Isabelle gives me a quizzical look but doesn’t pursue the conversation. We work in silence unpacking the mountains of boxes. 
 
    Beth walks in with Cherie and immediately hugs me. “Jamie! They didn’t tell me you’d be here!” 
 
    She releases me, only to pass me over to Cherie, who squeezes me tight. 
 
    “Hey, you, it’s so good to see you!” 
 
    “Hello, ladies.” 
 
    Cherie smiles and looks at Isabelle. “Kyle said to look for the pretty blonde lady in the kitchen. That must be you.” 
 
    “Isabelle,” she says, holding a hand to her chest. 
 
    “You know Beth, and this is Cherie,” I offer. 
 
    “We met at the party, but you were kind of busy,” replies Isabelle. 
 
    “You brought the cake,” says Cherie with a nod. 
 
    “Yep, that was me.” 
 
    “What can we do?” asks Beth. 
 
    “Platters?” 
 
    Beth smiles and opens a cupboard, pulling out half a dozen mismatched platters and hands them to me. I put them on the kitchen counter as she pulls out more and hands them over. 
 
    “Is that enough?” 
 
    Isabelle nods. “Should be.” 
 
    The women get to work unpacking boxes, and I try to help but feel I’m in their way, so I back out of the kitchen and make my way back to my seat in the corner. Cutter is showing Charlotte how to play pool. Kyle’s favorite psychopath is surprisingly good with her. I’d leave only I want to keep an eye on Charlotte and get to know Isabelle a little better.  
 
    My younger brother, Lochlan, walks in with Annette. She’s the granddaughter of our grandfather’s oldest friend, and until recently, Annette was declared off-limits. Observing them from my vantage point, I can tell she’s not happy. Lochlan runs a hand through his hair, and she pulls her hand out of his. He turns around and throws his hands in the air, and she shoves him hard. 
 
    I’m up and across the room, walking him backward before anyone else moves. “Calm the fuck down, little brother.” 
 
    “I don’t need you telling me how to handle my love life.” 
 
    “This isn’t me telling you how to handle your love life, this is me telling you to calm the fuck down.” 
 
    Lochlan looks surprised. “What the fuck are you doing here, anyway?” 
 
    “I got invited. You?” 
 
    He looks past me and says, “Shit. She’s leaving.” 
 
    Looking over my shoulder, I see Annette stalking out of the clubhouse and down the stairs. “Yep. You’d best catch up with her.” 
 
    When Lochlan doesn’t move, I look back at him. 
 
    “Nah, let her go.” 
 
    “Don’t be a dick, Lochlan. Go make whatever you did right.” 
 
    He straightens his shirt, pulls down the sleeves, and shakes his head. “I’m done with her.” 
 
    “You know, I always knew you were stupid. Annette is the best thing that’s ever happened to you. Go after her.” 
 
    He purses his lips and slightly shakes his head. “I’ll talk to her tomorrow.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “She’s upset as I didn’t tell her I’m opening a series of medical centers that will deal with everything from exercise, diet, and rehabilitation. Grayson Moore from the New England Warriors is heading up one in Boston, and he’s investing a good chunk of money in it. But I’m going global with it. Which means I’ll be traveling a lot.” 
 
    “And you didn’t discuss this with her first?” 
 
    “You know, brother, not all of us are content to stay in one place and be Mr. Boring.” 
 
    Lochlan gives me his back and walks toward Sean, who hugs him. He’s the baby of the family, and we’ve all looked after him at one point. He took Heather, our youngest sister’s death, worse than any of us. She was his twin, but that was years ago, and it’s time for him to grow up and be a man. 
 
    “He was kind of mean to you.”  
 
    Turning around, Isabelle is standing there, staring at Lochlan. 
 
    “He’s family,” I offer as an explanation. 
 
    Isabelle looks at Charlotte, who’s trying to hit the white ball with a pool cue. “Yeah, family is hard.” 
 
    “Swap you?” This makes her laugh. “Can I offer you a drink and a seat?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She nods toward Charlotte. “She’s not finishing any time soon.” 
 
    Isabelle has on a pair of jeans, sneakers, and a black top that has no shape to it. I’ve noticed she tries hard to blend in, to not be seen.  
 
    “What can I get you to drink?” 
 
    “Just a soda.” 
 
    “One soda coming right up.” 
 
    The clubhouse bar has a line-up, so I bypass it and go back into the kitchen and open the refrigerator. Lola is out there helping Cherie and Beth. 
 
    “You going to pay for that?” 
 
    “No,” I reply, winking at her. 
 
    “Did Isabelle find you?” asks Beth. 
 
    This stops me in my tracks. “Was she looking for me?” 
 
    Beth grins and sweeps her long, wavy hair behind her. “Did you want her to be looking for you?” 
 
    Cherie giggles and Lola grins. I don’t take the bait and keep walking. Those women might be family, but they gossip worse than old ladies at a sewing circle. 
 
    Isabelle is sitting at my table in the corner. I hold out a soda to her and sit down. “Sorry, no glass.” 
 
    “I don’t mind. How’d you jump the queue?” 
 
    I wink at her. “I have my ways.” 
 
    She barks out a laugh. “So why aren’t you in the MC like your brothers?” 
 
    Staring at the MC members around me, I shake my head. “It isn’t the life for me.” 
 
    “You’re a farmer?” 
 
    “I am now.” 
 
    Isabelle cocks her head to the side. “You weren’t always?” 
 
    “No. I wanted to follow in my grandfather’s footsteps like Sean.” 
 
    She takes a sip of her soda. “Sean, who’s in the MC?” 
 
    Nodding, I chuckle. “Yeah, well, I was going to be in for life. But my time got cut short.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “A training exercise that went wrong. Took out my hearing in one ear.” I shrug. “Life threw me a curveball, and I had to pivot.” 
 
    “But farming?” 
 
    “I got a small payout, and with that money, I bought the farm.” I chuckle at my words. Twisting in my seat, I look into her eyes. “I joined up to honor my grandfather, and I’d have stayed in for life. I got hurt, and I had to reevaluate what was important to me. Before I enlisted, I’d done a stint working on a farm. He was all about organic, no pesticides, and be kind to the earth.” 
 
    Isabelle bursts out laughing. 
 
    “Hey, he had some valid points, and where I can, I follow a lot of his practices, and sometimes I have to use pesticides, but I only use natural ones. I also am very big on letting the earth replenish itself by letting a field fallow for a year. I’ll never make a fortune as a farmer doing it this way, but it’s the most sustainable way.” 
 
    “Money’s not important to you?” 
 
    I take a sip of my drink and look down at the tabletop, chuckling. “I like money, but I think what I’m doing is more important. I sell my produce at the farmers’ market on the outskirts of town on the last Sunday of every month.” 
 
    “Do you get many people?” 
 
    “Yeah, you should come. You could sell your baked goods.” 
 
    She puffs out her cheeks and leans back in the chair. “I’m working six days a week now. That would make it seven days a week.” 
 
    “Yeah, but only once a month, and it’s a good way to meet the locals.” Holding up a hand, I do a sweep of the room. “You could cater more events like this, but maybe a little higher class?” 
 
    “You don’t think much of them, do you?”  
 
    There’s an edge to her voice, and she narrows her gaze on me. 
 
    “It’s complicated. I love my brothers. I don’t like what they attract or what they do to earn an income.” 
 
    “They’ve been nothing but nice to us,” replies Isabelle in a soft voice. 
 
    Sensing I’m not about to change her mind, I ask, “What about you? Have you always wanted to be a baker?” 
 
    Isabelle stands. “Thanks for the drink. It looks like Charlotte is done. See you around.” 
 
    Standing, I reach for her hand. “I was—” As I touch her, she jumps, lets out a squeal, and stumbles backward, falling over. “Jesus, Isabelle!” I hold out a hand to her.  
 
    She looks around the room, slightly embarrassed if the blush that’s reddened her face is anything to go by. Isabelle slaps my hand away and gets to her feet on her own steam. 
 
    “Charlotte! We’re going.” 
 
    Charlotte runs to her sister. Isabelle grabs her hand, and they walk out of the clubhouse. 
 
    “Smooth with the ladies, I see.” Cutter smirks. 
 
    “What the fuck just happened?” asks Sean. 
 
    With a shake of my head, I say, “I have no fucking idea.” 
 
    “I do,” states Lola.  
 
    We all look at her.  
 
    With her drink, she points toward the doors Isabelle left through. “She’s been hurt by a man and badly. It’s the only reason a woman reacts that way.” 
 
    Kyle throws an arm around her. “And you know that how?” 
 
    Lola shakes her head. “Another life.” She kisses him. “I’ve got you now.” 
 
    Kyle grins. “And on that note.” He steps away from her and puts two fingers in his mouth, letting out a shrill whistle. “Listen up!” 
 
    The clubhouse goes quiet. Kyle walks to an empty chair, drags it across the floorboards, and places it in front of Lola. He holds out a hand to her, and she looks at him. Kyle raises his chin, and she climbs up on the chair. Lola is wearing a low-cut black tank top and a denim mini-skirt that barely covers her ass. She’s paired it with black high-heeled boots and several long silver necklaces. Lola has the biker chick look down to an art form. 
 
    “You all know Lola,” he bellows.  
 
    A few of the MC cheer, and he waits for them to go quiet before he continues. 
 
    “She’s been a part of my life and the MC’s for a few years now. And I thought…” he pauses and takes both her hands in his. “Lola, I think it’s time we made this official. Will you become my ol’ lady?” 
 
    Lola has never been one to be lost for words. Her long red hair falls over her face so only Kyle can see it. She nods profusely and is whispering something to him. He’s looking at her so intently, hanging onto every word. When she finishes speaking, Kyle picks her up and twirls her around. Slowly, he lowers her to the ground, throws an arm around her shoulders, and looks at the expectant crowd. 
 
    “She said yes!” 
 
    The club whores all rush forward, as do Beth and Cherie. It’s only then that I realize my brother Maddock isn’t here. 
 
    “Where’s Mad?” I ask Sean. 
 
    “He’s here somewhere.”  
 
    Sean cheers, “Yahoo!” Then pushes his way through the crowd to punch Kyle in the arm. 
 
    The music gets turned back on, and the drinking and partying goes into full swing. For a moment, Kyle locks eyes with me, and I grin and nod at him. In true Kyle fashion, he gives me a chin lift and a two-finger wave. I return the wave and head for home. I’m happy for my brother, but I’ve no desire to party with his brethren. 
 
    Instead of going straight home, I do a drive-by past the bakery, and in true stalker fashion, I drive down the lane behind the row of shops. Isabelle is out there putting rubbish in one of the big industrial trash bins. She has her hand up, shielding her eyes from the glare of my headlights. Rolling my truck to a stop, I turn off the lights and wind down my window. 
 
    “Jamie?” 
 
    “Yeah, I wanted to make sure you got home okay.” 
 
    She crosses her arms over her chest and cocks her head to the side. “Really?” 
 
    “And maybe I wanted to know what I’d done to upset you and why you left so quickly?” 
 
    Isabelle frowns, her lips turn down, and she looks me in the eyes. “Are you a good guy, Jamie?” 
 
    “I think so?” 
 
    “That’s not a yes.” 
 
    Undoing my seat belt, I turn off the truck and climb out. She backs away from me, and I lean against the truck with my legs crossed at the ankles. 
 
    “I’ll word it another way.” I push up my hat at the front. “I’ve never hit a woman, I don’t lie, and I work hard.” She smiles at me. “And family first, always.” 
 
    The smile turns into a grin. “You know that is something Charlotte and I always say to each other.” 
 
    “It’s a family mantra. We’ve all gone in our own direction, but we’re always there for each other.” I cross my arms over my chest and tilt my head from side to side. “It’s not always easy, especially with the MC.” 
 
    “You don’t like the MC very much, do you?” 
 
    I let my arms drop to my sides. “Yes and no.” 
 
    Isabelle takes a step toward me. “Do you want to come inside? I could make you a coffee?” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    She narrows her gaze, nods, and lets her arms drop. “Yeah, I think you’re safe.” 
 
    Grinning at her, I follow her into the back of the bakery. She turns on the lights as she walks through the building.  
 
    “You know I’d be happy with a filtered coffee.” 
 
    “Pfft! I’m not as good at making it as Charlotte, but it’s drinkable.” 
 
    “Maybe we should have filtered coffee?” 
 
    Isabelle ignores me and continues. I lean up against a wall and watch her. Within ten minutes, she has two coffees made and is plating up some cookies. 
 
    “Chocolate chip.” Isabelle moves through to the front of the store, where she has a few tables set up. 
 
    “These are new.” 
 
    Sitting down, she picks up a cookie, bites it, and then takes a sip of coffee. “Yeah. On warm days we put them outside on the sidewalk.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    “Tell that to the diner down on the corner.” 
 
    “They don’t like the competition?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “They’ve complained about us to the mayor. He tells me I’m not doing anything wrong, but I don’t want to be a problem.” 
 
    “I could talk to Danny if you like?” 
 
    Isabelle laughs. “Do you know everyone in town?” 
 
    “It’s a small town.” 
 
    “It’s not that small.” She takes a sip of her coffee. 
 
    I bite into a cookie and shrug. “Danny runs a stall at the farmers’ market, where he sells sandwiches.” 
 
    “The farmers’ market that happens once a month?” 
 
    “The very same one. The one where you could get to know the locals.” I chuckle. 
 
    Isabelle picks up her cup and smiles. “You have a nice laugh.” 
 
    Feeling a little self-conscious, I stop and sip my coffee. We’re silent for a moment as we both stare out at the empty street in front of the bakery. 
 
    “Can I ask you a personal question?” 
 
    She cocks her head to the side. “Depends. So long as I have the right to refuse to answer.” 
 
    “Where’s the fun in that?” Isabelle shrugs. “Fine.” I hold up my hands in surrender. 
 
    “Go on, ask.” 
 
    “Did someone hurt you?” 
 
    Isabelle puts her cup down a little too quickly, and it clatters noisily on the table. She rights it and takes in a deep breath. “Charlotte and I are here to start fresh. The past doesn’t matter.” Her eyes shift from mine to back onto the empty street. “And I think you’re right, we should definitely do the farmers’ market.” 
 
    Her change of subject is both confusing and a pleasant surprise. “Good.” 
 
    She leans forward. “What do you think I should bring?” 
 
    “Some of your bread and cupcakes… everyone loves those. Cutter treats them like they’re manna from heaven.” 
 
    Isabelle laughs. “He comes in most days for a coffee and at least two cupcakes. He’s sweet to Charlotte.” 
 
    Knowing how broken Cutter is, I frown. “He is, but it’s kind of weird.” 
 
    “Weird how?” 
 
    “He has a…” I pause, searching for the right word. “Dangerous streak.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, he does. But he’s nice to her. One day, a group of kids came in to make fun of her, and he scared them half to death. I have no doubt he was perfectly capable of fulfilling his threat.” She shakes her head and shrugs. “He wouldn’t hurt Charlotte and, by proxy, me.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    She laughs. “It’s hard to explain, but he looks out for her, which means because I’m her sister, he’ll look out for me.” 
 
    Scoffing, I lean back. “Why do you think he likes Charlotte so much?” 
 
    “She’s innocent. Charlotte sees the world through rose-colored glasses. For a time, those glasses, because of me, were tainted, but since we’ve moved here, she’s back to her old self. Except it’s a better version. I’ve never seen her so happy.” 
 
    “Did you and Charlotte live together in…” I leave the question hanging in the air. 
 
    “No. Well, we did for a short time, but I had to leave her behind.” Isabelle’s lips turn down. “She wasn’t happy when we lived together, and there were other forces at work.” 
 
    Part of me wants to know all of her dark secrets, but I know if I push, she’ll shut down and run. Sitting here with her tonight has been nice.  
 
    Maybe I can be her friend? 
 
    I’d like to be more, but Isabelle isn’t ready for that.  
 
    Nodding to myself, I stand and smile down at her. “It’s late. I should go. Thank you for the coffee and cookies. They were good.” 
 
    “But the coffee wasn’t?” 
 
    “I’ll never tell.”  
 
    Isabelle bursts out laughing. I like the sound. She’s relaxed, and for the first time, I don’t think she’s afraid of me. 
 
    “See you in a couple of weeks.” 
 
    I turn to go, and she says, “You won’t be in for coffee?” 
 
    “Can’t, I have to work out on the farm.” 
 
    She nods and looks at the floor. “Okay, see you then.” 
 
    I tip my hat and smile. “I look forward to it.”
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    The farmers’ market is a big affair. Not only do the locals come, but it’s a day out for many in the surrounding towns. With a bit of wrangling, I got the organizers to put Isabelle’s stall next to mine. It’s the early hours of the morning. Isabelle is all set up, and it’s not six o’clock yet. The market is only open until one in the afternoon.  
 
    “Have you got change for the cash buyers?” 
 
    Isabelle grins. “Yep.” 
 
    I’m standing in front of her stall, admiring it. She has many different types of bread on one side and a dozen different kinds of cupcakes on the other. 
 
    “That’s a lot of cake.” 
 
    “I went and talked to Danny. I told him I was going to do these markets but wouldn’t if he objected. He’s a nice guy. Told me my cupcakes would sell like hotcakes.” She smiles to herself. “And then he ordered bread for the diner. You were right, he sure is nice.” 
 
    Smirking, I nod. “Good to see I’m right about some things.” 
 
    Isabelle laughs. “Only some things.” 
 
    She looks good. Isabelle is normally in her baker’s uniform or some shapeless outfit. Today she has on a pair of jeans and a black tank top. Her hair is curled and hangs loosely around her face. 
 
    “Where’s Charlotte?” 
 
    “Sleepyhead didn’t want to come.” 
 
    “Is she okay by herself?” 
 
    Isabelle nods. “Charlotte used to live by herself. She even had two jobs. I was so proud of her.” 
 
    “Where was that?” 
 
    Isabelle looks down the field we’re in, and the first of many cars pulls up. “You ready for the hordes?” 
 
    “Yep. Remember to have fun.” 
 
    Walking in behind my stall, I turn on the radio to my favorite country station.  
 
    “What the hell is that?” asks Isabelle. 
 
    “It’s country. It’s always honest, never sarcastic.” 
 
    “It’s always my dog died, my girl died, and I’m sad.” 
 
    Chuckling at her, I say, “You’re going to love Rascal Flatts.” 
 
    “Rascal what?” 
 
    “Gary LeVox has a great range.” 
 
    “Give me The Grinders and Kat Saunders any day.” 
 
    “Should have known you’d be a rock girl.” 
 
    “And why’s that?” 
 
    “There’s just a wild streak to you, that’s all.” 
 
    Isabelle shakes her head and laughs. “I’m not wild.” 
 
    “Yeah, you are. You’ve got something.” 
 
    My first customer, a regular, comes up to my stall and picks up a jar of honey, and for the time being, all conversation stops.
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    Jamie is always so careful with me. He lets me slide on all the tough questions I don’t want to answer. He’s good with Charlotte, and the man has a fine ass. Today he’s got on a pair of jeans and a white t-shirt. The trademark hat is nowhere to be seen, and his hair is combed back from his face with those baby blues shining out. Only he and his younger brother, Lochlan, have blue eyes—the others all have green ones. Although it depends on the light, sometimes his eyes look almost dark.  
 
    “Hey, Isabelle, do you have my favorite?” asks Cutter as he stands in front of the stall, staring at the different cakes. 
 
    “Cutter! What are you doing here?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Heard you’d be here, so I thought I’d show my support.” Cutter grins at me. His gaze flicks over to Jamie, and he frowns. “I guess they let anyone in here.” 
 
    “Jamie has been a great help. It was his idea for me to come.” 
 
    His hair falls across his eyes, and he raises his chin. “Where’s Charlotte?” 
 
    “Day off.” 
 
    He rocks back on his heels and pulls out a twenty-dollar bill from the front of his jeans pocket. “I’ll have one of the chocolate-frosted cupcakes.” 
 
    “Only one? And not your favorite?” 
 
    “I’m pacing myself,” he jokes. 
 
    Cutter hands over his money, I give him his change and cupcake. He takes it out of the box I put it in and holds it up to me, then walks away. On the edge of the field is a group of Harleys, which means there must be more of the Loyal Rebels in the crowd. 
 
    Turning, I notice Jamie is also watching Cutter. His mouth is set in a hard line, and the smile which has been on his face all morning has disappeared. Another customer moves into his line of vision, and he smiles at them, but it’s a little forced. He must sense me watching him as he looks at me and winks. I smile at him and go about tidying my goods. Not that they need it. 
 
    When we first moved here, I had nightmares about Chase almost every night. I was terrified to let Charlotte out of my sight for fear he’d find her and hurt her like he always promised to do. But as the days turned into weeks and now months, he feels like a distant memory. Charlotte has blossomed. She loves working in the bakery. The Loyal Rebels under Cutter’s guidance look out for her. I’m the only one who hasn’t made friends. 
 
    “Hey, Isabelle,” Lola, with her red hair pulled back into a ponytail, stands in front of me. “Have you got any of that rye bread?” 
 
    “Yes, I do. And I understand congratulations are in order?” 
 
    Lola nods, barely containing her excitement. “Yeah, he finally asked.” 
 
    “You look happy. So when is the big day?” 
 
    “Kyle wants it to be in the middle of summer. We have a place out of town big enough for the entire MC. Hey, do you think you could help with the wedding cake?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Lola smiles. “Cool. Can I have three loaves of the rye bread?” 
 
    “Absolutely.”  
 
    I put each of them into paper bags and then put them into a plastic carry bag and hand them over. Lola’s eyes are glued to Jamie, who’s deep in conversation with a customer. 
 
    “He’s probably talking about organic farming,” I tease. 
 
    Lola looks back at me and hands over some money. “We haven’t seen him since the big night.” 
 
    “He had crops to harvest and bees to…” I frown. “I was going to say collect their honey, but it’s probably more like stealing, right?” 
 
    “No, collect is right,” injects Jamie. He walks out and engulfs Lola in a hug. “Congrats, Lola. Welcome to the family.” He holds her at arm’s length. “Not that you weren’t already part of it. How does Logan feel about it?” 
 
    “He’s happy. Told Kyle he took too long.” 
 
    Jamie laughs. “He’s smart, that one.” 
 
    Lola nods. “You’ll come to the wedding, won’t you?” 
 
    Jamie points at a patch on her vest. “Do you need a wedding?” 
 
    The patch says, property of the Loyal Rebels and Kyle MacKenny. 
 
    Lola grins and nods. “Kyle gave it to me the other night. But I want to officially be a part of your family, so he’s agreed to a wedding, of sorts.” 
 
    Staring at the patch, I freeze. ‘Property of,’ maybe I had these bikers all wrong.  
 
    They own their women? 
 
    No one should own anyone.  
 
    Chase thought he owned me. He told me what to wear, how to do my hair, what friends I should have. And here is Lola with a patch on her vest that proclaims it to the world. How barbaric. 
 
    “Isabelle, we’re having a party. Do you and Charlotte want to come?” 
 
    “No, we’re busy.” 
 
    Lola frowns. “But I didn’t tell you when it was.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I reply, “Sorry, I thought you said for tonight. When is it?” 
 
    “This Saturday night.” 
 
    I pretend to think about it for a moment, then slowly shake my head. “No, sorry. We have something on. Next time?” 
 
    Lola nods and glances from me to Jamie. “You’ll come, though, won’t you?” 
 
    “How can I say no?” 
 
    Kyle walks up and puts his arm around Lola’s waist. “You ready to go, babe?” 
 
    “Yeah. I got that bread you like.” 
 
    Kyle kisses her. “Did you get something for yourself? A cupcake?” 
 
    “My ass doesn’t need to get any bigger.” 
 
    Kyle pulls her in closer. “Oh, I don’t know, you’d still look good.” 
 
    “Get a room,” jokes Jamie. 
 
    Kyle raises an eyebrow at his brother. “You coming on Saturday?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He looks at me. “How about you, Isabelle? Can you and Charlotte make it? We’ll order some bread rolls from you, and you can come party and deliver them at the same time?” 
 
    “She can’t, she’s busy,” says Lola quickly. 
 
    Kyle looks down at his woman, eyebrows raised. “Right.” 
 
    Something passes between them. He takes the plastic carry bag from her and looks back at me. “You have a good day.” 
 
    They walk away, locked together, seemingly happy. 
 
    “So, you were busy before Lola even asked you to the party?” 
 
    I look up at him. “I misheard her.” 
 
    “Right.” He shakes his head, turns his back on me, and goes back to his customers. 
 
    Jamie seems nothing like his brother, but he’s obviously accepted that his brother owns a person. The rest of the day goes quickly, and before I know it, it’s one o’clock. I’ve sold out of all of my bread and only have a few cupcakes left. It’s been a good day. I’ve made a lot of money, and if it weren’t for Jamie, I wouldn’t even be here. 
 
    Opening the van, I load my tables into it. Jamie is talking to some of the other stallholders. He glances at me, shakes the hand of the man he’s talking to, and comes over. 
 
    “Do you need help?” he asks gruffly. 
 
    “N-No. I’m all packed up.” He nods and begins packing up his stall. “Did you want to get dinner?” 
 
    Jamie stops working and looks at me. “Were you really busy?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “For the party. Do you actually have something going on, or were you judging Lola?” 
 
    “I-I—” 
 
    “Lola is a good person. She’s had a hard life. Kyle is the first bit of good she’s ever experienced. I can’t imagine how hard it was for her to have a child so young and then to walk away from him to protect him from her own mother. Now, that woman was a piece of work. Lola and her son, Logan, are family. The way you just treated her, it’s not right.” 
 
    “The way I treated her?” Anger boils within me. “He put a patch on her, declaring she was his property! No one owns anyone. It’s barbaric. Has anyone asked Lola if she wants to be his?” 
 
    Jamie looks shocked. He closes the gap between us and lowers his voice. “The patch is for the other members of the club. It’s a way for them to know that Lola is his ol’ lady and that she’s not a pass-around.” He barks out a mirthless laugh. “Not that Lola would let herself get passed around, nor would Kyle allow it. They love each other. If you can’t see that, that’s on you.” 
 
    Jamie gives me his back and loads up his truck. I’m standing there dumbfounded at his outburst. But can you call it an outburst when someone quietly but forcefully explains a situation? I feel like I’ve let him down. That somehow, I’ve disappointed him. I wait until he’s ready to leave and place a hand on his arm. He freezes in place and only moves his head to look at me. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I misread the situation. You can see, though, how I did, yeah? She only bought his favorite bread and the patch, it said ‘property of.’” 
 
    Jamie shakes his head. “Lola bought the bread to make Kyle happy cause that’s what people do when they’re in love, they do it for each other. And the patch, well, I explained it. Do I like it?” He shakes his head. “But that’s their world. It’s how people in their world do things.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He glances down at my arm and nods. “Good.”  
 
    With reluctance, I let go of his arm. Jamie’s eyes bore into mine, he smiles, then dips his head close to mine. So close I think he’s going to kiss me. “Did you say dinner?” 
 
    Stumbling, I step back. “What?” 
 
    “I’d love to do dinner. Did you want to come back to my place or we could meet at the steakhouse later or…” 
 
    “Umm…” I shake my head to clear it. “How about an early dinner at your place? I don’t want to leave Charlotte alone all day.” 
 
    “What if I follow you home and bring you both out for dinner? I make a mean steak, and my potatoes are an old family recipe.” 
 
    “You want Charlotte there?” 
 
    Jamie frowns. “Yes, why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “It’s just that most men find her a little…” I struggle to find the right words. 
 
    “I’m not most men.” 
 
    With my hands in my pockets, I nod. “It seems like most of the men in this town aren’t like the men I used to know.” 
 
    Jamie laughs. The disappointment I was feeling before sweeps away with the sound of it. “You’ve been hanging out with the wrong type of men.” 
 
    “You have no idea.” 
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    Charlotte walks around Jamie’s home, picking up various items and inspecting them. He’s grinning at her and answering all of her questions. 
 
    “You cook?” she asks him. 
 
    “Yep, but only the basics. My Da told me that if I didn’t learn how, I might starve.” 
 
    “Your Da?” 
 
    He smiles and holds out his arm. There’s a tattoo of a cross on the inside of his arm. “This is for my grandfather, Da.”  
 
    We both move closer to it, and I notice it has the words, In Memory of KM with two intertwined hearts in the center. 
 
    “KM?” 
 
    “Kyle MacKenny, my grandfather’s name and who Kyle is named after. It’s the only tattoo I have, and we joke that it’s not only blood that binds us but ink.” He smiles and lowers his arm. “Charlotte, could you set the table?” 
 
    She nods happily, goes into his kitchen, and opens the cutlery drawer as if she’s done it a hundred times. 
 
    “What can I do?” 
 
    “Sit. You’ve been on your feet all day.” 
 
    Charlotte smiles. “Yeah, we’ve got this, sis.” 
 
    “Sis?” 
 
    Charlotte giggles. “Cutter calls you that. He’s always asking where my sis is.” 
 
    Sitting at the dining table, I watch as Jamie helps Charlotte find everything while he monitors the steaks and potatoes. For dessert, I brought out today’s leftover cupcakes. Jamie is so good with her. He never raises his voice, and he explains everything, so she understands. Not only is he the polar opposite of Chase in personality, but he is also in looks too. Where Chase spent most of his time in the gym to become sculpted, Jamie’s physique is from hard labor. The man doesn’t have an ounce of fat on him. Self-consciously, I rub my arms. It’s been months since I’ve hit a gym. 
 
    “Are you cold? I could get you a jacket?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine. Feeling guilty about not hitting the gym.” 
 
    Jamie looks surprised. “You don’t need to hit the gym. You’re perfect the way you are. A man likes curves, not a stick figure.” 
 
    Charlotte straightens her shoulders and smiles up at him adoringly. “I like him. He’s honest.” 
 
    My cheeks flush red, and I look around his small home.  
 
    “Do you want the grand tour?” Jamie asks. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He holds out his hand to me. “This is the kitchen.” He points to where Charlotte is standing and points at her, twirling his hand. She complies by doing a twirl. Next, he points at the dining table. “The dining area.” With my hand firmly in his, Jamie takes two steps forward. “The living room.” Then, with a grin, he pulls me down the hall and opens a door. The room is small and only has a desk in it and a filing cabinet. “The office.” 
 
    “It could use some sprucing up.” 
 
    “I’m going for minimalism.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ve captured it perfectly, then.” 
 
    Jamie chuckles and opens another door. “The guest bedroom.” 
 
    I poke my head in. It has a double bed, dresser, and a godawful print on the wall. “What do you call that?” I ask, pointing at it. 
 
    “Thrift store chic,” he replies with a straight face. Jamie turns and opens another door. “This is my room.” 
 
    Letting go of his hand, I wander in. This is the largest of the bedrooms. The walls are painted white, and wooden French doors lead out to the back of the property. His bed is king-size, with large wooden pillars in each corner. One wall has many framed photos of his brothers, and I’m guessing other family members. 
 
    Jamie reaches for my hand. “The tour isn’t over.” He waggles his eyebrows up and down, causing me to giggle.  
 
    Jamie pulls me from the room and opens another door next to his room. “The master bathroom. Actually, it’s the only bathroom in the house. I was thinking of adding an ensuite, but as I’m the only one here, there didn’t seem to be much point.” 
 
    Charlotte barges past both of us. “I need to go.” She shuts the door on us, and I burst out laughing. 
 
    “She’s so subtle,” I joke. 
 
    “Hey, when you’ve gotta go.” Jamie gestures with his head for me to follow him, not that I have much choice as he pulls me back down the hallway, through the living room, and out the front door onto the porch. “This is the best room in the house.” 
 
    Looking out, the sun is setting with oranges and pinks streaking across the sky.  
 
    “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    Jamie is staring at me. “Yes, it is.” When I look up at him, he grins. “I’ve been meaning to get a swing so I can sit out here, but until now, I haven’t had a good enough reason to do it.” 
 
    “I smell something burning,” says Charlotte as she joins us on the porch. 
 
    Jamie pushes past us and runs into the kitchen. I burst out laughing, and Charlotte smiles at me. 
 
    “Maybe we should go help him?” I suggest. 
 
    Charlotte giggles, and we both head inside.  
 
    Jamie is in the kitchen, pulling his potatoes out of the oven. 
 
    “Not burned. Just a little crispy.” 
 
    Charlotte looks at me with wide eyes and covers her smile with her hands.  
 
    Jamie looks at her. “Okay, maybe a little burned.” 
 
    Charlotte leans over his dish and looks up at him. “Only a little.” 
 
    A smile passes between them, and then they both laugh. 
 
    “Steaks are done… potatoes are overdone. All we need are drinks, and we’re set.” 
 
    “I’ll get them,” offers Charlotte as she opens his refrigerator. “Beer for you?” 
 
    “Yes, please, Charlotte.” 
 
    “You can call me Lottie if you want. Isabelle, do you want a Coke?” 
 
    I’m surprised at how comfortable Charlotte is in Jamie’s home. She was never this way with Chase. 
 
    “A Coke would be good.” 
 
    She pulls two Cokes and one beer out of the refrigerator and places them on Jamie’s dining table.  
 
    “Do we need glasses?” 
 
    I shake my head, and Jamie twists the top off his beer and takes a sip.  
 
    “Nope, I’m good, Lottie.” 
 
    Charlotte smiles at him, sits down and, then she pats the seat next to her for me.  
 
    “Maybe Jamie needs help?”  
 
    She shakes her head. “Nope, he’s got it.” 
 
    “Lottie is right, I’ve got this.” 
 
    It’s odd to be sitting in Jamie’s home and have him wait on us. It only serves to remind me he’s nothing like Chase. 
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    Even though the potatoes were a little on the burned side, they tasted great, and the steaks were cooked to perfection. We capped the meal off with a cupcake each. It’s only eight o’clock, but it’s been a long day, so once we finish dessert, Jamie drives us home. 
 
    As soon as we pull up, Charlotte opens her door. “Night!” And she bounds inside, leaving me alone with Jamie. 
 
    Awkwardly, I look over at him. “Ahh, thank you for today. It’s been a good day.” 
 
    Jamie reaches across the seat and touches my arm. “Thanks for coming out for dinner. It’s been a long time since I’ve had company.” 
 
    Suddenly, feeling a little overwhelmed, I skirt across the seat and slide out of his truck. 
 
    “Thanks, Jamie. I guess I’ll see you next month or sooner if you come into the bakery.” 
 
    He frowns and nods. “Yeah. I’ll be seeing you.” 
 
    “Okay. Night!” 
 
    I slam the door shut and hurry into the back of the bakery. When I turn around, Jamie is already driving away.
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    Jamie 
 
      
 
    The friendship zone. I’ve firmly been put into that category with Isabelle. The way she jumped out of my truck and ran inside made it incredibly clear that she’s not interested in me in any kind of romantic sense. I haven’t felt like this since I was a pimply-faced teenager.  
 
    Without too much thought, I drive to Maddock’s home. I climb out of the truck and knock on his door.  
 
    Cherie opens it. “Hey, you, come on in.” 
 
    “Did you even check the peephole?” 
 
    Cherie frowns. “No.” She looks past me out onto the street. “Is someone hanging about that shouldn’t be?” 
 
    “I could be a predator. You should always check.” 
 
    Cherie waves a hand in my face. “Pfft! Everyone knows we’re affiliated with the MC. They’d have to be stupid to try anything.” 
 
    “What if I was a rapist or a robber?” 
 
    “Well, brother, that’s what I’m for,” replies Maddock. “Shut the door and come in.” 
 
    With a sigh, I do as I’m told and follow him further into the house. He takes me into the kitchen, where Cherie already has a beer out for me and is opening a bag of chips. 
 
    “I’ve eaten.” 
 
    Cherie shrugs and up-ends the bag into a bowl. “You look like you need comfort food.” 
 
    Their kitchen has a long island with stools around it. I pull one out, sit down, and open my beer. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asks Maddock. 
 
    “Have you met Isabelle?” 
 
    “Oh! Girl problems. Tell me everything,” says Cherie eagerly as she sits beside me. 
 
    I frown and look at her. 
 
    “Bakery chick, right?” asks Maddock. 
 
    “Yes, she’s the bakery chick, and she’s super cute,” chimes in Cherie. 
 
    “She came over for dinner tonight.” 
 
    “Was it just dinner, or is that boy code for…” 
 
    “Babe, let the man speak.” Maddock moves a stool and sits opposite us. 
 
    “I think I’ve been put firmly in the friendship zone.” 
 
    Maddock grits his teeth. “Damn, and I’m guessing you like her?” 
 
    I nod. “She’s different. Knew it from the moment I laid eyes on her at your engagement party.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    “Can I speak?” asks Cherie. 
 
    “Have it at.” I plunge my hand into the chip bowl and pull out a handful. 
 
    “You need a grand expression of how you feel. Do something so she sees you in a different light.” 
 
    I look at Maddock, who shakes his head. 
 
    “That doesn’t help me. What kind of grand expression are you talking about?” 
 
    Cherie gives me a knowing smile. “Depends on the girl. You’ll need to find out what she likes and surprise her with it.” 
 
    “How on God’s green earth am I supposed to do that?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, talk to her?” Cherie pulls a chip out of the bowl. 
 
    I look at Maddock, who shrugs.  
 
    “Are you two going to the party at the Loyal Rebels this Saturday?” 
 
    “Yep,” replies Maddock. “And you need to come.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Can’t tell you. It’s a surprise.” 
 
    I look at Cherie, who pretends to lock her lips and throw the key over her shoulder. 
 
    “What are we in the third grade? What’s going on?” 
 
    Maddock stands and shakes his head. “I made a promise. But trust me when I tell you, if you don’t come, you’ll regret it.” 
 
    Cherie winks at me. “Ask Isabelle to come.” 
 
    “Lola already did, and she said no.” 
 
    Cherie shoves my shoulder. “You ask her.” 
 
    “It’s time I left.” 
 
    “You just got here, and you haven’t finished your beer.” 
 
    Leaning down, I kiss her cheek. “Night, Cherie. See you, brother.” 
 
    “You don’t have to go,” says Maddock. 
 
    “I’ve got an early one tomorrow, so yeah, I do.” 
 
    “Are you going to come on Saturday?” 
 
    I nod at him. “I’ll be there.” 
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    It’s Thursday morning, and I’m about to walk into the bakery when Cutter cuts in front of me. 
 
    “Hey, farm boy, how’s things?” 
 
    Stepping back to put some distance between us, I give him a forced smile. “Good, Cutter. You?” 
 
    “I’m getting by. Are you coming on Saturday?” 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    I try to walk around him, but he blocks my way.  
 
    “Good, that’ll make Kyle happy.” 
 
    Giving him a blank stare, I say, “Yes, because I live to make Kyle happy.” Again, I try to move around him, and again he blocks my way. “Cutter, I want a coffee and maybe a loaf of bread. Could you get the hell out of my way?” 
 
    “You and Isabelle, is that a thing?” 
 
    This stops me, and I look at him. “What’s it to you?” 
 
    “Absolutely nothing. I heard Cherie talking to Lola.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “The women love to gossip.” 
 
    “And apparently you love to listen.” 
 
    “It’s amazing what you can learn if you do. For instance, it’s Isabelle’s birthday on the fifteenth of next month.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I listen.” Cutter smirks at me and walks into the bakery. 
 
    The guy has a way of getting under my skin and irritating me like no one else can. Taking a deep breath, I walk in and find him leaning across the counter talking to Charlotte. She’s laughing at him, and when I walk in, her laughter gets louder. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I ask. 
 
    Cutter holds a finger to his lips and shakes his head. I’m guessing whatever he said to make her laugh is about me. 
 
    “Is Isabelle here?” Charlotte nods and points out back. “Is it okay if I go through?” 
 
    “Yes.” She smiles at Cutter, who winks at her. 
 
    Walking out the back, I find her pulling loaves of bread out of the oven. 
 
    “Do you need some help?” 
 
    “No, I’m good.” She smiles at me. “What brings you in here?” 
 
    “Primarily coffee, and I was checking to see if you had changed your mind about Saturday?” 
 
    “Saturday?”  
 
    “The party at the Loyal Rebels compound.” 
 
    Isabelle tilts her head from side to side. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “It’ll be fun, and there’s some sort of surprise. You should come.” I rub the back of my neck. “Well, see you later.” 
 
    “Wait!” I lock eyes with her. “Will you be there?” 
 
    Grinning, I nod. “Yep.” 
 
    Then I turn around and walk back out the front. Cutter is gone, and there aren’t any other customers in the shop. 
 
    “Could you make me a coffee, please, Charlotte?” 
 
    “Sure can.” 
 
    “So, a birdy told me it’s Isabelle’s birthday next month.” 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    She keeps on making my coffee. 
 
    “Is there something special she’d like for her birthday?” 
 
    Charlotte puts my coffee in front of me, and I hand over a five-dollar bill. She’s chewing on her bottom lip with her head cocked to one side, and then she smiles and nods. 
 
    “There’s this cream she likes. She just ran out of it, and she’d probably like that.” 
 
    “Cream?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. She looked sad when she threw it out. She said it’s too expensive to buy again.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you know the name of the cream?” 
 
    Charlotte shakes her head, then disappears under the counter. When she comes back up, she has a tube in her hands.  
 
    “It was in the trash.” Charlotte holds it out to me. “Here you go.” 
 
    I take it off her and smile. “Our secret?” 
 
    “Okay.” She gives me a big smile and holds out my change.  
 
    “Keep it.” 
 
    “Thank you!” 
 
    Charlotte’s smile is infectious, and I find myself grinning back at her.
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    Isabelle 
 
      
 
    Unbeknownst to me, Charlotte had agreed on our behalf to go to the party at the Loyal Rebels compound. Cutter is picking her up on his bike. She informed me I didn’t have to go, but that she was. He’s certainly made an impression on her. The doorbell for downstairs sounds, and Charlotte runs down the stairs to answer it.  
 
    I’m still deciding what to wear. I’ve got a pair of jeans on and my bathrobe. I can hear Charlotte talking to Cutter in our living room. When I come out, he’s putting a helmet on her head. 
 
    “Cutter, I’m not sure I want my only sister on the back of a motorcycle.” 
 
    “It’s not any motorcycle, Isabelle, it is a Harley,” corrects Charlotte. 
 
    Laughing, I say, “Did you teach her that?” 
 
    “Guilty as charged.” Cutter eyes my robe. “Are you coming?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m having a wardrobe dilemma, but I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Good, and don’t worry about Charlotte. I’ll take good care of her. It’s family night tonight, so all the wives, women, and kids will be there, maybe a couple of whores and strippers, but they won’t be working.” My mouth drops open, and Cutter laughs. “I’m just fucking with you. But it is family night.” 
 
    Scrunching my face up, I’m not sure whether to laugh or berate him. “Right. Family night, you’ll look after Charlotte and no whores or strippers?” 
 
    “Well, they might be there, but they won’t be working.” He nods, then looks at Charlotte. “You ready to go?” 
 
    “Yep!” Charlotte runs over and hugs me. “See you there.” 
 
    I watch as Cutter guides her down the stairs, and it occurs to me that Charlotte has more of a social life than I do. Most of the customers know her by name, and she knows them. For the first time in my life, I’m a little jealous of my sister.  
 
    Walking back into my room, I stare at my sparse wardrobe. My eyes go to a red blouse with a zipper up the front and sleeves to my elbows. It’s figure-flattering as it cups my breasts and shows off my curves. As I reach for it, my eyes go to my normal black shapeless shirt. It’s the safer option. I won’t get noticed.  
 
    “Fuck it,” I whisper and pull out the red blouse.  
 
    Throwing caution to the wind, I put it on before I can talk myself out of it. The zipper up the front is rose gold, and I have a pair of hoops in that color, so I put them on, then look at my hair. Where once it was long, now it’s just below my ears. I turn on my hair straightener and smooth it out, so it sits nicely around my face. Next, I apply a little eyeshadow, mascara, and red lipstick that’s almost the same shade as my blouse. 
 
    The only thing left to do is put my shoes on. I have three choices—sneakers, boots, or ballet flats. The boots will give me a little more height, so I put them on. Looking in the mirror, I look good. So different from the girl I was a few months back.  
 
    Not sure what to bring to a biker party, I stuff some cash and a lipstick in my pocket and go downstairs to the bakery and box up all the leftover cakes and bread rolls. There’s not a lot, but they’ll go into the trash if I don’t do something with them. I’ve also got a loaf of rye bread for Lola. Sort of a peace offering. 
 
    I load up the van, lock up the bakery, and drive out to the Loyal Rebels’ compound. There are cars and bikes everywhere. I’m at the far end of the property, the only available space to park my van. It’s been a while since I’ve walked into a party on my own. Chase rarely met me at the door of his parents’ home. I was always left to find him in the crowd. Climbing out of the van, I go to the back and undo one of the doors. There’s way too much for me to carry inside on my own for one trip.  
 
    “Do you need some help?” 
 
    Turning, Jamie is there—no hat, black t-shirt, and jeans. He looks good. 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Did Kyle place an order?” 
 
    “No. This is leftover stock. It was either bring it or trash it.” 
 
    “What a waste.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve been meaning to seek out a local homeless shelter to see if they could use it, but so far, I haven’t found the time.” 
 
    “You should talk to Lola. I know she helps at one in town.” 
 
    Jamie holds out his hands, and I load him up.  
 
    He looks me up and down. “You look good. Red suits you.” 
 
    I giggle like a teenager. “Thanks, it’s new.” 
 
    He gestures toward the clubhouse with his head. “Shall we go?” 
 
    Using my butt, I shut the back of the van, and together, we walk up toward the loud music and the throng of people.  
 
    “Charlotte is inside with Cutter. She’s beating him at pool.” Jamie chuckles. “She told me he’s her new best friend, and she hopes Brandon won’t mind.” 
 
    At the mention of Brandon’s name, I stumble. “What?” 
 
    “She said Cutter is her new best friend.” 
 
    Carefully, I walk up the stairs and make a beeline for the kitchen, where I unload my boxes. Jamie is beside me, and he puts his down too.  
 
    “Thanks for the help.”  
 
    My only thought is to find Charlotte. We’ve talked about this. She can’t be telling anyone anything about us, it’s too dangerous.
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    Isabelle practically runs from the kitchen. I’m left standing there wondering what the hell I have done now. Lola appears beside me and opens one box. 
 
    “Is Isabelle here?” 
 
    I cock an eyebrow at her. “Yep. You just missed her.” 
 
    “And she bought all of this?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “We didn’t order anything.” 
 
    “She said it was leftovers, and if she didn’t bring it, it would end up in the trash.” 
 
    “What a waste.” 
 
    “I don’t think she has a lot of wastage, but she’s looking for a shelter for when she does.” 
 
    Lola looks me up and down. “You look good. You been working out?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Nope, just hard work.” 
 
    Lola laughs. “Have you seen how big Sean is getting? I swear he can probably lift a car, he’s put on so much bulk.” 
 
    “Beth must like it.” Lola looks up at me and frowns. “Have you not noticed that he doesn’t do anything unless Beth approves? Look at how long his hair is. The man has it bad for her.” 
 
    “Not unlike a certain someone I know and a baker?” 
 
    I cock an eyebrow at her and shake my head. “She’s not into me. I’m a friend.”  
 
    Lola laughs. “Yeah, right.” 
 
    I look down at her and cross my arms. “I need a drink. You want one?” 
 
    “Hells yes, I do! And food, I need food. Has Bags finished with the ribs?” 
 
    “Let’s go find out.” 
 
    Lola charges through the crowd and outside, where Bags is drinking a beer while holding a pair of tongs. 
 
    “Ribs, Bags!” says Lola loudly. 
 
    “Hold your britches, Lola. They’re almost done.” 
 
    “Almost is good enough.” 
 
    He shakes his head and points at her with the tongs. “You can’t rush perfection.” 
 
    Lola scowls at him. “How long?” 
 
    “Another fifteen minutes. Trust me, they’re worth waiting on.” Bags gives me a chin lift. “What made you come in off the farm?” 
 
    “I got invited,” I reply with a smirk. 
 
    “Wow, who knew that’s all it would take?” he replies with sarcasm. 
 
    Laughing, I nod at him. “You need a beer?” 
 
    He levels his gaze at me and says in a serious tone, “I always need a beer.” 
 
    I bark out a laugh and walk back inside. Lola stays out there and makes herself comfortable on a crate. The woman sure loves his ribs.  
 
    Inside the clubhouse, the music is loud. While I stand in line waiting for a drink, I look over the crowd to see if I can see a certain red shirt. Most of the women are wearing black, so Isabelle stands out. She’s off in the corner talking to Charlotte, who looks upset. 
 
    “What can I get you?” asks one of the club members. 
 
    “Hey, three beers, and can you put it on Kyle’s tab?” 
 
    “The Prez?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m his brother, Jamie.” 
 
    “Farm boy?” 
 
    Sean comes up beside me and slaps me on the shoulder. “Yeah, this is him.” 
 
    “I prefer Jamie.”  
 
    Sean grins at me and shrugs. “You can’t always get what you want.” Then he looks at the guy behind the bar. “It’s cool, put them on Kyle’s tab. He won’t mind.” 
 
    The guy gives me three beers. I nod at him and Sean and make my way back through the crowd until Isabelle appears in front of me. 
 
    “Is one of those for me?” 
 
    “Ahh, no.” 
 
    Her face falls. “Oh, okay.” 
 
    The woman is confusing the hell out of me. I shake my head and hold out a beer. “Here, have mine.” 
 
    She takes it off me, and I keep moving. When I get back outside, Bags is pulling out the ribs. Lola is shuffling from foot to foot in anticipation. I hold out a beer to her, and she takes it off me. 
 
    “Great timing!” 
 
    I’ve never seen a woman so eager for food. 
 
    “Are they that good?” I ask. 
 
    Lola gives me a scathing look. “Does a bear shit in the woods?” 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s a yes?” 
 
    Lola waves a hand in my face. 
 
    “Here, farm boy.” Bags holds out a plate with ribs on it. “Enjoy and thanks for the beer.” 
 
    We swap, and I’m left with a plate full of ribs that Lola looks like she’d tackle me for and no drink. I smile at her and wander over to a seat that no one is occupying. Like moths to a flame, Sean wanders out and immediately sees me, and a grin spreads across his face. 
 
    “Food!” 
 
    With an arm up, I ward off his attempts to steal the ribs. “Go get your own.” 
 
    Sean frowns at me and moves quickly toward Bags. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    Standing next to me is Isabelle. 
 
    “Hey. Want to pull up a seat?” 
 
    Isabelle looks around, settles on a crate, and drags it closer to me. With the plate balancing on my knees, I pick up a rib and bite into it. The tangy, spicy meat is delicious, and I let out a groan. 
 
    “That good?” 
 
    I nod at her. “Yes. Want some?” 
 
    Isabelle leans over and takes one off my plate. She bites into it, and a smile spreads across her face. “What does he put on these?” 
 
    “No idea and I’m betting he won’t tell you.” 
 
    Kyle wanders out and waves a beer in my face.  
 
    “Thanks, brother.” 
 
    “Well, considering you put three on my tab, I thought I’d top you up. Did you drink them already?” 
 
    “Not one.” I laugh. “I gave them away. One to Lola, Bags, and Isabelle.” 
 
    Kyle looks at Isabelle. “Glad you could come.” 
 
    “Thank you for the invite. I left a loaf of rye bread in the kitchen for you.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know you like it.” 
 
    Kyle chuckles and sits down beside her. “I tell Lola I like it because I know she likes it. Give me plain old white bread any day.” 
 
    Isabelle looks surprised, but it doesn’t shock me. Kyle is devoted to Lola, he proved that when he rescued her from her family who were willing to kill her. Sure, she had to prove herself to him and the MC, but I knew she’d do it. Lola loves Kyle, and it’s plain for everyone to see. 
 
    Lola wanders over with a plate of ribs in her hands. Kyle sits back, and she sits on his knee. “Want some?” 
 
    Kyle smirks at her. “Always.” 
 
    “I meant the ribs.” 
 
    Kyle looks shocked. “So did I. What did you mean?” 
 
    Lola giggles, and he steals one of her ribs. Isabelle is watching them, and I notice she smiles as she watches their interaction. 
 
    “Is Lochlan coming?” I ask. 
 
    Kyle nods. “Yeah, he’s bringing Annie and Annette.” 
 
    “Annie’s coming?” I ask, surprised. 
 
    “I invited her. She’s only coming out for a little while. Annie has church tomorrow.” 
 
    “Who’s taking her to church?” I take a sip of beer. 
 
    “I think it’s Bags’ turn, but if he keeps drinking the way he is, it’ll be me,” replies Kyle. 
 
    “Oh, babe, you drink. I’ll take her.” 
 
    “No way. The last time you took Annie to church, I nearly lost you.” 
 
    Lola frowns. “That was ages ago, and that threat is a threat no more.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “We could go together?” 
 
    Kyle smiles at Lola and nods. “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    Logan wanders over to our group. “Hey.” He’s Lola’s son that none of us knew about until recently.  
 
    “Hey,” Kyle and Lola say at the same time. 
 
    “Is it cool if I go hang with Cutter?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s inside with Charlotte. She’s kicking his and everyone else’s ass at pool,” replies Kyle. 
 
    “Charlotte is a pool shark.” 
 
    I laugh at Logan’s observation. 
 
    “She is.” I look at Isabelle. “Where did she learn?” 
 
    “As far as I know, Cutter taught her. She never played back home in Chicago.” 
 
    “You’re from Chicago?” asks Lola. 
 
    All the color drains out of Isabelle’s face. “Y-Yes, we were, but not for a long time. We moved around a lot.” 
 
    Kyle and I exchange a glance. It’s obvious she’s lying. 
 
    Logan saves the day. “Well, whoever taught her did a good job. She wrangled at least one hundred dollars out of the guys.” 
 
    Isabelle stands. “She plays for money?” 
 
    Logan nods. “Yeah, so you know she’s winning fairly. The guys aren’t letting her win, not when money is involved.” 
 
    “I should go check on her.” 
 
    “I’ll come with,” says Logan. 
 
    Kyle waits until she’s inside the clubhouse. “Want me to run a background check?” 
 
    “No,” I say firmly. 
 
    “She’s running from something, and we don’t want it blowing back on us.” 
 
    “No,” I repeat. 
 
    “Kyle’s right, better to know now than get hit unprepared if something goes wrong.” 
 
    The pair of them are looking at me with concern.  
 
    “She’s not interested in me. Isabelle looks at me like a friend.” 
 
    “You’re fucking deluding yourself, Jamie. If a woman looked at me like she’s looking at you, I’d be claiming her.” 
 
    “Over my dead body,” states Lola. 
 
    “It’s a figure of speech, babe.” 
 
    Lola frowns at him, and I laugh. 
 
    A shadow falls over us, and we look up to find Lochlan, Annette, and Annie.  
 
    Lola immediately vacates her spot on Kyle’s knee to embrace the older woman. “You made it!” 
 
    Annie pats Lola on the back. “Well, of course, I did. I want to see Angus too.” 
 
    “Angus is here?” I ask as I stand. 
 
    “No, brother.” Kyle stands and touches my shoulder. “He’s doing a Zoom call. It’ll only be for a minute, but he wants to check in. It’s the main reason I wanted you all here tonight.” 
 
    Angus has been in hiding for months. He’s on the wrong side of the government and a few other people. We all keep hoping he’ll come home, but until he resolves the situation, it’s too dangerous for him. 
 
    “Is it safe for him to be doing this?” I ask. 
 
    “You know, Angus. He said he has it under control.” Kyle looks at his watch. “Good timing, we’ve got about ten minutes before go-time.” Kyle looks at each of us. “Come on, let’s get comfortable in our meeting room.” 
 
    It’s a big deal being invited into the Loyal Rebels’ meeting room. It’s specifically for MC business, and normally, only MC members are allowed in. Kyle runs his presidency a little differently from other MCs. From the little I’ve gathered from some of his men, he’s well-liked and looks after all of them. The club supports a few families who have fallen on hard times. He makes sure no one goes without. 
 
    Bags joins us as we go into the clubhouse. “Go-time?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nod at him. “You joining us?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    We all file into the room. Beth has snacks set up on the table and is sitting next to the chair that I know is reserved for Sean. Kyle sits at the head of the table, and Lola sits on his lap. The rest of us take our seats as a screen comes down from the ceiling. 
 
    Logan walks in and hooks up a laptop, and the club’s logo appears on the screen. 
 
    “That’s new,” I say as I point to the screen. 
 
    “Angus paid for it to get installed.” Kyle looks at me. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Who knows? A guy turned up one day, and Logan got instructions on how to hook everything up. And here it is.” 
 
    The last to enter the room are Maddock and Cherie. He immediately goes to Annie and kisses her cheek. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re here.” 
 
    “It’s good to be here with all you boys,” replies Annie. 
 
    “We’re all set,” says Logan. 
 
    “Sit,” orders Kyle, and he points to a chair further down the table for him. 
 
    Logan salutes him with a grin and quickly hurries to take his place. Kyle strikes enter on the keyboard, and we’re in a Zoom meeting room. Angus isn’t on yet. All of us are staring at the screen, waiting for Angus to appear. 
 
    “Is he late?” asks Lochlan. 
 
    “No, he still has a couple of minutes,” replies Kyle. 
 
    The screen flickers and Angus appears.  
 
    “Hey, family, how goes it?” 
 
    Seeing his face makes me smile, and as I look around at the others, they, too, are all grinning at him. 
 
    “When are you coming home?” growls Sean. 
 
    Angus smiles. “Hey, Sean, always straight to the point.” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Angus smiles. “No time soon. If it weren’t for Nomad, I wouldn’t even be talking to you now.” 
 
    Nomad is the super-computer that Angus occasionally has access to.  
 
    “How’s Tula?” Kyle asks. 
 
    A huge smile creases his face. “She’s good. Better than good, fantastic. She’s in the next room. I wanted some alone time before she comes in.” 
 
    “Why’d you want us all here?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m about to kick a hornets’ nest, and I need you all to be vigilant. Unfortunately, Locutus knows who you are, and if he’s looking for easy payback, you guys could be in the firing line.” 
 
    Locutus is a computer hacker and terrorist that Angus and his girlfriend, Tula, are trying to bring down. 
 
    “Do you need help?” asks Sean. 
 
    He’s always been the family protector, and he’s also an ex-marine. His specialty is explosives, but he’s good with guns too. 
 
    “No. We have it covered, but thanks, brother.” Angus steeples his fingers together and leans forward. “There’s something I need to tell you.” He looks up and holds up a hand, but it’s not for us, it must be to Tula. “Give me one more minute, babe.” 
 
    His face twists in pain, and he looks back at us. 
 
    “Angus, are you two okay?” asks Kyle. 
 
    He nods. “I wish I was there with you. But you all know I can’t be. Tula and I have complicated things.” 
 
    “How so?” asks Maddock. 
 
    Angus smiles and motions for someone to move forward. Tula now comes into camera range. She’s wearing a tight t-shirt over a swollen belly that has the words, ‘Bun in the Oven’ and an arrow pointing down. 
 
    “You’re pregnant?” I ask incredulously. 
 
    Angus smiles at us. “We are.” 
 
    “Twins!” announces Tula. 
 
    For a moment, we’re all silent, then we, his brothers, all talk at once. 
 
    “How the hell did this happen?” asks Sean. 
 
    “Are you married?” asks Kyle. 
 
    “When are you coming home?” asks Maddock. 
 
    “When are they due?” asks Lochlan 
 
    “Are you happy?” I ask. 
 
    Angus holds up his hands. “One at a time.” 
 
    “How?” demands Sean. 
 
    Angus and Tula laugh.  
 
    “Well, when a man loves a woman,” says Tula. 
 
    “You both know what I mean.” 
 
    “Sean, Kyle, things happen.” Angus looks at Tula. “Show them.” 
 
    Tula holds up her hand, and the women in the room squeal.  
 
    “What?” says Sean angrily. 
 
    Beth grabs his hand. “They got married!” 
 
    Sean and Kyle look shocked, and as I study Sean across the table, he looks a little sad. Angus picks up on it and holds up his hands. 
 
    “Da wouldn’t have been pleased if I didn’t do the right thing. The babies sped up the timeline. I was always going to marry Tula.” 
 
    I grin at him. He’s clearly happy with his decision and the upcoming birth of his children. 
 
    “When are they due?” asks Lochlan. 
 
    Tula answers, “In two months.” 
 
    “And you’re just telling us now?” Maddock is frowning at them. 
 
    Angus nods. “I know, I know. But it’s been hard to find a secure spot, one where we’re all safe, and this is a very short window.” 
 
    Logan taps my leg, and I look at him, and he nods toward the door. Standing there is Isabelle, looking a little frazzled. I stand and move toward the door, opening it enough to stick my head out. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “We’re going to go.” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m tired.” 
 
    “Yo, Jamie, who are you talking to?” asks Angus. 
 
    Turning around, I look up at the screen, and Isabelle follows me into the room. 
 
    “Angus, this is Isabelle Lewis.” 
 
    Angus smiles. “New girlfriend?” 
 
    “We’re just friends.” 
 
    Isabelle smiles at me, then waves at Angus. “Hello, nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Isabelle Lewis?” Angus repeats. 
 
    “Yes. I’m going to walk her out. You two take care and come home soon.” I wave at the screen and then usher Isabelle back into the clubhouse. 
 
    “Did I interrupt something?” 
 
    “Just a family Zoom meeting. Angus married Tula, and they’re having twins.” 
 
    “Twins?” 
 
    “Yeah, it runs in my family.” 
 
    “Did you know they were getting married?” 
 
    I take her by the arm and guide her outside and toward her van.  
 
    “No. But I’m not surprised. From what the others told me, he was hooked.” 
 
    “You haven’t met her?” 
 
    “No, I was kept out of the loop… club business. They know I don’t like to get involved.” 
 
    We reach her car, and she stops walking. “But he’s your brother?” 
 
    “It’s complicated.” Charlotte is already in the van. “Well, it looks like you’re good to go.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” She fidgets nervously. “Did you want to come over for dinner tomorrow night?” 
 
    “At your house? Like a date?” 
 
    Isabelle squares her shoulders and nods. “Yeah. Well, a date where my sister is there.” She frowns, and her top lip goes up in distaste. 
 
    “What would you like me to bring?” 
 
    Isabelle smiles. “Nothing, just you. Is six okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, sounds good.” 
 
    “Okay.” She turns around and opens the van’s door. “See you then.” 
 
    “Ahh, Isabelle?”  
 
    Isabelle looks up at me. My heart is pounding, but it’s now or never, so I swoop down and kiss her cheek. “See you tomorrow night.” 
 
    She looks completely stunned, frozen to the spot, motionless. 
 
    “Isabelle?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    She shakes her entire body and grins. “I’m perfect.”
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    I’m nervous as hell. The only thing I know he likes is meat and potatoes, so I’m cooking a roast beef with baked potatoes and a side of minted peas. For dessert, I made a honey cake. He seemed to like it. 
 
    Charlotte has set the table and strung up fairy lights on top of the curtains. She’s happily humming to herself in her room as she changes into what she calls her ‘Jamie’s dinner’ outfit. Whatever the hell that is. My wardrobe is sparse, so I’m wearing jeans and a black tank with a white blouse over the top with my ballet flats. 
 
    Charlotte comes out in a dress and looks at me. “Did you want to fix your hair?” 
 
    “My hair? What’s wrong with my hair?” 
 
    “It’s all messy.” 
 
    I run into my room and look in the mirror. “It’s meant to look messy but in a controlled kinda way. Doesn’t it look good?” 
 
    Charlotte scrunches up her face and shakes her head. I turn around and groan at my hair, and that’s when we hear the doorbell from downstairs. 
 
    “I’ll get it!” 
 
    “Charlotte! Keep him entertained while I fix my hair.” 
 
    “Okay!” She bounds away from me, a big goofy grin on her face. 
 
    I shut my door and turn on my hair straightener. There’s no way I can tame this in five minutes. And there’s no way I can sneak into the bathroom and wet it so I can start all over again without Jamie seeing me. 
 
    Instead, I turn off the hair straightener, run my fingers through my hair, and then groan at my appearance. There’s a knock at my door, and reluctantly, I walk toward it and open it. 
 
    Jamie is there. “Hey, your timer went off.” 
 
    “Hey!” I say a little too loudly as I run into the kitchen. 
 
    Charlotte is sitting at the dining table. “I thought you were fixing your hair?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Oh.” Charlotte glances at Jamie. 
 
    “I think you look great.”  
 
    “Thanks?” 
 
    Jamie smiles. “What are we having?” 
 
    “Isabelle said she knows you like meat and potatoes, so she cooked meat and potatoes,” states Charlotte. 
 
    Jamie chuckles. “Well, she’s right.” He looks at me with those baby blues and winks. “Thank you.” 
 
    I can’t help it, so I smile up at him. “Anytime.” 
 
    “Do you need help with anything?” 
 
    “Could you carve?” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    The meat has been resting on the kitchen counter. There’s a knife and a large fork next to it, and Jamie carves it into slices while I pull the potatoes out of the oven and put them on a platter. The gravy is already on the table, and I put the peas into a serving bowl. Jamie puts the slices of beef onto a plate, and we take them to the table where Charlotte is waiting. 
 
    Jamie puts a slice of meat on her plate. Charlotte looks at him expectantly, and he puts another. Charlotte frowns, so he again places another slice on her plate. 
 
    “Thank you!” she replies happily. 
 
    Jamie laughs. “You sure you can eat all that?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    Jamie looks at me. “The same for you?” 
 
    I laugh. “No, just one for now. If I want more, I’ll get it.” 
 
    Jamie puts two slices on his plate, and I put some baked potatoes on all our plates. The peas, I let them help themselves.  
 
    Charlotte stands. “I’m not feeling so good. I’m going to go to my room.” 
 
    “Honey, are you okay?” I ask. 
 
    Charlotte picks up her plate and moves behind Jamie. She winks at me and goes to her room. 
 
    “Wow,” I say as she closes the door. “Subtlety isn’t her strong suit.” 
 
    Jamie laughs. “So this is a romantic dinner for two?” 
 
    Suddenly, I’m nervous and whatever he sees on my face makes him grin wider. 
 
    “Relax, Isabelle, I was kidding.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Well, sort of.” Jamie winks at me again and cuts into his beef. “The knife goes through it like butter.” 
 
    “The key is to slow cook it and my special blend of herbs.” 
 
    Jamie puts his fork in his mouth and nods vigorously. “It’s good.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He smiles. “Wait! I forgot the drinks.” 
 
    Standing, Jamie reaches for my hand. “Sit.” I flop onto the chair. “You cooked. Let me serve you.” He opens the refrigerator and peers into it. “You have one beer and half a dozen sodas. Do you want the beer?” 
 
    “No. The beer is for you, and as you’re driving, there’s only one.” 
 
    He nods. “Smart. That’s another reason I like you.” 
 
    My insides warm at his compliment. He takes a soda out of the refrigerator and knocks on Charlotte’s door. She opens it a crack. 
 
    “Do you want a soda?” 
 
    Her hand snakes out, and she says, “Thank you!” And quickly closes the door again. 
 
    Jamie gets me a soda and himself the only beer and sits back down. 
 
    “Thank you for cooking tonight. Maybe next time we could go out to a restaurant. You can bring Charlotte too.” 
 
    My insides that were warming before now boil over. Not only does he want to take me out, but he understands that Charlotte and I are a package deal.  
 
    He’s one in a million.  
 
    A true gentleman. 
 
    “I’d like that very much.” 
 
    “A reliable source said it’s your birthday next month. Maybe I could take you out somewhere nice?” 
 
    My face flushes hot with embarrassment. “Who told you that? Was it Charlotte?” 
 
    “It wasn’t Charlotte, and I’ll never tell.” 
 
    I giggle at him. “It had to be her.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Scowling at him, I bite into a potato. It’s crunchy on the outside and fluffy on the inside—perfection. Jamie also tries the potatoes and smiles at me. 
 
    “The trick is to boil them first, then cook them in duck fat. Once they are done, you toss them in salt and rosemary. They turn out perfect every single time.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever had such good potatoes. Where’d you get your love of baking?” 
 
    “My mom. She was amazing.” 
 
    “Was?” 
 
    I nod. “Mom and Dad died in a plane crash.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. It was a long time ago. I miss them, but I have Charlotte, and I inherited Mom’s love of cooking.” 
 
    He nods as he eats his meal. It’s nice to cook for someone who appreciates what you’ve done for them.  
 
    Charlotte comes out of her room. “I don’t feel well.” 
 
    “Oh, honey, are you finished already?” Charlotte nods. Standing, I take her plate, and Jamie takes it from me. “You ate too quickly. Come on, Lottie, you should lie down. You’ll feel better in a minute.” 
 
    Sitting on the side of her bed, I stroke her hair until she feels better. It must take the better part of half an hour. When I’m happy that she won’t throw up everywhere, I go back out to Jamie. He’s sitting on our couch with the television on and the volume on low. 
 
    “I’m sorry.”  
 
    He stands at the sound of my voice. “Don’t be. I put our meals in the oven to keep them warm.” 
 
    “You didn’t eat? You waited?” 
 
    “This is a date, isn’t it? Whatever happens, we’re going through this together.” 
 
    I close the gap between us and kiss him on the lips. Jamie is so surprised, he stumbles backward. 
 
    “Sorry!” I shake my head. “I shouldn’t have done that.”  
 
    Turning away from him, I go to the oven and use a dishtowel to pull our plates out. Jamie sits at the table, looking thoughtful. 
 
    “Isabelle?” 
 
    Embarrassed, I avoid his gaze. “Yes.” 
 
    “The next time we kiss, I’m going to do it slowly, and you won’t be sorry.” 
 
    A smile spreads across my face, and when I stare into his eyes, I see nothing but the truth shining out. 
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    I’ve been taking things slowly with Isabelle—it’s been a whole lot of kissing and handholding. Today is her birthday and she’s working so tonight I’m taking her and Charlotte out to dinner.  
 
    It’s six in the morning, but I know she’ll be up and busy baking. Lightly, I knock on the door. Isabelle’s face appears in the window next to the door, then she opens it. 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    “Happy birthday, Isabelle.” 
 
    I’m holding out a present. Beth gift-wrapped it for me. My idea of wrapping is to put it in a fancy bag. Beth has tied ribbon to it, cascading down the sides in ringlets. She did an awesome job.  
 
    “You got me a present?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Isabelle lets out a squeal, takes it off me, and goes inside. With a chuckle, I follow her in. Sitting on the counter are two coffees and two pastries. Isabelle sits on a stool and points at the other one opposite her. 
 
    “Did you know I was coming?” 
 
    “I hoped you were coming.” 
 
    I put a hand to the back of her neck and kiss her lightly on the lips. “This was supposed to be a surprise.” 
 
    “I knew you’d visit, but the present is a surprise. You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “Are you going to open it?” 
 
    I sit and pick up a coffee. 
 
    Isabelle nods enthusiastically and rips it open. So much for all the pretty wrapping. She didn’t even notice.  
 
    Her face freezes and Isabelle looks up at me with wide eyes. “This is way too expensive.” 
 
    “Do you like it?” Tears form in her eyes, and I have no idea what to do. “If you don’t, I can send it back.” I place a hand on her knee and bend to look into her eyes. “At least I think I can.” 
 
    “No, it’s perfect.” 
 
    The hand cream came from Switzerland, and when she says it’s too expensive, it was worse than that, it was exorbitant. Isabelle is always washing her hands, and if this helps, then she deserves it. 
 
    “You don’t look happy.” 
 
    She wipes her face. “Happy tears.”  
 
    Isabelle launches herself at me, her body crushes against mine as she kisses me. I’m still on the stool, and she’s between my legs. I engulf her in my embrace, her soft body held tightly against mine. Isabelle’s hands go up under my t-shirt, and she knocks my hat onto the floor. 
 
    I pull back from her, and she moans in protest. “Believe me, babe, I don’t want to stop, but now isn’t the time.” 
 
    Isabelle is staring at my lips. “Just a little more.” 
 
    Grinning at her, I shake my head. “You have work to do, a shop to run, and I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
    She looks so disappointed, so I stand and walk her backward until she hits the counter, then I pick her up and stand between her legs. Isabelle wraps them around my waist, and I claim her mouth. My tongue caresses hers as my hands explore her body. Her taste and scent always leave me wanting more, and my cock is hard as a rock. She grinds against me, and I groan. Isabelle’s hands go to my belt, and I realize she’s more than ready. I’ve been taking this slow as I thought she had demons to battle, but as she tugs at my belt, I’m thinking she’s conquered them. 
 
    A loud cough sounds behind us. I quickly back away from Isabelle and pick up my hat, holding it in front of me. Isabelle looks stunned, her lips are swollen, and she looks more than a little disorientated.  
 
    “Happy birthday!” Charlotte bounds over and hugs her. 
 
    Isabelle gives me wide eyes, and I chuckle as I do up my belt. 
 
    “Thanks, Lottie.” Isabelle gives me wide eyes, and I laugh harder. 
 
    Charlotte’s hair is all mussed from sleep, and it’s sticking up in tufts. “Do you want your present now?” 
 
    “How about we have breakfast first?” 
 
    Charlotte nods. “Want me to make coffee?” 
 
    “I made one already. But I could make you one.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Isabelle laughs and hops off the counter. 
 
    “Wait.” I hand Charlotte my coffee. “Here, honey, have this.” 
 
    With a genuine smile, Charlotte takes it from me and holds the coffee under her nose, inhaling the aroma. 
 
    “I should go.” 
 
    “I’ll walk you out.” 
 
    “I’m going to stay here.” Charlotte sips her coffee. “Jamie, what should I wear tonight?” 
 
    “Anything you want, sweetheart. Something comfortable.” 
 
    “Jeans?” 
 
    I wink at her and nod. “If they’re comfortable.” 
 
    Isabelle takes my hand and tugs me toward the door. 
 
    “See you tonight.” 
 
    “Okay.” Isabelle threads her fingers through mine and holds me against my truck. She goes up on her tiptoes and kisses me.  
 
    “You have work to do.” I hold her at arm’s length and open the door. 
 
    “Maybe I want to play hooky?” 
 
    I kiss her lightly and pull away quickly. “See you tonight.” 
 
    “You know I’ve never had a man play so hard to get.” 
 
    With one arm, I pull her into me and kiss her passionately. I move from her mouth to her neck and nibble the soft skin, dragging my teeth down to her collarbone. 
 
    Isabelle gasps and looking her in the eyes, I whisper, “See you tonight.” 
 
    She takes a moment to focus. “Tease!” 
 
    I bark out a laugh and nod. “Yep.” 
 
    She straightens her top and takes a couple of steps away from me. “Six?” 
 
    “Happy birthday, Isabelle… and yes, six.” 
 
    With a grin and a wave, she turns and runs back into the bakery. It’s been interesting getting to know her. She never wants to talk about herself. Isabelle has shared a lot about her parents and Charlotte, but she deliberately changes the subject when it comes to the last few years of her life. 
 
    I’m hoping once we know each other a little better, she’ll be able to trust me and share all of her past with me.
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    Isabelle 
 
      
 
    I purchased a little black dress, a pair of red six-inch heels, and a matching clutch for tonight. My hair is tamed into submission, and I have just enough makeup on to highlight my best features.  
 
    A groan from Charlotte’s room has me running. She’s lying in bed, clutching her stomach. 
 
    “Oh, honey, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t feel well. I should stay home tonight.” 
 
    I nod and try not to smile. “I’ll stay home with you.” 
 
    Charlotte sits bolt upright. “No! You have to go.” 
 
    I take her hand in mine. “Lottie, I want you there tonight, and so does Jamie. He’s not like…” I pause, not wanting to say his name. “Jamie is nice.” 
 
    “He’s not like Chase, and he never makes me feel dumb.” 
 
    Those words cut right through me, and I hug her. “I’m so sorry, honey.” 
 
    “You made it right. I like it here.” 
 
    Leaning back, I ask, “What are you wearing tonight?” 
 
    “My yellow dress?” 
 
    Charlotte is going through a phase, where she seems to buy everything yellow, much like the color of the walls in her room. 
 
    “Shoes?” Charlotte crawls out of bed and holds up a black pair of flats. “No. Something lighter?” 
 
    “I have those tan ones?” 
 
    “Those sandals are perfect.” 
 
    Charlotte smiles, and I stand and leave her to get dressed. A knock at the back door has me running down the stairs.  
 
    Jamie is there holding a bunch of red roses and a huge smile. “Hey, gorgeous. These are for you.” 
 
    I take them off him. “Charlotte is still getting ready. Come on up.” 
 
    As I walk up the stairs, Jamie puts his hands on my hips, and my insides melt. His touch elicits a fire inside me. When we get to the top of the stairs, Charlotte is there doing a twirl. My libido needs to calm itself down. 
 
    “Do I look okay?” 
 
    Jamie presses his back to my front. “You look amazing, Charlotte, and your sister looks good too.” 
 
    “Only good?” I ask as I break away from him and put the roses in a vase. 
 
    “Well, your sister is a vision, but I suppose you look better than just good. What do you think, Charlotte?” 
 
    “I think she looks sexy.” 
 
    “Charlotte!” I cry as I burst out laughing. 
 
    “She’s right, you do.” 
 
    Another knock at the door sounds, and Charlotte bounds down the stairs. Jamie looks at me, and I shrug. 
 
    “Were you expecting someone?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    Charlotte comes upstairs, dragging Cutter behind her.  
 
    “Good evening, folks. Are we ready to go?” 
 
    Jamie looks at me, and I shake my head in confusion.  
 
    Charlotte grins at me. “I asked Cutter to come. That way, he can bring me home.” 
 
    “Charlotte, you didn’t need to do this.” 
 
    Jamie nods. “I thought it was only going to be the three of us?” 
 
    “Am I gate-crashing here?” asks Cutter. 
 
    Charlotte shakes her head. “No, this is better. Kinda like a double date, except Cutter is my best friend and not a date.” 
 
    “You don’t like me?” teases Cutter. 
 
    “I like you, just not like, like,” explains Charlotte. “Shall we go?” 
 
    Cutter puts a helmet on her head, and I look down at her dress. 
 
    “Cutter, how is she going to ride wearing a dress?” 
 
    Charlotte doesn’t let him answer. “I’ve got bike shorts on underneath, and I can tuck my dress up.” 
 
    “You could ride with us?” suggests Jamie. 
 
    “Two’s company, three’s a crowd.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I say, “No, you’re not.” I put my hands on her face. “Family first, always. Remember?” 
 
    Charlotte nods. “I know, but just for tonight, I thought you two might want some alone time?” 
 
    Cutter looks uneasy. “Maybe I should go?” 
 
    “No!” Charlotte says loudly. 
 
    “No,” I repeat more softly. “It’s my birthday, and I’d love for you to come. Be careful with my sister on the back of your bike.” 
 
    Cutter chuckles. “Aren’t I always?” 
 
    Charlotte kisses me. “You smell good.” 
 
    “I’m wearing the perfume you gave me.” 
 
    She smiles at me and goes down the stairs with Cutter.  
 
    Jamie watches them go, and when the door closes, he looks at me. “Are you okay with this?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Are you sure? It’s your night, after all.” 
 
    Picking up my clutch, I nod. “Cutter will take good care of her. Let’s go.” 
 
    Jamie grins wickedly at me. “We could stay here?” 
 
    “I like the way you think, but you promised me dinner, wine, and dancing.” 
 
    Jamie walks down the stairs and shakes his head. “There was nothing about dancing.” 
 
    “But it’s my birthday!” 
 
    He waits for me to lock up the bakery and says, “I don’t dance. Not unless there’s a lot of alcohol involved, and tonight I’m driving, so you’re out of luck, beautiful.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” I wink at him, and he opens the passenger side door of his truck. 
 
    “Get in the car.” 
 
    I giggle at him but do as I’m told. When Jamie gets in, I slide across so I’m sitting next to him.  
 
    “Did I tell you, you look nice.” 
 
    “I think we went from nice to sexy.” 
 
    Jamie chuckles. “Sexy works.” 
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    When we arrive at the steakhouse, Charlotte and Cutter are already sitting at our table. He’s ordered her a soda and a beer for himself. I frown at the beer, and he holds it up. 
 
    “It’s a light beer, and I’m only having one.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Jamie shakes his head at me.  
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “You know who Cutter is in the MC, don’t you?” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    Cutter waves a hand in the air. “She doesn’t need to know.” 
 
    “How come you’re not wearing your cut?” asks Jamie. 
 
    Cutter shrugs. “I don’t wear it all the time.” 
 
    Jamie pulls out my chair, waits for me to sit, then takes his seat. “I don’t remember a time when you haven’t worn it.” 
 
    “Well, now you have.” 
 
    Sensing the conversation is getting heated, I pick up a menu and say, “So, what’s good here?” 
 
    Cutter says, “The steak. All the steaks and the baked potato.” 
 
    “I’m having chicken,” states Charlotte. 
 
    Cutter laughs. “We’re in a steakhouse, and you’re going to have chicken?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    He shakes his head but smiles at her. “Okay, chicken for you, steak for me.” 
 
    “What are you having, Isabelle?” 
 
    A camera flash goes off, temporarily blinding me. 
 
    “What the?” I ask, stunned. 
 
    A man stands at our table. “For the social pages of the local newspaper. Could I get your names?” 
 
    “No!” I reply quickly. “We don’t want to be in the paper.” 
 
    “It’ll only be in the social section, and our readership will love it.” 
 
    “No,” I repeat more firmly. 
 
    “But everyone—” 
 
    “You heard the lady, beat it,” says Jamie. 
 
    The man holds up his hands and backs away. “Sorry to have bothered you.” 
 
    I watch him walk away. He heads for the front door, which is weird. You’d think he’d want more photographs of the other patrons of the restaurant. 
 
    Jamie takes my hand in his, and I smile at him. “What are you going to order?” he asks. 
 
    The chicken really looks good. It’s wrapped in prosciutto with a cheese sauce, but after Cutter’s outburst, I decide on a small steak. 
 
    “I’m going to have the eight-ounce fillet mignon. You?” 
 
    “The strip with green peppercorn sauce.” 
 
    Cutter nods. “I’m having that too. The strip here is good. They dry age it for six weeks, and it melts in your mouth.” Cutter grins, and it looks good on him. He’s often serious except when he’s around Charlotte. Tonight he has on a long-sleeved navy shirt and jeans. His tattoos peek through at the neck and on his hands, and his hair that’s normally falling across his face is slicked back. He still looks dangerous, but a tamed, passive kind of dangerous. 
 
    “Cutter? What do you do for the MC?” I ask. 
 
    “Whatever they need doing.” He smiles knowingly and takes a sip of his beer. 
 
    The server comes over and asks, “Are we ready to order?” 
 
    We place our orders for food, and Jamie orders me a bottle of wine. After the server walks away, I give Jamie big eyes. 
 
    “An entire bottle of wine? By myself? Are you going to carry me out of here?” 
 
    “I can do that,” replies Jamie with a grin.
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    Jamie 
 
      
 
    Cutter has taken Charlotte home, and I’m helping Isabelle into my truck. She’s entirely too happy—maybe a whole bottle of wine was too much. But like a champion, she drank the bottle over dinner and into dessert. I buckle her into the seat, then go around to the driver’s side. Isabelle has a smile on her face, and she giggles as I get into the truck. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “Home, birthday girl.” 
 
    “But tomorrow is my day off.” 
 
    I grin at her. “Okay, what do you want to do?” 
 
    Isabelle unbuckles her seat belt and kisses me. “I want to do you.” 
 
    “You’ve had way too much to drink.” 
 
    “Drunk sex is good.” 
 
    “I want you to remember it.” 
 
    “Please, please, please don’t take me home,” Isabelle pleads. 
 
    “Tell you what, why don’t I take you out to my place for a while, sober you up, and then take you home?” 
 
    “No sex?” 
 
    I chuckle. “No. No sex, but I have coffee and another surprise for you out there.” 
 
    “A surprise?” 
 
    “Put your seat belt on, and I’ll take you to it.” 
 
    With a grin, Isabelle fumbles with her seat belt and eventually gets it to click into place. “Onward!” she yells. 
 
    Laughing, I start the car and put it into drive. Isabelle turns on the radio, and country music blares out at her.  
 
    “No. Just no.” She fiddles with the tuner until she comes to a rock station, and The Grinders song, “Heaven,” is playing. “Now, this is music.” 
 
    It’s not that I don’t like rock music. In fact, I like The Grinders, but I find country music to be purer.  
 
    Isabelle is belting out the chorus, and I find myself grinning at her out-of-tune singing. As soon as we pull into my driveway, she has her seat belt off and is climbing out of the car before I’ve completely come to a stop. 
 
    “Whoa!”  
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask, laughing. 
 
    “Yep. Are you stopped?” 
 
    “Yes.” Opening my door, I rush around to guide her toward my front door. 
 
    She stops on the porch and looks at my newly installed swing. “You’ve got a swing?” 
 
    “Yes, I did… for you. And I have a bench seat over there so we can all sit out here.” 
 
    “All of us?” 
 
    “You, me, and Charlotte.” 
 
    Isabelle throws her arms around my neck. “You did that for us?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I think we should do the sex now.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Coffee.” 
 
    Isabelle smiles at me. I open the door, and she walks inside.  
 
    “I’m making coffee.” 
 
    Isabelle nods, and I go straight into the kitchen. I can hear her moving about the living room. I’m loading up the coffee machine with my back to her. 
 
    “Jamie?” 
 
    “Yes?” I ask as I pour water into the machine. 
 
    “Jamie?” 
 
    Turning around, she’s standing there in her heels and a red lacy bra and matching panties. Slowly, she walks toward me, smiling. When she’s in front of me, Isabelle raises her hand, puts it under my chin, and closes my mouth. Isabelle winks at me, turns around, and takes a few steps, then stops and looks over her shoulder. “Are you coming?” Isabelle continues walking, and I’m wrestling with my inner demons.  
 
    I want her. 
 
    I’ve wanted her from the moment I set my eyes on her, but she’s been drinking, and she has secrets, and I in no way want to take advantage of her. My feet, though, have a mind of their own, and I’m walking down the hallway to my bedroom. 
 
    Isabelle is kneeling on the bed, a finger in her mouth and her other hand cupped around her breast. A seductive smile plays across her lips. “You still going to say no to me?” The finger in her mouth trails down between her breasts, and before I know it, I’m crushing her against me. 
 
    Isabelle’s hands go immediately to my belt, and mine go to her ass, then travel up to her bra and unhook it. The flimsy material falls away, and I step back to remove it fully. She’s perfect—all curves and all woman.  
 
    Isabelle’s fingers fumble with my top button and zipper. I grab them and shake my head. 
 
    “You can’t still be playing hard to get?” 
 
    I let her go and undo my shirt, letting it hit the floor. Next, I kick off my shoes and undo my jeans. Isabelle scooches backward up the bed and sits on the pillows at the head of it with her arms draping across the headboard. My jeans hit the floor, and so does my underwear. Like every other time I’ve kissed Isabelle, my cock is standing to attention.  
 
    Isabelle licks her lips, and I crawl toward her on the bed. When I get to her ankles, I kneel back, grab them and pull her further down the bed. She squeals in delight. Slowly, keeping eye contact with her, I lower my head and kiss at just about her panty line. My hands reach up, and I pull them down her thighs, leaving her naked on the bed.  
 
    Gripping her ass, I lower myself to her pussy and lick. She moans, and her hands entwine in my hair. The taste and her scent drive me crazy, so I suck, and Isabelle grinds into my face.  
 
    “Jamie,” she purrs. 
 
    “Want me to stop?”  
 
    Her eyes fly open and make contact with mine. “No.” 
 
    I smile and go back to my feast. Her moans get louder, and Isabelle spreads her legs farther apart. While sucking on her clit, I insert a finger, then two inside her, and she bucks wildly. Her hands hold my head in place as she reaches her orgasm. 
 
    “Oh my God! Don’t stop!” 
 
    When I’ve drawn every last shiver out of her, I kiss my way up her body. Sucking on one nipple and then the other as I make my way to her lips. Isabelle grips my head, and we kiss. Tongues dueling and my cock at her entrance, she bucks to get me inside her, and as much as I want to, I need to know she’s fully in control. 
 
    “This isn’t a one-time thing for me. If we do this, I’m in this. I don’t care about your past, I only care about our future.” 
 
    “I want you.” 
 
    “It’s not enough.” 
 
    “I’m in this.” Isabelle nods and smiles. “You’re everything I didn’t know I wanted.” 
 
    Inch by inch, I ease myself inside of her. My hands link with hers, and just as slowly, I pull back out.  
 
    Isabelle gasps. “More.” 
 
    I do this twice and then increase my speed. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    She grins at me. “No, I’m better than that.” 
 
    Slamming into her, I search her face for discomfort and find none, so I do it again. 
 
    “Faster,” Isabelle pants. 
 
    Grinning, I lower my head and kiss her while I pump in and out. 
 
    “We need to change places.” 
 
    “We do?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah, honey, we do.” 
 
    At the endearment, I pull out, and she rolls with me, impaling herself on my cock. Isabelle moves her hips, leans forward, and presses her hands to mine. 
 
    “Faster.” 
 
    She grins down at me. “Now he wants to go fast?” 
 
    Isabelle leans back, my hands go to her ass, and I move her faster as I arch up inside her.  
 
    “Do that again,” she commands, her face a mask of desire. 
 
    Pleasing her is my only thought, so I do as she asks. Her pussy convulses around my cock, and she cries out in ecstasy. It’s only then I allow myself my release. My cock pumps my seed inside of her as she screams my name. 
 
    When she’s done, Isabelle collapses on top of me. Both of us are breathing hard, and sweat covers my body. 
 
    Isabelle sits up and looks down at me. “Damn.” 
 
    Reaching up, I place a hand on her hip, and the other rests on her thigh. “Damn is right.” 
 
    She smiles down at me, rolls off, and lays down on the bed beside me. My fingers trace patterns on her back as she places a leg over me and drifts off to sleep. We lay like that for a little while letting her rest, and I listen to her even breathing as she lies wrapped in my arms.  
 
    After an hour, I roll her off me and kiss her while my fingers delve into her pussy. It takes her body only a moment to respond. Her eyes open, and she rocks her hips. Smiling down at her, I position myself between her legs and insert my cock inside her.  
 
    “Oh, Jamie!” 
 
    As I move in and out of her, my thumb rubs her clit, and she bucks wildly. 
 
    “Isabelle, wait for me.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she pants. 
 
    I remove my thumb, and she lets out a growl of frustration.  
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    When my balls get that familiar electric tingle, I put my thumb against her clit and rub. It takes only a minute, and she’s back to bucking and moaning. 
 
    “Come for me,” I command. 
 
    “So close.” 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    Isabelle is biting her bottom lip, sweat beads on her brow, and then she moans loudly as her pussy once again convulses around my cock, milking me as I come inside her. 
 
    Growling loudly, I keep thrusting until my seed is spent. On elbows, I hold my weight above her and lightly kiss her lips. 
 
    “Mine.” 
 
    “Yours.” She smiles. “Mine.” 
 
    I grin at her. “Yours.”
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    Isabelle 
 
      
 
    The sun is just peeking over the mountains, bathing everything in its dazzling light when Jamie drops me home. I didn’t want to go, but he pointed out that Charlotte might be worried if she wakes up and I’m not there. I’ve never felt so sated and satisfied. 
 
    “You’ll come back later?” I ask him. 
 
    He kisses the top of my head. “Wild horses couldn’t drag me away.” Then he chuckles. “Actually, that is what’s dragging me away. I promised Beth and Sean that I’d help them with their horses, but I’ll be as quick as I can.” 
 
    Twisting my head, I look up at him, and he immediately claims my lips.  
 
    With a growl, he wrenches himself away from me. “Woman, get out of my truck before I fuck you in it.” 
 
    “Fuck me?” 
 
    “It’s in a truck, you can’t call it love.” 
 
    “Maybe I want to try the fucking?” 
 
    Jamie chuckles. “I’ll be back.” 
 
    I nod and climb out. “See you later.” 
 
    He winks at me and drives away. I stay in the lane until he turns the corner, and I can’t see him any longer. Then, with a skip in my step, I move toward the back of the bakery. I insert my key into the lock, but the door isn’t locked. I think nothing of it since Charlotte sometimes forgets to do these things. Quietly, I tiptoe up the stairs so as not to wake Charlotte. 
 
    The apartment is bathed in orange light from the open curtains, which is odd as we normally keep them closed. Opening Charlotte’s door, I find her asleep in bed, so I close it and go into my room.  
 
    Flopping down on top of it, I smile to myself.  
 
    Best. Birthday. Ever. 
 
    “Hello, Belle.” 
 
    My blood runs cold, and I sit bolt upright.  
 
    Chase is behind my bedroom door.  
 
    He holds a finger to his lips. 
 
    “Shh, you don’t want to wake Charlotte, do you? You wouldn’t want her to get hurt.” 
 
    He closes my door and walks toward me. My brain is screaming at me to do something, anything, but I’m frozen. His hand cups my face, then a snarl escapes his lips. The open hand turns into a fist, and it’s the last thing I see before it connects with my jaw.
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    Jamie 
 
      
 
    I’m working hard with Sean as he lassoes the last horse. My cell phone rings, and I look at the screen. It’s the bakery. 
 
    “I need to get this.” 
 
    “Okay,” replies Sean as he whispers to the horse.  
 
    “Do you miss me already?” I ask as I answer. 
 
    “Jamie? Is Isabelle with you?” asks Charlotte. 
 
    “No, honey, I dropped her back home with you.” 
 
    “She’s not here.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. I checked her room, the bathroom, and downstairs. Isabelle isn’t here.” 
 
    “Maybe she went out to the store?” 
 
    “Jamie, there’s blood on her bed.” 
 
    I click my fingers at Sean, who stops what he’s doing and walks toward me. “I’m on my way.” 
 
    “What?” asks Sean as I step out of the barn and put my cell phone in my pocket. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I shake my head. “Have you got a gun?” 
 
    “You want a handgun?” 
 
    “That was Charlotte. Isabelle is missing, and there’s blood on her bed. I need you to come with me, and I need you armed.” 
 
    “On it.”  
 
    Sean jogs to his house while I climb into my truck and drive it closer to his home. He comes back out with Beth. They both have handguns and get into the truck. 
 
    “You’re bringing Beth?” 
 
    “I’m a better shot, and three heads are better than one.” She taps the dashboard. “Let’s roll.” 
 
    Not wanting to waste time arguing, I put the pedal to the metal and drive like the devil is chasing me all the way into town. 
 
    When we arrive, Charlotte is at the back door, looking worried. She’s dressed, and her hair is pulled up in a ponytail. 
 
    We all get out of the truck and go upstairs to their apartment. Charlotte walks into Isabelle’s room and points at the bed. 
 
    Looking down at it, there’s splatter and a pool of blood. In one corner, it looks like someone wiped their hands on the white comforter. 
 
    “When did you get up?” Sean asks Charlotte. 
 
    She cringes and moves away from him.  
 
    Gently, I turn her around and try to smile reassuringly at her. “Tell me what you did this morning.” I try a different tactic. 
 
    Charlotte looks down at the floor and cries. Tears run down her face, and within moments, she’s sobbing. “I-I should h-have phoned you earlier.” 
 
    Isabelle warned me that sometimes when Charlotte is feeling overwhelmed, she will cry and become uncommunicative. I don’t what this to be one of those times. 
 
    I pull her into my embrace and stroke her hair. “Call Cutter,” I say to Sean. 
 
    He nods and walks out of the room. Beth opens one of Isabelle’s cupboards, and there are no empty hangers. Next, she picks up her clutch from last night, and Isabelle’s wallet and cell phone are still inside it, which means she’s not out shopping, and there’s no way she’d leave the house without her phone. 
 
    “Charlotte, let’s go out to the dining table and sit down, okay?” 
 
    She sniffles and nods but clutches onto me, not letting me go. When she sits down, Charlotte holds onto my hand in a death grip. It’s an anxious twenty minutes as we wait for Cutter to arrive. 
 
    Beth kneels in front of her. “Would you like a drink, honey? A soda or a coffee or…” 
 
    “I’m not allowed a soda before lunch. Isabelle says they aren’t good for me.” 
 
    Beth giggles. “I won’t tell if you don’t. What if we share one?” 
 
    Charlotte nods. “Okay.” 
 
    Beth glances at me and pours a can of orange Fanta into two glasses and sits next to Charlotte. 
 
    Cutter walks in, eyes blazing, and Charlotte runs to him.  
 
    He throws his arms around her. “Are you hurt? Did they hurt you?” 
 
    “No!” She buries her head into his chest, and he strokes her hair. 
 
    “Charlotte, when did you notice Isabelle wasn’t here?” asks Sean in a soothing tone. 
 
    She looks Cutter in the eyes. “I got up, had a shower, and watched a little TV. I didn’t know she was hurt, and I didn’t know she was taken.” 
 
    “What makes you think she was taken?” asks Cutter. 
 
    “The blood. Isabelle only bleeds when Chase is around.” 
 
    “Chase?” I repeat. 
 
    Charlotte buries her head in Cutter’s chest. “I’m not supposed to say!” 
 
    Cutter holds up a hand to me and cocks his head to the side, giving me a stern look to back off. He moves Charlotte onto the couch and sits her down. 
 
    “Okay, before we talk about Chase, do you know what time Isabelle went missing?” 
 
    “I’m not supposed to talk about Chase. Isabelle will get mad.” 
 
    “That’s okay. Do you know the time you noticed her missing?” 
 
    “I watched all of the morning show and then went to check on her.” 
 
    Cutter looks up at me. “Nine o’clock.”  
 
    I look at my watch, and it’s eleven thirty. 
 
    “Jesus, that was nearly three hours ago.” I run a hand through my hair and pace. 
 
    Sean puts a hand on my chest, stopping me. He purposely looks at Charlotte, then makes eye contact with me. “Be calm.” 
 
    “Lottie.” Cutter brushes her hair out of her face. “Would you like to talk to Brandon?” 
 
    Charlotte nods. “But Isabelle says I’m not allowed to.” 
 
    Cutter grins at her. “I think I need to know who I’m replacing. How about we call him, and you can introduce me?” 
 
    “Will I get in trouble?” whispers Charlotte. 
 
    “Nope, I’ll explain it to Isabelle when we find her.” 
 
    I’m fucking perplexed why Cutter wants to talk to an old friend of Charlotte’s, but Sean holds up a hand to me. A warning to keep quiet. 
 
    Cutter hands over his cell phone to Charlotte. “Do you know his number?” 
 
    Charlotte nods and types in the number, then holds the phone to her ear. “Hello, Brandon?” She smiles into the cell phone. “It’s Charlotte.”  
 
    Cutter smiles at her and gestures for her to give him the phone.  
 
    “Brandon, I made a new friend. His name is Cutter, and he wants to talk to you.” Smiling, she hands over the cell phone. 
 
    Cutter winks at Charlotte and stands. “Hey, Brandon, this is going to sound a little strange.” He moves away from Charlotte and walks back toward the back of the apartment. I follow him, as does Sean, but Beth sits with Charlotte and talks quietly with her. 
 
    “Brandon, I know you don’t know me, but I swear on my life that I’m a good guy.” He winks at me. “Why do you ask that?” His eyebrows go together, and he looks at me with concern. “What’s his name?” Cutter nods. “Isabelle is missing, and it looks like there’s been a struggle.” Another pause. “Thanks, man, and we’ll let you know.” 
 
    Cutter hangs up and puts the cell phone in his pocket. “Isabelle was married to a guy named Chase Kelly. Brandon says he’s bad news and that Isabelle and Charlotte disappeared to get away from him.” 
 
    “Where does he live?” I ask. 
 
    “Chicago.” 
 
    “Can Kyle run a background check?” I ask Sean. 
 
    “Yeah. He knows something’s up. I told Cutter to fill him in.” 
 
    Walking back to Charlotte, I kneel in front of her. “Hey, I’m going to get Isabelle back. Beth is going to stay here with you while I do, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” A tear runs down her cheek, and I reach up and sweep it away. 
 
    “Don’t cry, honey. Everything is going to be all right.”  
 
    I nod at Beth and head for the door. I’m down the stairs and on my way to my truck when Sean catches up with me.  
 
    “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “I’m going to get Isabelle back.” 
 
    “We need intel.” 
 
    Angrily, I punch the door of the truck and turn around and shove him hard. “That was her blood up there! That was my woman’s blood on that bed. Tell me if this was Beth that you’d wait?” 
 
    Sean moves into my space and grabs me by the upper arms. “We have no fucking idea who this guy is. What are you going to do? Drive to Chicago and ask random people if they know Chase Kelly?” 
 
    Cutter holds up his cell phone. “He’s old money. And there’s a lovely wedding photo of him and Isabelle. They got married nearly four years ago. Her name was Isabelle Jones.” 
 
    Cutter hands me his phone, and on the screen is an image of Isabelle, smiling, looking up at a man who I assume is Chase Kelly. I thrust the phone back at him. 
 
    “Now we know, I’m going.” 
 
    “Not without me,” states Sean. 
 
    “I’m coming too.” 
 
    A Harley sounds in the distance, and Kyle pulls into the bakery’s back parking lot. He climbs off and walks toward me. Kyle says nothing as he briefly hugs me, then looks at Sean. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “We’re going to Chicago.” 
 
    He nods and looks at me. “You okay?” 
 
    “I’ve been fucking better.” 
 
    “How much of a head start do they have?” Kyle asks. 
 
    “Three hours.” 
 
    “Is Charlotte okay?” he asks. 
 
    Sean nods. “Beth has her.” 
 
    Kyle nods and climbs back on his bike. 
 
    “I can’t ask you to help.” 
 
    “Who the fuck said anything about asking me? We’re family, and it’s what we do.” Kyle starts his bike. 
 
    Cutter climbs on his and does the same. Sean grins at me and climbs into my truck.  
 
    In times of need, you find out who your true friends and family really are. 
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    Unbeknownst to me, Kyle contacted Angus and asked him to chase down any information on Isabelle after our Zoom chat. Angus told him she was a ghost. When shit hit the fan this morning, he contacted him again. It’s dangerous for us to reach out to him, and we do it through a variety of channels, but each time we do, we lose that way of contacting him. 
 
    On the drive to Chicago, Sean gets a phone call. 
 
    “Hello?” He nods once and then puts his cell phone on speaker. 
 
    “Hey, Jamie, it’s Angus.” 
 
    “What do you know?” 
 
    Angus chuckles. “Love it. You’ve been hanging out with Sean and are straight to the point.” I hear his intake of breath. “Chase Kelly is old, very old money. Very well connected. He has a small business selling hybrid yachts. There are a lot of pictures of him and Isabelle on the society pages. They looked happy.” 
 
    “If they were so happy, why did she change her name and flee?” I ask. 
 
    Sean says, “We don’t need a recap on their marriage. What we need is—” 
 
    “To know where he is. I’m on it, brother.” 
 
    “He’s stopped on the side of the road. He’s still about an hour from you.” 
 
    “How the fuck do you know where we are?” asks Sean. 
 
    “I’m tracking your cell phone and his too.” 
 
    “Can you keep us updated?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m always watching, brother.” He laughs creepily and ends the call. 
 
    I put my foot down harder on the accelerator, increasing my speed. Sean looks at me but keeps quiet. My hands are gripping the steering wheel so hard, they are aching and my knuckles are white. All I can think about is Isabelle and what condition I’m going to find her in. The worst scenario which keeps running through my mind is Isabelle is dead. 
 
    Sean clears his throat. “Do you want me to drive?” 
 
    I shake my head.  
 
    “We’ll get to her.” 
 
    “What if he’s…” I can’t finish the sentence. 
 
    “We can only deal with the facts. The amount of blood in her room wasn’t enough for a serious, life-threatening injury. Maybe he broke her nose, or maybe she fell and bled on it? We don’t know. We know she wouldn’t have left Charlotte without telling her. And there’s no way in hell that any woman leaves the house without her wallet and cell phone.” Sean shifts in his seat. “Don’t go getting stuck in your head worrying about what-if’s. That’ll drive you crazy, and we’ve got an hour to go.”
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    Isabelle 
 
      
 
    The rocks cut at my feet as I run. I keep running, ignoring the pain. Chase is close behind—I can hear his footsteps and his screams of anger as he charges after me. I woke up in a car, and when I opened my eyes, he was with me. I screamed and tried to open the door. Chase slammed on the breaks and attempted to grab me, but as soon as the car was motionless, I was out and running.  
 
    Suddenly, it feels like my hair is being ripped out, and I’m off my feet, flying through the air backward. I hit the ground, and all the air rushes from my lungs, leaving me gasping. Chase leans over me, rage infuses his face, and he lets out an almighty scream. I cringe and cover my head, waiting for him to strike me. 
 
    Slowly, I lower my arms. He’s towering over me, breathing hard, hands on his hips. His perfect hair is mussed, but the look of contempt which I came to know so well is there, staring down at me. 
 
    “Why?” he screams and throws his arms in the air. “I gave you everything. A home, money, a place in society, and you repaid me by running away?” 
 
    “What we had was never love.” 
 
    “Why did you cut your hair? How’s that going to look in all the papers? And how the hell am I supposed to explain your absence? I’ve told most of our friends that you’re on a retreat. How could you do this to me?” Chase rages at me. 
 
    It’s obvious he heard me, but more importantly, he doesn’t want to hear me. I’m a possession, something he owns, a toy he’s not done playing with. 
 
    Chase holds out his hand to me, and I cringe.  
 
    “Put your hand in mine so I can help you up, you stupid bitch.” 
 
    “Please, let me go.” 
 
    “Give me your fucking hand!” 
 
    I’m scared to touch him and scared not to touch him. Tentatively, I put my hand in his, and he wrenches me to my feet.  
 
    “Who was the guy in the photo, Belle?” 
 
    “What photo?” 
 
    He throws his hands in the air. “Last night at the restaurant. I finally found you, but who was the guy? The guy who bought you your favorite hand cream.” 
 
    I close my eyes and shake my head. The fucker tracked me down with hand cream? All the precautions I took, and that’s what gave me away—a damn gift?  
 
    His hands land on my shoulders, and he shakes me. “Who was he?” screams Chase. 
 
    “He’s a friend. It was a present for my birthday.” 
 
    Chase shoves me, and I stumble. “Walk back to the car, and I swear if you try to run, I’ll break something.” 
 
    Stumbling over rocks and debris, I pick my way through the forest.  
 
    “What is his name?” 
 
    “Jamie.” 
 
    “Does this Jamie have a last name?” 
 
    I don’t want to tell him. Chase is a powerful man and could hurt Jamie and all he loves. 
 
    “Belle? I asked you a question.” 
 
    “Smith.” 
 
    Chase grabs me by the upper arm and snarls in my face. “Lie to me again, I dare you.” 
 
    “Jamie MacKenny.” 
 
    He nods and sneers down at me. “She can tell the truth.” 
 
    “You knew?” 
 
    “Of course, I knew. You loved that brand, and I paid them to tell me who orders it in the United States. Do you know how many people use that shit?” I shake my head. “In the United States, one hundred and sixty-five people order it directly from the supplier. Do you want to know how I know that?” He shoves me forward. “I had people track every single order.” 
 
    “Why can’t you just let me go? Divorce me. Marry one of your mistresses and leave me alone.” 
 
    Chase laughs hysterically. “I married you because you never cared about my money. You signed a prenup without any legal representation. All you wanted was to make me happy. We don’t divorce in my family, and I’d never marry any of those whores because they are with me for my money. It’s a financial transaction… pure and simple.” 
 
    “But you don’t love me.” 
 
    He scoffs. “I do.” 
 
    “No. If you did, you wouldn’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Belle, a woman like you needs to know her place. I hit you because I love you, and you need reminding every now and again how the world works. Once we’ve had children, you’ll do as you’re told, or I’ll banish you.” 
 
    I stop walking and turn around to face him. “What the fuck makes you think I’d ever have children with a monster like you?” 
 
    Chase smiles and then backhands me across the face so hard I see stars. I trip and fall against a tree for support. 
 
    “Keep walking,” he orders. 
 
    “And if I don’t?” I ask defiantly. 
 
    “Honey, I can do this all day. No one is coming to save you. You’re going to have my children. You’re going to resume your place at my side, and you’re going to behave.” 
 
    “Never!” Spittle flies from my lips, and I bare my teeth at him. 
 
    Chase grabs me by the back of my hair and walks me forward. “I’ll take you out on the Mary-Lou and keep you prisoner on her until I get you pregnant. You’ll change your tune when we have children.” 
 
    Twisting my head, I ignore the burning feeling as my hair is pulled from its roots. “I’ll never love anything that comes from you.” 
 
    Chase laughs and pushes me forward.  
 
    I stumble and go down hard on my knees.  
 
    “Oh, really? Maybe I’ll put Charlotte into a facility for the mentally retarded. See how well she does in one of those places. I bet you’ll change your tune then.” He laughs. “I have enough money that I could do that. My family has so much money that I could put you on an island in the Pacific, and no one would ever see you again.” Chase pulls me to my feet. “Or I could just kill you here and now and then do whatever the hell I want to that thing you call a sister.” 
 
    Tears threaten to fall at the thought of Chase hurting Charlotte. I keep walking. And with each step, I realize I can’t win. I can’t let Charlotte fall into his clutches. She’d never survive in one of those places. 
 
    We’re back at the road, and Chase grabs me by the upper arm. He looks in both directions, then drags me back to the car. 
 
    “If I stay with you, you have to leave Charlotte alone. Leave her where she is. She’s happy there.” 
 
    “No,” he replies flatly. 
 
    “Please, Chase, I’ll do anything.” 
 
    He presses his body up against mine on the side of the car. “Yes, you will. Anything, I damn well please.” 
 
    Bile crawls up my throat, and I gag at the thought of him touching me. My mind goes to Jamie and the tenderness he showed me. Chase knows no such things. He’s always been a brute and a bully. 
 
    “What is it, Belle, can’t handle a real man?” 
 
    “I hate you!” 
 
    Chase laughs. “I want to know. Did you fuck him?” 
 
    I smile at him and nod. “Best. Sex. Ever.” 
 
    Chase pushes off me, a look of pure disgust on his face. He punches me hard in the stomach, then grabs me by the hair, pulling my head back.  
 
    His face is close to mine as he snarls, “I’ll have him killed. You’ll be checked over by a physician to make sure you don’t have anything, and then I’m going to have that sister of yours brought home. Hell, I might just fuck her until you’ve gotten the all-clear.” 
 
    A scream comes from deep within me, and I charge him, pushing him back onto the road. Chase trips and falls onto his ass. My knee connects to his face, and he falls back, his hand flying up to protect himself. Like a madwoman, I jump in the air and land on his crotch. Chase screams in pain, but I don’t stop. I kick and jump on him, and when he gets a hold of me, I bite the hand that touches me. While I’m screaming, he’s yelling, and I don’t see the truck that pulls up or hear my name being called.  
 
    My only thought is, I have to kill him. He has to die.  
 
    Chase will keep on coming, and we’ll never be safe unless he’s dead. 
 
    Two arms encircle me and lift me off the ground. “Isabelle, it’s me, Jamie.” 
 
    I’m kicking and screaming, trying to get back to Chase, who’s lying on the ground, blood dripping from his nose, and he’s cupping his genitals. 
 
    “Isabelle, you’re safe. Honey, please calm down.” 
 
    Hysterical, I keep trying to get loose, but these arms that surround me feel safe. I stop screaming, and then I stop trying to break loose. I’m breathing hard. 
 
    “Isabelle, are you with me?” 
 
    “I’m in this.” 
 
    Jamie barks out a laugh and loosens his grip. I twist in his arms, burying my face in his chest. My legs give out, but he doesn’t let me fall. He scoops me up and walks me to his truck. Someone opens the passenger side door, and he gently places me on the seat. 
 
    “You can’t let him go. He’ll never let me go. He’s a monster.”

  

 
   
     
 
      
 
    [image: A picture containing icon  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    Jamie 
 
      
 
    Isabelle is exhausted. Her words are coming out in whispers, but her eyes are wide with fear. I look over at the man on the asphalt—she’s hurt him good—and he’s crying and blubbering like an idiot. 
 
    Sean is standing over him, smirking down at his broken body. I look at him, and he gives me the thumbs up as though he’s proud of what she’s done. 
 
    “Three years of hell. Three years of beatings. Three years I’ll never get back.” Isabelle is rocking back and forth in the truck, her arms wrapped around herself. She looks at me, her eyes so wide. “We have to kill him. There’s no other way.” 
 
    Kyle and Cutter pull up. Cutter’s eyes bulge out of his head when he sees Isabelle, and then he laughs at the man on the asphalt. 
 
    “Did you do that?” he asks me. 
 
    “No, Isabelle did that.”  
 
    He nods, his lips turn down, and then he grins. “Hell hath no fury.” 
 
    “Is she okay?” asks Kyle. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I reply honestly.  
 
    Isabelle looks past me to Kyle, then she locks eyes with Cutter. “You do what no one else can do. You told me that. Will you do me a favor, Cutter?” 
 
    “Name it,” he replies instantly. 
 
    “Kill him.” 
 
    Cutter pulls out his gun and walks toward the man. He glances at Kyle, who holds up a hand. 
 
    “Murder leaves a stain on your soul, Isabelle. Are you sure?” 
 
    Isabelle nods. “He’ll keep coming. If he can’t have me, he’ll destroy all of you. He’ll hurt Charlotte. He’s a monster.” 
 
    Sean’s cell phone rings, and he looks at it, then puts it on speaker.  
 
    “Did you find her?” asks Angus. 
 
    “Yes,” replies Sean. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    I stare into Isabelle’s eyes, and I know she’s scared but murder a man? I’m not sure I can do that. 
 
    “I’ve been looking into Isabelle, Belle, Kelly’s medical file. She’s had a lot of accidents, and never once was she taken to a hospital—every time the family doctor looked after her. He kept immaculate records. She fell down some stairs and broke her arm. She tripped in the bathroom and broke some ribs. Oh, this one was good... Isabelle fell through a window and broke her nose, arm, and had several abrasions to the insides of her thighs. This guy sounds like a prince.” 
 
    We’ve all stopped to look at the man on the ground.  
 
    Cutter has his gun pointed at him.  
 
    Kyle flicks a glance at me, and I nod. 
 
    “Angus, are there any cars or people in our immediate area?” 
 
    “No, no one is around.” 
 
    Kyle nods at Cutter, who then empties his gun into Chase Kelly. Most of the shots are centered around his head until it’s nothing more than a mushed-up mess of blood, bone, and brain.  
 
    Cutter shrugs, puts his gun back in his holster, then smiles at Isabelle when he’s finished. “All done. Do you like being called Belle?” 
 
    “I fucking hate it. Thank you, Cutter. I owe you.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” replies Kyle. 
 
    “What do we do with the body?” asks Sean. 
 
    “Drag it off the road. No one will find him, and if they do, they’re never going to get dental out of that. Cutter, take the fingers, so there are no fingerprints.” 
 
    Cutter grins and looks up at Sean. “You get the feet, and I’ll take the arms.” 
 
    Sean nods, he hands his cell phone to Kyle, and they pick up the body and walk him further off the road and into the woods. Sean is the first to come back to us and Kyle nods at the car. 
 
    “Get it stripped and sell the parts, nowhere near us or the club. Make it so it’s never found.” 
 
    “I can do that.” Sean nods. 
 
    I’m watching them talk when Isabelle tugs on my hand. 
 
    “You saved me.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. You’d saved yourself. I’m just here to take you home.” 
 
    “Home?” 
 
    “Home with me and Charlotte.” 
 
    Isabelle dissolves into tears and reaches for me. I hold her, stroking her hair, telling her everything is going to be okay, but, in truth, I don’t know if it will be. Looking around, Kyle has moved away from us, and I assume he’s talking to Angus as I watch him nodding. He ends the call, puts the phone in his jacket, and turns around to face me. There’s no expression on his face. He gives me a chin lift and puts his hands in his pockets. His eyes go to Isabelle and then back to me. At this moment, I have no idea what he’s thinking or what I might owe him for what he let Cutter do.  
 
    One thing I do know—I’m glad my family is with me.  
 
    Our motto of ‘family first, always’ has never been truer.
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    Jamie 
 
      
 
    Isabelle asked Mr. Whistler to come back and work in the bakery with Charlotte for a month while she recuperated. Not that he’d admit it, but I think Kyle had a hand in Mr. Whistler coming out of retirement. I moved her and Charlotte into my home and drove Charlotte to work every day, and Cutter brought her home at night. 
 
    At first, she wouldn’t talk to me about her ordeal until one night about two weeks after the incident, she woke up screaming. She sat between my legs with my arms wrapped around her and told me about the horrors she’d lived through. What Isabelle didn’t know is Kyle could see I didn’t want to end Chase Kelly’s life, so he had Angus send him a copy of her medical file, then he printed it out and gave it to me. The file was over an inch thick. Isabelle had suffered from everything from broken bones to a bruised spine to gonorrhea. And these were just the injuries that were so bad she had to see a doctor.  
 
    I wept as I read every horror that she’d suffered through. Isabelle is far stronger than I’ll ever be. Chase Kelly deserved to die a long time ago. No man should ever treat a woman the way he treated her. 
 
    I’m driving into town to be with Isabelle and Charlotte. It’s Saturday, and I take Sundays off so it’s easier for all of us to stay in town overnight. I’ll help out in the bakery on Sunday and then bring them back to the farm. When I pull into the back of the bakery, Cutter’s bike is parked to one side. I knock on the door, Isabelle’s face appears in the window, and she immediately lets me in. 
 
    “Hey, you.” She kisses me on the lips. 
 
    “Hey, gorgeous girl. You done for the day?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She points over her shoulder, and I see Cutter lounging against the counter. “I was talking to Cutter.” 
 
    “You want me to wait upstairs?” I ask. 
 
    Cutter shakes his head. “Nah, I’m going.”  
 
    He walks up to Isabelle and hugs her, then he gives me a chin lift and walks out. 
 
    “What was all that about?” 
 
    “Cutter thinks he’s a monster. I told him he might be for some people, but for us, your family, and even the MC, he’ll always be a savior.” 
 
    I put my arms around her, and she rests her hands on my chest. “He’s no savior.” 
 
    “Well, not in the traditional sense.” Her eyes drop to my chest, and she tilts her head to the side. “You know, I knew you’d find me.” 
 
    Kissing the top of her head, I lean back until her eyes meet mine. “I will always come for you.” 
 
    “Charlotte feels safe with you. I’ve never seen her this happy, especially now that she can ring Brandon.” 
 
    “He’s not some MC enforcer, is he?” 
 
    Isabelle laughs. “No, but he was living on the streets at one point.” 
 
    I look up at the ceiling. “She can pick ‘em, can’t she?” 
 
    “He turned out to be a good guy. Much like Cutter.” 
 
    Laughing, I shake my head. “Cutter is not a good guy. Trust me on that.”  
 
    Isabelle goes up on her tiptoes and kisses me lightly. “He is to us.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask her. 
 
    “With you here and Charlotte safe, I’m better than just okay. For the first time in a long time, maybe ever, I’ve found a home.” 
 
    “It’s the same for me. Wherever you are is home, here or at my place, I only need you.” I kiss her on the lips. “Love isn’t meant to be hard. I wake up every day and choose you. You’re mine, and I’m yours. Simple.”
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    Lochlan 
 
      
 
    I’ve been in Boston for a month, settling the last details for opening my wellness clinic. The woman warming my bed is no one. Rolling over, I hit her on the ass, and she yelps. 
 
    “Time for you to go, Sabine.” 
 
    “Why, it’s early. We could still have some fun?” 
 
    I grin up at the ceiling. “No, we can’t. I have work tomorrow.” 
 
    Sabine stands and stretches her body. She looks down at me and winks, then walks into the bathroom of the suite where I’m staying. 
 
    There’s a knock at the door, and I curse under my breath. Sabine must have ordered room service. 
 
    I throw on a robe and yell out, “Just a minute!” 
 
    Quickly, I tie it and rush for the door. Standing on the other side is Annette. She has tears streaming down her face, and she steps forward, throwing her arms around me. 
 
    “Annette, what are you doing here? And what’s wrong?” 
 
    I bend to peer into her eyes. 
 
    “It’s Annie, s-she died.” 
 
    Annie is her grandmother and my family’s oldest friend. My heart hurts at the thought of her passing. 
 
    “Oh, sweetheart.” I guide her inside and sit her on a chair. “How?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “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. At first, he thought she was asleep.” 
 
    Annette sobs and I try to console her. “What can I do?” 
 
    “Can you come home with me? Help me with the arrangements?” 
 
    “Of course, love, of course, I can do that.” 
 
    Annette’s eyes go past me, and it’s then I remember Sabine. I close my eyes and sigh. When I open them, Annette’s tears have stopped, and she rises. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Sabine.” 
 
    Annette looks down at me. “Who is she?” 
 
    “Annette, it’s not what it looks like.” 
 
    “And if by that you mean have we been fucking? Yes, we have.” Sabine picks up her purse and walks to the door. “Call me.” She winks at Annette and strolls out of my hotel suite. 
 
    Annette walks to the door. 
 
    “Annette, please, can we talk about this?” 
 
    She doesn’t turn around, but she says quietly, “It’s funny, when this happened, 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 have disappointed her? Or for that matter me?” 
 
    “Please, don’t go.” 
 
    “I never want to see you again.” She opens the door and slams it closed. 
 
    This isn’t good.  
 
    My brothers are going to kill me.  
 
    Annette is off-limits, and I broke that rule, and now I’ve betrayed her.  
 
    If God himself doesn’t strike me down, then the MacKenny brothers just might. 
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    What do you do when your family, friends, and everyone you know disowns you? 
 
    Do you run? 
 
    Do you say ‘screw them all’? 
 
    Or do you try to make amends and make it right? 
 
      
 
    The day Annette found me with another woman was the worst day of my life.  
 
    The look in her eyes, the earth-shattering disappointment, it crushed me. 
 
    Not only from her but from everyone I know. 
 
      
 
    I will win her back if it’s the last thing I ever do. 
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    Isn’t it funny? 
 
      
 
    How one accident can change your entire path. 
 
      
 
    I was an international rock star and the female lead singer for the Grinders, but now I’m hiding in the mountains away from everything and everyone. 
 
      
 
    That is until the President of the Savage Angels MC, Dane Reynolds, gave me a reason to feel again. 
 
      
 
    He’s fierce, strong, and loyal, but someone sinister hides in the shadows. 
 
      
 
    Can Dane save Kat? Or will the 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 
 
      
 
    The Grinders Series 
 
      
 
    Truth Book One
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    Swish Design and Editing, who always manage to get me over the line, even when I’m not very organized, thank you all very much. 
 
      
 
    Clarise Tan, who is professional and easy to work with and makes all my amazing covers, thank you. 
 
      
 
    To all the bloggers who share my books, thank you. 
 
      
 
    And lastly, to all the authors who reach out and offer their support, I’m so glad you’re in my universe.  
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    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

  

 
   
     
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    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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